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GABOR BETEGH

PAPYRUS ON THE PYRE

THE DERVENI PAPYRUS AND ITS ARCHEOLOGICAL CONTEXT!

Summary: The paper examines the possible interrelations between the archeological context of the
Derveni papyrus and the physical and eschatological doctrines held by its author. On the basis of a brief
survey of the archeological data and the comparative material, Betegh argues that the placement of the
papyrus is not by chance and that it probably had a role in the ritual. In the next step, he summarises the
main results of a reconstruction of the physics and cosmology of the Derveni author, and raises the prob-
lem of the connection between the eschatological theme of the first six columns and the physics and cos-
mic theology of the remainder of the text. Finally, he suggests that the common denominator of all these
themes, doctrines and lores is the fire with its cosmological and eschatological role. In this respect, an
important claim of the Derveni author could be that the ultimate cosmological and eschatological princi-
ple is not fire, as e.g., for Heraclitus, quoted in the papyrus, but fire — in the form of the celestial bodies,
the thunderbolt of Zeus, or the funeral pyre — is the instrument with the help of which the intelligent and
divine air maintains cosmic order and divine justice.
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Practically every paper and presentation on the Derveni papyrus starts with one
or two sentences on the circumstances of the discovery. Yet after this brief obligatory
introduction, everybody quickly passes on to his or her specific topic, and discusses
this or that aspect of the papyrus text. And usually we don’t hear anything more about
the archeological context. One reason for this may be that the two most relevant pub-
lications are relatively recent. After the first preliminary reports published in the
sixties, the full archeological description of the Derveni find by Petris Themelis and
Toannes Touratsoglou appeared only in 1997.> On the other hand, Kyriakos Tsantsa-
noglou published the most germane part of the papyrus — that is its first seven col-
umns — also in 1997.> What I intend to do in this paper is to take a closer look at the

! Parts of this paper are taken over from my PhD dissertation (BETEGH [1999]). I wrote the re-
mainder at the Center for Hellenic Studies, where I received much help from my fellows, especially from
Sandra Blakely, Nikolai Grintzer, Jens Holzhausen, Roberto Polito, Gretchen Reydams-Schils, and Sarol-
ta Takacs. I presented the penultimate version of this text at Harvard University, where I got useful com-
ments and suggestions from the audience, in particular from Albert Henrichs, Gregory Nagy, and Raphael
Woolf.

2 THEMELIS-TOURATSOGLOU (1997).

* TSANTSANOGLOU (1997).
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archeological context, and examine the possible connections between the function
and content of the papyrus and its place of discovery. First, I shall discuss what the
archeological context can tell us about the function, or Sitz im Leben, of the papyrus.
Then, I shall turn to the text and venture some hypotheses about its relation to the fu-
neral context.

But, first of all, some methodological remarks and disclaimers are in order.
Much of what I have to propose is highly hypothetical and tentative. In a way, this is
inevitable in the case of the Derveni papyrus, owing to both the nature of the ques-
tions to be tackled and the state of preservation of the papyrus. However, some of my
suggestions will be even more speculative than usual, and certainly much more specu-
lative than I would normally like. Yet I see no other way in this instance to propose
an overall interpretation of the evidence, and it is a challenge to do so. Interpreting
the Derveni papyrus is something like bungee jumping for the mind: it can be a lot of
fun, but one has to know that it is an extreme sport. What I find especially important
is always to make clear how far we can rely on the internal and comparative evi-
dence, and hence just how speculative a given hypothesis is. To elaborate on the
bungee jumping analogy: it’s always important to know before a jump what kind of
rope you are using.

So, let’s start where everybody starts — the circumstances of the find — but by
giving a more detailed description of it, mainly on the basis of Themelis’ and Toura-
tsoglou’s recent book. On 15th January, 1962, during the widening of the national
road leading from Thessalonica to Kavala, a large unlooted cist grave was discovered
at Derveni, some 10 km to the north of Thessalonica. The next day another similar
but even larger cist grave came to light 4.5 metres away. The Greek Archaeological
Service undertook a systematic excavation of the graves and the surrounding area
between January and August 1962, and this survey led to the discovery of five more
burials: the looted cist grave /' the cist graves 4, £ and H, and the pit grave Z. The
tombs and their grave goods proved to be of outstanding importance in many
respects, but the two most notable objects are the stunning bronze krater with a Dio-
nysiac scene found in tomb B, and the remains of a charred papyrus scroll which was
discovered, owing to the attentiveness of P. Themelis, among the remains of the
funeral pyre on top of the covering slabs of tomb A.

The site was located on the khora of the ancient settlement of Lete. It is not
clear however whether or not the burial ground was directly connected with the city.
The tombs were built in the pass of Derveni, along the road known as the via
Egnatia. Tombs A, B and A, located close by each other, are similar in architecture
and size, and seem to form a group of their own. The walls of the tombs are con-
structed of large blocks of poros laid in isodomic masonry. In the case of tomb A and
B, the grave was covered with four similar large blocks. Tomb A was only covered
with a wooden ceiling which subsequently collapsed into the tomb and crushed most
of the grave goods. The walls of the chambers in all three tombs were coated with
plaster and painted. The chamber of tomb A had a garland of blue leaves and berries
on a red ground, bordered by a yellow and a blue band. The most colourful is tomb

* For the Derveni krater, see GIOURI (1978).
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B, where the lower half of the walls was painted red and decorated with a guilloche
of branches with blue-red leaves and black berries (perhaps olive). The white plaster
of tomb A was decorated only with a blue band.

