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Abstract

Allusions to a cosmogony contained in a Vedic hymn (RV 10.129) present striking analo-
gies to a cosmogony attributed to the Pythagoreans by Aristotle, Simplicius and Stobaeus.
The aim of the paper is to evaluate the extent to which they are similar and to which their
differences respond to different cultural premises.
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1. Introduction

A Vedic hymn (Rig Veda [RV] 10.129) contains allusions to a cosmogony
that presents striking analogies to the initial phases of the configuration of
the cosmos attributed to the Pythagoreans by Aristotle, Simplicius and
Stobaeus. Our knowledge of the Greek cosmogony is only partial, since no
more than indirect references have survived, in authors of various times
and of varied interests; the Indian cosmogony, for its part, is known to us
only through a ritual hymn which makes incomplete and allusive reference

* This paper benefited from support from the Spanish Government (FFI12010-17047 and
16220). We are very grateful to an anonymous reader for clever suggestions that have
undoubtedly improved the work, and to the editor for suggestions which led to a clearer
expression of the argument.
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to it. So the first aim of the present article is to reconstruct the main fea-
tures of both cosmogonies from a detailed analysis of the texts. This will
allow us to go on to examine and evaluate the analogies and the differences
between them.

2. A Pythagorean Cosmogony

2.1. The Evidence

The Pythagorean cosmogony we shall consider is described in a series of
testimonia from, or ultimately based on, Aristotle. These texts ascribe the
cosmogony to ‘the Pythagoreans’ without further specification but, as
Huffman has argued, it is quite likely that they look back to the work of
Philolaus in particular (see Huffman 1993, 202-15: his argument is based
on their convergence with two fragments which explicitly name Philolaus,
44 B7 and 17 DK). The texts are as follows:

T1. For they [the Pythagoreans] clearly say that, after the One was constructed,
whether out of planes, or surfaces, or a seed, or out of they know not what, immedi-
ately the closest part of the unlimited ‘began to be drawn in [sc. breathed in] and
limited by limit’ (pavepdg yap Aéyovow [sc. oi IMubBaydperor] dg 10D Evog
ovotabéviog, et ¢€ émnédav eit’ éx xpoidig eit’ éx onépuoatog €it’ €€ v &nopodoty
einely, evBOg 10 Eyyrota 100 dmeipov dt! eikketo koi énepaivero bnd Tod Tépatog)
(Aristotle, Metaphysics 1091a15-18 = 58 B26 DK).

T2. Only the Pythagoreans [sc. place the infinite] among objects of sense, since they
do not regard number as separable from these, and assert that what exists outside
heaven is infinite (tAfv oi pév MuBoydperot év toig aiobnroic [sc. 10 dnepov] (00
Yap xP1oTOV TO0BOV TOV &ptBudy), Kol elvar T EEw 10D 0vpovod dmerpov) (Aris-
totle, Physics 203a6-8 = 58 B28 DK).

T3. The Pythagoreans too held that vacuum exists and that it entered heaven itself
from the infinite, as if the latter had also inhaled vacuum besides breath. Furthermore,
it is vacuum that distinguishes the nature of things, as if it were what separates and
distinguishes the terms of a series. This holds primarily in numbers, for the vacuum
distinguishes their nature (elvar 8’ pocav kai oi ITuBaydpetol kevodv, ko éneictévan

D The word 6t is missing in Alexander’s paraphrase, and therefore is deleted by Christ, but
Burkert (1972, 36 n. 41) rightly points out that it ought not to be deleted because: ‘it
shows a citation is to follow, and probably separates paraphrase from quotation.” We agree,
and take it that the following words are a literal quotation.
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a01® 10 00pav éx 10D dneipov Tvedud te? dg dvamvéovtt koi 10 kevdv, O Sopiler
10 pUGELS, Mg Evrog 10D xevod ywptopod Tivog 1@V Epetiic xai [thg] Sopiceng: xal
097" elvon Tp@TOV &V T0ig Ap1Bpoic- 10 yap xevdv Sropilewy Thy o odtdv) (Aris-
totle, Physics 213b22-7 = 58 B30 DK).

T4. In the first book of Or the Philosophy of Pythagoras, he [Aristotle] writes that
heaven is one, and that, from the unlimited, time and breath were brought in, as well
as the vacuum which distinguishes the place of each thing in each case (év 8¢ 1@ Ilepi
i uBarydpov prhocopiog TpdTe Ypdeet TV piv odpavov etvat va, éneiodyeoBot
8¢ €x 10D ameipov xpdvov 1€ xai Tvony xoi 10 kevdv, O dropiler Exdotov Tog xdpag
aet) (Stobaeus, Eclogue 1.18.1c = Aristotle, fr. 201 Rose® = 58 B30 DK).

T5. They [the Pythagoreans] used to say that the vacuum penetrates the cosmos as if
the latter inhaled it or exhaled it as the breath of what surrounds it from outside
(EAeyov yaip éxeivol 10 kevov émetotévon T kOou® olov dvorvéovtt fitot elonvéovit
a1 Honep nvedpo, dnd 100 EEwbev nepikexvpévov) (Simplicius, On the Physics ix.
651.26-8 Diels).?

