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      POINT OF

ORIGIN

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

      GRAHAM HANCOCK, AUTHOR OF FINGERPRINTS OF THE GODS

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

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

      “Learn the language of the Cosmos and explore the mysteries of Gobekli Tepe—the world’s oldest civilization. Another fabulous book on ancient myths and symbols by one of the masters in the field.”

      XAVIANT HAZE, AUTHOR OF ALIENS IN ANCIENT EGYPT

      “Once again Laird Scranton greatly expands our understanding of the ancient world through his relentless and meticulous research of language and symbol. This knowledge was to be preserved and passed down through the ages for a time in the future when the information would be vitally important for the survival of humanity. That time is now!”

      EDWARD NIGHTINGALE, AUTHOR OF THE GIZA TEMPLATE

    

  
    
      Foreword

      It’s not every son who can say, “I watched my dad untie the secrets of the universe,” but I’m proud to say that I can.

      I was raised in an outwardly secular home by a Jewish/atheist mother and a convert father who sent me to a conservative/orthodox Jewish day school to learn the ins and outs of our extended family’s tradition. I credit this seemingly self-contradictory childhood with fostering in me the ability to intelligently see and discuss subjects from more than one point of view, an ability that has uniquely qualified me to follow Laird’s research from the very beginning. Later in life, as I rejected the dogmas that had been drilled into me in school, I began my own studies into comparative religion and philosophy. I practiced Zen meditation, examined the historical context of the New Testament, and compared the poetry and content of the Qur’an with the Dead Sea Scrolls and the Bhagavad Gita, and I soon came to see existence as a giant jigsaw puzzle, with each religious tradition holding a piece of it, but none holding the completed image.

      Growing up, I took for granted my parents’ endless collections of books, Buddha and Ganesha statues, and other esoteric paraphernalia. Not that Laird was particularly into esoteric study when I was a child; he wasn’t. These collections were more artistic hobbies of his. Nonetheless, these images were comforting and familiar to me; they were more like old friends who’d been there for me for as long as I could remember. In hindsight, knowing now the work that would come to define Laird’s later life, it seems almost like destiny that my family would already have an early connection to ancient ideas.

      I was already proud to know that my father made his living as a self-employed software programmer, and it was not an uncommon occurrence for me as a young boy to sit at his side as he keyed in his billing hours to a program he’d written on our home computer and told me about sorting out the coded software messes he’d had to clean up for his clients that day. Knowing intimately his logical mind and his penchant for the unusual, it came as no real surprise when in my early days of high school, Laird announced that he’d stumbled on something fascinating in his pleasure reading about the Dogon tribe in Africa.

      Now, as a child, I’d also grown up an avid fan of classic science fiction and fantasy, which in turn sparked a lifelong curiosity in me about the natural world and, in particular, physics; after all, what kid doesn’t want to build a time machine at some point? A particular childhood favorite of mine was an animated television show called The Mysterious Cities of Gold, which chronicled the fictional adventures of a Spanish boy during the conquest of South America in the sixteenth century as he discovered remnants of Atlantean wonders sequestered away in the hidden temples and traditions of the native peoples. I’d bored my parents to death telling them the various details of each episode for ages. This little one-season show set the stage in my mind for the possibility that there was a wondrous advanced civilization that had come before our own and had been long forgotten. Imagine my surprise when it turned out that elements of this childhood favorite could actually be true!

      As Laird’s investigations grew to take on the air of a knight errant’s holy quest, it seemed only too appropriate that I take on the proverbial role of squire, following his research, taking in his insights as he bounced them off of me, and occasionally helping him from my own knowledge to examine concepts in a new light when he found them difficult to understand. I was struck by how item after item that Laird uncovered seemed to tie into the various disciplines I studied on my own.

      I soon realized that, while many could conceivably dismiss his investigations as the meaningless ravings of a pedantic amateur crackpot, the undeniable fact was that time and again his investigations not only reconciled religious conflicts in my mind, but they also demonstrably tied into hard science as well. The concepts he was discovering actually worked in practice!

