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Once every people in the world believed that trees were divine, and could take a human or grotesque shape and dance among the shadows; and that deer, and ravens and foxes, and wolves and bears, and clouds and pools, almost all things under the sun and moon, and the sun and moon, were not less divine and changeable. They saw in the rainbow the still bent bow of a god thrown down in his negligence; they heard in the thunder the sound of his beaten water-jar, or the tumult of his chariot wheels; and when a sudden flight of wild ducks, or of crows, passed over their heads, they thought they were gazing at the dead hastening to their rest; while they dreamed of so great a mystery in little things that they believed the waving of a hand, or of a sacred bough, enough to trouble far-off hearts, or hood the moon with darkness.

W. B. Yeats
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To my mother and father parents to the body and loving guides to the spirit


Foreword

This study of shamanism, psyche, and society takes us on a journey through history and myth, bringing us directly to the challenge and quandary of contemporary society. It was written and first published in the mid-seventies when the impact of Don Juan’s teachings [or Carlos Castaneda’s acute insight] was breaking apart not only anthropology circles but also the mindset of many young westerners who yearned to take the fire ignited in the sixties into their lives in the seventies.

Although legal research and popular experimentation with hallucinogens was diminishing, many people in the United States and Europe yearned to move away from the trend of psychic and social repression characteristic of that time in order to discover through other means the deeper substrate of history and mythology resident in the psyche of all humans no matter what culture, what tradition. The bitter and wild flavor of the shaman’s initiatory journey was on the tongue of many people in our own culture who had not heard of these seers and healers.

Between Carlos Castaneda, mythologists Joseph Campbell and Mircea Eliade, and a few intrepid anthropologists whose teachings and books became patterans along the way for explorers on the relatively uncharted territory of shamanism, this ancient tradition has found itself in the focus not only of anthropology and mythology, but also such diverse disciplines as psychology, ecology, and ethnopharmacology.

To this end, Steve Larsen’s study on shamanism and mysticism makes an important contribution to the contemporary literature dealing with these “master’s of ecstacy.” In this beautifully written text, Larsen enters the lair of the shaman and the schizophrenic. He calls forth a number of the most vivid mythic themes that weave through shamanic cultures. This material is always displayed against the background of present-day society. We are reminded that these patterns, these songs and seeings, are part of our own lives today. The shamanic influence can connect us not only with our past, but also show us how to enter the future in a sane and compassionate manner. It is well over a decade since The Shaman’s Doorway was written, but like shamanism itself, the content of this volume is timeless.

Joan Halifax


Preface to the Second Edition

When The Shaman’s Doorway was first published thirteen years ago it proposed a bold set of assumptions derived from the challenge of its subject. My goal was to invite modern men and women to join me in an ancient quest, a re-awakening to the spiritual universe which has always lain just beyond the borders of disbelief and secular materialism—beyond, it would seem, the boundaries of our present world-view. I had no way of knowing if anyone would respond to my self-appointed mission. Was I on the path of the true visionary, I wondered, or rather on that of the mad prophet beckoning the unwary into the unknown? At the time, despite the work of Eliade and others, shamanism was still a somewhat recondite field known mainly to anthropologists. How could it have relevance to the lives of people now?

Since then (and this is also the shaman’s joy) I have seen confirmation of my personal vision and its transpersonal relevance; the book seems able to speak to the minds and hearts of many people. From a variety of places and professions I have received feedback more important to me than reviews or book sales, indicating that The Shaman’s Doorway has touched people’s lives. Moreover, within a few years a small but very special group of people were indeed becoming a new species of shaman. Is it, I have wondered, that the archetypal subsoil of the North American continent invites the personal vision quest? Not necessarily fully cognizant of what they are doing, on the very mounds and middens of Native American communities, today’s young people are enacting time-honored rituals, heeding their dreams, undertaking vision quests, participating in shamanic workshops at growth centers, trying to encounter their personal demons. I see now that this contemporary fascination with shamanic process extends far beyond North America. European, Australian, and Japanese people seem equally to be drawn to reviving their visionary path. Shamanism is close to the roots of humankind, not just one ethnicity or tradition.

In 1979 Joan Halifax, originally a scholar of enthnomedicine, published an extraordinary collection of visionary narratives: Shamanic Voices. It was evident how the voices of yesterday spoke clearly and deeply to the hearts of today. Two years later she published the visually rich: Shaman: The Wounded Healer. Also in 1982 anthropologist Michael Harner, who had studied shamanism among the Jivaro of South America, published The Way of the Shaman and began to conduct experiential shamanism workshops. During the next few years the number of vision quests, personal improvement seminars, and spiritual healing courses had increased enormously. Over the course of a decade, this ancient personal-magical-mythical field of endeavor has been blossoming again. The old rhizome has new shoots and flowers.

