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Preface

The first shoot of this thesis sprouted on Indian soil, in Pondicherry at the Ecole Frangaise d’Extréme-
Orient, where 1 sat one monsoonal Sunday in my room translating the Mahabharata. The prophecy of
Vyasa at the start of the sixth book immediately reminded me of that Theoclymenus’ at the end of Book
20 of the Odyssey. I made a note in the margin of my vocabulary list and returned to my slow philological
labours. But I never forgot it. A year later, when I was casting around for a subject for my Master’s thesis,
I rummaged it out and considered it anew. I started my thesis research with no preconceptions, braced
even for something like a null hypothesis. But to my pleasure I found that, loosening the soil and gently
uprooting, a vast subterranean network of similarities revealed itself. Master’s thesis complete, I knew
that the subject pleaded for more holistic treatment. Two months after hand-in I landed in Pisa to begin it.

I could not, however, eradicate rodent suspicions that the right method for a fuller study did not
yet exist. Indo-European (IE) Comparative Poetics, with some notable exceptions, seemed either to claim
too much or too little; that is, implausible claims that extant literature preserved a great deal from the
proto-culture produced a strong counter-reaction from naysayers, who were then led to deny that anything
much at all had endured. This seemed to keep the field at the margins of the wider discipline, ever the
clumsy acolyte of self-assured IE Comparative Linguistics. Yet both sides seemed to me to overstate their
case. While intuiting that medio tutissimus ibis, | struggled to see a way past this Icarian status quo.

Dubiety hovered in the quiet library air for three dismaying years, until another bolt struck: I hit
upon the methodology that I felt my study needed. I set about rewriting my findings in confidence that the
labour was necessary. The method explicitly distinguishes between different kinds of inheritance —
‘strong’ and ‘weak’. Moreover, it fully accounts for the effect of cultural Universals on theorising
inheritance. Despite some important forerunners, these ideas have not yet been formulated and applied in
this way; it is my humble hope that the method presented in my introduction outlive its exemplification in
the thesis. This work, then, is the product not only of five years, but of two moments.

It is a commonplace of comparative works — or at least their marketing — that they lay claim to
being interesting to scholars of single disciplines. In practice, unfortunately, by aiming for both they reach
neither, and often end up being of parochial interest to specialised comparatists. Perhaps the drive to
expand Classics beyond Latin and Greek in the United States will change this. For my part, I do not see
my work as political: my aims are purely scientific, and not at all ideological in this sense. Yet I hope that
mixing in long passages of literary interpretation on the single traditions will tempt scholars specialised in
one or the other to engage with other aspects of the thesis, and not simply to pick from the salad a nugget
of halloumi and a kalamata olive here, or a cube of mango and a bhindi morsel there.

After accuracy, originality has been my lodestar. IE Comparative Poetics is young and
undernourished, and needs it to flourish. If entrants are not deterred by the high entry ticket of intense
linguistic study, many laurels are still to be won. There are no studies of Indo-European divination. Books
which compare Greek and Sanskrit poetry genealogically, with a thematic fulcrum, and from the linguistic
to the thematic level, are few or none. Novelty is built into this project, and the thesis was worth writing
for that reason alone. But its ambition is greater than this. It demonstrates that it is possible, embracing
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novelty, and using a sound methodology, to show extensive shared inheritance between Greek and Indian
literature and culture where it has never been suspected. May that discovery be the enticement for further
research.

I thank my supervisors, Luigi Battezzato, Christopher Minkowski, and Glenn Most for their
indispensable insights and support, as well as Professors Johannes Haubold and Christopher Metcalf, and
my colleagues at the Seminario di Ricerca for their generous comments on sections of my thesis. For
reading short excerpts and informal advice, I thank my Father and my friends Joel Nelson, Asher Rosen,
Dr Daniel Amir, Professor Justin Henry, and Dr Ruggiero Lionetti. [ am grateful to Oxford University,
Princeton University, the Ecole F; rancaise d 'Extréme-Orient, Pondicherry, and the Bhandarkar Oriental
Research Institute, Pune for hosting me for courses and research stays (in Princeton’s case, a semester’s
research residency). I am deeply grateful to the Scuola Normale Superiore for funding these visits, for
feeding, clothing, and housing me for over four years, and for providing flawless conditions in which to
conduct research.
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Kindred Classics: Poetry and Divination in

Ancient Greece and India

Introduction: Critiques, Methodologies, Proposals

This thesis is a novelty in numerous ways. Comparative treatments of early Greek and Sanskrit
poetry are uncommon — even rarer in book length. Those that do exist are mainly interested in using the
comparative method of Indo-European linguistics to reconstruct proto-narratives,' or in arguing for
transmission of certain literary practices from Greece to India or vice versa.? Such works have, rightly, not
been influential. This thesis is hostile to both and will do neither. Other work seeks to reconstruct
piecemeal elements of the Indo-European background of the two poetic traditions, whether for its own

sake, or in order to see historical texts anew.® This thesis should be seen in this tradition, even if it is at

! The most important recent proponent of this kind of comparison is the neo-Dumézilian Nicholas Allen. His 2020
book collects most of his published articles on the topic. The work of Emily B. West picks up where Allen leaves
off, using the same methodology (see the bibliography for her three essays on the subject), as does a 2006 article by
the Sanskritist Kathleen Garbutt (although it does at least have the advantage of considering the relation between IE
and Near-Eastern comparison). A recent Oxford comparative doctoral thesis quotes Allen’s methodology
approvingly (Andrea Doda, 2023, 4-5, 7). Gerald Gresseth 1979 uses a sort of prototype of Allen’s methodology,
but is non-committal about reconstructing proto-Epic. Other studies notice similarity without suggesting what to
make of them: Per-Johan Norelius 2022 rightly discounts diffusion but sees neither universality nor shared
inheritance as satisfactory explanations for the similarities; his discussion ends in aporia. Maria Marcinkowska-
Ros6t and Sven Sellmer 2021, 2022, and 2024 are a closely related group of purely typological studies uninterested
in genealogical matters. The notion of shared inheritance is mentioned once, only to be hurriedly shied away from
(2024, 457). For indirect criticism of this methodology, see Ranko Matasovi¢, 1996, 64-5; for a critical review
(which makes the right points but does not go far enough), see Laura Massetti, 2020. Alexis Pinchard 2009 argues
that every similarity in Greek and Indian philosophy is due to shared inheritance — a simplistic view which has little
to say for itself.

2 See the start of the next chapter for a thorough discussion which resolutely repudiates either possibility, with
bibliography.

3 See the fundamental Rudiger Schmitt 1967, discussed further below; Calvert Watkins 1995 and Martin West 2007,
are milestones, and inspirational. So too is Stephanie Jamison’s work, certainly on the RV, but also her two stunning
articles using Sanskrit Epic and ancient Indian legal texts to read Homer (Jamison 1994 and 1999; a third
comparative article from 2023 is by her own admission more speculative). Gregory Nagy 1974, despite its title, has
a great deal to say also about comparative poetics more generally. Watkins 2002 sees a syntactic phenomenon
shared between Pindar and the RV as a stylistic as well as linguistic inheritance, and has inspired an uptick in work
on the IE Pindar — see Eduard Meusel 2020 and 2021, and Laura Massetti below. Walter Ruben 1975 is sui generis:
taking shared heredity as the reason for the works’ thematic similarities, it examines the four Epics from a rigidly
Marxist lens while hardly engaging in other scholarship. It has little to contribute here. George Dunkel 1982/3 shows
the rewards of comparing not just the form but the contexts of cognate words in Greek and Sanskrit. For a survey of
the state of the art at the time and an invaluable bibliography with summaries of work in IE poetics until time of
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odds with many of the methods used in previous studies. It seeks to make a freestanding contribution to
comparative poetics (including in the refinement of its methodologies), reconstruct elements of a proto-
tradition where possible, and to contribute to understanding of the two traditions taken singly, whether by
using comparison as a prism, or as a finger pointing towards an interesting intra-traditional subject. It is

not a typological study, but always considers what might have given rise to any given parallel.

It is a comparative work written for anti-comparatists. That is, employing throughout a heuristic
of scepticism, it always seeks to prove, and never to assume a cognate relation. It seeks not what could be
explained by the shared inheritance of a common culture, but what could best and indeed only be
explained by it. New methods have been developed to this end. IE comparison is too often vitiated by the
comparatist’s excessive faith in what it can do, and denial about what it cannot. This thesis contends that

realism and an exact method will be the acid to purge it of its implausibilities.

Greek comparison is situated on intensely contested ground: elbow-room must be made. I begin,
then, with an expansive critique of my predecessors; from this, presentation of my own methodology will
emerge. Since Greece and India present different challenges to the comparatist, I treat Greece’s issues in
the introduction and leave India’s to the start of the second chapter. As IE comparative poetics ambles
along, Greek-Near-Eastern comparison stampedes forth; in no area is this more true than divination. The
field as a whole clearly believes that the comparandum of the Near East has more to contribute to Greek
Classics than IE comparison. This thesis therefore also has the provocative aim of being a corrective to
this assumption. In my introduction, I argue that the methodologies adopted have artificially swollen the
field. The rest of the thesis demonstrates how IE comparison can unearth interpretive treasures, burnish

them, and hold them to the light.

The introduction will also explain the unique advantages of limiting the thesis to only divination
in only Greek and Sanskrit. The first chapter situates Greek divination in a Near Eastern context, on the

presumption that where Greek divination resembles Near Eastern divination, it will be least likely to

publication, with summaries, see Gabriele Costa, 1998, 11-133 and 440-76, with the caveat that the rest of the book
is of vastly less use (see West’s rightly mordant review, 1999b). Other studies combine linguistic argument with
comparative mythology, such as the monumental Douglas Frame 2009, which weaves Sanskrit comparison into the
weft of the mythological background of Homer’s Nestor, and Nagy 1998 and 2005, on Greek heroes, which number
Indian Epic among its various comparanda. Most recently, see the work of Laura Massetti, many of whose articles |
could cite here, but see especially the book length Massetti 2016, which focusses on IE elements in Pindar and
Bacchylides, and her 2024 book on Pindar Pythian Twelve, the second half of which is an extended comparison
between the Greek text and the RV in the Watkins tradition, influenced also by the work of her doctoral supervisor,
José Luis Garcia Ramén (see Garcia Ramon 2000 for an example of his work on comparative poetics).

Older scholarship had of course noticed the parallels, but seldom analysed them in detail. See e.g. Oldenberg, 1922,
63, and for an exception see Gabriel Germain, 1954, 11-54, whose discussion is interesting and in some ways
pioneering, but is light on linguistic and literary detail.
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benefit from IE comparison — the presumption will be borne out. The second chapter sets out the
commonalities between Greek and Sanskrit intuitive divination, that is, a supernatural knowledge of
occult matters irrespective of their time and place of occurrence which depends on the inborn ability of a
practitioner, and not on interpretation of omens. It argues that certain correlations on various levels
(language, formula, and scene) are best explained as the remnants of a shared heritage. The third chapter
argues the same for certain kinds of omen divination in certain poetic contexts, but is less bullish about
reconstruction. The fourth chapter examines the commonalities in the figure of the diviner, and what they
might tell us about the shared heritage of the two traditions as well as each taken singly. If at times I go

over ground which seems obvious to specialists in one discipline, specialists in the other will be grateful.

Comparison and its Discontents: Greece and its Prehistory

Recent work on ancient divination has proliferated in tandem with the comparatist project to
nestle Greek culture ever more snugly into a Near-Eastern embrace. The two areas have fruitfully
overlapped, with a resulting consensus that Greek divination is essentially an offshoot of Near-Eastern
divination.* Works on Greek divination regularly include long sections on Near-Eastern divination, and
vice versa.’ By contrast, no mention of divination is made in any standard work of IE studies. The indices
of Emile Benveniste’s 1973 Indo-European Language and Society, Mallory & Adams’ 1997 Encyclopedia
of IE Culture, even the monumental three volume Handbook of Comparative and Historical IE
Linguistics (J. Klein et al., 2017-18), yield blank after blank. The multitude of comparative areal studies

and the abyss of genealogical studies is an asymmetry representative of the state of Greek comparatism.

This is a spectacular absence. Every attested IE society has divination of some kind, and yet
somehow IE divination remains virgin ground. Emblematic is a recent essay which, despite the promising
title ‘Greek Divination as the Transformation of an Indo-European Process’, all too humbly limits itself to
an exploration of ‘the Greek transference of ancestral Indo-European cult structures and the associated. ..
matrix of religious vocabulary... to a more recently developed divinatory system... influenced by a

Mediterranean source (or sources)’.® This sentence vocalises the universal assumption that only areal, not

4 For recent bibliography on divination, see the introduction to my first chapter.

% ‘Near East’ is an unsatisfactory term which, although still in use, has for decades been criticised (see Erik van
Dongen, 2014, with bibliography). I use it as a shorthand for the ancient peoples and cultures from Sinai to the
Levant and Anatolia, and across Mesopotamia.

5 Roger Woodard, 2023, 22. The article furnishes much else to disagree with — to give one example, it assumes that
so-called ecstatic divination is attested in Homer, which | will contest in my first chapter.
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genealogical comparanda are useful for Greek divination. Yet it is not known what Indo-European
comparison can tell us about Greek divination, because no-one has undertaken this work.” No history of
Indo-European divination has been written, and no history of the Indo-European background of Greek

divination. This thesis, although poetry is its main focus, makes a step in this direction for the first time.

Areal and Genealogical Comparison: Friends and Foes

Multitasking must be possible. The commonalities between Greek and Near-Eastern divination
are undeniable, and, given the much earlier attestation of the shared practices in the Near-East, influence
from East to West is the natural explanation.® But the fact that Greece imported certain features does not
mean that it overwrote all that it had had before. That is, once new practices gained traction, pre-existing
divinatory beliefs and practices were not immediately discarded as otiose. A previous generation of
scholars underestimated Greece’s debt to the Near East for mistakes intellectual and ideological; the risk
now is in overcorrecting to commit the inverse error: to allow ideology and intellectual error to obscure

Greece’s IE quiddity.

This is neither to say that consideration of Greece’s IE must always displace that of its Near-
Eastern context, nor that it never can. It is well known that Martin West’s two compendious works The
East Face of the Helicon (1997) and Indo-European Poetry and Myth (2007) sometimes attribute Near-
Eastern and Indo-European provenance to the same element of the same Greek text (West had planned a
third book to synthesise the findings of these two, but never lived to write it). For example, an arresting
simile at /liad XV.80-83 compares Hera’s flight from Ida to Olympus to the travel of a man who darts

around instantaneously in his thought:® West compares the simile both to a passage in the Middle

7 Kenneth Zysk 2023 is no serious exception. The parallels he finds between Semonides and Bharata are vague, and,
despite his title, have little to do with divination.

8 At least in the field of divination. Elsewhere, recent years have seen a move away from a model of influence to one
of mutual growth and development, even cross-pollination (see the influential Haubold, 2013 for Kulturbund, and
Rutherford, 2021, for continued cross-pollination, with interesting if unsubstantiated [and unsubstantiable]
suggestions for mechanisms of transmission). Yet ultimately, influence remains, in a banal sense, a reliable model,
since Greek culture, being importantly constituted by 2™ millennium BC IE incomers, is the youngest culture in the
Eastern Mediterranean. Moreover, I am uninterested in the question of Greek contributions to her neighbours’
cultures, doubt that there were any in the field of divination, and do not treat the kind of literary questions which
need above all robust contextualisation. Given these parameters, | use the word and concept ‘influence’ liberally.

® Throughout, majuscule Roman numerals refer to the Iliad, and miniscule to the Odyssey. All other texts are
referred to according to usual conventions.



Joseph Badawi-Crook Doctoral Thesis Scuola Normale Superiore

Egyptian story of Sinuhe, and to Irish, Welsh, Icelandic, and Vedic parallels.'® The two sets of parallels
are in competition. If one is a good explanation of how the motif came about in Greek poetry, the other

cannot be. How to decide the matter?

One recent answer is not convincing, and my thesis will disregard it. In a forceful recent article,
Tom Davies has sought to attack the dichotomy between the genetic Indo-European and the areal Near-
Eastern, arguing that where the same literary features are attested in Greek, Near-Eastern, and other early
Indo-European (e.g. Indo-Iranian) literature, they are in fact relics of a mid to late fourth millennium BC
Eurasian Steppe literary tradition.!* Proto-Indo-European, widely diffused at the time as a lingua franca,
hosted this tradition. While Davies concedes that there was ‘no direct interface’ between the PIE speaking
steppe herders native to the area southern Ukraine and Russia and North of the Caucasus mountains, and
Semitic speaking ‘Mesopotamian settled populations’ a thousand miles to the South, he avers that ‘there
was an interstitial culture which blended elements of both’, which might have served as a vector of
transmission of literature from one to the other (20). As evidence for a linguistic Sprachbund stretching
over the mountains, he adduces apparent loanwords for ‘horn’, ‘bull’, and ‘wine’, even if, as he admits,
being ‘labels borrowed for novel items’, these ‘can be explained without appeal to multilingualism’.'? He
offers as the emblem of this cultural exchange the flood myths attested in the Cypria (fr. 1), Atra-hasis
(1.352-60), and Mahabharata (11. 8.25-26), arguing that the three versions’ interlocking tangle of
similarities is due to their preservation of features first developed when the cultures were ‘shaped by

mutual assimilation’ in the late fourth millennium BC (23).

101997, 385 and 2007, 96. The latter set of parallels is far closer, but this is beside my current point. For my
discussion of this simile, and an argument for its IE provenance, see my second chapter, pp. 154-56.

11 Davies, forthcoming. Vittore Pisani, whom he does not cite in this connection, had argued for something similar
already in the 1960s, claiming that Indo-European culture was a ‘fusione di elementi nomadi e cavalieri provenienti
dall’ Asia sud-occidentale e di elementi “caucasici” imbevuti di civilta mesopotamica’, and hence that the Semitic —
IE distinction was spurious (1969, 349; for further argumentation see 1-70, and 347-65 [a chapter first published
separately as Pisani 1966]). His heterodox view won few adherents at the time. Since Davies argues for substantially
the same conclusion, but without reference to outmoded notions such as the Doric invasion and equating late PIE to
‘proto-Sanskrit’, I do not treat Pisani’s work further. For a handful of other studies which argue for something
similar, see Davies, 2023, 13, n.37.

1219 — or rather, an extremely limited form of multilingualism. The ‘wheel’ word, which is reduplicated in Semitic,
Indo-European, and Kartvelian languages, is a more complicated and highly contested case. Davies takes its
reduplication in all three language families to entail that speakers could morphosemantically analyse languages in
more than one family; he takes this in turn to be proof of multilingualism. Yet reduplication provides a rare example
of an iconic relation between morphology and semantics. To reduplicate is, cross-linguistically, to emphasise or to
express intensivity, long duration, or plurality. Lexical borrowing is not a rule-bound process, and reanalysis within
the morphosemantics of the target language is as natural a process as reanalysis within its phonotactics. In other
words, a more plausible story than conscious morphological calquing is a lexical borrowing of new technology in
the usual way, followed by reanalysis as reduplication in the target languages. Even apart from the difficulty of
extrapolating so much from only one case, the ‘wheel” word does not prove multilingualism.
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Despite Davies’ erudition and dense argumentation, there are grave problems with this
hypothesis. Firstly, as he concedes, the evidence adduced for language contact between Mesopotamia and
PIE speakers is vanishingly slim. It is a disturbing sign that there is no trace in either tradition of the sort
of sustained, intense linguistic contact which would be a reliable sign, even a precondition of literary
borrowing. Moreover, PIE and Semitic speakers were very geographically distant from one another. The
‘interstitial” Maikop culture of the Caucasus mountains may well have been situated in between the two
and have had burial practices which mixed the two. But the mixing of goods does not entail the
transmission of literature — pots are traded much more freely than poems. Moreover, the theory places a
colossal and surely unbearable burden of cultural centrality on the shoulders of the Maikop, who would
be required to exercise substantial cultural influence on city states hundreds of miles to the South, and
various decentralised groups of nomads to the North. These are profound difficulties. Moreover,
ultimately, unless bodied forth in convincing examples, theories such as Davies’ are vapour. Our evidence
for this time is so scarce that Davies’ theory (however implausible it might seem) cannot be disproven just

as it cannot be proven. It is best judged on its explanatory power.

Yet here again it falters. In the article’s final section, Davies, drawing on the work of Johannes
Haubold (2013, 51-71), abstracts the interlocking parallels into a set of motifs — the division of time into
ages, the ending of those ages in disaster, the destruction of the earth by a flood, the destruction of the
earth by a war, the salvation of a righteous man by the gods (20-24). Historical poets in different
traditions, he argues, all drew on this common store of motifs, first formed in the late fourth millennium:
the different decisions made by those poets who happen to survive explain interlocking set of similarities.
Yet by abstracting motifs away from their contexts, Davies universalises them, then mistakes typological
similarity for evidence of diffusion.!® This is a concept I shall often revisit in my introduction. Dozens of
cultures attest flood myths, and a finite number of features are recycled between them.'* It is the perfect
example of a polygenetic, universal myth, and the worst possible example of a monogenetic, particular
one. It is entirely inappropriate to the task to which Davies sets it. This is a problem with the theory, not
the choice of example, since, by jettisoning the need for precise alignment, it can only work on this

abstracted level. Again, this issue will recur below.

13 Davies here aligns himself with recent work on the Near-East which seeks to move away from singular text-to-
text correlation (see further e.g. Ballesteros Petrella, 2021, on the Hesiodic Pandora’s crystallisation from an
alphabet — or cuneiform — soup of vaguely similar tales). This has the benefit of forestalling the criticism that the
texts which have survived for us to read are not necessarily those which the Greeks were most likely to have heard;
indeed, there is sometimes good reason to posit a large gap between them (see further André Lardinois’ important
article, 2018, 898-900). Abandoning specificity, however, necessarily results in work vulnerable to this criticism. At
its worst, it provides a path from vague parallels to elaborate conclusions. See further below.

14 Indeed, they are André Lardinois’ paragon of a universal myth (2018, 896-7).
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How, then, to resolve the seeming tension when both Near-East diffusion and Indo-European
inheritance compete to explain the same datum? Or, more urgently for my purposes, does the existence of
a third, Near-Eastern parallel destabilise one between two Indo-European cultures? The answer is a
simple negative. In competitive cases, the Indo-European perspective will always have a priori
explanatory priority, since it always has diachronic priority. That is, whatever was Indo-European in
Greek culture was already present before Near-Eastern culture could exert an influence, because it was

present before the (proto-)Greeks came to Greece itself.!®

Historical linguistics, where the principle works just as well, clarifies the matter. Watkins’
suggestion that Greek borrowed its iterative -sk- verb forms from Anatolian is idle, because it can be
understood as an archaism in Greek: the genealogical trumps the diffusional explanation.'® Likewise, the
kenning ‘shepherd of the people’ for ‘king’ is common in Homer, as in the Near-East, and is also found in
Vedic and various other Indo-European literatures.!’ Diffusion between the Near-East and Vedic is
extremely far-fetched, and so the kenning must have been invented at least twice. This is not difficult to
believe of pastoralist societies with kings. Yet clearly, if a convincing Indo-European connection can be

established, it is otiose to posit a Near-Eastern connection.

Vitally, this has an asymmetrical effect. It means that, on the one hand, after my first chapter, I do
not need to consider Near-Eastern connections further and may devote my energies entirely to

genealogical comparison. Yet the opposite is true for areal comparatists, who can and must use IE

15 T use ‘Proto-Greeks’ of the speakers of an Indo-European dialect who entered Greece sometime in the second
millennium BC. I use ‘Pelasgians’ for the people they found there. I use ‘Greek’ of the people who resulted from the
mix of these two.

16 Watkins, 2001, 58. See Ivo Hajnal’s superb article, 2018, 2046 for a rejection. For comparative poetics, see
Vansevéren, 2021, 231 for a clear exposition and discussion of the issue with further references, and passim for the
heuristic priority of IE over Near-Eastern comparison.

17 For a summary of attestations, see West, 2007, 131 for Indo-European; for Greek and Near-East, see West, 1997,
226-27, and Haubold, 2014. For the impossibility of Near-Eastern influence on the RV, see the introduction to my
second chapter. For an interesting discussion of this example and whether to view it in Greek through an Indo-
European or a Near-Eastern lens, see Sylvie Vansevéren, 2010. | am unpersuaded by her conclusions, for the reasons
| am here outlining. Her comments on another formula attested in Greece, Near East, and India, ‘the broad earth’,
are more to the point — ‘the existence of an Indo-European parallel considerably weakens the case that this
expression was derived from Akkadian’ (2021, 232). Christopher Metcalf, too, rightly recognises this principle in a
discussion of hymnic openings in Greece and Mesopotamia that ‘the strength of the supposed connection is
seriously undermined by Vedic parallels’ (2015, 169). Later, however, he quotes approvingly the contrary view of
Frangoise Létoublon (2011, 198-99 quoted at Metcalf, 2015, 223, n.4); yet Létoublon’s treatment amounts to
assertions without analysis. Metcalf’s wider criticism of IE comparison in that discussion, that some things are too
general to support hypotheses of inheritance (222-224), is cogent, and will be fully addressed in subsequent sections
of the introduction and in my third chapter, pp-170-72.
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comparison as a test to check their results. Refusal to do so does not necessarily undermine their edifice,

but makes it brittle, and exposes it to the risk of demolition.®

The concept of universality here becomes central. I call ‘universal’ certain phenomena attested by
a vast range of unconnected cultures across the globe — for example, marriage, taboo speech, personal
names, prohibition of incest and murder, or music. The comparison of these universals is ‘typological’
comparison. ‘Polygenesis’ is the name for the process by which historically unrelated cultures develop the
same phenomena. Not every society needs to have every universal. Some societies, for example, do not
have the institution of marriage.'® These universals may be instantiated in different ways, and those
instantiations may themselves be more or less universal.?’ For example, in the overwhelming majority of
societies, the male is older than his female partner in a marriage. Yet even if this was not true among, say,
the nineteenth-century Mordvins, a Finno-Ugric people native to the Volga district in Russia,?! my usage
is flexible enough to call the tendency a ‘universal’. Universality and particularity exist at opposite ends

of a scale, and the terms should not be reserved for its remotest extremities.

Yet even in areas where there are no universal pressures at all, chance can suffice to create
polygenesis. This happens also at the linguistic level. One famous example is that in Mbabaram, a Pama-
Nyungan language of Northern Queensland, the word for ‘dog’ is ‘dog’, pronounced all but identically to
the Australian English. It is demonstrably the product of regular sound change from proto-Pama-
Nyungan: it is a mere co-incidence. | shall have more to say about this later in the introduction, and about
universality in the introduction to my third chapter. But it is important to clarify the concepts at the outset.
Universality and chance, sometimes in combination, sometimes individually, give rise to polygenesis,
which along with genealogy and diffusion is an explanation for similarity between different cultures.
Crucially, polygenesis interacts with areal and genealogical comparison in contrary ways. It undermines

the former and corroborates the latter.

The following critique of Near-Eastern comparison seeks to clear ground to make way for Indo-
European comparison. Areal influence (whether mutual or unidirectional — again, my use of the word
encompasses both possibilities) from the Near East to Greece is never made explicit. Now, obviously the

Greeks knew that these places existed: there were of course figures in mythology from these places —

18 | here draw again on the work of VVansevéren, whose phrasing is milder — ‘The comparative method should allow
us, therefore, when looking at the Near Eastern material, to judge where the parallels are indeed cases of borrowing,
and not simply independent developments or universals’, 2021, 232. See further Kelly, 2021, 278.

19 As, for example, the Hadzabe of the Tanzanian Serengeti (Zeinab Badawi, 2024, 22).

20 For this point, see Donald Brown, 1991, 70, and George Murdock, 1945, 124-5 — both dated and flawed, but both
foundational works in the field. There is, of course, a voluminous literature about cultural universals, especially for
perception of colour, emotion, and language, but also more generally. | can only gesture towards it here.

21See Encyclopaedia Britannica, ‘Mordvins: Family Life’, (article updated 2018).
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Cadmus, for example, was a Phoenician. Yet mere awareness is only a necessary, not a sufficient
condition for familiarity. No Greek poet or writer ever credits a Hittite, Mesopotamian, Hebrew, or
Phoenician etc. as source or inspiration for any element of his work, claims to have travelled there, shows
any knowledge of the places or any element of their literature, nor intimates any familiarity of their
language, culture, or society. There is scarcely any evidence for the multilingualism of Greek intellectuals
even in the Classical era.?? This means that influence can only ever be inferred from affinity.? In this way,
Near-Eastern influence is functionally, above all, an explanatory hypothesis for a similarity. This places it
in direct competition with other explanations for that similarity, such as, most urgently, the polygenesis
that arises from chance and universality. The two are mutually exclusive: if polygenesis is sufficient to
account for an affinity, then diffusion is explanatorily redundant. That is, while it cannot disprove Near
Eastern influence, and the evidence may well be consistent with a notional instance of Near Eastern
influence, where polygenesis can do the same job, claims of Near Eastern influence are no longer
arguments, but mere gestures to possibilities which can have no ambition to compel belief. For example,
no-one has argued that the Greeks took their notion of marriage from the Mesopotamian institution, even
if there are enough similarities between the two that the evidence would be consistent with this
hypothesis. There is no work for diffusion to do where polygenesis suffices. This is a profound problem
for Near Eastern comparison, since universals, combined with co-incidence, can be extraordinarily

powerful explanators of affinity.

For example, a myth in which Pygmies war with cranes (or geese) is found in the Greco-Roman
tradition from the Iliad onwards (II1.1-7), but also in Central Asian, Chinese, and Arab traditions.?*
Transmission from Greece to all these cultures seems at first the best explanation for this: however
implausible, the degree of affinity is so high that co-incidence seems even more improbable. And yet,
spectacularly, an identical myth is also found in several Native American traditions from Canada to

Mexico.? Perplexity ensues. One scholar, muddling dates, bootlessly suggests that the myth might have

22 As the well-known assertion of Glenn Most has it — ‘the similarities between the lliad and Gilgamesh or the
Theogony and Enuma Elish are evident and fascinating for us, but they were quite unknown, and of no interest
whatsoever, to the Greeks’ (2003, 385, approved by Haubold 2013, 11). He is making the point that, compared to
other cultures (and especially the Romans), the Greeks were exceptionally uninterested in translating the texts in
other languages. Even so-called ‘maximalist’ comparatists must concede that there is extraordinarily little evidence
for multilingualism among Greeks, see e.g. Currie, 2016, 218, and n. 380 for bibliography on this question.

This has not stopped scholars attempting to contrive such references. André Lardinois, for example, having quoted
Most at the outset of his article (2021, 109), sees a covert recognition of Eastern origin in the phrase £tepov Adyov,
‘another tale’ — the phrase which Hesiod uses to introduce his myth of the ages (Op.106). It is impossible to see how
so vague a formulation could have so specific a meaning: | do not find his arguments convincing (123-25). See also
Lardinois 2018, 903.

23 Erik van Dongen cogently elaborates this point in an essential article, 2008.

24 For sources and details, see Alex Scobie, 1975 and 1977, and Rémi Mathieu, 1990.

%5 See the above note.
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crossed the Bering strait in the third millennium BC (Mathieu, 1990, 68). Another sees diffusion from
Central Asia West into Europe and East into the Americas as ‘attractive’, but is non-committal (Scobie,
1977, 86). Claude Lévi-Strauss, immediately discounting polygenesis, muses that either some sort of
transmission or shared descent from a Palaeolithic proto-myth must account for the correlation (1988,

181).

Yet both diffusion and shared inheritance can be absolutely ruled out: the Americas had no
contact with the rest of humanity after the rise in sea-level which reopened the Bering strait, more than
ten thousand years ago.?® Even that date is for when the Bering strait became impassable, and so for the
latest possible crossings: the terminus post quem for the peopling of the Americas is ca. 30,000 years
ago.?’ Polygenesis is left impregnable, the only conceivable explanation. The reluctance of scholars to
embrace the universal explanation, even in so stark a case as this, is striking. This should serve as a
warning for those who would compare Greece with Near East. If the myth could be invented again in the
Americas, why not elsewhere? Suddenly it does not seem so probable that a Greco-Roman myth was
transmitted to Arabia, Central Asia, and China. Yet if the American cases had not been invented by

storytellers or adduced by scholars, transmission would have seemed the most convincing explanation.

All inferences of diffusion are in principle subject to this shape of sceptical objection. That is,
inasmuch as independent typological parallels show a unit of cultural to be reinventable, they enfeeble
diffusion as an explanation. Some similarities simply need no further explanation. If universals and co-
incidence can account for something so seemingly particular as the myth of a war between dwarves and
cranes, they can account for a great deal else. Of course, this does not apply in all cases — diffusion would
still be the best explanation if the ancient Near East had a dwarf-crane myth (which it does not). But it
should give pause, and raise the bar for the level of similarity exhibited between Greece and Near East
necessary before diffusion becomes the best explanation.?® These are not the perverse gripes of a Humean
sceptic, nor subjective criteria which raise the bar for proof out of reach of human endeavour. Indeed, in
my first chapter, I shall suggest some similarities which clear the bar in the arena of divination.? The
sceptical demand is for scholarly rigour and sound methods, just as in textual criticism, archacology, or

historical linguistics. The boundaries of the field should be set in accordance with the demands of such

26 |n the past decade, this has been downdated to around 11,000 (M. Jakobsson et al., 2017) or 12,500 years ago (J.
Hoffecker et al., 2016, 65); many earlier studies had put it several millennia earlier.

27 According to Hoffecker et al., ibid.

2 Indeed, some works seem to ignore the possibility of universality altogether. See, for example, Bruce Louden’s
book length study on the Odyssey and Near-Eastern literature (2011), with Stephanie Lynn Budin’s critical review
(2012) and Kelly & Metcalf’s comments on the subject, with further examples of criticism along these lines (2021,
12).

29| shall also argue, however, that the field of divination is much better suited to hypotheses of diffusion than
literature, pp. 61-63.

10



Joseph Badawi-Crook Doctoral Thesis Scuola Normale Superiore

rigour. The unpalatable alternative is to relax the demand for rigour in order to expand the field to the

desired boundaries.

By contrast, far from being inimical to it, universality can be folded into genealogical accounts of
similarity. Yet sometimes, parallels are so close that, paradoxically, polygenesis is the best explanation. I

return to this point below.

The more universal a cultural unit is, the more likely it is, a priori, to have been a part of the
proto-culture. Proto-Greek and proto-Indic herdsmen were just as likely to call their lords ‘shepherds of
the people’ as their scions were. In short, polygenesis is always in competition with both areal comparison
and shared inheritance as the explanation of a similarity. In the areal case, universality supports
polygenesis. The more universal something is, the more, by definition, it is replicable cross-culturally

without diffusion. This diminishes the necessity of invoking diffusion as an explanation for the alignment.

Conversely, in the genealogical case, universality, where present, favours shared inheritance, not
polygenesis. If something is attested in two cognate cultures, then the possibilities are two: that it
belonged to the proto-culture which bequeathed it to its daughter cultures, or that it did not belong to the
proto-culture and was reinvented separately by the daughter cultsures. The former, all things being equal,
is the more plausible explanation since it entails a lesser co-incidence. The more universal something is,

the more, by definition, it is likely to be manifest in any given culture, regardless of diachrony.

Universality in this way works in concert with genealogical comparison: its pitfall is not
implausibility, but banality. Unlike in the areal case, it is not incorrect to say that, for example, Greek and
Indic institutions of marriage descended from a previous Greco-Indic institution of marriage. It is simply
uninformative.® This is a vital distinction, and not one whose force IE Poetics has always appreciated.® 1
discuss this in greater length in the introduction to my third chapter, pp-170-72, where the question is

most relevant.

30 In most, but not all cases. See again Jamison 1994 for a special kind of Greco-Indic marriage by abduction.

31 Martin West’s only comment on the subject is essentially true, but superficial — ‘Nor is the reconstructive method
invalidated by objections on the lines ‘the parallel motifs that you note in this and that source need not imply a
common Indo-European prototype, because they occur all over the world’. If a motif is indeed universal, all the
more likely that it was also Indo-European’, 2007, 21.
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Which to Prefer?

Yet regardless of their theoretical advantages and disadvantages, Near-Eastern and Indo-European
comparative approaches are only seldom hostile causal theories seeking to explain the same datum. In
fact, unless they are dealing in the general or easily replicable, such as the above ‘shepherd of the people’
example, their spheres of influence should, at least in principle, be subject to a complementary
distribution. That is, where Greek culture was similar to Near-Eastern culture, it will differ from its Indo-
European siblings, and vice versa. On the one hand, no absolute distinction can be drawn between Near
East and Indo-European: the Hittites, well within the near-Eastern Kulturbund, spoke an Indo-European
language, and the Mitanni state was run by incomers who had Indo-Iranian names and numbers and
worshiped Indo-Iranian gods (or at any rate gods with Indo-Iranian names). It enjoyed a couple of
centuries of political supremacy in the mid-second millennium, from Mesopotamia to south-eastern
Anatolia.®? On the other hand, the Hittite language branched off from the rest of the Indo-European family
at a very early date, and is exceptional in many respects. Perhaps a millennium and a half passed between
its split with the rest of the family and the time when it could have first conceivably influenced Greece.*®
Although there was some influence from it towards the Near East (including in the area of divination, as I
argue in my first chapter), the evidence points towards more thorough assimilation in the other direction.
Greek-Hittite literary comparison rightly comes under the banner of areal, not genealogical comparison.
Any discussion of Mitanni will suffer from scarcity of evidence, and almost total absence of emic
evidence, yet there is no reason to think that a ruling class definitively imposed an Indo-European culture
onto a Hurrian underclass, and good reason to believe the opposite — that the ruling class swiftly adopted
the culture of their subjects.® In other words, in practice the opposition between Near-Eastern and Indo-

European is more than accurate enough to be heuristically valuable.

In divination, at least, it turns out that a priori expectations are borne out. My first chapter

establishes this fact, of essential importance to my thesis: where Greek divinatory practices are like those

32 Eva von Dassow 2022 provides an authoritative overview of Mitanni with exhaustive bibliography. Arnaud
Fournet 2010, which she does not cite, goes into more detail on the linguistic issues and provides a more convincing
etymology for the word ‘Mitanni’ (37) than that which von Dassow prefers (458).

33 No further certainty is possible. The standard handbooks give solid overviews, e.g. Watkins, 2004, and Benjamin
Fortson, 2010, 170-85. See also Jay Jasanoff’s superb 2017 essay on the impact of Hittite and Tocharian on Indo-
European Studies in the Handbook of Indo-European Linguistics.

34 See e.g. David Anthony, 2007, 48-50 for a succinct account, and the plausible suggestion that they were originally
mercenaries who usurped the king that hired them, and immediately adopted Hurrian customs to maintain their
position.

Incidentally, the Hurrians, who spoke a language related neither to Indo-European nor to Semitic, also profoundly
influenced the Hittites.
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in the Near East, they differ from those in India, and vice versa. It establishes a typology of divination in
Greece, and matches, where possible, Greek with Near-Eastern practices, focussing on the well-respected
Near-Eastern comparanda — the Hittites in Anatolia and the Mesopotamians. Many prominent techniques
of divination in Greece, such as ornithomancy, haruspicy, and oracles, are best explained as (to varying
degrees) diffused from the Near East. I largely ignore them after my first chapter — happily so, since they
are essentially absent in Vedic and early Sanskrit literature. These are, of course, the correlations that have
discouraged scholars from even the contemplation of an IE genealogy of Greek divination. Yet Greek and
especially Homeric divination was not simply co-extensive with Near-Eastern elements. There is plenty
of promising tillage for genealogical comparison. And indeed this is where, as it turns out, the Near-East

provides only meagre, loose, and typological-looking parallels.

The principle is robustly confirmed by the fact that where Greece agrees with the Near-East, Indic
disagrees with both. For example, Isocrates in (probably) the 390s BC reports that a certain Thrasyllus
inherited a set of books in the will of a seer friend, Polemaenetus, from which he learns the craft. He then
becomes a Mantis himself.*® The sudden appearance of this new route to seerhood is best attributed to
Near-Eastern influence — written omen collections had since the second millennium BC been the primary
means of transmission of divinatory knowledge in Mesopotamia, and are one of the commonest kinds of
extant text in Akkadian from the second millennium until the first half of the first. Would-be seers could
simply memorise these tablets.® India, by contrast, provides no parallel for seership consisting in
memorisation of lists of omen interpretation: it has nothing to contribute to this discussion, just as the

Near East to my later discussion of seers as narrators of narrative poetry in Greek and Sanskrit literature.

In my first chapter, then, I aim to sort where Near Eastern and where Indo-European comparison
are appropriate, providing the typology of divination necessary for this task. Each kind of comparison
certainly has its contribution to make, yet boundaries must be delineated between where they are

appropriate and where not. The approaches must complement each other, but cannot work in tandem.?’ It

% 19.5-6. See further the excellent treatment of John Dillery, 2005, 222-23.

3 See the lucid overview of Mesopotamian omen collections in Ann Guinan, 2002, 9-19.

37 Kelly, taking inspiration from work by Joshua Katz, Dominique Briquel, and Fiona Mitchell, has written ‘a form
of literary-historical double motivation’ (see Kelly & Metcalf, 2021, 13 for quote and bibliography, and Kelly’s
article in that volume, 277-82, for fuller exposition). This is a problematic concept. Firstly, it is asymmetrical, in that
when a cultural unit can be sufficiently explained by IE comparison, areal comparison has no role to play, whereas
even where Near-Eastern comparison is incontestable, IE comparison, through its diachronic priority, may still have
a role to play. Double motivation is then necessarily to be reserved for cases where genealogical comparison
provides a parallel for something in Greece, but Near-Eastern comparison a closer one, as in the famous case of the
Hesiodic myth of succession which Kelly and Briquet treat. Firstly, this is no counter-example to IE priority, since
the Near East has priority only by virtue of providing a much closer similarity, i.e. other, further parallels in addition
to the IE ones. Had, for argument’s sake, an equally close similarity been found in the RV, the NE parallel would
have been otiose. As Kelly observes, in such cases, the IE parallel’s use is in demonstrating the receptivity of Greece
to Near-Eastern influence in certain areas.
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is, to my knowledge, a virtual novelty to combine Indo-European and Near-Eastern comparison in the
study of one field in this way.® Yet the two fields must exist in dialogue. In this way, treatment is not only
more comprehensive, but also more persuasive, since each kind of comparison will both point out fruitful

areas of enquiry for the other and act as a check against the other’s excesses.

Why Divination?

A further novelty of this thesis is the scope of the comparandum. Previous genealogical studies
have tended to focus on particular authors, or a kind of linguistic heritage — e.g. poetic syntax, formulas,
and metre — or have been interested in religion and cultural phenomena more broadly only insofar as
shared vocabulary attests to their presence in the proto-culture.®® Other kinds of study, far less convincing
in nature, seek to reconstruct the elements of the plots of proto-Epics.*’ This study, rather, takes a
universal, widely defined cultural phenomenon as its subject, and looks for correlations among the
particulars of its instantiations.** What are these correlations? Where are they to be found? How numerous
are they? How close are they? To what extent are they obscured by difference? Do they change over time?
I then step back and seek to draw further conclusions from the answers. What to make of these
similarities? Which, if any, are likely to have been inherited from a proto-culture? Which are in fact

parallel developments from an inheritance? Are any correlations the result of a co-incidental polygenesis,

Following lan Rutherford in the same volume, he frames this negatively, as an absence of reasons for
Greece to ‘block’ influence. The metaphor, as Rutherford notes, comes from the field of art (ibid., 202-3, n.5). Itis a
strange metaphor, and one to be used with care in the field of literature, since it seems to rely on the counterintuitive
idea that transmission is the standard situation, and non-transmission the phenomenon that requires explanation.

In any case, in cases such as this, few as they may be, it is IE comparison that is explanatorily superfluous.
The reasons for Greek receptivity are interesting and to be noted; yet even if we did not have an IE parallel, we
would still have proof of Greece’s receptivity in the mere fact of its act of receiving. That is, the act of transmission
is itself proof of receptivity. Either the NE parallel is so close that it is best explained by transmission, or it is not.
Either way, the IE parallel has no role to play in proving transmission. IE material is thus an appendage —
heuristically inert. The term ‘double motivation” ends up being misleading, since it implies equality and
collaboration where there is none.
38 Metcalf 2015, for example, desultorily mentions Vedic, but does not devote a chapter to it.
3 The foundational work on this subject is Emile Benveniste, 1973 (first published in French in 1969). The chapters
‘Proto-Indo-European Culture’ and ‘Indo-European Religion’ in Mallory 1989 (110-27 and 128-42) build on
Benveniste. Much scattered work is brought together in the magisterial 1997 Encyclopedia of Indo-European
Culture, for which Mallory wrote the archaeological and Douglas Q. Adams the linguistic entries. Mallory and
Adams 2006 presents largely the same conclusions. Neither work always clearly marks the different degrees of
certainty proper to their various claims.
40 See above, n. 1.
41T intend ‘divination’ loosely, including prophecy. My first chapter will deal at length with my definition of the
word, pp. 51-2.
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and not of shared inheritance, and what might that mean? What methods might we use to know all of this?
In the conclusion to the thesis, I go still further, reflecting on why and how cultures change and diverge

over time.

As far as possible, I reason from first principles, limiting my initial assumptions to just two — that
the IE hosted a poetic tradition, and that its speakers had divination. These are safe assumptions: the
number of societies which lack these two phenomena tends to zero. Sometimes, once inheritance is
thought proven in one area, scholars are less stringent with their burdens of proof in adjacent areas. Too
often this is just intellectual smuggling — an excuse not to examine each case on its own merits. Therefore,
I start again for every subsidiary subject of comparison, whether it is a shared formula, a set of omens, the

role of the diviner, and so on.

Here again, the advantage of taking an overarching theme asserts itself. As will be seen, there are
natural links between these different levels, since they are inherently related phenomena. For example, a
shared formula, once soundly established, will attest to the antiquity of what it encodes — in this case, the
antique practice of a certain kind of divination which I call ‘intuitive’. This in turn enables a certain kind
of omen interpretation, in which the omens can be delivered in speech by a narrating diviner without
actually existing in the world of the text. In turn, omens are liberated from the trammels of verisimilitude
and may contradict one another or combine in ways inconsistent with the laws of the nature. To draw
connections between different areas of this kind of genealogical comparison is thus not idly to assume
inheritance, nor to make a cumulative case where several weak parallels in some way ‘add up’ to a strong
one. The natural consequence of choosing a network of related phenomena is the mutual reinforcement of

parallels across that network.

Divination: History or Poetry?

Hittite and Linear B excepted, the earliest Indo-European texts are overwhelmingly poetic, and so
a great deal of the correlations will have to do more with poetry than with divination itself. Divination is
an instrument — it becomes a vector for a literary study rather than an end in itself. This is both desirable
and inevitable. Literature contained divination because its audience believed in it and thought it
important. Representations of it in their literature will have had a great deal to do with real historical
practices. Although we can assume that there were subtle differences between literary and historical

divination, especially — but not only — when literary texts describe supernatural phenomena, in practice,
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when there are no contemporary non-literary sources, formulating those differences would amount to
sheer guesswork. For the earliest period it would necessarily rely on the kind of retrojection of much later

evidence which I elsewhere deplore. The literary bent is unavoidable.

Yet it is also desirable. The consideration of literary factors, as we will see, unlatches the way
new pastures in which particularity flowers. A shared formula is useful not only for what it preserves
about divination but is also a result in itself. By treating literary divination, in other words, simultaneous
contributions can be made to the study of proto-culture, and to proto-literature, and in turn, through the

provision of cultural and literary genealogy, to the study of attested literature and culture.

Divination: More Boons, and its Advantages over Proto-Narrative

Divination is a phenomenon extremely well-suited to this kind of enquiry for several reasons. It is
neither too big, nor too small. On the one hand, there are plenty of instances of it at work, and so there are
plenty of data. But on the other, there are not so many as to preclude comprehensive treatment. This gives
it a profound advantage over the narrative kind of comparison practised by Nicholas Allen, Emily West,
and others, since events in Epic narrative (if not in type-scenes) occur not only once per text but, in
practice, once per tradition. All post-Homeric treatments of the tale of Odysseus and the war of Troy can
be shown or assumed to have been reacting to Homer — whether sympathetically or polemically.
Likewise, all subsequent treatments of the Kuru War and the vicissitudes of Rama are, to a greater or
lesser degree, engaging in the older monumental treatments. And so other data about plot events, even if
they could be found, would not be independent witnesses to the tradition. They would be, from the point
of view of genealogical comparison, contaminated by their engagement with the canon. Comparative
poetics of this sort is, like comparative linguistics, an empirical endeavour. No comparative linguist
would ever reconstruct a word on the basis of a singular attestation in two related traditions. The same
should go for comparative poetics. Empirical methods need a large set of data to get off the ground. They

abhor generalisation from a single case.

Yet in any case, in practice Nick Allen and Emily West seldom consider texts — contaminated or
not — beyond the canonical treatments, and are content to extrapolate from single attestations. This only
makes sense on the presupposition that there was not only a shared proto-tradition but a shared proto-
narrative. Yet proto-language and proto-tradition on the level of religion, formula, and metre does not

entail proto-narrative. It can only be assumed from narrative similarity in extant texts. The project thus
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contains a circularity: it holds simultaneously that the existence of the proto-narrative proves that where
there are similarities, these are daughter narratives; and also that the daughter narratives are the proof of
the existence of the proto-narrative. Introducing a different vector of comparison can break the circle: this
is what Jamison 1994 does by introducing the institution of marriage to her genealogical comparison (and
note, she seeks only to explain a feature of a Greek text, not to reconstruct a proto-narrative). Divination
will serve this purpose for my thesis. Although only reconstructible from literary texts for the periods at
hand, it is not merely a textual phenomenon. Therefore, since it can be safely presumed to exist outside

the text, it breaks the textual self-referentiality, and forestalls any circularity.

There are other good reasons to discard the Allen proto-narrative model. Single narrative events
are under pressure to be changed, not preserved. We see this in historically attested Greek and Sanskrit
literature. Whether oral or not, it draws on traditional mythic material only constantly to doctor and
reinvent it in ad hoc, creative, and so unpredictable ways. Events in plots are meant to be changed. They
are dire genealogical comparanda because they are a priori dire candidates for the long-term stability
which the very project of reconstruction presupposes. Another fixed point is the profound social changes
in both societies between their separation and the extant Epic texts. Now, myths are not mere anecdotes,
but are shared, constitutive texts which structure the social, religious, even metaphysical beliefs of the
period. They respond to, even embody social change. Again, this makes it extremely difficult to assume
their stability over long periods of group migration and profound social upheaval. Nor is it any use to
abstract to unalterable overarching events, such as the fact of Odysseus’ return, or the fact of Troy’s
destruction. To posit the shared inheritance of ‘a returning hero’, or ‘a city’s destruction’ would abstract
away the quiddity on which genealogical comparison relies. It would decompose into banality. Of course
it is plausible to reconstruct, say, return stories. But it tells us little specific to that culture. Typological
comparison is the appropriate method here.*? The proto-narrative project, therefore, falls down on one of

two sides — either it is too specific to get off the ground, or it devolves into banal generality.

Lastly, the forces — whatever they might be — which ensure the canonisation of a certain poet’s
work are blind to the relative traditionality of that poet’s treatment. If anything, canonisation will prefer
more creative treatments as being more attractive.*® That is, the selection processes which ensure one

poet’s and not another’s treatment of a traditional story is the one which becomes standard are — at best —

42 Denys Page, for example, compared the Odysseys plotline to Egyptian, Persian, African, and Maori tales of return
(1973).

43 50 Telemachus famously suggests - v yap dowdnv pdidiov érikieiovs’ dvOpomor, | fj Ti¢ dkovdVTEGTL VEMTATN
apeuréintar, ‘for people tend to praise whatever the most novel song is that they come across’, i.351-2.
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arbitrary from the point of view of the conservatism of that treatment.** The four Epics might in principle
be radically innovative in their treatment of plot, but were so influential later, and so drastically reshaped
the tradition, that their innovativeness is obscure to us.* Other areas, which rely on convention and
traditionality to generate meaning, such as words, formulas, and divination, will be immune to this
criticism. I take these to be insurmountable flaws in the project of proto-narrative reconstruction. I

entirely avoid it in the rest of this thesis.

Divination, unlike an event in a story, must be traditional to make sense. Its practices and
practitioners must, to be effective, reflect the contemporary historical situation to some degree. Historical
diviners must in turn draw on tried and tested techniques to ensure credibility. Otherwise, they would risk
rejection, and poets would risk incomprehension. Omens are like words and formulas: they are signifiers
whose meaning is guaranteed by convention — the sum of previous usages. Unlike a moment in a plot, the
current instance must be in accordance with past instances to fulfil its function. To stipulate the meaning
of an omen on an arbitrary principle is just as nonsensical (‘Humpty-Dumptyism’, in philosophical terms)
as to do so with a word. Nor can seers invent powers for themselves ad hoc which tradition has not
sanctioned (although, as we will see, intuitive divination is remarkably capacious). These conventional,
centripetal pressures make divination an a priori promising avenue for genealogical comparison. This is
not to say that divination does not evolve — my first chapter will track its changes in Greece over time.
But I find there that that change adds rather than ousts: new methods of divination come in, gain
prominence, and may then outcompete the old ones. They do not displace them. The change is in
development and accretion, not abolition, and older practices remain observable, even if marginalised, for

long periods.

The case of zodiac-based astrology shows this. It is popular in contemporary Western newspapers
and is still practised enthusiastically by its adherents. But it can be traced back through the Renaissance,
Islamic Golden Age, and Late Antiquity to Hellenistic Greece, and from there to second-millennium BC
Babylon.*® Also encouragingly, it seems culturally detachable, enduring undiminished by changes in

social structure, religion, and scientific advancement. The changes and timeframes involved in this thesis

% In oralist terms, these different versions are ‘multiforms’ (Albert Lord, 2019, 67-70). But my point here depends
only on the acceptance of the weakest possible form of oral theory: any oral-derived traditional written text is but
one instantiation of the infinite array of possibilities which tradition affords.

4 Jasper Griffin 1977 inaugurated a school of thought which claims precisely this of Homer.

46 See Jim Tester’s overview from Plato to the present day, which briefly treats the Mesopotamian background of the
Greek practice (11-15, 1990). For more on the progress of the Zodiac from Babylon to Greece, see the first two
chapters of David Pingree, 1997 (the authoritative scholar on the subject).
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will seem by comparison rather modest — all the more so for the reasons enumerated in the following

section.

Why (only) Greece and India?

This is the perfect combination for those with doubts about the validity of the entire enterprise of
Indo-European comparative poetics. Apart from my first chapter, it is the exclusive subject of my thesis. It

enjoys several substantial a priori advantages over all other kinds of IE comparison.

Firstly, and most importantly, the Greek and Indic branches are closely related within the IE
language family. It is well established that they diverged at a comparatively late date from other Indo-
European languages and developed for a period by themselves — the time of Greco-Indic unity.*’ At this
time, the people who would (in combination with various substratal indigenes) become Indians and
Greeks were one and the same people — culturally and linguistically indiscernible from one another. The
group then splintered, migrating in different directions and developing different dialects, then languages —
first into Greek and Indic, and then Indic into Vedic and Avestan.*® Absolute dating is extremely difficult,
and guesses can only be rough.*® Martin West valiantly gives some termini ante quos — the branching off
of Greco-Indic from late Indo-European by 2500, separation of Greek from Indic by 2300, and sundering
of Indic and Iranian by about 1600. Of these, the last is by far the most secure, since Mitanni rulers’
names are attested from about 1600 and were certainly Indic and not Iranian. The other dates might be a

few centuries too late or a couple too early.*

47 The handier term ‘Indo-Greek’ is too closely associated with the Hellenistic kingdoms of North-Western India
which succeeded Alexander’s conquests in that area (see further the introduction to my second chapter) to be used in
this context. I avoid the term ‘Greco-Aryan’, as used most notably by Martin West, because of its inclusion of the
unsavoury term ‘Aryan’. I therefore use a new coinage, ‘Greco-Indic’, with ‘Indic’ standing for ‘Indo-Iranian’.
Some older works would include Armenian in this clade, but more recent scholarship has tended to discard this idea
(as e.g. the book length treatment of James Clackson, 1994, and Ronald Kim, 2018, with bibliography; for a recent
naysayer, see Olsen & Thorsg, 2022, 209-16). Phrygian is now heralded as closely related to Greek, but is attested
only by inscriptions, and very often fragmentary ones at that (see Ligorio & Lubotsky, 2018, 1816-17 and Lucien
van Beek, 2022, 191-93). | shall have nothing more to say about it in this thesis. A few maintain a close connection
between Greek and Albanian, the enfant terrible of IE phylogeny (e.g. Hyllested & Joseph, 2022, 231-38), but this is
not the mainstream view.

48 Equally, | elide the Nuristani languages, whose precise position within Indo-Iranian has for a long time now been
disputed — it remains an open question whether they are to be considered a third branch along with Indic and Iranian
(see Blazek & Hegediis, 2010, with a survey of previous views).

49 See Stefan Zimmer, 2017, Section 6.

50 Anthony, 2007, 50-52, though now slightly dated in places, arrives at the same conclusions. His traditional
methods are sounder than those of the new corpus ‘cladistics’, which sometimes attach absolute dates to their
Stammbaume, e.g. the so-called ‘New Zealand tree’ of Atkinson et al., 2005, which would place the terminus ante
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Yet precise absolute chronologies are hardly indispensable, and beside my current point. The
advantage for Greek-Sanskrit comparison is in the relatively short passage of time between the time of
unity and the attestation of the first texts: the eighth century (or so) for Greece, and the fourteenth (or so)
for Vedic. It is within the margins of error of the absolute chronologies that less than a millennium passed
between the RV and the time of Greco-Indic unity, and less than a millennium and a half between the
latter and Homer. This is extraordinary. While it is no guarantee of the conservatism of those texts, it is a
very promising starting point. Indeed, no other pair of Indo-European languages shares the same golden
combination of early attestation of copious, rich literature with late unity as Greek and Sanskrit. As such,
it has always been the most important pair for Indo-European poetics. Precise chronologies aside, it is
beyond doubt that relatively to other kinds of comparison, Greek — Sanskrit comparison is a priori our

best chance of peeping over the windowsill into prehistoric literature.

Riidiger Schmitt’s masterful 1967 Dichtung und Dichtersprache in indogermanischer Zeit rightly
regalvanised interest in Indo-European poetics. Yet it soon met with criticism for its almost exclusive use
of Indo-Iranian and Greek material in order to reconstruct an Indo-European poetic language.®* On the
other hand, colossal synoptic works which give more equal weight to all Indo-European material, such as
Watkins’ 1995 How to Kill a Dragon, or West’s 2007 Indo-European Poetry and Myth, risk diluting the
impact of their findings by the incredulity induced by the gigantic timeframes involved.5? The Celtic
branch is first (usefully) attested in the sixth century AD; the principal languages for old Germanic poetry,
Old English and Old Norse, from the eighth on; and Old Church Slavonic in a ninth century translation of
the Bible. The speakers of Armenian, though it is attested from the fifth century AD on, had by then
already converted to Christianity, and the bulk of early texts have to do with that religion — barren ground
for the IE comparatist. Apart from this, the Baltic branch is only attested from the fourteenth century, the
Albanian only from the fifteenth. To use material from these latter traditions, as both West and Watkins
sometimes do, is to ask the reader to believe in the stability of a unit of culture across more than four and
a half millennia. The millennium or so necessary for Greek-Sanskrit seems by comparison two shakes of

a lamb’s tail.

quem of Greco-Indic unity at ca. 3000 BC. Yet the assumption that language change happens at a consistent rate
regardless of cultural conditions is profoundly flawed, as Zimmer (see above note) and James Clackson, 2007, 15-19
observe. The latter phrases his crushing criticisms of that model with grace and diplomacy.

51 See the responses of e.g. Federico Albano Leoni, 1968, Anton Scherer, 1968, and Reinhard Sternemann, 1969.

52 Both books have useful sections on sources with dates of first attestation — West at 12-19, Watkins 50-67. The
point applies not only to synoptic works. The atemporal, structuralist approach of Christophe Vielle 1996, for
example, gives a three way comparison of the heroic traditions of Greece, India, and the Ossetians. The latter are
descendants of East Iranian nomads who put down roots in the north Caucasus, whose oral poetry was first recorded
in the nineteenth century. The result is an interesting but uneasy mixture of genealogical and typological similarity.
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Yet just as the time of Greco-Indic is later than that of Indo-European unity, so other correlations
go back to their own time of unity. An Italo-Celtic subgroup, for example, is by now generally agreed
on,* even if it is unclear where its branching off is to be placed in the family tree — before Greco-Indic in
the third millennium or after it in the early second.> Yet since Antoine Meillet in 1922 it has been
recognised that proto-Italic and -Celtic speakers even after their linguistic divergence kept living near one
another, and belonged to a North-Western areal group along with proto-Germanic speakers, very probably
speakers of Vasconic (i.e. Basque) and other unrelated language families, and even proto-Balto-Slavic
speakers. Unlike the proposed Kulturbund between Greece and Near-Eastern cultures, this one has a
sound philological basis consisting in a range of vocabulary items shared between these languages and
contrasting with usages elsewhere in the IE language family. However, again unlike the Greek-Near-
Eastern Kulturbund, very little work has been done on shared literature or mythology.*® For now, it is an
open possibility — and one that remains seldom considered, despite its potentially vast implications for the

IE comparative poetics.

Indeed, in general, as Celtic and Germanic — let alone Balto-Slavic — texts come to be first
attested in bulk, transmission between IE and non-IE traditions becomes ever more likely. Latin literature
from the second century BC onwards absorbed Greek literature apace. Then the Roman Empire spread
out, shrinking Europe drastically and encouraging migration and miscegenation. It spread Christianity,
encouraging the abandonment of pagan beliefs and the poetry which encoded its values.*® The fall of the
Roman Empire brought another wave of mass migrations across the continent. In this way, the more time
goes on, the more people mix, and the more transmission and not shared inheritance becomes an attractive
inference to make from a similarity. To reconstruct the tales and poetry of a North-Western areal group of
the first millennia BC and AD would be a fascinating and worthwhile task, but, in light of the above, one
rather more distant from the reconstruction of proto-Indo-European matters than Sanskrit — Greek
comparison. And most urgently, the extent that these speakers formed a Sprachbund and so a Kulturbund

is the same extent to which they are useful only as one datum for reconstruction. That is, insofar as, say,

%3 For a naysayer, see Graham Isaac, 2007, 75-95.

54 See Michael Weiss, 2022, 108-11 for this question, and passim for the evidence for the subgroup.

% See Georg Bossong, 2017, 859, and Weiss, 2022, 110-11 for a recapitulation of the linguistic evidence, and
chapter one of Meillet 1922.

%6 The change was, of course, not immediate, and old traditions could be rehoused within a (more or less) Christian
framework — as in Nonnus or the Beowulf poet. The late conversion of the Irish, Slavs, and especially Baltics has
sometimes been used to justify the use of late material from those cultures in PIE comparison (e.g. West, 2007, 18-
19). While the idea is not without merit, it risks a false syllogism: whereas the arrival of Christianity does indeed
enervate traditionality, its absence does not guarantee it. Relative isolation, and consequently the relative
improbability of transmission or ‘contamination’, is @ priori a more important factor. This has made the
geographically remote Ireland, for example, attractive to genealogical comparatists. A culture can change more in a
century of social and religious upheaval than in a millennium of serene isolation.
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Germanic and Italic agree on a given cultural unit, that cultural unit in both languages amounts to one
datum to be set against single independent branches such as Greek. While, therefore, I am not proposing
that this a priori objection nullifies the utility of Celtic, Germanic, and Italic, I do claim that it drains

away some of the plausibility of Indo-European comparison involving those traditions.*

In this light, the impossibility of transmission from India to Greece is a huge advantage of
comparison of the pair.*® (Save for the relatively parochial Sanskrit — Avestan) Sanskrit — Greek
comparison is not just our best opportunity for genealogical Indo-European comparison, it is so by far. To
limit comparison to these two traditions is to sidestep the principal hazards of Indo-European poetics,
namely, the triple spectre of contamination, evolution, and transmission which looms over later sources.
The relinquishment of the Icarian project of a cosmopolitan PIE poetics cashes in a vast dividend of
increased plausibility. Moreover, among others, Schmitt’s designs outstripped his evidence: by claiming
that he was working towards PIE, he opened himself to the just criticism that his sources were almost all
Greco-Indic. By aiming only at proto-Greco-Indic, at the so-called Zwischengrundsprach, 1 do away with

the pretence.

The resulting focus has numerous subsidiary benefits. The first age of scholars of IE comparative
poetics who contented themselves with singular observations of similarities gave way to a new age of
compendia which sought to present these scattered observations together: first Schmitt 1967, then
Watkins 1995, then West 2007. The challenge now is no longer to harvest, but to thresh. To sort, digest,
and draw conclusions from parallels are my relentless aims in this thesis. By limiting the study to two

traditions, a smaller number of parallels are treated, and so more can be got from them.

Moreover, complementarily, drawing parallels from a limited number of texts creates space for
my other main aim in this thesis — to use comparison as a lens through which to look anew at historical
poetry. This can be done in two ways. Firstly, genealogical comparison can provide a context for material

which is too early to have (non-archaeological) context, in this way helping to explain anomalous

57 In the linguistic case, borrowing can be sorted from inheritance on the basis of the form of the word, and which
branch’s sound changes it has undergone. Unfortunately, this cannot be done for myths or formulas.

%8 See further the introduction to my second chapter.

Laura Massetti has recently made a similar point, ‘Dass griechisch-vedische, griechisch-avestische bzw.
griechisch-indoiranische Entsprechungen auf ein gemeinsames Erbe hinweisen und daher als ererbt
angesehen werden konnen, ist ferner dadurch gesichert, dass die Annahme von Entlehnungen durch ein
Sprachkontaktverhéltnis zwischen dem Griechischen und dem Indoiranischen im Prinzip ausgeschlossen
ist’, (2016, i-ii, my italics). She is also right that ‘Besonders ergiebig sind dreifache Entsprechungen
zwischen dem Griechischen, dem Indo-iranischen und zumindest einer dritten Sprache, u.a. dem
Germanischen bzw. Keltischen, da die Annahme des Sprachkontakts in diesen Féllen ebenfalls
ausgeschlossen werden kann’ (ibid., ii). As long as only one comparandum from the third category is
adduced, my observations are sidestepped.
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features, decode riddles, and pick out interesting innovation. For example, Theoclymenus’ prophecy at
xx.348-72 seems from the comparative viewpoint not to be an anomaly but deeply traditional (see pp.
175-80X-X). Secondly, and more indirectly, comparison can be a prompt to group certain features of a
text together; these can then end up, even on their own terms and without reference to other traditions,
drawing attention to intra-traditional techniques and innovations. Comparative methods are fruitful also
where similarities stop — difference too is salient. So, for example, the Ramayana poet’s reinvention of

traditional imagery (see pp- 242-49).%°

In turn, keeping individual traditions firmly in view provides other heuristic advantages for the
practice of the comparison itself. It forestalls texts being tugged out of shape so that they tessellate either
with other traditions,® or with pre-confected notions about how poetry or society works in general.
Indeed, lamentably in my view, this sort of schematism characterised much of twentieth century IE
comparison — including notably that of Georges Dumézil and his acolytes. Here again I must disagree
with Nick Allen.5! Furthermore, consideration of narrative needs, poets’ aims and techniques, and
aesthetic effects prevents the banalisation of poetic texts into troughs of data to be pumped for the
unfeeling litanies of a compendium. Attention to aesthetics and poetic context will not only weed out
inappropriate parallels, but produce comparisons of greater rigour, since shared context and poetic aims,
as we will see, can be sound indications of shared descent. It will also situate my study firmly within the
realm of comparative poetics, rather than, say, comparative religion or comparative mythology. And so
both for its inherent and for its heuristic value, | take advantage of the smaller sample size which
concentration on two traditions affords in order to foreground investigation into what comparison can say
about the traditions taken individually. The nature of the fields means that I lean towards Greek in this,

but I hope to make a substantive contribution also to Indology.

% This is widely acknowledged: Kim Beerden, for example, makes a similar point about the use of comparison,
2013, 48-50.

80 See Vanséveren, 2021, 232-42 for an example of the dangers of treating parallels out of context, and a plea for
this to be avoided.

81 For the influence of Dumézil on his method, see Allen, 1998 and 2011 (the latter’s placement in a major
handbook is lamentable, and does not help the reputation of Indo-European comparison). It is hard to suggest items
which give an overview of Dumézil’s thought, since he later repudiated much of his earlier work, and wrote over 70
books and dozens of articles — an astonishing output, notwithstanding its repetitiousness. In any case, Dumézil 1958
is generally recognised as a foundational statement of his theory, and Dumézil 1968-73 one of its most important
applications. His work’s schematic nature stymies intermittent engagement and produces a polarising effect:
scholars have tended either to be acolytes, working within or extending his scheme, or to ignore it entirely. Criticism
has been copious and crushing — see Wouter Bélier, 1991, for a book-length critique, and the overwhelming articles
of Bernfried Schlerath (1995, 1996), as well as Matasovic, 1996, 63-4, and West, 2007, 4 for respectful dismissals.
Alexandre Grandazzi already in 1997 could, after his own repudiation of the value of Dumézil’s voluminous work
on the mythologised histories of early Rome (69-91), write of the need to move onwards after ‘I’échec des grands
systémes interprétatifs de naguére’ (91). It has for decades, in short, been optional at best whether to engage in his
work, and | do not propose to do so.
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Lastly, it is simply not possible to master the languages, literatures, secondary literatures, and
histories of all ten main branches of Indo-European languages. To learn them even to a degree more or
less sufficient to undertake comparison is the work of a lifetime. Comprehensive treatment, therefore, is
an ideal which risks crumbling into a reality of superficiality, or of arbitrariness, as traditions are treated
according to the predilection and training of the scholar and not according to the needs of the subject.

Bilateral comparison nullifies this danger.

In my own case, some will criticise this work for the absence of the Iranian material (in which I
have no expertise). It is first attested only a little later than Indic, perhaps around the turn of the second to
first millennium, and in abstract, cladistic terms, would be as important as the Indian material for
reconstruction. Yet in practical terms, given my subject, Indic is a vastly superior comparandum for two
reasons. Firstly, the earliest Iranian texts, the 855 verses of the Old Avestan Gathas, are hymnic, not
narrative in nature, and as such their utility for illuminating divination is drastically limited. This
limitation applies also to the RV, as we will see. The Young Avesta is composed mainly of liturgical texts,
with narrative passages short and desultory. As such, the genres of first millennium BC Iranian literature
happen to be ill-suited to examples of divination in action. Had Iranian had a Homer, his neglect would
have been inexcusable. Yet the first surviving long Epic narrative in an Iranian language is the Shahnameh

of Firdawsi, written around the turn of the first millennium AD.?

Secondly, from the very first moment of its attestation, Iranian speakers belonged to a society
radically remodelled by Zoroaster — especially religiously. Important vocabulary items radically diverge
in meaning from Old Indic and other Indo-European traditions. For example, the Avestan cognate of
Vedic deva, Latin deus and divus, Lithuanian dievas, Old Welsh duiu-, all ‘god’, is daéuua, which already
in the Gathas refers to a rejected class of deity whom the poet deplores. Later, the word would come to
mean ‘demon’. Crucial divination-related vocabulary diverged too. Vedic kavi, which, as I explore in the
second chapter, is a vital term for both Rig-Vedic seer-poets and their gods, is nothing of the sort in
Avestan.® Indeed, the close connection between religion and divination would suggest a priori a
remodelling also of Iranian divination. This question would require the kind of delicate and lengthy

analysis best treated in a separate study. As for West Iranian, where Greek sources mention Achaemenid

%2 The apocalyptical Bahman Yast and compendious Zoroastrian Dénkard contains narrative elements too, but also
belongs to the end of the first millennium AD; for an assessment of the antiquity of their material, Boyce, 1984
remains invaluable; for their recent use in comparison with Greek poetry, see Lardinois, 2021, 111-12. For the
earliest Iranian texts and their use for IE comparison, see West, 2007, 14, Watkins, 1995, 57-58, and Oktor Skjervg,
2017, 471-80. For an overview of Avestan literature, with copious quotations of long texts, see Martinez & de Vaan,
2014, 107-17. Above all, see Skjeervg, 2015, 409-21, for an overview of Early Iranian, its sources, and their
traditionality in an Indo-Iranian and Indo-European context.

83 See further Skjeerve 2016, which brings out well the differences with Indic.
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divination, it seems (inasmuch as they can be trusted) to be indistinguishable from Near-Eastern

divination and those elements of Greek culture which Near-Eastern divination had infiltrated. Old Persian

sources, mainly seals and inscriptions, have almost nothing to say on the subject.

What Greek, What Sanskrit?

The place of Homer and the RV in Indo-European comparison requires little justification. I shall
draw on Homer extensively in this thesis, and the RV, if much less often, where possible. On the Greek
side, I include also other archaic material such as Hesiod, pseudo-Hesiod, and the older Homeric Hymns,
and very occasionally, where appropriate, early Classical texts such as Herodotus, the younger Homeric
Hymns, and Tragedy. I never stray into the Greek fourth century, since the major changes in Greek
divination during the Archaic and Classical periods through the intensification of Near-Eastern influence
make it imperative to keep to texts from as early a period as possible. Even in those rare places where |

use early classical Greek texts, this will be carefully qualified and justified.

I am more diachronically promiscuous in my use of Indian material — and for good reason.
Relatively to Greece, the impassable Himalayas and its peninsular position largely shielded India from
other cultures’ influence. There is no body of secondary literature arguing for substantial influence of
alien literatures on first millennium BC India, let alone one of the extent and sophistication of Greek —
Near-Eastern comparison. As I will argue, while Indian divination is importantly coherent from the RV
(from ca. 1400 BC) to the end of the period of composition of the Epics (ca. 400 AD), Greek divination
over a shorter period — from 500 BC to, say, the early to mid-first millennium AD Sibylline Oracles — was
remade beyond recognition. My primary Sanskrit texts are, therefore, the Sanskrit Mahabharata and
Valmiki Ramayana (composed, roughly, between 400BC and 400 AD). Eclipsed by the RV, these have
been relatively underutilised in Indo-European comparison. They are mentioned less than half a dozen
times, for example, in Watkins’ monumental and largely linguistically focussed How fo Kill a Dragon.
Thematically organised comparative studies, by contrast, are more motivated to draw upon the Epics
thanks to their abundance and miscellaneousness: Gregory Nagy’s interest in them in his partly
comparative study on the Epic hero is exemplary (1998). Where possible, I connect what I find there to

Vedic material, which would ideally support (and must at least be consistent with) later evidence, using it
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to anchor the later more detailed material deep in the past. Moreover, sceptical doubts about diffusion,

which would then have to be posited at an extraordinarily early date to influence the RV, are neutered.®*

This is not to say that Indian divination is static, and I shall flag diachronic change where
necessary. For example, as the concept of Tapas (the meritoriousness earnt through the practice of
corporal and mental austerities) grew in importance, prophetic power came to be considered something to
be earnt, rather than something bestowed by the gods, as in Homer and the RV. This last change, as with
many other social and religious changes, can be seen unfolding within the Epic texts themselves — it is
absent in earlier and presupposed in later books.® It is often possible to date passages from the Epics on
cultural and linguistic grounds, and I do so where possible. I shall give the R} and Sanskrit Epics a fuller
introduction at the start of my second chapter, in accordance with my policy throughout of assuming in

my readership greater familiarity with Greece than India.

How to Compare? Methods and Pitfalls

I hope to be showing that comparison can only be as good as the methodology which underpins it.
In the following section, I elaborate on mine, explaining its advantages. Since this is a genealogical, not a
typological study, it will be relentlessly concerned with the ‘so-what’ questions of comparison. That is, it
is not enough to gesture towards a parallel between the two traditions without considering what it might
show about the relation between them.®® How much of Greek and Sanskrit literature can be attributed to
inheritance from the time of Greco-Indic unity? What kind of inheritance might this be? How can we tell?
What kind of similarity would constitute evidence of shared inheritance, and what would not? Where can
we see the cultures growing apart, and why? Are some similarities attributable to parallel change? What
role should universality play in all of this? Can we from these similarities reconstruct elements of a shared
poetic tradition dateable to a the time of Greco-Indic unity? If so, what kind of elements can be
reconstructed, on what basis, and with what degree of certainty? These questions are worth answering for
their inherent interest and also for the new perspectives on extant literature they grant. My answers will be

relevant to all kinds of genealogical comparison, and not merely that between Greek and Sanskrit.

% For example, see Metcalf, 2015, 222-23 for the impossibility of Sumero-Vedic transmission.

8 The Epics were composed over a long period of time — perhaps from 400 BC to 400 AD for the Mahabharata, and
300 BC to 400 AD for the Ramayana. See further my second chapter, pp. 87-8.

% As for example Christophe Vielle 1996 and Maria Marcinkowska-Roso6t and Sven Sellmer 2021, 2022, and 2024
have done. Others compare only to boot all of the explanatory burden onto diffusion — see pp. the introduction to the
second chapter, pp. 89-90, and especially n. 239.
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The List Fallacy and Polygenesis: a Methodological Heritage Shared between IE and

Near East

One answer to this set of questions comes from the work of Nick Allen. His methodology,
followed by Emily B. West among others, is a simple one: ‘[i]f the units of a Sanskrit story, one after
another, resemble the units of a Greek story, and the resemblances are unforced and persuasive, then the
more numerous the resemblances the stronger the case for common origin’ (Allen, 2016, 13). That is, the
best explanation for two stories which share a concatenation of like events is that they were both inherited
from a proto-story, which in this way can be reconstructed. These resemblances may be of any kind, on
any level. They must come one after another, in order, the more and the closer the better. Here,

polygenesis through universality or co-incidence have no role to play.

Emily West 2006 is one of the more convincing examples of this methodology in action. She
compares a scene from the Odyssey and the Mahabharata in which a goddess (Athena and Ganga) drives
a hero’s chariot — Diomedes’ and Bhisma’s. An unpromisingly general start, but on closer examination,
she claims the resemblance will strike the reader. These similarities, very diverse in their closeness,
include contact with the goddess before combat, a wrong done to a female, a bloodthirsty opponent, the
goddess attempting to dissuade that opponent, the hero being wounded in the shoulder, a premature
celebration, someone not being in a chariot, a faint and a recovery, the goddess driving the hero’s chariot,
and a taboo. For West, so detailed and structured is this set of correspondences that they cannot be a co-

incidence: the only possible explanation is the shared inheritance of a proto-Greco-Indic scene.

It is true that there is here a phenomenon which requires an explanation, albeit an anecdotal one:
any serious reader of both Epic traditions will note repeated instances of scenes which resemble one
another to a surprising degree. But there is another, better explanation for such resemblances. Many of the
points of comparison enumerated above are general, that is, the sort of thing which can be expected to
occur in any narrative (taboo, or revenge on behalf of an outraged female non-fighter). Others depend on
battle narrative. Still others depend on certain underlying cultural similarities, such as the presupposition
of theistic gods who intervene in the lives of mortals. Yet others depend on the similar levels of cultural
development, such as the use of chariots and swords. Epic traditions repeatedly combine and recombine
these building blocks to make their narratives. These shared underlying similarities will generate further
similarity. For example, if gods intervene in heroes’ lives, they will intervene in heroes’ battles, and this
intervention, given the conditions of the technology, might take the form of a god as charioteer. The

lliad’s battle narrative is composed of thousands of such small scenes; the Mahabharata’s tens of
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thousands. This is where chance comes in. Given a high enough number of opportunities, chance will
throw up an alignment which seems, when isolated, to be an extraordinary co-incidence. Yet the
temptation to say that the event is so unlikely that some other explanation than chance is necessary must

be resisted.

The more often something is repeated, the more unlikely outcomes will occur. Consider the
following two cases. Someone is asked to flip a coin. He flips heads ten consecutive times. The chance of
this happening is 1/1024. The most rational explanation for this event, therefore, is that the event is not
actually random. Some extraneous cause must be invoked, such as the use of a weighted coin. In the
second case, 1024 people are asked to flip a coin. Every time someone flips tails, they are eliminated.
After the first round, around 512 people are left, then 256, and so on. The last man standing will have
flipped heads ten times in a row. In that case, the rational explanation is indeed that this was a random
event. In this way, when situated in the context of the dozens of millions of words of the two Epic
traditions, the most rational explanation for apparently unlikely long concatenations of events is not that
there is a hidden cause (shared inheritance, or a weighted coin), but that chance is at play. Especially
when chance can join forces with universal factors. A model of shared inheritance is needed which does
not identify the likelihood of inheritance with the brute number of concatenated similarities. The list
methodology amounts to the isolation of the one out of the 1024 coin-tossers, and then the solicitation of
our intuition that something must be amiss. The fact that literary factors are more slippery and subject to

interpretation makes the case harder not easier for the comparatist employing this method.

Accordingly, in another study, Emily West wrote that “the [two] episodes share too many salient
features [...] to support claims that they are the product of coincidence, or parallel manifestations of
universal archetypes”.®” The opposite is in fact the case. It is precisely where there is great similarity that
there is most likely to be co-incidence. Too close an alignment should be a cause for suspicion, not
exultation. Indeed, this is a recipe for making genealogical comparison seem as implausible as possible. A
methodology is needed which accords with the intuition that where shared inheritance is to be found, it
will be piecemeal, scattered, and imperfectly preserved, and not found out of the blue in free-floating,
pristine runs of detailed correspondences. Also intuitive is that inherited elements will survive for a
reason, tethered to something which survived for good cause. Runs of correspondences such as the Allen
methodology produces, by contrast, are arbitrary. No reason is offered — nor could be found — why poets
might see value in preserving so arbitrary a concatenation of inherently unconnected events amid a sea of

dissimilarities.

672014, 170. Andrea Doda quotes the passage approvingly (2023, 53).
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The same criticism can be levelled at proponents of areal diffusion. Here too a concatenation of
similarities is called ‘systematic’ and heralded as the ‘smoking gun’ by which we apprehend influence
red-handed. One celebrated example is the pair of lion similes at /liad 18.318-23 and Gilgamesh
Gilgamesh VII1.61-2 %8 Achilles has lost Patroclus just as Gilgamesh, Enkidu. Tom Davies states the case
well — “The lion simile is the keystone of this systematic correspondence. The same poetic figure appears
at the same point in the narrative to illustrate the same relationship between the same characters: the tenor
of both similes is our hero bent over the body of his dead companion, the vehicle a lion fruitlessly seeking
its stolen cubs. The Vergleichspunkt in each case is intense and desperate action in response to unbearable
grief, painting in miniature the final phase of each poem... Both similes present this response to loss as
both maternal and bestial’ (2023, 3). The two similes can, moreover, be comfortably nestled into their
literary contexts: they are of a piece with the imagery, theme, and general verbal techniques of both

poems.

The parallel has gratified comparatists, since it seems to show the kind of similarity which only
borrowing could explain.®® For Michael Clarke, this shows that ‘the intertextual relationship... is an
objective reality’, and demands that other similarities be examined in the same way (2019, 274-5).
Maureen Alden makes double sure, observing that the Homeric simile’s mention of the abduction of a lion
cub proves diffusion since lion-cubs were only regularly abducted in Mesopotamia, whereas there is no
evidence for so regular a practice in Greece (2005). This is a promising shape of argument, since by
introducing the external evidence of an independently attested historical practice it breaks the circularity

(for which see below).

The degree of similarity is of course ‘striking’. Yet here again the case for diffusion comes apart.
As Tom Davies rightly notes, the closeness of the parallel is in fact a reason for suspicion. If we find such
close similarity here, ‘why not more of it?’ (2023, 26). The claim teeters under its own weight. And again,
in principle, when two large corpuses of data are closely compared, chance will be enough to throw up
co-incidence. Literary Near-Eastern comparison hunts for similarity on all levels — word, formula, phrase,

scene, theme, and so on. Each element, then, represents one item of comparison. Even to compare two

% | here give only the English translations, first of Homer, then of Gilgamesh, in Haubold, 2013, 22:
‘... like a bearded lion

whose cubs a hunting man has stolen

out of the thicket; the lion comes back too late, and is anguished,

and turns into many valleys in search of the man’s trail,

in case he might find him, for bitter anger has seized him;

so he groaned heavily, and spoke among the Myrmidons:” and

‘Like a lioness who has been deprived of [her clubs,

he kept pacing about, hence [and forth].’

8 See Davies, 2023, 2, n.5 for a dozen recent studies which treat it.
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texts of ten thousand words each, then, is to examine — literally — millions of opportunities of comparison.

Here, as in IE comparison, sometimes heads will be flipped ten times in a row.

Yet ultimately, the case for diffusion crumbles here because of the flakiness of its building blocks.
As I argue further in the next section, similarity asexually reproduces: a small amount may breed a larger
amount. For a case of diffusion even to get started, just as for a case of shared inheritance, there must be a
case for lower order, not just higher order similarity. Each detail must plausibly be borrowed, not just the

structure to which it gives rise.

Here, every element is plausibly independently generated on the basis of universals or shared
cultural context. The universality of similes, hunting, friendship, and grief need little defence. Universal
too is the emphasis in both texts on heroes’ physical strength. The strongest observable animal in both
areas at the time was the lion — its habitat was vastly greater in ancient times than now, and the animal
was common across Europe and the Near and Middle East. It is then no surprise that, just as those animals
enjoy an extraordinary cultural prominence today, both literatures traditionally compare heroes to lions.
Lions, however, do not have friends. Their only observable strong bonds are between a mother and cubs.
Thus the only possible motivation for a lion’s grief is the loss of her cubs.” Perhaps Alden is right that
this was not so common an occurrence in Greece (it would be hard to verify). Nevertheless, the only
possible reason for the cubs’ disappearance is human action, and, even if there were no systematic
excursions dedicated to that purpose in Greece as in Mesopotamia, a hunter who stumbles across a lion’s
den may well spontaneously prefer to capture and sell lion-cubs than to kill them. The alignment between
the similes is, therefore, of precisely the sort that can easily be explained by polygenesis. The necessary
ingredients are only narrative poetry, friendship, death, valorisation of strength, and lions — parallel
innovation will do the rest. That the similes are in artful dialogue with the wider themes and concerns of
their poems shows only that the Iliad and Gilgamesh are masterpieces, subtle and integrated at every turn.
There is no need at all to posit any kind of influence to explain the similarity. Sheer concatenation, neither
here nor elsewhere, can suffice to demonstrate borrowing. Attention must be paid to the kind of similarity

in play, that is, whether it is of the sort which can outcompete polygenesis.

0 Here | hope also to show that, when broken down into constituent elements, rather than compared wholesale,
polygenesis does not need to mean that another culture can be adduced which shows precisely the same
concatenation. All that is necessary to demonstrate polygenesis’ plausibility as a rival explanation is the inherent
plausibility of its elements.
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The Circularity of Muscular Diffusion

Indeed, how might such borrowing even occur? What evidence do we have for contact close
enough to support a hypothesis like the borrowing of a simile? Precious little: for the total absence of any
direct evidence such as translation, attribution, or even the mention of cultures and places supposedly
important to Greek literature, such as inner Anatolia and Mesopotamia, see above, pp.8-9. This often
means that areal comparatists either ignore the vector question, or their discussion is a version of the
following: they begin with a series of speculations about individuals — sailors, foreign nurses, travelling
holy men, and so on, perhaps preferring one over another. Sometimes, they add speculation about the
place of transmission — Cyprus, the West Coast of Anatolia, and so on. Then they admit that there is no
direct evidence for any of this, but they claim that this in fact does not matter, since the literary
similarities themselves are proof of cultural contact — after all, they could not have arisen without it.
Bruno Currie, who advocates a particularly muscular kind of diffusion which assumes intense cultural
contact and bilingualism, is a good example of this template. After his discussion of vectors ends in the
admission that there is no solid evidence, Currie concedes that ‘The poems may in fact offer our best

evidence for what was possible in Greek—Near Eastern interactions’.”

This is a grave problem for the areal comparatist. It involves a circular argument: ‘there was
literary similarity because there was areal diffusion, and there was areal diffusion because there was
literary similarity’. If A, then B; if B, then A; therefore, A and B.”? It does not disprove a hypothesis that it
is based on circular reasoning, and areal diffusion remains possible. But possibility does not compel
belief. Given the circularity, areal comparison should focus on those cases where affinity of the right sort
is found with such closeness that diffusion is the best explanation for it — better, at any rate, than
polygenesis. This will still involve a certain circularity, but it will at least be within a targeted, local
response to an explanatory void. If the bar is set any lower than this, Near-Eastern comparison can offer

only optional hypotheses, and nothing concrete. Moreover, the /esser the posited diffusion, the lesser the

712016, 221. See 217-22 for his wider discussion.

2 In other words, Currie just makes an assumption and embraces the circularity. He underestimates the scale of the
danger, which is in circularity, not merely the fact that ‘Literary interpretation is apt to be viewed as a soft and
subjective datum (if a datum at all), compared to the ‘hard’ data furnished by history, archaeology, or historical
linguistics’ (221).

He follows Martin West, whose closing remarks in the East Face of the Helicon are equally circular. After a
discussion of vectors, he writes that ‘In the final reckoning... the argument for pervasive West Asiatic influence on
early Greek poetry does not stand or fall with explanations of how it came about. A corpse suffices to prove a death,
even if the inquest is in conclusive’ (1997, 630). West’s analogy proves my point, not his. The corpse in his analogy
is the literary similarity, the death is the cause of the similarity, and an inquest would serve to establish what kind of
death / cause it is. This too amounts to embracing circularity.
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circularity, since the more in line with the independent evidence for contact this will be. Again, my first

chapter will go into more detail and offer examples of what I take to be the right kind of areal

comparison.

The Kulturbund and its Problem

Yet perhaps this only damages a simplistic model of linear influence. There remains another
move, prominently defended by Johannes Haubold and influential among many young scholars (e.g. Tom
Davies, Bernardo Ballesteros). This gives up on unidirectional influence as an explanation for an
individual detail, and posits a Kulturbund manifest in a mish-mash of similarity of various kinds on
various levels. This, for Davies, explains the parallels among the two lion similes (2023, 26-33). By
relinquishing direct influence and intertextuality as models, it need commit itself only to low-intensity
interactions taking place over a wide area and long time, from the mid-first millennium onwards. The
argument will still be circular, but less so, since it presupposes less intense exchange of a kind which, in
principle, will have left less evidence. In other words, inasmuch as the exchange is held to be less intense,
it will be closer to the independent evidence, and so the circularity will be diminished. By relying,
however, on the kind of evidence which in principle would not be left behind, a move is made towards
unfalsifiability. Further, the problem of circularity is weakened and by no means solved. But I set this
aside for now, since, certainly, the Kulturbund model is an advance on the picture of Homer in some way

‘knowing’ Gilgamesh.

Yet it concedes too much. To abandon the list model and embrace unsystematic, criss-crossing
similarities as the outcome of different ‘declensions’ of a Kulturbund encounters the fundamental problem
that it ends up holding diffusion accountable for precisely the kind of picture which chance and universals
would generate alone. Yet again diffusion risks ending up a superfluous excrescence of the causal story.
Indeed, the many chance alignments between Ancient Greece and the Ancient Near-East would a priori
be expected to generate unusually numerous and thorough polygenesis. These are societies organised
around cities sustained by agriculture, in similar landscapes, with similar fauna, domestic and wild, a
similar climate, at a similar level of technological development, trading the same goods with the same
coins. The lion simile is just one particularly ‘striking” example of what we have every reason to expect
was a widespread phenomenon. In other words, the kind and degree of similarity which literary texts

show is often consistent with both explanations. Yet the premises of one are a set of indisputable facts,
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and of the other a story, untestable and unfalsifiable. Too often scholars have preferred to write a rickety

study about diffusion at the expense of a solid one of typological comparison.

Much Near-Eastern comparison in general but especially that based on the Kulturbund model
involves a kind of problematic reasoning which I now analyse in greater detail. Ignoring alternatives, it
elaborates a set of circumstances, calls them plausible, works hard to adduce arguments for that
plausibility, and then says that since no proofs are possible in the Humanities, no more could be asked.
Analysis of the concept of plausibility will be a window onto the kind of argument this is. The sentence
‘X is plausible’ is ambiguous. It can be taken in two ways. The first kind of claim says that X, as a
hypothesis, is plausible. The second that the fact that the hypothesis X is #7ue is plausible. The first is a
hypothetical claim, while the second is an ontological one. The first does not entail the second. It must not
be confused with it, since the second is a much stronger kind of claim. Near Eastern comparison must
work hard to establish that its arguments and plausibilities aim at the second, and do not content
themselves with the first. Yet sometimes areal comparison’s arguments are to establish only the first, and
not the second kind of claim. Sometimes, once the first, hypothetical kind of plausibility is established, it

is confused with the second, ontological kind.

I here modulate into a philosophical key. The relevance of the following example is strictly in the
analogous structures of argumentation, not in the details of the cases. The example’s hyperbolic character
is useful for bringing out our intuitions on the subject — it is what Daniel Dennett calls an ‘intuition
pump’. Again, it is absolutely not intended to expose the essential futility of the areal comparatist’s
project — far from it. It is a gesture towards the fallibility of certain methods which that field has
employed.

It is perfectly plausible that any given man sitting opposite me on the London Underground is
called James. No decisive arguments could be produced which would prove that he is not called James.
Indeed, good arguments could be adduced in support of this hypothesis. James is a male name, and the
man seems to be male. James is an English name, and I am in London. James is a relatively common
name. This is all good circumstantial evidence — not conclusive, but not without its force. All the premises
are demonstrably true. It is therefore a perfectly plausible belief. Perhaps there is a scholarly tradition
whose consensus has long been that the man is called James, which seems to lend the belief further
support. Over time, bad arguments, such as the man seeming tall as a James should be, have rightly been
set aside in favour of better ones. The field has made progress. Another argument — the last time I sat on
the underground, the man opposite me was called James. It might be demurred that this is not a
compelling extrapolation. This in turn will invite a rejoinder: does good science not use all evidence

available? Once something is demonstrated to be true once, does this not mean that we should be more
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ready to accept another identical case? Need it be demonstrated as true every time? Is it not the essence of
the Empirical method to extrapolate from one case to the next? The Empirical method is not probatory
elsewhere, why should it be here? Why should it be submitted to a kind of Humean scepticism which
would set the bar so unreasonably high? There are, moreover, a number of other striking similarities
between the two men, which support the transferal. Even if no single argument is decisive, we might

decide, the cumulative case that the man is called James just seems irresistible.

Again, it is in a sense perfectly plausible to maintain that the man is called James. In my terms, it
is hypothetically plausible. The case is absurd because we intuit that hypothetical and ontological
plausibility are not the same thing; that is, that ‘James’ is merely one of a myriad of plausible names.
Theoretically, what would be needed to make a convincing case for ‘James’, would be good reasons for

all those other plausible names to be excluded. That would establish ontological plausibility.

The James case is structurally identical to that Near Eastern comparison which refuses to take
account of polygenesis as a rival explanation. It is not enough to make a positive case for hypothetical
plausibility. In order to also establish ontological plausibility, it is essential to accompany it with full
consideration of alternatives. The fundamental difference between James and diffusion which activates
our intuitions here is that whereas there was a myriad of possible names other than ‘James’, areal
comparison need take account of a few other possibilities — polygenesis arising from chance, universals,
and shared natural environment. Translated into the terms of my experiment, it is as if James were one of
only three or four possible names. This is good news: diffusion must only beat a few rivals. But it
absolutely must do so, and every time, otherwise it can never lay claim to ontological plausibility. It
would be a misunderstanding for it to throw its hands up and say that absolute certainty is not possible in

Classics or the Humanities, or given the scarcity or nature of the evidence.

The second part of the James case shows that diffusion is not transitive. That is, one proof of
diffusion does not entail another. The fact that the last man was called James does not make it any more or
less likely that the next man will be, even if the two men are similar.”® Every single constituent case for

diffusion must outcompete polygenesis for Near-Eastern comparison not to collapse into a similar

3 Walter Burkert famously wrote that ‘Once the historical link, the fact of transmission, has been established in a
single case, the dam is broken’ (2004, 29). The James case here shows that the fact of influence is not a transitive
phenomenon, even if the possibility of influence is. In other words, what learning that the last man was called James
confirms for me is, at most, the possibility of the next man being called James. Burkert should here be seen in
context. He grew up in a world in which most scholars denied that there was diffusion of any sort, i.e. that any man
at all could be called James. In that sense, and in that sense alone, any one man being called James was a discovery,
since it enfranchised a further search. But it does not itself prove anything.
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absurdity. And here, as ever, a series of bad arguments do not add up to a good one by virtue of being

labelled ‘cumulative’.

In short, by lowering the bar and assuming diffusion, chance similarities and human universals
will be trussed up as shared culture. Authentic cases of diffusion will be shoved aside, outclamoured by a
throng of exciting false positives. If sometimes it is impossible to tell whether a similarity is the result of
polygenesis or diffusion, so be it. A great deal of information about the ancient world is lost, but our
frustration at this is not reason enough to reinvent it. As with good genealogical comparison, each case

must be painstakingly argued for and judged on its own merits.

Circularity, as we saw, was a devastating problem for a muscular, Bruno Currie type model of
diffusion. It tacks too far away from the available evidence of contact, and therefore places too much
stress on arguments which infer diffusion from the very similarities which diffusion is intended to
explain. These are interesting gestures, but do not compel belief. By contrast, a model which assumes less
intense contact over a long period of time, resulting in a Kulturbund in which individual traditions
‘decline’ ideas and narratives which were in the air over an area from the Persian gulf through
Mesopotamia, the Levant, Anatolia, Greece, to Sicily, is gravely vulnerable to the criticism that it
attributes overwhelmingly to diffusion what polygenesis might also explain. It mistakes a hypothetically
plausible picture for an ontologically plausible picture and falls prey to the James-case criticism. Both

models, moreover, are also vulnerable to the criticisms most damaging to the other.

My Answer

By scaling back ambition, both criticisms can be countered and a better model of diffusion
espoused. To avoid circularity, this model will presuppose diffusion in line with the independent evidence
for contact, along with reasonable assumptions about unrecorded contacts (sailors and tradesmen rather
than bilingual poets). There are in Archaic and Classical Greek, for example, about five or six words
demonstrably borrowed from Hittite, mostly for tradeable items, and a few more which are debatable.”
This is about the same number as Modern English takes from Tamil. This is not a secure basis to posit
profound influence, cultural exchange, bilingualism, or indeed a shared Kulturbund between Hittites and
Greeks. At the same time, it is a good reason to suppose a modicum of low level influence. Secondly, to

avoid the James-case reasoning to which the Kulturbund model falls prey, this diffusion will always, at

4 Hajnal, 2018, 2041-2; see 2043-08 for more evidence, and 2049-50 for an overall assessment.
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every turn, consider polygenesis as a rival explanation for similarity. It will look too at possible IE
parallels, which also might outcompete diffusion.” Polygenesis, as I argued in the previous section,
asexually reproduces. It is therefore a very powerful explanator of similarity. In order to take account of
its danger for IE comparative poetics, a distinction must be made between ‘strong’ and ‘weak’

inheritance; | present this below.

