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“An engrossing and informative book, Primal Wisdom of the Ancients puts the reader in front of a coruscating kaleidoscope of context with the turn of each page. Rather than research more evidence for cultural diffusion, Laird Scranton takes a refreshing approach from his already opulent opus and successfully amalgamates the purpose underlying the patterns and principles perpetuated by the primordial tradition. This book is not only a valuable contribution to the study of comparative cosmology but also serves as an initiation into the greater mysteries of the esoteric tradition. The only ritual required for the initiate to perform is to read it!”

ANYEXTEE, ESOTERIC RESEARCHER, DOCUMENTARY 
FILMMAKER, AND FOUNDER OF ADAPT EXPEDITIONS

PRAISE FOR PREVIOUS BOOKS BY LAIRD SCRANTON

From Point of Origin

“Point of Origin is undoubtedly the pinnacle of research into the world’s ancient cultures, their mysteries and mythologies . . . a truthful and accurate insight into our origins, encompassing religion, astronomy, mythology, and cosmology. This book is indispensable to anyone seeking answers about our origins.”

E. A. JAMES SWAGGER, RADIO HOST AND AUTHOR OF
THE NEWGRANGE SIRIUS MYSTERY

“Point of Origin is not a book about Gobekli Tepe, but it sets that mysterious Anatolian hilltop sanctuary into a matrix of interconnected mysteries from all around the world in a way that is both fascinating and thought-provoking.”

GRAHAM HANCOCK, AUTHOR OF
FINGERPRINTS OF THE GODS

From The Cosmological Origins of Myth and Symbol

“Laird Scranton’s groundbreaking new research is a major piece of the puzzle that will forever change the way we view the knowledge of the ancients.”

EDWARD G. NIGHTINGALE, 
AUTHOR OF THE GIZA TEMPLATE

“The Cosmological Origins of Myth and Symbol makes a good case that what we call today the myths and symbols of ancient peoples have not only cosmology as their basis but they originated from one ‘parent’ cosmology . . . most fascinating study . . . ”

NEW DAWN MAGAZINE

From China’s Cosmological Prehistory

“China’s Cosmological Prehistory takes the next step in comparing the creation traditions of ancient cultures. In it, Scranton demonstrates how cross-cultural comparisons can lead us to new insights about the possible meanings of obscure ancient myths and symbols.”

WALTER CRUTTENDEN, AUTHOR OF
LOST STAR OF MYTH 
AND TIME

“Yet another important piece to Scranton’s ongoing quest to prove that a near identical cosmology was common knowledge around the entire globe in ancient prehistory. Perhaps the ‘single language’ posited in the Book of Genesis, the ‘language’ that once ‘united all mankind,’ was not mere fabrication and/or wishful thinking after all. It was cosmology as Scranton again demonstrates.”

JOHN ANTHONY WEST, 
AUTHOR OF SERPENT IN THE SKY

From Science of the Dogon

“The Dogon creation myth reflects the nuances of cutting-edge scientific cosmology, and finally this is being recognized. A quintessential read for anyone wishing to learn the truth about this fascinating subject.”

ANDREW COLLINS, AUTHOR OF 
THE CYGNUS MYSTERY  
AND FROM THE ASHES OF ANGELS



If men learn this [writing], it will implant forgetfulness in their souls; they will cease to exercise memory because they rely on that which is written, calling things to remembrance no longer from within themselves, but by means of external marks. What you have discovered is a recipe not for memory, but for reminder. And it is no true wisdom that you offer your disciples, but only its semblance, for by telling them of many things without teaching them you will make them seem to know much, while for the most part they know nothing, and as men filled, not with wisdom, but with the conceit of wisdom, they will be a burden to their fellows.

PLATO, QUOTING SOCRATES 


(FROM PHAEDRUS)



AN INTRODUCTION TO COMPARATIVE STUDIES

COSMOLOGY IS THE SCIENCE of the origin and development of the natural structures that exist in our sphere of life. The term ancient cosmology refers to the ways in which ancient cultures understood the origins of these same natural structures. In ancient times, cosmological topics were the domain of expert priestesses or priests, who in earliest days were arguably the keepers both of science and of root philosophical perspectives that later gave rise to modern religion. Looked at in retrospect, and knowing humanity’s innate capacity for invention, we might well imagine that many distinct systems of cosmology developed from region to region, and these likely framed the processes of creation according to a variety of different conceptions. But after careful comparison of these traditions with each other, what we find instead are surprisingly consistent expressions of what was therefore more sensibly a single archaic system of cosmology. This outlook is testified to by the diverse range of closely aligning concepts, words, symbols, and other elements that characterize these traditions, which go well beyond any reasonable suggestion of coincidence or parallel development. The apparently archaic system that seemingly spawned these traditions was organized around a set of symbols and symbolic themes that Carl Jung would later describe as archetypes, and which persist to this day among the cultures of far-flung societies worldwide.

