










PRAISE FOR MYTHS OF CREATION


‘Myths of Creation will distract and delight the kind of person who was troubled by Spengler, stunned by Wells, angered by Jeans and wished he knew enough to disprove Toynbee.’ – Daily Telegraph


‘A most exciting book that is a labour of love’ – Colin Wilson




MYTHS OF CREATION


How are discarded scientific hypotheses different from myths? This is just one of the many surprising questions raised and answered in Myths of Creation, a study of myths, religious beliefs and scientific theories about the origin and the creation of the universe. Philip Freund’s pioneering methodology has ensured that Myths of Creation remains today an outstanding work to rank alongside other classics in its field such as The Golden Bough and Hero of a Thousand Faces. Freund estimates that there are over 500 flood myths told by over 250 tribes or peoples on our planet. In gathering such creation stories from almost every country and historical period – highlighting their contrasts as well as their startling similarities – Freund reveals the workings of the human mind and imagination.


He breaks down the myths of creation into their various categories, providing the reader with examples of each as well as summarizing analytical perspectives where these occur. He provides clear and highly accessible explanations of the relevant theories of thinkers such as Freud and Jung, Frazer and Malinowski.


Can myths be determined as primitive history based on literal fact? Are they racial dreams of profound sexual meaning? Or are they merely tales told for entertainments sake? Myths of Creation provides an unparalleled guide to humankind’s multitudinous explanations of how this world came into being. Established as a standard reference work, it is a must for any mind, body, spirit bookshelf.


PHILIP FREUND (1909–2007) was a novelist – The Volcano God, The Dark Shore, The Zoltans – poet, documentary film writer and playwright as well as an essayist, literary critic and anthropologist. In his later years was Professor Emeritus of Fordham University, New York, and taught and lectured on drama and related subjects at other universities. His monumental ‘Stage by Stage’ series of works on the history of theatre (also published by Peter Owen) were described by Stage as ‘the most important study of all facets of theatre to be published in this century’.
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Since the myths in this book were first told and set down, each in its own language or dialect, perhaps in archaic Greek, Chinese, Sanskrit, Babylonian, Eskimo, or Zulu, I cannot pretend to have gathered any of them firsthand. All are from secondary sources, of course. Some of them—most, I should say—come from the famed collections of Fiske, Frazer, Frobenius, and the other mythologists, anthropologists, and psychologists whom I have mentioned at times: Bellamy, Campbell, Coomaraswamy, Fromm, Kerényi, Malinowski, and Rank. To these let me add the names of Margot Astrov, Brian Brown, Sir Peter Henry Buck, Henry Callaway, Arthur Drew, A. E. Haydon, Vera Kelsey, Leonard W. King, Hasteen Klah, S. N. Kramer, Julius Lips, J. K. Newberry, Adrian Recinos, Géza Róheim, Ruth K. Smith, and Heinrich Zimmer. I have drawn on many lesser and scattered sources, including anonymous writers.


Spelling of the names of mythological heroes tends to vary when Americanized. I have tried to keep them consistent within the limits of this book.


For the material in the chapters on scientific theories of the origin of the universe, the stars, the solar system, and the evolution of man, I owe a no le$s sizeable debt. Besides the specialists mentioned in the chapters, I should list books by Dr. Roy Chapman Andrews, Hal Borland, Harold Callender, Gordon Childe, Raymond D. Dart, George Eckel, Leonard Eisley, Dr. William King Gregory, Dr. William Howells, Julian Huxley, Waldemar Kaempffert, Arthur Koestler, William L. Laurence, Willy Ley, Milton K. Munitz, Pierre Lecomte du Noüy, John J. O’Neill, John Pfeiffer, Claude Stanush, Jean Rostand; and, again, the authors of many unsigned articles.


It may be that in borrowing from so many sources, in some instances I am perpetuating errors—the writing of history has been described as an exercise wherein one researcher copies the mistakes of a predecessor—but I am hopeful that if there are any, they are no more than very small errors of detail.
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A GENESIS


Some thirty years ago and more, when I was enrolled at a university, I studied astronomy. One night each week I went to a little domed observatory that stood on a knoll, and afterward on cold winter nights I walked back to the campus and my dormitory room, along a path through woods beside a frozen lake. Like everyone else, I found it exciting to gaze through a telescope at the moon and the rings of Saturn. Even more thrilling was that snowy walk back from our evening class. Overhead the stars burned with frosty clarity in the winter sky and the crisp and sometimes stinging air. I was eighteen, and when I looked up at the white points of light in the dark sky, a sense of poetic wonder flooded my mind. This was very close in feeling, I’m sure, to the primitive sense of wonder of a child or savage, peering heavenward, with all the world and night about him empty and still.


An astronomy course consists of more than trips to an observatory; our professor chalked abstruse mathematics on the blackboard, and there were excursions into physics with which a youthful intelligence was hardly able to cope. But the ingenuity of astronomers greatly impressed me, as did their staggering statistics. It is not without cause that we speak of any very large figure as “astronomical.”


A young man who sat alongside me in class was a good mathematician and often helped to explain the complex equations to me. He was quiet, well behaved, serious in aspect. Often we walked back together from class across the glistening, snowy campus. One day I spoke with enthusiasm and respect of the lecture we had just heard, on the origin of the solar system.


