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accessible guide to the images and ideas that shape our
world. It captures more than. 2,000 major themes; figures,
and symbols that infuse the arts, literature, and religion —
even our thoughts and dreams. |

Drawing on classical mythologies, Biblical themes, and |
traditional symbols from cultures worldwide, The Complete
Dictionary of Symbols has entries on plants and animals,
gods and goddesses, supernatural creatures, heroes, saints,
and hundreds-of other subjects. Whether the topic

at hand is Mercury or Merlin, the Egyptian ankh or the
humble ant, concise and engaging entries reveal the
origins and fne_anings of each symbol. Special articles on
selected topics offer broad perspectives on an array of
subjects ranging from Virtues and Vices.to The Curse of
the House of Pelops. Plus, extensive cross-referencing

and indexing mak¢ it easy to find what you need.

Packed with hundreds of illustrations, authoritative
research, and the wisdom of millennia, The Complete

Dictionary of Symbols is your ultimate culture resource.
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Foreword

A basic symbol is the image of an object or living
thing made to stand for a concept or quality. For
example, Egyptian artists made the lion a forceful
symbol of power and majesty — a personification of
the divine sun. In the ancient world, symbolism of
this sort endowed some of the most familiar and
ordinary things with a larger dimension, often a
spiritual, magical, moral or ethical one. Carved,
painted or worked into effigies, clothing or orna-
ments, images that became familiar symbols
through repetition were used to ward off harm,
to entreat or placate gods — and also to unify and
control societies.

This book explains the many and varied meanings
of a vast range of these traditional symbols, which
became a kind of visual shorthand for fundamental
ideas but often seem mysterious now. It combines
this with extended articles on other great sources of
symbolic imagery — mythology and religion, philos-
ophy and literature — which have enriched art for
several thousand years. The book presents an inter-
woven cultural tapestry of these sources in A-Z
form. Although many of the symbolic themes, fig-
ures, subjects, and attributes it deals with in detail
are drawn from Classical and Christian traditions,
its general scope 1s worldwide.

Like all good stories, myths often spread far
beyond their place of origin. So did the individal
symbols based on features of the earth or the
visible universe — stars, planets, mountains, caves,
rocks, plants, animals, birds, fish or insects, many of
which were seen as embodying concepts and quali-
ties thought to be worth celebrating. The bull of
potency, the light of divinity, the snake of fertility,

the swastika of cosmic dynamism were all powerful
symbols in many cultures. Some other symbols read
differently according to their context. For example,
the dragon became a symbol of evil and disorder in
the West but in the East represents the fertilizing
power of thunder and rain. However, far distant
cultures surprisingly often chose the same object to
symbolize the same thing.

Knowing the meaning of symbols or symbolic
stories not only allows us to read the art and litera-
ture of the past with more understanding. It also
helps to put us in touch with the mind-set of
societies that developed the language of symbolism
over thousands of years. For them, the realm of
space and time was penetrated by a higher con-
sciousness. Today’s scientific concept of a universe
governed purely by physical laws indifferent to
human life and the way it is lived would have struck
pre-modern cultures as bleak, even terrifying. The
structures of mythology and symbolism grew out of
societies that believed the individual was not alone
and that life had a spiritual dimension. For them,
symbols based on apt metaphors, analogies or psy-
chic intuitions provided reassurance, group solidar-
ity and moral or ethical inspiration. Throughout
the ancient world, traditional symbols more
often stood for positive than negative aspects of
existence. A coherent system of symbols could
make people feel in harmony with themselves, their
community and the cosmos.

Myths were themselves extended symbol systems,
encapsulating religious, philosophical or psycho-
logical “truths™, often based on tribal memories.
These traditional tales, written or oral, handed



down for centuries and dealing mainly with super-
natural beings, prehistorical events, religious and
social customs and the origin of the cosmos, differ
from folk tales and sagas in having more sacral or
cultic significance - in short, myths are more
charged with symbolism. Their subtext is that they
describe a common heritage, explaining mysteries,
filling in a shadowy past, conveying lessons about
life, and often fostering virtues such as courage or
loyalty that tended to support and strengthen the
culture out of which they grew.

The belief underlying both traditional symbols
and mythology that life had a spiritual or mystical
dimension is made more specific in organized reli-
gion, which 1s also full of emblematic rituals,
objects and figures. Christianity in particular has
left a remarkable heritage of narrative art in which
symbols are used to portray moral allegories or to
identify figures in paintings by showing them with
attributes conventionally associated with them.
Understanding this heritage is becoming increas-
ingly difficult without a guide to the symbolic
figures, personifications, attributes and biblical
themes that appear in hundreds of the greatest rep-
resentational paintings and sculptures ever created.
One important aim of this book is to provide a
clear reference guide to the stories they tell.

Jack Tresidder

How this Book is Organized
This book combines A-Z entries of four main
kinds. Articles on traditional symbols such as

Foreword/How this Book is Organized

objects, animals, gemstones, plants, elements,
graphic shapes and so on immediately define
their most important symbolic meaning and then
discuss any subsidiary meanings in a variety
of cultures.

Mythological entries on deities, heroes and hero-
ines, nymphs, satyrs, legendary places or themes,
describe characters or tell complete myths in
summary form, often with references to works of
art based on these stories. These entries range from
Classical or Nordic myths to those of Africa, Asia,
America and Polynesia.

Articles on Christian figures, stories and themes
are based on biblical accounts (canonical or
apocryphal), legends of saints and other medieval
writings. They are designed particularly to show
how these figures or themes influenced Western
art and usually include references to paintings
and sculptures.

A fourth strand deals with literature, philosophy,
moral allegories, or historical figures, concentrating
especially on the Classical age and 1ts legacy in
Western art.

Feature panels cover themes of particular interest
and generic categories of symbols, such as those
used to personify abstract concepts.

Cross references in the margin alert the reader to
entries elsewhere in the dictionary that expand on
subjects mentioned in the text.

Finally, a useful Index of Supplementary Words
covers those symbols, mythological, biblical or his-
torical characters and works of art or literature that
are discussed in the text but are not themselves the
subject of a main entry in the dictionary.






Aaron
In the Bible, Aaron was the eloquent
elder brother of Moses. He represent-
ed the Israelites’ need for a single,
powerful priesthood, and often
appears with this symbolism in Chris-
tian art. Returning from Mount Sinai,
Moses had to reprove Aaron when he
found he had given in to the people’s
wish for a graven image to worship in
Moses’ absence. Poussin’s painting
The Adoration of the Golden Calf
shows Aaron condoning this breach
of God’s commandment. But God
confirmed his position as high priest
dramatically after it had been contest-
ed by a rival, Korah the Levite.! When
Korah brought his followers and
offered incense to God, a rite reserved
for priests, the earth “swallowed them
up”.” In The Punishment of Korah
Botticelli depicts Aaron with papal
tiara, swinging a censer — a warning to
anyone challenging papal authority.
Aaron’s primacy was undisputed
after leaders of the 12 tribes of Israel
were each ordered to place a rod on
the tabernacle. The next day, Aaron’s

rod was found to have miraculously
flowered and yielded almonds. Aaron
appears in paintings or cycles of the
life of Moses, as either a priest or a
patriarchal figure with a long beard.
He may carry a rod or a censer.

Abnoba

A Romano-Celtic goddess of the
hunt. Abnoba’s cult was centred
around the Black Forest.

Abraham
First Hebrew patriarch, a symbol of
God’s blessings on the faithful. In the
Bible he is told to leave his birthplace
with Sarah, his wife, and Lot, his
nephew.' Abraham settled in Canaan,
while Lot settled in Sodom and had
all his possessions seized. Abraham
pursued the raiders, recovered the
loot and on his triumphal return to
Canaan was blessed and given bread
and wine by Melchizedek, king of
Salem. This scene appears in Christ-
ian art as prefiguring the Eucharist.
Sarah bore no children and offered
her handmaid Hagar to Abraham so

Abraham
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Absinthe

A\braham: see |

that he might have a son; thus Ishmael
was conceived. But Hagar began to
despise Sarah, and as a result, Hagar
was driven into the wilderness. An
angel instructed her to return to her
mistress, and predicted that Ishmael
would be “a wild man; his hand will be
against every man, and every man’s
hand against him;”* yet God promised
that he would beget twelve princes and
rule a great nation (the Arabs regard
Ishmael as their ancestor).

Despite their old age a son, Isaac,
was born to Sarah and Abraham. The
baby’s arrival had been prophesied by
three angels to whom Abraham had
shown hospitality. Jealous of Isaac,
Ishmael and his mother were ban-
ished. As they began to die of thirst,
an angel led them to water.

To test his faith, God demanded
that Abraham sacrifice Isaac but just
as Abraham was about to slay his son
on an altar, an angel intervened and
substituted a ram for the sacrifice.’

Artists have represented many
episodes from the life of Abraham,
such as Giambattista Tiepolo’s The
Angel Appearing to Sarah and Claude
Lorrain’s picturesque landscapes with
Hagar and the Angel. However, the
sacrifice of Isaac was the most com-
mon scene, since Abraham was seen as
the paragon of unquestioning faith in
God, and Isaac as prefiguring Christ:
God sacrificed his son as Abraham
was prepared to, the wood of the fire
representing the Cross. In 1401 this
was the subject of a competition to
decorate the doors of the Baptistery in
Florence (both Brunelleschi’s and
Ghiberti’s panels still exist). Caravag-
g10’s Sacrifice of Isaac shows the scene
with customary violence, while Ferdi-
nand Ohlivier’s Abraham and Isaac has
the two on their way to the sacrifice.

Absinthe

A green liqueur flavoured with worm-
wood, first used medicinally by
French troops in the 19th century. It is
both addictive and poisonous; Zola
describes the bitterness and sorrow it
causes in his novel L'Assommoir and
Degas painted the frank and poignant
image of The Absinthe Drinker.

Abstinence

Sexual continence is usually illustrat-
ed in art by figures from antiquity
famous for their self-restraint. Seleu-
cus, king of Syria, gave his young wife
to her stepson, who was dying of love
for her; Alexander the Great did not
take sexual advantage of the defeated
family of Darius; the Roman general
Scipio refused a young girl betrothed
to another. In allegory, an adolescent
Cupid (Eros) may be taken from the
arms of a naked woman by wise Min-
erva (Athene), as in Pietro da Cor-
tona’s fresco in the Room of Venus
(Pitt1 Palace, Florence).

Abuk

The first woman, in the mythology of
the Dinka people of southern Sudan.
Abuk was responsible for the arrival
of death and illness on earth. In the
beginning, according to Dinka myth,
the High God allowed Garang, the
first man, and Abuk, his wife, to plant
one grain of millet a day, which satis-
fied all their needs. But one day Abuk
greedily decided to plant more. In
doing so she struck the High God on
the toe, making him so angry that he
withdrew to a great distance from
humanity and severed the rope which
linked heaven and earth. Since then
humans have had to work hard to
procure food and have suffered sick-
ness and death.
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Abundance

The female figure of Abundance rep-
resents the prosperity brought about
by peace and justice. Her attribute is a
cornucopia, or horn of plenty, brim-
ming with fruit and jewels. She may be
shown near a sheaf of corn or sur-
rounded by children and once-wild
animals that have clearly been tamed.

Acacia

A symbol of immortality, especially in
Judeo-Christian thought. Hardwood
of an acacia species, the shittah, was
used to build the Tabernacle and, by
tradition, acacia spines formed
Christ’s crown of thorns. The red and
white flowers suggest life—death dual-
ity. Freemasonry uses an acacia
bough as an initiation symbol and
funerary tribute — a reference to the
branch supposedly laid on the grave
of King Solomon’s master builder,
Hiram, by fellow workers who killed
him when they could not make him
reveal the mysteries of his craft.

Academy
Named after the garden near Athens
where Plato (¢.427-347BCE) taught
philosophy, the term was loosely
applied to any scholarly circle in the
Renaissance. The first Academy of
Art was founded in Florence in 1562
by Giorgio Vasari under Duke Cosi-
mo [. An academy was established in
Rome 1n 1593, in France in 1648, and
in England in 1768, and by the end of
the 18th century there were over 100
in Europe. Zoffany painted The Acad-
emicians of the Royal Academy in
1770, showing intellectuals discussing
the merits of numerous masterpieces.
Academies promoted “history
painting”, which derived in both style
and subject matter from Classical

antiquity. Monumental, didactic, nar-
rative painting was considered the
highest form of art, since it contained
universal moral truths and provided
inspiration to noble ideals. The rigidi-
ty of the French academic system led
the Impressionists to find alternative
means of exhibiting their works from
1874. Since then respect for academic
art has declined.

Acanthus

A Greco-Roman triumphal image of
life’s trials surmounted, a symbolism
suggested by the plant’s thorns and its
vigorous growth. Stylized acanthus
leaves on the Corinthian capital may
refer to a Greek myth of an acanthus
springing up on the grave of a hero.

Acheron

The “River of Woe” in northern
Greece, which, because it flows partly
underground, was believed to be one
of five rivers linking this world to the
underworld realm of the dead. The
name Acheron was sometimes used to
refer to the underworld itself.

Achilles
A celebrated hero of Greek mytholo-
gy and the central character of the
lliad, Homer’s great epic of the Trojan
War. The son of a mortal king,
Peleus, and the Nereid (sea nymph)
Thetis, Achilles was born in Thessaly.
Thetis dipped him in the Styx, a river
of the underworld, to render his body
both immortal and invulnerable' —
except for the heel by which she held
him. Achilles was educated by Chi-
ron, a wise Centaur.” Regnault’s The
Education of Achilles shows Achilles
learning how to draw a bow.

The Fates offered the young Achilles
the choice between a long life of ease

A baa g VS ( » {
Abundance: sec

Achilles
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Acorn

Acorn: see Oak: TRUTH
Actacon: sce Artemis:
Cadmus; Stag
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Achilles kills Peuthesilea; from a jar
painting by Exekias, ¢.540BCE.

or early death and immortal glory in
the Trojan War: he chose the latter. In

one account, however, in order to pre-.

vent Achilles from joining the Trojan
War, his mother disguised him as a
girl and hid him at the court of King
Lycomedes. Here he fell in love with
Deidamia, the king’s daughter, by
whom he had a son, Neoptolemus.
Achilles was unmasked by Ulysses
(Odysseus), who, laying gifts before
the court, noticed his disregard for
feminine luxuries and fondness for
weapons.’ In the 1630s Rubens made
The Achilles Tapestries of these
scenes, together with others from the
Trojan War, now hanging at the Boy-
mans-Van Beuningen Museum, Rot-
terdam, and in Detroit.

In another account, Achilles was
reluctant to join the campaign and
disguised himself as a woman. He was
unmasked by his comrades when a
war trumpet sounded and he alone
reached for a weapon.

During the siege of Troy, Achilles
angrily withdrew from the fighting
after the Greek commander, Aga-
claimed Achilles™ war
booty. the Trojan woman Briseis, for

memnoin,

himself. With Achilles, the most
feared Greek warrior, no longer fight-
ing, the Trojans under Hector pushed
the Greeks back to their ships. Patro-
clus, Achilles’ best friend, persuaded
the hero to lend him his armour so
that the Trojans would think Achilles
had returned to the fray. But Hector
killed Patroclus and Achilles returned
to the battle to avenge his death, pur-
suing Hector three times around the
walls of Troy before killing him 1n sin-
gle combat. Achilles refused to give
up the corpse for burial until the gods
forced him to accept a ransom from
Hector’s father, King Priam.

During the final battle for Troy,
Achilles killed the Amazon queen,
Penthesilea, falling in love with her as
she died. Achilles himself was killed
by Hector’s brother, Paris (or in other
accounts, Apollo), who shot him in
the heel. his vulnerable spot, with an
arrow. The Greeks awarded Achilles’
armour to Odysseus.

Acorn

A symbol of fecundity, prosperity and
the power of spiritual growth from
the kernel of truth — a symbolism that
accounts for the “acorn™ on the red
cord of a cardinal’s hat. Acorns were
sacred to the Norse god Thor as part
of the cult of the oak. They may have
phallic significance in Celtic carvings.

Actaeon

In Greek mythology, Actacon' was the
grandson of Cadmus, the founder of
Thebes. One day while out hunting he
strayed deep into some woods, where
he spied Artemis, goddess of hunting
and chastity (in Roman myth, Diana),
bathing with her nymphs. In punish-
ment for having seen her naked,
Artemis turned him into a stag. He
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ADAM AND EVE

In the Bible, God created Adam in
his own likeness to “have dominion
over the fish of the sea, and over the
birds of the air, and over the cattle,
and over all the earth, and over
every creeping thing that creeps
upon the earth”.! Having formed
Adam from the dust of the earth,
God breathed life into him; God
then placed him in Eden and for-
bade him to eat the fruit of the tree
of knowledge.

Adam named the animals and God
created Eve from Adam’s rib to be
his companion.” The cunning ser-
pent tempted Eve to know good and
evil by eating the forbidden fruit,
and she in turn persuaded Adam to
taste it. At once their eyes were
opened and, ashamed, they took fig
leaves to hide their nakedness. In
punishment, God commanded the
snake to go on its belly and eat dust,
and, for their disobedience, expelled

s st i B . 8 A A B

fled, but his own hounds caught him
and tore him to pieces. Titian, in Diana
and Actaeon, shows Actaecon astound-
ed by Diana’s beauty, while The Death
of Actaeon shows the fleeing hero in
the process of transformation.

ADAM AND EVE see panel above

Adapa

In Babylonian (Akkadian) myth, a
priest of the god Ea (known as Enki
to the Sumerians) and one of the
Seven Sages of prehistory.

Aditi
“The Limitless”, a primordial Indian
goddess seen as the personification of

Adam and Eve from Eden. Eve was
to bear children in sorrow and
Adam to toil in thorny ground.’

The Creation, Temptation and Fall
of Adam and Eve were popular
themes in medieval and Renaissance
art as depictions of the sinfulness of
humankind from its very beginning
(this was to become the Catholic
doctrine of Original Sin). Only
through the sacrifice of Christ could
human sinfulness be redeemed.
These themes were illustrated alone
or as a cycle. The Temptation and
Expulsion from Paradise introduce
the fresco cycle The Life of St Peter
by Masolino and Masaccio (Bran-
cacct Chapel, Florence). The Fall
may also form part of the back-
ground of paintings of the Annunci-
ation, referring to Christ’s mission to
redeem  humankind; similarly,
Adam’s skull may appear at the foot
of the Crucifixion.
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infinity and sustainer of all things.
Vedic hymns refer to her as the moth-
er of the major gods, who were called
the Adityas after her. They include
Varuna, Indra and Daksha.

Admetus

In Greek myth, a king of Pherae in
Thessaly. After the god Apollo had
killed the Cyclopes, Zeus ordered him
to serve Admetus for a year as a shep-
herd in penance. Apollo later helped
him to win the hand of Alcestis.

Adonis

In Greek myth, a young hunter and
the lover of the goddess Aphrodite
(the Roman Venus). He 1s possibly of

Adonis
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Adrasteia

Near Eastern origin and i1s some-
times 1dentified with the
Mesopotamian god Dumuzi (Tam-
muz). Aphrodite caused a princess
called Myrrha to fall in love with her
own father, King Theias (or Cin-
ryas). Myrrha duped him into sleep-
ing with her, as a result of which she
became pregnant. When the king dis-
covered the deception he wanted to
kill his daughter, but the gods trans-
formed her into the tree that bears
her name (myrrh). From this tree
Adonis was born.

Aphrodite handed the beautiful
child over to the fertility goddess
Persephone, queen of the underworld,
for safekeeping. Persephone later
refused to give him back, so the god
Zeus (Jupiter) decided that Adonis
would spend a third of the year with
Aphrodite, a third with Persephone,
and a third as he wished. In one
account, Adonis chose to spend his
free months with Aphrodite.

The goddess knew that Adonis was
destined to die while hunting and
tried to dissuade him from this pur-
suit. Titian’s Venus and Adonis shows
a naked Venus clinging to Adonis as
he sets off to meet his fate. Adonis
was killed by a wild boar, said in one
account to be the goddess’s jealous
lover Ares (Mars). When she found
the wounded and dying Adonis she
turned his blood into an anemone,
which became associated with sorrow
and death. In one account, the god-
dess fell passionately in love with
Adonis after being struck accidentally
by Cupid’s arrow.

Adrasteia

According to the Orphics, followers of
an ancient Greek mystery religion,
Adrasteia (“Necessity”) was one of

two primal deities present at the
beginning of creation, the other being
Chronos (“Time”).

Aeétes

A son of the Greek sun god Helios,
and the king of Colchis on the eastern
shore of the Black Sea. Aeétes pos-
sessed the Golden Fleece sought by
the hero Jason.

Aegisthus

In Greek myth, a scion of the feuding
house of Pelops, the son of Thyestes
by Thyestes’ own daughter, Pelopia.
Aegisthus seduced Clytemnestra, the
wife of his cousin Agamemnon, king
of Argos. With her connivance,
Aegisthus assassinated Agamemnon
on his return from the Trojan War
and became king. Aegisthus and
Clytemnestra were later killed by
Orestes, Agamemnon’s son.

Aeneas
A Trojan prince, a minor character in
Greek mythology but a central figure
in Roman mythology (as related 1n
Virgil’s epic poem The Aeneid) as the
forefather of the Romans, the founder
of the dynasty which established the
city of Rome. The subject was popu-
lar in Rome both in ancient times and
later (for example, it was sculpted by
Bernini) because it illustrated the
city’s Trojan origins and the noble val-
ues of family respect and piety.
Aeneas, the son of King Anchises
and the goddess Aphrodite (the
Roman Venus), 1s portrayed in
Homer’s [lliad as a valiant warrior.
According to The Aeneid, he escaped
the destruction of Troy, and carried
Anchises and his son Ascanius to
safety, together with the sacred relics
and 1mages of their household gods.'
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Aeneas’s wife Creusa perished, but
her shade told him to travel to the
land of the Tiber.

Aeneas embarked on a long voyage
during which he was variously aided
and thwarted by the gods, especially
the vengeful Juno (the Greek Hera),
who had sided with the Greeks
against the Trojans. The difficulties
thrown in his way were often offset by
the guidance of Jupiter (Zeus), which
Virgil used as proof that the origins of
Rome were divinely sanctioned.

Aeneas’ quest for Italy led him over
land and sea, through storms
whipped up by Juno and calmed by
Neptune (Poseidon), to the island of
Delos. Here the king and priest,
Anius,” showed Aeneas and his father,
son and companions the holy site
where Apollo was born. The scene 1s
the subject of Claude Lorrain’s Coast
View of Delos with Aeneas. Aeneas
and his company later landed at
Carthage where Venus told him how
Queen Dido founded the city.’ Fearing
an outbreak of war between Aeneas
and Carthage, Venus engaged Cupid
(Eros) to contrive a love affair
between Dido and Aeneas.* In Dido
Receiving Aeneas and Cupid Disguised
as Ascanius, Francesco Solimena
shows the stately Dido welcoming
Aeneas and his son to a banquet in
their honour. Cupid, disguised as
Ascanius, kisses her hand to make her
fall in love with Aeneas.

Turner’s Dido and Aeneas shows
them setting out to hunt with a mag-
nificent re-creation of Carthage in the
distance. Their affair began during a
storm, and Giovanni Romanelli’s
Dido and Aeneas illustrates them hur-
rying to shelter in a cave where their
love was consummated.” Forgetting
their duties, they spent the winter

Aeneas hunting, from a mosaic.

together until Jupiter sent Mercury
(Hermes) to rebuke Aeneas and
remind him of his destiny. A dis-
traught Dido pleaded with Aeneas to
remain, but he was resolute.

Aided by her sister Anna, Dido con-
structed her own funeral pyre. After
watching Aeneas and his fleet sail out
of Carthage, she fell on the sword left
by her heartless love. Juno took pity
on her and sent Iris, goddess of the
rainbow, to release her spirit. As she
flew across the sky, Iris trailed a thou-
sand colours, sparkling like dew in the
light of the sun.® Aeneas looked back
to see the city aglow with the flames
of Dido’s funeral pyre.

Aeneas landed on Sicily, where he
held games in honour of his father,
who had died one year previously.’
Having reached the Italian mainland,
Aeneas reached Cumae, where he vis-
ited the Cumaean Sibyl, a prophetess
of Apollo, and requested to see
Anchises once more.* Accompanied
by the Sibyl and bearing a gift of a
golden bough for Proserpina (Per-
sephone), queen of the underworld,
Aeneas descended into its shadows.