In modern usage, the word cosmology refers to the science of 
astrophysics, which is the study of how matter and the universe formed. The 
average modern person is likely to have at least basic knowledge of what an atom 
is and to know that matter is comprised of atoms and that an electron orbits an 
atom’s nucleus while protons and neutrons are located within that nucleus. They 
may also have at least some passing awareness of Einstein’s theory of relativity 
and the concept of the big bang and may have heard of more specialized 
scientific ideas such as string theory and quantum entanglement. For a person’s 
knowledge to go much beyond that would require him or her to have deliberately 
spent some time reading about or studying subjects that relate to cosmology or astrophysics.

Comparative study of the symbolic cosmologies of various ancient cultures points out many unexpected similarities in their traditions and helps us to clarify the underlying nature of ancient cosmological beliefs. In the strictest sense, the term ancient cosmology properly applies to three creational themes: how matter forms, how the universe formed, and how the processes of biological creation occur. In the mind-set of the ancient cosmology, as expressed by the modern-day Dogon tribe of Mali in northwest Africa, these three themes represent parallel processes. Perhaps as a way to underscore that point, in Dogon culture a single progression of symbols serves to simultaneously define all three creational themes. Of course this implies that any given symbol within that progression carries meanings that pertain to all three themes, but with specific nuances of meaning that can vary somewhat in accordance with each theme. Consequently, as we explore the meanings of ancient cosmological stories, symbols, and words it is important that we consider the references in the context of each of the three themes. If, in fact, we are working with a system whose meanings are scientific and whose symbolism was carefully considered, then it makes sense that we most often find the clearest descriptions of cosmological ideas in the earliest representations of ancient cultures, where they may have been expressed through creation myths, as a part of religious hymns or incantations, in inscriptions carved onto the walls of temples, through architectural forms, or in the art of sculpture or paintings whose themes are understood to be mythical or religious. However, among groups such as the Dogon, who chose never to adopt a written language, spoken language becomes the purveyor of symbolic meaning, so we also derive understanding from the phonetics of cosmological terms. We also come to see that symbolism expressing itself through the multiple meanings of ancient cosmological words.

Many of the same cosmological elements are represented in similar form among sometimes widely distant ancient cultures, a circumstance that, if we allow the possibility of deliberate instruction in ancient times by a capable, informed source, strongly suggests that they arose as part of a single earlier tradition. Cultures such as the Dogon and the Buddhists specifically understand their symbolic cosmology as an anciently instructed tradition, and of course one ongoing purpose of our studies has been to test the reasonableness of there being such a common origin. Each favorable comparison argues increasingly against the idea of parallel development or coincidence as the more reasonable conclusion and provides a kind of cross-check on the commonality of the views of the cultures involved, ultimately helping the researcher triangulate on the likeliest original meanings of these elements. Among the surviving traditions that seem to have done the most careful job of preserving original meanings, we count the Sakti (pronounced “Shakti”) Cult of Orissa in India, Buddhism in its various forms as they are practiced in India and Asia, and the priestly Dogon tribe of Mali, along with other closely related African tribes such as the Yoruba and the Bambara. Comparative symbols, words, and perspectives of great value to this investigation are also often found in Judaism and in the cosmological viewpoints of Kabbalism. In the context of comparison to Dogon references, we also often find excellent information preserved in ancient Egyptian hieroglyphics, myth, art, and architecture.

Researchers of ancient traditions in India have commented on references that often closely resemble correct cosmological science and so raise reasonable questions about whether this ancient cosmological plan could have originally been scientifically based. With the Dogon tribe, we have a living priestly class who make a specific claim that their cosmology describes how matter forms, a circumstance that elevates this claim to the level of a legitimate interpretation to be explored. In fact, at the most superficial level of comparison it quickly becomes apparent that Dogon descriptions and drawings closely resemble science. Given these circumstances, it is the job of the comparative cosmologist to test the reasonableness of the direct statements made by various cultures regarding the meanings of various esoteric elements with an eye to possible scientific correspondence. At heart, the study of comparative cosmology is primarily a process of corroborating, after the fact, the testimony of multiple witnesses to a common set of formative ideas. Through such comparative studies, the researcher eventually arrives at an overview of a very long-standing ancient tradition, one that seemingly emerged from the mists of a distant archaic era. It is interesting that even the earliest of these traditions seems to have often expressed itself through Jung’s archetypes.