Though a few individuals through their work and writing are clearly pioneers and initiators of this movement, I do not wish to imply that contemporary shamanism emerged simply as a consequence of their efforts, charismatic as some may be. Rather it is evident that people of integrity everywhere are turning to the inner quest as a vehicle for transformation. We who feel ourselves to be pioneers are simply spokespersons for a vast movement toward personal growth and wholeness—a process which Dr. Carl Jung called “individuation” and defined as the masterpiece of human psychological development. Paradoxical as it may seem, the collective spiritual path of our time seems to be an impulse toward personal refinement and individuality. Each of us seems destined through pain and limitation, as well as joy and success, with many confrontations both inner and outer, to grow personally toward some increasingly archetypal version of our own unique selves.

It is in my own work as a psychotherapist that I have found the most relevance of shamanism for modern people. Life dismembers us, sooner or later, and there would seem to be vast differences in how individual human beings respond to that ultimate challenge. The primordial shamanic tradition has presented a viable pathway for threading that dark labyrinth. It says that in this life we are to live as if death watches over our shoulder. I think it does. The shaman engages in conscious confrontation with death before his/her literal time has come. This is because the inner (spiritual) meaning of death is transformation.

Joseph Campbell, for me an important teacher and friend, showed forth this principle in his own life right up to the time of his recent death. Say yes to life, even though you know it will devour you. Because amongst the obstacles and, to be sure, the cruelties of life are signs that we are on a primarily spiritual adventure (even though it seems to be taking place in what we regard as an unmistakably physical world). The shamanic path—the key to the immortal, adamantine body—lets the beauties and mysteries of life do something more than offset its agonies. Wonder must overcome terror in the balance of things. And the task of the shaman is to embody and transmit this message; to bring meaning and healing into life; and to create a growing sense of accord with the informing root of all being.

The modern shamanic path consists in a creative and affirmative relationship to life. It will be impossible to have true believers or card-carrying shamans because we are to be found among all arts and professions: therapists, artists, clergy, writers, poets, musicians, filmmakers. The creative shaman is the person who dedicates him/herself not only to visionary experience, as I hypothesized in this book a dozen years ago, but to the revelation and sharing of the experience. Thus our lives are made richer day by day, year by year, by an influx of creative works into them: the gifts of wonder.

Stephen Larsen


Preface

The creation of a book, like any ritual, can be a self-transforming experience. Especially when handling mythological materials one gets the feeling of their aliveness, and their life altering potential. As this book is a collection of such materials, assembled from many different places and times and woven into a personal tapestry, I feel a far more than scholarly indebtedness to a living continuity of pattern makers, from the antlered sorcerers of the paleolithic caves to the street corner shamans of today. Everywhere, and throughout history, human consciousness has been penetrating, recreating and enriching the mysterious universe in which we live. To encounter the scope of this quest and to share in it has been, for me, to find a meaningful place in a cosmos otherwise terrifyingly complex and ambiguous.

I am particularly indebted to the following guides, universe-watchers, shaman-brothers, for their insights and assistance in preparing this book: to Joseph Campbell, for his groundbreaking and meticulous scholarship, his loving and compassionate reading of my early manuscripts; to Stanislav Grof and the staff of Maryland Psychiatric Research Center for providing an opportunity for in-depth research on the visionary levels of consciousness; to Joel Bernstein for his unselfish sharing of a powerful personal experience of Shamanism; most of all to my wife Robin, whose supportiveness on many levels has been vital: as a mythological scholar, intuiter of symbols, friend, and lover. Thanks are due also to Edward Whitmont for his personal guidance and wisdom; to Peter Furst for his scholarship, his personal interest, and the permission to use photographs of Huichol Shamans; to Mrs. Clara Stewart Flagg for permission to quote from Kilton Stewart’s “Dream Theory in Malaya”; to Mrs. Hilda Neihardt Petri for permission to quote from “Black Elk’s Vision”; to the McGraw-Hill Book Company to quote from Andreas Lommell’s Shamanism; to Double-day Anchor Books for permission to quote from Jerome Rothenberg’s Technicians of the Sacred; to Carl Levett for permission to quote from Crossings.

In addition, this book could not have been completed without the nimble fingers of Sue Martin and Sandy Beck, nor the thoroughly humane and careful editorship of Clayton Carlson, Elisabeth Jakab and Beverly Lancaster.

Stephen Larsen


Introduction

We are living in an age which, on the surface of things, is dominated by a dynasty of scientific materialism potent as never before. And yet witches stalk the streets of San Francisco and the devotees of Krishna prance and jingle on Times Square. Within the safe enclosure of technical mastery fountains of ancient mystery have once again erupted, peopling the landscape with familiar yet fantastic forms: gurus, shamans, wandering bards, exorcists. Against the bleak and secularized backdrop of our outer landscape comes, unbidden, a new cast of actors, costumed, beaded, and bearded, ready to act a play for which as yet we lack the script. Dancing they come, to an irresistible music, prying loose the gates of dream, unwilling to live without a myth.

