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SOLAR LIGHT
AND THE SYMBOLISM OF THE NUMBER SEVEN

I

The symbolism of the number seven, already widespread in various
cultures in antiquity, is frequently interpreted as derived from the
seven planets known to the ancients. Such a link is clearly present
in countless instances, but they all are relatively late. On the basis
of what we know, the symbolic use of the number seven is earlier
than the notion of the seven planets. What is more, the idea that
there are precisely seven planets is by no means something that
suggests itself automatically. Its emergence, indeed, required two
outstanding discoveries.

In order to conceive of the seven planets as a group, it was nec-
essary, first of all, to discover that the Morning star and the Evening
star are in fact one and the same planet Venus. Otherwise there
would be eight and not seven wandering stars. The recognition of
the identity of the Morning and Evening stars was a Mesopotamian
discovery, dated for several reasons (though not on direct evidence)
to second millennium BC and certainly before 612 BC.! This knowl-
edge reached the Greek world in the sixth century BC,? although
popular language continued to differentiate the two.

Now the sun and the stars do not shine at the same time. Making
a group that combines both the planets and the sun is certainly a
nontrivial idea. Among other things, it requires tracing the path of
the sun relative to the stars. This, second discovery is attested for
the first time in the Mul. Apin — a text which is certainly older than

I See B.L. van der Waerden, Science Awakening. I1: The Birth of Astronomy
(Leyden —New York 1974) 56.

- 2 The best part of ancient doxographic tradition attributes this discovery to
Parmenides (28 A 1 DK), which probably points to its first mention in cosmological
literature. Ibycus (fr. 331 Page), who may be older than Parmenides, seems to have
mentioned the identity of the Morning and Evening stars in his poetry. See further
W. Burkert, Lore and Science in Ancient Pythagoreanism (Cambridge, Mass.
1972) 307; cf. L. Zhmud, Wissenschaft, Philosophie und Religion in friihen Pytha-
goreismus (Berlin 1997) 211 ff.
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the destruction of Nineveh in 612 BC, but hardly very much older.
The discovery in question was, I believe, a recent achievement of
the seventh century. Relating the course of the sun, not seen during
the night, to that of the stars required both inventiveness and effort.
Tracing the visibility of Venus could have provided some useful in-
sights, but although this might have acted as a stimulus, the crucial
motif for relating the course of the sun to that of the stars came
about by way of relating the course of the sun to that of the moon.
Dated eclipse observations were recorded by professionals in Me-
sopotamia at least since 747 BC.3 It was firmly established by the
middle of the seventh century that a solar eclipse happens only at
the time of a new moon.* This will have suggested that the moon
had something to do with the event’ (as Thales of Miletus soon ven-
tured to assert®), and this in turn may have disposed the observers of
the sky to think of mapping the night track of the sun. The point was
thus to establish that “the Sun travels the (same) path the Moon
travels”,” while the discovery that the sun travels the same path that
the five planets travel was probably just a byproduct.

3 A.J.Sachs, H. Hunger, Astronomical Diaries and Related Texts from Baby-
lonia. 1. Diaries from 652 B.C. to 262 B.C. (Wien 1988) 12: “eclipse reports
preserved on tablets go back to the second half of the 8" century BC, thus
confirming the well-known claim of Ptolemy (Almagest 111, 7) that he had at his
disposal more or less continuous eclipse records from the time of Nabonassar
(747-734 B.C.) onwards”.

4 H. Hunger, Astrological Reports to Assyrian Kings, State Archives of
Assyria VIII (Helsinki 1992) N. 47, 87 (written by Balasi, some letters by whom
are dated to 672-667 BC — see: Simo Parpola, Letters from Assyrian Scholars to
the Kings Esarhaddon and Assurbanipal, Alter Orient und Altes Testament 5/2
[Neykirchen; Vluyn 1983] II, 425), 344; A. Schott, Joh. Schaumberger, “Vier
Biefe Mar-IStars an Asarhaddon iiber Himmelserscheinungen der Jahre — 670/668”,
Zeitschrift fiir Assyriologie N.F. 13 (1942) 89129 (a letter from Balas?, ABL 687,
is cited on p. 100 in which there figures a possibility of a solar eclipse on 26™ or
27" day of the month: this apparently reflects a stage at which a solar eclipse is
certainly expected by the end of a month, but the connection of the phenomenon
with a new moon is not yet firmly established).

5 Cf. O. Neugebauer, A History of Ancient Mathematical Astronomy 11 (Berlin —
New York 1975) 550. :

¢ D. Panchenko, @alrs. Ot arnapyés tne Oewpntikiic CVALOYICTIKTC Kot 7
véveon tng emoriung [Thales and the Origins of Theoretical Reasoning] (A®nva
2005) 59-717.

