
[image: ]




THE

SPIRITUAL

 SCIENCE

OF THE

STARS

 

A GUIDE TO THE ARCHITECTURE OF THE SPIRIT

PETE STEWART

[image: image]

Inner Traditions

Rochester, Vermont




For Joel and Leo




ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This work has been in progress in some form or another for more than thirty years. During that time, far too many people to acknowledge here have enjoyed or endured peacefully my obsessions and fancies. For their varying degrees of bewilderment, tolerance, and support, I am grateful. In seeing the final emergence of the book, I have to thank Richard Heath for the original introduction to Skyglobe software, without which much of the work could not have been done; Gordon Strachan, who first encouraged me to believe that the work was worthwhile; and Anthony Blake, who reminded me of that when I was in danger of forgetting it.

My biggest debt, however, remains to the late Hertha von Dechend and Giorgio de Santillana, whose book Hamlet’s Mill first inspired me. If anything of lasting value lodges in these pages, it is due to their courage in expounding within academic circles ideas so radical that they could meet only with dismissal, such being the way of academia. I owe a similar debt to William Sullivan, whose work The Secret of the Incas arrived at a point where I had allowed myself to believe that academia was right and that such ideas were of little worth. His application of detailed scholarship to a much misunderstood topic was then, and remains still, a revelation. Working within areas such as this, which seem to challenge everything we think we know about our history and our sense of meaning, frequently leads to debilitating self-doubt; I have returned at frequent intervals to both these texts for reassurance that there is something here that can be transforming.

Research work in these areas necessitates access to wide-ranging sources. When I began in the 1970s, I was helped immensely by the extensive collection of obscure works donated by some earlier obsessive to the reference department of Sheffield City Library; it seems unlikely that the same staff helped me when I revisited these sources recently, but my belated thanks to them all wherever they are. In recent years the Internet has made such work a very different process; of the numerous sites I have found valuable, that at www.sacred-texts.com deserves special mention. It is, as it says on the home page, “A quiet place in cyberspace . . . Open Source for the Human Soul.”




LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS

Except where noted, all drawings and diagrams are the work of the author.

Fig. 1. The Binding Serpent. Detail from an inscribed stone from Sjonhem Parish Church, Gotland, Sweden; County Museum of Gotland. Adapted from an image at www.gotmus.i.se.

Fig. 2. The Coils of Time. Vishnu asleep on the coils of the serpent Sesa. Detail from Atha Naradiyamahapuranam (Narada’s Great Ancient Tale), Mumbayyam, India: Sri Venkatesvara Stim-Yantragare, 1923.

Fig. 3. Izanami and Izanagi Stirring the Ocean of Chaos. Detail from Tominobu Hosoda, Kamiyo no masagoto tokiwagusa (Mythological Story of the Creation of Japan), Kyoto, 1827.

Fig. 4. The Raised-up-Sky. Drawing of the cross at the Temple of the Cross, Palenque, by Linda Schele. © David Schele, courtesy Foundation for the Advancement of Mesoamerican Studies, Inc. (www.famsi.org).

Fig. 5. The Divided Sky

Fig. 6. The Royal Surveyors. Detail from a stone engraving in the tomb of the U family in the province of Shangtung, China, second century CE.

Fig. 7. The Frame of Time

Fig. 8. The River of Heaven

Fig. 9. The Ideal Creation

Fig. 10. Saturn the Measurer

Fig. 11. The Great Cat, Re, destroying the serpent Apep. From the Egyptian Book of the Dead, the papyrus of Hu-nefer.

Fig. 12. The Broken Mountain. Detail from a depiction of the death of Buddha. Adapted from Giorgio de Santillana and Hertha von Dechend, Hamlet’s Mill.

Fig. 13. Lifting the Heavens. Detail from the Greenfield Papyrus.

Fig. 14. The Wheel of Transcendent Reality

Fig. 15. Midnight, spring equinox, 4320 BCE

Fig. 16. The Galaxy and the Pole in 4320 BCE

Fig. 17. Midnight in the Garden of Eden, spring equinox, 17,280 BCE

Fig. 18. The Raised-up-Sky, spring equinox, 17,280 BCE

Fig. 19. The Fallen Tree, spring equinox, 15,120 BCE

Fig. 20. The Boar Raises the Universe from the Waters. Atha Srimadvarahamahapuranam (Varha’s Great Ancient Tale), Kalyananagaryam: Laksmivenkatesvara Mudranalaye, 1923.

Fig. 21. The Celestial Pole; midnight, spring equinox, 17,280 BCE

Fig. 22. The Celestial Pole; midnight, spring equinox, 10,800 BCE

Fig. 23. The Celestial Pole; midnight, spring equinox, 4320 BCE

Fig. 24. The Celestial Pole; midnight, spring equinox, 2160 CE

Fig. 25A. A schematic layout of a shipan, or “cosmograph.” Adapted from Michael Loewe, Ways to Paradise.

