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Compare and contrast two sky myths from different cultures
Word Count: 3832


This essay aims at analysing the myths concerning the constellation of Taurus developed in the Mesopotamian and in the Cretan and Greek culture. Before presenting the sources related to the topic, questioning the definition of “myth” will provide a framework in which the material can be properly discussed. 

In his collection of essays Das Wort der Antike (1962),[footnoteRef:1] Walter Friedrich Otto (1874–1958) showed that the original meaning of μυθος (mythos) and λογος (logos) is far from the modern interpretations of these terms. Both mythos and logos can indeed be translated as “word”,  but logos has become the preferred term to designate clarity of mind and depth of knowledge, while mythos drifted into becoming a phantasy tale, an invented, imaginary story that cannot be taken as true.[footnoteRef:2] Originally, though, the term logos was linked to the concept of “choice”,[footnoteRef:3] with logos meaning the meditated word that has been chosen carefully in order to persuade and convince. ‘Ganz anders μυθος! [μυθος is something completely different!]’[footnoteRef:4], commented Walter Otto: mythos does not involve reasoning, nor does it designate anything sprung out of a personal and subjective reflection. It was originally intended as an objective account of what is real, ‘die “Geschichte” [history]’[footnoteRef:5] in an ontological perspective, a ‘direct testimony of that which was, is und will be, a self-revelation of Being in the time-honoured sense that does not distinguish between word and being’.[footnoteRef:6] According to Walter Otto, mythos is the truth of Being, the primordial experience that manifests itself in the form of the mythic word and that ‘den ganzen menschen ergreift [seizes the mankind completely]’[footnoteRef:7] due to its tremendum and fascinans character—using Rudolf Otto (1869–1937) expressions.[footnoteRef:8] [1:  W.F. Otto, Das Wort der Antike, Klett, Stuttgart 1962.]  [2:  Ibidem, p. 356-57.]  [3:  Ibidem, p. 357.]  [4:  Ibidem, p. 358 (all the English translations of this text are mine).]  [5:  Ibidem.]  [6:  ‘Unmittelbares Zeugnis dessen, was war, ist und sein wird, eine Selbstoffenbarung des Seins in dem altehrwürdigen Sinn, der zwischen Wort und Sein nicht unterscheidet’, ibidem.]  [7:  Ibidem, p. 365. For the “real” nature of mythology, see also K. Kerényi, C.G. Jung, Essays on a Science of Mythology. They Myth of the Divine Child and the Mysteries of Eleusis (1941), tr. by R.F.C. Hull, Bollingen Series XXII, Princeton University Press, New Jersey 1969, pp. 6-7 (esp. quotation by Kegan Paul from Myth in Primitive Mythology, 1926).]  [8:  Otto, R., The Idea of the Holy (1917), tr. by J.W. Harvey, Oxford University Press, Oxford 1958.] 


Myth gave its forms to the entire humanity, wrote Walter Otto,[footnoteRef:9] providing the originary model for all those human activities, cult practices and behaviours that modern humanity cannot comprehend anymore. An example of these is the presence of brutal sacrifices linked to the myths of the violent death of a god as a necessary act for the fertility of our world, and that – highlighted Walter Otto – are widespread everywhere.[footnoteRef:10] [9:  Otto (1962), p. 363.]  [10:  Ibidem.] 


The mythic word is the form of the Being’s self-revelation in its more immediate manifestation. Inspired by his encounter with Walter Otto and following his ideas, Károly Kerényi (1897–1973) described mythology as ‘an art alongside and included with poetry (the two fields overlap)’;[footnoteRef:11] according to these scholars, the mythic word revealing itself through the chant of the Muses[footnoteRef:12] has a musical[footnoteRef:13] and pictorial[footnoteRef:14] character: is is an objective truth that is not to be interpreted, and that expresses its own meaning in mythological forms. The images emerging from the myths are compared to the ‘variations on a musical theme’[footnoteRef:15] in which a certain fundamental topos can develop in several, parallel myths, and all of them can co-exist side by side without invalidating each other.[footnoteRef:16] Kerényi used the term “mythologem” to describe the core mythological material that can be subject of further developments, additions and transformations. [11:  Kerényi, Jung (1941), p. 3.]  [12:  Otto (1962), p. 369.]  [13:  Kerényi, Jung (1941), p. 3. See also Otto (1962), p. 371.]  [14:  Kerényi, Jung (1941), p. 4. ]  [15:  Ibidem.]  [16:  Ibidem.] 


