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Abstract

The aim of this paper is twofold. Firstly, a case will be made for the
Old Norse myth of Thjalfi’s laming of Thor’s goat (chiefly attested in
Gylfaginning 44) as a Scandinavian counterpart to two Ancient Greek
myths, the myth of Hermes’s theft of Apollo’s cows (and slaughter of two
of them), most extensively attested in the Homeric Hymn to Hermes,
and the myth of Prometheus’s (attempted) deception of Zeus during the
slaughter of a cow at Mekone, attested in Hesiod’s Theogony, whose
several correspondences allow for the reconstruction of an ancient
Indo-European tradition in which the aetiology of a ritual was con-
nected with a mythological incident involving livestock. Secondly, an
attempt will be made to reconstruct the corresponding ritual with the
aid of insights from prehistoric archaeology.

1. Introduction

In recent years, the increased integration between researchers working
in the fields of historical linguistics and archaeology — an approach
that has been referred to as “archaeolinguistics” — has led to impor-
tant discoveries that have deeply transformed our understanding of
Eurasian prehistory.! By combining a comparative analysis of the
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poetics of three Indo-European mythological traditions with the
findings of prehistoric archaeology, the present study argues that
the integration of textual and archaeological evidence in the recon-
struction of Indo-European symbolic culture — an approach that we
may correspondingly call “archaeopoetics” — may help us achieve a
more advanced (even if partial) understanding of the poetic culture
and religious beliefs and practices of the speakers of prehistoric vari-
eties of Indo-European.

The first tradition taken into consideration here is the Ancient Greek
myth of Hermes’s theft of Apollo’s cows and slaughter of two of them;
its main source is the Homeric Hymn to Hermes, but several variants
are attested elsewhere in Classical literature (cf. Vergados 2013: 76ff),
see, e.g., the account in Apollodorus’s Library 3.10 (which is differ-
ent in many respects). The plot of the Hymn may be summarized as
follows:

The narrative starts with the birth of Hermes in a cave on Earth, where the
god lives with his mother, apart from the other deities who live on Olympus
close to the sky, such as his brother Apollo. Jealous of Apollo’s wealth and
prestige, Hermes decides to steal his cattle at night and hide them in a cave.
He does so and, after having discovered how to make fire from firesticks,
Hermes kills two of Apollo’s cows and cooks them, following a peculiar
procedure, but refrains from eating them. After dawn, Apollo discovers
that his cows are missing and searches for them, eventually discovering
that Hermes has stolen them and forcing him to give them back. Towards
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the end of the Hymn, however, Apollo finds out that Hermes has killed
two of his cows, gets very mad at him and threatens to make him pay.
Hermes, however, softens Apollo’s wrath by giving him the lyre (which
he had previously built himself) as a present, and the two become friends
for eternity.

The second narrative analysed here is the myth of Prometheus’s decep-
tion of Zeus during the slaughter of a cow at Mekone, as told in
Hesiod’s Theogony (535—557). The many parallels of this passage with
Hermes’s myth have long been noted: for instance, Henri Jeanmaire
(1945: 81) already observed a close correspondence between Hermes’s
peculiar slaughter of Apollo’s cows in the Hymn and the Theogony’s
aetiological scene of Prometheus’s division of portions between
gods and humans, while the two texts’ common use of oral-traditional
material connected to the “trickery” theme was first discussed at length
by Cora Angiers Sowa (1984: 198ff). The basic plot of the episode may
be summarized as follows:

Gods and human beings are reaching a settlement regarding the division of
the portions of an ox during a shared meal. The Titan Prometheus (who,
for some reason, acts as representative of the humans) attempts to deceive
Zeus, king of the gods, by tricking him into thinking that the best portion
is the one covered by a layer of fat (under which are actually only bones),
and hiding the animal’s meat inside its stomach. After Zeus lifts the fat and
sees that there are only bones under it, he gets very mad and hides fire from
men; but Prometheus manages to steal fire from the gods and give it to the
mortals, who ever since have been burning bones on the altars for the gods
during ritual meals.

These two Greek narratives have several parallels in mythological nar-
ratives attested in other Indo-European (IE) languages, e.g., Latin (cf.,
e.g., Vergados 2013: 284) and Vedic Sanskrit and Avestan (Jackson
2014). As argued in this contribution, a further counterpart may be iden-
tified in the Old Norse myth of Thjalfi’s laming of one of Thor’s goats,
a narrative that is chiefly attested in Snorri Sturluson’s Gylfaginning
(44); its plot may be summarized as follows:

While travelling on his chariot pulled by two goats, Thor arrives at a farm,
where he is hosted for the night. When dinner time comes, Thor kills both
his goats, cooks them, and invites the farmer and his family for dinner.
Thor encourages his human hosts to eat the meat, but asks them to throw
the bones on top of the animals’ skins; the farmer’s son, Thjalfi, however,
breaks one of the bones in an effort to get at the marrow. When morning
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comes, Thor resurrects the goats, realizes that a bone has been broken, and
gets extremely angry. The farmer begs Thor to spare him and his family at
whatever cost, and Thor accepts, taking Thjalfi and his sister Roskva as
servants.

Snorri records this tale as the initial part of his larger account of
Thor’s journey to a foreign land called Utgardr, for which several
narrative parallels have long been noted (cf. already von Sydow
1910), both in other IE traditions and in non-IE ones (see the exten-
sive overview and discussion in Tolley 2012). Most of the observed
correspondences, however, may not be traced back to a single tra-
dition — probably reflecting widespread motifs of international sto-
rytelling (some details even occur within accounts of witch trials in
1 5th-century northern Italy; Bertolotti 1991) — and the tale of Thjalfi’s
meal with Thor does not seem to have received much attention within
IE studies, except for an article by Joshua Katz (2016) focusing on the
specific detail of Thjalfi’s consumption of the goat’s marrow (which
shall not be discussed here).

Given that generic similarities between mythological traditions do
not necessarily reflect a common inheritance, we shall here focus on
the specific poetic devices by which these traditional texts were con-
structed, namely their phraseology and thematic structures (for an
excellent demonstration of the methodology see, e.g., Watkins 1995:
468 and passim); a well-known example of the latter are the so-called
“traditional type-scenes” of oral literature, i.e. fixed narrative struc-
tures traditionally employed to describe specific events (such as a
departure or a meal), which were first observed in Homeric poetry
by Walter Arend (1933) and may possibly be reconstructed for IE
poetics as well (Ginevra 2020: 122-125). The aim of the present con-
tribution is thus to argue that a comparative analysis of the poetics
of the myths of Hermes, Prometheus, and Thjalfi leads to the identi-
fication of a series of parallels with enough “arbitrary linkage” (cf.
Watkins 1995: 468) to allow for the reconstruction of an inherited IE
tradition underlying them. Within this tradition, a mythological inci-
dent involving a misdeed, some livestock, and a meal (Section 2) was
employed as the narrative frame for the aetiology of a specific ritual
practice, namely sacrificial offerings of bones to the gods after ritual
feasts involving the consumption of meat by humans (Section 3); with
the aid of insights from the history of religions and archaeology, this
practice will be traced back to customs such as the so-called “head-
and-hoof sacrifices”, which are archaeologically attested among pre-
historic Steppe communities (Section 4).



Hermes and Prometheus in Scandinavia — or Thor and Thjalfi in Greece 27

2. Reconstructing Indo-European myth

Let us first focus on the comparative analysis of these three texts
composed in IE languages, to verify whether they share enough traits
to justify the reconstruction of an inherited IE mythological tradition.

2.1. Hermes’s theft of Apollo’s cows and his slaughter of two of them

The following elements of the myth of Hermes and Apollo are most
relevant to our analysis:

(1) The narrative is built around two main characters: (a) the wronapoer Hermes
and (b) the vicm Apollo.

The WRONGDOER Hermes is a newborn god of LOWER sTATUS (ex. [1]),
who lives in a cave on earth and — at least within this narrative — is
closely associated with FIRE (van Berg 2001) and especially with 1Ts Dis-
COVERY (ex. [2]). The victim Apollo is an adult god of HIGHER STATUS who
lives among the gods on Olympus, closer to the sky (ex. [3]).

[1] [...] ov8¢ Beoioy / vdi pet abavarototy adwpntot kai dhotot /
avtod tHde pévovreg aveEoped |...]

‘We (i.e. Hermes and his mother) won’t put up with staying
here (i.e. in a cave) and being without offerings or prayers
alone of all the immortals [...]" (HHerm. 167-169)

[2] Epufig Tor mp@tiota mopHia mdp T AvéSwkev.

