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INTRODUCTION 

I 111· ... 1·11wnl symbol is the most widespread, comprehensive, and 
111111 v1·llo11s, ever conceived by the human race. In its en
' 111 l1·d form it is the fitting representation of the Divine Trinity 
111 l lnit y. Siva, the Destroyer, is proved to be not only co-equal 
11 nd rn <'lcrnal with Brahma, the Creator, and Vishnu, the 
I 11 1· ... 1·1 vt•r, but harmonious. They are not three eternals, but 
I lill' l•.twnal : not rival forces, but pulsating equilibrium : not 
11111f11ding mysteries, but One ineffable Love. 

ro,, 01 is this wondrous symbol only expressive of the supremely 
<, 1 l'Ol I . The sinuous serpent is the appropriate allegory of an 
.il111n"t endless series of objects of thought. I have endeavoured 
l11•11·i11 lo follow some of its intricate windings, and my hope is to 
p.1 ... s on lo my readers the joy and interest its pursuit has brought 
t 11 11 It'. 

I gratefully thank those authors whose researches have cleared 
t lw way. A list of the works consulted in each chapter will be 
lc11111d al its close. l\fy thanks are also due to those kind friends 
wlto have lent books which otherwise might have been inaccessible 
t 0 llll'. 

:M.O.H. 
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CHAPTER I 

THE URJEON 

X ONG the most interesting and prevalent symbols of 
Ophiolatry is the hierogram of the Circle, Wings and 
Serpent, known as the Urreon, or Urreus. It is a 

prnmincnl feature in the hieroglyphics of Persia, Egypt and 
M1•xirn, and has been found, though more rarely, in China, 
11 i11clClslan 1 Asia Minor, Greece and Italy. It has even been dis-
1 ov1·n•d in Britain, embodied in the wonderful temple of Abury. 

It is beyond doubt that this triple emblem is a symbol of the 
I h·ity. The circle is the solar disk, considered as the visible 

From the mins of Naki Rustan, which is thought to have been the ancient Persepolis. 

1•mhodiment or outermost manifestation of the Divine; or, as 
111nong the ancient Persians, representing the whole circle of the 
l11•avcns, or the universe, regarded as the expression of the 
< 11•ator, or simple essence of God, the Supreme Being and First 
Mind. The Serpent emerging from the sun is the Word, or 
vivifying quality of Divine Life which called all creation into 
1•xislence. The wings represent the active, moving omnipresence 
of (~od's Love pervading and penetrating all. The entire emblem 
typifies the Deity as Creator and Preserver. 

Among the sacred symbols and insignia of the Gods depicted 
i11 Egyptian sculpture, none is repeated so often as the Sphere. 
This Sphere, as Anna Kingsford says, is" the emblem of Creative 
Motion, because the Manifesting Force is rotatory; being, in fact, 
the • Wheel of the Spirit of Life ' dP,scribed by Ezekiel as • a wheel 



2 THE ENCIRCLED SERPENT 

within a wheel,' inasmuch as the whole system of the universe, 
from the planet to its ultimate particle, revolves in the same 
manner. And for this reason, and as an evidence of the know
ledge which dictated the ancient symbology of the Catholic 
Church, the Eucharistic Wafer, figure of the Word made Flesh, is 
circular. The sacramental sphere, poised on the head of a 
Serpent or Seraph, is a common hieroglyph in Egyptian sacred 
tableaux, and sculptures bordered with processions of such 
emblematic figures are frequent in the ancient temples. 

"The Apple, or round Fruit of the Tree of the Kalpa,-of which, 
by the advice of the 'Serpent' of heavenly Counsel, the Divine 
Arche partakes, and thereby brings about the 'Fall,' or mani
festation of Spirit in Matter,-is no other than the Sacramental 
Host, type of the Bread of Life, or Body of God, figured in the 
Orb of the Sun, reflected in the disk of every star, planet, and 
molecule, and elevated for adoration on the Monstrance of the 
Universe." 

The circle of the urreon is sometimes thought of as repre-

A CHINESE UR,£0 1\. 

sentative of an egg, rather than of the sun or solar system, but 
the meaning is not changed thereby, for as here used, both are 
emblems of creative Life in its potential rather than its active 
form. 

In some variations we find the circle presented as a ring, instead 
of ~s a disk or globe. Where this is the case it is probably intended 
to convey the meaning of time without end, or eternity. 

A ring separating two serpents is the form the symbol most 
often takes in China, but, according to Deane, it there represents 
the two Principles claiming the universe. 

The Mexican urreon is a somewhat grisly variation, for it 
shows two serpents intertwining to form the ring, and each 
grasps in its mouth a human head. 

Still another design shows the serpent itself forming the 
ring by swallowing its own tail. This may be taken as expressive 
Qf the thought that God not only creates all, but is all, all 
substance and all time, and that the Infinite is forever reabsorbing 
its own output. 

Dr. Fresne has some illuminating comments on the dragon 
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111 11 ll r 1111 cl i11 I ht• t•cck siastical processions of the Roman Church. 
I" d 11111 '" 1itt-s in use at a certain monastery, he says: "On 

I' d111 L,1111tl.i y I hl'it' arc two processions, in which the standard 
111tl I 111· d1 , 11~011 Jll l'Cccle. Holy water and a censer without fire ; 
1 , '" .111tl d1 .1~011 on a pole are borne in procession. One of the 
In•\ , h11wt•v1•1, l'arries a lighted candle in a lantern, that fire 
1111\ llt' 1d Ii.incl in case the light which is in the dragon's mouth 

h1111ltl 111• 1•xt i11g11ished. Here it is evident that the Church has 
l 11, 1 1 \Td .111 a nrit•n t rite of the 0 phiolaters. The sacred fire in 
1111 il1 1•f:1111 \ mouth, which so carefully was safeguarded from 
1 11111 111111 , a I once brings to mind the holy fire kept per
pr I 11 dly l111111ing on the altars of the children of the sun, 
\\ liil11I 1111• d1agon on the pole was the standard of the serpent 
""1 h1pp1•111 wherever they were to be found. The whole cere-
1111111 w.1s probably a re-enactment of an ophite procession 
11111111~1! !ht• winding ways among the stones of Carnac." 

11 111 1101 possible to literally convey the stupendous idea of the 
11111111p11•.,1•1H't' of the Divine Spirit in a hierogram, but the wings 
111 I li11 111 won vividly suggest the swiftness of thought, which, 
111il11111lt•d as it is by space or time, affords the closest analogy to 
11111 1 11111 t•pt ion of Omnipresence. The symbol in its entity 
111111 •w 11I H the Supreme as the Creator, Preserver, and, from an 
l11tll\ 1d11.distic s tandpoint, the Destroyer. 

l I 11 · 'It .11.tbreus, with wings expanded, was thought -to present 
1111 111i.1g1• o( the t:neon, and therefore was itself looked upon as 

'' 11 d by those who recognised the symbolism. 
It t'I prnbable that the Caduceus of Mercury was but another 

1111111 of the same hierogram, but we have given an account of 
t lit . 111 .t separate chapter, so will not enlarge on it here. 

111 .. 11ncon may a,lso be recognised in the representations 
111 I lit• F~yptian Sun-god Re (Phre, the Sun), usually imaged as 
1 11 11111, with a hawk's head surmounted by a globe or disk of the 
1111 Ii 11111 which the urreus asp issued.* This Sun-god was identical 

11 It I Ill' Syrian Baal and the Babylonian Belus, or Bel, which 
' ' 111 I 1-. probably an abbreviation of Ob-el, signifying, as we have 
11111\11 t'lscwhere, the Serpent-god. 

\ \'l'I y interesting form of this vivid symbol has been found 
111 I '11 'iia. Here a human figure occupies the place of honour, 
l ilii w.tist encircled by a zone. On either side of him are the 
\ 111: .... whilst the serpent moves below them. The figure is said 
I 11 1 t'prcsent the god Azon, whose name signifies " the Sun." 
I li 11 .,acred zone that girds his waist is an emblem of the orbit 
iii c 1 tht•d by Zon,-the sun. Hence the Greeks called girdles 
V, 11111'!1, 

• See page 23. 
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T~e,,name ?f the god may be compared with our word" azonic" 
(Gr. · at~vo~). not confined to a zone." In this light it suggests 
the ommpres~nce of_ the deity, who as the sun, penetrates every
where and shmes ahke on the evil and the good. 

The urreon which forms our chapter head is the well-known 

AZON, THE PERSIAN GOD. 

After K"'mPftr. 

Egrptian hierogram everywhere sculptured on the porticoes of 
their. te!"?ples ~nd on th~, summits of their obelisks. We may 
:ead m Bruce s Travels, how at the temple of Isis at Dendera 
m Upper Egypt, "the globes with wings, and the two serpents 

AZON, THE PERSIAN GOD. 

with a kind of shield or breastplate between them are frequently 
repeated, such as we see them on the Carthaginian medals." 
The _temples at Luxor, Esnay, Konombu, Dendera, and Apollin
opohs were profusely ornamented by this symbol. On the 
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Pa111phylian obelisk, the serpent, either with or without wings, 
appears fifty-two times, whilst 1.he whole hierogram was greatly 
used as a talisman over doorways. 

The serpents which. issue fr?m thi~. urreo? ~r,e t?e fa~ml~?s 
reptiles known as basilisks (Lahn: basi~iscus, i.e. _a little kmg ). 
This creature was so named from a white spot on its head resem
bling a crown. It was believed _in ancient ti~es actually to exist, 
and was credited with extraordmary powers, its breath, and even 
its glance, being fatal to him on whom it fell. For further de~ails 
of this royal serpent we refer our readers to the chapter specially 
dealing with it, and will 
content ourselves here with 
remarking that it is evidently 
intended as a symbol of the 
awful unapproachableness of 
the Deity. We may compare 
this implied meaning with 
the words of Exodus xxxiii. 
20. "And he [i.e. Jehovah] 
said, Thou canst not see my 
face : for there shall no man 
see me, and live." 

ASP AS EGYPTIAN SYMBOL OF 
ROYALTY. 

It has been suggested by 
Lord Prudhoe that the name 
of the Jewish U rim is derived 
from the two asps or basilisks 
urei, which formed the em
blems ·of royalty in Egypt. 
Ouro is the Egyptian word 
implying a king. But author
ities are not agreed as to the 
species of serpent represented 
in this hierogram, and others 
have supposed it to be the 
Egyptian asp or cobra, Naja 
haje, which in archreology is generally known as the urreus. 
This is a very venomous reptile attaining a. length of 3 t_o 
4 feet,-related to, and resembling the Indian cobra Na1.a 
tripudians. It is of a mottled green and ~rown c?lour, and is 
frequently met with on the banks of the Nile. It is COJ?J??~Y 
represented in religious art as part of the head-dress of divimhes 
and kings, and is often used symbolically to suggest royal po~er, 
although when forming a part of a ruler's head-d~ess the me~mng 
suggested is that God is the over-ruler. and is above kmgly 
sway. 



6 THE ENCIRCLED SERPENT 

The Druids, being spiritually descended fro~ the Egypti~ns, 
Chaldeans and Phrenicians, became the Celtic representatives 
of the oldest religion in the world ; the worship of the sun as 
the source of life, and only visible manifestation of deity. They 
did not place the Urreon above their temple do~rs, but ere~ted 
the whole building in the form of the serpent hierogram minus 
the wings. An interesting example of this construction was 
the serpent temple of Stanton Drew, near the village of Pens
ford about five miles west of Bristol, which represented the 
urreon with two serpents, but unfortunately barbarians have 
ruthlessly destroyed the stones of w~i~h it was compose.d, and 
applied them to such purposes as buildmg and road makmg. 

At Abury, or Avebury, in Wiltshire, about five mile.s we~t of 
Marlborough, on the Bath road, formerly stood what is .sai~ to 
have been the largest Druidical temple in Europe, this time 
figuring the hierogram with only one serpent. . . 

All that we know about this wonderful monument is contamed 
in the descriptions and printed accounts which Dr. Stukeley, 
who surveyed the spot, and made numerous dra~in~s ~fit dur~ng 
the years ±720 to 1724, has bequeathed to :is. m his !nt~:estmg 
work entitled " Abury, a Temple of the Bntish Druids, 1743, 
and i~ Sir Richard Colt Hoare's "History of Antient Wiltshire." 

The temple consisted of a circle of a hundred stones of extra
ordinary size, placed upright at equal distances from each o~her, 
whilst from this circle two avenues of four hundred and sixty
two stones pursued a wavy line in opposite directions. These 
stones were of various dimensions, measuring from 5 to 20 feet 
in height above the ground, and from 3 to 12 feet in width and 
thickness. . 

The large circle enclosed an area of about 1400 fe~t in diameter, 
and within it were two smaller ones, not concentnc. One was a 
double circle of upright stones with a single stone 21 feet in 
height and 8 feet 9 inches in breadth, whic.h Stukeley calls the 
ambire or obelisk, raised in its centre. This small temple con
sisted of forty-three stones. The other inner temple contained 
forty-five stones, some of which are still standing and are of 
immense size. It was situated a little to the north of the first one, 
and consisted of two concentric circles which enclosed a group of 
three tall stones known as the cove. 

We must now describe more particularly the two great serpen
tine avenues of this triple temple, which were such an important 
feature of this work and distinguished it from nearly all other 
Celtic temples. These avenues of approach consisted of double 
rows of upright stones, which branche$1 off from the central work 
to the extent of more than a mile each. One of them turned off 
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1111111 1111 • 011ll·r circle to the south, veering near its extremity to 
I 111 1111 I Ii t•asl, where it terminated in two circular, or rather 
1 llltttl• id 1,1111.ws of upright stones. In width this avenue varied 
1111111 1•1 lo 15 k<•t between the stones, which were on an average 
I 11 I 1 ' I "p.11 t from each other in a lineal direction. 

1111 lw.itl of this gigantic serpent was formed by a terminating 
I 1 1111'11· ol I wo concentric ovals, of which the outer measured 
il11111I 1 fl! ft•t•t in diameter, and the inner was 45 feet across. 
I Iii w.1 ~ placed upon a height known as Overton Hill, which 

lc 11111 1 ltc• southern promontory of the Hakpen hills. As "Hak-
1" 11 " 1111·.ius " Serpent-head" there seems little doubt that the 
1 1111:• 11 n ·iwd its name from the temple. 

I Ito· Wc·'ilcrn avenue extended about one mile and a half, and 
• 1111 1 ii c•cl of two hundred and three stones ; its extremity ending 

TYNWALD HILL IN THE ISLE OF MAN. 

From 11 The Fireside," 1877. 

111 11 poi11t, or with a single stone, to represent the tail of the 
I t p1•1t(. 

1111• distance from the serpent-head promontory to the end of 
1 lcP 1•1 pcnt's tail is about two miles, whilst the area occupied is 
11p\\1t1tl'! of twenty-eight acres. The whole of the large circle 

1111011nded by a deep and wide ditch and rampart, measuring 
, 11 111 80 feet in height from top to bottom, except where two 

11111 111111{s corresponding to the two great avenues, were left as 
• 11I1.11w1•s to the temple. 

1111' hank is now broken in four places, but these two were 
p111li,tl1ly the only original ones. About half-way up this inner 
l11pt' was a sort of terrace walk apparently adapted for spectators 

111 t lit• sacred ceremonies. 
It would be interesting to discover the name bestowed on the 

! o11 •.il Serpent by its builders. Abury, or Avebury, was written 
{• A11hury in the ancient books of Ma,lmesbury Abbey. This 
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was probably a corruption of Aubur, i.e. the "Serpen~-su.n," 
aub being the Eastern name of the serpent, and aur or ur, sigmfy
ing light, and being a title of. the su11;-god. There is a remark~ble 
artificial mound of great height, midway between the termma
tions of the serpentine avenues, known as Silbury Hill, i.e. the 
"Hill of the Sun." Its name is a further confirmation that the 
temple was sacred to the sun-god, and to the serpent as his 
symbol. . . 

Sir Richard Hoare has given us the measurements of this hill 
as calculated by Edward Crocker, a scientific practical surveyor. 
According to these '' The circumference of the hill as near the 
base as possible, measures 2027 feet, the diameter at top, 120 feet, 
the sloping height 316 feet, and the perpendicular height 170 feet ; 
but that part of our measurement which will excite the most 
surprise, is, that this artificial hill covers the space of five acres 
and thirty-four perches of land." 

Sir Richard Hoare considers that "there can be no doubt it 
was one of the component parts of the grand temple at Abury, 
not a sepulchral mound raised over the bones and ashes of a king 
or arch-druid. Its situation opposite to the temple, and nearly 
in the centre between the two avenues, seems in some degree to 
warrant this supposition." 

Further, as Dr. Stukeley observes, " the meridian line of the 
whole work passes from Silbury Hill to the centre of the temple 
of Abury." A proof that Silbury Hill and other barrows near it, 
were raised before the Roman colonisation of Britain is afforded 
by the fact that the line of the great Roman road from Aquce
Solis or Bath, to Londinum or London, is straight for some miles 
till it comes to the hill, when it diverges to the south, and again 
continues in a direct line for Marlborough. In one place the road
makers, with their traditional disregard of obstacles, cut through 
a large barrow when forming the road, but Silbury Hill seems 
to have baffled them. 

The affinity between these serpent temples, and Sun-circles, 
such as those at Stonehenge and near Keswick, is so close 
that they must be looked upon as little more than varieties 
of the same kind of structure, and dedicated to essentially the 
same kind of worship. There is no room for doubt all were 
t emples of the serpent-sun, and probably the ritual was identical 
in both varieties of structure, so we will just glance at some of 
the simpler forms before closing this chapter. 

Stonehenge, which is also in Wiltshire, is much smaller than 
Abury, and figures only the circle, not the urreon. It has been 
suggested that Abury, being of the ruder and apparently more 
ancient construction, was the grand temple of the original Celts, 
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111111 t h.1t Stonehenge was erected by the Belgians, when they 
11l 1t 11111rcl possession of the southern parts of the island, and was 
lt1fr11clc•cl as a rival to the other; the deep ditch called Wansdike 
II I Ill~ olS :l line Of demarcation between the two people, and paSS

illJ{ l1C"tw1•t•n their temples. 
ll11t it has been conjectured with more probability, that 

~t 11111'f11•111.w was erected at different periods, the outer circle and 
111111·1 11v.d of trilithons being one erection, and the smaller circle 
111111 11v.d of inferior stones being another: This opinion is con
Ill 1111•cl hy the fact that the latter are granite, while the others are 
11111 ; hut antiquaries have come to opposite conclusions respecting 
tilt' pdrnity of erection, some believing that the outer circle was 
1111' rn igi11al work, and others that the inner and more simple 
cl1·'l lf{ll 111ust have been first formed. It is against the hypothesis 
111 ~I orwh1•nge having been erected by a nation in hostility with 
1111' < c•lt s , that the outer stones must have been brought from 
t Ill' 11orl ht•rn part of the country, beyond the frontier line of the 
I \1·IH1o111 t1·rritory. 

At Mnivale Bridge on Dartmoor, four miles from Tavistock, 
1111· 11•111ains of four temples have been found. Two of these are 
"1111·111 inr, two circular. 

Ac rnnling to tradition the largest temple in Britain, measured 
Ii\· l'\ll·11t, was that of Shap in Westmorland, which reached 
1111111 0111• mile south of Shap to Moor Dovey, a distance of eight 
1111f1 .. ., hut the stones which formed it were smaller than those 
,If ;\ 1>111 y, the largest remaining being but 8 feet high. 

All hough it is not in the form of the urreon, yet we must also 
1111•11tio11 the remarkable temple at Classerness in the Isle of 
I 1•wr-.. The magnitude and singularity of this work has induced 

0.111111• antiquari'-..;s to believe it to be the very Hyperborean 
t1•111plt• spoken of by the ancients. Conjecture wavers between 
A 11111 y, Stonehenge and Classerness. This singular monument 
1'1 pl.1ct•d north and south, and consists of an avenue 558 feet 
'"""· 8 feet wide, and composed of thirty-nine stones, most of 
wl11rl1 arc 6 or 7 feet high, with one at the entrance 13 feet. 
A I I ht• southern end of this avenue is a circle of 63 feet in 
t11,11111'ter. that appears to have been originally composed of 
..It lwr tlurteen or fifteen stones 6 to 8 feet in height, the centre 
1111111~ occupied by an obelisk 13 feet high, and shaped somewhat 
111.c• .1 chair. 

l kyc~nd the circle several stones are carried in right lines, 
pr od11cmg a cruciform appearance. The length of this cross 
p.11 t is 204 feet, and the total number of stones appears to have 
lw1 •11 formerly sixty-eight or seventy. Borlase made them 
Idly two and Mac Culloch forty-seven. 
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Six miles from Oban, N.B., between Loch Feochan and Loch 
Nell lies a wonderful remnant of a civilisation that passed 
away two thousand years ago. The Serpent of Loch Nell is 
a mound of earth about 10 feet high and 300 long, with a head 
formed of a cairn of stones. The head was opened by its dis
coverer Phene, in October, 1871, in the presence of the owner 
of the Glen Feochan estate, and other witnesses. Within was 
found a vault of huge stones, probably built as a tomb. Some 
burnt bones, a few charred nutshells, some charcoal and a flint 
instrument with a beautifully serrated edge, were the only 
contents. The tail of this serpentine mound points directly to 
the triple-headed peak of Ben Cruachan. Around the serpent's 
form are wonderful Druidical remains, though these have been 
partially destroyed by the ignorant inhabitants of the surrounding 
country-side. For instance, in 1873 a writer in " All the Ye~r 
Round " records that when visiting the cromlech-a megalythic 
chamber-said to be the grave of the great Cuchullin, the Ossianic 
hero ; he found that the dolmen, or transverse stone, had very 
recently been blown asunder with gunpowde_r "to form _the 
raw-material of a grind-stone for some barbanan of the neigh
bourhood." 

There is also a smaller cromlech, said locally to be the grave of 
Cuchullin's child. 

The age of the Serpent is believed to be anything between 
two and four thousand years, and it is thought to have been formed 
by the Celtic Druids and their people. This mound was no doubt 
originally in the form of the urreon. 

Cresar has told us that the Gauls paid their highest veneration 
to Mercury. The god whom Cresar called Mercury was Teut or 
Theuth, Dhu taith, or Teutates, i.e. the god Tautc, who was no 
other than the Taatus of the Phcenicians. We have already 
remarked that the Urreon was but a variation of the caduceus 
borne by Mercury. . . 

Dr. Kitto refers to these serpent temples m the following 
paragraph: " It is from those giant .serpents which at ~ re?1ote 
period were evidently still more colossal than that which is re
ported to have opposed a Roman army, or the skeleton of another, 
above mo feet in length, found more recently in India, that the 
vague but universally spread notions must have ari~en in ~he 
earliest antiquity, and been perpetuated to our own time, which 
typified the deluge and all great destructive agents under the form 
of a dragon or monster serpent. We find them embodied by the 
ancients in the form of dragon temples, consisting of huge stones 
set upright in rows, such as that of Colchis no dou~t was. Such 
temples once existed in Asia Minor, Northern Afnca, Gaul and 
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lh lt.iin (that at Abury in Wiltshire being several miles in length); 
1111cl ~lwrc their des~gn can be. traced out sufficiently in existing 
11•11111111s. the s~rpentme figure is ever observed to glide through 
111 !'1Usta1n a diagram of similar materials-a circumstance which 
11ppc•ars best explained by considering them more or less astro-
110111intl, but fundamentally reposing upon traditions concerning 
I he• ark, the preserver of human life in the act of struggling with 
I h11 owrwhelming element." 

A I I hough Britain was the principal seat of the Druidical serpent 
1111cl s1111-worship, yet vast serpent-temples built to the same 
d1·.,i1-:11 of the urreon without wings have existed elsewhere. Thus 
111 Hiittany, in the department of Morbihan, at Carnac, is the 
f<' ''·'I st•rpent-temple of huge stones set up in winding rows that 
I 1111 I r.1y the figure of an enormous snake moving along the ground. 
1111•11• were origin'.11ly eleven rows of these stones, and they 

1111111ht•rcd about ten thousand, more than three hundred 
1111•11'111ring from 15 to 17 feet in height, and from 16 to 30 feet 
111 rnn1mference, one being 42 feet in girth. The whole length of 
I h1 i.; t•normous temple, following its windings, is eight iniles. 
I ht• peasants ·of Erdeven, where the temple begins, used to hold 
1111 1111nual dance at the Carnival, describing the symbol of the 
1111 Ii· and the serpent, but I do not know if they still follow this 
I ll <i l 111\l. 

I ht• nam~ of Carnac is really Cairn-hac, i.e. the Serpent's Hill, 
1111111 mcamng a mound or heap of stones, and hac being an old 
I c•lt 11· wofd for se~pent; There is a high mound near that portion 
ell I ht~ tc?1p~e which. approaches Carnac. The top of it appears 
I 11 111• artificial, and it no doubt was the spot on which the altar 
w.1'1 1:rcctcd where. the J?erpetu~ fire kindled by the sun was kept 
l1111111ng, as prescnbed m the ntes of the fire- or sun-worshippers 
ot P1·rsia and elsewhere. 
Th~ following account of Carnac was written by a lady traveller, 

Mis. Stot.har~, more than one hundred years ago, and I include it 
111 <:a use ~t gives a good general impression of the place as to 
'\111 rnundmgs and extent, though she seems to have had no 
1rn 'lpicion of its true form or meaning and to have underestimated 
I h1· Hize of the stones. She says: 

"We hired. a cabriolet, and left Auray early this morning; 
lws1dc the d~1ver, ~ man z.ccompanied us, who walked by the 
1ud1• of the _voiture, m order to render his assistance in preventing 
t I from bemg upset by the large, loose and broken rocks that 
I l'l'WC~ the way, and lie in confused heaps about the road. After 

I 1.1~dhng three leagues through a desolate and wild country, we 
11111vcd at a spot about a mile from the seashore, where this 
c111 ious Celtic antiquity remains .... Carnac is infinitely more 
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extensive than Stonehenge, but of ruder formation; the stones 
are much broken, fallen down, and displaced ; they consist of 
eleven rows of unwrought pieces of rock or stone, merely set up 
on end in the earth, without any pieces crossing them at top. 
These stones are of great thickness, but not exceeding 9 or 12 
feet in height; there may be some few 15 feet. The rows are placed 
from fifteen to eighteen paces from each other, extending in 
length (taking rather a semicircular direction) above half a 
mile, on unequal ground, and towards one end upon a hilly site. 
The semicircular direction was probably accidental, as from their 
situation it was not possible to see all the ground at once, in order 
to range them in a straight line. When the length of these rows 
is considered, there must have been nearly three hundred stones 
in each, and there are eleven rows ; this will give you some idea of 
of the immensity of the work, and the labour such a construction 
required.' It is said that there are above four thousand stones 
now remaining. We remarked three tumuli, probably the graves 
of chiefs ; they are formed of large stones placed upon each 
other, on a raised bed of earth. In some places the irregular 
line of the work is broken by the ground having been cleared 
for fields; in others the stones that have fallen were broken up 
and carried away for building. More injury has perhaps been 
done to this stupendous Celtic work by the hand of man than 
by that of time. The place was peculiarly well chosen for obtain
ing materials to construct such a monument, as the ground for 
miles round is full of rock. We could gain no information from 
the people relative to anything that might have been found; 
for in answer to whatever we said to the peasantry, we received 
replies in the Breton tongue, of which we could only articulately 
distinguish the word Gaelic, and this was repeated whenever we 
accosted them. I have been informed by a priest, but I know 
not how far it may be correct, that Carnac signifies literally, 
in the Breton language, a field of fiesh . ... The people have a 
singular custom, whenever any of their cattle are diseased, of 
coming among these stones to pray to St. Cornelius for their 
recovery. Such a practice may be a remnant of Pagan super
stition continued in Christian times ; but I must remark that 
St. Cornelius is the patron saint of the neighbouring church. 
I eannot learn that the peasantry of this country have any tradi
tions about Carnac; and I must here observe that no relations or 
accounts given either by the poor or more enlightened people of 
Brittany can be depended upon." 

Deane's account of the Carnac Dracontium casts more light 
on its meaning. "The course of the avenues is sinuous," he 
says, "describing the figure of an enormous serpent moving over 
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1111 p,1111111cl. But this resemblance is more striking upon an actual 
1t1 I"• I 11111 of the original. Then the alterations of the high and 
fort ~ I 11111·s regularly disposed, mark with sufficient accuracy 
111;1 rn1dli11~ of the serpent's muscles as he moves along: and a 

1
111 l.d111 standing upon one of the Cromlech hills, round whiCh 

I 11 c·r p1·11t sweeps, cannot but be struck by the evidence of design 
wlilc Ii appc.•ars in the construction of the avenues. In the course 
111 1111' J hacontium there are two regularly defined areas, one 
111 11 I h1• village of Carnac, which is of the shape of a horse-shoe, 
111 11 lu•ll ; the other toward the eastern extremity, which ap-
11111111 Ill' '> the figure of a rude circle, being a parallelogram with 
t111111d1•cl corners .... The circle and the horse-shoe were both 

111nl 11,.;ures in the Druidical religion, as may be seen in Stone-
111111.w where they are united; the outer circles enclosing inner 
li111 11· •.hm•s. I cannot find any connection between the latter 
\ 11111111 and the tenets of the Celtic religion, unless it be intended 

' " 11 11•p1t•scntation of the moon." 
A· I have dealt somewhat fully with the 5ymbolism of the 

11111 ,,. '>hoc.• in my book on "The Horse in Magic and Myth," I 
\\ill 11111 attempt to explain its connection with Druidism here, 
httl 1111ly remark it is a most fascinating subject for study, and 
11111111111t•nd my reader to follow it up. 

111 tlw lie aux Moines, in the Morbihan, may be found some 
c ,11d y 1 l'lics of what seems to have once been another serpent

'' 111pl1• of less imposing proportions. The stone avenues of this 
I• 111111l,1tc.•d in an oblong ~ound which still retains the name of 
I'• 11,11>, i.e. Pen-ab, the "head of Ab," the sacred serpent of the 
I· ,1•,I. At the head of this mound was an obelisk, the well-known 
1 111hlP111 of the sun's rays, signifying that the solar deity was 
111 l1111 ·d there. According to Bryant the word obelisk is derived 
11 111 11 Obcl, i.e. Ob-el, "The serpent-god," and the Apollo of 
h\ 1 i.1, to whom these monuments were dedicated. The Greek 
1111111 of the name Apollo is Apollon, and this word is said to be a 
• 11111po1111d of AP or Ab, a serpent, El, a god, and On, the sun, 
I Ill' whole being therefore "The Serpent-Sun-God." 

A1 c mcling to Pausanias "in the road between Thebes and 
I ,11.,11.., you may see a place encircled by sele.ct stones, which 
t 111• I he bans call the Serpent's head." Near to this The ban 
I• 111plt· is a lofty hill upon which once stood a temple of Jupiter. 

I >v1d has described one of these serpent-temples as being passed 
I 1y ~frdca in her flight from Attica to Colchis-

" A long-drawn serpent's image made in stone." 

A. v<•ry interesting description of the Druidical rites practised 
111 I l11·sc gigantic serpent-temples which seems to identify them 



14 THE ENCIRCLED SERPENT 

with the rites used in the worship of the Egyptian goddess Isis, 
is given in an ancient bardic poem known as " The Elegy of 
Uther Pendragon," i.e. Uther of the Serpent's or Dragon's Head, 
a title given to an elective sovereign paramount over the many 
kings of Britain, equivalent to " King of Kings." King Arthur's 
father was Uther Pendragon. The descriptive passage runs: 

"With solemn festivity round t he two lakes, 
With the lake next to my side : 
With my side moving round the sanctuary, 
While the sanctuary is earnestly invoking 
The gliding king, before whom the fair one 
Retreats, upon the veil that covers the huge stones : 
While the dragon moves round over 
The places which contain vessels 
Of drink-offering : 
While the drink-offering is in the golden horns : 
While the golden horns are in the hand ; 
While the knife is upon the chief victim: 
Sincerely I implore thee, 0 victorious Beli," etc. 

The last line seems to show that these Druidical rites were not 

From tlu l siac Table. 

only identical with those of Egypt, 
but also that the Druids worshipped 
the Serpent-god Bel, Belus or Baal, of 
Assyria and Canaan. 

Moreover from the words describing 
the dragon (i.e. serpent) moving among 
the drink-offerings upon the altar
stone, it is clear that here we have 

the origin of the Ophite rites described in another chapter. 
Ovid has referred to this ceremony as performed in Egypt, in 

the following words addressed to Isis : 

" So may the serpent ever glide around the offerings." 
("Amor.," lib. 2, Eleg. 13 .) 

From which quotation we may infer that in the t emples of this 
goddess also, live serpents were kept that they might glide about 
the offerings to consecrate them. 

A remarkable golden horn which was found by a peasant 
woman near Tundera in Denmark in the year 1639 appears to 
be one of the very horns mentioned in " The Elegy of Uther Pen
dragon." It is embossed in seven parallel circles, with pictorial 
designs of rude workmanship. In the first compartment of the 
first circle a nude female figure is seen, kneeling, with arms 
upstretched to heaven, whilst upon either side is a large serpent 
in threatening attitude. In the second compartment the same 
female is fleeing from a pursuing serpent, whilst the third shows 
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I hfl 111·1 pml wi.th its h~ad averted from the figure who holds up 
l111lh la.111ds n.s 1f thanking for safety. In the second circle we find 
th1• w.11111:ut sc~te~ on the ground with her hands brought together 
101 If 111 :;11pphcation to the serpent. Another serpent with head 
IHttl 111·r k erect is coiled behind. The third circle pictures the 
W1111111 11 rnnvcrsing with the ~erpent, and in three.of the remaining 
111111 rn d es the serpent again figures. In the pictures described 
it l111 v1• wt• sec depicted the "gliding king before whom the fair 
11111• 1 "'I l'ats" of the poem, and the golden horn itself seems 
111 111• j11'1t one of those named in that elegy, used for the 
II 11111· 'lanificial drink-offerings ih Denmark as in Egypt and 
'" 11.1111. 

~1 1111 h1·y has vividly brought a scene of Druidical serpent 
w1111ifttp hPCore our eyes in the following word-picture of the 
p11t• 1I and ·his snake-god. 

... " On came the mighty snake, 
And twined, in many a wreath, round Neolin, 
Darling a right, a left, his sinuous neck, 
With searching eye, and lifted jaw and tongue 
Quivering, and hiss as of a heavy shower 
lJpon the summer woods. The Britons stood 
Astounded at the powerful reptile's bulk, 
And th~t strange sight. His girth was as of ma n, 
llut easily could he have overtopped 
< ;ulialh 's helmed head, or that huge king 
or Basan, hugest of the Anakim : 
What then was human strength if once involved 
Within t hose dreadful coils ? •.• The multitude 
Fdl prone, and worshipped." 

(" Madoc," Bk. VII.) 
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CHAPTER II 

TlIE SERPENT-GODS OF EGYPT 

'I 111•, n·ligion of ancient Egypt is from the earliest times 
1 lo~wly interwoven with the symbolic worship of sun 
.111d serpent. Not only was the serpent looked upon 

1 t 111 1 111l>lcm of Divinity in the abstract, but it was connected 
1111 t "" worship of all the Egyptian gods, and Plutarch was no 

!1111dd voidng the thought of his time when he explained this 
I 1\ 11 \ 111g 1.hat ." it was reverenced on account of a certain 
H • 11tl1l.111c<.· between it and the operations of the Divine Power." 

I I 111.i pol lo, or Horus Apollo, the author of a treatise on Egyptian 
11 ' 1111:1 't pit ics, endeavours to make clear to his readers the 
ii 'I 1111p11a kncss of the symbolism of the encircled serpent. He 
ti 11. 1111·111 1.hat " when the Egyptians would represent the Uni-
• 1 " t lt1·y delineate a serpent bespeckled with variegated scales, 

di 111111111g its own tail, the scales intimating the stars in the 
I "'' 11 .,,., The animal is extremely heavy, as is the earth, and 
1 I 11 1111·ly slippery, like the water, moreover, it every year puts 
1111 ti., old age with its skin, as in the Universe the annual period 
• 111 1 t 'I a corresponding change and becomes renovated, and 
t 111 111,1 king use of its own body for food implies that all things 
d11tl1•v1•r, which are generated by Divine providence in the 

11111 Id, 11nclcrgo a corruption into them again." 
I h1• origin of Egyptian Ophiolatry is lost in the mists of 

111l 1q11ity, but it is said to have been derived from Chaldea, 
'' 1111 It country is thought to have given it birth, and certainly 
1 •1111 lt11·1·d enthusiastic adherents of its tenets. But the serpent 
II 1 'l'I ywhere in the mythologies and cosmogonies of Eastern 
l.11111'1, so that to trace out the ultimate source of its appearance 
111 .. o ancient a civilisation with any certainty is probably im-
1111·1•.i bit'. 

/\1 rnrcling to the legendary account of the introduction of 
1 1111 ·nt worship into Egypt, Thoth, also known as Athoth, 
I li.1111 or Teuth, founded the first colonies in this country 
1111 •1 the flood, and taught the Egyptians to worship Kneph,
" t ht• original, eternal Spirit, pervading all creation,"-under the 
II\ 1111>01 of a serpent. Thoth, who is known as "the Reformer of 

17 
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the Religions of Egypt," and was himself symbolised by a 
serpent, after his death was deified by the Egyptians as the god 
of the moon, the Divine Intelligence and source of Wisdom who 
uttered the words which created Heaven and Earth. In the 
" Book of the Dead" he is hailed as the " Everlasting King," 
the "Lord of Justice who giveth victory to him who is injured, 
and the weigher of men's souls." He was also the god of speech 
and hieroglyphics or letters. Because of these attributes it has 
been suggested that our word thought may be derived from his 
name. 

He it was whose sword effected the triumph of Osiris over his 
enemies, and he, also, who assisted Isis in her distress. Besides 
all this, he was the god of health, and became the prototype of 
lEsculapius. 

The Alexandrian Neoplatonists identified him with the Grecian 
Hermes Trismegistus, and therefore with his Roman counterpart, 
Mercury. But whatever name he is known under in different 
periods or countries the serpent is still his companion. He is often 
represented as leaning on a knotted stick around which a serpent 
is entwined. But Egyptian paintings portray him with the head 
of an ibis, and carrying a palette and writing reed in his capacity 
as scribe of the gods. 

They show him wearing upon his head the feather which 
symbolises right and truth, and the crescent moon which is the 
computer of time. 

The " Divine Pymander " is an abridgment of one of the 
Books of Thoth, by a Platonist of Alexandria. 

The first Phrenician colonies after the flood are said to have 
been founded by Thoth, and Taut or Taautus, supposed to be 
identical with Thoth, is said by Sanchoniathon to have taught 
the Phrenicians to worship the serpent. This writer tells us that 
" Taut first attributed something of the Divine nature to the 
Serpent, in which he was followed by the Phrenicians and Egyp
tians. For this animal was esteemed by him to be the most 
inspirited of all reptiles, and of a fiery nature, inasmuch as it 
exhibits an incredible celerity, moving by its spirit, without 
hands or feet, or any of the external members by which 
the other animals effect their motion ; and in its progress, 
it assumes a variety of forms, moving in a spiral course, 
and darting forward with whatever degree of swiftness it 
pleases." 

Moreover, he would have us consider that it is long-lived, and 
not only has the faculty of putting off its age and regaining its 
youth, but at the same time is increased in size and strength, 
and " when its measure of life is fulfilled, it consumes itself, as 
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I (1111 has ~rittcn in the Sacred Books, wherefore this animal 
111 11·11•1vt•cl into the sacred rites and mysteries." 

W1• also learn from Sanchoniathon that the Egyptians repre
tlt 11 lt·cl the world und~r the figure of a fiery circle, in the midst 
11f wh1C"h Kncph was pictured as a serpent. This deity, variously 
k1111w 11 as Can?ph, Ca.ne~h, Cnneph, Chuphis and Kneph, was 
1l11u 11lwd by his votaries m the ancient Hermetic books as the 
11 

1r11 .. 1 <~od, immovable in the s.olitude of his Unity, the Fountain 
11f 1111 t lungs, the root of all pnmary, intelligent, existing ·forms, 
1111• I 11111 of Gods, before the ethereal and the 
t1111 pyr c·an Gods and the celestial." 

llr was regarded as the first emanation of the 
up c•111e Being, the good genius of the world the 

1l1•111i111g1!s, the efficient Reason of all things,' and 
lh1• ArC'lutcct of the Universe. It is in this last 
Hll p1·1 I I hat Kneph is represented in the Gnostic 
hf(rrr 1• portraying, a serpent thrusting from its 
11111111 h .an egg. !h~ ~ieroglyph, by the serpent, THE CHNUPHIS 

II ~ 111liohst•s the v1tahsmg, active, creative Force, SERPENT. 

111 11 '" :tb_?ut to awaken life in the original, formless, passive 
M 1111cla1w hgg. 

'"' the physical plane, Kneph is here identified with the 
1111, lwncc the rays of g:ory around his head. Both serpent and 

1! 1111 wc·r<· emblems of the Celestial Father and participated in the 
11111111111 s that thr<;>ugh them were paid t o the Supreme. 

A I ht• ~olar deity, Kneph became the Christos of the Gnostics. 
11 1 

• · · 111 ~1mately connected with the seven sons of Aditi (Uni
\11 11. rJ Wrsdom), her eighth son being Marttanda, the Sun, whilst 
1111

1 

'11'.Vl'n arc the sevei:i .genii or rulers ?f the planets. Kneph 
\\ '' • 11 g.Lrded as the sp1ntual sun of enhghtenment, or wisdom, 
111d w11s therefore the patron of all the. initiates of Egypt, as Bel
M1 111d.1c!1 a~ a later period was with the Chaldeans. 

1111• ( ore~11an counterpart,, of Kn~ph. was known as Agatho
d • 11 111 11 , or The G:ood God, and this title Pausanius conjectures 
"11 Ii J.:1 t•a.t probabilty to have been merely an epithet of Zeus. 
I I ' 11 11 hardly have been a coincidence that this name was also 
11ppl11·cl to I<neph .by the Phrenicians, but points to the unity of 
"' tHt11 o ( the Grecian and Egyptian deities. This is further con-
1111111•d hy Strabo and Eusebius, who both represent Zeus as having 
lo• 11 nclorcd under the form of a serpent. 

'• , 1nchoniatho~ speaks of himself as having written a history 
111 '11'1 pt>n~ worship, but unfortunat ely it is not extant. According 
lu I• 11 •wt.nus the title of this work was Ethothian, or Ethothia, so 
1111fu11lying the. name of Thoth. Another treatise on the same 
IHl ltjc•l't was wntten by Pherecydes Tyrus. This may have been 
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a copy of the former, since he is said to have composed it from 
some previous accounts of the Phrenicians. It was entitled the 
Theology of Ophion. Although it seems quite likely that San
choniathon's book was named Ethothion or Athothion, as 
Eusebius has told us, yet perhaps it is still more probable from 
its subject that the latter word was a scribal error for Ath
Ophion, which would have been a name more immediately 
relative to the subject. Ath was a sacred title, and probably 
this work not only bore upon the serpent-god, but contained ac
counts of his worshippers, the Ophitre, chief amon·g whom were 
the sons of Chus, the Cushites, or Ethiopians, called by the Greeks 
Aithiopes. This people inhabited an indefinite region south of 
Egypt including modern Abyssinia. They were Semitic and are 
represented by the modern Abyssinians, who, however, are a 
much more mixed race. Popular modern etymology has inter
preted their name as meaning "burnt faces," and supposed that 
they received it on account of their swarthy complexions; but 
the formation of the word does not bear this interpretation. It 
is far more likely that they were so called from Ath-Ope, or 
Ath-Opis, the god whom they worshipped. 

Pliny confirms this view. He says that Ethiopia derived the 
name of £thiop from a personage who was a deity-ab JEthiope 
Vulcani filio. 

Bryant says of the etymology of the word ,.Ethiopian, that it 
would appear to mean "the race of Ophe," or "race of the 
Serpent," frdm "ethnos " or "ethos," "a collection of persons 
associating together from habit," and "ophis," "a serpent." 

That some such etymology is correct is confirmed by the fact 
that the Arabians call the ;Ethiopians Nagashi, i.e. serpents, 
from Nahash or the Indian Naga, a serpent. It was probably 
in honour of the serpent-god Kneph, that the name Onuphis 
was bestowed upon one of the cities and prefectures of 
Egypt. Kircher remarks of this name: "In the Coptic 
language this city was called Pihof or Nouphion, which signifies 
a serpent. This prefecture is called Onuphis, because here they 
worship the asp, as Pausanias, when speaking of the worship of 
animals in Breotia, says, 'As in the city of Onuphis, in Egypt, 
they worship the asp.' " 

One of the titles of Kneph was Onuphis which Garnier says: 
" is plainly made up of ' On,' the name of the sun at Heliopolis, 
and 'Ophis,' the serpent. In short Onuphis, which in ·modern 
Coptic is N ouphion, signifies a serpent in that language. ' Chnou
phis' which is the same as 'Nouphis' with the Kor Ch prefixed, 
as in the case of Kham for Ham, is merely a form of O.nuphis, 
the Sun- and Serpent-god. In Herwart's table of Egyptian 
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It 11 1 ngl yplt k s, ancl also in 1.he Isiac 1.able, an Egyptian priest is 
1111\\ 11 olft·ring adoration to a serpent, who was doubtless the 
•1 1 p1•11 I god ' Onuphis.' " 

I hi' M·cond Gnostic gem here pictured, shows the Chnuphis 
11111111 1t' ;~ring himself aloft, as in the act of making the mythic 

d.111 I It• 1s crowned by the seven vowels signifying 
pt t ·t Ii, t ht• gift to Man in his "Fall." The reverse 

111 ll11'i 1-{t ' lll portrays his sacred creative power by 
1111 y111l>ol of the triple" S.S.S." coiled around a 
pli.tlltl';, lt"~~~'f!' 

I 11 t ltt ·st• amulets of a later age Kneph is sometimes 

1
1111t1.1y1·d as winged, whilst on certain monuments 
it 1• 11·pn•scnted as a serpent with the legs of a 

111111, 111 with the head of a lion. This last mentioned CH;,~.=~Is. 
1111 "'" 1•111l>lt•m was used by the Greeks to picture Gnostic Talisman. 

I Ii 11 11!1 •'1 or Cronus, as the Supreme, in the Orphic symbolic 
I Iii 11l111(y. 

I lit• '> y111bol of Chnouphis, or the Soul of the World, Champollion 
1 \ •, " "' among others that of an enormous serpent standing on 

11111111111 lt·l.{s ; this reptile, the emblem of the good genius, is a 
1 11t.tl1l1• Agathodremon. It is often represented bearded .... 

1111 '•t 11w11t has various heads, but is constantly inscribed with 
tl11 It tt1 ·1'i XNOYBIL." 

h 111 pli was also represented by a serpent forming a circle and 
1t 1. 1111~ di;1mctrically from circumference to circumference as in 

A Ill ~111111 . cw 
I I II.II I ' ll I S, 

the ill~stration. This emblem was the origin 
of the Greek e (Theta). We may recognise 
in it the circle and diameter e which Madame 
Blavatsky tells us is the symbol of Venus or 
Sukra in exoteric Brahmanism. "The dia
meter, when found isolated in a circle," she 
says, "stands for female nature, for the first 
ideal World, self-generated and selfimpregnated 
by the Universally diffused Spirit of Life." 

1111 "P''.t'i('S of serpe~t which represented Kneph was named 
I lt11111111111,s. ~nd was identic~l with the Basilicus or Royal 
t 1 p1 11 I, I Jus was regarded m Egypt as being of a specially 
tt 11 d 1'!1.ll acter and decorated the statues of Isis and other 

tl 1 tt It 11. 1 nckt•d, all the gods were more or less symbolised or 
1 11111 111 ti by st•rpcnts, and all the goddesses were hieroglyphically 
11 I 11 • •' 11t1 ·cl by serpents. The priests also had serpents figured 
111 111 11 1111•11 bonnet s. 

\t 1111 d111u 1.o Diodorus Siculus the Egyptian kings wore high 
l11 t11111 I \\ ltH.'h t erminated in a round ball, the whole being sur-
1111111d1 ti by figures of asps. Maspero says that the representation 
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of the hooded serpent attached to the front of the king's head
dress was not only regarded as the badge of royalty, but was also 
a protector, and credited with power to destroy any who might 
lay sacrilegious hands on the Pharaoh. The Pharaohs claimed 
descent from the sun, and the reigning king was thought to be 
the incarnation of the solar deity, and as such received divine 
honours whilst living. His statue sat enthroned in a temple, 
received worship, delivered oracles, and was regarded as a god. 
The official form of address used by the Egyptian governors of 
provinces when sending reports to the king, was "The King, 
My Lord, My Sun-god," and after death each Pharaoh was wor
shipped as a deity. 

The name of the princess who is said to have adopted Moses is 
given by Josephus as Thermuthis, thus identifying her with the god. 

The very title of the Egyptian kings, Pharaoh, Phra, or Aphra, 
is said by Gamier to be " compounded of A phe ' serpent ' and 
Ra, 'the Sun,' by which they claimed descent from the Sun- and 
Serpent-god, while the serpent which they wore on their foreheads 
was the type of the power and dominion which they equally 
claimed in virtue of that descent." Wilkinson points out that 
"the connection between the goddess Ranno, or the asp, and 
rcyalty, is very remarkable; and the name uraus, which was 
applied to that snake, has with good reason, been derived by the 
ingenious Champollion from ouro, the Coptic word signifying 
'king,' as its appellation of basilisk originated in the basiliscos 
of the Greeks." The Goddess Ranno also presided over gardens, 
and was frequently represented with a human body and the head 
of an asp, or altogether in the form of an asp. Because of this 
"we find," says Wilkinson, "the emblematic figure of an asp 
attached to the sculptured representations of a wine-press, a 
vineyard, or other parts of a villa ; and the same deity appears in 
the capacity of protecting genius to a king, or the nurse of a young 
prince." Wilkinson adds that he at first supposed the image of 
the protecting genius Ranno to represent the god Hat, who has 
the same emblematic serpent. 

Pharaoh is identified with the serpent whose effigy he bore, 
by the prophet Ezekiel, who writing 589 B.C. says, " Thus saith 
the Lord God: Behold, I am against thee, Pharaoh king of 
Egypt, the great dragon that lieth in the midst of his rivers, 
which hath said, My river is mine own, and I have made it for 
myself. But I will put hooks in thy jaws, and I will cause the 
fish of thy rivers to stick unto thy scales, and I will bring thee 
up out of the midst of thy rivers, and all the fish of thy rivers 
shall stick unto thy scales. And I will leave thee thrown into the 
wilderness, thee and all the fish of thy rivers : thou shalt fall 
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upon the open fields; thou shalt not be brought together, nor 
l(•tl hc-n•d " (xxix. 3 5). 

I h1· sovereign god of the Memphite system was known as 
1'1111• or H.a, and his worship was of very ancient date. He is 
1q111·s1·ntcd with the head of a hawk crowned by the serpent 
1·111 irdcd sun, and in his right hand he holds the symbol of life. 

H.l was afterwards identified with, and merged into Amen, 
111 " The Hidden One." Amen was the chief member of the 
fCt1•,1t Thcban Triad, Amen, Mut, and Khonsu or Chons, and 
11ft1•1 the expulsion of the Hyksos, or shepherd kings, about 
111m u.c. by his worshippers the kings of Thebes, became the 
1 l111'f god of Egypt, and had all the 
11 t t 11 hut cs of Ra bestowed upon him. 
111• was described as having neither 
1•ciual, nor second, nor like, as his title 
"'''" " One," or " One of Oneness." 

J hiring the period of the eighteenth 
cly1msty his priests ruled with almost 
11 h'lolutc power, and it was doubtless 
111 his honour that the Egyptians 
11p11holised the universe by a large 
111•1 y circle representing a serpent with 
t ta .. hawk's head of Ra lying across its 
1lt,1111ctcr (Eusebius). 

The name Amenoph, by which some 
11f these Theban kings were known, is 
10111pounded of Amon, Ammon, or 
Amm, the Sun-god, and Ophe, serpent. 

l>r. Budge gives the following trans
l1tl ion. of an Egyptian hymn in which 

RA, THE SUN-GOD. 

lfo, the Sun, the "Egg within the Serpent's coil," addresses 
" Nu, the one Hu, the celestial ocean, the unfathomable Mind 
111 Ovcrsoul." 

" Ascribe ye praise to the god, the Aged One, from whom I 
lmvc come into being. I am he who made the heavens, and I 
'II'! in order (the earth, and created the gods, and) I was with 
t llt'lll for an exceedingly long period ; then was born the year ... 
but my soul is older than it (i.e. time). It is the Soul of Shu; 
II 1s the Soul of Khnemu (?) ; it is the Soul of Heh ; it is the Soul 
of Kck and Kerh (i.e. Night and Darkness) ; it is the Soul of Nu 
u11tl of Ra ; it is the Soul of Osiris, the lord of Tettu; it is the 
~0111 of the Sebak Crocodile-gods and of the Crocodiles; it is 
t h1· Soul of every god (who dwelleth) in the divine Snakes ; it is 
tllt' Soul of Apep in Mount Bakhau (i.e. the Mount of Sunrise) ; 
111ul it is the Soul of Ra which pervadeth the whole world." 
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In a Theban papyrus dedicated to Harmakhis, the Sun is 
described as standing in his divine bark, with the coils of the 
serpent (Ureus) around him. 

All the attributes of Amenra, or Amen Ra Harmakhis, or 
"the sun in the horizon," as he was variously called, including 
the serpent as symbol of divine power, were given to Osiris in the 
later Egyptian mythology, and he became the Sun-god. In him 
the circle of the serpent was completed, and he was also lord of 
the underworld and judge of the dead, thus corresponding with 
Pluto. He is said in this later mythology to have suffered a cruel 
death on earth at the hands of his brother Set, the god of dark
ness, but by his divine power rose again in a glorified body, and 
so gave to the Egyptians the belief in a resurrection. The ser
pent's periodical casting of its old skin furnished an illustration 
of this allegory. As we shall see, Osiris may be identified with 
Serapis, whose image, encircled by serpents, is so often found 
upon Egyptian tombs. 

Osiris in one of his forms was the River Nile, and not only was he 
the river itself but, as Mackenzie says, "he was the serpent and 
soul of the Nile, and he was the ocean into which the Nile 
flowed, and the leviathan of the deep. In the Pyramid texts 
Osiris is addressed : ' Thou art great in thy name of Great-green 
(sea) ; lo, thou art round as the circle that encircles the Hauneba' 
(JEgeans ?) . Osiris was thus the serpent (dragon) that, lying in 
the ocean, encircled the world." According to the older form of 
the myth of Osiris' death, Osiris, or his serpent-mother enclosed 
the river-water in its cavern during the period of "the low Nile" 
before the inundation took place. A bas-relief in the small 
temple of Philre illustrates this. It shows a serpent enclosing the 
waters in the shrine of the Nile. Mackenzie says: "After 
Osiris, as the water-confining serpent* was slain, the river ran red 
with his blood and rose in flood. Osiris, originally a 'dangerous' 
god, was the ' new ' or ' fresh ' water of the inundation. ' The 
tradition of his unfavourable character,' Breasted comments, 
'survived in vague reminiscences long centuries after he had 
g~ined wide popularity.' 0£iris ultimately became 'the kindly 
dispenser of plenty,' and his slayer Set, originally a beneficent 
deity, was made the villain of the story and fused with the 
dragon Apep (or AphOphis), here the svmbol of darkness and 
evil. This change appears to have been "effected after the intro
duction of the agricultural mode of life. The Nile, formerly the 
destroyer, then became the preserver, sustainer, and generous 
giver of soul substance and daily bread." 

• Compare with the water-confining serpents of India and Mexico. 
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I lt1111Hli t liu-i ickntifted with the Nile, it would seem that 

(I 111 111 '' liu was 01 iginally but t.he local deity at Abydos, owed 
Jll iii ',ti 11111 Io I he supreme position in the Egyptian pantheon 
I• tl11 f,11 t that lw was also identified with Ra, the Sun, or Sun-

ni I""' uh·nt iftcation is expressed in unmistakable language 
11 " 1111' I look of the Dead " : " Ra, the soul of Osiris, and 

11111. 1111• soul of Ha." Now the deities of ancient Egypt might 
t 1 11111 1 11i.ll1· or female, but in neither case could the Egyptian 

111 lii1'1'1•1 1·onccive of one existing without the other. The 
111d1111111i.1nt pa1tner must have a 
t 11111111 1 p.11 t and complement of 
Uu 111•p11•.i t1 · s1·x. To this notion 
tht ;<11ild1"i'l Is is owed her origin. 

111 \\ 1111 t 111· frminine counterpart 
111 11 11 l 'I as Mut had been of 

1111 11 , 1111d this idea was expressed 
111 t 111 o, f ,, t 1•111cnt that she was at 
111111 "'" wife and his sister. As 
1 h1ldl1 ·'4'1 parents cannot exist, we 
f111il t "" ,111cicnt Egyptians group-
111~ t li1•11 deities in triads or 
lt1111t " '" of father, mother and 
1 Ii 1 Id , 11011c of which can be 
ll111t1Hlll of without the comple-
1111111111 y two, and which though 
11111 11 111<;1•parable, are yet each 
di t 1111 t . The deity ·who com
pl1 I 1 ii t lw triad in the case of 
11 11 '" .incl I sis was their son 
1111111' , who was the counterpart 
111 111 •1 father and therefore also 

~ 111l1olis1·d by the sun and serpent. 

HARPOCRATES. 
Thought to be identical with Horus. 

From old woodcut. 

I h111o; himself was said to have 
111 1 11 t h1• son of Kneph and Nut 
(1111' Sky goddess, who was an 
, .11111•1 form of Isis), and he was 
1 •w11t ially identical with Kneph, whilst Isis was similarly the 
ol .1111:htt•r and counterpart of her Great Mother Mut, the wife 
oil A1111·n, or Ra. 

Wt• have referred above to the conception of the serpent as 
, 111liodying the spirit of evil and darkness, the dragon Apep (or 
.\ pl1ophis), identified with Seth, the gigantic serpent of the 
11•l1•'1t ial ocean of Egyptian mythology. According to M. Le Page 
1~1110 11£, we have in the story of the contest between Horus and 
:\p1•p a form of the Indra and Vritra myth. Horus, usually 
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represented as a hawk-headed deity, assumed the form of the 
urreon in his great battle against the snakes, crocodiles and 
other enemies of Ra, which culminated in this combat. Above 
the hole in the ground where Apep (or Set), in his "hissing ser
pent " form concealed himself was placed a pole which was 
crowned by the head of the Horus hawk. 

But though thus represented in combat with serpents, Horus 
was only their enemy when they were considered as symbolising 
the evil principle. He wore the Urreus asp surrounding the sun 
upon his head, and when he assumed the form of the Urreon was 
guarded by the two snake-goddesses of Upper and Lower Egypt. 
As a child he was nourished and concealed by the serpent goddess 
Uazit on a green floating island of the Nile. 

In the Egyptian" Book of the Dead," Horus, the son of Osiris, 
is declared to be at the same time Set " by the distinction made 
between them by Thoth." The encirclement of the serpent is 
complete. 

Further light is thrown upon this by Wake who says, " In a 
passage of the 'Book of the Dead,' Set, according to Bunsen, is 
called Tet, a fact which intimates that Thoth inherited many of 
the attributes of Set. They were however, in some sense the 
same deities, it being through Thoth that Set was identified 
with Horus. We have here an explanation of the statement that 
Tet, the Phoenician Taaut, was the snake-god, Esmun-Escula
pius, the serpent being the symbol of Tet, as we have seen it to 
have been that of Seth also. In this we have a means of identi
fying the Semitic deity Seth with the Saturn of related deities 
of other peoples." 

Although all trace of the worship of Seth was obliterated 
from the Egyptian monuments, yet one representation has been 
preserved in which Seth and Horus are portrayed" united as one 
divinity, between the triple serpent of good." Here is a proof 
that Seth was originally a good and not an evil god. Seth was 
the national deity and legendary ancestor of the Semitic inhabi
tants of Lower Egypt, and the hatred with which he and the 
serpent AphOphis identified with him, were later regarded was 
probably the result of national enmity. 

Bunsen says that "the myth of Osiris and Typhon, heretofore 
considered as primeval, can now be authoritatively proved to be 
of modem date in Egypt- that is to say about the thirteenth or 
fourteenth century B.c." 

Mr. Wake comments on this: "The fact of Typhon (Seth) 
having been venerated in Egypt to so late a date as the thirteenth 
century B.C. is a proof that the myth, according to which he was 
the cruel persecutor of his brother Osiris, must have been of a 
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Ld .. r origin. The primitive form of the myth is easily recognised 
wl1e•11 it is known that both Osiris and Typhon (Seth) were Sun
J(111ls . Thus according to Bunsen, 'the myth of Osiris typifies 
t lie• Holar year, the power of Osiris is the sun of the lower hemi
"fllit•rc, the winter solstice. The birth of Horus typifies the vernal 
1 q11i11ox- the victory of Horus. The summer equinox-the 
l111111dation of the Nile. Typhon is the autumnal equinox
c I 111s is slain on the 17th d,ay of Athyr (November) .... The 
111lc• o( Typhon lasts from the autumnal equinox to the middle 
11f I h'cember. He reigns twenty-eight years, or lives as long.' 
(1'1111st•n's 'Egypt,' Vol. III, p. 437.) Thus the history of Osiris 
I• tlw history of the circle of the year." 

Mr. Cooper has pointed out that the good serpent of Egyptian 
111yt hology is always represented as upright, whilst the evil 
111·1 pt•nt is shown crawling, and this is usually the only distinction 
11111d1•. 

I ht• moon-goddess Isis being the feminine counterpart of Osiris, 
Wt 111ust expect to find the mysteries of her worship equally 
1 111 wined with Ophiolatry. According to Montfaucon, the Isaic 
t.1hlc•, which described these mysteries, was pictured with serpents 
111 Pvt•ry part as emblems of the goddess. The particular serpent 
11111., t pictured was the asp, so famous as the instrument of Cleo-

1
1,lf 1 a's suicide. This reptile is said to be identified with the 
1111111•d viper of the genus Cerastes, a snake about fifteen inches 

111111;, said by Herodotus to have b(en common near Thebes. In 
I 1111 British Museum there is a head of Isis wearing a coronet o~ 
I 1 ... 111 . It is painted or ·carved upon the tiaras of kings, the 
I'' h•st ly robes, and the image of the goddess, and it was the 
• 1111 f symbol displayed upon the sphinxes. In olden days the 
l1"111g reptiles were housed in Isis' temple, and sanctified the 
11111•1 i11gs of her worshippers by crawling over and around them. 

Montfaucon also describes an engraved plate of gold which 
\\'II'\ found in an old wall at Malta in 1694. "This plate was 
111llc'<I up in a golden casket; it consists of two long rows which 
• 1111t;Lin a very great number of Egyptian deities, most of whi€h 
11.1 v1· the head of some beast or bird. Many serpents are also 

11 11 intermixed, the arms and legs of the gods terminating in 
"' 1 pl'l\ts' tails. The first figure has upon its back a long shell 
wit It a serpent upon it; in each row there is a serpent extended 
11pn11 an altar. Among the figures of the second row there is 
11r11 an Isis of tolerably good form. This same plate no doubt 
11111tains the most profound mysteries of the Egyptian supersti
t 11111 ." 

I >l'anc says that sculptured serpents are sometimes found 
11 t t .tl'hcd to the breasts of mummies, but it seems doubtful 
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whether they were there as talismans, or to indicate that their 
wearers had belonged to the priesthood of Isis. A female mummy 
opened by M. Passalacqua at Paris wore a necklace of serpents 
carved in stone. The same writer tells us of a painting discovered 
in a tomb at Biban in Malook which pictures a sacrificial rite. 
'' The officiating priest is represented with a sword in his hand, 
and three headless victims are kneeling before an immense 
serpent. Isis is seen sitting under the arch made by the serpent's 
body, and the sacred asp with a human face, is behind her seated 
on the serpent's tail. This picture proves that the serpent was 
propitiated by human victims." 

Deane further says that " Ophiolatreia had taken such deep 
root in Egypt that the serpent was not merely regarded as an 
emblem of divinity, but even held in estimation as the instrument 
of an oracle. The priests of the temple of I-sis had a silver image 
of a serpent so constructed as to enable a person in attendance 
to move its head without being observed by the supplicating 
votary. But Egyptian superstition was not contented with 
worshipping divinity through its emblem the serpent. The sense
less idolater soon bowed down before the symbol itself, and wor
shipped this reptile, the representative of man's energy as a god." 

Apis was here identified with Osiris, for Professor Petrie tells 
us that the Egyptians usually represented two serpents together 
-one often with the head of Isis, the other with that of Ser Apis 
(Osiris), so, therdore, male and female. Le Plongeon says that those 
who were initiated into the mysteries of Osiris were told that A pis 
ought to be regarded as a fair and beautiful image of their own soul. 

The Egyptians often represented their deities with their own 
heads attached to serpents' bodies, and in Montfaucon's work 
(Vol. II, plate 207) there is an engraving of Serapis with a human 
head and serpentine tail, whilst another supposed image of this 
god takes the form of a serpent with a bull's head. This is 
bored through the centre and was probably intended to be 
hung around the neck and worn as an amulet or charm. 
Bayley, who gives a watermark portraying a bull-headed serpent 
(Vol. I, p. 201), says the symbolism implies "a combination of 
Wisdom the Mother, and Apis the Creator and First Cause .... 
The cerastes or horned serpent was as sacred among the Mayas 
as among the Egyptians, and this reptile probably derived its 
sanctity on account of its combining some of the attributes of 
both Bull and Serpent. Cerastes was a name applied by the 
Greeks to Zeus-' the· horned Zeus.'" 

About the commencement of the Christian era the cult of 
Osiris was extended over Asia Minor, Greece and Rome. 

We learn from Cicero that this god was also known as Opas, 
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111111 hence was often called Ob-El, or Pytho Sol, and certain 
plllurs, with curious hieroglyphical inscriptions, which were 
111u·rc·d to him, were called by this name. These were very tall, 
Rt1cl were slender in proportion to their height; hence among the 
C 111•1•ks, who copied from the Egyptians, everything that gradually 
t1&1>e•rcd to a point, was styled Obelos, and Obeliscus. Ophel 
(C lpb-El) was a name of the same import, and many sacred 
mmmds, or Tapha, were thus named from the serpent-deity to 
whom they were consecrated. 

Aphthah, or Phthah the name of the Egyptian Vulcan,
tlll' "Lord of Truth," has for its root Aphe, serpent. He was 
worshipped at Memphis from the earliest times and was the chief 
mrmber of the triad of that city, whose other members were 
S11khct and Nefer-Tmu. He is said to have 
Nt11•rgcd from the egg that came out of the Q 
mouth of Amwi-Kneph, the True and Perfect 
S1•1 pmt. Sekhet symbolised the fierce heat of 
the• sun and was represented with the head of 
" lioness, her solar character being indicated 
hy the sun-disk, encircled by a serpent that 
1 1 owned her head. She carried the symbol of 
life•, and is said to have been really the goddess 
1 .. is under a local name. This is very probable, 
f111 Isis is called the "many-named" and the 
" thousand-named " in the hieroglyphics, and 
111 ((rccian inscriptions is described as the 
.. myriad-named." . "d . 1 THE GODDESS SEKHET, 

St•khet is sometimes regarded as i enbca THE suN-FLAME. 

with the goddess Hathor sometimes as her 
mother, and according to Mr. Weigall, Hathor, "appears some-
times as a serpent." . 

It will be remembered that when Saturn devoured his male 
children, pis wife Ops (or Rhea) saved their son _Jupiter by 
f(•ving her husband a large stone wrapped in swaddlmg clothes, 
111 his stead, saying that it was Jupiter. The Romans the~efore 
l{avc this god the title of Jupiter Lapis or Lapidus, and beheved 
that an oath made in this name was the most solemn of all oaths. 
1111-ntifying the god with the substituted stone, Eusebius says 
that Lapis reigned in Crete. 

Now as we have already noted, Opas or O~s, was the se~pent
l{CHl of antiquity, usually regarded as masculme, but ~ere mtro
clll(;cd in feminine form. The stone which she substituted for 
lwr son was called Abadir, which appears to be a variation of 
( )h-Adur (Egyptian Ob, or Oub, serpent), and signifies the serpent-
1{()(1, Orus (Horus). 
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De~,~e thinks Abadir may mean '' Serpens-Dominas-Sol.'' He 
says it w<l:s regarded as the symbol of the solar deity, whose 
mo~t favounte emblem was the serpent; and as such assumed a 
comcal fil?ure to represez;it a sun's ray." 

Accordm_g to Pausamas, one of these stones, which Saturn 
swallowed instead of a child, stood at Delphi. It was held to be 
verY. sacred, and had lib~tions. of wine poured upon it daily, and 
special honours ~ere paid to it on feast days. This stone was 
probably a s~bshtute for the original altar of Saturn, where in 
older day~ children. had been sacrificed to the god, and the myth 
we ~ave Just. considered may have been composed to sanction 
th~ mtroduct10n of a bloodless offering. Some writers consider 
Ab~don, or Abaddon, i.e. destruction, described in Rev. ix. II 
as the. angel of the bottomless pit, whose name in the Hebrew 
tongue is A_baddon, but in the Greek tongue hath his name 
Apollyo1:1" (i.e.''. A Destroyer"), to be identical with the serpent
god of thee;~ ~phites. In Chapter XX this god is further described 
~y the Chr~shan mystic as "the dragon, that old serpent, which 
is the Devil. aD:d Sa~an .. " Hence it is probable that the Dutch 
scholar-;--Hemsms-1s nght in the opinion which he has given 
upon this passage, when he makes Abaddon the same as the 
serpent Pytho. · 

Abadon is identical with the Asmodeus (Heb.: Aschmedai "the 
Destroyer ") who figures in the Book of Tobit. In the Talmud 
Asmode_us is described as the prince of demons, and is said to 
hav~ dnven Solomon from his kingdom. 
~mce theref?re Jupiter owed both his birth and his continued 

~xistence to his serpent-mother it is not surprising to find that 
m th~ renowned temple. of Jupiter at Thebes Ophiolatry was 
practised. Herodotus writes of this: "At Thebes there are two 
serpents, by no means injurious to men· small in size having 
two horns springi1:1g up from the top of' the head. They bury 
these when dead m the temple of Jupiter: for they say that 
they are sacred to that god." 

The story of the birt~ of Alexand~r the Great as related by 
Plutarch was doubtl~ssly mvent~d to give the prestige of a divinely 
begotten _son to this hero. His mother, Olympias, kept tame 
serpent_s m her house, and one of these was said to have been 
found m her b~d, and was thought to be the real father of 
Alex3;11der. Lucian adopted this view of his parentage. 

It is also t?ld of Alexander, that being desirous to visit the 
oracle.of Jupiter Ammon, which was established in an oasis in 
t~e mids_t of the Libyan desert, he set forth upon the long and 
diffi~ult_ Journey that _lay between him and his object at the risk 
of his hfe, accompamed by an escort that was in effect a small 
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11111y. As they journeyed along t.he desert track, a strong 
11111 l11·rly wind so raised the sand and obli terated all signs of the 

"••V. 1hat his guides were utterly at a loss in which direction to 
pr on ·1 ·cl. 

An·ording to both the great generals of Alexander's army who 
"11111· his history, a prodigy relieved him and his followers from 
I Ill' t hrcatened destruction. Ptolemy relates that two dragons 
(t 1·. l.1rge serpents) appeared at the head of the army, uttering 

1111111ls that seemed like speech. Alexander commanded to follow 
1111·111, and they led directly to the seat of the oracle. 

Aiistobulus differed in his account by calling the conducting 
11c·.1turcs ravens. Mitford remarks that these stories "have 
1111111' to us only in a very succinct abstract, from their unfortu-
1111tc·ly lost works, by Arrian; which high as that writer's 
1111 t hority is, will hardly warrant decisive judgment on the subject. · 
I lw v1•ry learned Bryant, looking to the familiarity of figurative 
•pc•c·rh among the Eastern people generally, and the particulari
tlc•'I which we learn of the ancient Egyptians, has supposed that 
I 111• appellation of Ravens, borne as a distinguishing title by 
•1111w of the Egyptian priests, gave occasion for the more popular 
11ti 11 y, that of Aristobulus, to which alone he has adverted. 
11111·-.ts and attendants of the temples, would, in all probability, 
lw .imong the guides. But the serpent, as well as the raven was 
11111011g the sacred symbols of the Egyptians. If then some of 
the• priests were, either in Egyptian or Grecian speech distin
f{ llhh1•d by the title of -dragons, while others were called ravens, 
t "" di ffcrence between. the two eminent writers would be utterly 
11111111portant, and both accounts would be divested of all im-

1
1111lmbility. Whether then it were so, or whether it may have 
ll't'll the deliberate purpose of those eminent writers to take a 

1111 11plc fact as ground for fable, suited to excite public respect 
f.i 11 their prince, among a credulous and wonder-loving people, 
11111st be left to the reader's judgment .. . . In favour of Bryant's 
Int 1•1 pretation, what Herodotus relates of the founders of the 
111.11 h· of Dodona may deserve to be remembered from some 

lw1 11liarities of their speech, he says, on their first arrival from 
u•yimd the sea, the people of the country called them pigeons; 

11 li1·11re tradition passed to posterity that birds, with power of 
l11111mn speech established the oracle." 

It should be noted that Ophiolatry was not at once destroyed 
111 l•.gypt and other places where it flourished by the introduction 
111 Christianity, but that on the other hand certain sects of the 
111•w religion embraced and united it with their own creed (see 
1 li.1 plcr on The Ophites). Bishop Pococke has given us the follow
lllH interesting account of how, during his travels in Egypt, 
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he came across what he considered to be a remnant of ancient 
serpent worship. 

"We came to Raigny, where the religious sheikh of the famous 
Heredy was at the side of the river to meet us. He went with us 
to the grotto of the serpent th:i.t has been so much talked of 
under the name of the Sheikh Heredy, of which I shall give you 
a particular account, in order to show the folly, credulity, and 
superstition of these people ; for the Christians hwe faith in 
it as well as the Turks. We went ascending be:tween the rocky 
mountain for half a mile, and came to a part where the valley 
opens wider. On the right is a mosque, built with a dome over 
it, against the side of the rock, like a sheikh's burial place. In 
it there is a large cleft in the rock out of which they say the serpent 
comes. There is a tomb in the mosque, in the Turkish manner, 
that they say is the tomb of Heredy, which would make one 
imagine that one of their saints is buried there, and that they 

SYMBOLIC WINGED SERPENT OF THE 
GODDESS MERSOKAR. 

SY~IBOLTC \\' IKG ED SE RPENT OF THE 
GODDESS E ILETHYA. 

suppose his soul may be in th~ serpent, for I observed that 
they went and kissed the tomb with much devotion, and said 
their prayers at it. Opposite to this cleft there is another, 
which they say is the tomb of Ogli Hassan, that is of Hassan, 
the .son ~f Heredy_; there are two other clefts which they say 
are mhab1ted by samts or angels. The sheikh told me there were 
two of these serpents, but the common notion is that there is 
only one. He said it had been there ever since the time of 
Mahomet. The shap~ of it is like that of other serpents of the 
harmless breed. He comes out only during the four summer 
months, and it is said that they sacrifice to it. This the sheikh 
denied, a_nd affirmed they only brought lambs, sheep, and money 
to buy 011 for the lamps-but I saw much blood and entrails of 
beasts lately killed before the door. 
. '.'The stories are_ so ridiculous that they ought not to be repeated 
~f it ~ere not to give an instance of their idolatry in those parts 
m this respect, though the Mahommedan religion seems to be very 
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I 11 1111111 it in other thing:>. They s1y the virtue of this serpent is 
111 11111• all diseases of those who go to it. They are also full of 
1 t111 y, thal when a number of women go there once a year, he 
I' 1 t'!i l>y and looks on them, and goes and twines about the 
11111, uf the most beautiful. I was surprised to hear a grave and 

1 11 il 1l1• Christian say that he always cured any distempers, 
hut th.it worse followed. And some really believe that he works 
11111.11 l1 •s, and s1y it is the devil mentioned in Tobit, whom the 
111~:· I <:a l>riel drove into the utmost p3.rts of Egypt." 

M1 Wt•igall relates the following story of a tragic coincidence 
wh11 Ii occurred during the recent excavation of Tut-ankh Amen's 
I 11111lt. One of the discoverers, Mr. Howard Carter, had a pet 
1 111.11 y which every day regaled him with its happy song. 
11111 1111 the day when the entrance to the tomb was laid bare a 
111111 .1 ~ot into the house, and seized on and swallowed the bird. 

1 Nuw cobras are rare in Egypt, and arc seldom seen in winter; 
11111 i11 ancient times they were regarded as the symbol of royalty, 
11111 1·.1rh Pharaoh wore this symbol on his forehead, as though 
111 1il(11ify his power to strike and sting his enemies. Those who 
111 l1cv1·cl in omens therefore, interpreted this incident as meaning 
th it the spirit of the newly found Pharaoh, in its correct form 
nl r1 1 oyal cobra, had killed the excavator's happiness symbolised 
li v this song-bird." 

1 lw death of Lord Carn:i.rvon, which so tragically fulfilled the 
111111•11, will long be remembered. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE RUINED TEMPLES OF CAMBODIA 

X article in " Illustrated Travels " describes how in the 
summer of 1866 the French Government dispatched an 
expedition from their colony of Cochin-China. to expl?re 

f lt1• unknown regions watered by the great Mekong River, which 
ll11wing from the northern part of Siam, enters the sea near 
~1.11gon. 

Whilst awaiting the arrival of money and passports at Com
p11111~ Luong the explorers visited the .famous ;~ins of the 
11111plc of Angcor, a former centre of Oph10latry. The monu-
1111•11lal entrance, the long causeway ornamented with fantastic 
cl1.igons, ... the two vast sheets of water extending like lakes 
1111 1•11ch side, the colossal appearance of the temple itself, all 
ltuw1·d them that they were in the presence of a work of the 

l111:l11•st order, and of more than ordinary proportions. There 
t l11·y saw (as the traveller Mouhot says) not a rival temple to ~hat 
111 Solomon, which was doubtless unworthy of such a comparison, 
I 111 I I he masterpiece of some unknown Michael Angelo. It re
q 11111·<1 some time to comprehend the exact arrangement of a 
l111tlding which measures outside the moats about six thousand 
I• 11glish yards, or nearly three miles and a half I The endless 
· I 1111 cases and galleries, the inner courts with their uniform 
'11lonnades, seemed in spite of their symmetry, or rather on 
,,, rnttnl of their symmetry, to form an inextricable labyrinth; 
111d the enormous dimensions of each of the parts rendered it 
n dd it ionally difficult to grasp the magnificent whole. 

"After several excursions-for thus we may call visits to a 
111111111ment whose dimensions are reckoned by miles-the main 
11li111 o( the edifice came out more clearly. Its form is rectangular, 
l1111gt'Hl in the direction of east and west; and the fo~r sides 
t 111wt111·r measure 3845 English yards, or nearly two miles and 
1 q11111 tcr. The principal entrance is on the west side by which 

111 .. p:11 ty had approached it. This entrance is composed of a 
1t•d 11 1 y 254 yards in length, resting on a basement of seven 
\ 111Cl'i nnd a half in width. The gallery is formed externally by 
1 do11hlc row of columns, internally by a wall in which false 
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windows have been made with bars of carved stone looking 
to.wards the pagoda: In the .centre of the gallery rises the 
triumphant arch, with the triple entrance described above· 
and at its extremities are two other openings on a level with th~ 
soil, which were used for the passage of chariots. On the three 
:emaining sides of the enclosure are three gates of much less 
importance. . . . 

" The pilasters at the sides of the gates . . . are covered 
fr~m top to bottom with architectural roses, with figures of 
animals, and of legendary personages, worked out with marvellous 
art. Though time has covered with moss the vivid outlines of 
these sculptures, they are still admirable, and can bear com
parison with the most perfect work of a Greek chisel. . . . Some 
of the blocks of stone composing the columns, roofs, and walls, 
are ne~rly four yards in length, by about one yard in breadth 
and thickness. No cement has been employed in bringing these 
stones to~ether-bu~ t~eir junction is absolutely perfect." 

Tempting thoug~ 1t is we must not spend longer in describing 
the wondrous architecture of these magnificent ruins. A Chinese 
~ravell~r who visited Angcor in the year r295 described the city 
m ~.11 its splen~our, and also affirmed that snake-worship was 
anciently practised by the Cambodians. In r6or, Ribadeneyra 
wrote," There are in Cambodia the ruins of an ancient city which 
some declare to have been built by the Romans or Alexander the 
Great." 

Mr. Fergusson says that "in old Cambodian traditions col
lected by Dr. Bastian, and in those extracted from Siamese 
books by Colonel Low, nothing is more asserted and insisted 
upon than the presence of a Prince of Rome, or Romans, and a 
race of white men." 

However, he believes this work to be that of a race which 
migrated from the Indus ; and he considers Angcor Wat to be 
the best and greatest of the temples dedicated to the Naga or 
Snake-worship. 

There are snakes all over it. Cornices and balustrades are 
snakes ; every angle of the roofs is adorned with the seven
headed snake, and there are hundreds of them ; the courts are 
the tanks of the Naga; and the whole water arrangements of 
the temple were connected with " the worship of the Snake and 
that only" (" History of Architecture") . The chief temples 
may be assumed to have occupied two centuries-between n50 
and r350---:the Angcor Wat, <;>r Nakon "'.'at, as it is alternatively 
called,-;-be.mg ~b?u~ the middle of this period. The mystery 
~hroudmg its origm is hardly greater than why in so short a time 
it should have become a desolate ruin. 
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Another writer, Mr. Thomson, F.R.G.S., consid~rs howe-;~r 
that it was "the followers of Gotama who reared this temple .. 

I re says that " they found the snake to be the object o~ wo:ship 
111 the country, and gave it a subordinate place, makmg it ~n 
11 111ament to, and the guardian of this greate~t of Buddhist 
buildings." It holds " a similar place to that assigned by Budd
hbts to the deities of Hindoo mythology, who are used a.s the 
~uard ians of the temple gates, and keepers of the sacred shrme of 
Buddha." 

It is recorded in the history of the Sung dynasty'. th~t the 
king of Sambotsi (Cambodia) sent an embassy to Chma m the 
y1•ar A.D. 1003, to state to the Chinese emperor th~t he ~as 
building a Buddhist monastery to be t~e means of mcreasmg 
tht' age of the reigning sovereign, and with the request that the 
1·111pzror would gr.ant a name to be in.scribed ab<;>ve the gateway. 
Mr. Thomson thinks that this Buddhist temple is most probably 
Nakon Wat. 

Nor is this temple the only one of t~e city of Angcor 
the Great as it once was, in the days of its glory. Wander
mg through the jungle t he explorers found " the ruiD:s ~f monu
ment after monument, each, if possible, more astomsh~ng ~ban 
the preceding. A few minutes' walking towar~s the. city itself 
from the Bakheng, which is a kind of Acropohs to it, brought 
the party before a gate which belongs to the s?uthern f~ce of 
the enclosure. This enclosure is rectangular with a perimeter 
of about nine English miles. It is entirely surroun~ed by a moat 
o{ about 400 feet in width, and from r 2 to :i;s feet i~ depth. The 
walls are about 30 feet high. . . . The gate m front is approached 
hy a stone bridge thrown acros~ the moat, b.ut wars and de.struc
tions of every kind have so rumed everythmg here, that m the 
accumulated mass of fragments it is difficult to comprehend the 
general arrangements of this br~dge. Fortunately there are four 
other similar gates; and especially from those on the west and 
the south-east-which is traditionally called the Gate of the Dead, 
- we are enabled to judge what those monumental avenues must 

formerly have been. They a:e made of huge blocks of sandstone, 
resting on narrow arches which. are scarcely large e~oug~ for the 
free circulation of the water m the moats. A gigantic. st~ne 
dragon forms a balustrade on eith~r side, and. a~ the beginnmg 
of the bridge raises its nine heads hke a fan ; .it is supported on 
both sides by fifty-four giants, seated, and facmg outwards £:om 
the city .... The long causeway peopled by t~ese st~ange bemgs 
of stone, the towers and gigantic sculptures with wh~ch t~ey ar~ 
covered, make one dream of the wonders of the Arabian Nights. 

The explorers ere going on their way also saw "the famous 
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statue described by Mouhot as 'the Leper King.' Tradition 
s~ys that abo~t the ~iddle of the thirteenth century the reigning 
kmg. was afflicted with leprosy for deserting the snake-worship 
of his forefathers, and adopting the Brahminical or Buddhist 
heresy." 

Another writer, M. Moura, says that the ancient Khmers of 
Cambodia recognised both good and evil serpents, the former of 
which inhabited the water, whilst the latter lived upon land. 

The Buddhists of India and Indo-China also had this idea 
' 

THE LEPER KING AT TUM. 

and M. Moura supposes that the good serpents represented the 
human Nagas who became Buddhists, and the bad serpents 
those who ~ef~s~d to abandon their native serpent-worship. 
But perh.aps it ism Etprpt that we shall find the most satisfactory 
e~pl~nation of. these ideas. As Mr. Cooper has pointed out in 
~is Observation~ on the Serpent Myths of Ancient Egypt," 
. t~e reverence paid to the snake was not merely local, or even 
h~mt~d to one per~od of h~story, but prevailed alike in every 
district of the Phanan Empire, and has left its indelible impress 
upon the architecture and archaeology of both Upper and Lower 
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I• ~ypl." It is cl?ar t~at th~ hooded cobra of the Hindus and 
< .11nbodians was identical with the sacred urreus of the Egyp-
t lllllS. 
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CHAPTER IV 

KRISHNA AND THE NAGAS 

I T will be remembered that one of the A vataas or incarna
tions of Vishnu was as Krishna who was at once warrior, 
counsellor, teacher and sun-god. The story of this deity 

in some parts reminds us of that of the Grecian hero Hercules, 
and the· serpent forms a prominent feature in both. In his 
youth Krishna was brought up by a cowherd of the name of 
Nanda, and as a boy used to roam the forests of Vrindavana with 
his companion cowherds, and at eventide would join in their 
games. One day he wandered to the River Yamuna, which was 
flowing sportively, and sparkling with foam as if with smiles, as 
its waves broke against its banks. 

But in its bed was the pool where the terrible serpent Kaliya, 
or Kalli Naga (the evil spirit with a thousand heads) made its 
home, and so poisoned the stream that all the companions of 
Krishna and his cattle, who tasted of it died. Krishna not 
deceived by its fair exterior, jumped boldly into the lake of the 
snake-king, and a fearful combat ensued. The serpent entwined 
himself about the cody of Krishna, but tl:e divine child became 
so huge that Kaliya had to release him and tore off the hydra's 
heads one after the other, then assuming the weight of the entire 
universe, trampled them beneath his feet. 

Still Kaliya lived, and now the serpent-wife and children of 
the monster came, and, worshipping the victor, begged mercy 
for their relative. Krishna took pity on them, and releasing the 
snake-king, commanded him "Begone quickly into the abyss: 
this place is not proper for thee since I have engaged with thee, 
thy name shall remain through all the period of time without 
dismay." So Kaliya prayed forgiveness, pleading that he had 
not recognised the Lord. He then departed into the abyss, and 
the Yamuna River became pure and wholesome. 

The triumph of the young god is a favourite theme of Indian 
poet and painter, and Mr. Leupolt tells us of a picture he saw 
in India in which Krishna's life is divided into two periods : 
(1) Krishna suffering.-A large serpe~t having entwined itself 
round him, is biting him in the heel. (2) Krishna triumphant. THE TRIUMPH OF l\RlSHNA. 

From an Indian drawing. 
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Krishna has disentangled himself from the serpent, and is 
bruising its head with his heel." 

None of the Indian sculptures contain a more beautiful figure 
than the representation of Krishna's triumph. The young god, 
l1·aping and smiling, rests one foot upon the malignant Ka.liya's 
ht•ad, whilst he grasps in both his outstretched arms the body of 
the foe. For centuries the stone has immortalised his glad smile 
of victory. And this, although the serpent mortally bit his heel. 

"They who trust in me," said Krishna, " know Brahm: I am the 
Victim, I am the Sacrifice, I am the Worship, I am the Road of the 
<;ood, the Creator, the Witness, the Asylum and the Friend." 

The doctrine of the Encircled Serpent was well understood by 
Krishna, and we find him when instructing Arjuna to recognise 
< ;od in all things, saying : " Of serpents Vasuki am I. And I am 
Ananta of Nil.gas." And Arjuna, in the same spirit replies: 

"Within Thy Form, 0 God, the Gods I see, 
All grades of beings with distinctive marks ; 
Brahma, the Lord, upon His lotus-throne 
The Rishis all, and Serpents, the Divine." 

Here then is the recognition in Indian thought of the eternal 
oneness of apparently opposing principles. This it is that causes 
the Hindus to include Krishna's foe, Ka.liya, in their worship, 
on the day which they annually keep sacred to serpents,-or 
rather to the Nagas or demigods in the form of serpents, who 
are mentioned in detail in the Padma, and Garuda Puranas. 
On this day they smear the doors of their houses with the sacred 
cow-dung and Nim leaves, as a sign to poisonous reptiles that 
they must do no harm, since the place is holy. At Muttra the 
men search out the snake-holes beforehand, and the women pour 
offerings of milk into them. They also make charcoal drawings 
of a serpent on the walls of their houses, and do reverence to it. 

A less spiritual int-erpretation of the allegory of Krishna's 
conquest of Kaliya has been suggested by some commentators, 
to the effect that the Dasyus, or aborigines of India, were sym
bolised by a serpent, and that Krishna, the Aryan prince, van
quished and routed them. A similar meaning is no doubt implied 
by the statements that Krishna destroyed the serpent-king of 
Egypt and his army of snakes, and that he conquered the dragon 
into which the Assoor Aghe had transformed himself for the 
purpose of swallowing him up. 

The serpent-bite in Krishna's heel by which he met his death 
is also said to be allegorical, and to imply that he was mortally 
wounded by an arrow which struck his foot. One version 
thus relates the story... The serpent was a much used and 
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approp~iate symbol for an arrow, the swift and silent inflicter 
of a poisonous and deadly wound. 

A_ figure clos~ly associated with Krishna in his warfare 
agams! serpents. is the human-headed eagle Garuda, a vahana 
o: ve?1cle of Krishna.. A pillar surmounted by a carving of this 
bird is often erected m front of the temples that are dedicated 
to Krishna as Vishnu. 

Just as the serpent is thought by some commentators to have 
?een th_e symbol by which certain tribes were named, so Garuda 
is considered by them to be more than an allegorical being 
According to this t~eory Garuda, or the eagle, was the totem of 
one of the Solar tnbes of Patala which claimed to be specially 
fa~oured by th~ Sun they all worshipped. In the Mahabharata 
a hs~ of fo~ty~e1ght Garuda chiefs is given, said to have been all 
specially d1stmguished by their achievements. 

1:he Ga~udas. were fierce and warlike, and perpetually com
batmg their ne1ghb01~rs. The story of the eagle devouring the 
s_erpents, and destroying the elephant and the tortoise, is in this 
hght ~een to be but a figurative description of intertribal warfare. 

Krishna . was ~he leader of the Garudas and adopted their 
totem as his ensign. He.nee th~ poets have spoken of his being 
borne by t~e eagle. on ~1s w~rhke forays against the Asuras or 
Serpas,-:-tnbes, which like his own claimed to be of Solar race, 
though m _later mythology ?estined to become the Nagas of 
PataJa, which was first described as a subterranean region and 
eventuall~ became the Brahmanical Hell. The term Nag~ was 
the~ applied t~ ~hose descendants of the Solar tribes who had 
retamed the rehg10n and customs of t heir forefathers. These are 
now all more or less orthodox Hindus, but the old legends are 
not forgotten an~ the an~ient festivals are yet celebrated in 
honour of the ~aga demigods, though the Naga people dis
appeared from history about the time of the downfall of the 
Buddhist religion (Oldham). 

The Brahmanic revival seems to have been fatal to both and 
the Nagas, like the Buddhists, were probably induced or 'com
pelled to accept orthodox Hinduism, whilst their gods were 
relegat ed to the role of demons. 

A reflection of the persecution endured by the Nagas at the 
han?s of the_ Brahmans is :visi?le in the legend of the serpent 
sacr~fice, an 1~stance of which 1s recorded in the Mahabharata 
and m ~he Pan1ab ~s. the motif ?f one of the most popular folk tales~ 
Accordmg t~ trad1h?n the ra1_a Parikshit abducted the daughter 
of Basak Nag, whom return mvaded his territory with a Naga 
arm):'. In the fight. that followed Parikshit was killed, and his 

. son, m revenge, earned on an exterminating war with the Nagas 
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which ended with the "serpent sacrifice" held at the instigation 
of the Brahman Utanka. The victims so designated were the 
Naga prisoners taken in the raid, who were bu ned alive with 
Brahmanical rites. 

Originally, the Asuras or Nagas were not only a civilised 
people, but a maritime power, and in the Mahab~arata, whe~e 
the ocean is described as their habitation, an ancient legend 1s 
preserved of how Kadru, the mother . of serpents, compelled 
Garuda to serve her sons by transportmg them across the sea 
to a beautiful country in a distant land, which was inhabited by 
Nagas. . 

Apparently Garuda here symbolises. the captain of a sh1~, 
or perhaps the ship itself. After various ad:ventures Kadru s 
serpent sons arrived in the country of Ramamaka on the coast 
of Malabar. 

The Asuras (Nagas) were expert navigators, pos?esse~ of very 
considerable naval resources, and had founded colonies upon 
distant coasts. " The trident of Neptune was borrowed from 
the Naga demigods, and the conch-shell of the Tritons was used 
by the Asuras before them" (Oldham.) . 

Because of this maritime power Naga chiefs are often spoken 
of as reigning in countries in or beneath the sea, and thus they 
came to be regarded as semi-divine or fair~ beings by th?se w~o 
never left their own land. De Visser is evidently adoptmg t his 
point of view when he says that "The Nagas are semi-divine 
serpents which very often assume human shapes, an? who~e 
kings live with their retinues in the utmost lu~ury_ m their 
magnificent abodes at the bottom of the sea, or ii: nvers and 
lakes. When leaving the Naga world they ar~ m c?n~t~nt 
danger of being grasped and killed by the gigantic ~em1-d1vm.~ 
birds, the Garudas, which also change themselves mto men 
(p. 7). . . 

The sacred bird of Vishnu, Garuda, worshipped by the Va1shna
vas in the golden age of Hindu idolatry, like its master, Krishn~, 
seems to have occupied a somewhat anomalous and uncertam 
position in relation to serpents, being occasionally represented as 
their friend but more often as their deadly foe ;-though as we 
have seen, it was descended from, and is of one stock with the 
Na.gas. . 

According t o Moor , Garuda was a compound creature, half bird, 
half man, and Fergusson says, this being "is almost certainly the 
hawk-headed deity of Assyria." 

An Assyrian origin of Garuda is quite possible, for , as Mrs. 
Speir points out, there are "The Buildings, Columns, E~cava
tions, and Coins, showing that art-glorious art from Assyria and 



THE ENCIRCLED SERPENT 

Greece !- gave to hidden Buddhism the torch which has made 
her conspicuous to the Universe." 

Garuda is said to have wedded a lovely woman, and thereby 
to. have alarmed. and roused to war against him the serpent 
tnbes. For having already experienced his t ender mercies 
they dreaded lest his progeny should exterminate their race'. 
In the fight th~t their fear had instigated, Garuda himself slew 
all but o~e, which he placed as an ornament around his neck. 
Acco~dmg to some legends, Garuda was born from an egg, 

and fiymg ~o Indra's dwelling, extinguished the flames that 
surrounded. it, oyercame the guardian devatas, and carried off 
th~ ambrosia "'.'h1~h was the object of his raid. A few drops of 
this wondrous ltqmd fell upon some " Kusa " grass which thereby 
?ecame eternally cons~crat.ed. ~he serpents discovering the 
immortal ne~tar, greedily licked it up, though by doing this, 
they cut their tongues upon the sharp edges of the grass, so 
severely that they have ever since remained forked· but their 
ze~l wa: amplyre.warded in spite of the suffering it entaiied,forthey 
gamed immortality by partaking of the life-bestowing ambrosia. 

Garuda was thus unintentionally the benefactor of his foes . 
~on~ the less, ~agai:iteka, or Destroyer of Serpents, is one of 
his titles, and he is said to have greatly aided Krishna in clearing 
the country around Dwarka from ferocious beasts and reptiles. 
~e also assisted Rama in his last battle with Ravana by destroy
mg the serpent arrows of the latter. 

. Some ancient coins depict Garuda with snakes or elephants in 
his talons and beak, and on a temple frieze at Sanchi he is repre
sented ~s ~aiding in his beak, presumably for the purpose of 
destroymg it, a five-headed Naga, although in this very temple 
the Naga was accorded divine honours. 

Garuda is somet~mes represented as the guardian of the passes 
that lead.to the Hmdu Gar.den of E~en, resisting and destroying 
appr?achmg serpents (or sm) of which as the vahan or vehicle 
of Vishnu, he is the deadly enemy. But in the Epic of Rama, 
Garuda and the Nagas are represented as enshrined together and 
equally honoured. The description says : 

" Where the shrines of great Immortals stood in order thick and close 
And by bright and blazing altars chanted songs and hymns arose. ' 

Holy spirit of Gayatri, goddess of the morning prayer, 
Vasus and the hooded Nagas, golden-winged Garuda fair. 

S~rines of all these bright Immortals ruling in the skies above, 
Filled the pure and peaceful forest with a calm and holy love ! " 

(Romesh Dutt's Trans.) 
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Garuda may be compared with the magic Roe of Orientai 

mythology, which was also th e mortal enemy of serpents; with 
the great bird Voe of Central American mythology, which Spence 
tells us is connected with a serpent-swallowing episode, and with 
the Egyptian hawk-headed Horus who waged war on serpents. 

Indian religious thought has undergone many modifications 
and changes since Krishna walked on earth, and the orthodox 
Hinduism of to-day is not that described in the Mahabharata and 
other epic poems. It is said that Buddhism is now almost extinct 
in India; large numbers of the people have become Mohamme
dans. Western civilisation has had an iconoclastic influence and 
modern scepticism has invaded the ancient faiths. But even yet 
the old gods are not dead. The Naga rajas are reverenced as 
demigods, the serpent is sacred, and Indra and his Devas have 
their shrines and their worshippers as in the days whose memories 
are preserved so vividly in the ancient literature. 

A remnant of the Nagas of the Mahabharata still survive in 
the mountainous country that borders Kashmir. This country 
claimed to be under the special protection of the Nila Naga and 
other serpent-gods from remote times, and the serpent-gods 
Sesha, Vasuki, Basdeo, Takshaka, and others are even now 
worshipped by them with the ancient rites, probably almost 
without variation in form from that which prevailed of old. 

These serpent-gods are not regarded as the controlling powers 
of dangerous reptiles who must be propitiat ed, or even as merely 
symbols of holy things. They are looked on as the deified rulers 
of this ancient people 'whose racial symbol was the Naga, or 
hooded serpent , and whose god was the sun. These people do 
not call themselves Nagas, for this was not a tribal name, but was 
originally a descriptive t erm applied to those who reverenced the 
Naga or hooded serpent. They are known as the Takas or 
Kathas. 

The city of Taxila is the ancient Naga capital, Takshasita; 
Taxiles or Omphis. The ally of Alexander the Grea t was a 
Takha raja, and during his reign two serpents were kept at 
Taxila for purposes of worship, probably as ancestral symbols, 
for the Naga temples are not dedicat ed to the serpent, but to the 
Naga rajas, the ancient rulers of the race. A!> we might expect, 
these are usually worshipped in human form, but each is repre
sented with the hoods of three, five, seven, or more serpents 
forming a canopy over his head to denote his divinity. In some 
places Nagas of lesser fame are represented as men attended by 
snakes but without the serpent canopy. 

Temples are also to be found dedicated to Nagini Devis, the 
wives of Naga chiefs. Within the temples, besides the image of 
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the. Niiga raja with the serpent can?PY above his head, are a lamp, 
an mcense burner, and ~ sung~l'. or iron scourge exactly resembling 
that held by th.e Egyptia.n Osms. There are also votive offerings 
from the worshippers which usually t ake the form of iron tridents 
or models of serpents in iron and stone, whilst in most of the tem
ples to ~iisuki .or. Biis~eo in the Chenab valley beside the figure 
of the Naga ra1a is an image of his Wuzir. 

We learn from Mr. Frazer that a "form of communion with 
the sacred s~ake is observed by a Snake Tribe in the Punjaub. 
Once a year, m the month of September, the snake is worshipped 
by all castes .and religions for nine days only. At the end of 
August the Mirasans, especially those of the Snake Tribe make 
a s~ake o~ dough which t_hey paint black and red, and piace on 
a wmnowing. basket. This basket they carry round the village, 
and on entering any house they say : 

"'God be with you all! 
May every ill be far I 
May our patron's (Gugga's) word thrive ! ' 

"Then they present the basket with the snake, saying: 

" ' A small cake of flour : 
A little bit of butter : 
If you obey the snake, 
You and yours shall thrive ! ' 

" Strictly speaking, a cake and butter should be given, but it is 
seldom done. Everyone, however, gives something, generally a 
ha.ndful of dough or some corn. In houses where there is a new 
~r~de or whence a bride has gone, or where a son has been born, 
i~ is usual to give a rupee and a quarter , or some cloth. Some
times the bearers of the snake also sing : 

" ' Give the snake a piece of cloth, 
And he will send a lively bride ! ' 

" .When every house has been thus visited, the dough snake is 
b~ned and a small grave is erected over it. Thither during the 
mne ~ays of September the women come to worship. They bring 
a basm of cu.rds, a small portion of which they offer at the snake's 
grave, kneeling on the ground and touching the earth with their 
foreheads. Then they go home and divide the rest of the curds 
among the children. Here the dough snake is clearly a substitute 
for a : ea.I snake. Indeed, in districts where snakes abound the 
wor~hip is offered, not at the grave of the dough snake, but in 
the Ju.ngles where snakes are known to be. Besides this yearly 
w~rship, pe~formed by all the people, the members of the Snake 
Tnbe worship in the same way every morning after a new moon. 
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"The Snake Tribe is not uncommon in the Punjaub. Members 
of it will not kill a snake, and they say that its bite does not hurt 
them. If they find a dead snake they put clothes on it and give 
it ~l regular funeral." 