Another point that Kerényi proposed is that ‘mythology tells of the origins or at least of what originally was’.[footnoteRef:17] According to him, mythological narrations step back into a primordial reality and to the foundation of humankind, the ground on which any civilisation can develop by virtue of the resonance with the original cosmological act of creation. That fundative, original act constitutes the centre, the axis mundi of the whole humanity: ‘To rebuild the world from that point about which and from which the “fundamentalist” himself is organized, in which he by his origin is […]—that is the great and paramount theme of mythology, that is foundation κατ' εξοχήν.’[footnoteRef:18] Once a place reveals itself as the centre of the universe, most frequently by means of a hierophany,[footnoteRef:19] the original myth can be actualised[footnoteRef:20] and the world can extend around it. Mircea Eliade (1907–1986) wrote: [17:  Ibidem, p. 9.]  [18:  Ibidem, p. 13.]  [19:  M. Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religions (1949), tr. by R. Sheed, Sheed & Ward, New York 1958, p. 369.]  [20:  Otto (1962), pp. 366-367.] 

 
‘It is necessary to imitate the work of the gods, the cosmogony. […] [A]s imitator of the divine gestures, man must reiterate them. Since the god had to slay and dismember a marine monster or a primordial being in order to create the world from it, man in his turn must imitate them when he builds his own world, his city or his house’.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  M. Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane. The Nature of Religion. The Significance of Religious Myth, Symbolism, and Ritual Within Life and Culture (1957), tr. by W.R. Trask, A Harvest Book, Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., New York 1987, p. 51.] 


 Not only are specific rituals required in order to propitiate such an enterprise, but the structure of the place itself mirrors the harmonious geometrical proportions by means of which the divine presence manifests itself in the cosmos.[footnoteRef:22] Both Eliade[footnoteRef:23] and Kerényi[footnoteRef:24] discussed the “square inscribed in a circle” pattern constituting the core structure of Roman cities as well as Mesopotamian,[footnoteRef:25] where the concept of a ‘total homology between the Heaven and the World’ and of a ‘”mystic geography”’[footnoteRef:26] led to planning cities like Ninive on the celestial model. Whether the origins of this pattern is cosmical or psychological – as C.G. Jung mainly intended – the image of a square inscribed in a circle recalls the four cardinal points, as well as the cycle of the four seasons in a year and their starting points on the ecliptic, namely the solstices and the equinoxes, which can be determined by the interaction of the ecliptic with the celestial equator. Moreover, as Wayne Horowitz points out, the people of ancient Mesopotamia used the Sun, the winds and the stars as indicators for determining the four cardinal points.[footnoteRef:27] [22:  See Eliade, Patterns (1949) pp. 376ff.]  [23:  Ibidem, p. 372-373.]  [24:  Kerényi, Jung (1941), pp. 18ff.]  [25:  A. Seidenberg, ‘The Ritual Origin of the Circle and Square’. Archive for History of Exact Sciences 25, No. 4 (1981), p. 286.]  [26:  ‘Omologia totală între Cer şi Lume’; ‘”geografie mistică”’, M. Eliade, Cosmologie Şi Alchimie Babiloniană (1937), Editura Moldova, Iași 1991, pp. 16-17. The English translation of this text is mine. Consulted also in Italian: M. Eliade, Cosmologia e alchimia babilonesi (1937), tr. by A.R. Leone, ed. by H.C. Cicortaş, afterw. by P. Mander, Lindau, Torino 2017, pp. 23-24.]  [27:  W. Horowitz, Mesopotamian Cosmic Geography, Eisenbrauns, Winona Lake, Indiana 1998, p. 195.] 


