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Mitra-Varuna: A Re-Introduction to 
Georges Dumézil

Stuart Elden

This Introduction does three main things. First it provides a background 
to understand Zhere *eorges 'ump]il Zas in his career Zhen the first 
edition of Mitra-Varuna was published in 1940. It then discusses the 
\ears EetZeen the first and the second edition in 194�, including some 
political questions about his work.1 Finally it says something about 
'ump]il¶s Zriting on these topics after 194�, concluding Zith some 
brief thoughts about why Mitra-Varuna is a particularly apposite book 
to reintroduce Anglophone readers to Dumézil’s work. The enduring 
importance of Dumézil’s ideas is further explored in the Afterword by 
Veena Das.

*eorges 'ump]il Zas Eorn on March 4, 1�9�, and Eegan his linguistic 
studies Zith /atin, *reeN, and *erman at an earl\ age� He studied in 
Paris, meeting Michel Brpal, Zho Zas the grandfather of a classmate, 
and $ntoine Meillet� Brpal had Eeen a professor at the Collqge de France, 
Eoth a philologist and m\thologist, and, among other things, a transla-
tor of Fran] Bopp¶s Comparative Grammar.2 Meillet ranged across the 
Indo-(uropean languages, ZorNing particularl\ on Slavonic languages 
and $rmenian, and Zas the co-compiler of a dictionar\ of /atin et\-
mology.3 Dumézil’s notes to the present work attest to his importance. 
'ump]il entered the prestigious ecole 1ormale Supprieure in 191�, 
Zhere he studied $raEic and SansNrit� BreaNing his studies Eecause of 
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the First :orld :ar, Zhen he served as an artiller\ o൶cer, he passed the 
agrégation in letters in 1919.4 :ith this teaching Tualification in hand, 
he taught at a lycée just north of Paris for six months before being ad-
vised his future career lay outside of France.

'ump]il¶s first overseas post Zas for si[ months at the Universit\ 
of Warsaw as a lecturer in French literature; there he also studied both 
Polish and Russian.5 He then received a Eursar\ to undertaNe the re-
search for his theses, puElished as Le Festin d’immortalité (The Feast 
of Immortality) and Le Crime des Lemniennes �7he /emnian Crime�, 
for which he received his doctorate in 1924.� In 1925 he moved to the 
Universit\ of IstanEul to teach histor\ of religion, though he transferred 
to literature after a \ear� He travelled e[tensivel\ in 7urNe\, 5ussia, and 
the Caucasus, learning 7urNish and several other languages, including 
2ssetian, $rmenian, and $ENha]ian� He Zould descriEe these as ³hap-
p\ \ears,” crucial to his life-long love of the region�7 BetZeen 1931 
and 1933 he taught French at the Universit\ of Uppsala, Zhere he also 
ZorNed on Scandinavian languages, including 2ld 1orse� Finall\ in 
1933 he returned to France as chargé de conférences in comparative re-
ligion at the ecole PratiTue des Hautes etudes, fifth section� :ith the e[-
ception of some visiting posts, his future career Zas all in France� he Zas 
elected to the Collqge de France in 1949 to the chair in Indo-(uropean 
civilisations, after having Eeen defeated for a chair in the histor\ of 
religions in 1933 E\ -ean Baru]i�� 7he linguist emile Benveniste Zas 
crucial in his successful election, Zriting the reports Eoth for the crea-
tion of the chair and Dumézil’s election to it.9 'ump]il retired in 19�� 
and spent parts of the next three years in visiting posts at the Institute 
for $dvanced Stud\ in Princeton, the Universit\ of Chicago¶s 'ivinit\ 
School, and the Universit\ of California, /os $ngeles� (lected to one of 
the fort\ chairs at the $cadpmie Franoaise on 2ctoEer 2�, 19��, he Zas 
inducted as one of the ³Immortals” E\ Claude /pvi-Strauss�10 Ill health 
limited his travel in his final \ears, though not his prodigious ZorN-rate� 
He died on 2ctoEer 11, 19�� at the age of ���

Dumézil’s Work Pre-1940

$s 'ump]il indicates in the ³Preface to the Second (dition” of Mitra-
Varuna, his earliest ZorNs had Eeen in comparative Indo-(uropean m\-
tholog\, and he particularl\ notes his principal doctoral thesis, Zhich Zas 
published as Le Festin d’immortalité, and his third EooN, Le Problème des 
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Centaures �7he Centaur ProElem�, in 1929�11 In each study he looked at 
e[amples from three cultures²in the first, magic drinNs Zhich gave the 
gift of immortalit\ in Indian, 5oman, and 1orse m\tholog\� in the sec-
ond, Indian *andharva, *reeN centaurs, and 5oman /uperci� /ooNing 
EacN, he suggests that some of these earl\ ZorNs lacNed ³su൶cient phil-
ological preparation�”12 <et the focus on the Indo-(uropean tradition, the 
approach of comparison, and the pairing of m\tholog\ Zith philolog\ 
indicated in these works laid the foundation for subsequent studies. 

In 1934 Dumézil published Ouranós-Vāruṇa, a short book compar-
ing the *reeN and Vedic gods, closel\ folloZed E\ Flamen-Brahman, 
which compared the priesthoods of India and Rome.13 These are the 
most obvious forerunners to the present study. In the analysis of the 
sovereign gods of tZo m\thic traditions, and the et\mological and struc-
tural relation of the priestl\ class, he Zas alread\ Eeginning to sNetch out 
some Ne\ themes of his later ZorN� Seen from the perspective of his later 
career though, there are certainl\ limitations� $pparentl\ the sociologist 
and sinologist Marcel *ranet told 'ump]il in 193�� ³Until noZ \ou have 
only talked nonsense [bêtises@, Eut it is intelligent nonsense�”14 Granet 
encouraged the development of 'ump]il¶s ZorN, and 'ump]il attend-
ed *ranet¶s lectures on Chinese thought and culture� /pvi-Strauss sa\s 
Zhen 'ump]il first had the courage to NnocN on his door, *ranet said 
³Come in, I¶ve Eeen Zaiting for \ou for ten \ears�”15 Granet’s approach 
Zas important to 'ump]il, Zho pa\s triEute Eoth in the present ZorN 
and in a preface to a re-edition of Granet’s La Religion des Chinois.1�

7he fundamental EreaNthrough, hoZever, came in 'ump]il¶s 193� 
article entitled ³/a Prphistoire des Àamines maMeurs�”17 In this article he 
presented his tZofold claim that there Zas a relation EetZeen the Vedic, 
/atin, and Celtic names for a Ning²rāj-, rēg-, rīg—and the Vedic and 
/atin names for a priest, brahman and flāmen� He maNes the point that 
these are not tZo distinct claims, Eut tZo parts of a Zhole� ³In Eoth India 
and 5ome, the tZo names designated tZo connecting Eodies >organes 
solidaires@, more precisel\ the tZo inseparaEle halves of a single Eod\ 
[organe unique@, the Eod\ of Sovereignty�”1� 

