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ABSTRACT

In the present article, we propose an analysis
of mythocritics about Arkay, a divine figure
created for the religious-historical domain of
The Elder Scrolls, a series of fantasy Com-
puter Role-Playing Games. In particular, we
aim to illustrate that it is possible to recog-
nize, in this deity, the powerful action of the
Child God archetype. In the first part we
trace a brief profile of the Child God, con-
centrating on its main mythemes: the agro-
cyclic destiny, the centrality of death and the
fatal relation with the Mother Goddess. In the
second part we track these mythemes in Ar-
kay, who holds the title of “God of the Cycle
of Birth and Death”, oversees burials and fu-
neral rites and has a maternal-mortuary con-
nection with two goddesses, Mara and Na-
mira. Through the fil rouge of the Child God
archetype, our research proves the extraor-
dinary coherence characterizing a portion of
The Elder Scrolls Lore, whose creators, not
differently from every artist of any age,
always draw on the same archetypal material
stored in the collective unconscious.
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Role-Playing Games’ universality
and autonomy

In Computer Games’ diachronic devel-
opment and classification, Role-Playing
Games (RPGs) deserve a place of high re-
gard. This is not simply due to their pre-
sumed originality or longevity — qualities,
indeed, also bestowable on other Video
Games typologies — but to an exclusive mer-
it which makes them remarkably original
and long-lasting: the foundation of autono-
mous universes. The conception of a RPG
subject never results in the development of
a single, close playable plot, but in the
creation ex novo of a whole Kultur - in-
cluding the articulation of all its elements,
from historiography to folklore, from hu-
man geography to religious anthropology —
in which several, hardly quantifiable, so-
phisticated and open playable plots might
come alive. The creative legitimization of
freestanding worlds — which lies at the basis
of a RPG - can be traced back to postmod-
ern poetics. In fact, Postmodernism assumes
as its founding principle an extreme experi-
mentalism, promoting the creation of new
and multiple realities: new, because they are
begot by the poetic word, and multiple,
because they are autonomous in respect to
the no longer intact object “reality”, to
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Yo pertinence of reference’. Yet
the role-player has more au-
tonomy than the “postmodern reader”, be-
cause he can “manipulate the game”
through “personalization”, that is a more ex-
treme operation than merely *“constructing
the meaning of a work™.

A RPG is a game “in which the player
controls a character in a fictional world and
develops him or her throughout the course
of the play”®. The first RPGs were the so-
called “Tabletop” or “Pen-and-Paper” ones*:
more players — moving in a game universe
created by the “Game Master” — give
shape, through an “act of co-creation™, to
an interactive story’. The first and most
well-known of them, Dungeons & Dragons
(D&D) — whose first edition dates back to
19748 — represents still today “an important
touchstone helpful for critical study of the
role-playing phenomenon™®. The “high fan-
tasy setting”’® which we find in the most
part of RPGs, starting from D&D, definitely
owes a lot to the monumental mythopoesis
of J. R. R. Tolkien™.

Computer Role-Playing Games or
Role-Playing Video Games (CRPGs, or
simply RPGs) — that flourished later — “bor-
rowed heavily from D&D"*?, but had also
other influences like that of Miniature War-
games'®. CRPGs differ from conventional
RPGs for the following reasons: the disap-
pearance of the Game Master, replaced by
game engine'®; the presence of a single-
player, which has as a consequence that
“interactive narratives are produced through
a collaboration between the machine and the
user”®® and no longer by an “interaction
with other players”®; the fact that the auth-
ors focus on “creating environments or
worlds to explore rather than trying to tell
[...] stories”™” — and this “creation of
worlds” includes the moulding of a new
Kultur. The very first CRPG is Akalabeth:
World of Doom (1979-1980), also known as
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Ultima 0, which starts off the fortunate Ulti-
ma series'®; another early days CRPG cult is
the first Wizardry (1981)'°. According to
Barton’s periodization, the CRPG “Golden
Age”® is placed between the latter half of
the 1980s and the beginning of the 1990s: it
is marked by the advent of more and more
enthralling and elaborated series, from Might
and Magic to Final Fantasy, from Pool of
Radiance to Eye of the Beholder. The “Plat-
inum Age”, which covers the following dec-
ade, sees “the best CRPGs ever made™,
among which we simply mention the first
episodes of Diablo, Dungeon Siege, Fallout,
Baldur’s Gate and Planescape Torment, as
well as the first three episodes of The Elder
Scrolls (TES).

