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Greek Gods and Traces of the Sumerian Mythology
In Carpets from the 6th Century

Duan Qing (Peking University)

Abstract: This paper will describe the characters within the figures of the recently discovered carpets from An-
cient Khotan, which may date back to the end of the 6th and the beginning of the 7th century. It will correlate the

findings to demonstrate the inherited tradition of Greek mythology and ancient Sumerian civilizations.

Keywords: Greek gods; Sumerian Innana; carpets from Lop museum; Khotan; Gilgamesh epic; pukku and

mekku

I. Introduction

I would like to introduce briefly some places, which
are connected with the discovery of the carpets. I
began with the area of Shampul, the name denotes
a barren place where the carpets were found (Fig. 1).
Shampul is a desert district of Lop County. In the cen-
ter of Lop, 2 new museum has been opened, where the
carpets are now preserved. Lop is about one hour and a

half drive way from the city of Khotan.

The city of modern Khotan is the administrative

center of nine counties, but the name Khotan des- Fig. 1, the place after the archaeological exploration where
) ) ) ) the carpets have been found. Courtesy to Xinjiang Institute
ignates a historical kingdom located on the southern of cultural relics and Archaeology.

edge of the Taklamakan desert. The modern Kho-

tan area, with its counties, covers approximately the area of the former kingdom of Khotan, which, however,
a thousand years ago had extended much more to the south, where today the desert extends. About 97 percent
of the modern population of Khotan are Islamic Uighurs who speak Uyghur. But in the past history, before the
time of the first millennium, —the kingdom of Khotan was a famous center of Buddhism, in particular for the
Mahayana-Buddhism. Most of the population of ancient Khotan spoke Khotanese—a language, which belongs to
the medieval East-Iranian language group. About in the 6" century, Khotanese became the official Language and
Brahmi, the official script. It is easy to deduce from this that the former population of Khotan would have Iranian
origin, and their culture may be bearing influence of the ancient Iranian religion, which was supposedly Zoroas-

trian. Local tradition of Khotan do not seem to have changed from the old days to the present, to which we may
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mention jade, silk and carpets.

In particular, today the price of jade has been driven so high to an unreal level that the search for Jade has al-
most become a business. If one travels to Khotan, he will see everywhere on riverbeds excavators busy at work. In
the year 2007, some people trying their luck with the search for jade in a former tributary in the area of Shampul,

instead of jade, they found carpets, which, according to the description, lay in a pit built with stones.

IL. Findings

It was said that originally seven carpets were found, two of which were sold abroad, while the police later con-
fiscated the other five. They are now preserved in the Lop Museum. Among the five carpets, three carpets are of
square format measuring 1.18 by 1.18 meters. They have the same pattern and differ from each other only by col-
ors. Of the two large carpets, the larger one (hereafter called the carpet No. 1) is 2.56 meters high and 1.50 meters
wide, and the other measures 2.2 meters high and 1.19 meters wide, which will be called carpet No. 2.

In the 3 square ones, one line of Brahm script is woven. It contains the same text though a few characters seem
a little different:

Spavati meri sima hoda

“The spavata-official Meri gave (this) to Suma”.

Both Khotanese and Tibetan sources, we have learned about a Buddhist saint who sacrificed his life to save the
small river from drying out. He is still remembered through a toponymical name. The aforementioned place name
Shampul, where the carpets were found, is most likely named after him. % Spdvati, however, is an earlier phase of
spata, which comes from Old-Iranian spada-pati and means army leader. Before this form appears in the carpets,
experts of Khotanese have suspected that spata should have an earlier form like spavatd, but the idea never has
been proven until the discovery of the carpets. Now the presumption is confirmed. This older form, however,
indicates that the carpets must be products from the 6* century, because Khotanese was written in Brahmi script
most likely not until the 6" century. Before Khotanese came to its official stage, Kharosthi had been used as offi-
cial script, and Gandhari as the official language, followed by Sanskrit/Brahmi which was introduced in Khotan
approximately in later 5" and early 6" century, for a short period of a maximum of fifty years in the scope of the

secular world.?

Tablet 1, changing of official languages and scripts in ancient Khotan:

Gandhiri /Kharosthi Sanskrit/Brahmi Khotanese/ Brahmi

to 5" century ) 5" and early 6" century for a short period From the 6" century on —
disappearance of the ancient Khotan
kingdom.