The Trojan prince passed disease,
fear, hunger, evil, poverty, sin and war,
and saw many, including his kinsmen,
who had been denied burial. These

Aeneas
Aeneas: sce Aeneid, The:;
Dido; Hera: ROME, THI
KINGS OF: Romulus and
Remus: Trojan War, The
TROJAN WAR, TH!
HEROES OF THE: Virail
Aeneas: sce Cupid: Juno
Romulus and Remus: Stag;
Venus: Virgil: Trojan Wai

v\-ilz": deneid 11
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Aeneas

AFTERLIFE

A belief in continued existence after
death is found in most mythologies.
The dead are commonly said to
inhabit underworlds, overworlds or

F i e SR TR T T e T e

heaven and hell mirrored the Chi-
nese empire on earth, each with an
emperor and vast bureaucracy.
After death, sinners and evildoers
are often dis-

regions  which
may be on the
same plane as
the earth but
imprecisely
located (like the
Aztec paradise
Tlalocan  and
the Slavic land
of the dead).
The afterworld
abode of the

patched to
regions of judg-
ment and pun-
ishment such as
the Japanese
Jigoku or Yomi,
or the Christian
hell. The sym-
bolism of these
regions is
remarkably con-

dead may be

sistent: they are

directly linked As one of his labours, the hero Herakles generally dark,
to this world: had to drag Cerberus, the guard-dog of  desolate, putrid,
the Greek and the underworld, from the gate of Hades; smoky and pain-

Roman under-
world was acces-
sible to any mortal (such as
Orpheus, Herakles and Aeneas) pre-
pared to venture into its deep cav-
erns and underground rivers. In
ancient Irish belief, the afterworld
was accessible through the prehis-
toric barrows and mounds known as
sidh, from which the dead and other
denizens of the otherworld would
emerge at night, especially at
Samhain (Hallowe’en).

The afterworld often resembles
this world. The Egyptian Duat (var-
1ously described as an underworld or
an overworld) was a paradisial
Egypt, with a great river flanked by
eternally abundant fields, and the
afterworld of the Native Americans
of the Plains was a “Happy Hunting
Ground™, a world very like this one
but with more game. The Chinese

from a detail on an Attic vase. filled under-

worlds. In the
Egyptian Hall of Judgment. the heart
of the deceased, symbolizing the con-
science, was weighed against the
feather of the goddess Ma’at (Truth).
The archangel St Michael may be
shown similarly weighing the good
and evil deeds of the dead.

The great and the good may have
their own special place in death,
such as the Elysian Fields or Islands
of the Blessed of the Greeks and
Romans, and the Scandinavian Val-
halla for slain warriors.

The dead may roam among mor-
tals, or may be invoked by prayer
and ritual to intervene in the destiny
of the living. Rebirth or reincarna-
tion is a belief found i Hinduism
and Buddhism. The nature of one’s
reincarnate form depends on karma
— how one has acted in this life.
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souls were destined to roam aimlessly
for a hundred years before they could
rest. Aeneas was rowed by the ferry-
man Charon across the River Styx,
and in a myrtle wood he saw Dido,
but she turned away from him to her
former husband.

Finally, Aeneas reached the Land of
the Blessed in the Fields of Elysium,
where he found his father. Anchises
foretold how Aeneas would marry
Lavinia, who would bear him a son,
Silvius, and how his destiny would be
fulfilled through his descendant
Romulus, the founder of Rome, and
illustrious figures in Roman history,
down to Virgil’s own day.

Aeneas and the Trojans continued
their journey to the mouth of the
Tiber in Latium, where they were wel-
comed by King Latinus. However,
Juno instigated hostilities between the
Trojans and the Latins that began
when Ascanius shot a stag tamed by
Princess Silvia. This scene is depicted
by Claude Lorrain in Landscape with
Aeneas Shooting the Stag of Silvia.

Aeneas reluctantly engaged in a
series of wars, and as Boucher shows
in Venus Requesting Arms for Aeneas
from Vulcan, Venus asked her hus-
band Vulcan (Hephaistos), the god of
fire and forge, to make Aeneas a set of
weaponry. This included a shield
embellished with the events that
would shape the future of Rome.

Latinus and Aeneas later formed an
alliance. Aeneas married Latinus’s
daughter Lavinia and founded the
town of Lavinium in her honour.
Ascanius established the town and
ruling dynasty of Alba Longa. From
this dynasty sprang Romulus and
Remus, the founders of Rome.
According to one tradition, Aeneas
founded Rome himself.

Aeneid, The

A Latin epic poem, the unfinished
masterpiece of the writer Virgil (Pub-
lius Vergilius Maro, 70BCE-19BCE).
Begun ¢.30BCE, its twelve books
recount the wanderings of Aeneas,
the ancestor of the Roman nation,
from Troy to Latium in Italy.

Aeolus

In Greek myth, the keeper of the
winds. A son of the god Poseidon,
Aeolus gave the hero Odysseus a sack
in which all the winds that were
unfavourable to his voyage were con-
fined. When curious crewmen opened
the bag, the winds escaped and blew
Odysseus’ ship off course. The abode
of Aeolus, the Aeolian Islands off
northern Sicily, were named after him.

Aesculapius sce Asklepios

Aesir, The

The Norse sky deities, one of two
divine races — the other being the
Vanir — said to reside in Asgard, the
realm of the gods. The Aesir include
Odin (ruler of Asgard), Balder, Frigg,
Tyr and Thor.

Aeson
In Greek myth, a king of lolcus in
Thessaly and the father of the hero
Jason.

AFTERLIFE see panel opposite

Agamemnon

In Greek myth, a king of Argos or
Mycenae and leader of the Greeks in
the Trojan War. Perhaps the most
famous of the feuding Pelopids,
Agamemnon was the son of King
Atreus of Argos and his wife Aerope.
Atreus was murdered by his nephew

Agamemnon
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Agate

Aegisthus, whose father Thyestes
seized the throne. Agamemnon and
his brother Menelaus fled to safety in
Sparta. The Spartan king Tyndareos
helped Agamemnon to recover the
throne of Argos, forcing his uncle
Thyestes into exile.

With the blessing of Tyndareos,
Agamemnon married Clytemnestra,
daughter of Tyndareos and his queen,
Leda, and was appointed commander
of Menelaus’ campaign against the
Trojans. He assembled his forces at
Aulis 1n Boeotia, but the goddess
Artemis caused adverse sailing condi-
tions and, in order to secure good
winds, Agamemnon had to sacrifice
his daughter, Iphigeneia. The Greeks
finally left Aulis, and Agamemnon
established camp outside Troy.

After ten years Troy fell and the vic-
torious Agamemnon headed home
with Cassandra, the prophetess
daughter of King Priam, as his prize.

In his absence, Clytemnestra had
grieved bitterly for Iphigeneia and
become the lover of Agamemnon’s
cousin Aegisthus, with whom she con-
nived to murder Agamemnon. When
her husband arrived with his
entourage, Clytemnestra greeted him
and invited him to take a bath. As
Agamemnon stepped out of the water
she threw a fine mesh over his head, at
which point Aegisthus appeared and
cut down Agamemnon as he strug-
gled in the net. He fell into the bath
and Clytemnestra beheaded him. Cas-
sandra was also killed, but Agamem-
non’s children, Orestes and Elektra,
lived to avenge their father.

Agate

A lucky gemstone prized since anti-
quity. Its variously coloured bands are
sometimes linked with the moon,

sometimes with the planet Mercury.
Qualities associated with agate
include fortitude, happiness, prosperi-
ty and sexual success. Folklore claims
that agate can deflect weapons.

Agatha, Saint

Legend' claims that in the 3rd century
CE the Christian noblewoman Agatha
was pursued by Quintianus, the lech-
erous Roman consular official in Sici-
ly, but nothing would persuade her to
give in to his demands. Infuriated,
Quintianus threw her in prison, tor-
tured her cruelly and cut off her
breasts. St Peter appeared and
restored her, but she was then rolled
naked over live coals strewn on the
ground and a tremendous earthquake
shook the city of Catania. Agatha
died in prison, and a year after her
martyrdom Mount Etna erupted; the
inhabitants of Catania brought her
vell to the volcano, and it miraculous-
ly stopped the flow of molten lava and
saved the city. Breasts are Agatha’s
attribute and in art she is often shown
carrying them on a plate. Because of
their shape, she was adopted as the
patron saint of bell founders.

AGES OF MAN, THE see panel,
above right

Ages of the World, The

In Classical mythology, the four Ages
of the World were the Ages of Gold,
Silver, Bronze (or Copper) and Iron.'
The Golden Age was free of fear and
conflict, an everlasting springtime; its
rivers flowed with milk and nectar,
and animals lived in harmony. Zeus
(the Roman Jupiter) introduced the
four seasons in the Age of Silver, forc-
ing people to seek shelter. In the Age
of Bronze men became fiercer and
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AGES OF MAN, THE

Thinkers and artists have often
viewed the span of human life as
divided into several stages, and these
“Ages of Man” were popular themes
in Renaissance art. Sometimes there
are four, corresponding to the sea-
sons, and sometimes three. Children
may play near a dead tree to repre-
sent the cycle of life; youth may be
shown as a soldier or pair of lovers;
and old age may be a man contem-
plating a skull. Where there is a

inclined to conflict, but they were still
free from wickedness. The Age of Iron
introduced treachery, deceit, violence,
greed and war.

Pietro da Cortona likened the Four
Ages of the World to the Ages of
Man in frescoes in the Sala della Stufa
(Pitt1 Palace, Florence). Gold repre-
sents youth and bounty and Silver the
agrarian life; Bronze reaps the
rewards of middle age while Iron
brings violence and death.

Aglaia see Graces, The

Agnes, Saint
An early Christian martyr who is said
to have died in Rome in 304CE, aged
thirteen. St Agnes' can often be 1den-
tified in paintings by her attribute, a
lamb, which she probably acquired
because agnus, Latin for lamb, resem-
bles her name. She is generally repre-
sented as a young girl with long hair.
The son of a Roman prefect fell in
love with Agnes but she scorned his
promise of wealth, declaring that she
had become a bride of Christ. When
she refused to worship the goddess
Vesta, the prefect had her stripped

fourth figure, it is usually that of the
mature man, placed somewhere
between youth and age. Usually it is
the transience of life that i1s implied,
but Titian’s painting of the subject
uses the three ages of man as an alle-
gory of prudence. In this work, the
faces of three different generations
are placed above those of a dog, lion
and wolf to suggest that the present
should learn from the past in order
that it might profit for the future.

naked and taken to a brothel, but her
hair grew miraculously and covered
her nakedness. An angel appeared in
the brothel and provided her with a
cloak of heavenly light which convert-
ed everyone inside to Christ and
frightened away those who came to
harm her. Her suitor was struck dead
by a demon when he tried to ravish
her and her executioners were burned
by the flames intended for her. She
finally died when a knife was plunged
into her throat.

Agnes appears as an elegant figure
holding her lamb, for example in Duc-
cio’s Maesta. Her half-sister Emeran-
tiana was stoned to death and in art
sometimes appears with her, often
with stones in her lap.

Agrippina

The noble Agrippina, granddaughter
of the emperor Augustus, symbolizes
fidelity in marriage. She dearly loved
her husband Germanicus, a wise and
popular Roman general named after
his successful conquests in Germany.
He was poisoned by his political ene-
mies in Syria, and the grieving Agrip-
pina brought his ashes back to Italy.

Agrippina



20

Agung, Mount

\ hat

Ahau Kin: se
Vi

STARS: UN

Ahrima

\\I»

\ ra ‘viaz

Angra N

‘\;'.”_r'l: ¢

OIN

\ (s

M

Her intimate friends, together with
several Roman officers and many oth-
ers who had served under Germani-
cus, went to Brundisium (Brindisi) to
meet her fleet. As Agrippina disem-
barked with her two children, clasping
the funeral urn, her eyes were riveted
to the earth and there was a universal
sigh from the crowds of mourners.'
The grieving widow may be seen
descending from her ship with her
husband’s ashes, as in Agrippina
Landing at Brundisium with the Ashes
of Germanicus by the American
painter Benjamin West.

Agung, Mount

A sacred volcano on the island of Bali,
locally called Gunung Agung (“Great
Mountain™). In Balinese Hindu myth,
when neighbouring Java converted to
I[slam (¢.1600), the gods moved to Bali
and built high mountains to reflect
their exalted rank. In the middle was
Gunung Agung, the highest of them
all and the centre of the world. Shrines
to Mount Agung exist in all Balinese
temples, the holiest of which, Pura
Besakih, stands on the volcano itself.

Ah Mun

A Mayan god of corn (maize), who 1s
typically depicted with a maize cob
sprouting from his head.

Ahalya

In Hindu myth, the wife of Gautama,
a powerful sage and ascetic. She was
seduced by the god Indra, but when
Indra left her he met Gautama, who
knew at once what had happened. The
sage cursed Indra to lose his testicles,
while Ahalya was cursed to lie, invisi-
ble, on a bed of ashes for thousands
of years with only air to live on. Her
plight would be lifted only when the

god Rama visited her. On hearing this
story, Rama went to Ahalya and freed
her from the curse.

Ahat

The son of a patriarch called Daniel in
ancient Canaanite myth. Daniel (who
may be related to the biblical figure)
was childless until, at the instigation of
the storm god Baal, the supreme god
El granted him a son, Ahat.

When Ahat grew up, a divine crafts-
man gave him a bow and arrows, but
the goddess Anath coveted them.
Anath sent her attendant, Yatpan, to
kill Ahat and take his bow, but the
weapon was broken in the assault and
so the goddess’s plan came to noth-
ing. Furious at Ahat’s murder, Baal
withheld the rains from the land.

The end of the myth is lost, but it
probably tells of the resurrection of
Ahat and the end of the drought. The
story may account for the summer
drought and its eventual breaking,
which is symbolized by the death and
subsequent resurrection of Ahat.

Ahau Kin

“Lord of the Sun Face”, the Mayan
sun god. In his daytime manifestation
Ahau Kin was often depicted with
jaguar features. However, between sun-
set and dawn he actually became the
Jaguar God, the lord of the under-
world, as he travelled from west to east
through the lower regions.

Ahriman

A later form of Angra Mainyu, the
name of the ancient Persian god of
dark forces.

Ahura Mazdah
“Wise Lord™, the supreme god of
ancient Persia,

also known as
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Ohrmazd. Ahura Mazdah represent-
ed the sky and embodied wisdom,
fruitfulness and benevolence. His
opponent (and also his creation) was
Angra Mainyu, god of darkness and
sterility. There were other deities, but
life was essentially a struggle between
the two gods of good and evil.

In the 7th or 6th century BCE the
prophet Zoroaster, the founder of
Zoroastrianism, declared Ahura
Mazdah alone worthy of absolute
worship. Ahura Mazdah was the
essence of beneficent nature, creator
of heaven and earth, the fount of law
and morality and supreme judge of
the universe. His offspring includes
Gayomart, the archetypal man.

Air

A symbol of spiritual life, freedom
and purity, air is the primal element in
most cosmogonies, equated with the
soul by Stoic philosophers (followers
of the Greek Zeno. 2nd century BCE).
Air shares much of the symbolism of
breath and wind (both of which are
somewhat easier for artists to depict).

Air Spirit, The

One of the three great spirit forces in
Inuit belief, together with the Sea
Spirit and the Moon Spirit. Known in
far northern regions as Sila (*“Weath-
er’, “Intelligence”), the Air Spirit
lives far above the earth, controlling
rain, snow, wind and sea. It is inher-
ently benevolent but is perceived as
threatening because of its sensitivity
to human misdeeds, to which it
responds by sending sickness, bad
weather, and failure in hunting.

Aither
“Ether”, the bright upper air, one of
the elemental Greek deities which,

according to Hesiod’s Theogony,
came into being in the first stages of
creation. It features little in myth.

Ajax (1)

A Greek hero, son of the Argonaut
Telamon, king of Salmacis, and
known as the Greater Ajax to distin-
guish him from Ajax (2). Described in
Homer’s lliad as a stubborn and taci-
turn man of huge physical stature,
Ajax was, after the hero Achilles, the
most distinguished Greek warrior in
the Trojan War.

After the death of Achilles, Ajax
rescued his corpse and armour while
Odysseus fought off the enemy. Both
men claimed the dead hero’s armour
as a prize, and when it was awarded
to Odysseus, Ajax was so furious
that he planned to kill his own com-
manders. To thwart the assault, the
goddess Athene (the Roman Minerva)
drove him mad, so that instead he
slaughtered a flock of sheep. After
the madness had passed, Ajax felt
so deeply humiliated that he killed
himself by thrusting his sword into
his side. Hyacinths grew where his
blood fell on the earth, although
Poussin in The Kingdom of Flora
shows a carnation.

Ajax and Achilles playing checkers;

after a black-figure amphora of the 6th
ceniury BCE.
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Ajax (2)

Ajax (2)

A Greek hero, son of the Argonaut
Oileus and known as the Lesser Ajax
to distinguish him from Ajax (1).
During the sack of Troy he raped
King Priam’s daughter Cassandra on
the altar of Athene, a desecration for
which the gods caused the victorious
Greek fleet to be shipwrecked on its
way home. Ajax swam to a rock but
drowned after it was struck by a thun-
derbolt hurled by the god Poseidon.

Alalu

The first supreme deity, according to
ancient Hittite mythology. In the
beginning Alalu was king in heaven
for nine years before he was deposed
by his servant, the god Anu, and
descended to the underworld.

Albatross

Emblem of a burden of guilt — a sym-
bolism created by The Rime of the
Ancient Mariner, a ballad by Samuel
Taylor Coleridge (1772-1834) in
which the shooting of an albatross
broke a mariners’ taboo. Traditional-
ly, the bird was a good omen, its
power and stamina so admired that in
folklore it embodied the souls of dead
sailors.

Alcestis
A Greek princess, the daughter of
King Pelias of lolcus and his wife
Anaxibia. Alcestis was renowned for
her beauty and had many princely
suitors, but Pelias insisted that any
man wanting to marry her must first
yoke a lion and a boar to a chariot.
King Admetus of Pherae achieved
this feat, assisted by the god Apollo.
Alcestis believed that the sorceress
Medea could rejuvenate her aged
father, King Pelias of lolcus; and so,

directly following the witch’s instruc-
tions, she and her sisters cut up the
body or drained the blood of the king
(accounts vary). However, the scheme
was just a ruse by Medea to bring
about the death of Pelias.

According to one account, Apollo
got the Fates drunk one day and
extracted a promise that when the
time came for Admetus’ death he
would live on if someone volunteered
to die in his place. The Fates came for
Admetus soon afterwards, but no one
was prepared to die instead of him, so
Alcestis offered to sacrifice herself on
his behalf to appease the shade of her
father.! In The Death of Alcestis,
Pierre Peyton shows her on her death-
bed as the epitome of a devoted wife.
However, she was rescued from the
underworld by the hero Herakles
(Hercules). Touched by her virtue, he
fought with death, brought her back
to earth and restored her to Admetus.’

Alchemy

An ancient symbol for the perfectibil-
ity of the human soul, alchemy
derives, via Greek writings, from the
Egyptians and Babylonians. Its prac-
tice came to medieval Europe through
the Arabs. Alchemists sought to dis-

An alchemist at his furnace, after
a German woodcut of 1519.
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cover a fabled medium known as the
Philosopher’s Stone that would trans-
mute base metals to gold and silver,
and also form the basis of an elixir of
eternal life. This medium was made
from the elements of earth, fire, air
and water, together with a primal
quintessence (“fifth essence™). The
process was overlaid with symbolism
taken from philosophy, astrology,
mysticism and, in the medieval era,
religion, and for its most serious prac-
titioners became a mystical spiritual
quest for closeness to the divine. Sym-
bolic forms or terms were used for
equipment, materials and processes,
partly to borrow their force, partly to
baffle the uninitiated. The colours
black, white, red and gold symbolized
a process leading from “reduction” to
“distillation” (purity). Charlatans
abounded, but many alchemists
worked with a sincere sense of spiritu-
al purpose, believing divine interven-
tion would bring success.

The alchemist is usually seen at his
furnace surrounded by flasks, cru-
cibles and other objects of his craft, as
in Vasari’s and his associates’ The
Alchemist’s Laboratory, Studiolo of
Francesco I, ¢.1570. From the 17th
century, when alchemy began to be
misunderstood and discredited with
the rise of modern scientific enquiry,
the alchemist was depicted often as a
symbol of foolish and fruitless labour.

Alcmena see Alkmene

Alcohol

A symbol of vital energy, uniting the
contradictory elements of fire (mas-
culine) and water (feminine), the aqua
vitae (“water of life”) of alchemy.
Alcohol was also linked with creativi-
ty and wisdom.

Alexander the Great
King Alexander III of Macedonia
(356-323BCE), or Alexander the
Great, conquered the entire Near East
and Egypt, and founded Alexandria.'
As a young prince, he was taught by
Aristotle and commanded cavalry at
the age of 18. He is often depicted on
his horse, Bucephalus, usuaily shown
as a white charger, which only his gen-
tle control was able to tame.
Alexander was told by the famous
oracle of Delphi that he was invinci-
ble. His conquests began with Greece
itself. After he sacked the Greek city
of Thebes, his captain raped the
noblewoman Timoclea and demand-
ed her money. She led him to a well
where she claimed she had thrown her
valuables and, as he looked over,
pushed him in. She was brought
before Alexander, who in recognition
of her spirit and dignity, released her
and her children. Pietro della Vec-
chia’s Timoclea Brought Before
Alexander shows this scene.
Alexander went on to invade Asia
Minor, where his conquests included
Gordium, capital of Phrygia. Here
there was a chariot fastened with a
knot of fabulous intricacy. The Phry-
gians believed that the one who could
undo this knot would rule the world.
Some accounts report that Alexander
was able to untie it easily, but in the
more famous account Alexander sim-
ply hacked through it with his sword.
In 333BCE Alexander defeated the
Persians, archenemies of the Greeks,
in the narrow plain of Issus in Cilicia.
In The Battle of Issus, Albrecht Alt-
dorfer shows his mighty army as a
mass of tiny figures. Fighting in the
foremost ranks, Alexander wounded
and put to flight Darius, the Persian
king. Alexander’s army pillaged the

Alexander the Great
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Persian camp., but Darius’s mother,
wife and two daughters were treated
with respect and consideration.
Veronese’s The Family of Darius
Before Alexander shows Alexander
and his friend Haephestion visiting
Darius’s family after the battle. At first
Darius’s mother mistook the taller
Haephestion for her conqueror, but
Alexander put her at ease, saying that
Haephestion was another Alexander.

Alexander pursued Darius and
found him on the point of death,
fatally wounded by his own men. The
dying Darius paid homage to his
enemy, who covered him with his own
cloak. According to tradition — the
truth was often very different —
Alexander showed restraint and
clemency towards defeated peoples
and cities, believing it was better to
rule through goodwill than force.

He married Roxana, who in some
accounts was the daughter of Darius
and 1n others the daughter of a con-
quered Asian chieftain. It is said that
this union greatly pleased the Per-
stans, and Alexander exercised
before their marriage.
Sodoma’s frescoes of scenes of his life
include The Marriage of Alexander
and Roxana (Villa Farnesina, Rome),
which accords with a description by
Luctan of a Classical painting.’

Lysippus was Alexander’s court
sculptor and Apelles his court painter
- considered the greatest in antiquity.
Scenes of Alexander, often helmeted

restraint

and i armour, may show his mag-
nanimous and honourable behaviour.

Alkmene

In Greek myth, the queen of Tiryns
and the mother of the hero Herakles.
Alkmene married her uncle, King
Amphitryon of Tiryns. When he left

to fight cattle raiders, the god Zeus
assumed his form to visit Alkmene.
She was delighted to see her husband
returned so soon and that night the
couple made passionate love — Zeus
lengthening the night to three times
its normal duration in order to extend
his pleasure.

The real Amphitryon returned home
victorious the following day but was
surprised at his wife’s lack of sexual
ardour. Alkmene 1 turn was sur-
prised that her husband had forgotten
the previous night’s pleasures. The
couple discovered the truth from the
blind prophet Teiresias. Alkmene sub-
sequently bore twins: the hero Herak-
les, the son of Zeus, and Iphikles, the
son of Amphitryon. Alkmene and
Herakles (usually given their Roman
names, Alcmena and Hercules) may
appear in depictions of the infant
Herakles killing a pair of snakes.

Alligator see Crocodile

Almond

The almond may symbolize fertility,
purity and virgin birth (an association
with both pagan and biblical roots),
divine grace, and hidden truth.

