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Perhaps in this way we shall attain the high philosophical
goal of perceiving how the divine life in man is joined in
all innocence with animal life.

—GOETHE
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PREFACE

THE TIME for a definitive history of the religions of Europe (and of
the descendants of Europeans on other continents) has not yet come.
Our picture of the religions—especially the older religions—of our cul-
tural sphere, of their transformations and influence, is still provisional.
The enrichment of this over-all picture is a matter of concern not only
to scholars but to all those who wish to gain greater awareness of the
experience that is the content of a culture. The religious history of the
European cultural sphere, even in its remote beginnings, is our religious
history. It belongs to the history of our culture quite independently of
how we as individuals may interpret it in the light of a religious denomi-
nation or philosophical conviction. No more than history in general can
the history of religions be corrected in retrospect; and, unlike the tenets
of a faith, it cannot be rejected. Even the rejection of a religion is an
act that takes its place in the history of religions and adds to the sum
of experience within our cultural sphere. A history of Western religion
that took no account of Nietzsche or of atheism in general would meet
the requirements neither of a modern science of religion nor of a com-
prehensive cultural history.

Nietzsche was a radical atheist, but at the same time he opposed a
Greek god to Christ. In posing the alternatives “Dionysos or Christ,” he
selected—whether correctly or incorrectly—the god who struck him as
compatible with his radical atheism. How did he come to do so? Though
strange, his idea cannot have been totally unfounded. And once the
“idea” made its appearance, it must be counted among the experiences
that make up our culture. Regardless of whether it originated with
Nietzsche or with the adepts of an ancient, unphilosophical Dionysian
religion, it is a human experience. But what was behind the word

xxiit
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“Dionysos” when it was still the name of a god of an authentic his-
torical religion? What light can be thrown on this question by the
methods of cultural and religious history? In the “Self-Critique” with
which Nietzsche prefaced his 1886 edition of The Birth of Tragedy,
he wrote: “Even today virtually everything in this field [of the Dio-
nysian] still remains to be discovered and dug up by philologists. Above
all, the problem that there is a problem here—and that the Greeks, as
long as we lack an answer to the question ‘What is Dionysian?’ remain
as totally uncomprehended and unimaginable as ever.” This observa-
tion remains valid to this day, although we are obliged to transpose it.
The Greeks themselves and their precursors on Crete will help us to
understand that element in their culture which, once it is understood,
will make the culture itself understandable. What Nietzsche said about
the Greeks seems to find confirmation especially in regard to Minoan
culture, which cannot be comprehended unless its Dionysian character
is grasped.

No other god of the Greeks is as widely present in the monuments
and nature of Greece and Italy, in the “sensuous” tradition of antiquity,
as Dionysos.? We may almost say that the Dionysian element is omni-
present. The two characteristic products of Greek architecture of which
we possess the greatest number of ruins or vestiges are the temple and
the theater.® One of these, the theater, belonged to the domain of
Dionysos. And of all the cultivated plants of antiquity, it is the vine
that has survived most abundantly: it too was sacred to Dionysos and

1 “Attempt at a Self-Criticism,” section 3; see Basic Writings of Nietzsche,
p. 20. / For detailed information on footnote references, see the List of Works
Cited.

2 Concerning the sensuous tradition, see the study “Unsinnliche und
sinnliche Tradition” in Kerényi, Apollon, pp. 72—-89.

3 See H. Kihler, Der griechische Tempel, p. 5.
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bore witness to his presence. I first had this impression in 1931, the
year in which the idea for this book was born. At that time it came
to me that any account of the Dionysian religion must put the main
accent not on intoxication but on the quiet, powerful, vegetative ele-
ment which ultimately engulfed even the ancient theaters, as at Cumae.
The image of that theater became for me a guiding symbol; another
such symbol was the atmosphere of the vine, as elusive as the scent
of its blossom.