Strong and Weak Inheritance: A New and Vital Distinction for Genealogical Studies

Ancient Greece and India layer many further inherited affinities on the bedrock of human
universals. For example, not all societies live in a world of intervening polytheistic gods to whom
propitiatory sacrifices are made by a priestly class in return for divine favour. They too enjoyed a similar
level of development at the relevant times, conducting warfare in a similar way, exploiting agriculture and
the domestication of many of the same animals, and so on. Just as in the Greek-Near Eastern case, then, a
certain amount of similarity will be spontaneously generated. However, there is a fundamental

disanalogy:

The degree to which a shared inheritance determines a Greek-Indian similarity is the degree to which that

similarity itself is an instance of shared inheritance.

This is not a tautology, because ‘determining’ is not always the same as ‘being an instance of’. But in this
case, it is. In other words, if inherited constituents are placed into innovative, non-traditional combination,
there is still a sense in which that combination is the result of inheritance, and so an indirect instance of it.
Whereas only chance and universals could generate Greek-Near-Eastern polygenesis, chance, universals,

and shared inheritance can generate Greek-Indian polygenesis.

Sometimes, chance and universals are enough alone to account for polygenesis. There is no need
to invoke inheritance to explain why the two canonical Greek and Sanskrit Epics take a war and a quest as
their basic subject. Sometimes, all three will play a part, but the inheritance involved will be of a trivial
sort. For example, after the invention of chariots, Greek and Indian gods rode chariots. Here the inherited
element, polytheism, is insipid. While it is correct to say that inheritance plays a part in generating the

affinity, since Greece and India inherited their polytheistic beliefs from a proto-culture, this is

5 For an example of the method | advocate, which shows how diffusion can sidestep IE parallels and outcompete
polygenesis as the best explanator of similarity, and for reasons why this is more easily done for divination than for
literature, see my first chapter, pp. 52-65.
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uninformative. However, sometimes the shared inheritance is what I call ‘rich’ — not at all trivial or

composed of many elements, or both.

My fourth chapter provides a good example. In both Greece and India, diviners were often
itinerant. Yet there is no hint of this either in Homer (as I argue) or the RV. Moreover, itineracy can be
also discounted for a priori reasons: as has now been established, their forebears at the time of Greco-
Indic unity (and still at the time of the Vedas) were semi-nomadic pastoralists. The conditions of the
culture were not able to support a distinction between sedentary and itinerary, and so a fortiori diviners
cannot have been peripatetic. I argue that as the societies became sedentary, and as the cognate religions
developed cult centres to be visited by pilgrims on festal days, diviners’ behaviour changed, and they
sought to follow and exploit the large, time-rich crowds which festivals generated. This meant they came
to spend their time on the move, according to the festal calendar. India developed its system of
pilgrimages and festivals later than Greece, and accordingly showed the change in diviners later than
Greece. In this way, while it is not true to say that it was a direct heirloom from the time of Greco-Indic
unity, it is impossible to sunder explanations for the itineracy of diviners from the socio-religious heritage
of Greek and Indian society. It was inherited, but indirectly, thanks to a network of other cultural and

religious correspondences.

I call this ‘weak inheritance’. I then split this category into two further kinds. It is ‘rich’ when
inheritance plays an important role in creating the similarity, and ‘banal’ when the chance, momentary
element predominates. As is clear from this example, this concept can be set to work in any field where
genealogy is relevant: here, it contributes to social history or anthropology, and explains how and why
societies develop in certain directions; its utility in elucidating literature is downstream of that. But it is
also the pre-eminent explanator of the similarities between Greek and Sanskrit poetic texts. Inherited,
traditional elements, creatively combined and recombined by Epic poets, give rise to ‘striking’
similarities. Similarity breeds further similarity. The consideration of poetic techniques is essential for the
discernment of weak inheritance. Narratives are governed by universal regulating principles such as
clarity, resolution, tension, anticipation, or surprise. These are some immediate ends of literary texts.
Poets who inherit (some of) the same tools will work towards those ends in parallel ways. But the ways
are not themselves inherited. This happens often, and it is this which explains the overarching anecdotal

observation that the two Epic traditions are just generally similar.

Again, there is here a disanalogy with areal comparison based on diffusion. There, polygenesis is
in competition with diffusion: where polygenesis can plausibly explain similarity, even if this does not
disprove diffusion, it certainly reduces it to an optional extra, and arguments for it to gestures. Here,

conversely, polygenesis works in tandem with genealogy, neither one of which is enough on its own to
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explain similarity. In genealogical comparison, universality, chance, polygenesis, and shared inheritance

are all concepts which can work together to explain a similarity.

Weak contrasts with ‘strong inheritance’. Familiar from historical linguistics, this posits that the
cause of a shared feature — a word, formula, scene, etc. — between Greek and Sanskrit is direct mutual
preservation of a feature of the same order in the parent tradition. Though the simplest model of
inheritance, it requires careful justification, and I signpost wherever I make this claim. Here, chance,
universality, and polygenesis have no role in explaining a similarity. The essential difference between
strong and weak is that, by definition, reconstruction of an element of proto-culture is only and

exclusively legitimate on the basis of strong inheritance — never on weak.

Here lies much of my distinction’s importance. Comparative compendia such as Schmitt 1967
and Martin West 2007 mix strong and weak inheritance together. As a result, their utility in reconstructing
proto-culture is unclear. West’s immense catalogue was groundbreaking, but light on analysis. Its items
still need to be carefully sifted and analysed to determine their true value for the study of proto-culture.
Similarly, the work of Nick Allen and Emily West is valuable, but for reasons other than what they
purport. They notice only weak inheritance. Sometimes these are rich, and require not only chance and
universality but a good deal of non-trivial shared inheritance to be explained. And sometimes only shared
inheritance of a banal sort is required, and chance and universality can do most of the work. But all of
their studies adduce examples of weak inheritance. None is a correct starting point for the reconstruction

of proto-culture, since the concatenative method picks out only weak inheritance.

Lastly, another kind of comparative study which shies away from the ‘so-what’ question can
benefit from this distinction. Per-Johan Norelius 2022, for example, adduces an interesting similarity
between a Greek and an Indian myth, but can bring himself to accept none of the traditional explanations
for such similarity — not polygenesis, diffusion, nor the shared inheritance of a reconstructible element of
the proto-culture. He is quite right not to do so: he notices an instance of weak inheritance, in which

shared inheritance and chance, momentary innovation combine.

Yet telling strong and weak apart is sometimes difficult or even impossible: much that seems to
be strong may in fact be weak. For example, according to the mythology of many Indo-European peoples
the Sun travels across the sky in a horse-drawn chariot. This seems to be a good example of strong
inheritance; that is, it seems reasonable to reconstruct a detail of this kind in the proto-mythology. Yet it
presupposes invention of the spoked wheels needed by horse-drawn chariots. These appear in the

archaeological record in the relevant areas in the late third millennium BC, (very probably) long after the
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break-up of Indo-European.”® In this case, archaeology unmasks the myth as an instance of weak, not
strong inheritance, and forces the development of a new story: at the introduction of this arresting,
prestigious new technology, which no doubt spread rapidly, traditions developed along parallel lines,
renovating an old tradition in which the Sun moved across the sky by other means. West’s reaction is a
shrug — “how can we ever know if we are getting back to an original common heritage? Perhaps we
cannot’ (2007, 24). He then assumes that the myth was diffused along with the technology.”” The notion
of weak inheritance provides a different, more plausible answer: as the world around them changed,
common inheritance underlay innovation, guiding it in parallel directions. The distinction forestalls the
sort of binary schematism which holds that an element must either be directly inherited or have nothing to
do with inheritance, and gives a framework which allows for a more nuanced analysis of the various

dynamics at play.

Weak inheritance is not to be frivolously invoked. Each instance of it will contain a different
degree of inheritance, chance, and universality. While thin weak inheritance is not to be ignored, the rich
kind is naturally of more interest to the comparatist. To establish richness, there should be an
accompanying argument for traditionality which tethers the subject of the claim to something traditional,
embedded in other social constructs, such as religion, narrative art, or divination. This point has a special

importance for formulas.

Formulas: Weak or Strong? Imperishable Fame, or Reinventable Fame

Above I elaborated the principle that the more a certain event is repeated, the more likely it is that
co-incidence, not shared inheritance is the best explanation for correlations. This principle applies also on
the level of words — to, say, the ‘event’ of attributing a noun to an adjective. Given the billions of
combinations of word and adjective in the chosen corpus, repetition is not in itself enough evidence to be
sure of inheritance of that collocation qua collocation. In other words, an adjective-noun combination
shared between Greek and Sanskrit does not necessarily entail that that combination was inherited; it

remains possible that poets in each tradition independently put together words inherited singly. By what

76 This was first noticed by Marcello Durante, 1976, 15. See further West, 2007, 23-24, with bibliography, and 201-
07 for examples of this myth in IE cultures.

72007, 24. Nagy rightly demurs that the correct conclusion from this example is that cultures ‘could react in
parallel ways to parallel novelties’ (2007).
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means, then, can we sort the formula from an alignment resulting from momentary independent

innovation?

One answer is that, to be an inherited formula, the collocation should be expressed in cognate
words. This has long been held to be to the advantage of the pride and joy of the genealogical comparatist
of Greek and Sanskrit poetics, the equation of Greek kAéoc dpBitov with the cognate Sanskrit words
Sravas aksitam.”™ Yet on further consideration, this is an irrelevance: the fact that the words are cognate
does not entail that they once constituted a formula in the proto-tradition, since lexical renewal is an
arbitrary process from the point of view of traditional formulaic language. I make this argument in detail

at the start of the ‘Formulas’ section of my second chapter, and do not repeat myself further here.

Another approach, advocated by, among others, Joshua Katz and Laura Massetti, holds that what
jars with its synchronic system is a priori a good candidate for diachronic explanation. As Katz writes, ‘if
you encounter a synchronic oddity, look for a diachronic explanation’.”® This adapts a rule familiar from
historical linguistics, that archaisms manifest themselves in irregularity. For example, the old English
plural system is preserved in certain irregular contemporary English plurals, such as ‘men’, ‘children’,
‘brethren’. On this idea, we should seek a formula (or indeed any other object of comparison, for that
matter) which in some way sticks out from its context or is deployed in a puzzling, counter-intuitive way,

since this will be less likely to be the fruit of the momentary innovation of the poet.®

This is indeed true. But it still does not help us to distinguish between inheritance and chance, or
between the strong and weak inheritance. Often, what is inherited fits well into its synchronic system.
Equally, there are many reasons why a formula or any other poetic element might jar which have nothing

to do with inheritance. Synchronic discrepancy is useful, as I anticipated above, most of all in the search

78 See further chapter 2, n. 318 for some inexhaustive bibliography. Margalit Finkelberg 1986, as Calvert Watkins
acknowledges (1995, 173), is right to challenge the formular status of the one Homeric attestation of kA€og G0itov.
His riposte, that it can still be assumed that it was once a formula, and that the Homeric passage is thus evidence of
one-time formular status, assumes its conclusion. My view, that independent reinvention is a far better explanation
of these facts, will emerge in the following discussion.

792010, 360, and see Massetti, 2024, xvi-xvii. See further Ranko Matasovi¢, 1996, 44, for a similar point and
bibliography.

8 Areal comparatists have sometimes used a similar principle — that influence gives itself away in a detail’s
dissonance with its environment. Walter Burkert was a prominent proponent of this method. Often he advanced as a
kind of neo-Analyst, first diagnosing a problem in the text and then adducing an Oriental parallel as a kind of
solution. See the essential Adrian Kelly 2008 for crushing criticism of this method, with several examples of Burkert
at work.
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for a good candidate for genealogical comparison. But once a candidate is found, further methods are

necessary to establish its inheritedness or not.%

Comparative poetics has another problem here too. Words are uniquely abundantly attested.
Therefore, when a word or its morphology is strikingly out of harmony with the system around it, its
value as evidence is never in question, since there are so many instances of it. By contrast, when a
formula, poetic technique, scene or other object of comparison is exceptional, it is scarce. To some extent,
this is true by definition: unlike in the linguistic case, where the most divergent words are often the
commonest ones, in these cases rarity is what makes something exceptional. This makes it difficult to
generalise, since to draw general conclusions from only a few cases is bad empirical practice. Indeed,
linguistics here in fact provides a false analogy. If only a few instances of a word differ unsystematically
from the norm, we call these mis-spellings or scribal errors. In the same way, these few instances of
exceptional formulas or scenes may be mere blunders — bad independent innovations that flukily result in
a misleading alignment. Genealogical comparatists of poetry are right to look to their linguistic colleagues
for inspiration. Yet they must always take account of the different dynamics when they do so. Another

way to sort chance collocations from inherited formulas must be sought.

Laura Massetti, developing the ideas of Enrico Campanile and Calvert Watkins, has recently
offered another answer in an industrious and acute doctoral thesis. Her approach, which she introduces in
her preface as ‘Die Herangehensweise der assoziativ-kombinatorischen Semantik’, ‘leistet entscheidende
Unterstlitzung zur Rekonstruktion von ererbten Phrasemen, indem sie es erlaubt, sich auf phraseologische
Details zu fokussieren’ (2019, vi). That is, taking an idea of IE pedigree, she collects its instantiations into
a broad web of ‘phrasemes’. The inheritedness is guaranteed by the connection to the overarching idea. In
this way, she hopes ‘dass auch auf die teilweisen Entsprechungen (Aquabilia) Wert gelegt werden kann’
(ibid., 257). In other words, she makes a Hauboldian kind of move in genealogical comparison, placing
the emphasis not on one-to-one correspondences but on the sum of them. Inheritedness, for Massetti, is

conferred on each individual instance by its being a node in a nexus.

The second chapter of her doctoral thesis, for example, scours Pindar and Bacchylides for phrases
which cluster around the notion of the imperishability of the fame which poetry bestows, a notion well
attested across various Indo-European traditions and which goes to the heart of the values of IE society.®?

Massetti’s treatment is the latest of many. As Martin West writes, ‘Fighting men were stimulated to deeds

81 Jamison 1994 is an excellent example of the successful use of this notion, because she uses it in the right way —
having noticed the strangeness of the two scenes which she compares, she then uses other methods to demonstrate
their inheritedness and unpack its importance.

822019, 113-38, Kapitel 2, Kollokationen von “Ruhm”.
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of valour, rulers to acts of justice and liberality... by the anticipation of good repute in the present and the
future. Praise by poets was the most potent mechanism for the diffusion and perpetuation of this repute’;
and again, ‘beyond any reasonable doubt... the idea of posthumous fame was a pervasive theme of Indo
European poetry’.% As Riidiger Schmitt puts it, ‘Es wird zweifelsfrei darlegen, dass der Begriff
“Ruhm”... ein integrierender Bestandteil der indogermanischen Heldendichtung ist’.%* The comparatist
seems here to be on safe ground. It is a priori highly plausible that so well-established an idea was
encoded in formulaic language, and that some of this language survived in daughter traditions. Here, if

anywhere, formulas can be reconstructed.

And yet none is found. There is no common formular expression of the kind which might be
expected, such as ‘the praise of the fame-giving poet’, or ‘the poet who gifts imperishable fame’. Indeed,
there are hardly such expressions within each tradition, let alone a single one that both traditions share:
even the formular status of Greek k\éog épOitov has (rightly) been contested.®® What there is, is a morass
of criss-crossing correspondences between different but related expressions. Sometimes they are
expressed using cognate words, sometimes not. The cognates kAéog and sravas are keywords, but are
used interchangeably with the synonyms 66&a and @iun in Greek and ydsas in Vedic. Massetti collates
them in two tables, for Greek (2019, 116-7), and Vedic (117-8). kAéog dgOitov is just one of these
overlapping, interchangeable collocations. This is important, interesting work. But it does not give a
reconstructible formula, unless we redefine formula as ‘a combination of one of a set of key words with

one of a set of another key words’.

Massetti’s methodology responds to the nature of the evidence. Relinquishing the possibility of
reconstructing a single formula (in the traditional sense) of Greco-Indic pedigree, she limits herself to
claiming that ‘(Mikro-)Systeme von Assoziationen gebildet werden konnen, welche sich als von zentraler
Bedeutung erweisen, um ein Element als ererbt zu identifizieren’ (ibid. 258). But which element is

inherited? What is the true object of comparison here?

The linguistic correspondences which Massetti and others catalogue are downstream of this true
object of comparison — the shared association of poetry, praise, immortality, and fame. Linguistic
alignments are the inevitable consequences of that association. They are collocations, not formulas: the
result of momentary creative combination on the part of poets in different traditions. Since the languages

are closely related, sometimes the poets will end up using cognate words. But this is not a linguistic

832007, 397 and 410. See further esp. 396-98, 403-10.

841967, 61. See 61-102 for his landmark discussion which draws on many previous studies, and see further chapter
15 and 70-1 of Watkins, 1995 and the Epilogue of Nagy 1974.

8 See above, note 78.
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inheritance per se. It is the linguistic evidence of a cultural inheritance. In other words, this is not so much
Comparative Poetics but Comparative Anthropology. It is not wrong to say that since Greek and Vedic
poets used the collocation kAéog Gpbitov and sravas aksitam, Greco-Indic poets probably used the same

collocation, reconstructible as *klewos ndhg""

itom. It is merely unilluminating to say so. This is no longer
reconstruction of poetic language, but of probable collocations based on knowledge of the proto-culture
gained independently of formularity. It is akin to reconstructing collocations like ‘the god punished me’ or
‘an accepted sacrifice’. No doubt such sentences were constructed in Greco-Indic — even in words which
bequeathed reflexes to daughter languages. But they allow for only a highly qualified kind of
reconstruction not informative about poetic language. In short, collocations of low semantic
distinctiveness may indeed have been used at the time of unity as well as in their attestations in both
traditions. Strictly in this sense, they may be described as inherited. Yet in another important sense, they

are also polygenetic, since they were not inherited qua collocations through a poetic tradition, but merely

kept being remade throughout it.%

The equivalence of K\éog Gpbitov and sravas aksitam has played an essential, even totemic role
in the field. But does not yield the much hoped-for instance of strongly inherited Greco-Indic formula. It
is weak inheritance: it cannot be explained without genealogy, and genealogy is not sufficient to explain
it. It is one of many possible linguistic realisations of a shared idea, but any one of those realisations is
owed to the momentary innovation of a poet. Indeed, the fact that a collocation is connected to an idea of
IE antiquity has the opposite effect to the one sought. It increases the likelihood of the polygenesis of
phrases, since combination and recombination of a small number of relevant words is an excellent recipe
for linguistic co-incidences. In other words, a shared idea incentivises poets to polygenerate equivalence.
This is another trap to avoid in the search for shared formulaic language, and one especially relevant to a

thematic study such as this.

8 Nor does the redefinition of collocations as formulas make the exercise more illuminating. For more on my
definition of formulas, see the ‘Formulas’ section of my second chapter.

This is similar to my distinction between rich and thin weak inheritance, but | do not use those terms here due to a
substantial difference: richness and thinness exist on opposite ends of a scale, whereas reconstructibility of poetic
language cannot. It either should be reconstructed or should not. Now, that claim can be made with different degrees
of confidence, but this does not entail a qualitative difference in the claim, as with rich and thin inheritance.

For a recent example of a reconstruction which would benefit from my distinctions here, see José Marcos Macedo
2020, which argues that the Homeric and Vedic collocations ‘messenger of the gods’ derive from a shared ancestor.
The author himself admits that ‘the relatively unmarked character of the phrase... may lead us naturally to entertain
the idea that [it is] an independent development’ in both traditions (83). My methodology provides a framework for
this perceptive intuition.
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Strong from Weak: How to Reconstruct an IE Formula

The solution comes not from historical linguistics, but from oral studies. J. M. Foley’s
provocative dictum that ‘oral tradition works like language, only more so’ has aged well.¥” Taking up the
essential and no longer controversial insight that formulaic language is an essential constituent of oral
poetry, he argues that as with sound and signified, there is an independently determined relation between
a formula and its context that goes beyond lexical meaning.®® That is, in addition to the literal meaning of
the words of a formula, there is another, emergent meaning, determined by the poetic tradition. This
second, traditional meaning cannot be understood merely from analysis of the lexical meaning; all uses in
a corpus of that formula must be carefully triangulated in context to establish it. These analyses made,
further effects can be discerned: traditional meanings remain even when the formula is used outside of its
canonical context, often with a twist or an ironic inflection. Just like words, then, formulas have
meanings, contexts, and rich non-canonical usages; just as the relation between a word’s sound and sense

is arbitrary, there is an element of arbitrariness in the relation between literal and traditional meaning.8®

Therefore, just as formulas work like words, they can be reconstructed like them. What is needed
is to find a like collocation of some semantic distinctiveness in both traditions, and establish, through
careful consideration of their contexts, that they have not just the same literal meaning but the same
traditional meaning. Since there is an element of arbitrariness in the relation between these two,
reinvention through co-incidence or universality will be extremely unlikely. Put positively, direct shared
inheritance is overwhelmingly the best explanation for correlation of this sort. These will be no

momentary, fluky correspondences, but flag-bearers of inheritance at its strongest.

For example, the merism ‘what was, is, and will be’ is subject in both traditions to the same
curious and arbitrary restrictions. It is overwhelmingly used in combination with a verb ‘to know’ or ‘to
see’ (these could of course be expressed by different tenses of the same root in Greek), to denote a
supernatural extent of knowledge. This is not a restriction deducible merely from the constituents of the
merism. For example, there is never in Greek literature a sentence such as ‘he was the best fighter of all
those that were, are, and will be’, or ‘her beauty was the finest of all things that were, are, and will be’.

And there is even good evidence for yet another restriction in, again, both traditions. Of the various

87 See e.g. 1999, 6; but Foley’s work often repeats this dictum (and, more generally, itself). My use of certain of
Foley’s ideas by no means requires wholesale acceptance of all his methods and conclusions.

8 Of course, this is not so when there is an iconic relation between sound and sense, i.e. in onomatopoetic words.

8 Incidentally, this is another reason why Aéog &@0itov, or other kindred collocations such as péya kA€o, is not a
formula: it does not have a traditional meaning which obviously goes beyond the literal one. For more on Foley and
the relevance of ‘traditional referentiality’ to IE comparative poetics, see my second chapter, pp. 130-1.
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beings in the Epic universes which show supernatural knowledge, it is used of seers with arbitrary
regularity. While chance and universality might have a hand in explaining the lexical shape of the shared
merism, it is impossible to see any explanatory role for them at all in the formula’s traditional restrictions
of context. These relations, like the sound and sense of a word, are arbitrary. Strong inheritance is the only
explanation for the two traditions’ alignment, and the formula can be reconstructed accordingly. As we
will see when I discuss this example in more detail in the second chapter, understanding this will have
certain important implications for interpreting occurrences of the merism, regardless of the preceding

verb, in both traditions.

Here, finally, is an authentic witness to the pre-History of Greek and Indian poetry, and a potsherd

of the poetic tradition of a late IE dialect of the third millennium BC.

Anticipation of Results, and a Second Table of Contents

As a help to the reader, and as a second table of contents, I here present my results ahead of time,
gathering all elements of divination common to both Greek and Sanskrit poetry which I reconstruct to the
time of unity, along with representative (and inexhaustive) page references to my discussions. I list the

obvious and universal alongside the unobvious and particular.

- A seer was a scion of a long paternal lineage of diviners (pp. 113, 258), each of whom enjoyed a
gift from a god, perhaps because of a special relationship with him (pp. 100-15).
- This gift was a power which gives him a theoretically limitless ability
o to know, intuitively, without reliance on everyday perception accessible to any other, and
without reference to omens or signs of the gods, events irrespective of when they take /
took place (pp. 77, 116), and
o to see, hear, or spontaneously perceive objects in the world irrespective of their
immediate presence, including reading minds human and divine (pp. 76-84, 107-19), and
o to interpret omens in a non-linear way, with a precision and degree of certainty
unavailable to those without this gift (pp. 83-4).
- He is described as he who knows what was, what is, and what will be — a formula whose

traditional meaning alerted the poem’s audience to his ability to do the above (pp. 130-6, 141-2).
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- Existing on the margins of society (pp. 280, 285-6), perhaps living physically apart from the
others, he was accorded great respect by his society (pp. 260-4).

o Kings and princes sought him out for his advice. Yet he went further than his
contemporaries in not always telling them what they wanted to hear, sometimes
provoking the kings’ wrath (pp. 269-71).

- Atype-scene in the tradition exemplifies his literary function (pp. 273-76).

o At amoment when lives are at stake, the seer in that tradition enters, perhaps ‘as swift as
thought’ — a formula which marks out his quasi-divine status (pp. 150-56).

o If he speaks to the protagonist,®® he will confirm or rebuff them in their current course of
action, relying either on his intuitive powers of divination to do so, or enumerating and
interpreting certain omens. He will then advise either on how they may achieve their
aims, or encourage them to abandon them. This advice will be taken either gladly or
reluctantly. The taking of the advice signals to the audience that the protagonist will
sooner or later achieve his ultimate aims .

o Ifhe speaks to an antagonist, he warns them of the disastrous outcome of their current
course of action, giving a prophecy (perhaps a bifurcated one) or indicating omens to that
effect. The antagonist then rejects the seer, perhaps adding an insult or accusation of
venality, or perhaps rejecting the entire divinatory system on which the seer depends. He
dismisses the seer. This signals to the audience that the antagonist will not achieve his
aims but will soon meet his demise.

- Ata climax of the poem, that is, when an important battle, duel, or death approaches, omens
appear (pp. 172-74). Perhaps these are elaborated by a seer (pp. 175-80) (perhaps even in a scene
of the above shape, pp. 264-5).

o These include thunder and lightning (pp. 188-90, 193-4), perhaps from a cloudless sky
(pp- 191, 193), shooting stars (pp. 190-92, 194), menacing rainbows (pp. 192-3, 194-96),
and a sudden eclipse (pp. 196-202).

= Perhaps these are creatively combined, mixed with one another and with other
dramatic imagery, perhaps fire (pp. 172-80).
= Perhaps similes accompany the build-up, in which soldiers or their weapons are
the vehicles and ominous imagery the tenors (pp. 215-37).
o The meaning of these omens, that is, to whom or to which side they predict death, will

either be explicitly specified or clear from context (pp. 172-4).

% This is not a rigid rule — see below n. 590 for complications.
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o The steeds of the slain weep, perhaps as he sets out to battle, or perhaps after his death
(pp.208-12).

o The sky god, perhaps *dieu-phster- by name, sheds blood rain at his death (pp.202-08)
(but nobody notices, perhaps).
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Chapter I — Divining Origins

Introduction

Greek culture was a combination of different elements: a super-stratum of Indo-European culture
was fused to a sub-stratum of Proto-Greek and subjected to lateral influence from a Near-Eastern
adstratum. Indian culture, by contrast, consisted in the fusion of a super-stratum of Indo-European culture
to a sub-stratum of, presumably, Dravidian culture. As I argue in the introduction to the next chapter, there
was there, conversely, precious little lateral influence. The aim of this chapter is, where possible, to
identify what role these different elements played in the formation of Greek divinatory beliefs and
practices. I classify types of Greek divination not only according to methods such as ornithomancy,
kledonomancy, etc., but also by the underlying mechanism on which they rely. I will compare Greek with
Near-Eastern divination, broadly agreeing with the consensus that there was influence from this adstratum
in certain prominent Greek practices, and suggesting where this is most likely discernible. But I will also
argue that there is no evidence of such influence in certain other important beliefs and practices, which
are, significantly, especially present in the oldest literature we have. My overarching aim is to establish
what Greek practices would be good candidates for genealogical comparison to Indian material; archaic
practices which are not paralleled in the Near East will form the basis for such comparison. I therefore
radically foreground diachrony. My focus is on the earliest evidence and I avoid the simple assumption
that later practices are present in earlier periods. Indeed, my discussion will only foray into the late fifth
century BC only to show why I take there to be an important change in Greek practice after this time.
This chapter can also be read as a free-standing discussion which presents an internally coherent picture

of early Greek divinatory practices.

Definitions seduce. By seeking and fronting the commonalities among a variety of phenomena,
they risk eliding complexity. The concept of divination, especially but not only in the Greek world, refers
to a disparate array of phenomena, and the fact that linguistic practice unites them under one verbal
banner does not entail that they must be meaningfully homogeneous in nature. Complicating matters,

English usage of ‘divination’ sometimes but not always includes prophecy.®! Since, however, studies must

9 In this thesis | will not draw a distinction between the two.
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impose limits upon themselves, my first task will be to define this obese concept. This definition will seek
to trace not only the fluctuations of diachronic change, but also the exceptionally wide field of reference

to which this word is applied. As such, definition must swell into discussion.®?

It is vital not to rely too much on ancient definitions, since these have introduced incomplete
distinctions which continue to have outsized effects on how moderns have formulated ancient divination.
Plato is right, of course, that there is a difference between the inspired divination consequent on
possession or madness (variously called povtikn dteyvog, ‘divinatio naturalis’, ‘direct / intuitive / inspired
divination’) and the technical divination reliant on the observation, for example, of the behaviour of birds
(navtikn évteyvog, ‘divinatio artificiosa’, ‘indirect / inductive / deductive divination’; Phaedr. 244bd, cf.
Ion 534cd). Cicero understandably follows him (De Div. 2.11.26-27, cf. 1.6.11-12, 1.18.34, 2.100).%
This distinction has been hugely influential in all discussions of ancient divination, whether in Greece,
Rome, or Israel, and definitions of divination have very often been framed in this dualistic way.®* While it
would be wrong to deny its validity,® its utility as a framework for modern discussion is profoundly

limited for a number of reasons.® In order of importance, these are that, firstly, it is not sensitive to

92 For other approaches, see the various definitions of Michael Flower, who offers a traditional analytic definition of
mantike techné — ‘the art of interpreting the meaning of signs that were sent by the gods’, (72-3, 2008), along with a
bipartite definition (ibid. 7, further problematised on pp. 30, 73), and, tentatively, a tripartite one roughly analogous
to what | will argue for (87-8). John Dillery, alive to these difficulties, hedges his bets, ‘The central function of the
Mantis was to interpret the divine will through omens (most often of birds) and sacrifice’ (2005, 169, cf. Paul Roth’s
use of ‘predominantly’ in his definition, and his comments on the wideness of the semantic field, 1982, 7-8). Sarah
Johnston avoids the problem of a unitary definition entirely, instead offering a discussion of ancient views from
Hesiod to Augustine (2008, 4-17). Martti Nissinen’s lucid and direct definition, intended to apply equally to the
Near East and to Greece, does not quite take into account all Greek evidence, as | will argue (2017, 14-15).
Similarly, Kim Beerden’s is a definition of some but not all divination: ‘divination is the human action of
production—by means of evocation or observation and recognition—and subsequent interpretation of signs
attributed to the supernatural’ (2013, 20). She collapses ecstatic prophecy into this definition by taking the voice of
the god as the interpreted sign. This is a good example of the elision of important distinctions which the hunger for
unitary definitions can bring.

9 Bouché-Leclercq is the first to introduce the distinction into modern scholarship (1879-1882, vol. 1, p. 107-110).
See Ustinova, 2013, 28 n. 13 for an inexhaustive list of modern works which take up the distinction.

% For example, Robert Parker’s entry on ‘Mantis’ for Brill’s New Pauly takes it up unmodified, as does Margalit
Finkelberg’s entry on ‘Prophecy’ in The Homer Encyclopedia; Yulia Ustinova 2013, in response to recent
reservations about it, defends the heuristic value of the distinction in both Greek and Near-Eastern contexts,
beginning her article ‘Any discussion of modes of prophecy in Greece should commence with a set of well-known
quotations from Plato and Cicero’ (26).

% The fact that the boundaries between the two are porous does not detract from the reality of the distinction, as
Nissinen writes in the context of the Hebrew Bible (2017, 18-19, pace Flower, 2008, 86-90). Nor does it matter that
the distinction, as originally formulated, was subject to Plato’s biases: this doesn’t matter if it is a real distinction,
and bias is not always pernicious (pace Flower, 2008, 84-6).

% The call of William Halliday in 1913 has not always been heeded — ‘The antithesis between inductive and
intuitive methods of divination must not be pressed too hard: it must be viewed historically’ (57-8). He adds that
‘Bouché-Leclercq noticed the fact that the age of the intuitive seers seemed to precede that of the inductive, but he
did not draw the moral’ (58). See 54-58 for the discussion in general.

For a more critical approach to the distinction with further references to where it has been taken up, see Flower,
2008, 26, 84-90, and for a nuanced critique of its applicability to Homer, see Paul Roth, 1982, 77-8. While Johnston
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diachronic change, but valid, at best, for the mid-Classical period on; secondly, that it is incomplete, and
leaves out other categories of divination; and thirdly that it is one of many possible distinctions, and not
necessarily the most important.®” It is therefore unhelpfully arbitrary to choose this distinction as the one
around which to order discussion. All of the following points will be treated in the following discussion,

during which, I hope, the deep limitations of this Platonic distinction will grow clear.%®

It is necessary, therefore, to place any starting assumptions to one side. While, in the end, it is
possible to find three groups of divinatory types, of which two roughly overlap with Plato’s, it will be
seen that these were prominent at different times, and, most importantly for the rest of my thesis, were of
different provenance. I will argue that there was an inherited kind of divination discernible primarily in
the activity of Manteis in archaic poetry and less prominent later, a sign-reading kind also discernible in
archaic poetry but longer-lasting than the first kind, and an ecstatic variety discernible only after the
archaic age. Broadly speaking, I take the latter two types to show more Near-Eastern influence, and the
former much less, so that it is the best candidate for inheritance. It will therefore form the basis of the
comparative discussions of Manteis and their activities later in this thesis. Crucially, these definitional
problems do not apply to the word ‘Mantis’, which, along with its derivatives, at all periods is used of
those who engage in any or all of these activities. This terminological imprecision is characteristic of

Greek usage; [ hope to show that it emphatically does not imply any especially homogeneous activity.

In the following, I concentrate entirely on divination, leaving discussion of those who practise it
to a later section. My definition is composed not, as traditionally, of one loose global criterion, but of only
one necessary condition and a series of subsidiary conditions of which only one need be met. This will
have the advantage of not assuming homogeneity at the outset. I will give instances of the different kinds
of divinatory methods (groups of related ‘-mancies’) chronologically until Xenophon, in the order in
which they appear in Greek sources, with references to what I take to be their first occurrences. I claim

exhaustiveness only for Homer and archaic literature, and foray into Classical material only to elaborate

opts out of using the distinction, she replaces it with an equally schematic and arbitrary one, between institutional
and independent divination (2008, 28). Nissinen is in the end basically comfortable with it (2017, 19), even if he
has, funnily enough, more misgivings about its applicability to Greece than to Mesopotamia (ibid., 23, see also 2010
for another defence of it).

9 As we will see, other important distinctions include those between divination which is solicited or not solicited,
and divination which confirms or disconfirms a given proposition rather than communicating freely.

% This distinction turns out to be a lot more useful for ordering Near-Eastern divinatory practices (nowhere more
than in the Hebrew Bible, where there is an emic opposition between prophecy and divination e.g. Deuteronomy
18:10; at Ezekiel 21:21-24 extispicy as practised in Babylon is deplored in prophetic speech, just as mediums and
consultors of spirits at Leviticus 20:6 and Isaiah 8:19). | suspect that it is uncritical acceptance of the distinction
which has led some scholars to the questionable assertion that there is only inductive divination in Homer (see Roth,
1982, 78, 109 n.3 for references to four scholars who have held this claim). Of course, the absence of ecstatic
divination in Homer (on which I will agree) by no means implies in itself that inductive divination is the only type in
Homer.
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its important differences with the Archaic period. I cite a paradigmatic example when more than one is
possible.*® For now, I bring together both literary and historical sources. Greek divination, therefore,

consists in:

Definition:

A statement which predicts explicitly or implicitly a contingent future event or elucidates an

obscure current or previous state of affairs by means of the exercise of

Sign Divination

1. The application of rules of interpretation to the flight of birds (Amphinomus, xx.243-8).
The interpretation of a dream (Penelope, xix.535-70).
The interpretation of a meteorological or celestial phenomenon (thunder, xx.102-4).

The interpretation of an everyday occurrence at a particular time (sneeze, xvii.541-45).

wok wn

The interpretation of matters pertaining to a sacrifice (iconography ca. 530, then Cleomenes, Hdt.

6.76).100

Intuitive Divination

6. An intuitive vision of past or future (Theoclymenus, xx. 350-71).10
7. Intuitive knowledge (Calchas, 1.93-99).
8. Intuitive aural perception (Helenus, VII.44-53).102

9. Intuitive interpretation of animal behaviour (Calchas, 11.302-332).

Ecstatic Divination

10. Ecstatic possession by a god (Sibyl, Heracl. B 92 = Plu. de Pyth. or. 6)

9 | treat Iliad and Odyssey as of equal antiquity. References to Iliad are denoted by majuscule and to Odyssey by
miniscule Roman numerals.

100 Chronology here is vexed. It is uncertain if the reference at [Aesch.] PV 493-5 predates Herodotus due to the
uncertain dating of that play. See note 114 for the meaning of 6vocko6og, and the absence of extispicy in Homer.
101 My use of the word ‘intuitive’ is technical, and will be explained later.

102 There are very few examples of this.
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11. The voice of a god trapped inside someone’s belly (Ar. Vesp. 1019-20).1%

The statement must be non-trivial: a statement such as ‘you will die one day’ is not divinatory because it
is not specific. By ‘explicitly or implicitly’, I mean to include both bald statements such as ‘Athens will
be destroyed’ and implicative or enigmatic statements such as ‘the streets of the city of the Virgin will run
with blood’. The statement may be diagnostic — for example, it may explain what past offence has brought
about a current plague, or, more straightforwardly, prognostic.'® Occasionally, as we will see, intuitive
divination can present two possible outcomes according to the choice made in a dilemma. Naturally, some
of these categories include within them a wider range of phenomena than others: I have sorted these

according to the kind of vehicle, instead of listing thunder and lightning or eagles and cranes separately.

Siegn Divination: Underlying Mechanisms and Longevity

It is clear from the foregoing that the majority of divinatory types present up to the Classical
period are already present in Homer. However, it is vital to flesh out this picture through mention of their
diachronic prominence. Bird omens are perhaps the most prominent vehicles in Homer. They appear nine
times at important points of the narrative, and the poet often describes them and the reactions they
provoke in some detail.}® By contrast, there are only three fleeting mentions of oracles in Homer.
Although there are only two prophetic dreams, Penelope’s (cited above) and Agamemnon’s, which,
though of divine origin, is fallacious (II.5-36), both are treated extensively: oneiromancy is of middling
prominence. I will, however, have little to say about this method, since, firstly, this is typologically

widespread and, secondly, there is little scope for difference in instantiation: a dream is had, a dream is

103 Sophocles Aichmalotides F59 (8v otepvopdvtest) may be earlier, but I heSitate to cite a two word fragment.
Oracles are places where divination takes place. The kind of divination varies from place to place. | go into more
detail on this below.

104 1 borrow this neat terminology from Beerden, 2013, 21.

105 jj. 147-76, xv. 160-78, xv. 525-34, xx. 242-46, and V1II. 247-52, X. 274-5, XII. 200ff., X111.821-3, XXIV. 315-
20, as well as in a dream at xix. 535-53, and, relatedly, in nine divine epiphanies at i. 319-23, iii. 371-2, v. 51, v.
337, 353, xxii. 302-8, VII. 17-22, 58-60, XIII. 62, XIV. 286-91, XIX. 349. See Georgia Petridou, 2015, 87-91 on
gods taking the form of birds, and 35 n.30 for comparative studies of these epiphanies with Near-Eastern material;
see also Richard Buxton, 2009, 29-48. | suspect that divine bird epiphanies are secondary to the belief that birds
manifest the will of the gods, but this could never be proven.
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interpreted, sometimes professionally. As Homer, so the Bible, Sanskrit Epic, and the RV.2%® What is

interesting about them is best discovered through a typological approach.

Thunder and lightning omens, like bird omens, are very common in Homer. The /liad alone
furnishes eleven examples,'%’ and the Odyssey a further two.1% Other ominous celestial phenomena
include shooting stars (e.g. IV.74-85) and rainbows (XVII1.547-52). These are signs which are sent by the
gods to communicate to men, as is often made explicit.!®® Clearly, then, meteorological and celestial
phenomena are a common and perfectly legitimate method by which mortals in Homer can ascertain the
will of the gods. Slightly more shadowy are the chance omens such as Telemachus’ sneeze or the old
lady’s spontaneous prayer for the return of Odysseus, which he takes as a good omen (xx.105-22); there
are no other examples of this in Homer.*® Again, the portentousness of thunder is a near-universal, and in

itself best treated from a typological standpoint.!!!

These first four on the list, along with their associated phenomena, can be made into a coherent
group corresponding to what has been called inductive prophecy, one half of the Platonic distinction. This
is not problematic to define in a Greek context, whether emically — ‘the decipherment of a message from
one of the gods encoded in a sign’, or etically — ‘the deduction, predicated on supernatural belief, of
otherwise inaccessible information from certain chance events.’**? This is the form of divination which
has received by far the most attention in works on ancient divination, and is well-represented throughout

all periods in Greece and worldwide.

This first group is divided into four in my scheme according to the kind of phenomenon
interpreted, what I call the omen ‘vehicle’. In all cases, the underlying theoretical structure of this group is
always the same: god(s) — message — encoded in a sign — recognition / solicitation of the sign —
decipherment of the sign — reception of the message. What form the sign takes is interchangeable, and

trends are discernible over time as certain vehicles come to be preferred over others. While the

106 See e.g. Daniel: 2, 4, and Bharata’s psychedelic dream, where he sees his soon to be dead father in a lake of
faeces drinking sesame oil and laughing maniacally (Ram. 2. 63. 9). See also Rig-Veda VIII. 47.13-15.

10711, 350-3, VII. 478-9, VIII. 75-6, VIII. 133-5, VIII. 170-1, IX. 236-9, XI. 45-6, XIIl. 796, XV. 377, XVII. 595-6,
XX. 56-7.

108 xx. 102-114, xxi. 413-5. A significant characteristic of these omens is that they are often the divine response to a
mortal request; this will be discussed later.

19 E g. XVII. 547-50, IV. 75-6.

110 Though see Hermes’ ominous flatulence at Hymn. Hom. Merc. 295-6, followed by a sneeze (297); see Ar. Eq.
638-42 for more portentous gas.

111 See further my third chapter for an examination of how ominous thunder, lightning, stars, and rainbows play their
part in weak inheritance.

112 For other definitions, see most recently Beerden, 2013, quoted above in n.2., Flower, 2008, 89-90, Nissinen,
2017, 19-23. The dreams in Homer are not quite epiphanic dreams, where a god communicates directly to a mortal:
this sort of dream would sit more uncomfortably under this category of divination.
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113 ;

observation of birds, for example, remains present through to the fourth century,** it is well-known that

its Homeric primacy is superseded by extispicy and most often hepatoscopy by the start of the fifth.1*4

115 and played an important role on the historical battlefield.!*®

These are mentioned often in tragedy,
Again, the Homeric fondness for thunder and other meteorological and celestial phenomena is not
mirrored in later poetry, and the same relative rarity which encouraged their interpretation as signs limits

their frequency in historical texts.!!’ They are nevertheless present throughout the classical period and

113 For example, the hawks and vultures at Hdt. 3.76, and the statements of belief at [Aesch.] PV. 488-92, PI. Phdr.
244c, , Xen. Mem. 1.1.3, Anab. 6. 1. 23 (eagle on the right).

114 See e.g. Flower, 2008, 25; Collins, 2008, 320. Hepatoscopy was known to Democritus (68 A 138 DK = Cicero,
De Div. 57), and present in iconography from the last quarter of the sixth century onwards — see Burkert, 1992, 49,
Flower, 2008, 53-8, Durand and Lissarague 1979, and van Straten, 1995, 156-7. The iconography is vital, since
extispicy’s sudden appearance there at roughly the same time as its appearance in prestige literature strongly implies
that it cannot have been generic constraints which motivated its absence in Homer, pace Flower, 2008, 26.

Flower follows other scholars, especially in past generations, who assume that 6vock6og means ‘practiser of
extispicy’. All evidence for extispicy in Homer turns on the meaning of this obscure word, attested thrice: XXIV.
221 in combination with Mantis, xxii. 318-323, xxi. 145.

There are numerous problems with interpreting this word as “practiser of extispicy’. For such a sense, the first
element of the compound would have to be ‘live animal victim’. Yet its sense is limited in Homer to those offerings
which are not animals. We are told as much by an old scholion on V1. 270, and by Aristarchus, who notes that
Homer uses iepevewv, pélewv, or opdalewv of animals, and otherwise 80ew. Later, of course, it takes on the sense of
live animal victim too — immediately we find the problem of retrojection of later onto earlier evidence.

It is very difficult to verify from context what kind of offering is meant, since in each context vegetal and animal
offerings would, as far as we can know, be equally appropriate, and at least in the lliad and Odyssey incidental
details never make clear which kind is meant. Proceeding diachronically, the first occurrence of 60gtwv in which the
object of burning is mentioned is the (late seventh century) Homeric Hymn to Apollo; there, the god’s instructions
are that an altar should be set up, a fire lit, and white barley groats should be burnt on it. The next occurrence is in
Hipponax, where, again, the verb 60goxe is used of a cabbage (kpaufn, Fr. 104 [West], 49-50). The first instance of
the verb being used of an animal is as late as Pindar. To presume that 6voox6og refers to extispicy in Homer is
therefore to read against the evidence.

Moreover, if a Buockdog were just a practitioner of extispicy, the paucity of the word’s attestation in later literature
would look curiously unmotivated. Lastly, it would also be difficult to explain why there would be two centuries
without reference to extispicy between Homer and the next evidence of it in Greece, in the last quarter of the sixth
century. The absence of extispicy in Homer can therefore be stated with confidence.

115 TAesch.] PV. 495, Eur. Phoen. 1255-8, Eur. El. 826-9, for general extispicy Soph. Ant. 1005-11.

116 See e.g. Hdt. 5. 44-5, Xen. Hell. 3. 1. 17, and my accompanying pictures, where the liver is presented in a clearly
martial context. Extispicy is especially frequent in Xenophon’s Anabasis, where it may be put to a range of uses e.g.
whether to attack (6. 5. 21), general military strategy (7.6.43-44), or who should be leader (6. 1. 22), yet seers and
their readings are famously almost absent from Thucydides (on the battlefield, only at 4.92, 6.69). This is probably
due to the writer’s personal aversion rather than actual absence. Flower could well be right that seers were so
ubiquitous that it was not always worth mentioning them (2008, 161).

117 A famous exception is the eclipse at Thuc. 7. 50, cf. the eclipses at Hdt. 9. 10, Xen. Hell. 1. 6. 1. See also, for
poetry, e.g. the clap of thunder at the death of Amphiaraus (Thebaid EGF F 9), the shooting star at Hom. Hy. Ap.
440-2, the thunder and lightning at Pin. Py. 4. 197-200, and the ominous wind at Xen. Hell. 5.4.17. It is significant
that this method is not mentioned by Prometheus in his otherwise comprehensive litany at PV. 484-500. Its
frequency in Homer and comparative absence in other genres suggests that there was a generic association to epic or
para-epic literature; if so, it is impossible to say whether this preceded Homer or depended on him.
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beyond.'*® Dreams and miscellaneous chance events likewise sustain roughly the same level of

prominence through all periods.!*°

What to compare? Methodological Considerations

As I argue in my introduction, diffusion cannot be assumed from similarity. A good case requires
the right kind and degree of similarity. Otherwise, polygenesis arising from universality and chance will
be a better explanation for that similarity. Unfortunately, my starting point here is unpromising. All these
kinds of divination look universal in character, widely attested across the globe. Any argument for
diffusion must base itself on detail: even if an overarching phenomenon is universal, that does not entail
that all features of any one instantiation of it need be. To take an example from my introduction, while
marriage is a human universal, its nineteenth century Mordvinian incarnation shows the highly unusual
peculiarity that wives are canonically older than their husbands by a decade or more. If a neighbouring
tribe began to show this unusual practice, the diffusion hypothesis would be much stronger than the

polygenetic one. This is the shape of argument necessary.

Unfortunately, however, dreams, weather phenomena, and everyday occurrences furnish little
room for manoeuvre. Not being, at least in Greece, multi-layered, conceptually rich kinds of divination,
they do not show the level of lower order detail necessary for an argument for diffusion. Generally,
dreams are had, then interpreted, professionally or not. Weather is observed, and predictions made on the
basis of what appears. Lower order associations are also universal-looking: thunder, lightning, eclipses
and so on augur ill. Left (bad) or right (good) position in the sky also seems merely typological.'?® Chance
events such as sneezes simply augur well or ill, and can undergo no further analysis. I treat these no

further.

Ornithomancy and extispicy are by comparison much richer and more promising methods. Areal

comparative works have naturally tended to focus on these areas.'?! Two so-called ‘orientalising’ periods

18 E.g. Arr. 3. 7 (eclipse), Plut. Vit. Marc. 28 (lightning), Polyb. 5. 78 (eclipse).

119 Dreams hardly require this substantiation, but Hdt. 7.12-18, Eur. IT. 1259-69, and [Plut.] Plac. 5.2 are
particularly interesting passages; for dream interpreters, see Ar. Vesp. 52f.; Theophr. Char. 16,11; for sneezes, see
Xen. Anab. 3,2,9; for kledonomancy, see Hdt. 5. 72, [Aesch.] PV. 486-7, and kAnddv in LSJ for more.

120 | examine one exception in my third chapter. Whereas rainbows augur well in the ancient Near-East (and fore the
modern Christian West through the influence of the Hebrew Bible), they augur war in Greece and India. See pp.
220-23.

121 There has been a biblical flood of works on ancient divination in the past two decades. Some important works
which treat divination in Greece and the Near East are Burkert 1983 and 1992, West 1997, Bremmer 2008, Lopez-
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have been recognised during which Near-Eastern influence on Greek culture was at its most intense. %2
This is better put negatively — after the Bronze Age Collapse, archacology attests to a period of depressed
trade — and presumably contact — during which Greece was isolated from its neighbours. Contact was
reinvigorated from the mid-eighth century BC by the Neo-Assyrian expansion to coastal Asia Minor and
the contemporaneous establishment of Greek colonies in the area.'? If a standard late eighth to early
seventh century date for Homer is accepted, his work would stand in an interesting relation to these
influences. He is not quite late enough to show the influence of the second period (apart from a couple of
traces, which I will discuss), but comes long enough after the first for any influence to have fully

percolated into his world.

There are further complications. Some think that Greek ornithomancy should be compared to
Mesopotamian divinatory practices, and others that Hittite material constitutes a more telling
comparandum.'®* Hittite evidence poses an additional problem, since the Hittites were of course Indo-
European, and so there is at least in principle the possibility that similarities are due to shared
inheritance.'?® This has rightly made scholars wary about speaking of the Hittite origin of Greek
ornithomancy, even if ornithomancy was the Hittite method of divination par excellence, and they
developed extremely elaborate practices for it.}?® A further complication is that the Hurrians, a very
important substratal influence on Hittite culture, had themselves likely been influenced by the divinatory
practices of their Mesopotamian neighbours.!?” The Hurrians may also, in principle, have been subject to
Indo-European influence from the conquering élite of the Mitanni (for whom see further my introduction,
p. 12) — although extensive influence seems unlikely. A final complication is the possibility that there was
influence on Greek ornithomancy from the Pre-Greek people(s) whose culture, fused with that of the
migrating Indo-European tribes, also contributed to the formation of Greek culture.'?® This Pre-Greek

culture, to judge by place names showing similar-looking morphemes, was very likely shared with related

Ruiz 2010, Louden 2011, Nissinen 2010 and 2017, Beerden 2013, Haubold 2013, Ustinova 2013, Metcalf 2015, and
Ulanowski 2021. Beerden, Nissinen 2017, and Ulanowski are book-length comparative studies on the subject.

122 Other models prefer to stress lower level but more consistent contact, but, as it happens, this traditional model
will fit my evidence better.

123 For this, see first Burkert, 1992, 1-8, and among very many others Erik van Dongen, 2008, 236-7 and 242-3;
West, 1997, 4-12, 587-630.

124 For the former view, see most recently the detailed Smith, 2013, who takes up West, 1997, 46-7 and Burkert,
1992, 56. For Hittite comparison, see most recently Rutherford, 2020, 131-3, 140-3, Mouton and Rutherford, 2013,
335-41, and Hogemann & Oettinger, 2008, 14-22, but the idea has a long heritage.

125 Hittite culture nevertheless was hugely influenced by a substrate of Hattian and Hurrian culture. Both these
groups spoke a language unrelated to each other, Semitic, and Indo-European.

126 See the brief and lucid exposition of Hittite divination in Beal, 2002, 65-73.

127 See ibid., 59.

128 See p. 73 for my discussion of the oracle of Dodona for possible pre-Greek influence in another area.
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people(s) in Western Anatolia.’® These constituted yet another influence on Hittite culture, and so
similarity between Greek and Hittite practices could also be due to their absorption of similar substrates. I
do not attempt to unpick this complexity (if this could ever be done), nor to offer an unprovable answer to

the question of vectors of transmission.

It has been argued that Mesopotamian ornithomancy is the origin of all Greek ornithomancy;**°
indeed, it has even been stated that all Greek divination had its origin in the Near East.®! A subsidiary,
polemical aim of this section of the thesis is to point out how unlikely these claims are: again, divination
is extremely common cross-culturally, and even if certain features of ornithomancy were adopted from
the Near East, this by no means proves that ornithomancy as a whole was unknown in Greece beforehand.
What kind of ornithomancy might there have been? As I elaborated in the introduction, if there are two
equally close parallels for an item of Greek culture, one IE and one areal, then diachronic priority will
always decide in favour of genealogy. Areal comparison would have nothing to contribute. The stakes are

high, then, for the question — did ancient India have ornithomancy? And if so, of what kind?

Ornithomancy in the Reg-Veda

It is unmistakably present in the RV in two quirky and beautiful late hymns to an omen bird, 11.42

and .43.1%? 1 quote the former in full.

kanikradaj janusam prabruvana iyarti vacam ariteva navam |

sumangala$ ca Sakune bhavasi ma tva ka cid abhibha Vis'vyé vidat ||

ma tva $yena ud vadhin ma suparno ma tva vidad isuman viro asta |

pitryam anu pradisarh kanikradat sumangalo bhadravadi vadeha ||

ava kranda daksinato gghﬁnér'n sumangalo bhadravadi sakunte |

ma nah stena 1$ata maghasarhso brhad vadema vidathe suvirah ||

129 See Beekes, 2010, Xv-xvi.

130 See Smith 2013.

131 See e.g. Flower, ‘Modern scholars are well aware that all of the various types of divination practiced in Greece,
including extispicy, had originated in the ancient Near East and probably arrived in Greece between the eighth and
sixth century B.C.” (2008, 24-5, my italics; cf. 31, 42 on how, for Flower, the figure of the seer was taken from the
Near East, and Johnston, 2008, 115). I neither agree that this is the case nor that there is modern consensus on this
point.

132 For a further possible reference to ornithomancy, see RV. I. 125.7.
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‘Ever screeching, announcing its kind [=species], it directs its speech like an oarsman

his boat. And if you will be of good omen, bird, let no evil eye at all find you.'*®

Let not the falcon tear you up, nor the eagle. Let not a hero with arrows, an archer
find you. Ever screeching in the direction of the fathers, you of good omen, speaking

auspiciously, speak here.

Screech down to the right of the houses, as one of good omen, speaking auspiciously,
o bird. Let not a thief gain mastery of us, nor an utterer of evil. - May we speak loftily at

the ritual distribution, in possession of good heroes.’***

A great deal can be learnt about Vedic ornithomancy from these lines. The words for ‘bird’, ‘Sakuni’ and
‘$akunte’ are vague: they are common and colourless terms for ‘bird’, used especially often in the

collection’s later layers. If it once had a more specific meaning, it is now lost. Yet we learn in the second
verse that the bird is prey not predator. This is a first, strong contrast with Greek ornithomancy, which is

based overwhelmingly on the behaviour of raptors.

Secondly, there is powerful emphasis on speech. The intensive participle ‘kanikradat’, from
‘krand’, ‘screech’, is fronted, repeated in the second verse, and picked up at the start of the third by the
related imperative, ‘ava kranda’, ‘screech down’.**® Pleas for auspicious speech end the second verse,
‘sumangalo bhadravadi vadeha’, ‘propitious, speaking auspiciously, speak towards us’, and are echoed in
the next line — ‘sumangalo bhadravadi’. This is confirmed on a closer reading. With the exception of
‘krand’, all words describing the bird’s call are more closely associated with intelligent human speech
than birdsong.'*® The anthropomorphising language implies that the bird communicates vocally, in words.
The third verse confirms the method of interpretation — the screech must come down ‘to the right of the
houses’ ¥ This is confirmed in the next hymn, where the bards welcome auspicious omen birds

‘pradaksinid abhi, ‘turning to the right’. The omen bird is then compared to ‘samaga’, ‘a singer of

133 <abhibha’ is a difficult and obscure word; ‘evil eye’, though an anachronism, is a good translation for it in

context.

134 All translations of the RV are taken from Jamison and Brereton, 2014. To the knowledgeable Vedic Rsi who
recognises all bird’s songs, hearing a call is tantamount to an announcement of species.

135 The intensive might also have been translated ‘screeching loudly’.

136 Qo ‘prabruvana’, ‘announcing’, ‘vacam’, ‘speech’, ‘bhadravadr’, ‘speaking auspiciously’, ‘vadeha’, ‘speak hither
[ towards us’. The latter is picked up in another form in the closing verse, where it is used of human speech,
confirming the connection — ‘vadema’, ‘may we speak’. Just as the bird must speak auspiciously, so must the priests
at the sacrifice. The next hymn ends with an analogous plea. ‘krand’, like English ‘screech’, is redolent of loud
sounds proper to animals and objects.

137 The point stands even if ‘daksinatah’ is taken as not ‘right’ but ‘south’. See further Jamison’s note, ad loc. (2024,
with rolling updates online).
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hymns’, and is ‘udgateva’, ‘like a chanter’ (I1.43.1-2). Clearly, the omen’s meaning resides in the bird’s
call. Here again, this is in fulsome contrast to the Greek focus, which, as we will see, is on the bird’s
behaviour and direction of flight. If the bird’s call is mentioned at all, it is as a picturesque detail which

contributes to the moment’s vividity, not the sign’s meaning.

Lastly, it is difficult to imagine a Greek appeal to a bird of omen for favour. Such an appeal would
rather be directed towards a god to send a bird. Now, the Vedic appeal is a poetic conceit not to be taken
seriously as theology. It is not evidence that the omen bird was actually thought to have the power to
control events. The bird is a conceptual substitute for the real plea, which is that things go well, i.e. that
the sacrifice is efficacious. Nevertheless, there is no sense in either hymn that the bird is the messenger of
a higher power or the humble carrier of a sign. As we will see, sometimes birds in Homer appear without
reference to the god that sent them. But they are the exception, not the rule. The audience can presuppose
that a god sent the sign even when it is not told so explicitly. The Vedic evidence, slim as it is, suggests
that birds were not thought of as divine messengers in this way, but as independently in tune with

sacrificial efficacy through belonging to the same natural world and law as the ritual itself.*®

I digress momentarily, speculating about the nature of Vedic ornithomancy beyond its contrasts
with Greece. In the two hymns, the birds’ auspicious speech is compared to holy recitation, and
juxtaposed with pleas for auspicious speech among those present at the sacrifice. Vedic priests had a strict
rule precisely analogous with Greek gvgnuia: only auspicious speech must be used during ritual. On this
evidence, one possibility is that Vedic ornithomancy was based on an analogy. Just as it was an
inauspicious sign for a Vedic priest to use prohibited speech at the time of ritual, so for a bird.**® Yet
attending to the speech of priests was an imperfect method of divination, since it depended on human
action, and so was theoretically open to human manipulation. Omens must be based on unpredictable

events. !0 Bird calls satisfy that criterion. Once the ominous import of avian calls at ritual was established,

138 The Gargiyajyotisa, written around the turn of the 1%t millennia, shows how these beliefs were later codified (see
further Zysk, 2022, 13, with references).

139 Cross-culturally, during the ritual moment special divinatory meaning is paid to otherwise irrelevant phenomena.
This belief also underlies extispicy — for which see below. For another Indian parallel, see the Satapatha Brahmana,
an important explanatory text of the Vedas of, roughly, the mid-first millennium BC. There, the behaviour of the
cow at the ritual is the basis for divination. ‘They release [the cow]. If, not urged by any man, she goes eastwards,
then let him know that this sacrificer has succeeded, that he has won the happy world. If she goes northwards, let
him know that the sacrificer will be more glorious in this world. If she goes westwards, let him know that he will be
rich in dependants and crops. If she goes southwards, let him know that the sacrificer will quickly depart from this
world. Such are the ways of knowledge.” IV. 5.8.11, tr. of Julius Eggeling, 1882-1900. The observation of the
direction of animals’ movement is reminiscent of Greek ornithomancy, and a reminder of the explanatory power of
polygenesis.

140 As Sir Thomas Browne knew, such ‘augurial and extispicious inventions’ must ‘from casual and

uncontrived contingencies divin[e] events succeeding’. He continues, ‘Which Tuscan superstition seizing
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the same principles could be applied outside it. The problem with this view is that bird calls are only

juxtaposed with the ritual context; the birds are never actually represented at a sacrifice.

Another possibility, equally consistent with the evidence of the two hymns but more inherently
plausible, is that the juxtapositions and comparisons between bird calls, hymns, and the need for
auspicious talk during ritual were merely a witty nod to the sacrificial context of the hymn. On this view,
the connection between ornithomancy and ritual would be illusory — an artifact of the hymnic genre of our
earliest evidence and the genius of the poet. It is certainly in the manner of a collection which takes
unfailing delight in forging ingenious connections between ritual and various unrelated, sometimes far-
flung phenomena. Still, both avian and ritual speech can be subsumed within the higher category
‘ominous speech’. The belief in the portentousness of chance speech is typologically well attested. The
Odyssey furnishes an example at xx.97-112 (see below). Although the evidence is slim, the picture gained
from it is inherently very plausible. Vedic ornithomancy seems to combine two areas with strong links to
divination cross-culturally — birds and speech. The poem’s connection of avian with ritual speech is best

seen as the happy invention of a poet linking two kinds of ominous speech — a bird’s and a priest’s.

The two Vedic hymns present a kind of ornithomancy that has nothing to do with Homer. Perhaps
it resembled something familiar to the IE speakers who entered Greece in the early second millennium.'#
Perhaps not. Certainly, the ominous birds of Sanskrit Epic are habitual screechers.}*? They appear with
other omens, sometimes in long litanies, and never enjoy a scene to themselves in the Greek style.**3
Complementarily, their behaviour and direction of flight is never analysed in the Greek way. On the
evidence which there is, it is difficult to imagine a system of ornithomancy of enough complexity to

require specialised interpreters. Genealogical comparison, at least with Indic, has nothing to contribute to

the study of Greek ornithomancy. Areal comparison has a green light.

upon Rome, hath since possessed all Europe’ (1672, 1.11) Even if he knew nothing of the Mesopotamian influence
on Etruscan divination, his definition of divination has aged well.

141 If s0, it would have provided only the vaguest parallel for other practices imported later from the Near East.

142 For a random but representative selection, see e.g. Ram. 3. 22.9; 5. 40.1-2; 6. 26.29, 83.32, .36.

143 For more on omen lists, see my third chapter, pp. 172-74.
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Mesopotamian or Hittite? The Details

Diffusion and the Principle of Desirability

In the introduction, I put forward the principle that in order to break the circularity attendant on
using literary similarity as the evidence for its own cause, areal comparison must not stray far from the
degree of similarity suggested by independent evidence. In other words, it is dangerous to assume from
literary similarity a vastly more intense contact than is demonstrated by other evidence. I here elaborate
the example I briefly gave on pp. 35-6 of Hittite loanwords in Greek. There are perhaps a few borrowed
words, all for items of trade such as poivpdog, ‘lead’, and kOpparov, ‘cymbal’. This confirms what we
knew from archaeology — that there was robust trade between Hittites and Mycenaean Greeks (and many
others in the Eastern Mediterranean) in the middle of the second millennium BC.** Other words are
ambiguous — either borrowed or Wanderwdrter (‘migrant’ words of unknown origin), such as Greek
Bvpoog, ‘staff entwined with vine / ivy’. These also, though less strongly, show membership of a shared
culture. Other morphological and syntactic borrowings are more or less debatable, not least because
Greek and Hittite are cognate languages, and similarity might always in principle depend on shared
heritage rather than diffusion (2046-47). All in all, at least linguistically, while ‘Mycenaean-Anatolian
language contacts can be assumed with certainty for the Late Bronze Age’, they point merely ‘to a
moderate borrowing scenario’ (2050, 2049). Vitally, these borrowings are datable to the Mycenaean

period. There is comparatively little evidence for borrowing at a later stage, from Luwian to Greek.

Calvert Watkins, though a great scholar of Greek — Hittite linguistic and cultural contact,
therefore, overstates the case in supposing a linguistic Sprachbund between Greek and Hittite and
widespread bilingualism (2000, 1143-45). This would result in a far closer relationship than the evidence
suggests. Mary Bachvarova, on the professed basis that ‘Greeks were in intense contact with [Anatolian
cultures] for hundreds of years before Homer’s time’, wrote a 690 page book on Hittite influence on
Homer (2016, 1). In fact, she deduces from the similarities between Homer and Hittite poetry that the
lliad was not just influenced by the Near East, but actually resulted from a merger of Greek with Near-

Eastern traditions. Everything is to be explained by diffusion. This, again, seems to go far beyond the

144 See Hajnal, 2018, 2041-9 in the Handbook of Indo-European Linguistics for a critical assessment of the various
proposed linguistic borrowings. | draw on his treatment throughout this paragraph.

There were even Mycenaean colonies (if that is the right word) in Anatolia, though these were limited to a corner of
Cilicia and a couple of islands off the coast — see ibid. 2049, with bibliography.
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independent evidence for contact. It is important to note that Bachvarova’s maximalist approach is

controversial among other areal comparatists.**

Yet the way is open for more modest cases of diffusion. In the following section, I will argue that
Hittite ornithomancy substantially influenced the Greek practice. Not all diffusions are born equal.
Whatever is not particularly cross-culturally useful or valuable is not borrowed or traded. Conversely,
items which bring some palpable benefit are better candidates for borrowing. Desirability creates a
pressure for diffusion, and things spread in accordance with that desirability. When this pressure is great
enough, diffusion can reach spectacular lengths. The chicken, domesticated from the Red Junglefowl
native to South East Asia, was known in Archaic Greece. Romans traded Chinese silk around the
Mediterranean in the first century BC. The Spanish Conquistadors immediately embraced the American
tomato; within a century of Columbus, it was being cultivated in China and the Philippines.!*® Domestic
animals, textiles, and foodstuffs are all different kinds of thing. What they have in common is great

desirability. Desire for such items does not so much exploit trade as create it.

These examples also show that traffic in items by no means entails traffic in culture, literature, or
ideas. Trade did not mean that Ancient Myanmar influenced the culture of Classical Athens, nor Han
China, Rome’s. Now, no work of art could be as cross-culturally useful as a chicken: the profound
practical advantages of domestic animals made for a particularly powerful kind of desirability. The
example is useful in establishing the principle, which will then vary by degrees from case to case.
Moreover, chickens could be diffused so far and so early because their spread depended on no other kind
of affinity or mutual appreciation. The sheen and texture of silk is clearly cross-culturally appealing, and
guarantees its value. Chickens and silk can be traded and appreciated without bilingualism, shared
culture, or social interpenetration. In short, it is different from the sort of diffusion which manifests itself

in literary texts.

In this sense, divination has more in common with chickens than literature. To us, etically, ancient
divination is pseudo-science. But for the ancients, emically, it was simply science.'*’ They thought that it
told them real truths about the world. Science travels further than Art. Aristotle and Greek scientific texts
were translated and intensively studied during the Arab Golden Age by scholars who showed no interest
in Greek poetry. Arab scientific texts were then, in turn, translated and read in the European Middle Ages

by scholars who had no interest in Arabic poetry. Nor does the science of divination require profound

145 See Christopher Metcalf’s critical review, 2017.

146 The first two examples are well known. For the third, see Kiple & Ornelas, 2000, 357.

147 Francesca Rochberg in an important book on Mesopotamian divination and astronomy makes this point
forcefully for Mesopotamian practices, with reference also to Greece, 2004, 14-43.
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cultural knowledge: the tradition of horoscopes born in Ancient Babylon is happily practised in the
modern day from California to Kolkata without any further engagement in other aspects of ancient
Mesopotamia. This is a spectacular example of diffusion through time as well as space. Moreover,
divination was an especially practical kind of science — of interest to the common man as much as to
intellectuals. In other words, there were strong pressures conducing to its cross-cultural adoption. In the
case of ornithomancy, once certain simple principles were learnt, it required no further training. It is,
therefore, a priori precisely the kind of phenomenon that would be transmitted through the sort of
moderate interaction to which the linguistic and archaeological evidence points. It can be postulated
without literary transfer. A section in the next chapter, on the possibility of diffusion from Greece to India,
exemplifies my point here. There, I note how translations of Hellenistic works on astrology appear in
Sanskrit translation in the second quarter of the first millennium AD. During the same period, however,
there is no explicit mention of awareness of Greek literature, let alone translation of Greek works. The

case, then, seems promising at the outset. Now I turn to the texts.

Homeric Ornithomancy, Near-Eastern Augury

The kind of ornithomancy which Homer shows is so common in his narratives that, if it was
transmitted, enough time must have elapsed between its introduction and the composition of the /liad for
it to be fully absorbed into the culture. Indeed, already in Homer, the very word oimvdc, ‘bird’, can also
mean ‘omen’, just as olwvomdiog can denote any kind of seer, Working roughly from a traditional eighth
century date for Homer, a Bronze Age date for the introduction seems plausible — even more plausibly a
date before the Bronze Age Collapse and the ensuing relaxation of Eastern Mediterranean trade. This

accords with the linguistic and archaeological evidence for Mycenaean contact with Hittite.

Greek ornithomancy aligns in various details with Near Eastern practice. I set these out here, in
order to establish the probability of diffusion relative to polygenesis. The task must not be
underestimated, since here, as ever, polygenesis can even explain the specific kinds of alignment.
Traditional cultures in Borneo and North America, for example, show practices remarkably similar in

their detail to archaic Greeks’.1*8

148 Rutherford, 2020, 86-7, 132 with references.
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Theoretically, influence might have come from either the Hittite or the Mesopotamian sphere, or
indeed both. I shall consider both possibilities, but decide in favour of Hittite influence. Unlike in the
Vedic hymns above, Greek, Hittite, and Mesopotamian ornithomancy are almost exclusively interests in
raptors. Position in the sky is the eloquent factor, and not the bird’s call. If Vedic evidence is our best clue

of what Greek ornithomancy once looked like, this is, again, a promising start.

As for the Hittites, ominous birds in Homer may be unsolicited, as at XII1.200-29 and xx.242-7,
or explicitly solicited, as at XXIV.307-22, when Priam asks for an eagle as confirmation that he would
enter the Achaean camp with divine aid.*® As we will see later, this is a vital distinction.?®® A further
particularity which would reflect Hittite practice is the confirmatory role of this omen. Priam already
believes that he knows the will of the gods, thanks to Iris’ message. But Hecuba’s scepticism persuades
him to ask for the winged confirmation which he duly receives. It was standard Hittite practice to cross-
check divine will using different divinatory methods.*! It was also a sine qua non of Hittite practice to
ask a question of the god along the lines of ‘if we have nothing to fear, let the gods confirm it’. The bird,
by its propitiousness or impropitiousness, would provide the answer ‘yes’ or ‘no’.*% There are further
Homeric parallels for cross-checking which do not involve ornithomancy, as when Zeus thunders from a
cloudless sky at Odysseus’ request. This numinous thunder induces an old woman’s prayer for Odysseus’
return, which Odysseus also accepts as a good omen (xx.97-112). It is not difficult to suppose this pattern
of question and response, once established, being applied to other signs like thunder. Sometimes, Homeric
omen scenes consist in little more than ‘a bird appeared, it boded ill’, as e.g. xx.243-8. But when they
afford more detail than this, those details line up with Hittite ornithomancy. Priam’s eagle precisely
accords in a series of non-trivial particulars with Hittite divination. Diffusion outcompetes polygenesis as
an explanation for this similarity. I do not propose to discuss the relative Hittiteness of every example of
Homeric ornithomancy. While not all show the same degree of similarity as Priam’s eagle, this is not
disconcerting. Diffusion, like inheritance, is piecemeal, and allowances must be made for change and

development in the receiving culture. Yet if Hittite practice can explain the specific character of Priam’s

149 Duane Smith, who denies any Hittite influence, is forced to explain this away as an ‘anomaly’ (2013, 72). He is
right that solicitation was much more common among the Hittites than the Greeks, but this does not nullify the
parallel.

10 Chance events of the sneezing kind perhaps find their solicitable counterpart in cleromancy, divination by
drawing of lots, first attested at Hdt. 2. 57.

151 See Beal, 2002, 68-70, and Metcalf, 2015, 215-6.

152 See Rutherford, 2020, 131-3, and, again, Beal, 2002, 68-70 for a clear exposition of these matters. Divination
continued until the god declared that they had nothing else to fear.
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eagle, they can also provide downstream explanations, that is, of the general character of other less

similar cases — other examples of cross-checking, or observation of raptors, for example.'%®

The similarities to Mesopotamian ornithomancy are much more general: in both traditions, the
place in the sky is relevant (right vs. left, also present in Hittite and Indian ornithomancy), the omens are
generally not asked for, and the bird’s call is also relevant. More urgently, the relevant birds, as for the
Hittites, are raptors. Arguments which try to find deeper similarities than these are unconvincing.
According to the Summa Alu, an Akkadian compendium of omens widely copied from the early second
millennium down to the eighth century and beyond, if an eagle drops a snake onto a man’s house, it
presages his destruction. Smith has argued for a direct relationship between this and XII1.200-7. There, an
cagle drops a snake on the Trojans, Polydamas notices, sees in this an impropitious omen, and the Trojan

attack fails. !

I have explored at length in the introduction the grave methodological problems in presupposing a
close relationship between Mesopotamia and Homer. Here, the polygenetic scenario need only be more
plausible than that Homer directly or indirectly had access to the Summa Alu, or that he and the Summa
Alu were both working from the same source. As often when observable facts of nature are evoked,
polygenesis is far more plausible. Raptors do attack snakes, snakes do sometimes fight back, and raptors

do drop the snakes.™ Literary and cultural influence is the wrong model to explain the correlation.

After Homer — Ornithomancy

‘Homeric’ should not here stand for ‘Greek’. Later, better evidence for Mesopotamian influence
on Greek ornithomancy (and other practices too) can be found. The Summa Alu, as all other
Mesopotamian omen texts, consisted in a set of protases and apodoses of incredible specificity; for
example, ‘If you drop a bird’s heart into water, it turns pale (and) it is set in (a network of) white veins (as
if) in a net for bundling straw: lahbum-disease will strike the limbs of troops and also the enemy’s
weapon will overtake us.”*®® This ‘if..., then...” pattern is the rule not only in Mesopotamian divinatory

texts, but is the structure of many other important genres of treatise, such as medicine, grammar,

153 As | wrote above, it is also possible that the similarities are due to mutual absorption of cognate substratal
influences. There is no way of knowing which is a more accurate picture. But, again, this is not relevant to my
overarching purpose of establishing the non-IE nature of the practice.

154 2013, 62-7.

155 Videos of such attacks may be found online.

156 Taken from Ulanowski, 2021, 174.
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mathematics, and law.*® It is employed for the exposition of all kinds of signs, including sneezes, dreams,
all manner of animal behaviour, and all types of chance events: the Assyrians and Babylonians thought
that all worldly objects and events were part of a divine plan and intimately (but occultly) inter-
connected; consequently they saw signs everywhere, even in the most trivial events.*®® Successful
divination was a matter of correctly applying a memorised list of quasi-inductively formulated rules,
rather than an occasion for free interpretation.'®® One such set of rules for ornithomancy crops up, in sixth
century Ephesus.!® The precise translation is disputed, but I quote its sense according to Flower: ‘If (the
bird) flying from the right to the left disappears, it is favorable; but if it raises its left wing, and flies away
and disappears, it is unfavorable. If flying from the left to the right it disappears on a straight course, it is
unfavorable; but if after raising its right wing it flies away and disappears, it is favorable’ (2008, 33). The
inscription is unique, but provides another example of the kind of parallel which is best explained by
diffusion, not polygenesis. This would continue into the Classical period: for example, just as in
Mesopotamia, augurs in Greek Tragedy must take up a predetermined fixed position from which to

observe birds.®!

After Homer — Extispicy

The case for Mesopotamian influence on Greek extispicy is stronger still, and widely accepted.
There is no evidence for it in Homer: it first appears in our sources in the sixth century BC. Full
recapitulation being unnecessary for my overarching aim, which remains the identification of good

candidates for genealogical comparison, I limit myself to indicating certain important particularities of

157 See Brown, 2000, 112. Particularly relevant, and particularly striking, is the closeness of the format to law codes.
It has been argued that each omen in the list is effectively a divine law of divination, and it is as if the portended
events are decided in the court of the gods who judge human endeavour. The events can even be averted as if
through appeal to a higher divine court (ibid. 6-7 with references).

158 See further Annus, 2010, 1-5 for a recent discussion of these underlying assumptions.

159 On the method underlying the creation of the rules, see Rochberg, 1999.

160 S1G 1167. See Roth, 1982, 96, 184. | quote the text given by Sokolowski 1955, 84-86, no. 30:

A ... &y pev de&i- ] [ fig éc v : aprotepnv | met- | [ Opevog | fip pev | dmokpdye[t, 6g]&tog | fiv 8¢ | €mdpet : i [ v ]
[e]odvopov | TTépuya : KAV ATApEL : KAV ATOKPOYEL : e[V ]vopog | &y 8¢ | ThS dptotepii]s : € Vv de&uv :
neto[plevog | fp pev : iBvg | amokp[O]wet : eddVVpOG | fiv 8¢ | TV [de&]u|v mTépuya | Emdpag [KavV | ATdpog |
amoxpowet | [8e£10G...]

B éynoptopiicor | émi 1ol Sicalooty | dpuvivta | kémpot | 10 Zijva | éypaptopiiv | tov 8¢ kémpov | mapéysv | & dv 1o
pfy [pa En - fj]v 6¢ : ol dudlov | teg

161 See Soph. Ant. 999, Eur. Ba. 346-50.
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Mesopotamian extispicy which were taken up by the Greeks.?®? As with Mesopotamian and indeed Hittite
ornithomancy, the range of information available from Greek extispicy is drastically circumscribed.
Contexts are almost always martial, and the meaning of the response is concomitantly very often, in
effect, ‘victory’ or ‘defeat’; ‘advance’, or ‘hang back’.1%® My two accompanying images represent a youth
offering a liver for inspection to a soldier. In the first image, the warrior seems to be holding another part
of the entrails too — Flower suggests that it is the gall-bladder (2008, 54). In my second image, the white-
haired old man bearing a staff standing to the left of the youth (the three figures are no doubt meant to be
standing in a triangle) is probably a Mantis who with his left hand directs the attention of the warrior
towards a certain feature of the liver.'®* But even beyond war, the response is in any case strictly delimited
by the question posed, and takes the form of ‘yes’ or ‘no’, favourable or unfavourable.’®® As Derek
Collins writes, ‘liver-divination operated according to a fundamentally binary system... [P]ositive
answers... meant that there was no divine objection to a proposed course of action. ... [I]f an initial
consultation was negative, it could be repeated until a positive result was obtained; but if after several

tries the results remained negative, the sacrifices were stopped and tried again on another day’.

In other words, the semantic content of the response is extremely limited: the sign’s meaning is
rather generated by the pragmatics of a yes or no statement, that is, its context. This often consists in a
question put to the gods. In the Near East, a strings of questions could solicit more specific information.
Different methods of divination were regularly used to cross-check, confirm, and better define answers.
The normal sequence was celestial omens checked with terrene, then confirmation through
hepatoscopy.'®” To my knowledge, this is not mirrored in Greece until the end of the Classical period. In
Homer, when there is no specific question, the poet clarifies a sign’s meaning (at least to his audience)
through pragmatic factors. In the /liad, straightforwardly, a favourable sign presages victory and an

unfavourable sign defeat for the side to whom the omen appears. In the Odyssey, similarly, Odysseus’

162 See e.g. Flower, 2008, 32-3, taking up Burkert, 1983, 117, 1987, 112-3, and 1992, 49-50. The best evidence is
the consonance between Greek and Akkadian terminology for the different parts of the liver, which shows a kind of
particularity highly unlikely to be co-incidental — gate, river, head, path’. See further Furley & Gysembergh, 2015,
77-95.

163 See e.g. Hdt. 9.36 for an early literary example.

164 The images are taken from van Straten, 1995, V 262 and V 243. The first is of a red-figure amphora by the
Kleophrades painter, 500-475 B.C., in the Martin von Wagner-Museum der Universitat Wiirzburg. The second is
from a black figure amphora of 525-500, in the Chateau-Musée, Boulogne-sur-Mer.

185 See for Mesopotamian examples the representative selection of omens at Ulanowski, 2021, 190-99, or
Xenophon’s use of hepatoscopy to find out whether he should accept command at Anab. 6. 1.22, 31.

186 2002, 336. Cf. Flower, ‘the mute liver can indicate only yes or no to a single proposition (“Should I go on the
expedition?”)’, 2008, 102, as Xenophon asked at Anab. 7. 6. 44. See also Johnston, 2008, 127, ‘the overall reading
could only be either “yes” or “no,”... either [the gods] said that the event that one was enquiring about would turn
out well, or they did not. As practiced by the Greeks, this was not a method of divination that allowed for subtleties
of meaning.’

167 See Beerden, 2013, 159-60 for Mesopotamian and Beal, 2002, 58-59 for Hittite practice.
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interests are pitted against the Suitors’, whether the immediate question is ‘Is Odysseus dead?’, ‘Will he
return?’, or ‘Will he kill the Suitors?’ Despite, therefore, the binary signification of omens, even when
they are brief and barely interpreted, the audience can be in no doubt as to what favourable means for
Odysseus and unfavourable means for the Suitors. The narrative delimits meaning through these
pragmatic factors: the results of this process are, in Greece, necessarily closely tied to the context of the
divinatory moment.'®® When a question is asked, it always relates to the present moment — ‘Should I go
into the Achaean camp?’, ‘Should I lead the army?’, ‘Should we cross the river (i.e. attack)?’, ‘Should we
ambush Telemachus?’%® Where the Near East uses questions, Homer uses context within the plot. There,
the similarities seem more general in nature, and explicable through polygenetic. Later, by the time of
Xenophon, the similarity seems more likely to be the result of diffusion. Yet the differences between the
Near East, Xenophon, and Homer also lines up along the division between historical practice and poetry.

Further evidence would be needed to make firmer statements.

Just Oracles

Greek oracles rely on a variety of mechanisms of divine communication.” In the following
section, I will focus on that practised at Delphi, certainly the most prominent oracle throughout Greek
history. Importantly, we have only the scantest evidence about divinatory practices at Delphi in the
archaic period. Michael Chappell, following an 1894 article by A. W. Verrall, is right that the traditional
picture of the Delphic oracle, with its female priestess, versifying male priests, purifying bath in the
Castalian Spring, draughts of holy water, laurel leaves, tripod, chasm, and vapours is a quilt composed of
patches taken from different authors from the Classical period onwards, and sometimes much later.!? It is

wholly absent in the Hymn, which is our only archaic literary source.!”? While this is a work of poetry, not

168 Different narratives provide different contexts, and therefore different meanings. For example, Euripides’
Aegisthus fears Orestes’ revenge after reading an impropitious liver, although he posed no question (El. 831-3).

It is also the right context which makes a chance event into an omen. Penelope’s preceding speech, which expresses
her wish that Odysseus return, makes Telemachus’ sneeze an omen, as she herself says —

“ovy 0paag 8 pot viog énéntape (Sneezed) nacw Eneoot; | I ke Kai OVK GTeEA|C Bdvatog pvnotijpot yévorro |

mdot pad’, ovdé k€ T1c Bdvatov kai kijpag dAvéet,”” (xvii. 541-5).

189 See above for Priam’s and Xenophon’s questions; the penultimate question lies behind the consultation of the
Greeks at Plataea, Hdt. 9. 36, and the last behind xx. 243-8, where the Suitors were discussing this subject at the
appearance of the eagle and dove.

170 See Burkert, 1987, 114-8 for an overview.

171 ] treat some examples from Herodotus in a later section of my thesis. Later sources include Strabo 9.3.5,
Diodorus Siculus 16.26, and of course Plutarch’s De E Delphico, De Pythiae Praculis, and De Defectu Oraculorum.
172 Chappell, 2006, 335-9.
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anthropology, and is naturally more interested in picturesque aetiologies about the god’s birth than
technical descriptions of the oracle’s mechanism, the total absence of elements of great prominence in the
Classical period — of even the Pythian priestess herself — is surprising. I quote the only lines relevant to

current purposes, which describe his priests as
Kpfiteg amo Kvaoood Miveiov, of pa dvaktt
iepa e pélovot kal ayyéAlovot Bénotag
@oifov AnOAL®VOG XpLGadpov, OTTL KeV &im

ypeiov €k dapvng yvdiwv Yo Iapvnooio.

‘Cretans from Minos’ Knossos, who sacrifice

To the Prince and announce as the oracles

Of gold-sworded Phoebus Apollo whatever it is that he proclaims
From his laurel tree under the vales of Parnassus.’ (393-6)

It is strange indeed that there is no mention of the Pythian priestess, even if her absence in the poem does
not necessarily entail her absence in the temple. Does the reference to the laurel tree suggest some sort of
arboreal element to the prophecy, as there was at Dodona, or is it merely part of the description? Does it
refer to a ritual practice which is not elsewhere attested? The words are brief and vague. In any case, even
if details and underlying mechanism remain obscure, the presence of priests, and above all the idea of the
speech of a prophesying god (ginn) // ypeiwv) make clear that this is a new method of divination which is
importantly different to the sign and intuitive divination ubiquitous in Homer. Just like IStar at Arbela, it is

the divinity who speaks.

In the Classical age, as is well-known, the god temporarily inhabits the Pythian priestess and
speaks through her mouth, sometimes even in the first person. We find this in the Near East too — if this
element was not present in the archaic Delphic oracle, then we could suggest a model of gradual
influence, with first the general points of the method and then its details being taken over from the Near
East; I have suggested something similar for extispicy. Further important contrasts with other kinds of
Greek divination are that, firstly, oracles were tied to a specific location to which one had to go to get a

response, whether from Apollo, Zeus, or the Sibyls at Cumae and Erythrae.'”® Secondly, there is no

173 This had long been a practice in the Near East, see Burkert, 1987, 114.
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evidence that the priest or priestess is chosen because of any inborn quality or propensity; rather, at least
in Classical times, the divine presence is induced through a sort of ritual.'’* Using evidence from the
Classical era, we can add that, thirdly, the prophecy depended on a change in the mental state of the god’s
mouthpiece, sometimes formulated as a kind of madness;!’® fourthly, this method was not available
throughout the year, but only on specific days;'’® and fifthly, the oracle responds to a question. All these
particularities are shared with practices elsewhere in Asia Minor, the best example of which is the oracle
to the Babylonian goddess IStar at Arbela.'”” This latter was at its height in the seventh century BC, which
suggests, at least from the eighth century onwards, a model of mutual growth rather than unidirectional
influence. Yet whether exchange was mutual is irrelevant to my overarching purpose — what matters is

that this is a new development in Greek culture.

Ecstasies

We have seen how the same underlying mechanism of the interpretation of signs can manifest
itself in different ways: the sign may differ (from bird to liver), the approach may differ (question or no
question, solicited or unsolicited), and the interpreter may differ (from professional to amateur).'’® In the
same way, the underlying mechanism, variously called ‘possession’, or ‘ecstatic prophecy’, can manifest
itself in different ways.!’® I do not draw a firm distinction between cases where the god is explicitly said
to enter into the diviner and those where the diviner’s mental state is changed without reference to cause:
a change in the mental state is sufficient to imply the divine nature of the communication. It is, after all,

the divine element that transfigures ravings into the sayings of a prophet.

174 There is a slight blurring of this point in cases where oracles were in the control of a particular clan, as the
lamidae at Olympia, or, in the Archaic era, the Branchidae at Didyma.

175 The idea that pévtic, ‘seer’, contains a connotation of madness due to its etymological relation to poivopot, ‘I
rave, am mad’, is linguistically incorrect. See Badawi-Crook, forthcoming.

176 As at Patara, according to Hereodotus (1.182).

17 See Beerden, 2013, 114; Burkert, 1992, 80; West, 1997, 50; and Flower, 2008, 228-30 for both similarities and
differences. Ustinova’s dissent at 2013, 39 is unsubstantiated.

178 For a professional, see Halitherses’ interpretation of birds at ii. 146-70, and for an amateur, see Helen’s at xv.
171-8.

17 These terms are both used without precision in modern discussions. The Greeks themselves use an array of terms
more or less interchangeably: &kotacig, pavia, katéyew (the Greek equivalent of Latin ‘possessio’), £v0eoc, and
gvbovoialewv; see further Burkert, 109-11, who also mentions parallels from Asia Minor and ancient Israel.
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Accordingly, it is safe to assume an implicit divinity in the explicit ecstasy of the Sibyl in her first
reference in Greek literature.'® That said, this involves the assumption that Plutarch used Heraclitus’
words, and not his own, which might have been coloured by later changes in belief. So-called
Engastrimuthoi, present at least from the time of Aristophanes, present a curious case. These claimed to
be possessed by a god, but, unusually, this god manifests himself physically, through a voice in the
stomach, rather than psychologically through a changed mental state.'®! Interestingly, they appear also in
the Hebrew Bible,'® and are perhaps particular enough that some sort of relationship is more likely than
co-incidence; but it is impossible to have a strong view given the paucity of evidence. Oracles, therefore,
are part of a wider phenomenon of possession, or ecstatic prophecy. Crucially, this is absent in Homer; I

discuss positive evidence of this absence below.

On the one hand, the connection of possession and madness to prophecy is typologically
common. On the other, ecstatic prophecy was particularly widespread in Mesopotamia (as in the Hebrew
Bible) from the second millennium inside and outside of oracular contexts. Perhaps a soft kind of
transitive argument could be forwarded, since it also appears in Greece at the precise time when other
Mesopotamian methods of divination do. Yet this, as ever, would be vulnerable to the James-case
criticism (see the introduction, pp. 33-35). Greek and Near-Eastern divination also agree on a telling
detail: exceptionally in both divinatory systems, women also performed ecstatic divination.'®® Sharing the
same arbitrary point of difference would be a promising shape of argument for diffusion. Yet this is still
not decisive, since the difference could also in principle be picking up on a human universal. This is the
fundamental problem with positing the diffusion of possession westwards into Greece. Higher-order
categories of divination are worryingly universal, and so it is easy to imagine that Greece’s ecstatic
divination was a development downstream of its development of oracles. Once diviners were closely
attached to religious sanctuaries, there would have been a new pressure to innovate a closer involvement
of the sponsoring god — possession would have been one way to achieve this. This would account for the
late mentions of possession at least at Delphi. Alternatively, possession might itself have been transmitted
— perhaps in conjunction with oracles, or perhaps even along with only one, which then influenced other
oracles from within Greece. The evidence, unfortunately, is consistent with each of the above hypotheses

— and others still. It does not permit of the confident espousal of one over another.

180 Heraclitus Fr. B 92 D.-K. = Plut. De Pyth. Or. 6 — she speaks her grave words from a ‘maddened mouth’,
LOVOUEV®L GTOULATL.

181 See Katz and Volk, 2000, 124-9 for a concise resumé of this phenomenon. | do not treat incubation, a mixture of
oracular and dream divination, which is probably first attested in Greece in the Classical period.

182 |bid. 125

183 paul Roth discusses the numerous typological precedents for this gender-based division of roles in divination,
1982, 31-4.
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Interim Conclusions

Here we have, roughly, the two halves of the original, emic Platonic distinction discussed above.
Earlier evidence for this sort of distinction is found, implicitly, in the handy litany of divinatory methods
at [Aesch.] PV.484-99, which lists methods of sign divination extensively but is silent on ecstatic
divination.!® Complementarily, there is no mention of sign divination in the aetiological account of the
origins of the Pythia in the Hymn to Apollo (179-387). Plato is the first to make explicit the difference,

but cultural practice and other authors had already done so implicitly.

We have seen that, despite the theoretical continuity of sign divination, there was change in the
period between Homer and the classical era in what the vehicle tended to be. I have argued that the
Hittites influenced Homeric ornithomancy, and that later changes in preferred vehicle were probably
influenced by the take-up of Mesopotamian practices. There has been no real evidence either for oracles
(apart from the special case of Dione / Zeus at Dodona) or for the related ecstatic divination in Homer.
Rather, to judge from what evidence we do have, these practices entered Greece in the period
immediately after Homer, very plausibly thanks to Mesopotamian influence. Of course, my overarching
purpose here is merely to establish what kind of divination was present in Greece at the earliest

discernible period, but, though when matters more than why, I have treated both questions.

I also hope to have shown the general danger in retrojection — assuming that later states of affairs
are already present in Homer. Firstly, the Platonic distinction between the two kinds of prophecy does not
exist because there is no evidence for ecstatic divination, just as there is no evidence of extispicy — the
first clear evidence of both is from sixth century. Secondly, in a world without oracles, there is little

evidence of Apollo as the god of divination; there is none that he was the god of poetry.

In the foregoing, I have inevitably moved freely between poetic and historical texts. There is
therefore always the danger of the sceptical objection that what appears to be diachronic change is
actually a generic difference between poetic (or epic) and other kinds of text. Of course, this objection can
only go so far given the connection between literature and history. Yet fortunately, it is possible to verify
the literary picture by other means. The archaeology tells us that Delphi, the only oracle save Dodona
mentioned in Homer, cannot have housed an oracle, let alone an important one, before 750, and the

suspicion that there was no extispicy at the time of Homer is confirmed by the two century gap between

18 The list is as follows: dreams, chance utterances, chance events, the flight and behaviour of birds, hepatoscopy
and other kinds of extispicy, observation of sacrificial fire. Still more implicitly, see Hector at X11.230-50, who
declares that he prefers hearing directly from the gods to ornithomancy.
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Homer and its arrival in the iconography. Moreover, when both poetic and historical texts are available,
there is pleasing consonance between them. Of course, allowances must be made for poetic licence, and
real divination could not have exhibited the serendipity and ease of interpretation found in Homer. But,

firstly, practices and beliefs may be identified underneath the poetry (solicitation, question asking, etc.),
and there is no reason to believe that these are mere poetic contrivance; and, secondly, my primary

concern here, as throughout my thesis, is in any case with literature rather than with history.

In discussing potential influence, I have sought to foreground the theoretical structures which
underlie divination; further consideration of these structures can help to explain why Greece took up the
practices that it did, and what motivated the changes made to them, since there is no reason that this
should have been entirely arbitrary. For example, the close theoretical affinity between hepatoscopy and
the already traditional ornithomancy could have motivated its adoption in Greece (although, of course,
extispicy unlike ornithomancy is always solicited). Extispicy’s assimilation to the well-established
practices of ornithomancy can explain both its similarities and its differences with Mesopotamian
practice. Like ornithomancy, Greek extispicy might or might not be preceded by an explicit question, and
always depended heavily on contextual, ‘pragmatic’ factors to generate meaning; this contrasts with
Mesopotamian extispicy, where interpretation was enmeshed in a complex set of pre-determined
conditions and accompanied by other methods of divination which further determined its meaning. This
Greek emphasis on context is accompanied by a complementary uninterest in the fine-grained semantic
meanings of the liver itself; in other words, Greeks were less preoccupied than Mesopotamians with
observing every last detail of the liver to get a precise answer, but read it more loosely to get a yes / no
answer. Accordingly, hundreds of model livers made for the purpose of teaching divination have been

found in Mesopotamia, but none in Greece.'®®

This pattern of assimilation is also visible among the development of Greek oracles. Dodona, an
isolated but famous exponent of oracles in Greece, and perhaps of pre-Greek pedigree, may have
provided a precedent for the idea of divination taking place at a particular site, which helped the Near-
Eastern idea of oracular centres take root in Greek culture. It seems that in the earliest period, the method
used at Dodona was mainly sign-based, with priests interpreting the behaviour of doves and the rustling
of the oak trees, but that by the time of Plato possession by a god was the norm also there.!® It is not
surprising that Dodona should have assimilated to new norms as ideas about oracles evolved.'®” I will

argue that the idea that certain individuals were endowed with supernatural perception which could

185 A few have been found in Italy: ornithomancy was much more rule-bound in Etruria (and hence Rome) than in
Greece. The most famous is that kept at the Musei Civici di Palazzo Farnese in Piacenza.

186 P, Phdr. 244b, cf. Paus. 10. 12. 10. See further Graf, 2006.

187 The practice of writing questions on lead also attests to such innovation.
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extend to the divine realm was a traditional element of Greek culture of Greco-Indic pedigree; if I am

right, this too may have aided the distinct but similar notion of possession to sink its roots into Greek

culture.

Introduction to Greek Intuitive Divination

I wrote at the beginning of this section that one of the main problems of the Platonic inductive /
ecstatic distinction is that it is not applicable to all forms of Greek divination; I will now discuss those
resistant cases. [ will argue that these represent a form of divination deeply traditional in Greece, and so
are the best object of comparison to early Sanskrit literature. All the foregoing kinds of divination are,
again, either too common worldwide or show too great an affinity with Near-Eastern practices to be worth
submitting to genealogical comparison. I shall here focus my discussion closely on early literature likely

to preserve archaic features and in particular on Homer.

I use the word ‘intuitive’ in my scheme at the start in a special sense, to denote a mode of access
to knowledge which depends neither on the interpretation of a sign nor on a temporary change in mental
state, but, paradigmatically, on a supernatural, inborn capacity which a subject may access at will. In this
way, it is functionally an additional sense, in that it grants perceptual access to real events; it is, however,
supernatural, because those events are located in the past, future, or far away, and not in the here and now,
and so they are not perceptible to those who lack this capacity. The knowledge gained in this way is
neither truly inductive nor truly deductive: it is inductive inasmuch as it is gained through experience
using a sense, and deductive inasmuch as it is gained through purely mental exertion and not the
perception of external objects regulated by the physical laws of causation. Therefore, I call the knowledge

derived by this means ‘intuitive’ because, neither inductive nor deductive,

it is presented in literary
texts as simply known, without any reference to how or why.'® It will be clear that I take this to be a
radically different phenomenon to sign or ecstatic divination, with its questions, solicitations, and
limitations. Although practitioners are not presented as omniscient, knowledge so gained is not
theoretically limited in the same way. Unlike oracular divination, it is never preceded by a ritual which

serves to bring on the divine, nor is it only available at certain times of the year, but, again, is a capacity

188 In this way, to borrow from epistemology, it is parallel to truths of introspection such as ‘it is true that I am
happy’.

