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Older reconstructions of Neanderthals showed brutish grotesques, but modern forensic techniques have restored to us a line of humanity that shows native dignity and a wide range of expressions. They confirm Rudolf Steiner's assertion concerning a long period when two types or species of humanity co-existed. This elderly Neanderthal woman seems to emanate a mature wisdom. Reconstruction from the Neandertal Museum, Erkrath, Germany.
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Preface


RUDOLF STEINER AND THE NEW PREHISTORY


Nearly everything in the understanding of human origins has changed in the last few decades. This forms the backdrop to the present book, and was already the subject of my previous work urging the relevance of Rudolf Steiner to evaluating the new ideas. The shifts have certainly been seismic. Prehistory is no longer the tale of Homo sapiens’ gradual rise, for example. The long-derided Neanderthals can nowadays no longer be dismissed as brutish forerunners, but were human beings in their own right, upright like ourselves with large brains and creative minds, socially caring and it seems deeply musical. They wore clothes, honoured their dead with flowers, and built a sort of planetarium deep under the Pyrenees. Interbreeding with them has contributed to us—the ‘Anatomically Modern Humans’ who once came streaming out of Africa—some of the very features and capabilities we value most. Then they died out? inexplicably, and we alone remain, but bearing their genetic gift. Was it because they interbred with us that they mysteriously died out? The reasons for their extinction are still a bafflement, but it is now thought unlikely that sapiens’ takeover was hostile, as was once crudely assumed. Breeding preferences may have been part of it, however: but it is not only that the Neanderthals lost out. Perhaps even more intriguingly the recent discoveries of extinct Modern Humans without Neanderthal admixture, at Ranis (Thuringia), seem to show that we ourselves would not have survived without their biological legacy. Indeed we are only just starting to understand what followed from that interconnection.


One thing is clear though: while the Neanderthals died out, among the Modern Humans soon afterwards in the Upper Palaeolithic (a neat way of referring to the late Old Stone Age), came the startlingly sudden, even ‘explosive’ breakthrough to a modern-style culture with symbolism, representational art, elaborate clothing and social complexity—together with the colonisation of the world into its very corners.


Rudolf Steiner (1861–1925) long ago now gave a distinctive account of human evolution, based on his own distinctive methods of research described in my former book, and it is one that suddenly strikes quite remarkable chords. (An Appendix in this one furnishes a resumé of connections with modern ideas.) He already recognised two human types or species. He connected the old myth used by Plato about ‘Atlantis’ and the Flood with the end of the Ice Age, and the conflicts and coming together of two streams—one coming out of Africa—and causing a stir when they met in the Middle East, where the Neanderthal encounter was centred. Was there really a lost land? There certainly was once, modern palaeogeography does not deny, though it was far back indeed; but it may suffice to realise for the moment that there was such a world in the consciousness of post-Ice Age humanity, which they showed in their cave-art. In accord with the myth, Rudolf Steiner described the seizure and dissemination of powers that had previously been nurtured in secret—Mysteries with tremendous potential for enhancing and for damaging human development. Need this sound fantastic? Perhaps no longer.


Those Mysteries were focussed on the power of images, and it is actually now widely agreed that it was visionary seers, ecstatic shamans who led human development, whose spiritual experiences were behind the phenomenal cave-paintings which later dazzled Picasso. It is also argued by our best researchers, such as David Lewis-Williams, that the patterns of imagery and the multiple levels of significance they suggested were the first form of our own inner life, our thoughts, discriminations and conceptualisations: only very slowly did this clairvoyant consciousness turn into our abstract thinking, our calculations in mundane space and time. But did this process, as Steiner asserts, include an element of betrayal and misuse of once carefully guarded secrets? The Neanderthals may again help to prove that it was so.


However we evaluate it, the step which unleashed the power of images was so decisive, historically, that nothing fundamentally differentiates us from the people of the Upper Palaeolithic, who in modern study do not now seem remote, and certainly not primitive, but astonishingly like us. As Steiner says, all further evolution was internal—evolution of consciousness (a view quite opposed to the racial-succession theories which Steiner fundamentally opposed). The divisions, aspirations, hopes and fears of humanity were all set going by the step they took. The scene was laid, in fact, for all the astonishing history that has unfolded since, in what Steiner always emphatically characterised as being the post-Atlantean world. An analogous perspective is arising in modern cultural-linguistic prehistory with the increasingly acknowledged ‘Palaeolithic Continuity Model’. This has questioned the account of history which sees advanced language and culture arriving only late with the Indo-European conquests (for which it turns out there is little or no real evidence).
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In the Upper Palaeolithic culture of the time following the Ice Age, modern researchers recognise the origins of representational art, symbolism, abstract thought. It is nowadays widely admitted too that the basis of this culture was a visionary-shamanistic or ecstatic spirituality which led to a rapid cognitive ‘leap’ or ‘explosion’ in human development. The famous cave-paintings which dazzled Picasso are now known to show sequenced visionary journeys into an Other World—a sort of animal Paradise—which is also marked by abstract symbols indicating the state of consciousness required. The cave wall was conceived as a sort of veil through which transcendent realities could be glimpsed (Lewis-Williams). Such intimations became the models for representational art, such as painting and carving, and for conceiving different levels of reality. 1. A kind of ‘horse archetype’ showing simultaneously characteristic gestures, shapes, etc., from the Chauvet Cave in southern France (copy in the Anthropos Museum, Brno). 2. Abstract wavy or jagged lines frequently accompany cave-art images, and can often be interpreted by modern shamans; from El Ocote Archaeological Site, Aguascalientes (Spain). 3. Horse-heads exquisitely sculpted in reindeer horn from Mas d’Azil in France. 4. Bovine from Altamira Cave in Spain, giving an impression of floating in visionary space.





In the light of the new prehistory this book takes up Steiner’s spiritual thread and traces it on, following his lifetime’s researches, through the re-evaluations that are now possible concerning the first ‘Cultural Epochs’ which unrolled after the creative ‘Explosion’. Their detail can likewise be seen afresh through new discoveries. The power of images had to be brought under control, and the Manu of the Flood-legend was in reality, says Steiner, a spiritual leader who taught just that and led his followers on a pilgrimage to the east, especially to Central Asia, whence shamanic Mystery-techniques continued to influence cultural evolution. The imageless consciousness cultivated by Manu was an answer to the ‘betrayal of the Mysteries’, and which had set the tone for the inner life of humanity; they inspired the Agricultural Revolution through the great religion of Zarathustra, whose shamanic Mystery-roots are now established; they joined with the discovery of writing in the cultures of Egypt and Mesopotamia; they interpreted the experience of time whose true nature is effectively told in the story of Moses—I believe that all these can come to life in their inner connection to the history of consciousness, from the time of the Upper Palaeolithic cultural Explosion, the making of humanity, to the farthest reaches of the future we can yet envisage.