We have suggested that the clearest links between symbol and meaning are found with forms that are original to the tradition, and it is a cultural imperative among the Dogon to preserve those original forms. Because of this, the Dogon provide us with a unique window into the archaic era of the cosmology. Language, symbology, and philosophical outlook suggest a path of transmission for the Dogon tradition that began in the Fertile Crescent region and passed down southward and eastward in pre-Vedic times, ultimately through India and into Africa. This inferred history aligns the Dogon cosmological outlook with that of the Samkhya philosophy in India, which is also understood to underlie later religious traditions of India. The root dynamic of material creation as we see it expressed in Samkhya, one that plays out in parallel on all upward levels from microcosm to macrocosm, is a kind of chain reaction that is catalyzed when nonmaterial and material energies come together in the context of an act of perception. If we imagine that these energies arise through a principle of duality as negative and positive aspects of primordial energy, then the underlying dynamic produces the potential effect of a dipole—a pair of equal and oppositely charged or magnetized poles that are separated by a distance. Typically with a dipole, energy is persistently drawn together and then apart again, much like the action of a beating heart. Scientifically speaking, the dynamic begins on the microcosmic level with the interaction of virtual particle pairs that coalesce and disperse much like ripples on the surface of a lake. Any such energies of differing quality that come together tend to form vortices, similar to what we see with whirlpools of water. Electromagnetic energy, when spun, creates angular momentum and evokes Einstein’s relativistic mass.

From a broader perspective, according to Dogon cosmological thought, an act of perception causes matter in its wavelike state to draw up like a tent cloth that is pulled upward from its center. The perceived wave begins to vibrate and pivot, and vibration causes mass to encircle and form bubbles, comparable to the dynamic of macrocosmic structures known to astronomers as stellar bubbles. The first few of these bubbles of mass, like soap bubbles blown from a wand, fail to have enough tensile strength to hold their shape, and so soon collapse on themselves. According to the Dogon model, the seventh of these bubbles is ultimately able to hold its shape for a period of time and so, in combination with the previous six collapsed bubbles, produces the first coherent structure of matter. This is known to the Dogon as the egg-of-the-world, or po pilu. From one perspective we can think of it as a cluster of collapsed bubbles that come to exist at every point of space-time. Our material universe conforms to four dimensions, and as in Edwin Abbott’s classic book Flatland, the Dogon understand that the outward appearance of any given figure can differ depending on which dimensional view we take of it. In keeping with that idea, the po pilu is alternately conceptualized as a star with seven rays of increasing length that emerge from a central point, or as the spiral that can be drawn to inscribe the endpoints of those rays.

Over the course of these studies, certain reference books have demonstrated their pertinence again and again, and so take on the status of primary sources. These begin with anthropological studies of the symbolic practices of various groups that have been the focus of our studies. They include Marcel Griaule’s Conversations with Ogotemmeli, a diary of his thirty-three day initiation into the Dogon esoteric tradition, following years of visits, inquiry, and academic study. Also included is Marcel Griaule and Germaine Dieterlen’s finished study of the Dogon religion, The Pale Fox. Of similar significance is Francesco Brighenti’s Sakti Cult of Orissa, which exhaustively documents the practices of a tradition in India that was ancestral to the Hindu and Buddhist religions, and that we also see as ancestral to Dogon culture. Primary information for Buddhist practices is drawn from the works of Adrian Snodgrass, a leading authority on Buddhist architecture and symbolism. These include The Symbolism of the Stupa; Architecture, Time and Eternity: Studies in the Stellar and Temporal Symbolism of Ancient Buildings; and The Matrix and Diamond World Mandalas in Shingon Buddhism. Supporting evidence from Kabbalism is drawn from works of the philosopher and historian Gershom Scholem. Likewise, since comparative word forms and meanings are often at the root of an interpretation, certain dictionaries also become go-to sources for explanatory information. Geneviève Calame-Griaule’s dictionary of the Dogon language, Dictionnaire Dogon, is one of these, as is Sir E. A. Wallis Budge’s An Egyptian Hieroglyphic Dictionary. Frequent reference is also made to Philip M. Parker’s Faroese-English Thesaurus and Edward Tregear’s The Maori-Polynesian Comparative Dictionary. Meanwhile, many of the foundational cosmological references of the Dogon symbolic system are intuitively correlated to David W. Thomson III’s Aether Physics Model.