2.2. Analysis

2.2.1. What the Pythagoreans call the One is identified, according to
Simplicius, with the Cosmos.* According to T1, this One has been con-
structed (to® évog ovotaBéviog): i.e. it does not exist form the beginning,
and there must have been a state before its construction.

2.2.2. The One is surrounded by the indefinite (10 &mepov) (T2),
what Simplicius in T5 calls 10 ££wBev nepikexvpévov. It could be thought
that the original formulation was 10® dneipov EEmBev mepikexvuévov
‘the indefinite that surrounds it on the outside’ (cf. T2: 10 £m 100 0Vpovod
dreipov).

2.2.3. The One ‘breathed’ (e{Axeto) (T'1). The verb here (probably quoted

verbatim: cf. n. 1) is an aorist, referring to a cosmogonic moment. €Axo in

2 mvedud te Diels : avedpotog cod.

3 Cf. Alexander, On the Metaphysics i. 39.12 Hayduck. (Aristotle fr. 203 Rose®), where the
Pythagoreans are said to have believed that the One was mind and substance. This passage
may shed light on Aristotle’s idea of the Pythagorean ‘One’.

9 Aristotle, Metaphysics 1091a18 (GAL’ éneldn [sc. ot TuBaydpetot] kooponoodot) may
indicate that the philosopher also identifies the One with the Cosmos. For the Pythagorean
‘One’, cf. Schibli 1996.
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the sense of ‘breathing’ is a technical term,” which corresponds to
dvonvéovtt in T3 and to évanvéovt firor eionvéovtt in TS5. We find a
similar process described in the Hippocratic treatise De natura pueri,
according to which the embryo develops in the womb as a seed, breathes
in and is divided and articulated by the breath;® and Huffmann points out
the similarities with Philolaus’ own embryology:’

Philolaus of Croton says that our bodies are constituted out of hot. .. Sperm is hot and
this is what constructs the animal (@1AdAxog 8¢ 6 Kpo[twvid]tng suveotdvar g(noiv)
& ipérepa odp[oto éx] Beppod. .. 1 onéppla (eivon) Bep]udv, katookevaoTkOV
8¢ toro t[0d {do]v).

In this account, it is specifically the hot of the seed that is responsible for
the articulation of the animal.® Although Aristotle does not mention ‘the
hot’ in his description of the Pythagorean cosmogony, it is very important
for understanding the process of respiration in other parts of his work.”
The point is that the growth of the cosmos is described as that of a living
being, as if it were an embryo. It is not clear whether the reference to a
‘seed’ (onéppo) in T1 should be understood within this context: the use
of ag by Aristotle in T3 (&g dvanvéovtt) and of olov by Simplicius in
T5 (otov &vanvéovtr) could lead us to think that, in the original, the
‘breathing’ of the One was merely a simile. On the other hand, the appar-
ently verbatim quotation in T1 uses the same term, €{Axeto, without a

9 Burkert 1972, 37 and n. 46, quoting Hippocrates, De natura pueri 12, De natura homi-
nis 5, De flatibus 3, De carnibus 6; Diogenes of Apollonia 64 A31 DK, and Empedocles 31
A74 DK.

9 De natura pueri 17 [vii. 498 Littré]. The similarity with Pythagorean ideas was noticed
by Olerud 1951, 53 f; cf. Burkert 1972, 37 and n. 47.

7 Meno ap. Anon. Lond. 18.8-13 [38 Manetti] = Philolaus 44 A27 DK. See Huffman
1993, 213 and 289-96 (the translation here is taken from 290; and see esp. 291-2 for
Meno’s testimony).

® Schibli 1996, 126 n. 44 tentatively (as he says) spells out the parallel with the cosmog-
ony: “The body is originally a “one”, in the sense of being solely constituted of the hot; it
then draws in the cold air from outside and emits it again, thus starting the process of res-
piration (which is vital for cooling the body). If in this process the external air may be seen
as the unlimited element, the hot is somehow the limiting element. . . Similarly the central
fire, the one, takes on a limiting function by drawing in breath (and vacuum and time)
from the unlimited, thereby initiating the further development of the cosmos.’

? See e.g. Aristotle, De respiratione 474a13-14: dvanvéovow (aipewv 8¢ 10 Oeppov
ebAoyov, Exerv 8¢ 10 oipa Thv 10D Beppod ydpav) k.T.A.
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qualifying particle, and Aristotle might have introduced &g in the Physics
passage because he supposes that the inhalation of breath is ‘as if’ the One
had inhaled the vacuum as well; and Simplicius might have introduced
olov either because he thought that this explanation was philosophically
sustainable only if understood as a metaphor, or because he misinterpreted
Aristotle’s @g (or both). Stobaeus, for his part, uses a verb more suited to
his own time in T4: éneiodyecBot. But the overriding impression is that in
Pythagorean cosmogony the idea was fundamental: the One breathes
because it is conceived as something living.