This leads Dumézil to outline what would become his most important 
and inÀuential idea, that m\thological traditions and social divisions in 
Tuite di൵erent conte[ts are structured around a divide EetZeen priests, 
Zarriors, and producers� 7his is his tripartite, or trifunctional, h\pothe-
sis� In India, the Ning and Erahmin Zere set apart from the Zarrior class, 
kshatriya or sometimes rājanya, and a third class of the farmers and pro-
ducers of the vaishya group. The three varna, or castes, have parallels in 
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several di൵erent traditions, notaEl\ 5oman legends, Zith the flamen, the 
militar\, and the farmers, or the division EetZeen gods in Vedic, 5oman, 
or Norse mythology. In Rome this social divide maps onto the gods 
Jupiter-Mars-Quirinus; for the Norse gods it is Odhinn-Thor-Freya; in 
Vedic mythology Varuna-Indra-Nasatya. Dumézil draws some parallels 
Zith other traditions, especiall\ ancient Iran, Eut recognises that *reece 
is not as clearl\ divided as 5ome, and that :elsh and Slavic traditions 
are often too fragmented to Ee thematised in the same Za\� Broadl\ 
speaNing the first function is sovereign� the second, martial� the third, 
productive� 'aniel 'uEuisson suggests that this 193� piece shoZs that 
³the conceptual and theoretical mechanism upon Zhich the initial h\-
pothesis and first Eroad anal\ses of 'ump]il¶s ZorN Zere Euilt is itself 
Eased on fragile notions and daring generali]ations�”19 But as a founda-
tion it is important, since it gives the spur to so much that folloZs in his 
work.

His first EooN-length stud\ to e[plore the trifunctional h\pothesis 
was Mythes et dieux des Germains, puElished in 1939�20 Dumézil later 
indicated that it Zas largel\ Zritten in 193�, Eut reformulated in 193� 
in the light of his insights into trifunctionalism.21 The structure of the 
EooN is indeed threefold� $fter an introductor\ chapter, 'ump]il devotes 
three sections to M\ths of Sovereignt\, M\ths of :arriors, and M\ths of 
Vitalit\, each Zith three chapters� 7his is a stud\ Zhich I Zill return to 
later in this Introduction.

In the 193�±39 academic \ear, 'ump]il gave tZo courses at the 
ecole PratiTue des Hautes etudes� In the course records, these Zere de-
scribed in the following way:

In one of the tZo courses, the collection of ritual m\ths attached to 
the name of Vritrahan in India Zere studied, homologous facts Zere 
noted and analysed in the religions of other peoples speaking Indo-
(uropean languages, notaEl\ among *ermanic people� 
The second course was devoted to examining the two complementa-
ry representations of sovereignty in several Indo-European mytholo-
gies �Varua and Mitra, 5omulus and 1uma, 2dhinn and Ullr, etc���22

7hese courses are preserved in the *eorges 'ump]il archive, held at 
the Collqge de France�23 $s 'ump]il notes in the Preface to the Second 
Edition to Mitra-Varuna, the second course ³provided the material for 
this EooN�” 7he first, on the Zarrior function, and especiall\ Indra, Zho 
Eore the name Vritrahan as the Niller of the serpent Vritra, Zas developed 
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in later lectures in the earl\ 19�0s, Zhich Eecame Aspects de la fonction 
guerrière chez les Indo-Européens in 19���24 The course manuscript is 
the Eest source Ze have for the development of the present te[t, as un-
fortunatel\, unliNe man\ of his EooNs, the archive does not contain a 
draft manuscript for Mitra-Varuna.25 

The course which became Mitra-Varuna was delivered between 
1ovemEer 1�, 193� and -une �, 1939, Zith EreaNs for Christmas and 
(aster, Eut also a EreaN of five ZeeNs in FeEruar\ and March 1939, Zhere 
instead 5oger Caillois presented his vieZs on the idea of the sacred�2� 
7his Zas a theme Caillois treated in his EooN L’Homme et le sacré (Man 
and the Sacred�, puElished in 1939, in the series in Zhich 'ump]il had 
published Mythes et dieux des Germains.27 Its original preface is dated to 
March 1939, Must as he gave the final lecture to 'ump]il¶s class� In that 
te[t, Caillois said that it Zas ³impossiEle for me to indicate m\ deEt to 
Mr *eorges 'ump]il precisel\� So great is m\ appreciation of him that, 
if I tried to specif\ it, I Zould Zrong the mentor Zho, in the histor\ of re-
ligions, has directed me from m\ ver\ first steps, and, still more, I Zould 
wrong the friend whose suggestions and guidance have contributed so 
much to this little volume�”2�

While Mitra-Varuna is a stud\ of the first function of sovereignt\, 
this is not to sa\ it is a simple anal\sis of a unified god across di൵erent 
traditions. Importantly Dumézil also recognises that the divide does not 
cut simpl\ three Za\s, Eut the first function, concerning sovereignt\, is 
itself split� 7hus in anal\sing the role of Varuna, Mitra also needs to Ee 
considered� if -upiter is e[amined, then 'ius Fidius, the god of oaths, 
must also Ee Tuestioned, as 'ump]il indicates in the Preface to the First 
Edition.29 Sovereignt\ is, in this anal\sis, divided EetZeen a more legal, 
contractual, reasoning side and a terriEle, magical, and ZarliNe Easis� $s 
'ump]il sa\s at one point in the EooN, ³Mitra is the sovereign under his 
reasoning aspect, luminous, ordered, calm, Eenevolent, priestl\� Varuna 
is the sovereign under his attacNing aspect, darN, inspired, violent, ter-
riEle, ZarliNe�”30 HoZ this split in the first function might operate, Zith 
similarities and di൵erences EetZeen traditions, is the focus of the present 
book. 

$s the taEle of contents indicates, each chapter looNs at a contrasting 
pair of gods, m\thical figures, or concepts� Sovereignt\ therefore has 
Eoth a Zorldl\, Muridical form and a magical, supernatural form� 7he 
Ning±priest relation is therefore important to understand political poZer� 
'ump]il ranges Zidel\ in the EooN, from 5ome to India and Iran, from 
the 1orse m\ths to the *reeNs and Celts� He provides, in particular, 
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discussions of the earl\ Nings of 5ome, noting that Zhile 5omulus 
founded the cit\, 1uma founded its institutions� For 'ump]il, in a Za\ 
Zhich Zould Ee controversial Zith more conventional /atinists, earl\ 
5oman histor\ Zas e൵ectivel\ m\tholog\� 

From 1940 to 1948

France had declared Zar on *erman\ in SeptemEer 1939, after the in-
vasion of Poland. Initially there was a period of uneasy and limited con-
Àict, NnoZn as the ³phone\ Zar,” until Ma\ 1940, Zhen France Zas 
invaded� 'ump]il dates the first edition preface of Mitra-Varuna to June 
1939, and *allimard indicates it Zas puElished in a limited run in Ma\ 
1940,31 Zhich helps to e[plain Zh\ copies are so hard to find toda\� 
Paris Zas occupied in mid--une, and Marshal Philippe Pptain Eecame 
leader with the formal French surrender on June 24. The Vichy regime 
Zas estaElished in -ul\� $t the time, 'ump]il Zas in 7urNe\, Zhere he 
had been posted as part of the French military mission in the initial 
mobilisation.32

Dumézil lost his teaching post in November 1941 because he had 
Eeen a Freemason in the 1930s� He regained the authori]ation to teach 
in January 1943.33 Nevertheless he continued publishing through the 
Zar and after the /iEeration, Zith three volumes of the Jupiter, Mars, 
Quirinus series and three of Les Mythes romains published between 
1941 and 1947.34 As the footnotes to the second edition of Mitra-Varuna 
shoZ, in those ZorNs he developed several themes of the present EooN 
and corrected some of its claims� He Zould continue to revisit, revise, 
and develop his work throughout his career.

