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Preface


This is a book about the continuity of an idea in human culture – but not just historic culture, written down. Some ideas go way back into prehistory. Much about hunter-gatherer life in the Ice Age we know almost nothing about, since culture at the time was oral, but archaeology has given us a lot to ponder, and we can make a few educated guesses. From before one hundred thousand years ago after all, human beings were identical to those you and I know now. It was just that their circumstances were different. Yet they, like us, grappled with what they could not comprehend, or, at least, found hard to understand: death, birth, their own vivid emotions, the stars, the wandering planets, the Sun and the Moon. They also understood natural history to a degree we find hard to grasp, and therefore imagined animals in a completely different way to us. Animals were their siblings. I wrote this book in order to view human beings from the perspective of the great aurochs bull of the European plains, related to the sacred bull of Mediterranean lands. To hunt an aurochs in the Ice Age was to change the balance of the world, to reset relationships amongst the great web of living creatures. It is difficult now to imagine how that might be, but it is instructive to try.


S.P.









Introduction


When I turned sixty my partner took me for a week’s holiday to Devon, and there we celebrated the occasion with visits to spectacular landscapes, with fish and chips beside the sea, and with friends old and new. As she and I wandered the historic town of Crediton we happened across a community bookshop, in which I spotted a new book by Jo Marchant called The Human Cosmos. This was an author I knew and liked from her book detailing the Antikythera Mechanism, so I bought the new one without hesitation.


On the very first page I read something remarkable, something which during decades of reading across archaeology, cave paintings, anthropology and prehistory I had not encountered before. This passage explained the extraordinarily close similarity between one of Lascaux’s painted aurochs – the so-called Bull No. 18 – and the constellation Taurus. Now, I normally run a mile from hypotheses like this, and I’ve been single-minded in my opposition to ludicrous conspiracies peddled by credulous authors and amplified by the Internet. Jo Marchant’s words, however, felt different. Not only was the hypothesis presented by a respected science author, the facts supporting it seemed too plain to ignore. Thinking about it, and reading other research (of which there is little owing to the opprobrium carried by suggestions like this), I was persuaded that it was reasonable to suppose that around twenty thousand years ago human beings in the deepest nadir of the Ice Age gazed at the sky and saw the shape of an aurochs bull there. They would not have called it Taurus, but they could easily have imagined it as a bull with horns and a red eye.


This was the spark that lit the tinder in my mind. From that single passage this book emerged.


By coincidence, I next read a quite brilliant work called Mythos and Cosmos by John Knight Lundwall. Wanting to read a book about the differences between oral and literate cultures, I checked it out online, read some great reviews, then purchased it. It turned out to be a revelation – erudite, inspired, compelling and fascinating. Yet the synchrony with Marchant’s book was remarkable, since Lundwall’s explained much about the way the night sky, not least that most ancient constellation we call Taurus, was used by preliterate human beings to support their structures of myth. As I read Mythos and Cosmos and combined it in my mind with The Human Cosmos, I grasped the structure of the book you now hold in your hands. I imagined a work called I Am Taurus, in which I would explore how human beings have viewed themselves and their place in the universe through the eyes of that glorious, celestial horned bull.


Two other books were critical in putting my own work together, both of them read long before I Am Taurus came into being. They were written by one of the most brilliant anthropologists of his generation, a man known across the world for his contribution to the field of the understanding of cave paintings. The Mind in the Cave and Inside the Neolithic Mind serve many purposes, but their author David Lewis-Williams’ main thesis is that the structure and mode of operation of the human brain leads to certain universal images and patterns, many of which can be recognised in cave art, not just in Europe but across the world. In addition, both books put forward the enticing and plausible hypothesis that prehistoric human beings, especially via European cave art, conceived of cavern walls and later the walls of their own buildings both as residences and liminal zones through which immaterial beings (including themselves via shamanic practices) could pass.


I am also grateful for the work of Nicholas Humphrey, Jean Clottes, Karen Armstrong and Steven Mithen, all of whom have written inspirational books which tangentially bump into this one.


