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GEORGE PILITSIS

SAINT GEORGE IS ONE OF THE MOST CELEBRATED SAINTS IN THE
Greek Orthodox tradition; in fact, he takes second place in popularity
only to the Panagia (Virgin Mary). The number of churches and chapels
consecrated in his honor, the number of children named after him, and
the festivals observed in his memory throughout the Greek world bear
clear testimony to his preeminent popularity. To the Church, the festi-
vals associated with Saint George are occasions to commemorate him
and events associated with him, e.g., his martyrdom and miracles per-
formed while he was alive or after his death. In the ecclesiastical tradi-
tion, the Saint figures as a champion of the Christian faith as well as
an example of piety and unconditional devotion to the will of God.

The commemoration of Saint George is not, however, limited to
the religious history and practice of the Greek Orthodox Church; it
survives in the tradition and folklore of the country as well. To the
people the Saint’s festivals offer an opportunity not only to participate
in the special liturgical observances of the Church but, more impor-
tantly, to honor the Saint by ways of thought and action that are re-
markably personal, and that have little and sometimes no connection
with ecclesiastical doctrine. Thus, in the folk tradition Saint George
is remembered not so much for his piety or martyrdom, as for his ser-
vice to the community. The honors he receives from the people, be they
members of the agricultural, pastoral, or urban communities, appear
to base his popularity on the principle of ““serviceability,’” or of super-
natural aid provided to individuals or entire communities in distress.

In this study I intend to investigate the nature of Saint George’s
role as a provider of supernatural aid, and to trace the process by which
he entered the realm of folklore. By examining early accounts of his
life and martyrdom, ecclesiastical encomia and martyria, Byzantine
sources, and current practices in Modern Greek folklore, I hope to clar-
ify the Saint’s function. This can, I believe, be established through a
. comparison of the ecclesiastical and folkloric evidence for the ““cult’’
of Saint George with certain key elements of heroic action in the

123




124 George Pilitsis

mythologies of ancient Greece, Egypt, Mesopotamia, and India. My
focus will lie, in particular, on the function of dragon slaying, and on
its relation to fertility or regeneration in the ritual act of freeing the
vital water of rivers and springs.

In two fifth-century ecclesiastical encomia on Saint George attri-
buted to Theodotos, Bishop of Ankyra and to Theodosios, Bishop of
Jerusalem, it is said that the Saint was born of noble Christian parents
in Melitene, a city in Cappadocia.' In these texts, Lydda or Diospolis,
a city in Palestine, is also referred to as the ancient home of his family,
where the Saint was born and where, by his own request, he was buried.
The accounts also suggest that Saint George suffered martyrdom in the
city of Tyre in the early fourth century probably, though it is not quite
certain, during the persecution launched by the Emperor Diocletian.
In the year 303, during his visit to Nikomedia, the Emperor ordered
all Christians who would not conform to paganism to be executed.?
In his account of the Emperor’s persecution, Eusebios® states that the
first to be executed was a certain Christian of high rank who boldly
tore down the edict from where it was posted and destroyed it in the
presence of government officials and a multitude of people. This young

man was arrested, and after other numerous and cruel tortures, was
roasted to death. Eusebios does not give the name of the young man
and the governor who ordered his execution. In Theodotos’ and Theo-
dosios’ accounts which have survived in Coptic translations and which
were based on earlier Greek encomia and martyria,* a similar and
more detailed story is told. The name of the young noble Christian was
George, a tribune in the Roman army, serving in Cappadocia or Pale-
stine; and the man who ordered his execution was Dadianos, governor

I¥or the birth of Saint George and accounts of his life and martyrdom in Coptic, Ethio-
pic, and Syriac texts with translations and summaries, see E. A. Wallis Budge, The Mar-
tyrdom and Miracles of Saint George of Cappadocia (London, 1888); idem, The His-
tory of George of Lydda (London, 1930); see also K. Krumbacher, Der heilige Georg
in der griechischen uberlieferung, ed. A, Ehrhard (Abhandlungen der koniglich Bayer-
ischen Akademie der Wissenschaften. Philosphisch-philologische und historische Klasse
25, 3, Munich, 1911); F. Halkin, ed., Bibliotheca Hagiographica Graeca, 3rd ed. (Brussels,
1957) 1, nos. 669y ff, For a list of Greek writers on Saint George, see Fabricius, Bibliotheca
Graeca 9, 79, 80.

2According to E. Gibben, the man who urged Diocletian to issue his edicts of perse-
cution against the Christians was Galerius, the emperor’s associate. The Decline and Fall
of the Roman Empire (New York, 1962), 1, p. 285.

YEusebios, Hist. Eccles. 8, 5; see also Gibbon, The Decline and Fall, p. 286f.