Many indeed are the echoes we can discern from the period of that original awakening. Rudolf Steiner can also help us to larger conceptions still. In particular, I have argued that we can early on detect a threefold pattern of socialisation, depending on (a) the constant appeal to ‘oracular’ spirituality which preserved something of the formative mental stages that are nowadays limited to early years when we acquire co-ordination, language, etc., (b) the impetus given by Mystery-practices, which fostered a deepening inner life and a shared religious development, and (c) the codifying of laws in co-operative enterprises which have their archetype in the commitment to a common strategy (most obviously rooted in hunting). Advanced societies are still trying to co-ordinate these fruitfully interactive tendencies today. In Steiner’s view, individual initiative is the new oracular force, the divine in everyone; co-operation requires the mutual insights of shared spirituality, the new form of the Mysteries or God in each other; the guarantee of equal rights renews the selfless sharing of the strategic sphere (God in us all). Steiner’s perspective on this is increasingly confirmed for antiquity by the ‘new comparative mythologists’, and in modern times by real-life ventures that adopt his ideas from banking to biodynamics.


These correlations suggest from the very beginning a moral dimension to humanity’s story. Above all the betrayal of the Mysteries as expressed in the pervasive myths of Prometheus and Lucifer, joined to which is also the engagement with the hardening forces of nature—originally through agriculture, and now the vastly intensified ‘ahrimanic’ threat—intimating the need for a resolution in human consciousness that was subsequently given in fullest form by Christianity. This we must understand therefore as deeply grounded in prehistory, and be willing to consider that it may still form our best intimation of the framework for human development going into the future. This Christian intimation of Rudolf Steiner’s is the very reverse of parochial. Rather it shows the hidden riches in our distant (and not so distant) past still to be uncovered by his spiritual-scientific approach.






Chapter 1


AFTER ATLANTIS: FROM THE CRISIS OF PREHISTORY TO OUR CRISIS TODAY


Humanity’s Dual Origins


Few would disagree that the study of history can teach us much more than how we got here, our reconstructed past. It is significant because it frees us from the blinkers of our own current assumptions, our short-term formulae—frees us, says the modern proverb, from the tyranny of the sound bite. But how far exactly should we best go back to see more clearly? Rudolf Steiner’s recurrent habit of referring our own phase of history to the comprehensive phase that starts with remote prehistory, in his terminology our ‘post-Atlantean’ development, no doubt strikes many a new enquirer as an oddity, or frankly as eccentric. In reality it is not so, and in fact it is increasingly accepted by researchers into human origins and development that what we now are was defined by the extraordinary events which have come to be called the ‘cognitive explosion’ of the Old Stone Age—the Upper Palaeolithic. Moreover, early history is being revised by some linguists and cultural historians along the lines of the ‘Palaeolithic Continuity Model’ which suggests a basically unbroken history of human culture since the initial dispersion after the last Ice Age. Increasingly discredited are the long-held ideas about the Aryan conquests and the supposedly quite recent spread of ‘high culture’. Their links to the old colonial attitudes are easy to see. Our own roots in a much older world are thereby allowed to make themselves felt. Such a reorientation in large-scale thought is necessarily full of profound implications for ourselves. To appreciate it we will need to readjust many aspects of the usual notions about human origins, in essentials not just in terminology.


Those readjustments are actually being thrust on the researchers perforce, and we only need not to close our eyes wilfully to the astonishing story now unfolding in the wake of new discoveries. In them human prehistory reveals its intimate relation to ourselves. Neanderthals, Upper Palaeolithics, the biological ‘new beginning’ of genus Homo—it has all suddenly come disturbingly close, despite the intervening millennia, connects with and collides with our own modality of life in unprecedented ways. We are peeping, wide-eyed, into an amazing Atlantis, a lost though not wholly legendary world: one which vanished even as ours was created, one linked to us by blinding flashes of recognition as well as severed by astounding gulfs.


The story of human origins unearthed by science in the last few decades has torn up so many of the old assumptions about who we are and, literally, where we come from, that prehistory is no longer ‘another country’ far away and interesting only as an academic curiosity: we are challenged directly by its revelations to understand ourselves. It challenges us, metaphorically, to define our relationship to those ancestors physically and spiritually, as we glimpse the cultures of that archaic time. As one of the greatest experts on early humans asserts, ‘there is more at stake here than the reconstruction of prehistory. The view of ourselves and our place in nature is also on the line.’1


To begin at one beginning: we know now that the people of the Upper Palaeolithic (‘late Old Stone Age’) were in no way savages or primitives; they were people physically and cognitively our equals. They were people with needs, emotions, and language like ours, social life, art, religion. To study them is to look in a mirror—which renders the differences that there nevertheless are between us all the more upsetting. Long ages prior to any of the history taught in our schools, the people of Upper Palaeolithic times were establishing the conditions for all the familiar human struggles, defeats, glories, outrages, wonders that are ours. Our recognisable existence begins with them, though they have been so long lost in the ‘dark backward and abysm of time’ (Shakespeare’s dazzling phrase) that we have only just happened to find them again. Exactly so in the original myth, Atlantis was lost in the dark waters, and history began through our unconscious efforts to recreate it, to make it our own and to rediscover its meaning.


It was more intellectually comfortable in some ways when prehistoric humans were imagined in all the crudity we could muster as ‘savages’, or ape-men. For then we could be assured that, whatever our own faults and failings, we had certainly come a long way from those brutal beginnings. ‘Could do better’ was evolution’s supposed report on them and so, gradually, they had done. They had struggled upright, freeing their hands for complex tasks—tasks that needed forethought. But that line of explanation for human origins has been spectacularly shot down. Darwin’s notion of apes that could start to stand more erect, and so make more sophisticated use of their hands than swinging from branches, start to fashion weapons to throw at their prey rather than being limited to what they could grab—turning little-by-little into Man the Mighty Hunter (or in more vulgar terms, Man the Killer Ape): this theory of how we became the dominant species is now itself extinct. Not one of its implications turned out to be true.2 And with it has gone the whole ‘multi-regional’ picture of the gradualistic rise of Homo sapiens in many tributary populations, eventually joining up the dots to rule the world.3 Instead we have come to witness a very specific history unfolding. During the early Stone Age human beings who looked like ourselves (‘Anatomically Modern Humans’) streamed out of Africa, and not long after they had done so they developed a brilliant cultural life which showed them to be intelligent, creative, artistic and highly organised. It is still often described as the Upper Palaeolithic Explosion. (As to the degree of suddenness, quibbles can be made but the general effect is of a cognitive leap forward.) The cave-paintings are only its most celebrated icons. Many other features such as their social and religious structures, their elaborate collaboration in hunting and manufacturing, concur to prove beyond doubt that they were, however suddenly, beings uncannily human like ourselves (making ironic our protracted opportunity ever since to improve). But before the creative ‘explosion’ they were already anatomically modern. Contrary to the older presupposition, however, their anatomy did not make them into people like us behaviourally. The situation in which researchers found themselves was a twofold bafflement, for as Stringer and Gamble remark, ‘we can no longer expect’, as the Darwinian package assumed, ‘that anatomy and behaviour … go hand in hand’; so what did cause the sudden ‘leap’?4. Something specific to our nature as Homo sapiens, which brought about its unqualified triumph—so it was tempting to conclude, though prematurely. The picture needed to be overhauled, as it turned out, more thoroughly still.5