‘Hermes it was who first delivered up the firesticks and fire’
(HHerm. 111)

(3] Pértepov nuata mavra pet’ ddavdtoig oapiletv / Thovolov
dgvelov moAvAfiov 1 kata ddpa [...] / kayw Tig 0oing
empProopat, g mep Ao wy.

‘It’s better to spend every day in pleasant chat among the gods,
with wealth and riches and substance [...]. I (i.e. Hermes) am
going to enter on my rights, the same as Apollo.” (HHerm.

170-173)

(2) The wronGDOER Hermes commits a mispeep against the vicnim Apollo. The mispeep
involves (a) cows used for a mear, whose (b) Lecs are altered, and (c) it happens at
NIGHT.

Hermes steals (a) Apollo’s cows (ex. [4]) and butchers two of them in
order to prepare a MEAL (ex. [5]), hiding the rest of the herd in a cave;
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in stealing the cows, Hermes magically (b) reverses their HOOFs in order
to obscure the tracks (ex. [4]); the whole misdeed takes place (c) during
the NIGHT (examples [6] and [7]).

[4] mevmrovT ayéang ametauveto Podg epuvkovg. / [...] / vt
amootpéyag, [...] dvria Tomjoag 6mAdg, Tag mpoodev Hmobdey,
/ tag & dmbev mpbobev, kata & éumaiy avtog ERarvey.

‘(Hermes) cut fifty lowing cows off from their herd, [...]
turning their footprints round [...]; he turned their hoofs
opposite ways, fore to back and hinder to front, while he
himself walked backwards.” (HHerm. 74—78)

[5] TO@pa & viwpopiag Ekag fovg elhke Bopale / dowag ayy
mopog: [...] €pymt & €pyov dmale Tapav kpéa miova dnuodr /
omea |...]

‘he dragged two of the curly-horned cows that were under shelter
out towards the fire [...]. Following one job with another, he cut
up the meat, rich with fat, and roasted it’ (HHerm. 116-121)

[6] €éoméprog Bovg kKAEYey ExnBoOroL ATTOM®VOG

‘in the evening he stole the cattle of far-shooting Apollo’
(HHerm. 18)

[7] Kuagvne & aly’ adtig agiketo &ia kapnva / BpOprog
‘Right before dawn, he swiftly returned to Cyllene’s noble
peaks (after the misdeed)’ (HHerm. 142-143)

(3) Hermes prepares a meaL which involves a specific differentiated treatment
for the two cows’ MEAT, ENTRAILS, SKINS and BONES.

This detail is discussed extensively below (Section 3.1).

(4) Apollo’s pbiscovery of Hermes’s mispeep involves (a) percepTion of the cows’ skins,

(b) the cows’ upwarp movement, and it happens (c) around pawn.

The victim Apollo piscovers that the WRONGDOER Hermes has butchered
two of his cows (a) when he sgEs their skiNs (ex. [8]), which had been left
on the ground by Hermes; this happens while Hermes is actually return-
ing the rest of the cows to Apollo, by (b) “driving” them “into the light”
out of a cave (ex. [9]), a phraseological collocation that is associated
with rescue from death or danger in Ancient Greek and Indo-European
(Ginevra 2019); the scene takes place (c) after DAWN (ex. [10]).
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[8] Anroidng & amdtepbev 18av evonoe Poeiag / mETpL £
nApatwt, taxa & npeto kvdpov Epuiiv: / “midg €60vw,
Solopfita, 8Vw Poe deipotopijoat, / Hde veoyvog Ewv kai
vmog |...]7

‘But Apollo, looking away, saw the hides on the rock face, and
straightway asked glorious Hermes: “How were you able to
slaughter two cows, trickster, newborn infant that you are?”’
(HHerm. 403—406)

[9] €vD ‘Epunig pev €merta kiov mapa Adivov dvipov / €¢ @dog
gEfdavve Bodv 1pbipa kdpnva

‘There Hermes went the length of the rocky cavern and drove
the sturdy cattle out into the light’ (HHerm. 401—402)

[10] ABev £¢ Nuetépov SiApevog eikinodag Bods / orjpepov
NeAiolo véov emteAAOpEVOLo

‘(Apollo) came to our place (i.e. Hermes and his mother’s)
in search of his shambling cattle today as the sun was just
rising.” (HHerm. 370-371)

(5) Apollo is exnraceD.

Apollo becomes extremely mad once he finds out about Hermes’s
MISDEED, going as far as to threaten the latter’s safety (ex. 11).

[11]]...] 008e t e xpny / paxpov aéEeobar, Kuinvie Maiadog vie.

‘(Apollo to Hermes:) You better not go on growing much
longer, Cyllenian son of Maia.” (HHerm. 407—408)

(6) The narrative ends with a serriement (a) between the wronapoer Hermes and
the victim Apollo.

The resolution of the quarrel (ex. [12]) explicitly involves a SETTLE-
MENT — the Ancient Greek verb SiakpivéeoBar ‘to achieve a settlement’
is used — between (a) the WRONGDOER Hermes and the victim Apollo:
the latter shall receive Hermes’s lyre in reparation for the loss of his
cattle (closely resembling a patron-client relationship, cf. Jackson
20T4: I12).

[12]Novximg kai Enerta Srakpivéeobat oiw

‘(Apollo says to Hermes:) I think we shall yet achieve
a peaceful settlement’ (HHerm. 438)
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Table 1. Relevant elements of the myth of Hermes and Apollo.

Hermes-Apollo

(1) | Two main characters:
(a) WRONGDOER (LOWER STATUS, FIRE’S DISCOVERER );
(b) VICTIM (HIGHER STATUS, CLOSER TO SKY).

(2) | WRONGDOER’S MISDEED against VICTIM

(a) LIVESTOCK (COWS or GOATS) used for MEAL;
(b) LIVESTOCK’s LEGS involved;

(c) happens at NIGHT.

(3) | MEAL’s PREPARATION: differentiated treatment for LIVESTOCK’s MEAT (and
ENTRAILS), SKINS and BONES.

(4) | VICTIM’S DISCOVERY 0f WRONGDOER’S MISDEED
(a) PERCEPTION Of BONES Or SKINS;
(b) movement UPWARDS of LIVESTOCK;

(c) takes place around pawn.

VICTIM ENRAGED because of WRONGDOER’S MISDEED.
5

(6) | Narrative ends with SETTLEMENT
(a) involving WRONGDOER and VICTIM.

The elements of the myth of Hermes and Apollo that are most relevant
to us are summarized in Table 1.

Let us now move on to the other Ancient Greek tradition which is
relevant to our analysis: the myth of Prometheus and Zeus.

2.2. Prometheus’s (attempted) deception of Zeus during the slaughter
of a cow

The following elements of the myth of Prometheus and Zeus are rele-
vant to our investigation:

(1) The narrative is built around two main characters: (a) the wronGDOER
Prometheus and (b) the victim Zeus.

The WRONGDOER Prometheus is a Titan (i.e. a divine being of LOWER
STATUS, at least compared to the ruling class of gods in Greek mythol-
ogy, the Olympians) who is most famously associated with the THEFT of
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FIRE and its DELIVERY to humans (ex. [13]).> The victim Zeus (ex. [14])
is the Greek deity of HIGHEST sTATUS (he is the king of the gods) and
a sky-god, whose name is a reflex of the Proto-Indo-European term
*diéu- ‘sky(-god)’.

[13] KAéPag akapatoro TMuPO§ THAEGKOTIOV AvyRv / €V KOIA®
vapbnxkr

‘(Prometheus,) stealing the far-seen gleam of tireless fire in a
hollow fennel stalk.” (Hes. Th. 566—567)

[14] kai yap ot €xpivovto Beoi Bvnrot T avbpwrot / [...] Aog
voov ¢Eamagiokmv
‘For when the gods and mortal men were reaching a
settlement [...], (Prometheus,) trying to deceive Zeus’ mind’

(Hes. Th. 535-537)

(2) The wronGDOER Prometheus commits a mispeep against the vicrim Zeus. The
mispeeD involves (a) carrie used for a meaL.

Prometheus commits a MISDEED against Zeus: he attempts to deceive the
king of the gods during (a) a MEAL whose main component is a big ox,
by tricking him into choosing a bunch of bones hidden in fat as his and
the gods’ portion of the animal (ex. [15]).

[15] [...] TOT €merta péyav Podv mpo@povi Boud / dacodpevog
Tpovdnke, A10g véov é€amagiokwy. / T pev yap oapkdg te kal
gykata miova Snud / ev pvd katébnke, kahbjag yaotpi Boein
/@ 8 adT dotéa Aevkd Poog oA i téxvn / evbetioag
katéfnke, kaAdag apyen Snp@. [...] “Zed kOdiote péyiote Bedv
aletyevetany, / v 8 €kev OTmotépny o€ €vi @peoi Bopuog avoyet.”
/ @iy pa Sorogpovéwv: [...]