He smiled. “Yes, it’s all very interesting. But of course I don’t believe any of it.”


“What do you mean?” Everything I was told in the classroom, I accepted without question.


“I’m a Christian. I read the Bible, and I believe what’s written there.”


“That God created the world in six days?”


I learned that my friend was deeply religious. He hoped to go to a theological seminary and afterward become a missionary in distant Africa. This was in the days when a religious movement called Fundamentalism was popular in America. The Fundamentalists believed in the literal interpretation of the Bible; indeed, at their urging, a science teacher named Scopes in Tennessee had been removed from his class and fined for having taught that man was descended from monkeys. The findings of science were heresies to such orthodox religionists. If my friend belonged to them, that in itself was not too startling.


But how could he sit beside me in an astronomy class and follow the blackboard demonstrations, and peer through a telescope, and yet not believe anything he heard from our professor? Every time I saw my friend taking notes on the lectures, I asked myself that. To me, his attitude was highly irrational.


At the end of the term, when we wrote our final examination, I barely won a passing grade, but my unbelieving friend—due to his mathematical skill—had the highest mark in the class.


Our professor had no inkling that his best student was a quiet skeptic. My friend’s religious faith continued to puzzle me. How could anyone be exposed to the dazzling proofs of science and yet close his eyes to them?


At eighteen, I thought that the theory presented in our astronomy class was the “truth,” and that my friend’s belief, the Biblical one, was mere fantasy. It should have given me pause, however, that the theory propounded in college was not the one I had learned in high school, only three or four years earlier. My high school teacher had told us about the Laplace nebular hypothesis to account for the origin of the earth and the solar system; whereas now, in college, I was being given the Chamberlin-Moulton planetesimal hypothesis.


If the Laplace hypothesis was no longer scientifically sound, in what respect was it different from a “myth”?


II


It happened more recently, perhaps fifteen years ago, that I had occasion to read the Hindu Brihadāranyaka-Upanishad in Yeats’s splendid translation. In it, I came across this vivid tale of the origin of life:


As a lonely man is unhappy, God was unhappy. He wanted a companion. He was as big as man and wife together; He divided Himself into two, husband and wife were born.


God said: “Man is only half himself; his wife is the other half.”


They joined and mankind was born.


She thought: “He shall not have me again; he has created me from himself; I will hide myself.”


She then became a cow, he became a bull; they were joined and cattle were born. She became a mare, he a stallion; she became a she-ass, he an ass; they joined and the hoofed animals were born. She became a she-goat, he a goat; she became a ewe, he a ram; they joined and goats and sheep were born. Thus He created everything down to ants, male and female.


He put His hand into His Mouth, and there created fire as if He were churning butter. He knew that He was this creation; that He created it from Himself; that He was the cause. Who knows, finds creation joyful.


When they say: “Sacrifice to this or that god,” they talk of separate gods; but all gods are created by Him, and He is all gods.


Whatever is liquid He created from His seed. Every-thing in this world is eater or eaten. The seed is food and fire is eater.


He created the gods; created mortal men, created the immortals. Hence this creation is a miracle. He who knows, finds this miracle joyful.


This world was everywhere the same till name and shape began; then one could say: “He has made such a name and such a shape.” Even today everything is made different by name and shape.


Later in this book, I should like to refer to that Hindu tale and analyze it in some small measure, in the light of what we shall have learned about the significance of myths. We shall not be able to probe it fully, but in part, at least; and I am certain that we shall discover something about ourselves in so doing.


Most of us contrast in our mind only two stories of the creation, the Biblical one and the scientific one. We assume that one or the other is right. Either my friend the Fundamentalist had the answer, or my professor of astronomy had it.


But it occurred to me, as I read the lively yet allegorically profound tale in the Brihadāranyaka-Upanishad, that mankind provides many other stories of creation besides the Old Testament one.


I became curious about the creation myths of other religions and races, the tales of how the world began. Whenever possible, I took note of them. I was fascinated by the myths because of their poetic quality and accordingly collected them for my own pleasure. Of all kinds of primitive and natural poetry, this particular myth-subject has the most grandeur and scope and seems to be chronologically at the very start of man’s speculations.


Here is a tale of the Shilluk, a tall and stately race in the African Sudan:


In the beginning was Jo-Uk, the Great Creator, and he made the Sacred White Cow. Out of the Nile that Cow came up. The White Cow gave birth to a man child whom she called Kola, whose grandson was Ukwa. Ukwa took two wives, dark virgins who also rose out of the holy river. One of Ukwa’s sons, Nyakang, a tall blue-black warrior, went south to the marshes of the Upper Nile; there he founded the Shilluk nation and became its first ret, or ruler, and a demigod. All this happened when the world was new, about four hundred years ago.


Then I came upon this story of “the beginning” recounted by an Andean race, the Aymara people of Pacajes in Bolivia:


The Snow God Kun destroyed all life on earth. Only the cruel supaya—devils—dared to roam the thin air of the icy highlands. This happened ages and ages ago. Then the Fertility Gods, the Pacha Camaj, sent down their very own sons, the Eagle Men. They created a new race of people, to take the place of those who had been snowed under by the angry Kun. The children of the Eagle Men, the Paka-Jakes, settled on the shores of Lake Titicaca, where they are today.