Fig. 25B. Diagram of layout of “TVL” mirror. Adapted from Michael Loewe, Ways to Paradise.

Fig. 26. Sun-Father Fertilizes the World. Detail from a petroglyph on the Rock of Ní, a sacred site of Colombia’s Barasana Indians. (After a photograph by G. Reichel-Dolmatoff.)

Fig. 27. The Churning of the Milky Ocean. Adapted from Giorgio de Santillana and Hertha von Dechend, Hamlet’s Mill.

Fig. 28. The Weapon of Shiva. Statue of Lord Shiva at Indira Gandhi International Airport, Delhi. Photo: Deepak Gupta, 2005.

Fig. 29. King destroying the Chaos Monster. Nineteenth-century drawing of an alabaster panel in the British Museum, from the palace of Ashur-nasir-apal II (885–860 BCE), Assyria (www.thunderbolts.info).

Fig. 30. The Hall of the Double Truth. Detail from the Papyrus of Ani.




Introduction

MAKING SENSE

In the beginning of things, there was a time when the sky was not very high up above the heads of men. It was no higher than the top of the tent in which they lived. Then it was easy for people to communicate with the celestial deities through the opening left in the top of the tent. But according to certain legends, one day a woman complained that smoke had got into the tent unnecessarily and this angered the spirits, who then sent a giant to lift the sky and raise it to its present height. From then on men found it necessary to have sorcerers to intercede between themselves and the celestial deities.

THE ORIGINAL STORY

The story of how heaven and Earth came to be divided, of how people were separated from their gods and set out on their journey through time, must be one of the most fundamental of all stories. The version at the head of this chapter is from the Samoyed Yuraks of the far north of Europe. In the West, we are perhaps more likely to be familiar with the version from classical Greece in which Kronos cuts apart his parents, Sky and Earth (Ouranos and Gaia), putting an end to their primordial embrace. But these are only two of the multitude of ways of telling a story that is known in some form or other almost everywhere in the world.

Sometimes the story has the air of a folktale, as in the version from several continents that tells how the women, pounding grain with their pestles, banged against the body of Heaven, angering him and causing him to raise himself above the Earth,1 or that from the Banaba tradition in the Pacific islands, where Auriaria, the lord of all lands and a mighty giant, made a doorway through the rock of heaven and entered beneath, where he pushed upon heaven from the underside and raised it a great height from earth.2 Sometimes it appears within a story about something very different, such as that from the Australian Aboriginal people of the Murrumbidgee River, which tells how a chief, while searching for his runaway wife, pulls a golden rod from the waters of a lake and finds that he has pushed up the sky, which previously had been close down on the earth.3

At other times the story is cloaked in all the awesome mystery of the most ancient scriptures, as in the Hindu hymn to Varuna, the creator and guardian of the sacred law, who is said to have “propped apart the two world-halves even though they are so vast. He has pushed away the dome of the sky to make it high and wide.”4

To judge by both its variety and its universality, this is clearly a story that has had profound importance for tellers and listeners alike. The ideas it expresses seem to have played a major role in determining human attitudes for thousands of years. In the region of Central America occupied by the Mayan people, to this day an annual ceremony is reenacted wherein the two priests and their wives, having previously set out the four foundation stones of the “earth-sky,” rise with great precision from their seats at the four corners; they are said to be “lifting the sky.”5

The essence of our “original” story is this: the world that was created in the beginning was one of timeless accord, characterized by a unique and harmonious relationship between heaven and earth, when gods and men communed. Adversity of any kind—whether war, sickness, or death—was unknown. As the result of some misdemeanor on the part of the people, which involved them in some way overstepping their mark, this harmonious relationship was disrupted and the perfect world came to an end. At this point, time began, with all its consequences. Not only the people but also the world itself was destined for decay, death, and disaster.a

The human response to the situation described in this story varies a good deal in emphasis, depending on cultural conditions. Generally, however, it has been to look forward to a time when this perfect world can be reattained, whether that be at the end of an individual life or at the end of the life of the world itself. There have even been those who, with varying motives, have envisaged this perfect world being established right here on earth.

All these responses can be summed up in what Mircea Eliade called “the myth of re-integration.” He writes: “Almost everywhere in the history of religion . . . in an infinity of variations . . . fundamentally it is an expression of the thirst to abolish dualism, endless returnings and fragmentary existences. It existed at the most primitive stages, which indicates that man, from the time when he first realised his position in the universe, desired passionately, and tried to achieve concretely, a passing beyond his human status.”6

When we realize that the description of the events that took place in Eden, when Adam and Eve were driven from the company of their God in paradise, is itself a version of this story, then we can see that this is truly the story of the beginning of human thought as we know it now. The variety of forms in which it is told may be vast, but the significance is unvarying. The events it describes form the heart of every attempt to perceive meaning in the human situation. Whatever sense has been made of human experience turns out to be built on the ground plan this story establishes.