7 Mul. Apin: An Astronomical Compendium in Cuneiform, ed. and transl. by
H. Hunger and D. Pingree, Archiv fiir Orientforschung 24 (Horn 1989) 70 f. Note
the continuation: “Jupiter travels the (same) path the Moon travels. Venus travels
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Moreover, even with all necessary knowledge available, it is
psychologically not easy to deny so obvious a similarity as that of
the planets with the stars and, at the same time, their obvious dis-
similarity with the sun and moon, and to arrive at the scientific con-
clusion that all the seven display similar movements relative to the
so-called fixed stars.® Nor did the common characteristics of their
movements require the formulaic expression of the ‘seven plan-
ets’.” One may therefore conjecture that it may well have been the
already widespread symbolism of the number seven that made pos-
sible the emergence of the formula ‘seven planets’.

IT

As a matter of fact the early texts of Mesopotamian, Indian, and
Greek provenance display a frequent connection between number
seven and the sun.

the (same) path the Moon travels. Mars travels the (same) path the Moon travels.
Mercury whose name is Ninurta travels the (same) path the Moon travels. Saturn
travels the (same) path the Moon travels. Together six gods who have the same
positions, (and) who touch the stars of the sky and keep changing their positions”.
The phrasing not only supports my proposal, but also invites a conclusion that the
sun, moon and the wandering stars did not constitute for the compiler of the Mul.
Apin a group of “seven planets”.

8 F.Boll, “Hebdomas”, RE 8 (1912) 2533 had already emphasized how
nontrivial is the notion of the seven planets; he notes also the difficulty of
observing Mercury and of the confident exclusion of comets from the group of
planets.

9 Speaking of the sun, moon and the five planets is perhaps as common among
the Greeks as speaking of the seven planets, for instance Plat. Tim. 38 c: Atog kol
oeMvn kol wévte dAlo dotpa. See further W. Gundel, H. Gundel, “Plancten”,
RE 20 (1950) 2023 f. Referring to the five planets is dominant usage in China, for
instance: Lung-Héng: Philosophical Essays of Wang Ch‘ung, transl. by A.Forke
(New York 21962) 268, 272. Much later Chin Shu (seventh century AD) displays a
more complicated picture, and the expression “the five planets” emerges within
the section on the “seven luminaries”.— The Astronomical Chapters of the Chin
Shu, with amendments, full translation and annotations by Ho Peng Yoke (Paris —
The Hague 1966) 127. An idea of “seven luminaries” may be a western import; on
p- 55 of the cited translation of the Chin Shu (where one finds also a standard
reference to the five planets) it appears in a context that strongly points to Greek
influence — see [I. [Tanuenko, “I'pedeckoe MPOUCXOXKIACHHUE KOHIENLIUU HeOecHOU
coepsl B kutaiickoit kocmonoruu” (D. Panchenko, “Greek Origin of the Notion of
the Celestial Sphere in Chinese Cosmology”), in: ZYZZITIA. Ilamamu FO. B. Ano-
peesa (CII6. 2000) 174-184.
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This connection is well-attested already in Sumerian literature. The
sun-god, “youthful Utu” gives seven warriors to Gilgames§ (Gilgames
and Huwawa 34-50).19 We hear about “Utu’s river of the seven mouths”
(Lugalbanda and the Anzud bird 35). Gudea, the king of Lagash, builds
for Ningirsu a temple of seven divisions,!! probably of seven floors,
while Ningirsu has some characteristic features of the sun-god.!?

In India, seven horses of the chariot of Surya, the sun-god are
repeatedly mentioned in the Vedas. So Rv 1. 50. 8:

Seven bay mares drawing your chariot
conduct you, o far-seeing God,
Surya of the flaming hair.!3

Greek material attests to the same idea. “And you will come, Circe
says to Odysseus, to the island of Thrinacia. There in great numbers
feed the cattle of Helios and his sturdy flocks, seven herds of cattle and
as many fine flocks of sheep, and fifty in each. These bear no young,
nor do they ever die” (Od. 12. 127-131; A.T. Murray’s transl.).!*
Pindar speaks of Helios’ seven sons (O/. 7. 132 and schol.; Diod. 5. 56.
3), a Hesiodic fragment mentions his seven daughters (fr. 311 Merkel-
bach-West = Hygin. fab. 154). His famous statue in Rhodes was sev-
enty cubits high (Strab. 14. 2. 5).1> Symbolic representation of the sun

10 English translation of Sumerian texts is conveniently available at The
Electronic Text Corpus of Sumerian Literature: http://etcsl.orintst.ox.ac.uk.

"' A. Falkenstein, Die Inschriften Gudeas von Lagas (Roma 1966) 133 f.

