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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

The sun-god was an important deity in numerous cultures across the ancient
world, Indo-European or otherwise. The Sun—one of the most dependable natural
phenomena and an object visible to all—represents the deity that brings light to the
world. He drives away the dark things that inhabit the night and he illuminates enemies
during the day. Since he possesses keen sight, he also watches all things that move across
the earth’s surface, and in some ancient religions, he is even king of the gods. In Egyptian
tales, for instance, everything emerges from the original sun-god Ra. Concerning the
cosmogeny of the Egyptian world, Charles Freeman writes, “Ra scattered his semen and
out of it sprang Shu, the god of dryness, and Tefnut, the goddess of humidity. Shu and
Tefnut produced a new generation of gods, the sky goddess Nut and the earth god Geb.”*
These later deities and their descendants begin to fight amongst themselves not unlike
deities in Indo-European culture (e.g. the Vedic gods fighting with the Asuras, or the
Greek gods fighting with the Titans).

Ra eventually entrusts the solar throne to his great-grandson Osiris. Thus, in

Egyptian mythology, the sun-god peacefully retires, allowing new generations of gods to

make their own pantheon. He continues to give his name to Pharaohs such as

! Charles Freeman, Egypt, Greece, and Rome: Civilizations of the Ancient Mediterranean (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1996), 41.



Ramesses.? Conversely, the Indo-European sun-god always remains in the sky through
every cycle of deities. He must stay in his lofty track to ensure the world’s survival. Thus,
he is unique, at once powerless to leave yet indispensable. Like the Indo-Europeans
themselves, the sun-god labors during the day and rests at night, during which time he
returns to the East. The Egyptians developed an early interpretation of the sun-god’s
daytime and nighttime journeys. In her article “The Cosmic Journey of Odysseus,”
Nanno Marinatos offers a basic outline of the Sun’s journey in Egyptian mythology:
The sun travels around the universe completing a full circle every day. Half of his
path is in the light and half is in the darkness. There are several ways to render
this image, but the predominant features are two: the circular path and the East-
Western polarity. The fundament concepts are always the same. The sun goes
through darkness in the underworld, but is regenerated every morning when he is
born (as a child or scarab in the East).’
Ra’s journey across the sky and his subsequent journey through the underworld to be
reborn in the east likely influence the sun-god’s journey in Indo-European culture. The
greatest Mediterranean powers (including the Eyptians as well as the Minoans) were
trading as early as the second millennium BCE; religious ideas were inevitably
exchanged as well.* The Greeks were also in contact with the Egyptians during the
Mycenaean period. The Greek sun-god Hélios, like Ra, is furthermore portrayed as a
shepherd, a description found in wider Indo-European religion as well and one that

suggests a primordial association between the sun-god and cattle. The Greeks’ other

major contact, the Minoans, seem to have largely overlooked solar deities in their cults.’

2 1bid., 46.

¥ Nanno Marinatos, “The Cosmic Journey of Odysseus,” Numen 48, No. 4 (2001): 383.

* Nicholas Kazanas, “Archaic Greece and the VVeda,” Annals of the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute
82, No. 1 (2001): 2.

® Martin P. Nilsson, The Minoan-Mycenaean Religion and Its Survival in Greek Religion (New York: Biblo
and Tannen, 1971), 420.



Therefore, if the Greeks inherited non-Indo-European religious characteristics related to
the sun-god, Egypt was the most likely source.

The Proto-Indo-European word for the Sun is *sHowel, or *sH,wen- in the
oblique cases.® It is naturally a core word of the language as supported by its retention in
nine daughter branches of Proto-Indo-European. Anatolian, Classical Armenian, and
Tocharian are the only daughter languages that have lost this word. A variety of forms—
including as many as seven ablaut grades—are found even within Proto-Indo-European
itself, resulting in the numerous derivatives found in the daughter languages.’ For
example, Old English shows at least three derivations: swegl, sol (perhaps borrowed from
Old Norse sol), and, of course, sunne. They all stem from different Proto-Germanic
forms, but all of them ultimately derive from *sH,wel. Furthermore, this word also refers
to the sun-god himself, indicating that the Indo-Europeans made no distinction between
the Sun its corresponding solar deity. Conversely, they carefully distinguished *puH.r
(Hittite pakhur, Greek pyr, English fire) from its divine counterpart *H;ng"nis (Sanskrit
agnis, Latin ignis, Old Church Slavic ogni).

Little may be said of the Sun’s sex since the Proto-Indo-European word is neuter,
but the word is feminine in many daughter branches including Germanic (although the
Gothic sauil is neuter), Celtic, and Baltic. Sél, for instance, is the sun-goddess in Norse
Mythology. Moreover, Martin Huld argues that the masculine sun-gods of Vedic and

Greco-Roman mythology “probably reflect Mediterranean and Near Eastern mythic

® Calvert Watkins, The American Heritage Dictionary of Indo-European Roots (Boston: Houghton Mifflin
Company, 2000), 72.

" Martin E. Huld, “Proto- and post-Indo-European Designations for ‘Sun’,” Zeitschrift fur vergleichende
Sprachforschung 99 (1986): 195. Variations include *suH.,el (Sanskrit svar), *seH,wel (Gothic sauil),
*seH,weliyos (Greek #ii0¢), and *suH,l-iyo-s (Sanskrit sirya).
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associations with solar imagery, cf. Akkadian Sama3, Sumerian Uttu, or Etruscan Usil.”®

However, other scholars such as Peter Jackson contend that the Indo-European sun-god
was male. The sun-god’s exact relationship with the other Indo-European deities is
unknown since few of these gods remain in daughter mythologies and even fewer remain
unchanged. Jackson—working with the earlier models of Wolfram Euler and George
Dunkel—nhas attempted to connect the sun-god to the core Indo-European pantheon via
the marriage of the sun-god’s daughter.

Jackson’s model of the Indo-European pantheon presupposes that the Indo-
Europeans viewed their gods as a nuclear family.” These deities include:

Father Heaven: *dyéws pHatér > Dyauspitr, Zeus (patér), liupiter

Mother: *diwoneH, > Dioné (a feminized form of Zeus’s name)

Daughter, or the dawn goddess: *H,ewsas > Usas, Eas, Aurora

Son, or the oak/thunder god: *perk“uHsnos > the Slavic god Perunws, Quirinus (?)

Grandsons/sons: *diwos nepotHie / suHnii > Asvins, Dioskouri
The interrelated deities of Vedic and Greco-Roman culture support the model of Jackson,
who furthermore argues that the grandsons/sons of the sky-god marry the*seH,weliyosyo
dhugHzér, or the sun-god’s daughter. Any original blood relation between the sun-god
and this family of gods is unknown. The suggestion that he is another son of the sky god
is tempting, but little evidence of such a relationship exists outside of Vedic mythology,
in which Siirya is the son of Dyauspitr; for comparison, Helios is not the son of Zeus but
the son of the Titan Hyperion. On the other hand, both Vedic and Greek mythology
support Jackson’s notion that the sun-god is related by law to the core Indo-European

pantheon. In the more conservative Vedic mythology, the twin horselords, the Asvins, are

jointly married to the sun-god’s daughter, Stirya, who often appears alongside them in

8 -

Ibid., 198.
® Peter Jackson, “Light from Distant Asterisks. Towards a Description of the Indo-European Religious
Heritage,” Numen 49, No. 1 (2002): 66-67.



their chariot. We find a slightly different but similar arrangement in Greek mythology.
The Dioskouri, who are the Greek Asvins, always leave a seat in their chariot for their
sister Helen.

Ultimately, the relationship between the Indo-European sun-god and the nuclear
family of deities is bound by law rather than blood, given that the sun-god’s daughter
seems to have married into this celestial family. More important, however, is the sun-
god’s various functions among the other deities. The goal of this thesis is to examine
these solar roles and to determine whether the Indo-Europeans ever considered the sun-
god as a significant deity in their pantheon. He is undeniably a vital deity whose primary
function is to bring light to mortals and gods. Another important characteristic is his
relationship with cattle and herding. These herds are typically cattle, but they often
represent the Vedic people themselves. Siirya and Helios are both said to impel their
respective people forward to their daily tasks. Thus, the sun-god acts as an overseer,
guiding the people by his light.

The sun-god is furthermore associated with oaths. To quote David Sick: “the Sun
IS a keeper of contracts, and one of the most important forms of contract between
immortals and gods is the ritual of sacrifice.”*° The sun not only ensures that oaths
remain unbroken but he also establishes a link between mortals and their gods since he is
a universal phenomenon. Nevertheless, neither the Vedic people nor the Greeks ever refer
to the sun-god as the Father of Gods and Humans. They reserve this title for the sky-god
alone, who is the supreme deity in late Indo-European culture; the sun-god is subordinate
to the sky-god in most if not all daughter branches of Indo-European, suggesting a

primordial position of subservience. We are left to wonder why the Indo-Europeans

19 David H. Sick, “Mit(h)ra(s) and the Myths of the Sun,” Numen 51, No. 4 (2004): 459.
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decided to relegate the most visible deity in the sky to a secondary position. To answer
this question, I will examine the Vedic and Greek sun-gods, specifically their divine
roles, physical characteristics, lineage, and myths as preserved by the Vedic people and

by the Greeks.



CHAPTER 2

SURYO VISVACAKSAS: THE SUN-GOD IN THE RGVEDA

Nothing in all mythology is more difficult than
the attempt to get a clear view of the gods of Vedic India
~ Andrew Lang Mythology, Ritual, and Religion

. Introduction

For the Vedic people of Bronze-Age India, the most important solar deity was
Stirya, whose great eye shines upon everything. He is indispensable since the world relies
upon his light to function. The Vedic poets apostrophize the Sun in countless hymns
throughout the Rgveda, the vast collection of songs addressed to the Vedic gods.
Furthermore, Siirya himself is the subject of at least ten hymns spaced throughout the
collection.*! These stunningly evocative yet often opaque songs offer insight into the sun-
god’s multifaceted character and complex nature. His roles in the Vedic world are as
numerous as his physical appearances; he variously materializes as an eye, an orb, a
jewel, a weapon, a chariot, and even an eagle, among other things. As such, Siirya is
unique when compared to the Greco-Roman solar deities Helios and Sol, who typically
appear as great, golden gods. Although Siirya occasionally appears in a similar guise, the
sheer multitude of his manifestations distinguishes him from his Greco-Roman
counterparts.

When compared to the Greco-Roman gods, the Vedic deities have more

meaningful names (i.e. their names show a clearer Indo-European affinity).** Many of

L A A. Macdonell, Vedic Mythology (Delhi: Indological Book House, 1971), 30.
12 Eric Csapo, Theories of Mythology (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2005), 22.
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them—including Stirya—have been inherited directly from the Indo-European pantheon
and have retained their divine roles. Whereas the Hittites, whose culture predates that of
the Indo-Iranians, called their gods by Hurrian designations, the Vedic people better
preserved Indo-European names.*® Moreover, Macdonell notes:

[The gods] are almost without exception the deified representatives of the

phenomena or agencies of nature. The degree of anthropomorphism to which they

have attained, however, varies considerably. When the name of the god is the

same as that of his natural basis, the personification has not advanced beyond the

rudimentary stage.**
The Vedic people made no distinction between the physical object of the Sun and its
divine representation. Just as the word agnis may refer to the element of fire or to the
fire-god Agni, svar or sirya (both variants deriving from Proto-Indo-European *sH,wel
via *suHzel and *suH,l-iyo-s, respectively) may refer either to the deity or to the Sun
itself.”® In Greco-Roman terms, Siirya is the equivalent of a Titan, a force of nature that
had long ago been deified only to be supplanted by gods who are either more
anthropomorphic (such as Agni) or more ethnocentric (such as Indra). Nevertheless, the
fact that Strya is beholden to deities such as Indra, Mitra, or Varuna in no way
diminishes his esteem. In fact, he is one of the most widely-honored deities in the Vedic
pantheon.

Strya is the first god seen by the Vedic people when they wake up. Moreover, he
is the eye by which they may see the world as shown in hymn X.158.4-5: caksur no dhehi
caksuse | caksur vikhyai taniibhiyah | sém cedém vi ca pasyema | susamdysam t,va vaydam

| prati pasyema sariya (For us, place the eye for [our] seeing, an eye to see for ourselves.

" Ibid., 70.

 Macdonell, Vedic Mythology, 2.

1> Calvert Watkins, The American Heritage Dictionary of Indo-European Roots (Boston: Houghton Mifflin
Company, 2000), 72.



May we observe this [earth] as a whole. May we look towards you, O Siirya, of pleasing
aspect). Regardless of the sun-god’s revered state, there is no unambiguous mention of
Stirya as king of the gods even in the earliest hymns of the second millennium BCE. The
national Vedic war-god, Indra, alone enjoys this status, and several hymns assert his
power over Siirya. However, the ancient Indian grammarian Yaska classified Surya,
Indra, and Agni as the topmost gods of the heavenly, aerial, and terrestrial domain,
reSpeCtiver.16 Such an arrangement recalls Zeus, Poseidon, and Had€s drawing lots for
territory in Greek mythology.

Since Strya is one of the more plainly visible deities for the Vedic tribes, one
wonders why he is subservient to younger gods. Divine usurpation is by no means unique
to Vedic, Greco-Roman, or even Indo-European mythology. The Hurrians have a myth—
preserved by the Hittites—in which the god Kumarbi orally castrates the elder sky-god
Anu, thereby gaining power and becoming king of the gods. Older ways of life tend to
make way for newer modes, or as K. M. Shembavnekar notes:

For the loss of an old order or thing, if viewed in the scientific perspective, is

brought about in two ways: either by metamorphosis, in which the old disappears

only to emerge as new; or by supersession, in which the old is pushed aside by a

stronger new rival.*’

As with many solar deities, Strya belongs to the old order, i.e. the natural gods; he
undergoes no metamorphosis but becomes overshadowed by newer deities, a process
perhaps already underway in late Indo-European culture. For example, in the hierarchical

model proposed by Peter Jackson, the Indo-European sun-god was related to the core

pantheon of deities through marriage rather than blood. The sun-god’s daughter is

' H. G. Renade, “Sun-God and his Associates in the Rigveda,” Bulletin of the Deccan College Research
Institute 34 (1974): 143.

7K. M. Shembavnekar, “The Metamorphosis of Usas,” Annals of the Bhandarkar Oriental Research
Institute 17, No. 4 (1935-36): 351.



married to the grandsons/sons of the sky-god.*® Furthermore, since Vedic mythology is
one of the most conservative daughter mythologies of Indo-European, this pantheon
largely remains intact.® In light of this hierarchy, an important question to consider
concerns whether or not Stirya meets the criteria befitting an important deity. To answer
this question, I will begin by examining a selection of Siirya’s numerous duties in the
Rgveda.
I1. The Role of the Sun-God in Vedic Mythology

Strya’s primary function is no different from that of other solar deities. As the
most manifestly visible god in the daytime sky, we may begin to understand the honor
bestowed upon Stirya by the Vedic people. He exists to measure time (specifically, the
length of the day) and to bring light to both mortals and gods; his ascent wakens
everything into life. For example, Siirya is the subject of hymn X.37, which focuses upon
his ascent into the sky. Siirya’s heavenly ascension is a major motif throughout the
Rgveda, reflecting a primal connection between humans and nature. To quote Max
Miller: “Was not the Sunrise the first wonder, the first beginning of all reflection, all
thought, all philosophy?”?° As such, the Vedic poets describe the sunrise using some of
the most beautifully poetic lines in Sanskrit literature. Verse 4 of hymn X.37 reads, yéna
sirya jyotisa badhase tamo | jagac ca visvam udiydrsi bhamina | téndasmad visvam
dniram danahutim | dpamivam dpa dusvapniyam suva (By which light, O Siirya, you drive
away the darkness and [by which] splendor you raise everything that moves, by this

impel every lack of nourishment, lack of sacrifice, disease, [and] nightmare from us). The

18 peter Jackson, “Light from Distant Asterisks. Towards a Description of the Indo-European Religious
Heritage,” Numen 49, No. 1 (2002): 67.

19 Nicholas Kazanas, “Greece and the Veda,” Annals of the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute 82
(2001): 7.

2 F. M. Miiller, Selected Essays on Language, Mythology, and Religion (London: Longsmans, Green, and
Co., 1881), 599-600.
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Sun’s very beams—often personified as fiery horses—can both stir everything into
movement and drive away life’s undesirable aspects. Hymn 1.50.4, on the other hand,
highlights Stirya’s illumination: taranir visvadarsato | jyotiskid asi siiriya | visvam a
bhasi rocandam (Crossing, visible to all, you are the light-maker, O Sarya. You illuminate
every luminous sphere). As the bringer of light, all life depends upon Stirya’s passage. If
he ceases to perform his duty, everything will perish, and the other gods will be left in
darkness. In Greco-Roman mythology, the Olympians still rely upon the natural deities,
although they have commandeered the primordial gods’ positions. The other Vedic
divinities look to the sun-god for their own various tasks as well, some of which I will
discuss in the next part of this chapter. Besides his primary role as a solar deity, he is also
a great spy among the gods and watches over mortal deeds, both good and bad.

One of Stirya’s most frequent epithets is visvacaksas, translated as “whose eye is
upon all.” Like Helios in Greek mythology, nothing escapes the Sun’s vision, at least not
during the day when he crosses the sky in his golden chariot (harito ratha). Macdonell
describes Sirya as “the most concrete of the solar deities [in Vedic mythology]” since the
sun’s great wheel (Siiryasya cakram) is the most visible to the Vedic people.?* In the first
verse of hymn 1.115, the poet describes the sun-god as caksur mitrasya varupasya agnér,
or “the eye of Mitra, Varuna, [and] Agni.” Consequently, Stirya appears as an instrument
of these other deities (the gods of contracts, truth, and fire, respectively) so that they may
look upon the world. Further into the poem, the poet sings, tan mitrasya
Varunasyabhicakse | siiryo riipam kynute dyor upésthe (Siirya creates his own form in
heaven’s lap for Mitra and Varuna to see). The sun-god is no metaphorical eye of the

heavens here. The Vedic poet describes him as the literal eye of other gods, suggesting a

21 Macdonell, Vedic Mythology, 30.
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codependency between the older, natural god and the younger divinities. Moreover, other
deities use Siirya to fulfill their own duties as well. V11.66.10, for example, describes
various gods as siiracaksaso, or “having eyes like the Sun.” A strange description,
perhaps, but one begins to wonder if the other gods can truly look upon the world without
Strya’s aid. If not, then the sun-god is even more indispensable, particularly as an
instrument.

Like Helios, Stirya also acts as a spy, surveying all deeds. Since the god Mitra
presides over oaths and contracts, it is fitting that the Sun works as his spy, given that
Stirya’s eye shines upon everything. His great eye is significant. Wendy Doniger
explains:

The sun functions in these myths as a metaphor (for power, for mortality, for

divinity, for a god or goddess, or truth) but also as a literal thing, the ball of fire in

the sky. The idea that the sun itself is an eye, the eye of a god, looking at us, is

implied by a funeral hymn in the Rig Veda, which says to the dead man: “May

your eye go to the sun.”%
No human may escape the sun-god’s eye. For example, hymn V11.60.2 reads esa sya
mitravarund nycaksa | ubhé id eti siiriyo abhi jman | visvasya sthatir jagatas ca gopa |
rjit martesu vrjind ca pasyan (This very Sun, O Mitra and Varuna, having the gaze of
men, rises up over both on the earth, the herdsman of every stayer and goer, beholding
the straight and the wicked [acts]). Siirya’s description as a gopd, or “shepherd,” is
significant, and I will return to this role towards the end of part I. Stirya watches over
everyone and everything, and the Vedic poet intimates that the sun-god then informs

Mitra of what he sees. Hymn 1V.13.3 is even more explicit: tam siriyam haritah sapta

yahvi | spasam visvasya jagato vahanti (The seven swift, golden [mares] convey Siirya

22 \Wendy Doniger, Splitting the Difference: Gender and Myth in Ancient Greece and India (Chicago: The
Chicago University Press, 1999), 64.
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himself, the spy of the entire world). The poet’s use of spas, or “spy,” leaves little doubt
regarding this particular function of the sun-god. The arrangement between Stirya and
Mitra differs slightly from Greek mythology since Hélios himself is a god of contracts
alongside Zeus.”® Regardless, Mitra may, in fact, be an older solar deity in Vedic
mythology, a position which, if correct, would tie him more closely to his Iranian
counterpart, Mithra.?* David Sick points out: “Iranian Mithra tends to fulfill his
responsibilities in a manner comparable to and in association with the Sun, which is a
distinct deity in Avestan and generally referred to as Hwaraxsaéta.”* In verse 1.3 of the
Avestan Hymn to Mithra, the poet explains that Mithra offers swift horses to those who
keep their oaths.?® We will soon see that to swear an oath before the Sun is no light
matter.

