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A tribute to Chris Mawson

This space, normally occupied by a foreword, has become a tribute to Chris Mawson who died in November 2020. He had very generously agreed to write the foreword for this book, and had just started before he very suddenly died. He had written in the notes section of his phone the following:


Foreword to First Thoughts

A famous student of ancient forms of the art of unarmed combat once advised that we should try to take in what is useful, discard what is not and to add what is uniquely your own—wise and challenging advice in learning any art. I found this book to be expressing in a language that is very much her own, Jayne Hankinson’s …


I am intrigued to think about what else he might have written, but his note certainly fits with my hope that readers see this book as an attempt to discover my own thoughts and realisations through combining my experience with the learning of others. He had been deeply acquainted with my ideas and had constantly encouraged me to “write a book”, and as such, there would have been no better person for me to ask to write its foreword. I think it is very apt to include here, instead, a tribute to him.

I first came across Chris when he was giving some seminars on Bion almost nine years ago. I had looked forward to these seminars as I was keen to learn more about a Bion that had become enigmatic in my mind. Chris’s enthusiasm for Bion and his manner of leading the seminar stood out from a growing awareness of the enormity of Bion’s legacy. These seminars took place before The Complete Works of W. R. Bion had been published, and Chris was generous in sharing with us some of Bion’s original writing, and also the details of how he had laboured alone over the editing for more than a decade. I remember feeling awe, not so much about Bion’s writing, but for the application and dedication Chris had demonstrated in completing such a mammoth task. These were qualities that impressed me about Chris over and over again in the years since that first meeting. It was also during these seminars that I learned he lived and worked very close to where I lived.

My contributions during these seminars had been positively taken up by Chris and, to my mind, I felt that, perhaps, he had overestimated my capacity and understanding. This feeling pervaded my experience of Chris to the extent that when I was looking for a supervisor I decided that I would not approach him—I felt I could not live up to what I felt his expectations to be. However, finding a supervisor that would work logistically (these were pre-Zoom times!), as I lived outside London, and who would fit in with my psychoanalytic thinking, proved to be harder than I imagined. I was eventually left with little choice but to approach Chris, and he graciously accepted.

During the first year or so of meeting weekly for supervision, any thought that Chris might have had an overinflated view of me dissipated. I was left with a feeling that my work did in fact constantly disappoint him, and I struggled with my confidence. What began to emerge, though, was the awareness that Chris was very fair. He could equally both praise and criticise with sincerity and passion, and I also began to appreciate his capacity and excitement in just “following a thought”.

This coincided with my growing personal interest in beginnings and belonging. I had already written, for myself, Chapters Nine and Ten in Part II, and had begun to develop further thoughts about Adam and Eve. I was beginning to think in terms of an Adam psychology and an Eve psychology and this came into a supervision one day. Chris encouraged me to talk more about it and we were soon immersed within a shared space of thinking and fascination. We began to meet twice a week, once for supervision and another just to talk about life, philosophy, psychoanalysis, and the universe—and this continued right up until his death.

These meetings were at one and the same time microscopic, macroscopic, and megascopic in that they followed wherever our thoughts took us, one moment looking within atoms and the next moment the whole universe; one moment looking at psychoanalytic theory, the next looking at Doctor Who. He took every thought seriously and was able to call upon a huge encyclopaedic knowledge of Bion, Klein, Freud, philosophy, literature, and more in his associations wherever our discussions took us. He constantly amazed me by even being able to know the pages within a text from where his quote had come from.

I greatly enjoyed these meetings, and he both challenged and encouraged me to take my thinking even further; and often, I think, I challenged him to take his thinking further too. I feel very privileged to have had this opportunity to “just talk” with someone who had an obvious excitement and passion for thinking, and who took my thinking seriously.

Over time, Chris moved out of the realm of being my supervisor, or mentor, to being my friend. He was supportive through some personal difficulties, as was I to him when difficulties came his way. I met Donna, his partner, and he talked about her and his children and grandson with enormous love and pride. It was evident that he was entering a very creative and happy phase of his life, and it is a great sadness to me that this future was only partially realised.

My last conversation with him was a phone call at the beginning of a half-term break that he was taking. He’d had an urge to call me as he had been reading the draft that I’d sent him of my book. He said that he had to let me know that he was really enjoying it and had had to number the pages as he had been taking notes as he was reading. True to form, my immediate reaction was to think about all the things I felt were wrong about the book, and I started to tell him the list of problems with it. This had been a repeated experience with him over the years, but, this time, when I started to do this, I stopped and simply said, “Thank you,” and accepted what he was telling me. I was greatly moved and appreciative that he had taken the time to call me. We had a few email exchanges in the following days, one of which was about the foreword, but he died before we were able to meet again.

Chris’ death has left a big hole in my life, and I am aware of the even greater loss for Donna and his family. He was thoughtful, caring, sensitive, full of excitement and passion for thinking, challenging, encouraging, and much more—and this book would not have been written without him.


Part I

Dissatisfaction
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Setting the scene, or the first quarter of my hermeneutic loop

Wisdom is to discern the true rhythm of things; joy is to move, to dance to that rhythm.

—Old Russian proverb





Chapter 1


My beginning


This book has come about from my long-standing struggle to find my own path and identity, both within my professional life as a psychoanalyst, and my personal life. As such, the starting point from which this struggle has taken place is important to consider.


The ignition that started the process was my experience during training, and, in particular, a confusion about belonging. It resulted in an attempt, more than eight years ago, to “discover” a beginning that sufficiently satisfied several aspects of myself—my “hats” of psychoanalysis, science, childhood, and, above all, being female. This attempt is included in Part II. As, at this time, I had already developed an interest in creation myths, beginnings, and forms of belonging, my attempt cannot be said to be uninfluenced by this interest, but I can say that I approached it with a freedom of discovery and that I let it take its own path. The place I arrived at in the course of my experiment was the story of Adam and Eve. The impact of this exercise has been fermenting ever since, and I found myself starting to think of Adam and Eve not as separate mythological beings, but as modes of being that exist in dynamic tension within all minds, male and female. Initially it was a useful way of understanding certain personal difficulties, but it soon spread to be a useful way of thinking about my patients. Over the next few years, this thinking developed and deepened and has resulted in this book.


This is a deeply personal book. The concepts and discoveries I arrive at come from something within, and, as such, they “belong” to me. They are, mostly, not new; but what might be considered different is the frame I am attempting to set them in. I cannot treat each concept I arrive at during this personal struggle with a literary search and citations; I would get lost and the book would become something else entirely. I have obviously done so with themes I’ve arrived at through research, but I haven’t done so with themes I’ve gained insight into as a result of my own endeavours and struggles. These I feel I have “ownership” of, even though many have owned them before me. If you like, these parts come from what I have begun to consider as an “Eve” aspect of me, and thoughts, concepts, or words that come from Eve are different from those that come from Adam. They have been smelt, tasted, seen, heard, and felt—discovered at a visceral level, not learnt by a sophisticated Adam aspect of mind.