In this work I have synthesised a lot of my reading and thinking over the last thirty-five years, some of which I mention above. I have stayed with the facts as they are known or generally accepted as far as possible, but, inevitably, and unsurprisingly in an impressionistic book like this one, I have speculated, imagined and coloured a little. The eyes of Taurus see many things.









Chapter 1


Lascaux


They approach me with stealth, crouching down because they do not wish to be seen amidst the undergrowth, flint-tipped spears in their hands, looking for signs of weakness. But I am Taurus, and I am strong.


I am the night sky aurochs bull, my eye a star shining red and baleful, bright behind two great horns, above my shoulder six stars grouped in a tight cluster. On my cheek is another star cluster shaped as a V. I sit on the celestial plane through which the planets travel, at a cosmic crossroads where the galactic plane called the Milky Way meets that faint radiance called the Zodiacal Light. My location is a gate into another, higher realm, a meeting place, a position of significance in night skies for all in the world who view me. I am outlined by stars, a pattern obvious to all from which a more numinous symbol can be extracted: the aurochs bull of the heavens.


They approach me in Lascaux caves on their hands and knees, one carrying a stave atop which tarred plant debris has been wound, set alight from the campfire, which itself was lit from a spark glowing in kindling held inside a hollowed out hoof. Another carries a lamp made from sandstone with a carved hollow at one end, in which tallow burns, the wick made from moss. Lamps and staves are all the illumination they have, and through their eyes it makes shadows shiver, cave walls ripple, roofs and floors disappear into depthless darkness. The caves are cold, but they wear fur garments stitched using needles made from bones, nettle cords their thread.


They know these caves because they and their ancestors have been coming here for millennia. They are bound to the land in which Lascaux sits, intimate with it, knowing it in all its seasons, alert to every sign and natural countenance, which tell them where plants and herbs may be found, where water is, and where the aurochs which they hunt might be located.


To them, everything they experience in their lives is special. Though they grasp that some aspects of their lives are dull or ordinary, every other experience – the overwhelming majority – is sacred. A boulder is not just stone; that is too pragmatic an attitude. A stone has another realm behind it, an essence, they believe, which allows them to grasp and mentally manipulate the complexities of the world. They live in a world bright with meaning. A tree for instance is not just a tree, it is a symbol of the vitality of life. I am not just an aurochs, I am a creature of fable, metaphysical yet warm with blood also. Thus the symbols of their tales and what lies behind them are one and the same.


In their lives an opposition exists: light and dark. The sun gives bright light during daytime, but the nights are as black as pitch – deep, impenetrable, ineffable. This opposition symbolises to them one of the profound verities of their lives, which they echo when they enter Lascaux. Outside, daily life continues underneath the sun: inside, darkness dominates, a spirit world underground which they must interact with. To them, a cave is not just a hollow, it is numinous with meaning, formed because of purpose, so that it must be occupied and used with ritual reverence. Music and dance constitute much of that ritual, with reverence felt by every member of the community. Yet deeper still, at the ends of narrow passages and sudden drops, lie places meant for certain individuals alone, the shamans, set apart from their kin by virtue of their skill and experience when dealing with the ethereal realm. The people living around Lascaux are one community, tight-knit, but they are divided by character, with some accorded more status because of their otherworldly abilities. Those permitted to enter the deepest caves are few in number.


I observe shamans of Lascaux as they move around the cave system. They experience altered states of consciousness, which they characterise in ways meaningful to them and their kin. Usually such states are generated by repetitive actions, such as drumming, chanting and dancing. When experiencing such a state the mind of a shaman perceives visual, aural and haptic illusions, which to them constitute the particulars of an alternate realm. Indeed, shamans are those with access to such a realm, via what they experience as their disembodied minds travelling to and from such places. But it is their brains and nervous systems acting in altered states which create the illusion of dissociation and the disembodied journey.