But what is our myth? What is the script of this mystery play we call life, which shows no signs—despite our best efforts—of growing less mysterious with the passage of time? Our collective history is a library of mythic scripts, dramas in which our ancestors found themselves ever and again captured in a world of timeless fantasy: virgin births and resurrections, miracles and epiphanies, crusades and inquisitions. Mankind has not only dreamed its myths but, never fully waking, has acted out nocturnal fantasies far into what we thought to be the light of day. “Whence the force of these unsubstantial themes ...” asks the eminent mythologist Joseph Campbell, in the prologue to his epic work The Masks of God,

by which they are empowered to galvanize populations, creating of them civilizations, each with a beauty and self-compelling destiny of its own? And why should it be that whenever men have looked for something solid on which to found their lives, they have chosen, not the facts in which the world abounds, but the myths of an immemorial imagination—preferring even to make life a hell for themselves and their neighbors, in the name of some violent god, to accepting gracefully the bounty the world affords?1

It is our most significant and recurring dreams that appear to merit the title myth, and our history is surely a dream-journal, the chaotic-seeming surface of which is tied together by these perennial themes emerging in countless disguises, recognized or unrecognized, throughout the millennia.

Mythic symbols and themes have in fact been so entwined with human doings that we are led almost to question whether the mundane reality our present beliefs picture is the same that has always been there. The great Celtic myth cycles, for example, show a bright world so close to this one that it was taken for granted there were apertures in every hollow hill, and points of power from which magical energy could be admitted from that world to this. The men of Homer’s time, it seemed, could easily envision the strivings of airborne immortals taking place above and in counterpoint to their own terrestrial struggles as they fought outside of Ilium.

The great hieratic city-states of the ancient Near East were built to be exact copies of the cosmic mythic order, with their gates open to the four directions and the world mountainziggurat in the center, where the celestial world might contact the doings of men. And European history right through the Enlightenment has been dominated by priestly orders and kings whose consent to govern is divinely bestowed.

But our present relationship to myth seems different in some basic way. Our age is full of paradoxes, psychomythological conundrums meant, perhaps, to boggle the mind and then lead it beyond itself. At last the supreme pontiff of the Western Hemisphere has received the criticism he so well deserves for his archaic stand on birth control, his mantle of mythic authority finally stripped away; yet in the next moment people are flocking to the feet of a fifteen-year-old “perfect master.” Bishops preach about the moribund condition of the Deity, but simultaneously an exotic cargo of practices, from yoga to Sufism, is unloaded on our cultural docks, imported to satisfy the spiritual hunger of a ravenous domestic consumer market. Old-time mysteries are revived: the Tarot of the gypsies, Chinese oracle books. And the bright archetypes of astrology, easily weathering a century of scorn, flit through minds and conversations.

Such preoccupations, no less than our traditional ones, must be described as “mythological,” for surely their logic is not derived from the common-sense data of the world around us. But scientific method was supposed to have “de-mythologized” us, and Sigmund Freud sounded the death knell to the future of such illusions. Myth has been described as the adolescent wish-fulfillment fantasies of the species; we are now supposed to have “come of age”—why then these persistent regressions? Is modern man, true to his genealogy, just a late-blooming schizophrenic, less consistent but no less delusional than his ancestors?

Science has in fact rendered “mythological” all assertions about the nature of the universe which are not verifiable by experiment. From the animistic beliefs of primitives to the highest metaphysics of philosophers and theologians, all models of the universe or the workings of reality which cannot be explicitly validated in the experimental paradigm of science become unverifiable theory—myth for short. And the most prevalent modern meaning for myth is, in fact, attractive fiction, tempting but unprovable.

But against the background of history the eye-opening years of our rational, scientific enlightenment seem a brief moment in the morning of consciousness. We have culturally yawned and stretched a little, but the shadowy myth-susceptible dreamer is still there just below the surface of our newfound awareness. My specific approach in this book will be to explore contemporary consciousness from the viewpoint of our dream-susceptible history. The worst folly in our present time and state, it seems to me, is to deny how newly awakened we are, and how sweet regression is.

The reader will find that I am more concerned with mankind’s dreams and illusions than with his grasp of factual reality. Yet the two, it seems, are inseparable, inversely proportional aspects of human consciousness. I shall suggest herein that a balanced awareness needs both. Our life together on this planet must become the theater of wakefulness, involving a consciousness of each other as objective entities, not bit-players in each others dream dramas. History documents all too well the nightmare adventures of somnambulistic man. Subsumed in myth, the dimensions of consciousness, free will, and compassion are left out, and one is easily capable of becoming the nightmare in another’s waking dream.

Yet the psychologists tell us we must not do without dreams. Dream-deprived human beings universally become restless, bored, impatient, distractible—the very picture, in fact, of modern man: deprived perhaps only because he has become certain he must remain mythless and never dream again.

