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Preface  
 
by Wim van Binsbergen & Eric Venbrux   

 

The Second Annual Conference of the International Association for Comparative My-
thology (IACM) was held at the former convent of Soeterbeeck near the small medie-
val town of Ravenstein in the Netherlands on 19-21 August 2008. This volume, 
entitled New Perspectives on Myth, contains the proceedings of the conference. 

In total the work has 19 chapters. The volume consists of five parts: an intro-
duction offering a report of the conference, a section on The Mythology of Death and 
Dying, another on Mythological Continuities between Africa and Other Continents, a 
section on Theoretical and Methodological Advances, and a final one on Work-in-
Progress. Indexes of proper names and of authors have been added to assist readers in 
consulting the proceedings, to highlight the links between chapters, and to provide 
something of an inventory of current comparative mythology as a field of studies. 

We would like to thank the following institutions for their financial contribu-
tions, making the conference possible: the Department of Sanskrit and Indian Studies, 
Harvard University, USA; the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences 
(KNAW); the Faculty of Religious Studies, Radboud University Nijmegen, the Neth-
erlands; the African Studies Centre, Leiden, the Netherlands; the Sormani Fund, Nij-
megen, the Netherlands; the Philosophical Faculty, Erasmus University Rotterdam, 
the Netherlands; the International Office, Radboud University Nijmegen, the Nether-
lands; Quest: An African Journal of Philosophy / Revue Africaine de Philosophie; the 
Research School NISCO, Faculty of Social Sciences, Radboud University Nijmegen, 
the Netherlands; and the International Association for Comparative Mythology 
(IACM), Cambridge MA, USA. 

We are also indebted to Kirsten Seifikar, who as copy-editor polished up the 
English of many contributions and brought the bibliographical material up to a com-
mon standard; and to the editorial team of Quest: An African Journal of Philosophy / 
Revue Africaine de Philosophie, for taking care of the book’s layout, production, 
cover, and index.  

Last but not least, our thanks are due to the International Association for 
Comparative Mythology, and to the participants in the Second Annual Conference of 
that organisation, for creating the intellectual conditions towards the present book, 
and entrusting its realisation to us.  





7 

Table of contents 

 
Preface......................................................................................................................5 

List of figures.........................................................................................................12 

List of tables...........................................................................................................14 

PART I. INTRODUCTORY................................................................................................15 

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..............................................................17 

PART II.  MYTHOLOGY OF DEATH AND DYING................................................................23 

Chapter 2. Death and Regeneration: The Moon in Australian 
Aboriginal Myths of the Origin of Death   
by Eric Venbrux.....................................................................................................25 

Introduction..................................................................................................25 
Contemporary ancestors...............................................................................27 
The Dreaming ..............................................................................................28 
How death came into the world ...................................................................30 
Comparing the myths...................................................................................33 
Blaming the totemic ancestors .....................................................................35 
Regeneration ................................................................................................36 
Concluding discussion .................................................................................38 
References....................................................................................................39 

Chapter 3. Tales of death and regeneration in West Africa  
by Walter E.A. van Beek .......................................................................................41 

Introduction: An unromantic Africa ............................................................41 
Two cultures: Similarities and differences ..................................................44 
The tales.......................................................................................................46 
The struggle with death in Kapsiki ..............................................................48 
Regeneration: The Dogon sigi myth ............................................................49 
Death and regeneration: The human way ....................................................51 
References....................................................................................................56 



New Perspectives on Myth 

8 

Chapter 4. A Journey to the Netherworld: Reconstructing Features of 
Indo-European Mythology of Death and Funereal Rituals from Baltic, 
Slavic, and Buddhist Parallels  
by Boris Oguibénine & Nataliya Yanchevskaya ...................................................59 

1. Slavic and Baltic Parallels .......................................................................60 
2. Buddhist Parallels ....................................................................................68 
Bibliography ................................................................................................72 

Chapter 5. Death as Defilement in Zoroastrianism  
by Victoria Kryukova ............................................................................................75 