2.2.4. Thus, something coming from the outside enters the One. Accord-
ing to Aristotle in T3, it is Tvedpar. .. kol 10 kevov; according Stobaeus in
T4, xpbvov 1¢ xai mvonv kai 10 xevdv. Probably rvebpa or mvor was the
term used in the original formulation, ' interpreted as vacuum by Aristotle
(cf. above on his use of @ here). Simplicius, from the perspective of a later
philosopher, transposes the terms and says that the One inhales vacuum as
if it were breath (T5) — which is the opposite to what the original had said.
Stobaeus adds time (T4), perhaps because in the original text the inhala-
tion of air did not only introduce discontinuity in space, but also in time,
thus making the non-time into measurable time.

2.2.5. The introduction of breath coming from the indefinite into the
One generates the possibility of the One’s finding itself limited; the breath
acts, that is, as a limit (zépatog and the corresponding verb énepaivero in
T1). The process is described in T3 with later terminology:'' dwopilet...
xopiopod Tvog [this Tivog seems to suggest that Aristotle was translating
the original terms into his own language] xai Siopiceac.

The indefinite thus becomes a defining agent, and the separation of
what was originally united, as Burkert pointed out, is comparable to the

19 mvedpo (already Homeric) and nvon (documented since Anaximenes: 13 B2 DK) are
practically synonyms.

11 The verb nepaive has been recorded since Pindar, Pythians 10.28, népag/p since Alcaeus
(350.1 Hahn: nepdtwv) and, in its epic form neipap, since Homer (fliad 8.478 etc.); while
Sropilw is recorded only from the fifth century (e.g. Herodotus 4.42, Sophocles, Oedipus
Rex 723), and S16proig since Plato (Laws 777b).
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myths which described the separation of heaven and earth from an original
‘single form’ (popen pict).'?

2.2.6. In conclusion, the Pythagorean cosmogony referred to by Aristotle,
Simplicius and Stobaeus could be summarised as follows. In some way
unknown to us, the One (10 &v) was configured inside the indefinite
(20 &rewpov), so that, once it was configured, the One would be surrounded
by the indefinite. The One ‘inhaled’ (¢{Axeto) breath (rvedpa) from the
surrounding indefinite. This breath, which is understood as being endowed
with the properties of a vacuum, has the ability to produce separation
inside the One, so that it acts as a limit (népag) between things that thus
become differentiated. ‘The One is hence limited by a limit (érepaivero
brd 10D méparog), and this limitation makes multiplicity possible in spatial
terms — and is probably responsible as well for the creation of time, possi-
bly understood as a series of moments.

This reconstruction can be clearly visualised in the table on p. 38 (below)
which juxtaposes the four versions. We underline what we consider to be
the most probable original formulations (although it is not possible for us
to choose between #w or #wbev, or between nveduo and nvo(V)n).
Remaining formulations would be ‘translations’ of the original ones.

2.2.7. Diogenes Laertius reports a Stoic cosmogony, which he attributes
to Posidonius and Antipater, and which shares many relevant concepts
and terms with the Pythagorean cosmogony reported by Aristotle and
Simplicius (DL 7.140 = Posidonius F8 Edelstein-Kidd):

The cosmos, they say, is one and limited, having a spherical shape. .. Outside is suf-
fused the unlimited vacuum, which is incorporeal. .. There is no vacuum in the cos-
mos, but it is wholly united. For this necessarily results from reciprocal breathing and
tension of the heavenly things to the terrestrial things (Eva. 10v xéopov efvon kol
10010V rerepacpévov, oxiin’ Exovia ceonpoeidés. . . EEwbev 8’ adtod nepikeyvpévov
glvon 10 kevov Erelpov, Snep doduotov elvat. .. év 8t 1@ kdopw undtv elvon kevdv,
AL’ fvdoBon adtév- TodTo Yo dvaykdlerv Thv TV odpaviev npdg Té éniyeln
oLURVOIAY Kol GUVTOVIaY).

12 Burkert 1972, 37 and n. 42, in which he quotes Euripides, 7rGF F484; Staudacher
1942. As Kahn points out (2001, 29): ‘no distinction seems to be made here between the
generation of numbers, the emergence of geometric point, and the production of sensible
magnitudes. Such conceptual refinements will be the work of Plato and his associates.’



38 A. Bernabé, ]. Mendoza / Phronesis 58 (2013) 32-51

Elements of T1 T2 T3 T4 T5
the account (Aristotle) (Aristotle) (Aristotle) (Stobaeus) (Simplicius)
1. The One 10 13 odpavdg  odpavig Wiév= xdoH0g
(= Heaven); ovpavdc
2. outside is the 10D 10 &n 100 D &nei, 100 EEwbev
indefinite; aneipov 10D aneipov TEPLKEYVUEVOL
0Vpavod
0
&rerpov
3. the One £1AxeTo g énercdyecBor  dvomvéovrt
inhales; avanvéovti firol
elonvéovTL
4. vacuum and nvedpd kai ypdvov e kol mveduo
breath enter; 10 KEVOV TVonV xoi 10
Kevov
5. thus is the énepaiveto 0 dwopiler 0 dwopiler...
indefinite 1o 100 10g OoeElg TG XdPOg
defined. népatog

The striking coincidences of vocabulary cannot be by chance. It seems
clear that some Stoics adopted and ‘Stoicized’ the very Pythagorean cos-
mogony referred to by Aristotle, Simplicius and Stobaeus.