189 As we will see later, the language of knowledge is often used of practitioners of this kind of divination. See e.g.
ii. 170, where Halitherses prophesies as one well knowing (pavtevopat... év £idmc); 1. 70, where Calchas knows
what was, is, and will be; and XIII. 663 for the seer’s name ‘Polyeidus’.
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integral to the subject. Whether implicitly or explicitly, scholars have already noted that there is this third

kind of intuitive divination, which is present especially but by no means only in Homer.*®

There is much mixing of different categories of divination: it is the paradigmatic examples of
each category that allow separation of one from the other. Theoclymenus provides such a paradigmatic,
unmixed example at xx.350-71. For a relatively prominent figure in the poem, he has received scant
attention from scholars, and, most relevantly for my current purposes, despite the numerous book-length
treatments and legion essays on the topic, he has received almost no attention in the field of Greek / Near-
Eastern comparison, whether regarding divination or otherwise.!®! It is no co-incidence that he has not
been made to line up with Near-Eastern practice: I will later argue that what he is, says, and does is
deeply traditional, and finds numerous structured parallels in the Indian tradition. I will treat him in detail
later in the thesis, and will subject his extraordinary vision in Odyssey xx to close comparative analysis.

Here, I content myself with some observations on the speech he makes afterwards.

It is the eve of the slaughter, and the Suitors are dining. Athena has them laugh ghoulishly, and
besmears their meat with blood. Without warning, the visiting Mantis Theoclymenus stands and addresses
the ‘wretched’ (dethot) Suitors, declaring that their heads are shrouded in night, a wail has blazed forth,
blood runs down the walls, the porch is full of ghosts heading to Erebus, the sun has been obliterated from
the sky, and an evil mist has come on. The Suitor Eurymachus, not addressing the Mantis, says that he is

mad (dppaivet), and calls on the young men to lead him out. I quote Theoclymenus’ rejoinder in full:
“EvpOuay’, ob ti 6~ dvoya Euol moumijog omalev:
gioi ot 0pOoApol e Kai oBata kol TOSES AUPo
Kol vOog €v 6TNOEGGL TETLYUEVOC 0VOEV AEIKNC
toig &gy B0pale, Emel voém KaKOV Dupty

Epyopevov’ 6 kev ob TIg bekPHyor 003’ AAENLTO

190 See, implicitly, Roth, 1982, 43; Flower’s three page discussion is the longest that I can find on the subject (2008,
87-9). He notes that the Platonic inductive / ecstatic distinction does not allow for it, and appreciates two points on
which I will insist, that this kind of divination relies on ‘an intuitive ability to see things that others cannot see’, and
that “We would not call this “possession”, for Calchas is not in an ecstatic state; rather, he operates by prophetic
intuition’ (ibid. 87, 88). H. W. Parke, in a still valuable discussion of prophets and oracles in Homer beginning from
first principles, rightly but cautiously notes that Calchas’ power of divination ‘To some extent... seems to be the
result of an inborn intuition of the god’s will” (1967, 13), and shortly after rebuffs previous suggestions that Homer
only knew sign divination (ibid. 15). He calls Theoclymenus’ prophecy, which I discuss immediately below,
‘ecstatic’, but does not clearly define his use of the term and its relation to Calchas’ ‘inborn intuition’ (16, 19).

191 Bruce Louden observes, almost in passing, that the blood in Theoclymenus’ vision recalls some apocalyptic
imagery from the Hebrew Bible (2011, 293).
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Lynotpv, ot ddpa Kot avtiféov ‘Odveiiog

avépag vppilovteg dtacBola pnyovaoacoe.”

““Eurymachus, I did not ask you to provide me with escorts.

I have eyes and ears and feet

And a mind in my breast — no paltry one:

I shall leave by means of these, since I perceive a great ill

Coming on, which none of you Suitors may escape or

Evade, you who in the house of god-like Odysseus

Insult men and work sinful deeds.”” (xx.364-70)

Theoclymenus is prompted by no bird or liver. Although he says that he sees that the Suitors are in grave
danger, he is not specific: at 368-9 he implies that he is not saying all that he knows. This sort of
piecemeal allusion to coming ill is poetically effective and often employed in Greek literature.'® It is
equally manifest that Theoclymenus is not mad. His response is temperate, if indignant, and explicitly
rejects the charge of madness at 367. That the charge of madness is used to detract from prophetic
validity, and rebuffed in order to re-assert it, suggests that the idea of prophecy dependent on a change of
mental state (and so a kind of madness) had not yet entered the culture.!®® The verb voéw in 367 is
eloquent of the underlying mechanism of the prophecy. It is of course a denominative from voog, and
denotes mental action — LSJ sense A. 2, ‘perceive by the mind’, seems most apt here. This is direct
perception, unmediated by sign or divine intervention of any kind. Theoclymenus, after the dismissal of
the suggestive images of his first speech, in effect interprets them for his audience (and Homer’s). While
there is no Homeric parallel for the first, visionary aspect of this scene, as we will see later,
Theoclymenus’ images are often repeated in Greek literature, and these and other aspects are
spectacularly taken up by Aeschylus’ Cassandra (4g. 1072-1330, discussed at greater length in the next
chapter).

192 Oedipus Rex would have been a much shorter play if Teiresias had been readier to spill the beans. But reticence
may be motivated, as Calchas who fears reprisal if he speaks the truth (1.68-83).

193 Significantly, once ecstatic prophecy had established itself in Greek culture in the Classical era, and madness was
drawn into the complex of ideas to do with divination, it is foolishness rather than madness which is used to
derogate from the validity of an unwelcome prophecy, see e.g. pwpiov of Teiresias at Eur. Ba.344, and pdpa of the
same at Soph. OT.433.
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Prophecies dependent on this capacity but without accompanying vision abound in Homer.'**
Teiresias is perhaps the most prominent exponent of this type of prophecy throughout Greek literature. He
is, crucially, blind. He is therefore incapable of sign divination.?® He intuitively relates to Odysseus in the
Underworld the future (Odysseus’ journey home will be onerous), the past (Odysseus blinded the
Cyclops), and the moods of the gods (Poseidon is angry; xi.90-138). Teiresias foresees that Odysseus will
come home, find the Suitors there, kill them, and set off on another journey. He can even see different
possible homecomings — with or without comrades, depending on whether they eat the cattle of Helios on
Thrinacia.!®® As Circe says, Persephone grants understanding (again, voov) to Teiresias alone among the
dead,; the rest flit about vainly.!®” We will see later the importance of the concept of divine giftedness
among practitioners of intuitive prophecy. The surety, clarity, and specificity of his pronouncements make

it quite unlike the kinds of divination seen above.

There are hints that Circe too, among her other powers, has this kind of ability. She says to
Odysseus that he needn’t explain to her his travails, since she already knows all of them.!®® Yet this does
not mean that she is omniscient — she seems not to know whether he is fated to return to Ithaca.'*®
Narrative concerns intrude here, since, if Circe were able to prophesy in the manner of Teiresias, there
would be no need of the dramatic journey to the Underworld to see him. Conversely, by allowing Circe
supernatural knowledge of Odysseus’ adventures, the poet forestalls the recounting of what the audience
already knows. Homer allows for the precise amount of foreknowledge necessary to maximise dramatic
effect, which is always the poet’s priority, rather than consistency.?® Importantly, gods are by no means
always endowed with intuitive mantic ability; indeed, as Apollo says to Hermes in his Homeric Hymn,

prophecy is his and Zeus’ domain alone among the gods (533-8). While Apollo’s statement is not borne

194 Oddly, some scholars have denied their existence at all — see Roth 1982, 78, and 109 n.3, for references to some
of these denials.

195 The Odyssey does not explicitly say that he is blind but does perhaps imply it in the mention of his bearing a
golden staff (ypvoeov oxfmrpov Eyav, Xi.91). It could equally merely betoken his status. Aeschylus squares the
circle. Eteocles thus announces that Teiresias has foreseen a coming attack — viv 8™ ¢ 6 pévtig enoiv, oiwvav
Bothp, | v dol voudv kai epectv, Tupog diya, | ypnotnpiovg dpviBag dyevdel téyvy, ‘But now as the Mantis says,
the herdsman of bird-omens, | inspecting with his ears and mind, without using sacrificial fire, | the divinatory birds
with unerring skill...” (Sept.24-26). For more mixed examples in which seers use an intuitive ability to read signs,
see below.

1% In this way the problem of predetermination and free will is partially avoided. Teiresias’ drinking of the black
ram’s blood at 95-99 introduces a magic element to the prophecy, and is no doubt related to the ghoulish situation in
the Underworld. There is no reason to believe that his prophetic ability depends on the sacrifice.

197 <y kod Te@vndTL VooV TOpe Pepoepoveta | oimt memvdcbal, Toi 88 okial diccovsty,” x.494-5.

198 «oida kai avT, | ey 86 &v movTot tddet’ dhyea iyBuodevTt | 18’ 66° dvipoior dvdpec EdnAncavt’ &mi yépoov,”
x.457-9.

199 «¢1 101 Bé0QaTOV £0T1 GOOTVOL Kol ikésBot oikov | £ Dydpopov kai oy &¢ matpida yoiov.” x.473-4.

200 A point not lost on Oliver Taplin, who observes that Thetis does not know of Patroclus’ fate at XVIIL.73-77
(1992, 198-99).
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out in literature, it does attest to an important conceptual division.?"! Intuitive prophecy is conceptually
divisible from godhead and should not be discounted as a mere part of what it is to be divine. Moreover,
even Zeus, when a myth requires it, can be ignorant of the future. For example, in a well-known myth
(told most clearly at Pin. 1.27-36, but also at e.g. [Aes.] P.V.768 and Ap. Rhod. 8.799-804), Zeus lusts
after Thetis unaware that her son is fated to be greater than his father. It falls to another (Themis in Pindar,
Prometheus in [ Aeschylus]) to announce this prophecy, which puts Zeus off and ensures that Thetis is

granted only a mortal husband.

She herself shows prophetic ability. She tells her son of two possible fates (d1yBadiag kfijpoc,
[X.411): if he stays at Troy, he will die young but his fame will be imperishable, but if he returns home to
Phthia, though unknown, he will live a long life (IX.410-16). Achilles’ mind is made up, and he is
tragically aware of the ramifications of his decision to fight at Troy from the start of the poem (1.352).2%?
Thetis” awareness of this early death is manifest also at 1.414-18; at XVII1.95-6, she adds the detail that
his death will follow soon after Hector’s: Homer, here in tragic key, intratextually uses characters looking
forward into their future in order to give the audience, extratextually, a glimpse of the narrative’s future.
Here, unlike in the Odyssey, this generates pathos. We will see time and again how poets use divination in
this way. Thetis’ ability to hear her son from under the sea in that scene also reminds one of the

supernatural perception of Calchas, Cassandra, and Lynceus, which I discuss below (1.357-8).

There is, moreover, an Odyssean parallel for the supernatural knowledge of sea-gods. Perhaps
Proteus, the old man of the sea, knows from regular experience everything about the sea (as his daughter
Eidothea tells Menelaus at iv.385-6) and about the watery end of Ajax (iv.499-511), just as he knows by
normal means that Odysseus is on Calypso’s isle (tov idov, 1v.556). But he is also able to tell Menelaus
everything, good or bad, that has happened at home in his absence (iv.391-3), he already knows who
Menelaus is and what he has suffered (iv.465-7),% he can recapitulate in detail the vicissitudes of
Agamemnon after his return (iv.521-537), and foreknows that Orestes will slay Aegisthus (but not when

precisely, iv.546-7). Despite this unerring (vnueptg, iv.542) supernatural knowledge, he is, again, not

201 And so what Menelaus says at iv.379, that the gods know all things (0goi 8¢ & névta cact), is misleading (see

further de Jong, 2001, ad loc.). Gods are neither omniscient nor omnipotent — not even Zeus, who is constrained by
fate at XV1.433-4, and thoroughly deceived by Hera at X1V.153-353. Apollo himself is successfully hoodwinked by
Hermes, though he is eventually undeceived (HH. 4.69-395).

202 Though it is only in Book IX that we understand his early death to be dependent on his own choice. We find no
Greek examples of bifurcated prophecy of this sort depending on sign divination; indeed it is unclear how this would
work in practice given the limitations of the necessarily binary results it gives.

203 His words here are suspiciously similar to Circe’s to Odysseus at x. 457-9. The presence of traditional language
here presupposes the traditionality of intuitive knowledge itself.
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omniscient, and Menelaus is able to sneak up and get the better of him.?** This is somewhat analogous to
Calchas’ fear that Agamemnon might avenge himself if he speaks out against him; Calchas is afraid
because he does not know what will happen — again, prophetic power does not imply omniscience, either
in a god or a mortal (I.73-83). Like Calchas, Proteus knows just enough to play to perfection the role
which the poet requires of him — he is bringer of news about Odysseus to Telemachus, aid to Menelaus in

his nostos, and provider of picturesque tales about Ajax and Agamemnon.?%

Achilles is twice reminded of his imminent death through intuitive prophecy. As I show in the
next chapter, both examples find rich parallels in Indo-European and especially Indian traditions. The
wounded Hector’s words to Achilles bring new specificity to what Thetis has already told him: ““... On
the day, whenever it is, that Paris and Phoebus Apollo | Shall slay you, supreme as you are, by the Scaian
gates.”’?% He dies in the next line. Hector, of course, is no Mantis, and shows no signs of prophetic ability
elsewhere in the text. Naturally, such prophecy can only be intuitive. Homer bends his own rules. As ever,
rules around prophecy are always subordinate to the creation of effective poetry, and not vice versa. These
words find an exact parallel in the dying words of Patroclus to his killer, Hector: ““You yourself shall not
live much longer, for Death | And mighty Fate are already stood close by | Ready to tame you by the
hands of blameless Achilles, grandson of Aeacus.””?” He too dies in the following line. Hector’s
indignant reply asks why Patroclus prophesies (povtedear) his death, when no-one can know whether
Achilles will in fact die first by his hand (XVI.859-61). Hector’s use of pavteveat is ironic — he does not
believe that Patroclus can prophesy. The audience knows better. The rejection of a prophecy by its
recipient draws Patroclus’ words and Hector’s reaction into typical patterns of literary divination. We saw
above how Eurymachus arrogantly ignores Theoclymenus, as he does Halitherses at ii.177-93, and earlier
in the /liad Hector himself not only rejects Polydamas’ ornithomancy but casts doubt over it as an
institution (XI1.231-43). As the audience knows, and as I set out in my fourth chapter, ignoring prophecy

is the prerogative of the doomed in Greek and Indian Epic.

Achilles’ other reminder of his imminent death comes from his divine horse, Xanthus, who is
temporarily given a voice by Hera. Xanthus tells him that it is fated that he will die at the hands of a god
and a mortal (XIX.416-7). Achilles asks why Xanthus prophesies (again povteveat) his death, since he

already knows it. He ignores the detail that he will die at the hands of a god and a mortal, of which, as far

204 918¢ 11 Bupdt Bichn d6hov eivay, iv.452-3. Individual gods when they prophesy are not to be equated to the
vaguer divine power (sometimes but not always fate or the will of Zeus) on which sign divination depends.

205 As | noted above, very early Greek history is either archaeology or early Greek poetry, and so it is impossible to
know how this suspiciously poetically expedient prophecy was related to historical practice.

206 “puatt T® d1e Kév oe ITapig kol PoiPoc AtdAAmY | E60AdV £6vT’ dAécwoty évi Tratfiot moAnoty,” XXI1.359-60.
207 “ob Oy 008" adTOg SNPov Pé, GALE Tot 1SN | &yt mapéotnkey BdvaTtoc Kai poipo kpatow) | xepoi Sopdvt’
Ayifjog audpovog Alakidao.” XVI.852-4
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as we are told, Achilles was not previously aware.?®® A sort of intuitive awareness in the horses is also

implied at XVI1.427-8, where we are told that they were the first to know of Patroclus’ death.

In the preceding section, I insisted on the limitations on the kind of knowledge available from
sign divination. Information so granted is delimited pragmatically, closely tied to context, and consists in
the verification or denial of a proposition — whether expressed in a question or deducible from context,
e.g. victory in a battle. I did so because it is possible in this way to recognise the method of divination
used to arrive at certain information by considering the nature of that information. In other words, when
we are not explicitly told by what method of divination certain information is gained, we can deduce what
that method was through the specificity of the information so derived. This allows us to discern many

more instances of intuitive divination in Homer and throughout Greek literature.

There are four good Homeric examples of this — one in the //iad and three in the Odyssey. As
Odysseus sails away having blinded him, Polyphemus says that long ago Telemus son of Eurymus, best in
the art of the Mantis (pavtoovvi ékékaoto, 1X.509), prophesied (pavievopevos kateynpa, IX.510) that a
man called Odysseus would deprive him of his sight. Polyphemus did not doubt it, but only expected that
it would be a big and strong man, not a small one like Odysseus (IX.506-16). There is also the curious
prophecy of King Nausithous, Alcinous’ father, about the destruction of the Phaeacians, alluded to first at
viii.564-71. According to Alcinous, he was wont to say (£packe, viii.565) that Poseidon was wroth with
the Phaeacians because they provide safe passage to everyone, and that eventually he would smash one of
their ships and cover their city with a great mountain (péya 8’ Ny 8pog mOrel dp@ucoldyeLy, viii.569),
but Alcinous is not sure if that will come to pass. However, when the ship which brought Odysseus back
to Ithaca is almost home, Poseidon, newly apprised of Odysseus’ return and angry with Phaeacians, turns
it to stone (xiii.159-62). Its crew are amazed, and Alcinous sees the fulfilment of the prophecy. He
suggests that they sacrifice to Poseidon to avert the ruinous second part of the prophecy. The action then
cuts to Odysseus, and we are told no more (xiii.165-87). This is a problematic passage. Perhaps it is
relevant that gods sometimes throw around mountains in Sanskrit literature, perhaps not. For my present
purposes it is enough to note that the other kinds of Greek divination would clearly not be able to furnish

such specificity.

At XII1.663-72, as the battle rages around the Achaean ships, the poet introduces Euchenor, the
son of the Mantis Polyeidus, a rich and good man. He went to Troy like Achilles in the knowledge that he

208 There is a crescendo of specificity: this prophecy is introduced after Thetis’ that he will die at Troy and before
Hector’s that he will die at the hands of Paris and Apollo. Heroes’ horses, although they do not speak, are often
aware of their masters’ coming deaths in Sanskrit epic. They usually express this by weeping, as Achilles’ steeds
Xanthus and Ballius weep after Patroclus’ death at XVII. 426-8. See further my fourth chapter, pp. 208-12.
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was fated to die there, since his father had often told him that he would either die in battle at Troy or at
home of disease. He is accordingly dispatched by Paris. The references to wealth and a palace will be
relevant later in my thesis, where I set out the high status of Manteis (pp. 254-60). His bifurcated fate is of
course reminiscent of Achilles’ diyyBadiag kfjpog and Teiresias’ comments on the uncertain nostoi of
Odysseus’ companions (see above). A similar level of detail is found, lastly, in Halitherses’ prophecy at
Odysseus’ departure, of which he reminds the Suitors after interpreting a bird omen. At that time, he had
said that Odysseus, after much suffering and having lost all of his companions would return, unknown,
twenty years later. He reiterates this at the assembly.?*® Hesiod too furnishes one example: Gaia and
Ouranos tell Kronos that he is fated to be overthrown by his son (74.463-65).2° It is impossible to
imagine these two diving from ornithomancy. Again, these must be included among examples of intuitive

divination, because it is impossible that signs should give such specific information.

In my definition of intuitive divination above, I also included a spatial element to the supernatural
knowledge. Calchas, we are told, guided the Achaean ships to Troy through his divinatory power, which
Apollo had given him (fjv o1& pavroctvny, tv ol mope Doifoc AndAAwv, 1.72). This is important, as it
states clearly that mastery of objects in space not only goes along with that of events in time, but that
these two depend on one and the same ability, denoted by the Greek word povtootvn. Noteworthy in this
regard is the close connection between seeing and knowing in Greek culture, emblematised by the verb
01da, an old perfect from the 13- ‘see’ root. Accordingly, it is no co-incidence that Cassandra is the first to
see Priam returning with Hector’s corpse, but precisely because of the enhanced spatial awareness that her
gift affords her (XXIV.697-702). Even if he is not explicit about the reason, the poet is emphatic that she
is first: ‘Nor did any other | Of men and well-girdled women recognise [them] before, | But it was, indeed,
Cassandra, like to golden Aphrodite, who... | perceived...”.?** The poet is also clear that she is
immediately able to discern not just a wagon in the distance, but that it contains her father, the herald, and
the body of Hector lying on the bier (XXIV.700-2). The poet uses her intuition to ensure that the
perception of Hector, and hence its impact, is immediate. The same word, eicevonacey, is used (in simplex
form) of Theoclymenus’ perception of the ill coming upon the Suitors. Indeed, the poet avoids the usual

sight words Opadv and id&lv beforehand too, where Cassandra is the first to ‘recognise’ (§yvm), not to ‘see’.

209 “ofjv okt TOAO TaBOVT’, OAEGOVT dmo mhvTag £Taipovg, | dyvmTov TévTessiy éeikooTdt &viantdt | oikad’

€hevoecBor ta 6¢ o vov mavta tedeiton’” ii. 174-76.

210 ev0eto yap Faing te kai Odpavod dotepdeviog, | obiverd ol ménpwmto £G Vo Toudi Sapfjvar | kol kpatepd mep
€0vTL, Adg peydrov 610 fovAds. The clear implication here is that they know beforehand the course of fate. When
they tell Zeus to eat his wife, Metis, at 891, to avoid a too powerful child, this is framed as ppadpocovnot —
‘advice’, rather than prophecy, pace West, 1966, ad 463.

2 6188 TIc BANOG | Eyvo TpdcO’ AvdpdY KaAMLOVOV TE Yovaikdy, | 6AN" dpa Kacodvdpn ikéAn ypuof Appodit. ..
| eioevonoev XXIV.697-700. My translation here is awkwardly literal to get this point across. Again, this recalls
XVI1.427-8, where Achilles’ divine horses’ are the first to know of Patroclus’ death.
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There is afterwards a reversion to more usual vocabulary as she enjoins her countrymen to come and
‘look’ at Hector (8yeabe Tpddec kai Tppadeg "Extop’ i6vreg, XXIV.704). Homer chooses his verbs

carefully to suggest supernatural perception, even if he is never explicit on the point.

There are numerous early parallels: in the Hesiodic Melampodia, as Strabo relates, Calchas, on
returning from Troy, meets the seer Mopsus and challenges him to count the number of figs on a
particularly fecund fig-tree. When Mopsus correctly does so, Calchas dies on the spot of astonishment
and jealousy (Fr. 214 [Most] = Str. 14. 1.27).%12 Strabo also relates another tradition, which he attributes to
Pherecydes, in which the question was how many piglets there were in a sow’s womb, what gender they
were, and when they were going to be born (Fr. 142 [Fowler] = Str. 14. 1.27). The same result ensues.?*3
In the Cypria, Lynceus is gifted with miraculously keen eyesight. As we know from Apollodorus 3. 11.2
and a scholion on Pindar (Nem. 10.114a), Lynceus, in search of the Dioscuri who have stolen his cattle,
scales Mount Taygetus, the highest peak in the Peloponnese, scans the whole peninsula, and sees the
Dioscuri hiding in the hollow of an oak. The scholion quotes some lines from the Cypria (Fr. 16), whose
poet uses the rare verb d1e8épketo, again marking Lynceus’ vision as extraordinary through vocabulary.?**
Pindar, who retells the story, uses the extraordinary hapax nedovyalmv idev (Ne. 10.61). Lynceus’ very
name is connected to the Greek and English word ‘lynx’, an animal with extraordinarily powerful
eyesight. Indeed, the etymology of ‘lynx’ may be related to PIE */euk, ‘to see’ (Beekes, 2010, ad loc.).
Lynceus’ supernatural eyesight is as traditional as he is. Lastly, Apollodorus (among others) tells us that in
the Epic Cycle both Cassandra and Laocodn warn that the Horse contains soldiers (Epit. 5. 17-18). The
details of the scene(s) remain obscure, as, indeed, in which poems they belong.?*® Nevertheless, the
perception of the soldiers inside the Wooden Horse is a good example of the smudging of the etic
distinction between prophecy and magical sight, which, emically, is simply povtootvn. It is not a

distinction and so not a question that would ever have occurred to a Greek audience member.

Finally, there are a couple of cases in Homer which blend the intuitive and sign types of
divination.?® Apollo and Athena have agreed that one of the Achaeans will duel with Hector. The Trojan

seer Helenus supernaturally perceives (cOvOeto, VIL.44) this, and encourages Hector to call forth one of

212 The fragment doesn’t use a verb for Mopsus’ perception, but £deto is used of the empirical confirmation of his
statement (5).

213 West sees this as an Indo-European story pattern, paralleled in Nordic Myth and in India in the Brhadaranyaka
Upanisad, 3. 9.26, see West 2007, 74 and 2013, 257.

214 The word is used only here, at X1V.344, and at Theoc. Id. 25.233 before the turn of the millennium.

215 Certainly Laocoon in the Iliou Persis, but maybe also Cassandra. According to West, Cassandra’s warning was
originally in the Little lliad (2013, 227-9).

216 This blending on the level of practice is mirrored on the level of practitioner: we will later see how the figure of
the Mantis occupies himself with all kinds of divination. These are the porous boundaries of which Flower writes
(see my n. 5). But, again, conceptual boundaries do not have to be absolute to be real.
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the Achaeans to a duel (VIL.46-51). He reassures him that it is not yet his fate to die, since he has heard
the voice of the gods.?!” Naturally, this bridging of the divine and human planes is a useful plot device
which moves the action quickly forward, but, importantly, it also shows that such perception is a
possibility in the Homeric universe: the poet might just as easily have had Athena or Apollo plant the idea
into Hector’s thumos, or appeared in an epiphany in the guise of another Trojan, as happens elsewhere.?!8
Again, there is no trace of possession, a change in Helenus’ mental state, or a divine effort in some way to
enter his mind. Nevertheless, it is not difficult to see how belief in divinatory possession could take root
in a culture where seers (at least in poetry) are able to hear the voice of the gods. I class this as mixed

because Helenus’ knowledge of the future is mediated through a kind of sign the god’s words.

The péya ofjpa related by Odysseus in the /liad is an intriguing example of mixing of types. The
Achaeans are on the way to Troy and have stopped at Aulis. The context is a sacrifice, a moment of
convergence of divine and human spheres.?*® A snake appears by the altar, and darts towards a nearby
plane-tree, cowering on a branch of which is a sparrow with her eight chicks. The snake devours them all,
and Zeus, who had sent forth the snake, then turned it into stone. Amid the general astonishment, Calchas
steps forward and interprets this as an omen from Zeus, according to which the Achaeans will toil for nine
years at Troy and take the city in the tenth (I1.299-330). It is repeatedly made explicit that Zeus sends the
snake (309, 318-9, 324), and it is introduced as a great sign, péya ofjpa — its credentials as an omen are
not to be doubted by internal nor external audience.??’ On the other hand, there is a strong divergence
between this and the simple, binary sign divination elsewhere in Homer (let alone the labyrinthine
elaborations of Mesopotamian and Hittite divination). Interpretation here is much freer, and it takes a seer
to step up and, amid general incomprehension, recognise and interpret the omen.??! No consideration of
rules or context could lead to the interpretation given by Calchas here: perforce, he relies on a

supernatural ability.??> As Cicero rightly asks, why should the sparrows represent years and not months or

27 “ob yap md ot poipa Oaveiv kol moTHOV EmGTEIV: | MC yap dyd O dxovoa Oedv aistyeverdov”, VIL 52-3.

218 While supernatural aural perception is not paralleled in Homer apart from, as we saw, once by Thetis and
Achilles, see e.g. Pind. Ol. 6. 65-7 for a classical parallel, where Apollo gives lamus the gift of seership, defined as
the ability to hear the voice of the gods that does not know how to lie (£§vba oi drace Oncavpov... paviocivac,
TOKO PEV Q@VAV AKOVEWY | YELSEWV AyvmoTov...).

218 Again, the typologically very common tendency to be more receptive to ominous phenomena during sacrifice, of
which | take the setting of this omen as evidence, looks forward to the take-up of extispicy two centuries later. See
also above, pp. 59-60 for a possible connection between the ritual moment and Vedic ornithomancy.

220 Odysseus is relating the story — my summary is taken from his direct speech. Presumably he only knows that it is
a sign and that it came from Zeus retrospectively, due to the words of Calchas. This explains the violation of
‘Jorgensen’s Law’ (1904).

221 geers like Halitherses and Theoclymenus elsewhere interpret omens, but do not use their inspired abilities to do
s0. Omen interpretation is spoken of as if it is a skill at which one can be more or less accomplished.

222 Aeschylus’ Calchas repeats the trick, not only interpreting the omen of the eagle and the hare in an entirely free
way but also correctly diagnosing the correct course of action from it (Ag. 122-57).
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days? Why should the interpretative focus be on the sparrows and not the petrification???® If it is right, as I
and others have argued, that sign divination already in Homer was rendered more binary and rule-based
by areal influence, this freer type of sign interpretation might well represent an archaic, traditional form of
Greek divination.??* Theoclymenus’ interpretation of a hawk shredding a dove’s feathers is another
example. He extrapolates from it that Telemachus’ family is and will remain the most powerful and royal

family in Ithaca.??®

Sign divination is not always a precisely defined discipline in Homer. Sometimes omens are
relatively simple, closely defined by their immediate context, and interpretable by non experts. But
sometimes, more elaborate omens (or omen interpretations) rely on the intuitive ability of a seer. As
Trampedach goes on to say, ‘Unlike the mantic professionals in Mesopotamia or Etruria, for example, the
Greek seers were not scholars who were bound together by a disciplina and who based themselves on a

fixed written canon.” Mixed intuitive divination could be used to fill this gap.

Reflections and Conclusions

I hope by now to have shown that what I call ‘intuitive divination’ is undeniably present in Homer, even if
it is not so prominent as sign divination. It is sometimes situated at the margins of what is possible in the
Homeric world, often occurring together with other improbable phenomena — talking horses, shape-
shifting sea-gods, silver-footed sea-nymphs, the preternatural laughter of the Suitors, man-eating
monsters, magical enchantresses, and blood-guzzling ghosts. But it is no less part of the Homeric world

for that, and, moreover, also occurs without any accompanying improbabilities in Homer and elsewhere in

223 De Div. 2. 30. 65. Collins is right to point to the anachronism of Cicero’s analysis here. Perhaps he is ‘a
forerunner of the intellectualist school of anthropologists who study divination’, but I would be inclined to see
Cicero as projecting onto Homer later conceptions of divination as a profoundly rule-based practice. Such rule-
based, quasi-scientific divination, | repeat, was originally a Hittite / Mesopotamian phenomenon. A sixteenth
century BC Assyrian or fourteenth century BC Hittite might also have asked Cicero’s questions.

224 Kai Trampedach discusses the scene at length (2008, Section II). He is right that ‘The interpretation follows no
definite rule’, but we disagree that it ‘requires an ability to combine the figurative content of the sign with the actual
situation’ — | do not see how mere knowledge of the situation is adequate to arrive at Calchas’ interpretation.

There is a similar case at xv.161-78, where an eagle appears on the right, bearing a goose in its talons. Peisistratus
and Menelaus are unsure how to interpret it, but, if it is not purely a metaphor, the gods briefly give Helen the gift of
prophecy (adtap &yd poavieboopat, mg £vi Bupd | abdvatol fadriovot kai ig tedéecbot dim, 172-3). She declares as
its meaning that Odysseus will soon return and destroy the Suitors. Unlike Calchas, however, she substantiates her
interpretation through analogies between Odysseus and the eagle. Moreover, the people who rejoice at the sight of
the omen must have correctly interpreted it too, which contrasts with the shocked incomprehension of the Achaeans
(xv. 164-5). In mixed cases, either the intuitive or the rule-based element can preponderate.

225 “HheTépon & ovk Eott Yévog Pactiedtepov dAko | &v dum T0dxmc, GAL’ DuEic kaptepol aiel.” xv.533-4
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other early Greek literature — as we have seen from my mentions of Hesiod, Aeschylus, the Epic Cycle,
and the Hymns. Near Eastern parallels, whether with Hebrew prophets or Mesopotamian Barus, are vague

and typological-looking — certainly by comparison with the close parallels I find in Sanskrit literature.??®

A philosophical concept can help to draw out the profound underlying difference between this
kind of divination and the first two kinds which I discussed. The Correspondence Theory has been one of
the most influential theories of truth in the history of western Epistemology.??” It states that a belief is true
if and only if it corresponds to a state of affairs which obtains in the world. Such a state of affairs can be
said, therefore, to be the truth-maker of the belief. The truth-maker for beliefs dependent on intuitive
divination is identical to the truth-maker for beliefs about the external world dependent on normal means:
just as my belief that there is a cup of coffee on the table is made true (or veridical) by there being a cup
of coffee, a table, and a relation of on-ness between the two, so Theoclymenus’ belief that the Suitors will
be killed is made true by the fact of their being about to be killed (here intuitively perceived). This future
state of affairs is sometimes but not always formulated as fated. By contrast, there is an extra step in sign
divination. Odysseus’ belief that the Suitors will be killed is dependent on the bird (that is, the word) of
Zeus — it is effectively a testimony, a pledge on the part of the gods that they will bring about the state of
affairs which is the truth-maker of the belief. This is equally true of the god who speaks through a
possessed human. Perhaps this is one reason why, in the hierarchy of epistemic reliability among
mechanisms of divination in Greek poetry, intuitive divination ranks higher than sign divination.?® When
its messages are rejected, it is the individual and their divinatory credentials which are besmirched, and
never the institution of intuitive divination itself. By contrast, the validity of ornithomancy is already

questioned in the Iliad (X11.230-50).2%°

And so sign and ecstatic divination are radically distinguishable from intuitive divination because
they rely (for the Greeks, if not always for the Mesopotamians and Hittites) on the will of the gods who
send the signs or enact the possession.?®® Signs must always be interpreted, and very often the words of

the possessed too — in the case of the words of the Pythia, twice: first by the priests who formulate (and

226 For more on the interaction between Near Eastern and IE comparison, see my introduction, pp. 4-14.

227 Its validity is nowadays generally thought to be limited to certain kinds of belief, but it is those kinds of belief
which I treat here and | do not go into detail.

228 For more on such hierarchies, with typological parallels, see Flower, 2008, 145.

229 More accurately, Hector expresses a preference for intuitive over sign divination: it is a comparative disdain. This
scene points towards an antagonism and a fortiori an emic distinction between the two. Hector doesn’t give his
reasons, but the fact that he prefers the method which I am arguing is more deeply embedded in the culture may not
be irrelevant. Poetry is not theology.

230 The fact that gods too can receive messages through sign divination (e.g. by Hermes in his Hymn at 30, and by
Apollo at 213-4) does not mean that omens are in some way above and beyond the divine. Such exceptions are very
rare in archaic literature, and, here, are due to the hymnic genre and the irreverent anthropomorphosis of the gods in
this rambunctious poem.
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perhaps versify) her response, and then by the recipient(s), who must decode her answer. For Kim
Beerden, indeed, the words of the possessed prophet are the sign to be decoded, and so analogous to any
other kind of sign (2013, 20). This equivalence works better in enigmatic cases. By contrast, the gods play
no part in intuitive divination. This rather depends on the inborn capacity of the seer (although this itself
may be god given). [t communicates lucidly: even when it takes the form of a vision, its meaning is then
made explicit by the seer himself (as we saw with Theoclymenus, and will see in the third chapter with
Cassandra).?®! It is for this reason that I made no mention of the divine in the necessary condition of my

definition of divination at the start of this chapter.

In the next chapter, having made these important distinctions between different kinds of
divination, I turn to the Rig Veda and Sanskrit epic. I will argue that, while there are few parallels for the
kinds of divination most closely paralleled by Near-Eastern practices, there are, as | have sometimes
alluded to along the way, strong, structured, and particular parallels for divination of the intuitive kind; I

make the case for shared inheritance in this area.

231 See also Penelope’s dream, which interprets itself through the words of the eagle (xix. 546-50).
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Chapter II — Intuitive Divination: Affinity and What to Make of

it

This chapter treats the commonalities between divination in early Greek and Indian literature. I
will argue that these are so profound that they can only be explained by inheritance from the time when
those cultures were one, and that full appreciation of this helps to shed new light on old texts. It will show

in action the methodology outlined in the Introduction.

Indo-Greek Methodological Matters

The oldest extant Indian literature is six or seven hundred years older than Homer, and after its
first attestation proliferates at a faster rate.?*? Indian practices of authorship make dating these early texts
extremely difficult. Already the earliest layers of the Vedas are collections composed by different authors
over centuries; these were themselves the kernels around which enormous swathes of supplementary
material later accreted, usually regarding the correct performance of ritual. The same goes for the two
epic poems, which were composed by many hands over many centuries.?®® The wholesale dating of texts
is therefore impossible, and I take care to mention, where possible and where necessary, to which level of
the text each section can be attributed. While this is an important caveat, it cannot be assumed that what is
old is conservative and preserves material of Indo-European pedigree. Time itself influences nothing, but

is merely the space in which cultures develop or react.

232 Based on traditionally accepted datings of the fourteenth to eleventh centuries BC for the RV and the eighth
century BC for the Iliad.

233 | am not convinced by arguments to the contrary, as in the work of, most prominently, Madeleine Biardeau and
Alf Hiltebeitel (see bibliography for representative works, with critical review by Mary Brockington), but align
myself with the ‘analyst’ school of, among others, E.W. Hopkins and John Brockington. Easy parallels with the
analyst and unitarian schools of Homeric scholarship are inappropriate, despite the overlapping terminology. The
Mahabharata alone is about ten times the length of the Iliad and Odyssey combined, and received its first complete
critical edition about two millennia after the Alexandrian editions of Homer. (There had long been emic editing
processes, but these were non-systematic.)
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Diffusion, Confusion

Between 327 and 325 BC, vast areas of the north-western sub-continent, from Balochistan
through the Indus basin, from Kashmir into Hindu Kush, were conquered by Alexander. After his death,
the lands deepest into the sub-continent were immediately reconquered by Candragupta Maurya, himself
the founder of a vast empire and a cardinal figure in Indian history. The regions towards Bactria (roughly
modern Afghanistan) remained in Seleucid hands until around 250, when Diodorus I gained sovereignty
over them, winning lands which stretched from the banks of the Indus in the South-East, west to the
Caspian, and north into western Kazakhstan — the so-called ‘Greco-Bactrian’ kingdom. Further campaigns
from that base into northern India from the early second century spawned various Indo-Greek kingdoms,
which themselves grew into independent states. The last of them survived into the final decades of the

first century BC, by which time native empires had fully reasserted themselves.

Although politically and geographically isolated from Greece, these kingdoms did introduce
certain elements of Greek culture into the sub-continent. Greek inscriptions are first attested in South
Asia’s northwestern corner in the time of Candragupta in the late fourth century BC. It is now widely
recognised that there were Greek influences in the material culture of that northwestern corner, most
notably that of Gandhara, but also elsewhere.?** If we follow traditional estimates for their composition,
the dating would also allow for the possibility of Greek influence in the later parts of the epics: E. W.
Hopkins’ view which sets the start of the compositional process at around 400 BC and the final limits at
around 400 AD remains generally accepted. 2° The Ramayana is generally considered to have been begun
a century or so later than the Mahabharata, and to have been textually fixed at around the same time —
even if it seems much more substantially the work of one man, that is, to have undergone much less
interpolation (inasmuch as it makes sense to talk of such within the ancient Indian notion of Epic
authorship).?® This temporal overlap has been enough for ‘diffusiomania’ to spread like canker through
the field. In the following section, I repudiate diffusion as a legitimate inference to make from the
similarities of the two Epic traditions in the vast majority of cases. The stakes are naturally high: if later

Greek-Indian diffusion can rival inheritance as an explanation for similarities in the Epic traditions, this

234 The fundamental treatment from within Western Classics is chapter 6 of John Boardman, 2015. See also the long
introduction of Wladimir Zwalf, 1996.

2351901, 397-8. See further the lucid discussion of Naama Shalom, with valuable summaries of previous scholars’
views (Maurice Winternitz, Hopkins, James Fitzgerald, 2017, chap. 4, esp. 107-117), and the magisterial treatment
of John Brockington, who raises the first date slightly to the sixth century BC (1998, 130-58). For the Vedic roots of
Epic.

236 See further Brockington, 1998, 377-97.
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would cast a pall of scepticism over my observations. It is for this reason that, although there is not much
of a case to be made for diffusion, few serious scholars have put it forward, and the prospect of Greek
influence is entirely ignored by scholars of Indian Epic, I aim to take seriously and demolish whatever

case there is, however flimsy.

Firstly, the chronological window should not be exaggerated — a couple of centuries of contact is
a short period for influence to take root and blossom. Moreover, even at the moment of Alexander’s
arrival, the overarching epic stories, along with many of their details, were already formed, and so any
comparison with Greek material on that level must be discounted. And there would necessarily be an
abatement in the intensity of influence with the political decline of the Indo-Greek kingdoms in the first
century BC. This rather limited timescale erodes confidence in the exertion of Greek literary influence a
priori right from the start. Finally, it is generally possible to single out and privilege early Epic material

for which influence is drastically less likely even than the notionally debatable later influence.?*’

Although, as noted in the perplexingly sympathetic response to his 2002 work in The Classical
Review, he was a professor of modern Art History and not Classics (Emily Kearns, 2004, 421), Thomas
McEvilley 2002 still provides the most robust defence of transmission in the historical period from India
to Greece and vice versa, and detailed examination of possible routes of transmission. Although his
concern is more philosophy than literature, the issues are substantially alike (although not quite identical —
see below). Proponents of diffusion whether between Greece and India or the Near East are sometimes

content to take similarity as the only proof that diffusion needs.?*® As I wrote in my introduction, this

237 For a summary of where the more archaic material lies, see Brockington, 1998, 130-58.

238 Fernando Wulff Alonso 2008 (translated into English in 2014 by Andrew Morrow) argues that all Sanskrit epic is
based on Greek epic, though he says nothing about methods of transmission: see the devastating but still too kind
review by Allen (2015). This is ‘diffusiomania’ at its most facile. The tradition of attributing the similarities between
the two traditions entirely to transmission has a long and inglorious history — through Arthur Lillie in 1912 (who
argued for influence in the opposite direction, from India to Greece) and Hermann Jacobi (1893, 95-99), as far back
as Dio Chrysostom (kai wop’ ‘Tvdoig ooty gdecbar v Ounpov moinotv, LeToAafOviav adTV &ig TV CQETEPAY
dudkextov te kai vy, ‘Even among the Indians they say that the poetry of Homer is sung, once they have
translated it into their language and dialects’, Or. 53. 6-7). He no doubt was referring to the common sight in India
of bardic recitation — but naturally of native not foreign poetry. Roberto Morales Harvey, however, takes the passage
at face value, cites it at length, and treats it as support for his book’s thesis of Greek literature’s deep infiltration of
Epic and dramatic Indian literature (2024, 7-9). There is nothing to be said for such claims.

Fiona Mitchell 2018 argues that the motif of an egg in a couple of Hellenistic era cosmogonies in India and
Greece is best explained by transmission, but, apart from wondering whether a vaguely similar Phoenician
cosmogony might have something to do with it, she hardly treats the question of the route of transmission.
Typological similarity is a drastically more compelling explanation for the loose affinities she finds.

Remarkably, it has even been proposed that the Mahabharata exhibits ‘des ressemblances avec 1’Enéide
qu’il nous a paru impossible d’attribuer au hazard’, and that, therefore, ‘[1]’hypothése d’une imitation de I’épopée
indoue par Virgile se présente alors’ (Josette Lallemant, 1959, 262, 263). For those who will not consider modes of
transmission, no hypothesis is too extreme.

The apotheosis of the diffusionist creed is Michael Witzel 2013, which argues that comparison of
mythologies around the world allows for reconstruction of a common, shared human mythology dating back
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methodology is unconscionably blithe — all the more so when the distances are, as here, colossal; the gap
between the extremes of the ancient Greek and Indian territories, the west coast of Anatolia and the valley

of Gandhara, is about 2500 miles as the crow flies, let alone in real human terms.

McEvilley usefully divides his discussion into parts — pre- and post-Alexandrian contact (1-22
and 349-402 respectively). The notional pre-Alexandrian contact would be bi-directional, whereas after
Alexander, the best case is for transmission from Greece to India, since Greeks went to India (either for
conquest or trade) vastly more than vice versa. He assumes that Achaemenid Persia, whose empire
spanned the entire interstitial area from 545 to 490, acted as a vector as transmission (6-14), but makes no
case for the profound and sensitive Achaemenid reception of Greek and Indian culture that such mediated
transmission would entail — none could be made. He also avoids consideration of the complicated
relationship between political and cultural unity. But perhaps transmission, especially but not only in this
window, was direct, from Greek to Indian. McEvilley successfully demonstrates the plausibility of Greek
and Indian traders meeting during this time, but, again, there is no case to be made for the kind of
sustained, close contact on which cultural transmission depends. Quoting Burkert, he speculates that there
were wandering seers and craftsmen (16-18). While a problematic vector even in the case of Greek —
Near-Eastern transmission, as [ write in my introduction and fourth chapter, intercontinental wanderers
crossing mountains and fording rivers to travel 3000 miles are so improbable as to warrant here only

mention, and only for the sake of thoroughness.

McEvilley is mostly concerned with philosophy, and writes in a long tradition that sees pre-
Alexandrian Indian philosophy as perceptibly influenced by Greek philosophy. Certain dynamics peculiar
to Greek and especially pre-Socratic philosophy could be expected a priori to conduce to transmission — a
drive for novelty and heterodoxy relatively uncurbed by a need to be traditional, its detachability from
other terrene concerns, its practice and consumption by an intellectual élite more likely to travel and take
interest in other cultures. Discussion has focussed on the pre-Socratics, and above all Heraclitus and
Pythagoras. Kenneth Reagan Stunkel 1979 has debunked much of this older scholarship, which is
characterised by a total neglect of consideration of vectors of transmission; following in his footsteps,
Alexander Forte and Caley Smith are sceptical of diffusion from India to Greece of the famous chariot-as-

soul metaphor. Their discussion yields widely applicable conclusions.?*® The most reliable information

100,000 years. How humble the Indo-Europeanist suddenly seems. Although the book’s central thesis is, naturally,
unpalatable, and rightly occasioned plenty of negative scholarly reviews, the book is worth reading for its collection
and juxtaposition of parallel material from around the world. Once Witzel’s diffusion hypothesis is discounted, the
endless alignments and surprises of human universals can be savoured.

239 2016. See Stunkel’s preface and introduction for an overview of scholarship until the 1970s. See also Charles
Kahn’s trenchant — and warranted — scepticism — ‘[i]f the comparative method in these areas [philosophy] tends to
provoke such strong resistance..., that is not simply because the specialist feels uncomfortable when confronted by
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about India available to Classical, let alone Archaic Greeks, held, among other claims, that Indians ate
grass (Hdt. 3.100), wool grew on trees (Hdt. 3.106), there were talking birds (Ctesias Fr. 45.8), and men
who had the heads of dogs (Ctesias Fr. 45.37).

Yet diffusion of philosophy is a digression. Even if a far better case for it could be made, this
would still not entail diffusion of literature. The dynamics peculiar to philosophy listed above do not
apply to literature, which would require a profounder mutual engagement for diffusion. Even in the
contemporary ‘information age’, a student of Buddhism or yoga need not be a student of Indian literature.
It is not the case that influence in one area entails it in another (as I argued in my first chapter and as I

shall explore again below).

The Post-Alexander era was always going to be more promising ground for the diffusionist. We
know that bards accompanied Alexander’s army on campaign, so that, presumably, Homer was sung in
Hellenistic India — a remarkable enough fact in itself.?*° Yet Alexander’s army and retinue left India with
him, and his territorial gains were taken back in an instant. Greek influence immediately retreated to
behind the Himalayas: this is important because the Indo-Greek kingdoms were offshoots of Greek
Bactria, and not the direct offspring of Greece itself. Indo-Bactrio-Greek might be a better term. Whatever
Greekness they had, it was not one easily assimilable to Greekness elsewhere — even if any sort of

Greekness without veneration of Homer would be hard to imagine.

Undeterred, Mcevilley imagines that Bactria and the northern sub-continent were dotted with
model Hellenistic poleis, each one endowed with a library (he extrapolates this from Oxyrhyncus), and
that ‘the Greek classics were studied by educated Asians’ (363). Having listed some Greek-speaking
intellectuals from Anatolia, the Levant, and Mesopotamia (but none from East of Babylon), he claims ‘It
is to be expected that the Greek cities in Bactria and India also produced their Hellenistic geniuses’ (364).

Even if this were true, it would not be clear that half a dozen cities on the orthern periphery of the sub-

texts he cannot control. It is also because those who make use of the comparative method do not always have a clear
view of what they are doing’ (299). He rightly observes that ‘the diffusionist hypothesis must stand on very shaky
ground, since even the possibility of historical contact is not easy to conceive’ (298), and notes the grave danger in
positing diffusion in a vacuum of direct evidence — to assume that diffusion underlies similarity ‘is not only to
prejudice the inquiry unnecessarily. It also tends to produce historical fiction... To call this historical fiction is not to
say that we know such creative stimulus... did not take place, but only that we have no good reason to believe that it
did’ (1979, 299-300). For a rejection of post-Alexandrian diffusion for literature which still today holds up well, see
Germain, 1954, 25-30.

And yet diffusion continues to be reproposed, see e.g. Burkert, 2008, 74 on transmission from India to
Greece through Iran, and Paolo Magnone, 2016, in the same volume as Forte and Smith. Seaford’s contribution to
the volume, although schematic in its insistence on the importance of rise of money on philosophy in both traditions,
puts forward a far more fruitful model of autonomous but parallel development.
240 For poets and poetic performance at Alexander’s Court at home and on campaign, see most recently Frances
Pownall, 2021, 247-55; see Marco Pelucchi, 2022, 41-2 for performances of Choerilus and Homer.
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continent speaking a different language could have a perceptible influence on Sanskrit Epic. Yet, in any
case, this is sheer daydreaming. We know vanishingly little about the society and literary culture of the
Indo-Greek and Indo-Bactrian kingdoms, and there is no evidence at all — apart from these states’ mere

presence — for McEvilley’s claims.?*

Archaeology is also of limited help in determining influence on literature. Firstly, the famous
Grecian Buddhas are a North-Western phenomenon, mainly centred around the isolated Gandhara, a small
Buddhist kingdom on an irriguous plain tucked into the far northwestern corner of the sub-continent,
bordered on three sides by the Himalayas and on the fourth by the Indus river. The Khyber pass on its
Western border was a vital crossing point over the Himalayas, and ensured that the region had more
traffic with central Asia than anywhere else on the sub-continent. The Gandhart language is exceptional,
preserving various phonological and morphological archaisms, and its lexicon contains words unattested
in other Indo-Aryan languages.?* It had its own script, Kharostht; derived from Aramaic and written right
to left, it was unrelated to the other Indian scripts, all of which were descendants of the archaic Brahmi
script.?*® Geographically marginal, culturally divergent, and Buddhist, there is no reason to think that
Gandhara had an overwhelming impact on the Hindu literature of the rest of India. It is not that the
Hellenic statuary of Gandhara demonstrates Greek cultural penetration into the sub-continent; rather, the
Greekness of Gandhara’s statuary, once properly contextualised, is one of a constellation of factors which

demonstrate its divergence from the rest of the sub-continent.

Gandhara provides the best but not the only examples of Greek influence on Indian art. Yet there
are more general methodological issues in using archaeology (and the trade to which it attests) as
evidence of other kinds of cultural exchange. The appreciation of an object necesSttates a priori a far
more superficial engagement in another culture than the appreciation of a literary text. It requires no
knowledge of language or scripts, nor the deep understanding of the wider society, its norms, or values on
which literary appreciation is founded. The eighteenth century European craze for Chinoiserie consequent
on the rise of trade with China at the time was not accompanied by an equal rise in appreciation of

Chinese literature.?** Furthermore, using art as proof of possible literary influence risks circularity, since

241 Specialised scholars are more realistic. See e.g. Stephen Wallace, ‘because so few literary sources exist, so few
archaeological sites have been excavated, and so much material is illegally excavated and only appears on the black
market, we have little to no historical context for much of the ancient evidence that comes out of modern
Afghanistan and Pakistan’, 2016, 206.

242 See further Richard Salomon, 2008.

243 See Colin Masica, 1993, 133-37.

244 The same applies to proponents of diffusion from the Near-East to Greece. | disagree with Johannes Haubold, for
example, who writes ‘Archaeological evidence shows a rapid spread of Levantine culture during the period Burkert
called the ‘Orientalizing Revolution’ (eighth/seventh century BC). There is no reason to doubt that literature
followed a broadly similar trend, but the details have remained elusive’ (2013, 21). The latter does not follow from
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many of the notional Hellenic influences observed in Indian art are open to the same criticisms that |
make in a literary context elsewhere, that is, that diffusion is invoked to explain mere typological

similarity. Artists are no more likely to footnote their influences than poets.

Maritime trade provides another possible vector of transmission. Indo-Roman and Indo-
Mediterranean trade relations are increasingly very well studied, and need little introduction. It is well
known that Mediterranean coins and myriad other artefacts begin to proliferate in India from the end of
the first century BC onwards, and McEvilley is right to emphasise the presence of Greek merchants in
Roman trade outposts along especially the Malabar but also the Coromandel coast of Southern India.?*
The intensification of trade across the Arabian Sea from the late first century BC on inaugurated a new
age of knowledge of India in the Mediterranean. By the middle of the next century, Ptolemy had accurate
information — that the Malabar Coast was South, not West of the Indus, and that the South Indians’ name
for themselves was TipovAa, in English ‘Tamil’ (Geo. 1. 17.4). This trade would flourish for a few
centuries, before tailing off as a result of geopolitical shifts in Egypt, the Mediterranean, and India in the
second half of the first millennium AD. Newly fragmented empire looked inward, and the conditions
necessary for such long-range withered away. By the end of the eighth century AD, for example, the

Ancient Suez Canal which connected the Nile to the Red Sea had become unusable.

The first problem in postulating diffusion from such trade is that it was focussed on the South, in
the coastal regions of the early South Indian Chola and then the Kalabhra Empires. The action of the
Epics, however, overwhelmingly takes place more than a thousand miles away in North India, and it is
there that the poems can be assumed to have taken shape (even if they had become pan-Indian in scope by
the time of the later layers of the poem — see Brockington, 1998, 198-9). In the Sanskrit Epics,
accordingly, the Yavanas were North-Western warriors, Indo-Greeks and Indo-Bactrians.lin Tamil

literature they were tradesmen.?4®

If maritime trade underlay literary transmission from Greece to India, it
would make much more sense to look for it in the literature of the Tamils, the principle trade partners of
the Greeks. At the very most, if it came to Sanskrit literature, it would most probably have done so
indirectly via Tamil influence on Sanskrit literature. This is a far harder case to make, since literary
contacts between the two traditions at the time are unclear. Unlike later, the earliest Tamil literature does

not borrow many words from Sanskrit and shows little influence of Brahmanism. These are desperately

the former, and the absence of independent evidence of vectors of diffusion is far more than a detail. See further my
first chapter, pp. 61-63.

245 2015, 379-83. Tamil Sangam literature knew the Yavanas primarily as traders and purveyors of luxury goods
(Karttunen, 2015, 330).

246 See the previous note.
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remote hypothetical possibilities. Not only is there no known evidence, but it is hard to imagine what such

evidence might come from or look like.

Apart from intense contact between peoples, it would also necesSitate a certain curiosity and
respect on behalf of the receiving culture. No-one argues that Mayan art and literature had any influence
on Velazquez or Cervantes. Mere contact does not establish the desirability on which diffusion is founded
(again, see the Introduction). One reliable way, therefore, to establish the probability of Greek influence
on the Sanskrit Epics would be to examine the view of the Greeks put forward in the texts themselves.
The Augustan Romans spoke of the Greeks knowledgeably, accorded them respect, and venerated them
for their cultural achievements. This went along with their intense borrowing from Greek literature. If
something similar could be found in Sanskrit Epic, this would be, if not probatory, a very encouraging

sign for the diffusionist.

The Yavana (from Greek lones), are mentioned thrice in the Ramayana and (at my count) thirty-
nine separate times in the Critical Edition of Mahabharata.?*” Most of these references are nestled among
vast catalogues which name more than a hundred peoples (often the allies of the Kauravas). They are
mleccha, a term roughly equivalent to Greek barbaros. They are most often referred to as warriors living
in the far North. In the Sanskrit Epics, they seem never to be connected with the trader Greeks who
visited the coast of South India. Unfortunately for the diffusionist, however, far from being the esteemed
progenitors of Western civilisation, the composers of epic seem to have viewed them — inasmuch as they
made any impression at all — as an uncivilised rabble, odious and sinful. They are often contemned along
with other deplorables, such as the Scythians, or Saka, who also at various periods within the same
timeframe ruled over kingdoms towards India’s northern border.?*® Yavanas take no part in Indian myth,
and the only Yavanas named in Epic have Sanskrit names, ‘Mura’ and ‘Naraka’ (Mhb. 2. 13.13): the latter
means ‘Hell’, and the former elsewhere is the name of a demon killed by Krsna. As Karttunen remarks,

these are names ‘suitable... for a barbarian heretic’ (2015, 347).

247 For an excellent book length treatment of the Yavana in Sanskrit literature, see Klaus Kartunnen, 2015 (pp. 3-26
for citation and translation of all epic passages which mention the Yavana). Note that a couple of very late passages
in Epic also mention Rome and Antioch — see Brockington, 1998, 134.

The word ‘Yavana’ must either have been borrowed at an early stage, or transmitted by an people who borrowed it
an early stage, since Skt. ‘v’ reflects Greek digamma (see Witzel, 1995, 104). The latter option is far more likely
(this would mirror Greek Tvéog, which was adopted through Persian). ‘Yavana’ by perhaps the fourth century AD
had become a general term for any kind of foreigner (and especially Arabs; see Karttunen, 2015, 99, 326).
Hemacandra’s twelfth century lexicon defines ‘Yavana’ as ‘Arab’ (ibid., 297, with references). Cf. Persian
‘Farangi’, which was borrowed in the Middle Ages from the demonym ‘Frank’, but now is used to refer to any
European foreigner throughout South Asia, East Asia, and the horn of Africa.

248 See further Karttunen, 2015, 344-57 for an overview of the Indo-Greeks in Sanskrit literature, drawing often on
the Mahabharata.
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For example, in a passage which for its language, glorification of Brahmans, placement in the
first Parvan (book), and irrelevance to the main plot can be securely placed in the final layer of
composition, an enraged holy cow squirts flames from her tail, defecates out Pahlavas (Persians), Sakas
spring up from her faeces, Yavanas from her urine, and various other ‘unsophisticated’ foreign tribes,
including Dravidians and Sri Lankans, from the foam at her mouth.?*® This derisive, scatological passage,
clearly intended to deride foreigners, is characteristic of Sanskrit Epic’s attitude towards Greeks. Thus, in
the case of the Sanskrit Epics, it is possible to go beyond Charles Kahn’s observation (see n. 240) that
since we have no evidence of diffusion beyond similarity itself, we have no reason to believe that there
was any. To assume important Yavana influence on Sanskrit Epic is not only to make assumptions from
no evidence. It is to disregard evidence pointing in the contrary direction, and to read against the grain of
the texts themselves. In other words, the hypothesis that the literature of the Greeks (or Bactrian Greeks,
if they even had a Hellenic literary tradition, and if that had anything to do with Homer) influenced the

Sanskrit Epics is not merely unverifiable, but is at odds with the evidence which we do have.

Diffusion of Divination?

Just as diffusion in one area need not entail it in another, its absence in one area need not entail its
absence in another. I argued in the previous chapter that the fact that divination was emically considered a
science granted it utility, and hence desirability as an object of intellectual trade. Literature, by contrast,
did not enjoy this desirability. This principle is confirmed in India-Greece relations. After the Indo-Greek
period, there appear in India texts which clearly draw on Hellenistic Greek ideas of astrology (themselves
ultimately from Babylon) and especially its most important sub-branch, horoscopy. By contrast with
literary influence, where there is no explicit hint of borrowing nor of awareness of Greek literature, let
alone translation of it, texts on astrology borrow self-consciously from Greek, translating not only terms
but whole works from that language. The Yavanajataka of Sphujidvaja, a versification of an earlier
translation into Sanskrit of a lost Greek work on astrology, is a good example. While the date is disputed,
it is certainly much later than all but the very latest parts of epic, being composed probably in the second

quarter of the first millennium AD.?*® The work’s name means ‘The Birth-Astrology of the Greeks’.

249 Mhb. 1. 165.34-37. The word used for Sri Lankans, ‘sithhalan’ (36), is first attested only in the late third or early
fourth century AD in the Pali Dipavamsa (9.1), which provides a reliable terminus post quem and confirms the
passage’s place in the latest layer of the Epic. I am indebted to Professor Justin Henry for pointing this out to me.
250 David Pingree dates the Sanskrit translation to 269-70 AD, and the Greek original to 149-50 AD (1978, 1. 20).
Bill Mak has recently drastically lowered the date of the Indian work to sometime between the fourth and sixth
centuries AD, though his reasons are open to dispute (2013).
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Astrology, defined loosely as the belief that the disposition of the stars can be interpreted as predicting or
explaining events on earth, is a typologically very common phenomenon — found widely among pre-
Columbian Americans, the ancient Chinese, and various traditional African societies. Striking, therefore,
is its near absence in the RV and the earliest Greek literature.?! Stars, as I will argue in chapter 4 on
‘ominemes’, do have to do with archaic divination in both traditions, but their role does not amount to
astrology in the proper sense. As will become clear, the pseudo-science of Astrology has nothing to do

with the kind of divination which I treat in the rest of the thesis.

More generally, David Pingree has argued that Indian Jyotihsdstra, a term which comprises both
astrology and astronomy, could have been receptive to Mesopotamian (and especially Babylonian)
influence from at least the fifth century BC, as well as later on through Greek mediation.?®? The common

Mesopotamian influence would have served as a shared foundation, invigorating the Indian interest in the

21 Though see Michael Witzel 1983 for an attempt to piece together a Vedic astrology.

252 In other words, from the time of Achaemenid occupation of Gandhara and the Indus river basin in the sixth
century — incidentally, exactly the same area later to be occupied by Alexander; see Pingree 1992 for an exposition
of his view of Achaemenid influence, and pp. 8-14, 1981 for a diachronic account of Indian interaction with Greek
material. Pingree would extend Mesopotamian influence in India to other areas of divination too (1992), though I am
less convinced by his arguments there. Tom Zanker has suggested that shared diffusion from Mesopotamia can
explain similarities between fable-like passages in Hesiod and the Mahabharata; yet he does not substantiate this
hypothesis by actually adducing such an original Mesopotamian tale (2009).

Indeed, similar looking traditions of animal fables in Mesopotamia, Greece, and India have often been attributed to
Mesopotamian diffusion. Certainly, fables are typologically among the most easily diffused kinds of literature. They
are short, popular in character, require no literary training to tell nor expertise to appreciate. As one important
scholar of fables writes, ‘Few literary genres, if... any, show greater continuity throughout their history than the
fable, spanning from Sumer to the present day. It has crossed over from literature to literature, from language to
language, producing endless derivations, imitations, recreations. Always the same and always different, it has
absorbed various religions, philosophies and cultures, which it has served as an expression... the fable is a popular
and traditional genre, essentially ‘open’, existing in infinite variants... The copyists of manuscripts believe
themselves authorized to introduce intentional variations to content, style or language. There are countless
derivations, contaminations, prosifications, versifications, etc.” (Francisco Adrados, 1999, xiii). This is importantly
different from the traditional Epic poetry which | treat. | return to a point which | make repeatedly in the thesis:
diffusion of one kind of object — or genre — need not entail diffusion of another. Fable need not entail Epic.

So much for the relevance of fables to this thesis. Though it is not my specialty, and I can only speak in
generalities, | briefly digress: There has long been a scholarly debate about what to make of the morass of criss-
crossing similarities among Greek, Mesopotamian, and Indian fables. As usual, diffusion is the first explanation for
which scholars reach. Yet short stories with animal protagonists and moral messages are a human universal, and
widely found not only throughout Eurasia but also Africa and pre-Columbian America. The apparent diachronic
priority of Mesopotamia is, in my view, a mere artefact of the fact that Mesopotamia had writing before those
places. It should not be taken as proof that Mesopotamia invented the genre and then diffused it to India and Greece.
The same goes downstream, on the level of detail: even if a Mesopotamian fable (or fable element) predates a Greek
or Indian one, this need only show that it is an older typological parallel — it does not make it a source. Fundamental
generic similarity (a universal) and the great abundance of broadly similar tales (which enhance the possibility of
chance parallels) are in themselves powerful explanators of similarity. Polygenesis is potent here. At the same time,
an earlier Mesopotamian attestation could simply be the first evidence for an international story shared through
diffusion: it is much easier to imagine the informal mutual exchange of such tales by unlettered second-language
speakers at an ancient port than discussion or performance of elaborate heroic poetry. See Haubold, 2016, 29-31 for
a slightly different take on the disanalogies between ancient Fable and ancient Epic.
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Greek practice. Moreover, since this Babylonian influence is present neither in archaic Greece nor in
India until the fourth century BC at the very earliest, it is often possible to sidestep the issue by mere
preference of early material. Pingree’s arguments are, as ever, based on inference and his dating of the
relevant texts tentative and open to question. He prefers high dates, and assumes influence from similarity

— an exercise fraught with danger.

Moreover, the study of foreign (pseudo-)scientific texts and the assimilation of foreign poetry into
traditional, oral, narrative literature are not to be blurred — the former by no means entails the latter. Greek
scientists and philosophers, especially Aristotle, had an intense influence on the Islamic Golden Age, but
the Mediaeval Arabs had no interest in Homer — the /liad was first translated into Arabic in 1904. In this
case, the texts bear out this separation: there is hardly a hint of zodiacs or Babylonian astrology anywhere
in Indian Epics, even in the latest layers; references to inauspicious events at the time of birth can be
sufficiently explained as general similarities owed to cultural universals, and do not go into enough detail
to be matched to Babylonian horoscopy. Therefore, it is not only that I avoid Astrology because of the
possibility of transmission. It is simply absent in Archaic Greece and the Vedic and Sanskrit Epic texts

which I treat.

Indeed, a robust, diachronically sensitive typology of divination, which I have provided in the
previous chapter, is vital for repudiating the spectral possibility that similarity is founded on shared
diffusion from Mesopotamia. As we saw, while there is plenty of evidence for Near-eastern influence on
Greece in the fields of extispicy, ornithomancy, and oracles, there is no evidence for such influence in
intuitive divination, which will be the fulcrum of the comparative project of this chapter. Lastly and just
as clinchingly, as we will see in the immediately following section, the RV, which dates back to a period
far before India could ever have undergone Near-eastern influence on such matters, knows the same
intuitive ability which is present in Greece and absent in the Near East. Not only does this make it
invaluable evidence in itself, but it also guarantees that later texts, where they agree with it, are continuing

something deeply archaic.
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Intuitive Divination in the RV

The RV presents a society different in important ways from those which came after it.?* The
picture it gives, however, is fundamentally inflected by its genre: it is no history, but a collection of
religious praise poetry dedicated by visionary poet-priests, sponsored by political power, and (usually)
addressed to the gods.?>* I shall have more to say about the composers of these hymns later in my
discussion of practitioners of divination, but it is important to note here that in the RV the roles of poet,
seer, and indeed priest are performed by the same individual.?®® Despite its generic limitations, the RV

must be the starting point of any genealogical comparative study.

We saw the salient characteristics of intuitive divination in Greece at the end of the last chapter.
This depends on an inherent, inborn ability which may be construed as god-given, and needs no ritual to
bring it on; it involves no change in mental state, but grants direct epistemological access to events far in
the past or future; the knowledge is either accessed instinctively, or through a supernatural perception
most often construed as visual.?®® The poetic and divinatory ability — which were one and the same in the

RV — of Rig-Vedic poets is characterised in precisely these terms.?’

253 Here is not the place to recapitulate these differences in general, but see the introduction of Stephanie Jamison
and Joel Brereton’s translation for a comprehensive and up to date presentation of the Rig-Veda (2014, 1-84),
expanded into a standalone book in 2020, as well as Jamison and Witzel, 2003, with a focus on religious and textual
aspects. Habib & Thakur 2003 is an accessible and reliable introduction to the socio-political aspects of the Vedic
age. Louis Renou 1971 is a classic and wide-ranging work, but now dated, especially on philological matters.

254 Witzel makes a comparison to the Psalms, aptly querying ‘What would such a collection of texts tell us about the
history of the Hebrews?’ (1995, 93). See that article and its accompaniment at pp. 309-52 in the same volume for
more on the socio-cultural background of the Rig-Veda and a judicious assessment of its usefulness as a historical
document.

What we have today is also one of several recensions (sakha) that have existed, though it does not seem that there
was profound variation between them. The arrangement of the hymns according to a discernible order of course
attests to a conscious process of organisation, probably not along after the hymns’ original composition.

25 See e.g. RV. X. 107.6 for an account of the role of the Rsi, ‘tameva Rsim tamu brahmanamahuryajfianyam
samaghamukthasasam’, ‘They say that just he is the seer, he the creator of sacred formulations, the leader of the
sacrifice, the singer of chants, the reciter of solemn words.” Jamison and Brereton always translate Rsi ‘seer’.

2% Relevant here is the deep association between sight and knowledge in Indo-European culture, as attested by the
semantics of the root *vid, which gives Greek (w)oida ‘I know’, (w)idein ‘to see’, Sanskrit ‘vid’ ‘know’, Latin
‘video’ ‘I see’, German ‘wissen’ ‘to know’, Russian ‘videt’ ‘to see’, etc.

For examples and discussion of this in archaic Greek literature, see the final two sections of the last chapter.

257 1t has been argued, for different reasons, that poets and seers (and heralds) were once one role in Greek culture
(Nagy, 1990a). The identity of seer and poet in the RV is the best evidence for the idea. There is indeed some
overlap in Archaic Greek literature’s treatment of both categories. See further below.
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According to a tradition first attested in Katyayana’s Sarvanukramant, the RV’s seventh book (or
more properly ‘Mandala’) is almost entirely authored by a certain Vasistha and his descendants.?%®
Although a historical poet with this name probably composed some of its hymns, it seems clear that the
school of familial or aesthetic descendants which he founded composed certain others.?*® In the post-Rig-
Vedic tradition, Vasistha would come to be viewed as perhaps the most important Rig-Vedic poet, one of
the especially venerable Saptarsis (‘Seven Seers’, catasterised as Ursa Major already in the RV), and
composer of some of the most famous and influential hymns in the entire collection. The seventh

Mandala is acknowledged as part of the oldest core of the work, and this, along with its general

prominence and Vasistha’s status as a paradigmatic Rig-Vedic poet, make it a favourable starting point.

While not gods themselves, Rig-Vedic poets were certainly immensely revered and accorded
divine attributes including supernatural powers. As in Greece (and elsewhere), in India an extraordinary
birth was a conventional signifier of divinity, and, accordingly, the last part of a famous hymn, VII. 33.9-
14, gives an account of the poet’s prodigious birth(s). Although it is a complex and elusive poem, in
which it is not always clear who the speaker is, how to construe the syntax, and how the sentences
connect to one another, the points germane to my purposes are clear. The first part of the poem treats
Vasistha’s successful enlistment of Indra at the battle of the Ten Kings; there follows some enigmatic
praise of the excellence of Vasistha’s poetic school and a riddling exposition of Vasistha’s births. He was
born when a lightning bolt crystallised into a man, he was born when the seer Agastya presented him to

the clan; the poem then swerves into an apostrophe:

utasi maitravaruno vasisthorvasya brahman manaso 'dhi jatah |

drapsarh skannam brahmana daivyéna visve devah puskare tvadadanta ||

sa praketa ubhayasya pravidvan sahasradana uta va sadanah |

yamena tatam paridhim vayisyann apsarasah pari jajiie vasisthah || VII.33.11-12

2%8 The Anukramanis are indexes detailing the order, metre, and authorship of literary compositions in a collection.
This, the oldest we have for the Rig-Veda dates to the second century BC. The extent to which they preserve archaic
information not derived from the Rig-Veda itself is disputed.

259 See the first chapter of Jamison 2007 for poetic personae in early Indo-lIranian literature and a defence of the
Sarvanukramant’s independent preservation of archaic material not deducible from the Rig-Vedic text. In any case,
the poet (or someone claiming to be him) names himself in 24 of the book’s 104 hymns.
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““And you are the descendant of Mitra and Varuna, o Vasistha, born from Urvasi, from her mind,
you formulator. A drop (of semen?) spurted forth: with a heavenly formulation all the gods took

you in a lotus.

He, foreknowing of both in his insight, possessing a thousand gifts and one gift (more), intending

to weave the covering stretched by Yama, was born from the Apsaras — Vasistha.””

‘sa praketa ubhayasya pravidvan’, ‘foreknowing of both in his insight’ is telling. The locative prakete
specifies that the foreknowledge takes place within his insight — in other words, it is a purely mental act

261 The root from which the word is derived, cit, combines general

dependent on no external stimulus.
mental activity with a certain intentionality; a usual translation would be ‘notice’ or ‘observe’, but when
the former element is stressed, it can mean ‘think’, and when the latter, ‘intend’. The prefix picks up that
of pravidvan, and may here also have a future force, ‘foresight’. While it does not seem to have a future
force in other Rig-Vedic usages, as at 1. 94.5, 11. 17.7, I1I. 30.1, X. 7.1, X. 104.6, X. 129.2, it is clearly

used of the supernatural knowledge of seers who follow Vasistha in the seventh verse of the same hymn,

which I discuss immediately below.

ubhayasya, ‘both’, is the obscurest word in the line. Jamison presumes it refers to both births (ad
loc.),%? and, implausible as such an interpretation may seem, such a paradox would not be unexampled in
the RV.%% But if so counter-intuitive a meaning were indeed intended to the exclusion of all others, one
would expect it to be made quite clear rather than left to be understood by the audience. Moreover, the
poem refers to at least four different births. More appealing, therefore, are Sayana’s gloss ubhayasya:
ubhayam divam ca prthivim ca pravidvan, ‘Both: foreknowing [events in] both heaven and earth’, and a
suggestion of Geldner’s, ‘Vielleicht ist... Vergangenheit und Zukunft zu supplieren’.?®* The translation of
pravidvan as ‘foreknowing’ may seem to tell against the last view, but in fact pra-vid can also denote

knowledge without particular reference to the future, which, under the last interpretation, would be

260 Al translations of the RV are taken from Jamison & Brereton, 2014. Apsaras are nymph-like female deities
closely associated with the arts. The Muses are usually taken to be a peculiarly Greek phenomenon, but certainly the
Apsaras would be a close analogue. Here, fascinatingly, Vasistha is the figurative child of the Apsaras just as Greek
poets could be the figurative children of the Muses (as e.g. Orpheus, son of Kalliope at Apollon. 1.23-4).

261 [ agree with Jamison & Brereton in preferring the locative over the Padapatha’s nominative. This makes better
sense in combination with praketai at 33.9, discussed below.

262 Her commentary, which is still being updated and expanded at the time of writing (28.11.24) is to be found
online:

http://rigvedacommentary.alc.ucla.edu/?page_id=49

263 See e.g. Daksa and Aditi who are born from each other at X. 72.4, and the creator god of X. 121 who is born
from the waters in the seventh verse and creates them in the ninth.

2641951, ad loc. For Sayana I use Miiller’s edition of 1849-74.
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understood in the context anyway. Again, it is in the style of the R} to leave multiple possibilities open,
and it would be scholasticism alien to the spirit of the text to foreclose its resonance by limiting
interpretation to one or the other meaning when both, by being equally possible, are equally valid: as we
have seen and will see again, seers can indeed see both future and past, and both human and divine
realms. In any case, this short phrase describes Vasistha’s power in terms already familiar from the Greek
examples discussed in the last chapter. He has knowledge of the future thanks to an inborn, mental ability,
present in him from the moment of his birth, and the text suggestively alludes to its supernatural extent.
The audience, familiar with the conventions about seers’ abilities, is reminded of traditional dyads about

the future and the past, and the human and divine realms.

The poem had emphasised the interiority peculiar to this kind of divination two verses previously
(VIL. 33.9): ta in nipyam hrdayasya praketaih sahasravalsam abhi sam caranti. Jamison translates, ‘Only
[the followers of Vasistha] converge upon the thousand-twigged secret with the insights of their heart.’
This secret of many twigs (or ‘many elements’, tantamount to ‘these many secrets’), are probably both the
impossible riddles in the preceding verses and other unknowable matters.?®® The collocation hrdayasya
praketaih, ‘insights of their heart’, is unique in the RV. Jamison translates hrdayasya, ‘heart’, as a
distributive singular, which seldom sounds idiomatic in English, but the point is clear: the emphasis is on
the inward nature of the insight used, and these insights are the instruments by which they achieve
understanding. Importantly, while in modern times the heart can be contrasted with the mind, as the
irrational versus the rational, in Vedic times as in Ancient India in general hrd / hrdaya was often
synonymous with mind, and never has the connotation of emotion or instability.?®® The Sanskrit should be

understood, in short, as ‘they converge... through the insights of the mind’.?%

A later hymn can help us to interpret the curious second part of the line treated above, ‘possessing
a thousand gifts and one gift (more)’ (33.13). Challenging Jamison’s translation, it shows how the verse
connects with seers in Greece, whose divinatory ability, as we saw, is often presented as a gift of the gods.
In this somewhat disjointed hymn, Indra and Varuna are treated as a unity (VIIL. 59).2® Among the

conventional entreaties and words of praises, comes the intriguing sixth verse:

265 Geldner 1951 follows Sayana’s attractive gloss, sahasravalsam: sahasrasakham samsaram ‘Das tausendfach
verzweigte Geheimnis ist die ewige Verjiingung und Generationsfolge der Menschheit’.

266 By contrast, #ardi has a much more physical connotation — ‘heart, viscera’ (see Louis Renou’s note, 1952 vol. 8,
p. 56). hyd has more commonly the abstract meaning close to manas, ‘mind’ (see ibid. vol. 10, on 1.171.2).
Cognates include English ‘heart’, Latin cor, cordis, and Greek kardia. Latin cre-do and Sanskrit srad-dha, ‘to
believe’, preserve a semantic reflex of the mental element. See Dagmar Wodtko et al., 2008, 417ff. on this rich root.
267 The claim that only the descendants of Vasistha have this ability is of course a partisan one, and not to be taken
literally.

28This is one of the semi-apocryphal Valakhilya Hymns: they were written after the rest of the collection in a
perceptibly different language, are more textually unstable, and were not treated by commentators like Sayana. On
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indravaruna yad rsibhyo manisarh vaco matirh $rutam adattam agre |

yani sthanany asrjanta dhira yajfiarh tanvanas tapasabhy apasyam ||

‘O Indra and Varuna, in that you in the beginning gave to the seers inspired thought, the thinking
of speech, what is heard — the insightful (seers) launched these as poems as they stretched out the

sacrifice. I looked upon them with fervor.’

In Greece, both prophetic and poetic speech are the gifts of the gods.?®® In the RV, of course, no
distinction at all is made between the two, and so the verse pertains to both. The four nouns could, as
Jamison supposes, describe the progress of poetic composition, from poetic reflection (manisam) to
‘thought (in the form) of speech’ (vd@co matim), to the heard poem (srutam). Clearly, the pattern ‘reflection
— considered speech — announcement’ could be easily applied to divination.?” Salient also is the double
use of derivatives of the Indo-European root *men, the root also of Greek Mantis.?"* The root is key to the
language of divination, but given its extraordinarily wide semantic field, it should be treated with care.
Suffice it to say here that, first, its association with mental (mental) activity suggests the close conceptual
association between the latter and divination at the time of Greek-Indic unity (and not with signs), and,
secondly, that it has no reflexes to do with madness in daughter languages other than Greek, which

strongly suggests that this was a peculiarly Hellenic development.?’

the other hand, unlike other supplemental hymns they were transmitted with accents and listed in the
Sarvanukramani. Even if they are not Rg-Vedic, they are still from the Vedic period, perhaps from the first couple of
centuries of the first millennium BC, and as such it is legitimate to read them in dialogue with older hymns. See
Jamison & Brereton, 2014, 1130 for a concise introduction. Hermann Oldenberg, 1888, 209-19 and Hopkins, 1896
still provide useful background. See note 341 below for a problematisation of using language to date hymns of the
Atharvaveda — this should be borne in mind while considering the Valakhilya Hymns, though, to my knowledge,
they have not themselves been subjected to recent linguistic analysis.

269 | discuss this idea in passing in Chapter One, e.g. at pp. 77 and 81, a propos of passages 1.72 and x.494-5.

270 50 Jamison puts it in her note ad loc., apparently following Geldner, who translates ‘ausgedachte Rede’. Another
interpretation would take vaco and matim separately, since this is not a usual collocation (only elsewhere at I.
123.1), giving ‘reflection, utterance, intelligence, and heard speech’. This too would apply equally well to both
prophetic and poetic speech.

271 As well as mainomai, menos, mimnesko, memona, automatos, Mentor, and possibly Mousa; in Sanskrit it gives
mati (probably formed by the same processes of morphological derivation as Greek Mantis), manisa, and manas
(twin of Greek menos, ‘mind’), mantra (‘sacred speech, hymn”), muni (‘sage’).

272 This is important because it is often assumed that the vocalism man- in Greek Mantis is founded on an analogy
with mainomai (we would expect a zero-grade, **matis, cf. auto-matos, from *auto-mntos, and Sanskrit mati from
*mnti). An etymological association between mainomai and Mantis goes back to Plato Phdr. 244c, and would go
against what | argued in the previous chapter — that madness and possession were not linked to divination at any
early stage in Greek culture. More or less emic as he may be, Plato should not be taken at his word. mainomai
denotes loss of one’s wits or martial rage in Homer, not prophetic madness or inspiration. Clearly it had nothing to
do with Manteis for Theognis, who wrote T@v yap powvopéveov nétetal Bupog te voog e, // BovAn & gig dyabov kai
voov &c0Lov dyet, ‘For the mind and soul of the mad is in flight, // And judgement leads to the good and to sound
mind’ (1052-3). Clytemnestra uses mainetai when she wishes to denigrate Cassandra’s mantic credentials (Ag.
1064). Its first direct attestation (ignoring Heraclitus DK fr. 92, since Plutarch might have changed the wording) in
connection to divine inspiration is Eur. Ba.301, and to prophecy is, remarkably, only in Plato himself. Moreover,
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Yet the verse’s explanatory value for VII. 33.13 is in the verb adattam, ‘you gave’. These abilities
are here figured as a gift of the gods — similarly to Greece and differently to Ancient Mesopotamia, where

divination is a trade to be learnt through study.?"®

agre, ‘in the beginning’, even hints at a cosmology of
the creation of diviners, of the sort found in the Homeric Hymn to Apollo. This formulation of divinatory
power as a divine gift is found elsewhere in the RV, perhaps most famously in the justly celebrated VII.
88, in which Vasistha regretfully depicts his once close relationship with his divine patron, Varuna, before

a rupture brought about by the poet’s recent sin:

vasistharh ha varuno navy adhad rsirh cakara svapa mahobhih |

stotaram viprah sudinatve ahnam yan nu dyavas tatanan yad usasah ||

‘Varuna placed Vasistha on the boat. Skillful in his work, he made him a seer through his great
powers. The inspired poet (made him) a praise singer on that brightest day of days for so far as

the heavens, for so long as the dawns will extend.’?™

The detail communicates the intimacy between poet and god and signals the poet’s pride in his special

power, while, incidentally, allowing an insight into how men are made rsis. Varuna was not the only Vedic

since even in Homer mainomai’s semantics differ from those in the classical period, why should it be assumed that it
was connected to madness whenever Mantis was first coined, instead of something more aligned with comparative
material and other derivatives within Greek? It is difficult to see how the following semantic drifts could have taken
place in this order: mainomai — ‘I think deeply’ to ‘I rage’, on which was based Mantis ‘rage, madness’, then ‘rager,
madman’, then ‘prophet, seer’ by the historical period. A much simpler and more convincing account would be that
mainomai — ‘I think deeply’ formed the basis of Mantis — ‘deep thought’, with the subsequent semantic drift
happening independently and simultaneously. This would agree with cross-linguistic evidence, i.e. Skt. ‘manyate’,
Avestan ‘mainiieite’, Old Irish ‘muinithir’, Old Church Slavonic ‘msnjo’ — all ‘to think’; Lithuanian ‘minit’, ‘to
remember’. In short, even if it is the reason for the unexpected vocalism in Mantis, that is no reason to believe any
archaic connection between divination and madness.

There is a further formal problem. Robert Beekes is surely right that Mantis originated as an abstract noun,
and itself underwent morpho-semantic drift to become an agent noun (2010, ad loc., with references). The suffix -tis
for an agent is highly unusual in Greek, and points towards a diachronic explanation — the only analogies are partial
— portis (‘calf’, hardly an agent), and the notionally Aeschylean marptis, ‘brigand’ — useless datum since it is a
conjecture. Either, as Beekes suggests, the -ti- is a Doric / Aeolic reflex borrowed into other dialects, or the
formation dates back to a time before ti became si in Attic-lonic and Arcado-Cypriot, and never underwent the -ti- to
-si- change because the second compensatory lengthening would have necesSitated the opaque form **masis
(incidentally, masis is attested by Hesychius in both simplex and compound forms with the meaning ‘megalos’ —
this may also have motivated the archaism). | can think of no parallels for the latter case, but equally in the former
case it is difficult to imagine how the -si- form should never be attested, and what would motivate the general
adoption of the Doric / Aeolic form.

In any case, it is surely right that the word started out as a feminine abstract noun meaning ‘sacred thought’,
like Sanskrit mati, and came to its present meaning through semantic drift, a simple enough metonymy: see the
development of the abstract epimeleia, ‘care’, to ‘commission’, then ‘office of commissioner’ and finally
‘commissioner’. The formal problems, however, are knottier, and certainly should not be reduced to semantic
equivalences apparent only from the fourth century on.

273 On which see the previous chapter.
274 4. As Apollo in Aeschylus and his Hymn above, Varuna is here figured as inspired. The boat is Varuna’s, and
poet and god are pictured sailing on it together in the preceding verse — another token of their confidence.
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god who ennobles men in this way: Agni is capable of the same at 1. 31.1, where he is ‘the whirling
creator of seers for mortals’; and the poet of III. 43 asks (rhetorically) that Indra confirm him in his
prophetic abilities — ‘Will you indeed (make) me a seer, (for) I have drunk of the pressed drink’ (5). Soma
too can be addressed as rsimand ya rsikrt, ‘you who have a seer’s mind, you who make men seers’ (IX.
96.18). The blind poet-seer Dirghatamas could well be referring to his special ability when he proclaims
‘though bound, I roam about in secret by my thinking’. More transparent, at any rate, is what follows:
‘When the first-born of truth [i.e. Agni] has come to me, only then do I attain a share of this speech
here.”?” Similarly, at X. 43.7, ‘vardhanti vipra maho asya sadane yavarh na vrstir divyena danuna’, ‘the
inspired poets at the (sacrificial) seat increase his greatness, like rain the barley, with the heavenly gift
[/drop].” ‘divyena danuna’, ‘divine gift’, is a brilliant pun — just as rain is the gift of the heavens which
makes the barley grow, so the poets magnify Indra through the divine gift of their inspiration. ‘divyena’ is
used first in the literal sense ‘of the heavens’, and then in the metaphorical, ‘divine’.?’® The phrase would
be perfectly at home in Archaic Greek poetry. In all these passages, divinatory power is figured as a

privilege dependent on divine largesse.

In light of this, better sense can be made of the mysterious phrase at VII. 33.12, sahasradana uta
va sadanah (‘possessing a thousand gifts and one gift [more]’). Meaning must be established before
interpretation: Geldner’s understanding of the hapax sadanah as sadadanah through haplology is
unnecessary and unparalleled (he despondently notes ad loc. ‘nicht ganz klar’); Sayana’s gloss is scarcely
more illuminating. Jamison’s note summarises the views and aporiai of several luminaries of Vedic
scholarship (Ludwig, Oldenberg, Klein); her conclusion is worth quoting, ‘If the uta va should be read as
disjunctive ‘or’ (as I admit it should), perhaps this is instead... “having a thousand gifts — or one (big)

gift.”?’” She does admit, however, that ‘What the gifts refer to I have no idea’.

Her idea that the thousand gifts are equivalent to one (big) gift is structurally right. All that is

necessary is to plug in the appropriate cultural information — that seership is a gift — and the words

2751, 164.37. It continues, ‘He goes inward and outward, controlled by his own will — he, the immortal one of the
same womb as the mortal one.” This hymn is both extremely difficult to interpret and heterodox in thought — some
have seen in .46, for example, a statement of monotheism, or at least some kind of monism. But what is necessary
for present purposes — Agni’s role in enabling the poet to compose hymnic speech — is quite clear.

278 ‘divyena’ is also a key word in Epic poetry for construing the gift of intuitive divination. See below pp. 118-19.
277 She therefore recants the published translation in her commentary. If uta va were taken as additive, a possibility
which Jamison rightly discounts, then it would be a simple circumlocution for ‘innumerable gifts’. The hyperbolic
number ‘a thousand and one’ is expressed in some languages as ‘a thousand [noun] and [noun]’, as e.g. The One
Thousand and One Nights, whose Arabic title is ‘Alf Leila wa Leila’, literally ‘a thousand nights and a night’. ‘A
thousand and one gifts’, made into a possessive bahuvrihi (exocentric compound), would in this way become ‘A
thousand-gifted and one-gifted’, which amounts to ‘innumerably gifted’. I do not know why Jamison in her
translation adds ‘more’ in parenthesis. This would be simpler Sanskrit than it has been given credit for, but, given
the existence of another viable interpretation, uta va should indeed be taken in its natural sense, ‘or’.
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become clear. Two verses previously, the poet had characterised the occult knowledge on which seers
converge as a ‘tree with a thousand twigs’ (ninyam sahasravalsam), and our phrase makes the same play
on singularity and plurality. In one sense, the seer has access to one secret — the capacity to access occult
knowledge; in another sense, he has access to a myriad of individual secrets concerning discrete events.
As the poet’s beautiful image has it, these are like a thousand twigs branching from the same tree.
sahasradana uta va sadanah functions in the same way: in a sense, the rsi has one gift, that of divine
sight; in another sense, he has the gift of foreknowing numberless individual events. This makes excellent
sense in the wider context of a hymn celebrating the power of Vasistha, and in its immediate context —
‘Foreknowing both [heaven and earth] in his insight, having a thousand gifts, or one gift,... Vasistha’. By
looking out for the language of divinatory giftedness, visible in the RV just as in Archaic Greece, we can
read texts anew at the level of the sentence, harmonising the intra-textual with the intertextual and even

the inter-cultural.

What the Re-Veda Shows

The picture which has emerged so far is of an inner ability often said to be possessed as a result of
divine patronage — that is, a divine gift, and always highly prized by both its possessor and others. In the
RV, we are shown this power being put to poetic use, enabling the usual subjects of Rig-Vedic hymns,
including tales of long ago and the dealings of the gods.?’® There are hints elsewhere of a more capacious
phenomenon, and my treatment here is necessarily inexhaustive. Rig-Vedic poets are self-referential and
self-reflexive, and it is only thanks to these qualities that we are able to limn their conception of the
intuitive sight which underlies both poetic composition and the divinatory ability to see into the far past,
far future, and into the realm of the gods: yet they were not literary critics, and discussion of these matters
was by no means their primary concern. Indeed, it is fortunate that the RV furnishes references so

numerous and so rich.

On the other hand, the hymnic genre of the RV is not interested in the linear relation of myths.
These appear in shards and asides, not in long narratives, and are so fragmentary that often it is
impossible to make sense of what the original story might have been. Clearly, however, there was a
corpus of myth shared by the original audience of the RV, and known well enough by them that they

could make sense of even the briefest allusions when we cannot. There was undoubtedly a contemporary

278 See below for its help in knowing the beginnings of the universe and its use in the composition of cosmogonies.
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epic tradition which related these myths in narrative form, and which evolved into the tradition enshrined
in the two monumental Sanskrit epics;?” it is that tradition which should be rummaged for tales of
divination and for the behaviour and capabilities of seers more broadly, not the short, sponsored hymns to
deities which comprise the bulk of the RV. And so the importance of the Rig-Vedic evidence is not in its
giving a complete picture of intuitive divination, but in its demonstration that there are discernible already

in the Vedas elements of the intuitive divination found in Epic.

Intuitive Divination in the Mahabharata (and Ramayana)

Seers in Sanskrit Epic and para-Epic, as in Greece, are ethereal figures who drift in and out of the
action according to the exigencies of the narrative moment (they are in this way a valuable expedient for
the poet). They elucidate, prophesy, and intervene; more than any other class of character, they are
empowered to instruct and upbraid those in power.?®° There are too many examples of intuitive divination
in Sanskrit Epic for all to be treated, and I prioritise depth over breadth, discussing representative
passages. I start with Sanskrit Epic descriptions of divinatory ability, comparing these as I go to the Greek
situation. I then consider in detail a formula which both traditions inherit from the time of Greco-Indic
unity.?®! Next, moving up to the level of scene I treat an example of a seer in action and compare this to a
couple of scenes from the Iliad. After making an important methodological point, I again ground my
discussion in the shared inheritance of a formula. I close by considering the similar effects which poets

achieve by granting divinatory ability to non-seers.

The Bestowal of Intuitive Divination, and What it is in Sanskrit Epic

219 See Witzel 2005’s long and openly speculative account of how the Mahabharata might have grown out of Epic
narratives contemporary with the RV. See Witzel 1995 for a similar paper with a socio-political focus, and Asko
Parpola, 2002, for a characteristically heterodox view on these issues. See also Christopher Minkowski 1989,
especially 416-7, on how Vedic ritual provided for intervals in sacrificial action during which bards were to recite
heroic stories — the setting of two of the Mahabharata’s frame stories.

280 Resemblances between practitioners of divination are further explored in the fourth chapter of the thesis.

281 2300-2200 BC would be a plausible terminus ante quem: see the introduction.
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The most useful passages for understanding how intuitive divination works in Sanskrit Epic are
those in which this power is granted to Gandhart and Safijaya by Vyasa, the greatest seer of Sanskrit Epic
and poet of the Mahdabharata, since they inevitably include description of the gift. Gandhari, daughter of
Subala, king of Gandhara, was granted the gift of having a hundred sons.?®? The patriarch Bhisma
therefore arranged a marriage between her and Dhrtarastra, king of the Kurus. Subala heSitated because
of Dhrtarastra’s blindness, but in the end consideration of his illustrious lineage and good morals
prevailed. Gandhart on receiving news of her marriage ‘took a kerchief, folded it many times, and,
vowing utter fidelity to her husband, blindfolded her eyes... [for she] resolved that she would not
experience more than her husband could.’?®® In short, GandharT immediately shows herself to be the
paradigm of the devoted wife.?®* The two are matri- and patriarch of the Kuru dynasty, with their hundred

sons the principal fighters against the army led by their cousins, the five Pandava brothers.?

The previous section has concluded with Gandhart lamenting the destruction of the war at the

gathering of the main characters in the hall of Dhrtarastra. Then,
apasyat tatra tisthanti sarvarm divyena caksusa
pativrata mahabhaga samanavratacarini
ugrena tapasa yukta satatarn satyavadini
varadanena krsnasya maharseh punyakarmanah
divyajfianabalopeta vividharh paryadevayat
dadarsa sa buddhimati diirad api yathantike

ranajiram nrviranam adbhutarm lomaharsanam...

282 Yudhisthira’s scene with Arjuna at Mhb.3.38 is a late passage clearly different in nature from the subject here.
See J. L. Mehta, 2009, 76-79 for synopsis and discussion. Thetis provides a Greek parallel of a woman whose
marriage is determined by a prophecy regarding her offspring.

283 1, 103.13, translation of van Buitenen, 1973. | here recapitulate Mhb. 1. 103.9-17.

284 Just like STta in the Ramdayana. Cf. the guidelines for the wife in the roughly contemporary Manusmyti (Laws of
Manu) 9. 29-30.

285 For the family tree, see the final page of the chapter.
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‘Eminent [Gandhart], devoted to her husband and still fulfilling her vow to be the same as he

was, 286

Standing there [in the palace], saw everything with the divine eye.

287

Engaged in great austerity,’ always truthful in her speech,

And accorded divine knowledge through the precious gift of the great seer
And doer of holy deeds, Vyasa, she began a varied lament.
Newly endowed with understanding, although she was far away she saw as if she were present
The awe-inspiring, horrific battlefield of the heroes among men.’
11.16.1-4

I analyse this passage along with the following two. At the beginning of the sixth book of the
Mahabharata, the two armies are massed and the great war is about to begin. Vyasa, who is watching,
turns to speak in private to King Dhrtarastra. The former’s grand introduction is fitting to this important
moment — ‘bhagavan rsih sarvavedavidam srestho vyasah satyavatiSatah | ... bharatanam pitamahah
pratyaksadars$t bhagavan bhiitabhavyabhavisyavit’, ‘Vyasa, venerable seer, best of all those who know the
Vedas, son of Satyavati, ... forefather of the Bharatas,?®® the eyewitness who, venerable, knows what was,
is, and will be’ (6. 2.1-2). He tells Dhrtarastra that time has run out, and that he must now watch the

inevitable without giving in to grief. He makes an extraordinary offer — ‘““yadi tv icchasi sarhgrame

286 | owe this interpretation of samanavratacarini to Fitzgerald, 2004, ad loc. All translations of Epic are mine
unless otherwise specified.

287 Again a reference to her self-denial in blinding herself because of her husband. The poet is not interested in
thematising Gandhari’s blindness by presenting it as somehow exchanged for prophetic vision. If he had been, this
would have been a natural place to do so. Greece, by contrast, was interested in this notion — see the famous tale of
Teiresias at [Hes.] fr. 211ab [Most = 275 MW], and Phineus (at Apoll. 2.178ff.) and Euenios (Hdt. 9.92-94) for
other blind prophets. The motif ties seers together with poets, who from the earliest stage in Greece are also
commonly blind, e.g. Demodocus (viii.65), Thamyris (11.594-600), Stesichorus (Pl. Phaedr. 243a), and Homer
himself. In India, there is a blind Rg-Vedic seer-poet, Dirghatamas, whose speaking name literally means ‘he whose
darkness is long’; he mentions his own blindness at 1. 147.3 (cf. 4. 5.13), but it is never presented as in exchange for
prophetic vision. (Jamison, 2007, 313 suggests that his name also reflects the difficulty of his hymns, but this is
superfluous.) | cannot think of other blind poets or seers in ancient India.

There is not enough to suggest that the exchange of poetic / prophetic vision for physical blindness was an inherited
property, rather, it seems an elaboration in line with idiosyncratically Greek ideas about the divine tendency to mix
their gifts. As Achilles says, “Sotoi yép te 0ot katakeioTon £v Ad¢ 0BdeL / Smpwv olo Sidwot kakdv, Etepog &
gav”, “two are the jars which lie on Zeus’ floor. From one he gives ills, from the other, blessings™” (XXIV.527-8).
Cassandra, who had both the gift of prophecy and the curse that no-one would believe her words, manifests the same
compensatory pattern.