“The earliest account of Saint George’s martyrdom is attributed to a certain Pasikrates
who claimed to have been the Saint’s servant and an eyewitness to his execution. A sum-

mary of his account has survived in Coptic and Arabic texts. Pasikrates’ account was
also known to Theodosios and Theodotos who based their encormia and martyria on his

narratives.
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following his death, something else happens: various aspects of Saint
George’s personality and attributes become part of the legend which
suggest little or no connection with the historical person behind the
name. These same aspects show striking similarities in function with
those traditionally assigned to heroes and divinities in pre-Christian
times. As Christianity assumed ascendancy over paganism, it became
necessary, one can imagine, to ascribe to a Christian champion the at-
tributes not of a martyr or a victim but of a hero or a victor. Since
there are no specific heroic acts attributed to Saint George in the early
legends, it seems likely that various acts and attributes of pagan heroes
were ascribed to Saint George in order to provide him with the neces-
sary heroic stature. His victory over the dragon is chief among these.
The legend by which the Saint is best known throughout Christendom
strikes me as the critical action in which to test the theory that the figure
of Saint George as he is honored to this day in Greece emerged not
only from a process of legendary accretion, but from a process of as-
similation, transformation, and adaptation of pre-Christian traditions.
According to a thirteenth-century version of the legend, related in
Jacques de Voragine’s Golden Legend,® Saint George’s combat with
the dragon took place in the city of Selene in Libya® where the Saint
came on his way to join his legion in Palestine. The inhabitants of the
city were in great distress because a monstrous and frightful dragon
had taken its abode in a neighboring lake, devastating the countryside,
devouring the flocks and herds, and terrorizing the people who, in fear
for their lives, had taken refuge within the city’s walls. In their effort
to prevent any further destruction, the people provided the monster
with two sheep every day, and when the sheep were exhausted, child-
ren by lot were offered to it. After some time, the lot fell upon the
King’s daughter. In his despair, the King offered all his gold and trea-
sures and even half of his kingdom to redeem her. His offer, however,

& acques de Voragine, The Golden Legend ed. F. S. Ellis (Temple Classics, 1927). For
George and the dragon, see Jon B. Aufhauser, Das

other versions of the legend of Saint
Drachenwunder des heiligen Georg in der Griechischen und Latinischen Uberlieferung

(Leipzig, 1911); C. S. Hubst, St. George of Cappadocia (London, 1909). For the legend
in Modern Greek folktales, see R. M. Dawkins, Modern Greek Folkiales (Oxford, 1953);
idem, More Greek Folktales (Oxford, 1955). See also Joseph Fontenrose, Python. A Study
of Delphic Myth and Its Origins (Berkeley, Los Angeles, 1959) pp. 515-20; Anna Jameson,
Sacred and Legendary Art (Cambridge, 1890), 2, pp. 4-18. For representations of Saint
George in art, see J. B. Aufhauser, Das Drachenwunder, pls. 4-7; Budege, George of
Lydda, pls. 1-3, 6-12; D. Talbot Rice, The Iecons of Cyprus (London, 1937), pls. 32-33;
P. Lucchesi, *‘Georg-Ostkirche,”’ Lexicon der christlichen Tkonographie, ed. E. Kirch-
baum and W. Braunfels (Rome:Frieberg im Br., 1974), 6, pp. 365-73.

91n other versions of the legend cited by Aufhauser, the combat took place in Cappa-
docia or Palestine. Aufhauser, Das Drachenwunder, pp. 59, 108, 114, 120, 182, and 187.