2.2.8. This same Pythagorean cosmogony has links back to Anaximander
as well as forwards in the Stoics. We note only some obvious shared fea-
tures: (a) Anaximander appealed to an d&nepov, just as our Pythagorean
cosmogony does; and cf. 10 kevov &repov in DL’s report of the Stoics
above; (b) for Anaximander, xdopog arises from &netpov, and énerpov sur-
rounds the world:' the same occurs in the Pythagorean and Stoic accounts;
(c) embryologic language in Anaximander finds an echo in Philolaus’

13 The origin of this ‘One’ is not specified: cf. Aristotle, Metaphysics 1091al5 (T 1 above).
9 Hippolytus, Refutatio 1.6.1 = 12 A11 DK: odtog apynv &on 1dv Svimv oty tive 10D
&neipov, 8€ Aic yiveohar Todg obpavode kal oV &v adtolc kopov. Todtny 8 &idiov elvan
xal dynpw, fiv xoi néviog neptéxetv 1oV kdouovg (‘the said the source and element of
existing things was a certain nature of the boundless, from which come to be the heavens
and the cosmos in them. And this is everlasting and ageless, and it also surrounds all the
cosmos’).
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embryology;'® (d) the image of breathing present in the Pythagorean
account is developed in the Stoics’ mpdg ta éniyei oOpmvorav kod
ovvroviav. Breathing is not part of Anaximander’s account, but we can
find some roots of this conception in Anaximenes’ nvedpa;'® (€) Anaxi-
mander’s idea of necessity is reflected both in the embryological passage
reported by Meno and in the Stoic formulation."”

3. A Vedic Cosmogony

3.1. The Evidence

Presenting a description of the cosmogonic conceptions of Vedic religion
at its oldest stage is an almost impossible task, since Vedic hymns are texts
written to accompany ritual, and do not present a systematic cosmogony.'
The cosmogony we consider here is found in a group of hymns belonging
to the most recent parts of the Rig Veda, books 1 and 10. (We do not
know the date of composition, but it must have been before 800 BC.)"

!9 For Anaximander, see ps.-Plutarch, Stromateis 2 = 12 A10 DK: gnoi 8¢ 10 éx 10D idiov
yévipov Beppod 1€ Kol Yuypod ket THy yYévesty 1odde 10D kdopuov droxpiBiivar xai Tiva
£k 100T0V PAOYOG SPaipav mEpLPULTivaL ) mepL TV YTV dépt GG 1@ dévdpe prowdv (‘he
says that that part of the everlasting which is generative of hot and cold separated off at the
birth of this cosmos and out of this a sort of sphere of flame grew around the air surround-
ing the earth like bark round a tree’). Cf. Baldry 1932, 29-30; Guthrie 1962, 90-1. For
Philolaus, see Huffman 1993, 289-306.

19 Anaximenes, 13 B2 DK: olov | yuxfi, onoiv, | iuetépo émp odoo ovykpatel Hudc,
kol SAov 1oV kGopov mvedpa kol anp nepiéxel (‘as our soul, he says, which is air, controls
us, so the breath and air encompass the whole cosmos’).

17 Anaximander 12 B1 DK: xoi tv ¢Bopawv eic todra yiveoBor katd 10 xpedv (‘into
them too does destruction place, according to that must be’). Meno ap. Anon. Lond. 18.19-24
[39 Manetti]: ei¢ 8¢ to0t00 TV Katook[evhv d]mopviioer m(poc)xpfiton TorobTy: pelta
¥(&p)], p(now), thv Extegiv edBémg {to} 10 {Pov émonbrran 10 Extdg TVEDPO YoXPOV BV
elto méAv xaBomepel xpéog éxnépmelt] adtd (‘he also mentions the following sort of
consideration regarding the construction of the animal: Immediately after birth the animal
breathes in the external air which is cold. Then it sends it out again like a debt’). It is worth
noting that Meno uses also nvedpo: in this context.

'® Cf. Varenne 1982.

' 'The chronology of the RV is contested, but a certain degree of consensus has been
reached in considering the year 800 BC as the terminus ante quem for the final compilation
of the work. The composition of hymns included in it, even of the most recent ones, must,
therefore, predate this date by at least one or two centuries.
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These later hymns already present examples of poets who aim at extracting
abstract, speculative inferences from ancient tales about the origin of the
world. The text serving us as a base is RV 10.129,% although we will also
use some other hymns as complementary texts, particularly the extremely
brief RV 10.190. First, then, RV 10.129:

v. 1: There was then neither Being nor Not-Being.”' There was neither this space nor
the heaven beyond. What was moving? Where? Under whose supervision? What were
the abyssal, bottomless Waters? (ndsad dsin né sid dsit tadinim ndsid rdjo né vyoma
pard ydt | kim dvarivah kitha kdsya Sdrmann dmbhab kim dsid gihandm gabhirdm)

v. 2: There was then neither death nor not-death, nor distinction between day and
night. The One by its own impulse breathed without wind. Apart from this, nothing
else existed (nd mrtydr asid amrtan: nd tirhi nd ritrya dhna dsit praketdp | inid avarim
svadhdya tdd ékam tdsmaddhanydn nd pardh kim candsa).