Freud in Moses and Monotheism (1939a) talks about “a victory of intellectuality over sensuality” (p. 114). Here, I am advocating a “right to be” for sensuality (in that it is based upon the perceptual and feeling-aware realm) and the status of everything that emanates from this part of the mind to be “owned” by the discoverer. As W. R. Bion (1967) says in Second Thoughts:




[A]ny psychoanalyst must find his own way and come upon well-known and well-established theories through experiences of his own realizations. It is clear that the realization which approximates to a theory he has learned will be unique, and may therefore appear to be so different from the theoretical formulation that he cannot recognise the bearing of the one upon the other. By contrast he will force a theory to fit a realization because it is difficult for an inexperienced analyst to tolerate doubt … There can be no harm in errors of this kind: “original discoveries” of the already well-known, and “confirmation” where none would be found if clinical flair were mature. It becomes fatal to good analysis if premature application of a theory becomes a habit which places a screen between the psychoanalyst and the exercise of his intuition on fresh and therefore unknown material. (p. 169)




Bion recognised the difference between discovery through intuition and realisation, on the one hand, and the learning of a theory on the other; I am advocating for the status of “original discovery” to be valid. It is “original” to the particular thinker—it has been “thought” from experience—and therefore has a right to be “own[ed]” by that thinker, even if countless others have owned it before. Bion also states how important it is for this type of thinking to be available to the psychoanalyst—it is this thinking that changes a treatment into an authentic relational experience from which the patient can benefit.


When I stumbled into psychotherapy and analysis in my early thirties, I devoured everything I came across. I read books and papers from the first word to the last and then reached for the next one. I have understood this as being a very strong epistemophilic drive, but also a quest for meaning that felt urgent to me. From the realisations I come to in this book, I could say that my Adam mind was acting, and trying to take in something, which would give meaning to Eve.


The influences, occupations, and preoccupations in my preceding years had been an upbringing in a broken, working class family in South Wales, being a secondary school science teacher, and being a mother to my three very individual children. I mention this as this book is concerned with beginnings, and my starting point has been important in setting the scene for what I am now writing.


How I have perceived the world and myself, and the corresponding struggles with belonging, can all be traced in my thinking and searching for something that felt like the “truth”. While recognising that one person’s truth is not necessarily the same as another’s, I was searching for something that could help me make sense of “me”, as well as resonate with what I knew about the natural world. I needed it to correspond with both my sense of something inside and my perceptions of the world outside.


A memory from my childhood that had puzzled me for many reasons has also helped me understand that perhaps I was always going to be a psychoanalyst. This memory has been fundamental in how I have formulated the concepts in this book. When I was about eight years old, I had been taken by a friend and her father to a derelict house in a countryside setting. This ruinous and collapsed house had a big impact on me, and I vividly remember feeling that one day I would return to this site and build a house for myself to live in. I can understand this experience in many ways, but what confused me for many years was both why I had remembered it so vividly, and my inability, due to feeling overcome by shame, to talk about how I had felt. This memory, together with other aspects of my “beginning”, began to have a life of its own in the sense of a need to find a structure from which I could orientate myself.


This personal quest was a big factor in my epistemophilic stage, and it persisted until probably halfway through my analytic training. This coincided with being established in my analysis too. I began to feel that while some aspects of theory resonated, others simply felt wrong. My quest still felt alive and kicking, but I was not so easily satisfied. In particular I was at first disturbed, but later fascinated by, the vehemence demonstrated by some of the adherents of any particular theory, and the oppositional nature of the various “clubs”. How could this be and how could this fit with my initial view of psychoanalysis as a bastion of truth and tolerance? Surely to be an analyst was to be able to tolerate all truths, to continue growing and asking “why?” It occurred to me that the vehemence was due to the fact that each adherent was working from a position of believing their particular theory to be the truth, and considering the other theory to be either not upholding this truth, or a destabilising influence on it—that is, a threat to the “structure” of the belief.


This phenomenon was to become fundamentally intriguing and important to me. There seemed to be something overarching going on, something that perhaps was being enacted or having an influence in ways that were obscure and unconscious. Again, how could this be, when the actors in this enactment or drama were the analysts themselves? How can several theories and positions be accounted for, which arouse vehemence and outright denial between each other, and still all be thought of under the umbrella of the quest for the truth? There seemed to be something bigger, some frame which had yet to be named, something influencing those who were supposedly the freest of minds.


My thoughts during this time started to become preoccupied with beginnings. It began to feel very important what the particular beginning each individual structure of mind emanated from; or, more accurately, what particular phantasy of beginning could be discerned. I began to find out about the various creation myths that exist and discovered repeated themes and phantasies.


It started to become apparent that, in writing this book, I was engaging in what Reg Harris (2015) has called a “hermeneutic loop” (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Reg Harris’ hermeneutic loop







Hermeneutics is all about interpretations—how we interpret ourselves, the world we live in, and our position in it. As John D. Caputo (2018) writes:




We move around within this interpretation without even appreciating that interpretation is going on, that the world in which we live, and we ourselves, have already been interpreted. When we arrive in the world, the interpretation of the world is already up and running … It is like the air we take for granted, something we do not notice unless it is cut off or fouled by some odour. It is given by simply being taken as a given, without … giving it a thought. Interpretation is always running in the background while our attention is taken up by what is going on in the foreground. So, the work of hermeneutics is to work out our “always and already being interpreted”, to bring it to the forefront or the surface. (p. 35, italics in original)




Harris’ hermeneutic loop seemed to be a process by which this attempt to bring the “givens” to the foreground of thought might be possible, whilst also being a dynamic and constant re-evaluation of the world as it is experienced. This book has evolved naturally into something which follows this process for me. I started off feeling unsettled and uncomfortable with the structures which were available. I then raised questions and had a need to find meaning and belonging, especially in relation to my training. This led to active self-exploration and research—I became engaged with the phenomenon. This engagement then elicited feedback which began to challenge my view of a larger structure, which led to a greater understanding of the position in which I found myself. This enabled me to have a deeper understanding of how I saw the “whole of life”. I have adapted and personalised Harris’ loop into one which follows my trajectory in writing this book (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Adaptation of Harris’ hermeneutic loop







In a way, this is no different to the processes which could have influenced the authors of many of the creation myths I am looking at. They would have felt the same dissatisfaction with the prevalent understanding, and would have had similar needs for structure and the assuaging of anxiety. I have noticed a difference between certain types of creation myth which allow for this hermeneutic loop process and those which do not.


