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INTRODUCTION


Welcome, Time Traveller. You are about to go on a journey from 70,000 bce to the present day. There are 60,000 words held in this book. That’s fewer than one word per year, so you will find that time flies. If you suffer from travel sickness, you may wish to find a quiet corner of the vehicle in which to conduct this monumental journey. To indicate where we are in time, I have used the acronyms bce (before the common era) and ce (common era).


Your guide today is Dawn Nelson, a traditional storyteller from the South of England. I am neither a historian nor a student of anthropology – what I am is a story holder. Please also be aware that while you are on your journey, I may direct you towards a more westerly view; however, there is plenty to see in the east and I recommend you take the opportunity to look in that direction too at various intervals in our trip.


As you peer through the portholes of our vehicle you will see the Indigenous peoples of the world as they form creation stories, embed tales in their culture and live by the lessons held within them. I will endeavour to communicate with you what I have learnt about these cultures in a respectful and mindful way. Alas, this view is not an immersive one and therefore all mistakes are entirely my own and as a result of the position in which I am standing within the vessel, which may obscure my view.


We have a limited time within the craft and therefore there may be certain elements of storytelling history that whizz by too quickly or we are moving so fast you are unable to see them. There is an opportunity to look at the stories of the five major religions (Hinduism, Islam, Buddhism, Judaism and Christianity) but these are but pit stops on the way and have not been covered in depth. Again, please excuse this, my intention is to show how vast this subject is and how integral it is to human life, not to offend. Designing a tour of such epic proportions is not an easy feat, so please forgive me if I have missed out an element of history that you feel should have been included. As we are passing and you see a point in time that you would like to know more about, then there are many more in-depth tours available and I have included a list of these at the back of the guide book.


If you are ready, please ensure you are securely in your seat, keep your arms and legs inside the ride at all times and we shall begin.









PRE-HISTORY
10,000 BCE–4000 BCE
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MARK MAKING


Hominins have potentially been around for 7 million years. Their evolution as a species is not a tidy tale, instead it is a complex family saga starting with a hominin named Toumai. It is a point of contention amongst anthropologists, whether or not Toumai, a potentially 7-million-year-old skull found in Chad in 2002 and named Sahelanthropus tchadensis, was indeed human or actually an ape. This is in the main because it has not yet been proven whether or not Toumai walked on two legs, unlike Lucy, Toumai’s 3.2-million-year-old hominin cousin, who conclusively walked on two feet and is the species of human known as Australopithecus afarensis.


Like Toumai, Lucy’s species also originated in Africa. The Human Evolution Gallery in the Natural History Museum, London, displays eight other species of human who originated in Africa before Homo sapiens. We then spread out across the globe and eventually became the only species of human left today. So, when did we start telling stories?


Arguably one of the most ancient forms of storytelling is cave painting. Who is not familiar with the bow-and-arrow-wielding stick figures from our primary school history lessons who were pictured running after giant mammals of various sorts?


Altamira, Spain, is home to what was the first prehistoric cave art to be recorded by an explorer. This was a nineteenth-century explorer named Marcelino Sanz de Sautuola, although technically it was his young daughter who noticed the pictures of bison on the ceiling of the cave they were exploring. If you want to be really accurate, the people living in the area knew about the paintings way before Sanz de Sautuola found them, but it was he who set about studying them and brought them to international attention. He believed the artwork was prehistoric, and modern techniques show that he was right. The paintings are between 20,000 and 40,000 years old. But Altamira is not the oldest cave art in the world.


The oldest cave art is widely believed to be in the Blombos caves in South Africa and is 73,000 years old. This takes the form of a drawing in a hashtag-style design, scratched into a stone using ochre. Yup. It would appear we we’ve been using hashtags for over 70,000 years.


The hands of Cueva de las Manos in Argentina are iconic and reminiscent of the raised hands of the crowds at modern music festivals, only these hands are in a UNESCO heritage site and thought to be between 13,000 and 9,500 years old. Cueva de las Manos translates as Cave of Hands. It is thought that the handprints found in cave art were created by holding ochre in the mouth, mixing it with spit or water and then spraying it across the back of the hand, leaving the outline of the hand on the cave wall.


