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Ex Ovo Omnia: Where Doesthe Balto-Finnic
Cosmogony Originate?
The Etiology of an Etiology

tloValk

Theideatha the coamoswas bom from several eggslaid by a bird is
foundin the oldest Balto-Finnic myths that have been preserved thanks to
the conservative form of runosong. Different versionsof the Balto-Finnic
creation song were known among the Estonians, the Finns of Ingria, the
Votes, and the Karelians® The Karelian songswere used by Elias LSnnrot
in devising his redaction of the myth in the beginning of the epic Kalevala.

Mythical thinking is concerned with questionsaboutthe origin of the
world and its phenomeng, etiologies provide the means to discover and
transmit these secrets and to hold magical power over everything. The
Qquest for origingOhas also determined the research interests of generations
of scholars employing a diachronic approach. The evolutionist schod has
tried to recondruct the primary forms of religion, while the structuralist
school of folklore has attempted to discover the basic structures that lie
latent behind the narrative surface. The etymologies of Max MYler were
aimed at explaining the origin of myths, the geographic-historical or Finnish
school onee aimed at establishing the archetypes of different items of
folklore. Tha endeavor to eluddae the primary forms and origins of
phenomenaas the main focus of scholarship can be seen as an expression of
neo-mythical thinking. It has become clear tha the etiological approach
provides too narow a frame for scholarship, since it cannot explain the
meanings of folklore for tradition-bearers themselves, the processes of its
trangmission in a sodety, and othe aspects tha require synchronic
interpretation.

Thanks to long traditions of research, a large body of knowledge has
been accumulated about the prehistory of Balto-Finnic runo songsand their
relationship with the oral traditions of other peoples. In this article, | ask

! For a survey of Balto-Finnic redactionsof the song, see M. Puhvd 1971
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wha we know abou the origin of the cosmogonic myth of the CCreation
song O Some previousresearch is also reconsdered.

The corresponding Estonian creation song has been recorded in more
than 150 variants. One of the shortest among them is the following text,
which presents no more than the fragmentary core of the myth:

PSSsukeine, pSvalindu Swallow, the sun-bird
Tei tapesasSSdupSe, Built anest in thefield,
Munnekolmi munasisse. Laid threeeggsinit.
titssa aossalailma Onebecame davn to the nghe

5 N world,
TeinepSvaspHeilma, Thesecond became sun to theuppe

world,

Kolmas sai kuusse taevasse.? Thethird became mooninto the sky.

In versions from western Estonian coastal parishes the bird comes
from the sea, flies to urOpaddodk, and builds a nest in the bush or a tree.
Sometimes the creation begins from an apple tree and an apple tha has
droppéal into the waters. It is probable tha the sea here designaes the same
primordial ocean as in Karelian songs and we cannotexcludethe possibility
tha the apple tree is a reflection of the cosmic world tree (which can be
found in the imagey of some other Estonian mythical songg. The
following is a fairly typical example of Estonian runo songsin which the
epic plot is presented throughlyrical elaboration:

M>i stke mehed, mpi stke naesed,N  Guess men, guess womenN

Meri meie>ueall, Theseaisnear ouryard,

| ungpuusaare keskee!. An apple-treein themiddle of the
idand.

Tuli agatuul jat>stistormi, Thewind came and broughtthe
storm,

Akkas >una »t sutama, It started shaking the apple,

| >t sutas>unameresse. Until it shookit into the sea.

