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That which is Cosmos to those who know the Way 


is Chaos to those who have lost it


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Preface to the English Edition


 


This book was first published in Italy in 2007, but its lore is in no danger of falling out of date. 


What has changed to some degree since then is the information contemporary scientific disciplines have been able to offer regarding the historical contextualization that I propose in each chapter: the growing interest about our deepest roots has led to many advancements in terms of population genetics based on ancient DNA, statistical studies on climatic changes, their impact on human cultures, palethnology - especially when run by women. These areas of study are all contributing more detailed data about the Earth’s distribution of emerging lands in different eras and about the movements of peoples, their interactions or isolation, in a process which involved our far distant ancestors all around the world. And this often helps to confirm the knowledge contained in many tales, to establish connections between recurrent themes in different parts of the world, and to appreciate the gems of wisdom they still disclose.


The first source for this research was Ancient Mirrors of Womanhood. A Treasury of Goddess and Heroine Lore from Around the World by Merlin Stone, first published in 1979. In general, many of the ideas in that book are still valid. Stone was a major forerunner in the field of mythology and visual art. She is now walking in the Realm of our Ancestors, surrounded by the gratitude of a generation of female scholars and investigators into the misty memories of banned civilizations. 


She who gives Life, She who gives Form focuses on that particular kind of very old stories which explain how Mother Nature began to expand through all her creatures, and how She lay down the rules to follow for the continuation of Creation on this planet.  Momolina Marconi, an Italian professor of religious history, classified these types of stories as “Existential myths (or cosmogonies), which explain the origins and the secret force that brings forth life and Providential myths which more than cosmogonies guarantee the salvation of future life”. 


My effort to present them to the contemporary reader – far from providing an exhaustive gallery on the subject – is to offer a glimpse into some of these stories, as geological samples retrieved from delving into the deepest layers of earth can do.


This selection also addresses crucial themes of our time: the conflictual relationship between women and men, their different approach and vision of life and death, the forgotten connection between humans and nature, the fulfilling of needs without the brutal exploitation of other living species or of “second class citizens”. May we remember the lessons of our ancestors and reemerge once more as a species with a future! 


The narration takes the form of chapters that focus on different continents and on how they unveil the Wisdom of the Mothers in the Beginning. 


From the forces and energies at work in nature and the cosmos as waves generated from a primordial explosion and in perennial search of new balance, the order of number Eight develops (myths of China and Japan), expanding into the tones of a cosmic music which condenses fluctuating energy into physical matter (Korea). The Creatrix appears when Music plays in attunement, and Her well-being multiplies parthenogenetically in these moments of balance. Next, when the continuous dance polarizes in yin and yang energies, new ruptures become necessary for life to proceed in this earthly form; and the drama of separation from oneness and the labour of the soul in embodiment manifest (Islands and Continents of the Pacific Ocean).


Subsequently, life in human sexualized bodies requires the invention of a refined community, a sense of belonging, a constant connection creating spiritual and physical harmony (Africa). When this is achieved and encoded in cellular tissue as well as in social organization, Beauty is generated by civilizations in balance that contain polarities and prevent them from becoming divergent and destructive (North America). 


But if disjointed impulses prevail, violence through rough and rigid hierarchies cause the end of harmony, and the fall out of balance propagates assuming the form of an artificial order and rule (Mediterranean Sea and Levant): a mental grid is invented, dismembering, and reducing the cosmovision into a male centered world vision. Still, the Mother of all possibilities resists, along different paths and adjustments in the impermanence of the Creation (India). 


 


Will humankind be able to carry Creation on through a new “evolutive leap”, reestablishing the balance between now opposing polarities and conflicting energies? Or are we being pulled into the Abyss of the cosmic Cauldron to be re-generated once more in another form?


 


September 2021


 


 


 


 








Introduction


 


.     


During the long first period of the history of humankind, female energy – a bridge between what is not yet manifested and what is manifested – and women, whose bodies are the channels that bring us to life, have been observed, portrayed and represented as the expression of creative energy. This is narrated through thousands of tales of creation in the mythologies of all traditions and attested to by the female figurines that have emerged from the deep past, especially during the last century. This book explores these primal ways of imagining creation and the first transformations they underwent.


	The theme is as old as human thought itself. Women and men have ever been pondering the irremediable asymmetry between the sexes (women and men are of woman born), the laws governing the flow of time, the transformations to which all forms of life are subjected, and the rules of harmony and change that divide and reconcile the opposing polarities on which creation thrives. For ages, women and their bodies provided powerful metaphors for the energies perceived as primary agents of movement and transformation, and as the source of wisdom necessary to preserve life. Cosmogonies and myths depicted them as Divine or Great Mothers giving form to the cosmos and to all its creatures, animate or not, visible or invisible, Mothers sometimes merging with the primal Ancestress of tribes or populations. 