The four “special” points on the ecliptic, marking the beginning of our seasons, ‘should have inevitably been fixed’ as soon as the correlation between the motion of the Sun and the seasons was made, stated Alexander Gurshtein.[footnoteRef:28] He argued that the constellations had been identified and “drawn” in three groups of four – the four aforementioned points on the ecliptic – in the Mesopotamian area over about six thousand years ago, according to the precession of the equinoxes which takes place roughly every 2,100-2,200 years. Supporting his theory by a comparison of the constellation’s sizes[footnoteRef:29] and of human social behaviours, the scholar proposed that the time-span in which the constellation of the Taurus was defined, along with the other three groups of stars distant 90° from one another (Leo, Scorpio and Aquarius), was some time around the IV millennium BCE,[footnoteRef:30] when the stars belonging to the constellation of Taurus were rising at the Spring equinox. As for the location, Archie Roy (1924 – 2012) proposed that ‘the constellation-makers’ must have lived around the 36° parallel North if the period around 2,500 BCE is considered.[footnoteRef:31] Such groups of stars do not imply a division of the zodiacal belt in twelve sectors of equal lengths, since this system was developed in Babylonia only in the V century BCE.[footnoteRef:32] [28:  A.A. Gurshtein, ‘The Origin of the Zodiacal Constellations’. Vistas in Astronomy 36 (1993), pp. 172-173.]  [29:  Ibidem, p. 184.]  [30:  Ibidem, p. 182.]  [31:  A.E. Roy, ‘The Origins of the Constellations’. Vistas in Astronomy 27 (1984), p. 175.]  [32:  D. Pingree, H. Hunger, Astral Sciences in Mesopotamia, Brill, Leiden – Boston – Koln, 1999, p. 17.] 


The constellation of Taurus was amongst the eldest known[footnoteRef:33] in the Mesopotamian cultures, according to the artifacts recovered in that area with images of bulls, lions and scorpions,[footnoteRef:34] a view supported by Willy Hartner, who noticed that Taurus, Scorpio and Leo are the most easily recognisable as the pictures of the animals after which they are called.[footnoteRef:35]  Despite the open discussion about such representations as proofs for a defined periodisation – Dr. Arkadiusz Sołtysiak rejected this assumption[footnoteRef:36] – together with the scarcity of primary sources from that period[footnoteRef:37] and the translation problems, as Dr. Nicholas Campion highlighted,[footnoteRef:38] lists of stars present on clay tablets from the Old Babylonian period demonstrate the existence of a star-gazing tradition and knowledge of many celestial phenomena.[footnoteRef:39] The Three Stars Each tablets and the more developed lists of constellations know as the MUL.APIN tablets report the constellation of Taurus as “Jaw of the Bull” (Hyades and Aldebaran), “The crown of Anu”, mul.GU4AN.NA (“The Bull of Heaven”), mul.GU4.GAL.AN.NA (“The Great Bull of Heaven”) or even as mul.MUL (“Stars” = Pleiades) in the late Babylonian spelling, when the zodiacal signs had been defined.[footnoteRef:40] Moreover, Rogers pointed out that the posture of the bull in the constellation was probably imagined differently, with head turning back to Aries and the Pleiades forming the end of one horn.[footnoteRef:41] [33:  A. Sołtysiak, ‘The Bull of Heaven in Mesopotamian Sources’. Culture and Cosmos 5, n. 2 (Autumn/winter 2001), p. 8.]  [34: J.H. Rogers, ‘Origins of the Ancient Constellations: I. Mesopotamian Traditions’. Journal of the British Astronomical Association 108, n. 1 (1998), p. 10.  ]  [35:  W. Hartner, ‘The Earliest History of the Constellations in the Near East and the Motif of the Lion-Bull Combat’. Journal of Near Eastern Studies 24, n. 1/2 (Jan-Apr 1965), p. 3.]  [36:  A. Sołtysiak (2001), p. 3.]  [37:  Pingree, Hunger (1999), pp. 7-8; N. Campion, The Dawn of Astrology. A Cultural History of Western Astrology. The Ancient and Classic Worlds, Vol. I , Hambledon Continuum, London 2008, pp. 35-36.]  [38:  Campion (2008), p. 36.]  [39:  Pingree, Hunger (1999), p. 50. ]  [40:  Rogers (1998), pp. 17, 19; Pingree, Hunger (1999), pp. 51ff; as for the use of “interchangeble use of “Jaw of the Bull” and “Bull of Heaven” see H. Hunger, J. Steele, The Babylonian Astronomical Compendium MUL.APIN, Routledge, New York 2019, p. 169; as for the use of mul.MUL to indicate Taurus see F. Rochberg, Heavenly Writing. Divination, Horoscopy and Astronomy in Mesopotamian Culture, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 2004, p. XXV. See also P.F. Gössmann, Planetarium Babylonicum, oder die Sumerisch-Babylonischen Stern-Namen, in Šumerisches Lexikon. Herausgegeben von P. Anton Deimel S.I., IV Teil, Band II, Verlag des Päpstlichen Bibelinstituts, Rome 1950, pp. 22-24 (nn. 75-77).]  [41:  Rogers (1998), p. 24 and fig. 7 p. 22; Hartner (1965), p. 8.] 