      Laird has conducted his work so that every step of the way he is focused on what he can demonstrate to be true. He doesn’t make outlandish statements that he can’t back up, no matter how much his audience may want him to. He sticks to what is, rather than what could be. Instead of simply falling back on the old “well, ’cause I say so” cop-out, he shows undeniably from multiple sources that what he says has a factual basis and that his conclusions are entirely logical. If he encounters something that doesn’t agree across cultures or doesn’t agree with what science can prove, he doesn’t include it until he can show how it really connects.

      This tells me that Laird is most certainly on the path toward something very real and very exciting, a system given all but uniformly to mankind in forgotten antiquity designed to transform us from mere beastly hunter-gatherers into a recognizable civilization and designed to be used a guidebook to taking us even further than we could imagine—in the material world as well as the spiritual.

      Here is an ancient system that embraces everything at once. Like spiraling rays, each new strand that Laird finds ties together advanced science, astronomy, architecture, agriculture, religious rituals, and mysticism, and brings them all back to a central point. As, on my own, I study the more fashionable new age ideas presented in alchemy, Kabbalah, Zen, and Sufism, I continually find myself referring to the detailed notes and drafts of Laird’s books to explain concepts that I find difficult to grasp. More often than not, Laird’s explanation helps push me along in the right direction.

      I often feel like someone rereading a Dan Brown novel, for I have the pleasure of already knowing how the mystery ends and get to see how well the author really puts the clues together. I realize, looking up at the stars or under a microscope, it’s all one and the same. What happens in the skies above also happens within our cells below.

      Now, after nearly twenty years of squiring for my father, I see his system everywhere I turn. I see it in the architecture of the Vatican, in Native American dances, in Jewish liturgy, in works of art, and in the latest discoveries from the European Organization for Nuclear Research (CERN). I see the triple domes of the Sakti goddesses at every church I pass. Through my studies of the public statements and symbolism of the Freemasons, I continue to see reflections back to Giza and Gobekli Tepe. The few times I still go to synagogue, I’m tickled at the invocation of an ancient deity’s name to establish agreement after every prayer, and like the commandment states, it’s never used in vain! Another side effect is that I now see Disney movies, with their emphasis on mice acting to remove the obstacles in our lives, in a whole new light (and in the case of Dumbo, we literally have a retelling of the major themes of Ganesha—the mother’s elephant son, cast out and reborn, and being carried to glory by the efforts of a mouse).

      The names often change, but the stories remain the same. Finally, I have a guide by which to complete the great jigsaw puzzle of existence!

      When we consider the vast questions that concern the modern world—the proper role of religion in our lives, the impact of new scientific and technological advancement, how to implement the proper stewardship of the environment in a time of climate change, when and how life begins, who we are, and where we’re going with one another—the importance of Laird’s work cannot be understated. Not only does it reconcile ages of religious disagreement, establishing the common foundations of Islam, Judaism, Hinduism, Buddhism, Christianity, and the Tao, but it all relates back again to actual science! This system, so elegant in its simplicity yet so complex in its meaning, can put our species back onto a proper footing to move us all forward into a great future.

      What we have in this work is nothing less than a unified system of everything that can reconcile science and mysticism, dogma and history, mathematics and faith—all in the most accessible, benevolent, and familiar of ways. It can point us, as it did eons ago for our primordial ancestors, toward our next level of development as a species.

      As I’ve seen with my own eyes, Laird’s work can—and will—illuminate our hearts and point our souls once again to the stars.

      There can be no greater pleasure for a son.

      ISAAC SCRANTON

      Isaac Scranton is a stage director and actor in New York City, where he splits his time between directing in Indie Theatre and acting for the Metropolitan Opera. He is a featured, non-singing performer and stage fighter at the Met Opera, most notably in Mary Zimmerman’s production of Armida and in Manon. In 2008, he received an OBIE Award for his work in The Living Theatre’s revival of Ken Brown’s The Brig. As a private supplement to Laird’s research, Isaac has extensively studied the symbols and myths of many traditions, including Alchemy, Rosicrucianism, Kabbalah, Sufism, Tao, and Zen Buddhism. An avid follower of American history and politics, Isaac’s writings on the state of the U.S.A. can be found at his blog, The Fed-Up Progressive.