After the war Dumézil returned to Mitra-Varuna, producing the sec-
ond edition—its preface is dated to January 1947—in part because the 
first edition Zas inaccessiEle and in part Eecause it reall\ Zas the foun-
dation of so much of the work he was doing. The second edition was 
puElished on March 11, 194��35 The changes are relatively minor for 
the most part, Zith the most suEstantial alterations made to Chapter IX 
and the Conclusion� Shorter passages from the first edition Zhich Zere 
replaced in the second are included and translated in endnotes EeloZ, 
while the two longer passages appear as Appendices I and II. A reader of 
this book therefore has all the material Dumézil published between the 
tZo editions� *iven the inaccessiEilit\ of the 1940 edition, the French 
text of the variants is also included. A Francophone reader with the more 
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readil\ availaEle 194� te[t and this edition Zould thus Ee aEle to recon-
struct the 1940 version.

7he \ear 194� also saZ a fourth volume of Jupiter, Mars, Quirinus 
and a EooN on the 1orse god, /oNi�3� /pvi-Strauss Zould descriEe 
Loki as Dumézil’s Discourse on Method, indicating the rules of his ap-
proach.37 2ne further EooN from this period is Zorth noting, L’Héritage 
indo-européen à Rome, conceived as an introduction to Eoth the Jupiter, 
Mars, Quirinus and Les Mythes romains series.3� This book was initially 
planned Zith Harvill Press for an $nglo-Sa[on audience, Eut it Zas not 
translated and was instead published in French.39

$longside these ZorNs on histor\ and m\tholog\, 'ump]il Zas 
running an almost parallel career producing a series of works in lin-
guistics� 'ating EacN to his time in 7urNe\ in the 1920s, he had puE-
lished EooNs on northern Caucasian languages in 1932 and 1933�40 
Part of the reason for the early work on this subject was his distance 
from Paris and its liEraries, Zhich made research on m\tholog\ 
more di൶cult�41 His ZorN in the area of linguistics Zas controver-
sial, leading to a furious e[change Zith the 5ussian linguist, Prince 
1iNolai Serge\evich 7ruEet]No\� 7ruEet]No\ Zrote a critical revieZ 
of Dumézil’s books in 1934.42 7ruEet]No\ confessed to his friend, 
5oman -aNoEson, that the reason he Zas so harsh on 'ump]il Zas that 
'ump]il Zas dismissive of 5ussian scholars ZorNing on the topic, Eut 
that he felt 'ump]il could not ³hold a candle” to them�43 Dumézil’s 
angr\ response Zas puElished as a rather peculiar, limited print-run 
te[t, using a cursive script �not 'ump]il¶s oZn handZriting��44 The 
debate continued for a few years until Trubetzkoy’s death in Austria 
in 193��45 

'ump]il did especiall\ important ZorN on UE\Nh, a language of the 
northZest Caucasian famil\� In 1931 he produced a stud\ Zith a gram-
mar and translations of texts.4� This early work was done in the belief 
that there Zere feZ native speaNers alive, and that after the Zar there 
Zere none left� But in 19�3 'ump]il learned that a feZ did still sur-
vive, noZ living in 7urNe\�47 $s a result, 'ump]il ZorNed closel\ Zith 
the last native speaNer, 7evfiN (seno� 7his led to further studies in the 
1950s through to a major work in 1975.4� Dumézil was joined in this 
ZorN E\ his student and colleague, *eorges Charachid]p, and there Zere 
plans for a French-UE\Nh dictionar\ EetZeen 'ump]il, Charachid]p, 
and (seno� In 19�3 the 1orZegian linguist, Hans Vogt, puElished a dic-
tionary dedicated to Esenç and Dumézil. Dumézil had asked Vogt to 
ZorN Zith him on such a proMect, Eut Vogt Zent ahead on his oZn and 
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produced a volume Zhich, Zhile e[tensive, contained man\ errors�49 
Dumézil provided extensive corrections in a section of one of his own 
later studies.50 

In his intervieZs Zith 'idier (riEon late in life, 'ump]il indicat-
ed that his suEseTuent ZorN Zould Ee on Caucasian linguistics� 7his 
was partly because illness prevented him leaving home to conduct li-
Erar\ ZorN on m\tholog\, Eut he could do much linguistic laEour Zith 
his existing notes. Dumézil was said to have made thousands of index 
cards in preparation for the dictionar\� But he died Eefore he could Ering 
this ZorN to completion� (seno died in 1992, and as a result, UE\Nh 
is now considered extinct. Nor was the project’s planned continuation 
E\ Charachid]p ever completed�51 Although some of Dumézil’s work 
in this register has Eeen criticised, it has eTuall\ Eeen suggested that ³it 
is certain that NnoZledge of UE\Nh Zould Ee e[tremel\ impoverished 
Zere it not for 'ump]il�”52 This comment comes in the introduction to 
a recent grammar of the language in (nglish, using a lot of Charachid]p 
and 'ump]il¶s ZorN, as Zell as an e[tensive archive of recordings of 
Esenç.53

Politics

'ump]il descriEed himself as a ³man of the right,” and there is no Tues-
tion that his vieZs Zere alZa\s conservative rather than liEeral� But 
shortl\ Eefore his death, and E\ some accounts helping to precipitate it, 
he was accused of darker political sympathies. 

7he initial charge Zas made in a single comment E\ the historian, 
$rnaldo Momigliano, in 19�3, suggesting that the 1939 EooN, Mythes et 
dieux des Germains, ³reveals clear traces of s\mpath\ for 1a]i culture,” 
even though he recognises that 'ump]il ³almost alZa\s Nept his poli-
tics separate from his scholarl\ activit\�”54 Momigliano also recognis-
es the importance of S\lvain /pvi and emile Benveniste, Eoth -eZish, 
to Dumézil’s work.55 Marcel Mauss Zas another significant mentor in 
'ump]il¶s earlier career, and his later friendship Zith /pvi-Strauss is 
Zell NnoZn� In maNing this charge, Momigliano convenientl\ oEscured 
his oZn politics� 'espite Eeing from an assimilated -eZish famil\, 
Momigliano had Moined the Italian 1ational Fascist Part\, sZore an oath 
to Benito Mussolini, and unsuccessfull\ used this to tr\ to avoid racial 
exclusion.�� 'ump]il responded to Momigliano¶s criticisms in 19�4, 
forcefull\ den\ing an\ a൶nit\ Zith 1a]ism�57
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7he accusations Zere developed in a 19�4 piece E\ the Italian his-
torian, Carlo *in]Eurg, Zhich also focused on Mythes et dieux des 
Germains.�� Ginzburg indicates some of the connections Dumézil 
draws between German mythology and the contemporary situation in 
*erman\� He gives tZo e[amples of passages in Zhich 'ump]il¶s anal\-
sis connects to the contemporary moment. One concerns the connection 
between mythology and political power:

Wagnerian names and Wagnerian mysticism animated German com-
Eatants in 1914±191� in hours of sacrifice and failure even more than 
in hours of triumph. The Third Reich has not been obliged to create 
its Easic m\ths� on the contrar\, it is *erman m\tholog\, revived in 
the nineteenth centur\, Zhich gave its form, its spirit, its institutions 
to a Germany rendered miraculously malleable by unprecedented 
misfortunes� perhaps it is Eecause he had first su൵ered in trenches 
haunted E\ the spirit of Siegfried that $dolf Hitler could conceive, 
forge, and practice a sovereignt\ that no *erman overlord has NnoZn 
since the fabulous reign of Odhinn.59

