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Spider mythology world-wide as a window 
on possible Sunda effects resulting in East-
West parallels   
 

by Wim van Binsbergen (2020)  

 

 

1. Introduction  

Spiders speak to our human imagination, not only because of their miraculous capabil-
ity of spinning thread issuing from their own body (a standard illustration of the con-
cept of creatio ex nihilo – the greatest cosmogonic puzzle; cf. Weigl 1987) and the 
construction, with that material, of their glorious webs – but also because (like the 
mantis) their females tend to consume their male sexual partner after the act. In many 
cultures, the spider’s act of spinning and tying has constituted a metaphor not only of 
creation, but particularly of occult powers, of sorcery, par excellence. Among the An-
cient Egyptians, the spider, the mantis and the midge were the three principal animal 
familiars (helping spirits) of the sorcerer (Helck 1987). Spider mythology occurs world-
wide. One might consider this a cultural expression of an allegedly universal, heriditary 
and genetically anchored fear of spiders (arachnophobia) among humans – but such a 
claim turns out to be contentious, for the universality which it entails is incompatible 
with the considerable variation in intensity of the phobia, and with the fact that in 
some human communities spiders are actually eaten (Anonymous, Arachnophobia, 
with references). From our inspection, below, of global distributions we shall conclude 
that spider mythology, although quite old, is probably not older than the Upper Pa-
laeolithic. We will find evidence of a very old cosmological substrate, identifiable in 
several continents, in which the spider, visibly engaged in spinning, weaving and tying, 
is venerated as the Supreme Creation Deity – from which later weaving ans spinning 
goddesses, in several continents, appear to be derived in Neolithic and later times. 
Since spider mythologies occur in both in the East and in the West of the Old World 
(and also in the New World), and since my current work is among other concerns 
focussing on East-West parallels, our principal aim in the present paper is to ascertain 
whether this parallelism is conducive to interpretation in Sunda terms – i.e.1 the postu-
lated spread, mainly through demic diffusion (i.e. cultural contents spreads geograph-
ically because their human owners spread geographically), of cultural elements from 
South East Asia / the Indo-Pacific region in all directions, also westward on to the 
Indian Ocean and its distant shores (the Indus Valley, the Persian Gulf, the Red Sea, 
Africa), in response to the world-wide rising of the ocean level by 200 m. at the onset 
of the Holocene (10 ka BP), when at the end of the Ice Ages the polar caps melted 

                                                 
1 Cf. Oppenheimer 1998; Dick-Read 2005; van Binsbergen 2019b, and in press (a).  
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rapidly. In the past I have repeatedly engaged in the analysis of the same spider mate-
rial (e.g. van Binsbergen 2010: 185 f and passim, 2012: 50, 181; in press (c)) but in the 
light of the present analysis these earlier attempts must be discarded as preliminary 
and, on closer scrutiny, partly wrong.  

 

 

Fig. 1. A spider’s web in a summer’s garden 
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a. Australian rock art, 

conventionally considered by 

scholars to be a ‘sun symbol’, 

more likely a spider’s web 

(but ancient spider goddesses 

tend to be solar), undated, 

probably several ka old 

(Stubbs 1978: 21)  

b. NarCom 15 (‘The 

spider and the feminine 

arts’), Tassili, Sahara, 

Archaic period, 7 ka 

BP, from: 

http://creativity.bgsu.ed

u/africanArt/part1/xtassi

li/T2.html 

c. NarCom 15 (‘ The 

spider and the feminine 

arts’), Iberian peninsula, 

Mesolithic (c. 15 ka BP) 

(Bandi & Maringer 1952)  

d. Nacza lines, Peru; source: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nazca

_Lines#/media/File:L%C3%AD-

neas_de_Nazca,_Nazca,_Per%C3%

BA,_2015-07-29,_DD_54.JPG; the 

spider image is about 600 m across 

and can mainly be seen from the 

air, which brought the fantasy 

writer von Däniken to an interpre-

tation in terms of extraterrestial 

intervention  

Fig. 2. Some of the rare prehistoric depictions of the spider from three continents 

 

2. Available data on Spider mythemes world-wide  

To prepare for our analysis, I present, in the following Table, the referenced data in time and 
place. 