Tombs A and B were remarkably rich in grave goods. According to the excava-
tors, tomb A ‘was suffocatingly full of bronze and clay pots, vessels, jewellery and
various small objects’.” Particularly notable in this tomb is the large bronze krater
that contained the remains of the cremation and those of two wreaths, one of them of
gold oak leaves, and the other of gilded bronze with gilded clay berries. Among other
vases of clay and bronze (but none in silver or gold) found in tomb A, there were
three oinochoai and other drinking vessels. Other objects included a bronze lamp,
many alabastra, some in coloured glass, ivory figurines, bronze rings, several dozen
strigils and many knucklebones.

On the basis of the coins, metal vessels and pottery, Themelis and Touratso-
glou maintain that ‘all the evidence favours a date for the burials in the late 4th to
early 3rd century’®; this dating also must hold true for the objects found in and on top
of tomb A.

The remains of the pyres of tombs A and B and the objects contained in them
can offer us some idea of the ritual. The corpse was cremated a few metres from the
grave, on top of a richly decorated couch; some of the objects found in the remains of
the pyre of tomb A seem to have decorated the couch. According to the reconstruc-
tion of Themelis and Touratsoglou, the clay column capitals found in the ashes of the
pyre formed part of an elaborate structure on which the couch was laid. Other objects
found among the remains of the pyre of tomb A indicate that some offerings were
burnt on the pyre with the body. After cremation the bones were wrapped in cloth
and put into the krater, which was then placed in the grave. The grave was finally cov-
ered with the covering slabs, and the remains of the pyre thrown on top of the slabs.’

Among the remains of the funeral pyre found on top of the covering slabs there
were spearheads, a pair of greaves, the remains of a horse’s harness and a gilded
wreath, various other small objects (including a large number of knucklebones, glass
objects and two ivory eyes), fragments of at least six clay column capitals, and, in the
north-west corner of the remains, the carbonized remains of a scroll, which would
become famous as the ‘Derveni papyrus’.’

The location of the papyrus in the remains of the pyre of tomb A poses an
obvious problem. Why was it there? The more skeptical answer, raised first passingly
by F. W. Walbank and now considered more seriously by Richard Janko,” is that the

’ THEMELIS-TOURATSOGLOU (1997) 193.

% THEMELIS-TOURATSOGLOU (1997) 221.

" MAKARONAS (1963) implied that the pyre was originally burnt were its remains were found,
that is, on the covering slabs of the tomb. This, as noted already by GINOUVES (1994) 187, cannot be
correct, as the krater containing the ashes had to be put into the grave before the covering slabs were
placed on top. (Ginouves, however, mistakenly assigns the papyrus to tomb B.)

¥ For the full catalogue of the objects found in and on tomb A, see THEMELIS-TOURATSOGLOU
(1997) 28-59.

' WALBANK apud KAPSOMENOS (1964—-1965) 22 and JANKO (1997) 62. Janko’s interest in this
possibility is clearly related to his attempt to give a non-religious interpretation of the text.
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papyrus was mere scrap, used quite simply to light the pyre. Indeed, we have some
evidence about the Roman custom of putting papyrus on the funeral pyre in order to
set it alight. Nevertheless this evidence is quite meagre. Both of the two most rele-
vant passages come from Martial. In Epigr. 10.97.1 he writes dum leuis arsura stru-
itur Libitina papyro (‘“While the light-heaped pyre was being laid with papyrus for
the flame’ trans. Ker). Standard editions of Martial connect this line with Epigr.
8.44.14 where we read fartus papyro dum tibi torus crescit (‘while, stuffed with pa-
pyrus, your pyre is growing high’ trans. Ker). If the two passages attest the same cus-
tom, then the latter text implies that one has to think not of a single roll kept whole,
but rather a layer of torn papyrus put underneath the wood to help combustion.* If
s0, these texts cannot provide a real parallel for the use of the Derveni papyrus.™

There is, to the best of my knowledge, not a shred of evidence from the Classi-
cal or Hellenistic period for a comparable Greek or Macedonian practice of lighting
a pyre with a roll of papyrus.

It is also important to note that the roll was not on its own in the remains of the
pyre. As mentioned above, some other personal belongings of the person buried in
tomb A were left among the ashes on top of the covering slabs. For example, a pair
of greaves and some spearheads were found there. We can contrast this with the fact
that the greaves and arms of the person buried in the neighbouring tomb B were neatly
placed inside that tomb as valuable objects. And even if we suppose that the person
was cremated in his greaves, the presence of other pretty objects, such as the alabas-
tra, would need explanation. The presence of such objects in the remains of the pyre,
I would maintain, strengthens the hypothesis that the papyrus was not treated as junk
paper.

The alternative answer to the question concerning the location of the roll, and
the one espoused by most interpreters, is that it was designed to be burnt with the
corpse on the pyre, and thus that it had some function in the funerary ritual. In this
event, its placement can be compared with other Greek texts found in tombs. These,
however, apparently fall in different categories. Some of them have no obvious
eschatological implication. For example, a papyrus roll from Hawara (P. Bodl. Ms.
Gr. CL a. I(P), mid-second c. AD) contains two verses from /liad 1 and the whole of
Iliad 2,” whereas a roll from Saqgarah, also found in a tomb and dated to the fourth
century BC — very close to the Derveni papyrus in time — preserves the Persians of

10 Cf. LEwIS (1974) 96.

" Anth. Pal. 9.174.2-6 (fifth c. AD) is sometimes also adduced in this context. The author is
speaking here about the revoltingly low wages of teachers, and develops a nice simile: ‘Here the nurse
brings, perforce, the fee once a month, tying up the wretched pittance in byblus and paper, and puts the
contemptible little paper, like a pinch of incense, by the master’s seat, as if by a tomb.” (év6a Tpogoc
kata pnva ¢épet piclov pet avdyknc, | BUBAw kal xdopty Sncauévn meviny | wc 6¢ kdmyicua
TLOel mapa Tov Gpdvov, wc mapd TUUBOV, | TOV ULKpOY xdpTny, TOV TapaplmTOUEVOY — trans.
PATON). This text however does not refer to rolls but to the well-attested use of cheap papyrus (charta
emporetica) and discarded and torn writing papyrus for wrapping incense. Therefore, this text, also very
remote from the Derveni tombs in time, cannot be used as a parallel.

