Chapter 1. Introduction — The Second
Annual Conference of the International
Association for Comparative
Mythology *

Ravenstein, the Netherlands, August 19-21, 2008

by Wim van Binsbergen * & Eric Venbrux °

In August 2008 the International Association forn@arative Mythology (IACM)
held its Second Annual Conference at the Soetekb€eaference Centre (a former
convent) near the small medieval town of Ravensteare twenty-two scholars from
five continents met during three days for intenseuksions of current work on com-
parative mythology. The twenty-two papers origipdath be presented and discussed
were divided into four clusters: 1) the mytholodydeath and dying; 2) mythological
continuities between Africa and other continenfstH&oretical and methodological
advances; and 4) work-in-progress. The papersbeiipecified below, but let us first
introduce the newly founded International Assooratfor Comparative Mythology
(legally incorporated in the State of Massachusef&A, 2008).

The IACM’s origin lies in the Harvard (Cambridge MAJSA) Project on
Comparative Myth, and the ensuing Harvard RoundleTér Comparative Myth,
which — under the inspiring initiative and leadé@osbf Michael Witzel, one of the
world’s leading Vedic scholars — from the late 19@Bward organised an unbroken
chain of interdisciplinary annual conferences ateshby prominent scholars from all

! An earlier version of this chapter was publishedAinthropos: Internationale Zeitschrift fiir Volker-
und Sprachenkunde / International Review of Antblomgy and Linguistics / Revue Internationale
d’Ethnologie et de Linguistiqud 04 (2009), 2: 561-564.

2 African Studies Centre, Leiden / Philosophical g Erasmus University Rotterdam the Nether-
lands.

® Faculty of Religious Studies, Radboud Universitiimegen, the Netherlands.
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continents, belonging to such disciplines as coatpa mythology, anthropology,
comparative and historical linguistics, genetiegshaeology, intercultural philosophy,
palaeoanthropology, Asian studies, African stud@®p sciences, ethnic studies,
classics, etc. From the 2004 Round Table on, when V\n Binsbergen joined the
Harvard Round Tables, these annual exchanges fmadepnsistent attention to Af-
rica in world mythology. In 2005 the annual Rourable was held at Kyoto, Japan,
in a joint venture with the Kyoto-based Researdtitiate for Humanity and Nature
(RIHN), and the 7th Conference on Ethnogenesisoutisand Central Asia (ESCA);
in this connection the Asian dimension of the HailvRound Table was expanded
with Australia and Oceania. The next year's meefiigy 2006) was held in Beijing,
People’s Republic of China, under the title of ‘theking and Harvard University In-
ternational Conference on Comparative Mythologyt tiiis conference the collective
decision was taken to establish an Internationabagistion for Comparative Mythol-
ogy (IACM). It was also at this conference that tmmvenors for the 2008 meeting
received their mandate. The new association hel@iist Annual Meeting in Edin-
burgh, Scotland, UK, in August 2007, with up to @&rticipating scholars, and 30
papers presented. Most Harvard Round Tables havéeoleternationally published
proceedings. The proceedings of the 2007 First AhMeeting have been prepared
for publication by the convenor, Emily Lyle, andoagred in the journ&osmos: The
Journal of the Traditional Cosmology Socielly addition, there has been a substan-
tial spin-off in the way of books and articles pabéd in established peer-reviewed
scholarly journals. To highlight and facilitate tepecific focus on comparative my-
thology, at the First Annual Meeting a peer-revidwaurnalComparative Mythology
was initiated, whose preparation is now in full isgui

The 2008 Second Annual Conference is the logicaficoation of this inspir-
ing series of interdisciplinary and intercontinéregachanges, which are working in
the frontline of the contemporary transformationregional studies and traditional
disciplines under the impact of globalisation aridan empowering, multicentred
politics of knowledge production.

The conference was opened by the convenors: WinBuasbergen (African
Studies Centre, Leiden, and Philosophical Facltasmus University Rotterdam)
and Eric Venbrux (Faculty of Religious Studies, Baald University Nijmegen), both
from the Netherlands. Next, Michael Witzel (Cambad MA, USA), the Associa-
tion’s President, gave his Presidential address.

Venbrux, van Binsbergen and Witzel had formed theference’s organizing
committee, responsible for fund raising, and far telicate task of making an ade-
guate selection (in terms of quality, thematic dihd available slots for presentations
and participants) from among the great many papmgrgsals that had come in via the
conference website.