III. The motivation of design of carpets No. 1and 2

The main topic of today is to give a rather outlined explanation of the illustrations in carpets No. 1 and 2 (Plate
I and II). I am more or less trained in Iranian Studies and Indology. That means that I am more able to deal with
texts in languages like Khotanese and Sanskrit than with pictures. The carpet No. 1 has 3 Brahmi signs, and for
many years nobody knew what they meant. In order to find out which context the 3 characters stand, in 2013 1

began to research more than 20 figures on this carpet.

@ I have published an article discussing the script and about the saint in detail, see: Duan Qing, “The inscription on the Shampul Carpets”,
the Journal of Inner Asian Art and Archaeology, Vol.5, 2012, Brepols, pp. 95-100.

@ Two Sanskrit documents have been read and published, in which a Khotanese king of the early 6* century is mentioned. The two documents
offer the evidence that Sanskrit was used as official language in ancient Khotan. About the two documents, see: Duan Qing, “Deed, Coins and
King’s Title as Revealed in a Sanskrit Cloth Document from the 6 Century”, Exrasian Studies, English Version IV, edited by Yu Taishan and
Li Jinxiu, Asia Publishing Nexus, 2016, pp. 265-283.
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While observing the carpets No. 1 and 2, it is ease to have the impression that a whole story about a journey of
a hero is displayed on them. The story must start from below and develops in zigzag-direction to the top. Let take
the carpet No. 1 (Plate I) as an example: At the beginning, the hero is shown in the middle in the first row (counted
from the bottom). In the second row he occurs on the left, in the third row on the right and then on the left in the
fourth row, in order to return to the middle in the fifth row, which represents the happy end of the story.

In the first row of Carpet No. 1, conspicuously illustrated is a small male figure in dark blue color, who stands a
little behind on the right side of the hero. His hands and feet, however, are in skin color. The small figure is holding
something in yellow in his right hand and he is looking towards the hero. Above the head of the dark blue figure is
some drawing, which consists of vertical strokes in dark blue color and cross strokes in earth color. Perceiving this as a
symbolic drawing of the surface of the earth, it becomes clear that the little dark blue is displayed just underneath the
earth while he is still alive because his hands and feet are deliberately shown in skin color. The attitude, how he is looking
at the hero, conveys his strong desire to seek help. He wants to get out of the underworld (Fig. 2).

The motif will be clearer when the figure of a boy in the fifth row is taken into a comparison (Fig. 3). Here the boy
no longer looks at the hero, but towards another direction. His front leg is slightly bent, and his back foot is not flat on
the ground—all these details indicate that the boy is running with outstretched arms towards a cheerful woman. The
boy in the fifth row is depicted in a returning scene that is for certain the same one who is displayed in the first row in
dark blue color for showing that he is underneath the earth. At this stage, a conclusive point can be marked. It is a story
which inevitably involves life and death. The key to disclose the secret of the story is the dark blue figure.

Looking again closer at the details in the fifth row, it is noticed that the hero now is holding a club with both
hands (also in Fig, 3). Sequencing the three themes, firstly, the club of the hero, secondly the yellow object of the
dark blue figure in his hand while he is illustrated underneath the earth, and thirdly an old man in the third row—
all these details hint at an epic, which was circulated in Mesopotamia around 2000 before Christ. The epic has
been preserved in cuneiform on the twelfth clay tablet of the Akkadian Gilgamesh epic, but then remained hidden
from the world for thousand years. It was not until the end of the 19th century that the whole Gilgamesh epic had
been reconstructed from thousands of tiny little pieces of clay. Today we know that the Gilgamesh epic consists
of about 3600 lines of text,
which is written in 12 clay
tablets. ¥ The 12" clay tab-
let of the Gilgamesh epic is
of unique character, which is
telling the story of Gilgamesh,
Enkidu and the underworld.
This implies to me that the 12"
tablet is referencing the illustra-
tions of the two carpets from
Khotan.

The Gilgamesh epic is

well known having the rep-

Fig. 2, a figure under earth Fig. 3, the returning scene and the hero with a club
utation of the first great with a yellow object (pukku) (mekk).
in his right hand.

epic in the world literature.

@ I noticed this information through browsing literatures on Gigamesh online from a German author, W Réllig by name, whose book is
entitled das Gilgamesch Epos, published in Reclam, Ditzingen, 2009. Tt is certainly due to century long efforts that now a bounty of literature
on Gilgamesh epic is offered. George has noted main scholars and their contributions in the preface of his volumes on the subject, see: R.A.