"2 One can compare this find with the testimony of Photius Bibl. 190.151a, according to which
Cercidas of Arcadia (fourth c. BC) wanted to be buried with a copy of the first two books of the /liad.
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Timotheus of Miletus (P. Berol. 9875). Although different hypotheses have been ad-
vanced, the function of these rolls in graves remains unclear.”

On the other hand, some texts in tombs have an evident eschatological bearing,
as we can see most conspicuously in the case of the gold leaves. More and more of
these are coming to light, and help to reshape our view of the ancient mystery relig-
ions. Furthermore, owing to some momentous new discoveries, the gold leaves are
now customarily treated again as ‘Orphic’ and/or ‘Bacchic’." These tiny inscribed
gold plates clearly have a place in the tomb, as they were meant to be guides for the
deceased in their afterlife journey. The inscribed texts, despite their brevity and enig-
matic wording, evince a distinct core of eschatological beliefs with a conception
of the nature and fate of the soul as well as an elaborate topography of the under-
world.”

Admittedly, a few verses inscribed on gold leaves are not the same thing as the
longer, argumentative prose treatise on the Derveni papyrus — even though I shall try
to show later that there might be significant connections between the Derveni text
and the gold leaves. There are some indications, however, that papyri could be used
for comparable purposes. For example, scholars have surmised on the basis of the
archeological data that the papyrus roll found in the right hand of an inhumated
person at Callatis could contain a Dionysiac/Orphic text possibly with eschatological
content;”® but this is not more than sheer speculation, because the roll was unfortu-
nately destroyed before anyone could read it.

A further indication may come from Euripides’ Hippolytus. Theseus in his
diatribe against Hippolytus depicts him as an hypocritical Orphic. He first alludes to
the vegetarian diet customarily associated with Orphism, and then continues with the
following words: ‘Having Orpheus as your lord, you revel honouring the smoke of
many writings’ (Opdéa T dvakT éExwv | Bdkyeve ToA@Y ypauudTwy TLULGY
kamvovc Hipp. 953f.). The expression moAMav ypauudtwy ... kamvotc is usually
understood as referring to the trifling or worthless nature of the Orphic texts. The
word «amvéc could indeed have this secondary meaning;”’ yet, I suggest, Theseus’
turn of phrase might be taken just as well as a play on words, also alluding to Orphic
books burnt on pyres — such as the one at Derveni.

> TURNER (1980) 76f., for example, raises the possibility that the Hawara case shows imitation
of the Egyptian custom of putting a copy of the Book of the Dead in the tomb. But see the case of Cerci-
das, mentioned above, which does not show any apparent reference to Egyptian customs.

" For a survey, see PUGLIESE CARRATELLI (1993), to which add also FREL (1994). PARKER
(1995) 496ft. has good arguments for the case that the gold leaves can be treated as Orphic.

' To complicate things even further, the eschatological relevance of a text cannot in itself guaran-
tee its ritual function in a funeral context. MARTIN-PRIMAVESI (1999) 3638 argue for instance that the
papyrus containing Empedocles’ Physica, with its demonological story, was used as discarded paper,
regardless of its content, for the fabrication of the funeral crown. But this view is also open to debate.
(For the alternative, see MOST [1997] 130.) The case of the Empedocles papyrus is certainly different in
that the papyrus was torn into pieces for this secondary use, and apparently only a small part of the roll
was used, with no attention paid to equip the deceased with the entire text.

!¢ See PIpPIDI (1967) 210.

17 See LST sv 1. So, e.g., BARRETT (1964) ad loc.; HALLERAN (1995) ad loc.; LINFORTH (1941) 52f.
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We can also add the evidence offered by pictorial representations, the most no-
table of which is the funeral vase dated 330-320 BC. The vase painting depicts Or-
pheus with the heroized deceased who holds a papyrus roll in his hand.” The schol-
ars who published the vase suggest that this may be taken as a reference to the Or-
phic custom of fitting the dead out with texts. All these pieces of evidence, both tex-
tual and pictorial, refer to the prominent place texts and books had in Orphic circles —
a phenomenon that has been analyzed by, among others, Marcel Detienne.*® But all
this is admittedly very far from compelling in the case of the Derveni papyrus. We
have to acknowledge, on the other hand, that the lack of comparable evidence might
just as well be due to the fact that papyri are very rarely preserved in Greek tombs.
And, surely, even more seldom if they were burnt, or meant to be burnt, on funeral
pyres.

To conclude, acknowledging all these restrictions and uncertainties, I should
still favour the hypothesis that the Derveni roll did have a function in the ritual. This
is made likely by the presence of other valuable objects in the remains of the pyre,
the specific Orphic concern for eschatology, and the Orphic custom of accompany
the dead with texts, and possibly also, as I shall argue, by the special role allotted to
fire in the Derveni text.

Let us now turn to the text. The extant text clearly falls into two parts. In the
first badly fragmented six columns, the Derveni author gives the explanation of cer-
tain eschatological concepts — such as the relationship between daimones, Erinyes,
Eumenides and souls — and offers a rationalistic explanation for some ritual, mainly
sacrificial, acts. From this part of the text it seems clear that the author also con-
ducted ritual and oracular activities, in the role of mantis.