12 F. X. Kugler, Sternkunde und Sterndienst in Babel 11 (Miinster 1909/10) 135.

13 R. Panikkar, The Vedic Experience: Mantramanjari (Delhi 1994) 323. See
also Rv. 4. 13. 3; 5. 45. 9; 7. 66. 15; Atharv. 13. 2. 4. See further W. Kirfel, Die
Kosmographie der Inder (Bonn — Leipzig 1920) 20. For the seven streams frequently
mentioned in the Vedas see ibid., 11 f. Kirfel in particular observes: “Nicht immer
erscheint es klar, ob unter denselben wirkliche irdische Gewésser oder himmlische
Fliisse, vieleicht die sieben Strahlen der Sonne zu verstehen sind”.— In the
Zoroastrian calendar of Iran, the seventh month was dedicated to Mithras, who has
obvious connotations of the sun-light and celestial light in general. The date of the
Zoroastrian calendar is, however, disputed; see V. A. Livshiz in Russian translation
of E.J. Bickerman, Chronology of the Ancient World: D. Bukepman, XpoHOIOTUS
jgpesHero mupa (M. 1975) 320-332.

14 Aristotle was right to take the passage as referring to the number of the days
and nights in a year (Fr. 398, 1 Gigon), though one need not assume that anybody
ever suggested that a year really consists of 350 days and nights.

15 These examples were assembled already by W. H. Roscher, “Zur Bedeutung
der Siebenzahl im Kultus und Mythus der Griechen”, Philol. 60 (1901) 368.
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through the number seven was firmly established in the Roman epoch
as well.!®

We shall shortly see that a connection between the number
seven and the sun is, so to speak, natural.

111

The number seven marks a most important period of the sun’s
movement. I mean its movement from solstice to solstice. During a
half a year after the summer solstice the sun rises further and fur-
ther south on the horizon and describes, as it seems, an ever shorter
arc above the earth, while the nights get increasingly longer and
darkness comes to occupy the larger part of a day: there begins a
dark and cold season. So people are eagerly waiting for the reversed
movement, from the winter solstice to the summer solstice, and note
how the sun is now rising ever further north and moving higher
above their heads. The winter is giving way to summer. Along with
the solstices, the equinoxes too can be a focus of attention, because
the spring equinox marks the transition to the summer half of a year,
while the autumn equinox tends to coincide with the time of harvest.

The people of Mesopotamia, India, and Greece used a lunar or
luni-solar calendar. Their sun returned from the winter solstice to
the summer solstice in six months — that is, in the seventh. It may
seem surprising that the division of a year of twelve months into
two halves results in marking a half-year period by the number
seven. Yet I imagine that just such straightforward arithmetic pre-
vented scholars from looking in the right direction. First of all, a
lunar month lasts roughly twenty nine and a half days; six months
comprise one hundred seventy seven days, which is roughly five
and a half days shorter than a half-year period. More important, per-
haps, are the habits of reckoning. For instance, the Greeks em-
ployed inclusive reckoning far more frequently than we do. They
would say that the Olympics take place in the fifth year. A lunar
calendar could have provided an additional reason for inclusive
reckoning. The new month was typically marked by the first visibil-
ity of a thin lunar crescent a couple of days after the time when the
moon is in fact invisible in the sky. One month was thus a period
between two first appearances of the lunar crescent. If a month is

16 1hid.
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marked by two crescent’s appearances, then two months are marked
by three, and six months are marked by seven such appearances.

Whatever conjectures we may form about the reasons why, we
have an attested usage. “My working term of duty is seven months
of the year”, says Summer in the Sumerian Dispute between Winter
and Summer (164-171). It is asserted in a Hippocratic treatise that
“seven months’ children are born on the one hundred eighty second
day plus a fraction of a day” (VII, 436 Littre). Again a period of
half a year is referred to as a seven months’ period. An eloquent
passage is found in Philo’s On the Creation: “The sun, too, the great
lord of day, bringing about two equinoxes each year, in Spring and
Autumn, the Spring equinox in the constellation of the Ram, and the
Autumn equinox in that of Scales, supplies very clear evidence of
the sacred dignity of the 7" number, for each of the equinoxes oc-
curs in a 7™ month (éxotépa Yop 1OV ionuepidv EBSON® YiveTon
unvi), and during them there is enjoined by law the keeping of
greatest national festivals, since at both of them all fruits of the
earth ripen, in the Spring the wheat and all else that is sown, and in
Autumn the fruit of the vine and most of the other fruit-trees” (Opif.
Mund. 116, transl. by F. H. Colson and C. H. Whitaker).

