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A symbol is something that stands for, or represents, something other than what it is. The word ‘symbol’ is based on the Greek verb symballein, meaning ‘to toss together’ or ‘to join together’. Symballein also suggests a hiding or veiling of meaning.




Symbols, signs and glyphs

Symbol-making has been a deep-seated trait of humans since at least the times of the hunter-gatherers. To give an example, consider the image of an animal – a lion. The lion may be understood as the King of the Jungle and in that role it may be associated with courage, fearlessness, strength, royalty and power. The lion is now no longer just an animal, but a symbol of many human qualities.

If it appears on a family crest, the lion may symbolize that family and its ancestors going back in time. The lion may also symbolize a king and his entire dominion. ‘Lion’ was the nickname given to medieval rulers who had a reputation for bravery, such as Richard I of England, who was also known as Richard the Lionheart. And as guardian figures placed outside a palace, a pair of lion statues may represent superior military prowess and communicate that unlawful entry will be met with devastating attack.

As you can see, the simple image of a lion has over time become a series of ideas joined together, and the lion plus its many associations is now a symbol. Given the length of time that humans have coexisted with lions, this animal has both ancient archetypal associations and symbolic meanings that are tied to specific contexts and cultures.

DECODING THE DIVINE


So, it is clear that humans make symbols in order to communicate ideas. But we also make symbols to help communicate and understand higher truths that are veiled or hidden to ordinary consciousness.

The Greek gods – each with their distinctive form and personality – were not anthropomorphic (that is, having human characteristics), but rather were symbols of a single divine being whose true nature is not personal or even comprehensible by humans. The gods functioned as symbols of qualities of the divine filtered through a human lens.

The same can be said of Buddhist deities. Tara and Yamantaka are unique figures in the Buddhist pantheon: one male, one female, each with his or her hand implements and number of arms and heads, in an active or resting posture. Yet both represent aspects of one enlightened mind as it manifests in infinite ways.

The signs and symbols associated with the image of the Buddha communicate aspects of his enlightened nature. Those who are knowledgeable about these symbols and their meanings can look at this image and acquire a deeper insight into the human potential for enlightenment. And when Christ wears a crown, as Christ the King, Christians understand that his dominion over all creatures is an essential part of his nature and not acquired by violence; his crown does not symbolize human power, but rather the act of loving and serving others. Symbols speak in layers of meaning and provide a shorthand for different ideas. Divine figures and images are human attempts to symbolize the ineffable – that which cannot be expressed in words. They also present the surface of that which is hidden and veiled, which may require deeper exploration.

POINTING THE WAY


Whereas a symbol always stands for something more than its immediate meaning and challenges us to go beyond the surface, to discover rich, expansive layers of significance, a sign points the way. A lion may symbolize many ideas and qualities that cannot necessarily be put into words, whereas an image of a lion (together with an arrow) at the zoo probably points the way to the lion cages – and is a sign. Some things, such as a wedding ring, can function as both sign and symbol. A ring is a sign that the person wearing it is married and it is a symbol of any number of ideas, such as fidelity, love, romance and devotion. Its circular shape symbolizes eternal love with no beginning and no end.

Glyphs are picture symbols that represent an object or concept, and they fall somewhere between a sign and a symbol. They differ from symbols in that they are usually more graphic and less prone to varying interpretations, yet they communicate more meaning than signs. In contemporary culture, a crossed red circle superimposed on a picture of a dog is a glyph representing the simple idea that dogs (and perhaps other pets) are not welcome. Whole early written languages, such as Egyptian hieroglyphs, were based on glyphs or pictograms.


Archetypes

Carl Jung (1875 1961), the Swiss psychiatrist and founder of analytical psychology, believed that looking at symbol creation would provide a key to understanding human nature. A symbol, as defined by Jung, is the best possible expression of something that is essentially difficult to explain or know. Investigating the symbols of religious, mythological and magical systems from many cultures and time periods, he discovered remarkable similarities. To account for these, Jung suggested that the unconscious is divided into two layers. The first layer of the unconscious, which he called the personal unconscious, is the reservoir of material acquired by an individual through their life that they have mostly forgotten or repressed.

The second layer of the unconscious, which Jung named the collective unconscious, contains the cellular memories that are common to all of humankind. These common memories and experiences form archetypes – or primordial, symbolic images that reflect basic patterns and universal themes that are common to all peoples.

UNIVERSAL ARCHETYPES


Archetypes exist outside of space and time. Examples of archetypes identified by Jung are the Shadow, the Old Wise Person, the Anima, the Animus, the Trickster, the Mother, the Father and the Innocent Child. There are also many nature archetypes that are common to all people, such as fire, ocean, river, mountain, sky and tree. Gods and goddesses and the heroes and heroines of world myths also function as archetypes.