* This website ( http://www.iacm.bravehost.com ) wpscifically established for the 2nd Annual Con-
ference of the International Association for Conagpiae Mythology; open to the general public until
the publication of th€roceedingsit contained all draft papers as presented attiméerence, and all
conference circulars.
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In all other respects the conference was the resipiiity of just the two con-
venors: topical focus, structure and format, orgaimon and finance, and the subse-
guent publication of papers. The choice of venueeyamped convent), the in-house
provision of board and lodging, and the programnforghat, all ensured that confer-
ence participants would be in intensive formal asgecially informal contact throug-
hout the duration of the conference, so that in&drfactual, methodological and
theoretical exchanges would greatly complementsiecific formal programme of
paper presentations. Every participant made a floooatribution to the scholarly
exchange, not only by her or his paper, but alsarbgrrangement according to which
each paper was subjected to one selected partidpdetailed critical examination,
before the meeting proceeded to general discussion.

As mentioned, this conference had four thematisisaes. In the session on
the mythology of death and dyifghich reflects the research programme currently
being pursued at Nijmegen by the convenor Eric Viexbsix papers were presented
on, respectively, moon myths in Australia, mythea@rning the avoidance of dying
in West-Africa, Eurasian myths of travels to thetheeworld, Zoroastrian death
myths, the pre-Christian mythology of Scandinaviaated in Germanic mythologies
of death and a sociological approach to death mwiitis special attention to Cal-
vinism?

This session was followed bylasiness meeting of the Board of Directors
(i.e. the Executive) of the IACM. A major decision takienthis connection was ac-
ceptance of the motion to extend the membershithisf Board to Dr Bukola A.
Oyeniyi from Nigeria, which would give the Assoatat a formal footing in the Afri-
can continent and would stimulate the pursuit ohparative mythology by African
scholars and institutiorlsThis African appointment complements the represtent
of Europe, North America, and Asia on the BoardoEctors, and implies the need
for further work towards the formal inclusion ofhstars from South America, Aus-
tralia, and Oceania.

The next session likewise comprised six papersak devoted tonythologi-

® In addition to the conference participants, thavemors were pleased to welcome the specialist in
West Java ethnography, Dr Wessing, formerly of eérjdas a special discussant of Mr Djunatan’s
paper. Mr Djunatan’s conference participation m#dgossible for him to visit his PhD supervisor
Wim van Binsbergen in order to complement the usdalail based supervision with far more effec-
tive and comprehensive face-to-face exchanges.

® Eric Venbrux (Nijmegen): ‘Death and Regeneratidhe Moon in Aboriginal Australian Myths of
Death’; Walter van Beek (Tilburg): ‘How to Avoid [hg. The Battle against Death in African My-
thologies’; Boris Oguibénine (Strasbourg) and Nw#alyanchevskaya (Cambridge, MA): ‘A Journey
to the Netherworld. Reconstructing Features of {Bdcopean Mythology and Funeral Rituals from
Baltic, Slavic, and Buddhist Parallels’; Victoriayukova (St. Petersburg): ‘Death and Defilement in
Zoroastrianism’; Joseph Harris (Cambridge, MA): éTROk Stone’s Mythology of Death’; Hans J.
Mol (Canberra): ‘Calvin in Myth’. The latter papemas not available for inclusion in the present vol-
ume.

" An interesting detail is that Dr Oyeniyi only maea to have his visa in time and thus to partieipat
in the conference, thanks to the capable intereardf Mrs Maaike Westra of the Leiden African Stud-
ies Centre’s Secretariat.
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cal continuities between Africa and other contisenprobably an all-time first in the
history of comparative mythology, and a topical ickowhich reflects the research
programme currently pursued at Leiden and Rotterdgiim van Binsbergen. Af-
rican-Eurasian continuities were examined with réga: myths on the appearance of
the first humans; the nature and functions of alitmyths in West Africa during the
last few centuries; the examination of specificadet! parallels between African and
Eurasian mythologies as seen from the perspecfitkeoNkoya people of Zambhia
Witzel's revision of his Laurasian.€. Eurasian and N. American) / Gondwana (in-
cluding African) distinction as applied to flood thg; an etymological discussion of
the case for identity between Ancient Greek Heptogeand Ancient Egyptiane.
Northeast AfricanPtah; and the relevance of Japanese mythology for coatipa
Eurasian mythology in genefal