The juice of the pressed almond was
equated i the ancient world with
semen, leading to the story that Attis,
consort of the Phrygian and Greco-
Roman earth goddess Cybele, was
concetved from an almond, the pure
fruit of nature. In European folklore
it 1s said that a virgin can wake preg-
nant if she sleeps under an almond
tree and dreams of her love.

Almonds may also symbolize divine
favour. They occur in the biblical
story in which God chooses Aaron to
be High Priest by way of a miracle:
“the rod of Aaron for the house of
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Levi had sprouted and put forth buds
and produced blossoms, and it bore
ripe almonds™."

As a convenient pictorial shape,
heavenly light in the form of a man-
dorla (Italian for almond) may enclose
the figure of Christ in various contexts.

The sweet nut within its casing sug-
gested to Arab mystics a secret reality
masked by appearances. The almond
is a Chinese Yin symbol. The early-
flowering tree 1s linked with rebirth,

watchfulness, delicacy.

Alpha and Omega (A and 2)

The first and last letters of the Greek
alphabet represent the totality of
God. “I am the Alpha and the
Omega, the beginning and the ending,
says the Lord God, who 1s and who
was and who 1s to come, the
Almighty.”" They appear with the Chi
Rho in early Christian art and in
mosaics such as the image of Christ in
San Miniato al Monte, Florence.

Ama-no-minakanushi-no-kami

“Lord of the Centre of Heaven”, the
oldest of the Japanese gods. He was
the first of three invisible deities who
came Into existence when the earth
was not yet fully formed, and was one
of the five primordial “Separate
Heavenly Deities™.

Ama-no-uzume

A beautiful young goddess of Japan-
ese myth. Possibly a deity of the
dawn, she is important for her role in
resolving the “Divine Crisis™.

Amalthea

In Greek myth, a goat or goat-nymph
that suckled the infant Zeus on Crete.
According to one account, the grate-
ful god broke off one of Amalthea’s

horns, promising that it would pro-
duce a never-ending abundance of
fruit, nectar and ambrosia. This horn
was known as the Cornucopia (“Horn
of Plenty”). Zeus then turned his
nurse and the horn into stars.'

Amaranth

A long-lasting flowering plant,
depicted on Greek tombs and sculp-
tures as a symbol of immortality.
Amaranth was linked with Artemis
(Diana) and credited with healing
properties. In China, its flowers were
offered to the lunar hare at the Moon
Festival as a token of immortality.

Amaterasu

The Japanese sun goddess, in full
Amaterasu-no-mikoto (“August Per-
son Who Makes The Heavens
Shine”). Perhaps the greatest deity in
the Shinto pantheon, Amaterasu is
revered as an ancestor of the emper-
ors of Japan. Her shrine at Ise on
Honshu island is the most important
of all Shinto shrines.

The goddess was born from the left
eye of the primal creator [zanagi as he
bathed in a stream on the island of
Kyushu. Izanagi assigned her the
realm of the heavens. Her brother, the
moon god Tsuki-yomi, was entrusted
with the realms of the night and
another brother, Susano, was made
ruler of the ocean.

Susano declared himself unhappy
with his lot and Izanagi banished him
for ingratitude. Before Ileaving,
Susano went to bid farewell to Amat-
erasu in heaven. The goddess suspect-
ed, rightly, that her unruly brother
wanted to usurp her domains. When
he arrived, the storm god suggested
that they prove which of them was the
mightier by having a reproduction

Amaterasu
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Amaunet

Amaterasu emerging from her cave,
after a 19th-century triptych.

contest: whoever bore male deitics
would win. Amaterasu agreed and
broke Susano’s sword in three, chew-
ing the pieces and spitting them out as
three goddesses. Next, Susano chewed
Amaterasu’s beads and spat them out
as five male gods. He declared himself
the winner, but Amaterasu pointed
out that the five gods had sprung
from her possessions. Her brother
refused to concede and began to cele-
brate his victory by causing havoc in
Amaterasu’s realm.

Terrified, Amaterasu withdrew into
a cave, depriving the world of the sun
and causing various calamities during
what 1s known as the “Divine Crisis™.
The other deities failed to draw her
out until the goddess Ama-no-uzume
performed an erotic dance, causing
the gods to laugh so loudly that
Amaterasu was overcome with curios-

ity and left her cave. The sunlight
returned. The deities fined Susano
and expelled him from heaven.

Amaunet

In Egyptian myth, one of the cight
primal deities or divine forces known
as the Ogdoad.

Amazon

In Greek myth, the Amazons were a
race of mounted women warriors
who lived near the Black Sea. Expert
riders and archers, they displayed
their fighting abilities in raiding expe-
ditions. They kept men as slaves for
procreation. It was said that any male
offspring of these unions were aban-
doned to die, while the girls were
brought up to be warriors like their
mothers. “Amazon” was said to mean
“without breast” in Greek, since they
were said to cut off their right breasts
in order to draw their bows more eas-
illy. In art, however, Amazons almost
invariably have two breasts .

The Amazons were eventually
defeated in a famous battle, known as
the Amazonomachy (“Battle of the
Amazons”), fought against the Athe-
nians under Theseus." The conflict
was depicted on the Parthenon and
Rubens’ The Battle of the Amazons
shows the violent battle of the sexes in
which the women were overcome.

The term Amazon is also applied to
woman warriors of Slavic mythology.
An 1lth-century Bohemian legend
tells of a group of Amazons who
fought like men and took the initiative
sexually. Led by their bravest warrior,
Vlasta, they hved in a castle on the
banks of the Vltava (Moldau) River.
In Russian folk epics, the Amazons
(polenitsa) are lone riders. In one
story a hero, Dobrynia, encountered
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An Amaczon fighting an Athenian,
based on a frieze from the Parthenon,
Athens, Sth century BCE.

an Amazon and attempted to over-
come her. However, she wrenched
him from his horse and dropped him
in her pocket. She eventually agreed
to release him on condition that he
married her.

Amber

Amber i1s linked by its colour with
solar energy. In ancient China, the
word for amber literally meant “tiger
soul” — resin supposedly formed from
the remains of tigers, hence embody-
ing courage. In mythology, many
divinities shed tears of amber; the sis-
ters of Phaeton were transformed into
weeping pine trees as they grieved for
their brother’s death after he had
rashly driven his father’s (Helios’s)
sun chariot. Amber was long used as
a talisman and cure for everything
from rheumatism to headaches.

Ambrose, Saint

Ambrose (died 397CE) is one of the
four Latin Fathers (or Doctors, mean-
ing “teachers”) of the Church, with
SS. Augustine, Jerome and Gregory
the Great. He studied law in Rome
and was made prefect of Milan, the
administrative centre of the Western
Roman Empire. Disagreement broke

out between the Arians, who did not
believe in the divinity of Christ, and
the orthodox Christians over the elec-
tion of a new bishop. During the dis-
pute a child 1s said to have cried out,
“Ambrose shall be bishop.” He was
duly elected, though he had not even
been baptized.

Ambrose was a great orator and res-
olute theologian. When, in 390CE, the
Emperor Theodosius I ordered a sav-
age massacre in punishment for the
death of a Roman governor, Ambrose
instructed him to do public penance,
thereby asserting the superiority of
the church over secular rulers. He
introduced the Ambrosian chant, the
first successful form of hymn, into the
church service.

An early 6th-century mosaic in the
cathedral of San Ambrogio (St
Ambrose), Milan, shows him as a mid-
dle-aged man in Roman dress. Howev-
er, he 1s more frequently seen as a
bishop, often one of the four Doctors
of the Church, as in the wings of a
mid-15th-century triptych by Antonio
Vivarini and Giovanni d’Alemagna.
He may also be seen with the twin
brothers, Saints Gervase and Protase,
who according to legend' were mar-
tyred for their faith and revealed the
site of their relics to Ambrose in a
vision. In the early 16th century,
Ambrogio Bergognone painted scenes
from Ambrose’s life, beginning with
the saint as a baby i his cradle with
bees buzzing around the window and
over his face, without harming him,
and his father predicting his illustrious
future.” In other paintings he may have
a bee hive, symbolizing his future elo-
quence, and a book with the words,
“be nourished by food, but the food of
angels not human”. This alludes to his
name, since ambrosia is the food of the

Ambrose, Saint
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gods; however, 1t 1s also the name of

the whip with which he drove the Ari-
ans out of Italy.

Amen

A biblical affirmation, a Hebrew word
meaning “so be it”, “truly”. In Chris-
tianity it has something of the sym-
bolic force of the sacred Hindu and
Buddhist mantra Oni (or Aum) as an
embodiment in sound of the divine
spirit, summoned to answer prayers.

Amethyst

A quartz gemstone symbolizing tem-
perance, peace, humility and piety.
Amethyst was worn by bishops
because of the stone’s modest violet
or cool purple colour, and the Greek
belief that it promoted sobriety
(amethustos, “not ntoxicated™). As
talismans these stones were thought
to promote wholesome dreams.

Amitabha

“Unending Light”, a celestial Buddha
who is said to rule a paradise in the
west. In Mahayana Buddhist tradi-
tions, Amitabha is said to offer rebirth
in his western paradise to anyone who
invokes his name and shows true
repentance for their sins. In this bliss-
ful realm, or Pure Land, his devotees
will find the perfect conditions in
which to pursue enlightenment.
Amitabha became popular in Tibet
and China, and he is of great impor-
tance in Japan, where he 1s known as
Amida or Amida-butsu. He is the cen-
tral figure in Jodo-shu and Jodo-shin-
su, the Pure Land sects of Japanese
Buddhism. These are founded on the
belief that the faithful, simply by
repeatedly invoking Amida’s name
with devotion, will attain rebirth into
his Pure Land.

Amma

An egg which, according to the
Dogon people of Mali, existed at the
beginning of creation and was the
seed of the cosmos.

Amphitrite

A sea nymph of Greek myth, the wife
of the god Poseidon. When Poseidon
made advances to the nymph Scylla,
the jealous Amphitrite dropped magic
plants into the water where Scylla
bathed, turning her into a hideous
monster. Amphitrite and Poseidon had
two daughters, Rhode (“Rose™), from
whom Rhodes was said to take its
name, and Benthesicyme. Their son,
Triton, was half man, half fish.

Amphitryon
In Greek myth, a king of Tiryns and
the husband of Alkmene.

Amulet

A symbol or embodiment of benefi-
cial power. Often used of an object
worn to keep the wearer from harm or
ill fortune, an amulet may be a natural
object or specially made, such as an
inscribed medallion or locket.

Amphitrite (left) with the god
Poseidon, from a vase fragment.
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Amun

In Egyptian belief Amun was origi-
nally one of the eight divine forces of
chaos known as the Ogdoad. He was
worshipped as a fertility god at
Thebes in Upper Egypt and became a
national deity in the 2nd millennium
BCE when that city rose to promi-
nence. He was combined with that of
the supreme solar deity to give Amun-
Ra, one of the four great creator
deities (the others being Atum,
Khnum and Ptah). Amun-Ra was the
hidden power who made the gods.
According to one account, the snake
form of Amun was the earliest being
to exist in the primeval waters.

Anahita

“The Immaculate”, a Persian fertility
goddess of Assyrian and Babylonian
origin. She was believed to be the
source of the cosmic sea and all the
waters on earth, as well as that of
human reproduction. Sometimes
identified with the goddess Aphrodite
(Venus) and the planet Venus, Anahi-
ta later became a popular goddess in
many parts of the Near East and even
farther west.

Ananta

“The Infinite”, a giant serpent of
- Hindu myth. The god Vishnu rests on
the serpent’s coils in the cosmic waters
during the intervals between the ema-
nations of the cosmos. He is also
referred to as Shesha (“Remainder”).
Ananta 1s said to be the son of Kadru,
a daughter of the god Daksha and the
ancestor of all snakes.

Anat

An Egyptian warrior goddess derived
from the Syrian (Canaanite) goddess
Anath. In Egyptian myth Anat is the

daughter of the solar deity Ra. She
was usually depicted carrying a shield,
spear and axe. Anat was also a cow
goddess.

Anath

An Ugaritic (Canaanite) fertility god-
dess, warlike sister and chief helper of
the storm god Baal. Anath descended
to the underworld to try to persuade
Mot, the god of death, to release Baal
from his power. She also played an
important role in the legend of Ahat.

ANCESTORS see panel overleaf

Anchises

In Greek and Roman myth, a king of
Dardanus near Troy and father of the
hero Aeneas. Anchises was a shepherd
when Aphrodite (the Roman Venus),
the goddess of love, seduced him in
the form of a mortal young woman.
Having become pregnant, Aphrodite
prophesied that Anchises’ child would
be the ancestor of an everlasting
dynasty. Anchises went on to become
a king and his child, Aeneas, was the
ancestor of the Romans.

Anchor

A symbol of hope, salvation, safety,
firmness, fidelity, prudence. Its Chris-
tian symbolism was drawn from its
form as well as its function in that the
top bar could suggest a cross — its
clandestine meaning in catacomb
carvings. Hope of salvation is the
New Testament “anchor of the soul”
(Hebrews 6:19). A popular Renais-
sance motif combined an anchor
(restraint) and dolphin (speed) with
the Augustan motto festina lente
(“hasten slowly™). As an emblem of
St Nicholas, patron saint of sailors,
the anchor signified safety. It appears

248 |

Anchor



Andrew, Saint

ANCESTORS

Many peoples believe that the invis-
ible spirits of ancestors remain
active in this world. For example,
the Slavs used to leave food by
graves for their ancestors to con-
sume, and the Chinese honour their
ancestors to this day in the annual
festival of Qingming.

In many cultures, myths about
ancestors often reinforce social dis-
tinctions, such as those between
hereditary rulers and their subjects
or between social classes or castes.
Kingship tends to be validated by
claims to divine ancestry: the
pharaohs of Egypt claimed descent
from the deities Isis and Osiris, and
until 1945 Japanese emperors traced
their lineage back to the sun goddess
Amaterasu. The social hierarchy is
frequently reflected in the order in
which the ancestors first appeared
on earth. For example, the Cara-
baulo people of Timor in Indonesia
relate how their first ancestors came
out of a huge vagina in the ground:
the first to emerge were the
landowning aristocrats, followed by
commoners and tenants.

also in Egyptian iconography as a cre-
ation 1mage - the shape combining a
boat (female) and phallic mast, snake
entwined.

Andrew, Saint (Apostle, Disciple)

Andrew (died ¢.60CE) was a fisher-
man on Lake Galilee and the first of
the followers of Christ, who sum-
moned him with his brother, Simon
Peter." According to legend,” Andrew
later travelled through Greece, Asia
Minor and Russia, preaching, per-

A representation of ancestral spirits,
based on a Yoruba ceremonial mask
from Nigeria.

forming miracles and converting. He
converted a boy who was able to
extinguish the flames of a burning
house on fire with a few drops of
water; cured a man of lust; caused
lightning to strike dead a woman who
had falsely accused her son of
attempting to rape her; expelled from
a city demons that appeared to him as
dogs; and brought back to life forty
men who had drowned on their way
to receive his blessing.

Among those whom Andrew con-
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verted was the wife of the proconsul
who, unable to make the saint wor-
ship false gods, had him crucified.
According to a relatively late tradi-
tion, Andrew died on an X-shaped
cross, which became his attribute.
Even after his martyrdom, Andrew is
said to have come back as a pilgrim to
save a bishop from the Devil disguised
as a beautiful woman.

Andrew is usually painted as an old
bearded man, together with his char-
acteristic cross, as in El Greco’s St
Andrew and St Francis. His statue was
carved to Bernini’s designs in the 17th
century for St Peter’s, Rome, which
possessed the relic of his head. He
may also be shown with a fish or fish-
ing net. He is the patron saint of
Greece, Russia and Scotland.

Andrians

In Greek mythology, the god
Dionysos (Bacchus to the Romans)
made a river of wine flow on the
island of Andros.! The inhabitants,
known as Andrians, danced and sang
and their voices became thick with
wine from the river, which “makes
men rich, and powerful in the assem-
bly, and helpful to their friends, and
beautiful”. At the mouth of the river,
Tritons blew wine from sea shells, and
Dionysos moored his ship in the har-
bour to lead Laughter and Revel, and
reap the river’s harvest.

Titian’s painting The Bacchanal of

the Andrians shows a merry crowd in
which some people are becoming
amorous in their revelry.

Androgyne

Divine wholeness — an ancient sym-
bolism derived from widespread wor-
ship of primal gods who were
simultaneously male and female. The

Chinese yin-yang symbol epitomizes
an androgynous perfection in which
all opposites are complementary to
one another. Platonic philosophy, Sufi
mysticism, and Greek, Egyptian, Ori-
ental, Aboriginal and Mesoamerican
mythology all perceived the original
state of being as androgynous. By
implication, Adam himself contained
male and female.

The androgyne was also an
alchemical symbol, embodying the
oneness with God, the mystic union
that was the goal of Hermetic
(alchemical and magical) science.
Love and marriage have been seen
as practical ways to attain oneness,
symbolized in Greek mythology by
the story of Hermaphroditus, a son
of Hermes and Aphrodite who was
loved so fervently by a nymph of
Salmacis that she became absorbed
into his body. From this stems the
term hermaphrodite (strictly, in biolo-
gy, one who has incomplete male and
female organs).

Andromeda

In Greek myth, a princess of
“Ethiopia” (probably Joppa in Pales-
tine). Andromeda was the daughter of
King Cepheus and Queen Cassiopeia.
Cassiopeia made the sea god Posei-
don angry by declaring herself to be
lovelier than the Nereids, a race of
beautiful sea nymphs. Poseidon flood-
ed the kingdom and sent a hideous
sea dragon to ravage the land. An ora-
cle told Cepheus that he would save
the kingdom if Andromeda was sacri-
ficed to the dragon. At the insistence
of his subjects, Cepheus had Androm-
eda chained to a rock and left to be
eaten by the creature. As Andromeda
lay naked on the rock, the hero
Perseus flew past and fell in love with

Andromeda

The androgyne, an
alchemical symbol of
the unity of spirit and
matter (17th century).
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Anemone

her at once. He oftered to kill the
monster in return for her hand.
Cepheus accepted the offer and
Perseus, who was wearing his cloak of
mvisibility and winged sandals (and,
in some accounts, riding the winged
horse Pegasus), cut off the beast’s
head with his curved sword. He freed
Andromeda and married her. After
death Andromeda became the con-
stellation that bears her name.

Anemone

A symbol of the transience of life,
fragility, grief, death, virginity
attributes based on the ephemeral
nature of this wild flower, its scarlet
petals, and its name (meaning “of the
wind”). Anemones are identified with
the biblical “flowers of the field” and
sometimes appear in depictions of the
Crucifixion. They were also linked
with dying god symbolism from the
Greek myth that the flower sprang up
where Adonis fell dead.

Angelica

Angelica appears in Orlando Furioso,
an epic poem by Ariosto (1474-1533),
recounts the legend of Charlemagne
and Orlando (Roland), the Saracen
invasion of France, and the conflict
between Christians and Muslims. The
poem takes the form of a parody of
medieval romances, with combative
knights, damsels in distress, monsters
and witchcraft,

Orlando was driven mad by his love
for the beautiful but fickle Angelica.
She was promised to whichever of
Orlando or his cousin Rinaldo
slaughtered more Saracens.' She fled
from her suitors, and had many
adventures. In Angelica and the Her-
mit Rubens depicts the episode when
a lustful hermit put her to sleep with

a magic potion, but when he tried to
satisfy his desire he found he was too
old to perform.” Ingres’ Ruggiero
Delivering Angelica 1illustrates the
Andromeda-like story of Angelica
being chained to a rock to feed the
orc, a huge sea-monster. She was
spotted by Ruggiero (Roger), a Sara-
cen champion, who flew down on a
hippogrift (a creature with the hind-
quarters of a horse and the wings and
head of an eagle) to slay the monster
and save her.’

By Cupid’s will, Angelica fell in love
with Medoro, a young Moorish sol-
dier who was wounded by a Scottish
knight. She healed him with the juice
of mountain herbs; they were married
among herdsmen and proclaimed
their love by carving their intertwined
initials on the bark of trees.*

ANGELS see panel opposite

Angelus, The

The Angelus 1s the prayer devoted to
and giving thanks for the Annuncia-
tion. Its name comes from the open-
ing words: Angelus Domini (“The
Angel of the Lord™) and is said at
morning, noon and sunset. Jean-
Frangois Millet’s painting of peasants
praying in the fields at the sound of
the Angelus bell 1s an image of reli-
gious devotion. The picture became
widely known through reproductions
and was perversely re-interpreted by
Salvador Dali.

Angra Mainyu
The Persian god of dark forces, the
opponent of the supreme deity Ahura

Mazdah (Ohrmazd). He 1s also
known as Ahriman.

ANIMALS see panel overleaf
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ANGELS

Angels are anthropomorphic winged
forms personifying divine will. Pos-
sibly evolved from Semitic and
Egyptian winged deities, they
appear in a number of religions as
intermediaries between material and
spiritual planes, but their symbolism
1s most elaborate in the Islamic, Jew-
ish and especially Christian faiths.
Angels and archangels are said to be
divine messengers (the word angel
comes from the Greek aggelos,
meaning “messenger’) and appear
frequently throughout the Bible, not
only bringing God’s word to
humankind but also delivering his
protection or punishment.

The Sth-century CE Christian the-
ologian known as Pseudo-Dionysios
the Areopagite grouped angels in
three hierarchical orders, each order
comprising three types of angel:' In
the first hierarchy, Seraphim sur-
round the throne of God and are
often red in colour; Cherubim know
and worship God, and are depicted
as gold or blue; and Thrones, wear-
ing judges’ robes, support his seat
and represent divine justice, which
they confer on the second hierarchy.

The angels of the second hierarchy
are called Dominions, Virtues and
Powers. They govern the stars and
the elements and light up the third
hierarchy with the glory of God.
Dominions have crowns, sceptres or
orbs to represent the power of God;
Virtues have white lilies or red roses,
also symbols of the Passion of
Christ; and Powers are militant fig-
ures, who are seen fighting devils.

The third hierarchy, consisting of
Princedoms, Archangels and Angels,
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maintains contact between heaven
and earth and executes God’s will.
Princedoms oversee territories.
Archangels are the independent fig-
ures of Michael, Gabriel, Raphael
and Uriel, who together with angels,
transmit the word of God to
humankind. The most commonly
depicted archangels are Gabriel,
who appears especially in represen-
tations of the Annunciation, and
Michael, the signifer or standard-
bearer of the heavenly host, who is
often depicted as a warrior leading
the host against Satan and his rebel
angels or slaying a dragon (another
symbol of the Devil). The rebel
angels were those who fell from
heaven with Satan, an episode men-
tioned in the New Testament* but
dating back to much earlier nonbib-
lical scriptures. Domenico Beccafu-
mi’s Archangel Michael and the Fall
of the Rebel Angels shows them van-
quished by Michael and metamor-
phosing into demons as they tumble
down to Hell. Fallen angels, led by
Satan, symbolized the sin of pride —
it is said that Satan refused God’s
instruction to worship Adam.
Botticint’s Assumption of the Vir-
gin, part of the Palmier1 Altarpiece,
shows the three orders of angels,
each with its three ranks. Angelic
attributes in art include trumpets,
harps, swords, censers and sceptres
or wands. Angels are commonly
depicted as young men with wings
and haloes, although in Christian art
they were also often dematerialized,
appearing as winged heads, or in the
playfulness of baroque art, as putti,
Cupid-like winged boys or infants.

Angels



Animals

ANIMALS
The symbolism and iconography
derived from animals is uniquely
rich and varied. Many cultures have
perceived animals, with their often
superior physical
and sensory abili-
ties, to be in touch
with spirit forces,
and they have
often been adopt-
ed as shamanic or
clan totems.

In myth, animals
may take on cos-
mic dimensions. In
North  America,
the huge Thunder-
bird wages a per-
petual battle with
water-dwelling ser-
pents or dragons. A
similar idea occurs

where some powerful people are said
to turn into lions and hyenas. Central
and South American shamans are
said to be able to transform them-
selves into jaguars.

Another com-
mon theme 1s the
animal consort.
Southern African
myth tells of the
python god who
takes a human
wife, dragging her
into his watery
underworld. Many
Scottish folktales
tell of seals assum-
ing female form to
marry men.