Merest agat>usiskirju lindu; A many-colored bird rose fromthe
Seaq,

Lendas meie kopdisse, It flew to our paddod,

Meie kopli kuuse otsa To thefir-tree growingin our
paddodk

Akkas pesa tegema It started to build a nest

Riegudest jaraagudest, Of branches andtwigs,

Maa muruga, puu puruga, Of grass and pieces of wood,

2H 1 2,129(3). Recorded in Halliste parish, North Estoniain 1889. Referenceis
to thecollections of the Estonian Folklore Archivesin Tartu.
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Meie metsa lehtedest.
Tegi kuujategi kaks,

Paari pSvakolmat kuud.
Siis akkas munemunema;
Munes kuu ja munes kaks,
Siis akkas poegi audung;
Auduskuu ja audus kaks.
Siisakkas poayi jyama;

JSyas kuujajSyas kaks,
1t heandisarmuss allailma,

Teise pilvess pedleilma,

Kolmas koidu tShesse,
NelQas p>hja nael asse,
Viies vankriss vaatama,
Kuies kuuss kumama,

Seitsmes selas seisema.
Sest me gjad arvame
Jaomad tunnid tunname.®

Of leaves of our forest.

It built the nest for amonth, for two
months,

A couple of days of thethird month.

Then it started to lay eggs,

For amonth, for two months,

Then it started to hatch youngbirds

For amonth, for two months

Then it started to give theyoung
birdsaway,

For amonth, for two months

It gave onegracioudy (?) to the
nether world,

Thesecondbecame a cloudabove
thesky,

Thethird became the Moming Star,

Thefourth the North Star,

Thefifth became the Great Bear,

Thesixth started to shineasthe
moon,

Theseventh to stand asthe Plelades.

Thuscan wetell thetime

Andknowthehours.

147

The number three is very common in Estonian songs often three

bushes (blue red, and golden) are mentioned, the bird lays three eggs the
hatching lasts for three months. Besides this song, there are only a few
traces of the myth in Estonian folklore. There was a traditiond saying about
the period beween the old and the new moon, when no moon is visible;
people observed that Qhe moonisin the nestO(kuu on pesas), expressing the
idea tha the moon is bom in a nest, time and again. The sun was also said
to bein the nest during solstices. A couple of prose redactionsof the myth
of cogmic eggs in the Estonian Folklore Archives originae from folklore
collectors who were, mos probably, acquanted with Kalevala and ingpired
by this epic.

On the basis of different versions of the Bato-Finnic songs Matti
Kuug has restored the common mythical story: OA heavenly bird (an eagle?)
flies abovethe sea and looksfor a place to build a nest. Having found it (a
piece of sod? the bird lays oneor three eggs The wind rolls them into the
water and the sun, the moon and the stars (and heaven and earth?) are bom
of themO(Kuus 196368). Also foundin Karelian songsis a motif of the

3 H 11 2,200. Recorded in Karuse parish, West Estoniain 1889.
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demiurge VInSnsinen uttering the words of creation that makes the earth
and the sky from the shdls of tha egg.

The Balto-Finnic cosmogonic myth has many internationd parallels.
They are so numerous that it may initially seem tha myths about cosmic
egg(s) bdongto the common traditionsof mankind. An eggis a symbol of
latent life force, fertility, and resurrection in many cultures, and the word
denoting an egg often has sexud connottions *Muna (GggQ aready had
the paalel meaning QesticleO in the Proto-Uralic language (RZde
1986285). The Vedic and Sanskrit word anydysalso ambiguous denoting
egg, testicle, and sperm (BShtlingk and Roth 185586). In the dream omens
of Estonian folklore the egg is also connected with fertility: if a young wife
dreams of finding a bird@® nest, it foretells pregnancy.* However, bdlief in
the coamogoni fundion of an egg has not been foundeverywhere; there are,
rather, four broad areas where myths about cosmic egg(s) bdong to
indigenous ora traditions 1) the Balto-Finnic region; 2) the Eastern
Mediterranean lands 3) South Asia (Ching, Tibet, Indo-China, India); and 4)
theMalay Archipeago, Oceania, and Augralia.®

Geographically, the closest parallels to the Balto-Finnic cosmogonic
myth can be found in the folklore of other Finno-Ugric peoples. In a
Lappish creation story, a duck lays five eggs upon a blade of grass on the
ocean; vegdation, fish, birds, a man, and a woman hatch out of these eggs
(Ajkhenvdd et al. 1989157). In Zyrjan (Komi) mythology the two dudistic
demiurges Jen and Omol are born of two eggslaid by abird. They break the
four additiond eggs and thus create sun and moon together with good and
evil spirits. In Mordvinian folklore three goddesses or mother-spirits are
bom of three eggs laid by a bird on the coamic birch-tree (Napolskikh
199129). The Uralic origin of these myths is doubful because paallels in
the Ob-Ugrian and Samoyed mythology have not been found.