            In the following pages you’ll find just some of the thousands of numberless variations of myths rooted in the beginnings of human consciousnesses and still remembered: myths inspired by the sense of awe generated in the hearts and minds of our ancestresses and ancestors by the pure awareness of being alive, longing for containment to the riddles of existence, drawing from the limbo of cosmic memory where all the forms of life on earth settle and deposit. The resulting collection of tales of creation and/or cultural foundation might be likened to the geological samples retrieved from delving into the deepest layers of earth. Even if there can be little or no certainty as to their original form, the act of telling them anew is like scattering a handful of precious seeds. For the wisdom they contain is bountiful, not erased by their long sleeping in the dark for ages. While reading them, we have just to let them leaven onto our memories and hearts, and weave them into our awareness, thus deepening and spreading the roots with which we hold on the world.


	There are some experiences that reverberate through many different levels of our being and speak in such complex interconnected ways that we cannot but attribute them to realms of intuition or of the sacred. They give form to a fictional world unveiling all the concerns, desires and turmoil spiraling within when events perceived as distinct from ordinary time hit our sensibility; they are ways to come to terms with the mighty emotions which arise in us while we don’t find other words to account for them. From similar states of mind and moments of being myths were born: cosmogonies questioning the origins of life and providing the rules necessary to preserve it; narrations that are both fanciful and concrete, rendered through the timeless language of symbols untouched by whatever change deposited layer upon layer on their original source, and propelling unchanged and still radiating energy from the darkness of oblivion.


	“Religion, science and the measuring of time were not separated from the body and from the mystery of the biological rhythms of sexuality and fertility; they formed a single body of awareness. We have been projected away from this ancient holistic horizon, which we have just begun to rediscover.” Vicki Noble, commenting on the great art of the Paleolithic, leads us out of the realm of the central dogma of the last centuries. It is exactly from the viewpoint of such a “holistic horizon” that ancient cosmogonies speak, revealing complexities of vision and awareness that only the very latest scientific and philosophical developments have been regaining in western culture. The main impulse that has been guiding the evolutionary historical and productive development throughout the last 5000 years has been divergent from that horizon. It has been characterized by differentiation, by separation, and by fragmentation. To a certain extent, we may all have profited from this process, but at the same time it has enhanced a centrifugal tendency towards the individualistic and reckless shortsightedness that has brought about the great dismay we experience today. 


	 Within this horizon, far more ancient than that which is often recorded, cosmogonic myths and tales about the origins of the peoples inhabiting the continents speak of a feminine principle. Far from glorifying mother-roles in the manner proper to patriarchal cultures, which reduces women to mere means of reproducing physical life, such myths invest mothering with a manifest power to balance both cosmic and human concerns, to found and hold social groups together, to invent tools, manual skills and sacred rituals. 


	These great Mothers and mythical Ancestresses were at the beginning, carefully looking out towards the future; the rhythms of their bodies showed and safeguarded the harmony of the universe. Taking their place and usurping their symbols constituted not only a theft of their soul, but the first political action of patriarchy. And this is the issue, implying rebellion, conflict and loss, so many myths address from a certain point on, almost obsessively. 


	In such a context, the terms “Great Mother” and “Goddess”, used to indicate a cosmic and balancing principle, coincide by no means with their modern meanings, which were formed during a long process much later, belonging to a register that has become decidedly anthropomorphic and burdened by the categorizing attributes of patriarchy. The “Mothers” who act within cosmogonies, just like the first steatopygic statuettes, are icons of an emotionally charged expectation. They manifest their creative abundance through the shaping of whatever comes into being through pregnant bodies, that are metaphors of life and nourishment. In patriarchal imagination, mothers are always portrayed as separate from their offspring delivered and sitting on their lap, thus assuming finite and human aspects: but the first representations of “goddess with child” are not to be found until the end of the Neolithic. Nor the adjective “great” - usually added in order to overcome a lack of understanding and an embarrassed amazement before their naked and abundant naked bodies, a conceptual aphasia proper to the disconnected patriarchal vision - does convey their full semantic value. Therefore, even while we go on using such terms, we must recognize them as inadequate stereotypes, particularly in those stories where “Goddess, Ancestress, Mother” express states of fire, desire, awakening, excitement, drive, and love. 


	I will start this endeavor to retrieve bits of memories from the far beginnings by setting forth from China, Japan and Korea, continuing across the Pacific to Africa and Northern America, to then return, across the Mediterranean and Mesopotamia, back to Asia and India. 


	Traces of matrifocal, matrilineal and matriarchal cultures are to be found everywhere, and the abundance of recurrent themes hidden beneath the later layers of recorded patriarchal cultures is truly astounding. In times that are often surprisingly recent when compared to the preceding ages of oral tradition, encoding them in “literature” meant filtering and preserving them at the same time, their original sense being at best lost by the writer, or worse deliberately deprived of their powerful meaning through modifying, clipping, introducing new elements, neglecting or debasing those that may once be at the narrative's core.


	In the beginning of human time, ages and ages ago, these tales were imagined, narrated and handed down through countless generations all over the continents, to then disappear apparently without leaving any traces. The American historian Susan Stanford Friedman remarks: “The loss of collective memories, of myriad stories about the past, has contributed greatly to the ongoing subordination of women. The unending, cumulative building of broad defined histories of women, including histories of feminism, is a critical component of resistance and change”.