288 The wider family descended from Bharata to which both Kurus and Pandavas belong. Again, see the chart on the
final page of the chapter.
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drastum enarm vi§am pate | caksur dadani te hanta yuddham etan nisamaya’”’, ““If you want to see [what

happens] in battle, o lord of the earth, I shall give you the power of sight. Yes, perceive the battle for

1222

yourself!”” (6. 2.6) Dhrtarastra refuses, saying that he could not bear to witness the slaughter of his

kinsmen. He adds, however, that he would like to hear about its every detail, through the power of Vyasa

(tava tejasa, 6. 2.7). I quote Vyasa’s reply in full:
“esa te sarmjayo rajan yuddham etad vadisyati
etasya sarvam sarmgrame naparoksarn bhavisyati
caksusa sarhjayo rajan divyenaisa samanvitah
kathayisyati te yuddhar sarvajiias ca bhavisyati
prakasam va rahasyar va ratrau va yadi va diva
manasa cintitam api sarvarh vetsyati sammjayah
nainar $astrani bhetsyanti nainamm badhisyate sramah
gavalganir ayam jivan yuddhad asmad vimoksyate
aham ca kirtim etesam kurtinam bharatarsabha

pandavanam ca sarvesam prathayisyami ma $ucah”

““O king, Safijaya here shall describe this war to you.
Everything in this battle shall be within his ken.

Safijaya here, o king, endowed with the divine eye,

Shall narrate to you the war, and he shall know everything,
Whether manifest or secret, whether by night or by day;
Safijaya shall even know everything thought in people’s minds.
Weapons shall not cut him. Fatigue shall not weary him.

He, the son of Gavalgana, shall return alive from this war.

And I myself shall tell of the fame of all of these Kurus
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And Pandavas, o Bull of the Bharatas. Do not grieve.”’
6.2.9-13

Like Gandhari, Safijaya takes on the full suite of prophetic powers here. Naturally, this is also a ploy of
great expedience since it internally motivates the narration of the battle: the gift is in the service of the
external audience as much as in Dhrtarastra’s. The implausibility of the latter’s refusal of the power of
sight is meagre price to pay for so elegant an arrangement. One level up in the mise-en-abyme structure of
the Mahabharata is VaiSampayana, who learns the story from the sage Vyasa, and recounts it to

Janamejaya.?®

Returning to the above passage, Vyasa next describes at great length the terrible omens he sees,?*
and discourses philosophically with Dhrtarastra (6.2-4). Now turning to the newly enhanced Safjaya,
Dhrtarastra asks him about the earth and cosmos. The introductory structure may be traditional (Hesiod
asks his own Muse the same question [Theog. 113-14]), but the bloated dialogue which follows is clearly
from the latest period of the composition of the Epic, which saw the accretion of vast amounts of didactic
material (6. 5-13). It is in any case irrelevant to my current purpose. 6. 14.1 brings an abrupt break: ‘atha
gavalganir dhiman samarad etya samjayah | pratyaksadarst sarvasya bhiitabhavyabhavisyavit’, ‘Then wise
Safijaya, son of Gavalgana, having returned from battle, the eyewitness of all, who knows what was, is,
and will be...” There is an obvious problem: Safijaya returns from the war, but there has been no verse
which says that he went there in the first place. Some manuscripts omit 6. 14.1, presumably for this
reason; others awkwardly add verses after this one.?®! More troubling, though, is the very notion that he
would go to the battlefield. Wouldn’t this defeat the point of Vyasa’s gift, thanks to which, as is said in the
very same line, Safijaya was all but omniscient? Yet on closer examination of the above passage, it seems
that Vyasa does indeed presuppose that he will physically go to battle. He says that he will return from it
alive, and, moreover, it would otherwise be pointless to grant him invulnerability and indefatigability.

Now is not the place to address this issue, which swiftly involves fundamental questions about the make-

289 Described at Mhb. 1. 1.8-9. For more on Vaisampayana, Janamejaya, and the wider significance of the poem’s
frames, see again Minkowski, 1989. Vyasa’s omniscience, of course, also depends on his prophetic abilities. I take
up Saiijaya’s case here because the matter is made more explicit.

2% To be considered in the nextchapter.

291 See 59*, found in the apparatus of the Critical Edition, ad loc., attested in two Devanagari mss.: ‘Safijayah at the
instigation of Dhrtarastra had gone to the field of the Kuru [i.e. the battlefield], with the speed granted him by
Vyasa’s gift. Having had a look in the battle, o king, he was back in an instant’, ‘vacanad dhrtarastrasya kuruksetram
jagama ha | vyasasya varadanena tvaramanas tu safijayah | drstva tu samare rajan ksanenaiva samagamat.’ [sajayah
and kuruksetra are written, but presumably these are printing errors or problems with the scan of the text which |
use. ‘samare’ should almost certainly read ‘samaram’, giving ‘having seen the battle’, but I translate the text
provided.]
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up of the text.?®> My current purpose is the modest one of establishing that there is in Sanskrit Epic
intuitive divination of a kind analogous to what is found in Greek Epic. And at any rate, again,
Vaisampayana learns the poem from Vyasa, who knows the story through cognition alone. Logically,
Vyasa should have been able to grant this same power to Safijaya, but, naturally, the poet(s) who wrote of

Safijaya’s travels to and from the battlefield did not think logically.

After delivering the shocking news of Bhisma’s death, Safijaya starts his narration of the day’s

events. He recapitulates his powers as a kind of prologue:
namaskrtva pitus te "ham parasaryaya dhimate
yasya prasadad divyarn me praptam jianam anuttamam
drsti$ catindriya rajan diirdc chravanam eva ca
paracittasya vijiianam atitanagatasya ca

vyutthitotpattivijianam akase ca gatih sada

Sastrair asango yuddhesu varadanan mahatmanah

292 The text is not clear about how much time Safijaya spends on the battlefield and how much he relies on his divine
eye. Belvalkar, 1946, treats the issue from a thematic and narratological point of view, and Anette Mangels, 1994,
108ff., from a more text-critical point of view. The problem is well summarised by William Johnson, 1998, 118 — he
too sees the problem as fundamentally textual, that is, to do with the text’s growth. Hiltebeitel discusses Safijaya’s
divine eye in this and other passages, and treats Belvalkar and Mangels’ invocation of higher criticism
unsympathetically (2001, 55-59). He is of course right that what he calls ‘foreshadowing after the fact’ can account
for Safijaya’s non-linear narration of the war, but he does not address the numerous other contradictions, including
the overarching incongruity that an omniscient narrator, who has access even to others’ dreams (as at 7. 5.7) should
take the time to go to the battlefield (see Belvalkar for the other contradictions). A further complicating factor is that
Safijaya, as we will see in the next chapter but one, is clearly a seer already in the fifth book, well before Vyasa
bestows the divine eye upon him at the start of the sixth (see Hiltebeitel, 2001, 57 for those passages).

It is immoderate to reduce, with Mangels, the ‘divine eye’ to ‘a Buddhist pendant..., a belated addition to
make his narration credible’, since the text abounds in the incredible, and since in any case this would not account
for the references to Safijaya’s intuitive powers before book 6. Yet likewise, Hiltebeitel’s appeal to the ‘suppleness’
of it as a narrative device is not reason enough to ignore the many incongruities (all quotations from Hiltebeitel,
2001, 57). Belvalkar is more even-handed, and no doubt closer to the truth: ‘There must have been a time when even
this device of the [‘divine eye’] itself, so very effectively employed by the present redactor of the Mahabharata,
might not have been yet thought of, and the fidelity of Samjaya's narration might have been believed in as a matter
of course’ (1946, 329) — that is, that there was a time when Safijaya was a seer all along. Belvalkar might have added
in support of this view that we can surmise that this is the way in which Vyasa narrates the story to Vaisampayana.

I doubt that the text that we have allows for a more precise statement than that. (My own view, put very briefly, is
that the poem functions like a collection, with each section standing only in loose relation to what precedes. It is the
very abundance of such contradictions between passages and books that means we are wrong to worry about them.
No single oral poem could have been as long as the Mahabharata, nor could it all of it ever have been held in a
single mind. The logic of its arrangement is therefore determined by recitation on a smaller scale. It is not
Middlemarch.)
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““Having paid your respects to your wise father, [Vyasa,] son of Parasara,
By whose favour I acquired supreme divine knowledge,

And sight and hearing beyond the senses, o king, and from afar,

And knowledge of others’ thoughts, and of past and future,

And knowledge of the causes of strange phenomena,?® and perpetual movement through space,?®*

299

And imperviousness to weapons in war — by the precious gift of great-souled [ Vyasa].
6.16.7-9

Some books later, with the death of the Kuru commander Duryodhana at the end of the war, the power is
quietly withdrawn from Safijaya: “tava putre gate svargam Sokartasya mamanagha rsidattarh pranastam
tad divyadarsitvam adya vai,” ““Once your son had gone to heaven, o blameless one, I, pained with grief,
lost that divine sight which the seer had given me™’ (10. 9.58). As Belvalkar says, it is lost ‘so soon as

[its] purpose is served’ (1946, 321).2%

The similarities with Greek intuitive divination sing out to the comparatist. This knowledge
includes the thoughts of other characters, as well as events in the past, present and future. What takes
place far away is also emphatically included — it is seen as if one were nearby. This aspect is fully
developed in Sanskrit Epic. Indeed pratyaksadarst, ‘eye-witness’, is a formula often used of seers, as
above of Safijaya at 6. 14.1 and of Vyasa at 6. 2.2. We saw how Lynceus had supernatural eyesight at the
end of the last chapter (Cypria Fr. 16), as well as how Cassandra was the first to discern the wagon loaded
with Hector’s body in the far distance (/I. 24.697-702). Calchas too is the one who guides the Achaeans to
Troy ijv o1& pavtoovvny, ‘through his mantic ability’ (/. 1.72). Although often intuitively known without

28 Vyutthitotpattivijiianam is a difficult word to translate. See Hiltebeitel, 2001, 56 n. 96 for other opinions. | do not
think it obviously refers to omens, though it may comprise some ominous phenomena. It could also mean
‘knowledge of the causes of dereliction of duty’, though that would be strange in the context.

294 A somewhat obscure phrase, but probably a reference to Safijaya’s apparent ability to move freely from war to
Dhrtarastra’s palace at will — see *59, quoted and translated above, n. 291, and Vyasa’s travel, discussed below.

2% Alf Hiltebeitel intriguingly argues that Dhrtarastra ‘is allowed the glimmer of a thought that Vyasa could do
something about’ the sons whom he is unable to control, that is, ‘that they are not under his control but under
Vyasa’s’, since he is narrator (2001, 56). Indeed, these scenes will be important in my later discussion of poets and
seers, since on another level, the power which Vyasa bestows to both Safijaya and Gandhart is that of the ability to
narrate — to both internal and external audience. It is not only the seer but the poet who, like Safijaya, knows what is
secret and manifest, by night and day, including the very thoughts of the characters. Vyasa, arranger of the Vedas, is
after all like the composers of the Rig-Vedic hymns both poet and seer, and both of these activities rely on the same
intuitive ability, which, like the Vedic gods, he both embodies and can bestow.
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reference to means, this knowledge can also be mediated through the senses — primarily sight, but also
hearing. No change in mental state is needed to activate this power; rather, users of it remain lucid
throughout and rely on something within themselves.?® They can activate the power at will without

inducement.

Moreover, it is in these passages a divine gift, as it is for the poet / seers of the RV, and sometimes
in Greece, as, for example, for Calchas at //. 1.72, Polypheides at xv.252-3, and for Eido / Theonog at Eur.
Hel. 13-14, quoted below.?" Teiresias is recipient of an analogous gift by implication when, in an
unfortunately brief fragment of the Hesiodic Melampodia, he wishes that Zeus had only ‘given’ him the
amount of wisdom fitting for mortals.?®® For Solon, Lord Apollo makes a man a seer,”® just as, as we will
see in the final chapter, Zeus made him a seer. As in Greece, the gift motif may or may not be mentioned

in connection with divination in Sanskrit Epic, and aligns with divine giftedness in other areas too.

Further, in both India and Greece heredity and giftedness co-exist as explanations of seership. An
august lineage stretching back to his great-grandfather Melampous establishes Theoclymenus’ vatic
credentials at xv.225-57. The poet considers this important enough to devote a great deal of resources to
it.3° Homer dwells on Theoclymenus’ father: adtép dVmépOopov ITorvgeidea paviy AroAlov | Ofjke
Bpotdv Oy dpiotov, €mel Bavev Aupidpaoc, ‘And Apollo made powerful Polypheides far the best seer
among mortals after Amphiaraus died’ (xv.252-3). Polypheides was the grandson of Melampous, and

Amphiaraus his great-grandson. Apollo grants Polypheides a power, and it is left understood that this is

2% pace Fitzgerald, who assumes Gandhari enters a ‘trance’ (2004, 18).

27 navrocvvny, v ol mdpe Poifog Amdriwy. See also Cassandra’s words at Aes. Ag. 1202, pdvtig i’ AndAmv
D0’ Eméotnoey télel, “Apollo put me into this role.””

2% Bpeheg Sodvan kai ioa ppeci undea Wdpev | Bvntoic avOpdnolg, Fr. 212 [Most] = 276 [MW].

29 gdhov pévty Ednkev dvaé Exdepyog AmoAlwv, 13.53.

300 Too many resources given his limited role in the poem, some have thought. Denys Page, for example, speaks for
many a suspicious analyst commentator — ‘It is natural to presume that a person whose introduction is so long and
loudly trumpeted will say or do something of some importance, either now or hereafter; but the truth turns out to be
the reverse’ (1955, 84). Recent scholarship has preferred to see the introduction as ‘typically Homeric in that it only
provides information which is relevant for [Theoclymenus’] role’ (so de Jong, 2001, ad 222-58, see her n. 6 for
previous scholars of this opinion). He is a seer, and must be established as such. Yet a mystery persists. Such
elaborate introductions are not afforded to Calchas, nor Halitherses. Maybe Arie Hoekstra is right that ‘the length of
the digression is out of proportion’ with the need to establish credentials, and that ‘The poet dwells upon genealogy
for its own sake’ (1990, ad xv.223-81).

The answer is twofold. Firstly, Calchas and Halitherses are recognised as seers by other characters, whereas
Theoclymenus never declares himself a seer, and other characters refer to him only as &givog, ‘stranger’ (xv.536,
.542; xvii.163; xx.360). In Theoclymenus’ case, the poet must tell his audience what elsewhere he shows them.
Secondly and relatedly, no other seer meets a challenge such as the Suitors’ to Theoclymenus at xx.360-84. Indeed,
the introduction has more to do with this second scene than with Theoclymenus’ ornithomancy in book xv. As I
discuss at length later, it is exceptional within Homer. Yet for it to be effective, the audience cannot doubt with
Eurymachus that it is the fruit of madness, not divination. A robust genealogy at the moment of his appearance
ensures Theoclymenus’ unimpeachability.

113



Joseph Badawi-Crook Doctoral Thesis Scuola Normale Superiore

bequeathed to Theoclymenus. It is both a family affair and a question of divine favour.®* Again, the
relation between these two potentially incompatible models of the acquisition of seership should not be

scrutinised too hard. Poets saw them as compatible and drew on both possibilities.

Indeed, according to Aeschylus’ Pythian priestess, Apollo himself obtained his prophetic gift from
Zeus — 1€xvng ¢ viv Zevg EvBeov ktioag ppéva | il téTaptov Toicde pavty &v Bpovotg, ““Zeus made his
mind inspired with divinatory skill, | And has him installed as the fourth Mantis on these thrones here”’
(Eum.17-8). Aeschylus artfully mixes his terms to include both intuitive and sign divination: Apollo gains
a téyvng, ‘skill’ — a word usually used of a learnt trade, but it is an inborn mental capacity — kticag @péva,
‘made his mind’.3%? The prophetess, far from avoiding it, fully embraces the paradox of a god as a god’s
prophet by the word en-theon, literally ‘in-godded’, here strikingly used of a divinity. Analogously, we
saw above how Rig-Vedic gods could be seers (see e.g. VII. 88.4, .6, above pp. 103-4). In any case,
Apollo is Zeus’ son, and here the line is again blurred between gift and heredity. Again analogously, we
saw how Vedic poets saw no incompatibility in depicting gods granting the gift of seership, and then
presupposing the heredity of that gift from a seer ancestor. The very notion of the Family Books depends

on this.

And indeed, in both traditions seership may also not be inherited. Not all Vedic Rsis spawned
family traditions, just as Calchas has no children. Furthermore, just as some Iliadic seers have non-seer
children who do not heed their fathers’ warnings of the danger of war and are killed in battle (see chapter
four, pp. 255-6), in Sanskrit Epic many seers have non-seer children — so, for example, Vyasa.
Aeschylus’s tale of Apollo’s investiture as god of prophecy contradicts the Homeric Hymn to Apollo, in
which the newborn god suddenly declares, “gin pot xiBapig te eiln kol kopmoia t6&a, | ypio® &
avOpamoiol Atog vnueptén BovAny”, ““May the cithara be mine, and the curved bow, | and I shall

999

prophesy to men the unerring will of Zeus™” (131-2). The resulting picture is in both traditions messy and
unsystematic. A shared inconsistency is more telling than a shared consistency, just as in linguistics a
shared irregularity is more telling than a shared regularity. Very plausibly, this equivocation goes back to

the time of unity.

The similarities are piling up. In both Greece and India, intuitive powers may be either granted
through divine favour or inherited (or, somehow, both). These depend on an inborn capacity which
requires no sign nor change in mental state to activate. It may give an awareness of the occluded present,

as well as of past and future. It is subject to no theoretical limit beyond the expedience of the poet. Those

301 For another example, see Nereus and Eido below.
302 ticag is from ktiCo, ‘I build, found’, but the metaphor is not so striking in Greek as in English; it is often used
in Tragedy in such a sense. See LSJ A.5.
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with such powers are accorded some sort of special social role (on which more later). Language
appropriate to this capacity may be used of god or man. These have to do with the fundamental
conception of seers and divination. They do not look like similarities which grow out of some other
underlying alignment. These are, in other words, examples of strong inheritances. They are similarities

best explained as the result of both cultures’ preservation of archaic features dating to the time of unity.

Again, | need not claim that all these features are distinctive taken singly. But the overall picture
has its richness. It is not clear, for example, that an uneasy mixture of heredity and divine gift can easily
be taken for granted. That is, it is interesting that both cultures share the same apparent tension, and then
uninterest in resolving that contradiction. Many cultures, moreover, (including ancient Near-Eastern
cultures) would add an element of possession to non-sign divination. Ancient India and Archaic Greece
signally do not do so. At the same time, the kinds of divination I pick out here are obviously subsumable
under the typologically widespread idea of intuitive divination. In other words, this is the Goldilocks
amount of similarity for the strong claim — not so much that it stretches credulity that it could remain

stable over so many centuries, but not so little that it becomes a trivial claim.

Divinatory Epiphany

I now consider some examples of this power in action in Sanskrit Epic. I begin the section with
an epiphany, where, adducing Greek parallels, I give an example of how the weak claim should be used to
make sense of similarities between the two traditions. I then ground my argument in the analysis of a
shared formula, which I treat in the second part of the following section on formulas; there, I make the
strong claim. In the final section, I consider affinities in the narrative use of divination, again invoking the

weak claim.

In the eleventh Parvan a little before the Gandhar passage quoted above, the war is over, the
hundred sons all dead, and there is a tense gathering at Dhrtarastra’s palace including the opposing leader,
Yudhisthira, nephew of Gandhari and Dhrtarastra. When GandharT catches sight of Yudhisthira, whom she
holds responsible for the death of all her sons, in her mad grief for them (putrasokarta) she conceives the

desire to curse him (11. 13.2).3% Even as the desire takes her,

303 Fitzgerald thinks that 9. 62.10 suggests that GandharT’s curses would be especially potent due to the merit she
had earnt through her self-denial (2004, 671). Yet this seems to rely on a late conception of tapas and is very
probably a late line: the second part of that verse is more reminiscent of the language of Purana than that of Epic:
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tasyah papam abhiprayam viditva pandavan prati
rsih satyavatiputrah prag eva samabudhyata

sa gangayam upasprsya punyagandharh payah $uci
tam desam upasampede paramarsir manojavah
divyena caksusa pasyan manasanuddhatena ca

sarvapranabhrtarh bhavarm sa tatra samabudhyata

‘The seer [Vyasa], son of Satyavati, knew her evil intention
Towards the Pandavas ahead of time and understood it completely.
The supreme seer sprinkled over himself some clean, fragrant water from the Ganges
And arrived at that place as swift as thought.
Seeing both by his divine eye and by his unsurpassed mind,
He therefore understood the thoughts of all breath-bearers [creatures].’
11.13.3-5

Here we learn that Vyasa, the ‘supreme’ or paradigmatic seer, paramarsir, of the Mahabharata, is able to
‘know’, viditva, the intention of Gandhari, and understand it entirely ahead of time; the act is one of
seeing, pasyan, but through a special kind of sight which combines eye and mind, just as at RV. X. 130.6
(see further below). The exceptionally wide semantic field of ‘bhavarnh’, which can mean, among other
things, ‘being, state, nature, disposition, arrangement’ but which I follow Fitzgerald in narrowing to
‘thoughts’, suggests a correspondingly capacious ability. It is, of course, from the root bhii , just as bhiita-,
bhavya-, and bhavisya-. Secondly, he has the ability to appear, with magical speed in front of Gandhari.
As we saw before, in both traditions it is customary when introducing a seer to include some allusion to

their powers; this passage is no exception.

“[sc. yudhisthiras] cintayano mahabhagam gandharim tapasanvitam | ghorena tapasa yuktam trailokyam api sa
dahet”.

In any case, to touch on momentous questions, | have deep misgivings about the methodological validity of applying
one Mahabharata verse to another distant passage, when it is unclear which passage was written first, whether the
later writer was (or even could have been) aware of the earlier line, and whether a contemporary audience or reader
could have been expected to have the line in mind.
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Vyasa speaks to Gandhari, telling her to ‘““Have no anger toward the son of Pandu, Gandhari. Be
at peace. Restrain your passion. Listen to what I’m telling you.””” He reminds her that she refused to bless
her son Duryodhana, battlefield commander of the Kurus, but told him that “““Where there is Law there is
victory.””” He continues, ‘“Having taken such thorough account of Law and declared it, wise woman,
restrain your anger now. Do not be this way, Gandhari, lady who speaks the truth.” She at first retreats,

(313

pleading that ‘““with the pain I feel for my sons, my mind is almost reeling out of my control”’, and
accepting both that she must reconcile with her kinsmen, and that it is her sons who were in the wrong.
Yet then she demurs, this time addressing the others and not only Vyasa, and reiterating her right to
outrage at the wicked behaviour of Bhima, who killed her son Duryodhana by cheating in a duel, ‘“But
that deed Bhima did with Vasudeva watching enraged me! After he haughtily challenged Duryodhana to a
fight with clubs, Bhima realized, as Duryodhana moved about in the fight in many different ways, that
Duryodhana was better trained than he. So Bhima struck him below the navel! Now how could men of
courage ever forsake a rule of Law, one that has been clearly taught by the exalted men who know Law,

just to save their lives in a battle?””3% (11. 13.6-19) A debate between Bhima and GandharT ensues, in

which Bhima, here clearly in the wrong, is evasive and mendacious (11.14).

I will adduce three Greek parallels to this passage, commenting on similarity on the levels of
language, narrative, and culture. Where necessary, I will bring in material not strictly related to divination
to support my arguments. Helenus in the //iad provides a good example of a Greek seer perceiving
another’s thoughts.?® Apollo and Athena have just agreed that Hector will duel with one of the Achaeans.
The narrator tells us that covBeto Boud | BovAny, 1 pa Beoioty Epnvdave, ‘he understood in his heart the
plan which pleased the gods’; he relays the message to Hector.3®® The collocation of cuvtiOnut and Oopdg
occurs only once elsewhere, at xv.27, where Athena is instructing Telemachus, “8ALo 6¢ toi Tt £mog €pé,
oL 0¢ obvOeo Bou@”, ‘But I shall say something else to you, and you understand it in your heart.” The
context confirms that a precise and full understanding is meant by the phrase. Other usages of the verb
relate to the understanding of speech, and the reasonably common formula “c0 6¢& cuvBeo kol pev
dicovoov ”, “You listen to me and understand [what I say]’ may be the association which lies behind

Helenus’ words at VII1.53.3%” cuvtiOnu seems to be a verb particularly suited to denote an understanding

304 Fitzgerald’s translation, 2004.

305 | briefly discuss this scene above, ch.1 pp. 82-3, where | give fuller background. Cf. also Teiresias, who knows
the mental state of Poseidon at Od. 11.90-138.

306 7. 44. Aristonicus of Alexandria comments on 44 that pavtik®dg cuviikev, 00K drovcag avTdV Thg Pwvic, ‘he
understood mantically, not having heard their voice.” Inevitably, he reports that 53 was athetized for the perceived
contradiction.

307 1t does not denote the perception itself, as can be seen from the formula at V1. 334 — “totvekd to1 €pém- ob 8¢
obvBeo Kkai pev dxovoov”, “For I shall tell you: you listen to me and understand [what I say]™’, a hysteron proteron
(cf. Od. xv.318, xvi.259, xviii.129, xxiv.265). That the verb takes an accusative, not a genitive is to be expected,
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pursuant to a perception. This is brought out at i.328 where Penelope overhears Demodocus, tod &’
VEpm160ev ppeci ovvheto BEomv dowdnv, ‘And from above she understood / perceived in her mind the
holy song of Demodocus,’ a unique abbreviation of ‘she heard and understood it was’ (cf. xx.92 for a
similar but not identical usage). Helenus concludes his speech to Hector “&¢ yap éym én dicovoa Oedv
aietyevetdmv”, “for thus I myself have heard the voice of the eternal gods™” (53). It is not clear whether
Helenus here uses the phrase ‘heard the voice of the gods’ as a periphrasis for ‘understood from the gods
what is fated’, or gives real detail about the means of understanding. Certainly, Helenus understands more
than what the audience is shown the gods saying to one another just before. Yet just as certainly the text
does not want us to worry scholastically over whether he can overhear only because Athena wants him to,
or whether he always has such access to divine conversations. What is important to the poet is what the
device allows him to achieve. Even if it is mere language, in method and function it is still a good parallel
for the supernatural auditory capacity of which Safijaya speaks at 6. 16.8 (see above p. 112), as well as to

Vyasa and Gandhart.

The verb of perception in the Mahabharata passage (pasyan, ‘seeing’) is accompanied by two
instrumentals (divyena caksusa manasanuddhatena ca, ‘by means of his divine eye and of his
unsurpassed mind’) which clarify the supernatural nature of the perception. We saw this structure above
in the RV at VII. 33.9 and .12, and we will often see it again — indeed, divyena caksusa ‘by means of the
divine eye’ is a well-attested formula in Epic Sanskrit (see further below, p. 150 n. 373). While, of course,
Boud is a ubiquitous word in the traditional language of Greek Epic, and sometimes accompanies verbs of
mental activity as a vague locative which provides emphasis, its use here aligns suggestively with the
manasa, ‘by means of his mind’ in the Sanskrit passage, as well as with the Rig-Vedic seers who divine

hrdayasya praketaih, ‘by means of the insights of the heart” .3

In fact, the RV provides parallels close enough to suppose that divyena caksusa is a continuation
of a formula of Vedic pedigree. Although divyena and caksusa are nowhere collocated, they are used
separately of intuitive matters. At X. 130.6, the poet casts his mind back to his ancestors in ancient times
— ‘padyan manye manasa caksasa tan ya imam yajiiam ayajanta purve’, ‘Seeing with my mind as my eye,
I think of the ancient ones who offered this sacrifice.” The sight words, ‘pasyan’ and ‘caksasa’ artfully
enclose the mind words, ‘manye’ and ‘manasa’. ‘Mind’ and ‘eye’ are instrumentals in apposition, just as
they are 11. 13.5 above. Syntax and word order tether the concepts fast. X. 82.1 plays on the same notion.

Visvakarman is described as ‘caksusah pita manasa hi dhiro...’. Jamison and Brereton translate ‘The

since it is the stimulus, not the person which is the object (see Cepraga, 2022, 117-23, for a quantitative analysis of
the issue in fifth and fourth century Greek prose).

308 VII. 33.9. See also Diodorus Siculus’ Pythia, who sees the past and the future ‘in her wisdom’ — 6¢ cooiq té t’
€0vto 16 T éocdpeva mtpodédopkev (9. 3.2, discussed further below).
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father of the eye, for he is insightful in mind...”*® The eye is here that of intuitive sight, as the following
clause clarifies. Vi§vakarman, as the granter of intuitive power to the poet is the eye’s father. See above

for X. 43.7, and the use of the strikingly Greek phrase ‘divyena danuna’, ‘divine gift’, for intuitive power.

Sappho’s Hymn to Aphrodite, perhaps the most Rig-Vedic poem in spirit of all Greek literature,
interacts fruitfully with the Greek and Sanskrit passages discussed immediately above. The poet is

lovesick, and in the second stanza invokes her past kindness:

AL TV1d’ EAD’, af mota kATépmTA
Tag Epog addog diolso mAot
&hveg, maTpog 6€ dOUOV Almoloa

... M\0eg
‘But come here, if ever in the past
Hearing my voice from afar
You listened, and leaving the house of your father
... you came,’
(1.5-8)

Here, Sappho makes explicit what all theistic prayer takes for granted — that the gods can hear those who
pray to them, and, given the right conditions, intervene on the basis of what they perceive. In this sense,
even if it is seldom said so baldly as here, Greek and Indian Hymns presuppose that gods are endowed
with supernatural perception. The workings of intuitive divination in mortals, especially that closely
linked to perception, may well have retained a close connection to this divine behaviour. I shall return to
this important point in the next chapter but one, when I discuss who seers were, and examine the
numerous passages in both Greek and Sanskrit literature which call gods seers. For now, I move on to the

third Greek passage which I wish to compare to the above Mahabharata scene.

This, 1.118-223, furnishes by far the richest correspondences. Agamemnon has enraged Achilles
by demanding that he hand over Briseis to him. As Achilles’ hand moves to the hilt of his sword, Hera,
aware of Achilles’ intention of attacking Agamemnon, dispatches Athena to restrain him. The parallels
between the scenes are remarkably exact — and unmatched by any parallels from within their own

traditions. Both Achilles and GandharT are aggrieved at an outrage and, after brief consideration, decide

309 They follow Renou, 1955-69, Vol. 15, 170, who gives ‘(Vi$vakarman), pére de 1’ceil (spirituel) — car (il est)
voyant par I’esprit... .
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on vengeance. As they are on the brink of effecting it, a divinity supernaturally perceives their intention,
materialises with magical speed, and urges them in a speech not to resort to violence. They obey the
advice but remain angry, and express their anger in public words (although Athena, unlike Vyasa, accepts
that Achilles is right, allowing him, unlike Gandhari, not to concede the point). While the Indian poet is
explicit about the capacity to intuitively understand the workings of other characters’ minds, the Greek
poet leaves it to be understood. The scenes also presuppose travel of a speed possible only for a

divinity;*!° as we will see, such swift travel is denoted in the two traditions by an inherited formula.

The correspondences are various. Some are verbal, some structural, and some are closer than

others.3!
English Greek Sanskrit
The character | TInAgiovi 8™ Gyog yéver’ Putrasokarta
is aggrieved
‘Pain came upon Achilles’ ‘Pained by grief for her sons’
Considers uepunpi&ev, Saptum aicchad
vengeance 1 6 Y& @doyavov 0EL EPVGCAUEVOC TAPH UNPOD
TOUG UEV AvaoTNOELEY, O O ATpeidnY évapilot ‘She wanted to curse
[Yudhisthira]’
‘He wondered whether he should draw his sharp
sword from his thigh, push the others aside, and
slay Agamemnon’
Decides on Ehketo O ék KoAeolo péya Eipog tasyah papam abhiprayam
vengeance viditva pandavan prati
‘He was drawing his sword from its scabbard’
‘[Vyasa] saw her sinful
intention towards the Pandavas’
The deity / A0 & AOMVN | ovpavodev tam desam upasampede
semi-deity paramarsir manojavah
instantly ‘Athena came down from heaven’
appears at the

310 The Indian poet’s addition of Vyasa’s bath in the Ganges is a droll piece of bravura.
311 All passages are taken from 1.188-225 and Mhb. 11. 13.2-19. They are enumerated in the order in which they
come in each text.
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urges them to
hold
themselves
back and not
resort to

violence

crucial ‘The supreme seer came right to
moment that place as swift as thought’
The latter NBov &ye Tavcovsa O 6OV pévog, oi ke mionay, | Sapakdlam avaksipya

ovpavobdev...

AN Gye My’ €prdog, unde Eipog Edieo yeipi:
AN’ fiTol Emeotv pEv Oveidicov oG Eoetal mep:
4 \ ) 7 \ \ by 7 P4

woe yap E€epém, TO 8¢ Kai TeTEAECUEVOV EGTAL:

... 0V 0’ ioyeo, meifeo & Miv.

“I have come from heaven to stop your wrath, if
you will obey me... So come, leave off from
violence, and do not take your sword into your
hand, rather contend with him in words, since it

will not be in vain. Hold back, and obey me.”’

Samakalam udirayan

| na kopah pandave karyo
gandhari Samam apnuhi

| rajo nigrayatam etac chrpu

cedam vaco mama

“Reject the resolution to curse,
uphold the resolution to make
peace, and do not be angry with
Yudhisthira, Gandhari. Be at
peace. Hold back your wrath,
and obey my order.’

The character

submits

“xp1 LEV oQmTTEPOV Y, Bed, Emog iphooachan
Ko péda mep Buud Kexoropévov: MC yap
dpewvov...

7 koi &n° dpyvpén ko oxé0e xgipa Papeiay,
dy & ¢ kovredv Ooe uéya Elpog, 008" dmidnos

uobe Abnvaing:

““I must obey the words of both of you,
goddess, however angry | am in my heart: it is
better this way...” He spoke and held back his
heavy hand on the silver hilt, and thrust the great
sword back into the scabbard, and did not disobey

Athena’s order.’

naparadhyati bibhatsur na ca
partho vrkodarak | nakulah
sahadevo va naiva jatu
yudhisthirah | yudhyamana hi
kauravyah Krntamanah
parasparam | nihatah sahitas
canyais tatra nasty apriyam

mama.

““Bibhatsu did no wrong, nor
Bhima, nor Nakula and
Sahudeva, and least of all
Yudhisthira. For the Kurus were
killed in battle, in mutual
slaughter along with the others.
I can have no complaint with
that.”

121



Joseph Badawi-Crook Doctoral Thesis Scuola Normale Superiore

The character | Atpeidnv npocéeine, kal ob mw Afjye xoroto: yat tu karmakarod bhimo... tan
continues to be me kopam avardhayat.
angry. ‘He addressed Agamemnon, and did not leave off

from his rage, _ .
““But what Bhima did [to

Duryodhana in their duel]...

enraged me.”

The character | “oivoPapéc, kovoc Sppat’ Exov, kpadiny o’ kathasm nu dharmari
publicly gragoto...” dharmajfiai/ samuddistasm
expresses mahatmabhih | tyajeyur ahave

recriminations. | “““You drunkard, who have the eyes of a dog and | sarah pranahetoh katham cana.
the heart of a doe...”
““How ever can heroes have
abandoned a law clearly taught
by the great-souled men who
know it in order to save their

lives in battle? How?””’

Further parallels lie beneath the surface. Just as Achilles is indignant due to the violation of the
principle of exchange and property so important to Homeric heroes, so it is Bhima’s breach of important
ethical norms that enrages Gandhari: each is a central transgression in its text.3!? Both Bhima and
Agamemnon exacerbate their initial transgression with further dissimulation in the immediately following
passages, and meet with robust rebukes from their antagonists. Leonard Muellner usefully explores the
ethical dimension of the Homeric scene.®® His definition of ménis (which he argues is a peculiarly Greek
phenomenon) as a justified, socially authorised emotion provoked by the violation of a principle of social

order is an exact description both of Gandhari’s reaction to Bhima and of that of Achilles to Agamemnon.

While the Homeric scene is without close parallel in Greek, the Mahdabharata furnishes yet
others. Indeed, there is generally a plethora of Sanskrit Epic parallels for every Greek Epic comparandum.

This is a matter of brute abundance: translations of the //iad usually run to around 500 pages, whereas

312 Of course, in the first instance, it is the desire for revenge against Yudhisthira which motivates Gandhari — a
desire which in this scene she accepts is ultimately irrational since he is not at fault. The shared pattern remains clear
despite the psychologically realistic touch of her grief manifesting itself in rage against first one, then another
character, through more and less justified reasoning.

313 1996, chapter 4 and especially 111-14.
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Bibek Debroy’s translation of the Mahabharata, the only complete one of the Critical Edition (itself only
five sixths of the length of the Vulgate), runs to 3723 pages over ten volumes.®'* For example, in the
seventh book, Yudhisthira, over-reaching himself due to his mad grief for the freshly slain Ghatotkaca,
riskily sets out to kill the powerful Karna, whom he blames for his death. Vyasa appears out of nowhere to
dissuade him from doing so, and just as suddenly disappears (7.158). As Hiltebeitel puts it, ‘Vyasa thus
drops into the very thick of battle to see to it that Yudhisthira does not step out of character’ (2001, 59).
We find there the same pattern of grievance, sudden appearance, placating speech, and obedience. In the
ninth Parvan, Vyasa appears just as abruptly on the battlefield to save the bard Safjaya, whom the
gloating Dhrstadyumna is about kill. Vyasa has neither weapons nor armour, but Dhrstadyumna
immediately obeys his word (28.35-9). In the third Parvan, the pattern is inverted: Yudhisthira has
succumbed to pessimism about his side’s chances in a war against the Kurus, and Bhima fails to cheer
him. Vyasa suddenly materialises, announcing to him ‘vedmi te hrdi manasam | manisaya tatah ksipram
agato ’smi;, ‘I know the thoughts of your heart by my insight, and so I have swiftly come here’ (37.22).
He cheers him with a prophecy of victory and advises on how it will be achieved. This done,
tatraivantaradhiyata, ‘he vanished on the spot’ (37.35). The Iliad, of course, regularly shows deities

dropping into the battlefield to cheer the despondent or hold back the overconfident.

What to make of these parallels? I here analyse the weak claim in action. Only a certain amount
of similarity is required for more profound similarity to be recreated later. That is, it is elements which are
inherited, and when many resemblances come together in each tradition, this does not entail that they
were inherited as a totality. These concatenated similarities are the result of momentary creative
combination, as poets in both traditions respond to exigencies common to all tellers of narratives.
Inheritance, universality, and polygenesis are therefore not in competition, but all have important roles in
explaining the similarities between Greek and Indian literature. Here, typological universals, such as
revenge, grief, and violence (both the threat of it and its containment), interact with familiar elements of
the Greco-Indic universe. The arresting verbal correspondences between these passages are simply the
fortuitous outcome of the combination and recombination of similarity on higher levels — ménis and the
resolution of the problems which it brings, the ability of deities to read minds, to have a stake in human
affairs, and to suddenly appear. Inheritance is a higher-order phenomenon — it produces deep affinity on
the level of emotion, religion, and divination, and these deep affinities in turn produce momentary lower-

order similarities on the level of scene.

314 2015. It includes the Harivamsa, which is not always considered part of the text.
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Thus these scenes are cognate only in the indirect sense that inheritance, even where is not
directly instantiated, influences and enables correlation — this is what I call the weak claim. I insist on
this, because, as we saw in the introduction to this section, close parallels like these have been taken as
evidence for extensive Greek influence on India, extensive Indian influence on Greece, or the extensive
inheritance of proto-narrative wholesale. They are no such thing, and the implausibilities of such models

risk tarnishing all Greek / Indian comparison.

Formulas

Getting Away from Etymology

For now, I buttress my argument for a genealogical connection between the divinatory practices
of the two traditions by treating a mutually inherited formula. In doing so, I fine-tune a new methodology
for the comparative analysis of Indo-European formulas. Drawing on the work of Calvert Watkins, I here
use formula in the wider sense of a distinctive collocation of ideas which keeps its identity through
semantics and context, even if its precise wording differs from instance to instance.’'® Watkins’ view that
any semantic unit at all, even something as general as ‘he killed a dragon’ can be a formula is far from
winning universal support — and rightly so. Formulas should have a minimum of semantic distinctiveness,
and the more distinctive they are the more convincingly inherited they are, since they are less likely to
have been reinvented. Moreover, this semantic distinctiveness should reach beyond lexical meaning into

the traditional meaning (for which, see the introduction and below).

Even Watkins’ view that cognate formulae need not be expressed in cognate language continues
to occasion much demurral. Stefan Zimmer, writing in the authoritative 2017 Handbook of Comparative
and Historical Indo-European Linguistics, speaks for many — ‘it seems safer to keep to those formulas

whose age is guaranteed by the double correspondence of both form (etymology) and meaning’.3!® For

315 See especially 1987, 270-1, and 1995, 9-11, 301-3 for Watkins’ definition of ‘formula’, and Section IV of that
book for the fruits which he believes that it bears. For an overview of the importance of his project more generally,
and a defence of his preferred methodology, see Watkins 1989.

316 81. See 78-85 for the wider discussion. For a long rebuttal and defence of the necessity of etymological
alignment, see the excellent and too seldom cited Ranko Matasovi¢, 1996, 47-55. His particularly valuable second
chapter outlines and critiques other prominent models of comparative Indo-European poetics, including those on
which Watkins himself draws; ultimately, for the reasons I set out here, | do not find his conclusions convincing.
Watkins draws heavily on the work of VIadimir Toporov, who already in 1969 argued for the privileging of
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Zimmer, the etymological relatedness of constituent lexemes is a necessary condition for that of the
formula in foto. And yet the randomness of lexical renewal is a complicating factor. This entails that the
relation between etymological history and synchronic meaning is often arbitrary, which in turn entails that
double correspondence is an arbitrary limitation. Indeed, that the constituent words of a formula attested
in two traditions be etymologically related to one another is neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition

of the relatedness of the formula itself, in foto.

To say that it is neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition is to make two separate claims; I
shall now justify each in turn, reasoning as much as possible from first principles. In any two closely
cognate languages like Greek and Sanskrit, words can be strung together which happen to be
etymologically related and semantically identical. Consider for argument’s sake these two hypothetical
sentences, ToTNP UNTP TE Yijva EpuOpov Eneccov and pita mata ca hamsam rudhiram apacan. They
contain exactly cognate constituents with exactly the same meaning, ‘a father and a mother were cooking
ared goose’. But they do not have formular status, and so it is wrong to say that they were inherited in
toto from a parent tradition. Chance contiguity does not make a formula. As a minimum, each collocation
must have formular status in both traditions. In this way, since etymological relatedness of a collocation
of words is conceptually separable from formular status, etymological relatedness cannot be a sufficient
condition for it. It is for this reason that, in my introduction, I concluded that kAéo¢ dpOitov and sravas

aksitam did not constitute an example of a shared formula reconstructible to the time of unity.3!

Comparative work between the two traditions has hitherto focussed on the search for shared
formulas stable in meaning and whose constituent words are cognate. It has not yielded a great deal. As an
aid to reasoning whether the etymological relatedness of constituent words should be a necessary
condition for the relatedness of a formula, let us consider a hypothetical — that Sanskrit Epic attested a
formula vacam pattrinim pratyavadat to match the etymology, context of usage, and ubiquity of Homeric
&mea mrepoevta mpoonvdo. This would be a good example of Greco-Indic Comparative Poetics, since the
best explanation for the alignment would be inheritance of the phrase from a parent poetic tradition. The
fact that Sanskrit praty- is not etymologically related to Greek pros- would surely be irrelevant even to the
most committed etymological fundamentalist: both preverbs play the same semantic and syntactic role in
their sentences. Nor is it relevant that the morphemes of the cognate lexemes pattrinim and pteroenta ( >

*pet- ‘fly’) differ: Sanskrit might have shown the morpheme -va(n)tim, which would have been cognate

semantics over cognate wording (and that the existence of non-1E parallels did not vitiate IE comparison). | rely on
Costa’s Italian summary of the Russian work (1998, 467).

317 For a variety of views on the equivalence, see, inexhaustively, Nagy, 1974, Floyd, 1980, Watkins 1995, 173-8,
Volk 2002. On this point, see especially Margalit Finkelberg 1986 and 2007, who argues forcefully that the
collocation is not a formula.
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with Greek -(w)enta, but the fact that pattravant- happens not to be attested, and so couldn’t be used, is
just as irrelevant as the discrepancy in number between singular vacam and its plural cognate (w)epea.
Total etymological relatedness on the level of morpheme is surely an arbitrarily high bar. Conceptually, at

least on this level, etymology and genetic relation can in this way be teased apart.

Further consideration of my example reveals that difference in lexeme is just as arbitrary.
‘Pattrin’, ‘winged’ from ‘pattra’, ‘wing’, is, as it happens, a relatively unusual word in Sanskrit Epic.
More common is ‘paksin’, which has precisely the same meaning, ‘winged’. It is derived from ‘paksa’,
‘wing’, which goes back to PIE *peg-, ‘side, breast’, a root which also gives Latin pectus, ‘chest’,
Russian pacha, ‘armpit’, and Tocharian A pdssdm, ‘breasts’. *peg- happens to have spawned no reflexes
in Greek. The substitution of paksinim for pattrinim would surely be trivial. Both languages, moreover,
abound in words for ‘word, speech’ and ‘spoke’, which in most contexts function as exact synonyms, and
so useful metrical doublets in poetry (which for this reason shows a greater number of synonyms than
prose). Further substitutions of these terms would give another hypothetical Sanskrit formula, vadam
paksavantam upabravit, with precisely the same meaning as &nea TrepdevTa Tpocnvoa and vacam
pattrinim pratyavadat. Unlike the latter, however, it would be metrical in the most common Epic Sanskrit
metre, the sloka. To put the matter negatively, if the hypothetical vadam paksavantam upabravit were
found in Sanskrit Epic in the same contexts and with the same ubiquity as the Greek formula, it would be
wrong to deny the genetic relatedness of the formulas in tofo by reason of the etymological unrelatedness
of its constituents. The etymological discrepancy could easily be accounted for by, firstly, arbitrary
semantic drift, and, secondly, pressures exerted by changes in metrical conventions. Put positively, the
etymological relatedness of their constituent words is not a necessary condition for postulating the genetic
relatedness of formulas taken in toto. The initial intuition, once established on the level of morpheme, can
easily be extended onto the level of lexeme. And of course, it would be inconsistent to accept the principle

in a simple case such as this but not in more complex cases.

Observable historic practice confirms my reasoning. That is, the kind of development for which I
am arguing can be seen in surviving literature and attested language. Such change can be seen on the level
of word, when lexicalised metaphors are preserved in daughter languages even when the root used to
express that meaning changes. For example, in Greco-Indic there was a metonymic association between
‘share, that which is allotted’ and ‘destiny’. This was preserved in Greek moira / heimarmené and Epic
Sanskrit vi-dhdana / vi-dhi / bhdga, even though the standard roots expressing allotment have diverged into
reflexes of *smer- ‘to think of” (Gk. meiromai), *vi-dheh;-, ‘to dispose’ (Skt. vi-dha), and *b"eh,g-, ‘to
distribute’ (Skt. bhaj). The Greek reflex is semantically more distant from the basic meaning of the root as

reconstructible from other daughter languages; Greek was no doubt the remodelling tradition. The root
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*smer- developed differently in Indic, so that, spectacularly, Sanskrit smara, ‘love’, is the exact cognate
of Greek moros, ‘death’.3® *bheh,g-, a root attested only in Greek and Indo-Iranian, gave Greek phagein,
‘to have eaten’, i.e., ‘to have received a share’ .3 Lexical etymology tells an interesting story, but s
entirely irrelevant to the analysis of pairs of cognates in their synchronic contexts. Metaphor here
functions as I argue formula does. The semantics of metaphor remain stable through time. Form — the
actual lexemes used — must change to accommodate it.3?° I argue that the same phenomenon is also

observable when more than one word is employed — that is, with formulas.

In fact, the best argument for semantic and not lexical identity is the observation of lexical
renewal at work within formulas within a single tradition. If we can reliably notice the phenomenon in the
historical period, it is legitimate to postulate it for unattested periods. Below, I give many examples of
how a formula changes form through time. Rather than anticipate them here I ask the reader to bear with

me.

So far, I have argued that formulas in cognate traditions need only show semantic and not
etymological identity to be candidates for shared inheritance. But what kind of semantic identity might
this be? Watkins’ answer to this question, as I alluded to above, is, in essence, that any kind of semantic
identity will do, no matter how general. But this seems too promiscuous a vision. To cast so wide a net is
to dredge up many generalities and chance momentary collocations. It is no use simply to redefine
‘formula’ to include such collocations. This would not achieve the aim of reconstructing a gobbet of
Greco-Indic poetic vocabulary. A minimum of semantic distinctiveness is therefore necessary. ‘He slew
the dragon’ (and according to Watkins, the formula is more general even than this) is simply too shorn of
particularity, too repeatable and reinventable, to have formular status. The same goes for honing in on a
cluster of semantically related collocations grouped around ideas of IE pedigree. While this is a step in the

right direction, and of interest inasmuch as it reconstructs weak inheritance, such items cannot be called

318 In Greek the old association between *dheh; and ‘fate’ is probably preserved in the connection to fate of 0&pic
(and its derivatives).

Other cultures use other metaphors: a group including old Armenian, modern Persian, Turkish, and Central Kurdish
use the circumlocution ‘writing on forehead’ as the standard word for ‘fate’, e.g. Modern Persian sar-nevest (with
thanks to Dr Daniel Amir for pointing this out to me); cf. Arabic maktizb, ‘what is written’. The reference to writing,
naturally, means that this metaphor can be of no great antiquity.

319 See Beekes 2011 ad. phagein. The Slavic words certainly and the Tocharian words are very probably borrowings
from an Iranian language.

320 Many of these words exemplify how semantic drift steps in to supply new words to maintain the old metaphor.
Semantic drift is the mirror image of the phenomenon | discuss here. It denotes a change in meaning with continuity
in form, rather than a change in form with continuity in meaning. In the case of Greek popoc, for example, the
semantic drift must have proceeded, roughly, ‘think of” > ‘portion” > ‘fate’ > ‘death’, with the final step a
euphemism whose force got lost over time. There is some inscriptional evidence for continued use of the second
stage of my list (see LSJ A.III). For other more synchronically transparent Greek euphemisms, see gevepdvr, ‘kindly
> night’ and eb&evoc, ‘hospitable > Black Sea’ (a stormy body of water). These are common processes.
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strongly inherited formulas either. Relation to other items of inheritance will motivate polygenesis, even
for non-trivial collocations. This is the criticism I applied to the work of Laura Massetti in the
introduction, and, again, is another reason why kAéoc dp06itov and sravas aksitam should not be

considered a Greco-Indic formula.

Traditional Meanings

But formulas have another dimension whose potential for genealogical comparison has not yet
been fully appreciated. As most prominently J. M. Foley has argued, formulas themselves have meanings
and functions. As I set out in the final section of my introduction, formulas have both a lexical and a
traditional meaning. Sometimes, these two are closely linked. pododdaxtviog, ‘rose-fingered’, is used only
of 'Haog, ‘Dawn’, in Greek hexameter poetry. It is difficult to imagine what else might be ‘rose-fingered’,
and so here the traditional meaning follows on from the literal, with a low level of arbitrariness in the

connection.

Like other signs, formulas are proper to certain contexts and out of place in others. Yet, like
words, when used outside of their proper context, they bring it to mind. If, hypothetically, the epithet
pododdakturog were attributed to another noun, it would immediately remind us of Dawn. Contingently,
this happens never to occur. Foley’s discussion of the formula yeipi moyein, ‘stout hand’, is a better
example of his thought and the interpretative fruits this idea can bear.3*! In the 13 instances in which it
comes in the //iad, it indicates an action proper to a warrior, of the sort that confers glory. Crucially, the
traditional meaning is here more distant from the lexical meaning —stout hands and glory are not closely
conceptually conjoined. At the same time, the two are not entirely unrelated: we can reconstruct the
metonymic associations that lead from one to the other, that is, how the traditional meaning grows out of
the lexical one. Warriors have robust hands, and so are wont to win glory. The traditional meaning grows

out of the lexical meaning, then grows beyond it.

Like a word, once the basic meaning of the formula has been established, subversive usages
become clear. When it is used of Ktesippos, who disgracefully launches a hoof at the stranger at xx.299,
the ironic usage throws the outrage into relief. Sense can be made too of the famously puzzling ‘stout

hand’ of Penelope at xxi.6:3?? of course this has nothing to do with the anatomy of the delicate Penelope,

321 Foley, 1995, 218-221. For a brief exposition of his ‘traditional referentiality’, see Foley 1997; for a longer one,
Foley 1999.
322 See Russo, Fernandez-Galiano, and Heubeck, 1992, 148-49, for a brief recapitulation of scholarship on the line.
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but underlines her ‘quiet heroism’, her ‘continuing and crucial role’ in the revenge.*?® In that case,
unusually, the prioritisation of the traditional meaning motivates a disregard for the mismatch of lexical

meaning.

My argument is far from depending on the acceptance of all elements of Foley’s theory. Yet his
insight that formulas can have meanings qua formulas, and hence rules about usage which are greater
than the sum of their words, is essential, and by marrying it to Watkins’ semantic definition of formulas, a
new criterion for the identity of a single formula across traditions is born. To be most convincing, the

formula in foto should have the same traditional meaning across traditions.

This move brings two benefits. Firstly, it will define what a formula is as against a collocation: a
formula has this emergent, traditional meaning. A collocation does not. My sentences above, motip Wqtnpe
T€ yijva €puOpov Eneccov and pita mata ca hamsam rudhiram apacan, simply mean what they say, in a
way in which yeipi mayein does not. The same goes for ‘he killed the dragon’, and kA€og dpBitov and
Sravas aksitam (which are of uncertain formular status intra-traditionally anyway). Secondly, it provides
the criterion for identifying when formulas are importantly the same across traditions. Like the arbitrary
association of a certain set of sounds with a certain meaning, the relation between the literal and
traditional meanings of formulas will have a certain element of arbitrariness — the traditional grows out of
the literal, then beyond it. When two traditions align in that arbitrariness, this is compelling evidence for
shared inheritance. In other words, it is very difficult to imagine a reason apart from inheritance why an
arbitrary alignment might come about. Careful consideration of formulas in their context in each tradition,
and triangulation of their many uses, is necessary to establish this traditional meaning. Once established,

this can then be compared, and a Greco-Indic formula can be reconstructed.

Of course, mine is not the Parry’s original definition of the formula, which insists on a certain
combination not just of meaning but of words with a certain metrical shape. But this was a definition
developed for a synchronic, not a diachronic study of formulas. The comparative study of formulas across
Indo-European traditions has different needs, and so requires a different toolkit. Moreover, as I alluded to
above, this definition of formula will be useful also in the analysis of the diachronic development of

formulas within a given tradition.

323 Foley, 1995, 201, 220-221.
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A Greco-Indic Formula in Sanskrit

The formula I treat was used above of Vyasa at 6. 2.2 and of Safijaya at 6. 14.1: bhita-bhavya-
bhavisya-vit, literally ‘knowing what was, what is, and what shall be’.*?* The merism contained in the
formula is not in itself particularly distinctive, and could easily be remade by cultures distant in space and
time.3?> What is arbitrary, however, is the combination of the merism with a verb of knowledge, and the
close metonymic association between that totality and intuitive diviners — what Foley would call the
formula’s ‘traditional resonance’. Shared inheritance is by far the best explanation for why that arbitrary
association holds in both Sanskrit and Greek poetry.®?® A slightly altered form comes in an account of
Vyasa’s birth, bhitabhavyabhavisyajiiah — the meaning is the same (12. 337.38), followed shortly after by
another elegant variation (butchered by my literal translation), again used of Vyasa,
bhiitabhavyabhavisyanam chinnasarvarthasamsayah, ‘he whose doubts have been dispelled on every
matter of the past, the present, and the future’ (12. 337.49),%?" where the knowing is itself elaborated into a
mellifluous compound which fills half of a line. The formula can also be applied to great seers in

general.®® A similar formula is used of Queen Vidura, ‘bhavisyadbhiitadar$ini’, ‘she who looks to what

324 In this section, unless otherwise specified, all references are to the Mahabharata.

325 There are exact parallels in other literatures too. Chadwick & Chadwick, for example, quote a passage from the
lay of a Samoyedic tribe of Northern Siberia recorded by Matthias Castrén in the nineteenth century, ““T am called
Koegel-Khan and | am a shaman, who knows the future, the past, and everything which is taking place in the
present, both above and below the earth.”” His interlocutors then ask him, if that is the case, to tell him “what our
people are doing, far away in our own home; but if you do not tell the truth we will cut your head off.” The old man
put on his shaman’s dress, and began to shamanise. He shamanised and told all of them the whole and simple truth’
(1940, vol. 3, p. 198). For good measure, the Siberian tale then adds a close parallel to the famous story of Croesus
testing the oracles at Hdt. 1. 46-54. To repeat the thesis’ introduction, such parallels in no way undermine the
probability of inheritance. The sum of human literature is so vast that mere chance would be enough to account for
the co-incidence; the universality of seer-figures only increases the likelihood of such verbal co-incidence. A far
greater co-incidence would be the independent innovation of the same formula in two closely related poetic
traditions during a relatively brief period of separation. Moreover, there is no evidence here that the phrase had
formular status, which would be a far greater co-incidence than the chance use of a merism in a divinatory context.
And lastly, diffusion, though unlikely, cannot be ruled out.

326 A few instances of this formula are listed at Rudiger Schmitt, 1967, 252-4, to which West, 2007, 103-4 adds
another few. Both are more interested in ‘what was, is, and will be’ as a merism for ‘all time’ than in the formula’s
connection with seers, on which only West remarks, and fleetingly at that. Schmitt quotes only three passages of the
RV for Sanskrit, none of which has to do with divination. The Ossetian and Slavic parallels which West cites are
general in character, as, ultimately, are the ostensibly promising Avestan parallels which both cite. In short, the
fundamental difference between my treatment and these discussions, the only ones known to me of this formula, is
twofold. Firstly, my discussion is far ampler and treats many more examples in far greater depth; secondly, |
foreground the connection with divination on which the case for strong inheritance depends.

327 | take this as a straightforward exocentric compound not only because this aligns better with similar formulations,
but also because it is a linguistically easier interpretation than ‘he who dispels doubts’, i.e. doubts in general and not
only his own. Right branching determinative compounds, while possible in Sanskrit, are never the natural
interpretation when in competition with straightforward exocentrics.

328 phiitabhavyabhavisyajiiair maharsibhir, 13. 27.67.
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was and to what will be’.3?° The poet deflates knowledge to a look, tailoring traditional language to make
it appropriate for the non-vatic status of the queen, while drawing on the formula’s wider resonance to
underline her prodigious wisdom. Noteworthy is that the association between the formula and intuitive
divination is necessary for sense to be made of this innovation. The phrase never comes in the Ramayana
(which is slightly later and in general preserves less archaic material than the Mahabharata), but is picked

up a few times in the later Puranas.3®

A corollary of my semantic definition of formulas is that the same formula may take more than
one verbal shape, just as, say, Sanskrit vidhi and bhaga or Greek moira and heimarmené both instantiate
the same underlying metaphor. While it is well known that poetic formulas often preserve linguistic forms
more archaic than those of everyday language, as language falls into desuetude, or as semantic drift takes
hold, a level of opacity will eventually be reached such that the old meaning must be remodelled into
more current words in order not to compromise fluid understanding. That is, the principle of lexical
renewal will eventually assert itself. Moreover, the Greek hexameter and the Indian sloka, while they
derive from Indo-European prosody, are not themselves of Greco-Indic antiquity, and naturally the
formula had to evolve to keep up with metrics too.3*! Accordingly, Greek and Sanskrit Kunstsprachen,
being attested over centuries in various metres, furnish more than one verbal instantiation of the same
single semantic formula. These differences can be trivial, with different forms occurring in free variation,
or be different enough to constitute distinct versions specialised into distinct contexts. Importantly, while
these kindred formulas reflect different stages of linguistic development, they may also circulate
simultaneously, just as we find linguistic doublets in which one word reflects a more archaic stage of
language (e.g. English ‘while’ vs. ‘whilst’, ‘cows’ vs. ‘kine’, or ‘rarely’ vs. ‘seldom”). This has long been
recognised as a feature particularly of oral poetic language. When the same formula is remodelled in
different ways, two co-eval formular versions may be generated, with neither having a more archaic
flavour than the other. Naturally, these may then specialise into different — though related — uses. Again,
this process is analogous to words, e.g. English ‘mister’ and ‘master’, or ‘ward’ and ‘guard’, or ‘shadow’

and ‘shade’.

This general principle tessellates neatly with wider beliefs about poetry in ancient India. While

Vedic hymns were transmitted verbatim, Epics were transmitted sensatim. Textual integrity on the level of

3295.134.12. ‘Vidura’, ‘wise, intelligent’, from the root vid, is a speaking name.

330 E.g. BrP. 26.26, vyasah provaca bhagavan bhiitabhavyabhavisyavit, ‘The venerable Vyasa who knew what was,
is, and will be, spoke forth.’

The Puranas, the oldest of which go back to the mid-first millennium BC, are written in a modified form of (late)
Epic Sanskrit, and record devotional, aetiological, and mythical material.

331 Just as, more broadly, language change motivated metric change. For the pre-history of Greek and Vedic metres
including some speculative reconstructions, see among others Mikhail Gasparov, 1996 and Nagy, 1996.
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word was unimportant. The example of the Vedas gave Indians a greater self-consciousness of their
practice. Unlike the Greeks, they called this kind of transmission Smyti, ‘remembering’, and the verbatim
transmission of the Vedas Sruti, ‘hearing’. In other words, fluidity and the capacity for reinvention was

explicitly baked into their emic genre of Epic.

Immediately above is a trivial example of the latter type of co-eval generation —
bhiitabhavyabhavisyavit in alternation with its exact synonym, bhiitabhavyabhavisyajiiah, with the latter
probably the later form.3¥? Yet, more interestingly, the former, evolutionary type is also found. atitanagata
is very similar in meaning to bhiitabhavyabhavisya. It too is a dvandva, an enumerative compound
composed of participles. Here, it is not uncompounded forms of bz, ‘to be’, but compounded forms of
the verbs i and gam ‘to go’ which express time: ati-ita, ‘what has passed’, and an-a-gata, ‘what has not
come’. Present time is not mentioned, but can easily be understood from context. The majority of usages
of the phrase involve seers (and where they do not, calling mantic language to mind is appropriate). The
seer Vrsaparvan is paradigmatic: he is described as atitandagate vidvan kusalah sarvadharmavit, ‘knowing
both past and future, righteous, knowing all natural Law’ (Mhb 3. 155.23). Similarly, Bhisma is
atitandagate vidvan sarvajiiah sarvadharmavit ‘knowing both past and future, omniscient, knowing all
natural Law’ (Mhb. 12. 224.10).3% There, the poet is free to add can then add different root compounds

without risking monotony.

There is a very clear diachronic difference in the distribution of atitanagata and
bhiitabhavyabhavisya. All but one usages of afitandgata are from the latest, didactic portions of the. Epic,
and a strikingly high proportion, three out of sixteen, from the very latest part of the Epic — the

appendices.®®* This finding accords with the well-known evolution of formulaic language in the later

332 The Sanskrit root jiid is cognate with English ‘know’, Latin ‘cognoscere’, and Greek gigndské. Both compounds’
heads are roots, an old kind of formation in Sanskrit, but the -jiia compound is more linguistically innovative —
taking advantage of the vocalic ending, it declines the root.

333 Bhisma is functionally if not technically a seer. See below for Krsna’s bestowal of intuitive powers upon him.
Yet even before, he is of supernatural wisdom and is here engaged in a long didactic discourse as he lies upon a bed
of arrows at the brink of death (his wisdom imparted, he dies finally at 13.154, in a late passage). For a Homeric
parallel for taking on intuitive powers at the brink of death, albeit in a more limited capacity, see Patroclus and
Hector, see below pp. 166-68.

To this could be added Narada’s comment to Krsna, ‘janise tvarm gatagatam’, ‘you know what has gone and what
has come’ (12. 82.30).

334 The one exception is the passage quoted above, of Safijaya, 6. 16.8. At 7. 122.39, although the context is not
didactic, there are good independent reasons to suppose a very late passage — not least the characterisation of Krsna.
The other occurrences of the phrase are at 1. App.87.4, 1. 1.90, 3. 189.14, 3. 189.24, 3. 297.64, 5. 43.21, 12. 220.65,
12. App.29B.46, 13. 14.188, 13. App. 139.7, 13.99.26, 14.96.26.

Certain passages missing from entire recensions are dateable for this reason to the last couple of centuries of the
composition, after the last common ancestor of extant mss. They are printed at the back of the Critical Edition in
Appendices, and are generally thought to be different in outlook and language from earlier parts of the poem. For
more on the text of the Mahabharata, see Mehendale, 2007, and V. S. Sukthankar’s fundamental Prolegomena,
1933.
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layers of Epic. As John Brockington writes, ‘In the Mahabharata the didactic element... shows a
distinctly different pattern from the ‘battle books’ (books 6-9) both in frequency and in type of formulaic
expression’ (1998, 103-4). There are no occurrences in the Ramayana, and a dozen or so in the Puranas.
Bhitabhavyabhavisya, though rarer, does not show the same preponderance in late passages. Given their
diachronic distribution, and their exact identity in meaning, usage, and context, the natural conclusion is
that atitanagata is a later remodelling of bhiitabhavyabhavisya. As the constituents of the latter compound
developed to take on ever more specialised meanings, the compound became ever more opaque. bhiita is
a common and highly polysemous word, which can also have the meanings ‘true, real, being, a being, the
world, existence, spirit, and person’, as well as more technical meanings. Likewise, bhavya, as well as
‘present’, can mean ‘about to be, needing to be’, and so ‘suitable, excellent’, and hence ‘handsome,
pleasant, gracious, auspicious, pious’, and, as a noun, ‘result, reward, prosperity’ — as well as more
specialised meanings in technical discourse.®* While bhavisya retained its original meaning, it is worth
noting that future participles are relatively rare in Epic Sanskrit. By contrast, atitad always and only means
‘past’ and anagata always and only means ‘future’. By the last stage of the composition of the
Mahabharata in the first millennium AD, these other meanings were prominent enough to motivate the
creation of a less ambiguous and less metrically unwieldy alternative which, after co-existing for a while,
eventually replaced the older form. And so we see unfolding before our eyes, attested in the historical
period, the same processes of development of a formula into new verbal forms that I suggest happened in

the pre-historical period.

Relatedly, the formula could take an amplified shape by turning the compounded stems into
declined substantives, and substituting the head for a participle, as at 3. 186.85 — ‘bhiitarh bhavyam
bhavisyac ca janan’, ‘knowing what was, is, and will be’, or verb, as at 12. 327.21 — *... bhutarh bhavyar
bhavisyac ca jantyam iti’, ‘... in order that I know what was, is, and will be’, cf. 12. 275.5 and 6. 64.2.
Two charming variations show that other elaborations are possible: ‘yac ca bhiitarh bhavisyac ca bhavac
ca paramadyute tat sarvam anupasyami panau phalam ivahitam’, ‘And I observe all that was and will be
and is, o splendid one, as if it were a fruit in the palm of my hand’ (12. 54.18, cf. 12. 50.18 for the same
idea). Bhisma is speaking here after Krsna has granted him mantic powers — ‘traikalyadar§anam jhianam
divyarh daturh yayau harih’, ‘Hari [Krsna] went to bestow [upon Bhisma] the holy knowledge of the
revelation of the Three Times’ (12. 47.65). Firstly, obviously, Epic here continues the theme of the
bestowal of mantic ability which, immediately above, I found characteristic of seership in both Greece

and the RV. Still more germanely, knowledge of the Three Times — past, present, and future — is here the

335 | here rely on Monier-Williams’ Sanskrit Dictionary. bhavya is a so-called gerundive formation: these can have
either present or final force in Sanskrit, as in Latin.
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metonym of mantic ability. The compound which I translate ‘revelation of the Three Times,
‘traikalyadarsanam’, is not a common one: it appears once in the Puranas (Matsyapurana, 48.27), and
nowhere else in Epic or Vedic. It seems to be an ad hoc formation rather than a formula. This should
dispel any lingering cynicism about the close conceptual connection between merism and mantic ability.
So close was it that one can indisputably stand for the other even when the ideas are expressed in entirely
different language. The separation between a formula’s traditional resonance and its lexical form can be
taken no further than this, and no further proof could be required for the tradition’s arbitrary connection of

merism with divination.

Since Vedic Sanskrit uses compounds much more sparingly than the later language, and since,
when it does, they are very seldom of more than two constituents, it is a priori extremely unlikely that our
formula, if it existed at all in the Vedic period, employed a form analogous to that of the Epic period.
Moreover, whereas the form ‘bhiita’ is common throughout the RV, the gerundive form bhavya is
vanishingly rare and the future bhavisya rarer still.>*® What might our formula, then, have looked like at
this time? Above, I laid out how language appropriate to seers could be used of Varuna in the RV, another
such phrase will answer this question. 1.25 celebrates Varuna’s sovereignty by enumerating his qualities
and emphasising his closeness to his devotees. The poet describes how ‘visvany adbhuta cikitvam abhi
pasyati krtani ya ca kart(u)va’, “...watchful, he looks upon all (deeds), unmistakable (to him) - both those
done and those that must be done’ (11). More literally, Varuna ‘views deeds done and which are to be
done’.%" Again, in itself, the merism is not particularly semantically distinctive and it and other such
phrases may be used in many contexts. What is arresting here is the combination of expression and
context. Sight is, as I have argued, conceptually close to knowledge. Here, just like Queen Vidura above,
the merism is combined with a verb of sight.**® Further, crucially, traditional meanings align exactly. Just
as for Vyasa, Varuna’s seeing past and future evinces his supernatural, vatic credentials. This is a stunning
result. It shows a clear linguistic continuity between Vedic and Epic formular language. Where Epic used
participles, in Vedic verbal tense carries the majority of the semantic burden. The change from Vedic

‘what was / is to be done’ to Epic ‘what was / will be’ is minimal. Once morphological developments

336 Both are attested only in the collection’s youngest layer. The former is attested four times, at 1. 129.5, 10. 55.2,
58.12, 90.2; the latter twice, at 1. 161.2 and 10. 86.7.

337 Again, future participles in -isya are unusual in the RV, and attestations cluster in its younger layers (to which this
hymn too belongs). It would be trivial to distinguish between future and final gerundive kart(u)va here, since,
according to the Vedic world view, what will happen is tantamount to what must happen. My literal translation,
unlike Jamison’s, seeks to preserve the equivocation in English. Her translation ‘looks upon’ is, presumably,
intended to preserve the compound verb abhi pasyati; 1 prefer ‘views’ since it implies greater comprehension and
involvement.

338 We have already seen the alternation, embedded also within the lexicon, between sight and knowledge in Indo-
European literature — see above, p. 98 n. 257; the use of the suppletive pasyati instead of a derivative of PIE *wid is
here trivial.
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brought about these new forms, they were marginally preferred for their wider semantic field; that is, the
adoption of forms of bhi widened the purview of the mantic knowledge from deed to being, further

magnifying the seer so described.

A single usage in the Atharvaveda (AV) hints at a medial stage of development.®®® The passage
describes all that is sprung from Brahmacari, and includes, among other things, ‘bhiitabhavyam’, ‘what
was and is to be’ (11. 5.20). Although the relationship between AV and RV is certainly not as
straightforwardly diachronic as once thought, the 4)’s attestation of this particular compound does seem
to reflect a later stage of the language.®* Naturally, it is to be grouped with the philosophical and not
divinatory usages. In any case, although the one instance which I can find in of our formula in Rg-Vedic
literature stands alone, the highly distinctive combination of expression and context surely shows that it is
an ancestor of the more familiar Epic formula. The formula’s identity consists in its semantics, and it is
remodelled to keep up with the linguistic changes that happen around it. And those semantics are both

lexical, on the level of word, and traditional, on the level of formula in foto.

And in Greek

In the following section, I find a Greek cognate for this inherited formula, observing also how the
same formula manifests itself in various lexical forms. The first appearance of a seer in Greek literature is
Calchas’ in the first book of the //iad. He is introduced as oiwvondiov &y dpiotog, | 6¢ 71on td T £6vTa
T4 T éocdpeva mpd T €6vta, by far the best of the augurs, who knew what was, what is, and what will
be’ (69-70). The semantic and formal correspondence between 1.70 and Sanskrit bhiitabhavyabhavisyavit
is exact. Both traditions use tenses of the participles of the verb ‘to be’ to express time in combination
with a reflex of the root *wid- to express knowledge. oiwvordiwv, strictly ‘augur’, here simply means
‘seer’: by this time, as we saw in the first chapter, Greek divinatory practices had undergone such

extensive influence from the Near East that augury is the form of divination par excellence in Archaic

33 For the Atharvaveda’s preservation of Indo-European material, see West, 2007, Ch. 8, esp. pp. 329-39, and
Elizabeth Tucker, 2016.

340 The traditional view, that the relation between Atharva- and Rg-Vedas was merely chronological is put forward in
E. Vernon Arnold, 1901, cf. Oldenberg 1888, 320. Bloomfield is an early dissenting voice in seeing the differences
as more sociolinguistic than diachronic; he is cited with appreciation recently by Tucker, and his view is now
mainstream, given e.g. in Gavin Flood’s handbook to Hinduism, 1996, 37. The heterodox Asko Parpola sees the
dialectal differences between the RV and AV as evidence of two different people groups which eventually merged,
2015, 130-34. For the date of the AV relative to the RV, see Michaels, 2004, 56. I refer here to the Saunaka
recension (for the difference between the two and a history of the recovery of the Paippalada recension, see among
others Tucker, 2016, Umberto Selva, 2019, and now also Carmen Spiers, forthcoming).
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Epic.®* The context is also a perfect match. The formula is used at the first introduction of a seer, and

emphatically establishes his credentials.®*?

An Interlude: Our Formula, Hesiod, and Poetry

Hesiod confirms that this was a traditional formula in Greece. Yet his use of it is inextricable from
a consideration of poetry, and what it might have to do with divination in his text. I therefore digress to
consider these questions together. In the prologue to the Theogony, the poet first prepares the ground. The
Muses, he tells us, mo6” ‘Hoilodov kainyv £didagav dowdnv, ‘once taught Hesiod lovely song’ (22). Later he
explains how: they événvevcav 8¢ pot avdny | Béomy, tva KAeiowl té T° €éocdpeva Tpod T €6vta, ‘[the
Muses] breathed a holy | voice into me, in order that I may sing of what is and what will be’ (32). Gods
give poets the gift of song elsewhere too, but nowhere is this thematised as extensively as here.>*® The
Muses, we learn a few lines later, Au motpl | Duvedoar tépmovot péyav voov évtog Orvumov, | eipedoat Td
T €6vta 16 T éocdueva Tpo T €6vTa, | e@vi] Ounpedoat, ‘hymning to Zeus | the Father upon Olympus,
delight his great mind | in speaking of what was and what is and what will be | with harmonious voice’
(36-39). These celebrated and much discussed lines use our formula not of intuitive divination but of
poetry.3* This poetry must be of the occult dealings of the gods — the poet adds immediately after the first
couplet I cite, ‘kai p’ €xéAovl’ DUVEY pokdpov Yévog aicv Eovimv’, ‘And they ordered me to sing of the

tribe of the blessed, immortal gods’ (33). Hesiod must use this intuitive power to this end.

These are the only two applications of the formula to poetry in Greek literature. Intratraditionally,
they are without context or parallel. However, the R}’s lavish comparanda provide a rich background. |
briefly digress to consider how they can be rad against divination. As we saw, the R} makes no distinction

between poet and intuitive diviner, in the same way that Hesiod’s use of the formula ignores the

341 When augury came to Greece, it was the Manteis, the practisers of the pre-existing forms of divination who
naturally became its experts. Vocabulary strictly proper to augury came to be used for divination in general. In this
way, oiovog, ‘bird of prey’, comes to mean ‘bird-omen’ and indeed ‘omen of any kind’ already in the Iliad (e.g.
X11.243). Obviously, we see Calchas and many others in Archaic Greek poetry engage in divination beyond augury:
the flexibility of the terminology should not obscure this.

342 Just as genealogy does for Theoclymenus in the Odyssey — see above.

343 At viii. The idea probably underlies the epithet 0éomic, ‘holy’, when applied to song (see also e.g. 1.328).

344 Some lines from the Certamen should also be grouped here. They combine our formula with an expression
familiar from the Homeric Hymns — Motc’ dye pot té t° é6vta 16 T° éccdpeva mpd T° £6vta | TV uév undev Gelde,
oV &’ GAANG pvijoat aodiig, ‘Muse, of what was, what is, and what shall be do not sing to me, but, come, remember
another song’, Cert. 97-8. The poet uses the formula deviantly, in order to signal the novelty of the coming song.
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boundary.®® As I have shown in detail, the RV draws vigorously on divinatory language to describe the
process of poetic expression. And just as the Hesiodic voice, it is that intuitive power which underwrites
the worth of the poetry. At VIII. 59.7, which I discuss above,**® Indra and Varuna grant the poet a gift,
which the poet then uses to compose poems to their praise. Analogously, the Muses breathe a holy voice
into the poet (see above), and then immediately after ‘xai pu” éxéhovO’... | opdc & avTiag TPMDTOV TE KOl
votartov aigv deidew’, ‘they ordered me ever to sing of them first and last’ (33-4). mp®dtoV 1€ KOi HoTATOV,
‘first and last’ — the poet is to do special honour to them, just as the Rig-Vedic poet to Indra and Varuna.
Accordingly, the poet opens the Theogony with a passage hymning their praise, affectionately depicts
them singing on Olympus, and describes their divine birth first (36-62).34” Both poems write up the Indo-
European rules of reciprocal worship. The poet receives a gift from the gods — an intuitive power, and

must use it to gift those gods a hymn in return.

The pattern is not to my knowledge elsewhere attested in Greece. The enigmatic story of

Thamyris is not unrelated the pattern. I quote in full.
&vBda te Modoa
avtopevol Oapvpy Tov Opnike tadcoov otdic
OlyaAinBev i6vta map’ Evputov Oiyoiiijog:
oTeDTO YOp VYOUEVOG VIKNGENEY €1 tEp AV avTol
Motoai deidotev kobpat Aldg aiyidyoto:
ol 6€ yoAwoapevor Tpov Bécav, avtap Goldny

Oeomecinv apélovto kol ékAérabov KibaploTiv:

‘And there the Muses

345 The paradigmatic seer of Sanskrit Epic, Vyasa, is also the Mahabhdrata’s author. | return below to this blurred
distinction between poet and seer in Sanskrit Epic.

346 And which I repeat here for the reader’s convenience — ‘indravaruna yad Rsibhyo manisam vaco matirh §rutam
adattam agre | tani chandhamsy asrjanta dhira yajiarh tanvanas...”, ‘O Indra and Varuna, in that you in the
beginning gave to the seers inspired thought, the thinking of speech, what is heard — the insightful (seers) launched
these as poems as they stretched out the sacrifice...’

347 They continue to be foregrounded until 103. ‘Sing of them first and last’ just means ‘Give importance in song’
and should not be taken literally as an order to the poet also to close his poem with reference to them. In any case,
the ending of the Theogony is bloated by interpolation, and it is not clear where the poet who began the poem would
have wanted it to end, or even if the ending he had envisioned is preserved in the manuscript tradition.
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Met Thamyris the Thracian and curbed his song

As he set out from Oechalia, from Eurytus the Oichalian.

For he had declared in a boast that he would be victorious in song
Even against the Muses themselves, daughters of Aegis-bearing Zeus.
But they, angered, incapacitated him, and took away from him

Holy song, and made him forget how to play the cithara.” (I1.594-600)

The pattern of divine vengeance after a blasphemous boast is common in Greek literature (so
Marsyas, Arachne), and attested once elsewhere in the Iliad (Niobe, XXIV.602-09). But read against the
Theogony passage, the story can be interpreted in a different way — as an expression of the danger in
failing to abide by norms of reciprocity. Thamyris’ actions are the inverse of the Hesiodic voice’s. They
denigrate rather than praise, and discredit rather than honour. The Muses’ actions are correspondingly
inverted. Rather than giving Thamyris the gift of song, they strip it from him. The tale, therefore, encodes

the same ideological message as Hesiod, but through a double negation.

It is difficult to generalise from two cases, and conclusions must be tentative. Yet my argument
here is of a piece with well-established features of ancient Greek and Indian culture — namely, reciprocity
and giftedness.®*® This has the aspect of a deeply archaic belief. Perhaps poets independently in each
tradition innovatively married the ideas of reciprocity of divine favour and of the divine gift of poetic
inspiration in this way. But it is more likely that Hesiod (and Homer) preserve a deeply archaic pattern
much better attested in the RV, in which gods are represented as granting poets the gift of song in return

for a hymn of praise. Inheritance is a more elegant explanator of the alignment than polygenesis.

This was a bonus parallel strictly related neither to my present subject, the shared formula, nor
my overarching subject, divination. I return to these for a moment. Perhaps Hesiod’s use of our formula in
this unusual context was an innovation. On this view, he momentarily drew on language proper to
divination to achieve his aim of stressing the poet’s visionary gift. This would make the alignment a weak
shared inheritance. Or perhaps there is a trace here of a more archaic situation, in which the formula in
Greece as in India could be applied indifferently both to poets and to seers. This would make it a strong
shared inheritance. It is dispiriting that these Hesiodic lines are so unique — other like passages would

allow for a better idea of what in them is innovative and what traditional. Yet whether it is better thought

348 |t is legitimate to draw on this other evidence here since my argument is not linguistic.
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of as pure, strong inheritance, or partial, weak inheritance, comparison with Indian material, in providing

a context, renovates understanding of these intensely Rig-Vedic lines.

It is also clear that, at the very minimum, Hesiod uses our formula to signal unmistakably the
supernatural aspect of a poet’s power. That is, it is not that using the formula in connection to poetry
unmasks the contingency of its connection to intuitive divination; rather, it shows the connection of
poetry itself to intuitive divination.* This understood, the way is open to read other verses against the

same background. Perhaps other features of the Hesiod passage will respond to this context.

Our formula, albeit in shortened form, is first used of song of the poet, and then of the Muses.

Just as he, the poet, sings to his fellow men, the Muses ‘delight the great mind’ of Zeus (37). The poet

dwells on the scene: T@v & dxdpotog péet andn | ék otopdtmv 116€la, ‘their sweet voice flows unwearied
from their mouths’ (39-40). The palace ‘laughs’ (yeAd) with the sound of their ‘lily voice’ (07 Aeiproécon,
40-1). They send forth an ‘immortal voice’, (&uppotov dccav, 43). Like the poet, they tell of the births of
the gods, and as the poet celebrates the Muses, they themselves celebrate Zeus (43-52). This elaborate
parallelism finds its own parallel in the RV, where, as we saw, seer-poets consistently depict goods as
seer-poets too. At VII. 88.4, for example (quoted above), Varuna, to the poetic voice’s delight, makes him
a seer-poet. Varuna is described there as a ‘viprah’. The word is so often used of gods that it is perhaps
incorrect to say that it is taken from human language — it is a word that can be used of god and man. But it
is certainly a common term for an inspired Vedic seer-poet (see Jamison & Brereton, 2014, 24-5). The
hymn juxtaposes ‘viprah’ with ‘stotaram’, ‘poet’, and elides the verb — surely ‘made him’ or something
similar — for extra impact. Increasing the similarity with Hesiod still further, though ‘stotaram’ can be a
general term for ‘poet’, its more literal meaning is ‘praiser’. Implicit in the Vedic bard’s choice of
vocabulary is his glad acceptance of the responsibility which Varuna’s generosity engenders — no less
gladly than Hesiod. This juxtaposition expresses verbally what Hesiod shows us. Both poets construe
their sponsor god(s) as the mirror of themselves. This brings us back to the formula. Hesiod also signals
this equivalence verbally, by using the same formula first of himself, and then of the Muses. Just as in the
RV, the same language is used of inspiring deity and inspired poet to programmatically signal the close

relation between the two.

Again I briefly digress from formula and divination. As Hesiod presents it, the result of the
Muses’ favour is that the poet will be able to tell the truth. Just as in the case of Thamyris, their favour

cannot be taken for granted, even once the gift of composition is granted. The Muses declare themselves

349 This is a point on which Foley’s traditional referentiality is firm. As I write above, it is that ygipi moyein implies
heroism in Penelope, and not that Penelope implies non-heroism in ygipi moyein.
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to be as magnificently superior and arbitrary in their assignation of favour as any other god: “idpev
yendea moAld Aéyetv £Topototy opoio, | pev §°, edt’ £06hmpey, dAndéa ynpdoachar”, “We know how
to say many lies which seem true, | but we know how to tell the truth when we want to”’ (27-8). For
Hesiod, the Muses threaten not to make the poet incapable like Thamyris but mendacious. Cosmogony
was an important part of the project of the Theogony. As such, just as much as Epic if not more so, it was
committed to telling its audience facts — about the make-up of the cosmos. It was therefore to be judged
on the basis of the accuracy of that information. This made the establishment of the credentials of the poet
especially important, and helps to explain the long prelude in which the poetic voice lays claim to a

special relationship with the Muses.

Rg-Vedic poets share this anxiety when they recount cosmogonies. In the well-known, mystical,
late cosmogonic hymn X.129, for example, the poet opens with a vision of the nothingness at the
universe’s very beginning.*° After some speculations, the poet abruptly answers a legitimate question —
how might poets know of these matters? ‘sato bandhum asati niravindan hrdi pratisya kavayo manisa’,
‘Searching in their hearts through inspired thought, poets found the connection of the existent in the
nonexistent’ (4). As we saw above, ‘manisa’, cognate with Greek Mantis, can be a technical term for
mantic thought. See above, again, for how this can be figured as present ‘hrdi’, ‘in the heart’. ‘sat’, the
participle of the verb ‘to be’, is often substantivised as ‘being’, or, as in Jamison & Brereton’s translation,
‘the existent’. But it is also the usual Vedic word for ‘true’.*! Indeed, being and truth are intimately
related concepts in Vedic thought. The poet declares that the truth is in some way inside of him, and that
he can access it through introspection. Here, then, the Rg-Vedic poet of a cosmogony lays claim to the

veracity of his composition through the evocation of his intuitive power, just like Hesiod.

The concept of truth in Archaic Greek poetry is a vast topic. I can only sketch its outlines here.
Yet I digress yet further to contextualise these lines, and gesture at an avenue for further study. Homer and
Sanskrit Epic had some of the same commitments to the truth of poetry. When Odysseus praises
Demodocus, he does so not on the basis of the beauty of his poetry, but on its accuracy — he sings of the

99 GeC

deeds of the Achaeans “&¢ 1€ mov 1} avTOC TApe®V T dALov dkovoag”, ““as if you had been present or had

299

heard it from someone who was”’ (viii.491). Vyasa, legendary poet of the Mahabharata and its most
powerful seer, is introduced at the start of the sixth book as ‘satyavatiSatah’, ‘son of Satyavati’ (6. 2.1).
We are reminded that his mother is called, literally, ‘Truthful’. Then — ‘pratyaksadarsi bhagavan
bhiitabhavyabhavisyavit’, ‘the lord who sees with his own eyes, who knows what was, what is, and what

will be’ (.2). Likewise, Safijaya, newly invested with intuitive power, becomes ‘pratyaksadarst sarvasya

350 For interpretations of this hymn with discussion of previous literature, see Brereton, 1999.
%1 Equally, ‘asat’ is in both cases the negation.
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bhutabhavyabhavisyavit’, ‘the eyewitness of everything, who knows what was, what is, and what will be’
(6. 14.1). As in the RV and Hesiod, in Homer and the Mahdabharata, the text assumed that it will be
judged not only on its entertainment value, but on its veracity. Accordingly, it protests the reliability of its
narrators. In all cases, intuitive powers closely related to divination are involved. These ideas go to the
heart of what texts consider valuable about themselves. They do not a priori seem, therefore,
reinventable, extemporised, or liable to contamination from outside influence. On the other hand, they are
good candidates for inheritance because they are not too ambitious — not being particularly distinctive,
they can withstand social change; nor are they so intricate as to shed doubt on long-term stability. While
fuller and more systematic study would be necessary to make the claim with confidence, it is certainly
probable that these similarities are best explained by strong inheritance — that they preserve beliefs about

poetry stretching back to the time of unity.

Back to the Formula in Greek

As we have seen, this divinatory language is used indifferently of god and man. In a jeremiad
about the rapacity of his fellow citizens, Solon laments that 006¢ puAdocovtot cepva Aikng 0épedia, | 1
ory®oo cOvVoLde T yryvopeva mpod T’ &ovia, | TdL 8¢ ypovor maviog NI’ drmotetcopévn, ‘they do not even
abide by the august foundations of Justice, who though silent knows well what is and what shall be, and
comes in time to take full revenge’ (Fr. 4.14-16 [MW)]). The wording is renovated — cOvolde updates the
more difficult Homeric §8n, and ytyvopeva is used instead of another form of etvou. Solon leaves the
knowledge of past time to be understood, just as Hesiod did. Solon’s Justice is a personified goddess of
whom religious vocabulary is used in a suggestive hypallage (cepva 0éuebia, ‘august foundations of
Justice’ for ‘foundations of august Justice’). The appropriation of language proper to seers serves too to
elevate Justice’s position and underline the respect she is owed. For Solon, Justice can be eluded for the

moment but not forever — a surety founded on the prodigious extent of her knowledge of human affairs.

In Euripides’ Helen, Nereus, mirroring the munificence of, among others, Vyasa, Varuna, Apollo,
and Zeus, gives his granddaughter Eido the power of prophecy.®*? Again, heredity and giftedness join

forces (see above). On her marriage, she came to be called Theonoe,*? t& Ogia yap | té T° dvro Koi

352 For the connection between marine divinities and prophecy, see West, 1966, on 233. The sea nymph Thetis, ever
preoccupied with prophecies of her son’s death, should also be added to the list.

33 Speaking names are traditional for Greek seers. Ei8® means ‘knowledge’, and ®zovén perhaps “divine thought’.
Elsewhere, for example, Mavt®, Teiresias’ daughter, formed from the Greek word Mantis, must mean ‘mantic
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puéAlovta mavt’ fmiototo, ‘for she knew the course of providence — both all that was and all that would
be’ (13-4).% The renovation here is profound — very few sequences of syllables can be imported from
hexameter to iambic without special resolutions. But the correspondence in semantics and context is

unmistakeable.

The formula was as long-lived as the Homeric language of which it was a part: Diodorus Siculus
can report a Delphic prophecy in which the priestess says that the war between the Meropes and Iones

T35}

will last until a golden stand made by Hephaestus comes to him “0¢ coiq té. T° £6vta Té T° E600EVA
npodédoprev”, “who in his wisdom has foreseen what was and what will be” (9. 3.2).3% The perfect is
stative and denotes an ongoing ability. The latter wrote in the first century BC, but of course had access to
much older material now lost to us. Suggestive here too is the alternation of knowledge with sight, as
often in the Indian tradition. Even the opening words of the Sibylline Oracles, a composite text containing
material from the first half of the first millennium AD, draw on this traditional formulation: ‘Beginning
from the first generation of speech-endowed men | until the latest generation, I shall prophesy on each
matter,**® onndca mpiv yéyovev, moca & dotiv, Omdoca 8 uédrel | EsoecOan, ‘what was before, what is
now, and what shall be in the future’ (1.1-4). Our formula, amplified and proudly fronted in the collection,
makes for a respectable facsimile of archaic Epic language. One difference, however, sticks out: the verb
is explicitly to do with prophecy, Tpopntevom, rather than with sight or vision. It therefore makes explicit
the traditional meaning — superfluously from the point of view of oral poetics. Perhaps the poet was not in

command of formulaic language, or perhaps he did not trust his audience to decode it. But in any case, the

journey of the formula must end here, as the norms of oral poetry crumble away into the written.

The shape of the Sibylline formula could have been adapted from the Hesiodic Catalogue of
Women, a verse of which has been reconstructed [0c6d T' Env 660 T' E]oTt Kol OTndoo péEAAEL Eoecbal,
‘what was, what is, and what will be’ (Fr. 204.113 [MW]). This was an extremely popular poem at the
time of the Sibylline Oracles, as witnessed by the plethora of papyrus finds from the period. The

immediate context of the line is also fragmentary, though the preceding line, xatafvnt®dv avOponwv, ‘of

power’. [Tolvidog, mentioned at Il. 13.663, means ‘knower of many things’. Cf. Vyasa, ‘arranger’ i.e. of the Vedas
or narratives in general, son of Satyavati, ‘truthful’.

354 For my translation of &1 0gia, see LSJ I1. 3a. The tense of 16 ©” 8vta (which I translate ‘that was’, pace LSJ A.1
6vta) should align with that of the imperfect main verb, itictato. Unlike Sanskrit, Greek has no past participle of
its verb ‘to be’. In the hexameter examples, £¢6vta does that service, with the juxtaposition of the clearly present
€ocopevo disambiguating its past sense.

3% There is an awkwardness in the idea of foreseeing the past. Perhaps the real force of the prefix of Tpodédopkev is
to specify that this is prophetic, not ordinary sight.

356 A pyopévn mpdng yevefic pepdmmv avOpdnmv | &yxpic én’ doyotinot mpoentedon i EKAcTA.
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mortal men’, is suggestive, and would give good meaning if read with the conjecture.®®” Unfortunately,

nothing more can be said.

Use in Philosophy

In Greece just as in the Mahabharata, philosophical discourse could be written in the same metre
as narrative poetry and draw extensively on the same traditional language. It is no surprise, therefore, to
find Empedocles using similar language of the cosmos: &k tovtmv yop mdvd’ dco T Qv doa T’ EoTt Koi
gotat, ‘for from the latter comes all that was, is, and will be’ (Fr. 21. 14 [DK]). Parmenides, too, perhaps
alludes to the formulation: &l yap &yevt’, o0k £€01’, 000’ €l mote péAdel EoecBan, “for if it was, it is not, not
even if at some point it shall exist again’ (Fr. 8.20 [DK]), but the similarity is very vague. And there is an
intriguing resemblance to these phrases in the distich which Pausanias claims that the priestesses at the
oracle of Dodona sang, Zedc 1v, Zevg éotiv, Zedg EcoeTal: @ peyde Zed, ‘Zeus was, Zeus is, Zeus shall
be, o mighty Zeus’ (10. 12.10). Similarly, in a philosophical discourse in the Mahabharata,
bhiitabhavyabhavisyavit is used of the great soul (mahan atma, 12. 300.12), and there are some usages of
just bhiitabhavyabhavisya, just atitandgata, and just bhiitam bhavyam bhavisyac ca in philosophical
disquisitions (respectively, 14. 35.13, 14. 37.14, and 1. 1.190, 5. 43.21, 12. 220.65, 13. 99.26, 14. 96.26,
and 6. 63.8). The RV too uses the merism in a passage of metaphysical rumination which has no
connection to seership, ‘sarvarh yad bhiitarh yac ca bhav(i)yam’, ‘all that was and that is to be’ (10. 90.2).
Again, there is nothing inherent to the sense of the merism which ties it to intuitive divination. This makes

it all the more striking that in both traditions the merism is so scarcely attested outside of our formula.

357 This goes back to Wilamowitz and Schobart’s initial publication of P. Berol. 10560, and was taken up by Rzach
in his 1908 Teubner edition of Hesiod’s poetry (see further West 1966, on 32 and Hirschberger, 2004, on Fr. 110.
113, with references). For the use of 0oa in this context, see Empedocles below.

Apparently, none of these saw the connection with the line from the Sibylline Oracles, since otherwise they would
presumably have reconstructed [tocoa T Env moca T £]ott kol Onndca pédel Ececbar. These forms also have the
advantage of aligning with oxndoa later in the line. I leave final judgement to the reader, yet the connection between
Catalogue and Oracles is highly probable, and the conjecture should be emended to reflect it.

The verse from the Oracles is amplified to allow for the close of line 4: k6opw d10 dvooePiog avOpdnwV, ‘in the
world through the impiety of men’, which might align with the end of the preceding line of the Catalogue,
katafvntdv avOpormy. The meaning of kéouw, ‘world’ not ‘order’, is late and Christian, and itself enough for
dating the passage after the late first century, by which time the canonical Gospels were in circulation.
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Participial and relative constructions occur in free variation, with no difference in usage or
context discernible where there is no difference in semantics.®® The difference is small, to be sure, but it
illustrates the fluidity which facilitates the evolution of such formulas. As in the Sanskrit, associated verbs
may change. The difficult defective form éide, semantically an imperfect but formally a pluperfect, does
not reappear after its use at /. 1.70. Solon gives the post-Homeric verb sunoide, and Euripides épistato —
both younger, far more familiar forms. The formula is brought up to date before our eyes. Diodorus’
Pythia gives prodedorken, ‘foresees’. Alteration of this part of the formula does nothing to obscure its
identity. Similarly, when one of the three elements in the second part of the formula was elided, this did
nothing to obscure its identity with other attestations — not for us, and so certainly not for an audience
well-versed in the traditional formulas of hexameter. In the next section, I argue that, analogously, a

change in Greek of the second part of the formula should not do so either.

One Formula, Two Forms

In Odyssey xxiv, the relatives of the slain Suitors are gathering to plot their bloody revenge. At
their assembly, the seer Halitherses speaks up. He declares the folly of the Suitors, and intones a warning
not to set forth. Like Theoclymenus, he is ignored. He is introduced like so — 1oiot 8¢ kai petéeune yépwv
fipog AMOEpong | Mactopidng: 6 yap olog dpo tpdccm kol dmicom, ‘And the old hero Halitherses son of
Mastor spoke | among them, for he alone saw before and after’ (451-2). From the basic spatial meanings
of tpdéocw and dmicow branch the temporal meanings, in accordance with the Homeric (and common
typological) conceptual metaphor which describes time as a linear progression through space.®*® Formally,
they preserve the IE dative ending *-0y, and have an allative force, so literally ‘backwards’ and
‘forwards’.%*° The temporal meanings are obviously required here. Here, as sometimes above, two stand

for all three times. In this shape, perforce — mpdcom and omicow are a natural pair without an obvious

third constituent. The shapes of the formula I treated above alternated, as we saw, between forms of

38 Article and participles at 1. 1.70 Theog. 32, 38, Certamen 97, Eur. Hel. 14, Diodorus Siculus 9. 3.2, and hosa /
(ho)posa and verbs at Orac. Sib. 1.3-4, Empedocles Fr. 21. 14 (DK), and very probably in the Hesiodic Catalogue
(see the note immediately above).

359 For which in Homer see Tom Zanker, 61-94, with discussion of Tpéccm at dnicow at 89-94. Zanker rightly
rejects the old idea that tpdcow refers to the past and omicow the future. He follows the superb comparative article
of George Dunkel, 1982/83, who adduces Vedic and Hittite to illuminate the conceptual metaphor in Greek, and
integrates Dunkel’s findings into a wider picture of spatially construed time in Homer.

360 English uses the same metaphors. ‘Going forwards’ means ‘from now on’, and ‘looking backwards’ means
‘considering the past’.
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‘know’ and ‘see’. The physical time metaphor here works best with the vision option. The knowledge

option is not attested with this shape.

Although verbally quite different, the strong semantic correspondence combines with the
contextual correspondence. Just as one was used to introduce Calchas, this introduces Halitherses. The
logic on which a formula was defined cross-traditionally by its semantic not verbal shape can here be
extended intra-traditionally: the correspondences demand that the two be treated as two verbal shapes of
the same formula. Nevertheless, as we will see, these shapes were specialised into slightly different

contexts in an elegant complementary distribution.