They say that it was once a great king. But every hundred years 
the snake changes its form and becomes either a man or a bull. 

Snake-charmers can recognise the serpent through its trans
formation, and ask it to reveal hidden treasure. It will do this 
in return for a drop of blood from the finger of a first-born son. 

Frazer t ells us further that "in Behar during the month of 
Sawan (August ) crowds of women, calling themselves Nagin or 
'wives of the snake,' go about for two and a half days begging; 
during this tim,e they may neither sleep under a roof nor eat salt . 

"Half the proceeds of their begging is given t o Brahmans, and 
the other half spent in salt and sweetmeats, which are eaten by 
all the villagers." 

The day known as the Nag Punchami, specially sacred to 
serpents, occurs in this month, and, according to Shepheard, i~ 
marked in their calendar with t he following words : 

"On the fifth of the light half of (the month) Srawan (or Sa wan). 
is the birthday of the Snake-king. On that day they worship 
snakes. In Benares is a well called the Snake-well ; there on 
this day the people bathe. By worshipping snakes, there is no 
fear of snakes." To the average European such customs convey 
no message, but this is not always because they have none. 

Love, and reverent recognitio11 of the essent ial Divinity of all 
that lives, effectually cast out fear. 

The temples are supplemented by numerous small shrines 
which hold rudely sculptured images of the sacred reptiles, and 
images of the Nii.ga placed under trees; to all these symbols , 
offerings are made. Mr. Oldham says: 

" In these primitive shrines I could discover no trace of any 
connection between the Nii.ga and the Phallus. The worship is 
simply that of the Naga demigods, as descendants of the Sun, and 
ancestors of the Solar race. The Devas, t oo, whose temples are 
found throughout the Himalaya, are deified Kshatriyas, and 
ancestors of the people. The rites and ceremonials at the Nii.ga 
temples are essentially the same as those at the temples of the 
Devas. And it is very unlikely that any important change has 
occurred in this respect since the ancient times when Swarga 
was occupied by the Nii.gas and the Devas. In each case, goats 
and sheep are sacrificed, votive offerings are made, lights and 
incense are burned, the smoke of cedar is used for purification and 
protection against evil spirits, circumambulation of the temple 
takes place, and the deity is consulted through his inspired 
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proph t " h " · 
the s~oke ~ ~urnf~;~:~~:s a~~ssfs t~ro~gh the fire, or inha.lcs 
the siingal or iron scourge , M . a m~s d a w~ys docs penance with 
part of the ceremonial . u:1c an ancmg for1!1 an important 
before the litter, in whi~h· the ~ave seen ~orshtppers ~ancing 
travelling, as ~avid danced befor~p:~!e~~t~~?n of the deity was 

As may be mferred from the ab th N-
remain in their shrines With ove. e agas do not always 

P
riests and offi b · proper ntes, and attended by their 

ce earers they vis· t h , . 
These are held regularly in all th i h.o~e anot er s festivals. 
the only occasions of the gath . e f ~e temples, but _are not 
place whenever an emer e enngs o t ~ gre<l;t ones, which take 
thus enabling the people gt~C:bt~~ns~:~ient .~mportance arises, 
medium of their ins ired eir gm ance through the 
seems to be referred ~o in f~~p~!~..:bh~net of thhese parliaments 
the g d (D ) . a ara a w ere we read how 
Saras~a~i, e~~~~~n~~vif~ ~i ~oge~her _upon the banks of the 
se~pents (Salya, "Gudayudhya~' Vasu~~ as monarch over. all 
" it is probable that wh . 'of' xxyu, r49). Oldham thmks 
commands f I en m . €'. ~pie poems we read of the 
inspired pro~he~~~:·r~!er~~~e~o ~~vmities, the utterances of the 

He tells us of a Naga K - · to "a famil h avu, near Travancore, which belongs 
were among~ ~h~s~_agncestors,daccording to ancient tradition, 
the p . -b a as spare when the Khandava forest in 
and _ttjl:n~.was burned by the confederate tribes led by Krishna 

th" E".'ery fm;~e member of this family bears the name of Vasuki 
N ~;~~~n ° Indf :an~;nd the deified h~ro of the N aga people of 
the tern le and" the members of t~is household are priests of 
the shri~e 'at th~nfes:ivsoallesmhnlpdr?cehss10n, which circumambulates 
· e m onour of the N-ga · th 
~T~~= ~~~fieyserhpe~t-god ~s carried by the eldest fe~a1/~!~be~ 

T • w o is reqmred to remain celibate " 

'J.~~~~~~~,:~"t;~j.::i' J;.~~e a~~u~~fss~a'.~~h:~~.~~h:i:: 
descent fr::·Kar~~t~katii: ~~ige! ~yni:-stides iAn Kas~mir claimed 
Fuzl in no fewer ' emigo . ccordmg to Abdul 
the Naga d .t. than seven hundred places representations of 

~:~~es wer:i ;:~r;Jr~o s~tiv~ !f~t;~~~~i;ot~i~~~uo~~d f~r!e~fi~~ 
and i~t~~crs~~r~ ~~~;ie;;:0~f d!~u~~ ~C:~~!r~1 :;;;;:~~~~i~~~ 
f{[::~:,rm;:y~~re~ as do i~e saints and a~gels of Catholic Chris
similar position. e seen at they occupied an almost exactly 
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Purcbas has informed us that a king of Calicut built cottages 
for live serpents, and that he tended them with extraordinary 
care, and made it a capital offence to kill a snake in his dominions. 

Purchas adds in explanation that "the natives looked upon 
serpents as endued with divine spirits." 

Forbes says that certain gardeners in Guzerat would never 
allow snakes to be molested, but called them " father " and 
"brother," whilst the head gardener "paid them religious 
honours," and Frazer mentions that natives of Travancore never 
talk disrespectfully of serpents, but speak of the cobra as "the 
good lord" (nalla tambiran) or" the good snake" (nalla pambu). 

Mr. Oldham, writing in r905, tells us that " at many towns, 
during the festival of the Nagapanchami, which is held in honour 
of the serpent demigods, living Cobras were, and probably still 
are, brought in from the country for sale. These were bought up 
by the townsfolk, who turned them loose to free them from 
captivity, as an act of religious merit." He adds: "It must 
not be supposed that all snakes are worshipped. The Nag alone 

is sacred." 
The serpent thus associated with the mysteries is the cobra-

di-capella, and it naturally follows that the natives look upon 
it as a crime to kill one of these. The slayer must consider 
himself polluted for three days. On the second day of his penance 
milk is poured upon the cobra's body, and on the third day the 
killer is free from his uncleanness. He probably owes it to 
British rule that he escapes so lightly, as Purchas has told us 
tradition says that in · olden times the slayer was subject to the 

heaviest penalties. 
Among the Dravidian people of the south, if a cobra is slain, 

it is burned as if it were a human body; and it is even provided 
with a winding-sheet. Other snakes, generally speaking, may be 
slain without compunction. The spectacle snake is however 
an exception to this, for Colonel Briggs is quoted in the " Penny 
Cyclopredia" as saying that this serpent "is sometimes wor
shipped in temples in India, where it is pampered with milk and 
sugar by the priests," and he notices it as a surprising instance of 
the effect of kind treatment in subduing the most irritable spirits. 
"The Hindus," says the Colonel in continuation," have a notion 
that the sagacity and the long-cherished malice of this worm are 
equal to that of man. I have seen them come out from their 
holes in the temples, when a pipe has been played to them, and . 
feed out of the hand as tamely as any domestic animal ; and it 
is when in this state of docility, so opposite to their shy but 
impetuous nature, the common people believe that the Deity 
has condescended to adopt that form." 
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CHAPTER V 

BUDDHA AND THE NAGAS 

W HEN, as the result of the Great Renunciation of 
Gauta_ma B~ddha, the do~trines he preached became 
established m Eastern Asia, the Na.gas, those strange 

~erpent de~igods of ancient India, being too firmly established 
m the affect10ns of the people to be easily uprooted, were adopted 
by the new creed. They evidently have a great deal in common 
with the dragon demigods of China if they are not really identical, 
at least in origin. Like those beings they are the guardians of 
the four quarters of the universe, and although primarily water 
deities are described as being " Lords of the Earth," even as the 
Babylonian sea-god Hea was known also as Enki, "The Lord 
of the Earth." 

As se~-deities they control the winds and tides, and one of the 
Naga kmgs is Sagara, who may be identified with the Japanese 
Neptune. 

According to the doctrines of Buddhism, Sesh Nag is the ruler 
of the demigods or Na.gas who have their headquarters beneath 
the sacred mountain Meru, though they also dwell below the 
waters of the human world. There they live in great luxury and 
wealth, being expecially rich in gems. 

These beings generally wear the form of the spectacle snake 
(Naia tripudians) with the extended hood, but many of the deeds 
they are said to accomplish could only be done with the aid of 
the human body, and they can assume this shape at will. When 
in it, they may be recognised by a serpent's form poised over or 
on their ~eads, as the Egyptian monarchs wore the Urreus asp 
upon their foreheads. Human-shaped Na.gas are represented in 
Indian drawings as worshipping Buddha whilst they stand in the 
water, thus emphasising their connection with the element. 

A very interesting account of these serpent demigods is given 
by _Dr. Davy, who is quoted in the "Penny Cyclopredia" as 
saymg: 

"The Naga-bhawene, that lies under Asoora-bhawene, is ten 
thousand leagues in circumference. It is a hollow sphere, without 
mountains or hills, lakes or rivers, and entirely destitute of 
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vegetation, with the exception o! a single tree, called Parasattoo, 
tha t answers for 3:11 others, beani:g not only an immense variety 
of .~owers ~nd frmts, b,~t everything else tha t is desirable. 
. . Th~ Na?a-bhawene is the abode of a numerous race of snakes 

s~milar m kmd t o the hooded snake (Cobra Capello), and of great 
size, beauty and power, capable of passing from one part of the 
worl.d to another, and ~hining like gods ; so that though they have 
no. hght but tha t which emanat es from their own bodies they 
en1oy p~rpetual day infinitely brighter than ours. 1n' their 
former lives on earth they were persons of remarkable purity 
a;id g?odness, almos.t deserving of becoming gods ; but their 
high "'.irtues were sulhed by some vice, particularly that of malice 
to whi~h they owe ~heir pres~nt forms .. Though snakes, they ar~ 
Bhood1st~, a~d are m possess10n of a rehc and worship in temples. 
T~ey resi?e m well-furnished houses, and eat and drink, and 
enJ?Y societ y. By merely wishing, they immediat ely have any 
article o~ food they want; and whatever it may be, it always 
appears m the fc:rm. of a f~og. They are under a regal govern
~ent, and a~e d1stnbuted m to castes like the Singalese. Their 
king, l\~ahak1lla-;iaga-~aj aya, is in every respect superior to the 
rest; it was .with his assistance tha t the gods and Asooras 
chu~ned th~ milky sea ; ~e. wound himself round a rock, and they 
p~Ihng a t ~is two extremities, set the mass in motion and accom
plished their work. 
"W~re t~ese snakes disposed, they could destroy the whole 

of the mhab1tants of the earth by a single blast of their poisonous 
breath; but they are na turally mild and benevolent and do 
harm only when provoked. In consequence they are rather 
venerat ed than dre~ded , and it is on this account tha t the com
mon hooded snake is so much respected." 

The Naga? (naga _is Sanskrit for serpent) described by Dr. 
Da_vy have given their name t o a race of serpent worshippers who 
claim descent !rom an ancestral serpent. They partly occupy 
the .former t erritory ?f Nagpur or Nagpore in the south of British 
In~1a, an~ ~ere, until recent years, addicted to human sacrifices 
whilst their incessant ;~ids int~ more orderly provinces gave much 
~rouble to th.e ~uth~nhe~, until in 1881 their country was made 
mto an adm1mstrative district and garrisoned by a native regi
ment. 

We may ~!so find their :iame in Nagpur (Nagapura, "the town 
of serpents ) a walled city of British India. Here, in the old 
te~ple ne3:r ~he P.alace, is a five-headed snake elaborat ely coiled 

!
whilst a similar image may be found iu the temple near th~ 
twarah gat e. 

Sometimes the tree-spirits (dryads) are called Nagas, but 
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usually the la tter arc especially wa ter-spirits, and according to 
Kerns are generally represented " in human shapes, with a crown 
of serpents on their heads," though also as snake-like beings 
resembling clouds. 

It is typical of this absorption of the Vedic faith that the 
serpent, rather than the tree, is now the special symbol of Buddha, 
and a large snake-crowned head of Buddha may be seen in the 
fourth volume of the "Bengal J ournal." 

Let us see if we can follow the t rain of thought and circum
s tance whereby Buddhism was so successfully engrafted on t o the 
older faith. Tree and serpent worship are intimat ely associated 
with religious notions of many Buddhist peoples, and, as Mr. 
Wake has pointed out, "This is shown curiously in the early 
legends of Kambodia. These are said by General Forlong to 
present two striking features. First a holy tree, which the 
kingly race, who came to this serpent country , reposed under , 
or descended from heaven by; secondly that this tree-loving race 
are captivat ed by the dragon princess of the land. It is the 
serpent-king, however , who builds the city of Nakon Thom for 
his daughter and her stranger husband. It is not improbable 
that Buddhism originat ed among a people who were both tree 
and serpent worshippers, although the former became more 
intimately and at an earlier period associated with its founder." 

If Mr. Wake is right in his conjecture,- and probability is 
certainly on his side,- the Buddhist missionaries would naturally 
recall their own past ·ophiolatrous convict ions as common ground 
whereby they might easily approach the people they sought to 
proselytise, but, according to Mr. F ergusson, although Indian 
Ophiolatry owed its est ablishment to Naga tribes who were 
Buddhists, y et its supporters suppressed the worship of the ser
pent, elevating tree worship in its place. Certainly Buddha is 
said to have personally inaugurat ed the worship of the Bo-tree 
beneath the shade of which he attained t o Buddhaship, and to 
have told his followers that he who worshipped it, would receive 
the same reward as if he worshipped Buddha in person. 

But notwithstanding a certain t endency to replace the serpent 
by the tree, as the holy symbol, snake-worship appears t o have 
been closely entwined with Buddhism and to have more than 
held its own, as may be confirmed by a visit t o the Amravati 
sculptures in the British Museum. 

In these, and other works, the Naga people are represented 
as worshipping Buddha or Buddhist emblems, and in some cases 
the emblems a re dep icted as being adored in the same t emple as 
the Naga (see " Tree and Serpent Worship," plat e LXX). In some 
of the Amravati designs the serpent actually occupies the place 
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of ·honour in the dagoba usually assigned to Buddha himself 
(B. Museum, Nos . . 45, 74, 8r, 89). And in others Buddha is 
represented as ~a vmg ?Ver his head the expanded hoods of a 
sd~v~n-h~aded Naga, which we have already seen was the special 

1stmction of a Naga raja. 
.Sakya Buddha himself claimed descent from Maha Sammata 

s~id to have b~en the fir~t m~narch of the world, and of the rac~ 
o the sun. His con°:ection with the serpent is easy to trace, and 
seems to have been mstantly recognised, for, at his very birth 
;~o ~:a~ons are fabled to have descended from the clouds to bath~ 
He ivme babe, one spouting warm water and the other cold 
. e was addressed by his disciples as Mahanago or reat Na ~ 
(l-:aryanf!'vag~a r95) and all through his life he ~as ogn terms ~f 
~ne~dship ':"1th t.he Naga people, whilst at his death they claimed 
? s are his relics, and built stupas over them Even in the 

ti.me of the_ Chinese pilgrims, Buddhist sramanas. were worshi _ 
ping the Naga, and celebrating the ritual at Naga temples p 

Mr. Oldham says the evidence " that Buddha and the S~kyas 
were of Naga, or Solar, race, was confirmed in a remarkable 
manner lately. 

" In .1898 the stupas ~rected over the relics of the Sakyas, who 
.~~r~ killed when Kapilavastu~ was destroyed by the king of 

g dha, were open~d; and m nearly every relic casket was 
found. the representat10n of a Naga. One of these caskets which 
contam~d a golden_ Naga, bore the name of Mahanaman, one of 
~udd~a s o.wn f~mlly, who succeeded to the throne, which would 

th
ave e

1
edn;!nhented by Gautama himself had he not renounced 

e war . 

.B ~~habout A-J?· 300'.th~ serpent, if not actually identified with 
ud . ~, occupied a similar position, and was equally venerated 

.a:n h mhmately connected with him, and to-day it is the serpent 
.rat er than the Bo-tree.' that is his special symbol. ' 

Mr. Fergusso~ has pomted out that a king of the Naga race was 
on the thro~e m Magadha when Buddha was born in 62 B c . 
and he ~.ons1ders that the spread of Buddhism " is wholly~ · t" 
the accident of its having been adopted by the low caste ~i~ ~ 
0thf Magadha, and t? _its having been elevated by one of them f 0 e rank of the rehg10n of the state." 

The fo_llowin~ stor!e~ make it clear that. at first the new faith 
was rece.1ved wtt~ dislike and suspicion by the Naga monarchs 
;'ho den_ved th~1~ authority to rule from their claim to be of 
upderna~ural ongm, and apparently feared to see this claim 

un -ermmed. 

As we have see.u., Buddhist authors often refer to the control 
• The birthplace of Buddha. 
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over the elements exercised by these kings, and this 'Supposed 
power is said to have been exerted against Buddhist missionaries. 

For example, we read in the Mahawanso, that when, in the time 
of Asoka, Majjhantiko, the thero was sent as a missionary to 
Kashmir and Gandhara, the Naga raja Aravalo, to terrify, and 
so deter him from his purpose, caused a violent storm of thunder 
and lightning, thunderbolts and rain. But the thero persisted 
in his mission, and the raja was won to. Buddhism. 

Sung-Yun relates a similar story of how when Buddha travelled 
to Udyiina to convert a Niiga king, this monarch was angry 
and produced a violent rain-storm. Finally, a happy Union or 
compromise was effected between the old creed and the new. 
The Nagas embraced Buddhism, and retained their· claim to 
divine extraction. 

So close became the union of creeds that one of the sacred 
books of the Tibetan Buddhists is actually said to have been 
received from the Niigas. 

Clearly Schlagentweit is mistaken in his view that the Nagas 
are only " fabulous creatures of the nature of serpents who 
occupy a place among the beii:igs superior to men, and are 
protectors of the law of the Buddha," thougb as we have seen 
these beings share the title with the people who enjoy their 
friendship. More correctly, Madame Blavatsky, whilst regarding 
the term " Niigas" as applying to " real living men," hold 
these to be in some cases " superior to men by virtue of their 
Occult knowledge, and the protectors of Buddha's law, inasmuch 
as they interpret his .metaphysical tenets correctly, others inferior 
morally as being black magicians. Therefore it is truly declared 
that Gautama Buddha ''is said to h;ive taught them a mor~ 
philosophical religious system than to men, who were not suffi
ciently advanced to understand it at the time of his appearance' " 
(Schlagintweit's "Tibetan Buddhism"). 

Probably these monarchs were men of superior. culture _and 
education to their subject!>, and made more critical demands of 
the new creed's claims to acceptance. Farther on Madame 
Blavatsky says ·that "while astronomically, the N~gas, along 
with the Rishis, the Gandharvas, Apsarasas, Gramanis, Yatud
hanas and Devas, are the Sun's at'teridants throughout the 
twelve solar months ; in theogony, and also in· anthropologi·eal 
evolution, they are gods and.men-when incarnated-in the nether 
world. Let the reader be reminded in this connection, of the 
fact that Apollonius met in Kashmir Buddhist Nagas=---which 
are neither serpents zoologically, nor yet the Nil.gas ethnolog1cally, 
but wise men." 

This interpretation is supported by the evidence of Mrs. 
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Speir, who tells us how the Nagas of Kashmir and c d h 
were turned from their evil ways and converted to Bu~~h~ ar 
!,~s~places ~?d the n~ighbouring country are described in1~~~ 

a awa~so as having been greatly troubled b thunder
storm~ which were brought about by the Nagas (who:the eo le 
wor~h1pped) an~ destroy~d the crops. But Mogala utr/ "ie
fletct~~·g h~n futurity, p~r~e1ved that the time had arrfved f~r the 
e~ a is 1ng of th7 rehgio1:1 of B1;1ddha in foreign countries, and 
dispatched Sthaviras (pnests) mto foreign parts ,, (" M h-
wanso," Chap. XII). a a-

ThehNag~s most gladly became converts to Buddhism and the 
preac er~ exhorted th~m ."Do not, as formerly, give ~ay .. 
J.0 .anger' · · · but, ev1~cmg your solicitude for the happiness of 

1~vmg creat~res, abs~am from the destruction of crops ... 
Ive, ~rpt~ctmg ma~,kmd.:' And the Naga king, being convinced 
by th~sf ~~scourse, placmg the Sthavira on a gem-set throne 
respec u y stood by fanning him .... From that period to th~ 
present day the people of Kasmira and Gandhara have been 

hferve~tly devo~ed to the three branches of faith, and the land 
as ghttered with yellow robes.,, 
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CHAPTER VI 

THE SERPENTS OF SIVA 

T HE Indian deity Siva or Shiva, so intimately connected 
with serpent worship, though now recognised as the 
Third Person of the Hindu Trinity, is by far the oldest 

member of the triad, and appears to have been pre-Aryan in 
origin, and not a Vedic god, but adopted by the Brahmans ; 
who, finding his worship too firmly established to be uprooted, 
sought thus to gain influence with the older race. 

There is much evidence available to prove that it was a nation of 
high civilisation that preceded the Sanskrit ·race in India, and it 
seems certain that the Cyclopean monuments of the Dekkan 
were standing before the Hindus arrived in that country. The 
famous rock temples at Salsette, Ellora, and Elephanta, are 
such monuments, and whilst none of these were consecrated to 
Brahma or Vishnu, the temple of Salsette is a temple of Siva, 
and Siva is also the only god worshipped at Ellora. 

It is clear that neither Siva nor the Phallic worship so intimately 
connected with this god were Aryan in origin, and we find that 
the Phallic worshippers bore a bitter hatred to the Brahmans 
who responded in kind by designating them " Pakhundi ,, or 
heretics. Even now a close inspection reveals that the amalgama
tion of the two religions is not perfect, and it is not surprising 
therefore if we occasionally see anomalies in the teaching and 
tradition of Brahmanism. Siva-worship has its chief strong
holds in the south and south-east, and there the votaries of this 
god greatly outnumber those of Vishnu. Indeed, the other 
members of the Trinity seem wellnigh superfluous, for Siva is 
at once Creator, Preserver, Destroyer. This is probably the posi
tion he occupied in the older faith, until the Aryan invaders 
limited and degraded, even whilst they included him in their 
Trinity, because, their creed being non-dualistic, they had no 
place for a devil. 

Mrs. Speir, referring to the surviving monuments of pre-Aryan 
Phallic worship, has observed that " Buddhism was an attempt 
to make general doctrines hitherto restricted to learned and 
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f~~v:~:: ~:~~s.an~u!!hetublic cannot accept abstractions, and 
its demand for visible tga ~~e t~e. doctrine, the more absolute 
every country the footprilt~ of ~~dd~n:iages, ai:id c~nsequently in 
pillars, towers, caves and temples ,, isr;; a:e wglanhtlc monuments, 
that Buddhists mad . · u , at ough we know 
that all memorial m~i:~~~~~l mounds we are far from knowing 
hists Th f · monuments were made by Budd
in I~dia d:t:~ta~o~~a~o~ur earliest evidence of such monuments 
all over the world . . years B.c., whereas Tumuli are found 
face of the earth ' ;1v1ng t~~ces of the first wanderers on the 
history.,, , r recor mg names the earliest known to 

In other chapters we have described some of these, which are 

ENTRANCE TO THE ELEPHANTA CAVES. 

f~u~~~~~~~nh~c~~~~~~~Y~ 0b~:a, in_ a~cient LJ:dia and Greece, 
as well as in the peninsula ~f India Br~ta1~, _Et~na and Sard~nia, 
f~~~nt~~f~d:~ sb~~sg. scattered throu:ho~~ ?;~~~~~ d;~~~~~ed 

" It . . p by races of whom tradition is silent 
is certain " he says " th t th . 

any of the sect~ of Budd'h J~ ey are not the sepulchres of 
k . a, meswara or Brahm f h 

sna e-worshippers who preceded them , Wh b a, or o t e 
these huge blocks of rani ~ . ose ones then do 

~~d~~Jmabesn, wicth
1 

its cir~ular t:p~~t:e:e~ an~h~ewh~~:~h~nc~o°r!l!~~ 
· ear a way the Cycl behold the D .d. l . l opean superstructure and we rm ica c1rc es and th · If ' 

northerly to the mountains of c· e ca1~n. we turn our eyes 
ircass1a, we there start with 
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surprise on seeing an absolute facsimile of the mysterious tombs 
of Southern India." 

And Mrs. Speir remarks that " almost universally the ancient 
cairns, cromlechs, tumuli and tombs are traced to people who 
were not of the Sanskrit-speaking races, from whom we derive 
our origin, but of the mysterious people which preceded Hindus 
in India, Greeks in Greece, Romans in Italy, and Celts in Scandi
navia and Great Britain .... It seems evident that cromlechs, 
cairns and effigies of serpents travelled westward with Turanian 
tribes who were often metal-workers; and that people of allied 
race in India (often called Nagas) made similar tombs indepen
dent of Buddhism, and previous to the rise of that religion .... 
Mr. Walters speaks of 'two or three thousand monuments, 
great and small' ("Asiatic Researches," XVII, 500). And, 
further to the north-east, Dr. Hooker sees at Nurtiung 'several 
acres covered with gigantic, generally circular, slabs of stone, 
from ten to twenty-five feet broad, supported five feet above the 
ground upon other blocks.' " 

With the conquest of the Aryans came an entire change in 
the religion of the vanquished. Next the Nature-worship of the 
Vedas introduced by the conquerors, was succeeded by the more 
spiritual conception of Brahmanism, which in its turn was over
shadowe.d for a thousand years by its daughter Buddhism; yet 
through all these changes, the worship of the serpent persisted, 
recognised or unrecognised by the prevailing creed. 

As illustrating this remarkable persistence of Ophiolatry into 
modern days, we may quote Mr. Rivett-Carnac who writes : 

" The worship of the snake is very common in the old Nagpur 
province where, especially among the lower class, the votaries 
of Siva or Nag Bhushan, 'he who wears snakes as his ornament,' 
are numerous. It is likely enough that the city took its name 
from the Nag temple, still to be seen there, and that the River Nag, 
perhaps, took its name from the city or temple, not the city from 
the river, as some think. Certain it is that many of the Kunbi, 
or cultivating class, worship the snake and the snake only, and 
that this worship is something more than the ordinary supersti
tious awe with which all Hindus regard the snake. I find from 
my notes that one Kunbi whom I questioned in the old days 
when I was a Settlement Officer in camp in the Nagpur Division 
stated that he worshipped the Nag and nothing else; that he 
worshipped clay images of the snake, and when he could afford 
to pay snake-catchers for a look at a live one, he worshipped 
the living snake; that if he saw a Nag on the road he would 
worship it, and that he believed no Hindu would kill a Nag or 
cobra if he knew it were a Nag. He then gave me the following 
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list of articles he would use i . . 
could afford it; and I take it ~hw~~sh~pp~n~ the snake, when he 
used in ordinary Siva worsh. ' e ist is similar t o what would be 
of sandal-wood for the fo?h (~) W~er. (2) Gandh, pigment 
(4) Flowers. (S) ~eaves of :h:~airtre~dy. (3~ Cleaned rice. 
(8) A thread or piece of cloth (

9
) R d. (6) Milk. (7) Curds. 

(rr) Abir, a powder com d · e powder. (ro) Saffron. 
lands of flowers. (r3) luotst~m~~fragran~ substances. (r2) Gar
(14) Jowarri . (rs) Five lights r 6f~in soaked and parched. 
leaves. (r8) Coco-nut (r ) A r weetmeats. (r7) Betel 
means). (20) Flowers .offer~d b s~~ of m~ney (according t o 
th~, hands being joined. Y e suppliant, the palms of 

All these articles my inf 
to the snake in regul~r success~~mant assured me, were offered 
shipper repeating the wh 'l n, ~me after the other, the wor
Having offered all these i;t~ ~ertam m<:tntras or incantations. 
before the snake and be: · ' f he worshi~per prostrates himself 
a~ainst him, cra~es that t~~~gna°{e pa;1on if .he ha~ ever offended 
him and protect him from d WI continue his favour upon 

T . . every anger." 
he symbolic image in all the r . 

the religious ceremonies is su g ~a~ temples of Siva, during 
or cobra de capello wh~se h r~oun e d Y the folds of a Naga, 
god's. These na as'are c ea sprea s o_ut above that of the 
mented with dia~onds onstructed of ~rec1ous metals and orna-

In the Mahabharata' 1;a~lsd and pr~c10u.s stones of all sorts. 
"a girdle of serpents ~ar a. a eva (Siva) IS described as having 
s~rpents, and an out~r ga;~~~~ 0~ serpents,, a s.acrificial cord of 
title of King of Serpents ,, Th o serpents skins. H e has the 
he holds, takes the for~ of et s~ptre, or rod of office which 
pointed out " in th ' a n ent, and as Mr. Wake has 
. ·1 , e crescent surmount d b . 

s1m1 ar to the pointed end of , . e y a pinnacle 
of the Tibetan monasteries a spear , which decorates the roofs 
of the so-called trident of Si:: u~~~u?tedly have .a r~production 
Sani, the Hindu Saturn wh : is instrument is given also to 
two serpents, and hence' the ~i~f repres~n;ed as. enc~mpassed by 
we may well su ose t b ar sym. o of this primeval deity 
Phallic god.,, PP o e reproduced m the linga of the Indian 

One of the Semitic names of s t 
Wake says that "it was th a urn was Set or S~th, and Mr. 
was said to have been eleva:c~e~pent sy.mbol of this god which 
of the people bitten by serpen:~ thed wild~rness for the healing 
[Siva] was called not onl the b ' ~n cunously enough Rudra 
The later Egyptian title ~f the o~~ti[ul, the strong, but the healer. 
on "Apollo and the Python ·1 et ;as Typhon [s~e chapter 
that one of the names of El . C.h. . n ancient wnter states 

or ronos was Typhon, and the 
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serpent and pillar symbols of the Phcenician deity confirm the 
identification between Set or Saturn, and the Siva of the Hindu 
Pantheon." 

Mr. F ergusson h as justly said that although a Phallic symbol
ism is attached to the worship of Siva, yet his religion "is too 
severe, too stern for the softer emotions of love, and all his t emples 
are quite free from any allusion to it." We may see in Siva 
especially the god of Intellect, and this is emphasised by his third 
eye. Although he must be dreaded as the resistless Destroyer, 
yet by his perfect Wisdom doth he recreate and preserve all 
things. He is therefore the patron deity of the Brahman order, 
and the most intellectual Hindus of to-day are numbered among 
his disciples. The serpents surrounding him are the symbols of 
wisdom, and the bull on which he rides denot es strength rather 
than fecundity . 

But although we may see the Creat or embodied in Siva's 
dread form, yet his symbol the serpent hath encircled itself, and 
he also represents the Destroyer. In his character of destroyer 
Siva is robed in tiger skins. Around him is entwined a hooded 
snake, with head upreared above his shoulder , and twisted 
serpents form his head covering. Or he is represented carrying 
a spear, a sword, a serpent and a skull, and wearing a girdle of 
skulls around his waist. H e is described in the Puranas as 
"wandering about, surrounded by ghosts and goblins, inebriated, 
naked, and with dishevelled hair, covered with the ashes of a 
funera l pile, ornamenteq. with.human skulls and bones, sometimes 
laughing, sometimes crying." The bloodiest sacrifices of India 
were dedicated t o him, and his votaries subj ect themselves to 
excruciating tortures. The festival of the Charak Puja is held 
in honour of this divinity . Hook-swinging is its chief feature, 
and the Sanyasis, or devotees, compet e with each other in self
immolation. Some will leap from a distance of several feet on 
to a platform composed of knives and bamboos, others will 
pass iron rods through the fleshy parts of their bodies or thrust 
live serpents through a hole made in their tongue. 

We have already seen that we must not judge Siva from one 
aspect only , since being divine he represents All. Another and 
very different interpretat ion of the imagery from that of death 
and destruction which springs so spontaneously to our Western 
minds, is not only possible, but appears t o be the dominating 
impression conveyed by it to those who have drawn the nearest 
to this Terrible One. The serpent s that enfold him are not seen 
only as portents of death or disast er or even as mere symbols 
of life and wisdom by his votaries, but as proofs of the god's great 
and all-embracing love. Siva is known among his many titles as 
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" The Refuge of Animals," and we are told to note how around 
his neck have wound the serpents whom no one else would receive. 
Never did he turn any away. He was the friend of the friendless. 
What all others have rejected, that Siva accepts. He took all 
the pain and evil of the Universe as his share, when he drank 
the poison of things and made his throat blue for ever. 

According to an Indian legend immortalised by the poet 
Kalidasa in his descriptive poem Kumara-Sambhava, Siva was 
wedded to a mortal maiden, who after her death was reincarnated, 
and sought her divine lover again, with severe penances. To 
try her love he disguised himself as a hermit and strove to dis
suade her from her purpose. 

"Scarce I fathom, lovely Uma, 
How these gentle hands of thine 

Shall with wedding wreath encircled, 
Clasp his hands which snakes entwine; 

And a young wife's bridal garment, 
Traced with birds of plumage fair, 

Scarce will match his blood-stained mantie, 
Skins and barks he loves to wear ! 

In thy father's stately mansions 
Flowery paths thy feet have trod.

Wilt thou now on sites unholy 
Wander with a homeless God ? " 

(Romesh Dutt's Trans.) 

Skanda Purana puts into Siva's mouth the following descrip
tion of himself which will help us still further to visualise the 
allegory: "Parvatl (i.e. Uma) must be foolish to practise so 
severe a penance in order to obtain me, Rudra (one of his thousand 
names), a wandering mendicant, a bearer of a human skull, a 
delighter in cemeteries, one ornamented with bones and serpents, 
covered with ashes, and with no garments but an elephant's 
skin, riding on a bull" (in his character as god of Justice of which 
the white bull is the symbol, "Manu." VIII, 16), "and accom
panied by ghosts and goblins." 

But Uma was not to be daunted by externalities, and she 
indignantly answered the supposed Brahman, and showed how 
differently she viewed her loved one : 

" ' Refuge of the wide creation, 
Ruler of Immortals' fate, 

Doth he brook our mortal customs 
Pomp and pageantry and state ? 

Void of wealth,-but source of riches, 
Homeless,-ranging earth and sky, 

Wild of mein,-his grace pervadeth 
Who can comprehend the High ? 
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Wearing gems or coiling serpents, 
Broidered lace or ski~ and skull, 

Who can guess bis real ima~e, 
Glassed in worlds, pervading all ? 

And if ashes smear bis boso!fi, 
They can bless and sanctify 

Men below and bright Immortals, 
Dwellers of the azure sky I 

And if sacred bul~ bis emblem, 
Indra with obeisance meet 

From bis crown of heavenly. blosso~s 
Drops the flower-dust on _its. feet . 

Didst thou say,-obscure bis lmea~e 
And unknown bis race on earth · -

B 'gbt Gods own him as Creator, 
r~irst Creator hath no birth I ' 

Turned away the damsel 
From the stranger guest,

Tbrougb the bursting wild bark 
Heaved her angry breast ! 

Smiling he embraced her, 
All disguise removed,-

U ma gazed in wonder, 
'Twas her lost and loved I 

• Maiden,• so spake Siva,_ 
' Take this hand of mme, 

Won by love and pen~nc~ , 
Henceforth I am thme . 

With a holier beauty 
Heavenly Uma shone, 

For by toil and duty 
. . I" 

Destmy is won . (Romesh Dutt's Trans.) 

The parable we have j~~t ~ee~e~~~~i~~~~~:;i~;~~{ ~~f;~s:;;~ 
by u~~ the huma1:n~~u ~:~:been turned aside by the necklac~ 
the D1vme. How Y f" Nature redintoothandclaw, 
of skulls, by the outer garment 0 'ortals of the mysteries? 
by the threatening serpents:hat ~f1e~~~eife thus frustrated. The 
But the truly earnes\ se: ~~e~;lusions of matter and recognise 
eyes of love ~an pene ra e . has been described by one 
within its veil the One belov~d. Si".'a · as "the All-Merciful, 
of his modern disciples, the S~~ert1v~d~~d the Sweetest of the 
the Destroyer of Igno:banl ce,f t~e f :~rible 'the Lord of Heroes, 
Sweet, the Most Tern e,, o ' 
and the Wondrous Eyed. m his consort the goddess Kali, 

We cannot st~dy Siva .~padrt fro It is difficult for Western 
who is really his persomue energy. 
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minds to comprehend the d l 
because of their adoption b ua na\ure of these deities, wide Ii 
of thought from the race ~ ~ [eop e of a totally differen t c:1 .. 1 

complex. We may help 
0 

w ;c gave them birth, is extrcnwly 
as embodiments of time ~~-e ;~s, however, by considering tlw111 
fort_h and the grave that' swa~o~: : 1\ 

0~~e the womb that brinlf'I 
an imperfect one and onl t mgs. But the analogy '" 
sided ~ods. Y presents one aspect of these many 

Kah, the divine consort of Siv· . l" !o the careless observer she is a is, rke her spouse, a paradox. 
images are hideous with emble a~~ve all a war-goddess. Hc1 
Siva, she is entwined with ms 0 eath and destruction. Likt• 

serpents ; her necklace is of humau 

PRESENTING OFFERINGS TO KALI. 

skulls. and a girdle of severed h d . 
crouch at her feet. She is saida~o s e~c1rcl:s her waist. Tigers 
and the ritual of these dema delight m hu~aI?- sacrifices, 
goddess should be invoked a~~~J~~~ ?ef,ore the v1ctl~ dies the 
repeat the name of Kali thric H .1 K li Let th~ sacrificer first 
Hail, Goddess of Thunder 1 e: at ' a ! Kal: ! Hail, Devi ! 
Cut, slay, destroy! bind, sec~r;~o~~~ep~t~dh Harl, fie~ce Kali.! 
slay, destroy! " And this dr~adf 1 ~ t e. axe, dnnk blood, 
figure of speech, for Coleman tells u~ t mvo,~atron was. no mere 
t_emples literally stream with blood ,, A h~t on ~er festivals her 
hke her consort Siva hath h d · n yet ~hrs awful goddess, 
her horrid form bea~ty ander evot~d worshippers, who see in 
we reconcile su~h antag~nism ~veL ant motherhood. How shall 

. e us turn to one who loves 
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her for an explanation, the Sister Nivcdita, from whom we have 
already learned that Siva hath his beauty. Our teacher would 
have us gaze upon Kali together with her spouse: 

"Siva- ideal of Manhood, embodiment of Godhead. As the 
Purush, or Soul, He is Consort and Spouse of Maya, Nature, the 
fleeting diversity of sense. It is in this relation that we find Him 
beneath the feet of Kali. His recumbent posture signifies inert
ness,* the Soul untouched and indifferent to the external. Kali 
has been executing a wild dance of carnage. On all sides She 
has left evidences of Her reign of terror. The garland of skulls 
is round Her neck ; still in Her hands She holds the bloody 
weapon and a freshly severed head. Suddenly she has stepped 
unwittingly on the body of Her Husband. Her foot is on His 
breast. He has looked up, awakened by that touch, and they 
are gazing into each other's eyes. Her right handst are raised 
in involuntary blessing, and Her tongue makes an exaggerated 
gesture of shyness and surprise, once common to Indian women 
of the village. 

"And He, what does He see? To Him, She is all beauty
this woman nude and terrible and black, who tells the name of 
God on the skulls of the dead, who creates the bloodshed on which 
demons fatten, who slays rejoicing and repents not, and blesses 
Him only that lies crushed beneath Her feet. 

" Her mass of black hair flows behind her like the wind, or 
like time, ' the drift and passage of things.' But to the great 
third eye even time is one, and that one, God. She is blue almost 
to blackness, like a mighty shadow, and bare like the dread 
realities of life and death. But for Him there is no shadow. 
Deep into the heart of that Most Terrible, He looks unshrinking, 
and in the ecstasy of recognition He calls her Mother. So shall 
ever be the union of the soul with God. 

" ... Bend low, and you shall hear the answer that India 
makes to the Eternal Motherhood, through all her ages of torture 
and despair. Listen well, for the voice is low that speaks, and the 
crash of ruin mighty: 'Though Thou slay me; yet will I trust 
in Thee ! ' After all has anyone of us found God in any other 
form than in this- the Vision of Siva? Have not the great 
intuitions of our life all come to us in moments when the cup was 
bitterest ? Has it not always been with sobs of desolation that 
we have seen the Absolute triumphant in Love? Behold we 
also, 0 Mother, are Thy children! Though Thou Slay us, yet will 
we trust in Thee ! '' 

* The usual position in allegory of the male and female characteristics is here 
reversed. She is the active. He the passive. 

t Kali is four-handed, 



THE ENCIRCLED SERPENT 

1hank you, gentle Sister. Perhaps East and West are not 
so ar apart as once we thought them We ha . . 
~~~~~~e shrines, although we have ·called th:e g:~~s~~p~1h~~ 
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CHAPTER VII 

THE CADUCEUS 

H ERMES or Mercury, the messenger of the gods of 
Olympus, next claims our attention. A son of Zeus, 
he was characterised by swiftness of motion, eloquence 

of speech and quickness of intellect. H e was famed as a master 
of music and inventor of the lyre (hence identical with t he 
H ebrew Jubal) ; and also as first of ast ronomers and mathema
ticians and the lord of commerce. H e was further known as 
the God of Twilight, and according t o Max Muller is the deity 
corresponding to Sarameya, Son of the Twilight, ment ioned in 
the Vedas. Moreover he was related to the Egyptian deity Thoth 
or Taaut, to whom the oldest papyri on medicine are dedicated, 
and who was physician, author, and scribe of the gods. 

Mercury's famou s rod of office, the caduceus or caduceum 
which gave the god power t o fly, certainly forms one of the most 
striking examples of the talismanic serpent. But, as such aut hori
ties as Kirchen and Montfaucon have pointed out, it is an error 
to suppose that this rod belonged exclusively t o Hermes or 
Mercury, for it may be found in the hand of t he Egyptian Anubis, 
the Assyrian Cybele, the Celtic H ercules Ogmius, the Grecian 
Aphrodite, Demet er, Dionysus, Mars, Minerva, Pitho (or Suada), 
and the personified const ellation Virgo, whom Lucian said had 
her symbol in t he Pythian priest ess. 

The variations in the form of the caduceus are many and inter
esting, and some of these may be seen in t he figures here given. 
The wand is sometimes found without t he wings, but never 
without the serpents. The differences consist chiefly in the 
relative positions of the wings and the serpents, and the number 
of folds made by the serpents' bodies around the rod. 

According t o Madame Blavatsky (S.D., I , 360) the original sym
bol figured a triple-headed serpent , but the centre head became 

71 
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t~e kn~b of the rod, and the two lower heads were separated 
d1sfi9unng somewhat the original meaning. ' 

Kirchen says t~at the caduceus was originally in the form of 
a cross'. and was invented by Thoth, the Egyptian Mercury, to 
symbolise the four elements proceeding from a -common centre. 
In G~eece, however, its. origin can be traced to the herald's staff, 
a~d it :was at first a simple laurel or olive stick like the Greek 
h1ket~non <1;nd the Roman supplicia, decorated with garlands or 
entwined with fillets of white wool. 

Later !he name w'.1-s more specially employe'd to denote the 
wand assigned by artists and poets t o Mercury or Hermes, as the 

CADUCEUS. 
From a sepulchral urn. 

The olive stick and serpents for garland 
are noticeable. 

CADUCEUS WlTHOUT WINGS. 
From a vignette found at Pompeii. 

ensign of ~is a~thority. in his office as messenger or herald of the 
gods. It is said that in return for Mercury's present to Apollo 
of t~e s~eet-toned lyre, the god of Music gave to Hermes the 
magical three-leafed rod of wealth and happiness." The place 
of the woollen gar.lands that had formerly adorned it was shortly 
a~terward~ occup1e~ ~y ~he. twisting serpents, and' there is no 
di~cul~y in recogn~sing in i~ the well-known trident of Siva, 
which is_ also sometimes entwined by serpents. The presence of 
the reptiles on the rod is accounted for by a legend which says 
t~at they ~ere the means of first discovering to Mercury the 
virtue of his wand as a peace-maker. According to this, whilst 
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on his travels, the god saw lwo snakes engaged in deadly combat, 
and placed his staff between them to end the fight. The magic 
wand so pacified their anger that they embraced one another 
and clung around it. H ence the caduceus became the symbol of 
peace, and caduceator the synonym for an ambassador, or any 
person sent forth from one belligerent to another. Instead of the 
flag of truce he bore in his hand the caduceus, or wand of peace, and 
his person whilst he held it, was considered sacred and inviolable. 

As an instance of its use by the ancients, we may note how 
the Romans sent to t he Carthaginians a messenger bearing a 
cadl).ceus and a javelin, thereby offering them the choice of 
peace or war ; and pursuant of the same idea, old Roman coins 
often represented Mars with the caduceus in one hand, and a 
javelin in the other. Similarly Suada (or Pytho), the goddess 
of persuasion among the Romans and Greeks, who was said to 
be the daughter of Mercury, is figured with a caduceus at her 
feet to denote her powers of persuasion. 

To symbolise his gifts as a peacemaker derived from the 
magic wand, Mercury was sometimes painted with chains of 
gold flowing from his mouth, with which he linked together the 
minds of those that heard him. Not only did he pacify mortal 
men by this means, but also the immortal gods of heaven and hell; 
for, whenever they had a difference among themselves, he com-
posed it. 

"Thee, Wing-foot, all the gods, both high and low, 
The arbiter of peace and war allow." 

(Ovid, " Fast.," 5.) 

And again: 
" Fair Maia's son, whose power alone doth reach 

High heaven's bright towers, and hell's dusky beach, 
A common god to both, does both the worlds appease." 

(Claud., " de Rap. Pros.") 

Spenser speaks of 
"Caduceus, the rod of Mercury, 

With which he wonts the Stygian realms invade, 
Through ghastly horror and eternal shade : 
The infernal fiends with it he can assuage, 
And Orcus tame, whom nothing can persuade 
And rule the Furies, when they most do rage ! " 

("Faerie Queene," B. II, c. 12, st. 40.) 

And in another poem he says : 
" In his hand 

He took Caduceus, his snakie wand, 
\\"ith which the damned ghosts he governeth 
And furies rules, and Tartare t em11ereth." 

("Mother Hub.," Tale I, 1292.) 
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The. caduceus was be~i~ved to have the power of paralysing 
the mmd, and also of. raismg the dead. This, being interpreted, 
probably meant that it was used in mesmerism to induce a state 
of trance, a~d i~ calling up the spirits of the dead or daimonia. 

Mercury is said by Bayley to mean the "Fire of merak," the 
Great !t'fare (Vol. II, p. III), and in an old print, which is repro
duced m the Lo~t Language of Symbolism, the caduceus is shown 
~panned by a wii:iged mare. The horse or mare, like the serpent, 
is the symbol of intellect,* and of the Sun, and therefore a fitting 
emblen: of Mercury, the Great Mind, and the Sun-god. 

Vossms has told us that "All the theologians agree to say 
~.hat Mercury and the Sun are one." He adds that Mercury 
. was the most eloquent a~d the most wise of all the gods, which 
is not to be wondered at, smce Mercury is in such close proximity 
to the Wisdom and the Word of God (the Sun) that he was 
confused with both." 

~ike ~ichael, with whom, according to some writers, he is to 
be ide~t~fied, he may be described as the one "who is like God." 
Re~hsing the unity of Mercury with the Sun, we shall not be 

surprised to find that the serpent is their common symbol. 
We have elsew~ere ~oted that Jehovah was a Sun-god. The 

brazen serpent which his deputy, Moses, set up in the wilderness 
upon the rod, was in fact identical with the serpent-entwined rod 
of Mercury, the messenger of Apo.Ho. The same thought is 
apparent in the rod of office earned by Moses, which in his 
ha!1d became. a ~e~pent, and .the ca~uceus borne by Mercury as 
evidence of his divmely appomted mission. 

As we have devoted a special chapter to the brazen serpent 
and serpent-rod of Moses we here continue our investigation of 
the caduceus, and ask our readers to make their own comparisons 

The serpent in each case represented the delegated power of 
the ~u~-god, and c~uld be used either constructively or the reverse. 
. Virgil has. described for us some of the manifold uses of this 
instrument m the hand of Apollo's deputy. 

"H~rme~ obeys ; with golden pinions binds 
His flymg feet, and mounts the western winds : 
And whether o'er the seas or earth he flies 
With rapid force they bear him down the ~kies. 
But first he grasps, within his awful hand, 
T~e mark of sov'reign power, his magic wand : 
W~th th~s he dr'.lws the souls from hollow graves; 
W~th th~s he dnve~ them down the Stygian waves ; 
With this he seals m sleep the wakeful sight, 
And eyes, though clos'd in death, restores to light." 

(" 1En.," 4, Tooke's Trans.) 
• See "The Horse in Magic and Myth." 
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Homer has a similar thought to that voiced in the last two 
lines: 

"He [i.e. Mercury] grasps the wand that causes sleep to fly, 
Or in soft slumbers seals the wakeful eye."-(" Odyssey.") 

Madame Blavatsky quotes" a Commentary in 
the Esoteric Doctrine " which illumines another 
aspect of the caduceus. Here is the paragraph : 

" The trunk of the Asvattha (the tree of Life 
and Being, the ROD of the caduceus) grows from 
and descends at every Beginning (every new 
Manvantara) from the two dark wings of the swan 
(HANSA) of Life. The two serpents, the ever~living 
and its illusion (Spirit and matter) whose two heads 
grow from the one head between the wings, descend 
along the trunks in close embrace. The two tails 
join on earth (the manifested Universe) into one, 
and this is the great illusion, 0 Lanoo I " 

The following lines from Chaucer's " The 
Chanounes Y emannes Tale " evidently ref er to 
the twin serpents of the caduceus. 

"Lo, thus saith Arnold of the Newe-toun, 
As his Rosarie maketh mencioun, 
He saith right thus, withouten eny lye : 
Ther may no man Mercury mortifye, 
But be it with his brother• knowleching. 

WINGS BELOW 
SERPENTS. 

From desig,. o,. 
old coin. 

Lo, how that·he, which that first say'd this thing, 
Of philosophres fader was, Hermes ; 
He saith, how that the dragoun douteles 
He dyeth nought, but if that he be slayn 
With his brother. And that is for to sayn, 
He understood, and brimstoon be his brother, 
That out of Sol and Luna were i-drawe. 
• And therfore,' sayde he, ' take heed to my sawe · 
Let no man besy him this art to seche, 
But if that he thentencioun and speche 
Of philosophres understonde can ; 
And if he do, he is a lewed t man. 
For this sciens, and this connyng,' quod he, 
Is of the Secre of secretz, parde.' "-(Lines 13356-]5.) 

The student should note the reference to Sol and Luna. The 
caduceus had now become a winged wand which combined the 
symbols of the crescent, the circle and the cross, as in the symbol 
of Mercury ~ . 

Mercury besides possessing the qualities ~e have alrea~y 
noted, was the Phallic god, and the caduceus plamly denotes this, 

• i.e. his brother's knowledge. t i.e. unlearned. 
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for the male and female ~erpents! the sun-god and moon-goddess, 
are symbols of generat10n, whilst. the supporting rod or tree 
represents the phallus, a~d ?ccupies the same position as the 

c~nt_re hne m the letter <P, which had a similar 
significance. V.rith this symbol we may com
pare the Tri-R atna here figured, the sacred 
emblem of Buddhism, which has been described 
as '.'the three precious symbols of the faith." 
It is almost identical with the Caduceus of 
Merc~ry, as w~ll be seen on comparing the 
dr~wmgs, and it bore the same significance, 
being also a combination of the symbols of 
the sun, the moon and the phallus. 
. Col_onel _Garnier believes Buddha to be 

THE TRI-RATNA. identical with Mercury, and calls attention to 
some curious points of resemblance. " The 

mother of Mercury was Maya, or Maia, and this was also the 
name of th; mother, of Bu?dha . The fourth day of the week 
was called Mercury s day by the Celtic nations as it is now 
by the French, ' Mercredi.' . . . In Buddhist nati~ns the same 
day is called 'Boodwar,' or 
' Buddha 's day.' The sta r 
Mercury is also called Buddha 
by the Hindus. Mercury was 
represented by conical black 
s tones. Buddha is likewise 
represented by similar black 
stones . Mercury was the 
conductor of the dead. So 
also Buddha, in his character 
as Naravahana, is represented 
as conveying the souls of the 
dead over the river of Hell 
and Menu Satyavratta, who i~ 
identified with him is also the 
god of funeral obsequies ... . 
Buddha was also called ' Mahi 
Man,' the great man or Mind 
and this was exactly th~ 
character of H ermes, cele-
brated for his wisdom." WINGS ABOVE SERPENTS. 

To t~is we may add that both Buddha and Mercury wete 
?Ymbohsed by the serpent. Mercury is said to have been the 
mven~or of contracts, weights and measures and to have taught 
mankind the arts of buying and selling. 
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l~oman statuettes of bronze, in which Mercury is represented 

II kt• lhc Grecian H ermes, standing, holding the caduceus in one 
h.111cl and a purse in the other, are very common. The caduceus 
I'\ found on Italian coins as early as the fourth century B.C., 

.111cl several of these were preserved as sacred objects in the 
11tlytum of the sanctuary at Lavinium. But that the conception 
was foreign to Rome is proved by the fact that although it was a 
"ymbol of peace, it was never borne by the fetiales, the old 
1 !:tlian heralds. The very name is derived from the Greek 
"IJ(lVKflOIJ. 

In modern times the caduceus figures as a symbol of commerce, 
-. i11ce Mercury is the god of commerce. The rod (or sceptre) 
symbolises the power bestowed by wealth, the serpents typify 
wisdom, and the wings diligence and activity. 

According to Bayley our words 
"market, merchandise, merchant, com
merce ( cp. Mercia or Meorcland) , are all 
traceable to the merciful (cp. River 
Mersey) Mercury who was the God of 
Merchants" (Vol. II, rr3- r4). 

The caduceus is a rare bearing in 
heraldry, and when it occurs is blazoned 
as a staff, having t wo serpents anno
cla ted about it, mutually respectant, 
and joined at the t ails. 

Our figure of the head of Medusa 
shows the serpents of her hair forming 
a caduceus. P ausanias revealed to us 
that the t error of the Gorgon's head 
dwelt in its surrounding serpent s, since 

CADUCEUS ON H EAD OF 
~ IEDUSA. 

the face of Medusa was "mild and beautiful." Dean remarks 
that the general impression of a powerful charm inherent in the 
Gorgon, must be attributed to some forgotten tradition respecting 
the serpents in the hair ; for all agree that the face of Medusa 
was far from being t errific. Some engravings of this head 
preserved in Montfaucon explain the myst ery. From these we 
may infer that this celebrated t alisman was no other than the 
still more celebrat ed emblem of consecration , the circle, wings 
and serpent .... In the plate in Montfaucon referred to (I, 88) 
are representations of Medusa's head from either side of whose 
forehead proceeds a wing; and two serpents intersecting one 
another below the chin in a nodus H erculis, appear over the 
forehead, looking at each other. Take away the human face 
in the centre, \vith its remaining snaky locks, and you have 
the Egyptian emblem of consecration, the serpents and u;inged 
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circle; the _circle being framed by the bodies of th k 
~~~t~~r~onit1~ t~erfefore nothi~g more than the caduceu: ~?t~o~t 

· is In act the Encircled Serpent. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

NEHUSHTAN, OR THE BRAZEN SERPENT 

I N our last chapter we identified the caduceus with the 
Brazen Serpent of Biblical allegory. Let us take the 
account of the latter's origin as given by the poetical author 

of the Book of Numbers. 
" The soul of the people was much discouraged because of the 

way. And the people spake against God, and against Moses, 
Wherefore ·have ye brought us up out of Egypt to die in the 
wilderness ? for there is no bread, neither is there any water ; 
and our soul loatheth this light bread. And the Lord sent fiery 
serpents among the people, and they bit the people; and much 
people of ·Israel died. Therefore the people came to Moses, and 
said, We have sinned, for we have spoken against the Lord, and 
against thee; pray unto the Lord, that he take away the serpents 
from us. And Moses prayed for the people. And the Lord said 
unto Moses, Make thee a fiery serpent, and set it upon a pole: 
and it shall come to pass, that every one that is bitten, when he 
looketh upon it, shall Hye. And Moses made a serpent of brass, 
and put it upon a pole, and it came to pass, that if a serpent 
had bitten any man, when he beheld the serpent of brass, he 
lived" (Num. xxi. 4-9)· 

The Biblical account of the plague of fiery serpents is confirmed 
by one of the Sinatic inscriptions. This, deciphered by Mr. 
Forster's alphabet, and translated by the Arabic Lexicon, is 
said to give the following meaning : 

"Destroy, springing on the People, the fiery £erpents ; 
Hissing, injecting venom, heralds of death, they kill; 
The people, prostrating on th ir back, curling in folds, 
They wind round, descending on, bearing destruction." 

Beside this inscription, running down the whole depth of it 
"is the figure of a serpent, springing, in undulating curls, down
wards upon its victim." 

It is, of course, open to question whether the Israelites were 
the authors of these inscriptions on the rocks of Sinai, which were 
discovered by an Egyptian merchant named Cosmas, about 
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fourteen centuries ag . b t t 1 . 
been d ? ' . u a east a fair case seems to have 
su ~a ; _out for this view, by the many who have written in 
h Pf.or ~ It. So far as. I can discover there is no record of the 
.fi:~:~gth r:zen serpent. m these. inscriptions, and it is upon its 
A . a our attention and interest are most concentrated 
{1~ t~is n°J only because of the miracle it is said to have accom: 

fa~ :gafn~t t~; alleg~~y embfo~ied by it, but also because the 
h . e ma mg o images, elsewhere so strongly 

~mp asised, w~s here abrogated by command of Jehovah Mr 
~:1ra:re Je~mngs comments on this anomaly· · · 

t IS to little purpose that we are reminde.d that the Jews 

THE BRAZEN SERPENT. 
From engraving after A. Slrlihuber. 

were forbidden by their law to' k 
image ' . for as L . h . ma e unto themselves any graven 

' ' ewis s ows m the followi 
bte edx~ep~ions to this as to every other ge:!fia:~fege, ;hNerte i:itahy 
s an mg he sa ' th . . o wi -f I ' ys, e seventy of the law against the k. 
~ mages, yet, as Justin Martyr observes in his Bo k ma _mg 

f
rypho, it must be somewhat mysterious that God .o thagamst 

o the " Brazen Ser t " h Id ' m e case 

:~~:~~~ ~~~:efi;~{J:;:. ;?,~~ess~~~~~e~~~~~g~:~r bae r~:S~~ 
Letusseeifwecan.findan 1· ht h. 

on the part of the iconoclasBc lgJehon th is apparent inconsistency 
I .d . ova . 
n cons1 enng the source and meaning of the Brazen Serpent, 
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WI' must not overlook the fact that the Hebrews were Semites, 
.111d therefore of the same race as the serpent-revering Phreni
d.tns, Assyuians and Babylonians. Even the languages of these 
pl•oples were almost identical in their grammatical structure, 
.111d closely allied in their vocabularies. It is therefore not sur
prising to find considerable similarity in their religious symbolism. 
!'his accounts for the importance assumed by the serpent in the 
Bible, and more especially for this story of the healing serpent. 
Bttt not alone from their Semitic relatives did the Hebrews learn 
to venerate the serpent. During their long sojourn in Egypt its 
sacred nature and meaning as the representative of the Sun-god, 
must have been still further impressed upon them, and especially 
upon their leader Moses, since he was brought up by Pharaoh's 
daughter as her own son, and " was learned in all the wisdom 
of the Egyptians " (Acts vii. 22). 

So far as we can reconstruct Jewish history from Bible records, 
it would seem that the southern kingdom of Judah was partly 
settled before the northern kingdom of Israel, and also that a 
certain rivalry between the two was prevalent. In Judah the 
image of Jehovah took the form of a golden serpent, as in 
Solomon's temple . But in Israel, Jehovah was represented as a 
golden bull, or sometimes as a sucking calf. 

There can be no doubt that in either form, the worship was 
exactly what the peoples had become accustomed to during their 
sojourn in Egypt, and was in fact the worship of the Sun-god. 
Osiris, under the name. of Jehovah. The Egyptian sacred bull 
was not only consecrated to Osiris, but appears to have been 
regarded as the vehicle of manifestation used by this deity, and 
as being of miraculous birth. Thus Herodotus describing Apis 
says: 

"He is a young bull, whose mother can have no other off
spring, and who is reported by the Egyptians to conceive from 
lightning sent from heaven, and thus to produce the god Apis" 
(iii. 28), whilst Plutarch says that " they call the Apis the 
living image of Osiris, and suppose him begotten by a ray of 
generative light from the moon" (de Is. s. 43). 

The identification of the Apis with the serpent, as representa
tive of the Sun-god, may be seen from the annexed drawing of a 
bronze figure of the Apis, showing the indispensable mark of the 
circle and wings upon his back, whilst curled within his horns is 
a serpent, rising between their points, which are supporting the 
solar disc. 

When the young Apis was discovered, it was fed by the priests 
in a house that faced the rising sun, and many other rites con
nected it with the sun. It is evident, therefore, that the golden 
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calf of the Israelites represented Apis, and that both it, and the 
golden serpent, s~mbolised the sun in Egyptian religious typology. 
But bot~ these images were not only Egyptian, but also old 
Ba~yloman and P~cenician symbols, and as we have noted these 
nations .a!so had mfluence~ th~ re~igious thought of the Jews. 
Such mixed sources of denvat10n mvolved mixed meanings of 

the emblems, and thus led to 
a certain confusion of thought 
and inevitably brought about 
dissension in the ranks of the 
ignorant worshippers, as now 
one meaning, and now its exact 
opposite, was put before them 
by rival would-be leaders, a~ 
~he true interpretation of the 
images. 

Thus in Egypt, the serpent, as 
we have seen, represented the 
Sun-god, but among the Phce-

From a bron:e figure of ti Pis, sho1«fog lhc nicians the Serpent VVaS know 
saned marks. n 

. ~s Tiamat, the bitter enemy of 
the Sun-god, who, 111 one of their best-known myths personified 
the dark ocean flood. 
. The Ba~ylo.nian myth of the slaughter of the dragon tells how 
111 the begmnmg the mighty god .Marduk (or Merodach) fought 
and slew the monstrous dragon Tiamat, representing the watery 
chaos. Aft:r the god had thus conquered his foe, he split its 
hu~e body mto halves, and formed the sky from one portion 
whilst from the o~her he ~ade the earth. Thus cosmos came forth 
from ~haos. This myth is clearly referred to in more than one 
place m the Hebrew scriptu~es where the dragon of the sea is 
spoken of. as Rahab, or Leviathan. Thus Isaiah says: "Art 
t~ou not it th~t hath cut .. Rahab and wounded the dragon? " 
(h. 9), and agam he says, In that day the Lord with his sore 
and gre~t sword shall punish leviathan the piercing serpent, 
even ~e".iathan tha~. crook~d serpent; and he shall slay the dragon 
~.hat is m the sea (xxvn. I) . In Psalm lxxxix. IO, it is said 

Thou hast broken Rahab in pieces," whilst from Psalm Ixxiv. I4• 
we learn th~ mons~er "Yas hydra-headed. "Thou breakest th~ 
heads ~f lev1~~h'an m pieces, and gavest him to be meat to the 
people mhab1ting the wilderness." 

A. writer i.n the " Temple Dictionary " comments : " The 
details of this myth had been forgotten when the historical 
·books were composed, or were considered irreverent. The 
rescue of Israel from Egypt was substituted for it." The myth 
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may indicate the conquest of the worshippers of Anu and Ea 
by the worshippers of Marduk. But it seems probable that 
the combat of Marduk and Tiamat was first of all a mythical 
description of the Babylonian spring, and its larger meaning 
of Cosmos and Chaos but an afterthought. In the tropical 
changes of season to which Babylon is subject, it is easy enough 
to see an analogy of conflict between two hostile powers of 
life and death, with victory hovering in the balance and inclin
ing now to one side, now to the other, as winter yields to spring, 
or summer to autumn, and those on whom the myth had most 
deeply impressed itself would see in the serpent the enemy of 
Jehovah, whom, like so many of their contemporaries they 
identified with the sun. 

That Jehovah was a Sun-god is evident from the fact that such 
a number of the phenomena primarily connected with him were 
meteorological; the rainbow which he set up in the clouds when 
his anger had passed, and he no longer needed it as a weapon 
wherewith to shoot his arrows against his foes ; the thunder so fre
quently spoken of as the voice of the Lord, as in I Samuel vii. IO, 

"The Lord thundered with a great thunder" (voice, Heb. gol.); 
the lightning, described as his" glittering sword ".(Deut. xxxii. 4I 
and Job xx. 25), or his arrows of destruction (Psa. cxliv. 6) 
etcetera, etcetera, and according to Professor Cheyne, both the 
brazen serpent, and the brazen sea in the temple at Jerusalem 
were borrowed from Babylon, and represented the great dragon, 
which personified the pr~mreval watery chaos. We see it here as 
conquered and pressed into the service of Jehovah, or by con
fusion with the Egyptian myth, regarded as his very symbol.. 

Yet another possible interpretation has been suggested, w~1c~ 
may still further have confused this unhappy people, and this. is 
that King David belonged to a family owning the serpent as its 
totem, and the brazen serpent therefore represented the old .sacred 
animal of his house. It might at the same time be recogmsed as 
possessing the cosmological meanings we have just noted; so 
the symbolism was certainly sufficiently complicated t~ accou~t 
for the violent revulsions of feeling the Israelites expenenced m 
connection with it. 

The serpent set up by Moses was originally the Egyptia.n 
seraph, symbolising the Sun-god, who was now known to ~his 
people as Jehovah. Everywhere the sun has been :ecogm~ed 
as the great life-giver and healer. Apollo-Python, his Grecian 
personation, used to be invoked by the sick, crying, " Heal 
us, Prean ! " But the sun could slay by his darts, as well as 
heal, and possibly the fiery serpents who bit so fatally we:e but 
a poetical symbol of the sun's burning death-dealing rays m the 
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~corche~ and dreary desert. The name Seraph, or Se Ra Ph, 
is ~he smgular _of seraphim, and is derived from Saraph, burn, 
wh1~h may be ~nterpreted as splendour, light, and fire, so con
firmmg our con3ecture. 

Some writers have !dent~fied the seraphim, or burning serpents, 
described ~n NuI?-bers, with the seraphim spoken 
of by Isaiah (v1. r-6) as celestial beings that 
surround the throne of Jehovah, but it is difficult 
to accept this view, as Isaiah's account of the 
beings seen by him leads us rather to suppose 
that their form was based upon the human. He 
says: 

"Above ~t" (the throne of the Lord) "stood 
the. seraph1ms: eac~ one had six wings; with 
twam he covered his face, and with twain he 
covered his feet, and with twain he did fly." 

The office. of these seraphim was said to be 
twofold. Firstly, to praise Jehovah's holiness 
and power, which was the task Isaiah found 
th.em engaged upon ; for he tells us how " one 
~ned to another, and said, Holy, holy, holy, is 
the Lord of hosts : the whole earth is full of his 
glory." Secondly, their mission was to serve as 
messengers between heaven and earth ; and we 
must .sup~ose they were acting in this latter 
capacity, if we assume their identity with the 
serpents of Numbers, who, at Jehovah's com
mand, bit ~he Ismelites so fatally. 

THE BRAZEN Anna Kmgsford calls our attention to another 
SERPENT. aspe~t of the par.able of Nehushtan. She says 

1;:;i;~~:dw~~'.'' that m the sy_mbohsm of Egypt, the Divine seraph 
. or serpent is constantly represented as sur-

mouJ?-tmg a ~r~ss, and wearing the crown of Maut the Mother, 
who is the. ongmal and celestial Reason, and when the Israelites 
looked to the serpent on the cross, the poisonous bites of the ser
pent of the dust were healed. 

Anna Kingsford perhaps derived this interpretation from the 
!argum (or Shald~e \~raphrases) where the Brazen Serpent 
is termed a Sav10ur. It was a palladium or talisman in 
the form of a serpent c~iled around the mystic Tau, or T, and 
was yrobably a serpentme crucifix, as it is called a cross by 
Justm Martyr. The Chaldee Paraphrast also refers to it as 
Aoyo~, or the." Word" (Basnage, lib. IV, chap. 25). 

It is ~ert~m that t~e I~raelites must have found something 
extraordmanly attractive m the mystic serpent, for, when we 
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turn to the Second Book of Kings (xviii. 4) we learn that eight 
hundred years after the days of Mo~es, the b~aze.n serpent ~as 
still worshipped in Palestine. That icon?clastic kmg, Hezeki.ah, 
now reigned in Jerusalem, and he determmed to end the practice. 
" He removed the high places, and brake the images, and cut 
down the groves, and brake in pieces the brazen serpent th~t 
Moses had made: for unto those days the children of Israel did 
burn incense to it: and he called it Nehushtan." Several 
interpretations of this name seem possible. One writer gives it 
as Serpent Dragon, but the marginal explanation is "a piece of 
brass." Bishop Patrick says the name means the "f?ul fiend, 
the old Dragon or Satan," but, when applying such epitaphs, he 
has surely overlooked what he would certainly claim had been 
the divinely inspired origin of the symbol. 

Probably a play on the resemblance of the sounds of. the two 
words, nlhOsh'eth," brass," and niihash, "a serpent," was intended 
by Hezekiah. The translitera~ion adopted by the LXX, neesthan, 
would indicate that the Egyptian translators connected nehushtan 
rather with nahash than with nehosheth. 

The Talmudists add to the above account of the destruction 
of the brazen serpent, that Hezekiah, not contente~ ~ith bre~king 
it into pieces, ground it to powder, and scattered.it m the air, so 
that no relic of it might remain for future worship. 

But it would seem that the Roman Catholics attach very little 
weight to these records, for they show at Milan a brazen serpent 
which they claim is the identical one made by ~~ses. . 

Canaan was probably another source of Is:aehtish Ophiolatry. 
In Canaan the Hivites were serpent worshippers and actually 
derived their name from the practice. According to Bo~ha:t 
the word is derived from Hhivia, a serpent, the root of which is 
Eph or Ev-one of the variati~ns ?f the o~iginal A ub. This 
word was variously pronounced m different dialects, Aub, Ab
Oub, Ob-Oph, Op-Eph, or Ev-the Gr~ek ophis, '.3- serpe.nt, 
being formed from the sam~ root .. E_phites <;>r J!vites,. bemg 
aspirated, would become Hevites or Hivites-which. is eqmvalent 
to the term Ophites, by which name the worshippers of the 
serpent were called by Gree~ hist<;>rians.. " 

The Israelites intermarried with this people, an~ serv~d 
their gods " which still further accounts for their worship 
of the bra~en serpent after they had settled in the Land of 
Promise. . · d 

The Canaanites were evidently workers in brass at this peno , 
for Moses when speaking to his peo~~e of theirJand says, "o~t 
of whose hills thou mayest dig brass (Deut. vm. 9). Cop~er is 
found there in abundance, and possibly the prophet saw it as 
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alr~ady formed into brass, or took a poet's licence in speaking 
of it thus. . 

Braze:i se~pents have been fo~nd far away from Canaan among 
the B~mn city people of _the Niger coast , and have given rise to 
some m~erestmg speculat10ns. According to Captain Clapperton 
t~e Bemn people are descendants of their neighbours, the Yorub~ 
tnbe~, and Sultan Bello, who was the Foulah chief of Sokoto at 
the time of C~apperton's visit to that city (1825) claimed that 
the Yoruba tnbes were descended from the children of Canaan 

who were of the Tribe of Nimrod. From th~ 
very earliest times the Benin people appear 
to have been, like their supposed ancestors 
g~eat workers in brass, a nd the first account~ 
given. by Euro~ea:i trayellers (circa 1485) of 
t~e city of Bemn mvan ably contain descrip
tions of towers, from the summits of which 
enormous brass serpents were suspended. 
These accounts were confirmed, when in 
!'ebruary, 1897, a punitive expedition entered 
mto Benin city and discovered one of these 
brazen serpents still existent, not hanging 
from a tower, but laid upon the roof of one 
of the king's houses. 

M. le Comte C. N. de Cardi suggests that 
they may be "a remnant of some tradition 
handed down from the time of Moses," and 

Ancient sc~pcnt of copper, s~ates that other customs connected with the 
found m Palestine. kmg of Benin, as the religious head of his 

. . . . ,, country , " seem to ha..ve some trace of a 
B1bhc~l ongm, and that these people are superior to the tribes 
by which they are surrounded. 

Before _clos~ng this chapter we will glance at our subject in one 
or t';,o. s1de-hght~ t~~t r~se~rch h~s cast upon it. The belief 
that hke cures hke which is manifested in the above narrative 
of the employment of a brazen image of a serpent to check the 
onslaught of the li~ing serpents, may be paralleled by similar 
accounts from Arabia:i sources. Thus Kazwini (II, 373) writes 
of a golden locust wluch guarded a certain town from a plague 
of locusts, and of two brazen oxen which stayed a murrain that 
had attacked ca~tle . Some writers consider it more likely that 
sue~ a concrete_ idea was the motive of this primitive people in 
settmg up the i_mage, rather than that it was inspired by an 
abstract conception of the serpent as the symbol of divine healing 
and sacred therefore to Asklepios. ' 

The student should turn to the chapter on " The Serpent in 
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('harm and Incantation" for further examples of this homeo
p.lt hie use of images, and also compare it with the facts given 
111 l he chapter on " The Serpent and Doctrine of Signatures." 

A story rela t ed in the Ac;ts of the Apostles (xxviii. 3) illustrates 
what was apparently the belief of the children of I srael that he 
who was killed by a serpent bite was necessarily wicked, and is 
I ht•rc ascribed to the barbarous people of Melita. 

The writer after describing the hospitable reception given by 
the savages to his shipwrecked compa~y, says that "when Paul 
had gathered a bundle of sticks, and laid them on the fire, there 
came a viper out of the heat, and fast ened on his hand. And 
when the barbarians saw the venomous beast hang on his hand, 
·th ey said among themselves, No doubt this man is a murder er, 
whom, though he ha th escaped the sea, yet vengeance suffereth 
not to live. And he shook off the beast into the fire and felt no 
harm. Howbeit they looked when he should have swollen, or 
fallen down d ead suddenly; but after they had looked a great 
while, and saw no harm come to him, they changed their minds 
and said that he was a god." 

The healing serpent of Moses afterwards became the symbol 
of the uplifted Christ. It is written in the gospel of John: "As 
Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, even so must the 
Son of man be lifted up: that whosoever believeth in him should 
not perish but have everlasting life" (iii. 14). 

And now Nehushtan is no more a mere piece of brass ; it has 
become the divine Serpent of the Tree, some of whose manifold 
forms we have endeavoured to describe in another chapter. 
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CHAPTER IX 

lESCULAPIUS, THE HEALING SERPENT 

SERPENTS in ancient mythical stories are often said to 
have knowledge of healing or life-restoring plants. Thus, 
we learn from Apollodorus (III, 3. l,) that Glaucus, son 

of Minos, was raised from the dead by the seer Polydius who 
had learned the secret from a serpent, and we know from Pliny 
that a similar story was told by Xanthus, an early historian of 
Lydia, of the Lydian hero, Tylon or Tylus. According to the 
tale Tylon was walking one day along the banks of the H ermus 
when a serpent stung and killed him. His sister, Moire, in great 
distress at his cruel fate persuaded a giant named Damasen, to 
slay the serpent. This he did, but the serpent's mate gathered a 
herb called "the flower of Zeus" which grew in the woods, and 
brought it in her mouth to the lips of the dead serpent who 
immediately revived. Moire, who had been watching the ser
pent's actions, took the same herb to her dead brother, Tylon, 
and renewed his life by touching him with it. 

Bearing these ir,stances in mind, we shall have no difficulty 
in realising why JEsculapius, or more properly Asclepius, the 
reputed son of Apollo, the Sun-god, was worshipped all over 
Greece as the god of medicine, and like his sire was symbolised 
by the serpent. 

The worship of JEsculapius under this image originated in 
Greece at Epidaurus where he was born, but probably it was 
ultimately derived from Egypt, and JEsculapius was but another 
and newer personification of the healing power represented by 
the sun-serpent, Cnuph, Cneph, or Kneph, which was worshipped 
by the Egyptians. Garnier says that JEsculapius "may more or 
less be identified" with the Babylonian god Hea, who was also 
symbolised by a serpent, and in support of this, he points out that 
"Hea," or "Heya," is the Arabic word for both "life" and 
"serpent," and, he continues, "the etymology of the name 
JEsculapius tends further to identify him with ' Hea,' for 'Aish 
shkul ape' (which would be written 'Aishkulape' and' JEscula
pius' in Greek), means 'the man-instructing serpent,' from 
aish, ' man,' shkul, ' to instruct,' and ape or aphe, ' serpent.' 

89 
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Similarly 'Hea,' the serpent-god, is called 'The teacher of Man
kind, the Lord of Understanding,' etc., and like lEsculapius, he is 
' The Life-Giver.' " 

It is supposed that Cadmus, who was one of the earliest colon
ists of Greece mentioned in history, and is said to have introduced 
the alphabet there, also brought with him the worship of the 
serpent either from Egypt or Phcenicia. As Cadmus and his 
wife Harmonia are said to have been finally transformed into 
serpents, and after this Cadmus was worshipped as the serpent 
god, it is possible that they are the originals of lEsculapius and 
his wife or sister Hygia. 

A splendid temple was erected to the honour of lEsculapius at 
Epidaurus. It contained a gold and ivory statue of the god by 
Thrasymedes, half the size of the statue of Olympian Jupiter at 
Athens . . He was represented sitting; one hand holding a staff, 
the other resting on a serpent's head,- ·whilst a dog, as an emblem 
of watchfulness, crouched at his feet. On the coinage of ancient 
Greece he is usually pictured with a long beard~ holding in his 
hand a staff around which a serpent is twined. Often he is 
accompanied by a cock, and sometimes by an owl. At Epidaurus 
there was a peculiar b;-eed of yellowish-brown snakes, large in 
size, harmless, and easily tamed, which lived in the temple, and 
were fed by servants, who, because of religious awe, were fearful 
of approaching the sacred reptiles, since they were believed to 
be the form in which the god manifested himself. The following 
story is illustrative of this, and it also accounts for the introduction 
of the worship of lEsculapius to Rome (about 291 B.C.) where 
a t emple was built to him in which he was honoured under the 
form of an enormous serpent. 

A pestilence having broken out in this city, the oracle at 
Delphi was consulted as to the best means of combating it. The 
advice given was that the Romans should send an embassy to 
Epidaurus to fetch lEsculapius from his temple. Ambassadors 
were duly sent, and having arrived in the temple, were gazing 
with awe on the magnificent statue of the god, when a venerable 
serpent glided forth from his lurking-place beneath, and proceed
ing to the ship which had brought the Romans, he went on board 
and there coiled himself up in the berth of Ogulnius, the principal 
ambassador. The ambassadors instantly recognised that it was 
the deity who had assumed this form, and conveyed it homewards. 
On reaching an island in the Tiber, the serpent leaped ashore and 
disappeared. The Romans erected a temple on this spot and 
the plague was stayed "with wonderful celerity." A few in
scriptions relating cures and the means employed, have been found 
in this island. An unsympathetic commentator writing about 
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d. ,, · ''The means are of 
these in " The Penny Cyclopre ia says, . or 
such a nature that the cures mus\ ~ave .b~~ro~~p:~~r1~kely 
have been wrought by the power o imagm ' 

th~tf~~e~~: custom to place similar inscript~ons i~ t~~:es~~;:~ 
of lEsculapius. At Epidaurus, t~ere were s one~ m d by the 

. t d in commemorat10n of cures per orme . 
precmct, erec ~· . the Doric dialect the names and diseases 
~~dth:n:afi~~o[s, i~~di~etaili~g the means employed. Six of these 
remained when Pausanias 
visited the place; and ? e
sides, an ancient pillar, _which 
commemorated the gift of 
twenty horses by. Hippolyt?s, 
in gratitude for his restoration 
to life. 

The usual offering to the 
god from grateful'patients was 
a cock or a goat. The first
named of these typified the 
watchfulness that is so essen
tial in a physician. The lat~er 
probably, by its ~x:imunity 
from disease, and abihty to eat 
almost any poisonous herb 
unharmed, was considered t,o 
be specially under the god s 
protection and favour, and 
therefore at once an accept
able offering, and.an un~poken 
prayer that the giver might be --""--"'-"'--· 
equally favoured. )ESCULAPIUS. 

We know very little as to Fro11(old~woodcut. 