Saint George in Folk Tradition 127

inspired no one to rescue her from the dragon. Moreover, under pres
sure frorp his people to keep his own bargain, the King vs:as forcfd to-
aﬁceip;:( his c:lialuig"ht?r s lot. Dressed as a bride, the princess was led to
the lake and left alone to wait for the dragon’ i
: , gon’s coming. There, ridi
on his horse, Saint George found h i ety
. . er weeping. Fearing for his safet
tl;e ;érmcess tl?ld him to go away. Instead Saint George spurred towaryci
toergn bzgcz}r:etsaF hac.l emerged from its lair. After a long and terrible
¢ s aint pinned the dragon to the i i
1e Sair _ ground with his lance. In-
§tead c})(f l;l]m_g it, however, he tied the princess’ corded belt aroulrild
1;;15 nc?-t: .S Qldlng the other end of the cord, the girl led the dragon to
ts ; ;: ée oizmghthat the monster was still alive, the people fled in panic
€, however, calmed them b isi :
- lowever, ¥ promising to slay the monste
i{l (t)}lll?; :11(;“:) et(l;le);r King would embrace Christianity. More than fiftee;
e, we are told, were baptized that d i
: . , . ay, while the Kin
zg(zlmnlls;clll :;)j I(;e?;e hif persecution against Christians, honor their priestsg
e churches. Then Saint Geor i |
_ ge killed the dra
rode away to Palestine. The i B
: ; people, the narrative concludes, bui
ales The uilt a
shrine to the Saint in their city and established annual festi ’l in hi
g ne vals in his
3 .ghe stor_y comes relatively late in the Saint’s tradition, for in the
thr;n EEE vters11(;n; that have survived, none can be traced fa,ufther back
e twelfth century. It is possible, how
: : 5 that a tale which
rated the Saint’s victorious co i e fu'flie pred
d mbat with the drago i i
tradition before it ap i i i B o
peared in written form in the prol
century version of the Saint’s ma i s
) rtyrdom." In the earl
the life of Saint Geor i i et e
ge, the earliest of which goes b i
century, we find no reference t i e o e e
, 0 the Saint’s enco i “l
: 3 : . unter with a “‘“literal
: ;:rgeori n,trrllevertheless, it may be possible to trace the origin of the legend
9 C.hristiz :ftzognz;, ngb Dadianos, the chief persecutor of the Saint
, 1s the embodiment of evil, and is of
: , ten called ser
: e
S;ItlltleG abyss, or sunpl_y dragon.' The accounts also suggest theﬁ ?1"1:
€orge’s opposition to Dadianos, the Church saw its own struggles

10 s
Christina Hole, Saints i
: n Folklore (New York i
o [ _ re ork, 1965), p. 18. In this i
e t}}]i: SCi;;J;tolagks he_rolc quallt_les. There is no actual combat andef}f;ys‘:ie;stl’on 'Of
AR thjrtegmnhli :tttnbuted to his faith rather than to his human skills and cousr;glz-
-century version, related in Jacques de Voragi '
y agine’s Golden Legend

ha We s th al. i i
n is heroi y i
that ee e Sair a 1 D. C gl.(ﬂ LIt is in ] 1is form that the legelld survived

11

See Revelation 12.7-9, “A

_ .7-9, nd there was war in h i i
B : in heaven. Michael and hi
gt plc;e;gfc;rtl,nzrjng ;:;Tn cior:leglon hfought a:Ag‘amst his angels, and prevailsec;inlllg;tl's rfg;:ﬁlf::

. in heaven. And the ,
i 1 great dragon w
int(r)) tIll1 é E:Irlte}fl tal;::dlisvzl. and Satan, which deceiveth the whc%lc wo?fd?aliz (\):ats; ::gitt o
2 is angels were cast out with him.”” It is possible,that the biblic::'-al.;

tradition and the le i i
LI gend of Saint Michael i i ;
similar qualities to Saint George. ael influenced the hagiographers in attributing




128 George Pilitsis

to discredit paganism and establish Christianity as the true religion and
the new order of light that Christ brought to a world of chaos, disorder,
and darkness. Appropriately, the Coptic texts often refer to Saint
George as the ‘‘sun of truth and the glorious star betwixt heaven and
earth’’; he s a true soldier in the army of Christ who wages an unending
combat against Satan, the biblical dragon of darkness.'? The Golden
Legend represents the dragon over which the Saint prevailed as evil-
minded and pagan. In view of this, it is possible that the early accounts
of Saint George’s life and martyrdom contributed to the Saint’s role
as a dragon slayer and to the entry of the combat myth into his tradition.

Dragon slaying tales are favorite stories among almost all peoples
and ages. The mythologies of the Mesopotamians, Egyptians, Indians,
and Greeks are filled with folktales and legends of gods and heroes who
encounter and defeat dragons. In these tales, the dragons are often iden-
tified with the primeval forces of evil and chaos and are depicted as
gigantic and monstrous beings, often in the form of serpents. Opposed
to these demons of disorder is a hero/god, champion of order, whose
battle could not be won until chaos was defeated. Thus the victorious
god would become dragon slayer and creator in the same act.”

In the Greek tradition, perhaps Apollo, Herakles, and Perseus are
the best known of Greek slayers of monsters. With the rise of Chris-
tianity, the heroic feat was transferred to the saints, one of which, and
perhaps the best known, was Saint George.'* The Saint’s association
with the dragon is due, in all probability, to the grafting of this old
popular myth onto the life of the Saint. While the legend parallels Meso-
potamian, Egyptian, and Indic variants, certain details in Saint George’s
tale correspond closer in theme and locale to the Greek, especially to
the Perseus legend.”