The other concerns the interrelation of police and military violence:

The preceding considerations may explain some of the more recent 
German social phenomena: the development and success of the para-
militar\ Erigades, the dura virtus, and the privileges of the Assault 
Units, the particular Ninds of policing that uniformed \outh have 
sometimes been tempted to practice.�0

'ump]il¶s ³particular Ninds of policing” is rightl\ descriEed E\ *in]Eurg 
as ³highl\ euphemistic�”�1 Ginzburg also highlights a passage about the 
EooN in C� Scott /ittleton¶s stud\ of 'ump]il� ³It Zas perhaps ironic 
that it Zas in 1939, the \ear Hitler¶s legions Eegan their grisl\ march, 
that 'ump]il first focused his attention upon the *ermanic Eranch of the 
I�(� speaNing Zorld�”�2 This is a passage which Ginzburg describes as 
³scandalousl\ shalloZ�”�3

HoZever even *in]Eurg recognises that 'ump]il¶s Zording is am-
Eivalent� ³7here are no Zords of criticism or of condemnation, Eut 
praise or enthusiasm are eTuall\ lacNing� $t first glance, the tone seems 
consciousl\ soEer and neutral�”�4 Ginzburg also recognises that Mythes 
et dieux had been reviewed by the Annales historian, Marc Bloch, in 
1940,�� Zho in *in]Eurg¶s vieZ saZ it rather as ³an enlightening and 
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critical contriEution on Hitler¶s *erman\�”�� Lucien Febvre had also 
included Mythes et dieux in his survey of recently published books in 
Annales in 1941.�� Dumézil had published in Annales in 193�, and his 
links to that historical movement remain to be fully explored.�� 

$s 'ump]il himself said of the accusations� ³It¶s not a misunder-
standing, it¶s a load of ruEEish >C’est n’est pas un malentendu, c’est une 
saloperie@�”�9 But instead of ignoring the attacNs, he forcefull\ defended 
himself from Ginzburg’s accusations in an article in Annales in 19���70 
7here he confines himself to four remarNs, though he indicates he Zill 
provide a more detailed response.71 In Erief, he sa\s he Earel\ NneZ 
Marc Bloch, and that his linNs Zith the Annales school were more with 
the unrelated -ules Bloch and, through him, to /ucien FeEvre� He Zas 
grateful Marc Bloch had revieZed his ZorN, Eut no more�72 Second he 
says that Mythes et dieux Zas the first EooN of his post-193� period, 
and that the reader should not lose sight of the fact it was a preliminary 
sNetch Zhich Zas developed over the ne[t half-centur\� In 193� he felt 
he had the right Ne\, Eut that it still reTuired a lot of further ZorN�73 Third 
he draZs a distinction EetZeen anal\sis of a societ\ and support for it, 
between the descriptive and the normative.74 Finally he rejects any real 
linNs to the Collqge de Sociologie, though notes that *eorges Bataille 
attended some of his seminars and that Caillois Zas ³the most Erilliant 
of m\ students,” Zho Eecame a trusted friend� He rightl\ dismisses the 
idea that Caillois had an\ s\mpath\ for 1a]ism� HoZever he insists that 
his friendships Zere Eecause of people¶s characters, not their opinions� 
B\ Za\ of political contrast, he mentions Pierre *a[otte and Michel 
Foucault.75 It does seem Dumézil indeed planned to do more by way of 
response, Eut ill health and his death in 19�� prevented this� 

$fter 'ump]il¶s death, *in]Eurg¶s claims Zere supported E\ other 
historians, including Cristiano *rottanelli and Bruce /incoln��� These 
accusations were disputed by Eribon in Faut-il brûler Dumézil? and to 
an extent by Dean Miller.77 Eribon challenges any idea of Nazism and 
claims 'ump]il Zas opposed to anti-Semitism� 7here is also a thorough 
analysis in the book by García Quintela.�� Ginzburg’s reading is de-
scriEed E\ 'ump]il¶s EiEliographer, Hervp Coutau-Bpgarie, as an ³inane 
article�”79 There are other complexities to explore.

Like Mitra-Varuna, Mythes et dieux des Germains had exhausted its 
initial printing, and 'ump]il returned to it later in his career� But Zith 
Mythes et dieux, he did not simpl\ produce a lightl\ edited neZ edition� 
5ather the 19�9 EooN, Les Dieux des Germains: Essai sur la formation 
de la religion scandinave, used some of the earlier EooN¶s ideas and 
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developed its claims� 7his Zas a common practice for 'ump]il, Zho 
continuall\ amended and updated his EooNs� But here, he also removed 
the more problematic political issues.�0 It was this later book which was 
translated into English as Gods of the Ancient Northmen, again devel-
oped with some additional essays and some revisions by Dumézil.�1 This 
practice of revision, Zhile the norm for 'ump]il¶s ZorN, and shoZing 
his continual Zish to update and correct his anal\ses, has led to accu-
sations of a coverup� *in]Eurg suggests that it is a challenge to find the 
1939 Mythes et dieux des Germains, even in good liEraries, seemingl\ 
insinuating that it has been hidden.�2 Coutau-Bpgarie rightl\ dismisses 
this, as a search of liEraries proves��3

Dumézil wrote and published articles under the pen-name of Georges 
Marcenay in the journal Le Jour.�4 Le Jour Zas a neZspaper of the right, 
opposed to the Front Populaire in the years immediately preceding 
World War Two. García Quintela indicates that part of Dumézil’s reason 
for writing these pieces was to supplement his limited salary as a jun-
ior and temporary lecturer.�� Eribon did important work in unearthing 
these pieces, Eut there is a deEate aEout Zhether the\ should Ee seen as 
part of 'ump]il¶s overall literar\ corpus� Coutau-Bpgarie, for e[ample, 
chooses not to list these pseudonymous pieces in his otherwise com-
prehensive EiEliograph\� His approach is to onl\ include pieces signed 
in Dumézil’s own name.�� But these articles are significant in under-
standing Dumézil’s views. What emerges from these pieces is a roy-
alist Zho is critical of parliamentar\ democrac\, a French nationalist, 
who is pro-Mussolini but anti-German.�� As Eribon most prominently 
has argued, the defence against charges of 1a]i s\mpathies is that he 
Zas a nationalist, perhaps even a fascist� But the lines TuicNl\ Eecome 
Elurred after France¶s defeat� $s noted aEove, 'ump]il Zas suspended 
from teaching E\ the Vich\ regime Eecause he had Eeen a Freemason, 
but he was allowed again to teach before the end of the war. This led him 
to Ee suspected of collusion Zith the regime, Eut he Zas e[onerated after 
the Liberation. 