An idea of a half-year period consisting of six months and yet
marked by the number seven can be neatly illustrated by the Chi-
nese diagram of the seven heng, preserved in the Zhou bi suan jing.
It shows seven concentric circles separated by six intervals (Fig. 1).

at the winter solstice

at the equinoxes

at the summer solstice
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Each circle represents the daily path of the sun at various seasons.
According to the system of the Zhou bi, the sun orbits round the
celestial pole, and it describes ever expanding orbits during one
half of a year and ever contracting orbits during the other. The
shortest, innermost circle corresponds to sun’s daily path at the
summer solstice, while the longest, outermost circle corresponds to
that at the winter solstice. Each interval corresponds to the period
of 30 /16 days. The total of six intervals corresponds to half a year,
while both extreme circles can be said to be the seventh.!”

It has been argued that the system of the Zhou bi derives from
Tonian science.!® The formation of Ionian science was, however, in-
trinsically connected with the acquisition of astronomical lore of
Mesopotamian provenance. The seven heng diagram is suspiciously
reminiscent of Herodotus’ description of the seven walls surround-
ing Ecbatana (1. 98) or the idea of the seven stages of the ziggurat.!

v

It is appropriate to indicate that there could have been more impe-
tuses for attaching particular importance to the number seven. The
most conspicuous circumpolar constellation of the Great Bear con-
sists of seven stars. They belong to the central place in the heaven —
possibly the Great Lord’s place. They appear never to set, which, in
conjunction with their being near to the Great Immortal, may invite a
symbolic interpretation in terms of immortality. A train of thought of
this kind is likely to have lain behind some notions attested in Iran
and elsewhere. But replacing (partially or completely) the pantheon
exemplifying various natural powers with the Ruling One, along with
evidence of a strong aspiration for attaining immortality (without
which immortal celestial objects would be of little interest) are evi-
dent as an important tendency in the ancient world only from the be-

17 Chr. Cullen, Astronomy and Mathematics in Ancient China: The Zhou bi
suan jing (Cambridge 1996) 183-187, 221-223.

18 D Panchenko, “The City of the Branchidae and the Question of Greek
Contribution to the Intellectual History of India and China”, Hyperboreus 8
(2002): 2, 244-255.

19 For a new attempt to address the description of the walls of Ecbatana and the
construction of ziggurats see forthcoming paper by P. James and M. van der Sluijs,
“Ziggurats, Colours and Planets — Rawlinson Revisited” forthcoming in Bibliotheca
Orientalis.
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ginning of the sixth century BC,2® which is too late to be playing
crucial role in the spread of the symbolism of the number seven.

Many scholars have thought an explanation to this symbolism in
the lunar phases.?! There are of course some texts from late antiq-
uity that make an explicit link between the lunar phases and the
number seven. Yet this route does not seem to me very promising.
Of all phases of the moon, only two naturally command attention —
the full moon and the new moon; and only those phases are associ-
ated with eclipses (lunar and solar respectively). I do not see what
could have invited comparable attention to the intermediate phases.
Further, a lunar month does not consist of 28 days. The synodic month
lasts roughly 29 /> days, and the sidereal month is about 27 !/3 days.
When one already has an idea of the importance of the number
seven, it is easy to adapt it to the length of the synodic month, but
this is not the same as saying that the idea itself is readily derives
from the length of the month.

In both cuneiform and classical texts, the number seven repeat-
edly appears in conjunction with the Pleiades, a conspicuous con-
stellation with a role in calendar.??> They are even called “the seven
gods” in the Mul. Apin (1. 1. 44). It can be argued, however, that the
definition of this constellation was subject to change and it did not
invariably include seven stars; even when agreement in respect to
the group of the stars constituting the constellation became well-
established, the ancients still disagreed whether it consisted of
seven or six stars.??> The association between the seven and the Ple-
iades was thus very likely secondary, and even if not, the constella-
tion itself was not of sufficient importance to trigger that wide-
spread symbolism we are talking about.

Finally, Mesopotamian texts, especially Sumerian, display a
consistent use of the number seven that is not obviously related to

20 Cf. 1. B. Ilanuenko, “®eHOMEH 0CEBOTO Bpemenu”’ (D. Panchenko, “The
Phenomenon of the Achsenzeit”), Ipesnuii mup u mor 3 (CanxT-IlerepGypr 2003)
11-43.

21 For instance Boll (n. 8) 2550-2553. ‘

22 See H. Hunger and D. Pingree (n. 7) 131 (with ref.); Hes. Erg. 384; 614 ff.;
Plin. NH 18. 222; F. K. Ginzel, Handbuch der mathematischen und technischen
Chronologie (Leipzig 1911) II, 310 f.; 345; R. Hannah, Greek and Roman
Calendars ( 2005) 20-27.

