Discuss the significance of Dionysus and Heracles in the integration of India into Graeco-Roman myth/history.

This essay will be exploring the effect that the Greek deities Dionysus and Heracles had on the mythology and history of India and how the deities helped and represent the integration of the two cultures. The impact of Heracles and Dionysus will be discussed in relevance to Alexander the Great, and how his aims changed the views of later scholars. The essay will also look at how Megasthenes interpretation of the two deities in India reflect the Hellenistic view of India, and also how the indigenous interpretations and adoptions of the two deities changed Indian mythology from the inside.
Most scholars believe that Alexander was the main source for the deities Heracles and Dionysus being so well integrated into Indian history and myth. Waldemar Heckel states that Alexander the Great purposefully used the deities, specifically Heracles, for ‘propaganda’ purposes [footnoteRef:1] It was well known, at the time of Alexander’s conquest of the eastern world, that the Macedonian royal house claimed to be descended from Heracles Patrios. This Macedonian pride is seen even as early as Herodotus where Alexander I claimed to be a man of true Hellenic birth[footnoteRef:2]. Stoneman emphasises that Alexander was keen to expound his relation to Heracles, not only to gain the glory and power associated with the deity, but also to make it known that he wished to “be a god like Heracles”[footnoteRef:3]. The Macedonians had long been associating themselves with their famous ancestor, Alexanders father Phillip had already claimed land that had previously been conquered by Heracles[footnoteRef:4] and Alexander had minted coins with the image of Heracles on them. Heckel states that the coins, whilst no doubt carry the iconographic hallmarks of Heracles, are more likely “the image as Alexander in the guise of Heracles” [footnoteRef:5]. The displays of this connection to Heracles only increased as Alexander travelled into India, as his ancestor gave the perfect model of a civilising conqueror.  [1:  Heckel. 2015, 25]  [2:  Hdt.9.45 Herodotus also emphasises this connection to Heracles in 8.137, where he states the founder of Macedon was the great-great-grandson of Heracles.]  [3:  Stoneman, forthcoming, 98]  [4:  Stoneman, forthcoming, 96]  [5:  Heckel. 2015, 25] 

Alexander also drew parallels between himself and Dionysus. Whilst the God of wine and revelry certainly held similarities to Alexanders own life[footnoteRef:6], Alexander also found Dionysus useful as a parallel to his own conquest of India. Dionysus was known for bringing civilization through monarchy[footnoteRef:7] and for establishing many cities, particularly Nysa, putting an end to the nomadic tribes that had previously inhabited India[footnoteRef:8]. Alexander could have seen this as parallel to his own goals, of uniting India with the west and setting up cities in his own name. The mythological exploits of Heracles and Dionysus would have boosted Alexanders own triumphs, rather than make them seem fanciful as without their influence before him Alexander would have not had the uniqueness of capturing a Gods city. The Greeks had no problem accepting Homeric epic and mythology as history[footnoteRef:9] , so for Alexander to not only compare himself to Heracles and Dionysus but claim to be following in his ancestors’ footsteps[footnoteRef:10] would have made him more credible and impressive to a Hellenised audience[footnoteRef:11].  Later authors do not question the fact that there are few accounts so specific of Heracles and Dionysus before Alexander[footnoteRef:12], as by the fall of the Greek empires both of these deities had been entirely absorbed by the indigenous culture. [6:  Doid. 17. 100-4]  [7:  Diod. 2.38]  [8:  Kosmin 2014. 38]  [9:  Puskás. 1990, 41]  [10:  Stoneman, forthcoming, 101]  [11:  Stoneman, forthcoming, 105 – states that Dionysus wasn’t an original ancestor of the Macedonian house but was eventually inserted there for this purpose.]  [12:  Plin.NH. 23: (F45t) Ctesias fragment in Pliny only mentions the existence of satyrs in the eastern mountains of India, however these are unlike western satyrs and have no reference to Dionysian themes.] 


