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Foreword


One of my earliest memories is of sitting on a quay at the seaside watching a stick floating on the water. The waves were passing below me, under my kicking legs – I was still wearing short trousers – but, to my great surprise, the stick wasn’t carried along with them; it stayed exactly where it was, rising and falling as the waves rolled past. It seems to me now, looking back, that my life has been like that stick: time has rolled through me, like a wave, but I haven’t changed; I’ve stayed me. Even now, despite the intervention of so many years, I feel I’m that same young boy, who can slip easily into sensations of wonder.


I remember the thrill of watching a snail’s eyes growing out of its slimy back as it emerged from its shell, seeing beads of dew glinting rainbow colours in the sun at dawn, and gazing, with bewildered amazement, on a wintry night, up at the Milky Way plumed across the sky. This was easy to see sixty years ago, even in cities. Most extraordinary of all was the invisible, ceaseless and – to a small boy about to start school – terrifyingly unstoppable flow of time through everything.


Later, during my long career in art galleries and museums, my ambition was to help visitors make imaginative leaps back into the minds of the people who had created the rare treasures in my care. But I soon discovered how difficult that was. The problem was that the thoughts of the people who had carved an Egyptian god, modelled a Tang Dynasty horse or painted a Renaissance altarpiece were so far removed from the day-to-day concerns and interests of my twentieth-century public. I wrote about this challenge in The Poetic Museum – Reviving Historic Collections. Later, in The Art of Wonder – A History of Seeing, I tried to demonstrate how art has always been the product of our attempt to make sense of the mysteries around us. I treated the subject thematically, explaining what our ancestors had thought about the basic polarities of our everyday experience – birth and death, day and night, up and down – and demonstrated how the European Enlightenment dramatically altered our understanding of what had until then appeared to be fundamental facts of life.


Then it dawned on me that the way human beings have made sense of the world has in fact passed through a series of radical changes that can be tracked over time; surprisingly, many of these early world views still linger in our thoughts today, as ghostly images of bodies and trees, pyramids, altars and veils. I became increasingly interested in examining the light which our intelligence throws on the world, and our sense of the darkness beyond our grasp. The extensive writings on the nature of human consciousness by the physician, philosopher and polymath Raymond Tallis had a profound influence on the development of my thinking, and he gave me crucial, detailed advice about the book’s final form. The newspaper editor John McGurk suggested the title.


I am indebted to the late Sir Graham Hills, Principal of the University of Strathclyde, who encouraged me to write an unannotated book which said what I thought rather than spending all my time summarising others’ opinions. The qualifying insertions of ‘maybe’, ‘possibly’ and ‘might’ have been largely eschewed to avoid tedium, but also because this is a book about ideas, many of which will remain conjectural and almost all of which are allusive. The conclusions I have reached are based on fresh insights that have come to me from studying real objects in museums and visiting many historical sites around the world, not through second-hand experiences gained from other people’s writing, though a vast amount of reading has enabled me to reach these conclusions. I have included an extremely condensed bibliography, not because I necessarily agree with what these books have to say, but to highlight some of the key texts that have influenced a lifetime’s research, and to enable my readers to find out more about the myriad aspects of human history covered by this short book.


My approach isn’t academic, but an attempt to combine scholarship with poetry in a way that brings us closer to the thinking and feeling of people in the past – who were, like us, full of love of life, fearful of death and just as bewildered by the meaning of everything. My ambition has been to take my reader on an imaginative journey back into the past, to show how our ignorance has persisted alongside our extraordinary leaps of understanding. This is, therefore, not a conventional history, but neither is it fanciful, for our world pictures have always been built on what we perceived to be common sense.