The Balto-Finnic creation myth is strikingly unique in Europe with
the abovementioned Finno-Ugric paallels the only clear traces of the egg
cosmogony in recent European folklore. Vladimir Toporov has discussed
the hypoheical Russian paalels in his recondruction of the myth of the
world egg (1967). He relies upon some motifs in magic tales tha describe
the trandormations of kingdons of copper, silver, and bronze into eggs
(bdls, apples) (Aarneand Thompson 1961:n0.301). Eggsand roundobjects

*E 42182(18). Recorded in Rakvere parish, North Estonia.

® Such an overall picture can be drawn on the basis of previousresearch and the
persond knowledge of the author of this article; it is possible, however, tha more (zore
areasOshould beadded to thislist in thefuture.
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are universal symbols in tales of magic, and contraction is one of the basic
rules applied in ther artistic language (Holbek 1987.444-46). Attempts to
draw condusons about Proto-Indo-European mythology on such a basis
cannotbeconvincng. As Toparov states (196782), explicit formulationsof
the myth of the cosmic egg have not been found in Slavic folklore. The
Latvian version has turned out to be the falsification of a folklore collector,
and the myth of the cosmic egg cannot be found in Lithuanian folklore
either. The closest Lithuanian parallels are some dudistic legendsin which
theworld is created from an apple floaing in the primordial ocean.’

Different versions of the myth of the world egg occur in the
mythology of andent Egypt. According to the priests of Hermopdis, Thath,
the god of wisdom and the moongod, was the true demiurge who hached
the world-egg on the primordial ocean in the shgpe of the divine ibis-bird.
The sun-god Ra was born of the primeva egg (Viaud 198927). A few
traces of the myth of the coamic egg can be found in the Phoenician
traditions described by the Jewish philosopher Philo and some Greek authors
(see Delaporte 198982). Theoldest Greek cosmogony,Hesiod® Theogany,
does not mention the coamic egg; it seems to be a rather specific trait of the
Orphic tradition. The speculations of the Orphics about the origin of the
world indudethe motif of the cosmic egg, expressing the notion of implicit
totality. The demiurge Eros, Phanes, or Protogonoswas said to be born
fromit.” The Orphic cosmogony has been preserved only in fragments and
Is a metaphydcal system rather than a primitive or populr mythology. It is
noteworthy tha this system has some parallels with the Vedic and epic
cosnogonkes of India, for example the motif tha the world emerges from
sexud desire, or passion (ka!main India).® Butit is probable tha the concept
of cosmic egg was borrowed from the traditions of other peoples jug like
many other pieces of Greek mythology, and that it did not emerge from the
Indo-European heritage.

To emphasize the Indo-European origin of the myth, many authors
have cited andent Indian texts (upanisyads puralnyasManu-Snryt
Maha!bh!ata). However, the oldest source, the Rig Veda Sanhita! does not
prove tha the myth about the cosmic egg was known among the Aryan
tribes who invaded India. This collection of 1028 hymnsintroduces diverse

® Kuus 195656; persond communication with the Lithuanian folklorist Dr. Lina
Bu!gen€'.

" Lebedev 198938-39, Bianchi 1987,Paladino 1987.