 


This book has come to being thanks to many women: first and foremost, all those who researched, wrote and handed these stories down to us (featured in the bibliography). Among them special thanks to Merlin Stone, a foremother-pioneer with her Ancient Mirrors of Womanhood published in 1979, which won me to carry on female mythological research; the students at the Free Women's University of Women of Milan, with whom I dared to tread in a triennial course whose title sounded Storie di Creazione. Immagini del Sacro Femminile (Creation Lore. Images of the Sacred Feminine) from 2000; another radical Sister of the Past, Mary Daly, who provided the initial input; Helen Hye Sook,  Korean expatriate feminist and theologian whose doctoral thesis introduced me to Mago (Chapter 3); Giti Thadani, who opened new perspectives regarding the interpretation of Sanskrit texts; Chiara Orlandini, who assured the publication of this and other books of the series Le Civette-Saggi with elegance and generosity; and all those who shared their comments on my previous book Oscure Madri Splendenti (Dark Shining Mothers), encouraging me to continue on the path to our deepest roots.
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Chapter 1


 


China: from the Age of the Great Purity to the Age of 


the Great Cosmic Struggle.


 


 


Mother Nature 


Nature, since it has mothered all, can be conceived as Mother. Only those who understand Mother Nature, understand Her many children. If we choose to avoid mistakes and desire to have a wise guide throughout in life, we should study the wisdom of Mother Nature’s ways.


There is no way to truly describe Nature, for to describe Her completely, we would have to create a perfect duplicate, and this no one but Nature can do. We might try to explain Nature by saying that She is the ultimate source of all that exists, all that comes and goes, all that begins and all that ends, all that is and all that is not, but to describe Mother Nature as the ultimate source of all is only to use a few of Her sounds. 


            Mother Nature contains all natures, yet no matter how many natures come into being. Her supply is without end.	We may learn from Mother Nature as She reveals the way in simple lessons: those who try to reach beyond their reach by standing on their tiptoes, soon lose their balance; those who stretch their legs too far to try to walk more quickly, soon find they cannot walk at all; those who brag about themselves too much, soon find themselves even more ignored than others; those who push their views most heavily upon others, soon find that fewer people will agree with them; when people claim credit for what they have not done, they soon find that they do not even receive the credit they have earned; the more one is filled with arrogance and pride, the further the fall when humiliated; the longest journey begins with the first step; the tallest tree starts as a small seed; the highest tower starts with the first brick.


	Learning from the ways of Mother Nature, one continually discovers how best to proceed.


 


 


Hsi Ho  


Mother of the ten suns, She who creates the heavenly bodies,


She who creates the calendar of the ten days of the week,


She causes all to happen by Her celestial design.


Every morning we may look upon the Valley of Light,


watching Her bathe one of the suns,


The one that She has chosen for that day,


In the sweet waters of the Gulf of Kan Yuan.


And then watch Her place the sun on the branches of the Fu Sang Tree


Where it sits among the multitude of tiny leaves,


Raised three hundred li high into the sky, until it starts upon its way 


Across the wide heavens, finally coming to rest


on western Yen Tzu mountain, only to return to Her again 


As each of us shall do after our journey upon the earth.


 


 


Nu Kua


Nu Kua came to the valleys of the wide flowing Yellow River, before there were any human beings between the earth and the heavens. There She fashioned the race of golden people, carefully working the features of each with Her skillful fingers. But so arduous was Her task that She began to pull a string through the mud and each drop gave life to a man or a woman: in this way She made the others. Nu Kua separated the men and the women; then She instructed them to reproduce.


	Whereupon, in nine days, She created dogs and pigs, sheep and horses, cows, crops, fruit and herbs. And ever since, the first ten days of the first month of the lunar calendar recall this beginning. This was the Era of the Great Purity.


	Much later, when the Age of the Great Cosmic Struggle had upset the natural order, Nu Kua, the snake-shaped goddess, made Her return to earth, so as to reestablish the natural order that had suffered severe damage. At this time, the pillars that supported the four directions of heaven had been destroyed, the nine provinces of the earth had been separated from each other, and even heaven and earth were no longer suited to each other, for they had blown so far apart. Everything was wrong, animals ate the people, vultures seized and killed the elderly and weak. She used colored stones to patch the heavens and raised its four pillars once more, firmly placing the four legs of the great turtle in the four cardinal points that support the earth. She then smothered the blazing fires, and when the burning reeds had turned to ash, She piled the ashes to settle the riverbanks. 


	It was then that She looked upon all that She had done. It was a time of perfect harmony, when all flowed in its course, each at its own pace. The stars were travelling through space along the orbits assigned to them. Rain came falling when it was due. Each season followed the one before, in rightful order. Mother Nu Kua had repaired the pattern for all that occurred in the universe, so that the crops were plentiful, the people were no longer meals for the wild animals, vultures preyed no more the old and the weak, nor were harmful to them either.


	Life was spent in nights of peace, undisturbed by anxious dreams and wakening time was carefree and untroubled. It was the time of Mother Nu Kua, who established the patterns of existence, the order and rhythm of the universe, the sacred way of harmony and balance.


 


 


 


P’an Ku


In former times, before either heaven and earth existed, chaos looked like a hen's egg. P’an Ku lived within this egg, his body encompassing all worlds to be.