One of the most recent discoveries was in 2021. In the Cova Dones in Spain, archaeologists discovered over 100 drawings of mammals such as bears, aurochs, horse and deer, which are thought to be 24,000 years old.


But these paintings, while showing us the hunt, rituals, what tools were used and what animals existed during this time, could be said to lack the structure that we find in a story. However, they are vignettes of the wider narrative.


THE FIRST SHAPESHIFTERS


In Australia an area known as the Arnhem Land holds cliff faces that have paintings on them and evidence points to these being 50,000 years old. This is far older than the Palaeolithic artwork of Europe.


There are hundreds of thousands of examples of rock art to be found in Australia. Kakadu National Park is home to cave paintings at the Ubirr site that are 20,000 years old. The art, or kunbim, is that of the Bininj/Mungguy, who have lived in Ubirr for 60,000 years. The paintings are a record of the people’s history and stories, as well as extinct species of animal such as the Tasmanian Tiger. What makes this unique is that these paintings represent thousands of years of community heritage and have been added to by Aboriginal artists until 1972. An artist named Nayombolmi was the last to do so.


Move across the sea to Europe and in Britain, Cresswell Crags in Derbyshire is thought to be the most northerly example of cave painting. It takes the form of an ibex etched in the stone walls of a cave. At 12,000 years old, though, it is not the oldest by a long shot.


In 1940 the famous Lascaux caves of France were stumbled upon by some children out playing with their dog. These paintings are probably some of the most well known in the world and are thought to be 30,000 years old. They show round-bellied horses, aurochs, bison and deer surrounded by hunters. They essentially show the story of the hunt.


The Lower Pecos Canyonlands on the border of Texas and Mexico offer up some more recent art at 4,000 years old in the form of uniquely stylised human figures that appear to be wearing headdresses. These pictures are thought to perhaps show the shamanic rituals of the time and the belief in shapeshifting humans.


In these two examples we can see elements of narrative. They show whole scenes that, while they may not mean much to us, symbolically they would have been important records and social stories passed down through the generations.


In July 2024 on the island of Sulawesi, a group of scientists from Australia and Indonesia discovered what is thought to be the oldest example of ‘figurative’ cave art. The painting features a pig and three humans, one of which is upside down. It is safe to assume that this is the story of a hunt. Perhaps the upside-down figure is the victim; the hunter becoming prey? The pig, known as the Sulawesi warty pig, is a popular feature of Sulawesi cave art and appears in 80 per cent of the art depicting animals across south Sulawesi. This may suggest that this pig also had significance and symbolism within the hunting culture and stories of those living on the island 50,000 years ago.


There is a second cave of note on Sulawesi called Leang Bulu’Sipong 4, which shows a similar scene, only this time there are figures present in the art that are described as therianthropes, a word used to describe the shapeshifting of humans into animals. These paintings are just under 42,000 years old.


Professor Maxime Aubert from Griffith University, Australia, considers these drawings to be the oldest evidence of storytelling that we have, although arguably the rock art of Kakadu National Park is older. The difference the researchers are making is that the art shows a whole story rather than a scene within it. Therefore, the walls hold a complete narrative.


TINY MAMMALS


As we can see from the hundreds of cave paintings across the world, the animals we lived side by side with were of great significance, making up the majority of the rock art found.


Once we had the tools to express creative thoughts and the ability to create images that our ancestors would find some 50,000 years later, we turned our hand to sculptures.


In the Vogelherd caves in southern Germany there have been several finds of ivory animals that are thought to date from 30,000–40,000 bce. A horse, a lion and a mammoth have been uncovered from the cave sediment by a team from the University of Tübingen. The mammoth is under 4cm long and weighs less than 8g. The lion is a little bigger at almost 6cm. The figures are from the Aurignacian culture, which is associated with Early Europeans.


In 2008 a 6cm-tall figure, or rather part of a figure, was found in the Hohle Fels Cave, also in Germany. The 35,000-year-old figure is called a Venus as it seems to represent the female form and may have been worn around the neck as a pendant, perhaps as a fertility symbol.