Upper Palaeolithic humanity’s mastery of the image in its representational, symbolic and social aspects is evident. Their astonishing humanness thereby becomes all the more potentially disturbing. For such images are not simply aesthetic treasures in a gallery, as though prehistoric man inhabited a vast archaic Louvre or an Uffizi. Images have almost incalculable power over people: they can tell them what to long for, even how to look and how to be. They can convey authority, power, intimidation. As body-images they can create feelings of inadequacy, of self-glorification—all the glamorous magic still utilised by greedy modern advertising and by the propaganda posters of grim political regimes. Yet of course they can intimate the highest ideals to be worshipped or thought beautiful, and exhibit to us the most breathtaking selfless achievement. Already in Upper Palaeolithic art we can glimpse both facets. The beauty is indeed stunning. Yet images and symbols already created a stratified society, with inevitable conflicts and rivalries, as Lewis-Williams perceptively comments, ‘a conflictual scenario of social divisions … Art and ritual may well contribute to social cohesion, but they do so by marking off groups from other groups and thus creating the potential for social tensions.’ It was these Upper Palaeolithic tensions, he argues, which set off the ‘spiral of social, political and technological change’ which has ‘continued … throughout human history’.6


Where did those prehistoric people get this power—in other words, how did they become human and gain control of their consciousness? The answer can no longer be gradual improvement, any more than it can signify primal perfection, Paradise. It surged rapidly across the world, populating the globe; but was it breakthrough or betrayal that led to its use in this sweeping new way? We are so accustomed to hailing the ‘cognitive breakthrough’ of these Modern Humans that we may consider it shocking to intimate anything else. Yet Rudolf Steiner may well be at his most penetrating when he hails this accession to humanity of power over their own consciousness,7 but speaks also of betrayal. His acknowledgement of the breakthrough-power image-consciousness so spectacularly brought to manifestation is not thereby lessened, but there is actually new evidence supporting his contention that the use of image and symbol had a long, more secretive history before the ‘Explosion’. He speaks of a ‘betrayal of the Mysteries’, and also of a great spiritual figure, Manu, who by way of answer taught a technique of transcending and mastering images. He interprets the populating of the world after the Flood (especially in the Indian version of the ‘Atlantis’ myth) as recalling a prehistoric migration that took his followers right across the world to Central Asia and beyond. Such a massive dispersion of peoples must surely have been motivated by some inspiring religious idea, as was also (we shall see) the later Agricultural Revolution of Neolithic times. According to Steiner, the migration’s inspirer, Manu, was an iconoclastic leader whose path to a higher truth through overcoming images makes him almost like a prehistoric Moses.8 Consciousness must be freed by finding a power within. It is only quite recently that the true context of his observation has been borne out by the discovery of the Upper Palaeolithic explosion of images. Strange as this story used to sound, it now has a resonance and a power that are arresting in the extreme.




Though seen as in an Old Stone Age mirror, this story of the birth of images and the struggle to master our own consciousness is the genesis of our own mentality, our mindset at once dazzled and fascinated by images—and needing to control their power: the beginnings of the ego-evolution that can lead us to our own inner strength.


Having mentioned that the power over images and symbols already had a prior history, we must turn to the other major reorientation in modern thinking about human origins. There were the Neanderthals, and they were human too. But what does that mean?


Humanity’s Dual Origins: the Neanderthal’s Gift


In modern thought the time is past when human beings were considered to be just an incremental step in animal evolution. The famous ‘missing link’ has never been found and is nowadays not even a desideratum.9 The ‘cognitive explosion’ which characterised the Upper Palaeolithic is not something that could be derived from animal activities by a fine gradation. Something is present there in a brand new way, even if it is based, naturally, on an underlying potential. But that was not unique to the Upper Palaeolithic, or to Anatomical Moderns. Rudolf Steiner pointed out that we must trace it back to the human’s distinctive posture and way of moving, which belonged already to an earlier shared ancestral stage. The potential was triggered in that startling new way through the circumstances and the discoveries made during the encounters of humanity’s special history. Steiner is able to suggest perspectives here which make radical sense of, and even go beyond, those which are emerging through the recognition of a second advanced branch of archaic humanity: the Neanderthals.


Animals, not to mention plants, exhibit the facility of living things to belong closely to their environment. The movements of animals are likewise keyed-in to their habitat and keep them integrated with their sources of food, safety, etc. Human beings in contrast must develop a relationship to the environment out of themselves: ‘The first capacity we need to learn,’ Steiner points out,




is to orientate our body in space. People today do not realize what this means, and that it touches on the most essential differences between human beings and animals … Animals are so constituted that from the outset they can orientate themselves in space correctly. This is true even of the primates. If zoologists considered this they would put less emphasis on the number of similar bones, muscles etc. that human beings and animals have … Human beings are not given an innate way to achieve equilibrium in space, but must develop it out of their total being.10





Within their niche, animals are very versatile. But none of them stand about in that funny wobbly way of human beings, who seem to hold themselves aloof from the environment and can hardly maintain their position in it at all without countless little adjustments and equilibrations. Obviously there are animals which can rear up; but they do not adopt that awkward difficult pose as their basic mode of going about.


As a result of their unstable mode of being in the world, however, human beings can relate to their surroundings successively in an unlimited number of different ways, far surpassing the repertoire of animal responses geared to their habitat. And rather than tending to blend back into their environment, humans return into their own equilibrium, bringing some result of the encounter back to become a part of their experience, built into their special history.