JULIAN SPALDING


2014




Chapter 1
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Flowers of Common Sense


Great works of art catch the popular imagination in ways that are difficult to express in words. The pyramids, Chartres Cathedral, the Taj Mahal and paintings such as the Mona Lisa all chime with our perception of the mystery of our existence, and although they were created in ages very different from our own, they resonate in our minds as if they had always existed. We’ve built a world civilisation on these famous but elusive images; they’re the substantial evidence of our insubstantial heritage. But their meaning isn’t beyond our grasp: it’s to be found in the history of our collective consciousness, in the way that our shared views about who and where we are have changed over time.


A world picture begins to take shape in the human mind when we go through that phase, common to all young children, of continually asking questions – why the sky is blue, why the rain is thin, why living beings die – until the grown-ups around us run out of explanations, and patience. Their replies might well affect our behaviour – you don’t dig into the earth, for example, if you believe that she is your mother, is very much alive, and will punish you if you hurt her. But soon we begin to realise that very few of the general, all-encompassing truths we’ve learnt make any difference to our immediate lives. So, in a hurry to grow up, we give up asking childish questions and start acting on adult assumptions. That’s when our thoughts begin to crystallise into an image of the world, a silky cocoon of comprehension which protects us from the dark, uncomfortable uncertainties beyond.


World pictures are shared images of common sense, that apparently firm surface on which we write the purported purpose of our lives, within the bounds of what we believe to be the facts of our existence. People have always realised that they didn’t know how far this luminous arena of their lives extended: no one could conceive of the ends of the universe, and we still can’t, despite all the remarkable discoveries of science. Nevertheless, we have always thought that we have a pretty good idea of where we are, of the shape of the place we inhabit. We call this realism; it gives us a firm basis for our lives, a ground to act on and grounds for action. And we have always assumed that this reality is an eternal truth.


In fact, our sense of what is real has changed dramatically over time. We now see the human race as leading a precarious existence, within a bubble-thin atmosphere, hanging on to a tiny orb suspended in the immense hostility of space. Trillions of particles are spinning inside us and trillions of galaxies whirling around us, in a universe which is expanding in all directions, like an unimaginably vast, slowly inflating bubble. This is a radically different concept from that of our ancestors, who thought that they were at the fixed centre of everything, standing on a flat, square, solid earth under the rotating dome of heaven. But despite these changes in perception, we still feel that we have our feet firmly on the ground, as they did. Our ‘here’ – whether it’s a flat plane, or a sphere of jiggling atoms more full of emptiness than anything else – has always been here, and ‘here’ is as down to earth as you can get. We can stub our toes on it. And die in it. All of our world pictures in the past, no matter how bizarre they might seem to us today, were expressions of realism.


It never occurs to us that a different world view will develop in the future. We can resist taking new ideas on board for a very long time, but when a fact becomes incontrovertible – for example, when Galileo focused his telescope on the turning moon – we can change our thinking almost overnight, as if we’d never believed that the sun went round the earth. It’s a strange trait of human minds that while knowledge can be superseded, it can’t consciously be unlearnt. We might forget we know something, or pretend that we don’t know it, but we can’t shake off new understanding. After Galileo had signed the papers retracting what he was told to call his ‘suspicions’ that the earth travelled around the sun, he reputedly muttered under his breath, ‘And yet it does move.’ Once truths have burst into our minds they become remarkably stubborn presences, the pillars of wisdom on which we build our lives.


World pictures are fixed and persistent while we hold them, but they’re also elusive because they’re never explicitly described. They don’t need to be – everyone assumes them to be true. If you went around today telling people that the earth was a sphere, it would be considered very strange behaviour, just as strange as if you’d gone around a millennium ago saying it was flat, when everyone knew it was. Immense monuments such as the Great Pyramid, Chartres Cathedral or the Taj Mahal were clearly not the products of lightweight thought, yet it is highly unlikely that any contemporary documents ever existed which explained the rationale behind the forms they took. These extraordinary creations, numbered among mankind’s greatest achievements, were nothing more, nor less, than flowers of common sense.