v. 3: At the beginning, Darkness was hidden by Darkness, everything was an indistinct
Flood. By the power of Heat the One was born, what was hollowness covered by hol-
lowness (tdma dsit timasé galhdm dgre ‘praketdim salildm sdrvam a idim | tuchyénibhy
dpihitam ydd dsit tdpasas tdnmabindjiyataikam).

v. 4: At the beginning, Desire emerged, the first seed of thought. The wise men,
searching in their hearts, due to their wisdom found the link of Being in the Not-
Being (kdmas tdd dgre sdm avartatidhi manaso rétah prathamdn ydd dsit | saté bandbum
dsate nir avindan hrdi pratisyikavdyo manisi).

v. 5: They laid their measuring rod diagonally. Was there a ‘down’? Was there an ‘up™?
‘There were semen-catriers, there were Powers. The impulse below, the donation above
(tirascino vitato rasmir esam adhdh svid dsit | retodhd dsan mahimina dsan svadhd avdstat
prdyatih pardstit).

v. 6: Who, then, knows, who could proclaim here where it was born from, whence this
creation? The gods (were born) later, by means of this creation, but the creation, who
knows whence it comes? (kd addhi veda ki ihd prd vocat kiita djata kita iyam visystib |
arvdg devd asyd visdrjanendtha ké veda ydta Gbabhiiva)

v. 7: Where this creation comes from, and whether it has been created or not, only the
one watching in the furthest reaches of heaven knows, or perhaps does not know (iydni
visystib ydta ababhiiva yidi vi dadhé yidi va nd | y6 asyidhyaksah paramé vyoman sé
angd veda yddi vi ndvéda).

20 ‘The hymn, known as Nasadiya due to the initial word, has often been translated (e.g. in
Griffith 1951, Geldner 1951, Doniger 1981) and discussed (see e.g. Renou 1956, Maurer
1973, Gonda 1975, Varenne 1982).

20 Cf. comments below, 3.2.2.
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Note that, in verse 4, the speculative character of the hymn is highlighted
(“Wise men, searching in their hearts, due to their wisdom found the link
of Being in the Not-Being’). These wise men are hymn-composing poets
(r5is) of Veda. The cosmogony described in the hymn, therefore, is pre-
sented as the result of rational reflection applied to traditional cosmogonic
myth, in an attempt to clarify precisely that part with which the myth did
not deal: the situation previous to the cosmos, and the initial process of its
formation. The wise men, who ‘have their own measuring rod’” (5) which
they can use to find out whether the ‘directions of space’ already existed,
present in the final verses (6-7) an explicit statement of the limitations of
their knowledge, as well as of their awareness that their speculation is lead-
ing them to a limit, the knowledge of which it is doubtful anyone pos-
sesses. Perhaps it is even unknown to the god ‘who watches from above’,
Varuna, the Sovereign who is presented in the Veda as the legislator, omni-
scient, knower and founder of Cosmic Order (r24).
RV10.190 is as follows:

v. 1: The Order and the Truth?? were born from Burning Heat. From it, the Night was
born, from it the waving Ocean (Rtdm ca satyim cabhiddbit tipasé ‘dby ajayata | tito
rétry ajdyata tdtah samudré arnavap).

v. 2: And from the waving Ocean the year was born: the Days and Nights were dis-
tributed by him who rules over everything that opens its eyes (Semudrid arpavid ddbi
samvatsaré ajiyata | abordtrini vididbad visvasya misaté vasi).

v. 3. The Sun and the Moon in turn were shaped by the Instaurator, as well as
heaven and earth, the space in between (or: intermediate space) and, finally, Light
(sarydcandramdsau dbita yathiparvim akalpayat | divam ca prthivim cantdriksam dtho
svdh).

3.2. Common Features to RV 10.129 and 10.190

3.2.1. In an indeterminate past, referred to by the adverb tadinim, ‘then’,
there was a phase typically described by the negation of opposite pairs,
sometimes even expressed by means of a term and its corresponding nega-
tive compound (with the negative prefix 4-).

3.2.2. A first pair of opposites, sdt / dsat, ‘being’ and ‘not being’, consists
of an abstract concept and its negation, which together summarize and

22 Satydm, that is, ‘what is true, authentic’.
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encompass all the other concepts that are going to be specified subse-
quently. It is the first time that the neuter form of the participle of the verb
‘to be” occurs in an abstract use. It is plausible that the strict philosophical,
metaphysical sense of ‘being’ (‘das Sein’) has not yet been developed, and
perhaps a more existential nuance (‘what exists, the existing’) should be
kept in the translation (as Maurer 1975 proposes). Nevertheless, it seems
quite clear that both terms already have an abstract, generalising sense
here, evidenced not only by reiterated negations in the specification of the
fundamental pairs of opposites which are basic in the structure of the cos-
mos, but also by the way it is formulated in 10.129.4b: “Wise men, search-
ing in their hearts, due to their wisdom found the link of Being in the
Not-Being’ — which agrees with what is stated in RV 10.72.2b.”