In Planetarium Babylonicum, compiled by Felix Gössmann, is reported: ‘Katasterismus des bekannten Mythologems der Gilgameš Sage [Catasterism of the well-known Mythologem of Gilgameš’ Saga]’.[footnoteRef:42] The Old Sumerian version of the narrative poem about Gilgameš, king of Uruk, dates back around the middle of the III millennium BCE;[footnoteRef:43] the story of the Bull is preserved in three damaged Sumerian copies[footnoteRef:44] while, in the standard Babylonian version, the fight between Gilgameš and the Great Bull of Heaven, Gugalanna, can be found in the VI tablet. According to the story, after having killed – with his companion Enkidu – Ḫuwawa (or Ḫumbaba), the guardian of the Cedar forest sacred to Enlil, the triumphant Gilgameš was heavily courted by the goddess Inanna (Sumer name of Ištar), who was seized with desire for him and insisted to become his wife.[footnoteRef:45] Feeling insulted by the harsh reaction of Gilgameš, who rejected Inanna’s proposals accusing her of ‘unreliability, treachery and destructiveness’,[footnoteRef:46] recalling the long list of lovers who had suffered because of her, Inanna ran to the god of Heaven Anu seeking support: ‘O father, give me, please, the Bull of Heaven, that I may slay Gilgameš in his dwelling’, she asked.[footnoteRef:47] After having received a pledge for the seven years of provisions necessary to compensate for the Bull’s wrath, Anu allowed Inanna to bring the animal to earth. The immense creature devoured all the vegetation and dried up all the rivers until the heroes, Gilgameš and Enkidu, took action against the mighty Gugalanna: Enkidu held him tightly while Gilgameš killed it with his knife; then, they offered its heart to the Sun god Šamaš.[footnoteRef:48] Inanna was even more vilified by Enkidu, who casted the thigh of the Bull against her as she was complaining about the slaughter.[footnoteRef:49] The two heroes were once more victorious, but their fortune was about to collapse. Enkidu died shortly afterwards, while the desperate Gilgameš started his journey towards Uta-napišti (or Utnapištim) to find immortality. Hartner and Soltysiak reported that the heliacal rising of the constellation Taurus could be the prototype of the story, since when it was composed ‘this phenomenon occurred shortly after the Spring equinox’.[footnoteRef:50] [42:  Gössmann (1950), p. 23.]  [43:  P. Jensen, Das Gilgamesch-Epos in der Weltliteratur, Trübner, Strassburg 1906, p. 1; A.R. George, The Babylonian Gilgameh Epic, Vol. I, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2003, pp. 4-5.]  [44:  Sołtysiak (2001), p. 5.]  [45:  George (2003), p. 619; A. Cavigneaux, F.N.K. Al-Rawi, ‘Gilgameš et Taureau de ciel (Šul-Mè-Kam) (textes de Tell Haddad IV)’. Revue d'Assyriologie et d'archéologie orientale 87, n. 2 (1993), pp. 122-123.]  [46:  George (2003), p. 472-473, 621-622.]  [47:  Ibidem, p. 625.]  [48:  Ibidem, pp. 625-629; Cavigneaux (2003), p. 124-126.]  [49:  Sołtysiak (2001), pp. 5-6.]  [50:  Ibidem, p. 6; Hartner (1965), p. 16.] 


Gugalanna can be found also in another Sumerian myth concerning the descent of Inanna ‘to the kur, to the underworld’[footnoteRef:51], ruled by her sister Ereškigal. The reason for her journey is revealed to the kur’s gatekeeper by the goddess herself: ‘Because … of my old sister, Ereškigal, / Her husband, Gugalanna, the Bull of Heaven, had died. / I have come to witness the funeral rites’.[footnoteRef:52] No more references to the Bull are to be found in the text. [51:  S.N. Kramer, D. Wolkstein, Inanna, Queen of Heaven and Earth: Her Stories and Hymns from Sumer, Harper & Row Publishers, New York 1983, p. 53.]  [52:  Ibidem, p. 55.] 