Jung discovered that, because of the collective unconscious, humans have a disposition to react to life in the same way as the human beings who have gone before. He discovered patterns which are distinctly human that structure our minds and imaginations. This pattern is realized when an image from the collective unconscious enters the consciousness of a person in some way, such as through dreams or myths. For example, the Old Wise Person may appear in the dreams of three different people, featuring as a loving grandmother in Kansas in one dream, as a tramp on the street in London in another and as an old woman healer in Africa in a third. Despite the differences, for each person the dream still refers back to the archetype of the Old Wise Person. Archetypes and archetypal images also appear in novels, films, music and plays.

Jung postulated that, as human beings, we share in a single universal unconscious, the collective unconscious. And he believed that even the first layer of the unconscious, the personal unconscious, is shaped according to patterns that are universal. Learning about symbols helps us to have greater awareness and power in our own lives.

Because of inborn ways of perceiving the world, and our shared unconscious material, many of the symbols that are collected in this book may have a powerful influence on us without us necessarily even thinking consciously about them. Advertisers, for instance, use archetypal symbols to great effect in selling their products. A good example is the Marlboro Man, a Wild Man symbol in the form of the American cowboy. The Leo Burnett advertising agency created this hyper-masculine figure to sell filtered cigarettes to GIs returning from the Second World War, who were used to smoking unfiltered cigarettes and thought of filtered cigarettes as effeminate.

HIDDEN KNOWLEDGE


As Jung has so eloquently proved, symbols are not only the language of the unconscious, but also of the occult. The word ‘occult’ comes from the Latin occultus, meaning ‘hidden’ and therefore refers to knowledge of the hidden’.

In the English language this means knowledge of the paranormal’, as opposed to knowledge obtained as a result of science. The occult relates to the study of a deeper spiritual reality that extends beyond pure reason and the physical sciences. The term is also used as a label that is given to a number of mystical organizations or orders, such as the alchemists and those who practised ceremonial witchcraft, and to the teachings and practices as taught by them. The name also extends to a large body of literature and spiritual philosophy.

Many of the symbols in this book refer to hidden spiritual knowledge, both Eastern and Western. In later life Jung added to his theories by suggesting that the deepest levels of the unconscious touched on the paranormal and lay outside the bounds of time, space and causality. This level was both of and beyond universal consciousness. It was this deeper level that held the promise of spiritual realization and the possibility of enlightenment.


About this book

There is never unanimity over the meaning and representation of symbols, but the descriptions in this book reflect the most commonly held interpretations. Some symbols are ancient and have changed form over time; different versions of them may exist. But the differences do not take away from their archetypal power.

The world of symbols is dynamic and changes as knowledge and customs change. Yet symbols retain aspects of universal wisdom and meaning to which humans have responded throughout time, and continue to respond. As you will discover in the following pages, the history of symbolism shows that everything around us can assume symbolic significance:

• Natural objects (such as stones, plants, animals, mountains, valleys, the sun and the moon)

• Human-made things (such as temples, houses, tools, ritual items and calendars)

• Abstract forms (such as shapes, colours and numbers).

Everything in the cosmos becomes a potential symbol, because humans unconsciously transform objects or images into symbols and thereby endow them with great psychological or religious importance. The confluence of religion and art, reaching back into prehistoric times, has left a record of those symbols that were meaningful to our ancestors.

This book collects symbols from ancient civilizations, from Western and Middle Eastern religions and from the Eastern religions. It covers secular and religious symbols of power, of heraldry and of alchemy, astrology and ceremonial magic. It describes the symbols of the natural world: animals, plants and minerals, crystals and gemstones. It also collects amulet and talisman symbols, letter symbols and symbols relating to time, shape, number and colour.


READING THE SYMBOLS


Wherever you are, you are wrapped in symbols. This book will increase your awareness of symbols as they appear in your everyday life, opening you to an intense experience of meaning as you travel throughout your day. All forms of art (including music, architecture, sculpture and painting) and all forms of literature and moving images (including novels, plays, poetry, films and television shows) are filled with symbolic meaning. Many advertisements (both print and digital) use symbolism in subtle ways. Viewing them with a critical eye can be interesting and enlightening. So use this book to learn about the symbols that you will now begin to see all around you.

Paying attention to your dreams, and writing them down every morning, will give you insight into what the archetypal images are trying to tell you. Dream symbols can be powerfully transformative if you make the effort to become conscious of them and work with them.

When visiting a museum or art gallery, take this book along for reference. The artist may or may not have been conscious of the symbols that appear in his or her work. If interesting objects or figures emerge, explore their symbolic meaning to enhance your experience. If you are viewing ancient or medieval art, the symbols will usually be found in this book.

