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Preface
What are myths?
We all know what we mean when we use the word 'myth'. The
problem is, different people use the word in many different ways. In
everyday speech a 'myth' is something that is imaginary and untrue.
Indeed, this pejorative sense was exactly what brought the word back
into use in the mid-nineteenth century. Early folklorists defined
folklore as survivals from 'primitive' stages of culture into more
advanced stages. However this meant that 'primitive' societies, such
as native American Indians, could not have folklore in the technical
sense. So 'mythology' was adopted to characterise these living
systems of tales and beliefs of 'primitive' people, and 'folklore' was
reserved for the survival of these systems in civilised societies.
The origins of the word 'myth' reveal yet another different meaning.
The earliest uses of the Greek word mythos are somewhat difficult to
assess but in the Illiad this word and its compounds are used 167
times, almost always to describe a powerful male giving orders or
making boasts. Mythos are performed at length, in public, by a male
in a position of authority. Nowhere are they considered untrue,
symbolic, sacred or such like (Lincoln 1999: 17–18). But later prose
writers such as Herodotus (c.484–424 BCE) begin to tinge mythos
with notions of tall tales and legend. For Plato (c.428–347 BCE)
mythos acquires the sense of things he could not believe, in contrast
to more rational and philosophical concepts, and this is the way the
word was used by later Greeks. (Puhvel 1987: 1)
Early mythologists were not sympathetic to the richness of 'primitive'
cultures, and their ideas seemed to them merely fanciful and 'savage'
– they followed Plato in terming them 'myths'. However before long
such myths were recognised as being of considerable interest,
mythology – the study of myths – took root.
When the whole notion of 'savages', 'primitive cultures' and
'survivals' was demolished in the twentieth century, mythologists
reinvented the meaning of 'myth'. Myths became stories in some way
'sacred' to a society, metaphorical means of conveying 'truths' (or
perceived truths within that society). So myths gave a 'structure' to
the society or group – they explained such matters as the origin and
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organisation of the cosmos, social organisation such as gender and
kingship, and told of deities and heroes.
In the minds of key mythologists, myth became synonymous with
religion. In the formative years of mythology it could be said that
'primitive societies had myths whereas civilised societies had
religion'. However only a small amount of comparative mythology
revealed that Genesis was one among many similar 'mythical'
accounts of creation. The Bible was as much myth as, say, the
Australian Aborigines' Dreamtime.
Many of the leading mythologists of the twentieth century considered
that all myths are religious myths, and myths have a religious
structure and fulfil a religious function. This is the sense in which
myth is commonly used by mythologists today:
Myth … is now recognised as a serious expression of some
sacred truth. (Cooper 1992: iv)
Myth operates by bringing a sacred … past to bear
preemptively on the present and inferentially on the future
… (Puhvel 1987:2)
So we may say that a myth is typically a sacred story …
(Cupitt 1982:29)
A myth is a story that is sacred to a group of people …
(Tarzia 1999:39)
However defining myth by reference to a term – 'sacred' – that has
considerable complexities of its own is less than helpful. 'Myth' is
widely used with these religious and sacred connotations, and as a
consequence this usage will recur throughout this book too.
Nevertheless, this book also explores myths where the epithet
'sacred' seems inappropriate. Myths do not necessarily recount tales
of the origins of the cosmos, gods, rituals, or sacred events. A great
many traditional ones do. A great many modern day myths do not.
If myths provide a 'structure' to how societies think about the world
they often do so by contrasting perceived 'opposites' – the king with
his servants, the rich with the poor, heroes with monsters, gods with
humans, the socially approved with 'outcasts', order with chaos,
constructive with destructive agents and forces, young with old, male
with female, light with dark, and so on.
These 'structures' – a better term for the more complex ones might be
'ideologies' – are elaborated into narratives, that is stories recounting
xiii
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a sequence of events. A single mythical idea can be expressed in
many different ways, and can be interwoven with other mythic
motifs. Societies evolve one or more 'families' of myths, which
change over time and probably have counterparts in other societies.
Myths have a tendency to degenerate into epic legends, ballads, or to
survive only in the attenuated form of 'superstitions', folk customs
and other 'nostalgic' notions.
The origins of myths are invariably with pre-literary or 'oral' societies
which, as Walter Ong has discussed in detail (Ong 1982), differ
greatly from the way thinking evolved after the advent of writing.
Philosophy and science work by inductive or deductive arguments.
In contrast, myth uses narrative to explore such 'abstract' notions as
origins, causes, goals and changes (Hatab 1990; Flood 1996: 27).
Modern-day myths differ greatly from those of oral societies
(although mythic motifs are every bit as prevalent in present day
society, as will be explored in Chapter Fourteen).
What has not changed is that myths are essentially verbal. Mythical
entities may be depicted in pictures, carvings, masks and other iconic
forms. Myths may be alluded to or re-enacted in ceremonial, ritual,
drama, dance, magic and other forms of symbolic activities. But these
images and activities are not, in themselves, myths. Modern myths
find their most fluent expression in the 'non-written' media of
cinema, TV and computer games but, despite the importance of
visual images in these media, the narratives rely greatly on the verbal
aspects of the script and on mythic motifs that are essentially verbal
distinctions rather than purely iconographic.
Myths are deadly serious
Modern mythologists use the term 'myth' without any pejorative
overtones. Indeed, as Jaan Puhvel states:
Myth in the technical sense is a serious object of study,
because true myth is by definition deadly serious to its
originating environment. In myth are expressed the thought
patterns by which a group formulates self-cognition and
self-realization, attains self-knowledge and self-confidence,
explains its own source and being and that of its
surroundings, and sometimes tries to chart its destinies. By
myth man has lived, died and – all too often – killed.
(Puhvel 1987:2)
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Although Puhvel's wording is rather stilted, this is a definition that
suffices to unite the senses in which 'myth' is used in this book
(although Puhvel continues with the statement that myth operates by
bringing a sacred past to bear on the present, which I am less
comfortable with as this fails to recognise that some of the most
powerful present day myths are secular).
I fully concur with the profundity of the final sentence of the
quotation from Puhvel. Myths are not the preserve of primitive
societies but predominate in all cultures. At the time of writing, in
2003, one economically- and militarily-dominant culture is currently
inflicting its simplistic myths on the rest of the world. These myths are
killing and ruining the lives of people in Afghanistan, Palestine, Iraq,
south Asia and numerous other places. Political and economical
myths sharing the same ideologies are being inflicted on every
nation.
Mythology is often considered to be the study of narratives from
people who are well-separated from 'us' in space and/or time.
Indeed, most mythology has been the study of such myths. But we
are missing out on the real importance of mythology if we do not also
consider the myths that are alive and well in modern day 'Western'
cultures. The underlying emphasis of this book is to show that 'old
school' mythology – which associates myths with 'others', distant in
place and/or time – needs to be augmented by approaches that fully
engage with myths as they manifest in almost every aspect of modern
life, secular as well as religious.
Lance Bennett has argued that myths are not so much the contents of
consciousness as deep structures that shape the contents of
consciousness (Bennett 1980). Repeated exposure to myths – or
merely mythic motifs – rather than conscious learning is responsible
for embedding myths into the structure of our consciousnesses. The
consequence of these 'deep structures' is that myths manifest in the
modern world as 'fragmentary references, indirect allusions,
watchwords, slogans, visual symbols, echoes in literature, film,
songs, public ceremonies, and other forms of everyday situations,
often highly condensed and emotionally charged.' (Flood 1996: 84)
In modern society such myths are as likely to be intermeshed with
political ideologies as they are with the notions of the sacred. Indeed,
in today's secular world political myth has almost as much authority
as sacred myths once had. 'Political myths' and 'sacred myths' have
a close affinity, in that they are essentially narrative forms of
xv
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ideology. Despite the close similarities of political myths and sacred
myths, academics still consider that the two cannot be equated; this
will be explored in more detail in Chapter Fourteen.
Mythology, mythography and other definitions
These introductory attempts to 'define' myth are intended only to set
the stage for the more detailed discussions that follow. However, two
further definitions and distinctions are necessary before continuing.
'Mythology' is widely-used as a term for a collection of myths from a
common culture. However the origin of the word means the 'study of
myths' and, to avoid undue confusion, it is in that sense that
'mythology' will be used in this book (except in quotations). This also
implicitly recognises that 'mythology' is usually inappropriate for
describing the myths of a culture, as cultures actually have
mythologies, rather than merely 'one' mythology.
In recognition of this confusion, American mythologists have begun
to refer to the study of myths as 'mythography'. At one level this
makes good sense, as the Concise Oxford English Dictionary states
that a mythographer is a 'compiler of myths'. But the same dictionary
defines mythography as 'the representation of myths in plastic art'
(making mythography a direct counterpart to iconography, the
representation in drawing or paint). So using 'mythography' to mean
the study of myths simply adds confusion for those not previously
familiar with the term.
A word closely related to 'myth' is 'legend'. To mythologists and
folklorists there is a distinction. Legends are set in the modern day
world. They frequently include real people and places, and almost
always describe a single event that often seems to transcend natural
laws. Modern culture has little in the way of a direct equivalent to
traditional myths – best characterised as epic tales, performed to an
audience – but myths and legends permeate popular culture, whether
written or manifesting in films, TV programmes, computer games and
other wholly modern genres. (See Trubshaw 2002 Ch. 5 for a full
discussion of the distinction between myths, legends and tales.)
In this book I will refer to 'societies' and 'cultures'. These are terms of
convenience and used fairly interchangeably. I fully recognise that
such entities cannot be clearly defined, least of all over any
significant period of time.
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The approach of this book
A leading present day mythologist, Robert Segal, astutely stated that
'At least three major questions can be asked of myth: what is its
subject matter, what is its origin, and what is its function?' (Segal
1998: 3) This book attempts to show that the range of subject matter
in myths is not limited to 'religious myths' and 'hero myths', even
though several of the major mythologists of the twentieth century
have left us with this impression. This book makes little attempt to
delve into the origins of myths; this is an intensely academic
undertaking that inevitably dissolves into the oral origins that
characterise all myths. The range of subject matter explored in this
book extends beyond that commonly associated with myths. As a
result the function of myths explored in this book extends beyond the
interests of most twentieth century mythologists. Myths are
embedded in modern thinking every bit as much as they are in
'primitive' societies. We usually fail to notice them simply because
these 'deep structures' are so pervasive, so much of what we consider
'normal' or the 'done thing'.
The structure of this book
In all honesty, this subheading should be 'The unstructure of this
book'. Each chapter provides overviews of different aspects of
mythology, although individual chapters tend to exist rather like
islands, often with little continuity of thought bridging from the end
of one to the start of the next. Indeed, there is not even a common
approach as some chapters deal with recurrent topics in myths and
others deal with approaches to the study of myths (i.e. 'themes in
myths' and 'themes in mythology'). To fit within the confines of this
intentionally concise book, the topics explored in more detail
represent no more than a small sample of the topics that deserve such
emphasis.
Despite these limitations, I hope that by the end of the book the
reader will realise that this is more than an arbitrary collection of
essays, and that ideas explored in one chapter illuminate ideas
approached from a different perspective in another chapter. Crossreferences to other chapters are provided where appropriate.
The retelling of 'traditional' myths occupies a substantial amount of
shelf space in bookshops and libraries. The popularity of such books
is reflected by the equivalent quantity of myths on the Internet. The
sheer quantity of such material has made it impossible to offer easy
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assistance for further reading. Searching the catalogues of online
booksellers or entering relevant key words into search engines will
provide up-to-date information in a way that a printed book never
can.
This book is intended to be a companion work to Explore Folklore
(Trubshaw 2002) and the overlap of material has been kept to a
minimum.
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1: Pioneers of mythology
The earliest known mythologists date back to the fifth century BCE,
when Greek philosophers such as Herodotus and Plato questioned
prevailing beliefs in their own culture's myths. Some of the more
profound Christian writers, such as St Augustine, were interested in
the myths of pre-Christian cultures. However, their 'agenda' was far
from neutral and there is a big difference between the 'collecting' and
inevitable dismissal of non-Christian world views with what we now
think of as mythology. The first notable mythologist who we know by
name is Snorri Sturluson (1179–1241). He collected and edited
Icelandic lore; in this he was following a precedent set by the Danish
historian Saxo Grammaticus (c.1150–c.1220). However Sturluson
notably suggested that the Norse deities were based on human
heroes whose great deeds have given them divine status.
Interest in Greek and Roman myths was revived during the European
Renaissance of the fourteenth to sixteenth centuries and a knowledge
of Classical myths became an essential part of a gentleman's
education. By the eighteenth century, the Age of Enlightenment led to
myths being regarded as irrational, although the pendulum swung far
the other way with the Romantic movement of the nineteenth
century. This formative period for what is now regarded as mythology
has been well described by Burton Feldman and Robert Richardson
(1972).
Around this time pioneer folklorists and mythologists were emerging.
They collected traditional European and Scandinavian myths,
legends and lore, then went on to take an interest in the cultures of
the countries that were steadily being colonised. Although the
collecting and publishing of myths was undertaken by a wide range
of people, often specialists in particular regions, the more theoretical
study of these myths has been dominated by a succession of highprofile men, each of whom imparted a very personal vision of what
mythology should be. The history of mythology is, to a large extent, a
history of the lives of these men.
Müller, Lang, Tylor and Frazer
The first such luminary was Friedrich Max Müller (1823–1900).
Although he can be considered as the father of what we now know
1
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as anthropology, his name is mostly associated with a long-sinceabandoned theory of 'solar' myth, which suggested that myths
explained solar and weather phenomena in an 'anthropomorphic'
manner. Over time people forgot that these were poetic metaphors
and came to believe in supernatural beings. These views were first
published in 1856 and were more-or-less fully formed by 1864.
Müller found an early adversary in Andrew Lang (1844–1912) who
instead regarded myths as 'cultural fossils'. Richard Dorson has
summarised these debates in his essay on 'the eclipse of solar
mythology' (Dorson 1965).
Lang not only contested Müller's views but made an immense
contribution to the study of folklore and mythology. In particular, he
showed the importance of ethnographic comparisons. 'Comparative
mythology' went on to become the dominant approach although, as
we shall see later, some of the key proponents were more compilers
than comparators.
Sir Edward Burnett Tylor (1832–1917) was also prominent at this
time. He initially supported Müller's solar myth theory but went on to
suggest that myths were survivals of 'child-like' beliefs about the
world. This was taken up by other authors, such as Francis Cornford
(1874–1943), and some academics continued to support this notion
until the 1970s. More usefully, Tylor recognised that the processes by
which myths are recalled and passed on from one generation to
another, especially in societies where writing is not the main means
of transmission, is a key factor in understanding the content of the
myths. Perhaps even more importantly, Tylor can be regarded as the
father of what would later come to be regarded as the 'cognitive
processes' of mythologising.
The most influential of all the people active in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries was a reclusive Cambridge don who, in
1890, published the first volume of a vast opus. By the time Sir James
Frazer died in 1941 this work, The Golden Bough, was a household
name. Frazer's approach is broadly that of comparative mythology,
although the lack of academic rigour makes it more a mix-and-match
of material that fitted his interests in fertility myths. He attempts to
argue that the 'myth' of the crucifixion and resurrection derives from
a once-universal custom of a sacred king who reigned for a set term
and was then sacrificed. Sadly, apart from a dubious example from
Sudan, Frazer was never able to identify a sacred king of this kind.
The multi-volume 'evidence' was a smoke screen for this crucial
failure. Indeed, as Ronald Hutton notes (1991: 326) Frazer was never
2
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accepted by most of the historians and theologians of his day. But he
was accepted by the public. And he inspired such leading writers as
T.S. Eliot, D.H. Lawrence and Robert Graves. The Golden Bough cast
a shadow over both folklore and mythology that can still be
discerned, especially in more popular accounts.
Ethnology on a sound footing
In the early decades of the twentieth century anthropologists and
mythologists struggled to rid themselves of the ethnocentric biases
that were all-too-prevalent in previous studies. Bronislaw
Malinowski, Franz Boas, Julius Krohn and A.R. Radcliffe-Brown are
among the leading names in this attempt to put ethnology on a sound
footing. For those who wish to pursue this further, Regna Darnell
(1974) provides a useful introduction to the history of anthropology,
and Marilyn Strathern (1987) looks specifically at how Malinowski
influenced British anthropology and mythology, not least the extreme
contrast between his approach and that of Frazer.
Bronislaw Malinowski (1884–1942) was the only one of these to deal
extensively with myths. His ideas first emerged in print in 1922 with
Argonauts of the Western Pacific, which discussed the myths of the
Trobriand islanders off the coast of New Guinea. Trobriand myths are
generally less problematical to interpret than those of many other
societies; Malinowski's prior assumption that 'primitive' cultures did
not include abstract ideas in their myths made his interpretation even
easier.
Malinowski claimed that myths are intimately linked to rituals,
although his own evidence poorly supports this view. Sadly,
Malinowski's great standing in anthropology meant that his overlysimplified understanding of myths was widely applied. For a great
many anthropologists of the mid-twentieth century myths not only
implied ritual, but myth and ritual were effectively one and the same.
The reality is rather that ritual is fairly incidental to the great majority
of myths. However what has not been rejected is Malinowski's
recognition that myths provide the framework for customs and
'rituals' in the widest sense.
Malinowski and most of his contemporaries have come to be
regarded as 'functionalists'. Their ideas are now regarded as generally
rather simplistic, although such criticisms do not detract from their
importance in putting mythology 'on the map' of serious academic
debate.
3