There are many myths which do not allow for an evolution of knowledge—they are more like dead metaphors, used consciously and unconsciously to remain in a particular way of thinking and being. They exist to justify a particular present, rather than as structures to represent a search for the truth. From this perspective, they are more of a hermeneutically influenced straight line than a loop. The processes that initiated the straight line might be the same as those for a loop, but the result is stagnation rather than a fluid and evolving system.


My hermeneutic loop has resulted in a fuller understanding of life for me—a considerable claim, but nonetheless true. With regard to its use for others, a wish is for my loop, presented in this book, to encourage the creation of further hermeneutic loops.


The “straight line” creation myths, prevalent in all cultures, provide a perspective from which to understand developing states of mind and relationships to anxiety, fear, the unknown, and between male and female—but the wider frame they insinuate has not been addressed. An evolution of these myths, and the establishment of alternative myths which represent a fuller understanding, has not occurred; perhaps because of an important difference between written and oral myths, which I explore in more detail in the next chapter. Psychoanalysis can be caught up in the same disputes and in the same stagnation of thought that is inherent in these myths, and it is only by understanding a wider frame that a freeing of thought can occur. While the structure I arrive at will no doubt become redundant or outdated, it has served a purpose for me in that it has widened my frame of reference and enabled me to put words to aspects of my sense of being that were missing before. I would hope that in becoming aware of my process, a reader might question and discover what their own unconscious creation myth might be and also understand the importance of doing so.


In thinking about creation myths, religion also inevitably needs to be considered. While this book isn’t about religion—I am trying to consider the “beginnings” of nature, humankind, and how we are able to “be” in the world—religion and its conception of the “beginning” form a point of departure for my exploration of Creation. What I have written, however, is primarily a musing; a freeing of thought and following it wherever it leads, and this is the approach I apply to religion too.




* * *




These “setting the scene” chapters in Part I will elaborate on various themes and ideas that I consider relevant to the understanding I arrive at, and which I will be referring to later. They follow the trajectory of my thinking, starting from the awareness of an unease:




•I begin by introducing creation myths, and explain how I use the word “myth”, before looking at psychological developments that can be seen within them.


•I then move on to explore the themes of “presence and absence” with reference to Mendeleev and the periodic table. I had begun to see things as being “present” or “missing” in certain psychoanalytic theories, and was often confused as to how they could fit all together. Mendeleev’s process demonstrated a hermeneutic loop as well as an ability to bear the unknown. His story shows the importance of curiosity and the need for a frame to be in place.


•In the next chapter, I look at the dispute between Augustine and Pelagius at the Council of Lod. This dispute was to do with the location of God—whether he was to be found outside, in a transcendent position, or located internally. I feel that the exploration of the enduring nature of this dispute might shed light on present-day battles within psychoanalysis.


•“The binding of Hans” focuses on a catastrophic state of mind that comes about when an outer, society-wide illusion meets the internal world and its perceptual apparatus. I represent this by looking at the story of The Emperor’s New Clothes, and the philosophical trolley problem. These are important as they represent the dilemmas that arise when we come across any theory which is being used to represent reality. The event horizon—between the perceptual apparatus, an external, lived societal illusion, and an inner awareness of needs, wishes, and anxieties—is an enormously complex one. The individual “solution” to this dilemma inevitably involves the sacrifice of one or more of these essential factors. The pressure to join the prevailing creation myth is powerful, and resistance to it often means punishment and isolation.


•The next chapter explores the complexity behind the belief that in the beginning was the Word; or, more accurately, the difference between a belief in the “start” as a word, and a belief in the “start” as chaos. The awareness of the psychological importance of this difference began to be significant, especially with respect to the necessity of a structure which had a place for a maternal function.


•The final chapter discusses “circularity and straight lines”. In becoming immersed in the themes of “beginnings”, I looked deeper into Jewish mythology and became aware of Adam Kadmon. Chayyim Vital wrote about the teaching of Luria, and he highlighted the importance of “circles” and “straight lines” to their ideas in formulating the concept of Adam Kadmon. In this highly anatomical description of a beginning, several bodily and psychological functions can be identified. Among the rich symbolism is an acknowledgement of projection, introjection, container–contained, and interiors and exteriors. This shows the enduring nature of the theories within psychoanalysis, and suggests that these fundamental bodily themes have had a presence in the mind and a representation in thought since time began. Our response to them is a primary influence upon behaviour, character, and disturbance.




Part II is a conceptualisation of a fundamental beginning, and a working towards something more complex. It is highly speculative, and therefore depends upon the reader extending both a dramatic and a scientific licence to it. I also begin to investigate penetrative processes, magical structures, and the concept of wholeness.


Part III looks at the work of Sigmund Freud, Melanie Klein, Donald Winnicott, and Wilfred Bion with a view to formulating my understanding of what their particular creation myth or sense of beginning might be.


Part IV outlines my position following the process of writing this book. It is the “deeper understanding” that arises from engaging in my hermeneutic loop.


This book is a chronicle of my struggle and suffering with a question, and the eventual arrival of my truth. I do not wish to claim it as a definitive truth, but, rather, as a truth that has helped me.


I hope that in reading my musings, you will begin to question the nature of the “always and already being interpreted” beginning that influences your “being” and that this ignites the start of your own hermeneutic loop.








Chapter 2


Creation myths


The most important question anyone can ask is “what myth am I living?”


—Attributed to Carl Jung




In becoming interested in creation myths, I believe I was trying to make sense of something that seemed elusive and unrepresented. I then had a wish to find a story or structure that could “hold” this elusiveness, whilst also saying something important about what was. Myth has served this purpose for millennia. From the ancient Egyptians, who provide the world with the earliest known creation myths, to the present day, these myths have represented events, cycles of nature, and gender dynamics, and have had religious importance for more than 5,000 years.


Each myth can be shown to reveal a particular “solution” arrived at, at a particular time in history, which “answers” the psychological dilemmas regarding existence, being, and how man (Adam) sees himself in relation to woman (Eve), and other creatures. The solution or myth that is arrived at then serves as a “container” or structure which is drawn upon to allay fear and anxiety, and also to enable the person to become able to “be” in the world. Without this structure, “being” is impossible.


I am using the word “myth” here to try to draw a distinction between it and fact, documentary, fiction, fantasy, and so on. In using “myth”, I am inferring something which has evolved primarily as a defence against primitive terrors, as well as a means of satisfying the need to express something relating to the unconscious “reality” (phantasy). In a way, the “reality” of the illusory experience is to be found within the myth.


