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Abstract: The paper is the translation of a Russian paper by the distinguished 
historian, Dr. Aleksandr A. Semenenko, (Independent researcher, Voronezh 
City, Russia). The paper was originally published in the Proceedings of the 
Fifth Regional Science Conference (Society and power in the context of history, 
political science, sociology), Voronezh, 9 February 2021, pp. 230-235, V. N. 
Glaz’ev, ed., Voronezh State University, 2021. The paper is about the Rigvedic 
Motif of Soma in the form of a bird in a vessel as a marker of migrations of bearers 
of Rigvedic culture from India to the Aegean. This motif appears in the objects 
of worship or in the material culture, it serves as a marker of the appearance 
of, and as an indicator of the traces of migrations of tribes bearing elements of 
Rigvedic cultural elements, out of the Indus Valley. Vessels for the Soma-bird are 
consistently described as being wooden in the Rigveda, whereas beyond South 
Asia, they are found exclusively in stone, ceramic or metallic form. This indicates 
the chronological (or stage-wise) anteriority of Rigvedic cult of Soma as a bird in 
a vessel, as compared to the analogous cults of Indo-Europeans of Iran, Central 
Asia, Central Anatolia and the Aegean.
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Speaking of Soma, the Rigveda (1)informs us:
“This immortal god flies, as does a winged bird,
To sit in wooden vessels” (IX.3.1);
“Like an eagle, he sits down in wooden vessels” (IX.57.3);
“Flow, O Soma, like the most brilliant, into the wooden vessels, loudly roaring,
Sitting down on the spot like a falcon” (IX.65.19);
“A falcon rushes into the jugs, he dives into the shell;
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Loudly roaring, towards the wooden vessels” (IX.67.14). 
“O Soma, your juice is released to flow in circles, squeezed out.
It flows like a rushing falcon.” (IX.67.15). 
“Like a bird sitting on a tree,
The golden one sat down in two vessels” (IX.72.5). 
“Like a falcon on trees,
You sit in the jugs” (IX.86.35). 
“A falcon, sitting in the vats, 
A bird spreading (its wings)” (IX.96.19). 
“Seated in wooden vessels, like a flying bird, 
Soma, being cleansed, sits in jugs” (IX.96.23). 
“Heavenly eagle, look down, O Soma, making swelling streams with the help of the rites for the gods’ 
feasts!
O juice of Soma, like a bird, enter the jugs containing Soma” (IX.97.33).
“The juice of the Soma plant, of this god of yours,
Sitting in the wood like a bird, puffing, flying low, stormy” (X.115.3).
See also the following verses:
“Your swiftly intoxicating drinks, O Pavamana, 
Urged on by prayer, rush forward.
As if they themselves were born of fleet-footed steeds!
Heavenly eagles, juices, rich in mead, most intoxicating,
They sit in the vessels” (IX.86.1). 
“As birds that alight on trees with beautiful leaves, 
The intoxicating juices of Soma, sitting in the vats, clung to Indra” (X.43.4).

The motif of the Soma-bird/falcon/eagle, sitting down into/on a vessel, is evidently typical of the 
Rigveda, while its juices are portrayed as being surrounded by birds of prey, sometimes sitting down 
in the vessel.

To the extent this motif appears in the objects of worship or in the material culture, it serves as a 
marker of the appearance of, and as an indicator of the traces of migrations of tribes bearing elements 
of Rigvedic cultural elements, out of the Indus Valley. We intentionally do not call them Aryans since 
Aryan languages have been reliably attested only in India, Central Asia, Afghanistan, Iran, Kassite 
Babylonia, the Mitanni state in Northern Mesopotamia, Syria and Palestine. 