23 See for instance Arat. Phaen. 257 f. and further H. Gundel, “Pleiaden”, RE
21 (1952) 2498.
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natural phenomena and cycles. It has been observed that the num-
ber seven repeatedly represents an idea of completeness.?* I imagine
that this is a case of a further development, not surprising for a
culture in which symbolical thinking seems to have been deeply
grounded.?®> One may consider the possibility that the association
between the number seven and the idea of completeness derives
from the sun’s completing its way from solstice to solstice in the
seventh month. However, a cycle of a year's length would fit better
with the idea of completeness, and so another explanation may
seem preferable.

There are a number of Sumerian incantations in which seven
heavens and seven earths are mentioned. Wayne Horowitz, who
studied them, is hesitant as to whether or not these incantations re-
fer to seven superimposed heavens and earths. In particular he ob-
serves that “a tradition of seven heavens and earths does exist in
later Hebrew and Arabic traditions, yet no surviving Mesopotamian
text preserves a cosmos that includes more than three heavens and
earths”.?® I am not sure that seven earths are as characteristic for
the Hebrew tradition as seven heavens, and in any case the seven
earths seem derivative already in Sumerian texts. The incantations
in question, as well as some other texts, display a kind of comple-
mentary logic: if there are seven gods, there must be seven bad de-
mons; if seven gods of the broad heaven are invoked, one should
also address seven gods of the broad land.?” It is quite likely, there-
fore, that seven earths emerged to match seven heavens.

Now we may recall the diagram of the seven heng. Let us sup-
pose that the seven heng showing seven solar orbits at seven differ-
ent seasons are also intended to show them at seven different levels.
This is hardly the case with the compiler of the Zhou bi, but else-
where it may well indeed be the case.?® For the apparent size of the

24 Kugler (n. 12) 192-197; W. Horowitz, Mesopotamian Cosmic Geography
(Winona Lake 1998) 208-220, esp. 216: the numeral seven is sometimes translated
from Sumerian into Akkadian as ki§Satu ‘all, entirety’.

25 How else can one explain the emergence of sexagesimal reckoning if not as
a way of conforming to the number of days and nights in each of the twelve
months of a year?

26 Horowitz (n. 24) 220.

27 Cf. Kugler (n. 12) 196 f.

28 Cullen (n. 17) 183 notes that the word heng has a range of meanings
including ‘cross-wise, level’. He tentatively suggests that the use of the term in
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sun does not appear to us to vary in the course of a year, and this is
difficult to square with the assumption that the sun’s winter track is
significantly farther from us than the summer track. The difference
in height can be thus thought of compensating for the increasing
distance in horizontal plane — all the more so in that the summer
noon sun appears to us indeed to be much higher than the winter
noon sun. And so we arrive at the idea of completeness as repre-
sented by the sun’s shift from the uppermost heaven to the lowest
heaven and vice versa.

This interpretation also brings us back to two hints offered at
the end of the preceding section — that a diagrammatic representa-
tion of the seven heng has ultimately a Mesopotamian (rather than
Ionian) origin and that the idea of a seven-stage ziggurat may also
derive from an interpretation of the movement of the sun in the
course of a year.

\%

- Among the Greeks, it was Apollo who enjoyed the strongest con-
nection with the number seven. Apollo was éntapnviatiog, born in
the seventh month (schol. vet. in Pind. Drachmann vol. 2, p. 2, 1;
schol. Callim. Hy. P. 128 Schn. Arnob. 3, 10). When he was born,
the swans made seven circuits round the island of Delos (Callim.
Hymn. in Del. 249-251). Apollo’s birthday took place on the sev-
enth day of a month - so already Hesiod (Erga 770 f.).?° His festi-
vals were celebrated on the seventh day of a month — at Delphi, at
Athens, in the cities of Peloponnesus, at Cyrene.3? His lyre has
seven strings. The Muses accompanying him are repeatedly said to
have been seven, etc., etc.?!

connection with solar orbits may imply a reference to the “different levels of the
noon sun in the sky at different seasons™.

2 See also commentary by West: M. L. West (ed.), Hesiod, Works and Days
(Oxford 1978) ad loc.

30 The importance of this fact was emphasized by M. P. Nilsson, Geschichte
der griechischen Religion 1 (Munich 31967) 561 (usually Greek festivals were
celebrated at the time of full moon).

31 See Roscher (n. 15) 360-368; idem, “Die Sieben- und Neunzahl im Kultus
und Mythus der Griechen®, Abh. Scichs. Ges. Wiss., Phil.-hist. KI. 24 (1904) 1,
8 ff. A connection between Apollo and the number seven appears also in a late
Archaic text from a bone plaque found at the island of Berezan and published in
1986 by A.S. Rusajeva; for the interpretation see W. Burkert, “Olbia and Apollo
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Does this connection of Apollo with the number seven point to
his connection with solar light? For the majority of nineteenth-
century scholars, the close relation of Apollo to the sun was self-
evident, while for the majority of twentieth-century scholars, this
idea seemed no longer worthy of consideration. When twentieth-
century scholars are generous enough to mention the antiquated
view, they cite the fundamental work by L. R. Farnell, The Cults of
Greek States.

