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INTRODUCTION

“IN THE MIDST 
OF LIFE WE ARE 
IN DEATH”

The cruel goddess Death is one of the major preoccupations of the living, even if we scarcely enjoy talking about her. She is omnipresent, and each and every one of us will have to pay the toll that nature demands of us, sooner or later. In French literary works, death has been given various different names such as Trépas, (“Demise”), Faucheuse (“Grim Reaper”), and Camarde (“The One with a Flat Nose”).*1 Death has been depicted with a scythe, a bow, a spear, and a violin made from a single bone. Death is also portrayed as a skeleton digging its own grave, a hollow-eyed specter, or a hooded figure. Death is typically represented as female in the lands where romance languages are spoken and as male in the Germanic-speaking regions. Emmanuel Lévinas notes:

Death is not of this world. It is always a scandal, and in 
this sense, always transcendent with respect to the world. . . . We can understand corruption, transformation, and dissolution. We can grasp that forms move on but that something survives. Death cuts through all that; it is inconceivable and resistant to thought, and yet it remains indisputable and undeniable.1

The dictionary carries a plethora of verbs to denote the action of death: depart, decease, disappear, expire, perish, pass away, succumb, die, and even the informal phrase to snuff it, which is suggestive of the old myth of life being consumed like a candle. In the ancient Greek legend of Meleager, the Fates (Moirai) predicted that his destiny would be linked to that of an ember burning in the fireplace. If the ember was entirely consumed, the child would die. In chapter 11 of the Old Norse Nornagests Þáttr (Tale of Norna-Gest), written in thirteenth-century Norway, one of the Norns presiding over the birth of the hero becomes angry and says: “Therefore, I shape it that he shall not live longer than that candle burns—the one lighted beside the boy!”2

In addition to the verbs, there are many expressions for describing death: “leave the stage,” “draw one’s last breath,” “give up the ghost,” and “cease to exist,” as well as other more folksy idioms like “kick the bucket,” “buy the farm,” “push up daisies,” “bite the dust,” “feed the daffodils,” “hand in one’s dinner pail,” “croak,” “cash in one’s chips,” and so forth. Keeping in mind the role played by words as instruments of thought, it is easy to see the importance of death in all civilizations. Attempts to escape what has been growing inside of us since birth has led to the invention of the Fountain of Youth, which Alexander the Great went off in search of, and ambrosia, the nectar of the gods that allegedly confers immortality. The medieval legend of Virgil the Enchanter tells us that he attempted an experiment intended to rejuvenate 
him. He asked his disciple to dismember his body and salt the pieces, then place 
them in the bottom of a barrel, on top of which he would set a lamp in such a 
way that its oil would drip inside the barrel day and night. Virgil should have resurrected after nine days of this treatment, but an unforeseen circumstance aborted the rejuvenation process. The greedy Acheron, the great recruiter of shades, never relinquishes his prey and, as Rabelais uttered in his last words: “Bring down the curtain, the farce is played out.”

In the Middle Ages it was thought possible to understand names theologically as exhibiting the truths of the faith. Medieval etymology is a discipline, which, by being uncompromisingly literal, seeks to rediscover the true meaning of a word and its original definition, because the name unveils the nature of the thing. It is a form of thought.3 Isidore of Seville (d. 636) analyzed the Latin word for death (mors) and saw it as derived from “bite” (mors-)*2 because “the first man introduced death into this world by biting into the apple of the tree of life.”4 This folk etymology enjoyed considerable popularity, and traces of it can be found throughout the entire Middle Ages. In the fifteenth century, for example, a poem titled Le Mors de la pomme (The Bite of the Apple) is directly inspired by it:5

La mort suis, Dieu m’a ordonnee

Pour ce qu’Adam la pomme mort

Sentence divine est donnée

Tous les humains morront de mort (ll. 85–88)

[Death ensues, as God has ordered

Because Adam bit the apple

Divine sentence has been passed down

All humans die of death’s bite]

However, in volume VIII (11, 51) of his Etymologiae, Isidore also tells us that “death” [mort] comes from “Mars” (a Marte dicitur). . . .

Mors certa, hora incerta—while death is certain, the hour in which it will arrive is not. Sudden death was the form most dreaded by Christians, as this meant there was no time for repentance or last rites, and the religious literature of the Middle Ages reflects the memento mori, a reminder that we are all mortal and should be giving constant thought to our salvation. In the ninth century, Notker the Stammerer’s Liber Hymnorum opens with a Gregorian antiphon, one line of which would go on to enjoy considerable usage throughout the Western world: Media vita in morte sumus, “In the midst of life we are in death.” The fear of the fate awaiting the individual in the afterlife inspired the production of numerous poems advocating the rejection of this world (contemptus mundi), this vale of tears in which the devil lays his snares. In the mid-thirteenth century, Hugh of Miramar, a Carthusian monk in Montrieux in the Var region of France, expressed it perfectly in his De hominis miseria, mundi et inferni contempt (On the Misery of Mankind, Contempt for the World, and [Contempt] for Hell).6

This same time was witness to the development of pamphlets titled The Art of Dying Well, which were illustrated with remarkably expressive woodcuts.7 In them we see, among other things, Saint Michael weighing souls (psychostasia), demons at the bedsides of the dying, and devils carrying off the souls of sinners. Warnings are everywhere in the frescoes, the exempla, and the literature. For example, the tale of The Three Living and the Three Dead includes this terrible phrase spoken from the latter to the former: “You are what we once were; you will be what we are” (quod fuimus estis, quod sumus vos eritis).

In the churches, the danses macabres that depict a skeleton dragging behind it the representatives of the three orders of society anchored the presence of death in people’s minds. This dance was foreshadowed in the earlier Vision of Thurkill, in which a parade passes by featuring a priest, a knight, a judge, a thief, peasants, a merchant, a miller. In a later period, the same message was expressed on sundials with mottos such as Omnes vulnerant, ultima necat (“All hours wound, the last one kills”), Dies nostri quasi umbra super terram et nulla est mora (“Our days on the earth are as a shadow, and there is none abiding”), or even Ut flos vita perit (“Like a flower, life perishes”),8 which reminds each of us that the flow of time brings us closer to the end, an idea that also shows up in the writings of Montaigne: “All our days travel toward death, the last one reaches it.”9

The memory of time’s inexorable nature is also evident in one of Bossuet’s funeral orations:

Their years [of men] pass in succession like waves; they never stop flowing until finally, after some have made a bit more noise and traveled through a few more countries than others, they are all commingled together in an abyss in which it is no longer possible to recognize kings or princes or any of the other qualities that distinguish men.10

For those who know how to interpret them, there are many signs that herald death. To simplify matters a bit, we may say that everything which was unusual, disturbing, or distressing was interpreted as an “intersign” (intersigne),*3 depending on the circumstances.

On the other hand, in the Middle Ages we have the physical signs: someone destined to die soon is “marked,” and this notion takes various forms. In the chansons de geste and courtly romances, a red cross appears on the clothing of the warrior who engages in his last battle. In Iceland there is an adjective, veigr, which indicates, without providing any further detail, that the individual so designated is imminently doomed to die.