For thousands of years, the meaning with which these stories have informed our existence has been derived from the assumption that they are descriptions of actual events. It is hardly surprising, therefore, that our growing questioning of the factual validity of this story over the last century or so has led to a gradual collapse of that meaning, with all the destabilizing consequences that implies.

During the last twenty or thirty years, however, as this source of meaning was beginning to look as if it were about to dry up completely, leaving humanity alone and facing a disinterested universe, an extraordinary change in understanding has been taking place. As science has been putting the finishing touches to its own story of creation, a story that seems to put chance in the place of purpose, the old stories have begun to reveal a very different significance. From behind their apparently straightforward descriptions, there has begun to emerge another, more profound and enduring meaning.

As long as these stories were believed unquestioningly, such a meaning would have gone unnoticed. But as we question them more, it begins to seem possible that, rather than reject them as fantasies generated by human minds in their infancy, or broaden their meaning to accommodate every new turn of cosmological development, we might begin to see them in a quite different light. Suddenly it seems that the whole significance of the myth of creation may have been misunderstood, that it may be possible to understand it in a wholly new way, a way that restores to it just that profundity and precision of which contemporary cosmology has deprived it.

This book attempts to outline what such a reinterpretation might look like. What emerges is shattering to our sense both of contemporary meaning and of ancient prehistory. It does, however, offer a suggestion as to how new senses of meaning might evolve from our rapidly changing understanding of the universe.

The book is divided into three major sections, each of which deals with one of the three determining myths that describe the nature of creation: first, the myth of creation itself; second, what I have called the myth of corruption, which tells how it became necessary to divide heaven from earth, and how, as a result, humanity was divided from its creators; and lastly, the myth of reunion, which tells how the world might be regenerated and the separated elements reconciled, creation and humanity sharing in an immortal and eternal existence.

Among them, these three stories tell of the very beginning of human speculation. The variety of forms in which they are told may be vast, but the significance is unvarying. They form the heart of every subsequent attempt to perceive meaning in the human situation. To ask how they came to be told is to ask how the human mind came to be the way it is.

The first tellers of these stories clearly read whatever formative events inspired them as messages concerning the meaning of the world around them. In telling these experiences as stories for the first time, they allowed the human imagination to begin to construct a ground plan upon which all its future speculations might stand. They began, in fact, to make sense.

Stories do not tell themselves, however. There must have been a time, remote in human evolution as it might be, before which these stories and their consequences for human aspiration did not exist. Although they may appear to form a sequence, these stories are interdependent. They make sense only as a whole.

We shall see that crucial to the stories’ whole structure is the central idea of severance. Not only does this concept generate the need for reconciliation, but in many instances, in some strange way, it is also the cause of creation itself. Seen in this light, there is no way in which the stories could be interpreted as history, even if we could accept as credible a literal occurrence of the events many of them describe.

These stories have shaped the way we view the world and the sense we make of our experience of it. So we have to ask what kind of experience could have first caused mankind to “realize his position in the universe” and to describe it in this way. What kind of inspiration can have been so profound that its effects would echo through millennia, resulting in that universal thirst for reintegration that has been so powerful and enduring in its shaping of the human spirit?

REALMS UNCHARTED

. . . hieroglyphs old

which sages and keen eyed astrologers

Then living on earth, with labouring thought

Won from the gaze of many centuries:

Now lost, save what we find on remnants huge

Of stone, or marble swart, their importance gone

Their wisdom long since fled

KEATS, HYPERION, BOOK I, 274–83

Around thirty years ago, the experts were in agreement that the prehistory of human culture had been fairly comprehensively mapped. There might be some controversies about dating to be resolved, but the basic plan had been firmly established. The rungs on the ladder of technological development were firmly in place. From those remote days of the early hominids in Africa, human consciousness had gradually emerged through the well-known levels of the “Stone Age,” from the pre-glacial Paleolithic to the Mesolithic and on toward the flowering of writing and history itself in the early Neolithic. It was only with this latest stage that any kind of thought process evolved that could take consciousness beyond the “primitive” stage of awe-inspired reaction to the uncontrollable forces of nature. It seemed there was little more but detailed infill to learn.