Explore Mythology
Georges Dumézil (1898–1986)
From the late 1930s until his death the French academic Georges
Dumézil produced a substantial body of literature aimed at
demonstrating how the myths and society of Indo-European peoples
embodied an idealised social hierarchy of 'three functions'. This
tripartite structure can be summarised as:
1: religious sovereignty, notably in its magical and legal aspects;
2: physical force, notably that of the warrior;
3: fertility, notably in its erotic and agricultural aspects.
Dumézil's ideas have been strongly contested – it is easy to accuse
him of trying to fit the facts to a succinct theory. Nevertheless a
number of scholars have found his ideas to be a useful basis for
further elaboration, notably Jaan Puhvel and Bruce Lincoln. Chapter
Four explores these approaches to Indo-European mythology further.
Claude Lévi-Strauss (born 1908)
For all that Indo-European cultures, and their myths, came to
dominate in most parts of Europe and adjoining regions, there are a
great many other cultures besides (as anthropologists such as
Malinowski and Boas had already shown). In recent decades there
has been some attempt to see if Dumézilian theories also fit nonIndo-European myths, but with little agreement.
However the idea of cultures embodying an underlying structure was
to reach its apogee in the works of another French scholar, Claude
Lévi-Strauss. Unlike Dumézil's three-fold structure, Lévi-Strauss
proposed a binary distinction. Whereas Dumézil considered that his
ideas were only valid for Indo-European cultures, Lévi-Strauss
regarded his as universal. He was, in part at least, inspired by the
work of the pioneer Russian folklorist, Vladimir Propp, after his book
The Morphology of the Folktale was published in English in 1958
(thirty years after its appearance in Russian). Propp offers his own
pioneering structuralist analysis of 'wonder tales', such as fairy tales.
Lévi-Strauss's main ideas are conveyed in a book that appeared in
1962 as La Pensée Sauvage (the English translation appeared as The
Savage Mind in 1966), although the earliest forms of his ideas had
appeared in print, in English and French, in the mid-1950s.
Lévi-Strauss's theories famously draw a distinction between the
motifs of 'raw' and 'cooked' in folktales and legends. He actually
4
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takes several hundred pages to make a linked series of dualisms, so
that raw is to cooked as culture is to nature, profane is to sacred and
silence is to noise. Edmund Leach illustrates this concisely:
'In classical mythology thunder (noise) expresses the anger
of Zeus (sacred) whose drink is nectar, a distillation of
(fresh) flowers (Nature).'
(Leach 1970: 85)
As William Doty observes 'It is striking how many myths reflect
societal polarities: rich:poor, servant:king, hero:monster, chaos:order,
male:female, older:younger, light:darkness, destructive:constructive,
socially approved:socially disapproved, gods:humans …' (Doty
2000: 331). In many respects human thought inherently creates
dualistic distinctions, so it is perhaps inevitable that social structures
can be readily reduced to binary distinctions. Instead of this
'simplistic' reductionism, Lévi-Strauss attempted to show that these
dualistic distinctions in lore and myth revealed 'intertwined' social
structures of deeper significance.
People retelling myths usually will be unaware of the abstract 'deeper
levels' of meaning attributed to the myths by Lévi-Strauss. This is
probably quite valid – most people reading Genesis do not
consciously 'deconstruct' the relationships between men and women
and between humans and God that are embodied in the tale.
Lévi-Strauss's 'structuralism' was for a number of years widely
discussed in anthropology and other social sciences, only to be
widely dismissed. As early as 1970 deeply-critical assessments of
Lévi-Strauss were appearing. As Mandelbaum (1987), Webster (1995:
470–5), Dundes (1997) and Coupe (1997: 146–55) have all
suggested, there is a fatal flaw in the underlying basis of Lévi-Strauss's
structuralist theories. Underneath the dualisms Lévi-Strauss detects in
the symbolism of myths, there is an implicit fundamental dualism as
he considers that the human intellect can be considered quite
independently of the human organism. This ideology is ultimately
unsupportable, as George Lakoff and Mark Johnson have explored in
Philosophy in the Flesh: The embodied mind and its challenge to
Western thought (1999). They argue that the mind cannot be
independent from the input of the body's senses. This is revealed by
the way human language approaches more abstract ideas through
metaphors that derive directly from the experience of the physical
world. For instance we express understanding through such figures of
speech as 'I see what you mean', 'I hear what you're saying', 'I've got
5
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a feel for that now', 'I've got a grasp on it all', 'That's put things in
their place'. Lakoff and Johnson's ideas of the 'embodied mind' are
explored further in Chapters Three and Thirteen.
With hindsight, Lévi-Strauss's notable contribution was to alert
mythologists to the ability for myths to convey complex abstract
thinking, contrary to Malinowski's assertions. Where Lévi-Strauss
differs from later theorists is that he sees myths as essentially static,
part of a closed system in which the same mythical elements are
combined over and over again.
Mercia Eliade (1907–1986)
If Malinowski's views can be reduced to myths being synonymous
with ritual, then Mercia Eliade's view was that myths are synonymous
with religion. He was not the first to make this misleading assertion.
Lewis Spence's popular Introduction to Mythology (1921) adopted
the stance that myths are mostly about religious beliefs, especially
those associated with the origins of the cosmos.
Eliade was a Romanian whose political views prevented him
returning there after the end of the Second World War and he settled
in America. His reputation was built on three books – The Myth of
the Eternal Return (published in French in 1949 and in English in
1954), Patterns in Comparative Religion (published in French in 1949
and in English in 1958) and The Sacred and the Profane (1959). Their
key themes are sacred space and time, as is Myth and Reality (1963).
These are broken down into notions of beginning (what Eliade terms
ab origine and in illo tempore); repetition and cyclical time in
cosmogonic myths as opposed to history; and the renewal of time or
the abolition of profane time in New Year and initiatory scenarios.
Indian myths and philosophies of time especially interested Eliade.
Eliade especially emphasises the role of myths as they set
exemplary models for societies, and hence he emphasises
their contributions to later self-understanding. Humans
understand themselves, in mythological terms, as having
been constituted by events that happened in the primal
times; and by recollecting myths and reenacting them in
rituals, one becomes contemporary with the powerful time
of the beginnings once again.
(Doty 2000: 97)
The leading expositor of Eliade's ideas, Douglas Allen, states:
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As influential as Eliade was as a scholar of myth and
religion, he has remained extremely controversial. Indeed,
many scholars, especially those in social sciences, have
completely ignored or vigorously attacked Eliade's
scholarship on myth and religion as methodologically
uncritical, subjective, and unscientific. Critics charge that
Eliade is guilty of uncritical universal generalisations; reads
all sorts of 'profound' mythic and religious meanings into
his data; ignored rigorous scholarly procedures of
verification; and interjects all sorts of unjustified, personal,
metaphysical, and ontological assumptions and judgements
into his scholarship.
(Allen 1998: xi)
Bearing in mind that Allen takes a 'neutral' stance overall, it is not
surprising that a number of overviews of the mythology make little
mention of Eliade's ideas. Those that do tend to be as tersely
dismissive as G.S. Kirk:
The uncritical nature of much of Eliade's work is illustrated
by his assumption [in Eliade 1954:3] that the original
aboriginal Australians, as well as the ancient
Mesopotamians, must in all likelihood have possessed
concepts of 'being', 'non-being', 'real', and 'becoming',
even if they did not have words for them…
(Kirk 1970: 255 n3)
One of the problems is that sharing Eliade's views on myths requires
sharing his views on the study of religion. These include his
insistence that to judge religious or metaphysical phenomena one
must believe in the existence of such phenomena. Furthermore Eliade
has his own views on symbolism that distanced him from
increasingly sophisticated discussions about such matters among
humanities scholars in the 1970s and 1980s.
There are serious problems inherent in Eliade's statement about the
way myths, once created, take on an independent existence:
For a symbolism does not depend upon being understood;
it remains consistent in spite of every corruption and
preserves its structure even when it has long been forgotten,
as witness those pre-historic symbols whose meaning is lost
for thousands of years to be 'rediscovered' later.
(Eliade 1958: 450)
7
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The absurdity of some 'perfect meaning' hanging around in
perpetuity to be 'perfectly rediscovered' by another culture with
entirely different concerns and concepts of belief is, I hope, selfapparent. Perhaps Eliade was led astray by Carl Jung's belief that
'Nothing to which the psyche belongs or which is part of the psyche
is ever lost. To live fully, we have to reach down and bring back to
life the deepest levels of the psyche from which our present
consciousness has evolved.' (Jung 1960).
Elaide's work is characterised by 'nostalgia for the sacred'. 'The
appeal as well as the weakness of Eliadeanism lay in… a
combination of vagueness and an evocative romantic style.' (Ellwood
1999: 79; 112)
Given that Eliade's ideas are suspect, his style of writing is obtuse,
and that he failed to respond to his many critics, it would be
reasonable to assume that his ideas would have had rather limited
viability. But, somewhat akin to Frazer's The Golden Bough, Eliade's
views became influential outside the author's disciplines rather than
within them.
René Girard (born 1923)
Within the realms of academic mythology, René Girard ranks as the
leading figure of the 1970s and 1980s. Born in France, but long
resident in the United States, Girard began as a literary critic although
his writings are primarily about myths. His interests centre on biblical
myths, although his critiques encompass structuralism,
psychoanalysis and modern culture.
Three key ideas permeate Girard's work. The first is that humans
copy their desires from other people; he terms this 'mimetic desire'.
The second idea is that cultural and social order originates from acts
of unanimous, sacrificial violence against innocent victims, or
'scapegoats'. Such scenarios form the core of a number of early
myths, which Girard analyses to support his assertion. The third idea
is that Christianity transcends these early 'scapegoat' myths.
Girard's work has been met with a wide range of criticisms. Richard
Golsen (1993) has provided a useful summary of his ideas and his
critics. Girard's approach to mythology is mainly of interest to
students of early myths, and especially those related to Christianity.
His concept of 'mimetic desire' is timeless but, if it is valid, it is as a
'literal' psycho-social phenomena underlying all human behaviour
rather than a mythic motif. Girard restricts his discussion of this
8
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supposed underlying trait to the symbolism of myths, but the
accuracy or otherwise of this suggestion is best assessed by
considering 'real world' human activity, rather than that depicted in
myths.
Unlike many other mythologists, Girard's work is known only among
fellow academics. Despite a fairly high profile status in the 1970s and
1980s, outside the realms of specialist biblical scholarship his work
has not had any significant followers in more recent decades.
Sigmund Freud (1865–1939)
Psychology and mythology have long been close bedfellows, at least
outside academe. Sigmund Freud used myths to help understand
sexual anxiety and conflict, notably a take on Oedipus that is nothing
if not imaginative. This is not the place for a detailed discussion of
why Freud's writing ranks as myth-making, a smoke screen for selfaggrandisement. In his book Eros and Civilisation (1956), Herbert
Marcuse was one of the first to publicly challenge Freud's ideas.
Marcuse contradicted Freud's premises by arguing that it was society
that made people repressed, whereas Freud believed repression was
an innate aspect of human minds. Thomas Szasz's The Myth of
Psychotherapy (1978) is more wide-ranging in its scathing attacks on
Freud's ideas and legacy. Richard Webster provided an even more
thorough demolition of the Freudian edifice in his substantial book,
Why Freud was Wrong (Webster 1995).
René Girard was one of the first mythologists to look critically at
Freud's attempts at interpreting myths. For instance, in Violence and
the Sacred (Girard 1977) he regards Oedipus as a scapegoat for a
society hiding from itself the causes of an internal crisis. As Walter
Ong has argued (Ong 1982), the characters in Greek tragedies and
other myths lack 'depth'. Through them crises are 'externalised'.
Only with the development of the novel in the eighteenth century do
we begin to see 'internalisation' of crises. By Freud's day such
dramatic 'internalisation' had been fully developed in novels. But
attempting to read such sophisticated modern ideas of
characterisation into earlier literary forms, especially as far back as
Greek tragedies, is entirely anachronistic.
Freud was using Classical myths in an attempt to understand human
thinking, yet his work, and that of his followers, ranks as perhaps the
most pervasive example of myth-making in the twentieth century.
Nevertheless, influential American folklorists of the 1970s reflected
9
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this myth-making back on itself and applied Freudian analysis in an
attempt to understand traditional tales. In other words they tried to
use a myth based on myths to understand myths. One of the most
influential was Bruno Bettelheim's study of fairy tales, The Uses of
Enchantment (1976). For reasons that can only be considered
incompatible with the generally-sound scholarship of these
folklorists, they sustained interest in Freud's ideas into the 1980s,
long past their sell-by date.
However mythologists seem to have been more discerning than
folklorists. Among recent overviews of mythology, only Laurence
Coupe and William Doty devote an extended discussion to Freud
(Coupe 1997:125–33; Doty 2000 Ch. 6). Coupe's interest is entirely
justified as he is approaching mythology through the eyes of literary
criticism, and Freud influenced a number of twentieth century
authors. Doty dodges delightfully between fundamental criticisms of
the Freudian approach and the nuggets of insight revealed by
Freudian and post-Freudian researchers. However it should be
emphasised that Doty, like Alan Dundes who has also adopted
Freudian-inspired analyses of myths, is critical of those who restrict
their interpretation to any one arbitrary analysis. In other words,
Freudian insights can at best be only one among many ways of
approaching myths.
Freud was correct in supposing that the study of myth can help
understand human thinking. However such understanding comes
from a far wider range of approaches to myths than those
countenanced by Freud.
Carl Jung (1875–1961)
Freud's one-time protégé Carl Jung took even more interest in myths
than his mentor. But, again, Jung was less interested in understanding
myths than using myths in an attempt to understand human thinking.
Jung especially sought to understand the impulse for sacred meaning,
and support for his beliefs in the existence of a 'collective
unconscious', common to all people.
Jung's approach to myths emphases imagery over words, just as
Jungian psychology goes beyond Freudian approaches, by attempting
to understand the images of the unconscious rather than just the
verbal language of the unconscious. Furthermore, while Freud's
awareness of myths was mostly limited to Classical Greek and
Roman myths, with all the ethnocentric bias that this implies, Jung's
awareness of myths was more inclusive, although still predominately
10
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Indo-European. Somewhat ahead of his time, he did not regard myths
as 'primitive' but rather as a supreme achievement of humankind.
For all that Jung asserted the frequent and universal occurrence of key
symbolism, no convincing evidence has ever been presented . His
ideas have to be accepted as an act of faith. According to Jung, the
'collective unconscious' is instinctive and pre-cultural. From it come
archetypes, which manifest in dreams and myths. In a mystical
manner, these archetypes operate independently of man's conscious
mind. Since the archetypes exist a priori, man does not invent them
but simply inherits or receives them.
… several of Jung's archetypes are so general - the great
mother, the child, the wise old man, etc. – that they
probably are very widespread and maybe even universal. It
is hard to imagine a culture which has no image of a
mother figure. But even if a general mother image were
universal, there would be no need to postulate that such an
image was part of one's genetic inheritance. That image
might be acquired through the mediation of culture.…
There is unquestionably a mystical, anti-intellectual aspect
of Jung's thought. Since the archetypes are part of the
collective unconscious, they cannot, Jung maintains, ever
be made fully conscious. They are therefore not completely
susceptible to rational definition or analysis.
(Dundes 1984: 244–5)
Jung uses the universal themes of myths as evidence for his notions of
the collective unconscious. This seems to chop away an alarmingly
high proportion of other possible functions that myths clearly serve,
and which will be explored in the later chapters of this book.
Jung looked to myths as support for his idealist model of psychology
and the 'harmonious society' underlying this idealism. He is
interested in a 'static' ideal that can be discerned in the symbolism of
myths and not the 'dynamic' life of mythic motifs and narratives. As
William Doty coyly states, 'To be fair to Jung, we must note that he
wrote before the development of modern structuralism or semiotics.'
(Doty 2000: 203)
I have tried to be fair to Jung too. I have tried to digest several recent
studies of Jung – William Doty's chapter on Jung in Mythography
(2000: Ch. 7), Robert Segal's Jung on Mythology (1998), and Steven
Walker's Jung and the Jungians on Myth (2001). Despite these
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writers' qualified enthusiasm for Jung, they have failed to convince
me that Jung's complex myths about myths provide an ultimately
satisfying insight into human psychology, still less into mythology.
Jung's ideas have never become a significant part of the multidisciplinary approaches to understanding human consciousness that
have developed during the last ten years. The reasons for this have
much to do with the untestable nature of Jung's underlying beliefs.
Nevertheless, Jung's influence cannot be ignored as popular interest
in myths owes a great deal to his writings and those inspired by him.
Jung's followers
Despite the popular appeal of Jung's seductive elaborations about
myths, generally they have failed to convince academic mythologists.
Most of the Jungians who have developed Jung's ideas on myths,
such as Erich Neumann (1905–60), Marie-Louise von Franz (1915–
98) and James Hillmann (born 1926), have been primarily
psychologists with a particular interest in mythology.
Neumann's significant contribution was to expand greatly Jung's
archetype of the Great Mother, especially the development of this
'meta-myth' over time (Neumann 1949; 1955). At the time his views
were seen as a radical critique of male intellectual consciousness.
Von Franz famously made Jungian explorations of fairy tales and, in
the process, also increased the importance of the 'old woman'
archetype.
James Hillman has perhaps made the best of a Jungian approach to
myths. Although Hillman was a Jungian analyst, his approach to
myths has more in common with literary criticism. He believes that
by telling mythical stories about our lives we can 'direct fantasy into
organised, deeply life-giving psychological patterns' (Hillman 1975:
3). As such he was following closely in the footsteps of Joseph
Campbell (see next section), whose book Myths to Live By had
appeared in 1973. For Hillman, myths are 'living images' in the
processes of the psyche. Myths are most powerful and
psychologically-beneficial when they polytheistically embrace gods
and goddesses, rather than the monotheistic emphasis of JudaeoChristian myths. Around 1990 a number of books, such as Iron John
and Women Who Run with the Wolves, adopt (intentionally or
otherwise) a similar approach to Hillman and achieved considerably
popularity; these will be discussed later in the chapter.
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Unlike these Jungians who were primarily psychologists, Carl Kerényi
(1897–1973) was primarily a mythologist. His interests were
restricted to Greek mythology and the titles of some of his books
reveal how Jungian interpretations were key: Athene: Virgin and
mother in Greek religion; Dionysos: Archetypal image of
indestructible life; Eleusis: Archetypal image of mother and daughter;
Asklepios: Archetypal image of the physician's existence; Zeus and
Hera: Archetypal image of father, husband, and wife. Despite the
number of books written by Kerényi he is rarely cited by later
mythologists and has had little influence on popular perceptions of
myths.
The current generation of mythologists who have taken an interest in
Jung (such as William Doty and Robert A. Segal) seemingly regard
him as worthy of study mostly because Jung's views have had wide
appeal outside of academe. But, when reading recent books by
mythologists about Jung, there seems to be little interest in applying
Jungian-inspired approaches to the study of myths. Somewhat in
contrast, Steven Walker has combined a 'believer's perspective' on
Jung's psychology with his background in comparative literature to
offer an up to date overview of Jung's contribution to the study of
myths (Walker 2001). However, prior belief in the validity of
archetypes and other Jungian concepts is a perquisite of much of his
argument.
Jung is of interest as an imposing figure of the past, and one of the
most influential myth-makers of the twentieth century. But his
approach to mythology now seems lacking in focus and too
dependent on his own mythic concepts, such as archetypes and
the collective unconscious.
Joseph Campbell (1904–87)
Of all the writers inspired by Jung, Joseph Campbell has the greatest
popular appeal. Campbell made his mark with The Hero with a
Thousand Faces, published in 1949 and, like Frazer, attempted to
mask the lack of quality in his thinking with the sheer quantity of
words in the multi-volume The Masks of God (1959–68). His
popularity was renewed when he assisted George Lucas in the
characterisation of Star Wars (1977), regarded by many as the
defining mythology of our time, 'comparable to the role of Arthurian
fantasy in Victorian England or Wagner's heroes in Wilhelmine
Germany.' (Ellwood 1999: 128). In America he became all but a
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household name when, after his death, a six-part television interview
with Bill Moyers was broadcast.
Campbell's popularity outside academe is matched only by terse
dismissal from within. Campbell's mythology is steeped in mysticism
and obfuscation – although he borrows terminology from Jung he
does not use these ideas with Jung's (comparative) precision.
Although Jungian ideas of archetypes are a key part of Campbell's
approach, his approach is too eclectic to be considered Jungian, as is
sometimes suggested.
In fact, it is difficult to know just what [Campbell] is talking
about when he refers to myth, so diffused is his usage, so
varied are his claims. He loosely holds his understanding of
mythology together through his oft-repeated claim that
traditional mythology has functions relating to four realms
of being... The mystical and the psychological functions,
rooted in human ontology and biology, have remained
relatively constant through the ages and across cultures...
Thus his claims about the consistent, archetypal quality of
myths tend to refer to the mystical and psychological
functions, while his comments about the protean, fluid
nature of myths tend to refer to the cosmological and
sociological functions.
Because his notions of the myth are so fluid, internal
contradictions crop up.
(Gulick 1990: 35)
Marc Manganaro regards Campbell as
… guilty of freeze-dried reductionism, logocentric oneness,
arbitrary interpretation of facts chopped from context,
evolutionary ritualism, and ethnocentric valorizing of
Western power. His appeal is caused by his "comparativist
rhetorical authority, in the genealogy traced from Frazer,
that organised the myriad voices of comparative cultures
into the one authorial chord". "Mythic occurrences... are
detached from historical processes and become elementary
semiotic entities, symbols to be read". "Campbell's
'synthetic' master-myth ignores cultural holism in the
colossal authorial effort of fitting together a piecework
universalism" – precisely part of the modernist "finding an
answer to everything" project, but it deconstructs as "an
ethnocentric valorization of Western power mechanisms"
14
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(Doty 2000: 144–7, citing Manganaro 1992: 152; 163; 166;
175)
For Campbell, 'myth seemed to be a rather disembodied, timeless
story of eternal human significance. It might happen to come from
here or there, but in the final analysis all myths are equal and
interchangeable – with the possible exception of "the Yahweh cult"
upon which the Judaic-Christian-Islamic tradition is based, and
which Campbell clearly disliked.' (Ellwood 1999: 130)
In The Hero with a Thousand Faces (1949),
Campbell delineates what he terms a monomyth (the term
borrowed from James Joyce's Finnegan's Wake). A
monomyth supposedly refers to a standard cross-cultural
hero pattern. Although Campbell does mention Otto Rank's
The Myth of the Birth of the Hero (1909) in one footnote,
he fails to refer to most of the earlier scholarly
considerations of the hero pattern… Campbell constructs a
composite hero pattern based on bits and pieces from many
different myths and legends. No one legend is analysed in
full. For each proclaimed element in the pattern, Campbell
adduces several examples.
(Dundes 1984: 256)
Then I realised how oddly exclusive Campbell's scholarship
was: he almost never cited contemporary academic studies
in the field, and seldom a journal essay, yet returned
repeatedly to earlier figures such as Adolf Bastian and
Arthur Schopenhauer – figures each important in his own
way, but not considered particularly important in later
psychology or philosophy...'
(Doty 2000: 309)
Campbell's universal generalisations are, superficially at least,
seductive. He has become, especially in America, the best-known
populariser of mythology. But, so far, the profound criticisms of his
approach have failed to achieve anything like the same wider
awareness.
'Nothing but psychology'
Freud, Jung and Campbell have been hugely influential in raising
awareness of mythology outside academe. But, in the final analysis,
their works are less about the study of myths than the creation of
mythical systems of their own. Rather than explaining the
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complexities of their subject matter (the workings of the human mind;
mythical systems) they create complex 'descriptions' which, by
almost any definition of the term 'myth', are elaborate myths. (This
observation can be made about a number of other human
endeavours that would not ordinarily be labelled 'myths', as will be
explored in Chapter Thirteen and Fourteen.)
The imagery of traditional myths can be readily reduced to 'nothing
but' psychology, as rather too many popular writers have
demonstrated. Modern minds can only accept that there are spiritual
entities, or a heaven and hell, if their reality is 'psychological'.
However neither Jung nor Freud regarded myths from such
reductionist 'nothing but' stances; on the contrary, in their attempts to
understand human thinking they were assuming (but not providing
evidence for) the independent viability of myths.
The modern 'nothing but psychological' approach creates a huge
discontinuity with non-western thinking. Traditional myths were told
and heard by people who accepted that what was being described
was in some way 'real', albeit in some way 'other' to everyday
reality. Although in Chapters Three and Thirteen there will be a
discussion of how the human mind constructs abstract ideas from
deeply-nested systems of metaphors, this has a different basis to
'nothing but psychology' reductionism.
Mythology and politics
Campbell, like Eliade and Jung, thought that rediscovering the
meaning in ancient myths could help solve personal and social
problems of the tumultuous mid-twentieth century. The past seemed
in some ways preferable to the present. Myths could be unravelled to
reveal a 'timeless truth' that the advances of modernism had
concealed.
By the early twenty-first century, such thoughts seem idealistic and
fundamentally reactionary. There is more to this than some loose
links to the ideologies of right-wing politics. Campbell, Eliade, Jung
and Dumézil have all been accused of anti-Semitism and, in some
cases, of Nazi sympathies. After the Second World War such
opinions are generally absent from their published work. Only in the
case of Campbell is there clear and repeated evidence of antiSemitism (Segal 1992; Ellwood 1999: 162); this was also combined
with a strongly expressed anti-English stance (Ellwood 1999: 164).
'One is left with an unpleasant feeling of something very narrow
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lurking within the broad mind of the world-scanning mythologist.'
(Ellwood 1999: 164)
The underlying ideologies of the 'big names' of mid-twentieth
mythology can readily be regarded as reactionary, right of centre,
and favouring an idealistic 'lost golden age' over the reality of
modern life. Such views are, of course, very much a part of modern
life too, whether manifesting as the New Age movement or in longestablished right-wing political factions. As will be explored in more
detail in Chapter Fourteen, mythology cannot be readily separated
from political and religious ideologies.
Wild Men and Wild Women
The study of myths during the twentieth century was dominated by
several 'alpha males'. It should be no surprise therefore that since the
1970s a number of writers have rewritten classic fairy tale and myths
from a feminist perspective, starting with Angela Carter's The Bloody
Chamber (1979). Susan Seller's Myth and Fairy Tale in Contemporary
Women's Fiction (2001) surveys this territory.
A group of twenty-one women authors led by Carolyne Larrington
brought together The Feminist Companion to Mythology in 1992.
Thankfully 'feminism' here does not denote the more polemical
approaches but reflects the special emphasis on the identity and
function of female mythical figures. Immediately prior to this, in
1991, Anne Baring and Jules Cashford had published their massive
study of The Myth of the Goddess. The quantity of information is
impressive and thankfully their interests in Jungian analysis do not
detract significantly from the scholarship. The goddess was the
subject of a further academic study in 1996, with a collection of
essays (mostly by female researchers) brought together by Sandra
Billington and Miranda Green as The Concept of the Goddess.
No sooner had women begun reclaiming a feminist approach to
myths, the so-called 'Men's Movement' adopted a Jungian-inspired
self-help approach to liberating repressed aspects of men's personas,
with Robert Bly's Iron John (1990), in which a Wild Man mentor
reinterprets one of the Grimm's fairy tales, achieving best-seller
status. Simultaneously, Robert Moore and Douglas Gillette also
found favour within the Men's Movement with their similarlyinspired book King Warrior Magician Lover: Rediscovering the
archetypes of the mature masculine (1990). These were followed by
a flood of books from writers rooted in alternative spiritualities and
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counter-cultures; see Simon Heywood (1998: 10–11) and Dick Leith
(1998) for overviews.
Predictably enough, a female Jungian analyst, Clarissa Pinkola Estes,
considered that a fictionalised Wild Woman could empower women
too, and her Women Who Run with the Wolves (1992) succeeded
Iron John in the best seller lists. Subsequently Gertrud Mueller
Nelson's Here All Dwell Free (1999) also sought to soothe the
wounded feminine. A collection of such 'sacred' stories claimed to
have the power to transform and heal, written by leading authors in
this field, was compiled by Charles and Anne Simpkinson (1993).
Critiques of myth studies
As the over-concise summaries in this chapter have suggested, none
of the approaches to mythology that came into prominence during
the twentieth century can be regarded as the One True Way.
Back in 1970, G.S.Kirk was complaining that 'nearly all modern
anthropological work on myths suffers from its smallness of scale,
which prevents it from adequately considering the essential
preliminaries of classification and definition … ' (Kirk 1970:6). Kirk
was not criticising the need for 'nitty gritty' studies themselves, as this
is the process by which any discipline elucidates finer and finer
detail. The problem is that the details all-too-often risk being added to
a ramshackle ruin with foundations that are little more substantial
than clouds.
This is somewhat surprising since several decades have elapsed since
postmodernist approaches to humanities asserted that what we 'see'
depends on where we are situated. Different 'viewpoints' emerge,
each relating to the prior assumptions of the researcher. Yet one
could read a large number of academic papers on myths and be
unaware that such concerns had been neglected.
Way back in 1958 Stith Thompson humorously pointed out the
weaknesses single-theory approaches. In a similar vein Elli Köngäs
Maranda published a paper in 1973 showing how five different
theories could be used to interpret the same Melanesian myth. A
leading American folklorist, Alan Dundes, attempted to show the
diversity of theoretical approaches to myth in the collections of
essays (originally published in the 1920s, 50s, 60s and 70s) which he
brought together with the title Sacred Narrative: Readings in the
theory of myth (Dundes 1984). Dundes provides prefatory remarks to
each essay that help to contextualise the authors' approaches, and in
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so doing offers an overview of mid-twentieth century approaches to
myth.
Writers of the mid-twentieth century who took a broad view of
mythology, such as Jung, Eliade and Dumézil, may have attained a
status akin to that of mythical heroes within academe. Frankly their
legacy to the study of myth has been the weaknesses of their ideas,
rather than their strengths. Thanks to them myth is now equated with
ritual, religion and the sacred. Although no fault of these academics,
the popularist writers inspired by them have swamped non-academic
publications with mystical psycho-babble.
One person who does not share many of these criticisms of the 'great
men' of twentieth century mythology is one of the few women to
have made the study of myths a major part of her academic career.
Hilda Ellis Davidson (born 1914) has specialised in the detailed study
of north European myths, starting with The Road to Hel (1943) and,
after a number of important studies, culminating with The Lost Beliefs
of Northern Europe (1993). Davidson was also a prominent member
of the Folklore Society and, during the 1970s, instigated some longoverdue reappraisals of the way British folklore is best studied. Her
work is typified by a detailed look at the 'evidence' and a refusal to
make this evidence fit into a meta-theory. Instead in her later work
she recognises the complexity of beliefs associated with the myths.
The start of the concluding chapter to The Lost Beliefs of Northern
Europe provide an excellent example of her approach:
It is clear that there can never have been one simple period
in early religion to which we can confidently look back, a
golden age of well-established ritual shared by all
communities in the early days, as scholars once believed.
There cannot be one simple key to the understanding of
systems of belief; all religions must be subject to change
and development over a vast period of time, influenced by
both enemies and neighbours, and by the differing needs of
the people as their way of life changed… A detailed historic
survey is necessary to check the tendency to depend on one
prevailing theory…
(Davidson 1993: 160)
Although Davidson's approach to myths is rarely cited by other
mythologists (and the reason for this may be more to do with north
European myths being fairly incidental to the interests of the 'great
men' of mythology), her recognition that there is considerable scope
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for improvement in the study of myths, and the 'temptation to
oversimplify wildly' (1993: 160) is shared by the current generation
of mythologists. Davidson's books demonstrate an approach to
mythology that is far more rigorous than most of her contemporaries,
although her work is not 'overtly' theoretical.
The fundamental weaknesses of previous attempts at mythography
were explicitly recognised and discussed by William Doty in his
1986 book (revised 2000) Mythography: The study of myths and
rituals. While Doty's overtly pluralistic approach to the study of
myths is a huge improvement on much of what has gone before, his
style of writing favours extended discourse over focussed summary
and Mythography is likely to frighten off someone fairly new to the
study of myths who is looking for a helpful guide.
Around the same time Ivan Strenski also looked at different
theoretical approaches to myth (Strenski 1987), putting some of the
leading figures of twentieth century mythology into their social,
political and historical 'contexts'. Bruce Lincoln's Theorizing Myth
(Lincoln 1999) discusses the problems associated with the major
mythologists in a more sophisticated manner (and in a far more
nuanced way than my overly concise summaries in this chapter).
While critiquing previous theories, Lincoln's recommendations are
specific to those studying Indo-European myths rather than adopting
a broader view of myths in modern society, although he does
emphasise that all interpretations of myths are based on their authors'
ideologies. He also makes the cogent observation that, all too often,
scholarship itself no more than myth with footnotes (Lincoln
1999:207ff, 215).
I have already made a brief reference to George Lakoff's studies of
the way human language approaches more abstract ideas through
metaphors that derive directly from the experience of the physical
world. His ideas first appeared in the 1980s, notably in a book titled
Women, Fire and Dangerous Things (Lakoff 1987). This approach to
the underlying metaphors of human language and thinking became
known as 'cognitive linguistics'. I am not aware of any mythologists
adopting a cognitive linguistics approach to myths. This is surprising
as all myths are, ultimately, metaphors. Mark Turner has provided an
accessible introduction to cognitive linguistics, albeit written from
the perspective of literary criticism rather than mythology (Turner
1996).
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The ever-increasing quantity of 'fine detail' makes it increasingly
difficult to have sufficient grasp to put them together into a 'bird's eye
view' of the study of myths. Little wonder then that few modern-day
scholars attempt to synthesise broad views – and the breadth of those
that do is restricted to specific topics or cultures, such as Bruce
Lincoln's approaches to Indo-European culture. The problem is
further compounded because these overviews are written in a style
that restricts their readership to fellow academics.
In the absence of accessible but academically-sound overviews,
popular books on mythology recycle ideas that have long since been
evicted from the ivory towers; indeed in too many cases never took
up residence there in the first place. Even the best of the popular
books pay little or no attention to issues of interpretation, context and
such like. Yet it is these issues that underpin every 'meaning' we
attempt to attribute to myths.
In recent years mythology has apparently been reduced to 'low
profile' scholars picking over the fine details. Academics with the
ability to provide broader views of their fields gain no merit (at least
in the contorted systems of values that now dictate university
activities) by trying to gain the attention of non-academics.
In contrast, the contemporary post-modern world thrives on
absorbing and mutating myths from all times and all places,
including the myths generated by inadequate methods of
mythological study. It is this richness that the remainder of this book
attempts to explore.
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2: Walking on the cracks
A defining feature of human consciousness is the need to create
distinctions. 'Keep your dog to the pavement and off my garden!' Not
only are property boundaries capable of infinite argument (ask any
solicitor) but the distinction between furry four-legged creatures can
be ever refined – not only distinguishing dogs from cats, but terriers
from hounds, and Jack Russells from Highlands, male from female,
young from old, and so on.
The human mind appears to be 'hard-wired' around the making of
distinctions. As shown in G. Spencer Brown's elegant mathematical
treatise, Laws of Form (Brown 1972), even complex applied
mathematics can be constructed from the simple act of 'making a
distinction'. Brown's ideas are as important for philosophy and the
nature of consciousness as they are for mathematics.
'Naming the parts' is an essential stage in learning a new skill – our
cognitive processes need to be taught to make 'meaningful'
distinctions. Childhood means fast-track learning of the distinctions
that are 'meaningful' to the culture of our parents and teachers (more
accurately, our culture is largely the sum total of such 'meaningful'
distinctions). As we grow older we build up different expertise. For
me, walking through old woodland or a traditional meadow is a far
richer experience when accompanied by a knowledgeable botanist
who can point out different species and recognise those that only
flourish in specific habitats.
At the other extreme of such categorisation are 'bug collectors',
stamp collectors and train spotters who not only make ever finer
distinctions but then have a compulsion to own or 'spot' every
variant of these seemingly-closed permutations. But distinctions are
open to endless redefinition and, like fractal geometry, ultimately
limitless.
Certain 'distinctions' require special attention. The boundaries of life
– both birth and death – are crucial. Birth and death certificates are
the only formal documents no one in Britain can legally avoid.
Achieving adulthood and getting married are usually marked by
ritualised celebrations. These are life's 'rites of passage', to use the
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term favoured by anthropologists. Modern society brings other
notable 'key stages' to life: starting school, passing exams, graduating
from university, starting a new job, through to retirement. Traditional
custom greatly influences the principal activities on such occasions.
Gender identity – more specifically, avoiding behaviour and dress
that is not considered appropriate – can also be rigidly defined.
Although transgressing such boundaries is commonly flaunted in
contemporary society, such contravention is only feasible if the
'norms' are widely understood.
We also divide up place and time in rather arbitrary ways. 'Midnight'
is an exact moment in time, yet (unless you make sophisticated
astronomical measurements) indistinguishable from the moments
before and after. Equally exact is the equator, or the Greenwich
meridian, but there has to be a deliberate effort to mark their
location.
In mythology there are divisions everywhere. Many of these
apparently mirror the everyday life of the society that created the
myth. Yet, on closer reflection, myths can be seen to be prescriptive
of distinctions, or to be precursors of distinctions that have become
customary. To the people within that society they are 'normal' and
unremarkable. Only when these distinctions are noticed by people
with other prior assumptions – notably passing anthropologists – do
they get labelled 'unusual' or 'strange'.
The reason why this discussion appears so early in this book is
because myths are one of the main ways cultures create the
distinctions which are deeply embedded into thinking – often so
deeply embedded that they seem natural. One of the myths of
modern thinking is that only traditional cultures are influenced by
myths in such ways. In reality, as this book steadily explores, such
mythical foundations are every much as prevalent in modern
thinking – we just think they are natural.
Myths are especially interesting where they define differences
between sacred and profane, human and superhuman, normal and
abnormal. Quite typically heroes breach, at least temporarily, the
normal distinctions. Thor dressed as a woman to recover his lost
hammer. Lleu Llaw Gyffes was murdered when he was neither in nor
out of a house, neither on horseback nor foot (he had one foot on a
goat's back and another on the edge of his bath tub), beside a river,
with a spear that struck him neither from the front nor the back, but
in his side.
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Liminality
Indeed, by trying to define boundaries a new concept opens up – the
concept that something is neither one nor the other. This was termed
'liminality' (from the Latin word limen, meaning 'threshold') by the
anthropologist Victor Turner (1920–83), who was studying the rituals
that Zambian boys underwent to become recognised as men. The
boys were taken from their villages and families to a comparatively
remote ritual site where they were subjected to various ordeals or
humiliations and trained by older men. Such initiations could take
anything from a few days to a few months, occasionally even years.
During that time masked figures, representing gods, ancestors or
chthonic powers, may appear. Often, but not always, myths were
recited explaining the origin, attributes and behaviour of these
strange and sacred inhabitants of liminality.
When the boys left their villages their mothers wept for them as if
they had died. During their seclusion normal social rules were
suspended. On their eventual return they were regarded as 'born
again', not responding to their previous names but only to those
given to them during the initiation, and their families acted out nonrecognition.
Turner considered that the behaviour of the boys during these
initiation rites suggested that they had been 'levelled', having been
stripped of any previous social status. During this liminal phase they
developed comradeship among themselves based on individual
choice of friends rather than on kinship and neighbourhood,
somewhat in the fashion of modern military recruits in the same
barracks room. Like such recruits, they came under the strict control
of generalised elders, in contrast to their secular situation where
subordination was parcelled out among several kin relationships. No
longer were they grandsons, sons, nephews, but simply annoying
novices, confronting the general category of initiated elders. (Turner
1974: 200–1)
Turner continues by suggesting that the apparent powerlessness of
the candidates was compensated by a sense of 'sacred power',
derived on the one hand from resurgent nature and on the other from
the reception of sacred knowledge. Indeed, Turner recognised that
those in a ritually liminal state are often moving to a symbolically
higher status. Although the connections between myth, ritual and the
'sacred' may not be as close as thought in the 1970s, these tend to
intermingle most freely in liminal phases and zones.
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Looking more broadly at ritual events – from a Christian mass to fullon high magic – there is at least a moment when the participants are
between normal ordered cultural states. This raises the possibility of
standing aside from social positions, while increasing the danger of a
potentially unlimited series of alternative social arrangements.
Liminality is about being 'betwixt-and-between', a transitional phase
to something or somewhere else (usually, but not always, with
implications of being in some way 'better'). It is akin to, but distinct
from, more enduring states of 'outsiderhood', shared by shamans,
diviners, mediums, priests, monks, hippies, tramps and gypsies. It is
also distinct from those who are simultaneously members of two or
more culturally distinct groups, such as second-generation
immigrants, persons of mixed ethnic origin, women in nontraditional female roles, recent migrants from country to city (and
their mirror images, 'townies' attempting to live in rural locations).
The reality of modern life is that our social lives fragment into
numerous sub-cultures, each with its own ways and mores,
sometimes contradictory to each other.
Although liminality can be recognised frequently in traditional
myths, such ideas diffuse out from 'storytelling' to impact on how we
categorise groups of people or even individuals. Witches have long
been regarded as liminal. In Saxon tribes one word for a witch was
haegtessa or 'hedge rider', perhaps alluding to her ability to traverse
the hedge supposedly dividing the living from the dead, itself a
metaphoric extension of the hedges dividing the safety of the arable
land (which would be the large 'great fields' of early medieval
Germany rather than the smaller post-Enclosure fields typical of
England in the last 200 to 300 years) from the more dangerous
woods, heath land and other wolf-occupied lands outside. As Carlo
Ginzburg has suggested, society defines itself by those it excludes
and, at the time of the late medieval and early modern persecution of
witchcraft, the boundaries of the acceptable were being tightened, to
the exclusion of the previously liminal witches (Ginzburg 1991).
One personage who was undeniably liminal was the medieval Lord
of Misrule (who came into his apogee at the liminal Midwinter
festival) and his close associate, the fool or jester. One of the key
theatrical devices of Shakespeare's King Lear is the paradoxicallyworded wisdom of the Fool and the apparent foolishness of the King.
When priests are more in word than matter;
When brewers mar their malt with water;
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When nobles are the tailors' tutors;
No heretics burn'd, but wenches' suitors;
When every case in law is right;
No squire in debt, nor no poor knight;
When slanders do not live in tongues;
Nor cut-purses come not to thongs;
When usurers tell their gold i'th'field;
And bawds and whores do churches build;
Then shall the realm of Albion
Come to great confusion:
The comes the time, when lives to see't,
That going shall be us'd with feet.
This prophecy Merlin shall make;
For I live before his time.
King Lear III ii
The liminality of fools and tricksters is explored further in Chapter
Twelve.
Turner recognised that 'Liminality, marginality, and structural
inferiority are conditions in which are frequently generated myths,
symbols, rituals, philosophical systems, and works of art.' (Turner
1969) Liminality and 'outsiderhood' are not, of themselves, creative.
But implicit or explicit recognition of the boundaries being
transgressed, even if only briefly, can greatly change an individual's
perspective on the established structures and 'norms' of their society
or culture.
Liminal zones can be physically dangerous, such as the 'No Man's
Land' between First World War trenches. However, in mythology the
dangers of transgression are usually more convoluted, as already
noted with the example of Lleu Llaw Gyffes.
Modern liminality
The 'in between' time, the 'liminal phase', is characteristic of many
rites of passage, although the exact nature of the liminality can vary
greatly. The modern honeymoon is perhaps the most developed form
of this today, although it could equally be argued that all parties
(especially those for weddings, eighteenth and twenty-first birthdays)
are liminal events. The period between death and burial or cremation
is also 'liminal'.
The passage of time is also marked by 'liminal' celebrations –
explicitly so with New Year parties and in more vestigial form with
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festivities originally based on the changing of the seasons, such as
May Day and Hallowe'en.
In modern minds 'midnight' and 'noon' are reduced to timeless
instants, whereas in traditional thinking they are less moments than
transitions. In a similar manner we attempt to create tidy distinctions
between sickness and health – a doctor's sick note endorses this
distinction. Yet it takes very little common sense to appreciate that
each of us is constantly shifting along a spectrum of physiological
fitness. Furthermore, good health is often relative to an individual's
expectations – a good day for an arthritic pensioner would be a bad
day for an athletic twenty-something.
Acquisition of property and the establishment of property boundaries
are dealt with in many legends and tales. These narratives reflect
customary law, religious ritual or fiction, and are often a combination
of all three. In modern Britain most law-abiding citizens will only
employ the services of a solicitor when purchasing property or
drawing up a will – both of which may be considered to be
associated with the more major 'liminal' events in an individual's life.
These legal rituals aim to avoid the dangers of liminality, of contested
places and property.
Places and spaces are commonly divided not only between owners
but also between sacred and secular. Indeed, many myths, rituals
and other human activities can be categorised into religious and
profane. But attempts at such distinctions bring about various notions
of liminality. The slipperiness of spatial boundaries, and the
consequent liminal zones, are explored further in Chapter Nine.
Attempts to avoid liminality characterise the military strategies and
peace initiatives of major nations. At various times in the twentieth
century various nations declared war on each other. Subsequently
the nations signed a high-profile peace treaty. The boundaries were
clear. The resistance fighters on the winning side are rebranded
'guerrillas' and their opponent deemed 'terrorists'. Word play and
semantics are often the only distinctions and, as American spin
doctors have shown repeatedly, if CIA-sponsored leaders and their
armies do not comply with changes in US foreign policy then their
attempted autonomy is rewarded with the sobriquet 'terrorist'.
At the risk of being excessively superficial, terrorism can be thought
of as 'liminal warfare'. Terrorists do not declare war and are rarely
constrained by peace treaties. In the minds of government leaders
with hard-line attitudes to social order without 'shades of grey', the
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solution is seen as declaring war on terrorism, although the success
of such a stance is dependent on the improbable expectation of the
terrorists agreeing to play by same rules. The terror is as much the
refusal to recognise conceptual boundaries about warfare as their
near-invisibility to organised armies. As will be explored in Chapter
Fourteen, the distinctions of politics frequently use myths to cloak
ideologies, and never more so than when trying to denigrate political
and military opponents.
Modern societies make many more distinctions than traditional
societies and thereby create the potential for more liminality, albeit
more often social than spatial or temporal. Many of these distinctions
– and the actual or potential liminality that results – are embedded in
the myths that underlie contemporary societies. Rather than try to
identify or analyse specific myths, for the sake of brevity this
discussion of liminality has concentrated on how such ideas
'manifest'.
The making of 'distinctions' and exploring the subsequent
ambiguities of such 'boundaries' are fundamental aspects of myths.
Recognising 'categorisation' and 'liminality' is a fundamental aspect
of the study of myths. As has already been indicated, aspects of
liminality will arise in subsequent chapters of this book.
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3: Making time
'Time is an illusion. Lunchtime doubly so.'
'Very deep,' said Arthur, 'you should send that in to Reader's
Digest. They've got a page for people like you.'
Douglas Adams The Hitchhikers Guide to the Galaxy
Modern Western ideas about time seem so obvious, so scientific, that
it is difficult to conceive of alternative ways of understanding time.
Yet these modern ideas about time have only dominated Western
thinking in the last 150 years. Non-western societies, and traditional
European cultures all display much wider attitudes to time. And,
above all, they do so in their myths. This chapter explores modern
'assumptions' about time and, despite what may seem to be a rather
circuitous approach, attempts to show that modern concepts of time,
far from being 'natural', reflect deep-seated myths that are 'exotic'
when seen through non-Western eyes.
Nowadays we think of time as natural, real, moving, precise and
accurate. The advent of factories required adherence to formalised
working hours. Above all, the spread of the railway network required
a standard national time – previously there were numerous 'local
times', which could differ by many minutes. To ensure railway
passengers did not miss connections, the railways brought about a
standardisation of time throughout Britain. By the mid-nineteenth
century a formalised 'abstract time' had became intrinsic to most
people's lives. Despite the obsession with time shown by denizens of
Western culture, we should not forget that such obsessions are really
still rather a novelty.
This precise notion of time is essential 'abstract time', consisting of
equal segments, endlessly repeated. This abstract time is in marked
contrast to human experience of time. Despite the assertions of
philosophers such as Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) that time is an
ordering device of the human mind, Martin Heidegger (1889–1976)
subsequently contended that time is not simply a mental ordering
device, but an aspect of bodily involvement with the world. More
recent thinkers such as Paul Ricouer (born 1913) and Pierre Bourdieu
(1930–2002) have suggested that, however 'objective' time may at
first appear, human perception and experience of time is story-like.
From such narratives the identities of individuals and groups emerge.
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Time as experienced creates 'recurrent moments' which together
comprise the relationship to the past which makes up the 'traditions'
of a society.
The recent work of philosopher George Lakoff has also shown that
we do not have a direct experience of time. Instead, all human
languages describe time metaphorically, usually through images that
suggest movement through time, or time as a container. Modern
societies also make increasing use of metaphors where time is a
resource.
'That's all behind us now.'
'He has a great future in front of him.'
'We're looking ahead to the future.'
'The time will come when there are no more typewriters.'
'The time has long gone when you could post a letter for one
penny.'
'The time for action has arrived.'
'The deadline is approaching.'
'Summer has flown by.'
'I have to budget my time.'
'I spent too much time on that.'
'That mistake caused a big loss of time.'
(See Lakoff and Johnson 1999: 141–69)
Without one variation or another of these metaphors we cannot think
about time (Lakoff and Johnson 1999: 166–8).
St Augustine, in his Confessions (Book XI), summarised the dilemma
succinctly: 'What is time? If no one asks me about it, I know; if I want
to explain it to the one who asks, I don't know.'
The making of modern time
According to one interpretation of the Bible, the world celebrated its
6000th birthday in 1996. Back in the seventeenth century the
Archbishop of Armagh, James Ussher (1581–1656), deduced from
Biblical evidence that the world was created in 4004 BC. The date
was not reached on the basis of mathematics but based on the idea
that the six days of creation were equivalent to the 6000 years the
world was expected to endure i.e. 4000 before the birth of Christ and
2000 after, and that the rather curious four years were added because
of Herod's death and the presumption of Jesus' birth in 4 BC.
Because of these extra four years, the sixth millennia was completed
in 1996.
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This seventeenth century exegesis of Genesis seems more than a little
fanciful to most Western people today. But Western concepts of time
are at least as fanciful, albeit with more complexities, and go back no
further than the last 200 years.
Underlying concepts of time were 'recreated' in the nineteenth
century. Isaac Newton (1642–1727) had studied time as an attribute
of physics. Carlolus Linneaus (1707–78) had shown that families of
plants and animals implied a time dimension, although the
evolutionary implications were only appreciated after the publication
of Charles Darwin's On the Origin of Species in 1859. Archbishop
Ussher's chronology, oddball as it seems now, only began to be
questioned with the work of pioneer geologists such as Sir Charles
Leyell (1797–1875). His major work, The Principle of Geology
appeared in 1830. Based on a pioneering scrutiny of the evidence
from fossils and sequences of rock strata, Leyell showed that the
rocks were a result of a sequence of events over a much longer timescale than anyone had previously considered. Leyell's work is
believed to have been a key influence on Charles Darwin, who set
off on his famous voyage to the Galapagos Islands in 1831. However
Darwin's theory of evolution in the natural world also mimics the
strong bias towards 'progressive evolution' in contemporary politics
and society.
'Progressive evolution' also led to an archaeology where 'primitive'
humans evolved into Greek and Roman civilisation, suffered a bit of
set back in the Dark Ages, then resumed their 'upward' progress with
the Renaissance and the Enlightenment, culminating in the Industrial
Revolution. Nowadays it is less easy to believe in this myth of
positive progress. If the twentieth century is remarkable for the pace
of technological development, it will also enter the annals as by far
the bloodiest and most belligerent.
Making people primitive
In contrast to their beliefs in the progress of Western civilisation,
early anthropologists not only regarded non-western societies as
'primitive', they also played down any changes. In so doing they
placed them almost 'outside' of time.
This was followed by a scheme in which past cultures as well as
living societies were placed along an evolutionary 'time line'.
Johannes Fabian's 1983 book, Time and the Other: How
anthropology makes its object, was the first major study of these
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issues. He expands on this idea of an evolutionary 'time line' as
follows:
Civilization, evolution, development, acculturation,
modernization (and their cousins, industrialization,
urbanization) are all terms whose conceptual content
derives, in ways that can be specified, from evolutionary
Time. They all have an epistemological dimension apart
from whatever ethical, or unethical, intentions they may
express. A discourse employing terms such as primitive,
savage (but also tribal, traditional, Third World, or whatever
euphemism is current) does not think, or observe, or
critically study, the 'primitive'; it thinks, observes, studies in
terms of the primitive. Primitive being essentially a temporal
concept, is a category, not an object, of Western thought.
(Fabian 1983: 17–18)
Pioneer anthropologists' use of time distanced those who are
observed from the observer. The 'civilised' now and here was
contrasted with the 'savage' there and then. Yet this is nonsense and
since Fabian's book was published anthropologists have begun to
acknowledge that 'primitive' societies are not fossils from 'the past'
but in all respects contemporaneous with our own. Indeed, rather
than a linear conception of time, a few anthropologists are regarding
time as complex – akin to maps that can be 'read' in many directions,
not simply along one axis. Events can be distinguished depending
whether they are synchronous/simultaneous (sharing physical time),
contemporary (sharing abstract time), or coeval (which covers both).
Anthropological fieldwork reveals that non-western cultures
'imagine' time in ways that are quite different from that typical of
modern Western societies. For instance, Barre Toelken describes a
Navaho woman who:
… instead of standing on a straight ribbon of time leading
from the past to some future point, stands in the middle of a
vortex of forces exerted in concentric circles upon her by
her immediate family, her extended family, the clan, the
tribe, and the whole living ecological system within which
she lives and functions. ... Time surrounds her, as do the
dwelling place, her family, her clan, her tribe, her habitat,
her dances, her rituals.
(Toelken 1996:277)
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In contrast, the nomadic tribespeople of the Mongolian steppes
follow an annual cycle of pastures, requiring frequent changes of
camp site. Nevertheless, these people have a strongly developed
sense of the centre. This centre is not a fixed 'place'. Instead,
wherever they halt to camp becomes the centre. It is thought of as the
hearth in the tent, with its vertical column of smoke or the central
tent pole supporting the roof. This axis mundi links to the deified sky
– the power above all powers and the only deity regarded as eternal.
The way these Mongolians use their land means that time and space
are interwoven – with time being experienced more as a 'spiral' as
places are revisited each year. For these Mongolians 'The time axis,
which is universal, and thus locates each household at the centre of
the cosmos, is the axis mundi.' (Humphrey 1995: 142–3). Chapter
Ten explores further such universal ideas of sacred centres and axes
mundi.
Mythical time
Because myths are themselves complex metaphors, and because
myths attempt to define how a culture 'constructs' time, the
representation of time in myths is of great interest. Inevitably, ways of
thinking about time are usually 'implicit' rather than overtly defined.
As already suggested, most cultures represent time in ways
significantly different from modern Western thinking, and this can be
discerned from their myths. In addition, myths may deliberately use
altered images of time to suggest differences between the mundane
world and the Otherworld. For instance, storytellers often combine
an 'everyday' time-scale measured in generations with a 'mythical
time-scale' which is, paradoxically, timeless.
This mythical 'altered' or 'unreal' time-scale is known in every
nursery as 'Once upon a time'; or the Arabic equivalent 'It was and
was not so'. The 'Dreamtime' of the Australian aborigines is likewise
both always and never. These times-that-are-not-quite-times have
their physical counterparts in such mythic places as the Irish Tir na
Oige or the Judaeo-Christian Paradise. Such times and places have a
mythic reality that refuses to conform to consensus opinions about
reality and non-reality. Bruce Lincoln termed these 'places outside
space, moments outside time' (Lincoln 1982). They are liminal,
possibly dangerous yet potentially empowering, as already explored
in Chapter Two.
Such 'paradoxical' ideas about time associated with traditional myths
have much in common with the way modern physicists see time. For
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them, time is not an immutable forward progression but one factor in
a space-time model of relativistic causality and determinism. As will
be explored in Chapter Thirteen, perhaps the cosmology of modern
physics is close to mythological cosmology after all.
Mythological views of time
One of the most influential twentieth century mythologists, Mircea
Eliade, was especially interested in the depiction of time in myths.
His prolific writing repeatedly returns to such topics as myths and
rites of renewal; creation myths and 'end times'; how time can be
overcome; magic and the prestige of origins; and mythologies of
memory and forgetting. Eliade's own writings and his influence on
other writers has ensured that time features frequently in studies of
myths.
Such studies readily reveal that, however much present day concepts
of time seem 'obvious' and 'natural', they are best thought of as only
one among a great many different ways of conceptualising the
duration and progression of events.
Sadly since Eliade most of the studies of mythological time tend to be
'specific' rather than 'general'. The geographer Yi-Fu Tuan looks at
mythical time in his seminal book Space and Place (Tuan 1977).
Emily Lyle has looked at temporal centres and boundaries (Lyle
1991). Chinese concepts of time have been assessed (Huang and
Zürcher 1995) as have time and myth in the Amazon and Andes of
Peru (Cloudsley 1990). Mythologists' studies of concepts of time as
expressed in calendars inevitably make rather 'technical' reading
although Emily Lyle's study of Celtic calendars and Richard Sermon's
broader view of Celtic and Anglo-Saxon calendars are both
informative (Lyle 1990:Ch.8; Sermon 2002). See Chapter Eleven for
an example of calendrical myths in the Ulster Cycle.
Traditional societies' normal ways of thinking differ greatly from
modern Western assumptions. Their myths often incorporate
intentionally 'other' chronological concepts. The result can be quite
confusing to unravel. For the purposes of this book such unravelling
is not essential. Suffice to appreciate that the way we – or any other
society – think about time is never 'natural' but, rather, a reflection of
deep-seated myths that structure our thinking. Modern physicists are
among the few who question these assumptions. And the way such
physicists think about time is every bit as exotic and other as
anything encountered by anthropologists among traditional societies!
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4: Indo-European cultures
Time to step back from some of the specific topics of myths and look
instead at one of the categories of myths created by mythologists. The
term 'Indo-European' has already appeared in this book and a
significant proportion of the examples of myths in the remainder of
this book also draw upon Indo-European culture. This reflects my
expectation that most readers of this book will be Europeans with an
interest in European mythology. It also reflects the importance that
Indo-European myths have been given among mythologists.
The term 'Indo-European' clearly refers to India and Europe. That is
not contentious. Just about every other aspect of the term 'IndoEuropean' is not only contested but also risks being coloured by
right-wing politics – at one time Indo-European cultures were termed
Aryan cultures although the abuse of this epithet in Germany during
the 1930s ensured that academics promptly found an alternative
name.
This chapter attempts to briefly outline the issues associated with
Indo-European mythology. The relevant literature is vast and the
works of Bruce Lincoln (1999) and Alby Stone (1997c; 1997d; 1998)
have been especially useful in preparing the following overview.
However neither of these authors would necessarily agree with my
assessments of Indo-European studies.

The origins of Indo-European studies
One of the reasons the study Indo-European cultures is problematic is
that the term 'Indo-European' was not invented to describe cultures
but instead to describe a family of languages. As long ago as 1786 Sir
William Jones showed the strong affinities between Sanskrit, Greek,
Latin and north European languages known as Gothic and Celtic.
These languages became known as the Indo-European group and the
common 'origin' (at a time before the invention of writing, so there is
no direct evidence for this formative phase) termed 'proto-IndoEuropean'.
Throughout the rest of this chapter I will use the commonly-adopted
abbreviations 'IE' for Indo-European and 'PIE' for 'proto-IndoEuropean'.
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Modern scholars consider that all the following languages are the
main branches of the IE 'tree':
·
·
·
·
·
·
·
·
·

Italic (Latin and its Romance descendants such as French,
Italian, Spanish and Romanian)
Greek
Germanic (including English, German, Icelandic, Dutch,
Danish, Norwegian, Swedish and Yiddish)
Celtic (including Scottish and Irish Gaelic, Welsh, Breton,
Manx and Pictish)
Baltic (Lithuanian and Latvian)
Slavic (including Bulgarian, Serbo-Croat, Polish, Czech,
Bosnian and Russian)
Indo-Iranian (including Sanskrit, Hindi, Urdu, Pali, Bengali,
Punjabi, Romany, Farsi and Kurdish)
Albanian
Armenian

Many of these have extinct variants; indeed the whole Hittite and
Tocharian language groups have died.
There are only a few languages spoken in Europe which do not
belong to the Indo-European group, notably Hungarian, Estonian and
Finnish (the Finno-Ugric languages); Basque; Turkish and Maltese.
All except Basque are known to have migrated to Europe from
elsewhere.

Indo-European cultures
The suggestion that there is a common origin to the IE languages
implies that they also shared a common culture, and early
mythologists were quick to undertake appropriate comparative
studies. Several key 'figures' in IE myths can indeed be shown to
have similar functions and attributes, and also to have names that
share linguistic origins. Some of the early suggestions have been
shown to be spurious but examples that have stood up to the
critiques of recent scholars include the sky father (Dyaus Pitar;
Jupiter; Zeus; Tyr); the goddess of the dawn (Aurora; Eos); and a child
of the waters (Apam Napat; Neptune). The image and attributes of
other deities, such as the god of thunder, can also be seen to be panIE, even though the names vary greatly.
The presumed common origin of languages and cultures suggested to
archaeologists that a group of people had migrated from a specific
homeland and 'diffused' throughout the countries where these
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languages are still spoken. Despite some strongly-held opinions
about where that presumed homeland was situated – eastern Europe,
Turkey, the Caucasus and the area to the north of the Black Sea have
all been proposed – it has not been possible to demonstrate
convincingly that IE people 'diffused' from a common place of origin.
The archaeologists cannot even agree when this supposed migration
took place, with some saying around 3,000 BCE and others saying
earlier still. Indeed, in recent decades archaeologists have largely
rejected the idea that the introduction of new cultural ideas (which
includes language) necessarily implies a large-scale movement of
populations. Fashions for new ideas and material goods can be
transmitted by just a small number of influential travellers. Indeed,
they can be passed merely by word of mouth and imitation or
mimicking.
The speculations of the linguists as to the global proto-language(s)
preceding IE are arcane and a discussion of the details is not for the
casual reader. However they were given independent support when
biologists began mapping human genetic diversity in the 1980s. They
found that the 'dispersal' of genetic differences coincides closely with
the distribution of language families. The implications for
mythologists is that myths share the same processes of dispersal,
although this does not preclude some similarities being a result of
innate tendencies in human thinking – the cognitive linguists'
recognition that all humans share some very limited metaphors for
time (see Chapter Three) might be one of the clearest examples.
We should not think in terms of a PIE 'community', 'ethnic group',
'homeland', 'body of myth and religion' or 'social system'. Rather,
there is a shared tradition of myths, rituals, and thinking about the
nature of the universe and society. This may be attributable to a
combination of one or more processes of sharing, such as common
genetic origin, diffusion, and overlapping circles of influence.
(Lincoln 1986:179)

Tripartite structures
While the debates about the origins of IE languages and cultures have
yet to be resolved, this does not prevent comparison of similar myths
and mythical figures from different branches of their myths. This is
not to say that all comparative studies are of equal merit, but modern
scholarship is built on a far more solid basis than that of, say, fifty or
more years ago.
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One aspect of these scholarly comparative studies has dominated
debates about IE myths. In Chapter 1 there was a brief mention of the
French academic Georges Dumézil. Starting in 1930 and continuing
until his death in 1986 he aimed to demonstrate how the myths and
society of Indo-European peoples embodied an idealised social
hierarchy of 'three functions'. This tripartite structure can be
summarised as follows:
1: religious sovereignty, notably in its magical and legal aspects;
2: physical force, notably that of the warrior;
3: fertility, notably in its erotic and agricultural aspects.
Dumézil's ideas have been strongly contested – it is easy to accuse
him of trying to fit the facts to a succinct theory. However his
supporters claim that he discovered rather than invented the tripartite
structure. In other words, Dumézil (re)discovered something which
was there all along and is 'real' in its own right, rather than merely
imposing scholarly order onto the 'ink blot' of reality. Indeed
Dumézil did assert that 'the organisation of society into three
hierarchically differentiated functions was simply a fact of nature
and… among all the peoples of the world, the Indo-Europeans alone
had gained consciousness of this "natural" fact and formulated a
proper conceptual model of it.' (Lincoln 1991: xviii) After all the
metaphor of human society divided into 'shepherds (clergy), sheep
dogs (soldiers) and sheep (farmers and artisans)' is prevalent in
medieval Europe.
Nevertheless, a number of scholars have found Dumézil's ideas to be
a useful basis for further elaboration, notably Jaan Puhvel and Bruce
Lincoln. Other mythologists are wary of the 'Aryan suprematism'
stance. For a balanced overview of Dumézil's contribution to
mythology, see Jaan Puhvel's Comparative Mythology (1987). For a
more detailed discussion of the strengths and weaknesses of
Dumézil's ideas, see Bruce Lincoln's Theorizing Myth (1999).
Not all 'threes' are evidence of Dumézil's tripartite structure. Lincoln
has found non-Dumézelian 'tripartite' structures in the myths and
social structures of cultures outside the IE language group (Lincoln
1991:xvi). Indeed, 'threes' are recurrent in recent and contemporary
Western culture. Alan Dundes lists examples such as nursery rhymes
(three men in a tub; three bags of wool; three little kittens who lost
their mittens; three little pigs; Old King Cole's third request for
fiddlers three; three bears), the Christian Trinity; and various

38

Indo-European cultures
instances from American military customs, Boy Scouts and baseball.
Dundes specifically states that such three-fold 'structures' exists 'but
it is not part of the nature of nature. It is part of the nature of culture.'
He then suggests that anyone who disagrees with him should provide
'at least three good reasons why'. (Dundes 1980: 158–9)

The origins of Dumézil's ideas
Dumézil's ideas started with his work on the origins of the caste
system in ancient India and Iran. In the Iranian religious texts known
as the Avesta (roughly contemporary to the Indian Rig Veda) he
found references to priests, warriors, cultivators and artisans. The
latter two seemed to be divisions of a 'working class'. His study was
published in 1930 and prompted a response by Emile Benveniste
suggesting that this tripartite structure could also be detected in the
creation myth of the Avesta.
The next significant step came in 1938 with a study of the Roman
priests associated with the Capitoline triad of Jupiter, Mars and
Quirinus. He noted that the Indian system defined rigid social classes
whereas the Roman one represented social functions or activities.
Two years later a book-length study looked more closely at the
representation of sovereignty, and revealed a split between legaljuridical aspects (kings) and magico-religious aspects (priests). The
following year, 1941, he returned to the triune of Jupiter, Mars and
Quirinus and asserted that it belonged to the entire IE world. This
marked the discovery/invention of a tripartite IE social structure that
encompassed social structure, traditional history, myth, ritual and
magic. By the time he produced further books in 1952 and 1958
Dumézil had acquired a number of supporters who extended the
scope of the studies of tripartite structures.
From being merely social, Dumézil's tripartite structure was now
seen as a cosmological scheme with an array of correspondences
and metaphors. This tripartite cosmology distinguished between the
heavens; earth (and the atmosphere); the underworld. Some aspects
of these are explored further in Chapter Ten.
From 1959 onwards there were multiple attempts to disprove this
theory of a three-fold IE world. Some were acrimonious and
personal. Bruce Lincoln was initially inspired by tripartite theories
but later rejected much of them; his assessment of Dumézil's work
and his critics in Theorizing Myth (Lincoln 1999) is detailed and
reasonably accessible.
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Sixteen-fold 'tripartite' structures
Dumézil's tripartite theory continues to be a major feature of IE
scholarship, although even his supporters prefer to add considerable
detail to his original structure. C.Scott Littleton is broadly
sympathetic to Dumézil's approach, but notes that binary rather than
triple structures are also important aspects underlying IE myth and
culture (Littleton 1998). In contrast, Julian Baldick has proposed the
'classic' tripartite system be divided into no less than sixteen
categories and sub-categories:
0

a 'wise old man' who lives or comes before and after
everyone else and gives wise advice (a 'framing figure' of
the myths)
1
religious sovereignty (including reason, intelligence and
education)
1.1 sovereignty within sovereignty
1.1a the magical, arbitrary, terrifying and remote aspect of
sovereignty
1.1b the legal, contractual and familiar aspect of sovereignty
within sovereignty
1.2 force within sovereignty: the protection of the community's
solidarity and continuity, notably by its young armed forces
1.3 fertility within sovereignty: the distribution of goods
2
physical force (including anger)
2.1 sovereignty within force: either the warrior's intelligence,
allied with speed, or his respect for religious sovereignty
2.2 force within force: either the warrior's brute force or his
respect for its proper use
2.3 fertility within force: the warrior's respect for fertility
3
fertility (including desire, wealth, beauty and medicine)
3.1 sovereignty within fertility: prophecy
3.2 force within fertility: archery, horsebreeding
3.3 fertility within fertility: luxury, pacificness, music and cattle
breeding
4
the craftsmanship or the smith
(Baldick 2000:11–12)
Such sophisticated categorisation probably says little about real
underlying structures and is best regarded as an artefact of scholarly
analysis. However, the purpose of this discussion is not to pass
judgement but simply alert readers to the complexities of IE studies
and the depth of differences lurking behind the scholarly
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terminology. Ultimately the aim of mythology is to understand the
'deep structures' of ancient thinking and see how it shaped their
worldviews. Such worldviews in turn shaped every aspect of their
lives and their culture.
Aryans and Fascists
One of the complexities associated with Indo-European studies is the
way the ideas of academics were taken up in 1930s Germany to
support notions of an 'Aryan master race'. The academics whose
ideas were 'hijacked' by the Nazis did not necessarily intend this
interpretation. The extent to which some of these academics were
sympathetic to far-right ideologies is contentious – Bruce Lincoln has
done much to assess Georges Dumézil's links to the French far-right
thinkers, for instance (Lincoln 1991: xviii; 1999 esp. Ch.6).
Sadly these are not issues that died out in the 1940s and far-right
political views are still intermingled rather too deeply with current IE
scholarship. For details of these tricky waters readers are
recommended to read Lincoln (1999: esp.122–3). This does not
mean that the many 'babies' of today's IE studies should be thrown
out simply because some of their 'bath water' has far-right
connections. But, as Lincoln repeatedly reminds his readers, scholars
working on the fine detail of IE myths rarely question fundamental
assumptions in sufficient detail. He neatly observes:
If myths tell stories about the long ago and far away for
purposes of the place and moment in which these stories
are told, the same may be observed regarding other forms
of narrative, scholarship included.
(Lincoln 1991: xvi)
Further reading
I am well aware that this chapter has raised some fundamental
questions yet done little to illustrate the benefits of recent IE studies.
Some of these benefits will, however, emerge in the following
chapters as examples are drawn mostly from IE myths.
Readers with no prior knowledge of IE myths will find Shan Winn's
Heaven Heroes and Happiness (Winn 1995) an accessible yet
detailed overview of key topics in IE myths. However I do not
recommend this book without reservation as his 'straightforward'
approach glosses over a great number of the problems with the study
of IE myth. Indeed, like many American IE scholars, he supports ideas
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(such as those of Maria Gimbutas on the 'diffusion' of IE people, the
so-called 'Kurgan hypothesis') that most European IE scholars now
treat with considerably more caution.
Jann Puhvel's study of comparative mythology (Puhvel 1987) covers
the breadth and depth of Indo-European myths. While Puhvel's
approach is more 'solid' than Winn, he manages to present quite
exciting material in a tedious manner; and the less exciting material
is truly tiresome. Several of Bruce Lincoln's books have dealt with IE
themes (especially Lincoln 1986; 1991; 1999) and, as has already
been noted, he has assessed Dumézil's ideas in great detail –
although, ultimately, he is essentially critical of them.
(Much of this chapter is based on Stone 1997c; 1997d and 1998,
who provided detailed references for the various ideas. Alby Stone
has kindly commented in detail on an earlier draft of this chapter
although – despite his suggestions – for reasons of brevity this
account of IE mythology remains very superficial, with an overemphasis on Dumézil at the expense of other IE theorists.)
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5: In the beginning
In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth.
And the earth was without form, and void; and darkness
was upon the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God
moved upon the face of the waters. And God said 'Let there
be light': and there was light'.
Genesis 1:i–iii (Authorised King James Version)
There are few, if any, cultures that do not have 'origin myths' akin to
the opening of the Bible. Indeed, in a preliterate society, 'priestly
speculation is much more directed toward contemplation of the
cosmos than of scared texts.' Priests read ever more subtle nuances
into such speculation, and constructed ever more elaborate rituals on
the basis of it. (Lincoln 1991: 5; 10)
There is a great diversity of explanations for the origins of the cosmos
in myths. Such myths are known to mythologists as 'cosmogonic',
which should not be confused with the related term 'cosmology'. For
mythologists, cosmology is the study of the organisation of the
cosmos. 'Cosmology' is, confusingly, used by modern day
astronomers and physicists to describe their cosmogonic myths of the
origins of the universe (see Chapter Thirteen). 'Cosmogony' and
'cosmogenesis' are words closely related to cosmogonic (although
beware of 'mythogenesis' as this is refers to the origins of myths
rather than myths about origins… ).
The opening of Genesis appears as straightforward as any
cosmogonic myth. Yet the idea of creation from nothing is alien to
many traditions. More commonly there was never 'nothing', merely a
featureless and lifeless expanse of water or ice. At some point
primordial life emerges, often in anthropomorphic form (with
primordial cows taking the runner-up position).
Creation myths are essential. We need to know our place in the
scheme of things. More accurately, we need to place ourselves at the
centre of our 'known environment'. We need an implicit
understanding of social order so that, no matter how much this is
disturbed by personal or social circumstances, there is a 'point of
origin' to which we can relate.
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In the eyes of some mythologists creation myths are the basis for all
other myths. This was the view of Mircea Eliade, who devoted two
major books (1954 and 1967) to creation myths, and made the
subject a key aspect of his other works.