‘(Prometheus) with eager spirit divided up a great ox and,
trying to deceive Zeus’ mind, set it before him. For he set
down on the skin before him the meat and the innards, rich
with fat, hiding them in the ox’s stomach; and then he set
down before him in turn the ox’s white bones, arranging

2 Cf. Jackson 2014: 115 “I leave to others the exposition of [...] the significance of
Prometheus’ theft of fire versus Hermes’ invention of the art of fire in the light of the
sacrificial etiologies considered above”.
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them with deceptive craft, hiding them with gleaming fat. |[...]
“Zeus, most renowned, greatest of the eternally living gods,
choose from these whichever your spirit in your breast bids
you.” So he spoke, plotting deception.” (Hes. Th. 536—550)

(3) Prometheus’s preparation of the meaL with Zeus involves a very specific
differentiated treatment for the caTTLe’s MEAT, ENTRAILS, SKINS and BONES.

This detail of the narrative is discussed extensively below (Section 3.2).

(4) Zeus’s piscovery oF Prometheus’s mispeep involves (a) the perceprion of the carmie’s
BONES.

The vicTiM Zeus DISCOVERS that the WRONGDOER Prometheus has decep-
tively divided the caTTLE when he lifts the fat up and (a) sees the 0x’s
BONES beneath it (ex. [16]), which shall from now on be his and the
gods’ portion.

[16] xepol & Oy’ ap@otépnoty aveiketo Aevkov dretpap, [...]/
wG 18ev doTéa Aevka Bodg SoAly i téyvn.

‘With both hands he grasped the white fat, and [...] when
he saw the ox’s white bones, the result of the deceptive craft’
(Hes. Th. 553-555).

Hesiod actually tells us that Zeus already knew what was going to
happen, but this detail obviously contradicts the logic of the narrative:
as noted, e.g., by Martin L. West (1966: 321) it is a clearly secondary
modification, probably by Hesiod himself, of the traditional narrative,
which most likely originally featured a character Zeus who had no idea
of the misDEED that had been prepared for him.

(5) Zeus is enraged.
Zeus gets extremely angry once he recognizes Prometheus’s MISDEED
(ex. [17]).

[17] xdoato 8¢ @pévag aui, x6rog 8¢ piv Tketo Oupdy
‘and he (Zeus) became enraged in his breast and wrath came
upon his spirit’ (Hes. Th. 554)



Hermes and Prometheus in Scandinavia — or Thor and Thjalfi in Greece 33

(6) The narrative ends with a serriement between (b) Humans and Goos.

The whole episode of the division of the ox’s parts at Mekone is
described as a SETTLEMENT by Hesiod: as the narrative begins, we are
told that Gops and HUMANS ékpivovto ‘were reaching a settlement’
(ex. [18]) — a form of the same verb kpivw employed (in prefixed form)
in the corresponding element (6) of the Hermes narrative (see above,
Section 2.1; cf. Jackson 2014: 115); at the end of the passage, we learn
that this settlement has resulted in the custom by which HuMANS offer
BONES to the Gops (ex. [19]).

[18] kai yap Ot €xpivovto Beoi Ovnroi T GvOpwmor / Mnkawn [...]

‘For when the gods and mortal men were reaching a settlement
in Mecone’ (Hes. Th. 535-536)

[19] €k TOO & daOavdrototy emi xovi POA’ avBpwmwy / kaiovo’
ooTéa Aevkd BunEvtwy £t Bopdy.
‘And ever since then the tribes of human beings upon the earth

burn white bones upon smoking altars for the immortals.’
(Hes. Th. 556—557)

The elements of the myth of Prometheus and Zeus that are most rele-
vant to us are summarized in Table 2.

Table 2. Relevant elements of the myth of Prometheus and Zeus.

Prometheus-Zeus

(1) | Two main characters:
(a) WRONGDOER (TITAN = LOWER STATUS, FIRE’S THIEF);
(b) VICTIM (HIGHEST GOD, ONOMASTIC LINK TO SKY).

(2) | WRONGDOER’S MISDEED against VICTIM
(a) ox used for MEAL.

(3) | MEAL’s PREPARATION: differentiated treatment for LIVESTOCK’S MEAT
(and ENTRAILS), SKINS and BONES.

(4) | VICTIM’S DISCOVERY of WRONGDOER’S MISDEED:
(a) PERCEPTION of BONES.

(5) | vICTIM ENRAGED because of WRONGDOER’s MISDEED.

(6) | Narrative ends with SETTLEMENT
(b) involving HUMANS and GoDs.
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Let us now move on to our third mythological text, composed in a
different Indo-European language: the Old Norse myth of Thjalfi and
Thor.

2.3. Thjalfi’s laming of Thor’s goat

The following elements of the myth of Thjalfi and Thor are most rele-
vant to this study:

(1) The narrative is built around two main characters: (a) the wroncpoer Thjalfi
and (b) the victm Thor.

The wroNGDOER Thialfi (Old Norse Pjalfi, the expected reflex of
*belb-an-) is the son of a PEASANT (ex. [20]); in another Scandinavian
traditional narrative, the Gutasaga ‘Saga of the Gotlanders’ (ex.
[21]), a clearly connected character with a very similar name (Old
Gutnish Pieluar, reflex of *pelb-ara-) is said to be the person who
FIRST BROUGHT FIRE to the land of Gotland (on this connection see,
e.g., Tolley 2012: 113—-114 n. 50). The victim Thor is a god of HIGH
STATUS (as the son of Odin, the supreme Norse deity) and the STRONGEST
of all sentient beings (ex. [22]); at some point in history, he must have
been closely associated with the sky, given that his name is a reflex of
Proto-Germanic *punara-, the source of English thunder (Old English
punor) and German Donner (Old High German donar).

[20] Qkuporr for med hafra sina ok reid ok med honum si Ass er
Loki er kalladr. Koma peir at kveldi til eins biianda ok fd par
ndttstao. |...] Sonr bia hét Pjdilfi en Roskva dottir.

‘Oku-Thor set off with his goats and chariot and with him the
god called Loki. In the evening they arrived at a peasant’s house
and were given a night’s lodging there. [...] The farmer’s son
was called Thialfi, his daughter Roskva.” (Gylf. 44)

[21] Gutland hitti fyrsti mapr pann, sum Pieluar hit. Pa war
gutland so eluist et pet dagum sanc ok natum var uppi. En
bann mabpr quam fyrsti eldi a land, ok sipan sank et aldri.

‘Gotland was first discovered by a man named Pieluar. At
that time the island was so bewitched that it sank by day

and rose up at night. That man, however, was the first that
brought fire to the island, and afterwards it never sank again.’
(Gutasaga 1)
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[22] Hann er sterkastr allra gudanna ok manna

‘He (i.e. Thor) is strongest of all the gods and men’ (Gylf. 21)

(2) The wronGpoer Thjalfi commits a mispeep against the vicrim Thor. The mispeeD
involves (a) coars used for a mea,, whose (b) iecs are altered, and it happens

(c) at niGHT.

Thjalfi commits a MISDEED against Thor (ex. [23]): he damages (a) one
of Thor’s Goats during a MEAL in which they are the main course (the
god himself had previously butchered and cooked the goats for dinner);
more precisely, Thjalfi defies Thor’s explicit instructions by breaking
(b) a LEG bone of one of the goats; the whole scene takes place (c) at NIGHT.

[23] [...] En um kveldit tok Pérr hafra sina ok skar bdoa.
Eptir pat vdaru peir flegnir ok bornir til ketils. En er sodit var
bd settisk Porr til ndttverdar ok peir lagsmenn. Porr baud til
matar med sér biiandanum ok konu hans ok bornum peira.
[...] Pd lagdi Porr hafrstokurnar utar fra eldinum ok meelti
at biiandi ok heimamenn hans skyldu kasta d hafrstokurnar
beinunum. Pjdlfi, son biianda, belt d leerlegg hafrsins ok
spretti d knifi sinum ok braut til mergjar.

‘[...] During the evening Thor took his goats and slaughtered
them both. After this they were skinned and put in the pot.
When it was cooked Thor sat down to his evening meal, he
and his companion. Thor invited the peasant and his wife

and their children to share the meal with him. [...] Then

Thor placed the goatskins on the other side of the fire and
instructed the peasant and his household to throw the bones
on to the goatskins. Thialfi, the peasant’s son, took hold of
the goat’s leg-bone and split it open with his knife and broke it
to get at the marrow.” (Gylf. 44)

(3) Thor prepares a meat for Thjalfi’s family which involves a specific differentiated
treatment for the two coars’ mear, skins and BONEs.