Interestingly, the Vedic poets also describe the Sun as a weapon for other deities
in Book V of the Rgveda. Macdonell contends that Stirya’s heat never brings destruction
in the Rgveda, maintaining that this aspect of the Sun’s power manifests more
prominently in the other Vedic texts.?” The Atharvaveda, for instance, focuses less upon
the gods and more upon everyday Vedic life, and the poet of hymn 11.32.1 calls upon
Sirya to protect his cattle: udydnn adityah krimin hantu | nimrécan hantu rasmibhih | yé
antas krimayo gavi (May the rising Aditya kill the worms! May the setting [Aditya] with
his rays kill the worms which are inside the cow). In this hymn, Siirya bears the
metronymic Aditya, which marks him as the son of the goddess Aditi. Additionally, some

scholars argue that the phrase krimin hantu ultimately derives from the Proto-Indo-

2% Jaan Puhvel, Comparative Mythology (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987), 129.

2 Alfred Hillebrandt, Vedic Mythology: Volume 2, trans. Sreeramula Rajeswara Sarma (Delhi: Motilal
Banarsidass, 1980), 72.

% David H. Sick, “Mit(h)ra(s) and the Myths of the Sun,” Numen 51, No. 4 (2004): 448.

% |lya Gershevitch, The Avestan Hymn to Mithra (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1967), 74-75.
2" Macdonell, Vedic Mythology, 31.
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European poetic formula *eg""ent 0og""im, meaning “he slew the serpent,” although the
more direct Sanskrit derivation &hann dhim means the same thing and refers to one of
Indra’s great deeds.?® Regardless, the threat of devastation via solar rays lurks even
within the Rgveda, particularly as a deterrent for those who would forswear their oaths.
Although Siirya is responsible for informing Mitra of any perjury, it is Varuna
who typically punishes the oath-breakers.?® Furthermore, hymn V.63.4 indicates that
Mitra and Varuna use the sun-god as a weapon. The poet explains that these deities
control the heavens, which is unsurprising since Varuna—the god of truth—may
correspond with Ouranos/Uranus. Mitra and Varuna even exert power over Siirya
himself: siiryo jyotis carati citram dayudham | tam abhréna vrstiva gihatho divi (The Sun,
[your] light goes [as] a bright-colored weapon. With cloud and rain you conceal it in
heaven [O Mitra and Varuna)). At its core, the hymn forms a request for rain.*® Since
summer represents the acme of Stirya’ power, the Vedic people would naturally ask for
respite from the parching heat.®* Additionally, the concealment of the Sun behind a cloud
marks a major myth in the Rgveda, which I will discuss in part IV of this chapter. What
interests me here is that the poet refers to Siirya as an ayudham, or “weapon,” which
derives from the verbal root yudh, meaning “to fight.” Although Varuna punishes
perjurers, it is Strya the informant who shines upon them, watching their every deed. The
notion of Siirya as a great weapon should not raise concerns that he is some wildly

destructive deity. The poet is more likely accentuating the fact that other gods may use

28 Benjamin Slade, “How (exactly) to slay a dragon in Indo-European? PIE *bheid-{hség""im, k"fmi-},”
Historiche Sprachforschung Bd. 121 (2008): 21. For a fuller account of this phrase and Indo-European
poetics, see Calvert Watkins’ seminal work How to Kill a Dragon.

 Harmut Scharfe, “The Sacred Water of the Ganges and the Styx Water,” Zeitschrift fur vergleichende
Sprachforschung 86 (1972): 118.

% Stephanie W. Jamison and Joel P. Brereton, The Rigveda (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 744.
*! Hillebrandt, Vedic Mythology: Volume 2, 126.
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Stirya’s power for destructive purposes if they so intend. We may see comparable
examples of younger gods using the powers of older deities in Greco-Roman mythology.
For example, in Book1 of the Metamorphoses, Ovid recounts how Iapiter floods the
world with both his own rains and Gaia’s waters.*? Ovid also tells the story of Hélios’
son Phaethon, who almost incinerates the world when he loses control of his father’s
chariot.®® Ultimately, the other Vedic gods cannot banish the Sun altogether but can only
hide his face with clouds and rain. Hymn V.63 is anomalous when it suggests that
Stirya’s power is harmful to the world, yet a similar implication occurs in hymn 1.191.
Hymn 1.191 is one of the most unusual hymns in the entire Rgveda. Stephanie
Jamison and Joel Brereton describe it as being more in tune with the Atharvaveda since it
contains spells against evil beings.** In this hymn, the poet describes how Siirya destroys
poisonous beasts: it purdstat siirya eti | visvadysto adystahd | adystan sarvai jambhdyan |
sarvas ca yatudhantyah || O0d apaptad asaii siiryah | purii visvani jiruvan | aditydah
parvatebhiyo | visvadysto adrstahd (The Sun arises from the East, the destroyer of all the
unseen ones, seen by all, and crushing all the unseen ones and all the sorceries. That Sun
has flown up, consuming all the many, the Aditya from the mountains, seen by all, the
destroyer of all unseen ones).* Again, Siirya is a weapon, but here he is the destroyer of
evil things rather than a deterrent againist forswearing oaths. However unusual hymn
1.191 is in the context of the Rgveda, it nevertheless recalls the sun-god’s primary role as
the dispeller of darkness. Strya illuminates hidden enemies, not only because he shines

upon everything but also because he knows all deeds, good and bad. The sun-god’s

%2 Ovid, Metamorphoses, 1.253-312.

% |bid., 1.746-2.400.

% Jamison and Brereton, Rigveda, 396.
% Rgveda 1.191.8-9.
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tendency to destroy monsters best manifests itself in hymn V11.104.24, in which the poet
admonishes, ma té dysan siiriyam uccarantam (Let [the evil beings] not look upon the
rising Sun). Nevertheless, the VVedic poets more often emphasize Stirya’s gentler aspects,
especially his ascent into the daytime sky, after which he may look upon his people.
Most of Stirya’s hymns emphasize his early rising. As mentioned earlier, sunrise
resonates deeply in the hearts of the Vedic people. It is the most consistent natural
phenomenon as indicated by the maxim in hymn X.37.2: visvam anydan ni visate yad éjati
| visvahdpo visvahéd eti sitriyah (Everything else that stirs reposes. The waters always
[run], the Sun always ascends). Numerous other hymns follow a similar pattern.
Returning to hymn V11.60.1, for instance, the beginning describes Strya’s ascension into
the heaven so that he may inform Mitra and Varuna of people’s good deeds: yad adya
sirya bravo dnaga | udydn mitriya varundya satyam |vayam devatra adite syyama | tava
privaso aryaman grndntah (If today, O Siirya, the guiltless one, rising up, speak the truth
to Mitra and Varuna, that we are [guiltless] among the gods, O Aditi [and] your dear
singers, O Aryaman). The rising of the Sun is clearly an auspicious event among the
Vedic people; before sunrise, the world lies in a state of stupor, in which most things are
at rest. The day begins when Siirya flies above the horizon. Furthermore, the poet’s
request that Siirya speak favorably to Mitra and Varuna concerning his devoted people
(i.e. the ones who honor the gods with their songs) reflects Stirya’s role as a spy but also
introduces the final role of the Vedic sun-god I wish to discuss: Siirya as a shepherd.
The depiction of the sun-god as a shepherd is not limited to Vedic mythology.
The Avestan deity Mithra shares the same role. David Sick notes, “[Mithra] is also the

defender of the Cow and a guardian of safe havens, termed pastures, a duty attributed to

16



the Sun in Greece and India.”*® Hzlios of Greek mythology also takes great pleasure in
his cattle on the island of Thrinakia, suggesting that the pastoral nature of solar deities
descends from Indo-European culture. Sick additionally argues:
Stirya, the god whose name goes back to the Proto-Indo-European term for the
sun (*sauel), has several pastoral associations: he is referred to as a herdsman; his
rays are called metaphorically his cows, and the dawn, from whom Siirya is born,
is theriomorphized as a cow, thus making Siirya himself her calf.*’
The makeup of Sarya’s herds may change from song to song. Some hymns such as
V.45.9 connect him specifically with cattle: & siriyo yatu saptaasvah | ksétram yad
asyorviya dirghayathé | raghlh Syendh patayad andho dcha | yiva kavir didayad gésu
gachan (Let Surrya, having seven horses, come to the field which [stretches] broadly at
[the end of] his long course. May the swift hawk fly towards the [soma] stalk. May the
young poet shine, going among the cattle). Although the poet does not explicitly name
the owner of the cattle, Strya is likely the shepherd here, given that other hymns refer to
the sun-god’s cattle as well as his association with poetic inspiration (see X.177 below).
On the other hand, hymns such as VI1.60 paint Strya as the shepherd of the Vedic
people themselves, a deity common to all their tribes.>® Hymn V11.63.4-5 expounds upon
this theme: divo rukméa urucéksa ud eti | diréarthas taranir bhrajamanah | nindm janah
silriyena prasiita | dyann drthani kypdvann apamsi || yatra cakrir amyta gatim asmai |
Syené nd diyann dnu eti pathah (Heaven’s far-seeing ornament ascends, [he] whose goal
is far away, crossing over as he shines. Now the people, driven forth by Stirya, will [to]

their purpose [and] will perform [their] tasks. Where the immortals made a path for him,

flying like a hawk he follows the patha). The meaning of patha is obscure. Sir Monier-

% Sick, “Mit(h)ra(s) and the Myths of the Sun,” 461.
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Williams equates it with the word patha, meaning “path.”*® Conversely, Jamison and
Brereton translate it as “herd [of other gods].”*® Nevertheless, Siirya not only wakens his
people and drives them forth into the day’s events but also watches over them as they
complete their daily tasks. As such, Siirya is a shepherd of people, an aspect which
portrays the deity at his most kingly and which has parallels in Greek literature. In Book
2 of the Iliad, for example, Homer refers to Agamemnon as woiunv Aadv, meaning
“shepherd of the people.”** As the commander of the Akhaian forces at Troy,
Agamemnon impels his soldiers to war just as Strya leads his own people in their daily
tasks.

Throughout the Rgveda, Stirya remains at the whim of younger gods, but his
description as a gopa may reflect some long-lost function as an overseer, although it is
unclear if he ever oversaw other gods. In verse 13.54 of the Avestan Hymn to Mithra,
Mithra describes himself in similar terms: azom vispangm damangm | nipata ahmi hvapo |
azom vispangm damangm | niSharsta ahmi hvapo (1 am the beneficent protector of all
creatures, | am the beneficent guardian of all creatures).** Something worthy of
consideration is that Indra himself also acts as a shepherd. In hymn 2.24.3, for example,
the poet sings, id gd ajad dbhinad brahmand valam | dgithat tamo vi acaksayat svah
([Indra] drove out the oxen, he split VVala with a prayer. He concealed the darkness [and]
made visible the Sun). Indra performs many great deeds, but two of them stand above the
rest. The first is his battle against the dragon Vrtra, whose death allows Indra to release

the Waters of Life. The second great deed appears in hymn 2.24, which recalls how Indra

% Sir Monier Monier-Williams, A Sanskrit-English Dictionary (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1899), 617.
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“! Homer, Iliad, 2.243.

*2 Gershevitch, The Avestan Hymn to Mithra, 100-101.
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rescued the cattle from the demon Vala and thereby awoke the world into life. This hymn
likely describes a cattle raid, a poetic motif appearing also in Greek (cf. Nestor’s tales in
the Iliad) and Celtic literature, among others.* Since both Siirya and Indra act as
shepherds of cattle and people, this pastoral role may belie some archaic shift in power
whose vestiges appear throughout the hymns.

Ultimately, Stirya’s role as a spy, an instrument, a weapon, or a shepherd is
secondary to his primary function as the dispeller of darkness. The Vedic world begins
anew when Strya rises into the sky, bringing his light and driving away the dark aspects
of the world. The priests and poets invoke his magnanimity by singing and praising his
various life-giving aspects, yet Strya’s mythological role is merely one aspect of the
solar deity. As the most visible sun-god among the Vedic people, it is unsurprising that
some hymns go to great lengths to describe Suirya’s actual appearance. These depictions
range from commonplace (a golden god) to unusual (a tawny bird). Therefore, in the next
part of this chapter, | hope to paint a picture of Siirya as described by the poets of the
Rgveda.

I1l. Siirya’s Appearance in the Vedic Eye

The physical appearance of Strya manifests itself in numerous ways among the
Vedic people. He is, of course, the most readily apparent god in the Vedic pantheon, yet
he does not always resemble other solar deities such as Helios or S6l. However, given the
Sun’s dazzling radiance, it is unsurprising that the Vedic poets would describe Stirya
using various forms. For example, he sometimes appears as a great, golden god riding
high in a flaming chariot. Strya’s chariot is drawn by numerous horses, most commonly

by seven mares, whom the poets call Sapta, or “the Seven.” Furthermore, some scholars

*® Slade, “How (exactly) to slay a dragon in Indo-European? PIE *bheid-{hs;ég"him, k"fmi-},” 6.
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argue that the horses are merely extensions of Stirya himself. As Ann Suter maintains:
“In the Rig Veda, these horses are maintained as aspects of the sun itself, who as ‘Stirya
the sun-god, is both the bridegroom and the horse of the dawn-goddess Usas’.”* Some
descriptions of Strya in the Rgveda transcend typical sun-god attire, leaving us to wonder
why so many variant accounts of Stirya’s appearance exist within the Vedic hymns. In
the following section, | will examine several depictions of Siirya, beginning with the
representation most consistent with other solar deities.

Hymn 1.50 is one of the most important solar hymns in the Rgveda. Although the
final three verses constitute a prayer for the warding against jaundice, the bulk of the
poem narrates the Sun’s arrival into the daytime sky.*> As always, Siirya’s ascension is a
favorable occasion, and the poem begins:

ad u tydm jatavedasam

devam vahanti ketavah

drsé visvaya striyam

dpa tyé tayavo yatha

naksatra yanti aktibhih

Siraya visvacaksase

adrsram asya ketavo

Vi rasmayo janam dnu

bhrajanto agnayo yatha.

Upward do the beams

convey this heavenly Jatavedas,

Strya for all to see.

Like thieves, these stars

with the night depart

before Stirya, he who sees all.

His beams have appeared,

“ Ann Suter, “Aphrodite/Paris/Helen: A Vedic Myth in the lliad,” Transactions of the American
Philological Association 117 (1987): 57.
** Jamison and Brereton, Rigveda, 162.
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his rays broadly among the people,
shining like fires.

The hymn underscores the disparity between the nighttime and daytime skies. Sarya is
naturally a daytime god, having no control over the world at night, during which time he
presumably resides in the ocean a la Hélios or the archaic Egyptian god Ra. Night is the
time for wicked things to creep back into the world, but they flee once more at the Sun’s
arrival. The poet further describes Siirya’s ascent in verses 7 and 8, singing, vi dyam esi
rdjas prthi | dhda mimano aktubhih | pasyar janmani sariya | saptd tva harito rdathe |
vahanti deva siriya | sociskesam vicaksapa (You traverse heaven, the broad sphere,
measuring days with nights, watching the races, O Strya. The yellow Seven bay [steeds]
draw you in [your] chariot, O heavenly Siirya, [the] flaming-haired one, broadly seeing).
In this poem, Strya most closely matches our preconceived image of a solar deity.
Everything associated with the sun-god is golden in this hymn; Stirya has fiery hair, and
yellow horses draw his flaming chariot. This description of Stirya corresponds to
depictions of Hélios and S61 among the Greeks and Romans. All three deities drive
across the sky in a flaming, golden chariot that is drawn by a team of horses. The poet
again highlights Stirya’s role as the measurer of time as he both drives away the night
only for it to inexorably follow behind him. Since Ratr, the goddess of night, had nursed
the Sun in some Vedic tales, she is said to encompass Siirya at his journey’s beginning
and end.*® Hymn 1.50 depicts Siirya at his most ideal, but poets more commonly describe
his blinding radiance since it represents his core, divine essence.

Luminosity is the chief characteristic of Stirya for the Vedic people since there is

no more pervasive light anywhere. Therefore, many hymns focus upon the Sun’s rays. In

“® puhvel, Comparative Mythology, 60.
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hymn X.170, for example, the poet celebrates Siirya’s radiance, sometimes using
terminology more commonly associated with warrior-gods such as Indra.*’ Verses 2-4
read: idam sréstham jyotisam jyotir uttamém | visvajid dhanajid ucyate brhat | visvabhrad
bhrdjé mahi siriyo dysa | ur( paprathe saha 6jo acyutam | vibhrdjad jyétisa sgvar |
&gacho rocaném divas (This, the most beautiful, highest light of lights. The lofty light is
called all-conquering, wealth-winning. The all-illuminating, exceedingly bright Sun has
broadly spread his great [light], mighty [and] imperishable for being seen. Blazing forth
with your light, O Sun, you have approached heaven’s luminous sphere). The word jyotis,
meaning “light,” appears three times in this excerpt, underscoring just how omnipresent
Stirya’s rays are. In fact, the Sun’s radiance is often invoked by the name of Savitr, who
seems to represent the life-giving characteristic of the Sun and whose name may derive
from an archaic epithet for Sarya.*® Numerous poems adhere to this motif of light.
Returning to hymn 1.50, in verse 10 the poet sings, devam devatra siiriyam | aganma
jyotir uttamam (we have approached Siirya, god among gods, the highest light). The poet
clarifies that the sun-god shines even among the gods themselves just as he does among
mortals below, a poetic motif also present in Greco-Roman mythology. Regardless, even
Stirya’s incandescence does not represent his most recurring description in the Rgveda.
The sun-god most frequently appears as a part of other gods, especially as a great eye.
This aspect, of course, reflects the interconnectivity of Indian thought still present in
modern Hinduism.

I have already briefly discussed Stirya’s broad gaze, but now | want to focus more

upon the sun-god’s manifestation as a great eye. In their attempts to rationalize the forces
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of nature, it is easy to see why the Vedic people personify Siirya as a great eye that looks
upon the entire world. Gods typically do not blink in Vedic mythology, so the fact that
the Sun’s eye to remains open only highlights his divine nature and even recalls his status
as the gopa of the people. However, one should consider that Siirya’s fiery eye does not
always belong autonomously to himself; in fact, his eye often constitutes a part of another
god. For example, hymn V1.51 addresses various gods, but the poet first describes
Siirya’s rising into the heavens: Ud u tyac caksur mdahi mitrdayor am | éti priyam
varupayor adabdham | rtdasya Siici darsatam anikam | rukmé na diva Udita vi adyaut
(That great eye of Mitra and Varuna goes up, dear and undeceivable. The radiant face of
divine truth, worthy of being seen, has shown forth like the ornament of heaven at its
ascension). Once again, Siirya is bound to Mitra and Varuna and provides a window by
which these two gods may look upon the deeds of humans. Here we see a codependency
between the three deities. Furthermore, Stirya’s shared existence does not diminish the
beauty of his own form as he ascends into the sky. The poet metaphorically describes the
Sun as a rakmo dival, or “heaven’s ornament.” Regardless of his conjoined nature in this
hymn, Siirya is nonetheless a beautiful instrument to be enjoyed by all who look upon
him. Other hymns connect the sun-god not only to Mitra and Varuna but also to Agni, the
god of fire himself.