Thus, a myth (for me) both represents and expresses states of mind, and incorporates the defences against awareness of these, and, at the same time, says something about the nature of the unconscious reality. Interestingly, more in its written form, it can also serve as a tool used to preserve the defensive structure, and to reinforce the hierarchies that are inevitably created. Once the myth has been created, it also serves as a “container”—something which provides a structure within which people can place themselves. This structure has the impact of reducing anxiety, and this function also serves to perpetuate the structure even though it may defy nature and reason. Hence, creation myths are held onto, even when they seem to be in direct opposition to nature and reality.


This way of defining myth is partly similar to Lévi-Strauss’ statement (R. A. Segal, 1999) that myth is distinctive in not only expressing oppositions, which are equivalent to contradictions, but also in resolving them: “[T]he purpose of myth is to provide a logical model capable of overcoming a contradiction” (p. 46). He suggests that myth resolves a contradiction dialectically by providing either a mediating middle term, or an analogous but more easily resolved contradiction.


These myths can also be referred to as “origin myths”, but I am going to use the term “creation myth” throughout this book. I am choosing to do this due to the meaning that the word “creation” conveys. The OED suggests that “origin” can mean “that from which anything originates, or is derived”, a “source of being or existence”, a “starting point”. “Creation” can mean “the action or process of bringing something into existence”, or, in relation to religion, “the bringing into existence of the world or the universe”, especially when regarded as an act of God.


Given these myths are almost all concerned with the how, the why, and the when “life” and the universe were created, usually by an act of a God, the use of “creation” appears more accurate. For those myths which do not overtly have a “creating deity”, but describe the bringing into existence of “something” via a process, the first definition of “creation” also applies.


“Origin”, from the above definition, evokes a particular time and place which represents a fixed beginning with nothing before it. The word origin also lacks the dynamic nature which these myths embody, not only in the sense in which they were written—depicting a creative force bringing the universe and life into existence via some process—but also in the awareness of the science behind how things interact and come together to make complex forms and entities. Processes are involved. As a consequence of these insufficiencies, I prefer the term “creation myth”.


Creation myths are found throughout the world and are stories which become part of humanity’s collective development. They can be seen as attempts to explain natural phenomena, such as how the earth formed, but they also provide a rich insight into society, behaviour, and psychological forces. They have had a profound effect on ancient cultures, and, together with ritual, can be said to form the foundation of religious beliefs. They have influenced all forms of cultural expression, values, attitudes, and the mind.


The first stories were inevitably delivered through the medium of speech. Stories would have been shared, and served a purpose not only in explaining the unknown, but also in allaying fear. For instance, the people of ancient Egypt were dependent upon the Nile flooding every year to fertilise the ground. If the flood was too great or too little, the impact was severe. The fears inherent in these situations would have been alleviated by a story, and in this way the cycle of nature could be passed down the generations.


These first oral myths would have evolved not only over time, but also from one telling to another. Each narrator might render a slightly different story to the one originally heard, as well as adding or omitting aspects according to their own knowledge, fears, and needs.


The evolving, mutating, shifting, and developing nature of these oral myths represents something of great importance. The myth is flexible and can incorporate new knowledge as well as adapt to each specific need. It is like a living and breathing entity which can not only learn, but is also gracious enough to be able to change its mind and adapt to a new situation.


The earliest known creation myths are those of the ancient Egyptians. These oral myths can be shown to be in existence from about 3000 bce and earlier. The evidence of these myths is mainly art and tomb wall decorations, and interpretation of these shows that there were many differing stories of Creation featuring many differing gods and motifs. It wasn’t until the Egyptians started to use writing more extensively during the Old Kingdom (c. 2686–2181 bce) that the myths perhaps began to take on an enduring form.1


This progression—from the first perceptions of the natural world along with need and fear; to developing a language to begin to communicate; to an oral myth which holds knowledge and fear, but also serves as a container; and then to the written myth—has had, I believe, a profound impact on how we see ourselves and others.


I will expand on this to try to show how the movement away from the oral myth tradition towards the written myth could have the impact of stagnating development and forcing myth into directions which favour the formation of gods over the appreciation of nature and reality. I will also look at the contents of creation myths and show that the processes they are concerned with are dynamics between the genders, anatomy, projective and introjective forces, birth and death, and essentially “who” has the power to create, or who “owns” Creation.




Cosmology—the creation of the universe


Across Egyptian history, each major city during a particular era developed or adapted its own creation myth according to which particular god that city worshipped. These gods were originally local deities in these cities, before evolving and rising to prominence.




Hermopolis (from the early Old Kingdom)


(Hieroglyphic writing was being developed)


The earliest known myth is that from Hermopolis (c. 3000 bce and earlier) and is depicted in the hieroglyphic writing of the pyramid texts (Hart, 1990, p. 11). It is focused on the nature of the universe before the creation of the world. It suggested that in the beginning were the primeval waters which consisted of the Ogdoad, a set of eight gods. Each of the four male gods had a counterpart female goddess. Nu and his female Naunet represented the inert primeval water itself; Huh and Hauhet represented the water’s infinite extent; Kek and Kauket personified the darkness present within it; and Amun and Amaunet represented its hidden and unknowable nature, in contrast to the tangible world of the living. These two groups of males and females eventually converged and interacted explosively. This burst of energy thrust up, out of the water, the primeval mound located at Hermopolis and the god Ra was born, who created all which came after (Allen, 2014, pp. 159–160; Hart, 1990, pp. 19–21).




Heliopolis (from the Old Kingdom)


(Mummification was first used in c. 2600 bce and writing on papyrus was growing)


By c. 2600–2150 bce, the prevailing creation myth in Heliopolis had shifted to include Atum, a deity closely associated with Ra, but who was said to have existed in the waters of Nu as an inert potential being alongside the Ogdoad. His name means “Lord of Totality” (Allen, 2014, p. 175). This myth suggested that Atum was a self-engendered god and the source of all the elements and forces in the world. He, through his own means, appeared on the mound and gave rise to the air god Shu and his sister Tefnut. The myth suggested that he was able to do this by using a “masturbatory” process and the “use of his hand”. Other versions of the myth also suggested that he “sneezed” Shu out of his body and “spat” out Tefnut. The generation of Shu and Tefnut has been described as “when he was one and evolved into three” (Allen, 2014, p. 177). Shu and Tefnut then coupled to produce the earth god Geb and the sky goddess Nut. Geb and Nut then have children who represented the forces of life—Osiris, god of fertility and regeneration, Isis, goddess of motherhood, Set, god of chaos, and Nephthys, the female complement of Set. These nine gods were grouped together to form the Ennead and represented the process by which material life was made possible. The eight lesser gods, and all other things in the world, were ultimately seen as extensions of Atum (Allen, 2014, pp. 175–177).