From the perspective of our studies, the first evident roots of the tradition were set down in the region of the Fertile Crescent around 10,000 BCE, shortly after the end of the Ice Age. This historical timing places the origins of the tradition at least some seven thousand years prior to the first known written texts, which did not emerge until around 3000 BCE. Based on DNA and linguistic studies, and following the progression of various civilizing skills and religious icons and practices, we can track the influence of this primordial tradition radially outward in all directions from its region of origin in southeast Turkey and western Iran. Signatures of the tradition are seen in Tibet, China, Mongolia, Siberia, and Japan. We find evidence of them eastward from Asia into North America among Native American tribes such as the Navajo, the Cherokee, and the Hopi. To the west we see artifacts of the tradition excavated across Europe as far as Scandinavia and northern Scotland. Perhaps most obviously we trace the tradition to the south and east into India, in tandem with the matriarchal Sakti Cult, where related archaic philosophies and practices are understood to have served as formative influences for the Vedic, Buddhist, and Hindu traditions. Moreover, evidence suggests that the tradition might also be traced even farther to the south and as far eastward as Australia, and to the west as far as ancient Egypt. The many and sometimes subtle commonalities of this symbolic tradition have been the subject of my previous books in this series, whose comparative focus has also ranged geographically from western Africa to Egypt, India, Tibet and China, and ancient Turkey and most recently to such distant locales as the United Kingdom and Polynesia.

The cultures whose cosmological practices we have referred to most frequently treat these archetypes as component elements of an ancient instructed symbolic system. Attending that view is the belief that civilizing skills, closely associated with these same symbols, are said to have been brought to a given culture in ancient times by groups of eight quasi-mythical ancestors, rulers, or deities. In China, the mythical eight are cast as Sage Kings or Virtuous Emperors. In the Dogon culture and Judaism, they are honored as the patriarchs of eight tribal families or lineages. In Egypt, they are treated as eight paired ancestral gods and goddesses of the Ennead or Ogdoad. In the cosmology of the Maori they are described as departmental gods, comparable to Tane, who is said to ascend to the gods and return with baskets of knowledge. By whatever name or classification they may be given, an essential common function is assigned to the eight in each tradition: they are identified as the bringers of a specific set of civilizing skills, arguably the very same skills that make their first appearance in the Fertile Crescent during the earliest era of the symbolic cosmology.

In the Dogon and Buddhist traditions, we are told that a civilizing plan was deliberately tagged to a symbolic cosmology, and that the two were taught in tandem. Often, where we find the archetype symbols, we also see evidence of a common set of civilizing structures, supported by commensurate symbolism. As an example, the traditional ground plan for the earliest civic centers in ancient China takes the same symbolic shape as an Egyptian hieroglyph that Budge identifies as the “town glyph” 
[image: image]. This same shape relates to a traditional Dogon ground plan for agriculture that is expressly cosmologically based, known as the wellfield plan. Meanwhile, a comparable plan for agriculture in China, also known as the well-field plan, has been argued by some researchers to have been only theoretical.

Up to this point in our studies, the primary focus has been on demonstrating common elements of the cosmology as they were widely reflected in many ancient traditions. My recent book Seeking the Primordial represented a departure from that approach, focusing instead on a consensus of ancient views on how the foundational dynamics of material creation were understood to work and comparing them with those explicitly put forth by the Dogon priests. In that book I took what the Dogon stated in clear language about how a given process was said to work and then compared words, symbols, and concepts from various other ancient traditions to demonstrate a commonality of outlook for each aspect of Dogon thought. More simply put, the goal of the volume was to demonstrate in credible ways that these ancient cultures understood the foundational dynamics of the universe in substantially similar ways. Such synthesis is, to the comparative cosmological elements of these cultures, what a carefully framed inference is to a given set of pertinent facts—we use it to foster a broader perspective by extrapolating an overview from many individual conceptual threads. The idea for this book represents a similar departure from my earlier books: the focus will again be on synthesizing information, rather than primarily gathering it. Here we take the opportunity to discuss what we see as various pedagogical choices that seem to have been made during the formulation of the symbolic cosmology, choices that have bearing both on how we understand ancient symbolism and on our view of it as a designed system. Each of the principles we will be exploring may have its own bearing on key aspects of the tradition that was passed on, so certain themes are likely to come under discussion more than one time, but with different emphasis.