Rudolf Steiner has elaborated his ‘anthroposophy’ or wisdom-about-man as a kind of phenomenology of this human way of being, and points out that many things follow with scientific exactitude from understanding it: first and most important, importantly, the centrality of consciousness—for of course one can only safely stand, equilibrating and adjusting, while awake, while conscious. And this mode of being-in-the-world produces encounters with other human beings face to face, equally conscious, engendering rich possibilities of communication. And then it touches infinity: for the sphere of human experience is not bounded by the context of our finite surroundings, but is organised in terms of a space defined by our uprightness, stretching endlessly up and down, unlimited by the given environment. That equilibrating factor is therefore the centre of a being not defined by a place in the given world around it, but endlessly transforming itself out of its own infinity. This infinite dimension to which we reach up Rudolf Steiner unapologetically identifies it with the creative spirit in humanity.11 If this must be termed ‘mystical’, so be it, but Steiner preferred to speak of his perspective as ‘spiritual-scientific’.
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Comparison of the great ape skeletons with the human stance shows the complete contrast in relation to space. The human unstable posture requires constant internal adjustments and conscious maintaining. From left to right: Bornean orangutan, western gorilla, western gorilla, chimpanzee, Homo sapiens. Rudolf Steiner emphasised the different way in which human beings develop orientation to the world, using co-ordinates of space based on uprightness reaching to infinity, not to local anchor-points like animal movement. Though it was once considered that humans were just an incremental further stage in animal development, many anthropologists now acknowledge the ‘biological new beginning’ (Richard Leakey) represented by Homo.





Other researchers have struggled to grapple with it in their own ways; but the issue of what makes us human has become urgent, and there has been increasing recognition of Steiner’s profound approach to evolution, notably in the work of Wolfgang Schad who has taken up his approach. Martin Lockley is another biologist who has noted their relevance to human development too. ‘In our opinion,’ he writes, ‘Schad’s insights amount to a new and revolutionary, integral theory of evolution.’ His own account of ‘how humanity came into being’ leads him frankly to the recognition of the ‘mystic’ dimension that Rudolf Steiner suggests.12 At all events, it is increasingly recognised that the human form is not a continuation of animal morphologies, but depends on a new factor not present in animals—genus Homo is a ‘biological new beginning’ (Richard Leakey again).


Biological is the key word here: for this humanness is not anything added onto an animal/ape inheritance, but an orientation which uniquely determines our whole living form, giving us special features like the tiny bones in the inner ear we use to maintain balance—simply not present in the apes. The development of our large brain we now know is not based on quasi-mechanical factors like those Darwin evoked, but is a response to the socialisation and language-elaboration that comes from face-to-face encounters among upright beings. Even the relative lack of differentiation between the human sexes, as compared to the massive disparity in size and role often found in animals, is the outcome of human-to-human encounters, replacing the seasonal stimuli by one-to-one arousals, and the need for both males and females to care for their slow-growing offspring—each sex alike representing fully the human characteristics it must absorb.13 Our biological characteristics are the outcome of spiritual and social factors, all ultimately deriving from our unique outreach to infinity.


Possessing such a centre of inner determination, independent in large measure from the immediate facts of the environment, is the exact opposite in many respects to animal existence: animal life is already shaped by habitat in its actual morphology and instincts, and adaptation to any setting fundamentally different is severely restricted. Every animal is closely identified with a specific environmental niche, and dies outside of it or when it changes. Human beings live in an astonishing diversity of adopted homes, from the Arctic to the deserts of Arabia, the Amazon rainforest to the Pacific islands. Ingenuity in finding solutions has replaced fixity in any one mode of life, requiring, however, a willingness to adapt and endure rather than stay in any one habitat. Such a spiritual, rather than environmental identity expresses itself in potentially unlimited ways. Not like any one-niche species within nature, it more resembles the evolutionary potential of the universe as a whole. It seems that in human beings the transformative spirit in the universe has come to expression in a being whose essence is inner adaptability.


The infinite permutations of language and thought by which we manipulate and reinterpret our experience may be its most obvious expression. These human modalities reproduce the structure of the world which has produced us, in which we were implicit. ‘If we examine the earlier states of the earth,’ says Rudolf Steiner, ‘we do not yet find mankind in its present shape, nor do we find any creature which could utter aloud what it was experiencing inwardly … But in an imperfect, mute form he was there and little by little he evolved into a being endowed with the Logos or Word. This became possible through the fact that what appears within him later as a creative principle was there from the very beginning.’14 The whole direction of Steiner’s thought has been characterised as ‘a path from the spirit in oneself to the spirit in the universe’—the spirit, that is, as an evolutionary shaping power, not a passive mind mirroring the world in ideas alone.


‘Spiritual’ or not, Steiner’s ideas offer a strikingly good alignment with the modern advances which have affected the sciences of man generally: specifically those ideas which are current in new fields such as astrobiology and ‘anthropic’-cosmological science. The former discipline stresses the structural cosmic relationships which are necessary to life, which is no longer thought of quasi-chemically as if hatched in a pot. There must be rhythms and patternings of nature to govern the energy of living development, from sun—and earth—relationships to water-cycles and even stellar structures. One cosmologist has spoken of biology as depending on ‘nested hierarchies of form’ that reach from earth ‘up to galactic level’, which are the ‘life of the cosmos’.15 In them we and all living things subsist as one link. Anthropic ideas emphasise that for human observers to be able to regard the universe, so many of these structural balances and niceties of proportion are necessary, and so many stages of development must have elapsed, that in effect we can discover the detailed workings of the cosmos by starting with ourselves. That we find ourselves in a world meaningful to our consciousness, therefore, is a measure of the structural features and even the exact age of the cosmos.16 Possibly other parts of the cosmos, or other phases, do not share those structures. Yet so finely tuned are the necessary harmonics that certain scientists consider the world as a whole to be ordered in the only possible way for our being what we are, and that ‘somehow our consciousness is the reason the universe is here’ (Roger Penrose). Given the way the world is, life and ourselves will emerge not by some metaphysical compulsion, but as if by a biological imperative. As Steiner once elegantly put it, ‘all that was necessary was for everything to happen that did happen’.17


The people who at the end of the last Ice Age, in the Upper Palaeolithic, powered the explosion to modernity, already explored the sense of man’s affinity with the cosmos with astonishing sophistication, above all in those magnificent cave-paintings whose meaning has only quite recently been restored to us. For a long time researchers could do little but guess at their purpose, and why they were arranged in sequence as they were. And so far underground. We need not rerun the gamut of ingenious guesses, which usually revealed more about the theorists than about the phenomena to be explained. However, there is a new consensus which amply confirms Rudolf Steiner’s comment that already at that time visual images were experienced as manifesting the spiritual. For it has turned out that the representational aspect of the cave-paintings is not their whole meaning. Rather they mark stages in a process which correlates them to a shamanic journey: they were a way of indicating the artist’s perception of that link with infinity which is man’s cosmic dimension. And the shaman’s cosmic ascension through the levels of reality they denote is an intensified experience of that axis of uprightness leading to infinity by which we define our being and order our experience.