In the early versions of the combat, it was in the city of Joppa'®
on the coast of Palestine that the hero Perseus killed the sea-monster,
or ketos as it was usually called by the Greeks. On his way home to
deliver the head of the Gorgon Medusa to King Polydektes, Perseus

1211 his reference to the Syriac version of the Saint’s martyrdom, Budge states: “The
‘dragon’ mentioned in the early portion of the narrative is no other than Dadhyanos,
who is called ‘Hevya Garsa,” i.e., ‘Serpent Viper,” Budge, George of Lydda, pp. 53, 34.

BEor a detailed treatment of the subject, see J. Fontenrose, Python, p. 219.

Yyther Saints invested with similar qualities were Saint Mercurios, Saint Sisinos, Saint
Demetrios, and Saint Theodore. The former two were regarded highly among the Copts
in Egypt.

151 a Bosnian folksong, the scene of Saint George’s combat with the dragon is placed
in Troy; thus the tale corresponds closer to the Herakles-Hesione legend. See E. S. Hart-
land, The Legend of Perseus: A Study of Tradition in Story, Custom and Belief (Lon-
don, 1894), p. 41.

1631rabo, Geographica 1.2.35, 42f., 16.2.28, 759; Pomponius Mela, De Situ Orbis 1.11;
Plyni, Natural History 5.12.69, 6.29.182, 9.5.11; Pausanias, Description of Greece 4.35.9.
Ethiopia and Libya as the scene of Perseus’ combat with the dragon are not mentioned
in any sources earlier than Euripides’ Andromeda.
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get their daily supply of water was to sacrifice a child, chosen by lot,
to the monster/serpent. The lot fell on the King’s daughter. As the ser-
pent was approaching its victim, the Saint appeared riding on his horse.
After a long fight, he killed the snake, rescued the princess, restored
the water to the villagers and rode away. In a different version,” the
Saint did not kill the serpent; rather, he forced it back into its subter-
ranean lair which he sealed with a heavy stone.
In another Modern Greek version of the legend, the withholding
and freeing of water is such an important part in the Saint’s combat
with the serpent that it is dramatized in a unique festival observed an-
nually on Saint George’s Day, usually April 23rd, in the village of Neo
Souli in Northern Greece near the city of Serres. A young man crudely
dressed as Saint George rides his white horse through the celebrating
crowd to the Saint’s chapel near a fountain whose waters the villagers
have blocked the day before. In accordance with the local version, a
huge serpent/dragon guards the fountain and keeps the water from
flowing freely into the village and the fields. Upon arriving at the foun-
tain and with a few strokes of his lance, ‘‘Saint George”’ kills the snake
and subsequently releases the waters by removing the blocks. He then
rides back to the village square where the ‘‘princess’’ has been waiting
her rescue. The young man lifts her onto his horse and together they
ride away, the beautiful maid and her handsome young saint, a strange
romantic couple that the ecclesiastical version of the tale has ignored.
The hero’s victory over the dragon and his subsequent release of
the life-giving waters figure in the myths and legends of many cultures.
In the Near Eastern, Egyptian, Greek, and Indian traditions, they ap-
pear conspicuously in the combat myths of Marduk and Tiamat, Horus
and Set/Apep, Apollo and Python, and Indra and Vritra. In these tales,
the monster is depicted as a serpent or serpent-like dragon, female or
male, who takes possession of springs, rivers, lakes, or wells. It is evil-
minded and brings disaster upon people, animals, and crops by attack-
ing them or by not allowing the waters to flow freely. Furthermore,
the dragon is associated and often identified with the primeval chthonic
forces of chaos and disorder. In his effort to free the vital waters, a
young god or hero must battle against the dragon. The struggle often
results in the hero’s symbolic or actual death, only to be followed by
his revival. Furthermore, the heroic feat is often associated not only
with restoration of life, but also with a new religious or socio-political
order which the hero establishes. Thus, Marduk, Horus, Indra, Apollo,
and Saint George figure not only as dragon slayers and spirits of

21y ©. Lawson, Modern Greek Folklore and Ancient Greek Religion (Cambridge,
1910), p. 261.
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regeneration, but also as representatives of a new social and religi
e igious

In the ancient Greek tradition, the Homeric Hymn to Apollo (c
7th cen. B.C.) provides the earliest known literary reference to the.
drag(:)n and its relation to the springs. The Hymn relates that soon after
his birth on Delos, Apollo wandered over the sea and land looking for
a suitable place to establish his shrine. His search brought him to M%)unt
Parnassos on the site of Delphi where he laid the foundations of his
temple not far from a local spring.”? While at work on his shrine, the
spirit of the spring appeared to him in the form of a female drag’on/
serpent. In an attempt to defend her territory, the she-dragon attacked
ﬂ?e god who, after a long and fierce combat, shot the dragoness with
his arrows. While the Hymn does not connect the combat directly with
thelrelease of the waters, it does suggest Apollo’s restoration of the
spring to his worshippers.