Agni is one of the most esteemed divinities in the VVedic pantheon and foremost
among the terrestrial gods. In the Rgveda, he is second only to Indra in terms of
importance and is honored in over 200 hymns.* Like Hermgs in Greek mythology, Agni
is the link between mortals and immortals, a role which he performs via the sacrificial

fire. Since Agni represents fire at its most elemental level, his relationship with Stirya

* 1bid., 88.
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proves interesting and complex. In some hymns, Stirya is merely part of Agni, just as he
is the eye of Mitra and Varuna. In hymn X.7.3, for instance, the poet sings, agnér anikam
brhatdah saparyam | divi Sukram yajatém siiriyasya (1 adore the face of lofty Agni, worthy
of worship, gleaming in heaven, the [face] of Stirya). The sun-god serves as an eye for
the fire-god to look upon the world; since Agni connects the people with the gods above,
the Sun acts as an intermediary figure, providing easy access to Agni. Furthermore,
Agni’s appearance is like that of Suirya, although the poet of hymn X.7 is unclear about
the exact similarity. In some hymns, we also see conflation between the two deities not
unlike Apolld’s conflation with Hélios in Greek mythology or Ra’s merging with Horus
in the later Egyptian dynasties.

As the god of fire, Agni invariably has a bright appearance, depicted with a
burning head and fiery hair, yet Stirya also shares these features. For example, hymn
X.38 describes the sun-god as harikesa, or “golden-haired.” Furthermore, Hélios and Sol
typically have golden hair, suggesting a characteristic common to the sun-god in Vedic
and Greco-Roman. Additionally, just as those solar deities become interchangeable with
Apolld, some hymns in the Rgveda show a conflation of Stirya and Agni. Hymn X.88
mentions Siirya and a figure by the name of Vai§vanara, meaning “belonging to all men,”
an epithet of Agni since he represents the fire common to all humans.>® The hymn begins
with the creation of the world:

havis pém:am ajaram syvarvidi

divisprsi ahutam justam agnad ,

tasya bharmane bhivanaya deva

dharmane kém svadhaya paprathanta

girnam bhlvanam tamasapagilham

avih sgvar abhavaj jaté agnau
tasya devah prthivi dyaur utapo

% Jamison and Brereton, Rig Veda, 1532.
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arapayann Osadhih sakhyé asya.

The oblation, the drink, ageless [and] propitious,

has been poured into Agni, the sun-finder, the heaven-toucher.

For his bearing [and] support for the world,

the gods by their power extended [the world].

The earth [was] swallowed and concealed by darkness

[but] the Sun became visible when Agni was born.

The gods, the earth, the sky, and the waters,

the herbs rejoiced in his fellowship.
This hymn links the births of the two gods, and if Agni represents the cosmic fire, then
the relationship between him and Strya becomes clearer. The gods create both
simultaneously. On the other hand, Hillebrandt argues that Agni Vai$vanara and Strya
are often the same deity:

It was established long ago by other scholars that in the Veda, Agni is a

designation for the sun also and that Agni Vai$vanara in particular makes his

appearance in this capacity...The identification of Vai$vanara with Sarya is

continued in the ritual literature. Although the lines of demarcation between the

individual often shift, the main area of each individual god remains

untouched...>
Ultimately, Agni Vaisvanara symbolizes the Sun’s cosmic aspect, a fire that is sacred for
the Vedic people. The cosmic fire shows Siirya at his most symbolic, and although other
deities such as Agni and Savitr share characteristics with the sun-god, Sirya is the only
one among them to rise in the East every day.>? Furthermore, the dawn-goddess Usas is
one of Siirya’s closest companions, but she has nothing to do with Agni Vai$vanara.*
One final aspect of the sun-god’s depiction remains for discussion: Siirya as a bird.

One of the most unusual manifestations of the Vedic Sun-god occurs in hymn

X.177.1, which involves poetic enthousiasmos. The poet calls upon Siirya for inspiration,
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and the sun-god arrives as a great bird in flight. The hymn begins patamzgam aktam
dsurasya mayadyd | hydd pasyanti manasa vipascitah | samudré antah kavayo vi caksate |
maricinam padam ichanti vedhdsah (With their heart and mind, the inspired see the bird
anointed with the magic of the Asura. The poets observe [it] in the sea. The wise men
seek the footprint of the light beams). The adjective patamga literally translates as “one
who goes by flight” and may refer to a bird or to the Sun, among other things. Thus,
Stirya, the deity who flies highest and farthest, inspires the lofty language of the poet.

Despite the conflicting accounts of Siirya’s physical characteristics, his
juxtaposition with other deities such as Indra, Mitra, Varuna, and Agni proves to be the
most predominant. The fact that Stirya more often appears as part of another deity rather
than vice versa is indicative of his position within the Vedic pantheon. As one of the
primal gods, he is older than most of the other divinities. Furthermore, just as he is
common to all the Vedic tribes, he is part of all the other Vedic gods as well. Besides the
deities already mentioned, Siirya interacts with numerous other gods, some of whom
(such as Usas, the dawn-goddess) enable him to complete his daily journey. In the next
section of this chapter, | will concentrate on Stirya’s lineage as well as the gods with
whom he most often associates.

IV. An Old God among Young Gods

Due to the multifaceted nature of Vedic mythology, conflicting stories concerning
Stirya’s origin abound, an inconsistency not uncommon in archaic mythologies. Tales
about Aphrodité show a similar disparity in Greco-Roman mythology. In Homer, she is
the daughter of Zeus and Dioné and sometimes bears the name of Olympian Aphroditg,

but Hesiod tells us that she emerged from the sea after the castration of Ouranos by
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Kronos. This lineage makes her a Titan rather than the daughter of Zeus and so she
receives the title of Uranian Aphroditg. In historical terms, she is a Greek analogue of the
Semitic goddess Ishtar; compared to other gods, she seems to be a latecomer into the
Greek pantheon as suggested by the fact that her name does not appear on any Linear B
tablet.>* Regardless, this discrepancy seems not to have bothered the Greeks, who always
honor their goddess of love. Likewise, the Vedic people are unconcerned about Siirya’s
complex origin story. Various gods are said to have created the Sun, ranging from Usas
to Indra to the personified drink Soma. However, Siirya’s original parents are likely
Dyauspitr and Prthivi, the sky-god and earth-goddess.

In Peter Jackson’s model of the Indo-European pantheon, the central figure is
*dyéws pHytér, or Father Heaven. He furthermore describes this deity as “dwelling in the
background” while younger gods are in the forefront.>® The Greeks and Romans, of
course, inherit this deity as Zeus (pater) and Iupiter, respectively. Yet in Vedic
mythology, we also find Dyauspitr and his wife Prthivt; although the names differ, these
are analogous to Ouranos and Gaia. Dyauspitr is likely the original head of the Vedic
pantheon, although his role is purely mythological in the Rgveda. Jackson argues: “In his
role as a distant father and creator, recalling the typical features of a deus otiosus, Vedic
Dyaus may in fact exhibit older characteristics than those of Greek Zeus or Roman
Jupiter.”>® This old sky-god almost always appears alongside Prthivi, and Jaan Puhvel
explains that the marriage to the earth-goddess is Dyauspitr’s “only mythic function.”*’

While Puhvel’s statement is hyperbolic, the Vedic poets rarely call upon their first sky-

> Walter Burkert, Greek Religion (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1985), 153.
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god, yet Dyauspitr is said to be the parent of Strya. Hymn X.37, for instance, names
Surya as the divas putrd, or the “son of heaven.” Usas, the dawn-goddess and variously
the wife, sister, or mother of Siirya, is also the daughter of Dyauspitr. The goddess Aditi
occasionally appears as the sun-god’s mother, yielding Siirya’s metronymic, Aditya. The
Rgveda also lists numerous other gods who supposedly raised Stirya into the sky, chief of
whom is Indra.

As the national war-god of the Vedic people, Indra is the most highly honored
divinity in the Rgveda, hailed in over 250 hymns.® Primarily an Indic god rather than
one inherited from the Indo-European pantheon, Indra at some point in the mythic past
usurped his position at the head of the VVedic pantheon. Unfortunately, this myth has not
survived, and it is unclear who the original Vedic king of the gods was. Dyauspitr is the
most likely candidate, but I believe that Stirya is also a possible contender. Although no
hymn explicitly states that Indra usurped the Sun’s position, several hymns retell the
myth of Indra overpowering Siirya, the significance of which | will discuss shortly. For
now, | am interested in the idea that Indra infuses Stirya with his divine, radiating power.
Hymn 111.44.2 describes how Indra causes both Usas and Sirya to shine forth: haryann
usasam arcayah | sitryam haryann arocaya’ (Delighting, you made Dawn shine,
delighting you made Siirya shine). The implication that Indra imbues Stirya with his
divine energy is interesting since it presupposes that Indra is, in fact, original to the Vedic
pantheon or is at least older than the Sun. However, Indra—in terms of his identity—does
not correspond with any Indo-European god while Siirya has a well-preserved Indo-
European heritage. A still more curious origin of Stirya involves Soma, the personified

deity of the mysterious soma drink sacred to the Vedic people.

*8 Macdonell, Vedic Mythology, 54.
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Although its properties are unknown, the drink called soma is in some ways like
the nektar found in Greco-Roman mythology. Whereas nektar (meaning “that which
transcends death”) is the preferred drink of the gods, soma imbues the Vedic deities with
enhanced power, allowing them to perform mighty deeds. The drink is also personified in
the Rgveda and is even the subject of numerous hymns. One such song is 1X.96.5, in
which the poet sings: sémal pavate janitia matinam | janita divé janita prthivyah |
Janitagnér janitd siiriyasya | janiténdrasya janitota visnoh (Soma is purified, the producer
of understanding, producer of heaven, producer of earth, producer of Agni, producer of
Stirya, producer of Indra, [and] producer of Visnu). Not only does Soma beget Stirya in
this hymn but the entire cosmos along with its foremost gods. It is unlikely that Soma
actually gives birth to the gods but rather enhances their divinity, joining them together in
the divine harmony so ubiquitous in Hinduism. This hymn furthermore suggests that
these deities are of equal prominence and that no one god rules over the others.
Nevertheless, we will soon see that Indra does indeed have the power to overcome the
Sun if he wishes.

There are clearly numerous tales among the Vedic people involving Siirya’s
origin. Dyauspitr and Prthivi are likely his original parents since they often appear as the
precursors of everything. Strya’s affiliation with other deities is equally contradictory,
best evidenced by his relationship with the dawn-goddess, Usas. Corresponding to Eos
and Aurora, Usas is one of Siirya’s closest companions. Just as the sun-god exists to drive
away the darkness and bring light to gods and humans, Usas leads Siirya into the sky.
Hymn V11.63.3 describes this auspicious event: vibhrajamana usdsam upasthad | rebhair

ud eti anumadydamanah (Shining forth from the lap of the Dawns, he rises up while being
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praised by the singers). Csapo notes the dearth of words such as “dawn” and “sunset” in
Proto-Indic, indicating that the VVedic poets created this tale—and numerous others—in
order to explain Siirya’s ascent.”® On the other hand, the dawn-goddess enjoys a pristine
Indo-European descent: Sanskrit Usas, Greek Eos, and Latin Aurora all derive from
Proto-Indo-European *Heusas.®°

The exact relationship between Usas and Siirya is unclear. She appears as his
wife, sister, or even his mother since she produces the Sun’s light.®* Hymn V11.78.3
presents Usas as Siirya’s mother: etd u tyih praty adysran purdstaj | jyotir yachantir
Usdso vibhatih | djijanan siiriyam yajiiam agnim | apdcinam tamo agad djustam (These
radiant Dawns have been spotted in the East, extending [their] light. They have begotten
Stirya, the sacrifice, Agni. The unenjoyable darkness has gone behind). In Jackson’s
model of the Indo-European pantheon, the dawn-goddess appears as the daughter of
Father Heaven.® Hymn 1.164 retains this lineage, but it reimagines Usas as a heifer who
becomes impregnated by her father and then gives birth to Siirya.®

Other poets present Siirya and Usas as husband and wife. Hymn X.3 invokes
Agni, whose sacrificial fire has driven away the darkness, allowing Usas to kindle
herself. It also describes the union of Siirya and Usas: bhadré bhadrdya sacamana dgat |
svasaram jaré abhi eti pasca (The blessed [Sun], together with the blessed [Dawn], has
come hither. The lover approaches his sister from behind). Stirya and Usas are at the
same time siblings and lovers in this hymn. Moreover, Usas as an erotic goddess has

parallels in Greco-Roman mythology, in which characteristics of Aphrodité/Venus have

%% Csapo, Theories of Mythology, 25.

8 Watkins, The American Heritage Dictionary of Indo-European Roots, 6.

%1 Suter, “Aphrodite/Paris/Helen: A Vedic Myth in the Iliad,” 52.

82 Jackson, “Light from Distant Asterisks. Toward a Decription of the Indo-European Religious Heritage,”
66.

% Sick, “Mit(h)ra(s) and the Myths of the sun,” 439.
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been conflated with those of Eos/Aurdra.® Irrespective of the exact relationship between
them, Usas leads Siirya into the daytime sky, reflecting a dependency already seen
between Siirya and other deities. Usas is aided in her task by Savitr, a curious figure
worthy of brief discussion.

Savitr is a mysterious entity in Vedic mythology. As mentioned in part 11 of this
chapter, Savitr may represent the very manifestation of Stirya’s light. The medieval
Indian commentator Sayana argues that Savitr is merely the sun-god’s name before
dawn.® Hillebrandt, on the other hand, follows Hermann Oldenberg’s opinion, arguing
that Stirya and Savitr are two separate deities.®® If we accept Oldenberg’s hypothesis,
Savitr acts as an intermediate figure between the morning and midday Sun. Like Siirya,
Savitr is wreathed in flame and is described as hiranyakséa (golden-eyed) and
hiranyajihva (golden-tongued). Savitr’s importance has been immortalized in one of the
most famous stanzas of the Rgveda, a verse still sacred to the modern practitioner of
Hinduism. The tenth verse of hymn 111.62 reads: tat savitdr varepijyam | bhargo devasya
dhimahi | dhiyo yé nak pracodayat (Might we obtain that desirable radiance of the god
Savitr, who will inspire our thoughts). Further discussion of Savitr’s character is beyond
the scope of this thesis, but he is analogous to Hyperion in Greco-Roman mythology,
who is either Helios’ father or is simply another name for the sun-god himself.

One final associate of Siirya is another deity who appears as either his wife or his
daughter: Strya. Etymologically speaking, her name derives from the sun-god’s own

name (cf. Diong, Zeus’ wife and the mother of Aphrodité in Homer). In Jackson’s model,

8 Jackson, “Light from Distant Asterisks. Toward a Description of the Indo-European Religious Heritage,
79.

% Macdonell, Vedic Mythology, 33.

% Hillebrandt, Vedic Mythology: Volume 2, 72.
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Stirya connects the Indo-European pantheon with Stirya since she marries the
sons/grandsons of Father Heaven. Hymn X.85 beautifully recounts the marriage of Stirya
to the twin horse-lords, the ASvinau, who correspond to the Dioskouri in Greco-Roman
mythology. These Indo-Greek deities share several characteristics, the most salient of
which involves marriage. Henry John Walker writes:
The ancient myths tell us that the Dioscuri marry the two Leukippides (the White-
Horse Girls), and that the A$vins are the husbands of Stirya (the Daughter of the
Sun); this was explained by pointing out that the morning star appears just before
the run rises, so the morning gods will naturally marry the sun-girls.®’
Additionally, some have attempted to etymologically link the names of Sturya and Helen
of Troy.?® A more likely connection involves Saranyi, goddess of clouds and sometimes
the wife of Stirya; she is also the mother of the ASvinau. Walker even contends that the
names EAévy and Saranyu both derive from Proto-Indo-European *Selend, meaning
“swift goddess.”® Nonetheless, Hymn.85 depicts an ideal Vedic marriage and lists the
numerous deities involved in the ceremony.” For example, in verses eight and nine, the
poet sings, stoma asan pratidhdayah | kuriram chdanda opasah | siryaya asvind vara |
agnir asit purogavah | sémo vadhiiyir abhavad | asvindstam ubhd vard | siryam yat
patye Samsantim | manasa savitadadat (The hymns were the crossbars, the meter [was]
the headdress [and] plume. The Aévinau [were] the suitors of Strya, Agni was the leader,
Soma was the lover. The Asvinau were both the suitors when Savitr gave Siirya to her

husband, vowing with her mind). If Stirya and Savitr are, in fact, distinct deities, Stirya’s

absence from his daughter’s wedding is unusual. Furthermore, verse 13 begins: siryaya

% Henry John Walker, “The Greek Asvins.” Annals of the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute 88
(2007): 99.

% pyhvel, Comparative Mythology, 143.

% Walker, “The Greek Asvins,” 112-13.

7 Jamison and Brereton, Rig Veda, 1517.
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vahatlh prdgat | savitd yam avasyjat (For Siirya, the marriage has proceeded, which
Savitr has set in motion). Nevertheless, the other gods assent to the marriage, and a new
connection is forged between Siirya and the other deities. The chariot of the A§vinau
even has a third seat for Stuirya, an arrangement also found Greek mythology with the
Dioskouri, who always save a seat for Helen in their own chariot.”* The Vedic sun-god
interacts with numerous other deities, but, unfortunately, the Rgveda offers scant myths
regarding Strya. Although the Vedic people revere Siirya, they tell few tales about him.
However, the one myth that does appear implies an ancient power struggle in the Vedic
pantheon.
V. Breaking the Sun-Wheel

In his book Vedic Mythology, Macdonell argues that there is only one true myth
about Siirya in the Rgveda, a story which suggests divine usurpation.’ This story simply
tells how Indra overcame the sun-god. Multiple versions exist, but most of them involve
Indra either breaking Siirya’s chariot or stealing one of its wheels. This myth may
represent an eclipse or perhaps a storm cloud controlled by Indra that obscured the Sun.”
It is a deceptively simple story, and the implication is that the damage done to the solar
chariot prevents—albeit briefly—Siirya from completing his course. Hymn 1V.28.2
describes how Indra accomplished this great deed: tvd yuja ni khidat siiriyasya | indras
cakrém sdahasa sadyd indo | &dhi snund brhatd vartamanam (With you as his companion,
o drop [of Soma], Indra in a single day tore down with his strength the wheel of Strya,
revolving along the lofty back [of heaven]). Not unlike how Zeus and his Olympians

overcame the Titans, Indra (with help from Soma as his metaphorical charioteer) has

™ Walker, “Greek Avins,” 102.
2 Macdonell, Vedic Mythology, 31.
3 1bid.
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exerted power over the older, natural god.™ Indra wisely leaves the Sun in his lofty track;
to do otherwise would invite disaster.

The Vedic poets even bid Indra to overcome Siirya again from time to time. For
example, in hymn 1.176.4, the poet sings, musayd siiriyam kave | cakrdam isana éjasa
(Showing mastery with your power, steal the sun-wheel, O poet). This hymn may
constitute a prayer for rain since one of Indra’s great feats is releasing the waters by
defeating the great dragon Vrtra. These hymns reaffirm the central myth about Stirya in
the Rgveda, which involves the sun-god being overpowered by Indra. Therefore, we may
conclude that Indra’s power over Stirya is complete. Yet one final wrinkle remains that
undermines their relationship.