With his Dionysos: Mythos und Kultus, Walter Friedrich Otto* an-
ticipated my plan, which in any case was still far from maturity. In
his monograph, Otto treated the material from a high spiritual point
of view, primarily on the basis of the literary tradition, and attempted
to appraise the experience expressed in that material. He did not por-
tray the god as the bestower of a passing intoxication. Thus far
Nietzsche had been followed by his friend Erwin Rohde and by most
classical scholars and historians of religion. In Dionysos, Otto saw
“creative madness,” the irrational ground of the world. In this Otto
was doubly influenced by Nietzsche: by his “Dionysian philosophy”
and by his tragic fate, which however should have taught him that
madness always calls for an exact diagnosis. Otto never gained the
perspective on “Nietzsche” that would have enabled him to recognize
the symptoms of Nietzsche’s pathological state, his strange obsession
with Ariadne,” for example. Nor did Otto ever gain awareness of the

4 W. F. Otto, Dionysos: Mythos und Kultus (Frankfurt, 1933) is referred
to hereinafter in the English translation by R. B. Palmer.

5 See ch. IV at note 13. As to Nietzsche’s illness, which may have been
released by infection, but in which hereditary predisposition and archetypal
components played the dominant role, see Kerényi, Nietzsche an der Schépfung
seines Romans, pp. 100-111; see also Kerényi, “Nietzsche zwischen Literatur-
und Religionsgeschichte.”
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limited character of his own reaction to the ancient phenomenon: to
the erotic feature of the Dionysian element he remained closed.

His book gave rise in 1935 to publication of my first thoughts about
Dionysos,® which had come to me in a vineyard in southern Pannonia
and on the Dalmatian island of Korcula. Otto’s book, which accom-
panied me on my travels, was counterbalanced by observations of my
own in the course of visits to a number of southern wine countries,
and not last to Crete, but his book never lost its importance for me.
The deciphering of the second Cretan linear script (Linear B) by
Michael Ventris brought to light Dionysian names, including—in Pylos
in the southern Peloponnese—the name of the god himself.” This con-
firmed Otto’s view of the age of the cult in Greece. Dionysos must have
been at home in Greek culture by the end of the second millennium
B.C. at the latest.® As early as 1930, Charles Picard, the French archae-
ologist, took it for granted that Dionysos was one of the Greek gods of
Cretan-Mycenaean origin.’ Thus, there was an opportunity to begin
the investigation of Dionysos” identity with the study of Minoan art.

I took this opportunity in my studies Die Herkunft der Dionysos-
religion, “Dionysos le Crétois,” and Der friihe Dionysos. These were the

6 “Gedanken iiber Dionysos.” My first works on the subject, though not the
beginning of my work in this field, were: “Satire und Satura” (1933); “Die
orphische Seele” (first version, 1933; see now the essay “Pythagoras und Or-
pheus” in Werke, I, 37—46); Dionysos und das Tragische in der Antigone, a lec-
ture delivered June 22, 1934, on the occasion of Walter F. Otto’s sixtieth birth-
day. See also Kerényi, Preface to Antigone (1966).

7 Pylos Xa 102, confirmed as the name of the wine god by the context of an
inscription (Pylos Xb 141g) discovered later; see in ch. III, the section on
“Dionysian Names.”

8 See Otto, Dionysos: Myth and Cult, p. 58.

9 See C. Picard, “Les Origines du polythéisme hellénique,” pp. 94-97.



Preface xXxvii

first steps toward the present book, which embodies the idea I had con-
ceived in 1931. I have, however, been able to write it only by taking
adual view: that of a historian of religions who has devoted close atten-
tion to the traditional myths, cult actions, and festivals of the ancient
world, and that of a historian of Greek and Minoan culture who has
chosen to work on a particular sphere of life. I chose a sphere in which
an essential element of the characteristic social existence that I under-
stand by “culture” found its pure and adequate expression in religion.
From the Mycenaean Age onward this was assuredly not the case in
all religion, but only in that oldest stratum which was dominated by
the archetypal image of that particular element: indestructible life. In
relation to human existence, whose archetypal image I dealt with in
Prometheus, this is the proteron, the logically and chronologically
earlier.