I envision that our emerging mode of consciousness must wear a Janus face. One pair of eyes, freeing itself from myth, looks into the three-dimensional landscape we inhabit together. The task of this face is to see things, not as we wish or fear them to be, but as they are. The other face remains turned within, still enraptured with the primeval forms of a mythic consciousness we may never outgrow. This pair of eyes recognizes that myth is the bubbling lifespring of our consciousness, that comes from inner reservoirs no man has fully fathomed. It is the source-font of our highest creativity as well as of our worst delusions, and the secret is all in how it is tended.

That a major and unique mythological-psychological-historical event is under way in our present time is unmistakable. Serious historians have announced the end of an age, and our budding mythologies cry the beginning of a new—Aquarian—age, full of marvels and heralded by portents. What is certain is that our old mythological dynasties, the great orthodox traditions that have guided and shaped men’s lives on this planet for thousands of years, have begun to release their hold on our collective imagination. Throughout most of our history the mythologizing tendency in man has been anchored both to a literalized projection on the outer landscape and to traditional cultural forms. The first anchor has already torn loose, and we are dragging the second, blown by the winds of change.

My perspective in this book will be that it is not our capacity for the mythological or religious mode of consciousness that is dying in this current time, but a specialized style of relationship to it, characterized by traditional and orthodox forms, in which the universe is seen as the literal projection of one’s belief system. The withdrawal of these mythically inspired cosmologies actually began for Western civilization several centuries ago, as science began objectively to describe the physical universe.a The intolerability of this withdrawal is captured beautifully by Brecht in his play “Galileo.” At the end of the play the old cardinal, Galileo’s antagonist, says to him,

OLD CARDINAL : So you have degraded the earth despite the fact that you live by her and receive everything from her. I won’t have it! I won’t have it! I won’t be a nobody on an inconsequential star briefly twirling hither and thither. I tread the earth, and the earth is firm beneath my feet, and there is no motion to the earth, and the earth is the center of all things, and I am the center of the earth, and the eye of the creator is upon me. About me revolve, affixed to their crystal shells, the lesser lights of the stars and the great light of the sun, created to give light upon me that God might see me—Man, God’s greatest effort, the center of creation. “In the image of God created He him.” Immortal . . . (His strength fails him and he catches the MONK for support.)

MONK: YOU mustn’t overtax your strength, Your Eminence.2

From crystal spheres, a literal Garden of Eden, the “center of creation” to—as John Lilly says it—”a mud ball rotating around a type G star”3 hasn’t been an easy transition for the mythologizing animal. And yet here we are, forced to an inevitable conclusion: withdrawn from geography, astronomy, sociology, myth has not yet vanished, just returned to its source realm within, the realm traditionally studied by psychology.

The force that has been so perennially active throughout human history, informing man’s perception of the world and subtly shaping his every dealing with it, is being and must be withdrawn from the theater of history and relocated in the psyche. To the attentive observer of human nature it is apparent that a tendency in man with roots reaching back to his very origins is not going to wither away overnight. We have merely pruned the branch, without affecting the root systems deep within, and the ancient stem is bound to put out new shoots. While we have demythologized outer reality, the mythic imagination in man is very much alive. Mircea Eliade, the religious historian, writes apropos of this,

… the myth of the Lost Paradise ... or the Image of the perfect man, the mystery of Woman and Love, etc.: All these are to be found (but how desecrated, degraded and artificialized! ) among many other things in the semiconscious flux of the most down-to-earth existence—in its waking dreams, its fits of melancholy, in the free play of images when consciousness is “taking time off” (in the street, the underground railway or elsewhere), and in all kinds of distractions and amusements. There it lies hidden, the whole treasury of myths, “laicised” and “modernised.” … In order to survive the Images take on “familiar shapes.5

The insights of the psychoanalysts began to bring the actuality of this situation home to us seventy years ago, but we are still only dimly aware of its full implications. Literature too, around the turn of the century, began to suggest the presence of the mythological in the everyday. From Dostoevski’s “underground man” to Joyce’s Ulysses we began to become aware of the image of the hero, not only as depicted in the ancient myths but as it functions now, in the consciousness of everyman.

More recently another kind of experimentation with the psyche showed us the ubiquity of the mythological in the psychological. The psychedelic drugs, in the space of a mere decade, seem to have introduced a veritable cornucopia of mythic forms into the collective mindscape. Now the realm of myth and faerie truly became accessible to everyman. Art and music to announce the epiphany appeared overnight. Book and record covers, the posters on the walls beckoning us to visit Tolkien’s Middle Earth, all proclaimed the reappearance of the living landscape within. Hip messiahs and gurus, bards, magicians, all appeared in a twinkling to function as guides for the journey. For as Andrew Weil has pointed out, in the phase immediately following the psychedelic “opening” to the mythic realm the most natural tendency is to take up a spiritual or mystical practice, whether astrology, the / Ching, yoga, or perhaps witchcraft.6 Psychedelics have shown us that the realm of myth is present in the here and now, and what is required is simply to alter one’s state of consciousness, attuning it to this other dimension just a hair’s breadth away.