Produced by Bethesda Softworks and
divided into the five episodes Arena, Dag-
gerfall, Morrowind, Oblivion and Skyrim —
published between 1994 and 2012 -, TES
series belongs to those fantasy RPGs which
won a planetary success. Among the most
fascinating ingredients of its cauldron, it is
worth noting “the incredible size of the
world, the open-ended nature of game-
play”??, but above all its immense and elab-
orated Lore —i.e. its specific Kultur — whose
monumentality contributes to turn it into a
microcosmos comparable to a chapter of
late antique or medieval civilization history:
the religious — mythological, ritual and
cultual — aspect embodies one of its funda-
mental pillars.

Our aim is to illustrate that, in the
creation of a male deity for the TES panthe-
ons — the god Arkay —, it is possible to rec-
ognhize the action of the archetype called
“Child God” or “Vegetation God”. This
powerful archetype still lends itself to oper-
ate fruitfully on contemporary mythopoetic
paraliterary production, of which a RPG
Lore is an example. In fact, the organization
of a RPG microcosmos is far from being the
outcome of mere imagination: its authors —
as mythopoetic founders of a new religious
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system and corpus — always draw on the
same archetypal material stored in the
collective unconscious, not differently from
every artist and “creator” of any age.

The Child God: agrarian substratum
and masculine principle

In the first theoretical part of our study,
we outline the archetypal category of the
Child God. We focus on his genesis, which
occurred during the Neolithic in an essen-
tially agrarian context — it is for this reason
that he is mainly known as Vegetation God
— and on the constitutive unities of his
Myth. These unities are: the cyclical desti-
ny, articulated in the three phases of life,
death and rebirth; the fatal relation with the
archetypal category of the Mother Goddess
— the Earth — by whom he is begot and to
whom he shall return in the “death” phase;
the centrality of the “death” phase as resto-
ration of the primeval Unity between Vege-
tation (the Child God) and Earth (the
Mother Goddess).

The genesis of the Child God as arche-
typal category — the absolute first male God
in the history of religions — must be traced
back to a remote yet crucial chapter of pre-
history, i.e. the so-called “Neolithic Revolu-
tion”?*: it is recognized as “the single most
important breakthrough in the material tech-
nology of our species”®, for it consisted a-
bove all in the discovery of agriculture.
About ten millennia before Christ, in An-
cient Near East — the future cradle of civi-
lization — the constant practice of agricul-
ture radically transformed the sustenance of
man: as a consequence of this, his “whole
life rhythm”® and his cosmic perception
deeply changed.

During his very first experiments of
cultivation®®, Neolithic man began to medi-
tate intensely on the agrarian fertility cycle
of the Earth. He perceived a web of arcane
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plant and man, both characte- 1 ©
rized by the miracle of repro-
duction, which was granted respectively by
the Earth (begetting fruits) and the Woman
(begetting children). So he started consid-
ering Vegetation as a “creature” and there-
fore a “Child” of the Earth, which was born
from the Earth and died in the Earth (in the
sowing time) in order to be born again from
it in a later season. So Earth represented the
immutable and sempiternal “Feminine” prin-
ciple, while Vegetation represented the “Mas-
culine” principle subject to Time’s cyclical
influence.

Paleolithic had been pervaded by the
“vision of the unity of life, originally imag-
ined as the mother goddess who gives birth
to the forms of life that are herself"?’. Dur-
ing the Neolithic, the “hierophany of the
earth” acquired a “properly telluric struc-
ture” in place of the previous “cosmic”?®
one, being beheld as a Mother Goddess
“whose womb are the depths of the earth”?.
Vegetation, that sticks out of the Earth and
cyclically returns to the Earth, gradually
took shape at her shade as something *“oth-
er” from her, being beheld as a new “God”,
maintaining with the Goddess a relationship
of filiation. The Child God’s destiny is there-
fore tripartite, under the sign of cyclic time:
just like the seed, he is begot by Mother
Earth during the beautiful season (birth), he
is swallowed up by Mother Earth during the
bad season (death) and he rises again from
Mother Earth in the beautiful season
(rebirth).

It is for this reason that the archetypal
category of the Child God appeared during
the Neolithic, i.e. during the first context of
the history of religions in which, after hav-
ing lost the primordial harmony with the
“unity of life”, man beholds Time’s action
and Cycle’s “drama”. Developing an agrar-
ian — i.e. cyclic — sensibility, he began to
attribute a primary importance to that fertile
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Yo both the vegetal and the hu-
man world hold. Consequent-
ly, the Child God assumed in archetypology
the epithet “Dying and Rising God”, who
dies and rises from the womb of Mother
Goddess (the Earth), or “Vegetation God”,
whose fate is the “dramatic representation
of the decay and revival of plant life”®.