In the Table, reference will be made to *Borean. On this point, rather more explanation is 
needed than can be offered in the present scope. *Borean is a hypothetical language form, 
reconstructed from the systematically and intersubjectively reconstructed proto-forms of all 
linguistic macrophyla (highest-level clusters) currently spoken in the world, and supposed to 
have been spoken in Central to Eastern Asia in the Upper Palaeolithic. I performed a cluster 
analysis (a form of statistics) on the 1152 reconstructed *Borean roots. I found that *Borean 
desintegrated, well over 20 ka BP, at first into two branches: a Peripheral Branch, comprising 
Austric (Austroasiatic e.g. Thai,, Munda; and Austronesian, e.g. Malay, Maori), Amerind, and 
African languages (Khoisan, Nigercongo and Nilosaharan – with the exception of Afroasiatic); 
and (b) a Continental or Central Branch, comprising Eurasiatic (e.g. Indo-European, Dravid-
ian, Altaic, Uralic, etc.), Afroasiatic (comprising Semitic, and the now Africa-based languages 
Berber, Chadic, Omotic, etc.), and Sinocaucasian (comprising Sinotibetan, Basque, Yeniseian, 
etc.). The further desintegration of these branches need not concern us here. The methodol-
ogy and its results are provisionally described in van Binsbergen & Woudhuizen 2011: 73 f.; van 
Binsbergen 2012b; and will be treated in full in van Binsbergen, in press (d).  
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3. Mapping 

The following diagram maps the cases listed in Table 1:  

1111
2222
3333
4444
5555

1/31/31/31/3
1/21/21/21/2
1/51/51/51/5
1/2/31/2/31/2/31/2/3
1/2/51/2/51/2/51/2/5
2/32/32/32/3

 
LEGEND 
 1. NarCom 15a: Spider Supreme   
 2. NarCom 15c: oblique, non-mythical, e.g. divinatory or decorative  

3. NarCom 15b: spinning and weaving goddesses, with explicit or implicit spider connotations  
 4. NarCom 15: connection between Heaven and Earth 
 5. NarCom 15: trickster  

Fig. 3. Global distribution of the mytheme narCom 15: The Spider  

4. Discussion: 

When we look at this distribution, we note a number of peculiarities. 

1. Not in Pandora’s Box. For over a decade I have assumed, in earlier analyses of this mytheme, 
that spider mythology belongs to Pandora’s Box (the term I have coined for the package of 
cultural including mythological traits that were developed among Anatomically Modern 
Humans in Africa prior to their global dispersal in the Out-of-Africa migration c. 80-60 ka 
BP) as NarCom [ Narrative Complex ] 15, The Spider, subsequently transformed into ‘the 
feminine arts’ in CITI [ Context of Intensified Transformation and Innovation ] VI; cf. van 
Binsbergen 2006a). On recent closer examination, however, the distribution does not meet 
the general rules of thumb (van Binsbergen 2014) where I have formulated criteria for such 
an historical assertion. These criteria are: if a trait has been attested in historical times in Af-
rica, the Andaman Islands, New Guinea and Australia we take it that that trait already found 
itself in Pandora’s Box at the beginning of the Out-of-Africa migration (c. 80 ka BP). Now 
the trait is attested all right for Africa and Australia, but much as I sought I could not find 
spider mythology for the Andaman Islands and for New Guinea (which however is often 
counted as a part of Melanesia – in other parts of which the trait is attested).  