Once you have read this book, you will notice how various symbols are used every time you see a film or read a novel. In your daily life you will be able to work with symbols to consciously embody the energies and meanings that are important to you. When deciding what sort of flowers to send to a friend, for example, you can select those that symbolize the deeper meaning you wish to communicate. You can choose to wear a particular gemstone for its special healing and energetic qualities and for what it stands for in your life. When decorating your home, you can select art objects, paintings and furnishings that include the symbols with which you would like to surround yourself. If you choose a statue of the Buddha, you will be able to understand the spiritual meaning symbolized by its various aspects.

You can read this book through from cover to cover or simply keep it for reference, looking up symbols as you go. Either way, the following chapters are your key to the secret, potent, healing world of symbols.
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ANCIENT CIVILIZATIONS

Some symbols can be traced back to ancient civilizations when humans used them both to communicate and to represent the world in which they lived and died. They developed systems to study the sun, moon and stars, and sophisticated cosmologies to explain the origin of the universe. Living in a world that was mysterious and unpredictable, they identified a pantheon of archetypal gods and goddesses. From them they sought both protection and blessings, and through them accessed the ineffable – those divine truths and realizations beyond the limitations of the ordinary human mind.




The Egyptians

The unification of Upper and Lower Egypt, in around 3200 BCE, gave rise to dynastic Egypt, one of the oldest civilizations in the world, which flourished for more than 4,000 years. Because it flooded annually, the River Nile made the land surrounding it extremely fertile, which enabled the ancient Egyptians to cultivate wheat and other crops. Many Egyptian symbols are rooted in the extremes of the natural environment and in the gods and goddesses thought to influence the natural world and the afterlife. The individual glyphs of the ancient Egyptian pictographic writing system often became symbols that functioned as powerful talismans and amulets.

[image: ]
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HEART


Egyptians believed the heart to be the centre of the human being and the seat of wisdom and intelligence. Considered essential for life in eternity, the heart was the only organ left in the body after mummification. At death it was believed that the gods conducted a sacred ceremony during which the heart was weighed against a feather. Maat, the goddess of truth and justice, held the scales. If the scales balanced, the deceased would be invited to enter the underworld. If the heart weighed more than the feather, a monster would devour it.

EYE OF HORUS


Known as wadjet, the Eye of Horus represents the left eye of the Egyptian falcon-headed god Horus. As the story goes, Horus’s eye was ripped out when he battled his uncle Set to avenge the murder of his father Osiris. The eye was cast into the sky and became associated with the moon. Thoth, the god of the moon, healed the injured eye. From the dark of the moon the eye took 29 days to heal and at the full moon the eye was whole again. Out of love, Horus offered his healed eye to his dead father Osiris, helping to bring him back to life. Thus the Eye of Horus symbolizes sacrifice, wholeness and restorative power.

In many parts of the world today this symbol of the sound eye, or the ‘good eye’, is worn as an amulet to bring protection from the ‘evil eye’ – an intrusive, covetous gaze from another person. The Eye of Horus can still be found painted on the prow of fishing boats in Mediterranean countries.
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ANKH


The ankh held numerous meanings for the ancient Egyptians, many focused on the concept of ‘life’. The ankh represents the life-sustaining elements of water and air, as well as sexual fecundity and the mysteries of death and the afterlife. In Egyptian paintings, gods hold ankh symbols to the noses of pharaohs or queens, symbolizing air as the breath of eternal life. Streams of ankh signs flow down over the monarchs, representing the flow of life-giving water. As a symbol of fertility, the loop of the ankh represents the vagina, and the line below stands for the penis in union with it.

On a spiritual level, the ankh symbolizes the key to hidden knowledge. The loop of the ankh also stands for the eternal soul that has no beginning or end, and the cross represents the actual state of death. The ankh signifies the spiritual initiation that one must go through in order to open the gates of the Kingdom of the Dead and penetrate the meaning of eternal life. The Christian Coptic cross, which is also known as the Gnostic cross, has its origin in the Egyptian ankh.

FETISH


The Egyptian fetish is a stuffed, headless animal skin (usually a great cat or a bull). It is associated with embalming and with the gods Imiut, Anubis and Osiris. The fetish, sometimes with a papyrus or lotus blossom attached to its tail, was hung on a pole and then planted in a pot. It symbolized magical powers captured from the gods for use during funerary rites. Human-made replicas of the fetish crafted out of precious metals have been found in the tombs of the pharaohs.