We are dealing now with a collective condition in man which is qualitatively new. Myth, withdrawn from its projection on the common outer environment and no longer bound to culturally propagated forms, is to be recognized as part of consciousness. Hence it becomes, perhaps for the first time in history, the responsibility of the individual.b

Now it appears that when the mythic imagination is cultivated it is the creative source realm of the highest and best in human endeavor, the inspiration of the finest flowerings of our culture. But when neglected, deprived of conscious cultivation, it is equally capable of becoming a choked and tangled garden of weeds. Instead of giving birth to the useful and the beautiful, the profound and the sublime, the same creative force can produce titans, monsters, and grotesques—as did the Earth Mother in the Greek legend, left to herself in a demiurgic frenzy of creation. Mystery then remains caught at the most primitive levels of inflection: the sleazy phantasmagoria of the National Enquirer, the “Twilight Zone” of TV.

This book is intended as a simple instruction manual for owning and operating a mythic imagination in the present time. Its underlying premise is that a new technology of consciousness is required for dealing with our present—and radically novel—way of being-in-the-world. We are meeting conditions of living that are totally radical with a psyche at least a portion of which is thoroughly conservative, rooted in the archaic past. Already our collective response to a demythologized, industrialized, technological environment is an escalating cycle of alienation, dissociation, confusion. Yet we cannot return to the days of our ancestors—to literal, orthodox mythology. What is required is a form of consciousness that recognizes the enduring needs of that shadowy myth-susceptible dreamer still waiting just below the surface of awareness: our deeper, older self.

Freud used an iceberg metaphor to describe the psyche; nine-tenths of the self—the older self—floats below the surface of consciousness, and one-tenth is visible above. Jung was fond of a perhaps more organic metaphor: he saw the psyche as an ancient tree, the living blossoms and flowers of which must trace their origins—and their secret sustenance—to gnarled archaic roots, long enduring, deep within the earth. This is, perhaps, the image that has subliminally guided me as I developed the major themes of this book. I believe the flower of our radically transforming consciousness, if it is to survive, must retain and renew its connections with the ancient root system within.

Reaching back through human history in search of images, prototypes, models for such a quest as it seems we must undertake, I came again and again upon the mysterious figure of the shaman. Still active in remote communities and in the writings of Carlos Castaneda, his owllike face can also be seen peering at us from the 30,000 year old cave crypts of the paleolithic era.
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Le sorcière, (ink copy) Cave of Les Trois Frères, France. Paleolithic period: 30,000 to 10,000 B.C. Graffito and painting on rock wall, width 29½.



The earliest human communities of which we know seem already to have required the services of a mediator between the bright world of myth and ordinary reality. The shaman fills this role. He is the prototype of the artist, the priest, the dramatist, the physician, all rolled into one. Gradually a realization began to dawn: the shaman is man’s basic creative response to the presence of the mythic dimension.

Men’s earliest consciousness seems to have envisioned the presence of other worlds next to this one. The all-too-mysterious events of this world were somehow more comprehensible as the doings of spirits, of gods and demons. If men were to attain their needs and wants they must somehow reach through the apertures between the worlds to contact that more causal level.

But in this field, perhaps before any other, it was realized that specialists were needed, men (and women) who seemed to have abilities beyond others to dream, to imagine, to enter states of trance. Thus the vocation of the shaman developed, out of human needs and a common belief in the presence of a supernatural dimension. On behalf of others, or the community as a whole, the shaman would enter an altered state of consciousness, giving access to the world of spirits, or ancestors. There he would enact a ritual of discovery, propitiation, cure, or salvation. Through solving the problem on the symbolic plane, it was believed that the physical problem—illness, lack of game, bad weather—would also be resolved. The shaman became the first “technician of the sacred.”c

Eventually a kind of geography and sociology emerged out of the shaman’s otherworldly doings. The experiences, encounters with supernatural beings, ascents and descents to the various spirit realms, yielded the first human mythologies. The tribe also came to participate, through ritual, in the shaman’s trance adventure. It became generally known, for example, what must be done in order to “release” the soul of a sick man believed to have been captured by malevolent spirits, or how to release the game that the Mother of the Animals was withholding from the hunters.

Concerning the relationship between the mythic world and the human world, various limits, taboos, observances were established that further strengthened the idea of an interdependence, or symbiosis, between the two. Just as the human community depended upon the good will of the spiritual dimension, so too the spirits required certain behaviors of the community. Out of this interaction developed the religious life as well as, most likely, a moral consciousness.

As these originally visionary discoveries hardened into more permanent structures of belief and value, orthodoxies and dogmas developed, and the shaman’s role was gradually transformed into that of the priest. This is a very different order of being. Unlike the shaman, he does not personally and ecstatically enter the supernatural dimension to renew contact between the mythic and the human worlds. His function is rather to celebrate an encounter with the sacred or a revelation of the divine that happened in the long ago.

