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Despite previous accounts of its origin and meaning (Hoffmann 1891, Risch 1954:395-6), the epithet
axaknta, which exclusively applies to Hermes (Hom., Hes.) and Prometheus (Hes.), remains opaque (GEW,
DELG, EDG s.v. axdxnta). In this paper, I endeavor to explain both (a) the etymology and (b) the semantics
of the form. Specifically, I propose that:

(a) axdxmra is a compound with a deverbal second member (vepehnpeyéta-type, Leukart 1994:291), which
ultimately reflects *sm-knk-. The aspiration loss of the first compound member is due to the re-interpretation
of dxdknra as related to dxakog ‘guileless’ (e.g., Hsch. a 2234 L dxdxnta: 6 undevog kaxod &&loc). The
second compound member can be traced back to the Indo-European root *kenk- ‘dry/burn (?)’, which
underlies several terms for ‘hunger, hungry’, e.g., Goth. Aihrus ‘hunger’ (Schaffner 2001:499-501), Engl.
hunger, as well as some words meaning ‘dry/burning’, e.g., kdykavog ‘dry’ (Hom.+, Probert 2006:264-5). A
putative proto-form *dxdketa may have been remodeled as dxdknto in order to comply with the metrical
requirements of the hexameter.

(b) dxdaxnta originally meant ‘all-drying/burning’* or, maybe, ‘very hungry’, since hunger is traditionally
associated with burning, e.g., ai@oy Apdg ‘burning hunger’ (Hes.+). An epithet of this kind perfectly suits
both Hermes and Prometheus, who share an association with fire, theft, and sacrifice, three components of
fire-deities attested in at least two other Indo-European traditions, namely: Vedic and Old Norse, see, e.g.,
the collocations [ALL-EATING — FIRE]: Ved. visvadam ... agnim “all-eating Agni’ (RV 8.44.26bc), Logi ... etit
slatr allt ‘Logi (: the wild fire) ate all the meat’ (Gylfaginning 46d), and [THIEF] — [FIRE]: Ved. na tayum
guha catantam ‘hiding in secret, like a thief” (: Agni, RV 1.65.1a); ON huspjofr ‘the house-thief” (: ‘fire’,
Ynglingatal 20).
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