George, The Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic: intraduction, critical edition and Cuneiform texts, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2003,
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Most scholars who deal with the Babylonian epic are of the opinion that the complete epic end with the 11”
tablet, while the 12" tablet has a new story which is the narration of Enkidu going to the underworld for picking
pukkn. In Babylonian, the word pukkn is signifying a wooden ball, which is a play toy. Pukéks is to be hit by a tool
called mekku U A Sumerian myth narrates that it was Gilgamesh who created the pair of the toys and invented
the play. He drew all young men into the day-long game so that their wives complained about it to the gods. As
the consequence, the gods let the ball disappear in the underworld. Gilgamesh was sad about it. Enkidu agreed
to go to the underworld to fetch the ball. Gilgamesh explained to Enkidu in detail how he should behave in the
underworld, for example, that he should go barefoot and not wear new clothes. Despite all the warnings, Enkidu
was caught by the earth and could not get out of the underworld. Gilgamesh sought help from the gods. Finally, a
god opened a hole in the earth, which released the spirit of Enkidu. Gilgamesh inquired about Enkidu’s deceased
relatives. Earlier scholars have pointed out that there are many comparable references between the Gilgamesh epic
and the Greek Odyssey. Especially on the 12" tablet of the Gilgames epic, Enkidu comes from the underworld
and reports about the situation there. The 24" chapter of the Odyssey tells about the hero going into the under-
world and reporting about the deceased being there.?

Hints like two play objects illustrated in carpets lead to the story of Gilgamesh epic. They are the club in the
hand of the hero in the 5" row and the yellow object in the hand of the dark blue figure in the first row. The
yellow object is supposed to display the ball—the pukkn in Babylonian Gilgamesh epic, while the club is mekka.
Because of the depiction of the pukkn and mekkn in the carpets a link to the myth of the Sumerian origin is estab-
lished. The mythic story tells that the toys pukkn and mekksn are made of the crown and the root of a willow tree.
It was a special willow tree which had been carefully nurtured by Goddess Inanna for many years in her garden
in expectation that it would yield wood for a throne and bed. But when the tree had grown up, it was occupied by
three evil creatures. Thanks to Gilgamesh, the goddess could finally make use of the tree for her own purpose.@
For the reward, Gilgamesh received the necessary material for creating the toys pukkn and mekkn.

Even more evidence to support the possible link between the illustrative narration of the carpets and the remnant
of Sumerian myth: The two words pukkn and mekkn are surprisingly not only preserved in Khotanese, but also in Pali,
and even in Chinese transliterations. They occur in the parallel versions of Migapakkhajataka—a tale about one of the
former lives of Buddha. In Khotanese, pukkn and mekkn appear as mukd-paméka, in Pali migapakkha, and in Chinese mu
po(FE00 ). Since a paper discussing the specific topic is published @, it is not necessary here to go to details about the
evolution and variation of these two words. Mentioning the two words in Khotanese is aiming to emphasize that it is
not an unfounded coincidence to find the illustration of pukks and mekkn in the carpets.

Until now what attempted in the above discussion, is to find out accordance between the illustrations of the
carpets with the Gilgamesh epic. However, after analyzing the all images, my conclusion is that the carpets do not
offer a parallel visual version of the Gilgamesh epic. It is only the frame of the story of the 12" clay tablet of the
Gilgamesh epic that is taken over, and borrowed for the narration of the illustrative carpets. As related in the 12 tablet,
the story of the carpets starts with the scene that the ball is fallen into the underworld, but why it is fallen and why a
boy is in the underworld for picking it up, —that is not important, what matters is to get the boy out of the underworld.

@® R.A. George, The Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic: introduction, critical edition and Cuneiform texts, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2003, p. 899.

@ Hans Ulrich Steymans, Gilgamesch, 1konogrpbie eines Helden, Orbis Biblicus et Orientalis 245, Academic Press Fribourg, 2010, pp. 331-
332

@ For the whole story translated from Sumerian language, see: Samuel Noah Kramer, Gilgamesh and the Huluppu-Tree: A reconstructed Sumerian
Text, the Univeristy of Chicago Press, Chicago, Illinois, 1938; for analysis of the story, see: Diane Walkstein and Samuel Noah Kramer,
Inanna, Queen of Heaven and Earth: ber stories and hymns from Sumer, Harper & Row, Publishers, New York, 1983, p. 140.