the extent of lEsculapius' · · d eaks of him 

~~~:~~?;; t~:~eh~~rc:!~o;~t~f s~~~;;~~~ce Phd i~ltc~:s~Pc:f~nd~~r~:e 
. . n es from summer ea , or . . 

brass ortshtor_ite, hori·smre]~edies consisted of incantations, soothmg 
same au on Y ·f 
drinks, external applications, and ~he f~i~g against the effemin-

Pl~~oht~ ~:~";f~~~bl~o~~:~:fse ~~:eattention of cont;m[orary 
~~sicians to diet, ex~rcise, etc., with the netg;!g:ncea~sa~e e f~'::i 
of JEsculapius in such respects ; a~d q~o m bJ.tle severely 

~~:n~~a~:t ~~~~hp~:~~~0ci' a r~:S:n~~~e~f and cheese blen~ed 
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with strong Pramnian wine. He adds that it is not to be sup
posed that the god failed through ignorance to teach his sons 
gymnastic medicine,-by which he means diet, exercise, and the 
care that can strengthen a weak constitution,-but rather 
that the god only intended medicine to help those who had some 
accidental ailment, but a naturally sound constitution. This 
passage is at least good evidence as to what the teaching of 
lEsculapius was supposed to be in Plato's age. 

The sons of lEsculapius, Machaon and Podalirius, fought in 
the Trojan war, and also exercised their medical skill. They are 
often mentioned by Homer, but they seem to have troubled 
only about external injuries. 

For several centuries after the fall of Troy, medical skill seems 
to have been confined to the temples of the god, and only his 
descendants, the Asclepiadre, who formed the priesthood, were 
allowed to practise; until in later days pupils were admitted 
into the brotherhood, after being solemnly initiated and bound 
by oath to conform to its rules. 

The most famous temples, besides that at Epidaurus, were 
those of Rhodes, Cnidos, and Cos, where Hippocrates, who was 
a native of the island, is said to have profited from the records 
preserved in the temple. Croton and Cyrene also possessed 
school~ of medici~e. It is said that the god often personally 
pre~cribed for patients by means of dreams and visions, and the 
pa~i:nts w~re prepare? for this. divine intercourse by means of 
rehg10us rites. Bathmg, abstmence, and hopeful tranquillity 
probably aided these cures. 

But lEsculapius did not only prescribe for those who were 
sick. He had other missions to perform. In ancient times there 
was a widespread belief in the physical fatherhood of God, and 
many of the heroes of those days were reputed to be sons of God 
in a literal sense. The Serpent-god was greatly sought after by 
women who wished to have children. His sanctuary stood in a 
?eautiful upland valley, and hither the women came. They slept 
m the holy place and in their dreams were visited by a serpent 
supposed to be the god himself. The children who were after
wards born to these women were in many cases, thought of as 
his offspring. The famous Aratus of Sicyon was believed by his 
countrymen to be a son of lEsculapius and begotten by him when 
in serpent form (Pausanias, II, 10, 3 ; IV, 14, 7 et seq.). 
. Frazer ~ays of this he~o's mo~her, "Probably she slept either 
m the shrme of lEsculapius at Sicyon where a figurine of her was 
shown seated on a serpent, or perhaps in the more secluded sanc
tuary of the god at Titane, not many miles off, where the sacred 
serpents crawled among ancient cypresses on the hill-top which 
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ovc•tlooks the narrow green valley of the Asopus, with the white 
1111 bid river rushing in its depths. There, unde~ the shadow of 
1 he• rypresses, with the murmur of the Asopu~ m her ears! the 
111ut her of Aratus may have conceived, or fancied she conceived, 
thr future deliverer of his country." . 

The ancients would see nothing improbable in such an idea. 
1111' Emperor Augustus was said to have bee~ begotten by a 
1111akc in the temple of Apollo, and hei:ce was s::i-id to be a son of 
that god, and many other instances mig~t be given of celebrated 
11w11 who claimed sacred serpents as their fathers. 

The reasons which caused the god of healing to adopt the 
t11•1 pent form are explained in the preface to an old trai:sla-
1 io11 o{ Ovid's "Metamorphoses" : "The Legend of lEsculapius's 
voyage to Rome in form of a Snake, seems to express the nec~s
'l.iry Sagacity required in Pr~fessors .of t~~t Art for the readier 
l 11sight into Distempers. This Reptile bemg celebrated by the 
1111dcnt Naturalists for a quick Sight. . .. 

"The Venerable Epidaurean assumed the Figure of an Ammal 
without Hands to take Fees; and therefore, grateful Posterity 
honoured him with a Temple. In this Manner should wealthy 
Physicians, upon proper Occasions, practi~e; an~ thus their 
H11rviving Patients reward." It "'.ould be mteres~mg to know 
what proportion of patients survived the attentions of these 
disinterested physicians. From the glimpses we have taken of 
t hl•ir methods we cannot believe it was very large. 

Perhaps it is not generally realised that our Christmas-~ree 
1111<.l Yule-log are connected wit~ the healing serpe!lt lEsculap~us. 
11 will be curious to trace this out. The Christmas festival 
of the Sun-god on the 25th of J?ec.em~e; wa~ celebra~ed by 
many ancient peoples as the natalis invicti Solis-;-the birth~ay 
of the unconquered Sun ; for the time of the wmter solst~ce, 
when the days begin to lengthen, was regarded a.s a :fittmg 
i;ymbol of the god's reincarnation, or birth for the purpose of 
H11bduing his enemies. The incan:1ated god ~as known by 
different names in different countries and periods. We may 
hnd him as Nimrod as Tammuz or Adonis, and as Bacchus, 
and everywhere his

1 

birth was celebrated with feas~ing and 
n•velry. The word Yule is the Chaldee term for an mfant or 
little child, and Christmas Day was known among these people 
as Yule-day, or the "Child's Day," whilst Christmas Eve was 
rnlled by them "Mother-night." . 

"This," says Mr. Hislop, "entirely accounts for the puttmg 
of the Yule-log into the fire on Christmas ~ve, and the appear
ance of the Christmas-tree the next mormng. As Zero-ashta, 
the Seed of the Woman, which name also signified Ignigena, or 
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'born of the fire,' he has to enter the fire on Mother-night, t hat 
he may be born the next day out of it as the 'Branch of God,' 
or the Tree that brings all divine gifts to men .. .. But why, it 
may be asked, do~s .he enter the fire under the symbol of a log ? 
To understand this it must be remembered that the divine Child 
born at the winter solstice was born as a new incarnation of the 
great god _(after that god h~d been cut in pieces) on purpose to 
revenge. his deat~ upon ~is murderers. Now the great god, 
cut off m the midst of his power and glory, was symbolised 
as a huge tree, stripped of all its branches, and cut almost to the 
ground." 

Mr. Hislop illustrates this symbolism by an engraving of a 
Tyrian J?edal. On it is shown the trunk of a large tree cut off 
~hort, wi~h a serpent entwined around it, whilst sprouting from 
its roots is a young palm tree. "The great serpent," continues 
~mr author, "the symbol of the life-restoring lEsculapius, twist s 
itself around the dead ~tock, ~nd lo, at.its side sprouts up a young 
tree-a tree of an entirely different kind, that is destined never 
to be cut down by ~ostile power- even the palm tree, the well
kno~n symbo~ of victory .... The Yule Log is the dead stock 
of Nimr?d, deified a~ th~ Sun-god, but cut down by his enemies; 
the Christmas-tree is Nimrod redivivus-the slain god come t o 
life again " (p. 140). 

As Madame Blavatsky has noted, "Esculapius, Sera pis, Pluto, 
Knoum and Kneph, are all deities with the attributes of the 
se~~ent. Says Dupuis, 'They are a ll healers, givers of health, 
spmtual and physical, and of enlightenment.' The crown 
formed of an asp , the Thermuthis, belongs to Isis goddess of 
Life and Healing." ' 

Mercury is also one with .lEsculapius. Like him he is the son 
o~ Apo~lo and. bears the serpent, and delegat es to it his powers. 
Like him he is so closely connected with his sire, the Sun, as 
actually to be often confused with him. The magic wand which 
Apo~o presented t? Mer.cury could have been entwined by 
nothing more essential to its wholeness t han t he health and life
giving serpents, without which it could have had no power to 
bestow wealth and happiness. 

Macrobius says : ".lEsculapius was the beneficent influence 
of the Sun which pervaded the souls of man " and as the Sun was 
considered to be the visible representativ'e of the Creator so 
.lEsculapius, the Serpent-god, was the life-giver and rest~rer. 
The Greeks, failing to realise the true esoteric doctrine made 
lEsculapius only the god of healing. 

The Egyptian god of Silence, Harpocrates, has also been 
identified with lEsculapius and the serpent is represented as 
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encircling his figure . Silence may be a potent healer if it be 
inspired by rest and peace. . 

The ancient Grecian goddess of health, Hygeia, was, as we 
have seen, appropriately enough, th~ sister. or ~au~hte~ of 
.lEsculapius, and was constan~ly associated .with .hm~ m n~ual 
and in art. She was worshipped along with him m vanous 
cities of Greece. She is represented as a maiden, fully draped, 
and usually holding a patera. 
Very often, t oo, we find her 
with the long staff or sceptre, 
which was an attribute of her 
father, and she is generally 
accompanied bythe .lEsculapian 
serpent, which may be regarded 
as an embodiment of the dele
gat ed healing power of Apollo. 
The image of a goddess en
twined by serpents which was 
discovered in a prehistoric 
shrine at Gournia in Crete, 
may have represented a P.re
decessor of the serpent-feeding 
Hygeia. A favourite subject of 
Greek art is a woman feeding 
a serpent from a saucer, and 
the human figure in . these 
groups is commonly taken to 
be the Goddess of Health. 

The Roman goddess of 
health, Salus, was imaged as -~=~---2:~~::_.-~:=::Z
a woman seated on a t hrone, SALUS, OR HYGIA, GODDESS OF HEALTH. 

holding a bowl in her right . . . 
hand. Close beside her was an altar, a snake twinm& aroun~ it 
and lifting up its head towards the bowl. Our illustrat10n depicts 
her with the sacred serpent resting on h~r shou~der, ~nd the saucer 
in her hand is presumably filled with milk for it~ en]oyment. The 
subj ect was a favourite one with t~e Roman artists .and sculptors. 
Salus personified health, prosperity and the .pubhc we~l. She 
was worshipped publicly on the 30th of Apnl, along :w.ith P~x, 
Concordia and Janus, and had a temple. on the Qumnal hill . 
Hygeia, who also had a statue at R?me, m the. temple of Con
cordia seems to have been the Grecian concept10n of the same 
goddess. . 

There is a curious analogy between JEsculapms and the Mala-
gasy god of wisdom and healing,-Ramahavaly. One of the 
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names by which the latter is known is Rabiby, i.e. "animal," 
signifying that he is the "god of beasts." Serpents are looked 
upon with awe in Madagascar as being his emissaries. He is 
known as the Physician of Imerina, and believed to preserve 
from, and banish, epidemic diseases. Mr. Ellis tells us that he 
is sometimes described" as god, sacred, powerful and almighty; 
who kills and makes alive ; who heals the sick and prevents 
diseases and pestilence ; who can cause thunder and lightning 
to strike their victims or prevent their fatality ; can cause rain 
in abundance when wanted, or can withhold it so as to ruin the 
crops of rice. He is also celebrated for his knowledge of the past 
and future, and for his capacity of discovering whatever is 
hidden or concealed." 
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CHAPTER X 

THE HERALDIC SERPENT 

H
ERALDRY has been universally in use in modified 
forms from the earliest ages, and has everywhere 
and always been rega:~ed as of ~~e highest importance, 

and a link between the mysticism of rehg10n, and the battles of 
('veryday life. . . . . . 

Many of the ancient devi~es claimed direct d1vme msp1rat10n 
as their source, and were said to have fallen from ~ea~en, or to 
have appeared in the sky; but we have ~o space to give instances 
that are not strictly relevant to our sub1ect. However, we s~all 
feel no surprise to find the sacred serpent or dragon figuring 
often on banners, shields and arms, and we propose to glance 
at some of these in this chapter. . 

Tasso calls our attention to a curious example (here illustrated) 
when, in Canto l, he makes 
Godfrey of Bouillon, whilst 
reviewing the Christian 
leaders and their troops, say: 

" Nor to strong Otho be the 
verse denied, 

Otho, who conque ed from 
the Paynim vilde 

The shield wheron the snake 
devours a naked child ." 

This is a direct allusion to 
Otho Visconti, the founder 
of that famous Italian family 
which for centuries possessed 
sovereign power in Italy as 
I ,ords of Milan and Dukes 
of Lombardy. The tradition 
preserved in that family is 
that in the first Crusade, 
Otho conquered a huge 
Saracen, and took from him 
his shield, on which was 
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portrayed this device of a crowned serpent swallowing a naked 
infant. He adopted it as his own coat of arms, and it became 
not only the arms of his family, but has remained ever since the 
acknowledged ensign of the city of Milan, and of the Province 
of Lombardy. 

Another example is afforded by the usual bearing of the name 
of Vaughan in South Wales which displays three boys' heads 
couped at the bust argent, wreathed about the neck with a snake 
proper. 

Whilst the serpent is a somewhat rare bearing, the dragon on 
the other hand, is a favourite heraldic emblem and has formed 
the ensign of many nations. Its name is thought to be derived 
from drakesthai (drakein, to look), and it is said to be thus called 
from its terrible eyes .. Its figure varies considerably according 
to the fanc:y of the dehneator. But although the name is freely 
used to de~ignate any large ~erpent, it is properly applied to the 
fabulous wmged serpent or lizard of heraldry. The chief charac
teristics of this monster are the head of a wolf, the body of a 
serpent, four eagles' feet, bat-like wings, and barbed tongue and 
tail. 

A dragon without wings is known as a lindworm, or lintworm 
which, according to Grimm(" Deutsche Mythol.," II, 652), means 
a beautiful or shining worm. 

The following old verse is descriptive : 

" There was a dragon great and grymme, 
Full of fire and also of venym; 
And as a lion then was his fete, 
His tayle was long and·full unmete; 
Between his head and his tayle 
Was twenty-two foote withouten fayle; 
His body was like a wine ton, 
He shone full bright against the sun ; 
His eyes were bright as any glass, 
His scales were hard as any brass." 

. In some of the older treatises on natural history full descrip
tions of the dragon may be found, no doubt as to its actual 
existence being entertained by the writers. Conrad Gesner, 
P:ofessor of Natural History at Zurich, and Aldrovandi, the 
Pisan professor (who were two of the ablest scientific writers of 
t~e sixteenth century), have bequeathed to us elaborate descrip
tions of the dragon. Because of its watchfulness the ancient 
mythologists represented the chariot of Night as drawn by 
dragons, and Shakespeare, alluding to the horror with which 
these gloomy shades were regarded by many, makes "scale of 
dragon," one of the loathly ingredients of the witches' mess 
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(" Macbeth," IV, 1), indicating that Night is the period of occult 
frrrors. 

But the symbol was not often degraded. i~ meanin~ th':1s. 
Its quality of watchfulness suggested the Divme guar?1ansh~p, 
and thus its representation on a banner came to be ~eld m special 
rc•verence as an indication of the Presence of Deity. Because 
of this it was the chosen standard of the Phrenicians, the Assy
rians and the Babylonians, as of many other ancient peoples, and 
in later times was adopted by the Emperor Constantine Dr~coses 
of Constantinople, who is said to have taken the concept10_n of 
the dragon standard which. he used in battle fr~m the Assyrians. 

The Persians, the Scythians, and the Parthians also bore on 
their standards the figure of a dragon or serpent, and the 
Romans adopted this custom from 
the Parthians, the Dacre, or the 
Assyrians about the time of Trajan, 
and called their military ensign the 
draco. This was made to resemble 
a large serpent or dragon and fi~ed 
upon a spear. Its head had gapmg 
jaws of silver, whilst its body was 
formed of coloured cloth or skins, 
which, as they were hollow and 
flexible waved about with a serpen
tine motion, as the wind entered 
through the open mouth. At first, 
as appears from Amrriianus Mar- THE DRAco. . 

11
. th R d Roman ensign adopted from The Parth13ns, Ce inUS, e oman raCOS were depic ted on the Column of Trajan. 

merely figures of dragons painted . 
in red (to symbolise fire) on their ~ags, but ai_nong the Persians 
and Parthians they were figures m full rehevo, so that . the 
Romans were often deceived and took them to be the ob1ects 
they represented. 

The standard-bearer of the cohort who bore the draco ~as 
known as draconarius, and the emperors carried the custom ~ith 
them to the Eastern world. Under the emperors of Byzantu~m, 
as well as under the emperors of Rome, every cohort or centurion 
bore a dragon as ensign. . 

Marcellinus, describing the triumphal . entry of Constantme 
into Rome after his victory over Magnenbus, says that numbers 
of the chief officers who preceded him were surrounded by dragons 
embroidered on various points of tissue, fastened to the gol~en 
or jewelled points of spears; the mouths of the ~ragon.s bemg 
open so as to catch the wind, which made ~hem his~ as _though 
they were inflamed with anger, while the coils of their tails were 
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also contrived ~o be agita.ted by the breeze (Bk. XVI, 10). 
He t ells t oo of Silvanus teanng the purple silk from the insignia 
o.f the dragons and standards, and by this means assuming the 
title of Emperor. 

In Northern Europe the ancient Vandals emblazoned the 
figure of a flying dragon upon their royal banners and the 
Danes were conspicuous by the sacred dragon on the ;oyal stan
da rd even among the many serpent worshippers of those times. 

Their dragon standard was 
carried by the piratical 
Normans into France, where 
it was adopted as an ensign 
by the Dukes of Normandy, 
and a charter was also 
granted to one of the family 
of Bertran to bear the dragon 
standard. 

Among the Celts the 
dragon was the emblem of 
sovereignty, and as such it 
was depicted on the helmet 
of the monarch, just as in 
Egypt the basilisk sur
mounted the head-dress of 
Egyptian kings ; and with 
the same meaning, in both 
cases, that God alone, and 
always, was above the earthly 
ruler. 

Although some writers 
have supposed tha t the 
dragon was introduced to 

A H ERALDI C DR.-\GOK. Britain from the East 
. . through the Saracens, it 

certainly existed as an armoria l ensign among the Cymrians, 
before they could have ha? any obligation to the songs and 
~egends of that peol?le. Like the Roman dragon, it was red 
m . <>olour, so diffenng from the Saxon dragon which was 
white. 

The Saxons of.Wessex adopte~ the dragon as their ensign from 
a very early penod. Probably 1t was as a compliment to them 
th?-t Edw~rd Ironsides, who was the hero of the Saxons, assumed 
~his beanng. . The principality of Wessex formed the most 
important portion of the pure Saxon race, and its founder was 
the. ancestor of the Imperial house of the Basileus of Britain. 
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The ongm of the dragon standard of the Anglo-Saxons is 
i~i v1•n as follows by Matthew of Westminster : 

" The brother of the British king Aurelius beheld a vision
·• fh·ry meteor in t he form of a great dragon, illumii:ied the 
l11·avcns with a portentous glare. The astrologers unammously 
t"qiounded the omen to signify that t he seer would one day sit 
11pon the throne of Britain. Aurelius died, and his brother 
1>1·carne king. His first royal act was to cause the fabrication of 
two dragons in gold, like the figure which the meteor assumed. 
< >ne of these he placed in Winchester Cathedral ; the other he 
11•st'rved to be carried before him in his military expeditions. 
And hence the custom which the kings of England have ever 
since observed-that of having the dragon standard borne 
before them in battle. " 

In the year 742 a great battle was fought at Burford, in Oxford
shire, and the Golden Dragon, which, like the White Dragon, was 
the standard of Wessex, was victorious over Ethelbald, the king 
of Mercia. 

The warfare between the Saxon and Gaelic or Celtic race 
which, as we have seen, both used the dragon as their emblem, is 
mirrored in an old Welsh romance,- " The Story of Lludd and 
U cvelys," which has been translated by Lady Charlotte Guest 
in her " Mabinogion." 

It tells of a terrible trouble that oppressed Britain in the days 
of Lludd, originally the Zeus of the Britons and the Gaels, who 
in later mythology was changed from god to king. This was a 
shriek "that came on every May eve, over every hearth in the 
Island of Britain, and went through people's hearts and so 
scared them that the men lost their hue and their strength, and 
the women their children, and the young men and maidens the~r 
senses, and all the animals and trees and the earth and the 
waters were left barren." 

Lludd was puzzled, as well he might be, to know how to deal 
with this mysterious terror, but, by the advice of his nobles, he 
went to France to consult his brother Llevelys, who ruled as 
king there, and had the reputation of being "a man great of 
counsel and wisdom." 

Llevelys explained the shriek to him, saying, it was raised 
by a monster known as the R ed Dragon of Britain which was 
being attacked by the White Dragon of Saxony in morta l combat 
Ile then proceeded to give his brother practical advice as to how 
to cope with the trouble. Lludd was t o measure the length and 
breadth of Britain, and when he had thereby found the exact 
centre of the island, he was to have a pit dug upon the spot. 
In this pit was to be placed a vessel filled with mead of the 
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best make, and covered over with satin to conceal it from view. 
Llevelys said that the dragons would come, and fight in the air 
above this spot until they were so exhausted that they would 
fall together on the top of the satin cloth, and so draw it down 
with them into the mead. When they found with what a 
delightful beverage they were surrounded they would naturally 
drink it, and this would cause them to sleep. As soon as Lludd 
was s~re they ~ere helpless, he was to go to the pit and wrap 
~oth m the satm cloth and bury them together in a stone coffin 
m the .stronge~t place in Br.itain. If he successfully carried out 
these mstruct10ns, the shriek would trouble his kingdom no 
more. 

L!udd returned to Britain and did as the French king had 
?-dvised. He carefully measured his island kingdom, and proved 
its e~a~t centre to be at Oxford, and there he had the pit dug, 
and m it placed the vessel of mead concealed by a satin covering. 
Then, everything being ready, he watched for the promised 
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appearance of his victims. They soon 
came, and all happened as Llevelys had 
foretold. After fighting desperately in 
the air, they fell together upon the 
satin cloth, and with it sank into the 
bath of mead. Lludd waited till they 
were perfectly silent and still, and then, 
dragging them forth, he carefully en
folded them in the satin, and carried 
them to the district of Snowden where 
he buried them in the strong fortress 
near Beddgelert, the remains of which 
are still called " Dinas Emrys." 

No more was heard of the fatal shriek 
until five hundred years later, when 
Merlin had the dragons dug up, and 
they began their battle again. This 
time the Red Dragon was victorious, 
and drove the White Dragon out of 
Britain, so the warfare ceased. 

Not only was the device of the dragon 
borne upon the banners and standards 
of ancient warriors. Their very ships 
were built to conform to its sacred 
outlines. 

Mackenzie thus describes the ships of the Vikings "who were 
for ages the scourge of our Scottish shores .... The galleys in 
which the North-men came were long, black, and low. The bow 
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was formed like a gigantic dragon which seemed to cleave the 
waves with its gaudily painted breast, while its tail curled aft 
over the head of the helmsman. The shining shields of the war
riors hung in a row outside the bulwarks. Twenty .or thirty long 
oars, project.ing from each side, smote .the oce~n with eve~ beat. 
A single mast bore a large square sail made m broad stripes of 
red, white, and blue. Well were these dragon-galleys known on 
the Scottish shores." 

But occasionally such vessels came to Britain on other missions 
than conquest and destruction. 

". . . A ship, the shape thereof 
A dragon wing'd," ("Coming of Arthur") 

was said to have brought the ·good King Arthur as a babe to 
British shores and then to have mysteriously vanished, leaving 
the child to be washed by the waves to Merlin's feet. 

And the form of this fairy ship, as we all know from Tennyson's 
" Idylls " was adopted by King Arthur as his ensign ; the golden 
dragon of Britain : 

"The Dragon of the great Pendragonship, 
That cro.wn'd the state pavilion of the king," 

and shed its glorious rays upon Arthur's helmet as he rode to 
his last battle, 

" making all the night a stream of fire." 

"The dread Pendragon, Britain's King of Kings," was easily 
found by those who sought him among the throng at Camelot. 

" Since to his crown the golden dragon clung, 
And down his robe the dragon writhed in gold, 
And from the carven-work behind him crept 
Two dragons gilded, sloping down to make 
Arms for his chair, while all the rest of them 
Thro' knots and loops and folds innumerable 
Fled ever thro' the woodwork, till they found 
The new design wherin they lost themselves." 

(" Lancelot and Elaine.") 

To Arthur was assigned a celestial and miraculous parentage 
from Uthyr Pendragon (Head of the Dragon). Uthyr himself 
was the Celtic Jupiter, who, under the form of a cloud became 
the father of Arthur-the Celtic Hercules. Arthur's own name 
was bestowed on two constellations-Arthur's Chariot, now 
known as the Great Bear, and Arthur's Lyre. 

Gradually in the Celtic people, as in the Grecian, an unfortunate 
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ten.dency arose t o explain the earlier myths, the meanings of 
which had become obscure, by supposing they were accounts of 
adultery and incest . So the Uthyr Pendragon of the Round 
Ta ble is a real Jupiter. The cloud became a h uman man, and 
th~ whole legend suffered degradation. Historically, Arthur is 
sa1~ to ~ave succeeded Uther as pendragon or dict ator of the 
Britons m 516, and his adventures are relat ed by the old Welsh 
bards and in the chronicles of Geoffery of Monmouth. 

1:he real Arthur was probably a leader of the Celtic tribes 
against the Saxons in the fifth century. In Celtic chivalry , the 
word ~ragon came to be _us~d as a synonym for chief ; and as 
th~ kmghts ~ho slew a chief 111 bat~le were said t o slay a dragon, 
this necessarily helped t o keep ahve the popular traditions of 
serpei:t or ?ragon-sla yers. tha~ these people had brought with 
them 111 their westward m1grat10n from their Aryan home. 

The red Dragon was the device of Cadwallader , which all his 
desc~nda~ts b?re <_>n their . banners, and Gray identifies the 
warrior kmg with his t otem m the following lines : 

"Da untless on his native sands 
The Dragon son of Mona stands ; 
In gli tt'ring arms and glory drest. 
High he rears h i3 ruby crest." 

. Cadwallader . succeeded t o the nominal sovereignty of Britain 
111 660, but, d1~heartene~ with the progress of t he Saxons, he 
went. t o Rom~ 111 686, and there died in 703. With him ceased 
the title of Kmg of the Britons. 

King Henry VII was proud of tracing his descent from Cad
wallader and took the red dragon as one of his supporters. He 
also created the office of the Pursuivant of Arms known as Rouge 
Drago~, and so. named from the r ed dragon of Cadwallader. The 
badge is here given. 

The arms. of Berks~ire are the dragon , and just below its 
famous W~1t~ Horse is a mound known as th':! Dragon Hill . 
Whether t~1s is of.n.atural or artificial origin is a matter of doubt . 

The a ncient British word Draig emphasises the fact that our 
ancestors were ophiolat ers. For it embraces the double meaning 
of a ~ery serpent (or ~ragon), and the Supreme Being. 

This sacred sy.mbohsm was embodied in the Anglo-Saxon 
sta:i~ard at Hastmgs,- as may be seen from the representation, 
of it m the Bayeux t apestry, for it consist ed of a dragon carried 
upon a st aff. ~arol?, the last of the Saxon kings, fell on that 
fatal field, fightmg 111 defence of his loved country, between 
dragon standards. 

As Matthew of Westminster says : " The King's place w~!'i 
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lwlwccn the Dragon and lhc Standard." The Dragon as symbol 
0£ the Divine Presence was of course held t o be a most potent 
charm t o ensure vict ory, and the king, as the earthly representa-
1 ivc of Deity , was fitly placed beside it. . . . 

But since the Dragon was not only the ensign of Britam, but 
also the royal standard of the Danes an? Normans, it continued 
in use after the Conquest down to the reign of H enry VIII. The 
lions or leopards which have been assigned t o William the Con
queror are certainly a lat er invention. There is no appearance 

ROUGE DRAGON OF CADWALLADER. 

of them on the banners and sh ields of the Norma~ army as 
represented in the Bayeux t apestry . The contendmg forces 
in this fateful battle had alike invoked the sacred Presence. 
If the faith of the vanquished party was shaken , at least the 
conqueror's confidence would not be diminish.ed by . the result, 
and the emblem continued long after to be u~ed 111 Bnt1sh w~rfare. 
It was the standard carried by the crusc:dmf? ~rmy of Richard 
Cceur de Lion (in n 90) as a sign that their m1ss10n was a sacred 

one. . b t 
On one occasion, H oveden t ells u~ , a dispute arose e ween 

two of Richard's knights as t o which of them belon~ed the 
honour of bearing it , and " when the king had planted his st an
dard .in the middle, he gave his dragon t o be borne by Peter 
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de Pratellis, contrary to the claim of Robert de Trussebut, who 
demanded that honour as his hereditary right." 

Peter Langtoffe says that at the battle of Lewes, fought in 
1264 in the reign of Henry III, "The king schewed forth his 
schild, his dragon full austere." 

It was during the reign of this monarch that the dragon stan
dard became the recognised signal for destruction. Knighton 
tells us how, during the Welsh campaign, "so great was the 
indignation of Henry, that having raised the dragon standard, 
he ordered his troops to advance and give no quarter," whilst 
Matthew of Paris records, how, " animating his troops, he 
marched daily clad in armour, and unfolding his royal ensign, 
the dragon which knows not how to spare, he threatened ex
termination to the Welsh." Deane notes that "with similar 
ferocity, and with the same terrific standard, he marched against 
his rebellious barons. The dragon was always the herald of' no 
quarter.' " 

Like the Encircled Serpent, the dragon symbolised God as All. 
Preserver, but likewise dread Destroyer. 

Not only in England, but also in Scotland, the sacred ensign was 
originally the dragon, but for some reason this seems to have 
fallen into disrepute even earlier in the northern country. 

William the Lion, of Scotland, obtained his surname because 
before his time (n65) the royal standard of Scotland bore the 
figure of a dragon, but William substituted for this the lion, 
which the royal arms of Scotland still bear. 

It is from the sacred Draig, or Dragon, borne on these ancient 
standards that the modern name of dragoon is derived. The 
original meaning of this word was a cavalry soldier who followed 
the ensign of a dragon. The Draconarii were horse soldiers who 
bore dragons for ensigns. The original dragoons were raised by 
Marshal Brisac in 1554, and carried a kind of short carbine, 
known as a dragon, " on the muzzle of which, from the old fable 
that the dragon spouts fire, the head of a dragon was worked." 
These troops were specially raised in order to be superior to the 
German reiters (who used the pistol to so much advantage), 
and on this account were provided with a more formidable 
weapon that was like a small blunderbuss. 
·It is said .by some writers that in Britain the first regiment 

of dragoons was raised in 1681, but other authorities say that 
the Scots Greys, established 1683, is the oldest dragoon regiment. 

From the ancient custom of assigning to the monarch the 
place of honour between the Dragon and the Standard, originated 
the ensign's " pair of colours " in a battalion. 

The first colour, which is the "King's Colour" is properly the 
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standard, and has its place to the ri~~t, whi~~t the sec?,nd colou~, 
known as the" Regimental Colour, is the Dragon, and to it 
is assigned the left-hand, or sinister, position. The standards 
and guidons of the cavalry also follow the rule: . 

The same curious device occurs among the Chmese,. and a J e~m t, 
who accompanied the Emperor of China on a 3our_ney 11:1.to 
Western Tartary in 1863, said, "This was the reason of his C?~mg 
into their country with so great an army and s.uch vast military 

reparations; he having commanded several pieces o~ cannoi;i to 
be brought, in order for them to be discharged from.ttm~ to time 
in the valleys ; purposely that the noise and fire, issumg £:om 
the mouths of the dragons, with which they were adorned, might 

d " spread terror aroun . 
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CHAPTER XI 

THE SERPENT AND THE TREE 

T HE connection between the constantly united symbols 
of the serpent and the tree is a beautiful and appropriate 
one, and seems to have appealed to peoples in every 

part of the world. With so many and such varied interpreters 
we must expect to find a number of differing interpretations, 
and now one aspect and now another forced into prominence or 
shaded in obscurity. 

As Mr. Fergusson has pointed out, serpent worship was the 
especial characteristic of the old Turanian (or Akkadian) empire 
of Chaldea, whilst tree-worship was the more prominent feature 
of the later Assyrian Empire. This would seem to imply that 
the older race were phallic worshippers,-since the serpent is 
almost always connected indirectly with the adoration of the 
male principle of generation,-whilst the later race exalted the 
~eminine or " mother " aspect of life, and found its fitting emblem 
m the sacred tree. 

But the dual symbols have been interwoven and combined by 
peoples separated from each other by wide gulfs of time and 
space ; so that even if we claim for all races a common origin, we 
must admit something peculiarly appropriate in symbolism that 
has survived so many vicissitudes. We may find it pictured on 
th~ sepulchral monuments of the Greeks and Romans, on the 
comage of Tyre, and among the fetishes of Whidah. It prevailed 
among the Scandinavians, and the Druids employed its complex 
~g.ur~. The Jewish scriptures commence with the parable, and 
it is mcorporated into Christianity. 

There are necessarily numerous variations of so far-flung a 
legend, but for purposes of comparison we may roughly classify 
the.se under four headings. Firstly, there are those versions 
which under the figures of Serpent and Tree, allegorise the Active 
and Passive aspects of the Supreme. Secondly, we find the 
serpei:t, still divine, but now an individualised or personal deity, 
guarding the tree that represents knowledge, or life, or both, 
from those who might profane it. Thirdly, the serpent is de
graded, ;md become symbolic of an evil ·power whose aim is the 
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destruction of the tree of life; and fou rthly, serpent and tree 
a like represent evil and death. . 

Still another complication is found in som.e versions, for tw,o 
trees are introduced , one of good and one of evil, and the Creators 
message sent by the serpent to his creatures that they were .to 
cat only of the fruit of the good tree, is perverted by the ill-
chosen messenger. 

I. The Divine Serpent and Tree of L ife 
It is perhaps at a first glance difficult to understand why 

these symbols should have been so ~rbitrarily chose~ as repre
sentative of Divinity, and many wnters on the subj ect whose 
works I have consulted seem baffled by 
the problem, or attempt to answer it by 
forced and unconvincing explanations. 
But if we realise that both serpent and 
tree were symbols of the sun in twofold 
aspect, and the sun of t he Supreme 
Creator, we shall no longer be perplexed. 
The meaning is the same as that which 
is conveyed by the dual symbology of 
the Serpent and Egg. It sets forth the 
twofold nature of God, as Active and 
Passive, Spirit and Matter, Male and 
Female. The Serpent entwined around 
the tree is the energising, fructifying, 
masculine force. The tree is the passive, 

CHRIST CARRY l 1'G T HE 
FRUIT 0 1' THE TREE OF 
LIFE, A1'0 ENCIRCLED 

BY THE SERPENT. 
From the Roman Catacombs of 

yet potent producer of the sacred fn:1it. s1. Agnese. 

Enwrapt by the Divine Serpent of Life, 
warmed and impregnated by his rays, she bears on her branc~es 
the apples of knowledge, and the leaves that are for the healmg 
of the nations. 

The Tree may also be considered as re.p~esentat~ve of the 
visible universe. The Serpent, as the Spmt of. Life, w~ose 
embrace has caused her t o bring forth the mynad conscious 
forms that t eem upon her vast body, and find their home and 
food and shelter there, as birds and insect s do upon a tree. 

The Cross represents the tree before the vivifying Serpent 
has caused her to bud and bloom, and is the symbol of matter, 
inert and formless even as the tree is of the feminine aspect of 
the Sun. Upon the Cross of matter the divine Serpent of Life 
has been lifted up and crucified. The agony is not yet over. 
The na ils still pierce the sacred palms and hold them to the 
tree, and God still hides his face and appears to have forsa~en 
the suffering Life which is His own emanation. But, gazmg 
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sadly and earnestly upon the Mystery, we perceive that matter 
is but a veil of God, illusory and impermanent, and even as we 
watch is changing form and fading away, whilst Life is Eternal 
and Imperishable. 

The crucified Serpent will cast off the worn-out skin and arise.. 
in renewed vigour and beauty, and the instrument of pain 
having fulfilled its purpose, will moulder away and cease to be. 

Whilst many of the Christian Churches venerated the serpent 
as a holy symbol, few seem to have recognised the double emblem 
of the serpent and the tree, although it had occupied so prominent 
a position in the faith of their Jewish parent, and as w\! have 
noted was transformed into the serpent and cross of later 
symbology. 

But the Lombards were an exception to this rule, and, accord
ing to Milner, were worshippers' of a golden viper, and a tree, 
from which was suspended the skin of a wild beast. Barbatus, 
bishop of Benevento, found this emblem in use among them as 
late as A.D. 663. But with iconoclastic zeal he persuaded them 
to cut down the tree, and melt the golden viper into a sacramental 
chalice. 

According to Jacob Ouzel, the serpent and tree were among 
the earliest objects of worship in Sarmatia, and he cites Erasmus 
Stella as saying, "For some time they had no sacred rites; at 
length they arrived at such a pitch of wickedness that they 
worshipped serpents and trees." 

From these examples it is clear that the orthodoxy of the 
day had discarded the symbols and forgotten their meaning. 
But outside the Christian Church it has not been so, and the 
symbolism is recognised all over the world even now. 

The Chinese people have many myths and legends entwined 
around the twin symbols of the serpent and tree. Like the 
Hebrews they tell of a mysterious garden in which a tree that bears 
apples of knowledge and immortality is guarded by a sacred 
dragon or winged serpent. They see in the serpent the symbol 
of Divine Wisdom keeping ward over the Tree of Life, and it is 
this serpent or dragon which forms the national emblem of the 
Celestial Empire. 

The conception of a Mother-Goddess strongly influenced the 
religion of China. The Tree of Life is closely connected with her. 
She has many forms and is sometimes represented as a beautiful 
woman riding on a dragon, sometimes as a dragon, or sometimes 
as half-woman, half-serpent. Mackenizie says: "It is from the 
goddess that the tree receives its 'soul substance' ; in a sense 
she is the tree. . . . The fruits of the tree are symbols of her as 
the mother, and the sap of the tree is her blood." 
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Tt is in this sense that Elliot Smith would interpret the story 
11f c;t·~esis. He says that " When Eve ate the ~ppl.e from the 
t n•t• of Paradise she was committing an act of canmbahsm, for the 
plant was only another form of herself." 

II. The Serpent Guardian of the Tree of Life 
We have next to consider those myths in which Serpent 

., nd Tree instead of being merely two aspects of the one Supre~e 
0

Bcing are regarded more personally and individually as guardian 
dragon or serpent, and sacred object gu?-rded. 

In this order we must place the Grecian myth of the apple-
hcaring tree of the Garden of the . Hesperi~es. For a full~r 
account of this legend and its sp~cial meanmg, the reader ts 
referred to the chapter on the Ophites. . 

Another Grecian version of the Guardian. Serpent and Tree 
of Life may be found in the myth of the Attic hero Erechthe~s, 
said to have been the son of Hephrestus (Vulcan) and Atthis, 
~laughter of Cranaus, the son-in-law and successor of Cecrops. 
Erechtheus was brought up by the g~d~ess At.hena, an~ W?-S the 
chief means of establishing her worship m Attica. He mshtuted 
the Panathenrea, and a temple, the E.rechtheum, was erected to 
his honour. He is represented as havmg been half-s~rpent, half
man in form, his lower extremities being serpentme. ~e~ 
his guardian and adopted mother, Athena, competed wit 
Neptune for the honour of naming the c~ty of Athens, she won 
the prize by creating the olive tree, which was therefore con
sidered as sacred to her. Having planted the. new-made tr~e ~s 
her special gift to mankind upon the Acropolis, she placed it m 
the guardianship of Erechtheus. . . 

A Highland version of this aspect of the. legex;id exists, 1!1 
which the rowan tree represents the Tree of Life; it be~rs frmt 
every month, and its red berr~es, thou~h but tast~d, will stave 
off hunger for long, but it has its guardian serpent· 

"It's berries' juice and fruit when red 
For a year would life prolong .. 
From dread disease it gave relief 
If what is told be our belief. . 
Yet though it proved a means of life 

Peril lay closely nigh; 
Coiled by its root a dragon lay 

Forbidding passage by." 

A Chaldean (?) carving of the tree and its guardian serpent 
may be seen in the British Museum. Madame ~lavatsky com
ments on this characteristically : " Representmg the eye~ts 
of The Fall according to G. Smith, there are two figures sittmg 
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on each side of a tree, and holding out their hands to the ' apple,' 
while at the back of the 'Tree' is the Dragon-Serpent. Esoteri
cally, the two figures are two ' Chaldees ' ready for initiation, 
the Serpent symbolising the ' Initiator ' ; while the jealous gods, 
who curse the three, are the exoteric profane clergy." 

Here, then, we have another aspect of the guardian serpent 
and the Tree of Divine Knowledge. This view is supported 
and further enlarged upon by a modern exponent of mystical 
Catholicism, Mr. Holden Sampson, who says that the Serpent of 
Eden was "the symbolic figure of the 'temptations,' or testing 
of man in his reincarnate course, and of his growth in the wisdon1 
and knowledge of the Holy Mysteries. It is the symbol of the 
Upward Path of the human organism, which, in its several stages, 
opens up the vistas of Wisdom, Knowledge and Experience, to 
the growing intelligence and consciousness, by Steps and Degrees 
of Initiation in the Holy and Eternal ' Mysteries.' " 

In the Buddhistic writings of the Chinese may be found 
mentioned a Garden of Wisdom situated in Central Asia, and 
inhabited by dragons, whilst in its midst stand the Tree of Life 
and the Tree of Knowledge. This is said to embody "the fact 
that, after the destruction of Atlantis, certain districts in Central 
Asia became the gathering place of the Initiates of the Good Law 
-the expression dragons, they who see and watch, being a term 
constantly used for Initiates" (Williamson). 

The tree of life is often represented on Assyro-Babylonian 
monuments guarded by two winged figures, whilst the tree of 
knowledge is represented by the oracle tree of Ea, or Hea, which 
latter symbol was highly reverenced l;)y several of the early 
Babylonian kings. This oracle tree was planted at Eridu, " the 
good city " under the protection of Ea, the god of wisdom and 
culture, and it is described in an old poem as growing in its sanc
tuary "between the mouths of the rivers on either side." Ea, 
as we have noted elsewhere, was closely associated with the 
serpent which is coupled with the tree, on a North Syrian monu
ment now in the Louvre, as well as on a Babylonian seal. The 
cherubim are the Babylonian Kirubi, guardian spirits who keep 
ward at the entrance to a building or enclosure t o drive away 
trespassers, both material and spiritual. 

III. The Serpent Destroyer of the Tree of Life 
We now come to the third aspect of our subject in which the 

serpent is viewed as the destroyer of the Tree of Life. 
The Scandinavian creation myth is the almost unique example 

of this conception. It relates how Odin created an enormous 
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ash-tree which he named Yggdrasil, the Tree of the Univers_e, 
or of Life. This filled all the world, and took root not only m 
the deepest depths of Nilf-heim, th~ home of m~st ai:id darkness, 
whence arose the spring Hvergelmir, but also m Midgard, near 
Mimir's well (the ocean), and in Asgard, near the Urdar foun-

tain. · l' 
A horrible dragon or serpent named Nidhug had his dwel mg 

in Hvergelmir, and he continually gnawed ~t the roots of 
Yggdrasil, and was aided in his work of destruct10n ?Y numero~s 
worms. Their aim was to kill the tree, and their success, 1f 
accomplished, meant the downfall of the gods. . 

Running up and down the branches and stems of Yggdrasil 
was a squirrel named Ratatosk, or the Branch-borer, _employed 
in repeating to the d ragon below what had been said by the 
eagle who lived in the topmost boughs. . 

According to Bayley this very unusual eri:ible~ of the sq~nrrel 
may be explained by its !'r~nch name ~cureuil, which J?honebca~ly 
is ek ur reil, the Great Fires Eye. This would make it symbolise 
the All-Seeing Eye of the Supreme. At the foot of the Tree 
the gods met in daily council beside the Urdar Well. 

"The gods arose 
And took their horses, and set forth to ride 
O'er the b~idge Bifrost, where is Heimdall's watch, 
To the ash Igdrasil, and Ida's plain." 

("Balder Dead," Matthew Arnold.) 

The myth goes on ti:> relate how the s:pirits of those who had 
led evil lives upon earth were first bamshed to Nastrond, the 
strand of corpses, where they waded in icy streams of ven?m 
through a cave made of intertwined serpents whose threatenmg 
heads were ever turned towards them. After untold sufferings 
in this horrid place they were washed down into the bubbling 
cauldron Hvergelmir, and Nidhug would pause for a mome~t 
from gnawing the roots of Yggdrasil, that he might devour their 
bones. 

" A hall standing 
Far from the sun 
In Nastrond ; 
Its doors are northward turned, 
Venom-drops fall 
In through its apertures ; 
Entwined is that hall 
With serpents' backs. 

There Nidhog sucks 
The corpses of the dead." 

(Sremund's " Edda," Thorpe's Trans.) 
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Though here the serpent is wholly evil, a symbolic sanctity is 
ascribed to the ash in Scandinavia that accounts for the following 
information from Bartholomew Angelicus, who, writing about 
1260, says: 

"Ash hath so great virtues that serpents come not in shadow 
thereof in the morning nor at even. And if a serpent be set 
within a fire and ash leaves, he will flee into the fire sooner than 
into the leaves." But here the position of destroyer and victim 
seems to be reversed. It is the tree that is dreaded by the seq:ent, 
-the passive by the active. Perhaps some legend exists to explain 
the anomaly, but I have not found it. 

The Persian version of the legend of the fall is the second 
. example of the hostility of the serpent to the tree. These people 
were indebted to the Chaldeans for many of their religious ideas 
and probably derived the allegory from that source. The scene of 
the story was laid in a garden known as Eren, or Heden, situated 
in Iran, and, according to the "Boundehesch" (one of the sacred 
books of the Parsees) a tree there gave birth to the first man, 
Meschia. His body divided into two beings, male and femal.e, 
named Meschia and Meschiana. These were good and pure at 
first, but seduced by Ahriman, in the form of a serpent, they 
rendered to the Prince of Darkness the worship due from them to 
Ormuzd, the God of Light. 

Thus they lost their first innocence, and quickly found it to be 
irrecoverable, either by themselves or their descendants, except 
by the intervention of Mithra ;- the god who presided at the 
mysteries and initiations that were looked upon as the way of 
rehabilitation for those who truly sought the Divine. 

The P ersian story agrees so closely with the Hebrew account 
of the Fall, when both are stripped of their figurative language, 
that it is clear they arc mere versions of one legend, the P ersian 
version probably being the older of the two, and the symbolism 
employed in it being more transparent. Ahriman, known as 
" the old serpent with two feet," is evidently the origin of the 
speaking serpent of Eden, but the tree in the Persian version 
is single and is regarded as good, for the innumerable attendants 
of the Holy One are represented as guarding it from the efforts 
of Ahriman to destroy it. 

Perhaps a reflection of this idea is seen in the Hebrew myth, 
where we read that the Lord God "placed at the east of the 
garden of Eden Cherubims, and a flaming sword which turned 
every way, to keep the \my of the tree of life" (Gen. iii. 24). 

But the idea implied by the context is that the sole object 
was to deprive man of its fruits, and no express mention of the 
serpent is made in this connection. 
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Mr. Wake has some interesting comments on the story we are 
l'onc.;idcring. He says, " The legend is divisible into two parts, 
the first of which is a mere statement of the imparting of wisdom 
by the serpent and by the eating of the fruit .of a certain tree, 
t hcsc ideas being synonymous, or at least consistent, as appears 
by the attributes of the Chaldean H ea. . .. 

''The second part of the legend, which is probably of m':ch 
later date, is the condemnation of the act referred to, as bemg 
in itself evil, and as leading to misery and even to death itself. 
... The object of the myth evidently was to explain the origin 
of death, from which man was to be delivered by a coming 
Saviour, and the whole idea is strictly Mithraic, the Persian 
deity himself being a Saviour God." 

The follower of Zarathustra would see in the promised '' seed 
of the woman who shall bruise the serpent's head," a reference 
to Mithra, just as the Christian finds in it a promise of Christ. 

The religious ideas embodied in the legend of the Fall were 
without doubt a late phase of thought, and Mr. Wake says, 
" It is well known to Biblical writers that this legend formed no 
part of the earlier Mosaic narrative." 

IV. The Serpent Tempter and Tree of Death 

The Scandinavian and Persian myths related above form an 
interesting link between those legends which show us serpent and 
tree alike as symbols of good, and those which set forth both as 
emblems of evil. As ·r have endeavoured to show, esoteric 
Christianity embraced the idealistic view, but its exoteric doctrine 
taught precisely the opposite, and formulated a benevolent, 
but limited and anthropomorphic god, perpetually opposed 
and thwarted in his good intentions by a wicked antagonist, 
whose superior wit amply compensated for his possibly inferior 
strength. . 

In a country where the serpent was hated and feared, it was 
the natural and appropriate emblem of this evil one; and the 
tree supporting it, in most cases suffered a like degradation, and, 
from being the Tree of Life, or of Knowledge, and the Great 
Mother, descended to become the bearer of deceptive and deadly 
fruit 

This view, derived from Judaism, was adopted by the larger 
portion of the Christian Churches, and to them was no mere 
symbol, but a literal record of actual history, whereof it were 
sin to doubt one word. The Churches burnt men alive for such 
" sins " when they were strong enough to do so. The Christian 
poet, Milton, has handed on the story of the Serpent of Eden 
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to us in pictorial verse that vividly illustrates the exoteric 
conception. 

"The infernal Serpent ; he it was, whose guile, 
Stirr'd up with envy and revenge, deceived 
The mother of mankind, what time his pride 
H ad cast him out fro111 Heaven, with all his host 
Of rebel Angels ... . 
. . . Him the Almighty Power 
Hurl'd headlong flaming from the etherial sky, 
With hideous ruin a nd combustion, down 
To bottomless perdition ; there to dwell 
ln adamantine chains and penal fire." 

("Paradise Lost," I. 34 et seq. ) 

But in spite of all, the Serpent contrived to get even with 
his Almighty but unwary foe. J ehovah had placed his new 

TH E TE~I PTATl01'. 

From old tl'OOdct41. 

creation defenceless and unguarded in a garden where he himself 
was wont to come and walk in the cool of the day. Perhaps he 
thought his foe securely bound by those adamantine chains, and 
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11fficicntly occupied by the pangs of the penal fires inflicted on 
ltt111. 

Milton tells us that Satan had not yet assumed the serpent 
lt.qw with which he afterwards became so closely associated, but 

lt .1 ving decided to make J ehovah's new creation serve his revenge, 
lw sought an ear thly form in which he might disguise himself 
t ltc better to effect his purpose. 

"The orb h e roam'd 
With narrow search ; and with inspection deep 
Consider'd every creature, which of a ll 
Most opportune might serve his wiles ; and found 
The Serpent subtlest beast of all the field. 
Him after long debate, irresolute 
Of thoughts revolved, his fina l sentence chose 
Pit vessel, fittest imp of fraud, in whom 
To enter, a nd his dark suggestions hide 
From sharpest sight : for in the wily snake 
Whatever sleights, none would suspicious mark, 
As from his wit and native subtlety 
Proceeding ; which, in other beasts observed, 
Doubt might b eget of diabolic power 
Active within, beyond the sense of brute. 

Like a black mist low-creeping, he held on 
His midnight search, where soonest he might find 
The serpent ; him fast-sleeping soon he found 
In labyrinth of many a round self-roll'd, 
His head the midst, well stored wit h subtile wiles 
Not yet in h orrid shade or dismal den 
Nor nocent yet; but, on the grassy h erb, 
Fearless, unfear'd, he slept: in at his mouth 
The D evil enter'd ; and his bruta l sense, 
In heart or h ead, possessing, soon inspired 
With act intelligential; but his sleep 
Disturb'd not, waiting close the approach of morn." 

Having so far succeeded in 2.ccomplishing his fell purpose, 
" (He) toward Eve 

Address'd his way: not with indented wave, 
Prone on the ground as since ; but on his rear, 
Circular base of rising folds, that tower'd 
Fold above fold, a surging maze l his head 
Crested aloft, and carbuncle his eyes ; 
With burnished n eck of verdant gold, erect 
Amidst his circling spires, that on the grass 
Floated redundant: pleasing was his shape 
And lovely ." 

That morning Eve had proposed to Adam that ins~ead of 
sharing their labours in the ga~den together, as was their .usu.al 
custom, they should divide their work the better to expedite it, 
and Adam, after some demur, had consented to the plan ; so the 
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Serpent, favoured of Fate, found his intended victim unprotected 
even by her mate. Having first attracted her attention by his 
movements, he gazed on her as if lost in admiration, and then 
began to speak her praises. 

It naturally aroused amazement in her, that a serpent should 
use the voice of man, and she asked him to explain by what 
miracle he had attained such power, whom God had "created 
mute to all articulate sound." This question gave the wily 
inspirer of the serpent the opportunity he had been working for, 
and he quickly seized it, telling Eve that originally he had been 

" as other beasts that graze 
The trodden herb, of abject thoughts and low." 

But that he had discovered in the garden a marvellous and 
beautiful tree, laden with fruit fairest in form and scent and colour
ing. He had climbed its trunk and partaken of its luscious apples, 
and after found himself possessed of reason and speech. 

He now offered to conduct Eve thither, and she, guilelessly 
accepting, he brought her to the mystic tree of knowledge for
bidden by J ehovah to mankind. When she realised its identity 
she at first refused to eat of its fruit, but the Serpent soon put 
the matter in a light that caused her to revoke her decision. 

" Do not believe 
Those rigid threats of death ; ye shall not die. 

. . . Will God incense his ire 
For such a petty trespass ? and not praise 
Rather your dauntless virtue, whom the pain 
Of death denounced, whatever thing death be, 
Detcrr'd not from achieving what might lead 
To happier life, knowledge of good and evil. 
Of good, how just ? Of evil, if what is evil 
Be real, why not known since easier shunn'd ? 
God therefore cannot hurt ye and be just; 
Not just, not God ; not fear'd then nor obey'd : 
You r fear itself of death removes the fear. 
Why then was t his forbid ? Why but to awe; 
Why, but to keep ye low and ignorant, 
His worshippers ? He knows that in the day 
Ye cat thereof, your eyes that seem so clear, 
Yet arc but dim, shall perfectly be then 
Open'd and clear'd, and ye shall be as Gods." 

The picture drawn by Milton of the Serpent's cool and persuasive 
logic forms a dramatic contrast to the scene that followed, when 
J ehovah, arriving in the garden for his usual evening walk in its 
pleasant shades, discovered that his will had been thwarted. 

Apparently he was too angry to recognise the real offender, or 
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p1•1 haps he was impotent to inflicl further punishmen~ on h~s 
,11th t•ncmy. The Devil must have smiled .as J ehovah rame.d his 
11\\ful curses upon his own so recent creat10n. Not only did he 
1 111·sl' the actual transgressors of his command, and all serpents, 
l>t•t·ausc Satan had assumed that form, but even the passive 
,.,11 th was cursed, and the unborn children and animals t~at were 
to rorne upon it ages thence were predes~ined t~ suffering and 
1kath by the wrath of the foiled and outwitted deity. 

Byron says : 
"The snake spoke truth: it was the tree of knowledge; 
It was the tree of life." (" Cain, I. 1." ) 

Genesis confirms this : " And the Lord God said, Behold the 
man is become as one of us, to know good and evil: and now, lest 
he put forth his hand 'and take also of the tree of life, and eat, 
and live for ever . . . So he drove out the man: and ~e placed 
at the east of the garden of Eden, Cherubims, and a flaming ~wo;,d 
which turned every way, to keep the way of the tre~ of life. 

According to Smith, these Cherubims were not a sp~cies of angel 
but like the Cherub of Assyria and of Babylon, and mdeed of the 
t•ndre Orient, were fabulous winged griffin-like monsters. So at 
last the Tree had its protecting dragon. 

If only Jehovah had thought thus to guard the gate before, 
instead of after the catastrophe ! . . 

Josephus' naive narrative of the e_vents recorded m Genesis 
shed further light on the story and will repay perusal. H~ te~ls 
us, on the authority of Moses, that "God planted a paradise m 
the east, flourishing with all sorts of trees, and that among them 
was the tree of life, and another of knowledge, whereby was to 
be known what was good and evil." God "commanded that 
Adam and his wife should eat of all t he rest of the plants, but to 
abstain from the tree of knowledge; and foretold to them, th~t, 
if they touched it, it would prove their destructi?n. But while 
all the living creatures had one language, at th~t ti:ne the serpent 
which then lived together with Adam an~ hi.s .wife, sh~wed an 
envious disposition, at his supposal of thei7 hvi!1~ happily, and 
in obedience to the commands of God; and imagmmg that, when 
they disobeyed them they would fall into calamities, h e persuaded 
the woman, out of a malicious intention, to taste of the tree of 
knowledge of good and evil ; whic~ knowledge :when t~ey s~ould 
obtain, they would lead a happy hfe, nay, a life not mfenor to 
that of a god : by which means he overcame the woman, and 
persuaded her to despise the command of ~od: Nov-: when she 
had tasted of that tree, and was pleased with its fruit, she J>er
suaded Adam to make use of it also. Upon this they perceived 
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that they were become naked to one another ; and being ashamed 
thus to appear abroad, they invented somewpat to cover them; 
for the tree sharpened their understanding ; and they covered 
themselves with fig leaves; and tying these before them, out of 
modesty, they thought they were happier than they were before, 
as they had discovered what they were in want of. But when God 
came into the garden, Adam, who was wont before to come and 
converse with him, being conscious of his wicked behaviour, 
went out of the way. This behaviour surprised God; and he 
asked what was the cause of this his procedure; and why he, 
that before delighted in that conversation, did now fly from it, 
and avoid it. When he made no reply, as conscious to himself 
that he had transgressed the command of God, God said, ' I 
had before determined about you both how you might lead a 
happy life, without any affliction and care, and vexation of soul ; 
.. . but now thou hast abused this my good-will, and hast 
disooeyed my commands, for thy silence is not the sign of thy 
virtue, but of thy evil conscience.' 

"However, Adam excused his sin, and entreated God not to 
be angry at him, and laid the blame of what was done upon his 
wife; and said that he was deceived by her, and thence became 
an offender, while she again accused the serpent. But God 
allotted him punishment, because he weakly submitted to the 
counsel of his wife ; . . . He also made Eve liable to the in
conveniency of breeding, and the sharp pains of bringing forth 
children, and this because she persuaded Adam with the same 
arguments wherewith the serpent had persuaded her, and had 
thereby brought him into a calamitous condition. He also deprived 
the serpent of speech, out of indignation at his malicious dispos
tion towards Adam. Besides this he inserted poison under his 
tongue, and made him an enemy to men ; and suggested to them 
that they should direct their strokes against his head, that being 
the place wherein lay his mischievous designs towards men, and 
it being easiest to take vengeance on him that way: and when 
he had deprived him of the use of his feet, he made him tQ go 
rolling all along, and dragging himself upon the ground. And 
when God had appointed these penalties for them, He removed 
Adam and Eve out of the garden into another place." 

The central tablet of a large sculpture in the temple of Osiris 
at Phylre appears to represent an Egyptian version of Adam and 
Eve, the serpent and the tree. The serpent is here a basilisk, 
standing erect, and the fruit, a pomegranate, is already plucked. 

This tablet stands between two others and with them forms 
one composite picture with accompanying explanatory hiero
glyphics. The design in the first compartment apparently 
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n•presents a basilisk, and the inscription above it has been 
clt•ciphercd and described as follows by Forster, who sees in it a 
ronfirmation of Genesis : 

" I first noticed three hieroglyphics of men's heads, two of 
t h<'m set upon poles, with the figure of a serpent across each 
pole. The word beside these emblems of death was wahar, and 
its primary definition, 'Casting a man into something from 
which he cannot get out.' The second word was wated, 'a· pile 
or stake driven into the ground '-a term standing beside the 
two upright poles, supporters of the human heads. The third 
wasfani, 'perishing.' The fourth Hak, 'smiting with the sword.' 
Then follows (S) rajaz (Satanas ?), or rahh, 'curling serpent.' 
(6) Rai, 'dissembling, acting hypocritically,' and (7) Namas , 
'one guilty of imposture, a deceiver, an accuser.'" 

Upon the central tablet the subject of which we have already 
described, there follows " (8) Raman, ' the Pomegranate tree.' 
(9) Hatt, 'lost and ruined men.' (10) Badu, 'transgressing the 
bounds of moderation.' (rr) Haja, 'eating, giving to another to 
eat.' 

"These words, be it observed, from 8 to II inclusive, stand 
over the picture of the Fall. Then follow (12) rahak,' wandering 
from the right way, perishing.' And (13) the figure of a crouching 
lion, with a word under it of a double sense, and awfully self
interpretative, (1 and 2) naham-(1) 'Satan,' and (2) ' a lion.' 
This all-important word is determined by the hieroglyphic lion : 
if connected words }).ave connected senses, in this pfa.ce it is 
Satan as a 'roaring lion.' The next words (14) arm, 'stripping 
the bone bare of flesh,' and (15) natan, ' fetid, ill-odoured,' with 
the significant figure of a vulture, seem to tell but too significantly, 
so far as words can tell-

'Of man's first disobedience, and the fruit 
Of that forbidden tree whose mortal taste, 
Brought death into the world and all our woe.' 

"The concluding words, (16) auah, 'manifesting great sad
ness; peculiarly, through grief on account of sins and imploring 
the mercy of God,' and (17) dari , 'conscious,' illustrated by a 
human figure crouching on the heels, a well-known Egyptian 
attitude of devotion and homage-at least are well in unison 
with the repentance of our first Parents. Below the last four 
words, beginning with arm, ' denuding a bone of the flesh,' is 
the figure of a jackal crouching on a tomb, with an unknown 
hieroglyphic between the forepaws, which I mistook for a torch. 
A glance into the lexicon undeceived and enlightened me. The 
words over the jackal's head, in the plainest characters, were 
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namar har, ' howls the angry dog,' and machar, ' sucking the 
marrow out of a bone.' 

"The rest of this short inscription, being only the repetition 
of the vulture, with the_ words, ' ill-odoured, gnawed by famine,' 
the burden of this part would most plainly seem to be, the fatal 
consequences of the Fall (the scene of which stands depicted at 
hand), indicat ed by the tomb, the human bone, and the bird and 
beast of death ." 

In the same t emple is another sculpture of this subject with 
two short descriptive inscriptions. Here the figures are r epre
sented as watering the tree, one of them is holding a fruit, and 
the serpent seems to be offering them a second by holding it on 
his head. The inscriptions as deciphered and translated by 
Forster, give the following sense: "Diligently watering" (the 
tree). "Promising a future good, he plunges (them) into evil.'' 

V. The Serpent as the Unfaithful Messenger 

Fraser has called our attention to another important and 
interesting point generally overlooked when considering the 
Bible story. This is the fact that the Tree of Life was not for
bidden to our first parents, but rather seems as if it had been 
especially intended for their use in the first instance, and cer
tainly included in the permission given t o eat the fruits of all 
the garden produ,ced, save that only of the Tree of Knowledge, 
or more probably, the Tree of Death. 

But the Creator's originally benevolent intention was frus
trated by the serpent. It seems hard to account for the reptile's 
malice (unless we accept Milton's view that he was merely the 
tool of the devil), since J ehovah had not then made enmity 
between his race and mankind, and he apparently gained nothing 
by his fraud,-but perhaps, as Frazer suggests, in the original 
version of the story the serpent himself partook of the Tree of 
Life, and so became immortal, whilst he persuaded Adam and Eve 
to take of the Tree of Death in his place. 

Many savages held this strange idea that god and man were 
outwitted by serpents who secured for themselves the immortality 
intended for men, and the belief appears to have been shared by 
the Semites. 

The Phcenician writer, Sanchuniathon, said that serpents 
were the longest lived of any animals, because they renewed 
their youth by casting away their worn-out skins. The Hebrews 
had an idea that the eagle achieved the same result by moult
ing its feathers : "Thy youth is renewed like the eagle's," 
says the Psalmist (P~mlm ciii. 5), so they would see no difficulty 
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i11 such a theory. The idea that the scrpe~t cl~e~ted mankind 
ul i111morta lity by securing for itself the hfc-gn'.mg plant t~e 
god-; had intended for man, is found in the Gilgamesh ei;>i~, 
"hich is one of the oldest literary monuments of the Semitic 
r .t<'t' and long anterior to Genesis. . . . 

The ancient Chaldean poem of which_ Gilgamesh 1s the h~ro 
1-; -;aid to dat e back beyond 2500 B .C. Gilgamesh, who was kmg 
uf Uruk, or Erech, having offended the goddess Ishtar, w~s 
.dflictcd with a skin disease as the r esult of her curse. To obtam 
1 l'lief he made a pilgrimage to the shrine of his _deified ancestor, 
l'ir-napist em (or Ut-napishtim), ~in~ of Shunppak, who :was 
l he Babylonian Noah. After bathmg m sacred water, as adv1se_d 
hy Pir-napistem, he was healed, and was _then presented by ~us . 
ancestor with a branch of a sacred tree which bore the s~ggestive 
11ame " In-old-age,-the._man-becomes-young.'' But on his home
ward journey Gilgamesh landed on a n unknow~ shore, and dra_nk 
from a spring. Whilst he did so, a serpent, _evidently the gemus 
of the spring, seized and carried off the precious branch from the 
tree of life. 

Gilgamesh, being unable to recover it, weeping sadly, resumed 
his homeward way. . . . 

The serpent of this legend seem_s ~o typify ~he 1eal~us-mmde_d 
gods who wish ed to rob man of his 1m_m~rtahty. It 1_s tr';le th_1s 
story corresponds with that of Genesis m th~t _not~mg is s~1d 
about the serpent eating the plant, and so gammg 1mmortahty 
for himself, but possi.bly the omission is due to the state of the 
text which is obscure and defective. But, even if the poet were 
sile~t on this point, Mr. Frazer points out that the parallels 
further suggest, though they do not prove, that in the original _of 
the story, which the Jehovistic writer has mangled and dis
torted, the serpent was the messenger sent by God to bear the 
glad tidings of immortality to man, but pe_rverted the messaf5e 
to the advantage of his species, and the rum of ours. Th_e gi~t 
of speech would seem to have been lent to the serpent, m his 
capacity as ambassador from God to man. 

Frazer, who relates many of these stories, sums them up as 
follows: 

"If we may judge from a comparison of the versions dispersed 
among many peoples, the true, original story of the Fall of Man 
ran somewha t as follows. The benevolent Creator, after model
ling the first man and woman _out _of mud,_ and animating them 
by the simple process of blowmg mto the1~ mouths and noses, 
placed the happy pair in an earthly paradise,. where, fre~ from 
care and toil, they could live on the sweet fruits of a _dellghtful 
garden, and where birds and beasts frisked about them m fearless 
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security. As a crowning mercy, he planned for our first parents 
the great gift of immortality, but resolved to make them the 
ar~iters of their own fate, by leaving them free to accept or 
reiect the proffered boon. For that purpose he planted in the 
~idst of the garden two wondrous trees that bore fruits of very 
different sorts, the fruit of the one being fraught with death to 
the eater, and the other with life eternal. Having done so he 
sen.t the ~erpent to the man and woman and charged him to 
deliver this message: 'Eat not of the Tree of Death, for in the 
day ye eat thereof, ye shall surely die, but eat of the Tree of Life 
and live forever.' Now the serpent was more subtle than any 
beast of the field, and on his way he bethought him of changing 
the message; so when he came to the happy garden and found 
the woman alone in it, he said to her, 'Thus saith God: Eat not 
o~ the Tree of Life, for in the day ye eat thereof ye shall surely 
die ; but eat of the Tree of Death, and live forever.' The foolish 
woman believed him, and ate of the fatal fruit, and gave of it 
to her husband and he ate also. But the sly serpent himself 
ate of th7 Tree of Life. That is why men have been mortal, and 
serpents immortal ever since, for serpents cast their skins every 
year, and so renew their youth. If only the serpent had not 
perverted God's good message and deceived our first mother, 
we should have been immortal instead of the serpents; for like 
the serpents, we should have cast our skins every year, and so 
renewed our youth perpetually." 

The beautifully illuminated manuscript known as Queen Mary's 

THE FALL OF MAN. 
From the illuminated manuscript of Quern Mary's Psalter. 

Psal~er contains a quaint illustration showing Eve yielding to 
the mfluence of a strangely formed Echidna-like monster with 
the head of a woman and the body of a dragon, whilst three 
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d1•rnons act as devil's advocates. One is patting Eve on her 
11ho11lclcr, with an air of approval and encouragement, whil~ a 
"'"'oncl, with wings, is urging on Adam, and apparently laughing 
,If his apprehensions; and a third is preventing him drawing 
It.wk from the trial. 
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CHAPTER XII 

THE SERPENT AS PHALLIC EMBLEM 

/\ LTHOUGH many writers unhesitatingly attribute a 
~Phallic origin to the serpent as a religious emblem, this 

theory is not supported by all. Mr. C. S. Wake says, 
" So far as I can make out the serpent-symbol has not a direct 
phallic reference, nor is its attribute of wisdom the most essential. 
The idea most intimately associated with this animal, was 
that of life, not present merely, but continued, and probably 
everlasting. Thus the snake Bai was figured as Guardian of 
the doorways of the Egyptian Tombs which represented the 
mansions of heaven. A sacred serpent would seem to have 
been kept in all the Egyptian temples, and we are told that 
many of the subjects, in the tombs of the kings at Thebes in 
particular, show the importance it was thought to enjoy in 
a future state. Crowns, formed of the Asp or sacred Ther
muthis, were given to sovereigns and divinities, particularly 
to Isis, and these no doubt were intended to symbolise eternal 
life. Isis was goddess of life and healing and the serpent evi
dently belonged to her in that character, seeing that it was the 
symbol also of other deities with the like attributes. Thus, on 
papyri, it encircles the figure of Harpocrates, who was identified 
with JEsculapius, while not only was a great serpent kept alive 
~n the great t emple of Serapis, but on later monuments this god 
is represented by a great serpent with or without a human head. 

"Mr. Fergusson, in accordance with his peculiar theory as to 
~he origin of serpent worship, thinks this superstition character
ised the old Turanaian (or rather let us say Akkadian) empire of 
Chaldea, while tree-worship was more a characteristic of the later 
Assyrian Empire. 

" This opinion is no doubt correct, and it means really that the 
older race had that form of faith with which the serpent was 
always indirectly connected-adoration of the male principle of 
generation, the principle phase of which was probably ancestor 
wo~ship, while the latter race adored the female principle, sym
bohsed by the sacred tree, the Assyrian ' grove.' The ' tree of 
life,' however, undoubtedly had reference to the male element, 
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11 11cl we' may well imagine that original ly the fruit a lone was 
111•atc•cl as symboli cal of the opposite clemen t." . . 

/\ecording to Layard, during the rcscarche~ of M. Botta m ~he 
111 111s of Kouyunjik, a curious reprcs.entatl?n of an As~ynan 
, 1·11·mony was discovered. It seems fairly evident th3:t this had 
,1 Phallic signifi.cance. It shows two eunuchs standing before 
.111 a 1 tar, on which burns the sacred fire, and two serpents attac~ed 
t 11 poles, suggesting by their attitude the .l_)Opular r~presentat10n 
11f the brazen serpent set up by Moses m the wilderness. A 
lw.trelcd figure leads a goat (symbol of sexual uncleannes~), b~t 
1 lw form and size of the altar do not suggest that a sacrifice is 
11111 •1Hled. The eunuchs and the uplifted serpents seem to suggest 
th.it it has already been made. 

1 >r. Donaldson considers that the serpent has always had a 
l1hallic significance, and General Forlon~ from close and indepen
cl1·11t" observation in Eastern lands unaided by books or teachers, 
I 1 om thousands of stories and conversations with Eastern priests 
.111d people" arrived at the same deduction. ~e eve~ asse~ts his 
11pinion that phallic worship en~e~s ~o clos~ly mto umon '~1th all 
t.iiths to the present hour, that it is 11nposs1ble to exclude it from 
vic•w. He says, " So imperceptibly arose the serpen.t ~n pure 
Phallic faiths, fire on these, and sun on all, and so mt1mately 
did all blend with one another, that even in the ages of true 
history it was often impossible t o descry the exact God all~ded to." 

The intimate blending of the several symbols o~ ~nc1ent wor
ship alluded to above is strongly marked in the Semi tic Ja.nl?ua~es, 
where, as Mr. Gliddon has pointed out, the same root s1g111fies 
s1·rpent and phallus. Both, in different senses, arc of cour~e 
o.;olar emblems. . 

A further con tribution to this subj ect is made by Brown, ~n 
his "Great Dionysiak Myth." He says, "The Serpent has six 
principal points of connection with Dionysos : (r) As a symbol 
of, and connected with, wisdom. (z) As a solar emblem. (3) As 
a symbol of time and e t~rnity .. ~4) As ai: emblem of the eart~, 
life. (S) As connected with fertihsmg moisture .. (6) As a phalhc 
t•mblem." Enlarging on the last of these P?mts our author 
rontinues: "The serpent being connected With the sun, the 
t•arth life and fertility must needs be also a phallic emblem, and 
so appropriate to the cult of Dionysus. Priapos. Mr. Cox, after a 
review of the subj ect , observes, 'Fmally, the symbol of the 
t>hallos suggested the form of the serpent, which thus became 
1 he emblem of life and healing. There then we have tl1e key to 
that tree and serpent \rnrship "·hich has given rise t o muc? 
ingenious speculation.' The myth of the serpent ~nd the tre.e is 
not, I apprehend, exhausted by any merely phalhc explanat10n, 
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but the phallic element is certainly one of the most prominent 
~eatures in it, as it might be thought any inspection of the carv
mgs connected with the Topes of Sanchi and Amravati would 
show. It is hard to believe, with Mr. Fergusson, that the use
fulness and beauty of trees gained them the payment of divine 
honours. Again the Asherah or Grove-cult (Exod. xxxiv. 13, 
l Kings xvii. 16 ; ]er. xvii. 2 ; Micah v. 14) was essentially 
Phallic, Asherah being the Upright. It seems also to have been 
in some degree connected with that famous relic, the brazen 
serpent of Nehushtan (2 Kings xviii. 4). Donaldson considers that 
the Serpent is the emblem of desire. It has also been suggested 
that the creature symbolised sensation generally." 

The Rev. G. W. Cox (whom Brown refers to in the paragraph 
quoted above), in his" Mythology of Aryan Nations," says," If 

there is one point more certain than another 
it is that wherever tree and serpent worship 
has been found, the cultus of the Phallos and 
the Ship, of the Linga and Yoni, in connection 
with the worship of the sun, has been found 
also. It is impossible to dispute the fact, and 
no explanation can be accepted for one part 
of the cultus which fails to explain the other. 
It is unnecessary, therefore, to analyse theories 
which profess to see in it the worship of the 
creeping brute or the wide-spreading tree. 
A religion based on the worship of the veno-

SERPENT EMBRACING 'l h b l' ' f EGG. mous reptI e must ave een a re ig10n o 
terror; in the earliest glimpses which we have 

of it, the serpent is a symbol of life and of love. 
"Nor is the Phallic cultus in any respect a cultus of the full

grown and branching tree. In its earliest form the symbol is 
everywhere a mere stauros or pole ; and although this stock or 
rod budded in the shape of the thyrsus and the shepherd's staff, 
yet, even in its latest developments, the worship is confined to 
small bushes and shrubs and diminutive plants of a particular 
kind. Nor is it possible again to dispute the fact that every nation 
at some stage or other of its history has attached to this cultus 
precisely that meaning which the Brahman now attaches to the 
Linga and the Y oni. 

"That the Jews clung to it in this special sense with vehement 
tenacity is the bitter complaint of the prophets; and the crucified 
serpent adored for its healing powers stood untouched in the 
Temple until it was removed and destroyed by Hezekiah. This 
worship of serpents, 'void of reason,' condemned in the Wisdom 
of Solomon, probably survived even the Babylonish captivity. 
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1 1 1 l.1i111 y i l was adopted by the Christians w~10 were known as 
11p1t1 lt·s, Gnostics and Nicolai tans. In Atheman mythology the 
1 1111 ·11! and the tree are singularly prominent. ~ek~ops, Erech-

1111 ''"'· and Erichthonios, are each and all serpentme m ~he lower 
11111I1on of their bodies. The sacred snake of Athene had its ~bode 
111 t Iii· J\kropolis, and her olive trees secure~ f?r her the victory 
111 l11•r rivalry with Poseidon. The health-givi!1g s~rpent lay at 
1111• f1•<•l of Asklepios and snakes were fed rn his temple at 
I• p111.111ros and elsewhere. That the ideas of mere terror and 
1 l1•i1 t It suggested by the venomous or the crushing r~ptile c~uld 
111 \t ' I have given way thus completely before thos~ of hfe, h ealmg, 
.111d safety, is obvious enough; and th.e latter ideas .alone are 
1111..,1wialed with the serpent as the ob1ect of adoration. The 
d1 •,1dly beast always was, and has always remained~ the objec~ of 
1111' horror and loathing which is expressed for Ahi'. the c~okm.g 
.i 11d throttling snake, the Vritra whom Indra smites with his 
11111 ·1 ring lance, the dreadful Azidahaka of the Avesta, the Zohak 
111 Biler of modern Persian mythology, the serpents whom 
I I 1•raktes strangles in his cradle, the Python, or Fafnir, or G:r~ndel, 
111 Sphinx whom Phoibos, or Sigurd, or Beowulf, or Oi~ipous 
.. 111ilc and slay. That the worship of the serpent has nothmg ~o 
dn with these evil beast s is abundantly clear from all the Phallic 
111nnuments of the East or West. In the topes of Sanchi, and 
/\ 111ravati the discs which represent the Yoni. predon:inate in 
1·v1•ry part of the design; the emblem is worn Vl'.1t~ unm1stak'.1-ble 
distinctness by every female figure, carved withm .these discs, 
while above the multitude are seen, on many of the discs, a group 
11f women with their hands resting on the linga which they ';IP
liolcl. It may indeed be possible to tr~ce .ou~ the associat~on 
which connects the Linga with the bull rn Sivaison, .as d:no~mg 
11tore particularly the male power, while the serpent m Jamaiso~ 
.111cl Vishnavism is found with the female emblem, the Yon:. 
!-lo again in Egypt, some may discern in the bull Apis or M.nev.is 
the predominance of the male idea in that ~ount~y, while m 
Assyria or Palestine the Serpent or Agathos Daimon is connected 
with the al tar of Baal." 

Mr. J. H. Rivett-Carnac, in his paper prin~ed in the journ~l 
of the Asiatic Society of Bengal, entitled "The Sn~ke Symbol m 
India," also upholds the opinion that the serpent is a sym.bol ?f 
the phallus. He says: " The serpent a~pears oi: the prehisto:ic 
r romlechs and menhirs of Europe, on which I believe the remams 
of phallic worship may be traced. What little attent~on I .ha:ve 
been able to give to the serpent-symbol has b~en ch~efly m. its 
ronnection with the worship of Mahadeo or Siva, with a :riew 
lo ascertain whether the worship of the snake and that of Mahadeo 
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or the phallus may be considered identical, and whether the pres
ence of the serpent on the prehistoric remains of Europe can be 
shown to ~uppor~ my theory, that the markings on the cromlechs 
and menhirs are mdced the traces of this form of worship, carried 
to Europe from the East by the tribes whose remains are buried 
beneath the tumuli. 
. " Dl:lring my visits to Benares, the chief centre of Siva-worship 
m India, I have c_i.lways carefully searched for the snake-symbol. 
On the most ordmary class of 'Mahadeo,' a rough stone placed 
on end supposed to ~epresent the phallus, the serpent is not 
ge~erally s.een. But m the temples, and in the better class of 
~hnnes which abound in the city and neighbourhood the snake 
is generally found encircling the phallus. . . . In the Benares 
bazaar I once came across a splendid metal cobra, the head erect 
and hood expanded, so made as to be placed around or above 
a stone or metal' Mahadeo.' It is now in England. The attitude 
of the cobra when excited and the expansion of the head will 
suggest the reason for this snake representing ' Mahadeo ' and 
the phallus. 

."Although the presence of this snake in these models cannot be 
sai? to prove much, and although from the easy adaptability 
?fits form the ~na~e n~ust always have been a favourite subj ect 
~n orname~1t, st~ll it mil be seen that the serpent is prominent 
~n conne~hon with the conyentional shape under "·hich l\Iahadeo 
is worshipped at Bcnares and elsewhere, that it sometimes takes 
the place of the Linga, and that it is to be found enhYined with 
almost every article connected with this worship." 

As t.?e autl:or of." Ophiolatreia " points out, these symbols 
.were c.onceived m n.o o?s.cene sense, but as r epresenting 
reg~neration, th~ nc.w hfe, hfe .out ?f death, life everlasting, 
wh1~h. those buned rn the tumult, facmg towards the sun in its 
me~idian, were expected to enjoy in the hereafter. a 
~ttm~ ornamen~ for the graves of the departed.' ... The same 
idea m fact which ... causes the rude l\Iahadeo and Yoni to 
be worshipped daily by hundreds of thousands of Hindus." 
. Frazer mform~ us that Sayids and l\Iussulmans of high rank 
m Northern Indw. say that a snake should never be called by its 
real -?ame, bt~t should be described either as a tiger (sh er) , or as 
a_strmg (rassi). Crooke says of the same district, that if you are 
b1tte!~ by a serpent, you must not mention its name, but may 
say, A rope has touched me." 

A curiol:ls sidelight is thrown on the reason of this mysterious 
paraphrasing by a remark of Jennings. " There is something 
stran~e about these cords, cordons, ropes, belts, bands, baldrics 
(also m the term' belted earl'). These are always male accessories. 
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, , . Many early Norman mouldings exhibit various examples 
111 t Ii(• cable. Thongs, tics and network arc seen to bind all the 
.. 1g11ilicant figures in the early English and Irish churches. Is 
I l11·n· any connection between these bonds, or ties, or lacings 
wit It lhc 'cable-tow' of the initiates among the Masons? Per
lt.ips the 'tow' in this 'cable-tow' means the 'Tau,' or stood 
1111 il originaUy. Reference may here be made to the snake which 
for rns the girdle of the Gnostic' Good Shepherd' 
111 the illustration later in our book. . .. The 
( .oocl Shepherd b earing upon his shoulder the 
I osl Lamb, as he seems to the uninitiated eye: 
1>111 on close inspection he becomes the double
llP:tdcd Anubis ; having one head human, the 
111 lil'r a jackal's, whilst his girdle assumes the 
lmrn of a serpent, rearing aloft its crested 
l11 ·acl." 

Anubis bore the title of Ap-hera, "opener of 
t IH· roads" or "paths," which lead to heaven, 
a 11<l in this character he was often represented 
.i s a jackal seated on a pylon or gateway. 

Samuel Birch says: "This may be considered 
.rs lhe type of the celestial Anubis, and as such 
lit• was styled lord of the heaven, and opener of 
t ht• solar disc." 

Anubis is idenlified with Mercury, whose 
"t•rpent-entwined rod w~ have described in the 
chapter on the caduceus. He is" the mystic Mer
rnrius Trismegistus,-' Thrice-Master, Thrice
M istress,'- for this personage is double-sexed: 
l'hrebe above, Diana on earth, Hecate below.'' 

A design from Syh'anus 
l\Jorga.n, an old herald, 
showing the scrprnt 
uniting the spade and 

distall. 

This description of Mercury at once recalls the fable of Tiresias, 
I he celebrated prophet of Thebes, and suggests that the double 
spx ascribed to the god was not unconnected with the serpents 
I hat clung to his rod. Our readers shall judge for themselves. 
The story of Tiresias is said by Ovid to be as follows : 

"When Jove disposed to lay aside the Weight 
Of public Empire and the Cares of State, 

As to his Queen in Nectar Bowls he quaff'd , 
' In troth,' says he, and as he spoke he laugh 'd, 
'The Sense of Pleasure in the Male is far 
More dull and dead, than what you Females share.' 

Juno the Truth of what was said deny'd; 
Tiresias t herefore must the Cause decide, 
For he the pleasure of each sex had try'd. 
It happen'd once within a shady Wood, 
Two twisted Snakes he in Conjunction view'd, 



132 THE ENCIRCLED SERPENT 

When with his staff their slimy Folds he broke, 
And lost his Manhood at t he fatal Stroke. 
But a fter £even revolving Years, he view'd 
The self-same Serpents in the self-same Wood : 

'And if,' says he, ' such Virtue in you lie, 
That he who dares your slimy Folds untie 
Must change his Kind, a second stroke I'll try.' 

Again he struck the Snakes, and stood again 
New sex'd, a nd straight recover'd into Man ; 
Him therefore both the Deities create 
The sov'reign U mpire in their grand Debate; 
And he declar'd for Jove; when Juno fir'd 
More than so trivial an Affair requir'd, 
Depriv'd him in her Fury, of his Sight, 
And left him groping round in sudden Night. 
B ut Jove (for so it is in Heav'n decreed, 
That no one God repeal a nother's Deed) 
Irradiates a ll his Soul with inward Light, 
And with the Prophet's Art relieves the Want of Sight." 

(Addison's Translation .) 

Rela ted to the serpents of the caduceus is the phallic serpent 
of the mystic Nehushtan, set up in the wilderness by the Hebrew 
lawgiver Moses. This consisted of a serpent coiled around the 
emblem of the phallus, the Tau or T. (Seep. 84). 

Freemasons have perpetuat ed this ancient symbolism. Wynn 
Westcott writes : " The Tau is well known to all Freemasons 
as the design on the Master's apron ; the Triple Tau is known 
in a higher grade, and in the 25th degree of the Ancient and 
Accepted Rite-the Knight of the Brazen Serpent-the jewel 
was a serpent creeping upon a Tau, with the words nachustan, 
' serpent, ' and chethanu, 'I have sinned.' This grade is said to 
be a revival of a military and monastic benevolent society 
founded by the Crusaders in the Holy Land." 

The connection of the idea of sin with the creative act is 
reproved by Madame Blavatsky, who writes: " The first Chris
tians never perceived that not only was there no sin in this dis
obedience [of Adam and Eve], but that actually the Serpent 
was the Lord God Himself, who, as the Ophis, the Logos, or the 
bearer of divine creative wisdom, t aught mankind to be creators 
in their turn. They never realised that the cross was an evolution 
from the tree and the Serpent, and thus became the salvation of 
mankind. By this it would become the very first symbol of 
creative cause, applying to geometry, to numbers, to astronomy, 
to measure and to animal reproduction." 

But the cross of Christ was an advancement on the Tau or 
male cross of the serpent of Moses. The former is the symbol of 
negation ; man's aspirations and desires represented by the 
ascending pole, abruptly terminated by the crushing horizontal. 
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" I l1011 shalt not," thunders the law, in answer to all man's 
1 11111 ts of self-expression. 

/\ 11t•w clement is visible in the Christian cross. The upright 
1111 1

1' hits pierced and transcended the 
Iii 1111.011 la l. The cross no longer repre
·• 11h negation . The divine uplifted 

·• ~1·1pl·nl" has redeemed it, and man's 
.i'lp1ralions may soar into infinity. 

I ht> union of the masculine Tau with 
t 111• ft-minine circle produces the ankh or 
1 1 t 1' a nsata, the symbol of that physical 
1111• which is brought into being by the con
p111rtion of male and female principles. 
I lttl such life, though it be the gift of the 
1;11ds, is brief, and unsatisfying to its 
pnsst'ssor, and serves but t o arouse in him 

THE APOTHEOSIS OF 
t Iii· longing for fuller expression. Our THE ANKH. 

cl1.1gram suggests the way of attainment. . . 
I hl• na ils of the crucifixion must replace the Tau, and the d1vme 
1dm l of the Encircled Serpent, supersede the circle of desire and 
•wlfish gratification. 
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CHAPTER XIII 

APOLLO AND THE PYTHON 

T HE Grecian god most closely associated with Ophiolatry 
was Apollo, the bright Sun-god, and the most celebrated 
centre of this worship, together with the far-famed 

temple and oracle of Apollo, was at Pytho, or P ython, which 
later became known as Delphi. But it is evident from the myth, 
that long before the Sun-god was conceived of, serpent worship 
flourished there ; and Strabo has t old us that the older name of 
the place was derived from the serpent Python, which was later 
slain there by Apollo, who adopted the name of Pitheus to 
commemorate his exploit. Hyginus and lElian tell us that before 
the oracle was established at Python, or Apollo came there, this 
serpent used to deliver oracles at Mount Parnassus. Because 
of this H yginus called Python " the divine dragon," and 
believed it to be the mouthpiece of Divinity. H e seems 
to have thought that the serpent directly delivered the oracles, 
though later we find it doing so by means of the pythia, or 
pythoness. 

The st ory of Python is involved with that of Apollo and Diana, 
the twin offspring of Jupiter and his paramour Latona. When 
the latter was about to become a mother, the angry Juno drove 
her from Heaven, and made Terra swear to allow her no resting
place upon earth. Not yet satisfied in her revenge, she com
manded the serpent Python t o persecute and pursue her. Python, 
knowing it was decreed that he should be destroyed by Latona 's 
offspring, eagerly carried out Juno's wish, and sought Latona's 
death. But Neptune, seeing her distress, took compassion, 
and carried her to Delos in the lEgean Sea, which, as it was a 
floating island, was not included in the oath of Terra. H ere the 
twins were safely born, and from the name of the island, Apollo 
was called Delius. 

134 
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Afterwards, when the god was engaged in deadly combat with 
t ht• Python, Latona, who had suffered so cruelly from its persecu
tion, encouraged and cheered on her son in the fray, shouting 
rnntinually, "Strike him, P rean, with thy darts." P rean was 
one of the names by which Apollo was known to his vot aries, 
probably because of his unerring skill in striking with his sun-
1.iys. After his victory, in memory of his mother's invocation, 
not only all hymns sung t o his praise were henceforth called 
/>rrans, but in all songs that celebrated victory, the words " Io 
l':can" were introduced. And from this invocation Apollo 
gained the name of I eios. 

But although Apollo was thus exoterically identified with the 
promised" seed of the woman," as the slayer of the serpent, the 
1 nitiated understood something quite different from this account 
of him. Faber has pointed out t hat the word which in its exoteric 
sense is "slayer" in its esoteric meaning is "priest," so that to 
the initiated, Apollo was revealed as the priest of the serpent, 
and therefore as himself the serpent ; since the priest represented, 
and was identified with the god he served. So, when at 
Delphi, a hymn of praise was sung to the python on every 
seventh day, it was Apollo, the sun-god, who was worshipped 
in reality. 

It is clear that Apollo was identified with P ython, because 
although Apollo is represented as its slayer, t he spirit of the god 
which inspired the pythoness was still said to be the spirit of 
Python. But in reading. the following account, compiled from 
writings of all ages, it must be remembered that this was a 
secret known only to the initiated, and even now not generally 
realised. 

According to Ovid, for example, Python was not part of the 
original creation, but was a horrible monster born of devastation 
and destruction during t he period when t he flood covered t he 
earth, and left behind when it subsided. He is thus fittingly 
represented as slain by the sun-god who restored life and beauty 
t o the drowned world, and the poet relates how 

" Of new Monsters, Earth created more. 
Unwillingly, but yet she brought to light 
Thee, Python too, the wond'ring World tu fright, 
And t he new Nations with so d ire a Sight : 
So monstrous was hi> Bulk, so large a Space 
Did his vast Body and long Train embrace. 
Whom Phrebus basking on a Bank espi'd ; 
E 're now the God his Arrows had not t ry'd 
But on the trembling Deer, or Mountain Goat; 
At this new Quarry he prepares to shoot." 
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The ~rr~ws here mentioned were presented to Apollo shortl y 
after his birth by Vulcan. Ovid continues : 

"Though every Sha ft took place, he spent the Store 
Of his full Quiver ; a nd 'twas long before 
Th' expiring Serpent wallow'd in his Gore. 
Then to preserve the Fame of such a Deed, 
For Python sla in, he Pythian Games decreed. 
Where noble Youths for Mastership should strive, 
To quoit, to run, and Steeds and Chariots drive." 

These Pythian Games were a t first celebrated every eight years, 
but later every four years, and as the poet has told us, were 
held (at Delphi) in h~nour of Apollo and his victory over the 
p~thon. TheY'. are said to have been originally instituted by 
D10medes on his return from the Trojan War. Be this as it may, 
they became one of the four great national festivals of Greece, 
and appear to have been regularly observed until the end of the 
fourth century; lesser P ythia.n games being celebrated in many 
other places where the worship of Apollo had been introduced. 
Ovid continues : · 

"The Prize was Fame : In \\'itness of Renown 
An oaken Garland d id the Victor crown 
The Laurel was not yet for Triumphs b~rn ; 
But every Green a like by Phccbus worn, 
Did, with promiscuous Grace his flowing Locks adorn." 

(" l\Iet.," I, Dryden's Trans.) 

Here it should be noticed that the oldest sacred tree at Delphi 
seems to have been the ilex, or evergreen oak, but for some 
obscure reason this was la ter replaced by the laurel. Though the 
leaves of the . lat~er were larger thai:- those of the oak, yet they 
were not unlike m form and colouring so that the substitution 
would hardly be noticed by the ordinary observer. 
. In another chapter we have enlarged upon the curious connec

tion that appears to exist in mythology between the serpent and 
the tree. The python was probably the guardian of the sacred 
oak or laurel, the foliage of which was used to bind the victor 's 
brow in the Pythian Games, and it may have been from this tree 
that the leaves used by the pythia when delivering the oracles 
were gathered. The celebrated Grove of Daphne near Antioch 
was consecrated to Apollo, who united in his rites the worship of 
Tree and Serpent. 

Euripides .describes the Delph~c dragon as covered by a leafy 
lau_rel; but it was also the guardian of the spring of sacred water, 
s~ 1t would ~e~m that all the instr':1ments of discovering the god 's 
will were ongmally entrusted to its care. The priestess always 

APOLLO AND THE PYTHON 139 
drank of the sacred spring, as well as chewing a leaf of the sacred 
wreath of laurel, before she prophesied, for the waters, like the 
t n•c and the chasm, were believed to bestow prophetic power. 
The spring may have been either Cassotis or Castaly, as both 
wl're deemed oracular. The last named comes forth from a narrow 
gorge with tremendously high rocky walls a little to the east of 
Apollo's t emple. According to the legend, after he had slain the 
serpent Apollo purged himself from the stain of blood in the 
Vale of Tempe where the River Peneus flows between the tree
clad heights of Olympus and Ossa. Here it was that the god 
crowned himself with a garland which was probably of ilex, and 
to this place therefore his human representative went to gather 
garlands for his brow on the occasion of the Festival of Crowning. 

This Festival was therefore identical in origin with the Pythian 
Games. At first it was also celebrated every eighth year at almost 
the same time as the Games, and probably the distinction between 
the two first arose when the Delphians arranged to hold the latter 
every fourth, instead of every eighth, year. It dramatically 
represented the slaying of a great water dragon by a god or hero. 
The actor who took this part had his brows crowned by a wreath 
from the sacred laurel, but had to undergo a penance and purifica
tion for slaying the reptile, which was evidently a recognition of 
its sacred character. The penance was a severe one. Cleombrotus 
informs us tha t " It was ordained that he who would slay the 
Python, must be, not merely banished from the t emple for ten 
years, but even dep~rt from the world ; whence he should 
return after nine revolutions of the great year, expiated and 
purified : wherefore he should obtain the name of Phcebus
i.e. pure; and obtain possession of the oracle at Delphi." 

It seems fairly clear that the original shrine at Delphi was 
dedicat ed to Ge, or Grea, the goddess of earth, and Apollo prob
ably superseded Grea when the Grecian race took possession of 
the country and conquered the earlier inhabitants. Perhaps it 
is this event that is symbolised by the story of the slaying of the 
Python by Apollo,-the subjugation of the older religion,- hence
forward to be r egarded as the Evil One,-by the new. Pausanius 
has told us that " in the most ancient times the Oracle was an 
Oracle of Earth." Plutarch has further informed us that the 
t emple of Ge stood t o the south of that of Apollo near the waters 
of Castalia, and his evidence has been confirmed in recent years 
by an inscription discovered in the locality. The original Python, 
then, was apparently the guardian serpent of the shrine of Ge. 
The pythia, priestess of the earth goddess, obtained her inspira
tion from subterranean sources, and received through a cleft of the 
earth the gassy vapour which threw her into a trance. The place 
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whence this vapour was exhaled, was a deep cavern with a 
narrow orifice, on the southern side of Mount Parnassus, at no 
great distance from the seaports of Crissa and Cirrha. We are 
tola that it was first introduced to public notice by a goatherd, 
whose goats, browsing on its brink, were thrown into violent 
convulsions as they came within its influence. Their guardian 
thereupon went to the same spot and endeavoured to look into 
the chasm, but himself was frantically agitated. When these 
happenings became known, they were at once attributed to a 
deity residing in the place, and it was said to be the oracle of the 
goddess Ge. From all around the people flocked to it to obtain 
information of the future by inhaling the mysterious vapour. 
W~ateyer they uttered in the ensuing intoxication was regarded 
as mspired by the goddess. But prophecy under such conditions 
was att.ended by considerable risk, and many of the prophets, 
made giddy by the gas, fell into the chasm and were lost. A 
consultation of the inhabitants of the neighbourhood was called, 
and t~ey decided that only one person, appointed by public 
authonty, should be allowed to receive the inspiration and render 
the responses of the goddess, and that the security of this prophet 
should be provided for by a frame placed over the chasm through 
whic~ the maddening vapour might be inhaled with safety. 
The importance of the oracle was of course greatly increased 
by this public recognition, and further measures became necessary. 
A rude temple was erected over the cavern, priests were appointed, 
ceremonies prescribed, and sacrifices offered. A revenue became 
a necessity. Therefore all who would consult the goddess must 
bring an offering to her shrine, and sometimes this was of great 
value. The reputation of the oracle now no longer rested merely 
?n the superstition of the people. With the priesthood, a vested 
mterest. had been ~reated for its guardianship, and Delphi, 
prospermg through its oracle, became an important town. 

The reason for the change of divinities at this shrine is lost in 
the mists of obscurity. It may have been the result of conquest, 
but Mitford thinks that " according to probable conjecture" it 
was due to such mercenary reasons as those indicated above, 
and that the profits produced by the prophetical powers of Ge 
havi~g begu.n to f~il, it was first asserted that Neptune was 
associated with her m the oracle, and then her daughter Themis 
was said to have taken her place. 
. The god Apollo had a ~reat reputation in the surrounding 
islands of Greece, and also m Asia Minor, but until this time had 
little fame on the mainland of Greece. His introduction to the 
shrine, according to Mitford, was as follows: A vessel from 
Gnossus in Crete came to the port of Crissa ; and the crew landing 
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111 once climbed the neighbouring mountain of Parnassus to 
l'yl ho. Apparently their object was to oust the older deity and 
111!. t.d Apollo in her room. To accomplish their purpo.se more 
1•ll1·1·tively, they circulated a wonderful story that their vessel 
Ii .id been bound to Pylus on the coast of Messina, but had been 
1111 <' t'<I by supernatural power beyond that port, and while the 
11 111,Lzed crew were perfectly passive, had been conducted with 
"'t raordinary exactness and precision to Crissa. Further, that 
r111 1· 11ormous dolphin had accompanied their ship, and when they 
1111 i ved at Crissa had discovered himself to the crew as the great 
,111cl beneficent god, Apollo ; at the same time commanding them 
lo follow him to Pytho, and promising that there they should 
lwl'ome his ministers. 

This scheme succeeded beyond expectation. For some time 
I h1• profits produced by the responses of the earth goddess had 
lw1•11 failing, and a new incentive to public curiosity had b.ecome 
1lt'ccssary to keep up the revenue. Neptune and Themis had 
111·1•11 introduced by the priests without much result. Apollo w~s 
11ow installed as the presiding deity of the shrine, and under t~1s 
''od, through the skill of his new ministers (for Crete had an ear her 
tivilisation, and probably more intercourse with Egypt than the 
1 t'St of Greece) the oracle not only recovered but increased its 
11·putation. 

Pytho, or Delphi, which was really the cent~e of Greece, w~s 
11ow described as the centre of the earth ; miracles were said 
to have occurred to pr~ve this important theory, and "N~vel 
of the Earth" was among the titles bestowed on the shnne. 
Probably it was at this juncture that the Pythian Game~ w~re 
instituted, celebrating the installation of Apollo and bnngmg 
fresh popularity to his temple. Pausanias informs us that the 
first victor in the competitions was a Cretan. , . 

If we may credit the hymn to Apollo, before Hon:er s tim.e. 
the temple of this deity was built with some magmficence m 
stone. But the Dorian conquest seems to have been the I?eans 
that chiefly spread its fame and enlarged its influence, which so 
rapidly extended that nothing of moment within Greece was 
undertaken by states, or even by private perso,ns who coul~ afford 
t he expense, without first consulting the oracle of Delphi. 

Obviously the method of divination through the gassy vapours 
of earth belonged to the older religion. It was the mother
goddess Ge, who had been wont thus to breathe forth h~r secret 
promptings to those who sought her counsel. And her ntes had 
nothing in common with those of Apollo, the bright sun-god, 
now enshrined at Delphi in her room. But althou~h. to o~twa:d 
seeming the goddess was conquered, and her rehg1on, hke its 



TIIE ENCIRCLED SERPENT 

guardian, the Python, slain, yet their influenc_e was far from dead, 
but continued to make itself felt as long as did that of the super
seding creed. The skin of the slaug:htered Python was us_ed to 
cover the tripod on which the pyth1a, who h~d now nomm!'llly 
become the priestess of Apollo, still sat to cont111ue her functions 
and reveal the will of the r eigning god. . . 

With the triumph of the worship of Apollo, Greek rehg10.n 
may be said to have reached the climax of its development ... His 
oracle a t Delphi inculcated a really high standard of rehg1ous 
life for three hundred years, and it was not till about the end of 
the sixth century B.C. that it began to decline. It is significant 
that it was this worship that won the unstinted homage of 
Socrates. 

Apollo's oracle at Python was so greatly s01.~ght after and c~n
sulted that it has even been suggested that his name of P ythius 
may have been derived froi:n asking. or con~u~ting, ~hough the 
explanation that he derived it from his exploit 111. slay111g P~t~on 
would appear such an obvious one. It exercised a P.ol~t.ical 
influence on the Greeks, and through them, on the c1v1hsed 
world of those days that is only comparable with the power 
wielded by the Pope of Rome on mediceval Europe. 

During the R oman period we find the name Python constantly 
used as a synonym for soothsayer. The spirit was supposed to 
speak from the belly of the prophet, who was therefore called a 
ventriloquist, a word used in the Septuagint to represent the 
Hebrew obh, i.e. a sorcerer, or necromancer, often translated 
Python in the Vulgate. . . 

As an example we may t ake the account fou~~l m A~t~ xv~. I~: 
of the damsel of Philippi" possessed with a spmt of divmat10n. 
The marginal reading, and the usual one, is" a spirit of P ython •. " 
though some manuscripts read "a sp.irit, a Python:" This 
damsel "brought her masters much gam by soothsaymg: the 
same followed Paul and us, and cried, saying, These men are the 
servants of the most high God, which show unto us .the -..~ay of 
salvation. And this she did many days. But Paul, bemg grieved, 
turned and said to the spirit, I command thee in the name of 
J esus Christ to come out of her. And he came ~mt. the s~i:ne 
hour." For this offence against the serpent-worsh~ppmg Ph1h3;>
pians, Paul and Silas were stript and scourged 111 the pubhc 
thoroughfare, and afterwards thrown into the inner prison, and 
their feet made fast in the stocks. 

It may be noted that the missionaries did not question the 
genuineness of her inspiration by the spirit of. Python, and also 
that it spoke the truth, and was able to recogmse the servants of 
God, though they preached a new and rival religion. 
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lo turn lo an instance in which the oracle is said to have 
.pnkl'n with the direct voice, Lucian tells us that "tJle dragon 
(111 :·wrpcnt) under the tripod spoke," and t~is quotat~on proves 
I h.ll the origina l belief that t he P ython directly dehver~d the 
111 ,11'1t•s still survived in his day. Live snakes were kept m the 
t 1• 111plc at P ython, and probably one of t~ese was supposed to 
h.1 Vt' acted on this occas10n as the mouthpiece of the god . 

l'hc tripod on which t he pythoness sat was another relic of the 
11•ligion which it had superseded, for it was formed of a serpent 
111 bronze, coiled spirally upwards in the form of a ~one, and 
I 1•rminating in three heads. As the cone or pyramid was . a 
.. ymbol of t he sun's rays, this typified the union of the worship 
111 Apollo, the Sun-god, with that of the Serpent, the Python, or 
1•a rth deity. 

This combination of ideas, though here, as we have seen, the 
11•sult of conquest, and not a spontaneous union , has been found 
111 al most all parts of the world. The student should refer t o the 
1 hapter on the Urceon for other examples. . 

The guardianship and superintendence of the Delphic oracle 
and the treasures deposited at Apollo's .shrine by its con~ultants 
wt•rc vested in the Council of the Amphictyons, or deputies from 
the confederated states of Greece, but citizens of Delphos were 
the original proprietors of the temple, and ~ontinued to d.irect 
the religious ceremonies, and to con.duct the important b~s111ess 
of this prophecy. To t hem alone it belonged to det ermme at 
what time and on what occasions the pythia should ascend the 
tripod. When, infused by the divine inspiration, she uttered 
f rnntic sounds and confused words, these were collected and 
rl'duced to order by the Delphians, who usually delivered them 
in the form of hexameter verse. The Pythia was of course but 
an instrument in the hands of these ministers, who appointed 
or dismissed her a t their pleasure. In course of time they became 
invested with so much sacredness from their occupation, that 
they were regarded not merely as attendants and worshippers, 
but as the peculiar family of t he god. They were v~ry numerous, 
but their number has never been exactly ascertamed. All the 
principal inhabitants of Delphos ~lair~1ed an. immed~ate relation 
to Apollo, and were entitled t o officiate ii: t~e nt.es of his sanct~ary, 
whilst the inferior citizens employed their time m dances, festivals, 
processions, and symbolic pageant ry. 

The pythoness was chosen from among mountain ~ottagcrs, 
the most unacquainted with mankind that could be d.1sc?vered, 
and it was always required t hat she should be a virgm, and 
originally, that she should be young. Once app?inted she was 
never to leave the t emple. But one of these maidens made her 
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escape. A young Thessalian , who fell in love with her extra
ordinary beauty, succeeded in an attempt to carry her off. After 