The first moment where most ancient authors mention a strong comparison between Heracles and Alexander is when he conquers the Arnos rock. Stoneman points out that this is where the myth of Heracles and Alexander mix in a significant way[footnoteRef:13]. This link was important as it begins the idea that Herakles was an active presence in India before Alexander, and it is Alexanders own mythology that creates these associations. Ancient sources, particularly Roman ones, are quick to criticize this account. Arrian records the event, however believes that the conquest of Aornos’ association with Heracles was to serve as a “Macedonian boast” rather than an accurate link to a historic place or event[footnoteRef:14]. whether or not the story was invented, which it most likely was, it cannot be denied that it is notorious throughout western historiographers and sets a precedent that Heracles, in one form or another, will be found throughout Indian mythology and history. There was an expectation to find evidence of Heracles in the eastern world because Alexander presented it from the very beginning of his conquest. Alexander wished to “exceed all men, living and dead”[footnoteRef:15], by choosing to surpass a deity he would be seen not only as a powerful conqueror but as a God, who would transcend all those who came before or after him. [13:  Stoneman, forthcoming, 100]  [14:  Arrian IV.28]  [15:  Anson. 2015, 72] 

The Roman historians rely on earlier accounts of India, as very few had travelled there themselves. Particularly Megasthenes is relied upon who, in turn, drew from the Alexandrian accounts before him, as well as Ctesias and Scylax. Megasthenes wasn’t always trusted in the ancient world due to his reliance on such old, biased or unstated sources[footnoteRef:16]. However, his account, despite only surviving in fragments, clearly shapes the way in which Indian history was interpreted from an external point of view[footnoteRef:17]. Stoneman discusses that Megasthenes expected to find Heracles and Dionysus in India due to his reliance on the Alexandrian texts, which were rife with his propaganda[footnoteRef:18]. Modern scholars also debate that other factors may have also affected the two deities’ appearances in Graeco-Indian history and myth. It is widely agreed that Megasthenes is deliberately giving Greek names to Indian or indigenous gods. However, the reason as to why he does this is constantly debated. Paul Kosmin discusses that Megasthenes is ascribing indigenous gods a Greek name based off their iconographical and ritual similarities[footnoteRef:19]. Puskás supports this argument stating that Megasthenes does not attempt to transliterate the god’s names into Greek, as that would give his audience no point of reference as to the gods purpose within society. Instead Megasthenes is seeking parallels, apparently to correct the mistakes of writers who came before him[footnoteRef:20]. With Herakles and Dionysus, he doesn’t deny their existence within Indian history, to him the accounts of previous works were enough to convince him of their presence[footnoteRef:21]. Perhaps what makes Megasthenes work more credible is that he claims to have consulted with some indigenous Indians when describing their Heracles, who admit the resemblance to the Theban Heracles[footnoteRef:22]. Puskas believes that Megasthenes found his parallel between the two gods appropriate, yet he “consulted his Indian informant”[footnoteRef:23] so his view would not hold an entirely Greek bias.  [16:  Puskás. 1990, 40]  [17:  Kosmin 2014. 40]  [18:  Stoneman, forthcoming, 95]  [19:  Kosmin. 2014, 40-1]  [20:  Puskás. 1990, 42]  [21:  Eur. Ba. 15, Hdt. 3.97 – both sources mention Dionysus coming from Nysa, Herodotus here mentions Ethiopia which was commonly confused with India in the Classical world.]  [22:  Diod 2.39]  [23:  Puskás. 1990, 44] 

Wendy O'Flaherty combats the idea that the parallel gods, in the accounts of Megasthenes, and later authors, were simply Greek interpretations of. Indigenous deities. Instead she put forward the idea of “cultural borrowing”[footnoteRef:24] where one culture may adapt the myth, iconography and descriptions of gods from another culture. This addresses the issues that modern Scholars face when doing a direct comparison of a known Greek god to a Known Indian God. In the Case of Heracles, one of the most common parallels found is Krsna[footnoteRef:25]. With this parallel both gods share a similar mythology and a connection to the Sourasenoi tribe[footnoteRef:26]. The two main issues with a making this connection, as Stoneman indicates, is that one parallel cannot represent all the references ancient authors make to Heracles in the Indian world[footnoteRef:27]. The second issue is that there is no evidence of a cult of Krsna as early as the fourth century[footnoteRef:28], meaning that this can’t be the Herakles that Meagsthenes writes about either. Different issues are found when comparing Dionysus to Siva, both share iconography and the ritualistic practices, there even is recorded comparison in ancient literature[footnoteRef:29],this does indicate that there was some substitution of the two gods within the Romano-Indian culture. However, this cannot explain every reference to Dionysus in Indian history and mythology, nor does it address the problems of comparing the modern understanding of Siva to ancient Heracles[footnoteRef:30].  [24:  O'Flaherty, W. 1980 82]  [25:  Stoneman, forthcoming, 103]  [26:  Bryant. 2007. 5]  [27:  Stoneman, forthcoming, 103]  [28:  Puskás. 1990, 43]  [29:  Strabo. Geog.15.58 – mentions that there is an occasional parallel drawn, this is mainly seen in Roman mosaics however]  [30:  Stoneman, forthcoming, 109 – ancient Siva may have been different to how the deity is viewed now.] 