@ 1 have published a paper in Chinese discussing the two words and their variation, see: Duang Qing, “Metaphor of the wooden ball”, A Collection
of the Sino-Iranica Cultural Exchange on the Sitk Rood International Conference, ShangHai, ZhongXi Book Company, 2016, pp. 31-40.
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Equally as to the 12" tablet, the hero in the illustration of the carpets starts on a journey for seeking help. However,
the deities he turns to, are total different than those in the Akkadian epic of Gilgamesh. The end of the story is totally
different as is the goal of the narrations. In the following, I will refer to the dark little figure as Enkidu and the hero
Gilgamesh. Whether the two figures actually did so in Khotanese is not discussed at this time.

It is said that an epic is always the story of a hero. The depictions of the carpets, however, do not transmit the
impression of any combat scene. The attitude of the hero in the first row of the two carpets looks more like help-
secking. Now Gilgamesh is secking help, because as a human being he is not able to get a man out of the underworld.
Consequently, he is a hero secking help. In this sense, his action — to seek for help — will determine the course of the
story. To realize the identity of the hero as a human being and his role as help-seeking one is necessary. It gives a starting
point for the orientation of the further research for, the figures to which Gilgamesh turns on his journey for secking
help must be deities who, according to myth or legends, do not only possess superhuman abilities but also are endowed
with responsibility of ruling over the spiritual world. The logic of seeking help determines the end of the story; as
soon as the hero reaches his goal, and in this case, as soon as Enkidu is out of the underworld, the story is over.
Nevertheless, a fact is hidden behind the logic. For those who are not able to grant the final rescue to the hero are
degraded whereas the one who does give the last rescue wins the most worship amongst the people. Following the
course of the representation of the carpets, it is a goddess who rescues Enkidu from the underworld. Hence, the
goddess is the highest deity among all the illustrated divine beings on the carpets. This conclusion leads to the real motif
of the carpets No. 1 and 2; they are dedicated to the goddess. In other words, the illustration of the carpets is as good

as the manifestation of the goddess. They are remnants of the local cult of the ancient Kingdom of Khotan.

IV. Identity of the Greek Gods

Who are the divine beings to whom the hero turns? First, a consideration of Hindu deities can be ruled out®,
for, as revealed through the Brahmi script, the carpets are most likely products made in the 6" century, and by
this time the important Hindu gods are fully developed to their maturity. This means that they are already fixed in
terms of their typical attributes, mounts and weapons. No single aspect of the figures points to Hinduism. Since
Sumerian and Akkadian traces are disclosed, the search field must be wide enough including ancient Mesopota-

mian and Iranian pantheons which are as huge as an ocean.?

Hermes

In the first row on both carpets on the far right is the first deity the hero visits. The deity has two serpents lying
on his side, one is colored symbolizing life of this wotld, and the other black symbolizing death (Fig. 4). Searching
in the area of the Indo-European pantheon, only the Greek deity Hermes appears on the surface. Frothingham,
the former professor of art history and archacology of Princeton University, called it ‘the Snake—god’.® Hermes is
always given two snakes as attribute who also bears the surname psychopompos. The Greek myth tells that Hermes is
the one who sends the deceased through the Lethe into the underworld, and who has the ability to go back and forth
between the worlds of the living and the dead. Hermes was the one who had brought back Persephone from the under-

world from the side of Hades. The role of Hermes fits well into the context of the representations of both carpets. If

(@ That the figures on the carpets should be the unexpected representations of the Hindu god Krishna, is supposed by Zhang He. See:
Zhang He, “Figurative and Inscribed Carpets from Shanpula, Khotan: Unexpected Representations of the Hindu God Krishna”, #he
Journal of Inner Asian Art and Archacology, Vol. 5, 2012, Brepols, pp. 59-79.

@ However, Greek deities are well known while fortunately, the book of Shenkar provides the basic references for the Iranian deities. See:
Michael Shenkar, Intangible Spinits and Graven Images: The lconography of Deities in the Pre-Lslamic Iranian World, 1eiden, 2014. For Sumerian and
Akkadian literature sources 1 benefit from broad knowledge of my colleague professor Gong Yushu at Peking University.

@ L. A. Frothingham, “Babylonian Origin of Hermes the Snake-God, and of the Caduceus I, American Journal of Archaeolygy, Vol. 20, No. 2,
Apr.-Jun., 1916, published by Archaeological Institute of America, p. 175.
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the hero is looking for some divine beings
who consorts with both worlds, he should
first turn to the one who had access to both
worlds.