8 Rig Veda(= RV) X, 129. See OGFlaharty 1981
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cosnogonc myths, mos of them collected in thelast and mog recent (tenth)
mandda, and several presented as fragments of knowledge tha lie hidden
behind the verses. Two passages formulate the idea of a golden germ,
womb, seed, or embryo (hiranyggarbha) floaingin the primeval water:

Tha which is beyondthe sky and beyond this earth, beyond the godsand
the AsurasN wha was tha first embryo tha the waters received, where all
thegodstogehe saw it?

He was the onewhomthe waters received as thefirst embryo, when all the
gods came togeher. On the navel of the Unbarn was set the One on
whomall the creatures rest.

(RV X, 82,5-6; O%rlaherty 198136)

In the beginning the Golden Embryo arose. Once hewas bom, hewas the
onelord of creation. He hdd in place the earth and this sky. Who is the
godwhomwe should worship with theoblation?

(RV X, 121,1; OGrlaherty 198127)

Theidea of the golden embryo tha conceals cosmic potency precedes
the later notion of Brahma!nydy@Brahma-egg®), meaning the implicit
primeval existence of the world and the whole universe as totality. The
demiurge Prajapai, who was later replaced by Brahma, was said to be bom
of this primordial egg. The fact tha it is the abgract god Brahma who is
connected with the cosmic egg gives evidence of new developments in
mythology in the period of the decline of the Vedic godsand the ascent of
thegodsof Brahmanism and epic mythology.

An explicit formulation of beief in the coamic egg can be foundin
later commentaries to the Samhitas of the Vedas. In jatapatha-Bra!lmanya
(XI, 1, 6, 1-11) the primordial golden germ is replaced by the golden egg
(hiranymya angtyp floaing on the ocean and giving birth to the demiurge
Prajapai (Webe 1964831-32). The cosmogony of Chalidogya-Upanisyad
(111, 19, 1-3) also relies upon the concept of an egg (Radh&krishnan 1994
399) An the beginning this (world) was non-existent. It became existent. It
grew. It turned into an egg. It lay for the period of a year. It burst open.
Then came out of the egg-shdls two pats, one of silver, the other of gold.
That which was of silver is this earth; tha which was of gold is the sky.O
These texts probably date from between the eighth and sixth centuries BCE
and are aboutfive hunded years later than theRig Veda Samhita.

Malta!nydg@lead eggQ is an occasiond parallel name of the Vedic
sun-god Vivasvant. Sometimes the expression is rendaed as Gbom of a
dead eggQor Gegg® sonObutthese are not literal trandations Thedead egg
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probably denotes a bird-egg as opposed to aliving egg, a testicle (BShtlingk
and Roth 1868:880). Indian sources do not assert Ma!ta!nydyp be born of an
egg but rather to be as the last son of the goddess Aditi. Karl Hoffmann
interprets Maltahydyas an abortion or miscarriage of Aditi (195792-93).
Malta!nydgssan appe lation of the egg can also be undestood as a metaphor.
The sun resembles an egg, but such a compaison does not prove the
existence of a myth that the sun has been bom of an egg. Metaphors of tha
kind referring to the sun (day-egg, sky-egg, and so forth) can occur in the
folklore of peoples who do not shae the bdief in the cosmic egg.
Neverthdess, stories abou the sun@ birth from an egg-yolk can be inspired
by the objectsOapparent similarity, and metaphois can sometimes be seen as
potential or latent myths,