Flowers have haunted our imaginations throughout history, from the lotus blossoms on which the Buddha meditated, expressing his attainment of enlightenment, to the rose windows in Gothic churches which symbolise the purity and fecundity of the Virgin Mary; from the flower-studded benches where the Aztec Eagle Warriors sat before they sacrificed their lives, to the roses which the Mughal emperors were shown holding in their hands, representing the sweet-perfumed order they had brought to their land. These were flowers which blossomed in the human mind, evoking our aspirations for peace, health and harmony in the world around us, and for spiritual attainment in the world beyond. Flowers lost the poetic bloom of their significance when scientists discovered that they were only the sexual organs of plants, though their symbolic meanings still linger at weddings and funerals.


As old world pictures slip from use, they fade and become mere shadows of their former selves, shorn of the elusive tentacles of meaning that once made them shine in our minds. This is true in fact as well as in thought. Smooth white marble originally covered the Great Pyramid at Giza; now it’s a dark, jagged shadow in the desert. Chartres Cathedral used to be as vibrantly colourful on the exterior as it was within; today its gloriously glazed interior is enclosed in a shell of sombre, scrubbed stonework. The walls of the Taj Mahal were long ago stripped of most of their precious and semi-precious jewelled inlays, leaving the delicately carved leaves and petals as barren as the municipal lawns that now flank its fountains, which in their turn once sparkled among scented flowerbeds as colourful as the Taj’s walls.


World pictures of the past were, almost without exception, images of the future as well as the present. For most people, the afterlife was far more important than their fleeting existence on earth, which through countless generations was filled with pain, discomfort and grief. Funerals were major, public reminders of mortality, with everyone draped in black in the west, or white in the east where that was the colour of death. Hearses moved at a walking pace along city streets, passers-by doffed their caps and all traffic slowed. Now funerals are colourful, seen as an opportunity to celebrate the life of the departed, and the death itself is scarcely mentioned. Our sun-centred universe has changed our attitude to mortality and given us a comparatively sunny disposition. In the past the sun really did die every day, and in a most unaccountable way. It requires a considerable effort for us to imagine a time when death was for everyone a vivid, daily presence, a grinning, animated skeleton holding an hourglass and scythe, walking just behind us, our partner in life whom we could no more escape than we could our own shadow. We believed in an afterlife, but no one knew what it was like any more than anyone knew what happened to the sun when it set, before it was reborn at dawn.


Our ancestors were fascinated by what seemed to be a paradox: although we look forwards, we can’t see into the future. Having eyes on the front of our heads is an attribute we share with very few other creatures. (The main exceptions are apes and monkeys, cats, owls, a few dogs we’ve specially bred, and the odd fish.) Animals which have an eye on each side of their heads are alert to dangers both behind and in front of them, but their main focus is on the here and now, where they actually live. Humans are different. We confidently cast the luminous spotlight that is our conscious awareness of existence on to the path in front of us. We deceive ourselves that we can see what’s ahead, trusting that life will continue as it always has, though in reality each step we take into the future is a step in the dark. We are always at risk. Our growing obsession with health and safety issues in minor matters, such as children’s playgrounds and office practice, is a sign that we are, once again, becoming increasingly uncertain about our future but do not know how to cope with the greater threats we face.


Our ancestors placed great trust in fortune tellers, who were consulted – as they still are in rural India, South America and China – before any major undertaking, such as a marriage, journey or business transaction. Above all, the future could be read in the mysterious movements of the stars, which, being much higher up than human beings, we believed could see a great deal further ahead. Though billions of people still consult their ‘stars’ and read their horoscopes, most of us find it difficult to empathise with our predecessors who lived in daily fear, beset by annihilating forces that they never anticipated anyone would fully comprehend. We dismiss these ancient fears as superstitions, and are reluctant to treat them seriously. But if we are going to understand world pictures of the past, we can’t think of them clinically, in a modern scientific way; they have to be evoked imaginatively, for the truths at their core were mysteries rather than calculations. This is why we find them difficult to comprehend, or even countenance.