In a German tale, Death has this to say:

Now, my godchild, you are going to receive my baptismal gift. You will be the best of doctors thanks to the medicinal herb that I am giving you now. Pay close attention to what I have to tell you: every time that you are summoned to see a patient, you will see me. If I am standing close to his head, you can be assured that he will recover his health and you can give him a little of this herb. If he is destined to perish, I will be by his feet.11

Hugo von Trimberg (ca. 1230–1313) recorded a story that remained extremely popular from the Middle Ages up to the eighteenth century, and echoes of which can be heard in Jean de La Fontaine’s “Death and the Dying Man”:

One night a woman gave birth to a child. Her husband had a visitor, whom he asked to be the godfather to the newborn child, adding: “Tell me your name so that I may be able to recognize you in the crowd.”

“I am Death,” the other person responded, “and I bring many fears with me, both day and night.”

“Oh, take pity on me and allow me to live a long life.”

“I promise you that, my dear companion. Before I come to get you, rest assured that I shall send you messages.” With these words, Death departed.

The man lived for a long time, a time of many harvests, then he fell ill. Death then appeared before him and said: “Let us be off, companion, I have come to take you.”

“Oh! You did not keep your promise!”

“Think back!” Death replied. “One day you felt a stitch in your side and you thought to yourself: ‘Alas, what could this be?’ That was my first messenger. When your ears began to ring, your eyes to tear up, and your vision drew darker, those were two other messengers. When you had a toothache, when coughing racked you more severely than usual, and your memory became unreliable, I had sent you three. When you began walking more slowly, your skin became wrinkled, your voice became hoarse, and your beard turned gray, I was sending you four more. Don’t you see, my friend, that I have kept my word. Let God take care of your soul by releasing it from your body.”

And the good man died.12

The physicians of classical antiquity and the Middle Ages came up with methods for determining whether a patient would die or not; one of these methods is uroscopy. We have the following prescription, for example, from the thirteenth century: “If you wish to know whether a man will die or not, collect some of his urine in a container and have a woman who is nursing a male child pour some of her milk into it. If you see the milk float, the patient shall die; if it mixes with the urine, he can be cured.”13 There are other even stranger methods, such as this one: “Take some lard and smear it on the soles of his feet, then toss the lard to a dog. If the animal eats it, the patient will recover; if not, he will die.”14 And then there are more comical ones like the following: “Place some nettle root in a urine pot and have the patient piss on it. Cover the urine pot, set it in a secret place overnight, and in the morning, if the urine is white, he will die, and if it is green, he will be cured.”15
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Uroscopy, Oxford ms. DeRicci NLM 78, fol. 42v (thirteenth century).

The main lesson of the ancient texts is that death announces itself fairly often by phenomena that are interpreted in conformance with oral traditions and local beliefs. I am using the word “belief” here in the sense of an indemonstrable idea or fact that is accepted as true.

As we mentioned, phenomena of this sort are known as intersigns. While the collection of these has been most fruitful in Brittany, as is shown by Anatole Le Braz’s work in the late nineteenth century16 and another much more recent book by Bernard Rio,17 it is important to note that every country, every province, has its own intersigns. In ancient times, the illiterate had their own system for deciphering the world, one that was based on analogies “that provided a hidden meaning to any reality or phenomenon of the world.”18 This is how night birds (such as owls) and even diurnal birds (crows, ravens) are often seen as messengers of death. The Grim Reaper therefore appears as a living being, and perhaps even a benevolent entity, since he takes the trouble to give a warning. But who is he warning? It is rarely the future deceased, and more often the latter’s friends and family—but the Grim Reaper’s omens are irrevocable, his law is absolute, and no one can escape his verdict.

All of this is evidence of not only the fear that death inspires, but also the resolve of human individuals not to accept that life will stop when death arrives. Folk wisdom does acknowledge that “when you are dead it is for a long time,” which is repeated by Molière in his play Dépit amoreux (Love’s Bitterness; act V, scene III). And then we have La Rochefoucauld’s observation from around 1650 that “the sun and death cannot be stared at directly.”

Intersigns and tradition are the starting point for all speculations, and God only knows just how many there are! From the adepts of spiritualism who offer explanations of OBEs (out-of-body experiences) and NDEs (near-death experiences),19 to those who vouch for “trans-communication,” there are many seeking to pierce the mysterious veil. And are we not living in a time where genetic research is dangling the hope for a longer life span before our eyes? This is a strange resurgence of the Fountain of Youth and the elixir of eternal youth that pushes back the frontiers of death; to do anything else but die! But it is not the demise itself that agitates people’s minds, as much as the question of what comes afterward. This explains the belief in revenants who, when they appear before us, must answer the question: “What is it like after you die?” In the texts collected by Leander Petzold, the response is unvaryingly: “Nothing is at all what I imagined it would be.”20

Let us clarify an important point from the outset. The afterlife is a world beyond the grave that, in folk traditions, can be reached in a dream, a trance, or bodily. The otherworld is a world that is different from ours, located in a vague “elsewhere,” where time passes in a different manner and which is inhabited by fantastic or supernatural beings such as fairies or dwarfs, for example. In short, the afterlife and the otherworld overlap with one another, and the terms are quite often employed synonymously. But they also happen to differ and, as we shall see, they are sometimes adjacent to one another, with the otherworld forming a kind of antechamber to the afterlife.

More than one researcher has tackled the subject of the afterlife and of journeys to the otherworld, and I will cite the most pertinent of these studies in my own investigation.21 Wilhelm Brousset was one of the first to take a serious interest in this topic. In a long 1901 article titled “Die Himmelsreise der Seele” (The Soul’s Journey to Heaven) he approached the representations of the afterlife in various religions, and the trance, as an anticipation of the flight of the soul into the sky following death. In 1945 August Rüegg published his study of Die Jenseitsvorstellungen vor Dante (The Representations of the Beyond before Dante). He began with the primitive notions, and then looked at the Greek philosophers before analyzing a number of medieval visions. Several years later in the United States, Howard Rollin Patch’s study The Other World According to Descriptions in Medieval Literature was published in 1950. After looking at Eastern and Greek mythologies, he examined Celtic and Germanic culture, and then turned his attention toward the visions and voyages to paradise. In 1981 Peter Dinzelbacher published his reworked thesis on Vision und Visionsliteratur im Mittelalter (Vision and Visionary Literature in the Middle Ages). In it he draws up a list of all the texts, classifies them, reviews the geography of the sites, and notes the encounters the visionary experienced in the afterlife and the influence this extraordinary experience had on his life.

In 1984 Ioan P. Couliano brought out his book Expériences de l’extase (Experiences of Ecstasy), in which he examines the ascension of the soul (psychonody), incubation, catalepsis, and the bridge of judgment in the medieval apocalyses.