The goal of such shamanic activities is to acquire wisdom from the entities of the ethereal realm, to heal, to bring rain, and to acquire information about animal herds and their whereabouts. Knowledge from shamanic journeys they believe to be critical to the survival and continuation of the community. When a shaman journeys to the ethereal realm the community says that he dies, only to live again when he returns to his body. When his body dies, he travels to exactly the same realm but never returns.


They hunt me and other animals, eating a variety of foods, with meat prized because of its nutritional value. So they hunt aurochs; they hunt me. They carry spears made of wood to which pointed flint heads have been attached using plant cords. Some carry narrow slings made of hide, a long loop of leather into which the spear base fits snugly, giving those hunters a longer effective arm from which the spear gains greater momentum. Such spear-throwers are dangerous to me and my kin, the throwing technique passed down from hunter to hunter, an oral wisdom held in small communities for countless generations. And they know all the natural signs, these hunters: the migration routes, the messages of hoof prints by pools, the tales told by piles of dung. They can smell my odour on the wind, can hear my calls across plains and river valleys, can see the clouds of dust thrown up by my stamping hooves, and they can see the pecking carrion birds which follow me and my kin. They are full of lore.


In Lascaux caves they approach me carrying stone vessels filled with black dyes made from manganese dioxide and charcoal, a red ochre dye made from iron oxide, and kaolin clay. A cave wall is not blank to them, however, it already contains interior structure, manifested in every bump, curve and hollow of its surface. In altered mental state they study what they can see in flambeau light, their minds alert to visual metaphors, to tricks played by dancing shadows given life by orange light. To them, cave walls are not solid, made only of stone, they are composed of other, less substantial materials, some of which represent another world. That world is a realm of the nonliving – the preborn or the deceased. It is a world of intangible essences, both human and animal. Such a realm exists behind the cave walls. I am on their minds because they hunt me.


Inside the hall in which my image predominates two converging rows of aurochs lie to the left and to the right. Amongst the aurochs bulls to the left are painted horses, alongside stags with antlers rendered as abnormally complex curlicues. Also to the left is an animal with a distended belly and two long, straight horns, with oval shapes painted upon its body. To the right, aurochs bulls dominate. The curves, ridges and folds of the walls form parts of these paintings, connecting envisioned animals behind the rock surface with the painted images themselves. The hindquarters of one of these bulls is delineated by a horizontal ridge of rock, and when viewed in the light of a lamp held to one side shows the outline of its rump and flank with marvellous artistry.


To those who come to see me in flickering lamplight it feels as though they are standing amongst a procession of great animals. This is indeed a communal space, not far from the surface where sunlight shines; some outside light gleams down here, though not enough by which to paint. My image is not created by a lone individual, it emerges from the efforts of many. The upper reaches of the hall are too high even for the tallest person to reach, so they build scaffolds of wood, holding them firm with twine made of twisted plant fibres. Nor are the images born of the free-floating visions of one painter, they are communally created, the overall composition considered long before work begins, with the most skilled painters undertaking each image.


Many names are attached to me: prey, hoofed beast, horned one. Many names are used to describe what lies inside my body: meat, sinews, bone and marrow, liver, heart, guts, brain. They consume or use every part of my body, with not a scrap wasted. They eat cooked meat because roasting aids their weak digestion. My hide is turned into leather, my sinews into cords, my bone into needles and other fine tools, while my marrow is eaten with delight. They consume everything which lies inside me, knowing what nutrition lies in those warm, wet, slick organs.


Yet when they approach me upon the plain or in the river valley they are ambivalent about hunting me. Every member of their community understands that the others are like themselves, each one a unique individual. Everyone understands what it means when a member of their community weeps, because they can enquire of their own personal state in order to grasp what circumstances and feelings lead to grief. Everyone realises what it means when a member of their community drools at the sight of food, because they can ask themselves what situations and bodily sensations lead to hunger. Everyone grasps that when in winter their kin shiver, they are cold, because they also have been cold in the ice and snow. They are conscious because they empathise, using themselves as exemplars to understand the behaviour of others in their community.