The very idea of a world view is now anathema to us as we assume it was for people in the past. In recent decades, scientists have found out so much about every aspect of the universe that it seems inconceivable that any single individual will ever be capable of combining all this knowledge into one coherent whole. And if someone were able to, hardly anyone else would expect to understand their concept. Though most people have heard of Einstein’s general theory of relativity, very few would claim to have a clear grasp of what it actually means. The co-creator of quantum electrodynamics, Richard Feynman, once said, ‘I think I can safely say that nobody understands quantum mechanics.’ Even more confusingly, these two models of the universe, one of immensity and the other of minutiae, are currently incompatible. The principle known as string theory attempts to tie them together, but it remains, so far, theoretical. In fact, our very acceptance of the limits of our knowledge is part of our current world picture, but, ironically, this is one aspect which makes it much closer to ancient perceptions than we might realise.


Though most of us still claim to believe in something called common sense, we are increasingly unsure what this is exactly. Scientific discoveries about the universe don’t ‘make sense’ in the way we generally understand the term, but this has long been the case. It still doesn’t ‘make sense’ that the earth goes round the sun; we continue to talk about the sun going down, never the earth appearing to rise as it turns. But science today is discovering facts that can only be described as absurd. According to Einstein’s theories, if one twin travelled in a spaceship at almost the speed of light, he would come back younger than the twin who stayed on earth. Furthermore, if a ladder was travelling that fast, it could be fitted into a garage that was too small for it. Such statements seem nonsensical, but theories like these have explained a great deal about what actually happens in the universe. How our universe works is beyond the grasp of the vast majority because, for us, knowledge remains based on our sensed experience. It is significant that scientists have come to refer to this home-based knowledge as ‘intuitive’ understanding, thereby implying that common sense is a primitive instinct (often associated with women) and a throwback to our animal ancestry, rather than the product of conscious thought.


The advance of technology has clothed these astonishing scientific mysteries in a coat of comprehensible familiarity. We now accept as unremarkable a whole raft of inventions that would have engendered utter awe, deep suspicion or extreme fear in previous generations. Most of us haven’t a clue how computers, mobile phones or even televisions actually work, but we don’t find them mysterious because they obey us at the flick of a switch. This makes it very difficult for us to imagine an age when the most basic physical phenomena – a flickering flame, a shower of rain or a bolt of lightning – could have been regarded quite sensibly as signals from a god, or to appreciate how the discovery of the hidden force of polar magnetism, first tracked by the Chinese with their compasses, could have been employed to maintain order in their vast empire for over 2,000 years, due to their belief that the emperor could sustain public harmony by performing rituals along a north–south path.


Science has blunted our everyday sense of wonder. We are more easily enchanted by phenomena we don’t understand. What we already know bores us: it’s common knowledge and not worthy of scrutiny. Our obsessive desire to understand cause and effect separates us from all other creatures. It’s only by making a conscious effort that we can marvel, once again, at the dawn chorus, the changing shapes of clouds or the pulse of a beating heart. This imaginative journey into the past appears to be a retrograde step towards ignorance, in the opposite direction of the advancement of science. But we have to re-legitimise superstition if we are going to understand and appreciate the achievements of humanity.


Who humanity is – who ‘we’ are – is gradually becoming much more clear. In recent decades, geneticists have traced modern human DNA back to an original ‘Adam’ and ‘Eve’, the father and mother of us all. Both emerged in Africa, though apparently not at the same time. ‘Eve’ seems to have appeared about 143,000 years ago, but another 84,000 years or so were to pass before a male as sapient as her came along. However, it probably wasn’t the case that women spent these millennia repeatedly giving birth to bright daughters and dim-witted sons. The experts think that DNA developed somewhat like a mosaic, and thus far they’ve only been able to trace back parts of it. But given men’s assumed and accepted superiority for most of human history, it would be a tragic irony if the female of our species proved in the end to be the more precociously human of the sexes.