PALM BRANCH


The palm branch was a practical time-keeping device and a symbol of astrology. Through close observation of the heavens, the Egyptians developed a sophisticated 365-day calendar. They kept track of the days, months and years by placing notches on palm branches, which were also a symbol of longevity. Seshat, the goddess of writing and measurement, was often portrayed holding a notched palm branch on which she calculated the earthly life of the king.
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TYET


The tyet – which is also called the Knot of Isis, the Girdle of Isis and the Blood of Isis – is an ancient Egyptian symbol of the goddess Isis. It is often confused with the ankh, except that its arms curve down to resemble the knot that fastens the garments of gods and goddesses. Like the loop of the ankh, the loop of the tyet refers to eternal life, but more specifically to the inexhaustible life force of the goddess Isis from whom all life flows. When made of a red semi-precious stone or glass, the tyet was known as the Blood of Isis, representing the menstrual blood flowing from Isis’s womb, bestowing its magical powers and protection on the one who carries the amulet.

Like the ankh, the Knot of Isis is about immortality, but it is also about the spiritual journey that is necessary to realize this state. It reminds the spiritual seeker that they have to unravel the knots that bind one to ordinary life, in order to be free to experience the joys of eternity.

SCARAB


The ancient Egyptians worshipped the scarab or dung beetle as an embodiment of Khepri, the god who maintained the movement of the sun. Khepri is sometimes depicted as a beetle or as a man with a beetle’s head. For the Egyptians, the scarab symbolized resurrection and new life. The scarab’s rolling of a round ball of dung across the ground was thought to imitate the journey of the sun through the sky. In Egyptian paintings the scarab beetle may be depicted carrying a huge sun on its back.

Because the scarab beetle often lays its eggs in the bodies of dead animals, the ancient Egyptians believed that it was created from dead matter or from the primordial ooze itself. Thus it symbolized the creation of life. Both the god Khepri and the scarab are associated with rebirth, renewal and resurrection – Khepri’s name means ‘to come into being’. Scarabs are sometimes painted with outstretched falcon wings, symbolizing their role in protection. The carved-stone scarab figure was a popular protective amulet in Egypt.
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PAPYRUS


Throughout ancient Egypt, tall papyrus plants covered the marshes of the Nile Delta. The Egyptians depended on this plant to make everyday objects such as boats, mattresses and paper. Thus the papyrus was both a natural symbol of life itself and of the primeval marsh from which it came.

As a perennial, the papyrus symbolized joy, youth and yearly renewal. Papyrus plants, which could grow to 3 metres (10 feet) high, were thought to hold up the sky and consequently many temples were built with papyrus-shaped columns. During the Old Kingdom, the papyrus served as a symbol of Lower Egypt, while the lotus symbolized Upper Egypt.

In hieroglyphics, the papyrus roll had royal connotations and also signified the book and knowledge. To make papyrus rolls, strips of papyrus pith were laid out at right angles on top of each other and pasted together. The rolling and unrolling of the papyrus symbolized two aspects of knowledge: that which was meant for everyone and that which was meant for an inner circle of spiritual initiates. So important was the papyrus plant to the Egyptians that goddesses were depicted holding a stalk as a magical sceptre

SHEN


This hieroglyphic representation of a doubled rope with its ends tied in a straight line, with no beginning or end, was a symbol of eternity, and it also signified protection. It is frequently associated with representations of Heh, the god of eternity, and often forms the base of the notched palm branches held by gods and goddesses, indicating their connection to eternal life.

Sometimes the Shen is depicted with a sun at its centre, symbolizing its solar aspect. In Egyptian paintings, deities in bird form – such as Horus the falcon and Mut the vulture – are shown holding the Shen in their claws.

The word comes from the Egyptian shenu, meaning ‘to encircle’. In its elongated form, the Shen became a cartouche indicating that the enclosed hieroglyphics referred to a pharaoh or other important figure who was under divine protection. The cartouche symbolized everything that the sun’s rays touched, indicating that the king ruled the entire cosmos. The cartouche hieroglyph also appeared on gold finger rings and decorating cartouche-shaped boxes.
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SISTRUM


The sistrum, a sacred musical instrument of ancient Egypt, has a frame with small discs that rattle when the instrument is shaken by hand. The basic outline often resembles the ankh, symbolizing life. The head of the goddess Hathor is often depicted on the handle, although the sistrum is also associated with Bastet, the goddess of dance and joy. The instrument produced a soft, jangling sound resembling a breeze blowing through papyrus reeds, a sound that was said to please and placate the gods and goddesses. It was shaken in short, rhythmic pulses to arouse ecstatic movement for religious processions and ceremonies relating mainly to Hathor.

Many of the sistrums in museum collections are inscribed with the names of royal persons and sistrums are depicted in paintings in the hands of royal family members. In Late Period paintings the sistrum is shown held by priestesses of the Hathor cult as they adore the deity faceto face. Such intimacy with a god was a female prerogative and use of the sistrum seems to have carried erotic or fertility connotations allied with the cult of Hathor.
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