1. Affinity of Old Iranian and Old Indian traditions....................................76 
2. Dogs .........................................................................................................80 
3. Good and evil ...........................................................................................80 
4. Purification rites.......................................................................................82 
5. Dug-out holes...........................................................................................85 
6. Archaeological excavations: Results .......................................................86 
References....................................................................................................89 

Chapter 6. Varin’s philosophy and the Rök Stone’s mythology of 
death 
by Joseph Harris.....................................................................................................91 

Varin’s philosophy and the Rök Stone’s mythology of death .....................91 
The structure of the inscription ....................................................................92 
Themes of life and death..............................................................................94 
The myth in Section Three...........................................................................95 
Varin’s philosophy of death.......................................................................101 
Bibliography ..............................................................................................103 

PART III.  MYTHOLOGICAL CONTINUITIES BETWEEN AFRICA AND OTHER 

CONTINENTS................................................................................................................107 

Chapter 7. The emergence of the first people from the underworld: 
Another cosmogonic myth of a possible African origin 
by Yuri Berezkin..................................................................................................109 

The dispersal of modern man and the areal patterns of folklore-
mythological motifs .......................................................................110 

Negative correlation between the Emergence myth and the 
Earth-diver myth ............................................................................114 

Specific links between the American and the Asian and 
Melanesian cases of the Emergence myth .....................................115 

The emergence myth in Africa ..................................................................118 
Adventure tales of Continental Eurasian origin subsequently 

disseminated into Africa, but not into Australia ............................119 
Research perspectives ................................................................................121 
References..................................................................................................124 



Table of Contents  

9 

Chapter 8. Myths, indigenous culture, and traditions as tools in 
reconstructing contested histories: The Ife-Modakeke example  
by Bukola Adeyemi Oyeniyi ...............................................................................127 

Introduction................................................................................................127 
The Ife-Modakeke conflict ........................................................................133 
Indigenous culture as a tool of analysis in the Ife-Modakeke 

conflict ...........................................................................................136 
Conclusion .................................................................................................139 
References..................................................................................................142 

Chapter 9. The continuity of African and Eurasian mythologies: 
General theoretical models, and detailed comparative discussion of the 
case of Nkoya mythology from Zambia, South Central Africa  
by Wim van Binsbergen.......................................................................................143 

1. African transcontinental mythological continuities as a 
problem ..........................................................................................144 

2. Recent interpretative schemas that claim mythological 
continuity instead of separation of Eurasia and sub-
Saharan Africa ...............................................................................149 

3. From myth to proto-history and back, in tears / Tears..........................169 
4. The problem of contamination...............................................................175 
5. Major mythological themes among the Nkoya, with a 

discussion of their salient transcontinental 
correspondences.............................................................................176 

6. Conclusion .............................................................................................201 
7. References cited.....................................................................................204 

Chapter 10. Pan-Gaean Flood myths: Gondwana myths – and beyond 
by Michael Witzel................................................................................................225 

1. Overview................................................................................................226 
2. Gondwana Flood myths .........................................................................226 
3. Laurasian Flood myths...........................................................................232 
4. A comparison of Gondwana and Laurasian Flood myths......................237 
Bibliography ..............................................................................................240 

Chapter 11. Hēphaistos vs. Ptaª 
by Václav Blažek .................................................................................................243 

1. Greek theonym.......................................................................................243 
2. Egyptian origin.......................................................................................244 
3. Ptaª and Hephaestus compared .............................................................248 

Post scriptum..............................................................................................249 
References..................................................................................................251 



New Perspectives on Myth 

10 

Chapter 12. Can Japanese mythology contribute to comparative 
Eurasian mythology?  
by Kazuo Matsumura...........................................................................................253 

1. Introduction............................................................................................253 
2. Myth of the Sun and Fire .......................................................................255 
3. Common structure in classical mythology and culture..........................261 
References..................................................................................................263 

PART IV.  THEORETICAL AND METHODOLOGICAL ADVANCES......................................265 

Chapter 13. The cosmological theory of myth  
by Emily Buchanan Lyle .....................................................................................267 