Primordial dismemberment
The Purusasukta, a 'creation hymn' from Indian Rig Veda, includes a
more complex process of creation, based on the dismemberment of a
primordial being called Purusha.
When they divided Purusha, how many pieces did they
prepare?
What was his mouth? What are his arms, thighs, and feet
called?
The priest was his mouth, the warrior was made from his
arms;
His thighs were the commoner, and the servant was born
from his feet.
The moon was born of his mind; of his eye, the sun was
born;
From his mouth, Indra and fire; from his breath, wind was
born;
From his navel there was the amosphere; from his head,
heaven was rolled together;
From his feet, the earth; from his ears, the directions.
Rig Veda 10.90.11–14 (cited in Lincoln 1991: 7)
These apparently 'disconnected' associations became deeply rooted
in Indian beliefs. The Aitareya Upanishad (1.4–2.4) itemises a
detailed series of 'correspondences' such as:
mouth:speech:fire
nose:breath:wind
eyes:vision:sun
ears:hearing:cardinal directions
skin:hairs:plants and trees
heart:mind:moon
navel:downbreath:death
penis:semen:water
(cited in Lincoln 1986: 34)
The idea of a 'primordial being' being divided up recurs in IndoEuropean myths. They can be traced in Indian, Iranian, German, Irish
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and Roman myths. The Norse creation myth is preserved in a late
tenth century Icelandic text:
From Ymir's flesh
the earth was shaped,
and from his sweat [or blood] the sea,
Mountains from his bones,
trees from his hair,
and from his skull the sky.
And from his eye brows [or eyelashes]
the friendly gods made
Midgard ['Middle Earth'] for the sons of men
and from his brains
were all the stern
clouds shaped.
Grimnismal 40-41 (cited in Stone 1997a: 46)
Alby Stone has provided a detailed yet accessible discussion of north
European creation myths in his book Ymir's Flesh (Stone 1997a). He
shows how the process of dismemberment supports the tripartite
division of Indo-European society discussed in the previous chapter.
An example can be seen in the quotation from the Purusasukta
(above) where the three social classes are mentioned – the priests
(from Purusha's mouth), warriors (from his arms), and the commoners
(from his thighs). At the same time the hymn recounts how the four
directions came about, and creates three cosmic 'levels' – the
heavens, the atmosphere, and the earth. These same three levels are
found in the Roman Ius Fetilaes, with the triad of deities Jupiter, Mars
and Quirinus linked to each 'level'. The Scandinavian myths of the
world tree Yggdrasill have a similar tripartite structure, with the roots
of the world tree in the underworld and its branches reaching into the
heavens.
In the most elaborate Chinese cosmological system (an elaboration of
simpler Indian tales) the body of P'an-ku becomes five great
mountains of the cardinal directions, his blood and other fluids
become rivers and seas, his flesh turns to soil, his breath forms the
wind and clouds, his sweat becomes rain, and his voice is heard as
thunder. His left eye becomes the sun, his right eye the moon, his
hair metamorphoses into the stars, his eyebrows into the planets, his
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teeth and bones become metals and stones, his semen changes to
pearls, and his marrow to jade. And finally, his fleas become people.

Re-enacting the primordial dismemberment
Such dismemberments of a primordial being in Indo-European
cosmogonic myths not only give a structure to the physical and
'divine' aspects of the cosmos, but inspire the sacrifices and rituals
that are part of all the major Indo-European religions. An Indic
manual of ritual practice provides directions for the dismemberment
of an animal sacrifice in a manner that directly mimics the creation
myth:
Lay his feet down to the north. Cause his eye to go to the
sun. Send forth his breath to the wind, his life-force to the
atmosphere, his ears to the cardinal points, his flesh to the
earth. Thus, the priest places the victim in these worlds.
Aitareya Brahama 2.6 (cited in Lincoln 1991:13)
Sacrifice is the most prominent of all Indo-European rituals. The
victims included humans, domestic animals (with horses restricted to
royal sacrifices), milk products, agricultural products, and intoxicants
such as mead, wine and the mysterious soma. The reasons for
sacrifice are capable of being interpreted in a wide variety of
'functionalist' and 'symbolic' ways, but the most enduring aspect is
the re-enactment of the cosmogonic myth. (Lincoln 1986:41–2) The
use of animal sacrifices was widespread but there was always an
implicit recognition that they were but substitutes for the 'real'
sacrificial victim – the primordial human.
Late examples of human sacrifice were recorded among 'barbarians'
by Roman historians, including Julius Caesar who described the
British Druids as having:
… effigies that are monstrous in size, the limbs of which –
these being interwoven with withies – they fill with live men.
When these are set afire, the men are deprived of life,
encircled by flames.
De Bello Gallico 6.16 (cited in Lincoln 1986:62)
This gruesome idea (which may be no more than anti-Druidic
propaganda), along with a briefer description by Strabo which refers
to both animal and human victims, inspired a fanciful illustration by
Aylet Sammes in 1676. This in turn inspired Anthony Shaffer's
screenplay for the 'cult classic' film The Wicker Man (1973), which
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in turn inspired the annual Burning Man festival in the Nevada desert
(see Jones 1999). So myths mutate and adapt! More on modern myths
in Chapter Fourteen.
Not many years after Caesar wrote about the Druids, the judicial
execution of a troublesome 'free thinking' Palestinian became the
basis for a cult that increasingly dominated European civilisation over
the following centuries. Without St Paul's 'mythogenesis' this would
have been just one among many Roman crucifixions; instead it was
afforded cosmological significance and became The Crucifixion.
While Christian exegesis of the symbolism of this sacrifice differs
from most 'sacrifice myths', it is significant that human sacrifice is the
most significant feature of what became one of the most influential
religions.
The reference to Caesar allows a further interweaving of ideas. In
Shakespeare's play, immediately after Brutus has killed Caesar
(significantly, in the Roman senate house), he says ' Let's carve him
as a dish fit for the gods.' Whatever the significance Shakespeare
intended for this remark, it fits the complex notions of Indo-European
sacrifices quite perfectly (Puhvel 1987: 290).

Celestial cosmogonies
'Primordial dismemberment' and sacrifice are frequent in IndoEuropean myths but rare in the myths of other cultures. Whereas
Indo-Europeans start with man and 'work outwards', many other
cosmogonic myths describe the formation of the celestial bodies and
then 'work inwards'. Predictably enough the sun tends to feature
prominently, as does the Milky Way. For instance, the beliefs of
traditional Andeans have been summarised as follows:
The route travel by priest from Cusco was more than a
terrestrial pilgrimage. The annual ritual journey to La Raya
along the Vilcanota River involved more than the renewal
of the sun and the Inca. It was a re-enactment of the
creation of the universe by Viracocha. The journey was
equal to walk along the Milky Way to the point of origin of
the universe. The river was perceived as a mirror of the
Milky Way.
The river is a primary symbol of time. As a river flows down
a mountain from its source, it takes part of the body of the
mountain with it, and in so doing symbolically carries the
history and transitory experience of the mountain people. In
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this sense the river represents linear time. But the river also
has a restoring nature by its continuous link with uma
pacha – the original time and place from which all life
begins and to which all life returns. The Kaatan people say
that the dead travel by means of an underground river and
are returned to the place of origins in the lake at the top of
the mountain. And the Misminay say the sun is following an
underground river from its place of setting to its place of
rising.
(Jongewaard 1986:14, cited in Cloudsley 1990)
Predictably, Chinese cosmogony has quite a different character.
According to the Tao te Ching:
From the primal source come heaven and earth. From
heaven and earth come the four seasons/symbols. From the
four seasons come the eight trigrams.
(Cited in Lyle 1990:117)
Two accessible anthologies covering the diversity of traditional
cosmogonic myths can be found in Leeming 1990 and Sproul 1979.
Primordial twins
Returning to one aspect of Indo-European primordial
dismemberment myths – who dismembers the primordial being? In
reality, either explicitly or implicitly, the primordial being is promptly
joined by a twin. Indeed, the names for these two entities often
translate as simply 'Man' and 'Twin'.
What is certain is that if Twin appears, he promptly kills Man. Late
versions of such myths may defer the arrival of the twins, as with the
Biblical Cain and Abel. Other variants of the myth appoint sacred
twins as the founders of major cities – such as the myth of Rome
being founded by Romulus and Remus. As with the primordial Man
and Twin, Remus is promptly killed following the founding of the
city.
Furthermore, such 'divine' twins are closely associated with horses.
Indeed the Anglo-Saxon invasion of England was said to have been
led by a pair of heroes called Hengist ('Stallion') and Horsa ('Horse'),
who traced their ancestry back to Odin. Hengist won fame as a hero
while his brother was soon killed. This seems to be less the
description of real events than the reawakening of cosmological
myths deeply rooted in Indo-European cultures.
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More detailed analysis of twins in Indo-European myths suggest they
fall into two groups. In one group the twins are essentially hostile to
each other; in the other group there is no hostility. The latter group
have been dubbed 'divine twins' and the former group 'hostile twins'
(Ward 1968; Lyle 1990: 105). For instance, within Roman myths,
Castor and Pollox can be considered 'divine twins' and Romulus and
Remus as 'hostile twins'.
Paul Friedrich has suggested that the divine twins originate in the
oldest strata of myths as the brothers or lovers of the Dawn,
personified as Helene, Venus or Aphrodite and materialised as the
Morning and Evening Star. He discusses the wide-ranging symbolism
associated with various Indo-European myths about divine twins
(Friedrich 1978: 32–5), leading him to suggest this motif is protoIndo-European. See also Ward (1968), Puhvel (1987: Ch.17), Lash
(1993) and Winn (1995: 138–54) for further discussions of IndoEuropean 'divine twins'.
Twins – a global proto-myth?
Alby Stone has shown that in Indo-European myths the primordial
twins arise when two existing elements, fire and water (or, quite
often, fire and ice) come together. In other words, these primordial
beings result from the union of opposites (Stone 1997a; 1998).
Furthermore, this 'union of elements' is not restricted to IndoEuropean myths as there are parallels in Semitic and Finnish myths.
This suggests that it is a remnant of especially early cosmogonic
myths. He has tentatively reconstructed these as follows:
1. There was only endless sea, and heat in the air above
it.
2. A formless, muddy mass arose from the waters.
3. The mass was heated by the wind, and two creatures
appeared in it.
4. From them were born similar beings. These were the
first gods.
5. One creature killed the other. This was the first death.
6. The dead creature was taken into the void and cut in
pieces. The top part was used to make the sky. The
lower part became the earth. Then they were propped
apart, so that there was a space between them.
7. The middle part was used to make everything else: sun
and moon, mountains, trees, lakes and rivers.
(Stone 1999: 21)
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The Fall
In many Indo-European myths 'Man' and 'Twin' are swiftly followed
by entities typically called 'Third' and 'Serpent'. 'Third' has a rather
variable and usually minor role. But 'Serpent' generally does what he
is best-known for – bringing about an early exit from a primordial
paradise. In Biblical terms it is the Fall from Grace. For convenience
I will refer to this as 'The Fall', although clearly in non-Biblical
contexts the rationale may be quite different.
Why is the notion of a lost 'Golden Age' so widespread? Is it a mythic
echo of a carefree childhood, or something even more profound?
David Leeming has suggested that:
Life, by definition, implies death. To be alive is to be
imperfect, to be on an evolving path toward death, toward
the entropic equilibrium of chaos. To be in the world is to
be part of the life-defining struggle to create order out of
chaos.
(Leeming 1990: 16)
There is much here that reflects modern day psychology and modern
day cosmogonies such as entropy, but there are surprisingly few
mythologists who have proffered succinct reasons for The Fall being
such a common feature of cosmogonic myths. Stripping away
Leeming's more emotive imagery, the pre-Fall and post-Fall states
can be characterised as 'ideal' and 'real'. There is a seemingly a
widespread human need to create the image of an ideal cosmos, a
utopia (noting that this word originally meant 'no place', i.e. an
unachievable ideal). Having done so, the myth makers immediately
recognise that such an ideal is unattainable, and promptly introduce
The Fall.
Sacred sexuality
In the Biblical account of The Fall, Adam and Eve are ejected from
Eden after the Serpent entices them to eat from the Tree of
Knowledge. By subtle metaphors we are led to believe that
'knowledge' is specifically 'sexual knowledge'. In this respect
Genesis is typical of cosmogonic myths, which either prescribe
idealised sexual relationships, or describe scenarios that define the
acceptable. Such definitions may, as is often the case with Classical
Greek myths, come about by describing transgressions by the gods
and heroes. As examples of such transgressions consider Zeus raping
various women; Aphrodite's 'free love'; Tiresias's gender-bending
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life; or slurs on Odin's sexuality (see Chapter Eight). In various ways,
myths create distinctions between 'acceptable' and 'transgressive'
sexual behaviour.
Paul Friedrich has devoted a book to the myths of Aphrodite. He sees
her as a liminal deity whose 'generous and carnal affection and her
lack of ambivalence about sex made her… unique among the queens
of heaven.' (Friedrich 1978:134) In Greek culture extramarital sex
was regarded as polluting as filth or death; indeed for Hesiod, all sex
was dangerous and polluting. Yet Aphrodite's sexuality does not
pollute her or her lovers. She is also liminal in seducing mortals;
taking the active role; and for suggesting that sex within marriages
can be passionate. She was also the exception among Greek
goddesses in allowing herself to been seen naked without severe
retribution (in contrast, Actaeon was turned into a stag and torn apart
by his own hounds for seeing Artemis bathing).
Apart from Friendrich, most aspects of sexuality in myths were kept at
arm's length by 'respectable' twentieth century mythologists.
Presumptions about the close association between myth and religion
became more than a little problematical when the concepts of
religion were based rather too clearly on Judaeo-Christian
foundations and Protestant 'ethics'; the underlying myth that sex was
'sinful' simply pervaded too far.
Even though sex is at the kernel of Christian cosmogony, all but the
most simplistic aspects of sexuality in myths were side-stepped by
major mythologists. Consequently this created distortions in both the
understanding of specific myths and also the broader understanding
of mythology. Sigmund Freud's views of sexuality gave a pretext for
breaking this taboo, although with hindsight his premises of
phallicism and penis-envy did little to enlighten and much to
confuse. Freud provides a detailed insight into the chauvinism and
unenlightened 'sexism' of the upper classes of Vienna in the early
twentieth century. His attempts to generalise these to a universal
model of human sexual attitudes can be politely described as
'problematical'. Freud perceived sexuality as a 'base instinct', a
problem welling up from the unseen unconsciousness – entirely
incompatible with notions of sex being 'god given', divine, an
expression of humanity's higher spirituality.
Homosexuality has become increasingly 'problematical' in the last
150 years. Michel Foucault (1980) attempted to show the social
construction of homosexuality during the nineteenth century.
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Labelling and denigrating homosexuality created a binary opposition
that enhanced the 'normality' of accepted kinds of heterosexual
behaviour. Homosexuals have developed a rich counter culture that
has its own 'cosmologies'. For instance, the perceptions of gay icons
often have more in common with mythical heroes and deities than
their flesh-and-blood entities. Gay culture is a prime example of
modern myth making although, so far, investigated academically
from the broader viewpoints of 'cultural studies' rather than the more
focussed perspectives of mythology. (For pioneering studies of
'transgressive' readings of Star Trek and Dr Who see Jenkins 1992;
Jenkins and Tulloch 1995.)
For all the attention on gay and lesbian in the media and the arts – all
of which can be broadly construed as modern-day myth-making –
whole areas of gender ambiguity (such as those linked with the wide
spectrum of congenital hermaphroditic conditions that occur in one
to five percent of births) are still entirely liminal to the modern day
'cosmology' of sexuality.
Although deeply interwoven with modern Western thinking,
Christian notions of sin and Freud's models of human mental
processes are both entirely mythical notions. Both are substantial
obstacles to understanding sexuality implicit or explicit in nonwestern myths. Alan Watts was closer to the mark when he noted
that:
… mythology is not sexual, but sexuality is mythological,
since the union of the sexes prefigures the transcending of
duality, of the schism whereby man's experience is divided
into subject and object, self and other.
(Watts 1954: 180fn)
As an example of what has often been missed, Jonathan Z. Smith's
discussion of Israel and Jerusalem as the centre of the Judaic cosmos
observes:
More mysteriously, the land [of Israel] is the center of
fertility, because heavenly beings engage in sexual
intercourse in it, an intercourse at the heart of things which
establishes and guarantees the fertility of the world. It may
be expressed in some traditions by the belief that on top of
the Ark in the Holy of Holies, the cherubim have been
engaged in an act of unending intercourse since the
beginning of time and if they should ever cease, the cosmos
would collapse into chaos, or by the tradition… of YHWH
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having nightly intercourse with his bride on the 'couch' of
the site of the Temple in Jerusalem.
(J. Smith 1978: 115)
(For more on 'sacred centres' see Chapter Ten.)
Another example comes from the Hindu account of creation, which
holds that god was originally neither male nor female.
Overcome by loneliness, it divided itself into two equal
halves – purush (man) and nari (woman) – so each
remained incomplete without the other. Only as a result of
the union of these halves could the world enjoy fertility.
(Poddar 1995: 67)
One of the statues on the façade of the Kandariya Mahadev temple at
Khajuraho, India shows a male standing on his head, in yogic sexual
intercourse with a female above him (see illustration below). Through
the eyes of Tantric cosmology, this is a perfect depiction of the
'fusion of the energies of the cosmos' (Poddar 1995: 62). Indeed
Hindu art historians regard these 'erotic' statues as allegories of
religious and cosmological ideas, with the sensual women signifying
abundance – although Western minds have difficulty seeing beyond
what appears to be akin to a three-dimensional version of the Kama
Sutra. (In the same way, Eastern minds might have difficulty
recognising bare-breasted nineteenth century statues of women as
allegories of Justice.)
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The same concepts are expressed in Indian myths about Shakti, a
goddess who symbolises 'the ultimate female principle of energy and
motion, without which there would be no manifested universe.'
(Camphausen 1991: 175) Shakti is envisaged as deriving this energy
from intercourse with her consort, Shiva – a continuous cosmic 'big
bang'.
Indian Tantric traditions also depict various deities in sexual
intercourse with a female personification of Wisdom. This has close
parallels to the Gnostic Christians' alternative exegesis of Adam and
Eve, where the emphasis is on gaining the fruit of the Tree of
Knowledge, rather than sexual knowledge specifically.
Such myths seem seriously exotic to modern minds. Partly this is
because of the religious 'fundamentalists' and secular moralists who
have made sex all but synonymous with evil. More specifically, and
a bigger part of the problem of understanding non-western portrayals
of sexuality, modern minds have been subsumed by sexuality in the
service of commerce. Idealised nubile women frequently make eye
contact as we turn the pages of magazines, drive past advertising
hoardings, and watch TV; they offer not sexual gratification but the
dubious benefits of consumer products and services.
All these Western attitudes eclipse the primary importance of sex –
without it there would be no humans. There is no quibbling with the
quip 'life is sexually transmitted'. Sexuality is far more than the
mechanics of reproduction, of course, but the prudery of academe
has given prominence to 'sacred' myths and myths about the origin
of the universe while all-but ignoring the equally, if not more,
important myths associated with societies' concepts of sexuality.
Cosmologies in the modern world
Examining the clash of modern cosmologies (in the widest sense of
myths that give structure to our world) with traditional cosmologies is
not for the faint-hearted, and well beyond the scope of this brief
section. As might be expected, more academic mythologists have yet
to be tempted to tackle the modern myths of sexuality, and have left
this territory to the more 'cultural studies' approach, with its
emphasis on cultural ideas transmitted by mass media. As a result the
notion of 'sacred sexuality' remains somewhat alien to modern
minds, but this is chiefly a reflection of modern mythical
cosmologies. These modern ways of thinking need to be addressed
before the approaches to sexuality in traditional and non-western
cosmological myths can be recognised 'on their own terms'.
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In the next three chapters we will explore other ways in which
underlying 'cosmologies' come to the surface as recurrent myths. The
first of these is the direct counterpart to myths about the origins of the
cosmos and concerns expectations of the 'end times', usually with
the emphasis on a series of disasters – despite T.S. Eliot's suggestions
to the contrary, the emphasis is on 'bangs' rather than 'whimpers'.
Cosmologies most certainly underlie how we think about the afterlife
and reveal complex contrasts between general 'rationalist' beliefs
and specific instances of 'beliefs in practice'. Similar contrasts and
complexity about underlying cosmological beliefs can be discerned
in approaches to fortune telling or divination. Despite the widely
different topics of this chapter and the next three, they are all
explorations of the ways in which cosmological myths structure what
we think of as reality.
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6: End times
If myths about the origins of the universe are among the most
prevalent, they are often accompanied by myths about the expected
end of everything. In such myths the world rarely ends with a
whimper; rather amidst apocalyptic scenarios outdoing a Spielberg
block-buster.
The word ‘apocalypse’ has come to mean the end of the world, or a
major catastrophe. For Christians more specific images may come to
mind, such as the Four Horsemen heralded by trumpets bringing
cataclysm, fire in the sky, turning the sea to blood, stars falling into
the sea, and plagues. But originally the word ‘apocalypse’ meant
‘revelation’.
This is why the Four Horsemen appear in the book of the Bible called
the Revelation of St John. In the original sense of the word
'apocalyse' the Four Horsemen are not the bringers of the
apocalypse, rather they are characters in the narrative of St John's
revelation. Indeed, Biblical scholars speak of various apocalypses,
including those of Daniel, Zechariah, Isaiah, Joel, Enoch, Baruch,
Ezra and Abraham. They are matched by non-Biblical apocalypses in
Greco-Roman, Gnostic, and Persian myths.
‘Apocalyptic’ is a literary genre that includes narratives dealing with
divine revelation through dream, vision, or supernatural
intermediary. These narratives usually but not always concern the
'end times', known to mythologists as 'eschatology' (from the Greek
eskhatos, 'last'). Eschatological myths sometimes describe disastrous
events that will engulf everyone on earth; others emphasise the
subsequent happiness for 'God's chosen few' who survive. Myths
about floods 'washing away' and cleansing corrupt societies abound
in early Middle Eastern cultures (indeed, can be found as far afield as
pre-Columbian America, China, south-east Asia and across the
Pacific), although the best-known version is the one that survived in
the Biblical tale of Noah. Likewise the more comprehensive carnage
of St John's apocalypse has much earlier precedents in the
Zoroastrian beliefs concerning the day of judgement, where the
forces of light confront those of darkness, and the dead arise to be
judged.
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End times for one's own times
All myths arise in specific the social and political contexts. St John
the Divine wrote his Revelation about 90 CE while imprisoned, at a
time of great oppression (the anti-Christian Roman emperors Nero
and Domitian had ruled since 54 CE). His apocalypse can be
considered as a letter of consolation to the tyrannised Christians of
Asia Minor. There was no intent to incite rebellion or active
resistance against the oppressors of the day, because the final war
between good and evil would take place not on earth but in heaven,
when God would deliver the protagonists from their enemies. After
all the carnage, the righteous will live happily ever after. The faithful
are told that, when all else has been annihilated:
God himself shall be with them, and he shall wipe away
every tear from their eyes; and death shall be no more;
neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain, any
more.... And he that sitteth on the throne said, “Behold, I
make all things new.”
'Making all things anew' resonates with Hindu cosmologies, where
creation and annihilation repeat in a never-ending cycle, considered
as the cosmos breathing in and breathing out. This cyclical concept
of eternity places less significance on the punishing of human
failings. In contrast, the Norse myths of Ragnarök are less optimistic
– even the gods are doomed. Nevertheless, after the usual 'special
effects' (in this case earthquakes, the darkening of the sun, the rising
of monsters, Armageddon, and all-consuming fire), life is renewed.
As might be expected, Mircea Eliade included end times in his
comparative studies of cosmology (see especially Eliade 1954 and
1963 chapter 4). Subsequently a useful collection of essays by
various authors about apocalyptic traditions in various cultures
appeared in Semia Vol.14 (1979) under the title 'Apocalypse: the
morphology of a genre'. Shan Winn (1995 Ch.9) provides a useful
survey of Indo-European apocalyptic myths. D. Hellhold (1983) has
surveyed apocalypticism in the Mediterranean and Near East.
Apocalypses explain everything
The images of apocalyptic texts are complex, and a great deal of
scholarly effort has been devoted to this aspect. But for the purposes
of this section an observation made by Christopher Rowland, in his
book The Open Heaven (1982), is helpful. He shows that JudaeoChristian apocalyptic writings sought to do more than relate divine
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wisdom about the future. Rather, they covered past, present, and
future, explaining history and contemporary events in terms of
prophecies for what lay ahead. That is, they aimed to provide an
understanding of all history.
The idea that creation has a predestined course (in which people's
lives are merely one aspect), with divine intervention ultimately
resolving injustices, is a welcome doctrine for a subjugated society.
However, Bernard McGinn, in his book Visions of the End, made a
broader observation:
The structure and meaning of time, the meeting
place of this age and eternity, are consistent
concerns... The desire to understand history – its
unity, its structure, its goal, the future hope which
it promises – is not a passing interest or
momentary whim, but a perennial human
concern. A sense of belonging in time, as well as
the need to understand the special significance of
the present, is the anthropological root of
apocalyptic systems of thought.
(McGinn 1979:30)
These days physicists, historians and archaeologists aim to satisfy
these 'perennial human concerns' although modern minds still
require and create myths to satisfy these urges. Indeed, modern
thinking is deeply imbued with thinly-disguised apocalyptic myths
(see Denning 1999a; 1999b: Ch.6). In the last fifty years the West has
invented two widely-feared eschatologies, although the pessimism of
the Cold War nuclear annihilation has largely been supplanted by
expectations of ecological disasters. The trumpets of four horsemen
may now seem rather exotic but the din of excess traffic is an
equivalent precursor of end times for eco-warriors.
Apocalypses for all times
St John's apocalypse has produced some unexpected sequels over
the centuries. Edmund Spenser's The Fairie Queene, written in 1590
opens with descriptions of the chief protagonists that use words taken
directly from Revelation. However, Spenser's purpose was to
condone and celebrate the status quo of Queen Elizabeth's reign,
rather than to offer hope to the oppressed.
Someone who was offering hope to the oppressed was Gerrard
Winstanley, the leader of the Diggers or True Levellers during the
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seventeenth century. In his book, Fire in the Bush, of 1650 he alludes
to Revelation on the title page: 'The great Battle of God Almighty,
between Michael the Seed of Life, and the great red Dragon, the
curse, fought within the Spirit of Man' and, in the text, quotes directly
from Revelation.
Although D.H. Lawrence did not share the extreme views of
Winstanley, at the end of his life he prepared a study of Revelation.
This prompted the literary critic Frank Kermode (1973: 131) to read
an eschatology of sexual resurrection into Lady Chatterley's Lover
(1928). More predictably, Kermode (1990: 309) also drew out the
parallels between Revelation and T.S. Eliot's poem The Waste Land
(1922). And the end times were evoked by name in Francis Ford
Coppola's 1979 film Apocalypse Now. This film is powerful modern
myth making, drawing implicitly on Revelation as well as explicitly
on Joseph Conrad's story The Heart of Darkness (1902). Laurence
Coupe has summarised this intermeshing of myth and history thus:
With Apocalypse Now the sense of crisis and catastrophe
predominates, as is appropriate in a film about Vietnam.
Atrocity follows atrocity, in this postmodern war, to no
apparent purpose. Thus we find Colonel Kilgore leading a
bombing raid on a Vietnamese village to the sound of
Wagner, in order to clear the beach area for a surfing
display. Again, we find the Do Lung bridge being manned
by leaderless, drug-hallucinating soldiers, shelling an
invisible enemy, merely so the generals can say that the
bridge is open. If out of the symptoms of chaos we infer
narrative pattern, we are hard put to name it. Kilgore's
massacre and the Do Lung fiasco become eschatological
signs of an ending which is immanent rather than
imminent, chronologically pervasive rather than critically
forthcoming.
(Coupe 1997: 83)
'This is the end' Jim Morrison of The Doors declaims maledictorily as
Willard kills Kurtz at the culmination of Apocalypse Now. This
apocalypse is the apotheosis of the consolation of St John's divine
revelation.
Apocalypses in politics
Laurence Coupe summarises the writings of Edgell Rickword (1898–
1982) a member of the British Communist Party who founded the
short-lived journal Left Review in 1934. Rickword discussed 'The
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cultural meaning of May Day' in the April 1937 editorial for Left
Review and also explored the myth of 'The returning hero' – an
image he 'borrowed' from Sir James Frazer but invested with the
Marxist symbol of 'Man the Worker'.
Kenneth Burke had explored similar ideas a couple of years earlier in
a speech to the American Writers' Congress, at that time
predominantly communist, entitled 'Revolutionary symbolism in
America'. Burke specifically notes that Marxism cannot ignore its
mythic aspects:
'Myths' may be wrong, or they may be used to bad ends –
but they cannot be dispensed with. In the last analysis, they
are our basic psychological tools for working together. The
hammer is a carpenter's tool; a wrench is a mechanic's
tool; and a 'myth' is a social tool for welding the sense of
inter-relationship by which the carpenter and mechanic,
though differently occupied, can work together for common
social ends. In the sense a myth that works well it is real as
food, tools, and shelter are.
(Quoted in Simons and Melia 1989: 267)
Burke continues by discussing specific mythic symbols:
The symbol I should plead for, as more basic, more of an
ideal incentive, than that of the worker, is that of 'the
people'. … The symbol of 'the people', as distinct from the
proletarian symbol, also has a tactical advantage of pointing
more definitely in the direction of unity… It contains the
ideal, the ultimate classless feature which the revolution
would bring about – and for this reason seems richer as
a symbol of allegiance.
(Quoted in Simons and Melia 1989: 267, 270)
Those interested in an extended summary of mythology in 1930s
Marxist rhetoric are recommended to read Coupe 1997: Ch.3.
Marxism's overt ambitions were to bring about a social revolution,
with expectations of greater outcomes than had resulted from either
the socialist French revolution or the Leninist Russian revolution.
Although these revolutions cannot be considered revelations, in the
minds of many – certainly the landowners and industrialists – they
were apocalyptical. British politics of the nineteenth century had
been deeply worried by the prospect of an English revolution, and
these concerns certainly took on spectres of millennialism as the
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1890s advanced. The October Uprising in Russia in 1917 confirms
that revolution was a real possibility.
The Great Depression of the 1920s and 30s renewed fears of social
uprising, especially in America and Germany. If the suggestion that
the First World War was a direct response to fears of social uprising
might be rather maverick, then there is no doubt that the Second
World War was the consequence of the German government's
attempts to subvert the threat of popular revolt. In passing, it is
appropriate to note that by the end of the Second World War at least
two new eschatological images had manifested – the death camps of
the Holocaust and the mushroom clouds of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.
The Cold War of the 1950s and 60s can be considered a war of
myths. American propaganda deliberately mythologised the threats
from socialism (from 'reds under the bed' to the kangaroo courts of
McCarthyism) and of the risks of a nuclear Armageddon. The same
propaganda processes were also promoting the evils of marihuana, to
the benefit of the alcohol industry, and destabilising various south
American governments, starting with Guatamala, to protect the
interests of American agrarian and mineral extraction businesses.
Francis Fukuyama's book The End of History and the Last Man (1992)
asserts that we now live in an 'end time', as liberal democratic
capitalism had entirely displaced Marxism. Fukuyama's ideas have
brought numerous critical responses, including Peter Lamborn
Wilson's characteristically imaginative yet pertinent suggestion that,
far from capitalism having 'transcended' history, we are yet to
embark on another rerun of nineteenth century politics, but on a
more global scale (Wilson 1998:38–71). Laurence Coupe has also
undermined Fukuyama's views in the broader context of 'end time'
myths (Coupe 1997: 86–7). Fukuyama's views can be regarded as
christocentric and eurocentric – one only has to think of the
relationship of the Islamic world to his supposed 'end time' for huge
gulfs to appear in his worldview.
This compressed history of twentieth century politics hopefully
suggests the ways in which major events have unfolded in response
to underlying assumptions of an apocalypse – that is, a social
uprising along the lines of the Russian revolution.
As will be explored further in Chapter Fourteen, political systems –
whether right-wing, left-wing or somewhere nearer the centre – are,
at their core, mythical systems. As Kenneth Burke noted, political
systems reduce the complexities of 'real world' social interactions to
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pithy phases and images. The success of such slogans and images is
greatly enhanced if they 'touch the right spots' in the minds of the
populace. In other words, they need to work in the same way
successful myths have always worked. The spin doctors of American
and British political leaders may become more sophisticated in the
last couple of decades, but their need to engage effectively with
human thinking requires that myth-making remains a crucial skill.
What is notable that the political 'apocalyptic myths' of recent years
have shifted from Cold War nuclear winters to the threat of terrorists
with unspecified weapons of mass destruction.
Apocalypses are us
Not that politicians have any prior claim on apocalypses. Scientists
have provided us with secular myths of the apocalypse, commencing
in 1856 with Hermann Helmholtz's cosmological theory based on
the Laws of Entropy, that considers the universe is steadily 'winding
down' to a uniform state of chaos. This secular eschatology was
matched by a secular cosmogenesis in 1927 when Georges Lemaître
formulated the now well-known concept of the universe originating
with a 'big bang'.
Just at the time the threat of a nuclear apocalypse was lifting,
ecologists evolved their own expression of end times. Awareness of a
looming disaster was triggered by Rachel Carson's 1962 book Silent
Spring. This focussed on the threats from non-degrading biocides
such as DDT. Popular opinion has caused this threat to be reduced.
However other threats have been recognised – such as global
warming, damage to the ozone layer, and exhaustion of fossil fuels.
These threats are real, yet the 'messages' are built on foundations that
owe everything to myths of the apocalypse.
If the interests of ecologists are largely at the expense of big business,
then big business created an apocalyptic scare of its own, truly
millennial in nature, when in the late 1990s the risk of widespread
computer problems were envisaged if 'bugs' caused critical systems
to fail in the first few hours of 1st January 2000. The 'Y2K bug' proved
to be inconsequential. Some might say this was because of the vast
sums of money spent to upgrade software and hardware, others that
the risks were in many instances greatly exaggerated.
The FBI soberly assessed the risks of 'extremist' groups marking the
dawn of 2000 with acts of terrorism or self-immolation, as is
recorded in a report prepared in 1999:
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The threat posed by extremists as a result of perceived
events associated with the Year 2000 (Y2K) is very real. The
volatile mix of apocalyptic religious and (New World
Order) conspiracy theories may produce violent acts aimed
at precipitating the end of the world as prophesied in the
Bible...
(FBI, Introduction to Project Megiddo report, 1999.)
Even the title, 'Project Megiddo', is imbued with myth, as the report
explains:
For over four thousand years, Megiddo, a hill in northern
Israel, has been the site of many battles. Ancient cities were
established there to serve as a fortress on the plain of Jezreel
to guard a mountain pass. As Megiddo was built and rebuilt,
one city upon the other, a mound or hill was formed. The
Hebrew word 'Armageddon' means 'hill of Megiddo'. In
English, the word has come to represent battle itself. The last
book in the New Testament of the Bible designates
Armageddon as the assembly point in the apocalyptic setting
of God's final and conclusive battle against evil. The name
'Megiddo' is an apt title for a project that analyzes those
who believe the year 2000 will usher in the end of the
world and who are willing to perpetrate acts of violence to
bring that end about.
(FBI, Introduction to Project Megiddo report, 1999.)
Jerusalem was regarded as especially vulnerable (the significance of
Jerusalem will be explored further in Chapter Eleven) and a whole
chapter of the Project Megiddo report was devoted to the various
groups whose ideologies might spark off such a crisis.
In the event the FBI's fears were unfulfilled, although we will never
know whether this was a result of effective counter-action (there were
arrests in December 1999 in Jordan and at the US/Canadian border
of 'foreign nationals' who were allegedly planning to attack crowded
millennium celebrations) or simply that all the purported 'extremists'
simply decided, like most of the rest of the world's population, that
New Year's Eve 1999 was too big a party to miss.
Although not a noticeable aspect of British Christianity, in America
there is a well-known apocalyptic belief among some Christians that
the faithful will, one day soon, be whisked off to heaven together.
This expected event is known as the 'Rapture' (more accurately, the
'pretribulation rapture'). According to one of the many Web sites that
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mix-and-match Bible quotations to support this notion:
The rapture is an event that will take place sometime in the
near future. Jesus will come in the air, catch up the Church
from the earth, and then return to heaven with the Church.
In 1 Thes. 4:13-18 we are given a clear description of the
rapture, 'the dead in Christ will rise, then we which are
alive and remain shall be caught up together with them in
the clouds to meet the Lord.'
American car bumper stickers saying 'In the event of the rapture this
car will be unmanned' are seemingly expressions of earnest belief
rather than exquisite parodies!
Apocalypses for us all
If apocalyptic concerns are the foundations of much of twentieth
century politics and science, then it is hardly surprising that similar
concerns pervade popular culture. Popular fiction and its cinematic
counterparts abound with disasters and massive conflicts on a global
and even inter-galactic scale. To anyone with a moderate awareness
of apocalyptic myths then their plots and motifs can be seen to have
a long pedigree.
The military paranoia of the Cold War was matched by an obsession
with visitors from 'outer space'. Extraterrestrial invasion is the
twentieth century's contribution to eschatological motifs. H.G. Wells'
short story The War of the Worlds (1926) is the grand-daddy of such
myths. However, as if to show how we create the Other in our own
image, by the 1960s invasion-by-force was typically moderated to
'take me to your leader' diplomacy, and even to the domestic bliss of
Steven Spielberg's ET (1982). Nevertheless the predominant myth in
today's American 'UFO' studies is of humans being abducted by
aliens and subjected to 'examinations' rather reminiscent of sexual
abuse scenarios. I have summarised the complexities of this subject
elsewhere (Trubshaw 2002:Ch.8).
Science fiction scenarios are infused with eschatology. Early
examples include the stark post-nuclear Armageddon of On the
Beach (1959) to the complexities of 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968).
Social disintegration was the flavour of the seventies, with Soylent
Green (1973) and Rollerball (1975). (Anyone who considers that this
depiction of life on earth after a series of corporate wars to be farfetched might care to reconsider a world in which Rupert Murdoch
has more power than Tony Blair, and corporations dictate the
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political agenda for American presidents.) Twenty-one years later
and Independence Day (1996) showed Hollywood could again
succeed with a blockbuster based on 'end times', despite the plot
details being generally implausible – for instance, the American
President personally flies a jet fighter to deliver a payload of missiles
against an attack by extra-terrestrials (although facts followed fiction
when George W. Bush – who had flown jet fighters, but not in
combat, terrestrial or otherwise – became President). Two years later
and a brace of 'watch out there's a meteor about' films, Deep Impact
and Armageddon, attempted to entertain audiences with the threat of
planetary oblivion. The paucity of their plots makes Douglas Adams'
approach in The Hitchhikers Guide to the Galaxy (first broadcast
1978) eminently more sensible – zap the planet in the first chapter
then simply avoid the Vogons while travelling to the Restaurant at the
End of the Universe for cocktails.
For an excellent survey of apocalyptic thought in America, from
earliest Puritan and Calvinist texts through to Los Angeles and New
York punks, see Daniel Wojcik's The End of the World as We Know
It: Faith, fatalism and apocalypse in America (1997).
Apocalypses and archaeologists
Given this widespread awareness of the modern forms of these myths
it should be unsurprising that popular non-fiction authors also
embody apocalyptic concerns in their narratives. Adrian Gilbert and
Maurice Cotterell's 1995 book The Mayan Prophecies proved to be
an international best-seller. Based on their exegesis of Mayan
calendrical carvings, they predict that 21st December 2012 will be
the occasion of the greatest catastrophe that mankind has ever
known. Unprecedented sun spot activity, reversal of the magnetic
field, massive floods leading to submerged land masses, a drop in
temperature ... a completist's collection of catastrophes.
But such themes of inevitable eschatology also underlie more
academic archaeological writing, as Kathryn Denning has discussed
in detail (Denning 1999a).
She draws attention to an unusual example of archaeological writing
– Paul Bahn and John Flenley’s 1992 book, Easter Island, Earth
Island. The note on the cover, 'A message from our past for the future
of our planet', is an interesting parallel to The Mayan Prophecies and
similar works.
Bahn and Flenley, rather than fixating on the traditional questions of
65