    

  
    
      Introduction

      This volume is the fifth in a series of books whose focus is on concepts of ancient cosmology and language. The terms cosmology and language refer to the ways in which ancient cultures conceived of the processes of creation and to the words, myths, and symbols they used to express those concepts. From the perspective of many ancient societies, the term cosmology was applied somewhat more broadly than we might expect it to be today; for them the term commonly referred to the processes by which the universe, our material world, and humanity itself were thought to have come into existence. Because of this, our discussions of ancient cosmology have touched on subjects that range from folklore, myth, and religion to biology, astronomy, and even astrophysics.

      In this series of volumes, our studies began with a modern-day African tribe called the Dogon, whose culture reflects many of the archetypal elements that we associate with the classic ancient creation traditions from Africa, Egypt, India, and Asia. To have encountered such a broad set of symbols, themes, words, and concepts coexisting side by side within a single culture suggested that these ancient traditions may have once shared more of a common history than has been traditionally presumed. This presented us with a unique opportunity to explore a broad set of potential commonalities among those seemingly distinct traditions. My approach throughout these studies has been to compare the beliefs and practices of several different ancient traditions as a way to learn more about them, and so the field of study they relate to is appropriately called comparative cosmology. Such comparative studies rest on the use of certain techniques that help us to correlate different aspects of these ancient traditions in positive ways.

      In the prior volumes of this series, my discussion has shown that the words of Dogon cosmology are arguably ancient Egyptian words. We discovered that the Dogon cosmology presents a very close match for an ancient Buddhist tradition, although the two systems are given in outwardly different languages. I now understand that important Dogon ritual practices have existed since ancient times in the Judaic tradition and that many of the cosmological words of the Dogon and Egyptian cultures also existed in similar form in the comparably ancient Hebrew language. Moreover, I was able to demonstrate that attributes shared by these first three traditions served to accurately predict what I would later find when I explored the creation tradition and hieroglyphic language of an ancient Tibetan tribe called the Na-Khi (or Na-Xi). These same attributes also proved to be predictive when I examined the sometimes poorly understood words and traditions of ancient China.

      Any researcher of ancient mystery traditions relies on interpreted meanings to arrive at an understanding of the material he or she studies. Unfortunately, the human psyche is arguably “wired” to infer patterns and meanings in an otherwise confused world, sometimes even in situations where those meanings may not actually pertain. For instance, what young child hasn’t looked up to the sky and marveled at images he or she perceived in random cloud shapes? In my experience, one of the great professional dangers to those who study ancient traditions lies somewhere in the dark recesses of their own subconscious wishfulness. This danger can take the form of subtle predispositions that lead us to perceive a pattern where none actually exists or to draw inferences that are objectively unwarranted.

      This is not to say that resemblances are not an essential part of the process of ancient studies, because in my view they surely are. In fact, the search for new interpretations may often begin with the simple suggestion of a resemblance that the researcher chooses to pursue, hoping to decipher whether the similarity is more likely the product of coincidence or of overt intention. In any case, I believe it is the essential job of the researcher to demonstrate that any perceived resemblance is not merely a wishful one. In order to guard against my own wishful tendencies, I have tried to adopt a professional standard: that whenever possible, each interpretation should begin with an overt statement on the part of the culture being studied and this statement should either be overtly confirmed by references from other similar cultures or else be clearly restated in more than one way within the first culture.

      My view is that in order to successfully sustain an interpreted argument, it is the researcher’s obligation at each stage of the discussion to supply a straightforward ending to a single sentence: “We know this must be true because . . .” The simpler the formulation of that sentence, the more defensible the argument will ultimately prove to be. If the researcher can satisfy this requirement, then whether or not a critic agrees with the author’s perspective, the interpretation should still be seen as justifiable. If for some reason the researcher is unable to satisfy the sentence, then for me the interpretation may simply lack foundation.

      The primary reference books I rely on when making comparisons of ancient traditions are the works of Marcel Griaule and Germaine Dieterlen, two French anthropologists who conducted a series of expeditions among the Dogon over a period of nearly three decades, ending in 1956. Foremost among these books are Griaule’s Conversations with Ogotemmeli (a diary of his instruction as a Dogon initiate) and Griaule and Dieterlen’s definitive study of the Dogon religion, The Pale Fox. My comparisons to ancient Buddhist traditions begin with a book called The Symbolism of the Stupa by Adrian Snodgrass of the University of Western Sydney in Australia. The stupa is an aligned ritual shrine whose plan and symbolism are a close match for those of an important Dogon shrine, referred to as a granary. Snodgrass has written on a broad range of subjects relating to Buddhism and is widely seen as a leading authority on Buddhist architecture and symbolism.