The Child or Vegetation God, whose
fate is to die before recovering — i.e. to be
subject to death as a Cycle phase —, repro-
duces at best the other “mortal one” par
excellence, that is man. From Neolithic on-
wards, man hopes to experience a cyclic
fate as well, in which rebirth follows death.
As a witness of this trust, we can mention
all those dense correlations between agrar-
ian myths and soteriological hopes — whose
goal is to know the post mortem rebirth —
that has led to the institution of the so-called
mysteric ceremonies or rites in the Aegean-
Asiatic area during the Second Millennium
B.C.E. The Mysteries aimed to grant life
after death — i.e. the wonder of the locally
venerated agrarian god — to the initiates who
had access to them®":

All initiation ceremonies which are lit-
urgies of the temporal sacred drama and
of Time controlled by the rhythm of
repetition are isotopic with the dramatic
cyclical myth of the Son. Initiation [...]
is the transmutation of a destiny. [...] It
is accomplished slowly and in stages
and follows closely the agro-lunar schema
[...]: sacrifice, death, burial, resurrection®.

The Child God’s death stage — mythi-
cal equivalent of the seed burial — is un-
avoidable, since the fate of Vegetation is to
be sown in order to bloom again. This phase
is only apparently dark, since the buried
seed — the dead God on the mythical level —
contains already the germs of spring recov-
ery. in this way, death is never definitive,
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but embodies the prelude to a new begin-
ning, resulting thus nothing but a transitory
—and, in the cyclical overview, even benefic
— stage. The mortuary phase remains the
most interesting one, since it is the only one
in which, though temporarily, the primeval
Unity Earth-Vegetation, God-Goddess, Mas-
culine-Feminine materializes.

The death of the Child God — who, as
masculine principle, “has identified itself
with consciousness”® — represents, under a
psychoanalytic perspective, the mythical
transposition of the “incestuous back-turn-
ing of [...] libido”®, the torturing “longing
to return to mother depths for renewal™®. In
fact, man continuously tends to return to the
unconscious, which “is experienced in rela-
tion to [...] consciousness as maternal and
feminine»*®: “whoever sunders himself from
the mother longs to get back to the moth-
er™’. Every mother’s womb and every
woman’s vagina — both equivalents of the
Earth Goddess’ uterus — are cavities and
containers isotopic with the tomb: as a
result, the death of the Child God - the
masculine principle — becomes, simultane-
ously, a descending entombment and an
ecstatic embrace, a funereal and erotic act:

The Great Mother takes the little child
back into herself, and always over [...]
incest there stand the insignia of death,
signifying final dissolution in union
with the Mother. Cave, earth, tomb,
sarcophagus, and coffin are symbols of
this ritual recombination®®.

During the post-neolithic ages — the
Bronze Age and the Iron Age — the agro-
cyclic Myth, though integrated (and in part
obscured) by new archetypes, survived as
endowed with its basilar structure, ap-
pearing in the form of a:

dramatic scenario [...] constituted by
the execution and resurrection of a



Aspects of the Child God in The Elder Scrolls Lore

mythical, usually divine character, who
is both the son and lover of the god-
dess. [...] The drama [...] has as its
main character the son®.

In several Eurasian polytheistic panthe-
ons it is relatively simple to define a group
of male deities who, more or less — depend-
ing from how archaic their sources are —,
maintain the archetypal traits deriving from
the Child God of the “pure” Neolithic reli-
gion: these gods are indeed “a god of many
names but of essentially one nature™ or, in
other words, they are indeed a god who
“survived well into historic times under
such diverse names™'. Two fundamental
traits prove these gods’ descendance from
the same ancestral Myth: a destiny of death,
followed by a more or less explicit rebirth,
and the fact that this destiny is always
bound to the excessive power of a goddess,
who shows to be superior to them and
whereof they are paramours:

The Attis, Adonis, Tammuz and Osiris
figures in the Near Eastern cultures are
not merely born of a mother; [...] they
are their mother’s lovers: they are
loved, slain, buried and bewailed by
her, and are then reborn through her.
[...]1 The phallic youths [...] are the
vegetation itself [...]. Gods of spring
[...] must be put to death in order to be
lamented by the Great Mother and
reborn.