	After eighteen thousand years, the egg cracked open, and chaos came forth. The heavy, coarse elements, known as the yin, formed the earth, while the light, pure elements, known as the yang, formed the sky. Every day the sky rose by ten feet, and the earth sank by ten feet. After another eighteen thousand years, P’an Ku’s body was as great as the distance between earth and heaven as we know it today. 


	P’an Ku grew out of the egg and his body spread in all directions. His body became five mountains, those of the four cardinal directions and the center. Each mountain had a color, a jewel and sound, and was guarded by one of the four guardians: the unicorn, phoenix, tortoise and dragon.


	 As P’an Ku breathed, the gases from his nostrils became the clouds and winds. As he spoke, his voice became the thunder and lightning. His blood flowed into waterfalls and rivers, his limbs formed the hills and vales on earth. His hair grew into plants, and as the earth became cultivated his flesh was transformed. Stones and metal were born from his teeth and bones. And in the marrow of his bones, jade lay embedded. 


	And as his mood did change, so would the sky. When he felt happy, the sun kept shining, but his anger would shake the earth, giving rise to violent thunderstorms and earthquakes. His left eye was the sun, his right eye was the moon. His hair and brows turned into stars. But still there were no humans.


             It was Nu Kua, a goddess, who shaped mankind out of the yellow earth. As this work was too tiring and time-consuming, she trailed a rope in the mud, removed it and created humans. Noblemen and rich men were created from the yellow earth, whereas poor, lowly people were made from the mud-covered rope.
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Nu Kua (with the compass) and Fu Hsi (with a plumb line), Han Period, China



















If we wish to recover the memory of times past in the vast regions known today as China, we must contemplate both myth and history. Both are accounted for by writings that are quite recent. The Tao Te Ching dates to the fifth century BCE and the Chuang Tz’u to the third century BCE. These two texts speak of a mythic time divided into two eras, the Age of the Great Purity and that of the Great Cosmic Struggle.


       The Age of the Great Purity, which is the more ancient, is defined in the Chuang Tz’u as “the age that knew mothers but no fathers”. Women and men were living in innocence, they were simple and truthful, and their conduct direct and spontaneous. They lived in harmony with the changing seasons, and humans and animals respected each other. But this era came to an end when the digging of mines, the cutting of trees, ruthless hunting and fishing and the use of fire went to such an extent as to be sustained no more by the renewing rhythms of Mother Nature. All this conspired to bring the Age of the Great Purity to an end. 


      This also implied the loss of the feminine principle of eternal renewal which had been the essence of the Age of the Great Purity, as it imparted the wisdom to make use of natural resources in a way that was balanced, and not in the indiscriminate manner that brought about its demise. The Age of the Great Cosmic Strife began, ushering in a long period of complete confusion and disorder, and eventually necessitating the divine intercession of Nu Kua, who restored order amidst the havoc that had come about. The Age of the Great Cosmic Strife lasted to the beginnings of historical records, when the first imperial dynasties established themselves in China, the Chou and Han dynasties. 


 


If this is the essence of the mythic memory of the beginnings, fossil findings suggest that China has been inhabited by humans (homo habilis and homo erectus) for about 2 million years while evidence provided by 25 skeletons of Pithecanthropus Pekinensis, discovered south of Beijing and dated around 500.000, suggest a continuous presence. Nearby this site, bones of Homo Sapiens were found dating back 60.000 years, whilst groups of humans belonging to the so-called “First Ordos Culture” (dating back 25.000 years) appear along the Yellow River between the provinces of Shensi and Shansi. Caves inhabited by Pithecanthropus seem also to have been used around 4000 B.C. for small settlements by a population that presents first Mongolian traits. 


       The Neolithic period (5800 to 3000 BCE), with the Yang Shao and Hengshan cultures among others, testifies a strong matriarchal tradition flowing through the first Xià and Shang dynasties of the Bronze age. As for script, one of the first fragments of the Chinese Hieroglyphic scripture, dating back to 2000 BCE, was discovered in the province of Honan, and is supposed to be part of a “Prayer for rain to Great Mother Yi”.


         The Chou dynasty, established around 1000 BCE, was still matrilineal and provides a link between myth and history, vaunting direct descent from Nu Kua, who was also mother to the entire Chinese people, and thus its prime mythic Ancestress. Authorship of the Tao Teh Ching, a collection of ancient teachings, is attributed to Lao Tzu, “the aged teacher”. A source of inspiration to the entire Chinese culture, the Tao, along with the I Ching, in time contributed to the tradition of Confucianism, although the latter is decidedly distinct from it, introducing a new order and classification resembling that which gave rise to the Olympic divinities and to the beginnings of Greek philosophy in the Mediterranean area. “The Chinese Confucians named everything (Ming) so they could stop the moving world and turn it into a properly behaved society. They killed what the Taoists called Hun-tun, Old Chaos, which we would also call Old Paradise”, writes Stephan Karcher.1