      Correlations between Dogon and Egyptian words are made based on two dictionaries. The first is the Dictionnaire Dogon, a French dictionary of the Dogon language compiled by Marcel Griaule’s daughter, Genevieve Calame-Griaule, who came to be an accomplished and respected anthropologist in her own right. The second is Sir E. A. Wallis Budge’s An Egyptian Hieroglyphic Dictionary, an early-twentieth-century dictionary of the Egyptian hieroglyphic language. I fully understand that my choice to use this dictionary could be problematic for some traditional Egyptologists, many of whom strongly disagree with Budge’s outlook on the Egyptian hieroglyphic language. However, the obscure body of Dogon cosmological words, which may be largely unfamiliar to these Egyptian language scholars, also provides me with a rare independent cross-check on Budge’s own pronunciations and meanings, especially as regards ancient words of cosmology. Throughout my studies in ancient cosmology, I have found Budge’s dictionary to be in close agreement with Dogon usage as it was meticulously documented by Griaule, Dieterlen, and Calame-Griaule. I take this body of well-defined Dogon cosmological words and their consistent correspondence to Budge’s work as a practical demonstration of the soundness of Budge’s dictionary.

      These primary reference sources, together with others that I will introduce as we proceed, will allow us to effectively triangulate the likely meanings of the ancient cosmological words, concepts, and themes that we will study. To the extent that the sources are in agreement with one another regarding the underlying meanings of any given term, symbol, or concept, we can feel confident in putting those meanings forward as an informed interpretation.

      I should note that a restudy of Griaule’s work was conducted in the 1980s by Belgian anthropologist Walter Van Beek. Van Beek and his team reported that, over the course of a few years of study, they were unable to find outward evidence of the system of Dogon cosmological beliefs that Griaule had described as a closely held secret tradition. Based on that result, Van Beek concluded that the tradition must have been fabricated by obliging Dogon priests for Griaule’s benefit. However, Van Beek and other later Dogon researchers who followed Griaule somehow missed the many abiding Dogon parallels to the Buddhist stupa tradition that would seem to lend legitimacy and coherence to the system of cosmology Griaule described. Many of the details reported by Griaule constitute what I call “privileged knowledge” of the Buddhist tradition and reflect information that should not have been known to Griaule except after many focused years of study in Buddhism, work that Griaule’s biographers fail to report him as ever having actually made. Moreover, to my knowledge none of these parallels to Buddhism were ever noted or commented on by any of Griaule’s team or by any other Dogon researcher for more than sixty years following Griaule’s death in 1956. My outlook is that the parallelism of the Buddhist references upholds the legitimacy of Griaule’s Dogon cosmology and suggests that Van Beek’s team simply failed to penetrate what Griaule characterized as a well-kept secret tradition.

      The origin of the classic ancient creation traditions is one of the great unanswered mysteries of human history. In fact, it quickly becomes clear to those who study it that any search for credible answers to this mystery must extend far back beyond the beginnings of actual written history. We know that many of the longstanding symbols and concepts preserved in these traditions preceded the earliest evidence of written language in any given culture, for example, that reverence for a Neith-like mother goddess, and of primordial mother goddesses in general, dates to Neolithic times—or as one reference puts it, to “time immemorial.” This does not mean, however, that we are without recourse when it comes to attempting to discover many of the ultimate roots of these traditions, only that the methods we employ as we work our way conceptually backward in time may require ever-greater ingenuity if we hope to continue to extract useful information from ever-slimmer sets of evidence.