In the Bible, God
created the animals
in Eden and Adam

in southern Africa, A figure of a bear, a totem animal named them.' They
where the Light- of the Haida of northwest Canada. were innocent of

ning Bird rules the
sky and the cosmic serpent governs
the watery underworld. In some
mythologies, animals are precursors
or creators of humans. An Egyptian
creation myth describes the world
coming into being with the cry of a
heron; for the Khoisan of southwest
Africa the first living thing was a tiny
mantis, which created humankind.
Myths commonly affirm a kinship
between humans and animals. Native
American myths refer to a primordial
time when people and beasts were
indistinguishable and would readily
assume each other’s shapes. Animal
metamorphosis occurs in most cul-
tures: the werewolf of European tra-
dition is paralleled in parts of Africa,

human sinfulness
and so were saved from the Flood.*
These stories represent a time when
humans and animals lived in harmo-
ny, However, as the Bible also relates,
humankind has sacrificed animals
on a vast scale to appease its gods:
the Parthenon in Athens was said to
smell like a slaughterhouse.
Overcoming a wild or fabulous
beast usually represents the triumph
of good over evil. Medieval bestiaries
catalogued the characteristics of real
and mmagined animals and accorded
them extensive moral symbolism.
Psychology has followed suit in
attaching to animals the symbolism
of the instinctual, the unconscious,
the libido, and the emotions.
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Ankh

The ancient Egyptian “key of life” or
“cross of life”, a symbol like a cross
with a loop at the top, representing
life, especially life after death. Its
shape has been variously understood
as the rising sun on the horizon, as
the union of male and female, or
other opposites, and also as a key to
esoteric knowledge and to the after-
world of the spirit. The Coptic church
of Egypt inherited the ankh as a form
of the Christian cross, symbolizing
eternal life through Christ.

Anna or Anne, Saint

Anna, or Anne, the legendary mother
of the Virgin Mary, does not appear
in the New Testament but became
popular through The Protevangelium
of James (2nd century CE) and other
early Christian writings about the life
of Mary. An early image of her
(c.650CE) appears in Santa Maria
Antiqua, Rome, where she is shown
with the Virgin. By the 14th century
she was a popular figure, partly
because her conception of Mary at an
advanced age confirmed the develop-
ing doctrine of the Immaculate Con-
ception of the Virgin. The meeting
of Anna and her husband Joachim,
a similarly legendary figure, at
Jerusalem’s Golden Gate after he has
learnt that that she will miraculously
conceive, 1s a common scene in cycles
of the life of the Virgin. However,
~ Anne is most frequently portrayed as
a maternal figure with her daughter,
particularly in Renaissance Florence;
the most graceful examples are
Leonardo’s Virgin and Child witl St
Anne and St John the Baptist, and his
- Burlington House Cartoon. She is also
depicted with her extended family,
the Holy Kinship, by artists such as

the Master of St Veronica. Legend!
claims that Anna married three times
and had three daughters.

Anointing

A rite of Near Eastern origin in which
consecrated oil is used as a symbol
of divine grace to sanctify rulers or
those undergoing priestly ordination,
conferring holy authority.

Ansanus, Saint

A nobleman of Siena, Ansanus (died
¢.304CE), was brought up as a Christ-
ian by his nurse, and was openly
preaching the faith by the age of 19,
in spite of persecutions under Emper-
or Diocletian. He was whipped,
thrown into a pot of boiling oil and
finally beheaded. A patron saint
of Siena, he appears as a young man
with a banner and a cross, primarily
in the art of that school. With St Mar-
garet, his image by Lippo Memmi
flanks the altarpiece of Simone Mar-
tini’s Annunciation, which was origi-
nally intended for his chapel in the
cathedral of Siena, and is now in the
Uftizi, Florence.

Ant

A symbol of diligence, patience, humil-
ity and foresight. In China, the ant
symbolized order and the tireless
servant. Its industry, seen in the Bible
as a virtue, i1s considered somewhat
excessive in Hindu and Buddhist
thought; thus it became an image
of the ceaseless, petty activity of
those blind to the transience of human
life. In Mali, ants were beneficent
organizers, originators of the skills
of building and weaving, and by
sympathetic magic their nests could
bring fecundity. Anteaters, conversely,
symbolized harm.

Ant

An ankh combined with
the sun and the symbols

for “eternity” (djed,

the pillar or spine of

Osiris) and “soul” (ka,
the raised armns) in this
2nd-century BCE image.

NI
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Antaboga

Antaboga

A great primordial serpent which,
according to the Balinese account of
creation, existed when there was nei-
ther heaven nor earth. Antaboga mniti-
ated creation by bringing into being,
through meditation, the cosmic turtle
Bedawang, which was the foundation
of the earth.

Antaeus

A giant, the offspring of the Greek
god Poserdon and the goddess Gaia.
Antaeus lived in Libya and challenged
travellers to wrestle to the death. The
giant always won because he could
renew his strength just by touching the
earth with his feet. He was killed when
Herakles lifted him off the ground for
long enough to throttle him.

Antelope

A symbol of grace, speed, clarity
of viston - a spiritual ideal and a fit
mount for gods in African and Indian
traditions. To the San of southern
Africa the antelope was an embodi-
ment of the supreme creator, and
in Mali it was a culture hero who
brought humankind the skills of agri-
culture. The gazelle is an attribute
of Vayu, the Persian and Indian god
of air and wind. For Islamic thinkers,
its soulful eyes symbolize the contem-
plative life.

Anthony of Padua, Saint

Anthony (1195-1231) was born in
Portugal, where he joined the Francis-
can friars. He taught and preached
in Morocco, France and Italy with
remarkable learning and powers of
oration. He is the patron of Padua,
where he died, and many miracles
are credited to him. For the high altar
of Sant” Antonio, Padua, Donatello

cast scenes including The Miracle
of the Irascible Son, in which the
saint restored a boy’s leg, cut off in
remorse for having kicked his mother.
Another tale tells how, at a miser’s
funeral, Anthony preached: “Where
your treasure is, there will your heart
be also.” The miser’s heart was found
in his treasure chest (consequently
Anthony became the patron saint
of lost property). He is shown as a
young man in Franciscan robes, per-
haps holding a lily or a flaming heart,
or carrying the Christ Child, referring
to a vision he had of the Virgin
and Child.

Anthony the Great, Saint (or Abbot)
According to legend.’ the 18-year-old
Anthony (251-356CE) gave all his
worldly goods to the poor in order to
live with hermits in the desert near the
Nile, where he suffered countless tor-
ments by demons. A popular theme in
art was the saint tempted by lust, as in
paintings by Veronese and Cézanne.
In a dream Anthony was told of St
Paul, thought to be one of the earliest
Christian hermits (died 347CE), who
had taken refuge from persecution in
the Theban desert and lived in a cave
until a great age. He was led to him by
a centaur, a satyr and a wolf; Diirer
shows them together in the forest.
When Paul died, Anthony buried him
with the help of two lions.

St Anthony was sought out for his
wisdom and guidance. He advocated
self-denial and is thought of as the
founder of monasticism. As he was
apparently over 100 when he died, he
is depicted as a bearded old man with
a crutch wearing a hooded robe.
Pisanello shows him with a pig, prob-
ably symbolizing gluttony, and a bell
with which he exorcized demons.
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Antigone

In Greek myth, a princess of Thebes,
the elder daughter of King Oedipus
and his mother Queen Jocasta. After
Oedipus had discovered his unwitting
acts of parricide and incest, he blind-
ed himself and eventually went into
exile, accompanied only by his daugh-
ters Antigone and Ismene.

Antigone died tragically having been
shut up 1n a cave by Creon (Jocasta’s
brother) for burying the body of her
brother, Polyneices, against Creon’s
orders. The prophet Teiresias insisted
that Creon set her free, but when the
cave was opened they discovered that
Antigone had already hanged herself.

Antiochus and Stratonice

The son of Seleucus, who ruled the
Asian territories of Alexander the
Great after his death, Antiochus fell
desperately in love with his father’s
young wife, Stratonice. Seeing the
hopelessness of his passion he
resolved to die by refusing nourish-
ment. The court physician, Erasistra-
tus, realized the cause of his illness
and informed the king, who immedi-
ately annulled his marriage and united
- Antiochus and Stratonice.' In Erasis-
tratus Discovering the Cause of Anti-
ochus’s Illness Jacques-Louis David
shows Antiochus lying ill as a digni-
fied Stratonice is brought to him.

Antiope (1)

~ In Greek mythology, Zeus disguised
himself as a satyr in order to ravish
- Antiope, daughter of the king of
Thebes,’ as depicted by Ingres in
- Antiope and the Satyr. She bore the
twins Amphion and Zethus and fled
to avoid her father’s anger, but he
- killed himself in despair. Antiope was
then imprisoned by her uncle and tor-

mented by his wife, Dirce. When she
finally managed to escape, her grown-
up sons took revenge: they deposed
her uncle and tore Dirce apart on the
horns of a bull.

The twins ruled Thebes and built its
walls. Amphion played the harp so
beautifully that the stones fell into
place on their own.” Giambattista
Tiepolo painted Amphion Building the
Walls of Thebes with his Song as part
of an allegory of eloquence.

Antiope (2)

In Greek myth, Antiope was an Ama-
zon warrior, the sister of the Amazon
queen Hippolyte. Antiope became the
wife of Theseus, king of Athens.

Antlers

A symbol of spring fertility, prosperi-
ty and fecundity. Celtic antlered gods
such as Cernunnos symbolized crop
growth. The ten-pointed antlers of
the shaman were considered to be an
emblem of his supernatural powers.

Anu (1)

A senior deity of ancient Mesopot-
amia, Anu (known as An to the Sume-
rians) was revered as lord of the
heavens and father of the gods. In the
Sumerian account of creation, the
goddess Nammu, the primeval sea,
was the mother of An and Ki, the god-
dess of the earth, who coupled to pro-
duce the great gods, such as Enlil. In
the Akkadian creation epic, the union
of Apsu (the sweet-water ocean) and
Tiamat (the salt-water ocean) pro-
duced a succession of deities culminat-
ing in the great gods Anu and Ea. In
Hittite mythology, Anu deposed
Alalu, the first king in heaven. The
god Kumarbi then waged war on Anu
and bit off his penis in the struggle.

Anu (1)
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Anu (2)

Anu’s sperm impregnated Kumarbi
with the weather god Teshub, who
eventually triumphed over Kumarbi.

One Akkadian myth tells of Adapa,
a priest of Ea in the city of Eridu and
one of the Seven Sages, powerful
beings who were evoked during magi-
cal rites. One day, Adapa angrily
stopped the south wind after it had
overturned his fishing boat. In doing
so he deprived the land of the mois-
ture brought by the wind, so Anu
summoned him to heaven to justify
himself. Ea warned him not to accept
Anu’s food or drink, because it would
cause his death. In fact, Anu offered
Adapa the food and water of immor-
tality. When Adapa refused the offer-
ing, Anu realized the mistaken advice
Adapa had been given and, laughing,
sent him back to earth. At this point
the narrative breaks off, but it appears
that Anu granted special privileges to
Eridu and its priesthood.

Anu (2)

An ancient Irish earth and fertility
goddess, described as the mother of
the gods. She may be related to (or
even 1dentical with) the goddess Danu
or Dana, the ancestor of the heroic
race called the Tuatha Dé Danann
(“People of Danu”). Anu has strong
links with the province of Munster: in
County Kerry there are twin hills
known as “The Paps of Anu”.

Anubis

The Egyptian jackal-headed god of
embalming. He is sometimes said to
be the son of the god Osiris, the first
king on earth, and his sister Neph-
thys. After Osiris was killed by his
brother Seth, Anubis embalmed the
body and wrapped it in linen bandag-
es, making Osiris the first mummy.

Anubis forcing Bata, the bull, to carry
the mummy of Osiris. From an early
Greco-Roman period papyrus.

Anubis later defended the corpse from
the attacks of Seth. In death, Osiris
became the ruler of the underworld,
where Anubis guided the deceased
through into the presence of Osiris
and oversaw their judgment.

Apaosha

The demon of drought in Persian
myth. Apaosha was overcome by
Tishtrya, the rain god.

Ape

An animal of sharply diverging sym-
bolism, respected in ancient Egypt,
Africa, India and China, but deeply
distrusted in Christian tradition where
it was equated with vice, lust, idolatry
and heresy. In Egyptian iconography
the caped baboon represents Thoth,
god of wisdom. The Hindu ape god
Hanuman represents courage, strength
and self-sacrifice.

In Western art, an ape may represent
the base instincts of man. In Mole-
naer’s Lady World a monkey slips his
paw into a slipper, a representation of
lust. An ape may also be used to sati-
rize human affectation, folly and van-
ity. Artists were aware that they
“aped” or imitated nature, as Chardin
shows in The Monkey Painter; while
19th-century caricaturists mocked
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students as apes imitating their mas-
ters. Alternatively, apes or monkeys
may appear as part of an exotic
menagerie, as in Gentile da Fabriano’s
Adoration of the Magi.

Apelles

The court painter to King Philip of
Macedonia and his son, Alexander
the Great, in the 4th century BCE, and
s considered the greatest of Classical
painters. One story relates how his
painting of a horse was so lifelike that
it prompted a real horse to neigh. He
possessed such courtly manners that
Alexander frequently visited his stu-
dio. Apelles wrote treatises on art but
neither these nor any of his paintings
have survived. Apelles was allowed to
paint Alexander’s favourite courtesan,
Campaspe, in the nude. He fell in love
with her, whereupon Alexander did
him the honour of presenting her to
 him.! Giambattista Tiepolo painted
himself as Apelles and his wife as
Campaspe in Alexander and Cam-
paspe in the Studio of Apelles.

Apep

A great serpent or dragon of the
Egyptian underworld, also known as
Apophis. Apep, lord of darkness, was
the arch-enemy of the sun god and
attacked his barque every night as it
travelled through the underworld. The
barque was successfully defended by
the hosts of the dead, led by Seth, the
strongest of the gods.

Aphrodite

The Olympian goddess of love and
sexuality, one of the most famous of
the ancient Greek deities, best known
in Western tradition by her Roman
name, Venus. Before being wholly
identified with Aphrodite, the Roman

goddess was a goddess of gardens and
springtime fruitfulness.

Aphrodite (“Born of Foam”) sprang
fully grown from the white foam
which arose from the severed genitals
of the castrated god Uranos, where
they fell into the sea. After her birth
the goddess came ashore either on the
island of Cythera (by which name she
1s sometimes referred to) or on
Cyprus. She was soon taken to the
realm of the gods, where she was
attended by the Graces and the Sea-
sons. Botticelli’s Birth of Venus shows
her being blown by the winds on a
scallop shell to Cyprus.

Aphrodite married Hephaistos (the
Roman Vulcan), the craftsman god,
but also took several lovers, most
notably the war god Ares (Mars). The
lovers were spotted in flagrante by
Helios, the sun, who told Hephaistos.
The god trapped the couple in a won-
derful net and then summoned the
other gods and goddesses to witness
the outrage. To his annoyance they
simply laughed. In the end Ares was
freed when he agreed to pay Hephais-
tos a fine. Another famous lover of
Aphrodite was the young hunter Ado-
nis, who was killed by a wild boar.

Aphrodite bore numerous sons, the
most famous of whom were Aeneas
(by Anchises) and the winged god of
love, Eros (the Roman Cupid), who
often accompanies images of the god-
dess and 1s sometimes said to be the
child of Aphrodite and Ares. Her other
sons included Hermaphroditus (by
Hermes) and Priapus (by Dionysos,
Hermes, Pan or Zeus).

The goddess was frequently repre-
sented in art to show the ideal of
female beauty, as in the most famous
ancient depiction of her, the Venus de
Milo. Later painters of the female

Aphrodite

Aphrodite, from a
terracotta figurine of
the 5th century BCE.
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Apocalypse

nude have traditionally depicted her
reclining provocatively, ever since
Giorgione’s Sleeping Venus. She may
also be shown at her toilet, as part of
an allegory, or in scenes directly relat-
ing to her mythology. Many images of
nude women have probably been given
the title “Venus” simply to deflect any
inference of lewdness.

As well as Eros or Cupid, the god-
dess’s attributes include roses and myr-
tle, which were sacred to her; swans
and doves, which may fly near her or
pull her chariot; and the golden apple
awarded to her by the Trojan prince
Paris. He was asked by the god Zeus to
present the apple, inscribed “To the
Fairest”, to Aphrodite, Hera or
Athene. Paris chose Aphrodite and, in
consequence, Hera and Athene sided
against Troy in the city’s ensuing war
with the Greeks.

Apocalypse

“Revelation” (Greek apokalupsis) of
the end of the world and the triumph
of good over evil, a genre of prophet-
ic writing common to both ancient
Jewish and Christian literature. In the
Hebrew Scriptures, Ezekiel and
Daniel had apocalyptic visions and in
the New Testament the apocalyptic
genre 1s represented by The Revelation

to St John the Divine, or The Book of

Revelation. 1t was written at a time
when Christians were suffering perse-
cution, toward the end of the Ist cen-
tury CE, and many of its images and
references are no longer clearly under-
stood. The famous “beast” is proba-
bly “Emperor Nero”, which in Greek
(the language of Revelation) is made
up of letters that have the numerical
value of 666. He was a notorious per-
secutor of Christians and there was a
belief that he would return from the

dead to lead the forces of Satan at the
final battle. In Revelation angels
speak, mighty forces clash, and saints
are rewarded; God faces huge opposi-
tion but is triumphant.

Some passages from Revelation are
well known: God as the Alpha and
Omega; the four apocalyptic beasts
surrounding the throne of heaven,
resembling a lion, a calf, a man and a
flying eagle, which originated in the
visions of Ezekiel and were under-
stood by Christians as symbols of the
four Evangelists; and the visions of
God, the Lamb and the Seven Seals.!
Each seal opened to reveal a vision.
The first four seals disclosed the four
horsemen: the Conqueror with bow
and crown, on a white horse; War, the
destroyer with a sword, on a red
horse; Hunger, with a pair of scales,
on a black horse; and Death, the pale
horseman, with Hell on his heels.

The fifth seal revealed the souls of
those slain for preaching the word of
God, who were given white robes. The
sixth seal brought a great earthquake,
when the sun blackened, the moon
became blood red, the stars fell, heav-
en departed and men hid in the moun-
tains from this day of wrath. An angel
anointed the “seal of the living God”
on the foreheads of his servants, while
four angels held back the four winds
of the earth. Silence filled heaven
when the seventh seal was opened,
until an angel threw a censer to earth
and caused thunder, lightning and
earthquakes. The call of seven trum-
pets released further revelations, of
the wonders of heaven, of the Devil
and his angels cast out of Heaven,
and of the “whore of Babylon”, the
scarlet woman, mother of harlots and
of the earth’s abominations (an allu-
sion to Rome). The last decisive battle
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was fought at Armageddon before the
Day of Judgment.

In the Middle Ages, scenes from
Revelation illustrated manuscripts
and, and featured in stained glass
windows, frescoes and carvings in
churches. Direr made a series of
woodcuts, The Apocalypse, and El
Greco painted The Opening of the
Fifth Seal. The most popular subject,
however, was St Michael vanquishing
Satan and his rebel angels.

Apollo

The Greek god of light, music,
prophecy and healing, the son of the
Titan Leto and the god Zeus (Latona

~ and Jupiter to the Romans) and the

twin brother of Artemis (the Roman
Diana). Abandoned by their mother,
Apollo and Artemis were nourished

- on ambrosia and nectar, which gave

them dazzling appearances. Apollo

- personified youth and male beauty.

Apollo was born on the island of
Delos, the site of his most important
festival. His other main place of wor-
ship was Delphi. In Greek myth, Del-
phi was the centre of the world, a place
sacred to the goddess Gaia and origi-
nally guarded by her dragon, the
Python. But Apollo chose Delphi for
his own sanctuary and killed the drag-
on; Turner’s Apollo and the Python
shows him resting after the deed. For
this, Zeus exiled him for many years.
On his return, Apollo founded the Del-
phic oracle and the Pythian Games.

Apollo’s oracles at Delphi were com-
municated through a priestess, the
Pythia, who sat on a sacred tripod of
gold over a chasm in the rock. The
famous shrine at Delphi features fre-
quently in Greek and Roman myth. In
his Coastal View of Delos Claude Lor-
rain shows the picturesque landscape

where Aeneas went to consult the ora-
cle, which told him that his descen-
dants would rule the earth. Herakles
(Hercules) once contested Apollo’s
possession of the oracle and tried to
carry away the sacred tripod, but Apol-
lo came to the Pythia’s defence. Zeus
settled the quarrel by throwing a thun-
derbolt between his two sons.’

As a god of light, Apollo came to be
associated with the sun and acquired
the epithet Phoebus (“Brilliant™). At
his birth on Delos, a blaze of light
shone over the island and sacred swans
flew around it seven times. Apollo
adopted many attributes and myths of
the sun-god, Helios (Sol in Roman
myth), drawing a four-horse sun chari-
ot across the sky each day, often pre-
ceded by the figure of Eos (the Roman
Aurora), goddess of the dawn. The
subject lent itself to paintings on
Baroque ceilings, such as Guido Reni’s
Aurora (Casino Rospigliosi, Rome)
and Giambattista Tiepolo’s Course of
the Chariot of the Sun (Palazzo Clerici,
Milan). He is also seen rising or set-
ting, as in a pair of tapestries designed
by Boucher, The Rising and Setting of
the Sun, or with Phaéthon (originally
the son of Helios), who foolishly asked
to drive the sun chariot but could not
control it and perished.

As the patron of music and the arts,
Apollo was often depicted with a lyre,
and among his retinue were the nine
Muses, the goddesses of artistic inspi-
ration, by whom he was worshipped
on Mount Parnassus. Artists such as
Poussin and Raffael Mengs were influ-
enced by Raphael’s painting Parnassus
(Stanza della Segnatura, Vatican,
Rome), where Apollo sits surrounded
by the Muses and great poets. Along
with Calliope, the Muse of epic poetry,
Apollo inspired poets and bestowed on

Apollo
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Apollonia, Saint

Apollo, after a frieze on
the Parthenon, Athens:;
Sth century BCE.

them the sacred crown of laurels in
memory of his unrequited love for the
nymph Daphne.

Apollo hated to see his prowess con-
tested. The satyr Marsyas found a flute
abandoned by the goddess Athene,
which played wonderful music of its
own accord. He declared that Apollo
himself could not play more beautiful-
ly on his lyre and the god duly chal-
lenged him to a competition, with the
winner permitted to do just as he chose
with the loser. Both played beautifully,
but finally Apollo turned his lyre
upside down and carried on playing.
Unable to do the same with the flute,
Marsyas was defeated. Apollo had him
flayed alive for his arrogance.

Apollo was also the patron of medi-
cine, and the father of Asklepios, the
demigod of healing. Zeus killed Askle-
pios for resurrecting a dead man and
Apollo avenged his son’s death by
killing Zeus’s servants, the Cyclopes.
As penance for this, Zeus sent Apollo
to Thessaly for one year as the humble
herdsman of Admetus, king of Pherae.

Most of Apollo’s many love affairs
ended badly. He granted Cassandra,
the daughter of King Priam of Troy,
the gift of prophecy, but she rejected
his affection and he cursed her never
to be believed. The Cumaean Sibyl
asked to live as many years as there
were grains in a heap of dust, and Sal-
vator Rosa’s River Scene with Apollo
and the Sibyl shows her holding the
dust in her hand before the god. But
she scorned his love, and as she had
forgotten to ask for eternal youth,
Apollo condemned her to the misery
of a protracted old age.’

Apollo was also associated with the
protection of flocks and herds. He 1s
often portrayed as a shepherd with a
crook, 1 the company of satyrs.

Apollo is the god of the civilized arts,
but like his sister Artemis he could be
cruel, as the fate of Marsyas shows.
Also like Artemis, Apollo was a hunter
and archer, and acted as the protector
of athletes and young men in war. In
the Trojan War he sided with Troy,
raining death and disease on the
Greeks with arrows and poison darts.

Apollo’s attributes are various: a
lyre, a bow and arrow, a golden chari-
ot drawn by four horses or sunbeams,
and a laurel wreath or crown.

Apollonia, Saint

A deaconess of the church, Apollonia
was martyred at Alexandria, Egypt,
during an anti-Christian revolt in
249CE. According to legend,' her perse-
cutors pulled her teeth out, an episode
shown in a 15th-century Umbrian
School painting, and when they threat-
ened to burn her alive, she walked into
the flames herself. She was invoked
against toothache and her attribute is a
pair of forceps grasping a tooth, as
shown by Francisco Zurbaran.