But is this Ice Age art really evidence of a progression in storytelling or are they simply ritual objects? While not stories in themselves, like that first hashtag in Blombos, South Africa, it was the start. Like the statues of gods and goddesses of the Classical Era, which I will look at later in the book, perhaps the little lion, mammoth and horse were symbols of the stories that were told, gifts given to or created by someone to represent their achievements; their own stories.


LET THERE BE WORDS


As Neanderthals evolved, we discovered fire and started making tools. The tools meant we could hunt more effectively and the fire allowed us a more varied diet as we could now cook our food. It’s thought that we probably started talking or using language of some sort around 300,000 years ago, but we can’t be absolutely sure. It was perhaps the need for a way to pass information about how to make tools and where to find the best deer from one person to another that resulted in the advent of language. A study carried out by the University of California showed that in order to create effective tools time and time again there must have been some form of teaching occurring. The earliest-known tools are evidenced as being 2½ million years old, so that means we’ve been communicating in some way for at least that long.


As we started to share ideas, common goals and art, we started to develop culture and some of the oldest of these cultures still exist today. The people themselves have changed through time and external forces. As a result, their cultures have changed as well, but their roots are preserved in their stories.


Unlike the ancient civilisations of North Africa, which we will get to in a few hundred years or so, there is scant knowledge of sub-Saharan Africa pre-colonisation. In the fifteenth century the Portuguese explorer Bartolomeu Dias became the first European to round the Cape of Good Hope; however, almost fifty countries make up this part of the world and they were in existence thousands of years before Dias recorded them. The oldest evidence of storytelling traditions in Africa comes from the eleventh and twelfth centuries, and I will talk about this later in the book, but if Homo sapiens originated in Africa then this is where storytelling began.


For thousands of years Africa has been a patchwork of countries and peoples. Each group of peoples or tribe developed their own sets of stories, rituals and beliefs. The motifs and ideas held in these stories were often very similar and they became a way of identifying family roots, history and connections to the land, which could then be shared between tribes. An example of the differences in the stories would be the existence of different versions of how man and woman came to be. Some believed they were born from a reed, others a tree and another group a hole in the ground. Some do not tell this story at all.


The one thing that all these stories have in common is that the deities within them connect the tribes to the land, its animals are often central characters and the elements (fire, water, air, earth and spirit) are present. For example, the sky god, river god and earth god – known by different names depending on the area the story comes from – link air, water and earth together. Below there is an underworld that holds the dead in the afterlife.


Given our lack of knowledge of these tribes, which could potentially have roots that are hundreds of thousands of years old, it is with extreme caution that any generalisations can be made. However, it is clear that in the early fifteenth century, Africa was a very well-established continent with thousands of different languages spoken and potentially over 3,000 different groups of people.


Storytellers from the African oral tradition are called griots and they hold pivotal roles within their tribes. They are not just entertainers, but ambassadors, counsellors, and holders of family history and events.


Stories are a crucial part of African culture to this day and many people still gather each day after dinner to tell stories that include, music, song and mime, and pass down history and heritage, reinforcing cultural identity. The West became aware of these stories through colonialism and ultimately slavery. The stories travelled with enslaved peoples. Brer rabbit, a character from the stories of the West African people, became a part of South American stories, and Anansi, predominantly a trickster spiderman from the Ashanti people, now found himself in the Caribbean and renamed Aunt Nancy.


The West learned of these stories from missionaries and colonial officials working in the early 1900s, and while many were keen to preserve the stories in their original forms, as they were told to them by the Indigenous people, it is important to note that much of the history we have of these stories has come to us from Western sources, with the stories written through Western ears and eyes. Thankfully, many of these stories have now been reclaimed by contemporary storytellers with African heritage and versions of these stories are available through published collections.


The Aboriginal peoples of Australia also hold one of the oldest and most well-known storytelling traditions in the world. These stories range from the stories of The Dreaming to records of events. The Dreaming is a name given to the creation myths of the Aboriginal cultures by European colonialists. Way before the European colonists of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries arrived, Australia, as with Africa, already held a plethora of cultures, spiritual beliefs and social customs, speaking over 200 different languages.