My point of view is that of a historian, and at the same time that
of arigorous thinker. By this I mean differentiated thinking about the
concrete realities of human life. The summary thinking that has be-
come dominant (under the influence of Sir James Frazer) in the study
of the peoples of antiquity and in the study of Greek religion (especially
under the influence of Martin P. Nilsson and Ludwig Deubner) can-
not take these realities into account. True, when we consider them in
all their concreteness, we are forced to admit that today the destruction
of all life has become conceivable. Yes, conceivable, but not from the
standpoint of life, only from that of history which, as we now know

10 Prometheus: Das griechische Mythologem von der menschlichen Exis-
tenz (1946); amplified editions: Prometheus: Die menschliche Existenz in grie-
chischer Deutung (1959 and 1962), and Prometheus: Archetypal Image of Hu-
man Existence (1963).
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on the strength of our own historical experience, may lead to universal
destruction. According to the minimal definition of life current today,
“assimilation and heredity (and their consequences: growth, repro-
duction, and evolution) . . . distinguish living from dead matter.”* Be-
cause life includes heredity—otherwise it would not be life—it tran-
scends the limits of the individual, mortal, living creature and proves
in every individual case, regardless of whether or not the heredity is
actually realized, indestructible. Life presupposes heredity and so
possesses the seed of temporal infinity. The seed is present even if
nothing springs from it. Thus, we are justified in speaking of “inde-
structible life,” in finding its archetypal image in the monuments of
religion, and in pointing to its value for religious man as a historical
experience.

The distinction between infinite life and limited life is made in the
Greek language by the two different words zoé and bios. Such a dis-
tinction was possible in Greece without the intervention of philosophy
or even of reflection because language is the direct expression of ex-
perience. The present book deals with an experience still deeper than
that of human existence, the subject of my Prometheus. A brief in-
vestigation of the meaning of the two Greek words for “life” may help
to introduce the reader—whether or not he knows Greek—to this ex-
perience.

I should like to conclude this foreword with the final sentences of
my “Gedanken iiber Dionysos” (1935): “Did the Greeks ever have such
ideas about Dionysos as Otto’s or these? They had it easier. For in
myth and image, in visionary experience and ritual representation,

11 R. Schwyzer, “Facetten der Molekularbiologie,” p. 5.
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they possessed a complete expression of the essence of Dionysos. They
had no need, as we do, to look for an intellectual formulation, which
must always remain incomplete.”

C.K.

Rome

October 1, 1967

The author wrote the foregoing preface upon the completion of
Part One of his text. He finished writing Part Two and the notes in
February 1969, and subsequently he read and approved the present
translation. Professor Kerényi died in 1973.

Editor






INTRODUCTION

Finite and Infinite Life in the Greek Language

THE INTERDEPENDENCE of thought and speech makes it clear that
languages are not so much means of expressing truth that has already
been established as means of discovering truth that was previously un-
known. Their diversity is a diversity not of sounds and signs but of ways
of looking at the world.!

Human experience does not always give rise immediately to ideas.
It can be reflected in images or words without the mediation of ideas.
Man reacted inwardly to his experience before he became a thinker.
Prephilosophical insights and reactions to experience are taken over
and further developed by thought, and this process is reflected in lan-
guage. Thus there is a natural interdependence between thought and
speech, which, if we disregard the world of science, still prevails in
every living language and literature. Characteristically, the relationship
between thought and speech is manifested in language and not in the
ideas that subject and dominate language. Language itself can be wise
and draw distinctions through which experience is raised to conscious-
ness and made into a prephilosophical wisdom common to all those
who speak that language.