Apostles, The

After the Resurrection, eleven of
Christ’s twelve principal disciples
became the apostles (“envoys™, “mes-
sengers”) of his gospel: Andrew,
Bartholomew, James the Great, James
the Less, John, Jude, Matthew, Peter,
Philip. Simon and Thomas. The new
twelfth apostle was Matthias, chosen
by lot to replace Judas Iscariot. St
Paul is also counted among the apos-
tles, as sometimes is his missionary
colleague Barnabas.

Apple

The apple was widely used as a sym-
bol for love, marriage, springtime,
youth, fertility, longevity and sexual
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happiness — and therefore suggested
temptation in Christian tradition. Its
fertility and sexually-related symbol-
ism is perhaps linked with the seeds
within the vulva-shaped (in long sec-
tion) core. Greek, Celtic and Nordic
mythology all describe it as the mirac-
ulously sustaining fruit of the gods.
The Greek hero Herakles (in Roman
myth, Hercules) wins the golden
apples of immortality from the Hes-
perides. The golden apple, or Apple of
Discord, is the attribute of Aphrodite
(the Roman Venus). The goddess Eris
(Discord or Strife) was not invited to
the wedding of Thetis and Peleus, at
which the gods of Olympus were pres-
ent, and in her anger she sent a gold-
en apple to the feast, which was
inscribed “To the Fairest”.! The god-
desses Aphrodite, Hera (Juno) and
Athene (Minerva) each argued that
she should have the apple, but the
Trojan prince Paris awarded it to
Aphrodite, who fatefully rewarded
him with the fairest mortal woman,
Helen of Troy — thus both causing
' the Trojan War and earning Troy the
f enmity of Hera and Athene.
i Although the fruit of the Tree of
Knowledge that tempted Eve in the
l Garden of Eden 1s unnamed in Gene-
sis (and is said to be a fig in some non-
biblical writings), it was understood
to be an apple, perhaps because malus
is Latin for both “apple” and “evil”.
In Christian tradition, an apple there-
fore represents Original Sin and the
Fall of Man. It may be the attribute of
Eve the temptress and may be includ-
ed in works of art to refer to sin. For
example, Augustus Egg’s Past and
- Present shows a mother cast out of
her comfortable home for committing
adultery, the apple in the painting cre-
ating a parallel with Eve’s responsibil-

ity for the expulsion from Eden. An
apple may be held by the Christ Child
to signify salvation and redemption
from Original Sin

For alchemists, who noted the five-
fold shape of the core (in cross-sec-
tion), the fruit symbolized the mystic
“fifth essence” (quintessence) and
hence complete knowledge. In China,
the apple stands for peace and its
blossom for beauty.

Apsu

A Babylonian (Sumerian-Akkadian)
deity embodying the primordial
sweet-water ocean. In Sumerian myth,
Apsu 1s described as the home of
Enki, the god of wisdom. According
to the Akkadian creation epic, in the
beginning Apsu and his female coun-
terpart, Tiamat, the salt-water ocean,
united to produce a succession of
divinities culminating in the gods
Anu, Ea (the Sumerian Enki) and
Marduk. Ea killed Apsu in a struggle
that eventually saw the emergence of
Marduk as the greatest of the gods.

Ara and Irik

The two primordial creator spirits
which, according to the Iban people
of Borneo, were the first beings to
exist. The Iban creation myth
recounts how Ara and Irik floated
above a vast expanse of water in the
form of birds. They gathered from the
water two great eggs, from one of
which Ara formed the sky while Irik
formed the earth from the other. Ara
and Irik moulded the first humans
from earth and brought them to life
with their bird-spirit cries.

Arabesque
In Islamic art, the ultimate visual
symbol of the difficult and complex

Arabesque
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Arachne

journey toward sublime clarity. A dec-
orative linear style based on inter-
twining flowers, leaves and stems, it
brilliantly skirts the Islamic prohibi-
tion on figurative art, forming a kind
of visual incantation, an infinitely
varied aid to contemplation.

Arachne

In Greek myth,' Arachne was a young
woman famous for her talent at spin-
ning. Her movements were so graceful
that the river nymphs would come to
watch her at work, and she even
gained the praise of her teacher and
patron, Athene (the Roman Minerva).
However, Arachne became filled with
conceit and foolishly challenged the
goddess to a weaving contest. Athene’s
tapestry showed the gods enthroned;
Arachne’s depicted them metamor-
phosing to consummate their love for
mortals. Tintoretto’s Minerva and
Arachne depicts the goddess watching
her rival at work.

Arachne’s tapestry was flawless.
Furious at her success and indelicate
choice of subject, Athene tore it to
pieces and beat Arachne until the girl
attempted to hang herself. Athene
took pity on her and turned her into a
spider, so that she could spin eternally.

Arcadia
A mountainous area in the Pelopon-
nese, Greece, where the god Zeus (the
Roman Jupiter) was born in some
accounts. It is said to take its name
from Arcas, son of Zeus and Callisto.
Arcadia, or Arcady, was associated
with an ideal of rustic life and with the
Golden Age. As the home of the god
Pan, nymphs, satyrs and shepherds, it
inspired ancient Greek and Roman
pastoral poetry. In Poussin’s painting
Et in Arcadia Ego (Latin, “And I too

was once in Arcadia’™), shepherds come
across a tomb bearing this inscription.
The theme of Et in Arcadia Ego has
been variously interpreted as a re-
minder of mortality (death exists even
in an earthly paradise) or as a nostalgic
lament for the idylls of youth.

Arch

A ceremonial gateway, a triumphal
feature of Roman architecture, recall-
ing ancient Classical associations of
the arch with the sky and its supreme
god Zeus (in Roman myth, Jupiter).
Initiates passing under an arch sym-
bolically leave their former lives
(hence the ceremonial arches formed
for newlyweds).

Archangels

An order of angels with specific and
personalized symbolism. Most promi-
nent in art are Gabriel, the divine her-
ald of the Annunciation, who holds a
lily or a fleur-de-lys sceptre; Michael,
warrior-guardian of the righteous
and instrument of judgment, who
holds a sword or scales; and Raphael,
linked with healing and the protector
of children, pilgrims and travellers,
who holds a staff. A less well-known
biblical archangel is Uriel, and there
are a number of others found in non-
biblical writings.

Archimedes

The Greek Archimedes (287-212BCE)
was one of the greatest mathemati-
cians of antiquity. He was also an
astronomer and physicist, and in
mechanics discovered the principle of
the lever. He 1s said to have shouted
“Eureka!” (“I have found it!”) when
he realized how to test the purity of
metal from observing the volume of
bath water displaced by his body.
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Archimedes died when the Roman
general Marcellus captured his city,
Syracuse in Sicily, during the Second
Punic War (218-201BCE). His inven-
tions had prevented the Roman inva-
sion for two years. Archimedes did
not notice that the city had fallen, so
engrossed was he in a mathematical
problem, and when commanded by a
soldier to come before Marcellus he
refused until the problem had been
solved. The enraged soldier drew his
sword and ran him through. Sebas-
tiano Ricci depicted this scene in
Archimedes and the Hero of Syracuse.

ARCHITECTURE see panel overleaf

Areop-Enap

The primordial spider, which, accord-
ing to the mythology of Nauru in
Micronesia, initiated the creation of
the sea and sky. Areop-Enap found a
- clamshell and asked a shellfish to
prise it open. The shellfish was only
partly successful, so Areop-Enap
turned to a caterpillar for assistance.
The caterpillar opened the shell fully,
but died of exhaustion. The top part
of the shell became the sky and the
sweat of the caterpillar became the
salt sea. The caterpillar became the
sun and the shellfish the moon.

Ares
The Greek god of war, known as
Mars to the Romans, who regarded
him more highly than did the Greeks
and depicted him more frequently.
One of the twelve Olympian gods,
Ares was the son of Hera and Zeus
(Juno and Jupiter to the Romans). He
is generally depicted as a strong, even
brutal warrior who relished the vio-
lence and carnage of battle.

During the Trojan War, Athene

viewed Ares as a double-dealing vil-
lain and easily conquered him.' Apart
from such appearances on the battle-
field, the god figures in myth primari-
ly as the lover of Aphrodite (Venus).
The pair were trapped in bed by a net
made by the god Hephaistos (Vulcan),
Aphrodite’s husband, and humiliated
before the other Olympians.> This
affair i1s shown in numerous paintings.
Whenever Ares rested in the company
of Aphrodite, he took off his armour
and the world was at peace. Painters
followed the Classical description of
the couple together: “Mars potent in
arms, rules the savage works of war,
yet often casts himself back into your
lap, vanquished by the ever-living
wound of love.”* The theme may be
treated humorously, with putti disre-
spectfully playing with the god’s dis-
carded armour. Ares/Mars also
appears in allegories illustrating the
triumph of love (Aphrodite/Venus) or
wisdom (Athene/Minerva) over war.

Ares is sometimes said to be the
father of Aphrodite’s son Eros. There
1s also a tradition that the boar which
killed Adonis was the jealous Ares in
transformed guise.

Arethusa

In Greek myth,' the nymph Arethusa
was cooling herself in clear waters
when her beauty attracted the river
god Alpheus. He chased her and she
fled, still naked, but could not outrun
him. She was rescued by Artemis (the
Roman Diana), who hid her in a cloud.
However, the persistent Alpheus wait-
ed for her to appear, so Arethusa was
turned into an underground stream.

Argonaut
One of the fifty members of the crew
of the ship Argo, in which the Greek

Argonaut
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Argos

hero Jason voyaged in quest of the
Golden Fleece. Eminent Greeks often
claimed that they had an ancestor
among the Argonauts, who included
the following mythical figures:
ARGUS, builder of the Argo.
ATALANTA, huntress and the only
woman Argonaut.

CASTOR and POLYDEUCES (POLLUX),
heroic twin sons of Zeus and Leda.
HERAKLES, greatest of all heroes.
IDMON and Morsus, legendary seers.
LyNCEUS, famously sharp-sighted.
MELEAGER, Herakles’ brother-in-law.
NauprLius, father of Palamedes, a
noted trickster.

OILEUS, father of the hero Ajax (2).
ORPHEUS, great singer and lyre player.
PELEUS, father of the hero Achilles.
PERICLYMENUS, son of the sea-god
Poseidon.

TELAMON, father of the hero Ajax (1).
TirHys, helmsman of the Argo.
ZETES and CaLaAls, winged sons of
Boreas, the north wind.

ARGONAUTS, THE VOYAGE OF
THE see panel overleaf.

Argos

In Greek myth, An unsleeping giant
with eyes all over his body, only one
pair of which were ever closed. Argus
was set by the goddess Hera to guard
lo, the lover of her husband Zeus. lo
was freed by the god Hermes, who
lulled Argus to sleep with stories and
then cut oft his head. Hera scattered
his eyes on the peacock’s tail.

Argula

A trickster figure associated with sor-
cery in the Aboriginal mythology of
Australia’s western Kimberley region.
In this area, antisocial behaviour may
be punished by painting a distorted

human figure om the walls of a rock
shelter and singing insulting songs at
it that are believed to inflict disability
or death upon the transgressor. Such
paintings are sometimes said to be the
work of Argula.

Ariadne

The daughter of King Minos of Crete
and lover of Theseus.' Before Theseus
entered the dark Labyrinth, the lair of
the monstrous Minotaur, Ariadne
gave him a ball of twine, by means of
which he was able to retrace his steps
after killing the monster.

Together they set sail back to Athens,
but on the island of Naxos, where
Dionysos (the Roman Bacchus) was
worshipped, Theseus cruelly aban-
doned Ariadne on the shore. Accounts
differ about her first meeting with
Dionysos. One describes her asleep
when he appeared; another recounts
that she was on the shore lamenting
her fate, when Dionysos, afire with
love, greeted her with his companions,
some brandishing garland-covered
points, some waving limbs torn from a
bullock, some entwined with serpents,
and some playing instruments or beat-
ing tambourines.” Dionysos turned
Ariadne’s crown into a circle of stars
(the constellation Corona Borealis),
which brought her eternal glory, and in
some accounts they were wed.

In Bacchus and Ariadne, Titian has
the god leaping down from his chariot
to claim her, followed by his rowdy
throng; while in Sebastiano Ricci’s
Bacchus and Ariadne, Hymen presides
over their marriage as Bacchus gently
takes Ariadne by the hand.

Arion
An ancient Greek poet, whose story is
mainly legendary." Arion played the
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ARCHITECTURE
The symbolic meaning of architec-
ture in painting depends on both its
context and style. In 15th-century
Flemish painting, the nave of a
church may be Romanesque with a
Gothic east end, brightly lit through
tall narrow windows, to represent
the coming of the new Order with
the birth of Christ. In Jan van
Eyck’s Madonna with Chancellor
Rolin the town in the landscape
behind the donor is early Gothic,
while a corresponding one behind
the Virgin and Child is in the then
modern Gothic style. The capitals of
pillars near Christ may be carved
with scenes of the Fall of Man to
illustrate that he has come to redeem
humankind. In the Arena Chapel,
Padua, Giotto painted the Virtues
within Gothic canopies, while the
Vices are framed by Romanesque
arches. Buildings in ruin are often
found in scenes of the Adoration of
the Magi and the Nativity, and
imply the delapidation of the old
order and the establishment of the
new with the advent of Christ.
Elaborately carved architectural
elements in scenes of the Passion of
Christ refer to the high social status

lyre so beautifully that he would make
birds and wild animals halt in their
tracks. Artemis (in Roman myth,
Diana) compared his playing to that
of her brother, Apollo. Sailing from
Italy, where he had amassed wealth,
his ship was attacked. Arion begged
to play a final melody and as soon as
it was finished he jumped overboard.
He rode ashore on the back of a dol-
phin which, with the ocean waves, had

of his tormentors, especially Pilate,
in contrast to the poverty of Christ
and his disciples.

Architecture may have a political
as well as a religious meaning. The
Florentine Renaissance rejected the
Gothic style favoured north of the
Alps and readopted Classical ele-
ments of architecture. In Rome,
enthusiasm for the antique inspired
reconstructions of the past, as
shown in Raphael’s cartoons of St
Paul at Athens and The Blinding of
Elymas. The cartoons also provided
settings as affirmation of the noble
heritage of Paul and Elymas.

The use of the orders on columns
may be significant: the plain Doric
signifies simplicity and restraint;
Ionic scrolls suggest learning; and
the highly carved Corinthian or
Composite orders signify important
figures or settings. In stage design,
Classical architecture was used for
tragedy; Gothic for comedy. Later
inclusions of Classically-inspired
buildings might signify nostalgia for
the past or, in the 18th century,
might advertise the fact that the
learned patron had visited Classical
sites on the Grand Tour.

been charmed by his music. Direr
shows him in Arion with his harp on
the back of curious-looking fish.

Aristotle
Aristotle (384-322BCE) was a Greek

philosopher, scientist and pupil of

Plato. He founded the Peripatetic
School in Athens, named after his
habit of walking up and down while
teaching. He wrote on logic, physics,

Aristotle
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The greatest exploits of the hero Jason, a prince of
Iolcus in Thessaly, took place during his journey
to the easternmost shore of the Black Sea to
obtain the Golden Fleece of Colchis at the behest
of his uncle, the usurper, King Pelias.

The fleece came from a magic flying ram. This
ram had been sent by the god Hermes to help the
children of King Athamas of Boeotia (another of
Jason’s uncles) when their step-

Cyzicus. They were well received by the king and
Herakles cleared the land of marauding giants.
However, the visit ended in tragedy because when
the Argo put to sea again it was driven back to
shore at night by a storm. The Cyzicans, believing
they were under attack from pirates, assailed the
ship and were unintentionally massacred by the
Argonauts, who were also unaware of the identity

of their attackers. When the

mother had threatened their
lives. One child, Helles, fell off
the ram during their escape
and drowned in the sea (since
known as Hellespont, literally
“Helle’s Sea”). However, the
other, Phrixus, managed to
reach the shores of Colchis.
Once there he sacrificed the
ram to Zeus and donated its
fleece to the king of Colchis,
Aeétes. The king kept the
fleece under the watchful eye

truth was discovered Jason
ordered funeral games in hon-
our of his former hosts.

The land of the Bebryces was
next on the Argo’s itinerary. It
was ruled by a son of Posei-
don, Amycus, who challenged
strangers to box to the death,
hurling any who refused over a
cliff. Polydeuces accepted the
challenge and killed Amycus.

The Argonauts sailed on.
Near the Bosphorus they

of an unsleeping dragon.

In order to attempt his voyage
Jason ordered the construction
of a ship, the Argo. Sometimes
said to be the first ship ever
built, the Argo was fashioned by the shipwright
Argus with the help of either the goddess Hera or
the goddess Athene. Its construction incorporated
a bough from Zeus’s prophetic oak tree at
Dodona and it was fitted with fifty oars — one for
each member of Jason’s fifty crew.

Eventually, the Argo set sail and reached its first
port of call, the island of Lemnos. Here the
women had killed all their menfolk because they
had taken concubines, claiming that their own
women stank. The Argonauts were told that the
Lemnian women had merely forced their men to
flee, The visitors stayed for several months 1n
order to repopulate the island. Jason was taken by
the island’s queen, Hypsipyle, who bore him twins.
The Argonauts then sailed on to a land called

The Argonauts, with their protector,
the goddess Athene (left), after a
painted drinking vessel.

encountered Phineus, an old
and blind king who was eter-
nally plagued by Harpies, bird-
like monsters with the faces of
hags, which snatched his food
and defecated on it. Calais and Zetes saw off the
monstrous creatures and, in gratitude, Phineus gave
Jason valuable guidance for the onward journey.
However, the route to Colchis was barred by the
Symplegades, two huge moving rocks which
crashed together like cymbals, allowing no vessel
to pass safely. Phineus advised the Argonauts to
send a dove on ahead: if it succeeded in passing
through the rocks, so would they. The dove nego-
tiated the Symplegades safely except for the loss of
a tail feather. The Argo proceeded and, with the
help of Athene and Hera, sailed through the rocks
without danger, but lost its helmsman, Tiphys.
Thereafter, the rocks became stationary for ever.
Eventually, the expedition reached Colchis, the
land of the Golden Fleece. King Aeétes said that

B
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Map of the Voyage of the Argonauts
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he would hand the fleece over if Jason would ful-
fil certain tasks: yoke the king’s bronze-footed,
fire-breathing bulls; use them to plough a field;
sow the teeth of a dragon; and kill the giants who
would spring from the planted teeth. The gods
caused Medea, the sorceress daughter of Aeétes,
to fall in love with Jason. She gave him a magic
potion so that he was able to succeed in the tasks.

However, Aeétes refused to hand over the fleece,
so Medea bewitched the dragon that guarded it
and Jason seized his prize. The Argonauts and
Medea fled from Colchis with Aeétes and his
entourage in pursuit. In order to delay their pur-
suers, Medea murdered her brother, Apsyrtus, and
dismembered his corpse, hurling the pieces from
the Argo. Aeétes had to stop to retrieve the
remains so that he could give his son a proper
funeral. The Argonauts escaped.

In one of the many accounts of the Argo’s long
journey home to lolcus, a bronze giant, Talos,
barred the Argonauts from landing on Crete. So

The map illustrates the voyage of the Argo and her
crew, showing the most important stopping points,
according to the most famous account of the epic
Journey, the Argonautica, which was written c¢.3rd
century BCE by the poet Apollonius of Rhodes.

Medea charmed him to sleep and then killed him
by pulling out a plug in his ankle, unstopping the
only vein in his entire body. The Argo was also
said to have sailed up the Danube and to have
become stranded on the sandbanks of Libya, forc-
ing the crew to carry the vessel overland on their
backs for twelve days. Before they finally returned
to Iolcus, Jason and Medea visited her aunt, the
witch Circe (who also appears in The Odyssey), to
be ritually purified for the murder of Apsyrtus.
The Argo ended up in Corinth. It is said that
Jason was killed when he sat beneath its rotting
hulk and a piece of the ship fell off and hit him.
In some accounts the gods lifted the ship to the
sky, where it became the constellation Argo Navis.
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Ark

the soul, the heavens, animals, meta-
physics, poetics, rhetoric, politics and
ethics. He was the great sage of reason
and Raphael gave him place of hon-
our alongside Plato in his fresco The
School of Athens (Stanza della Seg-
natura, Vatican, Rome).

The tutor of Alexander the Great, a
medieval legend relates how he
expounded that women were the
downfall of men and tried to per-
suade Alexander to. abandon his
favourite courtesan, Campaspe (Phyl-
lis in some accounts). In revenge,
Campaspe charmed the old philoso-
pher. To prove his love, she insisted
that Aristotle allow her to ride on his
back, and Alexander saw how a
woman could undo the wisest of men.
The subject was often painted on
domestic furniture along with related
themes, such as Samson and Delilah.

Ark

A symbol of salvation, redemption,
conservation, sanctuary, regeneration.
The story of a vessel preserving the
continuity of life from floodwaters is
found in the mythology of many peo-
ples all around the world. Especially
noteworthy is the Mesopotamian
Epic of Gilgamesh, the world’s most

A detail from a medieval fresco
of Noah's Ark in the church of
St.-Savin-sur-Gartempe, France.

ancient work of literature, which has
a flood story strongly anticipating
that of Noah in the Bible. Judeo-
Christian ark symbolism is probably
the richest. The ark can stand for the
Church (carrying saints and sinners),
for Mary bearing her son, or for
Christ as Redeemer. The Israelite Ark
of the Covenant, a chest of gilded
acacia, symbolized the pledge of
divine protection.

Arm

A symbol of instrumental, protective
or judgmental force, representing sov-
ereign power in Egyptian, Hindu and
Buddhist iconography, and the power
of God in the Christian Trinity.
Omnipotent gods often have several
arms each carrying a symbol of their
various functions. To the Bambara of
West Africa, the forearm is a symbol
of the spirit, a link between humanity
and God. The most universal symbol-
ic gesture of the arm is the raising of
both arms in submission, to a god or
an earthly power. In the early church
the gesture, known as orans (praying)
was a common gesture of prayer. In
Egypt, raised arms formed the hiero-
glyph for ka (soul).

Armour

Armour is used in art to identify war-
riors. The most notable warriors in
Classical mythology are Ares (in
Roman myth, Mars), god of war, his
female counterpart Bellona (War),
and Athene (Minerva). Armour and
weapons litter the forge of Hephaistos
(Vulcan). Personifications of Peace
and Victory may be shown over a pile
of armour, and the theme of love tri-
umphant may be represented by a
putto standing on armour and
weapons or, with or without Aphro-
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dite (Venus), near a sleeping warrior.

- Fortitude wears armour, as does
~ Europe because of her skill in war.

Several Christian saints wear

~armour, among them the Archangel

Michael and Saints George and Lib-
erale. The Roman soldiers and some-
times Pilate tend to be clad in armour
in scenes of the Passion.

Because of the nature of epic drama
and poetry there have been numerous
warrior heroes and anti-heroes from
the Trojan War to Don Quixote. In
15th-century Italy a popular topic
was the value of a career dedicated to
arms or letters. The ideal was a com-
bination of the two, hence Berruguete
portrays Federigo da Montefeltro,
Duke of Urbino, dressed in armour,
sitting reading a book.

Arrow

In Greek mythology, Eros (the
Roman Cupid) had two kinds of
arrow. The one “that kindles love 1is
golden and shining, sharp-tipped; but
that which puts it to flight is blunt, its
shaft tipped with lead”.! He was sent
by the gods to play havoc among their
companions and among mortals.

A bow and arrow 1s also the attrib-
ute of Apollo and of Artemis
(Diana). At the beginning of Homer’s
lliad, Apollo’s arrows rain down on
the Greek camp bringing death and
disease. The ancient belief that his
arrows brought the plague may have
had some influence on the legend of

. St Sebastian. In Christian iconogra-

phy arrows killed the martyrs Christi-
na and Ursula, but they failed to kill

. Sebastian, who recovered from his

wounds. He was therefore a popular
saint to invoke against the plague; in
Renaissance Italy, Sebastian was fre-
quently painted bristling with arrows.

An angel pierced the heart of St
Theresa of Avila with an arrow of
divine love that gave her both intense
pain and ecstasy, famously represent-
ed by Bernini’s sculpture The Ecstasy
of St Theresa (1645-52).

In Islam, arrows can stand for the
wrath of Allah. Bundled or broken
(as in Native American symbolism),
they represent peace. In shamanistic
cultures, feathered arrows may be an
ascension symbol.

Artemis

The Greek goddess of hunting and
childbirth, called Diana by the
Romans. One of the twelve Olympian
deities, she was the beautiful daughter
of Zeus and the Titan Leto (Jupiter
and Latona) and twin sister of the
god Apollo. Artemis was a virgin and
fiercely protective of her chastity and
that of her companions. Her wrath
was notorious, and myths which illus-
trate her anger include those of
Actaeon, Callisto, Iphigeneia, Niobe
and Orion.