In Mesopotamian mythology,? springs are often guarded by ser-
pent/dragons which, according to tradition, are identified with demons
of death and fertility. The serpent Hahhimas, for instance figures as
adeath {.:lernon who withholds the waters, thereby spreadiné death and
d'e.structlon among all creatures. Closely related to Hahhimas is the fer-
t111ty. demor.l Telipnu who vented his wrath upon men and beasts by
causing springs and rivers to run dry. In the Enuma Elish (the Epic
of Creation), Tiamat, whom the hero-god Marduk fights and kills, is
also referred to as a snake dragon, a guardian and possessor of t,he
waters of death and fertility.

In the Egyptian mythology, Set and Apep were often identified with
water m01llsters. They were literally dragons who often took the form
f)f cro_codlles, the lizard-like dragon of folklore, or roaring serpents
in their conflict with Horus, son of Osiris.? In their dragon f%rm
bqth Se‘t and Apep are described in the Egyptian texts as being extremel ’
evil, poisonous, and fire-breathing monsters set out to destroy Ra’s sunlf
b'o.at. Horus, under the command of Ra with whom he was often iden-
tified, attacked the water dragons from the sun-boat. During the lon
combat, Set knocked out Horus’ eye (equated with the sun) and it wai
swallowed by Apep.” With a spear or sword or his arrows, Horus

27y s P
e Castalian spring is often identified wi i
th the dragoness’ ing i
at the entrance of the Castalian gorge at Delphi. BT B

23
For a more detailed treatment of i
B e e of Mesopotamian dragon combat myths, see J. Fon-

24
On the Horus-Set combat, see Samuel A
; 1 : ’ . B. Mercer, Horus, R
(Granflon: Society of Oriental Research, 1942), pp. 68-78, 93-95 ng! cod ongypt_

250 . . .
Greitkl;m;erefsgng to’note that, in some details, Horus’ combat with Set parallels the
yth of Apollo’s combat with Python, which sometimes is identified with Typhon
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killed the serpent dragons, cut them to pieces, and imprisoned them
in the depths of the earth.

As in Greece, Mesopotamia, and Egypt, tales of combat with water

dragons figure extensively also in Indian myths of cosmogony. The most
illustrative perhaps is the myth of Indra’s combat with the dragon
Vritra.? In several Vedic Hymns, Vritra is described as a huge, mon-
strous snake that was evil and destructive. Like his mother Danu, Vritra
was a demon of regeneration. He was identified with the waters of
Chaos and Order, of life and death; for, in some versions, it is related
that he had swallowed the waters in which the sun was also enclosed
and, therefore, contained them within him. Like the Egyptian Set/Apep,
the Mesopotamian Tiamat, and the Greek Python/Typhon, Vritra had
to be destroyed in order for life and cosmic order to come into being.
Against Vritra the gods found their champion in Indra who, after a
long and terrible battle, killed Vritra with his arrows. In the Rig Veda
10.113, Indra freed the waters and the sun by splitting Vritra’s body
in half. Subsequently, he disposed of the dragon by casting him into
the outer darkness. In other hymns, it is said that Indra did not kill
his enemy, but rather bound and imprisoned him in the depths of the
earth.”

Indra’s triumph over Vritra came after a long struggle; in a num-
ber of hymns it is related that the champion himself suffered injuries,
defeat, and even temporary death before his final victory. In one hymn,
Vritra’s terrible blows broke Indra’s jaw. In the Mahabharata, Vritra
seized Indra and put him in his mouth to swallow him, only to be res-
cued by the spirit of yawning which forced Vritra’s mouth to open and
thus allowed Indra to escape. The injuries and his temporary death in
the mouth of the dragon caused Indra to lose his strength. He with-
drew to regain his power and then returned to resume the fight which
ended with Vritra’s death. In this detail, the Indic myth parallels the
Mesopotamian myth of Marduk and Tiamat in the Enuma Elish, where,

the traditional enemy of Zeus. According to an early version of the myth, Apollo, like
Horus, lost an eye to Typhon during their fight. In Fontenrose’s words, ““this is Egyp-
tian rather than Greek myth, but it is important to notice that by the fifth century B.C.,
Apollo had been identifed with the slayer of Set, while Set had been equated with Typhon.
This may mean that before the fifth century, some Greeks, if not all, called Apollo’s
opponent Typhon,”’ Fontenrose, Python, p. 91. For the ancient sources for Apollo’s
identification with Horus, see Herod., 2.144.2, 156.4; Plut., Moralia 373b-c.

2611 dra’s combat with Vritra appears in several Vedic hymns. See especially Rig Veda
1.32, 1.52, 1.80,2.11, 3.32,4.18, 5.32, 6.17, 8.96, 10.113; and Taittiriya Sanhita 2.4.12,
2.5.2f., Mahabharata 9-16; cf. Fontenrose, Python, pp. 209, 240, 451f.

