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Abstract
Since the Bronze Age turtles and tortoises were related to a cosmic symbolism by ancient cultures
in different parts of the ‘world, with a certain concentration in the northern hemisphere. The paper
attempts to categorize aspects of the cosmic turtle symbolism, using mainly an ethnoastronomical

approach, partly supported by archaeological evidences. As a result a set of concepts can be identified,

which are related to cosmologic, cosmogonic, biological, and psychological aspects.
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The turtle as symbol of cardi-
nality, centrality, axiality and
a kind of grid

Archaeological records confirm the motive of the
cosmic turtle/tortoise in Bronze Age China (Allan
1991) and there are some hints that certain medicine
wheels in North America are tied to the cosmic sym-
bolism of the tortoise, dated back to ca 2,300 BC (Kel-
ley and Milone 2005, 208-209, 493). But the sym-
bolism of the animal is much older and can be traced
to Nevali Cori (37° 35’ N, 38° 39’ E, Eastern Anato-
lia, Turkey; 490 m msl), which is dated to the Pre-
Pottery Neolithic B, 8,200-8,800 cal BC (Hauptmann
1991/92). Furthermore it has been speculated that the
idea of a cosmic tortoise symbolism may be present in
the Upper Paleolithic epoch (Larichev 1978).

People in Africa, Asia, and North America deliv-
er archaic conceptions about a giant turtle, which sym-
bolize the structure of the world (Andrian 1994, 50-
51). The animal embodies cardinality, centrality, and
axiality, and illustrates the shape of the world (Che-
valier and Gheerbrant 1996, 1016). The plastron
symbolizes the flat and square earth, while the cara-
pace stands for the upper, dome like sky. During the
Shang Dynasty (ca. 1600-1046 BC) the Chinese made
models of turtles, which always are decorated with
sets of circles on the carapace. These might represent
the stars in the sky (Allan 1991, 107-108). The air as
a third plane of the world is given by the body of the
tortoise/turtle in between the two shields. Thus the
animal illustrates a basic division of the cosmos into
two or three, e.g. in India or China (Kirfel 1920, 6,
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Andrian 1994, 44-45). In ancient Chinese myths the
tortoise bears a magic square, the four cardinal points,
and the centre of the world inscribed on its back (Hau-
dricourt and Needham 1963-66: 161-177, Andrian
1994, 43-45, Allan 1991, 107, 173). Similar ideas
are known for example from the Dogon in Africa (Gri-
aule 1980, 123) or the Balinese (Willis 1994, 303).

According to the people of Asia and North Amer-
ica the feet of the tortoise signify the cardinal direc-
tions. In addition the legs support the cosmos in the
corners of the world. The middle of the animal’s body
symbolizes the centre of the world. The old Tibetans
told that once a huge tortoise fell on its back (Her-
manns 1955, 32). Since that time the animal bears the
world on its plastron. The right side signifies east, the
left west, the head south, the tail north, and the four
legs all intermediate directions. Similar the Skidi
Pawnee, North America, build the fireplaces in their
earth lodges shaped as a turtle, which symbolizes the
world (Von Del Chamberlain 1982, 160-161). The
head of the animal looks east, the tail points west.
The four legs are gods, which in the corners hold the
COSMOS up.

Finally a much elaborated bronze astrological tablet
and additional descriptions of unknown age have come
down to us from ancient Tibet, which give a good idea
of this archaic turtle-cosmography. Similar examples
partly modified, can be found in Tibet and India (Her-
manns 1955, 32, Schwartzberg 1994, 632-633,
Milone and Kelley 2005, 490-491). The rectangular
tablet shows a very stylized tortoise. The parts of the
body symbolize not only the cardinal points but also
the elements of the cosmos. The centre of the carapace
denotes the nadir of the vertical cosmic axis. On the
back shield, consisting of 22 horny plates, a magical
square of order 3 is depicted. Around these are grouped
the eight threefold signs of change, then the twelve
signs of the zodiac. The moon and the sun are engraved
in the upper left and right corner. The directions are
each related to a certain colour.

The carapace of a turtle is formed from bony and
horny plates which have grown together resembling
a grid-like regular pattern. The cosmos, in the shape
of a turtle, offered a basic model, which for people in

Africa, Asia and South America (Berny 1913, 208-
209, Menon and Filon 1932, 67-68, Granet 1980,
128-135, Stevens-Arroyo, 1988) sets up a grid of ref-
erence to cover the heavens and similar the earth, par-
titioning the regions geometrically and allowing them
to be identified according to number and figure (Kel-
ley and Milone 2005, 489-493, Andrian 1994, 43).
The division frequently is related to special magic
squares, e.g. those of order 3 or 5, from which other
cosmological significant numbers are derived.