2. My claims as to the transformation of this trait into ‘the feminine arts’ under 
CITI VI, implies that after the Neolithic pre-existing spider mythology was re-
defined so as to reflect the general subjugation of women and their works under 
newly emerging, male-dominated modes of production – a transformation 
which I have tried to capture several times in tables listing the supplanting of 
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female by male deities in ther Old World in the course of the Bronze Age (e.g. 
van Binsbergen & Woudhuizen 2011: 142, Table 6.4). That means that for the pe-
riods preceding the Bronze Age, the global distribution is easier to interpret if we 
temporarily leave out all cases of category 3 (‘weaving goddesses’). This gives us 
the following distribution:  

1111
2222
3333
4444
5555

1/31/31/31/3
1/21/21/21/2
1/51/51/51/5

1/2/51/2/51/2/51/2/5

 
Legend as previous figure  

Fig. 4. Spider mythemes : The global distribution of Fig. 3 reconsidered while omitting female 

deities of spinning and weaving 

We can attempt yet another simplification to our distribution: category 2 brings out those cases 
where no spider mythology proper is attested, but where the spider appears in a non-mythological 
capacity e.g. as an element in divination or decoration. What happens if we leave out those cases? 
The following diagram gives the result. In order to assist the interpretation, I identify more or less 
contiguous distribution areas, by ellipses. 

1111

3333
4444
5555

1/51/51/51/5

FFFF

EEEE

CCCC

DDDDBBBB

AAAA

HHHH

GGGG

 
Legend as previous figure  

Fig. 5. Spider mythology before the Bronze Age ; secondary applications (divination, decoration, 

etc.) omitted  
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After these reductions, it becomes clear that the data may be neatly clustered into 
clusters A through H.  

The following, concluding diagram summarises my analysis of spider mythologies in 
terms of East-West paralllels:  
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LEGEND 
 1. NarCom 15a: Spider Supreme   
 2. NarCom 15c: oblique, non-mythical, e.g. divinatory or decorative  

3. NarCom 15b: spinning and weaving goddesses, with explicit or implicit spider connotations  
 4. NarCom 15: connection between Heaven and Earth 
 5. NarCom 15: trickster  
 6. proposed origin of *Borean 

 7. Continental Branch of desintegrating *Borean: Eurasiatic (a), Sinocaucasian (b) and Afroasiatic (c)    

 8. Peripheral Branch of desintegrating *Borean: Austric (d), Amerind (e), and African languages (f) (Khoisan, 

Nigercongo, Nilosaharan) 

 9. trans-Atlantic distribution area Spider as Trickster 

 10. present-day geographic distribution Na-Dene speakers  

broken line = conjectural  
Fig. 6. Tentative historical reconstruction of the mytheme narCom 15: The Spider, taking into 

account the reconstructed history of the desintegration of *Borean, from c. 25 ka BP onward 

Now it becomes possible to interpret the distribution in the preceding diagrams somewhat 

more specifically.  

What we see in Africa, Oceania and the Americas we may associate with the spread of the Peripheral Branch of 

desintegrating *Borean. That is why I have given the enclosing ellipses in question the same colour as the 

Peripheral Branch. This means that with considerable certainty we may pose that the mytheme of Spider Su-

preme emerged and was spread within the Peripheral Branch of desintegrating *Borean, c. 20 ka BP. We 

forever leave behind us the conception of Spider Supreme as a part of Pandora’s Box. The attestations of Spider 

Supreme in the heart of the Old World (West Asia, Northern Africa) may then be attributed to the passing, 

through this region, of speakers of proto-African languages on their way to their definitive place of residence in 

Africa. There are indications (van Binsbergen & Woudhuizen 2011: 170, 405; Cavalli-Sforza et al 1994) that 

particularly the distribution area of Bantu- (< Nigercongo) -speakers and of Khoisan-speakers ranged far outside 

sub-Saharan Africa during the Upper Palaeolithic and the Neolithic.  

It is tempting to follow the same logic in regard of the mytheme of Spider as Trickster.
2
 This 

                                                 
2 The trickster is extremely important in older layers of global mythology. The Khoi figure Heitsi-Eibib (the 



 24 

mytheme then would have to be associated with the Central / Continental Banch of desinte-

grating Borean, especially with Afroasiatic in the Old World (Africa, Middle East). For North 

America this would imply that Spider as Trickster would have to be associated with the 

spread of Nadene languages, which an authoritative minority of present-day long-range lin-

guists (notably the Starostins) is reckoning to belong to Sinocaucasian. However, such a 

proposition would run in the face of the fact that Nadene languagues are currently concen-

trated in the western part of North America, and not in the eastern part, which is where we 

predominantly seem to find the Spider as Trickster myths. Further research and reflection is 

needed on this point.  