Then, from the seventh column on, up to the end of the extant text, the author
gives an allegorical interpretation of a poem attributed to Orpheus. This Orphic poem
in hexameters centres on the story of Zeus. The poet tells us how Zeus obtains royal
power; that he receives oracular instruction from his father Kronos and also from the
primordial divinity Night; then that Zeus ensures his rule by swallowing and then
creating anew the entire world, and finally that he started an incestous relationship
with his mother Rhea. In his running commentary on the poem, the Derveni author,
as it were, translates this mythical story into a cosmogony.

The rough outlines of the Derveni author’s cosmogony are as follows.* The
starting point is an indistinct mass of matter. At this stage, separate entities cannot
form because the particles of fire are mixed with the rest of matter and do not let it
congeal. Then a cosmic divine Mind (rotic) — which the Derveni author identifies
also with the physical element air and the Zeus of the poem — decides to create the
cosmos as we now have it. Knowing that the excessive heat of fire does not allow
separate entities to form, this divine Mind separates the particles of fire from the rest,
withdrawing them to an appropriate location and thus creating the sun. But the sun

'8 Cf. SCHMIDT (1975).
' DETIENNE (1989).
2 For a detailed reconstruction of the author’s cosmology, see BETEGH (1999), esp. ch. 3 and 4.
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would still have been too large, so Mind scatters the surplus of fire in small chunks
all over the sky. This is how the stars are born. Mind fixes the stars at their location
by the force of necessity, for otherwise, driven by the force of ‘like to like’, they
would come together and join the mass of the sun, and this would mean the end of the
present world order. Through this teleological cosmic activity, divine Mind attains
a fine equilibrium. The fire of the sun communicates the required heat, but it does not
emit too much heat, which would jeopardize the cosmic order and life on earth.

The author’s cosmology clearly turns on the dynamic interplay between fire
and air. In the initial situation fire prevents beings from taking shape. But once it is
turned into the sun, it becomes the major generative force. The effect is destructive in
the first stage and constructive in the second, but not because of any change in fire’s
activity or power. What fire does through all these cosmic processes is blindly emit
its heat without any purpose or intention and with no consideration for its effects.
Air, on the other hand, is intelligent and acts purposefully. This is no surprise, since
it can also be called Mind. Its most important characteristic is that it is able to put at
its own service the motive energy and the mechanical causation triggered off by fire.
The air qua divine Mind uses the brute force of fire in order to actualize its cosmic
vision.

It is interesting to note that earth has very little role in the author’s physics,
whereas water has apparently no function at all. So much so that the author equates
even the god Okeanos of the poem with air, and shows no interest whatsoever when
the poet sings about ‘rivers and lovely springs’ (col. 16).

Perhaps the most perplexing question in the study of the papyrus is that we do
not know how these two parts of the text — i.e., the ritual, eschatological discourse of
the first columns, on the one hand, and the physical interpretation of the Orphic
poem, on the other — are related. In other words, what keeps the eschatology and
physics of the author together? Dirk Obbink, André Laks and Glenn Most have ar-
ticulated this problem in three recent papers, each of which was published in 1997.
All three authors point out convincingly that we cannot claim to have arrived at
a satisfying interpretation of the text without proposing an answer to this question.
Moreover, all three authors agree that the answer should be sought in the direction
set out in Richard Seaford’s pioneering study ‘Immortality, Salvation and the Ele-
ments’: that is, in a connection between the theory of elements and a doctrine of
salvation.”

The trouble is that the surviving text of the papyrus offers very little direct
help. First of all, the first columns are so heavily fragmented that it seems impossible

! SEAFORD (1986). It is also true that a link between eschatology and cosmology might exist on
a more general level, as Luc Brisson pointed it out to me. In a sense, all eschatological doctrines neces-
sarily imply a cosmology, for if the soul survives the death of the individual, one has to know where it
goes after it leaves the body. Therefore the understanding of the organization of the cosmos can be funda-
mental for the understanding and acceptance of a doctrine of the afterlife. Even though I think this is
a valid general interpretation, I would go further and examine whether we can find a closer relationship
between a particular cosmology and the particular eschatology to which it is connected. In other words,
I should like to examine whether or not specific eschatological tenets can govern or require specific
cosmological doctrines, and, conversely, whether or not a specific cosmological theory can explain the
eschatology related to it.
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to reconstruct the author’s course of argument and particular tenets. Moreover, this
part does not say anything — or almost nothing — about cosmology or physics. The
second part of the text, on the other hand, speaks about physics but does not contain
anything on eschatology.

We might have one clue, however. In column 4, in the middle of the eschato-
logical part, the Derveni author adduces Heraclitus’ dictum about the sun. From the
evidence provided by the papyrus, it appears that what we knew up until now as two
separate fragments of Heraclitus, DK B3 and B94, originally formed one statement.
This is how it reads in the papyrus:

The sun ... according to nature is a human foot in width, not transgress-
ing its boundaries. If ... oversteps, the Erinyes, the guardians of Dike,
will find it out.

This quotation is obviously linked to both parts of the text: it speaks both about
the importance of the size of the sun for the conservation of cosmic order, and about
the Erinyes who also appear in other parts of the first six columns in a clearly es-
chatological context. However, the fragmentary state of the column makes it difficult
to decide exactly what the Derveni author wanted to say about Heraclitus and whether
he quoted Heraclitus approvingly or critically.

The Heraclitus quotation is, however, a further indication that the most obvious
common denominator for all these texts and contexts is fire. Laks tentatively raises
this possibility,” whereas Glenn W. Most goes one step further and suggests a more
specific hypothesis by bringing in the evidence of the gold leaves.” Most tries to
connect the Derveni author’s physics primarily with group B of the gold leaves, in
which the central motif is the thirst of the dead person’s soul and the quenching of
this thirst. Although this line of interpretation seems promising at the start, it does not
turn out to be convincing enough at the final stage. An immediate objection to
Most’s conjecture is that there is a basic discord between the use of physical ele-
ments in the two groups of evidence. The accent is on water in the Underworld situa-
tion described on the gold leaves, and, on the whole, there is no question of air and
fire, whereas the Derveni author focuses on air and fire and is not at all interested in
water. More important, Most’s interpretation cannot account for the fact that for the
Derveni author fire is not only, and not even primarily, destructive; indeed, once it is
properly mastered by the divine Mind, it becomes the source of all generation.