In 1985 Jacqueline Amat published her study Songes et visions, l’au-delà dans la literature latine tardive (Song and Visions: The Afterlife in Late Latin Literature), in which she retraces the history of visions of the afterlife found in dream accounts from the second to sixth century. In 1994 Claude Carozzi published Le Voyage de l’ âme dans l’au-delà d’après la literature latine (Ve–XIIIe siècle) (The Journey of the Soul in the Afterlife in Latin Literature of the Fifth to Eighth Century), which analyzes the relationships between the living and the dead, and looks at a number of the visions leading a person to the discovery of purgatory, hell, and paradise.22

The most suggestive book would be that of Carlo Donà, Per le vie dell’altro mondo: L’animale guida e il mito del viaggio (On the Paths of the Other World: The Animal Guide and the Myth of the Voyage).23 Examining all the functions of the animal that serves as a guide into another world and analyzing its position on the border of this world, Donà takes into account not only medieval texts but also Indo-European and Asiatic literature, as well as folktales. This multidisciplinary investigation is the most extensive study to date in an area that is close to our own.

None of these extremely well-documented and fine overviews are concerned with what later became of the visions, or what impact they have had on post-medieval mentalities. An initial attempt to fill this gap has been made by Natacha Romasson-Fertin with her (unfortunately still unpublished) dissertation and, subsequently, by Vincent Gaston in his dissertation, and by Laurent Guyénot with his fine book La Mort féerique (The Fairy Death), published in 2011.

Natacha Romasson-Fertin examines L’Autre Monde et des figures dans les “Contes de l’enfance et du foyer” des frères Grimm et les “Contes populaires” d’A. N. Afanassiev (The Otherworld and Its Figures in the Fairy Tales of the Brothers Grimm and the Folktales of A. N. Afanasyev). She explores the depiction of the otherworld, the beings who are encountered there, then moves on to specific locations—subterranean, earthly, underwater, or aerial worlds—before concluding her study with an analysis of the functions and meanings of journeys in these particular places.

In 2005 Vincent Gaston defended his dissertation on L’Initiation et l’au-delà: Le conte et la decouverte de l’autre monde (Initiation and the Beyond: The Tale and the Discovery of the Other World).24 His study is based on a corpus of fifty-four texts, twenty-four of which are variants of story type AT 471 (The bridge to the other world). His analysis is divided into three parts: (1) “Religious Marvels” (visions, exempla, hagiographic legends); (2) “The Figures of the Beyond” (guides, ferrymen, etc.); and (3) “The Stages of Realization” (rites and other elements that play a role in the process of initiation). In all its varied forms, the beyond is a place of revelation and of being chosen.

In La Mort féerique, Laurent Guyénot provides an anthropological study of the marvelous by studying the folk traditions that come to the surface in the novels and romances of the Middle Ages. He shows that the medieval fairyland is “a mytho-poetic discourse about the afterlife. This is why it opens such a unique window onto the secular imaginary realm of death.” I cannot help but agree with his conclusions, and his analysis has the great merit of offering us a new way to read our ancient texts.
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Human skeletons with scythes were a common symbol of the Grim Reaper.

We will first study the legacy of classical antiquity, of mythology, and of religions, and then we shall discuss its impact on the literature of revelations. Next, we will look at what the chivalric romances owe to the latter, and we will venture out upon the paths of the otherworld, also taking into account the travelers’ tales from this ineffable region that have come down to us through folktales and folk songs. We will conclude by comparing these journeys into the afterlife and into the otherworld with experiences of imminent death (NDE).



ONE

ACCOUNTS OF JOURNEYS INTO 
THE BEYOND FROM CLASSICAL ANTIQUITY

Long before the present era, numerous writers and philosophers provided accounts of journeys into the otherworld. One of the oldest is that of Odysseus in the Odyssey that Homer wrote around the end of the eighth century BCE.1 Plato (circa 427–348 BCE) also provides an account with his story of Er, the native of Pamphylios, which to a certain extent represents the archetype of the medieval visions:

Er, the son of Armenius, [was] a Pamphylian by birth. He was slain in battle, and ten days afterwards, when the bodies of the dead were taken up already in a state of corruption, his body was found unaffected 
by decay, and carried away home to be buried. And on the twelfth day, as he was 
lying on the funeral pyre, he returned to life and told them what he had seen in 
the other world. He said that when his soul left the body he went on a journey 
with a great company, and that they came to a mysterious place at which there were two openings in the earth; they were near together, and over against them were two other openings in the heaven above. In the intermediate space there were judges seated, who commanded the just, after they had given judgment on them and had bound their sentences in front of them, to ascend by the heavenly way on the right hand; and in like manner the unjust were bidden by them to descend by the lower way on the left hand; these also bore the symbols of their deeds, but fastened on their backs.

And he had no idea how his mind had come back into his body:

But in what manner or by what means he returned to the body he could not say; only, in the morning, awaking suddenly, he found himself lying on the pyre.2

The Greek historian and moralist Plutarch (46–120 CE) left us two little-known accounts of visions that are precursors to those of the Middle Ages because of the many motifs they share in common. In one of them, Timarchus makes his way to the cave that is sacred to Trophonius so he can obtain an oracle there:

[Timarchus] descended into the crypt of Trophonius, first performing the rites that are customary at the oracle. He remained underground two nights and a day, and most people had already given up hope, and his family was lamenting him for dead, when he came up in the morning with a radiant countenance. He did obeisance to the god, and as soon as he had escaped the crowd, began to tell us of many wonders seen and heard. He said that on descending into the oracular crypt his first experience was of profound darkness; next, after a prayer, he lay a long time not clearly aware whether he was awake or dreaming. It did seem to him, however, that at the same moment he heard a crash and was struck on the head and that the sutures parted and released his soul. As it withdrew and mingled joyfully with air that was translucent and pure, it felt in the first place that now, after long being cramped, it had again found relief, and was growing larger than before, spreading out like a sail; and next that it faintly caught the whir of something revolving overhead with a pleasant sound. When he lifted his eyes the earth was nowhere to be seen; but he saw islands illuminated by one another with soft fire, taking on now one colour, now another, like a dye, as the light kept varying with their mutations. They appeared countless in number and huge in size, and though not all equal, yet all alike round; and he fancied that their circular movement made a musical whirling in the aether, for the gentleness of the sound resulting from the harmony of all the separate sounds corresponded to the evenness of their motion. In their midst lay spread a sea or lake, through whose blue transparency the colours passed in their migrations; and of the islands a few sailed out in a channel and crossed the current, while many others were carried along with it, the sea itself drifting around, as it were, smoothly and evenly in a circle. In places it was very deep, mainly toward the south, but elsewhere there were faint shoals and shallows; and in many parts it overflowed and again receded, never extending very far. Some of it was of the pure hue of the high seas, while elsewhere the colour 
was not unmixed, but turbid and like that of a pool. As they crested the surge 
the islands came back, without, however, returning to their point of departure 
or completing a circle; but with each new circuit they advanced slightly beyond 
the old, describing a single spiral in their revolution. The sea containing 
these was inclined at an angle of somewhat less than eight parts of the whole 
toward the midmost and largest portion of the surrounding envelope, as he made 
out; and it had two openings receiving rivers of fire emptying into it across from one another, so that it was forced far back, boiling, and its blue colour was turned to white. All this he viewed with enjoyment of the spectacle. But looking down he saw a great abyss, round, as though a sphere had been cut away; most terrible and deep it was, and filled with a mass of darkness that did not remain at rest, but was agitated and often welled up. From it could be heard innumerable roars and groans of animals, the wailing of innumerable babes, the mingled lamentations of men and women, and noise and uproar of every kind, coming faintly from far down in the depths, all of which startled him not a little.