Explore Mythology
how Easter Island’s inhabitants got there, and how they made those
amazing statues, concern themselves with the evidence surrounding
the culture’s violent decline, after centuries of peace and stability.
They ask: 'What cataclysm could have had such a devastating impact
on the island’s culture?' and then say that
the answer to this question carries a message that is of
fundamental importance to every person alive today and
even more so to our descendants.... This is more, therefore,
than an account of the rise and fall of an extraordinary
prehistoric culture. ... it is, indeed, a cautionary tale
relevant for the future of all mankind.
(Bahn and Flenley 1992: 9)
The ecological catastrophe that befell Easter Island centred on trees.
The once-abundant palm trees disappeared, leaving the islanders in
serious trouble. They could no longer make canoes to go deep-sea
fishing, erosion became a problem, and fresh water supplies dried
up. As the stresses increased, there was war, a drastic population
decline, and a rapid degeneration of the society. The great statues
were toppled over and mutilated, providing a powerful metaphor for
the end of a ‘golden age’.
What is particularly interesting, and the reason I am dealing with this
book at comparative length, is the way that Bahn and Flenley chose
to narrate their ideas. There were three main factors that contributed
to the complete deforestation of the island: drought, tree cutting, and
rats eating the trees' seeds. Where others have argued for climate
being the most important variable, Bahn and Flenley choose to
emphasise the factor that was under human control. They state that
the islanders 'brought disaster upon themselves', and go on to
opinionate that the inhabitants of Easter Island 'carried out for us the
experiment of permitting unrestricted population growth and
profligate use of resources, destruction of the environment, and
boundless confidence in their religion to take care of the future. The
result was an ecological disaster....' Then they ask 'Do we have to
repeat the experiment...? Would it not be more sensible to learn from
the lesson of Easter Island history, and apply it to the Earth Island on
which we live?' (Bahn and Flenley 1992: 213)
Bahn and Flenley implicitly acknowledge the power that
archaeology has to contribute to the narratives by which people
today understand their current situation. This point had been made
previously by Bruce Trigger, among others. In his History of
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Archaeological Thought (1989), Trigger suggested that such
approaches to archaeology encourage a world view that 'attributes
the shortcomings of a world economy to largely immutable
evolutionary forces rather than to specific and alterable political and
economic conditions.' He adds that 'This explanation has attracted a
willing audience amongst the insecure middle classes of Western
nations, who are anxious to believe that they are not responsible for
the fate they fear is overtaking them.' (Trigger 1989: 323) Should
archaeologists explain past phenomena by the purpose they serve?
Or should they postulate causes for these phenomena? The latter
approach implicitly emphasises our own responsibility in the present.
Apocalypses are always now
In an increasingly secular society where traditional beliefs are being
replaced by scholarly wisdom, archaeologists contribute by
unwittingly projecting the apocalyptic 'deep structures' of the present
onto the past.
As the French philosopher Jean Baudrillard noted, apocalypses are
not descriptions of future events, they are embedded into the here
and now of our thinking (Baudrillard 1992). This has always been the
function of the genre – the prophesising is a transcendental smoke
screen. So, St John the Divine aimed to console his persecuted
readers, and Coppola's Apocalypse Now alluded to various preexisting eschatological motifs to underscore his expression of the
chaos and futility of postmodern war.
As noted in Chapter Three, myths are essentially 'timeless', especially
when the subject matter deals with the beginning or end of the
cosmos. Myths are also the means by we transmit ideas about the
order and structure of the cosmos, especially the social world. This
order may be idealised and achievable only by transcending external
limitations, whether they be natural cause (such as death) or
manmade (such as political inequalities). Apocalyptic prophecies
may be expressed in terms of a chaotic destruction of the flawed
order, yet this can be only understood by an implicit recognition of
how things should be. To a greater extent than is commonly
recognised, ideas originating in apocalyptic myths are rife in popular
belief (if the Rapture doesn't get you, then the aliens or atomic
warfare might, and ecological disaster awaits us all… ); in modern
politics; and in academic approaches to history and archaeology.
Every bit as much as primitive peoples, we see – and structure – our
world through apocalyptic myths.
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7: Death, the afterlife and hell hounds
Death, it has oft been quipped, is the only certainty in life. Little
wonder that death features heavily in myths. Heroes transcend the
risks of death, or need to be tricked into a 'threefold' demise such as
simultaneously being hanged, drowned and stabbed. As discussed in
Chapter Five, the ritual death of animals and humans re-enacts or
aims to restore the original order of the cosmos.
What happens after we are dead? Only myths can tell us. Perhaps our
'souls' will travel on, over the River Styx, or to Purgatory, or perhaps
have to hang around until Judgement Day when a simple set of scales
will determine whether we go upwards to hang out with all the
squeaky-clean characters of human history, or go downwards to join
those who were much more fun at parties. Perhaps our 'souls' will be
troubled or vindictive and hang around their old haunts, occasionally
becoming sufficiently visible to the living to give them a fright.
Western culture is familiar with a wide range of beliefs regarding the
afterlife. Christian ideas changed significantly after the Reformation,
but are otherwise fairly consistent. In the last 30 to 40 years more
'exotic' beliefs have been more widely promulgated, such as the
Tibetan Book of the Dead and various Pharaonic Egyptian papyri,
which show that the deceased were once given quite specific
instructions. The most ancient Indian funeral hymn also gives specific
instructions, which match the mythic cosmogonic dismemberment:
Your eye must go to the sun. Your soul must go to the
wind.
You must go to the sky and the earth, according to what is
right.
Go to waters, if you are placed there.
You must establish the plants with your flesh.
Rig Veda 10.16.3 (cited in Lincoln 1991:13–14)
Living ever after
Modern concepts of 'souls' and 'ghosts' do not necessarily have
equivalents in other and older traditions. 'Soul', as some vaguelydefined sustaining of our personality, is especially problematical.
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Older traditions – and this includes the first 1000 to 1500 years of
Christianity – equate the life-force and vitality with the breath.
Although an elaborate funerary geography clearly existed
within P.I.E. [proto-Indo-European] religion, whereby the
soul's journey to the otherworld was traced across rivers in a
ferry, along pathways, past dogs and through gates, on close
inspection all this proves to be an allegory and no more, for
… there is no soul to make the journey. The river, then, is
nothing more than a mythopoetic representation of oblivion,
the ferryman a personification of old age, and so forth.
(Lincoln 1991:14–15)
If there was no afterlife then 'life after death' was reduced to what
mattered most – the survival after death of an individual's reputation.
No wonder that warriors went out in pursuit of fame as much as
fortunes. Indeed, Bruce Lincoln (1991: 15) draws attention to the
work of the German scholar, Rüdiger Schmitt, in identifying a protoIndo-European poetic formulae that translates as 'the fame that does
not decay'. Despite its early origins, this sentiment was still current in
Anglo-Saxon culture towards the end of the first millennium CE, as an
Old English rune poem confirms:
Be bold, and your fame will burn brightly in the minds of
those you leave behind and those who come after them.
(Linsell 1992:96)
Phantasmal vagrants
To understand modern afterlife beliefs we need to step back to the
later medieval and early modern periods when the Church was
creating an abstract concept of the Otherworlds – wherever heaven,
purgatory and hell might be, they were places distinct from the
physical Earth. However, such notions were too abstract to be
assimilated into popular belief. The majority of the European
population of the time, in common with most preliterate societies,
considered that the spirits of the dead continued to share the physical
world with the living.
‘In medieval England it was fully accepted that dead men might
sometimes return to haunt the living’ states Keith Thomas
(1971:701), noting that the Catholic Church rationalised this belief
by regarding such apparitions as the souls of those trapped in
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Purgatory. Early Protestant preachers treated the belief in ghosts as a
Popish fraud. To ask someone in the sixteenth century whether or not
they believed in ghosts was akin to asking if they believed in
transubstantiation or the papal supremacy. This made William
Shakespeare's inclusion of ghosts in Hamlet and Macbeth
exceptionally contentious at the time.
Needless to say, this clear-cut theological issue became greatly
diluted in subsequent centuries, suggesting that popular belief in
ghosts was not easily passed off as a Popish superstition. Tessa Watt
has shown how the broadside ballad known as 'St Bernard's Vision'
(subtitled 'a brief discourse between the soul and the body of a
damned man newly deceased') is 'a powerful argument for the
continuity of a medieval religious outlook well into the early modern
period. The first extant copy dates from c.1640, and the ballad was
one of only half a dozen seventeenth century religious titles still
available in Dicey's catalogue of 1754.' (Watt 1991:111)
Indeed such 'medieval' world views are still very much with us. A
1990 Gallup poll concluded that one-quarter of Americans believe
that 'ghosts or… spirits of dead people can come back.' And,
contrary to expectations, this belief was held by 28 percent of those
with college education and merely 9 percent of the least educated
sector (cited in D. Hufford 1995: 17). Gillian Bennett (1987) had also
discovered a wide variety of beliefs about the afterlife during her
discussions with women in the north-west of England. So much for
Keith Thomas's opening statement in Religion and the Decline of
Magic (1971) that belief in ghosts is now 'rightly disdained by
intelligent persons'. Frank Muir was nearer the mark when he
reputedly said ‘The modern superstition is that we’re free of
superstition.’
Nevertheless, we should not assume that previous generations
believed in ghosts in the same way that modern day journalism still
reports on ‘haunted pubs’ and the like. In medieval times ghosts were
either demons and malevolent spirits, or they were people known to
the witness who had died recently.
Ghosts have a history that goes back at least as far as classical
Greece; indeed the oldest-known ghost story appears in the earliest
‘book’ – the Sumerian Epic of Gilgamesh written around 2000 BCE
but based on already mature oral traditions. Most of the dead in
ancient Greece, such as those who died in 'normal' conditions and
had funeral ceremonies properly done on their behalf, were led by
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Seventeenth century woodcut depicting
St Bernard's vision of Hell.
Hermes to cross the River Styx in Charon’s boat and then pass into
the realms of Hades. But some of the dead (such as those who died
untimely or violent deaths, or where the funeral ceremonies were not
properly performed) remained trapped between two worlds, and
were attracted to the realm of Hekate. They roamed with her during
the night and were to be seen at crossroads and near their graves.
However, the Greek word phásma or phántasma denoted a wider
concept than our 'ghost', as the invisible demons associated with
Hekate were called phásmata when they appeared in the visible
world, as were also some liminal ‘undead’ beings such as Lamia
(Gonzalez 1997; see also Jonston 1999).
(See Trubshaw 2002 Ch.8 for a discussion of modern day beliefs
about the afterlife; the remainder of this chapter is mostly based on
ideas originally explored in Stone 1994b and Trubshaw 1994c.)
What we did on our way to the Otherworld
Indo-European myths about death are well-covered in the literature.
G.S. Kirk incorporates death and the Otherworld into many of his
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discussions, with an extended discuss of Sumerian myths about death
as revealed in the epic poem Gilgamesh (Kirk 1970:143–52). Bruce
Lincoln's 1991 book, Death, War, and Sacrifice investigates IndoEuropean ideology and practice in these matters.
As already quoted, Lincoln draws attention to the 'elaborate funerary
geography' of proto-Indo-European religion. The journey to the
Otherworld involved crossing rivers, negotiating tortuous pathways
and encounters with dogs. (See Stone 1994b and Bradley 2000: 138–
43 for different approaches to Otherworld journeys.) To successfully
complete such afterlife journeys a 'tour guide' was most helpful. And
mythology contains a number of such afterlife tour guides – known to
scholars as 'psychopomps'. For instance, Mithras may have been
regarded as much as a psychopomp as a saviour (Lincoln 1991: 77–
8). Indeed, around 2000 years ago there have been much less
distinction between modern ideas of saviours and psychopomps, and
that saviours were by their nature powerful psychopomps.
These days psychopomps are a rather unknown aspect of mythology.
So, rather than summarise comparatively well-known aspects of
afterlife myths, the remainder of this chapter will look at aspects of
psychopomps, especially their dog-like manifestations.
Lincoln notes that encounters with dogs are characteristic of
Otherworld journeys. Indeed he devotes one chapter of Death, War,
and Sacrifice to Otherworld dogs. He notes that the Greek Kerberos
(the proper name of Hades' hound) has a counterpart in Indic myths,
where the two dogs of Yama guard the pathway to the Otherworld.
Indeed dogs guarding the Otherworld are also found in Celtic,
Germanic, Latin, Armenian and Iranian myths. This suggests that
myths of such dogs – dubbed 'hell hounds' – date back to the origins
of Indo-European myths.
Nothing but the growl
Hell hounds are commonly found in pairs, one being the dog of life
and the other the dog of death. The former can restore a critically-ill
human to life; the latter will take him or her to the realms of the dead.
The hound of life is often known by a name meaning 'White', and the
hound of death by a name meaning 'Black'. In later myths where
there is only one hound he is sometimes known by a name such as
the Old Norse, Garmr (Garmr was the monstrous dog bound to the
peak of Hel). This name seems to be related to Old English words
such as gierman and grimetan, which mean ' to roar, howl, rage'. So
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the hell hound was known by an onomatopoeic name based on his
snarling – Growler would the modern English equivalent. (Lincoln
1991: 96–101)
Names for hell hounds in Germanic myths translate as 'greedy' and
'devourer'. Indeed, 'the growl may be seen as the voice of the hellhound's greed, the greed of none other than all-devouring death.'
(Lincoln 1991: 100)
Hell hounds are essentially liminal – at the border of this world and
the next, between life and death. The dog is the domesticated species
that is most liminal – 'midway between animal and human, savagery
and civilization, nature and culture.' (Lincoln 1991: 101) Even the
eponymous growl is halfway between articulate speech and silence.
The sound has emotion and power but lacks reason. 'Like death
itself, the hellhound speaks, but does not listen; acts, but never
reflects or reconsiders. Driven by hunger and greed, he is insatiable
and his growl is eternal in duration.' (Lincoln 1991: 101)
A formulaic curse in the Old Norse sagas that translates as 'Dogs
shall gnaw you in Hel' dispels doubts about dogs acting as
scavengers of human corpses.
Guardian hounds occur widely in shamanic lore of the Otherworld.
The Altaic shaman encounters a dog that guards the underworld
realm of Erlik Khan. When the Yukaghir shaman follows the road to
the kingdom of shadows, he finds an old woman's house guarded by
a barking dog. In Koryak shamanism the entrance to the land of the
dead is guarded by dogs. A dog with bared teeth guards the entrance
to the undersea land of Takákapsáluk, Mother of the Sea Beasts, in
Eskimo shamanism (Eliade 1951). The custom of burying a dog and
the skin of a favourite reindeer with a dead man was still current
among Ugrian people of Siberia earlier this century (Chernetsove
1963).
Archaeology and dogs
During the Bronze Age in northern Europe few of the population
were buried. We can only speculate on the funerary rituals – did they
involve funeral fires by the side of major rivers, as with Hindus today
in India? Or did they involve excarnation, such as the infamous
'Towers of Silence' of the Parsis in India, that slowly-dying race who
hark back to before all the major religions of that continent? If
excarnation was part of the Bronze Age death rites, then it may have
been part of everyday life to see dogs and other scavengers gnawing
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on human corpses, reducing most of the bones to small fragments in
the process. Such a grisly sight would reinforce the dog as the species
most suited to act as psychopomp. Many pre-technological cultures
believed that the 'essence' of the food is absorbed by the person or
animal eating it. So a dog eating a corpse would be considered to be
taking in not only the flesh but also the 'soul'.
A clear example from British archaeology is two dogs found with an
impressive alignment of wooden posts at the Flag Fen
Neolithic/Bronze Age complex near Peterborough. These animals
seem to have been ritually killed to serve as spirit-guardians, at a site
that was undoubtedly a major focus for funereal rituals over many
centuries. At Caldicot in Gwent another Bronze Age site provides
evidence for a dog buried in a manner which strongly suggests a role
as ritual guardian.
Alternative scavengers
Pigs and boars are also notable consumers of carrion. This may be
why the boar is the sacred animal of Freya, who also has strong
associations with the battle-slain dead. It might also be linked to the
'Tombs of the Eagles' in Orkney, so-called because the human
remains were accompanied by the bones of large raptors – especially
those species most given to scavenging. If burial in a chamber tomb
was reserved for the élite, and the more-prevalent funereal customs
involved excarnation, then it would be normal belief to see the body
and soul of the dead being consumed and carried skyward by sea
eagles.
In north African countries the dog is less prevalent as a scavenger
than the jackal. In ancient Egypt the dog- or jackal-headed Anubis
was both psychopomp and divine embalmer. His cult is older than
that of Osiris, and can be traced to the Sumerian goddess Bau who
was also dog-headed. Her name may well be onomatopoeic, little
removed from 'bow-wow'. Anubis himself, written in early
heiroglyphs as 'An-pu', may be a direct continuation of Bau's father,
the Sumerian god An. In the early stages of Egyptian religion, at least,
Anubis was linked with the star Sirius, the brightest star in the sky,
known in most mythologies throughout the world as the 'Dog Star'
and the central consideration of the Egyptian calendar – although
Sirius was later most closely linked with Isis, of course. Incidentally,
this is where the expression 'dog days' originated: the hot, parched
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season that followed the heliacal rising of Sirius coinciding with the
Nile's annual inundation of the valley.
When Anubis mythology travelled to pre-Classical Greece, where
there are no jackals, the wolf fitted the role just as well. A wolfheaded man, the prototype of the werewolves of subsequent folk
belief, was begot. Temples to Lycian Apollo, that is 'wolfish Apollo',
were not rare in Classical Greece. Indeed, Aristotle's famous school
was in the grounds of the Lycian Apollo's temple in Athens. Our
word 'Lyceum' has its origins, therefore, with this lupine god. More
academically, Apollo bore the epithet 'Lykegenes', meaning 'born
from the she-wolf' and it was said that his mother Leto had been
escorted from the Hyperboreans (that is, a distinctly Otherworldy
race) by wolves at the time of her labour. It was as a wolf that Apollo
abducted the maiden Cyrene, although a further epithet was
'Lykoktones', meaning 'one who slew the wolf'. Undoubtedly, the
wolf was Apollo's special animal and a fitting sacrificial victim in his
worship. (Wasson et al 1986; see also Gershenson1991)
Dogs as Otherworld guardians
A dog as companion on the road to the Otherworld occurs explicitly
in one of the tales in that vast Hindu epic the Mahabharata.
Yudhishthira, the King of Pandavas, with his five brothers, their joint
wife and a dog set off on a rambling journey which took them to the
sacred centres of the Hindus, Mount Meru. The companions die oneby-one of exhaustion but Yudhishthira survives and 'enters heaven in
his mortal body, not having tasted death' (Firdausi 1905–9; cited in
de Santillana and von Dechend 1970). The dog too comes with him,
and is revealed to be Dharma (the Law) in disguise.
A similar tale survives from Iran – the only significant difference is
that the dog is replaced by the angel Surush. It seems clear that both
these tales hark back to an ancient common ancestor. A degraded
version of the legend survives in an Albanian fairy tale. In it we can
recognise the Dharma Dog. A king's daughter offers to go to war in
her father's place and asks his blessing. 'The king procured three
male suits and gave her his blessing, and this blessing changed into a
little dog and went with the princess.' (de Santillana and von
Dechend 1970). Going to war may not be the same as going directly
to the Otherworld, but the gender-bending surrogate has
Otherworldly overtones.
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Celtic canines
Coming closer to home, both geographically and temporally:
Faunal remains, iconography (mainly of the Romano-Celtic
period) and vernacular Celtic literature all indicate that
there were many different types of Celtic dog, from the
deer-hound so splendidly represented at the Lydney
sanctuary to small terriers and lapdogs. … Greyhounds are
specifically mentioned in the early Welsh literature: they
formed some of the many gifts presented to Pwyll by
Arawn, lord of the Otherworld, in the First Branch of the
Mabinogi. Two greyhounds accompany Culhwch, when he
sets out in all his splendour to visit his cousin Arthur, in
'Culhwch and Olwen'.
(Green 1992)
The guardianship aspect of dogs in Celtic life is amply illustrated by
one of the stories of the early life of Cú Chulainn. In early Ireland the
prefix 'Cú' (hound of) was frequently used in Celtic names of heroes,
to denote warrior status. But the most famous so named – Cú
Chulainn, the Hound of Culann – had a special and close
relationship with dogs. As a young boy, he is called Sétanta, but he
kills the huge guard dog of Culann the smith and, as a penance, he
takes the dog's place and also his name. This affinity with dogs recurs
in the adult life of Cú Chulainn: he has a geis (a bond or taboo) on
him that he must never eat the flesh of dogs. But he is offered dog
meat at a feast, and there is another geis on him never to refuse
hospitality. He breaks the first rule and eats the meat; this act
weakens the hero's supernatural strength and leads ultimately to his
death.
The episode is interesting, since it implies that dog meat was a
traditional food for the early Celts; this is borne out by the
archaeology of Iron Age Europe, where dog remains are part of food
refuse on settlement sites. But at the same time, dog ritual was
prominent in Britain and Gaul, and dogs clearly fulfilled a special
role in Celtic religion.
There is evidence that dogs were eaten, both on habitation sites and
as part of ritual feasting, as at the sanctuary of Gournay (Oise,
northern France). Dog pelts were also frequently utilised as the
Roman writer Diodorus Siculus remarks of the Celts: 'When dining,
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A detail of the Gundestrop cauldron.
they sit not on chairs but on the earth, strewing beneath them the
skins of wolves or dogs'. More macabre still, the ninth century
commentator Cormac comments on a divination rite known as Imbas
Forosnai, which involved foretelling the future by chewing on the
flesh of pigs, dogs or cats.
In the Roman period the remains of dogs seem to be found frequently
in association with wells. At the Romano-British town of Caerwent,
the tribal capital of the Silures, five dog skulls were placed in a well.
Numerous dogs were cast into a deep well associated with the shrine
of the first century CE at Muntham Court (Sussex). The remains of
sixteen dogs, together with a complete Samian bowl, were placed in
a second-century well at Staines near London. 'It is very probable
that dogs were linked with some chthonic or underworld ritual.'
(Green 1992)
As scavengers and carrion-eaters, dogs came to be associated with
death, in both the classical and Celtic religious traditions. Some of
the ritual treatment of dogs in Gaul and Britain may point to this
aspect of their symbolism.
The rich iconography of the Gundestrop cauldron also shows a dog
underneath the cauldron in which a man or child is being immersed
head-first – usually considered to be a sacrificial act.
Hunting hounds
There is a strong hint in the Irish and Welsh vernacular literature of a
close correlation between hunter/hunted and the divine world. Dogs
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were used in the hunt and this may be another of their symbolic links
with death. Hunted animals were sometimes perceived as
messengers of the Otherworld powers, the means of bringing living
humans, either directly or indirectly, to the underworld. The hunted
creature itself may be enchanted or possess magical qualities: it may
be a transformed human or a god in zoomorphic form.
Miranda Green describes two examples from medieval Welsh
legends and myths. In Pwyll, Arawn, king of the underworld, has a
pack of shining white, red-eared dogs, their colouring proclaiming
their Otherworld origins. The Cwn Annwn or Hounds of Annwn
were death omens, described in an early Welsh poem as small,
speckled and greyish-red, chained and led by a black-horned figure.
These were ghost dogs that appeared only at night to foretell death,
sent from Annwn to seek out corpses and human souls. (Green 1989;
1992)
In the Tale of Culhwch and Olwen, Culhwych's quest for the hand of
Olwen is associated with a number of tasks connected with
supernatural dogs. One of his 'labours' is to seek the two whelps of a
great bitch called Rhymni, who is in the shape of a she-wolf and
extraordinarily swift. (Pliny refers to cross-breeding wolves with dogs
to obtain exceptionally fierce war dogs.)
Near one of the forts at Cashlie in the Highlands is a large standing
stone which resembles the head of a dog. It is known as Bhacain
(Gaelic for 'dog stake') and locals say it is the stake where Fionn
MacCummail's warriors tethered their hunting dogs when they
returned from the chase. Fionn was a hero god-king of the Dark Ages
who occurs in both Scottish and Irish lore. (Clarke 1994)
Finnish canines
The Finnish epics collected together as the Kalevala contain their
own dog-lore. Bear in mind that the Finno-Ugaric cultures are,
originally, quite separate from Indo-European ones.
Runo XLVI (lines 81-94) of the Kalevala tells how Louhi, the Crone of
the northern wasteland that has more than a passing resemblance to
the realm of the dead, awakens a bear from hibernation to ravage
Väinämöinen's herds. In response, Väinämöinen gets his brother, the
smith Ilmarinen, to forge him a spear. He asks the goddess Mielikki,
the mistress of the forests, to bind her dogs securely and keep her
whelps in order. In the context, this is understood to be a request for
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protection from the wolves. Then Väinämöinen:
Heard his dog barking loudly,
And the hound was fiercely baying
Just beside the Small-eye's dwelling,
In the pathway of the Broad-nose;
And he spoke the words which follow:
'First I thought it was a cuckoo,
Thought I heard a love-bird singing;
But no cuckoo there is calling,
And no love-bird there is singing,
But it is my dog that's baying,
Here my faithful hound awaits me,
At the door of Otso's dwelling,
At the handsome hero's homestead!
I assume it reads much less like doggerel in the original Finnish.
Väinämöinen then kills the bear and sings its praises in a manner
typical of Finno-Ugarian bear rites. While this may, superficially,
seem a digression, note how the Great Bear of these legends is
inextricably woven into the World Tree mythos and should be seen,
among other things, as the stellar constellation of the Bear (the
Plough) circling about the Pole Star (see Chapter Eleven). I suspect
the confusion with the cuckoo, another supremely 'Otherworldly'
creature in folklore, is intended to emphasise the mythical
importance of the events.
Furthermore, the same bear hunting rituals link in closely with 'ritual'
pathways. A Finnish bear-hunting song goes:
Go pointing the path
and blazing the trail
marking the sides of the path
straightening planks over swamps;
carve notches along the lands
slash a trail upon the slopes
that this fool may feel the way
this utter stranger may know!
Translation by Keith Bosley, The Kanteletar, 1992.
Although the Kalevala derives from traditions quite separate to Celtic
Scandinavia and Europe, interestingly one of the mischievous
protagonists, Kullervo, is sent to the house of Ilmarinen, the divine
smith. In one variant of the tale he was 'sent to Estonia to bark under
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the fence… three years he barked at the smith'. This, of course, has
curious parallels with the life of Cú Chulainn, described above (de
Santillana and von Dechend 1970).
In another episode, Kullervo returns home after a long absence and
unknowingly seduces his sister. She drowns herself but Kullervo is
persuaded to go off to war. After much derring-do he comes back
home again but finds all his family have died. He weeps over the
grave of his mother. Her voice is heard:
And beneath the mound made answer:
'Still there lives the black dog, Musti,
Go with him into the forest,
At thy side let him attend thee.'
Kullervo takes the dog into the forest but, when he comes to the
place where he dishonoured his sister, despair overcomes him and
he throws himself on his own sword. The presence of the dog in this
episode seems quite incidental – unless we look upon him as a
guardian of the road to the Otherworld.
Friar Tuck's fifty hounds
Dogs were closely linked with the Greek goddess Hekate, along with
lions and horses. Indeed, sometimes she was depicted as dog-headed
and was certainly linked to the Dog Star, Sirius. Her pet was the dog
Kerberos who is the watchdog at the entrance to Hades. Indeed,
Hecate may be a later 'manifestation' of Kereberos. Kerberos was
usually depicted as triple-headed (a common trait to denote especial
importance), although originally he was fifty-headed.
Dog-headed depictions of Hekate have parallels in the iconography
of Christian saints. In the Old English Passion of St Christopher the
saint is described thus: 'He was of the race of mankind who are half
hound'. The Old English Martyrology says he was of 'The nation
where men have the head of a dog and from the country where men
devour each other'. In this work St Christopher himself is portrayed in
this way: 'He had the head of a hound, and his locks were extremely
long, and his eyes shone as bright as the morning star, and his teeth
were as sharp as a boar's tusks.' (Newton 1993:6, cited in Stone
1994b. See also White 1991.)
If dog-headed St Christophers sound decidedly odd then moving on
a few centuries to the Robin Hood legend associated with Fountain
Dale, Nottinghamshire and Fountains Abbey, Yorkshire provides an
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Dog-headed St Christopher.
intriguing parallel. At one point Friar Tuck agrees to carry Robin
Hood across a moat to an island on the understanding that Robin will
return the favour on the return journey. However, Robin dumps Friar
Tuck in the water half-way back. A fight ensues, and Robin Hood
starts to get the better of his adversary who blows his horn, thereby
summoning fifty hounds. Robin Hood blows his horn, in response to
which fifty bowmen appear and shoot the dogs. In the introduction to
the tale, Friar Tuck is introduced as Master of the Hounds.
St Christopher, of course, lived by a ford and made a name for
himself by carrying an incognito Jesus across a river. The overlaps are
clear, especially the Old English variants where St Christopher is also
linked to dogs. The emphasis on crossing a watery boundary with the
Otherworld confirms the 'liminality' of the symbolism and make the
– apparently unexpected – connections with canines seem quite
predictable.
But why fifty hounds? The earliest written story in the world,
Gilgamesh, makes frequent references to the king-priest Gilgamesh
wearing armour that weighs fifty minas and having fifty companions.
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Slightly later Sumerian legends talk of 'fifty great gods' (and give
Marduk, the greatest of their gods, fifty different names, to emphasise
his importance), a symbolic mace with fifty heads and fifty heroes in
a boat. The early Greek legends of the Argonauts sailing off also
feature a crew of fifty.
In later Greek myths, the goddess Artemis sets the hounds of hell
upon Actaeon. After this little digression on numerology, perhaps it
will not surprise you that there were fifty of these beasts. As
mentioned briefly above, Kerberos, the hell hound with guardianship
of Hades itself, started his mythical life with fifty heads. Clearly, fifty
was a magical number in early myth, gradually losing its importance
in later versions. But why should this carry through to medieval
Sherwood Forest? Well, it is possible that the tales of Artemis and
Acteon were known to a medieval storyteller and were 'borrowed'.
Interesting, nevertheless, that the psychopompic symbolism remains
intact.
The hounds of northern mythology
In Beowulf the monster Grendel and his mother are variously
described as werhdo, heorowearh, brimwulf and grundwyrgenne, all
of which imply a lupine nature. Grendel is also called a scucca
('demon') which has survived in the folklore name for phantom black
dogs, Black Shuck. The general idea is that the Grendel family
represent canine or lupine demons who haunt fenland and marshes;
but they also have a human aspect, which connects them to the old
Germanic idea of outlawry, and to the werewolf.
Hell hounds almost abound in north European myths - such dogs are
mentioned in Baldrs Draumar, Voluspá, Gylfaginning, Grímnismál,
Skírnismál and Fjölsvinnsmál. The last-named poem tells of Odin's
two hounds who keep ceaseless watch – one sleeps by day and the
other by night – outside the Otherworldly fortress-hall Lyfjaberg
('mount of healing') of Menglöth, thought by some to be another
name for Freya (although she could be Hel herself, in a beneficent
aspect, or a minor goddess of the dead). See Stone 1994b and
Trubshaw 1994c for further details of dogs in these sagas.
Going walkies in the liminal lands
From the Poetic Edda we get the impression of the Otherworld
divided into separate realms, but with plenty of opportunity to pass
from one to the other, and the world of humankind only one among
nine. We are led to think of roads, tracks and waterways occupied by
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many travellers, moving in ships, on horseback, by wagons and
sledges, or on foot. Such a picture, incidentally, is borne out by many
travelling figures on foot or in vehicles shown on a ninth century
tapestry recovered from the Oseberg ship burial in southern Norway,
which appears to show supernatural characters in the restored
section (Davidson 1993).
This insistence on the roads and rivers of the Otherworld might imply
that it was important for men as well as the gods to possess
knowledge of entry, and of routes to take when travelling to the land
of the dead or down into the underworld in search of wisdom.
Quite why the Norse literature considers journeying to the
underworld to be important is never explicitly stated. This theme
recurs in various sagas, as Hilda Ellis Davidson revealed in The Road
to Hel (Davidson 1943). Clearly, the origins of these supernatural
tracks are linked with the interior journeys of shaman in earlier times.
… in certain accounts the emphasis on supernatural
wisdom, through which the journey may be made, and on
the immaterial gifts to be gained through it, is marked.
[Furthermore] we are faced with a way which is not trod by
the dead alone, but which the living also may follow. The
land of the dead according to Norse heathen thought is not
a wholly undiscovered country, and from it the traveller
who has learned the old wisdom aright may return to the
world of men. (Davidson 1943)
Elsewhere in The Road to Hel we are told that dog guardians are one
of several characteristic features of the journey. Analogously, 'The
watchman on the mound, too, is a familiar figure; can it be because
the figure sitting on the howe symbolises communication between
the living and the dead…?' Maybe we should regard the dog as the
better guardian, and symbol of the liminal status of the barrow.
Spectral hounds in recent British folklore
Arthur Conan Doyle's The Hound of the Baskervilles is just one of the
latest manifestations of these Otherworldly beasts. Sir Walter Scott
had evoked a similar spectre in The Lay of the Last Minstrel (Canto
VI, v.26):
For he was speechless, ghastly, wan,
Like him of whom the story ran,
Who spoke the spectre hound in man.
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Conan Doyle's inspiration was the folk tale of a phantom black dog
on Dartmoor. Such beasts recur throughout Britain, with almost every
county having several examples. A typical reference appears in the
Rev Worthington-Smith's book on the folklore of Dunstable,
published in 1910:
Another belief is that there are ghostly black dogs, the size of
large retrievers, about the fields at night, that these dogs are
generally near gates and stiles, and are of such a forbidding
aspect that no one dare venture to pass them, and that it
means death to shout at them. In some places the spectral
dog is named 'Shuck' and is said to be headless.
It is interesting that Worthington-Smith refers to the name 'Shuck'.
This is a widespread name for such phantom hounds and, as noted,
derives from the Old English scucca, meaning 'demon'.
These phantom black dogs are not only too large to be earthly
animals, but their eyes glow red in the dark (few conform to
Worthington-Smith's comment about being headless). They appear
and disappear without obeying the laws of physics. Yet there have
been several hundred reported sightings in the last hundred or so
years; most of these sightings are quite independent.
(For further information on the folklore of phantom black dogs see
Trubshaw 1994b; also Bord and Bord 1985.)
African and American hell hounds
Few myths have such world-wide distribution as hell hounds. We are
left with the distinct impression that dogs have been protecting the
ways to the Otherworld back into the origins of human beliefs. There
are passing references to hell hound legends in African myths
although, to my knowledge, there has been no study of these. These
African myths, predictably enough, travelled to America with the
slaves. The blues singer Robert Johnson recorded a song called
'Hellhound on my trail' in 1936-7, and has been frequently sung by
other artists after his early death. The opening lines are:
I got to keep movin'
I've got to keep movin'
Blues fallin' down like hail
Blues fallin' down like hail
Umm mmm mmm mmm
Blues fallin' down like hail
Blues fallin' down like hail
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And the days keeps on worryin' me
There's a hellhound on my trail
Hellhound on my trail
Hellhound on my trail.
Since my articles about phantom black dogs (1994b; 1994c) were
put online in 1996 I have had a steady flow of emails from people
who have seen such menacing beasts. Strictly these accounts cannot
be regarded as folklore as the witnesses have no prior knowledge of
'phantom dogs', so these are not ideas that have been picked up
through conversation or reading. These experiences are clearly
traumatic and remembered vividly long after the event. Most of the
emails contain sentences such as 'I hope you won't think I'm crazy'
and other indications that the individuals are not prone to seeing
ghosts or any other 'paranormal' experiences. Indeed, I strongly
suspect that these people email me to share their troublesome
experience with someone who they hope is going to take them
seriously, whereas they do not discuss the experience with friends
and family.
As the majority of people with access to the Internet are American, it
is perhaps no surprise that the majority of these emails about black
dogs are from Americans. Yet, in a way, it is very surprising. Unlike
Britain, there is no known 'folk tradition' that I am aware of for
sightings of phantom black dogs in America (other than the African
roots of Robert Johnson's hell hound).
So, although this chapter has dealt with hell hounds as mythical
creatures that can be traced back to the earliest written tales, spectral
hounds continue to appear unexpectedly to 'normal' individuals in
Britain and America (and, I suspect, elsewhere too). Perhaps not all
aspects of mythology can be thought of as 'all in the mind'…
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8: Divination
The previous chapter ends with the ambiguity of whether or not
phantom black dogs are real or imaginary. Such ambiguities pervade
this chapter too, as modern minds are widely divided over the reality
of divination, Tarot cards, astrology and the like. From the
perspective of a mythologist, the distinction between what is real and
what is imaginary is, of course, simply part of the cosmology of a
culture. As already explored in Chapter Five, cosmological myths are
the myths that give structure and order to all aspects of society.
Despite the efforts of scientists over the last century or so to create
their own 'myths' of the structure of the physical world, there are
many aspects of modern society where science has yet to offer a
convincing cosmology. Jump ahead to Chapter Thirteen if you want
to explore how science is largely just another form of myth making.
From the perspective of this chapter about divination, the important
point to establish is that someone who believes that dowsing doesn't
work or astrology is nonsense is fundamentally no different from the
person who believes in dowsing, astrology, etc. Both are expounding
their personal cosmological myths about the nature of reality.
Whether or not we believe that one-or-another divination technique
does or does not work is underlain by an implicit belief in whether or
not it is possible to foretell the future. And how we think of pastpresent-future is so deeply ingrained into a culture that it takes a
serious interest in relevant aspects of philosophy or modern physics
to even begin to question our common sense. All these underlying
assumptions create significant obstacles to understanding divination
in traditional cultures. A key step is to look to how divination is
deeply intertwined into their cosmological myths. But more
interesting is to look to how divination is deeply intertwined into our
cosmological myths
No matter how much some people scoff, in the Western world there
is widespread belief in astrology, telepathy, Tarot cards, ghosts,
angels and other concepts that have a poor fit with current scientific
ideas. Others would include homeopathy and psychoanalysis in this
list of irrational beliefs that are common in the modern Western
world. These irrational beliefs are far from being hand me downs of
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old superstitions. The rapid growth of interest in Chinese feng shui
(principally among the educated Western middle classes) in recent
years shows clearly how modern marketing can successfully graft an
exotic (albeit substantially trimmed down) approach onto deeprooted underlying beliefs.
Few people are comfortable with the idea that their lives are not
governed by complex processes of cause-and-effect. 'Blind Chance'
and her modern physics equivalent, chaotic systems, may be really
running the show, but human minds seek reasons and logical
connections, even when none exist. We need to impose order
according to patterns that conform to cultural norms. Lewis Wolpert
has suggested that the primary aim of creating such causal
connections is not accuracy but rather 'the avoidance of paralysing
uncertainty' (Wolpert 2000).
Even when our brains are damaged, and our memories are distorted,
we will 'confabulate' a narrative that attempts to explain our
circumstances consistently (no matter how nonsensical the causal
reasoning may appear to someone who has normal mental faculties).
Indeed, every night everyone's brains confabulate for several hours.
Whether or not we consider that our dreams have deeper
significance brings us right back into the realms of this chapter.
'Cause and effect' as cosmology
Attributing causes and creating plausible cause-and-effect scenarios
is what differentiated early humans from other tool-using primates.
Making stone tools requires numerous cause-and-effect connections
that are apparently entirely lacking in other higher primates. Those
studying the origins of humans argue that the cause-and-effect
connections required for tool making and other aspects of early
hominid behaviour are dependent on language. Whether language is
the cause or effect of causal thinking remains an unanswered selfreferential question.
In the 1950s Jean Piaget studied the way children express and
explore causal connections (for more recent work see Dunn 1988
Ch.7). The reasons children offer may be flawed, but the fact that
core concepts of causality are developed at an early age is clear
evidence that such concepts are fundamental characteristics. These
concepts are possibly 'hard wired' into our genes (Wolpert 2001).
A comparative study of myths reveals that, not only are cause-andeffect myths widespread, but that they can be categorised into a small
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number of variants. For instance, the Western model of illness with
its emphasis on cells and infections, is entirely alien to most nonWestern and pre-modern societies. Injuries and illness are caused by
another person or by supernatural entities such as elves. Illness is not
accidental but caused by the evil eye, bad blood, guilt, witchcraft, or
as a result of offending supernatural forces. It is retribution for
violating social norms or for thoughts of envy, greed or malice.
These widespread beliefs are surprisingly similar throughout the
world. Mythologists might want to attribute this to the diffusion of
myths that originated at an early phase of human evolution.
Geneticists might want to attribute the cause to 'hard wiring' in our
genes. Both mythologists and geneticists are trying to impose their
own causes, their own sense of order, their own cosmologies.
Attributing the causes of illnesses to witchcraft or divine intervention
displays one key characteristic of humans' abilities to confabulate
causal connections: the less one knows the more one can explain.
Lewis Wolpert observes that even in recent decades Western
therapies have been engaging in the creation of cause-and-effect
myths:
The history of the agencies thought to be responsible for
mental disease has been described as a cameo of the
evolution of western medicine; from the gods, to the
humours, to social misfortune, to the three psychoanalytic
spirits – id, ego and superego – to parenting, and, most
recently, to genes.
(Wolpert 2000)
Modern Western preoccupations with cause-and-effect are not
matched by the ways modern physics models reality. No matter how
deeply notions of causality underlie modern culture or are even in
some 'hard wired' into our genes, they are best considered as
explanations that are deeply rooted in myths. Peter J. Carroll has
addressed this issue in his own way:
Since the eighteenth century European enlightenment, a
belief has grown to the point where it is now so allpervasive, and so fundamental a part of the Western world
view, that one is generally considered mad if one questions
it. This is a belief that has proved so powerful and useful
that virtually everyone in the Western world accepts it
without question. Even those who try to maintain a belief in
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'God' tend to place more actual faith in this new belief for
most practical purposes.
I am about to reveal what this fundamental contemporary
belief is. Most of you will think it is so obvious a fact that it
can, hardly be called a belief. That, however, is a measure
of its extraordinary power over us. Most of you will think
me a madman or a fool to even question it. Few of you will
be able to imagine what it would be like not to believe it,
or that it would be possible to replace it with something
else. Here it is: the dominant belief in all Western Cultures
is that this universe runs on material causality and is thus
comprehensible to reason. Virtually everyone also
maintains a secondary belief that contradicts this – the
belief that they have something called free will, although
they are unable to specify what this is …
We spend billions every year indoctrinating our young with
the primary belief in material causality in our schools. Our
language, our logic, and most of our machines, are built
largely upon this belief. We regard it as more reliable than
'God'.
(Carroll 1992)
Carroll goes on to develop his own cosmological myths, in which
divination and magical activities are underlain by a sophisticated
appreciation of modern physics. His challenge to the dominant
Western cosmological myths represent one of the late twentieth
century's more interesting yet least-known intellectual 'inventions'
(Carroll 1978; 1987; 1992; 1995).
A brief history of divination
Rationalist attempts to 'dismiss' divination and magic are not
matched by the sustained interest among a wide cross-section of
Western people. Probing into Western cultures' mythic approaches
to divination is an exceptionally good way to reveal how myths
provide a 'deep structure' which runs contrary to the rationalism we
think typifies our world views.
Divination is part and parcel of the mythic understanding in which
traditional societies create causality. For instance, where witchcraft is
regarded as a cause of illness, then divination is often used to attempt
to identify who is to blame. Only in the modern Western world has
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divination come to be associated predominantly with the prediction
of future events and fortune telling.
There are numerous forms of divination. Brewer's Book of Myth and
Legend (Cooper 1992) notes that there are numerous references in
the Bible to divination by fire, air, water, thunder, lightning and
meteors. Specific techniques of divination mentioned in the Bible
are:
·
·
·
·
·
·
·
·

astrology
casting lots
hepatoscopy (the inspection of livers of sacrificed animals)
necromancy (prophesy by calling up the dead, as used by
the Witch of Endor)
oneiromancy (divination from dreams)
rhabdomancy (divination using a rod or wand; also used for
dowsing)
teraphim (an obscure divination technique using images)
Urim and Thummim (an obscure but ancient way of casting
lots mentioned only in early books of the Bible)

Brewer's Book of Myth and Legend also has entries for:
·
·
·
·
·
·
·
·
·
·
·
·
·
·
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alectryomancy (determining answers by the way a cock eats
grain)
astrology
augury (originally interpretation of the signs from birds)
axinomancy (observing the motion of a piece of agate or jet
when placed in a red-hot axe)
belomancy (divination by arrows)
bibliomancy or sortes (opening a book at random)
botanomancy (various methods of divination using leaves)
chiromancy or palmistry (palm reading)
crystallomancy ('crystal gazing')
divination by cup (floating items in a cup of liquid; best
known in recent centuries as reading tea leaves, which is
also known as tasseomancy)
empyromany (observing objects placed in a sacrificial fire)
extispicy (examining the entrails of sacrificed animals)
geomancy (divination by observing the points on the earth
or by throwing earth into the air and observing the patterns
it makes after it has fallen)
omens (unusual events regarded as forewarnings of either
good or evil)

Divination
·
·
·
·
·

oracles (the answers given to a question addressed to the
gods via a priest or an 'oracle'; best known at the Greek
temple of Delphi)
pyromancy (divination by the shapes observed in flames)
sieve and shears (more-or-less what it says!)
Tarot cards
xylomancy (a form of rhabdomancy using twigs or rods).