1

MOTIVES AND INTENTIONS OF 
THE ESOTERIC TRADITION

ANY DISCUSSION OF AN ancient and systematized instructed cosmology eventually leads to questions of original intent on the part of those who theoretically introduced it. What possible motives, beyond purest altruism, could have prompted the formulation of such a complex system of symbols and related themes, or justified the immense amount of effort that surely would have been required to introduce it globally to widespread cultures? This is one of the foundational questions that we explored and addressed in my previous book Seeking the Primordial. A potential answer to that question rests with the root philosophies of the archaic Samkhya cosmological tradition, where our universe is understood to be paired with a second, sibling universe. The Dogon share Samkhya’s outlook that universes form in pairs. The view is that a flow of energy, essential to the life of both universes, scrolls cyclically between them. This energy carries potential mass along with it and so fosters a dynamic in which one universe grows progressively more massive while the other sees a corresponding reduction in mass, somewhat like the effect of sand moving in an hourglass. At the full extent of the cycle, this exchange of energy and mass culminates in what we perceive of as a fully nonmaterial universe and a fully material one. However, Einstein’s view of relativity insists that the time frame of an object (or a universe) must slow down as its mass increases, so therefore must also quicken as its mass decreases. Consequently, any virtually nonmaterial universe must persist within a much quicker time frame than the one that we experience. In the context of that quickened time frame, at least from the perspective of an outside observer, all events might seemingly occur at once. We might also see this quickened time frame as comparable to a state of quantum entanglement, where the quantum attributes of two or more particles (such as electrons) can be induced to behave as if they were effectively one particle, without regard to any apparent distance that separates them. An entire universe with its mass minimized to this state of entanglement would outwardly appear as a single unified source, akin to the concept of Unity that defines nonmateriality in many ancient traditions.

The overall cycle of energy that scrolls between the two universes coincides with what the Buddhists refer to as the Yuga Cycle or Great Year. The implication is that, as a by-product of the differing time frames of the two universes, an ongoing shift occurs in humanity’s ability to perceive its nonmaterial twin. In Hinduism and Buddhism, the domain of decreasing mass is known as the ascending universe, while the realm where mass increases is known as the descending universe. Another important implication of this energetic flow is that, during the intermediate periods of the cycle, the time frames and relative masses of the two universes must roughly equalize. At this point of parity, it might become thinkable to cross between the universes in much the same way that an airlock makes it possible for humans to transfer between regions of differing pressure. An airlock in a submarine or spacecraft effectively allows us to equalize inside and outside pressures and so facilitates safe movement into or out of the vessel.

When we compare the cycle of scrolling energy metaphorically to that of the Great Year, then this same middle range (the point where parity of mass and relative time frame between the universes would be reached) corresponds conceptually to the equinox of the Great Year, marked out midway between the two metaphoric solstices. In relation to an everyday calendar year, these are the same points that were commonly celebrated by ancient cultures as major holidays, and that continue to correspond to holidays in many modern religions. By both name and symbolic concept, the ancient Egyptians assigned the time of the equinox to Kheper, the dung beetle who represented the concept of nonexistence coming into existence. We see one of the equinoxes similarly designated in Judaism by the name Yom Kippur (or if we will allow it, Day of Kheper). The spring equinox is also the time of the year when Judaism observes an important holiday known as Passover, which is celebrated with a ritual meal, one that actually ends with the opening of a physical door to the outside, to allow the entry of an imagined nonmaterial spiritual guest named Eliahu. In other words, a Passover celebration seems to enshrine the very effect that we have inferred to be significant through our comparison of ancient traditions.

At the extremes of this same cycle of energy, the fully ascended universe is said to have perfect knowledge (since all events seemingly occur at once) coupled with an inability to act, presumably for lack of any moment of sufficient duration to take effective action. There is a comparable but rare human medical condition, known as locked-in syndrome, where the afflicted individual retains full internal awareness but with no ability to move. While in this condition, it may seem outwardly to others that the person is brain-dead, and so until and unless the affected person can successfully convey the fact of their consciousness to some person around them, it must be a truly horrific state, not unlike being buried alive.