1his it was decreed that no pythoness should be appointed under 
~fty years ~f age, though she was still to be as simple and child
like as possible and to wear the dress of a girl. 

At first there was only one pythoness, but later the oracle was 
so sought after that three were appointed, who alternately took 
their seat s on the tripod. The office of pythoness appears to 
have been anything but desirable. The vapours from the chasm 
threw her into real convulsions. The priests often employed force 
to lead her to the sacred tripod, and held her upon it till her frenzy 
rose to what they considered was the desirable pitch. It was 
easy for them to protect themselves, because the noxious vapours 
were so much heavier than air that they did not rise above a 
certain height. But some of the pythonesses died a lmost 
imme?iately after leaving the tripod, and others whilst actually 
upon it. 

Anacharsis has thrillingly described his impressions of the 
ceremony in his "Travels." H e says : 

" A number of strangers were assembled to consult the oracle. 
We. \Vaited our turn of approaching the Pythia, which was to be 
decided by lot. No sooner had we received the proper notice 
than we saw her pass through the t emple, accompanied by some 
prophets, bards and sacred persons, who entered with her into 
the sanctuary. She appeared melancholy and dejected, and 
seemed to go with reluctance, like an unwilling victim t o the 
a ltar. She chewed laurel, and as she passed threw into the fi re 
some leaves of it, mixed with barley-meal. She wore a crown 
of ,laurel on her head, and her brow was bound with a filltt. 
One of the priests then undertook to prepare us. After being 
purified with the consecrated water, we offered a bull and a 
she-goat; our heads crowned with laurel, and bearing in our 
hands a branch, round which was a narrow circle of white wool; 
we then approached the altar; soon after , the priest came and 
led. us into the sanctuary, a sort of deep cavern, the walls of 
which are ornamented with a variety of offerings. At first we 
could scarcely discern the objects around us ; for the incense 
and other perfumes continually burning there, filled th e place 
with a thick smoke. Toward the middle is an aperture, from 
whence issues the prophetic exhalation. The approach t o this 
opening is by a gentle descent ; but it is impossible to see it, and 
it is covered with a tripod so surrounded with chaplets and 
branches of laurel, that the vapour is prevented from dispersing 
itself in the cavern. The Pythia, worn-out with fati gue, refusing 
1 o answer our questions, the priest s who surrounded her had 
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n·rourse to menaces and violence. Yielding at length, she 
"l'atcd herself on the tripod, after drinking some water which 
flows in the sanctuary, and which possesses, it is said, the virtue 
of disclosing futurity. The boldest colours would scarcely suffice 
to paint the convulsions with which she was soon after seized. 
We saw her bosom heave, her countenance change, and all her 
limbs agitated by involuntary motions ; but she uttered only 
plaintive cries and deep groans. At length, with eyes sparkling, 
foaming mouth, and hair erect, unable either to support the vapour 
that overpowered her, or escape from the tripod, on which she 
was held down by the priests, she t ore the fillet from her head, 
and amid the most dreadful howlings pronounced a few words, 
which were eagerly collected by the priests. They arranged 
them in a proper order, and delivered them to us in writing. 
I had asked whether I should be so unfortunate as to survive 
my friend; and Philotras, unknown to me, ~ad made the same 
question. The answers were obscure and equivocal, and we t ore 
them in pieces the moment we left the temple. Our hearts were 
now filled with pity and indignation, and we reproached our
selves with the lamentable condition t o which we had reduced 
the unhappy priestess. The functions she exercises are cruel, 
and have already cost many of these women their lives. This 
is known t o the priests, yet do they multiply and calmly contem
plate the torments under which she is sinking. It is still more 
painful t o reflect, that t hey. ar~ rendered thus call?us t? .the 
feelings of humanity by sordid mterest. But for this dehnum 
and ravings of the Pythia, she would be less consulted, and 
consequently the liberalities of the J?eople woul? be ~ess abundan.t. 
This tribute imposed on the credulity of mankmd, is perhaps still 
less to be regretted than the influence which their answers have 
over the public affairs of Greece and of the whole world. Who 
but must deplore the miseries of humanity, when he reflects, that 
beside the pretended prodigies of which the inhabitants of 
Delphi make a constant traffic, a single. wo~d dicta~ed by corm.pt 
priests, and uttered by a senseless girl, 1s sufficient to excite 
bloody wars, and spread desolation .through .whole ~ingdoms." 

It is needless to comment on this most mterestmg contem
porary account of t he proceedings at Delphi as seen by an 
impartial wit ness. We cannot regret that they belong to the 
past. 

Not only t he Greeks, but the peoples of neighbouring nations, 
consulted the Pythia in difficult emergencies, and consequently 
the temple became a storehouse of valuables tha~ had b.een 
presented to the god. Its riches were famous even m the time 
of Homer ("Iliad," 1-404) and Xerxes sent four thousand men 
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to plunder it, part of whom are said t o have been destroyed by 
thunderbolts and an earthquake, and the rest almost all cut off 
by the people of Delphi, who had fled to the t ops of Parnassus 
upon the approach of the P ersians ("Herodotus," VIII, 36 
et seq.). Several centuries after , an army of Gauls under Brennus, 
shared a similar fate. Then the Phocenses, urged by the exac
tions of the Thebans, seized the t emple and employed the riches 
they discovered there, which amounted to ten thousand talents, 
or over two and a quarter million pounds, to hire troops to defend 
themselves against their oppressors (" Diodor. ," XVI, 76). The 
Thebans, being defeated, called in the aid of Phillip, King of 
Macedon, who availed himself of this war, which was designat ed 
"the sacred war," as a pretext for interfering in the affairs of 
Greece, and eventually brought the whole country under his 
subjection'('' Justin," VIII, r). In this exploit he received 
considerable aid from the Pythia's responses which his bribery 
ensured should be always favourable to his schemes, so that 
Demosthenes used to say of her that she" phillipised." 

In the time of Cicero the oracle had fallen into contempt, 
because the prophetic vapour was supposed to have lost its force 
(Cic., div. II, 57). At length it entirely ceased (Juvenal, VI, 
554), which some ascribed to the growing influence of Christianity . 
However, the priest ess still occasionally returned answers, as 
e.g. to Nero (Suet.," Ner.," 40), a lthough that Emperor is said to 
have destroyed the oracle (Dio., LXIII, 14), after having first 
pillaged it of fi. ve hundred brazen statues. Yet it seems to have 
existed in the time of Julian, and even after him. 

The Delphic column served to commemorate the repulse of 
the Persians by the thirty-one confederate cities of Greece at the 
Battle of Platrea-a battle which secured Greece from further 
Eastern aggression. It is still possible to partially decipher the 
names of the cities on the coils of the three-headed serpent. 
All that now remains of this monument is preserved in the 
Hippodrome at Const antinople. Here, according to Gibbon, it 
was brought by Constantine, though Montfaucon thinks that 
Constantine left the original in its place, and caused a copy of it 
to be made. It consists of t he intertwined bodies of three brazen 
serpents. Their heads, which once supported t he golden tripod, 
have all disappeared. Two of them were broken off in misguided 
zeal by a patriarch of the t enth century, and the third is said 
t o have been smashed off by the battle-axe of the Sultan Mahomet 
as he rode past on his way to St. Sophia on the day his troops 
entered the city. The "Annales Turcici " thus describe this 
incident. " When Mahomet came to Atmeidan he saw there a 
stone column, on which was placed a three-headed brazen serpent. 

APOLLO AND TIIE PYTHON 147 

I nnking al it, he asked,' What idol is that? 'and at the same time 
h111 lin~ his iron mace with great force knocked off the lower 
111\\· of one of the serpent's heads. Upon which , immediately, 
f·i' 1•.1 t number of serpents began to be seen in the city. Wherefore 
thut column remains to this day. And although, in consequence 
111 th e lower jaw of the brazen serpent being struck off, some 

1·1 pl·nts do come into the city, yet they do harm to no one." 
11<-rc the image of the serpents is directly credited with being a 

• li.1rm against living serpents, even as was t he brazen serpent 
11t ~l oses. It is interesting to compare the two stories. 

Thl•re was also a celebrated oracle of Apollo at Delos, his 
hii th place, and an image in the form of a serpent or dragon 
• 11 •1'led in his honour. There was, in addition, an oracular 
l1111ntain, named lnopus-i.e. Ain-opus, the fountain of Oph, 
1111' Serpent-god. Besides this there was a celebrated stream at 
I 11lophon, in Ionia, which was the source of prophetic inspiration 
t 11 the priest of its guardian deity Apollo . Its name Colophon 
lwing really Col-oph-on, i.e. "collos serpentis solis "-the "Hill 
111 the Serpent of the Sun." This oracle was consulted by 
I 1l'rmanicus and foret old his approaching fate. 

There was another famous oracle in the cave of Trophonius, in 
I 'hocis. This name is said to be derived from Tor-oph-on, the 
" l'cmple of the Serpent of the Sun," and here were two figures 
11! a man and a woman, with sceptres encircled by serpents in 
t lu•ir hands. Live snakes were kept in this cave and offerings 
of cakes were made t o propitiate them. They were said t o have 
I ht' power of striking all who ent ered the cave with a seizure of 
111ind, or stupor. 

According to JElian, in Epirus also there was a grove of Apollo 
wh<'re sacred serpents were kept inside a walled enclosure, and 
l1t·rc an annual festival was held by the farmers, the object of 
which was to supplicate the god for a good harvest. In this 
n·remony the serpents were approached by nude priestesses with 
nlfl'rings of food. If the reptiles accepted these the omen was 
~ood , and vice versa. 

Similar ceremonies were practised in other districts. The 
l·:~yptian myth of Typhon from which the Greeks derived that 
of P ython seems to have originated in Nature-worship. We are 
told by Plutarch (Isis et Osiris), that among those who saw 
pt'rsonifications of natural objects in the deities of that land, 
there were some who considered Osiris to represent the moon, 
;i 11tl his enemy, Typhon, the sun, " because the moon with her 
humid and generative light, is favourable to the propagation 
of animals and t he growth of plants ; while the sun with his 
fi erce fire scorches and burns up all growing things, renders 
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the greater part of the earth uninhabitable by reason of his 
blaze, and often overpowers the moon herself." 

Although this view of the sun certainly does not appeal greatly 
to people dwelling in these northern climes, it is easy to see that 
the inhabitants of sandy Egypt with the waterless desert pressing 
~pon them, might come to view the sun as an enemy of life, 
instead of as its very source. We have here a striking example 
of how it is possible for the god, and the enemy of the god, to 
become identified by the confusion arising from two different 
points of view of the same symbol, but, as we shall see, there are 
deeper reasons for this identification. 
. The Egyptian form of the myth, being the earlier, is the 

su~pler, and in some aspects, the more interesting. Typhon 
be.mg envious of \)siris, killed him, and persecuted the terrified 
Isis; .but he was, m his turn, vanquished by Horus her son, who 
put his foot on the serpent's head and chained him. 

The ~epeti.ti?n of this legend in that of Apollo, the Python
slayer, is striking. Latona, terrified by the great serpent, flies 
to Delos, and there brings forth the son of J ove, the glorious 
Apollo, Sun and Archer, who delivers men from the ravages and 
powers of the ~ython, and, in the groves of Delphi, opens to them 
treasures of wisdom and knowledge. This Apollo is the same as 
Phcebus. (pure), the author of genius and poetry, the suggestor 
a~d dev1sor of counsels. He conquers night, and floods the earth 
~1th ~Jory .. The n:iyths of Horus and Apollo appear to be iden
tical m the1r details, whether we consider the envious hatred of 
the enemy, the danger of the woman, or the conquest and honour 
obtained by her son. 
T~e od~ to th.e Sun of Martianus Capellus shows that Typhon 

was identified with Apollo, even as was Python. It says : "They 
esteem thee Phcebus (Apollo), the discoverer of the secrets of the 
future. : .. Egypt worships thee as Iscean Serapis, and Memphis 
as Osms. Thou art worshipped by different rites as Mithra 
Dis, and the cruel Typhon." ' 

The figure which represented Typhon in Egypt was the hundred
headed serpent, and lEschylus puts into the mouth of Prometheus 
an account of " the earth-born Typhon, dweller in Cilician caves, 
dr~ad m?nster, hundred headed"; we may read how in his 
pnde, this hy~ra rose up against the gods, his dreadful hissing 
J3;WS threatening destruction, whilst lightning flashed forth from 
his Gorgon eyes. But there fell on him, from the heavens he 
defied, a flaming levin bolt, which smote him to the heart so 
that now he lies, scorched and withered beneath the island of 
E~na beside the sea. But some day he ~ill be revenged, for he 
will belch forth fiery hail and rivers of flame to devastate the rich 
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:-;iC'ilian fields. This, and a somewhat similar passage in Pindar, 
wlwrc Typhon is spoken of as "bred in the many-named Cilician 
1 ,, vt•," suggest that Typhon was a personification of those active 
volcanoes which spout fire and stones to heaven as if defying 
l ltc• gods. More probably, as the principle of evil, he was con-
1·c•ivcd of as working through these means to bring destruction 
111Hl death on the world. 

Adam says, "The most dreadful of all the giants is said to 
lt.1 vc been Typhon, produced by Terra and Tartarus after the 
clc•struction of the other giants. He had a hundred heads of 
d1 agons. The gods are said to have been so affrighted at his 
c•11ormous bulk and strength, that they fled into Egypt, and several 
ol them for the sake of concealment, converted themselves into 
l>e·asts of various forms. But Jupiter vanquished Typhon with 
hi s thunderbolts, and laid him below Mount lEtna." The follow
ing is Ovid's description of Typhon in the song of the Pierides 
("Met.," V) : 

"She sings, from Earth's dark Womb how Typhon rose 
And struck with mortal Fear his Heavn'ly Foes. 
How the Gods fled to Egypt's slimy Soil, 
And hid their Heads beneath the Banks of Nile : 
How Typhon, from the Conquer'd Skies, pursued 
Their routed Godheads to the sev'n-mouth'd Flood; 
Forc'ed every God his fury to escape, 
Some beastly Form to take, or earthly Shape." 

(Maynwaring's Translation.) 

Tooke thus describes Typhon : " Typhceus, or Typhon the 
son of Juno, had no father. So vast was his magnitude that he 
touched the east with one hand and the west with the other, 
and the heavens with the crown of his head. A hundred dragons' 
heads grew from his shoulders ; his body was covered with 
feathers, scales, rugged hair and adders ; from the ends of his 
fingers snakes issued, and his two feet had the shape and fold of 
a serpent's body; his eyes sparkled with fire, and his mouth 
belched out flames." 

This fearsome monster was, as we have seen, finally conquered 
and slain by Horus, or Apollo,-for the EgY,ptian and Grecian 
deity were identified as early as the time of Herodotus ;-and 
lest he should again return to life the island of Sicily was placed 
upon the t op of him that he might no more ascend to trouble 
the heaven from which he had been cast forth. 

Yet one more description of Typhon, as it differs considerably 
from those just given. According to the myth related by Apollo
dorus, Typhon was begotten in Cilicia by Tartarus upon the god
dess Earth, and was human in form in his upper half, but from 
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the loins downwards was an enormous serpent. During the battle 
between the gods and the giants, which was waged in Egypt, 
Typhon hugged Zeus in his snaky folds and wrenched from him 
his crooked sword. With the weapon thus gained, he cut out the 
sinews from the god's hands and feet. Then, hoisting the now 
helpless deity on to his back, he conveyed him over the sea to 
Cilicia, and placed him in the Corycian cave. But his triumph 
had made him over-confident, and he incautiously hid the 
severed sinews in a bearskin in the same cave. Hermes and 
.lEgipan contrived to get hold of these and restored them to their 
divine owner. Zeus, now himself once more, soon conquered 
Typhon, and pursued him from place to place, pelting him with 
thunderbolts, and finally placing Mt. Etna on the top of his fallen 
foe. The places where the deity's thunderbolts fell are still 
marked by hissing flames. 

But although Zeus, or Horus, or Apollo, thus rid the world of 
Typhon or Python, the deity was afterwards responsible for the 
appearance on earth of a monster scarcely less terrible. The story 
told in Thebais of Statius runs that after this glorious exploit the 
god went to the court of Crotopus in Argos, and there wooed and 
won the favours of the king's daughter Psamathe. Finding her
self a mother, and fearing her father's anger, Psamathe fled to the 
woods, and entrusted the care of her offspring to a shepherd. 
But whilst the hapless infant lay among the bleating lambs, 
mingling his cries with theirs, fierce dogs devoured him. When 
the tidings of this tragedy reached the babe's mother she no 
longer remembered her fame, but beat her breast and rent the 
air with her cries. Then, wild with anguish, fled to her father 
and demanded sentence from him. Thus she perished. 

Apollo, hearing of this and touched too late by remorse, 
prepared to avenge his mistress' fate. 

" He sends a monster, horrible and fell, 
Begot by furies in the depths of hell. 
The pest a virgin's face and bosom bears; 
High on a crown a rising snake appears, 
Guards her black front, and hisses in her hairs : 
About the realm she walks her dreadful round 
When night with sable wings o'erspreads the ground, 
Devours young babes before their parents' eyes, 
And feeds and thrives on public miseries." 

The terrible pass at which things had arrived aroused the 
generous rage of a warrior named Chorrebus, who was famed 
both for virtue and valour; and certain ambitious and martial 
youths, who thought a short mortal life a small sacrifice when 
exchanged for immortal fame, joined themselves to him; their 
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rn111mon purpose being to slay the monster. Accordingly they 
~wt oul together in quest of it. 

"The direful monster from afar descry'd; 
Two bleeding babes depending at her side; 
Whose panting vitals, warm with life, she draws, 
And in their hearts embrues her cruel claws." 

The youths quickly formed a circle around the dragon poin~ing 
t hl'ir gleaming spears towards her, but Chorrebus rushed mto 
t h1• fray and plunged his sword in her breast, slaying her out-
1 igh t. 

" Th' Inachians view the slain with vast surprise, 
Her twisting volumes and her rolling eyes, 
Her spott ed breast, and gaping womb embru'd 
With livid poison, and our children's blood. 
The croud in stupid wonder fix'd appear, 
Pale ev'n in joy, nor yet forget to fear. 
Some with vast beams the squalid corpse engage, 
And weary all the wild efforts of rage. 
The birds obscene, that nightly flocked to taste, 
With hollow screeches fled the dire repast ; 
And rav'nous dogs, allured by scented blood, 
And starving wolves, ran howling to the wood." 

But, great as was the boon Chorrebus had .conferred .on his 
countrymen by the destruction of the monster, 1t was the mstru
mcnt of Apollo that he had slain, and now he had to face the 
wrathful god. 

"Fir'd with rage from cleft Parnassus' brow 
Avenging Phcebus bent his deadly bow, 
And hissing flew the feather'd fates below; 
A night of sultry clouds involv'd around 
The tow'rs, the fields, and the devoted ground : 
And now a thousand lives together fled, 
Death with his scythe cut off t he fatal thread, 
And a whole province in his triumph led." 

But the noble Chorrebus was undaunted even in this emergency, 
for his motive had been pure, and his conscience told hi.m that his 
action was justified. Therefore he felt no fear and did not ask 
clemency from the angry god, but begg.ed 

1

that the pur~.i:hment 
of the innocent should cease, and the deity s wrath be visited on 
him alone, and his fate be accepted as atonement for his country. 
His generous soul was rewarded. Apollo,. am~ze.d to find such 
virtue in mortal man, relented, and gave him his hfe and that of 
his countrymen. The clouds that the angry dei~y had gathered 
around him, were dispersed, and the hero retired, unharmed, 
from the presence of the god. 
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To commemorate this great deliverance, an annual feast was 
instituted to the honour of Apollo. 

We may conclude this chapter by some lines from Rogers' 
description of the pythoness' rapture: 

"But say, what sounds my ear invade 
From Delphi's venerable shade ? 

The temple rocks, the laurel waves ! 
' The God ! The God ! ' the Sybil cries. 

Her figure swells! she foams, she raves! 
Her figure swells to more than mortal size ! 

Streams of rapture roll along, 
Silver notes ascend the skies : 

Wake, Echo, wake, and catch the song, 
Oh, catch it ere it dies ! 

.The Sybil speaks, the· dream is o'er, 
The h_oly harpings charm no, more. 
In vam she checks the god's control; 

His madding spirit fills her frame, 
And moulds the features of her soul, 

Breathing a prophetic flame. 
The cavern frowns ; its hundred mouths unclose ! 
And, in the Thunder's voice, the fate of empire flows." 
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CHAPTER XIV 

PERSEUS AND THE GORGONS 

T H E Gorgons of Greek mythology were three sisters, the 
daughters of Phorcus and Cete. Their names were 
Medusa, Stheno, and Euryale, but only Medusa was 

mortal, and she alone is meant when the Gorgon is spoken of 
singly. 

According to the generally received account, these sist ers 
were so frightful that they turned to stone all those on whom 
they fixed their eyes. Their heads were covered with threatening 
vipers, their hands were brass, all over their bodies were im
penetrable scales, and their teeth were as long as the tusks of a 
wild boar. 

Mythologists differ as to where the Gorgons lived. Hesiod 
says vaguely that it was in the west, fr:schylus fixes their abode 
in Scythia, and Ovid in Libya, near the lake Triton. Writers 
differ also on a still more important point, and some have given 
a precisely opposite interpretation of th~ Gorgons' property of 
turning their beholder into stone; which is, that far from being 
frightful and r epulsive as we have described them, these sisters 
possessed an extraordinary beauty, which so amazed and 
delighted their seer, that he remained entranced and motion
less. 

Be this as it may, it is related that the dread Medusa was once 
a beautiful and charming maiden with many eager lovers who 
sought to win her hand. But lovely as her features were, her 
crowning attraction was her glorious, golden hair, which waved 
and shone in rippling ringlet s. Neptune was counted among her 
admirers, and coming upon her one day in the t emple of Minerva, 
he forgot the sacred character of the place in the raptures of love. 
Minerva, to whom such an act was particularly abhorrent, 
apparently not realising there were two offenders in the case, or 
perhaps being unable to punish her peer, wreaked her anger upon 
Medusa, whom Neptune had left undefended. She turned 
Medusa's shining hair to scaly serpents that its beauty might 
never tempt again, and decreed that all who looked upon Medusa's 
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l11•ad in future, should be transformed into statues of stone. 
F.tr-rcaching were the results of this fiat : Ovid t ells us t hat : 

" The hissing snakes her foes more sure ensnare, 
Than did they lovers once when shining hair. " 

(Eusden's Trans., Bk. I V.) 

But Medusa even now retained a charm and beauty, for 
Waller describes her lying at rest. 

" . . . Bright as t he rainbow's hues 
Her halcyon plumage gleamed with green and gold, 
And tender roseate hues of su nset, m ixed 
W ith creamy white, and delicate sapphire tints 
Lovely exceedingly. H er folded wings 
Were eyed like peacock 's feathers, and her hair 
Of wavy gold, unbraided, on t he ground 
Floated in silken cataracts : yet each t ress 
Was twined with hissing snakes: her long white arms 
Were fair as Aphrodite's, yet her hands 
Were brazen claws, and brass the glittering scales 
T hat clothed the sensuous outlines of her flanks 
I n armour horrid as a panoply 
Of Python, hugest of the serpent race, 
That from the slime in old Deucalion 's days 
Sprang like a pestilence." 

The Gorgons finally met their doom at the hands of P erseus, 
who rendered himself immortal by slaying Medusa. H e was 
specially aided and inspired by Minerva for t he feat, and was 
armed with her regis, UP.On which he afterwards fixed the head 
of his conquered foe. Other deit ies also lent him deadly weapons 
that his victory might be quite secure, so no room was left for 
any personal glory in h is conquest. Yet he is usually represented 
as a hero, though his methods of warfare were certainly not heroic, 
but incline us to sympathise with his victims, unlovely though 
they were. 

Pluto lent Perseus his helmet which had t he property of 
making its wearer invisible. Mercury lent him wings and t he 
talaria, and a short dagger made of diamonds called herpe. * Thus 
armed by the gods and conducted by Minerva, P erseus flew 
through the air on his borrowed wings t o the Graire (sist ers of the 
Gorgons, and like t hem three in number) t hat he might gain 
from them still another weapon t o add to h is outfit. The Graire 
were Gorgons, too, and were also known by the names of Lamire 
or Empusre ; they had t he necks and breasts of women, but lower 
down were clothed with scales, and t heir extremit ies terminated 

• (Some writers say Perseus received the herpe from Vulcan, not from Mercury, 
and that it was formed like a scythe.) 
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in a serpent's tail. They would tempt men to come near and 
converse with them, and then would fly in their faces, strangle 
and tear them into pieces. 

Although Perseus was undoubtedly justified in combating these 
pests, yet we wish for his honour's sake that he had seen a way 
to use more manly methods, and fought his foes upon more equal 
terms than those we are about to relate. At least he might have 
fairly challenged them to try their hellish arts against his heaven
bestowed powers, and then have left the result in the hands of 
the gods. But his faith and courage appear to have been unable 
to rise so high, and he meanly t ook advantage of the unsuspicious 
helplessness of his adversaries, thereby forever tarnishing his 
fame. Moreover , as we shall see by following him further in his 
adventures, this meanness was no mere slip on his part, but an 
expression of his real character. 

The Graire possessed but one eye and one tooth between them 
all, and these they kept for safety in a small receptacle, and 
whoever went abroad had the use of them. It was Perseus' aim 
to secure their eye for his adventure, and in their infirmity he 
saw his opportunity. We will let Ovid t ell the st ory. 

" ... A Vale beneath cold Atlas lies, 
Where, with aspiring Mountains fenc'd around, 
He the two Daughters of old Phorcus found. 
Fate had one common Eye to both assign'd 
Each saw by Turns, and each by Turns was blind. 
But while one strove to lend her Sister Sight, 
He stretch'd his Hand, and stole their mutual Light, 
And left both Eyeless, both involv'd in Night." 

("Met.," IV, Eusden's Trans.) 

This unheroic deed* accomplished with safety to himself, 
Perseus continued on his way, his real aim being to take the head 
of Medusa . Our poet shall continue the narrative: 

"Thro' devious \Yilds and trackless \Yoo<ls he past, 
And at the Gorgon Seats arriv'd at last : 
But, as he journey'd, pensive he survey'd, 
What wasteful Havoc dire l\Iedusa made. 
Here, stood still breathing Statues, l\fen before; 
There, rampant Lions seem'd in Stone to roar." 

But Perseus, having the assistance of Minerva, passed safely 
on, and when he drew near to Medusa, instead of looking directly 
upon her terrible head, and so sharing the fate of those who had 

. • According to some writers Perseus stole both the eye and the tooth, shared 
m common by the Grai:e, but restored them when the sisters had guided him to 
the nymphs, from whom he rccciYed the winged sandals, the wallet and the cap 
of invisibility. 
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p1 t•viously attempted to t ake it , he wal~cd backw~rds .to his 
l{na 1, using Minerva's shining shield as a mirror to guide .his. fe~t. 
111 il he saw that by what he regarded as good chance, his victim 
l.1 y asleep, a~d all her serpents slumbered ~Jso. This .was the kind 
ol warfare that suited Perseus, and he did not hesitate to take 
his foe at a disadvantage. 

"Then backward an unerring Blow he sped, 
And from her Body lopp'd at once her Head. 
The Gore prolific prov'd ; with sudden Force 
Sprang Pegasus, and wing'd his airy Course." 

Thus Medusa by her death became known .as "The Snake
hair 'd Mother of the winged Horse." This be~utifu.l and heavenly 
ht•ing had been within her deformed exte~10r, hidden and m~
., 11spected. But it was not the only offsprmg of her gore; evil 
qualities also had been hers. 

"The Victor Perseus with the Gorgon-Head, 
O'er Libyan Sands his airy Journey sped. 
The gory Drops distill'd as swift he flew, 
And from each Drop envenom'd Serpents grew. 
The Mischief brood'd on the barren Plains, 
And still th' unhappy Fruitfulness remains." 

The poet's last lines refer to the fact that he who. travels in 
the Libyan Desert may see innumerable serpen.ts said to have 
Hprung from Medusa's gore. Probably these typify the thoughts 
of hatred and revenge that her unspeakable wrongs aroused 
within her. They had· fallen from her at death, for they had 
11cver really belonged to her. Her true self was embodied in ~he 
wondrous winged horse, and had at last escaped from the im-
prisoning matter, through the infliction of a final wron~. . . 

But Perseus' adventures were not terminated by his gammg 
Medusa's head. Its possession led him into many more. . 

The myth of Perseus and Andromeda is one of th~ most ancient 
in the world and has been immortalised by bestowmg the names 
of its hero a~d h eroine upon certain constellations. It is probably 
the origin of most of the legends and fairy tales rel~ting a de:;tdly 
combat between a divine, or saintly hero, and Evil, personified 
as a dragon. . . 

Our national legend of St. George is a later fo~m of t?is 
widespread allegory. Accor~inl? to .the m~st pleasm~ vers10n 
of it the hero Perseus was wmgmg his way m happy fhght over 
land' and sea when as he reached the rugged shore of Ethiopia, 
he saw the b'eauteo~s maiden, Andromeda, chained to a rock 3;t 
the foot of a cliff, close to the water's edge. Perseus stayed his 
rapid flight, and alighting at her side, heard from her the story of 
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the do?m awaiting her. She told him that she was the daughter 
of a. king and queen, and was condemned by an oracle to be 
sacnficed to a sea monster which had ravaged the country, and 
could only be appeased by such an offering. Ever, whilst she spoke 
the sea foamed and raged, and a monstrous dragon-like head 
appeared above t~e. waves, ~ollowed by an unwieldly form. 
Perseus sprang again into the air, and swooping downward swiftly 
'.ls an .eagle, drove his sabre deep into the dragon's back. In vain 
it fun?usly turned upon hi~. Perseus el1:1ded its onslaught by 
bound1:11g onc.e more abo:ve 1t, and wheehng around, gored its 
scaly side. Finally, drawing the head of Medusa from his wallet 
he held it before his dire foe. In an instant the monster was 
turned to stone, and became a rocky islet. Perseus then released 
Andromeda from ~er chains and accompanied her to her father's 
palace, whe~e, amid tremendous rejoicings, they were married, 
and appropnate offerings and oblations were made to the gods. 

"The great Immort.als, grateful Perseus prais'd, 
And to three Pow rs, three turfy Altars rais'd. 
He hastes for Pallas a white Cow to cull 
A Calf for Hermes, but for Jove a Bull.': 

After the combat, Perseus buried the head of Medusa in a 
sandy creek, lining it with leaves and young shoots, but as soon 
as the fat~l head touched them, these hardened into stone. 
The watching Nereids brought more fresh juicy twigs, to cover 
the fatal.head, ~u~ these turned to sprays of coral, and the nymphs 
kept the~r petnfying seeds so that they might propagate this new 
wonder in the ocean deeps.. Ultimately, by the command of 
Zeus, both Perseus and Andromeda were immortalised and given 
an everlasting dwelling among the st ars. ' 

!he beautiful painting of the rescue of Andromeda, by Lord 
Leighton, represents Perseus a~ mounted on Pegasus for the 
combat, but from the account given by Ovid in his "Metamor
phoses " it would appear that Perseus w~s unmounted, and that 
he i:iade no use of Medusa's head ; whilst the manner in which 
he is there represented as bargaining with her parents that 
Andromeda should be his, if he consented to rescue her, com
pletely mars the beauty of the concept. It was Robson's choice 
for the luckless lady and her parents, according to this version. 
The poet seems to have been conscious of this himself for Eusden 
translates him as saying: ' 

"The Parents eage~ly the Terms embrace, 
For who would slight such Terms in such a Case ? " 

Andromeda's own consent appears to have been taken for 
granted, though she was already wedded to Phineus, who after 
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hc•r marriage with P erseus, arrived, angry and indignant, to 
dc·111:tnd redress for the wrong. As this was refused, an armed 
ll~ht ensued between the principals and their followers, in which 
1lt'ithcr side seemed lo gain a decided advantage, till Perseus 
p1 oduced Medusa's head and turned his foe to stone. Alas, 
this hero is best viewed from a distance. Let us leave him in 
his star and return to our contemplation of the head of Medusa, 
I ha l after proving so powerful as a weapon of offence and defence, 
w.1s fixed by Perseus upon the shield of Minerva, and presented 
wi I h it to the goddess, still able to petrify all who looked upon it. 

"That snaky-headed Gorgon shield, 
That wise Minerva wore." 

(Milton's "Comus," 1, 447). 

We have seen Minerva represented as the enemy of Medurn, 
wt• are now to see her at one with her former foe. Medusa's 
ht•acl typified Divine Wisdom, therefore it was appropriate that 
it should be housed upon Minerva's shield. In the temple of this 
1:oddess at Tegea was a sculpture of Medusa's head, the hair 
c·nt wined by serpents,-which was said to have been the gift 
of Minerva herself, that it might act as a talisman and preserve 
I he city from all harm. 

Small sculptured amulets in the form of Medusa's head have 
IH'(' ll found in Egyptian sepulchres, their object being to protect 
t ht•ir wearer by repelling onlookers. These are said by Professor 
Flinders Petrie to belong to the Roman period. The story of 
Medusa's head being brought to Minerva by Perseus, when 
interpreted, means that the worship of the serpent-deity was 
introduced into Greece by the Persians. Its influence may be 
I raced in the frequent representations of Minerva as accompanied 
hy a serpent or dragon. The city of Athens was specially conse
rrated to this goddess, and the Athenians were said to be Ser-
1wntiginre. They preserved a live serpent in the Acropolis which 
I hey regarded as the guardian of the place, and the statues of 
Minerva by Phidias, represent her as decorated by serpents. 
1 n ancient medals she is sometimes holding a caduceus in her 
right hand, and sometimes a staff around which a serpent is 
roiled. Some represent her as preceded by a large serpent as 
she walks, and others show her crest as composed of a serpent. 

A story has reached our times that a priestess who went into 
I he sanctuary of the goddess late at night, saw a vision of Minerva, 
who held up her regis bearing the awful Gorgon head, with the 
result that the rash intruder was instantly turned to a statue of 
stone. 

In archaic art it was customary to represent the regis as a 
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kind of mantle fringed with serpents which was generally worn 
so as to cover the breast , but sometimes extended over the 
left arm, or was thrown over the arm that it might serve as a 
shield . Except in the very earliest representations, t he regis of 
Athena bears the head of the Gorgon Medusa in its centre, and 
is generally also covered with scales in imitation of a serpent, 
thus figuratively it has come to mean anything which protects. 

According to Pliny (" Nat. Hist.," r, 34, C. 8) the serpents 
surrounding the Gorgon's head on Minerva's shield rang and 
resounded with the notes of a harp or cittern, and it is from 
them that she derives her surname of Musica. Her surname 
of Gorgophora, was likewise derived from the Gorgon's head on 
her regis. 

Homer, in the following lines, speaks of Medusa's head as 
being on the shield of Jove, and it would appear that the god's 
shield was originally borrowed by Minerva, but that lat er he 
bestowed it upon her. 

" .. . With them t he grey-eyed Maid [Minerva] 
Great JEgis (Jove's bright s hield) s ustained, that never can be old, 
Never corrupted , fringed about with serpents forged of gold. 
As many as sufficed to make an hund red fringes, worth 
A hund red oxen, every snake all sprawling, a ll set fo rt h 
With wondrous spirit. Through the host with this the goddess ran, 
In fury, casting round her eyes and furnish 'd every man 
With strength, exciting a ll to a rms a nd fight incessant." 

(" lliad," Dk. II, Chapman.) 

Turning to Book V we find Minerva aga in donning the armour 
of Jove, and especially his regis. 

"About her broad -spread shoulders hung his huge a nd horrid shield, 
Fringed round with ever-fighting snakes ; through it was drawn to life 
The miseries and deaths of fi ght ; in i t frown'd bloody strife. 
In it shined sacred Fortitude, in it fell Pursuit flew, 
In it the monster Gorgon's head, in which held out to view, 
Were a ll t he dire ostents of J ove." (Chapma n.) 

In this fable of the Gorgon's head we again see the encircled 
serpent . Apparent evil is but an aspect of the Divine, which 
containeth All. 

We have already seen how the true soul of Medusa ascended 
Heavenward in the form of P egasus. We have noted, too, how 
her still terrible head became the central ornament of Minerva's 
shield and was recognised as symbol of the Divine Wisdom. 

But feelings and thoughts of hate and wrong so strong and 
deep as those engendered by her t errible sufferings in the mind 
of Medusa,-though they fall from the true self as did the serpents 
from her head , and are scattered and lost in the tractless desert,-
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v• t h.1 V<' left behind them somewhere what we may. symboli
' di v 1lt-srribe as a film record of every smallest detail of that 
\\I lle Ii brought them into being. . 

I hi., will explain how it came about that Ulysses, explormg 
1 lw -.hades of H ell, saw there the appearance of Medusa as she 
1i.1cl 1>1·t·n on earth, and with all her dread powers intact. But 
t h11111~h it may be apparent to us that .what he saw was but a 
.ih11-. t ly counterpart of what had been, it wa~ not so to Ulysses, 
1111cl 111· decided to abandon further exploration of H ell after a 

h111 t sojourn there. 

" Lest Gorgon, rising from th' infernal lakes, 
With horrors arm'd, and curls of hissing snakes, 
Should fix me, stiffen'd at the monstrous sight, 
A stony image, in eternal night! " 

(Pope's "Odyssey," Bk. XI, 785 .) 

We all know the horrible fear that may be inspired by a 
cl11•;1m, and how entirely incapable we are whilst it l~sts, of 
I"'' rt>iving its visionary nature, so we are not surprised at 
lJ I ysscs' decision. 

Milton was probably thinking of the ''. Odys~ey" wI:en .he 
wrntc telling how to prevent lost souls findmg relief by drmkmg 
t 111· waters of oblivion : 

"Medusa with Gorgonian terrour guards 
The ford, and of itself the water fl ies 
All t aste of ~iving wight." ("Paradise Lost," II, 611 .) 

Echidna (Gk. : viper or adder) was a sister of the Gorgons 
.111d of the dragon Ladon which guarded the mystic garden of 
the Hesperides,- a daughter of Keto and Phorcus. Half-serpent, 
half-woman in form, she was the mother of many monsters. 
These included Cerberus, the dog of Hades, who has been described 
as "having his body covered in a terrible manner with ~nakes 
instead of hair" (Tooke), the Lernean Hydra, and th~ Chimrera, 
from which last-named monster sprang the N emean Lion and the 
Sphinx. . 

Echidna was finally slain by Argus who caught her sleepmg, 
and like Perseus had no scruple in taking his foe at a disa~vant~ge. 

Many reflections of the Grecian myth may be found m ancient 
history and fable . For instance it is said that Attila, the 
"Scourge of God," wore upon his breast a "Teraphim/'*-a 
snaky-haired head which was postulated to be that of Nimrod, 

• Teraphim. According to certain Jewish writers, Teraphim w~re human 
heads, placed in alcoves and consulted as oracles. The gods which Rachel 
stole are called Teraphim. 
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whom he claimed as his great progenitor. This same Medusa
like head was an object of worship to the heretical followers of 
the Gnostic, Marcion, and was the Palladium set up by Antiochus 
Epiphanes at Antioch, though it was there called the visage of 
Charon. 

Mr. Hargrave Jennings tells us that the Templars were also 
charged with having worshipped a myst erious Head in their 
secret rites, and the character of this t eraphim has been the 
subject of much discussion. According to some, it represented 
the head of Proserpine, or of Isis under strange aspects, whilst 
others consider it to be masculine, and assert it to be that of 
Pluto or of Charon. Still others say it is the head of Medusa, 
dripping blood which turns to snakes and transforms the beholder 
to stone. 

This mysterious head was regarded as a talisman and was 
supposed to be the mark of r ecognition of the secret society 
which was headed by Pichegru and others, and suppressed by 
Napoleon on the ground that its aims were revolutionary in 
character. 

Napoleon is said to have afterwards adopted this magical 
sigma, and to have placed his own head in the centre before 
occupied by the awe-inspiring one we have been examining, 
making the whole the star of his newly founded " Legion of 
Honour.'' 

Mr. Jennings adds that there is a tradition in the East of 
" this insupportable magic countenance, which the Orientals 
assign to a' Veiled prophet,' similar to the mysterious personage 
in ' Lalla Rookh.' " 

We have given a separate account of the Furies or Erinys in 
another chapter, but these beings are really only tribal or local 
vari'ations of the same conception. The Gorgons are specially 
Attic, the Furies Minyan. 

The Gorgons may be considered as the impersonation of 
atmospheric t errors, and therefore connected with Zeus and 
Athene,- those deities who are armed with thunder and lightning. 

Especially in the case of Athene the connection is very close, 
and certain features of ritual and nomenclature seem to suggest 
an original identity of the two. According to Palrephatus, 
Athene was worshipped under the name of Gorgo in the island 
of Cerne, and Plutarch says that her wooden statue at Pallene, 
if brought forth from the temple destroyed human life. 

The Attic tradition was that the Gorgon was a monster, pro
duced by Earth to aid her distressed sons the giants, and was 
slain by Pallas. 
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CHAPTER XV 

BEL MERODACH AND TIAMAT 

T HE Babylonian and Assyrian sun-god, Bel Merodach, 
though. '~orshipped in later times as the supreme god, 
was ongmally, according to the creation myth, one of 

the younger d~!ties . H~ gained ~is supremacy by the slaughter of 
the dragon 'Iiamat, which possibly means that the worshippers 
of the serpent-deity Hea were conquered by Bel's followers. 

The serpent-worshipping Accadians were the dominant people 
of Babylonia at the time of the earliest records we possess, and 
these date back to 4500 n.c., so that they are one of the oldest 
people of whom we have any written history. 

The pri~eval inhabitants of the country were a Semitic race, 
but, accor~mg to the account found in Genesis (x. ro), the mighty 
hunter, Nimrod, said to be identical with Bel Merodach , led an 
invasion into their land. " And the beginning of his kingdom 
was Babel, and Erech, and Accad, and Calneh in the land of 
Shinar." 

Ba_bylonia was always a land of mixed races and tongues, 
and m the Old Testament is variously referred to as Shinar 
Babel, and " the land of the Chaldees." The Chaldeans of 
Babylonia are said by Sir H enry Rawlinson to have been "a 
branch of the great Hamitic race of Akkad which inhabited 
Babylonia from the earliest times," and with whom the arts of 
civilisation originated. 

F?r much of our information about Babylonian customs we 
ar~ indebted to Berosus, a Babylonian priest who lived in the 
reign of Alexander the Great, and wrote a history of his native 
country which commenced with the creation of the universe 
and was carried down to his own time. Only fragments of this 
work,, quoted by later writers, have reached us, but as the order 
to which he belonged was distinguished for its learning, and as he 
may be supposed to have possessed an intimate knowledge of the 
temple ritual and records, his words carry considerable weight. 
. From Berosus we !earn. that about 2400 B.c. Babylonia was 
~nvaded by a conquering tnbe named by him" Medes." Nothing 
is known as to the race so called, but it is conjectured they were 
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I· l.1111itcs, who inhabilcd the mountainous district cast of Baby-
11111 , and they appear to have been ophiolaters. Possibly they 
"1•11• th e original serpent-worshipping inhabitants of Babylonia 
'lioin t he "mighty hu nter " had dispossessed, and caused to 
l.1k1• refuge in the mountains. 

This idea is confirmed by Mr. Wake who says that "the 
p11•clccessors of the AMad in Chaldea, were the Medes, or Mad, 
111 Berosus." H e adds that "the distinctive title of at least the 
l.il t•r Medes was Mar, which in Persian means ' a snake.' This 
"'ir Henry Rawlinson supposes to have given rise 'not only to 
I h1• Persian tradit ions of Zohak and his snakes, but to the 
J\ 1 menian traditions, also, of the dragon dynasty of Media.' 
I he Medes of Berosus belonged almost certainly to the old 

:-il'ythic stock of Central Asia, to whom the Chaldeans, the 
I ll'brews, and the Aryans have alike been affiliated by different 
writers. When, therefore, Mr. Fergusson says that serpent 
worship characterised the old Turanian Chaldean Empire, he 
would seem to trace it to the old Asiatic centre. Probably to 
I he same source must be traced the serpent tradition of the 
Abyssinian kings. Bryant long since asserted that that super
stition originated with the Amonians, or Hamites, who would 
a lso seem to have been derived from the Scythic stock." 

Even now, the Yezidis of the Zagros Mountains, who are 
rt'garded by Layard as probably being a remnant of the ancient 
Medic or Proto-Medic inhabitants, still adore the solar deity 
and pray t owards the East, and still have the serpent carved on 
their sacred shrines. 

Such briefly was the historical setting of the myth of Bel 
l\ferodach and Tiamat; we will now pass to the religious inter
pretation and study the story in more detail. 

It is interesting t o find that in the Babylonian Theogony, 
Chaos, personified as the female Dragon Tiamat, is represented 
as existing before the gods. Apsu became her consort and the 
birth of the gods followed. 

But there are traces of a still earlier cosmogony, according to 
which at the head of all things was a Triad or Trinity, consisting 
of Anu, god of Heaven and Universal Father, Bel or Belus, the 
ruler of Earth, and Hea, or Ea, symbolised as a serpent, Lord 
of the Sea, and also of Wisdom, later identified with Tiamat. 

Beneath these is a lower triad of heavenly bodies, Shamash, 
the sun-god, Sin, the moon-god, and Ramman the god of the 
Atmosphere. Among the minor deities is Merodach or Marduk, 
the son of Hea, later identified with Bel, and regarded by 
Nebuchadnezzar as the supreme deity. With Merodach is his 
son Nabu (Nebo) who is thought to have represented the planet 
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Mercury, and afterwards became the god of wisdom in place of 
Hea. 

Among the Chaldeans Hea, and his son Bel Merodach, were 
the gods to whom the people appealed for protection againsc 
sorcery, and infernal powers of every kind. 

According to the Chaldean account of the deluge it was Hea 
who as the Sea-god gave warning of the coming flood and com
manded the preparation of the ark, his directions being carried 
out by Adrakhasis, the king of Shurippak, who was the Chaldean 
Noah (also known as Pir-napistem, Samash-napishtim, etc.) . 

The Babylonians early connected Hea with the Euphrates, 
which was known to them as" the river of the snake." Probably 
the merchant shipping on its waters still further emphasised to 
these people the bounty of their god in bearing to them culture 
and wealth from other lands upon his own body. 

According to Sir Henry Rawlinson, the most prominent titl~s 
of Hea refer to " his functions as the source of all knowledge 
and science." He is not only "the intelligent fish," but his 
name may be interpreted as signifying both" life," and a serpent 
(an initiated adept). He may be considered as "figured by the 
great serpent which occupies so conspicuous a place among the 
symbols of the gods on the black stones recording Babylonian 
benefactions." 

And here we may note that the name of H ea related to the 
Arabic Hiya, which has the double meaning of serpent and life. 
Sir H enry Rawlinson says that " there are very strong grounds 
indeed for connecting him with the serpent of Scripture, and 
with the Paradisaical traditions of the tree of knowledge and 
the tree of life." Hea, like the snake of Genesis, was the revealer 
of knowledge, but in Babylonian myth is clearly identified with 
the creator of mankind, and represented as taking an affectionate 
and fatherly interest in their progress and welfare. 

In the original cosmogony of the Accadians, there was no 
Dragon of Evil to be conquered by a sun-god. The Watery 
Deep, or Space, was the birthplace and dwelling of the serpent
god of Wisdom, Hea, the Incognisable and Infinite. The serpent 
was seen to be encircled. But dualism crept in, as may be seen 
in an Accadian dithyrambus spoken by a god,-and probably 
referring to Hea himself : 

"Like the enormous serpent with seven heads, 
the weapon with seven heads I hold it. 

Like the serpent which beats the waves of the 
sea attacking the enemy in front, 

Devastator in the shock of battle, extending his 
power over heaven and earth, t he weapon with 

(seven) heads (I hold it)." (Lenormant.) 
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With the introduction of Semitic dualism the symbols changed 
111 o.,1g11 ifi cance. The Infinite Ocean or. Abyss no longe~ repre
'' 1i1 1·d Di vine Wisdom, but gross and smful matter, whilst Hea 
111·1 .1t1ll' identified with t he Dragon Tia.mat, or Chaos, and was 
1 11110.,idercd to be the source of all evil and misfortune. H e was 
1111w to be slain by the sun-god, Bel Merodach, who was formerly 
l11111oured as being Hea's son. 

I It-a is said to have been the father of Bel Merod~ch, the su~-
i;11tl, but probably he was originally the sun-god hi~self. It is 
t.dl·d in Babylonian script that Hea conferred his name on 

THE GREAT RED DRAGON. 
Fron• woodrnt dated 1699. 

Bel Merodach. This may be read as meaning that Bel Merodach 
supplanted Hea, wh? 'Yas hen~eforth to be ~erged i~ T~amat, 
:L11d took over his principal attnbutes and P?rt10ns of his history. 
And since he was the god of Babylon, which supplanted other 
cities that had formerly been capitals, he supplanted also t he gods 
who had been the rulers of those cities. 

Madame Blavatsky says that t he description in St. Joh!l's 
Revelation (xii.) of the persecution of the Woman clothed with 
the Sun by the great red Dragon with seven heads and ten 
horns," comes from the Babylonian lege.nds 'Yi~h~ut the small:st 
doubt, though the Babylonian story had its ongm m the alle&on:s 
of the Aryans. The fragment read by the late George Smith is 
sufficient to disclose the source of the twe~fth chapte: of .the 
Apocalypse. Here it is as given by the eminent Assynologist: 
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' Our ... fragment refers to the creation of manhind called 
Adam, as (~h~ mai:) in the Bible, he is made perfect . '. . bul 
a~~erwards JOln~ .with the dragon of the Deep, the animal of 
Tiamat,. the Spmt of Chaos, and offends against his god , who 
curses him, and calls down on his head all the evils and troubles 
of Humanity. This. is followed by a war bebYeen the dragon 
and the powers of evil, or chaos, on one side and the gods on the 
other.' 'The god~ have weapons forged for

1

them, and Merodach 
(the archangel M1.chael in Revelation) undertakes t o lead the 
h~avenly .host against the dragons. The war , which is described 
with spmt', <;~ds , of course, in the triumph of the principles of 
Good .... 

But this dualistic conception represents a comparatively la te 
phase of thought. The story of the combat as told in one of the 
clay t.ablets from the library of Assur-bani-pal (who reigned in 
Assyna <l:bout 668- 626 n. c .).represe.nts a transition st age between 
Monoth~ism, and the Dualism wluch lat er t ook its place. The 
dragon ~s ~ot yet actually charged with evil, but the idea of a 
comb.at is mtr~duced, as being an essential part of the process of 
crea~ion. It will. readily be recognised by those who read °between 
the ~mes tha t this " combat " was one of love, and not of hatred, 
for its result was the fruitfulness of the hitherto barren Tiamat. 

In the Assyrian tablet we may read how Bel l\'Ierodach the 
" Lord of Life " and "Quickener of the Dead," armed hi1~self 
and went fort!1 to ~ombat the dragon Tia.mat. F or his weapons 
he crea~ed a hgh~mng flash and charged it with blazing fire, and 
he earned the wmds of the four quarters of H eaven in a net. 
He also made a hurricane, a whirlwind, a storm and winds. 
When he enc?untered the dragon he cast his net over her, let 
loose the hurncane, and drove the wind down her throat t o burst 
her body. He then :ip.ped her open with his sickle-shaped 
sword, and cut her skm mto two portions, from one of which 
he made the vault of heaven, from the other, the earth. 

The ancient historian, Alexander Polyhistor, who lived in the 
seventh century of Rome, said: "Belus came and cut the woman 
asunder, and of one half of her he formed the Earth, and of the 
the other half the heavens, and at the same time he destroyed 
the animals within her." 
. ~erein it is made clea~ t?at Tiamat personified the wat ery, 
abstract , formless, or femmme element, which was finally con
quered by ~el. Merodach, the sun-god, and the concrete, formative, 
or male pnnciple. The Accadian allegory can be traced in the 
mythology of many lands. 

The seven-headed serpent of Hindu legend is derived from the 
seven-headed serpent of the Accadians "which beats the waves 

BEL MERODACIJ AND Tf AMAT 171 

of t hl' sea," whils t the st ory of Andromeda came through Phreni-
1 1.1 n hands from a Chaldean myth which forms the subject of 
11111· of the lays of the great epic. Niebuhr well said: " There 
1 , , , want in Grecian arl which no man living can supply. There 
"' nol enough in Egypt to account for the peculiar art and myth-
11logy of Greece. But those who liv~ ~fter me w.ill see on the banks 
ol the Tigris and Euphrates the ongm of Grecian mythology and 

.11 I ." 
The worship of H ea seems to h.ave ~een far-flung . . In a let~er 

wl'itten by Dusratta , king of Mittam, to Amenophis !II, krng 
of Egypt, several deities are invoked, but the god Hea is spoken 
of as " Lord of All." 

Traces of Chaldean serpent worship have been discovered in 
llrita in. Bayley says, "The Chaldean for serpent was acan, 
.incl at Glen F eechan (feu akan, 'Fire Serpent') in Argyllshire 
t hl•re is a serpent-mound three hundred feet in ext ent. The 
back or spine of this serpent was found beneath the peat-moss 
to have been formed by a scrupulous adjustment of stones, ~nd 
t hl' sinuous winding and articulations of the vertebral spmal 
arrangement are anatomically perfect." 

Another curious relic of the worship of Bel has been preserved 
in a sculpture on the front of a t emple at Montmouillon in Poitou. 
It represents, among other sacerdotal figu~es, a n~de .female 
with two serpents twining round her legs. ~his figure is e:vidently 
;t priestess of the serpent-deity. An engravrng of the subJect may 
lw seen in Montfaucon's "Antiquite." 

Shepheard says that"' In Brittany where the ancient Celtic 
idolatry found refuge when banished from other parts of Gaul 
by the Romans , there is still to be see~ a~ oracle. of Be!, the 
serpent-god of Assyria and the E ast. It is situated m the island 
of St. Cado, and consist s of a small rectangular enclosure three 
feet long by two feet wide, contained by four stone slabs. T~e 
parish in which it stands is still called Belz or Bels- that is, 
Belus. The peasants devoutly ~elieve~ in the mir~culous powers 
of this hole-a relic probably of its ancient reputat10n for oracular 
responses." 

In the north of Europe also the Babylonian serpent-deity 
can be traced, there he reigns as Wa'inamo'inen , one of the three 
principal gods of the Finns. This god, like H ea, w~~ not o~ly 
king of the wat ers and the atmosphere, but was also the spmt 
whence all life proceeded, the master of favourable spells, the 
adversary and conqueror of all personifications of evil, and the 
sovereign possessor of all science" (Lenormant). . 

Deane has pointed out that although the name of Bel is 
supposed to signify nothing more than "Lord," and was also 
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sometimes appropriated to deified heroes, it is more probably 
an abbreviation of Ob-el-" The Serpent-God." 

Bryant says that the Greeks knew this deity as Beliar, and 
this nam.e is interpreted by Hesychius to mean a dragon or great 
serpent. So at least it would appear that the serpent was an 
emblem of Bel, if not the form in which he manifested. 

The name Babylon is suggestive of the deep religious feeling 
of the people, for it is the Greek form of Babel or Bab-ili, "the 
Gate of God," or, as it is sometimes written, "of the gods," and 
the most remarkable building in Babylon was the temple of Bel 
Merodach now marked by the Babil, on the north-east. This 
was a pyramid of eight square stages, of which the lowest 
measured over 200 yards each way. The summit was reached 
by a winding ascent, and upon it was the shrine in which stood 
a golden image of the god 40 feet high, two other golden statues, 
and a golden table 40 feet long and 15 feet broad, besides many 
more· colossal objects of the same metal. At its base was a second 
shrine with a table and two images of gold. A similar temple 
stood at Borsippa, the suburb of Babylon. This consisted of 
seven stages, the lowest of which was a square 272 feet each way, 
its four corners exactly corresponding to the four cardinal points, 
as in all Chaldean temples, and each of its stages being placed 
nearer the south-western than the north-eastern edge of the one 
below it. Like the Biblical tower of Babel, this erection lay 
unfinished for many years, but it was finally completed by 
Nebuchadnezzar, the same monarch who erected images of 
serpents at the gates of the great temple in Babylon to honour 
the sun-god. 

Ophiolatry as a recognised religion was nearly extinct when 
Diodorus Siculus visited Babylon ; the city was almost deserted 
by its inhabitants, and the public buildings were falling into 
decay. Possibly this is why this writer, who has left us such 
minute descriptions of the walls and gardens, passes over the 
temple of Merodach with a few sentences. In these he tells us 
that within the temple was "an image of the goddess Rhea, 
sitting on a golden throne; at her knees stood two lions, and near 
her very large serpents of silver, thirty talents each in weight." 
There was also "an image of Juno, holding in her right hand 
the head of a serpent" (Lib. II, s. 70). 

According to the Hebrew scriptures, some seventy years before 
the visit of Diodorus to Babylon, serpent worship in that city had 
received a severe blow; this perhaps accounts for his silence on 
the subject, though the story must be accepted with reserve. 

The " History of the Destruction of Bel and the Dragon " 
relates how in the reign of Cyrus of Persia " There was a great 
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il111g1111 which they of Babylon worshipped. And the king said 
1111f11 1>.u1iel, Wilt thou also say that this is of brass? Lo, he 
II\ 1•t Ir , hl~ catcth and drinketh; thou canst not say that he is 
1111 Ir ving god: Therefore worship him. Then said Daniel unto 
t lr1 l-111g, I will worship the Lord my God; for he is the living 
1,11d. But give me leave, 0 king, and I shall slay this dragon 
\\it !rout sword or staff. The king said, I give thee leave. Then 
l >.111i1·l look pitch, and fat, and hair, and did seethe them together, 
1111d rnaclc lumps thereof ; this he put in the dragon's mouth, and 
1111 t l1t• dragon burst in sunder: and Daniel said, Lo, these are 
1111' gods you worship. When they of Babylon heard that, they 
t 1111k wcat indignation, and conspired against the king, saying, 
I lr1 • king is become a Jew, and he hath destroyed Bel, he hath 
.. 1,d11 the dragon, and put the priests to death." 

I >anicl's method of dragon-slaying seems to have' had the merit 
111 originality, though it could not be called heroic. According 
t 11 I he writer of the above account it was the occasion of his 
Ii ·ing cast into the lion's den, but a t otally different r eason for 
t lii s is given in the book which bears his name. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

" l\l ylhs & Legends of Babylonia & Assyria." By Lewis Spence, 
F.R.A.I. Pub. by George Harrap, London, 1916. 

" Chaldean Magic." By F. Lenormant. Pub. 1877. 
" l'raditions of Eden." By H. Shepheard, M.A. Pub. by J. Nisbet 

& Co., London, 187i. . 
"The Chaldean Account of Genesis." By George Smith. Pub. 

London, 1875. 
"Myths of China & Japan." By Donald A. Mackenzie. Pub. by the 

Gresham Pub. Co., Ltd., London. 
"Serpent Worship & Other Essays." By C. Staniland Wake. Pub. 

by George Redway, London, 1888. 
"The Buried City of the East : Nineveh." Anon. Pub. at " Office 

of the National Illustrated Library," London, 185i. 
"The Worship of the Serpent traced throughout the World." By 

the Rev. John Bathurst Deane, M.A., F.S.A. 2nd Ed. Pub. by 
J. G. & F. Rivington, London, 1833. 

" Recherches sur le culte Publique et les Mysteries de Mithras." By 
Lajarde. Pub. 1867. 

" l\otes on the Early History of Babylonia." By Henry Creswicke 
Rawlinson. Pub. London, 185-1-. 

"Nineveh & its Remains." By Henry Austen Layard. Pub. London, 
18-1-8. 

'' Antiquite Expliquee et Representee en Figures." By Bernard de 
l\Iontfaucon. Pub. 1719. 



CHAPTER XVI 

ST. MICHAEL AND THE DRAGON 

FOREMOST among Christian Serpent-slayers stands St. 
Michael (Who is like God) whose mystic conflict with 
the serpent is alluded to in the twelfth chapter of the 

Apocalypse, and has inspired so many painters and poets. 
"Michael and his angels fought against the dragon; and the 
dragon fought and his angels." 

In the Book of Daniel this hero appears as the guardian angel 
or" prince" of I srael (Dan. x. r3, 2r ;·xii. r), and as such, he is 
naturally represented in Jewish theosophy as the greatest of all 
angels, the first of the four who surround the throne of God. 

Michael is said to have appeared upon the earth during a 
pestilence in the days of Gregory the Great. According to the 
chronicler: "Car quand celuy Pape eut etably les grandes 
litanies pour la pestilence quy etait, il vit sur le chasteau qui 
jadis est diet de la mcmoire de Hadrien, l' Ange de Nostre Seigneur 
qui touchait sa glaive ensanglantee de sang, et la remit dans sa 
gaine: et a done fit la une eglise en l'honneur de St. Michel-Ange, 
et ce chasteau a nom le chasteau de Sainct-Ange." Even now 
the bronze image of the archangel crowns the mole of Hadrian, 
and watches over the yellow waters of the Tiber and the domes 
and spires of the City on the Seven Hills. 

The conical mound near Carnac which may be seen for many 
miles, and from every part of the Dracontium, was probably 
originally raised that it might serve as an altar, upon which the 
perpetual fire kindled by the sun was kept burning. It was 
consecrated by the Christian Church to the Archangel Michael; 
and to him almost every natural or artificial cone in Brittany is 
sacred. The connection of thought is easy to follow. St. Michael 
is the destroyer of the dragon of the Apocalypse; identified 
by the Christians with the serpent, whose mutilated remains 
still mark the site of his former temple. His worshippers, con
verted to the newer faith, marked the victory of triumphant 
Christianity, by erecting upon the high places of the solar serpent, 
chapels to the archangel. 

Satan, described .in Job i. 6 as one of the Sons of God, 
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111111111t's in t•xotcric interpretation the Devil and the Dragon 
111 11 , t·vil se nse; but Madame Blavatsky tells us that "in the 
I il 1.il.1 (Hook of Numbers) Samael, who is Satan, is shown to ~e 
ol1 11 t wa I with St. Michael, the Slayer of the Dragon. How is 
t 111 ? For it is said that Tselem (the image) reflects alike Michael 
111d o...,,, mad who are one. Both proceed, it is t aught, from Ruach 
( •111111), Nescliamah (Soul) and Nepesch (Life). In the' Chaldean 
111111!. of Numbers' Samael 
I I lit• concealed (occult) 
\\' 1 .clom, and Michael the 
li11;l11·1 terrestrial Wisdom, 
I 11 it Ii 1•111anating from the 

111111• source but diverging 
11It1·1 l heir issue from the 
1111111da11c soul, which on 
I• .11 I It is M ahat (intellectual 
1111cl1•rstanding), or Manas 
(l111·s1•aloflntellect): They 
d 1 V('rge b eca use one 
(\I 11 h acl) is influenced by 
N l'schamah, while the 
111 lll'r (Samael) remains 
1111111Jl ucnced. This tenet 
"·'"perverted by the dog-
111.it ic spirit of the Church; 
'' liich, loathing indepen
d1·11l Spirit, uninfluenced by 
I 111 · external form (hence 
hv dogma), forthwith made 
11 1 Samacl-Satan (the most 
wist' and spiritual spirit of 
.ii I) the adversary of its ST. MTCHAEL CONQUERING THE DRAGON. 

.111 l hropomorphic God and From the /ieatl of a twrlf/11 ""'"'Y crczicr. 

-.1•11sual physical man, the devil." 
An Arab story of St. Michael connecting the serpent with the 

clt-vil in the temptation of Eve is given in Masudi's history, which 
w.1s written A.D. 956, as follows: the Devil, wishing to get into 
I he Garden of Eden to tempt Eve, asked all the animals in turn 
to carry him in, but they all refused; until at.last the serpent, 
which had then an erect form and was gorgeous m beauty, agreed 
to do so, and carried the Devil into the Garden, and so accom
plished the fall of Eve. The Archangel Michael punished the 
st•rpent for this act by cutting off his limbs so that ever since 
it has had to crawl upon the ground and feed on refuse. 

The old English coin known as the angel was so called from 
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having upon i ts obverse the figure of the archangel Michael 
piercing the dragon. It was first coined in 1465 by Edward IV, 
and its value was then 6s. 8d., from which it varied to l OS. under 
Edward VI. It was last coined by Charles I. It was the coin 
that was always presented to anyone touched for the king's evil , 

ST. MICHAEL'S VICTORY. 

From old t11oodc11l . 

and when it passed away, medals of the same device were sub
stituted for it and were called touch-pieces. 

In the crozier here pictured it is interesting to note that a 
Great Serpent is supporting both slayer and slain, and the latt er 
seems passively acquiescent in its own death. 
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CHAPTER XVII 

ST. GEORGE AND THE DRAGON 

T HE serpent-slayer who t akes precedence next to St. 
Michael in Christian myth is St. George of Cappadocia, 
the patron saint of England. The legend, as told in 

I he "Legenda Aurea" of Jacques de Voragine is as follows: 
George, a tribune, was born in Cappadocia, but travelled to 

I he t own of Silene in Libya. Near this place was a pond in 
which resided a monstrous dragon which had many times driven 
11.tck an armed host sent to destroy it. It was a terrible menace 
lo the city, for it would from time to time approach the walls, 
.111d with its poisonous exhalations kill all the inhabitants who 
happened to be near. To pacify the monster, and avoid such dis
.1strous visitations it was decided to supply him each day with 
I wo sheep to satisfy his voracity, and accordingly he was given 
.,hcep until none were left in the neighbourhood, and it was 
impossible to procure them. The hungry dragon then attacked the 
I own, and so infected the air with his envenomed breath that 
many of the citizens died. Those remaining held a council at 
which they decided that ·each day a man and a beast should be 
offered, so that they actually sacrificed their sons and daughters, 
and none, when his turn came, was spared. 

At last the lot fell upon the princess Saba, and the king, struck 
with horror, offered in exchange for his daught er 's life, his gold, 
his silver, and half his realm. But the people demanded that no 
favour should be shown, and all the unhappy father could obtain 
was a delay of eight days, in which to bewail her fat e. 

As soon as t his time had expired, the people returned to the 
palace, telling the king that the breath of the monster was 
slaying them all, and accusing him of sacrificing his subjects 
for his daughter. The king saw that he could withhold his child 
no longer. He dressed her in royal robes, embraced her, and said, 
"Alas! dear daughter! I had thought to see myself r eborn 
in your children, and to have invited princes to your wedding, 
and accompanied you to the ceremony with music and rejoicings ; 
but this monster is about to devour you! Why did I not die 
before you ? " 
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The dutiful damsel fell at her father's feet and besought hi s 
blessing, which he weepingly bestowed upon her. Then after 
a last embrace they parted, and she walked down to the lake. 

Now it so fell out that George was passing that way, and seeing 
the weeping maiden, asked the cause of her tears. "Good youth!" 
she replied, " quickly mount your horse and fly, lest you perish 
with me." But George answered, "Do not fear! tell me 
what it is you await, and why this multitude are watching-I 
shall not go until I know the cause," he added. Then she told 
him all; but on hearing her story he exclaimed, "Fear nothing! 
In the name of J esus Christ I will assist you." 

Whilst the brave maiden was still endeavouring to dissuade 
the chivalrous youth from his self-imposed task, the dragon 
appeared above the surface of the water. But St. George made 
the sign of the cross and advanced to meet it, recommending 
himself to God. Then with his lance he transfixed and cast the 
monster to the ground, and turning to Saba, he bade her pass 
her girdle round it, and fear nothing. When she had done so 
the dragon became docile as a dog, and followed its conquerors 
to the town. 

The citizens commenced to flee before it, but George called 
them back, and bade them put aside their fears, as he had been 
sent by the Lord to deliver them. Then the king, and all his 
people, twenty thousand men, without counting women and 
children, were baptised, and St. George smote off the head of 
the monster. They offered St. George a large sum of money 
as reward, but he gave this in alms to the poor, and after instruct
ing the king in the duties of his new religion, went on his way 
rejoicing. 

According to another version of the story, the doomed princess 
was shut up with her retainers in a castle, and al l of them were 
perishing for lack of water which could only be obtained from 
a fountain at the base of a hill, and this was guarded by the 
"laidly worm" from which St. George rescued them. 

"The hero won bis well-earn'd place 
Amid the saints in death's dread hour ; 
And still the peasant seeks his grace, 
And next to God, reveres his power, 
In many a church his form is seen 
With sword, and shield, and helmet sheen ; 
Ye know him by his steed of pride 
And by the dragon at his side." (C. Schmid.) 

It will be evident that the legend of St. George and the dragon 
forms part of en~ of the sacred myths of the Aryan group, and 
when we realise how popular this venerable myth was in ancient 
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F11ropr, we feel no surprise to find it perpetuating itself under 
.1 Christian cloak, and that t he hero, once accepted by the new 
1 1 t•t•cl, should become one of the most venerated and popular 
"" i 11 ts in the calendar. 

The Crusaders' enthusiasm for the Eastern soldier-saint who 
lt·d them to victory, soon spread among t he nobles and warriors 
1 ti Europe, and England, Aragon, and Portugal adopted him as 
l l11·ir patron. It is said that in England this dated from I349, 
whl'n King Edward III was besieging Calais. Thomas of Walsing
h.1111 has recorded how on that occasion the king, as if moved 
l1y a sudden impulse, drew his sword, exclaiming : "Ha! Saint 
l•:dward l Ha ! Saint George ! " His words and action seemed 
t n arouse new vigour in his soldiers, and, falling on their foes, 
t ht'y routed the French with a great slaughter. Ever since 
St. George has replaced Edward the Confessor as the patron 
-..d11t of England. Next year the celebrated order was instituted, 
whilst in I4I5 St. George's Day was made a major double feast, 
.111cl ordered to be observed t he same as Christmas Day, and all 
l.tl>our to be suspended. At the same time St . George received 
I he title of spiritual patron of the E nglish soldiery. 

In I545 St. George's Day was observed as a r ed-letter day, 
with special Collect, Epistle, and Gospel; but in the reign of 
Edward VI it was abolished, and the holding of the chapter of 
the Garter on St. George's Day was transferred to Whitsuntide. 
But next year, when Queen Mary reigned, this enactment was 
n •versed, and ever since. the ancient practice has been followed, 
and the chapter held on the feast-day of the saint. 

A large and beautiful church which stood between Ramula, 
the ancient Arimathea, and Lydda or Decapolis, was dedicated 
by the Emperor Constantine the Great t o St. George over his 
tomb. Ramula was also known as Georgia, and its inhabitants 
claimed that St . George had been a native of their town. 

A t emple of Juno at Constantinople was taken over by the 
Christians and also dedicated to St. George by the first Chris
tian emperor, and, according to one tradition, the bones of the 
hero were translated from his tomb near Lydda, to the church 
in the great city of Constantine. 

Baring-Gould says : "At an early date his head was in R ome, 
or at all events one of his heads, for another found its way to the 
church of Mares-Moutier, in Picardy, after the capture of Byzan
tium by t he Turks, when it was taken from a church erected by 
Constantine Monomachus, dedicated to the saint. The Roman 
head, long forgotten, was rediscovered in 75I, with an inscription 
on it which identified it with St. George. In 1600 it was given 
to the church of Ferrara. In Rome, at Palermo, and at Naples 
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there were churches at a very early date consecrated to the 
martyr. In 509 Clotilda founded a nunnery at Chelles in h!s 
honour ; and Clovis II placed a convent at Barala under his 
invocation. In this religious house was preserved an arm of 
St. George, which in the ninth century was transported to 
Cambray; and fifty years later St. Germain dedicated an altar 
in Paris to the champion. 

"In the sixth century a church was erected to his honour at 
Mayence; Clothaire in the following century dedicated Cine at 
Nimegue, and his brother another in Alsace. George had a mon
astery dedicated to him at !hetford, founded in th~ r~ign of 
Canute; a collegiate church m Oxford placed under his mvoca
tion in the reign of the Conqueror. St. George's, Southwark, 
dates from before the Norman invasion. The priory church of 
Griesly in Derbyshire was dedicated to Saints Mary and George 
in the reign of Henry I. 

"The Crusades gave an impetus to the worship of our patron. 
He appeared in light on the walls of Jerusalem waving his sword, 
and led the victorious assault on the Holy City. Unobtrusively 
he and St. Michael slipped into the offices and exercised the 
functions of the Dioscuri. Robert of Flanders, on his return from 
the Holy Land, presented part of an arm of the saint to the city 
of Toulouse, and other portions to the Countess Matilda and to 
the Abbey of Auchin. 

"Another arm of Saint George miraculously fell from heaven 
upon the altar of Saint Pantaleon at Cologne, and in honour of it 
Bishop Anno founded a church." 

The French have an interesting variant of the story of St. 
George and the Dragon which makes clear the essential unity 
of slayer and slain. It relates how there lived in the castle 
of Vaugrenans a lady whose great beauty had proved a snare to 
herself and others, and who was changed into a basilisk for her 
misdeeds, and terrorised the country in that form. 

Her son George, unlike his mother, was very pious, and as 
brave and handsome as he was good. He was now faced with 
conflicting duties, but decided he must free his country from the 
depredations of the monstrous reptile which preyed upon it. 
He therefore did battle with and slew it, and his horse trampled 
its remains beneath its hoofs. But in spite of his victory George 
was sad at heart and uneasy in conscience, so he asked St. Michael, 
himself a dragon-slayer, and a witness of the combat, what was 
the punishment due to him who had slain his own mother. St. 
Michael uncompromisingly and sternly replied that he ought to 
be burnt and his ashes scattered to the winds, and George 
accepted the verdict and underwent. the punishment. But his 
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.1-.'11·s fell in one heap instead of scattering, and a young girl who 
w.ts pass~ng gat~crcd them up. Not far away she saw an apple 
111 Paradise, which she ate. In due course she gave birth to a 
... 011, and when her child was baptised, it cried in a loud voice, 
" I am called George, and I have been born on this earth for the 
-.1·1·ond time." 

Another French version is evidently of Egyptian origin, and 
.111 adaptation of the legend of Horus and Set. It is embodied 
i11 a bas-relief in the Louvre, in which a hawk-headed St. George 
garbed in Roman military uniform and mounted on a horse, 
i-. killing a dragon in the form of Set's crocodile. This has been 
ch·scribed by M. C1ermont-Ganneau, but his interpretation of 
I '11' relief is not accepted by all scholars. 

The ancient Christmas custom known as mumming, which 
still survives in some country places, often takes the form of 
acting a play representing a version of the .legend of St. George 
.111c1 the dragon. 

Mr. Moore, in his "Manx Folk Lore," has given us the text 
of one of these plays as it is acted in the Isle of Man. The per
formers there are known as the White Boys, probably because they 
arc dressed almost entirely in white. The dramatis personce of 
the play include the King of Egypt, Prince Valentine, and Sambo, 
besides the hero and villain who give their names to the piece. 

In Derbyshire, on the other hand, the actors are known as the 
Guizers, and go from house to house, decked out in ribbons. 
St. George introduces himself with the following lines when the 
play begins: 

" I am St. George, the nol>le champion bold, 
And with my glittering sword 

I've won three crowns of gold ; 
It's I who fought the fiery dragon, 

And brought it to the slaughter ; 
And so I won fair Sabra 

The King of Egypt's daughter. 
Seven have I won, but married none, 
And bear my glory all alone. 

With my sword in my hand 
Who dare against me stand ? 

I'll swear I'll cut him down 
With my victorious brand." 

The saint's challenge is accepted by a champion known as the 
" Slasher," but he is quickly slain. The " king" then enters, 
announcing himself to be " King of England, the greatest man 
alive." Then a doctor is called, and after a long oration picks up 
the fallen Slasher saying : 

"Here l take a little out o~ my bottle, 
And put it down thy throttle." 
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The slain man recovers and rises, and t he play is over. 
In Oxfordshire some fifty years ago a corrupted version of 

this play used to be performed. St. George had become King 
George and his antagonist was " Boney." After sweeping the 
ground and repeating a lot of doggerel, the t wo would fight, and 
King George would be slain, and raised to life again when the 
doctor was called in. This play ended with a dance. 

It has been suggested (by Lord Wyfold) that the origin of the 
famous white horse on the Berkshire Downs was an a ttempt 
to represent not a horse a t all, but the dragon slain by St. George. 

" Anyone looking a t the beak, the eye, the elongat ed body 
and t ail of this curious figure must realise that it could never 
have been intended for a horse," he writes . " It is surely a 
representation of one of those prehistoric monst ers commonly 
called dragons. Local tradition supports this opinion, for the 
hill just below it is called Dragon's Hill, and the story goes here 
that the dragon was slain by St. George. The Grims Ditch on 
the Berkshire Downs is called in a charter of the t enth century 
'draegeles baece '-' the dragon's ridge or beak.' " 

The tradition at Ashdown that " King Gaarge did here the 
Dragon slay, And down on yonder hill They buried him, as I 
heard tell," is related in verse by Hughes. 

In " The Horse in Myth and Magic," I have suggested another 
theory t o account for the strange form of th is hill-side monster 
which is that it represents the hen-headed horse that symbolised 
the British goddess, Ceridwen . But that dragons really did exist 
in prehistoric days is probable. Remains of a dinosaurus were 
discovered not far from the White Horse in a quarry, and 
possibly their owner when alive was the original of the sculpture. 
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CHAPTER XVIII 

ST. PATRICK AND THE IRISH SERPENTS 

T H E history of Ireland, like that of all ancient countries, 
leads us back into enchanted realms of legend and 
romance where truth is hard to discover. But it seems 

certain that in dim, far-off ages the island was occupied by 
successive inva ders from the south. The Phcenicians are said 
lo have represented one wave of invasion, the Greeks another, 
and Persian and Egyptian influence can also be clearly traced. 
All these peoples were ophiolaters, and naturally brought their 
religion with them. The Phcenician mariners wer e responsible 
for the introduction of sun and serpent worship into many 
countries, and the Roman emperor Elagabalus (born about 205) 
was high priest t o the Syro-Phcenician sun-god of the same name, 
who had a t emple at Emesa. Deane has suggest ed that the name 
Elagabal is E l-og-ob-el, that is the serpent-god Og, Ogham, or 
Ogmius, whose worship was introduced into Gaul and Ireland 
by the Phcenician mariners. 

He was even then an ancient deity, for his name occurs in 
Deuteronomy (iii. 4) as the cognomen of t he famous monarch 
of Bashan overthrown by Joshua. And his kingdom, known as 
Argob, was afterwards renamed by the Greeks Trachonitis, 
i. e. the Country of the Dragon. According t o Deane, Argob is 
Aur-og-ob, Aur meaning light, og being the name of the deity, 
and ob, his symbol, the serpent. Here we have the solar deity 
Aur united with the serpent-deity Aub (or Ob). 

Other authorities identify " Og, king of Bashan," with the 
Typhon or Python of mythology, but Faber considers that Og 
is the deluge deified, whence is derived Oc and Oceanus. If 
this supposition is correct, the serpent would naturally be his 
emblem, as we may see from the mythology of all lands, Egyptian, 
Asiatic or Scandinavian. 

Hargrave J ennings reminds us that in ancient times the figure 
on the Irish harp,-now represented as a beautiful woman with 
celestial wings,- was "a dragon with ext ended forky pinions, 
and piscine or semi-fish-like or basilisk extremity." He justly 
says: "There must have been some governing, excellent armorial 
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reason, special and authorised, for the changing of this first 
figure of a dragon into a woman, or a siren, or a virgin, on the 
Irish Harp; and this fact assists the supposit ion of an identity, 
at some time, of these two figures, all drawn from the double 
sign ' Virgo-Scorpio ' in the Zodiac." 

If Faber is right in seeing the deluge deified (and personified) 
in the serpent-god Og, we have what probably is the clue to the 
mystery, for the Virgin, like the dragon, is everywhere the 
symbol of the Watery Deeps. As J ennings says: "Th~ Virgin 
Mary, the ' Star of the Sea ' and Patroness of Sailors, rules and 
governs the ocean, and her colours are the ultramarine of t he 
'Deep,' and sea-green, when viewed in this phase of her divine 
character." Enmity has been placed between the Serpent and 
the Woman; the symbol of the ancient faith has ch~nged ; but 
the object of it, the unfathomable, infinite Giver of Life, dark 
and terrible, yet gloriously beautiful, is still the same. 

Even t o-day in Ireland, stupendous monuments remain to 
recall the ancient worship of sun and serpent, but Deane t ells 
us that the Irish Druids "assimilated themselves rather to those 
of Gaul than of Britain," and recognised Ogham, or Ogmius, 
identified with the god Og of Trachonitis as their principal deity. 
He was represented as holding in his hands" the club of Hercules, 
surmounted by the Caduceus of Mercury, the wings of which 
were attached to the club. The staff of the caduceus t erminated 
in a ring." 

Hu, or Pridain, the god of the Celtic nations was also symbolised 
by a serpent, and the dragon, or horned serpent as worshipped in 
Mexico and Egypt, alt hough not a European reptile, is found 
represented on Gaulish coins and ensigns. 

The Egyptian Serpent-god, Thoth, was known to the ancient 
Irish as Tat, Taith or Tait, and his name was used to designate the 
first day of the month of August, that being the month of harvest, 
and Tait being the god who presided over agriculture. 

The month which among the Egyptians corresponded with 
August was called by the name of the god Thoth. 

Relics of the worship of the Persian Sun-god, whose symbol 
was a serpent, have been found in a wonderful cruciform cavern 
at New Grange, in the county of Meath, of which Deane says, its 
" consecration to Mithras is indisputable." Three stones were 
dug up in this cavern on which were rudely carved mystical 
figures like coiled serpents, that may compare with the figure 
of the omphalos. 

Long before St. Patrick appeared in this world, Diancecht, 
the Gaelic god of medicine, is said to have been the saviour of 
Ireland from a horrible fate. Morrigu, the fierce and t errible 
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wift• of Camulus (whom the Romans identified with Mars), had 
In ought forth a son of horrible appearance, and Diancecht, with 
prnphetic insight, counselled that he would become a danger to 
t hl· country unless destroyed in his infancy. His advice was 
.i1·ccpted, and the monstrous child was killed. Diancecht then 
opt•ned t he infant's heart and found within it three serpents, 
which, had they been allowed to grow to full size, could have 
ch·populated the whole of Ireland. Needless to say, the god soon 
... taughtered the reptiles, then fearing lest even their dead bodies 
might be productive of evil, he burnt these to ashes, and, to 
make assurance still more sure, flung the ashes into the nearest 
river. His precaution was justified, for so poisonous were even 
t hcse relics that they caused t he river to boil up, and killed its 
1·very inhabitant. Ever since this episode the river has been 
called " Barrow " (boiling) . 

St. Patrick has been called the apostle of Ireland, and his 
first arrival as a missionary in that serpent-worshipping land 
has been fixed as 432. He is supposed by some writers to have 
been a native of Cornwall, whose zeal for Christianity prompted 
him to cross the Channel, but according to others he was born at 
Kirkpatrick on the Clyde, whilst a third account asserts that his 
birthplace was Brittany, and that he was carried by freebooters 
to Ireland, and there employed in tending sheep. Be this as it 
may, his endeavours met with extraordinary success, and he 
established a large number of schools and monasteries. Various 
miracles are attributed to him, but, as one of his biographErs 
remarks, " Perhaps for the sake of truth, the less said of these 
the better. " 

That there are to-day so few traces of the former Ophiolatry 
of the Irish may be accounted for by the legend accepted as a 
record of fact by a large majority of the natives, that St. Patrick 
banished the Irish snakes by his prayers and holy benedictions. 
We have seen how oft en the word" serpent" is used as a synonym 
for priest. The true meaning of the fable evidently is that the 
prea-ching of the saint converted the serpent worshippers, and 
uprooted the ancient religion. We may strengthen this view by 
noting Mr. Bryant's conclusion in a similar case. He tells us that 
the stories of the destruction of serpents in the Grecian Archi
pelago and Pelopnessus, relate in reality to their worshippers, 
and not to the serpents themselves. 

Happily we have no such destruction to record in the case of 
St. Pat rick. For once the means of conversion are not a reproach 
to religion, but appear to have been the truly Christian ones of 
love and reason. 

The Rawlinson MS., B. 512, thus describes the absence of 
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snakes in Ireland: "As Adam's Paradise stands at the sunrise, 
so Ireland stands at the sunset . And they are alike in the nature 
of the soil. To wit, as Paradise is without beasts, without a 
s~ake, without a ~ion, without a dragon, without a scorpion, 
without a mouse, without a frog; so is Ireland in the same manner 
without any harmful animal, save only the wolf. " 

Like Ireland, the Isle of Man is exempt from venomous reptiles 
and ~oads, and there al.so this is traditionally attributed to St. 
Patnck, the patron samt of both islands. But according t o 
Cambrensis, it is not impossible for snakes t o live there as is 
~a~d to be the case in Ireland ; and to this circumstance E~gland 
is indebted for her possession of the smaller island, the ownership 
of wh~ch, because of its position midway between the two 
countnes, was a matter of controversy. " Since the island 
allowed ven?m~us .re~tiles, brought over for the sake of experi
ment, to exist m it, it was agreed by common consent that it 
belonged to Britain." 
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CHAPTER XIX 

WOMEN SERPENT SUBDUERS 

T HE " Art Journal " of 1852 says that " in Art the Con
ception of the Virgin Mary is figuratively represented 
by the virgin trampling on the head of the serpent or 

dragon : enveloped in rays as brilliant as those emanating from 
I lie sun, with the moon at her feet, and nimbused by a coronet 
of stars, seated upon the earth saved by her virgin fecundity, 
the serpent holding in his mouth the apple of the terrestrial 
paradise, as a trophy." 

Volumes might be written on this subject, but here we propose 
to deal only with concrete instances of women serpent subduers, so 
wi ll not t arry t o contemplate the universal allegory of the woman 
and the dragon in its admittedly abstract form. 

Perhaps the most famous of lady dragon-slayers is St . Mar
garet of Antioch, whose memory the Roman Church celebrates 
on July 20th . According to Hurd, " This woman had been long 
celebrat ed for her piety, and it is written of her in the breviary 
of Salisbury, that on a certain time she begged that she might 
have an opportunity ·of engaging with the devil, face to face, 
because she had formerly had many secret struggles with him. 
H er request was granted, and the devil appeared to her under 
the form of a most hideous dragon, who immediately swallowed 
her up. Here was the moment of trial; she recollected that she 
was a Christian, and although in the belly of the dragon, she 
marked upon h erself the sign of the cross, and the monster's body 
burst asunder, so tha t the virgin came out unhurt." 

Truly a commendable example of courage and presence of mind. 
This lady is said to have had no less than three encounters 

\\'ith a dragon . These possibly may be an allegory of her pro
longed sufferings and martyrdom at Antioch . In allusion to her 
delivery from the dragon she is the patron saint against the 
pains of childbirth. She has enjoyed great popularity from an 
early period, and in Great Britain 238 churches have been dedi
cated to her honour. She is said to be identical with the Semitic 
Aphrodite. 

Another lady dragon subduer was St. Martha, the sister of 
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Lazarus, who, when she was stranded on the shores of Languedoc 
together with St. Mary Magdalene, St. Maxime, and St. Marcellus, 
worked some astonishing miracles. The inhabitants, seeing her 
powers, prayed her to deliver them from a monster called the 
Tarasque (the Disturber). who fed upon human flesh. According 
to a French writer, she had hardly entered the wood where the 
dragon lived, when a horrible and long-continued bellowing was 
heard by the anxious listeners, who tremblingly concluded that 
the poor unarmed woman had furnished their serpent with still 
another victim. But at last the bellowing ceased, and St. Martha 
reappeared, holding a little wooden cross in one hand, and by 
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the other leading the monster fastened to a ribbon which was 
tied round her waist. She advanced with her capture into the 
centre of the town, glorifying the name of Christ and presented 
the people with the dragon still bloody from the prey he had last 
devoured . 

The annual festival in honour of her conquest and the Order 
of the Tarasque, instituted by the good king Rene of Anjou, 
commemorated the saint's miracle. 

Deane records a serpent-slaying tradition of the dracontic 
temple of Stanton Drew in Somerset. According to this : 
"Keyna, the daughter of a Welsh Prince, who lived in the fifth 
century, having left her country and crossed the Severn, for the 
purpose of finding some secluded spot, where she might devote 
herself without interruption, to religious contemplations, arrived 
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111 I Iii· nl'ighbourhood of Stanton Drew. She requested permission 
1111111 I he prince of the country, to fix her residence at Keynsha111, 
"lt11 II was then an uncleared wood. The prince replied, that 
Ill' would readily give the permission required; but it was 
1111possible for anyone to live in that place on account of the 

, 1 /lt'11fs, of the most venomous species, which infested it. Keyna, 
l111w1•ver, confident in her saintly gifts, accepted the permission, 
11111 withstanding the warning; and taking possession of the 
\\nod, 'converted by her prayers all the snakes and v ipers of 
1111· place into stones. And to this day,' remarks Capgrave, the 
1 ,., order of the legend, ' the stones in that countryside resemble 
1111• windings of serpents, through all the fields and villages, as 
II I ht•y had been so formed by the hand of the engraver.'" 

The legend of St. Hilda, who performed a similar feat, will be 
l1111ncl in the chapter on" The Serpent-Stone." 
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CHAPTER XX 

THE FASCINATION OF THE SERPENT 

" Fair a9 the first that fell of woma nk ind, 
When on that d read yet lovely serpent smiling, 

'Whose image then was stamped upon her mind
B ut once beguiled-and evermore beguiling." 

(Byron, " The B ride of Abydos, " VI.) 

I T is said that one of the reasons why the serpent was select ed 
as the special symbol of Divinity was its power of fascina
t ion: for under the spell of its gaze human beings, beasts 

and birds may lose their self-control so as to become unable t o 
move, resist, or flee the death awaiting them. 

In the chapter on Nehushtan we have seen tha t J ehovah 
was symbolised as a brazen serpent by his J ewish worshippers, 
and the fact casts a curious sidelight on the Hebrew belief that 
mortal man must neither look on, nor be looked upon by their 
deity. If such awful consequences could ensue from meeting 
the gaze of the reptile which was his emblem on earth, as 
followed in the case of the basilisk, what might not be the 
result did man encounter the glance of J ehovah ? Therefore 
in the Bible man is represented as hiding his face when the 
god visited him. To take one or two examples of this, we read 
how l\1oses when J ehovah made known his presence in the 
burning bush, " hid his face ; for he was afraid to look upon 
God" (Exod. ii i. 6), though he had already seen, and desired a 
nearer view of the phenomena. 

Likewise Elij ah, when he heard " the still small voice," and 
recognised that J ehovah was addressing him, "wrapped his face 
in his mantle" (1 Kings xix. 13), and even t he seraphims seen 
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l1y Isaiah who stood above " the Lord sitting on a throne," 
1 ovvrt>d their eyes with two of the six wings they each possessed. 

lfrlurning from the mystical to the practical side of the subject, 
lc•t us see what evidence can be adduced as to the reality of the 
11111-gcd phenomenal power of fascination with which the serpent 
Ii .is been credited ever since that episode with our first mother; 
for if the tales that are told of its capabilities can be believed, 
11 is little wonder that Eve was its victim! 

A~lianus, the Roman naturalist who flourished about 140, 

t1 ·lls us (Bk. II, chap. 2 1) that" The Phry~an history st~tes t~at 
dragons are born which reach ten paces m length; which daily 
111 midsummer, at the hour when the forum is full of men in 
,1 i.;scmbly, are wont to proceed from their caverns, and (near the 
l ~iver Rhyndacus) with part of the body on the groun_d, and the 
11 •sl erect , with the neck gently stret ched out, and gapmg mouth, 
,1 t tract birds, either by their inspiration, or by some fascination, 
.111<1 that those which are drawn down by the inhalation of their 
breath glide down into their stomach- (and that they continue 
this until sunset), but that after that, concealing themselves, 
they lay in ambush for the herds returning from the pasture to 
the stable, and inflict much injury, often killing the herdsmen 
and gorging themselves with food ." 

According to a writer, quoted anonymously in "All the Year 
Round," " In Manila there are serpents of a great length, that 
hang by the t ail on trees, draw men and be~st.s with the for~e 
of their breath ; and the. only way to prevent it is to beat the air 
betwixt them and the serpent ; they are called ibitin." 

Dr. Bird has given an interesting account of the fascination 
of a human being by a serpent . Two lads out for a walk came 
upon a large black snake, and one of them wished to see if the 
reptile could fascinate him. He approached within a few yards 
of the snake which raised its head, when " rnmething seemed to 
flash from its eyes like the rays of light thrown off by a mi.rror 
t•xposed to the sunshine." The boy aft erwards tol~ ho"". m a 
moment all his thoughts were confused, and he fancied himself 
in a whirlpool, every turn of which d~ew him nearer to t~e 
centre. All the time he was approachmg the snake, but his 
companion, realising his danger , rushed forward and killed the 
creature. 

Mr. J. H erbert Slater, in a recent work describes how a traveller , 
Mr. Lange, when exploring the regions of the Upper Amazon, 
was t old of immense serpents with a power of fascination that 
drew their victim into their grasp . Mr. Lange was extremely 
sceptical of these t ales until the case of a rubber worker nam~d 
Jose Pereira was brought to his notice. He investigated this, 



THE ENCIRCLED SERPEN T 

and found tha t the facts were as follows : Pereira was in his 
canoe, paddling down-stream, when he heard a sound that he 
thought was made by some animal ; and running his boat aground 
he got his rifle ready t o shoot, but seeing nothing continued his 
way down-stream. Still the noise was audible, but he could see 
nothing t o account for it. Presently, feeling uneasy and afraid, 
he returned and sat down on the root of a tree, but soon found 
himself quite unable to stir. Luckily three workers from head
quarters just then came down the river, and hearing a sound as 
of someone in distress, they first shouted, and finally landed. 
They fou nd Pereira in a state of collapse, and under the root 
upon which he sat, appeared t he head of an enormous boa
constrictor, its eyes fast ened on the poor man. They fired a t 
it and the spell was broken. The serpent was found to be 52 
feet 8 inches long, and 28 inches thick. Mr. Lange vouched 
for the truth of t his tale which is specially interesting because 
the victim was actually unconscious of the presence of t he 
serpent . 

In the case of small animals and birds, the alleged power of 
attraction which the serpent possesses over them seems to be 
fairly well a ttest ed by modern observers, who assert that the 
bird or animal which has fallen under the reptile's spell , not only 
does not at tempt escape, but will actually drawcloser t o the snake, 
crying or moaning piteously whilst it does so, but apparent ly 
unable to control its movements once the serpent's eye has 
fastened upon it. But should anyone pass between the reptile 
and its v ictim so as even momentarily to obscure the v ision, 
the spell is broken and the bird or animal can escape. It has 
been noticed that the serpent is generally coiled when exercising 
its power of attraction, so possibly this position in some way 
increases its magnetic force. 

Catesby, writing in I77I , describing the rattlesnake, cautiously 
says : " The charming, as it is commonly called, or attractive 
power this snake is said to have of drawing to it animals and 
devouring them, is generally believed in America; as for my own 
part, I never saw the action; but a great many from whom I 
have had it relat ed , all agree in the manner of the process ; 
which is that the animals, particularly birds and squirrels (which 
principally are their prey), no sooner spy the snake, than they 
skip from spray t o spray, hovering and approaching gradually 
nearer their enemy, regardless of any other danger ; but with 
distracted gestures and outcries descend, though from the t op 
of the loftiest trees, t o the mouth of the snake, who openeth 
his jaws, takes them in, and in an instant swallows them. " 

A similar account is given us by Cat esby 's con temporary, the 
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11 .l111 ralist Goldsmith, who, withou t committing himself, av~rs, 
" It is said by some that the rattlesnake has a power of c~armmg 
ih prey into its mouth; and t his is as strongly contradicted by 
111 hl• rs. The inhabitan ts of P ennsylvania are said t o have oppor
l 1111itics of observing this strange fascination every day. ':f.'he 
~ 11 a kc is often seen basking at t he foot of a tree, where birds 
1111<1 squirrels make their residence. There, coiled upon its tail, 
ii s jaws extended, and its eyes shining like fire, the rattlesnake 
lc•vcls its dreadful glare upon one of the little animal_s above. ':f.'he 
bird or the squirrel, whichever it may be, too plamly perceives 
I hl' mischief meditating against it , and hops . fr<;>m branch _to 
branch, with a timorous plaintive sound, ~ishi_ng to avoi~, 
Yl'l incapable of breaking through the fascmat10n.; thus ~t 
c ~ontinues for some time its feeble efforts and complamts, but is 
!dill seen approaching lower and lower t owards the bottom 
branches of the t ree, until at last , as if overcome by the pot ency 
of its fears, it jumps down from t he tree directly into the throat 
of its frightful destroyer. 

" In order to ascertain the truth of this story , a mouse was 
put int o a large iron cage, where a rattlesnake_ was kep~, and the 
l'f"fccts carefully observed. The mouse remamed motionl~ss at 
one end of the cage ; while the snake, at th~ other, co!lti~ued 
fi xed , with its eye glaring full on t he little ammal, a?d its 1aws 
opened to their widest ext ent : the mouse for ~ome tm~e seemed 
cager t o escape ; but every effort only s~rved to mcrease_ its t errors 
and to draw it still nearer: the enemy ; till , after several meff ectual 
attempts to break t he fascination, it was seen to run into the 
jaws of the ra ttlesnake, where it was inst antly killed." . 

This instance may be quoted in answer to those naturalists 
who asser t that the serpent never exercises its power o~ fascina
tion when in captivity . That it does not often do so is n~t to 
be wondered at , since the conditions are necessarily entirely 
artificial. The serpent is probably conscious of bei~g wat~hed,
cven if it does not see the observer , and therefore is not hkely
cven if able-t o exercise its powers of hypnosis whilst he is 
present. Also it would seem t hat animals cannot be fascinated 
unless they are t aken by surprise, and t hat forewa~ned is for~
armed. The animal int roduced int o a cage can see its foe ; this 
explains why under natural conditions the ~nake lies_ still_ ~nd 
hidden whilst wait ing for its prey, its protective colounng givmg 
it the appearance of a fallen tree-branch. . 

In South Africa is a serpent known as the Booms, which has 
large eyes and a habit of part ially coiling its body round the 
branch of a t ree, with its head erect and its mouth open. If 
a flight of small birds discover the reptile, they fly round it, 
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uttering wild cries, till one, more terror-stricken than the rest 
goes straight into the serpent's jaws. ' 

After. co_nsidering _such accounts of the serpent's uncanny 
powers it i~ comfortmg to remember that serpents themselves 
can be fascm~ted or charmed, and we have devoted a special 
chapter to this aspect of our subj ect to which the reader who 
requires an antidote may turn ! 
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CHAPTER XXI 

THE SERPENT AS AMULET AND CHARM 

T HE history of mankind shows a striking t endency among 
primitive peoples to regard the animate and inanimate 
objects around them as vehicles used by the gods to 

reveal their will, and possessed of innate occult powers which can 
he employed to control the evil forces so continually threatening 
man's life or well-being. 

Civilised man, after centuries of materialistic teaching, has 
almost lost sight of the fact which is so evident to the child of 
Nature,- that the appearances and phenomena surrounding 
him are all miraculous, magical, inscrutable, unaccountable, 
unprovable, and, under proper conditions are resolvable into 
invisibility and apparent nothingness. It is indeed little less 
than a miracle that thinking beings accept their own and the 
world's existence in the matter-of-fact unquestioning manner so 
many of them do, taking everything for granted as the merest 
matter of course, and showing r eal interest only in the things 
affecting their immediat e ma terial environment. 

But this blindness to the wonder of things is an acquired, not 
a natural characteristic of humanity. The prophet I saiah 
attributed it to the curse of Jehovah (or Ialdabaoth), and tells us 
how Jehovah bade him "Go, and t ell this people, Hear ye indeed, 
but understand not; and see ye indeed, but perceive not. Make 
the heart of this people fat, and make their ears heavy, and shut 
their eyes; lest they see with their eyes, and hear with their ears, 
and understand with their heart, and convert, and be healed " 
(Isa. vi. 9 and ro). 

Upon the soul of man fell the dark night of materialistic 
science, and long enshrouded him with its gloomy negation. 
But night does not last for ever, and the dawn is breaking anew 
with promise of a far fairer day than that to which he so sadly 
said farewell. It will help us to realise our gain if we look back 
upon that earlier day, for a lthough its light enabled man to 
recognise himself as a spiritual being living in a spiritual world, 
yet so faint was it that the gods were dim, whilst the shadows 
of evil loomed black and tremendous and menacing above 
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his head, and charms, and incantations, and horrid bloody 
sacrifice of all he held most dear, seemed the only means of 
propitiating the forces that threat ened his destruction. 

And now the serpent, so sinist er, yet so subtly attractive, 
appeared to man as a sort of link between the two worlds that 
pressed upon his growing consciousness. Consequently it became 
the principal figure in a large number of ancient charms and 
amulets, and the constant companion of the physician, the sooth
sayer and the magician; besides which it was regarded as the 
means by which usually invisible spirits, and sometimes even the 
gods, made known their will and manifest ed themselves to poor· 
blind man in a form which he could understand and appreciate. 

Among the ancient Egyptians this was especially the case, 
and they naturally esteemed the serpent very highly as an amulet, 
because of the importance it assumed in their eyes as a religious 
emblem. Mr. Wynn Westcott t ells us that serpent's head 
amulets, "made of st one, red jasper, or past e to imitate jasper, 
and of cornelian," were in common use. These images have 
been found with mummies, and the Egyptians appear to have 
believed that their presence prevented the dead from being 
bitten by the serpents of evil in the underworld. Numerous 
papyri have been found full of magical charms intended to repel 
the attacks of Apophis and Set, during a time when these were 
regarded as evil deities in serpent form. 

Among the collection of Egyptian amulets at University 
College are several models of serpents' heads which were worn 
to give protection from snake bite. Professor Flinders Petrie, 
referring to these, says that " Chapter thirty-three of the ' Book 
of the Dead' r eads: 'Chapter whereby all serpents a re kept 

back'; Chapter 34. 'Chapter whereby a person 
is not devoured by the dweller in the shrine ' ; 
Chapter 35. 'Chapter whereby the person is 
not devoured by a serpent in the underworld.' 
There is nothing in these chapters t o explain the 
amulets further." 

PREHISTORIC Our figure represents a finger-ring intended 
EGYPTIAN AMULET. to preserve the wearer from serpents, which 

From the collection in is said by Professor Petrie to belong to the 
Utiiversity College. 

prehistoric period. It is made of yellow-brown 
limestone. At a later date serpent amulet s of glass and fai:ence 
were worn as necklets by the Egyptian women. 

Mr. Wake says that "the reference in Hebrew history to the 
seraphim of Jacob's family recalls the fact that Abrahams' 
father was T erah, a 'maker of images.' The teraphim were 
do:ibtless the same as the seraphim, which were serpent images 
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(t he serpent-symbol of t he Exodus is called 'Se:~ph '), a!ld 
probably t he household charms or idols of the Semitic worship
pers of the Sun-god, to whom the serpent was sacred." 

The J ewish people,.as will be seen from the aboye, we.re deep~y 
impregnated with these ideas, even before thelf residence m 
Egypt, and were continually returning to ophiolatrous practices, 
which the most t errible threats failed to make them abandon. 

In confirmation of this statement, we may r efer t o t he discovery 
at Taanach in Palestine of many serpents' heads, which had 
been used in incantations, and two serpent-like bronze knives 
intended as amulets to ward off the evil eye. These were men-
tioned by Professor Sellin in his Schweich L~ctures _(88). . 

According to Ewing, the word lehashim, _which occurs . m 
Isaiah iii. 20, and is there translat ed tablets, with an alternative 
reading in the margin "houses of t~e soul," is deriv7d from 
tahash, which means "enchantments, and also the ob1ects by 
which enchantments are averted. 

Jahn th inks these were the figures of serpents carried in the 
hand by H ebrew women,* as "Arab women, before Mohammed, 
wore golden serpents between their breasts." The marginal 
reading certainly confirms t his idea, for it was as " !"10use~ of the 
soul" that serpents were specially regarded. I saiah said t_hat 
Ialdabaoth would take these" tablets" from the daughters of Z10n, 
together with " their cauls, and their round tires like the moon," 
and the other charms and ornamentations which decorated their 
persons. "And it shall come to pass ~~at instead of swe<:t smell 
there shall be stink ; and instead of a girdle a rent ; and instead 
of well-set hair baldness ; and instead of a stomacher a girding 
of sackcloth; and burning inst ead of beauty." 

We have referred above to the golden serpents worn as ~harms 
by Arabian women. The following interesting paral$raph from 
the" Daily News" of November 30th, I869, throws hght on the 
meaning attached to serpent amulets by modern Arabs : 

"A curious picture of Arab life has just been exhibited before 
the Court of Assizes at Constantina in Algeria . A native, named 
Ben-Kem-mari, was accused of mutilating his wife by cutting 
off her nose and upper lip in a fit of jealousy. The mother of 
the victim said that to cure her son-in-law of his jealousy she 
had consulted a much-venerated marabout, who had given her 
as a charm for her daughter a serpent's head wrapped up in hemp
leaves which was to be placed in the folds of the husband's 
turban. The woman appealed to the public present to prove that 
by this method she would have cured t he man of his suspicions, 
and several Arabs at once showed the same talisman, while a 

• Perhaps t he copper serpents, one of which is illustrated on p. 86. 
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native officer of the coast, without being consulted, called out 
to the judge,' Yes, I have also a serpent's head; it gives strength 