A wide range of meaning is bound up with the Latin word vita and
its Romance descendants, and with life, or German Leben and Scandi-
navian liv as well. In their everyday language the Greeks possessed
two different words that have the same root as vita but present very
different phonetic forms: bios (Bios) and zoé ({w#). While the Greek

1 W. von Humboldt, “Uber das vergleichende Sprachstudium,” p. 27.
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language was “in the making,” these forms were produced by a pho-
netic development whose laws can be formulated with precision.” Both
words have maintained themselves, a phenomenon made possible by
an insight, a distinction of the kind referred to above. This insight and
distinction are reflected in the Greek language, which we shall consult
for an understanding of them before we enter the realm of images
and visions.

Zoé, in Greek, has a different resonance from bios. Originally this
difference did not spring from the phonetic form of the word zoé, and
indeed we take the word “resonance” in a broad sense that goes beyond
the acoustic. The words of a language carry certain overtones, cor-
responding to possible variations of the basic meaning, which sound
in the ears of those who know the language intimately. The word zoé
took on this resonance in an early period in the history of the Greek
language: it “resounds” with the life of all living creatures. These are
known in Greek as zodn (plural, zoa). The significance of zo0é is life in
general, without further characterization. When the word bios is ut-
tered, something else resounds: the contours, as it were, the charac-
teristic traits of a specified life, the outlines that distinguish one living
thing from another. Bios carries the ring of “characterized life.” Cor-
respondingly, bios is in Greek the original word for “biography.” This
usage is its most characteristic application, but not an early one. Bios
is attributed also to animals when their mode of existence is to be dis-
tinguished from that of the plants. To the plants the Greeks attributed
only physis*—except when a mode of living was to be characterized,

2 F. O. Lindemann, “Grec Beiopev ¢piwv,” pp. 99 ff.; see also the first version
of this formulation in Kerényi, “Leben und Tod nach griechischer Auffassung,”
pp- 12 ff., which Lindemann had not seen.

3 Epikrates, the writer of comedies, fr. 11, line 14 (in Edmonds, The Frag-
ments of Attic Comedy, II, 354).
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and then they spoke of phytou bios, the “life of a plant.” “A cowardly
man lives the bios of a hare.” The Greek who uttered these words
looked upon the life of an animal—the hare—as a characteristic life,
one of cowardice.

Once we become aware of the difference in meaning between zoé
and bios, we discern it in the usage of so early a writer as Homer, but
this should not be taken to mean that such usage was wholly con-
scious. In the present and imperfect tenses, which signify the un-
limited course of life, zen is employed rather than bioun. In Homer the
imperative bioto (“let him live,” in opposition to “let the other die”)
or the second aorist bionai (also in contrast to “to die”)® is used as an
intensive, attaching special weight to life as the limited life of one
man. Zoein, the uncharacterized and not particularly emphasized state
of enduring life, is often employed in Homer in parallel constructions

» <

signifying the minimum of life: “to live and see the sunlight,” “to live

» «

and keep one’s eyes open on earth,” “to live and to be.” For the gods it
is easy to endure in life; accordingly, they are known as the rheia zo-
dntes, “those who live easily.” But when one of them (Poseidon in the
Iliad )® wishes to assert his own mode of life in opposition to that of
Zeus, he does so with the verb beomai, which is more closely related
to bios.

The “life” with which modern biology concerns itself cannot be re-
lated to bios. The word biologos meant to the Greeks a mime who imi-
tated the characteristic life of an individual and by his imitation made
it appear still more characteristic. Bios does not stand in such a con-
Aristotle, De generatione animalium 7368 13, in Ross, ed., vol. V.
Demosthenes XVIII (De corona), 263.

Iliad VIII 429, X 174, XV 511.

Iliad XXIV 558, I 88; Odyssey XXIV 263.
Iliad XV 194.

o OO b
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trast to thanatos, “death,” as to exclude it. On the contrary, to a charac-
teristic life belongs a characteristic death. This life is indeed character-
ized by the manner of its ceasing to be. A Greek locution expresses this
in all succinctness: one who has died a characteristic death has “ended
life with his own death.™ It is zoé that presents an exclusive contrast
to thanatos. From the Greek point of view modern biology should be
called “zoology.” Zoé is life considered without any further characteri-
zation and experienced without limitations. For the present-day student
of the phenomenon “life,” the fact that zoé is experienced without limi-
tation is only one of its aspects, not the whole. Here again we cannot
speak of a thoroughgoing identity, for, as we have said, zoé is the
minimum of life with which biology first begins.