This detail is discussed extensively below (Section 3.3).

(4) Thor’s piscovery of Thjalfi’s mispeen involves (a) perception of the Goar’s broken
BoNE, (b) the coat’s upwarD MovemenT, and it happens (c) around pawn.

The victiM Thor piscovers that the WRONGDOER Thjalfi has violated his
instructions (ex. [24]) when (a) he segs that one goat is limping and
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realizes that its leg BONE is broken; this happens after Thor has magi-
cally resurrected both goats with his hammer, making them (b) “stand
up”, right (c) before pawN.

[24] Porr dvaldisk par of néttina, en i ottu fyrir dag st60 hann
upp ok kleddi sik, tok hamarinn Mjollni ok brd upp ok vigdi
hafrstokurnar. Stoou pd upp hafrarnir ok var pd annarr haltr
eptra feeti. Pat fann Porr ok taldi at biiandinn eda hans hjon
mundi eigi skynsamliga hafa farit med beinum hafrsins.
Kennir bann at brotinn var leerleggrinn.

‘Thor stayed the night there, and in the small hours before
dawn he got up and dressed, took the hammer Miollnir and
raised it and blessed the goatskins. Then the goats stood

up and one of them was lame in the hind leg. Thor noticed
this and declared that the peasant or one of his people must
have not treated the goat’s bones with proper care. He realized
that the leg-bone was broken.” (Gylf. 44)

(5) Thor is enraGED.
Thor gets extremely angry because of Thjalfi’s MiSDEED, terrifying the
peasant and his family (ex. [25]).

[25] Eigi parf langt frd pvi at segja, vita megu pat allir hversu
hreeddr biiandinn mundi vera er hann sd at Porr lét siga
brynnar ofan fyrir augun

‘There is no need to make a long tale about it, everyone can
imagine how terrified the peasant must have been when he saw
Thor making his brows sink down over his eyes’ (Gylf. 44)

(6) The narrative ends with a serTiement (a) involving the wronapoer Thijalfi and
the vicim Thor, i.e (b) a Human and a cop.

Thankfully, the raging god does not end up killing his poor hosts: the
episode ends with a SETTLEMENT (ex. [26]) — the Old Norse expression
tok i seett “accepted in settlement” is explicitly used — involving (a) the
WRONGDOER Thjalfi (or, more precisely, his family) and the victim Thor,
who are also (b) a HUMAN (at least within this narrative)® and a Gop: the

3 Even though the myth’s ending — Thjalfi becoming Thor’s servant for eternity —
obviously requires Thjalfi to become immortal, his original status as mortal human
may be inferred from the fact that the whole narrative clearly reflects the two motifs
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latter shall receive Thjalfi and his (actually innocent) sister Roskva as
servants in reparation for the laming of his goat.

[26] En er hann sd breezlu peira pa gekk af honum mdédrinn ok

sefadisk hann ok tok af peim i scett born peira Pjilfa ok
Rosku ok gerdusk pau pa skyldir pjonustumenn Pors ok
fvlgjia bau honum jafnan sidan.

‘And when he saw their terror then his wrath left him and

he calmed down and accepted from them in settlement their
children Thialfi and Roskva, and they then became Thor’s
bondservants and they have attended him ever since.” (Gylf. 44)

The elements of the Norse myth of Thjalfi and Thor that are most rel-
evant to this contribution are summarized in Table 3.

Table 3. Relevant elements of the myth of Thjalfi and Thor.

Thjalfi-Thor

(1)

Two main characters:
(a) WRONGDOER (LOWER STATUS, FIRE’S DISCOVERER);
(b) VICTIM (HIGHER STATUS, CLOSER TO SKY).

WRONGDOER’S MISDEED against VICTIM
(a) LIVESTOCK (COWS or GOATS) used for MEAL;
(b) LIVESTOCK’s LEGS involved;

(c) happens at NIGHT.

MEAL’S PREPARATION: differentiated treatment for LIVESTOCK’s MEAT (and
ENTRAILS), SKINS and BONES.

VICTIM’S DISCOVERY Of WRONGDOER’S MISDEED
(a) PERCEPTION of BONES Or SKINS;
(b) movement UPWARDS of LIVESTOCK;

(c) takes place around DAWN.

VICTIM ENRAGED because of WRONGDOER’S MISDEED.

Narrative ends with SETTLEMENT
(a) involving WRONGDOER and VICTIM;
(b) involving HUMANS and GODs.

of “wandering gods bestowing divine gifts on mankind” and “humans offending a
divinity that visits them” (Tolley 2012: 104-103).
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After having analysed each of the three IE traditions separately, the
next section is dedicated to the identification of a series of parallels
between all of them.

2.4. Comparison and reconstruction: IE myths of the misoeep (involving
LivesTock and a MEAL) of a FIRE-DISCOVERER against d HEAVENLY VICTIM

The following elements are shared by the three IE traditions discussed
above:

(1) All narratives are built around two main characters, a
WRONGDOER and a vicTiM: (a) the WRONGDOER (Hermes,
Prometheus, Thjalfi) is always a character of LOWER sTATUS
who (in at least some traditions) is associated with FIRE and
its DISCOVERY/DELIVERY; (b) the victim (Apollo, Zeus, Thor)
is always a character of HIGHER STATUS who is more closely
associated with the sky.

(2) The WRONGDOER commits a MISDEED against the VICTIM.

The MISDEED (a) always involves LIVESTOCK (COWS Or GOATS)
used for the preparation of a MEAL. The MISDEED may also
(b) involve the LIVESTOCK’s LEGS (Hermes’s trick with the
HOOFs of the cows; Thjalfi breaks one goat’s LEG bone)
and (c) take place at NIGHT (as in the case of Hermes’s and
Thjalfi’s MISDEEDS).

(3) The preparation of the MEAL always involves a specific
differentiated treatment for the LIVESTOCK’s MEAT (and ENTRAILS,
when they are mentioned), skiNs and BONES; this detail will be
extensively discussed in the next section.

(4) The viCTIM’s DISCOVERY of the WRONGDOER’S MISDEED (a) always
involves the PERCEPTION of BONES or sKINs; (b) it may also
involve movement UPWARDS of the LIVESTOCK, a detail which
may be linked to the orientational metaphor HEALTH AND LIFE
ARE UP, SICKNESS AND DEATH ARE DOWN (cf. Ginevra 2021: 197—
198); it (c) may also take place around pawn (Apollo: after
dawn; Thor: right before dawn).

(5) The vicTimM becomes ENRAGED because of the WRONGDOER’s
MISDEED.

(6) The narrative ends with a SETTLEMENT (Greek Siakpivéeofat,
gkptvovto, Old Norse t6k 7 seett), involving (a) the WRONGDOER
(Hermes, Thjalfi) and the victim (Apollo, Thor) and/or
(b) HuMANS (Prometheus, Thjalfi) and Gops (Zeus, Thor).
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Table 4. Correspondences between the narratives.

Shared elements Hermes- | Prometheus- | Thjalfi-
Apollo Zeus Thor
(1) | Two main characters: + + +
(a) WRONGDOER (LOWER STATUS,
FIRE’S DISCOVERY);
(b) VICTIM (HIGHER STATUS, CLOSER
TO SKY).
(2) | WRONGDOER’S MISDEED against + + +
VICTIM
(a) LIVESTOCK (COWS or GOATS) used | + + +
for MEAL;
(b) LIVESTOCK’s LEGS involved; + - +
(c) happens at NIGHT. + - +
(3) | MEAL’S PREPARATION: differentiated | + + +
treatment for LIVESTOCK’S MEAT (see (see Section | (see
(and ENTRAILS), SKINS and BONES. Section 3.2) Section
3-1) 3-3)
(4) | vICTIM’s DISCOVERY 0f WRONGDOER’S | + + +
MISDEED
(a) PERCEPTION of BONES Or SKINS; + + +
(b) movement UPWARDS of + - +
LIVESTOCK;
(c) takes place around pDAWN. + - +
(5) | vicTIM ENRAGED because of + + +
WRONGDOER’S MISDEED.
(6) | Narrative ends with SETTLEMENT + + +
(a) involving WRONGDOER and + - +
VICTIM;
(b) involving HUMANS and GoDs. - + +

The various parallels between these three IE narratives are summarized
in Table 4.

3. Reconstructing Indo-European ritual

As anticipated above — element 3 in the previous sections — each of these
narratives involves the preparation of a meal in which some sort of
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livestock (either cows or goats) is butchered and its meat (and entrails,
when mentioned), bones and skins are given a specific and differen-
tiated treatment, most likely reflecting actual ritual practice. In what
follows, a comparative analysis of the three scenes of meal preparation
shall be carried out (Sections 3.1-3), leading to a possible reconstruc-
tion of their common background (Section 3.4).