An object that literally embodies the Rigvedic motif of Soma in the form of a predatory bird 
sitting in a vessel is a bronze bowl that was found in the outskirts of Jiroft (valley of the HalilRud 
river, Kerman province, Iran) dating from the second half of the 3rd millennium BCE. It has an eagle 
or falcon inside it sitting in the middle. (2)

A fragment of bitumen from Susa, with a relief image of a she-eagle spreading her wings protectively 
around her chicks, from the Musée du Louvre (inv. num. Sb 364) testifies to the penetration of the 
Rigvedic motif of Soma as a predatory bird sitting in or on a vessel, in the middle or end of the 3rd 

millennium BCE. (3)
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A testimonial to the migration of bearers of a culture with the Rigvedic motif of Soma as a 
predatory bird in a vessel into south Central Asia in the region of the spread of the Bactria-Margiana 
Archaeological Complex (BMAC) is an electrum cup from the time of the transition between the 2nd 

and 3rd millennia BCE, from The Metropolitan Museum of Art (inv. num. 1989.281.38). Eight figurines 
of birds of prey with outspread wings are attached to the outside of the corolla. (4) Here the ornateness 
of the decorations, and the fact that it is made of valuable materials, are indicative of the sacred nature 
of the object, and its use in worship. We have before us a remarkable visual example of the Rigvedic 
motif of the juices in the form of eagles aspiring to reach Soma’s vessel. 

An additional confirmation of the penetration of the Rigvedic cult of the Soma-eagle/falcon in a 
vessel in the BMAC region at the time of the transition between the 2nd and 3rd millennia BCE is an 
artefact found during the excavations in Gonur-Depe (dig 23, sector A, upper level tranche A5), which 
is a fragment of the side of a ceramic vessel with moulding in the form of a bird of prey with outspread 
wings. (5) 

The Archaeological Museum of Heraklion houses a ceramic cup from Palekastro on the east coast 
of Crete, dating from 2000-1700 or 1900-1800 BCE, with the figure of a bird on the inside bottom. (6) 
This is another literal embodiment of the Rigvedic motif of the Soma-bird in a vessel.

The penetration into Anatolia of the Rigvedic motif of Soma as a predatory bird in relation to a 
vessel is attested to by a ceramic jug from Kültepe-Kanesh, dating from 1950-1836 BCE, housed in 
the Ankara Museum of Anatolian Civilizations, inv. num. 15012. The jug has a long spout with a long 
drain and a handle on the other side with an eagle sitting on it. (7)

From the island of Crete comes a ceramic cup with a leg and two hands, with figurines of birds 
sitting on them, dating back to around 1900 BCE, and it is housed under inv. num. Z 707, in the 
Nicholas P. Goulandris Museum of Cycladic Art, Athens. (8)

The Archaeological Museum of Agios Nikolaos on Crete houses a triple ceramic vessel from 
Myrsini (East Crete) dating to 1700-1300 BCE with figurines of birds stuck on to its corolla. (9) 
Here, in addition to the motif of the juices of Soma being regarded as birds surrounding the vessel, 
in connection with the cult of the sacred draught, the Rigveda indicates a triplicity of vessels, since 
the characteristic of the Soma in the most ancient part of the Samhita is “being squeezed into three 
wooden vessels”: “Furious, as a bull, he chose Soma; He drank the Soma which had been squeezed 
into three vessels” (I.32.3). In another place, it is said that “Intoxicated by the terrible, o hero, o 
drink Soma, O Indra, on the (days of the) Trikadruka (festivals)!” (II.11.17). As T.Y. Elizarenkova 
comments, “Trikadruka (trikadruka- lit., “three vessels for Soma”) is the name of the first three days 
of a six-day festival of squeezing Soma”. (10) See also: “On (the festivals of) Trikadruka he drank 
the squeezed Soma” (II.15.1); “On (the festivals of) Trikadruka, the bull with a powerful impulse got 
intoxicated with the Soma squeezed by Vishnu, mixed with barley, which he drank as much as he 
wanted.” (II.22.1)

The golden cup with double handle found in Tomb IV of the grave circle in the Mycenae dating 
from 1600-1500 BCE, from the National Archaeological Museum, Athens, is decorated with bird 
figures on both its handles. (11)

Another site on the migration path of the Aryans, who practiced the cult of Soma in the form of 
bird/eagle/falcon in vessels, is the Gilan region south of the Caspian. Here, a golden cup with four 
relief figures of eagles or falcons on the outer surface, was found in the warrior-aristocrat necropolis 
MarlikTepe (1500-1000 BCE (12)) on the Gauhar Rud river, near Rudbar. (13).