Memphis (The Middle Kingdom)


Later, in Memphis (c. 1500 bce), the god of craftsmen, Ptah had slowly gained importance and gathered powers (Allen, 2014, p. 205). The capacity of craftsmen to envisage a finished product and shape the raw materials to create that product was especially revered. Ptah was said to have created the world in a similar way to the craftsmen. As Allen (2014) notes, the “Shabaka Stone” text references the Heliopolitan creation account before continuing:




But much older is Ptah, who enlivened all the Gods as well as their life-forces … through this heart and through this tongue … His Ennead is in his presence in teeth and lips, which are the seed and hands of Atum: for Atum’s Ennead evolved from his seed and his fingers, but the Ennead is teeth and lips in this mouth that pronounced the identity of everything. (p. 205)




This was a retrospective claim to establish Ptah as having preceded the Heliopolis account, and focused on creation being in the realm of thought and words. The ideas developed perceptions within Ptah’s heart (regarded by the Egyptians as the seat of thought) which were given “form” when he named them with his teeth and lips as a “pronouncement”. By speaking these names, Ptah produced the gods and all other things. Ptah’s creative thought and speech were believed to be the origin of the formation of Atum and the Ennead (Allen, 2014, pp. 204–206).




Thebes (The New Kingdom)


For the people of Thebes (c. 1500–750 bce), Amun, a member of the Ogdoad of Hermopolis, was the hidden force behind all things. All the ideas of creation attributed to other gods became conflated within Amun, who transcended all other deities (who were thought of as immanent). In being “beyond the sky and deeper than the underworld” (Hart, 1990, p. 22), Thebans thought of Amun as the force which caused both the Ogdoad and the Ennead to form and, due to being transcendentally separate from the world, his true identity was hidden from the other (lesser) gods. At the same time, as he was the ultimate creator, all these other gods were merely aspects of Amun (Allen, 2014, pp. 222–223). Hart elaborates on this further, and says, “in the words of the Leiden hymn, Amun is ‘too great to inquire into and too powerful to know’; the penalty for trying to get illicit information on his identity is expressly stated as instantaneous death” (p. 22).




* * *




It is my contention that, looking at these myths and their development over time, they can be seen to be directly influenced by the evolving means of communication, the awareness of science and thought, and by gender “disputes”. The oral tradition was giving way to the written tradition as well as the representation of representation itself.


The observable shift in this progression—from a “primeval water” holding the essences of four male and four female deities who interact to form a mound from which Creation can occur; to Atum “creating” himself and then creating through masturbatory or bodily effluents; to genesis arriving through “thought” and the “word”; and finally to a transcendent “super god”—can also give an important insight into the development of the mind. The evolving means of symbol formation and representation has to be considered as a factor influencing the evolution of not only the myth but also the mind.


I don’t think it is a coincidence that Atum arrived in the psyche of the myth narrators during a period when writing was becoming established in Egyptian culture, along with the expansion of scientific knowledge.


If I think of a time before words (in infancy, or prior to language), then the “containing function” is a maternal one. Looking at the great apes, the young spend a great deal of time during the first years clinging to the mother. Mother is the protective force and allays fears—even as adults, as Frans de Waal (2006) notes, male bonobos are known to seek their mother’s protection when alarmed (although chimpanzees behave differently). A young primate not only learns from his mother’s behaviour and responses to a wide range of experiences (dangerous, pleasurable, survival-based, climate, social, and so on) but is also able to internalise her capacity and use it as a structure from which he can also “be” in the world. When alarmed, the immediate container or relief of fear and anxiety is mother and her body. Later, when the infant is becoming independent, the container is that structure carried within the infant which “makes sense” of the world. This is what I am referring to as the personal creation myth needed by all who have managed to emerge from under their mother’s care.


This time, before words, is nature-based and built on a sense of experiencing the world, learning, and “taking in” primarily the mother’s capacity to allay fear. Females would have also been observed giving birth and being able to feed the young; therefore the act of creation, nurture, and making the world safe might seem to be capacities that “belong” to the female. In ancient societies or in the mind of an infant, these capacities, without awareness of the “science” behind them, might seem magical and enviable.


When communication became possible for hominids and words began to serve as symbols or representations of objects and experiences, the maternal containing function might have diminished in importance, in the minds of the male in particular. Now it was possible for the male to “teach” the young through his words. Instead of creation being “magically owned” by the female, the male could now “create” himself—he could create words which could appear to be a substitute container. He could name things and feel powerful—power to control as well as to impart knowledge. This use of the word as an external substitute container suggests that the actual containing process using the female body and mind can be bypassed.


In looking at a variety of myths from all over the world, I have been struck by the repeated references (some obvious, but others more subtle) to anatomy. It seems that myths evolved according to increasing knowledge of the internal body, and sometimes in direct opposition to that knowledge. Anatomy, the inside of bodies, the differences between the male and the female, and how life is created are some of the enduring mysteries which have perplexed humanity for millennia.


In the Hermopolis myth, the starting point is the primeval waters which hold the essences of the eight gods—the Ogdoad. Not only would the ancient Egyptians have had an intimate relationship with, and need of, the River Nile—it alone provided the fertile ground from which they could sustain themselves—but they also would have observed the waters released from the female body before birth. From this dual impression, the fertile Nile and the fertile water of the female body, their myth might be seen to represent something fertile and creative that emerges from the primeval waters. It also represents the idea that something explosive and energy-releasing needs to occur between male and female elements before creation can occur. This explosive energy might be considered the orgasm that accompanies sexual intercourse, or it might also represent the lightning strikes that bring the rain to flood the Nile. The myth is attempting to represent something that is experienced, as well as serving as a structure to make sense of the world. It also emphasises that Creation is brought about via the interaction between a male and female.


For the people of Heliopolis, things had changed. Writing was now more available and so the means of representation had shifted from an oral tradition, with art work, to an increasingly written one. I imagine that the awe and power associated with the transition from a time without words to words is similar to the transition from the oral to the written. If a movement away from “no words” to words had the impact of bringing the paternal function2 into existence and reducing the importance of the maternal function,3 then the movement from the oral to the written would further amplify this effect. The person who could use words would be able to name, create, contain, and control. The person who could write could not only take advantage of all that speaking conferred, but would also be able to set his words down for eternity. Eternal life was possible—the creation myth that was once flexible, alive, able to evolve and incorporate new knowledge, was now set down and imposed on generations as something that is. A structure of mind, or “solution” to fears, of a particular group of people in history, was now something deemed to be written in stone—an unchanging “truth” not able to evolve. This promise of an eternal life is, in reality, a dead, stagnant metaphor which quickly outgrows its usefulness. It is interesting that mummification was first used in this time too. Entombment of the mummified body to attempt to ensure a good afterlife was in fact ensuring an eternity of its inability to become incorporated into new life.