The constellation of Taurus became part of the Greek zodiac with few variations in the bull’s outline.[footnoteRef:53] In the survived accounts of Erathostenes of Cyrene’s (III century BCE) lost work, possibly entitled Catasterisms, the face of the bull is described as ‘delineated by the stars known as the Hyades’[footnoteRef:54] – which in Mesopotamia were identified as the Jaw of the Bull[footnoteRef:55] – whereas the Pleiades were placed on the back of the beast.[footnoteRef:56] According to the sources mentioned by Robin Hard[footnoteRef:57] – Hesiod, Erathostenes, Aratus, Apollodorus – the myths linked to the constellation of Taurus are all related to the Cretan culture and involve mortals and immortals genealogically closely connected. [53:  Rogers (1998), p. 24.]  [54:  R. Hard (introd. and tr.), Erathostenes and Hyginus. Constellation Myths. With Aratus’s Phenomena, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2015, p. 86.]  [55:  Pingree, Hunger (1999), p. 271.]  [56:  Hard (2015), p. 86.]  [57:  Ibidem, pp. 90-91.] 


Aegean Bronze Age’s artifacts show a strong presence of bulls’ raffigurations,[footnoteRef:58] as a manifestation of the bull cult existing in Minoan Crete.[footnoteRef:59] In particular, bull-hunt scenes and representations of male acrobats dealing with bulls are widespread. As commented by Nannó Marinatos, such iconographies suggest the intention to display the subjugation of a powerful wild animal of big dimensions that appeared helpless when confronted by the dexterity and the intelligence of human beings.[footnoteRef:60] Scenes involving wild animals were common in Mesopotamian art as well; not only were bulls largely present,[footnoteRef:61] but their horns were intended as a mark of divine status[footnoteRef:62] – and this can be observed also in literature, since many heroes and gods received the epithet of “bull” or “wild bull”. Awe-inspiring, powerful, and image of fertility, this animal became the symbol for the Spring equinox, and was associated to storms and thunders in Mesopotamia[footnoteRef:63] as well as to the Greek Zeus, heavenly god who received thunder and lightning from the Cyclopes.[footnoteRef:64] [58:  S. Hemingway, ‘Art of the Aegean Bronze Age’. The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin 69, n. 4 (2012).]  [59:  S. Beckmann, ‘The Mystery of Taurus. Knowing the Way. Possibilities for Astronomical Knowledge in the Bronze Age’, Journal of the Washington Academy of Sciences 91, n. 1 (2006), p. 58.]  [60:  N. Marinatos, ‘The “Export” Significance of Minoan Bull Hunting and Bull Leaping Scenes’. Ägypten und Levante / Egypt and the Levant 4 (1994), pp. 90-92.]  [61:  P.O. Harper, O.W. Muscarella, H. Pittman, B.A. Porter, I. Spar, ‘Ancient Near Eastern Art’. The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin 41, n. 4 (Spring 1984), esp. p. 29.]  [62:  J. Black, A. Green, Gods, Demons and Symbols of Ancient Mesopotamia (1992), The British Museum Press, London 2004, pp. 102-103.]  [63:  Ibidem, p. 47.]  [64:  K. Kerényi, Gods of the Greeks, Thames and Hudson, London 1951, p. 23.] 


Both Erathostenes and Hyginus reported that a bull might have been placed in heaven as Taurus in honour of Zeus: either because the god in form of a bull carried Europa to Crete, or to commemorate Io, who was transformed into a cow.[footnoteRef:65] [65:  Hard (2015), pp. 86-87.] 


As for the first myth, Hesiod explained that when Zeus saw Europa, he fell in love with her, so ‘he came down and changed himself into a bull and breathed from his mouth a crocus’ to deceive her and carry her away.[footnoteRef:66] Abandoned soon afterwards, she gave birth to Sarpedon, Rhadamanthys and Minos[footnoteRef:67]—future king of Crete, father of Ariadne and “step-father” of the Minotaur. [66:  Catalogues of Women, fr. 19A and fr. 29, in H.G. Evelyn-White (introd. and tr.), Hesiod. The Homeric Hymns, and Homerica, Heinemann, London 1914, p. 171. See also J.G. Frazer, Apollodorus. The Library, vol. I, Heinemann, London 1921, p. L. (Hereafter: “Library”)]  [67:  Evelyn-White (1914), p. 171. ] 


The second myth concerns Io, seduced by Zeus ‘while she held the priesthood of Hera’, explained Apollodorus (Library II 1.3),[footnoteRef:68] but ‘being detected by Hera he by a touch turned Io into a white cow’.[footnoteRef:69] Since Hera demanded to have the cow for herself, she ordered Argus the All-seing to guard Io, but Argus who was killed by Hermes when Zeus asked him to steal the cow. Io started wandering in the attempt to escape a gadfly sent by Hera to harass her, and arrived at the Nile, where she gave birth to Epaphus and where was ‘called by the name of Isis’.[footnoteRef:70] [68:  Frazer (1921).I , p. 133.]  [69:  Library II 1.3: ibidem.]  [70:  Library II 1.3-4: ibidem, pp. 133-135.] 