H. G. Ranade explains that “in some classifications [Stirya] has been taken as the
head of the heavenly gods whereas in others he has been completely relegated to
background and brought on line with the nature-elements such as water, mountains
etc.” " Ranade has based this argument on the sole hymn in the Rgveda that describes
Stirya as head of the pantheon. Hymn VI11.66 is a complex song unified by the motif of
the rising sun, which, as Jamison and Brereton argue, represent the dominion of the
Adityas, or the descendants of Aditi.”® Recall that Siirya himself is one of Aditi’s
children. Verse 15 reads: sirsndh-sirsno jagatas tasthlsas patim | samdya visvam a rajah
| sapta svasarah suvitaya siiriyam | vahanti harito rathe (For his prosperous course, the
Seven Yellow Sisters convey Siirya on the chariot, master of the moving, head-by-head,
and the standing, entirely throughout the firmament). By referring to Stirya as the master

of everything that moves and stands, this hymn hints that at one point in the mythic past,

7 Jamison and Brereton, Rig Veda, 602.
" Ranade, “Sun-God and His Associates in the Rigveda,” 143.
"® Jamison and Brereton, The Rigveda, 963.
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Siirya did indeed enjoy a higher—if not the highest—position among the gods. As in
hymn VIIL.60, Strya is the lord of everything that moves and everything that is at rest, a
title more befitting a divine king than a lesser deity.
VI. Conclusion

Ultimately, | believe that in addition to the myriad descriptions of Strya as a
herdsman of everyone and as the deity that impels his people forward, hymns VI1.60 and
VI11.66 hint that Stirya enjoyed a lofty position in the Vedic pantheon at some point in the
mythic past. However, in terms of Vedic mythology, no true divine hierarchy exists.
Although Indra, Varuna, Siirya, and even Dyauspitr could each be named king of the
gods, the divine harmony and collectiveness so intrinsic to VVedic belief renders this
position meaningless. No one god has complete control over any other. Therefore, we
have an incomplete depiction of the Indo-European sun-god and must look towards his

treatment in Greek mythology, in which exists a more rigorous hierarchy of deities.
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CHAPTER 3

ITANOIITHX HAIOX: THE SUN-GOD IN ARCHAIC GREEK POETRY

The Titans, often called the Elder gods,
were for untold ages supreme in the universe
~ Edith Hamilton Mythology

. Introduction

Like his Vedic counterpart Surya, the Greek sun-god Helios originates from the
Indo-European solar deity and performs the same function. Both the word 7Aio¢ and the
god himself derive from Proto-Indo-European *suH.el, specifically its suffixed derivative
*seH,weliyos.’” The presumed Proto-Greek form is *sawelios, best retained by the Doric
Greeks as &(r)édioc.”® The name appears as 7éAioc in Homer and Hesiod, but the eta—
perhaps due to influence from Attic Greek—eventually aspirates, becoming 7j4io¢. Few
divine names in Greek mythology show such an unambiguous etymology. In fact, Zeus
(from Proto-Indo-European *dyéws, meaning “heaven”) is one of the few major deities
whose name shows such a clear derivation.” Hglios is a vital god for the Greek people,
but he does not enjoy the same honors as Stirya or other solar deities. Some argue that the
sun-god is too far away from the Greeks for them to appropriately esteem him. To quote
James Notopoulos:

Wandering regularly all day in the sky did not give Helios any opportunity to
dwell in any earthly cult place or appear in festivals; his habitation is in the

"7 Calvert Watkins, The American Heritage Dictionary of Indo-European Roots (Boston: Houghton Mifflin
Company, 2000), 72.

"8 Martin E. Huld, “Proto- and post-Indo-European Designations for ‘Sun’,” Zeitschrift firr vergleichende
Sprachforschung 99 (1986): 198.

™ Jaan Puhvel, Comparative Mythology (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987), 129.
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mountain tops. He therefore sinks into the background of Greek religion, which
was anthropomorphic, and remains prominent in the nature worship of the East.*°

In his Histories, Herodotus explains the Sun’s eminence among the Persians: of ¢
vouilovar Aii uev Emi ta Vynlotata 1@V opéwv avafaivovies Quaiag époetv, Tov kKdKAOV
mavra tod ovpavod Aio koléovies: Bdovar 0¢ nAiw te Kol ageAnvy kol Yij kol Topl kKol B0att
Kol avéuoiot. tobtolot uev on Gvovot puovvoiot apyibev... (They are accustomed to ascend
and making sacrifices to Zeus upon the loftiest [peaks] of the mountains, calling the
entire circle of heaven Zeus. They sacrifice to the Sun, the Moon, the Earth, fire, water,
and the winds. To such deities alone do they sacrifice from the beginning...).®* Other
scholars such as Walter Burkert assert that Olympians simply overshadow all other gods

in the pantheon, rendering the earlier deities trivial.®

Whatever the reason, by the time of
Sokrates’ trial in 399 BCE, the solar cult has become so diminished in Athens that
Sokratgs is accused of impiety for worshiping the Sun, among other things.

According to Plato, Sokratés considered HElios to be an important deity. The
young statesman Alkibiadés describes how he once witnessed Sokratés offering a prayer
to the Sun: ¢ d¢ elotirer usypt Ew¢ &yévero kai filiog dvéayev: Emerta dyet’ dmav
rpooevauevoc ¢ HAiew (He stood [there] until it was dawn and the Sun rose. Then he left
and was gone after praying to the Sun).®® Conversely, in the Apology, Sokratés refutes
charges of impiety and corrupting the Athenian youth:

...Kal T00T " €0TIV 6 ol EYKOAELS, OTL ETEPOVG, 1] TOVTATOTL UE PNS OUTE QUTOV

vouierv Beodg toi¢ te GALOVS TODTO O1OCGTKELY. TADTA AEY®, DS TO TOPLTAY 0V

vouileic Osovs. & Oovudore Mélnte, iva ti tadta Aéyeic; 0vOE 1oy 0bde aelijvny
, , .3 . ¢ , ‘84
dpo. vouilw Beovg eivou, dorep oi dlrot dvlpwmot;

8 james A. Notopoulos, “Socrates and the Sun,” The Classical Journal 37, No. 5 (1942): 266.
81 Herodotus, Histories, 1.131.2-3.

8 Walter Burkert, Greek Religion (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1985), 17.

& plato, Symposium, 220d.

8 Plato, Apology, 26¢-d.
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...and this is the thing with which you charge me: that [I worship] other [gods], or

you say that | myself do not believe in gods altogether or that | do teach others in

this way. “I say this: that you do not believe in the gods at all!” O excellent

Melétos, why do you say these things? Do | believe that the neither the Sun nor

the Moon are gods, just as other people [believe]?
Sokrates’ defense recalls the trial of Anaxagoras that occurred circa 450 BCE, in which
the philosopher argued that the Sun was merely a stone. His argument seems to have
shocked the Athenians.® Conversely, Sokratés’ testimony indicates that by the time of
his trial, Helios’ cult has become a relic in Athens. However, in other places such as
Rhodes and the Peloponnese, vestiges of the solar cult remained strong. The lost
Colossus of Rhodes (built in 305 BCE after Antigonos Monophthalmos attempted to
capture the city) that once greeted sailors as they sailed into port was a massive statue of
Helios himself.®® The city-state had been a cultural locus even during the Mycenean and
Minoan periods, which may account for the sun-god’s continued importance in that
region.®” Thus, by the classical period, we have a deity who is honored in some places
but neglected in others. Helios’ conflation with Apollo during this era likely contributed
to his diminished status, yet if we return to the archaic period of Greece, Hélios is more
prominent, particularly among the early poets, intimating that the sun-god plays a greater
role in Greek life.

Helios appears as early as Homer’s Iliad, and we may therefore say that he
appears at the very outset of the Western Canon. The Greek sun-god is one of the Titans,

deified forces of nature often depicted as great monsters (e.g. Typhoeus). Although a

Titan, Helios does not oppose Zeus and his Olympians, so after the younger gods

8 Notopoulos, “Socrates and the Sun,” 261.
® Timothy Gantz, Early Greek Myth (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993), 158.
8 Notopoulos, “Socrates and the Sun,” 265-66.
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overcome the older deities in the titanomakhia, Helios remains in the sky while many of
his brethren are thrown into Tartaros, where the Sun’s rays cannot reach. In the epics of
Homer, the sun-god not only marks the passage of time (especially periods of warfare in
the Iliad) but he even becomes involved in the narrative. In Book 12 of the Odyssey, for
instance, Helios curses Odysseus’ men for slaughtering his sacred cattle on the island of
Thrinakia; he then threatens to leave the world to perish in darkness if Zeus does not
avenge the sun-god’s cattle. Zeus quickly mollifies the Titan by promising that Odysseus’
comrades will perish, but Odysseus, who ate no part of the sun-god’s cattle, escapes
unharmed. Helios’ threat and Zeus’ immediate acquiescence emphasizes the world’s
reliance on the sun-god. If he leaves his lofty track, the world dies. In some ways, the
world becomes lifeless once the Sun has set. Gregory Nagy remarks:

In the diction of Greek Epic, [HElios] is counted among the ranks of the immortal

gods. Yet the movements of the sun suggest the theme of death and rebirth. With

the waning of the day, the old sun submerges beyond the horizon into the west

Okeanos; then, after night has passed, a new sun emerges from the east Okeanos

with the waxing of another day.®
Helios represents life itself, serving as its guardian and overseer. Like Siirya in Vedic
mythology, he performs other functions as well.

The Greek solar deity is a spy as well as a god of contracts. Peter Jackson
explains that “a famous Graeco-Vedic equation describes [the sun-god] as ‘spy (*spokos)
of all beings.”® Furthermore, whenever the Greeks swear oaths, they often swear by

Helios since he oversees (éropaw) and overhears (éraxovw) all things. He is also a

herdsman, typically of cattle and sheep, in whom he greatly delights. Concerning his

8 Gregory Nagy, “Phaethon, Sappho’s Phaon, and the White Rock of Leukas,” Harvard Studies in
Classical Philology 77 (1973): 156.

8 peter Jackson, “Light from Distant Asterisks. Towards a Description of the Indo-European Religious
Heritage,” Numen 49, No. 1 (2002): 79.
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physical characteristics, Hélios appears as a great, golden god more often than Siirya does
in the Rgveda. Additionally, a team of horses pull his flaming chariot across the sky.
Helios’ four-horse team distinguishes him from the dawn-goddess Eos, whose chariot is
drawn by two horses.® Interestingly, neither Homer nor Hesiod clarifies how Hélios flies
across the sky.®* Nevertheless, the image of the sun-god’s chariot becomes so pervasive
that the Rhodians make sacrifices to Helios by driving a horse-drawn chariot into the
sea.” Lastly, the Homeric Hymn to Helios offers a vivid description of the sun-god as a
more bellicose deity than Siirya in Vedic mythology.

Although Homer establishes the sun-god’s role early in Greek literature, it is
Hesiod who offers more insight into Hélios’ character and lineage. In the Theogony, he
discusses Helios’ lineage. Unlike Siirya, Helios is not the son of the sky-god—Zeus, in
this case—but of Hyperion, a figure akin to the mysterious Savitr in Vedic mythology. In
the proem of the Odyssey, Homer refers to the sun-god as Yzepiwv Héliog, or “HElios
Hyperion.”* However, other authors sometimes refer to him solely as Hyperion,
suggesting that the name was originally an epithet meaning “higher” or “very high.”
Nevertheless, Hesiod establishes a clear genealogy in his Theogony: Hyperion is Hélios’
father, Theia is his mother, his sisters are the dawn-goddess Eos and the moon-goddess
Seleng, and his descendants include Kirke, Phaethon, and Latinos. Thus, like his Vedic
counterpart, Helios has an elaborate family tree, yet it is more difficult to align him with

the original Indo-European pantheon.

% Arthur Cotterell, Dictionary of World Mythology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1979), 156.
°! Gantz, Early Greek Myth, 30.
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As mentioned above, Helios is a Titan, meaning that he belongs to the older order
of natural gods. C. Kerényi writes, “the name of Titan has, since the most ancient times,
been deeply associated with the divinity of the Sun, and seems to have originally been the
supreme title of beings who were, indeed, celestial gods, but gods of very long ago, still
savage and subject to no laws.”®* Hesiod’s Theogony recalls how Zeus and his
Olympians overcome these ancient, more volatile deities to create a more stable universe.
Zeus leaves Helios in the sky to carry out his duty, and the other gods rely upon Hélios to
gather information. For example, the Homeric Hymn to Demeter narrates how the
eponymous goddess learns from H&lios that her daughter Persephoné has been kidnapped
by Hadgs. Ultimately, a codependency exists between the sun-god and the younger
deities, but it is unclear if Helios had ever been king of the gods in Greek mythology.
Zeus becomes king by overthrowing his father Kronos, who had overthrown his own
father, Ouranos; HElios, on the other hand, remains unchanged in the background
throughout all three regimes, leaving us to wonder whether the Greeks ever depicted him
as a god-king. To answer this question, | will begin this chapter by examining the role of
the sun-god in Greek mythology, mostly limiting myself to the archaic period since it
offers a more unadulterated image of Helios’ Indo-European roots.

I1. The Position of the Sun-God in Greek Mythology

Compared to the Vedic sun-god Stirya, Hélios’ daily functions are
straightforward: his prime directive is to bring light to gods and mortals. To do so, he
drives his golden chariot high across the sky, driving the darkness before him every day.
The Homeric Hymn to Helios describes his daily journey: 6¢ paiver Ovyroiot kai

I3 , ~ o y , \ y , ” , y
dBavazoror Oeoiow | inmoig ufefamc: ouepovov o’ & ye dépretal 66601S YpLoENS Ek

% C. Kerényi, The Gods of the Greeks (Guildford, Great Britain: Biddles Ltd., 1951), 20.
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xopvBog ([Helios], who shines for mortals and the deathless gods, having come with
horses. With his eyes, he gazes terribly from his golden helmet).* Although his rays are
beneficial, the Greeks seem to look upon their sun-god with a modicum of caution,
something not found in Vedic mythology. Furthermore, the poet fittingly describes
Helios as dxauag, or “untiring”, reminding us that the Sun’s journey is not always easy.
Unlike the other gods, Hélios cannot fly to another country without calamity befalling the
Greek world.

The seventh-century poet Mimnermus also underscores the difficulty of Helios’
task. One fragment reads:

HéAog uev yap EAayev movov fjuato wavo,
000¢ K0T QUTaVOIS YIYVETOL 0DOEUIO.

iTmoioiv e Kol avT@, émny pododdxrvios Hwog
Qreovov mpolimodo’ obpavov gicovopi].

TOV UEV YOP 010 KDUO. PEPEL TOAVHPATOS EVVH
xoiiAn Hoaiotov yepoiv éEAntouévn

XPLOOD TIUNEVTOG, DTOTTEPOS, GKpPOV €@’ Bowp
eboovl’ apraiéws yawpov ap’ Eomepiowv

yaiow &g AiBiomawv, tva on Boov dpua kai irmol
gotoo’, 6pp’ Hag npiyéveia uoy.

&vO’ éméPn Etépwv dyéwv Ymepiovog viog.

For Helios received labor for all his days.
No respite occurs for his horses
or even himself when rosy-fingered Dawn leaves
the ocean behind and climbs into the sky.
For an exceedingly lovely, hollow bed,
by Héphaistos’ hands wrought
of prized gold, winged, it carries him
sleeping pleasurably across the swell, over the top of the water
from the land of the Hesperides to the land of the Ethiopians, where his swift
chariot and horses stand until early-born Eos arrives.
There Hyperion’s son stepped onto other chariots.

% Homeric Hymn to Helios, 8-10.
% Archibald Allen, The Fragments of Mimnermus (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner, 1993), Fr. 12.
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Mimnermus provides an early mention of the sun-god’s toils, yet Archibald Allen
clarifies that “Mimnermus means that Helios’ toil is in fact never-ending, even though he
sleeps in his golden bed at night. Strictly speaking, the toil is continual, not

97 Helios often appears in Mimnermus’ poetry. In 648 or 647 BCE, a solar

continuous.
eclipse occurred, which might have delighted the poet.*® I will discuss more thoroughly
the relationship between Helios and Eos in part III of this chapter, but it is important that
the sun-god waits for Dawn’s arrival before beginning his daily journey. Unlike Usas in
Vedic mythology, the Greek dawn-goddess does not raise Helios into the sky, but she is
nonetheless present for his ascent and perhaps even symbolizes the Sun’s rebirth.*
Moreover, the zovog of Helios reflects a poetic motif that also appears in later Greco-
Roman literature. Vergil, for example, alludes to this theme in the Aeneid 1.742 when
Dido says, hic canit errantem lunam solisque labores (This [poet] sings about wandering
Luna and the labors of Sol). As the most hard-working deity in the Greek pantheon,
Helios’ ability to unfailingly complete his daily journey attests to his divinity and
strength, yet even a god must occasionally rest.

Although Helios is manifestly visible while crossing the daytime sky, his
nighttime whereabouts are less clear. In Vedic mythology, Siirya remains in the ocean
once he has set before rising again in the East. However, Hélios returns from the west to
the east overnight in a great cup, which recalls the boat of Ra in Egyptian mythology. The
seventh-century BCE Rhodian poet Peisander also mentions Helios’ cup. The sun-god
will eventually lend this vehicle to Hérakl€s (although Peisander attributes the gift to

Okeanos rather than Helios) so that the hero may sail to Erytheia to capture Geryon’s

9 1bid., 100.
% bid., 12-13.
% Nagy, “Phaethon, Sappho’s Phaon, and the White Rock of Leukas,” 162.
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cattle.1®

Helios’ curious cup also appears in one of the poems of Stesichorus, who is
writing in the late seventh and early sixth centuries BCE. The fragment reads: t dliog 6’
Yreprovidact | oémag Téoroaréforvet ypdoeov é¢- | pa o1’ Qreavoio wepdoag | dpikold’
lopag moti PévBea vok- | 10g épeuvac | moti patépa kovpidiav v’ dAoyov | maidog te pilovg
(Helios, Hyperion’s son, descended into the golden cup so that, having driven through
across the ocean, he might come to the depths of holy, dark night, to his mother, wedded

wife, and beloved children).®*

While the world sleeps, Helios crosses the dark ocean and
returns to the East so that he may rise again each morning. Both gods and humans rely
upon him to preserve the natural order of things.

Helios not only brings light to the world but also measures time. He impels the
Greeks forward to their daily tasks, and they work until the Sun sets. Thus, the sun-god
acts as a shepherd of the Greek people. As Alice Radin has indicated:

In a world without clocks, time is marked by natural phenomena of a regularly

occurring character: dawn, sunset, movement of the stars. In such a world, the

lives of men assume patterns as predictable as the path of the sun. Thus a farmer
unyokes his oxen each day when the sun is in a certain position; this position can
then be described as ‘ox-unyoking’: Bovivtog.'%
Since the sundials of classical Greece have yet to be invented, H&lios is, in fact, a
massive clock, by whose light the Greeks keep track of time. Homer continuously marks
the passage of time in this way. In the Iliad, for example, the major battles occur only
during the day when foes and allies are unmistakable beneath the walls of Troy. In Book

16, Homer sings, dppa uev Héliog puéaov ovpavov dupifefinket, | toppa udl.” dupotépamv

péle’ timreto, minte o¢ Aaog (For as long as HElios had reached the middle [of] heaven, so

1% Gantz, Early Greek Myth, 404.

191 M. Davies and P. J. Finglass, Stesichorus: The Poems (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014,)
Fr. 8a.

192 Allice P. Radin, “Sunrise, Sunset: hmos in Homeric Epic,” The American Journal of Philology 109, No.
3(1988): 298.
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long the shafts of both sides were especially hitting their mark, and people were
falling).'% The day represents a time of war and death, which may explain the sun-god’s
warlike appearance in works such as the Homeric Hymn to Helios. Moreover, Helios
serves to dichotomize the lives of suffering mortals and blissful gods. While the Akhaians
and Trojans slaughter one another below, the gods feast above:

@G TOTE PEV TPOTAY Huap £ HéAoV Katadbva

ooihvovt’, 0bo¢ Tt Bouog Ededeto dartog Elong,

00 UEV POPULYYOS TEEPIKOAAEOS 1V &y’ ATTOALWV,

Movaawv 0’ ai detdov auelfoucvor Ol KoAj.

ovTOp ETEL KOTEOD AOUTPOV PGOG HeAiolo,

o , » ¥ \ 104
Ol UEV KOKKELOVTES SﬁOCV oIKOoV 0¢ EKOOTOC...

Thus, for the entire day until Helios set,

they were feasting, and in no way did any heart lack the equal feast

or the beautiful lyre, which Apollo had

or the Muses, who were singing and answering with a beautiful voice.

But when the shining light of Hélios went down,

each went to their house to lie down...
Helios delineates the boundary between mortals and immortals, thereby preserving their
proper division.'® The acts of fighting and feasting are not isolated events but are
happening simultaneously: while Hélios flies across the sky, the Akhaians fight the
Trojans, and the gods, carefree, watch a battle that is sharply illuminated by the sun-god’s
light. We also see Apollo as the god of music in this passage. In the works of Homer and
the other archaic poets, Helios and Apoll6 are distinct deities, but they become
increasingly conflated during the classical era.'® Regardless, it is worth noting that both

mortals and gods seek repose once the Sun has set. In Vedic mythology, Strya is

powerless at night, which allows monsters to creep from the world’s dark recesses; the

1% Homer, lliad, 16.777-78.

1% Ibid., 1.600-05.