ZTSimilarly, in a Modern Greek folktale, after the combat Saint George imprisons his
serpentine enemy in the depths of a well. The tale is cited by Lawson, Modern Greek

Folklore, p. 261.
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before ll(ler final defeat, the serpent Tiamat opened her jaws to swallow
Marduk. TPrough her open mouth, Marduk shot his arrow which
the dragon’s heart in half.? wu
A similar episode is narrated in the Egyptian variant, only there
fwep, the dragon of chaos and darkness, did swallow Ra. "l:he sun god
in the form of Horus, slew the serpent Apep and freed himself anci
h1§ b'o_at and tl}us re.stored order and light on earth. An echo of the
gnrpltlve m)l;th m.whu:.h the hero experiences temporary defeat or death
Zurmg C;I’]r"l at with his enemy can also be seen in the Greek myths of
heuIs an yphor}, Apollo and Python, and Perseus and the ketos. In
the latter, according to one version, Perseus, like Herakles and J as.on
was swgl]owed‘ by Fhe sea-monster.” Once inside, he killed the dragor;
by cutting off its liver, then he slashed open its belly and ca
free Andromeda. meoutto
edg;[;hce)fh;rlg fv deia;hdis e‘ﬂso suggested by his withdrawal into the outer
orld during the combat or after his fj i
the dragon. In the Mahabharata. it i i P e e
> dr; @, 1t 1s said that feeling guilty o
Xntra s ddeath, Indra fled to the end of the world where he hgid hisxlns:l?r
Hk.e .a.sar.lrzl£ " :ouhe went' to the edges of the world and lay there in watel-’
» unconscious and unrecognizable. Then th
barren, rivers and lakes dried u I
, p. The gods found Indra and at Vi !
command, he purified himself b ifi ovenet s
: y a horse sacrifice and i
Lo : recovered his
ggg::;. mﬁl}:l ;}:ese g.etalls, the Indic myth parallels the Apollo/
- AAccording to one version, cited b i
I cce , y several ancie
;uthors, after killing Python, Apollo fled Delphi and withdrew :1(:
: impe or C‘rete where he remained until he was cleansed of blood pol-
gl:) é?sn {n his astence, pestilence fell upon the earth. In the myth, the
return to Delphi is connected with o i ’
e ol with the restoration of life and order
r zn tl‘lelr capagit'y to restore life, Indra and Apollo become assimi-
;a: Oggh ;11116 '?lm of regeneration with which the defeated dragon
mally identified. In view of this, we ¢ i
_ : 5 an suggest that in over-
fizlsnnl;ge ;Llelr oglponents, the hero-gods absorbed their powers and quali
; aps this process of assimilation can b "
the Indic variant where | P e A
ndra was represented as a snake lvine i
waters at the edge of the world un i T T
\ : conscious and unrecognizable. In-
dra’s physical resemblance to his enemy is obvious. Mireover. tlllle
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rtain details in the text suggest that Marduk suffered defeat and temporary death
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Fg:tHc[ear, hf)wever, l‘low he returned to life to resume his fight with Tiamat
g o) ;;E]li];;];s des(:f:nt into the monster’s belly, see Hellanikos 59f., 1 1221'277" fi
£l experience, sce Lykophron, Alexandra, pp. 837-41 o B
Fontenrose, Python, p. 198.
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t the end of the world were often identified \‘Nith the w?ters
. ﬁ hich were the embodiment of Vritra. Could it be, therefore,
?kfac'ltetalie :;similation was completed in the underworld, (’;hz 1;::3:1;1 ((:It;
Vritra, where Indra withdrew and from where l}fheg;rtieanz e
of regeneration? The connection of t-h.e water wi e
identification with the spirit of fertility can alﬁo D o)
; 1 to Tempe after Python’s death. Whlle in Gre e
Wlthdf]?;” aof the Tempe and the river Peneios are not identi hle wpi
gllzdvei tslfley are connected, however, with the death (c)if tﬁztwcc)’r;.nd ecd
di : to one version of the myth, the go-d. pursue i
oy mgt Tempe where it had fled. Upon arriving there, Apo 3(2)10u}r11l
1;3’1:1 :;)lrie ccl)ragon had already expired on the banks of the rév;rci nirsl tI ;s
iespect the details suggest that, like Osiris, Tam.muz, an A (:’Jnne,c o
dra an:i Apollo function as dying giods, for thm; return
with the restoration of order ar}d life on e:'clrth..d o Baveunderpgia
In the Christian legends, Saint George 1s sal s
a similar experience. Like his pagan counterparts, e
fered injuries, defeat, and temporary death at the hfcml_ ? oand
before his final victory.”* In the early accounts of I.us ife an e
om. it lated that, in his opposition to King Dadiar_los, Sain g
o 1—Rdea.th thr’ee times before his final executl_on. He was tor--
o DuthtO in prison, cut into pieces, cast into pltS‘ ancl_ fire, poi-
Ull"edd: tdrrc?“‘fr?ed and thr,ee times he came back to ‘life with ’1}13 1sltrenl%]t(lé
i:rrlleew:ad to resur;le his struggle aga.inst éhfhiaizti}rlle‘r (iir;iogn.gm;l"s 1;; -
donis, an : .
z%m;?;i, tg?lir;;)ips(:ilr?{ (?eorge’s identification wit.h thellllndistrouvc;;-
bler;orces of regeneration is suggested not only}?y g}zhalb;; 1itsym(3t o
e his own death, but also by the powers with whi s often 1
- d in popular tradition, to bestow life upon p‘eople, ani ! 3
bt o . chcording to Syriac, Coptic, and Arabic accounts, t.he typd
Veget'mloln. the Saint allegedly performed after each resurrection an
. mlr?tc ein's final death connect him with the powers of reger}eral'tlon
S B §1f_t It is said that he raised to life numerous dead anlrnz(lj sfai
N women, and children, some of whom haq beer'l dead fo
b askinent’wo hunc’lred years. In other miracles, he is said to have
ICT;?;Z; t?l?: wooden pillar in a widow’s house to take roots and grow
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L i i nnection with fertility can be se
33 Apollo’s identification with the serpent andl its cor s o el
1 lp in the myth of Dryope. Transforming himself in oLe_lb 2 2, -
;)fr:?nr:]};e who later bore Amphissos. See Nic. ap. int. asl d;:str(;yed i)y I
. - - w
31 ike the Mesopotamian serpent demon Tiamat who e
her by the sun god, the “dragon’ Dadianos was also consum
er , .
hcavgn by the prayer of Saint George.
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into a tall tree twenty feet higher than an
larly, he made the legs of seventy chair
to blossom, and to bear fruit.* He is als
sick, the blind, the lame, and the possess