In what follows I shall offer an alternative hypothesis just as tentative as the
one proposed by Most. My suggestion is that we should expect a clue not from group
B of the Thurii gold leaves as Most did, but from group A, and gold leaf C.* Gold
leaf C was found in the Timpone Grande, inside a coffin of a cremated person, close
to the head of the skeleton. This tablet is a tiny gold plate which was folded and into

22 LAKS (1997) 140; MOST (1997).

2 MosT (1997) 1311f.

1 do not intend to enter into the debate whether or not the gold plates are ‘Orphic’. The first edi-
tors and commentators were convinced that they were. Then came a long period of denial, culminating in
the work of Zuntz. However, on the force of the new evidence from Hipponion, Pelinna and elsewhere,
scholars nowadays tend to give justice to the first opinion.
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which Gold leaf A4 was wrapped.” The text of C is notoriously difficult to read and
interpret. Ten lines of writing are squeezed onto a tiny surface, while the wrinkles
caused by folding of the plate further obscure the original inscription.”® But what
makes the decipherment practically hopeless is that the text seems to contain not only
scribal errors (inversions of letters, reduplications, omissions) and a mixture of dif-
ferent dialectal forms, but also manifestly unintelligible letter combinations. It is far
from clear whether these strings of letters stem from complete carelessness, or are
abbreviations, cryptic codes, Greek transcriptions of words of another language, or
magical abracadabra.”’

Even though longer intelligible syntactical units cannot be found on this gold
leaf, certain words and shorter phrases are legible or can be reconstructed with a fair
degree of confidence. Diels defined the resulting ‘text’ as an Orphic hymn to Deme-
ter,”® whereas Zuntz, more convincingly, tried to explain it as Kore’s prayer to her
mother Demeter.

To make reference easier, I present here Zuntz’s tentative reading of the more
or less intelligible parts (alternative readings and further, still less certain suggestions
are indicated by a pair of solidi):**

1. ITowtoyovdd Tixo /[ ixe [ ... Taw | Tacw | patpl | eda
KuBeleta koppa ... Anuntpoc 17-

2. -Tatai ... Zev/ watce | mate | Tv aep ... H\ie mup Sn mavt
actn/ mavtac v/ ... evikail-

3.(dnde Tuyar T egavic/ te Pavnc/ mauunctoet Mowpald ...
cv kAyTe [ dmaktn) o enco [ Sarpov evynle! 8 evyn<w |

4. matepd) ... mavtT adauacta mavTn) /! mavta Sauawc Ta mavt /

-vta/-vraic/ ... -ovta S¢ mavt euor/(eAaBokTa) /]
eAaccoPpovta S¢ mavt em wolBnc/ ... TAnTea ! malv

5. ™ un aept mYp ... uatep ectt cotl Avec TL cotl emTal
emTaro/ /| emTaTovncty vnety vuEty n ueld nuepav ...

6. evvnuap// emTnuap/ ... vnctiac ... Zev/ OAww e / kat
TavomTa AMile aie SlE ... uaTep e€pac €m-

7. axlovcov ... evyac/<acTakTa | mupac ... mediw, ! X aua T | epav
lkaAn ! & tepal Stepa | evdacvucorvor | dauvai /

8. cTakTnp tepa ! cTakTnol epauat | Anuntep mup Zev katr n
xbovia .../ qwntpoc/ ...

9. ... €c ¢peva parpl ...

10. ... ec TOV @ep- ... eCc ¢peva patpl

 For the description of the excavation and the archaeological details, see ZUNTZ (1971) 2871f.,
esp. 290.

26 On the paleographical difficulties, see ZUNTZ (1971) 345.

7 <A text more corrupt than this will not easily be found...” ZUNTZ (1971) 345.

¥ DIELS (1902). It should be noted that Diels’ textual conjectures were severely criticized by all
subsequent commentators, cf., e.g., KERN (1922) ad loc.

* For the transcript and critical apparatus, see ZUNTZ (1971) pp. 346-348. Cf. also the alterna-
tive reconstruction, short discussion and facsimile (drawn by M. PUCCETTI) in OF 47.
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Obviously, I do not pretend to understand much of this. Nonetheless, I still
think that it shows undeniable points of contact with the Derveni text. To begin with,
no matter how incomprehensible this text is, it undoubtedly connects divinities with
physical elements and parts of the cosmos. Moreover, the divinities and elements
mentioned on this gold leaf, and possibly the correspondences established between
them, fit surprisingly well with what we find in the Derveni papyrus. For conven-
ience’s sake, I have underlined the most relevant parts of the text. Diels has sug-
gested that in the first line Anurnne is identified with /77 and wprjmnp. This identi-
fication explicitly turns up in the Derveni papyrus (col. 22. 7-11). Then line 2,
analyzed in detail by Zuntz, is particularly interesting from our point of view. Zuntz
suggests first that Zeus may here be identified with air — a momentous detail for us.
Furthermore there is the connection between the sun (or Helios) and fire — true, not
very surprising in itself. Then in the next line we find a reference to Moira, and the
rare epithet mauurctwp ‘who devises all’. In the Derveni poem, the cognate verb
éuncato is used to describe Zeus’ creative power.30 The Derveni author, moreover,
presents an interesting line of argument about Moira being the wisdom of Zeus,
ordaining ‘how the things that are and the things that come to be and the things that
going to be must come to be and be and cease.”>A further portentous observation is
that of all the elements air (perhaps equated with Zeus) and fire, mainly in the form
of the sun,” seem to play a major role, while earth appears in a secondary place, and
water does not turn up at all. It may be sheer coincidence, but this is exactly the
distribution we have found in the papyrus.