Evidently Hermes could not help him,
otherwise the visual story would come to
an end. It seems however that Hermes was
helpful and gave hints for further orientation.
Persephone was the next goddess whom the

hero visited. This brings us to the second

row of figures on the two carpets.

Fig. 4, Hermes with two snakes of carpet No. 1 and 2.
Persephone

Having found the first deity to be of Greek
origin, the gods in the second row should also be of Greek origin. This is confirmed. There are three reasons to identify
the female figure as Persephone. Firstly, Persephone is always shown in a skirt and holds in her hand a bunch of grain. Here
I took pictures of a publication by Paul Carus from 1900. The representation of the cereal bundle in Persephone’s hand
is similar to that in the carpets, in which the stem of grain is particularly depicted as a long staft (Fig; 5).

Fig. 5, Persephone with a long staff of grains. Pictures are copied from Carus 1900, (98-100), which are redrawn and
processed by my colleague Ye Shaoyong.

Secondly, Greek mythology tells of Persephone as the daughter of Zeus and Demeter. When, following the scent of
Narcissus, she came to the earth to
pick this flower, Hades climbed out
of the underworld and kidnapped
Persephone. She became the wife
of Hades and Queen of the Under-
world. In this myth of Persephone,
the Narcissus flower plays an im-
portant role, as it was the favorite
flower of Persephone. Depicted in
the hand of the hero is a dark blue

flower, which must be a Narcissus

Fig. 6, Narcissus in the right hand of the hero. Persephone with a long staff
of grains as depicted in carpets No. 1 and 2.
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(Fig. 6). The dark blue color, which is identical with that of Enkidu in the underworld, stands for the color of the
underworld. Since Narcissus did not grow in ancient Khotan, this type of flower would only exist in the imagi-
nation of the narrators when talking about Persephone. Very likely, Narcissus were thought as an important in-
strument, should a visit to Persephone been made possible. In the representation on the carpets, the flower in the
hand of the hero is obviously intended as a springboard. This is a creative development based on Greek mythol-
ogy. Such creative applying of Greek mythology for the purpose of the narrative can only be possible for those
who were very familiar with Greek mythology.

The third point for supporting that the female main figure in the 2nd series is Persephone comes from the text, which
consists of 3 Brahmi characters (Fig. 7), which, dark-colored between the heads of the figures, can be clearly read. These
three signs are ha di vd, of which divd, a loan word from Sanskrit drjpa - the “island; Continent” . This meaning has been
tested several times in Khotan texts, as, for example, in chapter 16 of the Book of Zambasta. There the verse 38 con-
tains fodratasd divi nttarivd, which Emmerick reproduced in his English translation of “the four-cornered Uttara-dvipa”.
The first part hadi, however, originates from the Greek Hades, meaning underworld, and at the same time god of the
underworld. Thus ‘hadivi’ is 2 composite, composed of Greek Hades and Khotanese divd, under which, in the context

of the representation of the carpets, the ‘Greek underworld’ is to be understood.

Fig. 7, 3 Brahmi characters which read ha divi.

At this point one has to ask why a composite is necessary of a Greek and a Khotan word, since the word for
hell exists in the Khotan vocabulary. As well known, in ancient Khotan the main religion was Buddhism. In the
Buddhist theory, naraka ‘hell’ is an important concept of religious significance. The fact that a special composite
for the underworld in the term of the Greek religion was created clearly shows that various religious concepts and
cults were popular in old Khotan. The historical Khotanese were very aware of the diversity of the religious con-
cepts and they knew how to differentiate them in a philosophical sense. For them raraka is certainly a Buddhist
concept of a karma term which is imbedded in the existential causal law of Buddhist philosophy. From this as-
pect, a hell is not understood as the final destiny of every human being. Falling into a hell is only the result of evil
deeds. Many, however, will be reborn in another better or worse existence, depending on how many good deeds
they have achieved during their existence. In contrast to the concept of the Greeks, the underworld is a place
where everyone goes after death. Since the religious connotations of the Greek underworld on the one hand and a
Buddhist hell on the other totally differ, it is compelling to create the new word—the composite hadiva to express

Hades. Persephone is the goddess of the Greek underworld.

Hephaestus, Aphrodite und Ares

The third row of carpets No.1 and 2 does not look identical. While carpet No. 1 shows two groups of figures in