And then something very remarkable began to happen. A few dissenting voices of scholarship began to point to totally inexplicable evidence. Was it possible, the suggestion went, that perhaps there were things about which we really knew very little? Was what we did know based almost entirely on misunderstanding, and sometimes simply ignoring, such evidence? The mainstream of scholarship in prehistory and archaeology was aghast and refused to consider these developments. To accept them might be to upend the whole structure that had been so laboriously constructed. Put simply, the proposal that caused, and still causes, such controversy and indignation was that, from at least as far back as the end of the last ice age, and perhaps for the entire history of Homo sapiens sapiens, one factor, hitherto almost totally ignored, had dominated the emergence of human culture. Above all else, we might say, our ancestors were obsessed with the study of the night sky.

Scholars of ancient history had long appreciated the formative role that “astrology” had played in the flowering of Mesopotamian culture, but what was now being suggested went much further. Far from emerging out of the city-states of Assyria and Babylon, this obsession with astronomical events was shown to be almost universal and showed evidence of being far more ancient. It was the emergence of the new discipline of archaeoastronomy that first introduced this heresy, surveying and measuring the astronomical alignments identified as being built into megalithic sites. But few were prepared to say what motivated the immense labor that went into this obsessive observation. Why were these “primitive” people so concerned to record the circlings of the stars?

An answer of a kind was actually beginning to emerge at around the same time, in the form of a dramatic reinterpretation of the material of mythology. This material, both from ancient documents and from contemporary anthropology, began to be seen as adding a kind of “text” to the ancient megalithic structures. These stories can be heard to talk insistently a stellar language.

One of the first works to outline the grammar of this stellar language was Hamlet’s Mill,7 a groundbreaking book first published in 1969. Reading the story of how this work came to be written, one gets the impression that here were ancient ideas that had lain dormant and cloaked in almost willfully misleading disguises for millennia, finally deciding that their time had come.

It was a state of bewilderment at the vast amount of unintelligible material facing her that first led the historian of science Hertha von Dechend to uncover its secret (“To call it being struck by lightning would be more correct,” she says). She had been studying Polynesian myth in a search for an understanding of the “deus faber,” the creator/craftsman god found in almost all cultures, but had come to the realization that she really understood nothing of the thousands of pages of material she had read. “The annihilating recognition of our complete ignorance came down on me like a sledge hammer,” she writes. “There was no single sentence that could be understood.”8

And yet the Polynesians were capable of navigating their tiny craft across the world’s greatest ocean; there seemed little reason not to take their intellect seriously. Von Dechend explains how, while studying the archaeological remains on the many small islands, “a clue was given to me which I duly followed up.” (She had discovered that, of the two of these islands most densely covered with a particular kind of cult place or temple, one was located on the Tropic of Capricorn and the other on the Tropic of Cancer.) “Having come to the history of science through the study of ethnology . . . there existed ‘in the beginning’ only the firm decision never to become involved in astronomical matters, under any condition,” she observes.9

There had been attempts in the past to show that at least some, if not all, of mythology might in some way have been derived from the observation of events in the night sky. The suggestion was not uncommon in the nineteenth century. Much evidence was produced purporting to prove the existence of such observation and the importance attached to it, but no really consistent theory was ever proposed to make such an interpretation convincing. Attempts to establish a relationship between myth and astronomy fell into disrepute and total neglect as the interpretation of myth in terms of Jungian psychology took center field.

Although von Dechend had felt that Plato might provide a better source of insight into the essence of myth than psychologists could, and had experienced a “growing wrath” about the current interpretations, she had “least of all” the intention to explore the astronomical nature of myth. Until, that is, the revelation of the significance of the locations of those Polynesian islands. “And then there was no salvation any more,” she declares; “astronomy could not be escaped.”10

The culmination of Hertha von Dechend’s inspired insight was the publication, together with fellow historian of science Giorgio de Santillana, of their extraordinary work Hamlet’s Mill. Santillana describes this vast book as “only an essay . . . a first reconnaissance of a realm well-nigh unexplored and uncharted.”

 In The Secret of the Incas, William Sullivan describes his experience of first reading this work, an experience that anyone who has encountered it will recognize: “The ideas in Hamlet’s Mill staggered me. The book stood conventional notions of ‘prehistory’ on their head. . . . The implications of Hamlet’s Mill appeared to me nothing short of revolutionary.”11

When I first read this “essay” in 1979 (in fact, the book is nearly five hundred pages, and its argument follows a tumultuous, not to say unruly, course), I felt that a window had been opened up across a vista that had once seemed familiar and which now could never look the same again. Once there had been stories that, although they seemed to make no acceptable sense except as fanciful parables, were called on to support the most profound of thoughts. Now, from the vantage point of this newly opened window, it was possible to see a realm where these stories not only made sense but also formed the most solid foundation. It was the later thinking, the constructs of philosophy and religion, that began to take on the air of parable.