3.1. Hermes’s preparation of a meal and division of the two cows’
portions

Within the Homeric Hymn to Hermes, after stealing Apollo’s herd of
cows, Hermes singles out two of the animals and prepares a meal fol-
lowing a specific procedure:

Hermes BUTCHERS a PAIR of cOws (see ex. [27]).
The animals’ (a) MEAT and (b) ENTRAILS are cooked (see ex. [28]),
but NOT EATEN by Hermes — for the specific reason that he is a
GOD (see ex. [29]).

Some portions with WHOLE HOOFs and WHOLE HEADS — i.e.

(c) BONES — are BURNT by Hermes (see ex. [30]).

The animals’ (d) sKINs are PLACED ASIDE by the god (see ex. [31]).

gpymt 8 €pyov omale Tap®v kpéa mova dnuit

‘Following one job with another, he cut up the meat, rich with
fat’ (HHerm. 120)

[28] émra & aug’ oferoiot memappéva Sovpatéotory, / odpkag

opod kai veyta yepdopta kai pérav aipa / épypuévov év
yoAadeoor [...]

‘He roasted, fixed on wooden spits, the flesh pieces together
with the honorific chines and the dark blood in sausages of
tripe [...]" (HHerm. 121-123)

£v0' 60inG kpedwv Rpdocato kdSog ‘Epuiig: / odun yap
nv £tetpe kai A0Avatov mep #6vra / 1oei” GAX 008’ d¢ oi
éneifeto Oupog aynvep / kai te pdX ipeipovit mepav iephg
kata depig

“Whereupon glorious Hermes craved his own due of meat,
for the sweet smell tormented him, immortal though he
was. Nevertheless his stout heart did not give way to

his longing to let it pass down his holy throat’ (HHerm.

130-133)
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[30] [...] &mi 6¢ EOAa kaykav ayeipag / 0OA6TOS’ odhokdpnva
MVPOG katedduvar AVTufL.

‘Gathering dry logs, he consumed (the bones) with whole
hoofs and with whole heads in the heat of the fire.” (HHerm.

136-137)

[31] pvovg & EEetdvvooe kataoTv@E ML €Vi TIETPNL
‘The hides he spread out on a rugged rock’ (HHerm. 124)

Since Hermes does not end up eating the meal or even offering it to
anyone else, this complex procedure makes no logical sense within the
narrative of the Hymmn: it is best understood as the reflex of an actual
ritual practice that must have been well known to the audience of the
poem (see Section 4). As we shall see, the structural elements of this
meal preparation, summarized in Table 5, find a number of parallels in
the other two texts taken into consideration here.

Table 5. Hermes’s preparation of a meal.

Hermes-Apollo
BUTCHERED
Context LIVESTOCK PAIR
COWS
(a) NOT EATEN BY GOD
Edible MEAT
parts (b) NOT EATEN BY GOD
ENTRAILS
(c) BURNT
Non-edible | BONES KEPT WHOLE (HEADS & HOOFS)
parts (d) PLACED ASIDE
SKINS

3.2. Prometheus’s preparation of a meal and division of an ox’s parts

Within the Hesiodic narrative, Zeus is tricked by Prometheus, who pre-
pares a meal according to the following procedure:

®  Prometheus DIVIDES up a SINGLE OX (see ex. [32]).
e The ox’s (a) MEAT and (b) ENTRAILS are hidden in a stomach
and GIVEN TO HUMANS (see ex. [33]).
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e The animal’s (c) BONES are GIVEN TO the Gop Zeus, hidden in
fat (see ex. [34]); ever since humans have been BURNING them
FOR the Gops during sacrifices (see ex. [35]).

e The ox’s SKIN is USED AS SUPPORT for portions (see ex. [33]).

[32] [...] TOT €merta péyav Podv mpo@povt Boud / Sacodpevog
mpovBnke, Atog voov eEamagpiokwv

‘(Prometheus) with eager spirit divided up a great ox and,
trying to deceive Zeus’ mind, set it before him.” (Hes. Theog.

536-537)

[33] 7O pev yap odpkdg te kai & ykata miova nud / év prve
katednke, kahdpag yaotpi foein

‘For he set down on the skin before him the meat and the
innards, rich with fat, hiding them in the ox’s stomach’
(Hes. Theog. 538-539)

[34] 0 & adT doTéa Aevkd Poog SoAin emi téyvn / evbetioag
katédnke, kalOyag apyen Snud. [...]

‘and then he (Prometheus) set down before him (Zeus) in
turn the ox’s white bones, arranging them with deceptive
craft, hiding them with gleaming fat’ (Hes. Theog.
540-541)

[35] €k TOD & a@avdtototy émi xHovi oA’ avBpomwy / kaiovo’
dotéa Aevkd Ounévinv i Popdv

‘And ever since then the tribes of human beings upon the earth
burn white bones upon smoking altars for the immortals.’
(Hes. Theog. 556-557)

Within this text (in contrast to the previous one), this complex procedure
for the division of portions is explicitly linked both to a mischievous
trick and to the origin of a well-known ritual practice (see Section 4).
The structural elements of Prometheus’s meal, summarized in Table 6,
have correspondences both in the strange meal described in the Homeric
Hymn to Hermes, discussed in the previous section, and in the peculiar
meal shared by Thor and Thjalfi, as we shall see in the following section.
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Table 6. Prometheus’s preparation of a meal.

Prometheus-Zeus

BUTCHERED
Context LIVESTOCK SINGLE
oX
(a) MEAT NOT EATEN BY GOD(S)
Edible parts EATEN BY MEN
(b) ENTRAILS | NOT EATEN BY GOD(S)
EATEN BY MEN
(c) BONES BURNT (EVER SINCE)
Non-edible parts GIVEN TO GOD(S)
(d) skiNs USED AS SUPPORT

3.3.Thor’s preparation of a meal and division of his goats’ parts

The Norse sequence of Thor’s dinner with Thjalfi’s family attests the
following procedure:

e  Thor prepares a meal by BUTCHERING a PAIR of GOATS (see ex. [36]).

e The goats’ (a) MEAT is COOKED and EATEN by everyone, GoD(s)
and HUMANS (see ex. [37]); there is no mention of (b) ENTRAILS,
but one may suppose that they had been cookep and EATEN
together with the MEAT.

e The animals’ (¢) BONES must be GIVEN BACK TO the Gop Thor
(see ex. [38]); they must be WHOLE, not BROKEN (see ex. [39]).

e The goats’ (d) SKINS are PLACED ASIDE and USED AS SUPPORT for
the BONEs (see ex.[38]).

[36] tok Porr hafra sina ok skar bdda. Eptir pat vdaru peir flegnir
ok bornir til ketils.

‘Thor took his goats and slaughtered them both. After this
they were skinned and put in the pot.” (Gylf. 44)

[37] En er sodit var pa settisk Porr til nattverdar ok peir lagsmenn.
Porr baud til matar med sér biandanum ok konu hans ok
bornum peira.
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“When it was cooked Thor sat down to his evening meal, he
and his companion. Thor invited the peasant and his wife and
their children to share the meal with him.” (Gylf. 44)

(38] Pd lagdi Pérr hafrstokurnar sitar frd eldinum ok meelti at
biuiandi ok heimamenn hans skyldu kasta a bafrstokurnar
beinunum.

‘Then Thor placed the goatskins on the other side of the fire
and instructed the peasant and his household to throw the
bones on to the goatskins.” (Gylf. 44)

[39] Pat [...] taldi at biiandinn eda hans hjon mundi eigi
skynsamliga bafa farit med beinum hafrsins. Kennir hann
at brotinn var lerleggrinn.

‘Thor [...] declared that the peasant or one of his people
must have not treated the goat’s bones with proper care.
He realized that the leg-bone was broken.” (Gylf. 44)

Thor’s instructions for the preservation of bones have been linked to
attested ritual practices as well (see Section 4); as we shall see in the next
section, a number of parallels may be observed between the structural
elements of this Scandinavian mythological meal, summarized in Table 7,
and the corresponding scenes discussed in the previous sections.

Table 7. Thor’s preparation of a meal.