This serves as the paradigmatic example of this shape of the formula because it is here best fitted
to its context: oloc, ‘alone’ here makes good sense, since Halitherses is not only the single seer present,
but also alone in his good judgement. No two seers meet in Homer, and, unless they are wanderers like
Theoclymenus, there is only one seer in each society, and one at each assembly. Economy of narrative
needs motivates the distribution: if the poet comes to a point of the narrative where a seer would be

useful, only one would do.

Polydamas is introduced in the same terms at the council of the Trojans in //iad book 18: toict 8¢
[TovAvdapag memvopévog Rpy. dyopedety | IavBoidng: 6 yap olog 8pa tpdccm Kai dnicom, ‘And wise
Polydamas son of Panthous began to speak | to them [the Trojans], for he alone saw before and after’
(250-51). Both instances fill out a line which begins with a patronymic, perhaps also an element
traditional to the formulation. Polydamas is never explicitly a seer in the /liad, although he is the wisest of
the Trojans: he and Hector were born on the same night, and just as Hector excels all with the spear,
Polydamas excels all men in words (252-3). Hector in the following passage disregards his sage advice
that the Trojans retreat into the city — a fatal error. Polydamas has also correctly read the bird omen in
book 12; his wording there seems to imply both that he does not consider himself a professional augur
and that he is very close to one: “®d¢ .’ vrokpivarto Ogompdmoc, O chpo Bvud | £idein tepdwv Koi ol
nelfoioto Aaoi”, “That would be the judgement of a diviner, who has thorough knowledge | of omens in
his heart and whom the people obey’ (229-30).%¢! Polydamas and Halitherses, as often for seers, find little
support from those to whom they speak, which makes sense if, as it seems, oiog, ‘alone’ was also

362

traditional to the formula.*** Indeed, although Hector will enjoy momentary success in the battle, he will

361 Note that a maximalist reading of Qup@, ‘in his heart’, would see a reference to intuitive power in Polydamas’

formulation here. See above for similar formulations in both traditions.

362 As we will see in the fourth chapter of my thesis, seers are often cast in the role of the tragically ignored
forewarners in Greek and Sanskrit literature. There are many examples in Tragedy too — Oedipus and Teiresias in
Sophocles Oedipus Rex being the most famous. Cassandra is, of course, the paradigmatic example of this. Indian
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set into motion a chain of events which will ultimately lead to his and Troy’s downfall. I do not intend to
speculate about whether Polydamas was a fully-fledged seer in an earlier tradition or in an earlier version
of the /liad. What is clear, however, is that Homer uses language traditional to seers to underline his
prodigiously good judgement. The idea explicit at X11.229-30 is implicit in the resonant traditional
language of XVIIL.250-51. Nevertheless, its use of Polydamas also suggests a slightly more deflated

meaning, related to intuitive power but not so inflexibly that it must be restricted to it.

Achilles’ disparagement of Agamemnon in Book 1 of the /liad is newly cogent in this light. In his

speech announcing his withdrawal from battle, he holds him to account, deploring him as an inferior

leader, “n yap & y* dLotfior ppeci BVeL, | 003E T1 01de vofjcot Bia TPOGGH Kai OTicow, | STrmC ol TP
vnuot goot poyéotvto Ayooi”, “for he raves in his deadly mind, | nor does he know at all how to
perceive past and future at the same time, | in order that the Achaeans join battle safely by their ships™’
(1.343-35). Perception of past and future ‘at the same time’ seems to reflect the exceptional ability in the
phrase’s other usages, rather than suggesting, as Kirk thinks, the quotidian ability to ‘[use] experience of
the past to predict what will happen in the future’ (1985, ad loc.). This would be an unconscionable
bathos, and in any case Agamemnon’s situation is unprecedented. Alternatively, duo could be accorded
less importance, and rendered equivalent to 1€, ‘both’, which would be difficult to fit into the line and
necesSitate breaking up the traditional unit tpdéccw kai 6wicow. The unusual phrase ‘to know how to
consider’ makes this contemplation a skill to be possessed (or lacked). It suggests a special cognitive
ability akin to intuitive divination. Agamemnon should never have taken Briseis, as Achilles says a little
before, and now Achilles will withdraw as a result. Achilles deprecates Agamemnon’s lack of foresight
through traditional language appropriate to seers: by negating it, Achilles affords these decisive words a

new ironic thrust.%62

Ironies, Specialties in Greek and Sanskrit

A similar ironic contrast is achieved by Menelaus’ use of the same phrase at 111.109-10, where he
is organising the duel. While young men are flighty, an old man like Priam npdcow kol omicom | Aevooet,

‘looks at past and future’ so that he acts in the best interests of all parties. Menelaus tellingly chooses a

Epic finds a similar abundance, e.g. Malyavan and Ravana in the Ramayana, and Safijaya and Dhrtarastra, Maitreya
and Dhrtarastra / Duryodhana in the Mahabharata.

363 Kirk calls the two verses ‘untypically heavy-handed’ and suspects a ‘rare’ interpolation (ibid.). On my reading,
they are pointed and effective. The putative linguistic infelicities are the natural result of the creative refashioning of
traditional language.
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more effortful word, Aevooel, ‘look at’:** whereas seers successfully ‘see’ what is past and future, the old

man can only ‘look’ — seek to discern it. His wisdom points him in the right direction, but his powers are
more limited. Homer’s innovation exactly matches that of the Mahabharata poet at 5. 134.12, where, as
we saw above, he tweaks the standard formula to make it appropriate for the wise queen by substituting
‘vit’, ‘*knowing’ for ‘darsinT’, ‘looking’. These are surely momentary innovations which happen to align
rather than evidence for the independent inheritance of a deflationary shape in addition to the usual one.
Poets’ adaptation of the same inheritance progresses along the same lines, creating likeness upon likeness,

and resulting in ever closer similarity.

Adhoksaja’s blandishments to Dhrtarastra in the Mahabharata provide another example of

(313 -2 299

creative variation suited to context. ““na te ’sty aviditamm™’, he says, ‘“kirm cid bhiitabhavyasya, bharata™’,
“nothing is unknown to you of what was and is, o Bharata™’ (9. 62.38). The audience, who know that
Dhrtarastra’s myopia is his over-riding characteristic, are immediately alive to the passage’s ironies. The
merism is deployed craftily: the poet uses its traditional resonance to lend Adhoksaja’s flattery a cloying
hyperbole. The double negative, unique among attestations of the formula, reinforces the wheedling tone,
and confirms that Adhoksaja should not here be taken seriously. Consideration of the Greco-Indic context

allows old texts to be read anew and better.

It is sometimes denied that 6 ydp olog dpo TpOGG® Koi dOMiGGw is at all connected to supernatural
power because, as we have seen, two out of its three positive usages in Homer concern those who do not
have such power.®® Such denials do not, however, take into account the other, closely related formula,
which is indubitably connected to Manteis, nor the mantic language used elsewhere of Polydamas. Rather,
they are part of a long tradition of Homeric scholarship which seeks to downplay the role of the
supernatural in Homer. More relevantly, all four usages of this shape of the formula regard not just
(supernaturally) good judgement, but the public recognition of the latter; that is, they all occur in contexts
where social intelligence and the ability to persuade are the key to the aims of the speech which follows.
This is especially relevant for Achilles’ use of the formula: he says there that Agamemnon lacks precisely
those abilities. Manteis from Homer onwards often have important roles to play in assemblies and as
advisors of kings, where they always speak the truth.*®® Since prodigious sagacity, even when

unconnected with mantic power, could be represented as a special gift, and since its possessors, like

34 The difference between active and inactive perception is expressed only semantically in Greek but also
morphosyntactically in English: ‘look at’ takes a different case frame from ‘see’, just as ‘listen to” from ‘hear’.

365 E.g. Kirk, 1985, on 1.343-45 and Alfred Heubeck, 1992, on xxiv.24.451-54.

366 For Manteis in Homeric assemblies, see e.g. Calchas above, Halitherses above and at Odyssey ii.157ff. They also
had more general roles as advisors: see XX1V.220-22. To my knowledge, there is not one example of a mistaken
intuitive Mantis in all Archaic and Classical Greek literature. | discuss this in more detail in the next chapter.
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Nestor, were accorded honour and given precedence in assemblies, it is no surprise to see mantic
language extended to use in such contexts. As Menelaus shows above, great wisdom is also closely
related to old age. At ii.158-9, the poet must specify that Halitherses excels even his co-evals, to clarify
that his talents in judging birds and speaking are not merely due to his age.*®’ Supernatural gifts, old age,
mantic power, and ability to speak the truth in assemblies therefore must be thought of as a nexus of
interconnected ideas. In other words, their role in public assemblies will have encouraged the application
of language related to Manteis to others who excelled in assemblies (or, when negated, to those who, like
Agamemnon in Achilles’ eyes, are catastrophically bad at man-management). The distribution of the
usages of a pair of semantically extremely close formulas demonstrates, therefore, that one form, 6 yop
oiloc 8pa. Tpdocw Kai dmicom, while retaining its close connection to Manteis, specialised itself into
public usages, and so came to be applied more generally to non-mantic interventions at assemblies. The

other kept a closer association with intuitive divination.

The Heritage

I here make what I call the strong claim, that there was at the time of Greco-Indic unity a
formula of the shape ‘he (who) knows (/ sees) what was, what is, and what will be’, and that an audience
deeply familiar with the norms of traditional poetic language would have immediately recognised its
evocation of intuitive divination. No other hypothesis can explain the semantic parallels, and their
arbitrary alignment with the traditional resonance of intuitive divination. The semantics of the formula
and the range of contexts in which it is deployed remained remarkably stable throughout time. I resist the
temptation to reconstruct an asterisked proto-form of the formula. Although an additive compound can be
excluded, it would be impossible to know whether the second element of a proto-form would have been
expressed in participles or in nominal clauses. The future is another complication: different IE languages
do so in different ways, most of which look secondary, and so no future is reconstructible to PIE. Greco-
Indic undoubtedly specialised the same infix *-s-, or better some combination of that with *-A;s- or *-
hise- or *-sie/o-, into a future sense. The future sense, however, seems to be secondary and branch from
an earlier desiderative meaning. It is controversial whether the forms are so exactly matched as to allow

for a detailed formal reconstruction even for Greco-Indic.*®® Despite the consonance, reconstruction is

367 & yaup olog dumlxinv ékékacto | Spvifag yvdvon ko évaicua pudncacOour. For the connection between old age
and wisdom elsewhere in the poem, see ii.16, iii.19-20, iv.204-5.

368 These give the familiar -is- futures of Sanskrit, and in Greek both the sigmatic futures and, less transparently, the
liquid futures in -éw. This is one of the cases when Andrew Sihler departs from the communis opinio and overstates
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difficult — doubly so for the slippery verb ‘to be’. Perhaps *wid, which underlies both the -vit in the
Sanskrit and the (F)7dn in the Greek, is the only lexical item which reconstructible with some
probability.®® Even then, its form is unclear — the pluperfect was a wholly Greek innovation, while the
root-headed compound was a Sanskrit innovation. Certainly, poets renovated their forms to keep up with
changes both in lexicon and morphology — in the prehistorical as in the historical period. Semantics

endured in defiance of this formal turbulence.

The principal semantic instability in the formula was the alternation, often in Greek and once in
Sanskrit, between using verbs of sight and of knowledge. Suspiciously, this mirrors the lexical instability
in Greek of the outcomes of the most probably reconstructible lexical element, *wid-. Daughter languages
tend to generalise one or the other sense — ‘see’ or ‘know’.%"® Greek is exceptional in preserving the
alternation, with perfect (w)eidenai, ‘1 know’, and aorist (w)idein ‘to have seen’.** Even then, the present
middle is sight related — €idopan, ‘I appear’. From Greek we can reconstruct that *wid- at the time of

Greco-Indic unity made no clear distinction between the meanings ‘see’ and ‘know’.

The difference between the two versions of the formula in Greek falls along this line: 6 fjon & T’
€ovta etc. involves knowledge in Homer, just as non-deviant usages of tpéco® Kol omicow always
involve sight. Here comparative poetics really does work like comparative linguistics. Just as in Greece
the old semantic ambivalence in the root generated different meanings in different tenses of the verbal
reflexes, that same ambivalence produced two different shapes of the same formula, each (generally)
falling down on one side of the meaning, and specialising into different metrical shapes. I have often and
will often remark on the close conceptual association of sight and knowledge in the divinatory language
of both traditions: here this plays out in Greek on the level of formula. Appropriately, the spatial metaphor
for time attracted the sight element, and the abstract participial description the epistemic element. By
contrast, Sanskrit, where vid always means ‘know’, generated only one reflex of the formula: this, like the
language, always has ‘know’ and never ‘see’, and lines up with the epistemic variant in Greek in using
participles to express time. While it is impossible to extrapolate from one case, the one instance of the

formula in the RV, which has not ‘know’ but ‘see’, hints at the possibility of another shape also in the

the case, 1995, 8457, 8500. The handbooks are more circumspect — see Clackson, 2007, 119 and Fortson, 2010, 100,
260.

389 There are few alternatives. "Eniotapot, ‘to know’ is clearly a secondary Greek internal formation. And in any
case, in Homer it is overwhelmingly used with an infinitive in the sense ‘to know how to’, or in a participle with a
sense ‘expert’. ['yvdokw, ‘to know’, oddly is never found with this formula in Greek. In Sanskrit, -jia is found a
handful of times (see above).

870 Sanskrit ‘vid” ‘know’, Latin ‘video’ ‘I see’, German ‘wissen’ ‘to know’, Russian ‘videt’ ‘to see’, etc.

371 Suppletion then filled the gaps: 6p@®, ‘I see’, sidov, ‘I saw’; oida ‘I know’, jmictéuny, ‘I knew’ — or, in Homer, a
pluperfect fion, ‘I1/ he knew’.
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Indic tradition. In Sanskrit Epic, it is other formulas commonly applied to seers (but without close parallel

in Greece) which preserve the visual element.%"2

The commonalities between seers’ powers in the traditions manifest themselves on manifold
levels. The formula confirms beyond doubt the existence of intuitive divination and intuitive diviners at
the time of Greco-Indic unity, and underlines the distinction I made in the first chapter, that Greek
intuitive divination is the place to look for overlap with other IE traditions. Each had the same ideas about
what seers could do, and expressed them in similar language and formulas which, even after over a
millennium of change, recognisably go back to the same shared source. The development and divergence
of those formulas mirrored those of their languages and are an extraordinary example of the tenacity and

hence the reconstructibility of Indo-European poetic language.

Another Greco-Indic Formula

I now turn to another case, arguing that the epithet manojavah, ‘swift as thought’, for whose
context in the present passage see above on page 120, contains an equation of Greco-Indic date. Although
Athena is not described in these terms when she comes to Achilles, the comparison does come in early
Greek Epic. The Homeric universe should not be confused with that of Archaic Myth, which seems to
have been more comfortable with prodigious locomotion. Pindar, for example, mentions that the
prodigious speed of Achilles allows him to catch deer, and Antimachus records that so great was Achilles’
leap from his ship onto the beach at Troy that a fountain sprang up (Nem. 3.51, fr. 84 W). The common
Achillean formulas t6dag dxic, ‘swift in his feet’, moddpxng ‘fleet-footed’, modmwreog ‘swift-footed’ are
the only allusions in Homer to this tradition.?” In the Argonautica, the twin sons of the North Wind
Boreas, Zetes and Calais, have wings and can fly (1.219-23, 2.426-8). Jasper Griffin conveniently
enumerates the many places where ‘The fantastic, the miraculous, and the romantic... exceeded in the
Cycle the austere limits to which the //iad confines them’.3’* As Griffin shows in that article, the very firm

distinction between the divine and human found in the //iad and to a lesser extent the Odyssey by no

372 Most notably divyena caksusa, ‘[seeing] with a divine eye’, found at Mhb. 1.67.24, 1. 111.18, 1.168.22, 1. 170.5,
3.8.22,3.156.4, 3. 292.16, 6.2.10, 11.13.5, 11.16.1, 13. 41. 16, 14.17.31, 14.61.9, 15.27.4, 15.40.21, 18.5.33, and in
the Ramayana only at 3. 50.10. See above and below also for the common pratyaksadarst, ‘eyewitness’.

373 The latter two, though most often translated by exocentric compounds in English, are in fact dependent
determinative compounds expressing an instrumental relation, i.e. Achilles is swift by his feet. ‘Foot-swift” would be
a more literal translation.

3741977, 40. For other examples, see 39-48.
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means holds outside those poems — and not least with regard to magical travel. In any case, despite this

ambivalent background, Greek examples will be drawn from Homer and beyond.

In Sanskrit

The parallel was noticed by Marcello Durante and later taken up by Martin West, who adds to
Durante’s list one occurrence each from the Irish, Welsh, and Icelandic traditions, and assumes that it is
an Indo-European inheritance in all those traditions.>”® Durante begins with the Vedic expression
(martydsya) mandso javiyan, ‘swifter than the thought (of a man). It is used four times of the speed of the
steeds or chariot of the A§vins (appropriately for these horsemen gods), one to those of Indra, and one to
the drink Soma, which is often compared to prodigiously fast steeds.®’® He observes that the phrase
always occurs at the end of a metrical unit and concludes that it is ‘nettamente formulare’. Yet all
instances come from the latest layer of the RV, and so are probably expansions of an original compound
manojava or manoju (java and ju are by-forms of the same lexeme), ‘thought-swift’ i.e. ‘swift as a
thought’, which are evenly spread throughout the collection. These two compounds, which occur in free
variation according to the requirements of the metrical context, are specialised terms: like the phrasal
version of the formula, they are only applied to a heavily restricted set of objects in the RV. In total, the
compounds are applied 16 times to the chariots or steeds of the gods and six times to other things closely

associated with the divine.3"’

In the Epics, the phrase (martyasya) manaso javiyan is not found, and the compound is always in
the form manojava. Again, language change is sufficient to account for this, since —(7)yars type
comparatives largely die out after the Vedic period, and roots in fine compositionis came to have an

archaic flavour.®’® As we saw above, the formula must move with the times. I count 37 uses of manojava

3751976, 121, and 2007, 96 respectively. See also now Massetti, 2019, 68, who gathers and translates half a dozen
instances of the ‘swift as thought” idea in the RV and, in accordance with her methodology, suggests an inherited
system of association between them and other more common equations, namely ‘swift as a horse / the wind / a bird’.
8761 117.2,118.1, 181.3, 183.1, X.112.2 for the steeds / chariots, 1X. 97.28 for Soma. Durante’s inclusion of X. 39.2
in his list is presumably an error.

377 manojava occurs nine times, at I. 117.15 (A$vins’ chariot), 163.9 (prodigious steed), IV. 26.5 (the falcon which
stole Soma from heaven), V. 77.3 (Aévins’ chariot), VI. 62.3 (Asvins’ steeds), 63.7 (Asvins’ chariot), VII. 68.3
(A$vins’ chariot), VIII. 22.16 (A$vins’ chariot), VIII. 100.8 (Indra’s chariot).

Manoju occurs seven times, at |. 23.3 (Indra and Vayu), 85.4 (the steeds of the Maruts), 119.1 (Asvins’ chariot),
181.2 (Asvins’ steeds), 186.5 (the bulls that convey Ahi Budhnya), V1. 22.6 (the mace of Indra), X. 81.7
(Visvakarman).

Note also the passing reference at V1. 9.5 — mano javistham patayatsv, ‘the mind, swiftest of all that flies’.

378 Apart from certain fossilized forms, e.g. jyayams, gariyans, etc.

151



Joseph Badawi-Crook Doctoral Thesis Scuola Normale Superiore

in the Mahabharata, all of them referred to deities, superhuman entities, and, again most commonly,
prodigiously fast horses.®” It is applied to a seer elsewhere only at 2. 5.3 and 6.7, for the entrance and exit
of Narada, a seer second only to Vyasa in intuitive ability. The intense restrictions to which its use is
subject reveals the formula’s traditional meaning. The phrase does not merely evince what it literally
describes — movement of extreme ease and rapidity. It seems to be specialised into denoting the

movement of divinity.

In crucial confirmation of this, it can be used as a kind of synonym for superhuman power, as, for

313

example, at 9. 31.32, “puruso bhava gandhare yudhyasva susamahitah | adya te jivitarh nasti yady api
tvarh manojavah’’, ““Be a man, prince of the Gandharts, and fight with determination. For today you will
die, even if you were swift as thought.” So too in the Ramayana, no mortal could face Rama in battle and
return alive, ‘yady api syan manojavah’, ‘even if he were swift as thought’ (6. 38.18). This can be read
without reference to other usages as a kind of hyperbole. But the simile’s restriction elsewhere bestows an
association with divinity and gives these lines an extra thrust. The very similar wording and contexts of

these passages imply traditional status also for this hypothetical usage. %

The Ramayana follows the Mahabharata and the RV more generally: the great majority of
references, 13 out of 18, are to chariots or steeds, with a couple also to fired arrows, one to a hypothetical

31 It is certainly not co-incidental that of the 66

bird, and one to the divine monkey, Hanuman.
occurrences of the swift-as-thought formula in the R} and Epic none is applied to a mortal man, nor
Raksasas, nor miscellaneous other fabulous beings. Only a few, such as the couple of references to the
arrows in the Ramayana, are non-paradigmatic usages which impute rather than reflect traditional
meaning.®? This is evidently language which the tradition overwhelmingly associates with gods and the

prodigious animals and objects associated with them.3®* And where it is not used in this way, the

3791.16.36, 25.6, 25.31, 26.6, 27.14, 143.18, 143.27; 2. 10.21, 47.17-18; 3. 38.28, 42.41, 97.13, 190.48, 260.15; 4.
53.11, 5.45.16, 6. 9.16, 75.47, 75.53; 7. 22.20, 27.1, 87.40; 8.22.48; 9.15.46; 12. 46.35, 231.28; 13. 141.41, 171.32,
135.87; 14. 45.9, 78. 15; 15. 3.3; 16. 4.4. At 2. 11.30 the word comes in a catalogue, and it is unclear to whom it
refers. There are a couple of instances of tribes by this name which | do not include here; otherwise my treatment is
exhaustive.

380 Ram. 1. 75.15 should be grouped here too. Rama Jamadagnya is talking about what he would do, not what he can
do, and has pressing reasons to be hyperbolic — “““tad imam tvam gatim vira hantum narhasi raghava manojavam
gamisyami mahendram parvatottamam”’, ““And so do not, o hero descended from Raghava, prevent my escape
from here. [If you do not,] I shall go as swiftly as thought to the best mountain, Mahendra.””

312,76.24, 3. 53.29, 5. 45.4, 45.23 (Hanuman), 6. 31.60 (hypothetical bird), 6. 38.18, 38.35, 46.35, 57.28, 109.27,
115.24, 7. 7.4 (arrows), 7.8 (arrows), 28.22, 29.11, 45.19, 68.10. There is one adverbial usage, at 1. 75.15. The fact
that this is unparalleled means that we might prefer to read manojavo, against the Critical Edition and with §1, D1-3,
5,7,9, 12, M3 and 4 — manuscripts representing both the Northern and Southern recensions. See the note below.

382 As, to give the same example, the use of yepi mayein of Penelope.

383 Calvert Watkins has argued that the use of separate vocabulary items for divine and human spheres was a
convention of Indo-European date. The example he gives for Indic is the high-register haya, ‘steed’, as opposed to
the more homely asva, ‘horse’ (cognate of ‘equus’ and hippos) (1995, 38f. and 181); indeed, the marked haya is
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traditional association is still relevant, sharpening interpretation. Now, the lexical meaning is close to this
traditional meaning, since to be as swift as thought is to be supernatural. There is not the same degree of
arbitrariness in this association as in the formula I treated above. That is, it is clearer here how the
traditional grew out of the lexical. As a result, this is a more banal example than the last. Nevertheless, the
association with the divine is arbitrary in the sense that it goes beyond the lexical semantics. As I shall

find, it is still legitimate to reconstruct strong inheritance on this basis.

In Greek

The Hymns provide paradigmatic examples. Apollo twice moves like a thought in his Homeric
Hymn — &v0ev 8¢ mpdc "Olvpmov dmod yOovoc, dote vomua, | eiot Atdg mpdg ddpa, ‘And then from the
earth to Olympus like a thought | he went, to the house of Zeus’ (186-7); &v0ev & avt’ &mi vija vonu' &g
aAto métecOar, ‘and from there he leapt to fly back onto the ship, like a thought’ (448). Hote vonua and
vomu™ g provide a good example of the flexibility of the language of Greek hexameter. At the same time,
the different shapes and positions in the line also evince how a semantic, not lexical identity of a formula

can manifest itself even when the same words are used, in the same poem.

Perseus in the Hesiodic Scutum provides another good example: after an elaborate arming scene

e

in which he dons his winged sandals, 0 ¢' ®¢ te vonu’ érotdto, ‘he flew like a thought’. While it is not

difficult to understand that speed there is the tertium comparationis, Athena makes this explicit when she

99 Cec

tells Odysseus that the Phaeacians’ “véeg mxelon g €l mrepov € vonua”, “ships are as swift as if [they

999

were] a wing or a thought™ (vii.36).%®* The language appropriately reflects the ships’ divine provenance,
mentioned immediately before — “vnuci Oofjcv toi ye TeMO00TEC Dkeinot | Aaltpa péy’ ékmepowoty, Enei
o@iol 0K évooiybmv”, “Trusting in fast, swift ships they skim over the waves, since the earth-shaker

999

Poseidon gave their ships to them™” (vii.34-5). The use of the formula underlines that closeness to
divinity.*®® We can now read between the lines of Athena’s simile and the narrator’s description of

Perseus’ speed: a contemporary audience, deeply familiar with the associations which epic diction had,

almost always in conjunction with manojava; asva, seldom. While adjacent, this is a different phenomenon to that
with which | am here concerned.

384 Of course the other part of the comparison, though more nondescript, may well have been traditional too, cf. e.g.
Ram. 6. 71.19 tasyaite nisitas ttksnah patripatrangavdajinah, ‘those arrows of his, whetted and sharp, swift as the
feather of a bird’s wing.” But it is a rarer comparison, and there is less evidence for its being formulaic, and hence
strong inheritance.

385 See further the supernatural speed of their ships at xiii.81-7, where they are faster than the falcon, the fastest of
birds; and at viii.557-64.
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would have immediately recognised the comparandum as suggesting not merely prodigious speed, but
also closeness to divinity.

Some well-known Iliadic lines embellish this idea. The object of comparison is, appropriately,

Hera.
B 8" &£ Tdaimv opémv &¢ pakpov "Orvumov.
W & 8T av di&n voog avEpog, 6G T €mi TOAATV
yoiov EANAovOmS, PPECi TEVKUAIUNGL voion
“€v0’ glnv 1j &vBa”, uevovinot 1€ ToAAA,

O¢ Kpovds pepavio diéntato woéTvia “Hpn.

‘And she set off from Mount Ida to wide Olympus.
And just as darts the mind of a man who has travelled
To many lands, and he thinks in his wise mind
‘Would that I were here or there’, and he desires greatly [to travel in this way],
Just so swiftly did regal Hera fly eagerly across [the sky]’.
XV.79-83

While, obviously, these enigmatic lines descant on the original comparison, glossing it as a kind of mental
teleporting, they are anchored by the same tertium comparationis as elsewhere — speed (&g kpounvag).3®
Both phrasing and subject of comparison unmistakeably resemble, among other passages, RV 1. 118.1:
Hera flies across the sky g 6™ 6t av di€n voog avépog, ‘just as darts the mind of a man’ and the Asvins
fly across the sky in a chariot martydsya mandso javiyan, ‘swifter than the thought of a man’. The
Homeric Hymn to Hermes is close in phrasing too: ®g 6’ 00T OKD vonua... avépog, ‘just as when the

swift thought of a man...”. The motif is expanded similarly in the Mahabharata, where Yudhisthira tells

38 The poet of his hymn evokes Hermes’ rapidity in similar terms, but the parallel is not close enough to warrant full
discussion. ®g 8" 0mdT” KL vonua dui oTEPVoto TEpNo | avépog, dv te Bapetlol EmoTpoedot pépyva, | §j 0t
dwvnBdow an’ 0eBaAudY dpapouyai, | Og Gu” €mog T kal Epyov €undeto kOoyog Epuig’, ‘Just as when a swift
thought pierces the breast | Of a man whom copious cares haunt, | Or when sparkles glisten from the eyes, | Thus did
glorious Hermes plot both his word and deed (43-6). Still more distantly related is a dictum of Thales’: té&yictov
vo¥g: o1 TavTog Yap Tpéel, ‘the mind is the fastest, for it runs through everything’ (Diog. Laert. 1. 35).
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Narada “““bhavan sarcarate lokan sada nanavidhan bahiin | Brahmana nirmitan purvarh preksamano
manojavah’’, ‘My lord, you constantly traverse the many and various worlds created by Brahman as swift
as thought, seeing [things] ahead of time’ (2. 6.7).%" Although the resemblance is vaguer, the same sort of
combination of inheritance, universality, and polygenesis is discernible in Mhb. 2. 6.7 and XV.79-83: the
strongly inherited element is the swift-as-thought motif, the universality is in the embellishment of
traditional material to imagine a man travelling across the world, and this results in the polygenesis of the

notion of a man travelling across the world as swift as thought — a rich weak inheritance.

A more deviant usage such as Theognidea 985f. can be explained the same way: aiya yap dote
vonua mapépyeTol dyAaoc fin: | ovd’ innwv opun yivetar mxvtépn, ‘For swiftly as a thought does
splendid youth pass, nor is the rush of horses any swifter.” The poet here economically suggests through

the comparison not only the extreme evanescence but also the venerability, even the divinity of youth.3®

In Sanskrit the formula was relatively lexically stable. Poets tinkered with morphology and syntax
but largely stuck to the same lexemes. In Greece, too, the comparison’s traditional, formular status is
confirmed by the repeated use of the same Greek word for thought, vonpua, in six of the seven Greek
instances of the comparison. The poet of the Theognidea is careful to use it too. That passage is the last
occurrence of the comparison in Greek (and, to my knowledge, Latin) literature, and so a reminder of the
superior utility of early material in genealogical comparison.®®® More urgently, it is a rebuff to any
suspicion that the comparison might be of only typological nature. Clearly it was not so obvious a

comparison that once it was lost it could be reinvented.

And what of West’s parallels from the Irish, Welsh, and Icelandic traditions?3® They all regard
the speed of a man. This is important because it suggests that those traditions did not accord the same

traditional meaning to the formula. For the establishment of this, the preponderance of usages of the

37 The itineracy of seers will be treated in the fourth chapter. Beyond its historical reality, this was a fundamental
tool, since it allowed poets to introduce seers into narratives at will, just as Vyasa and Athena in these passages. In
Sanskrit Epic, as we will see, seers regularly materialise to advise, upbraid, and pontificate.

388 Okees hippoi is of course a common Homeric formula, even, originally, a figura etymologica (> PIE*h;okéy-es
h,éku-as), since both go back to the same root, of the basic meaning ‘swift’ (for an excellent discussion of this
formula with reference to its Indo-European background, see Ryan Platte, 2017, ch.1).

389 The Theognidean passage is of vexed date. West, 1974, 57f. suggests the third century BC for what he calls the
excerpta meliora of the collection (lines 255-1002), and is followed by Ewan Bowie, 1997, 62f., but his reasoning is
probabilistic, not probatory. Indeed, oralists such as Gregory Nagy and Elizabeth Irwin would reject the very notion
that the collection’s constituent parts can be dated differently in this way (1983 and 2005 respectively, though
neither addresses the question directly). In any case, a third century date would place the last instance of our
comparison three centuries after the penultimate instance, in the sixth century BC Hymn to Hermes (for that date,
see Nicholas Richardson, 2010, 24-5). The gap would be remarkable but not impossible, since the poet could easily
have taken the formula either from Homer or from any number of early poems now lost to us. See also the use of the
inherited formula in the Sibylline Oracles, discussed above.

3% See above, p. 151.
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comparison in those traditions must involve a divinity. On West’s slim evidence, it is impossible to tell.
But the three usages of heroes in those traditions — as against none in Greek and Sanskrit literature — looks
unpromising. Perhaps this is better thought of as weak inheritance — or even typological comparison. Only
further study would be able to tell. In any case, the other traditions are useful for underlining the

commonality of the Greek and Indian circumscriptions of usage.

Indeed, this is the vital point. In Greece too all usages of the formula ‘swift as thought’ are either
applied to divinities or can be enriched by understanding such a connection as part of the formula’s
traditional area of application. I insist on this because the fact that the both traditions preserve this
apparently arbitrary limitation is outstanding evidence that the formula is of Greco-Indic date. This
notwithstanding the closer connection between lexical and traditional meanings, and the reduction of
richness which that connection brings. Again, genealogical comparison, in pointing out new connections
within each tradition, enhances our readings of various passages of ancient literature. I make the strong
claim also here that we can glimpse a fragment of poetic language, and its traditional context, used in the

narrative poetry of the late third millennium BC.

Turning back to the comparison between the scenes in the table above, we can further cash out
these findings. In the scene between Gandhari and Vyasa, manojava underlines Vyasa’s (semi-)divine
status, elevating him by implication to the level of a Vedic god coursing across the sky and preparing for
his bestowal upon Gandhart of prophetic power — another thing that we have seen Vedic gods do. Just as
Vyasa here and elsewhere blurs the boundaries between seer and divinity upwards, Athena does so
downwards in the Iliadic passage, employing intuitive powers and advising Achilles, albeit secretly, in a

public assembly, just as Halitherses and Calchas do elsewhere in Homer.

Prophets Made, not Born

In this section, I consider how poets in both traditions momentarily grant divinatory power to
characters to achieve the analogous effects. Giftedness, as we have seen, was certainly a part of how both
Greeks and Indians construed intuitive divination — this is part of the strong shared inheritance. In the

following, I examine a weak inheritance deriving from the strong.

After the debate between Bhima and Gandhari, the dejected Yudhisthira prostrates himself before

Gandhart and urges her to curse him. She catches sight of his fingernails from underneath her blindfold,
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and the intensity of her gaze deforms them.*! Her anger now abated, she is once again to lament the
war’s devastation from a universal standpoint, even finding it in her heart to pity the enemy Pandavas that
killed her sons (11. 14-15). It is then that Gandhart is given the ‘divine eye’ (see above). Using it, she
describes the battlefield over hundreds of lines in a scene remarkable for the intensity of its pathos and its
taste for gore: the women faint repeatedly onto a swamp of blood and flesh (11. 16.52, 55); a young wife
undoes the armour and strokes the blood-smeared corpse and blood-matted hair of her husband as she
speaks to him (11.20.8-27); other women join the decapitated heads of their sons and spouses to their
headless trunks, before realising that they make the wrong pairs (11. 16.50-51). The episode ends in ring
composition. Gandhari swoons, as she had at the beginning of the episode when she saw the corpse of her
eldest son, Duryodhana. When she comes round her anger has returned. She lays a curiously unmotivated
curse on Krsna, to whom she has been speaking (in fact it is more prophecy than curse — Krsna certainly

treats it as such in his reply).>%?

The Diviner Narrator — Rich Weak Inheritance

The poet’s reasons for granting Gandhari the power are quite clear, even if the internal motivation
is not quite as urgent this time as it was in the case of Dhrtarastra and Safijaya. The impact of the ghoulish
description of the battlefield is drastically upgraded by its mediation through the matriarch of the defeated
side, mother of a hundred slain sons. When she sees the corpse of her eldest son Duryodhana, leader of
the Kuru troops, the poet is at his best — ‘sahasa nyapatad bhiimau chinneva kadalt vane’, ‘she

immediately fell to the ground, like a banana cut down in a grove’.®® The ensuing lament for him is

391 tatah sa kunakhibhiito darsanivanakho nypah, 11. 15.7.

392 11. 25.39-46. The oldest parts of the Mahabharata clearly take Krsna as a prince and hero; the later parts,
including the Bhagavad-Gita, take him as a god. This is a good example of the difficulties of interpretation of so
distended a text.

Sapsye, 25.39, certainly must mean ‘I shall curse’ here. But the reason she gives, that he simply stood by while
people were killed and so caused the destruction of the Kurus through negligence, is tortured. Her speech is also in
the form of prophecy, not curse: ‘You shall...” and not ‘May you...’, inasmuch as a firm distinction can be made
between the two kinds of speech. Moreover, the change in her attitude towards him is peculiarly abrupt and
undermines her characterisation elsewhere. This coda certainly has the aspect of an imperfectly soldered
interpolation, perhaps motivated by the desire to refer forward to the slaughter of Mhb. 16.4 — itself, of course, a late
passage. 11. 25.34, where she swoons in grief, would have been a natural and moving conclusion to the episode.
Note also that when she swoons before, at 11. 17.1, the poet mentions the return of consciousness (sa tu labdhva
punai samyram, 11. 17.2); here, by contrast, the narrator simply continues with the connecting tata’, a word which
often begins new episodes, without telling us that she has come to.

3% 11. 17.1. This beautiful simile might remind a Hellenist of that comparing the lean of the head of the slain
Gorgythion to a poppy laden with fruit and rain (V111.306-08, cf. Sa. Fr. 105c), or perhaps the similes comparing the
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movingly ambivalent in its struggle to balance motherly affection with awareness of wrongdoing. She
cradles him, sprinkling tears over his chest as she speaks. This moving scene presupposes that Gandhart is
able to see what she is doing, and so the poet, to facilitate it, had to solve a problem — the tradition is quite
clear that she wears a blindfold in devotion to her blind husband. He finds an ingenious solution which

allows him to have it both ways: Vyasa appears and gives her divine sight.

Greek poets used the same device to freight narration with affect. The Cassandra scene in
Aeschylus’ Agamemnon is so familiar that it is trivial to detail its éclat. I here limit myself to those high
points which would not have been possible without the use of the device. Time and causation are central
themes in Aeschylus’ trilogy, and Cassandra’s access to past, present, and future can valuably reveal the
links between them. Accordingly, her vision begins with Thyestes’ ghastly banquet (1095-7), which
suggestively precedes her description of Agamemnon’s murder. Aeschylus makes full use of the visual
element of intuitive divination, dwelling with the same relish as the Indian poet above on grisly imagery,
as at 1097, omtdg te ohprag tpog matpoc Pefpopévac, ‘the roasted flesh [of the children] devoured by
their father’. The children re-appear later, their hands full, this time, with their own flesh and innards
(1217-22). The traditionally riddling language of seers joins forces with Aeschylus’s bejewelled
metaphors in this scene — too much so for the Chorus, who are often uncomprehending, and understand
Cassandra only once she expresses herself literally (ovdev éénkacuéva, 1244). These plush metaphors are
married to the subjectivity of a narrator who participates in the narrative — a striking combination. ‘Ah,
ah, look! Look!”, Cassandra shouts, ‘Keep away the bull from the cow!” (& @&, i5ov 1500: éneye Tig Poog |
OV Tadpov, 1125-6). Apostrophes, such as that at 1138 (to Agamemnon or to Apollo? Another riddle), are
a hallmark of Cassandra’s speech and a symptom of her anguish. But they also foreground the subjective
element, for, like Gandhart’s, Cassandra’s own suffering is movingly interlaced with that of those she
describes. Aeschylus stresses this element more than his Indian counterpart, mixing into the scene laments
for her own lot, and that of Troy (1136-39, 1156-61, 1167-72, 1265-78). Eventually, she even prophesies
her own imminent death, and indeed its revenge (1256-63, 1279-84). The poet uses Cassandra’s powers in
that speech to explore central questions around murder and its effects. Poignantly, murder can here be
explored in conjunction with its causes and its effects, by one who knows they are to die. More
conventional foreshadowing shapes the narrative, signalling to the audience what the Chorus never quite
grasps: Agamemnon’s death is alluded to (1125-29, 1246), as well as the events of the next plays in the
trilogy (1279-84). Aeschylus reserves one last prophetic coup-de-thédtre for the end of the scene — the
paradox of a prophet singing her own funeral dirge (1322-30). As Eduard Fraenkel purrs, ‘What the Greek

falling dead warrior to a tree cut down in a forest (1V.482, X111.178, XV1.482), but there is no way to gauge the
antiquity of these similarities.
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poet makes us see with our mind's eye is infinitely more forcible in its effect than anything actually shown

on a stage could be’ (1950, on 1129).

An unknown Hellenistic tragedian brings Aeschylus’ technique one step closer to his Indian
counterparts. Aeschylus’ Chorus, for the most part, does not grasp Cassandra’s words. Aeschylus may
have felt bound by the tradition on this point, since Apollo had laid a curse on Cassandra that she not be
believed. But the Chorus’ incomprehension also enhances the audience’s sense of the household’s
impotency before the ghastly fate which grips them and affords an opportunity for the wrenching
dramatic irony so characteristic of the poet and his genre. On the other hand, as we saw, Aeschylus fully
exploits the affective possibilities of Cassandra’s own involvement in the action. In the Mahabharata, by
contrast, not only the narrating GandharT but also her narratees are deeply personally involved in the
internal narration. And when Safjaya relates the war to Dhrtarastra, it is primarily the latter whose
emotive reactions infuse affect. In short, the narratees’ reactions, periodically described by the narrator

one level up, VaiSampayana, are an important part of the Mahabharata’s texture.

The same, it seems, goes for Cassandra in a particularly valuable fragment of Hellenistic Tragedy
(TrGF. Fr. Adesp. 649).3% As in the scene in the Agamemnon (surely, along with Iliad 22, an important
intertext for this fragment), Cassandra is singing in lyric cola, indicated in the papyrus by the stage
direction ®dn, ‘in song’, and her interlocutors in iambics. I understand the scene to be taking place
somewhere in the royal palace of Troy.*®® In it, Cassandra is using her divinatory powers to relate to
Priam the duel between Achilles and Hector as it unfolds on the field in front of the battlements (as we see

from line 18). I print and translate Kannicht and Snell’s 1981 text:

ITPIAMOZX
0dponcov, ® mod- P Kaunc: otficov toda,
kol oaiol Blo]uAdic Tpocdéyov Ta kpeicg[ova:
[®dn ]
KAXYXANAPA
BEPANIcE devoV Koo &)

39 Editio Princeps Richard Coles, 1968. See also most recently Sabina Mazzoldi 2001, 270-80, Carmine Catenacci
2002, Fantuzzi & Hunter, 2002, Bruno Gentili, 1977, 61-68 and 2006, 73-88 [note that although these are two
editions of the same book Gentili changes his mind on a number of points], and Franco Ferrari 2009.

3% ¢k 36pwv in line 14 permits of two interpretations — either Deiphobus comes out of his part of the palace, or the
cry comes out of Priam and Cassandra’s. It certainly does not prove that Priam and Cassandra are outside
somewhere, much less that they are watching on the battlements through human and not divinatory sight.
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I1P. tic, Tékvov; ppdcoov: XOPOX 6 IInhmtng [

KA. 6\ fiotdymoe<v>: XO. sinag dg Exei[v—

KA. "Extop Toedepdrert- XO. dvotoyng aym[vy—

KA. icmg édvotoynoey [
[@dn] (10)

KOWwQ PEYPL VOV VIKDUEV Al

AHI®OBOX
tic fix[o]g Nud 8k Sopwv avéxhays; [

[®d1]
KA.] £o 8o ti Aevo<c>w; A (15)

AH. aiviy[pato]g pot peilov’ £p0éyEm Adyo[v:
[@d1]

KA.] .[l... ©po mopyewv ovkl[.Joe.[

AH. péunvalc] anvtn kol mapemAdyyOng epéval

[®d1] (20)
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Priam:

Cassandra:

Pr..

Chorus:

Ca.:

Ch.:

Ca.:

Ch.:

Ca.:

Ca.:
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[The final four lines are too fragmentary to be translated]

Courage, my child, don’t let up. Stand up straight,
And let yourself be counselled by a greater power.
[In song]
He has hurled the mighty shaft. &)
Who, child? Tell me!
Achilles [...] ?
Yes, but he has missed.
Have you said it how [it really is]?
Hector [now throws?]
[Is it] an unlucky engagement?
He has fared equally unluckily.
[In song] (10)

Until now, our side is equally close to victory.
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Deiphobus: What voice has cried out to me from inside the house?

[In song]
Ca.: Alack, alas! What do I see?! (15)
De.: You have addressed to me a speech greater than a riddle.

[In song]
Ca.: [Are] you not ... in front of the battlements?
De.: Are you mad and have you lost your mind?

[In song] (20)
Ca.: Were you not urging him on?

[...]

[...]

[In song]

Anew[...]tome[...] (25)

Hear me cry out as loud as I can [...]

Hear — Hector is dead!

[In song]

A cloud from somewhere [...] me

[...] and light of [...] is dead. (30)
[...] and now famous Ilion

Bereft of your hand (?) [...] of the Greeks

Shall cast to the ground...3%

3% Although the details are certainly open to challenge, my translation in its overall structure presents the most
natural and the most popular interpretation of the fragment. Yet here, too, there are those who wish to expunge the
supernatural from Greek literature where possible. Franco Ferrari’s is the most forceful exposition of this
unconvincing interpretation (2009). He sees the first two lines of the fragment as addressed by Priam to Hector. He
would then, rather cryptically, be encouraging Hector to stand and fight Achilles. He denies that Cassandra sings in
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Cassandra, like Safijaya, provides a live transmission of the events.?’ In the Iliad, Athena induces Hector
to stop running and face Achilles by sending to him an apparition of Deiphobus which promises to face
Achilles with him (XXII.226-47). When the crucial moment comes, Hector, having called for Deiphobus
to give him a new spear, finds no response, and immediately knows that a god has tricked him and so that
his doom is nigh (291-305). In the fragment, Cassandra undergoes the same realisation. Her dismay at
seeing Deiphobus in the palace in line 15 is explained by lines 18 and 21: she has seen him appear on the
battlefield encouraging Hector, as in //iad 22, and when she sees him in the palace, she, like Hector,
immediately presumes divine deceit and so Hector’s death.®*® Line 27 is, therefore, more likely a
presumption of Hector’s death, of the kind that he makes in //iad 22, and the fragmentary coda foretelling
Troy’s fall is more inference than prophecy. Although the poor preservation of the papyrus forbids
detailed discussion, it is clear that the unknown poet fully exploits the affective potential of his device,

providing not only a transmission of the events but also reactions to them in real time. Where Aeschylus’

lyric, since this, given the parallel with her scene in the Agamemnon, would strongly imply an access of prophetic
vision also here; he therefore explains away the repeated s, ‘in song’s, as indicating some sort of sung delivery,
and assumes that it is all in iambics but that something has gone very badly wrong with the fragment’s text and
lineation, (already Coles had considered this possibility, 1968, 166. Gentili, by contrast, finds lyric cola in many
sequences and assumes all of it is lyric, 1977, 61-68).

Ferrari thinks that the scene takes place on the battlements, so that all may see the duel, and that Cassandra’s
narration of the events is a ‘tocco di realismo’: Cassandra merely has better eyesight than Priam because she is
younger (29. Such realism is unlikely, and it is unclear to me whether the effect of age on eyesight could ever be
recognised in a time before opticians and glasses). On this view, the Chorus can see the action just as well, and,
although he explicitly asks his daughter to tell him what is happening, they would brusquely interject to answer his
question (rather than reinforcing Priam’s by asking their own). The Chorus’ comment in line 7, for Ferrari, confirms
that they see the battlefield as well as Cassandra. This would be a limp and otiose intervention. My interpretation,
however, by taking it as a question, finds a dramatic and pointed allusion to the tradition of Cassandra’s supposed
unreliability. Moreover, an ambivalent reaction to her from the Chorus would also amplify the links to the
Aeschylean scene. Ferrari explains away the reference in line 16 to enigmatic speech (which, as we have seen, is
closely associated in Greece and India with prophetic speech) as a mere turn of phrase whose associations with
prophecy are co-incidental. It is presumably also co-incidental that she is dismissed as mad at line 19, just like other
misunderstood seers. Ferrari supposes line 18 to be from eimi ibo, not eimi sum, but it is not clear to me how lines
15 and 21 can be made to accord with this interpretation. It is no surprise that his is comfortably the minority view.
397 Carmine Catenacci and S. K. Belvalkar hit upon the same metaphor: for Catenacci, Cassandra ‘vede e descrive
“in diretta™ (2002, 97). For Belvalkar, Safijaya the war-reporter ‘secure[s] all the advantages that an expert army of
camera-men, radios, specially chartered aeroplanes and television would give’ to his modern counterparts (1946,
315).

3% Cassandra’s surprise at Deiphobus’ appearance does not tell against her use of divinatory powers. So the
embarrassment of, among others, Mazzoldi, ‘Ma se Cassandra compie una descrizione profetica del duello, che deve
ancora avvenire, risulta difficilmente spiegabile la sua sorpresa alla vista di Deifobo dentro la citta, insieme a lei’
(although she does, with Coles, eventually come to the correct conclusion, 2001, 271). Here as elsewhere, poets’ use
of divination is not to be submitted to rational analysis. Being here a narrative device, diviners know only as much
as is expedient for the poet — no more and no less. Examples of such apparent inconsistences are numerous in both
traditions. As we saw in chapter one, Menelaus hoodwinks the old man of the Sea in the Odyssey despite his
prophetic powers, and, above, Gandhar reacts to the sight of Duryodhana’s corpse as if it were a surprise to her.
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Cassandra sang her own funeral dirge, this Cassandra, it seems, movingly sings one for her city. Alas, we

can only imagine what Priam’s reaction to this revelation may have been.

As Mazzoldi observes, ‘la novita contenuta in questo frammento non si tratta di chiaroveggenza
sul passato o sul futuro, bensi sul presente, su avvenimenti contemporanei, che Cassandra, veggente /
spettatrice, pud vedere soltanto grazie alle proprie doti’ (2001, 272). In an Indian context, as we have
seen, it is no such novelty. As Cassandra to Priam, Safijaya must tell king Dhrtarastra of the death of his
sons and field his anguished questions. Just as at the beginning of the narration of the duel Priam asks
Cassandra who throws first (line 6), Dhrtarastra asks Safijaya at the very beginning of the war ‘“ke
purvam praharams tatra kuravah pandavas tatha™’, “Who attacked first, the Kurus or the Pandavas?’ (6.
42.1) Similarly, as he says when Bhisma dies, artih para mavisati, ‘excessive grief comes upon me’ (6.

15.4). No doubt, Cassandra’s sentiment in line 29 was along the same lines.

It is no co-incidence that both Gandhart and Cassandra are women. Here, again, higher order
similarity on the level of gender roles underlies this lower order likeness. Given the gender dynamics of
both societies, to focalise narrative through female eyes was to blend action with its emotional reaction.
Not just emotion, but the poetic expression of it in response to the devastation of war is a constitutive
feature of female characters in both literary traditions — either as a subject for an entire literary work in
itself (as Euripides’ Trojan Women) or as part of a larger whole (as the Mahabharata’s Striparvan, or
‘woman-chapter’). Through this technique, as we have seen, lament could be directly admixed into the

narrative, rather than following it sequentially.

The point should not be overstated: emotion, grief, and lament, though gendered, are hardly the
preserve of women in either tradition. This dialogic form of narration, in which reaction follows
description, is sustained throughout the battle books of the Mahabharata, with King Dhrtarastra as
emoting internal audience. Throughout book 9 and especially during the decisive moments of the duel
between Bhima and Duryodhana, Dhrtarastra’s son and leader of the Kurus, Safijaya repeatedly refers to
Duryodhana as ‘your son’ (‘“putras tava™’, 9. 57.34, 57.41, ““Sutas tava™’, 9. 57.35), including at the
cardinal moment when Bhima finally cheats and fells Duryodhana — ““sa papata naravyaghro vasudham
anunadayan bhagnorur bhimasenena putras tava mahipate’’, ‘“he, tiger of men, making the earth resound,
his thighs smashed by Bhima, your son, fell to the ground™” (9. 57.45). There follows a lyrical passage

describing a series of prodigious events; I analyse these at greater length in the next chapter, since it

333 999

includes much inherited ominous imagery.**® But what concerns us here is that ‘“tava putre nipatite™,

39 Including Indra shedding a blood rain, just as Zeus does to honour the death of his son Sarpedon in the Iliad. See
pp. 202-08.
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(313

when your son was felled”’, is made a refrain, insistently exploiting the internal narration to drive home
the pathos of the moment (57. 48, 51, 52, 54, cf. 56). Duryodhana is not a sympathetic character in the
poem, and reminders of the internal narration, in pivoting the audience’s attention towards his father’s
grief, are necessary bring to the scene an atmosphere of pity in line with the poem’s dolorous attitude
towards death. When Duryodhana finally dies from the mortal wound he sustains in that duel, and the
episode ends, Safijaya’s divine sight is withdrawn. The first words of VaiSampayana, the narrator one
level up in the poem’s mise-en-abyme structure, devastate in their understatement: ‘vaiSampayana uvaca
iti Srutva sa nrpatih putrajiativadhar tada nih§vasya dirgham usnarh ca tata$ cintaparo ’bhavat,’
‘Vaisampayana said | The King [Dhrtarastra], having heard of the slaughter of his son and his kinsmen,

sighed, long and ardently. Thought engulfed him.” (10. 9.59).

More elaborately in India but also in Greece, poets use divination to facilitate the internal
narration of events to emotionally involved listeners. Their reactions to the internal narratives then guide
and enliven their reception by the external audience. The device also facilitates the achievement of other
aims, such as bringing in other relevant material (for example, Thyestes’ banquet in the Agamemnon, or
Safijaya’s description of the cosmos at 6.5-13). Again, I do not claim that these parallels prove the
inheritedness of the device itself. Rather, brilliant poets hit upon parallel expedients to organise their
works and achieve the universal aims of effective narrative — drama, vividity, affect. The parallels are the
result of analogous uses of the same tools: it is the tools which are inherited, and not the uses to which
they are put. This is the weak claim: the similarities presuppose a shared inheritance, and could not exist

without it, but at the same time, the latter is only part of the causal story of the likeness.

There is here kinship with Hesiod and the RV’s construal of intuitive power as the underwriter of
the veracity of their poetry (see above pp. 136-41). There are two options. Perhaps the relation between
divination and poetic composition set out in the Homeric and Hesiodic passages was founded on the
shared application of general cultural ideas such as giftedness and truth being only in the mind of the
gods. These general similarities would then suffice to account for the generation of profounder similarity.
On this view, the apparently deep affinities with the R}V would in fact be polygenetic, the result of a
shared weak inheritance, just as the examples from Aeschylus and Mahabharata 11 treated immediately
above. Alternatively, if the Homeric and Hesiodic passages do indeed preserve traces of an archaic state
of affairs once much better established in Greece, and if, consequently, the idea that a divine intuitive gift
guaranteed poetic veracity is reconstructible to the time of unity — if, that is, it is strong inheritance, then
the examples I treat immediately above would be extensions of this notion. The diviner narrators would
be the reflexes of that phenomenon. They would end up being partly innovations and partially

reconstructions of a onetime strong inheritance — the last throbs of archaic beliefs as new models of poetic
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inspiration and divination came to the fore. If this seems complex, then it will accord with our a priori
suspicions of the messiness and non-linearity of heredity and diachronic change. Certainly, further
comparative research would be needed on poetic composition for a good case to be made. But — to get off
the fence — I suspect that the latter option is the more plausible. This would mean that diviner narrators,
though still examples of weak inheritance, would be immediately downstream of the strong similarities

between Hesiod, Homer, and the RV.

Further Poetic Uses of Divination

Faced with steering such a vast and baggy narrative to a conclusion, the Mahabharata poets again
make use of the bestowal of divine sight to stage a final chorus. Sixteen years after the end of the war,
Vyasa grants the still distraught Dhrtarastra a wish, and he chooses to know what befell all the heroes who
died in the war. Gandhari, Draupadi, Kunti, and Subhadra, who have lost sons and husbands in the
slaughter, agree that seeing their men for one last time would assuage their grief. Vyasa assents, and they
all set off for the Ganges where that night, in a vision, all the slain warriors emerge from the waters (15.
37-40.16). ‘dhrtarastrasya ca tada divyarm caksur naradhipa munih satyavatiputrah pritah pradat tapobalat
| divyajfianabalopeta gandhari ca yasasvini dadarsa putraris tan sarvan ye canye ’pi rane hatah,” ‘Then, o
king of men, the seer Vyasa, son of Satyavati, was pleased to give the divine eye to Dhrtarastra, from the
force of his austerity. And illustrious Gandhari, endowed with the force of divine knowledge, saw all her
sons and the others who had died in the war’ (15. 40.17). All spent a happy night together, before Vyasa
dismissed the vision again. Late addition to the poem or not, it is a touching moment when, at the end of
the poem, the blind, devastated father ‘adrstva... putran dar§anam pratilabdhavan rsiprasadat putranam
svariipanam’, ‘never having seen his sons, snatched a glimpse of their appearance by the grace of the seer’
(15.43.1). Again, intuitive divination is here a narrative tool which allows the poet to achieve his aims:
here, to create a memorable and unusually joyful scene which serves as counterpoint to the poem’s
prevailing grimness, and which paves the way for the deaths of Dhrtarastra and Gandhart in the poem’s

following section.

The use of the power of intuitive divination as an expedient to facilitate dramatic scenes is
common in Homer. As mentioned previously (p 79), at the end of lliad 19 Achilles’ divine steed, Xanthus,

tells him that his death is near, that it was Apollo who killed Patroclus, and that he will die at the hands of
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a god and a mortal (404-23).4% As often, divinatory power here encompasses all that is otherwise unclear
to mortals: past events of obscure nature — Achilles cannot have known that it was Apollo who killed
Patroclus, future events — the time and manner of his death, and divine action. While we are not told how
the horse came to have divinatory powers, there is an intriguing parallel to the temporary bestowal of
divinatory power on Gandhari (twice) and Dhrtarastra. Before the horse speaks, we learn, avdnevta o’
g0nke Bed AevkdAevog "Hpn, ‘and the goddess white-armed Hera endowed [it] with speech’. At the end of
the speech, 'Epwvoeg Eoyebov avdny, ‘the Erinyes curbed its voice’ (407, 418). Like the newly prophetic
Gandhart and Safijaya’s interlocutors, Achilles is unfazed by this irruption of magic into his world. He
asks in response why the horse prophesies (povtevear) his death, since he already knows well that he shall
die at Troy (420-3). It would, again, be speculation to suggest that Achilles’ lack of surprise and the
incongruity of a talking horse in the //iad is in itself evidence of an old Epic world in which animals could
talk and prophesy (although I revisit this in the next chapter, in which I discuss prophetic horses). What is
clear is that the Greek like the Indian Epic poet can by divine intervention put prophetic speech in mouths

where it does not belong, to great dramatic effect.

Similarly, although there is no hint of their divinatory ability elsewhere, both Patroclus and
Hector in the //iad prophesy the death of their killer on their own deathbed. They do so in quite specific
terms: Patroclus tells Hector not just that he will die, but that his death is close (&yyt), and that Achilles
will kill him (XVI1.852-5). He also knows about the involvement of Apollo in his death (849). For his part,
Hector knows that Paris and Apollo will kill Achilles by the Scaean Gates (XXI12.359-60). The narrator is
not explicit about the sudden advent of mantic ability, but the content of their words leaves no doubt on
the matter; moreover, obviously, the plot presupposes that neither character has access to this knowledge

before the battles in which they die.

A verbal link ties together Xanthus’ and Patroclus’ words, raising the possibility that such scenes

Cor=

were traditional: just as Achilles asks, in reply to the prophecy of his death, “ZEdv0e ti pot Odvartov

9% Cec

povtevear;, 00d¢ ti g ypn”, ““Xanthus, why do you prophesy my death? You need not

999

, Hector asks in
reply to the same “Tlotpordel ti vo ot pavteveat aimvv 6Aebpov”, ““Patroclus, why do you prophesy my
utter destruction?”” (XI1X.420, XVI1.859). But after Hector prophesies Achilles’ death, he deviates from
this pattern. This is surely significant: Achilles shows once again the acceptance of mortality which sets
him apart from the poem’s other warriors — “té€0vadi: kijpa & éym toTE dé€opan OMTATE KEV O1) | ZEVG
€0 teléoon Nd” dbavarot Beol dAdor”, “Die. For my part, I shall accept my fate whenever it is | that

Zeus and the other immortal gods desire to bring it about’ (XXII.365-6). Presumably it is their closeness

400 For more on this scene, see next chapter, pp. 208-21.
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to death which gives Patroclus and Hector extraordinary power — the poet does not say. But if it was
indeed traditional for the envoi of the slain to be a prophecy of the death of the killer, this would only
underline that in Greek as in Sanskrit Epic it was not necessary to be a seer to intuitively prophesy. Poets,
in momentarily granting this ability to others, exploit the surprise generated by the rupture of the norm to
create striking poetic effects.*®* Again, I am not suggesting that these scenes necessarily go back to any
Indo-European or Greco-Indic prototype. My object here is to describe how Greek and Indian poets
exploit inherited narrative tools in a similar way and end up composing scenes which are structurally
similar. Nevertheless, it is not improbable that generations of Homer’s and Vyasa’s forebears exploited

these same tools in the same way, all the way back to their shared progenitors.

Conclusion

I have here been making the case for far deeper similarity in the treatment of seers and intuitive
divination in Greek and Sanskrit poetry than has hitherto been recognised. Indeed, the possibility that
divination could be the /ocus of Indo-European inheritance has hardly been considered before this thesis —
and certainly not at length. As I hope to have shown, resemblance can be found in a vast array of passages
in both traditions. Sometimes, a single Greek or Indian passage has found numerous interlocking parallels
in the other tradition. In fact, there is here a vast interlocking network of similarity, not a series of one-to-
one correspondences. My discussion has naturally focussed squarely on the earliest material, but has
stretched across 1500 years in India — from the RV to the later parts of the Epics, and at least a millennium

in Greece — from Homer to the Sibylline Oracles.

Along the way, I have made many arguments about the mechanics of inheritance, asserting the
utility of a distinction between strong and weak inheritance and rejecting shared etymology as a necessary
condition for the reconstruction of formulas. I make the strong claim that Greek and Indian formulas
sometimes continue Greco-Indic prototypes which are reconstructible in semantic if not lexical shape. |
reconstructed one as ‘he who knows (/sees) what was, what is, and what will be’. This formula reveals
substantive information about divination: in both traditions, it is — or could be — a spontaneous inner
capacity which gave insight into occult matters irrespective of when they happened. It did not need to
depend on signs. This aligns perfectly with the way that the seer-poets of the RV conceptualise the powers

by which they composed their poetry, confirming the antiquity of the notion (and annihilating any

401 Those others, though, are always high status characters or gods, just as seers tend to be, as | show in the next
chapter but one.
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sceptical doubts about diffusion). Moreover, the distribution of this formula in Greece unearthed a good
possibility that there is more strong inheritance to be found around poetic composition also there — but
this is a subject for another study. Another, surer example of strong inheritance in both traditions is in the
construal of the intuitive divinatory power as the gift of a god, and its uneasy co-existence with the

heredity of that power in both traditions.

Yet further resemblances, on the level of vocabulary, formula, scene, plot device, character,
narrative aim, and aesthetic effect, go beyond strong inheritance. Once a certain amount of similarity —
whether genealogical or typological — is present, poets, who have the same universal aims of creating
effective narratives, and who face similar problems as they seek to bring order to their narratives,
innovatively recombine these elements along the same lines to generate sometimes remarkably similar
passages. In such large poetic corpora, it is vital to make allowances for the polygenesis which arises
from universality and chance, in combination with heredity. Here the weak claim comes in: although not
traceable back to a single shared ancestor in a parent tradition, still these could not have existed without
an underlying shared inheritance on which they rely. This inheritance is manifest in assumptions not only
about divination but every aspect of the traditions, rich or banal, including polytheism, intervening gods,

menis, winning glory in warfare, and so on.

Moreover, I saw no role for transmission of poetic material from India to Greece or vice versa, as
has been sporadically suggested. Apart from certain traded items, there is no evidence independent of the
similarities themselves which suggests any kind of cultural contact, let alone of the fierce intensity
required to produce the similarities which I find. Such intense contact is necesSitated not by the extent of
the similarities so much as by their nature: borrowing on the level of formula would require the kind of
profound familiarity that only chimaeras such as poets bilingual in Sanskrit and Greek could furnish. No
less fantastic is the mediation through Near-Eastern poetry of character, scene, or formula. Of course, this
does not entail that there was not influence in other areas, but to invoke transmission on the level of

poetry is at best otiose and at worse a retreat from scholarship into fancy.

This is, of course, not to deny extensive influence from the Near-East on Greece. As it transpires,
Greek divination shows a near complementary distribution: whereas Greece over time adopted and
adapted the sign divinatory practices of her Eastern neighbours, she retained an idea of intuitive

divination with deep roots in the culture.
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Chapter III — Dark and Stormy Nights: Omens and their Uses

The following chapter asks where, what, and how: where omens come in Greek and Sanskrit
Epic, what events carry ominous charge, and how poets make use of them. I begin with omen scenes, and
a side-by-side comparison of two important examples from the Odyssey and the Mahabharata, but
venture also a discussion of Herodotus, whose use of analogous techniques is no co-incidence. Then I
explore what kinds of omen are used in the Epics (especially the lliad and Mahabharata), how poets
manipulate them, and to what effects. The following section treats a characteristic feature of both
traditions — the deployment of ominous imagery in similes, using this as a prism with which to view the
texts’ similarities, dissimilarities, and heritage. Throughout, I find that from a foundation of strong
inheritance, the weak kind grows. The final part of the chapter, to borrow a metaphor from philosophy,
‘cashes out’ the chapter’s findings by offering new readings of some famous but thorny similes in the
1liad, by considering what the R}’s use of ominous imagery can tell us about its relationship to narrative
Epic, and by examining the Ramdyana poet’s especially inventive use of omens in similes to develop oral
Epic poetry in new, Kavya-like directions. Comparative Poetics, after all, is at its richest when it is both
an end in itself and a contributor of new understandings of individual traditions: such is the aim of this

chapter.

Methodological Preliminaries

The phenomena to which ominous import is ascribed tend to be cross-cultural in character. That
is, images such as blood or eclipses seem so obviously and inherently ominous that it might seem trivial
to single them out and compare them across cognate traditions, since innumerable non-cognate traditions
apportion the same meaning to them. Martin West briefly addresses this issue with regard to Indo-
European poetics in general, writing that ‘the reconstructive method [is not] invalidated by objections on
the lines “the parallel motifs that you note in this and that source need not imply a common Indo-
European prototype, because they occur all over the world”. If a motif is indeed universal, all the more
likely that it was also Indo-European’.*%? West is right. Murder, for example, is unequivocally proscribed

in ancient Greek and ancient Indian culture, and on this basis it is correct to reconstruct its prohibition at

4022007, 21. Enrico Campanile, on whom West draws a great deal, makes a similar point (1990, 11). See further the
introduction, pp. 8-11.
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the time of unity — the universality of the prohibition only redoubles the likelihood of its inheritance,
since it would be extremely unusual cross-culturally for murder to be freely permissible. The same would
go for, say, the imperative to care for one’s children, or the institution of marriage, or the ominous
thunderclaps which I discuss below. Just like the prohibition of murder, it is highly probable that, if only
we had the evidence, ominous thunderclaps would be attested also in proto-Greco-Indic poetry too. Yet
the same typological ubiquity which makes such a reconstruction plausible also makes it drably
uninformative. That is, with plausibility comes banality. Such reconstructions tell us little which is
interesting about ancient Greece and India because they tell us little which is peculiar to them. If West is
right that universals do not make genealogical reconstructions invalid, it can be objected that they make

them trivial.

Yet the converse is not true. That is, non-trivial, non-universal features when shared between
cognate cultures may also indicate shared heredity (in the same way, when Greece shares such features
with the Near-East, they may notionally betoken cultural contact). Yet, since particularities do not benefit
from the inherent plausibility of universal motifs, it takes many examples and careful argument to
establish their claim to heredity on firm ground. The more particular something is, the more it will stretch
credulity that it could have survived unchanged from a time of deep antiquity. As ever, it is necessary to
sort through similarities and discard the trivial, the aleatory, or the implausible in order to make an

interesting argument about shared inheritance.

This can be done in two ways: firstly, mixing the banal, universal, and usefully plausible types of
inheritance with the more interesting and less universal types of omen shores up the latter’s probability.*®
In this way, I hope to present a picture which is, viewed holistically, both plausible and informative.
Secondly, I ground my discussion in literary factors. With literature as a subject of investigation, the
reproach of banality is diminished: while it may be of limited inherent interest that both Greek and
Sanskrit Epic thought thunderclaps ominous, when, how, and why poets weave them into poetry may still
show interesting particularity, and teach us about the two poetic traditions. This thesis’ interest in
divinatory practices is after all subordinate to its interest in what literary texts have in common. This
chapter’s main argument, therefore, is for the preservation in both traditions of similar ways of putting

ominous imagery to literary use, even when the ascription of ominous import to the phenomenon (as e.g.

blood) seems universal in character.

403 And anyway, given the scarcity of work on the topic, there is inherent interest in establishing trivial similarities,
even if the chapter’s aims go much further.
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Throughout, I call units of imagery freighted with divinatory import ‘ominemes’. Ominemes are
the omen as a signal from poet to audience, whether visible to a text-internal observer, such as Odysseus
and Zeus’ lightning, or not, as an omen in a simile. When protagonists too are aware of them, the same
dynamics of signification are at work intra- and extra-diegetically: gods communicate narrative-internally
with mortals through an event, just as poet signals narrative-externally to audience through the
metaphoric evocation of the same kind of event.*** Ominemes usually presage ill, but they may also bode
well. They are semantically indeterminate, and it falls to pragmatics to foreclose their meaning. That is,
although their meaning is quite general — ‘good!’ or ‘bad!’, the context in which they appear delimits their
significance. This generality also means that different kinds of omens are synonymous; as we will see,

these important points will answer a series of puzzling questions.

Omens: Where?

The principal difference in the placement of omens between the two traditions is that Greek Epic
shows a strong preference to present omens singly, whereas Sanskrit Epic tends to bunch them together in
elaborate, phantasmagorical collections, which I call ‘omen scenes’.**® These occur at inflection points of
the narrative — most notably when an important battle or duel is about to be joined, or when a prominent
warrior is about to be slain. As we will see, although Archaic Greek literature too sometimes combines its
ominemes, it does so more rarely and sparsely. Omens, like all signs, gain clarity and emphasis by
juxtaposition with synonymous signs — two sound reasons for them to abut. Yet Sanskrit Epic goes far
beyond this in its taste for superabundance, arrestingly macabre imagery, and uninterest in the bounds of
the physically possible. Poets seemed to have competed with one another in the élan with which they

recombined and reimagined traditional ominemes.

The omen scene at the start of the Mahabhdarata’s sixth Parvan epitomises its kind. The end of the
fifth Parvan has seen the failure of the last-ditch peace embassies; war is now inevitable. The armies
advance towards each other for the first time. The action cuts to the palace of the Kurus, where the

distraught King Dhrtarastra is in conversation with the sages Vyasa and Saijaya, the latter newly endowed

404 Analogously, in the previous chapter I alluded to how seers can act as the voice of the poet in the narrative. This
is clearest in the Mahabharata, whose notional author, Vyasa, is a seer in the story.

405 Or in Martin West’s gamesome formulation, a ‘concerto grosso of portents’, 2007, 488. Although noticeable,
frequent features of Sanskrit Epic battle narrative, these have never to my knowledge been written about at any
length.
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with the ‘divine eye’.**® Vyasa then describes to the King the longest series of omens in the poem, at 60
distiches (6. 2.16-3.43). The poet again exploits the narrative potential of spontaneous sight: Vyasa is in
Dhrtarastra’s palace and cannot be physically seeing what he describes. It is not clear, and ultimately
irrelevant to the effect of the scene, whether Vyasa sees events that exist outside of his mind or not. The
wording of the introductory sloka leaves both possibilities open, ‘“iha yuddhe maharaja bhavisyati mahan
ksayah yathemani nimittani bhayayadyopalaksaye™’, ““O great king, this battle shall see great destruction,
since today I descry inauspicious signs at hand™’ (6. 2.16). Vyasa ‘descries’ — whether he sees what is
irreal or what is real and absent, spontaneous divination is figured here as a kind of sight. ‘Bhayaya’,

‘impropitious’, and the one-line prophecy make explicit what the following signs augur (obvious as this

may be).*o’

The Mahabharata’s encyclopaedic tendencies are here on full display. The same omens —
meteors, screeching animals, showers of blood, thunder, and eclipses, among others — are often repeated

throughout the passage, with elegantly varied wording, as in this sample:
““ubhe piirvapare sammdhye nityarm pasyami bharata
udayastamane siiryarn kabandhaih parivaritam
$vetalohitaparyantah krsnagrivah savidyutah
trivarnah parighah sarndhau bhanum avarayanty uta
jvalitarkendunaksatram nirvisesadinaksapam
ahoratram maya drstarh tat ksayaya bhavisyati
alaksyah prabhaya hinah paurnamasirh ca karttikim

999

candro ’bhiid agnivarnas$ ca samavarne nabhastale

““O son of the Bharatas, at both dawn and dusk, at both sunrise at sunset,

At all times I see the sun completely obscured by Kabandha-clouds.*%®

408 For my discussion of which scene, see chapter 2, pp. 108-13.

407 translate this predicative dative, literally ‘a source of fear’ as ‘impropitious’. ‘Bhayadani’, ‘fear-generating’, a
reading found in some Kashmiri and Devanagari mss. and adopted in the Vulgate, amounts to the same meaning.
408 Bibek Debroy 2015, Alex Cherniak 2008, and most other translators here and elsewhere give ‘headless trunk’,
not ‘cloud’ for ‘kabandha’, properly a name referring to a headless demon who stars in a memorable episode of the
Ramayana, 3. 65-70. Rather than actual headless trunks covering over the heavenly spheres, it is far better to take
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These are tri-coloured — white and red at their edges, black in their middles,

And lightning-pierced; they shut up the sun on the horizon like iron bars.

For the past day and night I have observed the sun, moon, and stars

Ablaze, without distinction between day and night. This augurs a massacre.

The moon was invisible, devoid of radiance, even at the time of November’s full moon.

And it was fire-red in a firmament of the same colour.””
(6.2.20-23)

These passages are highly traditional in nature, with the same omens and even wording recurring
often across the poems.*®® Mutually contradictory events described one after the other are not evidence of
carelessness nor textual difficulty, but further the surreal atmosphere. The insistence on specifying the

1999

tat ksayaya bhavisyati’”,

(313

omens’ meanings exemplifies another important feature of both traditions —
“this augurs a massacre””’. Pleonastic as it is, Greek literature will furnish many parallels: neither
tradition countenances ambiguity in omen scenes, and such bald statements ensure total clarity.*'? In its
length, richness, and psychedelia, the scene is the perfect introduction to sprawling battle narrative at the

heart of the poem.

‘kabandha’ in such contexts as the name of a particular kind of cloud, just as, according to Monier-Williams, it can
also mean ‘big barrel or cask’ — in any case the eerie association would be present. Valmiki plays on this association
in his tale: Kabandha according to the poet’s introductory description was ‘nilameghanibham’, ‘like a black storm
cloud’ (3. 65.16). Later, once Rama and Laksmana cut off his arms, he fell ‘nadayafi jalado yatha’, ‘roaring like a
thundercloud’ (3. 66.7). He delivers his long speech to them suspended in mid-air (‘‘ntariksagato’, 3. 68.7, ‘khe’,
69.33).

409 For other prominent omen scenes, see e.g. 9. 57.47-57, at the death of Duryodhana; 5. 136.20-26 for Bhisma’s
failed attempt to persuade Duryodhana not to go to war, picked up again a little later at 5.141 in Karna’s report to
Krsna, embellished with prophetic dreams, which declare that the Pandavas are destined to win the war; Ram. 6.
53.40-45 when the dire Raksasa Kumbhakarna sets out to battle with Rama; Ram. 6. 94.13-28 is the poem’s most
elaborate omen-scene. It just precedes Ravana’s riding out to assail Rama. Note that the current scene is the only one
narrated by a seer.

410 As we will see, other common techniques which establish the meaning of the omens include recording the
reaction of characters, or, in Greece, a character’s request for an omen before its appearance — a characteristically
Hittite pattern probably transmitted to Greece some time in the second millennium BC. There is no Sanskrit parallel
for this — see my first chapter.
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Theoclymenus

Few synchronic oddities in Homer are more exotic than Theoclymenus, author of the
extraordinary prophecy at xx.352-58. Analysts have been hostile, seeking to excise him entirely from the
poem. Aristarchus athetised xvii.147-65, where he (re-)interprets an omen for Penelope. Denys Page
enumerates his many objections with relish.*** The more moderate Geoffrey Kirk still asserts that
Theoclymenus is ‘the only character — with the possible exception of Phoinix — whom one feels to have
arrived there almost by mistake’.**? Bernard Fenik influentially rebuts what he calls Page’s ‘[flurious and
sustained assault’, seeing Theoclymenus as integral to the poem.**® Rutherford is more circumspect: ‘It is
peculiar that Theoclymenus makes such brief and sporadic appearances in the Odyssey and that after this
scene [i.e. that of his prophecy] we see and hear no more of him’; he suggests that he was a late arrival to

the poem.** de Jong calls Theoclymenus ‘one of the open ends of the Odyssey.”**

Against this uncertain background, two points are universally agreed — that Theoclymenus’s

prophecy is unique, and that it is highly effective.*!® It inspires reverent admiration in critics: ‘the most

eery passage in the whole Odyssey’,*'" ‘the most eerie passage in Homer’,*® ‘a very remarkable and

macabre scene... No other incident in Homer approaches the uncanniness of this’,**° ‘one of the most

remarkable and memorable scenes of the poem’,*? ‘overwhelmingly vivid’.*** Theoclymenus’ prophecy

is, after all, ‘absolutely unique in Homer’.#??

By the start of book 20, Odysseus, disguised, is on Ithaca. He has revealed himself to Telemachus
and Eurycleia has recognised him. He has removed all the arms from the hall in preparation for the
slaughter and has met Penelope. In Book 20, the Suitors are dissuaded by an omen from attempting to
murder Telemachus (throwing into relief their derision of Theoclymenus’ prophecy that soon follows);

they abuse Odysseus, at which Telemachus is angered; Agelaus, a Suitor, urges his fellows to be more

411 1955, 83-88

4121962, 240. For another analyst view, see Woodhouse, 1930, 64.

413 1974, 233ff. Many of his points were anticipated by Thornton, 1970, 58ff. Fenik settles the matter for Russo
(1993, n.350).

414 Rutherford, 1992, n.345-86

4152001, n.371-2

416 See Daniel Levine’s discussion of how Theoclymenus brings many important themes to fruition (1983a).
417 Thornton, 1970, 62

418 Russo, 1993, n.351-7

419 Stanford, 1958, n.345ff.

420 Rutherford, 1992, n.345-86

421 | evine, 1983a, 5

422 Kirk, 1962, 242
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respectful, and then urges Telemachus and Penelope to allow the marriage; Telemachus says he indeed

Scuola Normale Superiore

encourages his mother to marry, but will not compel her. This is where our scene, which I now quote in

full, somewhat abruptly begins.
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‘Thus spoke Telemachus. And Pallas Athena roused 345

Unquenchable laughter among the Suitors and drove them out of their wits.

And they were laughing now with jaws not their own;

Blood-smeared was the meat they were eating, and their eyes

Were filled with tears, and their hearts were set on grieving.

God-like Theoclymenus spoke to them, 350

“Ah you wretched men, what is this disaster you suffer? Your heads and

Faces and knees beneath you have been enveloped in night.

A wail has blazed forth, and cheeks have been soaked in tears,

The walls and lovely roof-beams have been dripping with blood;

The porch is full — full also is the hall — of apparitions 355

Who are going to Erebus, down under to the dark quarter; and the sun

Has been obliterated from the sky, and an evil cloud has rushed on.”

Thus he spoke, and they all laughed at him jovially.

Then Eurymachus, son of Polybus addressed them,

“He’s mad, this new visitor, wherever he’s from. 360

Come chaps, send him on his way at once — out of doors

And to the market, since he thinks it’s night!”

Yet god-like Theoclymenus spoke once more,

‘Eurymachus, I did not ask you to provide me with escorts;
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I have a pair of eyes and ears and feet 365

And my mind [in my breast] is sound, and far from contemptible.

By means of these I shall take my leave, since I perceive something

Grave is coming upon you, which none of you Suitors may

Escape or avoid, since throughout the house of god-like Odysseus

You abuse people, and sinfully scheme away.” 370
Thus he spoke, and left the well-inhabited house,

And came to Peiraeus, who received him gladly.’

(xx.345-72)

Both the situation of this scene and its imagery share a great deal with Vyasa’s scene, even if the
Odyssey poet’s persistently dilatory technique removes the scene somewhat more from the real beginning
of the fighting. As ever, to attribute all similarity to inheritance would be as blithe as it would be
needlessly cynical to deny it altogether. The challenge is to sort through the likenesses to pick out
candidates for inheritance. The Suitors’ ominous supernatural laughter at 345-7, for example, which is
unparalleled in Greek Epic, occurs a few times in the Sanskrit Epics, including twice in Vyasa’s vision, at
6. 2.26 and 3.7.% Yet the motif is far too infrequently attested for any argument about its traditionality —

in either literature taken singly, let alone in comparison — to get off the ground.

Despite the frequency of Sanskrit Epic omen scenes, Vyasa’s and Theoclymenus’ visions are
unique for being omen scenes delivered in speech (they both follow shortly after more conventional omen
scenes recounted by the narrator). The seership of the speaker is presumably relevant, and their abilities to
intuitively divine certainly enter into the equation. But in both passages an artful ambiguity is created. I

noted above how, in the Mahabharata, the reality of the omens is in doubt — does Vyasa explain the

423 Cf. 6. 108.11; Ram. 6. 26.25. The reference in the Ramayana is certainly the only one in that poem. I must
disclaim exhaustiveness in the Mahabharata.

According to Levine, the Suitors’ laughter at 345-7 ‘has no Homeric parallel’ (1983b, 100). Eurymachus’ laughter at
358 (as at 374, once Theoclymenus is gone) is more clearly in line with the normal significance of laughter in
Homer — it indicates superiority and derision (see further ibid., 97-99). This, incidentally, finds Indian parallels. For
example, when Khara, riding out to attack Rama and Laksmana with his army of Raksasas, sees a suite of gloomy
omens auguring his doom, he, just like Eurymachus, laughs (Ram. 3. 22. 18).
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omens because his interlocutor, Dhrtarastra, is blind, or because only he can see omens? And if only he
can see them, is that because they are in the palace and they are real but out of view, or because they only
exist in his mind? Similarly, why do the Suitors not see the thronging ghosts, eclipse, evil cloud, and
dripping blood, nor hear the wail blazing forth? Is their laughter that of jollity or madness? Do they notice
that they suddenly begin to cry and grieve? Both poets are interested in creating effects, and not in
answering pedantic questions. Ambiguity hovers, making external audience complicit in the
incomprehension of the internal audience. Narrative clarity dissolves along with the strictures of the

physically possible, and the scenes’ strangeness is redoubled.

We have already seen in Chapter 2 how Epic poets exploited mantic second sight to narrative
ends. There, I argued that poets use analogous techniques not because they inherited them, but because,
faced by the universal needs of creating effective poetry, they hit upon the same expedients. It is the tools
which were inherited, not the instruction manual for their use — this could be reinvented. The overarching
similarity between Theoclymenus’ and Vyasa’s visions is best explained as subject to the same dynamic.
Each poet, in search of a fitting way to throw into relief the start of his poem’s seminal bloodshed, hit

upon an arresting combination of sign and spontaneous divination.

The poets customise their scenes according to their traditions’ tastes. The extraordinary
abundance of Vyasa’s omens speaks to the Mahabharata’s aesthetic of repetition, surreality, and
compendiousness. The Odyssey poet, by contrast, hones in on the lexical level, exploiting the rich
morphology of Epic Greek to redouble the scene’s weirdness through verbal pyrotechnics. Formally,
Theoclymenus’ perfect forms are archaic and highly unusual.*?* Strange vocabulary (his striking
compound oipo@dpukto ‘blood-smeared’ is found nowhere else in Ancient Greek literature)*?® and
riddling locutions (most notably at 347, 351-3) intensify the uncanny effect. The internal audiences’
reactions, too, contrast revealingly. Dhrtarastra replies that ““distam etat pura manye bhavisyati na
sarms$ayah’’, ‘““This, I suppose, must have been ordained long ago. And it shall come about, I do not doubt
it”’ (6. 3.44). There follow a couple of lines of general reflection on the rewards righteous warriors will

find after death. The force of this response lies in its very banality. In the books leading up to the war,

424 giddazar (1), 66dne (7 in Homer, once in Hesiod), Seddicpuvrar (4), éppadotar (1), EEamdrmlre (2 in Homer, 1 in

Herodotus), émdédpopev (2) — the bracketed numbers indicate the number of times this or a related form occurs,
inclusive of this passage.

deddrpuvtan 6¢ mapetad literally means ‘cheeks have been be-teared’. The phrase occurs elsewhere only at xx.204
and XXI1.491. | agree with LSJ that deddaxpuvrar cannot be middle. Cheeks have no agency in tear-production.
This point is not lost on Richard Rutherford, who notes, ‘The unnatural use of language reflects the abnormality of
what Theoclymenus sees’ (1992, ad 353).

425 At xxi.17-21, Antinous is shot by Odysseus and blood spurts from his nostrils. He knocks meat from the table,
befouling it. The same verb (popbvero) is used as appears in this compound, linking the passages, and creating a
verbal foreshadowing for an (extremely) attentive reader.
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Dhrtarastra is an effete figure: though in an unenviable situation, and not devoid of our sympathy for it, he
makes himself culpable by his refusal to act. Here, ‘manye’, ‘I suppose’, and ‘na sarh$ayah’, ‘I do not
doubt it’, devastatingly evince Dhrtarastra’s self-exonerating bluster. His supine, irrelevant response to
Vyasa’s apocalyptic warning consummates his characterisation in the build-up to the war — an excellent
example of the Epic poet’s subtle artistry. In the Odyssey, Eurymachus, the coarsest of the Suitors,
dismisses the prophecy and slights Theoclymenus, eliciting a dignified response which reassures the
reader of his sincerity and mantic pedigree. The Odyssey poet has throughout the poem assiduously
presented to his audience the Suitors’ arrogant folly, or étn: their rejection of Theoclymenus similarly
consummates their characterisation for an audience mindful of the omen earlier in the book and
Theoclymenus’ descent from Greece’s most august lineage of seers (see chapter 2, pp. 113-4). In both
cases, omen scenes are powerfully combined with the pattern of rejected advice (for which see the next

chapter). The two scenes mirror each other in form, function, placement, and the omens they use.*?®

Some Classical Parallels, briefly

Herodotus’ Delphic Prophecy

Although in this thesis | am unapologetic in focussing on the Greek Archaic age (that most likely
in principle to preserve traditional material), [ make an exception for two examples of prophetic speech
from the Greek Classical age, one from Herodotus and one from Aeschylus, can be read interestingly in
this context. Herodotus’ narrative has reached 481/480, and Xerxes is poised to invade Greece. The
Athenians send an embassy to consult the Pythia. The response, reported by Herodotus in hexameters,

begins by telling them to flee their lands, for all shall be destroyed. It continues,
‘KT yap v Epeimet
TOp € Kol 0EVG Ap1G, Zupinyeveg Gpua SIOK®V.
oA 8& KAAL™ BOAET TOPYDOHOTO KOV TO GOV 0loV,
TOAALOVG & d0avAaTV vNovg HoAepd Tupl dMGEL,

of Tov ViV 10p®TL PEOVUEVOL EGTNKAGL,

426 |n the rest of the chapter both of these scenes will be mined for examples of omens. | assess what they might say
about heredity below.
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delpatt TOAAOUEVOL, KT O AKPOTATOLG OPOPOIGT
odpo LELOY KéxuTal, TPOidOV KUKOTNTOG AvEyKoLC,

AL’ {Tov €& advtolo, Kakoic & émikidvate Boudv.’

“For fire and destructive Ares
In the wake of the Syrian chariot shall cast it down.*?’
He shall wreck not only yours but many citadels besides,
And shall give over to ravening flame many temples of the gods,
Who stand now running with sweat,
Trembling in fear; and black blood is shed from
The tops of the roofs, attesting to inevitable destruction.
So leave the sanctuary, and cover over your heart with woes.””*?

(7.140)

The prophecy links together strange, dark images. Fire shall somehow ‘cast down’. ‘He’ (presumably
Xerxes, but no pronoun or subject is specified — an ambiguity characteristic of the language of prophetic
response), shall give temples over to flame.*?® By the sweating, trembling gods are meant presumably the

statues of the gods in temples.**® The ghastly image of blood dripping from roofs is immediately

427 The reference of v, ‘it’ is inherently ambiguous, and does not result from my cutting the preceding lines.

428 This is not the place to discuss whether the verses are Herodotus’ or the Pythia’s, nor the many and knotty
linguistic problems of this passage. At any rate, even if not by the Pythia, Herodotus would have been drawing on
the same traditional language and images that she would have done; my views on the interpretation of the language
will be clear from my translation.

425 An idiom precisely paralleled elsewhere in Archaic, Classical, and Hellenistic Greek only at xxiv.65 and Hdt.
1.86.6 — and even then of men, not buildings. Cf. LSJ 11.1, and Battezzato, 2018, ad 945.

430 There is to my knowledge no parallel in Archaic and Classical Greece for the ominous disturbance of divine
statuary (the mutilation of the Herms reported at Thuc. 6.27 is certainly an oimvdg, ‘omen’, but the product of human
action — an important difference). Yet in Vyasa’s speech, ‘devatapratimas capi kampanti ca hasanti ca vamanti
rudhiram casyaih svidyanti prapatanti ca’, ‘The idols of the gods also tremble and laugh; They vomit blood from
their mouths and sweat and fall forwards’ (2.26). Nevertheless, the sweating and trembling idols motif cannot be
traced back to a common origin, since proto-Greco-Indic religion cannot have had statues of the gods: the
technology to make them simply did not exist in the late third millennium at the time of unity, and free-standing
statues are attested in India and Greece not before the first millennium BC (statues are mentioned nowhere in the
RV). Moreover, no IE nor proto-Greco-Indic word is reconstructible for ‘statue’ — each daughter language innovates
etymologically unrelated words, such as Skt. pratima, as here, or later marti, vs. GK. agalma for a god and eikon for
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reminiscent of xx.354, where Theoclymenus describes walls and roof-beams dripping with blood. For
Flower, the ‘rapid and not quite logical or grammatical switch of striking images’ is evidence of a text
‘whose poetic quality is spectacularly dismal’ (2008, 238). Certainly, the kaleidoscopic succession of
images does not accord with the usual tastes of Greek poets (and so may disturb those accustomed to
them). But in this the verses are very much in the manner of Indian Epic poets — so, for example, the
extract of Vyasa’s prophecy above. Non-Homeric narrative poetry in hexameters which survives from the
Archaic period is too scanty to support many ideas, but it is at least possible to speculate that these verses
(and Theoclymenus’ speech) adhere to a different taste — one more splashy and florid than is customary to

Homer.*3!

Herodotus’ Xerxes

This section is the culmination of Herodotus’ most ominous book — the one which, fittingly, treats
the lead-up to the Greco-Persian war, the climax of the whole work. It adheres to many patterns which I
trace in this thesis. In the next chapter, I argue that the rejection of omens was a common, traditional way
in which poets alienate characters from the audience’s sympathies, illustrating their culpability through
their folly, and the following section, albeit digressively for this chapter, will make a first contribution
also to this complex of comparisons. The earnestness of the Athenians’ reception of the oracles of 7.140
and 7.141 radically contrasts with Xerxes’ repeated neglect and rejection of the good advice and omens
which seek to dissuade him from his invasion, which are an important part of his characterisation as a
man of disastrous hubris, violent and incorrigible.**? Artabanus’ sage and tactfully phrased exhortations to
reconsider the invasion are irately rebuffed, and it is only his status as Xerxes’ paternal uncle which saves

99 GGG

him from receiving the “d&ov puchov... énéwv pataiov”, “the fitting recompense for your vain words

99

(7.10-11).%33 Artabanus’ next attempt to dissuade Xerxes from his mission (7.46-52) is met with a less

aman. And in any case, the motif is far too scarcely attested in both traditions for its traditionality to be securely
established.

431 Despite the subject’s inherent interest, it is irrelevant to my current purpose that this prophecy seems misleading
and to stand in contradiction with the second prophecy the Pythia gives on the subject (7.141).

432 See Jasper Griffin, 2004, 48-50, whose essay on the literary features of Herodotus’ narrative gives more space to
the matter than I can here. As he remarks, ‘The whole story of Xerxes itself is... the story of divine temptation,
superhuman presumption and aspiration, and eventual defeat and despair... That is very Aeschylean’ (49-50).

43 Xerxes’ diffident change of mind in the ensuing section is uncharacteristic, but necessary to accommodate the
story of the visions (7.12-19). The narrative here works episodically, and what comes after does not cancel out the
clear function of the Artabanus’ ignored warning.
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violent but no less summary dismissal of his uncle (7.53), just like, as we will see, Ravana dismissed his

great-uncle Malyavan, and Duryodhana his half-uncle Vidura.

As Vannicelli rightly observes (2017, ad loc.), the correct context for the omens is Artabanus’

observation that

“oTpaTOg TOALOG VIO OAlyoL drapbeipetal kaTd TOOVOE: Emedv opt O Be0g pBovicag eoPov EUPain 7y

Bpovtiv, 8" @v épOdpncay dvacing Eovtdv. od yap &0 ppovéety uéya 6 dc BAAOV | E0vTOV”,

313

a large army is destroyed by a smaller under these conditions: whenever the god resents it, and hurls
panic or a thunderbolt among it, and so they perish in a manner unworthy of themselves. For the god does

not allow any other to consider himself greater than he himself is””’ (7.10E).

Although he does not explicitly mention omens, Artabanus here alludes to important shared ideas about
the divine ordination of battles, and how certain divinely instigated events provide clues of their outcome
beforehand. Much of this chapter is concerned with the way that characters and audiences are alerted to

such signs, and so given to expect certain developments.

Particular to Greece is the notion that overestimation of one’s abilities induces divine wrath and
ensures one’s downfall; accordingly, Xerxes’ excessive pride in his army’s size and prospects is on full
show throughout the book. Sure enough, Artabanus’ warnings come true: as the Persian army is encamped
at the foot of Mount Ida, thunder and lightning storms fall upon them, killing a great many (7.42). The
next day, as they are encamped by the river Scamander, voktog @Ofog £G 10 otpatdnedov événeoe, ‘by
night panic fell upon the camp’ (7.43). The text interprets these events as omens for the audience. Xerxes,
addressee of Artabanus’ speech, ignores not only the omens which he predicts but also the general thrust
of his uncle’s prevision of defeat. The audience, by contrast, knows that it will soon come to fruition. An
intertextual reference to the /liad consummates the implication: Xerxes here and only here sacrifices to
Athena of Ilium, who, in a memorable passage which would certainly have been known to Herodotus’
audience, turns her back on their entreaties (VI1.297-311, for more on which, see below). Herodotus’
Homeric language and use of the Homeric poems as an ever immanent intertext points to his use of
certain dynamics proper to Epic poetry. That is, he situates his own writing in a context which
enfranchises readers to look for other kinds of epic resonances, including, as we will see, the imputation

of ominousness to certain images.

Two peculiar birth omens — a mare giving birth to a hare and a mule to a mule with both male and

female genitalia — find parallels in Indian Epic, but nowhere in the more decorous Homer, and so I do not
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treat them at length.*** Herodotus takes care to observe that Z&péng v 00devi Aoym émomcato Kainep
gvovupAntov ov, ‘Xerxes took no heed of it, despite how easy it would be to interpret’, just like other
‘baddies’ beset by dtn, ‘destructive folly’ such as the Suitors, Duryodhana, and Ravana (7.57). A little
earlier in the narrative, his unease at the sudden solar eclipse had shown a hint of better judgement, but
this was undone by his embrace of the Magi’s ruinous and sycophantic interpretation of the omen (I treat

the scene in greater detail below, when I treat ominous eclipses).

Directly after that scene, Xerxes receives another warning. Just as Theoclymenus and Vyasa are
quite explicit about the meaning of the prophecy, leaving their interlocutor and the external audience in no
doubt as to the omens’ meanings, Herodotus introduces a Lydian called Pythius, who correctly interprets
the eclipse for Xerxes: unlike the emperor, he is Kotappmdncog 10 &k 100 ovpavod edoua, ‘terrified at
the heavenly omen’ (7.38). Although he does not express his interpretation of the omen to Xerxes, the
omen’s meaning is fully disambiguated for the audience. Pythius’ speaking name, the male form of
‘Pythia’, is most appropriate for his quasi-mantic role. Xerxes bloodthirstily denies Pythius’ request to
spare one of his five sons from the expedition, cutting the favoured son in half, setting the halves either
side of the road, and having the army walk through him (7.38-9). Herodotus is just as committed to
displaying Xerxes’ maniacal violence and tyranny as his folly. Nevertheless, an audience attuned to the
scene pattern appropriate to baddies (ill omen — omen interpretation — rejection of interpretation on part of
doomed) will see here, in Pythius’ interpretation and denied request, an elegant variation of that theme,
remade to show up the anti-Greek Xerxes’ arbitrary brutality, predilection for the Magi’s blandishment,
and inability to be open to good advice. Herodotus’ seventh book, one of the longest accounts in archaic
or classical literature of the build-up to a war, is studded with a constellation of different omens
foretelling Xerxes’ doom. After the Greek fashion, and with the exception of the bunching of 7.42-43,
Herodotus treats these omens singly, unlike Sanskrit Epic’s usual practice. Yet in the details of when they
come, what they are, how they are presented, and then how they are rejected, these omens have a great
deal in common with the wave upon wave of omen scenes which precede the pivotal battles in the

Mahdabharata and the Ramdyana.

434 This is a relatively common motif in both Mahabharata. Vyasa’s speech contains a whole section of prodigious
births, including donkeys from cows, a mare from a calf, a jackal from a dog, and a dog from an elephant. Princesses
give birth to beasts; and there are born monsters with three horns, four eyes, and, just like Herodotus’ mule, male
and female genitals, 6. 3.1-7. Cf. also e.g. Ram. 6.26.26. It is typologically common, and well-attested also in
Roman and Mesopotamian divination, for which see e.g. Annus, 2010, 12. To this day, western medicine terms
foetal or gestational malformations ‘teratic’, from the Greek teras.
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Aeschylus’ Cassandra

Aeschylus’ Cassandra scene (4g. 1072-1330) provides suggestive similarities with the foregoing
scenes. It begins with a ghoulish vision of dvdpocsayeiov kai Tédov pavtiplov, ‘the slaughter of men,
and the floor spattered with blood’ (1092) — she refers to the legend of Thyestes. Later, convulsed by a
prophetic vision, she sees his murdered children, ‘ygipog kpedv TAn0ovteg, oikeiag fopdc, | oLV Eviépolg
T8 GTAGYYV’, ETOIKTIGTOV YELOG, | Tpémovs’ Exovteg, MV Tathp &ysvoato, ‘their hands full of their flesh, a
kindred repast, and of guts and viscera, lamentable load — they hold out what their father tasted for all to
see’ (1220-22). Blood continues to be an important image: she sees a company of men drunk on human
blood (1188-9), an executioner’s block still hot with the bloody slaughter of the victim (1276-77), and on
entering the house she recoils, exclaiming that povov d6pot1 avéovaty aipatootayi], ‘the house breathes
blood-dripping slaughter’ (1308). She hears unnatural screams (1236-37), and fire comes upon her
(1256). To an extent, then, she draws on the same sort of imagery on which Vyasa and Theoclymenus do:
her vision is just as elaborate and horrifying.**® The more striking overlap with those two figures is due to
her position in the plot and function in the drama. Her prophetic words arrestingly herald the play’s
crucial violence: Agamemnon cries out that he is slain directly after her departure. Aeschylus, just as
Herodotus, Homer, and the poets of Sanskrit Epic, uses prophetic words, and (to an extent) traditional
ominous imagery just as the plot reaches its climactic, defining violence. His innovation is in keeping
with his aims in the rest of the play: by having Cassandra envision past violence, he creates a clear and

robust link between past and future, cause and effect.