Now that we have failed, so far, to explain the distribution of Spider as Trickster through an 

argument based on the desintegration of *Borean, we may try to press the trans-Atlantic 

distribution into service on this point. At face value the clusters B and E on either side of the 

Atlantic Ocean do constitute a contiguous area, but that is about all we can say for now. The 

distribution in South Central Africa, in its turn, seems merely an extension of the distribution 

in West Africa. But for the time being there is no obvious and credible link between Eastern 

North America, on the one hand, and West Africa (and Scandinavia!) on the other! Oppen-

heimer (1994) sees a – in my opinion spurious – Sunda link with Scandinavia (mainly on the 

basis of circular axe blades), and Sunda elements are conspicuous in West Africa, but the 

evidence is too flimsy to account for an imaginable extension to the trans-Atlantic New World. 

Much would depend on the status we are prepared to accord to the trickster figure in compa-

raison with Spider Supreme:  

 

Fig. 7. A royal spider pot for divination, from Western Cameroon, now at the Tandeng Muna Mu-

seum, Yaounde, Cameroon, 2015 

                                                                                                                                                         
praying mantis) is a trickster, and so is Anansi the spider -- and the trickster motif is also very prominent in 
Native North American myth; in Western Eurasia, Odinn, Loki, Mercury, Seth and Thoth, are also forms of the 
divine trickster -- and some of these appear under the guise of the leopard. 
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 Is the trickster (who is particularly conspicuous in North American Flood stories) de-

rived from the Supreme variety, a degeneration of a more exalted image of the deity? 

(this does not sound convincing to me for the trickster figure seems to be an adequate 

representation of how nature makes itself be felt at a low level of the development of 

modes of production – in other words, especially in the periods of the Lower and Mid-

dle Palaeolithic – : as capricious, uncontrolable, agressive.  

 Or is the immanent trickster rather an older from out of which the transcendent Su-

preme variety has emerged? This would seem more obvious, as a further progress in 

human thought (whose relevant phases I have investigated e.g. in 2012, 2018). A 

broad and extended belt of both the Old World and the New World (notably Meso 

America) has seen the development of the logocentric package (comprising writing, 

the state, organsied religion, and proto-science), and I would be surprised that the Spi-

der Supreme variety would not be at home in such a context – but it is not.  

Maybe we should consider the Spider Supreme variety in connection with the solar cult – 

where the Trickster may not be at home but Nyambi certainly is.  

My recent research suggests the name Nyambi – although its name variants such as 
Nzambi, Zamb, are at home in West Africa and although its Nkoya name may be given 
a folk etymology (possibly modern and Bible-inspired) deriving from ku amba, ‘to 
speak, apparently referring to a creator deity who create through the spoken world – 
like the Biblical Eloim – yet is connected with yams and with yams’s global spread 
along Sunda lines. This may help to explain the distribution of the Nyambi theonym in 
West and South Central Africa – but it does not illuminate the apparent continuity 
with the eastern part of the New World, let alone with Scandinavia. In the latter region, 
the trickster connotations of Loki (again with spider connotations) seem to me to be 
too old to be due to Sunda impact (which cannot predate the mid-Holocene)– also 
because the trickster figure with spider connotations does not seen to play a role in 
South East Asia / Oceania (where the trickster tends to be a small mammal such as the 
dwarf deer kantjil). 
While many details remain, inviting for further analysis and reflection, what emerges clearly 

from the present analysis so far is the connection between Spider mythology and the two 

branches into which Borean can be demonstrated to have desintegrated ca. 20 ka BP.  

Finally we should consider the theme of the Spider as connection between Heaven and Earth. 

