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A Hypothesis of Solution of Samson’s Riddle

By Felice Vinci” & Arduino Maiuri”

Samson’s biblical riddle ““Out of the eater came something to eat, and out of the
strong came something sweet”, referring to honey and a swarm of bees which
came out of the carcass of a lion he had torn apart with his bare hands in
Timnah, reinterpreted in the light of recent archaeological discoveries in the
Timna Valley, where there was an Egyptian shrine associated with ancient
copper mines and metallurgical activities, seems to hide a metaphor linked to
the world of metallurgy, with particular reference to the smelting of metals: in
fact, the smelting furnace ““eats” the mineral with the fire, emitting a sort of
roar similar to that of lions, and then the copper gushes out, which has a colour
similar to that of wild honey. This is confirmed by the examination of analogous
myths and tales spread among various civilizations, starting from that of the
Nemean lion killed by Heracles and arriving at the Japanese myth in which
Susanoo kills a dragon, in whose tail he finds a sword considered one of the
treasures of the Japanese imperial dynasty.
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In this article we will try to prove that Samson’s riddle — with which Samson
challenges his wedding guests (“out of the eater came something to eat, and out of
the strong came something sweet”), referring to a strange lion that he had torn
apart in Timnah with his bare hands and from whose carcass honey and a swarm
of bees had subsequently come out — could hide a subtle metaphor relating to the
smelting furnaces with which metals were produced in antiquity.

We will in fact see that such an interpretation — which was suggested to us by
the archaeological discoveries (on which we will focus shortly) in the Timna
Valley, the locality where the Book of Judges sets the story — seems to be
corroborated by the analysis of significant analogies with stories and traditions of
cultures even very distant from the Jewish world, using a methodology consisting
of a new critical examination of sources not only biblical and classical, but also
from other literary contexts.

The biblical episode in which Samson’s riddle is inserted is found in the Book
of Judges, where it is incorporated into a larger narrative about Samson, the last of
the judges of the ancient Israelites:

“Samson went down to Timnah and saw there a young Philistine woman.
When he returned, he said to his father and mother: ‘I have seen a Philistine
woman in Timnah; now get her for me as my wife’. [...] Samson went down to
Timnah together with his father and mother. As they approached the vineyards of
Timnah, suddenly a young lion came roaring toward him. The Spirit of the Lord
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came upon him in power so that he tore the lion apart with his bare hands as he
might have torn a young goat. But he told neither his father nor his mother what he
had done. Then he went down and talked with the woman, and he liked her.
Sometime later, when he went back to marry her, he turned aside to look at the
lion’s carcass. In it was a swarm of bees and some honey, which he scooped out
with his hands and ate as he went along. When he rejoined his parents, he gave
them some, and they too ate it. But he did not tell them that he had taken the honey
from the lion’s carcass. Now his father went down to see the woman. And Samson
made a feast there, as was customary for bridegrooms. When he appeared, he was
given thirty companions. ‘Let me tell you a riddle’, Samson said to them. “If you
can give me the answer within the seven days of the feast, | will give you thirty
linen garments and thirty sets of clothes. If you can’t tell me the answer, you must
give me thirty linen garments and thirty sets of clothes’. “Tell us your riddle’, they
said. ‘Let’s hear it’. He replied: ‘Out of the eater came something to eat, and out of
the strong came something sweet’”* (Figure 1).

Flgure 1. Samson Tears the Lion Apart (Cathedral of San Lorenzo, Genoa)

Behind the apparent strangeness of this story, the suspicion immediately
arises that it is a complex metaphor whose real meaning is hidden or lost over
time.

Revealing in this regard seems to be the fact that in the Timna Valley, in
Israeli territory, 30 km north of the Gulf of Agaba, in the second half of the
twentieth century the Israeli archaeologist Beno Rothenberg brought to light the
remains of a copper extraction, which lasted continuously from the Neolithic to the
Middle Ages. In particular, he found an Egyptian temple dedicated to Hathor, the
goddess of mining, built at the end of the 14th century BCE for the Egyptian
miners (Rothenberg 1972, 1988): thousands of hieroglyphics, sculptures and
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jewels brought to light prove its importance (Tebes 2007). Notably, in 2013, the
year after Rothenberg’s death, the “Central Timna Valley Project”, also directed
by Ben-Yosef of Tel Aviv University, began, which continues the previous work
and includes new excavations and surveys designed to address a number of critical
issues in the Late Bronze and Iron Age archaeology of the southern Levant (Ben-
Yosef et al. 2012, Beyth et al. 2013, Sapir-Hen and Ben-Yosef 2014, Erickson-
Gini 2014, Kleiman et al. 2017, Ben-Yosef et al. 2017, Sukenik et al. 2017, Ben-
Yosef 2018, Cavanagh et al. 2022, David et al. 2022a, b, Erickson-Gini 2023).