These myths sound very unlike, yet one begins to discern strange patterns in them…and from this a new curiosity entered my search. All the “origin” myths, though from scattered regions, have haunting similarities. How to account for that?


I think that a study of myths for their own sake would be an idle affair, a species of dilettantism, for which I have neither the time nor the temperament. What held my interest, almost from the very start, was the hint that I might learn something fundamental and permanent about the mind of man—about myself—by contemplating mythology, and especially man’s always daring stories of “the beginning.”


As my pleasure continued, and my hope for this quest sharpened, I finally began to think of creating a character in a novel, whose interest would parallel my own—an anthropologist who would be a collector of creation myths—and I finally did this in my philosophical romance, The Volcano God, which has outraged some of the more conservative critics. To prepare for the novel, my search for material became more systematic. Later I was also convinced that I should write a separate book about my findings, to develop my ideas and guesses further than the fictional form allows. I am not an anthropologist. Instead, I am a poet and novelist venturing into a special field, which, by the nature of his calling, is akin to his own. Any storyteller is something of a mythmaker.


What follows is a voyage of exploration which is serious and, in my opinion, important. I have greatly enjoyed compiling this book, because it is filled with poetry and color, articulated in some of the world’s most superb allegory. Early man’s gift for fantasy is astounding. One never ceases to wonder at it. And, so far as I know, this is the first time that so many creation stories have been brought together in one volume. But to share my delight in this spontaneous poetry is not my only purpose. How does man’s mind work? Where can we look to find a clue more clearly than here? In these stories we can see how man reasoned when he looked at the world and first tried to explain it to himself. Let us examine his answers, his earliest and latest attempts at understanding the universe, not only in primitive myth but in recent science. In what ways do they vary? Or is man’s explanation always very much the same? If there are fixed modes of thought, which have lasted since the beginning of humankind, an exciting prospect is open to us: we can learn a bit more of how we think, by an analysis of these creation epics, and thus further increase our store of self-knowledge.
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FIRE AND DELUGE


According to some Australian aboriginals, Old Man Pundyil opened the door of the Sun; thereupon a stream of fire poured down upon mankind.


The Eskimos tell a similar story. At the time of the great blaze, the waters of the Arctic Ocean became so hot that they finally evaporated.


Savage man’s imagination is cruelly vivid. But that reflects—or symbolizes—the daily danger of his existence, the threat of natural accident.


The Ipurinas, a tribe in northwestern Brazil, relate that long ago the Earth was overwhelmed by a hot flood. This took place when the Sun, a caldron of boiling water, tipped over.


The Yurucaré, of Bolivia, say that Aymasuñe, the demon, was responsible for the fall of fire from heaven. Everything below died: bushes, creatures, the human race. Only one man, who had foreseen what might happen, had provided food and shelter for himself in a cave. When the fire hail began, he hid himself there. Now and then, to learn if the fire still raged, he held a long stick out of the mouth of his cave. On two occasions it came back charred, but the third time it was cool. Still cautious, however, he kept himself safe four more days before venturing out. And then, the sole survivor, he beheld a dreadful sight. The whole forest was ashes, the rivers and springs had boiled away, the very mountains were blackened.


These are not creation myths, but catastrophe myths. But they are a necessary background for the creation stories and nearly always coupled with them. They tell of a terrible fire, both cosmic and earthly.


In Hindu mythology, creation is destroyed at the end of each Kalpa, or day of Brahma, by flames belched forth from the fangs of Sesha, the serpent. Some savants have interpreted this as referring to the appearance of a blazing comet. In the ancient Babylonian epic which describes the adventures of Gilgamesh of Erech, we learn of a fire rain spread by the Anunnaki, who rush across the heavens with their torches aloft. The Anunnaki are underworld spirits and might have escaped from spouting volcanoes.


When we leap from the Eskimos and the Yurucaré to the Hindus and Babylonians, we are turning abruptly from savage story to highly sophisticated myth. But for our purpose at the moment that makes little difference, since we are merely stressing the universality of certain themes in all ages and places.


The Greeks have the famous fable of Phaethon, Apollo’s son, who extracted from his father a promise to let him drive the Chariot of the Sun. The youth could not hold the reins tightly enough and, zigzagging through the sky, scorching the constellations, almost destroyed our planet. Clouds vanished; Libya became a desert. The Nile, in terror, hid below the earth, where its head still is; the Ethiopians were blackened for all time. The molten landscape was changed; mountains were heated and burst into flame. Only the intervention of Zeus, toppling the unhappy Phaëthon by a well-aimed thunderbolt, saved the world from a crisped end.


Or back to savages again:


The Washo Indians, in California, have a legend about a terrible volcanic upheaval. So great was the heat of the blazing mountains that the very stars melted and fell.


In the Northern Urals, the nomadic Voguls recount the story of a holy fire flood which swept over the earth for seven years and consumed almost everything; it even charred the raft of the few men who survived. It was sent by Num Tarem, the Fatherly, as a means of destroying Xulater, the Devil. Yet this fire scourge was in vain, for the indestructible Xulater eluded it.


The catastrophe myth, then, is a universal one.