There are, therefore, clear tendencies in the distribution of omens in narratives. They cluster at
climactic moments, just before the joining of battle, with the degree of elaboration of the omen or omen-
scene according with the importance of the conflict which it precedes. Seers make convenient vehicles for
these omens, and allow for other effects too: they present and interpret omens as advice to a central
character, whose reaction to the omen is a powerful tool for their characterisation. The Vyasa and
Theoclymenus scenes, for example, combine the two to magnificent effect. They are composed with care,

and are occasions for great poetic bravura for Homer, Vyasa, Aeschylus, and Herodotus alike.

Of course, these are just tendencies, and omens can and do come wherever they are needed in

narratives, including during battle. Yet the shared tendency is eloquent. If it is common-sense that omens

435 In its taste for the macabre, and in other ways too, it also has much in common with the vision of Gandhari — a
comparison which | make in my second chapter.
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come before battles or bloodshed, and that more important omens should precede more important events,
then these features are plausibly determined by dynamics universal to all narratives. If so, it is all the
more likely that the same situation held in proto-Greco-Indic poetry — a banal point perhaps, but a useful
place to start. In the dimmest, most general way, the contours of a Proto-Greco-Indic type scene, in which

one or more omens precede battle, can here be traced.

Omens: What?

Objects and phenomena have particular, culturally determined meanings which they retain in
poetry. In Western Europe, for example, doves symbolise peace and love, and rainbows symbolise peace
and hope. These meanings may change — in the past two decades the rainbow has gained a new
association with LGBT activism; but they may also be remarkably constant — doves symbolised peace
even in the Old Testament.**® Remarkably, according to A. Guruge, ‘practically all the omens described in
the Ramayana are current among the Indians and Ceylonese even today with almost the same
implications’ (1960, 230). But these meanings may also differ from culture to culture: doves are
associated in ancient Indian culture with Yama, god of death, and, as we will see, the rainbow was a sign

of evil omen for the ancient Greeks and Indians.

J. M. Foley and his followers have influentially argued that oral and orally-derived poetry
encodes and exploits such meanings with peculiar assiduity, doing so not merely on the level of image,
but also creating its own associations on the level of word, phrase, line, and scene. The original
audience’s deep familiarity with the conventions of traditional oral poetry was the key to their
decipherment and appreciation of these meanings, whether they were used canonically or deviantly. The
result was a network of implication, rich but economically conveyed, to which good modern readers must
be alive. As Adrian Kelly puts it, in a book which draws heavily on Foley’s work, ‘Without [this], an
understanding or reception of the text is necessarily defective, because the audience fails to hear all there
is to hear’ (2007, 6). We saw in the last chapter how the genealogical comparatist can use these ideas to

shake the IE family tree and gather the interpretive fruits that fall. Here again, although Foley and those

438 As in the ancient Near East in general, and Greek culture from a certain stage through its influence. The dove was
associated in Mesopotamian religion with Istar, goddess of love, and thence with Aphrodite in Greece and Venus in
Rome. The equivalence is (to my knowledge) first attested in Greece at Ap. Rhod. Argon. 3.550-51; see e.g. Ov.
Met. 15.386 for Venus and Rome. There is no hint of this in Archaic Greece: sparrows, not doves, tow Aphrodite’s
chariot at Sappho 1.10.
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influenced by him did not have ominemes in mind when they were formulating their theories, their ideas
can fruitfully be adapted: after all, ominemes also function through associative pathways which tradition
defines. Nevertheless, although I here draw on the ideas of J. M. Foley, and must acknowledge his
influence on my work, what I argue need not rest on the legitimacy of his entire theory of ‘traditional

referentiality’, and I do not propose here to recycle his jargon.

Ominemes are their own language and subject to their own rules of communication. This means
that, importantly, they are untethered from any one verbal expression. That is, it is irrelevant that the
Greek and Sanskrit words for, say, lightning go back to different verbal roots — what is relevant is that that
event or image is employed to analogous effect. In the second chapter, I argued for a definition of
‘formula’ which divorced it from a single verbal shape — my approach here is complementary for no other
reason than that this is simply how inheritance works. Put simply, cognate language may but need not
underlie other kinds of genetic relatedness. Just as they do not disprove it, they do not prove it, and I do

not intend in the following to consider etymological connections in the language used of omens.

I begin with ominemes which tend towards the universal — lightning, thunder, shooting stars — and
progress down the scale towards the more particular — rainbows, weeping horses, and blood rain.
Similarity in their uses and placement confirms the correlation in repertoire. I finish by putting forward
the strong claim, that both cultures inherited some of their most important ominemes from a shared proto-
culture. The accompanying historical claim, that the same phenomena were considered ominous also in
real life, is impossible to verify, despite its high inherent plausibility. This is not intended to be a holistic
survey of all kinds of omens in each tradition, an undertaking which would spill far beyond the bounds of
this chapter. My focus is inevitably on those ominemes which the two traditions share. Sanskrit Epic in
particular has a wide range of omens never attested in Greek literature, which are not my concern.*®" It
would, after all, stretch credulity to argue that common descent ensured congruence on all points. Rather,
here and elsewhere, I argue for a partial and piecemeal shared preservation of deeply archaic material,
overlaid but not obscured by much later innovation and deviation; in any case, the ominemes I treat are all

squarely among the most prominent in their traditions.

Moreover, as elsewhere in my thesis, ominemes serve as prism for comparative poetics between
Greek and Sanskrit Epic. Given the scarcity of the current literature on the kinship between the two
traditions either poetically or divinatorily, even obvious points will be worth making. At the least, they

will serve as an uncontroversial point of departure for the chapter’s more adventurous proposals.

437 For usefully comprehensive lists of the Ramayana’s omens in general, see S. N. Vyas, 1967, 148-51, and Guruge,
1960, 237-232.
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The Signs

Greek Lightning

To establish ominous meaning, I start with where poets indicate to audiences that a certain event
is to be interpreted as an omen. Lightning, as per Artabanus’ words above, is perhaps the most prominent
omineme in both traditions. In Homer, it is Zeus’ weapon of choice and is always closely associated with
him. Not counting the passages where they are vehicles in similes, which I treat later in their own section,
there are ten examples of ominous thunder and lightning in the //iad.**® For example, when the Achaeans
are first setting out for Troy, Nestor interprets the lightning as Zeus’ confirmation of a happy outcome to
their expedition — @nui yop ovv katavedoor vrepuevéo Kpoviova. .. dotpdntov émdéEL dvaicua
onpata eaivov”, ““Yes, I declare that the supreme son of Kronos gave his assent... Showing forth fateful
signs by a lightning bolt on the right”” (I1.350-53). The lightning’s position in the right of the sky
deciphers it as propitious. Right-propitious and left-impropitious is, of course, a universal feature of

omens.

In the Odyssey, Odysseus perceives the thunder at xx.102-04 and xxi.413-15. At xx.112-14, a
millerwoman deduces that the thunder is of ominous character — the starry cloudless sky only confirms to
character and listener that Zeus is showing forth a sign to someone — “f peydA’ &ppdvincag 4’ ovpavod
aoTEPOEVTOG, | 00OE OO VEQOG €0Ti: TEPAG VU Te® TOdE Qaivels”, ““You have thundered loudly from a
starry sky, | nor is there a single cloud: you are surely making this manifest as a sign to someone™’
(xx.113-14). Her prayer for Odysseus’ vengeance in turn becomes a further propitious omen for
Odysseus, who overhears it (this is the first example of kledonomancy in Greek literature). Likewise, at
xxi. 413-15, Odysseus, who has just strung the bow, rejoices as he hears Zeus’ thunder since he knows it
is a sign — Zevg 8¢ ueyd’ Ektome efpata eaivov: | yOncév... ‘Odvcceig // 8ttt pd ol Tépag Tike
Kpdvov mdic, ‘Zeus thundered loudly, showing forth a sign: Odysseus rejoiced, since the son of Kronos

had sent a prodigy’.** In these cases, we find the key words tépac and ofjuo, which, as xxi.413-15 imply,

are used apparently interchangeably: these are the Greek words for our ‘omen’. A formula ties the

438 11.350-3, VI11.478-9, VI111.75-6, V111.133-5, VI11.170-1, IX.236-9, X1.45-6, XV.377, XV11.595-6, XX.56-7. |
group together instances where only thunder is used, only lightning is used, and where both are used together.
Presumably 1X.236 refers to the thunder at VV111.170-1.

Throughout I use the traditional terminology according to which the ‘vehicle’ is the thing to which comparison is
made (lion), and the ‘tenor’ the object of comparison (soldier). See Richards, 1936, 96-101.

439 Cf. Virgil’s homage at Aen. 2.692-3.
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passages together and confirms the traditionality of the idea: of the five usages of ofjpata gaiveov,
‘showing signs’, three are of Zeus’ thunder (I11.353, [X.236, xxi.413); once it is not specified which omen
he uses (IV.381), and one later usage is a ferocious bear which Dionysus generates to scare sailors (Hom.

Hy. 7.46).

As [ wrote above, there is a fundamental equivocation in whether omens presage good or ill.
Whereas Odysseus rejoiced at Zeus’ lightning, Salmoneus and his people in the Hesiodic Catalogue
might have despaired at the sign of his anger and his coming attack: éBpovt[noev an'] oOpavod
GoteEPOEVTOG. .. TOUG &' EPa]rev Ppovti] [1€ K]ai aiboroevt kepavv®, ‘he thundered from the starry sky...
and he pelted them with thunder and smouldering lightning bolts’ (Cat. fr. 27.13-18 [Most]). I shall return
to this apparent alternation later.** In this passage, the lightning bolts, rather than merely signs, interact
with the action — a blurring of boundaries which will be seen again below, and which suggests how

objects’ meanings, at least in some cases, grow out of their effects.

Yet even where ominemes do not interfere in events nor are explicitly called ‘signs’, they retain
their signification. At VI1.478-79, fear holds the onlookers when they perceive Zeus’ thunder — the
audience is alerted to the thunder’s ‘sematic’ nature by implication through their reaction, just as when
Diomedes’ horses fear the ominous thunder at VIII.137. The Trojans, complementarily, correctly interpret
Zeus’ thunder in their favour at XV.377-80, and take heart. But sometimes, crucially, the poet simply
relies on the audience’s ability to interpret the event as ominous, as at XVII.595 and XX.56-57, where the
ominous nature of the lightning is clear despite the absence of explicit comment or human reaction.
Audiences contemporary with the poet, trained in the norms of the genre and part of a culture which
almost certainly attributed ominous meaning to lightning outside of poetry, will not have failed to see this
meaning. Even on a banally statistical level, the ominousness of eight out of ten Iliadic cases suggests that
of the other two. I insist on this point even in this clear-cut example, since once established beyond doubt
here, it can be put to use later on more contested ground. In short, meanings cannot be switched on and
off.

440 If it were specified, this lightning would be on the left. The left / right distinction is especially salient in martial
contexts, since it allows for the same sign to have different meanings for people or armies who face each other.
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Greek Stars and Shooting Stars

The poet is similarly explicit about meteors or shooting stars. Greek, unlike Sanskrit, uses the
same word, aotnp, for stars of the shooting and stationary varieties. I treat the two together in the same

section for this reason, seeing no difference in the connotative meaning of the two.

At the start of Iliad 4, the gods are discussing whether to continue the hostilities between the
Achaeans and the Trojans after the duel between Menelaus and Paris. Hera eventually persuades Zeus that
they should recommence, and the latter sends Athena down to induce Pandarus to shoot an arrow at

Menelaus. I quote in full the description of Athena’s journey and the reaction it provokes:
B} 8¢ kat’ OdAdumOL0 KapVeVY di&aca.
olov & aotépa fike Kpdvov méic dykvlopitem
1| vavnot Tépag NE oTpatd evpEl Aadv
Aapmpdv, Tod 8¢ 1€ moAlol Amd omvBipeg fevat:
@ €ikol’ fikev ént y0ova [MaAlag AB7vn,
kad & &Bop’ éc péocov: Baupoc &’ Eyxev elcopd@vtog
Tpdac 6’ immoddpovg kai Ebkvidag Ayotovg:
®de 84 Ti¢ elneokey 18®V &¢ mAnciov dAlov:
AP odTIC TOAEUOC TE KAKOC KOl GVAOTIC 0ivT)
gooetal, 1| @O TA PET’ ApeoTépotot Tibnov
Ze0g, 6¢ T avBpdrov taping mtorépolo tétuktol.’

®¢ Gpoa Tig elneckev Ayoudv 1€ Tpdov Te.

‘And she darted down from the peak of Olympus.

Just as the son of Cronus of crooked counsel sets in motion a star
As a sign to sailors or to a wide host of soldiers,

Brilliant, trailing a long blaze in its wake —

Just so did Pallas Athena dart towards the ground,
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And she lighted between the armies. The horse-taming Trojans
And the well-greaved Achaeans looked on in amazement.
Comments were exchanged between a man and his neighbour, such as
“Either cruel war and harsh battle
Will now break out, or Zeus apportioner of wars
Among men will reconcile both sides.”
Such was the talk between the Achaeans and the Trojans.’
(IV.74-85)

The image is carefully chosen as appropriate to Athena’s course from heaven to earth. Verse 76 implies
that it is Zeus’ habit to send a shooting star as a sign, époc, to armies, and accordingly the soldiers have
no trouble in recognising the portent.**! Their equivocation over its meaning is the product of a
combination of two common Homeric motifs — that of two neighbours talking, and of the meaning of a
sign being expressed with an either / or construction. Here, instead of presenting two closely related
options as is usual, the second meaning is opposed to the first. The vain hope of the soldiers generates
pathos, evoking the characteristically Iliadic theme of the gap between the understanding audience and
the groping benightment of the characters: the former, privy to the gods’ conversation, know that Athena’s
errand is that of restarting the war. As often, the poet tinkers with traditional motifs to create a new,

characteristically Homeric effect.

The reference to the sailors at line 76 connects suggestively to a scene in the Homeric Hymn to
Apollo, where the god, arriving at Crisa, leaps from the ship like a star trailing a sparky tail (440-2).
Wording similar to IV.77 is there used — tod & a0 moAlai | omvBapideg TwTdvto, ‘and a trail of sparks
shot off from it / him’ (441-2). The unnatural diurnal setting (pécmt fjpott) recalls the unnatural cloudless
setting of the lightning at xx.112-14, mentioned above; Nicholas Richardson rightly notes that this
unnatural detail makes the scene ‘even more portentous’ (2010, ad loc.). Richard Buxton, taking into
account the myriad other Apolline metamorphoses in that hymn, sees there a metamorphosis, not just a
simile, though the matter is not beyond controversy (2009, 176-77). The connection between the seafaring

setting in the hymn and the allusion to sailors above at IV.76 should also be noted.

441 | align myself with the standard reading of the passage, as expressed in de Jong, 2004, 134-35. For a doughty
recent rejection of it along with copious bibliography, see Jonathan Ready, 2017.
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Greek Rainbows

In lliad X V11, Zeus, wanting to save the body of Patroclus, sends Athena down from heaven to

help the Greeks and turn the tide of battle. Then,
Nite moppupény iptv Bvntoict tavicon
Zevg €€ ovpavobev Tépag Eppevar §j morépolo
1j Kol xeudvog dvcbaiméoc, 6g pd te Epywv
avOpdmovg avémovoey €mt yBovi, uijha 8¢ kndet,
A¢ 1| TopeLPEN VEPEL TuKAcace & ATV

dvoet’ Axoudv EBvog, Eyelpe 8¢ edTO EKAGTOV.

‘Just as when Zeus stretches his shimmering rainbow

Across the sky to be a sign for mortals either of war

Or indeed of a gelid squall which prevents

Men from working the land, and imperils their flocks,

So Athena, wrapping herself in a shimmering cloud,

Entered among the tribes of the Achaians, bringing encouragement to each of them.’
(XVIL.547-52)

Athena proceeds to take the form of Phoenix and speak heartening words to Menelaus. Zeus often sends
Athena down from heaven to rouse up the Achaeans or Odysseus (see also IV.68ff., XIX.340ff.,
XXII.1821f., 1.76ft., xxiv.4771f.), which itself bears an important functional similarity to the lightning
which he sends elsewhere. As we have seen, this is one of various passages in which Athena’s katabasis is
described with an omineme. While Mark Edwards is probably right that it is unnecessary to imagine

Athena metamorphosing into a rainbow,**? this is irrelevant to my current purpose of establishing its

4421991, ad loc. Pace Fenik, 1968, 182-3, and Willcock, 1984, ad loc., whom he cites. There is of course an array of
Homeric passages which can be understood either as similes or as metamorphoses, and a fulsome literature on the
subject stretching back into antiquity. See Erbse, 1980, de Jong, 2004, and Buxton, 2004, esp. 142-44. For the best
treatment of the question known to me, see Buxton, 2009, 29-48.
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general status as a sign — a point on which the poet is quite clear. The equivocation over its meaning is of
a different kind here: the sign certainly presages ill, with its more precise meaning differing according
only to the context in which it appears. In other words, the semantics are stable, with only pragmatic

factors inflecting meaning. I shall interpret this passage more fully below.

Indian Lightning

Greek and Indian examples are easily aligned. The lightning at Mhb. 6. 2.21, quoted above, is
described with a common formula in such contexts, ‘savidyutah’, literally ‘[cloud] with lightning’. This
combination of morpheme and noun occurs dozens of times, and very commonly, as here, in verse final
position — on which more later. As in Homer, lightning and thunder is a ubiquitous feature of the
divinatory landscape of Sanskrit Epic.*? Yet unlike in Homer, Sanskrit poets take no interest in showing
the characters’ reaction to lightning or affording it its own scene. As with other omens, it is
overwhelmingly embedded in scenes which show many omens. Complementarily, the absence of
lightning is used as a propitious omen after Hanuman and Rama have killed Valin and installed Sugriva
as king in Kiskindha — ‘drstva ca vimalam vyoma gatavidyudbalahakam...’, ‘[Hanuman], having seen a
spotless firmament, sky free of lightning...” (Ram. 4. 28.1). Lastly, as we saw above for the millerwoman
in the Odyssey, the ominous status of lightning is underlined by its appearance in a cloudless sky also in
Sanskrit Epic, as for example, ‘nirabhram api cakasam prajagarja mahasvanam’, ‘Though cloudless, the
sky thundered forth a tremendous roar (Mhb. 1. 26.31), or ‘nirabhre vidyutas tivra’, ‘there were violent
lightning strikes in the cloudless sky’ (Mhb. 6. 67.23)** Poets innovate along the same lines: the detail
was recreated independently thanks to the typologically common principle that an event is more probably
of ominous import the more it is supernatural in nature. In other words, the ominousness of lightning was
strongly inherited, but the extra ominousness of lightning in a cloudless sky is best considered weak

inheritance. Similarity, once established, reproduces itself.**°

43 In the Mahabharata narrative (and not in its similes, which I treat separately below), see 1. 26.31, 126.23; 2.
71.25,42.25; 3. 221.4; 5. 183.9; 6. 3.32-33, 19.36, 55.109, 67.23; 7. 6.28; 8. 26.34, 58.15; 13.15.7; 14.76.19. For the
Ramayana, see 6. 26.31, 31.5, 53.41, 83.36, 94. 23; 7. 9.24.

I do not claim that this list is exhaustive. I list occurrences of ominous lightning in similes separately, below.
References in battle books naturally preponderate.

444 Cf. also Mhb. 2. 42.25, 6. 19.36, Ram. 6. 94.23.

445 | shall have much more to say about lightning in Vedic and Sanskrit literature at the close of the chapter.
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Indian Stars and Shooting Stars

Shooting stars are a favourite omineme of Indian Epic, abounding both in omen scenes and in

similes. Vyasa is characteristically virtuosic:
“patanty ulkah sanirghatah suskasanivimisritah.
adya caiva nisarh vyustam udaye bhanur ahatah
jvalantibhir maholkabhi$ caturbhih sarvatodisam.”’
“Meteors stars fall, and whirlwinds, mixed with rainless lightning bolts.
And now, the night over, at dawn, the sun is pounded
By four huge, flaming meteors from each direction.””
(Mhb. 6. 3.32¢-33)

The habit to accumulate and juxtapose omens is here on full display, making for an otherworldly effect,
and for a sharp contrast with the more surgical use of the same omineme in Homer and the Hymns. As
other ominemes, these cluster in the battle books of the two epics — 6-10 for the Mahabharata, and 6 for
the Ramayana.**® The meteors attack the sun, introducing a hint of the eclipse motif. I discuss below this

technique of mixing different ominemes and what it might mean.

Indian Rainbows

Rainbows, although they do not appear in Vyasa’s tour de force at the start of the sixth parvan,
and despite their relative rarity compared to other ominemes, are nevertheless an established presence.**’
Common Epic Sanskrit terms for them include ‘the bow of Indra’, indradhanus (still the standard word in

most modern Indic languages), indracapa, or puramdaracapa, etc.: the kenning underlines the martial

446 For ominous meteors elsewhere in Sanskrit Epic, see Mhb. 1. 26.28, .30; 2. 71.26, 72.21; 3. 153.3, 161.17,
188.74; 5.136.2, 141.10, 153. 50, 183.22; 6. 19.38, 67. 23, 108.9; 7. 6.27, 64.6, 154.25, 165.11; 8.58.15, 68.50; 9.
10.15, 22.21, 55.9, 57.47; 10. 14.9; 12. 160.40, 273.3, 320.4; 14. 76.16; 16. 1.3; Ram. 2. 4.17; 6. 53.41, 57.22, 83.36,
94.18; 7. 9.24. Again, | do not guarantee that this list is exhaustive.

47 There is perhaps one reference to a rainbow in the RV at 11. 34.13, but it is oblique and disputable: a word for
‘rainbow’ is not used.
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connotations it had in the culture.**® When the half-brothers Karna and Arjuna are preparing, long before
the war, for what would have been a disastrous duel in the first parvan, the heavens indicate their
disapproval: ‘tatah savidyutstanitaih sendrayudhapurojavaih | avrtarh gaganarm meghair
balakapanktihasibhih’, ‘Then clouds full of thunder and lightning, attended by rainbows and crossed by
arched rows of cranes enveloped the sky’ (1. 126.23).4° Elsewhere, they appear together with a blazing,
lightning riddled cloud (13.15.7), with lightning and blood rain (14. 76.19), and with lightning and
meteors (Ram. 6. 57.22).*° As with other signs, omens’ meanings are deciphered through context.

In two late passages of didactic character, 6. 4.24 and 12. 103.6, rainbows are numbered among
propitious omens for soldiers. A mixture of two different principles creates this curiosity. On the one
hand, the victor in battle can be attended by propitious omens which forebode success for him; on the
other, he can be attended by ill omens which augur disaster for his enemy. Sometimes the position of the
signs solves the equivocation. For example, soon after Vyasa’s narration of the ill omens before the battle,
Dhrtarastra asks him what good omens for a victorious army would be. At the end of the list, Vyasa
declares that ‘anv eva vayavo vanti tathabhrani vayamsi ca | anuplavante meghas ca
tathaivendradhantirhsi ca’, “Winds blow at their back, and clouds, birds, rainclouds, and rainbows hover
behind him.”*** Winds, rainclouds, and rainbows are signs which are elsewhere impropitious. Here, their
position alters the perspective, just as their position in the sky determines the meaning of lightning for
Nestor, and bird omens in Greece and the Near East (for which, see the relevant section of my first
chapter, pp. 57-66).

Lightning, stars (and especially shooting stars), and rainbows are well-established fixtures of
Greek and Sanskrit Epic omens. So far, | have shown the inter-traditional alignment of these signs in
meaning and position within their texts. The best explanation for this alignment is strong inheritance — of
an uncontroversial but banal, uninformative sort. | have also alluded to agreement in certain typologically
common details, such as the position in the sky influencing interpretation, the addition of further
supernatural detail underlining ominous meaning (e.g. thunder from a cloudless sky), and the
equivocation in ominous meaning according to focalisation — a victorious warrior may be attended by a

good or bad omen, depending on whether he or his opponent is focalised. These, in combination with

448 Indra was both a war god and a rain god. Greece had the martial association without a word etymologically
connected to war — ipig probably goes back to *uehii-, ‘twist, bend’ (see Beekes, 2010, ad ipic, and cf. also Watkins,
1985, ad ‘wei-’).

449 ‘balakapanktihasibhih’ literally means ‘smiling with rows of cranes’. ‘Smile’ here is not intended to impute
happiness to the clouds but must be a mere reference to the arched v-formation of crane flocks in flight, thought to
resemble a smile.

450 Cf. also 7. 131.71.

451 6, 4.24. The sentiment and wording of 12. 103.6, where Bhisma is lecturing Yudhisthira, is all but identical.
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strong inheritance, generate further, weakly inherited similarity. The straightforward cases | have treated

until now furnish a sound foundation for a further search for similarity across more slippery ground.

Greek Eclipses

Ominous eclipses are scarcely attested in Greek literature. Here, breaking my own rule for not
back-projecting a classical situation onto the Archaic period, I begin with a passage from Herodotus’
account of the Greco-Persian wars. This illustrates the durability of a number of important points | make
above. Xerxes is on his war-march towards Greece when he sees an eclipse:

opunuéve 8¢ ot 6 fAtog Ekmmv THY &k Tod 0dpavod EdpNV dpoviic iy 0¥t EMve@EAmV £6VTmV
aifping te Ta pdAota, dvti MUEPNC te VO £yéveTo. i00vTL 8¢ kol pabdvTL TodTo T® ZEPEN EMUELES
€yévero, kal €ipeTo Tovg Mdyovg T0 BéLel Tpoaivey 1O pdcpa. oi 8¢ Eppalov mg "EAANGt Tpodetkviel O
0c0g Exhenytv TV molwv, Aéyovieg HAtov etvor EAAMgvev mpodéktopa, ceAqvyv 88 cpéav. tadTo.
TvOoUEVOC 0 EEpENC TEPLY PTG EOV EMOIEETO TNV EAACLV.

‘Just as the army was setting out, the sun left its usual position in the sky and disappeared, despite
the impeccable, cloudless weather; although it was day, night fell. Xerxes, when he saw this and realised
what had happened, grew anxious, and asked the Magi what the event portended. They declared that the
god was foretelling the eclipsing of the cities of the Greeks, since the sun was the Greeks’ divinatory
body, whereas the moon was theirs. Delighted by this response, Xerxes took up his march.’

(7.37)
In this rich passage, Herodotus, firstly, exemplifies the same equivocation which | discuss immediately
above — Xerxes recognises a portent, but does not know how to tell whether it portends destruction for
himself or his enemies. Intra-textually, the omen is unclear. Anxiety results. When the same equivocation
applies to the omen’s external audience, it is rather a problem of focalisation. The Magi’s reading will
turn out, of course, to be wrong, and Herodotus may well intend their reasoning here to be obviously
spurious.*®? The external audience, by contrast, is in no doubt over its import. Irony is generated.

The ambiguity in the application of omens is durable because it is ineluctably built into their
structure. Epic poets (and here Herodotus) must take care to specify omens’ meanings, resolving the
ambiguity by various methods — by bald statement, by adding the reaction or interpretation of a character,

by having a character request an omen, or by mentioning an omens’ position. If these reminders

452 The Magi are disastrous interpreters elsewhere too, e.g. 7.19, where they wrongly interpret Xerxes’ dream to
mean that in due course he will have dominion over all men. The interpretation can also be read as a vindication of
Greek over Persian ways.

196



Joseph Badawi-Crook Doctoral Thesis Scuola Normale Superiore

sometimes verge on the otiose, this only underlines the importance of avoiding ambiguity to poets and
writers.

Further similarities with the foregoing abound. The structure of the scene is familiar from Homer:
a sign appears which presents interpretative difficulties and an appeal is made to an expert to decipher
it.**3 Herodotus is careful to note that, like the ominous lightning above, the eclipse takes place in a
cloudless sky — this is no momentary, quotidian obfuscation, but apparently something supernatural, and
all the more ominous for it. Moreover, in history as in poetry, the omen appears at an inflection point in
the narrative, just as Xerxes is setting out.*** As Herodotus himself remarks elsewhere, piAéet 8¢ kog
mpoonuoively, e0T’ By PEAAN peydho kaxd f| mOA | E0vei EoecOau, ‘Some sign is wont to appear
beforehand whenever a city or a people is about to undergo a great ill’ (6.27). This pragmatic factor
clearly delimits the semantic realm of the sign: the phrasing of the Greek leaves the audience in no doubt
that the meaning of the eclipse pertains to the expedition on which Xerxes is setting out (Oppnpéve 6 ol
0 ffuog, literally ‘to Xerxes setting out the sun...”). Herodotus carefully uses a dative of interest instead
of, say, a vaguer genitive absolute. Xerxes’ question reveals that he takes the meaning for granted and is
unsure only to whom this meaning is applied. These matters are so obvious that Herodotus does not
trouble to spell them out. Sanskrit Epic, which prefers a question and answer structure, makes Dhrtarastra
less knowledgeable. He relies on Vyasa to answer his questions. Sanskrit Epic, in other words, explores
the same perplexity, but in didactic not dramatic key. Indeed, in general, characters in and audiences of

Epic face the same dilemma as Xerxes, and it is up to the poets to disambiguate.

Theoclymenus provides the only parallel for an ominous eclipse in Homeric poetry.**® The

scholia, Plutarch and some moderns think that this refers to a solar eclipse taking place at the time of

457

Theoclymenus’ speech.**® Rutherford is right to reject this idea.*” The highly unusual, doubly

compounded £€amorlmAe, ‘obliterated from’ or LSJ “perish utterly out of”, is not the usual word for eclipse

453 And not only with ornithomancy — see also Calchas in Iliad I (in my first chapter) and in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon
(104-45), cf. Vyasa’s role in explaining omens in the Mahabharata.

454 For a Homeric parallel to omens foretelling the doom of a nascent expedition, see IV.381, where the men of
Mycenae decline to join the disastrous expedition of the Seven Against Thebes since Zeus shows forth evil omens
(mapaicia cjuata eaivev). We will see later how ominemes precede the start of the Iliad’s fighting and the entry
into battle of important fighters.

45 1 quote the Greek and translation again here, for the reader’s convenience: ‘fjgA10g 8¢ | o0pavod dEamdAmAe, Kok
0" émdédpopev ayAde.” ““and the sun | Has been obliterated from the sky, and an evil cloud has rushed on” (xx.356-
57).

4% On the Face of the Moon 19, 93IF; for a modern view, see Austin (1975, 246, 250). Shewan fancifully dates the
eclipse to 1178 BC (1928, 196-98). The historicity of Xerxes’ eclipse has also been debated: perhaps it had
something to do with one at Susa in 481 (see Pietro Vannicelli, 2017, ad loc., with references). But literature
provides more relevant comparanda: | suspect that the Herodotean passage was influenced more by literary factors
than any historical event.

4571992, ad loc.
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— this is &khenyig / ékdeinm, as in the Herodotus passage.**® Theoclymenus’ is a verb of violence, and as
such finds a kindred image in that of the huge, flaming meteors attacking the sun in Vyasa’s speech at
Mhb. 6. 3.33, quoted above.**® The enjambment is also strange and prosodically difficult — line-ending 8%,
though common in Sophocles, is highly unusual in Homer.*®® The precise relation between the destruction
of the sun and the cloud which comes on is unclear. The éni- of émdédpopev could either be taken to refer
to the sun, or more generally to the area being described (wherever that might be). Vyasa’s speech,
incidentally, provides parallels for both cloud and non-cloud eclipses — see below. Yet is unlikely that the
poet means that the cloud obscures the sun, since, even if a hendiadys were possible, the description of
the cloud would have to come before that of the sun. In any case, such pedantic questions are beside the

point: this kind of riddling ambiguity is characteristic of prophetic speech.

Two other Greek passages, one Homeric and one Aristophanic, here merit discussion. When

Helios learns that Odysseus’ men have eaten his cattle, he pleads with Zeus thus:
€1 6¢ pot 00 ticovst Bodv Emee’ dpolPny,
dvcopat i Aldao Kal £V VEKDEGGL PUEIV®.
‘If they will not pay me fitting compensation for my cattle,
I shall go down to Hades’ and shine among the corpses.’
(xii.382-3)

For Rutherford, ‘it is as if Helios has fulfilled his threat.” His comment belies a profound difference
between his approach and mine. I see no particular thematic or narrative reason to link the two distant
passages: Helios’ threat is to Odysseus’ companions while the other eclipse pertains to the conduct of the
Suitors. Moreover, whereas here Helios is the agent of his own disappearance, Theoclymenus’ vision
presents him as the victim of destruction. Much more sense can be made by vertical comparison to the
tradition than by horizontal comparison between passages. By keeping in mind that eclipses are an
omineme, the Helios passage can be seen for what it is — the creative reimagination of a traditional
element through anthropomorphosis. Theoclymenus’ eclipse, by contrast, creatively depersonalises,

making the sun not a heavenly body momentarily obscured, but an object to be eradicated. Even if there is

458 ¢Eamolbvar occurs only eight times elsewhere in Greek poetry.
459 For a reference to a portentous meteor in Homer, see 11.4.75ff., discussed below.
460 Byt not unprecedented — cf. e.g. XV.140, ii.244, xv.115, and Paul Maas’ brief discussion, 1962, 87.
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no paradigmatic instance of an ominous eclipse in Homer, other, more fully attested ominemes allow the

understanding of the poet’s technique.*6

In the /liad, as they fight over the corpse of the freshly slain Patroclus, the narrator strangely
notes that o06¢ ke paing | obté mot’ MoV odv Eppevar odte ceAvny, ‘nor would you have said that the
sun or the moon was safe’ (XVIL.366-67), for a thick cloud had been shed over proceedings. ‘Safe’, cdv,
is used only here not of people, death, or goods. Overwhelmingly it is used of people — in 14 out of 19
usages in Homer and the Hymns.*®? As in the Theoclymenus scene, a deviant use of language underlines a
strange event.*®® Also as there, the heavenly bodies are presented as being under attack, or subject to
violence, even if the sentiment is diluted by the hedging subjectivity of the phrase 00d¢ ke @aing, ‘nor
would you have said’. The fact that those warriors who do not fight around Patroclus’ body are in clear
daylight points up the uncanniness, and hence the ominousness (370-73). While it is not a paradigmatic

case of an eclipse, the suggestive language points in that direction.

461 Aristophanes perhaps recalls Helios’ threat in his Nubes. The Chorus of goddesses shows their displeasure at
Cleon’s taking command by pointing out omens:

Bpovtn & €ppdyn Ot dotpomiic:

1N oeMvn 8’ €Eéhetne Taig 6600C, 0 & HAl0¢

TV OpLoAAd” gig £avTov g0BmG Euvelkboag

00 paveiv Epaockev LUV, el otpatnyioel Kiéwv.

‘Thunder burst through lightning;
The moon deserted her paths [i.e. was eclipsed], and the sun
Immediately drew back his wick to himself
And said that he would not shine on you if Cleon be made general.’

(583-86)
The solar eclipse is heaped onto a lunar eclipse, and thunder and lightning, making for a motivic density more
common in Indian than Greek literature. For a precise parallel to this mixture in Vyasa’s speech. The plausibility of
a horizontal, intertextual connection to the Odyssey passage does not detract from the traditionality of the image in
both cases. For a close parallel in the Ramayana, see the final section of this chapter.
There is another partial Classical parallel. In a myth first attested in Euripides’ Electra (727-42), Zeus reversed the
course of the stars and the sun, which afterwards rose in the East and set in the West, and not vice versa. While
different traditions disagree on the details, they agree that this was a sign of divine favour to Atreus. The Euripidean
version synchronises the change with Thyestes’ theft of the golden lamb, whereas other versions, aligning more with
the above examples, associate it with divine disgust at the moment of Thyestes’ horrific feast (see further Vincent
Rosivach, 1978, 192-93).
462 The exceptions are of goods remaining untouched, XX1V.381-82 = xiii.364; and XI11.773 = v.305 = xxii.28, of
‘certain death’, o®¢ aimvg dAedpog.
463 For other unusual language in this passage, see Edwards, 1991, ad loc.

199



Joseph Badawi-Crook Doctoral Thesis Scuola Normale Superiore

Indian Eclipses

The Archaic Greek examples of eclipses are too meagre for much of a pattern to be discerned. Yet
eclipses along with other kinds of celestial disturbances are among the most common omens in Indian

Epic. Vyasa’s speech alone provides a representative plethora of examples of different kinds:

‘antardhiyata cadityah sainyena rajasavrtah’

‘The sun was made invisible, covered over by the armies’ dust.” (1.20)%*

‘Svetalohitaparyantah krsnagrivah savidyutah
trivarnah parighah sarndhau bhanum avarayanty uta.

jvalitarkendunaksatram nirvisesadinaksapam

ahoratram maya drstam tat ksayaya bhavisyati.’

‘Three-coloured clouds, white and red at the borders, and black in the middle,
Thundering at dawn and dusk, eclipse the sun.

For a day and a night I have seen the sun, the moon, and the stars blazing

All at once, making no distinction between day and night. This portends destruction.’ (2.21-22)

‘alaksyah prabhaya hinah paurnamasim ca karttikim
candro ’bhiid agnivarnas ca samavarne nabhastale.’
‘The moon, inconspicuous, bereft of lustre throughout the plenilunar night of the month Karttika,

Was fire-coloured in a fire-coloured firmament.’ (2.23)

464 There is a brief omen scene before the dialogue between Vyasa and Dhrtarastra, from which this example is
taken.
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‘abhiksnarh kampate bhiimir; arkarh rahus tathagrasat;

$veto grahas tatha citrar samatikramya tisthati.

abhavar hi vi§esena kurtinarh pratipasyati.

dhtimaketur mahaghorah pusyam akramya tisthati.’

‘The earth shakes repeatedly; Rahu has eclipsed the sun.*%®

The white planet, Venus, steps beyond the constellation Citra, and abides there.
This foretells the destruction of the Kurus in particular.

A most terrible meteor approaches the constellation Pusya, and abides there.” (3.11-12)

‘grahau tamrarunasikhau prajvalantav iva sthitau
saptarsinam udaranam samavacchadya vai prabham.’
“Two planets, coppery and red as if on fire, are completely obscuring

The light of the lofty seven seers (i.e. the Big Dipper).’ (3.24)

candradityav ubhau grastav ekahna hi trayodasim

aparvani graham yatau, prajasamksayam icchatah
‘The moon and the sun are both eclipsed during the thirteenth day of a half moon, for a day,

[Thus] beginning the eclipse on a day during which one of the four changes of the moon does not
occur [i.e. on an unusual and inauspicious day for such a change] — they both desire a general

destruction of mankind. % (3.28)

‘patanty ulkah sanirghatah $uskasanivimisritah.

465 Rahu is the demon of eclipse.
466 Although this line is difficult, the lunar and solar eclipse is clear.
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adya caiva nisarh vyustam udaye bhanur ahatah

jvalantibhir maholkabhi$ caturbhih sarvatodi§am.’

‘There come meteors and hurricanes attended by rainless thunder and lightning.
And now, the night over, at dawn, the sun is crushed

By four huge, flaming meteors from each direction.”*®’ (3.32¢-33)

The similarities with Greek eclipses are general in kind, and no doubt owe much to universal
factors. The combinatory technique, nevertheless, can throw up striking alignments: 6. 2.21-22 above
shows the same combination as /liad XVII, quoted above — a cloud obscures the sun and moon but at the
same time elsewhere the sun shines bright. And at Mhb. 5. 183.21-4, directly after an important hero,
Rama Jamadagnya, is slain, the ‘flaming sun’ is eclipsed, and a cloud falls to produce gloom, just as after
Patroclus’ death. The closeness should not however, obscure the aleatory quality of the parallel: two sets
of dice, rolled again and again, will sometimes chance to show the same numbers. The agreement is not
itself salient, it is a mere function of the repetition of chance action with a limited number of outcomes. In
the same way, when elaborations and recombinations of ominemes throw up close similarity, this is no
reason to see evidence of inheritance. This goes even for strange, arresting combinations: Theoclymenus’
weird formulation at xx.353, which mixes an ominous cry and fire, is not to be thought inherited because
of its alignment with Vyasa’s at Mhb. 6. 3.22 — ‘diksu prajvalitasyas ca vyaharanti mrgadvijah | atyahitam
darsayanto vedayanti mahad bhayam’, ‘On every side wild animals and birds scream, their mouths ablaze;
showing horrible behaviour, they forebode great terror’ “8 (3.22). These are, rather, good examples of

weak inheritance.

Blood Rain

The ominemes I have treated so far have been on the universal end of the spectrum; that is, there

is nothing inherently striking about the use of lightning or (shooting) stars as a foreboding image in

467 See further e.g. Mhb. 4. 37.4, 5. 141.7-10, .22; 6. 67.24, 9. 20.40-41, Ram. 3. 22.11; 6. 83.32, 94.17. For the fall
of darkness at the abduction of Sita (3. 50.9), see my discussion below.

468 See further Ram. 3.22.10, where jackals screech from mouths ‘discharging flame’, ‘jvalodgaribhir ananaih’; also
Ram. 6. 45.34, ‘vamantyah pavakajvalah $iva ghora vavasire’, ‘Ghastly jackals shrieked, vomiting bright flames’.
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poetry. Blood rain, however, is an image typologically far more unusual and far less banal. The
probability of, say, lightning’s Greco-Indic pedigree simply depends on how widespread the attribution of
ominousness is to it cross-culturally — as Martin West wrote, if something is widely attested then it is all
the more likely that, if only we had the evidence, proto-Greco-Indic poetry would have attested it. Blood
rain, on the other hand, is less likely to have been reinvented and more likely to attest to a shared
inheritance. Moreover, although hardly ubiquitous in either, it is by far more common in Greek and Indian
poetry than in other Indo-European traditions.*® It is unusual also in its distribution and use, and so I

argue that it is in its own special category of marked omen.

I start with some examples from Vyasa’s speech, to frame the Greek examples with those from
the vastly more copious corpus of Sanskrit Epic — ‘asid rudhiravarsam ca asthivarsarh ca bharata’, “““And
there was a rain of blood and a rain of bone, o descendant of Bharata™ (Mhb. 6. 2.30);*® ““utpatamegha
raudrasca ratrau varsanti Sonitam marhsavarsam punas ttvram asit krsnacaturdastm’’, ‘Fierce-looking
clouds spring up and shower blood at night. On the fourteenth of the dark fortnight,** there is a heavy
shower of flesh™ (3.30). The motif is usually expressed in a determinative, tatpurusa compound, with the
head ‘varsam’, ‘rain’, and an attributive, e.g. ‘rudhiravarsam’, ‘rain of blood’ and ‘mamsavarsam’, ‘rain
of flesh’ .42 Just as the absence of thunder and lightning could be a propitious sign, a rain of flowers is the

corresponding good omen.*”®

Blood rain is, moreover, a unique omen in one important way. In Homer, as we have seen, gods
and omens are closely linked, but that relationship can be expressed in various ways. Sometimes gods
unilaterally decide to send omens; sometimes they send them at a character’s request; sometimes a god
appears in such a way that it constitutes an omen — as, for example, Athena’s appearance as a shooting
star. Elsewhere, although omens are introduced by the formula ‘Zeus sent...’ or the like, these
introductory formulas seem rather to be a turn of phrase than a description of real action. And sometimes,

as we have seen, omens are presented ‘secularly’ — not as divinely instigated at all but as spontaneously

469 To judge by West’s brief list (2007, 488).

The omineme responds well to euhemeristic explanation: red ‘blood’ rain is a rare but well-observed phenomenon
which appears intermittently in the historical record in Eurasia, from Spain to India. Different studies have come to
different conclusions about its cause(s). See Paul McCafferty, 2008, with references. A particularly well-studied
instance in 2001 in South India is now thought to have been caused by updraughts sucking a particularly exuberant
algal bloom into the clouds in Europe, carrying the spores over the sea, and depositing them in heavy rainfall over
Kerala (see Felix Blast, 2015). Clearly, one or more of these extraordinary real events could easily have inspired the
literary motif, and their sporadic continuation will have fostered its preservation.

470 See below for this distich’s textual problems.

471 1.e., the time when the moon stops waning and begins to wax: when it is at its smallest.

472 For other rains of flesh and / or blood, see, comprehensively, Mhb. 5. 153.28 (from a cloudless sky), 183.22
(when Rama Jamadagnya falls); 6. 42.33, 45.36, 83.33, 94.15, 95.47; 7. 6.25 (from a cloudless sky), 172.17; 8.
26.36; 14. 76.19; Ram. 6. 26.22 (in Malyavan’s speech), 31.5; 7. 6.45.

473 As at e.g. Mhb. 9. 60.52, Ram. 7. 10.7.
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occurring natural phenomena. In Sanskrit Epic, by contrast, such ‘secular’ omens are the abiding rule. As
we have seen from the many examples above, it is also far more inflexible in this tendency — gods send
omens to men only vanishingly rarely. Indeed, gods (and their desires), although undeniably a presence,
are neither so ubiquitous nor so interested in human affairs as they are in Homer. Fate, correspondingly,
plays a greater role in Sanskrit than Greek Epic — omens, if they are figured as revealing anything, reveal

fate, as Dhrtarastra remarked above.

Yet blood rain is special. Even in long omen-scenes in which all the other omens, however
preternatural, occur unprompted by divine action, it is Indra, the weather god, who sheds the blood rain.
This happens four times in the Mahdabharata and four times in the Ramayana, a far higher ratio than for
any other sign, marking it out as a sign of special status.*”* Three out of the four occurrences in the
Ramayana are in the critical sixth book. For example, as Ravana and Rama are about to face each other in
the decisive duel, ‘vavarsa rudhirarh devo ravanasya rathopari’, ‘the god rained blood on the chariot of
Ravana’ (6. 94.15).4” The omen is placed first in its scene and is the only one which results from divine
action of the many recounted in this long scene (94.15-29). The extra detail that the blood rain falls on
Ravana’s chariot leaves the omen’s meaning in no doubt (see above for how the ominous eclipse appears
to Xerxes as he sets out). The three other occurrences all begin with the same pada, or half-verse: clearly
by the time of the Ramayana, a formula had been developed to give the motif a verbal home (6. 41.33,
83.33,7.9.24).47®

The Mahabharata provides rich examples. In the short omen scene just before Vyasa’s long
oration to Dhrtarastra, in the line after the eclipse which I quote above, the narrator informs us that
‘vavarsa catra parjanyo marhsasonitavrstiman’, ‘And then Parjanya, equipped with a rain of blood and
flesh, rained’ (6. 1.21).*"” A very similar compound is found also at 5. 141.21, in Karna’s report of the

omens before battle is joined.*”® In a sub-tale in the first Parvan, the trope is ludically adapted to the

474 For another exception to the rule, see e.g. Mhb 6. 88.5, where the flight of a javelin is compared to Indra flinging
lightning.

475 Rain verbs in Sanskrit, as in other I-E and indeed non-I-E languages, would normally be impersonal.

476 Goldman, 2009, ad 45.36, observes that ‘Gorresio (1856, vol. 9, p. 299) translates “deva” as “il terribile Indra”
but notes (p. 375) that his commentator [Lokanatha Cakravarti] points out that, based on the Amarako$a [an
important lexicon of the mid first millennium], the term could be understood equally well to mean “a cloud.” This
odd idea can be discounted. Elsewhere, either clouds or Indra-Parjanya rain blood: given a choice between ‘cloud’
and ‘god’, ‘deva’ would far more naturally mean the latter. So the influential commentary of Govindaraja, cf.
Goldman, 2009, ad 41.33, and ad 94.15. In short, we can tell from where Indra is specified that ‘deva’ too must refer
to him.

477 In the RV a distinct god, by the time of the Epics Parjanya had come to be identified with Indra. His name is
probably related to other Indo-European weather-gods, such as the Baltic Perkiinas, Slavic Perun, Celtic Taranis,
and Hittite Tarhunna, although the precise etymological relation between these names is still debated.

478 marhsasonitavarsarn ca vrstarh devena madhava, ‘The god has rained a rain of flesh and blood, o Krsna’. See p.
173 n. 410 for more background to that scene.
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situation. The divine bird Garuda is threatening to steal the gods’ Soma, and some omens signal to them
the danger. But if Indra is a protagonist in the story, who might initiate the ominous blood rain? The poet
finds a tongue-in-cheek solution: ‘devanam api yo devah so *py avarsad asrk tada’, ‘then he who is the
god of gods, whoever he is, rained blood’ (1. 26.31). This is a pleasantry, and not a theological position.
As we have often seen, diviners and other characters divine or human in both traditions know only
however much is momentarily expedient to the narrative. In Greece too, gods, when they are the
anthropomorphic protagonists of narrative, can benefit from divination, as most notably in the Homeric
Hymn to Hermes, where Hermes (26-29) and even Apollo benefit from omens (212-14). Also importantly,
to make sense the joke must presuppose that ‘Indra’/ ‘deva’ really does do the raining — these are no

dummy subjects.

Immediately above, I quoted the blood rain at 6. 2.30. Although the blood rain is presented
secularly, the critical edition marks ‘asid rudhiravarsarm’ and ‘asthivarsam’ as doubtful. An alternative
reading, attested in in various Kashmiri, Bengali, and Devanagari manuscripts, and preferred by the
Northern Recension (or so-called ‘Vulgate’) gives ‘parjanyah pamsuvarsi ca, mamsavarsi ca bharata’,
‘Parjanya both showered dust and showered flesh, o descendant of the Bharatas’. Its good sense and wide
attestation is a good reminder of the occasional arbitrariness of the choices of the Critical Edition’s

editors, and the value in looking beyond it.*"®

If the fights between Odysseus and the Suitors, Rama and Ravana, and Achilles and Hector are
the central moments in their poems, then the Mahdabharata’s counterpart is the duel between Bhima and
Duryodhana. A lavish omen scene ensues once Duryodhana is felled by Bhima’s low blow (9. 57.45-58).
Of these, only one is the result of divine action — ‘tatha $onitavarsam ca parhsuvarsam ca bharata vavarsa
maghavams tatra tava putre nipatite’, ‘then Indra rained a rain of blood and a rain of dust, o descendant of
the Bharatas, upon the fall of your son’ (57.48).%% This striking, marked sign sets the seal on this most

important of moments.

Likewise, Greek blood rain is unusual for being particularly intentionally deployed. It never

appears, for example, when asked for, nor in an epiphany. Just as the weather-god / king of the gods Indra

479 Cf. Ram. 6. 45.36, where Northern mss. give ‘vavarsa rudhiram devah prahastasya rathopari, ‘‘The god rained
blood over the chariot of Prahasta’, the passage as it stands would require planets to rain blood; this is a much better
reading. See further Goldman, 2009, ad loc.

480 Safijaya is the internal narrator recounting events to Dhrtarastra, Duryodhana’s father (for more on this, see my
second chapter). The use of the second person here generates pathos through the audience’s feeling for Dhrtarastra,
distracting the audience from Duryodhana, a far more unsympathetic figure. Indeed, ‘tava putre nipatite’, ‘when
your son was slain’, is repeated in the same place in the line at 51, 53, and 54, giving an attractive ballad-like quality
and further marking out this omen scene. Only Mhb. 5.47 provides a sort of parallel, in which Safijaya details a
gloomy vision of what will happen if Dhrtarastra does not avert the war, with stanzas often ending, ‘tada yuddham
dhartarastro 'nvatapsyat’, ‘then Dhrtasrastra’s people shall regret this war’.
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sheds a rain of blood and dust at the death of Duryodhana, when the weather-god / king of the gods Zeus
accepts the inevitability of the death of his son Sarpedon,

aipoToéooag 6¢ yiadog katéyxevey Epale
ToAdo pilov TH@V, Tov oi [Tatpokiog Epelie

oBioew...
‘Bloody rain-drops he shed down to the earth
Honouring his own son, whom Patroclus was about to

To kill...” (XV1.459-61)%"

The participial and relative clauses attribute, unusually, a specific purpose to the omen. Where the
audience would expect a phrase ‘showing a sign to...’, there comes the unexpected ‘honouring’ — the only
place in Homer where an omen betokens divine honour for a slain warrior. Omens at the death of
warriors, after all, are different from other kinds in that they reflect rather than predict.*®? Zeus (and Indra)
is expressing himself, but not communicating with anyone in particular: and the bloody rain goes
unnoticed by gods and men alike. This is no trivial distinction, but constitutes an importantly distinctive
feature of the omen-culture of both traditions. Not only is it not, to my knowledge, paralleled in
Mesopotamian divination, whose focus is squarely on using sundry natural phenomena to see into the
future, but is different to it in spirit. In Greece and India, omens, blood rain included, can serve as the
picturesque capstone for marking consequential deaths (as seen above for Patroclus’, Sarpedon’s, Drona’s
Rama Jamadagnya’s, etc.). Their function can be to underline the salience of an event, sometimes to the
characters that behold it, but sometimes only to the poet’s audience. It is impossible to generalise from
only one Greek case, but the arbitrary combination of the choice of motif, its exceptionally intentional

quality, its literary function, and its placement at a specific point in the narrative is certainly arresting.

Greek like Indian blood rain can also prefigure important bloodshed, as Agamemnon’s aristeia —

perhaps the most destructive of the poem.

481 These drops seem — for it is ambiguous — to be a mixture including blood rather than blood itself. Sanskrit epic
gives a parallel even for this at Rm.6.31.5 — ‘misram $onitabindubhily’, ‘[rain] mingled with drops of blood’. The
literary effect is the same either way. This further similarity is a weak inheritance.

James Hooker treats Sarpedon’s death from an IE perspective, comparing it to Old Norse material. The article is
interesting even if his model of inheritance is too simplistic (1980, 357-63).

482 Here, Sarpedon’s special treatment depends on his close relation to Zeus, rather than his importance in the plot.
Comparison in pointing to similarity also evinces difference: the lives and emotions of gods are far more intertwined
with those of men in Homer than in Sanskrit Epic. That said, at Bhisma’s death, the gods cry out in pain along with
the mortal onlookers (Mhb. 6. 114.83).
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Katd & Hyddev Nkev dépoag
atpatt pudouréag €€ aifépog, obvek’ Euelie

TOALAG 1pBipovg KeQoAAG "ATOL TpoidyELY.

‘And [Zeus] shed down from on high

Drops wet with blood, from the upper air, since he was about to
Send many powerful warriors to Hades.’ (X1.53-5)

Again, the omen is unusually pointed. Here, obvei’, ‘because’ makes the connection explicit. The same
idea of honouring, the only parallel to Zeus’ honour for Sarpedon, had been found a few lines earlier,
when Hera and Athena thunder in Agamemnon’s honour (£7ti 6° £ydobnnoav Abnvain te kai "Hpn |

Tudoal facidfjo ToAvypvcoto Muknvng, X1.45-46).

Pseudo-Hesiod, in the final example of blood rain in archaic Greek poetry, mixes wording similar
to Sarpedon’s blood rain with a situation more similar to Agamemnon’s. As his son Heracles comes

together in the Shield’s climactic duel with Cycnus, son of Ares,

o

péyo 8° Ektume pntieTa Zevg,
Kad & &p’ m’ ovpavodev yiddag Badev aipatoéocag,

ofjpa T10eig moAépoto £ peyobopcél Todi.
‘Counsellor Zeus thundered loudly,
And shed bloody raindrops down from the heavens,
Showing a sign of war to his great-hearted son.’
(383-85)

Thunder elaborates the blood rain, confirming its ominous quality. Like the above examples, it is directed
towards an individual — Heracles, to whom it is shown. Homeric poets sometimes describe the revelation
of omens to men as signs (IV.76, X1.28, XI11.244). Here, he combines this kind of general comment, on
whose language the first half of the line draws, with a delimiting dative in the second half. The result is
something in between the two instances of blood rain in the //iad and Zeus’ ominous thunder for

Odysseus (xx.102-4, xxi. 413-15). Yet again, a god, unprompted, sends a particularly delimited omen for

483 Friedrich Solmsen’s 1970 edition brackets this line, and reports that Wilamowitz would excise it (it stays
bracketed in Merkelbach and West’s third edition of 1990), but other editors such as Glenn Most (2007) and
Aloisius Rzach (1908) rightly print it.
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one particularly august hero. Despite 385, the poet does not tell us Heracles’ reaction, or even if he

perceives it. Despite 385, this seems an omen for the external not internal audience.

Against this traditional background, the Odyssey can be read anew. Theoclymenus fashions
something novel and fittingly homely from this martial motif. Just as the arena for the slaughter of the
Suitors is not a battlefield but a palace hall, we find, instead of blood-rain on a plain, blood dripping from
the hall’s roof-beam and down its walls. The Suitors’ domestic transgressions meet with a suitably
domesticated motif. Blood befouls the setting of the banquet just as the Suitors had perverted the
institution of xenia, and the imagery of the coming slaughter is disturbingly prefigured. Similarly, as we

saw above, in the Pythia’s prophecy to the Athenians, blood drips down from their roofs (Hdt. 7.140).

The special nature of these parallels asks for special treatment. Yet it is difficult to configure
them: the evidence is consistent with various possibilities but probatory of none. An inflationary account
might hold that blood rain was inherited from the proto-tradition not just as an omen but as a marked
omen, and that its special status ensured its reservation for a particular, honorary function in the daughter
traditions. Yet deflationary views are more compelling. Here again universal factors impinge: what god
would appear in an epiphany as blood rain and what mortal would ask for it? To depict a character’s
reaction to something as extraordinary as blood rain would be a distraction and risk overwhelming the
narrative moment. The inherent qualities of blood rain determine its deployment — it is too arresting to be
used as lightning, shooting stars, or rainbows can. The same spectacular ghoulishness which assures its
efficacy forecloses its usage, and gives the illusion of a profounder inheritance than there was. This is

weak inheritance: the inherent qualities of blood rain is enough to account for these similarities in usage.

Grieving Steeds

This motif, related to but not strictly an omineme, should be placed in a category of its own. It is
attested only twice in Greek literature, and so again generalisation is difficult. Yet it is so striking an idea,
so lavishly elaborated when it does occur, and the //iad preserves so much traditional material unattested
elsewhere, that it cannot be avoided. Patroclus lies slain, and the battle rages around his corpse. He had
been lent not only Achilles’ armour but also the immortal horses, Xanthus and Balius, which Poseidon

had given to Peleus, and Peleus to him (XXIII.277-78). After his death,
inmo1 8” Alaxidao pdyng dmdvevdev £6vteg

KAaiov, émel ON TpdTa TLOEGONY Nvidyolo
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&v kovinot mecdvtoc Ve “Extopog dvopopovoto.

“The horses of Achilles, standing apart from the battle,
Wept, since they were the first to know that their charioteer
Lay fallen in the dust thanks to man-slaying Hector.” (XVI1.427-9)

Automedon tries to goad and blandish the horses to drive either to the ships or the battlefield, but they

stand firm, like a tombstone —
0101 EVIGKIWAVTE KOpNoTa: AKPLO. 08 oPL
Oepud Kot PAEPGPOV YOUAdIC PEE LLPOUEVOLTTY
Mnvioyotlo o0m: Barepn 8 Euaiveto yoitn

LevyAng é€epumodoa mapd {uyov ApEOTEP®OEY.

‘Hanging their heads to the ground. And as they wept

In grief for their charioteer, hot tears flowed out of

Their eyelids to the earth. And their thick manes fell out

Of the yoke-loops towards the yoke on both sides and were defiled.” (437-40)

Zeus notices the weeping horses, and expresses pity for them, since though immortal they must partake in
mortal suffering — for there is no more miserable creature on earth than man, he reflects (443-47). The
horses’ grief for Patroclus is elevated into a general grief for the lot of mortal man, and thus becomes an
occasion for the expression of one of the poem’s key themes.*®* That the horses were the first to know of
Patroclus’ demise is a hint of the prophetic ability which is fully realised a couple of books later, when,
granted a voice by Hera, Xanthus informs Achilles that Apollo, as well as Hector, had a hand in Patroclus’
death, and prophesies that he, Achilles, will soon also be slain by a god and a man (X1X.399-424, see also

p. 79). Later, after Patroclus’ cremation is finished, Achilles announces the first event of the funeral games

484 Bruno Currie has suggested that these horses also mourn symbolically for Achilles (2016, 121). This is right, but
given Zeus’ words, their grief should not be limited to Achilles. His claim that a contemporary audience would have

seen there an allusion to a narration of Achilles’ death, however, requires assumptions which I would not share
(ibid. 121-22).
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— a chariot race. He is sure that his own horses, being immortal, would be victorious, but he and his
horses shall not take part. For they have lost their affectionate groom, who would rinse them and shampoo

their manes with olive oil.
TOV 10 ¥ £6T00TEG TEVOEIETOV, 0UOET 6€ L

yaiton épnpédatal, T 6’ £0TATOV AYVOLEV® KTip.

““Standing still, they mourn him, and drag their manes
On the ground. And they stand, grieving him.”” (XXII1.283-84).

These, the swiftest of horses (soi-disant, XI1X.415-16), are literally paralysed by their grief. Just as Priam,
in the throes of an unbearable bereavement, befouls himself by rolling in dung (XXII1.414, XXIV.640), or
by smearing it on his head and neck (XXIV.163-65), Xanthus and Balius befoul their manes in the dirt —
the same manes, poignantly, that Patroclus had so sedulously groomed, as we are told in the immediately
preceding verses (281-82). At XVI1.439-40, the point is made even more powerfully — éuaiveto, ‘were

defiled’ is a strong word, which after Homer came also to express moral or religious pollution.

The obvious parallels furnished by Sanskrit Epic have invited long been noted by comparatists.*®

Vittore Pisani, in his discussion of the affinity, is right to relate the asymmetrical attestations of the motif
to the tastes of the tradition: ‘Die Anteilnahme der Natur am Tode der Helden ist bei den Griechen,
wenigstens den &lteren, nicht {iblich’ (1953, 103 = [Schmitt] 1968, 159-60). He might have added that it is
only immortal horses who weep — the very same who talk and prophesy. But if it is uncharacteristic of
Greek, it is profoundly characteristic of the style of the Sanskrit Epics and especially the Valmiki
Ramadayana (see further this chapter’s final section). Indeed, as Goldman observes of the Ramdayana, ‘The
weeping of horses is a stereotypical portent of calamity for their master’ (2009, ad 94.6). As in the lliad,
the motif is reserved for death in battle. As the Raksasa Makaraksa rides out amid ill omens to the battle
in which he will die, his horses, even before he reaches the battlefield, ‘dinah sasramukha yayuh’,

‘galloped depressed, with tears in their eyes’ (6. 65.18). Valmiki combines the motifs of the prophetic and

485 E.g. West, 2007, 490-91, who cites Pisani (see below). Each adduces only a few Sanskrit parallels. Schmitt,
1967, oddly seems not to have noticed it. West adds an example from Old Norse and one from Armenian Epic —
both are almost too distant to be worth mentioning. Maurice Bowra, in a long discussion of the various ways that
heroes interact with their steeds, provides only one example of a horse’s grief after its master’s death: the Kyrgyz
Epic hero Manas’ horse neither drinks water nor eats grass, but lies down by its master’s grave and whinnies to the
sky (1952, 168). His discussion, which mentions over a dozen instances of horses’ closeness to their heroic masters,
culminates in Xanthus’ speech to Achilles (169-70). Although that scene is his fulcrum, he nowhere cites a horse’s
prophecy of its master’s death, nor a horse which weeps after it or in foreknowledge of it. (For arbitrary reasons, his
book takes no account of Indian material.)
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the grieving horse, which the /liad separated. The horse’s grief itself becomes an omen. Similarly,
Ravana’s horses weep as he rides out to his fatal battle (6. 94.26). Weeping horses are again among the
omens which Malyavan sees and with which he warns Ravana (6. 26.23), just as in the Mahabharata,
where Karna warns that the Kurus’ horses weep and take no pleasure in their food (5. 141.11, just as the
grieving Priam could enjoy neither food nor wine, XXIV.641-42), whereas the Pandavas’ are in good
spirits (141.15). As for other omens, a good version complements the ill one. 7. 48.19 brings a similar
contrast among soldiers — joy in the Pandava camp is opposed to the mood among the Kuru warriors,
who, like the Suitors before Theoclymenus’ speech, weep profusely.*® Indeed, horses weep not
uncommonly across the poem, often concurrently with other ill-omens, and always when on the losing
side of a battle (e.g. 4. 37.6; 6. 95.48; 7. 54.7, 165.12; 8. 26.37). Sometimes, the motif is creatively
extended: at 9. 22.22, war elephants weep and tremble; Vyasa in his speech before the war tailors the
motif to a presage of general destruction — at 6. 2.33, all pack-animals weep, and both horses and

elephants weep in their thousands at 6. 3.42.

Yet, again, the parallel is as instructive for the difference it indicates as the similarity. No Indian
horses are named, none are immortal, nor have a backstory, and the tears of none receive the tender
elaboration afforded to those of Xanthus and Balius. They are always described in one line, and further
description is pithy, if present at all.*®” The Iliad, by contrast, is interested not only in the fact of their
tears, but gives the horses a voice and a vivid character. Xanthus is both defensive about his role in
Patroclus’ downfall (XIX.411-14), and even slightly haughty in his reminder to Achilles that, unlike
himself, he is mortal (415-17). Zeus, as we saw above, sees the horses’ grief and takes the opportunity to
reflect on the miserable lot of man. The //iad’s recurrent interest in motivation and mortality leave their
imprint in the motif’s treatment. By contrast, the universe of Sanskrit Epic’s greater tolerance of the
marvellous attenuates the striking impression made by the motif, which sits more naturally among the

other supernatural events which cluster around important deaths and battles.

The language used of horses’ tears in Sanskrit is patterned — either because it was formulaic
traditional or because there are only so many ways to say ‘shed a tear’ in the language (or both). Usually,

the expression is some sort of combination of ‘asriini’, ‘tears’, with a form, perhaps with prefix, of ‘muc’,

486 Cf. also 12. 305.16, where the seer Yajnavalkya explains to Yudhisthira that sudden weeping is a sign of
imminent death. Yajnavalkya specifies the left eye (‘vamam aksi’): as elsewhere, sinister direction underlines
inauspiciousness.

487 At Mhb.5. 141.11, the weeping horses ‘paniyarn yavasar capi nabhinandanti’, ‘take no joy in food or drink’.
Makaraksa’s steeds are also ‘dinal’, ‘depressed’, and ‘caranair akulair gatva’, ‘proceeding with clumsy steps’ (Ram.
6. 65.18). At Mhb.7. 54.7, the tearful mounts ‘$akrnmiitre mumuciir’, ‘emitted urine and excrement’. Even if manure
is not unknown to the Homeric universe (e.g. XX11.414, XXI1V.640, xvii.297, etc.), nowhere are animals (or
humans) actually shown producing it — this at least was outside of Homer’s sense of decorum.
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‘release’, or ‘srj’, ‘emit’; sometimes the word for human weeping is used, ‘rud’ (e.g. Mhb. 6. 95.48, 7.
54.7). The Greek scene uses both (khoiov at XVII1.428, and 438-39). More urgently, two Iliadic scenes

involve one clearly formulaic phrase: Oakepr| &’ épuaivero yaitn | (edyAng é€epimodoa topa {uyov

appotépmwbev (XVIL.439-40, for translation see above) is very close to a phrase which directly precedes
the verse in which Hera gives Xanthus the voice with which he prophesies to Achilles, ndca 6¢ yaitn |

Levyhng éEepumodoo mapd Luydv o0dag Tkavey, ‘and all his mane fell out of the yoke-loops towards the

yoke and came to the ground’ (XIX.405-06).%% The phrase comes nowhere else in Greek literature, let
alone in the //iad. Through their hanging their heads, Homer shows us the horses’ emotion without telling
us of it. In the second instance, again like the horses of Sanskrit Epic, Xanthus hangs his head mournfully
at the foreknowledge of his master’s demise, not after it. Different kinds of Homerist will interpret the
linguistic overlap in different ways. Where a Neo-analyst might prefer to see an allusion from one passage
to the other, I would prefer the oralist stance of seeing the correlation as evidence of traditional language
(vertical, not horizontal reference). The traditional meaning would be to alert the audience to the
anthropomorphosis of the horse, preparing the way for the description of its emotional involvement in the
action. If the language which expresses it is traditional, then a fortiori the motif of the grieving horse was
traditional too. If so, strong inheritance would be the best explanation for a correlation which, despite the
scantiness of Greek attestation, and even amid the din of difference, sings out noisily. Further correlations

in detail, as ever, should be attributed to weak inheritance.

Omens in Similes

Preamble

My central contentions in this section are that
1. The ominous connotation of images cannot be switched on or off.

a) Certain images of ominous import elsewhere therefore retain their ominous
colour when used in similes.
2. Greek and Sanskrit poets use ominemes as vehicles for similes in far more systematic a way

than has been hitherto appreciated.

488 The third example of the grieving horses, in book XXII1, describes the same phenomenon in different words.
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3. This technique (but no one instantiation of it) is part of the shared inheritance of both poetic

traditions.

While there has never been a systematic treatment, there has been a piecemeal appreciation of the
phenomenon I here treat: various critics, especially Hellenists, have remarked on the ominousness of
many similes discussed below, sometimes due to the requirements of context, and sometimes due to the
obvious ominousness of a vehicle such as lightning, which is common also in omen scenes. A couple of
paragraphs by William Scott is representative: he notices that similes are sometimes used to engender a
‘sense of foreboding’ at ‘the start of a battle or a risky undertaking’ (1974, 98). He discerns only two basic
images which have this effect — stars and storms (ibid., 99), though he does briefly later discuss lightning,
rainbows, and dark clouds (ibid., 99-100). He is also right to mention that, advantageously for the poet,
the simile is a flexible device in creating atmosphere, since it ‘is not tightly involved with events’ (ibid.,

100). The following differs from his treatment in both scope and substance.

The exegetical value of what I propose is found above all when there are no supporting
indications of an emergent meaning — when the denotative meaning and context do not so obviously
imply the connotative. The approach is grounded in Homeric practice elsewhere. That is, Homer at times
uses similes predictively without relying on the resonance of ominemes. For example, at XIII.137-48,
Hector rampages through the phalanxes like a boulder rolling inexorably down a hill — until, continues the
simile, it comes to a stop on the plain. Sure enough, after the simile, Hector gets held up by Achaean
reinforcements. Similes in Homer can and do look forward, shaping audience expectations, with and
without ominous connotations. I shall largely treat the /liad, where the omen-in-simile is more common,
but will also treat the Odyssey, with occasional mention of other Archaic poetry. I then turn to Sanskrit

Epic.

As I have emphasised, there is an essential ambiguity to the nature of battle omens, since if they
augur well for one, they augur ill for another, and so the very same sign may augur well or ill. This
ambiguity is sometimes resolved by orientation — the propitious eagle which comes to Telemachus at
xv.160-61 appears on the right, and the impropitious eagle which comes to the Suitors at xx.242-43
appears on the left. But often it is left to the audience to understand to whom an omen is propitious, or it
is simply specified. This cannot happen with omens-in-similes, and this impossibility has sometimes been
the source of interpretative difficulties, where scholars have sought to interpret propitious omens as
impropitious ones and vice versa. Understanding this alternation in focalisation is therefore vital for the

correct appraisal of some of the similes which I treat.
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Finally, it is worth considering the relationship between this and other approaches. The emergent,
connotative meaning should always be consonant with the literal, denotative one. Here, I have phrased
this as a prescriptive rule, but in practice it will function as a descriptive rule: the two approaches are not
merely parallel but intertwined, and, as we will see, the conclusions reached by reading the emergent
meanings can sometimes (but by no means always) be arrived at merely through analysis of literary
meanings. Consequently, the following discussion will include a good deal of traditional close reading of

passages.

Birds in Greece, Briefly

I have hitherto ignored ornithomancy in this chapter, since, as [ showed in my first, it is far more
indebted to Near-Eastern diffusion than IE inheritance. Yet it will be useful here in establishing the
principle that events tied to omens in the minds of audience and poet remain so in similes. Again, I build
here on previous work. Naomi Rood has argued that in the Odyssey bird similes are intimately linked to
Odysseus’ vengeance (2006, 41f.), claiming that ‘birds evoked a coherent social memory of the gods and
vengeance’. In this way, ‘the meaning of the curious simile of the grieving vultures [at xvi.216-19]
becomes manifest’ (1). Yet the association is peculiar to the Odyssey, and it only seems to Rood that birds
evoke specifically vengeance because of the contextual, pragmatic factors which delimit the meaning of
that poem’s omens. In other poems, where vengeance is not so clearly at stake, this is not the case. In the
1liad too, many bird similes depict situations suspiciously similar to the typical Homeric bird omen. At
XXII.1391f., Achilles chases Hector like a shrieking falcon a dove, as the omen at xv.525-28. At
XXII.308-11, an extraordinary simile compares Hector to a high-flying eagle which flies through dark
clouds to snatch a lamb or hare.*® But the audience’s knowledge of what is about to happen destabilises
the equivalence, and the simile is laden with irony. We know that he is the hare, not the eagle, and a few
lines later he is dead.*®® At XII1.460, Automedon swoops like a bird of prey on a flock of geese — just as in
Penelope’s dream-omen xix.536-53, and the omen at xv.161-66. The other fighting bird similes, at
XV.690, XVI1.428, XVII.755, xxii.302-9, xxiv.538 similarly aggrandise their tenors by implicatively,

through ominous imagery, foreboding death to their adversaries.

489 Combination with dark clouds supports the ominous significance. de Jong notes a ‘menacing connotation’ (2012,
ad loc.).

4% That is, the connotative focalisation of the simile does not match the alignment of tenor and vehicle. Hector’s
movement is like that of a high-flying eagle, but, connotatively, he must be focalised into being the hare.
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Bird similes, however, are too Greek to be usefully compared to Sanskrit, and not my focus. Their
use is in establishing Homer’s interest in using ominous imagery in his similes. I now turn to the ominous
imagery which permits of comparative treatment, giving ominemes in similes in both traditions the
holistic analysis which hitherto they have been denied. Many of the similes I treat have been considered
problematic — in my view, because they are misunderstood. By paying attention to their connotative

ominousness, we can unlock their correct interpretation.

Lightning in Greek and Indian Similes

In book 13, the two Ajaxes have cut back Hector’s rampage. The disguised Poseidon is going
through the ranks of the Achaeans rousing them up, and has just encouraged Idomeneus, who, pleased

with the Achaean progress, supposes that the will of Zeus must be on their side. Then —
‘Tdopeveng & dte O Khoiny gbtukToV TKOvev
dvoeTo TEv)EN KOAN TEPT XPOT, YEVTO OE doDpE.
Bfi 8" fuev doteponi) Evariykiog, v e Kpoviov
yelpl AaPav Erivagev an’ aiyhevrog ‘OAOUTOL
decvog ofjpa Bpotoiowy, apilniot &€ ol awyai:

¢ 10D yohkog Elapme mepl otBesct BEovtog.

‘Idomeneus, when he came to his well-built hut

Fitted around his body his lovely armour, and took hold of two spears.
He set out like the lightning which Zeus son of Kronos

Takes up in his hand and brandishes from splendid Olympus

Showing a sign to men, and its rays dazzle.

Thus shined his bronze about his breast as he ran.’

(13.240-245)
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The reference to Zeus is no empty embellishment. It reminds the audience of the sematic nature of
lightning — the close connection between it and the bloodthirsty will of Zeus, which determines the
fighting throughout and which Idomeneus has just claimed is on the Achaean side. It is an enriching irony

that Zeus is in fact currently opposed to the Achaean cause.

The comparison is somewhat impressionistic, and not straightforwardly susceptible to a point-of-
correspondence type analysis. On the denotative level, Idomeneus appears with the sudden éclat of
lightning and its bright rays are compared to his gleaming armour.**! But through his embodying it, we
learn not just about how he looked, but also what his approach into battle means. Connotatively, Homer is
signalling to his audience that the entry of the destructive Idomeneus presages destruction — just as

lightning does.

As very often with such similes, it comes before a particularly decisive moment in the battle.
Idomeneus is springing into action at the start of his mini-aristeia, and, after a conversation with
Meriones, will soon make a string of kills. XII1.241 is in effect a highly compressed version of the arming
scenes that regularly precede aristeiai and signal coming individual excellence. Arming scenes and
omens-in-similes complement one another. An arming scene creates the expectation of martial distinction,
and the comparison of a warrior to an omen motif in a simile associates his entry with the coming doom
of his opponents.*®? Functionally, these are near synonyms. In short, the choice of simile is a sign to the
audience that spells trouble for the Trojans, just as the lightning bolts at xx.112-14 and xxi.413-15 do for
the Suitors.**® There, Zeus was communicating future events to Odysseus; here, the poet is
communicating the future narrative to the audience. In both cases the traditional language — the sign and

the signified — is the same.

At the start of book 10, as Agamemnon lies awake at night distraught at the precarious Achaean

position, the poet is good enough to be quite specific:

¢ & 6t av dotpamty nocig “Hpng nikopoto

491 This is a traditional comparison — see below p.218.

Richard Janko observes that Zeus holds the lightning like Idomeneus holds his spears, but this reads against the
Greek, which compares Idomeneus to lightning, and not Zeus. And yet, comparing other verbally and contextually
like passages, he does conclude that: ‘The parallels, as well as the action, evoke a sinister sign here’ (1994, ad loc.).
492 This is not to say that omen similes always signify success — sometimes, as immediately below, and as certain
bird-omen similes above, they connote doom for the tenor. See further my discussions below of the poem’s most
important arming scenes and aristeiai — Diomedes V.4-7, Agamemnon X1.26-8, and Achilles X1X.381, also X1.61-
66.

493 Kelly, who simply groups this simile along with other examples of omen scenes, thinks that the Trojans’ reaction
to seeing Idomeneus at 330, after the dilatory conversation with Meriones, is a delayed reaction to this simile as
omen (2007, 113-15). But the reaction is textually far away, the audience and not the Trojans see the lightning, and
Idomeneus’ aspect is fearsome enough to warrant the reaction without recourse to an omen.
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TeEVY®V | TOAOV SuPpov aBécpatov M€ yoralay

i vipetdv, &1 Tép T€ YLDV EMAAVVEY ApovPaC,

Né mob TroAépoto péya otopa Tevkedavoio,

¢ mokiv’ év otfecov aveotovayl Ayapéuvav

velobev €k kKpading, Tpopéovto 8¢ ol Ppéveg Evog.

‘Just as when the spouse of lovely-haired Hera thunders
Readying either a huge, awesome rainstorm or hailstorm
Or snowstorm, when snow covers the fields,
Or the great mouth of a devastating war,
So often did Agamemnon grieve from the depth of the heart
In his breast, and his innermost spirit took fright.’

(X.5-10)

There is confirmation that lightning, apart from Zeus’ use of it to respond to mortal prayers, can be used
as a sign of war even without restriction of its appearance to the side who will win (or lose). Critics have
themselves fulminated over the inappropriateness of the comparison. To take a sample: Walter Leaf fumes
that ‘The simile is so confused as to be practically unintelligible... singularly pointless... turgid and
tasteless’ (1900, ad loc.). Bryan Hainsworth rephrases the same thought in the less exuberant terms of
modern scholarship — the comparison is ‘overstretched, to say the least’, and ‘the first example of much

strained thought and language in this book’ (1993, on X.5-9).

Yet there is an alternative to ascribing the ostensible awkwardness to the maladresse of the poet.
Instead of groping with Leaf for a similarity on the basis of the frequency of Agamemnon’s groans and
the frequency of lightning in a storm (/oc cit.), in this case, it is best to de-emphasise the traditional
approach to similes, as elaborations on a point of comparison; rather, what is relevant here is not
correspondence between Agamemnon and the qualities of the lightning, but the correspondence between
the situation and the lightning’s signification. Indeed, the vehicle’s elaboration, which dwells on
lightning’s meaning, not qualities, is a clue to this effect. At this critical juncture of the narrative,
Agamemnon grieves, plots, and in the following lines considers at length the perilous Achaean position. A

sense of imminent bloodshed and a look forward to the engagement at the start at book 11, itself prefaced
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by numerous omen motifs, is therefore quite relevant, and the simile successfully introduces this note of
foreboding to Agamemnon’s distress. The context makes clear that it is Agamemnon and the Achaean
cause which is threatened by the foreboding simile. The innovation of the Doloneia poet here is to create
a simile which works primarily on the level of emergent meaning, and barely if at all on that of literal
meaning.*** The technique is exactly analogous to the Odyssey poet’s use of xeipi moyein, ‘stout hand’, at

xxi.6. The lexical mismatch is a signal of the salience of the traditional meaning.

Lightning does not have this emergent meaning in long similes alone. Elsewhere, only the gleam
of the brazen armour of heroes is compared to lightning; the comparison is never used of the armour of a
dead hero, nor of other shiny objects like crowns, chariots, or gold.*®® This distribution, which cannot be
co-incidental, is vital confirmation of my argument. Moreover, the language in which the comparisons are
couched is highly traditional, and points towards a robust, longstanding traditional connection between
lightning, bronze (the metal of war), and war itself. yaAxog | Adpp’ &g te otepomn moTpoOg A0g, ‘the
bronze | shone like the lightning bolt of father Zeus’, at X.153-54, matches XI. 65-66 — [Hector] mag 6’

apo. yaric® // Mg’ &¢ te otepomn matpog Awg aiyidyoto, ‘All [of Hector] shone | in bronze like the

lightning bolt of father Zeus who wields the aegis’.**® The kenning yoAkod te oteponiic / oteponny, ‘the
lightning [accusative or genitive] of his bronze’ is found at X1.83, XI1X.363, iv.72, xiv.268, xvii.437,
always beginning the verse. The modern reader who wishes to understand Homer as a contemporary
audience would have done, and wishes to take account of all that can be read in the text, must remember
that with every comparison to lightning the poet suggestively evokes war and foreshadows coming

slaughter.

Lightning is used as the vehicle of a simile many dozens of times in the Mahabharata.*¥" 1t is
almost exclusively used in martial contexts, and attributes menace to the tenor. Sometimes it is applied
directly to a warrior, as to Arjuna at 1. 125.9; sometimes to plural soldiers, as at 6. 16.25; or to a particular
army, as the Kurus’ at 6. 56.5; sometimes to war-elephants and chariots, as at 7. 129.6; or to a particular
chariot, as Indra’s at 3. 161.17. Formulaic language attends these similes, as, for example, the common
phrase ‘megha iva savidyutah’, ‘like clouds streaked by lightning’ (at e.g. 6. 16.25, 18.5, 89.32; 7. 72.22,
129.28). As in Greece, a common tenor for lightning is armour or weaponry. At 8. 66.1, Arjuna’s enemies
‘vidyutprakasam dadrsuh samantad dhanamjayastrarn samudiryamanam’, ‘saw Arjuna’s shafts hurled all

around like lightning’. Elsewhere his magical bow, the Gandiva, is described as ‘vidyutam

4% Hermann Fraenkel has to some extent anticipated my argument here (1921, 28-9).

495 X.154, X1.66, X1.83, XI1X.363, iv.72 (the only non-martial occurrence), xiv.268, xvii.437. At X1.66 (Hector), and
X1X.363 (Achilles), the collocation comes in a chain of synonymous omen motifs.

4% yaiog, ‘bronze’, as commonly elsewhere, stands for ‘what is made of bronze, armour’.

497 For lightning in similes in the Ramayana, see below.
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meghamadhyastharm bhrajamanam ivambare’, ‘shining like the heaven’s lightning between the clouds’ (6.
67.4, cf. 4. 58.11-12 for the same comparison, and 6. 67.4 for weapons in general, 7. 129.28 for bows and
standards). It does not show the same restriction to bronze armour as in Greece, but this could have been

suspected a priori — bronze was not invented at the time of unity.

When particular emphasis is desired, the comparison is joined with other portentous imagery to
redouble the note of menace: ‘kaficanarh kavacarh bibhrat pratyadrsSyata phalgunah sarkah
sendrayudhatadit sasarndhya iva toyadah’, ‘Wearing his golden armour Arjuna appeared like a raincloud
at dusk pierced by the sun and shot through with rainbows and lightning’ (1. 125.9).%°® The ominemes act
as synonyms, stabilising and reinforcing one another’s meanings just as they do in Sanskrit omen scenes.
Like in Greece, they can also be combined with other traditional tropes which point forward to battle. As

the warrior Bhimasena is preparing to sally forth, the narrator lingers over his appearance.
‘bhimaseno mahabahuh kavacT subhakundali
sangadah satanutranah sasart rathinam varah
tasya karsnayasarm varma hemacitrarh maharddhimat
vibabhau parvataslistah savidyud iva toyadah
prtaraktaSitaSitair vasobhis ca suvestitah

kanthatranena ca babhau sendrayudha ivambudah’

‘Great-armed Bhimasena, wearing a cuirass and lovely earrings,

Armlets and body-armour, equipped with arrows, best of the charioteers —
His unbreakable armour was made of black iron and decorated with gold.
He looked like a cloud streaked with lightning over a mountain.

He was well-dressed in yellow, red, and white garments

and neck-armour. He was like a cloud adorned with a rainbow.’

4% Although I have not done the necessary quantitative analysis to say with precision, Arjuna’s preponderance in my
selection of examples may reflect a wider over-representation in lightning similes in the poem — though one which |
have only anecdotally perceived. If real, the fact that his father is Indra could be the cause.
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(7.102.54-56)

As with Idomeneus above, the poet mixes ominous similes into the pre-battle description of Bhimasena’s
armour. The Indian poet’s more open-ended technique is not interested in foreclosing interpretation by
specifying points of comparison. Bhimasena merely ‘vibhabhau... iva’, ‘looked like’ or ‘babhau... iva’,
‘was like’ the object of comparison. This common characteristic of Sanskrit Epic similes of any kind
contrasts strongly with the Greek tendency to make the point of comparison explicit, even if one point
initiates the simile and another ends it, and even if the interplay between tenor and vehicle is much richer
than the explicit point(s) of comparison would have it. In this case, the poet in choosing an image to
imply both beauty and menace allows space for the audience to fully savour the connotations of his
imagery. His technique is directly paralleled by the poet of the Agamemnon simile in the Doloneia,
discussed immediately above. As we have seen and will see, ominous resonance is often at play in
Homeric similes which are, in the Indian manner, unusually untethered to their context. Perhaps it is their
disconnection from the main action which helps the resonance to impress itself on the audience, or

perhaps poets simply prioritise one kind of purpose to the detriment of the other.

Rainbows

As above, the /liad poet finds room for ominous imagery amid his studious enumeration of
Agamemnon’s arms (XI.16-45). The scene provides the only other occurrence of a rainbow in archaic

Greek literature apart from that treated above. Agamemnon’s shield is described with especial care:
100 &’ fitot Séka oipot Ecav PELMVOG KVEvolo,
dmdeka 0¢ YpLooio Kol EIKOGL KAGGITEPOLO:
KLAVEOL OE OPAKOVTEG OPOPEYATO TPOTL SEWPTV
Tpeis Exdtepd’ Iprocty otkoteg, Gg te Kpoviov

&v VEQET otpiée, TEPOG UEPOTOV AvOpOTOV

‘It had ten strips of black glossy enamel,

Twelve of gold and twenty of tin,
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And glossy snakes stretched up towards its neck
On both sides, like three rainbows which the son of Kronos
Fixes in the clouds as a sign to voiced men’

(X1.26-8)

Again, the poet’s development of the vehicle highlights rainbows’ portentous import, nudging the
audience’s interpretation in the right direction. And again, no point of comparison is specified, even if the
image of an arched snake recalls the curve of a rainbow. The sign’s context leaves its meaning in no
doubt. As Mark Edwards saw, the rainbow is not ‘the sign of divine goodwill which it is in the Judaeo-
Christian tradition’, but ‘associated with storm-clouds and trouble’ (1991, on XVII.546-52). This rainbow
is a sign of war. A few lines later, Agamemnon is attended by a peal of thunder, which, uniquely in the
1liad, is sent by Athena and Hera, and is said to honour (tyudoot) Agamemnon, just like Zeus’ blood rain
honours Sarpedon at XVI1.460 (for which see above). Neither he nor anyone else seems to notice: as with

the blood rain, the sign is for an external not internal audience.

Although, as ever, for every Greek example there are multiple Sanskrit parallels, the rainbow is
relatively uncommon in similes also in India. There too it is sometimes found in an arming scene,
compared, along with other ominemes, to a warrior about to set out for battle. For example, as the
powerful demon Trisiras, son of Ravana, sets out to face Rama, trisira ratham asthaya viraraja
dhanurdharah savidyudulkah sajvalah sendracapa ivambudah, ‘Bow in hand, Trishira mounted his chariot

and shone like a cloud lit by rainbows, lightning, flames, and meteors’ (6. 57.22).

It is most commonly matched to a bow — a comparison naturally suggested by terms such as ‘bow
of Indra’, and so on (for which, see above pp. 194-5).° These bows are coloured like a rainbow (e.g. 6.
70.9), shine like a rainbow (e.g. 7. 31.65), or do not contain a specific point of comparison (e.g. 3. 84.11,
7. 150.79). Sometimes they too combine multiple vehicles, as Arjuna’s prodigious Gandiva bow at 4.

58.10-11, when he repels hordes of Kurus,
yatha balahake vidyut pavako va $iloccaye
tatha gandivam abhavad indrayudham ivatatam
yatha varsati parjanye vidyud vibhrajate divi

tatha dasa disah sarvah patad gandivam avrnot

4% Bows are like rainbows at e.g. 6. 70.9, 7. 31.65, 150.79, 8. 17.92, and Ram. 6. 63.6.
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‘Just as lightning in a raincloud or fire on a mountain

Thus was the Gandiva bow, stretched out like a rainbow.

Just as lightning flashes brightly in the sky when Parjanya rains,
2500

Thus flying Gandiva covered all the ten directions.

Rainbows are an uncommon simile vehicle because they have an unusual set of qualities. Many
things may be strong like lions, or gleam like lightning or stars, but few objects have the shape or
qualities to suggest a comparison with rainbows. When such a comparison is found, the result can be
particularly striking: Homer’s rainbow-like snakes are an ingenious example. Athena’s rainbow-like
descent at XVII.547-52 (see above) perhaps relies on the perception that rainbows are kinds of bridges
from heaven to earth (in Norse Mythology, they are the means by which gods travel between those
realms). Sanskrit Epic provides effective examples too: Bhima, on his quest to find beautiful flowers for

Draupadi in the forest, must get past the disguised Hanuman’s tail —
savajfiam atha vamena smayaif jagraha panina
na casakac calayiturnh bhimah puccharh mahakapeh
ucciksepa punar dorbhyam indrayudham ivocchritam

noddhartum asakad bhimo dorbhyam api mahabalah

‘Then, smiling contemptuously, Bhima grabbed the tail
Of the great monkey with his left hand. But he could not budge it.
Using both arms he thrust upwards at the tail stretched like a rainbow.

But even with both arms mighty Bhima was not able to lift it.’

500 1.e. covered all the sky with arrows.

‘patad’, ‘flying’ is a strange epithet for a bow. A causative would make good sense, ‘making [arrows] fly’, but it
would be extremely unusual for a simplex to stand for a causative. If the word is to be kept, then ‘flying’ must refer
in a general way to the bow’s fast action. The editor of the Critical Edition flags the problem, underlining ‘patad’
with a squiggly line to indicate his doubt over the correct reading. He records a Kashmiri manuscript which gives
‘jvalad’, ‘flaming’, which gives much better sense, even if it is not a collocation found elsewhere in the poem.
Otherwise, maybe we must ‘bite the bullet’ and interpret a causative sense.
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(3. 147.17-18)

The two are half-brothers, and, Hanuman unmasked, will soon affectionately converse. Yet the simile is
no trivial embellishment, but, through the rainbow’s martial associations, expresses the spectacular
destructive power of the same tail with which, as recounted in the Ramdayana, Hanuman had once torched
Lanka. Bhima must not underestimate it. The charming comparison of a long, curved tail to a long,
curved rainbow makes for a device as elegant as it is economical. As above, the elision of a particular
point of similarity allows the resonance to fully resound. Both traditions’ Epic poets exploit, at their best,

the unusual qualities of the rainbow in their search for creative similes rich in connotation.

Homeric Star Similes

Stars are an unusual case. My discussion of stars in the Homeric narratives focussed on shooting
stars, but, unlike in Sanskrit Epic, where there is a superabundance of them, there are no shooting star
similes in Homer. Nevertheless, I will argue that Homeric star similes, when read together with the bird,
lightning, and rainbow similes discussed above, can be seen to carry ominous charge just as much as they
do. It is significant that, as we will see, Homer often names which stars he means. The meanings of bird
and lightning omens can be determined by the place and time of their appearance; accordingly, in similes,
the place and time of appearance of those phenomena are often mentioned. But stars, which are
predictable in place and time, need another way of achieving this specificity: the mention of the name and

sometimes the qualities of a particular star serves this purpose.

As we will see, in Homer focalisation combined with the elaboration of the vehicle makes for
similes endowed with special effects — what I mean by this will grow clear in the following long section.
Long similes have been recognised as a peculiarly Greek phenomenon, and such effects will find little
parallel in the Indian tradition: the following, therefore, is intended not only as a contribution to
comparative poetics but also as a freestanding contribution to Homeric Studies. It will be complemented
afterwards by a freestanding contribution to Vedic and Sanskrit Studies, which will examine the early

unfurlings and later deviations of ominemes in similes.
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There are eleven mentions of stars in the Iliad, nine of which are in similes; there is one mention
and one simile in the Odyssey.> I begin with the star similes that come in arming scenes: functionally,
these are closely allied to the arming scene similes which I analyse above, and will serve to entrench
stars’ status as ominemes. Diomedes’ elaborate arming scene in //iad 5 is a good example of the

convention. There,
daié oi £k kOpVOOG TE KOl AoTid0g dicdipLoTov THp
Gotép’ dmOPV® EvaAiykiov, 6G 1€ HAAIGTO
Aoumpov mopeaivnot Aehovpévog Qreavoio:

TO1OV 0i TOP d0deV AmO KPATOG TE KOl DLLMV.

‘Unwearying fire burnt from his helmet and his shield
Like the autumnal star, which, washed

In the sea, burns most radiantly;

Just so did the fire burn from his head and shoulders.’ (4-7)

Sirius, the sky’s brightest star, is meant.5% This is certainly the same star as at XXII.26-32 — the
same word is used of it (onopw@ / dndpng, ‘of late summer, autumnal’), and there is the same stress on
brightness. Here as there it must be a kokov ofjuo (XXI1.30). The next line, Kai t€ pEPeEL TOALOV TLPETOV
dethoiot Bpotoiciv: ‘And brings scorching heat to suffering mortals’, provides a clue as to what might
have determined the ill-auguring nature of the star in the culture. In the current context, it is easily

understood as portending death for Diomedes’ opponents and not for him.%

This simile helps us to read another in another arming-scene, when Hephaestus’ helmet with its

golden horsehair plumes dotp ®¢ dmélopney, ‘shone like a star’ as Achilles dons it (XIX.381).504

501 1v.75-7, V.5-6, V1.295, V1.401, VI11.555-9, X.251-2 XI. 62-3, X1X.381-2, XXI1.26-31, XXI11.317-18, xiii.93,
Xv.105-8; cf. Hes. Op. 564-7. GAA’ 6te 81| Tpiya voktog Env, petd 6 dotpo BePriket, ‘and when it was the third
portion of the night, after the stars had gone to sleep’, at xii.312 and xiv.483 looks purely descriptive and I do not
treat it; in the same category is ovpavod dotepdevtog, ‘of the starry night’, at 5.769, 6.108, 8.46, 19.130, xx.113,
Hes. Th.106, 414, 463, 737, 808, 891, Op.548: it is a star which is ominous, not stars as a collective nor the quality
of starriness.

%02 The fire of course is itself an ominous sign, and there are arguably many other contexts where it has this
emergent meaning. But it is a polysemous sign, and very common in the four epics, and too common to be treated at
length. The supernaturalness of the fire also points towards its and its vehicle’s emergent meaning.

503 So Leaf, 1900, but not Kirk ‘there is no sinister implication to this simile’, 1990.

504 Note, again, the closeness of fire to this simile, at 365-6 and 375-80.
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Although the poet is not explicit which star it is, comparison with the previous simile and other like ones
helps us to understand that the meaning of the simile reaches out beyond emphasis on brightness.
Achilles’ arming scene is a good example of a cluster of striking, foreboding imagery, with a host of
similes including fire (twice), a storm at sea, and a star all coming 365-381.5% The ominous imagery
crescendos into the prophecy of Achilles’ horse Xanthus which ends the scene and book (397-423, treated
in my chh. 1 and 2).

For two pairs of star similes, in books 6 and 22, emergent meanings are crucial. The action is
reaching its climax in book 22. Achilles, misled by the phantom of Hector, has just been disabused by
Apollo and speeds towards Troy for a long-delayed showdown with Hector. The ‘camera’ abruptly pans to

Priam who sees him
napeoivovd’ &g T’ dotép’ Emecovpevov medioo,
8¢ pé T dmdpng eloty, dpilniot 88 ol awyoi
paivovtal ToAOToL HET  AGTPAGL VOKTOG GLOAY®D,
6v te KOV’ 'Qpiwvog énikinotv kaAéovot.
Aopmpotatog PEV 6 v €oTi, KaKOV O€ T€ OTiUa TETVKTAL,
Kol € PEPeL TOALOV TLPETOV dEIAOToL fpoToioty:

®¢ 10D yohkog Elapme mepl othBesct BEovtog.

‘Rushing across the plain blazing like the star
Of late summer, and its rays shine

Brightest of the many stars at the dead of night,
And they call it ‘Orion’s dog’ by name.

While it is the most luminous, it is a sign of ill,
And brings scorching heat to suffering mortals.

Thus the bronze shone about his breast as he ran.’

505 The imagery culminates in perhaps the Iliad’s most Indian simile: topgaivav @¢ v NAéktop Yrepiov (XIX.398;
it is used of Paris too at VV1.513). There are around 200 comparisons to the sun of this type in the Mahabharata
alone.
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(XXI11.26-32)

The fact that the change of scene to Priam comes before the simile is not only dramatically effective, but
also hones the ominous import of the simile. Although the omen is communicated only to the audience, it
is implicatively perceived by Priam, who sees Achilles at the moment of comparison. The perceptual
element is reinforced by dethoiot, which belongs to the language of Homeric speech, and not that of
narrative: 38 out of 40 Homeric occurrences are in speeches, and in using character-language the poet
seeks to convey a sense of Priam’s reaction. Priam himself will shortly use the same collocation
(XXII.76).%% The audience is left in no doubt that the ill omen casts its shadow over him and his city, and
accordingly, when Priam comes back into view after the simile, he is grieving as if he now knows the end
is nigh.>%” The ill-auguring simile reflects Achilles’ disastrous presence: at this critical moment, Homer
ingeniously achieves the effect of an omen scene without an omen. The unenlightening denotative
meaning is, as Moulton saw, all but trivial here. Indeed, what would be the point in so stressing the
brightness of Achilles’ armour at so crucial a juncture? Homer is interested in the effect of the simile, not
in the sheen of Achilles’ breastplate in itself (1977, 26-27). The simile is also characteristic of Homeric
technique for choosing to elaborate one omineme, rather than, in the manner of the Sanskrit Epic poets,

heaping different ominemes on top of one another.