From this the idea arose spontaneously that Samson’s riddle can be
interpreted in a metallurgical key, as a metaphor for the smelting furnace: in fact, it
seems “to eat”, “to devour” the mineral with fire, producing a noise that recalls the
roar of a lion, but then the copper gushes out, which actually has a colour similar
to that of wild honey: “Out of the eater came something to eat, and out of the
strong came something sweet™?.

There are several reasons to support this thesis, both in the Bible and in myths
and legends of other peoples, even very distant ones. First of all, it is precisely the
character of Samson who appears closely related to fire, starting from his very
name, which means “man of the sun” or “little sun” (Eynikel and Nicklas 2014),
but also in the antecedents of his miraculous birth, announced to his mother (which
until then had remained barren) by an angel of Lord who subsequently, at the end
of a sacrifice, “as the flame blazed up from the altar toward heaven, ascended in
the flame™?; not to mention when “he went out and caught three hundred foxes and
tied them tail to tail in pairs. He then fastened a torch to every pair of tails, lit the
torches and let the foxes loose in the standing grain of the Philistines. He burned
up the shocks and standing grain, together with the vineyards and olive groves™.
Immediately afterwards the Philistines burned his wife and father—in—law alive:
this too fits well into the igneous dimension of the famous riddle.

Turning now to the Greek world, the correspondent of the imprudent lion killed
by Samson is the Nemean lion, the protagonist of the first labour of Heracles®. We
immediately see that this lion was also very strange, because its fur was
impenetrable, but the very strong Greek hero is eventually able to strangle him to
death (Figure 2).

“Here is the riddle in the Bible language: 785> *38 82> (“out of the eater came something to eat”),
wyr e »mp (“and out of the strong came something sweet”).
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Figure 2. Heracles and the Nemean Lion (Attic Amphora from Cerveteri)
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Rereading this story in parallel with that of Samson, it becomes clear that the
metaphor is analogous, and indeed in the case of the biblical hero it appears much
more explicit, albeit through the cover of the riddle (which, moreover, seems to
attest to the awareness of who first told the episode).

On the other hand, in the vast casuistry of the Greek hero’s adventures there
is another one, handed down from Roman mythology, which could also be part of
an igneous—metallurgical dimension: we are referring to Hercules’s struggle with
the monstrous, terrible Cacus in a cave on the Aventine hill. Cacus was a huge
giant, thief and cannibal, who terrorized his neighbours with his misdeeds, until he
had the bad idea of stealing some of the herds of Hercules, who had arrived in
Lazio with the oxen of Geryon. However, despite his misdirection attempt (Cacus
had dragged them into his cave making them walk backwards to confuse their
tracks), Hercules reached him, grabbed him and lifting him squeezed him with
superhuman strength, to the point that, as Virgil recounts, while the monster he
was choking in his death grip, his eyes popped out of their sockets and the blood
dried in his throat® (Figure 3).

®Verg., Aen. VIII, 260—261.
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Figure 3. Hercqles‘an_d Cacus (Piazza della Signoria, Florence)
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And it’s always Cacus who in his dramatic duel with Hercules shows an
implication that connects him directly to fire (aside from the fact that he had been
fathered by Vulcan, the god of fire): in an attempt to blind his opponent he
suddenly began to erupt smoke and flames, to the point that his “large cave was
filled with a black cloud™”.