Following ancient Chinese ideas, the grid con-
sisted of nine fields (Granet 1980, 128-135, Andri-
an 1994, 44): Eight are ordered symmetrically around
a centre creating a magical square. The centre is the
celestial pole or the middle of the earth. The whole
image is surrounded by a primal cosmic sea. The mag-
ic square refers to the nine cauldrons, brought by the
female turtle of the north, which create order and bal-
ance in the whole cosmos. On each, the emblems, liv-
ing beings, products and maps of the particular coun-
try were depicted. In ancient India the turtle is also
connected with a cosmic reference grid (Menon and
Filon 1932, 67-68), which seems to have been cen-
tred at the celestial pole.

According to the ancient conceptions of the peo-
ple in Asia, and both America the reptile carries the
pivot of the cosmos, represented by a tree, a lotus, a col-
umn, an island, a mountain, a man, or a god (Kelley
and Milone 2005, 488-494). The motive of the tor-
toise/turtle, bearing the whole cosmos with its body,
is derived from the hard and protective shell of the an-
imal together with its strong and short legs, which
show perseverance, solidity and strength as well as in-
vulnerability. In addition a tortoise’ slow movements
and indolence led to the idea that the reptile is re-
sponsible for the ‘stability and ‘immovability’ of the
world and guarantees the order in space and time.

In the traditions of many peoples from North
America and Asia a very tall tree can be seen growing
out of the back of the turtle that is from the earth's
space into the sky (Schmidt 1929, vol. 2, 422-423,
Miiller 1982, 103, Schwartzberg, 1994,711-712, Fn.
39, Sinaga, 1981, 127-132; Keller 1995, 139, Stein
2001, 24). The top of the tree reach the highest parts
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of the sky, the pole or zenith. There they take up the
life giving waters of the upper cosmic sea. In some ver-
sions the world tree pierces the animal like a stake
(Hewitt 1903). An example for the turtle carrying the
world tree and an associated cosmography comes from
an ancient Chinese tomb. It is dated back to the Eastern
Han Dynasty, 2nd c. AD. The object is called the ‘“The
candlestick of the one hundred flowers’ (Wiedenhage
1995). A turtle swims in the ocean on its back. The
huge tree of the world, crowned by the mythic phoenix
bird, showing the shining pearl of the sun in his beak,
is rooted on the animal’s plastron. The composition
turtle/tree itself is supported by the world mountain.
It is thought that the turtle bears the ‘island of im-
mortality’. Here tree and mountain act together as
symbols of the axis mundi.

In place of a tree, a pole, shaped as a lotus, signi-
fies the cosmic axis in a representation from the south-
west pavilion at Angkor Wat (Cambodia), 12th c. AD
(Mannika 1996, 32-49, 161-172). In a Totonac ver-
sion a flower stem replaces the tree and another sub-
stitution is a ladder as in the case of a Batak cosmogram
of the world-turtle (Kelley and Milone 2005, 489).
The Toba-Batak (Indonesia) and other people buried
a tortoise, representing the Underworld, beneath the
sacrificial pole, which symbolizes the tree of life (Si-
naga 1981, 127-32). From the earliest times it has
been the custom in Asia, e.g. in Northern Mongolia
and China, to construct square world columns on the
base of a turtle shaped foundation (Holmberg 1922,
24-25, Maringer 1963, Andrian 1994, 50). The mod-
el of a tortoise, signifying the intended stability of the
building, plays an important role in the foundation rit-
uals of ancient India (Gonda 1989, 328-329): The
foundation stone of a building had to be centred in the
site at the point through which the polar axis passed.
On top of this a vase, filled with vital forces, was
placed. Then a stone lotus and a stone turtle repre-
senting the earth, a silver lotus and asilver turtle, sym-
bolizing the heaven came in successive levels.

Tree, ladder, column, and mountain are symboli-
cal synonym to each other. Thus it isn’t casual that
there exist traditions in Asia, which speak of a giant
turtle supporting the cosmic primeval mountain (Sch-

leberger 1986, 173-176, Kamp-Linfort 1994, 147-
151, Stein 1994, 93, 215, 233-236).