195 Charles Segal, Singers, Heroes, and Gods in the Odyssey (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1994), 219.
19 Gantz, Early Greek Myth, 87.
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Vedic people eagerly await the Sun’s rising every day. The Greek gods are more
anthropomorphic than the Vedic divinities, therefore it is fitting that the gods rest like the
Greeks themselves do. When Helios descends into the sea, the day’s business is
concluded, and Helios returns to the East in his cup. Like his Vedic analogue, Hélios’
power diminishes during his nightly journey, but nothing escapes the sun-god during the
day.

In Vedic mythology, Siirya is often described as visvdcaksas, meaning “whose
eye is upon all.” Helios too possesses an all-seeing gaze, suggesting that both deities
retained this ability from their Indo-European ancestor. Helios’ tremendous sight is most
potent in the Homeric poems. For instance, in Book 12 of the Odyssey, the titular hero
fears the sun-god’s gaze: & giloi, év yap vii Oofj Ppdoic te mooic te | éotiv, TOV 98 fodv
dreyoueba, p 1 mabwuev: | dervod yop Geod aide Poes kol ipra wijla, | Heliov, 6¢ mavt’
épopd. kai wavt’ émaxover (Friends, there is food and drink in the swift ship, but let us
keep away from the oxen lest we suffer in some way. For these are the oxen and fat sheep
of Helios, the terrible god, who gazes upon everything and overhears everything).®’
Odysseus knows that it is impossible to escape the sun-god’s sight and hearing, and he is
right to fear Helios” wrath, as we will soon see. Zeus, however, proves in the Iliad that it
is not impossible to briefly escape the sun-god’s gaze.

When Zeus persuades Heéra to lie with him in Book 14 of the Iliad, he assures her
that they will remain unseen: "Hpn unte Oecdv 16 ye deiobh pjté tv’ avopav | Syeobou:

~r IR , » 7 7 IR\ ~ e I T r it N
7010V 101 &Y VEPOS QuPikaldww | ypbocov: 0bd’ av vadi diadpdror ‘HéAOS mep, | 0v 1€ kai

o&orarov wéletar paog gicopaactor (Hera, be not afraid that any man or god will see it. |

shall enwrap such a golden cloud around you. Not even HElios may pierce through to us,

7 Homer, Odyssey, 12.320-23.
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he whose light is keenest to behold).'®® Zeus’ ability to deceive the sun-god is significant,
belying the divine hierarchy of Greek mythology. Whereas Hélios is one of the old
natural gods, Zeus is the king of Olympos and can therefore assert power over all other
deities, if only briefly. The relationship between Zeus and Hélios shows a greater
complexity, which I will discuss later in this chapter. Although Zeus may escape the sun-
god’s gaze, no other mortal or immortal can elude Helios’ eye, the most enduring feature
of the Indo-European sun-god.

The Vedic poets frequently allude to the Siiryasya cakram, or the Wheel of Siirya.
Remarkably, we see a parallel of this phrase in Sophocles’ Antigone when the guard
describes his watch over Polyneikés’ unburied corpse: ypévov tad’ #jv tocodrov, éot’ év
aibépt | uéow kotéorn loumpog nliov kvxAog | kal kavu’ éBaire (These things were in
such a state for a long time until the bright wheel of the Sun stood in the middle [of]
heaven and was heating its burning heat).'® The Indo-Greek phrase siiryasya
cakram/#iiov koxlog is exactly cognate, suggesting an Indo-European poetic formula.
Peter Jackson notes:

The metaphorical characterization of the sun-disk as his ‘wheel’ (*k"ek"16s) in

Vedic, Greek and Germanic should perhaps be understood as a reference to the

wheel of his chariot, in which he crossed the sky. A Graeco-Vedic match meaning

“great path” (tentatively *h,ogmos *megoh,s) may originally have denoted the

path of the horses of his chariot.**

The sun-god’s wheel also represents the eye by which he looks upon the deeds of humans

and gods. Intriguingly, the Hellenistic philosopher-poet Philodemus claims in his De

pietate that Euripides had once referred to Helios as the eye of Zeus, but the fragment is

1% Homer, lliad, 14.342-45,

199 sophocles, Antigone, 415-17.

119 jackson, “Light from Distant Asterisks. Towards a Description of the Indo-European Religious
Heritage,” 79.
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too damaged to draw any conclusions.*™* Nevertheless, Aristophanes seems to parody
this description of Hélios in Clouds:

oyuédovTa UEV Bedv

Zijvo, Topavvov € xopov

TPATO UEYAY KIKANOK®.

70V 1€ Ueyaoctevij tproivng touioy,

ViIG T Kai GAuvpas Baldoons dypiov poyieotnv:
KOl UEYOADVOUOV NUETEPOY TOTEP
Aibépa oeuvorozov froBpéuuovo. movtwvy:
0v 0’ itmovauav, 6¢ VrepAoumpois
GKTIOIY KOTEYEL

VIIG TEDOV ugyog év Beoic

év Ovroioi e daiuwv.

| summon great Zeus

first into the chorus,

ruling on high, king of the gods.

Mighty in his strength, master of the trident,
the fierce shaker of the earth and salty sea.
Our great-named father,

the holiest heaven, the life-giver of all.
The horseman, who with his

exceedingly bright rays

holds the plain of the earth, a great deity
among gods and mortals.

Aristophanes merges Zeus with several gods in this passage, but his description of Zeus
as a irmovouag evokes Helios” flaming chariot; the dxrives also match the Sanskrit
aktlva, both of which translate as “rays” or “beams.” Euripides’ fragmented quote and
Aristophanes’ possible response mark the only description of Hélios as a part of Zeus in
Classical Greek literature. Macrobius, who composes his Saturnalia in the fifth century
CE, perhaps alludes to these earlier works when he writes:

Hunc Osirin Aegyptii ut solem esse adserant, quotiens hieroglyphicis litteris suis

exprimere volunt, insculpunt sceptron inque eo speciem oculi exprimunt, et hoc

signo Osirin monstrant, significantes hunc deum solem esse regalique potestate
sublimem cuncta despicere, quia solem lovis oculum appellat antiquitas. Apud

11 Augustus Nauck, Euripidis Perditarum Tragoediarum Fragmenta (Leipzig: Teubner, 1885), Fr. 543.
12 Aristophanes, Clouds, 563-74.
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eosdem Apollo, qui est sol, Horus vocatur: ex quo et horae viginti quattuor quibus

dies noxque conficitur nomen acceperunt et quattuor tempora quibus annuus

orbis impletur &paz vocantur.**?

To assert that this Osiris is the Sun, the Egyptians—as many times as they want to

portray [him] in their own hieroglyphics—sculpt a scepter and on it they place an

image of his eye. By this sign, they show Osiris, signifying this god to be the Sun
and that on high he gazes down on everything with his regal power since antiquity
names the Sun as the eye of Jupiter. By the same people, Apollo, who is the Sun,
is called Horus, from whom the twenty-four Horae (by whom day and night are
made) received their name and from whom the four seasons (by whom the annual
world is filled) are called the Horai.
By Macrobius’ time, Helios has long been conflated with Apolld, but more important is
his claim that ancient peoples had referred to the sun-god as the eye of Zeus/Iupiter. If his
assertion is accurate, this relationship between HElios and Zeus recalls the Rgveda, in
which Strya appears as the eye of Mitra and Varuna, among others. Furthermore, both
solar deities act as spies for other gods.

Since he sees all things, Helios is said to be a great spy among the Olympians,
enabling the other deities to keep an eye on their own affairs. In Book 8 of the Odyssey,
Heéphaistos learns of the latest romantic tryst between his wife Aphrodité and Arés via
Hgelios’ information, and Homer clarifies that the sun-god had not merely happened upon
the two lovers: ‘Héliog ydp oi oxomny éxev einé te uvbov (For Helios kept watch for him
and told him the tale). Since Héphaistos had known beforehand about the affair between
Aphrodité and Args, he sought the sun-god’s aid in catching them. Aphrodité neither
forgets nor forgives the sun-god for his betrayal. In Book 4 of the Metamorphoses, Ovid
recounts of Helios’ disastrous affair with Leucothea:

Exigit indicii memorem Cythereia poenam,

inque vices illum, tectos qui laesit amores,

laedit amore pari.
Quid nunc, Hyperione nate,

113 Macrobius, Saturnalia, 1.21.12-13.

49



forma colorque tibi radiataque lumina prosunt?
Nempe tuis omnes qui terras ignibus uris,

ureris igne novo; quique omnia cernere debes,
Leucothoen spectas, et virgine figis in una,

guos mundo debes oculos. Modo surgis Eoo
temperius caelo, modo serius incidis undis,
spectandique mora brumales porrigis horas...***

Cytherea exacts a penalty mindful of [the sun-god’s] information

and with desire she in turn equally wounds he who wounded

her hidden desires.

How do beauty and heat and radiant eyes benefit you now, son of Hyperion?

Certainly you, who burns all the lands with your fires,

are burning with a new fire; you, who ought to see everything,

you watch Leucothea, and on one maiden you fix eyes

that you owe to the world. Now you rise too early

from the eastern sky, now you fall too late in the waves,

and you prolong the wintry hours by the delay of your watching [her]...
As punishment for betraying Aphrodité’s tryst with Arés, Hélios becomes S0 smitten by
Leucothea that he ceases to function properly. Instead of watching over the world, he
looks towards Leucothea; his careful measurement of time also begins to degrade.
Ironically, the sun-god is restored to his natural state when Leucothea’s sister Clytia
betrays the lovers, resulting in Leuocthea’s death, after which Helios transforms the two
sisters into plants. Aphrodité’s power over the Titan is significant, proving that no god is
safe from the love-goddess’ charms. Moreover, a deeper connection also manifests
between Aphrodité and the sun-god, which I will discuss in part 1V of this chapter.
Ultimately, Helios’ betrayal of Aphrodit€ and its unforeseen consequences highlight an
adverse aspect of the sun-god’s power. On the other hand, Hélios sometimes offers his
unique services pro bono, thereby providing a vital service.

The Homeric Hymn to Demeter recounts how Déméter establishes the Eleusinian

Mysteries but it also tells how she almost destroys the world in her grief after Hadés

14 Ovid, Metamorphoses, 4.190-99.
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kidnaps her daughter, Persephong. Panic-stricken, the grain-goddess calls upon Zeus to
help find her daughter, but only Hekateé and Helios hear her laments. The poet of this
hymn intriguingly names the sun-god as an évaé in line 26. This ancient word appears on
Linear B tablets as wa-na-ka, meaning “king” in Mycenean Greek. Although Homer uses
it when referring to powerful kings such as Agamemnon, he also applies it to gods,
namely Zeus. Since Helios rarely receives this title, it is difficult to draw any conclusions
regarding the sun-god’s significance among the other gods. Nevertheless, Démé&ter and
Hekatg approach the sun-god in lines 62-63: Héliov 6’ ikovro, Oe@v oxomov §oe kai
avopav, | aorav o innwv nporapoibe... (They came to Helios, watchman of both gods and
men, and they stood before his horses). This passage contains one of the earliest mentions
of Helios’ horses, but, more importantly, the poet describes the sun-god as a oxondg,
meaning “watchman” or “spy.” The word is, in fact, related to the Sanskrit spas used to
describe Strya in Hymn 1V.13.3 of the Rgveda as well as the English word spy. The
Greek word has no negative connotations in this passage but emphasizes Hélios’ role as
an overseer.

Having come to the sun-god’s domain, D&émétér asks him for aid: ¢lid, o yap on
wadoav énl yOova kai koo woviov | aibépog ek ding katadépkeal GrTiveoot, | viUEPTEWS (ot
&viome pilov Ttékog, &l mov Srwrag, | dotic voopty éusio lofav dékovoay dvaykn | oiyetor
ne Oeddv 1 kai Bvnradv avOparnwv (But you with your rays, you indeed look upon the
entire earth and along the sea from shining heaven. Truly, tell me about my dear child, if
you have seen [her] anywhere, who of the gods or of mortal humans, having seized her
against her will by force, departs away from me)."*® Stopping briefly in his track, Helios

then relates the abduction of Persephong, revealing a more positive use of his sight since

5 Homeric Hymn to Demeter, 69-73.
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he is able to help the panicking Déméter. Nevertheless, the poet is careful to illustrate
Helios” immediate departure: @g¢ einwv inroiow éxéxleto: tol 0 On’ duoriijs | piupa
pépov Boov dpua tavimrepor dot’ oiwvoi (After speaking thus, he called to his horses.
Under his command, they began to hastily bear the swift chariot like wide-winged
birds).*'® Helios steps down from his lofty track to help Démétér, but he must complete
his journey. In this regard, the sun-god is powerless, always forced to drive onwards for
the earth’s benefit. Additionally, the poet’s comparison of Hélios’ horses with swift birds
may recall Stirya’s depiction as a great bird in hymn X.177 of the Rgveda. It is
appropriate that both the sun-god and his horses are akin to birds since Hélios always
flies across the sky during the day. As such, he (like Stirya) makes a suitable witness to
oaths.

The sun-god’s role in contracts is not limited to Indo-European culture. The
Akkadian sun-god Sama$ is also an arbitrator and judge. Laura Steele explains that
“Helios is likewise associated with light, truth, judgment, and straightforward
enquiry...”"*” In Vedic mythology, Siirya’s great eye aids Mitra, who presides over the
contracts sworn by the Vedic people. In Greek mythology, however, Hélios himself is the
god of contracts, although Zeus is the ultimate authority. This arrangement is reminiscent
of the codependency between Stirya, Mitra, and Varuna. Numerous works depict Hélios
performing this role. When Menelaos and Paris are about to duel in Book 3 of the Iliad,
Agamemnon invokes HElios and Zeus to insure a proper fight: Zed wazep "10n0ev puedéwv
k0O107TE UEYLoTe, | HéAog 6, 6¢ mavt’ épopdc kol mavt’ émaxovels, | kol motauol kol yaia,

Kol of bméveple kauovrog | avBpamovg tivoalov étig Kk’ émiopkov dudaoy, | Buels uéptopor

116 H

Ibid., 88-89.
17| aura D. Steele, “Mesopotamian Elements in the Proem of Parmenides? Correspondences between the
Sun-Gods Helios and Shamash,” The Classical Quarterly 52, No. 2 (2002): 586.
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éote, pvldooete 0’ Spkio. miota (Father Zeus of Ida, guardian most honored and greatest,
and Helios, you who look upon everything and hear everything, and the rivers and the

earth, and those who take vengeance on dead men below, whoever swears a false oath.

118

You are witnesses. Keep watch over faithful oaths).”™ Not only does Agamemndn swear

before Helios and Zeus but also the rivers, the earth, and the infernal gods, all of them
bearing witness to the high-king’s oath. The irony, of course, is that Aphrodit€ intervenes
and sweeps Paris away just as he is about to be slain by Menelaos, thus violating the oath
and leaving the Akhaians and the Trojans to pay the penalty.

Agamemnon swears a similar—even formulaic—oath in Book 19 when he
attempts to reconcile with a blood-thirsty Akhilles:

evCouevoc 8’ dpa eimev i@V gig 0Bpavov ebpiv:
lotw VOV Zedg mpdto. Oeddv Dmatog kol dpiotog
17 te kai 'HéAog kai Epivoeg, ai 0 vmo yoiow
avlparovg tivovrai, 6tig Kk’ émiopkov dudooy,
1] ey &yaw kovpy Bpionion yeip’ éxéveixa,

00T’ EDVIIC TPOYATTY KEYPNUEVOS OUTE TEL GAAOD.
AL Euev’ ampotiuaotog évi klioinoty Euijory.

el 0¢ T1 TVo " Emioprov Euoi Beol dAysa doiev
T0AM 1dl.”, booa didodery 8tic o’ dAitnron dudeoac.t™

Then [Agamemnon] prayed and spoke after looking towards the wide sky:
“May Zeus, the highest and best of gods, know first—

and also Gaia, HElios, and the Furies, who punish men

under the earth, whoever swears a false oath—

that I did not lay a hand upon Brisgis,

having used the pretense of neither bed nor anything else.

But she remained untouched in my huts.

If there is any false oath of these things, may the gods give me a great many pains,
as many as they give, whoever sins against them by foreswearing.

Again, Agamemnon calls upon multiple deities, thus adding credibility to his claim that

he has not touched Brisgis while she remained with him. In Aeschylus’ Prometheus

18 Homer, Iliad, 3.276-80.
119 1hid., 19.257-65
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Bound, the titular Titan swears a comparable oath: & dioc aifnp xai taydmrepor mvoai,
TOTOUDV Te TNYOL, TOVTIWY TE KOUATWV | AvipiOuov yédaouo, Touuijtop e yij, | kai tov
TaVOTTNY KOKAOV A0V KOAG. | ide00é 11” ola mpog Oeddv maoyw Oeés (O shining heaven
and swift-winged breezes and streams of the rivers and the measureless smile of the sea
waves and the all-mothering earth, I call upon [you] and the all-seeing wheel of the Sun.

120 Halios’ role as a

See me [and] such things that I, a god, suffer from [other] gods).
witness (for another Titan, no less) stands in the forefront as does the phrase xdxiov
#Aiov. The fact that Zeus is Prometheus’ punisher underscores the sky-god’s connection
with Helios. Ultimately, in the world of Homer and Aeschylus, Zeus and H&lios are the
foremost gods of contracts, but their exact relationship remains unclear. Whereas Mitra
uses both Stirya and Varuna to insure adherence to a contract, Zeus needs the aid of no
other god to punish wrongdoers. As the most visible deity, Helios’ role in contracts likely
stems from Indo-European culture. He is usually the informant, leaving retribution to the
other deities, yet Book 12 of the Odyssey demonstrates that one should never cross the
Greek sun-god, especially when it comes to his beloved cattle.

David Sick argues, “...one of the most prominent roles of the solar deity in
Greece and India is that of pastor, that is, pastor in its most basic sense of ‘guardian of the
flocks’. In the Indic and Greek examples these flocks or herds are generally made up of

cattle...”?

Like Siirya, Helios takes great pleasure in his divine cattle, although he
remains passive in their pasturage, relying upon his daughters Lampetia and Phaethousa
to oversee them. However, in Book 12 of the Odyssey, Helios becomes directly involved

in the poem’s narrative with severe consequences for Odysseus and his men. Homer

120 Aeschylus, Prometheus Bound, 88-92.
121 David H. Sick, “Mit(h)ra(s) and the Myths of the Sun,” Numen 51, No. 4 (2004): 437.
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foreshadows this event in the proem: adz@v yap opetépnov dracbolinoy Slovro, |
vijmiol, of katd foidg Yrepiovog Helioo | fioBov: avtap 6 toioy doeileto véoTiuov fuop
(For they perished by their own wickedness, the fools who devoured the oxen of Helios
Hyperion, but he snatched away their day of homecoming).'?* Even at the poem’s outset,
we know that Odysseus must contend with the sun-god’s wrath before returning to
Ithaka, but we finally learn the offense in Book 12.

Helios’ primary herd of sacred cattle grazes upon the island of Thrinakia. The
sun-god also gives a herd to his son Augeias—whose filthy stables Heéraklés must
clean—so that he would be famous among mortals for his cattle, who are not only great
in number but are also immortal.*?® Regardless, both Kirke (another of Helios’ daughters)
and the prophet Teiresias recommend that Odysseus avoid Thrinakia. During the nekyia
scene in Book 11, the seer Teiresias warns the hero about the island, saying that if
Odysseus or his men harm Hglios’ cattle, they will incur the sun-god’s wrath.*** In book
12, Kirke speaks a similar warning, offering more information about the sun-god’s cattle:

Opivaxiny 0’ &g vijoov agileor: EvBo. 0¢ mollail

poorovt’ Helioio Poeg kai ipLa uijia,

énto. PodV dyédat, T000. 0’ 0IDV TWEN KOG,

TEVINKOVTO. 0 EKaoTO. YOVOS 0 0D YIYVETOL ODTAV,

000¢é mote pOivobhovat. Oeal &’ émmoluéves eioiv,

voupou évmiokouol, Pocbovoa te Aaunetin e,

og téxev 'Heliw Yrepiovi dio Néaupa.