The stories of The Dreaming include deities and supernatural beings, which includes the Rainbow Serpent, a life-giving water deity often found in Aboriginal art. Wally Caruana, in his book Aboriginal Art, states: ‘The Dreaming provides an ideological framework by which society retains harmonious equilibrium with the universe – a charter and mandate that has been sanctified over time.’ Some of the stories within The Dreaming are specific to place and others travel. The place-based stories belong to the Indigenous people living in that area and connect them to the landscape and each other, again not unlike those of the Indigenous African peoples.


There are examples of stories within the Aboriginal culture of record sea levels rising over 7,000 years ago. Australian researchers have correlated the events in these stories with evidence of historical events. The rising of sea levels affected the whole globe, yet, as a paper published in 2015 found, it is only the Aboriginal culture that faithfully kept a record of this in their oral stories. In their study, in which they spoke directly to those in the Aboriginal cultures who hold the stories, Patrick Nunn and Nicholas Reid of the Sunshine Coast University found that by dating stories through the facts contained in them it is possible that they originated between 5300 and 11,120 bce. These stories have been preserved because they have been passed diligently to each generation following the same rules for telling each story. It is thought that these stories have been passed down through potentially 300 generations and are still told to this day.


Knowledge and not possessions is an indication of status within Aboriginal culture and this is clear in their stories and the status of those who hold them. The images held within the rock art are subject to interpretation and it is therefore important that someone from within the culture that created the art interprets its meaning. These days those that hold the stories that can be found within contemporary Aboriginal art are called owners. This is not an owner in the same way as we see it in the West. Instead, this is someone who has responsibility for working with others to ensure these stories, art and rituals continue to be honoured in the most authentic manner possible and the way they were originally intended, akin to mentoring.


A third nation of equally important Indigenous people in our story timeline are Indigenous Americans. Again, our knowledge of their history is dominated by European voices; however, new histories are being written and old ones corrected.


It was the Italian explorer Christopher Columbus who first drew attention to the Americas when he set off from Spain in 1492 and became one of the first Europeans to arrive in the Bahamas. Vespucci was next in 1507 and it was him who claimed the land to be the famous ‘New World’. However, this land was anything but new. America is a European name for the land, but those living there knew themselves and the land by their tribal names: Cherokee, Navajo, Sioux and many, many more.


It is thought that the Indigenous people of America migrated to the continent at the end of the Ice Age, arriving via the Bering or Beringia land bridge from Siberia. The last migrations are thought to have been around 9000 bce before the end of the Ice Age, when the land bridge was eventually covered with water once more. By the time Columbus arrived there were over 2,000 languages spoken and around 500 nations. Ned Blackhawk states in his book The Rediscovery of America, ‘Native peoples collectively spoke hundreds of languages and lived in societies ranging from small family bands to large-scale empires with emperors and vassal subjects.’


Again, there was no single religion or spirituality and the stories and mythologies passed down held nature as sacred, connecting the teller and the listener to the land. It wasn’t until the 1820s that these stories started to be written down, as we will see later on in our journey.


Storytellers are still held in high esteem within Indigenous American society. To this day the Pueblo Indian nations of Arizona and New Mexico hold some of America’s oldest stories and histories. Choctaw storytelling also seeks to preserve the history of the tribes in central and southern Mississippi and the IndigenousHawaiian people’s word for story is ‘mo’olele’, which can also mean history, legend or tradition.


It is impossible to date these stories that not only entertain but hold history, moral values and ethics, traditions, and a deep connection to the land. They come from centuries of people telling stories, many of which have become displaced, but these peoples still tell stories, hold them close and preserve them. It therefore cannot be disputed that the Indigenous Australian, American and African cultures potentially hold some of the oldest stories, passed down through oral traditions, in the world.









BRONZE AGE
3000 BCE–1200 BCE
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THE BLACKSMITH’S STORY


In 2016, Jamshid Tehrani, Head of Anthropology of Durham University, and Sara Graça da Silva, a Portuguese researcher, published a study that traced the roots of some oral Indo-European stories back to the same time that Sumerian stories were being committed to tablet, seal and box. I’ll get to those in a moment.


Indo-European refers to the group of languages spoken in Europe and areas where Europeans settled and/or colonised: America, Europe, western and southern Asia. Tehrani’s work focuses on how culture is passed from generation to generation. Using phylogenetic methods, he and Graça da Silva traced the roots of a story known generically as ‘The Smith and the Devil’ and found it to be potentially 6,000 years old. That dates it as Bronze Age.