Atum, in Heliopolis, is now able to create “himself” without the intercourse that had a representation in Hermopolis. He creates through his own bodily secretions, and as a result the male is “owning” creation for himself. This movement from the earlier myths being based more or less in nature, to more magical and narcissistic methods can be seen throughout the world. It is the progression from the time without words to words, to the written form. It involves the birth of the paternal function, and the male feeling, as a potential outcome of this, that he can “own” creation for himself. For the authors of the Heliopolis myth, sperm and all things male have taken over creation. The myth has now evolved to serve another purpose—that of maintaining a favourable position for the male elements which wish to promulgate this new way of being.


For the people of Memphis and their worship of Ptah, the situation had shifted again. Ptah was the god of craftsmen, working with his hands to produce something. This recognition of the work inherent in creation seems to be an echo of the recognition of the work involved in the maternal function. The mother works with her hands and mind to hold and nurture the infant, resulting (when adequate) in the creation of an independent person whose “being” or “self” can exist in the world. However, what is worshipped in Memphis isn’t the work itself, but the thought that comes before “naming”. The nature of this thought could be considered to be maternal, in that a mother would be able to engender thoughts (and words) about her infant which can then give the infant a form and a self, however, in Memphis, this process seems to have become appropriated into the paternal function. This is able to be inferred due to the lack of “coupling” represented in the myth—things are brought into existence by Ptah’s thought and words. The ethereal is given priority over the forces and elements of the material world—that is, thought is revered above manufacture—and thus the intangible creativity of man is prioritised over the physical creativity of woman.


Creation from the perspective of the maternal function always involves the process by which a “penetrated object” and a “penetrator” come together in equality to produce something. It can then not only mean the product of reproduction, but also the product which is created from a maternal function process—the giving of form to something that would otherwise remain formless—and the inner awareness of self.


This maternal function—a structuring and forming of the self of the infant—requires the penetrative acts of maternal curiosity and the ability to receive the tumult of the unformed inner world of the infant. What is then created is the thought, or idea, or form of what was previously unformed. This process can then be owned by the individual mind upon maturation. Words, thoughts, ideas, forms, and the sense of self and other are all products of this type of creation.


Creativity in the paternal function provides something different—constructions and interpretations more involved with the external and the gaze (not from the inside). This process can involve the use of imagination or ideas to create something from an external interpretative position, and is rooted in learning, external observation, and so on. It has occurred without the penetrative action necessary in the maternal creation. This type of creativity is that art which can accurately represent what is seen in the world, or interprets the world from an “uncoupled” perspective. Creativity from a maternal function perspective involves an awareness of an inner interpretative realisation. Of course, most creativity considered “great” would combine both positions.


The movement from a male and female coupling, to a male creation, and then to a thought and naming creation, shows the vagaries of gender dynamics, the evolution of a particular kind of narcissism, and the growing separation of man from nature.


The creation myth from Hermopolis seems to be serving the function of a structure which can incorporate knowledge, allow man to orientate himself within the universe, and allay fears. It is not overdetermined. This kind of myth is flexible and grows with knowledge and development. The myth that is in place in Heliopolis is different; it states that Atum has created himself and can create by himself. This says very clearly that man, in his ultimate form, does not need woman: creation is a male preserve. This myth is serving as a structure to justify a state of being for man, and comes about through envy and a wish to own creation for himself. It is as though man has felt the power inherent in words, naming, and writing and sees it as superhuman; he can be a god, own creation, and have eternal life. He is not only superior to woman, but can also justify seeing her as an object owned by him to give him pleasure.


The creation myth prevalent in Thebes has shifted again. The main god (or superhuman who has been thought into existence in order to “know” everything that is unknown, and is the source of creation) is Amun. Amun is a transcendent, omnipotent, and omniscient god, the one “true” god. As the myths are moving further away from real experience and knowledge, each mutation of an original oral myth can be thought of as coming about due to fear, envy, a need for power, and also a defence against awareness. The myths are structures which now justify a present which is reinforced by the myth’s existence. If, in Heliopolis, someone might say, “But wait, creation cannot exist without coupling”—thus raising questions about the nature of the myth—a person in Thebes cannot do so, as the answer would be, “Amun knows everything and cannot be questioned.”


Transcendence, omnipotence, and omniscience are the qualities that all gods will inevitably end up possessing once they have been “thought” into existence. Whether it is a god set up by an ancient tribespeople, or a personal response to, say, a reading of Freud, Klein, or Winnicott—one which takes their writing and words as doctrine—there is only one outcome. That is, the god, or words, or writing will eventually need to be thought of as transcendent, omniscient, and omnipotent.


If all gods who are thought into existence in this way have gone through this progression, and can be seen to be the end point of a story put in place to justify a particular state of mind, then the evolution of the stories can reveal the development of a male narcissism. By this I mean the narcissism which comes about from the Adam aspect of all minds. Although it may be more easily seen in males, it also exists in females.


Each story, from Heliopolis to Thebes, is striking in the reduction in importance of the female element. The omission of female functions and their appropriation by the omnipotent male shows what happens in this form of narcissism. All reminders of reality need to be eradicated, and the female position needs to be restricted. If the demiurge is unconditionally male, then even the female capacity to give birth and nurse the infant becomes something which can be denied. In this situation, the biggest threat to the structure of life that the creation myth is espousing is awareness of reality and nature, and the biggest source of this awareness is the female body itself.


If the female has lost her position as an equal partner in the creative act, as the body that nurtures and brings life into being, and as the source (that is, in being the penetrated object—the receiver of projections) of the maternal function (which gives form to the formless), then all of these qualities will need to find a place somewhere else. They are needed for life itself, and so need to be thought of as being somewhere else. Over time, every god will need to become omniscient, omnipotent, and transcendent to prevent challenge—and, once this occurs, the god will also need to appropriate the female aspects and maternal function, which are now stripped from the female. It is interesting that a similar progression can be seen in the Christian Bible between the Old and New Testaments, whereby the figure of Jesus can be said to take on the maternal function.


I have been trying to demonstrate a progression that I see in the evolution of creation myths. From the oral beginnings of something essential in providing structure, meaning, and an allaying of fear, to something which is used to preserve a way of being which serves a fearful, power-hungry, and envious aspect of mind.