      Until now, the focus of my studies has been on an era that dates from around 3000 BCE, which is the point in human development when systems of writing were first adopted and when organized civic centers made their earliest appearance. However, my intention in this volume is to explore relationships that I believe must extend much further back in time, perhaps to a period thousands of years before the first surviving written text. I know based on my discussions of ancient Chinese cosmology in China’s Cosmological Prehistory, the previous volume of this series, that lack of written evidence can place my arguments on a somewhat different footing, that without such evidence to rely on, I may not always expect to find overt confirmation for every observation I make. Therefore when formulating my arguments in this volume, I may sometimes be required to place more emphasis on the powers of inference or of informed supposition than I have in prior volumes.

      As I noted in The Science of the Dogon, it is to the benefit of my studies that even over long periods of time, words tend not to leave the language of a culture, especially words that are known to carry heightened significance, as words of cosmology often do. In the parlance of modern linguists, terms such as these are referred to as ultra-conserved words. For example, we know that, four hundred years later, many of the words and phrases that Shakespeare used still appear in modern English usage, if perhaps now in a form that is considered to be somewhat quaint or archaic. The same is especially true for words and phrases that come down to us through the auspices of religion, where revered writings tend to be carefully preserved or copied forward and passed down. For example, thousands of years later it is still commonly understood that the phrase “to know,” taken in the bib-lical sense, refers to an act of procreation. In a similar way, we can use archaic Egyptian word forms, or ancient words that survive in the modern-day languages of other cultures, to learn more about preliterate concepts that define cosmology.

      Although it can only be called an unorthodox approach, another observation that works to our advantage when pursuing symbolic references that predate written language is the high degree of commonality of words that I have observed to exist among very ancient traditions. In fact, my experience has been that the further back in time I go, the more commonality of language I ultimately find. I was able to exploit this apparent feature of ancient language in my previous discussions of ancient Tibetan and Chinese cosmological terms, many of which align well with both Dogon and ancient Egyptian words. Often these resemblances allowed me to refine my understanding of a poorly understood ancient word by comparing it to similar but more explicitly defined words found in the Dogon and Egyptian dictionaries.

      At this point in my studies, the obvious outward language differences that are evident between the Dogon and Buddhist cosmological traditions work as a benefit to my interpretations, rather than a detriment. On one level, this is because the substantial differences argue that neither culture likely received its tradition directly from the other, but rather that each acquired its own cosmology from some common, preexisting source. This observation allows me to safely infer that neither the Buddhists nor the Dogon priests have simply perpetuated the others’ wishful misperceptions or misremembrances, but rather that they each proactively confirm each others’ stated outlook. Consequently, whenever the Dogon and Buddhist traditions demonstrate agreement about a particular subject, I can argue that it rises to the level of corroborated testimony, not mutually shared ignorance.

      Likewise, the very close similarity of the Dogon and Egyptian cosmological words confirms that the Dogon meanings and pronunciations cannot have wandered terribly far from the mark over time, since any contact between the Dogon and the Egyptians must have taken place many thousands of years ago. A nineteenth-century researcher of esoteric religions named Samuel Johnson (not to be confused with the well-known eighteenth-century compiler of dictionaries by the same name) wrote, “The Word has always been recognized as the fittest symbol of truth, as the purest manifestation of deity. This unimpeachable witness it is, that testifies of man in an antiquity where no other is possible.”1

    

  
    
      1

      The Ancient Cosmological/Civilizing Plan

      Over the course of the four previous books of this series, We have discussed a number of cultures whose creation traditions appear to be fundamentally similar to one another. These include the cultures of the modern-day Dogon tribe of Mali, the ancient Egyptians, the ancient Buddhists, the Tibetan Na-Khi tribe, and the ancient Chinese. In each of these cultures there is an abiding belief that civilizing skills relating to agriculture, weaving, pottery, metallurgy, stone masonry, the domestication of animals, and written language—among others—were intentionally given to humanity in some remote era by knowledgeable, quasi-mythical ancestor-teachers or ancestor-deities. Each culture we have studied closely associates these instructed civilizing skills with important concepts of their creation tradition (or cosmology). The purpose of this instructed civilizing plan is understood by the most knowledgeable initiates of these cultures to have been to raise humanity upward from the status of hunter-gatherers to that of farmers. From a similar perspective, the Dogon priests assert that one of the foremost purposes of the cosmology was to help mankind understand our own place within the larger processes of creation.

