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DAN DANA, Zalmoxis de la Herodot la Mircea Eliade: IStorii despre un zeu al pretextului, Iasi,

Polirom, 2008, 486p.

Zalmoxis from Herodot to Mircea Eliade: Hiftories about a God of Prefext represents the shorte-
ned Romanian version of Dan Dana’s French dissertation, Enjeux et controverses autour du mythe de
Zalmoxis, defended at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales of Paris in 2005 under the joint
supervision of historians Frangois Hartog (enss) and Zoe Petre (University of Bucharest, Romania).

In spite of the §tunning wealth of sources that Dana carefully contextualizes, his book is built on
a paradox. Cataloguing more than a hundred Greek texts authored by sixty ancient and Byzantine
writers about Zalmoxis, Dana acknowledges that Zalmoxis’ ancient biography «lacks any hitorical
ground» (p. 32). The reader might justifiably ask what sort of history Dana is writing. Does such a
skeptical conclusion, deployed at the outset of the §tudy, warrant reading the rest of the book?

Previous attempts at a §traightforward hiStory of the god Zalmoxis among the South-Eastern
European ancient people of Getae were unsuccessful, as Dana shows, mostly due to generalizations
and misinterpretations. Dana’s dossier of academic failures begins with the fir§t scholarly mono-
graph on Zalmoxis, by the Uppsala law professor Carl Lund (Zalmoxis, primus Getarum legislator,
1687) and continues with Mircea Eliade’s influential §tudy (De Zalmoxis a Gengis-Khan, Paris, Payot,
1970). Dana attempts a different approach, a hi§tory of the metamorphoses of an image, that inves-
tigates not only the history of Zalmoxis, but contextualizes it within a §tudy of the «imaginary»
of its hiStorians. Dana embarks on an exhauStive examination of the literary occurrences of Zal-
moxis, a religious character of the ancient Getae, from Herodotus” HisZories to Renaissance magical
and alchemical traltates, Enlightenment encyclopedias, nineteenth-century German dissertations,
National-Communiét inventions of the Romanian origins, and contemporary Western §tudies of
ancient religions.

Dana’s book is replete with hi§torical details, meticulous contextualizations, literary interpreta-
tions, and specific corrections of previous speculations on Zalmoxis; as such, this review can only
touch on its moét salient points. Take, for in§tance, Dana’s initial analysis of Herodotus’ presenta-
tion of Zalmoxis, the very fir§t occurrence of the Getic god in history. According to Herodotus, Sa/-
moxis, also known as Beleizis, was the divine final destination of the Getae « who make themselves
immortal» (Dana’s translation, p. 37). Herodotus also provides a parallel description of Zalmoxis
as Pythagoras’ slave and disciple who becomes a divinity of the Thracians (Hiffories 1v,93-96) Dana
reads Herodotus’ accounts as more telling of Greek ethnographical categories and Greek literary
irony than of the cu$toms of the Getae (p. 49). Careful reading of ancient sources about Zalmoxis
allows Dana to emphasize their literary aspects to the detriment of their historical value as infor-
mation about the cult of Zalmoxis. For in§tance, the occurrence of Zalmoxis in Plato’s Charmides
(156d-157¢) as a «king and god » does not resi§t Dana’s probing, who qualifies it as a mere « Platonic
fition» (pp. 57-64). Another ancient literary occurrence of Zalmoxis that endures numerous later
interpretations can be found in Strabo’s Geggraphica. Even if it mentions Zalmoxis’ metamorphosis
from slave of Phytagoras to divine councilor of the Getic king, Dana reads Strabo’s notice as re-
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presentative of Helleni§tic euhemerism, also influenced by Stoicism (p. 76). After Herodotus, Dana
concludes «there is no proof or source about the cult of Zalmoxis» (p. 164). Dana’s skepticism to-
ward reading literary sources as impartial historical information is sustained through an analysis of
the role of ancient rhetorical zopoi (p. 92), which takes into account the funtion of cultural clichés,
such as the fascination with barbarian wisdom in the Platonic academy (p. 96), as well as the apolo-
getic and polemic character of early Christian literature (pp. 112-23 and 147).

Toward the end of late antiquity, the images of Zalmoxis and his Getae are conjured in the
mo$t unexpected ways, reflecting the divergent representations of ethnicity and alterity in historical
writing. Through Cassiodorus’ (484/490-590) now lo§t History of the Goths, which was summarized
in Jordanes’ Getica (also sixth century), the Goths become the Getae, by mere linguitic confusion;
thus the Getae lent ancientness, epic detail, and the god Za/moxes to the Goths (pp. 167-75). A se-
cond «working misunders§tanding » (Dana borrows this term from Marshall Sahlins) collapsed the
names of the Dacians and Danes in the Middle Ages, providing the Nordic people with similar
ethnical ancetry (p. 177). After unveiling a Renaissance Zalmoxis as the discoverer of natural magic
and an adept of prisca theologia (pp. 183-90), and an Enlightenment Zalmoxis as a natural lawgi-
ver (pp. 191-99), Dana chases his metamorphoses through the numerous «-isms» of modern and
contemporary European history: Gothicisms in Germany, Sweden, Spain, and Transylvania (pp.
199-219), Naturalism (an approach that peaked in the work of Erwin Rohde), Spiritualism (Dana
attributes it to the association of Zalmoxis with mysteries and initiation religions), Shamanism, and
Romanian national-communism. Dana enters these new territories with the same methodological
circumspection, presenting the underlying assumptions of these exegeses about Zalmoxis, without
forgetting to take into account the connetions of dependency and contestation among them (pp.
221-24).