Thjalfi-Thor

BUTCHERED

Context LIVESTOCK PAIR

GOATS

EATEN BY ALL
. (a) MEAT
Edible (GODS, MEN)

parts (b) Not mentioned
ENTRAILS
(probably same as MEAT)

KEPT WHOLE
. (c) BONES
Non-edible GIVEN BACK TO GOD
parts PLACED ASIDE
(d) skiNs

USED AS SUPPORT
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3.4. Comparison and reconstruction: a fixed procedure for the division
of portions of a butchered animal

The series of correspondences between Hermes’s, Prometheus’s, and
Thjalfi’s myths (hereinafter: H, P, and T, respectively) allows us to iden-
tify a fixed, most likely ritual (see next section) procedure for the divi-
sion of portions at a common meal, a procedure that seems to underlie
all of these scenes. The elements that are attested in more than one
tradition and may thus reflect shared heritage are the following;:

e Some LIVESTOCK is BUTCHERED (H+P+T), possibly a pair (H+T) of
CATTLE (H+P).

e The LIVESTOCK’s (a) MEAT and (b) ENTRAILS are NOT EATEN BY GODS
(H+P), they are EATEN BY HUMANS (P+T).

e The LIVESTOCK’s (¢) BONES are BURNT (H+P) and GIVEN TO GODS
(P+T); they are kept wHoLE (H+T), perhaps including their
HEADS AND HOOFS (only H — but see next section).

e The LIVESTOCK’s (d) SKINS are PLACED ASIDE (H+T) and USED As
supPORT (P+T).

Table 8. Shared elements in Hermes’s, Prometheus’s and Thjalfi’s meals.

Possible reconstruction based on | Hermes- | Prometheus- | Thjalfi-
shared elements Apollo | Zeus Thor
BUTCHERED + + +
Context | LIVESTOCK | PAIR + - +
CATTLE + + -
(a) NOT EATEN BY | + + -
Edible | MEAT GOD(s)
parts EATEN BY MEN | — + +
(b) NOT EATEN BY | + + (=)
ENTRAILS | GOD(S)
EATEN BY MEN | — + (+)
(c) BURNT + + -
Non- BONES KEPT WHOLE | + (HEADS | — +
edible (HEADS & &
parts HOOFS) HOOFS)
GIVEN (BACK) |— + +
TO GOD(S)
(d) PLACED ASIDE | + -
SKINS USED AS - + +
SUPPORT
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The features shared by Hermes’s, Prometheus’, and Thjalfi’s meals
allow for the reconstruction of a traditional structure embedded within
the mythical narrative reconstructed above (in Section 2.4). This
structure clearly resembles the description of a sacrificial ritual, involv-
ing the butchering of a pair of cattle, whose meat and entrails are
eaten by humans, while the bones are kept whole (especially heads and
hoofs), burnt and/or dedicated to the gods. As we shall see in the next
section, this hypothesis finds support not only in the history of the cor-
responding religious traditions, but also in archaeological reconstruc-
tions based on prehistoric findings.

4. Ritual feasts and bone offerings: parallels from history
of religions and archaeology

From the perspective of the history of religions, all three mythological
traditions taken in consideration here have been linked, at some point
in the history of their reception (either in antiquity or modern times),
to sacrificial rituals involving animal victims and shared meals.

4.1.The connections with ritual practice of the Greek and Norse
traditions

On the one hand, the Greek narratives have long been considered to
reflect some sort of cultic practice. As is well known, Hesiod in his
Theogony (see ex. [40]) already explicitly presents Prometheus’s decep-
tion of Zeus as the aetiology (i.e. the origin myth) of the so-called
thysia ritual, within which the gods’ portion exclusively consisted of
bones wrapped in fat and burnt on the altar. Correspondingly, in the
Homeric Hymn (see ex. [41]), Hermes is said to be acting xata ypéog,
which literally means ‘according to necessity’, but may also be under-
stood as ‘according to set [i.e. ritual] procedure’, as argued by Thomas
(2017: 187). If Hermes’s actions in the Hymn do indeed reflect Ancient
Greek ritual practice, they may be interpreted as resembling either
the same thysia ritual as the Prometheus myth (as per Ekroth 2008:
96)* or a combination of thysia and of the so-called theoxenia ritual

4 More precisely: “[...] the Homeric hymn to Hermes |...] describes some kind of
proto-thysia sacrifice. Here, the infant god slaughters two cows, threads the meat
onto spits and grills it. The fumes from the grilled meat are very tempting and Hermes
longs to eat, even though he is a god, but he can finally contain himself from tasting
and thereby proves his divinity [...]” (Ekroth 2008: 96).



Hermes and Prometheus in Scandinavia — or Thor and Thjalfi in Greece 47

(as per Ekroth 2017: 32),° in which some of the meat was displayed and
symbolically “offered” to the gods, before being eaten by humans any-
ways. Both Prometheus’s and Hermes’s myths seem thus to have been
employed as narrative frames for the aetiology of thysia sacrifice (or of
a variant of it), a Greek ritual which already Walter Burkert (1983: 1ff)
traced back to customs typical of archaic hunter societies, in which the
consumption of the animal’s meat was followed by the “restitution” of
its bones to the gods who had provided them in the first place.

[40] 2k TOD & dOavdrotoy £mi xOovi PO’ avOpdmwy / kaiovo’
doTéa Aevka Ounéviwv i Bopdv.

‘And ever since then the tribes of human beings upon the earth
burn white bones upon smoking altars for the immortals.’
(Hes. Theog. 556-557)

[41] avtap émel 6n mdvta katd ypéog fjvvoe dalpwv

‘“When the god had accomplished all according to necessity/set
procedure’ (HHerm. 138)

On the other hand, the Old Norse narrative of Thor and Thjalfi was
already interpreted as reminiscent of ritual practice by Jan de Vries
(1956: 1. 419),° who claimed that Thor’s careful handling of the goats’
bones seems to preserve memory (“scheint eine Erinnerung daran zu
bewahren”) of a typical sacrificial ritual (“ein typisches Opferritual”),
in which the butchering of the sacrificial animal was regulated by fixed
rules (“Das Aufschneiden des Opfertieres war von festen Regeln bes-
timmt”). Indeed, on the basis of texts composed in both Old West

5 More precisely: “[...] To perform a theoxenia ceremony, and to invite the deity
and offer him a table with food [...] have been interpreted as means for intensifying
a thysia [...]. The display and burning of the bones from the meat at some instances
of theoxenia can be seen as an additional way of modification. In the end, almost the
entire skeleton would join the thighbones and the osphys on the altar. [Fn. 68:]
A similar ritual may actually be referred to in the Homeric Hymn to Hermes (136-137)
when the god burns the hoofs and heads of the slaughtered cattle, after having cooked
and divided the meat [...]” (Ekroth 2017: 32).

¢ The full remark goes as follows: “Das Aufschneiden des Opfertieres war von
festen Regeln bestimmit. [...] Die bekannte Geschichte, wie Thor seine Bocke totet
und verspeist (SnE 49), scheint eine Erinnerung daran zu bewahren [...]. Das gilt
namentlich von dem Zug, daf$ die Knochen nicht aufgeschlitzt werden diirfen, um
das Mark herauszuholen. Am nichsten Morgen legt der Gott die Knochen der Bocke
auf die Haute und macht die Tiere mit seinem Hammer wieder lebendig. Das ist ein
typisches Opferritual” (de Vries 1956: 1. 419).



48 Indo-European Interfaces

Norse (see ex. [42]) and Old East Norse (see ex. [43]) varieties, meals
like Thor and Thjalfi’s seem to have been the most important part of the
Old Norse blot ‘sacrifice’ (Hultgdrd 1993: 238): within this ritual,
the animals’ meat was cooked in cauldrons and eaten by humans, while
blood was sprinkled on the altar, as in Greece. Even though bones are
not mentioned in any of the literary accounts, their ritual deposition
is clearly attested by archaeological findings (Hultgard 1997: 32ff;
Magnell & Iregren 2010; Sundqvist 2016: 340; Magnell 2019; cf. Kaliff
& Oestigaard 2020: passim), and a whole bone layer in the archaeolog-
ical site of Uppdkra has been interpreted “as the result of repeated feast-
ing with accompanying partial offerings of mainly cattle” (Thilderkvist
2013: 140). In the same way as claimed by Burkert with respect to the
Greek myth, the restitution of bones to the god Thor after the con-
sumption of meat has been traced back to hunting rituals (attested, e.g.,
among the neighbouring Sami people) by Clive Tolley (2012: 86ff).

[42] Par var ok drepinn alls konar smali ok svd hross, [...] skyldi
rjoda stallana 6llu saman |[...], en slatr skyldi sjoda til
mannfagnadar. Eldar skyldu vera i mioju golfi i hofinu
ok par katlar yfir.

‘All kinds of domestic animals were slaughtered there, including
horses; [...] the altars were to be reddened all over [with
blood], [...] while the meat was to be cooked for a feast. There
would be fires down the middle of the floor in the temple with
cauldrons over them.’ (Saga Hikonar géda 14)

[43] En smeri ping hafpu mindri blotan mib filepi, mati ok
mungati, sum haita subnautar, by et pair supu allir saman.