A bronze mug with the figure of a waterfowl on its corolla was found inTirinf in a layer dating 
from 1190-1060 BCE (14).
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A fragment of a lapis lazuli cup dating from 800-700 BCE from Ziwiye (Kurdistan, Western Iran) 
shows a bird of prey, holding on to the edge of a vessel with its claws (15).

Thus, we can say that the motif of the Soma-bird/falcon/eagle in a wooden vessel that is found on 
numerous occasions in the most ancient (Mandala IX) and the latest (cycle X) layers of the Rigveda 
penetrates Central Iran (Kerman) and South-west Iran (Elam) in the middle or end of the 3rdmillennium 
BCE; it penetrates Bactria-Margiana at around the transition between the 3rd and 2nd millennia BCE; it 
appears in Central Anatolia, Cyprus and Eastern Crete around 1900 BCE; and it appears in Continental 
Aegean and Caspian Iran around 1500 BCE.

Vessels for the Soma-bird are consistently described as being wooden in the Rigveda, whereas 
beyond South Asia, they are found exclusively in stone, ceramic or metallic form. This indicates the 
chronological (or stage-wise) anteriority of Rigvedic cult of Soma as a bird in a vessel, as compared to 
the analogous cults of Indo-Europeans of Iran, Central Asia, Central Anatolia and the Aegean. It also 
speaks for the inevitability of the conclusion that the Rigvedic cult is the more archaic compared to 
the analogous cults of the Indo-Europeans of the Ancient Orient beyond the boundaries of India, even 
from the point of view of the material used for making the sacred drinks. If the Aryan practitioners 
of the cult of the Soma-bird in vessels, already possessing traditions of preparing the sacred vessels 
out of stone, clay, or alloys of valuable metals in Iran, Bactria-Margiana, Central Anatolia, and the 
Aegean, had penetrated into India from the west or the north-west, they would not have changed the 
material used for these sacred vessels to wood (of which the Rigveda makes mention on multitudinous 
occasions), especially in the region where numerous vessels made of clay and (alloys (of precious)) 
metals are archaeologically attested. Thus, the movement of the Aryan practitioners of the cult of the 
Soma-bird in vessels, without any doubt, went from India to the west and the north-west, and not in 
the opposite direction.

In the Aegean, the Rigvedic motif of Soma as a bird of prey in vessels (or depicted on vessels) is 
found in a weakened and transformed form (vessel + non-predatory bird), whereas in Central Anatolia, 
Iran and South Central Asia, it remains unaltered, retaining more of the ancient Rigvedic features 
(vessel + bird of prey). This phenomenon in the art of the Ancient World agrees with the facts of the 
significant distribution – from Afghanistan to Asia Minor and Bactria-Margiana – of fauna endemic 
to India and the cultural motifs related to them, brought by Indo-Aryan migrants from South Asia. 
They include the motifs of the humped bull (16), the humped water bull (17), and the motif of the 
naked goddess on a zebu (18). Anthropologically, the territory from Punjab to Eastern Transcaucasia 
and Kurdistan, comprising South Central Asia, is characterized by the predominance of Indo-Afghan 
anthropological type of the Caucasoid race – the first bearers of Indo-European speech in the Ancient 
Orient, since Neolithic times (19).

The appearance of the Rigvedic motif of Soma in the form of a bird of prey in a vessel in Central 
and South-western Iran in the middle or end of the 3rd Millennium BCE; in Bactria-Margiana around 
the transition from the 3rd to the 2nd Millennium BCE; and in Central Anatolia around 1900 BCE, is in 
agreement with the dating of the Rigveda to 3300-2600 BCE (20). 
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Fig. 1a: Bowl, bronze, Jiroft region (province of Kerman, Iran), middle-second half of the 3rd millennium BCE

Fig. 1b: Bowl, bronze, Jiroft region (province of Kerman, Iran), middle-second half of the 3rd millennium BCE