        The Taoist cosmogony presents an element common to both Mongolian and Siberian populations. On earth, all visible manifestations have a mother (the goddess of sun, of moon, of water, of trees and so forth), who not only created them, but also provided them with the laws safeguarding their harmonic cycles. These are the proper rules of Nature that, if betrayed and abandoned, give way to great cosmic strife. Nevertheless, the word Tao cannot be attributed to any cosmogonic entity in a strict sense, but rather signifies the continuous process that manifests itself in the existing world showing the way, or path to be followed if we wish to “learn how to proceed best” favoring Mother Nature in her creation. Mother Nature, the first extract quoted above was adapted by Merlin Stone2 from passages of the Tao. The Tao also offers a description of how the One, the Great Oneness of all things, generated the Two; how the Two, the primary forces of darkness and light, the yin and the yang, generated the Three; and how the Three, the Oneness and the Two Forces, constantly transforming One into the Other, generate all the Ten thousand of things we experience in the world, and all that exists beneath the heavens.


As we shall see advancing in the creation myths of different populations of all the continents, the Mother, Ancestress or Goddess is quite always figured as both a source of life and a source of wisdom, so that we can anticipate that wherever the origins are imagined as feminine, these traits constitute a common pattern. Furthermore, the most ancient female cosmologies suggest harmony and balance as the necessary condition to safeguard the continuity of creation left in the hands of human creatures; and this balance is gained by observing and respecting the ways or laws of Mother Nature, pursuing an agreement between the elements and all living creatures that must be constantly confirmed. 


       Hsi Ho, “She who creates the heavenly bodies”, 3 appears in two other texts from the Han period (third century BCE to third century CE), the Shan Hai Ching and the Huai Nan Tzu, as one of the ancient Sun goddesses (like the Japanese Amaterasu), associated with the element of water. In “the sweet waters” each day she bathes one of her children, the little Suns, who then “starts upon its way across the wide heavens only to return to Her again, finally coming to rest on western Yen Tzu Mountain”, where she attends. “As each of us shall do, after our journey upon the earth”: in this she resembles the ancient Egyptian Nut who gave birth to the sun every day, swallowing it at night.  The number of the suns, ten, reappears on the opposite coast of the Pacific Ocean, in the beliefs of the Native American Shasta in California.


       The more recent myth of P’an Ku, dating back to the fourth century CE4, is part of a body of work entitled Biographies of the Gods, and introduces another recurrent theme, namely the cosmic egg “encompassing all worlds to be”. This theme, along with the rising categories of yin and yang strictly associated with the feminine and male principles, testifies an evident shift towards a male creating principle. It is no coincidence that Chinese mythology at this point of its development introduces a series of cultural heroes, such as Fu Hsi, the great primordial hero credited in another important text, the I Ching, with discovering the Eight Trigrams on the Turtle's back; and Shang-ti, “Lord from Above”, a kind of uranic divinity residing in the center of the heavens in the Great She-Bear. This constellation, present in all ancient Mongolian, Siberian and subarctic cultures, appears also in the cultures of Old Europe, from the northern mythologies to the Balkans, and persists in the Celtic world.


        The story of P’an Ku shares some traits with the Enuma Elish, a Babylonian creation myth of the second millennium B.C. (Chapter 7), in which Marduk, self-proclaiming the new creator of the world, kills his serpent-mother Tiamat and divides her body into two parts to shape the heavens and the earth and sea, while adding an aggressive willpower which P’an Ku is lacking. 


        If the Tao describes the wisdom guiding Nature as a generating intelligence and a spiritual essence that pervades everything, in the myth of P’an Ku, “the heavy, coarse elements, known as the yin” formed the earth, while “the light, pure elements, known as the yang” formed the sky. Between the two texts, a radical shift in perspective has occurred. This shift implies the abandonment of the original feminine and holistic wisdom, and the onslaught of a way of thinking that proceeds through definitions, driven by a pressing and determined urgency to occupy the center, creating a set of values that separate and pronounce judgements, and claiming the cosmogonic merit of having “created order out of chaos”. All the while a goddess, Nu Kua, is left in charge of the last phase of creation, that of human beings. But, from this new beginning on, yin and yang, earth and sky, are perceived as being irrevocably distinct from each other and hierarchically ordered.


      This development, which we will see again and again with slight variations in other cosmogonies, appears as an attempt to compensate the intrinsic asymmetry between men and women that renders the feminine alone “mother”, given that every species is of female born. The aim being to reduce, at least on the imaginary level, the awesome power of women as mothers. Enhanced by comparison with Nature, this power gives life, nurtures, and regenerates, but may also severely reject, rapidly extinguishing the breath of life, both of individuals and on large scale: “Mother Nature contains all natures, yet no matter how many natures come into being …”. 


       Declaring her “heavy and coarse”, and in need of that “lightness and purity” of the life-bestowing breath from heaven, the separate attribution of air and earth as male and female reduces the symbolic scope of the feminine, ushering in that distinction between yin e yang, cold and warm, passive and active, still ruling in our days.