Using the same research techniques, Tehrani also looked at ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’, which he found to be 5,000 years old. ‘Beauty and the Beast’ and ‘Rumpelstiltskin’? 4,000 years old.


So how did they do this? Phylogenetics is a technique usually used by biologists that studies the evolutionary relationships within different groups of animals or genes. Tehrani and Graça da Silva applied this to folk tales by looking at the patterns within the tales and tracing them back through the stories recorded. They then went further back still by looking at the relationships those cultures telling these stories had with each other, the languages they spoke and common words.


In the Teutonic-language versions of ‘The Smith and the Devil’ the story follows roughly the same pattern each time. A man strikes a deal with the Devil that he will have the power to smelt any material and fuse it with another in exchange for his soul. The Devil agrees and eventually the man traps the Devil by smelting him to something and refusing to let him go until he revokes his claim on his soul.


There is a plot hole in this version that you may well say indicates that this is not a 6,000-year-old story and that is the presence of the Devil, for the Devil is a figure in the Christian faith, which was not founded until 2,000 years ago. However, Tehrani and Graça da Silva found that this story is told across the world and the Devil figure changes. It can be a genie, a demon or some other form of hostile figure, the outcome is the same: the malevolent being is outwitted.


The second point of contention is the word ‘Smith’ as this does not appear to have been used 6,000 years ago. However, smelting is a 7,000-year-old skill. To make bronze, copper and tin are smelted and mixed together. Bronze Age copper mines are often dated at 1600–1200 bce and the oldest smelting site in the UK is from 1580 in Great Orme, Wales. County Cork in Ireland has sites that date to 1800–1500 bce. All of these are within the Indo-European language area that Tehrani and Graça da Silva were looking, and so it is possible that in the same way as they may not have named the malevolent being ‘The Devil’, they may not have named the smelter ‘The Smith’, although they would have had knowledge of this skill. This makes the story at least 4,000 years old and this is probably the closest we are going to get to working out how old some of these stories are.


SEALED WITH A STORY


From Tehrani and Graça da Silva’s work we can see further confirmation that stories were told across the world for thousands of years before they were written down, but we have a few thousand years yet before that actually happens. For now, the stories dwell in ancient text or images that are open to interpretation, yet still capture our imaginations to this day.


The Sumerian civilisations occupied what is now southern and central Iraq from around 5300–1940 bce and Ancient Sumer, like many ancient civilisations, was a place filled with story.


Much of the evidence that we have of the stories of the Sumerian cultures are from the Bronze Age and come in the form of tablets, but there are also a plethora of stories to be found in cylinder seals.


These tiny cylinder-shaped seals are usually around 2–3cm long, with engravings of scenes that include people and animals. They were used to seal documents. The seal would be rolled along a small strip of, most likely, soft clay and as the sealed left its impression, a scene would be revealed, usually relating a contemporary myth or story, or a vignette from the life of its owner. Some argue that these seals may in fact date as far back as the Late Neolithic period or at the very least 3500 bce. They are unique to the Near East, but are so plentiful that they can often be found in museums displaying artefacts from ancient cultures.


In the British Museum there are some very fine examples dating from 1400–1300 bce that were found in what is now northern Syria. These Mitannian cylinders are a few centimetres long, made of haematite, and carved on them are a variety of human figures, lions, goats, griffins and goddesses that are usually identifiable in some way, for example they are sitting in a throne or have a headdress. These images will most likely have held mythologies and stories, and had symbolic significance to the owners at the time.


A much bigger seal in the museum, closer to 23cm long, is the Cyrus Cylinder. This clay seal is covered in cuneiform text, one of the oldest known forms of writing. Cuneiform text takes the form of symbols that represent words and was used by cultures of the ancient Near East. Cuneiform text was first used around c. 3400–3100 bce to create ledgers to monitor bread and beer rations in the cities, but it wasn’t long before it was used to record history and stories.