Dana’s attempt to trace the hiStory of Zalmoxis’ ever-changing religious identity yields quite
a sophisticated history of reception. Yet, the most interesting results of Dana’s work are indirect
effets of a fruitless search. Using the literary image of Zalmoxis through centuries as a pretext, a
mirror he holds before various forms of cultural expression, Dana undertakes fine historical analyses
of the mechanisms of ancient Greek identity and ethnography, as well as of early medieval ethnic
contructions. The search for the elusive Zalmoxis also enables the author to highlight uncritical
presuppositions and clichés of classical German philology, comparative mythology, history of an-
cient religions, and Balkan national Communisms.

Dana’s investigation fares extremely well as a doctoral dissertation : it is probably the most com-
prehensive and pertinent volume on the figure of Zalmoxis. It is less successful as a book, however.
The volume threatens to submerge the reader under the vast amount of historical information and
recon$tructions that Dana amassed for his research. A close reading of Dana’s book reveals three
related thematic nuclei that have the potential to become self-§tanding translations from Romanian
into other languages. A fir§t volume could include the reception of Zalmoxis from Antiquity to Re-
naissance (pp. 21-182 and 417-33 in the Romanian edition); a second volume could follow the same
theme from Renaissance to contemporary History-of-Religion §tudies (pp. 183-292); and finally, a
third volume could call attention to the specific reception and development of the figure of Zal-
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moxis in Eastern Europe (pp. 293-415). As a matter of fa&t, the fir§t footnote of the volume already
announces a French version of Dan Dana’s book, Les métamorphoses de Mircea Eliade : A4 partir du
motif de Zalmoxis, in preparation at Galaade Publishing House (Paris).

The points of contention raised herein do not subtract at all from a rare historiographic achie-
vement in which the myéterious character of Zalmoxis becomes a fruitful pretext for detailed dis-
cussions of the invention of religion and religious $tudies, for probing the imaginaire of the histo-
rians, for showing the never-ending appetite for Christianization in historians of religion, and for
revealing Eastern European national politics in the invention of mirroring origins.

EDUARD IRICINSCHI

KATHRYN MCCLYMOND, Beyond Sacred Violence. A Comparative Study of Sacrifice, Baltimore,

The John Hopkins University Press, 2008, 232p.

La catégorie «sacrifice» fait partie des débats propres a I'histoire et a I'anthropologie des reli-
gions comme 'e§t le « mythe». Tour 4 tour contes§tés dans leur réalité, redéfinis, sans cesse interro-
gés, ils subsiStent malgré I’hétérogénéité des cultures, résiStent comme concepts généraux. Ainsi,
Kathryn McClymond remet l'ouvrage sur le métier et apporte une nouvelle contribution d’impor-
tance concernant I’épistémologie du sacrifice.

Un peu a la maniére de Henri Hubert et de Marcel Mauss un siecle plus tot, elle interroge la
notion en se basant sur le sacrifice védique et judaique. Mais plutét que de cerner au plus pres le
sacrifice en le définissant par un acte singulier et précis, elle élargit le cadre en donnant plus de place
aux offrandes végétales et aux libations. En effet, dans son introduction rappelant les grandes contri-
butions théoriques sur la question, elle reproche aux différents auteurs d’avoir réduit le sacrifice a un
échange (Tylor, Mauss), a un repas (Vernant, Malamoud) et surtout 2 un meurtre (Burkert et Gi-
rard). Elle leur oppose une approche plus compléte quelle nomme polythétique. C'e§t pourquoi son
premier chapitre se propose de redéfinir le sacrifice et le second de réévaluer l'atte de I'immolation
dans le cadre de la cérémonie sacrificielle.

Si le premier chapitre permet d’établir une liSte exhaustive d'opérations sacrificielles autour de
I'immolation (pp. 29-33), le suivant fait de celle-ci un acte qui n'eét pas le point culminant du rituel
mais un ate nécessaire a 'offrande (p. 46). C'est dans cette optique qu'elle étudie dans les pages qui
suivent la place et le sens de I'acte de tuer dans les religions védique et juive, acte non central impli-
quant de nombreuses offrandes végétales et liquides dans I'une et l'autre religion, et acte dissocié de
toute violence (p. 61). Les deux chapitres qui succédent a cette redéfinition du sacrifice entreprennent
de démontrer que les offrandes végétales et les libations sont des sacrifices a part entiére. D’une
part, les premiéres peuvent étre dites « tuées» ou «immolées», donc sacrifiées (p. 89), d’autre part,
les deux, méme les libations, peuvent étre l'offrande principale ou essentielle puisqu’il en et ainsi
de l'offrande de soma dans I'Inde védique et de celle du sang, essence de la vie de I'animal, dans le
sacrifice juif (pp. 128-129).