Let us remember that, from the Late Palaeolithic on, the horizontal cosmogony of the Separa-

tion of Water and Land was supplanted by the Separation of Heaven and Earth, including the 

attempts to remedy – through various ways of reconnection: mountains, altars, priests, sha-

mans, kings, twins – the painful consequences of that Separation, has installed itself as the 

key mythology among Anatomically Modern Humans – and such it has remained right until 

Modern times. In our distribution analysis, the theme of Spider as Connection is limited to 

cluster F, i.e. West and South Central Africa. I take it that this is a degradation or subjugation 

of Spider Supreme, the latter being found in adjecent geographic areas. With the establish-

ment of the solar religion and other transcendence-based religious systems (as another expres-

sion of the shift towards the logocentric package – transcendence is both an effect and a 

precondition par excellence of writing, the state, organised religion and protoscience – cf. van 

Binsbergen 2012, 2018, 2015) Spider can no longer serve as Supreme Deity, but only a de-

rivative of his capability of spinning is emphasised: the connection between Heaven and Earth. 

The subjugation perspective (which also suggests specific population groups in conflict, each 

associated with the rival comology and cult) may also be discerned in the stories where 
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Nyambi flees to heaven along a spider’s thread because humans make Nyambi’s life on earth 

into a hell. One would tend to analyse such a shift in perspective in cosmology as resulting 

from a power struggle between two conflicting socio-political human groups – e.g. immi-

grants or locals, or a pre-existing mode of production about to be supplanted by a new mode 

of production. The same question must of course be considered when we try to analyse (cf. 

van Binsbergen in press (e)), in space and time, the installation of a solar religion in Old 

World prehistory, at the expense ultimately of, e.g., the cult of the Mother of the Waters, the 

Great Mother Goddess, the Earth, chthonic spirits. However, such a socio-political historical 

interpretation is outside our present scope.  

5. Conclusion 

While many details remain unclear and many loose ends remains, we can derive from this 

analysis of spider mythology the concluding insight that spider myths constitute a case of East 

West parallels in comparative mythology, which however seem to have a time depth of c. 20 

ka, and therefore cannot by any stretch of the imagination be attributed to the – relatively 

recent – Sunda effect – for which there are no distributional indications anyway. My initial 

impression of a clearcut Sunda effect was based on a confusion of categories: in Africa most 

spider-associated attestations are situated in a potential Sunda path (South Central Africa, 

Cameroon, Bight of Benin) but they are not of the Spider Supreme variety which reign in the 

Indo-Pacific / Oceania. It is possible that the African decorative and divinatory spider attesta-

tions are in fact due to a Sunda impact, but in that case we have failed so far to identify some 

original application of precisely such divinatory / decorative spider themes in South East Asia 

/ Indo-Pacific. Plausibly the decorative / divinatory use is a local, African transformation of a 

more central cosmological role for the spider (divination derives its authority from the divine 

associations of the divinatory procedure, even this is merely the locomotion patterns of a 

spider; in many cultures the spider is intimately associated with human fate), but given the 

Spider Supreme mytheme which appears to have been around in Africa, Oceania and the New 

World for about twenty millennia, an appeal to direct Sunda impact to explain this pattern 

would appear to be an anachronism.  

6. Afterthought: The enigmatic wagtail myths: Again no Sunda explanation to be 

preferred  

In the mythical accounts the Western African theonym Nyambi is associated with the 
wagtail bird, especially in South Central Africa notably among the Zambian Nkoya 
people whose mythology has formed my principal inspiration in comparative mythol-
ogy over the decades, based on my close association and fieldwork with this group ever 
since 1972. Here (Jacottet 1899-1901; van Binsbergen 2010c) Nyambi is attended not 
only by a spider but also by a wagtail bird (Motacilla capensis). This opens up an inter-
esting comparative angle: in the main Japanese creation myth virtually the same bird 
(Motacilla grandis) showed the first creatures Izanami and Izanagi how to engage in 
sexual intercourse by the suggestive, incessant up and down movements of its tail, 
after which it is named (Kojiki, cf. Philippi 1977; van Binsbergen 2009 / 2017). It may be 
relevant that the wagtail is an insectivore and presumably eats spiders. It is as if the 
wagtail in the Western Zambia story signals that, implicitly, we are in the presence of a 
Flood caused by the invention of sexuality. We hit here upon a controversial but logi-
cal and crucial implication of the idea of transcontinental continuities: if the latter can 
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be taken for a fact, then in principle well-attested, studied and understood symbolic 
relationships in one location may be used to illuminate less explicit similar relation-
ships in another location belonging to the same complex, even though in another 
continent - not just on the basis of a formal analysis and an appeal to inherent conver-
gent properties of the mind of Anatomically Modern Humans, but on the basis of real 
historical cognateship. This methodological claim (which I already made in my eaarli-
est work on transcontinental continuities; van Binsbergen 1997a) is basic to my work in 
the field of comparative mythology, geomantic divination, transformative cycles of 
elements, astronomical nomenclature etc.  