Farnell argues that in the historical period the Greeks “did not
identify or associate Apollo and Helios in cult or habitual concep-
tion”.32 He observes that “the stories told about the one god are
not — with one possible exception — told of the other ... Nor are the
attributes and emblems of the two divinities such as to suggest any
affinity of nature. Apollo has little to do with horses or the chariot,
but the Aryan or at least the Hellenic sun-god was pre-eminently the
charioteer”.3? Farnell admits that there is some slight evidence from
ritual that contradicts to his thesis, but “it would indeed have been
surprising”, he replies, “that Apollo, with his marked interest in ag-
riculture and vegetation, should never have allowed some recog-
nition of Helios in his worship”.?*

Farnell’s discussion of the issue is certainly helpful. One may,
however, observe that its results are rather trivial inasmuch they
amount to the obvious fact that in the historical period the cult of
" the sun typically occupied a most insignificant place among the
Greeks. The scholars who completely deny the solar character of
Apollo have still to account for many facts. Apollo is repeatedly
assimilated to the sun by Greek literati beginning with fifth cen-
tury.3> What made such an assimilation both possible and suc-

of Didyma”, in J. Solomon (ed.), Apollo. Origins and Influences (Tucson —London
1994) 49 ff., esp. 56. For the use of the number seven in general see also J. Mansfeld,
The Pseudo-Hippocratic Tract TIEPI EBAOMAAQN Ch. 1-11 and Greek Philosophy
(Assen 1971).

32 1 R. Farnell, The Cults of Greek States IV (Oxford 1907) 137.

33 Ibid., 141 f.

34 Ibid., 143.

35 p. Boyancé, “L’Apollon solaire”, in: Mélanges d’archéologie, d’épigraphie
et d’ histoire offerts a Jéréme Carcopino (Paris 1966) 149-170 suggests that all
early instances of a close association between Helios, or the sun, and Apollo can
be plausibly explained in terms of the influence of people like Pythagoras and
those who composed the so-called Orphic poems, or those who used lonian
science for theological or quasi-theological purposes. The question, however,
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cessful? There emerge epithets of Apollo like ‘E®og (the god ‘of
dawn’, on a small island off the Bithynian coast)3® or ‘Qpipuédav
(an inscription of Tenos).3” There remains a likely interpretation
of the name ®oiBog as containing the root of ¢dog ‘light’. Fur-
ther, both Apollonius’ poetry and Apollodorus’ prose recount how
Jason prayed to Apollo when the Argonauts found themselves
and their ship in complete darkness, and the god lit with a flash a
nearby island (Apoll. Rh. 4. 1701-1710; Ap. Bibl. 1. 26. 1). Here
the connection of Apollo with light is evident, but it cannot be
explained in terms of a new fashion of relating Apollo to the sun
since the sun is not involved. “Radiance shines around him”, says
the poet of the hymn to Pythian Apollo (24/202), and he offers a
somewhat more elaborate description in another passage: “Then,
like a star at noonday, the lord, far-working Apollo, leaped from
the ship: flashes of fire flew from him thick and their brightness
reached to heaven” (253/441 ff., H. G. Evelin-White’s transl.). The
solar character of Apollo is not to be approached in too narrow a
way. Here and there Apollo is connected with celestial light, of
which the sun is clearly the most important source and instance.
Interestingly, two of three auth6rs who provide the earliest at-
tested cases of the assimilation of Apollo with the sun, Herodotus
(7.37) and Oenopides (41 A 7 DK), do so in connection with Apollo’s
function as a god of prophecy. Now, the oracle at Didyma was run
by the priests named Branchidae. They were believed to have been
descendants of Branchos, and the mother of Branchos was said to
have been impregnated by the sun.?® The temple in Didyma had no
roof. One may suspect that the reason for this was to keep the sa-
cred area open to the rays of the sun. A testimony, though from
quite a late epoch, tells us that a prophesying priestess, with a branch
in her hand, dipped her feet and her garment in the sacred spring

remains of whether this is the whole story. To the instances of early assimilation
of Apollo with the sun noted by Boyancé and also by U. von Wilamowitz-
Moellendorff, Der Glaube der Hellenen 1 (Berlin 1931) 256, by H. A. Cahn,
“Die Lowen des Apollon”, MH 7 (1950) 198 n. 65 and W. Burkert, Greek
Religion (Cambridge, Mass. 1985) 406 n. 55, we may add a passage from Hero-
dotus (7. 37).