The Cyrus Seal tells the story of Cyrus the Great, who ruled between 550–530 bce and is said to have captured Babylon without bloodshed, rehomed displaced peoples and rebuilt the city’s temple. The interpretation boards beneath the cylinder where it is displayed in the British Museum say that sometimes it is seen as an early ‘charter to human rights’. I’m not absolutely sure that conquering a city in any form can be seen as espousing human rights – however, it is a great example of a story that records how a ruler should behave. If you’re going to invade a city, be nice about it.


As well as being used to seal documents, cylinder seals are also representative of wealth. In these cases, the seals were often made out of semi-precious stones such as haematite, green garnet, amethyst, and lapis lazuli. In some cases, gold and silver. They were worn around the neck, wrist or belt as a symbol of status.


They may not be as ornate as their ancient predecessors, but seals in various forms continued to be used, over thousands of years, to seal documents and to denote the importance of their owner. In the medieval and early modern periods, seals would be used to denote a family, a king or someone of importance often with a crest; not a story, more a reminder of the reputation of the person who sealed the document. It was undoubtedly the Ancient Sumerians that first used them in a narrative form and from the scenes on these cylinder seals we can see 5,000-year-old stories of battles, deities, heroes defeating lions, royal banquets and everyday life.


TABLETS OF PRAISE


Religion, faith, spirituality, however we refer to it, each one comes with a set of stories that have influenced culture throughout history and, as we have seen in the previous chapter, some of the oldest stories are those of creation. The religious and spiritual beliefs, and stories of the people holding these mythologies, are as varied as their languages and customs, and they would not be written down as text for many thousands of years. So, let us take a leap forward in time, around a thousand years, to take a closer look at cuneiform text and the first published versions of prayer and myth.


Cuneiform text took two forms – Sumerian and Akkadian – both ancient cultures of the Near East. The cuneiform text of the Sumerian era is considered to be the oldest form of writing, dating to c. 3400–3100 bce. Cuneiform text used lines and geometric shapes to create words and syllables, and there are potentially 600 to 1,000 different characters within the text. Many of these symbols describe sounds, making them the first onomatopoeias.


Writing exercises found within the tablets of cuneiform text held in the British Museum show that not just characters and words were practised, but proverbs too, a form of mini story. Furthermore, cuneiform text was not just used by kings and the upper class, it was used by the whole of society.


One of the first ever written recordings of a religious document is the Kesh Temple Hymn, also known as Liturgy to Nintud. It was written in Sumer on clay tablets and is thought to date from 2600 bce. It is one of the oldest surviving pieces of written work in the world.


It is often thought to be a creation story referring to the origins of man and woman. Others have interpreted the translations as a story of the establishment of the city of Kesh, the building of the temple there by a god named Enlil and the worship of the mother goddess Ninhursag. The tablet was found in modern-day Iraq, although there is some debate as to where the city of Kesh is or was.


The Hymn to the Death of Tammuz is an Ancient Sumerian text of a similar age and is thought to be the first poem. It tells of the god of shepherds Tammuz (also known as Dumuzi), his affair with Inanna and his death at her hands. This hymn is thought to be part of a ritual performed in a temple and talks of ‘stormy weeping’ and how ‘the terrific storm has bent him, making him bite the dust’.


Stories of the goddess Inanna are thought to be some of the oldest in the world. Inanna is a goddess of love and fertility and there are various versions of her descent to the underworld, but most involve Inanna travelling to the underworld to visit her sister Ereshkigal.


She is initially forbidden entrance but eventually progresses through the seven gates to the underworld, shedding an item of clothing or jewellery at each gate in accordance with her sister’s bidding. When Inanna does not return for several days her father Enki enlists the help of two transgender beings to go and fetch her from the underworld. Transgender beings and non-binary characters are not an unusual occurrence in the early myths and many characters hold both female and male energies within them, shapeshifting between the two.


Ultimately, to escape the underworld Inanna must choose someone to take her place or stay there forever. When Inanna discovers that her lover Tammuz has not grieved for her while she has been gone, she chooses him to take her place in the underworld.


Tammuz’s sister Geshtinanna tries to rescue him, and so it is that she spends six months in the underworld each year and Tammuz the second half. In this way, the seasons of summer and winter are explained, reminiscent of the more well-known Greek myth of Persephone and Hades, however this myth is recorded as being 1900–1600 bce, potentially 700 years before the north-eastern Mediterranean civilisation that was Ancient Greece.