The priest is the steward of traditional mythological forms. In his ritual celebration he periodically reawakens the awareness of the sacred in members of the community.

As societies became more organized, so did religious orthodoxies. Their objective was no longer merely to establish contact with the supernatural, but simultaneously to support the structure of the human community. There was a fusion of religion and politics, church and state. In almost all orderly, stable societies there has been a preference for the priestly way. The shaman is a much too dangerous character to have around. He is often a solitary, half-mad creature through whom a god—or demon—may begin speaking unexpectedly. Or he may suddenly keel over in a trance, leaving his body lifeless and glassy-eyed, only to return from the invisible realm of myth with some outrageous demand, not at all in keeping with orderly social processes. The shaman’s primary allegiance is to the supernatural dimension, not to the society.

Here we see that there may indeed be a conflict between immediate visionary experience and the social order. Most of the experiences on which our present religious traditions have been based happened in the long ago, and from the safe vantage point of a current perspective may be interpreted in any number of ways. It seems to be a common human belief that the miraculous and wonderful could easily have happened in the distant past but could not happen today at all. And churches have developed a great variety of unpleasant ways of dealing with visionaries and heretics (the two are often identical) who interrupt the more orderly processes of religion.

Here we return to our original theme. While the orthodox, priestly orders have led us to a stable society and common-sense religious forms, our contemporary situation seems to show us unmistakably that we have outgrown this whole system. The myths that have guided and shaped our destinies in the Western Hemisphere for the past two thousand years emerged from the doings of a particular group of Semitic no mads wandering around the Mediterranean Near East. Congregations are still called flocks, and the pastor “the shepherd.” New Testament metaphors emerging from Galilee involved fishing. The presence of deserts, of hostile neighboring tribes, of sinful municipalities, runs throughout our central mythologies. There is, in fact, not a single traditional mythology that has not grown up in a cultural cradle, thus perforce being shaped by specific local social and physical conditions. It is no wonder, then, that as we have outgrown these conditions we have simultaneously experienced our religious traditions as dying.

Yet there is another dimension to this situation. Through the disguise of the local cultural wrappings, in almost any of the major religious forms, there stand out, unmistakably, great shining constancies of the human spirit. The grand themes of mythology are eternal and transcultural. They speak directly to the perennial mysteries that surround our existence: birth and death, the heroic in man, human love, and human suffering. It is on this level that neither myth nor religion can be discarded. They give a depth and meaning to life, an eternal and time-transcending quality to otherwise all-too-meaningless individual experience.

We have, then, two dimensions of mythology which must be distinguished: the culture-bound aspect, which has a primarily socializing function, which I shall define as orientation, and the psychological aspect that lends depth and richness to human existence, whatever its setting, which I shall call guidance.

Whenever religious traditions have grown stale and outworn, there has come a time of psychological unease: dissatisfaction, criticism, alienation. In the last major such time for Western civilization—which we might date beginning about two thousand years ago—there was a fantastic proliferation into the collective mindscape of messiahs, movements, cults. At such times there is, it seems, a grand mythological competition to see which, of a great many erupting spiritual movements, will or can survive. Rome had to contend not only with the varieties of its own polytheism, but with Zoroastrianism, Manichaeism, and a number of Gnostic cults, as well as early Christianity. A great many charismatic figures leaped onto the mythic stage: Simon Magus, for example, with whom Peter engaged in magical-spiritual duels. Occult traditions, fortunetellers, diviners did a thriving business; for whenever human existence feels itself uncertain it looks again for guidance to that invisible world in which, it seems, we have never ceased to believe.

The analogy to our present time is clear. At the end of two thousand years we are again left with-a “heap of broken images” as T. S. Eliot calls them; or as Joseph Campbell has described it, “the terminal moraine” left by our great mythological traditions. At such times the visionary quest must again become dominant over the traditional religious forms. Man needs a living mythology that springs out of the present conditions of his living, his joys and sorrows, fears and expectations. Guidance, the psychological aspect of myth, must continually be renewed within the experiencing of every-man, as he uses myth to measure his experience and finds that experience in turn must be the measure of myth. As Jerome Bruner says, “When the myths no longer fit the internal plights of those who require them, the transition to newly created myths may take the form of a chaotic voyage to the interior; the certitudes of externalization are replaced by the anguish of the internal voyage.”7

The internal voyage, the plunge within, is the way of the shaman as opposed to that of the priest. The shaman is the prototype of the spiritual, the psychological, adventurer. I believe that at the present time our priestly, orienting relationship to myth is on the wane and the shamanistic, guiding aspect once again emergent. We are unhappy with our orthodoxies and ask for experience, even if it means, as Bruner says it, “the anguish of the internal voyage.”

The four chapters of this book each take up a different pattern of themes related to the development of a visionary quest, a new “technology of the sacred.” Chapter 1, “The Mythic Imagination,” takes up the problem of meaning in relation to myth and presents a model for the evolution of the mythic imagination on both cultural and psychological levels. It then moves to a consideration of “mythic identity” in the patterns of schizophrenia and possession, and concludes with a comparison to the “unearthly calling” of the shaman vocation.