706 Hev apa. Opéyooa tekoDOG TE TOTVIOL UNTHP

Opivaxinv &g vijoov drrioe 1001 vaiery,
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&l 0¢ ke aiviou, Tote 101 TEKUOIPOU GAE0pOV,
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122 Homer, Odyssey, 1.7-9.
123 Sjck, “Mit(h)ra(s) and the Myths of the Sun,” 454-55.
124 Homer, Odyssey, 11.106 ff.
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OWe kakrdg velal, OAéaag Amo TavTag ETaipovg.

You shall arrive at the island Thrinakia. There graze

the many oxen and goodly sheep of Hélios,

seven herds of oxen and as many beautiful flocks of sheep,

each fifty [in number]. There is no child for them

nor do they ever perish. Gods are their shepherdesses,

the fair-haired nymphs Phaethousa and Lampetia,

whom shining Neaira bore to Helios Hyperion.

After she reared and gave birth to them, the queen mother

sent them far away to dwell on the island Thrinakia

to guard the paternal sheep and the oxen with twisted [horns].

If you leave them unharmed and are mindful of your homecoming,
truly you may still reach Ithaka, although suffering badly.

But if you harm [them], then | predict destruction

for your ship and comrades. Even if you yourself escape,

too late and in a bad state you return [home] after losing all your comrades.

As one of Helios’ children, Kirke is privy to information regarding her father’s flocks.
The sun-god’s cattle are immortal, yet his daughters Lampetia and Phaethousa—whose
names derive respectively from loumpog (bright) and from the old verb paéfw (to shine)
and recall Helios himself—tend to the flocks. Kirke herself lives on the island Aiai€,
which Homer describes as 60: ©” 'Hoog fipiyeveing | oixio kai yopoi giot kai dvroiai
Helioto (where are the houses and choruses of early-born Dawn and the risings of
Helios).'?® By this point in the poem, Odysseus is in the realm of the sun-god, stuck
between two islands sacred to the solar deity. Sick contends:
If the movements of the sun are viewed as designating the boundaries of the land
of Aryans [i.e., the Indo-Iranians], the sun god too could lay claim to the title
“possessing wide pastures,” especially since the Sun in Greek culture provides a
similar protective aspect, particularly where cattle are concerned.**’

Thus, Kirke gives Odysseus the same admonition: if he or his men disturb the cattle,

Helios will know and will punish accordingly.

125 1hid., 12.127-41.
126 1hid., 12.3-4.
127 Sjck, “Mit(h)ra(s) and the Myths of the Sun,” 455.
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Having been advised by Teiresias and Kirké, Odysseus is mindful of the sun-
god’s sacred cattle and hesitantly lands at Thrinakia. In some ways, the island of the Sun
represents the end of Odysseus’ journey since he has already transcended death by sailing
out of the Underworld unharmed.*? The island is therefore a test of his resolve. He warns
his comrades not to touch the flocks of the sun-god, whom he describes in line 12.274 as
epyiufporog, meaning “he who gladdens the heart of man.” Nonetheless, his men, out of
hunger, slay the cattle while Odysseus is asleep. In the poem’s proem, Homer had
decribed this act as an daracfaiin, or “recklessness,” whereas a Greek orator would call it
an drxolaoia, meaning “imtemperance.” Waking to the smell of cooking meat, Odysseus
realizes what has happened; the slabs of meat even low like cattle, a portent both comic
and terrifying. His men have not only slain the Helios’ beloved cattle but have also
broken their oath to Odysseus that they would spare the animals.*?® Lampetia has already
flown up to her father H€lios, who, ironically, has not witnessed the transgression.
Enraged, he halts his journey across the sky and swears before the other gods:

Zeb matep 170’ dAlot puokopes Beol aiev éovreg,

tioor on Etapoug Aagptiadew Oovaijog,

of uev Podc éxtervay vrépPiov, fo Eyam ye

XOIPECKOV UEV IV EIC OVPOVOV GOTEPOEVTO,

N0’ 0motT’ Oy émi yaiav A’ 0vpovoley Tpotpamoiuny.

el 0¢ pot 0b ticoval fodv Emieiké’ auoifny,

ovoouai gig Aidoo kai &v vekDeaol Paciva.

Father Zeus and you other blessed gods who always are,

take vengeance upon the companions of Odysseus, son of Laertgs,

who insolently slew my cattle, in whom

I used to rejoice when I was going to starry heaven

and whenever | turned back towards the earth from heaven.

If they do not pay a fitting punishment for my oxen,
I shall descend into Hades’ house and shine among the dead.

128 Nanno Marinatos, “The Cosmic Journey of Odysseus,” Numen 48, No. 4 (2001): 401.
129 Sjck, “Mit(h)ra(s) and the Myths of the Sun,” 436.
3% Homer, Odyssey, 12.377-83.
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Helios’ threat reveals several aspects of his role in Greek-mythology. We have already
seen that the Indo-European sun-god acted as a herdsman, yet Hélios relies upon other
gods to accomplish tasks that he cannot complete. Like Sturya, Helios must remain in his
lofty track lest the world face dire consequences.

Furthermore, H€lios’ threat to shine among the dead is troublesome. Several
locations in Greek mythology remain untouched by the Sun’s rays. The Underworld is
one such place. When Zeus quarrels with Héra in Book 8 of the Iliad, he describes how
the Underworld knows no light: 6éfsv 0’ éya otk dieyilw | ywouévng, 0bd’ e ke ta veiato
weipal’ ixnou | yaing kai wovroio, iv’ lametoc e Kpovog te | fiuevor ot avyiic Yrepiovog
Helioto | tépmovt’ ot dvéuoiat, Pobic 6é te Taptapog dugpic (1 do not heed you when
you are angry, not even if you should come to the uttermost ends of the earth and sea
where Iapetos and Kronos stay and do not rejoice in the light of Helios, Hyperion’s son,
nor the winds, but deep Tartaros [is] on both sides).™*! Zeus hints that the basest beings—
such as the Titans who opposed the Olympians in the titanomakhia—do not deserve to
gaze upon the Sun. A comparable sentiment exists in Vedic mythology.

If Helios were to shine in the Underworld rather than in heaven, everything would
perish. Therefore, Zeus hastily assuages the sun-god: Héii’, 1§ o1 uév ov uetr’ dbavéroiot
paerve | kai Ovyroiot fpotoiowy émi (eidwpov dpovpav: | T@Vv ¢ Kk’ &yw tayo vijo. Bonv
apyitL kepovv®d | totho. folwv kedoau uéow évi oivom wovre (Shine, Helios, among the
immortals and mortal men on the grain-giving earth. Having struck with my bright

lightning bolt, I would quickly cleave their swift ship to pieces in the middle [of] the

131 Homer, Iliad, 8.477-81.
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sea).'* Thus, when Odysseus at last returns to Ithaka, he arrives alone and (as Kirké
predicted) xaxa mdoywv. Helios has affected the narrative of Homer’s poem, although he
requires the aid of Zeus to accomplish such a deed, which hints at a lack of personal
power. Although the world’s existence rests upon the sun-god’s shoulders, Helios
remains beholden to stronger gods such as Zeus. Regarding his appearance, the Greeks
often portray Helios as a deity that is quite formidable.
II1. Helios in the Guise of a War-God

Whereas the Vedic people represent Siirya in various ways, the Greeks are less
nebulous in their depictions of Helios. He typically appears as a great, golden god, his
head crowned by solar rays. These beams also mark the sun-god’s descendants. In Book
12 of the Aeneid, for instance, Vergil writes: Interea reges, ingenti mole Latinus |
quadriiugo vehitur curru, cui tempora circum | aurati bis sex radii fulgentia cingunt, |
Solis avi specimen (Meanwhile, the kings [come forth], in a huge mass Latinus is
conveyed by a four-horsed chariot, around whose gleaming temples crown twelve golden
rays, a mark of his ancestor, So1).*3® As the son of Kirké and Odysseus, it is fitting that
Latinos appears in the solar guise of his grandfather, and that by defeating Latinos,
Aengas becomes a pivotal figure in Roman mythology. G. K. Galinsky contends: “The
Lavinian Sol Indiges is likely to have been identified with the Latin pater indiges if not
from the very beginning, at least long before the Romans tried to replace the Latin

ancestral god with their own ancestor, Aeneas Indiges.” ***

By overcoming Helios’
grandson, Aencas overcomes the sun-god himself. Regardless, the sun-god’s crown

remains a poetic motif into later Latin literature. For example, Ovid describes in the

32 Homer, Odyssey, 12.385-88.
133 Vergil, Aeneid, 12.161-64.
134 G. Karl Galinsky, “Sol and the “‘Carmen Saeculare’.” Latomus 26, Fasc. 3 (1967): 628.
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Metamorphoses how the sun-god must set aside his crown of beams so that his son
Phaethon may safely approach.'® Since Helios mostly interacts with gods rather than his
semi-divine children or any other mortal in Greek mythology, he is never required to
lessen his intensity. Thus, Hélios’ beams frequently represent the sun-god throughout
Greek mythology.

Whenever Homer describes HElios, he focuses on the Sun’s light. In Book 13 of
the Odyssey, the poet sings, adtap Odvooeig | morla mpog neliov kepany tpéme
TopUPavomvta, | 0dvor émeryouevog: on yop uevéauve véeabor (But Odysseus often turned
his head towards the all-shining Sun, wanting [it] to set, for he greatly desired to go
[home]).**® Since Ithaka is located off the western coast of Greece, Odysseus naturally
associates the setting Sun with his homeland and is reminded how far away he is. On the
other hand, Hesiod emphasizes Hélios’ parching heat in the Works and Days: #juoc 67
Anyer uévog 6&éog nedioro | kavuarog idaiiuov... (When the strength of the keen Sun’s

parching heat abates...).**

Other tales mention Helios’ burning heat as well. When
Herakles becomes worn out by the Sun’s rays, he shoots an arrow at the sun-god; amused
at the hero’s boldness, Helios offers his cup so that Heraklés may continue his journey.
However, the most vivid description of the Greek sun-god’s physique occurs in the
Homeric Hymn to Helios.

While less sacred than the Vedic hymns, the Homeric Hymns address the Greek

gods and are recited at various festivals. Helios’ own particular festival is the Halieia that

135 Ovid, Metamorphoses, 2.40 ff.
3% Homer, Odyssey, 13.28-30.
37 Hesiod, Works and Days, 414-415.
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takes place in Rhodes and is known for its opulence and games.**® Notopoulos notes that
the Greeks also honor Hélios alongside other deities such as Démétér during the Skira
and Thargelia festivals, both of which celebrate the earth’s fertility.**® The Avestan deity
Mithra also has agricultural connotations. llya Gershevitch writes, “in the Avesta Mithra
is defined as a life-giver by his epithets pu6ro . da- ‘bestower of sons’..., uxSyas . urvara-
‘making plants grow’..., and gayé . da- ‘bestower of life’...”**° The Greek sun-god’s
agricultural role is evidenced in Aeschylus” Agamemnon when the herald is asked about

Agamemnon’s whereabouts: ok oidev 0bdeic dot’ dmayyeilor Topdg,

AV T00

wépovrog Hiov yOovog pborv (No one knows so as to report clearly except Hélios, who

141

nourishes the earth’s growth).”™ As such, a poet, when honoring the Sun’s role in

agriculture, might recite the Homeric Hymn to Helios, although the sun-god more closely
resembles Ar€s in this poem.

The poet depicts Helios as a war-god, armed and ready for battle. After
mentioning Helios” golden helmet, he then describes the sun-god’s raiment:

Aoumpai 0’ dxtives am’ avTod
olyMjev atilfovarl mapo kpotapwy oé T’ EOcipa
AoUmpai Ao KpaTog YopIiey KaTEYoval TPOTWTOV
TNAQDYES: KOOV OE TEPL ypol Adumetar E600S
Aemrovpyés, mvoif] avéuwv: Bmo 0’ dpoeveg inrmot... 142

From him, bright rays
gleam dazzlingly, and beside his temples
the bright locks from his head gracefully surround
his far-shining face. His beautiful, finely-wrought clothing
glimmers around his shine by blowing of the winds. Stallions under...

138 Simon Hornblower and Anthony Spawforth, The Oxford Classical Dictionary (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1999), 676.

139 Notopoulos, “Socrates and the Sun,” 267.

10 1lya Gershevitch, The Avestan Hymn to Mithra (Cambridge: The Cambridge University Press, 1967), 32.
11 Aeschylus, Agamemnon, 633.

2 Homeric Hymn to Helios, 10-15.
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Although the final line of this excerpt is corrupt, a complete picture of the Greek sun-god
emerges. A golden sheen surrounds Helios, and his golden hair recalls Siirya, sometimes
called harikesa, or “golden-haired.” The sun-god is also beautiful, adorned in well-made
clothing; this image of Helios may contribute to his later conflation with Apollo, whose
depiction is comparable. The final line indicates that male horses draw Heélios’ chariot, an
aspect that distinguishes the Greek sun-god from his Vedic analogue, whose horses are
usually female. This eponymous hymn to Helios shows a deity arrayed for war, but it is
difficult say how commonly such an interpretation appears. Even in the Iliad, the most
violent poem in Greek literature, Homer highlight Helios’ radiance more than his other
attributes. Other archaic poets emphasize the sun-god’s life-giving aspects. Mimnermus,
for instance, complains about encroaching old age: éxei 6” dovvnpov énérbs | yiipog, &

T aloypov Suwms kai kalov dvopa tibel, | alel pv ppévag duel kaxai teipovot uépyuvar | ov
0" avbyag mpooopéwv tépmetor neliov (When painful old age approaches, which makes
even a beautiful man ugly, bad cares always weaken his thoughts, and he does not enjoy

looking upon the Sun’s rays).**

Helios’ light is supposed to wake all things into life, but
Mimnermus suggests that old age deprives us of the basic ability to enjoy the Sun’s
beams.

Ultimately, the Homeric Hymn to Helios offers a fitting if unusual depiction of the
Greek sun-god, but other Greek gods often appear similarly bellicose, particularly in the
Iliad. When Apollo first appears in Book 1, he is not the god of music and poetry but a
god of death as he spreads a plague among the Akhaians. Although he and Hélios are

distinct figures during the archaic period, they already share similar features, a trait

comparable to how Siirya, Savitr, and Agni share attributes in Vedic mythology. Hélios’

%3 Allen, The Fragments of Mimnermus, Fr. 1.
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interaction with the other gods is also important, and in the following section, I will
discuss the complex relationship between the sun-god and various other deities.
IV. The Titanic Family of Hélios

Unlike Sturya, Helios” lineage is relatively unambiguous. Whereas the Vedic sun-
god is the son of the old sky-god Dyauspitr, Zeus is not Hélios’ father, although they are
distantly related. Helios is, in fact, an older deity that descends from a long line of Titans.
As | mentioned earlier in the chapter, Homer names the sun-god Yzepiawv HéAiog in the
proem of the Odyssey, yet he never explains this name, leaving us to wonder if Hyperion
IS a patronymic or if it carries some other meaning. The name translates as “very high”
and might have originally been an epithet of the sun-god. The same question arises
regarding Helios’ son Phaethon. Nagy remarks:

In the commentary to his edition of the Hesiodic Theogony, West observes that

Dasbwv (line 987), like Yrepiwv, is a hypostasis of the sun-god "Hizoc. The

original thematic identity of "Hiio¢ with Yzepicwv and ®aébwv is apparent in Epic

diction, where vzmepicwv... and paébwv...are fixed epithets of "Hiioc. The

mythological separation of identities is symbolized in genealogical terms.***
Recall that one of Helios’ other children bears the name Phaethousa, the feminine
equivalent of the name Phaethon. Such transferals of epithets are common in early Greek

poetry.'*®

Homer almost always places the names Helios and Hyperion in proximity,
although he occasionally uses the name Hyperion alone. In Iliad 19.398, for example,
Homer describes Akhill€s as tedyeor maupaivov d¢ v’ nléxtwp Yrepiowv (Shining in his
armor like beaming Hyperion). He does not mention Helios’ name here, but he

undoubtedly means the sun-god, which suggests that his audience would recognize the

name as well.

144 Nagy, “Phaethon, Sappho’s Phaon, and the White Rock of Leukas,” 148.
%> Grace Harriet MacUrdy, “Myths and Resurrection Myths,” The Journal of Hellenic Studies 37 (1917):
161.
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The poet of the Homeric Hymn to Delian Apollo also refers to the sun-god as
Hyperion. Apolld, boasting over the python, says, 0ddé ti to1 Gavozov ye dvonleyé’ odre
Tvpweig | dpréoer ovte Xiuoipo Svomdvouog, 6AAG oy’ avtod | mboer I'aia pédaivo. kai
niéxtwp Yrepiowv (Neither Typhdeus nor the hated Khimaira shall in any way ward off
painful death from you, but black Gaia and beaming Hyperion shall make you rot
here).** Since the phrase 5Aéktwp Yrepicwv provides three metra in the hexametric line, it
is likely a poetic formula; otherwise, the hymn’s poet has borrowed the phrase from
Homer. Helios’ lineage remains undefined in the Homeric Epics, but Hesiod clarifies that
Hyperion is not an epithet of Helios but is actually the sun-god’s father.

At its core, Hesiod’s Theogony narrates how Zeus and his Olympians rise to
power to smooth out the world’s monstrous wrinkles. However, before the Olympians
establish themselves by defeating the Titans, the Titans themselves—the children of Gaia
and Ouranos—rule over the earth. Two of these archaic deities are Hyperion and Theia,
whom Hesiod briefly describes: Ocio 6° Héliov te uéyov doumpay te Zednvnv | Héd 0°, 7
ravteooty éntyBovioior pacivel | dBavaroig te Oeoiot, Tol obpavov ebpdv éxovat, | yeivald’
vmoounBeic’ Yrepiovog év pilotnn (Theia, overcome in love by Hyperion, bore great
Helios and bright Seléné and Eos, who shines upon all earthly beings and the deathless

gods, the ones who hold wide heaven).'*’

Hyperion’s relationship with Helios remains
ambiguous in Homer’s poems, yet Hesiod firmly establishes their familial relationship,
and uses the patronymic Yzepioviong, or the “son of Hyperion,” in line 1011.

We know little about the sun-god’s mother, Theia. Even her name is generic,

simply meaning “divine,” although she seems to have enjoyed multiple names. In the

% Homeric Hymn to Delian Apollo, 367-69.
Y7 Hesiod, Theogony, 371-74.
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opening lines of the Homeric Hymn to Helios, for example, the poet refers to the goddess
by the name Euryphaessa:

"Hiiov tuveiv abte A10¢ téxog dpyeo Movoa,
Koirionn, paéBovra, tov Edpvpdaeooo fodmic
yeivaro Toing waidl kai Ovpovod GoTepoeVTog:
yijue yap Evpopacooay dyaxieitny Yrepiwv,
ovToKAGIYVTNY, 1] 01 TéKE KAAliuO. TEKVO,
Hd te podornyvv Evmi0kouov te XeAnvnyv
Hélov T ducduave’, émeixelov davizoio. ™
Begin, O Muse Kalliopg, child of Zeus, to sing again
of shining Heélios, whom ox-eyed Euryphaessa bore
to the son of Gaia and starry Ouranos.

For Hyperion married renowned Euryphaessa,

his own sister, who bore beautiful children to him:
rosy-armed Eos, fair-haired Selené,

and tireless Helios, alike to the immortals.

Euryphaessa means “widely-shining,” a name that better befits the sun-god’s mother
while also recalling Helios’ far-shining gaze. Additionally, Pindar—whom Notopoulos
names as “the poet par excellence of the sun and its light”—indicates that Euryphaessa
has other names as well.**® In the fifth Isthmian ode, he begins his invocation:, uézep
Aliov molvdrvoue Ocia, | oéo Exatt kol ueyaobevii vouioay | ypoeov dvlpwmor Tepiaiov
daAlwv (O mother of Helios, many-named Theia, on your account do people consider gold

[to be] of great strength far beyond other [things]).**°

As such, Theia seems to have had
many names, a characteristic common to many Greek deities.
Gantz notes that no stories involving Hyperion or Theia/Euryphaessa remain

except their relationship with their children, yet this solar lineage is important in

determining Helios’ position in the Greek pantheon.™ As the son of Titans, Hélios’

148 Homeric Hymn to Helios, 1-7.

149 Notopoulos, “Socrates and the Sun,” 273.
0 pindar, Isthmian Ode 5, 1-3.

5! Gantz, Early Greek Myth, 30.
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connection to the Olympians is more tenuous than Siirya’s relationship with the Vedic
gods. In Indo-European terms, the sun-god’s daughter marries the sons/grandsons of the

sky-god, thereby creating a bond between them.*>?