The violent death and the consequent
access to the Netherworld of these deities
represents the Descensus ad Inferos my-
theme, i.e. the Child God’s katabasis — the
mythical transposition of the actual doom of
the seed during the bad season. The key-
point to get a full understanding of this
mytheme is the equivalence between the
Netherworld and the feminine principle: the
Under-world is nothing but the Earth
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the mythical level. So the °©
Descensus ad Inferos coin-
cides with another fundamental mytheme,
that is Hieros Gamos, i.e. the Sacred Mar-
riage with the Goddess in the form of that
“incestuous back-turning of [...] libido” we
cited above*®. This correspondence — iden-
tical with the more renown Eros-Thanatos
one — precisely finds its hidden basis in the
vegetal archetypal ontology, according to
which Vegetation (masculine principle) dies
at the moment in which it penetrates and
lovely unites with the Earth (feminine prin-
ciple). Therefore, the two Rites de Passage
of marriage and death indeed correspond:
the two mythemes of God’s death as his
Descent into the Netherworld and of God’s
marriage with a significant Goddess with
chthonic/telluric attributes are isotopic with
one other.

The Child God archetype in
The Elder Scrolls: Arkay

In the second part of our study, we
concentrate our attention on a figure belong-
ing to the religious-historical domain of TES
Lore, that is the god Arkay, protector of the
cycle of life and death. His connection with
cyclic temporality, his primary role in the
funerary dimension and his maternal-mortu-
ary relationship with the Mother Goddess
archetype are three traits in which we deem
it is possible to track the three main, closely
intertwined mythemes that distinguish the
Child or Vegetation God.

Preliminarily, we underline that the
principal sources of TES Lore do not neces-
sarily dwell in the bulk of quests playable in
the Video Game, that embody its diegesis:
several aspects of its historical, social and
religious-historical repertory are rather de-
duced by detailed dialogues with several
non-player characters which the main
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Yo often, they are learned from
fictitious volumes which can
be consulted in many cultual and cultural
sites of TES geography. The main character
does not deal directly with Arkay in even
one TES episode, but only with his ministers
and with places sacred to him; the god itself
remains confined in the series’ Lore.

Arkay, God of the Cycle
of Birth and Death

Arkay is one of the Nine Divines*, i.e.
the gods of the official cult in Tamriel®;
nevertheless he can also be found in other
minor tamrielic pantheons*®. His main epi-
thet, “God of the Cycle of Birth and
Death™’, immediately arouses our attention:
as we have explained in our prehistoric ex-
cursus, whichever deity is related to a cycle
holds, in the collective unconscious, a more
or less perceivable agrarian substratum,
since man grasps “the cyclical symbolic
schema” through the support of “seasonal
vegetation™*®. Our certainty is confirmed by
the fact that Arkay «is sometimes associated
with the seasons»*.

Another epithet of Arkay is “Mortals’
God™®, since he “did not exist before the
world was created”! and before time be-
gan®2: this appellation, too, leads us to as-
sociate him with the Child or Vegetation
God, who stands for the model par excel-
lence of the “mortal” — that is to say, the
individual subject to Time’s action, to
changeability and to death as a Cycle phase
—, symbolizing at best the fortunes of man
and embodying his dreams of resurrection
and eternity.

On the level of religious anthropology,
Arkay is the god who manages the funerary
sphere; in fact, he is also “the god of burials
and funeral rites™, not differently from
several traditional agro-cyclic deities:
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It occurs very frequently that a telluric-
vegetal fertility deity becomes also a
funerary deity. [...] There are many
zones of interference between fertility
cults and funerary cults [...]. The a-
grarian destiny and the funerary des-
tiny cross and melt, determining in the
end only one modality of existence —
the pre-germinative and larval one®.

In fact, a Shrine of Arkay is located in
each Hall of the Dead, an indoor funerary
structure — in which the bodies of the dead
rest — that can be found in many cities of
Tamriel®. Every Shrine of Arkay is able to
impart to those who approach it a reinvigor-
ating blessing that increases their health®®;
the Amulet of Arkay, too — a very rare item
possessed by his priests’” —, has the power
to fortify the health of those who wear it™.
So we deduce that Arkay is also a reviving/
healing god: this prerogative characterizes
some traditional Vegetation or “Dying and
Rising” gods, since restoring life energies is
isotopic to resurrecting®®.