After an interval someone he did not see addressed him: “Timarchus what would you have me explain?”

“Everything,” he answered; “for what is here that is not marvellous?”

“Nay,” the voice replied, “in the higher regions we others have but little part, as they belong to gods; but you may, if you wish, inquire into the portion of Persephonê, administered by ourselves; it is one of the four, and marked off by the course of the Styx.”

“What is the Styx?” he asked. “It is the path to Hades,” came the answer; “it 
passes across from you here, cleaving the light with its vertex; it extends 
upward, as you see, from Hades below, and where in its revolution it also 
touches the world of light, it bounds the last region of all. Four principles 
there are of all things: the first is of life, the second of motion, the third 
of birth, and the last of decay; the first is linked to the second by Unity at 
the invisible, the second to the third by Mind at the sun, and the third to the fourth by Nature at the moon. A Fate, daughter of Necessity, holds the keys and presides over each link: over the first Atropos, over the second Clotho, and over the link at the moon Lachesis. The turning point of birth is at the moon. For while the rest of the islands belong to the gods, the moon belongs to terrestrial daemons and avoids the Styx by passing slightly above it; it is caught, however, once in a hundred and seventy-seven secondary measures. As the Styx draws near the souls cry out in terror, for many slip off and are carried away by Hades; others, whose cessation of birth falls out at the proper moment, swim up from below and are rescued by the Moon, the foul and unclean excepted. These the Moon, with lightning and a terrible roar, forbids to approach, and bewailing their lot they fall away and are borne downward again to another birth, as you see.”

“But I see nothing,” said Timarchus; “only many stars trembling about the abyss, others sinking into it, and others again shooting up from below.”

“Then without knowing it,” the being replied, “you see the daemons 
themselves. I will explain: every soul partakes of understanding; none is irrational or unintelligent. But the portion of the soul that mingles with flesh and passions suffers alteration and becomes in the pleasures and pains it undergoes irrational. Not every soul mingles to the same extent: some sink entirely into the body, and becoming disordered throughout, are during their life wholly distracted by passions; others mingle in part, but leave outside what is 
purest in them. This is not dragged in with the rest, but is like a buoy 
attached to the top, floating on the surface in contact with the man’s head, 
while he is as it were submerged in the depths; and it supports as much of the 
soul, which is held upright about it, as is obedient and not overpowered by the 
passions. Now the part carried submerged in the body is called the soul, whereas the part left free from corruption is called by the multitude the understanding, who take it to be within themselves, as they take reflected objects to be in the mirrors that reflect them; but those who conceive the matter rightly call it a daemon, as being external. Thus, Timarchus,” the voice pursued, “in the stars that are apparently extinguished, you must understand that you see the souls that sink entirely into the body; in the stars that are lighted again, as it were, and reappear from below, you must understand that you see the souls that float back from the body after death, shaking off a sort of dimness and darkness as one might shake off mud; while the stars that move about on high are the daemons of men said to ‘possess understanding.’ See whether you can make out in each the manner of its linkage and union with the soul.”

Hearing this, he attended more carefully and saw that the stars bobbed about, some more, some less, like the corks we observe riding on the sea to mark nets; a few described a confused and uneven spiral, like spindles as they twist the thread, and were unable to reduce their movement to a straight and steady course. The voice explained that the daemons whose motion was straight and ordered had souls which good nurture and training had made submissive to the rein, and whose irrational part was not unduly hard-mouthed and restive; whereas those which were constantly deviating in all directions from a straight course in an uneven and confused motion, as though jerked about on a tether, were contending with a character refractory and unruly from lack of training, at one moment prevailing over it and wheeling to the right, at another yielding to their passions and dragged along by their errors, only to resist them later and oppose them with force. For, exerting a contrary pull on the tie, which is like a bridle inserted into the irrational part of the soul, the daemon applies what is called remorse to the errors, and shame for all lawless and wilful pleasures—remorse and shame being really the painful blow inflicted from this source upon the soul as it is curbed by its controlling and ruling part—until from such chastening the soul, like a docile animal, becomes obedient and accustomed to the reins, needing no painful blows, but rendered keenly responsive to its daemon by signals and signs. “These souls indeed,” the voice pursued, “are brought to their duty and made firm in it late and gradually; but from those other souls, which from their very beginning and birth are docile to the rein and obedient to their daemon, comes the race of diviners and of men inspired. Among such souls you have doubtless heard of that of Hermodorus of Clazomenae—how night and day it used to leave his body entirely and travel far and wide, returning after it had met with and witnessed many things said and done in remote places, until his wife betrayed him and his enemies found his body at home untenanted by his soul and burned it. The story as thus told is indeed not true: his soul did not leave his body, but gave its daemon free play by always yielding to it and slackening the tie, permitting it to move about and roam at will, so that the daemon could see and hear much that passed in the world outside and return with the report. The men who destroyed his body as he slept are still atoning for the deed in Tartarus. Of these matters,” the voice said, “You will have better knowledge, young man, in the third month from now; for the present, depart.”

When the voice ceased Timarchus desired to turn (he said) and see who the speaker was. But once more he felt a sharp pain in his head, as though it had been violently compressed, and he lost all recognition and awareness of what was going on about him; but he presently recovered and saw that he was lying in the crypt of Trophonius near the entrance, at the very spot where he had first laid himself down.3

The second vision recounted by Plutarch is that of Thespesius who “by a decree of the gods” was given the privilege of leaving his body “with the weighty part of his soul” while the rest of it “remained there like an anchor.” For three days he explored the astral dwelling place where the souls of the dead came and went. He found himself projected to a spot between the earth and the moon “after having traveled in the blink of an eye a space that appeared prodigiously spacious; yet so gently and without the least deviation, that he seemed to be borne upon the rays of the light as upon wings” he was suddenly abandoned by the force that was holding him up. He came to a halt at the edge of a large, deep abyss (χάσμα μέγα καὶ κάτω διῆκον), the Lethe, which is here a kind of chimney that opens in the solid vault of the sky and plunges toward earth. Thespesius soon squandered his entire inheritance. Reduced to poverty, he sought to enrich himself through less than honest vocations.

But the greatest blow to his good name was a response conveyed to him from the oracle of Amphilochus. He had sent (it appears) to ask the god whether the remainder of his life would be better spent. The god answered that he would do better when he died.