Discovery began in earnest when it was noticed that the images are often accompanied by abstract signs scrawled or scratched on the rock, with lines and dots, or spirals. Similar signs are associated with the rock-art of surviving archaic societies whose practitioners still hand on traditional techniques. So researchers asked present-day San shamans of Africa and the Aboriginal rock-artists of Australia about the signs—and received authentic and illuminating answers. The meaning that was rather belatedly uncovered has essentially opened the world of Upper Palaeolithic consciousness to our modern understanding, in so far as we are willing to receive it: and all the major authorities on the prehistoric cave-complexes now do accept it.


The shamans explained that the signs indicate stages in an ecstatic journey: they refer to the rising of the spiritual energy up the central column in trance states, or to visions which indicate a new phase in the journey is beginning, on a new level of consciousness. The caves deep underground were Mystery-centres where certain individuals would be guided through use of rites and symbols to experience visionary states. The paintings are revelations of the world of the Beyond with its many levels of being, that enabled human beings to discern with precision the meaning of their existence. The surface-wall of the cave is a ‘membrane’ dividing this world from the vision-world. ‘Entry into Upper Palaeolithic caves,’ suggests Lewis-Williams, would have been:




virtually indistinguishable from entry into the mental vortex that leads to the experiences … of deep trance. … ‘Spiritual’ experiences were thus given topographic materiality. Entry into a cave was, for Upper Palaeolithic people, entry into part of the spirit world. The embellishing images blazed (possibly in a fairly literal sense) a path into the unknown. … Even people who, for whatever reasons, did not have access to the far end of the intensified trajectory, or to the caves themselves, were still able to verify the structure of their cosmos through the more evanescent glimpses of another realm …. That they could fleetingly and imperfectly glimpse the creatures and transformations of the spirit world was, for them, evidence enough that the shamans could actually visit it and return.18





One may interject that Lewis-Williams’ scenario does not sound much like our modern world after all! Yet he is acutely aware that the contrary is true: for the significances brought back from the vision-world and domiciled in images and symbols are the original form of what we call ideas in our consciousness; the multiple levels of being constitute the hierarchy of importance among the objects of our understanding, which for many is the essence of thought as such—the singling out of greater and less explanatory power. The visionary universe which the Stone Age shamans mapped out so vividly is precisely that behind our conscious human life today, the original form from which ours has evolved. The ecstasy itself is related to the internal drama of insight, or realisation, in which old presuppositions fall away and we make the leap to a fresh organising principle in our understanding (an inspiring new idea, we still say). And the clarity of the image foreshadows the strictness of definition we value in ideas today. By its own route, modern palaeoanthropology has reached an important conclusion familiar to every reader of Rudolf Steiner, who similarly describes how our present thinking-consciousness evolved out of this earlier clairvoyant consciousness from prehistoric times, when meaning was conveyed in imaginations.


It is central to Steiner’s thought that the achieving of humanness is not a fixed goal of evolution, but a freeing of our multiform and dynamic way of being; human beings are precisely not fixed products but metamorphic, and it is characteristic of Mysteries that they affirm our special creative modality, i.e. reveal our humanity, in a way mother nature does not.19 Hence the ‘new beginning’ they dramatise was manifold, pointing to many possible realisations of the human potential. They manifest evolution on the new level of consciousness, which is our higher equivalent to the reservoir of creative change inherent in the human form. He did not consider that the Anatomically Modern Humans (Homo sapiens) of the Explosion had a species monopoly on humanness, and in fact recognised several root-forms of humanity. Which is what brings us back, in modern terms, to our mention of the Neanderthals.


The sensational first recognition by archaeology of another human was made in the ‘Neander’ Valley near Düsseldorf in 1856, and unleashed a still-reverberating, outraged torrent of abuse. How dare there be something so similar to ourselves, so evidently human, with such a large brain (even larger than our sapiens brain in many cases), so brazenly challenging our unique importance? Anatomical reconstructions that were made (drawn most memorably by Marcellin Boule) were basically malicious caricatures; though they still provide many people’s notion of the Neanderthal, the ‘cave-man’. Yet strange to say, the stooping, ape-like walk, the low brow, the unclothed hairiness of the famous cartoon version have no basis in the skeleton that was discovered, a fact admitted by all researchers today. The sophisticated forensic techniques of today have restored to us the human stature, a stunning range of expressions. And as for the large heads, despite the extraordinary list of far-fetched explanations, these have finally given way to the obvious one: they needed them for complex and intelligent activities. The brutish image has totally given way in recent thought to the ‘smart Neanderthal’, as Finlayson engagingly says.20
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From soon after their first discovery, Neanderthals were construed as crudely ape-like, hairy and stooping ‘cave-men’. It is now admitted that there was nothing in the fossil evidence to support this caricature. They were fully human people who walked upright, wore clothes, cared for their sick and elderly, and buried their dead. And yet they were distinctly different from our Anatomically Modern Human ancestors, e.g. in their larger skulls (and brains). They correspond in many particulars to the ‘Atlantean’ type of humanity which Rudolf Steiner described—particularly as regards memory and music. Modern forensic reconstruction techniques enable us to see their range of facial expressions, as well as their larger heads and brain-capacity. Neanderthal reconstruction from the Vienna Museum of Anthropology.





And many of the minimalist cultural interpretations that conserved our supposed superiority are now being questioned and overturned. Neanderthals were a people just as human as ourselves, who lived all over Europe in the period before the Upper Palaeolithic, and branched out beyond into Asia and the Middle East. They were intelligent and clothed, and stood in our distinctive human way, not stooping. They long lived alongside our Modern Human forebears, just as human but different.


So what was their relationship to ourselves? Certainly not what was once presumed: not that of a crude forerunner to our sapiential selves. When archaeologists first became aware of a scattering of prehistoric sites at Mount Carmel in Israel and nearby in the Middle East, the number of close Neanderthal and Modern Human settlements became apparent, and initially was interpreted as reinforcing the presumptive development through the Neanderthals to ourselves at the end. In other words, it looked to most researchers as if the Neanderthals had gradually given way to the Moderns, and very likely evolved into them. Aspects of the remains posed a few problems, but the general picture seemed clear. Then came 1987. More accurate ways of comparing the relative ages of the materials (using thermoluminescence) produced a complete shock. The Neanderthal dates were much as expected, but the previous Modern estimates showed up, unfortunately for the theory, as very far out indeed. The Moderns were not appropriately younger than the Neanderthals, but vastly older—and thus incidentally much older than the Moderns whose characteristic activities we knew from the Explosion.21


It was headaches that exploded now, for at last it was clear that the Neanderthals were not a crude stage on the way to us, but had existed independently and showed considerable advanced features in their own right. The Moderns were a much older-than-imagined form (and discoveries confirming this belief have gone on being made since).22 This discovery, even aside from the Neanderthal question, had set many balls rolling. For it meant Anatomical Moderns had long pre-existed the Explosion, not arrived with it, which meant they had existed all that time without those congenial qualities which had been fondly supposed to emerge along with sapiens man; instead, we had anatomical Humans looking like ourselves, but without the intelligence, without the creativity, or the communicating power of art.23 And as for the Explosion, we were back at square one in the question of how the Upper Palaeolithic protagonists became so rapidly transformed.