3.2.3. The other three pairs of opposites whose existence is denied will be
the elements of the three basic and primeval spheres constitutive of the
Order of the world which results from the cosmogonic process:

() space: rdjas | vyoman, that is, the space between our world and the space of the
beyond, the vault of heaven;

(b) life: mytyih | dmrtam (‘death / immortality’), that is, the basic distinction between
human beings and gods;

(c) time rdtri | dhar (‘night / day’), the minimum unit of time calculated.

3.2.4. The first stage, when elemental distinctions have not taken place
yet, is reinterpreted by the metaphor of the waters. It is not a ‘water’, how-
ever, which is ‘distinct’ from earth and heaven, but rather waters that are,
at the same time, everything that will eventually come into existence and
nothing of it, because there are no distinctive signs within them. The adjec-
tive attributed to this primeval element, this Flood, is apraketds, ‘indis-
tinct’: i.e. it does not have any distinctive features that would allow for a
differentiation within it of different parts, or for singling it out from other
elements. This Flood lacks the praketds, ‘distinctive feature’, which it is
said (RV 10.129.2) permits the differentiation between day and night.

2 RV 10.72.2b: ‘in the ancient time of the gods, from the Not-Being, the Being was cre-
ated.” This hymn celebrates the birth of the gods.
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3.2.5. In this timeless past, there is an initial point referred to by the
adverb dgre, ‘at the beginning, in the initial point’. This adverb occurs
frequently in the hymns, complemented by the genitive ahndm, ‘of the
days’, indicating the initial point of the temporal count.

3.2.6. At that initial moment, a force, #dpas (‘heat’),”* of whose origin
nothing is told, activates an internal warmth that acts as the energy required
for the unleashing of a creative process. It should be noticed that zdpas is
not the creator, but the energy which allows the process to take place.

3.2.7. The power of the heat provokes the birth of the first element, ékam,
‘the One’. From this One, which emerges from the energy of #dpas and
remains enveloped in the indistinct Flood, a number of features are pointed
out. First, that it ‘breathed without wind’ (@nid avitam) and, additionally,
that it did it by itself, by its own state or condition (svadhdya). The breath-
ing of the One is what probably characterizes it as ‘living’, and as such, as
having the power to germinate. That is how the reference in RV 1.129.4
to kdma, ‘desire’ should be understood: it is emergent desire as well as seed
to the consciousness of thought (m4nas). Secondly, ‘it was born a vacuum
and covered in vacuum’ (tucchyénibhv dpihitam). That is, the vacuum was
born with the One, as a condition of its ‘differentiated’ character. An inter-
pretation could be that the One needs external vacuum as a border with
the ‘indistinct Flood’, and internal vacuum perhaps to be able to breathe,
and introduce something inside. Thirdly, at the moment of its emergence
it was the only existing thing: ‘apart from it, nothing else existed’ (¢dsmad
dhéanydn nd pardh kim candsa). This implies that the vacuum is part of the
One, and that the Flood is interpreted as something other than existence.
This would mean that existence is conceived as ordered existence, as a link
between what-it-is and what-it-is-not, between the s4z and the dsaz.

The hymn does not identify this #4d ékam with any of the distinguish-
able elements listed before in the pairs of opposites, not even with the sdz
‘the existing’. It is rather a first step, the differentiating principle from

) In later texts, tapas comes to mean ‘asceticism’, on the assumption that it is what gener-
ates the most powerful energy in the person practising it. In the RV it is still the active
impulse, the internal heat, the energy responsible for the first steps of creation. This is how
we find it in almost all hymns presenting a clearly monistic version of creation, e.g. RV
10.190.1a: ‘Order and Truth were born from heated Ardour’. Cf. Varenne 1982.



44 A. Bernabé, ]. Mendoza / Phronesis 58 (2013) 32-51

which this present Universe can now be developed and can be subjected to
Order, to the r#4, which guarantees stability in our world.

The following table may help visualize more easily the elements described
above:

1. Original state

atemporal past lack of opposition undifferentiation waters
tadinim sdt / dsat apraketds dmbhas
rdjas | vydman salildm
mytyih | dmytam
rderi | dhar
2. 'The beginning
Initiation Time active energy the One is born /
(beginning-point) generated
dgre tdpas ékam ajayata

3. Definition of the One

The One solely existent breathes vacuum
without air
ékam tdsmad dhanydn dnid avitdm tucchyénibhv
nd pardh kini candsa dpihitam

3.2.8. The process of differentiation which gives rise to the cosmos, the
stages by which different elements emerges, and the type of generation of
each of them cannot be deduced directly from this hymn. Nevertheless,
from the initial negations of opposites we could at least deduce what are
the fundamental, basic elements of the process. In both RV 10.129
and 190, the generated entities are the elements constituting the funda-
mentals of this world, conceived as an ordered group which consists of
‘differentiating’ units subject to a taxonomy and which are, consequently,
measurable:

(2) time, understood as measurable time, in a succession of days and nights, to which
RV 10.190 adds the year, the higher unit of calculation of time;

(b) space, the one in our world and the one in heaven far beyond, rdjas / vyéman, with
their directions, regarding whose existence the sage inquires in RV 10.129.5. In
10.190 attention is focused on the ordered world, and on the elements of which
it consists: heaven, earth and the space between;



A. Bernabé, J. Mendoza / Phronesis 58 (2013) 32-51 45

(c) life, understood as an opposition between mortal and immortal (myzysih | dmytam),
which opposes human beings with gods, and without which the gods, who are
necessary to put these elements in order, cannot come to be.

RV 10.190 actually focuses on the process of ordering. In it, the funda-
mental abstract concept of existence, expressed by the opposites sdz / dsat
in 10.129, is replaced by the derivative satydm, ‘the true’, ‘(what is related
to) what really is’, and the process headed by the ruling principle, 724, ‘the
Cosmic Order’, emerges. This 724 is at the same time the physical and
moral law of the ordered world. The following table may illustrate the
parallels and differences between both hymns.

10.129 10.190
existence sdt / dsat, ‘what-it-is / what-it satydm, ‘what it is, what is
is-not’ true’
ruling principle Rtds, ‘cosmic order’
time rdtri | dhar, ‘night / day’ rdtry, ‘night’
samvatsards, ‘year’
space rdjas | vyoman, ‘this space / vault strydcandramdsau, ‘sun and
of heaven’ moon’
divam ca prthivim, ‘heaven
and earth’
antdriksam, ‘atmosphere’
life mytyiih | dmrtam ‘mortal /
immortal’

4. Comparison of the Pythagorean and Vedic Cosmogonies

4.1. Initial Stage

In both cosmogonies, there is a prior initial situation which is differenti-
ated from the subsequent state of the universe, that is, the ordered world
we are familiar with. In that first stage, there is an indefinite matter,
described as dnepov in the Pythagorean cosmogony, and as apraketdm in
the Vedic. The Greek formulation is more abstract, more philosophical,
despite our scant information about the details. The Vedic formulation is
poetic and metaphorical: the initial stage is an indistinct Flood, defined by
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the negation in it of pairs of opposites. But it is understood that these
opposites do not exist in this initial matter because there is no differentiat-
ing element; there are no internal boundaries which could give rise to dif-
ferent entities. It is particularly stressed that neither space nor heaven exist.
What we have, therefore, is a pre-cosmogonic moment.

4.2. Formation of the One

In both cosmogonies, the next stage is the formation of the One. Once
again, our information about the process in Greek cosmogony is deficient.
Not even Aristotle seems to have a clear idea of the way it emerges ‘from
surfaces, from colour or from a seed, or from elements they cannot spec-
ify’. In the Vedic version, it is Heat, a sort of energy, that unleashes the
process (and one might note that the hot is an important element in the
account of Philolaus’ cosmogony by Meno: cf. Anon. Lond. 2). In any
case, for both cosmogonies, the One is born amidst the undefined.

4.3. References to Vacuum

In both versions there is a reference to vacuum, but the vacuum has a dif-
ferent function in each. While in the Vedic cosmogony the vacuum seems
to be a property of the One, both internal and external to it, and is used to
establish its border with the indefinite, in the Pythagorean version, the
vacuum is inhaled in order to trigger differentiation within the One.

4.4. The Breathing of the One

The most significant element common to both cosmogonies, since it is rare
and striking, is undoubtedly the fact that in both cases references are made
to the One breathing. In the Greek version, a technical term for breathing
is used (e{Axeto), although we get something more curious in the Vedic: ‘it
breathed without wind by its own impulse’: it seems that the poet wants to
tell us that the One breathes, but not air, because air has not been created
yet. In both cases, anyway, it seems that the attribution to the One of an
ability to breathe is related to the fact of it being alive.

4.5. Function of Breathing in the One

In the Pythagorean cosmogony, the breathing of the One has a clear
function: the One inhales air (identified with vacuum or an image of it)
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thus allowing for multiplicity. We do not know its function in the Vedic
version, since it is not possible to be sure that what is breathed in is
the vacuum.

4.6. References to the Interpreter

The Vedic hymns often provide references to their authors, including
either the name of the family of priests, or the name of individual priests,
the 7sis, who composed the hymns and are usually called and regarded as
‘sages’. The reference, however, in 10.129 to the ‘sages’ goes beyond the
usual vindication of the hymn’s authorship, because the result of the sages’
reflection is the very process being described. The narration is not based
on a known and inherited story, as is the case in other hymns when resto-
ration of order is glorified by the killing of the dragon at the hands of
the god of lightening, Indra, or when Order is instituted by the wisdom
of the sovereign Varuna. The wisdom transmitted in this hymn is a prod-
uct of autonomous reflection, of the use of intellect to penetrate further
beyond by means of a myth and to find the abstract truths hidden
behind the stories.