This state of affairs leaves the female body and mind unchartered, as she is left unrepresented in the prevailing creation myth (or the personal structure that an individual unconsciously applies to life). She becomes the mysterious threat to the structure the male aspect of mind has created—the actual site of the primeval waters, chaos, and disorder that gods (in the myths) defend against. The very processes that might remind the male (Adam) of nature, and what he has done to the female (Eve), become abhorrent to him. If he were to go inside the female and see what is there, not only would his world structure crash down, but he would be fearful of seeing the damage he has done. It is interesting that the Christian Church actively prohibited the science of anatomy for almost 1,000 years and it was only around the early twelfth century that the science began to grow again.


In viewing woman only as an object of pleasure, man’s penetration of her body becomes one which is without love, as it is without her equal involvement. He blinds himself to what might be inside, leaving him with only the outside to gaze at. Beauty, aesthetics, and his gaze become the meanings in life—all giving him a pleasure that is an appropriation of the joy that is only possible in equality. This pleasure is of the same order as his orgasm—sought to excite and gratify him from a position of feeling in power and being able to “own” his world. The true joy of connecting with nature and having pain received is a distant memory, or, if it is more available, is projected onto a god figure in order to maintain a position of superiority over the female.


While the creation myth at Hermopolis might be considered a story which can serve as a hermeneutic loop, the subsequent ones are more like a hermeneutic straight line, a dead structure, dictating, and serving to oppress any challenge. The only “growth” possible is to bolster its message, rather than evolve with new knowledge and awareness of reality.


These brief descriptions of the cosmic creation parts of the Egyptian myths show what I see as the evolution of monotheism, and also reveal the twisting and turning of the question “Who owns creation?”, especially in man’s relation to woman. The following section focuses on parts of creation myths which highlight how man came to be created.




“Let there be man …”


All of us labour in webs spun long before we were born.


—Attributed to William Faulkner




The Adam and Eve story has been thought to date from between 950 and 600 bce. It provides the basis of the how and when man, creation, and the universe as we know it started according to Christianity and Judaism. The essence of it has been handed down for thousands of years. I believe that not only does it fundamentally say something important as to how we have become, that is, it elucidates aspects of psychic development; but it also becomes the source which almost justifies and preserves the dynamics inherent within it.4


Each generation, in handing down the myth, is stating that this is the way the world is, this is the way our minds work, this is the when we began—that is, when a deity started to “name” the universe. Even if a person considers themselves to be non-religious, I feel that this story is still deep in their minds, and that their unconscious is steeped in the symbolism and defensive strategies involved.




* * *




It appears to be a law that you cannot have a deep sympathy with both man and nature. Those qualities which bring you near to the one, estrange you from the other.


—Henry David Thoreau (1882, p. 317)




If we look at other creation myths from around the world, it can be seen that many of them are similar to the Adam and Eve myth—they often suggest, for instance, that there was a first entity, usually deemed to be male, who either named to create or magically created, and one of his creations was man, who is special to the creator. Woman is then created as a helper and mate to man. There is a move away from nature in these myths, as “magical” forces take precedence. Many myths adhere to this formulation, which suggests that the psychological forces at play are universal and thus are part of the developmental struggles of humans. This structure, however, is not the only one; there are other formulations of creation myths which try to represent a different potential beginning, and consequently allow more of nature.


The myths can, therefore, broadly be categorised as being either based in nature with a relatively strong adherence to physical reality, or in the supernatural with a limited adherence to physical reality. It is perhaps not surprising that the tendency to be more supernatural is prevalent in all the major Western religions, while the nature-based creation myths tend to be found among ancient indigenous tribespeople. Noting this tendency led me to consider how I might approach thinking about each myth.


I thought it would be interesting to try to remove the magic from the myths, to treat them as stories that have arisen from a defensive state of mind which was utilising a magical structure as part of the defence. This would also serve as a way of preserving an advantageous hierarchy and a means of filling a void of understanding.


I also decided to note if each myth involved a coming together between a male and female, or not. This coupling is essential in all acts of creation in nature and its presence or absence in the myth seemed to be a strong indicator of whether the myth could be placed in a hermeneutic straight line or loop.


Another aspect I paid close attention to was whether the myth demonstrated an awareness of something having existed before the supernatural being and creation, or not. This aspect was important, as it was an indicator of a “negative capability”,5 or a tolerance of the unknown, being present in the minds of the people who created the myth—this would indicate, or not, an awareness of the relevance of the maternal function.


I also looked at the use of “naming” as the process of bringing things into creation, and the gender (if specified) of the creating deity. The emphasis on things having been created by a naming process has an inherent misogyny within it—denying a time before “the (paternal) word” and hence the importance of the maternal stage. It prioritises the creativity function of the paternal over the hard work of creation and formation of the maternal.


Finally, I looked at the character of the created man—what he was thought to be “made of”—and, in particular, whether he had been born with an “original sin” or not. This has an enormous impact in psychoanalytic theory and is the point of deviation for many of its opposing thoughts.


The following are brief summaries of a few of the myths that illustrate some of the points I have mentioned.


In Raven the Creator, an Eskimo creation myth, the starting point is the Raven who accidentally creates man, who emerges from a pea pod. Raven created the pea pod, but was surprised when man emerged from it. Raven, upon seeing the form of man, takes off the raven mask and reveals himself to be a man. Raven creates other creatures for man to have company by moulding them out of clay; each time magically placing life into the clay creatures by replacing his mask and waving his wings over them. Raven eventually moulds woman out of clay and places life into her and tells man that she is his helper and his mate. “‘She was very pretty,’ said Man, and he was happy” (Hamilton, 1992, p. 7).


In this myth the actuality of man being born of woman is subverted. Man emerges with no work or pain from a pea pod. It does not suggest there was a time before the raven deity, but does suggest that all creatures and things are first thought about and created by the magical power of the Raven—except, that is, for man, who seems to be formed and created without thought, leaving Raven surprised. This myth has a deity who creates a special place for man, portrays woman as subject to man, subverts the actuality of observable facts of nature, and contains no acknowledgement of a time of chaos.