Zoé seldom if ever has contours, but it does contrast sharply with
thanatos. What resounds surely and clearly in zoé is “non-death.” It
is something that does not even let death approach it. For this reason
the possibility of equating psyche with zoé, the “soul” with “life,” and
of saying psyche for zoé, as is done in Homer," was represented in
Plato’s Phaedo as a proof of the immortality of the soul.'* A Greek defi-
nition of zoé€ is chronos tou einai,' “time of being,” but not in the sense
of an empty time into which the living creature enters and in which
it remains until it dies. No, this “time of being” is to be taken as a
continuous being which is framed in a bios as long as this bios en-
dures—then it is termed “zoé of bios™'*—or from which bios is removed
like a part and assigned to one being or another. The part may be
called “bios of zo&.™"*

9 Diodorus Siculus XXXIX 18: i dmeBiw Bavdrer,
10 Iliad XXII 161. 11 Phaedo 105 DE.
12 Hesychios s.v. Zen. 13 Plato, Timaeus 44 c.
14 Plutarch, Moralia 114 b.
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Plotinos called zoé the “time of the soul,” during which the soul,
in the course of its rebirths, moves on from one bios to another.”® He
was able to speak in this way because in the Greek language the words
zoé and bios, each with its own special resonance, were already pres-
ent: the one for not-characterized life—which, unless we wish to join
the Greeks in calling it “time of being,” we can only define as “not a
non-life”—the other for characterized life. If I may employ an image
for the relationship between them, which was formulated by language
and not by philosophy, zoé is the thread upon which every individual
bios is strung like a bead, and which, in contrast to bios, can be con-
ceived of only as endless. Anyone wishing to speak in Greek of a
“future life” could say bios.** Anyone who like Plutarch wished to
express thoughts about the eternal life of a god or to proclaim an
“eternal life” had to employ zoé, as the Christians did with their
aionios zoé.**

The Greek language clung to a not-characterized “life” that underlies
every bios and stands in a very different relationship to death than does
a “life” that includes death among its characteristics. The fact that zoé
and bios do not have the same “resonance,” and that “bios of zo¢” and
“zoé of bios” are not tautologies, is the linguistic expression of a very
definite experience. This experience differs from the sum of experiences
that constitute the bios, the content of each individual man’s written or
unwritten biography. The experience of life without characterization—
of precisely that life which “resounded” for the Greeks in the word zoé
—is, on the other hand, indescribable. It is not a product of abstractions

15 Plotinos, Enneades 1117 11, 43. 16 Diodorus Siculus VIII 15 1.

17 De Iside et Osiride 351 E.

18 See, for example, Matthew 19:16, Mark 10:17, Luke 18:18, John 3:36.
For Jesus concerning himself, see John 11:25, 14:6.
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at which we might arrive only by a logical exercise of thinking away
all possible characterizations.

Actually we experience zoé, life without attributes, whether we con-
duct such an exercise or not. It is our simplest, most intimate and self-
evident experience. When our life is threatened, the irreconcilable op-
position between life and death is experienced in our fear and anguish.
The limitation of life as bios can be experienced; its weakness as zoé
can be experienced; and even the desire to cease to be can be experi-
enced.” We might like to be without the experience of our actual bios,
which is given to us with all its characteristics, or to be without ex-
perience in general. In the first case, we wish zoé to continue in another
bios. In the second case, something would occur that has never been
experienced. Being without experience, a cessation of experience, is
no longer experience. Zoé is the very first experience; its beginning was
probably very similar to the renewal of experience after a fainting spell.
When we return from a state of non-experience, we cannot even re-
member an end that we might call our last experience.