Trying to understand the deep significance of expressions such as “ultimate source of all that exists, all that comes and goes, all that begins and all that ends, all that is and all that is not” in the context of what we might call the wisdom of the origins, we need to distance ourselves from the dichotomous way of thinking on which patriarchies have grown while trying to render any other form of thinking un-thinkable. We need to learn that for the longest time since the beginning of human consciousness the principle of Womanhood/Motherhood has been perceived as the never-ending power of Nature to bring life, death, and regeneration to single individuals and to every form of life, all related in an interconnected web. A way of thinking in which polarities were always perceived as forms of a dynamic process, balancing, and combining uninterruptedly (“the Unity and the Two Powers constantly transforming One into the other”), whereas the tale of P’an Ku introduces and petrifies polarities in oppositions. We’ll be able to catch this transformation in perception and representation and how it played a dramatic and fundamental role, assuming various shades of meaning at different levels, and accompanying the passage from women centered cultures to patriarchies. At the end of our journey, in India, we will find once more the “principle comprising all natures”, a “being in which opposites coexist” (Chapter 8) encoded in mainstream texts.


       The Tao conceives this “principle” as the flowing within everything: there is neither separation nor a creator, be it male or female. Life is contemplated as manifesting itself through ever changing forms proper to the transitory nature of the physical world, combining polarities and twofold directions, continuously becoming, and being undone. If we desire “how best to proceed” we have to attune with the balancing dynamics inherent in manifestation itself. 


       “To describe Mother Nature as the ultimate source of all is only to use a few of Her sounds”: the complexity of vision implied by this statement has been filed under the uninteresting category of “immanence” by Western philosophy, while it subverts the common grounding hypothesis underlying creation myths in the way we are accustomed to think of them, that is the unquestioned presupposition of one beginning of time, of a single first moment built on nothingness, of a beginning of the creation, of a creator. It becomes quite evident that within pre-patriarchal cosmogonies the Mother/Goddess is rather conceived of as a re-starting agent/action, a re-new of a cycle, a change in direction. 


            Within a Western context, Marija Gimbutas, in The Living Goddesses, defines once more the “substantial difference” in viewing life and death introduced by Indo-European populations remarking how for the Old Europeans life goes on in a hibernation state (being in not-being), while for the Indo-Europeans life ceases and extinguishes with death. In the Eleusinian Mysteries we can still find traces of older beliefs in the idea expressed by the Greek term zoé, the vital force that is never interrupted and permeates everything.


 


History as we know it seems to rise from this poignant polarization of feminine and masculine, while Paleolithic and Neolithic art has much to tell us about a different vision of nature, humans and the feminine. Throughout a long period of human history, numerous sculpted statuettes have both phallus and pregnant belly, polarized on both ends of the stones representing them together: a vision anything but “primitive” when compared to the idea of an external and masculine creating principle! The so called “steatopygic” statuettes, on the other hand, depict “maternity” as the creative power embodied in pregnant women, witnessing the awareness of the asymmetry between women and men, both of woman born, which also explains the absence of male images throughout this period. Only after some millennia, the polarization/separation principle introduces a tendency to reduce the feminine to motherhood in strictly parental terms, and women to mere soil-matter-recipients, as Aristotle affirmed. 


       In separating the two complementary aspects of creative energy, the tale of P’an Ku ascribes to yang the active qualities destined to become dominant, whereas yin comes to represent feminine passivity considered as subaltern. The ideas originally expressed by the feminine principle, synonymous with cyclic becoming, taking form and dissolving, nurturing, and regenerating - like the intense activity accomplished monthly in the uterus, fade away. Nevertheless, part of what was once perceived and represented survives within definitions of the yin principle which maintains the traits of its different and subtler energy even under patriarchy: the form of expression proper to yin energy can be likened to water, flowing around and over obstacles, assuming the very shape of a rock, flooding it while continuing to flow, for this is the nature of the way of the yin. Whereas the yang mode is that which attacks, beats, and hits its obstacle until it gives away or is smashed to pieces.


       In other words, the yin energy manifests a kind of wisdom based on the ability to modify itself according to necessity, without ever losing its own sense of direction, capable of yielding to a different awareness, of looking beyond immediate obstacles: its nature is neither direct onslaught nor demolition of that which is in its way. Nor is it mere passive acceptance, even though it may appear such to a malevolent and limiting interpretation, but watchfulness and quest for balance with the cosmic laws of nature, such as expressed by the Mediterranean goddesses Maat and Themis.5 The “modern” concept of passivity, on the other hand, presumes an external force imprinting its energy upon inert and powerless matter, which is primarily an illusion, and derives from a separation of motion from the ability to receive that motion. The central idea of the original Chinese wisdom is to conceive of Nature as the ultimate source of flowing energies and transformations, death being followed by rebirth: the cultural construct of the feminine yin as inert, cold and passive in its essence appears in the Han period.