If we grant the qualities of intention and consciousness to each of the twin universes, then the implication is that, somewhere partway into the ascending cycle of decreasing materiality, the ascending universe realizes that the trend will ultimately deliver it to this kind of locked-in state. This realization is expressed in the archaic philosophy of Samkhya as “an idea arises in Purusha that it is bound.”1 Unfortunately, because of the cycle’s eroding effect on the ability of the paired material universe to perceive its nonmaterial twin, the less material universe is destined to become locked in during the same epoch that the material universe is least able to perceive it. So the ascending universe becomes motivated, while it is still able, to take positive action on behalf of both universes. The challenge is to establish a structure for society in the material realm that will preserve knowledge in the material universe of the nonmaterial realm’s presence during eras when it would otherwise be imperceptible. Put more simply, the nonmaterial is incented, for the sake of its own impending need for an advocate, to essentially help us help it.

For the ascending universe, the goal is to selectively foster a group of sincere, intuitive, informed attendants who understand the broader dynamic of the two universes and who are attuned to the nonmaterial universe’s various modes of communication. Each generation of initiates serves as another link in a chain whose ultimate purpose is to foster a group of sincere companions for the nonmaterial universe during the period of its locked-in state. On one level of understanding, the very structure of the esoteric tradition facilitates this selection process. Progress for any given initiate rests with that initiate’s own persistence in formulating the next productive question to promote his or her own course of study. If, in the estimation of the initiate’s informant, that question is seen as appropriate to the student’s own initiated status, then the informant is required by the tradition to respond truthfully—otherwise, the informant is expected to remain silent. This interplay of pertinent question followed by truthful answer continues until the dedicated student is eventually ushered into the inner circles of esoteric knowledge. In Dogon culture, any tribesperson (male or female) may choose to become an initiate, and the dynamics of Dogon society actively encourage the person to make that choice. The women study with female informants and the men with male informants. Moreover, based on the experience of French anthropologist Marcel Griaule it is clear that the option to embark on the journey of initiation is equally open to those from outside of Dogon culture, although such a thing occurs rarely enough that Griaule’s informants felt obliged to seek special permission from a board of Dogon priests before actually commencing his instruction.

Looked at in this way, the two universes are treated as siblings who are also each other’s companions in an eternal cycle of energetic fluctuation, which cycle Buddhists term the Yuga Cycle. Looked at in this way, the essential purpose of the esoteric tradition is to offset the distancing effects of this cycle by working to secure lasting human memory of the presence of our nonmaterial twin universe. At the same time, the goal is to essentially vet and train a corps of sincere, aware people to act as the material caretakers or companions of the nonmaterial consciousness during the extended era in which it becomes locked in. Because this eternal flow of energy between universes is cyclical and ultimately reverses itself, each of the paired universes takes its alternating turn as both patient and caretaker, and so the relationship between the universes goes forward on a commitment (or perhaps covenant) of mutual support and care.

In order to ensure that this group of caretakers is properly fostered and sustained, the esoteric tradition focuses on two primary instructional goals. The first is to help mankind understand in clear terms what our true relationship is to the larger processes of creation, knowing that we cannot be expected to take correct action without first grasping the true nature of our situation. Absent that, those within the material realm would likely lack the awareness to step up at the proper time to assume the role of cosmic companionship. The second goal of the esoteric tradition, according to the Dogon, is to promote in humanity a facility for discriminating knowledge. This term implies the ability to distinguish truth from error and more essentially assumes an outlook for humanity that rests on good intention. It also implies a practiced ability to draw correct inferences from a given set of facts and relationships. The mastery of such skills among initiates allows certain key details of the cosmological outlook to effectively be “laid between the lines” of what’s otherwise overtly stated in the symbolic tradition and thereby serves to misdirect less sincere eyes from certain core cosmological concepts. These goals for humanity seem both sensible and pragmatic, since a proper understanding of the structures of creation, as they are anciently framed, should lead a careful researcher to suspect the presence of an unseen nonmaterial domain. Moreover, precisely because certain creational themes are cast as parallel processes, a person with careful knowledge of esoteric definitions should have the necessary tools to infer its presence.