Let us examine the ranks of devotees to
Arkay among the mortals. In Daggerfall, his
cultists form the Order of Arkay®, protected
by a military arm whose name, “Knights of
the Circle”, reminds us of the Cycle, Ar-
kay’s domain. The Order members celebrate
Arkay as “fertility and blight, joy and
sorrow”, for he “brings [...] into this world”
all creatures and, “when the time is true,
ends their circle”™™. Then they underline
their elitarian character (“we do not offer
strangers blessings”) reminding us that “few
are worthy to be initiated into the mysteries
of Birth and Death”®: on the one hand, it is
true that the term “initiated” characterizes
the formulary repertoire of almost all Dag-
gerfall Temples; on the other hand, we
believe it is not a case that the term which
follows it, “mysteries”, is exclusively em-
ployed by the Order of Arkay. This is a
result of the action, on an unconscious level,
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of the Child or Vegetation God archetype
and of the “Mysteries’ genesis from not
better precised fertility cults that formed as
a consequence of the so-called Neolithic
Revolution”®®, The syntagm “mysteries of
Birth and Death” can’t help remind us of
that “initatic mysteric model”®* which marks
out many archaic rites in Eastern-Medi-
terranean area: shaped on the model of “the
fate of the deity involved in the mythic
event” and of “the analogy of this fate with
the agrarian cycle”®, it would grant immor-
tality to their adepts.

Moreover, the Order members are
proud of their intellectual refinement, since
they declare: “our libraries and sages are
some of the finest in Tamriel™®. This state-
ment is coherent with Arkay’s dedication to
knowledge®” — as his apotheosis myth will
shortly prove — but above all it is in line
with his cult’s mysteric arrangement: in
fact, those who accomplish the initiation to
the Order of Arkay — an onerous Rite de
Passage — accede to a knowledge that has as
its subject the god’s “mysteries” relative to
the Cycle of Birth and Death (and therefore
relative to life after death), i.e. to a unique
and superior knowledge. It is of no wonder
that the only other member of the Nine Di-
vines who foists a sort of “mysteric” — se-
cret, occult — knowledge® is Mara who, as
Mother Goddess — as we will explain —, is
involved with Arkay in the archetypal agro-
cyclic sphere. Finally, we point out that, in
more than a TES episode, the priests of
Arkay are frequently dressed in glowing
green®, the typical colour of the “renova-
tion deities”™ referable to the Child or
Vegetation God archetype.

The two main Arkay’s iconographic
sources consist of a statue and a stained
glass wall™. In the former, the god carries a
circle” — symbol of the Cycle — in one
hand, while he grabs a cane — a fertilizing
symbol™ — in the other one. In the latter, the
god grabs only a cane in his hand, on whose
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face: the combined image ¢
which results reminds us of a
flower, vegetal child of the Earth and “sym-
bol of the passive principle”™ of which
Arkay is a manifestation. Moreover, the
stained glass wall is of a deep green and red:
these two colours distinguish the Vegetation
drama, which subtends also to the alche-
mical one. In fact, Vegetation gods “descend
[...] into the Netherworld, where chthonic red
regenerates them. That is why they are ex-
ternally green and internally red and their
domain extends over the two worlds””. In
particular, the colour red, when endowed of
a chthonic and nocturnal value, is the colour
of “the womb in which death and life trans-
mute into each other”’®.

Arkay’s apotheosis and his relation
with the Mother Goddess Mara

Only the vastest source we possess
about Arkay — the volume Arkay the God’”
— can confirm our hypothesis that the action
of the Child or Vegetation God archetype is
to be recognized in his conception by TES
creators, leaving behind whoever might
object that correlating a god to cycle,
seasons and mortality could simply be the
outcome of free imagination. The myth pre-
sented in this volume — Arkay’s apotheosis
or divinization™® — reveals his exclusive re-
lation with the benevolent goddess Mara™®.
It might sound clashing that the authors
have chosen just Mara, “Fertility Goddess,
[...] Mother-Goddess and Goddess of Love’®
as the female protagonist for this myth of
death (and of rebirth in divine form): in our
opinion, this choice has been dictated by the
unconscious, since Mara is the projection of
the telluric Great Mother Goddess arche-
type, bestoweress of life and death.