Regarding Nu Kua (or Nu Wa), beyond the tale quoted above6, more detailed versions continued to appear in more recent times, inspired by age old previous traditions stemming mainly from northern China (Hopei and Shansi), where Nu Kua continues to be revered as she who created the world and repaired the damages brought about by the Great Cosmic Struggle. The literary sources are the Lie Tzu, the Feng So Tung Yi and the Shan Hai Ching. In yet another text, the Shuowen Jiezi, Nu Kua is described as shenshengnu (“ancient goddess/spirit” and also “old wise woman”), who brought life to all that lives on earth. Mythical Ancestress of the first Chou dynasty, she continued to be depicted throughout the Han dynasty with a human head and the body of a serpent7 or a fishtail. As a mythical snake-shaped Ancestress she is half human and half animal, an evidence of her appurtenance to older “totemic and shamanistic” cultures, or yet a clear reference to matrifocal family and social structures8: we’ll discover that this is a recurring picture of the goddess in the lore of other continents, from the Australian Rainbow Serpent to the Sumerian and Semitic representations of Nidaba, Atargatis, Tiamat up to the Leviathan, the mermaids and the Melusine, images that continue to dwell in European imagination well into the Renaissance. 


       According to ancient Chinese tradition, the restoration of the world that put an end to the age of the Cosmic Struggle would have occurred around 2500 B.C.: possibly after the end of the nomadic invasions by peoples from the steppes?


       With the arrival of Buddhism - which takes no interest in the genealogy of divinities rather focusing on human unhappiness or concentrating on efforts to awaken the “divine” within human – the figure of Nu Kua repairing the cosmos appears in a modified form as Kuan Yin. 


       In the context of an ongoing juxtaposition of female and male, Kuan Yin was considered the reincarnation of one of the Great Enlightened, Avalokitesvara, who achieved the condition of Buddha but moved by compassion remained in the human world as a boddhisattva, or spiritual guide. She is now often depicted riding a dolphin and remains the most popular figure in the Mahayana pantheon. In fact, she is the Mother “hearing the outcry of pain” provoked by the “wound of human condition”, which reaches her from those buried in the Samsara. Up to nowadays, almost half of the world's population turns to her for help and protection in grave peril. And since she “can break the chain linking cause and effect”, Kuan Yin knows how to breach our resistance to the dimension of the spirit; in so doing, she opens the door through which humanity may return to the Pure Land, the primal condition of Paradise.9


       The beginning of her story, which is extremely popular in the vast continent of the East, recalls the obstacles opposed to many women both in Buddhism and Christianity10 to live as members of autonomous religious communities. Being the youngest of three sisters, she witnessed the unhappiness caused by the marriages of her sisters: the first having been married to a brutal warrior, and the second to a greedy merchant; when it was her turn, she refused to take husband. Whereupon she was sent off by her father to a temple, and according to his orders, treated harshly, and assigned the hardest labors. But whilst everybody else was sleeping and she was attending to her tasks, she was joined by the Serpent who fetched water for her, by the Tiger who provided firewood, by the Birds who collected vegetables from the garden, by the spirit of Fire who did the cooking, and by the Peacock who swept the kitchen floor with its tail. 


          In so doing, the story of Kuan Yin recalls traits of the story of Psyche and Cupid, as narrated in the Mediterranean lore by Apuleius in his Golden Ass (about 160 CE). A king and a queen had three daughters; the third of them being unfortunate enough to be so beautiful as to attract even the admirers of Venus, and at the same time frightening off every potential husband. Her sisters got married, Cupid fell in love with her, and after a series of events, Psyche had to face the wrath of Venus, mother of her lover, who tasked her with various difficult enterprises: sort out a huge heap of seeds, and she was aided by a merciful Ant; gather the golden fleece of a herd of wild sheep aided by a Reed sounding sweet music; fetch water from falls watched over by fierce Dragons, aided by the Eagle of Jupiter, to finally descend to the Underworld to collect the beauty of Proserpine in a box. At the end, Venus forgave her, and Psyche, transformed into a divinity, was able to enter Olympus.


       Nevertheless, there are differences in the ending of the stories: when news of this miracle spread, Kuan Yin’s father went up in all fury, setting fire to the temple, but she extinguished the flames with her bare hands. Then, her father ordered her to be beheaded, but the blade went to pieces touching her neck. So, the hangman had to strangle her, and her dead body was fastened onto a tiger to be dragged out to the woods. But when her soul descended into the dark Realm of the Dead, she began singing to relieve their burden, and all the dead came bowing down in gratitude at her feet. The king of the Dead chased her in anger from his reign, so Kuan Yin returned to life. She went to dwell on an island far in the northeastern sea, where she lived ever on in peace, listening to the prayers of those beseeching her, merciful Mother, holiest Kuan Yin.


       Still today, the teachings of Kuan Yin guide humans towards peace and patience,11 recalling the water which continues its course without heeding any of the obstacles on its way, even if it may be shuttered by fences, hemmed by ditches, or poisoned in a thousand ways. 


         Probably, her story is so popular because it reflects the story of women under patriarchy as in a mirror: notwithstanding all harassment, all the violence, decapitations, deformation of feet, mutilations and burnings at the stake, we still preserve our deepest essence, our vision, and our capacity not to surrender. But we cannot but notice that in the present time, a series of tendencies manifesting within western culture – loss of awareness of the power of menstruation, a growing number of cases of amenorrhea, especially amongst younger women, loss of libido and incapacity to give birth without surgical assistance, the massive use of plastic surgery even during adolescence, the androgynous body as an ideal and an hormonal fact, the unconditional adoption of male values sold as neuter – all seem to signal a moment of immense weariness of women, threatening new forms of oblivion and definite abandonment of any effort to seek and maintain the sense of living in a woman’s body. Therefore, the happy ending of the story of Kuan Yin more than ever represents no small thing in a mass-culture which would all too often make us believe in the end of the adamantine resistance of women.