to the man and fidelity to the woman.'" 

In Ir:dia also, to this day, the serpent is regarded as a talisman 
and bnnger of good fortune to those in whose dwelling it takes 
up its abode, and Sir Edwin Arnold writes of 

". . . the shy black snake, that gives 
Fortune to households." (" Light of Asia.") 

Elizabeth Villiers .tells us that the sacred Hindu talisman of 
the Bamboo with Seven Knots, consists of a circle "inscribed 
with triangles, and across the circle, forming the spokes of the 
wheel as it were, lie the seven-knotted bamboo and a serpent. 
Every part of the device has a mystic significance. The circle is 
the symbol of Eternity, the triangles stand for the Hindu Trinity 
(Brahma the Creator, Vishnu the Preserver, Siva the Destroyer), 
the serpent for wisdom, the bamboo for the seven degrees of 
learning the devout must possess." 

Regina Bloch, commenting on this in the "Occult Review," 
says that "there is another aspect of this beautiful symbol. 
The circle is Infinitude, with the Masters or triangles shining 
as Pyramids within it. In it rests the Bamboo (the human 
spine) with the seven knots or centres governed by the seven 
archangels, which are awakened by that mysterious and celestial 
fire-the Serpent Coil. It is an Orientalised form of the caduceus 
of Hermes, the messenger (the Hebrew for angel is messenger) 
of the gods. The central rod is the spine, the cone the pineal 
gland of Man, the two Serpents the turning inspirational ray of 
the Lord." 

Rings and bracelets and other ornaments in Eastern countries 
were often made in the form of serpents in primeval days, and 

A GNOSTIC AMULET. 

served rather for amulets and charms than as ornaments. They 
were thought to ensure good health, strength, and long life, and 
were also believed to possess great protective powers, probably 
as securing the favour of the god whose emblem they were or 
symbolising his presence. 

1 
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Bracelets in the form of serpents were worn by the Grecian 
women in the time of Clemens Alexandrinus, as we may learn from 
his ignorant reproof of this custom. He says: "The women 
arc not ashamed to place about them the most manifold symbols 
of the evil one; for as the serpent deceived Eve, so the golden 
trinket in the fashion of a serpent misleads the women." The 
( ~recian children wore chaplets of the same kind. 

Hurd tells us that in the island of Amboyna (in the Asiatic 
archipelago) the women wear jewels set in gold, in the form of 
serpents. They look upon these as sacred, and never touch them 
but with the most reverential awe. 

The serpent's connection with JEsculapius of course made it 
a potent charm in every kind of illness or injury, and many 
allusions to this belief may be found in the works of ancient 
authors. Not only the flesh of the reptile, but even its skin, 
though long parted from the original owner, was thought to possess 
a magical healing power. 

No doubt it was because of this that Hannibal's Amazonian 
cavalry women used shields made of serpent's skins. 

In an old version of the life of Merlin, we read that "hadde 
not ben the doublet that he hadde of a serpent's skyn, deed hadde 
he ben with oute recouer" ("Merlin," II, 336, E.E.T.S.). 

Pliny, writing about A.D. 77, said that a snake's skin eased 
delivery (XXX, 44), and Palladius, a Roman author of the 
fourth century A.D. who wrote a work on Agriculture, considered 
the serpent-skin's life-giving power extended even to trees. 
According to an· old translation he wrote : 

" A serpent skynne doon on this tree men lete 
Avaylant be to save it in greet hete." 

(" Husbondrie," E.E.T .S., p. 211.) 

Lawson, in his "History" (1714), says that the cast skins of 
the rattlesnake" are used in physic, and the rattles are reckoned 
good to expedite the birth. The gall is made up into pills with 
clay, and kept for use, being given in pestilential fevers and the 
small-pox. It is accounted a noble remedy, known to few, and 
held as a great arcanum.'' 

The gipsies of Southern Europe practise a ceremonial charm 
in which the serpent takes a prominent place, believing that 
they thereby dispel all the maladies that otherwise would have 
afflicted them throughout the year. They take a wooden box 
which rests upon two cross pieces of wood, and in it they put 
herbs and simples along with the dried body of a snake, or lizard, 
which everyone present must first have touched with his fingers. 
They then wrap the box in white and red wool, and the oldest 
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man carries it from tent to tent. Everyone spits into it once, 
and the sorceress utters spells over it. Finally it is cast into 
running water. It anyone finds it, and opens it from curiosity, 
he and his will be the victims of all the troubles those who made 
the charm have escaped. 

It is interesting to compare this charm with the Grecian myth 
of the serpent-man Erechtheus. This hero was brought up by 
Athena, who placed him in a chest which was confided to the care 
of Agraulus, Pandrosos, and Herse, the daughters of Cecrops, 
with strict injunctions that it was not to be opened. But unable 
to curb their curiosity, they opened the chest, and found within 
the child entwined with serpents. As soon as they saw him they 
were seized with madness, and cast themselves down the most 
precipitous part of the Acropolis. Is this myth the origin of the 
charm? 

Goldsmith says that viper's flesh "has long been celebrated 
as a noble medicine. A broth, made by boiling one viper in a 
quart of water till it comes to a pint, is the usual method in which 
it is given at present; and it is said to be a very powerful restora
tive in battered constitutions : the salt of vipers is also thought 
to exceed any other animal salt whatever, in giving vigour to 
the languid circulation, and prompting to venery." 

The "Penny Cyclopredia" notes that : "Even the last genera
tion witnessed the great demand for these poisonous serpents in 
consequence of the virtues supposed to reside in their flesh. The 
lingering belief in the wonderfully invigorating qualities of 
'viper broth' is not yet quite extinct in some places. Pliny, 
Galen, and others praise the efficacy of viper flesh in the cure of 
ulcers, elephantiasis, and other disorders arising from a corrupt 
state of the system. By the ancients the animal was generally 
served to the patient boiled like fish, as being more efficacious 
than when taken in the form of a powder or other dried state. 
Sir Kenelm Digby's beautiful wife was fed on capons fattened 
with the flesh of vipers." 

According to both Grelic·and German folklore, the white snake, 
when boiled, has the property of conferring medical wisdom. 
The white snake is venerated as the king of serpents by the 
Scottish Highlanders, but other serpents are also thought by 
them to have curative powers in their bodies, when these have 
been specially treated. 

For instance, the Rev. Kenneth Macdonald tells us that in 
the Scottish Highlands the ancient treatment of epilepsy was as 
follows: 

"A live snake was caught and placed in a bottle, which was 
then filled with pure water and corked. After standing for a short 
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I 11111., lhe infusion was given to the patient, who was kept ignorant 
111 tht• nature of the drug." 

Tht• famous Nicholas Culpeper prescribes the following remedy 
1111 dropsy: "A water snake, a string being thrust through her 
t.111, and she hung up, a vessel ful of water being set underneath, 
11110 which she may thrust her head, after certain hours or days 
.. 1t1· will vomit up a stone, which being received in the vessel ful 
111 waler, will drink it all up; which stone being tied about the 
111icldle of the one that hath the dropsie wil dry up all the water." 

Our national patron saint and hero, St. George, apart from his 
l.1111ous exploit in slaying the dragon, seems to have had some 
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rnrious sympathetic and occult link with 
·wrpcnts. Mr. Frazer has given us several 
i11-;tances. For example, in Bohemia and 
Moravia, serpents are believed to be innocuous 
11p to the 23rd of April, but obtain their poison 
on the saint's day, and various charms may 
lw affected by means of serpents on this day. 
lh11s, in Bulgaria, a wife who wishes to have a 
ha by will cut off a snake's head on St. George's 
I >ay, and place a bean inside its mouth. Then she will either 
lay the head in a hollow tree, or carry it so far from her village 
that the crowing of the cocks is no longer audible, and there 
l>ury it in the ground. Her wish will be obtained if the bean 
h11ds. 

Again, on the eve Qf St. George's Day witches are thought by 
the herdsmen and shepherds of Eastern Europe to be specially 
active, and all sorts of precautions are taken to guard against 
their knavish tricks. The Ruthenians drive their cattle out to 
pasture for the first time after their long drear winter on St. 
(reorge's Day, and as the farmers know how busy the witches 
have been the preceding night casting their spells on the cows, 
they naturally take precautionary measures to evade the effect 
of these, and thwart the fell purposes of the witches. A favourite 
charm is to catch a snake, skin it, and fumigate the cows w~th 
the skin, on St. George's Eve, whilst to rub the udders and horns 
of the cows with serpents' fat is said to be equally potent to keep 
the witches from the cows. 

Lewis Spence says, "Many kinds of amulets or talismans were 
used by the Breton peasantry to neutralise the power of sorcerers. 
Thus if a person carried a snake with him, enchanters would be 
unable to harm his sight, and all objects would appear to him in 
their natural forms." 

We have seen in how many instances serpents have been (and 
are) used in charms against witches and the forces of evil, but 
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we find them also ~sed by witches to aid in effecting their frll 
purpose~;. anothe: mstanc~ of the meeting of the seemingly 
antagomshc m~amng~ of this amazing symbol. 

When the witches m Macbeth make the horrible mixture in 
their black cauldron in order to obtain from it sinister presages 
among other maleficent ingredients is the ' 

and 
" Fillet of a fenny snake " 

"Adder's fork and blind worm's sting " 

is added to make it thoroughly effective. 
Goat s u.se.d to be.c?nsi~ered as specially proof against adders, 

an~ the .m1ms~er of Kirkm1chael, Banff, in 1794, quotes a Gadhelic 
saymg, implymg that the goat eats the serpent or adder. "Like 
the goat eating the adder or serpent." 

A fav<;mrite. method of charming away vermin which did not 
~urt their feelmgs nor show them disrespect was to make metal 
images of t~em. Th~ good bishop, Gregory of Tours, has told 
us how th~ cit)'. of .Pa~1s used t.o be free from dormice and serpents, 
but that m his lifetime, whilst a sewer was being cleansed, a 
bronze serpent and bronze dormouse were discovered and 
re.moved. "Since then," says the bishop," dormice and se;pents 
without number have been seen in Paris." 

As we have noted in another chapter, this was the method 
~mploy~d by Moses when the swarm of serpents afflicted Israel 
m the wilderness, and probably even at that date it was an ancient 
one. 

A similar idea is embodied in the Celtic folk remedies for 
serpent bite, one of which is to bathe the wound with water in 
~hich a serpent's head had been boiled, whilst another is an 
omtment made from snake's tongues. 

Dr. Carmichael describes a charm which consisted of pounding 
the embers from a peat fire in one's stocking at the threshold, 
o~ the outer doorstep, on St. Bride's Day, the ritualist concluding 
with the words, " I shall not injure the serpent nor shall the 
serpent injure me." 

George Henderson says that "in Skye at least," he has heard 
the charm "On St. Brigit's Day the serpent will say from off 
the knoll: 'I will not injure Nie Imheair neither will Nie Imheair 
inju.re me,' repeated. on St. Brigit's D~y, the woman doing so 
~avmgylaced a .burmng peat in one of her stockings, and pound
mg at it the while on the ~hresho~d of the outer door (a specially 
sacred p~ace) as a precaution agamst the entrance of evil spirits. 
. . . It is !?roper to add that another variant of the serpent 
rhyme typifies the serpent as queen. . . . ' On St. Bride's 
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(Hrigil 's) Day lhe queen will come from lhe knoll,' and its associa-
1 ion wilh the act of pounding a burning peat on the threshold 
111voluntarily reminds one of the Siberian 'Fiery Snake,' or 
.11~ovor (invoked for kindling amorous longing), with which has 
IH'l' ll compared the folk belief that with t he beginning of every 
.I a nuary- i.e. at the end of the festival in honour of the return of 
I he sun towards summer-the Fiery Snake begins to fly , enters 
into the izba through the chimney, turns into a brave youth 
and steals by magic the hearts of fair maidens. In a Servian 
song a girl who has been carried off by a ' fiery snake ' calls 
lH'rself his' true love, ' and it is thought that in mythical language 
the ' Fiery Snake ' is one of the forms of the lightning. ' The 
blooming earth, fructified by the rains poured forth during the 
first spring storms, is turned in the myth into the bride of the 
Fiery Snake. But the wedder of nature became looked upon 
al a later period as the patron of weddings among the children 
of men, and so the inducing of love-pangs naturally became 
ascribed to the Fiery Snake' (Ralston)." 

In Africa the Bakongo who desires that his dog should be a 
good hunter uses the following charm. H e sends for the special 
medicine-man for dogs, who takes the head of a viper, some 
chalk, various leaves, and mint , which he mixes and makes into 
a bundle. A small portion of this he encloses in a leaf twisted 
like a funnel. Next, he catches a wasp and presses its juice into 
the funnel, then, adding a little palm wine he squeezes the 
moisture from t his mixture into the dog's nose, and thereafter 
it is a good hunter and trekker. 

Whittier in his description of t he home of an American I ndian 
chief says: 

" Loosely on a snake-skin strung, 
In the smoke his scalp-locks swung 

Grimly to and fro." ("Bridal of Pennacook," II.) 

Here we have the snake-skin-the emblem of life, supporting 
the symbols of death,-in short, the Encircled Serpent . 

Endless other instances of the use of this all-embracing symbol 
as a charm of everywhere respect ed pot ency for good or ill, might 
easily be adduced; but enough to illustrate t he subject have now 
been given, so we will pass on. 
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CHAPTER XXII 

SERPENT CHARMERS 

W HEN Ra, the Egyptian Sun-god, had made a heaven 
for himself, and decided to retire from his earthly 
activities, he remembered how, during his reign on 

I his planet, he had nearly lost h is life through a snake-bite. 
Ft•aring that the same misfortune might befall his successor, ·he 
cll'lermined to destroy the power of all the poisonous serpents 
which lived on earth. He therefore commanded Thoth to sum
mon Keb, the Earth-god, to his presence, and on his arrival told 
him t hat war must be made against the serpents that lived in 
his lands. He was also to go to the god Nu, and bid him set a 
watch over all the reptiles that were on the earth or in the 
waters, and to draw up a written document for every place that 
serpents were known to inhabit, with strict orders that they must 
bite no one. They were never to forget that though Ra was 
retiring from the world, his rays would continue to fall upon 
them. In his place their father Keb would keep watch over 
them, and would be their father for ever. Then, as a further 
prot ection against the serpent's possible malice, Ra promised 
to disclose to magicians and snake-charmers the especial word 
of power, hekau, with which he guarded himself against the 
attacks of reptiles, and also to transmit it to his son, Osiris. 
Thus those who wisely listen to the formulre of snake-charmers 
(and their children also) will always be immune from the bites 
of serpents. This legend shows how ancient is the profession of 
snake-charmer, since these magicians are said to owe the founda
tion of their craft to a decree of Ra himself. 

The magical and religious writings of the Egyptians of every 
period contain charms or spells for use against serpents, scorpions, 
and poisonous reptiles of every kind, and Dr. Budge tells us that 
"the text of Unas, which was written towards the close of the 
fifth dynasty, contains many such spells, and in the Theban and 

207 
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Sai:te Books o~ the D?ad several chapters consist of nothing 
but spells and mcantations, many of which are based on archaic 
t exts: against croco?iles', , serpents, and other deadly reptiles, 
and msects of all kmds. He adds that " all such creatures 
were regarded as incarnations of evil spirits, which attack the 
dead a~ well as the living, and t~erefore it was necessary for the 
well-b~mg of the former that copies of spells against them should 
be wntten upon the walls of t ombs coffins funerary amulets 
etc." This seems strange in a coun'try wh~re the serpent wa~ 
t~e sacred err:blem of Divinity, but as we have seen , even Ra 
hims~lf, the kmg of the gods, was not immune from their poison
ous bite, when they represented the darker side of the circle of 
All-Being. 
Th~ most famous serpent charmers of the past were the 

Psylh, ~ people of .Cyrenaica, whose power Pliny ascribes to 
a peculiar odour emitted from their persons which the serpents 
abhorred. These people, from the most ancient times down to 
the present day, have been regarded as holy by the Egyptians 
~nd even now are looked upon with awe and wonder. Accord~ 
mg .to Minutoli, "The people consider tham as holy. At certain 
festivals, for example, on the day before the departure of the 
g~eat ~aravan to the Holy Kaaba, they go forth in procession 
with l~ve snakes. arou~d their. necks and arms, having their 
faces m contort10ns hke an msane person, until foam falls 
froi:n the mouth . They sometimes also tear the serpents with 
their teeth. When _they are in this condit ion, the people press 
around them_, espec~ally the women, in order, if it is possible, 
to t ouch their foammg mouths with their hands." 

Travellers have given us many curious accounts of a class of 
men in Egypt: who, like the ancient Psylli, apparently possess 
a secret art which enables them to command and control serpents. 

Lane, writing on this subject , says : 
"I have ~et with many persons among the more intelligent 

of the Egyptians who condemn these modern Psylli as impostors, 
but none who has been able to offer a satisfactory explanation 
of ~he most common and most interesting of their performances, 
which I am about to describe. 

"Many Rifa'ee and Sa'adee durwee'shes obtain their livelihood 
as I have mentioned on a former occasion, by going about t; 
charm away serpents from houses . A few other persons also 
profess the same art, but are not so famous . The former travel 
ove.r ev~ry part of Egypt, and find abundant employment; but 
t~eir gams are barely sufficient to procure them a scanty sub
sistence. The charmer professes to discover without ocular 
pfrception (but perhaps he does so by a peculiar smell), whether 
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1111•11• hr any serpents in a house ; and if there be, to attract 
1111'111 to him; as the fowler, by the fascination of his voice 
11ll1111·s the bird into his nest. As the serpent seeks the darkest 
pl.in• in which to hide himself, the charmer has, in most cases, 
111 1•xcrcise his skill in an obscure chamber, where he might 
cw .. i ly take a serpent from h is bosom, bring it t o the people 
without the door, and affirm that he had found it in the apart-
1111·11t; for no one would venture to enter with him after having 
lw1·11 assured of the presence of one of these reptiles within : 
h11t he is often required to perform in the full light of day, sur-
1111111dcd by spectators; and incredulous persons have searched 
lti111 beforehand, and even stripped him naked ; yet his success 
lta s been complete. H e assumes an air of mystery, strikes the 
wa lls with a short palm stick, whistles, makes a clucking noise 
with his t ongue, and spits upon the ground; and generally says, 
' I adjure you by God, if ye be above or if ye be below, that ye 
rnme forth : I adjure you by t he most great name, if ye be 
obedient, come forth; and if ye be disobedient, die ! die ! die ! ' 

" The serpent is generally dislodged by his stick, from a 
fissure in the wall, or drops from the ceiling of the room. I have 
oft en heard it asserted t hat the serpent -charmer, before he 
l'nters a house in which he is t o try h is skill, always employs a 
s1•rvant of that house to introduce one or more serpents ; but 
I have known instances in which this could not be the case, 
and am inclined to believe that the durwee'shes above mentioned 
are generally acquainted with some real physical means of 
d iscovering the presence of serpents without seeing them, and 
of attracting them from their lurking places. It is, however, a 
fact well ascertained, that the most expert of them do not venture 
to carry serpents of a venomous nature about their persons until 
they have extracted the poisonous teeth. Many of them carry 
scorpions, also within t he cap, and next the shaven head; but 
doubtless first deprive them of the power to injure ; perhaps by 
merely blunting the sting. Their famous feats of eating live and 
venomous serpen ts and scorpions . .. are regarded as rel igious 
act s." 

The celebrated moo'lid or anniversary birthday festival of 
the seyd Ibrahee'm is attended by t he Saadee'yeh durwee'shes 
of Rashee'd, who exhibit their feats with serpents: "some 
carrying serpents with silver rings in their mouths, to prevent 
their biting: others partly devouring these reptiles alive." 

In a later chapter, Lane, describing the celebration of the 
festival of the Birth of the Prophet, says : " It used to be a 
custom of som e of the Saadee'yeh on this occasion . . . to 
perform their celebrated feat of eating live serpents, before a 



210 THE ENCIRCLED SERPENT 

select assembly , in the house of the Sheykh El-Bek'ree : but 
their present sheykh has lately put a stop to this practice in the 
metropolis ; justly declaring it to be disgusting, and contrary 
to the religion, which includes serpents among the creatures 
that are unfit to be eaten. Serpents and scorpions were not 
unfrequently eaten by Sa'adees during my former visit to the 
country. The former were deprived of their poisonous t eeth, 
or rendered harmless by having their upper and lower lips bored, 
and tied together on each side with a silk string to prevent 
their biting ; and sometimes those which were merely carried 
in processions had two silver rings put in place of the silk strings. 
Whenever a Sa'adee ate the flesh of a live serpent, he was, or 
affected to be, excited to do so by a kind of frenzy. He pressed 
very hard with the end of his thumb, upon the reptile's back , 
as he grasped it, at a point about two inches from the head ; 
and all that he ate of it was the head and the part between it 
and the point where his thumb pressed; of which he made 
three or four mouthfuls : the rest he threw away. Serpents, 
however, are not always handled with impunity even by Sa'adees. 
A few years ago a durwee'sh of this sect, who was called ' el-Fe' el ' 
(or the Elephant), from his bulky and muscular form, and great 
strength, and who was the most famous serpent eater of his time, 
and almost of any age, having a desire to rear a serpent of a very 
venomous kind which his boy had brought among others that 
he had collected in the desert, put this reptile into a basket , and 
kept it for several days without food, to weaken it : he then 
put his hand into the basket to take it out, for the purpose of 
extracting its t eeth ; but it immediately bit his thumb; he 
called for help, there were, however, none but women in the 
house, and they feared to come to him, so that many minutes 
elapsed before he could obtain assistance : his whole arm was 
then found to be swollen and black ; and he died after a few 
hours." 

The special correspondent of " The Times " at Luxor wrote 
to that paper an interesting account, published March 19th, 
1923, of the feats of an Egyptian serpent charmer named Moussa: 
"A little man and swarthy, with a bristling, untrimmed mous
tache, lean-faced and quick of movement- as perhaps you have 
to be in dealing with cobras and scorpions and such. Dressed 
in black with a white turban on his head, carrying a longish cane 
in his hand, he led the way-we five English following- amid 
the rubbish heaps and piles of broken masonry and old mud bricks 
which litter the dusty plain about the t emple of Karnak. As he 
walked he harangued the world at large, chanting, in a high
pitched monotone, texts, we were told, from the Koran, ar:d 
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1111w1•1 ful incantations t aught him by his grandfather. A. great 
111.111 must his grandfather have been. H e learned all his lore 
1111111 llakim Syed Suleiman himself, a Sheikh so potent th~t 
, v 1•1 y snake and scorpion in Egypt knows and trembles a t his 
111111w to-day." Moussa asked the English party he was conduct
lllH where they would like him to look for snakes, and they 
11 cl11!·cted him along the old mud brick wall of the Romans, 
11111 on the face of which the sun was beating. And the snakes 
I 11111('. 

11 First, a thin grey snake, perhaps three and a half feet long, 
h.1111l-d struggling out of a hole in the old wall and flung upon the 
11.111d at our feet. We were assured that it was abominably 
poisonous ; but from the shape of its head it l<;>oked as harmless 
""a grass snake at home." Moussa seemed to discover the where-
11l11111ts of the reptiles by his sense of smell. "Again he smelled 
K11111cthing ; smelled it from afar-something big- perhaps a 
c ohra ! And presently, before a group of three holes c~ose 
t ol{t'lher in the wall, he stopped in a very fury of exhortation. 
l'.v!'ry charm that his grandfather ever knew must surely have 
lu•t•n invoked as the little man threatened and commanded and 
t llrashed at the wall with his stick. ... At last ... reaching 
his bare arm almost to the shoulder deep into one of the black 
111wnings, he drew out, the reptile doing its best t o : esist , a 
.,, ruggling cobra getting on for five feet long. It certamly was 
.1 formidable looking thing as it slid this way and that over 
the sand, or stopped to rear its head and expand its hood like a 
11rreus of one of the old Egyptian kings come to life. To the 
creature thus upreared , its black tongue fiic~ering in and out .of 
it s narrow slit of a mouth, Moussa, stoopmg down before it, 
slowly reached out his hand. Very gradually, almo~t impercept
ibly, he brought it nearer and nearer to ~hat w~ck.ed-lo~k~ng 
head, until it was but six inches away, plamly withm stnkmg 
distance. Then gently, as if in exhausted surrender, t he serpent 
reached forward and softly laid its head in the upturned palm. 
It was an extraordinary dramatic curtain to the play. . 

"And are they really wild creatures th~t he t~us discov_ers 
for the tourist? You will hear many stones, vanous theories. 
But day after day he goes, now here, now there, and never fails 
to produce both scorpions and snakes. People have told me how 
they took him out into the desert and he found them there as 
easily as in the familiar mud. brick w~ll at Karnak." . 

A picturesque and dramatic narrahv~ of serpent charmmg as 
practised in ancient Egypt by the wise men and s~rcerers of 
that country, and by their one-time pupil, Moses, and his partner, 
Aaron, may be found in Exodus. I need make no apology for 
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giving it in the Bible words, though the story is so familiar to 
us all. 

"The Lord said t:nto him [Moses], What is that in thine 
hand? And he said, A rod. And he said, Cast it on the ground. 
And he cast it on the ground, and it became a serpent; and 
Moses fled from before it. And the Lord said unto Moses, Put 
forth thine hand, and take it by the tail. And he put forth his 
hand, and caught it, and it became a rod in his hand" (chap. iv. 
2-5). "And Moses ... returned to the land of Egypt: and 
Moses took the rod of God in his hand" (chap. iv. 20, and 
xvii. 9). 

As we see from the above, the rod carried by Moses was now 
regarded as "the rod of God," so it is not surprising to find it 
henceforth treated with veneration, and given an honoured 
position in the tabernacle. When Moses was again commanded 
by J ehovah to perform a miracle he was specially instructed: 
" The rod which was turned to a serpent shalt thou take in thy 
hand," and later, when its services were once more in request , 
we read that "Moses took the rod from before the Lord" (Num. 
xx. 9). 

There is nothing improbable in the Bible story , nor was the 
feat it relates likely to work conviction upon a people familiar 
with such "miracles." The snaky rod or staff is one of the signifi
cant hieroglyphs which figure in ancient Egyptian sculptures, 
and when it is curved at the lower as well as the upper end, it 
represents the lituus or augur's divining-rod. It is evident 
that this was the origin of the snaky rod of Moses, and it 
has been said that the sceptre of H.omulus also took this 
form. 

According to the testimony of modern travellers, snake
charmers of this day appear to be able to benumb and stiffen the 
snakes they carry about with them. Snowden remarks that 
"The snake-staves of Cyprus, which are said to have belonged 
to sorcerers, may very well have been among the insignia of men 
who practised this mysterious art. Even for those who see it 
nowadays without reverence, the feat is weird. So it must have 
been for this old writer" (the author of the Biblical description), 
" who could not rank it as a natural phenomenon, because in 
his view there were no such phenomena." 

So far the magic rod has been connected only with Moses in 
the narrative, but next time that it comes into prominence it 
is no longer in the hand of the leader , but is spoken of as Aaron's 
rod (Num. xvii. 10). The explanation of this is said to be that 
two or more versions of the legend have been combined by the 
compiler of Exodus, and that the priestly account assigning the 
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l1rst place to Aaron, the founder of the priestly body, has here 
t lw ascendancy. 

Critics have noted that in the older sections which are in
di sputably Judean, Aaron is scarcely mentioned, and even when 
Ins name does appear, he takes no role of importance, but is 
111ndy there as the supporter of Moses; and it has been inferred 
t lial his name was probably inserted in these places by the editor, 
to make the story a more harmonious whole. This theory is 
supported by the incident recorded in the seventeenth chapter 
of Numbers, when all the rods of rival would-be leaders of the 
pl'ople were laid up" before the Lord in the tabernacle of witness," 
.incl when they were examined next day, Aaron's rod alone had 
" brought forth buds, and bloomed blossoms, and yielded al
monds," thereby giving a sign that Aaron and his descendants 
wt•re to be priests for ever. 

Whether this rod was supposed to be identical with that which 
was turned into a serpent, or no, does not clearly appear, but 
its blossoming alone among all the rods of the tribes certainly 
confirms our conjecture as to why, in the paragraph we are next 
to consider, it is no longer spoken of as Moses' rod, but as Aaron's. 

"The Lord spake unto Moses and unto Aaron, saying, When 
Pharaoh shall speak unto you, saying, Shew a miracle for you: 
then thou shalt say unto Aaron, Take thy rod, and cast it before 
Pharaoh, and it shall become a serpent. And Moses and Aaron 
went in unto Pharaoh, and they did so as the Lord had com
manded : and Aaron cast down his rod before Pharaoh, and 
before his servants, and it became a serpent. Then Pharaoh 
also called the wise men and the sorcerers : now the magicians 
of Egypt, they also did in like manner with their enchantments. 
For they cast down every man his rod, and they became serpents : 
but Aaron's rod swallowed up their rods" (Exod. vii . 8-12). 

There are several other allusions to serpent charming in the 
Bible, though perhaps not so many as we might have expected 
to find in the literature of a people who had resided so long a 
time in Egypt. In Deuteronomy xviii. II, the command is 
given: 

" There shall not be found among you . . . a charmer." From 
this it would appear that the leader and high priest of the Israelites 
did not want any emulative rival to perform similar miracles 
to his own, and so divert the people's obedience from himself by 
a like claim to supernatural powers. Still the art was not a lost 
one, though possibly only practised by " the stranger within 
their gates," for in the Psalms of David (lviii. 4-5), the wicked 
are compared to" the deaf adder (Heb. : nach a sh) that stoppeth 
her ear ; which will not hearken to the voice of her charmers, 
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charming never so wisely." And in Jeremiah [viii. 17) we read 
the prophet's warning: 

"Behold I will send serpents, cockatrices, among you, which 
will not be charmed, and they shall bite you, saith the Lord. " 
" Surely the serpent will bite without enchantment," said the 
preacher (Eccles. x. II), probably quoting a popular proverb of 
his day, that may have been originated t o justify the forbidden 
calling of serpent charming. 

India, like Egypt, is a stronghold of the serpent charmer, and 
Goldsmith says that "In India there is nothing so common as 
dancing serpents, which are carried about in a broad fla t vessel 
somewhat resembling a sieve. These erect and put themselves 
in motion at the word of command. When their keeper sings a 
slow tune, they seem by their heads to keep time ; when he sings 
a quicker measure, they appear to move more briskly and 
lively." 

This description is corroborated by that of Dr. Davy, who is 
quoted in the " Penny Cyclopredia," as saying : " One remark
able characteristic of these dangerous serpents (the Cobra 
Capello) is their fondness for music. Even when newly caught 

IXDIA!'i SERPEl\T CHAR~lER. 
From a native drau·i11g. 

they seem to listen with pleasure 
to the notes, and even to writhe 
themselves into at titudes. The 
Indian jugglers improve greatly 
on this instinct, and, after taming 
them by degrees, instruct them 
even to keep time to their 
flageolet." 

A writer in "Illu s trat ed 
Travels" says that Madras "is 
celebrated throughout India for 
its jugglers and serpent charmers. 
... These fellows always have 
a few cobra-di-capello serpents 

. in their bags, with which they 
are ready to amuse and astonish 
those who are not familiar with 
their performances These ser-
pents are among the most 
dangerous of all, and their bite is 

almost always mortal. The jugglers do not, as has been sometimes 
said, remove t he poison fangs, they trust rather to the natural 
slowness and timidity of this serpent, who rarely has resort to 
his weapons of offence when he is in a state of repletion from 
food, and digestion is going on. They accustom t he animals at 
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111 h times to their handling and to their grimaces. Whoever 
'""' had any practical experience with serpents, knows that 
1111pk touch, and ligh t passes made along the body, exercise 

,, l-i11<l of magnetic influence, and tame them without difficulty. 
Wl11lt• such influences are going on they neither seek to bite nor 
I 111·scn.pc. It is only the first passes that are in any way dangerous, 
li11 if they should fail to calm they might stimulate. The serpent 
1 11.11 mers t o render themselves invulnerable, make use of certain 
1 uot s with which they describe circles around the head of the 
1t'ptile, hoping thus t o take away its power of poisoning." 

l'he following paragraph from the "Daily Mail" of May 22nd, 
1 t).tj , describes t he use of incantation in the capture of a python, 
when other means had failed. 

"CALCUTTA. 

"FROM OUR OWN CORRESPONDENT. 

"Workmen engaged in the construction of a building at 
Tollygunge, a suburb of Calcutta, were startled a few days ago 
Io see a python twelve feet long wriggling its way through the 
works. One of the men pinned its head beneath a sack, and it 
was finally sec.ured under a packing-case. Most of the men, 
however, refused to continue work, and it was decided that it 
would be necessary to cage the creature in order to remove it. 
Eventually some native Ojhas (magicians) appeared who 
c·hanted incantations over the snake, rendering it apparently 
quiescent, when four daring spirits were sufficiently bold to 
smother the snake with sacks and force it into a cage." 

We are reminded of the simile in the "Ramayana" : "Like 
a wild and hissing serpent quelled by incantations high " (Trans., 
Romesh Dutt). The m()st powerful charm of words used by the 
Indians against serpents. is said to be : " Oh ! serpent, thou 
who art coiled in my path, get out of my way; for around thee 
are the mongoose, the porcupine, and the kite in his circles ready 
to take thee." 

Philostratus has described another Indian method of charming 
serpents. "They take a scarlet robe embroid.ered with golden 
letters, and spread it before a serpent's hole. The golden letters 
have a fascinating power; and by looking steadfastly, the 
serpent's eyes are overcome and laid asleep." 

Although Mohammedans are generally classi~e~ into the t~o 
great divisions of Sunnites and Schiites, yet withm t~e Islamic 
faith is an enormous number of sects and monastic orders. 
Among them all, but one Order, that of t.he lsawiya, lays ~laim 
to the exercise of occult powers. These mclude the practice of 
serpent charming, along with the exorcism of evil spirits and 
diseases, thought-reading, etc. 
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This Order was founded by Mohammed ben Aissu, a great 
mystic, in A.D. 1523- 4, in Morocco, and was originally purely 
a Sufi order, the practices for which it is now celebrated being 
only gradually adopted and at first condemned by some of its 
chief members. 

Hurd tells u s that "Several of the Negroes have the art of 
charming these venomous reptiles, and will venture to handle 
and play with them without any manner of fear or reluctance. 
These magicians, likewise, can, by their fascinations, heal such 
persons as have had the misfortune to be dangerously wounded 
by them." 

Major Tremearne says that in Nigeria it is believed that snakes 
will not harm twin sons, and a lthough this does not apply to 
North Africa, yet there, anyone can "catch snakes by pounding 
up a certain creeper (name unknown) , mixing it with water, and 
rubbing it upon his hands and arms, while pieces of garlic or onion 
rubbed on the legs will drive snakes away." 

The following amusing paragraph concerning serpent charming 
that failed, appeared in the "Daily E xpress" of November 
23rd, 1923. It is headed "Faulty Diagnosis." 

"A native woman complained to the Bulawayo magistrate 
that she consulted her village medicine-man for a defect in her 
father 's eyesight, and also mentioned a slight defect in her own. 
The medicine-man took a serious view of the matter , saying 
there was a live snake in her stomach , and he would kill it for 
fifty shillings. He fina lly accepted as a foe a shirt, a blanket, 
and a goat, the goat to supply the medicine by which the snake 
would be killed. There was no cure." 

In Hungary there is a belief that all snakes, frogs, toads, and 
other noxious reptiles can be driven away on the morning of 
Holy Saturday when the cattle bell is heard. 

Casaubon, the famous Swiss divine, who flourished in the 
seventeenth century, said that he knew a man who could at 
any time summon a hundred serpents together and draw them 
into the fire. Upon one occasion, when a serpent larger than the 
others would not obey, he merely repeated his charm, and it 
came forward like the rest to submit to the flames. 

This recalls to us Virgil's assertion : "The cold snake is 
in the meads by incantations burst" ("Bucolics, " Ecl.8) ; from 
the same authority we learn that Umbro, a general of the Marsi, 
was wont by ench antment and dexterity "to sprinkle sleep on 
the viper's race, and the noxious-breathing hydras ; their fury 
he assuaged, and by his art their stings he healed" (" JEneid," 
Book VII, Davidson's Translat ion). 
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CHAPTER XXIII 

THE SERPENT AS A PORTENT 

A
PRO~IBITION against enchantment is found in Leviti
cu~ xix . 26 : " Ye shall not eat anything with the blood : 
neither shall ye use enchantment, nor observe times." 

The word here translated enchantment is in Hebrew menachesh 
the exact meaning of which is doubtful. ' 

But as Mr. Gardner has pointed out, the root of the word 
seems to denot e a serpent, and points to divination by serpents 

In Egyptian hieroglyphs a snaky rod or staff curved at both 
ends represented the lituus or augur's divining-rod and the asp 
of the. ancient Egyptians was regarded as sacred ~nd therefore 
es~e~h~,11Y fitted to reveal Hea_ven's will. Plutarch explains that 
this is on account of a certam resemblance between it and the 
operations of the . Divine power.'.' But the Hebrew lawgiver 
did not preach this doctrine, and in Leviticus xx. 27 a further 
prohibition agains~ ophiom~ncy, may be found by the student, 
thoug~ the authorised version again veils the meaning. In the 
Egyptian l_anguage the serpent is called oub, and Moses, born and 
educated m Egypt, doubtlessly used the word in this sense, 
though our translators have rendered it "familiar spirit" and 
the A. V. runs : 

. " A man a lso, or woman that ha th a familiar spirit, or that is a 
wizard, shall surely be put to death: they shall stone them with 
stones ; their blood shall be upon them." 

In the sixth verse of this same chapter, mention is again made of 
" such as have familiar spirits," which in the Hebrew is " oboth," 
or female serpents. 

Deane has remarked that the same word which denotes "divina
tion" in Hebre_w, Arabic and ~reek, also denotes a serpent. He 
has further pomted out that m Canaan, where the priesthood 
~ere the wizards, necromancers and sorcerers, so often alluded to 
m the Old Testame~t, the name of ~he sacred serpent was A ub, 
Ob, Oph and Op, which as we have Just noted, is the same word 
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11'1 t hal used for wizards, and those who have familiar spirits ; 
lw ('Xample the witch of Endor is spoken of as an ob or oub, and 
w.1s applied to by Saul for an oracle. 

l'o-day among the negroes the same name is found, and the 
uhi man, or obi-woman is habitually consulted in any case of 
do11bl and difficulty, just as was the ob-woman, or oub-woman 
111 Endor by Saul. 

l'he decrees against ophiomancy did not destroy the Hebrew's 
lwlicf in it, which extended even to dreams in which snakes 
ltgured. Thus in the J ewish t ract, "Berachoth," we read that 
1f one dream of a serpent his income is safe, and if he dream that 
a serpent bites him he may be sure of having his income doubled; 
h11 l if he dream that he is killed by the bite he will lose his income. 

ln ancient Greece, Apollo, the inspirer of the Delphic Oracle, 
was worshipped under the form of a serpent, and according t o 
l lyginus and lElian, it was the serpent Python who uttered the 
oracles at Parnassus , while the tripod of the pythoness, called by 
/\thenreus the Tripod of Truth, was formed of a triple-headed 
brazen serpent. The veracity of this oracle was so famous that 
its answers came to be used as a proverbial term for certain and 
infallible truth, and Cicero queries, "Would that oracle at 
Delphi have ever been so celebrated and illustrious and so loaded 
with such splendid gifts from all nations and kings, if all ages 
had not had experience of the truth of its predictions ? Let this 
fact remain-which cannot be denied, unless we will overthrow 
all history-that that oracle has told the truth for many ages." 

But there is so much .t o relate about the Python that we have 
reserved a special chapter for it, and must refer our readers 
thereto for further particulars, merely mentioning the subject 
here because it is the most famous case in history of the prophetic 
power ascribed to the serpent. 

Another Grecian example of a serpent oracle is afforded by 
a legend of the serpents of Ceres, and a chance appearance 
of a serpent is interpret ed as a portent in the second book of the 
Iliad. There we read that when the wearied and discouraged 
Greeks would have abandoned the siege of Troy and returned 
homeward, Ulysses, inspired by Minerva, stayed their flight by 
reminding them of the portent that had been sent by the gods 
in response to their sacrificial offerings, and its interpretation 
by Calchas the priest. 

" And near our holy altar . . . 
. . . There appeared a huge portent, 
A dragon with a bloody scale, horrid to sight, and sent 
To light by great Olympius ; which crawling from beneath 
The altar, to the platan climbed, and ruthless crash'd to death 
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A .sparrow's young, in number eight, that in a top-bough lay 
Hid under leaves; th.e dam. the ninth , that hover'd every way, 
Mourn.mg her loved birth, till at length the serpent watching her, 
Her wmg caught, and devour'd her too. This dragon, Jupiter, 
That .brought him forth, turn'd to a stone; and made a powerful mear. 
To sbr our zeals up, that admired, when of a fact so clean 
Of a ll ill as our sacrifice, so fearful an ostent 
Should be the issue. Calchas, then, thus prophesied th' event : 
'Why are ye dumb strook, fair-hair'd Greeks? Wise J ove is he hath 

shown 
This strange ostent to us. 'Twas late, and passing lately done, 
But ~hat grace it forgoes to us, for suffering all the state 
Of his app.earance (being so slow) nor time shall end, nor fate, 
As th~se eight sparrows, and the dam (that made the ninth) were eat 
By this stern serpent ; so nine years we are t ' endure the heat 
Of raven?us war and ir:1 t~e t enth, t ake in this broad-way'd town! 
Thus he mterpreted tlus sign; and a ll things have their crown 
As he interpreted, till now. The rest, then t o succeed 
Believ~ as c~rta.in . Stay we a ll till that m~st glorious deed 
Of t a king this nch town, our hands are honour 'd with.' " 

The ~reeks were won over by Ulysses' argument and gave a 
far-echoing shout of applause. To their foes, the Trojans, also, 
a serpent was an omen of great significance. In the Twelfth Book 
of the" ~liad" we read how, during a sortie of the Trojans against 
the Grecian fleet, as the former were about to pass the protecting 
wall and dyke that guarded the vessels of their foes : 

.. . "This prodigy did strike 
Their hearts with some deliberate stay : a high-flown eagle soar'd 
On their troops left ha nd, and sus ta in'd a dragon all engored, 
In ~er strong seres, of wondrous size, a nd yet had no s uch check 
In hfe a nd spirit but still s he fought ; a nd turning back her neck 
So stung the eagle'.s gorge, that down she cast her fervent prey 
Amongst the multitude ; and took upon the winds her way 
Crying with anguish. When they saw a branded serpent sp~awl 
So full amongst them from above, and from Jove's fowl let fall; 
They took it an ostent from him, stood frighted, and their cau£e 
Polyda mas thought jus t .'' 

He therefore advised Hector to rest contented with the laurels 
~hey had already won that day, and not push their efforts further 
m attack upon the Grecian fleet : 

"For this ~ fear, will ~e . th 'event, the prodigy doth meet 
So full with our affair m hand. As this high-flying fowl 
Upon the left wing of our host, implying our control 
H over'd above us, and did truss within her golden seres 
A serpent so imbrued and big, which yet in a ll her fears, 
Kept life and fervent spirit to fight, and wrought her own relea~e 
Nor did the ea~le's eyrie feed; so though we thus far pease 
Upon the Grecians, and perhaps may over-run their wall. 
Our. high minds .a~ming at their flee t , and that we much appal 
Their trussed spmts ; yet are they so serpent-like disposed 
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I Ii.it I h1•y wi ll fight, though in our seres, and will a l length be loosed 
\\Ith .di our outcries, a nd t he life of many a Trojan breast 

hoill with the eagle Jly, before we carry to our nest 
I li1•111 111 thei r navy.'' 

l I 11w1·vt•r, Hector proved himself in advance of his times, for 
111 11 •11·rted P olydamas' ingenious interpretation of the a ugury, 

1 vi 11g he attached little weight to such signs, since by Jove 

" ' One a ugury is given 
To order a ll men, best of all, Fight for thy country's right.' " 

l 11 t hC' Thirteenth Book we read how Jove responded to Hector's 
I 11t It by assisting him and his host. 

'I ht• serpent was not only highly thought of as a portent 
ut f hi s period, but sometimes even directly inspired the 
p1 nphd. We may remember how a serpent licked Cassandra 
lwhincl the ears, and she, filled with prophetic rage, foresaw 
1111' coming troubles and foretold the awful doom awaiting 
I rny, whilst blind Plutus, after a serpent had licked his eyelids 
.,, , w with clear vision the present, the past and the future. 

Wh en, during Xerxes' first expedition against Greece, the 
J\ t hcnians decided t o a bandon their city to the Persians without 
.it lt'mpting its defence, their decision is said to have been much 
111 fl uenced by the following incident. It had been believed from 
ancient times in Athens, that a certain large serpent was a 
di vine guardian of the t emple of Minerva in the citadel; and it 
was an est ablished practice to place cakes as an offering to this 
reptile, every new moon . When the crisis arose, and a decision 
had to be t aken, the chief priest of the temple declared that 
the cakes, which hitherto had never failed to be eat en by the 
divine serpent, now remained untouched: proof that the goddess 
herself had forsaken the citadel. 

The contemporary historian remarks that whatever truth there 
was in this, it not a little contributed to induce the Athenians 
readily and quietly to leave the city. 

A Roman example of divination by serpent has been preserved 
for us by Plutarch who related of Tiberius Gracchus, the Roman 
censor and consul, that "he once caught a pair of serpents upon 
his bed, and that the soothsayers after they had considered the 
prodigy, advised him neither to kill them both, nor to let them 
both go. If he killed the male serpent, they t old him his death 
would be the consequence ; if the female , that of Cornelia," his 
wife . " Tiberius, who loved his wife, and thought it more 
suitable for him to die first, who was much older than his wife, 
killed the male, and set the female at liberty. Not long after this 
he died." 
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His son, also named Tiberius, was likewise warned of his 
approaching death by serpents, this ill-omen in his case being 
followed by many others. " He had a helmet that he wore in 
battle, finely ornamented and remarkably magnificent ; two 
serpents .th~t had crept into it privately, laid their eggs and 
hatched m it. Such a bad presage made him more afraid than 
the late one," which we may add, was that the sacred chickens 
used in augury would not come out of their pens to eat. 

An example of this widespread belief in the prophetic gift of 
the serpent is recorded in "Bruce's Travels." There we read 
how in Abyssinia Mr. Bruce made friends with the Shum or 
priest of the river, so as to get what information he could f~om 
hi.m. He as~ed .him if he had ever seen any spirit. "He answered 
w~thout hes1tat10n, Yes : very frequently. He said he had seen 
the spirit the ev~ning of the 3rd (just as the sun was setting), 
under a tree, which he showed our traveller at a distance who 
told him of the. death of a so~, and also that a party from Fasil's 
army was cor.mng; that, bemg afraid, he consulted his serpent, 
who ate readily and heartily, from which he knew no harm was 
to befal him from his visitors." 

The Shum had before this conversation recited a prayer to 
the god .of the river, in Mr. Bruce's presence, and the latter now 
asked him why he had prayed for the preservation of serpents. 
" ~e replied, Because they taught him the coming of good or 
evil. It seems they have all several of these creatures in the 
neighbourhood, and the richer sort always in their houses, whom 
they ta~e care of, and feed before they undertake a journey, or 
any affair of consequence. They take this animal from his hole, 
and pu~ butter and milk b.efore him, of which he is extravagantly 
fond; if he does not eat, ill-fortune is near at hand. 

"Before an invasion of the Galla, or an inroad of the enemy, 
they say these serpents disappear, and are nowhere to be found. 
Fas.il, the sa~acious and cu~ning governor of the country, was, 
~s it was said, greatly addicted to this species of divination, 
msomuch as never to mount his horse, or go from home, if an 
ani~al .of this kind, which he had in his keeping, refused to eat." 

W1lkmson says that the Slavonian Morlacchi still consider 
that the sight of a snake crossing a road is an omen of good 
fortune. 

Even the dead body of a serpent was by some peoples thought 
to possess prophetic properties. The Gaelic legend of Farquhar 
the Leech ascribes to a royal physician strange powers, not only 
of healing, but of insight, as following the partaking of broth 
made from a serpent's body, and Lucan refers to the winged 
serpents of Arabia as forming one of the ingredients of a broth 
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lnt'Wt'd by a Thessalian witch named Erictho with the object 
uf n~suscitating a corpse, and procuring replies to the questions 
uf Scxtus, the son of Pompey ("Pharsalia," Book VI, 677). 

As we might expect, the serpent was a highly esteemed portent 
in many parts of India, and Maurice says that "it was the 
l{t•ncral opinion in Hindustan that the serpent was of a prophetic 
nature." 

In Papua is a mountain which is said by the natives to be the 
rdreat of an immortal snake. Certain among them claim to know 
the language of this serpent and to be able to communicate with 
him, and his reputation as an oracle is of the highest order. 

But Murray, who sojourned among the Papuans, was incredu
lous of this, and said, "I have made many endeavours to find 
the snake talkers, but they are never at hand when I am in the 
district. There may, or may not be, a big snake amongst the 
hills, but its record vies with that of the sea-serpent." 

Whether Murray's scepticism was justified or not, we must 
admit that there was nothing unlikely in the story that aroused 
it. Everywhere that serpents are found, men have believed it 
possible to ascertain the will of the gods through their means, 
and even thought that the gods themselves assumed the snaky 
form when they would communicate with man. And, when 
newer religions have banished the gods to Hell, and made them 
assume the role of demons, the serpent has traversed the circle 
with them, and still been regarded as the interpreter of their 
will. 
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CHAPTER XXIV 

THE OPHITES 

T HE serpent is generally regarded by the Christian Churches 
of to-day as being solely an emblem of evil, or its per
sonification, the Devil. 

This is owing to misunderstanding of its deep and double 
significance which formerly gave it a position of the very highest 
honour and importance in religious typology, and made it 
the symbol chosen to represent the Deity as All. 

Let us see if we can reconstruct the chain of reasoning which 
led the learned Egyptian Gnostics of " the Brotherhood of the 
Serpent " to adopt this strange emblem, and to see in it at one 
and the same time the apparently antagonistic principles of 
good and evil, the Divine Wisdom, and the subtlety of the devil, 
the Creator and the destroyer. 

Since form cannot exist except by limitation, the Unmanifest 
must accept limitation in order to become the manifest. Shadow 
as well as light is necessary to reveal form. To achieve Self
expression, the One must become the many. Lucifer, Son of 
the Morning, or the Beginning, can only accomplish the Divine 
Purpose of Creation by falling into Matter or Satan. 

To the Unmanifest, this Matter appears as light, although 
actually it is darkness. For it is this which alone can reveal 
Itself to Itself. Without this It remains in what appears to It 
as darkness, unrecognised, unknown, unmanifest. Yet in reality 
this darkness is the pure, spiritual Light. 

As Bayley says: "Once upon a time the words ill, hell and evil 
must have meant good, just as Devil, Lucifer, and Demon once 
implied ' Resplendent Living God,' the 'Lord of Light, the 
Living Fire,' and ' Resplendent Sole One.' 

"There is a tradition that Satan was originally a Seraph, and 
the name Satan allied to Set, the Lucifer of Egypt, may probably 

224 

THE OPIIITES 225 

111• A11glicised into the Set or immovable On~. The a~tagonism 
111•1 W('t'n Set and Horus was originally a poetic conception ?f the 
.111 111 able and eternal riva lry between night and day, and i~ t~e 
\ v1·hury Temple these twin circles lie tr~nquilly together withm 
tlw f.{reater circle of Tem, the Lord of Life. At that remote age 
wlti·n Avebury and the neighbouring Deverel were _so _named, 
"''''and devil presumably had none other than a good sigmficance. 
I ht' Gipsy name for God is still devel; and the French for Hel~ 

1· 1·11/cr the one Fire. The writer of ' The Hound of Heaven 
It.is co~ceived that imperturbable 'tremendous Lover' as un
, .. wapable; the poet of Psalm cxxxix. describe_s even t~e darkn~~s 
11! I !ell as hiding not God; and the Egyptians entitled Osms 
' Lord of the uttermost limit of everything.' " 

And here we may note that the abode of the se_rpent Satan, 
rn the active, energising power of God, is a ~ell o_f Fire, produced 
by the intensity of his creative Forces, warr~ng wit~ formlessness, 
1 old and inertia. On the physical plane this H~ll i~ the Sun, the 
, 1·nlral fire which is the source and preserver of life m our system. 
11 t·nce the solar serpent on the Gnosti~ gems. . 

M. Jules Baissac speaks of Satan m a cosmic. sense, as the 
" Centrifugal Energy of the Univers_e," and pomts out that 
" Under the influence of cold everything contracts . . .. Under 
11 iife hibernates, or dies out, thought 
congeals, and fir~ is. exting':1ished. 
Satan is immortal m his own Fire-Sea 

it is only in the Nift-heim" (the 
frozen Hell of the Scandinavians) "of 
the 'I AM' that he cannot exist. But 
for all that there is a kind of Immortal 
Existence in the Nift-heim, and that 
(•xistence must be painless and peace
ful, because it is Unconscious and 
[nactive." 

It is remarkable that this frozen 
hell, like its antithesis the fiery one, 
is full of serpents, the emblems. of 
the Divine; but here, instead o~ bemg 
active, they form a wall, so evidently 
are in a passive state, probably of 
hi.bernat1"on. SECURITY IN DI\"ll\E 

PROTECTION. 
The serpent (or dragon, for the sym- A Christian symbol. 

bols are interchangeable) represents . . . 
the light of manifested and therefore hm1~ed self-consc1~us
ness, as opposed to the light of the Immaterial ~nd u.n?odied. 
But although the reverse, it is yet the same m ongm and 
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i~ .end.ing. It is the On~, _no~ as. Lucifer, descending inlo 
Iim:tat10n- and what but hm1tabon 1s all the sin and sorrow of 
wh~ch we are conscious ?-now, again transcending materiality, 
enn~hcd, and enabled by this experience of Its opposite, to 
realise more of Itself. 

"Arc God and ~ature thei: at strife ? " was the bitter cry 
wrun~ f~om humam ty, and v01ced by a great poet, in an age of 
questioning doubt, as one by one idols proved to have feet of 
clay. 

"N 1" h o. co.mes t e answer fr?m sages of the past. "Look deeper, 
brothers ! ~od a_r:d Nature, Good and Evil, Spirit and Matter arc 
not at enmity. I hey arc not even two. They are one.!" 
. In all we m~y find the I?ivine. Though all that we now arc 
is consumed with Its. burnmg, fiery. breath in deepest anguish, 
yet are w_e glad and triumphant. It is the Absolute Love making 
us one with Itself. 

All t~is i~ embodie~ in t~e mystic hieroglyph of the serpent 
swallowmg its _own. tail, which was possibly the earliest symbol 
known_ to, or imagmed by man. The serpent is herein shown 
as a circle, . represen~ative of t~e eternity of God and a subtle 
emblem of immortality. Even 1f ~e r~gard it still as a viper it 
can now b~ thought of as destroymg itself by its own venom. 
Seen thus, it symbolises the suicide of Death- Mort a la Mort 

_T!1c Phrenician serpent with it~ tail in its mouth may perh~ps 
ongmally have b~cn ~mere mythic world snake, like the Midgard 
serpent of Scandmavian mythology, but la ter it was adopted as 
the emblem of eternity, probably because Fanus, the god of the 
ye_ar, was represented by the figure of a snake swallowing his 
tail to symbolise the rebirth of the new year from the old. Fanus 
was al~o ~he guar~ian deity of travellers, and here the symbol 
would md1cate their returmng home and setting forth anew. 
. ~erhap.s t_hc mo~t remarkable fact in the history of Ophiolatry 
is its Chnst1_an revival~ or rather survival among the Gnostics. 

The Ophit~s, or Onental emblem~t_ical serpent worshippers, 
were ~ Gno_shc body of very early ongm which became specially 
pr?mment m the second century. Their life, however, was but a 
~nef one, for they appear to have ceased to exist about the 
sixth century, and we_ owe our k~owledge of them chiefly to 
Ire1y:eus, C~ement, Ongen and H1ppoly tus. Their members 
denved their name from t~eir doctrine that the serpent which 
ter_npted Eve, was no devil, but the impersonation of Divine 
Wisdom, the great teacher and civiliser of the human race, the 
par,ent and author of all knowledge and science. 

1 o understand. the position occupied by the serpent in the 
system of the Oph1tes, we must take a brief survey of their general 
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II 11 ld111;s. Thi s is somewhat complicated by the fact that there 
1 11 11 t lt·ast two schools of thought within their body who 

111111 11 cl 1111 important points, but as this controversy does not 
I 1 111111: to our subject, we must take the teachings of either 

11111111 wllt'rc they bear upon the serpent without particularising 
1111 11 . p1·1 ial source. 

1 lw < >pltilcs believed the creator of the material world was a 
111 1111 '. .,111>orclinate and even antagonistic to the supreme God,-
1 l11111l1·cl and limiting deity, proud, revengeful, jealous,- in fact, 

1111 ll'lrovah of the Jewish race, whose character expresses itself 
111 I ht' Olcl Testament which proceeded from him. 

Io this inferior deity the Ophites gave the names of the Demi
m1:1•, or World-former, and Ialdabaoth, or Son of Darkness. 
I h1'\' asserted that his empire was the starry world, and that 
1111• ., , :1 rs represented the cosmical principle, which seeks to hold 
1111' 'ipirit of man in bondage and servitude, and to environ 
it with all manner of delusions. They further asserted that 
ut I ht• beginning of all things is Sabaoth, or Victory; at the 
1 IHI, the "Old Serpent" (Ophis). Between these are the 
S1·1.1phim (Intelligences) and Cherubim (Benevolences), and 
1 lll'ir representatives. Ialdabaoth and the angels begotten by 
lt1111 arc the spirits of the seven planets. 

< >rigen calls the Sun, Adonai ; the Moon, Iao ; Mars, Sabao ; 
\'1•1111s, Orai; Jupiter, Eloi; Mercury, Astaphai; and Saturn, 
l.tldabaoth. The latter to keep his six angels in subjection to 
lt1111self and prevent their looking higher and discovering the 
wonderful realm of spiritual light above them, endeavoured to 
II" their attention elsewhere, and to this end called upon them 
Io create man in their own image, and so prove their independent 
1·1 t•ative power. They did as commanded, but were unable to 
l{ivc a soul to the form they produced, so brought it to Ialdabaoth 
to animate. The Demiurge breathed a living spirit into the lifeless 
shape his angels had made, but as he did so, all unperceived by 
himself, the spiritual seed passed from his own being into the 
nature of man, and he was deprived of this higher principle of 
life. He saw with amazement and wrath that a creature created 
by himself, within his own kingdom, was rising above both 
himself and his kingdom. 

His aim was now to prevent man gaining consciousness of his 
higher nature and of the higher order of the world to which he 
had become related-to keep him in a state of blindness and 
slavish submission to his will. It was for this reason he issued that 
command to the first man that he should not eat the fruit of the 
tree of knowledge. 

But Divine Wisdom had all this time been watching and 
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overruling things ~o a preordained end, and at this point employed 
the serpent as an instrument (or, even according to some leaders 
of these sects, Itself assumed the serpent's form), to defeat the 
cruelyurpose of Ialdabaoth, by tempting the first man to dis
obedience. 

"And the serpent said unto the ~oman, Ye shall not surely 
die : for God doth know that 
in the day ye eat thereof, then 
your eyes shall be opened, and 
ye shall be as gods, knowing 
good and evil" (Gen. iii . 
4, 5). 

Thus according ·to the 
Ophite system the " fall " of 
man was the transition from 
a state of unconscious limita
tion to one of conscious 
freedom. Man was now en
dowed with wisdom, and 
renounced his allegiance t o 
Ialdabaoth, even as the latter 
had foreseen. Furious at 
being thus thwarted, the 
Demi urge sought revenge, and 
thrust man from the upper 

An RAXAs . aerial regions, where hitherto 
Dasilidcan t ype. he had dwelt in an ethereal 

. . body, down to the dark earth, 
and confined him m the dark physical body. 
. The present outc~me of the conflict between these great powers, 
is that man finds himself placed in a position, where on the one 
hand the seven planet ary spirits seek to hold him under their 
thr~ll, and to suppress the higher consciousness in his soul · 
while, on the o.the.r han?, the wicked and purely material spirit~ 
try to tempt him mto sm and idolatry, which would expose him 
to t~e veng~<l:nce of the jealous and severe Ialdabaoth. Truly, a 
!crnble position were this all. But " Wisdom " never ceases to 
impar~ ne:v str.ength to ~an's kindred nature. She is continually 
renewmg m him the higher spiritual influence, and has found 
mea~s to preserve through every age, in the midst of the Demi
~rge s world, a race bearing within them the spiritual seed which 
is related to H er own nature. 

Mad<l:me Blava~sky has pointed out that "The Beings, or 
the Bemg, collectively called Elohim, who first (if ever) pro
nounced the cruel words, ' Behold the man is become as one of 
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11 , I 11 know good ancl evil ; and now, Jesl he pul forth his hand 
111d l.1k1· also of 1.he 1. ree of life a nd eat and live for ever .. .' 

11 111 I lt .tvl' been indeed the Ilda-Baoth, the Demiurge of the 
N 1 ~.1 1 1 · 111·s, filled with rage and envy against his own creature, 
\\ 1111-.1• n· lkct ion created Ophiomorphous." 

1111 · Na;mrenes or Nasarees mentioned above appear t o derive 
1li111 11.11ne fro m Nazorreus, which epithet is p rimarily an appella-
111111 or a Deity ; " it is formed after t he analogy of Hebrew 
I" ' ii wr names ending in iah as Zachariah, the iah representing 
I• li ova h (pronounced Yah veh , Yahu, or Yah), and is derived 

1111111 the familiar Old Semitic nazar, meaning keep , guard, 
111 11 lt•c l, so that the Syriac 'Nazarya ' is very nearly Guardian
\ .iii " (Dr. W. B . Smith). 

1\ 111o ng many of the ancient nations was a belief in t wo antagon-
1 I 11 sl'rpen ts, one representing everything t hat was evil: crooked, 
• 1.iwli ng and deadly; whilst the other was the Reconciler, the 
I li t• giver, the Angel of the Dawn, and was winged and radiant. 
I• .11'11 of the Gnostic sects was founded by an initiate, and their 
I 1·11 ds were based upon a deep knowledge of the inner meaning 
td I he symbolism of all na tions. The Gnostic Naaseni post ulated 
1111· opposition of these t wo Dragons as one of their leading 
I t• t1 t• ls, and identified the radiant and perfect Serpent with J es us 
I l1rist, or Sophia; but J ehovah (or Ialdabaoth) was considered 
liy them t o be the creator of, and ident ical with, Ophiomorphous, 
I ht• Serpent of E vil, t he leviathan, that crooked serpent men
I 1oned by I saiah (xxvii. 1-3). 

The Gnostic Archbishop King speaks of,laldabaoth: "Fixing 
his jealous eye on the abyss of matter , h is looks envenomed with 
p.1ssion were suddenly reflected as in a mirror; the reflection 
l>l'came animate, and t here arose out of the abyss Sat an, 
St•rpent, Oph iomorphous- ' the embodiment of envy and 
t 11nning. He is the union of all that is most base in matter, 
wilh the hate, envy, and craft of a spiritual intelligence.' " 

As their name implies, the Christian Oph ites worshipped the 
'wrpent as a holy symbol, and it is possible they were influenced 
in this by the analogous idea in the Egyptian religion which 
n·garded the serpent as the symbol of Kneph , who resembled the 
Sophia of the Ophites. Their method of celebrat ing the " Lord's 
Supper " was t o place a living serpent which t hey kept for the 
purpose, upon t he dish , that it might crawl over and around 
the bread. The officiating priest then b roke the bread and 
distributed it to the communicant s. Each of these kissed the 
sacred serpent in addition to partaking of the sacramental bread, 
after which ri te it was once more confined . At the close of 
this ceremony, termed by the Ophites the perfect sacrifice, the 
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worshippers sang a hymn of praise to the Supreme, whom the 
serpent in Paradise had revealed to mankind. 
. These symbolical rites which have been described by Epiphan
ms, were only practised by a small sect of the Christian Ophites, 
but the Sethites, mentioned by Theodore and Hippolytus, and 
classed with the Ophites by Irenreus, were of a similar faith. 
So also were the Peratre, who honoured the serpent of Eden. 

The Ophites were ca lled in Latin, Serpentarians, and by the 
Asiatics were named Nahassians or Naasians, from the Hebrew 
nachash, a serpent. The serpent was called by its devotees the 

AD RAXAS IN FOUR·H ORSED CHARIOT AS RISING SUN. 

A Gnostic talisman. 

Megalistor, or Great Builder of the Universe (Maia, or Bhuddist 
Illusion). Apropos of t his we may quote Mr. Hargrave J ennings 
who says : 

"The serpent-worshippers seemed to have placed at the head , 
or nea rly at. the head of all things (Maia), and most intimately 
connected with the serpent, a certain principle which they called 
' Sophia.' This is clearly a translation of the word ' Bhudda '* 
into Greek. It also reminds us that the old Bhuddas are always 
under the care of t he Cobra-Capella." 

On the other hand, however, some authorities think that the 
Op~ite ceremonies w~re derived from Bacchanalian myst eries in 
which serpent worship was prominent. 

The Supreme God was known to the Ophites, and also to the 

• The Enlightened One. 
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t 
1
1111.t u fo llowers of Basil ides of Alexandria, by the mystical 

1111111 of Abraxas. This word is said lo have been coined by 
II 1 I11 d1·s in the second century from the sum of the Greek numeral 
Ii 111'1'' nprcssing the number 365. Thus a = I, .8=2, p .roo, 
11 

1, 1 (Jo, u = I , s- = 200 ; total 365. This number may either 
111,1• f1gurccl the 365 emanations collectively, or t he 365 orders 
11 1 .p11 its occupying the 365 heavens who ~ormed the earth and 
11d1 ii its destiny. J erome, however, considers the .word. t o be 
1d1•11t ical i'n meaning as it is in numerical value, with M1thr~s, 
111 I li t• sun which the ancient Persians worshipped . He explains 
11 11-, l>y saying, "For t he sun bein~ t he fountain ~f light, an? t he 
1111111t·d iate cause of day, may with great propriety be said to 
p11·sidc over all t he days of the year. " 

Crt'al impor t;mce as a Talisman was attached t o the name 

AllRAXAS. 
ABRAXAS. 

Double serpent. 
Single serpent. 

Abraxas, and Abraxas stones, often mounted. as ring~, w~re 
much worn, and highly est eemed as charms agams~ p~y~ical ills 
in the Roman Empire, about t he t ime t hat Chnstiamty was 
becoming established there . . 

Abraxas is generally represented with the body of a man, but 
his head is that of a cock or hawk to signify wat chfulness. 3:nd 
foresight. His legs are f?rme~ of twin serpents, symbohsmg 
mystery , vitality and et ermt.Y; m. one hand he grasps the sco~rge 
of power and authority, whilst with t h: ~ther he ~olds~ shield, 
t he emblem of wisdom. But many vanat 10ns of th is ~es1gn may 
be found figu red on the existing examJ?les of .Gnostic amule~s 
and gems, now scattered abroad ~n va~10us pnvate and ~ubl~c 
collections. In no less t han thirty-six of these, Abraxas is 
figured with the head of a cock, whi: h is a reference. to the 
sun (see figures) , whil;;t in one he is represented with the 
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characteristics of Apollo, or the Sun, rising in the East, in the 
quadriga, or four-horsed chariot. 

Madame Blavatsky says that" just as the I A 0 of the mysteries 
was distinct from J ehovah, so was the later Iao and Abraxas 
of some Gnostic sects identical with the god of the Hebrews, 
who was the same with the Egyptian Horus. This is undeniably 
proven on ' heathen ' as on the Gnostic ' Christian ' gems. In 
Matter's collection of such gems there is a Horus seated on the 
lotus, inscribed ABPALA.'.E: IAO (Abraxas Iao), an address exactly 
parallel to the so frequent En: ZEIL LAPAIII (Eis zeis sarapi) 
on the contemporary heathen gems ; and therefore only to be 
translated by 'Abraxas is the one Jehovah' (King's Gnostics). 
But who was Abraxas ? As the same author shows-' the 
numerical or Kabalistic value of the name Abraxas directly 
refer ~o the Persian title of the god ' Mithra,' Ruler of the year, 
worshipped from the earliest times under the appellation of ' Iao.' 
Thus, the Sun, in one aspect, the moon or the Lunar genius in 
another, that generative deity whom the Gnostics saluted as 
'Thou that presidest over the Mysteries of the Father and the 
Son, who shinest in the night-time, holding the second rank, the 
first Lord of Death.' " 
No~withst:mding the :>c complic;i.tiom it will now be clear that 

the serpent of Genesis must not be confounded with Ophiomor
phous, or yet with the pernicious serpent called by the Iranians Azi 
Dahaka, who sprang out of the sky to blight the creation of 
Ahuramazda; or with the serpent Ahi or Vritra, which is a pure 
nature myth of the ancient Aryas of India . 
. Neither ?lust ~e illustrate the story of Genesis by the tempta

tion of Knshna m the Bhagavata Purana which concluded with 
the conq?e~,t of the serpent., "The shrewd and friendly serpent 
of Genesis . must not be distorted into the Babylonian dragon 
of chaos which, though overcome by the light god, was permitted 
to work ruin for a period in the latter days (Rev. xii. 9). The 
curse pronounced on the serpent of Genesis is quite separate 
from the main story. 

. We. may gain. further light upon its meaning by comparing 
wit~ it the. classic myth of the garden of the Hesperides which 
remmds us m so many respects of the Biblical story of the Garden 
of Eden. The similarity will at once be noted. In the former 
the golden .apples of the g?ddess Hera were said to be kept by 
the Hespendes nymphs, with the aid of the dragon or serpent 
Ladon. The ~uardian serpent was conquered, or, as som~ 
accounts tell, killed, by Hercules the deliverer, and the apples 
recovered ; though not without the aid of the giant Atlas, who 
was fabled to bear th.e heavens upon his shoulders. Hercules 

TIIE OPTI£TES 233 

111·1 o.;11ackd Atlas to fetch the apples, and whilst he was absent, bore 
1111' wl'ighl of the heavens for him upon his strong shoulders. 

l~11l although in both myths we find the.garden, t.he apple~ and 
1111· Sl' rpcnt, there are also important discrepan.cies, the m~er 
1111 ·;111 i ng of the story being somewh'.1-t clearer ~n .the Greci~n 
, 1•1 o.;ion. Here the serpent, representmg the Principle of Ev1.l, 
111 I alclabapth, prohibits mankind partaking of the sacred fr~ut 
\\hich would make them wise and happy. But in the J ewish 
111 yt h the serpent, representing Divine Wisdom, te~pts mankind 
111 partake of the fruit forbidden by Ialdabaoth, their ui:-generous 
, 1t•ator, and promises that doing so shall make thei:i "Yise. , 

l'hc Grecian story describes how Hercules , pitymg mans 
1111happy state, slew or subdued the. serpent, and thus be~towed 
11pon man the priceless boon of whi~h he had been deprived so 
long. His Christian counterpart brm~ed the head of the serpent 
which had estranged J ehovah from his people and was therefore 
11•garded as an enemy by those unacqu'.1-inted with .the inner 
111caning of the myth. We may. see herem a p~o~hetic parable 
of the long persecution of learnmg by ~he Christian Chur~hes. 
!'hey bruised the head of the Serpen.t of Wisdom even as pred1ct~d 
of the seed of the woman in the third chapter of Genesis, and m 
1durn Science bruised the Churches' heel. The enmity between 
them yet lives. There is no reconciliation ; exoterically none is 
possible. Yet mystically they are one. . . . 

Bishop Patrick seems to have been acquamted with Ophite 
doctrines, for he tells us that when the serpent so subtly tempted 
Eve he was" beautiful, winged, and golden." 

The Rev. Bankes also appears to have been influenced by this 
sect, for he remarks that "Sorne have taken it" [i. e. the words 
of Gen. iii. r, describing the serpent as "more subtle than any 
beast of the field which the Lord God had made "] " in the literal 
sense, and thought that the serpent here mentioned was not 
the same kind of reptile we now see him, but was a much more 
beautiful and intelligent creature (as the word subtil may signify) 
than he now appears to be ... . Others have co?jectu~ed that 
as the name Seraphim, or Winged Serpent, ment10ned m Num
bers xxi. 6, 8, is likewise a name belonging to the higher rank of 
angels, the fiery guard of the Throne of God, t~at it "".a.s one of 
these (and he, probably, the chief of the rebellious spmts) who 
appeared to Eve, and se~uced.her fr~m her .d~ty . What may 
still further strengthen this conjecture is that i~ is m?st probable 
that all the information our first parents received, m regard to 
the consequence of their actions, was by the mediation of angels , 
or t he one great a11gel of the covenant, the J ehovah who created 
them by his power." 
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We would particularly direct our reader's attention to the 
words Mr. Bankes has italicised, as showing that the idea of the 
Ophites that J ehovah was not the Supreme God was not at this 
period confined to their sect. Here is a priest of the Church of 
England asserting it without explanation or apology. 

Unfortunately no date is mentioned as to when Bankes' Bible 
was published, so we can only judge of this from such internal 

evidence as the long s, which is used in 
the text, and the dedication "To the 
Right Honourable and Right Reverend 
Father in God, Lord J ames Beauclerc, 
by Divine Permission, Lord Bishop of 
H ereford," afford. This dedication would 
appear to establish the general harmony 
of the writer with the tenets of the 
English Church of his day, possibly 
coloured by Gnostic doctrines. 

Bankes again refers, a few pages 
further on, in commenting on Genesis 

ABRAXAS DRANDISHING xviii. 17' to the " J ehovah-angel," and 
w tt1P. later makes it plain that he considers 

J ehovah as the second person of the Chris
tian Trinity, afterwards incarnated as J esus Christ. Altogether 
it seems a curious mix-up of orthodoxy and Gnosticism that the 
reverend gentleman presents t o his readers. 

Another Gnostic religious system in which serpent worship 
figured was that of the Manicheans, of which Oldham remarks 
that they " seem to have borrowed largely from the old Sun and 
Serpent worship. In prayer they turned towards the Sun. Accord
ing to them Christ dwelt in the Sun, came from thence to sojourn 
upon the earth, and afterwards returned there." They also 
held that Christ was an incarnation of the Great Serpent, which 
they said glided over the cradle of the Virgin Mary, when she was 
asleep, at the age of a year and a half. 

Although they utterly disclaimed the title of Christians, they 
were reckoned among the heretical bodies of the Church, and 
their sect spread rapidly in spite of almost continuous persecution, 
drawing adherents from the remnants of old Gnostic sects, and 
lingering on into the Middle Ages influencing other sects. 

The famous Christian military order of the Templars is said 
by some historians to have fallen away from the Christian faith, 
and adopted a body of secret and heretical doctrine which had 
originated in contact with Islam in the East; but other writers 
hotly deny this. 

The Templars were accused by their persecutors of worshipping 
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11 111y-;t<•rious idol named Bahon:iet, which seemed to connect 
1111 111 with Ophiolatry. It was said to have two heads, one male 
1111 I t 111· other female , and to be environed with serpents, the 

1111 .1 11d the moon. 
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CHAPTER XXV 

NEGRO OPHIOLATRY 

PRACTICALLY all over Africa serpent worsh ip appears 
t o have existed from time immemorial and cannot be 
traced to any local origin, but seems to ha,ve arisen 

spontaneously. It was found in full swing by the first European 
explorers in Whidah and the Congo, and though its origin is 
lost in the mists of antiquity, the custom is not even now extinct. 

According t o some writers snake-charmers were originally 
brought t o Egypt from West Africa, so if they are correct, the 
cul t can hardly have been introduced from the land of the 
Pha raohs, though probably some interchange took place at a 
very early period. 

All over North Africa are scattered colonies of West African 
serpent worshippers- the Hausas. But Ophiolatry appears t o 
have been known in t hese pa rts centuries before A.D. rooo , 
which is the date said t o have seen the Hausa advance guard. 
The form t aken by the serpent worship of these negroes certainly 
does not suggest that it was derived from the Ophiolatry of 
Egypt; but is exactly what we migh t expect t o find evolved 
by a people in the low stage of development that t he Hausas 
have achieved . 

According t o Major Tremearne, these H ausas of Northern 
Africa spend their whole exist ence in combating evil influences 
exercised by various orders of spiritual beings which t hey call by 
the general name of bori . " All through life, neglect or an un
intentional slight t o a bori will bring immediate p unishment, 
and even if by proper attention to the rites, the H ausa manages 
t o escape the more serious illnesses and misfortunes, he will 
have t o succumb at the end when claimed by the spirit of old age, 
Mallam Tsofo. Although, therefore, Allah is supposed t o be 
The One God, above all, it is t he bori which receive all the real 
attention," and must be invoked and appeased by magical rites. 

The concep tion of a totem among these people appears from 
their own accounts to have arisen from t heir belief in spirits. 
Many of the bori were wont to appear in animal forms, particu
larly those of serpents or wild beast s, and " certain trees were 
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nott•d for the attraction which they had for lhe bori, so it became 
t ht• rn stom to identify an a nimal or a t ree with the spirit invoked . 
. . . (~radually, however, the connection was lost, and to-day 
. 1 person may have a bori as well as a totem for his kangida 
(p.1 tron), or even a bori only." 

Major Tremearne tells us further that "when it was desired 
Io rnnsult the totem, incense was burned at nights at the foot of 
sn11w specially sacred tree, and sooner or later the reptile would 
.1 pp<•ar. 'The totem must appear when summoned thus, for 
111n•nse attracts the bori, and they drive the animal to the spot 
11•quired' ... showing that there is still a connection between 
tl1t• bori and the totem animal." 

If the clan was in trouble and the totem was long in appearing 
wh<•n invoked, this was regarded as evidence of its unfaithfulness. 
The first time this occurred, it would probably be let off with a 
warning, the second time it might be caught, fastened up and 
n•nsed, and set free if things improved , in the hope that after 
such a lesson it would do better; but if things did not improve, 
it would be killed, and a new totem appointed in its room. 

This was the procedure in Gobir. The faithless totem was not 
;tlways killed, however, but in Daura, and also in Nigeria, the 
priests would bring a larger serpent to drive it away. 

Several species of snake are worshipped, and the practices differ 
s lightly, but the following was said to be the procedure in Daura: 
" In addition to the ordinary offering, each year a black bull 
or he-goat was killed, the blood was spilt upon the ground for 
the snake, while the m.eat was cut up and eaten by the worship
pers. . . . Then the priestly king or a priestess would dance 
around with the skin still wet with blood." 

"The offering to the snake-totems consists of eggs and milk . 
. . . The proper place to put it is upon an ant-heap or by a hollow 
tree, and incense should be burned at the same time. ' If the totem 
likes you it will come out, and you can then make your supplica
tion.' " 

Certain bori are known as the Babbalm, or the "Black Ones," 
and all of these " either farm or hunt in the forest, and are no 
doubt either pagan nq.ture-gods, or else ancestral spirits." The 
chief of these bori is Dakaki (Crawler) or, " as he is better known 
in Hausaland, M ai-]a-Chikhi (The Drawer along of the Stomach) , 
i.e. the snake. He it is who, when the bori are released, comes 
out first and sweeps their playground. 

" He gives any illness (so it is necessary to propitiate him), and 
the proper offering is four calabashes of milk and four eggs, 
placed alternat ely in a circle, though a sacrifice of a red cock 
with a black breast and a grey hen is made on important 
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o~casions. 'If y~u leave the eggs and milk for three clays in the 
gid~n tsafi you w.1ll find the milk drunk and the eggshells empty, 
a tmy. ~ole havmg been pierced in each.' At the same time 
Dakaki is very fond of blood, and is one of the first to drink that 
which has run from the sacrificed animal. " 

Major Tremearne proceeds to describe a ritual dance in which 
the human performers believe themselves toi>e mounted by bori, 
~nd ~o co~pletely dominated by their mounts as to be really 
idenhc~l with them. "At the dance he (Dakaki) crawls, or rather 
pulls h is body along the ground, raising his head now and then 
to l.ook around, but the other Masu-Bori put their hands before 
their eyes whei:i he does this, for if he were to see any of the 
onlookers he might become angry, and kill them with a glance. 
He thus .appears to be. the personification of the evil eye. Should 
any o.f his followers wish to consult him, his head and that of the 
questioner are co.ve.red. with a black cloth so as to bring them 
together. When it 1s time to go he is shown t he hole in a drum 
and .. thinkin~ i~ to be a hollow tree, he sneezes and goes inside~ 
leavmg the VlSlble human mount in the ring, of course." 
Ou~ auth?r tells us that "The reason why the snake 

occupies so important a place among the Hausas is no doubt 
on .account of the widespread worship of that reptile in West 
Afnca, though whether the H ausas regard it, like others, as the 
~YJ?bol of the male principle is not clear." He adds, "Whether 
it is the serpent itself or the spirit in it that is. worshipped, I 
cannot say. Each of these opinions has been put forward with 
reg~rd to other peoples in West Africa, and I feel inclined to 
believe that both ideas exist in the minds of the Hausas for 
whereas Mai-Ja-Chikki is the snake, Dan Musa is said by ~om~ 
t o be the spirit in the snake." 

The negroes of Issapoo, in the island of Fernando Po West 
Africa, ac~ording t? Mr. J:Iutchi_nson, consider the cobra de ~apella 
t o be t heIT guardian deity, with power to bless or curse, give 
th~m what they desire, or inflict illness and death. They hang the 
skm of one of t~ese serpents with its head uppermost, from a 
branch of the highest tree in the public square, and carry out 
an annual ceremony of placing it in position. When this rite is 
completed, all the children who have been born within the past 
year are brought to the spot, and t heir hands are made to touch 
the tail of the serpent skin, the idea evidently being to invoke 
the protection of the serpent-god. 

. Although t~e narrator <;Joes not expressly say that a serpent is 
killed to provide.a ~ew skm each year, it seems probable from his 
acc~unt that this 1s the case, and that the god is symbolically 
sacnficed to himself. 
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\11 otl11·r ceremony connected with t he serpent also appears to 
I 11 p1·1 fmmccl especially with the idea of benefiting or protecting 
1111 • litldn·n of the tribe. It has been described by Hurd, who 
I• 11., 11s that "the Fetiches are the particular deities of the 
N1·1~1m·s" of the Coast of Guinea. "On that day, which answers 
I 11 11111 Sunday, the Blacks assemble themselves together in a 
p 11 1011s square, in the cent re whereof is a sacred tree, called the 

111·1• or the Fetiche ... . The whole day is spent in dancing andcaper-
1111: rn11nd the tree of the Fetiche, and in singing and drumming 
1q11111 divers instruments of brass. The priest frequently sits 
111·,11 the centre of the place before a kind of altar, on which he 
1dl1•1s up some sacrifices to the Fetiches, and some men, women 
1111cl children sit promiscuously round the celebrant , who reads 
111 pronounces a kind of homily to them. At t he conclusion , he 
t.1 kt•s a wisp of straw, twisted hard, which he dips into a pot full 
111 o,;ome particular liquid in which there is a serpent. He either 
l11·.,111ears or sprinkles the children with this holy water, mumbling 
11v1·r them a certain form of words, and he observes the same 
• l't 1·mony with respect to the altar, and afterwards empties the 
pot ; and then his assistant s close the service with some in
.11 I icula te , unintelligible sounds, loud acclamations, and clapping 
of hands." 

ln 1863, according to the account of Captain Richard F. 
Burton, who was sent thither on a governmental mission , snake
worship was in full swing at Dahomey. There were horrible 
clay images of Legbo, the demon deity of the natives, and in a 
o,;mall, round mud hut, whitewashed within and without, with a 
thatched roof, was an establishment of sacred snakes, some ten 
ft.ct long, of a non-poisonous variety. 

On the other side of the road their devotees, seated upon 
t rce-roots, kept guard over them. There also wera fetish schools, 
where any child that had been touched by a snake had to be 
taken from its parents for a ye~r, and at their expense taught the 
dances and songs of serpent worship. 

He who even by accident killed a snake of the sacred variety 
in Dahomey was put to death in still earlier days, but at the period 
of which we are writing this had been commuted to the following 
penalty. The offender was placed in a hole under a hut of dry 
fagots, thatched with grass that had been generously greased 
with palm oil. Sometimes a dog, a kid and two fowls were placed 
along with him, and he himself drenched with palm oil. The 
hut was set aflame, the doors of light wicker and grasses fastened, 
and the snake-slayer had to break out and rush through the fire 
to the nearest running water, followed by the Serpent priests, 
who beat him mercilessly with sticks·and pelted him with clods. 
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Thus his punishment was to suffer by fire and water, and also 
to run the gauntlet. Many died under this triple ordeal. Thir
teen days later a commemoration service was held in honour of 
the deceased python. Serpent worship was prevalent on the 
coast, and when the Dahomans conquered Whydah, they did 
so in defiance of the fetish power of a sacred serpent which had 
been left unaided to defend the passage of a marsh that a few 
soldiers could have held without difficulty. Yet in spite of the 
failure of their guardian to adequately protect them, t he liberty 
to continue the worship of the snake a lmost reconciled these 
people to the rule of their conquerors. 

A vivid description of the worship of snakes in Dahomey 
has been bequeathed to us by Mr. Leighton Wilson in his 
'' Wes tern Africa.'' H e says : '' A house in the middle of the town 
is provided for the exclusive use of these reptiles, and they may 
be seen here at any time in very great numbers. They are fed, 
and more care is taken of them than of the human inhabitants 
of the place. If they are seen straying away they must be 
brought back; and at the sight of them the people prostrate 
themselves on the ground, and do them all possible reverence. 
To kill or injure one of them is to incur the penalty of death. 
On certain occasions they are taken out by the priests or doctors, 
and paraded about the streets, the bearers allowing them to 
coil themselves around their arms, necks and bodies. They are 
also employed to detect persons who have been guilty of witch
craft. "If in the hands of the priest they bite the suspected person, 
it is sure evidence of his guilt, and no doµ bt the serpent is trained 
to do the will of his keeper in all such cases." 

Mr. Frazer also gives us glimpses of these snake-worshippers. 
"Among the Ewe-speaking peoples of the Slave Coast in West 
Africa human wives of gods a re very common. In Dahomey 
they swarm, and it has even been estimated that every fourth 
woman is devoted to the service of some deity .... In every 
t own t here is at least one semina ry where the handsomest girls, 
between ten and twelve years of age are trained. They stay for 
three years learning the chants and dances peculiar to the 
worship of the gods, and prostituting themselves to the priests 
and the inmat es of the male seminaries. At the end of their 
noviciate they become public harlots. But no disgrace attaches 
to their profession, for it is believed that they are married to the 
god and that their excesses are caused and directed by him . 
. . . Children born of such unions belong to the deity. As the 
wives of a god, these sacred women may not marry .... Amongst 
these polygamous West African gods the sacred python seems to 
be particularly associated with the fertility of the earth; for he 
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lot invoked in excessively wet, dry, and barren seasons, and the 
I 11111· of year when young girls arc sought out to be his brides is 
wlll'n millet is beginning to sprout." 

When this season arrives the old priestesses, armed with clubs, 
11ppcar as if mad, and rush shrieking through the streets, seizing 
u11d carrying off to be the python's brides any little girls between 
1•il{ht and twelve years of age whom they may find out of doors. 
l'lte more pious of the people will sometimes purposely leave their 
d.111ghters in the streets at these times as they consider it an 
honour to be dedicated to the god, and probably also they have 
I ht• idea of assisting him in his labours for mankind. 

These wives, and priestesses of Dafih-gbi, the Python-god, have 
1111 organisation of their own. As a rule they live in a group of 
huts enclosed by a fence, and there the novices undergo their 
I hrce years of initiation. The novices are not always young girls, 
as any woman, if she publicly simulates possession, and utters the 
<~onventional cries that are supposed to denote the god's presence 
within, is immediately admitted into the order. 

A writer in Man (1910, Art. 40) says, that the Mahalbawa 
think that they are descended from the kwakiya (a short black 
snake), and that any member of the clan who killed a reptile of 
this species would himself die. An animal that the kwakiya has 
killed must not be eaten by a member of this clan. 

Hurd also tells us that the negroes" cannot be induced by any 
means whatever" to injure or kill a serpent, " though never so 
dangerous or destructive." For "they firmly believe that some 
person or another in their neighbourhood would infallibly die 
upon the spot where such animal should lose its life." And this 
brings us to a very remarkable and firmly held point of doctrine. 

The West African negro not only believes that his ancestors 
still haunt their old surroundings in the forms of serpents or 
other creatures. He believes that a living man can possess as 
many as four souls, one of which lives out in the bush and is 
called his bush soul. If this animal soul should be trapped or 
shot it means the death of its human owner. These bush souls 
are often looked upon as an hereditary possession that passes 
from father to son and from mother to daughter. Frazer gives 
an instance of the operation of this curious belief at Ongek in the 
Gaboon. A French missionary spent the night in the hut of a 
Fan chief. Before daylight the rustling of dry leaves aroused 
him, and on lighting a torch he saw to his horror a huge, black, 
poisonous snake, coiled, and about to strike. He was on the point 
of shooting the creature when his arm was suddenly struck up 
by the chief, who, extinguishing the torch, cried, "Don't fire, 
I beg of you. In killing the snake you would kill me. That 
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s:rpent i~ my elangela . Fear nothing!" Having thus saved its 
life ~e seized and caressed the reptile, which appeared delighted 
by his attentions. He then carried it to another hut, where he 
laid himself down beside it, after exhorting the missionary never 
to speak of what he had seen. 

There are two distinct cults of fetish worship in the West 
Indies, Voodoo, or Voudou, and Obeah (Tch~mga and Wanga) . 
The Voodoo serpent worship in Haiti and elsewhere, is evidently 
clos~ly c.onnected with the West African cults we have just been 
considermg, one of the names of Dafih-sio being Vodunhwe. 
B.ut between the Voodoo and the Obeah cults are important 
differences. In the former the will of the god is communicated 
only through a priest and priestess ; the ritual is carried out at 
night, and the serpent must be displayed in a cage. The worship
pers make their offerings to it and implore its assistance, whilst 
the priest ess standin~ within the cage becomes inspired and gives 
forth oracles. Dancmg and an orgy follow, and sometimes a 
child is sacrificed, "the goat without horns." 
. The Obeah cult requires for its rites only a priest or a priest ess, 
mstead of the two, and the presence of the snake is not essential. 
Its sacrificial victims too are slain by poison instead of meeting 
a bloody death as in the rites of Voodoo. 

Both these cults have sprung from slaves, Obeah from slaves 
bought at Koromantin, and Voodoo from those bought at 
Dahomey. 

J?eane says that t~e Koromantynes, who worship a serpent 
which the:y: c~ll O?om, assert ~hat when he is angry nothing but 
a human victim will appease him. The words Oboni and Obeah 
suggest Egyptian influence since ob was an Egyptian word for 
serpent. The familiar of the Witch of Endor was also called Ob 
(or Aub). 

Among the Tshi people of West Africa, their local god, Djwij
ahnu, appears. in the form of a serpent attended by other serpents, 
and formerly it was the custom to offer human sacrifices to him 
whilst if he did not make an appearance, special sacrifices wer~ 
offered in order to propitiate him. 

The Swahili of Zanzibar believe that an eclipse of the moon is 
caused by a .snake devouring that planet, and they think that the 
most efficac10us means of preventing its entire annihilation is to 
shout and beat drums to frighten the greedy monster from his 
prey. Experience has proved that these means are successful 
after a few hours' application. 

.Another natural phenomena, the rainbow, is said by some 
tn?es .to be the heavenly serpent, Daiih-sio, or Daiih-gbi. This 
deity is thought to confer riches upon men and is represented on 
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'""th by a coiled or horned serpent of. clay in a ~alabash, and 
11bo hy the python. It is sai~ to en ter nvers at their source, and 
1 ·. 111 ~a· disastrous floods when it passes through them to the se~. 

Mr. Frazer t ells us that "The Akikuyu of British East Afnca 
worship the snake of a certain river, and at intervals of several 
r1·ars they marry the snake-god to w~men, but especially t o :y:o~.mg 
..:iris. For this purpose huts are bmlt by order of the m~dicme-
11wn who t here consummate the sacred marriage with the 
nt·cl~1lous female devotees. If the girls do not repair to the huts 
of their own accord in sufficient numbers, they are seized and 
dragged thither to the embraces of the deity. The offspring.of 
t hcse mystic unions appears to be father~d on God (Ngai) ; 
ct•rtainly there are children among the Akikuyu who pass for 
children of God." . 

The national gods of Whydah (or Whidah) in the Bight of 
Benin, are symbolised by the serpent, tall tree~, and the sea, 
;llld of these emblems the snake is t he most highly honoured 
and venerated. . 

The species adored by this people is perfectly harmless, '.1-nd. is 
a welcome guest in all t heir d.wellings. I~ even deposits its 
young in their beds, and is not disturbed, as it would be t hought 
the height of impiety to remove t hem: . . 

In every crisis or emergency that ar~ses th.e serpent is mvok~d, 
and where the difficulty assumes national importance. the kmg 
himself makes special offerings at the serpents' shrme. The 
chief t emple in the ~ingdom is known as the" Serpent's H?u~e," 
and to this p rocessions and pilgrimages are often made. Vict~ms 
are sacrificed t here daily, and oracles sought. A la~ge estabhsh
meilt of priests and priest esses ~i~h a p_ontiff at the17 head serve 
the god and administer the rehg10us ntes. The priestesses are 
known as '' the children of God '' and have the sacred figures of 
the serpent marked upon their bodies. , . 

In olden days t he most beautiful of these people s prisoners 
of war were sacrificed to the serpent-gods. The Dutch factor, 
W . Bosman, has described how the highest divinitie~ at Whyd~h 
were m the form of a certain species of snakes "which swarm m 
the villages, reigned over by that huge chief monster, uppe:mo~t 
and greatest and as it were grandfat her of all, who dwelt m his 
snake-house 

1

beneath a lofty tree, and there received th~ royal 
offerings of meat and drink, cattle and mo!ley and stuffs. 

On one occasion Bosman found the Kmg of Whydah much 
enraged, and His Ma jesty told him how that :y:ear he had sent 
larger offerings to the snake-h~use than was his usual custon:i, 
so that he might ensure plentiful crops; but that one ~f h.is 
viceroys, whom he pointed out to Bosman, had asked him m 
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the name of the priests to send yet more, as they threatened a 
barren year. His Majesty's reply was that he should send no 
more'. and th~t if the snake would not grant a plentiful harvest, 
he might let it alone, as he could not inflict more damage than 
he had already done, most of the corn being rotten in the :field 
. The pythoi:i god is held to be immortal, almighty and omnis~ 

cien~, and, with the exception of the priests, only the king may 
see it, and he but once. 
" Mary. Kingsley tells us that in the neighbourhood of Benin 

there is a Ju-Ju ordeal pond or river, said to be infested with 
dangerous and poisonou~ snakes .and alligators, through which 
a man accused of any cnme passmg unscathed proves his inno
cence." 

Amoi:g .th,;se Whydanese is a t~ibe called Ebces. Shepheard 
says this is a word of t~e same import as Oboes, which might 
mean the. people ?r wors?ippers of Ob, the Serpent-god. These 
people still practise a kmd of serpent-worship- they worship 
the guana , a species of lizard. " 

The Eboes believe~ that the most acceptable offering they 
could make at the shrme of the guana was a human victim. They 
feed the sacred serpents with milk. 

A simi.lar cult is to be found among the Brass River people 
of th~ Niger C?ast Protectorate, where the tribal and war-god, 
Ogediga, was imaged as a python, and consequently pythons 
were ~o ~acred t.hat they wer~ allowed to commit damage of every 
description, whilst by an article of the treaty of 1856 white men 
were forbidden to kill them. ' 

Ogediga has a numerous attendant priesthood. 
M~ry l<'.ingsley, writing in 1~99·. says: "The Pagan portion of 

the mhabita~ts of the Brass district have still their old belief in 
the.Ju-Ju pne~ts and animal worship. The python is th.e Brass 
natives guardian angel. So great was the veneration of this 
Ju-Ju s~ake ~n former times, that the native kings would sign 
no t~eaties with her Britannic Majesty's Government that did 
not i~~lude a claus~ su?jecting any European to a heavy fine 
for killmg or :rnolestmg m any way this hideous reptile. When 
one appeared m any European's compound, the latter was bound 
to ~end for. the neare~t Ju-Ju priest to come and remove it, for 
wh1~h service .the pnest expected a dash, id est, a present; if 
he did not get it, the chances were the priest would take good care 
t? see. t hat that European found more pythons visited him than 
his ~eigh hours ; and since as a rule these snakes were not found 
until they h~d made a good ~eal of one of the white man's goats 
or turkeys, it came cheaper m the long run to make the usual 
present. 
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11 11 ii; 11ow some twenty years ago that the then agent of 

M r , I l.1tton and Cookson in Brass H.ivcr fo und a large python 
ti lrl11 h1111st• 1 and killed it. This coming t.o the cars of the natives 
1111 tllC' Ju Ju priests, caused no little excitement; the latter 
w tl1C'11 opportunity, worked up the people to a stat e of frenzy, 

11el 1·v1·11t11ally led them in an attack on the factory of Messrs. 
II 1111111 and Cookson, seized the agent and dragged him out of 
hi l11111st• on to the beach, tied him up by his thumbs, each 
f 11 I 11 pa it~st present spat in his mouth, afterwards they stripped 

111111 11.a kt•d and otherwise ill-treat ed him, besides breaking into 
hl11 t111t• and robbing him of twenty pounds' worth of goods. 
1111• 1\1 itish Consul was appealed to for redress, and upon his next 
\'I 1t to the river enquired into the case, but, mirabile dictu, 
ii•, 1tkd that he was unable to afford the agent any redress, as 
h• la.ad brought the punishment on himself." 

1111-. writer also tells us that the Brassmen seldom sacrifice 
1111111.111 beings to their Ju-Ju (gods) except in war, when all 
1911·111m:rs become victims, but that occasionally a Ju-Ju snake 
1, 1111•cl a small child by creeping into a house when the older 

111·11pl1· were sleeping or away. She t ells us how once when passing 
tl111111gh a small fishing village on the St. Nicholas River, whilst 
11111-.t of the villagers were away fishing, she heard terrible screams 
1111.t found several women wringing their hands and running to 
1111d fro, before the door of a smail hut. At first she vainly 
t 111'11 to ascertain the cause of their trouble, but " at last one of 
1111·111 trembling, witJ:t the most abject fear and quite unable to 
"I"'" k," pointed to the entrance. The interior was so dark that 
11111 laing was visible, but Miss Kingsley courageously entered , 
111111 when her eyes had adapted themselves to the gloom, saw 
" .1 large python t en or twelve feet long, hanging from the ridge
p11h• of the hut immediately over a child that was calrnly sleeping. 
I 11 snatch up the child and walk out was the work of a moment." 

The mother of the child was overwhelmed with gratitude for 
t lw deliverance of her little one, but, when asked why she had not 
.,,, vcd it herself, replied that she dare not have interfered with 
t hl' snake as Miss Kingsley had done. This lady then enquired 
11! " several of the more intelligent natives " if it would have 
lwm contrary to the Ju-Ju law for a mother to rescue her child 
111 such a case. Some replied in the negative, but others said 
that had she done so, she would have been liable to be killed 
ht'rself, or pay a heavy fine to the Ju-Ju priest s, and Miss Kingsley 
'i•LYS she is inclined to believe the latter version to be correct. 
No doubt, however, quite apart from fear of temporal punish
rncnt, this woman would shrink from violating her religious 
t onvictions, and in the python saw the god. 
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. In ~iziba, a district of Central Africa, t o the west of Lake 
Victoria Nyanza, if a woman accidentally kills a snake with her 
~oe, as. she works in the field, she is greatly troubled, and hurries 
immed!~tely to the .serpent priest with the offending weapon and 
a propitiatory offermg of two strings of cowries and an ox-hide. 
~.11 her fellow-:rillagers accompany her on this mission of pacifica
tiol_l. !he ~nest who receives the offerings beat s his drum, 
which is '.1- signal that. all women are to cease working in the 
fields until further notice. The priest next enshrouds the ser
pent's corpse in a portion of the ox-hide and buries it with due 
solemnity. The day following he performs a ceremonial rite of 
p~rificatio.n. From the guts of a leopard or hycena, and earth 
dissolved m water, he prepares a compound with which to dis
infect the guilty village, commencing with the house of the woman 
who slew the serpent. After this he repairs to the fields where 
the. women of the community have collect ed their hoes . H e 
purifies these by dipping them into the liquid, and then twirling 
them around so that the drops of water fly off. After this is 
accomplished t.hc villagers breathe freely once more, for the spirit 
of the serpent is appeased and the danger from its anger averted . 
The women may no.w fearlessly return to their usual work in the 
fields. 

Lande:, writin~ a~out 1825, stated that "the worship of the 
snake still prevails m Central Africa. Among the idols in a 
t emple of ~he Yari.beans is one with the image of a snake upon his 
he~d ; which remmds us of the Egyptian priest with the asp of 
I sis. " · 

The Zulus believe tha t they can guard themselves from bites 
of si:akes by inoculation, though its results are not permanent, 
and it has to be annually renewed. This is done about October. 
Men, women and children have a fragment of skin cut from the 
ha.ck of the left hand, and the poison of a snake is mixed with 
spittle and rubbed into this wound. It is said that no snake will 
go near anyone thus treated ; and what is even more remarkable 
this virus is so virulent that if the shadow cast by an inocula ted 
man touches that of a man not so protected, the latter will fall 
to the ground as if shot, overcome by the poison transmitted 
through the shadow. 

The Caffres are said to specially dread the boa-constrictor, or 
an enormous serpent which resembles .it, and from superstitious 
reasons fear to kill it. F ormerly a man who slew one of these 
rept.ile~, whether in self-defence or for other reasons, was required 
to he m a stream of running water during the day, for several 
weeks on end, and no beast was permitted to be killed at the 
hamlet to which he belonged until this penance had been properly 
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, 11111•d 011!. The body of the serpent was then buried in a trench, 
4'11~: , lo!-.l' beside the cattle-fold, ancl i ls burial-pla~<', Ii kc that of 
1, l11ld , kl'pl undisturbed. The period of penance is now reduced 
1111111 WITkS l o clays . 

. \111011g lhc Baganda the god Selwanga was represen~ed by a 
pvtlio11, and il was kept i°: a t~mplc .and attended by pr~ests and 
1111 ·d111111s. A woman fed it with milk and then a medmm pos-
,. "t'd hy Lhc god gave oracles which were interpreted by a priest. 

...,,u 1 dices were made to it and sterile women were thought to 
11l1t.11n children through its power. The wife of the chief god, 
~I 11 kasa, was a pythoness, sister of Selwanga. 

I he Bagcshu had a similar cult ?f a serl?e.nt they i:amed 
l\1w.u1 ga. Its t emple, built upon a lull, was vlSlted by childless 
\\'! lllll'O . 

In .Madagascar serpents are regarded with superstitious fear 
11nd a rc supposed to be the emissaries of the god Ramaha~a~y: 

The Bush negroes of Dutch Guiana rev.erence a good ?rym1ty 
in the serpent P apagado, which must not 1~ any way .be 1.n1ure~, 
and the serpent generally occupies a promment position m their 
thoughts. . 

Ethiopia , which lay to the south of Egypt, and i~ !low largely 
the country known as Abyssinia, according to trad1t10ns had a.n 
old myth that its first ruler ~as a s~rp~nt :.1amed Arwe, and t.his 
word still m eans a serpent m Eth10p1an. Nagash was a title 
of the kings of Ethiopia, as Pharaoh was of the kings of Egypt ; 
the Arabs spoke of them as Nagashi, and the title Negus of 
Abyssinia is still existent. 

The Shangalla, a race of negroes on the northern frontier of 
Abyssinia, worship serpents, trees and the heavenly h.ost. 

From the brief survey we have taken of Negro Opluolatry the 
reader will have gathered how deeply it is root.eel in ~he. hearts 
of the African people, and how fin:iiy estabhs~ed it is e':'en 
to-day, in the outlying districts of t his gre~t contment. Whilst 
it is an extraordinarily low form of Oph10latry and does not 
attain to the conception of the Encircled Serpent, it no doubt 
reflects the stat e of mental culture arrived at by the peoples who 
practise it, a stage which a large proportion of them are now 
rapidly leaving behind. 
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CHAPTER XXVI 

CHINESE SERPENT LORE 

I T is difficult to trace with certainty the origin of so ancient 
a conception as the sacred dragon of China, but it seems 
l>l'yond doubt that the Chinese monster is the descendant 

111 l he early Babylonian water-dragon who controlled the rain 
· 11pply of that country, as Osiris in Egypt controlled the Nile. 

rl1e influence of Babylonian civilisation radiated over a wide 
.111·a for two or three thousand years, and reached the Shensi 
province of China before the Aryans entered India-probably 
during the third millennium B.C. 

According t o M. Terrien de Lacouperie's theory the civilisa
tion of China came, not only from Babylon, but from the 
ancient culture which appears to have had its origin between 
the Caspian Sea and the Persian Gulf, i.e. from Assyria, 
l'l' rsia, Media and Babylonia. From this region also the sun 
and serpent worship associated with the Dravidian civilisation 
of India is said to have been derived ; so that the Ophiolatry of 
t hcse two countries seems to have had a common source. Some 
writers even consider it probable that t he Indian serpent emblem 
of Infinity was the origin of the Great Serpent or Dragon of Chinese 
mythology-the supreme god, known as the· Dragon King, to 
whom prayers are regularly offered. At all events it is well 
known that Buddhist India strongly influenced the religion 
of China. The characteristics of the Nagas or snake-gods of 
India were bestowed upon the Chinese dragon gods, and Buddhist 
dogmas regarding the pearl-protecting dragon deity of sun and 