The turtle and the polar axis of
the world

The turtle as a carrier of the cosmic axis of rota-
tion plays an important role in the detailed story of the
ancient Indians of churning the white milky sea (am-
rta-manthana), which is the Milky Way and the ce-
lestial sphere (Schleberger 1986, 173-176, 272-274).
The 28 gods and 92 demons wind the king of the
snakes, Vasuki, being the world snake that is the zo-
diac with the ecliptic, like a rope around the moun-
tain. While Vishnu embraces with his pair of arms
the world mountain Mandara, the others turn the hill,
pulling alternately at both ends for a hundred years,
until the sea of milk is stirred. The mountain howev-
er is without support and sinks to the bottom. Vish-
nu therefore changes himself into a turtle dives into
the sea of milk and on reaching the floor, takes the
mountain onto its back shell and raises it up to the
surface of the sea. So the gods and demons can con-
tinue with their whisking. The huge, cosmic moun-
tain whirls around in the milky sea making a terrible
noise, surrounded by fire and flames and by thick
clouds. So the sea of milk is churned into an intoxi-
cating drink of nectar. The gods and demons are
strengthened by the drink, which ensures eternal life.
The whisking process separates the solid and liquid
patts of the sea of milk and raises treasures (8, 9, or
13), which are certain natural features and forces, to
the surface. The nine stones embody the Sun, Moon,
the five planets, and the lunar nodes, Ketu and Rahu.
They are imagined as life-giving urns. The sea mon-
ster and the turtle belong to the eight jewels. These
seem to refer to certain constellations.

Furthermore the myth of churning the Milky Way
is very likely to have been illustrated in Angkor Wat
(Cambodia) (Mannika 1996). There are very simi-
lar traditions of the narration (Kelley and Milone
2005, 487-489) handed down in Balinese and In-
donesian, and much more surprisingly, in Maya cul-
ture (De Santillana and Von Dechend 1993, fig. 50).
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The ‘turtle’: an ancient con-
stellation close to the northern
celestial pole

Peoples throughout the world have recognised a
turtle shape in certain constellations (see e.g. Allen
1963, 109, 283-284, Scherer 1953, Levi-Straus 1971,
295-297, Kelley and Milone 2005, Graebner
1920/21). It is often unclear, which constellations are
meant. Considering the confirmed cases, most of these
are all located in or near the zodiac. Very often Ori-
on's Belt is said to be the ‘turtle’ asterism (Kelley and
Milone 2005, 489, 493).

But the Chinese, the Indians, and the Greeks, lat-
er the Romans located the constellation of the ‘turtle’
far away from the ecliptic close to the northern celes-
tial pole. The Chinese perceived the head of the ani-
mal originally in some stars, which belong to the to-
day’s asterism of the Big Dipper (Andrian 1994, 44,
50). The Indians also identified the ‘tortoise’ with the
pole star (Attenborough, 1987, 86-87).

The Greek, and later the Romans, had a certain
tradition, which associated the constellation of Lyre
with a tortoise (Scherer 1953). They referred the
Kithara to ‘he chelone’, the tortoise, because the in-
strument was built out of the animal’s shell that to-
gether with a goat's or bulls horns formed the frame,
to which was added a cross yoke and 7 or 9 strings.

The nine string lyre and the constellation of the
Great Bear were both called ‘helike’ by the Greek,
meaning ‘twisted’. The name of the world mountain
polar axis Helucon, the abode of the nine Muses can
also be derived from ‘helike’ (Fol 1991, 230). It is
strange that nine Muses have made the cosmic moun-
tain their home. Nine cauldrons also play an impor-
tant role in the creation of the universe according to
Chinese myths (Andrian 1994, 44, Granet 1980, 128-
135). Nine treasures are mentioned in the Indians
stories of sea whisking (Schleberger 1986, 272) and
in African cosmogonic stories (Baumann 1936: 201).
Nine fields are shown on the magical square of order
3, just as on the back shell of the turtle in the con-
stellation Lyre. This doesn’t seem to be casually.

At around 11,600 BC Vega, the a-star in the Lyre
was located only about 3.4° from the northern celestial

pole, being a really striking polestar. From a Chinese
myth (Jockel 1990, 208) it can be derived that the cos-
mic turtle was 12,000 years old, indicating the time
when Vega was close to the pole. Moreover it is very s-
trange to notice, that the Chinese used a dry-plate mag-
netic-compass equipped with a turtle-needle in the
13th c. AD for mantic, particularly geomantic purpos-
es, and for navigation (Lin Wenzhao 2001, 146-152).
It may be that the very old idea of a cosmic turtle,
pierced through by the world axis, is reflected in that
device. In addition it is interesting to note that turtles
orientate themselves excellently in the magnetic field
of the earth (Lohmann et al. 2001). If the hypothesis
holds true that Vega signifies the originally turtle con-
stellation at the celestial pole at around 11,600 BC,
then people surely had noticed another impressive fea-
ture: The Milky Way as a fiery circle, generated by a
fire-driller, which is the world-axis, piercing in the cen-
tre of the deep cosmic ocean, moved by a slowly rotat-
ing ‘turtle’-constellation like an ‘engine’.