         


Let’s conclude this first chapter turning our attention again to the tale of P’an Ku from a slightly different perspective, close with a modern tale of creation, that is in the language of astrophysics. 


          If you analyze the narrative structure of the tale, you can see the plot developing according to a symmetric scheme, proceeding to both accost/disjunct, in the manner that characterizes abstract binary logic, from which any emotion has been expelled: through this pattern it directly enacts separation and pertinence, first of all amongst yin and yang, and foreshadows the language of science.


          In the beginning, P’an Ku assumes the shape of the common egg (pan meaning “shell” and ku “solid”), which is elevated, as in other cosmogonies, to the role of “cosmic egg”. As such, it has been depicted again and again within the iconography of both Old Europe or Ancient Egypt, indicating the source of new life, the “mothering womb”, not just human but cosmic as well. 


	In the condition of an egg, its curved space contains the cosmic potential wholeness (chaos) within its both static and dynamic solidity, the spiraling strings of genetic information as well as the necessary nourishment. It is just like a uterus or like a black star, one of the “black holes” of the galaxies in which radiations are so completely embedded within the parameters that contain them as to render it impossible for an external observer to find anything. But the rupture of the curved dynamic lines, coiled upon themselves, marks the shift from the balance of the elliptic shape towards an open expanding movement and the creation of parallel planes, such as heaven and earth. These move apart, becoming progressively distinct, following a linear progression and shaping unidimensional spaces, defined by four directions. In turn, they define an ideal circular flat line, held by a single central point working as the fixed arm of a compass to prevent more dispersion and fragmentation (this was the form of the first human dwellings as well as the great circular Neolithic stone monuments). “P’an Ku grew out of the egg and his body spread in all directions. His body became five mountains, those of the four cardinal directions and the center. Each mountain had a color, a jewel and sound, and was guarded by one of the four guardians…”.


          The physical unidimensional duality of earth and sky legitimates subsequent cultural differences as complementary “by nature”: differentiation encapsulated in binary linearity allows disparities in quality, gender, class, enumerations, and oppositions fixed as “natural” and beyond any effort towards change. An orderly world conceived in such taxonomy is destined to appear as the best of all possible worlds, freezing motions and anxiety and pursuing that sort of “functional perfection” depicted in the dystopic novel Brave New World by A. Huxley, with its citizens artificially programmed and classified, so as to adapt smoothly to the “rules of the status quo”. The same thar produced the old biblical “edifying story” such the one about the daughters of Noah, which has been told again and again to women to convince them of their “natural inferiority”.12


	The tale of P’an Ku ends with “Noblemen and rich men were created from the yellow earth, whereas poor, lowly people were made from the mud-covered rope”. This last paragraph clearly evinces an aversion to mud, to an earth perceived as soggy, viscous, filthy, and inert, just like the dust/ashes of the biblical curse: no longer alive, moist, fertile, nurturing, no more the living body of Mother Nature embraced by the sky.


 


When Stars Explode


A supernova is the terminal state of the evolution of a massive star, of a red giant, a compound of helium, carbon, and hydrogen no longer capable of maintaining its balance. The concentration of its nucleus provokes a series of reactions producing atomic nuclei that are increasingly heavy, and create first chemical elements: oxygen, neon, magnesium, silicon, sulfur, iron … Once the nucleus of the star has reached a temperature of several billion degrees and there is no source of energy left to maintain it in this condition, the star explodes. This process is caused by the degeneration, or collapse, of its nucleus, and implies serious consequences for the external surface as well. It is brought about by an excessive compression of neutrons generating - as they grow in density - an enormous degenerative pressure rapidly pushing the nucleus outwards. In a matter of seconds, the surface is hit by the expanding nucleus. This process, known as “shockwave”, shatters the surface, thrusting it rapidly outward. It is at this point that the star is said to explode, turning into a supernova.


	The explosion of a star, shattering its surface and launching it into interstellar space, generates an amount of energy that exceeds the splendor of the entire galaxy of which it is part, a galaxy that may comprise more than 100 billion stars, emitting neutrons at the velocity of light. 


	These neutrons, sent forth by the nucleus, detaching themselves practically intact, can travel across any matter that should be in their way, and are led astray only by magnetic fields present within the galaxy. 


	Even the iron created within the nucleus of the star at a temperature of several billion degrees is hurled into interstellar space. And the shockwave, in its turn, continues its outward voyage. As it moves away from the center of explosion, its intensity diminishes in due course, yet its heat is such as to imprint any interstellar cloud nearby with such force as to set off a process of contraction, causing new stars to form.


	There is evidence connecting the creation of new stars to the preceding explosion of a supernova, strengthening the hypothesis that stars are born from the explosion of generations of stars that went before. In this way, the story of the life of a star connects all endings and beginnings, linking the destruction of one star to the birth of another!13
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