W. B. Henning (1954 has written about the reflection of the cosmic
egg and a haching bird in Avesta (Y asht 13, 2-3). However, hisrendeingis
based on a single obscure expression and does not derive from the Gathas,
the oldest Iranian sources. This piece of evidence is too doubtful to claim
the proto-Aryan origin of the myth and to connect it with Finnish folklore, as
has been done by Pentti Aalto, who regards the figure of the bird as an
exclugve paallel between thetwo traditions (1987). (Aswe saw, thebirdis
common in the creation myths of the Eastern Mediterranean lands as well.)
It is probable that the Aryan tribes who invaded India did not know the myth
of thecoamic egg. Thelater mythsof Brahmandaare based onthe RigVedic
concept of hiranyggarbha tha Wendy Doniger OGFlaherty calls Qa truly
pregnant termOwith complex connottions. She explains tha the second
element of the compound means Gvomb,0 Geed, OGmbryo,Oor ChildOin
the Rig Veda and later comes to mean (eggO(198126-27). It is possible
tha the myth of the world egg, and other cosmogonc myths tha are
expoundel in the Sanskrit sources, have been influenced by the indigenous
oral traditionsof India.® During the period when the Aryan invaders settled
in the basin of the Ganges river, they adopted several non-Aryan ideas and
religiousobservances.

The myth of the coamic eggis foundin the folklore of several peoples
of eastern Asia and Indo-China Thebasic motifs of the Indian and Chinese
myths coincide: the demiurge is asserted to be born of the primeval egg. In
Chinathis divine being P@n-ku was said to betheforefather of all creatures,
judt like Prgjapdti in India (Yuan Ke 1965:41-42). P@n-ku was the primeval
giant whose body-parts make up the material world, an origin tha connects

° For the Proto-Indo-European cosmogonies, see Mallory and Adams 1997129
30and J. Puhve 1987.
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him with Purusha, the primeva man of the Vedic mythology (RV X, 90) and
with other proto-men of Indo-European anatomical coamologies.

There are also essentially different versions of the myth of the cosmic
eggin Asia. Inthefolklore of some of the peoples, the number of primeval
eggsis more than one (as in Balto-Finnic songy. In the epic songs of the
Miaos who live in Ching, two gigantic birds are bom of eggsand hach out
earth and sky (Jia Zhi 1987374). Several egg cosmogones are known
among the tribd communities of Assam. According to a Bodo-Kachari
myth, the Great Lord created two birds whos three eggs gave birth to
spirits, trees, and procreators of mankind. In Karbi folklore the mythical
bird wo plakpi laid several eggsout of which were bom the progenitors of
different peoples and tribes of Assam. In Dimasa creation myth gods
spirits, and ghogs are bom out of the seven primordial eggs (Datta et al.
199439). Complex and elaborately detailed cosmogoric myths can be
foundin the sacred texts of the Bon religion in Tibet. An offshoot of the
ethnic shamanistic religion, Bon competed with and confronted Buddhsm
for centuries. The two religious traditions share many common elements,
and in philosophy the Buddhst influence on Bon is remarkable; however,
Bon aso has its own specia features such as its cosmogont lore. Bon
literary sources relate diverse myths about the origin of gods demons
humans, and the realms of theworld. Sometimes the number of cosmic eggs
varies within the same text, the most common numbers being Qwo,0Jive,O
and hineO(Karmay 1975). The cosmoganic dodrines of Bon seem to be
genuindy Tibetan; only the dudistic tendency in mythsN the oppostions
lightvs. darkness, good vs. evil, godsvs. demons and thelikeN refersto the
probable influence of Iranian religious sources.

Different myths about cosmic egg(s) were known in the Malay
Archipdago, Audralia, and the islands of the South Seas as far as the
Americas. There are etiological legendsaboutthe birth of heavenly bodes,
earth, and the first human bengs from eggs The motif tha seems to be
mogs well-knownN the birth of the demiurge (Tangaoa, Tangdoa Ta@road)
from the primeval eggN correspondsto thetraditionsof Asia.®

Findly, let us return to the Balto-Finnic cosmogonc myth tha has
often been regarded as an andent borrowing of Oriental origin. There are,
however, several points that contradict this theory. The Balto-Finnic songs
do not indude the motif of the birth of the demiurge from an egg that is
central in India and in some Chinese myths rather, they present a very
different version of a bird whose eggsare trandormed into heavenly bodies.
There seems to be some kind of affinity between the Balto-Finnic mythsand