Chapter 2 studies the variety of ways in which men have shared their visionary experiences. Starting with a shaman-istic enactment, a visit to the Mother of the Sea Creatures, we move to two preliterate societies in which the enactment and interpretation of dreams have functioned as a daily ritual: the American Iroquois and the Malaysian Senoi. The chapter concludes with a discussion of one of the most remarkable visionary documents of our time, the Great Vision of Black Elk, an Oglala Sioux. This Chapter suggests the necessity and vitality of enactive rituals whereby vision may be shared and made real for the entire community.

Chapter 3 returns to the theme of “technicians of the sacred” with a consideration of three of the “stages of mythic engagement”: the orthodox practices of the priestly orders are contrasted to the objective secular technology of the scientist. The Eastern yogic technologies of inward control are then compared to scientific methods. The summarizing theme is that all three technologies are further elaborations of practices once belonging to the shaman. As specializations they have gone beyond the shaman’s generalized practice, yet there is a hint that the best of these separate technologies might be reintegrated in the service of a more contemporary shamanism, a fifth stage of mythic engagement.

The last chapter considers emerging mythogenic patterns: myths of integration and renewal. Our modern world, really, is permeated by myth, and what is needed is not so much a completely novel mythology as one that takes account of the themes latent in our current predicaments, both outer and inner. The ecological crisis, for example, seems an extension of how we tend to treat our bodies in this technological society. Sociological and psychological problems express each other, by analogy. The unifying theme of the chapter is that of dialogue, which appears symbolically in the myth of the Aquarian Age. Dialogue seems like an indispensable ingredient in our relationship with ourselves, each other, the planet. The myth of the Crippled Tyrant is the shadow predicament of our time. The tyrant is the walled-off, unredeemed old man who resists the changing element in life. The final theme is the return of the feminine motif, so long repressed, which leads to a consciousness able to open itself in a more receptive way to the flow of life’s energies, and to reaffirm our human existence with all its limitations.

As consciousness changes, so too does myth. And as we work with mythic patterns, we find too that they are the precise catalysts which initiate changes in consciousness. The ultimate dialogue must be between consciousness, the undiluted perception of self and world, and those patterns to which consciousness has proven most susceptible: the archetypes that underlie the shapeshifting bright world of myth.
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The Mythic Imagination

What to others a trifle appears

Fills me full of smiles or tears

For double the vision my eyes do see

And a double vision is always with me

With my inward Eye ‘tis an old Man grey

With my outward a thistle across my way.

William   Blake

For those of us whose vision is ineluctably drawn toward contemplating the mystery dimension of life, myth does not require explanation, but attention. Myth is the ever changing mask that the mind of the beholder fits over a reality he has never truly seen.

For those of us whose attention is drawn to the final and imperative unveiling of the real, vision must ever be cleared of its myths, so that in time there will be no more mystery.

Of these two basic approaches in relation to the dimensions of myth and the imagination, the first leads to that of the poet and mystic, whose impulse is to celebrate the mystery of existence in its many masks of meaning, whereas the second leads to the perspective of the scientist, whose basic aim is ever to seek ways past and beyond man’s illusion-susceptible tendencies. To have dialogue between the two perspectives seems impossible, yet necessary.

In researching studies aimed at demonstrating the “meanings” of myth, one invariably encounters partisans of one group or the other. It has always baffled and piqued minds engaged in the pursuit of rationality that most men should continually prefer representations of reality which are fantastic and obviously fictional to a factual view of things. The field of mythology has attempted in various ways to explain this embarrassing trait that continues to haunt the “rational animal.” In exploring the classical literature of thought and opinion on myth I find four different approaches, each of which seeks in its own way to show it as a distortion of the real. The first is euhemerism. Originating with a Greek philosopher of the fourth century B.C., Euhemerus the Messenian, this approach portrays myth as a successively distorted reporting of an originally real event. Euhemerists are unwilling to see the fantastical happenings of myth as real, even in the long ago; nor are they willing to credit someone with the temerity or imagination to fabricate myths from scratch, as it were. Such modern thinkers as Robert Graves, on the one hand, and Mary Renault on the other might be classed as euhemerists.

The second group might be called the natural-explanatory school of thought, which sees myth as the earnest attempt of well-meaning but ignorant primitives to explain the mysterious causes of what we know as “natural” events. No less an authority than Sir James Frazer, author of the encyclopedic twelve-volume Golden Bough, subscribed to this view. In his own words, “The tendency to discover the causes of things appears to be innate in the constitution of our minds and indispensable to our continued existence,”1 and again,

By myths I understand mistaken explanations of phenomena, whether of human life or of external nature. Such explanations originate in that instinctive curiosity concerning the causes of things which at a more advanced stage of knowledge seeks satisfaction in philosophy and science, but being founded on ignorance and misapprehension are always false, for were they true, they would cease to be myths.2

According to this school of thinking, because the primitive cannot comprehend how the sun gets across the sky or why the moon changes shape and disappears, he hypothesizes golden chariots or envisions the moon as dying and resurrecting.