It was the stuff of nightmare for many palaeoanthropologists and their favourite theories: all our science had left us was the Janus-paradox of two early advanced humans instead of one, and the shattered ruins of an argument that had once purported to explain how we came out on top. And then, to crown it all, DNA studies additionally showed what now everybody (or nearly everybody) knows: that Neanderthals and Humans not only lived close by in the Middle East, but actually cohabited, so that when the Humans of after-the-Explosion swarmed eastward across the main part of the world, they were carrying with them a Neanderthal inheritance. Part of it concerned our large brain.24 The Neanderthals had become a presence to be reckoned with. And then in a final twist, the Neanderthals rather suddenly, inexplicably died out.


Thus the old-fashioned gradualism has yielded place to what can only be called, to say the very least, an extraordinary and gripping history. Many brilliant minds have been brought to bear on its meaning in the meantime. The Neanderthals have won more and more recognition as socially caring, cultured human beings, and the focus in early human studies generally has moved irrevocably away from man the mighty hunter to include shamanistic spirituality and collaborative organisation, with woman-the-gatherer often taking a leading role in the picture of emerging human values. Intelligence as such is considered less significant than how it formed part of an overall orientation: the question of consciousness.25 Yet much remains baffling—not least that disappearance of the entire Neanderthal populations of Europe.


It is at this juncture that Rudolf Steiner’s descriptions could potentially play a highly significant role. The spiritual configuration he recognised as ‘human’ had been embodied in several distinctive versions as well as our own, and these had also undoubtedly interbred and enriched each other in evolutionary terms. In other words, there was an ‘evolution of consciousness’ here which could conceivably do what the failed idea of projected animal evolution could not: it could provide the background to the spectacular cognitive development and worldwide dispersion of Modern Humans. In particular Steiner emphasised a substantial period when distinct human forms existed side-by-side. ‘For a long time,’ wrote Rudolf Steiner in the basic outline that he wrote of his ideas, ‘the human race consisted of these two separate kinds of human being.’ (One might equally translate: ‘two different species …’.)26


The one of them he characterised as Lemurian, from the name of a continent that he recognised as having constituted a southern landmass occupying areas now partly submerged, but of which Africa constituted a substantial part. We shall hardly be wrong in assimilating this Lemurian type to the old Anatomically Modern Humans who developed in and later migrated out of Africa. Steiner declared in fact that all human beings on earth are their descendants, and indeed the descendants of one ancestral pair—an extraordinary assertion in the light of the genetic evidence which now indeed points to one ‘African Eve’.27 At their early stage, the sustaining of human qualities and anatomy became possible and was transmitted down the generations, but much else had to remain potential—still in the cosmic spheres, as Steiner puts it—and could subsequently evolve on earth only much later on.


I have suggested in a previous study that Rudolf Steiner’s description of this early Lemurian type, prior even to the development of language, fits the evidence of the pre-Explosion humans extremely well. He also helps us to understand circumstantially what has happened in between. The second ‘species’ is called by Steiner the Atlantean type, for precise reasons we shall see shortly. In contrast to the Lemurian type, the Atlantean version of humanity he describes was the bearer of cosmic relationships, particularly manifested in musical expression (the cosmic proportions) and their consciousness he characterises as founded not on thinking but on a profound experience of memory. In my previous book I argued that Steiner’s account makes extensive sense of the evidence now finally being considered about the higher activities of the Neanderthals.




The claim of equivalence between Steiner’s two types and the two human species delineated by modern research into human origins may initially seem problematic in certain ways. Crucial in helping to confirm the identification, however, is Steiner’s idea that elements from both needed to be pooled to produce our own familiar human type. An obvious objection may indeed be made, namely that in modern reconstructions it was the Modern Human type which, in the Upper Palaeolithic, discovered the cosmic meaning of symbols and images, rather than the Neanderthals—was it not? The Neanderthals long seemed to have produced no art or abstract signs. In reality, it is the latest assessment of the Neanderthals which can show the real resemblance. The new evaluation of Neanderthal culture has set many things in a new light, notably in the brilliant work of Steven Mithen who realised why they had few or no images: it was because they were fundamentally musical, not visual. Thus they were indeed cosmically connected, perhaps in a deeper way than through visionary images, since music embodies the intrinsic mathematical proportions found throughout the universe. Mithen has been very successful in explaining the major aspects of Neanderthal culture in terms of their musical consciousness, from a ‘singing’ language to suggestions of music therapy!28 (Rudolf Steiner too referred to Atlantean humanity’s music and described the earliest singing language before mere speech.)


Our prejudice in favour of disjunct images over the flow of music, it appears, has made us fail to appreciate the sophistication of the so-called Mousterian craftsmanship—the typical Neanderthal style of artefacts first identified and named from Le Moustier in the South of France. It always used to be contrasted detrimentally with the clear planning and conformity to type of the Cro-Magnon. But now a researcher writes of the amazing creative diversity of Neanderthal craftsmanship:




They had crafts that required great technical skills; they were great carvers. They were excellent artisans, and some of their artefacts are technically challenging to reproduce today. They had remarkable knowhow, and this was passed on. These artisans produced whole categories of objects that would be used every day … but without ever carrying out these activities a second time with an identical tool. No two Mousterian tools are alike, and that is remarkable. And yet we find very expressive styles which could be considered to be characteristic of different human groups … without standardization, without systematic repetition, without that quasi-industrial character that defines both prehistoric sapiens cultures and modern-day societies.





Again we find the recognition that the step into the Upper Palaeolithic is the step to our own modus operandi. It is wrong to criticise the Neanderthal artists, however, for not being us. We need to be open to what Steiner calls a different kind of consciousness, or Slimak ‘a certain way of being in the world, of fitting into and understanding their environment’ that distinguishes the Neanderthals. Here, he argues,




there is something much deeper at work than a simple cultural phenomenon: we can actually perceive another humanity. Neanderthal societies organized themselves as they went along, they ‘went with the flow’, showing only a passing interest in the modes of planning that are still a salient feature of our current societies … Sapiens artisans were technically remarkable. It is clear in their objects: their artefacts, their artistic forms, still instinctively resonate with us. But their work also seems surprisingly tiresome and depressing to the specialist in Neanderthal societies.