In many of the stories, the world-wide blaze is caused by man’s theft of fire from the gods. Maui, of the Maoris in New Zealand, was in need of it. His old blind grandmother advised him how he could steal it from Mahu-ika, the giant who guarded the flame. Maui spoke jokingly and tricked the giant into wrestling with him. With magical words, Maui hurled Mahu-ika into the air time and again, until at last the giant fell head foremost and broke his neck. Maui quickly cut off Mahu-ika’s head and seized the precious flame, but it was new to him and got away and the world began to burn. Maui and his wily old grandmother were endangered. The Fire Thief jumped into the ocean, but even the salt water was boiling. He raised his voice to Ua, the Rain God, but in vain, for the fire burned on. He pleaded with Nganga the Sleet God; with the Storm Gods Apu-hau and Apu-matangi; he sought the help of the God of Hailstorms Whatu; but none of them could prevail. The ocean was nearly gone. Only when all the gods, joining together, let all their deluges pour down at the same time, was the world fire quenched.


The Tuleyome Indians, of California, tell of Wekwek, the falcon, who stole fire but lost it from beneath his wings in flight. It set the world aflame. The Yana Indians, nearby, also have a fire-stealing myth; five men were sent to obtain the treasure, but on their way back the Coyote, who had offered to carry the fire, dropped it, and instantly it blazed around them. The rocks glowed with heat, the waters evaporated, a dense pall hung over everything, and the very existence of Earth was threatened.


The Fire Thief, indeed, is a figure shared by many races. He may be the better-known Prometheus; or he may be the Irish Prince of the Lonesome Island, who bore away a flame from the well of the Queen of Tubber Tintye. In the lore of the Hassidic Jews, too, is preserved the story of man dangerously discovering fire and letting it escape his grasp.


The myth of the world-wide blaze is often accompanied by the story of a deluge, a fearful cloudburst or sudden tidal wave, which quenches the fire; or else the deluge appears alone as the catastrophe which engulfs the Earth. The Fire Thief is called by anthropologists the Culture Hero. If he is not the Fire Thief, the Culture Hero is the Deluge Survivor. When all others perish, this Hero escapes. The best-known Deluge Survivor is Noah, but mythology is filled with hundreds of other figures like him.


Nichant, the hero of the Gros Ventres, swims while holding onto a buffalo horn. Rock, the bold ancestor of the Arapaho Indians, fashions himself a boat of fungi and spiderwebs. The lone progenitor of the Annamese saves himself in a tom-tom. The hero of the Ahoms in Burma uses a gigantic gourd which, by magical intervention, providentially grows out of a little seed. Trow, of the Tringus Dyaks of Borneo, is tossed on the waters in a trough; as is the heroine of the Toradjas of Celebes, though hers is—most unromantically—a swill trough. The ancestors of the Chané of Bolivia find refuge in an earthenware pot that floats.


One compilation shows that there are over five hundred deluge myths, belonging to over two hundred and fifty peoples or tribes. The Cashinaua of Western Brazil tell of a great flood, as do the Makusi of British Guiana and the Caribs of Central America. When a dove brought back a willow twig, the Mandan Indians of Dakota learned that the inundation was subsiding.


Other North American tribes as far apart as the Salinan and Chimariko Indians of California and the Crees of Manitoba and the Shawnees of Florida have similar stories. So do the Hurons, north of Lake Ontario, and the Algonquins along the St. Lawrence.


In Europe and the Near East, the flood myth is the same. The Lithuanians are saved in a nutshell, which Pramzimas has eaten in heaven and thrown down to give his “off-spring,” one man and one woman, a chance to escape. Num Tarem spares the Voguls by building them an ark, an iron ship, with a roof of sevenfold sturgeon skin. The Greeks tell of three great floods: Zeus destroys the Race of Bronze by a deluge which only Deukalion and his wife Pyrrha survive. Finally, when the waste of waters lessens, their ark comes to rest on Mount Parnassus. With them, mankind begins its history once more. Other Greek saviors and refugees from floods are Ogygos and Dardanos. The Babylonian deluge story is clearly a prototype of the Hebrew one: Like Noah, Utnapishtim has an ark and releases from it a raven and a dove, to discover if the invading waters have gone.


The Culture Hero, thus, is the founder of the tribe, or perhaps of a new race. He alone—or with a small group of lesser companions—has been saved from the catastrophe by his daring resourcefulness, or because he has been singled out by the gods’ favor.


He also brings with him from an earlier era, before the world-wide disaster, the supremely important secret of fire. He remembers how things were on Earth “before.” He is the sole inheritor of human knowledge, all that the race has learned through preceding aeons. He seems almost to have come to the Earth from the sky or moon. His appearance to a few huddled tribes in places of refuge, perhaps on a dry mountain top, coincides with or occurs soon after a time of fire and molten rock and clouds of suffocating ash—volcanic outpourings, followed by tidal waves caused by earthquakes—and so he might be blamed for having brought it on by his great boldness or hubris, as are such culture heroes as Maui and Wekwek and the Coyote. But carrying knowledge from the past he is also a light-bringer, a savior, and this too accounts for his identification as the Fire Thief. He has stolen fire from the sky and given it to man.


At night there are shining lights in the vault of heaven; what is more logical than to suppose that fire has originated there?