Zoé does not admit of the experience of its own destruction: it is
experienced without end, as infinite life. Herein it differs from all other
experiences that come to us in bios, in finite life. This difference be-
tween life as zoé€ and life as bios can find a religious or a philosophical
expression. Men even expect religion and philosophy to do away with
this discrepancy between the experience of bios and the refusal of zoé
to admit of its own destruction. The Greek language stops at the mere
distinction between zoé and bios, but the distinction is clear and pre-
supposes the experience of infinite life. As always, the Greek religion

19 See the epilogue to Kerényi, The Religion of the Greeks and Romans,
pPp. 261—79. The religious idea of non-existence is based on the experience of
death, which is not canceled out by the experience of never-ending life.
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points to figures and images that bring the secret close to man. Ele-
ments that in everyday speech, related to everyday events and needs,
stand side by side and are often intermingled, are transposed into a
pure time—festive time—and a pure place: the scene of events that
are enacted not in the dimensions of space, but in a dimension of their
own, an amplification of man, in which divine epiphanies are expected
and striven for.






DIONYSOS:
Archetypal I'mage of Indestructible Life






Part One The Cretan Prelude






I. MINOAN VISIONS

The Spirit of Minoan Art

ANYONE who enters the Archaeological Museum of Heraklion in
Crete encounters an abundance of the purest elements of a great pre-
lude: the prelude to the history of religion in Europe. For a time these
treasures remained mute, for they were seen only as astonishing works
of art. They bore witness to the rich life of a people who were endowed
with high artistic gifts but whose writing no one could read. It was
long believed that even if we were able to decipher the written char-
acters, the language would still be incomprehensible. The one thing
which students felt certain of was that the men who had created and
maintained this art were not Greeks and that they were separated
from the Greeks by a downfall similar to if not even more catastrophic
than that which separated pagan Rome from the Christianized Latin
and Germanic peoples.

It was assumed that the Cretans, like the Romans, had left a cul-
tural heritage and that those who came after did not fail to make use
of it. But apart from the visible and tangible works that came to light
after 1goo when Sir Arthur Evans began his excavations at Knossos,
everything that was said of these pre-Greeks—they were termed “Mi-
noans” after the mythical king of Crete—was mere hypothesis, abstract
and indemonstrable. The works, however, provided a highly character-
istic over-all picture which would have been intelligible even without
words and has more important things to tell us about the Minoans than
the meager account of the texts that have since been deciphered.
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An outstanding authority, Nikolaos Platon, a Cretan who spent the
greater part of his life in daily contact with these objects, has charac-
terized them and the people who created them as follows. The Mino-
ans “created a civilization whose characteristics were the love of life
and nature, and an art strongly imbued with charm and elegance. Their
objects of art were miniatures, worked with care and love; they chose
carefully the material which they used and succeeded in creating mas-
terpieces with it. They had a special inclination towards the picturesque
and to painting, and even their miniature plastic work is elaborated
in styles derived from painting. Motion is its ruling characteristic; the
figures move with lovely grace, the decorative designs whirl and turn,
and even the architectural composition is allied to the incessant move-
ment becoming multiform and complex. The art is ruled by conven-
tions, and yet it looks equally naturalistic. The secret life of nature is
outspread in man’s creation, which imbues it with a special charm
and grace. A hymn to Nature as a Goddess seems to be heard from
everywhere, a hymn of joy and life.”

The wisdom of this account resides in the fact that it concentrates
on the most characteristic factor and is not subject to the modifications
in matters of detail that are always possible in archaeology.? Platon
starts from a concrete, but at the same time spiritual, element that
lends Minoan art a specific atmosphere which is to be found nowhere
else and which differs from the atmosphere characteristic of Greek
art after the Geometric style became prevalent. The word “life” occurs

1 N. Platon, A Guide to the Archaeological Museum of Heraclion, pp. 27 f.

2 “We are assisting today in the radical transformation of all theories, even
of the principles themselves, of the exact sciences: 