'ump]il also had linNs to $ction Franoaise until 192�� He had dedi-
cated Le Festin d’immortalité in 1924 to Pierre *a[otte, the historian of 
the French 5evolution, Zho Zas also a Mournalist close to the movement� 
Gaxotte in turn dedicated La Révolution française to 'ump]il in 192���� 
7hrough *a[otte, 'ump]il met the author and politician Charles Maurras 
in the mid-1920s.�9 Maurras Zas a Ne\ figure in $ction Franoaise, and 
Gaxotte had served as his secretary since 1917.90 Maurras’s biogra-
pher, Stpphane *iocanti, indicates that 'ump]il also ErieÀ\ served as a 
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secretar\ to Maurras and the Mournal, ZorNing in shifts Zith *a[otte�91 
7his Zas in earl\ 192�, Eefore 'ump]il moved to 7urNe\� *iocanti cites 
tZo letters from 'ump]il to Maurras, one from Ma\ 192� telling him of 
his engagement and a Zish to resign and the other in SeptemEer thanN-
ing him for copies of his books.92

Mitra-Varuna, in either its 1940 or 194� versions, does not contain 
explicit references to the contemporary political situation in Europe. 
But this is not to sa\ that the political is entirel\ aEsent from this EooN 
aEout sovereignt\� Bruce /incoln has suggested that lines aEout ene-
mies, treaties, and amEushes, ostensiEl\ appl\ing to classical 5ome and 
the ancient *ermans, have a contemporar\ resonance Zith the Munich 
agreement of SeptemEer 193��93 HoZever, the course Zhich Zas devel-
oped into the book did not begin until November; the related material 
Zas not discussed until Ma\±-une 1939, after the invasion of the rest of 
C]echoslovaNia� and the EooN did not appear until Ma\ 1940, after the 
war had broken out. 

'ump]il¶s references appear simpl\ scholarl\, draZing on ZorN in 
several languages� $s Zell as a Zide range of classical references, it in-
cludes ZorN E\ some leading figures in French sociolog\, anthropolog\, 
and linguistics, including /pvi, *ranet, and Mauss� Some of his sources, 
hoZever, deserve further attention� For one, his ZorN on Männerbund, 
male societies or Eands, oZes much to the SZedish philologist and Indo-
Iranian scholar, Stig :iNander, Eut also to the $ustrian philologist, 2tto 
H|Àer�94 H|Àer Zas a൶liated Zith and later a leader of the Ahnenerbe 
historical institute, associated Zith the SS and set up E\ Heinrich 
Himmler to promote racial doctrines� H|Àer¶s ideas, though grounded 
on historical research, had a contemporar\ resonance�95 He Zas dis-
missed from the Universit\ of Munich in 194� and initiall\ Eanned from 
teaching as part of the dena]ification process� But as Courtne\ Marie 
Burrell notes, he Zas ³declared onl\ a Mitläufer (follower) of National 
Socialism,” Zhich alloZed him to return to teaching, leading to his re-
appointment in 1954 to Munich and then a chair in Vienna from 1957 
until his retirement.9�

*in]Eurg criticises the Za\ 'ump]il uses H|Àer¶s EooN in Mythes 
et dieux des Germains ³Zithout e[pressing the slightest critical detach-
ment from it�”97 Dumézil’s use in Mitra-Varuna is similar. Wikander’s 
ZorN Zas inÀuenced E\ H|Àer, and 'ump]il had got to NnoZ :iNander, 
and through him H|Àer, Zhile Eased in Uppsala in the earl\ 1930s� 
Mircea (liade also uses H|Àer¶s ZorN in his anal\sis of shamanism�9� 
Burrell indicates that it is 'ump]il and (liade¶s use Zhich has led to the 
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enduring importance of H|Àer�99 Equally Dumézil references the work 
of the 'utch scholar, -an de Vries, Zho, as Zell as Eeing an eminent 
*ermanist, Zas a collaEorator Zith the 1a]i occupiers� He Zas impris-
oned at the end of the war and lost his academic positions and accolades. 

Dumézil also references Eliade in Mitra-Varuna. While they had 
Eeen reading each other¶s ZorN Eefore the Zar, their correspond-
ence Eegan in 1940, and the\ met in 1ovemEer 1943 and again in 
SeptemEer 194�, and Eecame friends�100 In the 1930s Eliade had sup-
ported the 5omanian fascist organisation, the /egion of the $rchangel 
Michael, later NnoZn as the Iron *uard, and had e[pressed admira-
tion for Mussolini� His oZn nationalist vieZs, and potential support for 
1a]ism and anti-Semitism, are much deEated�101 Eliade worked for the 
5omanian cultural legation in /ondon from $pril 1940, Eut in FeEruar\ 
1941 was posted to Portugal for the rest of the war.102 From 194�, una-
Ele to return to 5omania Zith its neZ communist government, he lived 
in France� He taught at the ecole PratiTue des Hautes etudes and then 
at the SorEonne, in positions partl\ arranged Zith 'ump]il¶s support, 
Eefore moving to the Universit\ of Chicago in 19��� 'ump]il¶s friend-
ship and support during (liade¶s decade in Paris is Zell attested, from 
teaching opportunities, introductions to puElishers, help Zith transla-
tion, reference letters and support in funding applications� 'uEuisson, 
who is very positive about Dumézil and sees his politics as nothing 
more than those of a conservative nationalist, recognising a separation 
of his politics and academic ZorN, is strongl\ critical of (liade¶s poli-
tics and the Za\s this inÀuences his academic research�103 As Robert A. 
Segal puts it, ³'uEuisson sees (liade¶s theor\ of m\th and of religion 
as a Zhole as a cover-up²a cover-up for a fascistic, racist, and anti-Se-
mitic political ideolog\�”104

'ump]il does not, Zith the revision of Mitra-Varuna, remove refer-
ences to these sources� 7he 194� te[t, even Zith Zhat Zas then NnoZn 
aEout the SS and H|Àer¶s ZorN Zith the Ahnenerbe, de Vries¶s collaE-
oration, and (liade¶s connection to 5omanian fascism, retains all these 
references. The links continued: Dumézil supported Eliade’s career in 
France for some time, Zrote prefaces to his EooNs, and Zas invited to 
Chicago E\ (liade after his retirement from the Collqge de France�105 
Dumézil and de Vries kept up an extensive and friendly correspond-
ence.10� Dumézil’s Loki EooN, in its revised 19�9 *erman puElication, 
has a preface E\ H|Àer�107 'ump]il also thanNs Eoth H|Àer and de Vries 
for helping to bring this book into German.10� Seventeen \ears later, Eoth 
he and Eliade contributed to a Festgabe for H|Àer¶s ��th birthday.109 If 
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the references alone might be seen as part of an academic exchange of 
ideas, their correspondence e[presses a long-term friendship� 

Some of the criticisms of 'ump]il Zere Eased on the people Zho used 
his ideas, including $lain de Benoist, -ean Haudr\, Michel PoniatoZsNi, 
and Roger Pearson. While the uses made of his work by others is large-
l\ outside of his control, he did alloZ his name to Ee associated Zith 
these e[treme-right figures� $ particular moment of controvers\ came 
when Nouvelle École, $lain de Benoist¶s Mournal linNed to the 1ouvelle 
'roite, devoted a douEle issue to 'ump]il in 19�2±19�3�110 Dumézil 
had previousl\ Eeen intervieZed E\ the Mournal in 19�9�111 The Dumézil 
issue Zas reprinted in part in 19�9, Zithout Benoist¶s preface Eut Zith 
some additional material.112 $s Stefan $rvidsson has noted, this issue, 
in such a prominent right-Zing outlet, led to French press speculation 
aEout 'ump]il¶s s\mpathies� $s a conseTuence, 'ump]il ZithdreZ his 
support for the Mournal� But this controvers\ Zas a prelude to the e[am-
ination of his earlier work for its politics.113