In a sense this actually happened to him not long after. He had fallen from a height and struck his neck, and although there had been no wound, but only a concussion, he died away. On the third day, at the very time of his funeral, he revived. Soon recovering his strength and senses, he instituted a change in his way of life that could hardly be believed; for the Cilicians know of no one in those times more honest in his engagements, more pious toward heaven, or more grievous to his enemies and faithful to his friends; so that all who met him longed to hear the reason for the difference, supposing nothing ordinary could have caused so great a reformation in character. Such indeed was the case, as appears from the story as told by himself to Protogenes and other worthy friends.

He said that when his intelligence was driven from his body, the change made him feel as a pilot might at first on being flung into the depths of the sea; his next impression was that he had risen somewhat and was breathing with his whole being and seeing on all sides, his soul having opened wide as if it were a single eye. But nothing that he saw was familiar except the stars, which appeared very great in size and at vast distances apart, sending forth a marvellously coloured radiance possessed of a certain cohesion, so that his soul, riding smoothly in the light like a ship on a calm sea, could move easily and rapidly in all directions.

Passing over most of the spectacle, he said that as the souls of those who die came up from below they made a flamelike bubble as the air was displaced, and then, as the bubble gently burst, came forth, human in form, but slight in bulk, and moving with dissimilar motions. Some leapt forth with amazing lightness and darted about aloft in a straight line, while others, like spindles, revolved upon themselves and at the same time swung now downward, now upward, moving in a complex and disordered spiral that barely grew steady after a very long time.

Most of the souls indeed he failed to recognize, but seeing two or three of his acquaintance, he endeavoured to join them and speak to them. These, however, would not hear him and were not in their right mind, but in their frenzy and panic avoiding all sight and contact, they at first strayed about singly; later, meeting many others in the same condition, they clung to them and moved about indistinguishably in all manner of aimless motions and uttered inarticulate sounds, mingled with outcries as of lamentation and terror. Other souls, above, in a pure region of the ambient, were joyful in aspect and out of friendliness often approached one another, but shunned the other, tumultuous souls, indicating their distaste, he said, by contracting into themselves, but their delight and welcome by expansion and diffusion.

Here, he said, he recognized one soul, that of a kinsman, though not distinctly, as he was but a child when the kinsman died; but it drew near and said: “Greetings, Thespesius.” He was taken aback and said he was not Thespesius but Aridaeus. “You were that before,” was the reply, “but henceforth you are Thespesius. For you must further know you are not dead, but through a divine dispensation are present here in your intelligence, having left the rest of your soul, like an anchor, behind in your body. Now and hereafter know it by this token: the souls of the dead neither cast a shadow nor blink their eyes.” At this Thespesius, by an effort of thought, became more collected, and looking steadily, saw a certain faint and shadowy line floating along with him, while the rest were enveloped all around with light and translucent within, although not all to the same degree. But some were like the full moon at her clearest, shining evenly with a single smooth and unbroken hue; others were shot through with scales, as it were, or faint bruises; others quite mottled and odd in appearance, covered with black tattoo-marks, like speckled vipers; and still others bore the faded traces of what looked like scratches.

Thespesius’ kinsman—nothing need keep us from thus referring to a man’s soul—proceeded to explain. Adrasteia, he said, daughter of Necessity and Zeus, is the supreme requiter; all crimes are under her cognizance, and none of the wicked is so high or low as to escape her either by force or by stealth. There are three others, and each is warden and executioner of a different punishment: those who are punished at once in the body and through it are dealt with by swift Poinê in a comparatively gentle manner that passes over many of the faults requiring purgation; those whose viciousness is harder to heal are delivered up to Dikê by their daemon after death; while those past all healing, when rejected by Dikê, are pursued by the third and fiercest of the ministers of Adrasteia, Erinys, as they stray about and scatter in flight, who makes away with them, each after a different fashion, but all piteously and cruelly, imprisoning them in the Nameless and Unseen.

“Of the other forms of chastisement,” he said, “that visited in life by Poinê resembles those in use among the barbarians; for as in Persia the cloaks and head-dresses of the sufferers are plucked and scourged as the tearful owners beg for mercy, so punishment that operates through external possessions and the body establishes no smarting contact and does not fasten upon the viciousness itself, but is for the most part addressed to opinion and the senses. But whoever comes here from the world below unpunished and unpurged, is fastened upon by Dikê, exposed to view and naked in his soul, having nothing in which to sink out of sight and hide himself and cloak his baseness, but on all sides plainly visible to all in all his shame. In this state she first shows him to his good parents and ancestors—if such they are—as one execrable and unworthy of them, while if they are wicked, he sees them punished and is seen by them; he then undergoes prolonged chastisement, each of his passions being removed with pains and torments that in magnitude and intensity as far transcend those that pass through the flesh as the reality would be more vivid than a dream.

“The scars and welts left by the different passions are more persistent in some, less so in others. Observe,” he said, “in the souls that mixture and variety of colours: one is drab brown, the stain that comes of meanness and greed; another a fiery blood-red, which comes of cruelty and savagery; where you see the blue-grey, some form of incontinence in pleasure has barely been rubbed out; while if spite and envy are present they give out this livid green, as ink is ejected by the squid. For in the world below viciousness puts forth the colours, as the soul is altered by the passions and alters the body in turn, while here the end of purgation and punishment is reached when the passions are quite smoothed away and the soul becomes luminous in consequence and uniform in colour; but so long as the passions remain within there are relapses, attended by throbbings and a convulsive motion which in some souls is faint and soon subsides, but in others produces a vehement tension. Some of these, after repeated punishment, recover their proper state and disposition, 
while others are once more carried off into the bodies of living things by the 
violence of ignorance and the ‘image’ of the love of pleasure. For one soul, 
from weakness of reason and neglect of contemplation, is borne down by its practical proclivity to birth, while another, needing an instrument for its licentiousness, yearns to knit its appetites to their fruition and gratify them through the body, for here there is nothing but an imperfect shadow and dream of never consummated pleasure.”

After this explanation Thespesius was swiftly taken by the guide over what appeared an immense distance, traversing it easily and unerringly, buoyed up by the beams of the light as by wings, until he came to a great chasm extending all the way down and was deserted by the power that sustained him. The other souls too, he observed, were thus affected there, for they drew themselves in like birds and alighted and walked around the circuit of the chasm, not venturing to pass directly across. Within, it had the appearance of a Bacchic grotto: it was gaily diversified with tender leafage and all the hues of flowers. From it was wafted a soft and gentle breeze that carried up fragrant scents, arousing wondrous pleasures and such a mood as wine induces in those who are becoming tipsy; for as the souls regaled themselves on the sweet odours they grew expansive and friendly with one another; and the place all about was full of bacchic revelry and laughter and the various strains of festivity and merry-making. This was the route, the guide said, that Dionysus had taken in his ascent and later when he brought up Semelê; and the region was called the place of Lethe. On this account, although Thespesius wished to linger, the guide would not allow it, but pulled him away by main force, informing him as he did so that the intelligent part of the soul is dissolved away and liquefied by pleasure, while the irrational and carnal part is fed by its flow and puts on flesh and thus induces memory of the body; and that from such memory arises a yearning and desire that draws the soul toward birth (genesis), so named as being an earthward (epi gēn) inclination (neusis) of the soul grown heavy with liquefaction.