The fact that most of the intelligible words of this gold tablet are indeed
catchwords in the Derveni text (air, fire, sun, Zeus, Demeter, Ge, mother, Moira)
makes it at least defensible to evoke the evidence of the gold plates in the interpreta-
tion of the papyrus. Now, as I have already mentioned, the folded Gold leaf A4 was
wrapped in C. This arrangement secures that C and A4 were somehow related in the
ritual; and, as has been shown by Zuntz, A4 belongs to the same family as Al, A2,
and A3.”

The most complete and least corrupt of group A is A1, found in the Timpone
Piccolo of Thurii.** Most important for us is the central line 4. In line four the speaker
says that his death was by lightning and caused by Moira. (dAMd pe poip

0 Cf. col. 23. 4 and col. 25.

3 Col. 19. 4-7: Moipay, & émichicar | Ayovrec Tob Atdc Tip ¢pdvnciy émivpdcat |
Myovcty Ta éévta kal Ta ywdueva kal Ta pélMovta, | bmwc yon yevécbar Te kal elvar kdll
mavcacOar. Cf. also col. 18. 2ff.

21 wonder if the last letters in the sequence HAie myp Sn mavt actn is not connected to
dctip. Diels adduces Parmenides B 1.3.

33 Incidentally, the two Thessalian gold leaves found in a tomb in 1985 on the site of ancient
Pellina are the most closely related to this group. This is important as far as the Thessalian leaves contain
a clear reference to the Orphic myth of the rending of Dionysus.

* For a critical discussion of the text, with the differences compared to the other tablets of the
same group, see ZUNTZ (1971) 299-327.

3 GRAF (1991) 96f. argues convincingly that the Pelinna and Hipponion plates bridge the gap
between Zuntz’s A and B groups, showing that, in fact, all these tablets are closely connected and must
have belonged to the same religious movement. It has to be noted that the gold plates from other locations
still do not parallel or explain the text on Tablet C.
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ébduacce kal dcTepoBAiiTa kepavrow). We have just seen that Moira has an emi-
nent role in the text of Gold leaf C, where her name appears close to different forms
of the verb daudw, and also in the Derveni papyrus. But for us, another momentous
point is the reference to lightning. There has been some discussion in the literature
whether or not all three buried in the Timone Piccolo with a similar text by them
actually died by lightning.*® Of course, the question is quite impossible to answer
definitely; and I agree with those like Peter Kingsley who say that the main interest
of this body of evidence does not lie in this matter of fact.*’ It pertains rather to the
more general theme of heroization — or even deification — by lightning and fire.

This time Zeus’ thunderbolt, not as a means of heroization, but as a tool of
punishment, turns up at a crucial point in the Orphic mythological narratives, where
Zeus strikes down with his thunderbolt the Titans who have just killed, dismembered
and devoured the young Dionysus. It is highly likely that the Orphic poem com-
mented on in the Derveni papyrus contained this episode, but, regrettably, the text is
cut off at the preceding stage of the narrative.

Even more interesting for us is that Zeus’ thunderbolt, as a means of heroiza-
tion, is sometimes related to the funeral pyre. Heracles’ death has a prominent place
in this tradition. As soon as Heracles’ pyre on mount Oeta was lit a thunderstorm
came and the hero was lifted into heaven by lightning.*® The fire of the thunderbolt
and that of the pyre have thus become symbolically connected. The pyre and the
thunderbolt of Zeus are connected also in the story of Asclepius. Apollo falls in love
with the Thessalian Coronis. But the girl, already pregnant with the child of Apollo,
sleeps with a mortal man. Artemis punishes the unfaithful girl with death. When the
girl is already on the funeral pyre, Apollo decides to save the unborn baby, Ascle-
pius. The centaur Chiron brings up the child and teaches him the art of medicine. But
Asclepius transgresses the limits of his art, and not only heals the sick but also raises
the dead. For this excess Zeus strikes him with the thunderbolt. Thus Asclepius, who
was born on a funeral pyre, receives divine punishment and at the same time heroiza-
tion by Zeus’ thunderbolt. Fire is the element of birth, death and heroic rebirth, the
element which sets the limits of mortal life.

In the figure and story of Asclepius, I maintain, we find together numerous ele-
ments that are relevant to the Derveni papyrus and its author. Asclepius, like Or-
pheus, is a Thessalian hero. Apollo has a distinguished role both in the cult of Ascle-
pius and the Thessalian cult of Orpheus. Like the figure of Orpheus, the figure of
Asclepius combines chthonic elements with the cult of the Sun. Moreover, the art of
Asclepius corresponds in many ways to that of an Orphic initiation-priest, someone
like the Derveni author. It brings together healing — primarily magical healing in the
Thessalian version of Asclepius — with oracles, mainly dream oracles. In col. 5, the
Derveni author makes clear that he was interested also in the interpretation of dreams.

36 J. Harrison maintained that they did not, and that the reference is purely mythical (HARRISON
[1922] 587), whereas Zuntz finds it more likely that the people buried in this tumulus were actually
struck by thunderbolts, and thereby ‘sanctified’ (ZUNTZ [1971] 316).

7 KINGSLEY (1995) 257f.

3 See, e.g., Diodorus Siculus 4. 38. 4; Lucian, Hermotimus 7, Apoll. 2. 7. 7 with further refer-
ences in FRASER’S note ad loc. in the Loeb edition of the Bibliotheca.
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On the other hand, he uses certain words (e.g., dA¢ic) that stem from medical termi-
nology. It is perhaps also worth mentioning that the Thessalian gold leaves, related to
the ones from Thurii, were found very close to the ancient Trikka, the mythical birth-
place and a major cult centre of Asclepius.”