Artemis was usually depicted as an
athletic young woman archer in hunt-
ing garb, sometimes accompanied by
nymphs and animals, which may
include a bear (an allusion to her
nymph Callisto, who was turned into
a bear). Although she hunted and
killed animals, Artemis was also the
divine protector of young creatures.

As the goddess of childbirth,
Artemis protected women when they
were 1n labour, but she also brought
them death and sickness. Many of her
numerous cults were connected with
important female times of transition,
such as birth, puberty, motherhood
and death. She was linked with the
moon goddess Selene, and a crescent
moon is one of her attributes.

Artemis

The goddess Artemis.
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Artemisia

King Arthur, from a
medieval illustration.

As a symbol of chastity, Artemis or
Diana may be paired with Aphrodite
(Venus) or Eros (Cupid), who repre-
sent sensual love. She may also carry a
shield to fend off Cupid’s arrows. The
many breasts of Artemis of Ephesus
in Asia Minor (Efes, Turkey) empha-
sized her fertility.

Artemisia

Artemisia, queen of Caria in Asia
Minor, built the Mausoleum, a large
tomb for her husband Mausolus, at
Halicarnassus ¢.353BCE. It was one of
the Seven Wonders of the ancient
world." In Artemisia Building the
Mausoleum, Simon Vouet shows her
studying an architect’s drawing.

Arthur

A king or military leader of the
ancient Britons, a figure of myth, leg-
end, folklore, literature and (most ten-
uously) history. Hard facts about any
real Arthur are lacking. His name is
probably derived from Artorius, a
well-known Roman clan name record-
ed in Britain in the 2nd century CE.
In one of the earliest extant references
to him, in the Historia Britonum
(History of the Britons (c.830CE) by
the Welshman Nennius, Arthur is a
British chieftain fighting Saxon
invaders of post-Roman Britain.
According to Nennius and later
writers, Arthur fought at Mount
Badon (¢.500cE), the undiscovered
site of a great British victory over
the Saxons.

Most Arthurian tales place Arthur
in a context of myth and folklore. In
general he fights monstrous adver-
saries, giants or magic animals. Some
12th-century texts describe him as the
ruler of a subterranean kingdom and
later traditions present Arthur himself

as a giant. The familiar Arthurian
characters and themes, such as the
knights of the Round Table and the
quest for the Holy Gralil, are part of a
European literary tradition that
began with the account of Arthur in
the Historia Regum Britanniae (His-
tory of the Kings of Britain) by the
scholar Geoffrey of Monmouth
(c.1150). French, English, Welsh and
Breton romances extended the story,
which soon acquired Europe-wide
popularity. The Arthurian legends
were collected and edited by many
sources, including Thomas Malory
(died 1471) in Le Morte d’Arthur and
Chretien de Troyes.

In the chivalric romances, Arthur
became king of Britain by removing
the invincible sword Excalibur from a
stone. However, he later lost Excal-
ibur, and it was returned to him by the
Lady of the Lake. Arthur gathered
the best knights in the land to his
Round Table at his court in Camelot.
His court included his nephew
Gawain, his magician and counsellor
Merlin, his half-sister the enchantress
Morgan le Fay, and his wife Queen
Guinevere. The quest of the Holy
Grail dispersed the knights and
proved the valour of Galahad and
Percival. Arthur’s downfall came as a
result of the love between Guinevere
and Lancelot. He died from a fatal
wound inflicted by his enemy (and his
son 1n some accounts), Mordred.

The Celtic story of Tristan and
Iseult or Isolde is also connected with
Arthur in that Tristan was included
among the knights of the Round
Table. Tristan was sent to Ireland by
his uncle, King Mark of Cornwall, to
escort his uncle’s betrothed, Iseult, to
Cornwall. Aboard ship the two unwit-
tingly drank a magic potion intended
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Asklepios

for Mark and Iseult and fell eternally
in love, with tragic consequences.
The Arthurian legends embody

~ the chivalric qualities that appealed

to English medieval

l
l

revivalist
painters such as William Morris
and Dante Gabriel Rossetti in the
19th century.

Ascanius

In Roman myth, as embodied in Vir-
gil’'s Aeneid, Ascanius was the son of
Aeneas and his first wife Creusa, and
the grandson of Anchises and Venus
(Aphrodite). Ascanius established the
town of Alba Longa in Latium, and
was the ancestor of Romulus and
Remus, the founders of Rome.

Asgard

The realm of the gods in ancient
Norse cosmology. Two races of
deities, the Aesir (sky gods) and Vanir
(earth gods, who also had their own
realm, Vanaheim, beneath the earth)
were said to dwell in Asgard, which
was ruled by the god Odin.

Asgard was apparently located in
the heavens. A bridge, Bifrost —said to
be a rainbow or the Milky Way — con-
nected it with the earth. Bifrost was
guarded by the god Heimdall against
the giants who were the gods’ enemies.
Their realm, Jotunheim, was beneath
Asgard but could be reached from it
by a long, dangerous route overland.
A similar route linked Asgard with
the realm of the dead ruled by Hel,
the daughter of the trickster Loki.

Within the walls of Asgard the
gods built fine halls, including Valhal-
la, the Hall of the Slain, to which
Odin summoned kings and heroes
who had fallen in battle. They spent
their time feasting and fighting,
always ready to defend Asgard

against attack. However, Asgard was
destroyed at the apocalyptic battle
of Ragnarok.

Ash

The cosmic tree Yggdrasil of Norse
myth, linking earth, heaven and under-
world and symbolizing fecundity, the
union of opposites; invincibility; and
the continuity of life. In Greek myth,
the ash embodies strength (and is
therefore sacred to Zeus), but in Baltic
folklore the tree is an emblem of the
simpleton, perhaps because its leaves
appear late and are shed quickly.

Ashera

A Canaanite (Ugaritic) fertility god-
dess, consort of the supreme god El
and mother of the Canaanite pan-
theon. Also called Astarte, she is said
to be related to the Mesopotamian
Ishtar or Inanna.

Ashes

A symbol of extinction, bereavement,
renunciation, penitence and, in some
cultures, rebirth (as in the myth of the
Phoenix being reborn from the ashes
of 1ts predecessor). Smearing the
body with ash in some African tribal
rites of passage also has this meaning.
In Jewish and Arab tradition, ashes
are a mark of mourning. Indian yogis
daub themselves with ashes to signify
their renunciation of earthly vanities.

Asklepios

The Greek demi-god of medicine,
known to the Romans as Aesculapius.
Asklepios was the son of the god
Apollo and the princess Coronis.
Informed by a raven of the infidelity
of Coronis, Apollo flew into a jealous
rage and shot her with his deadly
arrow. As she died he learned that she
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Asp

The asphodel flower,
which was associated
with the underworld
in Greek and Roman
mythology.

was about to bear his child. Apollo
turned his anger on the raven, who
became black for ever more, and
snatched the child from his mother’s
womb as she lay on her funeral pyre.

The wise Centaur Chiron taught
Asklepios the arts of healing.! He
became so skilled that he was able to
resurrect the dead. However, Hades,
the ruler of the underworld, feared
losing his subjects and complained to
Zeus about the demi-god. Zeus killed
Asklepios with a thunderbolt. Then,
in revenge, Apollo slew the Cyclopes,
makers of Zeus’s thunderbolts.

In 293BCE, during a plague in Rome,
Asklepios was adopted into the
Roman pantheon on the instructions
of an oracle. It is said that he arrived
disguised as a snake and resumed his
divine appearance on the Tiber
Island. The plague ceased. The
caduceus, a serpent twined around a
staff, is his attribute.?

Asp see Cobra

Asphodel

A symbol of mourning, the asphodel
1s a lily of pallid hue that was associ-
ated with the Greek underworld, and
with its queen, Persephone (the
Roman Proserpina). Its roots were
once believed to cure snakebite.

Ass

A well-entrenched symbol of foolish-
ness, sloth, obstinacy and stupidity,
but traditionally of more varying sig-
nificance. In the Bible, asses carry
wood for the burnt offering in the
story of the Sacrifice of Isaac. The
prophet Balaam, sent to curse the
Israelites, was unable to see an angel
of the Lord barring his way. However,
his ass saw the angel and did not pro-

ceed, whereupon Balaam beat it furi-
ously. The beast was given the power
of speech, Balaam’s eyes were opened
and he was converted.' The tradition-
al presence of the humble ox and ass
in Nativity scenes derives not from the
New Testament but but from a pas-
sage in Isaiah: “the ox knoweth his
owner, and the ass his master’s crib”.?
An ass bears the Virgin on the Flight
into Egypt and was chosen by Christ
for his entry into Jerusalem, both in
fulfilment of a prophecy and to signi-
fy the virtue of meekness: in Christian
thought 1t thus usually stands for
humility, patience and poverty.

In contrast, asses are associated
with lust or comical stupidity in Clas-
sical myth. On account of its hoarse
braying, the ass was considered to be
tone-deaf. Apollo gave Midas ass’s
ears in punishment for preferring
Pan’s music to his own. The Golden
Ass or Metamorphoses of Apuleius
(2nd century CE), tells the story of
young Lucian, who is turned into an
ass by the maid of a sorceress. He is
ill-treated until he eats roses that
transform him back into human form.

The drunken Silenus, follower of
Dionysos (Bacchus), rides an ass, as
does Sancho Panza, Don Quixote’s
squire. Ass’s ears are part of the
jester’s cap, and in a satire of love Bot-
tom in Shakespeare’s A Midsummer
Night's Dream (¢.1595) finds his head
transformed into that of an ass .

Asses are sinister beasts in Egyptian
and Indian myth, but in China white
asses are the mounts of the immortals.

Astarte (1)

An ancient Syrian deity, the counter-
part of the Mesopotamian goddess
called Inanna or Ishtar. Astarte was
identified with Aphrodite (Venus).
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Rossetti’s Astarte represents the mys-
terious goddess of love whose realm
lay between the sun and the moon.

Astarte (2)

An Egyptian warrior goddess derived
from Astarte (1). She was said by the
Egyptians to be the daughter of the

sun god or of the creator god Ptah.

Astarte was a wife of the god Seth.

Astraea

Astraea lived happily in the Age of
Gold but later, in the Ages of Bronze
and Iron, could not endure human
wickedness and became the “Starry
' Maid”, the constellation Virgo. She
represents innocence and justice, and
1s depicted (as on the criminal courts
of the Old Bailey, London) wielding a
sword of truth and scales of justice.

Asura

An opponent of the great Hindu gods
“or Devas. In earlier (Vedic) mythology
“Asura” appears to mean “mighty” or
“lord” and could be applied inter-
changeably with Deva to refer to the
same figure, such as the god Varuna.
In later Hinduism “Asura” acquired
the sense of anti-god or demon, as in
'the myth of the churning of the
ocean, when the Devas and Asuras
are clearly differentiated. In Bud-
'dhism the Asuras are “Jealous Gods”,
higher beings than humans but below
' the Devas, whom they envy.

 Ataentsic

'The first woman and the ancestor of
the human race, according to Iroquois
‘and Huron mythology. Ataentsic was
born in the sky world. When she was
older, she married a great chief and
‘became pregnant. The chief con-
vinced himself, wrongly, that the

father was a dragon. When Ataentsic
bore to a baby girl, “Breath of Wind”,
the chief hurled mother and daughter
through a hole in the sky.

Ataentsic fell towards the landless
waters which then covered this world.
The animals who lived in the waters
tried to form earth for her to land on.
The muskrat succeeded in bringing up
some mud from the depths. He placed
it on the back of the turtle and it grew
at once into the dry land. Supported
by the water birds, Ataentsic came
safely to earth.

Atalanta

A huntress of Greek myth, the daugh-
ter of lasus or Schoenus and Cly-
mene. When Atalanta was born her
father was disappointed at not having
a son and abandoned her to die. How-
ever, she was discovered by a band of
hunters who raised her as their own
child. Atalanta became renowned for
her ability to hunt and run faster than
any other mortal. An Aetolian prince,
Meleager, recruited her to join the
hunt for a monstrous boar which
plagued his town, Calydon. After the
boar was killed, Meleager (who had
fallen in love with Atalanta) awarded
the huntress its pelt because she had
drawn first blood.

Atalanta’s fame spread and she was
reunited with her father, who decided
that she should find a husband. Apol-
lo warned her that her husband would
be her downfall,’ so Atalanta swore
that she would marry only the man
who could beat her in a race — and
would kill anyone she defeated.

A prince named Milanion (or Hip-
pomenes in some accounts) took up
the challenge. The goddess Aphrodite
gave him three golden apples, which
he dropped during the race. As Guido

Atalanta

Atalanta hunting with
bow and arrow; after

a mosdaic.
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Aten

The Greek goddess
Athene, based on a
marble statue of the
4th century BCE.

Reni shows in Atalanta and Hip-
pomenes, Atalanta could not resist
stopping to pick up the apples, with
the result that she lost the race and
married Milanion. However, he failed
to thank Aphrodite and her sympathy
turned to anger. She induced the cou-
ple to defile a sacred spot and had
them turned into lions that drew the
chariot of the goddess Cybele.

Atalanta 1s usually the only woman
listed among the Argonauts.

Aten

In ancient Egypt, the aten was the disc
of the sun seen in the sky, through
which the light of the sun god shone.
In the 18th Dynasty, the aren came
to be venerated as a god in its own
right, and the pharaoh Akhenaten
(¢.1352— ¢ 1336BCE) actively promoted
Aten as the supreme deity. This reli-
gious revolution was shortlived;
Amun and other traditional deities
were restored to prominence after
Akhenaten’s death.

Athene

The Greek goddess of intellect, kings
and heroes, one of the principal
Olympian deities, known to the
Romans as Minerva. Athene was the
daughter of Zeus (Jupiter) and the
Titan Metis (“Cunning Intelligence™).
A prophecy had claimed that Metis
would bear a goddess equal to Zeus
in wisdom, so the god devoured his
wife in an attempt to prevent the
birth. However, one day Zeus had a
raging headache and asked the
craftsman god Hephaistos to split his
head open with an axe. Hephaistos
did so and Athene emerged, fully
formed and armed, from her father’s
head. True to the prophecy, Athene
indeed rivalled Zeus in wisdom and

often gave him counsel. Her symbol
was the owl, believed to be the wisest
of all birds. She was a patron of
crafts and was credited with inventing
the olive tree, the potter’s wheel and
the flute.

Athene was also a martial figure, the
protector of heroes such as Odysseus,
Herakles, Jason and Perseus. Perseus
presented the goddess with the head
of the Gorgon Medusa, which she
wore on her aegis (breastplate).

Athene contended with the sea god
Poseidon (Neptune) for the patronage
of Athens, the city that bears her name
and which was the centre of her cult.
The Athenians offered the protector-
ship of the city as the prize for the best
invention either deity could come up
with. Poseidon produced only a salt-
water spring (or in some accounts a
horse), but Athene won the contest by
producing the first olive tree, a source
of oil for lighting, cooking and per-
fume, and a symbol of peace. Athene
may be depicted with an olive tree or
branch, which may also decorate her
dress, as in Botticelli’s Minerva and the
Centaur (c.1480, Ufhzi, Florence).

Like Artemis, Athene was an unmar-
ried virgin goddess. Among her titles
were Parthenos (“Virgin™), hence the
name of her most famous temple, the
Parthenon in Athens.

Atlantis

Greek myth told of a great island civ-
ilization beyond the Pillars of Herak- |
les (Straits of Gibraltar) that had
been suddenly and catastrophically
submerged. The myth may ultimately
derive from accounts of the destruc-
tion of the Mediterranean island of
Santorini in a huge volcanic eruption
¢.1400BCE. Atlantis symbolizes an
ideal civilization, a lost Utopia.
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Atlas
One of the Titans of Greek myth, the

- son of Iapetus and the sea nymph

- Clymene and the

l

brother of
Prometheus. Following the defeat of
the Titans by the Olympians, Atlas
was banished by Zeus to the western
edge of the world and condemned to

- hold up the heavens (or in some

b

accounts the whole world) on his
shoulders for ever.

Later, Atlas refused hospitality to
the hero Perseus, who produced the
Gorgon Medusa’s head from his bag
and turned the Titan to stone' as the
Atlas mountains in northwest Africa
(modern Morocco). The Atlantic
Ocean is also said to be named after
him. Atlas also features in Herakles’
quest for the apples of the Hesperides.

A book of maps is called an “atlas”
because a famous volume of maps by
Gerard Mercator (published in 1595
by his son Rumold) had an engraving
of Atlas as the frontispiece.

A detail from a bowl showing Atlas
(left) bearing the heavens as an eagle
torments his brother Prometheus.

Atrahasis

| In Mesopotamian myth, a king of
| Shurupak on the Euphrates river.
!According to the epic of Atrahasis,
 the human race was created to serve

the gods and relieve them of the
necessity of labour. But within twelve
hundred years the noise that the peo-
ple made disturbed the gods. The god
Enlil decided to reduce their numbers
by sending a plague and then a series
of droughts. But the wise god Enki
always warned King Atrahasis before-
hand and told him what precautions
to take. Finally, Enlil told the gods to
send a great flood to wipe out human-
ity, binding the other deities to an
oath of secrecy. Enki got around the
oath by warning not the king directly
but the reed hut in which he lived.
Atrahasis built a boat in which he, his
family and several animals took
refuge when the flood struck.

Every other human being perished
in the inundation and the gods soon
began to miss the benefits of their
labour. After seven days the flood
subsided and Atrahasis reappeared to
offer a sacrifice to the gods. Enlil was
furious that he had once again sur-
vived but finally accepted that the
human race should continue. Atraha-
sis was granted eternal life and a place
among the gods. He has been identi-
fied with Utnapishtim in the Akkadi-
an version of the epic of Gilgamesh.

Atreus

A king of Argos or Mycenae in
Greece and a son of Pelops and Hip-
podamia. Atreus seized the throne of
Argos from his brother, Thyestes. He
was the father of Agamemnon and
Menelaus and the uncle of Aegisthus,
who murdered him.

Attila the Hun

Attila (¢.406-453CE), king of the
Huns, at one time ruled most of the
land between the Rhine and the Caspi-
an Sea. When Rome failed to pay trib-

Attila the Hun
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Attis

ute he invaded Gaul, but in 452CE
abandoned his efforts to capture Rome
itself. Raphael’s Repulse of Attila
(Stanza del Eliodoro, Vatican, Rome)
shows Saints Peter and Paul appearing
in the sky to halt the invasion.

Attis

In Greek mythology,' Attis was driven
mad by love, so castrated himself and
died; violets were thought to have
sprung from the blood of his wound.

Atum _

One of the four principal creator
deities of Egypt (the others being
Amun, Khnum and Ptah). Atum,
whose cult centre was at Heliopolis,
first emerged from the primeval chaos
in the form of a serpent, but was usu-
ally represented in human form. Like
other creator deities, the god repre-
sented a totality which contained both
male and female. He caused the first
division into male and female when he
put his semen in his mouth and
sneezed or spat it out, creating the first
divine couple, Shu and Tefnut.

As Ra-Atum, the god represented
the evening sun, which descended into
the Duat, or underworld, every night.
As the god passed through the under-
world on his barque, he confronted
hosts of demons, which were
destroyed by Atum and his myriad fol-
lowers, headed by the fierce Seth. In
the depths of the Duat, Atum and
Osiris, the ruler of the underworld,
became fused as one mighty deity,
before the sun was reborn at dawn in
the earthly realm.

Augustine, Saint

Augustine (354-430cCE) is one of the
four Latin Fathers of the Church,
along with Ambrose, Jerome and

Gregory the Great. He studied law
and taught rhetoric in Rome and
Milan. His mother, St Monica, con-
verted him to Christianity and St
Ambrose, bishop of Milan, baptized
him. He became bishop of Hippo
in his native Numidia (Algeria), where
he remained for the rest of his life
and formed a loose monastic commu-
nity, dying of fever during a siege by
the Vandals.

Augustine advocated that Christian-
ity could be served by using the best
of Classical culture. He was a prolific
writer, whose Confessions and The
City of God were highly influential. In
the church dedicated to him in San
Gimignano, Italy, Benozzo Gozzoli
frescoed scenes from his life, empha-
sizing his scholarly nature. A predella
panel by Botticelli (Uffizi, Florence)
illustrates the legend that Augustine
was walking by the sea, meditating on
the Trinity, when he came across a boy
trying to fill a hole in the sand with
water using a shell. When Augustine
commented that it was impossible, the
child replied, “No more than for the
human mind to comprehend the mys-
teries on which you are meditating”.

Augustine often appears as a schol-
ar reading and teaching; as a bishop;
or in the black habit of the Augustin-
lan monastic order, founded in the
I1th century and based on his teach-
ings. He may have a flaming heart,
sometimes pierced by an arrow.

Augustus

Gaius Julius Caesar Octavianus (Octa-
vian, 63BCE-14CE) was the first emper-
or of Rome and adopted the title
Augustus (“Venerable”), in 27BCE. He
gave his name to the Augustan Age,
one of outstanding literary achieve-
ment. According to legend, prior to
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the birth of Christ, the Tiburtine Sibyl
told Augustus that a Son of God
would be born.

|

Aureole see Halo

Aurochs
' An extinct wild ox of Europe and the
r Near East. In Assyrian and Sumerian
iconography it symbolizes the power
of the great god Enlil.

Aurora see Eos

Avalokiteshvara

“The Lord Who Looks Down”, the
bodhisattva of supreme compassion.
Avalokiteshvara is especially revered
by Buddhists in Tibet, where he is
known as Chenrezi and is believed to
be incarnate as the Dalai Lama. Aval-
okiteshvara is sometimes said to have
one thousand arms, symbolizing his
endless capacity to dispense mercy.
From his tears of compassion arose
the goddess Tara, Tibet’s most popu-
lar female bodhisattva.

Axe
A widespread symbol of power and
authority, the axe is found in Minoan,
Greek, Hindu, Roman, Celtic, Norse,
African and Oceanic symbolism, often
linked with ancient sun and storm gods,
such as Zeus and Agni, the Indian god
of fire. Its flashing, thudding, spark-
striking fall explains much of its sym-
bolic association with fire and the
thunderbolt; it was used directly to
invoke thunder and rain in West Africa.
Axes were used to split the skulls of
sacrificial oxen in the Near East, and
they are an attribute of several mar-
tyred Christian saints, notably Matthew.
An axe 1s also the attribute of war-
riors, and represents the forceful solv-

ing of a problem. It symbolizes the
union of two families in Chinese mar-
riages; and cures the headache of Zeus
in the Greek myth in which Athene
springs from a cleft in his head.

The double-headed axe on Minoan
artefacts may invoke divine protec-
tion. Its dual, half-moon curves may
be a lunar symbol or may stand for
the reconciliation of opposites.

Axis

A linear symbol of the cosmic centre
in nearly all cosmologies of the
ancient world — the axis mundi (world
axis), the spine or spindle around
which everything rotates. The world
axis provided shamans and spirits
with a means of moving between dif-
ferent worlds — underworld, earth and
heavens. Symbols of the axis include
trees (such as the Norse Yggdrasil),
sacred mountains, rods and columns.

Aztlan

The mythic place of origin of the
Aztecs, whose name means “People of
Aztlan”. According to Aztec myth,
the god Huitzilopochtli led the Aztecs
to a new homeland in central Mexico.

The departure from Aztlan, redrawn

Jfrom a 16th-century Aztec flint.

Aztlan
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Ba

Ba: see Fal
Soul

on, Hawk: Ka:

Baal: yee Ahat: Anath: El

Baba laga: see Other World.,
['he

The ba, after a wooden
statuette of ¢.330BCE.

Ba

An Egyptian symbol for the soul, usu-
ally depicted as a bird with the head of
the deceased. The ba, 1t was believed,
could flit between the world of the
dead and the living.

Baal

“Lord”, the Ugaritic (Canaanite)
storm and fertility god, identified with
the Babylonian weather god Hadad.
The young Baal is the central figure of
the most important cycle of myths,
probably intended to mark the end of
the agricultural year and the coming
of the autumn rains. The primeval
monster Yam (“Sea”), claimed royal
power on earth. Baal killed Yam in
battle and proclaimed himself king. In
defeating Yam, who represented the
forces of chaos, Baal showed that it
was he who controlled the flow of
water from the heavens. A great ban-
quet was held in honour of Baal’s vic-
tory. There then followed a great
massacre of the god’s worshippers by
the warlike goddess Anath, Baal’s sis-
ter. Baal sought to placate Anath by

revealing to her the secret of the light-
ning that heralded life-giving storms
and the end of drought.