But that mode of life they also apply to me. I am an animal who eats grass and plants; other animals eat meat, like the cave lion or the hunting eagle. I eat grass because I am lived by my life, told what to do and when to do it by instinct alone. I am Taurus, and I do not think as they do. But those hunters on the plain do think, and they believe me to be exactly like them: possessed of individuality, of an essence, of a thinking mind. They do not see just aurochs drinking water at the bottom of the riverbank, they see one such as themselves, alert to the wonders and perils of the world, and making wondrous stories from aquatic realms. So when they hunt me and kill me with spears they feel ambivalent, knowing that in taking my life they are changing the balance of the world. They believe all animals are siblings akin to themselves, and so they feel guilt when I die. Animals stand alongside human beings in the natural world, entangled with it, bound to it, forever a tiny part of its complex, difficult, perilous, yet meaningful state. So they hunt and kill not just physically but with meaning, by persuading the animal to surrender itself or by asking the permission of its master; and what they take must in some sense be put back afterwards.


A hunt is not mere functional activity. It is profound, and it has meaning for them, one which they manifest and celebrate in song, dance, and in art.


When they approach the Lascaux hall where so many aurochs bulls are painted, they carry in their hands the implements necessary for fixing images of me and my kin upon stone. Although those bulls have been visualised before, in trances, in dreams and in visions, they are manifesting bulls they believe already exist inside cave walls. They notice in accidental rock forms a bull’s head, the distinctive shape of its back, a haunch or a flicking tail, and from such starting points they complete the image in black and red. There is never any natural context for such paintings, no sky or ground or long grass. The bulls float in speleological space, often with their hooves unpainted, or rendered as if relaxed. When I see such an image I feel as though I am floating in some ethereal realm.


When they paint they do not use only their hands and fingers to render my image. Charcoal powder mixed with saliva sticks well to cave walls covered with glistening white calcite. They take paint into their mouths and blow it with subtle brilliance upon the walls, rendering hide, and features of the head and face. But although when they paint me in Lascaux caves they are fixing me, it is not just the final image which matters – it is the act of painting. To blow paint upon a permeable wall of the intangible realm is an act of breathing made using their most intimate and precious resource: their self. Breath symbolises that self, and when they paint by blowing they connect themselves in the deepest way possible to the entities within the cave wall. One of the aurochs in the hall has its nose created by blowing paint, while another has a line at its mouth signifying breath. Breathing is connecting.


That connection, however, is not one-way, for the painters are creatures of metaphor, understanding that mental concepts may be used as a mode of representation. Though in painting they fix vision images of the aurochs they hunt, thereby manifesting those animals, they also bring bones into the caves, forcing fragments into crevices in an act which is the reverse of painting. In this way the traffic between the tangible land upon which they live and the intangible one just behind cave walls is maintained, supporting the balance of life in circumstances which admit both of life and of death.


They approach me in night skies through the stories kept in their minds. Such stories are many things: explanations of the world around them, which they sculpt into meaning, oral histories of themselves and their community, which they pass on down the generations that nothing about their lives and the land upon which they live is lost, and guides for behaviour, which they relate using themselves as characters.


In community stories there are heroes and there are tricksters. Heroes are necessary because such larger-than-life characters are required by the limitations and onerous character of oral memory. They who gaze up at me at night must strip their myths of unnecessary detail, paring back to the essential parts of the tale, that those parts never be forgotten in the telling; for the only memories available are human ones. A hero is at once human and more than human, a cipher, a metaphor, yet also a feeling, thinking person with a family and kin. A hero is memorable, indeed, unforgettable. A hero appears more than human because the deeds of such individuals are easily remembered when stitched together into a story told around a campfire. Nobody forgets the one who journeyed beyond the veil of night. Nobody forgets they who sailed amongst the stars in search of wisdom. Nobody forgets the person who dared penetrate the dense, silent, crepuscular regions of the afterlife.


Tricksters are necessary because the human beings who see me upon the plain in aurochs bull guise and in the night sky see others of their kin in a similar light. They have bodies, and they have another, ineffable part: individuality, character, which some call spirit.
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