water seem to have been grafted upon Chinese ideas of Babylonian 
origin concerning a water dragon not originally connected with 
pearls. 

Elliot Smith says that in China and Japan "the dragon is, 
like the Indian Naga, a beneficent creature, which approximates 
more nearly to the Babylonian Ea or the Egyptian Osiris. It is 
not only the controller of water, but t he impersonation of water 
and its life-giving powers : it is identified with the emperor, 
with his standard, with the sky, and with all the powers that 
give, maintain, and prolong life and guard against all kinds of 
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danger to life. In other words it i th b . 
rejuvenator of mankind the g-' s f . e nnge~ of good luck, the 

Adi-Budd , tver o _immor tality." 
King, the" G~~~~~:eSup{~~e lntelhgence, is_entitledbyFa-hwa
Sangha the th· dP gono tsdom, bornof Fireand Water " and 
as " th 'V . irf Mers?nof t~eBuddhist Trinity,has beendes~ribed 

e oice o amfesta t10n of the Dragon " Sak M . 
name adopted by Buddh d" · ya um- a 
given by the Mon l a, accor . mg to the legendary accounts 
the Thibetan or laons~~~ks,-:-whti~hl adre only transla tions from 
th T ,- is en it e " the King of S t 

e ree of Knowledge and the Sun " Th. h erpen s, 
that he was the kin £ · . . · . . !s P raseology means 
dragon was the emb~~ ~~~t~at~~. and it is m this sense tha t the 
throne is therefore known asethe mese e~perors . The ~mperor's 
of Sta te are embroidered with th ~·r:gon s Seat, and his dresses 

As Mada Bl . e i eness of a dragon.* 
books of c~fna avat skyl ~oilnts out: " The aphorisms in the oldest 

. . . ' say Pam Y that the ' Drag ' · h 
albeit divine Being. Speaking of the , y 11 ~n is ~ um~n, 
of the others, the Twan- in -t'u . ; ~w . ragon, the ~luef 
are unfathomable ? l ' says ·. His wisdom and virtue 
live in herds (h . . . . e . oes not go m company and does not 
the heavens e ts an a.sceb c) . He wanders in the wilds beyond· 
at the . H e goes ~nd comes, fulfi lling the decree (Karma) . 

proper seasons if there is perf t. h ' 
not he remains (invisible) , A d K ~c wn . e comes forth, if 
Lii-lan, ' The Dra on feeds inn on- u-tyu is made. to say by 
sports in the clear gwaters of Lif!~e,,pure water of Wisdom and 

The colour yellow, so much insist d 
yellow robe of the Buddhist m k ~ on ,_ at once suggests the 
often but another name for p~i~st an B~~~~nds ulsdthat serpent is 
other mea · · i wou seem to have 
colour. nings, even when thus connected with the sacred 

!DJ e Vdisser quot es from an ancient sage, \.vho said " Wh th 
ye ow ragon born from 11 1 ' en e 
enters a dee , I ye O\~ go d a thousand years old, 
ti . . p p ace, a yellow spring dashes forth and if fro 

11s spring some particles . th b ' m " Tl . an se ese ecome a yellow cloud " 
1e ancient t exts . . . are short b t fli . . . 

the main conceptions of Old Ch. , . hu su cient to give us 
In those earl d C ma wit regard to the dragon. 
thunder cloids ays Just. as ~ present) he was the god of water 
symbol ~f holy' an r~n, t e harbinger of blessings, and th~ 
earth, the idea 0~~:· dra:o~h~ ~mp:~ors are the holy beings on 
is based upon this ancient con~~~~io:'~ymbol of Imperial power 

wh~hfiv~~d~~:ut°f the Chinese, Fo-hi, that is Fo, the victim 
Chinese Em ire 33~0 B.C. , ':Vas the celebrated founder of th~ 

p ' an was raised to the throne because of his 
• Compare description of King Arthur. 
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••xi raordinary merits, and honoured with the epithet of Tyen-Tse, 
or the" Son of H eaven. " He is said t o have chosen a dragon 
111 dragon-horse t o be his assistant, or, according to some writers, 
nd ually himself to have been half-man, half-serpent in form. 
llis disciples also seem t o have assumed the dual shape, and 
Madame Blavat sky t ells us that "the men of Fohi (or the 
'lkavenly Man') a re called the twelve Tien-Hoang, the twelve 
hi1·rarchies of Dhyanis or Angels, with human faces and Dragon 
hoclics ; the dragon standing for divine Wisdom or Spirit ; and 
t hc•y create men by incarnating t hemselves in seven figures of 
d ay- earth and wat er- made in the shape of those Tien-hoang." 

Because of the connection of the dragon with Fo-hi it is the 
national emblem of China. It was a lways borne upon the 
Imperial banners and became the symbol of royalty and of 
c•vcry thing sacred. 

It is sculptured on their t emples and engraven on their postage 
stamps and interwoven in the garments of their chief nobility. 
It is named "the Father of H appiness," and t emples shaded 
by groves a re built in its honour. " The Chinese," writes Cambry , 
" delight in mountains and high places, because there lives the 
dragon upon whom their good fortune depends." 

In the " Shu King " the dragon is referred t o as one of the 
symbolic figures painted on the upper garment of the Emperor 
Hwang Ti, who is said t o have reigned in the twenty-seventh 
century B.C. , and belongs t o the mythical period of the five Tis. 
This ruler was t he son of the thunder-god, had a dragon-like 
countenance, and was transformed into a dragon when he died. 

Many of the l.hinese emperors claimed the honour of being 
sons of the dragon-gods, and just as the Egyptian Pharaoh 
was an avat ar of Osiris and H orus, so the Chinese emperor 
was regarded as an avatar or incarnation of the dragon, and 
was so closely associat ed with him in the minds of the people 
tha t it was anciently believed that any failure on his part to 
control the dragon's action in making or withholding rain, etc., 
might cause the dynast y t o be overthrown by the angry and 
ruined peasantry. 

The Emperor Yaou wa~ the son of a red dragon, and is 
said to have been t en cubits in height. "He appointed the sage 
Shun t o be his successor , and his choice was confirmed by the 
appearance of a beautiful dragon-horse which arose from the 
river bearing in its mouth a scaly cuirass for Shun, who was 
six cubits high and seems t o have been able to assume va rious 
forms at will. 

Another divine emperor, Shennung, known as "the blazing 
god," was born under the influence of a sacred dragon. He is 
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said to have had the b d f 
bull). T'aihao or Pachoa/o o Fa ~~~and the head of an ox (or 
the head of a man and the r . ~s i, rnd the body ~f a serpent, 
Niikua, was like unto him . vr ue ~ a s~ge,_ and his successor, 
holy man. m orm, ut his virtue was that of a 

Though Confucius did t 
Chinese told the J esuits ~at assume the dragon shape, the 
dragons came to uard l . c a~ soon as he was born, two 
confirming h1·s d1· [5 c . 1_1m agamst all sorts of harm thus 

vme m1ss10n ' 
The souls of the dead are ~ id t b . 

winged dragons, and ghosts are ~om o_ e. carne~ ~o Heaven by 
and wearing blue hats Th d etmes seen ndmg on dragons 
emperors and holy< ~en h~Jeo t~ a so use th~n: as horses, and 
founder of the Hea D e same pnvllege. Hu, the 
dragons. ynasty, had a carriage drawn by two 

The Emperor K'i, who flourished 2 · · 
his car drawn by t d 1 97 n.c., IS said to have had 
the original of the s~irie;afto~~ and this f~ble may have been 
referring to K'i is given b G 1~a a~d Tnptolemu~. The text 
dynasty danced with Kiufui ~~uthea~aoll~ws: "K'i of the Hia 
two dragons Th l d . yo common. He drove 
hand he gra~ped = ~c~~e~ _o~erh1;1ng_ m three layers. In his left 
ments. at his girdle dan 1, di? lus nght hand he held ear orna
tells u; that Kiutai is theg ne Jad~ cr~scents." The commentator 
to dance in a circle ame o a orse, and that dance means 

Ping I (Icy Exte~minator) was 1 d ·b .. 
dragons. He was fabled to dwell i a so escr~ ed as dnvmg two 
region of Kwa-Sun. n Tsung Ki pool near the fairy 

According to De Visser the d h . . 
Heaven and Ea th ' r~gon- orse is a vital spirit of 
the tail of a h c r , and more particularly of river water It has 

uge serpent. · 
The dragon of China is said t h · 

eighty-one scales B· 1 . 0 ave nme characteristics and 
one is nine times ~in ay ey points. out that "the number eighty
of immutable Truthe, :-n~ts the immutable ni'.1e was the symbol 
as a ninefold nine 0 ; t~~ fr-~ne m~yl ~; obv10usly understood 
a Chinese name for the my~t'a~n a ruth of Truths. !Gao, 
ak iao the . IC ragon, may be equated with 

W ' great and ever-existent Beginning and the End " 
e may also note that the su f . h . 

that nine is th m 0 eig t and one is nine, and 
The serpent i: ~~~~~~s~~~ t~~esacredb tf re~ m~ltiplied by itself. 
Wisdom but ~he understanding o?i:'1;1ut~ ?o Wisdom. What is 

in ~rlt ~~~o~~~g to some writers the scales of the dragon number 

power for good~r~~t a~r~~~:i:t~e:~e o!nw~~f f1 i~lu~1:~~.n:i:c~ v~h: 
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I >r ,1go11 is the symbol of All, and nol only the Prt's('rvcr, but also 
1111' I >Pstroyer. Again, we would point out that the sum of each 
111 t l11•st' numbers is the mystic nine, and that this can hardly 
lw 1111•rt'iy coincidence. 

l l1 t• number five seems to be almost as closely connected with 
t 111· dragon as is the number nine. In times of drought he is 
111rnkcd as the Dragon of the five lakes and four seas (nine). 
111• is said to display the five colours (black, red, yellow, white and 
hhH· or green) and De Visser quotes a religious text which says : 

"A dragon in the water covers himself with five colours; 
Therefore he is a god." 

I IP has five claws, and he is one of the five guardians of the world. 
I ht' date of the festival of the dragon-boats coincides with this 
1tllmber, being the fifth of the fifth month. 

The dragon is said by Gould to move " like a spirit ; he wishes 
to be small and he becomes like a silkworm ; great, and he fills 
all below heaven; he desires to rise, and he reaches the ether; 
IH' desires to sink, and he enters the deep fountains. The times 
of his changing are not fixed ; his rising and descending are 
undetermined; he is called a god (or spirit)." 

In representations of the dragon, a sphere, oft en with a spiral 
attachment, is generally placed before his mouth. This is 
probably the thunder-bolt which he is casting forth in his capacity 
as thunder-god. But de Visser would see in it the moon, about 
to be swallowed by. the dragon, who thus causes the fertilising 
rain. Professor Elliot Smith says that "The Chinese them
selves refer to the ball as the ' precious pearl,' which, under 
the influence of Buddhism in China, was identified with the 
' pearl that grants all desires ' and is under the special protection 
of the Naga, i.e. the dragon .... The germs of civilisation were 
first planted in China by people strongly imbued with the belief 
that the pearl was the quintessence of life-giving and prosperity
conferring powers: it was not only identified with t he moon, 
but also was itself a particle of moon-substance which fell as 
dew into the gaping oyster." 

This is borne out by the saying of the Chinese mystics: "The 
bright moon-pearl is concealed in the oyster, the dragon is there." 
The reflection of the moon on rippling water is symbolised as the 
' Golden Dragon,' or ' Yellow Dragon,' the chief of Chinese 
dragons and probably a sun-god. Since, as Mackenzie tells us, 
the dragon was also "connected with the moon, and the moon 
with the bamboo, it might be expected that the dragon and 
bamb JO would be closely linked. One of the holy men is credited 
with having reached the lunar heaven by cutting down a 
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bamboo, which he afterwards transformed into a dragon. He 
rode heavenwards on the dragon's back." 

But the pine tree is that most specially connected with the 
transformed serpent, and an ancient Chinese sage has declared 
that branches ~f pines which are three thousand years old have 
underneath ~hei~ bark "accumulations of resin in the shape of 
dragons, whic~, if pounded and consumed in a quantity of full 
ten. pounds, will enable a man to live 500 years" (De Groot). 
It is .also stated that a dragon may assume the shape of a tree 
growmg unde: wate~, and De Visser relates the story of a 
boat that collided with some driftwood which proved to be a 
dragon. 

The definition of a .dragon.as~ large serpent cannot be applied 
to. the dragon of Chma, which is a weird compound of several 
amm~ls. From Wang Fu and other native writers we learn 
that it has a c~mel's h€ad, a demon's eyes, a stag's horns, a cow's 
ears, a seq~ent ~neck, an eagle's claws, a tiger's feet, and a carp's 
scales, whilst its body has three joints, these being head to 
shoulders, shoulders to breast, and breast to tail. In addition 
to all these properties those dragons which are not winged 
po~sess a '"'.onde.rful swelling on their heads called the chi'ih muh, 
which, actmg. like a gasba~, gh~es them the power of soaring 
t~r~ugh.the air. The male is whiskered, and in addition can be 
distmgmshed by its undulating horn, thickest at the top. A 
female dragon has a straight nose. 
~ut tho~gh thus fearfully and wonderfully compounded, 

Chmese writers ass.ert the
11

drago? .has the nature of a serpent, 
and we may read m the Shu iki" how a snake turns into a 
dra~on. "A water-snake after 500 years changes into a kiao, 
a kiao ~f~~r rooo years changes into a lung." For the benefit of 
t~e ummt.iated we here interpose with the explanation that a 
kiao-lung is a dragon with fish-scales. To continue: "A lung 
~fter 500 years changes into . a kioh-lung," i.e. a horned dragon, 
. and after rooo years becomes a ying-lung." This is the apotheo

sis, and means a dragon with wings. 
In Japan. s~ill anot?er transformation is added to those given 

above. This is the pan-lung, or coiled dragon which is not yet 
ascended to heaven. Apparently this is identical with the Rain 
Dragon, which we shall find to be a prominent figure in Chinese 
dragon lore. 

Like the serpent genii and jinn of Western countries the dragon 
gods of China and Japan are able to assume the for~s of other 
beings a~ will, and may sometimes appear as a man, sometimes 
as ~n amrpal or tree, or even as an implement. There is a great 
variety of form among dragons in their own shapes, for there are 
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1h,1gon-horses, dragon-cows, dragon-dogs, dragon-snakes, dragon
t11.1rls, and others too numerous to mention, all hairy, feathered 
or ..,l'alcd creatures being more or less associated with the dragon 
p1 op('!'. . . 

This is not remarkable, for the philosopher Hwai Nan Tsze, 
who <lied 122 B.C., declared that the dragon is the origin of all 
c 11·a t urcs, winged, hairy, scaly and mailed. 

The gleaming river so often symbolised by the s~ake, also 
... 11ggcsts the gleaming sword, and many are the Chmese and 
1.1panese legends of dragon-swords, which became for a time the 
j>rnperty of mortals, though these were neve~ ab.le to retain the~ 
Vl'ry long. A typical example of these stones is to be found m 
the Books of the Tsin Dynasty, and relates how an astrologer 
studying the heavens discovered among the stars the spirits of 
two magic swords which were shining directly over the places 
on the earth where in former times two swords had been hidden. 
It was decided to look for these, and, deeply buried in the earth, 
was found a luminous box of stone. Within this box were the 
two swords with inscriptions upon them stating that they were 
dragon-swords. As soon as they were removed from their burial
place their heavenly counterparts faded from the sky. 

There are a lso sea-dragons who control the storms and have 
to be propitiated by offerings. Possibly the sea-serpent is a 
relation of these deities, who guard the pearls and other treasures 
of the deep. But E lliot Smith suggests that their prototypes 
were the sharks which constituted the special danger encountered 
by the diver exploiting the pearl beds. 

An old Chinese legend tells how one of these dragons assumed 
the shape of a little girl, and sat at the entrance of a cavern 
playing with three lovely pearls. But as soon as a man appeared 
the seeming child fled into a cave and took on the shape of a 
dragon again, hiding the pearls in its left ear. 

But it is not only sea-dragons who love pearls. The dragoz:s 
of the clouds also delight in them, and wear them under their 
chins, and it is said that when they fight, fire-balls and pea~ls 
fall to the ground, and this gives promise of abundant supplies 
of water in the future. 

The Chinese say that the dragon-gods ar~ hatche~ from stones, 
and especially from beautiful stones, cert am of which are known 
as dragons' eggs. They tell how when these split, thunder is 
heard, and lightning flashes forth, and much water flows from 
the stone. Then the dragons are born, and at once fly into the 
sky. At first they are only the size of a worm or a baby serpent, 
but their growth is quick. 

De Visser relates a legend of these dragon eggs. An old woman 
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once found five of them lying in t he grass. When they split she 
carried the new-born serpents to a river and set them free. For 
her kind action she was rewarded with the gift of the power to 
foretell the future, and she became first a sibyl and then a 
priestess, and was called by the people "the Dragon-Mother." 
When she went to the riverside to wash clothes, the fishes, who 
were subjects of dragons, " used to dance before her." Mackenzie 
explains this last incident by telling us that " certain fish were 
regarded as forms of the shape-changing dragon. The Gaelic 
dragon sometimes appeared as the salmon, and a migratory fish 
was in Egypt associated with Osiris and his 'mother.' " 

The Dragon-Mother of the Chinese myth though probably 
originally a goddess and mother of the sun, was not immortal, 
and when she died she was buried on the east ern side of t he 
river. Mackenzie thinks this eastern bank had some special 
meaning, for the dragons objected violently to the burial of their 
"Mother " on that side, and their protest took the form of a 
terrible storm, and of removing her grave to the west ern bank. 
Perhaps some forgotten sun-myth is involved in the explanation 
of this story . The dying sun sinks t o his rest in the west. Surely 
then t his was the correct quarter or aspect in which to bury the 
dead. The yellow dragon, newly born, might be unfitted for his 
long journey if t he first object that met his view were to be the 
corpse of his Dragon-Mother. It was fitting that their resting
places should be side by side. Even to-day the peasantry believe 
that there is a lways wind and rain near the Dragon-Mother's 
grave, and solemnly explain that the dragons love t o 
"wash the grave." They pour out their libations up~m it. 
But Mackenzie suggests another explanation of this battle over 
the buria l site. He says that " In ancient Egypt the conflict 
between the solar and Osirian cults was a conflict between the 
' cult of the east ' and the ' cult of the west.' " The rivalry 
between the two cults is reflected in one particular Pyramid text 
in which the dead is " adjured to go to the west in preference to 
the east, in order to join the sun-god. But t o the solar cult the 
east was ' the most sacred of all regions.' In the Pyramid texts 
it is found that the old doctrine of the west as the permanent 
realm of t he dead, a doctrine which later is so prominent, has been 
quite submerged by the pre-eminence of the east ('The Religious 
System of China') . This east-and-west theological war, then, 
had its origin in Egypt. How did it reach China, there to be 
enshrined in the legend of the Dragon-Mother ? " 

In the " Yih lin" there is mentioned a black dragon which 
vomits light and transforms darkness into light. The influence 
of the solar cult is manifest in the idea that the vital spirit of 
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t lw di .il{on is enshrined in its eyes. Dragon skins, even, after 
tlwv ha vc been cast, shine in the darkness, a~d ?ragons eyes 

11 ,. c lt·scribed as dazzling the beholder b~ their light. 
I lw mountain dragon of Mount Chung 1s also a su~~god, as 

111 111dirnled by his title of the" Enlightener of ~arknes.s. . ~hen 
lw " opens his eyes it is day, when he shuts his eyes, it is night. 
!\lowing he makes winter, exhaling he makes summer. The 
w111d is his breath .'' f 

TIH' Blue, or Azure Dragon, represents the eas~ern quarter o 
t 111 · heavens and t he first of the seasons, ~pnng. Professor 
l•.lliol Smith says: "the attributes thus as~1gned ~o the B~ue 
I >ragon, his control of water and str:ams, ~1s .dwell~ng on high 
mountains whence they spring and his assoc1at10n with the ~ast 
will be seen t o reveal his identity with the so-called ' god B of 
American arch:::eologists, the elephant-headed god Tlaloc of th~ 
Aztecs, Chae of the Mayas, whose more dir~ct parent was Indra., 

De Visser tells us that the earliest reference t o the ~;agon is 
found in the" Yih King" and shows that the drago.n was a wa~er 
animal akin to the snake, which (used) to sleep m pools durmg 
winter and arises in the spring.'' It is "the god of thunder w~o 
brings good crops when he appears in the rice fields (as ram) 
or in the sky (as dark and yellow clouds) in other words when 
he makes the rain fertilise the ground." . . . 

In the fifth appendix to the " Yih King," wh1~}1 1~ .said to have 
been written by Confucius, it is asserted that J( i~n (Heaven) 
is a horse, ](w'un (Earth) is a cow., Chen \Thunder) is a dragon. 

The representation of a dragon is 7ons1dered to be a potent 
charm averting misfortune and confernng occul~ power. Because 
of this the Chinese and Japanese frequently pamt upon ~he fr<?nt 
of their houses and over their doors drag?ns' heads. with wide 
open mouths, large teeth and fiery eyes, w1~h th~ ob1ect of pro
tecting the peace of their families from bemg disturbed by the 
envious or unkindly disposed. . . 

In conformity with this idea t~e ecclesiastical vestments of 
the Wu-ist priests are decorated with dragon figures. Upon ~~ch 
side of the chief vestment is embroidered a l~:~e drat:?on ansmg 
above the billows. These represent the fertJhs_mg ram and are 
surrounded by gold-thread figures repre~entmg clouds~ and 
spirals typifying rolling thunder. Mountams are emb:o1dered 
upon the back to symbolise the world. These decorat10ns are 
said to enable the wearer to control the order of the world, and 
to avert unseasonable and calamitous event~ such as drought, 
untimely and superabundant rainfall and eclipses .. 

The Chinese Buddhist pilgrims often refer to th is control over 
the elements exercised by the Nagas, and Sung-Yun t ells us how 
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Buddha travelled to Udyana to convert a Naga king whose 
wrath had brought about a violent storm. 

Fa Hien t e!ls us how. in his time (A.D. 400) , the dragons 
of the Tsung-hng mountains caused wind, rain, snow and other 
weath~r phenomena. But the kindly dragon of Sankisa, the 
worship at -~~ose t e_mple was conducted by Buddhist priest s, 
caused fertihsmg ram. He also describes a little snake or 
Naga, which apparently he saw when at Oude. Its ears ~ere 
edged with white, and it wa~ fed an~ worshipped daily. 

In the s~ve~th century H10uen-Tsiang found the inhabitants 
of_Takshasita .m Northern India going in procession to pray for 
ram at the sh~me ?f Ela~atra Naga, and this power of cmitrolling 
the clements is still ascribed to the serpent-gods of China Man-
churia and Korea. ' 

_The dragon is the rain-g~d of C_hina and intimately connect ed 
wit? w~ter and therefore with _agriculture. As the Rain Dragon 
he is said to pour forth from his mouth the waters which descend 
on the earth_ in the form of rain, and in this role is as closely 
conne~ted with water as was the serpent shape of Osiris with 
the Nile or as I~dr~ ~vas with the cloud dragon of India. 

Bec_a1:1se of this it is generally believed that the dragonwas 
th~ originator of wells. 1:'hc~e are usually found within deep moun
~am caves. Such a one 1s situated at the summit of Mount Pien, 
m Hu-cheu. It flows from a cave and is known as the "Golden 
Well ,~prin~," its birthplace being called the " Golden Well 

1 ~a:ve: It ~s thought to penetrate the mountain so deeply that 
it 1s impossible to reach the end of it. 

As de Visser has pointed out, although the ancient texts are 
sh~rt, th_ey are " sufficient to give u·s the main conceptions of old 
~hma. with regard to the dragon. He was in those early days, 
Just _like now, the god of water, thunder, clouds and rain, the 
harbinger of bl~ssin~s, and the symbol of holy men." 

!he dragon lives m pools, but rises to the clouds, and brings 
ram, and floods the rivers. 

During the Chinese dry season, which in that land is winter 
the dra~ons ar.e said to sleep in their pools. Referring to thi~ 
t~e anci~nt Chme~e work "Yih Ling " remarks that "a dragon 
hidden m wa~er is useless." The dragons hibernate thus all 
through ~he wu:i ter that they may " preserve their bodies," but 
when spring.arrives they begin to stir uneasily. Then they awake 
and .fight with each other, and there is no need here of Indra's 
services . 

Th~ir angry challei:ges are heard in the thunder, and as they 
close m combat .the ram pours forth from their mouths in torrents. 
The human bemgs below are gladdened by the results of this 
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It.it t It> of dragons; so long as it is not too fierce and ~eadly. But 
if v1·ry large numbers of dragons a rc e.ng~ged, sometnnes the war 
h1•rnmcs fatal ins tead of beneficent m its effects on the earth 
dw1·llcrs. The rivers rise and flood the land, and men, and 
c·.11 t](', and trees, and dwellings are swept away to destruction. 
Ir all is to go well with the agriculturist the blue and yellow dragons 
11111st prevail. No mortal ought to watch thes~ battles of th~ 
dragons. Not only is it unlu~ky, but fr~ught with deadly .Peril 
thus to pry into the mysteries. De Visser quotes a Chinese 
111l'trical verse on the subject. 

" When they fight the dragons do not look at us, 
Why should we look at them when they are fighting ? 
If we do not seek the dragons, 
They also will not seek us." 

A curious and most interesting parallel to the above verse is 
given by Mr. Mackenzie. He says: "In Gaelic_ Scotland the 
serpent, which is associated with the goddess Bride, sleeps all 
winter and comes forth on rst February (old style), known 
as ' Bride's Day.' A Gaelic verse tells in this connection: 

" ' The serpent will come from the home 
On the brown clay of Bride, 
Though t here should be three feet of snow 
On the fla t surface of t he ground.' 

(Carmichael's ' Carmina Gadlica.') 

"As in China a tompact was made with the Bride serpent or 

dragon : " 'To-day is the Day of Bride, 
The serpent sha ll come from his hole, 
I will not molest the serpent, 
And the serpent will not molest me.' " 

Mackenzie points out, that evidently " some very ancient 
belief, connected with the agricultural mode of l!fe, lies behind 
these curious verses in such far separated countries as Scotland 
and China. Bride and her serpent come forth to inaugurate 
the season of fruitfulness, as do t he battling dragons in the Far 
East." 

In both China and Japan.the" Bob-tailed Dragon" is regarded 
with veneration. " His fidelity as a friend," Mr. Conway tells 
us, " led to the ill return of an attack by which his tail was 
amputated , and ever since his soured temper has shown itself 
in raising storms. When a violent tempest arises, the Cantonese 
say, 'the bob-tailed dragon is passing,' in the same proverbial 
way as the Aryan peasantries attribute the same phenomenon 
to their storm gods," 
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It i.s chiefly by. agriculturists that the dragon rain-god is 
wors.hipped a1'.d. this only when he makes his power felt by with
holdn:1g, or g1vmg too abundantly of this blessing, on which 
occas10ns the farmers earnestly implore him for more or less rain 
as their needs dictate. When a drought occurs, on the front 
~oor of every farmer's house a tablet is erected with the inscrip
tion "To the Dragon King of the Five Lakes and the Four 
Seas.': An altar of incense is placed before this tablet and here 
a.re laid out t~e sacrificial offerings to propitiate the gods. Some
times process10.ns are formed to further gain celestial favour. 
On th.ese occa.s10ns a huge image of a dragon made of paper or 
cloth is sometimes carried through the streets to the accompani
ment of gongs and trumpet.s whose sound perhaps it is hoped, 
may be the means of arousmg the dragons from their too pro
longed slumbers. 

Nu. Kwa, t~e mother-goddess of China, takes a prominent 
part m. the Chmese version of the myth of the deluge. She was 
determ1i;ied to save mankind from the watery death and waged 
war agamst the dem.ons wh? sought to destroy the world. When 
she had succeeded m staymg the floods she created guardians 
to protect the four quarters of the earth and rule over the seasons. 
In the ~orth she placed the Black Tortoise _as the winter deity 
responsible for droughts. The south was given two guardians 
the Red Bird, who presided over the summer, and the Golde~ 
Dragon, who g~arde~ ~he sun. The east was ruled by the Blue 
Dr~gon, the chief spmt of water and rain, who controlled the 
s~rmg; and .the west was guarded by the White Tiger associated 
with the fruitful autumn season. 

These seasonal drag.ons not only provided for the food supply 
of the people b:y pourmg f~rth the .r~in in their stormy battles, 
but they supplied them with medicmes to heal their diseases. 
After ~ thunderstorm a certain plant known as the Red Cloud 
herb m1g~t be found gro~ing besi?e the pools in which the dragons 
took t~eir rest, and this was highly esteemed for its curative 
p~opertie.s. ~ot only s~, but th~ dragons cast their bones along 
with their skms ~rom time to tii:ne, and fossil bones, supposed 
to be ~hese castmgs, were credited with wonderful medicinal 
properties . 
. However, certain Chinese. writers claimed that dragons were 
immort~l, and there~ore demed the genuineness of the supposed 
dragons bones. Shi Chan says that Su and Kan "submit that 
dragon.s are divii;ie beings, and resemble the principle of im
mortality (never-m-themselves-dying principle)"; but there is 
the stat~ment or the dragon fighting and getting killed· and 
further, m the "Tso-chw'en," in which it is stated that' there 
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w
11

!{ a certain rearer of dragons who pickled dragons for food 
(1111 the Imperial table ?) . . . 

11 ung King gets over the difficulty ~y assertmg that dragons 
1 nst off their bodies without really dymg. 

Tlw Chinese celebrate the Feast of Lanterns, or Dragon Feast, 

11
t their New Year, which corresponds with that of the Jews, 

1111
d occurs in October at the high tides. On the 15th of the 

t
11 

st month they carry in procession through the str~ets a drago.n 
1·l1ti.:y constructed of bamboo, linen and paper, and m front of ~t 
t llt'y bear a red ball, probably as a symbol of t~e sun, thou~h it 
11 

tso appears to be connected with the mo_on, s1~ce the Chmese 

11
amc it" the Pearl of Heaven." Dragons m their offices as gods 

111 the four quarters were guardians of both sun and moon, 
.d though they were also the sun and. moon " devourers " who 
, ,

111
scd the eclipses We should expect it to be the golden ~ragon, 

1>
1
1t De Groot says it is the azure dral?on~ the he~d ~f which rose 

,1s a star to usher in spring at the begmnmg, which is thus bo~ne 
m triumph at this festival, and honoured and saluted with 
music and drums and explosions of crackers. . 

Although the red ball appears to connect t~e dr~gon with solar 
rites, it is evidently as a Water-god th:at he is chiefly honou:ed. 
Whilst the feast is in progress nothmg may ~e thrown i~to 
water for fear of profaning it, and Hargrave Jennmgs emphasises 
this aspect of the festival, saying : . 

" Here we have the rites of Aphrodite or Venus, or the Watery 
l>city, observed even ~n China, which worship, in P~ote~n ~orri;is, 
being the worship of the Dragon ~r Sn~ke,. prevails, m its m
numerable contradictory and effective disguises, over the whole 
world. How like are the noises and explosions of crackers, etc., 
to the riot or rout of the Corybantes amongst .the Gre~ks, to the 
outcry and wild music of the priests of th~ ?~h<::, and, m modern 
times, to the noises said to be made at m1ttation ~y ~he. Free
masons whose myths are claimed to be those (or imitative of 
those) ~f the whole world,. wh?se Myst.eries are sai~ to come fr?m 
that First Time, deep buned m the blind, unconsc10us success10n 
of the centuries ! " 

The annual festival of the dragon-boat, which Bayley tells us 
is held in China to this day, is celebrated on the fifth day of 
the fifth month at water festivals. Dragon boat races were 
a feature of these festivals and according to De Groot, were 
"intended to represent fighting dragons in order to ca~se a real 
dragon fight which i> always accompanied by heavy rams. The 
dragon-boats carried through the str~ets may .also servP- to caus.e 
rain. although they are at the same time considered to be substi
tutes." From de Visser we learn that these boats were also 
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us~d by the ~mperors for pleasure trips and that the yih bird 
painted on their prow was intended" to suppress the wa ter-gods." 
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CHAPTER XXVII 

JAPANESE OPHIOLATRY 

T HE early history of Japan is obscured by the mist of 
ages, and the stories related of beings who are said to 
have lived in prehistoric times are consequently delight

fully vague. There is no Shinto creation myth. The Mikados 
and chiefs of tribes claimed descent from deities. 

The J apanese divide their history into four eras: (1) The 
age of the Kami, or spiritual rulers. (2) The age of Wo-sei, or 
the government of the kings. (3) The age of Hasei, or the 
go.Jernment of the Sio-guns. (4) The age of W o-sei-ishin, or 
restoration of the government of the kings. The first of these 
periods relates to the spiritual rule of the Kami and is wrapt in 
uncertainty and fable, even the language of that time being almost 
lost , though one or two books said to represent it still exist. 
The chief record of antiquity is the Ko-zi-ki, the title, which is a 
Chinese one, meaning "A Record of Ancient Things." This was 
written some twelve hundred years ago, and in it may be found 
the genealogy of celestial beings and things, bf spiritual beings 
and things, and of l)1aterial beings and things. 

Many fables are told herein of celestial beings or deities, who 
appear to h ave been continually hostile to each other, and 
serpent legends are not lacking, for certain of the gods 
were of that form. On one occasion Amateras, the Sun
goddess, had to hide from Susa-no-w6, the god of the Ocean, 
and complete darknes5 covered the universe, until the Kami 
coaxed Amateras from her retreat and banished her perse
cutor. Whilst in exile, Susa-no-w6 killed a huge dragon with 
seven heads who had been annually coming for the daughter 
of an earth-god, . having first intoxicated him with sake (rice 
beer). The R iver Hi "was changed into a river of blood" 
by the slaughter of the monster. In its t ail a sword was 
found which Susa-no-w6 presented to Amateras, perhaps as a 
peace-offering. This sword was known by the name of Kusanagi; 
it afterwards became the property of the Emperor, and one of 
the three sacred object s preserved by the imperial power in 
Japan. It was said that the warrior who wielded it could put to 

~67 
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flight an entire army. The sword was worn by t he boy-Emperor 
at a naval battle, but he failed in his efforts to wield it, and the 
enemy were victorious. In this dilemma the boy's grandmother , 
Nu-no-ama, seized him in her arms, and jumped into the sea. 
App~rently no record of this event was preserved, for in later 

cent~nes when_ the Emperor Go Shirakawa was ruling in J apan, 
certam barbanan peoples declared war on him and his first 
action was to call for the Kusanagi sword. But it was nowhere 
to be found! Search having failed to reveal its whereabouts, 
the Emperor commanded magic ceremonies to be performed, 
and shortly afterwards he had a wonderful dream, in which a 
r~yal lady, :-vho had died hundreds of years before, appeared to 
him, and said that the Kusanagi sword was in the possession of 
the dragon-king in his palace at the bottom of the ocean. 

The Emperor when he awoke told his chief minister what the 
night had revealed, and commanded him to go quickly to the 
t~o women div:rs, Oimatsu and her daughter Wakamatsu, and 
bid them fetch it. The divers at once consented to try, and were 
t aken across the ocean in a boat to the spot where the boy-Emperor 
had been d rowned. A religious rite was first celebrated, and 
then they plunged into the sea. They did not appear again for 
a whole day, but when they returned to the boat they had a won
drous story to tell of a city they had found below the waves. 
They could not enter it, for silent sentinels with gleaming swords 
forbade. But after waiting long outside they had seen a 
holy man, _who told them the city could only be entered by 
Buddha's aid, so they had returned to their friends in the boat 
Oimatsu then proceeded to t ell some of the wonders of that land 
they had visited, and how trees grew there which bore on their 
branche~ clusters of glittering gems. Only each tree was guarded 
by a poisonous serpent, so that they could not pluck its fruits. 
Next day the divers went again to the wonderland below the 
w~ves, but this time provided with sutra-charms by the chief 
pnest of the t emple of Kamo, which enabled them to enter 
the golden gem-set city. But the palace of the dragon-king was 
guarded by invisible s:ntries which they could not pass. They 
h~d looked thr?ug~ a wmdow, however, and seen a mighty serpent 
with a sword m his mouth. His eyes shone like suns, and his 
t ongue was red as blood. In his coils lay a boy child fast asleep. 
The serpent saw the women and said , "You have come here to 
take the Kusanagi sword, but I shall never part with it. It does 
not bel?ng to t he Emperor of J apan. Long ago it was taken 
from this palace by a dragon-prince who went to live in the River 
Hi. He was killed by Susa-no-wo, who carried off the sword. 
But after many years a sea-dragon took the form of a princess, 
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11 1111 married a prince of Japan. She ~as lhe grandmother of 
1 lu· boy-Emperor who attempted. to wield th~ sword, and she 
ti was who leapt into the sea with them .dunng t?e .?attle of 
t >a 11 no-ura. You now see this boy asleep m my coils. . 

The Emperor of J apan was greatly t roul;>led when t he di:rers 
1klivered their message, for he knew that his ~rmy was destmed 
lo defeat unless he could obtain the Kusanagi sword. . 

A magician now spoke up and told of a powerful s~ell which 
would compel the dragon to yield the sword . This pro".ed 
., 11rcessful , and when the women divers again . wen~ to the city 
under the sea, they brought back the sword ~n tnumph. The 
Emperor took it to the fight and won a .great victory. 

After this the sword was deposited m the templ~ of Atsut_a, 
and there it long remained, ~mt_ at las.t a Korean pnest stol~ it, 
and was crossing the ocean with it t o his ~wn land when a ternble 
~lorm broke upon the ship. As in the Bible story of Jonah, the 
captain of the vessel knew t hat someone on. board .. had offended 
the deity who had raised the storm, and he .~sked, Who am?ng 
11s has offended t he dragon-king of Ocean ? The Korean ~nes.~ 
said, " I will throw my sword into the waters for a peace-offering. 
1 le did so, and the storm was stilled. 

The dragon-king generously restored the sword to the t emple 
of Atsuta, and t here it remained for one hundred years •. after 
which it was carried back to the palace of the drag~n-god m the 
Ocean Kingdom, and no more returned to the E_mpir~ of. Japan. 

~;imilar stories of dragon-swords may be foun_d m Chmese myth. 
They could not long be retained by human bemgs. 

The chronicles of t he gods and heroes of Japan are full of 
fabulous stories of the dragon. It dwells at t he bottom of t he sea 
as its proper element, and is represented as a huge long four
footed snake. Kcempfer says. t~at, "S?me of t he J~pa~ese 
emperor's clothes, his arms, scimitars, km':'es, ai:d the like. as 
also the furniture and hangings of the impenal palace, are 
adorned with figures of this dragon." He also t ells us t.hat t he 
Japanese soldiers eat the flesh o~ the serpen~ called Fitakutz, 
"believing firmly that it has the virtue of makmg them bold and 
courageous." . . h ' 

Whilst Kcempfer was travelling, his gm~es pomted out t.o im 
a temple which they said had been erect ed m memory of a victory 
gained on the shores of the lake Oitz, by a famous dragon over a 
scolopendra. . 

Gould gives a J apanese dragon story " extr~~ted from a ~.ative 
journal of the day." It is called "The ~hit~ Dragon, and 
illustrates the power of changing form which is so constantly 
attributed to snaky monsters. It runs as follows : 
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" There is a very large pond at the eastern part of Fu-si-mi
shi-ro-yama, at Yama-shiro (near !Goto) ; it is called Ukisima. 
In the fine weather little waves rise up on account of its size. 
There are many turtles in it. In the summer-time many boys 
go to the pond to swim, but never go out into the middle or far 
from the shore. No one is aware how deep the centre of the pond 
is, and it is said that a white dragon lives in tha t pond, and can 
transform itself into a bird, which the people of the district call 
0-gon-cho, i.e. golden bird, because when it becomes a bird it 
has golden plumage. The bird flies once in fifty years, and its 
voice is like the howling of a wolf. In that year there is famine 
and pestilence, and many people die. Just one hundred years 
ago, when this bird flew and uttered its cry, there was a famine 
and drought and disease, and many people died. Again, in the 
fifth year of Tempo, fifty years back from the present time, the 
bird flew as before, and there was once again disease and famine. 
Hence the people in that district were much alarmed, as it is 
now just fifty years again. They hoped, however, that the bird 
would not fly and cry. But at 2 a.m. of the 19th of April it is 
said that it was seen to do so. The people, therefore, were 
surprised, and now are worshipping God in order to avert the 
famine and disease. The old farmers say, in the fine weather 
the white dragon may occasionally be seen floating on the 
water, but that if it sees people it sinks down beneath the 
surface." 

White snakes are from time to time seen in J apan, and arc 
greatly venerated as messengers of the gods. They are carried 
to a temple when found. The white. snake is worshipped at a 
t emple known as Miyo-ken in Nagasaki. 

Professor Elliot Smith t ells us that " the snake takes a more 
obtrusive part in the J apanese than in the Chinese dragon, and 
it frequently manifests itself as a god of the sea. The old Japanese 
sea-gods were often female water-snakes. The cultural influences 
which reached Japan from the south by way of Indonesia-many 
centuries before the coming of Buddhism- naturally emphasised 
the serpent form of the dragon and its connection with the ocean. 
But the river-gods or ' water-fathers,' were real four-footed 
dragons identified with the dragon-kings of Chinese myth, but 
at the same time were strictly homologous with the Naga H.ajas 
or cobra kings of India." 

In spite of the slight variation of form noted by Professor 
E lliot Smith, the traditions relating to the dragon in Japan have 
evidently been derived from a Chinese source , and the Japanese 
dragon is practically identical with that of China, and therefore 
is essentially a water deity. 
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f J like those of China, possess 
l'h1• dragon waler-gods o I ~p~ni· f may be found in the name 

111.111y pearls. ~reference to l ~1.s he ie ans<" Dragon Pearl Peak." 
111 tlw mountam l~yushuh~, wal;~d i:?~loud-Dragon Shrine" v.:as 
\\'hi·n the Buddhist temp e c t d one of the priests with 

f b 'lding a dragon presen e f 
111 process o u1 • . . .t outh Hence the names o 
11 p1·arl which it wa~ carryi~g ::s i ~:trace. the association of the 
lc'lllplc ~nd mountam. It is ~ot only are the pearls found 

1
11•;111 with the water dragon. d op of rain or dew suggests 
l1' 111'al.h. deep waters, but cvt~~ be:utiful gleaming stone. The 

t Ill' shmmg globula~ form of d the latter is the controller 
1,..arl is also suggestive of tfhe mboon~:: in J apanese drawings sur-
111 t he Tides, and may o ten e s 
rn11nded by dragon clouds . snakes or dragons, and the 

The sea-gods of old Japan w~e _ oddess and from Toyo-
Mikados claimed descent fr~m \ ~ ~:Ce~s" a Japanese Melusina 
ta ma bime the "Abundan~l e~ra ~~ Ki~g of Ocean. This god 
who was the daughter of 1e . ('~sea-lord or sea-snake ")' by 
was known ~s Oho-wn:tatsumi ndant Pearl Prince). During 
/'ovo-tama Jiilw no J\! ilwtlo ~Atbu th waters to pacify h im, for, 
stiirms sailo:s th~ew ~~we ~im k~n deom lay at the botto~ of the 
like the Indian naga km~, ls h g ossessed were two which had 
sea. Among the many 1ewe s ~ p These were known as the 
the property of gran5i~g ;1h~~~~~ jewel is the " Pearl of Ebb " 
f cwcls of Flood and Eb . f Fl d" 
~rnd the blue jewe~ the " Pearl .o ~~oa~ old legend, perhaps i~ 

The Empress ]m~o, a~co1~~g .. jewel that grants a ll desires 
virtue of her descent, obtame 'the d come into her possession the 
from a sea-god. So~n aft~~ t o\(orea to demand tribute. The 
J apanese flee~ wa~ dispa.tc e but as the fleets were about 
Koreans met it with their own ~a~, the "Pearl of Ebb" into 
to join in battle, a Japanese g? ~ re~ themselves high and dry. 
the sea, and at once both na;i:s ;eu~urned from his purpose by 
The King of Korea was no o t nee on to the ocean-bed, and, 
such happeni~gs, and he ler~b~~ t~ attack his foes. But now the 
followed by his t roops, ma rl of Flood into the sea, and the waters 
J apanese god threw t he Pea 11 the brave Koreans. Then a 
returned and drowned almosl~ a coast and only retreated 
tidal wave devastated t he oreanore ca;t into the sea by the 
when the Pearl of Ebb was once m 

god. 1 d t make peace at any price after 
The King of Korea .w.as g a 1 o od's a·1spleasure and sent 

· f t t s of t 1e sea-g · ' such terrible roam es a 10n cl with t ribute to the Empress, 
back the Japanese vessels_ la en . th t the smallest loss to 
who thus won a great victory wi ou 

Japan. 
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Such stories as the above a re the logical sequence to the 
identification of pearls with the moon, the influence of which upon 
the tides is thereby symbolised. 
· Aston mentions some Japanese pictures in which the Abundant 
Pearl Prince and his daughter are shown with dragons' heads 
above their human ones. 

It is written in the Historical Records of J ap an that the 
Emperor Hwang brought to ground the dragon on which he rode 
by means of a copper charm. Having first collected copper 
from the mountain, he cast a tripod. How much the m ystic 
form now taken by the metal, and how much the metal itself 
contributed to the result, we do not know, but as soon as the 
tripod was made, a dragon came down to him and submitted 
to be used as a mount. The monarch having set the fashion of 
dragon riding, the bolder spirits am ong his devoted subj ect s, 
to the number of seventy, followed his example, and took aerial 
flights on their strange steeds. 

This adventurous emperor is also remembered because h e 
made the liquor of immortality (soma) from dragons' blood 
(cinnabar). 

Although Japanese dragons a re so fond of copper that they can 
be lured into the service of man by its means, they h a te and 
dread iron, which by its " pungent nature " injures their eyes. 
Being water-gods they naturally object to sec water defiled, and 
the J apanese believed that if iron and filth were thrown into 
ponds, the wrath of the dragons was visited upon the land in 
the form of terrible, devastat ing hurricanes. 

According to Hurd, the Supreme Being is represented in Japan 
as a Moor, perfectly black with bare breast. He has four a rms 
and four heads, and a crown shaped like a pyramid. Around his 
image a serpent " of monstrous size " is twined, and " two devils, 
the one with the horn of a stag, and the other with the head of a 
dog, lay hold of the serpent's head." 

There are Japanese traditions to the effect that he· sometimes 
appeared to mankind in the form of a serpent. 

The Emperor Hachiman who reigned in Japan A.D. 200-310, 
bore physical mark of his divine descent, for he h ad a dragon's 
tail. He was worshipped as a war-god. 

Kura-okami, the dragon or serpent-god who controls rain and 
snow, had Shinto t emples "in all provinces," and Gardner t ells 
us tha t a t emple was erect ed to the honour of a lake-dwelling 
dragon which destroyed a monstrous serpent that ha d devastated 
the country-side. Horses were offered as sacrifice to the dragon 
rain-gods, and at one time human beings were the victims. 
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CHAPTER XXVIII 

AUSTRALIAN AND POLYNESIAN OPHIOLATRY 

I N Australia the serpent occupies an important position as a 
clan totem, and is also the subject of myths and Bushman 
paintings. The Warramunga tribe of North Central Australia 

have conceived a huge mythical totem serpent, the sire of all 
snakes. It lives in a water-hole, from whence, if offended, it 
may emerge to destroy human oeings, so must be treated with great 
respect. The men of this totem will not call it by its proper 
name-Wollungua-as this might lessen their power over it, 
and it might come out of its watery home and devour them, but 
they perform certain ceremonies for increasing their totems. 
!hese r~tes give pleasure to the Wollungua, and thereby prevent 
its commg forth to slay. A large keel-shaped mound is made to 
resemble its supposed form. The men of the tribe walk around 
this, stroke it, and then hack it to pieces. A visit is paid to the 
water-hole, and the men with bowed heads solemnly beg Wol
lungua not to injure them. It is evident that in these ceremonies, 
despite their primitive form, something very like worship with 
prayer and ritual may be found. 

The Coast Murring tribe in New South Wales had an initiatory 
ceremony on the attainment of puberty, at which the totem 
name, Brown Snake, was shouted, and a medicine-man produced 
a live brown snake out of his mouth. 

The Anthropological Institute have recorded a case of a 
medicine-man whose clan totem through his mother was the kan
garoo, but whose secret (i.e. in.dividual totem) was the tiger snake. 
Snakes of that species therefore would not hurt him. It is said 
that an Australian usually gets his individual totem by dreaming 
he has been transformed into one of the species. 

Some of the tribes of New South Wales fable the existence of 
two serpents, each forty miles long, which may be met with 
on the way to the other world, or in it. These are said to be killed 
and eaten by the dead, but are immediately reproduced. Cer
tainly the prospect of having to eat a forty mile serpent is not a 
pleasant one, and it is no wonder such uncanny reptiles are held 
in dread by the blacks ! 

274 

Al JSTRALIAN & POL YNES IAN OPIIIOLATRY 275 

I 11 Australia the serpent-slayer is the goddess who gave fire 
111 111ankind. At Western Point, Victoria, the legend tells th.at 
1 lw good old man Pundyil opened the door of the su~, so that its 
ll ~ht poured forth upon the earth and revealed to his daughter, 
t\.1rnkorok, that the earth was full of serpents. She thereupo!l 
Wl'lll about destroying them, but before she had completed this 
1.1o.;k her staff broke in two, and as it broke a flame burst forth 
llom it. Thus was fire brought to this world. . . . 

1 lere the serpent appears to be immediate!):' <l:n~ m~tmchvely 
1 t'g':trded as an enemy as soon as seen .. Yet it is m~irectly the 
111t•ans of introducing the greatest of gifts to mankind. A~ .an 
1•nc•my it is also viewed in the mythology o~ the K.orta of Bntish 
N t!W Guinea, where certain harmful mythical bemgs know~ as 
/11bii are represented as snakes. These. corres~ond to the bemgs 
l'alled paipai, which are said to cause sickness m the Roro. spea~
ing tribes. Serpents are also used by the native sorcerers m their 
unholy rites. . . 

It appears certain that Polynesian serpent worship is not a 
spontaneous native production, but was introduced there from 
a foreign source. We find the dragon s.tories of the ~ld World 
scattered among the natives of these islands, and Sir George 
.Grey, in the "Journal of the Ethnol?gical Society," compar~s 
pxtracts from a Maori Dragon legend with passages from Spens~r s 
' ' Faerie Queene," remarking that" their strict verbal and poetical 
conformity with the New Zealand legends are such as at first t.o 
lead to the impression either that Spenser must have stolen his 
images and language from the New Z~aland P?,ets, or that they 
must have acted unfairly by t he English bard. 

The snake is seldom met with in New Zealand or oth~.r. P9~y
nesian islands, yet the Maori legend de~cribes .a drago!1 i~ size 
large as a monstrous whale •. in s~ap.e hke a hi::Jeous hzar~. , f.or 
in its huge head, its limbs, it? tail, its scales.' its t~ugh skm, its 
sharp spines, yes, in all these it resembled a lizard. . 

It seems quite probable, however, that the Maons ~rought 
these legends with them when they first migrated to these .islc.~.nds. 
The absence of Sanskrit roots in the language appears to indicate 
that this was in pre-Sanskritic times. Fornander has traced 
back the history of the Hawaiians to the fifth century. and from 
the folklore of the country has arrived at the conclus10!1 that the 
migrat ion from the Indian Archipelago, whence he denves them, 
may be approximately assigned to the close of the first or to the 
second century. The ancestors of these people were by n? me~ns 
savages when they entered the Pacific. Their elabor~t~ ~istoncal 
legends prove that they were to a cert~in extent civilised, .and 
their manners and customs confirm this, and show that smcc 
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~oming to these islands the race has greatly deteriorated. There 
is a.lso abundant evidence that these people were once clever 
navig.ators, and used to construct decked vessels capable of 
carrymg one or two hundred persons, together with water and 
~tores for a voyage of some weeks' duration. Their religious 
ideals appear to have undergone as great a deterioration as their 
knowledge of the arts of civilisation. 

It would be interesting, if it were possible, to follow up the cause 
or causes that have drawn the Hawaiians downward. However 
authoriti~s .do not even agree as to the country from which thi~ 
peopl~ ong.u~ate~, so lost in oblivion is their early history. 

Elhs! wntmg m 1829, said: "A tabular view of a number of 
words m the Malayan, Asiatic, or the Madagasse, the American 
and the Polyne~ian l::i-nguages, would probably show that, at 
some remote pe~iod'. either the inhabitants of these distant parts 
of the world mamtamed frequent intercourse with each other or 
that colonies from some one of .them originally peopled in part 
or altogether the others .... Either part of the present inhabi
ta.nts of the South Sea. I slands came originally from America, or 
tnbes of the Polynesian have, at some remote period, found their 
way to the (American) continent." 
Blox~am, the English naval chaplain, arrived at a similar 

concI1:1s1on, and in his book, "The Voyage of the Blonde," 
referrm~ to the mo-o, or reptile divinities, he says it was difficult 
to obtam an explanation of their name because the Hawaiians 
~ad "nothing of the shape of serpents ~r large reptiles in their 
islands." 

A light on the possible or~gin of Ophiolatry among this people 
comes from. Mr. Macken~1e, who says: "In Polynesia the 
~ternal confh~t between bird-god and serpent-god is illustrated 
m w:ood-carvmgs. The Egypti::i-n winged disk, as adopted by 
the isl~nd~rs , shows the bird m the centre with a struggling 
si:iak~ m its beak .... In those areas in which the winged 
disk is found, a re found also traces of Egyptian ideas which 
of course were not necessarily introduced by the Egyptians 
themselves. " 

All the dragon-gods of Hawaii were descended from M o-o-inanea 
(~he self-reliant dragon) , a mother-goddess, who appeared some
times as a woman and sometimes as a clragon. In Polynesia the 
dragon is called mo-o and mo-lw. Mr. West ervelt, who has made 
a study of the mo-os, says that," Mighty eels, immense sea turtles, 
large fish. of the ocean, fierce sharks, were all called mo-o. The 
~ost ancient dragons of the Hawaiians are spoken of as living 
m pools ~r lakes. These dragons were also known as Kupuas, 
or mystenous charact ers, who could appear as animals or human 
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l11 •i 11gs according lo their wish. The saying was 'Kupuas have 
11 1ilr.1ngc double body.'" 

I lt1· natives themselves seem to have felt tha t this alleged 
fuel required some explanation, and Mr. Westervelt continues: 
'' It was sometimes thought that at birth another natural form 
w.i., added, such as an egg of a fowl or a bird, or the seed of a plant, 
111 the embryo of some animal, which, when fully developed, 
111.1<k a form which could be used as readily as the human body. 
I lll'sc Kupuas were always given some great magic power. They 
wc·rc wonderfully wise and strong and skilful. Usually the birth 
111 a Kupua, like the birth of a high chief, was attended with 
'I I 1 ange disturbances in the heavens, such as reverberating thunder, 
tl .1shing lightning, and severe storms which sent the abundant 
1 c•d soil of the islands down the mountain-sides in blood-red 
torrents, known as Ka-ua-koko (the blood rain). The name was 
.tlso given to misty fine rain when shot through by the red waves 
of th e sun." 

Mr. Westervelt says that" one dragon lived in the Ewa Lagoon, 
now known as P earl Harbour. This was Kane-kua-ana, who was 
said to have brought the pipi (oyst ers) to Ewa. She was wor
shipped by those who gather the shell-fish. When the oysters 
lwgan to disappear about 1850, the natives said the dragon had 
become angry and was sending the oysters to Kahiki, or some far
away foreign land." We may compare this belief of the natives 
in the pearl-protecting dragon with the Chinese dragon, who fills 
a similar office, and we.ars a pearl under his chin (see p. 257). 

The same writer t ells us that " the greatest dragon of the 
is land" of Maui "was Kiha-wahine. The natives had the saying, 
' Kiha has mana, or miraculous power, like Mo-o-inanea.' She 
lived in a large deep pool on the edge of the village Lahaina, and 
was worshipped by the royal family of Maui as their special 
guardian." . . 

Hawaiian legend t ells of two famous dragons that lived m a 
river. Westervelt says they were called "the moving boards 
that made a bridge across the river." Another form t ::i-ken by 
Hawaiian dragons was that of large stones, some of which were 
associated with the groves of hau trees. Upon these stones 
ferns and flowers were laid and referred to as " Kupuas," the 
material obje: t s in all cases being regarded simply as the abodes 
of the immat erial spirits of the gods. 

The Maori conception of the Supreme God is of a high quality. 
Among the Tahitians he was regarded as "the first and principal 
God, uncreated, and existing from the beginning, or from the 
time he emerged from Po, or the world of darkness.' '* "He wa:) 

• "Polynesian R esearches," 
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said to be the father of all the gods, and creator of all Things,"* 
and Dr. Turner says "the unrestricted, or unconditioned may 
fairly be regarded as the name of this Samoan Jupiter." 

This king of the Samoan gods was symbolis.ed as a dragon, 
and the Rev. George Brown, a missionary and explorer, describes 
his image saying that " this god had the body of a man to the 
breast only, and the body of an eel (muraena) below. This eel's 
body lies down in the ocean, and from the chest to the head lies 
down in the house. This is the god to whom all things are 
reported. The inferior gods are his attendants." The same 
symbolism is found in the Fiji Islands where the supreme Deity 
Ndengei is adored under the form of a huge serpent. 

The worship of certain of the gods was common to all the 
people in a group of islands. Others were gods of villages, or 
families, whilst some were gods (or perhaps guardian angels) 
of individua ls. Their temples corresponded to these divisions, 
and were either national, for a single village, or for the god of a 
family. The priests were a special order, the priesthood being 
hereditary; but in some cases the father of a family was the priest 
to his own household and presented the offerings and prayers to 
the family god , who was probably a deified ancestor. 

The following incident described by Mr. Williams in his 
" Missionary Researches," casts an interesting sidelight on 
missionary methods, and suggests it would be well if those who 
carry the Bible to other lands remembered the command found 
therein,- " Thou shalt not kill." Those who love or admire an 
earthly artist do not destroy his work, but seek by all means to 
preserve it, and those who truly love God, the Master Artist, 
will hold His creation sacred, whatever form it is found in. 
Our missionary had probably never thought of this. He writes : 
" While walking on one occasion, across a small uninhabited 
island, in the vicinity of Tongatabu (Samoa Islands) , I happened 
to tread upon a nest of sea-snakes. At first I was startled at the 
circumstance, but being assured that they were perfectly harm
less, I desired a native to kill the largest of them as a specimen. 
We then sailed to another island where a number of heathen 
fishermen were preparing their nets. Taking my seat upon a 
stone under a tou tree, I desired my people to bring the reptile, 
and dry it on the rocks ; but as soon as the fishermen saw it, 
they raised a most terrific yell, and seizing their clubs, rushed 
upon the Christian natives, shouting , 'You have killed our god, 
you have killed our god ! ' 

" I stepped in between them, and with some difficulty stayed 
their violence, on the condition that the reptile should be 

• Tahitian Dictionary. 
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. . d b k t tl boat This incident shows, not 
11111111·d1atcly carne ac 0 1e · h d th 
1111 l V that they worship these things._ bu~. that t ey regar em 
with the most superstitious veneratio~. h 1 b 1 Wt• wonder how Mr. Williams would hke to see_th~ o y sym ? s 

11( ltis own faith insulted and destroyed by a n:1s~10nary ~~~hen 
i 11·1·ci . It is not so many c~nturies ~go t~at Christians wfu ma:vve~ 
li11rnt such an intruder ahve for his pams. We c~n ?n y 
II I the forgiving spirit these " heathen fishermen displayed. 
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CHAPTER XXIX 

NORTH AMERICAN OPHIOLATRY 

T HE ~ncien~ monuments of the Western United States 
consist chiefly of enormous structures of earth and 

. stone formed to resemble the shapes of beast s birds 
reJ?tiles,. and even men. These remains are chiefly confined t~ 
:W1sco~sm, and exten~ acr?ss that t erritory from Ford du Lac, 
m a ~outh-western direct10n, ascending the Fox River and 
followmg. t~e ~en.eral .co~rse of the Rock and Wisconsin Rivers 
~o ~he M1ss1s~1pp1. S1m1lar artificial elevations of more or less 

esign are said to be fo~nd in Michigan, Iowa and Missouri. 
Bu~ the most :xtraordmary and interesting of these earthworks 

~et discovered is that known as the Great Serpent which is 
situated on Brush Creek at a point known as the" Thr~e Forks" 
near the north line of Adam's county, Ohio. It lies upon the 
crest of a crescent-form spur of land, which rises about ,150 feet 
a~ove ~he waters of Brush Creek at its base. That side of the 
hil~ which border~ the stream is a perpendicular wall of rock, 
whilst. the other side slopes fairly rapidly to the level of the sur
~oundmg country. The top of this hill is slightly convex but 

as an. almost ~ven surfa~e 150. fe~t wi?e by 1000 feet iong, 
measunn~ from its extremity to its Junction with the tableland. 
. Occupy1~g the extreme summit of this hill is the great serpent 
its head lymg close t~ the point, whilst its body winds backward~ 
~or 700. feet, c_onformmg ~o the curve of the hill, and terminating 
m a tnple coil. Its entire length, if extended would certainly 
be 1000 feet. ' 

The neck. of ~his g:igantic serpent is stretched out, and slightly 
curved, w~Ilst its .w1d.ely opened mouth appears as if in the act 
~f s:wallowmg or e1e~tmg an oval shape which is partially within 
~ s J~ws . The oval is formed by an embankment of earth and 
~~without any I?erce:ptibl~ opening. It i:; regular in outline: and 

?U~ 4 f.eet high, its diameters measuring 160 and 80 feet 
W1thm this oval. the ground is slightly raised. · 

1 
There once. existed a small circular elevation of much burned 

arge stones m the centre, but these have been thrown down 
and scattered, probably under the prevailing idea that gold was 
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liidclt•n below them. The point of the hill inside which this egg
.li.1 pl'd figure rests, appears to have been artificially cut to make 
1t con form to it s outline, leaving a smooth platform, 10 feet wide, 
.111d sloping slightly inwards, all around it. Upon each side of 
t lie• serpent's head are two small triangular mounds, IO or 12 feet 
.ic-ross. These are not high, and though too well marked to be 
11vc•rlooked, are yet so much obliterated that they cannot be 
"· ' t isfactorily traced. 

The prolonged and concerted effort that must have been put 
forlh to produce this extraordinary monument shows the 
t rcmcndous importance its makers attached to it. It cannot be 
H'garded as the offspring of an idle fancy or savage whim. Its 
position, and the harmony of its form, are evidence of well
t hought-out design, and it appears to have been commenced 
and finished in accordance with a matured plan, and not to have 
been the result of several successive unconnected efforts. It 
clearly and unmistakably portrays a serpent with open jaws, 
and what we may suppose to be an egg. If we assume for the 
work a religious origin, we can only see in it the recognised symbol 
of some all-obsessing idea, which we can but guess at. Possibly 
it represents the vivification of the Mundane Egg (which con
stituted the act of creation) by the Divine Life, here typified 
by the serpent, even as it was in ancient Egypt. 

It is interesting to note that among the animal effigies of 
Wisconsin, structures in the form of serpents frequently occur. 
I do not know if these have been more completely mapped 
in recent years, but some time ago a certain Mr. Pigeon, of 
Virginia, made drawings of a number of them, and stated that 
near to the junction of the St. Peters and Mississippi Rivers 
there were many of these monuments together, consisting of
first, a circle and square in combination, as at Circleville in Ohio, 
with a platform round its base ; second, near by, the effigy of 
an enormous animal resembling an elk, in length, 195 feet; 
third, in the same vicinity, a large conical mound, 300 feet in 
diameter at its base, and 30 feet high, its summit being covered 
with charcoal. This mound was surrounded by one hundred 
and twenty smaller mounds arranged in the form of a circle. 
Twelve miles to westward of these, but within sight of them, was 
a large, conical, truncated mound, 18 feet high and 60 feet in 
diameter at the base , built upon a raised platform or bottom. 
This was surrounded by a circle 365 feet in circumference. En
twined around, this circle, in a triple coil, was an embankment 
in the form of a serpent, 2310 feet in length. At the centre of the 
body this embankment was r8 feet in diameter, but diminished 
as it neared the head and tail in proper proportion. The elevation 
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of the head was 4 feet, of the body 6 feet, of the tail z feet. The 
central mound was capped with blue clay beneath which were 
ashes and charcoal mixed with sand. 

Mounds ~uilt in serpentine form have also been found a t 
~ottenburg m Iowa. A range of such mounds raised at regular 
mtervals, and measuring altogether two and a half miles in 
length, oc~urs seven miles north of these on the Turkey River. 
Twenty m.iles westward of this locality was the figure of a huge 
serpent with that of a tortoise in his mouth. This effigy was 
found t? be I0~4 feet long, 18 feet broad at its widest part, and 
6 feet h1~h, whilst the tortoise was 18 feet by 1 2 feet. 

Mr. Pig.eon gave accounts of many other such monuments, 
but we will content ourselves with one more description, and 
then pass on to se.e :vhat traces of Ophiolatry may be discovered 
among the yet existmg races of North America . 

On the lo_wlan.ds of th~ ~ickap?o River, Mr. Pigeon discovered 
~ mound with eight rad1atmg pomts, which unquestionably was 
mtended to represe~t the sun. It was 60 feet in diameter at the 
base, and 3 feet high. The points extended outwards about 
9 feet. Surrounding this central figure were five crescent-shaped 
~ounds arranged as a circle. Many analogous structures were 
discovered ~t other places, both in Wisconsin and Iowa as 
e.g. at Cappile Bluffs, on the Mississippi River, a conical trunc~ted 
m~un.d, s.urrounded by nine radiating effigies of men, the heads 
p omtmg mwards. 

W,e are _not surprised to find these representations of tlte sun side 
by side with those of the serpent, for the serpent was an emblem 
of the sun which .itsel!, was the emblem of the Divine Creator. 
As .F~?er h~s said : Everywhere we find the Great Father 
exhibitmg h1ms~lf in the form of a serpent, and everywhere we 
find the serpent mvested with the attributes of the Great Father, 
and partakmg of the honours which were paid t o him." 

Deane has ~ p~ate representing an Indian priest of the solar 
serpent worship m the country north-west of Louisiana. Both 
sun and se.rpent a~e tattoed upon his breast; and in his hand he 
holds a kmd ?f mstrument shaped like a tadpole . Upon its 
rounded head is figured t.he sun., and this is penetrated by the 
hea~ of a serpent- the tall of which forms the waving handle of 
the mstrument. 
. It is evident that the mystery of the serpent deeply impressed 
itself upo~ the American Indians, and the emblem was held 
by them m the gr~at~st possible veneration, as expressive of 
the. All-Father." T~r~ i,~ reflected in their language, the words 
w~rch express spmt and " serpent" being similar in many 
tnbes. 
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Leland has collected some very interesting traditions and folk-
1111 t• of the Algonquin Indians gathered directly from Indian 
rwrators. He points out that the " affinity between the myths 
.111d legends of the North-eastern Indians and those of the E skimo, 
rnu ld hardly be passed over, nor, at the same time the identity of 
I he latter and of the Shaman religion with those of the Finns, 
L:tplanders and Samoyedes." His collection, as he rightly says, 
is " of value to those who are interest ed in the study of the rela-
1 ions of the aborigines of America with the Mongoloid races of 
the Old World.'. 

The t ales of At-o-sis, the Serpent, are particularly interesting. 
at least from our point of view, as in them we find the Serpent 
was also symbolic of evil, so that here, too, it is encircled. 

To these simple aborigines, as to so many early peoples, 
matter was a manifestation of Mind, and had a dreamlike quality 
of impermanence ; hence their belief that any strong mental 
emotion could change the form in which the soul found itself 
temporarily embodied. The universality of this conviction in 
ancient times, and the numerous legends bearing it out, t empt 
one to question whether there may not have been in far-off days 
a fluidity in matter, which it does not now possess. We know 
that on the physical plane a somewhat analogous change to that 
we are postulating has actually taken place ; the world has 
evolved through gaseous and fluid st ages to its present state of 
apparent solidity. And the bodies of all living creatures upon 
it are even now repeating this process in a modified form, so that 
the interim between birth and death has been defined as the 
passage from a liquid to a solid condition. 

The world is old, and becoming rigid and fixed in its shape. 
Perhaps its matter can no longer respond to the vibrations of 
thought, which having created, may easily have modified the 
plastic forms that its substance t ook for the manifestation of 
life on its surface. 

Primitive peoples recognised the essential oneness of all life, and 
its common source; a belief modern thought is slowly returning 
to. Granted this, there is nothing absolutely impossible in 
transformation of form, given a sufficiently strong thought to 
accomplish it. 

But even if we cannot admit that such transformations were 
actual happenings on the material plane, there is another hypo
thesis to be considered before we write down primeval man as 
an imaginative poet whose speech meant something totally 
different to the sense it conveyed. There is abundant evidence,
written in blood,- that the savage was in deadly earnest about 
such ideas. Dreams appear with such vividness to children of 
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Natur~, that we m~y. thi~k of them as causing a real confusion 
and difficulty of d1stinct10n between their events and those of 
the m~terial world, to these unsophisticated peoples ; and thus 
becoming the source of strange beliefs. 

As we have seen'. these beliefs are by no means peculiar to 
them, but are wellmgh world-wide. It is only in comparatively 
recent times that the Christian Churches have abandoned them 
as witness their cruel persecution in our own country of thos~ 
they supposed possessors of occult powers of changing form. 

L.et us peruse .together so.me of. tl~e weird stories told by the 
Indians of America concerning this interchangeability of bodily 
shape between men and serpents. 

Leland has preserved for us the following Passamaquoddy 
tale. of how Glooskap, the hero or demigod of the Algonquin 
Indians, changed "Certain Saucy Indians into Rattlesnakes." 
The tale was related by an old woman to Mrs. Wallace Brown 
wife of the agent in charge of the Passamaquoddies in Maine. ' 

" You know At-o-sis, the Snake ? Well, the worst of all is 
Rattlesnake. Long time ago the Rattlesnakes were saucy 
Indians. They were very saucy. They had too much face. 
~hey could not be put down by much, and they got up for very 
httle. When the great F lood was coming Glooskap told them 
about it. They said they did not care. H e told them the water 
would come over their heads. They said that would be very 
wet: He told them to be good and quiet, and pray. Then those 
Indians hurrahed. He said, 'A great Flood is coming.' Then 
tl~ey gave three cheers for the great Flood. H e said, 'The Flood 
will come and drown you all.' Then these Indians hurrahed 
again, and got their rattles, made of turtle-shells in the old 
fashion, fastened together, filled with pebbles, and ;attled them 
and had a gran~ dance. Afterwards when the white men brought 
cows and oxen mto the country, they made rattles of horns. 

"Yes, they had a great dance. The rain began to fall, but 
they danced. The thunder roared, and they shook their rattles 
and y~lled at it. Then Glooskap was angry. He did not drown 
them in the Flood, however, but he changed them into rattle
sna~es. Nowadays, when they see a man coming, they lift up 
their heads and move them about. That's the way snakes dance. 
An? they shake the rattles in their tails, just as Indians shake 
their rattles when they dance. H ow do you like such music ? " 

These Indians still keep up a very curious snake-dance. 
Another story related by Mr. Leland tells how two girls were 

changed to water-snakes, and this tale he found was so widely 
spread, a?-d to~d in so 1?~ny different forms, and so deeply con
nected with tnbal trad1t10nc; and totems, as to convince him it 
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was pre-Columbian in origin, and not a later importati.on as he 
.1t first thought. It is told by the Passamaquoddy Indians, and 
ifl given by Leland as follows: . . . 

" Pocumkwess, or Thoroughfare, is sixty-five miles from 
Campobello. There was an Indian village t?ere in the ?ld times. 
l'wo young Indian girls had a strange habit of absent.mg them
st·lves all day every Sunday. No one knew for a long time whe~e 
t l11•y went or what they did. But this was ho~ th~y passe~ their 
t imc. They would take a canoe and go six miles down the 
<;rand Lake, where, at the north end is a great ledge of rock 
and sixty feet of water. There they stayed. All day long they 
ran about naked or swam ; they were wanton, witch-like girls, 
liking eccentric and forbidden ways. . . 

" They kept this up for a long time. Once while they were m 
the water, an Indian who was hunting spied them. He came 
nearer and nearer, unseen. He saw them come out of the water 
and sit on the shore, and then go in again : but as he looked 
they grew longer and longer, until they became snakes. He went 
home and told this. (But now they had been seen by a man they 
must keep the serpent form.) Men of the village in four or five 
canoes went to find them. They found the canoe and clothes of 
the girls; nothing more. A few days a~ter, t'"'.o men on Grand 
Lake saw the snake-girls on shore, showmg their heads over the 
bushes. One began to sing : 

" 'We are going to stay in this lake 
A few qays, and then go down the river. 
Bid adieu to our friends for us ; 
We are going to the great salt water.' 

"After singing this they sank into the water. They had very 
~ngha~. . . 

"A picture of the man looking at the snake-girl~ was scraped 
for me by the Indian who told the story. The pair were repre
sented as snakes with female heads." 

The following curious legend, suggestive of Ulysses and the 
Cyclops, was told to Mr. Leland by Tomah Josephs at Campo-
bello, N.B.: . 

" Of old time it befell that Glooskap had an enemy, an evil 
man, a sinful beast, a great sorcerer. And this man, after trying 
many things, made himself a great serpent, hoping so to slay 
the Master. 

" Of old time Glooskap met a boy whose name was 'Nmmok-
swess, t he Sable. And the boy had a flute: whoever played on 
it could entice unto him all the animals. And once, when the 
Master was afar, the boy broke the flute, and in his great sorrow 
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he would not return home, but wandered away into the wilder
ness. Now Glooskap knew in his heart that the flute was broken : 
he who is a magician knows at once of a great evil. And coming 
home, he asked of the grandmother where the boy was, and she 
could only weep. Then the Master said, 'Though I roam forever 
yet will I find the boy.' So he went forth, and he tracked him 
in the snow for three days; and on the third night he heard 
someone singing in a hollow ; and it was a magic song, that 
which the m'teoulin sings when he is in dire need and death is 
near. And making a circle about the place, Glooskap looked 
down and saw a wigwam, and heard the voice more distinctly 
as he drew nearer, and it was the voice of the boy, and he was 
singing a song against an of the snake kind. And he was 
wandering about the wigwam seeking a straight stick. Then 
Glooskap understood all the thing, and how the boy had been 
enticed into the wilderness by the evil arts of At-o-sis, the Snake, 
and that the Great Serpent was in the wigwam, and had sent 
him out to seek a straight stick. Then Glooskap, singing again 
softly, bade him get a very crooked one, and told what more to 
do. So the boy got an exceedingly crooked one ; and when he 
entered, the Snake, seeing it, said, 'Why hast thou got such a 
bad stick ? ' And the boy answering said, ' Truly it is very 
crooked, but that which is crookedest may be made straightest, 
and I know a charm whereby this can be done ; for I will but 
heat this stick in the fire, and then I will make it quite straight, 
as you shall see .' Now At-o-sis was very anxious to behold this 
wonderful thing , and he looked closely; but the boy, as soon as 
the end of the stick was red-hot, thrust it into his eyes and blinded 
him and ran forth . 

" Yet the Snake followed him ; but when he was without the 
wigwam he met the Mast er, who slew him out of hand. Of old 
times. This is an end of the story ." 

Mr. Leland, in a note, says that the enemies of Glooskap are 
all cannibals, and the straight stick was required to roast him 
on. One more story from Leland, also of Passamaquoddy 
origin. 

"Far away, very far in the north, there dwelt by the border 
of a great lake a man and his wife. They had no children, and 
the woman was very beautiful and passionate. The lake was 
frozen over during the greater part of the year. One day when 
the woman cut away the ice, she saw in the water a bright pair 
of large eyes looking st eadily at her. they charmed her so that 
she could not move. Then she distinguished a handsome face ; 
it was that of a fine slender young man. He came out of the water. 
His eyes seemed brighter and more fascinating than ever ; he 
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pltt ll·n ·d from head to foot; on his breast was a large s~1ining 
1llvc ·r·y p late. The woman learned that this was At-o-sis, ~he 

...,,., pt•nt but she returned his embraces and held conversation 
wtt h hi:U, and was so charmed with her lover that she not only 
tric •t him more than once every day, but even went forth to see 
111111 in the night. . . . . 

"At last the husband's suspicions being fairly aroused (~y 
lic •r frequent absences) he resolved to watch her, ... and sa~d 
t lta l he would be gone for one day. He went to the top of a hill 
11ol far distant, whence he watched her. She went to the shore 

WOMAN Al\D TH E SERPE!\T. 
Native drawin~ on birch bark. 

From Ltl!111d. 

and sat there. By and by there rose up out of .the lak.e, at a 
distance, what seemed to be a brightly shining piece of ice. It 
came t o the strand and rose from the water. It ~as ~ very tall 
and very handsome man, dressed ~n. silve~. His_ wife clasp~d 
the bright s tranger in her arms, k1ssmg him agam and agam. 
The husband was awed by this strange event. He went home, 
and tried to persuade his wife t o leave the place a~d to return 
to her people. This she refused to do. He departed , he left her 
forever. But her father and mother came to find her. They 
found her there; they dwelt with her. Every day she brought 
to them furs and meat. They asked her whence she go~ them. 
' I have another husband,' she replied ; 'one :wh.o smts _me. 
The one I had was bad, and did not use me well. Tlus o_ne brmgs 
all the animals to me.' Then she sent them away with many 
presents, telling them not to return until the ice had formed ; 
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th~t was in the a1;1tumn. When they returned she had become 
white .. She was with young, and soon gave birth t o her offspring. 
It consisted of many serpents. The parents went home. As 
they departed she said to them, '\\'hen you come again you 
may see me, but you will not know me.' 

"Years after some hunters, roaming that way, remembered 
the tale, .an? looked for the wigwam. It was all there, but no 
one was m it. But all th e woods about the place were full of 
great black sn~kes, which would .rise up like a human being 
and look one m the face, then ghde away without doing any 
harm." 

It would of course be easy to fill a volume with similar t ales 
to. the above of the .loves of ophitic monsters; for Arabian, 
Hmdoo, and other Oncntal folklore abounds with them. 

Mooney t ells us tha t the Cherokees regard the rattlesnake as 
the head of the s~rpe~t tribe , and fear and respect him accordingly. 
Fe\.~ of them Will kill a rattlesnake willingly , and if they are 
obliged to do so, must. a tone for the crime by asking pardon 
of th.e snake's .gh?st, either .in their own person or by means 
of pr~estly mediation, acco~dmg t o a set formula. They believe 
tl~at if they neglect these ntes, the relations of the slain serpent 
will send one of their number as an avenger of blood t o track 
down the murderer and sting him to death. It is considered to 
b~ quite essenti~l to behead the snake, bury the head deeply and 
lude the body 111 a hollow log ; since if the remains were left 
exposed the other snakes would be so angry that they would 
cau~e deluges of rain to fall, and make a ll the streams overflow 
their banks. 

S.hould a C~er~kee dream that he has been bitten by a snake, 
he is. treated m Just. the same way as if it had really happened 
t~ hun, ~or they think. that the ghost. of a snake has actually 
bitten him, and tha t if proper remedies were not applied the 
place would swell and ulcerate though possibly not until years 
later. 

F or fear of .offending the serpent, a Cherokee will never say 
he has been bitten by a snake, but politely says "I have been 
scratched by a briar." ' 

The Mohicans and Delawares a lso paid great reverence t o the 
rattles:'1ake . . They called it their grandfather , and believed it to 
be their special guardian divinely sent t o warn them by its rattle 
when dange: lurked un.seen. They would on no account destroy 
one'. but believed. that if they ungratefully did so, the rest of the 
species would qmckly t ake revenge. 

De Charlevoix, the Jesui t traveller, said that the Na tchez had 
the figure of a rattlesnake, carved from wood, placed among 
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111 li11 1 ohjl'cts on the altar in their temple, t o which they paid 
fi ll 'll l honours. 

I . 11 v1•r te lls of a Menominee Indian who carried a rattlesnake 
" 1th him," t reating it as a deity and calling it his great father." 
I 111111 this and other cases we may infer that not only did these 
l11di.1ns consider serpents sacred as the visible symbols of their 
~1 111 I-; , but also as embodying the souls of t heir ancestors, and 
11tl11'1 incorporeal spirits known to them as Manitous. 

111 a MS. in the possession of t he New York Historical Society, 
11 1s asserted tha t the Menominees transla ted the manitou of 
tl11 • Chippeways as" Snake." The MS. continues : " Whether 
t Ill' word was fi rst formed as a name for a surprising or disgusting 
11hj1·ct , and thence transferred to spiritua l beings, or whether the 
,., tt•nsion of its signification has been in an opposite direction , 
1t is difficult to determine." 

The Linni Linape also are said by Heckwelder t o have called 
t h1· rattlesnake grandfather, and refused on any account t o have 
1t destroyed. 

Henney relates that the Indians around Lake Huron held a 
~imilar belief, and called the rattlesnake their grandfather. 

The P otawatomi Indians greatly honoured the rattlesnake 
hccause its warning so often saved them from an approaching 
1•nemy. But Kea ting says that this grat itude would not deter 
a youth , anxious to obtain a rattle, from killing one of these snakes 
for the purpose, though he would apologise profusely for doing 
this, and would explain that he needed the rattle to adorn his 
person and meant no -ffisult to the snake. Then, to prove his 
goodwill he would leave a piece of tobacco by the carcase. He 
had not killed the serpent, but only destroyed its body . 

The Ojibways dread to kill a rattlesnake, and, if they meet 
one on their pa th, they will ent reat it t o go away and leave 
themselves and their families in peace. Henry says that once, 
when an Englishman attempted to kill a rattlesnake, t he party 
of Ojibway Indians with whom he was journeying, begged 
him to desist, and tried to appease t he creat ure, alternat ely 
addressing it as grandfather, smoking over it, and begging its 
protection for their families when they were away, also asking 
tha t it would open the heart of the British Agent so that he 
would fill their canoe with rum. Next day a storm overtook 
them on Lake Huron, and they considered this t o be due t o the 
wrath of the insulted serpent, and made further pacificatory 
efforts, throwing dogs into t he waves as sacrifices. 

Bricknell has left it on record tha t the Indians of Carolina 
would not molest a snake in their path, but would pass by on 
the other side, because they thought that if they were to kill it 
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the serpent's relations would have their vengeance by slay ing 
some of their people in return. 

For the same reason the Semimole Indians spared the rattle
snake, lest if they destroyed its body the soul would incite its 
living kindred to revenge. Bartram relates how when they 
discovered they had one of these reptiles in their camp they 
begged an English traveller to rid them of the intruder. They 
were relieved when he had killed it, but tried t o scratch the 
slayer that the spirit of the snake might be appeased. 

Schoolcraft says that shortly after the Iowas commenced 
erecting their village beside the mouth of Wolf H.iver, a youth 
came with the news that he had seen a rattlesnake on a hill not 
far away. At once a medicine-man went to the place indicated, 
and taking with him presents of tobacco and other things, he 
presented them to the snake, and had a long talk with the reptile. 
When he returned to his people he told them they might travel 
fearlessly as peace had been made with the snakes. 

The serpent dance of the Moquis of Arizona seems to combine 
snake-worship and ancestor worship in the same rite, and is also 
expressive of clan totemism, as may be seen from the following 
native account of its origin obtained by J . G. Bourke. 

"Many years ago the Moquis used to live on the other side 
of a high mountain beyond the San Juan River in Colorado. 
The chief thought he would take a trip down the big river, so he 
made himself a boat of a hollow cotton-wood log, took some 
provisions and started down. The stream carried him t o the 
seashore, where he found some shells. When he arrived on the 
beach he saw a number of houses on the cliff, in which lived many 
men and women who had white under their eyes, and below that 
a white mark on their cheeks. That night he took one of the 
women as his wife. Shortly after his return the woman gave 
birth to snakes, and this was the origin of the snake family or 
clan which manages the dance. When she gave birth to these 
snakes they bit a number of the children of the Moquis. The 
Moquis then moved in a body to their present villages and they 
have this dance to conciliate the snakes so they won't bite the 
children." 

The dancers belong to a secret society which is a sort of Serpent 
Brotherhood. The dresses worn by the Moquis whilst engaged 
on these dances consist of cotton kilts, painted a reddish yellow 
and ornamented by narrow bands of yellow and green and a 
black border. Around this is a fringe of small bells of lead or 
tin. A snake spotted with white is pa inted in the folds of the 
kilt. The dancers' arms and legs are bare, but on their backs 
they wear fox or coyote skins which fall to their heels. 
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I h1• dance commences wit h a solemn march around a sacred 
11 111111 ', shaking rattles, chanting and waving snake-wands to 
wh11 h <':tgle feathers a re fastened. Then a number. of women 
11tl 111·d in. white and red man tles come forward carrymg baskets 
111 mt n-meal which they scatter around. A procession of ~he 
lw.111 p riest and a number of male performers, who follow him, 
I wo hy two, march towards the sacred rock, carrying live snakes 
111 t ht'ir mouths and hands, and when they reach the further en.d 
111 the space that has been made ready for the dance, they spit 
t Ill' serpents on to t he ground, and. turning_ t owards ~he sac~ed 
1 ock they stamp t heir left foot twice, makmg a cunous noi.se, 
half-grunt, half-wail. For almost an hour a mad dance of weird 
111 .. pires and wriggling snakes amongst whirling clouds of corn-
1111'a Lis kept up, and then the snakes are liberated and the dancers 
1 l'l urn to their ordinary dress and employments. 

The Zunis also practise strange serpent-dances. 
The legends of the Chippewa Indians, which Longfellow 

dt'scribed as forming an Indian Edda, include the story of the 
ronflict of Manobozho with the serpent, Meshekenabek. Mano
bozho, described by Mr. Leland as a " demi-devil," is by other 
writers spoken of as " the Great T eacher," and Longfe~low has 
attributed many of his exploits to t he Iroquois hero, Hiawatha. 

In t he following tradition which was related by Kah-ge-ga-gah
boowh, a chief of the Ojibway Indians, Manobozho figures as a 
beneficent power at war with the spirit of evil embodied in the 
serpent, who closely corresponds with the Egyptia~ Typhon 
and the Scandinavian Midgard. We may look upon him as the 
Indian Noah. 

The st ory runs that Manobozho returning home one day af.ter 
a long journey missed the young cousin who lived with lum, 
and shouted his name in vain. Then as he searched the sand for 
footprints, he fo und the trail of Meshekenabek, the serpen t, and 
knew that his cousin had been carried off by his sworn foe. 
Arming himself, he set forth in pursuit, and followed the tr~ck 
across river and mountain till he reached the Lake of Devils, 
now known as Manit ou Lake, and there the t rail ended in its 
waters. This was t he stronghold ofMeshekenabek, and it w~s 
full of evil spirits, his servants and companions, most of them m 
serpent form, and in the centre of them all could be ~een t he 
horrid form of his foe, coiling around his helpless cousm. The 
demon's head was red as blood, and his cruel eyes glowed like 
fire, whilst his body was armed by hard and glittering _scale~ of 
every shade and colour. Manobozho, with angry ind1gnat10n, 
vowed revenge, and commenced proceedings by ordering the 
clouds to depart from the sky, the winds t o be still, and the 



THE ENCIRCLED SERPENT 

sun to shine with fierceness upon the lake, that thus Meshekenabek 
might be driven from its waters to the cool shade of the trees 
upon its banks. Then, seizing his bow and arrows, he changed 
himself into the broken stump of a dead tree, near the place where 
he thought his enemies would come to land. All happened as he 
had planned, and Meshekenabek, followed by hosts of evil spirits, 
came to the shore. They saw the withered trunk, and suspecting 
it might be a disguise of Manobozho, one of them twisted his tail 
around it and tried to tear it down, but it stood firm, and they 
passed on into the shade of the trees after their chief. Whilst 
they all slept, the watching Manobozho drew his bow, and sent 
an arrow to the heart of Meshekenabek. With a howl that 
shook the mountains, the monster awoke, and with its attendants 
plunged into the lake, where they vented their rage by tearing 
the hapless cousin into a thousand pieces. As soon as Meshekena
bek realised that he was wounded unto death, his wrath became 
ten times more terrible, and he and his evil spirits rose to over
whelm Manobozho. 

The waters of the lake responded to his passion, and rising 
f:om its dismal depths, rolled forward in great waves, roaring 
like thunder, and carrying rock and tree before it with resistless 
fury. The wounded form of the Great Serpent rode upon the 
foremost wave, his red eyes glaring horribly, and the hot breaths 
of his satellites hissing fiercely above the retreating Manobozho. 
As the latter fled he thought of his children, the Indians, and 
running by their villages, he shouted to them to flee to the 
mountains, for the Great Serpent was drowning the earth in his 
dying wrath, and sparing none. At last he himself took refuge 
on a high mountain beyond Lake Superior, and there he found 
many men and animals who had taken refuge from the flood 
that already covered even the highest hills. The waters still 
rose, and soon even the mountains, except that on which Mano
bozho stood, disappeared. Then he collected wood, and made 
a raft, and on this the human beings and animals all placed 
themselves. It was none too soon, for as they did so, the rising 
flood closed over the mountain that had been their refuge. For 
days they floated on the wild waters, and some died, and all 
grew sorrowful, and begged Manobozho to disperse the 
floods that they might live. But though the serpent-foe was 
now dead, yet Manobozho was powerless to renew the world 
unless he had some earth as a nucleus for the task. Hearing this, 
the beaver volunteered to dive to the bottom of the deep and 
obtain what was needed. He bravely attempted the task, but 
was drowned by the waters. The otter next tried, but shared 
the same fate. Then the musk-rat ventured on the quest, and 
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w.1-; i.:onc so Jong that it was thought he too was dead, when 
11ddt·11ly he arose and feebly swam to the raft, t oo weak to speak. 

111• dit•cl as soon as he got on board, but, clasped between his 
ll11gt•1s, were some grains of earth. Manobozho took these and 
iii 11·d them in the sun, then rubbed them into fine powder in his 
ti .111ds and blew them over the flood. No sooner had he done so 
111.111 it began to subside, and at last disappeared, leaving no 
t 1.1rt• but a thick sediment which was the dust Manobozho had 
hlown from the raft. Meshekenabek's evil companions, now that 
t lit'ir leader was dead, returned in fear to the depths of the Lake 
11! I >evils, and never more dared to come forth. And in gratitude 
to the beaver, the otter and the musk-rat, the Indians held them 
liilCl"C<l , and as their brethren, and they never killed or hurt them, 
till the medicine of the white man made them forget their debt and 
IH·come ungrateful. 
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CHAPTER XXX 

THE SOLAR SERPENT IN MEXICO 

T HE latest discoveries of the sites of the ancien t Maya 
civilisation of Central America , where these " Greeks 
of the Western World" developed their culture more 

than two thousand years ago, have been brought about by a 
curious phenomena of present-day civilisation,-the American 
passion for chewing gum! The basic ingredient of this gum is 
chicle, and the Maya forests of Central America are its source. 
The chicle hunters and their mule t eams have opened up tracks 
through the dense woodlands that now cover what were once 
the centres of Maya civilisation. The European War interrupted 
this work of discovery , and it was not resumed until 1922 or 
1923. In March of 1924 the news was published of the discovery 
of a large unknown ruined city , covering several square miles, 
with pyramids, stone st airways , and majestic monuments, in 
the bush of the Central American Colony of British Honduras. 
"The modern theory which has been mainly worked out by two 
famous British archreologists, Dr. Gann and Mr. W. J. Perry," 
said the " Da ily Mail " in a leading article of March 31st, "is 
that the Mayas appeared in Central America some time between 
100 0 B.C . and the Christian Era. It is further thought that they 
or their rulers derived their civilisation from ancient Egypt, 
and travelled slowly with it east ward, crossing the vast P acific. 
The points of resemblance between the Maya civilisat ion and 
ancient Egypt are t oo numerous and too peculiar to be explained 
by some imaginary impulse in all prehistoric peoples to build 
pyramids or to develop on the same line." 

Although we must admit that Egypt and Greece at their 
great est reached a higher point of development, this scarcely 
lessens the wonder of that attained by these strange people 
whose origin is lost in antiquity . The Mayas actually appear 
to have possessed a more perfect system of ch ronology and as
tronomy than any other people of the ancient world, and t o have 
arrived at the knowledge that the ast ronomical year does not 
contain an exact number of days. 

294 
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Th<' Spanish adventurers found in this distric t powerful 
1, 111gdoms and immense popula tions; and t o t he accounts they 
\\T l t ' able t o collect from oral test imony and t radition , and the 
1•v1dcncc ·supplied by recent researches, and the vast ruins, and 
t 1 .ices of extinct peoples, we owe all that is known of the inhabi
t.111 ts of America in the prehistoric ages. 

Both Mexican and P eruvian legends seem to indicat e that 
.1t some remote period, strangers from the Old World, in some 
unexplained manner , reached and settled upon American shores, 
.111cl certain writers on ethnology have strongly supported this 
opinion. 

Le Plongeon, who gave up a great part of his life t o studying 
I he language and antiquities of Mexico, st ates that " one third 
of this tongue (the Maya) is pure Greek." "Who," he asks, 
" brought the dialect of H omer to America ? or who t ook to 
< ~reece that of the Mayas ? " 

The theory has oft en been advanced t hat the lost cradle of 
civilisation was not " somewhere" in Europe or Asia . but at 
some point midway bet ween Europe and America, and this , 
according t o the theory of Ignatius Donnelly , was the island 
continent of Atlantis, now submerged by the ocean. Donnelly's 
theory, upheld by a weighty mass of evidence, was that the 
civilisations of Europe, Mexico, Peru, E gypt, and the Mississippi 
Valley were all off-shoots or colonies of the parent Atlantean 
Is land. 

We do not p ropose .to examine this theory here, but it has 
been remarked that practically every feature in the religion of 
the New World suggests that its origin must have been one 
with that of the religions of Egypt and Asia. There is the same 
deification of the sun, the same pyramidal monuments and the 
same worship of the serpent as emblem of the sun. Symingtoi:, 
writing in 1878, said, "That the Phcenicians crossed the Atlantic 
can be safely inferred from the many very striking resemblances 
between Mexican antiquities, and the wonderful architecture of 
Peru, which is equal to, and somewhat like, the Egyptian, and 
those of the Etruscans, linked by the colossal stone sculptures 
on Easter I sland, all of which point to a common origin." 

On this point indeed authorities seem to be in agreement. 
Spence Hardy writes : "The ancient edifices of Chi Chen, in 
Central America, bear a striking resemblance to the topes of 
India. The sh ape of one of these domes, its apparent size , the 
small tower on the summit, the trees growing on the sides, the 
appearance of m asonry here and there, the st yle of the ornaments, 
the small doorway at the base, are all so exactly similar t o what 
I had seen at Anaradhapura. that when my eye first fell upon 
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these remarkable ruins I supposed that they were presented in 
illustration of the dagobas of Ceylon." 

Humboldt , and other authors, think that the Buddhist Bonzes 
crossed over from China, and turned the Wheel of the Law in 
Mexico and Central America. Humboldt remarks that "Thibet 
and Mexico offer some striking resemblances in their ecclesiastical 
hierarchy, in the number of their religious confraternities, in the 
extreme severities of their penances, and in the order of their 
religious processions." 

Again, Saint-Patrice writes : " In Asia the elephant is the 
usual symbol of Buddha; in Yucatan it is also a frequent symbol, 
although it is not a native of America. The famous temple of 
Palengue in this country corresponds exactly in its chief details 
with the Buddhist temple of Boro-Budor in the isle of Java. 
The high-priest of Mixteca bore the title of Tay Sacca, the man 
of Sakya, Tay meaning' men,' sacca having no meaning in their 
language, but merely employed to designate a monk. Some 
other significant terms are Zaca-than, 'the place of Sakya ' ; 
Zaca-tepec, 'the mountain of Sakya.' In China, Buddhists were 
often spoken of as ' Sons of Sakya,' Sakamuni being the name 
that was bestowed upon Buddha during his lifetime, his original 
name being Gautama." Nor is this all. Saint-Patrice further 
quotes Vining as saying, "The country known as Guatamala, in 
Central America, is named after Buddha, being a corruption of 
Gautama-than, the land of Guatama." 

Mr. Davenport says that "there is no doubt whatsoever as 
as to the early intercourse between China and Japan, on the one 
hand, and America on the other. In a museum at St. Petersburg 
there is a great collection of gold, silver, copper, and stone 
articles obtained from the tumuli of the ancient Moguls in Siberia, 
which are identical in design, workmanship, and materials to 
similar articles found under like circumstances in Peru, Mexico 
and California. The inhabitants of the Aleutian Islands are of 
unquestionable Mongolian origin. The armour belonging to 
Montezuma, which was obtained by Cortes, and is now in a 
museum at Madrid, is known to be of Asiatic manufacture, and 
is supposed to have belonged to one of Kublai Khan's generals. 
To anyone who has resided in China the resemblance of some of 
the Indian tribes to the Chinese is striking, while their dialect 
contains numbers of similar words, lists of which have been 
drawn up. For example, near Shanghai is a lake known as 
T'ai hu (Great Lake) : in Nevada is a fine trout lake bearing 
the name of Tahu. The legend of Quetzacoatl has a decidedly 
Buddhistic ring." Our readers can judge for themselves of t his 
last statement as we have included the legend in thi c; chapter. 
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I >c Bourbourg, according to Madame B lavatsky, "hints that 

t ht• chiefs of the name of Votan, the Quetzo-Cohuatl (Quetzacoatl} , 
or serpent-deity of the Mexicans, are t he descendants of Harn 
and Canaan. 'I am Hivim,' they say. 'Being a Hivim, I am of 
t ht' great race of the Dragon (snake). I am a snake myself, for 
I am a Hivim.' " 

Lord Kingsborough in 1831 published an enormous work to 
prove that the Mexicans were the Lost Tribes of Israel, and the 
Spanish historians Acosta and Torquemada were so greatly 
impressed by t he similitude, and yet so utterly unbelieving in 
the theory of a Hebrew origin, that they were forced to regard 
the Mexicans as a parody of the Devil's in the New World on 
c;od's chosen people in the Old! Cortes shared these views, and 
reported that " t he Devil had positively taught to the Mexicans 
the same things which God had taught to Christendom." The 
possibility of a common origin apparently never occurred to 
these dogmatists. 

But however we arrive at it, the conclusion of a prehistoric 
connection between the people who created the Central American 
monuments and Asia, appears to be inescapable. The elephant 
has never been known in any part of America, yet as we have 
seen above, Saint-Patrice noted the use of the elephant as a symbol 
in Yucatan, and Professor Elliot Smith in a recently published 
book ("Elephants and. Ethnologists") gives a woodcut of a 
sculpture at Copan of the profile of an elephant's head, and justly 
remarks that "the shape of t he head, the form of the trunk, the 
position of the lower lip, the t usk, and under s1:1rface of th~ trunk, 
reveal its identity as an Indian elephant quite as defimtely as 
the Indian t urban of the rider and his elephant goad." He 
proceeds to point out that " The irrelevant addition of the spiral 
ornament, which is not justified by any natural feature of the 
elephant but is an arbitrary convent ion found in certain ancient 
representations of the elephant in India and Eastern Asia," is 
a further proof of identity. 

Professor Smith considers that the Cambodian and Central 
American temples have a relationship that cannot be explained 
away. The source of their common inspiration, he says, "can 
be located in Indo-China," and the period that "exerted the 
main influence was from the fifth to the twelfth centuries A.D." 

As we have already seen, some authorities put the date of the 
first intercommunication between Asia and America very much 
earlier than this. 

For instance a reference to the introduction into America of 
the Indian Ophiolatry seems to be intended in the legend told in 
the Mahabharata that Arjuna, the companion and chela of 
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Krishna, is said to have descended into P a tala , the " antipodes," 
and there t o ha:ve married UlUpi, the daughter of t he King of 
the Nagas. Apparently P at ala is America, and the Nagas wP.rc 
initiat es. The above is said t o have t aken place some five t housand 
years ago. 

The similarity of the names of the Indian Nii.gas and the 
American Nargal is certainly remarkable and is expla ined as 
follows by Brasseur de Bourbourg : 

" The N argal was the Chaldean and Assyrian chief of the 
· Magi (Rab-Mag), and the Nagal was the chief sorcerer of t he 
Mexican Indians. Both derive their names from Nergal-Serezer, 
the Assyrian god, and the Hindu Nagas. Both have the same 
faculties and the power t o have an attendant dcemon, with whom 
they identify themselves completely. The Chaldean and Assyrian 
Nargal kept his dremon, in the shape of some animal considered 
sacred, inside the t emple ; the Indian Nagal keeps his wherever 
he can- in the neighbouring lake, or wood, or in the house in the 
shape of some household animal." 

The history of ancient Mexico is divided into t wo distinct and 
very different periods-that of the Toltecs, and tha t of the 
Azt ecs. Both were Nahua nations and spoke a language which 
still survives. The Toltecs are said to have come from some 
undefined country in the north, which bears out the theory 
defined above, and to have brough t t o Anahuac its oldest and 
highest native civilisation. They appear t o have been a people 
of gentle and peaceful instincts , which were reflect ed in their 
religion. But in the eleventh century they were nearly exter
minated by a t errible famine and pestilence, and the survivors 
fled t o t he south. Their place was taken by the Aztecs, and 
the rule of these people was largely a reversion t o savagery. 
They grafted upon the institutions of the Toltecs many cruel 
and t errible practices. An anomalous form of civilisation was 
thus produced which ast onished t he invading Spaniards by its 
mingled mildness and ferocity. 

The Aztecs, or Mexicans, like their predecessors, came originally 
from the north, and for long lived a migratory life, but in 1325, 
after a series of adventures, they at last halted on the south
western borders of the principal lake. There they saw, perched 
upon the st em of a prickly pear which grew from the crevice 
of a rock washed by the waves, a royal eagle of enormous size 
and great beauty , with a serpent in his t alons, and his broad 
wings open t o the rising sun. They hailed the auspicious omen 
announced by the oracle, as indicating where they were to build 
their future city, and here on piles sunk into the marshes they 
erected their huts of reeds and rushes, living on t he fish of the 
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""' ' ' ;111d such vegetab les as they r could r.aise in. the,i,r floating 
tl· "d1·11s. They called the p lace. f eno.cht1tlan , 1.e: . a cactus 
.,11 ,1 :. tone," to commemorate its miraculous on gm, tho~gh 
11 ""1.., only known to European~ ~y its other name of Mexico, 
tin 1v1·d from their war-god Mex1th. The eagle and the cactus 
ti 11111 t hc a rms of the modern Mexican republic, but the serpent 
t1111· .., not take the prominent part we should. expect fro~ t~e 
pm it ion it occupied i.n .the omen, and the high veneration m 
wlt1 r ll il was held. Tlus 1s the more remarkable because ~h.e Az~ec 
'It 111plures and paintings and other relics of the abon~mal. ~n
lt .1 hi tan ts of Mexico p rove that almost everyone of their de1t1es 
, , ,1-; symbolised by either a serpe~t or a drag?n ; '.1-nd these 
Mi•\ican paintings, like the Egyptian and P ersian h1erograms, 

"EPOAC," A JJURNING SERPENT . 
F rom a clrrouological hieroglyphic of the A ztecs. 

describe the sacred symbol of t he u:reon i~ almos~ all its varia
tions. It seems in fact clear that m Mexico, as m Egypt and 
Persia , the serpent was a symbol of ~ivinity ~s sue~, rather than 
a representative of any particular deity, or his att~1butes . . 

As in so many countries where Ophiolatry prevailed, the kmgs 
of the early races of Central America la id great stress on the 
alleged fact that they were descendants .o~ serp~n~s, the sugges
tion being that they were t~erefore of d~vme ~mgm, and so had 
a special claim on t he allegiance of their sub~ects. 

The principal deity of t he Azt~cs, subord.mat e only to .the 
Supreme Being, Teo-tl, was the impersonation of the active, 
creative energy, Tezcatlipoca, or T onacatlcoatl, also known a~ 
Tonacateuctli. This god, like the Hindu Brahma, the Greek 
Phanes, and the Egyptian Pht ha, was the " Creator of h,~aven 
and earth ," "the God of Providence," "the Great Father, who 
is present in heaven, earth and ha?~s, and rules t~e wo~ld. ~o 
typify his eternal youth and unfailmg power he 1~ depict ed m 
paintings and on monuments as a young man, encircle~ by t he 
sun, Tonatiuh, which was h is celestial emblem and mt~nde.d 
to denot e tha t he was the intermediate father , or Demmrg1c 
Creator. The sun as his visible representative, and the immediate 
source and sust ainer of life, was honoured in the great and solemn 
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feast of Raimi, with its emblematical ceremonial, which referred 
t o the sun as the reproductive and preserving power of nature. 
In Mexico, where the primitive religion reflected the fiercer nature 
of the people, the Raimaic ceremonies took a sanguinary form, 
and acknowledgment of the reproductive principle was accom
panied by propitiation of its antagonistic principle, as we sec 
in the orgies of Huitzliopochtli in his charact er of the Destroyer. 
According to Sahagim, Tezcatlipoca, in his character of the God 
of H osts, was thus addressed by the Mexican High Priest : 
"We entreat that those who die in war may be received by thee, 
ou.r Father the Sun, and our Mother the earth , for thou alone 
re1gnest." 

We have not yet shown the connection of this deity with the 
serpent, but when we consult the etymology of his names this 
becomes at once apparent. It should further be borne in mind 
that the sun was symbolised by the serpent, even as the god was 
by the sun. Tonacateuctli signified Lord Sun, from Tonatiuh, 
Sun, catl, person , and teuctli, master or lord. Again, Tonacatl
coatl, means the Serpent Sun, from Tonatiuh and catl as above, 
and coatl, serpent. Or, if we adopt another etymology which 
seems to have been most generally accepted by early writers, 
we have Tonacateuctli, Lord of our Flesh, from to, our, nacatl, 
flesh or body, and teuctli, master or lord. We also have Tona
catlecoatl, Serpent of our Flesh, from to, our, nacatl, flesh, and 
coatl, serpent. 

According to Mexican traditions of Creation, as recorded in 
the s~cred " Popul Vuh," "Everything was without life, calm 
and silent; all was motionless and quiet . Void was the immensity 
of the heavens, the face of the earth did not manifest itself yet : 
only the tranquil sea was and the space of the heavens. All was 
immobility and silence in the darkness of the night ; only the 
Creator, the Maker, the Dominator, the Serpent covered with 
feathers, they who engender, they who create, were on the waters 
as an ever-increasing light. They are surrounded by green and 
blue." 

Here we may note another striking coincidence with Egyptian 
symbology. According both to the Mayas and Egyptians the 
Great Serpent was of a blue colour with yellow scales. Yellow 
or gold is the solar hue, and it is the priestly colour of Buddhism, 
and the royal colour in China. 

But although the Supreme was thus personated in his creative 
energy .by a serpent, he is also represented as at war with a serpent, 