 

  

a. Motacilla capensis (sub-Saharan Africa); b. Motacilla grandis (Japan) 
sources: a. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wagtail#/media/File:Cape_wagtail_(Motacilla_capensis).jpg; photo: 
Charles J. Sharp; b. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wagtail#/media/File:Motacilla_grandis_-Japan-8.jpg 

Fig. 2a. The wagtail in sub-Saharan Africa and in Japan  

The wagtail features in the mythologies of many peoples. In Ancient Greece it was 
associated with Aphrodite, the goddess of love (Francis 2018) – initially probably be-
cause it represented the divine creative force, later under a cruder, adulterated, though 
still related interpretation, as in Japan: because its tail movements are suggestive of 
human (or in general: mammal) sexual intercourse. If the wagtail is supposed to be a 
harbinger of rain, this may be for the, not unrelated, ancient cosmology (cf. Allegro 
1970 / 1971) which sees rain as celestial emission / ejaculation. The ‘hysterical’ trans-
formation of sexual body fluids into tears may also be noted in Ancient Egyptian my-
thology of the Late period, where humans (the results of the primal god’s masturbation 
according to an earlier dispensation) became ‘the tears of Rac’ —a notion which appar-
ently was ultimately transmitted to South Central Africa (van Binsbergen 2010c, 2020a). 
Illuminating in this connection is Ainu mythology (Northern Japan), which combines 
West Eurasian traits with a manifest continuity with classic Japanese mythology. Here 
the wagtail assumes various roles, e.g. that of the Earth diver.3 Presenting adequate 

                                                 
3 The earth driver constitutes a widespread circumpolar mythological complex according to which a bird – 
usually an aquatic bird such as a coot; cf. Villems 2006; Weigle 1987 – brings up the first land from the pre-
cosmogonic Primal Waters – or after the Flood; Anonymous, Wagtail tales; Leeming 1995. Aquatic birds signify, 
or are identical with, the primal Mother of the Waters, whose epiphany is the swan, the white duck, the white 
heron, etc. This form needed to be transformed when the Cosmogony o the Separation of Water and Land was 
to be supplanted, by the Late Palaeolithic, by the Cosmogony of the Separation of Heaven and Earth. Then the 
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references to well-known mythological collections, the anonymous author of the Japa-
nese Mythology & Folklore website adduces parallel wagtail myths from India; Austra-

lia; Egypt (provided the solar  or 
 
bennu bird, the self-creating being which 

alighted on the primal mount,4 and behind which we suspect the Greek mythical bird 
Phoenix, often considered a heron may be identified as a mythical version of the wag-
tail); the Xhosa of South Africa (where the wagtail is merely a bird of cattle and good 
omen – perhaps a faint echo of more articulate wagtail mythologies from around the 
Mediterranean, or more likely an adaptation of the far more specific role attributed to 
the wagtail in South Central African mythologies as related above); and the Kelabit of 
Borneo (where the wagtail marks a crucial point in the agricultural calendar).  