The fire-drilling turtle at the
celestial pole produces the
milky way as a fiery circle

The ancient Bulgarian called the constellation of
the Lyre (Vega) ‘svredel’, meaning ‘driller’ (Kolev
and Koleva 1997, 73, 77-78). According to the an-
cient view this tool was used at the creation of the
world and so it was suggested that this conception
dates back to the end of Upper Paleolithic time (Kolev
and Koleva 1997, 77-78). Myths concerning a cos-
mic drilling of fire or whisking of milk, related to a
cosmic turtle, generating and owning the fire, are so
far known form North America, Mesoamerica, and
Asia (Kelley and Milone 2005, 487, 492-494, Seif-
fert 1990, 71, Wiedehage 1995, 392, 394). The New
Year fire ceremonies seem to be often correlated (Kel-
ley and Milone 2005, 494). This is reminiscent of the
Indian story of whisking the milky sea. The process
results in fire around the world mountain and churn-
ing the milky sea, both being images of the Milky
‘Way. Interesting is a myth of the Nkutschu in Africa
(Baumann 1936, 362): The turtle possesses the se-
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cret of making fire at a time when it was bitterly cold
on the earth, which may be a hint on the late ice age.

The turtle and cosmic music

At that time the cosmic turtle had a ruling posi-
tion, being the foundation of the polar axis. It appeared
to produce the Milky Way, to control all important cir-
cles in the sky and the movements of the fixed and wan-
dering stars, to establish the grid of heaven, and thus
to guarantee and harmonize cosmic order. From this it
is understandable why peoples thought the turtle would
‘call the tune’ in the world. That may be the reason
why they often related the turtle to a musical instru-
ment, which played the music of the spheres (see e.g.
Danckert 1963, 43-44, Zender 2006, 8, 10). Significant
is the Greek myth of Hermes (Creese 1997, 60-66).
After killing a turtle and removing the internal organs,
he covered the shell with a bull's fur and nerves. The
first lyre, which had seven keys, according to the
movements of the wandering stars, was created.

The turtle tells the time

Because the turtle/tortoise was thought to be re-
sponsible fore the rotation of the world around the
polar axis, it seemed obvious that it would also pre-
dominate the cycles of time. In Asia, Mesoamerica,
and North America the animal has come to embody
calendrical periods. The Delaware e.g. considered the
box turtle to be an earth bearer (Miiller 1982, 103).
The edge of its shell consists of twelve plates, inter-
locking on all sides, which represented the succes-
sion of the 12 months along the horizon. Comparable
ideas exist in China (Eberhard 1985, 253). From the
Late Postclassic Maya a stone turtle is known, which
shows a Katun Wheel on its back (Miller and Taube
1993, 174-175).

Often the reptile was associated with the moon
and its course (Graebner 1920/21, Kunike, 1925; Bau-
mann 1936, 279, Wiedenhage 1994, 394, Chevalier
and Gheerbrant 1996, 1017, Kelley and Milone 2005,
487, 493). The turtle was also associated with the
planet Venus (Carlson 2005). Furthermore the turtle

had been related to the zodiac or to the lunar man-
sions (Menon and Filon 1932, 67). In ancient India
e.g. the turtle altar shows a plastic shape of the cos-
mos, in particular of the zodiac. The turtle/tortoise in
the traditions of the people is often associated to one
(or two) special snakes or dragons, sometimes e-
quipped with 5 or 7 heads, probably the planets with
or without the moon and the sun. The rope-like rep-
tiles, intertwined or one wrapped around the (polar)
world axis in coils (Kelley and Milone 2005, 487-
491), seem to stand for the ecliptic or zodiac and to
serve as a kind of transmission belt.