Another interesting piece of evidence comes from Plato. At the end of the final
book of the Republic, Socrates relates the story of the Pamphylian Er. Conspicu-
ously, the account of the brave Er, chosen by the gods to be their messenger, brings
together some of the central themes of the papyrus: we get not only the description of
the journey and the lottery of souls — that is a colourful presentation of a retributive
eschatology that props up the ethical tenets of Plato — and a detailed topology of the
Underworld to give the settings for the story, but also a cosmological account.* Now
it is generally agreed that Plato incorporated many Orphico-Pythagorean elements in
the story of Er. And, quite notably, Er, whom everybody thought to be dead, was re-
vived to transmit the divine message by disclosing the fate of the soul and the major
motive forces that govern the cosmos on the pyre (émi T) muod keluevos aveBiw
Rep. 614b7).

Thus far we have seen that the thunderbolt and the pyre, often connected with
each other, have a central role both in the eschatology of the individual souls on the
gold leaves of group A, in the Orphic mythological narrative about Dionysus and the
Titans, in the myth of Heracles and in the Thessalian cult of Asclepius, and the myth
or Er, which probably shows a strong Orphic influence. At a more general level, not
specific either to the eschatology of the gold leaves or to the Orphic narrative, the
thunderbolt is the means by which Zeus maintains and reaffirms divine justice. The
connection between these elements may or may not have been explicit in the minds
or writings of those involved.”

The only author mentioned by name in the extant text of the Derveni papyrus
other than Orpheus is Heraclitus. The importance of fire in the philosophy of Hera-
clitus needs no special pleading. But, more specifically, fire seems to have an es-
chatological role also for Heraclitus. In this respect, the most explicit is perhaps DK
B66, quoted by Hippolytus of Rome: ‘Fire, he [Heraclitus] says, when it comes upon,
will judge and convict all things.” (mdvTa ydp ... TO Tl EmEAGOV kpLvel kal
kataAngeTar). The parallel use of kaTalauBdvw in B28 ‘Dike will convict the fab-
ricators of lies and those who bear witness to them.” (Alkn kaTalieTar Pevdoy

1t is perhaps also worth mentioning that the same kind of preliminary sacrifice consisting of
wineless libations and sacrificial cakes was offered to Asclepius as the ones offered to the Eumenides as
described in col. 6. Cf. HENRICHS (1984) 258.

“* Even though also this part of the account is expressed in mythical terms (especially because of
its reference to the four goddesses, Ananke, Lachesis, Clotho, and Athropos), it gives the first approxima-
tion of a much more sophisticated explanatory model for the heavenly motions.

I As, e.g., KIRK-RAVEN-SCHOFIELD (1983) 30 suggest, the statement of the dead person ‘I am
the son of Earth and starry Sky’ on the Hipponion gold plate can be taken as a reference to the Titanic
origin of man. This evidence might also reinforce the conviction of the early editors of the Thurii gold
plates that the dead man’s claim to be of the gods’ race, followed by the statement about death by light-
ning, is to be connected with the Orphic anthropogony, or at least with the story of the Titans devouring
Dionysus.
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TékTorac kal udptupac) reinforces the feeling that divine justice is involved here.”
It is noteworthy for our discussion that B66 is immediately followed by B64 in
Hippolytus’ text: ‘The thunderbolt steers all things’ (7a &¢ wdvTa olaxilet
kepavvéc). In this fragment, the thunderbolt offers an easy mediation between the
Heraclitean cosmic fire and Zeus, the traditional representation of the supreme divine
power.”

Fire and divine justice, from which there is no escape, return in a somewhat
more cryptic manner in B16: ‘How could one escape the notice of that which never
sets?’ (70 un Stwév mote mwc dv Tic Adfot). This fragment is yet again a cor-
rective re-appropriation of a traditional concept, this time that of “HAtoc mavémc,
the ‘sun which sees all’. The meaning of this fragment, as generally agreed by com-
mentators, is well captured in Plato’s Cratylus in the passage where the etymology of
the word Sikator, ‘just’, is discussed. The sun in itself cannot fulfill the role of ‘the
eye of Zeus’ or ‘the eye of Justice’ because it sets every night — but the cosmic divine
fire, the sun that never sets, can easily take up this function.” Thus, the cosmic fire
appears here in the role of the supreme cosmic watchman, assuming the role tradi-
tionally ascribed to the sun.” The general image we get from all these fragments is
that, for Heraclitus, cosmic and eschatological guidance, justice, and surveillance are
closely related, or rather identical, functions of the supreme divine power that is fire.*

If T interpret him right, the Derveni author would agree with much of this —
except the very last word: fire. First and foremost, he would certainly concur with
Heraclitus on the point that cosmic justice and eschatology are just two facets of the
same divine order. Besides, he would also assent to the view that fire’s role is central
both in cosmology and eschatology. Yet he would not concede that the supreme

2 Cf. MARCOVICH ad loc.

BB 11 (mav (ydp) épmeTor mAnyl véuetar) probably also belongs in this context. As DK sug-
gest, Bcov or Aidc is to be understood with 7Any7j, and the whole concept evidently alludes to Zeus’ thun-
derbolt (cf., e.g., Hes. Thg. 853ff., adduced by MARCOVICH ad loc.).

* Plato Crat. 413 b: [reflecting on the former hypothesis that the Sikatov is the sun] ... xai
épwtd@ €l oldév Sikaiov oluail e€lvar év Tolc dvlpwmolc émeldar 6 fHtoc 8vn. Aumapodvroc otw
éuot 6 T av éxelvoc Aéyel aiTé, TO mip ¢nciy ... .