The third view might be called the wish fulfillment approach and could be summarized by Roland Barthes’ definition, “Mythology is in accord with the world not as it is, but as it wants to be.”3 This was the approach that appealed most to Freud. As Freud says of all “religious” ideas, “These . . . are illusions, fulfillments of the oldest, strongest and most insistent wishes of mankind; the secret of their strength is the strength of those wishes.”4

The fourth view, of social emanation, assumes that the structure of the mythology is simply an echo of the social structure of the community. This is the view of a majority of modern anthropologists, especially of the influential “structural-functionalist” school.

Now it is obvious that none of these approaches could claim exclusive validity without simultaneously contradicting the others. It is also obvious, if one is willing to follow the persuasive arguments put forth, that none could be entirely without merit. Surely some of the world’s myths are distortions of actual events; surely some (but certainly not all) emerge from curiosity about natural events. Some fairy tales seem to be largely wish fulfillment; and surely there are unmistakable connections between myth and social structure.

The real problems seem to me to arise when any one or another of these approaches is put forward as the comprehensive explanatory system of the whole range of mythology. Then we are obliged to point out that many myths have nothing to do with explanations of natural events, either in intention or content; that the cognitive processes of reducing some myths to wish-fulfillment explanations are less believable than the myths themselves; and we are forced to question why social structures ever and again need to justify themselves through fantasies. Clearly each of these explanatory systems has something important to say. But equally clearly, each has its own conceptual axe to grind and tries consistently to reduce an incredible variety and wealth of material to a cognitive explanatory mode.

It seems to me that all these systems have one thing in common: they are unwilling to accept the status of myth in and of itself, as something that carries its own meaning rather than deriving it from somewhere else.

I find that I cannot help but see in these literalistic intellectual approaches an echo of some of the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Christian interpretations, which saw Greek mythology as the distorted second- or third-hand version of (factual) Old Testament happenings. Writes one such interpreter in the seventeenth century: “Jupiter is none other than Ham, Bacchus is Nimrod, and Saturn is Noah.”5 Is it so awfully far from this to Frazer’s attribution to all primitives of the nineteenth-century scientist’s intellectual curiosity?

But in all these approaches, the aim of which is to reduce the bright, vivid, playful world of mythology to some kind of principle, there is a weightiness, a heaviness of vision that negates and alienates the character of myth itself. As the religious  historian  Carl  Kerenyi  says,

We have lost our immediate feeling for the great realities of the spirit—and to this world all true mythology belongs—lost it precisely because of our all-too-willing, helpful, and efficient science. It explained the drink in the cup to us so well that we knew all about it beforehand, far better than the good old drinkers. . . . We have to ask ourselves: is an immediate experience and enjoyment of mythology still in any sense possible?6

In the subsequent chapters of this book we explore a variety of materials, “realities of the spirit,” with a mythological content: folktales, legends, dreams and fantasies, psychedelic experiences. I prefer here to use another approach to myth, the aim of which is not to explain and analyze but rather to celebrate and experience its meaning. To guide us to this approach, let us follow for a while the thinking of a distinguished contemporary mythologist.

Joseph Campbell gives four functions of myth, which provide a broad and more meaningful scope for our understand-of it, without reducing it to some “nothing-but” type of explanation. These functions, he says, are generally found in an operative, living mythology.

The first is what I have called the mystical function: to waken and maintain in the individual a sense of awe and gratitude in relation to the mystery dimension of the universe, not so that he lives in fear of it, but so that he recognizes that he participates in it, since the mystery of being is the mystery of his own deep being as well. . . .

The second function of a living mythology is to offer an image of the universe that will be in accord with the knowledge of the time, the sciences and the fields of action of the folk to whom the mythology is addressed.

The third function of a living mythology is to validate, support, and imprint the norms of a given specific moral order, that namely of the society in which the individual is to live. . . .

And the fourth is to guide him, stage by stage, in health, strength, and harmony of spirit, through the whole forseeable course of a useful life.7

Professor Campbell here gives us a sense of how myth functions rather than presuming to define what it is. His four functions also take us beyond the bounds of any one reductive explanatory system. Surely something as pervasive and long-lived as myth serves more than a single purpose. And really all our descriptions and explanations are heuristic devices, designed to render comprehensible to our analytical minds what is really a unified, living totality. We must learn to ask ourselves when and where our causal, logical explanations are appropriate.

Now as we look more closely at the functional aspects of myth, we see that the second and third of Campbell’s functions correspond to a sociological level of adaptation, and the first and fourth rather to psychological needs. Perhaps we can use this distinction better to understand a dual aspect in the functioning of myth.
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