Perspective is vital in understanding the difference between this simile and the book’s other star
simile, with which it is often paired. Achilles and Hector have joined battle, and the latter has realised that
he has been deceived by Athena and so is doomed. After a soliloquy in which he accepts his fate, he

charges at Achilles, and Achilles at him. Then —

010¢ 8’ GoTNP £10L HET AOTPAGL VUKTOG GHOAYD
g€omepog, 0g KGAMoTOG €v ovpavd {otatat dothp,
O¢ alyuiic dnélapm’ eonkeog, v dp’ AxALedg

naAlev de&itepi) ppoviémv kakov “Extopt dim

‘Just as the evening star goes among its fellow stars

506 See de Jong, 2012, on 31, and 2004, 126.
507 duwmEev 8 O yépwv, kepaAny & 8 ye kdyato xepoiv // Dydc” dvacydpevog, uéya & oindEag Eyeydvel, XXII.33-
34.
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In the dead of night, and stands the loveliest star in the heavens,
Thus [the light] shone from the well-sharpened spear which Achilles
Brandished in his right hand, resolved on Hector’s ill.

(XXI1.317-20)

This jarringly positive vehicle has provoked uncertain reactions. For Carroll Moulton, the star
‘paradoxically... hints at serenity’ (1977, 320). For Richardson, there is a telling ‘contrast’ between the
star’s ‘beauty... and quiet appearance’ and ‘the deadliness of the attack’ (1990, ad loc.). These
observations are correct, but do not go far enough. More fancifully, Irene de Jong in her commentary
contrasts with the simile at 25-32, and, altering slightly a suggestion of Richardson, suggests that the
evening star at nightfall somehow evokes the coming to an end of ‘[t]he days of Hector’s glory’, through
which the comparison has a ‘menacing tone’ (2012, ad loc. Her italics). Even more fancifully, Ready,
relying on Tsagalis’ interpretation of it (2008, 153-87), sees a menacing tone in the phrase voktog GUOAYQ
(on whose literal meaning there is no consensus), and connects with the preceding simile comparing
Hector to a bird: Achilles’ simile ‘caps’ Hector’s, because Achilles the star remains perpetually in the
heavens, while Hector the eagle is only ‘intermittently airborne’ (2011, 213-14). In any case, despite his
recognition of the positivity of kéAAicToc, he detects a note ‘foreboding death’ (ibid., 214). For Kelly, the
comparison is ‘a signal of doom’; he attempts to resolve the ostensible tension between doom and beauty
by suggesting that the simile evokes the terrible nature of heroic excellence (2007, 371, relying on an
earlier work of de Jong, 2004, 126). In short, previous scholars are agreed that the simile must be taken as

in some way menacing or foreboding (so much the context requires) but they do not agree on how.

The key to understanding the simile lies in focalisation — the flip of perspective. When Priam was
looking on, Achilles’ arrival was a kakov cfjuo, a bad omen. Now, the poet focalises Achilles and the
Achaeans, for whom the death of Hector is indeed a thing of beauty.>* In this way we can read xéAMoTog
as the positive epithet it clearly must be. This simile does interact with the previous one, but the
relationship is one of balance, and the poet realises a characteristically Iliadic theme through contrast, not
parallelism. Achilles is both pestilential executioner and consummate hero, both the baneful Sirius and
loveliest of stars. It is a matter of perspective. Homer, by using the star vehicle in the two similes, by
manipulating perspectives, and by exploiting the Janus-faced nature of ominemes, brings to connotative,

metaphorical realisation one of the poem’s key themes.

508 For a different understanding of the focal switching in similes in this passage, see Christos Tsagalis, 2008, ch. 12.

227



Joseph Badawi-Crook Doctoral Thesis Scuola Normale Superiore

Another positive star simile, in book 8, has Hector as its subject. Zeus has decided on a dark day
for the Achaeans, and is true to his word. Hector has been running riot among the Greeks, whom Zeus has
prevented Athena and Hera from helping, and the king of the gods declares that the destruction will
continue into the next day — so fate decrees. Night falls, Hector calls an assembly, and announces that
they will sleep on the plain and burn watchfires during the night before a huge assault the next morning.

Then the Trojans
eloto mavviylotl, mopd 8¢ GPIoL KOIETO TOAALL.
Mg & &1 &v ovpavd AGTPO POEWVTV AUPL GEANVIV
Qaivet’ apupenéa, 6te T EmAeto VveNOG aibnp:
{&k 1" Epavev mAcol oKomlol KOl TPOOVEG Bkpot
Kol vémai: ovpavodev & dp’ vmeppdyn donetog aibmp,}
mavta ¢ eideTon dotpa, YEynOe O€ 1€ Ppéva ToluV:
10000 PEGN YV ve®dV 116€ EavOo1o podmv

Tpoov kadvtov mopd eaiveto TAd0L Ttpd.

‘Lay there all night, and many fires burned.

Just as when the stars blaze brightly in the heavens

Around the radiant moon, and the air is windless,

{And all the watch-places and tips of the headlands and meadows
Stand out, and the immense upper air breaks out from the empyrean, }
And all the stars are visible, and the shepherd’s heart rejoices,

So many were the fires which burnt in between

The ships and the streams of the Xanthus, before Troy.”® (VIII.554-61)

%9 T include the bracketed lines for the sake of completeness. For West, they are ‘irrelevant’, the aorists are
‘inappropriate’, and the lines fit better at XV1.299-300 (2001, 204-05). They are also suspected by Aristophanes and
Aristarchus, and omitted by Zenodotus (Kirk, 1990, on 555-61). The close repetition of the two éotpas which
excision would beget is hardly not in the Homeric style. On balance, I find these arguments persuasive, but the
matter is trivial to my present purposes.
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At this point, the Trojans are at their most confident, and the Achaeans at one of their lowest ebbs in the
entire poem. In the following scene, the distraught Agamemnon will even propose calling off the whole
war effort (IX.1-29). Context and content allow for no doubt that this omen-in-simile augurs well for the
Trojans:%! the narrative has been with the Trojans since VIII.489, and it is the Trojan fires which are
likened to the stars. The serenity of the sky and the stillness of the night, which is explicitly devoid of
storms (556), are propitious. As further clarification that the sign augurs well, in the same way in which
he sometimes uses the words tépag and ofjua, the poet adds the shepherd whose joyous reaction cues the
audience’s. He might put us in mind of Hector, emblem of the Trojans. The Trojans themselves were full

of confidence only a few lines previously (uéya ppovéovteg, 553).5!

The shepherd’s apparently aesthetic pleasure at the still night and starry sky is one of the features
which has made this a rockstar simile in modern times.**? While his reaction does not seem strange in our
sentimental post-Romantic universe, it would be unparalleled in Homer for being the only instance of a
human rejoicing (yéyn0e ppéva) at nature.5*® The latter is, as a rule, menacing and dangerous, not least to
shepherds.®* The shepherd’s reaction does, however, correspond to the emotions of Hector and the
Trojans at this moment of the narrative, and, as I will argue below, is an important clue that the simile is

ominous.

I'éynBe ppéva prompts us see Hector in the shepherd. The phrase occurs five times in Homer and
the Hymns, and always carries a parental or quasi-parental overtone.>®® At XI11.492-5, a similar phrase is
associated with a shepherd: Aeneas rejoices (yeyn0et) when he sees his comrades following him, just like

a shepherd is glad (yévuton péva) when his flocks follow the ram to a spring.>'® Although the verbal link

510 Kelly disagrees and sees star similes as always and only ‘represent[ing] the onlookers’ dangerous or disastrous
situation’ (2007, 370). Nevertheless, recognising the impossibility that the Trojans at this point are in a disastrous
situation, he identifies the shepherd in this simile with Hector (ibid., 372), and eventually comments ‘The situation
is, eventually, as dangerous for the Trojans as it is for the Greeks’ (372 n.7). However, similes interact (whether
denotatively or connotatively) with their narrative moment, not the text as a whole.

51 For identifying other shepherds in similes with characters in the narrative, see Kelly, 2007, 371-2, and Kirk,
1990, ad loc. The equivalence at hand has been somewhat controversial: scholars have had difficulty in accepting
that such positivity can be associated with the doomed Trojan cause and see it as inept — see Adam Parry (1956,
103) and M. D. Reeve (1973, 193), while others have no problem at all in doing so — see Fraenkel (1921, 6, 34) and
Edwards (1991, 31). Still others are ambivalent — see de Jong (who eventually decides in favour of seeing Hector in
the shepherd due to demands of context, 2004, 131-2), and Kelly (who, though inclined to do so, is led astray by the
need to see the star as ‘negative’ and so ends up arguing for ‘referential blurring’, 2007, 372, n.7, with further
bibliography on this apparent problem).

%12 For a critical reaction, see e.g. Scott, 2009, 18, who calls this Homer’s ‘most famous’ simile; cf. Kirk
‘resplendent’, 1990, ad loc. For a literary reaction, see Leopardi’s ‘Canto Notturno di un Pastore Errante dell’ Asia’.
513 The closest parallel is v.74, where Hermes is delighted (tepg0sin @peciv fioiv) by the Edenic setting of Calypso’s
house. The scene, word, and concept is different, and he is a god.

514 See the shepherds at 111.10-11, 1V.275-79, XVI11.61-67, XVI111.161-2.

515 5o Kelly, 2007, 373. Usages not discussed are X1.683, vi.106, Hy. Dem.232, Hy. Aphr.216.

516 Kelly, ibid., ascribing the change to metrical exigency, rightly sees no relevance in the different wording.
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is not exact, the poet still creates a quasi-parental overtone to Aeneas’ concern for his comrades, and the
passage provides a useful parallel for what I am arguing here: shepherd and Trojan hero are quasi-
paternally delighted by the actions of the flock and fellow soldiers.®’ But regardless of the paternal aspect
of the verbal link, the shepherd rejoices here at the calmness of the night not because it is aesthetically
pleasing, but because it bodes well for him and the flock over whom he has a duty of care.*® By
implication, Hector, as the principal defender of Troy and as the leader and main speaker in the assembly
which has just been called, has the same (quasi-paternal) duty of care towards the Trojans,*'® and
implicatively rejoices at the still night, which is a boon to the camping Trojans and desirable for their big

assault the next day.

A well-auguring omen, received and recognised by its intended audience, often provokes a
positive, often joyful reaction, as at VII1.247-52, X. 274—6 (yoipev), XII1.821-3, xvii.545-7, xx.89-90 (xiip
/] x0dp’), xx.120 (yoipev), and, most relevantly, XXIV.315-21 (ynOnoav), xxi.414 (y70noev).5?° The
linguistic link reinforces the ominous connotation of the simile, confirming also that it is of the well-
auguring type. Homer’s carefully chosen connotations bring out the sense of Trojan dominance and

menace as they burn their campfires on the plain.

Books 9 and 10 relate events during the night, and so the main fighting, all the more anticipated
after the narrative delays, resumes at the start of book 11. We have already seen how the moments before
an important battle are often hotspots for omen motifs. The book opens with the visit of Strife to the
Greek camp and Agamemnon’s elaborate arming scene, which, like omen motifs, both serve to presage
coming bloodshed. Interwoven with this come the omen motifs: at 27-8, the snakes on Agamemnon’s
shield like rainbows in clouds; at 45-6 thunder to honour him; and at 54-5, the blood rain so common in
Indian epic, bunched closely together in the manner of Indian Epic. 56-60 describe the array of Trojan

heroes, and 61-66 Hector:

“Extop 6 év mpdtoiot pép’ domida mavtos” Elony,

517 Of course mowpévo/t Aadv is a common collocation in Homer. For the leader as ‘shepherd of the people’ in Greek,
Sanskrit, Near-Eastern, and other Indo-European literature, see West, 2007, 421 and 1997, 226-7. For a leader who
is like a father to his subjects, see Odysseus at ii.47, ii.234, v.12 - matip & &¢ fimog Rev.

518 The shepherd, who in Homer is always figured as living in a parallel world far away from war, is nevertheless
affected by the same signs. See above, XV11.548-50, X.5-10.

%19 See Kelly, 2007, 66. For Hector’s importance to Troy, see e.g. 6.403. When Hector dies, it is as if Troy falls with
him (22.410-11). See also the etymology of his name — "Ex-twp, ‘Holder’, i.e. of the city.

520 To pre-empt my discussion in the following section, the practical and the ominous are often linked, and signs of
war are often signs that presage a natural hazard — see in this chapter X.5-9, XV11.549, XXI1.31. Here, uniquely in
the lliad (but not Sanskrit epic), the converse is found — a propitious sign is linked to propitious nature.
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010¢ 8’ £k vEQE®V AvaaiveTal 0BAL0C GoTHP
TapQaivey, Toté & adTic 5V VEQEX GKIOEVTa,

¢ "Extop O0T€ pév T€ HETH TPDOTOIGL PAVEGKEV,
GAAOTE & v TUpATOIOL KEAED@V: G & Apol YOAKED

Ao’ @G Te 0TEPOTN TOTPOG ALOG aiiy1d)010.

‘Hector bore his well-rounded shield among the vanguard,

Like a destructive star appears from the clouds

All ablaze, then goes back into the shadowy clouds,

So Hector, when he appeared now among the vanguard,

Now giving orders among the stragglers: all of him shone

In bronze like the lightning bolt of father Zeus, the aegis-bearer.’

The vehicles here — star, dark cloud (ckidevta), lightning — are all ominous and all familiar from Sanskrit
epic. obhog, ‘destructive’, advertises that the star is of the ill-auguring type — Hector here is seen from the
Greek perspective. The surface meaning of the star simile accords with this: inventively, it assimilates the
coming and going from view of an impropitious star to Hector’s coming and going from Achaean view as

he ranges throughout the army.>* Thanks to the specifying obMog, it is no leap of faith from this literary

521 | print the paradosis, which gives oBioc. West, ever committed to his editorial principles, follows Bergk in
preferring the early variant Abloc, mentioned by Aristonikos, and (supposedly) echoed by Callimachus and
Apollonius Rhodius (respectively fr. 177.5f = Supp. Hell. 259. 5f., and 4. 1629f.). Hainsworth, Leaf, Paul Mazon,
Thomas Allen, D. B. Monro, A. T. Murray, LSJ , van Thiel — in short almost everyone who is not M. L. West,
Theodor Bergk, or Aristonikos rightly reads obMog. The fact that the mediaeval manuscript tradition gives oOA10¢ is
by no means decisive, but, in this case, West’s reasons (as stated in his Studies, 2001, 211) are defective.

The comparison is founded on the star’s coming in and out of view, and Hector’s movement from peta
npdTolot to &v mopdrolot. He is visible to the facing Greek army only when he is among the fighters of the frontline,
UETO TPADTOIOL.

Secondly, comparing 22.26-31, West writes that ‘the “baleful” star would presumably be Sirius... and if
Sirius were meant, it would surely have been identified more clearly’. But there is no reason to presume that every
ill-auguring star is Sirius, and anyway it is questionable logic to presume something, then discount the presumption
because it is only a presumption. Thirdly, Bergk’s observation that obAioc could be corrupted into AbAog through a
crasis @bAog is cited by West presumably out of confusion: as he himself writes, it is a pre-Aristarchan ancient
variant reading, and not produced by scribal error. Moreover, obAog is a Homeric hapax, and as such not a good
contender for this sort of confusion (AbAog would be a hapax in Homer too). Fourthly, we have seen how it is quite
in Homer’s manner to specify whether an omen-in-simile is ill- or well-auguring, and obA1oc would do this. And so
there are compelling reasons to read oOAtog that have nothing to do with traditional referentiality, though the latter
would ultimately still allow for the same emergent meaning, with, in that case, context clarifying the star’s valency.
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meaning to the emergent meaning that trouble is coming to the Greeks in the form of Hector.%?? This
simile therefore complements the one discussed immediately above. There Hector is to be identified with
the observer of a propitious star omen; here, observed by the Achaeans, through comparison he embodies
an impropitious one. We have already seen this sort of balance in the two star similes applied to Achilles

in book 22.

Hector is also unusually closely identified with the lightning omen-in-simile which follows —
instead of the usual comparison of bronze with lightning, here Hector is himself the subject of ‘shone’
(Aapo’), and so the true tenor of the lightning simile. This variation serves to focus and clarify the scope
of the omen contained in the simile. No nuance of different meaning is discernible between the lightning
and the cloud-obscured baleful star: these are synonymous signs used contiguously to reinforce meaning,
analogously to the employment of synonymous words in a sentence such as ‘he was well and truly a
violent and bloodthirsty man’. These similes, in connotatively auguring ill for the Achaeans, balance
Agamemnon’s and effectively prepare the way for the following simile (in which the two battle lines meet
like two lines of reapers and battle evenly, neither side thinking of flight [67-73]), and set the stage for the

ultimately even-handed and indecisive conflict in the rest of the book.

Reading in this way, new salience is given to the two star similes in book 6. On the battlefield, the
seer Helenus recommends that Hecabe, offering her best peplos, pray and sacrifice to Athena to hold back
the rampaging Diomedes, and sends Hector to Troy to deliver her the message. Calling to the other

matrons, Hecabe goes to her chamber to select an offering from among her robes (némAol VI.289),
v v’ aespapévn Exafn eépe ddpov ABnvn,
0G KOAMOTOG €NV ToKiALacY NOE PEYIOTOG,
aotnp 0’ A¢ améloumey: EKELTo 08 velotog GAL@V.

Bfi 8" iévar, ToAlai 0¢ peteccebovto yepatad.

‘Hecabe took up one of her robes to give to Athena —

The loveliest for its embroidery, and the largest.

522 Hainsworth, following Leaf, compares Hes. Op.586-8 and 22.26-30, and identifies the star here with Sirius, but,
though reasonable, it is not necessary to assume that the latter was the only ill-auguring star for the Greeks (1993, ad
loc.).
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It shone like a star, and lay beneath the others.
She set off, and the other matrons joined her.’
(V1.293-6)

The women then go to Athena’s temple where they find Theano, her priestess. She sets the peplos in
Athena’s (statue’s) lap and prays for her to break Diomedes’ spear and have mercy on Troy, promising
also a sacrifice of twelve bulls. Athena refuses the prayer: d¢ &pat’ edyopévn, avéveve 8¢ TToArag Advn,

‘Thus she prayed, but Pallas Athena refused [the prayer] (VI.311).

In this case, the simile provides points of correspondence well suited to the context: the special
Sidonian thread (290-2) glimmers brightly like a star. Although clothes often shine, only here in the /liad
is there a star simile of this kind.®?® Barbara Graziosi and Johannes Haubold compare XI1.61-5 and
XXII.25-32 for other examples of ominous star similes, and suggest that ‘[t]he simile adds to the sense of
foreboding: the peplos shines like a star, but may not bring good fortune’ (2010, on 295).5%* Read with the
totality of other star similes, this one signals to the audience not only the peplos’ beauty, but also its
impropitiousness (clear from the context and the audience’s knowledge of Athena’s views on the war). It

prefigures Athena’s extraordinary refusal of the prayer and coming Trojan losses on the battlefield.

A passage in the Odyssey is an instructive counterpart. The scene has just shifted from Ithaca to
Sparta, where Telemachus has been interviewing Helen and Menelaus for news of his father. Athena has
come to tell him to go home, and the king and queen decide to give him parting gifts. Helen goes to her

store-room, and chooses a peplos:
&vO’ €cav ol Témhot Topmoikilot, 00 KApeV adT.
TV &v’ asipapévn Erévn pépe o yovaikdv,
0¢g KiAMoTog &NV mokilpacty N0g PéyloTog,

aotnp 0’ Mg anéhaumev: Eketto 8¢ veiatog GALmV.

523 The parallels cited by Stoevesandt, 2016, ad loc. are not precise: they involve comparisons between garments and
the sun (xix.234), the sun or the moon (xxiv.148), and between a veil and the sun (14.185). These are the same
parallels as those noted by Scott (1974, 67). We know the sun is a star; the Greeks did not. There is no reason to
think that they are connotatively synonymous. For shining clothes, further to the above examples, see also vi.74 and
3.419.

524 They continue, ‘for a possible exception: 401n., though Astyanax too is doomed’ — this simile is discussed
immediately below.
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“There she kept the elaborate robes which she herself had made.
Helen, divine among women, took up one of them,
The loveliest for its embroidery, and the largest.
It shone like a star, and lay beneath the others.’
(xv.105-8. xv.107-8 = V1.294-5)

Menelaus then picks out and gives to Telemachus a gorgeous gold and silver mixing bowl, given to him
by the king of the Sidonians (makers of the Iliadic peplos’ thread). Helen gives the peplos to Telemachus,
and says it is for his future bride, that until then it should be looked after by his mother, and that she
wishes him a safe return to Ithaca. Telemachus receives it with joy (0 6" £€6é&ato yaipwv, xv.130). We
have seen above how joy can be an appropriate response to a good omen, or in this case a peplos which
shines like a good omen. Especially in the Odyssey, yaipw is one of the key words which is often used to

denote this joy, as at X.274, xvii.545-7, xx.89-90, xx.120.

Again fundamental is the recognition of the dual nature of signs in Homeric Epic: not just the
same sign, but the same sign in the same words may, depending on the context, augur well or ill. Here, of
course, the context makes the garment propitious. This is one of various ways in which this Odyssean
passage is the comic mirror image of the tragic Iliadic passage.®® The dual nature of omen motifs is the
key to this responsion. Here, an omen-in-simile works along with the omens and encouraging words
elsewhere in book 15 to foster an air of positivity and expectancy as Telemachus safely returns to Ithaca

in preparation for the poem’s triumphant denouement.

Other similes are nested in more ambiguous contexts which require more careful unpicking. After

the rejected sacrifice, Hector reproves Paris for not fighting and comforts the self-reproaching Helen. He

525 | summarise the correspondences in the following table —

Odyssey lliad

Propitious star simile Impropitious star simile

Gift from senior (Helen) to junior (Telemachus) Gift from junior (Hecabe) to senior (Athena)

Gift accompanied by prayer for safety of receiver Gift accompanied by prayer for safety of giver

Gift accepted (with joy) Gift refused

Prayer for safety is successful, and receiver Prayer for safety is unsuccessful, and giver (Hecabe /
(Telemachus) avoids danger Trojans) remains in danger

I am concerned here with vertical reference to the tradition, and not horizontal reference to other passages or texts
(intertextuality). A neo-analyst would draw different conclusions. For more gift / prayer scenes similar to this one,
see de Jong, 2001, on xv.109-32.
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goes to find his distraught wife on the battlements where she is watching the battle in anguish. Seeing him

and running towards him,
1 ol &mert’ fjvine’, dpa & apdinorog kiev adTijt
TOI0" €Ml KOAT@L EY0vG” AtaAddpova, VATIOV abTMC,

‘Extopionyv dyoamntdv, dAlykiov AoTépt KOAML,

‘Then she met him, and with her went the maid
Holding the tender child at her breast, baby that he was,

Hector’s beloved son, like a lovely star.’
(VI.399-401)

Again, critics have been divided over how to interpret this star simile. For Stoevesandt, it
straightforwardly ‘probably refers to the loveliness emanating from the child’ (2016, ad loc.). By contrast,
for Moulton, it is the association with the sense of foreboding in the previous simile, which he takes to be
dependent on the association with the ill-starred journey home from Sparta, that determines the
‘foreshadowing of evil’ also in this simile (1977, 24-26). Graziosi and Haubold do not try to reconcile the
perceived inconsistency, writing of an ‘endearing description’ but noting that the phrase ‘also has more
ominous connotations’ elsewhere, and quote Moulton (2010, ad loc.). Kirk’s position is similar: quoting
Moulton, he writes that his idea of the second star simile keeping the ominous charge is ‘just possible’,
but also that ‘the star that is emphatically characterised as kaA® seems chosen... to show the child as

sweet and loveable’ (1990, on V1.400-1).5%

Kirk makes the fundamental point. We have already seen more than once how the poet specifies
or hints at whether a sign is to be taken as ill-or well-auguring.®?’ Stars are often granted this sort of
specificity, as at X1.62 (obA0g), XXI1.30-31 (kaxov... ofua; PEPEL TOAAOV TUPETOV OEIAOIGL BpOTOioLY),

and especially XXII.318 (xdAAotog &v ovpavd iotaton dotip).5?® A connotative meaning cannot be at

52 See also Buxton, 2004, 143-4, who seems to endorse Moulton’s reading, and sees it as an example of ‘potential
definitional imprecision’ in some Homeric similes. Such seemingly imprecise similes are indeed, as he writes, brief,
concentrated, and intensive, but they are those things through evocation of tradition-determined resonances, and
should not be compared to the open-ended vagueness of Aeschylean metaphors.

527 See VI111.559, X.8, XVI11.548, also VII1.171.

528 The kdAMotog peplos at V1.294 does not determine that the star simile is well-auguring. It is always the simile
vehicle which counts, and epithets and qualities applied to the tenor are not relevant in establishing the meaning of
the vehicle emergent or otherwise.
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odds with a literal meaning. Nor does a foreboding note make sense in the simile’s immediate context.
This absurdity can be illustrated by, for a moment, making explicit the implicit — ‘clutching to her breast

the tender child, still a baby, the beloved son of Hector, like a beautiful death-auguring star’.

We have seen above how the poet associates a star simile with a particular character viewpoint, in
a technique similar to focalisation, in order to clarify to whom the ominous import is meant to apply.®?
Here, there is a related technique which is closer to the sort of character focalisation in similes for which
de Jong has argued:>* this simile focalises Hector, and its beautiful star points forwards to a happy future
for his son.%3! Again, the immediate context is clarificatory: it is, as Graziosi and Haubold argue, rich in
focalising language and ‘accumulates epithets and words of endearment’, including droiadpova, ‘tender’,
vnmov, ‘a babe’, dyamntov, ‘beloved’, and finally dliykiov dotépt kokdy, ‘like a lovely star’ (400—1;
2010, on 400-3). Immediately after, Hector looks at his child in tender, smiling silence (404), and the
name Actudvoxt hints at the same glorious future (403).5% To use de Jong’s terms, the primary function

of the simile is to illustrate the beauty of Astyanax; the secondary function, focalising Hector, makes

Astyanax the well-auguring symbol of hope and deliverance for the Trojans.

The audience’s knowledge of the eventual fate of Astyanax creates not ambiguity or
contradiction, but evokes the tragic gap between Hector’s delusive hopes and Andromache’s true fatalism,
freighting the simile with pathos. Soon afterwards, Hector makes explicit the implicit, wishing for a future
in which Astyanax will be the renowned king of the Trojans, even better than his father (476-81); later
still, he talks of the possibility that Troy will one day again be prosperous and free of the blight of the
Achaeans (526-9). Oliver Taplin perspicaciously sees this tension as determined and poetically true —
‘[t]he scene as a whole contains conflicting hopes and fears which make sense in human terms. Hektor
fears he will fail but hopes he will not’ (1992, 123). Hector’s tenderness and hopes for his son are
expressed in the focalised vocabulary, in the simile which focalises his point of view, and, later, explicitly
in a prayer in direct speech. They are not incompatible with his and Andromache’s fatalism, but delicately
balanced against it, as hopes against fears. Knowledge of the ultimately dismal fate of Hector and his
family makes the hopeful affection in this scene pathetic. It should not make a modern reader understand

aotépt kaldt either as a sign of ill or even as ambiguous.

529 gpecifically Priam at XXI1.25-32, and Hector and the Trojans at V111.554-61, also Hector and the Achaeans at
X1.61-66.

530 2004, 123-36. She writes of the ‘primary function’ of some similes as explicating and elaborating on their
narrative context, and the ‘secondary function’ as expressing the feelings of characters.

%31 For a related example of traditional referentiality being used by the poet to emphasise the tragic gap between
Hector’s imminent doom and his hopes for success, see Kelly’s discussion of €k Atd¢ and XXI1.280, 2007, 168-9.
532 fro1 © pév peidnoev 16ov &g moida cwnf, ‘and he smiled silently as he looked at his child’ — this is Hector’s only

smile in the poem.
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Star similes bring out to the full the difference in use between similes in Greek and Sanskrit Epic.
Although shooting stars are a far more common vehicle than stars per se, these are not unexampled. At
Mhb. 6. 67.27, ‘naksatravimalabhani $astrani’, weapons shine spotlessly like stars’. A beautiful simile
comes at Mhb. 7. 129.24: ‘tatah sa bharatt sena manihemavibhiisita dyaur ivasit sanaksatra rajanyam,
‘Then that army, adorned with gold and jewels, was like the starry sky at night’. Just as Athena’s course
from heaven to earth was described as like a shooting star’s at [V.74-85 (see above), the dead Drona
ascends from earth to heaven ‘vidhtimam iva sarhyantim ulkam prajvalitam iva’, ‘shooting like a
smokeless, flaming meteor’ (7. 165.57). Projectile weapons are by far the most common tenor for
shooting stars. Mhb. 6. 75.35 is representative: ‘Saktim ciksepa sarhkruddho maholkarm jvalitam iva’,
‘Enraged, he launched his spear like a huge blazing meteor’.5% This can be creatively varied, for example,
in the case of a javelin which misses its mark: ‘nyapatad dharaniprsthe maholkeva gataprabha’, ‘it fell to
the ground like a lustreless comet’ (MAhb. 6. 100.31), or applied to chariot-lamps on a dark battlefield (7.
144.36). Where Greek Epic, then, as we have seen, invests the kind of rich meaning into star similes
which responds to close analysis, Sanskrit Epic prefers to use short similes in quick succession as
adornments. Yet the overarching similarity in technique is still clear: both traditions attribute a foreboding
meaning to stars, using them with particular assiduity in similes in battle, where their ominousness can
shine bright. Homer’s interest in artfully varying focalisation should not obscure the overarching

similarity in technique, which is best explained as the vestige of a common poetic tradition.

Origins and Deviations: Rg-Veda and the Ramayvana

The RV and the Ramayana’s use of this system of associations is far less straightforward than that
of the Mahabharata. The following section will examine this claim and find that these differences say
much about what kind of text each is. For reasons of space, I treat only lightning — the most commonly

used image and the one whose status as an omineme is most firmly established.

533 For comparisons with a javelin or spear, see 4. 52.18; 5.182.5, 182.8, 182.10; 6. 88.5, 100.31, 107.12; 7. 67.65,
90.22, 114.48, 154.54; 8. 10.21, 20.21; 9. 16.41; 10. 6.13; with arrows, se 4. 53.38; 6. 44.31; 7. 84.10, 107.34,
120.86; or with a thrown mace, see 6. 81.36; 7.14.20; 9. 10.44.
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The Rg-Veda

As I wrote in my second chapter, the RV, being a collection of hymns and not narrative poetry,
has little room for using ominemes as narrative devices, and in general shows less interest in drawing on
these traditional systems of referentiality. Its aims and concerns are reflected in its own associative
pathways which link divine and mortal realms, above all at the moment of sacrifice. Western scholarship
calls these “homologies’; the indigenous word, attested from late Vedic times onwards, is ‘bandhu’, ‘link’,
cognate with English ‘bind’. A bull, for example, stands for the ritual drink Soma; ritual fire, the sun; a
cow, the earth.* This distinctive feature of Vedic literature certainly seems, from the Indo-European
comparative viewpoint, an innovation. They are nowhere to be found in Indian Epic poetry. The
significance of these homologies is metaphysical and theological rather than literary, and no strict analogy
between the two kinds of association can be drawn. But the correspondence in underlying function of the
two associative systems, which both use one object to evoke something which goes beyond it, often
through metaphor and simile, would explain the scarcity of ominemes in the RV. In other words, the
Indian tradition shows a generic split: narrative epic poetry and hymnic poetry use imagery in

constitutively distinctive ways.

It could be objected that, given the earlier attestation of Vedic poetry, the difference in associative
systems is in fact a diachronic one, with the RV faithfully preserving the only state of affairs of its time.
On this view, all similarities in Epic ominemes in Greece and India which I adduce would be a mirage,
the mere consequence of the later development of such features in India, whether due to polygenesis or
diffusion. Yet this is wildly implausible. Apart from the practical difficulties of diffusion (for which see
the introduction to my second chapter), and the inherent implausibility of such polygenesis, it would
entail the unconscionable assumption that Vedic literature — and especially the RV — is a representative
record of the general literary landscape of their time. It is not: we could hardly, for example, reconstruct
the entirety of the Hebrew Bible from the book of Psalms, let alone that tradition’s recorded and
unrecorded amatory, popular, and narrative works. A far more reliable guide to the reconstruction of lost
earlier narrative poetry is the earliest narrative poetry which we do have — that is, the earliest layers of the
Epics. The diachronic objection would also entail the inherently improbable positions that at some point
between the time of the RV and Epic’s first attestation, narrative poetry would have dropped the hymnic

homology system and developed an extremely sophisticated system of referentiality. It is not a plausible

534 As Renou puts it, ‘le “mot” est donc bien la piste immatérielle qu’on suit pour identifier les réalités cachées’
(1958, 22). See further Jamison and Brereton, 2014, 23-24 for a rich synthesis; Jan Gonda, 1975, 248-53 for a fuller
if somewhat idiosyncratic treatment; Michael Witzel, 1996, 8-9, and the pioneering study of Oldenberg, 1919.
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story. Much more appealing is the position that the two systems’ important differences are constitutive of
two distinct literary genres. Each genre has that adapted to its interests (altars, offerings, and cattle, as
against weapons, armour, and death) and to its aims (elaboration of a worldview which integrates the
immediate with the divine and cosmological, as against tools which shape narrative, create drama, and
massage audience expectations). Given the specialised, idiosyncratic nature of the Vedic homology
system, its intimate connection with religion (an area of great innovation in daughter traditions), and its

absence in Greece, it is reasonable to think it an innovation within the Indic (or Indo-Iranian) tradition.

However, in those few places where the RV draws on martial language, the associative system of
Epic intrudes. For example, a very late hymn (but still ca. 1000-900 BC) added to the end of the sixth
Mandala riddlingly praises not gods but weapons. It opens ‘jimiitasyeva bhavati pratikarh yad varmi yati
samadam upasthé | anaviddhaya tanva jaya tvarh sa tva varmano mahima pipartu, ‘His mien is like that of
a thundercloud, when he drives armored into the lap of battles.>*® With an unpierceable body, conquer!

).5% ‘jimiitasyeva’, ‘like a thundercloud’, is

Let the greatness of your armor carry you through’ (V1. 75.1
emphatically fronted. According to Jamison, it ‘signals that we are out of the core RVic lexical domain:
this word for ‘thunder-cloud’ is found only here in the R}.5%" To develop Jamison’s observation — the
hymn programmatically signals its deviance to the audience not only lexically but also by its use of a
comparison traditional to narrative, not hymnic poetry: the warrior is like a thundercloud. Jamison
translates ‘his mien’, i.e. the warrior’s appearance, yet the Sanskrit is vague. A more literal translation
could keep the ambiguity — ‘Like a thundercloud is the appearance, when, armed, he drives...’. It is

unclear whether the appearance is that of the warrior, the armour, or the driving into battle. The

comparison is of the untethered type, further tying it to those seen above in Epic.

The Maruts, storm deities associated with Indra, are a common subject of hymns. Figured as a
group of several dozen, their characteristics are appropriately tempestuous, and they are often figured as
soldier-like, replete with war-chariots, missiles, and armour. They are portrayed as wielding lightning
bolts in their hands, with real spears on their back (V. 54.11). Or, drawing more closely on Epic imagery,
they are themselves like lightning, with the rain like their weapon, as at VII. 56.13, ‘vi vidyuto na vgstibh’i
rucana anu svadham ayudhair yacchamanah’, ‘Like lightning flashes shining forth with the rains, (you
are) holding yourselves ready with your weapons according to your nature’. At V. 54.11, they grip in their
hands lightning which shines like fire, just like Indra does at 1. 52.6 — a comparison which we will see

inverted immediately below.

5% There is a slight incongruity. The subject of these clauses must be the warrior who is then apostrophised.
536 Jamison’s translation italicises the answer to the riddle.
537 Ad loc., taken from her online commentary.
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Yet sometimes the poets’ techniques are more subtle. In a comparison familiar both from Homer
and from the Mahabharata, their lightning is conventionally figured as spears. For example, at I. 168.5,
after the enumeration of various other qualities, they are referred to as ‘rstividyuto’, ‘lightning-speared’,
or, more literally, ‘for whom lightning is the spear’.>® V. 52 uses the same compound. After the hymn’s
first section concludes in ring composition, with the fifth verse recalling the first, the Maruts arrive — ‘a
rukmair @ yudha nara rsva rstir asrksata | anv énam aha vidyuto maruto jajjhatir iva’, ‘here with brilliants,
here with battle, the lofty men have launched their spears aloft. Following them (came) the lightning
flashes — following the Maruts, [thundering] as if giggling’.5*® As she explains in her online commentary,
Jamison changed her mind after the translation went to print, and now takes ‘rsva’, ‘lofty’, as apo koinou.
As Jamison seems there to allude, it is simply vague in its reference in a way impossible to convey in
contemporary English — another example of the RV’s taste for determinate ambiguity. Similarly
unexpressed is the precise relation between the Maruts and the lightning flashes. Are the bolts to be
identified with spears, or does the extraordinary, anthropomorphising simile insinuate greater autonomy

than this?%%

Verse 13 marks the end of the poem’s second section by the ring-compositional responsion — ‘ya
rsva rstividyutah kavayah santi vedhasah | tam rse marutarh ganarh namasya ramaya gira’, ‘To this lofty
Marut flock, lightning-speared, who are seers and ritual adepts, pay homage, o seer, and bring it to a halt /
delight it with song’.>* The conundrums of the sixth verse can be solved when read retrospectively after
this one, in a process which Jamison calls ‘repair’.>** The use of ‘rsva’ in clear alignment with Maruts
implies that it should retrospectively resolve the ambiguity in verse 5 — it is the Maruts not the spears
which are ‘lofty’. Yet, to extend Jamison’s idea, the relation between the Maruts and the lightning is also

‘repaired’ by the compound ‘rstividyutah’ (the same as is used at 1. 168.5), which clarifies that the

53 The full verse runs, ‘ko Vo 'ntar maruta rstividyuto rejati tmana hanvéva jihvaya | dhanvacyuta isar na yamani
purupraisa ahanyo naitasah’, ‘O you Maruts with lightning as your spears, who is the one among you who sets (the
fixed places) to quivering by your own breath’.

53 Breaking my rule, I here adapt Jamison’s translation.

540 Jamison’s translation of ‘jajjhatir iva’ as ‘giggling (girls)’ seeks to convey the tone of this arresting,
onomatopoetic word, which, following Paul Thieme, she takes to be from ‘pedagogical discourse’, as she writes in
her online commentary (with bibliography). The literal translation for which | substitute it points towards an aural
point of comparison — peals of thunder as peals of giggles. Yet even if it brings a ‘whiff of family life’, it should not
be taken to evoke the lightning’s or the Maruts feebleness, but, rather, the ease and abandon of total confidence in
war. For other strikingly homely similes for objects of war, see below, RV VI.75.

%41 Here again I adapt Jamison’s translation.

542 See her commentary, ad loc. Jamison, 2006 gives a full treatment of her idea, treating also this hymn. At 2014,
67, she summarises the notion — ‘The poet sets a problem—Iexical, syntactic, or thematic—earlier in the hymn and
then “repairs” this problem later in the hymn by substituting the expected word, syntactic construction, or thematic
element for the problematic one. The audience is thus first put off-balance by a disturbance in the poetry and then
rebalanced when the superficial solecism is fixed.’
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lightning bolts are indeed to be identified with spears in the Epic manner. This verse ends the section with

more ring-composition, before the hymn’s second half shifts attention to the ritual moment.

At 8. 7.25, another striking compound is used — they are ‘vidyuddhasta’, ‘lightning-handed’. In
view of the other passages, this is to be interpreted as ‘having lightning in their hand’ and not ‘having a
hand which was lightning’. ‘-hasta’ is a common compound head applied to men holding weaponry in
Epic, and so the echo of more common collocations such as ‘spear / bow / mace in hand’ underlies the
Vedic usage, creating a spectral comparison. In short, the homology Marut / warrior leads the R}’s
language towards the bourne of Epic. Where it rubs up against the martial, Epic language is absorbed

through the generic boundary, and Vedic homology blends with Epic referentiality.

A late hymn compares the radiance of Agni to lightning. The previous verse has dwelt on his
constructive role in the preparation of food. This one, in an abrupt inversion, evokes his destructive side —
‘tava $riyo varsyasyeva vidyutas citra$ cikitra usasarn na ketavah | yad osadhir abhisrsto vanani ca pari
svayarh cinuse annam asye’, ‘Your beauties,* brilliant like the lightning flashes of a rain-bearing (cloud),
show brightly like the beacons of the dawns, when, set loose toward the plants and woods, you
encompass them yourself as food in your mouth’ (X. 91.5). Whereas Agni helps to cook food in the
previous verse, in this one he predatorily feeds himself in wildfire form. The simile’s details recall Epic —
the point of comparison is brightness or beauty, an unobtrusive fulcrum which allows further resonances
to breathe. The image is also elaborated along the lines of Epic, with the lightning coming in a raincloud.
The theme is fully realised a couple of verses later, as wildfire Agni, goaded by the wind, surges through
fields of dry crop — “a té yatante rathyo3 yatha prthak chardharhsy agne ajarani dhaksatah’, ‘your unaging
troops [=flames] take up their places separately like charioteers, as you go burning, Agni’ (X. 91.7).
Connotation blooms into denotation. As he evokes Agni’s deadliest form, the poet draws on the imagery
and associations of martial Epic, making signals that an audience versed in both Hymn and Epic would
surely have understood. Other, generally late RVic poets keep him company, as, in their search for novelty

and desire to push the boundaries of the hymnic genre, they draw on the resources of other genres.

543 The Sanskrit plural is clumsy in English, but kept by Jamison, presumably, in order to preserve the poet’s
evocation of Agni’s manifold nature. Given the emphasis of my interpretation, a more literal translation such as
‘splendours’, or ‘lustres” would be preferable.
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The Ramayana

Throughout this chapter and my thesis as a whole, I draw more extensively on the Mahabharata
than the Ramayana. This is partly because, trivially, the former poem’s greater length and heterogeneity
provides more evidence — of two equally traditional works, the longer will provide more traditional
material. Yet the two poems are also importantly different in kind. Although western nomenclature yokes
them together, emic terminology distinguishes between Itihdasa, the Mahabharata, and AdiKavya, the
Ramayana. The two poems, although sharing much in language, outlook, and social context, differ
strikingly in their taste for imagery, with the Ramayana showing an inexhaustible relish for visual
embellishment. In this, it looks forward to the Kavya genre, where the taste for opulent imagery is taken
to extraordinary heights. Although there is no doubt that both are the products of a long oral tradition, the
Ramadyana is more closely associated with its author, Valmiki, and is obviously much more substantially
the work of one hand. The magnitude and mixedness of the Mahabhdarata preclude in themselves so
unitary a compositional history, and its mise-en-abime structure and frequent sub-tales stage its own
authorial promiscuity. In this way, the Mahabhdrata is the more traditional in the etymological sense —
the more handed-down. If I pay more attention to it than to the Ramayana, this was not my intention at

the outset but the natural result of these differences.

This tension in the Ramdayana between individual and traditional composition plays out on the
level of simile: sometimes the poet exploits certain images, like lightning, for their ominous resonance in
just the way that we have seen so far. Above all, he does so when his subject matter approaches war, and
so the sixth book, the Yuddhakanda, ‘Book of war’, is greatly over-represented in my thesis. Just as in RV,
treatment of a certain subject invites the use of a certain technique, and so the omen scenes at the
Raksasas’ entry into battle (see above), or Malyavan’s pre-battle warning speech (see the next chapter),
are moments when the Ramayana’s debt to tradition are most laid bare. Yet, as we will see, sometimes the
Ramayana poet disfigures or ignores traditional resonances. I will argue that this alternation between
regard and disregard is deeply revealing of the kind of poem it is. It also, incidentally, throws into relief
how much the other three poems share, and how easy it would have been for them, like the Ramayana, to
dismantle tradition or scooch away from its conventions. The Ramayana usefully reminds us that,
universal as the ominous nature of, say, lightning may be, that does not entail equal universality in the

uses to which it is put.

I start with the similes which use lightning to spell doom, as in the other three Epics. At 4. 29.21,

for example, Rama’s bow ‘vidyudganopamam’, ‘looks like a streak of lightning’ (cf. 1. 73.18 for another
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lightning-bow simile). Elsewhere, arrows are like lightning bolts (e.g. 3. 6.19, 27.15; 6. 34.29, 48.3), or a
mace (3. 28.25) — or, as in the RV, armour (6.53.24) and spears (e.g. 6. 47.19, 88.19). Sometimes, the
menacing resonance of lightning is applied in similes to fresher, less traditional tenors, such as an attack
(1.25.14), or a blow (4. 16.21), or the eyes of a Raksasa about to fight (6. 48.53), or indeed Hanuman
torching Lanka with his blazing tail (5. 52.6).>* Again like the other three Epics, it elaborates the
traditional comparison through creative variation. Particularly effective is the simile which accompanies
the fearsome demon Atikaya into the action: ‘avrto rathasaktibhir vidyudbhir iva toyadal’, ‘surrounded by
his chariot-spears, like a raincloud by lightning bolts’ (6. 59.13). The Ramdyana poet’s taste for the visual
predisposes him against the untethered type of omineme simile seen above. He finds here, rather, a tenor
effortlessly appropriate to the conventional vehicle, which, in his hands, becomes informative about the

disposition of what it describes and adds extra piquancy to the image’s ominous resonance.

As the two prodigious monkey brothers Sugriva and Valin are duelling, two unique similes

introduce a note of irony:
‘tatah sutumularh yuddharh valisugrivayor abhiit...
talair asanikalpai$ ca vajrakalpai$ ca mustibhih

jaghnatuh samare *nyonyarh bhratarau krodhamurchitau’

‘There ensued a riotous fight between Valin and Sugriva...

Like thunderbolts their palms, their fists like lightning,

Overcome with rage the brothers beat each other in the brawl.’
(4.12.17-18)

Since monkeys in Valmiki’s Ramdayana never wear armour or use human weapons like swords or spears,
the poet here tailors the tenor of the traditional lightning simile to his simian subject. The comparisons do
not aim to be informative about the monkeys’ anatomy, but to dignify their contest through the traditional
resonance of the vehicles. Nevertheless, the poet handles tradition ludically, embracing the absurdity in
the application of the magniloquent language of Itihasa to wrestling monkeys. The artful chiasmus (which

I ape in my translation) heightens the effect. Recollection of the traditional tenors of the comparison in the

54 For lightning as part of an admixture including other ominemes, see e.g. 6. 57.22, 63.6, 64.6.
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Mahabharata — and in Homer too, for that matter — is vital to the appreciation of how the Ramdayana poet,

characteristically, ironises and revivifies tradition in the passage.

The abduction of Sita, one of the poem’s central catastrophes, is accompanied by an omen scene,
but Ramayana-style. Its great instructive value in that poem’s treatment of ominemes justifies a broader
treatment, which will serve as the context for the passage’s three lightning similes. Rama and Laksmana
have been distracted by the demon Marica, who has taken the form of a magical deer.>* Alone, Sita
perceives from the behaviour of the birds and beasts that something terrible is about to happen (3. 50.3-5).
As Ravana approaches, she winds herself around a tree like a vine and cries out to Rama and Laksmana
for help (5-8). As Ravana grabs her by the hair (8), the whole universe is covered in darkness (9), just as
at the battle over Patroclus’ corpse above. A little later, in a characteristically Indian mixture and
repetition of motifs, ‘hriyamanam tu vaidehim drstva dino divakarah pravidhvastaprabhah $riman asit
panduramandalah’, ‘the bright sun, when he saw Sita being abducted, depressed, threw off his lustre and
his disc grew wan’ (36). The anthropomorphosis of the sun is here much more similar to the Aristophanic
and Odyssean passages discussed above than anything in the Mahabharata — poets innovate towards each
other to make for a weak inheritance. After the darkness falls, Brahma sees (‘drstva’) Sita in distress with
his divine eye (‘divyena caksusa’, for which see p. 118), and inscrutably remarks ““’krtarh karyam™’,

999

““What must be done has been done”” (10). The distich bears obvious similarities to Zeus’ seeing (idmv)
his son Sarpedon’s imminent death, and, after consideration, accepting the inevitability of his death
(XVI1.432-62). After all, just like Brahma’s sententious resignation, Zeus must recognise, as Hera says,

that his death is “mélon nenpopévov aion”, ‘“fated by destiny long ago™ (442).54

Characteristically attentive to STta’s appearance, the poet soon launches into almost twenty
distiches of description. Fronted to pole position is an important simile: ‘taptabharanasarvangi
pitakauseyavasani raraja rajaputr tu vidyut saudamant yatha’, ‘All her limbs ornamented with pure gold,

wearing yellow silk, the princess shone like well-garlanded lightning’ (13).%*” The ominous resonance is

545 The poet describes the deer’s tongue ‘mukhan nihsarantith meghad iva $atahradam’, ‘darting out of its mouth like
lightning out of a cloud’ (3. 41.26), in an elegant forewarning of the danger — and imagery — to come.

546 The similar scene-shape and phrasing is no co-incidence, but attests to the two cultures’ similar conceptions of
fate and the divine — more weak inheritance.

547 <saudamant’, the epithet of the lightning, is hard to translate. Pollock, 1991, ad loc., notes that the collocation is
formulaic, but this observation is of limited use — this is most likely its first attestation and it is formulaic only in
Purana and Kavya. Its two appearances in the Mahabharata are in late layers — the first in the sub-tale of Nala,
where it is applied to Damayanti (3. 50.12), and the second in the sub-tale of Sukanya, where the Asvins praise her
as such (3. 123.6). On balance, it is very probable that both were written after the passage at hand, and possibly
influenced by it, given its prominence and the fact that the context is always a description of a woman’s beauty.
Pollock, following an unknown lexicographer, takes ‘sudaman’ to mean ‘cloud’, but this looks like a guess based on
its context in this collocation. It is theoretically possible that ‘saudaman’ goes back to a name of a person or place,
‘sudaman’, but such a meaning would be unlikely and trivial. Lightning is nowhere else in Sanskrit Epic given a
geographical epithet, nor associated with a particular place. The only plausible name to invoke would be the
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appropriate to the disastrous situation, but, untypically, the tenor is not the aggressor, but the victim. The
poet opportunely reminds us that Sita is wearing lightning-like clothing — yellow silk (as he had already
described at 3. 44.12 and 44.15 — perhaps laying the groundwork for this simile), and so he brings the
omineme together with his habitual concern with Sita’s appearance. Indeed, this inveterate interest in the
visual description of women is another feature that situates the Ramayana poet in the tradition of Kavya,
rather than that of the Mahdabharata. Here, then, the Valmiki Ramdyana unites the two genres: the vehicle
of an Ifihasa simile combined with the tenor of a Ka@vya simile brings together the /tihasa effect of

foreboding ill with the Kavya interest in evoking female beauty.

The next eight verses are entirely descriptive, containing ten metaphors and similes. Although
they contain dark, portentous imagery, it is idiosyncratic, not traditional in nature, and seldom paralleled
in the Mahabharata, let alone Homer. Ravana looks like a mountain consumed by fire (14); her golden
dress like a cloud coloured red at sunset (16); her face like a lotus ripped from its stalk (17), like the moon
glimpsed between dark clouds (18); she golden, and he, dark, seemed like a lustrous band in dark sapphire
(21).5%8 Then, following on from the previous line’s contrast between the two characters’ hues, the poet
revisits and refashions his simile. S1ta ‘vidyudghanam ivavisya $usubhe’, ‘shone like lightning inside a
cloud’ (22). The surrounding imagery detracts only a little from the omineme’s resonance, which remains

there for those alive to it.

Sita sheds her jewellery and garlands of flowers, which fall to the ground (23-26). Then her
bejewelled anklet ‘vidyunmandalasarmkasarn papata madhurasvanam’, ‘which was like a disc of lightning,
fell, sweetly sounding’ (27). Even in view of Sanskrit Epic’s high tolerance for repetitiousness, to repeat
the same simile vehicle three times in fourteen distiches is striking. The reiteration in itself evokes the
repetitious style of omen-scenes in /tihasa, but the traditional simile is inventively remade with a novel
tenor, and the characteristically delicately observed addition of a new point of comparison: the round

anklet is like a disc of lightning.>*® The simile, read closely and situated in its traditional context,

weather-god Indra’s — so, apparently, Monier-Williams ad ‘saudamani’ — but the epithet ‘sudaman’ is never applied
to him. ‘daman’, however, is a common Epic word meaning ‘string, garland’, and the derivative of the compound
might just mean ‘well-garlanded’ and refer to an especially dramatic tangle of lightning. Lightning comes in
garlands elsewhere, as at 2. 61.8 (‘vidyunmali... parjanyo’, ‘lightning-garlanded Parjanya’), and 6. 87. 25, where
arrows cover over the sky ‘ghanair ivatapapaye vidyunmalasamakulail’, ‘like clouds at the start of the monsoon
thick with garlands of lightning’. The collocation was conventional enough that there is in the Ramayana a Raksasa
called ‘Vidyunmal?’, literally ‘having garlands of lightning’ (at 4. 32.10, 5. 5.18, in 6.33, he meets his comeuppance
in battle). See also below for a bracelet falling ‘vidyunmandalasamkasam, ‘like a disc of lightning” (6. 50.27), and
indeed ‘ghtirnitavicimalam’, ‘a garland of turbid waves’ (6. 61.48), ‘malayeva balakanam’ ‘like a garland of cranes’
(4. 12.37), and ‘naksatramalaya’, ‘a garland of stars’ (4. 14.8). The meaning ‘well-garlanded’, therefore, would be
firmly within Valmiki’s manner.

548 On the meaning of this difficult distich, see Pollock, 1983, 287-88.

54 Pollock, 1991, ad loc., takes ‘vidyunmandalasarnkasam’ as adverbial, with the ‘mandala’ element describing the
curve of the falling anklet and lightning, translating ‘gently tinkling it fell like an arc of lightning’. But ‘arc’ would
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underlines the perversity of Ravana’s attack: the tenor of the lightning simile is not the proper traditional
one — the glint of armour or weaponry, as found in the Mahabharata (and Homer), but a lady’s accessory.
The anklet’s other qualifier, ‘madhurasvanam’, ‘sweetly-sounding’, sharpens the incongruousness. The

simile’s subversion of poetic norms is mimetic of Ravana’s subversion of social norms.

Much of the same can be said for another simile which follows shortly after: ‘tarh maholkam
ivakase dipyamanar svatejasa jaharakasam avisya sitam vaisravananujah’, ‘Sita was like a huge meteor
blazing with inborn radiance as the son of Visravana [Ravana] snatched her and took to the sky’ (29).
Again, the poet selects an image which in describing Sita’s beauty both resonantly marks the disaster of
her abduction and points forward to the strife which it will occasion. Characteristically for the meticulous
Valmiki, the meteor analogy is appropriate for the woman as she streaks across the sky. Descanting on the
astronomical theme, the next two distiches compare her falling adornments to, again, falling stars (30) and
her necklace to a bright moon (31). The rest of the Kanda relates the outraged reaction of various flora
and fauna (32-42). Throughout it, the Ramayana’s imaginative reuse of traditional ominemes has been on
full show. In its taste for affective detail, pathetic fallacy, and sensual visual description, the scene is
consummately Valmiki-esque. And unlike Homer and the Mahabharata poets, vehicles are carefully
tethered to tenors by informative points of comparison. Nevertheless, studded liberally among its
idiosyncrasies are conventional motifs which bind the passage inextricably to its tradition — both Indian

and Greco-Indic.

Other parts of the poem bear witness to these similes’ importance in their scene. The vulture
Sampati, in his report to the monkey-prince Angada, devotes four distiches to the news of Sita’s
abduction. He says that he saw Ravana carrying off a lovely young woman, who struggled in his grip and
cried out for Rama and Laksmana (4. 57.15-16). He imagines it must have been Sita, since she was
calling out Rama’s name (18). There is only distich of description, and it picks up our simile:
‘stiryaprabheva $ailagre tasyah kauseyam uttamam asite raksase bhati yatha va tadidambude’, ‘her choice
silk shone against the dark Raksasa like the light of the sun on a mountain peak, or like lightning in a
cloud’ (17). The line confirms that the lightning simile is central to the effect which the poet wishes to

create in the scene.

A masterful simile in the fourth Kanda makes play on, among other things, this series of lightning
similes. The passage is certainly a late interpolation extrinsic to the oldest core of the poem. Yet, since in

the current section I am concerned not with the reconstruction of Greco-Indic heritage but with the

be an extremely unusual meaning for ‘mandala’, and the compound is much better taken as an accusative in
agreement with ‘niipuram’ anklet, so that ‘mandala’ has its usual meaning ‘disc’.
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analysis of the later permutations of that heritage, this is irrelevant.®® Valin defeated and Sugriva installed
on the throne, Rama and Laksmana set out once again into the wilderness. At the start of the Sarga, Rama
begins a conversation with his brother. Fully engaging Kavya mode, he launches into a lyrical description
of the onset of the rainy season — a moment of the year particularly amenable to long ekphraseis in the
Indian tradition. The passage is striking for its inverted pathetic fallacy: images from human life are used

to elaborate the description of nature.

The rains are the clouds’ ‘garbham’, ‘embryo’ (27.3), red clouds are the sky’s ‘wounds’ (5), winds
‘sigh’, and the white and red sky looks like a lovesick man anointed with red sandal paste (6). Even as he
describes nature, Rama’s cannot but betray his anguish at his sundering from Stta. His fixation grows ever
clearer: soaked in rainwater, ‘stteva Sokasamtapta maht bagpar vimuficati’, ‘the earth sheds a tear, like
Stta consumed by her grief” (7). The mountains’ rainclouds, streams, and murmuring winds are like

Brahmans’ black antelope skins, sacred threads, and murmured recitations (10). Then,
kasabhir iva haimibhir vidyudbhir iva taditam
antahstanitanirghosarh savedanam ivambaram
nilameghasrita vidyut sphuranti pratibhati me

sphurantt ravanasyanke vaidehiva tapasvini

‘The sky, flogged by lightning as if by golden whips,
Resounds deep down with thunder, as if crying out in pain.
The lightning gleaming within the black cloud looks to me
Like poor Sita gleaming in Ravana’s grip.’

(11-12)

The simile’s resonance is twofold — both horizontal within the text and vertical within the tradition.
Firstly, a knowing audience will take pleasure in recognising the same equivalence as was used three
times in the famous abduction scene, but with tenor and vehicle surprisingly switched.*®! Rama, of course,

cannot know how appropriate his words are. Yet the simile works also on a vertical level, by exploiting

550 The extreme textual instability of the Sarga as recorded in the Critical Edition is a symptom of this lateness.
%51 The scene will certainly have been known in detail to the interpolator of this Sarga. For another switch of tenor
and vehicle, see 20, 28, where lightning is compared to war-elephants in battle.
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and confirming the association between the omineme and Sita’s abduction. In addition, it is effective on
its own terms: in the Sarga’s clearest articulation of its main theme, it reveals Rama’s sad compulsion to
relate all worldly events to his trauma. A traditional simile is reinvented and put to ingenious and novel

use — not only to elaborate narrative events but also reveal a character’s state of mind.

So far I have treated examples which either use traditional resonance straightforwardly or doctor
and refashion it while keeping it in view. But equally important in assessing the Ramdyana’s relationship
with tradition — and with orality itself, inasmuch as such devices are distinctive to oral poetry — are
passages in which the poem moves past these networks of referentiality. This new kind of poetry values
images solely for their inherent qualities, and not for their traditional associations. Sometimes, those
associations even work against the poet’s aims in a certain context. For example, the gods send the five
chief Apsarases (water-nymphs) on a mission to seduce the sage Mandakarni, in order to nullify the
powers which he has gained by austerities, whose extent is beginning to worry them; the lovely Apsarases
are described as ‘vidyuccalitavarcasah’, ‘radiant as flashing lightning’ (3. 10.14). The tale ends happily,
with the ascetic marrying all five. The context demands that the simile only evoke their beauty, with any

portentous overtones entirely contrary to the needs of that context.5%?

Similarly, when the sage Agastya wishes to contrast Sita’s fidelity to Rama with what he sees as
the prevailing tendency of her sex, he describes women as having ‘$atahradanam lolatvam’, ‘the
unpredictability of lightning’ (3. 12.6). It is an effective simile, but not traditional. A long description of
the beauty of the women in Lanka whom Hanuman sees concludes thus — ‘vibhiisananar ca dadarsa
malah satahradanam iva carumalah’, ‘he saw garlands of ornaments, like lovely garlands of lightning’ (5.
4.19). So when, soon after, attention turns to Lanka’s palace buildings, which are ‘yatha mahat pravrsi
meghajalam vidyutpinaddhar saviharhgajalam’, ‘like a great lattice of clouds in the rainy season with a
lattice of birds, swathed in lightning bolts’ (5. 6.1),%* or ‘tadidbhir ambhodavad arcyamanam’, ‘as
resplendent as a raincloud with lightning’ (6.7), the audience may be unsure how to interpret the
lightning. Do the similes, embedded in straightforwardly laudatory language evoking the beauty without
ominous overtones, contain a note of foreboding, or are they to be taken at face value? In other words, are
they to be read as traditional poetry, or in the new, individualistic style? The context does not decide
either way, and the original audience is likely not to have had a uniform reaction. The question is further

complicated by the description of Ravana a little later, as looking ‘samdhyaraktam ivakase toyadam

%52 The verse may have influenced the description of another Apsaras who is lightning-like in her beauty at 1. 62.5.
For the growth of the poem and the lateness of the first book of the Ramayana, see Brockington, 1998, 377-97.

553 The verse, like all others in this late Sarga, employs the figure ekapadayamaka, by which an element in the first
half of the verse is repeated in the second with a different meaning. See further Goldman, 1996, ad loc., with
references.
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satadidgunam’, ‘like a red cloud laced by lightning in the sky at evening’ (8.6); then again lit by lamps
‘megham vidyudganair iva’, ‘like a cloud by cascades of lightning’ (8.27).

The foreboding note might seem appropriate to the poem’s main antagonist, who has red eyes (5)
and sleeps hissing like a serpent (10). And yet the poet’s long description of the Raksasa generally depicts
him as exceptionally beautiful, and adorned with an array of delightful jewellery, with only the odd detail
hinting at his turpitude. His breath is fragrant with the scent of flowers and lovely food, but also
‘panagandhapurahsarah’, ‘mixed with the odour of strong liquor’ — not a positive detail (8.21). The
ambivalent description of Ravana elsewhere creates an indeterminacy in the context for the lightning
imagery, which thus itself becomes indeterminate. The poet, seeking both to evoke his beauty and suggest
his danger, succeeds in creating an artfully ambiguous simile to that end. The same goes for other similes
throughout the book, as at 16.15, where Ravana’s matchless wives (‘ravanasyottamastriyah’) follow him
‘ghanarh vidyullata iva’, ‘like a tendril of lightning a cloud’. The metaphor within this last simile is
unique, and hints at the language of Kavya, where the ‘lata’, ‘creeper’ or ‘creeper’s tendril’, is an
important image and often used in descriptions of human beauty — the poet achieves yet another ingenious

marriage of Itihdsa and Kavya.

The case of lightning showcases, then, Valmiki’s achievement in creating an intensely visual
poem whose imagery at turns recreates and moves past the tradition from which it grows. Looking not
only back to /tihasa but also forward to Kavya, it fully exploits the expressive possibilities of both. His
technique is for its time highly inventive — even avant-garde — in its experimental adaptation of traditional
imagery to novel situations and uses, and its subjection of it to artful ambiguities. It is uniquely
untraditional among the four Epics under discussion, and shows, as the RV, how closely linked omens and

ominemes are with genre in India.

Conclusion

I have not here provided an exhaustive analysis of all kinds of omen in both traditions. Rather, I
have selected a representative few, of differing levels of banality and richness, and used them as a tool
with which to unearth inheritance. The ominous import of some of these ominemes is unsurprising — so
lightning, eclipses, and (shooting) stars. Their typological ubiquity means that reconstruction of such
beliefs to the proto-culture should not be controversial. Others, however, such as blood rain and weeping

horses, are not so universal. Yet these may be reconstructed for the proto-culture for another reason: given
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how rare they are cross-culturally, it seems more elegant to suppose that they were invented once, in the
proto-culture, and perpetuated through the millennium and a half (or so) between the time of unity and
our first texts. While reinvention cannot be excluded as an explanator, heredity outcompetes it in
plausibility. Another omineme, the rainbow, combines aspects of both these categories: it is unsurprising
that it was thought ominous, but that it was thought impropitious is a non-trivial detail best thought of as
inherited along with it. This is strong inheritance in action — all of these shared features can be

reconstructed to poetic tradition of the time of unity.

Yet, plunging deeper into the thicket, I found many further similarities both divinatory and
literary. These are the weak inheritances. As ever, a binary inherited / not inherited model is too unfeeling
a heuristic with which to untangle the spaghetti mass of similarities which the traditions serve up. For
example, [ found that certain particularities in the usage of blood rain as an omineme did not need to be
reconstructed — consideration of the inherently exceptional nature of that omineme sufficed to account for
the extra layer of alignments. There, those factors were universal. Universal-looking too is the tendency in
both traditions to emphasise omens by juxtaposing them, or adding further supernatural details according
to the rule that the more supernatural an omen is, the more ominous it is. Likewise, the narrative needs of
the moment determine whether or not characters see and remark upon omens. Equally baked into the
nature of omens is their semantic alternation — the same signs can signify both good and ill, and must be

further decoded either semantically, through explicit comment, or pragmatically, through context.

Yet sometimes, in addition to the strongly inherited bedrock of omen vehicles, the factors which
create further higher-order similarity of weak inheritance are also themselves inherited. In both traditions,
for example, omens may occur spontaneously or may be sent by a god — this presupposes a universe of
intervening gods. More richly, omens may be perceived directly or may be internally narrated by diviners
— this presupposes diviners with intuitive divination, and also attests to the close connection between
diviner and poet discernible in Greece and clearest in India, where one man may even explicitly play the
same role. Perhaps the tendency to place arresting omens at moments of high drama — the start of an
important battle, the commencement of a duel, the death of an important hero — could be called universal.
Yet it is such a strong tendency that it might make more sense to construe it as independently inherited in
itself. Similarly, I shall argue in the next chapter that the rule, unviolated in either tradition, that only the
doomed reject omens is too consistently respected to be weak inheritance. The adherence seems arbitrary
— it is best thought strong. With Near-Eastern techniques such as ornithomancy and extispicy placed to
one side, close consideration of the literary use of omens in Greece and India reveals profound
similarities, many of which are best explained as heirlooms from a time of unity. These complement the

affinities in intuitive divination I set out in the previous chapter.
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My comparative study of omens in similes foregrounds difference as much as similarity. Both
similes and omens abound in both traditions. Perhaps putting the two together should be thought
traditional in the strong sense, that is, a technique which was inherited qua technique. Or perhaps the
ubiquity of similes and omens should be thought of as being constantly reinvented by poets through time.
Yet ultimately, asking about the inheritedness or not of the omen in simile technique is not the right
question. All literature freights images with meaning. Oral poetry, as Foley has shown, takes this one step
further in its development of what he calls ‘traditional referentiality’. But analysis only becomes

interesting on the level of the particulars.

Here, their contrasting tastes fully assert themselves. Homer’s special interest in similes induces
him to linger, embellish, and pack dense meaning into a few words, even at the risk of obscurity (at least
to moderns). Omens were an important part of his traditional world: as such, Homer — and especially the
1liad poet — conducted various creative experiments in how similes might incorporate them and harness
their resonance, just as he experimented with how similes might relate to the main narrative and indeed
one another. For example, recent work has shown Homer’s aliveness to the creative possibilities of
narrative focalisation. His combination of this with omens in similes could, as in the similes of lliad 22,
yield stunning results. Inasmuch as they respond powerfully to such close reading, Homeric similes ask to

be read closely.

Moreover, Homer, and especially the /liad poet, puts omens in similes in places where the other
three poems have omens. Why might he do so? Of the four Epic poems, the //iad poet had the lowest
tolerance for the preternatural. In this chapter and elsewhere, it is precisely where the magical and surreal
irrupt into Homer that most similarity with Sanskrit Epic is found. Viewed diachronically, a new narrative
about Homer emerges: one way that the //iad innovated away this preternatural heritage was his placing
his omens in similes. In this way, the //iad poet could draw on ominous imagery to convey signals to his
audience without deviating from his commitment to realism. He would also create more of the rich,
involved similes which were so to his (and / or his tradition’s) taste. The decades old thesis, postulated on
evidence entirely internal to the Greek tradition, that the Homeric poems’ relative realism is a recent
innovation would find confirmation. Although the details of the differences between the Homeric and the

non-Homeric early Archaic Greek tradition are fugacious, here is one place where, plausibly, we find a

gap‘554

The poets of the Mahabharata were not so interested in using the simile as an outlet for their

creativity. Omens in similes there, while an undeniable presence, are handled ruggedly. They are short,

554 See further above, p. 182.
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vary little, and do not respond to close analysis. This points to a general feature of the Mahabharata —
with a very heavy stress on the general — that it is more interested than the other three Epics in creating
effects on the level of paragraph, and less than the others on the level of line, phrase, or word. A holistic
view gives little sense of a systematic drive to innovate on traditional uses of the omen in simile. Yet, as
ever, this impression may be a function of the poem’s textual history, and the vast variance in time,
quality, and authorship which it displays. The Ramayana, by contrast, responded energetically to close
reading. There was a strong interest in the innovation of compelling new effects with the omen in simile;
these were often achieved with grace and delicacy. The poet’s (or poets’) treatment connected revealingly
with his project elsewhere to push traditional oral poetry forward into a new sensibility. Valmiki here
stands at the boundary between (oral) Epic and (written) Kavya, deconstructing one edifice to use its

bricks to construct another.5%®

%55 A crucial caveat must be attached to these conclusions. The Mahabharata and Ramayana contain the work of
dozens, if not hundreds of authors. The Homeric Epics, by contrast, are substantially the works of two minds. The
contrasts | draw here can therefore stand for the two traditions only inasmuch as Homer can stand for Greece — the
degree to which he may do so is, of course, contested.
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Chapter IV — Divination: Who did it?

This chapter has two aims. The first is to show the important affinities in the uses to which poets
of both traditions put seers. The parallels I find evince the underlying claim that seers, despite some
divergences in their methods they use to divine, remained a coherent social class, with analogous
functions in literature and, as far as we can tell, outside it too. The best explanation for the overlap is that
each tradition preserves a modicum of heritage: seers at the time of Greco-Indic unity were high status
individuals but also, constitutively, outsiders. These general qualities (and the slight tension between
them) manifested themselves in a variety of analogous ways and some disanalogous ones. Both similarity
and difference are eloquent of both cultures. My second, subsidiary aim is to dispel certain
preconceptions about seers in Archaic Greece and especially Homer, which I argue are the result of the
scholarly tendency to fill in Archaic gaps with Classical evidence; that is, a later situation in Greece has
been inappropriately retrojected onto the Archaic age. To achieve this second aim, it is necessary only to
consider more closely Greek evidence alone, with comparative evidence from Sanskrit here serving as a

prompt to look in the right direction.

I start by establishing seers’ high status. In both traditions, one of their chief functions is to
challenge and warn, more or less peremptorily, the royal protagonists of Greek and Sanskrit Epic. The
reactions of the advised then serve as a signal to the audience of the attitude they should have towards that
character. In a way, the seer functions as the mouthpiece of the poet within the narrative, and a symmetry
is created between the intra- and extra-diegetic: for the characters of the poems, the seer indicates how
fate will unfold, whereas for the audience, he indicates how the narrative will unfold.>*® For example,
Thetis’ dilemma for Achilles (die young with eternal fame vs. long life and obscurity (IX. 410-16)) gives,
within the text, two possible actions; outside the text, it gives two possible plots. Plot for us is fate for
them. Those who reject seers’ warnings and especially those who threaten seers on that basis are
unfailingly doomed. The pattern is strong enough to invoke strong inheritance. This done, I turn to the
putative itineracy of seers, finding that it was not a traditional feature in Greek, Indic, or Greco-Indic
society, but was developed separately due to analogous practical pressures and a modicum of shared

inheritance. This is weak inheritance in action. Taking a step back, I then consider how diachronic change

556 Here again seer and poet come together. The parallels have been noted by critics of both traditions. See further,
for Greece, Kai Trampedach’s observation that ‘The epic seers, whose prophecies always prove to be right,
represent the poet within the narrative’ (2008). In the Mahabharata the theme is even more concrete: Vyasa, the
poem’s author, is the narrative’s main seer. See Alf Hiltebeitel’s invaluable discussion of his special role in the
poem, with full reference to previous scholarship, 2001, 40-91.
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destabilises attempts to paint a picture of the world of Sanskrit Epic, and end with broader methodological

considerations.

The High Status of Seers

The cast list of Greek and Sanskrit Epic — certainly the /liad and Mahabharata, but also the
Odyssey and Ramayana — is fundamentally aristocratic. All main protagonists are of royal or even divine
stock. Lower and servant classes are sometimes seen and seldom heard; where they do appear in the main
narrative, their humble status precludes important influence. The societies of the four Epics are feudal,
with all but absolute power residing in the king. In the Ramdayana, the nobles in the assembly of the court
of Ayodhya are little more than claqueurs. The poet describes their obsequiousness with relish — at times
perhaps even with mockery, as when the nobles rejoice at Dasaratha’s speech ‘vrstimantarn mahamegharm
nardantam iva barhinah’, ‘like peacocks at the rumble of a big raincloud’ (2. 2.13). Later, prince Bharata’s
magnanimous speech so impresses them that they ‘harsan mumucur asriini’, ‘wept tears of joy’ (2.
76.16).%" Likewise, the constituents of assemblies in the Mahabharata tend merely to provide a backdrop
of approbation for the real action, which is between the individual speakers — always royal protagonists.>*®
The dynamic is clearly on display at 2. 62.22, where no king in the assembly dares to speak against
Duryodhana, despite the outrage he does to Draupadi, being ‘dhartarastrasya bhitah’, ‘afraid of the son of
Dhrtarastra’.

No Trojan challenges Priam’s authority in the /liad;>*® in the Odyssey, no Phaeacian Alcinous’.
When kings do have commoner antagonists, the Epic texts normally strongly condemn them. The
plebeian Thersites’ execrations of Agamemnon are returned with interest by Odysseus, who then beats
him with a staff for good measure (I1.211-77). His grotesque appearance signals his turpitude, according
to the usual principle that outer disfigurement betokens inner baseness (212-20). In the Odyssey, the
members of the palace staff who betray their master and ally with the Suitors find no mercy either in the
king or in the narrator: the maids who sleep with suitors are hung from the rafters (xxii.465-73), and the

disloyal priest Leiodes is pitilessly dispatched (xxii.310-29). I do not claim that these examples are

%7 In the Greek tradition, this power structure is mirrored on the divine level, where Zeus’ say is final — despite the

vigorous challenges to which it is sometimes subjected.

%8 See e.g. 5. 79.9 for an assembly of kings, and 3. 27.21 for an assembly of brahmins.

559 Hecuba’s challenge to Priam at XXIV.201-16 is no exception — she is his wife, not a political actor, and her
objection is founded on ignorance of the issue at hand — she does not know of Hermes’ visit. See further chapter 1,
pp. 64-5.
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exhaustive. Indeed, the political landscape of all four Epics leaves little room to challenge royal power for

those who do not have it. Where they do, they pay a heavy price.

Seers are the exception. In both traditions, they have a remarkably wide license to instruct, direct,
and even upbraid kings, thanks to their contact with the outranking powers of fate and the gods. In the
1liad, indeed, seers could even be kings — or at any rate, belong to the elite. Adrastus and Amphius, rulers
of the towns Apaisos and Pityeia in Mysia, were the sons of Merops, king of Percotia, 6¢ nepi mbvtov |
fidee povroovvag ‘who excelled all others | in his mantic knowledge (11.831 = X1.329-30).5%° Presumably
having foreseen their death at Troy, he forbade his sons to go to war, but, led on by fate, they disobey
(832-4),%! and Diomedes kills them (XI1.333-34). Some lines later, we learn that the similarly aristocratic
Chromis and Ennomos lead a contingent of Mysoi. The latter was an oioviotig: | GAL™ 0VK olwvoicty
gpuoato Kijpa péAavay, | GAL" Edaun Ko yepol modmkeog Aiakidao | v motoud, ‘seer, | yet he did not
stave off dark death through omens, | but was tamed at the hands of swift-footed Achilles at the river’
(11.858-61).562 Most strikingly, it is Nausithous, father of Alcinous and king of Phaeacia (vi.7-8, vii.62),
who prophesied that one day Poseidon would punish his people (viii.564-71, xiii.172-8). Lastly,
Euchenor, son of the Mantis Polyidos, is agveldog T dyabog te, ‘both rich and goodly’ — a clue of elite
status (XII1.664). Melampus, whose story is alluded to but not told in the Odyssey, is one of the richest

among the Pylians (dgvedg ITuAioor péy” EEoya, xv.227) and ends up ruling part of a kingdom too.%6®

Although there is no mention of their social status, these should be grouped with Abas and
(another) Polyidos,>** sons of Eurydamas, dveipomdroto, ‘a dream-interpreter’ (V.149). We learn that toig

oVK €popévols O yépav ékpivat’ oveipovg, | GAAG opeag Kpatepog Atoundng é€evapiée, ‘the old man

%60 The formulation presupposes a hierarchy of Manteis, with some better at the prophetic arts than others. If there
are inept seers, we do not see them in Greek Epic or Tragedy, nor Sanskrit Epic and para-Epic, though criticism of
good seers implies their possibility. Archilochus fr.s 182-3 might involve the first attested criticism of — or indeed
invective against — a historical seer, but their fragmentariness will admit of only the most tentative hypotheses
(Laura Swift’s excellent analysis is fittingly modal, 2019, ad loc.; Jan Bremmer’s confidence certainly misplaced,
1996, 99).

%61 5188 oig maidag Eaoke | otelyetv ¢ mOLepoV POIGTVOpa: T 3£ oi o Tt | TEécONV: Kfipeg yop Eyov pélovog
Bavdaroro. This story, presumably told more fully elsewhere but nowhere to be found in surviving sources, is another
example of the rejected warning motif, which | treat further below. For a kind of mirror image of the tale, see the
story of Oedipus’ curse of his two sons, recounted in the Cyclic Thebaid (fr.s 2-3).

%62 As we saw in my first chapter, the Greek words Mantis and Oiéonistés are used interchangeably in Homer. Among
others, Jonathan Ready, on whose otherwise penetrating discussion of the social status of seers | otherwise draw (43-
5), fails to appreciate this (43, n.52).

%63 | treat Melampus more fully below, pp. 279-80. See also Phineus in Apollonius’ Argonautica, who ruled over the
Thracians (2.238, cf. the further detail given by the scholion, 141.10-11W).

%64 The name, literally meaning ‘much-knower’, is shared with the seer quoted above. It is impossible to tell from so
summary a reference, but, given his name, it seems likely that this Polyidos inherited some sort of mantic power
from his father.
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judged in favour of them not going to Troy, but in any case mighty Diomedes slew them’ (V.150-1).%
Relatedly, the two instances of oneiromancy in Homer both involve the prophetic dreams of royals —
Penelope (xix.535-70) and Agamemnon. As Nestor observes of the latter’s dream, “i pév tig tov évepov
Ayardv dAlog Eviome | Wyebdog keV aiuev Kol voopiloipedo pdiiov: | vov 6 1dev 0¢ uéy’ dprotog Ayoudv
gbyeton eivon”, ““if some other of the Achaeans had related this dream, we would rather have called it
false and disregarded it. But as it is, he who boasts to be the greatest of the Achaeans saw it”” (11.80-2).
The implication is clear: it is thanks to his status that Agamemnon’s reading of his own dream should be

obeyed.

Nestor’s words, brief as they are, evince the close link between social status and divinatory

credibility in Homer, and underline the importance of not retrojecting a Classical situation onto Homer. %%

%65 These are difficult lines to translate. While there is no perfect solution, | consider the possibilities and put
forward a new interpretation. Kirk is right to discard the meaning, ‘the old man interpreted no dreams for them for
their homecoming’, i.e. he divined their death — épyouévoig cannot mean ‘homecoming’, and must refer to the
brothers’ departure for Troy. He prefers ‘he did not interpret the dreams as they left’, i.e. ‘he did not foresee their
fate’. This, though, would be an odd comment — why would the dream consultor not consult the dreams? It also jars
with its context — it is hard to read along with the adversative d\\a which begins the next line. Furthermore, the
hyperbaton of ovk would be unconscionably brutal; Kirk provides no parallel for it. Other possibilities merit
consideration.

To understand the kind of sense required, other examples of seer fathers whose sons go to war should be considered.
As we saw, Merops foresees his sons’ death, but they disobey him and go anyway. Similarly, the seer Polyidos tells
his son Euchenor that if he goes to Troy he will die, but Euchenor chooses to go anyway, in order to avoid being
fined for refusal to join the army; and in any case his father had also told him that if he stayed at home he would die
of illness (X111.663-70). Lastly, Achilles himself knows from his mother that he is destined to die at Troy, but he
chooses to stay (see my first chapter, page 78). Given this context, Kirk’s notion that Eurydamas failed to prophesy
to his sons appears all the more unlikely. The sense must approximate ‘He judged that they should not go, but...’
Such a sense can indeed be got from the Greek. Certain sets of words, whose meanings are abstract and neutral, in
Homeric Greek as in other languages, often develop positive or negative connotations (and sometimes both,
producing an auto-antonym). For example, a4&i6g whose basic meaning is ‘worthy [of X]’, can also mean ‘goodly’ or
‘worthy’ (note the same phenomenon in the latter English example), and (though more rarely) ‘cheap’; coppopd,
whose basic meaning is ‘event’, comes to mean ‘disaster’, and more rarely ‘happy event’ (cf. méfog, ‘experience’ >
‘calamity’, Lat. ‘casus’, ‘event’ > ‘calamity’). Words regarding divination are particularly susceptible to this kind of
semantic drift. Tépag, for example, whose basic meaning is ‘sign, portent’, comes to mean ‘marvel’ in a positive
sense as well as ‘monster’ in a negative one (its usual sense in Modern Greek). The basic meaning of Latin
‘prodigium’ is ‘omen’, but it can also mean ‘good omen’ or ‘bad omen’, with only the context determining which is
the appropriate meaning (English ‘prodigy’ preserves this feature). The artificiality of lists of meanings in
dictionaries should not foreclose interpretation, and we should be open to ad hoc usages along these lines.

The sense of the line for which I would argue is ‘for them not going, the old man judged dreams’, as in ‘judged
propitious dreams’. In other words, ‘the old man judged dreams in favour of their not going’. The full force of the
benefactive dative épyouévoig is here brought out. The difficulty is here due to the use of a participle — had a verbal
noun been used, the line would be perfectly transparent. Perhaps the use of the participle was encouraged by the lack
of a common verbal noun for the épy- root. It being the technical term for setting off to war, the poet wanted to use it
regardless. Full force can then be given to dAAd, with the sense continuing — ‘nevertheless [they did go, and]
Diomedes slew them’, or ‘but in any case, Diomedes...” The suppressed phrase was naturally otiose, since the sons
are obviously present in Troy. The poet relied on his audience’s knowledge of the trope to decode his elliptical
formulation. Either that, or a line has dropped out of the text.

566 Here too critics have been given to unhelpful generalisations, e.g. ‘The Greek seer, who legitimizes his religious
authority through his personal charisma, is not capable of holding political authority as well” (Flower, 2008, 30), an
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Clearly, these seers are far removed from the Manteis lampooned as shysters in Old Comedy,*®” and the
cringing prophecy pedlars whom Plato disdains.*® Complementarily, seers’ loss of credibility was
inseparable from their loss of status. Aristophanes’ vituperations culminated in contempt’s very extremity
— indifference: after their unanimous failure to predict the disastrous outcome of the Sicilian Expedition
of 413, seers disappear from his works.*®® On the one hand, the disparity may be as much to do with
generic difference as with diachrony — certainly a chresmologue would be out of place in Aeschylean
Tragedy or Hellenistic Epic, nor can we know how seers would have been treated if there were such a
thing as extant eighth century Comedy. Yet on the other hand, as I hope to be showing, there are
substantial differences between Homeric and the historical practitioners of divination in the Classical
period — certainly the rich and royal seers in Homer find meagre historical or mythical parallels in

Classical times.

The Homeric poems represents our best chance of understanding Greece in the early Archaic age,
and the society from which it developed, and full heed must be paid to them. Even if Homer’s Teiresias
and Halitherses are not kings, they exist in a world in which it was possible for kings to prophesy, and for
seers to rule. For Jan Bremmer, this makes Greece unusual in its East-Mediterranean context: he justly
contrasts Greece’s attestation of King-Seer with their total absence in the Near-East.>”® Sanskrit Epic, by

contrast, is rich in parallels. As I write in the introduction, such complementary distributions are most

especially puzzling statement given that critic’s discussion of the prominent and politically active fifth-century
Athenian seer Lampon (ibid. 123, cf. Bremmer, 1996, 106).

567 See e.g. Ar. Pax.1046-7, o¢ dhalmv eaivetat: | pavrig tig otv; ‘He looks a charlatan. Is he some Mantis?’

568 Rep. 364b-c, dydpton 82 kai pavrelg &mi mhovsiny 00pag 1dvteg meibovoty Og Eott Tapd oeict Stvoug &k Oedv
nmoplopévn Buciang te kol Enmdais, gite TL adiknud Tov yéyovev avtod f| mpoydvav, dkeicat... ‘Beggar-priests and
seers go to many a man’s door and claim that they have the god-given power to heal by means of sacrifices and
incantations [the pollution resulting from] a misdeed, whether it is his own or one of his ancestors’...’

Burkert opens his influential 1983 article with the quotation from the Republic and adduces interesting parallels with
Assyrian practices. Yet not only are these door-to-door seers absent in Homer, so is the concept of pollution which
the practice presupposes. Aeschylus’ Cassandra refers to the same class, when she asks 7 yevdopavtig gipt
Bupokomoc PAEdWV;, ‘Or am I a false prophet, a prattling door-knocker?” (Ag. 1195)

%69 For the Sicilian Expedition and the seers’ failure, see Thuc. 8. 1.1. I am indebted to Bremmer, 1996, 106-7 for
this astute observation.

570 147-8, 2008. See his n. 84 for a useful list of attestations of King-Seers throughout Greek culture, including some
late examples which | do not discuss here. By this time, Bremmer has rightly recanted his earlier work, which had
claimed that ‘we cannot fail to observe that the king-seers whom we have found all appear either to derive from later
sources (Mounichos, Anios) or to be kings of fairy-like peoples, such as the Phaeacians, or non-Greek areas, such as
Mysia, Thracia, and Molossia. Moreover, the kingship of Melampus is almost certainly a figment of the imagination
of his historical descendants, the Melampodids, Greece’s most renowned family of seers’ (1996, 101). Whether
distant, fantastical, or aimed at aggrandisement, all are evidence that the Greeks believed that seers might be Kings,
even if we have no plausible record of a historical one in Greece. He may be close to the truth when he suggests
later in that passage that it would have been in kings’ interests to claim divinatory power, since it would entrench
their power. It would also, | would add, obviate conflicts of the kind discussed in this chapter. In any case, we are
agreed that Archaic seers ‘belong to the highest strata of society’ (ibid. 101).
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desirable, since comparison can then proceed without the spectral possibility of influence from the Near-

East.

Indeed, there was a whole category of the ‘King-Seer’, ‘Rajarsi’ in Sanskrit literature.>”* While
this term could be used non-technically as a general term of aggrandisement or deference for Rsis, it also
had a more technical sense referred to seers who were — or were once — kings. The Asura King Vrtra, for
example, became Maniman the seer. The delicately arranged line embraces the duality — ‘maniman nama
rajarsih sa babhiiva naradhipah’, ‘He became a King-Seer by the name of Maniman, the defender of men’
(Mhb. 1. 61.42). The formula ‘naradhipah’, ‘defender of men’, is used exclusively of kings; its placement

at the end of the verse is a subtle reminder of Vrtra / Maniman’s double identity.

The Ramayana too features Rajarsis: the backstory of King Visvamitra is told in a (late) passage
of its first book (51-69). In the part germane to the current subject, King Vi§vamitra, having isolated
himself in a forest hermitage and completed a punishing series of austerities, is abruptly visited by
Brahma, who says to him, ‘““anena tapasa tvam hi rajarsir iti vidmahe™’, ‘Thanks to this austerity, we

999

know that you are a King-Seer”’ (56.5). Just as abruptly, Brahma disappears. Incidentally, although it is
here framed as an acknowledgement rather than as the bestowal of a gift, this should be counted as
another example of the gods’ important role in creating seers. The passage is a late and elaborate
aetiology of an important seer of Rg-Vedic pedigree (the third Mandala of the RV is attributed to him and
his lineage). When, a few chapters later, Visvamitra’s lineage is related, seership is shown to be just as

hereditary as kingship: Vi§vamitra’s descendants Devarata, Dhrstaketu, Kirtirata, and Svarnaroman are all

explicitly called Rajarsis (1. 70.6, 8, 11, 12).

Nevertheless, the coherence of the category ‘Rajarsi’ should not be overstated. The long period of
the Mahabharata’s composition meant that it could exhibit diachronically distinct ideas about the same
phenomenon. These separate notions, proper to separate stages of the text’s development, are sometimes
so different from one another that tension and contradiction results. Seers’ inhabitation of the forest, for
example, was a late idea which, once established, was only awkwardly reconcilable with the need for
kings to rule. Laksmana seeks to resolve the tension when he says to Rama that according to the ancient
laws only once the King has delegated the running of his kingdom to his sons should he be free to live as
a hermit in the forest (2. 20.20-1). More extraordinary is a very late didactic passage, in which Bhisma is
declaring norms of caste behaviour. When he comes to the correct behaviour for the warrior, Ksatriya

113

class, he remarks ‘“rajarsitvena rajendra bhaiksacaryadhvasevaya apetagrhadharmo ’pi carej

jivitakamyaya™’, ““O Indra of Kings, in the condition of a King-Seer, one may live for as long as one

571 The head noun of the Sanskrit compound is ‘rsi’, ‘seer’: this is a kind of seer, not a kind of king.
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wants, dwelling on the road and begging for alms, having homelessness as one’s law”’ (12. 63.22).
Bhisma here embraces the paradox of a homeless beggar King-Seer. He brings together, firstly, the older
conception, familiar from the RV and the older layers of Epic, of seers as a class of people of high status
who are the recipients of a divine gift, with, secondly, the late conception of a humble mendicant whose
religious devotion gains him tapas (the meritoriousness earnt by piety and the practice of religious
austerity), which in turn could gain him supernatural powers including intuitive divination. The growing
influence of the theory of castes smudged categories further: given the context of the speech, Bhisma here
could merely have used the term ‘Rajarsi’ since he considered it apposite for a Ksatriya, the caste from
which kings were drawn. As ever, each culture makes inheritance its own, dovetailing its patrimony to its
idiosyncrasies to make a characteristic fusion. Qualifications do not wholly obscure the pattern, and
affinity shines through difference in detail: the Mahabharata and Ramayana provide a better parallel of
Merops the seer and king of Percote than any other piece of Greek literature. Seers were of high status in
both traditions — this is the strong inheritance. Downstream of that is the possibility, sometimes realised in

both traditions, of the marriage of divinatory and political power — seers being kings.

Royal or not, seers are as a rule afforded royal treatment. At the start of the second Parvan of the
Mahabharata, King Yudhisthira has just built a new assembly hall of unrivalled radiance. Princes and
seers arrive to pay tribute to him, including Narada, the paragon of the Epic seer.52 He arrives with a
sonorously named retinue of fellow Rsis, among whom his supremacy is stressed — this ‘divine seer’
(‘devarsir’, 2. 5.2-3) is ‘extremely illustrious’ (‘sumahateja’) and ‘of measureless splendour’
(‘amitadyutih’). Though traditional, the epithets are strong and uncommon. He travels ‘as swift as
thought’, ‘manojavah’, (5.3 and later 6.7), a term whose traditional resonance evinces his divinity (for
which see the comparative discussion in the second chapter). At his arrival, Yudhisthira and the Pandavas
spring up immediately (sahasa) to greet him, and offer him jewels or anything else he might desire (5.4-

5). The trappings of high status are unmistakeable.

Narada plunges into an exhaustive set of questions about Yudhisthira’s conduct, and then an even
more copious expatiation on other magnificent halls and their assemblies (2. 5.7-12.1). At the end of his
speech, he enjoins Yudhisthira to institute a royal consecration (11.67), and leaves (11.72). Yudhisthira

unquestioningly agrees (12.1), and, with the pretext now supplied for the convocation of a vast assembly,

572 One of the most prominent seers in the Indian tradition in general, Narada is a familiar character in Sanskrit
literature and the culture at large. The same goes for the Epics: the Ramayana opens, for example, with a
conversation between Valmiki and Narada, and he is tasked with narrating the death of Dhrtarastra, Kunti, and
Gandhari in a late interpolation of the Mahabharata (15.45-47). As a rough guide to his ubiquity, his name is
mentioned 483 times in the 5933 pages of Bibek Debroy’s 2015 translation of the Critical Edition of the
Mahbaharata (although he is absent in the Rig-Veda). Like Vyasa, various works of a didactic nature were attributed
to him in later antiquity, and he would become an important figure in the bhakti tradition.
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the plot of the poem is set in motion. Although Agamemnon’s acquiescence is more begrudging, his
agreement to a seer’s demand is no less expeditious (I.106-21), and sets in motion the plot of the /liad.
While neither Yudhisthira nor Agamemnon are blameless personalities in their poems, their deference to
seers’ demands plays an important role in characterising them both as fundamentally worthy of the
audience’s sympathies and as on the side of the eventual victors. They contrast with the folly and
arrogance of Ravana and Eurymachus,®” and the cynicism of divination, however well-intentioned, of
Hector. Again, correspondences are thorough-going and structural. Poets in both traditions found seers
invaluable as a deus ex machina figure who could appear whenever needed, command commanders, and
get kings to do what poet and plot required them to do. Whether or not this was reflected by a
commensurate status in contemporary society, their use in this capacity presupposes great social prestige
in the Epic world. Their itineracy in Sanskrit Epic was another useful pretext by which they could be
introduced whenever needed. Complementarily, as we will see, when leaders refuse to heed mantic

advice, this is an unfailing signal of impending doom.

RV: Genre and Anticipation

Yet these are late-looking developments. Discussion of the role of seers in the Epics should begin
with the RV and a search for continuity between the two. Unfortunately, as I wrote in my second chapter,
p. 98, the RV is a source profoundly limited by its genre. As I am in the course of showing, one of the
characteristics of seers is that they are often at odds with political power; that is, they represent an
alternative source of authority which, through its direct access to the divine realm and divine will, can
undermine royal ascendancy. When seers’ pronouncements do not align with the political power’s agenda,
as with Calchas and Agamemnon in the first book of the //iad, or Halitherses and the Suitors below, this
presents a test of leaders’ mettle. As we will see, successful leaders on the winning side take the advice;

the doomed reject it.

Again, no firm distinction is made in the R}V between seers and poets: intuitive ability is here a
tool of poetic composition, an expedient for the accurate relation of events which happened long ago or in
the divine realm. Yet Rig-Vedic poets also write for a patron, a wealthy man of political importance who
supports the poet, sponsors the sacrificial offerings, and so pays for them to appeal to the gods on his

behalf. The Rig-Vedic poet must take care before setting his intuitive ability at odds with political power,

573 For the latter, see e.g. the observations of Stephanie West at ii.177-207 (Heubeck et al., 1988).
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because his project depends on the alignment between poetic and political interests. Hostility between the
two in a Rig-Vedic context would potentially be as self-imperilling as criticism of the patron of a Greek

Epinician. For Pindar, this would be unthinkable: praise poetry must praise.™

It is all the more surprising then that fissures are visible: the interests of the Rsi group can be
teased apart from the patron group. Sponsors who stint — or even refuse — may meet with criticism.>" At
VIII. 26.10, for example, the A$vins are begged to burn up the ‘panin’, ‘misers’ — wealthy who refused to
sponsor the poet, or sponsors who were not generous enough. This poet, however, hopes to be luckier. He
prays to the Aévins — ‘yuvadattasya dhisnya yuvanitasya siribhih | ahar-ahar vrsana mahyar $iksatam’,
‘O holy ones, out of what is given by you and what is brought by you, do your best for me along with my
patrons day after day, o bulls’ (12). The relation of ‘suribhih’, ‘patrons’, to the rest of the line is
ambiguous. It is an instrumental without pre- or postposition. Jamison takes it as comitative, but, as she
admits in her notes, a true instrumental force is certainly possible — perhaps even preferable.’”® This
would give ‘work to my favour (Siksatam) abundantly (mahyam) through patrons’, i.e. ‘get me patrons
that grant me prosperity’. Patrons are the means by which the poet achieves his aims, which, here at least,
are represented as separable from those of the sponsoring class. Certainly he must praise. But there

remains room for him to look out for his own interests.>”’

Poets acknowledge the potential for their interests not to align. They can leverage their patrons
for their own benefit. This includes issuing dark warnings to misers, as at IV. 25.7 — ‘na revata panina
sakhyam indro... sarh grnite’, ‘Indra does not agree to comradeship with a rich miser’. If they do not heed
the warnings, the seer-poet can even call down a curse upon them, as in the unusual VI. 53, ten verses of
violent vituperation of miserly patrons, e.g., ‘vi plisann araya tuda paner iccha hrdi priyam | athem
asmabhyam randhaya || a rikha kikira krnu paninarm hrdaya kave | athem asmabhyarm randhaya’, ‘Thrust
through (them) with an awl, Piisan. Seek what is dear to the heart of the niggard. And make him
subject to us. || Shred them, make them shrapnel — the hearts of the niggards, you poet. And make them
subject to us’ (6-7). The hymn’s refrain, ‘make them subject to us’, unmasks the contingency of the poet-
patron alliance, letting slip that the relationship can be more antagonistic than most hymns care to make it

seem. At its worst, the principle of reciprocity so fundamental to Vedic (and Proto-1E) society amounts to

574 No accidental comparison, since it has long been argued that the two traditions share features of Indo-European
pedigree: for comparison between the RV and Pindar, see among others Calvert Watkins 2002, Eduard Meusel 2021,
and Laura Massetti 2017, 2024, 95-181, and forthcoming. Massetti 2019 and Meusel 2020, which treat the Indo-
European heritage in Pindaric language more broadly, are book-length studies based on doctoral dissertations.