1. Introduction............................................................................................267 
2. Cosmological theory ..............................................................................268 
3. A cosmological model based on Indo-European sources ......................269 
4. Building and testing the model ..............................................................270 
5. The kinship code ....................................................................................272 
6. Conclusion .............................................................................................275 
Acknowledgements....................................................................................275 
Bibliography ..............................................................................................275 

Chapter 14. The neurobiological origins of primitive religion: 
Implications for comparative mythology  
by Steve Farmer ...................................................................................................279 

1. Introduction: Neurobiology, myth, and religion ....................................280 
2. The universality of anthropomorphism, and its role in early 
religion .......................................................................................................286 
3. Overview of a testable neurodevelopmental model of the 
origins of anthropomorphism.....................................................................296 
4. Testing the model...................................................................................302 
5. Summary and conclusions .....................................................................309 
References..................................................................................................310 

Chapter 15. Postmodernism and the Comparative Method  
by Robert A. Segal...............................................................................................315 

Postmodernism (1) .....................................................................................316 
Controlled Comparativism (2) ...................................................................318 
New Comparativism (3).............................................................................320 
Old Comparativism (4) ..............................................................................321 
Hoariness of the positions..........................................................................321 
Defending the Comparative Method..........................................................322 
Postmodern objections to the Comparative Method..................................322 
Frazer’s Old Comparativism......................................................................329 
The superiority of Old Comparativism......................................................332 
References..................................................................................................332 



Table of Contents  

11 

Chapter 16. Myth: A challenge to philosophy  
by Willem Dupré..................................................................................................335 

1. Introduction............................................................................................335 
2. Ways to study myth ...............................................................................337 
3. Observations ..........................................................................................341 
4. Basic meanings ......................................................................................345 
5. Why should it be of interest to study myth? ..........................................350 
References..................................................................................................353 

Chapter 17. Hephaestus and Agni – Gods and men on the battlefield in 
Greek and Sanskrit epics  
by Nick Allen.......................................................................................................357 

1. Introduction............................................................................................357 
2. Rapprochements.....................................................................................360 
3. Differences.............................................................................................368 
4. Broader issues ........................................................................................370 
References..................................................................................................372 

PART V. WORK IN PROGRESS......................................................................................373 

Chapter 18. Sunda – The Affirmative life: The mythological 
worldview of the contemplative site Nagara Padang, West Java, 
Indonesia  
by Stephanus Djunatan ........................................................................................375 

1. Introduction............................................................................................375 
2. The culture-historical setting of the contemplative site.........................376 
3. The myth of sagacious individuality......................................................387 
4. Mythology as pious teaching: The affirmative life................................389 
5. Open ending: A comparative study........................................................401 
References..................................................................................................406 

Chapter 19. The function of irony in mythical narratives: Hans 
Blumenberg and Homer’s ludicrous gods  
by Nadia Sels .......................................................................................................409 

1. Introduction............................................................................................409 
2. Homer’s ambiguous portrayal of the gods: An age-old 

question ..........................................................................................410 
3. Blumenberg and the absolutism of reality. Strategies to keep 

the gods at bay ...............................................................................413 
4. Irony, human helplessness and the divine viewpoint.............................417 
5. The ironic attitude and the Homeric gods. Theomachy, Dios 

Apatè and the entrapment of Ares and Aphrodite. ........................420 
6. Conclusion .............................................................................................424 
References..................................................................................................425 

LIST OF CONTRIBUTORS..............................................................................................427 

INDEX OF PROPER NAMES AND MOTIFS.......................................................................429 

AUTHOR INDEX ..........................................................................................................457 



 

12 

List of figures    

 

Fig. 7.1. The global distribution of the motif Shed skin as condition of im-
mortality.........................................................................................................111 

Fig. 7.2. The global distribution of the motif Sun’s children killed...........................112 
Fig. 7.3. The global distribution of the motif Person is tricked into killing 

his kin.............................................................................................................112 
Fig. 7.4. The global distribution of the motif People from the Underworld..............114 
Fig. 7.5. The global distribution of the motif The Way from One World to 