and this warfare Humboldt explains by saying: "The serpent 
crushed by the great spirit Teotl when he takes the form of one 
of the subaltern deities is the genius of evil." 
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So lhat in Mexico also we have lhe eternal circle and frnd the 
i.,1•1 pt'nt swallowing his t a il ! But we shall explain t his further 
i., ltorlly. 

The name of the primitive Aztec goddess, or Great Mother,
t ht• wife of Tezcatlipoca, was Cihuacohuatl, Cioacoatl, or T ona
c·;1r ihua. She was also known by other names, all referring to her 
attributes. The etymology of the first name is Cihua, woman or 
fc •rnale, and coatl, ..;erpent =Female Serpent, whilst Tonacacihua 
is Female Sun, from Tonatiuh, Sun, nacatl, body or person, and 
Ciliua , woman. 

She was said t o have given birth to twin children, one male 
and the other female, t he progenitors of mankind. She was 
known to the Aztecs as " our lady and mother " ; " the first 
goddess who b rought forth " ; " who bequeathed the suffer
ings of childbirth t o women, as t he tribute of death" ; 
"by whom sin came into the world." Yet she was highly 
venerated in spite of the troubles she was said to have 
introduced. Twins, among the Mexicans, are called cohuatl, 
or coatl, which by the common people is corrupted into 
coate, in honour of this goddess. She is almost always repre
sented as accompanied by a huge snake or feather-headed serpent 
(Tonacatlcoat l, "Serpent Sun"), and of course the monkish 
interpret ers saw in her the Mexican representative of Eve. 
Veytia (" Hist ory of Antigua") remembers having seen a Toltec 
or Aztec map which pictured a garden containing a single tree, 
around which was coiled a serpent with a human face ; but 
Prescott seems t o consider his statement as of doubtful veracit y, 
so I give it for what it is worth. 

It is a regrettable fact, but the Spanish conquerors, in their 
zeal for their own faith, not only ruthlessly destroyed the monu
ments and records of the ancient Mexicans, but even went to 
the length of distorting such t raditions as they recorded, so as 
to make them appear t o support their own religion; and further, 
they invented horrible and repulsive features for the sacred rites 
'Jf the aborigines, as justification for their own fiendish cruelty 
in their dealings with these people. The first Bishop of Mexico, 
the infamous Zumanaga, gave orders that all Mexican MSS. 
procurable were to be burnt. It will be seen t herefore t hat it is 
extremely difficult t o restore even the outlines of this ancient 
creed, though fortunately from time to time later discoverers 
have placed fresh evidence before us, which they have rescued, 
often in scattered fragments, from the general ruin. 

In nearly a ll primitive reli:gious systems there is not only a 
Great Father and Mother, and a Great Impersonal Unity from 
whom these proceed, but there is also a demigod, half-human, 
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half-divine, who comes for a while t o earth to be the Great 
Teacher of mankind. H e inst ructs them in religion , government , 
and the arts, and when his mission is accomplished, mysteriously 
disappears. Thi s being, to whom divine honours are oft en paid 
after his withdrawal from the world, is sometimes the Son of 
the Sun, or of the Demiurgic Creat or who presides as the head of 
the pantheon. He is born of a human mother, a virgin, who 
mysteriously conceives, and after giving birth t o her semi-divine 
son, is usually elevat ed t o the rank of a goddess. This Teacher 
not only reveals the will of the Great Father, but is the mediator 
between God and man. 

We may find him as Buddha in India; as Zoroaster in Persia; 
Osiris in Egypt ; Thoth in Phc:enicia ; H ermes or Cadmus in 
Greece, and Odin in Scandinavia. Many more instances will 
occur t o the student . This demigod was as clearly recognised 
in the New World as in the Old, especially by the more advanced 
na tions. 

Among the Aztecs he bore the name of Quetzacoatl, the 
Feathered Serpent, and was regarded with the highest veneration 
as an incarna tion of the " Serpent Sun," Tonacatlcoatl, and, 
as is indicat ed by his name, the feathered serpent was his recog
nised symbol. H e was thus symbolised in accordance with a 
custom which prevailed in tha t count ry of connecting with a 
god or goddess the symbols of those deities from whom they 
have sprung, or to whom they maintain some relat ion. To this 
day the Hopi Indians of Mexico symbolise the sun as a serpent 
with its t a il in its mouth. The cult of the feathered snake in 
Yucatan was certa inly a form of sun-worship, the feathers 
possibly typify ing the clouds which in these tropical countries 
surround the sun at noon. 

The heavy rains which pour from them arc accompanied 
by thunder and lightning, also symbols of the celestia l serpent. 
The temples of this god were distinguished by being circular, 
another a llusion t o the sun. His festivals were the most gorgeous 
of the year, and to him t he great t emple of Cholula was dedi
cat ed. 

The principa l t emple at Chichen-itza was also erected to the 
honour of this deity . It st ands upon the summit of a pyramid 
85 feet high, which is built in nine terraces with stairways on 
four sides. The front stairway has balustrades which are so form(d 
as to represent a huge feathered serpent, symbolical of the Maya 
god Ku Kulcan (or Kukulican) the founder and guardian of the 
city, and according t o most authorities, identical with Quetza
coatl, who was his Aztec equivalent. From the temple is a drop 
of nearly 10 0 feet , at the hase of which lies a dark and myst erious 
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whirlpool, the dwelling of the Aztec rain- an~ thunder-god, 
rlaloc (known as Chae t o the Maya peopl.e), ~nd hke Ku Kulcan , 

1,aicl to be one with Quet zacoatl. H ere, m times of drought .and 
famine, the awful rite of Cenote used to be celebrat ed. Priests 
hi sacrificia l maidens t o the temple known as Epcoat~, or the 
st·rpent-pearl, to be anointed and consecrat ed,. after. w?ich . they 
were cast into the whirlpool. Most of them perish~d m its dismal 
wa ters , but the few who rose t o the ~urface and survived the ordeal 
were dragged out and eagerly questioned as t o what they had seen 
and heard below. After their visit t o Tlal~c they wer~ regarded 
as his sacred priest esses with power to ~nterpret his oracles. 
Young children also were sacrificed to this deity a t the wat er 
festival in the first month of the Mexican year. SoI?e were 
butchered upon holy hills, whilst others were thrown mto the 
whirlpool. The infants who were drowned were called Ep-coatl. 
Like Tlaloc's t emple they were serpent-pearls. 

This strange connection between the serpent and the pearl 
cannot have been suggest ed by any natural. anal.ogy, for none 
exists , but we find them linked together also ~n Chmese thou.ght. 
Mere coincidence can scarcely account for. t?is , so we ar~ driven 
back on the supposition of a common origm. If we re1 ect the 
Atlantean theory, we must suppose the imagery t o. have been 
introduced into America through North-eastern Asia .bY. some 
of the early immigrants, perhaps when E urope was still m the 
Neolithic phase of culture,- though it may have been much la ter, 
- for between 300 B.c .. and A.D. 700 when s~il?rs had co~menced 
to explore these vast oceans and were explo1t~ng Polynesia , there 
is said to have been a more or less constant mflux of Old World 
customs and ideas from India , China, J apan, Babylon , ~~ypt 
and E ast ern Africa. Out of the extraordinary medley ?f rehg10us 
ideas thus introduced, the Mexican priesthoo? built up the 
syst em we are considering upon foundations laid thousands of 
years before. . 

When we examine the meaning of the name Tlaloc it affords 
us a hint of the origin of its owner. It is usually ~ranslated 
"pulque of the ear th," from tlal (l)i, earth , and. oc ~ tli) , pulque. 
Pulque is the fermented juice of the aga".e which is used a~ a 
beverage by the Mexicans and is the eqmva~ent of. the Indian 
drink soma. Soma is represented by a god m India, many of 
whose charact eristics have been absorbed by the god Indra , and 
to Indra we must look as the original of Tlaloc, or at !east as ~he 
source of many of his most marked attributes. H~re , m America, 
we find him depicted with the head of the Indian elephant
having apparently got confounded with t~e Indian Ganesa when 
Indian ideas were introduced. Tlaloc is the elephant-headed 
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rain-god of Mexico, sometimes called the long-nosed god, and 
named by the cautious Schellas " god B." 

T~ere is. a design in the. Cod~x Troano,_ showing this deity 
pourmg ram from .a water 1ar (Just as Indian and Babylonian 
gods are often depicted), trampling, while he does so, upon the 
he.ad of a serpen.t who appears to be endeavouring to prevent the 
ram from reachmg the earth . It is two against one , for a rain 
goddess has taken up her position on the reptile's t ail and is a lso 
emptying a water-pot ! 

The drawing here shown is from the Codex Cortes, and my 
readers will recognise in it the Indian 
conception of Vritra, as the withholder 
of waters. This idea is depicted in an 
almost endless variety of forms in the 
various American codices, even as it 
was by the Vedic poets who sang of the 
exploits of Indra. 

We have noticed that Tlaloc is thought 
t o be one with Quetzacoatl, the feathered 
serpent and rain-god, yet in these 
designs we see him represented as the 
deadly foe of the serpent rain-god. 
Professor E lliot Smith has remarked on 
this strange confusion , and says that 
from the point of view of its Indian 
analogies it is " peculiarly significant, 
for the same phenomena are found in 
India. The snake and the dragon can 
be either the rain-god of the East or 
t he enemy of the rain-god; either the 

THE dragon-slayer or the evil dragon who 
SERPENT RAJN .cONTAINER. has to be slain . The Indian word Naga, 

From the Codex Cortes. which is applied to the beneficent god 
or king identified with the cobra, can 

a lso mean 'elel?hant ,' and t?is doub~e . si~nificance probably 
played a part m the confus10n of deities m America. In the 
Dresden Co?ex the elephant-headed god is represented in one 
place graspmg ~ serpent, in another issuing from a serpent's 
mo~th, and agam as an actual serpent. Turning next to the 
at.tributes of these American gods we find that they reproduce 
~1t~ .a~azing precision those of Indra. Not only were they the 
d1vm1t1es who coi:trolled rain, thunder, lightning and vegetation, 
?ut they also earn ed ~xes and thunderbolts like their homologues 
m. the Old World. L~ke Indra, Tlaloc was intimately associated 
with the East and with the tops of mountains, where he has a 
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sp<'c ial heaven, reserved for warriors who fc11 in baltle and women 
who died in childbirth." 

Returning to our examination of the imposing ruins at Chichen
it ;,a, the following description of that known as the "Caracol 11 

is given by Stephens : 
" It is circular in form and is known by the name of the Caracol, 

or Winding St aircase, on account of its interior arrangements. 
I l stands on the upper of two terraces .... A grand st aircase 
forty-five .feet wide, and containing twenty st eps, rises t o the 
platform of this t errace. On each side of the staircase, forming 
a sort of balustrade, rest the entwined bodies of two gigantic 
serpents, three feet wide, portions of which are still in place ; 
and amongst the ruins of the staircase a gigantic head, which had 
terminated at one side the foot of the st eps ." 

Du Paix, when exploring in Mexico, discovered many such 
examples of sculptured serpents. He gives the following descrip
tion of one which was found near the ancient city of Chochimilco 
carved from a block of porphyry: 

"Its long body is gracefully entwined, leaving its head and 
t ail free. There is something showy in the execution of the 
figure. Its head is elevated and curiously ornamented, its open 
mouth exhibit s two long and pointed fangs, its t ongue (which is 
unusually long) is cloven at the extremity like an anchor, its 
body is fancifully scaled, and its t ail (covered with circles) ends 
with three rattles. 11 

He also t ells us of a s~rpent carved in red porphyry which he 
found at Tepeyaca. It was large in size, and represented in an 
attitude of repose, coiled upon itself in spiral circles, whilst the 
entire surface of its body was ornamented with long, broad 
feathers, and its t a il ended in four rattles. Du Paix describes 
it as "the monarch or giant of its species," and says that in 
pagan times it was" a deity greatly esteemed under the name of 
Quetzacoatl, or Feathered Serpent." He adds tha t it is extremely 
well sculptured, and there still are marks of its having been once 
painted with vermilion. 

The story of Quetzacoatl's life, compiled from various sources, 
is as follows: The god of the "Milky Way," - i.e. of H eaven
the Great Father of gods and men sent a message to a virgin of 
Tulan telling her that the gods had willed that she should bear a 
son without knowing any man. This she did, and the son was 
Quetzacoatl. He was tall and of fair complexion with an open 
forehead, large eyes, long hair, and a thick fl.owing beard. He 
became the high priest of Tulan and established wise laws, 
regulated the calendar, and instructed the people in the use of 
metals and the arts of agriculture. He hat ed cruelty and war, 
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strove to abolish bloody sacrifices, and lived a most exemplary 
life. During his benign governance the greatest happiness pre
vailed. His reign was the golden age of Anahuac. Under his 
direction the earth was covered with luscious fruits and gorgeous 
flowers which needed no cultivation ; it was not necessary t o 
dye cotton, for it grew of all colours ; there were vast numbers 
of beautiful and sweetly singing birds, and an ear of Indian corn 
was as much as a single man could carry. 

From some unexplained cause Quetzacoatl incurred the 
anger of one of the principal gods, and had t o leave the country. 
When he arrived on the shores of the Mexican Gulf he bade 
farewell to his disciples, promising that he and his descendants 
would visit them again on some future date, and then, entering 
his. wizard skiff made of serpents' skins, he embarked on the vast 
ocean for the fabled country of Tlapallan. After his disappear
ance his countrymen deified him and erected temples to his 
honour. They confidently expected his return, and this paved the 
way for the entry of the Spaniards, whose light skins and long 
dark hair and beards were regarded as evidences of their affinity 
with the long-looked-for divinity, and who \.Vere destined so cruelly 
to shatter their hopes. But it would seem that the temple of the 
benevolent Quetzacoatl when the Spaniards arrived there, was 
not in keeping with his former reputation, and it is evident 
that a great deterioration of ideals had taken place since the days 
when fruits, flowers, and perfumes were regarded as the proper 
offerings to this god. 

Prescott has given us the following vivid description of the 
horrors found in this temple, but, as we have a lready noted, the 
invaders' accounts were extremely biased, and must be received 
with considerable reserve : 

" Among the teocallis in the enclosure was one consecrated to 
Quetzacoatl, circular in its form, and having an entrance in 
imitation of a dragon's mouth, bristling with sharp fangs and 
dropping with blood. As the Spaniards cast a furtive glance 
into the throat of this horrible monster, they saw collected there 
implements of sacrifice, and other abominations of fearful import . 
Their bold hearts shuddered at the spe:ctacle, and they designated 
the place, not inaptly, as the ' Hell.'" 

At the head of thirteen lesser gods, and inferior only to 
Tezcatlipoca, was Huitzliopochtli, the god of war, and patron 
deity of the nation. Among these Indian tribes, especially in 
the northern continent, the serpent was regarded as being 
the symbol of wisdom and magic. Success in war is of course 
dependent on these two things, so we feel no surprise when 
we find that the image of Huitzliopochtli was surrounded by 
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•wq wnts and rested on serpenl-shaJ?ed supporters. His sceptre 
, 1111sisted of a single snake, and his great drum was made of 
.,C' , pent-skin . . 

I Lis mother was a priestess of the great Tezcathpoca, and her 
11ame is variously given as Coatlantona (Robe of Serpents) , 
C'o;ttlcuc (Serpent of the temple) or Coatleyu~ (Serpent Womel:n) . 
She was exceedingly devout, and one day, whilst s~e was walkmg 
111 the temple, she saw descending through the air a wonderf~l 
hall made of many coloured feathers. She reverently placed this 
in her girdle and at once became pregnant, and ~ate~ brought forth 
the divine Huitzliopochtli, fully armed, hol?mg m one hand a 
spear, in the other a shield, and adorned with a crest of green 
kathers upon his head. . . . 

It is possible that this serpent mother of Hmtzhopochtl~ was 
really an impersonation of the great serpei:it goddess C1hua~ 
rohuatl, the wife of Tezcatlipoca , the serpent s_Ire of Que~za~oatl, 
but in any case it is easy ~o see ~h.at there 1s a i:nore mt1mate 
connection between the vanous deities of the Mexican pantheo_n 
than at first sight would appear from the scanty scraps of their 
mythology which have reached us. . 

We must her e note how closely the serpent and the bird are 
connected in American, as in Old World mythology. The ~t~ry 
of the conception and birth of Huitzliopochtli affords _a stnkm_g 
instance of this and his name is a further confirmat10n, for it 
means "Humming-bird to the left," and this god always wore 
the feathers of the humming-bird on his left leg. 

We have already noted the name of the sun-god, guetz~coatl, 
signifies " Feathered Serpent," and that in mythological pictures 
the Creator of the World was represented as a feather-headed 
snake, thus combining two solar ~ymbols in _a single form. Nor 
are these the only instances ; if we consider the etymology 
of his other name, Ku Kulcan, it points, though more doubtfully, 
in the same direction. Ku in the Mayan language mean~ God, 
and can serpent. Kul is obscure, but may be a corruption of 
Kukum, feather. We then have Kukumcan or Kukulcan, the 
F eathered Serpent-God. . . 

This curious connection of the serpent with the b~rd, m~st not 
be overlooked in considering the many symbols m which ~he 
serpent is ·represented carrying or enfolding the egg _of the bird. 
Symbolism so much insiste.d on cannot b~ meaningless, and 
something more than the usual_ interpre~a.t10n of the .s~rpe1'.t 
and egg, as representing respectively activity and passivity, is 
evidently at once indicated and concealed . . 

We have already seen that the t emple of the bemgn and gener
ous Quetzacoatl was said to be a hell of bloody horror, so we shall 
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not be surprised when we are told that the sacred shrines of the 
war-god were also infernos of t errors. 

The temples of this deity were the most stately and august of 
the public edifices, but his altars are said to have reeked with 
the blood of human hecatombs in every city of the empire. 

According to Prescott's account the great teocalli (House of 
God) or cathedral where Huitzliopochtli was enthroned and 
worshipped, stood in the midst of a vast area encompassed by a 
wall of stone and lime, about 8 feet high, ornamented on the 
outer side by figures of serpents raised in high relief, which gave 
it the name of the coatepantli, or " wall of serpents." 

Prescott remarks that the "emblem was a common one in 
the sacred sculpture of Anahuac, as well as of Egypt," and other 
temples of Mexico seem to have had their coatepantli. Within 
the t eocalli "was a large block of jasper, the peculiar shape of 
which showed it was the stone on which the bodies of the un
happy victims were stretched for sacrifice. Its convex surface, 
by raising the breast, enabled the priest to perform his diabolical 
task more easily, of removing the heart. At the other end of 
the area were two towers, or sanctuaries, consisting of three 
stories, the lower one of stone and stucco, the two upper of wood 
elaborately carved. In the lower division stood the images of 
their gods .... Before each sanctuary stood an altar with that 
undying fire upon it, the extinction of which boded as much evil 
to the empire as that of the vestal flame would have done in 
ancient Rome. Here, also, was the huge cylindrical drum 
made of serpents' sl~ ins, and struck only on extraordinary 
occasions, when it sent forth a melancholy sound that might 
be heard for miles,-a sound of woe in after time to the 
Spaniards .... 

" Before the altar in this sanctuary stood the colossal image 
of Huitzliopochtli, the tutelary deity and war-god of the Aztecs. 
His countenance was distorted into hideous lineaments of sym
bolical import . In his right hand he wielded a bow, and in his 
left a ·bunch of golden arrows, which a mystic legend had con
nected with the victories of his people. The huge folds of a serpent , 
consisting of pearls and precious stones, were coiled round his 
waist. On his left foot were the delicate feathers of the humming
bird, which singularly enough gave its name to the dread deity. 
The most conspicuous ornament was a chain of gold and silver 
hearts alternate, suspended round his neck, emblematical of the 
sacrifice in which he most delighted. A more unequivocal 
evidence of this was afforded by three human hearts smoking 
and almost palpitating, as if recently torn from the victims, and 
now lying on the altar before him! The adjoining sanctuary 
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was dedicated to a milder deity; this was Tezcatlipoca, next in 
honour to that invisible Being, the Supreme God, who was repre
st•nled by no image and confined by no temple . . .. But ~he 
homage to this god was not always of a more refined or merciful 
character than that paid to his carnivorous brother; for five 
bleeding hearts were also seen in a golden platter on his altar. 
The walls of both these chapels were stained with human gore. 
'The stench was more intolerable,' says Diaz, ' than that of the 
slaughter-houses in Castile ! ' And the frantic forms of the pr.iests 
with their dark robes clotted with human blood, as they flitted 
to and fro, seemed to the Spaniards to be those of the very 
ministers of Satan! " 

Cortes wished to be allowed to erect the cross and the images 
of the Virgin and her Son in this temple, and asserted. tha~ !he 
false gods of the Mexicans would soon shrink before his deities. 
But "Montezuma was greatly shocked at this sacrilegious 
address. 'These are the gods,' he answered, 'who have led the 
Aztecs on to victory since they were a nation, and who send the 
seed-time and harvest in their seasons . Had I thought you 
would have offered them this outrage, I would not have admitted 
you into their presence.'" Cortes apologised .and withdr7w, 
leaving Montezuma to expiate, if possi~le , the cnme of exposing 
the shrines of his gods to such profanation by str~ng~rs. . . 

Gomeza has also described the statue of Huitzhopochth m 
vivid colours : " His body," he says, "was bes~t with pearl?, 
precious stones and gold, and for collars and chams around h~s 
neck ten hearts of men made of gold. It had also a counterfeit 
viza;d, with eyes of glass, and in its neck, deat~ painted, all of 
which things had their considerations and i:neanings." . 

To this god it was that the bloodiest sac~ifices o~ Mexi.co ':e:e 
made. His temples were the most splendid and iml?osmg , m 
every city of the empire his altars were drenched with human 
blood, and to supply them with sacrificial victims the emp~rors 
made war on the surrounding peoples, and after conqu7st levie_d a 
certain number of men, women and children by way of mdemmty · 
The victims were borne in triumphal processions, with the sound 
of music to the summit of the great pyramidal t emples, where 
the priests bound them to the sacrificial stone, and in sight of t~e 
crowds of worshippers slashed open the bre~st and tore fr.om it 
the bleeding heart, which he held up as offering before the image 
of the god, while the captor carried off the carcase to serve as a 
feast. 

In his character of war-god, Huitzliopochtli w~s al~o the god 
of lightning, which is the spear of the gods, and their. chief weapon 
of war. As the god of lightning he was necessarily connected 
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with the summer, which is the season of both lightning and sun
shine, and therefore, to a certain extent, he had power over the 
crops and fruits. And here his connection with the humming
bird becomes understandable, for this bird is the harbinger of 
summer. The ancient Mexican race of the Nahua believed that 
Huitzliopochtli controlled the weather, and they placed an image 
of the rain-god, Tlaloc, near him, so that he might compel the 
rain-maker, if necessary, to do the right thing by the crops! 

The rain-god was also closely associated with the lightning, 
and consequently with its symbol, the snake, and in some o jhis 
images he is shown holding a serpent of gold to typify his power 
over the lightning. In native manuscripts he is often portrayed 
as having over his lips an angular blue stripe curved downward and 
rolled up at the ends. This is supposed to have been originally 
suggested by the coils of two snakes, their mouths with long fangs 
in the upper jaw meeting in the centre of the upper lip. The 
snake is universally symbolical, not only of rain but of water, 
no doubt because its sinuous curving motion suggested the 
wavelets rippling over the lakes. 

Torquemada says that the images of Huitzliopochtli of Mexico, 
Quetzacoatl, and Tlaloc were each represented by a golden 
serpent, bearing different symbolical sacrificial allusions. He 
further assures us that serpents were often used in the symbolical 
sacrificial ceremonies of the Mexicans, and gives us the following 
example: "Among the many sacrifices which these Indians 
made, there was one which they performed in honour of the 
mountains, by forming serpents out of wood or of the roots of the 
trees, to which they affixed serpents' heads, and also dolls of the 
same, which they called Ecatotowin, which figures of serpents 
and fictitious children they covered with dough, named by them 
Tzoalli, composed of the seeds of Bledos, and placed them on 
supports of wood, carved in the representation of hills or moun
tains, on the top of which they fixed them. This was the kind of 
offering they made to mountains and high hills." 

'!'he wife of Huitzliopochtli was named suggestively Teoyaomi
qm, from Teo, sacred, Yaoyotl, war, and Miqui, to kill. Like Kali, 
the consort of Siva, her image was adorned with the emblems 
of life and death. She was represented with full maternal breasts, 
even as Kali in her character of mother, but she was literally 
enveloped in serpents, and decorated not only with shells and 
feathers, but the teeth and claws of a tiger. Her necklace was 
formed of six severed hands. The girdle that encircled her waist 
had skulls dependent from it. 

One of her statues stands in the city of Mexico, carved from a 
block of basalt, 9 feet in height and st feet in breath, As can be 
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imagined it is a most repulsive figure, at least to European eyes 
arcustomed to view the outer form of things without reference 
to their inner meaning. A cast of it was brought to England in 
18.l3 by Bullock, and is described by him as a " monstrous ido~, 
hdore which thousands of human victims were annually sacn
ficed on the altar. . . . Its form is partly human, and the rest 
composed of rattlesnakes and the tiger. . The head, enormou~ly 
wide, seems. that of two rattlesnakes united, the fangs hangmg 
out of the mouth, on which the still palpitating hearts of the 
unfortunate victims were rubbed as an act of the most acceptable 
oblation. The body is that of a deformed human frame, and the 
place of arms supplied by the heads of rattlesnakes placed on 
square plinths and ll:nited by f_ri:iged ornaments._ Round the 
waist is a girdle, which was ongmally covered with gold, <1;nd 
beneath this, reaching nearly to the ground and partly covenng 
its deformed cloven feet, a drapery entirely composed of wreathed 
rattlesnakes which the nations call cohuatlicuye, or garments of 
serpents, on each side of which is a winged termination of the 
feathers of the vulture. Between the feet, descending from the 
body, another wreathed serpent rested its head on the ground, 
and the whole composition of this deity is strictly appropriate to 
the infernal purpose for which it was used, and with which ~he 
personal ornaments too well accord. From the neck, spreadmg 
over its deformed breast, .is a necklace composed of human 
hands, hearts, and skulls-fit emblems of the sanguinary rites 
daily performed in its .honour." . . 

The rattlesnake was the species held as specially sacred m 
Mexico, and many representations of this and other serpents 
have been discovered by explorers among the ruins of its ancient 
civilisation. One of the finest examples of these images, according 
to Bullock's account, was found in a deserted portion of the 
cloister of the Dominican convent, opposite to the palace of the 
Inquisition. It represented an enormous serpent, coiled, ?ut 
partially erect, with its jaws extended in the act of devounng 
an elegantly dressed female, shown crushed and struggling. 

Bernal Diaz, the companion of Cortes and historian of the 
conquest of Mexico, tells us that living rattlesnakes were pre
served as sacred in the great temple of Mexico. He says : " More
over, in that accursed house they kept vipers and venom~us 
snakes, who had something at their tails which sounded like 
morris bells, and these are the worst of vipers. They were kept 
in cradles and barrels, and in earthen vessels, upon feathers, and 
there they laid their eggs and nursed up their snakelings, and they 
were fed with the bodies of the sacrificed, and with dogs' meat." 

Stephens describes one of the ancient pyramids of America as 



3r2 THE ENCIRCLED SFRPENT 

being a quadrangular stone building, 66 feet on each side at the 
base .and rising, in its present condition to the height of 33 feet. 
It "is called El Sacrificatorio, or ' The place of sacrifice.' On 
thr~e sides there is a range of steps in the middle-on the side 
facmg the west there are no steps, but the surface is smooth, 
an~ covered with stucco, grey from long exposure. By breaking 
a little at the corners we saw that there were different layers of 
stucco, doubtless put on at different times, and all had been 
ornamented with painted figures. In one place we made out 
part of the body of a leopard, well drawn and coloured." The 
top of the pyramid was used as a sacrificial altar, and from time 
to time a human victim was offered. "The barbarous ministers 
ca~ried up the victim and extended him upon the altar. Four 
p~iests held th~ legs and arms, and another kept his head firm 
with a ~ood~n instrument made in the form of a coiled serpent." 
The chief pnest then opened the breast with a flint knife and 
tore out the heart which, while yet palpitating, he offered to the 
sun, " and then threw it at_ the feet of the idol.' ' 

The same author tells us that among the ruins at Uxmal is a 
large and imposing building called Casa de la Monjas, or House 
of the ~fans. It is placed upon a high terrace and approached 
by a flight of steps. Its form is quadrangular and encloses a 
large courtyard. "Passing through the arched gateway," he 
says, "we enter this noble courtyard, with four great fa9ades 
looking down upon it, each ornamented from one end to the other 
with t~e richest and most elaborat e carving known in the art of 
the ~uilders. ~he fa9ad~ on the left is most richly ornamented, 
but is much rumed. It is 160 feet long and is distinguished by 
two colossal serpents entwined, running through and compassing 
nearly all the ornaments throughout its entire length. At the 
north end where the fa9ade is most entire the t ail of one serpent 
is held up nearly over the head of the othdr, and has an ornament 
upon it like a turban with a plume of feathers. There are marks 
upon the extremity of the tail, probably intended to represent 
the rattlesnake, with which the country abounds. The lower 
serpent has its monstrous jaws wide open, and within there is a 
human head, the face of which is distinctly visible in the stone. 
The head and tail of the two serpents at the south end of the 
fa9ade are said to have corresponded with those of the north, 
an~ w~en the whole was entire, in 1836, the serpents were seen 
encircling every ornament of the building. The bodies of the 
~erpents are covered with feathers. Its ruins present a lively 
idea of the large and many well-constructed buildings of lime 
and stone, which Bernal Diaz saw at Campeachy, with figures 
of serpents and idols painted on their walls." 
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l'11·t rn Mart ire thus described the idol found by the Spaniarcls 
111 t'.1mpvachy : . 

" <>11r men were conducted to a broade crosse-way, standing 
1111 t IH· side of the towne. Here t hey were shown a square stage 
"' pulpit fou re steppes high, partly of clammy bitumen, and partly 
11( s 1111tll stones, whereto the image of a man cut in marble ~as 
111y111•d, two foure-footed unknown beastes fastening ~pon h1_m, 
wlt1ch, like mad dogges, seemed as they would tear out his entrails. 
lly th is image stood .a serpe!lt besmeared all with goar~ blond 
clt·vouring a marble hon, which serpent, compacted of bitume_n 
,uul small stones incorporated together, was seven-an~-forhe 
lc •i• tc in length, and as thicke as a greate oxe. Ne.xt unto it were 
t hn·c rafters or stakes fastened to the grounde, which three others 
crossed, under-propped with stones, in which place they punish 
malefactors condemned ; for proof whereof they saw innumerable 
broken arrowes all bloudie, scattered on the grounde, and t he 
hones of the de~d cast into an inclosed courte neere unto it." 

A group of deities called Centeotl pres~de? over the agr.iculture 
of ancient Mexico, each of them persomfymg some attnbute of 
the maize plant. But the chief goddess of the maize was Chico
mecohuatl (Seven-serpent), her name alluding to the fertilising 
power of water, which, as we. have seei:, ~as her.e as else~here 
symbolised as a serpent. Her image , which is now m the Nat10nal 
Museum at Mexico, is girdled wit h snakes. . . 

According to Mr. Hamel, ~he sac~ed dances of the Hopi ~ndians 
seem to be expressive 9f clan: totemism rather than of Oplu olatry. 
Several of the figures in the Maya codices represent human 
beings, who are evidently personifying deities since they .wear 
the symbolic masks of animal gods. In the Codex Cortesm:rns 
one of the human figures wears the mask of a snake; but whilst 
the Hopi usually contents himse~f by carryin~ the hea~ of the 
creature he personifies, the Mexican dr~sses, m the s~m. The 
head-dress is often most elaborate, the ammal s head bemg shown 
with gaping mouth, red lips dotted with black, and a lolling, red 
tongue·. The heads are generally painted green, som~times the)'. 
are white or brown, but never red or yellow. According to Hopi 
folk-tales the waters of the world come from the breasts of a great 
snake and sometimes a female figure, perhaps personifying 
Chico~ecohuatl, with serpent as head-dress is symbolised with 
water flowing from her breasts. Another symbolical figure wears 
a mask of a human head, but has a snake's body wit h curious 
markings and represents the feathered serpent (or sun) cere-
monially. 

Mr. Hamel t ells us that "the following strange ceremony is 
practised by the Mexicans and is not unlike the Hopi snake-dance. 
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It is celebrated once in every eight years about October or 
November. After fasting for some days, says one who has seen 
the dance, the natives disguised themselves in all manner of 
animal and bird dresses, and came up dancing to the chosen 
~pot ~her~ the rain-god had been placed before a pool of water 
m ~hich live snakes and frogs were swimming. The Macateca, 
which ~a~ be ren?ered.' those from Deerland,' then seized upon 
the wngglmg reptiles with the mouth, never touching them with 
t~e hand, and attempted to swallow them alive, dancing all the 
time. He who managed to swallow the first snake cried out 
'papa, papa,' ~nd danced .about the temple. After two days of 
these extraordinary exertions a procession was formed and all 
marc~ed slowly four til'!1es round the temple. Then came a feast 
of fruit and pastry which had been placed ready in baskets for 
the purpose, and the ceremonial was ended. The old men and 
women present, knowing that there would be no repetition of 
the dance for eight years, wept bitterly at the close of the perform
ance." 
. It appears that the Mexicans used also to keep live serpents 
m their houses. Deane says that in Couliacan, "Nunnez de 
Gusman found in the year 1531, the houses filled with thousands 
of serpents mingled together," to which the inhabitants showed 
great reverence. 
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CHAPTER XXXI 

THE AMPHISBJEN A 

T HE name Amphisbcena signifies an animal that can walk 
in both directions, and was bestowed by naturalists 
~m a ~enus ?f serpent-like, limbless lizards distinguished 

by their bodies bemg nearly the same uniform thickness from 
he~d to tail ; and their heads being so small, and their t ails so 
thick and short that it is difficult at first sight to distinguish 
one from the other. 
. These facts, united with the reptile's habit of proceeding 

either backwards or forwards, as suits its purpose, have given rise 
to the popular belief throughout Brazil and other parts of South 
America, the native countries of this genus, that it possesses 
two heads, on~ at each extremity, and that it is impossible to 
destroy the ammal by merely cutting it in two, since in case of 
such an accident, the two heads mutually seek each other, and 
soon reunite the~r severed bodies as if nothing had happened. 

The flesh of t his remarkable reptile, if dried and then reduced 
~o a ~ne powder, v.:as confidently administered as a sovereign and 
mfalhble remedy m all cases of dislocation and broken bones · 
it being very naturally assumed that a creature gifted with th~ 
power of healing an entire division of its own body should at 
least be able to cure a simple fracture in another's case. It is 
only about two hundred years ago that similar remedies were in 
use in the most advanced European nations, and learned doctors 
administered the bezoar or rhinoceros horn with as much confi
dence as the simple Brazilian does the powdered flesh of the 
amphisbcena, whilst in older days we have Pliny's word for it 
that "t~e dead " amphisbcena was worn as a remedy for 
rheumatism (XXX, 36), and the living as a safeguard in pregnancy 
(XXX, 43). 

Popular opinion further supposes this reptile to be blind, and 
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1 1111· t•ycs arc nearly impcrccpliblc, the error is understandable. 
I '111h.d1ly t he antipathy felt by most people to serpents in general 
1. 11·-,ponsihle for the belief t hat the amphisbrena is venomous, 
11111 t ll t• rc is not the smallest foundation for this in reality, as it 
I· q11il t' without fangs , and its teeth are too small, and in other 
w.i rs i ncapablc of inflicting a wound. 

l'ods, however, are not a lways t rustworthy guides to Natural 
11 ,..,1 my, and, if we turn over their pages, we shall find that the 
1;11od fame of our lizard has suffered at their hands not a little. 

Milton thus refers to it: 

"Complicated monsters head and tail, 
Scorpion, and asp, and amphisbama dire, 
Cerastes horn'd, hydrus, and elops drear, 
And dipas." ("Paradise Lost," X, 524.) 

S11 rcly a formidable collection! 
Tennyson speaks of 

"Two vipers of one breed-an amphisbama, 
Each end a sting." ("Queen Mary," III, 4.) 

Shelley views the monster in a favourable light, and represents 
the Spirit of the Hour as saying : 

"Yoked to i t [my car] by an amphisbenic snake 
The likeness of those winged steeds will mock 
T he light from which they find repose." 

(" Prometheus, III. 4.) 

Perhaps the " cerastes horned " referred to above by Milton 
was the T isiphone Shawii, or Horn Snake, about which some 
marvellous stories used to be current in olden days connecting 
it with the amphisbcena. That some
what credulous naturalist, Lawson, 
writing in 1714, says : " Of the horn
snakes I never saw but two that I 
remember. They are like the rattle
snake in colour, but rather lighter. 
They hiss exactly like a goose when 
anything approaches them. They strike 
at their enemy with their tail, and kill 
whatsoever they wound with it, which is AMPHISB~N1c ANKH. 

armed at the end with a horny substance Brought as tribu\c by subicct 
1 people to Egypt. 

like a cock's spur. This is their weapon. . 
I have heard it credibly reported by those who said they were 
eyewitnesses, that a small locust tree, about the thickness of a 
man's arm, being struck by one of t hese snakes at ten o'clock 
in the morning, then verdant and flourishing, at four in the 
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afternoon was dead, and the leaves red and withered. Doubtless, 
be it how it will, they are very venomous. I do not think the 
Indians pretend to cure their wound." 

Although Lawson repeats this story we may gather from the 
last sentence but one that he had his doubts as to its authenticity. 

Catesby, writing later of the Water Viper, says: 
" The tail of this viper is small towards the end and terminates 

in a blunt horny point about half an inch long. This harmless 
little point hath given a dreadful character to its 
owner, attributing to him another instrument of 
destruction besides that he had before; imposing 
a belief on the credulous, that he is the terrible 
Horn Snake, armed with death at both ends, 
though in reality of equal truth with that of 
the two-headed amphisbrena; yet we are told 

RING FOUND AT that this fatal horn, by a jerk of the tail, not 
POMPEII. only mortally wounds men and other animals, 

Many similar were 
discovered. but if by chance struck into a young tree, 

whose bark is more easily penetrable than in 
an old one, the tree instantly withers, turns black, and dies." 

The Amphisbrena is also described by Lucan as haunting the 
deserts of Libya (9,V. 719). 

Whittier has a humorous poem on "The Double-headed 
Snake of Newbury" which he prefaces with the following quota
tion: 

" ' Concerning ye Amphisbrena, as soon as I received your 
commands I made diligent inquiry; ... he assured me it had 
really two heads, one at each end ; two mouths, two stings or 
tongues.'- Rev. Christopher Toppan to Cotton Mather." 

Our sceptical poet, however, makes fun of the two-headed 
snake! 

" Far away in the twilight time 
Of every people in every clime, 
Dragons and griffins and monsters dire, 
Born of water, and air, and fire 
Or nursed, like the Python, in the mud 
And ooze of the old Deucalion flood, 
Crawl and wriggle and foam with rage, 
Through dusk tradition and ballad age. 
So from the childhood of Newbury town 
And its time of fable the tale comes down 
Of a terror which haunted bush and brake, 
The Amphisbama, the Dou-ble Snake ! 

Whether he lurked in the old town fen 
Or the grey earth-flax of the Devil's Den, 
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Or swam in the wooded Artichoke, 
Or coiled by the Northman's Written Rock, 
Nothing on record is left to show ; 
Only the fact. that he lived we know, 
And left the cast of a double head 
l n the scaly mask which he y~arly. shed. 
For he carried a head where his tail should be, 
And t he two, of course, could never agree, 
But wriggled about with main an.d might, 
Now to the left and now to the nght; 
Pulling and twisting this way and th~t, 
Neither knew what the other was at. 
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CHAPTER XXXII 

THE BASILISK 

T HE basilisk, or cockatrice, is regarded by some writers 
as identical with the " royal serpent " of Egypt which 

. . was worn on the head-dress of kings to symbolise their 
d1vmely appointed dominion. Hence the term basilica, a royal 
palace, Gr. basilille, from basileus, a king. The form of these 
buildings was adopted for Christian churches because of these 
sacred associations. 

The Egyptians had held basilisks in such honour that they 
made golden images of them and consecrated and enshrined 
these in the t emples of their gods. But though Christianity 
adopted the name and form of the basilica for her churches, she 
app~rently soon forgot the derivation of the t erm ; and in 
medireval days the position of the basilisk had undergone such 
a revolution in religious thought, that it was used to symbolise 
sin generally, and the special attribute of St. Vitus in particular! 

The reason of this degradation must be sought in the dualism 
of orthodox Christianity, which did not recognise God as All. 

Death and destruction, tha t monotheists had considered to be 
but the darker aspects of the All-embracing One, or Encircled 
Serpent, the dualist s regarded as the attributes of a second, and 
opposing power. The basilisk, hitherto a warning symbol of the 
awful unapproachableness of Deity, was now the emblem of 
sin, and as such, was to be trodden under foot and destroyed by 
Christian saints. 

And this not only figuratively but literally. In those days 
when possession by the devil was an undisputed doctrine, no 
doubt these imaginary reptiles were thought of as the habitation 
of demons. 

The saints seem to have realised their newly imposed responsi
bilities as basilisk destroyers, for we read how the abbot, St. 
John, by prayer slew a basilisk which lay hidden in the bottom 
of a deep well and reduced the monks of the monastery he had 
founded to the greatest distress for want of water ; and Leo IV, 
by a similar method, is said to have rescued Rome from a basilisk 
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vl111 ,1· poisonous breath had brought a terrible pestilence upon 
t h1 111 lt,1 bi tan ts of hi s pontificate. 

1111' basilisk is mentioned five times in the Bible by its name 
111 1111 katiice, once translated adder , though in the old quarto 
1 d1l1011 , imprinted at London by Robert Barker, printer to ~he 
I\ 111g's most excellent Majestic, 1615, it i~.~endered as cock'.1-tn~. 

1 lw passage referred t o is P roverbs xxm. 31- 32, now pnnte~: 
" Look not upon the wine when it is red .... At t?e last It 

1111 l' t h like a serpent, and stingeth like an adder" (margm, cocka
l 11n•). But in the older version trai:islated, " In ~he,;nd t hereof, 
It will bite like a serpent and hurt like a cockatrice. 

Isaiah three times speaks of the cockatrice : " The weai:ied 
1 ltild shall put his hand on the cock~1tric:' .den," he promises 
(, i. 8). Again, threat ening, he says : Re101ce not t~ou, whole 
l'.tlcstina, because the rod of him that smote thee .is broken.: 
Im out of t he serpent's root shall come forth a cockatrice, and his 
l111it shall be a fiery flying serpent" (xiv. 29) . 

La ter, speaking of the wicked, he tells us that " they hatch 
rnckatrice eggs, and weave the spider's web: he that eat~th of 
t IH'ir eggs dieth, and that which is ~r':1shed breake~~ out mto a 
viper" (!ix. 5). In the old quarto this is rendered: They hatch 
cockatrice egges, and weave the spider 's webbe : he that eateth 
of t heir egges dieth, and that which is trod upon .?reaketh out 
into a serpent." This the commentator explams, Whatsoever 
cometh from them is poison and bringeth death. They are 
profitable t o no purpose." . 

Jeremiah also threatens : " For, behold, I will send serpents, 
cockatrices, among you, which will not be charmed, and they sh~ll 
bite you, saith the Lord" (viii. 17) . The old quarto on.ly vanes 
from the above in having the word" sting " instead of bite. The 
commentator explains the passage as follows : '' God threat eneth 
to send the Babylonians among them who shall utterly destroy 
them in such sorte as by no means they shall escape." 

Most ancient writers have recorded their belief in the actual 
existence of the basilisk, or regulus, or little king of serpents, 
and t hey have handed down for our instruction draw~ngs . 3:nd 
minute descriptions of this deadly m~nst.er, an~ hair-.raismg 
tales of their adventures in connection with it. It IS described as 
about a foot long, with a black and yellow skin and fiery red eyes. 

The basilisks obtained their title of kings of serpents, because all 
other dragons and snakes to preserve themselves from bei~g 
struck dead, or burnt up alive, or losing the flesh from off their 
bones, behaved like good courtiers, and the mome~t they he3:rd !he 
distant hiss of their monarch, although they might be en1oymg 
a banquet of the most delicate and delicious fare, would turn 
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tail in a sauve qui peut style, and leave the feast for the sole 
enjoyment of their royal master. 

. Th~re were three if not four varieties of this reptile, with 
~hffen.ng, but equa lly deadly methods of destruction. They 
mhabited the deserts of Africa, and indeed could only inhabit a 
desert since they made one wherever they approached. 
~ne species effected this by scorching and burning all in their 

neighbourhood. Every living t hing withered and died before 
them, whether it were animal or vegetable. They were like a 
breathing upas. 

A second kind of basilisk might be described as a sort of 
wandering Medusa's heads, for their glance, like Vathek's eye, 
caused such horror t o seize him upon whom it fell, that he 
instantly died ; though some writers said that to enable it to 
exercise this power, it must perceive the object of its wrath before 
being perceived by it. 

Pliny, who mentions the basilisk more than once in his writings, 
gravely says: 

" There is not one that lookcth upon his eyes but he dieth 
presently. The like property has the basilisk. ... The Cyrenaic 
province produces him of the greatness of not more than twelve 
fingers, and remarkable for a white spot like a diadem, on his 
head. He drives away all serpents by his hissing, nor does he 
impel his body like the rest by a multiplied fiexion, but advances 
lofty and upright (celcus et erectus in media). He kills the shrubs, 
not only by contact, but by breathing on them, scorches up the 
green herb, and splits the rocks : such power of evil is there in 
him." It was formerly believed that if killed by a spear from 
on horseback, the power of the poison conducted through the 
weapon killed not only the rider, but the horse a lso(" Hist. Nat.," 
Book VIII, c. zr, and Book XXIX, c. 4). 

Claudius JElian , the Roman naturalist and historian, confirms 
this description, for he says of this nightmare reptile that its 
poison is so penetrating as to kill the largest serpents by its 
vapour only ; and that it will kill a man by merely biting the 
end of his stick ! 

Dioscorides, Galen, Solinus, .£lian and others, are eloquent 
upon basilisks, as are Avicenna, Grevinus, Scaliger and many 
early writers. 

And in more modem times Trevisa described the basilisk as 
."The king of serpents that with smile and sight slayeth beasts." 
With his description we may compare the words of Richard in 
"The True Tragedie of Richard Duke of Yorke." 

" Tut, I can smile, and murder when J smile." 

THE BASILISK 

This species of basilisk was a favourite figure with our English 
poets. Spenser thus refers t o it : 

" Like as the Basiliske of serpent's seede, 
From powrefull eyes close venim doth convay 
Into the looker's hart and killeth farre away." 

("Faerie Queene," IV, 8, 39.) 

And Shakespeare makes Lady Anne say in answer to Richard's 
observation on h er eyes: 

" Would they were basilisks to strike thee dead ! " 

to which he replies : 
"I would they were, that I might die at once." 

("Richard III," Act I, 2.) 

We have seen in another chapter the power of destructive 
fascination attributed to the serpent's gaze. This was intensified 
in its supposed offspring the basilisk, and it is evident that 
originally the interpret ation of the alleged phenomena was the 
same. Both notified the presence of God on whom no man could 
look and live, and before whom the face must be veiled, lest the 
Deity's glance cause death to him on whom it fell. 

The third variety of the basilisk by its touc~ cause.d t~e flesh 
to fall from the bones of the miserable wretch with which it came 
into contact, be he man or beast , so was sufficiently terrible, 
though perhaps more ea.sily avoided. 

But dreadful and unapproachable as t he basilisk was, it yet 
had its enemy before whom it quailed. And this was .none other 
than the weasel. This redoubtable foe, when prepanng for the 
fray, would eat some rue, which was the only plant the basilisk 
could not wither, and which of course always happened to be 
growing at hand when wanted. Thus f~rtifi.ed the weasel wou~d 
attack the basilisk, and never rest until he was stretched stiff 
and dead before him. Therefore when men discovered the den 
of a basilisk, they had only to turn in a weasel, and the result 
was sure. 

Yet another method of slaying the h orrid monster was for 
the hunter to ta ke with him a mirror, and by its means to reflect 
the deadly glance upon its origin, and so, with poetical justice, 
to destroy the basilisk with his own weapon. . . 

The fourth kind of basilisk is regarded by some writers as bemg 
the cockatrice proper and a distinct species .. To the .charms. of 
the basilisk it added a dragon's tail armed with a stmg, whilst 
it shared its power of destroying with a. glance. . 

This is represented in heraldry as a wmged monster havmg the 
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head, body and feet of a cock, the t ongue barbed and the t ail 
of a dragoi:i . lElian has told us of the method by which this 
mo?ster might be destroyed . It had a tremendous antipathy 
t o its parent, the cock. And this was not without cause for as 
sooi:i as a cock crew within its earshot its doom was sealed: and it 
expired . Because of this, African travellers used t o carry around 

with them the bird of dawn as a 
protection against the dangerous 
cockatrice. 

No doubt originally the cock was 
a symbol of the wat chfulness of 
Deity , as the serpent was of Its 
wisdom, both a ttribute::; being com
bined in the cockatrice. 

Tha t quaint old writer, Dr. Thomas 
Browne, in his " P seudodoxia Epi
demica," wrote thus of the basilisk: 
"Many opinions a re passant con
cerning the basilisk , or little king 
of serpents, commonly called the 
Cockatrice : some affirming, others 
denying, most doubting, the relations 
made hereof. Tha t such an animal 
there is, if we evade not the t esti
mony of Scripture and human 
writers, we cannot safely deny. " 

T4e good doct or here certainly 
spoke the truth, but modem science 

A HERALDIC coc1<Arn1rn. has none the less refused to allow 
the exist ence of the basilisk ! 

.He goes on t~ inform us that what "we vulgarly call a cocka
~nce, . and wherem (but under a different name) we intend a formal 
identity and adequat e conception with the basilisk is not the 
basilisks of the ancients, whereof such wonders are delivered . 
"~or this of .ou~s is g~nerally described with legs, wings, a ser

pentme and wmdmg t ail, and a crist or comb somewhat like a 
cock; but the basilisk of elder times was a proper kind of serpent, 
not above three palms long as some account ; and differenced 
from other serpents by advancing his head , and some white 
marks or coronary spots upon the crown · as a ll authentic 
writers have delivered." ' 

This cockatrice, or basilisk, was said to be produced from 
the eggs of ancient cocks (ova centonina), hat ched under toads or 
se~pents. But the learn~d Dr. Browne, though he accepted the 
exist ence of the cockatnce on the authority of " Scripture and 
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1111111.111 writers," could not cred it the story of lhe mode of the 
• 1P1 il111 l''s production. He says, "As fo r the generation of the 
It 1Hi li-.k, lhat it proceedeth from a cock's egg ha tched under a 
t11,1 cl or serpent , it is a conceit as monstrous as the b rood itself." 

11 1• proceeds t o tell us that this idea was derived from an 
I• i.;ypt ian tradition concerning the ibis, "for an opinion it was of 
t li.1 t nation that the ibis feeding upon serpents, tha t venomous 
t1111d so inquina tes their ovall conceptions, or eggs within their 
l111dil's, tha t they sometimes came forth in serpent ine shapes ; 
.111d therefore they alwaies brake their eggs, nor would they endure 
t llt' bird to sit upon them." 

/\I though Browne treats most of the fables about t he basilisk 
witl1 contempt, he still upholds the st ory of its deadly glance. 
I IP thus justifies his opinion: "According t o the doctrine of the 
.111ticnts, men still affirm that it killeth a t a distance, that it 
poisoneth by t he eye, and by priority of vision. Now that 
1kleterious it may be at some dist ance, and destructive without 
rn rpora l con traction, what uncert ainty soever there be in the 
1-ffect , there is no improbability in the relation. For if plagues or 
pestilent ial a toms have been conveyed in the air from different 
n•gions; if men at a distance have infected each other ; if the 
shadows of some trees be noxious ; if torpedoes deliver their 
opium a t a dist ance, and stupify beyond themselves ; we cannot 
reasonably deny that (besides our gross and rest rained poisons, 
requiring contiguity unto their actions) there may proceed from 
subtiller seeds more agile emanations, which contemn those laws, 
and invade at a dist ance unexpected. Tha t this venenation 
shooteth from the eye, and that this way a basilisk may em poison, 
although thus much be not agreed upon by authors, some imputing 
it unto the breath , others unto the bite , it is not a thing impossible. 

" For eyes receive offensive impressions from their objects, 
and may have influences destructive t o each other. F or the 
visible species of things strike not our senses immat erially, but, 
streaming in corporal raies, do carry with them the qualities of 
the object from whence they fl.ow, and the medium through 
which t hey pass. Thus, through a green or red glass, all thing~ 
we behold appear of the same colours ; thus sore eyes affect those 
which are sound, and themselves also by reflexion , as will happen 
t o an inflamed eye that beholds itself long in a glass; thus is 
fascination made out ; and thus also it is not impossible what is 
affirmed of this animal ; the visible raies of their eyes carrying 
forth the subtilest portion of their poison , which, received by the 
eye of man or beast, infecteth first the b rain, and is from thence 
communicated unto the heart. But that this destruction should 
be the effect of the first beholder, or depend on priority of aspect ion, 



326 THE EN CIRCLED SERPENT 

is a point not easily to be granted, and very hardly to be made 
out upon the principles of Aristotle, Alhazen, Vitello, and others." 

Johnston relates the attributes of the basilisk without comment 
until he com~s to its al~eged po:ver _of annihilating by its glance. 
Here he admits that his credulity is somewhat strained, for he 
remarks: "I would scarcely believe that it kills with its look, for 
w_ho first could have seen it ? " The worthy physician apparently 
did no_t know _the method of hunting the reptile with a looking
glass, into which our reader has been initiated. 

As confirmatory evidence of the basilisk's parentage we may 
quote from the "Chronicles of Basie," which report that in 
August, 1474: "A cock of this city was accused and convicted 
of the crime of laying eggs, and was condemned to be burnt 
with one of hi~ eggs." Apparently no one was bold enough to 
p~ace th_e r~mainder under a toad or serpent, or if they were, 
history is silent as to the result. 

Th<l:t a cock should lay eggs, is perhaps not so impossible as 
we i:rught once ha-ye thought it, for recent testimony is forth
coming of hens which have chang~d their sex, and it is conceiv
able th_at such might retain the power of egg production, though 
I certainly h~ve not heard of any so doing. 

The following paragraph from the " Daily l\Iail " of October 
13, 1923, is an instance of changed sex : 

"POULTRY SEX C H ANGE. 

"Mr. E. Nicholson, of Brampton, Cumberland, states tha t 
among his ~oultr.y is a Rhode Island Red which is changing its 
sex~ The bird laid eggs last winter , but during the summer it 
grew the comb and head ornamentations of a male bird. It now 
gives a distinct crow, and is seeking to mate with hens. At the 
rec~nt British Association meetings, Dr. F . A. E. Crewe, of 
Edinbur_gh University, mentioned the case of a Buff Orpington 
hen, which, after lay ing eggs, and being the mother of chickens 
turned into a cock." ' 

Perhaps som~ such freaks of Nature were noted by our ances
tors and gave nse to the story of the parentage of the cockatrice. 

We may note the old saw to the effect that 

"A whis.tling woman and a crowing hen 
Are neither good for God nor men." 

Fearful potentialities lay concealed in the ill-omened bird's 
.masculine propensities. 

This superstiti~n _is even n?w ''"idely _diffused in Italy, Germany 
and Russia, _and it 1~ the umversal belief the crowing hen should 
at once be killed by its owner, or he will die before it does. 
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Gubernatis remarks that "As the same belief exists in Persia, 
the discussion of Sadder with regard to it is interesting, to prove 
that the hen which crows like a cock must not be killed, because 
if it becomes a cock, that means that it will be able to kill the 
demon (therefore at Persian tombs they were accustomed to set 
a cock free)." Is the demon referred to the cockatrice? 

Baptista Porta will not allow that a cock alone has power to 
produce a monster such as the basilisk. According to his opinion, 
if a hen's egg be placed in a ditch full of serpents, corruption 
(ta bes), arsenic, and other poisons, it also will produce an anim~l 
noxious to the sight and touch. But he warns the bold experi
menter t o proceed with caution, lest in trying to produce this 
monst er he, like Frankenstein, give birth to a creature that would 
do him a mischief. 

The basilisk after death was not without uses. Its body was 
hung up in the t emple of Apollo, and also in private houses, and 
was considered to be a sovereign remedy against spider's webs. 
It was also suspended in the t emple of Diana, and there had the 
effect of preventing any swallow from entering the sacred precincts. 

Pliny tells us of the praises with which magicians spoke_ of 
the efficacy of the basilisk's blood, which was regarded as being 
an antidote to sorcery, and also potent to gain success in petitions 
(XXIX, 19) . 

The basilisk 's body was evidently in demand in quite recent 
t imes, for in certain apothecary's shops faked ones were exhibited . 
These were really the carcases of small birds without feathers, 
having their heads raised, wings like a bat's, and very short necks. 

According to Beeton, " at Venice and other towns on the 
Continent, animals are shown which are called basilisks. They 
are, however, only small thornbacks, with their fins stretched m~t 
and artificially arranged so as to resemble young cocks. This 
Calmet says he observed in an apothecary's shop in Paris." 
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CHAPTER XXXIII 

THE LAMllE 

T HE Jinn known as lamire were first recognised · in 
Egyptian mythology, and the conception afterwards 
travelled to Greece and Italy, and was adopted by 

both those countries. The lamire were believed t o be malignant 
female spirits who wandered about at night , usually in the guise 
of old hags, sucking the blood and devouring the flesh of human 
beings, and especially of young children . Or they took the form 
of beautiful women to deceive and entice men, and then tore 
them in pieces and gorged on their bodies. 

These vampires sometimes assumed the form of serpents, 
but, as we have noted in another chapter, this was probably an 
intermediate stage which marked their passage from the visible to 
the invisible. Still it gives them a claim to a chapter of our book. 

Burton, writing on the lamire, records the following uncanny 
tale: "Philostratus, in his fourth book 'de Vita Apollonii,' 
hath a memorable inst ance in this kind which I may not omit, 
of one Menippus Lycius, a young man, twenty-five years of age, 
that going betwixt Cenchreas and Corinth, met such a phantasm 
in the habit of a fair gentlewoman, which, taking him by the 
hand, carried him home to her house, in the suburbs of Corinth, 
and told him she was a Phrenician by birth, and if he would 
tarry with her, he should hear her sing and play, and drink 
such wine as never any drank, and no man should molest him ; 
but she being fair and lovely, would live and die with him, that 
was fair and lovely to behold. The young man, a philosopher, 
otherwise staid and discreet, able to moderat e his passions, 
though not this of love, tarried with her awhile to his great 
content, and at last married her, to whose wedding, amongst 
other guests, came Apollonius; who by some probable conjectures, 
found her out to be a serpent, a lamia ; and that all her furniture 
was, like Tantalus' gold, described by Homer, no substance but 
mere illusions. When she saw herself descried, she wept, and 
desired Apollonius to be silent, but he would not be moved, and 
thereupon she, plate, house, and all that was in it, vanished in 
an instant: many thousands took notice of this fact, for it was 
done in the midst of Greece." 

THE LAMI.t'E 

Keats employed this legend as the th~me of his poem, 
" I amia " He there introduces us to the lady m her ~erpent form, 
ll!'f;>rc the event s just related had taken place .. and pictures her as 
longing t o assume the human shape, and crying: 

" When from this wreathed tomb shal~ I awake ! 
When move in a sweet body fit for life, . 
And love, and pleasure, an~ the ruddy

1 
~~nfe 

Of hearts and lips ! Ah miserable me . 

The poet goes on to describe her beauty, wh.ich even in her 
-;crpent form must have been sufficiently attractive . 

" She was a gordian shape of dazzling hue, . 
Vermilion-spotted, golden, green and blue. 
Striped like a zebra, freckled like a pard, 
Eyed like a peacock, and all crimson barr'd; 
And full of silver moons, that a~ sh e breathed, 
Dissolv 'd, or brigh.ter shone, .or mterwr.eathed 
Their lustres with the gloom1~r taRest71es
So, rainbow-sided, touch'd with m1sen es, 
She seem'd at once, some penanced la~y elf, 
Some demon's mistress, or the demon s self. 
Upon her crest she w~re a ~anni~h ~re . 
Sprinkled with stars like Ariadne s bar · 
Her head was serpent, but ah , bitter-sweet ! . 
She had a woman's m outh with all its pearls complete · 
And for her eyes: what could such eyes do the.re) .. 
B ut weep, and weep, that t hey were born so fair . 

The t ransform ation i.nto human shape was not e~ect~~ "';'}\h~~! 
pain, even though Mercury had t ouched her with is Y 
Caducean charm." 

" the serpent now began 
To change; her elfin blood in madness r~n, 
Her mouth foam'd, and the grass, t herewith besprent, 
Wither'd at dew so sweet and virul.ent: 
Her eyes in torture fix'd .. an~ angmsh drear, 
Hot glaz'd and wide with lid-lashes all sear, . 
fo'la;h'd ph~sphor and sharp sparks, withou~ one cooling tear. 
The colours all inflam'd throughout her trai~. 
She writh'd about convuls'd with scarlet pam : 
A deep volcanian yello~ took t.he p lace. 
Of all her milder-mooned body s grace • 
And as the lava ravishes the mead, 
Spoi'it all her silver mail, and golden brede ; 
Made gloom of all her frecklings, streaks and bars , 
Eclips'd her crescents, and lick'd up her stars: 
So t hat, in moments few, she was undrest 
Of all her sapphires, greens, and amethyst, 
And rubious-argent : of a ll these bereft 
Nothing but pain and ugliness were left . 
Still shone her crown ; t hat vanish 'd, also she 
Melted and disappear'd as suddenly." 
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The serpent had turned into Lamia, !'lnd was now

". . . a lady bright, 
A full -born beauty, new and exquisite." 

It is here that the story told by Philostratus commences, so 
we will take our leave of her, lest we, like Lycius, succumb to 
her charms. 

The fairy lady Melusine, or Melusina, who is commemorated in 
the celebrated French romance of that name, was a beautiful 
serpent-woman who consented t o marry a knight named Ray
mondin, who knew her only in her human form, upon condition 
that he would bind himself with a solemn oath never to see her 
on a Saturday. The knight agreed to her terms, and she bore 
him eight sons, the exploits of seven of whom fill up a large part 
of the romance. 

All went happily until Raymondin was persuaded by his 
brother to break his vow, and disturb Melusine on her day of 
seclusion. He found her in a bath, and was shocked t o see that 
the lower portion of her body was like a huge serpent. Shortly 
after this episode, Raymondin, angered by one of his sons, 
reproached his innocent wife as "a false serpent," whose off
sp ring were sure to be no good. The lady forgave him, but 
her doom was sealed by his unjust aspersion, and, after a t ouching 
scene, she turned into a monstrous dragon and took flight through 
the window. 

Afterwards, whenever any of her descendants were about to 
die, she hovered in this form near the castle of Lusignan, which 
she had built by her fairy power for her beloved, but faithless, 
husband. 

A modern version of this legend is current in Wales, and runs 
as follows: 

A young farmer from Anglesea whilst sojourning in South 
Wales, met a beautiful girl with whom he fell violently in love 
at first sight. Her eyes were" sometimes blue, sometimes grey, 
and sometimes like emeralds," but always glittering and spark
ling. 

He successfully courted her, and she agreed to become his 
wife on condition that she might disappear twice a year for a 
fortnight, and that he would not question her as to where she 
went. 

He accepted her t erms and they were married . For some years 
all was well, but the farmer's mother could not leave the couple 
alone, and insisted continually that her son ought to discover 
where his wife went and what she did in her absences. Yielding 
to her nagging advice, the farmer disguised himself and followed 
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his wife when she next left home, to a lonely part of a n?ighbo.ur
ing fore~t. When she paused beside a dark pool he hi~ ~ehmd 
a big rock and saw her take off her girdle and t~row it m the 
grass at her feet. Instantly she vanished, and m her place a 
large and handsome snake appe~red. . 

He chased this reptile, but it disappeared mt? a ~ole near the 
pool. After this he went home, and when his wife returned, 
asked her to tell him where she had been, and when she refused, 
asked what she had done with her girdle ; whereat she blushed 
painfully, but would not answer. 

When the period arrived for her next departure, her husband 

HU~IAN-HEADED WIKGED DRAGON, OR L AMIA. 

From "'oodcut dated 1699. 

prevented her going, by seizing and hiding her girdle. She 
became ill, and he, thinking to destroy the ch.arm, ~brew her 
girdle in the fire. Immediately the w.oman wnthe~ m agony, 
and when the girdle perished, she died. The neighbours on 
learning the strange tale called her the Snake-Woman of the 

South. 
1 

· d d b 
Another Welsh folk-tale, which like the ast, is recor e Y 

Marie Trevelyan, is yet more gruesome. . 
There lived in the Vale of Taff a cert~m ~hoemak~r, w~o 

married a widow for her money. Her mo~ive m i:iarrymg him 
only became apparent later, but it was qmckly evident that no 
love was lost between them. . . 

The neighbours heard the sounds of violent quarrell.mg with 
blows that seemed to be struck on either side, proceedmg from 
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their house, and when the woman came among them again they 
looked at her curiously, and remarked it was strange that she 
bore n~ traces of a bruise. At night, loud cries and groans were 
he~rd m the sh~emaker's house, and a specially inquisitive 
neighb?ur d~termmed to learn for himself what was going on, 
and with this object, concealed his person in a loft above the 
couple's kitchen. At first he disappointed his friends by refusing 
to. tell them what he had found out, but afterwards he quarrelled 
with the shoemaker, and in anger, revealed the secret. He said 
that as soon as angry words were bandied between man and wife, 
the latter " assi:imed from the shoulders upwards the shape of a 
snake, and deliberately and maliciously sucked her partner's 
blood and pierced him with her venomous fangs." 

The shoemaker kept growing weaker and thinner and at last 
after ailing for many months, he died. The doctor who had 
a~tended him declared that his death was due to a poisonous 
bite from a serpent, although no marks were discovered on his 
body. 

This verdict gained credence for the spy's story, and it was 
further confirmed by what followed. He and t he doctor were 
~ound lying helpless in the churchyard one morning apparently 
ma fatal sleep. When the neighbours had succeeded in arousing 
them they said they had been invited by the dead man's widow 
to drink with her to the memory of her dear departed. She had 
then sprung upon them in serpent shape, and stung them so 
severely that they had only sufficient strength to crawl to the 
churchyard, where they would probably have died from torpor 
if the neighbours had not found them. 

After this the widow disappeared and was never seen again, 
but a serpent was continually haunting the neighbourhood, and 
all attempts to kill it failed. It became known as" the old snake
woman " in consequence of the sequence of previous happenings. 

A rather ghastly version of the Lamia legend is given by 
]. Lockwood Kipling in h is" Beast and Man in India." Accord
ing to t?is ay easant one day met a beautiful but unhappy woman 
wandermg m the woods, and taking her home with him he 
married her. ' 

Later,. a holy man who passed that way was entertained by 
the hospitable peasant, and took occasion to warn him that his 
wife was a lamia, and instructed him how he might prove this, 
and destroy her. The peasant, following the saint's directions, 
made a very salt curry for supper and gave this to his wife after 
b.reaking all the drinking vessels he possessed. When they re
hred to bed he lav down beside her to watch what she would do 
whilst he feigned sleep. Soon he saw her lovely head uplifted 
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ft om the pillow, and her neck sl~wly lengthen. Then a ~orked 
ltm1-'11C appeared and a serpent twmed around the hut s~ekmg .an 
c•x it , leaving on the bed the woman's body cold and still. W~th 
1l sinuous stretch it glided through the door~ay, an~ the watchu~g 
lll'asant heard it lapping water from .the distant nver. Then it 
11•t urned to its place, and the sleepmg lady gave a contented 
sif.{h. But the peasant was now c~nvinced that the ho~y ~an 
had been right, and that it was his duty to de.stray his wife. 
Next day, whilst she was busy at the oven outside t he hut, h.e 
thrust her int o the glowing heat and piled on the wood until 
ht•r body was consumed. . 

The holy man was wrong. The woman was not a lamia, but 
possessed an " outside" or" theriomorphic" (i:e. ani~al-shaped) 
soul. This may be seen at a glance by comparison with the true 
lamia legends here given, iri all ~f w~ich ~he hu~an bo~y of ~he 
lamia assumes serpent form, whilst m this t ale it remams lyn:ig 
upon the bed, and the soul in serpent form leaves and returns to it. 

We have included the story here however for purposes of 
comparison. 

A weird tale is related by Baring-Gould of a serpent-woman. 
According t o Kornemann " In the year 1 520, there lived at 
Basle, in Switzerland, a tailor's son named Leonard. He ente:ed 
a cave which penetrated far into the bowels of the earth, holding 
a consecrated taper in his hand. He came to an enchanted land, 
where was a beautiful woman wearing a gold(n crown, but from 
her waist downward she was a serpent. She gave him gold and 
silver and entreated him to "kiss her three t imes. He complied 
twice, but the writhing of her tail so horrified him that he fled 
without giving her t he third kiss. Afterwards he prowled ~bout 
the mountains seeking the entrance t o the cave, filled with .a 
craving for the society of the lady, but he could never find it 
again." 

It seems probable that this was fortunate for him! 
The name Lamia, by its derivation, enables us to trace the 

completion of the Encircled Serpe?t, of which so far.w:e have only 
glimpsed the lower portion. It is clearly the femmme form of 
Lamus, king of the Lrestrygones, and in some legends both are 
called the children of Poseidon. The analogy of other myths 
points to the probability that ultimately the~ are a pair of 
deities male and female. At some early penod Lamus and 
Lamia' were worshipped as gods ; but they did not attain wide 
popularity. Their worship died out, and legend alone remembered 
their existence, and finally degraded them to the rank of demons, 
wherein they gained a worse character than any of the once 
divine beings who have suffered a similar fate . The name of the 
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chief priest in Thibet is still the Lama, and among the Ophidians 
the serpent was known as Lamia. Both names may be found in 
the geographical nomenclature of Greece and Asia Minor; so it 
seems probable that Lamus and Lamia belong to the religion 
which spread from Asia over Thrace into Greece. 
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CHAPTER XXXIV 

SERPENT GENII AND JINN 

I T was quite in accord with primitive philosophy that the manes 
or ghosts of the dead should continue after death the influence 
they enjoyed whilst in the body, and finally pass into the 

ran ks of the gods. The distinct ions between the two races of 
hl'ings, the divine and the human, which seem so fundamental 
to modern minds, did not occur to those whose ideas of the 
visible and invisible universe alike, were entirely animistic. 
Thus it is that the savage makes no clear distinction between 
ghosts and demons, and his idea of the demon is based oll' his idea 
o( the human soul, with added powers and qualities.· This 
;rnimistic theory perfectly accords with the stories so widely 
spread in folklore of demons who consort with men and women 
in their sleep, or even in their waking life, and by whose means 
children belonging almost equally to both worlds, may be brought 
into being. Th.ere are almost endless orders of these spirits, 
among whom we may mention the fauns and satyrs of Greek 
mythology, the domovuie or domestic spirits represented in 
Scotland by the Brownies, and in Lithuania by the kaukas, the 
Japanese Oni, who bring the winds, the Chinese air-dragons, 
whose battles are the cause of waterspouts, the demons of floods 
whose havoc is t old of in ancient Egyptian and Akkadian myth
ology, the Nixies of Northern Europe, the Kelpies of Scotland, 
and the fiery, flying serpents of Russia. Many more could be 
enumerated, but these will suffice to illustrate the classes of beings 
among whom the serpent seems to be the favourite shape when 
they assume a physical body. Even those who habitually appear 
in human guise, when pressed by untoward circumstances, 
frequently resort to it, perhaps as an intermediary form between 
the physical and the psychical. 

Censorinus has told us that the word" genial," used to describe 
festivities of all sorts, was derived from the name of these beings, 
and that therefore t hose who indulge themselves in sensual 
pleasures are said to lead a genial life. Pope in this sense says : 

" Is this a dinner ? this a genial room ? 
No. 'tis a temple and a hecatomb." 

("Moral Essays," IV. 155.) 
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The Christians banished the genii t o Hell when their 
creed became uppermost, though about the third century they 
reappeared, transformed into guardian angels! Among early 
writers on Christianity the Genius is represented as an evil 
spirit condemned to eternal punishment for his pride and re
bellion (see Tertullian, "A pol.," 32, etc.). The Moslem conception 
of the jinn, though sprung from a totally different source, seems 
to accord with this early Christian idea of the genii as rebellious 
and fallen spirits. The jinn are said to have been created two 
thousand years before Adam, but owing to sin to have been 
degraded from their original high estate. It is impossible 
to cover the whole ground of this fascinating subj ect in one 
chapter, but we will take some typical examples of the legendary 
lore that has accumulated around it in various countries, com
mencing with our own beloved Britain. 

An interesting legend of serpent genii is attached to Vortigern's 
Castle which stands in the lovely Nant Gwynant, or Vale of 
Waters, in Wales. My readers will remember how this unfortunate 
British prince had invoked the aid of Hengist and Horsre* against 
the invasion of the Scots and Picts, and how the treacherous 
Saxons, having conquered these foes, turned their arms against 
their hosts, massacred the British nobles, and held captive their 
prince till he yielded to all their demands. 

Vortigern, still unsubdued at heart on regaining his liberty, 
summoned to his council all the sages of his kingdom, and by 
their advice commenced to build a fortress in Nant Gwynant 
that should secure him from the attacks of his foes. Having 
collected all the necessary materials for the building, the work was 
duly commenced, but to the consternation and amazement of 
all concerned, it was found that the walls constructed during 
the day with so much care, were every night removed by the 
supernatural agency of certain spirits known as Goblin Builders, 
whose home was in Snowdon. 

Again the wise men were called together in consultation, and 
their counsel was as follows : "This castle will never be com
pleted until the stones are sprinkled with the blood of a child 
who has no earthly father." In this predicament the prince 
sent east and west in every valley and village in Britain, and still 
his workmen laboured, and the Goblin Builders overthrew all 
that they wrought. At last, as one of the emissaries was passing 
through a village, he paused to watch a group of boys at play, 
and heard them dispute with one whom they contemptuously 
named " a son without a father." 

The messenger at once sought this child's mother, and securing 
• See "The H orse in Magic and Myth." 
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hoth her and her son, brought t hem to Vortigern. There the 
woman acknowledged that hers had been a strange fate, and that 
the boy she had brought up owed h.is birth to an Incubus: ~n 
the journey thi s child had amazed his captors by the astomshmg 
wisdom of his speech , and he was now called upon to reply .to 
the sages assembled to decide his fate . The youthful Merlm, 
for it was none other than he, at his first word entirely confounded 
and shamed the council of wise men, for he showed their ignor
ance. He then offered to tell the Prince why his building failed, 
if he might have private audience. This being granted, Merlin 
conduct ed Vortigern to the summit of Snowdon, and there, 
within the mountain, he disclosed to him a fearful sight. Two 
dragons,-one white and one red ,- were engaged in fu.rious 
fight. "As long as these contend," said the child, "it will be 
impossible to build your castle. They have great power and the 
spirits obey them, but you sec in me one who is the son of a 
greater than they, and who has knowledge which can control 
them. You cannot sacrifice me if you would, but instead I can 
be your friend if you desire." 

Needless to say Merlin's proffered friendship was e~ge_rly 
accepted, and aft er this there were no further obst acles to bmldu~g 
the castle. Great and marvellous were the works which Merlm 
performed there, and later Vortigern gave i~ to him for his 
own dwelling, and constructed another for himself, wher~ he 
ended his days when the persecution of the Saxons had dnven 
him to despair. To this. day the traveller may behold the Cell of 
the Diviner in a dark rock, and near it the Tomb of the Magicians, 
which latter is an enormous st one said t o cover the grave where 
the ignorant wise men were enclosed after giving false counsel t o 
the British Prince . He who is brave enough to enter a black 
cavern nea·rly on the top of t he mountain, may, if he search far 
enough, find the golden chair which ~erlin ~id. there from the 
Saxons, and t he jewels and money which he laid m heaps aro~n~ 
it. No doubt some of the miners who penetrate the mountains 
heart will some day find these hoards of treasure. 

Nor is this the only legend connecting serpent genii with the 
famous British necromancer. Merlin is said to have constructed 
his famous grotto for t he love of the fairy Viviana, or White 
Serpent, with whom he lived in that magical retreat, and ~~ose 
treachery converted it into an eternal dungeon. Welsh t raditions 
name this same neighbourhood as t he scene of Merlin's grotto, 
and some say it is to be found, covered with" the st one that can 
never be removed, " near Carmarthen, but the Bretons claim it 
as belonging to their country. Anyhow the voice of the mighty 
master of magic may often be heard among the hollow rocks of 
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Carmarthen, reverberating in thunder along the mountains, and 
lamenting his weakness in yielding to the charms of the entrancing 
White Serpent. 

Principal Maclver-Campbell, in his "Memoir of Clan Iver," 
tells us that the true members of the Clan Iver were supposed to 
be invulnerable to serpents. He quotes a Gaelic rhyme said to 
have been uttered by a serpent or adder, which being interpreted 
is, "I have sworn to Clan Iver and Clan Iver has sworn t o me, 
that I would not injure Clan Iver and that Clan Iver would' not 
injure me." Principal Mat'Iver-Campbell suggested that the 
lines may have commemorated an alliance. between Clan Iver 
and some race symbolised by the serpent with" every probability 
that the alliance referred to is that which is known to have existed 
between the Mac! vers in Perthshire and the Clan Donnachaidh, 
or Robertsons, one of whose cognisances was the serpent which 
still appears as one of the supporters in the arms of their chief, 
Robertson of Strowan." 

Another form of the rhyme is to the effect that" On St. Brigit's 
Day the serpent will say from off the knoll : ' I will not injure 
Nie Imheair, neither will Nie Imheair injure me.'" The Clan 
Iver are of Norse origin. 

George Henderson supplies us with the following story of a 
serpent being the soul or parent of a human child. " A man 
and wife in Ardnamurchan went to the hill for heather. When 
tired pulling it, the wife lay down and slept. The husband sat 
down, and when his eyes were about to close, on looking towards 
his wife he saw a serpent disappearing down her mouth. He 
wakened her and they went home, but he did not tell her what 
he had seen. On getting home he went to the doctor, who 
advised him to feed his wife well, and to give her plenty of flesh 
meat, so that the serpent, getting sufficient food in this way, 
might not begin to gnaw herself. The woman was surprised at 
the change in her fare, and she ate well. In due course she was 
delivered of a child, and round the child's neck was coiled the 
serpent.' ' 

Among our Roman ancestors the serpent genii were good 
spirits and the regular symbol of the genius or guardian spirit 
of every man was a serpent. Because of this belief, the serpents 
were fed and encouraged to such an extent in the Romans' 
houses, that if it had not been that these were sometimes destroyed 
by fire, it would have been difficult t o live for them. 

A design of serpents, birds and flies found in a bakehouse a t 
Pompeii evidently represents guardian genii, though according 
to Garnier it symbolises Beelzebub in his double aspect as 
Destroyer and Renewer. "The name Beelzebub signifies 'the 
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Lord of the fly,' and the fly represented the god in both his 
aspects; for flies by their larvre consume dead carcases, and 
in doing so produce life again in another form. Hence as 
Lord of the fly, he is represented by the double figures of 
swallows pursuing flies and by serpents; the one representing 
the exoteric aspect of the god, the other his real or esot eric 
character." 

This explanation is certainly t empting, but not very probable, 
considering the situation which the painting occupied. Dyer 
seems to have more likelihood on his side when he says of the 
" two little birds in chase of large flies. These birds, thus placed 
in a symbolical picture, may be considered in perfect accordance 
with the spirit of ancient mythology, as emblems of the genii of 
the place, employed in driving those troublesome insects from 
the bread." He also speaks of the" guardian serpents." Doubt
less they were the genii loci of the bakehouse. Another similar 
design was found in the kitchen of the house of Pansa at Pompeii, 
and according to Dyer, represents " the worship offered to the 
Lares, under whose protection and custody the provisions and 
all the cooking utensils were placed. In the centre is a sacrifice 
in honour of these deities, who are represented below in the 
usual form of two huge serpents brooding over an altar." Above 
this design is another showing two male figu _-es standing one on . 
each side of an altar at which a priest (drawn on a much smaller 
scale) appears to be sacrificing, whilst a woman holds a cornu
copia. All have black f~ces, and" the heads of the male figures 
are surrounded with something resembling a glory." "Are 
these figures," asks Dyer, "meant for the Lares themselves ? 
On each side are represented different sorts of eatables." 

Garnier, however, speaking of this painting, says: "The two 
gods in the upper compartment, who are being sacrificed to by 
a priest, are shown by the rays around their heads t o be sun
gods, while their black faces identify them with their Cushite 
originals. In the lower compartment are shown two serpents, 
as in the other picture, to represent their true esot eric 
character." 

This writer completely ignores the eatables,-a ham, a loin of 
pork, a string of birds, a spitted eel, etc. , pictured at the sides of 
the painting,-and its situation, which all point to Dyer's con
jecture being the true one. 

But it is to Greece we must go for the full development of this 
conception of the serpent genii. These genii were good spirits 
or guardian angels of the male sex, corresponding to the J unones 
who protected the fem ale sex. They were believed to spring into 
being with every mortal at his birth, and after having attended 
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and direct ed him .th rough life , t o expi re with him. It is t o this 
belief that Tennyson refers when he says : 

" A fairy shield your Genius made, 
And gave you on your natal day." (" Margaret.") 

<?fferings .of wine, flowers, incense, parched bread, and corn 
spnnkled with salt were made to them, especially on birthdays, 
and on some occasions swine were sacrificed in their honour but 
C~nsorinus wrote that it was not usual to sacrifice to the ~enii 
with the blood a~d slaughter of anything, for since these off~rings 
were made on birthdays we ought not to t ake life from ot her 
creatures on that day on which we received it . Arrian t ells us 
that the genii carried men's prayers to the gods and interceded 
for them. 

The genii were sometimes called Prrestites, or chief governors, 
becaus~ they were.set over the management of all things. Not 
only did they preside over men, and houses, but over countries, 
and. even continents, according t o t he Grecian teaching. Asia, 
f?r mstance, was symbolised by a female figure holding in her 
n ght hand a serpent, and in her left the beak of a ship. 

The. ser~ent was also t he genius loci of Phrygia and the sur
roundmg islands, as can plainly be seen from the coins and 
medals issued in the district, whilst a t Hierapolis a large serpent 
was worshipped in th is capacity . 

The Greeks indeed believed that every spot or locality in t own 
or count ry, buildings, mountains, rivers, woods, every wall, door 
or . ~earth, was guarded by its own peculiar genius, or presiding 
spm.t portrayed under the form of a serpent . Images of these 
reptiles we.re therefore frequently represented feeding upon an 
altar, or with an altar between them, as in the drawing which is 
taken from a painting in the Thermre of Titus where it was used 
as a si~n ~o deter passers-by from " commit ting a nuisance " 
by remmdmg them of t he respect due t o t he genius residing 
t here. 

We find a reference to these sacred serpent genii in Virgil 
('lEn~id , " Book V, 78), which may be considered also in connec
tion with t he chapter on Bacchanalian Ophiolatry. There we learn 
how lEneas, before celebrating the annual funeral festivities 
of his fathe.r "went from the assembly t o the tomb with many 
!housands, m the centre of a numerous retinue att ending. Here 
m due form , by way of libation, he pours on the ground t o 
Bacchus two bowls of wine, t wo of new milk, two of sacred blood ; 
then, scatters. sacred flowers, and thus speaks : ' Hail, holy sire 

. He said ; ~hen from the bottom of the shrine a huge 
slippery snake t railed along, seven circling spires, seven folds, 
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gently twining round the tomb, and gliding over t he altars; 
whose back azure streaks, and whose scales drops of burnished 
gold bright ened up; as the bow in the clouds draws a thousand 
various colours from the opposite sun. lEneas stood amazed 
a t the sight. At length the reptile, creeping with his long t rain 
between the bowls and smooth polished goblets, gently tasted 
the banquet, and harmless ret ired again into t he bottom of the 

GENll LOCI. 

From a painting ill the Therma of Titus. 

t omb, and left the altars on which he had fed. lEneas with the 
more zeal pursues the sacrifice begun in honour of his father, in 
doubt whether t o think it the genius of the place, or t he at tendant 
of his parent ." 

P lut arch relates· that when Cleomenes, king of Sparta, was 
crucified by order of Ptolemy, the soldiers who guarded his body 
on the cross th at his friends might not t ake it away, observed 
a great serpent winding around his head and "covering all his 
face so t hat no bird of prey dare touch it . This struck the king 
with superstitious terrors, and made way for the women to t ry 
a variety of expiations ; for Ptolemy was now persuaded that 
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he had caused the death of a person who was a favourite of 
Heaven, and something more than mortal. The Alexandrians 
crowde~ to the pl~ce , and called Cleomenes a hero, a son of the 
gods'. till the philosophers put a stop to their devotions by 
assuring .them that as dead oxen breed .bees, horses wasps, and 
beetles n se out of the. putrefaction of asses, so human carcases, 
when some of. the moist.ure of the marrow is evaporated, and it 
come~ to a !hicker ~onsistence, produce serpents. The ancients, 
knowmg thi~ doctrine, appropriated the serpent, rather than 
any other animal, to heroes." 

.we meet with the serpent household genius in the Swedish 
fair.y tale of '.' L!~tle Vigg's Adventure." In this story " the 
~hnstmas Spnte calls one snowy evening at a house where a 
little boy named Vi~g is left all a~one, " Mother Gertrud" having 
g~ne to. do t~e Chns~mas shopping. The sprite offered to take 
V1gg with him on his round of inspection, which is to decide 
who are t<;> have Christmas presents, and to bestow them on 
t.hose .considered worthy. Vigg accepts the invitation and is 
hfted mto the sprite's sleigh, and driven off. Soon they' arrived 
at a small bar~yard which they entered. "From the doorway 
of the barn a tmy head was put forth, with two glittering eyes 
that stared ~t the sprite. It wa~ the head of the gnome-snake, 
!hat curved itself and bowed a kmd welcome. The sprite lifted 
its cap and asked : 

'' ' Snake, Snake, ring-tailed, 
Come out of the earth, 

And tell me what 
I s this house worth ? ' " 

" Then the gnome-snake answered : 

" ' Here. after good work is rest, 
For Industry is their guest; 

Here a re three cows and one horse, 
And here is no waste and no loss.' 

" 'That is not much,' said the sprite. 
. "'A~, but it becomes much more when man and wife are 
mdustnou~. They began with empty hands and now they take 
care of their old parents.' 

" ' That is good so far,' said the sprite ; ' but how do they 
treat the cows and the horse ? ' 

" The gnome-snake answered : 

" ' Full is the bag and full the pail, 
The horse is fat with a shining t ail.' 
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" 'Well, snake, and how do you like the children in the house ? ' 
" The ring-tailed snake answered : 

" 'Merry is the boy, 
The girl is fair and coy ; 
His temper is a little wild, 
But the maiden's soft and mild." ' 

" 'So ! ' said the sprite, smiling; 'they must have Christmas 
presents. Good night now, ring-tailed snake, and a good Christ
mas sleep to you.' 

"'Good-night you kindest sprite 
Till Christmas morning light.' 

"And the gnome-snake drew his head within the barn-door. 
Under the sleigh seat was a chest. The sprite opened it and 
took out all sorts of things. An A B C book and penknife for 
the boy, thimble and psalm book for the girl, and yarn, shuttle 
and thread for the mother, almanac and clock for the father, and a 
pair each of spectacles for the grandfather and the grandmother." 
All of which gifts were softly deposited within the doorway that 
their recipients might find them in the morning. Thus the 
Christmas sprite and Vigg went from house to house, Vigg finally 
being set down in his own home again. It is interesting to find 
this idea of the serpent genius in the folklore of so northerly a 
country as Sweden. 

Arabia is haunted everywhere by genii, and even to-day these 
are firmly believed in ·by all classes of Arabians, and often are 
thought to take the form of serpents. Pausanias has told us how 
the vipers that lived under the balsam trees in Arabia were 
regarded by the natives as sacred to the trees (Pau., IX. 28, 4). 
Probably they were thought to be the spirits of the trees. 
J. Welhausen tells how once in Arabia, when a wood never before 
invaded by man was burned down that the land it occupied 
might be cultivated, certain white snakes flew out of it with loud 
lamentations. No doubt these were looked upon as the dis
possessed spirits of the trees. 

The immediate source of the Jewish Paradise myth, including 
the principal details about the serpent, was most probably 
Jerahmeelite, i.e. it was derived from the North Arabian kinsfolk 
of the Israelites, part of whom had entered Canaan before Israel, 
and became to a large extent the religious perceptors of Israel. 
It is the Arabian belief that tree spirits often took the form of 
serpents, which accounts for a serpent being the offerer of the 
apple to Eve. It was its own possession which it was giving. 

As my readers will know the "Arabian Nights" abounds 
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with tales of genii and jinn, and the "Story of the First of the 
Three Ladies" provides us with an example of these beings in 
serpent shape. The narrator tells how whilst walking along a 
path she beheld a snake approaching her, "followed by a serpent 
which was endeavouring to destroy it: the tongue of the snake 
was hanging from its mouth in consequence of excessive fatigue," 
and says the lady, "it excited my compassion; so I took up a 
s~one and threw it at the head of the serpent, which instantly 
~1ed : the snake then extended a pair of wings and soared aloft 
mto the sky, leaving me in wonder at the sight. At the time of 
this occurrence I had become so fatigued, that I now laid myself 
down and slept ; but I awoke after a little while, and found a 
damsel seated at my feet, and gently rubbing them with her 
hands; t,Ipon which I immediately sat up, feeling ashamed 
that she should perform this service for me, and said to her, 
Who art thou, and what dost thou want ? How soon hast thou 
forgotten me ! she exclaimed ; I am she to whom thou hast just 
done a kindness killing my enemy : I am the snake whom thou 
savest from the serpent; for I am a Jinneeyeh, and the serpent 
was a Jinnee at enmity with me; and none but thou delivered 
me from him." 

Under very similar circumstances the serpent jinn appear 
again in "The Story of Aboo Mohammad the Lazy." The hero 
and narrator says: "While I was absorbed in meditation, lo! 
tw~ serpents approached me ; one tawny-coloured, and the other 
white ; and they were contending together. I therefore took up 
a sto~e from the ground and struck with it the tawny serpent, 
and killed her; for she was oppressing the white one. Then the 
white serpent departed, and was absent for a while; after which 
she returned, accompanied by ten other white serpents; and 
they ~ame to the dead serpent and tore her in pieces, so that there 
remamed only her head; which having done, they went their 
way. Thereupon I laid myself prostrate on my bosom in that 
place, through weariness; and while I was so lying, meditating 
upon my case, a being whose voice I heard, but whose form I 
saw not, called to me, So I said to the person who addressed me, 
' By the object of thy worship, acquaint me who thou art ! ' 
Whereupon the invisible speaker assumed the form of a man, 
and replied, ' Fear not ; for they kind conduct hath become 
known to us, and we are a tribe of the believing jinn; if then 
thou hast any want, acquaint us with it, that we may have the 
pleasure of performing it .... I am a brother of the white 
serpent whose enemy thou killest.' " 

Thus encouraged, A boo confided his troubles, and received such 
practical help from the jinn as enabled him to overcome them. 
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The doctrine is firmly rooted in Egypt, and Lane says: "It is 
believed that each quarter in Cairo has its peculiar guardian 
genius, or Agathodremon, which has the form of a serpent." 

We learn from J. F. ]. Fitzpatrick that among the Montols of 
Northern Nigeria," in many of the compounds there will be found 
a species of snake, of a non-poisonous sort, which, when full 
grown, attains a length of about 5 feet and a girth of 8 or 9 inches. 
These snakes live in and about the compound. They are not 
specially fed by the people of the place, nor are places provided 
for them to rest in. They live generally in the roofs of the small 
granaries and huts that make up the compound. They feed upon 
small mammals, and no doubt serve a useful purpose in destroying 
vermin which might otherwise cat the stored grain. They arc 
not kept for the purpose of destroying vermin however. The 
Montols believe that at the bir;h of every individual of their 
race, male or female, one of these snakes, of the same sex is also 
born. If the snake be killed, his human partner in life dies also, 
and at the same time. If the wife of a compound owner gives 
birth to a son, shortly after the interesting event, the snake of 
the establishment will be seen with a young one of corresponding 
sex. From the moment of birth, these two, the snake and the man, 
share a life of common duration, and the measure of the one is the 
measure of the other. Hence every care is taken to protect the~e 
animals from injury, and no Montol would in any circumstanc:s 
think of injuring or killing one. It is said that a snake of this 
kind never attempts any injury to a man. There is only one 
type of snake thus regarded." 

Speckmann tells us that the Zulus believe every man to be 
attended by an ancestral spirit, known as an ihlozi, in the body 
of a serpent, "which specially guards and helps him, lives with 
him, wakes with him, sleeps and travels with him, but always 
underground. If it ever makes its appearance, great is the joy, 
and the man must seek to discover the meaning of its appearance. 
He who has no ihlozi must die. Therefore, if anyone kills an 
ihlozi serpent, the man whose ihlozi it was dies, but the serpent 
comes to life again." 

A witch, on the r,ontrary, instead of a harmless snake, often 
has, as her familiar, " a venomous species of serpent, so1.netimes 
a horned viper, sometimes a black serpent, sometimes a green 
om. that lives in banana trees." 

Their lives are so closely interwoven that the death of the 
reptile is thought to entail that of the witch and vice versa. 

The Bakongo of equatorial Africa regard the water-sprites 
as the special protectors of the snakes which live among the 
stones of the river-banks, and are sometimes said to incarnate 
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in their for~. They are thou?~ t to possess powers very similar 
to those attn.buted by us to fames, and when in their own proper 
forms ~re said ~y those who claim to have seen them to have 
shor~ little bodies of a whitish colour. They are credited with 
keeping the :vater sweet and clean and fit to drink, but are also 
held responsible for fissures, landslips, etc. 
We~~s t ells us that ~mong ~he Bakongo the belief prevails 

that if a woman, while enciente, dreams of running water 
~nakes, ?r water-sprites, she believes that her child will. be a~ 
incarnation of a water-sprite. The sprites inhabit the streams 

. and the snakes live among the stones near the water-courses' 
~ence to dream of sn~kes or running water is equivalent to dream~ 
in~ of. the water-spnt.es !hemselves. Therefore, directly such a 
child i~ born, a cloth 1s tied round it and no one is permitted to 
know its sex, excep~ the 'doctor,' until it receives its name. A 
~ew days after the b1rth of the child a particular kind of ' doctor' 
is c~lled, :v110 starts a .da~ce which lasts all night, and is accom
pamed with. much dm:iking and drumming, and the firing of 
many guns .1f the family is sufficiently wealthy. A bower of 
palm fronds is erecte.d as a shelter for the father, mother and baby ; 
and all the plates, dishes, and pots used during the accouchement 
are place~ near the .bo?th. At dawn the 'doctor' takes a plat e 
of palm wine, and, dtppmg some leaves in it, he sprinkles the baby, 
t~e m~ther, and the father, after which he asks the crowd three 
times if they know the child's name. They answer 'No we do 
not kno,w the name.' Thereupon, the doctor shouts out, ' It is 
Lomb?. At once the people make a noise by clapping the palms 
of their hands on their open mouths. The folk, on hearing the 
~ame Lombo, know that the child is a girl, for if it were a boy 
i~s name would be Etoko ; and they also know from the name 
given that the mother: has dreamed either of running water, 
or snakes, or wa~er-spntes. The 'doctor' receives a fee of one 
fowl, fifteen stnngs of beads, and all the utensils that were 
placed near the booth at the commencement of the ceremonial 
dance. 

All the girls. called I:ombo and the boys named Etoko are sup
posed to be incarnations of water-sprites, or possess in some 
str~nge way the orenda, or nature, of the snake .. . . The 
spntes. are ~upposed to endow one thus born with various powers 
an~ fairy .gifts .... It is believed they have the power, not only 
of imparting &"ood luck.' but also of inflicting many misfortunes. 
· · · These ch1ld~en qm~~ly become aware of the deference paid 
~o them by t~eir fam1hes and neighbours, and they develo 
mto arrogant httle pests, as they find that their demands are no1 
refused. 

THE SERPENT GENII AND JINN 347 

" Snakes a rc eilher under lhe special prolcclion of the water
spri t cs, or arc incarnations of them, and , on account of this 
rnnncclion, snakes arc not killed or hurt in a house where these 
sprite children have been born; and neither Lombo nor Etoko 
rhildren are allowed t o kill snakes, lest they should murder one 
of their own kith and kin. They do not drive them from their 
house3, and the snakes, apparently conscious of their immunity, 
arc very frequently found in the houses of men and women called 
Etoko and Lombo. Again, the most vulnerable part of a snake 
is its head, and people must not strike these sprite children on 
the head . There is an indefinite but clear connection in the 
na tive mind between the water-sprite, the snake, and the Lombo 
and Etoko children. It is believed that the only new thing 
about an infant is its body. The spirit or soul of the child is 
thought to be old, and to have belonged either to a deceased 
person, or to a living person" who, as Mr. Weeks later explains, 
will soon die, " or, as stated above, to a water-sprite .... They 
notice the child speaks at an early age of strange matters the 
mother has never t aught it." 

According to Bastian, in Siam the spirit of the takhien tree is 
said to appear sometimes in the shape of a serpent, and sometimes 
in that of a woman. A curious legend is related of a Buddha 
priest, who was transformed into a serpent because he had 
killed the tree Elapatra, and in this form resided in a beautiful 
-lake near Taxila. 

In the days of Hiuen-Tsiang, when the inhabitants of the 
surrounding country · wished for fine weather or its opposite, 
they resorted to the spring, taking with them a priest, and 
" snapping their fingers, invoked the serpent" who immediately 
granted their wishes. 
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CHAPTER XXXV 

THE FURIES 

T HE Eumenides was one of the complimentary and 
propitiatory titles given to those sanguinary goddesses 
the Erinnyes, Furire, or Dirre, by the ancients; as they 

rnnsidered it unlawful, or at least most impolitic, to utter any 
of the true names of these dread beings. The literal translation 
of the name Eumenides is" The Gracious Goddesses," and many 
'it1ch flattering titles were bestowed on the Furies. For instance, 
Pausanias tells us that at Athens the name by which they were 
known was "the Awful Goddesses." 

Various accounts have been given of their origin. Accord
ing to some writers, they were the daughters of Nox and 
Acheron, but others assert that Pluto and Proserpine were their 
parents. 

Virgil takes the former view and in the twelfth book of the 
"lEneid," describes their birth and character as follows: 

"Two pests there are, the dire sisters called; whom, with 
hellish Megrera, joyless Night at one and the same birth brought 
forth, and bound with equal spires of serpents, and added to them 
wings swift as the wind. These at the throne of Jove, and at the 
court of the incensed sovereign present themselves, and sharpen 
terror in the minds of feeble mortals, what time the king of gods 
prepares baleful death and diseases, or terrifies guilty cities with 
war.' 

Or, according to Tooke's quaint translation : 

" Deep in the dismal Regions void of Light, 
Two Daughters at a Birth were born to Night ; 
These their brown Mother, brooding on the Care, 
Endu'd with windy Wings to fleet in Air, 
With Serpents girt alike, and crown'd with hissing Hair, 
In Heav'n the Dirre called." 

The number of the Eumenides has also been variously given. 
Originally they were said to be many, but Virgil speaks of three, 
and later writers usually name three, Tisiphone, Alecto and 
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Megrera, to which some add Nemesis. But for her different 
parentage we should feel t empted to count Bellona, the goddess 
of war among the Furies, but she is said to have been the daughter 
of Phorcys and Celo, and therefore was a sister of the Gorgons. 
She is, however, often accompanied by the Dirre, and like them 
her head is covered with snakes in place of hair. Her mission, 
too, is very similar, though perhaps more specialised. Like them 
she is regarded as a minister of the vengeance of the gods, and 
therefore as stern and inexorable. · 

The worship of these dread beings was conducted in silence at 
Athens. A festival named after them the Eumenideia, was 
celebrated yearly in their honour with sacrifices of black sheep, 
and libations of honey and water ; the worshippers who engaged 
in the festival being adorned with garlands of flowers. Only 
freemen of good character were allowed to take part in these 
solemnities. 

Frazer has conjectured that "the snakes which were the 
regular symbol of the Furies, may have been originally nothing 
but the emblems or rather embodiments of the dead ; and that 
the Furies themselves may, like £sculapius, have been developed 
out of the reptiles, sloughing off their serpent skins through 
the anthropomorphic t endency of Greek thought" (" G. B.," 
IV, 74). 

They were generally represented as of grim aspect, with 
bloodstained garments and numerous serpents wreathing around 
their heads in place of hair. They held a burning torch in one 
hand, and a whip of scorpions in the other, and were always 
attended by Terror, Rage, Paleness, and Death. Tisiphone is 
the fury of whose doings the poets have told us most. Virgil 
has described how £ neas saw in Hell an iron tower rising aloft; 
"and there wakeful Tisiphone, with her bloody robe tucked up 
around her, sits to watch the vestibule both night and day. 
Hence groans are heard, the cruel lashes resound, the grating, 
too, of iron, and clank of dragging chains. £ neas stopped short, 
and starting, list ened t o the din. ' What scenes of guilt are 
these? 0 virgin, say.' . . . Then thus the prophetess began, 
' ... Cretan Rhaamanthus possesses these most ruthless realms ; 
examines and punishes frauds ; and forces everyone to confess 
what crimes committed in the upper world he had left (unatoned) 
till the late hour of Death, hugging himself in secret crime of no 
avail. Forthwith avenging Tisiphone, armed with her whip, 
scourges the guilty with cruel insult, and in her left hand shaking 
over them her grim snakes, calls the fierce troops of her sister 
Furies.' " 

It is related of CEdipus, King of Thebes, that being angered 
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hy the unkindness a~d neg~ect of his sons he invoked the Fury, 
Tisiphone, to make d1ssens1on between them. 

"The Fury heard, while on Cocytus' brink . 
Her snakes unty'd, sulphureous waters dnnk ; 
But at the summons, roll'd her eyes around, 
And snatch'd the starting serpents from the ground. 
Not half so swiftly shoots along in air, 
The gliding lightning, or descending star. 

A hundred snakes her gloomy visage shade, 
A hundred serpents guard h er horrid head. 

She toss'd her meagre arms ; her better ha nd 
In waving circles whirl'd a fun'ral brand ; 
A serpent from her left was seen .to ~ear . 
His flaming crest, and lash t he y1eldmg ~1r. 
But when the F ury took her stand on high, 
Where vast Cithreron's top salutes the sky, 
A hiss from all the snaky tire went round : 
The d readful signal a ll the rocks rebound, 
And thro' th' Achaian cities send the sound." 

(Pope's "Thebais of Statius," Bk. I , l. 124 et seq.) 

Ovid has also described the attributes of Tisiphone in the 
following lines : 

" Then fell Tisiphone with Rage was stung, 
And from her Mouth t h ' untwisted Serpents hung. 

Girt in a bloody Gown a Torch she sh akes, 
And round her Neck twines speckled Wreathes of Snakes. 

Part of her Tresses loudly hiss, a nd part 
Spread Poison as their forky Tongues they dart, 
Then from her middle Locks two Snakes she drew, 