Used not just for story but for accounting, learning, contracts and records, there are thousands of cuneiform tablets to be found in museums around the world. Many are still yet to be discovered and as recently as August 2024 a tablet was found after the devastating earthquakes that Turkey witnessed. Who knows what other stories lie beneath the feet of those going about their daily lives in what was once Mesopotamia, the land of the first scribes?


WHO’S AFRAID OF THAT GHOST?


Another version of the story of Inanna’s descent exists in Akkadian cuneiform text and tells a similar story, only this time Inanna is known as Ishtar. In this version Ishtar is attempting to retrieve her lover, the aforementioned shepherd god, from Ereshkigal and threatens to release all those who have died from the underworld if her sister does not open the doors.


In Ancient Mesopotamia ghosts were a fact of life. It was not in contention whether or not they existed, and references to people seeing ghosts as they went about their everyday lives can be found in the clay tablets of cuneiform text that date from 3000 bce, when the word ‘ghost’ was first used.


It was also believed that in order for a person to be born, someone else must die, and so it is that we see the imagery in this story is not one of horror that all the souls of the underworld should be unleashed but instead one of utter chaos.


Ghosts or souls continued to appear in stories, in particular mythologies, for thousands of years, often without being scary, terrifying or malevolent. They could be a nuisance but did not cause anyone harm. It could be argued that we probably didn’t start seeing ghosts as inhuman characters that could do us harm or mischief until Pliny and Plutarch’s work in the first century bce, and the first records of a malevolent ghost could be said to come from the horror genre, which wasn’t invented until 1764 by Horace Walpole. Instead, ghosts lived side by side with us and that is how it was in story.


It is within the Akkadian cuneiform text that we find the next story in our journey: the Epic of Gilgamesh. This is one of the first stories to mention a ghost, as at one point in the story Enkidu, Gilgamesh’s friend, rises from the dead and Gilgamesh is able to embrace him once more and talk to him.


AN EPIC IS BORN


The story of Gilgamesh is thought to have originated in 2100 bce but the earliest surviving, most comprehensive, examples of it come from the library of Ashurbanipal, often described as the last great Assyrian king, who ruled between 669 and 631 bce. I will talk a little more about this library in the next chapter but let’s stick with Gilgamesh for now.


The twelve tablets containing the story of Gilgamesh from the library of Ashurbanipal in Nineveh, now modern-day Mosul in Iraq, were excavated by Hormuzd Rassam, an Assyriologist and associate of the Victorian Assyriologist Henry Layard. He excavated them in 1853, several years after Layard had initially excavated the mounds in Nineveh, and the finds were brought back to the British Museum for study.


The significance of the Gilgamesh epic was not realised until 1872, when George Smith took an interest in accounts of a flood within the text and was commissioned to return to the site and excavate further on behalf of the British Museum. The dig was funded in part by the Daily Telegraph to the tune of 1,000 guineas. Further work by a group of researchers from the University of Pennsylvania in the late 1880s uncovered thousands of tablets. Some of these contain the oldest versions of Gilgamesh’s stories, which at that point could be found in museums in Philadelphia and Istanbul.


So, who was the eponymous hero of these tales? Many believe that the stories are of a king who ruled Uruk, a city in southern Mesopotamia. It is thought his reign was sometime between 2750 and 2500 bce. The story/ies tell of how Gilgamesh was a demigod and not a particularly benevolent one at that, so the great god Anu created an adversary for Gilgamesh to try to temper his ways. Enkidu was that being and he soon becomes a loyal friend to Gilgamesh. The tablets go on to tell of their battles and adventures together as Gilgamesh searches for the secret of everlasting life.


There are other poems of Gilgamesh in Sumerian cuneiform on tablets dating to 2000 bce. They tell of ‘Gilgamesh and Huwawa’, ‘Gilgamesh and the Bull of Heaven’, ‘Gilgamesh and Agga of Kish’, ‘Gilgamesh, Enkidu, and the Netherworld’, and ‘The Death of Gilgamesh’. Professor Samuel Noah Kramer, from Pennsylvania, was one of the leading experts on Sumerian text and he believed that the stories of Gilgamesh could be traced back even further, to 3000 bce. About a fifth of the story is still missing and relatively recently parts of the text have been found in museum basements.