575 See further Jan Gonda, 1975, 79.

576 So Geldner — ‘durch die freigebigen Herren’ (1951, ad loc.).

577 Cf. 1. 51.15; 1. 2.12, 4.9; IV. 29.5 for other prayers for prosperity which distinguish between poet and patron. Of
course, when the patrons are generous, they may themselves receive a hymn of praise or danastuti — see e.g. 1.126 (a
sexually obscene hymn — in Jamison & Brereton 2014’s words, a ‘humdinger’, ad loc.) and V.27.
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a kind of blackmail. The seer-poet, exploiting his close relation with the divine, wags a self-interested
finger as he declares that Indra ‘sam im paner ajati bhojanam muse vi dasusé bhajati siinarari vasu’,
‘drives together the sustenance of the niggard, to steal it, but he shares out liberal goods to the pious’ (V.
34.7). By ‘dasuse’, ‘pious’, the poet of course means those pious enough to pay him lavishly for hymns of
praise. The poet’s warning to possible patrons is implicit but clear. This intermediary with the divine has a

message from Indra — use it or lose it.%"

In short, generic limitations left scope for difference in interests between seer-poet and patron
only at the margins. Epic, which was subject to no such restrictions, could and did develop this
antagonism much more fully. Yet the seeds of the Epic situation are unmistakeably present even in the RV
— much more clearly than in Greek Epinician, for example. That Rig-Vedic Rsis even felt able to push
generic boundaries by reproving patrons in this way hints at the partialness of the picture the RV gives of

its own time, and anticipates the self-confidence and insubordination of their Epic seer scions.

Halitherses, Telemachus, and Tact

Halitherses’ moment in the spotlight in Odyssey 2’s assembly exemplifies many of these points.
Telemachus has spoken vigorously, but pragmatically — he recognises the limitations of his position — as
he says, “fueic §” ob vO 1L Tolot duvvéney”, ““I myself am not such as can stave off ruin™ (i160).5"°
Antinous rebukes him briskly (85-128), and Telemachus, cowed, ends his response with resignation — “gi
8" VUiV dokéel OO Awitepov Kol dpevov | Eppevat, avopog Evog Biotov vimowvov 0AécBal, | KeipeT™,
““But if it seems better and preferable to you | to destroy the livelihood of another man with impunity,
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waste away’”’ (ii.141-43).58° Telemachus cannot but be mindful of the ultimate impossibility of direct
conflict with the Suitors. His words here certainly evince his bitterness, but also reveal his inability to say

frankly what he really thinks.

In lieu of a direct threat of violence or vengeance, Telemachus then prays to the gods for

vengeance in general terms (ii.143-45). Zeus at this moment sends down two eagles which fly over the

578 For other unflattering mentions of the ‘pani’, ‘miser’, see, inexhaustively, |. 182.3, 184.2; IV. 51.3; V. 34.7, 61.8;
VI. 13.3, 33.2, 45.22, 52.14, 61.1; VI11.26.10.

5791 take this as a majestic plural. He continues, “f T° &v dpovaipny, £l pot Sovapic ye mapein”, ““I would defend
[the household], if T were able to™” (62).

%80 These lines repeat i.376-8, where they have the same effect. They are similar to Hera’s words in the fourth book
of the Iliad, where her vehement speech in favour of the continuation of the war peters out into a sulky recognition
of Zeus’ supremacy — ‘€pd’: dtap ob to1 mavteg Emovéopev Beoi dAlor’, ““Do as you please, then. But not all of us
gods will praise you for it’ (IV.29).
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heads of the assembled men, lacerating each other with their talons (ii.146-54). As is usual in both
traditions, the narrator leaves no ambiguity, adding that dccovto... 6AeBpov, ‘they presaged destruction’
(11.152). The people wonder at it but are puzzled about its meaning. Halitherses therefore steps up. He
tells them clearly and publicly that a great ill is coming upon the Suitors, for Odysseus is close at hand,
and plotting their doom (ii.162-6). He continues, “4AAd TOAD piv | ppaldpecd’, B KEV KATATOVGOUEV:
oi 8¢ kal anTol | TaEaBV: Kal Yap oty deap T0de AoV Eotv”’, ““but let us consider | ahead of time
how we can put an end to this — or rather, let them [i.e. the Suitors] | put an end to it; for this is certainly in
their best interests™” (ii.167-9). Where Telemachus at the end of his speech left it — albeit trenchantly — to
the Suitors to decide what was best for them, Halitherses not only declares what is best for them, but tells
them to do it (even if he diplomatically tempers the sentiment by his use of a third, not second person
imperative, “movécBwov”, 1i.169). Where Telemachus euphemistically prayed that Zeus grant “molivtita
gpya”, ‘requiting deeds’ (ii.144), Halitherses assures the Suitors that Odysseus is already plotting not

merely revenge, but “@povov kai kfipa”, ‘slaughter and destruction’ (ii.165). In light of Telemachus’

speech, and not only, Halitherses’ candour and peremptoriness is remarkable.

The fact that he is here interpreting an omen only slightly mitigates the effect. Firstly, his is a
strange kind of interpretation. Usually, Homeric ornithomancy is symbolically tied to the ominous event
to be interpreted, as Helen’s explanation at xv.172-78, or Polydamas’ at XI1.211-29. Here, however, the
specificity of Halitherses’ words goes far beyond the symbolism of the event. The omen is a moment of
drama, and it is more important to the poet that Halitherses drive home his point than that the
interpretation of the omen be punctiliously plausible. Extra-diegetically, it is a pretext for a prophecy;
intra-diegetically, it is an occasion for Halitherses to speak his mind publicly. Seers elsewhere are just as
able to mix intuitive divination into their omen interpretation — see, most notably, Calchas’ interpretation

of the sparrow and snake omen in //iad 11, discussed in the first chapter, pp. 83-4.

In the speech’s second half, the poet has Halitherses intensify the warning. After his curt
declarations, he asserts his pedigree — “o0 yap dneipntog pavrevopat, AL &v gidmc”, “for I do not

999

prophesy as one inexperienced, but as an expert™ (170), which acts, ingeniously, as a segue to the
prophecy which he declared when Odysseus joined the Achaeans at the outset of the Trojan War — that
having suffered greatly, and having lost all his companions, Odysseus would return home twenty years

999

later, unbeknownst to all (171-6). ““All this shall now come to pass™’ (t0 0& 61 vOv wavta teAeita, 176).
It is Halitherses, not Telemachus, who is enfranchised to stand up to the Suitors, urge them to change, and

confront them with uncomfortable truths.

As he will do later in the poem with Theoclymenus, Eurymachus takes it upon himself to reject

and ridicule Halitherses” omen interpretation, warning, and prophecy. He denies that the birds were
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ominous (181-2), wishes that Halitherses had died with Odysseus (182-3), and casts doubt on Halitherses’
motivation, suggesting that he seeks a bribe from Telemachus (184-6).%8! He even sinisterly threatens him
to stop encouraging Telemachus, or expect requital (188-93). He then reasserts the Suitors’ intention to
wed Penelope (194-207). The ruinous folly of the Suitors is here on full display. Telemachus responds
limply, contenting himself with bringing the matter to a close — “tadta pev ovy duéag £t AMicoopat ovd’
ayopedw”, “““I shall no longer entreat you nor speak with regard to these matters™’ (210). He does not feel
able to press on by supporting Halitherses and continuing to prosecute the line which the latter has

opened. Here, as in the Theoclymenus scene, it is up to the seer to speak truth to power.

Warnings Despised

Relatively to the other two Epics, the Odyssey and Ramdayana share with each other a relatively
uncomplicated moral universe. They work hard to alienate the Suitors and the Raksasas from the
audience’s sympathies — work in which their rejection of omens is importantly complicit. By contrast, in
the Mahabharata, plenty of Kuru fighters (e.g. Karna, Drona, Bhisma) are sympathetic figures, and King
Dhrtarastra, though far from irreproachable, is generally considered pitiable. Even Duryodhana is not
irredeemably objectionable.®®? In the Iliad, Hector, Andromache, Priam, and even Helen are sympathetic,
and the poem’s most contemptible figure is Thersites, a Greek. I use the words ‘protagonist’ and
‘antagonist’ loosely, to refer to characters on each side of these moral divides. Although Hector and
Ravana have little in common, they share at least the basic similarity of animosity towards those with

whom the audience primarily identifies. Their demises are one important climax in each poem.

Yet despite these differences, the four texts share an interest in warning the doomed of their
impending demise — and of the doomed rejecting or ignoring those warnings. Often, as we will see, their
high status and access to divine will meant seers were the natural vehicle of these warnings. The
Ramayana triplicates the pattern. Ravana’s own brother, Vibhisana, suggested for both ethical and
practical reasons that peace would be judicious (6. 9.7-22). The narrator endorses his opinion. Yet
Ravana, ‘driven by fate’ (kalacoditah, 10.1), angrily accuses Vibhisana of envy and consorting with the

enemy, and insultingly dismisses him. Vibhisana flees to join Rama’s contingent (6.10.2-11.1). Similarly,

%81 This is a common reproach for seers in both traditions. Ravana, for example, accuses Malyavan of acting at the
instigation of his enemies, ‘“ripoh... paraprotsahanena” (6. 27.6), and Sophocles’ Creon accuses Teiresias of
venality (Ant. 1036-37).

582 See e.g. Justin Meiland, 2007, 16-23, for a nuanced view not without sympathy.

173
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the returning spy Sarana, overawed by the sight of Rama’s forces, urges the return of Sita and peace (6.
16.22-29). Ravana furiously declares that even if all the gods were to assault him, he would not give up
Sita, alerting us to his impiety and preparing for the omen rejection to come (17.2). He humiliatingly

accuses Sarana of ineptitude (20.4-12).

Malyavan caps the tricolon. Although he does not have the status of a seer, he might expect, as
both his adviser and his maternal great uncle, a special claim on Ravana’s attention.’® And yet the
audience can guess Ravana’s reaction to Malyavan’s climactic third warning. As drums and conches
herald Rama’s advance towards his fortress, Ravana broods, and voices his faith in his army’s valour (6.
26.1-4). Malyavan speaks up at this critical point, telling Ravana that the gods and seers are against him
(10), and that he has seen various omens, such as thundering clouds drenching Lanka with hot blood,
weeping horses, and jackals and vultures shrieking (26.21-30). He predicts the destruction of the Raksasas
(21) and urges Ravana to make peace (32). Ravana, overpowered by anger, accuses Malyavan of
duplicitous support of Rama (27.3, 6-7), and envy of his power (27.6). He then predicts his own imminent
victory (27.9-13). The humiliated Malyavan does not respond, but, with a pleasantry, ‘left and went to his
own home’ (27.14-15), just as Theoclymenus does. Ravana has rejected three opportunities to repent, one
after the other. Immediately after responding to Malyavan, Ravana draws up his troops at the gates

(27.16.£5).

As ever, the Mahabharata abounds in examples. On the eve of the war the Kurus, Bhisma
notwithstanding, ignore an embassy from the Pandavas (5.20-1), as well as the more elaborate warning

delivered immediately afterwards by Safijaya.*®

This pattern of warning and rejection of warning is
common also in the crucial second Parvan of the Mahabharata. Vidura, Vyasa’s son and half-brother of
Dhrtarastra and Pandu, notable throughout the Epic for his wisdom, is their most common vehicle. His is
the Polydamas / Malyavan / Artabanus role — like these, it is not divinatory powers but his kinship with
the main protagonists that gives him the leverage necessary for criticism. For example, he intercedes
during the fatal dice match to counsel Dhrtarastra to be wary of Duryodhana and the calamity which he
and the gambling will bring. Rebuked by Duryodhana and accused of secretly consorting with enemies,

Vidura rejoins that he is a fool, reiterates his warning, and leaves with a frigid farewell (2.55-7). The

rejected warning is sometimes, but not always delivered by a seer. But when it is someone else, they are

%83 The manuscript tradition is confused about his exact relation to Ravana. | follow Goldman (2009, 705). Note the
similarity with Herodotus’ Artabanus, who is Xerxes’ paternal uncle — see pp. 182-84.

584 22-32. It is not relevant to my current purposes that the speech is padded out with much didactic material and
involves the sort of repetition attendant on textual problems. If, as it seems, the passage attracted different layers of
interpolation, this would attest to its relative prominence in the poem.
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always of the highest rank, connected by familial ties to the doomed. They also often use omens in their

argument.

These episodes are not only like Vyasa’s and Theoclymenus’ scenes (treated in detail in the
second chapter) in structure, function, and various points of detail (such as, notably, the kinds of omens
invoked), but also to various scenes in the //iad. Although the scene is different in tone from the
Ramadayana, Hector too is implored by his family to give up a fight they believe he cannot win. His
kinsman Polydamas appeals to him to retreat in the assembly, but it is Hector’s bullish reply that wins the
assent of the Trojans (XVIII.249-310). The poet lets his judgement be known — &¢ “Extop dyopev’, émi 6¢
Tpdeg keAdoncav | vimoL: €K yap oceewv epévag ileto TTodiag ABnvn, ‘Thus spoke Hector, and the
Trojans sounded their approval — fools, for Pallas Athena had removed their wits’ (311-12). Hector’s

rejection of the warning will be ruinous for him and for Troy.

Andromache too famously intercedes towards the beginning of the poem (VI1.405-440). Her
appeal paints a dark future. She begins by telling Hector that she will soon be his widow, since the
Achaeans will soon kill him. Not mentioning the contrary possibility, Andromache uses the future
indicative, as if his death were a foregone conclusion. “dopévie”, she opens, “epbicel g 10 GOV pHéEVOS”,
“My dear man, your valour will be the death of you™” (407). She continues, “tdya y1pn | oed Ecopat:
Taya Yap ot kataktavéovow Ayatol”, “Soon I shall be | your widow, for soon the Achaeans will kill
you’ (408-9).58 As we have seen, Epic divination often recommends a specific course of action, and
Andromache ends her speech by begging Hector not to fight. Here, just like Theoclymenus in the Odyssey

and Vibhisana, Sarana, and Malyavan in the Ramayana, the doomed are given a glimpse of a disastrous

future whose inevitable approach they refuse to acknowledge.>

Likewise, when he sees the freshly disabused Achilles coursing across the plain towards Troy and
his duel with Hector, Priam accosts his son. Priam begins by begging Hector not to fight Achilles alone,
“tva. i) Ty moTpov Emionng | IInAeiovt dapeic, émel 1) mOAD Péptepdc éott”, ““lest you meet your doom
forthwith, | tamed by the son of Peleus, since he is far stronger than you™’ (XXI1.39-40). Had Priam been

a seer, his words might have amounted to prophecy. As it is, his certainty is due, firstly, to reasonable

%85 Andromache shows herself no prophet — of course Achilles will kill Hector alone. Nevertheless, Graziosi and
Haubold maintain that ‘her vision is grimly prophetic since, although Achilles alone kills Hector, all the Achaeans
surround his corpse and stab it at 22.369-75” (2010, ad 407-13).

%8 Telemachus’ scepticism at 1.413-16, where he claims to lay no trust in news of his father’s impending arrival, nor
in seers’ declarations of the same, is of a different order, and should not be grouped as it sometimes is (e.g.
Trampedach, 2008, n. 53) with other rejections of divination. Firstly, Telemachus, no doubt because he is here
speaking to the Suitors, overstates his own scepticism — he is hopeful enough of his father’s return that he will soon
embark on an investigatory mission seeking news of it. Secondly, there is a difference between directly rejecting
seers’ advice, and the diffidence and despondency resulting from the non-fruition of a long-predicted and much
hoped-for event. | discuss the passage further below.
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inferences based on observation of Achilles’ irresistible power, and, secondly, to pessimism. As
elsewhere, it is followed by specific advice which is not taken — “4AL" gic€pyeo TETY0C EUOV TEKOC, OPPO
cawnong | Tpdog kol Tppdc, pun 6& péya kddog 0pééng | IInAeidn, avtoc 8¢ @iing aidvog auepbiic”, “But
enter the walls, my child, so that you might save | the Trojan men, and women, and so that you do not

afford great glory | to the son of Peleus and be yourself deprived of your life”” (57-59).

At XXI1.59-76, Priam has a vision of the future destruction of Troy and defilement of his own
corpse. It is unique for its vividity in the /liad. It caps Andromache’s presentiments, which had focussed
on the fate of her nuclear family, while keeping the familial focus.®®” Again, its status as a prophecy
should not be overstated — Priam’s words do not depend on any intuitive ability; rather, they describe
what Priam presumes and predicts. At 67, for example, Priam does not know — as the audience would —

9% Cec

that it is Neoptolemus who will kill him, saying merely “énei k€ 7ig... pebéwv &k Bopov EAntar”, “once

299

someone. .. has snatched the life from my limbs...”’ (67-8).%% Nevertheless, the verbs are again future
indicative, not conditional. Zeus will waste him away (¢p0icel, 61 — note the verbal link with VI.407
above); his dogs, now man-eating, wil/ drag his corpse (¢pbovctv, 67); and having drunk his blood they
will lie in the porch (mdvres... keicovt’, 70-1). The poet contrives to introduce apocalyptic imagery in a
quasi-prophecy just before the poem’s climax — just as the other three Epics do. The juxtaposition of those
works, in this way, puts the /liad poet’s technique in a new light. If — to forestall my conclusion — the
vivid evocation of the future through foresight and omens is indeed traditional to crucial moments in
Greco-Indic Epic, then Priam’s speech represents a powerful innovation. Instead of scenes including
divination and appeal, as we find in the Ramdayana, Mahabharata, and Odyssey, the poet collapses a

future vision into an (ignored) appeal to the doomed, electrifying it with the new emotional charge of a

desolated father’s words to his son. The result is one of the most memorable passages in the poem.

Though not the interventions of a seer, the Andromache and Priam scenes have not only the same
form (i.e. presentation of the future, future tenses), but also the same function as divination scenes. Most
banally, they stoke suspense by pointing the reader towards the inevitable conclusion of the battle, just as
the poets in the other three Epics do. But they are also vital for characterising Hector. While divination is
crucial to Achilles’ characterisation, since it allows him to know, through his divine mother and speaking
horse, that he will die at Troy, the homely Hector is told of his death through the appeals of his family. Of

course I do not here wish to tackle the immensely complex question of heroic motivation in the /liad: 1

%87 The narrator darkly insinuates the consequences of Hector’s death for Troy a couple of lines before
Andromache’s speech at V1.403 — ofog yap épveto "Thov "Extop, ‘for Hector alone was Troy’s defender.” Both
points are well made by Michael Anderson, 1997, 30-33.

58 As de Jong rightly points out, 2012, ad loc. He is just as ignorant of the details of his own demise as Andromache
was of her husband’s.
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content myself with observing that the role that Priam and Andromache’s visions play in characterising
Hector is parallel to that which prophecy plays for Achilles. Nor, of course, is the distinction absolute:
Achilles is deeply concerned about his family — his son Neoptolemus and his father Peleus (XIX.323-37,
XXIV.540-2, cf. xi.492-500), just as the dying Patroclus prophesies to Hector his own death (for which
see my first chapter). Yet in this way the /liad poet, using the same tools (i.e. vivid imagery, visions of the
future, intercessions at important life-and-death moments), finds the same effects which the three other
poets achieve through omens and divination. The technique is precisely analogous to techniques I treat in
my second chapter (pp. 156-58), where I juxtaposed the macabre description of the battlefield by
Gandhari, newly invested with divinatory powers, with Aeschylean / Hellenistic Tragedy’s Cassandra: in
these scenes, the character’s emotional proximity to the action brings a vigorous new affective thrust to
the narrative. The moment of Priam’s abrupt quasi-divinatory vision corresponds to Gandhari’s abrupt and
momentary access to intuitive powers, just as Priam, sire of fifty Trojan princes, corresponds to Gandhari,
mother of a hundred Kaurava princes. In both scenes, a quasi-prophetic vision of destruction is the tool by
which each poet consummates his portrayal of the emotional impact of the wars’ carnage. Given the same

toolkit, great poets will find analogous expedients to analogous questions.

The similarities between the Priam, Cassandra, and Gandhari scenes are therefore just as
attributable to polygenesis as to shared inheritance — this is the weak claim. Yet the broader set of
similarities between the four Epic texts, which repeatedly choose to introduce rejected warnings at crucial
moments, is most plausibly explained as an inherited technique. That is, there is no reason to suppose that
so commonly attested a technique was not present in the parent culture, but independently reinvented by
the daughters. This is the strong claim: when characters choose to reject warnings, this signals to the
audience that they are doomed.%®°® These are delivered by those with high status and reliable knowledge of
the future — either seers or elders who are quasi-prophetic or read omens.*® The pattern which would

endure well into the Greek Classical age.**!

589 T am careful to say ‘character’ not ‘antagonist’, since the pattern can be applied indifferently. Even if, in practice,
the vast majority of dying characters are antagonists, protagonists too disobey warnings before their deaths. For
example, Achilles explicitly warns Patroclus not to assail the walls of Troy, but to turn back and keep the fight on
the plain (XV1.91-96). As the narrator tells us, had he only heeded Achilles’ warning, he would have survived
(XV1.684-87). In the Aethiopis, Achilles himself is very probably the subject of this same pattern. Proclus’ summary
tells us only that ®étic T moudi 0 kotd Tov Méuvova tporéyet., “Thetis foretells to her son events after Memnon’.
This has long been thought to refer to a prophecy that Achilles’ death will follow immediately after Memnon’s,
which indeed it does (see Malcolm Davies, 2016, ad loc., with references). Reading between the lines, then, Achilles
too ignores a clear warning of his death just before it.

59 For the relation between diviners and wise old men see further chapter 2, pp. 146-48.

%91 E.g. Soph. OT. 380-9, Ant. 1033-1061; Euripides Hel. 744-760, Ba. 255-258, fr. 795 (Nauck 2); Aristophanes
Pax 1043-1126; Av. 958-999; Thucydides 5.103.2, 8.1.1.
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Seers Threatened

The propensity of kings to threaten seers with violence betokens their high status, not their
vulnerability. These threats, moreover, are always empty. When the Achaeans seek Calchas’ counsel in the
first book of the I/iad, the introduction of the narrator leaves his pedigree in no doubt.®®? Yet Calchas
worries for his own safety, since he suspects that what he has to say will anger Agamemnon, to whom he
refers not by name but by magniloquent circumlocution — “&vépa... 6¢ péya maviov | Apyeiov kpoatéet
kai ol meiBovtan Ayanoi”, “the man who rules over all | the Argives and whom the Achaeans obey™” (78-
9). Perhaps he sincerely intends to flatter Agamemnon, or perhaps to ironise his status. In any case, he
acknowledges his supremacy. He makes Achilles promise to protect him, to which Achilles agrees (74-
91). His concern bespeaks Agamemnon’s ill judgement, and his well-placed suspicion that Agamemnon is
ready to transgress social convention, rather than proving his inherently ‘lower rank’ or ambivalent
status.®® The contempt shown Thersites throws the point into relief. As we saw above, he is simply
abused and beaten when he challenges the Achaean leadership. Thersites’ judgement is wrong — the
Achaeans, as the audience knows, will eventually be victorious. He is the mirror image of Calchas in the
first book. One is wrong, his advice ignored, and his violent treatment befits his vile status; the other is
right, his advice is taken, and his concern for his safety is unfounded and serves only to underline the
irascibility and myopia of the source of the threat. In the only mention of Calchas in the poem other than
those in books one and two, Poseidon takes Calchas’ form when he ascends from the deep to rouse up the

Achaeans (XIII1.43-6). Naturally, the god chooses this august figure to maximise the weight his words will

592 T discuss these lines in my first and second chapters but repeat and translate them again here for the reader’s

convenience

10101 8" Avéon
Kélyag @eotopidng oimvomdrwv &y Gplotoc,
0Gg NoN 16 T’ €6vta 6 T Eéocdpeva TPd T €6V,
kai vijgoo” Nynoot Ayxoudv "TAov elom
fiv 810 pavrocvvny, v ol mope Poifog AndAAwV.

‘And he stood up among them
Calchas, son of Thestor, by far the best of seers,
Who knew what was, what is, and what will be,
And who led the ships of the Achaeans towards Ilion
Through his mantic power, which Phoebus Apollo had given him.” (68-73)
%9 As Kai Trampedach, whom | quote, has argued (2008). Trampedach misunderstands 80 — “kpeiccwv yop
Baolevg Ote ydoetar avopl xépni”, ““for a king waxes greater whenever he is angry with a lesser man™”’. It is an
enigmatic line, but certainly does not show that Calchas is in general a lesser man than other heroes: it is a mere
gesture towards the incontestable political fact that Calchas, like everyone else, is subordinate to Agamemnon.
Perhaps it is also a veiled allusion to Calchas’ foresight of the immoderate — and disastrous — exercise of this power
that Agamemnon will soon effect over Achilles. Interestingly, bT reports that Zenodotus athetized the verse. See
John Dillery, 2005, 172-3 for a view on king-seer antagonism which is closer to mine.

269



Joseph Badawi-Crook Doctoral Thesis Scuola Normale Superiore

have, further underlining his status. Calchas is here and throughout the Epic ultimately afforded the

respect which his introduction suggests that he merits.%%*

The Mahabharata, which of all four Epics is most assiduous in its lionisation of seers, provides a
suggestive parallel to the Calchas scene. Safjaya, who despite the scene of the bestowal of the ‘divine
eye’ has intuitive divinatory powers also elsewhere,>® serves as plenipotentiary to the Kuru court — itself
a notable honour and a token of his prestige. Like Sarana the spy in the Ramayana, he returns from his
pre-war embassy from them to the Pandavas and delivers grim news about their strength, which prompts
discussion (5. 46-64). Finally, Dhrtarastra takes Safijaya aside in private and asks him directly for his
opinion of the relative strength of the two armies (5. 65.4-5). He replies ‘na tvarh briiyarh rahite jatu kim
cid asliya hi tvarh prasaheta rajan’, ““There is no chance I could tell you in private, o King, since your
vexation would get the better of you’’, and insists that Vyasa and Gandhari, his father and wife, be
brought in, since ‘tau te ’siiyam vinayetam’, ‘“they might hold back your vexation™” (5. 65.6-7). Safijaya
gets half his wish. Vyasa reads his and Dhrtarastra’s mind, instantaneously appears, and tells Safjaya to
answer Dhrtarastra’s question (65.8-9). Safijaya hints at his fear of physical retribution, the possibility of
which hovers throughout the scene. At the very least, this short interlude functions as a rhetorical strategy,
by which the poet throws into relief Safjaya’s ensuing words — a strategy all the more valuable in the
context of the long, meandering discussion between the two. Violence is not the currency of seers. Yet
their singular ability to speak truth to power can make them vulnerable if their message is controversial or
seems unreliable. While this motif is more fully realised in the Odyssey, where we saw Halitherses and
Theoclymenus suffer credible threats of violence from Eurymachus, and Ramdayana, it is present, albeit in
attenuated form, in the /liad and Mahabharata. It would flower again in fifth century Greek literature —

notably in the figure of Teiresias in such plays as Oedipus Rex, Antigone, and The Bacchae.

This point, however, is not to be overstated for the Mahabharata, where Safijaya’s apprehension
is the exception, not the rule. More characteristic is Maitreya’s animus with Duryodhana in the third
Parvan. The seer, having arrived out of the blue, advises that Duryodhana seek peace (3. 11.7-27). In
reply, ‘duryodhanah smitarh krtva caranenalikhan mahim na kirh cid uktva durmedhas tasthau kim cid
avanmukhah’, ‘Duryodhana affected a smile, and scratched the dusty ground with his foot. He said

nothing but just sat there, head slightly bowed — the fool’ (11.29). The energetic deference of Yudhisthira

%9 The case of Neleus and Melampus stands in interesting relation to these (xv.225-39). There, Neleus seems to
carry through the threat to punish the seer, sequestering his money for a year (he was a rich man, see above) and
fining him (perhaps he had a hand also in imprisoning him — this is not clear). In the end, Melampus will take his
revenge and there is (very probably) a happy ending. Unfortunately, the details of the myth are obscure. See further
below, in the ‘Itineracy’ section.

5% See my second chapter, p. 111, n. 293, and Belvalkar, 1946, 329-31.
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towards Narada, described above, throws into full relief the intensity of Duryodhana’s slight. Maitreya,

eyes bloodshot with rage, guarantees, in a kind of prophetic curse, that since he will not heed his advice

(133 999 Cé¢

for peace, ‘“tvadabhidrohasarmyuktarh yuddham utpatsyate mahat™’, “““a great war shall break out, and
with it your own demise, when mighty Bhima shall smash your thigh by the strokes of his mace™” (3.
11.34). Yet if he seeks peace, he will avoid this fate — it is his choice (11.36).5% Dhrtarastra desperately
tries to change the subject, but Maitreya is not interested, for once, in making a long speech. He leaves
abruptly, and Duryodhana soon after (11.37-39). The scene lays bare Maitreya’s almost untouchable
position in the hierarchy of the world of Indian Epic. The consistency of their high status and their ability
to challenge power leads to the same results in all four Epics. Inheritance, yet again, mixed with universal

building blocks of narrative, produces structured similarity.

A Shared Moral Universe, and the Stakes of Comparison

The parallels I adduce, apart from their inherent interest, reveal more fundamental similarity. All
four Epics take seriously the need to morally justify the gory defeats of their antagonists.>” Although this
is a vast subject, and necessarily I limit myself to a few comments, the contours are clear even without a
comprehensive treatment. Warnings are invaluable because they force a character into the explicit refusal
of an alternative to their current enterprise. That is, by introducing the possibility of another course of
action, which is, crucially, always that endorsed by the poet’s and audience’s moral code and always that
aligned with the true interests of the character, warnings give space to characters to express a conscious
decision to enact harm. Showing them talking the wrong decision dramatises their culpability. This is
especially important in works which begin in medias res. We are never shown, for example, the Suitors’
original decision to move into Odysseus’ palace and court Penelope. By showing at length and in detail
the Suitors’ rejection of warnings in only the poem’s second book, the poet stages the establishment of
that status quo. Warnings work vigorously in this way to construct the moral universe of narrative. Their
rejection by antagonists in the Epics — Duryodhana, Ravana, and the Suitors — firmly establishes their
blameworthiness, and so their deservingness of punishment. In turn, it justifies the actions of the other

side who annihilate them. The pattern is discernible behind the /liad’s interest in moral ambivalence: in

5% For other ‘bifurcated’ prophecies in Greek literature, see my first chapter, pp. 80-1.
597 With only a few exceptions — as, for example, the Doloneia, whose triumphalism has little truck with moral
ambiguities. Likewise Arjuna’s all too easy exploits in the equally late and interpolated Virataparvan (49-61).
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Hector’s case, even his rejection of warnings makes him heroic, not culpable, they still signal to the

audience his imminent defeat. Comparison suggests that the //iad is innovative in this respect.

Seers intensify the effect: their great social authority, and their connection to fate and the divine
raises the stakes of their warnings. To reject a seer’s advice is either, as Hector, to call into question the
institution of divination, or, as Eurymachus, to traduce the diviner’s integrity. Both are powerful taboos.
To refuse the advice of an elder is wanton; that of a seer, wanton and impious. Moreover, seers are unlike
other characters in that, according to the conventions of Epic in both traditions, they are infallible. The
audience can safely assume the accuracy of their pronouncements and so the ill-judgement of those who

oppose them.

Warnings, like divination, take a future situation as their premise. They are a kind of speech
which finds confirmation not in the moment, but at a time subsequent to the moment of speech.
Establishment of the credentials of the predictor is therefore crucial to a warning’s project — otherwise, it
would not be taken seriously. Those credentials may merely be founded on the wisdom of age. But very
often they use the canonical way in which poets indicate plot to characters — involve omens and intuitive
divination. Seers like Theoclymenus, Halitherses, Vyasa, and Maitreya, therefore, are the perfect vehicles
for such warnings. Elsewhere, omens ratify the warnings of wise men like Polydamas (in //iad 18),
Artabanus, and Malyavan. In the //iad, the pattern is more refashioned and the divinatory element
deflated, but the future tenses of Andromache and Priam’s warnings, the audience’s knowledge of
Hector’s death, and the visionary quality of especially Priam’s speech bestow a divinatory feel even
where divination is itself absent. These passages would respond to my suggestion in the conclusion to the
last chapter, that the /liad, being the most hostile to the preternatural of all four Epics, innovates away
from divination by keeping the pattern but replacing the divinatory element. There, I argued that the /liad
poet sometimes puts omens in similes to maintain realism while keeping a foreboding effect. Here, he
replaces seer with family member but keeps the visionary elements of the interventions. As I argued

above, this also has the advantage of enhancing the scenes’ emotional charge.

The texts also agree in their attribution of motives for the rejection of advice. Here my treatment
will necessarily be summary. I treat only culpable stupidity, selecting a few representative samples from
the passages discussed above. Above the Trojans are vmiot, ‘fools’ for following Hector and rejecting
Polydamas’ advice, just as Odysseus’ companions are vijmiot for ignoring his warnings and eating the

cattle of the sun-god, earning thereby their own destruction (i.8).5% The Suitors do not appear at the start

5% See also ix.44, where Odysseus’ viimiot companions do not obey his orders to flee before Ciconian
reinforcements arrive.
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of the poem, but the voice of the narrator conspicuously affirms the moral mechanisms which justify their
demise already in the proem. Athena, at the crucial moment just before Theoclymenus gives them their
final warning, mopéniayev... vonua, ‘drove them out of their wits (xx.346). How ironic, then, when
Eurymachus, the warned, accuses Theoclymenus, the warner, of being out of his mind (“dgpaivet Egivoc”,

“this fellow’s mad””’, xx.361).

Indian Epic narrators, though generally agreeing with their Greek counterparts in seldom passing
normative comment on proceedings, also make an exception in such cases. Duryodhana, as we saw
above, was ‘durmedhas’, ‘a fool’, for his treatment of Maitreya the seer. The same, also above, rejected
Vidura, saying ‘balan ivasman avamanyase tvam’, “you consider us fools’ (2. 57.1). Where Homer leaves
the irony implicit, Vidura comments on it with an angry flourish — °... tvarh manyase rajaputra balo ham
ity eva sumandabuddhe’, ‘you, o Prince, dare to consider me a fool, you total imbecile’ (2. 57.14).
‘sumandabuddhe’ is a strong and arresting word: Vidura is adamant that Duryodhana is the true fool here.
‘bala’ means ‘childish’, or ‘foolish’, just like Greek viimioc. The weak claim explains — the universal
association of children with fools leads to an extraordinarily close alignment when combined with a
modicum of shared inheritance. That shared inheritance, though, is best explained by the strong claim — it
was deeply traditional to both India and Greece that doomed men who reject warnings should be figured

as fools, and that that ruinous stupidity partially merits them their gory end.>*

A Greco-Indic Type-Scene

I define this term loosely, as a scene whose contours are determined by tradition, involving a set
series of actions occurring reliably in the same order to describe the same event with the same narrative
function. Verbal repetition plays no part in my definition. In non-comparative scholarship, type-scenes
can be seen as existing on a scale, with verbatim repetition of swathes of verses sometimes present (as in

Homeric arming scenes) and sometimes not (as in Homeric assembly scenes).5®’ From a diachronic

5% | do not claim that this is the only reason — arrogance, avidity of power, and many motives besides are important
too. See for example Yudhisthira’s words to the dying Duryodhana, ‘praptavan asi yal lobhan madad balyac ca’,
‘you have reached this end because of your avarice, wantonness, and stupidity’ (Mhb. 9. 58.20). In India, the
doctrine of Karma would provide a theoretical underpinning for these narrative tendencies. A comparison with
Greece and a search for Karmic workings within its Epic would be a worthwhile undertaking, but here is not the
place for it: this would be a subject for future research.

800 The literature on Homeric type-scenes is, naturally, oceanic in extent. But for a pair of overviews, see Mark
Edwards, 1992 (with 285-86 on verbal repetition), and the succinct Alexander Loney, 2020, who is strong on what
he calls this ‘continuum between conformity and flexibility’ (213).
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comparative standpoint, verbal repetition would be a tradition-specific later development. In this way,
type-scenes would align with my understanding of formulas, for which, as I argued in my second chapter,
the employment of non-cognate verbal roots need not nullify the claim to shared heredity. The
abolishment of verbal repetition as a constitutive criterion of type-scene is, in any case, likely to be more

a more palatable claim, since such loose type-scenes are found also within single traditions.

As I wrote in the introduction, the reconstructive model can quickly stretch credulity by its
assumption that granular particularity can remain so stable over millennia of upheavals in every other
sphere. But just as it is simplistic to assume that, like words, all similarities between Epic traditions must
go back to an Ur-instance, it is doctrinaire always to discount this possibility out of hand. Therefore,
notwithstanding my thesis’ focus upon the historical texts, I pause here to put forward a kind of

reconstruction consonant with my aims and methodology elsewhere.

Reconstruction works differently, and more or less plausibly, on different levels. To take the
extremes, a word in the proto-language certainly can be usefully reconstructed by triangulation of
attestations in daughter languages, but a poem in tofo certainly cannot. As previous work has shown,
formulas lie somewhere in between — certainly they are not so plausibly reconstructible as words, but nor

is the case a priori hopeless as for entire poems.®%

Scenes are further along the scale than formulas. As |
explained in the introduction, I am not convinced by attempts to reconstruct scenes in proto-Epic by
comparison of singular scenes in later Epic. The data set is far too restricted, and singular scenes are far

too plastic and protean to support long-range durability of the kind required.

Type-scenes, however, are subject to different dynamics. For one thing, the data set for them is
bigger, since they are attested many times within one poem, and this allows for more extensive data
collection and more steady triangulation. But more importantly, they are less susceptible to any
substantial ad hoc variation, since this would negate their traditionality — in this way, they work like
words and formulas, which both rely on relative homogeneity of usage for the generation of meaning.
Type-scenes, therefore, more than other kinds of scene, are subject to pressure to keep the same shape

diachronically.®%

801 Again, see my second chapter for a reconstruction of the semantic if not formal shape of some Greco-Indic
formulas, and my introduction for other work in that area.

802 See Andrea Doda, 2023, 91-95 for a suggestion of a type-scene attested in Homer and Beowulf, and the
suggestion in passing by Albert Lord that type-scenes are reconstructible. Doda’s scene requires the reconstruction
of more particular detail than mine, and the presupposition of detailed stability for well over three millennia (see
further my introduction for the advantages of Greek-Sanskrit genealogical comparison). It is better thought of as
weak inheritance.
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As I write in the introduction, reconstruction of an anthropological, not linguistic kind is at its
most plausible when it is at its most banal. That is, it would be perfectly correct to reconstruct for proto-
Greco-Indic society a duty to respect one’s parents, but this says little distinctive about any of those
societies — it is simply too common, too insipid an imperative to be interesting. This alignment of
plausibility and banality is an ineluctable property of reconstruction of type-scenes. Certainly, heroes in
Greek and Sanskrit Epic arm themselves and go to sleep, and follow a certain sequence of actions in type-
scenes when they do so, but the tracking of these patterns tells us little distinctive about these societies.
Consequently, the shared type-scene which I briefly treat here is not so impressive a ‘result’ as the shared

formula of the last chapter. Nevertheless, it is not so banal as a hero putting on a helmet.

In both traditions certain characters ignore warnings from wise men, very often seers, thus
signalling their impending doom to the audience. My presentation of this complex of affinities could be
viewed as an argument for a type-scene in proto-Greco-Indic poetry. Given the subject of the thesis, I
have concentrated on the scenes which involve a seer, but even notwithstanding this limitation, a scheme

could be worked out along the following lines:

- At a moment when life and death hangs in the balance, a wise man / seer makes an entrance
- He warns the antagonist that if they pursue their intentions, the outcome will be disastrous
o The warner may accompany his warning with an exposition of the omens supporting
his intervention, or, if a seer, make a prophecy
o The warner may also accompany his warning with an accusation of stupidity,
arrogance, or greed
- The warned rejects the warner, and states his determination to see his current course of action
to its conclusion
o The warned may then insult the warner, including an accusation of stupidity or
venality
o He may also undermine the credentials of the divinatory system on whose basis the
intervention was made
- The warner departs or is dismissed

- The warned meets their comeuppance

There is here a good balance between universality (there are certainly many examples of ignored
warnings presaging doom in literature in general) and particularity (since the shape does correspond in a
reasonable number of details). In other words, there is here the right balance between richness and
banality. Ultimately, each reader must choose between the following two possibilities: either both Epic

traditions independently developed these type-scenes arrestingly similar in form and function thanks to
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other similarities — this would make the similarities weak inheritance; or each tradition preserves the type-
scene of the Ur-tradition — strong inheritance. On this view, the profound integration of the scene with the
vital task of establishing the moral stakes of narratives ensured its survival, when defined flexibly enough,

over millennia. The latter is the simpler, neater, and more plausible possibility.

Divinatory Didaxis

Odysseus and Rama are both directed to seek out sages who hold the key to the completion of
their quests. Circe tells Odysseus to visit Teiresias in the Underworld (x.491-96), who then gives him
invaluable advice about how to get back to Ithaca, the situation there, and what to do about it (xi.101-38).
The Ramayana doubles the motif: Rama, exiled to the forest, first meets the seer Sarabhanga, who directs
him towards the seer Sutiksna (3. 4.30), who in turn passes on elaborate instructions about how to get to
the secluded home of the august Vedic seer-poet Agastya (3. 10.28-51). The latter then gives Rama
magical weapons fashioned by Vi§vakarman, the blacksmith god, and previously owned by Visnu,
Brahma, and Indra, to use to win back Stta (3. 11.28-34). The combination of intuitive powers and
gravitas made seers valuable tools to poets for organising their plots, and, naturally, there are analogies in

those uses.

Yet there are also disanalogies. Seers are prominent vehicles for Sanskrit Epic’s long didactic
sections. Didactic digressions are always framed as a conversation between two characters, with
Yudhisthira and Dhrtarastra habitually the stooges who volley the orating seer a supply of conveniently
ingenuous questions.® The subjects embrace a vast range of topics, from the right conduct of monarchs,
to metaphysical ruminations on the nature of the soul, to how to treat a menstruating woman. Indeed, this
is a peculiarity not so much of Indian Epic, but of the Mahabharata, where it is among the most important
roles which seers have.®® The common sight in that poem of a king as the naive listener of a discoursing

seer puts them in the role of pupil and teacher, and implicates them in the power dynamics proper to this

803 \We have seen Safijaya in this role in the sixth Parvan and Maitreya in the fifth. The Mahabharata’s vast Santi-
and Anusasanaparvans are almost exclusively composed of this material.

804 See John Brockington in his still essential discussion of the formation of the Ramayana, ‘The insertion of
didactic, ethical, philosophical and political material, which was perhaps intended to give the Ramayana too an
encyclopaedic dimension, took place to a much more limited extent than with the Mahabharata® (1998, 395). This is
not to say that the themes of political life, dharma, and right conduct are absent from the Ramayana — in the second
Kanda, for example, they are especially prominent — but that that poem tends to approach those questions in a more
fluid way than long disquisitions.
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kind of relationship — especially rigidly hierarchical in ancient (and modern) India. It further strengthens

the seer’s claim to parity, even superiority over royal, earthy power.

Greece, where Didactic and Epic are distinct genres, provides only the limpest parallels: Homer
never stages long didactic digressions, and Hesiod’s Opera never breaks out into narrative for its own
sake. Nevertheless, they use (largely) the same Kunstsprache and metre — an arresting affinity. There are
no obvious typological reasons for it. Epic and Didactic share no more in subject matter than Epic and
Lyric, or Didactic and Lyric — perhaps even less. There are two possibilities. It could be presumed that
Epic is an older genre than Didactic, and that Epic’s cultural prominence suggested it as a linguistic and
metrical model for a later Didactic genre. Alternatively, Didactic traditions are just as old as Epic ones,
and the two genres grew up together, in dialogue. Didactic’s seeming youth would on this view be an
unjustified assumption, or an illusion arising from the chancy earlier preservation of Epic texts.5% After
all, the fact that the Didactic elements in Sanskrit Epic are from the latest layers of the text shows only
that the genres were amalgamated into the same text at a late stage — it need not imply that Didactic is a
younger genre in itself. Ultimately, the evidence from both traditions is consonant with both situations,
and probatory of neither. The matter cannot be settled. A third question can also be asked: were Epic and
Didactic always sharply distinguished genres, or are the shared language and metre witnesses to a deep
affinity, relics of a fluid pre-historic tradition in which no distinction was made between the two? — A

fascinating question, but one which, again, our evidence provides no way of answering.

Some Conclusions

In all four Epics, then, seers enjoy a singularly high status, being more empowered than any other
social class to speak uncomfortable truths to the most powerful. This contrasts with the situation in
Mesopotamia where seers tended to be much more domesticated, the instruments of royal power. The
same does not go, of course, for the prophets of the Hebrew Bible. For example, Bruce Louden sets out a
comparison between Calchas and Agamemnon and Ahab and Elijah (2006, 158-60). The general
similarities he enumerates are a useful reminder of the structural nature of seer-king friction (158-9):
kings in any culture will be aware that the seer’s supernatural power could trump or undermine a king’s

terrene authority. There is a structural issue baked into the interests of kings and seers. The further, verbal

805 And even this claim could be problematised, if Vedic prose or even the Atharvaveda were defined as Didactic.
Martin West, moreover, famously claimed that Hesiod’s Opera was older than Homer: for why, see 2011, 15-19,
esp.ly 17 n.9, and 2012, 224-41, and esp.ly 225-27. His view, rightly, has won few adherents.
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parallel which he adduces is certainly a common innovation from this universal, and requires no
invocation of intertextuality, diffusion, or a Kulturbund to be explained.®® However, whether kings do so
or not, the audience will never doubt that political expedience is never a good enough reason to discount

the will of gods as expressed by a seer.®”’

Yet there may in principle be other reasons to do so. Although there are hints in Greek Epic that it
is possible even for the wise to cast doubt on a seer’s veracity, importantly, we never see this happen in
practice. Closer consideration of those passages, however, will reveal the dynamics which underpin seers’
status. As Odysseus says, with reference to Calchas’ prophecy of the sparrows and the snake (for which

7 étedv Kadyog pavedeton fe

see my first chapter), “TAfite @ilol, kal peivat’ &nt ypdvov depa daduev
kol o0ki”, ““Endure, my dear men, and remain a while until we know | whether what Calchas prophesied
was true or not™’ (11.299-300). Unlike Odysseus’, of course, the poet’s audience knows that it is true.
Similarly, as Priam is convincing Hecuba that he must visit Achilles’ tent in the Achaean camp to ransom
the body of Hector, he observes that “ei pév yap tig u* dAdoc Emyybovicov ékélevey, | | ol navTiEg giot
Bvockodot 1j iepiieg, | webdog kev paiuev kai vooeiloipeda pariov”, “For if someone else had given the
order, a mortal, | either a seer who oversees the sacrifice or a priest, | we would have called it a lie and
would rather have ignored it”” (XXIV.221-23. He continues that, as it is, Hermes appeared and addressed
him, and so he must go). Even the enlightened Odysseus and Priam can, in principle, doubt seers. And yet

they never do: this is reserved, in all four poems, for the doomed.

To sum up the foregoing in simple terms, the status of seers in Greek and Sanskrit Epic depends
in principle on their veracity; but since they are always veracious, they are always of high status.%%® Their
status is, therefore, in one sense precarious, because it is contingent. But in practice, it is not at all
contingent, since there are no counter-examples in Greek or Sanskrit Epic — nor indeed the RV
Presumably, Epic poets, consciously or not, reproduce in their poetry the way in which seers were viewed
in their society — only the skilled ones were accorded attention and respect. Yet poetry comes apart from
reality: the invaluable utility of seers in narrative poetry ensured that, in practice, the mendacious seer is
nowhere in Epic. A literary norm is thus created by which the external audience can be assured of the

truthfulness of prophecies even when the internal audience cannot. Often, in any case, the internal

606 159-60. Both Agamemnon and Ahab declare that they deplore seers who prophesy only ill for them. He very
briefly gestures towards the universality of the pattern at 158, n.18. For more on Louden’s work, see further my
introduction, p. 10, n. 29.

807 See further my introduction for what to make of cases when both Near-Eastern and IE traditions furnish a parallel
for the same Greek comparandum.

508 The dynamic is clearer in the Greek case, but applies also to the Indian: see above, for example, for the particular
terms of Ravana’s denial of Malyavan’s speech and the omens before riding into battle.

278



Joseph Badawi-Crook Doctoral Thesis Scuola Normale Superiore

audience is just as unquestioning as the external. The result is a class of characters whose characteristics,

functions, and narrative uses, perhaps more than any other, are profoundly alike in the two traditions.

Itineracy

In Greece

It is often assumed that Greek Manteis were traditionally itinerant. Although there is some truth to
this belief, their itineracy is a more complex issue than has been recognised. It must be carefully defined.
The stakes are high, since the long-range international peregrinations of Manteis have been invoked, most
notably by Walter Burkert, as the crucial medium of cultural exchange between Greece and the Near East
from the Archaic period (and before) into the fourth century.®® Yet, as I hope here to show, the genuinely
vagrant Manteis and Chresmologues of the Classical era must not simply be assumed to have had vagrant
precursors in Homer.5!° Itineracy was certainly a feature of Manteis from the fifth century on. But by that
time, the divinatory landscape had been transformed by intensification of influence from Mesopotamian
practices: it was even possible in Greece to become a seer by the study of books.®*! Yet my thesis should

by now have made clear the peril of retrojecting classical situations onto Homer.

As ever, my focus is on the earliest available evidence. I first consider Greece, then India,
beginning with prominent Homeric seers and then turning to general comments unrelated to individuals.
In the Odyssey, Theoclymenus appears abruptly and unheralded, just as Vyasa and Maitreya. But the poet
motivates his sudden advent by a flight for a homicide (@evymv €€ Apyeog dvopa KoTakTdg, Xv.224). We
then learn that he is a descendant of the famous seer Melampus, who himself was fated to move from
Pylos to Argos (1601 yap v oi aicipov fev | voiépevar, xv.239-40). We are told that he flees both from his
fatherland and from Neleus (natpida edvymv | NnAéa te, 228-9), who had forcefully sequestered his

899 Burkert, 1983, and see also note 616.

610 As e.g. Paul Roth does, 1982, 178, though see 177-80 for a useful list of peripatetic Manteis in historical times.
See also Kirk, 1985, ad. 11.594-600, for an example of the logic employed — ‘Wandering singers are ignored
elsewhere in Homer, but were a probable fact of life’. He does not explain why Homer, who is elsewhere so
attentive to poets, would neglect this important detail, nor what possible generic pressures motivation there might be
to do so.

Kirk writes a propos of Thamyris, whose story is told in these lines (I myself quote and discuss them in my
second chapter, pp. 136-39). The poet does not say that Thamyris is peripatetic, merely that he is on a journey.
Momentary travel is not to be confused for habitual itineracy. The poet mentions the journey so that he can bring in
the places involved; these are relevant due to the vignette’s placement within the Catalogue, which proceeds
geographically.

611 Isocr. 19.6, see also the reference in the Republic with my note and references, above p. 257.
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property for a year (8¢ oi yprjpata ToAAY TEAEGEOPOV €ic dviawTdv | glxe Bin, 230-1). Neleus was the king
of the land — here again there is antagonism between seer and leader.5? We are not told why. A
contemporary audience would, presumably, have been able to fill in the gaps which we cannot. Yet what
matters to my current argument is not the details, but the fact that it was a particular event, and not a
lifestyle, that motivated Melampus’ migration.®?® Similarly, Polypheides, Theoclymenus’ father, moves to
Hyperesia because of a disagreement with his own father, Amphiaraus (254-5). The latter himself died
abroad: the text merely says at Thebes (247), but it is surely legitimate to assume that he was already
associated with the expedition of the Seven against Thebes. Seers are certainly swashbuckling fugitives,
migrants, and campaigners — but not itinerant. They too move around for specific reasons, just as, say,
Telemachus’ visits to Pylos and Sparta (iii.1-iv.624), or the Cretan in Odysseus’ lying tale (xiv.191-359).
There is an important difference between a Mantis who travels, and travel being constitutive of his

profession. When seers travel, it has nothing to do with their profession.

Nor is there any hint that Halitherses is itinerant. On the contrary, he speaks in the assembly (see
above) as a loyal Ithacan invested in Odysseus’ return. Calchas too is no more itinerant than any other
Achaean, just as Helenus simply lives in Troy. Highly unusually, the poet does not mention where
Calchas is from.®* This indeterminate fact, with the aid of back-projection, could be distorted into a
datum supporting his itineracy. Yet other functions are more plausible. As Trampedach argues, it betokens
his disinterestedness.®'® The seer Polyidos prophesies to his son, who, it seems, is not himself a seer, that
he will either die of disease at home (oig &v peyépototy, XII1.667) or be killed by a Trojan — presupposing
in this way that he has a home. It is not that later evidence can fill a gap where Homer is quiet. There is

good evidence in Homer against the habitual, professional travel of seers.

It is, however, the general evidence which is normally taken as proof of the itineracy of Homeric
seers. xvii.381-86 are key lines. Eumaeus is speaking to Antinous, who is indignant at his kindly

summons of the beggar Odysseus to the table of the Suitors. Eumaeus remarks,

“Avtivo’, o0 p&v kahd Kol £6010g Edv dyopevelc:

612 At the end of the tale, Melampus takes his revenge (231-8). Whatever the details are, clearly, as usual, when there
is conflict between the two, the seer is the ‘goodie’ and the king the ‘baddie’. The presence of a wedding, of Neleus’
daughter to Melampus’ brother, strongly suggests that Neleus’ punishment was part of a happy ending.

813 What we know of one part of the story is well summarised from other sources, principally xi.281-6 and Hes. Fr.
35 [Most = 37MW], by Arie Hoekstra, 1990, ad xv.231-6. He concentrates on the marriage, cattle, and
imprisonment. Unfortunately, the details of the migration and the conflict with Neleus remain obscure. Incidentally,
regarding seers’ high status, it is notable that Melampus’ brother, Bias, is able to court Pero, daughter of Neleus,
king of Pylos.

614 A vital point which | owe to Trampedach, 2008, n.9.

615 1 disagree, however, that it shows that he is ‘integrated within its hierarchical order’ (ibid.). The seer stands at
once within and outside that social order — as I shall argue later. Calchas’ lack of provenance reflects that.
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Tig yap on Eglvov KaAel dALoBey a0TOg EmeAbmv
dAlov ’, €1 un T®V ol dnpogpyol Eact,

pavtw 1j intiipa Kak@dv 1 Téktova 600paV,

1 Kol Béomv doddv, & Kev TépancY AeidwV;

obtol yap kAntoi ye Bpotdv én” dmeipova yoioy”

“Antinous, fine man that you are, you do not speak well here.
For who would come along and summon a stranger

Other, that is, than if he were one of the workmen —

A seer or medical doctor or carpenter

Or a holy bard who charms by his song?

For these are the men in the boundless world to be summoned.”’

He continues that poor beggars too, though never summoned, are no less deserving of hospitable

treatment.

Walter Burkert works these lines hard in his 1992 The Orientalizing Revolution, which is deeply
committed to the itineracy of seers and singers both in Greece and in the Near East: he invokes them as a
vital conduit of culture between the two regions. Of the evidence for Greece, which he sets out on page
23, these Odyssey lines are, remarkably, the on/y datum for itineracy from the Archaic age — slim beams
for a heavy edifice.?®® As I write in my first chapter, while I do not deny Near-Eastern influence into
Greece, there is not enough evidence to suppose that itinerant professionals such as diviners, doctors, and
poets are the intermediaries. Below, [ make the case that there is no reason to prefer this meaning, which
can only be found if it is already expected. That is, I argue that this back-projecting interpretation is

circular, and that the Greek, read in context, naturally has a different meaning.

avTtog €melav is perhaps a colloquial touch meant to evoke the hearty speech of the swineherd —

all its occurrences are in direct discourse.?!’ It is, presumably, analogous to the English idiom ‘come and /

616 They have been put to such use before and since — see West, 1997, 610-11, and n.77 for further bibliography.
Burkert’s interpretation is something of a commonplace, see e.g. Russo, 1992, ad xvii.385, ‘These verses are our

earliest evidence for poets and other craftsmen as wandering professionals for hire in Greek society’.
617 ji.246, xvi.197, xxiii.185, xxiv.506, XXIV.418.
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come along and’. GAhoBev, literally ‘from elsewhere’, is best taken by sense and word order closely with
kaAel. It narrows the meaning of this polysemous word, clarifying the nuance ‘to summon’, rather than,
say, ‘to call out for’. &AAov, ‘other’, by reason both of word order and of meaning should be taken closely
with what follows. y’ should be closely attended to. A limitative force, with the meaning ‘at any rate’,
makes good sense: Eumaeus introduces a qualification to a previous sentiment, listing the exceptions to
the general rule formulated at 382.5'8 A periphrasis, making a statement of the rhetorical question, would
run, ‘No-one would invite a guest, other than if...’, with the sub-clause introducing a limitation to the
main clause. Yet Eumaeus mixes his constructions.®!® He does not say ... [tic Egivov kodel], &i pry tdv ol
onpoepyol aot, fj pdvrelg 1j... ‘[who summons a stranger], unless he were one of those who are workmen
or seers or...”, nor does he say [tic yap on Eivov kaAel] dAlov ¥’ 1) dnogpyov §j Havt §..., ‘[who
summons a stranger] other than a workman or seer or...".°® He keeps both the conditional clause and the
dAlov v’, and then continues listing accusatives as if he had said &Alov y’ 1j all along. The anacoluthon,
though impossible to convey in English, is both emphatic and comprehensible in Greek. The syntax is
mimetic: it ingeniously creates the impression that the exceptions occur to Eumaeus as he is speaking. His

construction changes with his thought.

Eeivov is the essential word. The context only requires it to mean ‘outsider, stranger’. In this
context, that is, it specifies that the person is to be summoned, and not someone already resident in the
palace such as a nurse or maid. The E€ivog is constitutively a person in some way outside the speaker’s
community — otherwise, they would not be able to be hosted. In other contexts, therefore, it can mean
‘foreigner’. Here, however, the relevant community is that of the palace. Such a person would have the
right to the hospitable treatment which Antinous seeks to deny to Odysseus. There is no reason to
understand that this outsider comes from afar, is from a foreign land, or itinerant beyond the trivial sense
of travelling when summoned to work rather than, say, working in shop. It is guesthood and the right to

hospitality, not foreignness, which is at stake in the exchange.

618 See Denniston for this sense, ‘ye frequently has a restrictive force. The speaker or writer confines the
applicability of his statement within certain limits’ (1954, 114).

819 It must be mixed because the protasis cannot be merely parenthetical, since this would leave the main clause
without the negative which the sense requires. That is, Eumaeus is of course saying that one would invite such
workmen.

620 Alternatively, xoel Tiva could be understood after €i uf. This amounts to the same meaning, although it would
require a slight change in my translation. It would also shift the anacoluthon, since, on this view, the string of
accusatives would be in apposition with this supplied twva. The construction, whatever is supplied, is harsh but,
again, perfectly comprehensible.
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Nor are these lines evidence that seers are to be grouped into one social class along with the other
kinds of professional there listed.®?! Again, the context makes clear that Eumaeus only brings these
professions together in order to contrast the desirableness of summoning them with the undesirableness of
summoning a beggar. Their grouping is ad hoc, based on the arbitrary common denominator of their
being summoned (and hence worthy of the treatment of a guest), rather than being live-in staff like a
nurse or a cook. The nature of their work means they must travel from home to home in their community,
like a modern plumber or a 19" century European doctor. They may differ according to other criteria,

such as status — it is impossible to imagine a Homeric carpenter as venerable as a Calchas or Phemius.

Nor is én” dmeipova yoiav, ‘across the boundless earth’, evidence of long-range itineracy.
Sometimes, it indeed denotes movement over the earth, as at XXIV.342, where Hermes’ winged sandals
bear him fpev €@’ vypnv | NS’ &’ dmeipova yalav Gua wvotfj dvéuoto, ‘either over the ocean or over the
boundless earth as swift as a gust of wind’. Yet, although éxni + accusative can mean movement ‘towards’
or ‘across’, it also commonly denotes position ‘upon’, especially upon the earth.®?? And indeed, apart
from the four usages where movement towards must be understood,??* it is simply the equivalent of the
English expression ‘in the world’, and is used to emphatically generalise an indefinite proposition.52*
Crucially, two out of four general, non-physical usages of én’ dneipova yoiov in Archaic Hexameter are
preceded by Bpotdv, just as our example. Of the other two, one is preceded by the trivially different

Bpotovg, the other by a form of koAém, which also precedes the formula in our example.®? The

821 John Dillery is wrong to argue that the lines show that Manteis too belong to ‘an intermediate group between the
nobility and their retainers and slaves’ (2005, 177). Such a conclusion is only possible if all other examples of
Manteis in Homer are ignored, and if a very particular interpretation of the lines is arbitrarily preferred.

622 See the Cambridge Greek Lexicon, A.3; LSJ C. 1.5. Examples abound. See e.g. I1.308, Spdkmv &ri véyto
dapowdg, ‘a dragon blood-red on its back’; Hes. Op. 11-12, o0k épa podvov &€nv ‘Epidwv yévog, dAL’ ért yoiav | eici
dbw, ‘There was not one kind of Strife alone, but there are two | on the earth’; Hes. Th.95-96 ¢k ydp tor Movcéwv
kai EknPorov AmdAAwvog | dvdpeg dodol Eactv éml xB6va kal kilbapiotai, ‘For the men on the earth who are singers
and lyre-players | are from the Muses and far-shooting Apollo’; Sa. 16.2-3, ... &xi yav péhaifv]av Eupevor
KGAMoTOoV, ‘... to be the most beautiful thing in the world’.

623 The same sentence is used of the same subject at i.97-98 and v.45-46. Apart from this, the only other physical
usage of én’ dncipova yaiav of the physical traversal of space is at xv.79. xvii.418 is an anomalous case. The beggar
Odysseus tells Antinous that if he gives him food, éym 8¢ ké o€ Kheiw xat’ dneipova yaiav, ‘1 would praise you
across the world’.

624 S0, for example, VI1.446, “f| pa tic €01t Bpotdv én” dmeipova yoiov | 8¢ Tic 17 dBovaToIst VOOV Kol Uity
éviyet;”, “surely there is some mortal in the boundless world who still considers and cares for the immortals?”’;
xix.107, “‘® yovor, o0k &v tig o€ Bpotdv &n” dmeipova yaiov | veucéor:”, ““My lady, no-one in the boundless world
would pick a fight with you™; Hes. Theog.187, ... Nopgog 0 dc Mehiog karéovs’ én’ dmeipova yaiav, ©... and the
nymphs known as the Meliae across the boundless earth’ — here especially clearly the phrase simply amounts to the
meaning ‘worldwide’; Hes. Op.487, 1épmnet 8¢ fpotovg én” dneipova yaiav, ‘... and delights men across the
boundless world’. (cf. the similar Op. 160, tpotépn yeven kat’ dneipova yaiav, ‘the first generation in the world’,
presumably a variation to avoid the hiatus with the vowel-final yeven). These and the citations in the previous note
are all the uses of the phrase in extant Archaic Hexameter.

625 By contrast, KAnt6g is nowhere used in Greek literature used with éni with the physical sense ‘to be called
across’.
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implication is overwhelming: Eumaeus means ‘any man whatever, any man in the world’, rather than
‘summoned over a great distance’. Only by ignoring the linguistic evidence and back-projecting a

classical situation can the lines be fashioned into evidence for the itineracy of seers.

This passage should be read along with 1.415-6. The despondent Telemachus tells the Suitor
Eurymachus that he would not believe in a message telling of Odysseus’ return, if one were to come,
“ovte Beompoming eumalopat, v Tiva pmp | €g uéyapov kodésaca Beonpomov E&gpéntan”, “nor do I pay
any attention to whichever prophecy my mother | teases out of a seer she summons to the palace.””%%® We
are not told how nor from where Penelope summons the seer. To assume, then, that Penelope summons
the seer from far away, and that these lines are evidence for the long-range peregrinations of seers, is

circular reasoning.5?’

In short, there is no good evidence for the itineracy of seers in Homer; indeed, only with the back-
projection of the lifestyle of Classical seers centuries later can such a meaning be got from these passages.
On the other hand, as we saw above, there is no hint that Merops, Ennomos, Eurydamas, Halitherses,
Melampus, Calchas or any other seer had an itinerant lifestyle — there is in fact good evidence to the
contrary. Indeed, Merops and Ennomos not only have homes but rule from them. Lastly, Teiresias is
Theban in Homer: the collocation ®npaiov Teipecino, ‘Theban Teiresias’, used at x.492, x.565, xi.90,
xi.165, xii.267, xxiii.323 has the aspect of a formula, and implies not only the reality but the importance
of that seer’s provenance to his characterisation in myth. The Sophoclean Teiresias is summoned to the
palace when required, but is, of course, not itinerant. He can be summoned precisely because it is known
where he lives. This, which continues the Homeric situation, is what, if anything, should be retrojected to

explain the Odyssey passage. This is a situation with which Eumaeus’ words can accord.

Again, it cannot in principle be excluded that, in addition to the high status seers in Homer who
interacted with the royal protagonists, there was also a lower class who moved from town to town,
summoned (and presumably paid) according to need, as existed in later Classical times, and that their
absence from Homer was due to generic pressures. Homer was no anthropologist, and did not chronicle
every element of the society which he portrays. But there is no positive reason to believe that there was.
Certainly there is no evidence in Homer for the sort of long-range international peregrinations which

Burkert assumes underlay cultural exchange between Greece and the Near East at the time. Their

626 As Dillery writes, Ogonponoc is simply equivalent to Mantis here, as at X11.228 (2005, 171).
827 For a refreshingly deflationary account of migration of priests, poets, and seers between Greece and the Near-
East, see van Dongen, 2008.
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invocation is in any case unnecessary — cultural exchange could merely have depended on the frequent

trade between the areas to which archaeology happily attests.

In India

The situation in Sanskrit Epic is complex in a different way. The far ampler evidence allows the
clear discernment of a hierarchy of seers — not just Rsis but also Maharsis. Vyasa, poet of the
Mahdabharata, forefather of many of the most important protagonists, and deus ex machina par excellence
heads the class. Though not strictly a member of the divine pantheon, Vyasa often behaves and is treated
as a god in the Mahabharata. He is the arranger (and sometimes composer) of the divine Vedas, original
narrator of the Mahabharata, and forefather of its cast of main characters by virtue of siring both
Dhrtarastra and Pandu.®”® Mighty kings address him in the most deferential terms.®2° In the post-Epic
Puranas he would be considered an incarnation of Brahma or Visnu. We have seen how gods in ancient
Greece and India not only prophesy but also can be called prophets (see my discussion of the RV in
chapter II, and e.g. Brahma at Ram. 3. 50.10, Apollo at Aes. Eum. 17-19). Vyasa crosses the boundary in
the other direction. He stands the pre-eminent Rsi, right at the threshold of the divine — ‘a little lower than

the gods but... higher than ordinary mortals’ 5%

Although, as we saw in the second chapter, he is of no fixed abode, it is not strictly accurate to
call him itinerant. Like a god, he simply materialises wherever and whenever the poet requires him,
thanks to his magical ability to divine others’ thoughts and travel as swift as thought. Yet Vyasa’s is a
special case from which it is difficult to generalise — he functions in this way more like a divinity than a
human seer. Conversely, Maharsis can be characterised by their tendency to interact with royalty and
indeed to be itinerant. Unlike in Homer, their itineracy is clearly represented. Narada, for example, visited

Dhrtarastra’s palace on his travels, while ‘lokan anucaran sarvan’, ‘roving around all the worlds’ (2. 5.2).

528 The story is recounted at Mhb. 1.100. His half-brother, Vicitravirya, had died childless, and he is enlisted to
produce offspring with his half-brother Vicitravirya’s wives. More devoted to intense meditation in the forest than to
personal hygiene, his appearance is so feral that one of them went pale during coition (and gave birth to a pale child,
Pandu), while the other had to close her eyes to bear sleeping with him (and gave birth to a blind child, Dhrtarastra).
Pandu means ‘pale’; Dhrtarastra, ‘bearer of the nation’.

629 E.g. 6. 4.13, where Dhrtarastra says “tvasiz hi dharmah pavitrasi: ca yasah kirtir dhytih smytih | kuriinam
pandavanam ca manyas casi pitamahah”, ‘“For you are the law, purifier, honour, fame, joy, and memory. You are
the reverent grandfather of the Pandavas and the Kurus.””

830 As J. L. Mehta puts it, 2009, 79, in a valuable essay on Vyasa.
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Similarly, Maitreya has no fixed address, but tours centres of pilgrimage (‘tirthayatram anukraman’, 3.
11.11).

On the other hand, Rsis may also inhabit hermitages. This is so common in the Sanskrit Epics as
to be somewhat trivial to list. It can be true even of the most august of Maharsis, as Vasistha’s home in
Badaripacana (referred to at e.g. 3. 80.75, 81.156, 82.121, 100.3). Rama too meets many Rsis in
hermitages, especially on his travels in the forest, who often instruct him what to do (e.g. Bharadvaja 2.
84.1, 6. 112.1, Atri 2. 109.5, Sutiksna 3. 6.1-5). He makes a point of touring them to learn from them, as
he tells Sutiksna — ““tvaramahe vayarh drasturm krtsnam asramamandalam rstnam punyasilanam
dandakaranyavasinam’”’, ‘“We are in a hurry to visit the hermitages of all the pious Rsis who live in forest

of Dandaka’ (3. 7.6).

Rsis, Sutas, and Poets

Gesturing towards some important features of Rsis, | make two important points. The Sanskrit

term ‘Rsi’ has a much broader application than English ‘seer’ or Greek Mantis.®*

Of uncertain etymology,
by the turn of the first millennia, it most basically refers to a class of men (and sometimes, but rarely,
women) of greater than usual holiness and wisdom, who may put their magical powers to a variety of
uses. Prime among these powers, and most relevantly here, are their enhanced epistemic abilities, which
allow them intuitively to know future and past. The class is broad enough to admit those who are
essentially divine, like Vyasa, and those who, born human, achieve the status of Rsi through study and the
practice of austerity (as many of the Rsis in the Ramayana, including Sutiksna, referred to above).%%? The
kind and extent of Rsis’ powers differ; naturally, the class was subject to extensive internal classification.
Most of these are later than our period and irrelevant to current purposes, but it is worth noting the
important group of seven Maharsis, known as the Saptarsis.5*® Present already in the RV,%** these are
especially venerable, and may even be partially responsible for the creation of the universe (see RV. 1.
164.15, though interpretation is uncertain). As RV. IV. 42.8 seems to say, and as the commentator Sayana

relates, mortals can appeal to them for offspring, as if they were gods able to grant such a wish.%*® Yet, as

831 The English term ‘holy man’ has some advantages, but some irrelevant connotations, and so I avoid it.

832 See my chapter two for examples, in Greece and India, of gods as Manteis and Rsis.

833 In the Mahabharata, at least at 12. 120.16, these are Marici, Atri, Pulastya, Pulaha, Kratu, Vasistha, and Angiras.
The list is slightly altered from its first secure attestations in the late Vedic period (the first third of the first
millennium BC), cf. e.g. Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 2. 2.4.

6341, 164.36, IV. 42.8, 1X. 62.17, X. 82.2, 109.4, 131.7.

835 See the introduction to RV V.42 in Jamison & Brereton, 2014,
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at X. 82.2, they may also themselves make offerings, testifying to their liminal status — greater than men,
lesser than gods. They can converse with the gods too (X. 109.4). Importantly, there is no distinction emic
to the RV between seer-Rsis and poet-Rsis — these occupations, though separated so starkly in Greece, are
both indifferently subsumed under the umbrella of possible Rsi activity in ancient India. Some Rig-Vedic
seer-poets, like Vasistha and Vi§vamitra, are figured as Maharsis.®*® As we have seen, the Sanskrit Epics

too are composed by Rsis — Vyasa and Valmiki.

In time, another class, the Sttas, grew in importance. As Monier-Williams attests, no one English
word could ever cover the wide array of the Siita’s functions. He was originally the factotum of the epic
hero — his charioteer, equerry, butler, and herald. His perpetual presence at the side of the hero, moreover,
made him the perfect candidate for the narration of the hero’s victories, and so the Siita was also the
panegyrist and chronicler of his master. In this way, he was also associated with the narration specifically
of Epic poetry, the warrior, ksatriya genre par excellence. Over time, they came to work more closely
with priests specialised in working at pilgrimage centres, no doubt because large groups of people with
lots of leisure time were a natural place for the performance of poetry.®¥’ Inasmuch as they followed the
pilgrimages, then, they were itinerant. By the end of the Epic period, it seems that Brahmans had taken
over responsibility for the recitation of Epic and (by this time) for its text.5® I here stray from my subject
— there is nothing supernatural about a Siita, nor was he in any way related to divination. He takes up the
storytelling role of the Rsi but without the supernatural element. Yet once again, Greek and Indian
traditions, responding to universal pressures, develop along similar lines. In the Homeric poems, bards are
attached to courts, and sing at dinners, but the first historical evidence has them singing at large festivals
like the Panathenaia. Similarly, while the Rg-Vedic seer-bards are closely attached to their aristocratic
sponsors,®® the later Siitas (again, importantly, not endowed with supernatural powers, and not related to
divination) travel autonomously from one gathering of pilgrims to the next. Itineracy, in both cases, must

be a later development mirroring social and religious shifts more widely in the culture.

83 Although the Seven Maharsis are not always identified with the same figures, just as, say, the names of the Nine
Muses or Three Graces differ in Greece, these two always feature no doubt thanks to their status as prominent Rig-
Vedic poets.

837 This is well brought out in an excellent article by Yaroslav Vassilkov, who provides a usefully clear discussion of
the Stita’s functions more generally (1999, 142-6), cf. also Brockington, 1998, 19.

638 See ibid. 144, with reference to the pioneering Winternitz 1908. This is more true of the Mahabharata than the
Ramayana. The extent to which Brahmans revised the text has been ferociously disputed. It is a central question in
the debate about the constitution of the text (for which see the introduction to my second chapter).

839 Although they may be itinerant inasmuch as they travel from place to place looking for a patron, cf. 1. 117.6, 5.
6.8. But this should not be confused with nomadism as a lifestyle. The same goes for carpenters who go around the
community looking for a job, cf. 1. 110.2, with a reference to Rsis too in the same verse.
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Crucial methodological points emerge. First, allowance must be made for the distorting effects of
the nature of the earliest evidence to survive — hymns on the one hand, epic poetry on the other. Neither
can be expected to be a complete picture of the society which produced it. Yet this does not amount to
permission to read against the grain of the evidence which we do have, which overwhelmingly does not
point to itinerant seers (or poets). Second, diachrony and context are fundamental components of
comparison: without consideration of the earliest texts in the tradition, the itineracy of Greek and Indian

bards and seers may naively have been seen as part of those cultures’ shared inheritance.

However, this is impossible for another, still more essential reason. The social conditions of
proto-Greco-Indic society forbid it. The creators of the RV, in Jamison’s pithy formulation, ‘formed... a
semi-nomadic pastoralist society, in which seasons of settlement alternated with seasons of migration’
(Jamison, 2007, 6, and 2020, 31-2). Obviously, there could not be itinerant bards or seers in such a
society, since — even if some sort of increased nomadism were possible — they would not be sufficiently
distinguished from the usual way of life. It is also hard to imagine how a nomad could survive alone
under such conditions, amid a landscape filled with hostile, constantly warring tribes, some of which were

not Vedic-speakers.®*°

The Indo-European proto-Greek society which split off from the Indo-Aryan branch at some time
in the late third millennium BC was structured in much the same way. Certainly they were rootless and
migratory enough to have splintered and diverged into places as distant as Greece and India. The
geographical references of the RV slowly expand over time, from its oldest layers’ focus on Hindu Kush
and the Indus Valley, to the later layers’ mentions of places well eastwards towards Himachal Pradesh. A
salutary warning emerges for the comparatist — even if bards and later seers were itinerant in later
societies, this cannot be due to shared inheritance. Not only is this situation not depicted in our earliest

texts, but it can a priori be deduced from the semi-nomadic lifestyle of the ancestors of those texts.

840 Traders will be an exception. The ‘vanik vankuh’, ‘winding merchant’ of RV V. 45.6 is presumably a salesman
often on the road in search of wares. This is a mere reference to the necessities of his profession, and there is no
reason to assume that he is a nomad in the sense that he has no fixed home.

RV 1.125.1-3 is an interesting case. A figure called ‘Prataritvan’, translated by Jamison & Brereton as ‘the early
comer’, declares, ‘ayamadya sukrtam pratarichannisteh putram vasumata rathena’, ‘I have come here today early in
the morning with a goods-filled chariot, seeking one who performs (sacrifice) well, the son of my seeking’ (3, ‘early
in the morning’ is understood from context). As often, the chariot represents the hymn, with the poet its rider. This is
a fascinating glimpse into the process by which a Rsi sought a patron, but hardly evidence for nomadism.
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Divergence, or Not

Parallel development is the root of this alignment. The large festivals where bards performed
were not a feature either of the RV or of pre-Homeric, Dark Age Greece, which, it is agreed, had far lower
rates of trade, travel, and migration. A few centuries later, by the mid-Archaic period in Greece and some
centuries later in India,5* the preconditions of settlement, security, and prosperity were sufficiently well
established that both polytheistic religions could develop an elaborate calendar of festivals which took
place at pilgrimage sites spread across the homelands of their adherents. In Greece divination was
incorporated into this religious revolution: certain pilgrimage sites specialised in it by making provisions
on sacral days for pilgrims to approach a priest with a question and receive a divine answer. Oracles
developed in this way. They grew rapidly in prominence after their meagre first attestations in Homer,
where they hardly feature. It is overwhelmingly likely that Greek culture was here influenced by that of
its neighbours in the East Mediterranean, where oracles had been a fixture for centuries before their first
literary or archaeological attestation in Greece (see my first chapter for a broader exposition of near-
Eastern influence on Greece before and after Homer). India, well outside that East-Mediterranean cultural
area, would never have oracles — that is the single most important divergence in the two divinatory

cultures.

Yet universal factors could bring about and sustain parallel developments. Mere practicalities, for
example, can explain the fact that in both traditions, unless sponsored by a certain household, bards
moved around to make a living. Once the religions developed great religious congregations, bards
naturally sought out these large, ready-made audiences at leisure. Seers in Greece seem to have been
itinerant for a similar reason — by the Classical period, as we have seen, they went, patronless, door to
door offering prophecies. Others attached themselves to armies, following an old model best exemplified
in Homer by Calchas, and exemplified in the Mahdabharata by Safijaya; Herodotus reports that both
Greek and Persian armies were accompanied by seers whom they sponsored.®* In any case, by the start of

the sixth century much of the Greek divinatory market had been cornered by the rise of oracles.

841 According to John Brockington, ‘Pilgrimage to [these centres] is clearly a relatively late feature in the
Mahabharata’, and so datable to the first centuries AD. These epic passages ‘are the oldest evidence for this
particular form of religious activity and correspondingly valuable’ (1998, 240).

642 9.38. See also chap. 6, ‘Seers in Warfare’ in Flower, 2008, whose discussion of seers in Xenophon is particularly
valuable.
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In India, the situation is more complex for seers as for poets. Aristocrats sponsored Rg-Vedic Rsis
to compose hymns on their behalf, a practice which would have been familiar to Pindar,*® but we know
almost nothing about how the narrative poetic tradition worked at the time. Sanskrit Epic shows a variety
of different performance contexts, at least some of which can be attributed to diachronic shifts over its
centuries-long transmission — from narration in palaces and forests (if we can indeed extrapolate from the
frame narratives in the poems themselves), to roving Siitas, and finally to Brahmans. In India, again, some
seers roam around, and others live in the forest, an important and richly symbolic environment in Sanskrit
literature. As Sheldon Pollock writes, it is ‘in stark opposition to the town or city; it is a place prior to, or
at least exterior to, many of the claims and obligations of the social world’ (1991, 12). The seeds are
found already in the mid-Vedic period (roughly the middle quarters of the first millennium) which showed
expositions of Vedic interpretation laced with metaphysical rumination called ‘ Aranyakas’, ‘forest texts’,
after their silvan setting — these esoteric learnings were constructed as in some way deviant from or

opposed to usual social structures.

The antithesis of civilisation, the forest was home to the extra-human — monsters, shape-shifters,
Raksasas, and seers. It points to the crux of the issue. Both itineracy and inhabitation of forests are
symbolic expressions of the same underlying condition — those who practise divination exist outside usual
social boundaries. To a great extent, the same goes in Greece. Theoclymenus’ divagations do not make
him a nomad, but they do situate him outside the usual networks of social commitments which apply to
others. Calchas, as we saw, though he is a part of the Achaean war effort, is highly unusual in not having a
provenance, and is attached to no particular contingent. He is uniquely absent from the catalogue.
Teiresias, though Theban, is set apart from the other spirits in the Underworld when Odysseus visits him.
Similarly, it is a constitutive feature of Greek oracles that they are in remote locations, maintaining in this
way the autonomy from political structures on which their credibility relied.®** Oracles and seers needed
detachment from social structures in order to have the independence to criticise them with plausible
impartiality. The pattern is clear despite its mitigations, such as the king-seers in Homer, or Halitherses’

presence at the Ithacan assembly.

India and Greece are not unique in this: separateness from society is a cross-culturally common
condition for diviners. Yet beyond this banality, the condition is instantiated differently according to time
and place; that is, within the universality are particularities eloquent of the culture. By seeing these

various instantiations as part of the same overarching phenomenon, they can be shown in revealing new

843 For a valuable if presumptuous discussion with full bibliography of the principles of reciprocity and the payment
structure of Indo-European poets, see Watkins, 1995, 70-75; also Benjamin Fortson, 2010, 32-3.

644 See Catherine Morgan, 1990, 183 for the importance of Delphi’s position, and compare Nissinen, 2001, 178, on
that of the oracle of IStar at Arbela.
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relationships with one another. In India the separation found expression in genuine itineracy, like that of
Vyasa and Maitreya, or in Rsis’ living and divining in the forest: in a kind of assimilation, they took their
place in the symbolically anti-cultural environment par excellence. This is a post-Vedic development,
there being no hint of such practices in the semi-nomadic cattle-herding society of the RV. There, the
forest is home to the deplorable non-Aryan. In this way, seers came to be associated with the emerging
class of ascetics, and intuitive divination became another advantage of the accumulation of tapas. In
Greece, by contrast, oracles were situated outside the bounds of Archaic city states, just as historical
diviners would later be itinerant, plying their trade in socially marginal spaces. In Tragedy, grand old
Manteis of myth must be summoned to the palace, as Teiresias in Sophocles.5 I therefore make the weak
claim for the outsider status of seers. Although the way that it manifested itself differed geographically
and diachronically, diviners’ extra-social position was plausibly a feature inherited by both traditions from

the time of Greco-Indic unity.

Conclusion

I have argued that seers in both traditions are high-status individuals who exist outside usual
social boundaries, a claim which is important for several reasons. Firstly, it confirms the overarching
argument of my thesis, that there was extensive preservation of Greco-Indic divinatory heritage on every
level — not only in the kind of divination practised and the literary uses to which it was put, but also in the
diviners themselves, their roles in Epic, and the literary uses to which they were put as characters. They
are used as the vehicles of rejected warnings, to advise kings, to direct quests, and to indicate and
disambiguate omens. More generally, their connection to fate and the gods made them a powerful device
for poets to get characters to do things in their narrative — hence their close identification with the voice of
the poet. In one case, this manifested itself also in strong inheritance, with a type-scene of the rejected
warning. This continued to be useful to poets for establishing their moral universe by alienating

antagonists from the audience’s sympathies.

Nevertheless, the similarities cannot merely be accounted for by shared inheritance. Here as
throughout the thesis, I am not only interested in reconstructing elements in proto-Epic based on parallels.
I often find the opposite — that profound social changes between the time of unity and the time of the

Epics leave little room for reconstruction. For this reason, I concentrate on a deeper level of similarity —

645 See e.g. Soph. OT.288-9. Teiresias in that play proudly asserts his impartiality, clarifying to whom his loyalties
lie: oV yap T ol (@ dodrog, aAra Ao&ig, ‘T am not your slave, but Loxias’’ (410).
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prestige and outsider status — and attribute further, more detailed similarity to polygenesis — the resolution
of universal or practical problems along the same lines. A good example of this, the weak claim for
inheritance, is the itineracy of seers — although there is no evidence for it in the oldest texts (the RV and

Homer), both traditions independently developed it for a combination of like reasons.
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Conclusion

This thesis makes three contributions. The first is in the development of a new methodology for
the comparative analysis of IE (or other genealogically related) poetic traditions, and an execution of that
methodology to make sense of a set of similarities between ancient Greek and Indian poetry. The second
is in the application of that method to reconstruct wherever possible the divination in the poetic tradition
hosted by the late IE dialect which was the direct ancestor of Greek and Vedic. Subsidiarily, I have tried to
contribute, where possible, to the history of divination apart from its poetic representation. This is thus a

first study of IE divination. The third is to use comparison to read extant texts anew.

Methodology

My methodology demands that Near-Eastern comparison be considered for Greek material. The
total unresponsiveness of the Sanskrit evidence to certain important Greek divinatory practices — notably
ornithomancy, oracles, and extispicy — confirms what, following many others, I argue in the first chapter,
that their appearance in Greece was due to influence from neighbouring, Near-Eastern cultures. Oracles
and extispicy are nowhere to be found in the Indian texts. Ornithomancy, while present in the RV, is

radically different in detail. This set aside, genealogical comparison may proceed.

The method introduces nuance by making several important distinctions. The most important is
between the strong and weak claims, according to which inheritance is not to be expressed in binary
terms, as present or absent. When present, it may be manifest to different degrees. When it is present to a
high degree, reconstruction is legitimate. When to a low, it is not: this low degree is defined as when
polygenesis and inheritance occur together and inextricably. This, therefore, leads to another important
distinction — reconstruction must come apart from inheritance: the latter need not imply the former. In
other words, not all constituent parts of a detailed similarity between two traditions are to be

reconstructed as features of the proto-culture.

Another distinction, between rich and banal inheritance, is also vital. Banal inheritance, although
the most plausible kind, is uninformative about any of the cultures involved. For example, incest was

prohibited in all ancient IE societies, and therefore it is safe to reconstruct this prohibition for the proto-
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society. Here, it is the very universality of the prohibition that lends it high plausibility. Rich inheritance,
on the other hand, may be reconstructed for a different reason. In these cases, it is rather the arbitrary
particularity, that is, the non-universality of the item which allows it to be reconstructed. Here shared
inheritance must outcompete polygenesis as the explanation for the similarity — if it does not do so totally,
weak inheritance is the result. In practice, zooming out will always show that banal always underlies rich
inheritance. Fundamental universals such as ‘divination’, ‘poetry’, and ‘formula’ underlie all my further
observations in this thesis, including paradigmatic examples of rich inheritance, such as the formula ‘he
who knows / sees what was, what is, and what will be’ (as discussed in chapter 2). Yet it is vital to
continue to take account of the richness / banality distinction because they require different reasons for
their reconstruction. These cut across strong and weak inheritance in different ways. Unlike the binary
strong / weak distinction (i.e. something can either be legitimately constructed or not), the richness /
banality distinction should be visualised on a scale. That is, it mirrors the scale of universality and
particularity. The prohibition of parent-child incest is as close to universal as a prohibition can get. On the
far opposite, particular end would be, for example, the prohibition of newlyweds of the Bornean Tidung
people from going to the lavatory for three days after the moment of marriage. Prohibitions of
masturbation are somewhere in between. They are typologically widespread, but not so much so as to be
considered a universal. For example, Hinduism is not interested in condemning it for lay-people, whereas

it is considered a terrible sin in the closely kindred Zoroastrianism.54

The result can be graphically represented as below. Items of culture will cluster around the
shapes. What is very universal will be easily reconstructible — this is the oval. What is very particular (or
arbitrarily particular) can also be reconstructed — this is the triangle. Yet sometimes, very particular
parallels still do not provide a sound basis for reconstruction, either because they are not of the right kind
or because they are too detailed. This is why the left side of the rectangle stretches to the far left corner.
(And sometimes it is impossible to tell on which side of the line a given item should be.) At other times,
while they contain some degree of inheritance, parallels mix in universals (or chance factors) to too high a
degree for reconstruction to be the right model — this is the right side of the rectangle. When the degree of
universality becomes high enough, we can again switch back over and begin reconstructing again, though
we will now be reconstructing for a different reason (oval and rectangle overlap because at the margin it

will be unclear whether that threshold has been crossed).

646 For which see Martin Schwartz, 1985, 654.
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If a weak inheritance is close to the left side of the scale, it will be rich and interesting (especially when it

contains a high degree of inheritance). But if it shows too much particularity — if it is too close a parallel,
it will not be reconstructible. The area of the graph of the most interest to the genealogical comparatist is

the triangle in the top left hand corner.

Divination and Reconstruction

In my thesis, [ suggested that such rich, non-trivial heritage could be found widely in both
cultures. Here I repeat all the elements, rich and banal, reconstructible for diviners and divination in the
poetic tradition hosted by the late IE dialect spoken by the common ancestors of Greek and Vedic
speakers. When the degree of certainty with which something can be constructed is not absolute, I signal

this by ‘perhaps’.

- A seer was a scion of a long paternal lineage of diviners, each of whom enjoyed a gift from a god,
perhaps because of a special relationship with him.
- This gift was a power which gives him a theoretically limitless ability
o to know, intuitively, without reliance on everyday perception accessible to any other, and
without reference to omens or signs of the gods, events irrespective of when they take /
took place, and
o to see, hear, or spontaneously perceive objects in the world irrespective of their
immediate presence, including reading minds human and divine, and
o to interpret omens in a non-linear way, with a precision and degree of certainty
unavailable to those without this gift.
- He is described as he who knows what was, what is, and what will be — a formula whose
traditional meaning alerted the poem’s audience to his ability to do the above.
- Existing on the margins of society, perhaps living physically apart from the others, he was

accorded great respect by his society.
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o Kings and princes sought him out for his advice. Yet he went further than his
contemporaries in not always telling them what they wanted to hear, sometimes
provoking the kings’ wrath.

- Atype-scene in the tradition exemplifies his literary function.

o At amoment when lives are at stake, the seer in that tradition enters, perhaps ‘as swift as
thought’ — a formula which marks out his quasi-divine status.

o If he speaks to the protagonist,®*’ he will confirm or rebuff them in their current course of
action, relying either on his intuitive powers of divination to do so, or enumerating and
interpreting certain omens. He will then advise either on how they may achieve their
aims, or encourage them to abandon them. This advice will be taken either gladly or
reluctantly. The taking of the advice signals to the audience that the protagonist will
sooner or later achieve his ultimate aims.

o If he speaks to an antagonist, he warns them of the disastrous outcome of their current
course of action, giving a prophecy (perhaps a bifurcated one) or indicating omens to that
effect. The antagonist then rejects the seer, perhaps adding an insult or accusation of
venality, or perhaps rejecting the entire divinatory system on which the seer depends. He
dismisses the seer. This signals to the audience that the antagonist will not achieve his
aims but will soon meet his demise.

- Ata climax of the poem, that is, when an important battle, duel, or death approaches, omens
appear. Perhaps these are elaborated by a seer (perhaps even in a scene of the above shape).

o These include thunder and lightning, perhaps from a cloudless sky, shooting stars,
menacing rainbows, and a sudden eclipse.

= Perhaps these are creatively combined, mixed with one another and with other
dramatic imagery, perhaps fire.

= Perhaps similes accompany the build-up, in which soldiers or their weapons are
the vehicles and ominous imagery the tenors.

o The meaning of these omens, that is, to whom or to which side they predict death, will
either be explicitly specified or clear from context.

o The steeds of the slain weep, perhaps as he sets out to battle, or perhaps after his death.

o The sky god, perhaps *dieu-phster- by name, sheds blood rain at his death (but nobody

notices, perhaps).

847 This is not a rigid rule — see above n. 590 for complications.
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I here bring together all the thesis’ instances of the strong claim. My method is conservative:
these results are, [ hope, something close to the minimum which can be reconstructed. I have not been
willing to trade in plausibility for ampler results. I do not mention here the weak claims which explain
other alignments, such as the itineracy of seers. Nor do I mention possible connections between seers and

poets, since further work would be required to formulate those similarities with any precision.

Nevertheless, even with such a conservative method, this is a substantial result, which spans from
formulas to type-scenes to a plethora of motifs, little events, and building blocks of narratives. The result
enfranchises, firstly, further study which incorporates the evidence of other IE traditions — subject to the
caveats enumerated in the introduction. Secondly, it enfranchises the application of this method to other
areas of the same evidence. What of curses, for example? Or the treatment of animals? Or, indeed, poets

and poetry itself?

The methodology is oven-ready. It is ripe to be applied to smaller scale studies for which the
elaboration of a methodology would not be practicable.?*® This study, and others like it, will, I hope, push
the study of Indo-European culture and poetics away from compendia and into more analytical, discursive
kinds of comparison. Indeed, in order to progress, the discipline needs new ideals. The pioneering work of
last century’s Near-Eastern comparatists such as Martin West, Walter Burkert, and Sarah Morris has given
rise to a new generation of studies which, shedding the defensive tone for a newfound self-assurance,
analyses cultural phenomena holistically across the Eastern Mediterranean, now to be defined inclusively
of Greece. If anything, as the critiques I set out in my introduction show, this areal comparison has been
the victim of its own success — its early achievements have led to over-reach. Indo-European Studies
should respond with similar ambition. A discrete subject could be chosen, analysed by specialists in a
series of bilateral comparisons according to sub-group, and complemented by consideration of horizontal
transmission (e.g. from Greece to Rome, from the Near-East to Greece), and a strong synopsis.
Complementarily, I hope that my second chapter’s rejection of the possibility of the horizontal
transmission of literary material from Greece to India (or vice versa) will allow genealogical comparison

to proceed without any futile appeal made to this red herring.

848 For examples of these, see the first section of introduction, with notes and bibliography.
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Collateral Results: What Comparison does for Extant Texts

Lastly, I have hoped to show how genealogical comparison can contribute substantially to the
independent study of Greek and Sanskrit poetry. Along the way, usually in my discussion of weak
inheritance, the comparative enterprise has led to the proposal of many readings. The following is
inexhaustive. For Greece, I have argued for a traditional meaning to the formula ‘he who knows / sees
what was, what is, and what will be’ (6¢ fjon té t° €6vta 16 T° €é660peva Tpd T €6vta), and examined the
intra-traditional diachronic development of all attestations of this formula, defined semantically and not
lexically. This suggested new slants on some Homeric passages. It also included an analysis of Hesiod’s
use of the formula, and offered a perspective on how his usage of it connects with Homer’s. From this
arose a discussion of the commonalities between seers and poets. The same goes for another formula — ‘as
swift as thought’. By attributing a traditional meaning to this, its occurrences can be read with a new
resonance. Comparison also offered a new perspective on Theoclymenus’ vision in the Odyssey. No
longer does it seem so strange and anomalous. From a diachronic standpoint, it is one of the most
traditional parts of the poem. Here it is indeed true that, as in historical linguistics, a synchronic oddity

asks for a diachronic explanation.

Similarly, certain Iliadic similes, including some unusually puzzling ones, responded
energetically to comparison with the three other Epics. At narrative junctures where the other three poems
introduce omens (before important battles, duels, and deaths), the //iad often introduced ominous
language in its similes. This points to a wider feature of that poem, which habitually exhibits ominous
imagery not only on the level of narrative reality, but in its epiphanies and similes. Understanding that
they function as omens — and sometimes focalised omens — helps us to read those similes. Moreover,
other synchronic oddities such as talking horses, eclipses, blood rain, and sudden accesses of prophetic
ability at death, are precisely where that poem aligns with Sanskrit Epic. These moments, from a
diachronic, comparative perspective, can be seen anew as moments of profound conservatism, not as
anomaly or innovation. Against this background, the interplay between preservation and innovation can

be newly descried.

Wider comparative arguments require more minute, collateral observations. In my third chapter,
for example, I defended certain interpretations of difficult Homeric lines, such as V.150-1 and xvii.381-6,
as well as giving readings of various other Homeric scenes, such as Halitherses in the assembly in

Odyssey ii. Other striking moments in the poem, such as Andromache’s and Priam’s appeals to Hector,
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could also, through comparison, be seen against a new diachronic background — as innovative deviations

from the traditional scene of a diviner’s warning.

In India too the unobvious juxtapositions required by the search for inheritance, both within and
between works, sets them in revealing new relationships, and results in new interpretive vistas. For
example, in the second chapter the search for intuitive divination in the RV led me to group together
certain verses. They ended up gaining clarity from this relation, and new readings could be offered. I also
argued for a traditional meaning to ‘he who knows what was, what is, and what will be’
(bhiitabhavyabhavisyavit), and a diachronic relationship between it and a related form (atitandagate
vidvan). This decoded tricky verses which, for example, refer to the ‘knowledge of the Three Times’, and
gave a new understanding of how poets manipulate traditional meanings to create irony. I also saw a
Vedic precursor to the Epic formula at RV. 1. 25.11, and possibly even the Atharvaveda. As in Greece, ‘as
swift as thought’ was subject to an arbitrary restriction in context: this alignment is only explicable by
invoking only explicable to its traditional meaning. In both cases, I argued for bridging the gap between
RV and Epic on both a cultural and linguistic level. Indeed, the same goes for the RV’s use of ominous
imagery, as I show at the end of the third chapter. In the fourth chapter, even on the purely abstract level
of content, I argued that the animus between seer and king in Sanskrit Epic finds its predecessor in Rg-

Vedic seer-poets’ execrations of misers.

As I found in the third chapter, the traditional meanings of certain simile vehicles in the
Mahdbharata enhances our appreciation of the poet’s aims and technique. That text’s use of traditional
referentiality is underexplored: it is an area of oral poetics which has never been extensively applied to
Indian material. Moreover, when the RV touches on martial subjects, it reveals a glimpse of an approach
to traditional imagery which chimes much more resonantly with the Mahabharata, attesting to the deep
roots of what that poem preserves. The Ramayana, by contrast, veers away towards Kavya in its treatment
of the same lightning imagery. Valmiki experimented widely and successfully, treating the tradition
encoded in the Mahabharata with creativity and irreverence. Comparison here, by looking for similarity,

ends up bringing out salient, generic differences between these three texts.

More urgently, this thesis has found that the R}V has deep cultural and linguistic commonalities
with Sanskrit Epic poetry. The gulf between the Vedic and the Sanskrit, the Vedic and the Hindu, the
Vedic and the Epic, the Aryan and the Brahmin, the Sruti and the Smrti is real and to be respected. But it
is not to be overstated: sometimes the gap is bridged. The precursors of the language and world of
Sanskrit Epic are, on the evidence of this thesis, unmistakable already in the RV. For Greece, I have

stressed the opposite, showing how obfuscatory and counter-productive it can be to back-project onto
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Homer evidence from centuries later. The contrast speaks to a difference in a scholarly assumption rather

than in text.

A consideration of seers’ itineracy in both traditions led to a null result for reconstruction but
prompted fruitful reflection of the reasons for the alignment. This resulted in suggestions as to the origin
of oracles in Greece, and of the analogies (and disanalogies) in the instantiation of itineracy among bards
and seers in both traditions. Whereas Greece assimilated these seers to pedlars contemptibly going from
door to door in a city, India assimilated them to forest-dwelling sages who stored up spiritual power from
their fanatical practice of religious austerities. Divination was integrated into wider social change:
inasmuch as this change ran parallel, so divination ran parallel; where it did not, practices diverged. Even
after divergence, the diachronic view from inheritance retains its explanatory power for synchronic
oddities, such as, for example, king-seers living in the forest. The rigours of diachronic analysis can yield

benefits unconnected to the comparative enterprise.

The overall view is of piecemeal, motivated change. These two exuberant boughs of the family
tree grew apart, slowly and inexorably. But the dates of their sundering and their adoption of writing are
close enough for the careful comparatist who scratches under the boughs’ bark, extracts the poetic amber,

and places it under the microscope.
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