Five papers were presented in the sessiotheaoretical and methodological
advances These addressed: the cosmological theory of rmghirobiology and the
origins of myth and religion; postmodernism and¢benparative method with special
application to comparative mythology; the exteniMuich myth presents a challenge
to philosophy; and parallels between Greek and Barepics with special attention
to the fire-associated gods Hephaestus and Adnfinal paper session dealt with
ongoing research in the context of PhD and MA mrsjeon such diverse topics as the
mythological worldview of a contemplative site ineét Java, Indonesia; Blumen-
berg’s recent philosophy of myth as applied to yyam Homer; the Tibetan epic of
Gesar of Ling, and Indo-Slavic mythological paralf8

The conference concluded with a general discusgimgpects for the 2009
annual conference, and a consideration of optionghfe publication of the confer-
ence papers. The convenors have decided to aimvat-atage publication process:

8 Yuri Berezkin, St. Petersburg: ‘The Emergencehef Eirst People from the Underworld: Another
Cosmogonic Myth of Possible African Origin’; Bukofa Oyeniyi, Lagos: ‘Myths, Indigenous Cul-

ture, and Traditions as Tools in Reconstructing t€sted Histories: The Ife-Modakeke Example’;
Wim van Binsbergen, Leiden / Rotterdam: ‘The Cauitiyn of African and Eurasian Mythologies: As
Seen from the Perspective of the Nkoya People oflifa, South Central Africa’; Michael Witzel,

Cambridge, MA: Pan-Gaean Flood Myths: Gondwana Blythand Beyond’; Vaclav Blazek, Brno /
Pilzen: ‘Hephaistos vs. Ptah’, Kazuo Matsumura, Tokyo: ‘Capad@se Mythology Contribute to

Comparative Eurasian Mythology?'.

° Emily Lyle (Edinburgh): ‘The Cosmological Theory blyth’; Steve Farmer (independent scholar,
California, USA): ‘Reinventing Comparative Mytholp@s a Rigorous Science. Neurobiology and the
Origins of Myth and Religion’; Robert A. Segal (Aldeen): ‘Postmodernism and the Comparative
Method’: Willem Dupré (Nijmegen): ‘Myth. A Challeegto Philosophy’; Nicholas J. Allen (Oxford):
‘Hephaestus and Agni. Gods and Men on the BatltefireGreek and Sanskrit Epic.’

10 Stephanus Djunatan (Bandung): (‘Sunda. the Accotifffirmative Life. Mythological Worldview

of the Contempla-tive Site of Nagara Padang, Wasa,JIndonesia’; Nadia Sels (Ghent): ‘Blumen-
berg, Homer, and the Function of Irony in MytholmgiNarratives’; Karel Jan van den Heuvel Reind-
ers (Nijmegen): ‘Travels to Heaven and Hell of Gesd Ling’; and Nataliya Yanchevskaya
(Cambridge, MA): ‘Indo-Slavic Mythological Paralkel Regrettably, of van den Heuvel Reinders’ and
Yanchevskaya'’s contribution to this session, ndtami account was available for inclusion in the-pre
sent volume.
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first, lightly editedProceedings- the present volume — containing the full sepaf
pers; to be followed by the publication of onewo tcarefully selected sets of papers,
revised under extensive editorial feed-back, asiapessue of a peer-reviewed jour-
nal, or in an edited volume with an establishedensity press.

This Second Annual Conference of the Internatiéwsalociation for Compara-
tive Mythology (IACM) has demonstrated that thddief comparative mythology is
rapidly and convincingly shedding its sometime amations of over-specialised an-
tiquarian scholarship, to become (in close collabon with a wide range of auxiliary
fields — from genetics to linguistics, ethnograpanghaeology, statistics, and classics)
an exciting, rapidly expanding domain of theordtad methodological reflection,
and an ever widening window on humankind’s remotatural history. Here — in ad-
dition to the unmistakable strength of this fieldang scholars from Europe (includ-
ing Eastern Europe!) and North America — new gropwdints can be discerned
around death as a mythical domain, and aroundnberatanding of Africa’s place in
the wider cultural history of humankind as a wholbese developments inspire a
sense of gratification and achievement, even thdhgte is a need for the increased
involvement of scholars from other continents, aweén though the theoretical de-
bates during this conference brought out the feattwe are still far removed from the
emergence of a mainstream disciplinary consensus.
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Part II. Mythology of death and
dying