Stories of the Sumerian kings continue on the Standard of Ur, which can be found in the British Museum. This is an ornate box that shows various scenes from a king’s reign around 2500 bce. The panels of the box show a battle and a banquet, creating a merism, which is a narrative that uses two opposing scenes to create a complete story, in this case a war and eventual peace. In fact, the two main panels are referred to as ‘war’ and ‘peace’. It is a particularly ornate example of the history and stories of a king’s reign being recorded and placed in what is thought to be a royal grave, although what the object was for and the identity of the king is not known. Perhaps these are more stories of Uruk?


IT’S ALL IN THE PERFORMANCE


As cultures across the world developed their stories, there is evidence to suggest they had props in the form of puppets. Puppetry is considered to be one of the oldest forms of performance storytelling and there is some evidence that puppets were used as far back as 2000 bce. The evidence for this comes in the form of small, toy-like figures and animals that may have been moved using string. These artefacts have been found in Egypt and the Indus Valley and date to 2000 bce. It is thought that these items were originally used to remember the dead and were often placed in coffins and tombs.


Traditional hand puppetry in Egypt was added to the list of ‘Intangible Cultural Heritage in Need of Urgent Safeguarding’, in 2018. The entry refers to a type of hand puppetry called Al-Aragoz. This art form uses traditional hand puppets and portable stages in which the puppeteer can hide while performing. The name Al-Aragoz or Aragoz comes from the main character in the shows. Al-Aragoz is described by UNESCO as ‘having a distinctive voice created with a voice modifier’. The show has interactive elements and requires improvisation from the puppeteer. Stories told with Aragoz relate to everyday life and the fight of the common man against the perceived corrupt authorities.


It is Aragoz’s distinctive voice that has brought him fame and for this reason the storyteller must be able to manipulate their voice in order for Aragoz to play several different characters during the story. There are usually four acts and each act starts with the song of Aragoz. A compere accompanies the puppeteer and acts as a go-between for the audience and Aragoz.


The puppet known as Aragoz is distinctive with his red conical hat, dark-outlined eyes and bright red tunic. The character of Aragoz will typically play dumb in order to get one over on his oppressors and manipulate them in order to defeat them. This is a little like the world-renowned Nasreddin Hodja trickster stories of Turkey. We will take a further look at those when we reach the thirteenth century.


The stories and performances of Aragoz use comedy and satire to deliver their message in a non-threatening way and these shows are in the main delivered by travelling performers. Sadly, these performers are now few and far between, hence the UNESCO entry highlighting the need to keep this art form alive.


No one really knows definitively how old Aragoz is. Some say he dates from the fifteenth to seventeenth century, others say he has been around for much, much longer than that, evolving over time to the present-day Aragoz. There have also been periods of time where Islam has restricted the use of puppets that imitate lifeforms as haram – forbidden. Whatever Aragoz’s path to UNESCO’s urgent safeguarding list, it’s clear to see this art form has ancient roots, perhaps even in those puppets found in the Egyptian tombs of 2000 bce. Either way, hand puppets are some of the oldest forms of storytelling, making Aragoz potentially as old as time.


Puppetry went on to develop across the world in a plethora of different forms. It’s often classified under six categories: marionettes, rod marionettes, hand puppets, rod puppets, shadow figures and Bunraku (a life-sized Japanese-style puppet), and as we progress through time we will be taking a look at the stories told using these art forms.


THE ORIGINAL PICTIONARY


Since 1980 when it was first brought to market by Seattle-born Rob Angel, Pictionary has reportedly sold 38 million sets across the world. It is a game in which participants guess a word from the picture their teammates are drawing. In my opinion, this is not unlike hieroglyphs, perhaps the original Pictionary? So how did we go from the coded, complex mark-making of cuneiform text to the elaborate, often multi-meaning and ornate pictograms of hieroglyphs?


The first examples of hieroglyphs date from around 3100 bce. They were initially used to celebrate royalty but, as we will see, they evolved over the 4,000 years that they were used. Again, as we have seen previously, the initial use of this text was to record historical events, mainly those of the Egyptian pharaohs.
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