      The close association of the civilizing plan with the concepts of cosmology in these traditions, along with our need to relate the two, could create potentially cumbersome terminology for the purposes of this study. References given in relation to one of these two concepts often also have meaning in relation to the other. To ease that difficulty, our choice within this volume will be to use the terms creation tradition, cosmology, and civilizing plan as largely interchangeable terms, each referring to what the Dogon broadly describe as an ancestral religiocultural-cosmological system, but with emphasis on the specific aspect of that system under discussion.

      During our discussions in previous volumes of this series we developed a list of features commonly exhibited by these ancient creation traditions that we referred to as signature signs of the cosmology; these are attributes that, if they were to be found among the traditions of some other, less-familiar culture, would signal the likely influence of this same cosmological plan. These attributes are the subject of discussion in The Cosmological Origins of Myth and Symbol. Rather than simply recount these signature attributes again here, it is our intention in this volume to take an alternate approach: to simply entertain the Dogon and Buddhist belief that these correlated cosmologies were intentionally instructed and to attempt to frame a sensible rationale within which to understand that belief.

      Because the Dogon have a living culture and are known to place a high value on the correctness of their tradition and word usage, their priests offer us the clearest overall picture of how this plan of ancient cosmology may have been originally structured. Given the signs of their early relationship with ancient Egypt, the Dogon also present what is arguably our most ancient window into this ancient plan. Over time, however, as with the long-term traditions of any culture, some aspects of that plan certainly may have fallen by the wayside. We see indications that this has happened even among the Dogon, where, for example, only passing reference is made to the symbolic concept of a mulberry tree, but without the kind of supporting details we find in ancient China, and so the Dogon reference gives the appearance of a lost thread. Conversely, we are told of a “theoretical” ancient agricultural plan in China called the well-field system that overtly matches actual practices that define agriculture among the Dogon. These parallels suggest that the ancient Chinese plan may have, in fact, been somewhat more than simply theoretical. It is the goal of the comparative cosmologist to discover and learn from these types of differences in cultural outlook. Consequently, any inferences we make regarding an ancient shared plan of cosmology must necessarily consider the stated viewpoints of various traditions.

      The notion of “ancestors” is one that plays a very visible role in each of the traditions we have studied, and it is reflected in an anthropological concept called ancestor worship. In the traditional academic view, the notion of ancestor worship among early cultures is often treated like a kind of primitive precursor to modern concepts of religion, whereas in relation to the traditions we study, the concept of an “ancestor” plays an important cosmological role. Like other key concepts associated with the civilizing plan, the term ancestor carries more than one definition. From the perspective of everyday life, the word embodies the Dogon sense of their own lineage, which is understood in terms of the descent of eight ancestral families, each having originated with one of eight mythical Dogon ancestors.

      One common assertion made by various cultures that share this tradition is that civilizing instruction was actually given to humanity indirectly and, for the most part, not by the theoretical authors of the civilizing plan themselves. For example, the Dogon priests believe that select members of their tribe were taken away to a remote locale for instruction and then returned home again, in order to pass on their newly acquired knowledge to their compatriots. From an instructional perspective, the Dogon term ancestors often refers to these intermediary tribe members, who were seen as bringers of ancestral knowledge. The name of one of the mythical Dogon ancestors, Lebe, suggests a possible linkage to a similar concept in Judaism, where a family or tribal lineage called Levi is still retained and honored. Likewise, there is a class of Dogon priests called the Hogon, a term that calls to mind a comparable Jewish priestly class called the Cohain.

      Within the structure of their cosmology, symbolic Dogon “ancestors” often hold places or define mythic concepts in ways that can be compared to those of named deities in other cultures, such as those of ancient Egypt or India. For example, during discussion of the processes of creation, Dogon “ancestors” are said to have emerged in male/ female pairs, similar to the eight paired Egyptian Ennead or Ogdoad gods and goddesses. As a rule, where the Dogon myths define ancestors or ancestor-teachers, the ancient Egyptians and the Vedic-based religions of India define gods or ancestor-gods.