In short, the way of fighting between the two, which culminates with the
chase in Cacus’s cave and his strangulation by Hercules, seems very similar to the
adventure of the Nemean lion, in which Heracles chases, hunts down and strangles
that very strange animal with impenetrable fur. The parallel, therefore, with the
hypothesized “metallurgical lion” slain by Samson, from which a “honey”
corresponding to the copper that flows from the smelting furnace comes out, is
corroborated by the smoke and fire in the cave of Cacus, which could be the last

"Verg., Aen. VIII, 258. Cf. Jarmi (2013). The Roman heroic tradition preserves four important
testimonies of the divine nature of the element fire: the founding Fire Caeculus, the thieving Fire
Cacus with his sister Caca — exact equivalent of the Roman goddess Vesta and the Greek Hestia —
and the guardian Fire Cocles (more details in Haudry 2012).
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memory of a primordial forge on the slopes of the Aventine. Moreover, Cacus’s
relationship with the fire finds significant confirmation by his ruse of stealing
animals by making them walk backwards, that is, the same trick devised by
Hermes, the inventor of fire®, when, according to the Homeric hymn dedicated to
him, he stole Apollo’s fifty cows.

On the other hand, according to Georges Dumézil, in the sacrificial area of
the Vedic world, in addition to the two main fires (one male, “quadrangular”, and
the other “female”, circular) there was a third fire, the “hungry” one, considered a
“devourer”, which had guard functions and which should be identified in the
Roman Vulcan (Dumézil 1977, pp. 284-285)°. It is reasonable, therefore, to
assume that the fire of the smelting furnace, with which the weapons that protected
the community were produced, fell within this case, to which the metaphor of the
“eater” found in Samson’s riddle is very well suited. Moreover, this makes the
sacrifice that the Flamen Vulcanalis officiated in homage to Maia on the first day
of the month of May even more significant, confirming the close relationship
between the blacksmith’s forge, which manufactured the weapons for the defense
of Rome, and Maia, who in one of our previous studies we identified as the secret
tutelary deity of the city itself (Vinci and Maiuri 2017).

Dumezil also underlines the distinction between the quirites (the ordinary
citizens) and the milites (the soldiers, i.e., the citizens under arms), typical of the
Roman world (Dumezil 1977, p. 108). This finds confirmation in the Greek myth
of the birth of Zeus, in which the Curetes appear, linked to the mysteries of
metallurgy, as well as (in a variant reported by Kéaroly Kerényi) certain gigantic
bees (Kerényi 1979, p. 410), called melittai in Greek, whose extraordinary analogy
with the “stings” of soldiers (milites in Latin) cannot be overlooked. This metaphor
— which, moreover, would authorize us to propose an unpublished etymology of
the Latin word miles (“soldier”) and also of the numeral mille (*one thousand”),
both possibly derived from a metaphor suggested by the swarms of bees — can be
found also in Ethiopia, where a legend tells that at birth King Lalibela was covered
by a swarm of bees, a symbol of the soldiers who would later have defended him
(Jarzombek 2007).

The presence of bees in a context linked to metallurgical mysteries also has a
significant parallel in the Finnish Kalevala'?, according to which iron comes from
black, red and white milk, which correspond precisely to the three traditional
colours of the alchemy, nigredo, rubedo, albedo (which, probably not by chance,
are the colours corresponding to the various phases of metal incandescence). So, it
is no coincidence that the blacksmith IImarinen uses the honey of the Mehildinen
bee to temper the metal.

A similar interpretation to the one only just indicated can be extended to the
Japanese myth in which the god Susanoo — a figure that has been compared to
Samson (de Santillana and von Dechend 2003, p. 205), whose name seems to be
similar — kills and dismembers a dragon, in whose tail he finds a sword, so

®Hermes is a central figure in the Greek pantheon: cf. Kuhle (2020). Useful insights into his
original characterization as a god of fire can be found in Vinci and Maiuri (2022).
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important to be considered one of the treasures of the Japanese imperial dynasty
(Marega 1938, p. 154, n. 218). Here too the metallurgical aspect is evident, also
considering that Susanoo is the brother of Amaterasu, the sun goddess.

In conclusion, notwithstanding that this fascinating topic will require other
investigations and insight in the future, we have ascertained that Samson’s riddle
can be easily deciphered in terms of a metallurgical metaphor of the copper
smelting furnaces, as the archaeological discoveries in the Timna Valley attest,
also considering that this new interpretation of the riddle finds confirmation in the
mythologies of other cultures, including the Greek one (where the Nemean lion
corresponds to that killed by Samson), the Roman one, the Finnish Kalevala and
even the mythology of ancient Japan. Not only that: we also believe it probable
that future studies could extend these correlations to other mythologies as well.
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