became widespread among people of all sects. “The place where his
body was buried soon became an object of pilgrimage to local Chris-
tians. Very soon men and women felt that a visit to the tomb of the

Saint improved their health and many found themselves cured of cer-

tain diseases. The tomb obtained a reputation for effecting healing of

all kinds of diseases, and pilgrims and caravan men began to take away
dust from the tomb to protect them and their f:

amilies and their flocks,
herds, and houses.’’3
The Saint’s identification with fertility powers is further suggested
by several miracles of conception he allegedly performed on barren
women. After the Saint’s death, it was believed that visits of barren
wives to his tomb would promote or restore their fertility. Such visits
continued to be observed by women in Syria and Palestine until recently.
According to Frazer, barren women of all sects, Christian as well as
Moslem, would visit the Saint’s shrines which were scattered all over
the country in hope to obtain offspring. ““For in Syria it is still believed
that even dead Saints can beget children on barren women, who ac-
cordingly resort to their shrines in order to obtain the wish of their
hearts.””” This practice was not confined to women in Syria and Pale-
stine alone, for it was widely observed among Slavic women. Accord-
ing to a Southern Slavonic custom, “‘a barren woman, who desires to
have a child, places a new chemise upon a fruitful tree on the eve of
Saint George’s Day. Next morning before sunrise, she examines the
garment, and if she finds that some living creature has crept on it, she
hopes that her wish will be fulfilled within the vear. Then she puts on
the chemise, confident that she will be as fruitful as the tree on which
the garment has passed the night.””** In several parts of Greece, on
their wedding night, young brides often pray to Saint George to bless
their womb with a child. In Cyprus the Saint enjoys a great reputation
also among young girls who pray to him in hope to find a suitable hus-

y building in the town. Simi-
s put forth roots and leaves,
o believed to have healed the
ed. His reputation as a healer

BSee Budge, Martyrdom and Miracles, p. 214ff.
3ﬁBudge, George of Lydda, 11.
T Frazer, The New Golden Bou
*Ibid. p. 115,

3.9Cf. Roderic Beaton, Folk Poetry of Modern Greece (Cambridge, 1980), pp. 65-69.
It is customary for girls of marriageable age to visit the Saint’s church on Saturdays.
They knock on the door, saying: “As we knock on the door of your church, m:

ay a bride-
groom come and knock on our door.”’ Cited by D. Talbot Rice, The Icons, p. 163,

gh (New York, 1959), p. 69.
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band or to protect and defend them against undesirable suitors.®