‘But smaller assemblies held a lesser sacrifice with cattle, food, and
drink. Those involved were called ‘boiling-companions’ because
they all cooked their sacrificial meals together.” (Gutasaga 1)

4.2. Ritual feasts with bone offerings in the prehistoric Pontic Steppe
and parallels in modern Caucasian and Central Asian folklore

Given that both the Greek and the Norse mythological traditions ana-
lysed here have been connected with ritual feasts involving meat con-
sumption and bone offerings, this shared association may reflect an
ancient feature of IE heritage: the inherited mythological structures
and elements reconstructed above (in Sections 2.4 and 3.4) may have
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Figure 1. Examples of “head-and-hoof deposits”. From: Piggott 1962: 113
© Antiquity Publications Ltd 1962. License: CC BY-NC.

already been associated with rituals involving the shared consumption
of livestock meat and the offering of bones to the gods in prehistoric
times. This reconstruction is indeed supported by the findings of prehis-
toric archaeology: even though it is very difficult to distinguish between
ritual and non-ritual bone deposits in archaeological sites, an unambig-
uous type of prehistoric bone offerings has long been noted by archae-
ologists, namely the so-called “head-and-hoof deposits” (Piggott 1962;
see Figure 1), which are first attested among prehistoric Steppe cultures
and which have usually been connected by specialists with ritual feasts.
This practice is very clearly described by Steppe archaeologist David
Anthony with respect to the Khvalynsk archaeological culture (which
is attested between 4700 and 3800 BCE in the Pontic Steppe):

The head-and-hoof form of sacrifice appeared for the first time: at least
17 sheep/goat and 9 cattle were slaughtered and only the skull and lower
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leg bones were buried, probably still attached to the animal’s hide. In later
Steppe funerals the custom of hanging a hide containing the head and hoofs
over the grave or burying it in the grave was very common. The head and
hide symbolized a gift to the gods, and the flesh was doled out to guests at
the funeral feast. (Anthony 2007: 184)

The prehistoric attestation of head-and-hoof sacrifices thus provides
us with evidence that the ritual context proposed above for the recon-
structed IE myth, namely feasts involving consumption of meat and
offering of bones to the gods, is indeed archaeologically attested among
prehistoric  Steppe communities (which were likely IE-speaking).
Furthermore, it may also provide us with an explanation of why, in
the Homeric Hymn, Hermes carefully burns the cows’ bones ovA6108’
ovrokapnva “with whole hoofs and whole heads” (see ex. [30] above),
a detail that may possibly attest that the head-and-hoof form of sacri-
fice was still alive in Ancient Greek ritual practice during the 1st mil-
lennium BCE.

It may be further noted that the reconstruction proposed here finds
supportinanthropological research on traditional cultures of the Pontic
area. As mentioned above, both the Greek ritual of the burning of
the cattle’s bones on the altar and the Norse detail of the restitution
of the bones to the god Thor have been traced back to hunting rituals
which required that after the consumption of animal meat the bones
had to be given back to the gods who had provided the food: it is con-
ceivable that such beliefs were already widespread among prehistoric
Pontic Steppe communities, because they are still recorded (although
much later, in modern times, as is usual for folklore) among indige-
nous cultures of the nearby Caucasus area (as well as of other parts of
Eurasia and North America), as extensively discussed by Kevin Tuite

(1997: 23—24):

[the game animals shepherded by the mountain deities] are believed to be
a renewable resource, and as long as the hunters who kill them for their
meat treat the remains with proper respect, and do not exceed a reasona-
ble quota, they will be assured of a continual renewal of the stocks |[...].
The belief is widespread throughout Eurasia and native North America
that game animals are reborn from their bones, which the hunter must
take care to preserve intact and return to their proper place. This can be
done by throwing them into the water, a practice observed among the
Svans (Mak’alatia 1985), and the Tsimshians of British Columbia (Boas
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1916/1970: 773—774), or by burying or burning them, as in many indige-
nous cultures of northern Eurasia and Siberia. (Paulson 1959; 1965)

In his study, Tuite compares the structures of the Greek myth of Pelops
and of the “Hazel-witch tales” from the Alpine area with Caucasian and
Central Asian traditional narratives in which supernatural beings kill
and eat an ibex, gather its bones in its skin, and later resuscitate it by
striking it with a stick or pronouncing an invocation; the resuscitated
animal, however, is usually missing one bone that has either been lost
or stolen by a hunter. The similarity of these tales to the Norse myth
of Thor and Thjalfi has also been noted by Tolley (2012: 95ff), who,
however, excludes the possibility that the Norse myth has an “ori-
gin on the Steppe from very ancient, Proto-Indo-European times”,
which in his opinion “seems unlikely unless we accept a high level
of motif integrity over huge timespans”, and rather favours an inter-
pretation of this similarity as the result of contact during the Middle
Ages between Norse travellers and Caucasian communities.

This is, of course, possible; the Norse myth, however, also attests
several features that are not recorded in the folktales, some of which,
as shown in Sections 2 and 3, are instead shared by the Greek myths of
Hermes and Prometheus and the Norse myth of Thjalfi: for instance,
Thor “is not the most obvious candidate in the Norse pantheon to take
on a role assumed [in the folktales] by fairy-type spirits or women”
(Tolley 2012: 106), but he closely matches the Greek myths’ victims
Apollo and Zeus (they are all high status gods associated with the sky).
As argued in this contribution, the many parallels between the Greek
and Norse narratives actually do allow for the reconstruction of an
inherited Indo-European mythological structure, which was probably
associated with the consumption of meat and with sacrificial offer-
ings of bones in the context of feasts, practices that are archaeologi-
cally attested among the — likely IE-speaking — prehistoric cultures of
the Pontic Steppe, very close to both Caucasus and Central Asia. The
Greek and Norse myths may thus broadly be regarded as reflexes of
— specifically IE — variants of the same widespread story-type attested
by the Caucasian and Central Asian folktales; after all, if a late (medi-
eval) cultural borrowing such as the one posited by Tolley did indeed
take place, it is conceivable that it would have been facilitated by the
previous existence of an already similar Old Norse narrative, reflecting
ancient IE religious practice and poetic heritage.
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5. Conclusion: an IE aetiological myth for a prehistoric Steppe
custom (ritual feasts involving meat consumption and
offerings of bones to the gods)

In this contribution I have argued for a number of correspondences
between the Greek myths of Hermes’s theft of Apollo’s cows (Homeric
Hymmn to Hermes) and of Prometheus’s deception of Zeus (Hesiod’s
Theogony) and the Norse myth of Thjalfi’s laming of Thor’s goat (Snorri’s
Gylfaginning 44), correspondences that allow for the reconstruction of
an inherited Indo-European myth in which the aetiology of a specific
ritual — a ritual that is actually attested among prehistoric Steppe commu-
nities — was connected with a mythological incident involving livestock
and misdeed. The results of this study may be summarized as follows.

e A common narrative structure underlies the Greek and Norse
myths, namely:

(1) A WRONGDOER of LOWER STATUS associated with FIRE’s DISCOVERY com-
mits a MISDEED against a VICTIM of HIGHER STATUS more closely associated
with the sky. (2) The MiSDEED involves (the LEGS of) LIVESTOCK (COWS or
GOATS) and the preparation of a (NIGHTLY) MEAL, in which (3) MEAT (and
ENTRAILS), SKINS, and BONES receive a differentiated treatment. (4) The
VICTIM DISCOVERS the WRONGDOER’s MISDEED by PERCEIVING either BONES or
sKINS (around DAWN) and (5) becomes ENRAGED. (6) In the end, WRONG-
DOER and vicTiM and/or HUMANS and GODS reach a SETTLEMENT.

e All narratives include scenes describing a differentiated
treatment of MEAT, ENTRAILS (only in Greek), SKINS, AND BONES,
scenes that seem to reflect a common pattern (of likely ritual
character) as well, namely:

LIVESTOCK (possibly a PAIR of CATTLE) is BUTCHERED. (a) MEAT and
(b) ENTRAILS (the latter only in the Greek myths) are consumed by HUMAN
BEINGS. () BONES (whose integrity is stressed; also mention of HEADS and
HOOFs in Hermes’s myth) are burnt and/or given (back) to the Gobs.
(d) skins are just placed aside and/or used as support.

e The three mythological traditions taken into consideration
are either explicitly aetiological of ritual feasts involving meat
consumption and bone offerings (as in the case of Prometheus’s
myth) or have been (in my opinion, correctly) interpreted as
such (as in the case of Hermes’s and Thjalfi’s narratives): it is
thus conceivable that this association was already a feature of
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the inherited Indo-European narrative, an aetiological myth
connected to an actual ritual practice that must have been
common among the earliest speakers of Indo-European.

e Such a reconstruction does find (at least some) support in
the data made available by prehistoric archaeology: the
reconstructed ritual procedure matches the so-called “head-
and-hoof deposits”, offerings of livestock bones — more
precisely of their heads and hoofs (closely paralleling the
Hymn’s detail of Hermes burning the cattle’s bones with
“whole heads and whole hoofs”). This practice is indeed
archaeologically well attested among prehistoric Steppe
cultures (the most likely speakers of the earliest Indo-European
varieties) and have been interpreted by archaeologists as
evidence for ritual feasts involving meat consumption and
offerings of bones to the gods, a practice that may in turn be
rooted in the ancient belief of hunting societies that animal
bones must be given back to the gods in order to ensure the
renewal of wildlife (still attested in Caucasian and Central
Asian folklore in modern times).