The turtle creating and restor-
ing the cosmic order

Many peoples in North America, Asia, and Africa
deliver certain sets of earth-diver-myths, in which a
turtle acts as the creator of the world (Schmidt 1912-
1955, Hermanns 1955, 13-14, 32, Wheeler-Voegelin
1984, Waida, 1987, Carpenter and Spiefs 1988):
Swimming in a kind of primal sea or living at its bot-
tom, that are the cosmogonic waters, the turtle dives
down to the floor and secures mud. This material germ
firms the earth, shaped as flat land or a stone ball, sur-
rounded by the sea. The new land starts to expand,
generating the world. In addition there might be a bi-
ological background of the mythic image (Garfield
1986, 301-302): After hatching, young turtles swim
far away from the coast and ride at rafts, built by sea-
weed and drift-wood. These ‘floating islands’ are ‘con-
tinuously’ growing (up to 100 miles in length) and
provided the reptiles with food.

As an aquatic animal, people considered the turtle
to predominate and to guard the water in the cosmos,
producing and maintaining life (Cooper 1986, 159,
Andrian 1994, 47-48). Because the reptile lays many
eggs it is associated with fertility. Thus people of Africa
and Asia thought that the turtles lay eggs in the primal
sea, from which the elements, the living creatures
(mankind and animals), and even gods of creation are
born (Baumann 1936, 18, Hermanns 1955, 15).

It is clear from the circumpolar or even pole posi-
tion of the cosmic turtle asterism, as well as from the
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longevity of the reptile and its water/earth-symbol-
ism (Cooper 1986, 159), why the animal was thought
to start, maintain, and sometimes to destroy the cre-
ation of the world. Furthermore it embodies immor-
tality (Chevalier and Gheerbrant 1996, 1017, Coop-
er 1986, 159, Andrian 1994, 47-50). Myths coming
from Asia tell that one or many turtles carry the home
of the blessed immortals, which is mostly seen as one
or more islands swimming in the centre of the cosmic
ocean or the Milky Way (MacKenzie 1994, 106-112,
Wiedenhage 1994, 394). Moreover the preparation
of the heavenly elixir of life (water, milk) is related to
the animal’s location at the rotational centre of the
world (Schleberger 1986, 173-176).

In stories coming from North America and Asia
the turtle helps to restore the cosmic order after a great
cataclysm, e.g. aflooding of the world, which is related
to the uprooting of the world-tree (Hewitt 1903, 284-
296, Baumann 1936: 31, 231) or the destruction of
the world-mountain (Allan 1991, 68-70): In a Chi-
nese myth (Keller 1999, 178-194) for example the
heavens main support, the imperfect mountain, that
is the oblique polar axis, in the northwest corner, col-
lapsed, and a huge hole appeared in the sky. “A huge
sea turtle or black dragon was killed. Then its four
legs were cut off and put at the four corners of the sky
replacing the imperfect mountain.” So order and har-
mony was restored to the universe.

Maya and Indian myths tell that it was possible to
create the cosmos only after killing and breaking up
the cosmic turtle, setting free a god (Zender 2006, 8-
10). A Tibetan myth described how the turtle was
killed by a golden arrow, which pierced it on the right
side (Hermanns 1955, 10-12, 32). Then the animal
was lowered into the depths of the sea and turned on
its back, so that the underside could carry the world.

The cosmic turtle as a divina-
tion device, a model of cosmic
energy, and of the human
brain

Ancient people used the turtle/tortoise, which they
thought to be a model of the cosmos, for purposes of

magic, mantic, and oracles (Adrian 1994, 43, 51-52),
for example the Chinese sacred turtle bearing the Lo-
Shu pattern (Kelley and Milone 2005, 492). The Chi-
nese also delivered the divination by burning turtle
shells, which follow an exact outline and division of
the sky and earth (Granet 1980, 131-135, Allan
1991, 113-123).

Moreover the Desana in South America used the
tortoise as a model of the productive forces of cosmic
energy in space and time and of the structure of the
human brain (Reichel-Dolmatoff 1979, 117-128).
The horny plates with six sides from the carapace are
considered as a sacred space, in which all basic
changes and transformations occur. The pattern of
hexagons on the turtle’s shell was read helically an-
ti-clockwise and gave basic information about life and
the whole world. In addition the Desana perceived in
the hexagonal structure of a tortoise shell the same
structure as in the brain. The Dogon (Africa) had a
similar conception (Griaule, 1948: 128).

Conclusion

People of different cultures and epochs used the
tortoise/turtle as a symbol to illustrate the spatiotem-
poral structure of the cosmos and archaic ideas of cos-
mogony. It served as a model of the interaction of mat-
ter and mind for purposes of magic, mantic, and or-
acles. Furthermore the animal symbolized the func-
tionality of the human brain.
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