According to Apollodoro’s accounts,[footnoteRef:71] Io is the great-great-grandmother of Europa, the mother of Minos, another figure related to the bull. There are two other myths, reported by Hard,[footnoteRef:72] that are connected to the constellation of Taurus—according to the Aratus scholia (scholium 167). The text refers to: the already mentioned abduction of Europe by the bull from Phoenicia to Crete through the sea; the love of Pasiphae for the bull; the killing of the bull by Theseus when the animal moved from Crete to Marathon.[footnoteRef:73] The last two episodes concern the prodigious white Cretan bull, sent as an auspicious gift from Poseidon to king Minos, who falsely promised to sacrifice it back to the sea god, but substituted it with another animal.[footnoteRef:74] As a punishment, ‘Poseidon made the animal savage, and contrived that Pasiphae should conceive a passion for it’.[footnoteRef:75] Pasiphae found support in the crafty architect Daedalus who designed a wooden cow in which the queen could have deceived the bull and couple with it in disguise. The fruit of their unnatural union was the awful Minotaur, kept hidden in another creation of Daedalus, the labyrinth. As for the bull, Apollodorus said that after Poseidon made it savage, Hercules was sent to bring it to Eurystheus, but then the bull roamed free and arrived in Marathon, threatening the inhabitants[footnoteRef:76] until Theseus – who also slaughtered the Minotaur – killed it.[footnoteRef:77] [71:  Library II 1.4; III 1.1: ibidem, p. 135 and 297.]  [72:  Hard (2015), pp. 90-91.]  [73:  J. Martin (ed.), Scholia in Aratum Vetera, Teubner, Berlin Boston 1974, pp. 162-163.]  [74:  Apollodoro, Library III 1.3: Frazer (1921).I, p. 305.]  [75:  Ibidem.]  [76:  Library II 5.7: Frazer (1921).I, p. 199.]  [77:  Library Epitome 1.5-6, 1.9: J.G. Frazer, Apollodorus. The Library, vol. II, Heinemann, London 1921, pp. 133-137.] 


The group of myths developed in the cultures taken into account presents common core themes. All the events unfold around the figure of the bull, the animal that became an ubiquitous symbol of divine seductive fertility as well as divine terrifying destruction. In Jung’s terms, these two diametrical opposite natures cohabit in the bull, and it was the energy created by this tension to make it a living social symbol, the best possible expression, within a specific context, for what is still unknown.[footnoteRef:78] These two opposite components manifest themselves in the myths through the motif of the hieros gamos, the sacred union of heaven and earth,[footnoteRef:79] on the one hand, and through the image of the ravaging beast on the other, both of which end up with the symbolism of the sacrifice. [78:  C.G. Jung, Psychological Types (1921), tr. by H.G Baynes rev. by R.F.C. Hull, Bollingen Series XX, Princeton University Press, Princeton 1976, pp. 477ff.]  [79:  M. Eliade, Cosmos and History (the Myth of Eternal Return) (1949), tr. by W. Trask, Harper and Brothers, New York 1959, p. 23.] 


The bull appears in its most terrible aspect in both cultures. As Eliade pointed out, the bull was related to the thunderbolt very early on (roughly 2400 BCE), and both were connected with sky gods presiding over the atmospheric events,[footnoteRef:80] like storms or hurricanes, epiphanies of the divine destructive and fecundating forces. When Inanna demands to bring the Bull of Heaven to earth, An warns her that seven years of supply are needed to compensate for the damages of the celestial creature, which indeed devastates Uruku.[footnoteRef:81] Similarly, the Cretan/Marathonian bull, after the intervention of Poseidon, roames around Arcadia, ravages everywhere up until Attica and frightens the population.[footnoteRef:82]  [80:  Eliade, Patterns (1949), p. 87.]  [81:  Cavigneaux (1993), p. 99.]  [82:  Library II 5.7: Frazer (1921).I, p. 199.] 