In the Vedic hymn, there is a very early reference to the interpreter, not
only as the transmitter of a dictated truth or one shown by the divinity,
but as a searcher for what is hidden under perceived reality and inherited
wisdom. ‘Wise men, searching in their hearts and by their own reflection’
are the ones who uncover this truth, already more metaphysical than
mythological, which they express by means of a new vocabulary capable of
expressing the abstract.” That is why the hymn focuses on the initial pro-
cess and not on subsequent stages of creation and the order of the material
elements of the cosmos. This was already narrated in the myth and refers
to specific, visible reality. The Vedic sage wishes to go beyond what is
unveiled by myth, to the initial part that traditional religion keeps hidden.
And the premise that the sage can discover what is hidden by means of
reflection, without parting with religion, is a tribute to the power of the
mind. What we have is the first step of the evolution of Vedic thought
towards an ethical and metaphysical philosophy, whose final development
will be presented in the upanisads.

») Compare, in the Greek world, Xenophanes 21 B18 DK (= fr. 20 Gentili-Prato): ‘the
mortals were not taught everything by the gods from the beginning | But rather they, in
their search throughout time, gradually find something better’).
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4.7. Time and Multiplicity

The subsequent cosmogonic processes follow quite different courses in the
two traditions. Nevertheless, there is something common to both, which
is that there is a change from unity to multiplicity, and measurable time
appears. In the Greek version, it is the insertion of the vacuum in the One
that generates this multiplicity as well as discontinuity in time; in the
Vedic, the process is not described (although we are told that certain gen-
erative forces, such as desire, appear). We do not know whether in the
Greek version the One was thought of as a ‘seed’ of things.

5. Colophon

We have analysed two speculative cosmogonies that emerged in very dif-
ferent times and settings but which, nevertheless, present common ele-
ments. Some of these elements, such the idea that the One existed, or was
indistinct, at the beginning, are not very significant, inasmuch as they are
very general speculative solutions. In this sense, they could either be the
result of independent developments or of parallel developments of mytho-
logical cosmogonies in which the negation of opposites was the way to
express an initial stage of the non-existence of things — as the sum of oppo-
sites is the resource to express totality.” But other elements, such as the
breathing of the One, its presence in the bosom of the indefinite and its
association with the vacuum, or such as the references to heat, involve
particularities that lead us to see more than mere coincidence. Moreover,
these parallels involve, on the one side an Indian text which is our earliest
explicit formulation of a cosmogonic monism which would subsequently
become common doctrine in India, culminating in the philosophical
monism (cosmogonic and cosmologic) of the upanisads; and on the other
side, a Greek text composed by philosophers (namely the Pythagoreans)
working in an area (Magna Graecia) rich in immigrants from Asia
Minor — Ionians displaced by the expansion of the Persian Empire. Could
it be that, at the time of the Achaemenids, the Persian Empire allowed

20 On initial formulas in Indo-European cosmogonies, cf. Mendoza 1995; on reversal and
antithesis as achievements of the speculative thought of the cosmogonies cf. Burkert 2008;
on polar expressions in a Pre-Socratic philosopher, Heraclitus, cf. Bernabé 2009.
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ideas to travel much wider geographical distances than is usually thought??
It should not be forgotten that the empire, before the rebellion in Miletus,
already included some regions of Northwest India, as well as all Greek cit-
ies in Asia Minor, and that the court of the Great King, and maybe also
those of the principal satrapies, were places of convergence for ambassa-
dors, dignitaries, priests, sages, mercenaries and all sorts of adventurers,
which made them an ideal centre of cultural contact and transmission of
tales, myths and ideas.

In the development of Presocratic thought an important role belonged
to cosmogonical tales, not only those of the Greek mythological tradition,
but also (and more importantly) those transmitted from eastern tradition
which, unleashed from the ritual and religious links of their original con-
texts, were able to acquire greater speculative dimensions. It is possible that
some of these cosmogonies arrived to the Greeks through direct contact
between wise men and priests; but it is also probable that some of them
were transmitted through secondary channels, for example by way of trad-
ers, soldiers or slaves, in the same way that other fables and folk-tales travel
from one culture to another.”® The parallels between some features of
Greek and Indian religious traditions that we have studied in previous
work? lead us to consider the possibility that some cosmogonic tales
underlying Indian speculative texts were also transmitted through the
forum for communication and interchange constituted by the Achaemenid
Empire and its fluid geographic and cultural connexions, and reached the
Greeks as one more of the alien — more precisely, eastern — wisdom tradi-
tions that inspired the Presocratic thought.

If the Pythagoreans were building on ideas derived from Indian philoso-
phy, they nevertheless carried out a process of reinterpretation more Graeco
that explains the differences between the Pythagorean and the Vedic
visions — the result of very different world-views. Theirs was less mythical,
neither religious nor ritual, more philosophical and rational, less poetic,
and last but not least practised by a different intermediary.

2 Cf. West 1971; Burkert 2004.
28 Cf. Bernabé 1995; Burkert 2008, 68-72.
2 Cf. Mendoza 2008.
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