In several parts of Greece, Saint George is honored especially by
farmers and shepherds. They regard him as their patron Saint who not
only protects their crops from natural disasters and warns their flocks
against predators, but also bestows upon them health, fertility, and pro-
ductivity.* Among pastoral communities in Greece, the Saint’s Day
is observed with great reverence. On this day men and women abstain
from serious labor and they are careful not to utter curses or swear
by the Saint’s name lest they offend him and thus bring harm upon
themselves and their flocks. On this day also they observe the ceremo-
nial rite of milking their sheep and goats and making their first cheese
of the year, portions of which they must offer to the Saint for the health
of their flocks. In some pastoral communities, it is also customary on
Saint George’s Day to collect the morning dew. They put it in milk
to make the first yogurt of the season which they use as a starter
throughout the year.*!

In agricultural communities fertility rites are also linked with Saint
George’s Day. In several parts of Greece, precautionary measures are
often taken to assure the fertility of the crops. Village priests, attended
by men and women, carry Saint George’s icon into the fields. The priest
leads the procession ceremonially around the village thus forming an
imaginary circle around it. It is believed Saint George, whose powers
they invoke, will keep the evil away from people and crops.*” The re-
enactment of the Saint’s fight with the dragon and his subsequent re-
lease of the waters in the village of Neo Souli, narrated earlier, is another
illustration of the Saint’s connection with the productivity of the fields.

Such rituals are not confined to Greece. Among Balkan Slavs the
Qaint is known as ‘“Green George.’’ In certain parts of Serbia, Croa-
tia, and Bulgaria, until recent years, young people observed the Saint’s
Day with dances and games. They would sing spring songs as they
swayed on swings hung from tree branches. These kinds of activities
are often connected with fertility rites in almost every culture for they

40ghepherds would often bring their sheep or goats that had been sick or unable to
conceive to Saint George’s chapels. It is believed that the Saint will restore their health
or will bestow fertility upon them. Cf. J. K. Campbell, Honour, Family and Patronage
(Oxford, 1964), pp. 341ff.; Richard Blum and Eva Blum, The Dangerous Hour (New
York, 1970), pp. 91-92.

“lpiim and Blum, The Dangerous Hour, p. 90.

21 Cyprus, Crete, Lesbos, and other parts of mainland Greece, the Saint’s Day is
observed also on the third of November which coincides with the sowing season. On
this day, special festivals are held in commemoration of Saint George the Farmer. See
D. Talbot Rice, The Icons, p. 162; N. G. Politis, ‘“Oxvrokia,” Aaoypapikd ZOupIK1a
2nd ed., p. 366; H. Papazoglou, “‘BovApov "EEEhactg "Efpov Kabaptipov kol I'o-
vipkov,” "Afnvd, 68 (1965) 271f.
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symb‘?llze vitality and virility. Moreover, in Croatia, young men led
by a ‘‘Green Qeorge” would dance through the village streets “‘singin
So}-lgjsﬂgvelcoml.ng nature’s rebirth and calling for the fertility of thg
soil. 'In Syria, Arab Christians and Moslems regard Saint Geor :
asa sprlng deity and often identify him with Al-Khudr, ““the green oneg’?
ye};c;tzitoh;frab tradition figures as a personification of the spirit of
At .thIS Qomt we can put further discussion aside and summarize
the main pomts. The chief feature of the legend of Saint George in the
new form, his struggle with and victory over the dragon, does not b
Iong'to the earliest biographical or legendary accounts It,becomes e;
of his !egend, at least in written form, more than fi\;e hundred E:;
afte.r his death, and at a time when Christianity had already beei esS
tablished. But. the specific form of his victory over a dragon can b(;
traf,gd to two interlocking motives of two interlocking groups. For the
offl("lla‘l C_hurch, Saint George’s heroic act represents the Vi;:tor of
Chrlstla.mty over paganism, good over evil, and light over darkrfessr
?md derives from the biblical accounts of the victory over Satan whicli
it paralh‘:ls. In the popular, non-ecclesiastical tradition, however, Saint
Qeorge 1s more a natural than moral force, honored more for h’is ser-
vice to the community than his saintliness. In the folklore of Gree
the‘: Balkans, and the Eastern Mediterranean in general, the victoryccft,"
Saint George' over the dragon is the victory of fertility over sterilit
health over sickness, life over death. The popular tradition, I sug es)t/,
has preserved something of what the ecclesiastical tradition ’has wifhed’
to suppress. For. in his guise as champion of fertility and in the specifi
form ‘of his triumph over the dragon, Saint George has becomC
assimilated to pre-Christian heroes and has kept intact at least one .
of a powerful ancient and pagan worldview. e
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” raian Stoianovich, A Study in Balkan Civilization (New York, 1967), p. 12
Budge, George of Lydda, pp. 44-46, o