Whose Merit from superior Mischief grew." ("Met.," Bk . I V.) 

Although Tisiphone has attracted the poets' attent~on more 
than lier sisters it would seem that Alecto closely nvals her 
claims if she does not outstrip them. 

It i~ said by Virgil tha t the " heart's deli~ht " of "bal;ful 
Alecto " " are· rueful wars, strifes, and deceits, and nox1~us 
crimes. Her, even her father, Pluto's self abhors, her hellish 
sisters abhor the monster; into so many shapes she turn~ herself, 
so hideous are her forms, with so many snakes the gnm F~ry 
sprouts up." The goddess Juno when. in her resent~ent aga.mst 
the Trojans she wished to make stnfe between Kmg .. La~m.us 
and ,Eneas, called up Alecto and thus addressed her: Virgm, 
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offspring of Night, perform me this task, this service, your own 
peculiar province . . . Thou canst arm to war the most cordial 
brothers, and by animosities embroil families; thou canst 
introduce into houses scourges and firebrands of death ; with 
thee arc a thousand specious pretexts, a thousand arts of doing 
mischief; ransack thy fruitful bosom, unhinge the established 
peace, sow crimes that lead to war ; let the youth incline to, and 
at once demand and snatch up arms." 

.Juno did not appeal to Alecto in vain. The Fury, "infected 
wit~ Gorgonian poisons " at once repaired to the palace of 
L.atmus and attacked his wife Amata. "At her the goddess 
~mgs from her dark locks one of her snakes, and plunges it deep 
m .her bosom down to its inmost recesses, that, by the monster, 
dnven to fury, she may embroil the whole family. He, sliding 
between her robes and smooth breast, rolls on with imperceptible 
touch, and, in the transport of her rage, steals on her unawares, 
infusing into her a viperish soul: the huge snake becomes a 
~hain of wreathed gold around her neck, he becomes a long wind
mg fillet,. and entwines her hair, and in slippery mazes creeps 
over her hmbs. And while the first infection, downward gliding, 
with its humid poison attacks her senses, and blends the mingling 
fire with her bones ; and while her mind has not yet felt the 
flame throughout her bosom, she spoke with softer accents to 
her husband Latinus, endeavouring to persuade him to break 
off the promised wedding between their daughter Lavinia and 
the Trojan exile, lEneas. 

"When, having tried him by these words in vain, she finds 
Latinus resolutely fixed against her , and the serpent's infuriated 
poison had now sunk deep into her bowels, and crept through 
a!l her frame ; then, indeed, in wretched disorder, startled by 
hideous monsters, she rages frantic with unexampled fury 
thr~m.gh the ample bounds of the city ; as at times a whip-top 
whirlmg under the twisted lash, which boys intent on their sport 
dr~ve in a large circuit round some empty court ; the engine 
dnven about by the scourge is hurried round and round in 
circling courses; the unpractised throng and beardless band 
are lost in admiration of the voluble box-wood, they lend their 
souls to the s troke. With no less impetuous career is the 
queen driven through the midst of cities, and among crowds all 
in fierce commotion." Now here, now there, the Fury sped 
everywhere, bringing discord and madness until she had accom
P!ished her mission. "After she seemed sufficiently to have 
kmdled the first transports of rage, and embroiled the counsel 
and the whole family of Latinus ; forthwith the baleful goddess 
is borne on dusky wings to the walls of the bold Rutulian .... 
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I fcrc, in hi s lofty palace, was Turn us enjoying repose at the 
black hour of midnight. Alecto Jays aside her hideous aspect 
and Fury's limbs; she transforms herself into the shape of an 
old hag, ploughs with wrinkles her loathsome front, assumes 
grey hairs with a fillet, and binds on them an olive bough; she 
takes the form of Calybe, the aged priestess of Juno' s temple," 
and shows herself to the youth, inciting him to war. 

Turnus at firs t derided the hag, thinking her to be that she 
seemed, but his mocking words aroused Alecto's true nature, 
and whilst he yet spoke " a sudden trembling seized. his limbs ; 
his eyes stiffened; with so many snakes the Fury hi~ses, and a 
shape so horrid discloses itself : then, as he hesitates, and 
purposes more to say, rolling her fiery . eyeballs.' she repelled 
lhis words] and reared the double snakes m her hair, clanked her 
whip" and spoke "in outrageous accent." ... " '. Tu~n thy 
eyes to these signs : I came from th~ abode of t~e dire sisters ; 
wars and death in my hand I bear. Thus havmg spoken she 
flung a firebrand at the youth, and deep in his breast fixed th.e 
torch , smoking with grim light. E xcessive terro~ broke his 
rest, and sweat bursting from every pore drenched his bones and 
limbs. Frantic for arm5 he raves, for arms he searches the bed 
and the palace ; a passion for the sword, a cursed madness af~er 
war, and indignation besides rage [in his breast]. As when w.ith 
loud crackling a fire of twigs is applied to the sides of a bubblmg 
cauldron, and by the heat the water dances; within the violence 
of the wat er rages, and .high the smoky fluid in foam overflows ; 
nor can the wave now contain itself ; in pitchy st eam it flies all 
abroad. Therefore, now that peace is profanely violated he 
enjoins the chief of the youth to repair t o King Latin us, and orders 
arms to be prepared to defend Italy, to ~xpel the enemy,f~om 
their territories [adding] that he is a sufficient mat ch for Tro1ans 
and Latin5 both" (" lEneid," Book VII). 

Such were the works of Alecto, and certainly they link her 
closely with Bellona, and account for their companion.ship on so 
many occasions. Alecto's mission at last accomplished, she 
lifted up "her wings hissing with snakes," and hied to the centre 
of Italy. There " under lofty mountains lies a place of high 
renown, and celebrated by fame in many regions, the valley of 
Amsanctus: the side of a grove, gloomy with thick boughs, 
hems it in on either hand ; and in the midst a t orrent, in hoarse 
murmurs and with whirling eddies, roars along the rocks. Here 
are shown a horrible cave and the breathing-holes of grisly 
Pluto; and a vast gulf, having burst Hell's barriers, expands ?is 
pestilential jaws; into which the Fury, abhorred demon, having 
plunged out of sight, disburthened heaven and earth." 
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The Furies play an important role in the story of Orestes, a 
son of Agamemnon and Clytemnestra. Agamemnon, having 
been cruelly murdered by Clytemnestra and her lover, Orestes 
was commissioned by Apollo to avenge his father's death, which 
he accordingly did by slaying the murderers. But the command 
of the god and the justice of his cause could not deliver Orestes 
from the Furies of a mother slain. He fled to Delphi to seek the 
protection of Apollo, but the Furies pursued him through many 
lands to the very shrine, thirsting for vengeance. 

" Gorgon-like they come, 
Vested with sable stoles, their locks entwined 
With clustering snakes." 

Apollo, instead of shielding him, commands Hermes to convey 
Orestes to Athens to take his trial for murder under the arbitra
~ion of the goddess Athena. Clasping her sacred image, Orestes 
mvokes her protection, claiming that if his deed was a crime he 
has expiated it by sacrifices and prayer. 

"Pale now, and dim, the blood-mark on my hand, 
Washed clean away the matricidal stain." 

But the Furies are implacable and declare that no god shall 
save him from their wrath, and they sing the 

" Soul-binding, lyreless, mortal-blighting strain,., 

which shall make him wholly theirs. Athena, however, insists 
on a fair trial for the stranger, and invites the whole Athenian 
people to witness the justice of the court of Areopagus. The 
judges are appointed, the ceremonies are performed and the votes 
for condemnation and acquittal counted, and found to be equal. 
Then Athena as president gives her casting vote for Orestes, and 
he departs, saved from the Furies, purified and pardoned, to 
rule his paternal kingdom. 

The Italian poet Dante saw the Furies when, led by Virgil he 
visited Hell. He has told us how there he 

" . . . beheld uprisen 
At once three hellish furies, stain'd with blood : 
In limb and motion feminine they seem'd : 
Around them greenest hydras twisting roll'd 
Their volumes; adders and cerastes crept 
Instead of hair, and their fierce temples bound. 

He [that is Virgil] knowing well the miserable hags 
\Vho tend the queen of endless woe, thus spake : 
' Mark thou each dire Erynnis. To the left, 
This is Mega-ra ; on the right hand, she 
Who wails, Alecto ; and Tisiphone 
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I' th' midst.' This said, in silence he remain'd. 
Their breasts they each one clawing tore ; themselves 
Smote with their palms, and such thrill clamour raised, 
That to the bard I clung, suspicion-bound. 

' Hasten Medusa : so to adamant 
Him shall we change ; ' all looking down exclaim'd : 
' E'en when by Theseus' might assail'd, we took 
No ill revenge.' 'Turn thyself round, and keep 
Thy countenance hid; for if the Gorgon dire 
Be shown, and thou shouldst view it, thy return 
Upwards would be forever lost.' This said, 
Himself, my gentle master, turn'd me round ; 
Nor trusted he my hands, but with his own 
He also hid me. Ye of intellect 
Sound and entire, mark well the lore conceal'd 
Under close texture of the mystic strain." 
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(" H ell," Canto IX, 1. 38.) 
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CHAPTER xxxvr 

THE SNAKE-STONE 

I F we may believe the t estimony of ancient writers, the 
serpent, though 

" Like the toad, ugly a nd venomous, 
Wears yet a precious jewel in his head." 

(" As You Like It," II. I.) 

Many arc the accounts of the serpent-stone its beauty and its 
wond~rful qua!ities, that hav7 been handed down to us, appar
ently i~ all seriousness, and with perfect good faith. It was said 
that this marvellous stone was t o be found in the serpent's brain 
but that he "."ho would secure its lustre and wondrous power~ 
must extract it from the living reptile,-a task few would care to 
attempt. The same r~le applied to the Draconius, described by 
Al~ertus Magnus as bemg of a black colour and pyramidal shape. 
T~is had _to b~ t aken from the head of the dragon whilst it lay 
st~ll pantu~g, in order t o p:eserve its v irtue. Comparing this 
with c~rtam modern practices, we perceive that the cruelty 
latent in _human nature has not changed much, though dragons 
have vamshe_d, and serpents no longer carry pot ent stones ! 
~ut s?metin:es the serpent-stone was freely given to man wit h 

a ll ~ts virt1;1es intact as a reward for showing goodness of heart, 
or ~n g~atltude for ~enefit conferred. Serpents of an earlier 
peno~, if human evidence can be relied on, must have been 
in~abit~d by a v~ry much higher order of spirits than those now 
anu?atmg t~em, in fact, by guardian genii and demigods, as the 
ancie~ts believed: unless we assume that their name was a veil 
for pn_est and initiat.e which was in constant use. 

An instance of the serpent -stone being bestowed in gratitude 
upon,,a human benefactor may be found in the "Gesta Romano
:um.' where we read how the Emperor Theodosius the Blind 
instituted a Bell of Justice, which any injured p~rson might 
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ring, and gain thereby immediate attention to his cause. The 
bell-rope hung from a public part of the palace. Close to this 
spot a serpent had made her nest , and one day in her absence a 
toad took possession of it, and refused to vacate it when the 
rightful owner returned. 

The serpent twisted herself around the dangling rope and rang 
the bell for justice. This she obtained, and by the Emperor's 
special command the toad was killed. A few days lat er Theo
dosius was reposing on his couch when the serpent entered his 
chamber, bearing a precious stone in her mouth. She glided up 
to the Emperor's face and laid it on his eyes, and then left the 
room again. The blind monarch instantly regained his sight. 

Another somewhat similar legend is related by Matthew Paris 
of a miserly Venetian named Vitalis. This man fell into a pit in 
which were a lion and a serpent, and was rescued from the t errible 
death which threatened him by a woodcutter whom he promised 
to reward by giving him half his property. The lion and the 
serpent also escaped from their predicament by climbing the 
ladder brought by the woodcutter, and t estified their gratitude 
by crouching at his feet. Later, when the poor man was eating 
his meagre meal in his little hut, the lion entered, bringing with 
him a dead goat as a present. The serpent followed, carrying in 
his mouth a precious stone which he laid on the woodcutter's 
plate. The woodcutter went t o Venice, and there found Vitalis 
in his p1lace feasting with his friends in joy for his deliverance. 
On being reminded of his promise, he denied that he had ever 
seen the woodcutter , and ordered his servants to throw him into 
prison, but before this could be effected the peasant fled. He made 
his way to the judges of the city and told his wrongs. They were 
at first incredulous, but when he produced the jewel the serpent 
had given him, and led them to the dens of the lion and the ser
pent, who again fawned on their benefactor, the judges were 
convinced, and compelled the ungrateful Vitalis t o perform his 
promise. Matthew Paris adds that this st ory was told by King 
Richard to expose the conduct of ungrateful men. 

In Pausanias we read of the carbuncle that " a Charake 
prophet had, near as big as an egg, which they said he found 
where a gre<l:t ra ttlesnake lay dead, and that it sparkled with such 
surprising lust re as to illuminate his dark winter house like strong 
flashes of continued lightning, to the great t error of the weak, 
who durst not, upon any account, approach the dreadful fire
darting place, for fear of sudden death. When he died it was 
buried with him, according to custom ." 

Timberlake, writing in I 6II, t ells of a great jewel which was 
taken from a serpent's head and used in conjuring. 
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In t~e n~rrative of a voyage in Her Majesty's ship " Samarang," 
Captam Sir Edward Belcher says, " At my last interview with 
the Sultan of Guning Taboor, he conveyed into my hand-sud
denly closing it with grea t mystery-what they term here the 
snake-stone. This is a polished globe of quartz, about the size 
of a musket ball, which he described as of infinite value an 
heirloom, reported to have been extracted from the head of an 
enchanted snake." 

In the history of Alexander it is st ated that he found serpents 
in the Vale of Jordan "with collars of huge emeralds growing 
on their backs." 

Alphonso, in his " Clericalis Disciplina," mentions a serpent 
with eyes of real jacinth, and Milton gives his serpent eyes of 
carbuncle, but in this case it is confessedly a poet's imagination. 

In France the serpent which bears a jewel in its head is called 
vouivre, and is described as being a reptile from 3 to 6 feet long, 
with only one eye in its head, which shines like a jewel and is 
called the carbuncle. This is said to be of inestimable value 
and those who can secure one of these treasures are thereby mad~ 
enormously rich. Many French legends relate how the serpent 
has been robbed of this jewel and the terrible punishments that 
in most cases have followed. 

"The jewel that grants all desires " is said to be possessed 
alike by Indian Nagas, and Chinese and Japanese dragons. 

In the "Mahabharata" the Pandava hero, Arjuna, after 
being killed in battle, is brought to life again by his Naga wife, 
who had obtained this wondrous serpent-stone from the Naga 
monarch. 

The Nagas were gu~rdians of pearls and the females are por
trayed as adorned with pearl necklaces. In early Buddhist 
art, that enemy of Nagas, the mongoose, is often represented 
as clasped in the right hand of Kubera, the god of riches, spitting 
forth jewels. It has obtained these by devouring their lawful 
possessors, the Nagas, and so become a fitting emblem of many 
of the devotees of the god of wealth! No wonder it cannot 
retain such ill-gotten goods ! Kubera is not only the god of 
wealth, but also of justice, and is a form of Yama, the god of 
death. In his aspect as god of justice (Dharma) he is symbolised 
in the "Mahabharata " as a "blue-eyed mongoose with one 
side of his body changed int-0 gold.". Wealth unrighteously 
~cquired, justice, death ; the treasure all spit forth. The allegory 
is complete. 

In "Shi i ki," a Chinese work dating from the sixth century, 
pearls are said to be spit out by dragons, and when the sky 
dragons engage in combat, pearls fall to the ground. De Groot 
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s1waks of these " thunder pearls" that have fallen from the 
mouths of dragons. They shine so brightly that they illuminate 
a house at night. 

Wang Fu's description of the dragon mentions that a dragon 
has "a bright pearl under its chin," though most serpents wear 
th e "precious jewel" in their heads. 

Further information about the Chinese dragon pearls will be 
found in the chapter dealing with Chinese dragons. 

A Japanese story tells how an Indian Buddhist abbot called 
Bussei (Buddha's vow) went on a voyage t o ob tain the dragon 
pearl " that grants all desires" which was owned by Sagara, 
the dragon-king of t he ocean. " Arrived in the midst of the sea, 
Bussei performed a ceremony and repeated a charm which caused 
Sagara t o appear, whereon the abbot, making a mystic sign, 
demanded the pearl. But the dragon-king neutralised the mystic 
sign and wrathfully rising in the a ir caused a t errible st orm to 
gather. The boat was wrecked, and all on board except Bussei 
were drowned. Bussei afterwards left Southern India for J apan." 

But serpent-s.tones are of various kinds and have different 
origins assigned to them. In some part s of Great Britain the 
name has been bestowed on certain perforated, rounded stone 
or glass beads, which are occasionally discovered, and are popu
larly supposed to have a supernatural power of healing the bites 
of serpents. These relics are believed by archreologists to have 
been used in ancient days as spindle-whorls, that is, small fly
wheels which were used to keep up the rotary motion of t he 
spindle. But according to an old tradition dating from the 
Druids, they were produced by a number of serpent s placing 
their heads t ogether , and hissing until the foam from their mouths 
became consolidated into these beads,-now a powerful charm 
against disease. 

Pliny has given us a curious account of this "serpent's egg," 
or anguinum (from anguis, a snake) which was worn as a distin
guishing badge by the Druids. It was formed, he says, by the 
poisonous spittle of a great many serpents twined t ogether in 
the heat of summer. If gathered at moonlight, and afterwards 
worn in the bosom, it was a mighty talisman. 

W. Mason has embodied this belief in poetic form in his 
" Caractacus," where the Druid sings : 

" From the grot of charms and spells, 
Where our matron sister dwells, 
Brennus, hast thy holy hand 
Safely brought the Druid wand, 
And the potent adder-stone, 
Gender'd 'fore the autumnal moon? 
When in undulating twine 
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The foaming snakes prolific join ; 
When they hiss and when they bear 
Their wondrous egg aloft in air ; 
Thence before to earth it fall, 
The Druid in his hallow'd pall 
Receives the prize, 
And instant flies, 
Follow·d by the envenom'd brood, 
Till he cross the crystal flood." 

This superstition has been minutely described by Edward 
Lhwyd, the Welsh antiquary, in a letter quoted by Borlase. 

"In most parts of Wales, and throughout all Scotland, and in 
Cornwall, we find it a common opinion of the vulgar, that about 
Midsummer-Eve (though in the time they do not all agree) it is 
usual for snakes to meet in companies ; and that, by joining 
heads together, and hissing, a kind of bubble is formed, which 
the rest, by continual hissing, blow on until it passes quite 
through the body, and then it immediately hardens, and resembles 
a glass ring, which whoever find (as some old women and children 
are persuaded) shall prosper in all his undertakings. The rings 
thus generated are called Gleineu Nadroeth, in English, Snake
stones. They are small glass amulets, commonly about half as 
wide as our finger-rings, but much thicker, of a green colour 
usually, though sometimes blue, and waved with red and white." 

Mr. Lhwyd further says : 
"I am fully satisfied they were amulets of the Druids. I have 

seen one of them that had nine small snakes upon it. There are 
others that have one or two or more snakes." 

This serpent-stone is known by many different names. It 
has been called by such varying terms as the ovum anguinum, 
the adder-stone, the adder-gem, the adder-bead, the Druidical 
bead, and in WaJes and Ireland, the Magician's or Druid's glass 
(Gleini na Droedh and Glaine nan Druidhe). They have been 
found in British barrows and specimens of them can be seen in 
museums. They are composed of variously coloured glass, blue, 
green, red, pink and brown, etc., some being ribbed and some 
plain, whilst some are streaked with brilliant hues. The Druids 
held them in high estimation. According to their account these 
invaluable objects could only be found on a particular day of 
the moon, and the special virtue residing within them secured 
success in lawsuits, and free access to the king. 

That these charms were not always successful, however, we 
learn from Pliny, for he knew of a Gaulish knight who was exe
cuted by the Emperor Claudius because he wore one of these 
beads when entering a Court of Justice, it being believed that its 
influence would improperly wrest judgment in his favour. 
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Pliny attributes the production of these. stones to snakes 
convoluted together in the su~mer, ai:id noti~es t~e staterr:ent,~ 
of the Druids with regard to this mystic creation ( Nat. Hist., 
XXIX, c. 3). 

Pennant commenting upon Pliny's opinion, says: 
" Our modern Druidesses give much the same account of the 

ovum anguinum, Clain Neidr, as the Welsh call it, or the Adder
gem, as the Roman philosopher do~s, ~ut seem not .to ha.ve so 
exalted an opinion of its powers, usmg it ~nly to assist child~en 
in cutting their teeth, or to cure the chm-cough, or to ~nve 
away an ague. We have some of these beads in our cabinet. 
They are made of glass, and of a very rich blue colour : some are 
plain, others streaked." . 

In ancient Gaul also these beads of paste or glass were highly 
esteemed as amulets under the name of serpents' eggs. The ex
planation of their existence there too was said to be th~t serpe~ts 
coiling together in a writhing m~ss, broug~t them i~to ?e~ng 
from their slaver, and shot them mto the air from their hissmg 
jaws. If a spectator was quick an.d brave enough to catch one 
of these eggs in his garment before it touched the ground, he had 
to mount his horse and gallop off at full speed, for the whole 
pack of serpents would pu.rsue h~m, and his only means of 
preservation was to cross a nver which th~ snakes could not p~s~. 

The proof of the genuine character of hi~ trophy was that if it 
was cast into a stream it would fl.oat against the current, even 
though it was hooped .with gold: . 

Adder-stones are still recogmsed as such m those parts of 
Britain where there is a Celtic population that yet retains the 
immemorial superstitions of their race ; and the tale. of the 
origin of these beads from the slaver of serpents was until lately 
believed by the peasantry of Scotland, Wales and Cornwall, as 
it was by the Druids of ancient Gaul. 

The beads, as we have seen, are perforated, and the Highlanders 
of Scotland give an explanation of this .a~ follow_s : when the bead 
has just been blown together by the JO~nt a~t10n of the mass~d 
serpents, one of the reptiles pushes his tail through the still 
viscous glass. 

In 1699 many of these beads were in use a.s charms all over 
Scotland. Children had them hung around their necks to protect 
them from whooping-cough and other ailments, and they were 
thought to have the property of repelling evil spirits and generally 
of ensuring the prosperity of th<: wearer. ~en ~ne of these 
valuable amulets was not in use it was kept m an iron box, so 
that the fairies might not steal it, since it is well known that the 
Good People detest iron. 
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The ~elsh P.easantry believe that these beads possess all sorts 
of me~icmal virtues, and that they are especially efficacious for 
maladies of the eyes. 

In Cornwall, Midsummer-Eve was said to be the time when 
~he serpents gathered together to make the beads, but in Wales 
it was gener~lly thought to be spring, and especially May-day 
~ve. Ev~n .m ~ecent years, according to Mr. Frazer, "persons 
m the Prmcipahty have affirmed that they witnessed the great 
ve.rnal congress of the snakes, and saw the magic stone ·in the 
midst of the froth." 

In confirmation of the above accounts of extraordinary assem
blages of serpents, I append the following, cut from a popular 
weekly some twenty years ago: 

" A PYRAMID OF SERPENTS 

"A ~erman .traveller and naturalist describes a spectacle he 
once witnesse~ m the savannahs of Izacubo, in Guiana, which he 
well characterises as ' the most wonderful and terrible ' that can 
be seen. 
. "We were ten men orr horseback, two of whom took the lead, 
m order to sound the passages, whilst I preferred to skirt the 
great forests. One of the blacks who formed the vanguard 
returned full gallop, and called to me : 

:: ' Here •. sir, come and see serpents in a pile ! ' 
He pomted out something elevated in the middle of the 

savannah, which appeared like a bundle of arms. One of my 
company then said: 

''. ' This is certainly one of those assemblages of serpents 
which heap themselves on each other after a violent tempest 
I ha~e heard of these, but have never seen any; let us proceed 
cautiously, and not go too near.' 

"When we were within twenty paces of it, the terror of our 
horses preve~ted. our nearer approach, to which, however, none 
of. us were mclmed. Suddenly the pyramidal mass became 
agitated i horrible hissings issued from it, thousands of serpents 
r~lled spirally on each other, shot forth out of the circle their 
hideous heads, presenting their envenomed darts and fiery eyes 
to us. 

"I own I was one of the first to draw back· but when I saw 
that this form.idable phalanx remained at its p~st, and appeared 
to be ~o.re disposed ~o defend itself than to attack us, I rode 
round I~, m order to view it~ order of battle, facing the enemy on 
every side. 

"I then sought what could be the design of this numerous 
assemblage, and I concluded that this species of serpent dreaded 
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Home terrible enemy, which might be the great serpent, or the 
cayman, and that they reunited themselves after having seen 
t lu·ir enemy, in order to resist or attack him in a mass." 

As further evidence on this point, I quote from the " Penny 
Cyclopredia" : " Open copses, dry heaths, newly cleared wood
lands, and sandy wastes are the usual haunts of the viper, which, 
in winter, is frequently found in its hybernaculum, intertwined 
with several of its own species, and in an almost torpid state. 
These conglomerations may have given rise to the mode in 
which the celebrated ovum anguinum was produced." 

The ophites was a serpentine stone, and according to Pliny 
was so called because it was spotted like a snake. Others said 
it was thus named because he who carried it might walk among 
serpents with impunity. Pliny distinguishes two kinds of ophites, 
the hard and the soft. The former may have been some variety 
of granite; the latter a variety of serpentine, perhaps the Tuscan 
gabbro or ophiolite. But it is impossible to identify with cer
tainty any one of the various substances, some of which were 
unquestionably fabulous, to which the name ophites was applied 
by Orpheus, Dioscorides, Pliny and other classic writers. The 
ovum anguinum described by Pliny appears from his account 
to have been a fossil echinoderm. 

Within living memory these fossils were treasured as Druidical 
relics, and thought of as possibly possessing a portion, at least, 
of the virtue attributed by the ancients to the ophites. 

In olden days ophites were thought to have the power not 
only of speech, but of prophecy. The physician Eusebius is said 
never to have parted with his ophites, but carried them in his 
bosom and obtained oracles from them, which were given in a 
small voice that resembled a low whistling. 

Arnobius the Younger, a bishop in Gaul in the second half of 
the fifth century, confessed that he could never meet with one 
of these stones without addressing questions to it which, he tells 
us, were "answered occasionally in a clear and sharp small 
voice." 

To give one more instance of these oracular snake-stones, 
Falconet, speaking of the ophite, says that "it is shaggy, hard, 
heavy, black, and has the gift of speech; when one prepares to 
cast it away, it produces a sound similar to the cry of a child. 
It is by means of this stone that Helanos foretold the ruin of 
Troy, his fatherland ... " etc. 

The serpent-stone pictured in our chapter-heading is that 
now well-known fossil shell, the A mmonite, which was formerly 
supposed to be a coiled and petrified serpent, though its old 
Latin name Cornua Ammonis was bestowed on it because it was 
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thought to resemble the horns sculptured on the head of Jupiter 
Ammon. 

The legends of the saints have invested these st ones with a 
special interest : 

"They told how in their convent cell, 
A Saxon princess once did dwell, 

The lovely .tEdelfled, 
And how, of thousand snakes, each one 
Was changed into a coil of stone 

When holy Hilda pray'd." ("Marmion," Scott.) 

And not only were the snaky foes thus petrified, but they were 
decapitated as well ! There is said to be a similar tradition of 
Saint Keyna. This saint, finding herself surrounded by serpents, 
in a wood at Keynsham, between Bath and Bristol, changed 
them into headless stones by the fervour of her prayers. 

These ideas were not confined to the unlettered, but were 
seriously entertained by men of learning. Wormius describes 
ammonites as petrified adders. Langius thought them to be 
either the vertebrre of serpents or convoluted marine insects. 
The curio-dealers of the period t ook up the idea, and there were 
few fossil collections which they did not supply with what they 
were pleased to term a perfect C ornu A mmonis ; that is an 
ammonite, to which a carved serpent-head had been ingeniously 
attached. 

Other learned men, Torellus Sarayna, Frascatorius, etc. , 
attributed the formation of these stones to the plastic forces of 
the earth, and regarded them as a freak of Nature ; but the 
religious were somewhat pained by such unbelief, as the following 
extract from an annotated edition of Marmion, published in 
r84r, will illustrat e. It also serves to show how recently the 
idea of the miraculous origin of these serpent-stones was held. 

" The reliques of the snakes which infested the precincts of 
the convent, and were at the abbess's prayer, not only beheaded 
but petrified, are still found about the rocks, and are termed by 
Protestant fossilists A mmonitce." 

Oh, those unbelieving Protest ants ! 
The ancients held these stones in high estimation, and as of 

the highest value t o the dreamer. Thus Pliny: "Hammonis 
cornu inter sacratissimas /Ethiopice gemmas, aureo colore, arietim 
cornus ejfigiem reddens, promittitur prce divina somnia represen
tare "; even now the Indians are said to believe them to have 
wonderful properties. 

In India t he ammonite is found in the bed of the Gandhaki 
River of the size of an orange. It is known as the Salagrama 
stone, and being chief of the inanimate objects sacred to Vishnu, 
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it <•njoys the highest veneration of most of the Vaishn'avas, and 
is a profitable object of traffic. 

According to another idea, the serpent-stone is a porous 
substance often consisting of charred bone. It is thought _to 
possess the virtue of extracting the venom fr?m a snake-bite 
when applied to the wound, and has been used mall quarters of 
the globe for this purpose. 

Carmichael t ells us that in Scotland "A product called clach-
1"ithrach, serpent-stone, is found on the root of the long ling. 
It is of steel-grey colour, has the consistency of soft putty when 
new and of ha rd putty when old, and is as light as pumice-stone, 
which it resembles. It is of globular form, and from one to three 
inches in diameter. There is a circular hole about a quarter of 
an inch in width, through the centre. This substance is said to 
be produced by the serpent emitting spume round the root of a 
twig of heather. The clach-nathrach is greatly prized by the people 
who transmit it as a talisman to their descendants." 

The bezoar, a name for certain calculi or concretions found in 
the stomach or intestines of some animals, especially ruminants, 
was also entitled the serpent-stone. 

The word is derived from the Persian, btidzahr, padzahr, 
(pad, expelling, . +" zahr," poison), so called because it ~as 
considered an antidote to poison. In some Eastern countries 
this belief still prevails. The stone was formerly supposed to 
have been formed of the poison of serpents which had bitten 
the creature, combined with the counteracting remedy with 
which Nature had supplied it. In the Middle Ages this stone was 
considered t o be a potent charm against the plague also. We 
find the following entry in the inventory of the jewels of Charles 
the Fifth, made a t Yuste after hi5 death. " A box of black leather 
lined with crimson velvet, containing four bezoar stones, variously 
set in gold," one of which the Emperor instructed was "to. be 
given to William Van Male, his gentleman of the chamber, bemg 
sick, as it was suspected- of the plague." 
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CHAPTER XXXVII 

THE NAGA l N NATURE MYTH 

T HE earliest my thology which we have any record of 
in India is that found in the Vedas, and this is essentially 
symbolic of the energies and phases of Nature. Half the 

hymns and prayers of the Rig-Veda are addressed either to 
Agni, the god of fire , or to Indra, the god of light and thunder
storm, the third most prominent deity being Varuna, the god of 
water. But it must be recognised that the almost numberless 
gods of the Hindu pantheon are really but personified attributes 
of the sacred triad, Brahma, Vishnu and Siva. 

The cobra, or hooded serpent, is the favourite symbol of the 
early solar mythology, and it seems certain that it is of indepen
dent origin, and not borrowed, as has been suggest ed, from the 
aboriginal tribes. Its intimate connection with sun-worship 
proves how closely it is related to orthodox Hinduism. Surya, 
the sun-god, who is a form of Vishnu, is represent ed with a canopy 
above his head formed of the hoods of a five or seven-headed Naga. 
And the Naga demigods are described in Brahmanical writings 
as the celestial serpen ts belonging t o Surya. For instance, it is 
directed in the P araskara Grihy Su-tra that oblations are to be 
offered to " The Lord of the overpowering serpents belonging to 
Surya." This god, in the Vedas, occupies a subordinate place as 
a merely elemental deity, though from the date of the Bhagavat 
Gita he was invest ed with the character of the Supreme Being, 
and took precedence of his former rival, Siva, in many places . 

P erhaps there is no feature of Hindoo mythology more strongly 
emphasised than their conception of the Deity as originally 
floating or moving upon the face of the waters. One of the most 
striking instances of this is that of Surya (or Vishnu) as Narayana, 
resting on the serpent of infinity. The serpent Sesh Nag, or 
Sesha, is represented as twisted into innumerable folds, t o form 
a couch which floats upon the waters, whilst its seven heads a re 
inflat ed so as to produce a canopy, in the shelter of which Surya 
reposes. This design forms one of the sculptures in the cave~ of 
Ellora and is depicted with many variations, on the walls of bmld
ings in Upper India. There is another fine representation of this 
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theme on a rock in the Ganges thus described by Wilkins: 
" Nearly opposite Sultan Ganj, a considerable town in tlw 
province of Bahar, there stands a rock of granite, formi ng a 
small island in the Ganges, known to Europeans by the name of 
'the rock of Ichangiri,' which is highly worthy of the traveller' ~; 
~10tice for the vast number of images carved upon every part of 
its surface. Among the rest there is Hari (i.e. Vishnu in his 
character of preserver), of a gigantic size, recumbent upon a 

OBLATIOJl<S TO SURYA. 
As depicted on a gateway of Sanchi Tope. 

From Fergusson's" Tree a11d Serpeut lYorship." 

coiled serpent, whose heads (which are numerous) the artist has 
contrived to spread into a kind of canopy over the sleeping god ; 
and from each of its mouths issues a forked tongue, seeming to 
threaten instant death to any whom rashness might prompt to 
disturb him. The whole lies almost clear of the block on which 
it is hewn. It is finely imagined and is executed with great 
skill.'' 

In Hindu legend Vishnu is said to recline upon his serpent 
couch during the four months of the periodical rains, and so is 
definitely connected with the seasonal changes. The Hindus 
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also believe that at the end of every Catpa (creation or formation) 
all Lhings are absorbed by the Deity, and that in the interval 
that elapses before another period of creative activity, the god 
al.\"ain reposes upon t he serpent Sesha (Duration), whose other 
names are Vasuki (the Eternal), and Ananta (Endlessness). 

Sesha is usually represented as seven-headed, but, when used 
as a symbol of infinity or eterni ty, is sometimes described as 
having a thousand heads, the better to express space unbounded 
and time without end. The world is said to rest upon one of these 
heads. His crest is decorated with jewels,-the shining stars. 
Vishnu is fittingly enthroned amid his myriad coils. 

Not only was Sesha a couch for Deity, but according to Hindu 
allegory his vast form was used as a rope by t he gods to churn 
the ocean in order to recover the Amrita, or elixir of life. The 
gods on this occasion stood on the mountain Mandara, which 
was fixed on the back of a t ortoise that represented one of the 
Avatars of Vishnu. 

The Na.gas are not mentioned under this name in the Veda, 
and must not be confused with the serpents so often referred to 
therein as foes of Indra and t he Devas, and described in connec
tion with the evil Asuras, or Dasyus, or Serpas, whose leader was 
the dragon Vritra. These, according to the commentator Sayana, 
represent atmospheric phenomena, but it seems more probable 
that they represent tribes hostile to Indra and his Na.gas.. In 
support of this we may quote Dr. Oldham, who says: "The 
hooded serpent was ... . a totem of the people who claimed 
descent from the Sun. . And the Naga demi-gods, who are 
described in Brahmanical writings as ' The Celestial Serpent s 
belonging to Surya' (the Sun-god) , were deified chiefs of the 
Solar race." 

H e tells us further that " It is to these ancient deities, rather 
than to the great gods of the Brahmans, that the Hindu people 
first turn in times of trouble. To the Naga they pray for rain 
for their crops, and to the Naga, or the Deva, they pay their vows 
in time of pestilence or famine. To these also they offer the first 
milk of their cows, and the first fruits of their harvest." 

From the M ahabhiirata we learn· that Swarga, the heaven over 
which Indra ruled, was t enanted by Devas and by Nagas . 

But in the Rig-Veda it is not t o the Nagas that the prayer 
for rain is addressed. The worshippers of the strong and valiant 
god, Indra, have appealed directly to him to overcome the great 
serpent or cloud dragon, Vritra, which had dammed up the 
rivers so that they could no longer flow. 

According to Dr. Oldham's interpretation, this Vritra was a 
great chief of the solar and serpent-worshipping Asuras, who 
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claimed, and was believed to hold, the power of controlling the 
elements. !n support ?f this, Dr. Oldham points out the frequent 
references m the Vedic hymns "to the withholding of rain by 
the Asuras, and especially by the great chief Vritra, and to the 
consequent drought, ceasing on the death of the enemy. These 
passages," he says, "relate to the belief which survives to this 
day, that the Naga rajas were able to control the elements." 

Returning to the text of the fable it narrates how Indra 
responded to his votaries' prayers, and slew the serpent ·with his 
~hur_ider-bolt, when immediately the pent-up waters burst forth 
m nvers to the sea. 

As ~n allegory of ~att~ral phenomena the picture is continually 
apposite. The conflict is not even now over. Again and again 
must the dragon be slain and the waters released. Perhaps the 
monster is hydra-headed, but anyhow the trouble has once more 
to be faced. 

Prayers are addressed to the god to renew the battle. Even 
earthly efforts may assist him in the fight which calls for all his 
stren~th and prowess. The worshipper is said to have placed a 
bolt m Indra's hands, and the sacrifice is thought of as helping 
th~ weapon to slay the dragon. We can imagine how vividly 
this ~eop~e ?f poets vis:ialise the fable. Their parched and thirsty 
land is wiltmg and dymg for lack of cooling rains, and the cruel 
cloud-dragon has swallowed all the water! At last ! The 
beneficent Indra has gathered his forces for battle with the 
monster. The sky darkens at his awful approach, his thunder 
peals forth, his lightning weapon flashes, and he cleaves the ser
pent's ?elly with his kn~fe. Out rush· the imprisoned waters 
ir_i tropical storm, drenchmg the parched earth and causing the 
nvers to overflow and refresh the land whilst gods and men 
rejoice. Because of this feat Indra is known as Vritra-han 
" h ' t e destroyer of Vritra." 

According to some versions of the legend it was in the form of 
a bull that Indra encountered the dragon Vritra, and released 
the cows (clouds) he had stolen. Indra was invoked as a 
bull, and to him both bull and cows were sacred among the 
Hindus. 

A ref~rence to this SJ:1mbolism will be found in the following 
translat10n,-by an Indian poet,-of the Rig-Veda. 

" I will sing the wondrous story.
Thunder-armed Indra's glory.
How he won from Vritra's might 
Captive waters sparkling bright, 
Cleft for them the mountain way, 
Rolled the rivers rich and gay I 
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Jndra pierced the dragon cloud.
Darkening mountains in a shroud, 
Twashtri forged the lightning-dart.
Fashioned with celestial art, 
As the milch-kine to the fold 
Rivers to the ocean rolled ! 

Like a bull, impetuous, strong, 
Indra, hymned in ancient song, 
Drank the Soma three times given, 
Grasped the forked brand of heaven, 
Smot! the first-born fiend of might, 
Rolling up the mountain's height. 

Darkling Vritra hid the world, 
Lightning-lances Indra hurled, 
And his thunder's deadly stroke 
Clouds to pieces rent and broke, 
Like a tree by woodsman felled 
Fell the fiend by Indra quelled ! 

Rolled the rivers fresh and new, 
Ceaseless waters onward flew, 
Bursting torrents, copious fed, 
Bore away the shapeless dead ; 
Indra's foe bereft of breath, 
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Slept the endless sleep of death ! " (Romcsh Dutt.) 

Although the people are nominally converted to the Moham
medan faith, traditions qf the serpent race yet persist in the wild 
border country between India and Persia. The village of Gor-i
Mar, or grave of the serpent, perpetuates in its name the memory 
of a great serpent said to have been killed by Ali. And the 
Kafirs of the Hindu Kush have a tradition that the Bashgul 
Valley was once dominated by a huge serpent who devoured 
travellers rash enough to venture there, but who was finally 
killed by Imra, or Indra. 

Andrew Lang, writing in the "Encyclopredia Britannica," 
points out that "in the traditions of Vedic devotees, Indra was 
not a god without an irrational element in his myth," and he 
argues that many of the legends about Indra" have no necessary 
connection with the worship of a pure Nature-god as a Nature
god would now be constructed by men. The legends are survivals 
of a time in which natural phenomena were regarded, not as we 
regard them, but as persons, and savage persons, and became the 
centre of legends in the savage manner. 

Thus he accounts for the barbaric myth of the origin of Vritra, 
which he gives as follows: "Once, though uninvited, Indra 
drank some soma that had been prepared for another being. 
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The sor;ia disa~reed with Indra; part of i t which was not drunk 
~p became Vntra the serpent, Indra's enemy. Indra cut him 
m t wo, an_d made the moon out of ha lf of his body. This serpent 
was a umve~sal devourer of every thing and everybody." Ile 
adds, " If t~i~ invention is a late priestly one, the person who 
lntrodu~ed 1t mto the Satapatha-B rahmana must have reverted 
t o . the intellectual condition of Bushmen. In the fight with 
Vntra, Indra lost his energy, which fell to the earth and p roduced 
plants and shrubs." 

We have seen above that Sun and Wat er are a like represented 
by the serpen t symbol in Indian myth. 
I~ th e " Aitareya Brahmana," which is of later date th an the 

:V~d1c ~ymns, in the p~rtion known as the " Serpent Mantra," 
it is said that the earth is the S arpa-Riijn f, or Queen of Serpents, 
a_nd m~ther of all that moves. According to the Hindu explana
tion th1~ means tha t the solid earth was condensed from a trail 
of cosm_1c dust or fire-mist , which had swept through space in a 
serpentine form. 

_Another Hindu Nature myth directly connecting the earth 
with the serpent is as follows : 

~(ulika, or as he is sometimes called Kuliketu , wa$ one of the 
ch1e~s of the Na.gas. But for no wrongdoing on his part, he was 
continually _tormented by the inferior gods, known as the Suras, 
and _complained of his trouble to t he Supreme Lord . In answer 
to his prayer, Brahma is said to have ordained tha t henceforward 
he. should receive adoration like th e devas from each human 
b?ing , and that anyone who refused t o render such homage to 
lum should pe.rish _by so.me unnatural death and be deprived of 
the power to nse higher in the scale of created beings. 

. T~e m)'.'th has been explained as follows by Mr. Hardwick in 
his . Chnst and other Mast ers." "It direct s us to behold in 
Kuhketo an emblem of the ea rth before it had been subjected t o 
~uman cul t ure, when it frlt itself tormen ted by the Suras, or, 
m. other ~ords, assaul ted by the a rmies of t he firmament-the 
ram, the lightning, and the t empest. In the midst of this dis
o~der, ~na n , who had been hither to regardless of t he soil on which 
his lo~ is cast, and the ma teria l out of which h is body is constructed , 
was bidden by the Lord of creati~n. to render homage to the powers 
and proce~ses of nature. to propitiate the ungenial elements, and 
w~l~o:i1e m all f~rms round him th e immediate presence of 
D1vin1ty . According,_ therefore, to this myth, the serpent was 
no~ absolutely .a'.1d directly charged with the origina t ion of all 
evil ; yet susp1c10ns of such agency were nevertheless implied 
fron:- first to last in the conception of the story. There was 
lurking under its fantastic imagery an idea that matter, in the 
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whole compass a nd d uration of it , was intrinsically evil , and 
might therefore be ident ified with t hat which was the recognised 
embodiment of the evil p rinciple." 

Dr. Oldham remarks t hat the "supposed ability of the Naga 
ra jas t o control the elements, and especially the waters, arising 
no doubt from their connexion with the sun, led apparently 
to their association with springs, streams and lakes. In these 
the serpent-deities were supposed to dwell, although t he cobra 
is not a water-snake and cannot live under water. Every lake 
and every sp ring in Kashmir, and in many other parts of India , 
was sacred t o one or other of the Naga demi-gods, or to the sun." 

The sun and its symbol, the serpent , seem everywhere to have 
been closely associat ed with ocean, lake, r iver and rain, indeed 
wit h water generally . 

The chariot of Varuna , the sea-god , is represented as having 
been drawn by three-headed Nagas, and in t he "Mahabharata " 
the ocean is said t o be the dwelling-place of the Na.gas (Adi, 
" Astika," p . xxii) whilst after Vrit ra had been slain , h is followers 
t ook refuge in the sea (Vana, "Tirthayatra," p. ciii) . E ven now 
among the Hindu Kush, springs, or rather the spirits embodied 
by t hem, a re thought to resent any impurity cast into their 
waters by causing st orms, and Elliott tells us that a snowstorm 
produced in t his manner is said t o have induced t he Shahi J aipal 
to submit t o the Amir Subuktigin. 

As we should expect from their connection with the sun, and 
earth and rain, serpents are regarded as the represent at ives of 
agriculture in Indian myth. This is the oldest interest of the 
people ; they also are thought to haunt the streams and woods 
of t he country-side, and t he festivals in t heir honour are celebrated 
by young and old, rich and poor, th roughout West ern India. 
The children have holiday , and t he serpent images are crowned 
wit h flowers. The popular faith ascribes t he veneration of ser
pents to grat itude for t he forgiveness shown by t he queen of 
serpents to the husbandman who killed her little ones by the 
stroke of his plough. Many t ales of serpent genii are t old in 
India , and de Visser would have us note t hat in t hem we find 
the Naga monarch " not only in the possession of numberless 
jewels and beautiful girls, but also of mighty charms, bestowing 
supernatural vision and hearing . The palaces of the Naga kings 
are a lways described as extremely splendid, abounding with gold 
and silver and precious st ones, and the Naga women, when 
appearing in human shape, were beautiful beyond description." 
He records the story of an evil Naga protecting a big t ree t hat 
grew in a pond, who failed t o send forth t hunder and cloud 
when the tree was felled, because he was neither despised nor 
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wounded, but h is body became the support of the stupa (a dome
shaped shrine or monument) and the t ree became a beam in the 
same edifice. 

This is noteworthy because it is rare t o find the Naga as a tree 
demon in India, though it is often so represented in China an d 
Japan. 

The following st ory of a water spirit is entwined around 
the broken st atue of a hooded serpent which reposes on a 
certain tank near J ait, in the district of Mathura, and relat es 
how in olden times a raja married a foreign princess, and, 
after staying awhile in her distant country , wished t o bring 
her home. The lady, however, r efused to accompany him 
unless he first declared his lineage. The raja said that if 
she insisted on his doing so she would have cause to regret 
her curiosity; but finding her determined, he conducted her 
to the riverside, where he repeated his warning. Still the 
princess insisted, and h er husband n ow told her she must not be 
alarmed at whatever she saw, or she would lose him. As he 
spoke, he commenced to descend slowly into the water, a ll the 
while b egging her to give up her purpose until the river rose to 
his neck. Then, after a last effort to persuade his obdurate 
spouse, he dived, and rose again in the form of a Naga (serpent) ; 
erecting his hood over the water, he said, "This is my lineage ! 
I am a N agbansi." The princess was unable to repress an exclama
tion of grief, and her unfortunate husband was thereby turned 
into the statue of stone which may b e seen to this day. 

Another Indian legend, recorded by Deane, related how a 
member of the Buddha family fell in love with, and married the 
daughter of a serpent-king, and in time became sovereign of the 
country. But although his wife had obtained a human body in 
which to manifest, a snake with nine h eads sometimes was 
visible behind her neck, and one night whilst she slept her husband 
cut this rept ile in two. The result was that she became blind. 

It would seem that the husband ought to have recognised the 
nine-headed serpent as an essential p art of his Naga wife, for de 
Visser tells us that "the Nagas are depicted in three forms: 
common snakes, guarding jewels; human b eings with four snakes 
in their n ecks; and winged sea-dragons, the upper part of the 
body human, but with a horned ox-like head, 'the lower part of 
the body that of a coiling dragon. H ere," h e adds, "we find a 
link between the snake of ancient India and the four-legged 
Chinese dragon." 

This is the form adopted in Tibet, and it is also found in Japan. 
It is interesting to note that according to Gerini the word Naga 
means not only snake but elephant. Elliott Smith remarks that 
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•· both the Chinese dragon and the Mexican elephan~-god are 
1h11s linked with the Naga, who is identified both with Indra 
himself and Indra 's enemy, Vritra. This is another instance of 
1 hose remarkable contradictions that one meets at every step 
in pursuing the dragon. In the confusion resulting from ~he 
blending of h ostile tribes and diverse cultur_es the Aryan deity 
who, both for religious and political reasons, is the enemy of the 
Nagas becomes himself identified with a Naga ! " 
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CHAPTER XXXVIII 

SATAN AS A SERPENT 

T HE conception of the serpent as the emblem of evil is 
not nearly so widespread as the idea that it is the appro
priate symbol of Deity, but it may be found early, as 

in the case of A pep, Apopi, or Apophis, the serpent of the Egyptian 
Hades, which is represented on mummy cases. Apep was taken 
as a figure of Typhon, the wicked brother of Osiris, who at 
various periods was considered as sun-god, demigod, or king. 
Typhon, who is mentioned by Plutarch as having made war 
against Jove, killed Osiris, and was himself attacked by Osiris' 
son, Horus. The last-named deity is often represented as stand
ing upon Typhon, who lies prostrate in the serpent form of Apep, 
nailed to the earth by the spear of the god which pierces his head. 
But though apparently conquered he survives to work evil. 

This evil serpent, A pep, or Typhon, was identified by the priests 
<>f later dynasties with Set, or Sit, the god of the hated Hyksos 
kings. The contrast between this evil being and the beneficent 
Osiris and Isis was immense. Yet the theologians of the Delta 
saw in it but the completion of the circle of the serpent, and 
Maspero tells us that they "soon assigned a common origin to 
these rival divinities of Nile and desert, red land and black. 
Sibu (the earth-god) had begotten them. Nl'lit (Nut) had given 
birth to them one after another when the demiurge had separated 
her from her husband; and the days of their birth were the days 
of creation." 

In this later version Set was one of the guardians of the four 
pillars that supported the firmament, instead of being an evil 
deity. 

Maspero says : " In the beginning earth and sky were two 
lovers lost in the Nu, fast locked in each other's embrace, the god 
lying beneath the goddess. On the day of creation a new god, 
Shu, came forth from the primreval waters, slipped between 
the two, and seizing Nuit with both hands, lifted her above his 
head with outstretched arms. Though the starry body of the 
goddess extended in space-her head being to the west and her 
loins to the east-her feet and hands hung down to the earth. 
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These were the four pillars of the firmament . . and four gods 
of four adjacent principalities were in charge of them. Osiris, 
or Horus, the sparrow-hawk, presided over the southern, and Sit 
over the northern pillar ; Thoth over that of the west, and Sapdi, 
the author of the zodiacal light, over that of the east." 

The character of the serpent Apep, and of his struggle with 
the sun, has been clearly defined by Champollion as representa
tive of the conflict of darkness with light (" Lettres," p . 231 

et seq.). Occasionally, though very rarely, Apep appears to be 
the conqueror, and his triumph over Ra is considered to be the 
t:'.Xplanation of a solar eclipse. A similar explanation is common 
to the peoples of many widely separated countries. In one very 
ancient form of the Egyptian legend, the sun is represented by 
a wild ass running round the world along the sides of the moun
tains that uphold the sky, and the serpent which attacks it is 
called Haiu (" Book of the Dead," chap. xl, Naville's Edn., 
Vol. I, pl. LIV). 

We have seen in the chapter on The Serpent Gods of Egypt 
that there are other explanations of this dualism, and that it is 
more apparent than real, the truth probably being that there 
were at almost all periods of Egyptian history two interpretations 
of the current symbolism, one that revealed only to initiates, the 
other intended for popular consumption. 

Although as the result of conquest the symbolism might be 
reversed, the underlying truths remained the same, but though 
the priestly caste was aware of this, the uneducated people must 
often have been strangely puzzled as they witnessed the gods of 
earlier faiths denounced as devils by later theologians. 

The Hebrews were evidently troubled to know how to reconcile 
the apparently opposing creeds of their former masters and 
teachers; and inclined now to one aspect, now to the other. 
Their sojourn in Egypt had had a tremendous moulding influence 
on their religion. It had undermined its stability and mono
theistic purity, because only the exoteric aspect of the Egyptian 
creed was known to them. This remark does not apply to their 
leader Moses. According to Manetho, Moses had formerly been 
a priest of Egypt, and as Sharpe says, " the whole history of 
the fall of manic; of Egyptian origin. The temptation of woman 
by the serpent, and of man by the woman, the sacred tree of 
knowledge, the cherubs guarding with flaming swords the door 
of the Garden, the warfare declared between the woman and 
the serpent, may all be seen upon the Egyptian sculptured 
monuments.'' 

The walls of ancient Thebes, Elephantine, Edfou and Karnak 
bear witness that long before Moses taught or Esdras wrote, 
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its story was embodied by rites and symbols in the religious 
ceremonials of the Egyptians. We have recorded some of the 
interpretations of this legend and its various forms in other 
chapters, so need only remark here that it does not necessarily 
involve the recognition of an opposing power of evil, though 
probably it was so understood by the uninitiated, and the in
fluence of the exoteric reading, in later times, identified the evil 
being with the serpent form. 

Bishop Patrick tried to reconcile the traces of monotheism 
in the scriptural account, with Christian dualism. He thought 
the serpent tempter of Eve, when flying, was resplendent like 
fire, having assumed the form of a seraphim or angel of the 
presence. In later times the serpents in the wilderness were 
called by this name, from a root which signifies "to bum," and 
Eve took the serpent tempter for one of these heavenly messen
gers sent down to enlighten her, "for she was not so simple as 
to think that beasts could speak." The bishop strengthened his 
argument by quoting St. Paul's ac;sertion, " Satan is transformed 
into an angel of light" (z Cor. xi. 14), and the apostle's fear, 
expressed in the same chapter, that "as the serpent beguiled 
Eve through his subtilty," so he might lead the Corinthians 
astray. Deane demolishes the worthy bishop's interpretation, 
saying Eve's reply conclusively proves that she saw the serpent 
as a real serpent. He admits, however, "that the devil on this 
occasion assumed the form of one of the angelic seraphim was a · 
tradition of the East, adopted or invented by the Doctors of the 
J ewish Church. Rabbi Bechai on Genesis iii. 14, observes: 
' This is the secret (or mystery) of the holy language, that a 
serpent is called saraph as an angel is called saraph,' and ' hence 
the scriptures called serpents seraphim (Num. xxi. 6-8), because 
they were the offspring of the old saraph.'" 

That it was from the Egyptians that Moses obtained the 
fundamentals of the Hebrew religion-according to Anna 
Kingsford-is occultly intimated in the scriptural passage, 
"And the Children of Israel borrowed of the Egyptians jewels 
of silver and jewels of gold ; and they spoiled the Egyptians." 
A large and powerful section of the Jews understood these 
teachings only exoterically, and saw the serpent as the type of 
the evil one, and named it Aibu, "the enemy." Threatening 
and terrible, yet tempting and strangely attractive, unsleeping, 
winged, fiery, fanged, it was coiled around the Tree of Life, the 
relentless foe of creation, and of Osiris-Jehovah, whom they had 
adopted as their tribal god. 

To these uninitiated Hebrews a god made in the image of man, 
a personal anthropomorphic being, who would fight their battles, 
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make their laws, judge and rule them as a king, was an.abs?lu~e 
n<'ccss ity. An abstract concept ion ?f Divinity, even if ~1thm 
their mental grasp, suggested no th mg beautiful or deslfa~le. 
As we have seen, only a portion of the highly cult':1red E.gyptian 
people had attained to the higher ideal wherein Deity was 
symbolised by the limbless serpen.t. . _ 

The view-poin t of the Hebrews is made pl~1~ by Dr. H. Pratt, 
who in explaining the Kabala says : "Spmt was t~ man a 
bodiless disembodied, or deprived and degraded bemg, and 
hence w

1

as termed by the ideograph N ah ash ' Deprived ' : repre
sented as appearing to and seducing the human .race-men 
through the Woman .... In the picture from th1.s Nah~sh, 
this spirit was represented by a serpent, because from its destitu
tion of bodily members, the Serpent was l~~ked upon as a 
deprived and depraved and degraded creature. 

Yet the Hebrews were at first strictly monotheists, the ve.ry 
strong personality with which they endowed their god ~eces.sanly 
involving a darker side to his character, so t hat .he i:11 himself 
completed the circle, an~ left. ~o space for an evil bemg. The 
cardinal principle of their on gmal theology was that Jehovah 
was the author both of good and evil, who hardened Pharaoh's 
heart (Exod. x. 27), and sent a lying spirit among the prophets 
of Ahab (1 Kings xxii. 20-3) ; and the Satan of the book of 
Job is described as coming among the so.n~ of God to present 
himself before the Lord. He was a w1llmg messenger who 
executed the designs of J ehovah; not an in:personation of an 
opposing evil power. This ~as a late~ conception founded partly 
on memories of the exotenc Egyptian creed, a~d par~ly fr?m 
the intercourse of the Jews with the Persians dunng their penod 
~e~k. . 

In the Persian or I ranian mythology, a personal power of evil 
was conspicuously recognised as being self-existent, and as potent 
as deity. Ormuzd the good god was perpetually thwarted an~ 
opposed by Ahriman, described in the Zenda Vesta as the evil 
principle. . 

The Zoroastrians represented the latter as a serpent, t he wicked 
Aji Dahaka, or Azhi-dahrika, and he i.s fabled to have a.ssumed a 
serpent's shape in order to de~troy th~ first ~uman bemgs. He 
is said to have introduced evil and disease mto the world, but 
to have been conquered by Thrita, .or Thraet'.1ona, who showed 
mankind how to combat disease, which according to the allegory 
is the result of poisoning by the bite of thi.s evil seq~ent. It was 
one of the popular beliefs among the Per~ians that 1:i ~ell ~cor
pions and serpents stung the feet of the wicked, and it is wntten 
in the Sadder (Porta 47), "When you kill serpents, you shall 
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rep:a~ the Zenda Ve.sta, and thence you will obtain great merit; 
for it is the same as if you had killed so many devils." 

Later. sects sought to r!se from this dualistic idea to the higher 
concept10n of the Encircled Serpent. Thus the Zarvanites 
represented Ormuz~ ax:id Ahriman as twin sons proceeding from 
the fundamental pnnc1ple of All, and among the Parsees in and 
around Bombay, Zoroaster's doctrine has reached the stage of 
pure monotheism. 

The following stanza from Fitzgerald's version of t he ·Persian 
P?~t, Omar Khayyam, cle'.1-rly postulates the ultimate responsi
b1~1ty of ~he Creator for evil as well as for good. The Snake is 
His creat10n, an Idea of His mind. 

" Oh, Thou, who Man of baser Earth didst make 
And who with Eden didst devise the Snake · ' 

For all the Sin wherewith the Face of Ma~ 
I s blacken'd, Man 's Forgiveness give-and Take." 

The devil .of the gos~els is in ~ome respects very different to 
the Zoroastrian conception. He is not a co-creator of man as is 
Ahriman, and powerful though he admittedly is, yet is an inferior 
and subjected being. It is probably rather to Egypt than t o 

Persia that Christianity owes its 
idea of Satan. For instance, the 
design of Horus spearing Typhon 
is said to be the original of the 
Christian conceptions of Michael 
the Archangel conquering Satan, 
and St . George slaying the 
dragon. Again, numerous papyri 
have been found full of magical 
charms intended to repel the 
attacks of Apep and Set as evil 
deities. Among these ancient 
Egyptian remains are many ser
pents representative of evil, with 
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From the effigy of a bishop in the Temple 
Church, London. 

. curious names having such 
meanmgs as Long-flame, Tongue-seizer and Burning-wheel; 
some of them have flames of fire issuing from their mouths, 
and ~ay have be~n the originals of European Christian rcpre
sentat10ns of devils, sculptured and painted in churches and 
elsewhere. 

Ch~isti~n theo~ogy, except when influenced by Gnosticism, 
has, hke its Jewish parent, accepted the obvious interpretation 
that the exoteric reading of the Biblical t ext suggests. It has 
connected the serpent with Satan, and regarded both as 
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p<'rsonified evil. Stillingfieet, who was bishop of Worcester i~ 
the seventeenth century, remarked that "wherever the Devil 
reigned the serpent was held in some peculiar. veneration,'_' ~nd 
his remark still represents the attitude of unenlightened Chnsban 
orthodoxy. In fact, the word "dragon" is in many Christian 
countries a synonym for the devil. Cambry tells us that the 
devil's tomb in England is because of this called "Draghedanu:n 
sepulcrum" (Monuments Celtiques). The castle of Drogheda m 
Ireland is alternatively the Devil's castle. In Languedoc t~e 
meteoric fires and Will-o'-the-Wisps are called Dragg, and m 
Bretagne, Dreag; and the word Drouk in Bretagne signifies 
Devil. 

In Revelation xii. 9, and xx. 2 , we find" the dragon," " that 
old serpent," and "the devil," used as synonymous terms, .and 
even to-day the orthodox Christian sees in the dragon the hiero
glyph of the evil one, whose head the Messiah was t o crush. 

Frazer says : "We know from Scripture that the old serpent, 
which is the devil, has been or will be shut up under lock and 
key for a thousand years (Rev., xx. r:-3), and t~.~t the num~er of 
the Beast is six hundred and sixty-six (Rev. xm. r 8) . A simple 
mathematical calculation based on these irrefragable data 
pointed to the year 1666 as the date when th.e final c~nsum!11ation 
of all things and the arrival of the Beast m quest10n might be 
confidently anticipated." . . 

History has related the unfortunate results of these misg_mded 
beliefs. We will not enter into them here, as we merely wish to 
illustrate the symbolic · connection of the Devil with the serpent 
in Christian thought. 

The doctrine of duality often tended towards the grotesque 
and absurd when it borrowed and distorted the symbols of the 
monotheist. Particularly was this so when it degraded the most 
sacred symbol of all to represent the pev!l. The ~ollowing i~ a 
fair example of the mythology to which its _teachm.g gave. n se, 
hundreds of such tales being in circulation m med1reva.l times. 
This one is related by Gubernatis, who says t~at acco~?mg to a 
popular proverb the Devil is known by his tail ; and to show 
that women know more than the devil, it adds that they also 
know where t he devil secretes his tail, or where he keeps his poison, 
for his poison and power to h~rm .ar_e i~ his ~ail. . A devil wit~ou~ 
a tail would not be a real devil; it is his tail which betrays him, 
and this tail is the serpent's tail. 

" In the forty-fifth story of the Afa~assie~, the devil-serpent 
comes every night to visit the young widow. m the ~orm of_ her 
deceased husband, eat s with her and sleeps with her till mornmg; 
she grows thinner every night, like a candle before the fire ; but 
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her mother counsels her to let a spoon drop when she is sitting 
~t table, that , in lifting it, she may scrutinise the guest's feet ; 
instead of his feet she only sees his tail. Then the widow goes 
t o the church to be purified." 
. Swedenborg definitely placed the serpent among "evil uses" 
m Hell, and carefully explained that "the evil uses existing on 
earth are from H ell, and not from the Lord," saying that "if 
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this .subject is not understood, evil, as well as good uses may be 
ascnbed to t he Lord, and both may be imagined t o have been 
created at the same time ; or they may be attributed to nature, 
and their origin to the Sun. Men cannot be freed from these two 
errors, unless they know that there is nothing in t he natural 
world whose cause and origin is not found in the spiritual world ; 
that good is from the Lord, and evil from the devil- that is from 
hell. All those things that are good uses appear in heaven ; all 
those that are evil uses appear in hell; wild beasts of every kind, 
as serpents, scorpions, large snakes, crocodiles ... in a word, 
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all things that do in jury to and kill men. Such t hings appear to 
t he life in the hells, just like those on earth. It is said they appear 
there, but still they are not there as on earth, for they are the 
actual corresponden ts of the cupidities that flow from their evil 
loves, and take such forms before the beholder. .. . Hence it 
is evident that corresponding things in the natural world have 
not originated from the Lord, were not created in t he beginning, 
and have not sprung from nature through her sun; but that 
they are from hell. That they are not from nature through her 
sun is plain, for the spiritual enters by influx into the natural, 
and not the reverse. And that they are not from the Lord is 
plain, because hell is not from Him, nor anyth ing in hell therefore 
that corresponds to the evils of its inhabitants .. .. Noxious 
things are produced on earth by influx from hell " (" God, 
Creation, Man," 339, 340) . 

I t would appear from the above as if Swedenborg did not recog
nise the Encircled Serpent, but a few paragraphs farther on we 
find him saying : 

"That all uses, both good and evil, have a spiritual origin
that is, the sun where the Lord is-may be illustrated by this 
experience. I heard that goods and t ruths were sent down 
t hrough the heavens by the Lord to the hells , and that the same 
having passed by degrees to a great depth, were there turned 
into evils and falsities opposite t o the goods and truths sent down . 
. . . From these things it is eviden t that even evil uses are from 
the spiritual sun, but that good uses are changed t o evil uses in 
hell." 

Dante also found Hell swarming in some parts with t errible 
serpents who tortured the damned by t heir poisonous bites. 
He says : 

" I saw a crowd within 
Of serpent s terrible, so strange of shape 
And hideous, t ha t remembrance in my veins 
Yet shrinks the vital current . Of her sands 
Let Libya vaunt no more : if J aculus, 
Pareas and Chelyder be her brood, 
Cenchris and Amphisbrena , plagues so d ire 
Or in such numbers swarming ne'er she show'd, 
Not with all E thiopia , and whate'er 
Above the Erythrrean sea is spawn'd. 

Amid this dread exuberance of woe 
Ran naked spirits wing'd with horrid fear, 
Nor hope had t hey of crevice where to hide, 
Or heliotrope to charm them out of view. 
With serpents were their hands behind them bound, 
Which through their reins infix'd the tail and head, 
Twisted in folds before. And, lo ! on one 
Near to our side, darted an adder up, 
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And where the neck is on the shoulders tied, 
Transpierced him. Far more quickly than e'er pen 
Wrote 0 or I, he kindled, burn'd and changed 
To ashes all, pour'd out upon the earth. 
When there dissolved he lay, the dust again 
Uproll'd spontaneous, and the self-same form 
Instant resumed .... 

. . . As one that falls 
H e knows not how, by force demoniac dragg'd 
To earth, or through obstruction fettering up 
In chains invisible the powers of man, 
Who, risen from his trance, gazeth around, 
Bewilder'd with the monstrous agony 
He hath endured, and wildly staring s ighs; 
So stood aghast the sinner when he rose. 

Oh ! how severe God's judgment, that deals out 
Such blows in stormy vengeance." 

From the last two lines it is clear that Dante recognised that 
even the serpents of Hell were the ministers of God, and not of 
an antagonist power. The allegory may perhaps be read as 
follows: 

The serpent is the symbol of the Divine, and at its touch sin 
necessarily dissolves into nothingness. The hardened sinner so 
closely associated with a mode of thought and life he has long 
followed, has built for himself this thought-body which is purely 
evil, and cannot exist alongside with the consciousness of the 
Divine Presence. But the inner soul of man is immortal, and 
the Vision past, clothes itself anew with the thought-form which 
is its only means of manifestation. 

Does not the touch of the sacred serpent imply that the erring 
soul may some day build a purer thought-form, one that is in 
harmony with the Divine, and will rejoice and gain new vigour 
from the vision of Its Presence? Dante said "No," but the 
Encircled Serpent has another message to tell. 
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CHAPTER XXXIX 

THE SEA-SERPENT 

T HE Sea-Serpent is generally looked upon as a mythical 
or imaginary reptile. But from very early times 
startling accounts have been brought home by voyagers 

of enormous serpent-like creatures seen by them in mid-ocean, 
varying in length from 80 to 800 feet. These reports have in 
recent years been ·confirmed from time to -time by modern travel
lers of undoubted trustworthiness, the only question being 
whether they were in a position for observation beyond possibility 
of mistake. Of course no one disputes the exist ence of what we 
may call the smaller sea-serpents or Hydridce which frequent the 
coasts of Asia and the islands of the Pacific, and swim together in 
troops. 

But it is the Great Sea-Serpent that interest s us, and we will 
first consider some of the ancient myths and legends which have 
gathered around its monstrous form, and then glance at a few 
of the accounts of those who claim t o have seen it in more 
recent times. Quite apart from historical and semi-historical 
examples, the sea-serpent has everywhere been recognised in 
folklore, among such widely differing peoples as the Eskimo, 
Fijians, J apanese, Icelanders, Basques, Red Indians and Chinese. 

Some of the Biblical hymn writers praise J ehovah for smiting 
Rahab, otherwise the serpent, also a poetical name for the sea. 
Thus Isaiah (xxvii. l) says, " In that day the Lord with his sore 
and great and strong sword shall punish leviathan the piercing 
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serpent, even leviathan that crooked serpent ; and he shall slay 
the dragon that is in the sea." 

And again the prophet apostrophises Jehovah, saying, "Art 
thou not it that hath cut Rahab, and wounded the dragon? " 
(I i. 9). 

In Psalm lxxiv. 13, 14, we read, " Thou didst divide the sea 
by thy strength : thou brakest the heads of the dragons in the 
waters. Thou brakest t he heads of leviathan in pieces, and gavest 
him to be meat to the people inhabiting the wilderness." 

From the last quotation we learn that the serpent (leviathan) 
had many heads. Ewing and Thomson say that " after they had 
been smitten , the flesh was given to the Tziyyim to eat ; but 
others think of the leviathan as flung into the sea, whence he 
might still be r oused. The details of this myth had bee!1 for
gotten when the historical books were composed, or considered 
irreverent.'' 

The sea-serpent (Nahas) so often represented as the victim of 
J ehovah's wrath is referred to by the prophet Amos (ix. l -3) in 
the following passage, as being at h is service : 

" I saw the Lord standing upon the altar : and he said, . .. 
Though they be hid from my sight in t he bottom of the sea, 
thence will I command t he serpent, and he shall bite them." 

It has been suggested that Amos probably derived the idea of 
the sea-serpent from Arabic sources. But the sea-serpent or 
T innin (=Heb. Tannin) of the Arabs appears to have been a 
poetic simile to express the phenomena of the watersp?ut (see 
"Mas'iidi," I, 266 f. ; "Kazwini," I, 132 f.) and not believed to 
have a literal existence, as was evidently the case with the sea-
serpent of the Biblical writers. . 

Hindu tradit ion in the Puranas connects the sea-serpent with 
t he story of the deluge, and like the Bible, represents it as serving 
the will of God, but as a saviour, not as a destroyer. 

" The Lord of the Universe," wishing to preserve t he pious 
king, Satyavrata, from the sea of destruction b rought about by 
the depravity of the age, thus addressed him: " In seven _days 
from this time, 0 thou tamer of enemies, the th ree worlds will be 
swallowed up in an ocean of death; but in the midst of the 
destroying waters, a large ship sent by me for thy use shall stand 
before thee. Then shalt thou take all medicinal herbs, all the 
varieties of seeds, and accompanied by seven saints, encircled by 
pairs of a ll brute animals, thou shalt enter the spacious ar~, and 
remain in it, safe from the flood, on one huge ocean, without 
light, except the radiance of the holy companions. When t~e 
ark shall be agitated by an impetuous wind, thou shalt fasten it 
with a large sea-serpent on my horn; for I will be near t hee." 
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All happened as the Lord of the Universe had foretold. Saty
avrata, safely within the ark with all his company, invoked the 
god, who thereupon appeared again upon the vast ocean in the 
form of an enormous fish of blazing gold, a million leagues in 
length and with one stupendous horn. To this the king attached 
his ship by a cable made of a vast serpent, and happy because 
of his own preservation, praised the destroyer of Madhu. 

In the" lEneid" we may read how the vengeance of Neptune, 
god of the sea and of horses, upon his sacrilegioµs priest, 
Laocoon, for violating the sacred image of the Trojan horse, 
was appropriately enough carried out by means of two enormous 
serpents of the sea. ' 

The story told by Virgil relates how the Greeks, disheartened 
by their unsuccessful warfare against Troy, were at last inspired 
by Minerva to build a horse's form the size of a mountain, and 
to give out that they had abandoned their project, and made 
this offering to the gods to ensure their safe voyage home. Within 
the image of the horse they cunningly concealed a band of 
selected soldiers, whilst the main body of the army re-embarked 
and set sail. The Trojans believed that the Greeks had really 
gone, not knowing they had only sailed for Tenedos, an island 
opposite Troy, where they had concealed themselves to await 
results from their stratagem. Nor were they disappointed. 
The simple Trojans, completely deceived, joyously threw open 
their city gates, and issuing forth, viewed with amazement the 
wondrous horse left by the Greeks. Their prince, Thymretes, was 
the first to advise that the image should be dragged within the 
city walls and lodged in the tower, but Capys and others were 
more prudent, and, fearing a trap, urged its destruction. Laocoon, 
the son of Priam, a priest of Apollo, came hurrying from the top 
of the citadel at this juncture and joined Capys in warning the 
people to put no faith in the horse, which, without doubt, con
cealed some mischievous design of their deceitful foes. Even as 
he spoke he hurled his massy spear against the sides and belly 
of the monster. His weapon stood quivering, and the hollow 
caverns sent forth a groan. His warning might have been 
heeded and Troy saved, but at this moment some Trojan shep
herds appeared dragging with them a youth whose hands were 
bound behind him. The crowd gathered around this new source 
of interest and vied with each other in insulting the captive. 
But by his mournful accents he turned their resentment to 
sympathy, and then told a piteous tale of how his fellow-country
men to regain the favour of Minerva (which they had lost by 
stealing her sacred image, the Palladium), and secure a prosper
bus homeward voyage, hp.d decided to offer up himself as a 
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sacrifice to the angry goddess. The generous Trojans, moved 
by the youth's tears and tale of sorrow, unloos~d his bond_s,
King Priam himself commanding it, and speaking as a fnend 
to the supposed refugee. The latter, whose name was Sinon, 
appealed to all that was sacred to witness that he now had no 
further obligations to his cruel fellow-countrymen, but was 
free to disclose their designs in leaving behind them the horse. 

Firstly, he said it was an offering to Mi~erva_ in lieu of the 
stolen Palladium, and secondly, Calchas, their Pnest and sooth
sayer, had announced that should the Trojans ~iolate the image, 
signal ruin would befall them. ''.But," ~ontmued the_ yo1:1th, 
"Calchas commanded it to be bmlt of this enormous size that 
you might not drag it within your city, as in that event you 
would gain the protection of the Goddess and the Greeks and 
their posterity meet a fearful do6tn_." . 

The easily swayed Trojans beheved the story of pequred 
Sinon, but before they had time to act upon it an awful portent 
was presented to their horrified sight. T~e priest, Laocoon, 
who, seeing his warning unheeded, had withdrawn from the 
controversy was sacrificing a stately bullock at Neptune's altar, 
when lo fr~m Tenedos, two serpents with orbs immense, their 
crests b~dropped with blood, and thick manes of hair upon their 
heads and necks, came across the sea, their heads held high above 
the waves, whilst many scaly coils trailed be~ind them in ~he 
waters. A loud noise was made by the foammg of the bnny 
ocean as onward they .sped, and now they reached_ the shores, 
and their glaring eyes were seen to _be suffu~ed _wi_th fire and 
blood, whilst their quivering tongues licked their ~issmg mouths. 
The spectators fled in panic, as the serpents gamed the land, 
and with resolute motion advanced towards Laocoon. They 
twined themselves around the little bodies of his two sons, and 
mangled their tender limbs. The priest seized weapo?s an? rushe.d 
to the rescue, but in vain. The serpents bound him with their 
mighty folds. Twice they grasped ~im round the. middle and twice 
twisted their scaly backs about his neck. Vamly he strove t.o 
tear asunder their knotted spires whilst he raised shrieks of despair 
to Heaven, bellowing as does a bull who has fled wounded from 
the altar, his priestly garlands dripping with blood. . 

Their ghastly mission accomplished, the two serpents ghded 
to the citadel of Minerva, and hid themselves beneat~ the 
feet and shield of the stern goddess. And now terror reigned 
among the Trojans, and they said to e~ch othe:, "See 1 the 
priest Laocoon hat~ been judge~ according to his works: He 
cast his weapon agamst the holy image and the gods have 3ustly 
slain him." They united in urging that the statue should be 
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drawn within the city. They flung wide the Sca:an Gate and 
pulled down the protecting wall. Rollers were placed under the 
horse's feet and ropes attached to its neck, and with singing and 
dancing it was drawn into the fortress. 

At.last ni~ht fell on the feasting and rejoicing, and the Trojans, 
weaned, retired to rest. And now the Grecian hosts returned 
from Tenedos, and Sinon released the hidden warriors from their 
wooden prison. With joy they emerged sliding down by a rope 
to the ground. They assaulted the helpless city buried in sleep 

THE LAOCOON. 

and wine, and set the buildings ablaze and pitilessly slaughtered 
the inhabitants. 

After this terrible destruction had overtaken the doomed city 
th~re appeared to lEneas, ~ho alone survived of all the great 
chiefs that had fought agamst the Greeks, his mother, Venus. 
She removed the veil from his eyes that he might know, not 
mortals, but the gods, the unrelenting gods, were the conquerors 
of. Troy. "See," she said, "how Neptune with his mighty 
tn~ent shakes the walls and overturns the whole city from its 
basis ·; how Juno stands with spear and shield in the Sca:an Gate; 
and calls fresh hosts from the ships; and how Minerva sits 
refulgent in a cloud with her terrible Gorgon shield." 
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This dramatic tale of the fate of Laocoon and his sons has 

gained enduring celebrity from the remarkable group of sculpture 
representing it, which originally decorated the baths of Titus, 
among the ruins of which it was found in 1506. The names of 
the artists who executed this masterpiece are also preserved 
to us. They are Agesander, Polyd6rus and Athenod6rus, natives 
of Rhodes (Pliny, XXXVI, 5), and seem to have lived in the 
time of the early emperors, Lessing believes, in the reign of 
Titus. 

This beautiful sculpture clearly portrays the intense mental 
agony of the victims; the father, with his youthful sons, one on 
either side, writhing and expiring in the complicated folds of the 
serpents, their physical strength rapidly sinking beneath the 

THE SEA-SERPENT OF OLAUS .MAGNUS. 
From old woodcut. 

irresistible power of the huge reptiles entwined around their 
exh~usted limbs. One of the boys, in whose side a serpent has 
fixed its deadly fangs, appears to be fainting, the other not yet 
bitten is endeavouring to disengage one of his feet from the 
serpent's embrace. Laocoon himself is strong in his suffering. 
His hands and feet are convulsed with terrible effort, and every 
muscle is in action, yet in spite of the agony it expresses, there is 
nothing unbeautiful in his face. The sculpture displays a perfect 
knowledge of anatomy and the human form. 

The original group is in the Vatican Museum at Rome, and is 
in every way a masterpiece. 

Among ancient descriptions of the sea-serpent that of the 
Swedish bishop, Olaus Magnus, is one of the most vivid and 
interesting, and the realistic woodcut which accompanies it 
makes us feel that he must have been an eye-witness. But he 
takes the precaution to tell us that this was not so, and that his 
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account is only from hearsay. He describes the creature as being 
200 feet long and 20 feet in circumference, with a short mane 
and fiery eyes. In the picture it is represented on the surface 
of th~ w~ter, coiling its head above a ship, from which it is about 
to seize its human prey. It was said to have been seen about 
the middle of the sixteenth century. 

Another vivid account of a sea-serpent from what should be 
a trustworthy source, has been bequeathed to us by the missionary 
Hans Egede, afterwards Bishop Egede. In the year 1734 he 
went to .Greenland to missionise, and in his story of the voyage 
he describes a sea-serpent which was seen near the ship on tpe 
6th of July. 

"Its head when raised, was on a level with our maintop. 
Its snout was long and sharp, and it blew water almost like a whale; 

SEA-SERPENT SEEN BY HANS EGEDE IN 1734. 

From old woodcut. 

it had large broad paws or paddles; its body was covered with 
scales; its skin was rough and uneven; in other respects it was 
as a serpent ; and when it dived, the end of its tail which was 
raised in the a~r, ~eemed to be a full. ship's length fro~ its body." 

A second miss10nary accompanymg Egede made the drawing 
which we here reproduce. 

The famous Non~egian naturalist, Erik Pontoppidan, Bishop 
o~ Bergen, at. one time thought the sea-serpent fabulous, but in 
his book, which was published in 1755, he states that he had 
since been convinced of its reality by " full and sufficient evidence 
from creditable and experienced fishermen and sailors in Norway 
of w~om ~undreds testify that they have seen them annually."' 

This wnter tells us that sea-serpents usually live at the bottom 
o.f the sea, except ~n July and August, which is their spawning 
time. The.y then nse to the surface in calm weather, but should 
the least dist\lrbance occur, immediately sink below, 
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Pontopiddan considers that the Norwegian and Greenland 

sea-serpents are distinct varieties, the former being perfectly 
smooth-skinned and with a mane hanging like a bunch of sea
weed from its neck, whilst the latter has a scaly skin. He esti
mates the length of these serpents to be about 600 feet, which 
length in calm weather rests in folds on the surface of the sea. 
The colour is a dark brown, variegated in places. The eyes are 
large and bluish with the appearance of bright pewter plates. 
The forehead is high and broad, but in some the snout is sharp, 
whilst in others it is flat. 

The fishermen of Norway have no doubts as to the actual 
existence of the sea-serpent and can relate endless tales of its 
being seen in their fiords. 

In the "Zoologist" for the year 1847 many accounts were 
.given of the appearance during that year of the sea-serpent 
in the Norwegian fiords. 

In 1848 an account of a sea-serpent that had been seen by 
Captain M'Quhae was published, and is one of the best known of 
those which proceed from reliable sources. 

Captain M'Quhae was commander in H.M.S. "Dredalus," and 
was in the South Atlantic Ocean near the Tropic of Capricorn, 
and not very far from the African coast, when he encountered 
the monster. The weather was dark and cloudy, and there. was 
a long ocean swell. The creature was swimming rapidly with 
its head and neck above water. 

In his report to th~ Admiralty, Captain M'Quhae describes 
it as" an enormous serpent, with head and shoulders kept about 

: four feet constantly above the surface of the sea " ; and he adds : 
"As nearly as we could approximate by comparing it with the 
length of what our maintopsail-yard would show in the water, 
there was at the very least sixty feet of the animal a /four d' eau, 
no portion of which was, to our perception, used in propelling it 
through the water, either by vertical or horizontal undulation. 
It passed rapidly, but so close under our lee-quarter that had 
it been a man of my acquaintance I should have easily recognised 
his features with the naked eye ; and it did not, either in approach
ing the ship or after it had passed in our wake, deviate in the 
slightest degree from its cou,rse to the south-west, which it held 
bn at the pace of from twelve to fifteen miles per hour, apparently 
on some determined purpose. The diameter of the serpent was 
about fifteen or sixteen inches behind the head, which was without 
any doubt that of a snake; and it was never during the twenty 
minutes that it continued in sight of our glasses once below the 
surface of the water; its colour a dark brown, with yellowish 
white about the throat. It had no fins, but something like the 
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mane of a horse, or rather a bunch of seaweed, washed about its 
back." 

We must congratulate the shade of the gallant captain that 
h e was not ruled by the destructive impulse that is the bane of 
most white men, to shoot the rare phenomena on sight . Figures 
prepared from a sketch by him were published in the" Illustrated 
London News " of October 28th, 1848. 

In 1875 Captain Drevar saw a battle between a sea-serpent 
an d a whale from the deck of the " Pauline " of London when 
proceeding with a cargo of coals from Shields to Zanzibar . The 
" Pauline " was carried out of her course, a nd after a severe 
st orm found herself off Cape San Roque. Here several sperm 
whales were noticed playing around her. The crew were watching' 
these when they suddenly saw what filled them all with t error. 
Starting straight from the deeps an enormous serpent appeared, 
and twisted itself in two mighty coils around the largest of the 
whales, which it proceeded to crush in the manner of a boa
constrictor . The unfortunate whale vainly struggled, bellowed, 
and lashed the water into foam, for its efforts were as nothing 
against the enormous power of its dreadful adversary, whose 
strength may be gauged from the fact that its victim's ribs could 
be heard cracking, one after another with a report like that of a 
small cannon. 

In the year 1877 several instances of the sea-serpent's appearing 
were recorded by different seers. On May 21st Captain Melhuish, 
of the barque "Georgina," sighted a sea-serpent. He described 
it as being 50 feet long and II inches thick, and dark grey and 
yellow in colouring. It remained in view for twenty minutes, 
and was seen by the mate, and all the crew who were on the deck. 
The crew for som e days before this monst er showed itself had 
seen smaller ones playing around the ship. 

Next m onth the captain and officers of H.M. Yacht" Osborne" 
saw a sea-serpent off the coast of Sicily. This reptile had a smooth 
skin without scales, and a bullet-sh aped head. It was a tremen
dous length and from its back projected a ridge of fins rs feet long 
and 6 feet apart. Its motions were slow. 

In July, Captain Nelson of the American ship "Sacramento" 
caught a dis tant view of a sea-serpent, of which he could see 
40 feet. And in October the chief officer of the " Samatra " 
saw one of these creatures in the Red Sea, but did not ent er the 
fact in the log-book for fear of being laughed at. But a man-of
war soon after saw the same reptile close to Suez, and reported it. 

Another circumstantial account of the appearance of a sea
scrpent was given by Captain ]. F. Cox of the British ship 
" Privat eer," when he arrived at Delaware breakwater on 
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September 9th, 1879. He wrote : " On August 5th, one hundred 
miles west of Brest (France), weather fine and clear, at 5 a .m., 
as I was walking the quarter-deck I saw something black rise 
out of the water about twenty feet, in shape like an immense 
snake of three feet diameter. It was about three hundred yards 
from the ship, coming towards us. It turned its head partly 
from us, and went down with a great splash, after staying up 
about five seconds, but rose again three times at intervals of t en 
seconds, until it had turned completely from us, and was going 
from us at a great speed, and making the water boil all round it. 
I could see its eyes and shape perfectly. It was like a great eel or 
snake, but as black as coal t ar, and appeared to be making 
great exertions to get away from the ship. I have seen many 
kinds of fish, in five different oceans, but was never favoured 
with a sight of the great sea-snake before." 

A party of p eople standing on the pier at Llandudno, in 188~, 
saw a snake-like creature two hundred feet long, black m 
colouring, travelling at a rapid pace towards the Great Orme. 

In 1909 a sea-serpent was seen by Captain Harbord, of the 
st eamer " Sultan ," who thus describes his experience : 

" I saw it, the chief officer saw it, quartermaster, and the 
second steward , who had just come on the bridge to speak to me. 
We saw it for about fifteen minutes, travelling south. When 
people talk about sea-serpents and monster~, et c., we al~ays ask 
them as to what brand of whiskey they dnnk, and advise them 
to change their brand. I have been to sea for over twenty years, 
been all over the world, and round it many times. I have been 
sailing the China seas for the past thirteen t o fourteen years, but 
I never saw a nything like this huge sea monster before. The 
length of the monster would be fifty feet, an~ from the t ol? of 
its back to the water would be seventeen to eighteen feet high. 
It was of great bulk. The body was light brown in colour." 

Many of u s can recollect the account given in a newspaper by 
Miss Rider H aggard of a sea-serpent seen by her in July, 1912. 
She collected a great many letters from widely different sources 
which confirmed her evidence indirectly by giving accounts of 
a monster seen by the writers during the same month. 

A still more recent appearance of this monster was recorded 
in the "Daily Express" of D ecember 8th, 1923. The account 
was humorously headed: "An old Friend. The sea-serpent 
rears its head again," but seems to be well attested. 

"The officers of the French mail steamer ' Pacifique,' on their 
arrival in Sydney, told a surprising story of the supposed presence 
near Noumea of a giant sea-serpent. They declare it is about 
twenty-five feet long. Mr. Martin, the wireless operator, sighted 
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the monster when th~ 'Pacifique' was near the Loyalty Islands, 
and called the attention of several of the crew to it. Two native 
women were crossing the bay eight miles from Noumea when 
they also heard a. detonation like a gun-shot and turning round, 
the.y saw •. at a distance of about eighty yards, a weird animal, 
which whistled for some seconds, and threw up in the air at a 
great height a jet of smoke and then a torrent of water. The head 
was standing about ten yards out of the water, and looked like 
~seahorse head, with long hair on the neck. It was dark brown 
m colour. The animal seemed gifted with great speed. The two 
women we~e ~early mad with fright, but had presence of mind 
to turn their little craft towards Frecycinet Island. The animal 
when last sighted was making for Noumea Harbour." 

.Th~ huge size .and terrifying aspect of the great sea-serpent 
peculiarly fitted it to be regarded as a special messenger of the 
gods, ~nd ~e should have expected to find it appearing in myth
ology m this character much oftener than is the case. As we have 
seen, when it does appear it indifferently plays the role of saviour 
or destroyer, according to the will of the deity who directs it. 
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CHAPTER XL 

THE MIDGARD SERPENT 

X CORDING to the Eddaic lore of the ancient Scandi
navians, many ages before this earth was made there 
existed two worlds. One of these was the nebulous 

world named Niflheim, and it lay far to the north, whilst far to 
the south was Muspeheim, or the fire world. Between these 
worlds was Ginungagap, the yawning deep. In the midst of 
Niflheim was the spring Hvergelmer, and this spring was the 
dwelling-place of a terrible serpent named Nidhug, whose venom 
flowed along with the twelve ice-cold rivers called the Elvigogs 
that had their fount in Hvergelmer , and who was continually 
gnawing at the roots of the great world tree, the ash, Ygdrasil. 
Thus there was an evil being in serpent's form in prechaotic 
Nifiheim. 

This dualism in the prechaotic era is one of the most interesting 
points in Scandinavian mythology, which indeed enfolds a very 
elaborat e development · of the idea of an evil principle. For the 
esoteric interpretation of this, the student should turn to the 
chapter on The Ophites. But the great type or representation of 
evil was not the serpent, but Loki. 

In the Sacred Scrolls of the Norse goddess, Saga, Loki is 
described as the brother of Odin, just as Typhon and Ahriman 
are said to be brothers of Osiris and Ormuzd. Originally a 
fire-god, his name was derived from the old word liechan, to 
enlighten, and he is thereby identified with Lucifer, the light
bringer. In the early Scandinavian mythology Loki is a benefi
cent and generous god, and the principle of good, not of evil, but 
like all other fire-gods, he was finally thought of as embodying 
only its destructive powers, and thence came to be considered 
as the Evil One and the author of all the misfortunes which have 
befallen gods and men. 

Not content with the evil he was personally able to achieve, 
when in J i:itunheim, or the home of the giants, Loki became the 
parent of a monstrous brood destined to bring awful anguish 

399 
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alike on gods and men. The chief of these was the great Midgar<l 
serpent, Jormungand, which, according to Eddaic lore, encircles 
the round disk of the ocean-surrounded earth, holding its tail in 
its mouth. This fire-begotten serpent's other parent was the 
gi~ntess, ~n~ur-boda (the anguish-boding) who d welt in Jotun
heim. His sister was He!, the goddess of Death (also originally 
a beneficent goddess), and his brother, the awful wolf, Fenris. 
These th.ree monsters increased in size with such alarming rapidity 
that Odm began to fear lest when they had obtained. their full 
stature and strength, they might invade Asgard , and destroy 
the gods. The All-Father therefore determined to fetter their 
powers ere such a calamity occurred. He flung Hel into Niflheim 
that she might rule over the dead, and Fenris was securely bound 
by a magic skein, but Jormungand was cast into the depths of 
the ocean. There he continued growing until at last he encircled 
the earth and was able to grasp his own tail. 

" Into mid-ocean's dark depths hurled, 
Grown with each day to giant size, 

The serpent soon inclosed the world, 
With tail in mouth, in circle-wise ; 

Held harmless still 
By Odin's will." ("Valhalla," J.C. Jones.) 

Loki's evil career also at last came to an end ; he was captured 
and bou~d by strong cords to the points of rocks in a cave, and 
above his head was hung a serpent, in such manner that its 
venom fell, drop by drop, on to his face. Well earned, as we 
may think his punishment, yet he had one faithful friend. His 
wife Sigyn took pity on him. She stands beside him, and holds 
up .a cup to catch the drops as they fall and empties it as often 
as it. becomes. full. But she cannot entirely save him, for while 
she is emptymg the vessel the dreadful drops fall upon Loki's 
face! and cause him to shriek with anguish, and writhe his body 
so violently that the whole earth shakes, and men say there is an 
earthquake. 

The story of the Midgard serpent is largely connected with 
that of Thor. The first occasion on which the Thunderer en
count~red J ormungand was when he visited the giants, and was 
~ockmgly challenged by them to pick up their cat, and with all 
his vas~ strength could only raise one of its paws from the ground. 
Thor di~ not then kno~ t~at he was in reality attempting to lift 
the ~ernble world-encirclmg snake, which the giants, by their 
magic, had caused to appear to him in feline form. 

The f~llowing 3lccount of how Thor went fishing for this 
monster is found m the Prose Edda of Scandinavian mythology: 
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"Thor went out of Midgar<l under the semblance of a you~g 
man and came at dusk to the dwelling of a giant called Hym1r. 
Iler~ Thor passed the night, but at break of day, ~hen he perceived 
that Hymir was making his boat ready for fishmg~ he arose and 
dre'ssed himself, and begged the giant would let. h~m row out to 
sea with him. Hymir answered that a puny stnplmg such as ~e 
could be of no great use to him. ' Besides,' he adde~. 'thou wilt 
catch thy death of cold if I go so far out and remam so long as 
I am accustomed to do.' Thor said, that for all that, he would 
row as far from the land as Hymir had a mind, and was not sure 
which of them would be the first who might wish to row back 
again. At the same time he was so ~nraged that .he felt sorely 
inclined to let his mallet ring on the giant's skull without. furth~r 
delay, but intending to try his strength elsewh~re, ~e stifled h~s 
wrath and asked Hymir what he meant to bait with. Hymir 
told him to look out for a bait for himself. Thor instantly went 
up to a herd of oxen that belonged to the giant, and seizing t~e 
largest bull, that bore the name of Himinbrj6t, wrung off ~is 
head, and returning with it to the boat, pu~ out to sea with 
Hymir. Thor rowed aft with two oars, ~nd with .such force ~hat 
Hymir, who rowed at the prow, saw with surpnse how swiftly 
the boat was driven forward. He then observed that they were 
come to the place where he was wont to angle for flat fish, but 
Thor assured him that they had better go on a goo~ way f.urth.er. 
They accordingly continued to ply their oars'. until Hymir cned 
out that if they did not stop they would be m danger from the 
great Midgard serpent. . . . . 

'' Notwithstanding this, Thor persisted m rowmg further, and m 
spite of Hymir's remonstrances was a great w~ile b~fore he would 
lay down his oars. He then took out a fi.shmg-lme, ext~emely 
strong, furnished with an equally strong hook, on which ~e 
fixed the bull's head, and cast his line into the se.a. The bait 
soon reached the bottom, and it may be truly said that Thor 
then deceived the Midgard serpent not a whit less than Utgard
Loki had deceived Thor when he obliged him to lift up t~e 
serpent in his hand: for the monster greedily.caug~t at the bait, 
and the hook stuck fast in his palate. Stung with pau_i the serpent 
tugged at the hook so violently that Thor w~s obliged to hold 
fast with both hands by the pegs that b~ar agam~t t~e ?ars. But 
his wrath now waxed high, and assummg all his . divme power, 
he pulled so hard at the line that his feet forced their way through 
the boat and- went down to the bottom of the sea, whilst with 
his hands he drew up the serpent to the side of the vessel. It is 
impossible to express by words the dreadful scene that now took 
place; Thor, on one hand, darting looks of ire on the serpent, 
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whilst the monster rearing his head spouted out floods of venom 
upon him. 

"It is said that when the. gian~ Hymir beheld the serpent, he 
turned pale and trembled with fnght, and seeing, moreover, that 
the water was entering his boat on all sides he took out his 
kni!e, just as Thor raised his mallet aloft, and cut the line, on 
which the serpent sunk again under water. Thor, however, 
launched his ma.llet at him, and there are some who say that it 
struck off the monster's head at the bottom of the sea but 
others assert with equal certainty that he still lives and lies in 
t~e ocean. Thor then struck Hymir such a blow with his fist, 
mgh· the ear, ~hat ~he giant fell headlong into the water, 
and Thor, wadmg with rapid strides, soon came to the land 
again." 
. It is evident that Thor's blow did not kill the serpent, because 
In a later encounter which we are now about to relate each 
antagonist slew the other. To our ears this culminat

1

ion is 
somewhat startling, but one of the distinguishing features of 
Northern mythology is that its gods were finite and mortal, and 
even as men, had to pass through the gateway of death to attain 
spiritual life. 

The fleeting years therefore inevitably at last brought with 
t~em the decline of the gods, and evil and the forces of destruc
t10n triumphed in the world. It was then that the awful Midgard 
serpent a~oused by the wild. commotion of the opposing powers 
around .him, lashed the sea mto enormous waves by his writhing 
contort10ns, and then crawled on to the land to join in the fray. 

" In giant wrath the Serpent tossed 
In ocean depths, till, free from chain, 
He rose upon the foaming main; 
Beneath the lashings of his tail, 
Seas, mountain high, swelled on the land ; 
Then, darting mad the waves acrost, 
Pouring forth bloody froth like hail, 
Spurting with poisoned, venomed breath 
Foul deadly mists o'er all the Earth, 
Thro' thundering surge, he sought the strand." 

("Valhalla," J.C. J ones.) 

There the powers of good and evil were engaged in desperate 
deadly struggle, all the pent-up antagonism of ages at last let 
loose. 

Thor attacked again the Midgard snake, and won immortal 
fame by slaying him with his sword, Miolnir. But he lost his 
life in the encounter, for suffocated by the floods of venom 
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vomited upon him by the dying serpent, he recoiled nine paces 
and fell dead upon the ground. 

"Odin's son goes 
With the monster to fight ; 
Midgard's Veor in his rage 
Will slay the worm ; 
Nine feet will go 
Fiorgyn's son, 
Bowed by the serpent 
Who feared no foe." 

(Sremund's "Edda," Thorpe's Trans.) 

After this terrible conflict in which everything is destroyed, 
a new world is born. The earth rises a second time from the 
waters, and is clothed in fresh verdure. The gods rise from the 
dead and assemble on the Ida plains to discuss the strange 
events of the past. A new and brighter sun shines in the heavens, 
and everywhere is beauty, plenty and joy. 

But the end is not yet. The Scandinavian mythology has 
provided humanity with two heavens· and two hells, a heaven 
and hell before this happy recreation, and a heaven and hell that 
follow it. In the former state of existence those who died a 
straw-death (i.e. from old age or illness) went after death to the 
domain ruled by Hel, but those who fell by the sword went to 
Valhal, and took part with Odin in the first conflict on the plain 
of Vigrid. 

The second heaven is called Gimle, and is more radiant than 
the sun. In it the virtuous will live for evermore and enjoy 
delights without end. 

The second hell is named N astrand, which means " strand of 
corpses," and is situated far from the sun, in the lowest region 
of the universe. It is in the form of a huge cave, its doors opening 
to the north. The walls are built of serpents wattled together, 
their fanged heads facing into the cave, which they fill with their 
streaming venom. In this horrid flood the wicked have to wade, 
their faces dyed in gore, whilst strong-envenomed serpent fangs 
pierce their very hearts. Their hands are held helpless by rivets 
of red-hot stones. The flames, which burn, yet do not consume, 
enwrap their clothes, and ravens continually tear the eyes from 
their heads. From out this cave of horrors the damned are 
carried by the envenomed floods into Hvergelmer, that fearful 
well in Niflheim. Here their souls and bodies are subjected to 
yet more terrible tortures ; for they are surrounded and torn 
by countless clusters of serpents, and carried from one agony 
to another by Nidhug, the primeval black-winged dragon of 
uttermost darkness. But awful as this serpent-infested hell of 
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Scandinavian mythology is, it yet compares favourably in at 
least one respect with the hell of Christian theologians. For 
it is not eternal. At last there comes a Mighty One to the great 
judgment, and Nidhug sinks. In her final vision in Voluspa 
the vala foresees a time when all that is evil shall vanish and be 
washed away by the eternal streams of goodness. The last 
vision of the vala is : 

"There 'comes the dark 
Dragon flying, 
The shining serpent 
From the Nida-mountains 
In the deep. 

Over the plains he flies ; 
Dead bodies he drags 

In his whizzing plumage. 
Now must Nidliug sink." 

Madame Blavatsky says: "In the epic poem of Finland, the 
Kalewala, the origin of the Serpent of Evil is given : it is born 
from the 'spittle of Suoyatar ... and endowed with a living 
soul by the Principle of Evil,' Hisi. A strife is described between 
the two, the 'thing of evil' (the Serpent, or Sorcerer), and Ahti, 
the Dragon ; 'Magic Lemminkainen.' The latter is one of the 
seven sons of Ilmatar, the virgin 'daughter of the air,' she' who 
fell from heaven into the sea,' before Creation, i.e. Spirit trans
formed into the matter of sensuous life. There is a world of 
meaning and Occult thought in these few lines, admirably 
rendered by Dr. ]. M. Crawford, of Cincinnati. The hero 
Lemminkainen, the good magician, 

' Hews the wall with might of magic, 
Breaks the palisade in pieces, 
Hews to atoms seven pickets 
Chops the Serpent wall to fragments. 

When the monster little heeding 

Pounces with his mouth of venom 
At the head of Lemminkainen. 
B ut the hero, quick recalling, 
Speaks the Master words of knowledge.' " 

Not only in Scandinavia is the World Serpent found. The 
myth has been traced in almost every country on the globe where 
Ophiolatreia has prevailed. Dr. Anderson describes the ceremony 
of the laying of the foundation-stone of a native pagoda at 
Shuaykeenah. An offering was made to the great earth serpent, 
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which consisted of a round earthen vase, containing gold, silver 
and precious stones, besides rice and sweetmeats. It was closed 
with wax in which a lighted taper was stuck. 

The Bagobos of the Phillipine Islands have a quaint belief as 
to the cause of earthquakes. They think that the world rests 
upon a great post which a large serpent is endeavouring to take 
away. When the serpent shakes this post the earth quakes. 
Then the Bagobos feel it is time to stop his pranks, so they beat 
their dogs so as to make them howl. The weird cries alarm the 
serpent and cause him to cease from his efforts. So the howl of 
dogs arises from every house in a Bagobo village so long as an 
earthquake continues. 

"In countries where the Two Principles were represented by 
two serpents," says Jaolonski, "instead of the ecliptic, the 
solstial colures were described under these symbols. Thus in 
Egyptian hieroglyphics, two serpents intersecting each other at 
right angles, upon a globe denoted the earth. These rectangular 
intersections were at the solstitial points." 

Deane has told us that we may find the same poetical fiction 
in Hindustan. There it is said that the founder of Delhi, when 
about to lay the foundations of that city, was informed by a 
Brahmin that fl provided he placed the seat of his government 
on the head of the serpent that supports the world, his throne and · 
kingdom would last forever." This globe enfolding serpent is 
known in Hindu mythology as Asootee, and it has been sug
gested that the idea originated in the early consecration of the 
serpent to the sun; and· the subsequent conversion of a serpent 
biting its tail, into an emblem of the sun's path. We may see 
this exemplified in the Tasmanian version of the myth. This 
would appear to be an older and purer form of the legend ; for 
the world girdling serpent is not represented as an evil power, 
but is known as the bunyip, i.e. the fl Good Hoop," or the Uni
versal Eye. In this form it is easy to recognise the Encircled 
Serpent and the Sun as interchangeable symbols of the Divine, 
and to see in the World Snake the Eternal One, Who enfolds and 
upholds the Universe. 

With this thought we may fittingly close our book. 
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