The lines of hominid evolution are extremely difficult to trace because the evidence is so fragmentary. It took us a long time to get round to looking for it, because for most of our history it never occurred to us that people had such a past. We used to imagine that humanity originated as a tabula rasa, created, most assumed, by a god. Hindus and animists believed that human souls could jump species, and spirits of ancestors could inhabit a tiger, whale or eagle. But it was only in the mid-nineteenth century that we discovered that we were descended from other types of humans, and that our genus shared its ancestry with apes. It was then that we unearthed the remains of our closest relatives. We later called them Homo sapiens neanderthalensis, after the place in Germany where their bones were first found, and reclassified ourselves as Homo sapiens sapiens, the wisest of the wise.


Neanderthals occupied Europe and the Middle East for 250,000 years, long before our ancestors from Africa began to invade their territory. The picture that emerges, from the sparse remains that have been found, is that the Neanderthals were a large type of human who hunted in groups with basic weapons, clothed themselves and built simple shelters. There is some evidence that they buried, or at least purposefully disposed of their dead, but nothing suggests that they did this with a view to preparing the deceased for an afterlife. Nor, it seems, did the Neanderthals make works of art. Recent discoveries in Spain suggest that they might have decorated themselves with painted shells, but collecting attractive things, as bowerbirds do, is not the same as creating art.


What is certain is that they lived in similar terrain to that of our ancestors until about 30,000 years ago, when Neanderthals apparently became extinct. The likelihood is that Homo sapiens sapiens was responsible for wiping them out, by enslaving or slaughtering them, as well as interbreeding with them. The few survivors were probably driven away into inhospitable territory where they eventually died out, perhaps in relatively recent times, leaving behind folk memories of wild, hairy men of the woods and mountains. The oldest known story in the world, the Epic of Gilgamesh, can plausibly be interpreted as a folk tale evoking our ancestors’ complex relationship with Neanderthals, and feelings of guilt and sorrow at their demise.


This Sumerian epic tells of Gilgamesh, the idle son of a clan chief, who is overbearing and boastful, forever picking fights and always winning. He is so irritating that the gods create a wild, hairy giant, Enkidu, who is strong enough to put him in his place. Enkidu lives in the forest, and is a friend to all the animals. He can speak all their languages, but not that of man, and he annoys the hunters and farmers by freeing the animals they catch in their traps. So the men decide to set a trap for him. They persuade a beautiful young girl to stand near the forest pool where he comes to drink. He falls in love with her on sight, and they make love. After this, the animals desert Enkidu: they smell mankind on him. From then on he has to live with men, and learn their language.


One day Enkidu meets Gilgamesh, and they immediately fight to see who is the stronger. Neither wins, but instead they become inseparable friends, who together carry out increasingly daring raids, which end with their killing the Bull of Heaven. The gods, realising that they’ve doubled their trouble, kill Enkidu. But the story doesn’t end there. Gilgamesh, heartbroken at the loss of his friend, travels to the end of the earth to see if he can conquer Death. The gods tell him that he can try, but only if he can prove himself first by overcoming Death’s little sister, Sleep. As soon as he sits down to begin the trial, Gilgamesh dozes off, and so he’s sent back, ignominiously, to live the life of a mortal man. The Epic of Gilgamesh is a poignant tale, not just about the loss of our close relationship with nature and the demise of our nearest relatives, but also of the emergence of our consciousness of our own mortality, the very factor that distinguished us from Neanderthals.


It might seem incredible that a story written down in Mesopotamia (present-day Iraq) in about 2000 BCE could refer to the extinction of the Neanderthals, an event that happened some 30,000 years before. But we know that like all the great early tales of mankind – the Iliad, the Mahabharata, the books of the Old Testament – it was narrated by generations of storytellers long before it was transcribed. These stories survived precisely because they were memorised. The extraordinary, immense and rambling Chinese story The Three Kingdoms, which describes, with considerable historical accuracy, the warring factions and bizarre personalities of China in the 2nd century CE, wasn’t written down until some twelve centuries later. However, lists of its myriad chapter headings – memory triggers for storytellers – survive from the intervening centuries, and they are virtually identical with those in the first written version of the story.


The invention of writing didn’t improve our capacity to remember; rather, it enabled us to forget. (All authors will identify with the experience of waking in the night with sentences going round and round in the mind; only after scribbling them down can they get back to sleep.) Writing was a boon because it meant that we no longer had to carry so much information around in our heads: we were free to think of new things. Writing unchained us from the past. It enabled us to break from tradition, and eventually provided the springboard for the scientific Enlightenment which would change our perception of time. The past was much closer to us before we had writing. Keeping ancestors alive in our minds was our greatest responsibility (as it still is among traditional Australian Aborigines) for if we forgot their stories, then our forefathers would truly die. In a culture without the written word, millennia were compressed in our collective memories. The past was relived in the present, as if it was yesterday.


The founding fathers of the world’s faiths were aware of the danger when the stories central to their beliefs, which had previously been remembered and retold by word of mouth, began to be written down. Texts could be questioned and, even worse, the ideas in them forgotten. Religious leaders countered this threat by making their new writings sacred, not the guttural utterances of men, but divine words set in stone by gods. The Hindu Vedas, the Buddhist Dhammapada, the Old and New Testament and the Islamic Koran all became holy scriptures to be learned and recited by heart, as the stories of our ancestors had been of old, except that now they could be checked for textual accuracy and orthodoxy. So scrolls and tomes were used as pedants’ rods to beat lines into wayward youths; texts became prison bars, trapping wandering and exploring thoughts. Dogma drained the free flow of the spoken word. And writing, that extraordinary invention of the human mind, was prevented from becoming a door opening on to adventure, until the European Enlightenment freed it from the vice-like grip of clerics.


Our earliest world views took shape long before we developed writing. Until very recently, our past was divided into history proper, starting from the time when people’s thoughts began to be written down, and the woolly, preamble period of prehistory, the age before writing. Many historians still remain extremely cautious about using artefacts, such as paintings, sculptures and pottery, as historical evidence if they aren’t backed up by texts, though created images are clearly indicators of human thought as much as words. It could in fact be argued that they have less potential to deceive, because words can so easily lie, obscure or wilfully confuse. The value we’ve given to the written word is part of our own, contemporary world picture, which has itself eradicated earlier world views based much more substantially on images. As a result, a whole ocean of evidence of ideas which were expressed through art and artefacts has been demoted or simply overlooked. Images play a large part in the story of world pictures because they reflect the shapes of thoughts which we might have found difficult to express in words, even if we had seen the need to do so.


Now that we’ve come to see the human race as incorrigible explorers both mentally and physically, destined ‘to boldly go where no man has gone before’, we can’t help projecting this view of ourselves back on to our ancestors. The extraordinary expansion of the human population around the globe which occurred between 60,000 and 40,000 years ago is generally attributed to mankind’s inner drive, our adventurous spirit. But in reality the initial growth in our Lebensraum probably happened very differently. Although our species is naturally curious, everything indicates that we’re territorial creatures, homemakers at heart.


This instinct is strongly connected to our sense of sight. If you’ve been away for a long time, you know you’re getting nearer home when you begin to see familiar sights, and feelings can easily overflow into tears when your house itself finally comes into view. Many people still want to bring up their families where they themselves were reared, and it’s very common to feel the pull of home when death draws near. We’ve always fought fiercely to defend our hunting and breeding grounds, and if we did set out to explore, our aim was always to bring our trophies back.


We may have romantic ideas now about the wandering life of ancient nomads, but in fact these tribes were highly territorial, repeatedly traversing a set terrain rather than roaming freely wherever the fancy took them. If groups of people left their homelands forever, it was generally because of shortage of food, most often caused by overpopulation. Our ancestors edged around the world out of necessity, rather than with a view to discovery. We’ve always felt ourselves to be centred, and this has had a huge impact on how we’ve seen the world and how we’ve viewed each other. Our concept of centrality, our homing instinct, was crucial to the development of all our earliest world pictures.


The marked differences in the physical appearance of human beings wouldn’t have developed if our ancestors hadn’t liked staying put for thousands of years. It has only recently been accepted that the most major of these differences are the result of adaptations to the environments we inhabited. Darker pigmentation protects the body from harmful solar radiation, hence the ‘black’ skin of those people whose ancestors lived near to the equator for many generations. Pale skin resulted from our need to maximise the absorption of vitamin D from weak sunlight, so people with ‘white’ skin first evolved in cooler northern climes. Smaller nose channels and narrowed eyes are adaptations which developed to protect the lungs from freezing air and the eyes from snow blindness, in those people who lived in the far north. When, comparatively recently in our history, small numbers of our species began to travel widely, they naturally and logically – though quite erroneously – assumed that such variations in skin colour and facial features were fundamental and highly significant, evidence of mankind’s god-given and incontrovertible division into what we called ‘races’, a term that has no basis in fact.


The pattern of our spread around the world is becoming clearer as our DNA is traced. About 60,000 years ago we began to occupy land outside Africa, gradually edging east along the coast around India, through Indonesia and down into Australia, and north through the Middle East, branching westwards into Europe and pushing up into the tundra, down from there into China, and finally over the Bering Strait (then a land bridge) into the Americas. There is greater DNA diversity between two groups of chimpanzees living in the same forest but separated by a river than there is among the whole human species spread across five continents. We are all one people.


We are, at the same time, all individuals, unique, self-centred and essentially alone. Our distinction is one of the greatest mysteries we face. At the same time we are all much more alike than we are unlike. Similarity and difference are both essential to life, the crucial building blocks of evolution. Without similarity, there could be no reproduction; without difference, no change. But there is no evidence to suggest that human beings have evolved any fundamental differences since we first emerged as a species only 100,000 or so years ago. Our environmental adaptations have produced merely superficial characteristics. Our minds don’t appear to have altered over time. Everything suggests that we would be able to sympathise with the feelings and concerns of the earliest modern humans if we could learn their language and appreciate the commonsense assumptions that governed their thoughts.


One of the distinguishing traits of being human is that we can communicate with each other in profound, subtle and immensely complex ways. And we can achieve this level of communication not just with people living in our own time who share our own perceptions, but across centuries and cultures, with people who are now dead and lived in ages very foreign to our own. The main way we do this is through works of art that last longer than we do. When we look at a cave painting of a bull, a camel figurine from the Tang Dynasty or a Rembrandt self-portrait, we feel excitingly close to the people of the distant past who created these wonderful things; we can easily imagine that we are looking over their shoulders as they work. This familiarity is not deceptive: the feeling we get is too warm and too strong. It only becomes a deception if we let this sense of fellow-feeling tempt us to assume that these ancient people shared our current world view. Our minds haven’t changed but our thoughts have, and hugely. The forms of a body, a tree, a pyramid, an altar and a veil have flowered in our minds, one after the other, in an ongoing process of poetic insight, a slowly unfolding journey of realisation, and reflections of them still linger in our thoughts in our modern, scientific age.




Chapter 2
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Body


The evolution of modern humans is still mysterious largely because the evidence for this transformation is effectively nonexistent. The aquatic ape theory that explains the apparent differences between modern humans and other hominids (such as our comparative hairlessness and dependency upon water) by claiming that we evolved independently from a swimming ancestor, perhaps even a dolphin, has been discredited. But the idea that Homo sapiens were more aquatic than other hominids in their earlier formative history is now gaining ground in scientific circles.
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