The moon is the brightest of all objects in the dark sky. The Tolowas say that following a vast flood, only one couple is left on Earth’s highest peak. They shiver in the cold, but the Indians who live in the moon above them have fire aplenty. From the moon, then, a firebrand is brought down.


To the Loucheaux, at the time of a deluge, a godlike man comes from the moon, and later returns there again. Endless numbers of myths relate the adventures of such visitors from the moon. Some stay here; some later go back to their home in the far air.


Fire Thief, Deluge Survivor. The Hero has a third role: he is the Dragon Slayer. The god Indra, the Hebrew angel Michael, and the gods Thraeton, Marduk, and Ra of Persia, Babylonia, and Egypt, and the Greek warrior Cadmus, are all killers of the fabulous beast. So is Siegfried, in the lore of the Teutons; and Beowulf, and Thor. The legends of most races tell of battles between a fearless champion of mankind and a scaly fire-breathing monster. In this suspenseful fight, the Hero has need of a magic weapon, and is miraculously armed. It is amazing how often this incident occurs in world myth; it is found in Celtic stories, the tales of Indonesia.


As universal history unfolds in myth, the Hero takes on a final role and becomes a prophet and instructor. The Bogotá Indians of Colombia report a flood. When it ebbs, Zuhé—a tall, bearded divine messenger—appears from the East. He teaches the stricken people how to till the soil once more, to weave clothes, and to carve altars and honor their gods. The Babylonians speak of Oannes, who comes out of the sea, shining and scaled like a fish. He finds a people who live like beasts. He shows them how to build towns and fair temples, and how to make use of the land, to have it bear them sustaining fruits. Six other heavenly beings follow him with instructive messages for mankind.


The Culture Hero may once have been human, an actual survivor of a catastrophe, or an early and benignly wise leader. Or he might be an idealized projection, a composite figure. As tribal history dissolves into myth or is elaborated by it, he is slowly raised to the rank of demigod. Sometimes he rises to the very top of the hierarchy of gods; he may end his steady process of deification—or enskyment—as the ruling god himself; as, indeed, the creation deity. Osiris, beginning as a Culture Hero, becomes the most loved of Egyptian divinities. The saintly young Indian prince, Gautama, is similarly elevated. So is the Teutonic chieftain, Odin.


Although not all Culture Heroes attain that apotheosis, they are a brilliant company. Chon is the Hero of the Peruvians. Quetzalcoatl and Tezcatlipoca, of the Mexicans. Votan, of the Mayas. Raven, of the Eskimos. Kut-o-yis, of the Blackfoot Indians; and Manzabozho, of the Algonquins; and Water Jar Boy, of the Pueblo Indians. Fu Hsi, Shen Nung, and Huang Ti, of the Chinese. Trow is celebrated by the folklore of Borneo. Besides Prometheus and Deukalion, the Greeks have Palamedes and Cecrops. The Romans, cunning and defiant Aeneas. Finnish myth lauds Väinämöinen and Lemminkainen. The Yakuts, of Siberia, recount the exploits of The White Youth. Finn MacCool and Cuchulainn enliven Irish legendry with their magical deeds. The chivalric and generous acts of King Arthur are recalled by the Welsh and the English. Maui, Siegfried, Muchu-kunda, Oisin. Gilgamesh, Hotu Matua. Each of these, in his biography, illustrates some aspect if not all the details of the same reiterated theme, and frequently his story combines a very large number of them.


Interesting efforts have been made to draw a psychological profile of this popular and ever-shining figure who later becomes a god or, at least, a human being of intermittent supernatural powers. Perhaps the most rewarding of these is Otto Rank’s The Myth of the Birth of the Hero (recently republished in a collection of Rank’s essays which I have edited). Others are J. K. Newberry’s The Rainbow Bridge and Joseph Campbell’s The Hero with a Thousand Faces. Rank notes how the Hero’s birth is always remarkable: he is immaculately conceived, like Väinämöinen and Gautama; or, if not that, like Moses and Oedipus a changeling of royal lineage; and Campbell outlines the many metamorphoses the Hero tends to undergo and the striking likeness of his trials, whatever the racial origin of the myth. Another portrait of the soul or psyche of the Hero is to be found in Toynbee’s A Study of History. In these books—Newberry’s, Campbell’s, and Toynbee’s—we also see some Heroes assume the character of Divine Scapegoats and transcend their first shape or personality to become compassionate World Redeemers.


What explanation can be put forth for the similarity of these catastrophe myths of fire and deluge, for the likeness of these Culture Heroes, in every quarter of the globe? As I have already observed, we shall find the same similarity when we come to look at the several categories of creation myths.


When I sought an answer to this, I came upon a sharp controversy as to how myths are to be interpreted. The opposed theories are almost as interesting as the myths themselves.
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THE INTERPRETATION OF MYTH


For thousands of years, the leading myths were taken to be instances of divine revelation. To question them imperiled not only man’s soul but his life, exposing him to a charge of heresy. In any event, a pious Hindu would not have doubted the myths of his religion; nor would a devout Jew or Christian have expressed skepticism concerning the Biblical creation story.


A good many persons in the Western world, in our century, still hold this view. What they will read in my book might possibly strengthen their belief in the Old Testament story, though they might have to revise—or “broaden”—their conception of it. The Old Testament “Genesis” is very likely a more complex story than they realize. Yet nothing in my essay need disturb anyone’s other-worldly faith.