# It is worth noting that the same concept also appears on the Tablet C (cf. marorra Adbie in
line 6), where the physical interpretation of the sun as fire is almost certain (cf., e.g., HAte mup in line 2,
with Zuntz’ comments ad loc.).

¢ Another notable point of contact is that the interrelation between cosmology and eschatology is
dynamic both in Heraclitus and the Derveni papyrus. By this I mean that the most important psychic and
eschatological processes receive a physical interpretation (e.g., that the betterment of the soul can be de-
scribed as becoming more fiery, or joining the cosmic fire etc.), and thus such changes modify also the
physical set up of the cosmos. This is also strongly related to the point that the cosmic divine principle is
identified with one of the physical elements. The dynamic interplay between cosmology and eschatology
is also characteristic of Empedocles, as has become more evident than ever with the publication of the
Strasbourg papyrus (MARTIN-PRIMAVESI [1999]): the history of the physical constitution of the cosmos
and the history of the souls are not independent processes. This conception can be contrasted with those
accounts where the relationship between cosmology and eschatology is static. This is what we find for
example in Plato’s great eschatological myths. In these texts, the quite detailed cosmological description
is an unalienable part of the narrative, but the cosmological account is static, and the cosmic topography
provides only the stage on which the drama of the souls can take place. This point would however need a
more thorough analysis, which I cannot undertake here. For some important remarks on this question, see
NAGY A. (2000) 91-100.
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divine power is fire. True, it is the force of fire whose effect we can immediately per-
ceive in the workings of the sun, the thunderbolt, or the pyre. But fire is neither di-
vine, nor intelligent in itself: it is not more than a brute force. It is only the apparatus
with the help of which the cosmic divinity communicates its will to the world. Pace
Heraclitus, not the thunderbolt steers the world, but Zeus, that is, air, and fire is but a
tool in his hand.

As a matter of fact, the Derveni author could point out that in the sentence he
quotes in col. 4, Heraclitus apparently contradicts his own principal doctrine. For is
not the sun the most magnificent cosmic manifestation and concentration of fire?
And if the fire of the sun is intelligent and divine in itself, as Heraclitus maintains,
then why should it be under the surveillance of Dike and the Erinyes? Is it not true
that Dike is, or is a function of, the cosmic intelligence? Conversely, if the sun, this
huge mass of fire, fundamental to cosmic order and life, needs some coercive force to
ensure that it keeps to its proper measure, then fire cannot be the supreme cosmic in-
telligence.”’ By referring to Heraclitus, the Derveni author can insist on the cosmo-
logical and eschatological importance of fire; whereas by quoting B3+B94 he can
point out that even Heraclitus is obliged to admit that the fire concentrated in the sun
is not the ultimate intelligent principle.

On this basis, let me offer a tentative free paraphrase of the author’s main
tenet. Fire — the lightning in a thunderstorm, the burning flames of the pyre, or the fire
of Hades — can appear terrifying; but is in fact nothing to be feared.” True, fire is an
immense and possibly destructive power, yet it does not act on its own. On the con-
trary, it is the principal means through which divine justice and intervention can
manifest themselves, both at the cosmic level and at the level of the individual soul.
Fire is instrumental: its tremendous force is under the control of the supreme divine
intelligence, be it called air or Zeus. Just look at the heavenly bodies. That vast
amount of fire concentrated in them could, in principle, destroy everything. But once
fire is mastered and fashioned in a proper form by the cosmic intelligence, it becomes
the source of all becoming. For fire is nothing but the device with the help of which
the god, the intelligent divine air, keeps justice and governs the world. Thus, they
who have no reason to be afraid of divine retribution should not fear fire either. The
fire of the pyre, or that of the thunderbolt, destroys the corpse, but the soul is airy™

" These questions, which I am putting in the mouth of the author, indicate genuine problems —
irrespective from the Derveni text — since the (Fire-Logos)-Dike-Erinyes-sun relationship is certainly
problematic. Dike, as universal Justice, must have a close relationship to the Logos and the ordering fire
(cf.,, e.g., KAHN [1979] 273). SCHONBECK (1998) 103ff. lists important questions concerning the sun
(HATOCQ)-Erinyes relationship. I agree with Schonbeck that the role the Erinyes play in connection with
the sun/Helios in the Heraclitus fragment depends on the reading and interpretation of the conditional
particle in line 8 of column 4.

* As commonly agreed, the main aim of mysteries was to provide relief from some kind of
anxiety connected with eschatology; see, e.g., BURKERT (1987) 21ff.

# That the individual soul is airy is not stated in the papyrus. But in all those systems where we
get a physical description of the cosmic divine intellect, the individual soul, or at least the most valuable,
rational or divine part of it shares in the basic physical nature of the cosmic divinity. This pattern is cer-
tainly present in the respective systems of those philosophers who had the most impact on the Derveni
author’s doctrines: Anaxagoras, Diogenes of Apollonia and Heraclitus. Moreover, Aristotle explicitly
states that according to the Orphic /ogoi the soul is something that we breathe in (De An. 410b27ff:
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and fire has no power over it. Moreover, in so far as the individual soul is assimilated
to the cosmic intelligence, fire becomes its helper: by destroying something inferior
— the corpse — it promotes the birth of something superior.*® The ultimate message,
therefore, is the proper understanding of the relationship between air and fire; and the
main clue is the exegesis of the verse that the Derveni author quotes from the Orphic
poem at a central moment of his commentary:

Zevc BaciAetc, Zevc 5 dpyoc amavTwy dpyLképauvroc

‘Zeus the king, Zeus who rules all with the bright bolt’.

Philosophy Department
Central European University
H-1051 Budapest

Nador u. 11.
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