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Introduction

One of the most singular stories in the Bible is the feat of 
Samson, who “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” [1].

Until now it has never been possible to make sense of this 
apparently extravagant undertaking. However, it corresponds to a 
very similar custom of the Romans [2]: “When the third morn shall 
have risen after the disappearance of the Hyades, the horses will 
be in the Circus, each team in its separate stall. I must therefore 
explain the reason why foxes are let loose with torches tied to 
their burning backs” [3]. The poet continues by telling the reason 
for this strange custom, which apparently originated in the city of 
Carseoli [4], where in ancient times a child had set fire to a fox that 
was killing chickens, but “she escaped the hands that would have 
burned her. Where she fled, she set fire to the crops that clothed 
the fields, and a breeze fanned the devouring flames. The incident 
is forgotten, but a memorial of it survives; for to this day a certain 
law of Carseoli forbids to name a fox; and to punish the species a fox 
is burned at the festival of Ceres, thus perishing itself in the way it 
destroyed the crops” [5]. And what about the “Sada Festival” in Iran, 
where animals were set on fire and chased across the countryside 
[6]? At first glance it would seem impossible to find the common 
metaphorical meaning hidden behind these bizarre stories, 
very similar to each other despite coming from very different 
environments and cultures.

At this point, to understand the meaning of the metaphor 
hidden behind the relationship between Samson’s foxes and fire 
it is necessary to examine the folklore of Finland: here there is a 
mythical Fire Fox (Tulikettu), so called because its tail sends out 
sparks of fire. Not only that: this fox gives its name to the northern  

 

lights, called revontulet (“fox fires” in Finnish), which is caused 
by sparks when it runs touching the snowy ground, branches and 
bushes [7]. Let’s deal with the northern lights (aurora borealis), 
which are generated when energized particles from the sun collide 
with Earth’s upper atmosphere and are funneled by our planet’s 
magnetic field toward the poles, where they excite gas atoms and 
molecules, and the process transforms into a phantasmagorical 
atmospheric phenomenon, that has always fascinated humans.

Aurora typically begins with a phosphorescent glow above 
the horizon, then a flaming arc lights up and rises up into the sky, 
followed by other luminous arcs, along which small waves and curls 
move. Then rays of light begin to descend from above, forming a 
sort of flaming draperies or curtains that tremble in the wind and 
seem to evoke a dance show, or rather, dancing fires that appear, 
spreading throughout the sky, then disappear and reform. We can 
see a violet and a red trimming at the lower and upper ends, or the 
colors all mixed together, woven into each other. Above our head, 
we can see rays converging to a point in the sky, forming what is 
called an auroral corona. After 10 to 20 minutes the storm is over 
and the activity decreases. The bands are spread out, disintegrating 
in a diffuse light all over the sky, intense enough to make out the 
details of the surrounding landscapes, as if there were a lit fire. As 
the minutes pass, the flames of the northern lights fade, becoming 
increasingly weaker and pulsating, the luminous clouds go out 
and come back on again, fading more and more, until this gigantic 
spectacle of flaming lights does not run out by going out completely. 
Nature’s own gigantic light-show is over, vanished into the darkness 
of the night or the light of dawn [8].

The correspondence, therefore, between the Finnish name 
of the northern lights and the mythical Fire Fox whose tail emits 
sparks immediately resolves the mystery of the otherwise 
incomprehensible burning foxes which are found identical in the 
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biblical story of Samson and in the world of the Roman Circus: 
evidently an impressive luminous phenomenon like the one we 
have just described, which occurs, albeit rarely, even at intermediate 
latitudes, must have greatly struck the imagination of ancient men. 
On the other hand, the typical elongated shape of the tail of foxes, 
especially the red ones, lends itself very well to representing the 
bright plumes of fire exhibited by the northern lights, or rather, the 
Nordic fox fires. It should also be noted that the flaming aspect of 
the northern lights perfectly matches the fiery dimension of the 
character of Samson, in whose very name,  (which in Hebrew means 
“man of the sun”) [9], we find the Hebrew name of the sun (); this 
in the past even led to the hypothesis that his hair might represent 
the sun’s rays [10].