The dynamic that defines the relationship between initiates of the esoteric tradition and their informants can also ultimately be seen as a symbolic one—it mimics the dynamic of inquiry and response that is said to govern interactions between the two universes themselves. And so, among other things, the typically long period of initiation accustoms the student to the often subtle mode of discourse that is said to take place between the material and nonmaterial domains. According to Samkhya, routine efforts are made from the nonmaterial realm to convey knowledge to (or induce action by) the material realm. These express themselves through the auspices of such effects as vivid dreams, seeming coincidences, the unusual behavior of animals, divination, and clairvoyance. In order to become attuned to these, any material communicant must learn to distinguish between situations that are symbolically meaningful and those that might only give an appearance of being so. Meaningful communication is understood to come with a degree of self-confirmation of meaning, with key ideas or images expressed in more than one way, much as key meanings of the cosmology are often expressed through more than one working metaphor.

As critical to the success of the instructional plan as the dynamics of the esoteric tradition is the need to foster civilizing structures in the material world that have the potential to endure and thereby support the transmission of cosmological knowledge from one generation to the next. Certain choices that may have gone into creating this model are reflected in two highly stable cultural forms, those of the Dogon and of ancient Egypt. We know with certainty that Egyptian culture held its form for some three thousand years, while it seems that Dogon culture, which is arguably based on the same original model, may have sustained itself similarly for upward of five thousand years. In Dogon culture it is not possible to overlook the many ways in which societal practices help to reinforce the instructed cosmology. Griaule and Dieterlen also provide us with insights, which originate with the Dogon priests, into some of the underlying concerns that sparked those choices. Based on those views, the underlying challenge was to establish a stable framework for human society, one based on a cultural outlook that would remain hospitable to cosmological inquiry and discourse. Moreover, for the selection function of the esoteric tradition to work properly, it needed to somehow attract the interest of the most sincere and capable members of the community. We are told that the mythical teachers of the Dogon felt that ways needed to be found to draw humanity to the ideal “like a moth is drawn to a flame.” To that end, these teachers seemed to have understood that human curiosity is piqued by things that are hidden or mysterious—that mankind essentially loves a secret—and so one way to continue to draw the attention of intelligent people to cosmology over the long span of ages would be to frame cosmological knowledge as an abiding enigma. We can see how the very nature of multi-ton megalithic stone structures convey this enigmatic effect. The same outlook is reflected in the clustered definitions of the Egyptian word uha,2 which all at once can mean “to solve a riddle,” “to separate heaven from earth,” and “to hew or cut stone.”

A few years ago I participated in a panel discussion alongside my late good 
friend John Anthony West. He was asked why the ancient Egyptians bothered to 
build with such cumbersome massive stone blocks rather than with simpler, 
smaller blocks or bricks. John attributed the choice to the effect that such huge stone blocks have on the psyche of the person who experiences the structure, which is arguably quite different from what would be conveyed by a similar structure constructed from traditional modern bricks. I agree with his point, that as an attracting factor, the sheer sense of awe that a seventy-ton block conveys to those who visit these megalithic edifices cannot be overestimated.

The Dogon priests compare the many levels of symbolism enshrouded in their cosmology to the multiple skins of an onion, which, by the way, is one of the chief products of Dogon agriculture. Metaphorically speaking, again and again an initiate successfully peels back one skin of the onion only to find yet another still waiting to be peeled back. This has also been the essential experience of my studies in comparative cosmology, in that with each book I may seem to touch bottom with the tradition in one way, only to discover that there are other phases of meaning yet to be explored. Again, the effect of that on human curiosity is much the same as a challenging puzzle, which can draw us in as we follow a long trail of related clues to what we hope is a solution.

The Dogon say that a primary goal of the ancient civilizing plan was to lift humanity upward from the status of hunter-gatherers to that of capable farmers. Accordingly, the specific skills said to have been fostered by that plan either bear directly on the founding of an agricultural society or else can reasonably be seen as prerequisites to the establishment of agriculture. The direct relationship between these civilizing skills and the anciently instructed cosmology is most easily seen in the organizational structure of Griaule’s very accessible book Conversations with Ogotemmeli (originally Dieu d’Eau, or “God of Water”), which is presented as a diary of his thirty-three days of instruction as a Dogon initiate. The chapters of the book follow a sequence that reflects the chronology of Griaule’s initiation into the Dogon esoteric tradition. Each class of civilizing skill that was handed down is framed as one of eight metaphoric “words,” whose definitions are drawn from cosmology. These are set down for the reader in a careful progression. The associated civilizing skills that were passed on include:


	introduction of the concept of clothing

	the concepts of spinning thread and weaving

	the concept of a granary

	the art of classifying plants and animals

	instruction in how to cultivate land

	instruction in fertilization

	instruction in metallurgy, to forge farming implements

	instruction in pottery

	concepts of architecture and the construction of a house

	concepts of fermentation and production of liquor



The broader plan for the practice of agriculture itself rested on premises that were overtly cosmological. Archaically (and perhaps only theoretically) plots of land were originally cultivated in the figure of a spiral, and so associated a rounded shape with the Earth. This is symbolism that is appropriate to the archaic era of the tradition. In actual practice in later eras, land cultivation was defined by a system known as the well-field plan. By this plan, eight square garden plots of land, each measured at eight cubits per side, surrounded a ninth plot, which was used to house a communally shared well. The changeover in form from a spiral plot to a square one is consistent with other symbolic reversals that occurred cross-culturally midway through the millennia. As noted in the introduction, a matching plan is also recognized to have existed in ancient China, at least in theoretical form, where it was again known as the well-field plan. When viewed from a distance, this arrangement of garden plots creates a kind of patchwork appearance on the landscape, one that both the Dogon and the ancient Chinese compared to a quilt.

The arrangement of the Dogon plots, which are still imagined to spiral outward from the central well, repeats the cosmological scheme by which a primordial spiral of matter emerges from a nonmaterial wavelike source in eight progressive stages and so still takes its root in cosmology. The relationship of this cosmological theme to the practice of everyday agriculture exemplifies one of the ways in which cosmology intertwines with structures of daily Dogon life, and so the two aspects of culture can be seen as mutually reinforcing. Once again, that very notion of entwinement can be understood as cosmological. It symbolizes both the relationship of light to mass that is said to exist in the spiral of matter (which the agricultural plot symbolizes), as well as the larger relationship between the nonmaterial and material universes themselves, whose overlap is often characterized as a familial embrace.

It is this same dynamic of interrelated definitions, cosmological and civic, that sets the tone for Griaule’s Conversations with Ogotemmeli, where each civilizing skill takes its foundation and outward form (wherever possible) from the associated cosmology. Often there are both theoretical and practical presentations of some concepts, where the theoretical form may have been idealized to best reflect the essence of a cosmological idea. As an example of this, the Dogon granary shrine, which we take to represent an archaic counterpart to a Buddhist stupa, is specifically presented as a theoretical construct. In fact, the Dogon priests provide us with a clear set of specifications for how to build their cosmological granary that betray its purely conceptual nature in that they mask an internal contradiction in math, such that if we were to follow the directions to the letter, we would produce a structure that necessarily differs from its explanatory Dogon drawing. The drawing represents a granary with a round base and four flat pyramid-like sides that rise to a square, flat roof of eight cubits per side, which is a numerical match for the defined measure of a Dogon garden plot. However, strict adherence to the plan would result in a stepped structure whose steps rise to a peak, similar to some traditional step pyramids. Within that difference between theory and practical implementation lie many of the variations we typically see in ancient pyramid structures globally. Moreover, the agricultural granaries that are found in Dogon villages take a form that differs markedly from the symbolic granary of Dogon cosmology.

The choice to tag a symbolic cosmology to a practical plan for agriculture can again be seen as a symbolic one. In the cosmological mind-set, symbolism is treated as the natural mode of expression of the nonmaterial, while references that relate to the Earth pertain to the processes of material creation. And so from this perspective, much like the dynamic between a student and his or her informant in the esoteric tradition, the plan of the educational scheme also mimics the embracing interface of the nonmaterial and material domains. To the extent that a physical process such as plowing a field is understood to be symbolic, the very act of plowing reinforces cosmological teaching. Similarly, the simple task of laying out the garden plots in relation to a central well restates knowledge both of the internal structure of the cosmological spiral (which is said to entwine both nonmaterial and material energies) stemming from a water-like source. The framing of these societal and symbolic constructs side by side with each other reminds and encourages an agricultural worker to think deeply about concepts of cosmology while carrying out the often mundane tasks of daily life. Moreover, it’s clear that agricultural terms in the Dogon language also reinforce these teachings, since the names assigned to the tools, structures, and processes of agriculture typically derive from root words of the cosmology—terms for the underlying creative processes that are symbolized by the actions. In this way, the structures of daily Dogon life effectively triangulate on and preserve cosmological meanings. Ultimately, the cosmology serves to define the forms and processes of civic life, while those processes, in turn, uphold the structure of the cosmology—again repeating an essential dynamic of the interplay between the nonmaterial and material universes.
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