Proceeding as far again, he saw in the distance what he took to be a large crater with streams pouring into it, one whiter than seafoam or snow, another like the violet of the rainbow, and others of different tints, each having from afar a lustre of its own. On their approach the crater turned out to be a deep chasm in the ambient, and as the colours faded, the brightness, except for the white, disappeared. He beheld three daemons seated together in the form of a triangle, combining the streams in certain proportions. The guide of Thespesius’ soul said that Orpheus had advanced thus far in his quest for the soul of his wife,4 and from faulty memory had published among men a false report that at Delphi there was an oracle held in common by Apollo and Night—false, as Night has partnership in nothing with Apollo. “This is instead,” he pursued, “an oracle shared by Night and the Moon; it has no outlet anywhere on earth nor any single seat, but roves everywhere throughout mankind in dreams and visions; for this is the source from which dreams derive and disseminate the unadorned and true, commingled, as you see, with the colourful and deceptive.

“As for Apollo’s oracle,” he said, “I hardly know whether you will be able to catch sight of it; for the cable of your soul gives no further upward play and does not grow slack, but holds taut, being made fast to the body.” At the same time he endeavoured to draw Thespesius near and show him the light that came (he said) from the tripod, and passing through the bosom of Themis, rested on Parnassus, but it was so bright that Thespesius, for all his eagerness, did not see it. But he did hear, as he passed by, a woman’s high voice foretelling in verse among other things the time (it appears) of his own death. The voice was the Sibyl’s, the daemon said, who sang of the future as she was carried about on the face of the moon. He accordingly desired to hear more, but was thrust back, as in an eddy, by the onrush of the moon, and caught but little. . . .

They now turned to view those who were suffering punishment. At first these presented only a disagreeable and piteous spectacle; but as Thespesius kept meeting friends, kinsmen, and comrades who were being punished, a thing he never would have looked for, and these lamented to him and raised a cry of wailing as they underwent fearful torments and ignominious and excruciating chastisements, and when he at last caught sight of his own father emerging from a pit, covered with brands and scars, stretching out his arms to him, and not allowed by those in charge of the punishments to keep silent, but compelled to confess his foul wickedness to certain guests he had poisoned for their gold, a crime detected by no one in the lower world, but here brought to light, for which he had suffered in part and was now being taken away to suffer more, Thespesius in his consternation and terror did not dare to resort to supplication or intercede for his father, but wishing to turn back and escape, saw no longer that kindly kinsman who had been his guide, but certain others of frightful aspect, who thrust him forward, giving him to understand that he was under compulsion to pass that way. He observed that while the torment of those who had been recognized in their wickedness and punished on the spot was not so harsh or so prolonged in the other world, as it now dealt only with the irrational and passionate part of the soul, those who on the contrary had cloaked themselves in the pretence and repute of virtue and passed their lives in undetected vice were surrounded by a different set of officers who compelled them laboriously and painfully to turn the inward parts of their souls outward, writhing unnaturally and curving back upon themselves, as the sea-scolopendras turn themselves inside out when they have swallowed the hook; and some of them were skinned and laid open and shown to be ulcered and blotched, their wickedness being in their rational and sovereign part. He told of seeing other souls coiled like vipers around each other in twos and threes and yet greater number, devouring one another in rancour and bitterness for what they had endured or done in life; moreover (he said) there were lakes lying side by side, one a seething lake of gold, a second, piercing cold, of lead, and a third of rugged iron, with certain daemons in charge, who, like smiths, were using tongs to raise and lower alternately the souls of those whose wickedness was due to insatiable and overreaching avarice. Thus, when the souls had grown red hot in the gold from the blazing heat, the daemons plunged them into the lake of lead; when they had there been chilled and hardened, like hailstones, they were removed to the lake of iron. Here they turned an intense black and were altered in appearance, as their hardness caused them to become chipped and crushed; and after this they were once more taken to the gold, enduring, as he said, the most fearful agonies in the course of each change.

Most piteous of all, he said, was the suffering of the souls who thought that they were already released from their sentence, and then were apprehended again; these were the souls whose punishment had passed over to descendants or children. For whenever the soul of such a child or descendant arrived and found them, it flew at them in fury and raised a clamour against them and showed the marks of its sufferings, berating and pursuing the soul of the other, which desired to escape and hide, but could not. For they were swiftly overtaken by the tormentors and hastened back once more to serve their sentence, lamenting from foreknowledge of the penalty that awaited them. To some, he said, great clusters of the souls of descendants were attached, clinging to them like veritable swarms of bees or bats, and gibbering shrilly in angry memory of what they had suffered through their fault.

He was viewing the final spectacle of his vision, the souls returning to a second birth, as they were forcibly bent to fit all manner of living things and altered in shape by the framers of these, who with blows from certain tools were welding and hammering together one set of members, wrenching another apart, and polishing away and quite obliterating a third, to adapt them to new characters and lives, when among them appeared the soul of Nero, already in a sorry plight and pierced with incandescent rivets. For his soul too the framers had made ready a form, that of Nicander’s viper, in which it was to live on eating its way out of its pregnant mother, when suddenly (he said) a great light shot through and a voice came out of the light commanding them to transfer it to a milder kind of brute and frame instead a vocal creature, frequenter of marshes and lakes, as he had paid the penalty for his crimes, and a piece of kindness too was owing him from the gods, since to the nation which among his subjects was noblest and most beloved of Heaven he had granted freedom.

Thus much he beheld. He was about to turn back, when he was driven frantic with terror, for a woman marvellously beautiful and tall took hold of him and said: “Come hither, sirrah, the better to remember everything,” and was about to apply to him a red hot rod, such as painters use; but another woman interposed, and he was suddenly pulled away as by a cord and cast in a strong and violent gust of wind upon his body, opening his eyes again almost from his very grave.5

Here we find the majority of the descriptive elements that are defining characteristics of the medieval visions, and which also nurtured those that appear in the work of Virgil and Ovid.