O'Flaherty argues that during Graeco-Indian and Romano-Indian interactions there was a mixture of parallel gods and the emergence of new creolized gods as common iconography and ritual practices became shared amongst similar deities. Examples of indigenous societies absorbing Hellenistic culture can be found all across the Indo-Greek world. One example of the cultural blending is the iconography of Heracles being used to depict the Buddhist warrior Vajrapani[footnoteRef:31]. Stoneman argues that “Indian artists found the figure of Heracles coalesced neatly with their earlier, now lost, conceptions of one hero”[footnoteRef:32].  Heracles was a widely recognisable figure in the ancient world, and it was not uncommon for him to exist in multiple forms[footnoteRef:33], or to emulated by famous leaders[footnoteRef:34], most likely as Buddhism grew more popular in the west, their heroes would have to become more recognisable to a foreign audience and so they adopted a well-known deity to emulate. [31:  Stoneman, forthcoming, 103]  [32:  Stoneman, forthcoming, 103]  [33:  Arrian IV.28 – lists multiple Heracles that are known/accepted]  [34:  Stoneman, forthcoming, 99 – referring to Dioxippus the wrestler] 

Dionysus holds great significance when examining how Hellenistic culture was absorbed and adapted by the Indians and Central Asiana, after Alexander the Greats force left. From looking at the evidence from the Gandharan region its clear to see that classical artistic depictions far outlast its originators but have been distinctly adapted by the indigenous people of the area to have an “eastern flavour”[footnoteRef:35]. Dionysus is often depicted with his Hellenistic entourage of maenads and musicians[footnoteRef:36]. One particular stone pallet shows a sacrifice to Dionysus[footnoteRef:37], indicating that the owner is not only familiar with the god, but that sacrifices to him would have been considered normal and acceptable, even outside of a strictly Hellenic culture. Other finds, such as the burial mound at Tilia Tpes, show a great understanding of Dionysus’ Hellenic mythology and iconography. However, these depictions are unmistakably native in design and purpose[footnoteRef:38]. The clasps depict Hellenic individuals in the style of the indigenous people. The hybrid beast and the showing of the tender union between Ariadne and Dionysus are more nomadic in design and the equivalents of each are rarely found in the classical world. Some other items found at Tilia Tepe indicate that the society that buried these individuals most likely had more than one cultural identity. Dionysus was most likely one of the easier gods for India and Central Asia to absorb into their own culture, as many of his practices were similar to his own, and his association with nature and strange wild animals also tied in with the fantastical monsters reported in Ctesias.[footnoteRef:39] [35:  Boardman 2015. 93]  [36:  Stoneman, forthcoming, 108]  [37:  Boardman. 2015, 145 – fig 81]  [38:  Schiltz. 2011. Tomb VI]  [39:  Boardman 2015. 70] 

Dionysus and Herakles were both majorly significant to the integration of India into Graeco-Roman myth and history. Alexander started the integration with his conquest and used the gods to further his own ambitions and goals. Intentional or not he left an undeniable mark on Indian history, and with no ancient Indian literature to oppose him, he became the reference point for all later authors who wished to write about the west. Heracles and Dionysus became symbols of civilisation in an area thought as barbarous. The Hellenistic images and mythology of these deities brought to India were used to explain native Indian deities but also allowed for the indigenous people to personify their gods in an easily recognisable way. The pre-established iconography of Heracles allowed eastern societies to depict their warriors as strong and powerful without having to establish their own artistic representations. The Greek depictions and understandings of Dionysus were adopted by those who had multiple cultural identities and was particularly present in the Gandharan region. Overall both gods became an established part of India’s history of civilisation and city making and were adopted into the culture as symbols of power and victory.
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