Yet even his strongest accusers recognise that there are distinctions 
to Ee draZn, often distinguishing his academic ZorN on ideologies from 
support for those positions in the present� For *in]Eurg� ³7o Ee sure, the 
recent endeavour by the nouvelle droite to coopt the ZorN of 'ump]il, 
interpreting it (especially the tripartite Indo-European ideology) as an 
e[emplar\ archet\pe, has freTuentl\ Eeen repudiated in no indefinite 
terms E\ 'ump]il himself�”114 In one of the sources *in]Eurg indicates, 
'ump]il is indeed e[plicit� ³I taNe responsiEilit\ onl\ for Zhat I Zrite or 
e[pressl\ approve�”115 Equally Dumézil wanted to stress that the object 
of his stud\ Zas distinct from his Zish for a di൵erent societ\� ³:hat is 
the ‘Indo-European mind’? I can only tell you that everything I have dis-
covered of the Indo-(uropean Zorld Zould have horrified me� I Zould 
not have liked to live in a society which had a Männerbund… or dru-
ids�”11� Indeed he indicated the parallels between the diagnosis and the 
structure of contemporary dictatorships.117

After 1948

The second edition was far from the end of Dumézil’s work on the ques-
tions e[plored in this EooN� His election to the Collqge de France in 1949 
marNs a EreaN in some Za\s, Eut his courses and puElications continue 
to develop, deepen, and sometimes correct his earlier ZorN� His inau-
gural lecture Zas in part a summar\ of Zhere he Zas at the time, and 



A Re-Introduction

xxi

less a programme of future work than an indication of possible lines of 
inquiry.11� 7hen in 19�2, Eased on lectures first given in /ondon in Ma\ 
19�1, he puElished a short introduction to Ne\ themes in his ZorN Les 
Dieux des Indo-Européens.119 Around this time he also began to distance 
his work from the claim that the three functions appeared in direct social 
forms but rather often constituted a deeper ideological understanding 
in societies.120 These developing views required revision of some of his 
earlier claims. Although he never published another formal revision of 
Mitra-Varuna after the 194� te[t, his 19�� EooN, Les Dieux souverains 
des Indo-Européens, might Ee seen as a third edition, Zith the first chap-
ter of the first part having ³Mitra-Varuna” as its title, Zhile much of the 
remaining chapters e[plore related themes in di൵erent m\thologies�121

Before that EooN, hoZever, he had produced his masterZorN, Mythe 
et épopée� PuElished in three large volumes in 19��, 19�1, and 19�3, 
this was designed as a kind of summation of his research career. Volume 
I was entitled L’Idéologie des trois fonctions dans les épopées des peu-
ples indo-européens (The Ideology of the Three Functions in the Epics 
of the Indo-European Peoples) and was planned for English transla-
tion under the title of Earth Unburdened: Mythic Infrastructure in the 
Mahabharata, edited E\ -aan Puhvel, though this never appeared�122 
Volume II was titled Types épiques indo-européens: un héros, un sorcier, 
un roi �Indo-(uropean (pic 7\pes� Hero, Sorcerer, .ing�, and Zas puE-
lished in English as three separate books—The Stakes of the Warrior, 
The Plight of the Sorcerer, and The Destiny of a King.123 As the title of 
the sections of the French and the (nglish translations shoZ, 'ump]il 
here focuses on tZo parts of the trifunctional anal\sis, the sovereign and 
the martial, treating the first in the tZo aspects he discusses in Mitra-
Varuna. The third volume of Mythe et épopée was Histoires romaines, 
of which one part and two appendices are included in the English collec-
tion Camillus: A Study of Indo-European Religion as Roman History.124

Dumézil initially intended the Mythe et épopée series to be his 
crowning glory. Published in the years immediately after his retirement 
from the Collqge de France, it Zas largel\ Zritten Zhile 'ump]il Zas in 
visiting posts in the US$� In another 19�9 ZorN, he descriEed this as a 
process of consolidation:

This unitary publication of revised studies constitutes part of the gen-
eral updating in Zhich I have Eeen engaged for the past five \ears, 
in an e൵ort to prepare for the inevitaEle autops\ as proper a cadaver 
as possiEle, that is, to deliver to the critic of the near future, in an 
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organi]ed and improved form, the results of the endeavors, of var-
\ing success, carried out over the past thirt\ \ears� 7he EooN thus 
taNes its place in Zhat Zill Ee m\ last series of puElications, neither 
program nor Vorarbeiten but a balancing of accounts [bilan]…125

This bilan period Zas multi-faceted� Broadl\ it can Ee seen as Eeginning 
with Archaic Roman Religion in 19�� and moving to an outline or gen-
eral overvieZ in the first volume of Mythe et épopée, Zith discussions of 
the magical and juridical aspects of sovereignty and the warrior function 
in the second volume� $s Udo Strut\nsNi indicates, there is no eTuiva-
lent stud\ for the producer group, treating the Tuestion of agriculture or 
labour. Dumézil did apparently plan to complete a volume of studies on 
this theme, maNing use of previousl\ puElished papers, and Strut\nsNi 
descriEes this as ³a \et-to-Ee-assemEled collection of previousl\ Zritten 
articles, properl\ revised and commented on, for the third prong, Zhich 
is di൵used throughout the spectrum of concepts relating to Zelfare�”12� 
Dumézil himself indicated in April 1973 that a fourth volume of Mythe 
et épopée was planned but late in life confessed to Eribon that it was 
³EroNen doZn or aEandoned >en panne@” rather than still in progress�127

Strut\nsNi suggests that 'ump]il¶s planned ZorN on literature Zas 
³complete,” and to Mythe et épopée should ³Ee added the volume From 
Myth to Fiction.”12� Dumézil’s late work was also concerned with a con-
solidated set of studies of the traditions of the di൵erent Indo-(uropean 
peoples. For Rome this can be found in the third volume of Mythe et 
épopée, in Archaic Roman Religion, along Zith Idées romaines, Fêtes 
romaines d’été et d’automne, and its concluding ³'i[ Tuestions ro-
maines,” and the appendi[ to Mariages indo-européens, entitled ³4uin]e 
Tuestions romaines�”129 This long list already shows that the treatment 
is more e[tensive for 5ome than for other societies� For the Caucasus, 
there is the book Romans de Scythie et d’alentour, to Zhich can Ee added 
the posthumous collection of source materials in Contes et légendes des 
peuples du Caucase, Zhich includes articles and parts of earlier EooNs�130 
For the Indo-Iranian people, the definitive stud\ is Les Dieux souverains 
des Indo-Européens, although Strut\nsNi adds that ³a collection of es-
sa\s is foreseen to complete that dossier,” Zhich never appeared�131 For 
the *ermanic people, there Zas Gods of the Ancient Northmen, Zhich 
e[tends the French edition, the essa\s in From Myth to Fiction, post-
humousl\ supplemented E\ the collection edited E\ Franoois-Xavier 
'illmann, Mythes et dieux de la Scandinavie ancienne.132 In that EooN, 
'illmann suggests that he Zas to edit a further volume, Eringing together 
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the 1939 and 1959 books Les Dieux des Germains and Mythes et dieux 
des Germains, Eut this Zas never puElished�133 Strut\nsNi notes that ³in 
'ump]il¶s vieZ, the panorama in Celtic and *reeN tradition²and pre-
sumaEl\ in Baltic and Slavic as Zell²is too mutilated to repa\ the e൵ort 
of a separate stud\ for each of them�”134 