Proclus, a Greek philosopher of the fifth century, recorded the vision of Cleonymus, who told how his soul “disengaged” from his body and rose to a height that allowed him a vision of the world below:

Cleonymus, the Athenian, . . . becoming very sorrowful on the death of one of his associates, and giving himself up to despair, apparently died, and was laid out according to custom; but his mother, as she was folding him in her embraces, taking off his garment, and kissing him, perceived in him a gentle breathing, and, being extremely joyful on the occasion, delayed his burial. Cleonymus in a short time afterwards was restored to life, and narrated all that he saw and heard when he was in a separate state. He said, that his soul appeared, as if liberated from certain bonds, to soar from its body, and that having ascended above the earth, he saw in it places all-various both for their figure and colour, and streams of rivers unknown to men; and that at last he came to a certain region sacred to Vesta, which was under the direction of dæmoniacal powers in indescribable female forms.6

In book six of the Aeneid (ll. 233ff), Virgil tells the story of Aeneas’s visit to the underworld under the guidance of the Sibyl of Cumae. He also has to cross a river, the Acheron, but he must take the boat of Charon and not a bridge. He then sees the Fields of Mourning and comes to a crossroads. The road on the right is the way to Elysium and that on the left looks over the “theater of torture reserved for the wicked and leads to unholy Tartarus.” He sees a river of fire, the Phlegethon, and an iron tower from which comes the sounds of moans, metallic noises, and the clanking of chains.

This story enjoyed great popularity and was translated into French around 1160 and into Middle High German by Heinrich von Veldeke around 1170; these two works contributed to spreading the image of Hell as it was seen in antiquity. This type of description of the beyond faithfully reflects many of the fundamental elements of the literature of revelations. Virgil’s text also influenced Dante Alighieri’s (1265–1321) Inferno, which was the inspiration for this image of hell by Botticelli.
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Map of Hell from Virgil’s Aeneid, book VI.
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Chart of Hell  by Sandro Botticelli, circa 1480–1490, from Dante’s
Inferno, Vatican Library.

And everyone is most likely familiar with the illustrations made by Gustave Doré of the Virgilian hell and its gate.
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Gates of the Infernal City by Gustave Doré, circa 1861, from Dante’s 
Inferno, canto VIII.
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The River Styx by Gustave Doré, circa 1861, from Dante’s
Inferno, canto VIII.
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In Flaming Spirit of the Evil Counsellors  by Gustave Doré, circa 1861, from Dante’s
Inferno, canto XXVI.

The Latin poem Architrenius (“The Arch-Weeper”),7 which Johannes de Hauvilla dedicated to Walter de Coutances in 1184, was composed in imitation of the writers of classical antiquity. It tells the story of a young man’s journey into hell where he meets figures who were well known to authors in the ancient world: Megaera and Tisiphone of the Furies, and for Tisiphone’s name he follows Fulgentius’s etymology: “Avenger of Murder.” According to Johannes de Hauvilla, Lucifer’s fall had divided the world, but Tartarus overflows onto the earth. Hell had “become the hyperbole for the moral suffering present there and a sign of the world’s disorder,” Catherine Klaus rightly notes.8 But the hero also visits Tylo, an island paradise—which should not be confused with Thule—that resembles the Garden of Eden.9



TWO

THE BEYOND AS SEEN 
IN MYTHOLOGIES AND RELIGIONS

The Greeks believed that Hades “the invisible” and Persephone ruled over the dead in the underworld, assisted by demons and spirits. This underground realm includes Tartarus, the deepest region, which is located beneath the underworld and is the place where the greatest criminals are tormented. According to Hesiod’s Theogony (ll. 775ff), it is surrounded by a bronze river. There are several rivers: the Styx; the Acheron, an almost stagnant river that souls are ferried across by Charon; the Cocytus, “River of Lamentation”; the Pyriphlegethon, “River of Flames”; and the Lethe, “Oblivion,” from which the dead must drink to forget their lives on earth. The early Christian writers retained these descriptions in their memory, and Prudentius (d. ca. 405) spoke of Tartarus, Avernus, and Phlegethon in his Psychomachia (Battle of Souls).
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Hades and Persephone. Bibliothèque nationale de France, ms français 143, fol. 136v (fifteenth century).

Fortunately, however, hell is not the only thing that awaits human beings! In Works and Days, Hesiod speaks of the reward for the heroes who make their way to the Isles of the Blessed, the paradisiacal home of the just:

But on others Zeus . . .

settled a living and a country

of their own, apart from human kind,

at the end of the world.

And there they have their dwelling place,

and hearts free of sorrow

in the islands of the blessed

by the deep-swirling stream of the ocean1

They would later be given the name of the Fortunate Isles (μακάρων νῆσοι). The geographer Ptolemy (ca. 90–ca. 168) describes them as “inaccessible” and Diodorus Siculus (writing in the first century BCE) says they are “impossible to find.”

In 380 BCE, Plato noted in the dialogue Phaedrus:

But the others receive judgment when they have completed their first life, and after the judgment they go, some of them to the houses of correction which are under the earth, and are punished; others to some place in heaven whither they are lightly borne by justice, and there they live in a manner worthy of the life which they led here when in the form of men.2
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A depiction of the Fortunate Isles. Bibliothèque nationale de France, ms français 1378 fol. 2 (fifteenth century).

We can see that the notion of judgment has already been established. In his refutation of the works of Celsus (Contra Celsum, bk. XXV), Origen writes:

It is in the precincts of Jerusalem, then, that punishments will be inflicted upon those who undergo the process of purification, who have received into the substance of their soul the elements of wickedness, which in a certain place is figuratively termed “lead,” and on that account iniquity is represented in Zechariah as sitting upon a “talent of lead.”3 (cf. Zechariah 5:7–8)

This idea of judgment and punishments corresponding to sins can be seen repeatedly throughout the centuries, especially in those mythologies in which hell appears in a variety of guises. For the Babylonians, it is the Aralu, the “land where people cannot see anything” (mat la namari), which coincides semantically with the Greek term ᾍδης (Hades). It was also called the “land of no return,” or the land from which no one ever returns (mat la tayarti). It was governed by Nergal and his wife Allat. One of the oldest examples of a descent into hell is that of the goddess Ishtar, whose journey was impeded by seven different doors that she could only cross through by gradually stripping off her garments.4 This is a lightless place where the inhabitants sit in darkness with dust and mud as their only sustenance.

For the Jews, the name Sheol designates an underground region where the dead exist in a lethargic state, where there is no distinction made between the good and the wicked, and where there is no reward or punishment. Sheol is akin to the Hades of the Greeks and the Aralu of the Babylonians. In this kingdom the dead cannot even praise God, who is only God for the living (cf. Psalm 6; Psalm 30:10; Psalm 88:6 [Vulgate]). The Hebrew scholar Moses Gaster translated the Gedulath Mosheh (Revelation of Moses), a text that relates how the biblical figure of Moses left his body, which was changed into fire and traveled through the seven heavens.5*4 He saw hell and the men there “tortured by the angels of destruction.” Some were hung up by their eyelids, others by their ears, hands, tongue, sexual organs, or feet, and covered in black worms.