Baal built a palace and challenged
the primeval earth monster, Mot, the
lord of death, to resist his power. Their
struggle was inconclusive, as death can
never be vanquished, not even by a god.

Baba laga

A witch or ogress, the best known fig-
ure in Slav folk myth. The Baba Iaga
is described as a scrawny crone who
travels in a mortar, propelling herself
along with a pestle and erasing her
tracks with a broomstick. However,
she 1s more often encountered in her
hut, which stands on chicken legs in a
dense forest often said to lie beyond a
fiery river. The witch fills the entire
hut, her legs straddling its single room
from corner to corner and her long
nose touching the ceiling. Around the
hut is a fence of bones.

The Baba laga was said to possess
power over birds and beasts. As well
as creatures, day and night are said to
obey her commands. It has been sug-
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Baba laga waving a pestle and riding
a pig, from an 18th-century woodcut.

gested that she may originally have
been a powerful (but not necessarily
malign) goddess of the Slav Other
World, the land of the dead, which
was reached after a journey across a
fiery river and through a thick forest.

Babel, The Tower of

The Bible states that humanity origi-
nally shared a common language. But
people tried to build a tower to reach
the heavens and God stopped this pre-
sumptuous project by making them
speak in many tongues so that they
might not understand each other.' He
then scattered the people abroad, so
the tower was left unfinished, a sym-
bol of human folly.

Baboon see Ape; Thoth

Bacab

One of four wind gods who, accord-
ing to Mayan cosmology, supported
the upper world of the heavens.

Bacchus see Dionysos

Badger

In Japan, an artful dodger with a
streak of malice, the hero of many
folk stories, sometimes shown outside
restaurants selfishly pot-bellied. Its
solitary, secretive habits have also sug-
gested slyness in European folklore.

Baladeva see Balarama

Balar

A leader of the Fomorians, a mon-
strous race of brigands who, in Irish
myth, were the descendants of Ham,
the cursed son of Noah. Known as
Balar of the Evil Eye, he possessed a
single huge eye with a venomous
glance that meant instant death. Balar
was killed at the Second Battle of
Magh Tuiredh (Moytirra) when his
grandson Lugh cast a slingshot at the
eye, striking it with such force that it
was propelled through Balar’s head
and into the view of his own troops,
who all fell dead at the sight of it.

Balarama

The elder brother of the god Krishna.
In Hindu myth, Balarama grew up
with his brother among cowherds,
and helped in his adventures, such as
killing the serpent Kaliya and the evil
King Kamsa. In Jainism, Balarama is
known as Baladeva, and is one of a
series of divine heroes who play a
prominent role in Jain cosmology.

Balder

The favourite son of the Norse god
Odin and his wife Frigg. Frigg tried to
protect Balder by asking every living
thing and everything made of metal,
wood and stone to swear never to
harm her son. However, the mistletoe

Balder
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Ball

had not sworn the oath. The trickster
Loki made it into a dart and gave it to
the blind god Hother, who threw it at
Balder and killed him.

The deities mourned deeply for
Balder, whose wife, Nanna, died of
grief. At Frigg’s request Balder’s broth-
er Hermod rode to the land of the
dead to free Balder. Hel, the queen of
the dead, said that only the weeping of
every person and thing in the world
would secure his release. Hermod
returned to the gods and messengers
were at once dispatched all over the
world asking everything to show its
love for Balder by weeping. However,
a female giant — believed to be Loki in
disguise — refused to weep and Balder
was unable to return from Hel.

Ball

Mesoamerican temples had elaborate
courts for a violent and ritualistic
“ball game”. This was sometimes
played with the head of the loser or of
a sacrificial victim.

Bamboo

An Oriental symbol of resilience,
longevity, happiness and spiritual truth
—one of the three auspicious plants of
winter. Bamboo is an attribute of the
Chinese bodhisattva Guanyin, goddess
of mercy, and its ringed stem is associ-
ated with the steps to enlightenment —
hence it can also symbolize the Bud-
dha. In South America, where bamboo
was important as a cutting tool, blow-
pipe and instrument of sacred music,
some peoples revered tall species of
bamboo as Trees of Life. Bamboo was
used in Africa for ritual circumcision.

Banner
An emblem of a group or its leader.
The multiple banners of Japanese war-

riors invoked victory, whereas Daoist
banners symbolize the protective help
of spirits or gods of the elements. A
fluttering banner is the attribute of
Vayu, the Hindu god of air and wind.
A banner of a red cross on a white field
features in Christian art as a symbol of '
the Resurrection.

Bannik
The “bath being”, a malign spirit of
Slav folk myth. It is said to inhabit
bathhouses, traditionally places of
divination and magic. Belief in the
bannik 1s said to persist to this day in
remoter parts of Russia.

Banyan

The sacred tree of India, a probable
model for the symbolism of the
inverted Cosmic Tree in that it has an
aerial root. Temples were sometimes
built into the main trunks.

Baptism

A rite of purification and regeneration
involving water. Its sacred use is
ancient and widespread, sometimes as
a rite of initiation for the living or the
dead. Originating in the practice of
John the Baptist, Christian baptism
symbolizes entry into the community
of the Church. However, many Protes-
tant churches, notably the Baptists,
practice adult baptism, a rite symbol-
1zing the reaffirmation of faith.

Barbara, Saint

According to legend,' the beautiful
Barbara (dates unknown) was locked
in a tower by her pagan father to keep
her from her many suitors. However,
she managed to admit a Christian
priest disguised as a doctor, and was
converted. On discovering her new
faith, her father handed her over to the
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authorities, who ordered him to cut off
her head, but he was struck dead by
lightning before he could behead her.
It became the custom to invoke Bar-
bara against sudden death. She is
depicted as a young, elegant maiden
and her attribute is a tower, as in
Memling’s Donne Triptych.

Bare Feet

Christ and his disciples are often
depicted barefoot, referring to his
command to “carry neither purse, nor
scrip, nor shoes™.! Following his exam-
ple, some religious orders are barefoot
(although most wear sandals), notably
the Discalced Carmelites founded in
the 16th century by St Theresa. Pil-
grims are often depicted barefoot as a
sign of humility or poverty.

Barley
An ancient grain symbolizing fertility
and life after death, especially in the

. Near East. Barley was associated in

Egypt with the resurrection of the
god Osiris, and in Greece with Deme-
ter, the goddess of fecundity, and her
abducted daughter Persephone.

Barnabas, Saint (Apostle)

The missionary companion of St
Paul." He was also a missionary in his
native Cyprus, where he is considered
Father of the Church and where he is
said to have cured the sick. Tradition
claims that Barnabas was either
burned alive or stoned to death.

' Barong see Rangda

Bartholomew, Saint (Apostle, Disciple)
Bartholomew is recorded as a disciple
in the gospels but little is known of his
life. Legend' claims that he preached,
exorcized and baptized in India and in

Armenia, where he refused to worship
pagan gods and was flayed alive. His
attribute of a flaying knife is shown,
for example, by Giambattista Tiepolo
(San Stae, Venice).

Basilisk or Cockatrice

A legendary terrifying monster with a
cock’s body and wings, a dragon’s tail
and a stare that could kill. Hatched by
a toad from a serpent’s egg laid by an
aged cock on a dunghill, it became a
personification of sins such as lust.

Basket

The biblical Moses and heroes of
other cultures were found floating in
baskets. A basket of flowers signifies
hope and, in China, fruitful longevity.
The Buddhist scriptures are divided
into “Three Baskets” (Tripitaka) of
discipline, basic teachings and higher
doctrines. Three baskets of wisdom
also appear in Maori mythology,
brought from heaven by the god Tane.

Bastet

The cat-headed goddess of love, sex
and fertility. Like the ferocious war
goddess Sekhmet, Bastet was origi-
nally a lioness deity, but from
¢.900BCE she began to be represented
as a cat, perhaps because of her gen-
tler nature. She was sometimes depict-
ed with kittens, which symbolized her
role as a fertility deity.

Basuki
A great serpent of the underworld,
according to Balinese cosmology.

Bat

Widely a symbol of fear and supersti-
tion, associated with death, night and,
in Judeo-Christian tradition, idolatry
or Satanism. Bats can also signify

The goddess Bastet,
based on a bronze
Statuette.

Bat
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Batara Guru

madness, as in Goya’s The Sleep
of Reason. The bat is a powerful
underworld divinity in Central Amer-
ican and Brazilian mythology. In
China, “bat” is a homophone of
“good luck™.

Batara Guru

A creator god of Sumatran myth. One
day Batara Guru sent a swallow down
to the sea with a handful of soil to
create dry land, upon which Batara
Guru scattered many seeds. From
these sprang all the different species
of animals. Batara Guru then sent
down a heroic incarnation of himself
to defeat Naga Padoha, the serpent
ruler of the underworld. The divine
hero was rewarded with the hand of
Batara’s daughter. They became the
parents of the first humans.

Batara Kala

The divine ruler of the underworld in
Balinese cosmology. He rules jointly
with the goddess Setesuyara. Batara
Kala created light and Mother Earth.

Bathsheba

In the Bible, the beautiful Bathsheba
was bathing when King David saw her
as he walked on his roof. She was the
wife of one of his officers, Uriah the
Hittite, but David desired her and sent
messengers to bring her to him. Conse-
quently she conceived his child. David
then mstructed that Uriah be placed
“in the forefront of the hottest battle”,
so that he was killed.! David married
Bathsheba, but their child died in pun-
ishment for their sin. Their second
child was Solomon. Painters usually
depict Bathsheba bathing in various
states of modesty. Jacopo Amigoni
shows her responsive to the message
brought to her by David’s slave.

Bavo, Saint

A wealthy Netherlander, Bavo (¢.589-
654CE) led a dissolute life until middle
age, when he gave all his goods to the
poor, became a hermit, and lived in a
hollow tree. The patron of Ghent, he
may be shown as a hermit or noble-
man, sometimes with a falcon.

Beads see Rosary

Bean

Fecundity, especially male, linked in
Egyptian and Greco-Roman tradition
with the souls of the dead and the
promise of life to come. They were
used as love charms in India, and were
talismans in Japan where they were
scattered in a house to ward oft light-
ning and evil spirits. On Twelfth Night
in Flanders a bean was hidden in a pie;
the one who found i1t was proclaimed
“bean king” or head of the table for
the evening. This scene was painted by
Jacob Jordaens in The Bean King.

Bear
A symbol of primitive brute force.
The bear was an incarnation of the
Norse god Odin, and the fierce Viking
Berserker (“Bear-shirt”) warriors
wore bearskin tunics. In Greece, the
cult followers of Artemis dressed as
bears. The beast is linked with many
other warlike divinities, including the
Norse Thor and the Celtic Artio. To
the Ainu of northern Japan, and to
Native Americans, the bear is an
ancestral figure, the closest relative of
humans (bears can walk on two legs).
It is also linked with resurrection sym-
bolism, perhaps from its hibernation.
The bear 1s viewed as a dark power in
Christian and Islamic traditions: cruel,
lustful, vengeful, greedy — a representa-
tion of the sin of gluttony in Western



65

art. The formless bear cub, “licked into
shape™ by its mother, became an image
of the heathen needing the spiritual
ministrations of the Church. Similarly,
the bear is the alchemical symbol for
the primary state of matter.

Beard

A symbol of dignity, sovereignty, viril-
ity, courage, wisdom — gods, kings,
heroes and sages are often bearded.
Egyptian rulers, including female ones,
wore false beards as a mark of status.

BEASTS OF FABLE see panel ove leaf

Beaver

The beaver’s busy creativity has
always made it a symbol of industry
and, in Christianity, asceticism.

Bedawang

A cosmic turtle of Balinese cosmology,
created through meditation by the
cosmic serpent Antaboga. Upon
Bedawang rested two coiled snakes,

| the foundations of the earth, and the

Black Stone, the lid of the underworld.

Bee

Among the many qualities attributed
to bee are diligence, organizational
and technical skills, sociability, purity,
chastity, cleanliness, spirituality, wis-
dom, courage, abstinence, sobriety,
creativity, selflessness, eloquence
(“honeyed” words) and illumination
(from beeswax candles). The bee sym-
bolized royalty in the ancient Near
East and Greece, and in Egypt where,
by tradition, it was born from the
tears of the sun god Ra. In Hittite
myth, a bee saved the world from
drought by finding the lost son of the
weather god. Honey i1s linked with
ambrosia, the food of the gods.

The bee is an attribute of many
gods. In Greek myth, Zeus was raised
on milk and honey by the nymph
Amalthea. Eros (Cupid) was stung by
a bee while stealing a honeycomb,
only to be told by an unsympathetic
Aphrodite (Venus) that he inflicted far
greater wounds himself. The bee is
also associated with the mother god-
dess Cybele, Artemis (Diana), and the
fertility goddess Demeter, whose
priestesses at Eleusis were called
“bees”. Essene priests were also
known as “bees”, and Christian tradi-
tion describes a monastic community,
and the Church itself, as a beehive.

Bees were linked with the sweet
“honeyed” words of eloquence; the
Athenian Bee and Attic Bee were titles
conferred on Plato and Sophocles, and
for the same reason a beehive is the
attribute of Saints Ambrose and
Bernard of Clairvaux.

The bee’s honey and sting represent-
ed the sweetness and pains of Christ.
The bee 1s a resurrection symbol on
tombs, perhaps because of its winter
dormancy. It also represented the Vir-
gin Mary because it was thought to
reproduce chastely.

A symbol of reincarnation, the bee
is also an attribute of Hindu gods.
A blue bee on the forehead represents
Krishna; a bee on a lotus, Vishnu; a
bee above a triangle, Shiva.

Beer

To the Celts, beer was a drink of
rulers and warriors, and the beverage
of the gods. In Egypt, it was the gift of
Osiris. Maize beers in South America
were used in rites of passage.

Beggar
An 1mage of piety and otherworldli-
ness in many Eastern traditions, espe-

Beggar
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Beasts of Fable

BEASTS OF FABLE

Imaginary beasts appear worldwide
in myth and folklore, as symbols of
supernatural power or simply as
compelling projections of the
human psyche. They have vividly
provided us with images that would
otherwise be hard to objectify.

Animal hybrids form the largest
category of fabulous beasts. Among
the most notable are the Basilisk,
Chimera, Dragon, Griffin, Makara,
Sphinx and Unicorn. In
Egypt, the beast Amut,
with a crocodile jaws,
lion’s mane and hip-
popotamus’s body,
devoured damned souls;
like the Greek hell-
hound Cerberus, which
had a mane of serpents
and many heads, it per-
sonified the fearful
uncertainties of death.

In Greek myth the
Hydra, a dragon-serpent with many
heads, symbolizes the difficulty in
conquering vices; each time one of
its heads was chopped off, two grew
back. Pegasus, the winged horse that
carried the hero Bellerophon to vic-
tory over the Chimera, is an oppos-
ing image of spirit over matter.

The most famous animal-human
hybrids, like the classical horse-man
Centaur, the bull-man Minotaur
and the satyrs, represent the animal-
spiritual duality of human nature.
The fish-tailed merman (the Triton
is one of these) is a marine version
of the Centaur, as is the mermaid
who has a gentler, wishful image in
the folklore of lonely sailors. The
mermaids’ more dangerous mytho-

A Harpy, a foul-
smelling hybrid of hag
and vulture in Greek
myth, after a woodcut.

logical counterparts are the Sirens,
who tempt men to destruction.

The Lamia is the snake-bodied
devourer of other women’s children,
a Greek metaphor for jealousy. The
Gorgons (with hair of snakes, boars’
teeth, gold wings and bronze hands)
are more straightforward embodi-
ments of adversarial evil. The Man-
ticore (human’s head, lion’s body
and scorpion’s tail) was a Hebrew
symbol of destructive-
ness. Some hybrids are
incarnations of divine
omnipotence, such as
the goat-fish Capricorn,
which for the Sumerians
depicted the god Ea.

The elemental powers
of nature evoked sym-
bolic beasts of awesome
size. The biblical Levi-
athan had an earlier
destructive counterpart
in the Babylonian chaos goddess of
the sea, Tiamat.

Less gigantic embodiments of the
power of the sea are Scylla and
Charybdis, roaring multi-jawed sym-
bols of risky passage. The Behe-
moth, a hippopotamus-like land
version of Leviathan, represents
another image of humanity’s in-
significance. Giant storm birds in-
clude the Babylonian Zu and the
Arabian Roc.

The Phoenix and Salamander
belong to a further category of
beasts close to natural forms but
with supernatural powers. The
Hindu Nagas are guardian serpent
beings of instinctual powers that can
be profitably mastered.



67

“

cially Buddhism. In Thailand it is still
customary for young Buddhist monks
to beg for their food for a period.
Many beggars occur in the lives of

' Christ and saints and are blessed or

given alms. In the parable of Dives
(“the rich man”) and the poor man
Lazarus it 1s the poor man who finds
his reward in Heaven. Lazarus (at a

 feast) and the ascetic St Alexis appear

in art as beggars. A beggar holding a
heavy stone represents Poverty.

Beli the Great

A powerful god said to be the ances-
tor of several ancient royal lines of
Wales. Beli (whose name means
“light”) is probably derived from the
ancient Belenus or Belinus, a popular
Celtic deity of light and healing. He
may be associated with Beltane (1
May), the Celtic festival of light.

Belisarius

Belisarius (¢.505-565CE) was the
greatest general of the Byzantine

 emperor Justinian I. However, he was
'subsequently accused of treason,

imprisoned and later pardoned. A
story from the 10th century tells how
Belisarius had his eyes gouged out
and was reduced to begging in the
streets of Constantinople. Jacques-
Louis David’s Belisarius Recognized

by the Soldier shows Belisarius being

recognized by a soldier who had
served under him.

Bell

In many religions, the divine voice
that proclaims the truth, especially of
the Buddhist, Hindu, Islamic and
Christian messages. In China where
the bell also stood for respect, obedi-
ence and (by homophony) the passing
of tests. Small tinkling bells can repre-

sent happiness and also sexual pleas-
ure, as in Greek rites where they were
associated with the phallic Priapus.
The bell 1s usually a passive, feminine
principle, its shape a link with the
celestial vault, its clapper symbolizing
the tongue of the preacher. It was
widely regarded as protective, ward-
ing off or exorcising evil. More gener-
ally, 1t marks the passing of time,
proclaims good news, warns of dan-
ger and tolls for death, and hence can
symbolize human mortality.

Bell Bird Brothers, The

Ancestral heroes of the Dreamtime
who are associated with Uluru (Ayer’s
Rock) in central Australia. According
to a version of their story related in
1976, the brothers were stalking an
emu at Antalanya, a rock pool near
Uluru. Unknown to them, a young
woman was searching for grubs at
nearby Wangka Arkal. On her head
she carried a collecting dish supported
by a pad. The load slipped from her
head and disturbed the emu, which ran
north toward Uluru with the brothers
in pursuit. At the foot of Uluru is an
indentation, said to be the girl’s head
pad, lying where it fell. A little further
on 1s the pool where the emu drank.

Bellerophon

Queen Anteia of Argos fell in love
with the Greek hero Bellerophon, the
son of King Glaucus and Queen
Eurynome of Corinth, and begged
him to satisfy her passion. When he
refused, the Queen told her husband
that he had tried to ravish her.! The
king therefore sent Bellerophon to the
court of Lycia, in Asia Minor (mod-
ern Turkey), with a message request-
ing that he be put to death. He was
charged with the impossible task of

Bellerophon



68

Belshazzar

Bellerophon killing the Chimera, after
a sculpture of the Sth century BCE.

destroying the monstrous Chimera
which was devastating the country.
Bellerophon, mounted on the winged
horse Pegasus, which he had tamed,
slew the beast. His subsequent tasks
were to fight the fierce Solymi tribe
and the Amazons, both of whom he
defeated. Impressed, the king of Lycia
offered Bellerophon his daughter’s
hand and gave him half his kingdom.
Later, Bellerophon angered the gods
by trying to fly Pegasus to the top of
Mount Olympus. Zeus was irritated
by the hero’s presumption and sent a
gadfly to sting Pegasus, causing the
creature to rear and throw off
Bellerophon. He survived the fall to
earth but was lamed for life, thereafter
wandering the world in solitude.

Belshazzar

In the Bible,' King Belshazzar of Baby-
lon held a great feast. As the guests
drank from golden vessels looted from
the Temple of Jerusalem, a hand
appeared and on the palace wall wrote
the mysterious words: MENE,
MENE, TEKEL, UPHARSIN - a
scene dramatically painted by Rem-
brandt in Belshazzar’s Feast. The fear-
ful king offered riches to anyone who
could interpret “the writing on the

wall”, but all his sages and astrologers
failed. Daniel was summoned, and he
warned Belshazzar that his kingdom
would fall because he had pillaged
God’s Temple. Belshazzar was slain that
very night and his kingdom divided.

Belt see Girdle

Benedict, Saint

Benedict' of Nursia (¢.480-547CE)
was born in Umbria and was sent to
Rome to study, but abandoned the
city to become a hermit. In ¢.529CE he
founded his monastic order, the first
in Europe, at Monte Cassino. His rep-
utation spread, and his advice was
sought by the king of the Ostrogoths.
He was buried in the same grave as his
sister, St Scholastica.

Little more 1s recorded about his life,
but there are numerous legends. Bene-
dict’s nurse borrowed a sieve; when it
broke into pieces Benedict miracu-
lously restored it. As a hermit, he was
tempted by the image of a woman,
but quelled his lust by rolling naked in
thorns and brambles. When he asked
a community to observe a stricter life,
they tried to poison him, whereupon
Benedict blessed the poisoned glass,
which shattered at once. Maurus and
Placidus were young men in his care.
When Placidus fell into a fast-flowing
river, Benedict enabled Maurus to res-
cue him by walking on the the water.

It was said that the Devil tried to
hinder the building of Benedict’s
monastery by making the stones too
heavy and by crushing a young monk;
Benedict restored the monk to life.
Benedict also performed exorcisms
and healings. Usually shown as elder-
ly with a white beard, he may wear the
black habit of his original order or the
white of the reformed order.
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Benjamin

In the Bible,! Benjamin was the
youngest of the twelve sons of Jacob.
Benjamin and Joseph were the sons of
Rachel, while their half-brothers were
the sons of Leah and her servants.
After Joseph had been sold into slav-
ery by his half-brothers, Benjamin
took his place as Jacob’s favourite
son. Unknown to his family, Joseph
went to Egypt and eventually became
Pharaoh’s most important official.
Years later there was a famine in

- Canaan and Jacob’s sons went to

Egypt to buy corn; Benjamin stayed
behind as Jacob did not want to lose a
favourite a second time. Joseph recog-
nized his brothers but concealed his
own identity. He asked them to bring
Benjamin on their next journey to
Egypt. Joseph placed his silver cup in
Benjamin’s sack so that his brother
would be caught as a thief. Joseph
declared that the thief should become
his servant, but the other brothers
protested, saying that if Benjamin did
not return with them to their father,
- then Jacob would die of sorrow. At
this point Joseph revealed his true
identity to his brothers.

Beowulf
A warrior prince, the hero of the 8th-
century Anglo-Saxon epic poem of

are told within a Christian context,
but have a strong flavour of pre-
Christian myth. As a youth, Beowulf
came to Denmark from the land of
the Geats (Gotland in southern Swe-
den) with a small band of followers to
help Hrothgar, the aged Danish king,
against the man-eating monster Gren-
del. Beowulf killed Grendel and the

R———

| monster’s mother came to avenge his
| death. The hero tracked the mother

the same name. The events in Beowulf

back to her lair and killed her too
before returning home.

In time Beowulf succeeded Hygelac
as king of the Geats. He reigned
peacefully for fifty years until his
kingdom was threatened by a fero-
cious dragon. Beowulf confronted the
beast, but his sword could not pierce
its horny skin. The king’s companions
fled except for one loyal young chief-
tain, Wiglaf. When the dragon seized
Beowulf in its jaws, Wiglaf pierced its
underbelly with his sword. Beowulf
then drew his knife and together the
warriors killed the beast. However,
Beowulf died, poisoned by the drag-
on’s toxic breath.

Bernard of Clairvaux, Saint

Bernard' (1090-1153) joined Citeaux
abbey, France, in 1113. From there he
expanded and reformed the Cistercian
monastic order. He established a suc-
cessful house at Clairvaux in Cham-
pagne. He attacked the luxury of the
clergy and the abuses of the Roman
curia. He was a great spiritual leader
and his words were heeded by kings of
England and France. Filippino Lippi
and Perugino painted his vision of the
Virgin: he appears as a young ton-
sured monk in the white robes of his
order. Bergognone shows him with a
chained dragon representing his sup-
pression of heresy (Certosa, Pavia).