Another Goes through a Narrow Opening.....................................................116 
Fig. 7.6. The global distribution of the motif The False Wife...................................120 
Fig. 7.7. The global distribution of the motif Kind and unkind girls.........................121 
Fig. 7.8. The global distribution of the motif Magic flight........................................121 
Fig. 7.9. The global distribution of the Atalanta type version of Magic 

flight ...............................................................................................................122 
Fig. 7.10. The global distribution of the motif Originator of death the first 

sufferer...........................................................................................................123  
Fig. 7.11. The global distribuitoion of the motif Waters give way............................123 
Fig. 9.1. Cavalli-Sforza’s well-known array of the populations and lan-

guage groups of the world..............................................................................146 
Fig. 9.2. Dendrogram setting out the relative positions of the *Borean-

associated linguistic marco-phyla in relation to Bantu and Khoisan.............153 
Fig. 9.3. Provisional situation and time of ‘Contexts of Intensified Trans-

formation and Innovation’ (CITIs), as crucial stages in the global 
history of the mythology of Anatomically Modern Humans.........................163 

Fig. 9.4. Diagrammatic representation of the Pelasgian Hypothesis ................. 165-166 
Fig. 9.5. Major attestations of the annual communal extinction and rekin-

dling fire.........................................................................................................184 
Fig. 9.6. Global distribution of the spiked wheel trap (as typical of Pelas-

gian distributions) ..........................................................................................185 
Fig. 9.7. Attestation of spider-related myths..............................................................185 
Fig. 9.8. Global distribution of male genital mutilation ............................................187 
Fig. 9.9. Global distribution of rain gods with junior status in the pantheon ............198 
Fig. 9.10. Global distributions of the mytheme of the unilateral mythical 

being...............................................................................................................199 
Fig. 12.1. East Asia ....................................................................................................254 



List of Figures  

13 

Fig. 12.2. The Pacific Ring of Fire ............................................................................259 
Fig. 12.3. The (geographical) distribution of various elements of the myth 

of the hidden sun............................................................................................260 
Fig. 13.1. The threefold pantheon and related mythic patterns .................................273 
Fig. 13.2. A four-generation capsule with bilateral cross-cousin marriage, 

showing the ten people who are taken to correspond to gods........................274 
Fig. 14.1. Anthropomorphic lion figure, ivory, Holenstein-Stadel, ca. 

32,000 BP.......................................................................................................280 
Fig. 14.2. Exposure-objects displayed in various positions and configura-

tions from the moving film. Large triangle, small triangle, disc and 
house ..............................................................................................................308 

Fig. 18.1. The location of the site and surroundings..................................................384 
Fig. 18.2. The topography of the terraces and stages.................................................385 
Fig. 18.3. The two-dimensional triangle....................................................................397 
Fig. 18.4 The hierarchical structure of the Tritangtu .................................................397 
Fig. 18.5. The three-dimensional dynamic cyclic spiral............................................398 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



 

14 

List of tables  

 

Table 2.1. Comparing Australian myths of death and dying .......................................33 
Table 9.1. Narrative Complexes identified in sub-Saharan African cos-

mogonies as collected in historical times.......................................................159 
Table 9.2. ‘Contexts of Intensified Transformation and Innovation’ 

(CITIs) in the global history of Anatomically Modern Humans’ 
mythology ......................................................................................................160 

Table 9.3. Selected Aarne-Thomson (AT) traits relevant to the combat 
theme (Fontenrose 1980) in Nkoya mythology and cosmology....................167 

Table 10.1. A comparison of Gondwana and Laurasian Flood myths.......................237 
Table 10.2. Combined table of Laurasian and Gondwana Flood myths....................238 
Table 11.1. Comparison of Ptaª and Hephaestus and their spouses..........................248 

Table 17.1. Parties in the epic conflict involving Hephaestus and Agni ...................359 
Table 18.1. The stages for a pilgrim’s praying and meditating session.....................385 

 
 

 
 
 



  

 

Part I. Introductory 

 
 