According to this myth, Arkay was
once “an ordinary shopkeeper” who nourished



\\\A
/\@
@ }a great “passion for knowl-
Y off edge”. “An avid collector of
books”, one day he ran into a
mysterious tome whose aim was “to tell the
secrets of life, death, and the purpose of
existence”: lost in its reading, “he ignored
everything else” that was happening around
him, including “the plague which was rav-
aging the town”. Just at the moment in
which “he felt that the book was opening
visions of new worlds, the plague brought
him low”: tremendously weakened, “he slow-
ly sank towards death”. It was then that “he
prayed to Mara the mother-goddess to allow
him enough time to complete his studies of
the book”. Apparently there is no reason why
Arkay, at the instant of his death, should
beg Mara and not another goddess — and in
TES there would have been more than one
goddess suitable for this wicked role — to
spare his life for yet a while. We must rec-
ognize that “Mother Mara” — as she is named
by Arkay®" — is first of all a bestoweress of
death; the proof of this nefarious power she
holds issues from the words with which she
starts off in response to Arkay’s plea: “Why
should I make an exception for you, Ar-
k’ay?”. Archetypology teaches us that every
Mother Goddess possesses “a positive life-
giving and a negative death-dealing as-
pect”®?, since she begets the Child God and
then embraces him again back into her womb,
making him die. In this case, Mara is chosen
as the responsible for the plague that hits
Arkay causing his death, because she em-
bodies the archetypal Mother Goddess who
— besides life — bestows death to the Child
God, engulfing him again back into her
uterine abyss. We can therefore recognize
the archetypal relation between the Mother
Goddess (Earth) and the Child God (Vege-
tation) in the couple Mara-Arkay: Mara,
responsible for the cyclic-seasonal Arkay’s
impending death, is a hypostasis of the
Earth which, during the bad season, sucks
Vegetation into her chthonic womb.
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Arkay’s gradual estrangement from the
concrete world, which culminates in his
disease, is isotopic with Child God’s Des-
census ad Inferos, corresponding to his Re-
gressus ad Uterum into the Goddess’ tel-
luric body. It is of no wonder that Arkay
falls seriously ill at the moment «that the
book was opening visions of new worlds»,
and it is in that instant that he addresses his
plea to “Mother Mara”, whom he feels ap-
proaching. The goddess Mara intervenes ask-
ing Arkay what he has grasped concerning
“the reason for death and birth”: if she does
S0, it means that it is she who holds the se-
crets — i.e., the “mysteries” — of death,
whose domain belongs to her. In response,
Arkay exposes a theory of which the only
undeniable principle — the “elements of
truth” Mara hints at — is that there exists a
balance, bound to the Cycle, in observance
of which life and death must necessarily
alternate with each other®®,

At the end of the myth, Arkay appar-
ently finds himself at an arduous juncture:
“either to accept [...] death [...] or to be-
come a god”; actually, this seems more an
obliged path than a choice. He asserts: “If
my studies are not completely wrong, my
only choice is to accept the burden”. In this
way, he induces us to interpret that his death
—as a Cycle phase — is by now unescapable:
his Descensus ad Inferos has indeed already
begun when he has completely lost himself
— in total commitment to a “mysteric”
knowledge — in the reading of a volume
showing «the secrets of life, death, and the
purpose of existence», which could be
hence defined a text sacred to Mara. This
reading — on the model of “the mythic event
which implied a passage towards the other
world and pervaded the territory of death”*
— represents the katabatic access to another
dimension, reconciling the Child God (Ar-
kay) with the uterine realm of the Mother
Goddess (Mara). Therefore, by virtue of cy-
clic laws, this death must necessarily be
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followed by a rebirth, which is granted to
him by the Mother Goddess herself (again,
Mara).

Arkay rises, after “what seemed to him
as an eternity”, turning into the “God of
Birth and Death”. His task — which consists
in “making sure that deaths and births stay
in proper balance in the physical world” —
looks burdensome: as Mara forewarns him,
it will be an “Eternal labor”. So Arkay —
who, as his cultists assert, stands for “Bles-
sed Neutrality” — becomes a sort of judge
and governor of the dead, a title which does
not sound new, since such a role is taken on
by some traditional Vegetation gods after
their death, as for instance Egyptian Osiris,
“ruler of the dead” whose “life in the Neth-
erworld is highly active™