THE LANGUAGE OF THE STARS

Although the realm of which Hamlet’s Mill is a “reconnaissance” is vast and often impenetrable, the view we are offered across it originates in one quite simple idea, and one that is not new. Even Freud was aware that “man’s observations of the great astronomical periodicities not only furnished him with a model, but formed the ground plan of his first attempts to introduce order into his life.”

We have grown so used to the vague reddish glow of our urban night skies that it is sometimes difficult to reconstruct the overpowering effect that a clear, starry heaven can have. At some early stage in the emergence of the idea of ordering experience (the beginnings of self-consciousness), when the night sky was everywhere unpolluted, one poet, or perhaps many poets, saw the starry sky as an inspiration concerning the form of that ordering.

These “exceptional men,” as Santillana calls them, unerringly read the vault of heaven as a message in which were encoded the laws of creation. Watching the progress of the heavenly lights night by night, year by year, they must have believed they were observing the pattern according to which their lives and those of all others, animate and inanimate, were governed, that they were watching the broadcast of the most majestic model possible of the workings of the universe.b

In his book Echoes of the Ancient Skies, archaeoastronomer E. C. Krupp says:

For most of the history of humankind, going back to stone age times, the sky has served as a tool. . . . And just as their culture was partly a product of the tools they made . . . it was also shaped by their perception of the sky. From the sky they gained—and we, their descendants, have inherited—a profound sense of cyclic time, of order and symmetry, and of the predictability of nature. In this awareness lie not only the foundation of science but of our view of the universe and our place in it.12

Here, then, was the reason why our ancestors fixed their gaze so fervently on the heavens. “The Secret of Being lay displayed before their eyes,” says Santillana. This secret turns out to be the ultimate source from which the entire fabric of meaning has been woven.

The idea that, from the very earliest times, the night sky was being read as a message concerning the laws of organization becomes in Santillana and von Dechend’s book the basis for a total reappraisal, not only of the meaning of myth but of the whole idea of preliterate history as well. This was possible as a consequence of two realizations. The first was that the “astronomical periodicities,” so often taken as being the obvious ones of day and night, winter and summer, should be expanded to include all periodicities discernible from the earth, including the most vast and elusive ones. This was perhaps the most radical aspect of their work. To accept it meant to rewrite all the prehistory of understanding, since it implied that this knowledge was of far greater antiquity than had been assumed.



The second realization was more subtle, and its consequences have barely begun to be grasped. It involved the identification of the fundamental clue to interpreting the material of myth. Essential to this was the recognition of the general tendency of myth to use everyday language to describe notions that are far from everyday.

Whatever the original purpose of this kind of encodement, what von Dechend and Santillana offered were the essential “translations.” These everyday terms became understandable in their cosmological meanings. Thus we have more or less precise cosmological definitions for familiar words such as earth and heaven, fire, and water. With the help of these insights, meaningless nonsense and fancy are transformed into profound statements about the order of the world.

It would be hard to overestimate the impact of the revelations contained in Hamlet’s Mill on the task of understanding myth. Not only did it propose to revolutionize notions of preliterate learning, but it also gave us the necessary groundwork upon which to construct a complete reassessment of mythical material of all kinds. In essence, the ancient code by means of which knowledge of the processes of the heavens was metaphorically encrypted within myth has begun to be broken. We can start to translate our familiar tales from myth into the language of ancient astronomy.

Perhaps the most challenging element in this task is to realize that, in addition to the terms identified by Hamlet’s Mill as having cosmological meanings, we must now consider both world and creation themselves as being technical terms with their own precise astronomical meanings. Even to make such a suggestion seems to fly in the face of common sense. Once the possibility is allowed, however, a much grander sense can emerge, one that is far from common. The result is a revelation of the process whereby the secret of being was spun out into the fabric of meaning.

In his book Consciousness Explained, Daniel C. Dennett describes what he calls “the function of brains”; their purpose, he says, is “to produce future. . . . Faced with the task of extracting useful future out of our personal pasts, we organisms try . . . to find the laws of the world—and if there aren’t any, to find approximate laws.”13

The ancient observers, driven by this primal urge, read the starry cycles as the ultimate source of such laws. They diligently watched the patterns of creation evolve before them. In accordance with these patterns, spinning the thread of metaphor, they began to weave the extraordinary texture of meaning.

So profound was the effect of the recognition of these patterns that they formed the basis of the structure that ancient observers built out of their insights into the operations of the universe. Thanks to the pioneering work of Santillana and von Dechend, it is now possible to draw up a working plan of this structure. Within the measures of this plan, we can recognize the origins of our own most cherished ideas about meaning.

To appreciate the profundity of such a structure is hardly likely to be simple. Our quest involves the exploration of the grandest cycles in the visible cosmos. It will require the attitude of the explorer, prepared to venture boldly into unknown realms. For the most part, we shall be traveling in country “well-nigh uncharted,” and we shall have to write our own guidebook. Even the few recognizable landmarks we encounter may turn out to point us in unfamiliar directions. As we travel farther, however, what seemed at the beginning to be the most obscure territory will become increasingly familiar.