After that long span of implicit belief, the eighteenth century brought a change of feeling about myth. To the philosophers of the Age of Reason, myths were barbaric superstitions that grossly befogged the mind of man. The Age of Enlightenment optimistically hoped to sweep them all away. Then the cosmos would be seen for what the new scientists thought it to be: a huge self-regulating mechanism that somehow continues to operate interminably by perpetual motion, with never any divine intervention. The goal of the eager Philosophes was to take away from religion its specific pictorial detail and replace the Bible’s radiant imagery with a vague sort of theism in which God is a pure and intangible and invisible Spirit. Without the help of myth, indeed, God loses his form and personality in the human mind. The world is real, and God is undefined.


In the late nineteenth century there was an artistic revolt against so much materialism and mechanism in philosophy, and the beauty of myth was rediscovered. At first this was merely praise and a new respect for myth as a form of folk poetry. But soon the Romantic artists of that century delved deeper and claimed to find in myth the origin of art, religion, and history. At the same time, myths were revived in the most advanced religious thinking. But now they were looked upon not as literal facts but as allegories of profound meaning, age-old and probably adumbrant of the divine. In still another sphere of the Age of Romanticism, the political worth of myths as “cultural tradition” was exalted by nationalists and racists. Wagner, in his exceedingly lengthy operas, uses Teutonic legendry after this fashion. In all this, however, one senses an element of the patronizing on the part of delighted or amused intellectuals, toward whatever is naïve or simple and primitive.


Finally, in the realm of science, scholars of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century began to develop some daring new ideas about myth, which I shall try to summarize in the next few paragraphs.


The Myth as Art and Philosophy


Are myths only examples of early man’s imagination freely at play? Sometimes, when reading the absurdly pretentious claims made about these tales, we are tempted to dismiss them as that and nothing more. Undoubtedly, they are examples of the first storytellers’ fantasies. We picture the huddled Cro-Magnon huntsmen as the shadows of night expand in the craggy Pyrenees, or Ipiutak men near the Arctic Circle, or the crouched jungle warriors in a ring about their smoky village fires, listening with awe and eager credulity to the narratives of their tribal chronicler and poet. We can well believe that the taleteller delighted himself by adding new details to a hoary account of a past chieftain’s prowess in combat, or a wondrous celestial event, a comet flashing across the sky or a meteor falling; his fancy inventing endlessly, to startle his hearers and hold their interest. His stories, developing over thousands of years, attain the quality of great fiction; they are cumulative works of art.


But very few scholars who compare the tales and study them think them only prompted by idle fancy. It becomes immediately apparent that, consciously or unconsciously, the stories about Wekwek and Hotu Matua have been told with a more serious purpose; the authors preach morals and hand on instruction. They are philosophers and teachers. Yet they never fail to be creators of enthralling fiction.


The Myth as Primitive Science


For a long time, myth interpretation was dominated by the so-called Naturalistic School, to which belonged Andrew Lang and Thomas Carlyle. Especially popular in the nineteenth century, it held that myths are a form of primitive science, filled with early man’s ingenious efforts to account for the bewildering and threatening world about him. As he sought to do this, savage man was moved to people the objects around him with spirits and demons. He could not imagine those visible and invisible objects—trees, rocks, clouds, stars, and wind—as truly different from himself. Aware of his inner life, both a waking and dreaming consciousness, he logically supposed all other forms of plant and animal life and natural phenomena to have souls and personalities, too.


Every tree conceals a dryad, and every grove or spring has its protective deity; every mountain, above the maw of the smoking volcano, its god; the river has its troupe of nymphs, and the rocks of the rapids and seashore their sirens; and thunder in the rainstorm is the voice of a greater god who can punish man with fierce lightning bolts. Natural forces behave as human beings themselves might.


A man must treat all of nature with fearful respect. His own feelings are matched by those invisible beings who dwell on every side around him: the ocean grows angry and jealously swamps his fishing boat, for some good reason; the offended wind screams and strikes back and desolates his village, in reply to some transgression; or the pleased earth confers its blessing at harvest time, to repay him for some ungrudging sacrifice.


From this picture of the world grow man’s earliest attempts at magic. He seeks to influence the threatening demons and spirits and demigods by imitating or propitiating them; and this repeated attempt at magic gives birth to ritual, to which myth is probably closely related.


The Moon and the Sun


The presupposition of the Naturalistic School, touched on above, is that we find in myth a naïve form of science. Especially prevalent in Germany, however, is the idea that myths do not seek to explain every phase of the physical world. Instead, only a single aspect of it is chosen. Many German schools, among them Ehrenreich, Siecke, and Winckler, say that ultimately all myths refer to the moon. The circling of that silvery orb always commanded the awe of savage man. Early man’s religion is narrowed by these scholars to his moon worship or moon wonder. Tides, menstruation, and phases of light for the harvest seemingly occur at the moon’s behest. Ancient calendars are soon fixed by it. We have already noticed how the Culture Hero of the Loucheaux is a godlike man who comes from there and later returns to it, and how the ancestors of the Tolowas obtain a firebrand from Indians living up there. In Brazil, the Tupis still propound that the moon, to them the personification of all evil, falls periodically on the Earth and wreaks havoc on it. A famous South Rhodesian creation tale has to do with the Moon Man. Certainly there is no lack of myths about the moon.