      From another Dogon perspective, the term ancestor seems to refer to mythical teachers who are said to have originally designed the civilizing plan. If there has been one constant we have seen regarding the ancient traditions we have studied, it is that the mythical ancestor-teachers credited with formulating this plan seem at all times to have had the very best interests of an emerging humanity at heart. The factual meanings that attach to the symbols and myths of these traditions appear to reflect a correct, informed understanding of the actual processes of nature. Likewise, the civilizing plan itself includes elements that, in my view, are consistently reflective of careful and conscientious design.

      There are many factors to suggest that the Dogon creation tradition must be an ancient one. First, as their use of the term ancestor suggests, the tradition is aniconic, which means (among other things) that it is not the Dogon practice to create personified images of their deities, as the Egyptians are known for doing. In truth, the Dogon only recognize one mythical personage (their creator-god Amma), who could be said to rise to the level of an actual deity in the Egyptian sense of the word, and the Dogon are not generally known to depict Amma anthropomorphically in their art. Also, in the traditions we study there is a general progression from very archaic, aniconic forms to a more recent era when deities were routinely personified and depicted in ancient art. Second, although the Dogon place a very high value on the purity of language, they have no native written language of their own, a fact that strongly suggests that they never actually had one. Likewise, although the Dogon observe the same calendar systems as the ancient Egyptians, they make no reference to the system of five intercalary days that was known to have existed in ancient Egypt. These are both attributes that are believed to have appeared quite early in Egyptian history, and so the fact that they are not found to exist with the Dogon implies that any face-to-face association between the two cultures is likely to have happened quite early in Egyptian history.

      If so, then such an early period of contact implies that we should also find commonalities between Dogon culture and that of the North African Amazigh tribes (ancestors to the modern-day Berbers), who resided in Egypt prior to the First Dynasty. In practice, that is just what we do find. For example, it is well documented that the Dogon share many words in common with these tribes. It is also generally agreed that the Egyptian mother goddess Neith was celebrated in predynastic times. Our studies have shown that, like the Dogon, the Amazigh observed a little-known esoteric tradition in which priestly titles were based on a root word that refers to “light” or “enlightenment.”

      The way in which Dogon cosmological references are structured suggests a reason why so many complexities seem to arise in the study of ancient symbolism. There are three distinct creational themes defined within the Dogon creation tradition that are conceptualized in parallel with one another. These are: (1) the creation of the universe, (2) the creation of matter, and (3) the creation of life through the processes of biological reproduction. All three themes are explained by the Dogon priests in relation to a single set of carefully defined symbols that are meant to serve all three themes concurrently. A typical Dogon symbol carries meanings that relate to each of the three parallel themes. For the purposes of this study, our references will be given primarily in relation to the creation of matter, because that theme offers the greatest number of discrete stages to be associated with the symbols.

      Dogon definitions for these symbols are often given in distinctly scientific terms and may be paired with drawings that resemble appropriate scientific diagrams for the same concepts. So an egg, which constitutes one of the entry points both for the Dogon biological theme of creation and for biological reproductive science, is also given as an initiating image in relation to the formation of the universe and of matter. Parallelism of this type allows the Dogon priests to effectively declare a symbol once and then use its definition many times. The first obvious benefit that these Dogon references provide us with, in terms of the comparative cosmologies we have been pursuing, consists of clear, overt defining statements on which to base many of my interpretations. The second benefit comes from the coherent progression of concepts that we can understand the symbols to reflect, a structure that appears to be scientific and is therefore easy to follow, predict, and validate.

      In each of the cultures we will study, there is evidence that the cosmology was meant to be a privileged esoteric system, meaning that only the most sincere and persistent of initiates would eventually master the innermost secrets of the tradition. However, it is also clear based on the Dogon model that the choice to pursue initiation was ultimately open to any interested person, Dogon or otherwise. Support for this outlook is found in Marcel Griaule’s own personal experience as an outsider to the tribe who, because he pursued knowledge in a sincere and orderly fashion, was both initiated into the tradition by the Dogon priests and ultimately declared a Dogon citizen. After his death in 1956 Griaule was actually granted a Dogon burial. All of this implies that the ultimate rationale behind the esoteric nature of the tradition was not to maintain secrecy within the Dogon tribe or even from well-intentioned outsiders, but rather to secure a body of privileged knowledge from nameless outsiders who might not be so well intentioned.