While Siirya’s daughter Siirya marries
the A$vins—the twin horselords who correspond to the Indo-European sky-god’s
sons/grandsons—in Vedic mythology, no child of Helios marries the Dioskouri, the
Greek counterparts of the Asvins. In Greek mythology, Helen roughly corresponds to
Stirya since the Dioskouri reserve a seat for Helen in their chariot just as the A§vins keep
a seat for Siirya in Vedic mythology.*>* Puhvel even attempts to etymologically link
Stirya with Helen, whose theoretical pre-Greek name is *Saweléna (cf. Helios <
*Sawelios).*>* However, | agree with Jackson that Helen’s name more closely matches
that of the VVedic goddess Saranyt, the mother of the Asvins. Regardless, Hélios and the
Dioskouri are unrelated in Greek mythology, but the sun-god is still related to the dawn-
goddess, who always accompanies her brother’s ascent into the sky.

Like Helios, the dawn-goddess has a well-preserved Indo-European etymology.
The word*H,usas yields Sanskrit Usds, whereas Greek Eos (better preserved in Aeolic
Greek as Auos) and Latin Aurora (from Old Latin *4usosa) derive from its full-grade
form *Haeusas.™ In Jackson’s model of the Indo-European pantheon, he argues that the
dawn-goddess is the daughter of the sky-god.**° I believe his analysis is accurate since

Vedic mythology (the most conservative daughter mythology of Indo-European) reflects

this relationship. The sky-god Dyauspitr even impregnates the dawn-goddess in hymn

152 Jackson, “Light from Distant Asterisks. Towards a Description of the Indo-European Religious
Heritage,” 78.

153 Henry John Walker, “The Greek Agvins,” Annals of the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute 88
(2007): 102.

>4 puhvel, Comparative Mythology, 143.

155 Watkins, The American Heritage Dictionary of Indo-European Roots, 6-7.

15 jackson, “Light from Distant Asterisks. Towards a Description of the Indo-European Religious
Heritage,” 66.
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1.164 of the Rgveda, after which she gives birth to the sun-god.*” Egs, on the other hand,
is not Zeus’ daughter but the child of Hyperion and Theia as well as Helios’ sister. Unlike
her brother, Eds is a purely mythological goddess.™® The dawn-goddess is the subject of
Homer’s most famous poetic formula: pododaxtvioc Heg, or “rosy-fingered Dawn.” She
nonetheless holds an interesting position in Greek mythology, one worthy of some
discussion. Whereas Usas’ primary function entails leading Strya into the daytime sky,
E6s is more of a romantic goddess who prefers mortal lovers.

In Greek mythology, the relationship between Hélios and Eos is strictly that of
brother and sister. Unlike Vedic mythology, no alternate tales of a romance between the
two deities exist, but Eds has several human lovers elsewhere. Homer mentions Orion in
Book 5 of the Odyssey: ¢ uev 61" Qpiwv’ Eleto pododaxtvios Hag, | toppa oi 1ydacte
Oeoi peia (wovieg, | og év Oprvyin xpvodlpovog Apteiug éyviy | oic dyavoic Peléecory
émoryouévn xoatémepvev (Thus, when rosy-fingered Eos chose Orion, you gods, living
easily, were indignant at her until golden-throned Artemis, chaste, slew [him] on Ortygia,
attacking him with her gentle arrows).*® The fact that Artemis, who typically bestows a
painless death to women, slays Eos’ mortal lover encapsulates the dawn-goddess’ star-
crossed relationships. Her more famous lover is Tithonos, from whose bed Eos rises

’

every morning: Hag 0’ ék Aeyéwv map’ dyovod Tibwvoio | dpvod’, iv’ dBovaroior powg

pépor 110 Ppotoiory (EOs arose from the bed of illustrious Tithonos so that she might

161

b

bring light to immortals and mortals).™" In this scene, Eos seems to have usurped Hélios

role as the light-bringer, but a more likely scenario is that péw¢ refers to Helios himself.

57 Sjck, “Mit(h)ra(s) and the Myths of the Sun,” 439.

158 Hornblower and Spawforth, The Oxford Classical Dictionary, 526.
159 Gantz, Early Greek Myth, 36.

190 Homer, Odyssey, 5.121-24.

! Ibid., 5.1-2.
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The Greek dawn-goddess leads the sun-god into the sky just as Usas dispels the darkness
when she heralds Siirya’s ascent.®* Sappho also depicts Eos in such a light: "Eomepe
mavo pépwv doa paivolig éorédac’ abwg | Teépeis d1v, pépect alya, pépeig dmv udrept
raioo. (Bringing everything, o Hesperos, which the light-bringing dawn scattered, you
bring the sheep, you bring the goat, [and] you bring the child back to its mother).*®® The
adjective paivolig is rare, appearing also in the Homeric Hymn to Demeter, where it
again describes Eos. Ultimately, one may wonder why Eds chooses mortal lovers,
especially given that all her romantic relationships are doomed to fail. A possible answer
suggests a connection between the dawn-goddess and the love-goddess Aphrodite.

In Book 1 of the Bibliotheca by pseudo-Apollodorus, the author proposes a
curious etiology for Eds’ predilection towards mortal lovers: Qpiwvog 6’ Hag épacbeioa
fiprooe kol éxopuoey gic Aijlov: éroiel yop avthv Appoditn coveyds épav, ot Apet
ovvevvaodn (Eos, having fallen in love with Orion, snatched him away and brought him
to Delos, for Aphrodité made it so that [Eos] was constantly in love since she shared a
bed with Arés).'® This story occurs only in the Bibliotheca, yet scholars have noticed
patterns that suggest a merging between E6s and Aphrodité in Greek mythology.*® This
conflation between the two goddesses may also account for the platonic relationship
between Helios and Eos. Ann Suter argues:

The myth is that of the Dawn goddess who mates with the Sun god, with whom

she produces the next day’s light. The light is in face the sun, so that Dawn is both

lover and mother of the Sun god. In Greek epic the pattern has undergone some

changes: the Dawn goddess’ function as lover/mother has been maintained, but
the Sun god is now a beautiful youth. In the Greek tradition, Eos (and Aphrodite)

162 Nagy, “Phaethon, Sappho’s Phaon, and the White Rock of Leukas,” 166.

183 David Campbell, Greek Lyric: Volume I (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1982), 104a.
164 pseudo-Apollodorus, Bibliotheca, 1.4.4.

165 Gantz, Early Greek Myth, 37.
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abduct youths in order to mate with them, and this relationship renders them
immortal.*°

In Indo-European terms, Eos is clearly the elder goddess whereas Aphroditeé derives more
from near-Eastern love-goddesses. She is a latecomer to the Greek pantheon, evidenced
by the fact that no Linear B tablet bears her name.'®” She has also assumed some of the
dawn-goddess’ traditional Indo-European characteristics such as preceding the sun-god
into the ocean.

In his fragmentary play The Lady of Leukas, Menander writes, ot 67 Aéyetou
Tpaty Zompw | tov dréproumov Onpaoo Pawv'| olotpdvt méOw piyor wétpag | dmo
mlepavove (OF course, Sappho is said to have thrown [herself] from the conspicuous
rock, chasing arrogant Phadn because of stinging desire).*® In one of Sappho’s lost
poems, she loves the ferryman Phadon, whose name and whose plunge from the White
Rock of Leukas recalls Helios’ son Phaethon. Phaon had once driven Aphrodité from
Lesbos to Asia Minor, for which deed the goddess gifted him with a potion that would
enhance his beauty.'®® Other tales suggest that Aphrodité had planned Phaethon’s
destruction to punish Helios for betraying her tryst with Arés. In the Theogony, Hesiod
tells how Aphrodité had kidnapped Phaethon, but here he is the son of Eds and her mortal
lover Kephalos,*”® Considering such stories and Sappho’s love of Aphrodité, Nagy makes
an interesting proposal:

Sappho is vicariously projecting her identity into the goddess Aphrodite herself.

By loving Phaon, she becomes parallel with Aphrodite, who loves the native
Lesbian hypostasis of the Sun-God himself. By diving from the White Rock, she

1% Ann Suter, “Aphrodite/Paris/Helen: A Vedic Myth in the Iliad,” Transactions of the American
Philological Association 117 (1987): 52.
187 Burkert, Greek Religion, 153.
188 \W. G. Arnott, Menander: Volume 2 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1996), 230.
169 H
Ibid.
70 Gantz, Early Greek Myth, 31.
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does what Aphrodite does in the form of the Evening Star, diving after the sunken
Sun in order to retrieve him the next morning in the form of the Morning Star.*"

If Nagy is correct, Aphrodité has effectively usurped the role of Eds by accompanying a
solar figure down into the ocean. We see an even deeper connection between the two
goddesses in Greco-Vedic poetics.

In his article “ITotvia Adwg: The Greek Dawn-Goddess and Her Antecedent,”
Peter Jackson states:

By means of two cognate epithets, both Aphrodite and the Vedic Dawn-goddess

Usas are characterized as daughters of the Sky-god (PIE *diéus), i.e. as Aog

Buydnp and diva(s) duhitar (PIE *diuds dhugh,tér). While Eos is never explicitly

referred to as the daughter of Zeus, but rather as daughter of Theia and Hyperion,

a faint echo of this designation (*6vydtnp Awog Hac) Is still discerned in the

metrical shape of the fixed epithet frequently preceding her name in epic diction,

p0d0dKToroc. "
According to Jackson, Homer’s most famous formula pododdxtvioc Ha¢ seems to
substitute for the older Gvyarnp Aroc Heg, a phrase which Homer applies more to
Aphrodité. Jackson furthermore asserts that the act of smiling refers to both Usas (cf., the
poet’s use of the participle samsmayana, or “smiling,” in hymn 1.123.10 of the Rgveda)
and Aphrodité, whom Hesiod describes as grlouueidijc in line 200 of the Theogony.*"
Conversely, Eos has lost her distinctive smile in Greek mythology, but she remains the
sister of Helios nonetheless. The sun-god’s other sister is Seléné, the moon-goddess,
whose aspects are also romantic.

The Vedic lunar deities are not related to Stirya, but Seléng is the sister of Helios

and Eos. Although she later becomes conflated with Artemis and even Hekatg, Selené

plays a minor role in Greek mythology. Like her sister Eos, Seléné is polyamorous. For

1 Nagy, “Phaethon, Sappho’s Phaon, and the White Rock of Leukas,” 175.

172 peter Jackson, “TIétvio. Adwg: The Greek Dawn-Goddess and Her Antecedent,” Glotta Bd. 81 (2005):
116-117.

' Ibid., 117.
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example, in Book 8 of the Argonautica, Apollonius of Rhodes names Endymion as the
moon-goddess’ lover; the scholiast for this section of the poem reports that the tale had
also appeared in Sappho’s poetry.™ The earlier Homeric Hymn to Selene tells of
Seléné’s daughter with Zeus: 77 pa wote Kpoviong uiyn iAoty kol eovij: | 0’
droxvoouévy Havdeiny yeivato kobpnv, | éxrpenss eldog égoveav év dbavdroiot Osoiot
(With [Seléng], the son of Kronos once mingled in love and bed. Having become
pregnant, she bore a daughter, Pandeia, having a splendid form among the immortals).!"
As mentioned above, this myth is perhaps paralleled in hymn 1.164 of the Rgveda, in
which the sky-god Dyauspitr impregnates Usas, who afterwards gives birth to the Sun. If
so, the Greek tradition has swapped Selené for Eos, who naturally precedes the sun-god
into the sky.

Although Seléng rarely appears beside Hélios, the archaic Greek poets sometimes
describe her in similar terms. Sappho, for example, highlights the Moon’s splendor:
Gotepeg UEV Gupi KéAav celdvvay | Gy dmvkpdrroiot pdevvov eldog | dmmota wiboioa
udriora Aoy | yav (Around the beautiful Moon, the stars again conceal their radiant
beauty whenever [the Moon], especially full, illuminates the earth).”® Furthermore, in
the moon-goddess’ eponymous Homeric hymn, the poet sings:

1¢ do aiyAn yoiov élicoetor ovpavédeiktog

KpoTog A’ dBavaroio, ToADG 0 VIO KOGUOS BpwpPeV

olylng Aaumodong: otiifel 0¢ T’ dAaumeTOS Anp

Xevaéov GO OTEPAVOD, GKTIVES 0’ EVOl00VTal,

evt’ av ar’ Qreovoio loeooouévn ypoo. KoAov,

eluoro ooouevn tniovyéo. oio. Leinvy,

Cevlauévn mwlovg épradyevag, aiyinevrag,

E0OVUEVIIS TIPOTEPWT EAGON KOAAITPLYOG ITIOVG. . o

174 campbell, Greek Lyric: Volume I, Fr. 199.
> Homeric Hymn to Selene, 14-16.

176 Campbell, Greek Lyric: Volume I, 34.

" Homeric Hymn to Selene, 3-10.
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From her immortal head, the radiance showing itself in heaven

embraces the Earth, and much beauty has arisen

from her shining radiance. The lightless air gleams

from her golden crown, and her beams are bright as day

whenever bright Seléng, after bathing her beautiful skin

in Okeanos’ [waters], after clothing herself in far-beaming garments,

[and] after yoking her radiant horses with arching necks,

hastily drives her beautiful-haired horses forward.
Like that of her brother, Seléng’s light shines upon the world; she also drives a team of
horses, typically fewer in number than the sun-god. Some authors even change the
familial relationship between the two deities. In the Phoenissae of Euripides, for
example, Antigong refers to Seléné as Helios® daughter: @ Airapolcdvov Obyarep Aciiov |
2elovaia, ypvoeokvklov péyyos (O Seleng, daughter of bright-girdled Helios, [you] light

with a golden disk).'"®

Moreover, the adjective ypvoeoxviioc—while a particularly
fitting term for solar deities—is a hapax legomenon, occurring only in this passage.
Although Eos and Seléné share characteristics with Helios, they have no prominent part
in their brother’s ascension into the heavens since the Greeks have relegated the
goddesses to more amatory roles. However, Helios has other relatives, including
numerous children, both mortal and immortal.

Like his Vedic counterpart, Helios consorts with many minor goddesses, most of
whom are either nymphs such as Neaira (the mother of Phaethousa and Lampetia) or
Oceanids such as Klymeng. The latter is the mother of the Héliades and the sun-god’s
most well-known child, Phaethon, who asks to drive his father’s chariot with catastrophic

results. Of the Greek sources that mention the myth of Phaethon, Aeschylus’ lost

Heliades is the most well-developed.'” The chorus of this play is comprised of

78 Euripides, Phoenissae, 175-76.
1% Gantz, Early Greek Myth, 31.
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Phaethon’s grieving sisters. William Hansen notes, “in a motif attested as early as
Hesiod, Phaethon’s mourning sisters, the Heliades, were transformed into trees and
continued to shed tears, which exude from the trees as fluid, which the sun in turn
changes into amber.”*® Aside from Hesiod’s Theogony, Aeschylus’ lost Heliades, and
Euripides’ lost Phaethon, the story of Hélios’ destroyed son remains largely
underdeveloped until Ovid writes his Metamorphoses.

By the late first-century BCE, Apolld has overtaken Heélios’ place as the Greco-

Roman sun-god. Gantz argues that this conflation cannot have occurred before the fifth
century BCE and that Euripides’ Phaethon is one of the first Greek works to equate the
two gods.*® The fragment in question reads: & xatdipeyyéc "Hii', dc u’ drdiecac | kai
10v8" * Andéllwv & év Ppotoic dpOdss xkalel | Sotic i o1y@dvt” dvouat” oide dauudvev (O
beautiful-shining Helios, how you destroyed me and this man. But Apolld calls well
among mortals, whoever knows the silent names of the gods). ¥ Joseph Fontenrose
explains that Euripides uses such an ambiguous syncretism between Helios and Apolld
only here; the two deities remain distinct in the poet’s other works.*®® Further into the
Hellenistic period, Hélios fades into the background as Apollo becomes the de facto sun-
god, although Galinksy argues that during the first century BCE, the Roman poets still
distinguish Sol—the true Roman sun-god—from Apolls.'** Horace’s Carmen saeculare

supports this claim. Composed in 17 BCE to commemorate Augustus’ reinstatement of

180 \William Hansen, “Foam-Born Aphrodite and the Mythology of Transformation,” The American Journal
of Philology 121, No. 1 (2000): 11.

181 Gantz, Early Greek Myth, 87.

182 Nauck, Euripidis Perditarum Tragoediarum Fragmenta, Fr. 781.

183 Joseph E. Fontenrose, “Apollo and the Sun-God in Ovid, The American Journal of Philology 61, No. 4
(1940): 441.

184 Galinsky, “Sol and the “‘Carmen Saeculare’,” 620.
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the Ludi Saeculari, the poem symbolizes Rome’s glory during the pax Romana. Horace
opens the poem:

Phoebe silvarumgue potens Diana,

lucidum caeli decus, o colendi

semper et culti, date quae precamur
tempore sacro,

quo Sibyllini monuere versus

virgines lectas puerosque castos

dis quibus septem placuere colles
dicere carmen.

Alme Sol, curru nitido diem qui

promis et celas aliusque et idem

nasceris, possis nihil urbe Roma
visere maius! %

O Phoebus and Diana, queen of the forests,

the bright beauty of the sky, you who must be worshipped

always and who have been worshipped, give what | ask
at [this] sacred time,

in which the Sibylline verses have advised
the chosen maidens and chaste boys
to sing a song to the gods, to whom the Seven Hills
were pleasing.
Nourishing Sol, you who bring forth and conceal
the day in your shining chariot and are born
one and the same, may you see nothing greater
than the city of Rome!
Although Horace initially addresses Apollo and Diana, he then invokes Sol Indiggs in the
third stanza. Concerning the phrase Alme Sol, Richard Thomas explains, “the
epithet...used only here of the sun as god, never of Apollo, would have led the Roman
audience away from a close identification of the two.”*®® Horace also alludes both to the

sun-god’s role in measuring time and his far-reaching sight, perhaps suggesting that

185 Horace, Carmen saeculare, 1-12.
18 Richard F. Thomas, Horace: Odes Book 1V and Carmen Saeculare (Cambridge: The Cambridge
University Press, 2011), 65.
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while the Rome changes and grows, the sun-god is constant. In Greek mythology, Helios
sees Ouranos deposed by Kronos, who is then overthrown by Zeus; despite the shift in
power, HElios remains the same. Sol likewise remains unchanged as the republic
becomes an empire. Since some old traditions are reborn during the Augustan period, it is
difficult to say whether or not the Romans of the first century BCE still viewed Sol as the
proper sun-god. Moreover, other poets present Apolld as the only Roman sun-god. To
quote Joseph Fontenrose: “Of the Latin poets, Ovid in particular, who has so much to say
about Apollo, is all but universally supposed to have treated Apollo and the sun as one

and the same god.”*®’

It is Ovid who finally writes a full account of Phaethon’s fall.
Desperate to prove his semi-divine lineage, Phaethon decides to visit Hélios’
golden palace and ask to drive the golden chariot. Peter Knox indicates that Helios
reluctantly agrees to his son’s request only after trying to dissuade him.*®® The sun-god
is, in fact, tricked by his son, which is ironic given Hglios’ role as a god of oaths. In Book
2, Helios says, Utinam promissa liceret | non dare! confiteor, solum hoc tibi, nate,
negarem. | Dissuadere licet. Non est tua tuta voluntas. | Magna petis, Phaethon, et quae
nec viribus istis | munera conveniant nec tam puerilibus annis. | Sors tua mortalis, non est
mortale quod optas (Were it permitted not to give promises! | confess, son, that | should
deny you only this. It is permitted to dissuade [you]. Your desire is not safe. You seek
great gifts, Phaethon, gifts which suit neither that strength [of yours] nor your years, so
boyish. Mortal is your lot, [but] that which you desire is not mortal).'®® By referring to

Phaethon’s sors mortalis, Ovid cleverly underscores the character’s semi-divine lineage.