At the same time, bulls and bull divinities were defined by Eliade as “fecundators”, gods of cosmic fertility.[footnoteRef:83] Their generative power is expressed through the weather elements—clouds, rain, storms are manifestations of their ‘unlimited reservoir of seed’.[footnoteRef:84] In the Mesopotamian myths in examination, this prolific aspect of the bull is not explicitly highlighted, and the only information reported is that Gugalanna is the celestial spouse of Ereškigal, the queen of the kur. The marriage of a celestial god, combining the power of the weather and the fertility of a bull, with the a chthonic Great Goddess is to be considered a sacred union, a hierogamy, symbolising the precious fecundation of the earth. Samuel Kramer (1897 – 1990) explained that the ‘Sacred Marriage Rite was celebrated joyously and rapturously all over the Ancient Near East for some two thousand years’,[footnoteRef:85] and such an important ritual  was performed precisely to restore the original act of creation and guarantee the productivity of the lands, as Sumerian literature abundantly demonstrates.[footnoteRef:86] [83:  Eliade, Patterns (1949), pp. 86ff. ]  [84:  Ibidem, p. 92.]  [85:  S.N. Kramer, The Sacred Marriage Rite. Aspects of Faith, Myth, and Ritual in Ancient Sumer, Indiana University Press, Bloomington - London 1969 p. 49.]  [86:  Ibidem, p. 50.] 


Eliade wrote that the mythological motif of the rainy god, the bull and the Great Goddess is one of the common elements in the proto-historic religions in Europa, Asia and Africa; he saw the union of ‘The great Ox’ Zeus,[footnoteRef:87] – ‘the loud-sounding Earth-shaker’,[footnoteRef:88] ‘the father of gods and men’ (Hesiod, Theogony)[footnoteRef:89] – with Europa, an epiphany of the Great Mother, as a hierogamy as well.[footnoteRef:90] The same can be said for Zeus’ union with Io, who was known as Isis, the Egyptian horned mother goddess. Both in the case of Io and of Europa, the myth describes a forced encounter, a seizure, a rapture, as if the union of the opposite principles cannot be accomplished but through some sort of violence. Io is seized by the god, transformed into a cow and harassed by Hera. Europa enjoys the company of the gentle, tamed bull, at first, deceived by the crocus blown from the bull’s mouth;[footnoteRef:91] but afterwards she is torn from her friends the nymphs, and carried off through the sea to Crete. The Mesopotamian myth apparently does not present this element. Though, Kramer commented in a note that Ereškigal, before arriving in the underworld, ‘was none other than Ninlil, the wife of Sumer’s leading deity, Enlil’,[footnoteRef:92] the latter being the lord of the winds.[footnoteRef:93] According to the myth, the young woman was violently forced by the ‘lusty’ god to lie with him. Similarly to the image of the crocus blown by the bull/Zeus, Ninlil was deceived by the blowing god of the winds; he was therefore sent away in the kur by the gods.[footnoteRef:94] Since Ninlil, pregnant of the Moon god Nanna, followed him, Enlil tried uselessly to stop her and eventually impregnated her three more times, so that Nanna could be replaced in the underworld and come back on the surface.[footnoteRef:95] Following Kramer’s intuition, the fact that Ereškigal was moaning like a pregnant woman[footnoteRef:96] can be understood considering Ninlil’s condition. Gugalanna, thus, could be the chthonic aspect of Enlil – as it has been suggested by the Jungian Analyst Sylvia Brinton Perera;[footnoteRef:97] the hieros gamos between a heaven/weather/bull god and mother earth appears now in its fierce and yet fecund aspect.[footnoteRef:98]  [87:  Ibidem, p. 91.]  [88:  G.W. Most (ed. and tr.) Hesiod. Theogony, Works and Days Testimonia, Harvard University Press, Cambridge&London 2006, p. 39.]  [89:  Ibidem.]  [90:  Eliade, Patterns (1949), p. 91.]  [91:  Most (2006), p. 47.]  [92:  Kramer (1969), p. 155, n.10.]  [93:  Eliade, Patterns (1949), p. 89.]  [94:  J. Black, G. Cunningham, E. Robson, G. Zólyomi (ed. and tr.), The Literature of Ancient Sumer, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2004, pp. 103-104.]  [95:  J. Thorkild, The Treasure of Darkness. A History of Mesopotamian Religion, Yale University Press, New Haven 1976, p. 104.]  [96:  Kramer, Wolkstein (1983), p. 64.]  [97:  S. Brinton Perera, Descend to the Goddess. A Way of Initiation for Women, Inner City Books, Toronto 1981, p. 22.]  [98:  Eliade, Cosmos (1949), p. 26.] 