Fig. 1c: Bowl, bronze, Jiroft region (province of Kerman, Iran), middle-second half of the 3rd millennium BCE
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Fragment of a bitumen  bowl from Susa in the middle - the end of the 3rd millennium BC. 
from the Musée du Louvre, Inv. no. Sb 364 1

Fig. 3a: Goblet, electrum, turn of the 3rd – 2nd millennium BC, Bactria-Margiana archaeological complex, 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art (inv. no. 1989.281.38
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Fig. 3c: Goblet, electrum, turn of the 3rd – 2nd millennium BC, Bactria-Margiana archaeological complex, The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art (inv. no. 1989.281.38 c

Fragment of a wall of a ceramic vessel with molding, Gonur-depe (excavation 23, sector A, 
upper level of tranche A5), turn of the 3rd – 2nd millennium BCE

Fig. 3b: Goblet, electrum, turn of the 3rd – 2nd millennium BC, Bactria-Margiana archaeological complex, 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art (inv. no. 1989.281.38 b
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Fig. 5a: Bowl from Palekastro on the eastern coast of Crete 2000–1700 or 1900–1800 BCE, 
Archaeological Museum of Heraklion

Fig. 5b: Bowl from Palekastro on the eastern coast of Crete 2000–1700 or 1900–1800 BCE, 
Archaeological Museum of Heraklion

Fig. 5c: Bowl from Palekastro on the eastern coast of Crete 2000–1700 or 1900–1800 BCE, 
Archaeological Museum of Heraklion
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Fig. 6: Jug from Kültepe-Kanesh 1950–1836 BCE from  Ankara Museum of Anatolian 
Civilizations, inv. num. 15012

Fig. 7a: Bowl on a leg from Cyprus ca. 1900 BCE from 
Nicholas P. Goulandris Museum of Cycladic 

Art, Athens, inv.n. Z 707

Fig. 7b: Bowl on a leg from Cyprus ca. 1900 BCE from 
Nicholas P. Goulandris Museum of Cycladic Art, Athens, 

inv.n. Z 707 b
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Fig. 8a: Vessel from Myrsini (Eastern Crete) 1700–1300 BCE, Archaeological 
Museum of Agios Nikolaos in Crete

Fig. 8b: Vessel from Myrsini (Eastern Crete) 1700–1300 BCE, Archaeological 
Museum of Agios Nikolaos in Crete
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Fig. 8c: Vessel from Myrsini (Eastern Crete) 1700–1300 BCE, Archaeological 
Museum of Agios Nikolaos in Crete

Fig. 9a: Chalice, gold, 1600-1500 ВСЕ, Mycenae, 
National Archaeological Museum, Athens

Fig. 9b: Chalice, gold, 1600-1500 ВСЕ, Mycenae, National 
Archaeological Museum, Athens
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Fig. 9c: Chalice, gold, 1600-1500 ВСЕ, Mycenae, National 
Archaeological Museum, Athens

Fig. 8d: Chalice, gold, 1600-1500 ВСЕ, 
Mycenae, National Archaeological Museum, 

Athens

Fig. 10a: Bowl, gold, Marlik Tepe on the river Gohar Rud, Gilan, vicinity of 
Rudbar, 1500–1000 BCE
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Fig. 10b: Bowl, gold, Marlik Tepe on the river Gohar Rud, Gilan, vicinity of Rudbar, 1500–1000 BCE

Fig. 10c: Bowl, gold, Marlik Tepe on the river Gohar Rud, Gilan, vicinity of Rudbar, 1500–1000 BCE

Fig. 10d: Bowl, gold, Marlik Tepe on the river Gohar Rud, Gilan, vicinity of Rudbar, 1500–1000 BCE
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Fig. 10e: Bowl, gold, Marlik Tepe on the river Gohar Rud, Gilan, vicinity of Rudbar, 1500–1000 BCE

Fig. 11: Bronze mug, Tiryns, layer 1190–1060 BCE1
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Fig. 12: Fragment of a lapis lazuli bowl 800–700 BC BCE from Ziviye (Kurdistan, Western Iran)

Fig. 13: Distribution map of the Soma motif as a bird of prey in a vessel in the period 2600–1000. BCE