Omissions of historic divination techniques from these two lists
include:
·
·
·
·
·
·
·

numerology
scrying (studying reflections)
reading clouds
ecstatic and shamanic trances (sometimes instigated by
sensory deprivation)
north European seidr (discussed below)
frith (pronounced 'free'; a west Scotland custom – the Freers
were the heriditary state augers for the kings of Scotland)
galgal, a method of divination based on the Kabbala

There are also a wide range of folk customs to predict the weather,
marriage partners, forthcoming deaths. Some of these divination
customs survived in the words of children's games, such as 'Tinker,
tailor, soldier, sailor, rich man, poor man, beggar man, thief'
(Westwood 1992).
European and Scandinavian divination
The best reference we have to divination in Classical times concerns
the Greek temple at Delphi. In an underground cave a seeress or
Pythia sat on a sacred three-legged seat. She entered a trance and
gave answers that were famously enigmatic. Ancient tradition held
that the Pythia was intoxicated by fumes emitting from a geological
fault. K.M. Reese noted that at Delphi an unusual, although not
unique, combination of faults, bituminous limestone and rising
groundwater combine to bring hydrocarbon gases such as methane,
ethane and ethylene to the surface. Inhaling ethylene produces
effects that 'match the well-documented effects of the ancient
prophetic vapours.' (Reese 2001) See Chapter Ten for a discussion of
Delphi as the centre of the Greek world.
Less well-known is the pre-Roman Grotto of the Sybil and the
subterranean caves of the Oracle of the Dead at Camaes near Naples.
This oracular site was regarded as the actual entrance to the
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underworld. The sybil sat on a stone throne; she was flanked by two
huge dogs representing the hounds of Hades (see Chapter Seven) and
wrote her predictions on leaves that were thrown to the winds. They
were intended as messages to the Fates and not intended to be
understood by humans.
The earliest references to divination in north Europe are found in the
writings of Tacitus (c.55–c.120 CE). He makes various references to
prophetesses among the German warbands. Their names are often
cognate with words for 'staff', specifically 'distaffs' (see also page
138). An example of these is Rosmerta (Enright 1996: 186; 242–3).
Apparently prophecy in these Iron Age Germanic cultures was
considered a skill possessed only by women. This is matched by the
Scandinavian sagas that refer to a practice known as seiðr
(pronounced similar to 'seethe'). In addition there were female
prophesiers known as volva. However seiðr and volva were distinct
(despite the confusion of many academic and popular writers) as the
following section of the poem Voluspá indicates:
Heiðr she was called
who came to the house,
a volva wise in foretelling,
who gave power to her staff;
she knew seiðr,
she took pleasure in seiðr,
she was always the delight
of evil women.
(Stone 1994a)
(Note that Heiðr has a staff, already noted as the characteristic
attribute of north German prophetesses.)
One male is referred to in the Scandinavian sagas as having the
ability to perform seiðr – Odin. These same passages also taunt Odin
with being ergi – a serious term of abuse (it was one of three insults
that entitled the victim to respond by killing the person who taunted
him) – that refers to taking the passive role in anal sex, but has wider
connotations of cowardice. This is clearly yet another example of
Odin adopting 'transgressive' roles and attributes. It also provides an
insight into the possible nature of sieðr. One of the names for seidr
practitioners, seiðrberendr, combines seiðr with a word that means
'female animal' (sometimes specifically their sexual organs) and is
related to a word for 'giving birth', there is a strong suspicion that
92

Divination
seiðr 'was a kind of magic based on, or powered by, sexual activity.'
(Stone 1994a and 1997b; Blain 2002: Ch.7 esp. 111ff)
Whatever seiðr workings involved, they were hostile in nature –
perhaps intended to cause death to the victim rather than simply
divine their fate – and clearly distinguished from other magical
practices (known as fjolkunnigr) and from 'shamanic' practices
(apparently the activities of volva).
Divination today
The distinction between Scandinavian 'seers', 'shamans' and
'magicians' may be rather difficult to define today, but to the creators
– and hearers – of these sagas there would have been a wellunderstood spectrum of magical and spiritual practices that included
divination. This complex intertwining of different approaches to
magic, religion and 'fortune telling' is characteristic of most cultures,
including our own.
A wide range of divination techniques are used in Africa (and the
descendents of slaves in the Americas), although few of these are
well-known in Western countries. Likewise divination was
widespread among the native peoples of the Americas. China, Tibet
and India share a wide range of divination techniques. For Australian
Aborigines, divination is part of an active relationship with the Sky
Heroes that makes the difference between a world that is continually
revitalised and one that is spiritually dead. (See relevant chapters of
Matthews 1992 for useful summaries of African, American,
Australian and eastern divination techniques.)
Tarot cards
In Britain and America a number of divination techniques are widely
known. Foremost of these is astrology, although Tarot readings have
gained in popularity. All forms of divination were illegal in Britain
until 1951, when the Witchcraft Act of 1735 was replaced by the
Fraudulent Mediums Act. Divination is, seemingly by its nature,
liminal or transgressive. Despite being illegal at the time, T.S. Eliot's
poem The Waste Land (1922) alludes to a famous clairvoyant of the
day and her 'wicked pack of cards' which the poem reveals, by its
references to the Hanged Man, to be the Tarot.
The attributes of the Hanged Man invoked by Eliot were still rather
novel in the 1920s. Although cards similar to the Tarot pack have
been used for playing card games since the fourteenth century, the
system for using Tarot cards for divination was not invented until the
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mid-nineteenth century. The occultist Alphonse Louis Constant, also
known as Eliphas Lévi, linked the Tarot system with the Jewish
Kabbala. Pedantically, a different system of divination using Tarot
cards had been invented in the mid-eighteenth century, but was not
widely known. There is also a debate about whether European
gypsies used Tarot cards for fortune telling before then but, if they
did, there is no reason to suppose they used a system similar to that
invented by Lévi. Around the time Eliot was writing The Waste Land,
Lévi's Tarot system was further developed by A.E. Waite (as the
'Rider' pack, where all the cards have pictorial scenes and not just
the Major Arcana) and Aleister Crowley. In the last ten-or-so years a
multitude of artists have designed variants of the Tarot pack.
The Ouija board
The widespread interest in spiritualism after its invention in 1848 led
to 'table turning' at many a soirée. But table turning was hard work
and an American inventor patented what was to become widely
known as the 'Ouija board'. This was first marketed in 1890 and took
its name from the French and German words for 'yes', although the
manufacturers advised their customers that it was from an Egyptian
word for 'good luck' (it isn't). More Ouija sets have been sold in
America than any other board game, although now the
manufacturers and owners of the trademark offer only a lurid 'day
glo' version. Although sold as a game, various films (starting with The
Exorcist in 1973) linked the Ouija board with the Devil. Even though
most users were happy to get a 'yes/no' response to cliché questions
such as 'Is anyone there?', the Ouija board represents a continuation
of the long-established tradition of divination by necrophilia,
summoning the dead to answer questions about the future.
Chinese divination systems
A less 'spooky' and more oracular form of divination became known
in Europe in the mid-twentieth century – the Chinese I Ching. A
translation into German by Richard Wilhelm was published in 1929,
with an introduction by Carl Jung, but it was not until 1949 that an
English translation of Wilhelm's translation appeared. (A translation
into English direct from Chinese by James Legge had been published
in 1882, but Legge disapproved of the book's function as an oracle
and did not explain how it could be used for divination.) The
connections with Jung helped to draw attention to the I Ching, as did
the enthusiasm of some of the 'founding fathers' of the 1960s 'hippie'
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movement, such as Alan Watts, for the more esoteric aspects of
eastern cultures.
Although a different Chinese divination system, feng shui, was first
brought to the attention of English readers by Ernest Eitel in 1873,
only since the 1970s has feng shui been shorn of its complexities and
popularised in the West. Although superficially about ensuring
prosperity, good health and the like from the positioning of buildings
and furnishings, the techniques of feng shui are essentially divinatory.
They predict future 'good luck', or otherwise, while allowing for
deleterious effects to be minimised by changes to the physical
environment. Critics of its overly-popularistic Western version have
mocked it as the 'Chinese art of tidying up', as much of the original
symbolism and mytho-geography has been lost.
Runes
Translating and comprehending complex Chinese systems of
divination is not for the faint-hearted. Inventing new systems of
divination is much easier, following the precedent set by Eliphas Lévi
and Tarot cards. The use of Scandinavian runes for divination
appears to date back no earlier than the 1960s, despite an ambiguous
statement by Tacitus, and a reference in the thirteenth century Egils
saga skallagrimmsonar to Egil cutting runes into a drinking-horn
which contains a poison. The horn bursts and Egil is saved, but this is
not so much divination as magic to detect poison.
The clearest reference to the skills of a historic 'rune master', in
Hamaval, includes eight specific skills. The first three refer to using
runes but none of these suggest divination (there is no reason to
suppose that the skill of 'reading' had the esoteric connotations
attributed to the modern English word):
Do you know how you should carve?
Do you know how you should read?
Do you know how you should stain?
Do you know how you should test/try? [in the legal or
experimental sense]
Do you know how you should ask? [for something,
presumably by prayer]
Do you know how you should worship/curse/swear? [an
oath]
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Do you know how you should send? [to destroy, probably
using seiðr]
Do you know how you should sacrifice?
(Hamaval strophe 144; translation by Alby Stone.)
Using runes for divination was developed and popularised by
Stephen Edred Flowers, who also writes under the name Edred
Thorsson (e.g. Thorsson 1984 and 1987). A large number of books by
various authors have subsequently widened awareness of runic
divination. Among the more inspiring ones are Freya Aswin's Leaves
of Yggdrasil (Aswyn 1990) and James Peterson's The Enchanted
Alphabet (Peterson 1998).
A 'follow on' from using runes for divination is the similar use of the
ogam (or ogham) alphabet, invented during the Druidic revival of the
eighteenth century and subsequently adapted for 'Celtic divination'
(Matthews 1992:30 lists the assumptions made in claiming an
ancient precedent for ogam-based divination). Nigel Pennick has
published extensively on runes and the magical use of other
alphabets, including ogam. His 1991 book, The Secret Lore of Runes
and Other Ancient Alphabets, provides a comprehensive overview of
magical alphabets. Pennick has also re-awoken interest in geomancy
as a means of divination (e.g. Pennick 1995); his study of the origins
of board games in magic and divination (Pennick 1988) is perhaps
his most useful contribution to the study of divination.
Dowsing
Somewhat different to other techniques of divination is dowsing. 'Y'shaped hazel twigs and bent wire rods are commonly used by
dowsers when 'water divining' or searching for buried objects or
features. Some dowsers use pendulums for such activities, and
pendulums are used for a wide range of other divination activities,
commonly by seeking 'yes/no' answers to a series of questions.
Dowsers who use pendulums for such divination often consider
themselves to have other psychic abilities. As I have explored
elsewhere (Trubshaw 1993), dowsers who are confident at 'physical
dowsing' (water, buried archaeological features, etc) do not
necessarily claim to be competent at using pendulum dowsing for
divination or to have any psychic skills.
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Divination and mythology
Contrary to the supposed rationalism which dismisses all forms of
fortune telling, the modern world is awash with divination. Few of us
may stare at the clouds or flickering flames for inspiration, but many
will pay good money for Tarot readings or feng shui advice. This is a
key characteristic of divination in modern consumer society – only a
few people consider themselves to have the appropriate skills but
many are willing to buy such services. There is an interesting middle
ground which has generated a healthy business in 'how to'
magazines and books, although it seems reasonable to assume that
most purchasers do not develop much expertise.
If we can suspend disbelief in the 'truth' or otherwise of specific
techniques then what is the function of divination? Jonathan Smith
provides a succinct analysis of African diviners when he writes:
'… by manipulating a limited number of objects which
have an assigned, though broad, field of meaning and by
rigorous interrogation of his client in order to determine his
situation, arrives at a description of a possible world of
meaning which confers significance on his client's question
or distress. The diviner offers a 'plausibility structure'; he
suggests a possible 'fit' between the structure he offers and
the client's situation and both the diviner and the client
delight in exploring the adequacy and inadequacy, the
implications and applicability of the diviner's proposal.
(Smith 1978:300)
Apart from allowing for a female diviner, few if any of these remarks
need to be changed to describe the activities of a modern day Tarot
card reader. Indeed, although the 'objects that have been assigned
meaning' are more abstract, it also describes a typical horoscope
reading. Take away the 'objects that have been assigned meaning'
and it's called counselling…
Modern understanding ('cosmology') of human consciousness is too
rudimentary to preclude the possibility of some form of divination
being 'hard wired' into our brains (although probably not in a form
that closely matches any of the techniques of divination currently
used). Quantum physics offers tantalising possibilities of processes
that might explain telepathy and foretelling the future; Peter Carroll
has offered a provisional explanation for divination based on modern
physics that might interest those with a basic appreciation of
quantum physics (Carroll 1995).
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Smith's remarks, quoted above, lead him to make an over-arching
comparison between the function of divination and the 'function' of
mythology:
Myth, as narrative, is the analogue to the limited number of
culturally determined objects manipulated by the diviner.
Myth, as application, represents the complex interaction
between diviner, client and situation.
(Smith 1978:300)
While I do not consider that myth should be limited to such a
functionalist definition, Smith does concisely show that divination is
most certainly a mythic activity. Furthermore, divination takes its
place in the cosmologies implicitly incorporated into the foundations
of all cultures. Indeed, divination is often a liminal (or even
transgressive) activity that helps define the norms of the society.
Unforeseen sources
Only after writing this chapter did I encounter Barbara Tedlock's
excellent study of divination as a way of knowing (Tedlock 2001).
She offers a more detailed picture of the history and ethnology of
divination, with a correspondingly richer bibliography.
Although not central to this overview, Keith Thomas's famous study
of the (supposed) decline of magic in European culture has much to
offer about changing attitudes to divination (see Thomas 1971: 139–
46, 252ff, 280ff, 796).
Most fascinating of all my belated encounters is a book first
published in French in 1975 in which Serge Bramly provides a
detailed account of the world view of a Brazilian Macumba leader or
'Mother of the Gods' (Bramley 1994). Macumba is the continuation
of the beliefs of the African slaves brought to Brazil, and the rituals
include divination using African cowrie shells. Bramly's account
reveals a sophisticated but pragmatic recognition that it is how we
think about things that creates their significance. Ideas that normally
only arise in scholarly semiotic discourses about the difference
between the 'signifier' and the 'signified' are part of the everyday
thinking of this 'uneducated' Brazilian Mother of the Gods. This one
book, especially the chapter entitled 'Opening the Path', offers an
accessible but detailed insight into a traditional worldview of entirely
rational ideas about divination.
These stand most Western
assumptions on their heads, while simultaneously having more than
a little in common with Peter Carroll's post-modern speculations.
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As with most topics in this book, there is far more which could be
explored about the mythic cosmologies underlying ideas about
divination yet there has, so far, been comparatively little scholarly
interest.
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9: Landscapes and mindscapes
We are never conscious of things in their true nature, only
of the excerpts we make of them.
(Jaynes 1976)
When we look at the world, what do we see? If this seems like a daft
question, then try slightly different questions. When Australian
Aborigines look at the world, what do they see? More to the point –
do they see what we see?
In a very real sense, we never see the world as something purely
physical. Even an idyllic sunlit stretch of English countryside is
valued as much by what it is not – it is not spoilt by suburbia; there is
no multi-lane motorway passing through it; it is not hidden from view
by trees or even misty clouds – rather than by what it is. And
Westerners never see the landscape separate from deeply-held
beliefs of ownership of the land and the more-recent notions of
'heritage' (accentuated by the prevalent Country Life and National
Trust cosy world view of the past, where we have to believe all our
predecessors were wealthy and tasteful, while the lives of masses
exploited to gain this wealth are largely ignored; see Strong 1996;
Trubshaw forthcoming).
What we see, we see as tourists. We do not, for instance, see these
places as pilgrims, as would have been the norm for our preReformation forebears. Indeed, it is the Protestants who fully take the
blame for (literally) 'desecrating' the tradition of sacredness of place,
creating the anomaly of mankind's first secular landscapes.
As Hakim Bey has noted, 'the pilgrim undergoes a shift of
consciousness, and for the pilgrim that shift is real. Pilgrimage is a
form of initiation…' In contrast, tourism partakes of the spectacle, a
form of fetish for the 'exotic', the 'Other' but which destroys the
significance and meaning of what it seeks. The tourist can only ever
experience a mediated image, never the authenticity of the otherness.
(Bey no date)
Characteristically, the Western mind creates landscapes visually – a
series of views and vistas. Indeed, the word 'landscape' was coined
by the landed gentry of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
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and the painters and landscape gardeners who shared their refined
and antiquarian aspirations, to express a certain aesthetic approach
to nature. In essence, this gentrified landscape – still the predominant
Western landscape – is seen from a viewpoint, in perspective. It
manifested in a style of art that depicted the world as realistically as
possible – ultimately arriving at the photographic image, which (in
both still and moving formats) now ubiquitously pervades Western
culture. Nevertheless, this 'realism' is an illusion; albeit an illusion
which is carefully perpetrated and which our ethnocentricity rarely
challenges.
The medieval world view was not a vista, but altogether more closeup, more abstracted into its significant functional parts – think of the
scenes that make up a painting by Pieter Breugel (c.1525–69). This
view is generally shared by the art of traditional peoples world-wide,
where outward appearances have less importance than impression,
'feel' or culturally-specific significance. Despite the apparent
'simplicity' of representations in visual arts, these societies' myths
reveal that ideas about places and landscapes are much richer than
modern minds are accustomed to acknowledging.
Yet, as so often with topics mentioned in this book, a more mythical
awareness is not far below the surface of Western thinking. For
instance, in recent decades many views on ecology, and James
Lovelock's related 'Gaia hypothesis', adopt an animistic worldview.
Rupert Sheldrake has wrapped these issues up quite neatly:
I think most people in our society take it for granted that the
universe is alive, but only in their 'off-duty' moments, at
weekends or while they are on holiday. The extreme
dissociation from natural processes which is engendered by
the technological nature of our modern life has created, it
seems, an imbalance in our attitudes towards nature, and
many people live a kind of double-life. During working
hours they accept a mechanistic world view, or at least go
along with it, and in their free time they revert to a kind of
Wordsworthian romanticism about natural beauty and
unspoilt nature. But if we really begin to take the idea that
nature is alive seriously, then we must adopt it not just at
weekends when we are gardening or when we are with our
pets and children but in our official life, during working
hours.
(Sheldrake 1989)
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The more we look at the ways in which different cultures – and even
different aspects of Western cultures – perceive the physical world,
the less clearly we see 'what is there'. Instead cosmologies –
concepts rooted in habitually thinking about the world – take over.
We create our landscapes in our minds. As Zwi Werblowsky sums
up: 'Landscape… is shaped, in the very act of our perceiving it, by
our mindscape.' (Werblowsky 1998: 10)
Dreamtime and dreaming tracks
'Mindscapes' of traditional non-Western cultures offer very different
ways of thinking about places. So let us explore answers to the
rhetorical questions are the start of this chapter – when Australian
aborigines look at the world, what do they see?
The Aborigines' ideas of a mythical time, the 'Dreamtime', have
become widely known. Almost as widely known is the idea of
'songlines'. These are better-known as 'Dreaming tracks' or ' tjuringa
lines'; the term 'songlines' was invented by Bruce Chatwin as the title
of his fictionalised travelogue (Chatwin 1987). Despite the popularity
of Chatwin's novel (which is how he saw this work, although it is
often regarded as more literal travel writing) other writers provide
more reliable information. James Cowan's books Mysteries of the
Dream-Time (1989) and Myths of the Dreaming (1994) presents the
complexity of Australian myths in an accessible manner. Howard
Murphy (1993 and 1995) and Paul Taçon (1999) have also looked at
Aboriginal ideas of landscape.
What emerges from these 'dreamtime' myths is at once both
tantalising and almost incomprehensible. Their attitude to property,
for instance, is quite unlike our own. Although personal possessions
are necessary, they are generally to be kept to a minimum. After quite
a brief period of time belongings are best passed on as gifts; indeed,
to be considered to be hanging on to an artefact is bad form. So
aboriginal possessions make up a constant flux of gifts and reciprocal
offerings.
Extending this to aboriginal concepts of land, we enter a mindscape
alien to Western capitalism. Not only does no individual own land,
even a tribal group only has rights over particular areas through a
complex matrilineal system of descent, where the land rights take the
form of knowing the mythology of a certain tract of land. By chanting
the relevant myth an aboriginal can not only demonstrate that he
belongs to a certain tribal area but, in a sense that is very real to that
individual, he can sing the land into existence. The key landmarks in
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Australian landscape myths are waterholes, natural boulders,
distinctive trees, hallowed ritual places, and the like. But what to
Western minds are the boring bits in between also have their place in
the Dreamtime narratives.
Cowan reports driving along traditional 'dreaming tracks' (i.e. what
Chatwin termed 'songlines') accompanied by locals. They could only
recognise where they are if they could recite the myths and 'sing up
the country'. Bearing in mind that these songs were conceived for
travel at walking pace, some virtuosity is needed to recite fast enough
to keep up with a fast-moving 4x4.
But fundamental aspects of Aboriginal culture are more deeply
integrated. Just as the land is indistinguishable from the myths that
describe it, so their language is deeply integrated into their
mythology. In a very real sense their land is their myth is their
language.
If these ideas seem somewhat exotic then perhaps our own ways of
thought are even less logical to the Aborigines. Christopher
Chippindale refers to debates in the early 1990s about whether the
Aborigines, now less than two percent of the population, should be
given back their land rights:
Conspicuous in the debate has been the voice of the mining
lobby, which fears new prospects will be closed off. The
picture they offer is of a fair and objective economic logic,
which will be frustrated by the irrational and unreasonable
powers of greedy native communities, and their
superstitious dreams about old places and old stones.
Leading the mining field at present is gold, now nudging
$400 an ounce… if one thinks of what happens to the gold
bars, of why we care for the stuff at all, and the history of
greed and craziness that is the story of gold in Australian
history, one may have other ideas as to which side is more
driven by emotional and primitive superstitions.
(Chippindale 1993)
Kogi mindscapes
If the Australian aborigines certainly see the world in a different way
to ourselves, then the Columbian Kogi (or Tairona) are removed from
Westernised mindscapes in different ways. The Kogi are the only
South American tribe to have retained their way of life more-or-less
free from European influence. This is because their homeland, the
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Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, is difficult to access. The Mamas are
the traditional leaders of these people and (despite the English
associations of the word) are mostly male. They are selected at birth
and spend the first nine years of their life in a darkened cave and
never see the outside world or sunlight. All this time they are taught
orally. We cannot begin to guess how a young Mama reacts when he
sees for the first time what we consider to be the 'real' world.
But this strange upbringing is the least of the differences. The Mamas
constantly chew coca (activated with lime) and are able to spend
many days and nights continuously in a meditative state of mind.
Every aspect of Kogi life is controlled by the Mamas; the Mamas
themselves rely on divination for most, if not all, decisions. They see
their role as working alongside the people – while the majority of the
population work the fields or the looms on the 'physical plane' the
Mamas are working with them on the 'spiritual plane' or, in their
language, in aluna (Ereira 1990).
Tantalisingly, the Kogi lands are criss-crossed by man-made tracks
and staircases up and down the mountain ridges. The Kogi walk
these paths all the time, transporting the produce of one region to
other areas. But the paths are also sacred. We know that when the
Kogi clean and repair these paths then, while most of the workforce
are engaged in physical tasks, at least one person is ritual sweeping
the path clean spiritually. In passing, it may be noted that similar
'ritual sweeping' is known for the enigmatic Nazca lines and is
recorded among the Inca:
The arrival of the last Inca ruler, Atauhualpa, into the
Spanish presence in Cajamarca was described: "The men
[of Atauhualpa's army] began to enter the plaza; first came
a squadron of Indians dressed in livery of colours in the
manner of chessboards; they came removing straws from
the ground and sweeping the road. Behind them came three
more squadrons dressed in a different manner, all singing
and dancing.
(Jones 1964: 7)
Indeed, 'ritual sweeping' is known in China (Legeza 1975: 24;
Feuchtwang 1992: 94) and in Britain, where it seems to have been a
part of plough plays as the participants commonly include a broomwielding, cross-dressing 'Besom Betty'. (Sadly there has not been a
summary of 'ritual sweeping' in British folk customs, but there is
useful information in Cawte 1978: 86; 224; Dickinson 1993; Pennick
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1998 and Bradtke 1999: 19.) In popular belief brooms are closely
associated with European witches. This suggests that the idea of a
'spiritual mindscape', the Kogi's aluna, might once have been more
world-wide.
(All the above remarks are based on Trubshaw 1994a.)
'Celtic' mindscapes
Australian Aborigines and Colombian Kogi clearly do not share
secularised Western post-Reformation mindscapes. But not all
modern Western mindscapes have been secularised. Indeed, even
within the British Isles pre-Reformation mindscapes have survived as,
at least until quite recently, the dominant worldview – in Ireland
there was no Reformation. Even at a secular level the Irish
'mindscape' has been sustained, and to some extent heightened, in
binary opposition to the general dislike of English values.
There is one particular aspect of the medieval Irish literature that is
especially relevant to discussions about places. These are known as
the dindeschencas and each tale can be regarded as 'place-lore',
such as the lore of a particular hill, plain, river or lough. Although
collected in tenth to twelfth centuries they draw upon much older
oral traditions. A number of writers have noted that several
dindeschencas include references to powerful women ancestor
figures and combined this with references to Sovereignty in much
later medieval texts to suggest that this is evidence for a Goddess of
the Land in Ireland. The topic is contentious, as Juliette Wood neatly
summarises:
The phrase 'Sovereignty' is found only in Irish texts (Flaith
Erinn), and even here it is not clear whether it is an early
title or a later allegorical elaboration. Even more interesting
is the fact that the number of Irish texts which concern
powerful supernatural females who have clear links with
the land and whose sexual favours confer kingship were
compiled in a learned and literary context. Recent work by
Irish scholars suggests that this political aspect was not part
of the original divine figure, but a learned and literary
adaptation of a mother-goddess figure which validated a
political situation characteristic of medieval Ireland.
(Wood 1991)
For similar reasons caution is needed with Mary Low's Celtic
Christianity and Nature (1996), although this book provides extensive
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examples of Irish place-lore derived from the dindeschencas.
Although not primarily concerned with place-related lore and myths,
useful insights into pre-Christian Irish beliefs can be found in Dáithí
Ó hÓgáin's The Sacred Isle (1999). This includes a whole chapter on
sovereignty and, interestingly, Juliette Wood also reviewed this book
and considered he adopted a 'very credible scholarly position'
(Wood 2000).
Even in recent centuries Christianity has enhanced 'place-lore',
especially in the context of pilgrimages. The archaeologist Peter
Harbison's 1991 book, Pilgrimage in Ireland, provides a useful
overview without being drawn too deeply into Christian exegeses.
Others, such as Patrick Logan (1980), have looked specifically at the
holy wells.
Much that is written about Irish traditions and myths is, inevitably,
speculative – even the best of scholarship simply cannot establish
what the mists of time conceal too thoroughly. In many cases the
scholarship too is rather lost in the mist. But, exceptionally, there is
the possibility that the speculation is so inspiring that the whole
process of mythologising the landscape has been brought into the
late twentieth century. Such a book is Michael Dames' Mythic
Ireland (1992). Whether or not specific suggestions might have the
support of more scholarly researchers, the overall result is an
excellent example of how the tradition of place-lore myths can be
revitalised.
Archaeologists and mindscapes
And how can one imagine oneself among them
I do not know;
It was all so unimaginably different
And all so long ago.
Louis MacNeice Autumn Journal (1939)
Since the 1990s archaeologists have begun to have more inspired
thoughts about prehistoric monuments. They existed not merely in a
physical landscape but in a symbolic landscape full of all sorts of
meanings. A collection of essays edited by Barbara Bender,
Landscape: Politics and perspectives (1993) brought some of these
ideas to the fore.
What do prehistoric monuments do? A dictionary would suggest they
commemorate and endure. The respected archaeologist Richard
Bradley has a more expansive suggestion:
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In practice, the building of monuments imposes itself on
human consciousness in three different ways. First, it
creates an entirely new sense of place. … monument
building is a way of establishing or enhancing the
significance of particular locations. Once that has
happened, those places enter the consciousness of the
people who live and work around them until the landscape
as a whole is changed.
(Bradley 1993:5)
The second feature that Bradley considers characterises prehistoric
monuments is their extraordinary longevity, even though changing
rituals and beliefs can mean that a monument may change its
meanings from one period to another (without necessarily changing
its form).
Taking these points together, we can say that the building
and operation of monuments bring with them a distinctive
type of consciousness. This involves a subtle change in
perceptions of place, and the creation and use of these
structures necessarily inculcated a new sense of time as
well. This is a process that can never be reversed.
(Bradley 1993:5)
Bradley devotes a whole chapter of Altering the Earth to 'Monuments
as ideas', although this ethos pervades the whole book. He has
developed these ideas further in The Significance of Monuments
(1998). This is an archaeologist talking of mindscapes and
cosmologies. Bradley is concerned with the earliest phase of
monument making in Britain, before the introduction of arable
farming. He asserts that, at a profound level, the construction of
monuments altered peoples' understanding of their land and
promoted more sedentary ways of life. Bradley, with co-workers, put
these ideas into practice in their interpretation of the archaeology of
Cranbourne Chase in Dorset, especially the Neolithic cursus
monument there. They regard this cursus as a long linear monument
aligned to the setting sun in a manner intended to honour the dead.
(Barrett et al 1991; summarised in Trubshaw 1994d.) We are talking
mindscapes infused with journeys to the afterlife and the Otherworld
(watch out, there could be a hell hound on your tail…).
Sacred and profane
Popular archaeology is quite comfortable with the idea of sacred
places and many professional archaeologists are increasingly
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accepting the idea that some prehistoric monuments were once
sacred sites (indeed, quite a number have been reclaimed as sacred
sites by modern pagans – not just Stonehenge and the heated debates
over 'Seahenge', but many lesser-known stone circles and the like).
Mythologists have written at length about the idea of sacred places.
Partly this reflects the interests and influence of Mircea Eliade. More
recent and accessible comparisons of approaches to sacred places in
the major religions of the world have been provided by Holm and
Bowker (1994) and Kedar and Werblowsky (1998). A different
approach can be seen from the contributions of archaeologists and
anthropologists who got together to provide an international survey
of Sacred Sites, Sacred Places (Carmichael et al 1994).
Inevitably academic ideas about sacred places have been
popularised, not necessarily with any great accuracy, and the
resulting 'modern myths' cover the spectrum from reasonably
rational to seriously irrational. James Swan (1990; 1991) provides an
insight into popular ideas about sacred space inspired by
popularisations of native American beliefs (for a more scholarly view
of one native American approach, see Klara Kelly and Harris
Francis's Navajo Sacred Places (1994)). Paul Devereux's steady
stream of books (1991; 1992a; 1992b; 1996; 2000; 2001) show one
person's attempts to challenge the less rational suggestions about
sacred space and to evolve an alternative rationale.
However terming something 'sacred' is not as simple as it might
seem. Apart from any concerns about what it is at that makes
something sacred, and why what is sacred to one person may not be
to other people, the term 'sacred' is really only one half of a dualism.
Sacred places exist only in contrast to profane places. Sacredness is
emphasised by the contrast with profanity elsewhere. Like all such
dualisms, the pairing of sacred and profane is problematic. (Smith
1978: Ch.4; Coupe 1997: 59–60; Allen 1998: Ch.3; Werblowsky
1998: 9–17).
As accustomed as many people are to talking about sacred places, in
the final analysis such discussions are akin to medieval debates about
how many angels can dance on the head of a pin. It all depends on
whether your assumed cosmology allows for angels to dance on the
heads of pins.
The sacred:profane dualism is sometimes useful, but it is simplistic
and does not necessarily reflect the way traditional or non-Western
cultures constructed mindscapes. Some mindscapes may simply have
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regarded everything as sacred (or simply not realised that it was
possible to make such a distinction). However this does not mean
that there were not other attributes which divided up places in ways
that are not part of modern thinking.
Boundaries
However if distinctions are made, as they inevitably are, whether
between sacred and profane or simply practical matters of
ownership, then boundaries need to be defined. As already explored
in Chapter Two, boundaries are interesting in their own right and also
bring with them the notion of 'liminal' zones.
In many traditional cultures, taking possession of place can be
elevated to a transaction involving supernormal powers; the land is
taken in ownership from those powers through a kind of omen. An
example is the tradition of the early settlers of Iceland taking
possession of the new land wherever the posts of their high-seats
floated ashore, as Margaret Clunies Ross has discussed in detail (Ross
1998: 159–62; 180–81).
Several studies ... have concluded that the nith-pole and the
animal head atop it (often that of a mare) connoted the act
of ergi or sexual denigration of one man by another through
the suggestion that the aggressor had been able to use his
rival sexually. The female animal head thus denoted the
victim, while the erect wooden pole had a phallic
connotation and stood for the aggressor. From a functional
point of view, the nith-pole conveyed contempt for the
victim, and its purpose was to expel him from the social
community as unworthy. It seems to me likely that animal
heads on prows and on bed boards (as in the Gotstak
example) would have had a similar meaning, though here
the objective might well had been to declare any aggressor
at sea or intruder into a matrimonial bed as the potential
victim of an assault if they dared to attack or intrude. All
these icons thus ritualised the act of aggression and sexually
expressed subjection. […]
Most of the objects we read of in early Icelandic texts as
involved in land-taking rituals have comparable shape and
significance to nith-poles and animal-headed ornaments on
ships, beds, another domestic objects. The high-seat pillars
that are so often mentioned in these texts are also, of
course, domestic objects and appear to have symbolized
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the authority of the master of the house. They may also
have been considered to ward off intruders by virtue of their
transferred power. There are associated with the god Thorr
in some cases, doubtless in his capacity as the god who
protects the world of gods and men from the incursions of
giants and other hostile groups. In that role, as I have
recently argued, Thorr is closely associated with the
protection of the honour of the male head of the household
through securing his women from the sexual attentions of
other males, a function that is linked in old Norse myths
with the god's hammer, Mjollnir, to which Viking Age
craftsmen gave a clearly phallic shape ("Thorr's Honour").
By casting one's high seat pillars into the sea and allowing
them to drift ashore, one allows the god most closely
associated with protecting the home to effect one's
transition from one land to another, as we have seen.
(Ross 1998: 180–1)
Ownership, even when supernaturally ordained, is usually restricted
to a specific area. In both myths and reality, property limits might be
established by a person getting as much land as he could walk or ride
round or plough in one day, or as much as one could shoot or throw
something across, or as far as one could carry the boundary stone, or
as much as could be covered by strips from a calf skin (Kvideland
1993; Drayton 1995; Behrend 1996). Even in the twentieth century,
newly-crowned Cambodian kings would take possession of Phnom
Penh by marching around its perimeter, changing their costume and
head-dress at each cardinal point of the compass as if to underline
the cosmological significance of this circumambulation. Similar
practices are known from Thailand and Myanmar (formerly Burma)
(Wheatley 1971:433).
Wheatley recounts defining the boundaries of Rome, according to
Latin tradition:
… the founding of Rome began with the excavation round
what later became the Comitium of a trench, into which
were thrown the first fruits of the fields and, significantly,
handfuls of earth brought from each man's home locality.
The ditch itself bore the name of Mundus (World), 'the
same', so Plutarch phrases it 'as that of the universe'.
Subsequently Romulus was alleged to have marked out the
compass of the future city by driving a furrow round it,
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Beating the Bounds at Rogationtide as depicted in
Robert Chambers' Book of Days, published in 1869.
carefully tending the clods inward, 'not suffering any to
remain outwards', thus cosmosizing and rendering
habitable the quintessentially sacred pivot about which the
Orbis Terrarum would revolve. It was this habitually drawn
line which was followed by the pomerium. In Republican
times this was delimited by lines of stones and accounted
holy, and, so far as the auspices were concerned, was
adjudged the boundary between city and country.
(Wheatley 1971:432–3)
Another mythical or magical way in which land may be acquired is
through hallowing the land by carrying fire around it. Indeed the
boundaries may be entirely magical and not intended for other
humans – at times of pestilence Slav women went naked dragging a
plough and cutting a deep furrow to enclose the village.
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Property might also be appropriated illegally, for instance, by moving
border stones or markers. Among farmers in Norway this was
considered the worst possible crime anyone could commit – it was
called 'stealing after death'. The punishment for this crime was
correspondingly cruel – the perpetrator was forced to walk again after
death and struggle with the border stone.
Sometimes liminality was explicit. In North America wrangles
land rights would lead to the claimants erecting fences along
sides of the disputed area. This would allow farm wagons to
along the contentious part – a route which was known as
Devil's Lane'.