In the case of Motacilla, the East-West parallel might also be attributed to accidental 
maritime contact, or to recent intellectual appropriation. In 1790 Count de Benyowsky, 
an Austrian / Hungarian high-ranking naval officer, reported on his sailing both to 
Japan and to Madagascar in the vicinity of South Central Africa – which is one conceiv-
able (but extremely unlikely) external and recent way in which two such outlying 
points might have come to be connected. By the same token, the historian of Madagas-
car Françoise Raison-Jourde (1994) discusses how a myth of Japanese-Malagasy rela-
tions gained some popularity among Malagasy intellectuals in the course of the 20th c. 
CE. For completeness’s sake, let us admit that a mythological parallel surfacing in both 
Japan and South Central Africa might also be explained as an effect of relatively recent 
Sunda effect from a common Sunda epicentre in insular South East Asia. This would 
also take care of the relatively isolated Borneo attestation., and of cases in Australia 
and India.  

However, I believe we must, in this case, reject the somewhat facile and historically 
shallow Sunda explanation in favour of a long-range argument. Against the compara-
tive background summarised above the coincidence between Japan and South Central 
Africa may not be so strange any more. The two attestations, although separated by the 
length and width of the two largest continents, are likely to share a common origin, of 
which the other attestations of wagtail mythology are further manifestations. If we 
may follow the suggestion made by the authoritative long-range linguists Kaiser & 
Shevoroshkin (1988) to the effect that Niger-Congo ( > Bantu) may be considered a 
form of ‘Super-Nostrative’ i.e. an extended version of Eurasiatic – one of the principal 
macrophyla into which *Borean desintegrated c. 25 ka BP – we would have a linguistic 
equivalent of such a transcontinental distribution with a common source in Central to 
East Asia, and probably with a similar time scale. Given the general westbound move-
ment associated with the Back-into-Africa movement which has been a major feature 
of Old World population dynamics ever since 15 ka BP (Coia 2005; Hammer 1998; Cru-
ciani 2002), and considering the special place which the Ainu people of Japan occupy 

                                                                                                                                                         
bird could function as a straight-forward celestial symbol, and its aquatic connotations could be dropped.  
4 One may even suspect a parallel here with Genesis 1:2, ‘And the earth was without form, and void; and darkness was 

upon the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters’. Also in Nkoya traditions (van 

Binsbergen 1988, 1992), the High God and the latter’s Child are in the first place birds – and the royal clans bear bird 

names. Although simplified and reified into a mere spectre of a cosmogonic entity, ultimately all these birds may be 

evocations of a transcendent, celestial creator.  



 29 

in this context,5 I am inclined to suggest that the myths highlighting the wagtail bird 
or its equivalents (myths that are remarkably absent from American mythologies 
which are embedded in Amerind – another Peripheral desintegration product of 
*Borean) originated in Central to East Asia at about the time of the desintegration of 
the Peripheral Branch of *Borean, and was thus taken westward to West Asia, North-
eastern Africa, and further into sub-Saharan Africa.  

Further clues may be found when we look at the etymology of words with ‘wagtail’ 
semantics in various macrophyla.An indication for an ancient semantic / lexical / 
mythological complex focusing on the wagtail6 – albeit situated in the Central or Con-
tinental Branch of *Borean instead of in the Peripheral Branch with which Ainu is 
claimed to have affinity – may be found in the fact that already in *Borean a root 
*CVPV (where V indicates an unspecified vowel) may be identified, ‘small bird’ (also 
applied, in some of its lower-level reflexes, to the wagtail), with reflexes in Eurasiatic 
(Indoeuropean, Altaic (including Japanese, Turkic, Tungus-Manchu, etc.), Kartvelian, 
Dravidian) and Afroasiatic.7 In these macrophyla and their descendent phyla the root 
in question generally takes the form of *-c[V]il- , *k[V]il- (where V is again an unspeci-
fied vowel). Semantically the complex is close to Proto-Sinocaucasian *č̣HwīlV́ (~ ć̣-, -
ē-, -ɨ̄-), ‘small bird’ ; however, etymologically, the Tower of Babel invokes a different 
*Borean root *CVLV instead of *CVPV. Since these lexical items may have an ono-
matopaeic aspect, the admitted difference must not be exaggerated.  

In other words, also the case of wagtail mythology worldwide cannot persuade us to a 
Sunda interpretation; instead, the appearent coinciidences dissolve into systematic 
transcontinental connections, but not in the comparatively recent Sunda perspective, but 
in the long-range perspective of 20 ka or more.  
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