36 Discussed by Farnell (n. 32) 139.

37 Discussed by Farnell, ibid.; cf. Wilamowitz-Moellendorff (n. 35) 255 n. 2.

38 FGrHist 26 F 1. 33 (Conon); see further Escher, “Branchos”, RE 3 (1897)
813 f.
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and inhaled air rising from water (Iambl. Myst. 3.11). Is it wrong to
note, in this connection, that air rises from water because it is va-
porized by the sun?

Turning to Delphi, the poet makes the Pythian Apollo boast
over the defeated monster: “‘Here shall the Earth and shining
Hyperion make you rot’. Thus said Phoebus, exulting over her:
and darkness covered her eyes. And the holy strength of Helios
made her rot away there; wherefore the place is now called
Pytho, and men call the lord Apollo by another name, Pythian;
because on that spot the power of piercing Helios made the mon-
ster rot away” (369 ff., H. G. Evelin-White’s transl.). Plutarch,
who was a priest at Delphi, is aware of an old idea according to
which the power of the sun still plays an essential role in the
process of prophesying: “Those, however, who had reached the
conclusion that the two are the one and the same god very natu-
rally dedicated the oracle to Apollo and Earth in common, think-
ing that the sun creates the disposition and temperament in the
earth from which the prophet-inspiring vapours are wafted forth”
(433 d—e, F. C. Babbit’s transl.). It is doubtful, of course, that the
interpretation cited by Plutarch reflects an ancient idea, yet it
provides a curious parallel to what we hear in respect to Didyma.
In any case it was logical to attribute the gift of prophecy to a
god distinguished for his universal knowledge. And the sun-god
is most obvious candidate. The sun oversees all things — so Helios
is characterized in Homer (II. 3. 277; Od. 12. 323). The motif
reappears elsewhere in Greek literature, and it is also attested in
Mesopotamia.39 For the Assyrians and Babylonians, moreover,
one of the attested ways to know future was by addressing the
sun-god Shamash.*? »

The question arises: why, then, must we recover the solar char-
acter of Apollo in such an indirect way? Part of the answer coin-
cides with the answer to the question of why the cult of Helios was
for centuries so marginal among the Greeks. It is neither very hot
nor very cold in the Aegean, and the winter is not very long. The
sun does not thunder in the sky, and his rays, unlike lightning, do

39 For the parallels see M. L. West, The East Face of Helicon (Oxford 1997) 358.
40 1. Starr (ed.), Queries to the Sungod: Divination and Politics in Sargonid
Assyria, State Arhivies of Assyria IV (Helsinki 1990).
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not kill. Further, the sun-god is a deity that can be seen every day
and that behaves in a most regular way, except for very rare occur-
rences of solar eclipses. It is not easy to perceive a supernatural
personality in such a natural object. The sun-god as a ubiquitous
witness is a good subject for stories, and so he is not neglected in
either Mesopotamian or Greek narratives. But he is not the best
deity from whom to expect help. Sun-gods are revered mostly by
mighty rulers or theologians, rather than by common people. Typi-
cally, as it seems, only those sun-gods acquired prominence who
were not just sun-gods, but who managed to combine their connec-
tion with the most conspicuous object in the sky with powers and
qualities characteristic of a human individual. And when this hap-
pens, the features that originally marked his divine character tend
to retreat into the shadows.

To sum up, strong link between Apollo and the number seven
confirms rather than undermines my thesis of an important connec-
tion between the emergence of the symbolism of the number seven
and the phenomena related to the sun.

The link between Apollo and the number seven does not stand
in the way of the idea of a northern origin of Apollo, though it
was Ulrich von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff who maintained it
did.*' It is indeed very likely that the symbolic use of the number
seven radiated from Sumer. But the diffusion of such an idea
does not require the diffusion of a divine character along with it.
One can easily imagine people adopting a foreign tradition ac-
cording to which particular gods must be worshiped on specific
days — for instance, the god celebrated as a giver of light must be
worshiped on the seventh — and according to which a particular
number relates to a particular deity in a more general way as
well. It is, further, not clear when and where the idea of solar
connotation of the number seven reached the worshippers of Apollo.4?

4 Wilamowitz-Moellendorff (n. 35) 328: “Eigentlich sollte die Heiligung der
Siebenzahl im Dienste des ‘EBSopoyétng zum Beweise geniigen, dass er kein
Hellene, kein Indogermane sein kann”.

2 For instance an axe found not far from Kiev in the context of the bronze age
culture of mnogovalikovaja ceramics (about the middle of the second millennium
BC) displays a representation of seven animals near a palm tree with the sun-wheel
above it— C. C. bepe3sanckas u ap., Kyremyper snoxu 6ponsel na meppumopuu Yx-
paunwt [S. Berezanskaya et al., The Cultures of the Bronze Age in Ukraine] (Kues
1986) 21, fig. 6. 20 and 40 f.
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There was plenty of time and plenty of space for this idea to
travel.4?