Arkay dies in Mara and rises from Ma-
ra: he is therefore a hypostasis of the Child
or Vegetation God who, by dying, returns to
the uterus of the Earth Mother Goddess,
who is the only one that has the power to
bestow him, apart from death, rebirth or
rather immortality. In this version, rebirth
and immortality actualize as a divinization
by acquiring a supreme and arcane knowl-
edge about the Birth-Death Cycle, of which
Arkay becomes overseer. We conclude that
the goddess Mara incorporates the double
aspect of the archetypal Earth Mother God-
dess, from whom “all life is born” and to
whom all “returns [...] at death™. In this
case, her lovely aspect is preponderant over
the terrible one: the predominance of her
“positive life-giving [...] aspect™® is coher-
ent with her characterization as benefic God-
dess of Love. So, in this apotheosis myth,
Mara configures herself as the Mother God-
dess who, after having sucked Arkay into
her “underworld [...] earth womb [...] peril-
ous land of the dead through which the
deceased must pass”®®, makes him reach,
apparently immediately (although it “seemed
[...] an eternity” to him), “a new and higher
existence”®, i.e. deified rebirth.
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We point out, as an ar-  { ?0—9\
chitectural projection of the ¢
archetypal image of Arkay
(Vegetation) buried in Mara’s womb
(Earth), the structure — produced under the
dictation of the unconscious, too — of the
Temple of Mara located in the city of Riften
in Skyrim: curiously, beneath the Temple
consecrated to the Goddess of Love and
Fertility where marriages are celebrated®,
there is the Riften Hall of the Dead cones-
crated to Arkay®’. Riften is the only city in
which the Hall of the Dead is not an autono-
mous structure, for it is set in a chthonic
position — downstairs — as if buried in the
“uterus” of the major Temple sacred to the
Mother Goddess and Goddess of Love.

The terrible Namira,
Goddess of Darkness

Arkay teaches: “Honor the earth, its
creatures [...]. Guard and tend the bounties
of the mortal world, and do not profane the
spirits of the dead”®?. Hence all those who
cause the upsetting of the balance of which
Arkay is guarantor are hostile to him: all
those who practice Necromancy are sworn
enemies of Arkay and of his ministers®, and
all the undead insult Arkay through their
own existence™.

But Arkay’s most harassing enemy is a
female deity. She is the goddess®™ Namira,
whose main epithets are “Great Darkness™®
and “Lady of Decay”®: “ruler of sundry
dark and shadowy spirits”, she is “associ-
ated with spiders, insects, slugs, and other
repulsive creatures which inspire mortals
with an instinctive revulsion”; coherently
with it, “diseases [...] were her domain™®.
Through these attributes, we may track in
Namira the archetypal “Great Mother as
Terrible Goddess of the earth [...] in which
things rot [...] devourer of the dead bod-
ies™®. It is of no wonder that another epithet
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Yo' Dead™®: she embodies death
in its consuming, eroding, pu-
trefying aspect.

Namira is the central deity of a disturb-
ing quest — playable in Skyrim — bearing the
titte of The Taste of Death'®:. The main
character comes to know that the Markarth
Hall of the Dead has been closed to the
public, since some of the corpses resting
there have been eaten by Eola, a cannibal
and “an emissary of Namira™%. After hav-
ing asked him to clear for her the Reachcliff
Cave, sacred to the goddess, Eola offers the
main character the opportunity to be ini-
tiated into the cannibalistic Coven of Nami-
ra. In order to become its adept, he shall do
nothing but lead there by deceit Brother
Verulus, Priest of Arkay, — whom the wor-
shipers of Namira intend to feed on —, slay
him and have the very first bite. If the main
character completes this quest success-
fully™®, Namira’s voice resounds in the cave;
“pleased by” the *“consumption” of the
“flesh of the dead”®, she rewards him by
giving him her Ring, which allows those
who wear it to feast on the dead'%.

We set about proving that the deep
hatred which Namira nourishes for Arkay —
at the bottom of which her Coven’s mem-
bers exclusively feed on the dead who re-
ceive arkayn funeral honours or on immo-
lated Arkay’s priests — is based on a specif-
ic, archetypal agrarian framework. By avail-
ing ourselves again of the relation between
the Child or Vegetation God and the Earth
Mother Goddess, we believe it is possible to
recognize in this quest the rejoining of God
and Goddess from the “devouring” perspec-
tive of the Feminine.