We too easily assume that anything different from our familiar style of imposed, repeatable form must have been crude and lacking in creativity. If we are willing to open ourselves to it, however, the artistry of the Mousterian has ‘a balance, an absolute perfection’, not imposed but discovered in relation to the natural forms of the raw material, ‘which reveals a remarkable way of seeing the world. The constant play that these people established between the materials they used and their techno-logical traditions brings us face to face with a creativity that is beyond us.’29


Slimak is vehemently opposed to judging the Neanderthals by our standard of what they should be like. He is sceptical of speculative reconstructions. Yet his description at once recalls the idea, for example, of their more musical, flowing and transformational consciousness—in contrast to the discrete categories, the external repe-tition of the image-consciousness. It is surely not far remote, either, from Steiner’s description of a different humanity with a more cosmic awareness, still living more outside of themselves, hence with a creativity compared to which that of the other species, closer to our mode of being, is a lessening in creative power, dazzling though it may still be.
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Flint shard worked and engraved by a Neanderthal, according to Anna Majkic, University of Bordeaux who described it in 2018. It was discovered at the Middle Palaeolithic site of Kiic-Koba in the Crimea. It adds significantly to the number of ‘abstract’ signs now attributed to Neanderthal craftsmanship.
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The meaning of Neanderthal signs remains hard to interpret, but analogies with the subsequent Upper Palaeolithic signs that accompany cave-art may provide the clue. The re-examination of the prehistoric art at La Pasiega in Spain, however, led to the ascription of an intriguing ‘ladder’ form to a significantly older period and to Neanderthal activity. Elsewhere the ladder-form has shamanic implications of higher levels of vision and changing consciousness. Neanderthal cave-painting, La Pasiega, Catanbria.





Most remarkably of all, a number of discoveries have shown that nonetheless the Neanderthals could—when they wanted to—employ abstract symbols and visual designs. The instances are so few, compared to the outpouring of the Upper Palaeolithic, that they indicate a much less prominent role for images. We know that images are an offshoot of Mysteries, of ecstatic journeys: it would seem that with the Neanderthals they remained quite strictly esoteric.


Where we find instances—like that from the redated cave-painting of La Pasiega, for instance, now considered Neanderthal—we notice the ‘ladder’ symbol which in a shamanic context would indicate the multi-level universe, the stages of cosmic ascent.30 Their posture was upright in the same unstable way as ours. It seems that the Neanderthals had long since also embarked on that deepening of humanness, the intensifying of the infinite axis of human experience in the Mysteries.


We should of course still appreciate the enormity of the liberating explosion of images that the Upper Palaeolithic achieved, with its myriad consequences for the ascent of Homo sapiens. But the naïve triumphalism of earlier theories no longer rings true. The latest investigators increasingly recognise that it also subjected humanity (down to ourselves) to the power of images in some less salubrious ways: limiting their creativity as well as intensifying it, subduing them to repetitive forms, providing symbols of status which empowered but also divided society. Steiner’s indication of a ‘betrayal of the Mysteries’ affecting humanity after the Ice Age no longer sounds fantastic. Without Mysteries, the making of humanity is incomplete: we know now that the Neanderthals were in this regard not lacking; but we may surmise, certainly, that they guarded humanness as a treasured secret, reserved for a select few, or that access was channelled through them to the others. The power of the image was offset by the musical emphasis of Neanderthal culture as a whole. What happened subsequently was indeed a breakthrough, but also a crisis and a burden for humanity.31 Was it perhaps indeed, as Steiner’s account would suggest, that the ‘Lemurian’ Anatomical Moderns took over in their own fashion the techniques they encountered among the Neanderthals? The indications do not conflict with this evidence, though modern research has not as yet followed through its own implications in that direction. Nor does his description of the spiritual awakening that provided a way of overcoming images, and a dispersion led by the charismatic leader who is the real figure behind the legend of Manu.


In fact his account of the ‘two human species’ behind our own evolution, tells an extraordinarily convergent story to that emerging from modern research: one migratory current streaming out of Africa (Chris Stringer’s ‘out of Africa II’), the other meeting it and bringing its gifts, though with an aura of disturbance, pointing to hostilities and even extinction.32 His perspective is being validated in ever-increasing detail by the new science of palaeoanthropology. Probably better put: it can add a further dimension to the tantalising evidences we have uncovered about the earliest human cultures.


Rudolf Steiner controversially found these, and many other components of his picture of man’s breakthrough to modernity, reflected in the myths of Atlantis—not just Plato’s literary version, but the archaic mythologies of many parts of the world. Why does he identify it so insistently with Atlantis-myths and ourselves as ‘post-Atlanteans’? We need now to examine those myths and what they might genuinely tell us about humanity at the end of the Ice Age and the earliest modern culture which, as we have seen, set the stage for our own. A culture coming down from lost times prior to the records of history—that after all is the starting-point of the legend. Could it actually be rooted in prehistoric experience?




Atlantis and the Sabine Women: Myths of Modernity


But how should we start? Not by supposing the legend is the reminiscence of a localised flood. Trying to find Plato’s Atlantis in ancient history has sunk every attempt to pin it down so far; every lost land, from the Pacific to the Sahara, and others real or invented, has been invoked to explain it, without meaningful result. To avoid wasted time, several preliminary conclusions may here be clearly stated as the basis of our researches: Plato’s specific story is a literary fantasy, with an obvious message to its time about defending Athens against barbarians; Plato’s gene-ral story is nevertheless not just an invention, but is clearly modelled on themes that belong to a grandiose mythic vision of human history, with extremely archaic elements. These distinctive elements stand out in the very untypical content of Plato’s dialogues Timaeus and Critias, whose purpose seems to be a philosophic rationale for some very un-Greek ideas: such ideas include a World-Creator God, a sinful land which was struck by divine punishment ‘in a single night’; and in a digression from the main story the idea of cyclic destructions when stars fall from the sky, notably in the case of Phaëthon (‘Bright Shiner’) who aspires to guide the solar chariot and is cast down into the world-river that encircles/renews the earth. More than anything, this cosmogony recalls the Bible with its distinctive Creator God. Also quasi-biblical is the single ‘night of destruction’, recalling the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrha, or the smiting of Egypt at the Exodus, or the fall of ‘Babylon the great’. The Phaëthon-story reminds us of those intimations (in Ezekiel and Isaiah) concerning the failed aspirations of ‘Daystar, son of the Dawn’ to ascend into heaven in God’s place, and his subsequent casting down. There are remnants in Scripture too of the notion of worldwide floods like that of Noah, out of which a new world-order emerges (though Noah’s was promised to be the final one, and so is made to fit the Bible’s special linear time frame). Since the Bible is known to be putting a new slant on mythological patterns in much of this material, it is likely that Plato’s sources are less strictly biblical than echoes of Middle Eastern themes that the Bible has dealt with in its own way. More mythic versions frequently occur in the non-canonical literature around the Bible itself, such as the Books of Enoch.33


Before seeking to associate ‘Atlantis’ with any sunken land, therefore, we should first take stock of these basic mythic themes. The notion of cyclical renewal from the world-river or ocean links all together, in the sense that the rebel angel or god-like aspirer whose actions serve to destabilise cosmic order is cast down into the waters, which dramatically overflow but from which the earth itself then emerges renewed. When the threat of the chaos-time is thus resolved, a new generation of humanity too emerges, the old humanity perhaps having been tainted by association with the rebel power. Often enough, however, one righteous human being is said to be carried over into the new order and, often by divine guidance, his progeny repopulate the world. The Bible’s myth of Noah, or the very similar Greek one of Deucalion, immediately spring to mind, but there is also the Indian Manu so the myth is very far-flung. In fact the Flood-myth is so widely scattered through ancient cultures that it must be extremely old indeed.