'espite the man\ EooNs he did puElish, 'ump]il also aEandoned 
several ideas� $s Zell as the UE\Nh dictionar\, in 19�9 he had also 
promised ³a definitive Jupiter, Mars, Quirinus and a Théologie de la 
souveraineté,” Eut neither appeared in Tuite that form�135 7he latter is, 
hoZever, a good description of Zhat Zas puElished as Les Dieux sou-
verains des Indo-Européens. Indeed in 1970 Dumézil describes the 
Théologie as a EooN Zhere ³m\ earl\ essa\s on Mitra-Varuna, $r\aman, 
and the µminor sovereigns¶ Zill Ee revised and partiall\ changed�”13� Les 
Dieux souverains des Indo-Européens also covers some of the ground 
intended by a revised Jupiter, Mars, Quirinus, Eeing Eoth an overvieZ 
of the three functions and a detailed anal\sis of the first�137 There were 
plans for a posthumous collection of his prefaces and introductions, Eut 
this never appeared either.13� Perhaps the most significant aEsence from 
Dumézil’s many planned projects is the consolidated study of the third 
function� 'espite the aEsences, this Zas nevertheless a hugel\ impres-
sive programme of consolidation, updating, and e[tension for a Zriter 
Zho Zas sevent\ Zhen he retired in 19���

Yet this was not the end. Les Dieux souverains des Indo-Européens 
Zas puElished on 'ump]il¶s sevent\-ninth Eirthda\,139 he was elected 
to the $cadpmie Franoaise tZo \ears later in 19�9, and he continued 
puElishing for several more \ears� 5ight at the end of his life, he pro-
duced Esquisses de mythologie �SNetches of M\tholog\�, four volumes 
of tZent\-five short papers each on topics or Tuestions intended in part 
to spur work by others. The last of these volumes was published post-
humousl\, edited E\ -osl *risZard� $s noted aEove, some other col-
lections of te[ts Zere also puElished posthumousl\, Zhile the separate 
volumes of Mythe et épopée and Esquisses de mythologie were collected 
as integrated texts in Gallimard’s Quarto series. Dumézil’s interviews 
Zith 'idier (riEon appeared in 19��, and are as close as he ever came to 
a memoir.140 Unfortunatel\ the maMorit\ of his EooNs are out of print in 
France, as are almost all of the (nglish translations� 

Such Zas the Ereadth of his short ZorNs that it tooN another EooN 
E\ Coutau-Bpgarie to catalogue them�141 When his books were repub-
lished, 'ump]il often added neZ prefaces, afterZords, or notes incor-
porating new research by himself or others. These further show his 
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wish never to stand still and his approach of publishing interim reports 
rather than Zaiting for the Zhole to Eecome clear� But not all these 
changes are immediatel\ oEvious to readers, particularl\ if the\ onl\ 
have access to the later edition of a text. To understand the development 
of his ideas often reTuires the comparison of editions, as Zas done in 
the preparation of this critical edition of Mitra-Varuna. Dumézil also 
used the opportunit\ of translation to update ZorNs, Zith these changes 
often being incorporated into later French editions. Loki, for e[ample, 
Zas updated in 19�9 for the *erman te[t, Eefore appearing in a neZ 
edition in French in 19��, shortl\ Eefore 'ump]il¶s death�142 The 1970 
English translation Archaic Roman Religion updated the French La 
Religion romaine archaïque from 19��, Zhich Zas itself repuElished in 
19�4, incorporating these and other changes�143 7he Spanish Los Dioses 
de los Indoeuropeos included additional notes updating Les Dieux des 
Indo-Européens.144 *iven the challenge of locating some of his ZorNs, 
especiall\ in first editions, readers can find it di൶cult to see the devel-
opment of his ideas. The text presented here helps to show how one of 
his ZorNs changed, as Zell as Eringing an important ZorN EacN into 
circulation.

Les Dieux souverains des Indo-Européens deserves more attention. 
One of the reviews of the original English edition of Mitra-Varuna be-
moaned the lack of a translation of Les Dieux souverains des Indo-
Européens and suggested many readers would await it rather than turn 
to this EooN� $ccording to various reports, a translation Zas consid-
ered, Eut it never appeared� /ittleton reports that the anthropologist, 
5odne\ 1eedham, planned to translate it for 2[ford Universit\ Press, 
but that the press abandoned the idea.145 2ther reports, including from 
'ump]il himself, sa\ it Zas considered E\ Universit\ of Chicago 
Press.14� 2ver fort\ \ears since its puElication, no translation has Eeen 
made. Indeed there have been no new translations of his work since the 
atypical The Riddle of Nostradamus: A Critical Dialogue, in 1999�147 
7his folloZed the -ohns HopNins Universit\ Press paperEacN edition of 
Archaic Roman Religion, in 199�, first translated for the Universit\ of 
Chicago Press in 19�0� Until noZ the onl\ (nglish edition still in print 
is The Destiny of a King. Making available again works which are in 
translation is perhaps a first step toZards getting more of his ZorN into 
English. 

In another revieZ, 1�-� $llen characterised Mitra-Varuna as ³a pe-
riod piece, in some parts superseded E\ 'ump]il¶s oZn later formula-
tion�”14� He elaEorates�
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In Zhat respects is the 194� EooN superseded" Some themes �e�g� 
nexum and mutuum in 5oman laZ� simpl\ lose salience or vanish, 
Eut usuall\ 'ump]il¶s changes of mind are e[plicit� 7hus, the Irish 
gods Lug and Nuadu cease to be homologised with the Norse Odin 
and 7\r �'SI( >Les Dieux souverains des Indo-Européens@ 199�, and 
the full complement of first-function Indo-(uropean deities comes to 
consist of four sovereigns not two (which largely explains the change 
of title from MV [Mitra-Varuna] to DSIE�� Because the Mitra-Varuna 
opposition is encompassed Zithin a triadic structure, the compari-
son Zith the Chinese yang v. yin needed Tualification �'SI( ��±�0�� 
More generall\, 'ump]il came to distrust the structuralists¶ emphasis 
on dualities, and his later criticism of Hegelian haEits of mind tends 
to undermine his oZn 194� formulation of the varna schema� 
In sum, this EooN needs to Ee read in the light of the author¶s 
self-criticism� $ propos of the 1orse figure of Mitoth\n he remarNed 
that ³one of the Mo\s of research >is@ to correct a false solution or a 
half-solution”� It is also a Mo\ to Zatch a great mind Eoldl\ deplo\ing 
massive erudition to envisage une[pected t\pes of order, Eut doing 
so with humility before the evidence and with willingness to admit 
error.149

'ump]il encountered strong criticism, often from specialists� But this 
Zas not simpl\ Eecause of the undouEted errors he made, Zhich he often 
corrected in later works.150 It Zas, in part, Eecause he Zas a compara-
tivist, trespassing on their land� He reserved some strong criticism for 
their defences, mocNing the Za\ that all manner of ZorN Zas accept-
ed as long as ³traditional forms are respected,” Eut research from out-
side was condemned if it neglected existing literature or made a minor 
translation error� ³2ne can imagine under such conditions Zhat sort of 
hearing a comparativist could hope for: obliged to work with a score of 
languages and to orient themselves in their philologies, hoZ could the\ 
Ee, for each one, as complete, agile, and as informed of the most recent 
developments as the scholars Zho devote all their time to it alone"”151 
As Dubuisson expands:

Although he was one of them—and among the most gifted—Dumézil 
opposed the ³classical” philologists� 'isagreements arose from all 
sides regarding their respective foundations; we must not forget that 
these thick-skinned adversaries represented a very powerful and 
rigid force—the very model and heart of the university institutions 
of the time� Its memEers, sure of their humanist mission and of the 
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superiorit\ of their discipline and its traditional tools, never listened 
to the lessons of the comparativists.152

7he Tuestion of 'ump]il¶s inÀuence lies Ee\ond the scope of this 
Introduction, Eut he Zas important to, among others, /pvi-Strauss, a 
range of classicists including -ean-Pierre Vernant, and a significant 
mentor to Michel Foucault, Zho read and discussed his ZorN for thirt\ 
years.153

Editing this text has been both a pleasure and a challenge. In follow-
ing up 'ump]il¶s references to checN, complete, and sometimes correct 
them, I have Eegun to get a sense of hoZ he ZorNed� Consulting some 
of his papers at the Collqge de France has opened a further ZindoZ into 
his approach� continuall\ ZorNing and reZorNing ideas, adding more 
and more references and e[amples, testing ideas in the classroom Ee-
fore puElication� His lecture notes seem to have Eegun Zith te[t tightl\ 
Zritten in a right-hand column, Zith additions in the left� :ith his tin\ 
and di൶cult-to-decipher handZriting, and the numEer of additions and 
replacements, te[ts are often ver\ hard to read� He often pastes slips of 
paper onto the side of these sheets Zith more material� He freTuentl\ 
used these lectures as the Easis of his suEseTuent EooNs, and, as the revi-
sion process of his puElications indicates, these then provided the Easis 
for further development, refinement, and revision� 

In 1943 in Servius et la fortune, 'ump]il suggests that he had come 
across the problem he addresses in that book at the intersection (carre-
four) of four paths. These paths were his previous work on connected 
themes� on the conception and practice of ro\al poZer, particularl\ the 
contrast EetZeen terriEle and Eenevolent poZer� on social order, and in 
particular the tripartite division� on the Eeginnings of 5ome, especiall\ 
its earl\ Nings, institutions, and religion� and on religious, Muridical, and 
political vocabulary.154 $s *eorges Canguilhem sa\s in his 19�� revieZ 
of Foucault’s Les Mots et les choses, The Order of Things, ³E\ virtue of 
their meeting at the 'ump]il intersection, these four paths have Eecome 
roads�”155 It is not di൶cult to see hoZ earl\ steps along all these paths 
can be found in Mitra-Varuna. It is therefore an entirely appropriate 
EooN to re-introduce 'ump]il¶s pioneering, inÀuential, and important 
work addressing sovereignty to Anglophone audiences.
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Editorial Note

7he original (nglish translation E\ 'ereN Coltman has Eeen used as 
the Easis of this edition� Coltman translates 'ump]il¶s te[t accuratel\ 
and with judicious choices. Reviews at the time ranged from the luke-
Zarm²³the Tualit\ of the translation is acceptaEle”²to the more pos-
itive²³the translation is ver\ good and the production is Eeautiful�”1 
I have reviewed the entire text but made relatively few changes to the 
translation itself� In particular, Ze have tried to standardi]e the translit-
eration of Zords� 7he footnotes, on the other hand, generall\ folloZ the 
inconsistent French.

In almost all cases Coltman simpl\ copied 'ump]il¶s references, not 
checking their accuracy and only on odd occasions providing English 
eTuivalents� 'ump]il¶s references are, hoZever, neither complete nor 
entirel\ accurate� He uses aEEreviations, especiall\ for Mournals Eut also 
for monographs puElished in series, misses volumes or \ears, and some-
times makes simple mistakes. The editions of texts he used have some-
times Eeen superseded� I have verified and completed 'ump]il¶s refer-
ences to secondar\ sources, and have Eeen defeated onl\ E\ a reference 
to a book which seems never to have been published and may instead 
be an article.

Dumézil does not generally provide details of editions he used of 
classical texts. I have neither tried to identify the editions or transla-
tions he used, nor provided a modern (nglish eTuivalent in the notes� 
Given the standard referencing style for almost all these texts—with 
EooN, chapter, and section²correct references should alloZ readers 
to find cited passages in an\ good edition� But 'ump]il¶s references, 
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though usuall\ precise, are not alZa\s accurate� I have therefore verified 
all the references, and have amended those Zhich are incorrect� :ith 
some te[ts, such as Plin\¶s Natural History, 'ump]il¶s references do 
not match the editions with widest circulation in English. I have there-
fore amended the references but noted the ones he gives in endnotes. 
Some of 'ump]il¶s SansNrit references are taNen from te[ts Zhich are 
not translated in full in a :estern (uropean language, Eut these usuall\ 
come from John Muir’s Original Sanskrit Texts, and there I have iden-
tified the source�

Simple t\pographical errors corrected in the second French edition 
are not noted� In the standard Za\, an asterisN Eefore a Zord signifies a 
reconstructed form.

'ump]il¶s cross-references are often missing from Coltman¶s 
translation. They have been reintroduced here. References are to the 
French 194� edition�current critical edition� 7he original translation 
removes the section numbers but they have also been reintroduced 
here.

Footnotes (Roman numerals) are Dumézil’s own references add-
ed to the second edition, Zith some of his lengthier in-te[t referenc-
es also moved to these notes� $n\ editorial interpolations, particularl\ 
to e[pand 'ump]il¶s sometimes aEEreviated references, are placed in 
brackets.

(ndnotes �$raEic numerals� are the editor¶s, either providing te[-
tual comparison between the two French editions or giving additional 
references, including (nglish translations Zhen availaEle� 7he original 
translator did not provide an\ notes or e[pand references, and on onl\ 
a feZ occasions, notaEl\ the references to Marcel Mauss¶s The Gift, did 
he provide an (nglish eTuivalent� I have done much more, Zhich I hope 
readers Zill find useful�

I am grateful to $le[ *il Fuentes, .ai FrederiN /orent]en, -ohn 
5ussell, Christopher Smith, and -�5� Velasco for suggestions Zith some 
of the reference Tueries� and to Sheldon PollocN and .\oto $mato for 
checNing and correcting some SansNrit passages� I thanN FrpdpriTue 
Pailladqs and her colleagues at the Collqge de France for providing ac-
cess to the Fonds *eorges 'ump]il� sta൵ at the British /iErar\, :arEurg 
Institute, and the BiEliothqTue 1ationale de France� and liErarians at 
the Universit\ of :arZicN for help Zith inter-liErar\ loans� It has Eeen 
a pleasure to ZorN Zith Catherine HoZard, 1ora Scott, $nne-Christine 
7a\lor, Frpdpric .ecN, and their colleagues at Hau books. The Dumézil 
famil\ made a series of critical comments on the Introduction, and the 



Editorial Note

xxix

revised text attempts to present the controversy about Dumézil’s politi-
cal positions in an objective way.*i

* The Dumézil family makes the following points: 1) Georges Dumézil 
had long abandoned any form of active political engagement by the 
time he embarked on the trifunctional program toward the end of  the 
1930s; 2) there is absolutely no evidence that the friendship relations of 
'ump]il Zith (liade, or the mutual academic homages EetZeen H|Àer 
and 'ump]il mentioned in the introduction E\ Stuart (lden contained el-
ements of political nature, nor that the reasons for Tuoting some  authors 
known for or suspected of authoritarian politics went beyond the needs of 
normal scientific deEate�


