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PREFACE


To an archaeologist, origins are important: the emergence of culture, the first farmers, and the change from bronze to iron are all examples of subjects that provoke endless discussion. This idea got me thinking as to the origin of this book, and I realised that it was when I was studying for my Masters degree in archaeology at Reading University. Each week, my professor, Richard Bradley, would meet with me and another student, Kirsti Bambridge, to discuss an aspect of our course. Richard would inform us of the subject and Kirsti and I would read up on it beforehand, ready to enjoy an hour of brainstorming with Richard. In this way, week by week, we developed an understanding of a large and complex subject without ever letting the excitement, enthusiasm, or sheer pleasure of studying it escape us (and it never did, even through the subsequent years studying for my PhD). I realised that I had approached writing this book in exactly the same way: imagining that I had been set a topic to cover with each chapter and then brainstorming it into a cohesive narrative. I hope that, in this way, the book retains something of the immediacy and enthusiasm with which I wrote it.


While I was clearly drawing on the work and research of others to formulate my ideas, I realised that, from then on, I often headed in my own direction. I am quite happy, therefore, to use a generous smattering of ‘perhaps’ and ‘possibly’, because this is often as far as the evidence will allow me to go. Moreover, while I did not want to clutter the text with direct references to the works I have consulted, I felt that it was important to show interested readers where I obtained my information and the sources that I relied upon when forming my conclusions – a foil for the bolder statements that creep in. Accordingly, I have written a series of endnotes that add a little more detail to the content of the chapters and also provide references for my source material. A subsequent bibliography does the rest. The reader can consult or ignore these endnotes entirely at their own inclination; no harm will befall the remaining text either way.


At its heart, I want this book to be a good read and, while avoiding playing fast and loose with the evidence, I have always erred towards this aim. I have also been aware that, in writing this book, I could not hope to equal the works of the specialists in each field that I cover. Prehistory is vast and involves so many sub-disciplines and attendant literature that it can make the head spin. Does this mean that books such as this, which attempt a broad sweep of the human condition across many thousands of years, should never be written? That is for the reader to decide, but I feel it is beholden on a writer at least to try. Ambition should not be faulted, even if the adequacy of the result deserves criticism by the specialist.


I also want this book to challenge the way we think about the past and I have therefore added short vignettes that attempt to recreate the ancient world and allow us, even if for a few brief moments, to journey there and experience it for ourselves. For me, the past must be touched if it is to have meaning. Since the available evidence necessarily limits these vignettes, there are times when they might obscure as well as reveal what is known about the period. Flights of fancy they might be, but they remain tethered by the evidence.


As any writer knows, books are like children – you do your best bringing them up but, ultimately, you have to let them out into the world and allow them to make their own way. If you are about to embark on a journey through the following pages then it is to you, my reader, that I owe the greatest acknowledgement and debt. I sincerely hope that we will enjoy the time we spend with each other.




Introduction


A SMILE OF ETERNITY


The man stands naked in the moonlight, his arms bound tight so that his veins curl like snakes as they emerge from the fur band around his upper arm. He does not struggle; indeed, he speaks to the people gathered around him at the side of the marsh quite calmly, as if this is his doing, his choice to die. He bends his head for the garrotte to be wrapped around his neck and the knot that will end his life is pulled tight about his throat. As the cord digs deep, the man tenses, his back arching wildly and his protruding tongue turning black. Still the cord tightens so that the man has to gasp for the last breath he will take. At the moment it seems certain he will die, a knife flashes across the darkened sky and his throat is slashed, from one ear to the other. Blood, under pressure from the tightening garrotte, erupts like a stream in spate and its thickness splatters the ground with gore. The man’s legs give way as death finally claims him, but his fall is checked and he is laid gently to rest, a smile of eternity etched about his lips.





This disturbing scene was one that was played out many times at the end of the Iron Age, about 2000 years ago. To modern sensibilities, it seems unfathomable that anyone would willingly choose to die in such a gruesome fashion. It makes us realise that the gulf between us and the people of that time is far greater than the 2000 intervening years. People in the past lived differently to us, they behaved differently to us and, perhaps most importantly, they believed in different things to us. This makes any interpretation of the past fraught with difficulty: are we projecting our own beliefs and prejudices back into the past, or are we truly seeing the world as people living in those ancient times may have seen it themselves? Perhaps we will never be sure but without an awareness of what people might have believed in the past, there will always be things that remain beyond our comprehension. Just why did people paint cave walls with designs so beautiful that they make you weep for the joy of them? Why did people hold hunting ceremonies where humans became animals and animals became ghosts? Why did people honour the passing of their swords with the same dignity as a great warrior, and why did a few individuals give their life’s blood to the bog so that their people should live? Without knowing the beliefs that motivated people to do these things, we shall never truly understand their lives.


The stimulus for me to explore the beliefs of the past stems from my participation with modern Druid orders and my practice of shamanism. This is not to say that my involvement gives me any special insight into the past – the path that I follow is most assuredly a modern reinvention – but my experience of ritual and of journeying to the otherworld in a shamanic trance shows me that there can be far more happening than appears on the surface.


The point of most religious ritual is to touch, however briefly, the unseen forces of the world, the ineffability of the sacred. For a shamanic journey, the intention is to reach the otherworld and experience another sort of reality. Sometimes these encounters can be incredible, perhaps even life-changing, and they can certainly leave participants with a new view of existence, altering their beliefs about the reality of the world. However, to an observer merely watching proceedings, very little appears to happen. In fact, the whole thing can even look a little ridiculous.


When recording a shaman’s otherworldly journey to the spirits, for example, it is easy to dismiss his or her first-hand account of what happened. Hearing that the shaman passed through gates of fire, fought the demons of the west, obtained guidance from helper spirits, and retrieved a lost soul, gathering it into a piece of crystal before bringing it back into this world, defies rational explanation. It is far easier to concentrate on what the shaman wore for the ceremony, the type of drum that he or she played, and any special equipment that was used, such as the crystal soul-catcher, if that even existed in this reality. Later, however, when the shaman starts to explain the layout of the village, with gates of fire leading into the wildness of the forest, with talismans buried to the west to keep the demons at bay, and with offerings left every morning for the helper spirits, each mirroring the reality found in the otherworlds, nothing quite makes sense and it all looks, well, a little ridiculous. Without an understanding of the entire bounds of existence for the shaman, including the reality of the otherworlds (and possibly even experiencing it oneself), there is insufficient context for an observer to make sense of very much at all.


The same is true for the past, except that there is nobody from that time to whom we can address our questions, and participation becomes fraught when it involves volunteering for being brutally slaughtered and laid for eternity in a bog. To those in the past, however, who were willing to offer up their lives, their sacrifice made perfect sense within their beliefs about the world and the reality that they inhabited. Moreover, to offer up one’s life to such beliefs suggests that these were no passing impulse but rather a deep-seated and persuasive way of understanding existence. To find out just how ingrained these beliefs were, we need to follow them back or, as this book does, follow them forward from the time that they first surfaced. Nevertheless, just how far back is it necessary to go?


If, as for the shaman of the village, beliefs emerge both from this world and also from the unseen influences of trance, dreams, and flights of imagination, then we need to start when these first began, and that is an extremely long time ago. Within Europe, which is the subject of this book, it means returning to the time when a new species of human emerged from Africa, some 40,000 years ago. These were Homo sapiens, the ‘thinking humans’ – us. However, in settling the continent, these new humans displaced an even older species, Neanderthals, which showed traits of forming their own beliefs about the world. Just how complex these beliefs were is something we will shortly find out.


To explore the Neanderthals further, however, we must leave behind the twenty-first-century world and move into theirs. Reading about evidence and explanation, while invaluable in our quest, will not be enough; we need to inhabit the same reality as the people of the distant past. We need to see what they saw, feel what they felt; only then will we begin to discern what they might have believed about their world. We need to embark on a journey to the past, 40,000 years ago, to a cave somewhere in Europe.





Ice sheets cover the far north and the ground freezes solid for half the year. Night is coming on and we urgently need shelter. You notice a cave ahead just as the first sheets of hail begin to cloud our vision. We struggle on, wondering just what we might find …




PART  ONE


IN THE GRIP OF THE ICE: THE PALAEOLITHIC
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Chapter 1


ANCIENT RITES IN


AN ANCIENT CAVE


All about us is a landscape of ice and snow; the wind tugs at the furs wrapped around us and the chill grips our bodies like a fist. You gesture to the cave and we move inside. It is strangely lit and we realise with a start that there is a fire towards the rear and large shapes moving around it. They are people, but not like any we have ever seen before. Large, squat, and powerfully built; we catch glimpses of their faces and cannot help but stare at their pronounced noses and brows. We have entered the lair of the Neanderthals. Moving closer, we notice that they are filling a pit with stones and loose earth. They are covering something but we cannot quite make it out. You creep closer still and point to a shape sticking out of the soil. It is an arm; the Neanderthals have just buried one of their dead. All at once there is a low sound that fills the cave; it is mournful but strangely rhythmic. We realise that it is the Neanderthals singing; is this how they lament their dead?





It is difficult to establish when Neanderthals first colonised Europe, as the fossil remains of the earliest examples are difficult to tell apart from earlier species of humans. It was thought that 300,000 years ago was the absolute earliest that Neanderthals had evolved as a separate species but new excavations at Atapuerca, in northern Spain, have suggested that it might be closer to 400,000 years ago, although whether these fragmentary remains are of Neanderthals or of an even earlier species of human is still debated.1 However, from the remains of several individuals found at Ehringsdorf in Germany, and (more securely dated but far scantier in terms of remains), Pontnewydd Cave in Wales, it seems certain that Neanderthals had colonised most of Europe by at least 230,000 years ago.2 They were to last another 200,000 years.


The landscape inhabited by the Neanderthals was one of wildly fluctuating temperatures. Although supremely adapted for the Ice Age, which affected Europe for much of the time that they were around, Neanderthals also had to cope with sudden periods of warming and even, on occasions, sub-tropical environments. During the last inter-glacial period (the warmer period between Ice Ages), between 128,000 and 118,000 years ago, there were even hippos living in southern England. Sudden climate change was nothing new to the Neanderthals and they coped with it remarkably well.3


Although Neanderthals certainly looked very like us, just how human their behaviour actually was is hotly debated, especially when it comes to burial. Caring for the dead is a very human trait since the focus is on the presumed soul of the individual and its journey to the afterlife – concepts requiring imagination and belief, which some think were beyond the reach of Neanderthals. Had we arrived slightly earlier in the cave, we may have witnessed how the Neanderthals had conducted the burial of their dead: whether they had spoken any words to the corpse, whether they had put any offerings in the grave, and whether the body had been laid out with respect. We certainly heard what sounded like singing but was this part of a mourning ritual or just a spontaneous outpouring of grief ? Evidence of Neanderthal burial is tantalisingly scant and these are issues that archaeologists continue to debate.


Although some 500 Neanderthal bodies are known, most are very fragmentary and only around 20 are reasonably whole. Of these, even fewer were buried.4 However, in the few cases where a pit had been dug to hold the body (interpreted as a sign of deliberate action on the part of the survivors) many of the remains were positioned in a foetal position, as if they had been placed with respect. Moreover, at La Ferrassie in France, two bodies were laid head-to-head, perhaps mirroring the relationship the individuals had in life.5


Possibly the most celebrated Neanderthal burials were found within caves at Shanidar, in modern-day Iraq. Rose and Ralph Solecki, a husband and wife team, found several burials between 1953 and 1960, including a man who had been crushed on the right side of his body, perhaps from a rock-fall, leading to partial paralysis and infection. That he lived for several months after the accident shows that the others in the group must have cared for him, and were evidently not thuggish brutes, but it did not prove that they honoured him after death.6 Elsewhere in the cave, a Neanderthal burial was surrounded by flower pollen.7 Could this have come from bouquets left by distraught loved ones? This would have been a typically human gesture to mark mourning and loss, and it would also indicate, as the excavator put it, that Neanderthals had a love of beauty.8 The idea seemed to echo the preoccupation with ‘flower power’ at the time of excavation.


At another Neanderthal burial site at Teshik-Tash in Uzbekistan, a young boy was laid in a cave surrounded by six pairs of horns from local mountain goats.9 The brief lighting of a fire next to the body seems to suggest that maybe this was part of a funeral ritual. At other sites, items appear to have been left with the bodies, perhaps indicating that these were offerings for the deceased to use in the afterlife. Particularly striking were the cattle bones left next to a body at Chapelle-aux-Saints in France.10 If these were once joints of meat, could they have been provisions for the afterlife? Similarly, at Amud, in Israel, a red deer jawbone seemed to have been deliberately placed next to the pelvis of an infant.11 Was there some symbolism associated with this act?





In our cave, we watch as the last stones are placed on the grave and the Neanderthals turn their attention back to the fire. One leans forward and throws another branch to land in its heart. There is a sharp hiss and the flames leap momentarily higher. The Neanderthal nearest the fire is briefly lit and we notice that he is sawing something with a flint knife, holding the item tightly between his front teeth. We also notice a thread around his neck. It is a sinew necklace holding a small shiny object, possibly a shell; the fire has dimmed again and it is difficult to tell. With a start, we realise that the object rests on the swell of a breast. This is a Neanderthal woman! We grin at each other in embarrassment but there is no need to apologise for our mistake. Through the gloom and smoke of the cave, both sexes look remarkably alike.





Wearing jewellery at this time was almost certainly symbolic: it portrayed a message. Could the Neanderthal woman have been saying something about herself? The shell may have marked her out as having travelled to the sea, or that she had relatives in that part of the world. Nevertheless, would the others have understood the message? What this demands is abstract thought, an advanced form of intelligence thought to be held exclusively by modern humans. In effect, the shell stands for so much more than merely a shell; it becomes a metaphor for a host of other ideas and thoughts. To understand it fully requires a degree of comprehension that brings together a variety of disparate ideas and links them with symbolic connections. Could the Neanderthals have done this, or was a shell merely a shell?


However, shell jewellery is not the only evidence for symbolic thought attributed to Neanderthals. Art is usually assumed to be an indication of advanced thought: making something stand for something else. Although the evidence for Neanderthal art is vanishingly small, some claim to have found it. At Berekhat, in Israel, a small figure of what might be a woman was certainly made by Neanderthals, as microscopic analysis of the cut marks demonstrates.12 Elsewhere, at La Roche-Cotard in France, other excavators have claimed that a lump of flint was modified with the addition of a bone splinter to resemble a face.13 As with most art, however, its veracity is most certainly in the eye of the beholder. Although there are no caves that were painted by the Neanderthals, they gathered lumps of pigment, particularly red ochre and black manganese dioxide.14 The most likely explanation is that the pigment was for painting their bodies, although whether this was for decoration or merely to fend off the strong sun is a moot point.


Although we thought we heard the Neanderthals singing, some think that they went further still and actually made musical instruments. Moreover, an appreciation of music would support the view that Neanderthals had an advanced level of intelligence. At Divje Babe Cave in Slovakia, the excavator, Ivan Turk, found an 11cm hollow thigh bone from a bear with two or more holes pierced into its surface. It looked just like a flute and since it was found near to what may have been a fire, images of Neanderthals gathered around the blaze and enjoying an impromptu music recital caught the imagination.15


In some caves, although not all with Neanderthal remains, archaeologists have found piles of cave-bear bones and skulls, some seemingly placed in stone-lined pits.16 At Régordou, the bones were from the brown bear but at Drachenloch, in the Swiss Alps, the bones were from the now extinct cave bear, a huge and ferocious predator, much bigger than a modern grizzly bear. Did the Neanderthals recognise its strength and collect the skulls in homage to it? Were the bone caches actually shrines for worship in some primitive cult of the cave bear?


As we leave the cave of the Neanderthals, we have discovered little that is new. These people remain enigmatic. They certainly looked like humans but did they think in the same way that we do? It is impossible to say outright but the evidence, albeit circumstantial, is persuasive. Surely we can draw some conclusions? Well, sadly not. For every step towards revealing Neanderthal beliefs, there seem to be two steps back. In the grave at Shanidar, ‘flower power’, as we shall see, had more to do with mouse than man.


Notes


 1. Arsuaga, Bermúdez de Castro, and Carbonell (1997) and discussion in Stringer and Andrews (2005) pp. 152–3.


 2. Stringer and Gamble (1993) chapter 3.


 3. Gamble (1999) pp. 175–94 examines the climate at the time of the Neanderthals.


 4. Johanson and Edgar (1996) pp. 211–33 contains details of the best-preserved bodies.


 5. Heim (1976).


 6. Trinkus (1983) pp. 401–13.


 7. Solecki (1975).


 8. Solecki (1972) p. 178.


 9. Movius (1953) pp. 25–8.


10. Boule (1911–13).


11. Rak, Kimbel and Hovers (1994) pp. 314–5.


12. Confusingly called the Berekhat Ram figurine, it is only 3cm tall. Marshak (1997); d’Errico and Nowell (2000).


13. For additional examples from Italy see Marquet and Lorblanchet (2003) and Milliken (2007) p. 341.


14. Stringer and Gamble (1993) pp. 158–9 for red ochre and Mithen (2005) pp. 229–30 for manganese dioxide.


15. Turk, Dirjec and Kavur (1997) for the finding of the flute, and Kunej and Turk (2000) pp. 249–64 for an analysis of the sounds it made.


16. J. Renfrew (2009) pp. 54–6.




Chapter 2


MORE MOUSE THAN MAN


The famous Shanidar flower burial may not have been all that it first appears to be. The Persian jird, a small gerbil-like rodent, also likes to visit the same caves that the Neanderthals inhabited – they make their nests in them. These nests are then provisioned with their favourite food, flower heads, which the jird stores in great numbers. In fact, the larder of the Persian jird would be more than enough to account for all of the flower pollen found with the Shanidar burial. The bouquets of mourning Neanderthal relatives may have been nothing more than a rodent’s food store.1


Although the goat horns around the young boy at Teshik-Tash were certainly placed there by the Neanderthals themselves, they may be less extraordinary than they first appear. Of the 768 non-rodent bones in the cave, that is, bones that would have probably been brought in by the Neanderthals rather than occurring naturally, 760 were from mountain goats.2 Clearly, goat featured regularly on the menu and the horns may have been lying around anyway, providing a convenient digging pick to fashion the grave pit. There was no symbolism involved in the act, merely a straightforward approach to solving a practical problem: how to dig the grave. The haunches of meat at Chapelle-aux-Saints and even the red deer jawbone at Amud may have been chance occurrences; bones moved about in the cave by scavengers or the movement of sediments over thousands of years, leaving a picture whose apparent story is false.


Similarly, under scrutiny, the bear skulls that appear to have been cached in the stone-lined pits reveal no cut marks, indicating that the heads fell off naturally after death. Indeed, in some caves with bear bones, no Neanderthal presence has ever been detected. The remains seem to be no more than a striking coincidence when a number of skulls and bones were moved about by water flowing into the cave and were caught up within some blocks of stone that had fallen from the ceiling. It may have even been a hibernating bear itself that swung its paw over the cave floor to make some room for its bed and swept the remains of its distant relations into the corner. These were not shrines of an ancient bear cult, but rather natural accumulations of bones that were big enough to have become trapped together.3


Finally, the shell necklace that we saw was probably just a crude copy from a more recent occupant of those snowy lands: modern humans. Although Neanderthals had Europe to themselves for thousands and thousands of years, from about 40,000 years ago to when they finally died out around 30,000 years ago, they shared the continent with our earliest forebears. The last Neanderthals seem to have copied these modern people, fashioning similar tools and even wearing similar body decorations.4 There are two explanations for this. A minority see the Neanderthals as having reached a degree of sophistication whereby they had begun to develop the advanced patterns of thought necessary to understand and appreciate art, culture, and symbolic representation.5 The other view is that it is just too coincidental that this happened only when modern humans appeared. Rather than developing these behaviours themselves, the Neanderthals were mimicking what they saw modern people do.6 Whether they ever understood the symbolic importance of what they were doing is extremely unlikely. In short, their brains were just not up to it.


Neanderthals had bodies far more adapted to the cold environment than ours. Their frames were stocky with short limbs to conserve heat, their noses were large and flared to warm and humidify the cold air that they breathed, and their brains were larger than those of modern humans.7 However, despite its size, it is unlikely that the Neanderthal brain had the myriad of neural connections that are contained within a modern human brain and it is these connections that are crucial to advanced intelligence. Neanderthals probably had little conception of the past or even of the future; they lived only in the present moment.8 The abundance of tools found in some Neanderthal encampments suggest that they would make a tool for a particular purpose but then would just as readily abandon it when their task was completed. Similarly, many of the tools that they made were generic rather than specialised for a particular task – a one-size-fits-all solution. There appears to have been little forward planning in their world.


It was not that the Neanderthals did not have a store of wisdom that they could draw upon in their everyday lives, but that, rather, this is all that they had.9 They could remember (and presumably learn from a parent) how to do a certain task but they could not innovate to find a better way of doing it. This is why their tools and way of living remained essentially unchanged for thousands of years. This lack of joined-up thought makes it seem almost impossible that they could think symbolically. An object, such as shell, could only ever be a shell; it could not stand for something else, such as a far-away relative, a memory of a visit to the sea, or a symbol of belonging to a family group. This type of thought was beyond a Neanderthal. When we saw the Neanderthal wearing the shell necklace, she had almost certainly copied (or even obtained) it from a modern human; she must have liked wearing it but likely had no thoughts beyond that. To a Neanderthal, such jewellery had no symbolic meaning at all. This is probably true for all the suggested examples of Neanderthal art. The objects were certainly made by Neanderthals but were probably aborted tools or random marks created in ways that are now lost to us. They were neither symbolic nor were they created for their beauty. Even the flute, on closer inspection, has been revealed to have been formed when a carnivore bit the bone and left two round puncture marks with its teeth.10 If the Neanderthals did ever sit around the fire on an evening, it certainly was not to listen to music.


If Neanderthals had no symbolic thought, it is very unlikely that they had developed that pinnacle of symbolic usage: speech. Words are perhaps the ultimate symbol, since a series of sounds always stands for something else. Steve Mithen makes a convincing argument that, although Neanderthals would have used sounds for communication (and may have even sung at times of social stress, such as burials) they were not refined into speech as we would know it.11 In the same way as I understand that different barks from my dog mean different things, and might therefore comprehend his meaning, so Neanderthals probably understood what another was communicating to them. However, just as my dog might bark that he is hungry or bark that there is someone at the door, he would never be able to bark that there is somebody hungry at the door; such joined up meanings would be beyond him and were likely to have been beyond Neanderthals.


Of course, this is to judge Neanderthals compared to our own species rather than accepting them on their own terms; they were supremely adapted to their frozen environment and were undoubtedly the first pan-European people.12 They survived for almost a quarter of a million years and toughed out a succession of Ice Ages and the occasional warmer interlude. They might be around still if it was not for the arrival of the other species of human around at the time: us. However, this was not some colonialist policy of extermination on our part but rather a gradual out-competing, in a similar way that the grey squirrel has ousted the red from much of its former haunts. Ezra Zubrow, an expert on the effects of varying rates of reproduction on populations, has calculated that a difference in infant mortality between Neanderthals and modern humans of only 2 per cent would have wiped out the Neanderthals in 30 generations, or about 1000 years.13


Such a difference could easily have been caused by climatic changes. Neanderthals were used to the odd warming of the earth and, before modern humans were around, they could muddle through by themselves. Once they had competition, however, it appears that they lost out. All the evidence suggests that Neanderthals were big meat eaters; preying on large herbivores was almost the only survival strategy that they knew. We have already seen the abundance of mountain goats at Teshik-Tash and this seems typical of their diet: monotonous, meat-rich, and taken from a narrow range of species.14 Modern humans, by contrast, took their nutrition from a far wider range of sources: small mammals, birds, fish, and vegetation.15 When the climate warmed, and the larger game animals were perhaps less abundant, modern humans had the edge. Not only could they fashion specialist tools to make the remaining large game animals easier to catch, they could also fall back upon other sources of food. When episodes of warming had happened before, the Neanderthals had retreated to areas where they could wait out the conditions before bouncing back. This time, however, there was no place to go.16 Out-competed in obtaining food, their birth rate declined and, as Ezra Zubrow has shown, this would very rapidly prove fatal. By sometime around 30,000 years ago, Neanderthals were effectively extinct.


So, what can we conclude about Neanderthal beliefs? Did they have any? Certainly, the flowers, the bear skulls, the flute, and even the jewellery came to nothing, but what of the burials themselves? Surely these provide evidence of care of the dead, evidence that could be extended to imply a belief in the soul’s journey to an afterlife? Once again, probably not. Just because Neanderthals sometimes buried their dead, it does not necessarily imply that there was any symbolic or ideological reason for doing so.17 It is just as likely that the dead were buried to get them out of the way, rather as they might have buried bones and food waste to maintain a relative level of sanitation within the cave.18 This is not to suggest that Neanderthals were treating dead bodies as potential food. Although there are signs that some early Neanderthals ate their dead, such as the cave at Krapína in Croatia where 800 Neanderthal bones (out of 850) had been butchered and cracked open to obtain the meat and marrow (something only other Neanderthals could have done), no creature survives long as a cannibal. It is likely that cannibalism supplemented rather than comprised the Neanderthal diet.19 Furthermore, burials in caves are extremely rare and probably represent only the few who died while inside them.20 For the others, out in the world, they were probably just left where they fell.21 Neanderthals likely buried their dead since it was the most practical thing to do with them; that they chose to place them in the foetal position only saved them from digging a larger pit. The grief that they felt may not have moved beyond an immediate feeling of bewilderment and loss, and certainly did not lead to complex thoughts about where the soul went after death.


However, there is one burial at Leiria, in Portugal, where a young Neanderthal child was buried with a great deal of care. Several objects were placed in the grave, including a seashell pendant and the bones of red deer and rabbit, and the body was wrapped in a shroud, stained red with ochre.22 Surely these items were not for use by the child but rather for its soul after death? Is this, finally, evidence of Neanderthal belief ? A careful analysis of the bones suggests otherwise. Whereas the trunk and leg bones are of the usual Neanderthal stockiness, the arms are gracile and more akin to a modern human. The evidence for a chin seems to confirm that one of the parents of this child was Neanderthal, perhaps the mother, but that the father was a modern human. The child was of mixed species.23 How the parents met and raised a child is not something we will ever know, nor how the child was treated in life, whether as a Neanderthal or as a modern human. Nevertheless, the evidence in the grave is unmistakable. This is like no other Neanderthal burial we know. In death, the child achieved what no Neanderthal had done before: its soul journeyed to the afterlife, where it might enjoy the items that were buried with the body, or so those left behind probably believed. To discover more about these wonderful new beliefs, we must now leave the Neanderthals behind and join our own kind: the first modern humans in Europe.
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Chapter 3


DAWN OF THE SPIRITS


We find ourselves by another grave (this far back in time, graves are often the only evidence we have that people lived here at all). It is bitterly cold, although the men who have just finished digging the shallow pit are sweating hard. We move away from them, finding the powerful odour of their bodies almost unbearable. We stop at a small group crouched around the body of a boy. He looks young, barely a teenager, and he is dressed in the most amazing clothes. Draped about him and sewn into his tunic are strings of beads and polished teeth. They must have taken hours and hours to make. A pendant lies on his chest and you point out an animal carved from ivory by his side, a mammoth perhaps. There is also a mammoth tusk and what appears to be the leg bone from a human, now yellowed with age. These items are all destined for the grave. We wonder at the wealth of these people, that they can confine such riches to the ground. Why would they do such a thing? We look at each other in awe.





Although we did not see it ourselves, next to the newly dug grave of the boy was another grave, this one holding a girl of around eight years old. The two graves were part of a group of five from Sunghir, in eastern Russia.1 The girl had been dressed in a similar way to the boy, with over 5000 beads attached to her clothes. She wore a beaded cap and had ivory discs and lances by her side. She also had two pierced antler batons, which are variously described as spear straighteners or ceremonial objects. In this instance, the latter makes more sense. As we have seen, the boy had a similar number of ivory beads sewn into his clothing, a beaded cap, an ivory pendant, a mammoth sculpture, and a whole tusk by his side. He also had a human leg bone stuffed full of ochre and, unlike the girl, had a number of fox teeth sewn into his belt.2 Perhaps fox teeth were specific to males? It has been estimated that each ivory bead took 45 minutes to make; this means the entire number worn by the girl would have taken in excess of 3750 hours.3 This was a massive investment of time; the modern equivalent in terms of value would be almost too enormous to quantify. In fact, the task could probably have only been undertaken by an entire community working together. To dress individuals in this way and then put them in the earth only makes sense if there is an expectation that the person will be able to make use of the clothes and the objects after they are dead. It is the first sign we have that people believed not only that a person’s soul survived them after death, but that the soul also continued its existence somewhere else: the afterlife.


The other aspect of the Sunghir burials that appears strange is that children were singled out for such elaborate burials. The other burials from the group, a male placed directly above the children, a skull from another individual, and various limb-bone fragments, had far poorer burials. Why were these children so special? They may have been the offspring of an important person, perhaps the chief, but since the interval between the two burials could have been up to 200 years, this seems unlikely (we might expect the children of intervening chiefs to be buried in a similar fashion but no further child burials have been found). More likely perhaps, is that the children were judged to have special powers. They may have had prophetic dreams, suffered from epilepsy (an illness often singled out as demonstrating unusual ability), or were otherwise deemed to be in touch with hidden, supernatural forces.


Other burials at this time also seem to have been special in some way. At Paviland, in Wales, the ‘Red Lady’ burial has recently been re-dated as one of the earliest in Europe. If I had been writing this a short time ago, I would have stated that the burial took place about 26,000 years ago, when the Ice Age was at its height. Following more sophisticated dating techniques, however, this age has increased by 3000 years to mean that the burial actually occurred during one of the warmer interludes, a far more reasonable proposition.4 The people of the time took one of their dead, a man of about 27 years old, and brought him to a remote cave to be buried.5 Unlike the Neanderthals, who only used caves for burials because they were convenient, the ‘Red Lady’ was deliberately brought to a cave to be buried there. Perhaps the cave was considered a special, even a sacred place, and the man was correspondingly considered equally special. He was dressed in leather clothes – shirt, trousers, and moccasins – and buried in a shallow pit with a stone on which to rest his head and feet.6 A skull of a mammoth sat nearby, perhaps watching over the dead man, and a number of broken ivory rods and bracelets were placed on his chest. Maybe the rods were even used in the burial ritual, rather like magic wands or, perhaps, more prosaically, they were blanks for cutting beads. A bag decorated with periwinkles also lay on the man’s thigh. Before the body was covered, it was liberally sprinkled with red ochre, staining the clothes and even the bones a deep red. Many years after the burial, the cave was intermittently reused and more items were left there, including carved human figures. It seems that the sanctity of the cave persisted.


At Brno, in the Czech Republic, another man was buried far from any settlement site, indicating that the place must have been chosen for other reason, perhaps because it too was considered special or sacred.7 Again, the man was strewn with ochre and had a head covering with 600 dentalium shells sewn into it. He also had mammoth tusks, a rhino skull, the teeth of a horse, and stone discs accompanying him in the grave. However, there was also a unique item: an ivory marionette of a human figure, the arms and legs joined to the body so that they could move independently. It is possible that the man used the marionette in magical performances and the addition of a possible drumstick in the grave adds another element to these performances. Similar marionettes are used in another culture, far removed in time but perhaps not in focus, since the Inuit peoples carve figurines of humans for use in their shamanic rituals.8 As the Brno man was clearly very closely identified with these items (after all, they were confined to his grave) it is possible that he was a shaman9 or, at least, the Palaeolithic equivalent of a shaman.10





After Sunghir, we are back at another grave, this time at a place called Dolní Vĕstonice in the Czech Republic. We watch as three bodies are laid in a large but very shallow pit: a woman between two young men. The people conducting the burial take care to arrange the bodies, and each is positioned to touch another. We recognise the beads and pierced teeth the bodies wear, although not as many as we saw at Sunghir, and the few items that are placed next to them, mostly ornaments and tools. You point at an approaching woman as the others move back to let her through. She holds a small container of something red, which we recognise as ochre. She sprinkles the ochre liberally over the heads of the dead bodies, and then across the groin of the woman; as she does so, we notice that the woman was badly disabled in life, her leg deformed and her spine crooked. There is a low murmuring as the woman’s groin is coloured red and, again, it seems as if this means something to the assembled mourners. Finally, branches are placed on top of the bodies and, all of a sudden, set alight. We feel the momentary heat of the blaze as each person throws handfuls of earth onto the grave, extinguishing the flames as quickly as they arose. You look at me and I shrug – who knows what all of this means to the people around us.





The ochre we saw sprinkled over the bodies was mirrored at Paviland, where the body was stained red as a result, and also at Brno. At Sunghir, the human leg bone buried with the boy was filled with ochre. In all, 27 burials at this time, a remarkably high percentage, have colourant in the grave, mostly ochre.11 The clear similarity between the colour of the pigment and the colour of blood suggests that ochre was considered to contain some sort of life force. Perhaps it was designed to mark the soul’s transition to an existence in the afterlife and further reaffirmed people’s belief in this alternative realm. The sudden spark of flame at Dolní Vĕstonice may represent much the same thing. Moreover, the covering of the woman’s groin with pigment suggests that there may even have been a fourth human in the grave: a foetus, its remains lost to the ravages of time.12


The badly disabled woman at Dolní Vĕstonice13 is mirrored by the man at Brno, who suffered from the bone disease periostitis, and also by other burials at this time, which contain individuals who were disabled in some way.14 If these people were singled out for special treatment (and, from their burials, it is clear that they were), it was despite their terrible disabilities or perhaps even because of them. Shamans from more recent times are often disabled or are otherwise distinguished through an initiatory illness and it is possible that this attitude has roots that stretch back into the Palaeolithic.15


The burial of three individuals together at Dolní Vĕstonice also has its echo in other burials of the time. At Sunghir, we have seen how a boy and a girl were buried head-to-head in a long grave, although not at the same time. Similarly, within the caves at Barma Grande, in Italy, an adult male was buried with two adolescents, a male and a female.16 Although this triple burial was transverse to the cave, other burials follow the axis of the cave in their alignment, as if it was important that the location be reflected in the positioning of the individual.17 If these places were considered special in their own right, then perhaps this is not surprising. At Předmostí in the Czech Republic, there is a large burial of some eight adults and 12 children but with a trail of single human bones and assorted animal bones leading to the south and south-east.18 The south-east is the direction from which the midwinter sun rises and this may be the first indication that early people were watching the sunrise and orientating parts of their world around it. As we shall see, this will take on far greater importance as time progresses.


At Dolní Vĕstonice, close to the triple burial, were fragments of a limestone rod, marked with 29 scratched lines. The arrangement of these lines may refer to the phases of the moon.19 If so, then it is yet another indication that people of the Palaeolithic were concerned with things beyond this world. If the people in the graves were the shamans of the time, then the moon phase rods at Dolní Vĕstonice give an indication of the knowledge that they held.


As with many recent shamans, there are signs that people feared them and the power that they wielded. Many of the burials were covered; we saw at Dolní Vĕstonice how the bodies were obscured by wooden branches and how these were set alight before being covered with earth. In other cases, the shoulder blades from mammoths covered the bodies.20 In addition, at Kostenki in Russia and at other burials at Dolní Vĕstonice, the remains were tightly bound, with arms and legs tied close to the body.21 If these people were feared in life, perhaps their souls were also feared in death and the bodies were covered and bound to keep them from rising again and disturbing the living.22


If these burials do represent the shamans of the Ice Age, then these shamans would have spent their lives interacting with the supernatural and speaking of things that others could not see. That people understood and respected the shamans seems borne out in the lavish way that they furnished their graves, leaving items of incredible value that the deceased could take with them to the afterlife. The Neanderthals we met in the previous chapters could never have conceived of such a thing; their brains were simply not up to it. But why not? What makes people like us so special?
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Chapter 4


REMEMBERING THE DREAM


On 24 November 1974, Don Johanson was going to have a quiet day writing up his field notes in his camp, a simple arrangement located in the Hadar region of Ethiopia. One of his students, Tom Gray, had other ideas and persuaded Johanson to join him on another hunt for the fossil remains of our earliest ancestors. Little was either of them to know that the day would go down in history, for among the baked and blistered earth was a scattering of bones. Almost complete, and named Lucy by the team, she is one of the most important hominin remains to have ever been found.1


However, Lucy was a long way from what we would regard as ‘human’.2 Belonging to a species called Australopithecine afarensis (meaning ‘southern ape from afar’ and dating to between 3.3 to 2.8 million years ago), she would have walked upright (thereby confirming her claim to be an early hominin) but, apart from that, she was essentially an ape. She probably foraged for food on the ground and in trees like any modern-day chimpanzee but, when she crossed the open savannah, she would have walked bipedally, on two legs, just like we do. Lucy is not the oldest hominin species: that distinction belongs to Australopithecine anamensis, who was walking upright from about 4.2 million years ago. The first remains of A. anamensis were only identified a little over a decade ago.3


Lucy’s species led to Australopithecine africanus (meaning ‘southern ape from Africa’ and dating from between 3 to 2 million years ago). The most celebrated remains came from Taung in South Africa and were studied by Raymond Dart, the newly appointed Professor of Anatomy for the region.4 Due to Dart’s perceived inexperience, the find was ignored for almost a decade until more fossils emerged from the same site and were recognised for what they were: a new species of early hominin. Although Dart claimed that A. africanus were hunters, it is more likely that they were the hunted and lived on their wits to avoid the large predators that abounded at the time. They were also unlikely to have used fire or even made stone tools. Although A. africanus was on the way to becoming human, it still had a long road to travel.


All the Australopithecine species we have looked at so far are called ‘gracile’ because that is what they were: small and lightly built. However, there was another type of Australopithecine around at the time, called Australopithecine robustus.5 These were heavier and thicker set, although the bite marks in the back of the remains of a skull from Swartkrans in South Africa shows that they were still hunted. Despite their stature, A. robustus went extinct, perhaps as a result of environmental pressures but perhaps because they were hunted by something other than leopards. While A. robustus was trying to make its way in the world, the graciles had developed into a completely new species: Homo, human.


Olduvai Gorge in Kenya had yielded many tools over the years but no evidence of their maker. That was until 1960, when Louis and Mary Leaky thrilled the world by finding a skull that was far more human-like than Australopithecine.6 Called Homo habilis (meaning ‘handy human’, due to its tool-making ability) it lived between 2.2 and 1.6 million years ago. Since H. habilis was discovered, new intermediate species have surfaced, but the next big leap seems to have been to Homo erectus (meaning ‘upright human’, and dating to between 1.6 million to 500,000 years ago). Moreover, this species did something that no other had done before: it travelled. Found as far away as Java and China, it clearly spread out of Africa.7 However, despite being found in Georgia, it seems that H. erectus did not colonise Europe.8 Perhaps the altering seasons were more than it could cope with or perhaps the large carnivores were too much of a threat.9 Whatever the reason, the earliest human remains found in Europe were of a later species, Homo heidelbergensis (named after Heidelberg, in Germany, where the first remains were discovered).10 H. heidelbergensis probably emerged around 600,000 years ago but quickly gave way, by about 400,000 years ago, to two other species with which we are familiar. In Europe, H. heidelbergensis gave rise to Homo neanderthalensis, the Neanderthals we have already met, but in Africa H. heidelbergensis gave rise to Homo sapiens, modern humans: us.


There is still debate about how H. sapiens came to colonise the world. A minority see H. erectus evolving into H. sapiens independently on each continent.11 However, the majority see H. sapiens leaving Africa and beginning a huge migration that was to take them to Australia by 60,000 years ago, Europe by 40,000 years ago, and America by 15,000 years ago.12 Although some interbreeding with existing Homo populations is possible, evidence from DNA analysis rules out any meaningful integration.13 The first remains of H. sapiens in Europe (although not the oldest) were found at Cro-Magnon Caves in France. Cro-Magnon means ‘big hole’ in old French and it stuck as the name for all modern humans in Europe during the Palaeolithic. Mercifully, the name retained its French form and we have already seen the graves of some of these people in the previous chapter.


How H. sapiens ousted their close kin from around the world is still not fully understood. However, the reason that they did so is clear from the name: Homo sapien means ‘wise human’ and it was their brains that enabled them, or rather, us, to out-compete and, ultimately, outlast every other human species that had ever been before. But what is it about our brains that is so different from all the rest?


Of all the archaeologists who study the brain, Steve Mithen is perhaps the most compelling.14 Keeping a flowing metaphor, he compares the development of the brain to a cathedral. At the very earliest stage, perhaps relating to the Australopithecines, there was only a central nave of generalised intelligence. This contained general purpose learning and decision making rules. It could be modified in the light of experience but behaviour was simple and learning painfully slow. During the next stage, separate chapels formed around the central nave; these were domains of specialised intelligence relating to social interaction, natural history, and technical accomplishment. Perhaps H. habilis had micro-domains but they are more evident in the later pre-modern humans. However, and it is a big qualification, there was no access between the chapels: each domain was independent from all the rest. This meant that a thought about tool making could not be linked to knowledge of natural history. Accordingly, although pre-modern humans made tools, they were never specific to any particular hunting strategy. If such a thought arose, it had to be processed in the central nave with the limited amount of general intelligence that was held there. That is why pre-modern humans sometimes seem very advanced (when they used their domains of intelligence) but then seem very basic (when they needed to join up the domains and could not do so). In fact, the largest domain at the time was for governing social intelligence, the ability to live in large, co-operative groups, and we have seen the success arising from this increased intelligence with the Neanderthals being able to take care of their sick and lame.


It was not until the rise of modern humans that the last stage was reached, the chapels started to develop doors to one other, and knowledge from each domain began to flow and combine in new and innovative ways: the cathedral was formed. Specialist tools were created by combining the domain of technical accomplishment with the domain of natural history, but that was not all. By combining the previously separate domains, something could now stand for something else. For example, a good food provider could be honoured (social intelligence) and compared to a fox (natural history intelligence). A fox may even become the totem of this person and perhaps this is why people of the time were buried with fox teeth. This is symbolic thought, making something stand for something else, and it made us who we are today.


There are many ideas as to what triggered this last stage, but most centre around small genetic mutations that allowed for brain development, especially in the direction of language.15 Nursing mothers probably always burbled to their offspring as a way of bonding. This developed into common noises that stood for certain objects, tasks, and emotions, and that made sense to the wider community. This was the type of language available to humans prior to H. sapiens (and we have examined the language ability of Neanderthals, for example, in chapter 2). Genetic mutation in the brain allowed these noises to develop syntax and grammar until a sophisticated, symbolic language evolved where a number of words could be joined up and, depending on their combination, could stand for something.16 Moreover, people did not necessarily need to have heard that combination of words previously to understand what they stood for. As language took on symbolic form, so other aspects of thought also took on symbolic form until something from one domain of intelligence could stand for something else in another domain of intelligence and the wall between them was breeched.


However, despite the importance of intelligence (and resulting language development) in the evolution of the mind, there is another element that sets modern humans apart: our consciousness. Our minds are not only different from earlier models by what they can do but also by what they can comprehend. Pre-modern humans were probably aware of things in the world but not of a past or a future, and certainly not of themselves as conscious beings. This is called ‘primary consciousness’.17 Modern humans, however, are aware of both past and future, as well as having an awareness of themselves as conscious beings. This is called ‘higher-order consciousness’.18 It is the ability to remember and to have an enhanced working memory that can hold several concepts simultaneously and work on them holistically that becomes crucial.19 Moreover, consciousness does not just include the rational, waking mind, but also other states, such as sleep and trance (called altered states of consciousness). These altered states are as real and as important to our consciousness as any other element. However, although all higher-order mammals can enter altered states, only modern humans have the capacity to remember the experience, because only we have higher-order consciousness. Furthermore, because higher-order consciousness also gives us self-awareness, we can analyse, explain, and learn from our experiences in these alternative states of dream and trance.


While the industrialised world may have rejected trance experiences as something degenerate and to be avoided, in the non-industrialised world over 90 per cent of peoples have culturally patterned forms of altered states of consciousness.20 For them, trance is not some strange unnatural ‘trip’ but something commonplace and, moreover, useful. From brain-imaging through EEG, it appears that trance causes a degree of instability in our mental processing that causes new connections to be made between neurons, the basic cells that make up the brain. The result can be realignment both of the understanding of the self (something that defines higher-order consciousness) and also of the world it inhabits.21 Moreover, it is the frontal lobe of the brain that it stimulated during trance, and this is the area associated with working-memory (a vital part of the modern mind).22


Although pre-modern humans would not have remembered their experiences of trance, they almost certainly had them; staring into a fire throughout an evening may have been enough to trigger such a state.23 Over time, this repeated experience of trance across countless generations may have allowed certain traits of thought and behaviour to become established (i.e. ‘This is a good thing, I must keep doing it’). Although this in itself would not have directly caused the genetic mutation behind the evolution of the human mind, these traits could have set the conditions for a gradual genetic shift from primary to higher-order consciousness.24 In effect, it was trance that made us human.


Trance is also good for problem solving.25 We instinctively recall this when we ‘sleep’ on a problem, hoping that a solution will present itself overnight. If modern humans of the Palaeolithic regularly entered trance, then the edge that it would have given them in solving problems may help to explain why they out-competed the Neanderthals.26 Again, it was trance that made us what we are. However, trance is not only about problem solving; it is also about journeying to an alternative realm. To return to sleeping, when we dream the world we inhabit is very different from our waking world but it is nevertheless very real to us, at least, while we are asleep. Once humans could start remembering their dreams, and had a language capable of communicating them to others, it is likely that the experiences they had while asleep began to form an important part of their world. This was coupled with an enhanced awareness of the self, and a consciousness of being conscious. It would not have been long, therefore, before people would have begun to wonder where someone went when they died. The answer, to them, might have been very apparent: since death resembles sleep, and the land of dreams was well known, it is likely that they thought that the dead, or at least their consciousness (here, read ‘soul’) went somewhere similar: the afterlife was born. This is why modern humans buried their dead with objects to take with them, whereas no other pre-modern human could ever have conceived of such a thing. That a similar realm could also be accessed in trance would have only compounded their belief that there was a different reality, an otherworld, that could be accessed through trance, through dreams, and through death.


At this point, it would be useful to understand what these people saw when they entered trance and journeyed to the otherworld and, fortuitously, we can do just that. Our brains are essentially the same as those humans that lived during the Palaeolithic; we can enter trance ourselves and experience something very similar to what they did. Although the actual detail might be culturally conditioned, the basic experience of trance is common to us all. It is time to see what this otherworld of the Palaeolithic looked like.
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24. Jablonka and Lamb (1995) pp. 191–228 for the role of epigenetic inheritance systems in adaptive evolution.


25. Ludwig (1969) pp. 18–20.


26. Such a positive trait (the ability to enter trance) would have given certain individuals better chances of survival and reproduction. Therefore, under the theory of natural selection, it would have been replicated and refined over time.




Chapter 5


JOURNEY TO THE OTHERWORLD


I was in a room with many other people. My eyes were covered and I lay wrapped in a blanket. Someone drummed over me, the repetitive beats thumping out a steady rhythm. I lay quite still, waiting to see what would happen. Before long, shapes appeared in the darkness before me and these quickly formed into a spiralling tunnel. I moved down it, feeling like I was being sucked along at great speed. There was a dim glow at its end and I knew that this was what I should aim for. Eventually I emerged. I stood at the edge of a vast landscape, filled with trees and rivers, lakes and mountains: I had entered the otherworld.


We have already seen how the brains of those who lived during the Palaeolithic were almost identical to our own, and, therefore, we can conduct research on the modern brain and then apply it to the past.1 In this case, I was using my own. In our normal, waking consciousness, we are in what is called a ‘beta state’. We can concentrate on what we are doing, be aware of the world around us, and also process other thoughts and anxieties. If we relax, perhaps by becoming engrossed in an activity or through light meditation, our brain waves slow and we enter an alpha state. If our brain waves slow still further, we enter a theta state, an altered state of consciousness.2 This corresponds to either trance or, paradoxically, intense alertness.


There is a reason for this apparent paradox and it has to do with the way our brains manage our body.3 The ‘sympathetic’ system of brain activity responds to either positive or negative stimuli; it creates arousal in the body through pleasure or pain. The ‘parasympathetic’ system looks after all the automatic processes, like eating, digesting, and sleep patterns. Since this system works best with no arousal, it tends towards quiescence, that is, complete calm and stillness. The two, therefore, usually work in opposition, regulating the way our bodies work. However, it is also possible to push either system to an extreme. In the case of the sympathetic system, hyper-arousal is associated with physical activities that totally overtake us so that we reach a state of flow, where everything but the activity itself is removed and we feel a rush of energy. In the case of the parasympathetic system, hyper-quiescence is associated with sleep but also with deep meditative experiences, where the mind begins to empty and focus rests only on the experience itself. This can also occur with repetitive chanting or prayer. Beyond hyper-arousal or hyper-quiescence is a further state where one system, although usually kept quite separate, overflows into the other. This happens, for example, when we reach a point of hyper-arousal where the activity we are engaged in brings waves of peace and tranquillity, as if we have moved outside of our bodies and are experiencing complete and utter stillness. (This often happens immediately after sexual activity.) The sympathetic system has overflowed and the feelings we are getting are associated with the parasympathetic system. Conversely, when we reach a point of hyper-quiescence through meditation, we may suddenly feel an energy rush, as if we have left our bodies and have merged with a source of power beyond ourselves. The parasympathetic system has overflowed and the feelings we are getting are associated with the sympathetic system. In both cases, where one system overflows into another, we are left with an out-of-body experience that is at the heart of trance experience. When I was in trance, for example, I left my body behind to move down a tunnel or, at least, that is how it felt to me.


It was drumming that enabled me to enter trance. The regular beat of the drum slowed my brainwave pattern and caused hyper-quiescence. Eventually, this began to overflow and I felt the rush of energy and out-of-body experience that allowed me to move into the otherworld. However, there are many different ways of entering trance, some creating hyper-arousal, such as dancing, intense physical activity, or extreme emotional trauma (many car accident victims report leaving their bodies and observing events from a place of stillness), or hyper-quiescence, such as sensory deprivation, ritual chanting or prayer, and listening to a repetitive sound.4 In all cases, brainwaves slow and trance, or an altered state of consciousness, will be achieved. Certain drugs provoke a comparable response, although they do so through a chemical stimulation of the brain. This inhibits the production of serotonin, responsible for transmitting stimulus from the body to the brain, and thereby causes hyper-quiescence.


The first aspect of trance is sometimes (but not always) the appearance of patterns before the eyes.5 This is caused by what opthalomists call entoptic phenomena, since the patterns are created within the eye with no outside stimuli. The shapes themselves are called phosphenes.6 These can be flecks, hashed lines, zigzags, and starbursts, and will be familiar to anyone who has experienced distorted vision through migraine, as the imagery is the same. Interestingly, these same images often crop up in the doodles of young children, suggesting that their production comes before, and is quite independent of, developed analytical thought.7 The second aspect of trance is more universally experienced, as the phosphenes converge and a tunnel or vortex appears to open up. This is due to a spiralling stimulus within the brain cells that are activated at this time, giving the appearance of a tunnel.8 Nevertheless, the compulsion to go down it is strong. After a while of travelling through the tunnel, there is a light at the end and, as this gets nearer, a landscape can often be perceived. Eventually, it is possible to step out of the tunnel and enter the landscape. Although many aspects will appear familiar, especially since there will be an initial blending of imagery from several sources, including the memory, there will also be an otherworldly quality to the sensation, as if the body has been left behind and a new world of experience has opened up.9


As I entered deeper into trance and began to orientate myself in this alternative realm, it was as if my body had grown. My limbs stretched and felt weightless. I realised that, without much effort, I could fly. I flew over trees of all colours of green until I reached a lake. Its water was still and the deepest turquoise. I flew down to it and dived beneath the surface. I could hear the water rushing in my ears and I swam through the water with as much ease as I had flown through the air.


My experience of trance is fairly typical of the range of sensations that can occur. The perceived changes of scale can be explained by phenomena known as macropsia and micropsia, which basically means seeing things much bigger or much smaller than they usually are.10 It is a common experience in trance. Similarly, flying and the associated activity of swimming underwater are also common experiences.11 Indeed, those in trance often report hearing the sound of flowing water.12


The elongation of my limbs and a feeling of weightlessness were the first signs that my self-identity was beginning to break down. When the sympathetic and parasympathetic systems overflow, we begin to lose track of our senses and any outside stimulus completely ceases. It is at this stage that the self begins to disintegrate. In some cultures, this can be interpreted as terrible violence inflicted on the body and there are stories of Siberian shamans who felt as if they were torn apart while in trance.13 This sensation of violence may also be linked to the amygdala, a bundle of neurons within the brain responsible for an orientating response when someone moves in an exaggerated manner (such as Siberian shamans, who often drum themselves into a frenzy of movement). This can elucidate a fear response, which may heighten the expectation of violence or, alternatively, may produce feelings of religious awe.14


As I left the water, I became aware of a huge animal in front of me. I was a little nervous of its size but the animal spoke to me in a soothing voice. As I moved closer to listen to its words, I marvelled at the knowledge that it held; so much of what was said resonated with something inside of me. The more I observed this animal, the more I wondered what it must feel like to live in its skin, to stretch and to move in animal form. The more I thought about the animal, the more I could feel myself taking on its form. My hands became paws, my skin became fur, and my face lengthened into a snout. It was a blissful experience.


What I had come across is what shamans and, most likely, the people of the Palaeolithic, would have recognised as one of the spirits of the otherworld. In psychological terms, I had started to hallucinate. Although visual hallucinations are more common than auditory hallucinations, I both saw the animal and heard it talk.15 Such hallucinations occur because of the overflow of the parasympathetic into the sympathetic system (or vice versa), allowing a seepage of brain activity from the preconscious into the conscious mind.16 Moreover, there appears to be a certain predisposition for humans to hallucinate certain elements. ‘Zoopsia’, the hallucination of animals, is among the most common.17


Although the origin of the images we hallucinate lies in the preconscious part of the brain, this still does not explain how they arise. It has been suggested that we hold knowledge about things in discrete chunks of information. A phrase such as ‘church wedding’ or ‘having breakfast’ is understood all at once and on a myriad of levels, without us consciously thinking them all through.18 Some chunks of information seem particularly prevalent across cultures, such as the wise teacher, the trickster, or the questing hero. Jung interpreted these as archetypes stemming from what he called a collective consciousness universal to us all.19 He may be right, as there do appear to be such latent constructs within the brain.


The wise teacher, for instance, is found in myths and traditions from many societies and even in popular culture. This may be due to an aspect of trance whereby the brain starts to project a more advanced state of wisdom onto another individual.20 This is part of the breaking down of the self and the relinquishing of responsibility and control to something outside the body. Coupled with zoopsia, it is not surprising that many shamanic traditions speak of guardian or power animals that aid and counsel those who journey to meet them in trance. I experienced the same on my journey and much of what was imparted made me think in ways that were new and unfamiliar, presumably because my mind was working in a different way to normal. However, it need not necessarily be an animal that becomes the wise teacher but it could also be another human, either living, dead, or entirely mythical. To the people of the Palaeolithic, the appearance of the dead while they were in trance would have probably been taken as clear proof that there was an afterlife and this was where people went when they died.21 The existence of other ‘spirits’ within this realm would have confirmed that it was, indeed, a world apart.
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