Dmitri Panchenko

Bibliotheca Classica Petropolitana,
Smolny College

[ITupoKo pacupOCTPAHEHHOE B JAPEBHUX KyJIbTypax CHMBOJIUYECKOE MPH-
MEHEHHE YhCcaa CeMb OOBIYHO BO3BOST K IPEACTABICHHUIO O CEMU TIIa-
merax. Cyzs, OIHAKO, IO JOMIEAIIMM TEKCTaM, CUMBOJHUKA YHCIa CEMb
OpeaIecTByeT IPEACTABICHUIO O CEMU IUIAHETAX, U CKOpee CaMo 3TO B
BBICIIEH cTemeHHu crnenupuuHoe npeacTaBiIeHne cHOPMUPOBATOCH MO
BIMAHUEM YKOPEHEHHOW MPUBBIYKU NPHIAABATH 3HAYECHUE YUCITY CEMb.
BMmecTe ¢ TeM B psjie IPEBHUX TEKCTOB 3TO YHCJIO TECHO CBI3BIBACTCS
¢ comaneM. B “Opuccee” Tennocy MpUHAMIEKHUT 1O 7 cTag KOPOB H
osen. EMy npunuceiBany mo 7 ceiHOBe# u nouepeii. Ero cratys Ha Po-
moce Obla BeICOTOM B 70 mokTed. B Bemax HEOQHOKPATHO TOBOPUTCSA
0 7 KOHSX, 3aIpsKEHHBIX B kKonecHUIy ConHma. Yxe y mymMepoB COJ-
HeuHbli 6or, I0HBIH YTy, 1aeT B mOoMOLIs ['uasrameny 7 BOMHOB. J[py-
roifi TeKCT TOBOPHUT 0 “peke YTy, umeromeil 7 yctees”. I'ynea, npabu-
tenp Jlarama, cTpouT aust HUHTHPCY XpaM, COCTOSIIUHN, IO OJHOMY
TONKOBAHUIO U3 7 dTaxkeil, IO APYroMy — U3 KaKHX-TO MHBIX 7 OJIOKOB.
Mexgy TeM omucaHue caMoro HHHTHpPCY O4eBUAHBIM 00pazoM BKIIO-
qaeT "4epTHl COJHEYHOTo Gora. YMCIO CeMb MEPHUT CTOJb BaXKHBIH Ie-
puon B aewxeHuu CONHIA, KaK MPOXOKACHUE OT CONHIECTOAHMS K COTH-
IECTOSHUIO. Bce ymOMSHYThIE€ BBILIC HAPOABl MMEJH JYHHBIH KaleH-
napb. Yaanusuieecs oT HuX 3uMoi ConHIE BO3BpAIIaloCh K HUM 4e-
pe3 mecTh MecsAleB — Ha ceJbMoii. Kak moka3piBalOT TEKCThI, HMMCHHO
Tak cKasajgu OBl M TPEKH, U mymepbl. TecHas u cnenuduieckas CBA3b
ATIONIOHA C YUCJIOM CEMb CBUIETEIBCTBYET, HAPSAAY C NAPYTUMH JaH-
HBIMH, O TOM, YTO MPHUYACTHOCTH ITOTO 60ra K HEGECHOMY, B YaCTHO-
CTH COJIHEYHOMY CBETY ACHCTBUTENBHO SABJIAETCS MCTOPHUECKH BaXK-

43 A shorter version of this paper’s argument was published on suggestion
by Simo Parpola in the International Database of the Melammu Project: The
Intellectual Heritage of Assyria and Babylonia in East and West and also as a
part of my Russian publication “Hdt. 7, 37: Anoion kak 00T COHEYHOTO CBe-
ta (Te3uchl mokmana)”’ [“Apollo as a God of Solar Light”], in: Mamepuansi
XXXV meancoynapoonoii gunonozuieckoii kongepenyuu. Boin. 5: Knaccuue-
ckasn @unonozusn (Caukr-IlerepOypr 2006) 3—-6. I am grateful to David Konstan
‘and Peter James for their comments on the final draft of this paper.
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HOHM ero XxapakTepUCTUKOW (Kak moyaraiu MHOTHE ydeHble XIX Beka B
oTIWYHUEe OT OOoNbIIMHCTBA yueHbiXx XX Beka). OmHako 3Ta CBA3hL HE
JOKa3bIBAET €r0 BOCTOYHOE IPOHUCXOXJAeHHUE. POJb ceMepku B KyJIbTe
ArnonnoHa U paccka3zaX 0O HEM JEeTrKO MOrja OBITh 3aMMCTBOBAHHBIM JO-
MOJIHEHUEM K CIOXKHUBIIEMYCs yxe oOpa3sy.