On the other hand, we had already focused on the close 
relationship of the biblical hero with fire in a previous article [11], 
starting from the antecedents of his miraculous birth, announced 
to his mother by an angel of the Lord who subsequently, at the end 
of a sacrifice, “as the flame blazed up from the altar toward heaven, 
ascended in the flame” [12]. Furthermore, this fits perfectly into the 
metallurgical dimension which, as we have still seen in that article, 
is the key to solving Samson’s famous riddle, “Out of the eater came 
something to eat, and out of the strong came something sweet” 
[13], referring to honey and a swarm of bees from the carcass of a 
lion that the hero had killed at Timnah. In fact, reread in the light 
of archaeological discoveries in the Timna Valley [14], where there 
was an Egyptian sanctuary associated with ancient copper mines 
and metallurgical activities, that riddle hides a metaphor linked to 
the world of metallurgy: the smelting furnace “eats” the mineral 
with fire, producing a dull noise reminiscent of both the roar of the 
lion and the buzz of the bees around the hive, and then copper flows 
from it, which has a color similar to that of wild honey.

Not only that: still in that article we had also shown that the very 
close relationship of the character of Samson with fire has evident 
analogies in similar myths and stories spread among various 
civilizations, of which here it is worth mentioning the Nemean lion 
killed by Heracles, the fire-breathing giant Cacus suffocated by 
Hercules between puffs of smoke and flames [15], as well as the 
Japanese myth in which Susanoo, brother of the sun goddess, kills 
a dragon - exactly as does the Caucasian fire god Amirani (who in 
turn has many points of contact with Prometheus) [16] - in whose 
tail he finds a sword considered one of the treasures of the Japanese 
imperial dynasty (it is no coincidence that Susanoo was defined as 
“the Japanese Samson”) [17].

More generally, the correspondence between a celestial 
phenomenon – which in this case is the aurora borealis - and the 
attempt to reproduce it on Earth is often found in the mythologies 
of the ancient world and can be summed up with the famous phrase 
“as above, so below”, attributed to Hermes Trismegistus. An example 
is given by the correspondence between the seven Pleiades and the 
Seven Hills of Rome [18], but there are also other important ancient 
cities, several of which are considered sacred (such as Jerusalem, 
Byzantium, Mecca, Armagh, Tehran, even Macau and so on), whose 
location on seven hills can be traced back to the same idea of making 

the Earth correspond to the Sky [19], which attests to the spread of 
this concept even in places very distant from each other.

On the other hand, even in the case of foxes we have found 
interesting analogies in four different mythologies: Jewish, Roman, 
Iranian and Finnish; and it is certainly no coincidence that we found 
the solution to the problem in the Finnish Fire Fox - in which the 
memory of the original meaning remained alive to the point that 
in the Finnish language the name of the northern lights recalls that 
mythical animal - presumably following the fact that in northern 
Finland the auroras are a very frequent phenomenon, whereas in 
other cases they are much rarer, which led to the loss of memory of 
the original meaning of the burning foxes. Incidentally, this could 
also make us reflect on the hypothesis that several millennia ago - 
when in the far north, now plagued by frost, the Holocene Climate 
Optimum (HCO) gave a much more temperate climate than today’s 
(for example, in one locality of the Svalbard islands it was found 
that there was an average temperature of +6°C compared to the 
current one) [20] - a prehistoric civilization could have flourished, 
which subsequently moved further south due to the collapse of 
temperatures, as proposed by the highly cultured Hindu Brahmin 
Bal Gangadhar Tilak [21] at the beginning of the last century. This 
would immediately explain the loss of memory of the original 
meaning of Samson’s foxes, which instead in the far north of 
Europe, as we have just seen, has still remained vivid to the point of 
allowing us to finally resolve this age-old problem.

Conclusion

We have ascertained that the bizarre story of the foxes 
unleashed by Samson with torches tied to their tails in the fields 
of the Philistines, as well as the similar case of the foxes with lit 
tails unleashed in the Circus of ancient Rome, can be explained 
immediately by comparing them with the mythical Fire Fox of 
Finnish mythology, believed to be the cause of the northern lights 
because its tail emits sparks, which corresponds to the fact that in 
the Finnish language the name of the northern lights is revontulet, 
which means “fox fires”. From all this, therefore, it is easy to deduce 
that these foxes with their lit tails represent an extraordinary 
metaphor for the aurora borealis, which when it occurs seems 
to set the night sky on fire with its intense bright, colourful 
and changing reflections. On the other hand, the fact that the 
protagonist of the biblical story concerning those foxes is Samson 
is perfectly consistent with the links that he has both with fire and 
other mythical characters also linked to fire, although belonging to 
distant mythologies.
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