In the stories the chosen one is rescued from the Flood in various ways, which are all essentially variants of one symbol. The famous Noah’s Ark was pictured as a ship from which Noah and his progeny are disgorged; but very often the vessel is a monster of the deep like the great fish which rescues Manu in the Indian tale, and carried him over the Flood to refound humanity (Manu essentially means ‘Man’). The stories shade into myths like that of Jonah, a prophet who spent three days and nights ‘in the belly of the whale’ before being sent to preach spiritual renewal to Nineveh. To renew one’s human status, we gather, it is mythologically necessary to plunge into the depths, to be brought through chaos and confront ‘monstrous’ states of being. Thus often the sea-monster comes to represent the forces of the old order that must be suppressed or fought off, as in the Babylonian creation-myth of Tiamat: she is the monster whom the king-god Marduk must conquer and thereby make creative, since he uses her elements to make the world. Though the protagonist here is a god, he represents in mythical terms the divine power of kingship that on the human level asserts and maintains harmonious order. Or the monster may be the primordial Giant who is slain, like the Norse Ymir from whom once again the cosmos, i.e. the world of divine order, is made.


It is important to bear in mind that the old myths spoke of creation itself not as a once-and-for-all event, but as a periodic reconnection with the generative forces of the beginning. Through its ever recurring rhythms of dying-away and becoming the world reveals that its source is divine and eternal, and again brings forth order out of the threat of chaos and destruction. Human beings too participate in its renewal—and indeed it is not hard to solve the riddle of the myths’ basic symbolic source: the solitary human being who is carried through the waters in a mysterious vessel, or borne by a fish-monster, has repeatedly been recognised by interpreters as a dream- or myth-vision of the embryonic human in the amniotic fluid in the womb. Only after such a difficult journey and painful travail can the new human being step forth into the world. The old generation dies but a new one voyages toward life. The growing embryo is easily recognisable. Thus the great fish of the Indian myth began small in a jar but grew ever bigger and bigger, like the foetus in the womb; the container became a pond, a lake, until finally the Great Fish had to be released into the sea and thence carried its human cargo, Manu, to the new world on the other side.
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Manu, the progenitor of mankind, rescued from the Flood along with the Seven Rishis by the saviour-god Vishnu in his embodiment as a Fish (Matsya Avatar); four-headed Brahma the Creator, and Indra, King of the gods, do homage. The Rishis are oracular figures who can also be identified with the principal stars of the Great Bear. The Fish suggests mythologically the embryonic human form guided towards birth. Other oracular myths show significant parallels. Matsya Purana (illustration c.1840).





Tiamat, the creature in the Babylonian story, is explicitly called an ‘embryo’ (ku-bu). As a monstrous form from the deep she stands for the bodily stages that must be overcome, and put behind the victorious hero as he battles to reach human form and come to god-like birth. (We know incidentally that the wonderful poem of the Babylonian creation-story was recited for several purposes, one of which was to help at a difficult birth.)34 Rudolf Steiner offered a parallel reading of the myth concerning Apollo at Delphi: he famously slew the dragon Python there, but there also the female fish-monster Delphyne, with whom he had to be somehow made one before he could triumph—a variant of the hero swallowed by a sea-serpent, from which he emerges triumphant as in a new birth. Steiner sees in this part of the Delphic myth the picture of a past evolutionary stage in man’s becoming human, and by emerging from it into Apollo’s victorious light, human beings can communicate with the divine world. Apollo’s celebrated oracle gave answers to human questions at Delphi, and it was at Delphi that Deucalion’s Ark deposited him from the Flood; the Pythia, or priestess inspired by Apollo, is also somehow the dragon/Python knowledge redeemed from the depths and speaking in human form.35


It is widely accepted that dreams and myths quite often project events in our organism, not only in myths about birth. Hence their deep wisdom if we know how to read it. The myths can be said to give voice to our actual human nature. These stories embody the profound insight that our humanness is not a starting-point but the outcome of a perilous voyage through the waters of the womb, and they show how the way we finally arrive at successful birth is how we likewise make the world new—making a new generation, but also by making conscious the basis of human existence.


For that unique way we have of orientating ourselves, and the large head to cope with its potentialities, has this as its direct corollary: it necessitates the long gestation-period of human beings that distinguishes us from the animals. Paradoxically it gives us our distinctively unformed character at birth. Animals in contrast are born already formed for their environment, and the young of many species will emerge ready to start moving about and seek nourishment in a very short time; further development is just becoming bigger and stronger. Human beings on the other hand spend much longer developing in the womb, and even when born the puny limbs of babyhood are far from being able to ensure independent existence. In the womb itself the limbs are still almost grotesquely subordinate to the relatively enormous head of the foetus. It is undoubtedly this which lies behind the image of the Ark or outsize sea-creature from the deep which floats the human across the Flood in terms of the myths. The journey toward humanness is rightly comprehended there as resistance to the tendency to develop too fast and be born in a fixed animal form. In the myth of Manu, the fish must go through stage after stage, always developing further. Most explicitly, in the Babylonian version the monstrous Tiamat must be made to ‘remain ever future’, such are the remarkable words of the Creation Epic—i.e the tendency toward animal formation must be postponed as far as ever is possible; in Noah’s case, the Ark is represented as the fount of all the animal forms, all subordinated to man.


The ability to prolong the perfecting of the head and otherwise postpone the maturing of the organism is of course what will enable the complexity of human consciousness and the far-reaching consequences that go with it. The myths express this intuition, not abstractly but in the spontaneous symbolism of what Steiner termed humanity’s primal ‘clairvoyant’ cognition—that is to say, the meaning concealed within our own being and rising into consciousness. The Flood-mythology brings to mind the origin of humanness, and it would not be unreasonable to surmise that it may itself go back to the time of those Ice Age developments in human evolution—as we shall see. And of course myths draw on external imagery, perhaps the flood-melt waters as the Ice Age waned.
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