      For Dogon tribe members, initiation begins at birth and is first introduced through myths that are shared with the community at large. These myths are treated like instructive stories that are told around a campfire at night. Unlike the more familiar Greek and Roman myths that center largely on interpersonal intrigue among a family of gods and goddesses, the storylines of Dogon myths serve primarily to illustrate concepts of nature, to introduce certain broad cosmological themes and images, and to establish symbolic associations that will prove to be important to an initiate who chooses to study the creation tradition. For example, these stories describe how, at the time of creation, a primordial egg opened and cast pellets of clay throughout the universe. The Dogon myths define the sun as a clay pot that has been raised to a high heat and describe the moon as being a clay body that is dry and dead. They talk about water, its various states (liquid, frozen, and water vapor), and attributes of water in nature, such as its relationship to a mythical “perfect twin pair” called the Nummo. (When looked at scientifically, this last reference suggests the pair of hydrogen atoms that combine, along with an atom of oxygen, to form a water molecule.) They tell about a mythical celestial ram who is identified with the colors of the rainbow, who moves among the clouds, and whose body parts seem to symbolize various stages of the natural water cycle.

      Any good parent with a child who is too young to fully understand the complexities of adult concepts learns to carefully frame the answers to certain questions like, “Where do babies come from?” The parent knows that he or she can only give a partial answer to this type of question when it is posed by a very young child. However, most parents also realize that any answer they do give should serve to properly orient the child to the more precise details he or she will someday learn. So it is understandable that a theoretical group of ancient instructors charged with the task of framing a creation tradition for a youthful humanity would have seen the wisdom in formulating it in terms of real science. It also makes sense within such a tradition that an introductory set of more generalized answers regarding questions of creation be offered for the benefit of the uninitiated, framed in such a way as to lead a young, curious person to seek more complete, precise answers.

      In support of the scientific aspects of the tradition, the Dogon belief is that their cosmology describes, among other things, how a tribal god named Amma created the universe and matter. Although Griaule is careful to state that there is no single mythic narrative that defines this tradition, there are well-formed mythic storylines that relate certain key aspects of it. For example, the Dogon myths talk about a character named Ogo, who thinks he can create a world as perfect as the one created by the Dogon god Amma. Ogo decides to break off a square piece of Amma’s “placenta” and from that piece evokes the material universe that we perceive. One unforeseen outcome of this act is that it causes Ogo to become separated from his twin sister and condemns him forever to search for her but never to actually find her.

      Like the Buddhists, the Dogon priests consider our material universe to be an illusion—the mere shadow, image, or reflection of a more fundamental, underlying reality. Based on their descriptions, the process by which this image is evoked works in much same way that electrical impulses that travel along a cable, or waves that have been broadcast through the air, produce the picture we see on our television sets. They exist in a wavelike state until the moment we cause them to be translated into a discrete image. However, the Dogon do also say that our illusory universe represents a correct image of that more fundamental, underlying reality.

      One purpose of the first book of this series, The Science of the Dogon, was to illustrate, through simple side-by-side comparison, the reasonable correspondence of Dogon concepts of creation to modern concepts of atomic theory, quantum theory, and string theory. String theory proposes that matter is the product of microscopic strings, whose vibrations we perceive as particles of matter, much as we interpret certain sound vibrations as musical tones. Each unique vibration of these strings defines what we consider to be a different fundamental particle of matter. It became clear to me during my studies that Dogon descriptions of these strings most closely resemble a controversial version of string theory called torsion theory.

      From the Dogon perspective, matter exists in three conceptual worlds. It begins within the First World as waves in a perfectly ordered, primordial state that for the Dogon priests represents the true essence of existence. Each of the classic cosmologies we will study (along with many modern religions) overtly claims that creation begins with water. For the Dogon, any act of perception causes the perfect order of the First World to become disrupted and initiates a process of reorganization that defines the Second World. This Second World corresponds to the microcosm of our reality. The Dogon associate the relative disorder of this world symbolically with a jackal, the same mythical animal that relates to the Egyptian underworld. The Dogon priests define our familiar material universe as the Third World of matter and, like the Vedics and Buddhists, consider it to be merely a reflected image of a more fundamental underlying reality.
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