In Phan Ku the Creator from c. 600 bce China, the starting point is a universe in the shape of a hen’s egg. Within this egg was a mass called “‘no thing’ [and] inside no thing was something not yet born” (Hamilton, 1992, p. 21). This something was Phan Ku. When Phan Ku eventually formed and emerged from the egg he was the size of a giant and grew more every day. He set about carving and chiselling the world … first separating the sky from the earth … the light sky being yang and the heavy earth being yin. He chiselled out the rivers and valleys and formed the mountains. Only when Phan Ku died, after many thousands of years, was the world complete:




Soil was formed from his body, rocks were made from his bones; rivers and seas from his blood. All plant life came from [his] hair … the wind and clouds are his breath. Rain from his sweat and from the fleas that lived in his hair came all humankind. The form of Phan Ku vanished in the making of the world. After he was gone, there was room then for pain, and that was how suffering came to human beings. (p. 23)




Here, the creator works to create the world; sweat is produced and things are made through hard activity and not magic. In its emphasis on a creation involving work over many thousands of years this myth is very different from others. It is not easy to place Phan Ku into a magical creator deity category; he does not “name” to create, he does not use obviously magical means, and he does not have an existence which persists after his creation. Also, in the emphasis of the “nothingness” before Phan Ku, this myth suggests that time did not start with Phan Ku and that there is another state of being other than that of creation. Implicit in this is also the awareness that this other state of being can be returned to—this is shown in how the form of Phan Ku becomes broken up and the particles of his form are used to create other entities; the no thing state being a necessary stage in between the existences of different entities. To me, this myth also has the vital awareness that something cannot be born from no thing without the no thing first being contained, that is, having a boundary, a point which delineates inside from outside, which is only possible after a maternal function act of containment. This myth is very different from most other myths I’m aware of, and seems to stay more with the knowledge of the natural order of things, rather than subverting them. But it does, nonetheless, leave out the essential coupling aspect between male and female elements which is the foundation of creation.


Another myth which emphasises an “empty” space beginning is the Ta-aroa the Creator myth from the Society Islands in French Polynesia. Ta-aroa lived in an egg-shaped shell which revolved in dark, empty space for a long time. He then broke out of the shell and, being alone, created Tu as his companion and helper in the work of creation. They created land, creatures, and eventually man, Ti-i. Next a woman was made, Hina; she was half god, half mortal. Hina had a face both in the front and back, was full of good, and made “hard things easy and hurt less painful” (Hamilton, 1992, p. 101). Ti-i was mean and liked to see others suffer. Because of Ti-i, unhappiness came to the universe, and gods started warring with each other and with man. Ta-aroa and Tu spoke curses to punish them: “‘We curse the stars!’ they said. And the stars blinked. / ‘We curse the moon!’ The moon faded and went out. / Hina thought to save the stars and the moon” (p. 102). They cursed the sea, but Hina saved the sea. Every curse was countered by Hina, but eventually they cursed mankind. Hina started to try to save them too, but Ti-i used magic to conjure them to death. “So it is that the Tahitians say it was the man [Ti-i] who caused people to lose eternal life” (p. 103).


This myth not only acknowledges nothingness as the beginning and the need for that nothingness to be contained, but also acknowledges the need for a coming together (after the initial creation of Tu) of a male and female figure before creation can occur. This myth also shows how the maternal function is important in transforming pain into something more tolerable.


The Mawu-Lisa the Creators myth from Benin is unusual as it begins with a female deity. It describes how Nanu Buluka, the Great Mother, created the world and then had twins, Mawu and Lisa. The Great Mother did nothing after this. Mawu was the female moon who had power over the night and Lisa was the male sun. When there was an eclipse—one of them being in the shadow of the other or another heavenly body—they came together and created children. Mawu and Lisa were the mother and father of all other gods (Hamilton, 1992, pp. 43–45).


Another myth which starts with a female deity is the Divine Woman the Creator myth from the Huron confederacy of Native Americans (Hamilton, 1992, pp. 61–63).


The Apsu and Tiamat the Creators myth from the Babylonian creation verse narrative “Enuma Elish” is considered to be the oldest written myth known. In it, Apsu and Tiamat are not only ancestors of the gods, but also symbolise the living, unformed matter of the world. The narrative takes its name from its first line, “when on high the heaven had not been named” (Hamilton, 1992, p. 85). During this time, when heaven had not been named, “[T]here was Apsu [male] the begetter, the fresh and sweet-water sea. And there was Tiamat [female], the salt-sea waters. They mingled as a single body and soul” (p. 79). They created the great gods, Lahmu and Lahamu, who went on to have more sons. These sons and brothers became unruly in the waters and Apsu and Tiamat grew frustrated. Apsu decided to destroy them in order to give Tiamat some peace, but Tiamat said “[T]heir ways are awful, these gods, but let us act kindly!” (p. 80). However Apsu still plotted to kill them, and upon realising this, one of the gods, Ea, tricked Apsu and killed him instead. Ea then had a son, Marduk, who was “perfect and to be praised as the most high god” (p. 80). Tiamat became restless and “moved and moved, day and night” (p. 81) due to the winds, and this upset all the other gods. The gods reproached Tiamat, said that she didn’t love them, and blamed her for letting Apsu be killed. In response, she “who could fashion all things” (p. 81) gave birth to a monster serpent—Kingu—who was able to fight to avenge the death of Apsu. No god could withstand Tiamat and Kingu except Marduk who agreed to fight her as long as the other gods bestowed on him the power to create with words. Marduk defeated Tiamat and Kingu, and from the dead Tiamat created the heavens and earth. He then “spoke” into existence a creature and he named it man.


This myth, while emphasising a time before creation (when Apsu and Tiamat were together) does not pinpoint this as the beginning of creation. Rather, the myth develops the “naming” done by Marduk as the beginning of the creation of man. This myth seems to try to sustain the natural law but ends up with the primacy of the law of gods (man). The female element is destroyed and nature is overcome and thwarted by magic. Creation becomes something which doesn’t need the coming together of something, but is done by “naming” and the “word”. This evolution from something more in line with nature to magic and naming is similar to the evolution evident in the Egyptian cosmologies.




* * *




Obviously there are many more myths than those referred to here. The ones I have picked out illustrate some of the opposing themes present: for instance, there are those that acknowledge a time before the creative force, and those that suggest the creative force has always been present; those that emphasise a coming together of a female and male aspect as the start of creation, and those that suggest that start to be a deity; those that suggest “things” coming into being through work, and those that suggest creation occurring by magical or naming means.


The acknowledgement of a period of chaos or nothingness before creation is important. Those myths that do acknowledge it also seem to be aware of a need for that chaos to be contained in some way before creation can occur. This highlights the necessity of the maternal function which enables the vastness to become boundaried. This function—a containment, a maternal holding, a receptivity, an encapsulating of something which is felt to be chaotic, unordered, unruly, “too much”, fretful, frenetic, painful, “on-the-precipice-of-something”, tumultuous, and full of energy—is of vital importance in allowing two states of being to be felt, thereby enabling precursory thoughts to be thought and creation to occur.
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