Bernardino, Saint

Bernardino (1380-1444) took over the
hospital of La Scala, Siena, after most
of its staff had died of plague. In 1402
he joined the Franciscans and
preached all over Italy, notably against
usury, and tried to establish stricter
rules in the order. He was tried for
heresy but acquitted. Pinturicchio
frescoed scenes from his life in Santa

Bernardino, Saint
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Bes

Maria in Aracoeli, Rome, but he
appears mostly in Sienese painting.
Pietro di Giovanni d’Ambrogio shows
him as a skinny, toothless figure in the
brown habit of his order (Pinacoteca,
Siena). He is sometimes depicted with
Christ’s monogram (IHS), which he
used when preaching. To eliminate
gambling, he is said to have persuad-
ed the dice-makers of Siena to make
ivory discs with the IHS monogram
instead, which he is said to have held
up at the end of his preaching.

Bes

An Egyptian protective deity, usually
portrayed as a hideous but jovial
dwarf. He was revered as the god of
pleasure and entertainment and as a
protector of the family, especially of
children and women in childbirth.

The dwarf-like deity Bes.

Bintu

A divine antelope in the mythology of
the western Sahara. The first black-
smith in heaven is said to have made a
hoe from Bintu’s skull and then
descended with it to earth in order to

teach people the arts of agriculture. .
Heavenly antelopes are often associat- -
ed with the invention of agriculture:
throughout Saharan Africa.

Birch

A beneficial, protective tree of north--
ern Europe and Eurasia, sacred to the:
Germanic gods Donar (the Norse:
Thor) and Frea (Frejya), and central

in shamanistic rites much farther east .
as the cosmic tree linking this world

with the spirit world. In Russia it sym-

bolized spring and young women, and

was planted near houses to invoke

protective spirits. Its ability to cast out

evil may be why witches were birched

to rid them of demons. It is the

national emblem of Estonia.

BIRDS see panel opposite

Black
Black has almost inescapable tradi-
tional symbolism as the colour of
darkness, negative forces and unhappy
events. It stands for death, ignorance,
despair, sorrow and evil (the Prince of
Darkness is Satan), for the under-
world and for ominous augury. Black-
birds are a Christian symbol of
temptation. In superstition black is
synonymous with disaster: black cats,
black days, black marks, black-
balling. As the colour of mourning, it
dramatizes loss and absence. As the
colour of clerical robes, it signals
renunciation of life’s vanities.
However, Egypt and other ancient
traditions expressed a more positive
symbolism. Egypt was Kemet, the
Black Land, a reference to the rich
black alluvial soil renewed every year
by the Nile flood. Black was the
colour of Osiris, the god of the under-
world, who ensured the growth of
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Black Misery
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~ BIRDS

~ Embodiments of both the human
and the divine spirit — a symbolism
suggested by their lightness and

~ rapidity, the soaring freedom of their

-~ flight, and their mediation between

earth and sky.

Birds play important roles in many

 creation myths or, like the Native
American Thunderbird and the
Lightning Bird of southern Africa,
control elemental powers. The Aztec

- snake-bird god Quetzalcoatl com-
bines celestial and earthly powers
often separated in other myths, where
birds battling snakes depict the fun-
damental conflict of light and dark-
ness, spirit and flesh.

The concept of birds as souls is as
common as the belief that they repre-
sent goodness, joy and immortality.
In Egypt, the soul or personality (ha)
was shown as a human-headed bird

' leaving the body at death. In the Indi-
an Upanishads, two birds sitting in
the Cosmic Tree symbolize the indi-
vidual and the universal soul. Some
birds may be ill omens, especially car-
rion birds like ravens, crows and vul-
tures; but most are lucky. In
Hinduism, birds symbolize the love
of the gods, bringing the elixir of
immortality (soma) to humanity.

Another widespread idea is that

} birds communicate with divinities.

I[plants, and of the powerful Hindus
goddesses Kali and Durga. Suggest-
E-ing the duality necessary to all
existence is the Chinese taiji, the
black and white Yin-Yang symbol.
At a socio-political level, stressing
the positive symbolism and associa-
tions of black plays a small but

The Celts venerated them for this
reason. Shamans equipped with
feathers and bird masks “fly” to
higher realms of knowledge. Birds
thus traditionally stand for wisdom,
intelligence and the swift power of
thought. Roman divination by the
flight or song of birds reflected their
superior knowledge and link to the
gods. They confide useful secrets to
the heroes of fairy stories — the
expression “a little bird told me,”
echoes this ancient idea. An Aborig-
inal view is that songbirds can also
bear information to one’s enemies.

In Western art , the infant Christ is
sometimes shown with a bird, often
(as in Raphael’s Madonna of the
Goldfinch and Michelangelo’s Tuddei
Tondo) a goldfinch, once a favourite
children’s pet It was a symbol of the
Passion — the bird was said to have
acquired the red spot on its plumage
when it plucked a thorn from Christ’s
brow and a drop of blood fell onto it.

Caged birds (which for Plato repre-
sented the mind) appear in allegories
of spring. In China, a bird is a male
symbol (a homophone of “penis”).
In a similar vein, in 17th-century
Holland “bird-catching” was a
euphemism for copulation; hence the
dead birds in paintings of men and
women flirting.

significant part today in the process
of eradicating racism and racial
stereotyping.

Black Misery

The black light which, together
with its counterpart Radiance (white
light), was the first thing to exist,
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Bladder Festival, The

according to pre-Buddhist Tibetan
creation mythology. After Black
Misery and Radiance came into
existence, there arose out of chaos
multi-coloured streams of light which
separated like a rainbow. From their
five colours arose five elements,
these were: hardness, fluidity, heat,
motion and space. These fused to
form a huge egg, from which Black
Misery produced the darkness of
non-being, which he filled with the
evils of the world.

Bladder Festival, The

A winter ceremony of the Alaskan
Inuit at which the inflated bladders
of all the sea mammals caught during
the year are pushed through holes in
the ice. This act returns the creatures’
souls to the spirit world, where they
rejoin the society of animals and can
be sent out once more as quarry.

Blaise, Saint

Little historical evidence exists con-
cerning St Blaise or Blasius (thought
to have died ¢.316CE). His cult spread
during the 8th century, and legend'
has it that he was bishop of Cap-
podocia in Asia Minor (present-day
Turkey). It 1s in this role that he is
often depicted, but he led the life of a
hermit: birds brought him food and
wild animals sought his blessing. He is
said to have cured sick animals, and is
still invoked to do so. St Blaise also
cured a boy with a fishbone stuck in
his throat, and hence he is also a pro-
tector invoked against illness, espe-
cially sore throats.

Blaise apparently refused to worship
false gods and was cruelly tortured,
notably with the iron-carders’ combs
which became his attribute, before
being beheaded.

Blindness and Blindfold

Symbols of ignorance, self-delusion,.
the heedlessness of “blind rage” or-
sensual love — the Classical god Eros:
(Cupid) is blindfolded. Alternatively,.
blindness symbolizes unprejudiced!
justice (unswayed by mere appear--
ances) and the inner visions of seers:
and poets. In Greece, the goddess Ate:
represented blind evil, whereas the:
blind Teiresias had the gift of prophe--
cy. Homer was, by tradition, blind.

In art blindness is a characteristic of”
Ignorance, Justice, Avarice and Fate:
or Fortune. Blinding was often a pun--
ishment, as of Teiresias who saw the:
naked Athene. The subject of Christ:
healing the blind was taken as an alle- -
gory of spiritual blindness before his
advent. Hence in medieval art the:
blindfolded figure of a woman repre- -
sented the Synagogue, blind to
Christ’s teaching. His parable, “And if”
the blind lead the blind, both shall fall
into the ditch,”" was illustrated by
Pieter Bruegel the Elder in a painting :
which warns of the perils of choosing -
an unfit leader. Tobit, Belisarius and
Elymas all went blind.

Blodeuwedd

In Welsh legend, a beautiful woman
conjured out of flowers by the magi-
cian Math, lord of Gwynedd, and his
nephew  Gwydion. Blodeuwedd
(“Flower Aspect”) was created as a
wife for the hero Lleu Llaw Gyftes,
whose mother had sworn that he
would never have a human wife.
Blodeuwedd was unfaithful and with
her lover, Gronw Pebyr, plotted to kill
Lleu. However, they only wounded
him and he escaped in the form of an
eagle. He was later found and restored
to human form by Gwydion, who
killed Gronw Pebyr and turned
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Blodeuwedd into an owl. Blodeuwedd
is the modern Welsh word for “owl”.

' Blood

A symbol of the life force, believed in
'many cultures to contain a share of

divine energy or, more commonly, the
' spirit of an individual creature. Blood
had rain-bearing or fertilizing power
according to some ancient traditions,
'as in Near Eastern marriage cere-
“monies where the bride stepped over
 the sprinkled blood of a sheep. Bull’s
blood was used for its supposed mag-
ical power in the Roman rites of
| Mithras and Cybele. With the same
 symbolism of life force, blood is
'sometimes still drunk at Mexican
 bullfights. At the height of the Aztec
empire, the blood of thousands of
: victims a year was spilled to reinvigo-
 rate the sun. The mingling of blood is
' a symbol of union in many traditions
'and can mark a seal or covenant. In
' Roman Catholic doctrine, Christ’s
 blood 1s present in the transubstanti-
;E ated wine of the Eucharist.

:

 Blue

& Infinity, eternity, truth, devotion,
faith, purity, chastity, peace, spiritual
ft and intellectual life — associations that
{ appear in many ancient cultures and
 express a general feeling that blue, the
& colour of the sky, is the coolest, most
' detached and least “material” of all
| hues. The Virgin Mary and Christ are
.‘ often shown wearing blue, and it is the
 attribute of many sky gods including
Amun in Egypt; the Sumerian Great
| Mother; the Greek Zeus (Jupiter to
| the Romans) and Hera (Juno); the
iHindu Indra and Vishnu, and Vish-
i nu’s blue-skinned incarnation, Krish-
na. Blue is linked to mercy in Hebrew
tradition and to wisdom in Bud-

dhism. In folk traditions, it stands in
Europe for fidelity, in parts of China
for scholarship and happy marriage.
More recently, the term “the blues”
means melancholy or sad.

Boann

The divine spirit of the Boyne river in
Ireland. Boann was originally the wife
of Nechtan, a river god, but slept with
the Daghdha, the father god, to pro-
duce Oenghus, the god of love. When
Boann broke a ban by visiting Nech-
tan’s well, its waters rose and engulfed
her and she became the Boyne.

Boar

A primordial image of strength, fear-
less aggression and resolute courage,
particularly across northern Europe
and the Celtic world where it was the
leading symbol of warriors. It also
had sacred meaning elsewhere: as a
sun symbol in Iran and as a moon
symbol in Japan, where the white
boar was taboo to hunters. Respect
for the boar extended into India
where, as Varaha, Vishnu took on a
boar’s form to dive into the flood and
root the earth up with his tusks after
it had been captured by demons.
Destructive brutality is the other side
of boar symbolism: it was a mon-
strous adversary to the Greek hero
Herakles and also to the Egyptian
solar god Horus whose eye was torn
out by Seth in the form of a black
boar. The boar was a Judeo-Christian
symbol for tyranny and lust.

Boat

For many river and coastal peoples,
small craft were the means of transi-
tion from the material to the spirit
world. Boats cross the perilous
regions of the underworld (as in

Boat

A chalice filled with
Christ’s blood; after a
16th-century depiction.
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Egyptian mythology) or are cast
adrift with the bodies of chiefs, as in
the Amazon. In Greek myth, a boat
steered by the ferryman Charon car-
ried dead souls across the river Styx
into the underworld.

Bodhbh

An Irish sorceress and war goddess.
Bodhbh (or Badhbh) brings terror and
confusion among warriors with her bat-
tle cries, and frequently takes the form
of a crow or raven. Her appearance in
this guise is often an omen of death.

Bodhi Tree, The

The pipal tree at Bodh Gaya, India,
under which the Buddha meditated
until he attained hodhi (awakening,
enlightenment). Also called the Bo
Tree, it 1s a Buddhist symbol of medita-
tion, teaching and spiritual perfection.

Bodhisattva

A future Buddha, literally “one whose
essence is awakening”, from Sanskrit
bodhi (awakening). A bodhisattva has
all the attainments of a Buddha but
remains active in the world in order to
assist humankind. In the mythology of
Mahayana Buddhism, bodhisattvas
are aspects of celestial Buddhas such
as Amitabha. Among the more popu-
lar bodhisattvas are Avalokiteshvara,
Maitreya and Manjushri. The Buddha
before his enlightenment may be
referred to as the Bodhisattva.

Bonaventura, Saint

Bonaventura (1221-74) studied,
taught and preached in Paris. He
acquired his name when he fell ill as
a child and his mother took him to
St Francis who, upon his recovery, is
said to have exclaimed “O bhuona ven-
tural” (“Oh good fortune!”). He
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The Bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara, from
a 10th-century relief. He is especially
revered in Tibet.

joined the Franciscan order and in

1257 became its head or minister-gen-
eral; he was considered its greatest
friar after St Francis himself.

In 1273 Bonaventura was made
cardinal-bishop of Albano, but
maintained a simple way of life.
He wrote extensively, including a
biography of St Francis. Zurbaran
shows him addressing the Council of
Lyons in 1274, but he is usually seen
reading or writing, dressed as a
Franciscan or a bishop; he may have a
cardinal’s hat.

Bonds

Beyond their obvious meaning as
physical restraints, bonds symbolize
judicial power, especially of deities or
rulers, and its acceptance by those
bound by the law. Varuna, the Vedic
god of cosmic order, is shown holding
cords. In Egypt, the king’s name was
written in a cartouche, a stylized loop
of knotted cord.
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Bones

Images of mortality and death,
but also of the basis for bodily resur-
rection: bones were carefully protect-
ed in many ancient cultures for the
latter reason, often under megaliths.
Northern European peoples from
Finland to Siberia buried the skele-
tons of bears and other game to
ensure their rebirth.

Book

A self-evident emblem of wisdom, sci-
ence and scholarship, the book also
appears widely as a symbol for divine
revelation, especially in the Christian
and Islamic faiths. In art, books are
held by Christ, the Virgin of the
Annunciation, prophets, apostles
(John the Evangelist may literally
swallow his Book of Revelation), ,
and the figures of History, Philosophy
and the Muses. A book with a cross
on it represents Faith.
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Christ holding the book of Scripture,
from an 11th-century Byzantine mosaic.

Bota Ili

A wild woman of the mountains, in
the mythology of the Kédang people
of eastern Indonesia. One day Wata
Rian, a fisherman, went to the top of

a mountain. He found a hearth and
climbed a tree to await the return of
whoever had made it. Eventually Bota
Il came back from hunting. After she
had rested, she hit her backside on a
rock to strike a light but was unable to
make fire. She realized that the pres-
ence of a stranger was to blame and
soon spotted Wata Rian hiding in the
tree. Bota Ili was angry at first but
later relented and Wata Rian came
down. She lit the fire and together
they cooked their food. Wata Rian
poured Bota Ili plenty of wine and
when she had fallen into a drunken
sleep he shaved her all over. To his
astonishment he discovered that the
hairy creature was in fact a woman.
Later, after Bota Ili had learned to
wear clothes, they were married.

Botoque
A youth who brought fire and the bow
and arrow to humanity, according to
the Kayapo people of central Brazil.
One day Botoque became stranded on
top of a high cliff. A jaguar, who was
carrying a bow and arrow and all kinds
of game, found him and adopted him
as a son and hunting companion. The
jaguar took Botoque into his home,
where he saw fire and ate cooked meat
for the first time. Later the jaguar
taught Botoque how to make a bow
and arrows. One day, when the jaguar
was hunting, his wife threatened
Botoque. The boy killed her with the
bow and, stealing an ember and some
cooked meat, and taking his bow and
arrows, he returned to his village.
Once they had seen Botoque’s gifts
the other men from the village went to
the jaguar’s house and plundered it.
Because of his losses, the jaguar now
has to hunt with his claws and must
eat his food raw.

Botoque
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Bow

Bow

A symbol of stored energy, willpower,
aspiration, divine or terrestial power,
and dynamic tension, especially sexual.
Humanity’s most effective weapon for
50,000 years, the bow was an obvious
emblem of war and hunting, but the
control needed to master it gave it a
deeper significance. In Oriental
thought, it represented spiritual disci-
pline, the combination of force and
composure. A Homeric test of fitness
to rule (exemplified by the bow that
only the hero Odysseus could draw),
the bow 1s also an attribute of the
Greek god Apollo, “the Far Shooter™.
The shape of the bow was linked with
the crescent moon and the goddesses
Isis and Artemis (Diana). The bow of
the Greek god Eros (Cupid), symbol-
izes the tension of desire.

Bowl see Beggar; Pilgrimage

Box

Beyond the Freudian feminine sym-
bolism of any receptacle, boxes repre-
sent mystery and the hazardous
drama of surprise, pleasant or
unpleasant. In Greek myth the open-
ing of Pandora’s box (more accurate-
ly, a jar) released ills upon the world.

Brahma

A Hindu creator deity, the lord of
humanity and of the gods, and one of
the trimurti, the great divine triad of
Brahma, Shiva and Vishnu. Brahma is
a frequent figure in later Hindu myth,
but usually in a subordinate role to the
other two gods. During the early cen-
turies CE, however, he appears to have
been the focus of an important cult,
presumably as the supreme creator
deity. In the great Hindu epics, Brahma
is credited with some of the creation

myths associated in earlier texts with

Prajapati. They include the story of
how he produced a beautiful young:
daughter, Sarasvati or Savitri, from his .
own body. Brahma was smitten with

her beauty and, as she walked around

him in a gesture of respect, his desire
to stare at her caused five faces to

appear (one face was later destroyed

by Shiva). The pair committed incest

to produce Manu, the first man.

As Brahma meditates, he 1s said to
emit both the material elements of the
universe and the concepts through
which humanity may understand
them. The duration of the universe is
counted in terms of Brahma’s enor-
mous lifespan of one hundred Brah-
ma years (equal to 36,000,000 years of
the gods, where one year of the gods
1s 360 human years). In each day of
Brahma the universe is created and in
each night it 1s dissolved.

Eventually Brahma’s creative activi-
ty became trivialized in mythology
into a readiness to grant boons or
favours to anyone who performed acts
of penance or asceticism. As a result

Brahma emerging from the lotus that
sprang from the navel of Vishnu.
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 the Asuras (demons) often acquire
 inordinate power for persistent asceti-
cism until Brahma calls upon one of
 the other gods to help restore order.

In much of the mythology sur-
rounding Vishnu, Brahma tends to be
presented as a demiurge carrying out
the intentions of the superior god.
According to this tradition, as Vishnu
lay on the cosmic serpent Ananta in
the primordial waters, a lotus emerged

| from his navel and opened to reveal

Brahma seated within and preparing
to send forth the world.

 Brén the Blessed

A giant warrior of Welsh myth, the
son of Llyr and brother of Man-
awydan and Branwen. Bran gave

| Branwen in marriage to Matholwch,
 king of Ireland, who ill-treated her.
' To avenge his sister, Bran, who was so

huge that no building could contain
him, led an army of Britons against

| the Irish, striding through the sea next
 to his fleet. The Britons won the bat-
 tle but only seven of Bran’s men sur-

vived and Bran himself was mortally
wounded by a poisoned spear. He

' ordered the seven survivors to cut off

his head and bury it on the White
Mount in London to protect the king-
dom from invaders. On the journey to
London the warriors spent seven
years feasting at Harlech and another
eighty years in the blissful otherworld
of Gwales. Throughout the journey,
Bran’s head continued to talk as if he
were still alive.

' Branch, Bough

Branches, used for example in spring
fertility rites, took on the symbolism of
the trees from which they were cut.
Thus, branches of palm or olive were
triumphal emblems in processions, and

mistletoe branches were widespread
resurrection symbols, particularly in
the Celtic world. In Virgil’s Aeneid,
Aeneas carries a mistletoe branch to
ensure his safe passage through the
underworld. J. G. Frazer named his
great study of comparative religion,
The Golden Bough, after the implement
used in the ritual slaying of the priest
of Diana at Lake Nemi by his succes-
sor. A flowering bough stands for
Logic in medieval iconography.

Bread
The sustainer of life and symbol of
Christ’s sacrifice, a metaphor for the
food of the spirit and for the body of
Christ himself. Christ said, “I am the
bread of life; he that cometh to me
shall never hunger.”! At the miracu-
lous Feeding of the Five Thousand,
and in legends of the lives of saints,
many people are fed by small amounts
of bread. At the Last Supper, Christ
broke bread and, with reference to his
coming sacrifice, said, “This is my
body which is given for you; this do in
remembrance of me.”? Hence bread is
used at the sacrament of the Eucharist
(Communion, Lord’s Supper), sym-
bolizing (or in Catholicism, literally
becoming) the body of Christ.
Unleavened bread eaten at the Jew-
ish Passover is a symbol of purifica-
tion and sacrifice.

Breasts

Breasts are generally linked with
maternal love, nourishment, security,
protection, gentleness, and Mother
Nature. The many breasts of the Greek
goddess Artemis (Diana) of Ephesus
emphasized her fertility. The hero Her-
akles sucked so hard on the breast of
the goddess Hera (Juno) that milk
spurted across the heavens, creating the

Breasts
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Breath, Breathing

The many-breasted
fertility goddess Artemis
(Diana) of Ephesus.

Milky Way. Images of the Virgin Mary
suckling Christ, common in earlier art,
were forbidden by the Council of Trent
(1545-63) as displaying unnecessary
nudity. A platter bearing two breasts is
an attribute of St Agatha.

Breath, Breathing

The life principle, spiritual as well as
physical. The link between breath and
spirit 1s part of Western, Islamic and
Eastern traditions. In the Bible,' God
breathes life into Adam’s nostrils.
Insufflation was once used symboli-
cally to blow the Holy Spirit into, and
demons out of, troubled people. Con-
trolled breathing, an aspect of East-
ern meditation, is most developed in
the Hindu system of yoga where cor-
rect breathing is intended to concen-
trate the spirit and align individual
respiration with the rhythm of the
cosmos. Underlying much of the
symbolism of breath/spirit is the
mystical idea that breath is a divine
gift, returned to its giver at death.

Brer Rabbit

A trickster rabbit of North American
folk myth. Brer (“Brother”) Rabbit
derives from the Hare trickster of West
Africa, which was brought to the Unit-
ed States by slaves and adopted aspects
of southeastern Native American hare
and rabbit characters. Brer Rabbit
generally outwits more powerful char-
acters such as Brer Bear and Brer Fox.

Bride or Bridget, Saint see Brighid

Bridge

The bridge symbolizes transition and
connection, and also neutral ground
— a place of meetings and trysts but
also, like the ford, sometimes a con-
tested place. The rainbow was often

seen as a celestial bridge, linking
earth to heaven. Zoroastrianism has
Chinvat Parvatu, the Bridge of the
Separator, which only the righteous
could negotiate to paradise, a concept
also found in medieval Christian
iconography of heaven and hell. The
Roman high priest was the Pontifex
Maximus (“Chief Bridgemaker”) — a
title borne by Roman emperors and
inherited by the Pope. In Norse myth
the ice-bridge Bifrost leads to Asgard,
the home of the gods. The Milky Way
is a celestial bridge in the mythology
of China and other cultures.

Brighid (Brigid, Bridget, Brid, Bride)
An Irish goddess, the daughter of the
Daghdha. Brighid may originally have
been a goddess of sovereignty: her
name is derived from the Celtic root
brig (“exalted”) and she may be relat-
ed to the British tribal god Brigantia.
She was the patron of poetry and
arcane lore, especially divination and
prophecy, and the protector of women
in childbirth. Brighid was sometimes
said to have two sisters of the same
name who were associated with heal-
ing and crafts. However, following the
common Celtic pattern of triplication,
the three Brighids were often treated
as aspects of a single deity.

In Christian times, St Bride or Brid-
get of Kildare, Ireland’s most impor-
tant female saint and the founder,
according to tradition, of the first Irish
nunnery at Kildare, assumed many
functions and legends of the goddess
Brighid. She even took over Brighid’s
feast day, 1 February, the old Celtic
festival of Imbolc.

Bronze
An alloy used, in the period before
iron, for weapons and tools and hence
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symbolizing force, power and hard-
ness. Cult objects made of bronze
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