over
both
pass
'The

Crossroads
Although more difficult for the modern mind to comprehend, the
liminality of crossroads once made them among the most magical
places, credited with powers of protection and healing, and favoured
places for magical spells and love auguries.
As with other liminal places, crossroads were also dangerous places
– penal courts often met there, leading to the siting of pillories, stocks
and gallows. The victims of judicial executions, suicides, gypsies,
witches, outlaws and other reprobates were buried at crossroads.
Folklore abounds with the preferences of ghosts for such 'placeless
places'.
In Classical Greece two deities were venerated at crossroads: Hermes
and Hekate. Images to both these deities were erected at such
locations. Hekate came to be especially linked with road junctions
(especially three-way ones) although Hermes, the trickster god, is the
liminal deity par excellence. He transcended the boundaries
between law and order (as the god of thieves) and, with his winged
sandals, could also cross over from life to death and back.
The Romans too erected altars at crossroads for the festival of Ludi
Compitales (held between 17th December and 5th January). Parallels
are known from northern India and from Japan, where the god Jizo
was considered to be the patron of travellers (Puhvel 1976)
Plato (Laws IX 873) states that the customary law was for murderers
and members of their immediate families to be cast forth unburied at
the 'borders of the land' after being executed 'at an appointed place
where three ways meet'.
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Like crossroads, the areas where several parishes – or even counties
– meet may have survived as 'extra-parochial' land up until the last
century. They were usually of poor agricultural quality, such as heath
land, but provided drovers with places to rest their livestock
overnight. A good example is the hamlet of No Man's Heath, where
the counties of Derbyshire, Leicestershire, Staffordshire and
Warwickshire historically met.
Although some places can be marginal to the extent that they are
considered 'no man's land', most land is associated with stronglydeveloped 'territorial rights'. Nomadic people generally have
exceptionally close connections with their territory. More sedentary
agricultural societies develop into – or are taken over by – 'nation
states', with strong claims to territorial rights. These ideas of
homelands are explored in Chapter Thirteen.
Hollow earth
Some myths about landscape are more easily regarded as
mindscapes. The idea of the earth being hollow is widespread.
Buddhist myths refer to a subterranean world caled Agartha with
millions of inhabitants and many cities, its capital being Shambala.
The inhabitants of Agartha were a powerful, though secretive race, of
'superhumans' to assist or advise humans. The Indian Ramayana
states that the great avatar, Rama, was an emissary from Agartha.
Other Indian myths tell of a subterranean race of serpent people who
dwell in the cities Patala and Bhogavati. Believers consider Patala
can be entered through the Well of Sheshna in Benares; the entrance
to Bhogavati is somewhere in the Himalayas. Tibet also has a shrine
also called Patala, said to be above an ancient tunnel system, which
reaches throughout the Asian continent and possibly beyond. Even
medieval Irish mythology seems to have an indigenous tradition of
people who dwell under the earth.
In the late seventeenth century, British astronomer Edmund Halley
proposed that earth consists of four concentric spheres. He also
suggested that the interior of the earth was populated with life and lit
by a luminous atmosphere. He thought the aurora borealis, or
Northern Lights, was caused by the escape of this gas through a thin
crust at the poles. The great American clergyman Cotton Mather
supported Halley's theory of a hollow earth in his book The Christian
Philosopher (1721). The idea was popularised in 1741 by a
Norwegian writer, Ludvig Holberg (1684–1754). His satirical novel
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Neils Klim's Subterranean Journey was translated into at least ten
European languages and was widely read.
In 1823 Captain John Cleve Symmes, an eccentric American war
veteran, petitioned the US Congress for funds to conduct an
expedition to explore Mather's beliefs in a hollow earth (discussed in
detail in Collins 2001). In 1838 Edgar Allan Poe published his longest
tale, 'The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket', which told
of a fantastic land located in earth's centre, reached by a hole at the
pole. Jules Verne wrote Journey to the Center of the Earth in 1864.
Edgar Rice Burroughs (1875–1950), the creator of Martian adventures
and Tarzan of the Apes, also wrote novels set in the hollow earth. In
1869 Cyrus Reed Teed had a vision in which a woman told him that
we are living on the inside of the hollow earth. For nearly forty years,
Teed promoted his idea in pamphlets and speeches.
In 1906 William Reed's The Phantom of the Poles was published. He
claimed that nobody had found the north or south poles because they
do not exist. Rather, they are entrances to the hollow earth. In 1913,
Marshall B. Gardner privately published Journey to the Earth's
Interior in which he rejected the notion of concentric spheres but
swore that inside the hollow earth was a sun 600 miles in diameter.
Gardner, too, claimed that there were huge holes a thousand mile
wide at the poles. By way of variation, Berkeley Gray's 1941 novel
The Lost World of Everest provides access to the underworld in the
Himalayas.
In the 1940s Ray Palmer teamed up with Richard S. Shaver to create
a legend of a world of hollow earth people and an advanced
civilisation. Shaver even claimed to have dwelled with the inner
earth people. One of the most influential hollow earth tales by Shaver
was published in a 1944 issue of the leading sci-fi magazine of the
day, Amazing Stories, under the title 'I remember Lemuria'. Shaver
describes a civilisation of 'deros', or detrimental robots, living
underground and emitting mind-controlling rays to enslave humans.
The editor of Amazing Stories was inundated with letters from
readers objecting that this was not fiction but fact, as they too had
been approached by deros.
Some of Hitler's top advisors, and possibly Hitler himself, believed
that the earth was hollow. In April 1942, at a time when the Third
Reich was putting maximum effort into the war against the Allies,
Göring, Himmler and Hitler enthusiastically endorsed an expedition
composed of its most visionary scientists to find a military vantage
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point in the hollow earth. And there is a legend that Hitler and many
of his followers fled Germany in the closing days of the Second
World War and went to the South Pole, where they had discovered
an entrance to the earth's interior. A key aspect of the Nazi beliefs
was that representatives of a powerful, underground secret race
emerged from time to time (clearly influenced by the Indian myths of
Agartha). Hitler's obsessive desire was for Germanic people to
interbreed with the subterranean supermen to create a new race of
heroes and demigods.
Raymond W. Bernard (real name Walter Seigmeister), one-time
leader of the Rosicrucians, claimed to have been in contact with
great mystics in secret ashrams and with Grand Lamas in Tibet. In
1964 he published The Hollow Earth: The greatest geographical
discovery in history made by Admiral Richard E. Byrd in the
mysterious land beyond the poles – the true origin of the flying
saucers. With a subtitle like that, who needs to read the book?
Bernard recounts how Admiral Richard E. Byrd of the United States
Navy flew to the North Pole in 1926 and over the South Pole in
1929. In his diary, he tells of entering the hollow interior of the earth,
along with others and travelling seventeen miles over mountains,
lakes, rivers, green vegetation, and animals including ones
resembling mammoths. He eventually found cities and a thriving
civilisation. In January of 1956 Admiral Byrd led an expedition to the
South Pole. On that expedition he and his crew penetrated down
2,300 miles into the centre of the earth. Admiral Byrd stated that the
North and South Poles are only two of many openings into the centre
of the earth. Bernard reportedly died of pneumonia on September 10,
1965, while in South America searching for tunnel openings to the
interior of the earth.
Even if we accept it as unlikely that entrances to the hollow earth will
ever be found, the myths live on, especially on the Internet. Since the
1950s the inhabitants of the inside of the earth have also been
considered responsible for flying saucers and UFOs; trying to unravel
the conflation of these two rich seams of myth goes well beyond the
scope of this chapter.
Polar myths
Hollow earth myths may seem to be little more than the carry over of
anachronistic pre-modern beliefs into the age of scientific rationality.
Yet some myths about imaginary land were equally improbable to
the people of the time, yet turned out to approximate to reality. Chet
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van Duzer (1998) has looked at the myths of northern polar regions.
One of the oldest surviving terrestrial globes, made in 1492, shows
two large islands near the North Pole and projections of land from
Europe and Asia (Simek 1996: 29).
During the sixteenth century various maps show the northern polar
region. The 'projections' from Europe and Asia evolve into
independent islands, making a total of four islands. These islands
surround a central black mountain made of magnetic rock and a
huge whirlpool. The origins of these descriptions appear to lie with a
now-lost fourteenth century work, whose author was probably
drawing on a variety of older sources.
Interestingly, similar descriptions of the northern polar region can be
found in Hindu and Buddhist myths. These are not intended to be
descriptions of the real world but rather of the divine cosmology. Van
Duzer doubts that these Indian myths influenced medieval European
mapmakers. More probably they reflect an 'innate transcultural
conception of what a sacred centre should be.' (Van Duzer 1999:13)
The north is often the richest geographical domain in myths,
especially those of Scandinavian myths. It is generalised into the
frozen, rocky expanse where earth meets sky. It is the ultimate
periphery. (The mythic significance of the cardinal directions will be
explored further in the next chapter.)
The mountain at the mythical North Pole is indeed very much part of
many cultures' ideas of sacred centres. Indeed sacred centres are so
prevalent in mythology that the whole of next chapter will be
devoted to exploring this aspect of mythical landscapes and
mindscapes.
However there are many other aspects of mythical landscapes that it
is not possible to explore in this book. Brian Leigh Molyneux and
Peter Vitebsky's Sacred Earth, Sacred Stones (2000) has an entirely
different emphasis to this chapter but is both academically sound and
written in a readily accessible manner. In a forthcoming book,
Explore Sacred Places, I will discuss many of these aspects further.
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10: Sacred centres
In the last chapter we briefly explored mythical approaches to
boundaries. Modern Western cultures, more so than any other, are
frankly obsessed with boundaries, whether geographical, temporal or
social. Less obvious, but almost as pervasive as these notions of
periphery, is the sense of identity related to the sense of centre.
At one level the sense of centre is broad – it is all of the civilised
world as opposed to that which is considered wild, savage, or just
Other in some way. But mostly the sense of centre has a geographical
focus. Australian Aborigines have the inspiring outcrop known as
Uluru or Ayers Rock near the physical centre of the continent. Other
countries mark their centres less obviously. Just in front of Notre
Dame Cathedral in Paris is Point Zero or Kilomètre Zéro, from where
all road distances in France are measured. It might be expected that
in England all distances are measured from the Houses of Parliament
or Buckingham Palace. Instead in the eighteenth century about
eleven different places were regarded as the 'datum points' for the
mileposts that were a legal requirement for turnpiked roads; Marble
Arch has won out for modern geographers. Roman roads in Britain

The London Stone as depicted in Robert Chambers'
Book of Days, published in 1869.
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had their origin at the London Stone. This largely-forgotten landmark
survives. It was incorporated into the wall of St Swithun's church on
Cannon Street but, after this was bombed in the Second World War,
it is now part of the façade of the building that is currently the Bank
of China.
There are concepts of centre in the way cultures think about time as
well as they way they think about space. This is less noticeable in
Western sequential concepts of time (where the past is 'behind us'
and future is 'before us') but more appreciable in non-Western
concepts of time (especially those where both past and future
converge on the present; Lyle 1991).
In a sense we are always at the centre, temporally and spatially. We
are always 'now', from which past and future extend, and we are
always 'here', from which three-dimensional space extends. We
explore this aspect of centre later in the chapter. In reality we often
feel we are not 'centred' – we have gone 'away from home', 'gone off
on a trip', 'homesick', maybe we even feel 'exiled' (and there could
not be a strong sense of exile without an equally strong sense of
'home').
This chapter mostly explores different types of places that have been
regarded as sacred centres. Sometimes such central places are
referred to as an omphalos, from the Greek word for 'navel'. Later in
the chapter these will merge with concepts of centre that are more
abstract – idealised centres rather than their manifestation.
The idea of central places gained popularity when W.R. Lethaby
devoted a chapter of his 1891 book Architecture Mysticism and Myth
to a collection of world-wide myths about the centre of the earth. The
study of central places developed further around 1913 with the
publication of the work of two German scholars, W.H. Roscher (who
appears to have coined the term 'omphalos' to describe them) and
G. Klamek. Their ideas were subsequently developed by Joachim
Jeremias in his work Golgotha (1925).
Idealised central places can be 'zero dimensional' – they are point
like concepts rather than physical spaces. Or at least they are zero
dimensional in the physical world but they are one-dimensional in
that these centres connect the physical world with the Underworld
and the heavens. Such three-fold cosmological models are especially
common in Indo-European myths. The central axis is often referred to
as the axis mundi (axis of the world), although other cultures have
their own terms, such as the Sufi qutub.
118

Sacred centres
In Buddhist and Jain cultures the axis mundi is manifested in the
many stupas that are widespread in India. These stupas are
constructed as cosmological microcosms; John Irwin (1979) and
Adrian Snodgrass (1988) explain these intricate connections clearly.
The term axis mundi was popularised by Mircea Eliade. However he
tended to generalise about this concept, whereas later scholars have
sought to differentiate between its manifestations in different cultures
(Bradley 2000: 28–32).
The world tree
In many cultures the axis mundi is manifest as the concept of a world
tree. In Indo-European myths the world tree acts as the axis where the
three planes of existence are linked. The three levels of the IndoEuropean world view are:
1. the space taken up by the sky, including tree tops and
mountain summits
2. the space between the sky and the earth's surface, a space
including seas and rivers, the trunks of trees and the scope of

Above: A depiction of Yggdrasil.
Right: Jupiter pillar at Hausen an
der Zaber. (Drawing by
David Taylor.)
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usual human activity, such as hunting and fishing, and
sometimes also the slopes of mountains;
3. the space stretching from the Earth's surface downwards, a
space including the Earth itself and graves, mines and other
holes in the ground made by humans or animals.
(Baldick 2000: 12–14)
In Scandinavian myths the world tree is known as Yggdrasil, 'the
steed of Odin'. These seem to be related to the 150-or-so known
'Jupiter pillars' erected during the Roman era in Gaul and the Rhine,
particularly around the Moselle and Middle Rhine. These were
presumably regarded as axes mundi, as the sacred pillar known as
Irminsul at Eresburg in Saxony was symbolically demolished by
Charlemagne in 772 (the parish church of Ober-Marsberg now
occupies the site); although it is not known for certain if Irminsul was
regarded as a 'Jupiter pillar'.
The main shaft of these 'Jupiter pillars' symbolises a tree, with stylised
bark and, occasionally, carved oak leaves and acorns. Although
frequently dedicated to the Roman sky god, Jupiter, at the top is a
native Germanic sky god, riding a galloping horse and trampling a
semi-human, semi-serpentine monster. This dualistic iconography
anticipates medieval and later images of St Michael frozen in
perpetual conflict with a dragon. If we are correct in regarding these
'Jupiter pillars' as symbolic local centres, this suggests a late
manifestation of the link between snakes and axes mundi that goes
back to early classical Greece.
The roots of the Indo-European world tree have been traced to the
third millennium BCE (Friedrich 1970: 23, 138–40) and may date
back to the Palaeolithic (Stone 1993a; 1993b). The image of a 'tree of
life' can be found world-wide (Cook 1974), often with a serpent
around its roots and a bird of prey in its upper branches (Stone
1993a; 1993b). In the Bhagavad Gita the world tree features as a
symbol of the cosmos and the source of life for all beings. Biblical
examples include the Tree of Knowledge and the Tree of Life in
Genesis and the cross used for the crucifixion of Jesus, often depicted
in medieval art as a tree. The crucifixion was explicitly regarded as
an axis mundi by some Christians, as revealed by the aphorism 'the
cross stands still while the world spins round' (usually regarded as
originating about 1600 among the Carthusians).
The symbolism of the tree of life is embodied in the Jewish sevenbranched candelabra or menora. In most Christian homes the tree of
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life is brought into the house at the most spiritually significant time of
year, in the form of the evergreen Christmas Tree, although this
custom is probably one of the few survivals from pre-Christian times.
For other examples of world trees in Western culture see Butterworth
1970 and Horowitz 1998.
Mills, maelströms and whirlpools
The image of a water-mill may seem mundane in the context of the
mega-technology of the twentieth century. But, after its invention
towards the end of the eighth century, the water mill became one of
the technical triumphs of its era. It brought significant social change
by replacing the hitherto ubiquitous grinding-slaves. Abbot Aelfric,
writing his homilies at the end of the tenth century, himself uses the
mill as an analogy for the motion of the heavens around the Earth,
'swifter than any mill wheel and as deep under the Earth as it is
above.'
The image of the 'world mill' as a manifestation of the axis mundi
occurs particularly in Scandinavian and Finnish myth. It is based
ultimately upon the structure of a hand-mill, consisting of a flat,
stationary stone with another on top, turned by a handle fixed at the

Rotating upper millstone
Stationary lower millstone

Underhouse paddles

direction of rotation
Schematic depiction of an Anglo-Saxon water mill.
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centre. Such rotary querns were used in Europe from the Iron Age to
the Middle Ages, only eventually being superseded by the watermill
and, later, the windmill. From the rotary quern to the windmill, the
structure of mills remained basically constant – one stone below, a
turning stone above. Symbolically, the unmoving lower stone
represents the Earth and the upper one the revolving dome of the sky.
The axial point of this celestial millstone marks the Pole Star, the still
point of the circling heavens. With the vertical-axis watermill the
tripartite symbolism associated with Indo-European cultures becomes
even more explicit.
In the Finnish epic poem Kalevala the Sampo grinds out corn, salt
and coins. In the Poetic Edda the prose prologue to the poem
Grottasongr describes a mill called Grotti that grinds out whatever its
owner wishes.
It is captured by the Danish king Froði, as are the two giantwomen who operate it, and made to grind out gold and
peace. Tired of being overworked, the women decide to
grind out Froði's doom. That very night, Froði is killed by
the enigmatic Mysing, a king who comes from the sea and
who then takes the mill for himself. For some reason,
Mysing sets the women to work on board his ship, making
them ceaselessly grind out salt. Eventually, the ship is so
laden with salt that it sinks. At that spot is now a whirlpool
in the sea, where the waters rush in through the eye of the
millstone. Since then the sea is salt.
(Stone 1993b)
Snorri Sturluson associates the mill with Amloði, the inspiration for
Shakespeare's Hamlet. 'Hamlet's mill' and the whirlpool into which
it disappeared appear to have originally embodied complex
cosmological symbolism, although it is only referred to in confused
late poems (see de Santillana and von Deckend 1970 and Stone
1993a; 1993b for detailed discussions). An illustration from a
fourteenth-century Provencal manuscript shows two angels turning
handles to operate the mechanism that turns the sky – a cosmological
conceptualisation that recalls the two giant-women and the mill of
Grottasongr.
As Alby Stone observes:
The mill is a highly appropriate cosmological symbol. Not
only does it accurately represent the structure and
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movement of the cosmos as perceived by pre-industrial
cultures, but it reflects a notion of the world itself as the
great provider of nourishment and riches, a source of
abundance.
(Stone 1993b)
The early Indian epic Mahabharata tells how the gods, conferring on
Mount Meru, decide to churn the ocean in order to make amrta,
ambrosia. In both Scandinavian and Indian myths the image of the
whirlpool or maelstöm appears to be regarded as the 'centre of the
sea', a counterpart to the 'omphalos' or centre of the earth, and the
Pole Star as centre of the heavens – a tripartite image of the axis
mundi.
Mountains
The idea of the centre of the world being a real or imaginary
mountain is world-wide. In the previous chapter I mentioned the
myths of the northern polar regions being centred on a large black,
magnetic mountain. These seem to form just one set of examples of
such mythical central mountains. In many creation myths there is a
primordial mountain, such as the Babylonian Eridu, at the head of the
Persian Gulf, where the sky god Anu first fashioned human life from
clay and the sea god Enki filled it with the breath of life. The
Babylonian ziggurats can be seen as a manifestation of this mythical
mountain.
The Egyptians had a primordial sand hill where the sun god Atem Re
Kepri first emerged from the watery abyss.
The step pyramid introduced by the Egyptian king Zoser in
the Third Dynasty [about 2686 to 2613 BCE] was an
architectural realization of the primordial hill, which was
then modified into the true pyramid in the Fourth Dynasty.
During the Ptolemaic Period, every temple was considered
to be a replica of the primeval temple, which had been
built upon the primordial mound after it had emerged from
Nun, the primeval waters.
(Lundquist 1993: 7)
In ancient Sumer, the innermost sanctuary of the temple was
sometimes referred to as the 'holy mound', and was again seen as the
mound which first arose out of the primordial abyss. (For further
details of sacred mountains in Mesopotamia, Egypt and the Aegean
see Scully 1991: Ch.2.)
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Mountains have long held great spiritual appeal to the Chinese.
Mountains are intimately intermingled with mythical caves (often
improbably interconnected); these underground mindscapes are
perceived as either wombs or the entrance to hell (the precursors to
the hollow earth myths discussed in Chapter Nine). The earliest
reference to sacred mountains in China dates back over four
thousand years to the reign of King Shun (2255–2206 BCE). During
an imperial tour of inspection he offered a sacrifice on the top of four
sacred mountains, each in the four quarters of his domain. Later these
mountains were identified as Mount Tai in the east, Mount Hua in
the west, Mount Heng in the south, and another Mount Heng in the
north. These, together with Mount Hsung in the middle, comprised
the five sacred mountains of China. In reality, China has many sacred
mountains, a number of which are regarded as the mythical central
place or zhong. (Wang 1994: 156–7; Yao 1994: 183–5)
Mountains are among the most prominent geographical features of
Japan and have long been prominent in religious cosmology. They
were regarded as the homes of powerful deities and the souls of the
dead. Pilgrims to Mount Hiko ascend through four 'levels', each with
increasing taboos (on the highest level there is a taboo on any bodily
excretions such as urine, saliva, nasal mucous). Time is considered to
pass at a different speed at the different altitudes. The paths between
all the sacred shrines, caves, waterfalls, significant boulders, etc were
envisioned as a mandala (Grapard 1998). As with China, some
Japanese mountains were regarded as manifestations of hell or
paradise. Until recent decades mountains were regarded almost
exclusively as sacred; now more secular concerns with places of
natural beauty and skiing compete with the monasteries and shrines.
Edo period woodblock prints made Japan's Mount Fuji the country's
most famous central mountain. Interestingly, there is a grotto on
Mount Fuji called tainai ('inside the womb') which can be explored
by bending double in the dark and narrow interior, until one
squeezes out through the 'Birth Canal'. (Werblowsky 1998:16)
Mount Kailas is regarded as Tibet's pre-eminent sacred mountain and
'central place' by the country's Bon, Hindu and Buddhist followers.
The large number of shrines on the pilgrimage 'circuit' around Mount
Kailas attests to this diversity and intensity of belief.
Hindu myths regard the origin of the cosmos to be Mount Meru or
Semuru, although there is no consensus on exactly where this is
situated. Meru regarded as the centre of the Earth and sky, the abode
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of the gods, a storehouse of gold and gems, and a symbol for the
spiritual height a Hindu hopes to attain. However, unlike most such
sacred centres, Meru is located not in the India subcontinent but in
the far north, a zone of mystical significance for both Indian and
Tibetan myths. The Mahabharata states Mount Meru is beyond the
Himalayas; whether or not this is a mythical reference to Mount
Kailas is open to debate.
The underlying symbolism of the word meru is applied to more
everyday concepts. The Earth's axis of rotation is known as the axis of
meru, with the North Pole (uttara meru) and South Pole (daksina
meru) being the ends of this axis. The back bone of humans and
animals is called meru danda. (Choudhury 1994: 86)
In Middle Eastern myths Mount Zion has many of the connotations of
the Indian Mount Meru. Although in its physical manifestation Mount
Zion was the hill on which Jerusalem (the Hebrews' City of David)
was built, Christians came to think of Zion as the Kingdom of God in
Heaven. Then the Jews took the term back over and 'Zionism' was
the term used for the re-establishment (and, after 1947, the
development) of a Jewish nation in Israel. Later in this chapter the
importance of Jerusalem as the centre of the Judaeo-Christian world
will be explored further.
Temples
Predictably enough, places that are regarded as the symbol centre of
the world tend to become graced with shrines or temples.
The Temple to Apollo at Delphi in Greece supplanted earlier shrines,
the oldest of which was Mycenaean. These shrines were associated
with the Pythia, an oracle who was intoxicated by fumes arising
naturally from a rock cleft (see Chapter Eight). The name Delphi
seems to derive from the Greek delphys, meaning 'vagina', and for
pilgrims arriving at the port of Itea the site appears to be in a deeplyshadowed cleft of Parnassos, 'around which the nearer ridges seem
to wrap as if enfolding it, secretly, within their masses.' (Scully 1979:
108) One specific stone, elaborately carved with garlands of flowers,
is known as the omphalos and regarded as the centre of the Earth.
This spot was determined by Jupiter who, according to Strabo, let two
eagles fly, one to the east and one to the west, and they met again at
Delphi.
But neither Strabo, nor indeed any Greek, was the inventor of the
myth. Egyptian illustrations depicting omphalos stones frequently
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Egyptian omphalos as illustrated in Lethaby's
Architecture mysticism and myth.
flank the stone with a pair of birds. In the Persian Avesta, in the
branches of the sacred tree growing on the Mountain of Paradise
(clearly an axis mundi) there are two birds roosting – Amru and
Chamru, the two eagles of the sky.
In the Classical Greek world a number of other temples and sites had
their own omphalos stones. However Delphi was pre-eminently the
centre of the Classical Greek world. Even Plato was moved to write
that Apollo in his temple there 'sits in the centre on the navel of the
Earth.'
Mexican, Mayan and Andean pyramids, which can be thought of as
'pyramid-mountains' raised the omphalos as close as possible to the
heavens, the better to communicate with the divine. 'Pyramidmountains' are recognised as marking the axis mundi of a range of
civic centers, from the fourteenth century Aztec Templo Mayor in
Tenochtitlan, back more than two millennia to Olmec sites and
Izapa.' (Brady and Ashmore 1999: 133). Vincent Scully devotes the
whole first chapter of Architecture: The natural and the manmade
(1991) to New World 'temple mountains', (including their modern
day manifestations in the skyscrapers of New York's financial
district). (See also Broda et al 1988; Mizrach 1995; Dunning et al
1999: 657.)
South and south-east Asian temples of the early twelfth century CE
have a complex cosmological symbolism that reflects different ways
of thinking about macrocosms and microcosms. At Angkor Thom in
Cambodia (close to the better-known and more complex, but less
well-preserved, temple complex at Angkor Wat), the temples of the
Khmers reproduce the mythical five peaks of the world mountain
with perhaps the most splendid architectural recreations of the sacred
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The Vastu Purusha mandala which originates in an
ancient Indian manual on architecture. It was used as
the fundamental pattern for almost every type of
building in India – from simple huts to entire cities.
mound, with a numerical and astronomical symbolism which
exceeds that of the European Gothic. The complexity of Ankor Thom
is itself exceeded by the Buddhist shrine of Borobudur in Java, built
in the eighth and ninth centuries CE to a mandala-like plan, with ten
levels that inexorably lead the visitor to the central stupa (Lundquist
1993: 17–18).
Sri Lanka's Dalada Maligawa ('The Temple of the Tooth'), in the precolonial capital Kandy, dates to the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. The setting of this Buddhist temple comprises a
cosmological microcosm that placed the king at the omphalos of the
country, indeed the universe. Sadly the temple was badly damaged
by a terrorist bomb on 25 January 1998, about a week before the 50th
anniversary of the country's independence was to be celebrated there
(Coningham and Lewer 1999).
Chinese cities originated as temple complexes in the Shang dynasty,
around 1500 to 1000 BCE. Large quantities of oracle bones reveal
that divination was one of the key activities at these temples. These
temples also embody cosmological microcosms, especially those
related to the idea of a sacred centre or axis mundi. This was known
in Chinese as ti-chung and characterised as 'the place where earth
and sky meet, where the four seasons merge, where wind and rain
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are gathered in, and where ying and yang are in harmony' (Wheatley
1971:428). The details of this cosmology are extensive; they have
been excellently described by Mingming Wang (1994); see also
Smith and Reynolds 1987.
Baghdad in Iraq was created in 762 CE as a circular city, the Madinat
al-Salam (City of Peace). What was unusually about Baghdad was
that the centre was essentially empty, except for a palace and
mosque, which was surmounted with a dome that was sited over the
geometrical centre of the city. The ninth century geographer and
historian al-Ya'qubi opens his account of the Muslim world thus:
I begin with Iraq only because it is the centre of the world,
the navel of the earth, and I mention Baghdad first because
it is the centre of Iraq…
(cited in Hillenbrand 1986:20)
However Baghdad evolved as a port with extensive trading contacts
between east and west and, over the centuries, its sacred significance
was lost.
Mecca
In contrast other sacred sites kept gaining in importance. Later history
has suppressed details of a temple dedicated to the goddess Al'Lut
(also known as Q're and Al'Uzza) with a large, cubic, black stone
known as the Ka'bah (meaning 'cube') that was considered to be the
vulva of the goddess. Her worshippers circled the holy stone seven
times - once for each of the ancient seven planets - and did so in total
nudity, progressing counter-clockwise.
Legends tells of the Biblical Abraham, unable to produce children by
his wife Sarah, visiting the Ka'bah with his slave Hagar ('the
Egyptian') to get her pregnant. Later, when Hagar came back to give
birth, she could find no water and Abraham created a holy well,
Zamzam, to save the life of his first son. So, Abraham begot his son,
Ishmael – the ancestor of all Arab peoples – by the goddess Al'Lut on
the black stone of the Ka'bah.
The known history of the Prophet Mohammed reveals that he was
born around 570 CE into a tribe of the Quraysh, who not only
worshipped the goddess Q're but were the sworn guardians of her
shrine. By 622 Mohammed was preaching the ways of his god, Allah,
and was driven out by his own tribe as a result. When Mohammed
wanted to supplant the worship of Al'Lut with devotion to Allah, the
Ka'bah was one temple he must conquer.
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Although Mohammed did conquer the Ka'bah, little else changed.
The faithful still circle the black stone, the Holy of Holies, seven
times (although fully dressed). The priests of the sacred shrine are still
known as Beni Shaybah or 'Sons of the Old Woman' – Shaybah
being, of course, the famous Queen Sheeba of Solomon's times.
While we are tracing names, Q're (or Qure), the maiden aspect of
Al'Lut, seems certain to be the origin of the Greek goddess Kore. The
holy Koran (qur'an in Arabic) can be translated as the 'Word of
Qure'. Moslems admit that the work existed before the time of
Mohammed. Legend said it was copied from a divine prototype that
appeared in heaven at the beginning of time, or the Mother of the
Book. Al'Uzza, the mother aspect of Al'Lut, may give us the preDynastic Egyptian snake goddess Ua Zit, who develops into Isis.
Islamic tradition continues to recognise Al'Lut, Q're and Al'Uzza but
labels them 'Daughters of Allah'. At least two different legends of the
building of the Ka'bah are known from Islamic traditions. Predictably
they involve male figures – variously God, Adam or the Angel
Gabriel – determining the location, although many details of the
myths are shared with other axis mundi myths (see Lundquist
1993:9; 14–15).
Greek historians regarded goddess temples as notorious for wild
sexual activities and refer to sacred prostitution or ritual promiscuity
as part of the worship; invariably sacred objects depicting the
genitals of either god and/or goddess were venerated. In the early
years of Islam such sacred promiscuity continued to be part of the
pilgrimage to Mecca, at least for some Moslems. The Shi'ites from
Persia were allowed to form temporary 'marriages' for the period of
the pilgrimage. Any children born as a result were regarded as divine
or as saints – a custom with world-wide parallels.
Although now indelibly associated as the focus of the Islamic world,
Mecca was clearly chosen because of its prior sanctity – although
there seems to be no evidence that the Ka'bah was regarded as a
major sacred centre until Moslem times. Mecca has nevertheless
increasingly acquired the mythical motifs commonly associated with
sacred central places. Not only is Mecca regarded as the navel of the
Earth, surrat al-ard, by Moslems, it is also the place where the
creation of the world was initiated. Like other axes mundi, the Ka'bah
is believed to be situated under the Pole Star. Because it is centre of
the universe Moslems believe their prayers said at Mecca are more
likely to be heard by Allah, as this is the point where Earth most
nearly approaches Heaven. (Wheatley 1971:428)
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Interestingly, Mount Arafat (about six miles outside Mecca) is the
highest point of the hajj pilgrimage, but the sanctity of the Ka'bah for
once over-rides the sanctity of the highest place (possibly because it
is not elevated or dramatic enough to be considered a mountain).
The Holy Land
If Mecca is recognised by Moslems as the focus of their faith, then
Jews and Christians look to Jerusalem as their focus. From the
perspective of sacred places we are talking of not just a holy place
but The Holy Land.
The roots of the Judaeo-Christian faiths can be found in sanctuaries in
high places, called bamoth in the Old Testament. The sanctity of
Mount Carmel is sufficiently clear from 1 Kings xviii – altars were
raised there to both Bethel and to Yahweh. In later times Mount
Carmel is referred to by Tacitus as a sanctuary where there is an altar
but neither temple nor an image of any deity. Sacrifices were offered
on Mount Tabor, in the liminal 'no man's land' between the
territories of Issachar and Zebulon (Joshua 19:22; 1 Chronicles 6:7).
Gibeah, which means 'hill', lay in the territory of Benjamin. In 1
Samuel 10:5 it is called 'Gibeah of God' and in 1 Samuel 22:6 it is
stated there is a holy tree there. A different Geb ('hills') is revealed as
a hilltop sanctuary in 2 Kings 23:8 'And he brought all the priests out
of the cities of Judah and defiled the high places where the priests
had burned incense, from Geba to Beersheba.' In 2 Samuel 15:30-32
the Mount of Olives is clearly seen to be an ancient sanctuary and
this must be the same as that referred to in 1 Kings 11:7: 'Then did
Solomon build a high place for Chemosh, the abomination of Moab,
in the mount that is before Jerusalem… ' (Oesterley and Robinson
1930). Archaeological investigation has found some of these 'cult
sites', although some of the most informative excavations of such
bamoth have been on Mount Hermon (Dar 1993).
According to Hebrew historians the original Jewish centre of worship
was not Jerusalem, but Mount Gerizim. It was only moved to the
Temple Mount in Jerusalem after 980 BCE. Israelis refer to it as Har
HaBayit, Hebrew for 'temple mount'. Arabs refer to this site as Haram
al-Sharif, Arabic for 'noble sanctuary'. It is often referred to as the
Dome of the Rock, although this is strictly the name of the mosque
on the summit. The rock itself is also known as al Sakhra and is the
outcropping peak of Mount Moriah.
The sanctity of Temple Mount dates back over 4,000 years.
According to Jewish legend, this was where Jacob slept and raised his
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stone, from which it was known as Bethel (from Beth El, 'House of
God') (Genesis 28). It was where Abraham was commanded to
sacrifice Isaac in a high place, Mount Moriah (about 2000 BCE).
About a thousand years later David set up an altar at the place
perceived to be the 'omphalos' of the world (2 Samuel 24:21). Then,
in about 960BCE, Solomon erected the Temple of the Lord, 'His holy
mountain, beautiful in elevation' (Psalms 48:2) and the altar of
sacrifice was, again, the peak of Mount Moriah. According to Islamic
tradition it is also the rock from which the Prophet Mohammed
ascended to heaven. The third most sacred mosque of Islam now
covers it, the Dome of the Rock. (For excellent photographs and a
concise history of the Dome of the Rock see Nuseibeh and Grabar
1996.) There is a second sacred rock nearby, Golgotha (the place
where Jesus was crucified), now enclosed by the Holy Sepulchre
church.
When Arab armies conquered Jerusalem in 638 CE, the Caliph Omar
built the al-Aqsa Mosque facing the Dome of the Rock on the
opposite end of the Temple Mount. The famous Western (or Wailing)
Wall, the last remnant of the second Jewish temple that the Romans
destroyed in 70 CE, stands at the western base of the Temple Mount.
Hebrew sources make it quite clear that Temple Mount is the centre
of the world:
Just as the navel is found at the centre of a human being, so
the land of Israel is found at the centre of the world.…
Jerusalem is at the centre of the land of Israel, the Temple is
at the centre of Jerusalem, the Holy of Holies is at the
centre of the Temple, the Ark is the centre of the Holy of
Holies, and the Foundation Stone is in front of the Ark,
which spot is the foundation of the world.
(Midrash Tanhuma, Kedoshim 10, cited in Smith 1978:112)
The idea of the Holy Land as the centre of the Jewish world is
discussed by Jonathan Smith (1978: 112–19) and Philip Alexander
(1997). Alexander notes that the first clear reference to Jerusalem as
the centre of the world dates back to the second century BCE,
although there is a reference to the centre of the world (implied as
being Jerusalem but not named) about a hundred years earlier in
1 Enoch 26:1 (Alexander 1997).
Over succeeding centuries the symbolism of Jerusalem as the centre
of the world became increasingly complex and intertwined, leading
Smith to note:
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The land of Israel is not only the enclave whose walls guard
against the demonic powers of the chaotic desert or waters;
it is not only the horizontal and vertical center of space, the
focal point of purity, wisdom, blessing, and fertility – the
land of Israel is understood to be the center of time as
well. …
(Smith 1978:116)
Smith then lists sixteen Biblical events that Jewish myths associate
with the Temple Mount, such as being the place where God stood
when he created the world, and that dust was scraped from this rock
to create Adam. Jewish belief holds that such events occurred during
the time of Passover, 'the cosmogonic feast par excellence' (Smith
1978:116). By focussing all these significant events on the same
place and the same time (at least from a cyclical rather than linear
view of time) Temple Mount becomes a prime example of axis mundi
myths.
Much of the ancient city of Jerusalem was laid out as a symbolic
'larger than life temple' whose layout incorporates key sites such as
the Temple Mount and, more especially, Golgotha. John Michell has
published a concise but remarkable account of this sacred geometry
(Michell 2000) which is essential reading for anyone interested in the
symbolism of Jerusalem. Indeed, Michell's study unequivocally
places Golgotha as the sacred centre, and not Temple Mount,
suggesting that the two outcrops may have become muddled by
medieval and later scholars.
The significance of Jerusalem for Christians throughout medieval
Europe adds greatly to the mythical importance of the city.
Throughout the pre-Renaissance Christian world, the sacred centre
was Jerusalem. Early maps of the world were used as altar pieces the Mappa Mundi in Hereford Cathedral being a well-known
example. The known countries of the world are laid out as a circle
with Jerusalem at the centre. In an age when maps have become
merely a tool for knowing the material world it is difficult to imagine
them embodying religious symbolism. Yet such mandala-like icons
as the Mappa Mundi were primarily cosmological – they showed the
cosmos in its 'correct order' – and they, deservedly, were situated in
a prominent place within the church, typically behind the altar. (See
Simek 1996, Alexander 1997 and Higgins 1998.)
This mythical geography was incorporated by Dante into his Inferno,
as he places the island-mountain of Purgatory directly opposite
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Jerusalem on the other side of the earth: In Dante's world-view
Jerusalem was the centre of the northern terrestrial hemisphere, and
Purgatory the centre of the southern hemisphere of water.
The aim of the medieval crusades to reclaim Jerusalem from Islam
meant reclaiming the spiritual centre of the world from those
regarded as infidels. These views were still very much on the agenda
over two hundred years after the disastrous seventh crusade of 1270.
Christopher Columbus's first request for funds to sail west to India
was turned down so in 1490 he put in a new application,
emphasising how the 'Asiatic gold, which he promised to obtain in
plenty via the western route, should be used to reconquor Jerusalem.'
(Simek 1996:73).
Subsequently the desires of the Jewish people to reclaim the Holy
Land from both Moslems and Christians reached partial fulfilment in
1947, and its culmination in 1967 with the repossession of the
Temple Mount. The consequences can hardly be regarded as
harmonious; if Jerusalem is seen as the spiritual heart of three of the
world's most important religions then it is a heart that is deeply
scarred by bigotry and bitterness. Further tension is added by the
beliefs of some millennial cults who consider that the al-Aqsa
Mosque and the Dome of the Rock must be destroyed so that the
Jewish Temple can be rebuilt, which they see as a prerequisite for the
'end times' and the return of the Messiah (see Chapter Six).
Of all the aspects of sacred places discussed in this book, Jerusalem
and the Holy Land have generated by far the greatest amount of
scholarly interest. This is no accident, and confirms that not only is
this a place of great interest to those interested in myths and religions,
but that scholarship is actively implicated in the processes by which
myths help to validate modern concepts of belonging.
In the case of Jews, the sense of belonging is in dualistic opposition
to exile, as Smith summarises:
For the Jew, the people, the land, the law as derek eretz
('the way of the land'), and YHWH are inseparable. And it
is only in this context that one can understand the full,
tragic force of exile, which has been the characteristic
mode of Jewish existence for 1,900 years.
While the exile is an event which can be located
chronologically as after AD 70, it is above all a thoroughly
mythic event; the return to chaos, the decreation, the
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separation form the deity analogous to the total catastrophe
of the primeval flood.
(Smith 1978: 118-19)
Cosmic homes
World-wide, mountain tops and temples are two of the most
frequently encountered sacred places. The third, even more widely
known but rather marginalised by the preconceptions of Western
cultures, is the house. I have used the word 'focus' to allude to places
regarded as the spiritual centre; interestingly the word 'focus' has its
origin in the Latin word for 'hearth' – always the focus of a home (at
least until being supplanted practically by central heating and
'spiritually' by television).
The range of emotional values we can attach to where is live is
indicated by the subtle shift of meaning between 'dwelling', 'home',
'house', 'household' and 'family'. The interiors of homes can be
divided by invisible social geographies. In cultures as far apart as
Colombia, Greenland and China, the spaces can be deeply
engendered. The long houses of Colombian Barasana Indians have
doors at each end, one for the men and one for the women, although
the whole house is envisioned as the body of a mythical bird called
Roofing Father, and two doors represent the mouth and anus. For the
Canadian Inuit, their igloo is likened to a womb; the entrance
passageway is the vagina, the dome roof represents the sky, the ice
window the Sun and the doorway the Moon. (Molyneaux and
Vitebsky 2001:198–9)
In Central Asian yurts the interior is divided, invisibly, into male and
female domains. If Kazakh woman wants a tool or utensil in the
men's domain, she must send a child to fetch it. The circular shape is
symbolic of the cosmos, and smoke rising from the central hearth
ascends upwards through the smoke hole to the heavens, further
enhancing the idea of an axis mundi. (Molyneaux and Vitebsky
2001:199;223) This idea links directly to Asiatic shamans passing
through the central smoke hole on their journeys to the Otherworlds,
or German witches flying to their 'sabbats' through the smoke-hole
(Duerr 1985:124).
Among the Haida, a sedentary hunting and fishing society on the
north-west coast of North America, 'each house was the centre of the
universe for its inhabitants.' Houses faced the beach, which was both
the source of socially prestigious foods and regarded as the route to
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the underworld. Behind the houses, toward the inland mountains,
was the 'overworld' and the domains where mortuary houses were
located. Furthermore, the central hearth of each house 'defined the
pivot of the world' and, by burning offerings, the inhabitants could
communicate with ancestors and the spirits of the underworld.
(Whitelaw 1994: 234)
The Kwakiutl of British Columbia say that a copper pole,
manifesting itself as the Milky Way, connects the
underworld, earth and sky. The massive trunk of a cedar
tree, more than thirty feet tall, evokes this mythic image in
the Kwakiutl ceremonial house . During the initiation
ceremonies that take place there, the participants declare,
'I am the Centre of the World.… I am at the Post of the
World.'
(Lawlor 1994: 54)
In many traditional societies, the foundations of new houses are laid
out with the sort of rituals also devoted to temples. Or, to put it in the
scholarly terms of C.B. Wilson: 'The practice of cosmocising houses
is remarkably widespread among traditional peoples… ' (Wilson
1992) His examples are drawn from the Dogon of West Africa, the
Tukanoans of Amazonia, the Australian Aborigines, Madagascar and
Pueblos in New Mexico.
Wilson gives a detailed assessment of the ceremony of positioning
the ridgepole during the construction of a Chinese house, an event
deeply imbued with cosmological significance, with specific
overtones of human initiation into manhood and various alchemical
interactions. He notes that the Chinese custom has surprisingly close
parallels with the ritual used by Black Elk (an Oglala Sioux native
American) to establish an altar 'at the centre of the world'. In the
same way that the standard Chinese Taoist ritual uses smoke to purify
the five directions (north, south, east, west and 'here' or centre) so the
Sioux methodically points his axe then takes a smoking stick to draw
lines from the cardinal directions, and from the heavens and from the
Earth (Wilson 1992 citing Brown 1972).
The Pima of the American Southwest employed the
archetypal elements of the cosmic house in their winter
shelters, or ki, creating microcosms of universal design. A
circle of holes dug into the earth imitated the horizon that
rims human perception. Four posts connected by
crossbeams defined the primal architectural form. A dome
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of willow poles echoed the endless canopy of the sky.
(Lawlor 1994:46)
The kivas of the Pueblo Indians of the south-western United States
have fascinated anthropologists and architects for more than a
century. The dramatic canyon, mesa and mountain landscape is the
setting for a complex ceremonial and symbol-rich lifestyle. The
house:world relationships of the Pueblo appear as a process which
helps to define a person's position in the community and the broader
world. (Saile 1985:159)
Navajo dwellings are equally rich in implicit symbolism. Buildings of
all types customarily face east. Some old-style hogans are coneshaped earth-covered log structures based on frames of forked poles,
one in each of the four cardinal directions. The frame orients the
dwelling to the four sacred mountains in the four corners of the
Navajo homeland. Hogans are among the main customary places for
story telling during both ceremonies and in the family's daily life.
There is a customary open fire in the middle of the floor below the
smoke hole (even though stoves are used for everyday heating and
cooking). Sand paintings are made on the floor at the back (west side)
of the hogan. (Kelley and Francis 1994:117)
For the Tukanoa in north-west Amazonia the maloca or longhouse
replicates and models the structure of the cosmos: its floor
is the earth and its posts are mountains which support the
roof or sky above. Down the centre of the maloca, from
rear to front, west to east, runs an invisible river on whose
banks and tributaries the people live. At rituals, human time
merges with timeless myth and the maloca assumes the
proportions and significance of the cosmos.
(Hugh-Jones 1995:233–4)
If this is not pregnant enough with symbolism, Hugh-Jones
(1995:231) also reports that the communal hearth, situated at the
rear of the house, 'is a womb which cooks the bread as a womb
"cooks" a child, the starch and fibre of manioc bread being compared
to flesh and bones.'
Guiana is not a country but a region in the north-east corner of South
America, politically divided between five countries. For the
Ye'cuanna of Guiana:
The house [annaka] is an exact replica of the universe. At
ground level the annaka is equated with the 'sea' (dama) at
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the centre of the world while the asa [domestic space
within] is the inhabited earth (nono). The conical roof is the
sky, also divided into an upper and lower part, physically
represented by two different types of thatch… The main
traverse roof beam runs north/south and represents the
Milky Way, and the other main roof beams are referred to
as 'sky trees'. All these beams are fixed at their lower ends
to a ring of twelve outer posts called 'star supports'. The
central housepost connects earth to sky and the visible to
the invisible world.
(Rivière 1995: 195)
The roofs of the annaka have an unusual skylight. While it has
practical functions for letting light in to the interior and for letting out
smoke, it seems to have been a means of providing an astronomical
calendar.
The concept of the home being the centre of the world is quite
specific in the most traditional of the south American cultures, that of
the Kogi of Colombia (see also Chapter Nine). Their secluded
existence was portrayed in Alan Ereira's ennobling television
programme, The Heart of the World (1990). In his book of the same
name he explains that the Kogi perception of the world is in the form
of a quartered circle, with other disc-like worlds both above and
below. The circular ceremonial house of the Kogi has four fires,
which represent this quartered earth. The conical roof symbolises the
top half of the universe and, within its construction techniques,
contains symbols of the worlds above. Conceptually at least, the
cone is mirrored as a series of underworlds. 'The Kogi priests, the
Mamas, sit in the ceremonial house as though it were a womb, and
they are at the foot of an umbilical cord reaching down from the
centre of the roof.' (Ereira 1990)
In this case, the four quarters are not the cardinal directions, but the
points on the horizon touched by the rising and setting sun at the
solstices. This attention to detail is followed even in the placing of the
weaving looms at which the Kogi men spend so much of their time –
these too are orientated according to this fundamental conformation
of the world.
The Heart of the World is a direct reference to the Sierra Nevada
mountain on which the whole Kogi civilisation abides. 'Here the
Mother stuck her spindle and spun it, turning the world on its axis,
spinning out the thread which is time as well as space, and which
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Spinning with distaffs, from Robert Chambers'
Book of Days of 1869.
heaps up in the cone of the Sierra, and which then develops, in an
ever-widening spiral, into the whole of the world.' (Ereira 1990)
This symbolism is familiar from north European and Scandinavian
myths. The great goddess Freya as spinning out the web of wyrd (fate
or destiny), just as one of the Classical Fates was always depicted
measuring out the span of human life in the form of a thread, with
scissors or knife ever at the ready. That such a mundane, domestic
chore as spinning could embody the widest cosmological concepts
reinforces the notion that every family's home was also the axis
mundi.
The traditional 'cosmology' of land and home in Ireland is entirely at
odds with the ideology of English landowners, who imposed an
entirely alien set of ideas in the later eighteenth century that
destablised communities, indeed the whole country, and left the
population especially vulnerable to the famines of the midnineteenth century. Donna Birdwell-Pheasant's study of ideas of
centre and periphery in Irish houses and families sheds light on a way
of thinking about land and place that are far removed from modern
ideas (Birdwell-Pheasant 1999).
The earliest written descriptions of houses as cosmological symbols
dates back to the eighth century BCE and the Greek world
contemporary with Homer.
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The Homeric household is a symbolic object. It is first of all
something extraordinarily concrete: a dwelling.… It can be
recognised by its raised roof, supported by a central
beam.… The roof covers the eschara, central hearth, which
was not only circular but also womblike (the word eschara
was used in fact for the female genitals).… The house
envelops, the hearth gives birth, the fire is born each day...
(Leduc 1992:239–40)
Medieval Irish myths describe how Bricriu's Hall at Tara was
constructed as a microcosm. Although by definition the myths of all
pre-literate societies are hidden, this does not mean that they are
totally lost. Mike Parker Pearson and Colin Richards have
investigated both Neolithic and Bronze Age settlements on Orkney
and discerned a complex cosmological symbolism (Parker Pearson
and Richards1994b: 38–67). In the 1920s the blackhouses of the
Scottish Western Isles were divided in ways akin to the prehistoric
Orkney cosmology – the left side of the house was associated with
women and the preparation of food, and the right side with the men.
The position that guests were offered to sit at the fire also reflected
their status (Childe 1931, cited in Parker Pearson and Richards
1994b)
In addition, other archaeologists have been exploring different
aspects of the way prehistoric dwellings embody complex
symbolism. Ian Hodder (1990; 1994) has proposed that Neolithic
chamber tombs were created as 'models' of houses, for habitation by
ancestors. More recently Richard Bradley (1996) has shown that the
chamber tombs at Clava Cairns had a deliberate architectural
conception and he concludes that 'every structural device at Clava
had a symbolic role'.
Useful detailed anthropological and archaeological studies of the
symbolism in social spaces such as houses can be found in various
other contributions to Parker Pearson and Richards (1994a) not
mentioned here. A more accessible and even wider approach to
sacred domestic architecture can be found in Anthony Lawlor's The
Temple in the House (1994).
If the house is perceived as sacred space then, as previously explored
in Chapter Nine, this implies a contrast with the profane external
world. And, as is inevitable with such distinctions, there is
considerable emphasis on defining the boundaries and thresholds
between sacred and profane. In many cultures doorways and
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windows are regarded as vulnerable to violation by adverse physical
or spiritual entities. Temples and churches may have doors that are
far more imposing than required for functional purposes. Doorways
are often adorned with auspicious inscriptions or motifs, or with steps
intended primarily as symbolic barriers.
(This section is based on Trubshaw 1997.)
Feeling at home with sacred centres
Clearly mountains are easily regarded as special, especially such
distinctive ones as Japan's Fujiyama. Delphi seems to have acquired
its sacred status from the anomalous emission of intoxicating gases.
But generally sacred centres had few distinguishing features until
humans erected stones or temples there. Whatever was originally
special about them was subtle rather than striking. This fits in well
with the idea that sacred centres or axes mundi are as much a state of
mind as a 'state of place'.
People throughout the world share a desire for centrality, place of
origin, or focus. Even those who prefer to wander or consider
themselves as exiles do so by separation from the implied home. We
can look to traditional societies for a wide range of manifestations of
mythical central places – be they mountains, temples, trees, ritual
pillars, stones, or the like. But looking for such manifestations leads
us to miss perhaps the most frequent expression of such cosmology,
the way traditional people think about their own homes.
(After writing this chapter Paul Devereux's Living Ancient Wisdom
was published (Devereux 2002). The first chapter provides an
accessible overview of sacred centres, drawing upon examples not
discussed here.)
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11: The cardinal directions
Although in many ways just a detail of different cosmological
systems, looking at the way the cardinal directions have manifested
in different cultures provides a new way of approaching some of the
topics that have been touched upon in previous chapters on
cosmology and sacred centres.
Leading on from how five-fold cosmology structures ideas about the
cosmos and the design of temples and other sacred sites, this chapter
explores how this concept influences how people think about their
homes and even their own situation in the physical world. This is
about as domestic as mythology can get.
The cardinal quarters
The cardinal directions – east, west, north and south – seem to be an
aspect of the symbolic thinking of all cultures (Pinxten et al 1983).
Bruce Lincoln has tentatively traced back the links between the
cardinal quarters and the four quarters of an animal to proto-IndoEuropean sacrificial rituals (Lincoln 1986: 3, 32–5; 56–7). John
Lindow has made a detailed exploration of the cardinal directions in
medieval Scandinavian (Lindow 1994) that also draws in
comparisons to other medieval world views. He notes that the name
for Norway, originally noror vegr 'the northern way', takes the northsouth axis of journeys along the country's west coast.
The cardinal quarters have complex correspondences in different
mythical systems but common attributes for cultures in the northern
hemisphere are:
West
the sinister left side
the land of the setting sun and of the dead
wealth and gold
East
Sunrise, birth and life
the wisdom of the 'mysterious East'
exoticism – Orientalism and chinoiserie etc
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South
Sunshine and plenty
North
Perhaps the most complex mythical associations are
attached to the north. It is the 'mother of all peripheries', the
'outer fringe' par excellence, much more external to the
centre than the other three directions. In contrast to the
sunshine and abundance of the south, the north is barren,
rocky, icy, dark (characterised by the wintertime absence of
sunlight rather than the summertime 'midnight sun'). It
shares with the west associations with the land of the dead.
(Medvedev 2000)
Orientation
The word orientation embodies the idea of facing east. The term is
commonly used for the siting of churches. Traditionally the main
entrance is on the west. This is still predominantly the case for
cathedrals although many medieval parish churches were modified
to allow for a south door; more recent churches were built with only
a south entrance. Churches may have a north door too although,
except where this makes access easier, it is usually insignificant or
often blocked. In Britain the north door was frequently known as the
Devil's Door, a symbolism that was shared by a repugnance for
burial in the sunless north side of the churchyard.
In contrast to this, traditional Irish culture regarded an individual as
having a 'west' (left) and 'east' (right) side, with south at their back
and north to the front. A man would refer to his 'west trouser pocket'
rather than his left pocket.
Early mapmakers also had varying ideas which direction should be at
the top of the page. Initially east was favoured but in the nineteenth
century the Ordnance Survey adopted the custom of putting north at
the top of the page, which is now customary world-wide.
In Japan an alternative bodily orientation was envisaged for some
rituals that involved walking the 'mandala' of paths around Mount
Hiko (see Chapter Ten). Rather than a left/right dichotomy, there was
a top/bottom division. The feet symbolised the south, the head the
north, the back the east, and the belly the west. This symbolised
death and, more specifically, the body position of the Buddha at the
time of his entrance into maha-parinirvanaI (Grapard 1998: 239).
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Crossroads and city planning
Clearly the cardinal directions have as their implicit centre the idea
of an axis mundi, a sense of a sacred centre that is always 'here'. The
symbolism of the axis mundi implicit in all crossroads, the 'placeless
places' created at intersections (see Chapter Seven). A crossroads at
the physical and spiritual centre was explicit in the layout of
Parthian, Sasanian, Etruscan and Roman cities (Hillenbrand
1986: 16).
When founding a new settlement the Etruscan 'augers' (divinatory
priests of the pre-Roman Tuscan society) dug an offering pit (later to
became an underground temple) and established the four cardinal
directions. From this centre roads were constructed in the four
cardinal directions, each marked by a gate in the city wall. The
north-south road was called the cardo (the hinge separating day from
night), and the east-west road the decumanus.
Although no record has survived of Roman symbolism associated
with the cardinal directions, they adopted the Etruscan ritual when
creating new cities. The site on which the augur stood, where the
offering pit was dug, was called by the Romans the mundus, which
denotes the '(centre of) the world'. There are references to the
mundus being sealed by a stone known as the umbilicus which
means, as does the earlier Greek word omphalos, 'navel' – with
inseparable overtones of being the cosmological centre point.
The Roman Etruscan system can still be detected in the street plan of
towns founded by the Romans, such as Chichester, Cirencester,
Colchester, Gloucester and Leicester. Similar design principles can
be discerned in Roman military forts. Interestingly, this four-fold
division was also used by the Vikings when they created temporary
camps.
Several English towns that were not founded until quite late in the
medieval period are also based on a central crossroads. Some of
these, such as Royston and Dunstable, are situated at the crossing of
Roman roads (although there had been no previous settlement) but
others, such as Oxford, Havant and Horsham, seemed to have been
planned around purposely-created crossroads. Such town plans are
referred to as 'carfaxes', from the Latin quatuor furcae, meaning 'four
segments'. They give a clear sense of focus to the community – a
local 'omphalos'.
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John Michell has discerned similar concerns with central 'crossings'
in the location of medieval administrative meeting places in
Shetland, Orkney, the Faroe Islands, Islay and the Isle of Man
(Michell 1994). In these cases the location of the meeting place is
symbolic in that no major roads exist and no settlement develops at
the site. Yet they apparently convey an important sense of 'centrality'
to the islands' communities. Michell's identification of the
importance of Council Island on the edge in Islay's Loch Finlaggan
has since been confirmed by archaeological investigation.
Secularisation of the cardinal symbols
It is no coincidence that the modern term 'wasteland' is derived from
'west land', with its implications of the land of the dead. The contrast
between the west and the civilised east is graphically demonstrated
in the romantic myths concerning nineteenth century attempts to
tame the Wild West of America. Since the 1950s the concerns of the
Cold War added a secular symbolism to East and West. However this
secularisation has been somewhat offset since the 1960s, the hippy
era, with an interest in the religions of the 'exotic east', claiming for
them a spiritual mysticism that was considered to be lacking from the
materialist emphasis of western religious institutions.
The symbolism of the cardinal directions has been explored by
numerous artists and writers, such as T.S. Eliot's epic poem The
Waste Land of 1922 (which conflates mythological ideas current at
the time to explore the contrast between a barren west and a
transcendent east) or Jorge Luis Borges's story 'The South' of 1968
(which explores cardinal symbolism from an Argentinian i.e.
southern hemisphere viewpoint).
More especially this symbolism have been employed fully by modern
marketing – for instance, the solar south is an explicit aspect of recent
adverts for Bounty chocolate bars.
Blessing the quarters
Despite the secularisation of cardinal symbolism, modern pagan
religions such as Wicca regard the four quarters as having a variety of
attributes. Almost all modern pagans link the four quarters to the four
elements (usually south with fire, west with water, north with earth,
and east with air). The more complex systems of magic interweave
complex systems of correspondences, leading to a many-layered
symbolism with greater-or-lesser connections to the quarters.