There are in truth very few characters in the story, although they may come in many disguises and speak in uncouth tongues. Their initially bewildering appearance and behavior and the strangeness of the environments they inhabit will gradually take on the shape of a plot. The denouement of this plot is nothing less than revolutionary for our ideas about meaning. From the kind of material that we normally take to have little or no relevance to the world we live in we shall piece together layer by layer a most extraordinary structure. This structure, which has formed the basic framework for the whole development of human understanding, truly deserves Lévi-Strauss’s description, “The Architecture of the Spirit.”
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The Myth of Creation




OUT OF THE ABYSS

Before the seas, and this terrestrial ball, the World

And Heav’n’s high canopy, that covers all,

One was the face of Nature, if a face:

Rather a rude and indigested mass:

A lifeless lump, unfashion’ d, and unfram’ d,

Of jarring seeds; and justly Chaos nam’ d.

OVID, METAMORPHOSES, BOOK I

THE YAWNING GAP

What existed before existence began? Even after thousands of years of seeking answers, simply asking such a question seems to tax the human imagination to the breaking point. Since 1929, however, the question has had new significance. In that year, the astronomer Edwin Hubble made a series of observations that were to lead to one of the greatest intellectual challenges in the history of natural philosophy. He showed that distant galaxies are moving away from us at high speeds and that this is true regardless of which direction we look in. This fact was ultimately to shatter the orthodox view of creation, bringing the idea from the realm of religion firmly into the realm of science, for the conclusion drawn from Hubble’s research was that there had once been a time when all the matter in the universe had been gathered together in an infinitely dense mass occupying an infinitely small volume.

The universe could thus be shown to have had a discernible beginning, or at least something that might be considered to be a beginning. Nevertheless, this knowledge could not provide an answer to our initial question. Stephen Hawking explains: “Because mathematics cannot really handle infinite numbers . . . there is a point in the universe where the [general theory of relativity] itself breaks down. Such a point is an example of what mathematicians call a singularity. . . . All our theories of science . . . break down at the big bang singularity, where the curvature of space-time is infinite. . . . We should therefore say that Time had a beginning at the Big Bang.”1

That is to say, we cannot speak of a “before” in relation to the beginning. Even if there were events outside of this “singularity,” Hawking goes on to say, no information could come to us from there. Hawking quotes St. Augustine, who had long since made this point, saying that time was a property of the universe that God created, and that time did not exist before the beginning of the universe.

We shall come to see during the course of this book that it might be more helpful to consider “world” to be a property of the time that God created. Theologians, faced with the expanding universe, have embarked on a process of endless revision of the religious interpretation of the creation story. Such a process is really necessary only if we insist on regarding myth as history, albeit very ancient history. This kind of imprisonment within our own particular time-bound logic of cause and effect can only return us continually to confront our first unanswerable question.

The myths, in contrast, are happy not only to gaze out across the yawning gap of preexistence, but also to report on what is to be seen there. They operate according to their own logic, wherein the sole purpose of “before” is not to cause but to explain “after,” to stretch out a blank canvas on which a map of creation can be drawn. Such a “before” need contain only an absence of what is to come. Hence the opening of the Rig Veda hymn to creation: “There was neither non-existence nor existence then.”2

This may not amount to a particularly satisfying answer. There is more, however. This “neither/nor” can be described. The description given in third-dynasty Egypt is typical: “In the beginning there was nothing but immense chaos, the deity Nun, thought to be an ocean or shapeless magma.”3

The primary role of this description of preexistence, and it is an almost universal one—whether it appears as an ocean, an abyss, or more generally “the Waters” or “the Deep”—is everywhere to encompass the notion of formlessness. The Book of Genesis is most explicit about it. At the beginning, when God was creating the world, “the earth was without form; and darkness was on the face of the deep.”4

Genesis here offers us a further characteristic of nonexistence, which is common to most traditions: the absence of light. The Maori cosmology succinctly combines these two features of the state that prevailed before the creation: “The universe was in darkness, with water everywhere.”5

The insistence on formlessness and darkness may at first seem to be only the inevitable consequence of attempting to cross beyond the bounds of language and describe the unknowable. But the lack of shape in preexistence is in fact the clue to the nature of the whole process of creation. Just as the expansion of the universe described in the big bang theory allows time and space to enter the universe, thereby affording the means by which it is possible to measure its development, so mythology describes creation as the process whereby definition is imposed upon the boundless, enabling the proper order of things to emerge.