Another Jewish revelation informs us that hell has three gates. The first opens onto the sea, the second onto a savage land, and the third onto the inhabited part of the world. According to the Vision of Ezekiel (I, 10), this place of damnation has seven names: Adamah, “the Bottom”; Erez, “Earth”; Nehsiyyah, “Forgetfulness”; Dumah, “Silence”; Sheol; and Tit ha-Yaven, “Miry Clay.” these names correspond to their seven compartments in the Babylonian Talmud: Sheol; Abaddon, “Destruction,” “Abyss”; Beer Shahat; Tit ha-Yaven; Sha’are; Mawet, “Shadow of Death”; and Gehinom, “Gehenna.” In the visions cited by Gaster, the names are different so we get Hatzar Maveth, which in Hebrew means “the dwelling place of death,” Beer Tahtiyah, and Beer Shaon. They have nine different kinds of fire, and rivers of pitch and fuming and seething sulfur.6

In the Muslim religion, the beyond (الآخرة) has an abode of the damned that has several names, contains several levels,*5 and is supervised by nineteen archangels. Its names include Furnace (Jahīm), Inferno (Sa‘īr), and Gehenna (Jahannam). Other names refer to its depth (Hutama, Hāwiya). The principal characteristic of this Hell is that it is Fire (Nār), a fire that is seventy times hotter than earthly fire. Hell has seven gates guarded by angels; the souls that are damned there suffer from fire and thirst. The elect enter paradise after the Last Judgment; some people say there are four heavens and others eight. Called the Garden of Retirement, the Garden of Eternity, Eden, the Dwelling of Salvation, and the True Life, and so forth, this dwelling place of the blessed is a veritable palace in which the elect are clad in silk, wear gold and silver bracelets, and sleep in golden beds encrusted with precious stones.7

In the Persian Zoroastrian religion, during a seven-day ecstatic trance caused by a potion and under the guidance of Srosh the Pious and the angel Adar, the soul of Arda-Viraf crossed the Chinvat Bridge to reach the otherworld. There he saw heaven, purgatory (Hamistagan) and the places of damnation.8 In other accounts, he is led by the Yazatas to Garōdemāna (the House of Song) reserved for the just.

The Mandaean religion of Mesopotamia, which is characterized by a gnostic dualism, opposes the world of Light (nhura) to that of Darkness (hshuka). The first is presided over by a kind of unknown god, who is given various names: “Life” (hiia, or “Great Living One,” Hiiyērbē), Lord of Greatness (mare rbuta), and “Powerful Mana” (mana = receptacle, spirit). He is surrounded by a vast number of beings of Light called the Uthra (wealth), who remain in the many worlds of light (almē).9 The principal Mandaean work, the Ginzā (Treasury),10 a compilation devoted to the teaching of the mythology and cosmology, describes the ascension of the soul toward the domain of light and hymns. Guided by two Uthra, the soul rises past the guards of the sun, moon, fire, the seven planets, the Ruhā (Wind),11 and some rivers. The place of punishment is called “Burning Fire,” “Darkness,” and “Sea of the End,” and the sinner falls into it.12

For the ancient North Germanic peoples, the world is tripartite and consists of the “Middle Enclosure” (Miðgarðr), the world of the gods (Ásgarðr), and that of the giants, (Jötunheimr or Risaland), a mythical place without a precise location or definition. The latter realm is another world that is sometimes located in the east or to the northeast, beyond the ocean. Hel is the realm of the goddess Hel, “the Concealed One,” and it has the name of Niflhel, “Dark Hel,” and Niflheimr, “Dark World.” To get there, a person had to cross over a bridge and get through a wrought iron gate. It was reserved for people who had not died on the field of battle. Odin gave the goddess Hel authority over nine worlds, such that she has to administer the lodging for those who are sent to her: the ones who died from sickness and old age.

Curiously, after the apocalypse of Ragnarökr (later popularized by Richard Wagner as the “Twilight of the Gods” [Götterdämmerung]) there will exist “the Obscure Plain, the Dark Fields, and the Shore of Corpses.” This hell contains several halls, two of which, opening to the north, are particularly terrible. In one, woven from the backs of serpents and reserved for oath-breakers and murderers, venom flowed down through the smoke hole. In the other hall, the serpent Nidhöggr devours the corpses of the dead. There is also another empire of the dead, that of the goddess Ran, which is reserved for the drowned.

In Finnish mythology Kalma is the goddess of death and decomposition, and Kipu-Tyttö the goddess of death and illness. The land of the dead was called Tuonela,*6 kingdom of Tuoni and Tuonetar, king and queen of the dead, or named Manala and governed by a queen answering to the name of Manalatar. In most traditions, Tuonela is an underground kingdom, or it is located beneath a lake,13 or on the other side of a black river that the boat of Tuonen tytti or Tuonen piika makes it possible to cross. Tuonela is a dark and lifeless place, where the dead rest in eternal slumber. It is located somewhere in the north and is sometimes confused with Pohjala, which takes its name from pohja, “the north.” I will have more to say about this when I discuss the journey of Väinämöinen in these regions.

One mythology that has generally received little attention is that of the Lapps, which, however, sheds a very interesting light upon the beyond because of its shamanic substratum. It is called Jábmiidaibmu, a word coined from otherworld (áibmu) and death ( jábmi). During the Middle Ages, under the influence of Catholic missionaries, the otherworld consisted of a hell, the Rotaimo; a purgatory, the Jábmiidaibmu; and a celestial beyond, the Radienaimo. The master of Hell is Rota; he welcomes all those who have not obeyed the local gods. The righteous are given a new body and enter the Radien, where they live for a time. But a soul may also end up in the kingdom of the dead before the human dies. Then the shaman “has to hunt for his soul and return it to the sick person so that the latter can regain health and life.”14

For the ancient Celts, the beyond was a pleasant land that bore a variety of names: Tír na n-Óg (Land of the Young), Tír na mBéo (Land of the Living), and Tír Sorcha (The Shining Land), among others. This is not a kingdom of the dead, as these names clearly indicate. Yet the historian Procopius of Caesarea (ca. 500–565 CE) informs us that the souls of the dead were transported to Brittia. In Ireland, they were led to the small island of Tech Duinn, off the coast of the Isle of Dursey. The most famous of these isles is that of Avalon (the Apple Orchard) where King Arthur was taken. And when a mysterious woman invited Bran mac Febail to join her in another paradisiacal island, it was located “in the ocean, to the west of us” (isind oceon frinn aníar).

The otherworld is to be found beneath the mound and it is written in the Book of Taliesin: “Annwfn is below the world” (Annwfyn is eluyd), under a lake (the Loch na nÉn, for example), in the sea, on an island in the middle of a lake, or off the seacoast.

The isolation of the otherworld is already present in the legends concerning Alexander the Great that feature the Islands of the Blessed.15 
We should again note that the ancients located it beyond the Land of Darkness, 
in the north of the earth. Furthermore, this placement in the north is a recurring phenomenon, both in the mythologies and in the visions, and sometimes the east and northeast are added. The orientation of pagan burial sites provides a confirmation for the belief that the beyond was located in these regions. This situation is sometimes alluded to indirectly, as in the story of the revenant Garnier, who says: “Alas for me, since, coming from remote countries through many dangers, I have suffered from storms, snow, and the cold. How many fires have I burned and how much bad weather have I put up with in coming here.”16

[image: image]

Arnold Böcklin, The Isle of the Dead (1886).
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