144

The cardinal directions

Ireland divided into four 'fifths' (after Rees and Rees 1961).
There is nothing new about this – corresponding Chinese
cosmologies associate the quarters with the elements, seasons and
mythical animals. South is linked with fire, summer and the Red
Peacock; west with metal, autumn and the White Tiger; north with
water, winter and the Black Turtle; and east with wood, spring and
the Green Dragon (Wang 1994:156).
Five directions in Ireland
In the previous chapter there was a brief reference to the five sacred
mountains of China, that is the four mountains symbolising east,
west, north and south – plus 'centre'. This five-fold envisioning of the
cardinal points can be found as far afield as Cambodia, Sioux native
Americans, and in Ireland.
The five-fold concept of the cardinal points adds the subtle
symbolism of the centre – always 'here' yet potentially 'everywhere';
the most placeless of places yet the one place that we can never
leave. Famously, 'God is an infinite circle whose centre is
everywhere and circumference is nowhere' (attributed to Hermes
Trimegistus).
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Anyone who starts to take an interest in the medieval texts relating to
Ireland quickly picks up the idea that the country was divided into
'fifths'. These were associated with specific attributes: knowledge in
the west, battle in the north, prosperity in the east, music in the south,
kingship in the centre. (Rees and Rees 1961: 122)
The modern-day Gaelic expression that translates literally as 'the five
fifths of Ireland' refers to the political divisions of Ulster, Connacht,
Leinster and Munster. Yes, you have counted correctly. There are
only four coiced ('fifths') in Ireland. The early legends subdivided
Munster into east and west, but this is an artificial adjustment. The
earliest clearly datable references to the coiced relate to the
kingdoms that emerged in the fifth and sixth centuries. At this date
Ireland is considered to be divided into fifths but only four functional
divisions are recognisable.
A region known as Midhe (perhaps meaning 'middle' or 'neck'),
which incorporated the royal centre at Tara (Temair), was regarded as
having pre-eminent status and has for many centuries been popularly
considered to be the fifth coiced. Yet, politically, from the Iron Age
onwards, Midhe was under the domination of one or other adjoining
kingdoms.
The history of Tara is complex. The most visible remains today are
two conjoined Iron Age hillforts, in one of which now stands the Lia
Fail (the Stone of Destiny, used for the coronation of the High Kings
of Ireland). The ritual importance of the site extends much further
back, however, as the so-called 'Mound of the Hostages' (all these
names are simply high Victorian myth-making derived from mistaken
readings of medieval literary sources) proved, on excavation to be a
Neolithic passage tomb. Aligned to the 'Mound of the Hostages' is
the 'Banqueting Hall' which is probably Neolithic and a cursus-like
feature on which all the major roads of ancient Ireland converged.
Aerial photographs reveal a number of otherwise invisible circles and
mounds in the vicinity (Harbison 1994). In 2002 evidence was found
for a huge, oval-shaped monument on the crest of the hill of Tara.
This seems to be the first phase of the major monuments on this site
and probably dates from 2500 to 2300 BCE. It measures about 170
metres across at its widest point and is surrounded by 300 post holes
two metres wide, which probably supported massive oak posts (Ring
2002).
Tara had enormous prestige in the medieval literature yet, when the
kings met annually (at Beltain), they did so at a natural outcrop
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known in recent years as Aill na Mireann, but probably traditionally
as Carraig Choithrigi (the Stone of Divisions), which is situated near
the less impressive earthworks on the Hill of Uisnech over thirty
miles to the west in Co. Meath. Furthermore, it is Uisnech, not Tara,
which is the geographical mid-point of Ireland. For instance, Michael
Dames claims that a beacon fire on Uisnech can be seen over a
quarter of Ireland. Indeed, Dames argues that only two concentric
rings of beacons (one on the coast), with the centre at Uisnech, could
provide a countrywide system of communication. The excavation of
the summit of Uisnech in 1927 revealed a substantial layer of ash,
with vast quantities of animal bones suggesting ritual feasting,
probably on May Eve (Dames 1992).
Midhe is not the missing fifth coiced. Nevertheless, the earliest
literary sources suggest that this five-fold division is of immemorial
antiquity, a suggestion generally accepted by historians and
archaeologists. What we are looking at is less a five-fold division
which had pragmatic functions for politics and government than at a
mythological concept which forms a fundamental level of symbolism
within Irish tradition. In a book of Celtic mythology published in
1961 (which has survived the ravages of academic debates and
developments much better than many later works) Alwyn and Brinley
Rees develop a detailed appreciation of this five-fold cosmological
symbolism.
Traditional north European board games strongly reflect this same
'four-sides-and-centre' form. 'Nine Men's Morris' was a common
pursuit throughout the medieval period and crudely-scratched
'boards' survive on the stone seats of a number of medieval church

Left to right: Hnefatafl board; Nine Men's Morris board.
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porches and the like. This game has survived today in the similar, but
less-interesting, 'noughts and crosses'. Of at least equal antiquity are
a different family of related games which the Irish knew as Brandubh
and the Vikings as Hnefatafl ('King's table'). One contestant defends
the King, who starts play at the centre, from the other contestant,
whose pieces start from the four sides. An old Irish baldic poem
draws a direct analogy between Brandubh and the position of the
High King at Tara, with the men of the four cuigeadh arrayed in the
appropriate directions (Pennick 1988).
The literature relating to Tara reveals complex cosmological myths.
To develop briefly just one aspect, the Ulster Cycle of the medieval
literature describes how the trouble-maker Bricriu erected a
banqueting hall at Tara and arranged a feast which led to three of the
legendary heroes of Ulster contesting the Champion's Portion.
The account of the construction of Bricriu's Hall certainly
embodies a calendrical symbolism. It took seven of the
Ulster champions to carry every single lath, and thirty of the
chief artificers of Ireland were employed in constructing
and arranging the building. The hall contained the couches
of the twelve heroes and it was built in the course of one
year.
(Rees and Rees 1961)
The King who, myths say, brought about the construction of Tara had
365 people in his household, became king at the end of his seventh
year, and provided a feast at Samhain which lasted seven days. To
emphasise the calendrical connections, we are told that he had
twelve foster-fathers and was given a nominal kingship which would
elapse at the end of one year.
This symbolism links into wider cosmological concerns. When things
were going badly for the great Irish hero Cú Chulainn, he strapped
himself to a stone monolith, which represented the central backbone
of creation, and drew strength and support from it. Both Tara and
Uisnech, two axes mundi of Ireland, are associated with stones of a
size which would readily brace a fading hero.
Five-fold Christian cosmology
Each of the 'fifths' of medieval Ireland had its own 'royal centre',
although these could change over time. One almost consistent
feature of these 'royal centres' is that early in the Christianisation of
Ireland they acquired a new neighbour – a major ecclesiastical site.
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Bronze sculpture of Cú Chulainn with raven-goddess of death on his
shoulder. Cast in 1916 by Oliver Shepherd and stands in Dublin
main Post Office. (Drawing by David Taylor.)
Tara alone seems to be the exception, perhaps because of its
proximity to Dublin. Uisnech may be why St Ciaran was attracted to
Clonmacnoise around AD 545. Navan Fort (Emain Macha), the
headquarters of the powerful Ulaid tribe, seems to be linked with the
founding of a cathedral at Armagh (Ard Macha).
The whole layout of the medieval city of Armagh seems to have been
laid out as a five-fold cosmological model, further asserting the right
to be the spiritual centre of the country. The evidence for this is
difficult to summarise but forms a book-length study by N.B.
Aitchison, Armagh and the Royal Centres in Early Medieval Ireland
(1994).
(This chapter is based on Trubshaw 1996.)
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12: Heroes, gods, monsters and
tricksters
Heroes, heroines, gods and goddesses – they're what myths are all
about, aren't they? That is indeed the impression given by shelves-full
of books about myths. Yet here we are, over three-quarters of the way
into this exploration of mythology, and only now are these personae
coming to the fore. There is, of course, much that can be said about
the myths of such personae. But there is much more to myths than
heroes and their ilk, as hopefully this book has already demonstrated.
Joseph Campbell's book The Hero with a Thousand Faces (1949) did
much to promote interest in heroes. In Britain the influence of this
book has been mostly second-hand, through various popular writers
influenced by Campbell. Campbell's notions of what makes a hero is
based on bits and pieces from many different myths and legends. His
ideas have been deeply criticised by other mythologists (e.g. Dundes
1984: 256; Doty 2000: 240–3). The 're-interpretation' of these ideas
by popular writers who, understandably, have rarely encountered the
more arcane publications in which academe critiques of Campbell
have appeared, has led to the wider range of hero-like figures in
mythology too often being 'shoehorned' into the rather narrow range
of ideas that form the core of Campbell's concepts.
One idea of Campbell's that has stood up tolerably well to academic
critiques is his account of the separation-initiation-return pattern of
the career of the 'classic' hero.
A hero ventures forth from the world of common day into a
region of supernatural wonder: fabulous forces are there
encountered and a decisive victory is won: the hero comes
back from this mysterious adventure with the power to
bestow boons on his fellow man.
(Doty 2000: 241)
Campbell's simple, easily graphed 'hero cycle' has been an
analytical tool for literally hundreds of secondary studies. William
Doty has drawn attention to the way American heroes can be seen as
a secularisation of the Judaeo-Christian redemption dramas; the hero
replaces Christ:
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This hero (or feminine transforms such as Heidi and Mary
Poppins, in their American manifestations) was motivated
by selflessness, not by the quest for self of the classical
pattern. He operates outside the traditional context of the
established social community, and is the frontiersmandefender of a hypothetical Eden that surfaces most directly
in the stereotype of this typical Midwestern small town [...]
The sexuality of this American monolithic hero is
'segmented', which means basically that he never engages
in sexually fulfilling activities, or at best he simply gratifies
needy and clamorous women (à la Playboy's sexual ethic
…). … Suffice to say, there is in fact a great deal of
pathology in this model...
(Doty 2000: 242–3)
The earliest heroes
In contrast to Campbell's thoroughly anthropomorphic concept of
the hero, the main characters of traditional myths are not usually
human beings. Rather, they are often animals or deities with human
attributes. There are huge numbers of such human-like heroes and
heroines to be found in traditional myths.
The oldest myth known to have been written down, about 2000 BCE,
concerns the hero-god Gilgamesh. Significantly, he fights with a
monster; the hero:monster dualism that pervades mythology will be
explored later in this chapter.
The most widely known and the longest established cycle of hero
myths is the Sanskrit epic poem Ramayana, known to have been
written down around 500 BCE but with an unknown earlier oral
history. The uplifting antics of Rama and Sita have entertained south
Asian people for over 2500 years, and have pervaded their literature,
music, visual and performing arts.
Greek and Roman myths were central to the education of European
boys from the eighteenth through to mid-twentieth centuries, thereby
relocating myths that had evolved as part of an oral tradition into the
midst of the first pre-eminently literate society. Tales that had been
frozen for between one and two thousand years were seen as the
foundation stone of European civilisation – to the express exclusion
of Irish, Germanic and other indigenous myths. Greek myths are still
frequently alluded to by modern writers and artists – they are suitably
cultured references.
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E.R. Dodds' The Greeks and the Irrational (1951) had a major
influence on the comprehension of Classical thought and mythology.
Dodds discusses Greek culture with the insight of Freudian-inspired
concepts of shame and guilt. He showed that Classical and
Hellenistic Greeks had no understanding of the power of the
irrational. Their ignorance led to Western thought ignoring, even
denying, the power of the irrational aspects of human thinking. Only
with Sigmund Freud's writings in the 1930s was this blind spot first
identified (Doty 2000: 177).
The reality is that Greek myths are themselves the product of a long
evolution (see Dowdens 1992; Graf 1993; Powell 1995). In the
absence of written versions of earlier versions, researchers are left
comparing myths from geographically-distinct societies, identifying
common thematic motifs, then extrapolating to a common protomyth. For instance, Odysseus is one of the key figures of Greek
mythology. His activities are surprisingly similar to the Indian myths
of Arjuna and the Irish myths of Cú Chulainn. N.J. Allen asserts this
cannot be due to chance or the influence of written texts and, in his
opinion, betrays a shared proto-Indo-European origin (Allen 1996;
1998a; 1998b).
Other examples of the wide geographical influence of certain types
of heroes can be seen with the Indian hero-deity Varuna and the
Scandinavian cosmic king, Odin. Varuna's counterpart, Mitra, also
featured in the mythologies of Russia and Persia, where he was
known as Mithras and, in this guise, was spread throughout the
Roman empire by auxiliary soldiers. In Scandinavia his counterpart is
Tyr (Winn 1995: 85; 87).
Dual deities, dual sovereigns and hero-twins abound in mythology.
As has already been explored in Chapter Five, many creation myths
centre around primordial twins. Perhaps the 'pairing off' of herodeities is indicative of a common proto-myth. Or, as Dumézilian
mythologists such as Winn argue, they reflect a common structure to
geographically-separated Indo-European societies. However, as
Bruce Lincoln has emphasised, all the proto-Indo-European deities
that can be traced with confidence to a common origin sharing a
common name are personifications of natural phenomena, such as
thunder. In contrast, Odin and Tyr, Varuna and Mitra, and other
counterparts do not derive from shared proto-Indo-European names.
For this and other reasons, Lincoln is 'inclined to reject the
Dumézilian view of the pantheon.' (Lincoln 1991: 7).
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Any attempt to do justice to the heroes of ancient myths would fill
several books of this size. Indeed, a substantial number of such books
have appeared over the years, although only a minority are wellinformed about recent academic approaches to the interpretation of
myths (my references provide clues as to which these are).
Deities
Many heroes – and some heroines – are deities in human form.
Indeed, most gods and goddesses are imagined to have more-or-less
human form, or at least to be able to manifest in human form when
they so choose. Unsurprisingly, we create our gods in our own
image. Rather, we create gods according to our deeper desires. Some
people need life to conform to all-but totalitarian edicts and desire
Old Testament or Islamic patriarchs. ('Not the sort of person I would
want to invite to a dinner party', Alan Watts quipped in his
autobiography (Watts 1972).) Others desire an ever-loving, everforgiving Jesus as father figure. The preferences of religious seekers
expose personal insecurities rather too clearly. Indeed, as Peter
Carroll has observed:
… religious types need a god in whose name to advance
their own interests. They may also make a passing show of
humility to conceal from themselves the enormity of their
megalomania.'
(Carroll 1987)
Such megalomania can be seen in the more omnipotent deities who
transcend the limits of human form, shape-shifting at will. The
ultimate avatars of the major religions take this further by aspiring to
being the eternal one-and-only of creation. So the Gospel of St John
has Jesus describing himself as:
I am the way, the truth, and the life.… I am the resurrection
and the life.… I am the door.… Before Abraham was, I am.
In the Bhagavad Gita Sri Krishna proclaims:
I am the Self in the heart of all beings; I am the beginning,
the middle, and the very end of beings… I am the origin of
all. …I am the father of this world.… I am light in moon
and sun.… I am the insight of the wise.
Taliesin reports that:
I was in many a guise before I was disenchanted, I was the
hero in trouble, I am old and I am young.… I am universal.
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Amergin considers that:
I am the wind which blows over the sea, I am the wave of
the ocean… a beam of the sun… the God who creates in
the head the fire.
Hermes Trismegistus is not to be outdone:
I am in heaven and on earth, in water and in air; I am in
beasts and plants; I am a babe in the womb, and one that is
not yet conceived, and one that has been born. I am
present everywhere.
(All quotations from Watts 1954: 136–7.)
These aspirations go far beyond those of most heroes. While deities
can manifest as heroes, their activities and attributes are broader.
However heroes generally enact a greater variety of mythic activities
and thereby reveal more about the cosmology underlying a society's
myths. For instance, William Doty observes:
It is striking how many myths reflect societal polarities:
rich:poor, servant:king, hero:monster, chaos:order,
male:female, older:younger, light:darkness, destructive:
constructive, socially approved:socially disapproved,
gods:humans …
(Doty 2000:331)
More crucially, such dualistic distinctions are transgressed and
redefined by the heroes' activities.
Heroes and monsters
An appropriate example of the intimate associations between heroes
and monsters can be found in the first hero myth to have survived in
writing, which describes the encounter of Gilgamesh's companion,
Marduk, with the monster Tiamat.
These hero-monster encounters are often of cosmological
significance. For instance, Thor slays the World Serpent in the
Scandinavian myth that describes the end of the world. With the
influence of Christianity the serpent's damage is inflicted too early to
be averted or avenged. So Beowulf, the mortal Anglo-Saxon hero
who transcends pagan and Christian world-views, meets his demise
killing a dragon but the rest of the world is not threatened by their
deaths. By the time England adopted its better-known dragon slayer,
St George, as patron saint in the thirteenth century, the monster had
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become merely an accessory to a machismo legend that had lost
almost any mythic sophistication.
The Age of Enlightenment predictably played down mythical
monsters, but they were to reawaken with renewed vigour. The
arrival of Frankenstein's monster in 1818 marked the birth of an
altogether more malevolent monster. His creator, Mary Shelley,
challenged human – especially male – rationality with a monster in
the image of man. Subsequent horror novels and screenplays have
made this notion commonplace yet, on the threshold of geneticallyengineered and cloned human beings, the arrogance of maledominated 'rational' science is unabated.
In recent years palaeontology has provided a large number of
plausible monsters, such as those cloned for Steven Spielberg's film
Jurassic Park (1993). But sci-fi film monsters are dominated by
imaginative aliens. Mostly these are surprisingly anthropomorphic,
although the Daleks of Dr Who effectively dramatised the menace of
autonomous machines.
Marina Warner's study of monsters and, more specifically, how
modern minds 'manage' monsters, is disturbing. While recognising
that monsters abound in modern popular culture, especially video
games, contemporary attitudes about monsters are restricted to
violently slaying them (Warner 1994). In the final analysis monsters
are manifestations of human thinking and intrinsic to the underlying
myths. Modern culture seemingly lacks the sophistication to look
beyond the dualisms of heroes and monsters and recognise them as
aspects of a larger mythic entity.
Modern heroes
These concerns about modern thinking about monsters imply that we
should have corresponding concerns about how we think about
heroes too. Heroes and heroines (usually in human form, except in
sci-fi movies) abound in the modern world. Real-life people are
reified as hero-like – the popular media delights in presenting film
stars, sports players and pop stars as heroic role models. Different
superhuman ideals are expected of the British monarchy.
Simultaneously, the media is arousing their readers' desires to share
their wealth, looks, self-esteem, status, life style and so forth – René
Girard's notions of 'mimetic desire' (we desire what we think other
people desire) are deeply implicated in the myth-making of routine
tabloid journalism.
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But the main place to find heroes and heroines is, of course, the
cinema and TV screens. Here heroes and anti-heroes compete for our
empathies. The stereotype outlaws versus good guys endlessly
rehashed in Westerns and war movies have migrated to the sci-fi
genre where a wide variety of aliens present greater or lesser
challenges to the American Ideal. The underlying theme of heroes
protecting nationhood from an alien other has been explored in
mythical metaphors that have migrated from a fantasy Wild West, to
a romanticised World War II or Vietnam, and then to extraterrestrial
encounters.
This can be recognised clearly in Star Wars (1977) where, despite the
galactic dimensions of the action, the emphasis is on individual
heroism. Combat in one-man fighters is reminiscent of gunfights
outside Western saloons, or of Second World War dogfighting. Luke
Skywalker embarks on his solitary quest. Individualism is pitted
against tyranny. This emphasis reflects the central interests of Joseph
Campbell, who worked closely with the film's director, George
Lucas, to create the characters of Star Wars (Ellwood 1999: 128).
While perhaps epitomising the yearnings of the Reagan, Bush and
Clinton eras, the metaphors of Star Wars seem less relevant now that
Islamic 'individualism' has pitted itself against the tyranny of naïve
world domination. Men in Black (1997) anticipates this terror-fromwithin as both the sinister human secret agents and their extraterrestrial counterparts share the eponymous dress sense – 'they' have
become, superficially at least, indistinguishable from 'us'. Indeed, as
with Alien (1979), the alien in Men in Black is born from a human
womb. Even with ET (1982), this less-threatening homesick alien
takes up residence in an archetypal American home. As Richard
Kearney notes, paranoia and phobia thrive in such fuzzy frontier
zones of identity (Kearney 2002:112).
Within these complex modern myths the hero figures (and, likewise,
the anti-heroes) still conform to the core activities of traditional
heroes. By and large heroines have been regarded by scriptwriters as
little more than love interest, although Alien broke new ground by
giving the heroine, Ripley, many of the attributes hitherto reserved for
male protagonists. A minority of subsequent Hollywood films have
developed the opportunities for hero-like heroines, although more
fully-rounded female role models are still only to be found in art
movies rather than the all-action blockbusters.
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Cool heroes
'Cool' originates with African culture and was cultivated among
black American jazz musicians in the 1920s and 30s. By the 1950s it
became the dominant attitude of youth culture and has remained the
most resilient of twentieth century attitudes. A calm mask hides inner
tensions. The manner in which this is done relies as much on selfinvention as borrowing from external role models (although dark
glasses are seemingly mandatory). As Dick Pountain and David
Robins note in their dissection of cool attitudes, the best exponents
display an effortlessness that entirely conceals fierce underlying
competitiveness or angst (Pountain and Robins 2000).
In their various ways Marlon Brando, Robert de Niro, Cary Grant and
John Wayne came to epitomise cool – both in their personal lives
and the often all-but indistinguishable screen characters they
portrayed. John F. Kennedy, Elvis Presley and Andy Warhol
exemplify the range of 1960s cool personas. On screen Lauren
Bacall, Marlene Dietrich and Elizabeth Taylor all provided female
role models that were uncompromisingly cool. Only with a later
generation of actresses, notably Sigourney Weaver, did female cool
countenance gun slinging. The Matrix (1999) dominates a long-line
of cinematic attempts to transcend earlier concepts of cool.
The price of cool can be total. James Dean died young enough to be
forever cool. In contrast the coolest of the beat writers, William
Burroughs, survived a drug intake that terminally chilled many
others. Few women were so heroically cool, and those that tried,
such as Billie Holliday, paid a heavy price.
By the 80s cocaine had taken over as the cool drug of choice, to be
followed by crack cocaine. The drugs trade associated with cocaine
and crack brought black culture to the foreground of cool again –
'gansta rap' and its successors epitomised cool in the 80s and 90s,
even if logos on clothes too often seemed to be the key criteria for
coolness. Michael Jordan, the 'air walking' basketball player, along
with various other black athletes, made apparently effortless sporting
excellence representative of high-achieving cool.
Anti-heroes
Cool heroes merge all too seamlessly into anti-heroes. Numerous
cinematic bad guys exude cool while the good guys sweat to sustain
straight values. Warren Beatty's Bonnie and Clyde (1967) and Francis
Ford Coppola's The Godfather (1972) rank as the most extreme
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transformations of the intimidation and violence of gangster culture
into the epitome of cool.
Popular culture has been repackaging anti-heroes in a favourable
manner since the early eighteenth century. Francis Drake (c.1545–
96) lived too early to have worn shades but in most other respects is
the epitome of the coolest of anti-heroes, the pirate. While cool is
synonymous with counter-culture, and is intermeshed with countercultural economies, this fails to explain why popular culture has
been so captivated by pirates. Like many other bad guys they are
economically transgressive. But pirates, while construed as
swashbuckling masculine role models, are also sexually
transgressive. Their buccaneering cool is implicitly homoerotic.
Popular culture's concepts of pirates are cool because they conceal
cultural transgressions that subtly subvert the straight, even
homophobic, popular culture in which they are depicted (Turley
1999).
At first glance, popular culture of the last hundred or so years has
polarised heroes into good guys and bad guys. Closer inspection
reveals that greater complexities are present and there are
approximations to the dualism found in early myths, where Mitra and
Varuna (or Odin and Tyr in the Scandinavian manifestations)
represent two different types of good. Examples include Batman and
Robin; Kirk and Spock from Star Trek; Vila and Avon in Blake's 7;
Illya and Napoleon in The Man from UNCLE; and Bodie and Doyle
in The Professionals. Where such 'pairings' appear in films or single
episodes of a series then we may also see counterparts to the Cain
and Abel or Romulus and Remus scenarios, where one of two 'good
guys' dies for the greater good of the other good guy.
Tricksters
One type of anti-hero stands apart from all others – the trickster.
World-wide, tricksters manifest most frequently as animals – such as
spiders in Australia, or coyotes, ravens and, most famously of all, Brer
Rabbit, in America. Aesop enshrined a number of animal tricksters,
whose descendants thrive in La Fontaine's fables. Cartoon films, from
Tom and Jerry to the Pink Panther, continue to perpetrate
innumerable animal tricksters.
At once wise and foolish, tricksters are mostly male, and usually take
a child-like delight in baser bodily functions. Their humour
circumvents the rationality and habitual censorship of conscious
thinking. As such they can be the most powerful, often the most
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threatening, of all mythic personas.
When tricksters taken on human form they tend to be lewd or
promiscuous. In Greek myths the trickster is personified as Hermes,
whose name derives from herm, a mark stone carved with a human
head and an erect phallus. Bricriu is the best-described of various
Irish tricksters, and the Irish words for 'fool' also mean wanton,
unchaste and a harlot (Harrison 1989: 26–7). Even Krishna happily
tricked bathing Indian girls of their clothes.
Loki is perhaps more wily than lewd, even though he turns himself
into a mare to distract a giant stallion, and into a serving maid to help
Thor regain his stolen hammer. He is also one of the most disruptive
of the tricksters, stealing Sif's hair, the ring of Brisingamen, setting up
the death of Baldr, and fathering an army of monsters to contest the
Aesir at Ragnarok (which presages the end of the world).
In various ways, tricksters are liminal figures. They move freely
beyond the bounds of accepted behaviour. Their wrongs can satirise
the social order, although they risk becoming scapegoats who are
sacrificed to sustain that order. By challenging boundaries and
emphasising the liminality of specific scenarios, tricksters help to
define what is and what is not acceptable. Liminal zones are also
zones of creativity, appropriately for the ever-inventive 'foolishness'
of tricksters.
The trickster does more than invert expected or condoned behaviour.
He is not simply a bad guy or merely amoral. His actions bring
cultural benefits – sometimes planned, sometimes inadvertently – in
the wake of fooling around or perpetrating anti-social pranks. Most
tricksters are male, but female tricksters can be found – although they
have been largely ignored by mythologists; Deldon McNeely's study
(1996) begins to show what has been overlooked.
Medieval fools and their latter-day brethren, circus clowns and standup comics, borrow much from tricksters, but rarely reach the realms
of amorality, still less promiscuity, associated with more traditional
tricksters such as Loki and Hermes.
Indeed, Old World tricksters ain't what they used to be. The
misdemeanours of the mercurial Robin Hood and his verdant
vagabonds are little worse than the nicest of Walt Disney's buffoons.
The Monty Python team, Jim Henson's Muppets, Q in Star Trek, and
Bart Simpson also partake freely of trickster-like traits, yet lack the
malice and menace that make a true trickster into a serious threat to
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the established order. Buster Keaton, Charlie Chaplin, the Marx
brothers, and their latter-day incarnation Woody Allen all borrow
from the trickster tradition. They use cunning and pathetic heroism
where a Clint Eastwood or Arnold Swarzenegger character would use
cunning and two fistfuls of hand guns. But the satire of traditional
tricksters is threatening in a manner that has never been attained by
the slapstick of such cinema comedians.
The more timeless tricksters are eternally adolescent – irresponsible
and wanton, with a predilection for promiscuity. Just as adolescents
occupy the liminal time between childhood and adulthood, so
tricksters subvert recognised boundaries. Their liminal antics
sometimes challenge but are ultimately inventive, bringing forth
creative insights and novel cultural benefits.
Joseph Campbell may have recognised a thousand or more
incarnations of heroes who perpetrate Christ-like life cycles. But antiheroes, cool heroes and heroines, and their trickster-like cousins
account for many thousands more mythic countenances.
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13: Science as myth
... scientific theories may have a great deal in common with
Amazonian myths.
(Kuper 1988: 13)
Science has long presented itself as the antithesis of superstition and
myths, in their pejorative sense of false beliefs. Mythologists see
things differently from scientists. They realise that myths relate to
reality in ways that rely little if at all on the empirical reasoning that
science has elevated to the only way of truly knowing the world.
More importantly, mythologists can see that scientists are creating
and employing myths far more often they recognise.
So, while considerable empirical reasoning is required to understand
in detail the mechanisms of DNA in reproduction, there is far more to
be said about reproduction than can be reduced to DNA or genetics.
The most detailed understanding of DNA will never explain the
meaning of the death of individuals. Yet DNA is the mechanism by
which individuals, and their genes, transcend their own deaths.
Myths may help to understand reproduction and the transcending of
death in ways that science cannot. Traditional ways of knowing may
have anticipated scientific ideas about DNA by many centuries, as
Jeremy Narby has suggested, and his approach also shows how DNA
can be mytholgised in ways that owe little to conventional scientific
myths (Narby 1998).
Science has a prior assumption that specific ways of knowing are
appropriate, and that other epistemologies are not scientific. Science
can, and does, offer facts and explanations that stand as all but
independent entities. But more often science explains physical or
social functions in more narrative ways. And here scientists come,
often unwittingly, close to myth making. Scientists, like many
humans since records began, have a deep fascination with the
creation and fate of the universe of matter and energy. For all the
complex mathematics used to justify its 'truth', the currently-favoured
Big Bang theories of the creation of the known universe have the
character of sacred origin myths. Indeed David Leeming's The World
161

Explore Mythology
of Myth (1990) includes the Big Bang narrative alongside traditional
creation myths.
However it would be wrong to claim that all science is merely myth
with better rational arguments. Christopher Flood provides a helpful
basis on which to make a distinction when he defines myth as
ideology plus narrative (Flood 1996). Curiously, Bruce Lincoln has
argued that all scholarship (not just science) is 'myth plus footnotes'
(Lincoln 1999: 215) – although I doubt if either of these scholars
would be happy to apply schoolboy algebra and reduce this to the
formula 'scholarship = ideology + narrative + footnotes'.
The philosopher Karl Popper puts these notions into clearer
perspective when he wrote that 'scientific discovery is akin to
explanatory story-telling, to myth-making, and to the poetic
imagination' (Popper 1981: 87). Science, especially when it attempts
to do more than present positivist facts, is best seen as a specific form
of mythic discourse. Indeed, modern science originates in Greek
culture where objective scientific description was one among several
narrative approaches. The Age of Reason argued that science could
reveal truths that transcended mere myths. This delusion has simply
added one more myth to the complex layers of myth through which
we try to understand the modern world.
In the twentieth century a handful of scientists and philosophers
undermined the idea of scientific 'facts' and 'truth'. Albert Einstein
(1879–1955) demolished the illusion of absolute space and time.
From these ruins Werner Heisenberg (1901–76) built the modern
theory of matter, quantum mechanics, in which the uncertainty
principle leads to the inescapable conclusion that the act of
observation affects the state of the phenomena observed. This
undermines most common sense notions of absolute measurements
and objective truth. Heisenberg's near-contemporary, the
philosopher Kurt Godel (1906–78), showed that belief in the notions
of absolute proof and truth are merely quaint and have no rational
definition.
A very different philosopher to Godel, Jean Baudrillard, approaches
the problem differently. He notes that the world itself has no
equivalence or mirror, hence no verification – and therefore no
'reality'. All realms of human activity are equally uncertain and selfenclosed (Baudrillard 2001). A number of other philosophers have
taken various sides in the debates about facts and truth but the
overall consensus is that such labels are delusions.
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Despite all these long-standing philosophical reservations, to many
people – including numerous eminent scientists – science is still
thought to reveal timeless truths. Up to a point it does. DNA is
essential to reproduction. Hydrogen is the most common element in
the universe. Nuclear fusion makes the stars shine. But the ability to
establish such facts (and to change such facts when better theories
emerge) does not mean that the belief system of science is universal
and culture-free. Scientific facts do not equate to timeless truths, and
the uses to which those facts are put (and the processes by which
they are discovered) are invariably deeply intermeshed with wider
cultural concerns and values.
Modern education commonly fails to teach students to distinguish
between a fact and an idea, the most common confusion of symbol
and symbolised. As a result most educated people are unable to
differentiate between factual information and the mishmash of
hypotheses and theories presented as facts.
Science, like all cultural phenomena, is determined by the society in
which it operates. Its self-understanding can rarely transcend the
society's world view and biases. Indeed, far from transcending them,
its main purpose is to validate them. A leading critic of the failures of
science and technology to recognise such issues, Steve Fuller,
suggests that society should assess scientific development by asking
the questions 'Who should be doing what, in what setting, to what
end(s), for whose benefit and at what cost to whom?' (Fuller 1997: 3),
rather than accepting the well-rehearsed 'smoke screen' answers
behind which the scientific community commonly hides.
An overview of these issues can be found in David Hess's Science
Studies (Hess 1997), although this requires considerable prior
knowledge; so far no accessible introduction to these debates has
appeared in print.
Metaphors of thinking
Despite the frequent claims of scientists, scientific thinking is itself a
metaphor. For instance, as the philosophers George Lakoff and Mark
Johnson have elucidated (Lakoff and Johnson 1999: 228–9),
Einstein's theory of space-time curvature and general relativity
implies that there is no such thing as gravity. Rather, when I drop a
book it moves along the geodesic through a curved region of spacetime. But the Newtonian force of gravity remains a perfectly good
metaphor for objects moving at much less than the speed of light.
And even Einstein's theory, although apparently proven by the way
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light from stars is refracted by the sun, does not have to be taken
literally. 'One could have said: Einstein has created a beautiful
metaphorical system for doing calculations of the motion of light in a
gravitational field.' (Lakoff and Johnson 1999: 228)
Indeed, for modern physicists the whole notion of force has been
superseded by superstring theory, whereby all forces are instead
conceived of as curvatures of ten-dimensional space. But, as Lakoff
and Johnson affirm:
From the perspective of the everyday human conceptual
system, superstring theory is metaphorical, as is general
relativity, as is Newtonian mechanics. To take any of these
theories literally is to say that force, and therefore
causation, is nonexistent. But to take these scientific
theories metaphorically is to allow for the 'existence' of
causes from our everyday perspective.
(Lakoff and Johnson 1999: 228)
Lakoff and Johnson attempt to resolve this dilemma by allowing that
human experience can allow for more than one perspective. They do
not explore the extent to which these competing metaphors of the
most fundamental aspects of reality – and, by extension, a vast
number of less fundamental aspects that are also conceptualised
through metaphors – can also be regarded to part of a mythic
narrative about the nature of reality. However Robert Nisbet has
noted:
Metaphor is, at its simplest, a way of proceeding from the
known to the unknown. It is a way of recognition in which
the identifying qualities of one thing are transferred in an
instantaneous, almost unconscious, flash of insight to some
other thing that is, by remoteness or complexity, unknown
to us.
(Nisbet 1969: 4)
Interestingly, Nisbet recognises that this corresponds closely to the
Ndembu definition of a symbol in ritual, as reported by Victor Turner
(Turner 1974: 25). As we have already explored, myth and ritual
have long been regarded by mythologists as intimate bed-fellows. In
essence, myths – and rituals – are the result of bringing the more
basic metaphors of reality together into narratives or ritual dramas.
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Reality is all in the mind
To both philosophers and modern physicists, what we think of as
reality is essentially the construction of human thinking. Our socalled common sense frequently blinds us to the metaphorical
'cognitive templates' that shape reality. These cognitive templates
can also be thought of as societies' deeply-rooted myths, metaphors
and ideologies.
Such cognitive templates are not adopted by any conscious learning
process. Rather they are 'internalised' by cumulative exposure. This
exposure is mostly to fragments of the overall myth. Handy labels,
metonymic allusions (whereby a part stands for the whole),
quotations, slogans and even non-verbal iconic or ritual echoes
substitute for the complexities of the overall idea or ideology (see
also next chapter). Such truncated references to complex beliefs and
assumptions are rarely challenged. This may be one reason why
people hold on to prior assumptions when presented with contrary
evidence or arguments.
Such fragments and truncated references may, at times, seem to have
a life of their own. One such way of thinking about the 'fragments' of
thought has been termed mimetics. Mimeticists suggest that memes,
or discrete ideas and groups of ideas, replicate in analogous ways to
genes. Although interesting, memes are perhaps best regarded as no
more as an exotic metaphor for more complex mental and cultural
processes. (See Blackmore 1999 for an accessible introduction to
memes.)
More interesting than mimetics is the approach of cognitive
linguistics, which regards human thinking as rooted in the linguistic
processes by which we break reality down rather arbitrarily into
'things' and 'events' (nouns and verbs). We model the more abstract
aspects of reality by means of metaphors based on our physical
interaction with things (see the outline of cognitive linguistics in
Chapter One). This means, as explored in Chapter Three, that
something as 'everyday' (indeed, 'every moment') as time is
something we think about only in terms of deeply-rooted metaphors
but never conceptualise objectively.
Myths of science
From this perspective the flaws are easily recognised in, say, the
cognitive template deeply-rooted in the scientific community that
science is a value-free endeavour. This has the status of a sacred
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narrative among scientists. It is typically alluded to by truncated
references. A small minority of scientists now accept that this
cognitive template – frankly, an ideology – is deeply flawed.
At another level, George Stocking has recognised that intellectual
disciplines have creation myths to account for their most sacred
beliefs and concepts. Certain individuals may be elevated to hero
status, especially if their endeavours did not progress smoothly to
successful recognition. Indeed, sometimes it is only after a pioneer's
death that the value of their work is fully appreciated, although only
rarely (as with Marie Curie) do disciplines have the secular
equivalent of martyrs. Stocking's own examples include how Edward
Burnett Tylor's role in the early history of social anthropology was
elevated to founder father status – even though many of the ideas
attributed to Tylor were developed later by Franz Boas (Stocking
1968: 72). Another example is the way in which, after his death,
Sigmund Freud was elevated to sacrosanct status in the world of
psychoanalysis by his daughter Anna Freud.
Not only do intellectual disciplines have creation myths and heroes,
but they also have mixed feelings about liminality. Interdisciplinary
studies are regarded as somewhat dangerous, although it is
grudgingly recognised that liminal zones may be most creative (e.g.
Kuhn 1970). While I have yet to see academics who advocate and
explote interdisciplinary approaches being dubbed by their lessexploratory colleagues as tricksters, their enterprises are often overtly
regarded (at least in the initial sages) as foolish.
Regarding substantial parts of scientific endeavours – and, indeed,
other intellectual disciplines – as being essentially mythic does not
dismiss them in the pejorative sense of nothing but a myth. Rather,
seeing the activities of scientists from the perspective of mythology
draws attention to the ways underlying acts and ideologies are built
up into usually unquestioned narratives (indeed at times even ritual
dramas) that have exactly the same motifs and structures as religious
myths. (And, as will be explored in the next chapter, political myths
too).
So Darwinian evolution was supported by arguments that owed
much to religious fervour and mythical narratives. His core ideas
about the evolution of species simultaneously drew upon and
reinforced existing metaphors for the evolution of human cultures
and societies. Indeed, intellectual disciplines are often conceived as
evolving. Post-Darwinian developments about biological evolution
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rarely influence the way cultural evolution is widely used as a
metaphor (often without recognition of its metaphorical status).
Evolution also provides an excellent example of thinking that reduces
mythic motifs to the level of ideology. The proponents of so-called
Creation Science bestow contemporary literalism onto a single
instance of a widely-varying traditional myth. As we have just seen,
myths – including scientific ones – are never literal statements, but
always metaphorical. The account of the origin of the cosmos in
Genesis is a good example of a myth, but is only one development of
a rich variety of Babylonian, Assyrian, Phoenician, and other myths
from which the Israelite materials (and much Greek cosmology) are
derived (Doty 2000: 143). Creation Science has nothing in common
with either science or mythology. It is religious ideology stripped of
almost all mythic attributes. But we are have ventured beyond the
scope of this chapter into the extent of the next…
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In the preface to this book, I noted that mythology is often considered
to be the study of narratives from people who are distant in space
and/or time. Indeed, most mythology has been the study of such
myths. But, as previous chapters have already shown, we are missing
out on the real importance of mythology if we do not also consider
the myths that are alive and well in modern day cultures.
Myths are perhaps best regarded less as the contents of
consciousness as the deep structures that shape the contents of
consciousness. In modern society such myths are more often aspects
of political and scientific ideologies than more overtly religious
notions.
Indeed, in today's secular world political myth has almost as much
authority as sacred myths once had. Political myths and sacred myths
have a close affinity, in that they are essentially narrative forms of
ideology.
Despite the close similarities of political myths and sacred myths,
academics still consider that the two cannot be equated. Christopher
Flood's suggestion that myths are 'ideology plus narrative' is perhaps
too broad to fully distinguish what separates myth from ideology in
politics. Further examination is required by relevant academics. The
insights required for distinguishing myths from ideology in politics
need to be equally valid for distinguishing myths from ideology in
religion, science and other intellectual disciplines.
The prior emphasis on myths being essentially sacred and
manifestations of the religious leads to the entirely false supposition
that political myths must be in some ways distinct. Clearly the
content differs, but the underlying deep structures share common
cognitive processes. Our notions of science show that what are
commonly termed facts (e.g. hydrogen is the most common element
in the universe) are distinct from what might be termed myth (e.g. the
Big Bang theory). Similar mental sieves can also be applied to the
realms of religion and politics – some ideas are small enough to stand
alone (although in this context these are best deemed beliefs rather

168

Modern myths
than 'facts') and others are truncated references to the broader
narrative myths.
In the broader view of science, politics and religion there is a
common spectrum of non-narrative thoughts – facts, beliefs and
truncated references – that can be brought together in story-like ways
that are in all respects mythic. These mythic elements are liable to
relate to origins, heroes, boundaries, liminality, and a whole range of
other topics that have been explored earlier in this book (and a good
number more that have not). Under this broad view, the Big Bang
theory is as much a sacred cosmology for modern physicists as
Genesis is for Christians, the Dreamtime for Australians, or the
writing of Das Kapital for Marxists.
Myths and politics
In the secularised modern world politics is often more relevant than
religion – indeed 'Green', far Left and far Right politics tend to be
associated with personal beliefs that are too all intents and purposes
sacred creeds. Mainstream Western politics attempts to stand apart
from the underlying Protestant Christian ideologies. But, while British
Prime Ministers and American Presidents may rarely proclaim that
'God is on our side', their opponents – whether the Catholic IRA or
the Moslem Al'Qaeda – most certainly regard religion as integral to
the political spectrum.
Both religion and politics are dominated by ideologies, which fulfil a
variety of functions. We might think of ideologies as those structures
of thought which shape and motivate activities. These structures are
deeply-enough embedded into the mind that they precede the more
conscious acts of thinking and speaking.
The members of modern societies are bombarded with ideologically
marked political messages. The ideological colouring may be more
overt, as in the cases of party political speeches, broadcasts, and
advertisements, campaigns by lobbies and political pressure groups,
or partisan newspaper editorials, for example. Or it may be less overt.
Heads of state claim to speak for the nation as a whole; governmental
politicians speak as administrators of departments of state; political
analysts put forward arguments which purport to be unbiased;
journalists claim merely to be reporting reality; so too do TV
documentaries, writings, and teachings of educators, the
pronouncements of dignitaries at school ceremonies, preachers of
sermons in churches, parents' words to their children – the list could
be extended.
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Furthermore, political communication extends beyond
verbal discourse. In political rituals and ceremonies verbal
sequences can be combined with actions, specific modes of
dress, particular locations and settings, and sometimes
iconic objects such as banners, as well as music and song.
Static visual images, with or without verbal anchorage, have
served as ideological vehicles in paintings, drawings,
illustrations, posters, and commercial advertisements, as
can entire exhibitions or even museums. Clearly, the same
is true for the dynamic images in television and film. In
modern societies the citizen is constantly offered, or
perhaps one should say subjected to, political messages
from an immensely prolific and diverse range of sources.
(Flood 1996: 16–17)
… someone who claims not to have an ideology but
strongly advocates the freedom of the individual is voicing
a part of liberal ideology, even if unwittingly. People may
adopt the values embedded in an ideology without
knowing our understanding it is a comprehensive doctrine,
especially in societies where the existence of ideologies is
not officially acknowledged and isolated beliefs appear in
everyday political argument without supporting justification
which an ideology provides – a procedure which does not
facilitate the understanding of politics. While someone who
only holds some isolated beliefs cannot be said to be an
adherent of an ideology, such beliefs are ideology
determined, and we can only escape from one ideology
into another.
(Goodwin 1992: 29)
Ideologies explain and evaluate the present social world and contrast
it with 'how the world ought to be'. They become internalised
cognitive maps that filter perceptions of social reality. They reduce
the ambiguities of reality to clear-cut distinctions. They offer a
semblance of security by making reality intelligible and meaningful.
Ideology helps construct an individual's sense of identity within this
social reality. (Flood 1996: 19)
Political myth is ideology cast in the form of story. Such stories may
have many variants. They may form part of a much larger family of
myths within a society, and it may have counterparts in other
societies. Over time they may evolve significantly.
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Modern political myths, especially those established over
long periods of time, will be expressed in many variants,
given that no one narration of the story is likely to be
absolutely identical to any other. When we allude to the
existence of a particular myth, we are referring to what is
more or less constant in a number of instances of narrative
discourse. In other words, a political myth can be said to
exist when accounts of a more or less common sequence of
events, involving more or less the same principal actors,
subject to more or less the same overall interpretation and
implied meaning, circulate within a social group.
(Flood 1996: 41–2)
The narrative form of myth is distinct from arguments based
upon inductive or deductive propositions. Flood suggests
that myths reveal 'a way of experiencing the world which is
chronologically and phenomenologically prior to the
emergence of conceptual reason'
(Flood 1996: 27–8, based on Hatab 1990).
The narrative form makes political myths more persuasive. In a
profound way myths cannot be refuted. The processes of conscious
objections to the underlying ideologies are somehow side-stepped.
From within a culture or society myths affirm the values, customs and
beliefs of the group, reinforcing the bonding between its members.
For the members of such groups such myths have an unquestioned
truth. Whether providing a satisfying explanation for the group's
origins or reiterating derogatory comparisons with those outside the
group, or a multitude of other such functions, myths provide the basis
for the distinctions that enable social and personal identity to be
asserted.
Flood summarises his 'working definition of political myth' as
… an ideologically marked narrative which purports to give
a true account of a set of past, present, or predicted
political events and it is accepted as valid in its essentials
by a social group. A short definition of political discourse
would be: an ideologically marked narrative which purports
to give a true account of past, present, or predicted political
events.
(Flood 1996:44)
One of Flood's three 'case studies' of political myths is the life story
of Wilma Mankiller, the first woman chief of the Cherokee Nation, as
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told in a 1988 issue of the American Airlines in-flight magazine. 'The
text was chosen partly because it shows how an everyday, humaninterest feature aimed at a broad public can carry strong ideological
undertones. It also has advantage of being accompanied by
photographs and other iconic images which relay the meaning of the
text itself.'
This provides of a clear example of how '... myths are internalised,
not by a conscious learning process but through cumulative
exposure' (Flood 1996:84). He continues by noting that
… myths do not necessarily have to be recounted in
extenso in order to function as elements of political
discourse. This can be evoked by labels ('the Aryan myth'),
watchwords and slogans ('Workers of the world, unite!'),
metonymic allusions ('the Vietnam syndrome'), echoes or
quotations ('I cannot tell a lie'), another verbal forms as well
as by non-verbal forms, including iconic and ritual
representations. Even single words such as 'Liberty', 'Free
Enterprise', or 'Communism' can carry a range of
associations with widely accepted, ideologically slanted
accounts of historical events.
(Flood 1996:85)
Flood also discusses a number of other examples of political myths.
He draws upon the work of Graeme Gill (Gill 1980) to show how in
the 1930s and 40s, Stalin undertook a historical revision of the
Russian Revolution in October 1917. Lenin became the more
prominent figure in the Revolution, and symbolic links between
Lenin and Stalin were created and reinforced. Bolsheviks and other
'flavours' of communism present in 1917 were written out of the
myth (indeed many old Bolsheviks were intimidated or killed by
Stalin). Laurence Coupe has provided an overview of the way
Marxism was kept alive as a myth, 'a symbolic story that offers hope
to as many people as possible' (Coupe 1997: 66–74).
A more contentious, and contemporary, example is the attempt to
minimise or deny the events of the Holocaust. In such texts the terms
'myth' and 'myth making' are used in their pejorative senses. The
literature criticising the Holocaust denial writers can be regarded as,
in large part, an attempt to critique twentieth century myth making
(Flood 1996: 52–3).
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Myths in recent politics
Similar processes of selection and distortion are endemic in news
reporting. A 'spin' ultimately sympathetic to American values is put
on events. For instance, media coverage of the anti-capitalism
protests of 2000 and 2001 focussed on the 'anarchists' and (heavyhanded) policing rather than on the issues behind the protests. This
follows a time-honoured tradition that goes back 200 years of
infiltrating and inflaming anti-capitalist movements (see Thomson
1980).
Likewise, the Israeli invasion of Palestine in Spring 2002 became
focussed on the issue of the Palestine leader, Yasser Arafat, rather
than the drastic Israeli (i.e. American sponsored) military action.
Flood (1996: 60–3), drawing upon the work of Noam Chomsky
(1989) and Michael Parenti (1986), describes how these biases are
perpetrated.
In Chapter Ten we briefly explored the myths about central places
and specifically Jerusalem. The result is the intensification of Jewish,
Moslem and Christian religious and political attitudes to the city and
the Holy Land around it. A similar, but less well-known, scenario
relates to Sri Lanka's Dalada Maligawa ('The Temple of the Tooth'),
in the pre-colonial capital Kandy.
Mythology plays a major role is creating and reaffirming territorial
rights. Many modern wars have been about perceived threats to
territorial rights, or been inflamed by propaganda that plays endless
permutations on perceptions of the 'right' to territory. Two world
wars and numerous 'local' and civil wars characterised the twentieth
century; all were, at least in part, attempts to resolve conflicting
territorial claims.
Nation states, by their very nature, imply a homeland. Any threats to
the accepted notion of such a homeland are guaranteed to inflame
passions. In reality families and communities have only a notional fit
with such myths. People have continually migrated so that cultural,
political and religious differences do not 'map' onto the physical
world. Nations and homelands are essentially myths, only making
sense in the imagination. But the consequences of threats to these
myths are anything but imaginary. The twenty-first century has
opened with the legacy of ethnic cleansing in the Balkans and the
continuation of over 2000 years of conflicting myths of rights to
territory between Palestinians and Israelis.
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The American war on terrorism is, so far, less about territory than the
even more mythical notions of Good versus Evil. Such attempts to
demonise the Other reduce the presidential spin doctors to the
rhetoric of the least imaginative medieval preachers. A more
plausible propaganda would recognise that people can be regarded
as Other in an infinite number of ways; we too are often Other to a
great many others.
Britain has its own territorial conflict in Ireland, and has sought
political changes to defuse nationalism in Scotland and Wales, which
in turn has stimulated a movement for Cornish independence. The
mythology and folklore associated with the nationalism of these parts
of the British Isles is largely invented (see Trubshaw 2002) and draws
upon a largely imaginary account of events over the last three
millennia. But this is quite characteristic – the serious conflict in the
Middle East is justified by events of one to two thousand years ago
with little attention to the various major changes that have
intervened.
In some continents, such as America and Africa, historical claims to
territorial rights are confused as the various traditional tribes had
been steadily migrating over the centuries. The occupants of a
particular territory at the time of colonisation typically were relative
newcomers to their region (although, nevertheless, had wellestablished myths that justified their presence there and, in many
cases, claimed that they had always been there). The fine detail of
such migrations can only be established by archaeology; the
apparent simplicity of events offered by myths is illusionary.
… historical monuments may be claimed by nations far
removed in culture or time from the peoples originally
concerned with them. In Africa the one-time European
colonies of Dahomey, Gold Coast, and French Sudan
adopted after independence the names Benin, Ghana, and
Mali, respectively – all once powerful precolonial empires –
and Zimbabwe in southern Africa is named after the great
ruined medieval city of Great Zimbabawe. Such names
helped to instil a sense of unity within culturally disparate
states whose artificially drawn frontiers rarely took account
of pre-existing ethnic, cultural, or linguistic boundaries.
(Molyneaux and Vitebsky 2001: 215)
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Myths about homelands abound in our supposedly mythless culture;
more than one book length study would be needed to attempt to do
justice to this topic.
The modern myth is that there is no need for mythologists
A society or culture is shaped by its more deeply-rooted myths. At the
same time the details of the culture are elaborated by more fluid and
ever-adapting myths and mythic motifs. Together the deeply-rooted
myths and the ever-adapting 'motifs' are an important part of the way
a society imagines and creates its identity.
So, while the more deeply-rooted sacred myths – whether they come
from the ideologies of religion, politics or science – mutate quite
slowly, popular culture reinvents itself and its mythic aspects
bewilderingly. Since the 1980s the machinations of multi-national
commerce have actively promoted individualistic life styles to
consumers. At any one time any number of life styles can be
adopted, each of which quickly changes. Style pundits might argue
that it is still teenagers who dictate what is fashionable, yet style
magazines and their advertisers still seem to exert sufficient influence
to justify their existence.
The consequence has been more than just a pluralism of styles and
associated values. The frequently-changing fashions are eclipsing the
more deeply-rooted traditions that shape and give a historical depth
to a culture. Modern societies verge on fragmenting into myriad everchanging sub-cultures. Such fragmentation, or more specifically the
loss of shared deep-rooted cultural values, threatens to seriously
weaken the social structure of Western countries.
A classic definition of culture is 'the product of humanity acting
within an environment'. But, as Mark Woolley points out, humans
act not so much in the natural environment but in a consumptionbased environment (Woolley 1996).
A mythological approach to the function and processes of adaptation
of the myths and mythic motifs of modern cultures and sub-cultures
offers an effective way to describe and understand these processes.
Mythology ought to be a crucial aspect of the interdisciplinary
approach that calls itself 'cultural studies'. This post-modern and
rather anthropological approach to concepts of culture grew out of
analyses of what are usually termed 'mass culture', which has its
emphasis on culture transmitted by the mass media. For all the
importance of myths to social and cultural studies (not to mention
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their impact in specific areas of intellectual endeavour, such as
debates about morality and ecological issues) there has been little or
direct application of cultural studies perspectives to contemporary
myths. (Doty 2000: 261–2)
Christopher Flood's interest in political myth drew a similar blank:
The word myth makes frequent appearances in headlines
and newspaper reports. Many academic studies of political
or historical topics have also been published with a
reference to myth in their titles. Given the apparent
importance attached to myth in contemporary societies, it
might be expected that the phenomenon would have
attracted widespread attention as an object of theoretical
definition and discussion.
(Flood 1996: 3)
The rather limited scholarly literature on such topics is scattered
among publications aimed at different academic disciplines. While
diversity of approaches is potentially of great value 'In practice it has
tended to mean impoverishment through fragmentation, lack of
debate, and failure to challenge inadequate arguments.' (Flood
1996: 3)
In some ways this is surprising as the French critic Roland Barthes
(1915–80) achieved a certain amount of fame for his 1973 book
Mythologies. This looks at the underlying myths – and ideologies –
associated with topics as diverse as wine, wrestling, steak and chips,
striptease, haircuts in Hollywood films, Greta Garbo's face, and
Citroen cars. From Barthes' viewpoint, adverts are 'mythological
universes'. Despite its title Mythologies did not serve to arose an
interest in mythology among the subsequent proponents of cultural
studies – although seemingly helped to inspire a wide-ranging work
by the mythologist Bruce Lincoln (Lincoln 1989). Instead, such richly
mythic aspects of modern culture as adverts were subjected to rather
arcane semiotic analyses.
Barthes' counterpart in Italy, Umberto Eco, wrote a number of
semiotic analyses of modern culture for Italian popular periodicals
between 1967 and 1986. These are best known in English from a
collection titled Travels in Hyper-reality (Eco 1987).
Despite these pioneering popularisers, the modern myth is that there
are no myths. If this were true then there would be no need for
modern mythologists. On the contrary, this book hopefully shows
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that there is a great need for a well-considered mythological
approach to the widespread myths of the present era.
Myths and popular culture
The prevalence of modern day myths is self-evident to any parent or
teacher. They are well aware of how the enormous expansion of the
mass media – especially television cartoons, commercials and life
style magazines – competes for influence over children's
imaginations. The myths of modern society are increasingly being
reinterpreted through non-printed media such as films, TV
programmes, computer games and popular music (both the lyrics and
visual iconography).
The modern experience of myths is secular and pervasive. It contrasts
with traditional societies, where myths are usually performed in a
ritual or ceremonial context; reciting myths may be the role of
specific people, and may be different from other forms of storytelling
and narration. Even the language may be distinct from everyday
speech, perhaps a more archaic form.
In complete contrast, the myths of Western society during the last few
hundred years have been passed down through written, usually
printed, forms. The language may be formal, or occasionally even
archaic – such as the King James' version of the Bible – but these
texts are read rather than re-created anew with each performance.
From a literary criticism perspective, T.S.Eliot's poem The Waste
Land and Francis Ford Coppola's film Apocalypse Now feature more
prominently than, say, Odysseus or Odin. Powerful as films such as
Coppola's can be for promulgating modern myths, equally prominent
is the trivialisation of traditional wonder tales and fairy tales such as
'Snow White', 'Sleeping Beauty' and 'Cinderella' by Disney
(although the film of William Steig's story Shrek, released in 2001,
shows that animated fairy tales need not be so ponderous). This
combination of the ubiquity of powerful contemporary myths with
the intentional dumbing down of more traditional forms presents a
challenge – but hardly an insuperable one – to modern-day
mythologists.
Role playing and zapping
Traditional folkloric and mythic narratives have not only spilled over
from literature into film. They have also flowed naturally into roleplaying games and their computer-based successors. Dungeons and
Dragons, created in 1974 by Gary Gygax and Dave Arneson, is
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regarded as the father of role-playing games. Vast armies of fantasy
figurines were inspired by its rather Tolkienesque characters and
mythology (although purists consider that D&D owes more to Fritz
Lieber's Grey Mouser series than it does to Tolkien).
The success of these board-based fantasy games has been greatly
exceeded by computer-based games. Some are close to the D&D
model but most draw rather loosely on mythology to beget hosts of
macho phantasms to be zapped with the joystick's fire button. Other
games, known as 'adventure games', require the player to solve
arcane puzzles. They started out in the 1980s as text-only computer
games but by the 1990s had acquired simple graphics too. One of
pioneering graphical adventure games, Myst (1994), set a high
standard of visual design. The puzzles centre around mystical
symbols in a sort-of-Classical grove and Myst Island has many
mythical qualities, although few overt references to traditional myths.
More recent games, such as Tomb Raider (1996) blend action and
adventure genres so there is exploration, puzzle solving and combat.
Tomb Raider invokes some of the imagery of the films featuring the
swashbuckling archaeologist Indiana Jones (Raiders of the Lost Ark
(1981); Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom (1984); Indiana Jones
and the Last Crusade (1989)). Indiana Jones, as manifest by Harrison
Ford, manages to combine the attributes of an action hero, with
aspects of a learned academic – although he has also been seen as a
cross between the Greek hero Odysseus and comic strip hero Tintin.
Tomb Raider adapts the Indiana Jones myths by creating more
complex gender interactions with the players. The bimboesque
physique and action-loving lifestyle of the heroine, Lara Croft,
undoubtedly appeals to the adolescent attitudes of boys of all ages.
More significantly, Lara has given Tomb Raider an appeal to girls in
a way that the macho male characters of other action games have
not. One female fan, Loren Petrich, has written of Lara Croft on her
Web site that:
The personality she projects in the game reminds me of
how the classical Greek deity Artemis was depicted -always single, roaming the wilderness, and with a bow and
arrow (what her worshippers were familiar with). Ms. Croft,
of course, packs some more recent heat. And when Artemis
was seen bathing in a stream by the hunter Actaeon, she
turned him into a deer, whereupon he was attacked by his
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dogs. The ending of Tomb Raider 2 seems reminiscent of
that story.
(www.petrich.com/games/tombraider/tombraider.html)
The 'mythology' of Tomb Raider includes the fifteen 'levels' which
Lara explores. These include Vilcabamba, a civilisation that
flourished for hundreds of years in the Peruvian rainforests of South
America. Lara battles wolves, bears, raptors and bats in a lost Incan
city. Another level of the game is set in a labyrinth in Classical
Greece. Here Lara fights lions, alligators and crazed monkeys. A
different level of Tomb Raider takes place among the pyramids of
ancient Egypt; another of the levels is also set in a pyramid, but this
time on Atlantis. According to one Web review,
'Like Indiana Jones, Lara is not just a tourist, she is seeing the
mythical, esoteric dream locations that are the stuff of legend.'
Games such as Dungeons and Dragons, Tomb Raider, and their
many imitators and successors have spawned a vast number of Web
pages from fans, a number of whom act as historians and analysts.
The boundaries between these games-related sites and an even vaster
number of fantasy-fuelled Web sites can be blurred at times, making
for very fluid interactions between traditional mythic motifs and the
constantly-evolving contemporary manifestations of these motifs.
Indeed, the rational materialism of Western culture is proving to be
an avid consumer of irrational fantasy and myth. The Web, by its
very nature, is the most post-modern of these deeply intertwined
interactions. (See King 2002 for a cultural history of computer
games.)
Blurring reality
Film and TV frequently seek to blur the borderline between fiction,
fact and speculation. Sergei Eisenstein's October (1928), Oliver
Stone's JFK (1992) and various TV biographies of famous leaders as
diverse as Napoleon, Churchill and Gandhi, all mythologise real-life
individuals and political events. TV productions increasingly use
vague, stylised re-enactments to represent a period or episode.
Innumerable novels and scripts of historical fiction have even more
scope for mythologising the past, whether the finery of Victorian
Britain, the perils of the American West, or the escapades of war.
The way in which novels and films use stories that involve similar
types of characters and similar situations to historically real events
enables narrative and ideology to be seamlessly interwoven. And, as
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had already been explored, one way of defining myth is to see it as
ideology plus narrative. As Hollywood and the moguls behind
television are fully aware, such scriptwriting is one of the best ways
to subtly communicate ideological beliefs.
Gender myths
As explored in Chapter Five, many aspects of sexuality are mythic
cultural constructions. Whether we look at TV's soap operas or
lifestyle magazines such as Cosmopolitan or Loaded, sexuality is
deeply mythologised. Women are polarised into whores and angels,
conquests and victims. They are situated tussling between macho
exploitation and tokens of feminist ideologies of correctness. Male
characterisation is confined to roles that likewise restrict rather than
reflect the complexities of reality. And then there is the way in which
transgressive sexuality, such as homosexuality, has spawned its own
cultural norms. These are prime examples of modern myth making.
For instance, the way gay icons are perceived often has more in
common with mythical heroes and deities than their flesh-and-blood
entities.
The feminist debates of the 1970s onwards also developed its own
origin myths and heroines (whether flesh and blood females elevated
to iconic status, such as Germaine Greer, or 'reclaimations' of
mythical figures, such as pagan goddesses). Indeed, radical feminism
entered a richly mythopoetic phase when it 'reclaimed' the Neolithic
period of European prehistory as a matrifocal, goddess-worshipping
utopia. The processes of this mythmaking is fascinating, as the
feminists based their ideas on the work of academic archaeologists –
especially the work of Marija Gimbutas – with little or no awareness
that these ideas were not generally accepted by other archaeologists.
Lynn Meskell has provided an excellent overview of the relationship
between academic and alternative views of Mother Goddesses in the
Neolithic (Meskell 1995). Meskell recognises that the past can be
interpreted in many different ways, but this does not mean that
specific interpretations escape challenge. For instance, while
feminists make much of stylised female figurines from this era, she
points out that this is not a reliable indicator of goddess worship – the
vast number of Barbie dolls around today are equally stylised but are
rarely associated with goddess worship.
Lost wisdom
The Mother Goddess mythos borrows in part from wider modern
myths of a lost 'golden age'. A plethora of popular books argue for a
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lost wisdom revealed by the author's exegesis of archaeology and
early literature. Celtic, Arthurian, Mayan and Egyptian flavours
predominate. As already noted in Chapter Five, there is a seemingly
a widespread human need to create the image of an ideal cosmos or
utopia. Because such an ideal is recognised as unattainable it is
commonly placed in the past (except in sci-fi writing where it may be
in the future or on another planet). Traditional myths promptly
introduced The Fall, a specific mythic event such as the expulsion
from the Garden of Eden. Modern myth makers simply accept the
deeply rooted notion that the processes of industrialisation steadily
lead to a loss of this idealised wisdom.
Apart from any other considerations, such books claiming to reveal
aspects of this lost wisdom also reveal a significant desire to read –
and create – such modern myths. What sort of people consider these
at least plausible, if not true? Indeed, why are myths and
mythological figures generally so compelling today?
Could it be that the goddesses and gods embodied in traditional
myths are rousing themselves in human minds, attempting to be
heard, experienced and redefined? If this sounds a little flaky then
substitute 'archetypes' for 'goddesses and gods' and call yourself a
Jungian mythographer. Don't muddle things up too much more, or
you'll end up more of a Campbellian mythographer. Or you could
thoroughly muddle things up in a reactionary and intentionally
irrational way and sell the results to New Agers, who seem to be
driving into Age of Aquarius while looking only in the rear-view
mirror (except while counting the fast bucks made from some
personal growth scam or such like).
Perhaps William Doty is closer to a plausible explanation when he
contrasts modern mythmaking with the tendencies toward
abstraction and de-personalisation in our increasingly fact-impacted
society. Myths are anything but abstract. Rather they manifest in
stories and images. He suspects that:
… mythological figures speaking through myths will be
listened to most receptively when the abstract has become
especially problematic, when the abstract seems so
removed from experience that people become painfully
aware of a mind:body isolation that seems to exclude
meaningful embodiment and incorporation of thought...
(Doty 2000:54)
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Such myths are a two-edged weapon. On the one hand myths
enhance our sense of personal and social identity. On the other hand
mass media can present its ideologies in mythic form and side-step
our critical thinking. For all the power of the media and vested
interests, 'Liminality, marginality, and structural inferiority are
conditions in which are frequently generated myths, symbols, rituals,
philosophical systems, and works of art' (Turner 1969: 128–9). These
cultural forms provide people with a set of templates or models that,
at one level, structure reality and humanity's relationship to society,
nature, and culture. But the process is two-way – these structures are
also the basis of further thought and action. Myths are the narratives
of these processes.
The more we understand about myths and the ways they enhance
identity and impart ideologies the more we will understand some of
the key aspects of modern society. The myths we live by – and,
remarkably often in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, we are
prepared to kill for – have not yet been sufficiently well-studied. The
legacy of the major mythographers simply does not provide an
adequate basis on which to embark on such 'mission critical'
assignments.
The dilemmas of modern-day mythology are reflected in the rather
mythic writing of Nikos Kakantzakis. His phraseology is typical of
traditional oral cultures:
Distinguish clearly these bitter yet fertile human truths, flesh
of our flesh, and admit them heroically:
(a) the mind of man can perceive appearances only, and
never the essence of things;
(b) and not all appearances but only the appearances of
matter;
(c) and more narrowly still: not even these appearances of
matter, but only relationships between them;
(d) and these relationships are not real and independent of
man, for even these are his creations;
(e) and they are not the only ones humanly possible, but
simply the most convenient for his practical and perceptive
needs.
(Kakantzakis 1960)
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Epilogue
The scope of subjects discussed in this book understandably reflects
personal interests. There are many more topics that could have been
included if the book was twice as long; indeed, each of these
chapters could readily be expanded to book length. For those who
were expecting mostly heroes and deities, or mostly creation myths,
or any of the other preoccupations that have dominated mythology
for too long, then I hope that the breadth of subjects touched upon
here acts as a wake up call to the wider scope of mythology,
especially in the increasingly variety of forms of modern culture.
The substantial bibliography at the end of this book is an attempt to
leave sufficient 'footprints' for readers to follow up specific topics.
Others may wish to attempt to find quality information about specific
topics among the vast quantity available on the Internet.
I make no claims as to this book being a perfect introduction to
mythology for the popular reader. Indeed, I look forward to the day
when some of the 'real mythologists' lurking in academe consider it
appropriate to present their syntheses of scholarly thinking in a form
that is accessible to non-specialists. In the meantime these 'real
mythologists' might want to inform me of the worst of my errors so I
can correct them in a future edition of this book (although I am well
aware than popular overviews written from outside the academic
'community' are traditionally treated by the disciplines' guardians
with perfunctory contempt rather than the reasoned argument
reserved for fellow academics).
The scope of a book, especially one attempting to provide an
introduction to a broad scope of mythology, does not allow for
debate about the nature and role of myth in modern society. To
provide such a forum I have instigated a Web site devoted to folklore,
mythology, cultural studies and related disciplines. An acronym
derived from this cumbersome description provides the Web address:
www.foamycustard.org; all readers of Explore Mythology are invited
to continue their explorations by visiting Foamy Custard.
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is a huge gap between scholarly approaches to folklore studies and
'popular beliefs' about the character and history of British folklore.
Explore Folklore is the first book to bridge that gap, and to show how
much 'folklore' there is in modern day Britain.
Explore Folklore shows there is much more to folklore than morris
dancing and fifty-something folksingers! The rituals of 'what we do
on our holidays', funerals, stag nights and 'lingerie parties' are all full
of 'unselfconscious' folk customs. Indeed, folklore is something that
is integral to all our lives – it is so intrinsic we do not think of it as
being 'folklore'.
The implicit ideas underlying folk lore and customs are also
explored.
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Susan Evasdaughter
From the Foreword by Rodney Castleden:
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women in society as subjugated subordinates has been challenged
and the bars of gender-bias have been severely shaken and cracked,
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bronze age Crete, and see just what sort of civilization was built
upon ‘feminine’ values.'
243 pages, 75 line drawings, paperback, £9.95

Also from Heart of Albion Press

YMIR'S FLESH
North European creation mythologies
Alby Stone
In isolation the pre-Christian north European creation myths appear
fragmented and confused, but a thematic cohesion is apparent when
they are taken as a whole and compared to their counterparts in
Vedic India, ancient Greece and Rome, medieval Ireland, ancient
and medieval Iran, and so on.
Ymir's Flesh gathers together the distorted fragments of this
mythology and provides an original and inspiring insight into the
complex inter-weaving of mythological themes.
240 pages, illustrated, paperback £12.95
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On Sacred Mountains
Martin J. Goodman
'Such narrow, narrow confines we live in. Every so often, one
of us primates escapes these dimensions, as Martin Goodman
did. All we can do is rattle the bars and look after him as he
runs into the hills. We wait for his letters home.'
The Los Angeles Times
Martin J. Goodman's interest in spiritual phenomena goes deeper
than most people - he goes out and tests their ability for personal
transformation. After his internationally acclaimed books I Was
Carlos Castaneda and In Search of the Divine Mother, astonishing
perspectives on the psychedelic shamanism of the Amazon and the
guru/devotee relationship, comes this most powerful and daring of
adventures.
What is a sacred mountain? Study them all we like, the only way of
knowing them is to measure their effects in our own lives. Starting at
Mount Ararat, moving to Ireland, passing through the sacred heights
of India and Sri Lanka, Martin was then called to the mountain ranges
of the American South West. At the highest point of Texas he
received a revelation of great promise for the survival of humanity.
His journey is a compelling story of intimate encounters, sexual
transformation, astounding landscapes, and raw mountain energy.
The writing is of a rare quality that turns each experience into our
own.
On Sacred Mountains will appeal to those interested in travel, and
adds a deep spiritual experience to the travelogue. On Sacred
Mountains will also interest the 'spiritual searcher', especially those
who expect their guides to do more than write from the comfort of
their retreats.
ISBN 1 872883 58 3. Perfect bound, demi 8vo
(215x138 mm), 138 + ix pages, £9.95
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Masterworks
Arts and Crafts of
Traditional Building
in Northern Europe
Nigel Pennick
Masterworks is about the traditions of arts and crafts in northern
Europe, taking as a starting point the use of timber in building.
Timber frame buildings have been constructed over a long period
of time over a large territory, mostly northern and north-west
Europe. Various regional and local styles have come into being.
Timber buildings display a rich diversity of techniques, forms
and patterns developed by generations of master craftsmen working
with local materials under similar limitations. The 'arts and crafts'
used in the construction of these buildings acknowledge and
celebrate the knowledge, traditions, abilities and spiritual
understanding of how to work effectively with natural materials.
They are living traditions that remain relevant today.

Masterworks is a celebration of this arts and crafts ethos
that is present in the traditional buildings of northern Europe.
"Masterworks ... is written by a man who is not only
in tune with his subject matter but is, in fact, a master
wordsmith in his own right and deserves credit for this.
I personally found this one of his most intriguing and
important works to date and cannot recommend it too
highly to the discerning reader."
Ian Read Runa
ISBN 1 872883 63 X Perfect bound, Demi 8vo, 163 + viii pages, 23
b&w photos, 15 line drawings £9.95

Also from Heart of Albion Press

Snake Fat and
Knotted Threads
An introduction to
traditional Finnish
healing magic
K.M. Koppana
What did the Finnish cunning man carry in his magic pouch? How
does one learn the language of the ravens? What is the Origin of the
Cat? How do you attract a partner at Midsummer? These and much
more are to be found in Snake Fat and Knotted Threads.
Snake Fat and Knotted Threads provides a unique resource about
traditional Finnish healing magic and spells, folk customs and myths.
All this detailed information is based on the author's research and
practical experience.
K.M. Koppana has been interested in spells since she was small,
being a keen reader of fairy stories. This interest has persisted and
she still has an urge to pick up pebbles on walks. She is also a poet
and used to edit small magazines, such as the long-gone Starlight,
which was about the Finnish magical scene. In 2001 she moved
from Helsinki to England, settling in the Midlands.
From reviews of the first edition:
'highly recommended' The Cauldron
'chockfull of interesting, otherwise unobtainable information.' Thelemanet
1st UK edition (originally published in Finland).
ISBN 1 872883 65 6 Perfect bound, demi 8vo, 112 pages, 14 b&w
photos, 2 line drawings. £7.95
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