We would be making a serious error, however, if we were to allow the apparent resemblance between ancient and contemporary notions about the beginning of the universe in time to mislead us into thinking that the theories of St. Augustine and Stephen Hawking concern themselves with the same events. The Hindu myth, for instance, tells us, “In the beginning the universe was shrouded, indiscernible, undiscoverable, unknowable.”6

At first sight this appears to be in agreement with Hawking and Aquinas in holding that no information can come to us from beyond the beginning. Hawking, however, has identified two branches of physics, one that seeks to uncover the state of the universe at its beginning and another, more familiar perhaps, that seeks to comprehend the laws that govern the behavior of the perceivable world.7 Despite the apparent concern of the cosmological myths with the former, they are in fact concerned only with the latter. They deal not with the beginning of the universe as such but with the beginning of cosmos, with what the myths refer to as the creation, but that we might better call the identification, of order within the universe. The “unknowable” universe is actually awaiting the process of discernment so that it might yield up its information.

BOUNDARYLESS EVERYTHING

The description of the creation at the opening of the Book of Genesis offers further insight into this process when we consider the Hebrew text, which makes reference to the tohu and bohu, translated in the King James Bible as “formless void.” The Jerusalem Bible commentary tells us that this passage implies that “in the beginning,” the earth was a “trackless waste.” It is the kind of text that we too easily pass over as mere metaphor. The absence of any clear pathway across this waste is really quite precise and revealing. For the Greeks, this was the “pathless ocean.” To voyage upon it was considered to be meaningless, since no point of reference existed within it to distinguish the effects of movement. It would be like the theory of relativity without anything to relate to.

When Jason and the Argonauts are about to set out on their voyage to seek the Golden Fleece, Orpheus sings a creation story that tells how “at first the earth, sea and sky are confused together in one indistinct form.”8 Orpheus describes this confusion as the atekmartoi ocean (Greek, “without tekmar”—point of definition). He does so to provide an image of formlessness upon which creation can be imposed, or from which it can arise. What these myths are trying to tell us is that the “unbegun” universe lacks not content but rather discrimination. When Orpheus tells us the earth, sea, and sky are confused into one, he is alluding to the fact that the primordial ocean already contains the material necessary to produce these separate elements, but without any discrete identity for any of them.

The same idea is described in a variety of ways in different traditions, but always with the same underlying implications. In the Babylonian creation epic, Enuma Elish (“When on High”), the primeval ocean is described as consisting of two halves, Tiamat (“the Depths”) and Apsu (“the Abyss”). Although these two halves were conjoined at the beginning into an undifferentiated whole, we are told that they are destined to give birth to all that is to come:

When on high the heaven had not been named

Firm ground below had not been called by name,

Nought but primordial Apsu, their begetter,

and Mummu-Tiamat she who bore them all

Their waters co-mingling as a single body.9

The image of the primordial waters has now gained a further significance. What was a vast and pointless waste has suddenly revealed itself to be pregnant with possibility. Mircea Eliade put it briefly: “Water symbolizes the whole of potentiality, the source of all possible existence.”10

What this means is that whether preexistence is referred to as a formless ocean or as “the Void,” or, as the Norse myths call it, the “Yawning Gap,” it is by no means empty, although the suggestion that it contains nothing may lead some commentators to describe it as such. The no-thing that it contains is to be regarded as nothing, that is, no one thing differentiated from another. It is this absence of definition or delineation that makes it “indiscernible, unknowable.”

The paradoxical relationship between nothing and nothing is what the Rig Veda is describing when it talks of there being “neither non-existence nor existence.” The raw material of preexistence is not boundless nothing but instead boundaryless everything. It is as if the myths are trying to talk about a world in which consciousness has not yet got to work. There has as yet been no identifying of the boundaries between this and that.

The process of division by means of establishing boundaries is one that the Jungian psychologists regard as fundamental to the act of “individuation,” to the emergence of a fully realized consciousness. Carl Jung argued that “the unconscious shares its undividedness with the divinity (‘les extrêmes se touches’) but as it manifests itself the opposites are split asunder, as the discriminating nature of consciousness requires.”11

Indeed, it might be argued that the process of identifying boundaries is the essence of consciousness, for without such a primal act, organization and order are inconceivable. It is this process that plays the determining role in the story of creation, as Jung himself suggested. The Greek poet Hesiod, who was the first to use the word chaos to describe the ocean of potentiality, also gives us a picture of the act of creation. Chaos, he said, was a “confused tangle of roots, the springs, the extremities of all things, which, by becoming distinct from each other, are to produce the organized cosmos.”12

THE MATTER OF TIME

Hesiod’s description of chaos provides us with the clue to the whole process of creation. It is to be understood as the emergence not only of the distinctions between one thing and another, but of the organization of these distinguished things into a coherent picture as well. We might almost say that the whole process of creation is one of making sense out of confusion. This is what produces the cosmos. In fact, the Greek word kosmos implies “order,” the correct arrangement of things in relation to each other.