Controversy has long gone on between the Lunar School and the Solar School, however. Leo Frobenius has travelled far in Africa and the South Seas gathering tales that bear out his contention that myths have nearly always been inspired by the sun, the most dazzling source of light and heat. Frobenius has an impressive list to bear him out, too, and maintains that at the heart of every myth—whether or not the primal sun is overtly spoken of—it has been metaphorically intended.


Another school with a similar point of view is the Meteorological. Muller and Kuhn believe that it is man’s attention to the colors of the sky, the wind, the changing weather of the heavens, which is largely reflected in myth. John Fiske, the American historian and philosopher, emphasizes that the ruling god in every pantheon has been the sky deity. Like many other mythologists, Fiske relies on philology, word origins, to substantiate this; he delves into Sanskrit, particularly. He identifies the Greek myths as deriving from Indian ones, and then shows—by the similarity of Sanskrit and Greek names—that Zeus is “the sky” and Athena, born from his forehead, is “the light of day.” Helen is the fickle twilight.


Man must look up to the sky; he feels ever smaller when contemplating and exploring its infinite height above him. Bertrand Russell is led by consideration of this to describe religion, somewhat disdainfully, as a kind of heliotropism. Man’s thoughts are drawn not only toward the sky, but most of all toward its fiery center, the sun; and his poetic imagination is enkindled by it. (The sense of this does not strike me as anything that disparages the religious impulse.)


It is a well-sustained theory that man’s image of God is invariably associated with a skyey brightness, as in the religion of the Incas and the ancient Iranians, the fire-worshipping Zoroastrians; and the Jews, whose Yahweh is enthroned in blazing light; and the Greeks and Roman Stoics.


An interesting effort to trace the history of some esoteric aspects of this thesis will be found in a little book called Phos, by Gillis Wetter.


The Myth as Literal History


Quite opposed to this Naturalistic School is the Historical. Myths are factual accounts of the world’s past, chronicles of long-ago happenings.


The foremost advocate of this point of view is Dr. W. H. Rivers. Among others is Hans Bellamy, who in Moons, Myths, and Man says: “Myths are not the work of imagination, but the result of interpreted observation. In them a great store of ancient and direct experience is laid up. They are fossil history: actual happenings which lie far beyond the reach of history proper. Generally, of course, they are clumsily and quaintly described, but always with simplicity and candor; and the reports are almost without exception literally true.” In Bellamy’s opinion, myths go much further back in man’s past than any known human fossils. “Before man could write, his memory must have been very remarkable. Myths have been carried untold centuries—perhaps ‘thousands of centuries.’ The static character of early historical, and therefore also of prehistoric culture, would be very instrumental in this. It is the introduction of artificial memories, of books, that has given us a wrong idea of the storing and recording power of the human brain; it is the use of writing that has destroyed much of this most primitive and important capacity of man.”


After the myth, says Bellamy, comes the allegory, in which man’s aesthetic sense is at work reading a meaning—usually a religious one—into the factual report, which has become a legend. But essentially the myth is based on a real occurrence, probably of fathomless antiquity.


We can, indeed, best account for the fire and deluge stories by accepting some such hypothesis. Sometime, in the world’s remote past, great fires and floods harassed our ancestors. Was it a single immense catastrophe, or do the flood tales refer to many local disasters, such as might have befallen any tribe anywhere, allowing for the vast span of years which has elapsed since the “beginning”? Or the myths may spring from a time when earth was still cooling and volcanoes leapt up everywhere, and lava spread and ran from Pacific islands and other coastal areas into huge, surging seas. Smoke and gas in the sky would bring on torrential rains, prolonged storms. We can ask ourselves what else inspired so many tales of a cataclysmic landscape.


Other scholars speculate, however, that it might have been a cosmic event which these universal legends reflect, such as the earth’s capture of the moon. The waters suddenly raised by its first gravitational pull might have overflowed into the coastal lands. The Culture Heroes were really the sheerly fortunate or bravely resolute survivors of that time. The moon’s capture, too, might have resulted in a change of speed of the earth’s rotation, which could have dire effects.


Still another possibility is that the fire myths were suggested by the explosion of a supernova. Such new stars, the “red giants,” have periodic pulsations of luminosity. The Milky Way galaxy has seen three flare-ups of supernovae, all well documented, during the past thousand years. One extraordinarily brilliant explosion, recorded by the Chinese in the eleventh century, lasted for a month and was clearly visible even by day. At night, it was ten times brighter than the moon, and hence a blinding object. The debris of it is now to be observed in the Crab nebula. In the sixteenth century, Tycho’s star acted similarly, as did thirty years later Kepler’s supernova, which at its source had an intensity of heat and brightness twenty-five times that of the sun. If our own sun were to behave that way, the side of earth facing it would be crisped black in a bare thirty minutes. Within a few days, after the oceans vanished in live steam, our whole planet would be mere vapor. In the early days of the solar system, when the sun was a billion or two billion years younger, something just a little like that could have occurred.


