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THE NAME OF ZALMOXIS AND ITS SIGNIFICANCE
IN THE DACIAN LANGUAGE AND RELIGION

Serban George Paul Drugas”

Abstract: In order to write about the significance of the name of Zalmoxis in
the Dacian language and religion, I begin with the displaying of the sources.
Afterwards, there are presented three debates, about: (1) the relation between
Zalmoxis and Pythagoras, showing that the philosopher was definitely influenced by
the Thraco-Dacian beliefs which were also present in Zamolxianism; (2)
“immortalization” as an initiatic mystery cult, shamanic practices; (3) an exploration
of the forms Zalmoxis and Zamolxis.

The first form, of Zalmoxis, attested in Herodotus, with witnesses in
inscriptions, could be related with some terms and practices found in Siberian
peoples, used for hunting and shamanism (cf. sel, at Ket and Yugh). These practices
are connected to the Dance of the Bear and others in the Romanian folklore. The
second part of the term Zalmoxis could have come from *mo(7)s) (skin, sack, i. e,
shamanic mask), which could lead to the Romanian autochtonous word mos (old,
elder, ancestor).

The second form, Zamolxis, was connected to the Indo-European satem
*sem- < PIE *dheghom- (carth > man). The theonym could end up with two forms by
a word game, due to the oppositions between the mystery cult and shamanism, and
between the solar-uranian cult from Sarmizegetusa and a chthonian cult, supported

mainly by the southern Thracians (Semele, Dionysos).

Keywords: Zalmoxis, Zamolxis, Dacian religion, Thraco-Dacian language,
Romanian folklore, Bear Dance, Capra, Mosii.

* PhD in Theology at the “Lucian Blaga” University in Sibiu, 2012, with the thesis The
Anthropology in the Light of Revelation and Science (Antropologia in lumina Revelatiei si a
stiingei), published by Argonaut, Cluj-Napoca, 2013; e-mail:serbangpdrugas@gmail.com
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6 Serban George Paul Drugag

Introduction

Both forms of this Dacian name are present in the original ancient
sources. To be more complicated, both forms find correspondences in the
Dacian vocabulary extant today. Therefore, my purpose in this paper will not
be to give a final verdict, but mainly to discuss the etymological possibilities of
the two forms, in the historical context of the Zamolxian religion. I believe the
religious ideas and practices of the Dacians and the religious reforms that took
place in their realm have an important implication for the meaning of both
surnames.

Source Texts

1. Herodotus

The fundamental text about Zamolkxis is in the Histories of Herodotus
(IV, 94-96). This passage, although insufficient, contains the main
information about Zdmolxis, the story that he was the slave of Pythagoras,
some important references to the beliefs of the Getians (i. e., Dacians), and the
hapax legomena with the theonym Gebeléizis.

Herodotus, IV, 94-96:

- “[IV, 94] [1] é3avarilovar 8¢ Tévde Tov Tpdmov: obre dmodvioxew
EwuTods vopilouat iévar Te oV dmoAldpevoy Tapd ZdApobty Salpove: ol 8t adT@Y
oV adtdv Tobtov dvopdlovar Ieferélty: [2] S mevretnpidog Te TOHV mhAy
horydvra alel odéwv adTév dmomépmovat dyyehov mapd ToV ZdApory, Evrekhuevol
TGV &V ExAoTOTE dwvTou, TEuTouat 0t (de: ol uev adTdY ToyIévreg ddvTio Tpia
Exovat, &hhot Ot Swhafbvreg ToD dmomepmopévov Tapl TOV TdApobty Tig Yeipag
Kol Tobg TéButG, AvakVATEYTEG QUTOY UETEWPOY PITTOVTT &G TG AoYXG. Ay Uev )
Gmoddvy dvamapels, Tolor 08 Theog & Jedg Boxéer etvar: [3] #v 08 wi dmoddvy,
aiti@vtar adTdy TOV dyyedov, dduevol pv dvdpa koxdv elval, aitioduevor 8¢
ToUTOV dMhov dmomépTovat: évteNhovtan O Tt {@vti. 4] ool of adTol Oprjikeg
kel Tpdg PpovTiy Te kol AaTpaTY To§eDOVTEG BVm TPOG TOV 0VPAYOY ATEIAEOUTL TG
Je@, 00éva 8Xhov Fedv vopilovreg efven el ui) Tov adéTepov.

[95] [1] dog S8 ey muvddvopear Tév Tov EXMomovrov oikebvrwy EXMvewy
ol [Tévtov, tov ZdApoy toitov ébvta dvIpwmov Sovhelomt &v Zdyuey, Sovkedort
ot ITudaybpy 1@ Mynadpyov, [2] évdebrey Ot adTov yevépevoy ehevIepov yphuara
kThoaodal peydia, ktvoapevoy Ot Ameldelv ég TV twutol. dte O KokoPlwy Te
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