It is the absence of this organization that characterizes Hesiod’s chaos, and that is emphasized by the Latin poet Ovid in the lines that head this chapter. However unpromising Ovid’s “undigested lump” may make it seem, this formless preexistence, with the “jarry seeds” it contains, will become nothing less than the body of the supreme god, the source of all becomings.

In third-dynasty Egypt, the ocean of chaos is said to have contained “a conscious principle in existence since antiquity began, the god Atum,” and this god’s name is said to mean “wholeness, completeness” (“which stresses,” says Wallis Budge, “his metaphysical nature”). Somehow, in an act that the myths describe as “awakening,” the formlessness of chaos is transformed, first into a sea of potential and then into the “supreme being,” from whose complete and eternal body creation will emerge:

In the beginning the universe was shrouded in darkness, total, indiscernible, undiscoverable, unknowable, as if it was completely absorbed in sleep. Then the Lord revealed himself, irresistible, self-existent, subtle, eternal, the essence of all beings.13

There seems to be no surviving mythology that does not know of this idea of the one supreme being from whom all things flow (although in some traditions it remains unknown to all but the highest initiates). In every case, this god has the same character. It exists eternally as a completeness, embracing in a timeless state all that can ever come into being, undivided and perfect. In many cases, this completeness has exchanged formlessness for the perfect form and is frequently pictured as spherical in shape and infinite in extent. As such it appears, whether it is the two calabashes, joined at the rim, kept in Yoruba temples that represent the deities Obatala and Odudua, Heaven and Earth, before their separation,a or the “divine All,” the spherical cosmic god mentioned by Xenophanes of Colophon, a Greek poet writing around 500 BCE, who described it as being “similar on all sides.”b

The perfect and undivided nature of this sphere was stressed by Anaximander (ca. 560 BCE), who used the Greek term apeiron to describe it, implying the “boundless,” “to indicate that no line could be drawn between part and part within the whole.” A Hindu hymn to this supreme spherical deity proclaims, “You stand changeless, unsullied; the supreme stage is your core, the universe is your shape.”14

More-elemental traditions describe this perfect form less subtly, but more expressively, perhaps, of the fullness of potential, as an egg. According to Chinese tradition, “In former times, before heaven and earth existed, chaos looked like a hen’s egg,”15 and this egg will split apart and reveal its contents to be heaven and earth. Other traditions make this egg the home of the original god. In the Society Islands of Polynesia we hear how Ta’aroa, ancestor of all the gods and creator of the universe, “sat in his shell in darkness from eternity. The shell was like an egg revolving in endless space.”16

Egyptian coffin texts from around 2250 BCE sum up the various aspects of this image, quoting the god Atum, the “Completeness”:

I was the Primeval Waters

he who had come into existence as a circle he

who was the dweller in his egg.

I was the one who began (creation)

the dweller in Primeval Waters.17

And the principal characteristic of these waters, according to Mircea Eliade, “is to precede creation. . . . [Water] can never get beyond its own mode of existence—can never express itself in forms. . . . Water can never pass beyond the conditions of the potential of seeds and hidden powers. Everything that has form is manifested above the waters, is separate from them. On the other hand, as soon as it has separated itself from water, every ‘form’ loses its potentiality, falls under the law of time.”18

We can now return to St. Augustine’s response to the question of what existed before creation, that there was no before, since God created time alongside the universe. In this he was echoing Plato’s description of how “before the world’s birth . . . there was no Time, for neither was there arrangement, measure or mark of division, only an indefinite motion, as it were the unformed, unwrought matter of Time.”19

The mystery of the awakening, the appearance of the eternal body of God from the formlessness of chaos, is one of those elements in the myth that cannot be understood by the application of our usual cause-and-effect linear logic. As will become clear, this awakening is the result of light shone back by what is to follow. Indeed, it is hard to imagine “completeness” without at least some idea of what the separate elements are. These elements, whose roots lie in a confused tangle in Hesiod’s chaos, are the potential that is said to be released by the appearance of the supreme god. They represent those things that are to emerge in accordance with the passage of time. Whether a tradition speaks of creation as arising from the formlessness of the waters or from the boundless spherical body of the one eternal God, it is the appearance of the boundaries from which time can be measured that is crucial.

When the divine eternal energy begins to operate, it is organization according to time that appears. The “things” whose “jarring seeds” abide ill-joined in Ovid’s “barren load” are the elements that go in to making up the process of time. The boundaries that need to be distinguished for the world to emerge are those that allow the measurement of time. Any other organization of the world can exist only within a delineated framework for the operation of the machinery of time, and it is with the construction of this framework that the myth of creation is concerned.
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