Nagy writes:

187 Fontenrose, “Apollo and the Sun-God of Ovid,” 430.
188 peter E. Knox, “Phaethon in Ovid and Nonnus,” The Classical Quarterly 38, No. 2 (1988): 543.
189 Ovid, Metamorphoses, 2.51-56.
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Whatever its message, the Phaethon myth operates on a code of solar behavior
combined with human behavior. For example, the motif of riding across the sky
counts as a solar function for Helios but as a human deed for Phaethon. Phaethon
may re-enact what Helios does because his father is the Sun, but he fails in his
solar role because his mother is human.*®

Phaethon’s request to drive his father’s chariot is no light matter. The sun-god’s vehicle
fits only one driver: Hélios himself. As such, even its appearance is imposing: Aureus
axis erat, temo aureus, aurea summae | curvatura rotae, radiorum argenteus ordo; | per
iuga chrysolithi positaeque ex ordine gemmae | clara repercusso reddebant lumina

Phoebo (Gilded was its axle, gilded its beam, gilded [were] the bends of the highest

191

wheel, [and] silver [was] its series of spokes).”" Having failed to dissuade his son, HElios

instead attempts to instruct him how to properly drive the flaming chariot. Unfortunately,
Phaethon, a mere mortal, is doomed to fail.

Plato’s Timaeus is one of the few Greek sources to mention Phaethon’s failure to
drive his father’s chariot. Sokratés narrates:

moliai kara wollo pBopai yeyovoory avOpaTmy kol éoovial, Topl UeV Kai Boat
uéyrorau, pvpioic 6¢ dlloic Etspar Bpaydrepar. T0 yop obv kai woap VUiV Aeyouevoy,
¢ wote PaiOwv Hiiov waic 10 100 matpog dpua (edéag 01 10 uiy Svvarog ivar
KOO TV TOD TOTPOG 000V EAQDVELY TG, T ETL YHIG CUVEKADOEY KOl 0DTOG
kepavvawbeic Sieplipn. %

For humans, there have been and will be many destructions according to many
[methods], the greatest [of which are] by fire and water, and the lesser others by
countless other [methods]. For it is also said among you that at one time,
Phaethon, the son of Heélios, after yoking his father’s chariot, because he was
unable to drive along his father’s track, burned up the things upon the earth and
himself was destroyed, having been struck by lightning.

1% Nagy, “Phaethon, Sappho’s Phaon, and the White Rock of Leukas,” 153-54.
91 Ovid, Metamorphoses, 2.105-10.
192 Plato, Timaeus, 22c.
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Because he is human, Phaethon quickly loses control of his father’s chariot and
endangers everything, which prompts Zeus to kill him. Ovid tells a similar story, but
Lucretius provides an early (if contemptuous) Latin account:

At pater omnipotens ira tum percitus acri

magnanimum Phaethonta repenti fulminis ictu

deturbavit equis in terram, Solque cadenti

obvius aeternam succepit lampada mundi

disiectosque redegit equos iunxitque trementis,

inde suum per iter recreavit cuncta gubernans,

scilicet ut veteres Graium cecinere poétae.'*?

But the all-powerful father, then roused by consuming wrath,

struck down with the strike of sudden lightning great-hearted Phaethon

from his horses to the earth, and Sol,

meeting his falling [son], took up the world’s eternal torch

and brought back the scattered, trembling horses and yoked [them],

then, guiding [them] along their own path, he restored the other things,

as the old poets of the Greeks, of course, sung.
The sun-god’s actions in this passage are significant. His priority is not to catch his son’s
smoking body but to regain control of the flaming chariot before it destroys the world,;
with no charioteer to harness them, the sun-god’s horses drive too close to the earth. One
may also read the sun-god’s actions as retribution for his son’s deceit. As always, Zeus is
quick to punish those who violate the sanctity of the oath, and Helios refuses to intervene
on his son’s behalf Nevertheless, only the sun-god can control the aeterna lampas mundi,
making him even more vital for the world’s wellbeing.

Unlike his father Helios, who successfully crosses the sky before descending into
the ocean every day, Phaethon does not survive his own descent. The story of Phaethon is
a cautionary tale against the hybris of humans; the young man not only dares to drive

Helios’ chariot but also ignores his father’s warnings. Interestingly, we see a parallel in

Latin literature of the early empire. The first-century CE poet Lucan mentions the sun-

193 |_ucretius, De rerum natura, 5.399-405.
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god almost 100 times in his Bellum civile, a famously godless poem.*** The imperial poet
has a complicated relationship with Emperor Nero, who also envisions himself as a poet.
As Robert Tucker notes, “...when he began writing the Bellum Civile, Lucan wanted to
please his imperial friend and fellow-poet. He attempted to accomplish this by predicting
that after death Nero would take over as driver of the grandest chariot of all, namely the
chariot of the sun...”*® Since the deification of emperors is already a custom in Rome
during the early empire, it is fitting that Nero, as a poet, would aspire to the position of
the sun-god. It is unclear whether Nero envisioned himself as Sol or as Apolld, but his
Domus Aurea is replete with solar imagery, including a statue of the sun-god. Like
Phaethon, however, Nero proves unworthy of the sun-god’s chariot and bans Lucan’s
poetry out of envy before having the poet executed in 65 CE.

Phaethon is Hélios” most well-known child, but the sun-god has other famous
descendants as well, including Kirke, Persés, and the Cretan queen Pasipha&. One of the
sun-god’s most infamous descendants is Mé&deia, the sorceress of Kolkhis. Her father is
Aiétes, the son of HElios, and Kirke is her aunt, from whom M&deia might have learned
her magic. She mostly appears as a mortal woman, but Pindar writes: Aijta ©6 mote
Copevng | maig drémvevo’ dbavarov aréuarog, déomorva Koiywv ([The word] which
Aiétes’ mighty daughter, the queen of the Colchians, breathed out from her deathless

mouth).'%

The idea of M&deia as a goddess is interesting, but Pindar is one of the few
writers to make her immortal. Helios clearly favors his granddaughter and even loans his
chariot to her after she dispenses divine (if terrible) justice on her faithless husband,

Tason.

194 Robert A. Tucker, “Lucan and Phoebus,” Latomus 42, No. 1 (1983): 147.
195 H
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Mgeédeia’s relationship with Helios becomes clearer in Euripides’ Medea. After
helping the Greeks steal the Golden Fleece from her father Aiétes, Médeia and lason
marry soon afterwards, yet by the opening of Euripides’ play, lason plans to marry the
Corinthian princess Glaukeé. Hurt by her husband’s infidelity, Médeia decides to remove
all traces of her marriage; she plots to kill not only Iason and Glauke but even her own
children with Iason. Knowing that the Corinthians will pursue, Medea bids the Athenian
king Aigeus to swear an oath to protect her after the deed is done: duvo wédov Iij¢ mazépa
6’ "Hliov mozpog | toduod Gedv te ovvribeic drav yévog (Swear by Earth’s plain and my

197 p g 4
Meédeia’s reference to

father’s father Helios, placing the entire race of gods together).
the sun-god is significant on multiple levels. Hélios is not only her grandfather but also
the god of contracts. Marriage involves an oath of fealty, and since lason has broken his
oath with M&deia, she assumes the sun-god’s role as an avenger. Helios himself acts as

the deux ex machina at the end of the play. After Medea has slain her children and is

confronted by her husband, she says, &i 6" éuod ypeiov &yerg,

A&y’ el 1 fovly, yeipi 6’ o
woboels Toté: | to1ovd’ dynua ratpos "Hirog matnp | didwory fuiv, Epvuo moleuios yepog
(If you have need of me, speak if you wish, but you shall never touch [me] with your
hand. My father’s father Helios gives such a chariot to me, a defense against a hostile
hand).*® Although M&deia has murdered her children, she has also punished Iasdn for
perjury, thereby assuming the sun-god’s role. She naturally escapes from Corinth in one
of Helios’ flaming chariots.

Ultimately, Helios has an extensive family as opposed to Siirya’s smaller circle of

relatives in Vedic mythology. However, Stirya’s family more often appears alongside the

Y7 Euripides, Medea, 746-47.
% Ibid., 1319-22
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sun-god while Hglios is an independent god in Greek mythology, frequently left alone in
his lofty track. The reasons for the sun-god’s autonomy in Greek mythology remain
unclear. Self-sufficiency is a common trait of Greek gods; whereas the Vedic deities rely
upon one another to accomplish their divine functions, the Greek gods often act alone,
especially Zeus. The sky-god typically does whatever he wishes, needing no aid from the
other deities, and Helios displays a comparable autonomy. Nevertheless, he occasionally
interacts with other gods and even heroes, some of whom | will address in this chapter’s
final section
V. A Titan among the Olympians

As a god mostly removed from the Greek people, Helios rarely appears in their
heroic myths. He is simply too far away for the Greeks to appropriately recognize him.
Nevertheless, we have already seen how he affects Odysseus’ journey and how he helped
Deémeéter; he furthermore loans his cup to Héraklgs, thereby enabling the hero to complete
his labor. The sun-god also appears in a handful of other myths, many of which feature an
aberration from his usual track. Just as Hélios deviates from his lofty path in the Odyssey,
he also halts his chariot in the Homeric Hymn 28 to Athena, which narrates the birth of
Athéna. Born in full war regalia, the world trembles at her shining eyes:

1§ 0¢ mpoabev A1og aiyioyoiro

éoovUEVIWS povaey ar’ ahavartoio kopnvoo,

oelooo’ 6E0V drovra.: uéyas o’ éieriler’ "Oivumog

0EIVOV DTO PPiung YAODKMOTIO0G: Gupl 0¢ yaia

ouepoaiéov idynoev: éxiviln o’ dpa Tovrog,

KOUOOT TOPPOPEOLTL KOKWDUEVOS. EKYVTO O dAun

élamivng: atijoev 0’ Ymepiovog 6yloog viog

iTmovg dKrdmOdOS POV Ypovov, eicote kKovpn

giletr’ an’ abovarwy aduwv Bcocixela tedyn
TIaAlag AOnvain. 199

%9 Homeric Hymn 28 to Athena, 7-16.
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She eagerly sprang

before aegis-holding Zeus from his immortal head,

having shaken her sharp spear. Great Olympos was trembling

terribly from her bright-eyed might. All around, the earth

cried out fearfully. Then the sea was moved,

stirring with its dark waves, and foam

poured out. The gleaming son of Hyperion stayed

his swift-footed horses for a long time until the girl,

Pallas Athéna, removed her godlike arms

from her immortal shoulders.

Helios is so stricken by Athéna’s terrible glory that he forgets to function until she
removes her armor. Remember that in the Homeric Hymn to Helios, the poet describes
the sun-god as a great, armored deity, so it is significant that another god in a similar
guise should make him stop in his tracks; he certainly shows no hesitation towards
exposing Arés’ affair with Aphrodité to Héphaistos. Regardless, HElios rarely stops his
horses, at least not for long, but he is sometimes forced to veer from his customary
journey by other gods such as Héra and Zeus.

After the Akhaians recover Patroklos’ body in Book 18 of the Iliad, Héra honors
Akhilles’ fallen comrade by bringing an early nightfall. Homer sings: Héliov o’
drduovta foddmg wovia "Hpn | wéuwev én’ Qreavoio poag déxovra véeoOou (Hera, the
ox-eyed queen, sent tireless Helios, unwilling, into the streams of Okeanos).200 This
premature sunset has no adverse consequences for mortals since Hélios remains in the
world; he has simply descended earlier than usual. A more curious solar deviation occurs
in the myth about the birth of Greece’s most famous hero, Héraklés. The fifth-century

BCE mythographer Pherecydes tells that when Zeus wishes to lie with Alkmeéng, he

convinces HElios not to rise for three days lest Alkméng realize that the sky-god is not her

20 Homer, Iliad, 18.239-42.
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husband, Amphitryon.””* Again, Hélios’ absence does not endanger the world, suggesting
that the sun-god would have to truly leave—as he threatens to do in the Odyssey—for the
world to perish.

The early Roman playwright Plautus offers a humorous rendition of Zeus’
trickery in the Amphitryon. Sosia, the clever slave, ponders an exceptionally long night:
Neque ego hac nocte longiorem me vidisse censeo, | nisi item unam, verberatus quam
pependi perpetem; | eam quoque edepol etiam multo haec vicit longitudine. | credo
edepol equidem dormire Solem, atque adpotum probe; | mira sunt nisi invitavit sese in
cena plusculum (1 do not think I have seen a longer [night] than this night except one in
like manner, during which eternal [night] | hung after being whipped. Even so, by Pollux,
this one has surpassed that one in length. By Pollux, I think the Sun truly sleeps and [is]
thoroughly drunk. It is amazing if he has not treated himself somewhat more [than he
should]).?*? By persuading the sun-god to stay hidden for three days, Zeus is able to lie
with Alkméng, whose soon gives birth to Herakles. Helios is clearly at the whim of
younger gods, but it is interesting that Zeus uses persuasion with Helios rather than force.
He is often forceful with other deities, but he seems to respect the sun-god. Although
Helios is a Titan, Zeus greatly esteems the elder god, and Pindar best represents this
relationship in Olympian Ode 7.

When Odysseus’ men slay the cattle of Helios in the Odyssey, Zeus quickly
pacifies the Titan with promises of punishment. The fact that the king of the gods is so
quick to honor the older god’s demands accentuates Helios” place among the Olympians.

However, there may be more to this tale. In Book 15 of the Iliad, Poseidon grows angry

2! Gantz, Early Greek Myth, 375.
202 plautus, Amphitryon, 277-81.
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when Zeus commands him to leave the battlefield and reminds him (via the messenger-
goddess Iris) how they came to power:

peic yap T’ éx Kpovoo giugv doeipeol obs téxeto Péa
Zedg kol €y, tpitatog 0 Aiong évépoiary dvaocomv.
1o 08 mavTa dédootal, Exaotos O’ Eupope TiuiG:
7jto1 Eyav Eloyov ToMny dAa vouguey aiel
woldouévav, Aiong o’ Eaye (opov nepoevra,

Zedg 0 Elay’ obpavov evpov Ev aibipt kal vepéinot:
yaio 8 &n Eoviy mavewy kod paxpoc ‘Olvumoc. ™

For we, whom Rhea bore, are three brothers from Kronos:

Zeus and I, and the third is Hadgs, ruling those below.

Everything has been divided into thirds, and each [of us] drew their lot of honor.
Truly, | received the grey sea to always live [there]

of those casting lots, and Hadgs received the murky darkness,

and Zeus received the broad sky in heaven and in the clouds.

But earth [is] common to all as is great Olympos.

In Poseidon’s view, he and his brothers have no authority over one another but instead
govern their respective domains. This arrangement recalls the divine unity found in Vedic
mythology, in which no god—not even Indra—truly controls another. In the Theogony,
Hesiod, who greatly honors Zeus, changes the story so that the sky-god has a greater role
in the drawing of lots, suggesting Zeus’ elevated status among the gods, yet Pindar tells a
slightly different tale in his Olympian Ode 7:

pavti 0’ avlparwy molaial
prioieg, obnw, ote yHo-

va dotéovto Zeic te kal dBavarol,
povepay &v weldyer Pooov Euuev movtio,
oAuvpoic 0’ év Pévleary vaoov kexpdplai.

ameovtog 0’ otbtig évoeiev Adyog Aetiov:
Kai Po. 1iv Ywpas GKAGPmTOV Aimov,
ayvov Geov.
vaocOévtl 0¢ Zevg dumalov ué-
Aev Oéuev. allo viv odk giaoev: émel ToAaS
elmé Ty’ avTog Opay Ev-
oov Balaooog avousvay wedobev

203 Homer, Iliad, 15.187-93.
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4 ~ bd r b b r 204
rolvfookov yaiav dvOpwmoial kol e6ppove ujloig.

The ancient sayings of people
say that when Zeus and the immortals
were dividing the earth,
Rhodes was not yet visible in the sea plain,
but the island was hidden in salty depths.
Since Helios was absent, no one marked a lot [for him],
and they left him, a holy god,
with no lot of land.
For [Helios] recalling [this], Zeus was about to establish
a recasting of lots, but [He€lios] did not allow him since
he said that he himself saw
a land greatly nourishing for people and favorable for flocks
growing within out of the plain of the grey sea.
There are several points of interest here. HElios misses the original casting of lots, but his
absence is unsurprising since he is flying across the sky. Pindar moreover explains the
genesis of Rhodes, home to Greece’s most prominent solar cult. Pindar—who might have
invented this story—also illustrates Helios’ continued importance among the younger
gods.205 Zeus tries to correct the mistake, but Helios forbids him to do so, choosing the
newly-arisen Rhodes instead. Thus, Pindar proposes an etiology for Hélios’ association
with Rhodes since the sun-god recognized the island’s fruitfulness. Ultimately, Helios—
like Strya—is beholden to newer deities, but Zeus clearly esteems the old god, which
may indicate an ancient tale of kinship that became lost in the corners of Greek
mythology.
VI. Conclusion
By the classical era, HElios has become a vestige of archaic religious ideas due to

the Greeks’ uncertainty regarding the Sun’s involvement in their daily lives. However,

even the archaic Greeks are unsure about his place among the Olympians. On the one

24 pindar, Olympian Ode 7, 54-63.
2 Gantz, Early Greek Myth, 48.
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hand, Helios is the supreme deity since he makes life possible, but on the other, his
heavenly track stretches far from the Greeks. Whereas the VVedic people consider Siirya to
be a communal deity and an intermediary figure between themselves and the gods, the
Greeks feel little kinship with their own solar deity. They see him as an important deity,
but Zeus, as always, suffers no competitor to his throne, yet hints of an older divine
hierarchy remain even in the classical era. Sophocles, for instance, refers to the sun-god
as tov mdvrwv Oedv Oeov mpduov | Ahiov, or “Hélios, the chief god of gods.”?® This
statement recalls hymns VI11.60 and V11.66 of the Rgveda, in which the poet describes
Strya as chief among the Vedic gods. Nevertheless, since Zeus is king even during the
Mycenean period, it is likely that the Greeks inherited such a divine hierarchy directly

from Indo-European culture.

2 5ophocles, Oedipus the King, 660-61.
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CHAPTER 4
CONCLUSION

By examining the sun-god in Vedic and Greco-Roman mythology, a
comprehensive picture of the Indo-European sun-god emerges in two of his earliest
incarnations. In both daughter cultures, his three primary functions are to illuminate the
earth, to oversee oaths, and to herd his flocks. These roles suggest a god of great
importance for the Indo-European people. His significance notwithstanding, the sun-god
is always subordinate to the sky-god in Indo-European culture. Although some Vedic and
Greek stories tell of a more powerful solar deity, a great number of tales in which the
sky-god is king counteract them. The sun-god was undoubtedly a vital deity, but he was
simply too far away, too fixed in his celestial position for the Indo-Europeans to feel an
especial kinship with him. Furthermore, Gods often mingle with humans—especially
heroes—in Vedic and Greek mythology. Since the human body cannot withstand a
deity’s true form, the gods usually assume a lesser guise but their true essence is usually
betrayed by the gods’ unblinking eyes in Vedic mythology or by their great stature as in
Greek mythology. Conversely, the sun-god can never walk among humans; his power is

simply too great.

We must also consider how the Indo-Europeans viewed their deities. If Jackson is
accurate in his depiction of the Indo-European pantheon, these deities comprised a
nuclear family, the roots of which predate Indo-European and other cultures by untold
millennia. The Indo-European people also saw their gods through anthropomorphic
lenses. Most gods appear analogous to humans but greater in size. Even the sun-god
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appears human. For instance, Stirya has golden hair while Hélios dresses himself in
Greek armor, and both gods fly across the sky in a horse-drawn chariot. Regardless, the
Sun might have been too abstract to hold a reliable position in the Indo-European
pantheon. Or perhaps the Indo-European people saw how the Sun was encompassed by
the sky and conceptualized this phenomenon in their religious hierarchy, making the sun-
god subservient to the sky-god. While we may never know the true position of the Indo-
European sun-god, he was already in a secondary position by the time the Indo-European
tribes began to scatter across Europe and Asia. If he ever held a position as king of the
gods, this status long predated the beginnings of the Indo-European migrations.
Nevertheless, the Indo-European sun-god remained an indispensable deity for his
wandering people, impelling them forward to find new lands while he crossed the sky in

his flaming chariot.
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