The cannibals” Coven identify and cel-
ebrate in Namira the archetypal Mother
Goddess in her Terrible aspect, that “as avid
womb [...] kills the phallus™%, i.e. the dark,
devouring Earth which engulfs Vegetation —
the dying God Child’s body — during the
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bad season. As we have already emphasized
while dealing with Mara, if the archetypal
Earth Mother Goddess “who generates life
and all living things on earth is the same
who takes them back into herself”'”’, then
she “is not one, she is dual”®, since “she
has two aspects”'%®, one lovely and the other
deadly. Whereas Mara represented especial-
ly the Mother as “dispenser of life [...] who
daily fulfills the promise of redemption and
resurrection of new life and new birth™,
Namira represents explicitly and exclusive-
ly, her counterpart, the “Terrible Mother
[...] the hungry earth, which devours its own
children and fattens on their corpses™**.
When the Child or Vegetation God makes
his “return to the deadly Mother™2 he
experiences, from the opposite perspective,
“a nightmare whose schema is the descent”
in the form of “nefarious swallowing, masti-
cation»' by “the deadly devouring maw of
the underworld, the devouring womb of the
grave and of death™,

Namira’s repugnant followers emulate
their Lady as “Devourer of the Dead*'®,
projection of the archetypal “anthropopha-
ga™® Terrible Mother, who feasts on
“corpses [...] the food she likes best™'’
Their victims — the buried and Arkay’s min-
isters — incarnate the same Arkay: a proof of
this is Namira’s exclamation at the closing
of the quest, pleased of “the consumption of
the blood [...] of Arkay’s own”*!¥ by the
main character. We believe it is not a case —
although not only Namira’s quest takes
place in a chthonic site — that the main char-
acter’s initiation to cannibalism occurs just
at Reachcliff, a cave, “archetype of maternal
uterus™**®. To sum up, we believe that The
Taste of Death, a quest aimed to gash the
god Arkay, dramatizes the death of the
Child God (Vegetation) as his fate of being
swallowed by the ravenous Mother Goddess
(Earth) during the bad season.
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The lapsus linguae of Hil the Tall
as revealing figure

We would like to close our analysis by
dealing with a mysterious mistake com-
mitted by TES authors in an Oblivion dia-
logue. In particular, we are referring to the
first words which Hil the Tall, “a priest at
Cheydinhal’s Chapel of Arkay”*?° addresses
the main character. He starts off exclaiming:
“Praise Arkay, and all her little woodland
creatures!”*?!, using the feminine possessive
adjective “her”. Pursuant to all other sources
(dialogic, bibliographic, iconographic, quest-
related) we possess about Arkay, there is not
even remotely an uncertainty about his male
gender'??. So what makes Hil refer to Arkay
as feminine? There are two possible expla-
nations'?*.

The former — based on the by now
well-founded relation identifiable between
Mara and Arkay — is that Hil, with the ad-
jective “her”, is indeed referring to Mara as
Earth Mother Goddess: so he would state
that we must first of all praise “Arkay”
(Vegetation) as Mara’s Child, and secondly
we must praise all “her” (Mara’s) other
“woodland” (vegetal) creatures. This inter-
pretation would seem in tune with the
incipit of Arkay’s command in the volume
The Ten Commands of the Nine Divines:
“Honor the earth, its creatures...”**, i.e.
Mara and all her children, whereof Arkay
itself is the model.

The latter is that Hil — and, behind him,
TES authors — has been subject to a veri-
table lapsus linguae, whereof the complex
archetypal structures lying in the recesses of
collective unconscious are always respon-
sible. In fact, the Child or Vegetation God
“partakes two natures: masculine and femi-
nine”*?*, inasmuch masculine principle dif-
ferentiating itself from the Feminine yet not
yet wholly independent from it:

3
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The feminine element in @
the androgynous son-lov- ¢
er [...] originates on a
deeper level where the Great Mother is
still dominant and masculinity is not
yet firmly established, [...] masculinity
has not so far achieved any independ-
ence at all**®.

According to this hypothesis, Hil
would be actually referring to the god
Arkay, although he is using a feminine pos-
sessive adjective; it is evident that the
“woodland creatures” might belong to Ar-
kay, because the entire vegetal life is noth-
ing but a manifestation of the Vegetation
God.

We have chosen to identify a fertile
archetype, which has left visible traces in
the mythological literature afferent to proto-
historic Eurasian polytheisms, in a divine
subject conceived ad hoc for a RPG cultural
microcosmos. This analysis has revealed it-
self to be more arduous, yet more satisfying
in respect to other paths we could have
taken in the field of videoludic mythology,
such as for instance a study concerning the
presence of gods and myths literally “bor-
rowed” — with their own traditional names
and features — by Video Games®?. In the
case we have selected — as in other RPGs —
myths and gods have been instead created
ex novo, through the reorganization and the
recombination of the same archetypal ma-
terial.
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