O Luquet 1989449,457, 464, 469; Alpers 197051-54.
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those of Tibet, Assam, and some regionsof China, while the Indo-European
(Indian) version differs widdy from them. All of this makes the possible
dynamics of borrowing quite mysterious

Such a central myth as the one explaining the origin of the whole
cosmos could hardly be adopted through some occasiond folklore contact.
If the Balto-Finnic myth about the marvelous bird and its eggs is a
borrowing, it shoud have been borrowed from some ethnic group with
whom the Baltic Finnshad lasting historical contacts. Who could they be?
They probably were not the Indo-Europeans, as the Indo-European origin of
the myth canna be definitively established. Coamic eggsare known in both
the Greek (Orphic) and in Indian traditions, but both cases could have been
ingpired by the myths of naghboring peoples or the loca mythological
subdratum. We cannot refer to the hypothetical Proto-Indo-European
heritage and assert that the Baltic, Slavic, Celtic, and Germanic peoples mugt
have known the myth about the cosmic eggs as well. No reliable data in
folklore or literary traditionshave been discovered to suppat such aclaim.

The Balto-Finnic cosnogonic myth can be daed to the period
antedating contact between Asia and Europe via the Silk Road. The
common form of the runo-song enables us to date it to the first millennium
BCE. Theprose versionsof the myth mug have been generally known even
before the songs were composd. The scope of variation of different
redactionsof the Balto-Finnic songsis so remarkable that there is no need to
look for one common archetype, a single origind form. Martin Puhvd
undeastands the Estonian swallow-song as a basically independent creation,
contending that the Estonian and Finnish songshave fundamentally nothing
in common beyond the basic conaept of creation of coamic bodies from bird-
eggD(197123). True, there are similarities in the compostion of the Balto-
Finnic songs as shown by Matti Kuug (1956:83). However, we can suggest
tha singe's of different tribes and localities created ther own versionsof the
songsnow and again, as they trandormed the sacred etiological lore into the
podic language of runo-song

Among the numerous petroglyphs near Lake € ShisjSv in Karelia are
some images tha can be connected with the Balto-Finnic cosmogaonic myth,
an interpretation arrived at by the leading expert on the petroglyphs K. D.
Laushkin. One petroglyph depicts a bird who lays an egg tha gives birth to
the sun and congellations These pieces of art have been daed to sometime
in the period beween the middle of the third millennium and 1850 BCE
(Laushkin 1962277-80; Sawwateyev 1984:119). Likewise, it cannot be
mere coinddence that some Lappish, Mordvinian, and Komi cosmogonies
are based on motifs assodated with cosmic eggs These traditionsshould be
connected with the mythic lore of the Estonian, Finnish, and Karelian
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CCreation SongO The Finno-Ugric myths mog probably derive from a
common heritage and can thus be daed to the third millennium BCE at the
latest. Birds and waterfowl are among the mos recurrent mythological
motifs of Finno-Ugrians and in Northern Eurasia in genea (Antanatis
199863). There is another widespread Uralic cosmogonc myth abou a
water-bird who dives to the bottom of the primordial ocean and bringsback
some soil to make the earth (Napolskikh 1989).

The Balto-Finnic cosmogonic myth can thus be regarded as an
indigenous oral tradition of the region where it has been preserved. The
possibility cannot be excluded that the myth is a borrowing from the Proto-
European tribes who were later assimilated by the Baltic Finns The bdief
in the coamic egg was probably pat of the mythology of Europebefore the
Indo-European invasion, as shown by Marija Gimbutas (1982:101-7).
Works by Uku Masing (1985) and Vladimir Napolskikh (1991) point in the
same direction: a possible subdratum of the folklore of Proto-European
peoples tha can be recognized in the Balto-Finnic oral traditions Thuswe
are dedling with a remnant of the mythology of the European Stone Age,
cosmogonic knowledgetha has been transmitted throughthe millennia.*

University of Tartu
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