All these hypotheses, and a few more, are somewhat plausible. A number of others have been added to them, however, by the pseudo scientists who have always been attracted to the fanciful realm of myth to lend credence to otherwise flimsy physical theories. Such a one is the claim that the earth, rotating on its axis, has several times wobbled and turned over, thus reversing the positions of the North and South poles. Supposedly this has happened because the weight of the polar icecaps has grown too heavy and upset the planet’s balance; like a spinning top, it has lost momentum and toppled over. The immediate consequence would be a change of climate on earth; temperate regions would quickly become scorching deserts or vast bright ice fields; huge tidal waves would drown low-lying coastal areas; and, in dramatic fashion, other terrestrial upheavals would take place. The proponents of this theory deem it not only historic but prophetic, for they think that unless we break up the present icecaps by atomic bombing, the same overturn will surely occur again.


Along with these historians and prophets of disaster must be put those who talk of probable collisions between earth and a comet at some past or future time; or of a hurtling together of our world and an asteroid or meteor of immense size; or the coming together of our sun with another star. Any such impact would have horrific results on our planet, and these “scholars” claim that the fire-and-deluge myths bear them out. Widely read a decade ago was a book by Immanuel Velikovsky, Worlds in Collision, which typically purported to substantiate Biblical stories by reference to such a celestial crash. But physical science and proper mythology hardly support Velikovsky’s far-fetched conclusions.


Oddly enough, Bellamy himself subscribes to a theory almost as discredited: that of Hans Hoerbiger, a Viennese machine-builder, who argues that earth had earlier moons than the present one. They were ice coated, and the earth’s gravitational pull, or the satellites’ own altered speed of rotation after their capture, broke the lunar ice coats into floating blocks, heated the water beneath them into clouds of steam, until moon after moon, of perhaps six in all, disintegrated and fell into earth’s atmosphere, like flaming comets, again causing tidal waves and volcanic disturbances here below. Hoerbiger calls this the Cosmic Ice Theory, and Bellamy has gathered hundreds of myths to help prove it. He cites all those that tell of the moon exploding or falling from the sky, of fire coming from the moon; or the lunar origin of hailstorms, earthquakes, deluges.


Bellamy describes early man as the intelligent spectator of these successive cataclysms, from mountaintops and other places of refuge. The moon, perhaps, was much closer to earth then and brighter than the sun, and so might have been spoken of as the sun. This allows Bellamy, very ingeniously, to appropriate all sun myths as moon myths, and thereby document his case still more impressively. He even goes so far as to equate Hoerbiger’s disintegrating moons to “serpents” in the sky; he believes that the widespread myth of the Culture Hero as a dragon slayer originates from that resemblance: the captured moons would have trailing tails of light. The Persians, says Bellamy, referred to a fiery dragon which rose in the south and covered the entire zodiac with its tail; the Hindus relate how fire issues from the mouth of the serpent Sesha. Chinese legendry gives us a fiery reptile, a thousand miles long, who creates bright light by opening his innumerable eyes. He is also the cause of wind and storms. The Indians speak of the Milky Way as “the Path of the Serpent.” In the Icelandic Edda, the serpent Jormungand is the “Earth Spanner.” Bellamy asks whether the Jews’ Satan is not really derived from shaitan, “to make water,” suggesting the moon’s blame for the floods. What were the missiles hurled by the Titans and their foes in the heavenly battles pictured by Hesiod, the Greek? The “droppings or excrements of abominable dragons”? To all races, the cosmic enemy appears in the same form: a fire-breathing monster. The Culture Hero is the symbolic victor over them. So goes Bellamy’s amazing book.


A more likely explanation of the dragon-slaying story might be that earthly “dragons,” the beasts he feared, were man’s natural enemies. They became a symbol of evil, yes; prehistoric man must actually have fought with them, and might have chosen to identify any celestial menace with them.


The Historical School does not exhaust its many theories with this. The universality of certain myths could have come about by their having been spread by the migrations of people across both great oceans, the Atlantic and Pacific, from a common point of origin. Or there might once have been land bridges between the now widely separate continents and major islands. Else, perhaps, there were formerly vast colonial powers in prehistoric times, and the tales were disseminated from one center as later were the Jewish-Christian ones, through opportune conquests. The most repeated story is that of a lost continent and empire, Atlantis, which might have existed west of the Straits of Gibraltar and shores of Africa. Many of the myths, supposedly, refer to events which occurred there. Oceanographers tell us, however, that the sea bed shows no signs of a lost continent anywhere. This does not discourage the dream of Atlantis, which goes back to Plato.


The interpretation of myth as literal history might promise to be the most sober approach of all, but more often as we have seen it has led to imaginative excesses. Yet that does not deny a factual content in some myths, though obviously it is hard to establish what proportion of truth should now be attributed to them. In a very recent German book, Man, God, and Magic, by Ivar Lissner, claims for the historicity of myth are put forth once again and formidably argued. The religious beliefs of primitive peoples scattered in remnants all over the globe are descended from prehistory all the way back to Peking Man, says Lissner. Such primitive peoples, in their ideas of God and Creation, remember an actual event passed from one generation to another by word of mouth. Like Bellamy, Lissner asserts that man, becoming civilized and divorced from his natural environment, has only done so at the cost of dulling his powers of memory and intuition.
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