The last “violent” hierogamy to consider here concerns Pasiphae and the Cretan bull: the cursed queen has to turn to the skillful mind of Daedalus – the very name of whom is linked to the concept of “craft”[footnoteRef:99] – in order to deceive the divine beast and couplate with it by means of an ingenious artifice. [99:  H.G. Liddell. R. Scott, A Greek-English Lexicon., rev. and augm. by. Sir H.S. Jones. with R. McKenzie, Oxford, Clarendon Press 1940, p. 321.] 


In both Mesopotamian and Cretan-Greek myths the bulls are eventually killed, as if a regeneration sacrifice was felt as needed to restore the original act of Creation that brought life on earth and, thus, to propitiate an abundant harvest.[footnoteRef:100] In order to introduce the ritual sacrifice motif in the myths, it became necessary to devise some kind of infraction of the cosmic order, a guilt to be atoned for that made the oblation imperative. Inanna drags the Bull of An, that belongs to heaven, on earth, out of his proper realm, causing chaos and destruction until the heroes Gilgameš and Enkidu kill it, tear it apart and offer it to the Sun; the Bull is back to heaven but is cut into pieces: as Jensen noticed, the absence of the hindquarters on Taurus could be the cause (or the expression) of the cut of the thigh thrown against Inanna by Enkidu.[footnoteRef:101] Enlil, instead, becoming ritually impure, is punished by the assembly of the gods[footnoteRef:102] and banished from the city. As for the Cretan-Greek myths, considering the narrations as a whole, the bull goes “unpunished” for some generations until Poseidon explicitly requires the sacrificial act, which Minos refuses to perform. The human hybris of the king opposing the divine will, leads to a punishment through his wife’s insane passion for the bull, satisfied thanks to another act of human hybris: the design of an artificial cow allowing the abhorrent act against the natural laws. The consequence of this hierogamy[footnoteRef:103] is the birth of Asterion, the Minotaur, another representation of the destructive aspect of the bull symbolism. Eventually, Theseus, like Gilgameš, restores the cosmic order by sacrificing both the white bull and its horrendous offspring. [100:  Eliade, Patterns (1949), pp. 345-346.]  [101:  Jensen (1906), p. 92.]  [102:  Black, Cunningham, Robson, Zólyomi (2004), p. 104; Thorkild (1976), pp. 86-87.]  [103:  A.B. Cook, Zeus. A Study in Ancient Religions, vol I, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 1914, p. 521.] 


To conclude, the constellation of Taurus seems to have been identified by the time when the group of stars now belonging to this constellation were rising during the Spring equinox in the Northern hemisphere, which marks the season in which most of the vegetal realm resumes its life cycle. Due to physical power and generative capacity, which make it extremely resourceful for the human beings – both in terms of meat as well as of farming labour – the bull became the symbol of the return of life on earth. Just like the cycle of the seasons enacts perpetually the cycle of life-death-rebirth manifesting itself in nature, all the myths so far considered, besides the differences in their narrations, express the explosive fecundity of the Spring renewal through the figure of the bull, and mirror the cosmogonies at the origins of life on earth. As De Santillana wrote, the true inhabitants of the cosmos are the celestial bodies eternally present in the zodiacal belt,[footnoteRef:104] whose perfect harmony marks the lifecycle of the terrestrial mortal beings, and any deviation of this harmony is a threat to the natural order. Not only is necessary the sacrifice of the destructive celestial beast, symbolising both this deviation and the original chaos, in order to establish the cosmic order, but also the hierogamy of Heaven and Earth is required to generate new life. The divine bull is at the same time the cause of the disharmony that needs to be destroyed and, after the union with the chthonic female counterpart, is also the origin life, celebrated with the sacrifice of the bull itself as a propitiatory act towards the new beginning.
 [104:  G. De Santillana, Reflections on Men and Ideas, The MIT Press, Massachussetts 1968, p. 326.] 
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