References

Anthony, David W. 2007. The horse, the wheel, and language: How Bronze-
Age riders from the Eurasian steppes shaped the modern world. Princeton,
NJ & Oxford: Princeton University Press.

Arend, Walter. 1933. Die typischen Szenen bei Homer. Berlin: Weidmann.

van Berg, Paul-Louis. 2001. Hermes and Agni: a fire-god in Greece? In Martin E.
Huld et al. (eds.), Proceedings of the Twelfth Annual UCLA Indo-European
Conference, 189—204. Washington, DC: Institute for the Study of Man.

Bertolotti, Maurizio. 1991. The ox’ bones and the ox’s hide: A popular
myth, part hagiography and part witchcraft. In Edward Muir & Guido
Ruggiero (eds.), Microhistory and the lost peoples of Europe, 42—70.
Baltimore & London: Johns Hopkins University Press.

Burkert, Walter. 1983. Homo necans: The anthropology of Ancient Greek
sacrificial ritual and myth. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Ekroth, Gunnel. 2008. Burnt, cooked or raw? Divine and human culinary
desires at Greek animal sacrifice. In Eftychia Stavrianopoulou, Axel
Michaels & Claus Ambos (eds.), Transformations in sacrificial practices
from antiquity to modern times, 87—111. Berlin: LIT.



54 Indo-European Interfaces

Ekroth, Gunnel. 2017. Bare bones: zooarchaeology and Greek sacrifice. In
S. Hitch & I. Rutherford (eds.), Animal sacrifice in the Ancient Greek
world, 15—47. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Faulkes, Anthony. 1987. Edda. Snorri Sturluson. Translated from the
Icelandic and introduced. London: Dent.

Finlay, Alison & Anthony Faulkes. 2011. Snorri Sturluson. Heimskringla 1.
London: University College London.

Ginevra, Riccardo. 2014. Sacrificio e trasgressione. Riflessi greci e italici di
narrazioni indoeuropee. [Sacrifice and misdeed. Greek and Italic reflexes
of Indo-European narratives.] MA thesis, Universita Cattolica del Sacro
Cuore, Milano.

Ginevra, Riccardo. 2019. Vedic bhisdj- ‘healer’ (*b'h.s-h.ég- ‘the one who
leads to the light’), the Indo-European poetics of [LiGHT] as [LiFE] and the
mythology of the Asvins. Incontri Linguistici 42. 67-85. doi: https://doi
.0rg/10.19272/201900801003

Ginevra, Riccardo. 2020. Myths of non-functioning fertility deities in Hittite
and Core Indo-European. In Matilde Serangeli & Thomas Olander (eds.),
Dispersals and diversification, 106-129. Leiden & Boston: Brill.

Ginevra, Riccardo. 2021. Metaphor, metonymy, and myth. Persephone’s
death-like journey in the Homeric Hymn to Demeter in the light of Greek
phraseology, Indo-European poetics, and Cognitive Linguistics. In Ilaria
Rizzato, Francesca Strik Lievers & Elisabetta Zurru (eds.), Variations
on metaphor, 181—-211. Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars.

Hultgard, Anders. 1993. Altskandinavische Opferrituale und das Problem
der Quellen. In Tore Ahlback (ed.), The problem of ritual, 221-259.
Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell International.

Hultgard, Anders. 1997. Fran 6gonvittnesskildring till retorik: Adam av Bremens
notiser om Uppsalakulten i religionshistorisk belysning. In Anders Hultgérd
(ed.), Uppsalakulten och Adam av Bremen, 9—50. Nora: Nya Doxa.

Jackson, Peter. 2014. A song worth fifty cows: Graeco-Indo-Iranian variations
on the etiology of sacrifice. Miinchener Studien zur Sprachwissenschaft
68(1). T01-117.

Jeanmaire, Henri. 1945. Le substantif hosia et sa signification comme terme
technique dans le vocabulaire religieux. Revue des Etudes Grecques 58.
66-89.

Kaliff, Anders & Terje Oestigaard. 2020. The great Indo-European horse
sacrifice. Uppsala: Uppsala University.

Katz, Joshua T. 2016. Initiatory marrow: A new interpretation of
Gylfaginning 44. In Stephanie W. Jamison, H. Craig Melchert & Brent


https://doi.org/10.19272/201900801003
https://doi.org/10.19272/201900801003

Hermes and Prometheus in Scandinavia — or Thor and Thjalfi in Greece 55

Vine (eds.). Proceedings of the 26th Annual UCLA Indo-European
Conference, 83—99. Bremen: Hempen.

Magnell, Ola. 2019. Animals of sacrifice: Animals and the b/6t in the Old
Norse sources and ritual depositions of bones from archaeological sites.
In Klas Wickstrom af Edholm et al. (eds.), Myth, materiality, and lived
religion: In Merovingian and Viking Scandinavia, 303-337. Stockholm:
Stockholm University Press. doi: https://doi.org/To.16993/bay.k

Magnell, Ola & Elisabeth Iregren. 2o0t10. Veitstu hvé blota skal: The Old
Norse blot in the light of osteological remains from Froso Church,
Jamtland, Sweden. Current Swedish Archaeology 18. 223-250.

Most, Glenn W. 2018. Hesiod: Theogony. Works and days. Testimonia.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Peel, Christine. 1999. Guta saga: The history of the Gotlanders. London:
Viking Society for Northern Research.

Piggott, Stuart. 1962. Heads and hoofs. Antiquity 36(142). 1T0-T18.

Sowa, Cora Angier. 1984. Traditional themes and the Homeric Hymns.
Chicago: Bolchazy-Carducci.

Sundqvist, Olof. 2016. An arena for higher powers: Ceremonial buildings

and religious strategies for rulership in Late Iron Age Scandinavia. Leiden
& Boston: Brill.

von Sydow, Carl W. 1910. Tors fard till Utgdrd. Danske Studier 1910. 65—-105.

Thilderkvist, J. 2013. Ritual bones or common waste: A study of Early
Medieval bone deposits in Northern Europe. Groningen: Barkhuis.

Thomas, Oliver. 2017. Sacrifice and the Homeric Hymn to Hermes
112-141. In Sarah Hitch & Ian Rutherford (eds.), Animal sacrifice in
the Ancient Greek world, 181-199. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Tolley, Clive. 2012. On the trail of Porr’s goats. In Frog, Anna-Leena Siikala
& Eila Stepanova (eds.), Mythic discourses: Studies in Uralic traditions,
82—-119. Helsinki: Finnish Literature Society.

Tuite, Kevin. 1997. Pelops, the hazel-witch and the pre-eaten ibex: on an
ancient Circum-Pontic symbolic cluster. In John M. Fossey & Philip J.
Smith (eds.), Antiquitates Proponticae, Circumponticae et Caucasicae 11,
11-28. Amsterdam: Gieben.

Vergados, Athanassios. 2013. The Homeric Hymn to Hermes: Introduction,
text and commentary. Berlin & Boston: de Gruyter.

de Vries, Jan. 1956. Aligermanische Religionsgeschichte. Vol. 1. Berlin:
de Gruyter.


https://doi.org/10.16993/bay.k

56  Indo-European Interfaces

Watkins, Calvert. 1995. How to kill a dragon: Aspects of Indo-European
poetics. New York & Oxford: Oxford University Press.

West, Martin L. 1966. Hesiod. Theogony. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

West, Martin L. 2003. Homeric Hymns. Homeric Apocrypha. Lives of
Homer. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.



	Title page
	Copyright
	Stockholm Studies in Indo-European Language and Culture
	Peer Review Policies
	Contents
	List of Illustrations
	Acknowledgements
	Chapter 1
	Chapter 2
	Chapter 3
	Chapter 4
	Chapter 5
	Chapter 6
	Chapter 7
	Chapter 8
	Chapter 9
	Chapter 10
	Chapter 11
	Chapter 12

