
[image: ]




The Dream Culture of the Neanderthals

Guardians of the Ancient Wisdom

Stan Gooch

[image: image]

Inner Traditions
Rochester, Vermont


 

 

 

In memory of Ruth Issacharoff,
the dark lady




 

Acknowledgments

 

 

 

 

I would like to thank a group of people who do not get thanked often enough. They are called librarians and we never discover their names. Especially, I would like to thank the staffs of the University of London Senate House Library and of Camden Central Library for the unstinting research help they have given me over the years.

I would like specifically also to thank David Sawyer of David Sawyer Associates for access to his private library of esoteric literature, and Peter Redgrove, Penelope Shuttle, and Robert Temple for a continuous stream of information.




 

 

There are two kinds, the white and the black.
The white is weak and easily decays, the black is
stronger and less liable to decay.

THEOPHRASTUS


 

Introduction

 

 

 

 

Many writers, some with good reason but others with none, speak of an “ancient wisdom”—of some great body of knowledge and of great civilizations that produced and enshrined it—now lost to us. Fragments of this knowledge, it is said, are found all over the world and they are proof that the complete body of knowledge once existed.

It is an interesting enough proposition, certainly. But is it merely some attempt at wish fulfillment, some general flight from our not always appealing reality? This is what its severest critics suggest. Or if it is not that, what exactly is it?

A few serious and highly qualified writers (as opposed to a much larger number of well-meaning dabblers) have concerned themselves with attempts to rediscover or define specific aspects of this alleged ancient wisdom. Some of the first kind are Robert Graves, Margaret Murray, J. G. Frazer, Robert Temple, and Geoffrey Ashe.

What precisely is it that drives these seekers?—for make no mistake, there is a greater intensity and sense of longing in their pursuit than can be explained by any purely intellectual curiosity. They, along with the readers that devour their books, are illumined by a sense of quest. What is the quest, and where does it take us?

I also said a moment ago that serious writers as well as others are engaged in this enterprise. What is it that justifies the use of the word “serious?” Or, rephrasing the question, what is it we are left with when all the obvious nonsense of the unreasonable answers has been stripped away?

We are left, I think, with something very crucial indeed. It is not just the clue to our real past, as opposed to the empty answers of the history books, but the key to our only hope of a future. In my own opinion, nothing less is at stake. The detailed quest of this book will involve us crossing many apparently fixed boundaries. We are certainly not going to let anybody tell us where or where not to look. Everything, therefore, is potential grist for our mill—biology, legend, sex, superstition, evolution, deviation—so too are the entire areas of religious, scientific, and magical belief. Whatever else is true of any search for understanding today, one thing is certain: the time of studying particular aspects of man’s life in isolation is over. Man is a totality (all of whose attributes coexist and interact continuously). He should never have been studied as anything else.

As everyone knows, we are currently witnessing a great revival in occult thought and practice. One of my aims will be to show that this revival and the still earlier ones are only the sporadic outward signs of a continuous, though hidden, tradition. These revivals are like the apparently isolated single volcanoes, which are nevertheless sustained by continuous subterranean energies.

Discovering the hidden energies and traditions of the occult is one of the great adventures of our time. And absolutely definitely, orthodox knowledge and orthodox history are going to have to change to accommodate them. There is no question about that.

But a word of caution is also in order. Modern science and conventional thinking are not so much wrong—although in some areas they are very seriously wrong—as incomplete. They tell only part of the human story and they tell it from only one angle. But in turn, in bringing the occult wisdom and psychology into play, we must take great care not to claim (a) that occult wisdom is always right and never wrong, or (b) that it does not have to take account of the orthodox view. These are two points on which many occultists and alternative seekers go wrong.

So it is perfectly permissible, for example, to postulate visitors from outer space and then assign consequences to such alleged visits—but in the continued absence of one single fragment of actual, manufactured material from an extraterrestrial source, this view has to remain only a hypothesis, only an idea. It is not the same as fact. It is also permissible to propose lands and civilizations swallowed up by the waves, if you think you need to. But still you cannot claim this idea as a fact until, and unless, the actual remains of that civilization are found.

And then, meanwhile, what of the mass of traditional archaeological and fossil finds (and the chronologies and hypotheses that are, reasonably enough, based on them)? These finds are fact. The high-flying, or low-flying, occult theorist cannot ignore them. And what also of our knowledge of conventional biology and evolutionary mechanisms? Somehow your theory of ancient civilization or ancient psychology has to square with all of these. You must account for those also. Actually this is a very useful proviso, because it acts as a check or safeguard against complete anarchy, against the silly position of “anything goes.” As I usually say, where anything goes, nothing goes.

In my own theories I try to take equal account of both the adequacies and inadequacies of occult thought; and of both the adequacies and inadequacies of conventional thought. I personally want a picture that does justice to both and I think anything less has the seeds of its own failure built into it.

So, unconventional and indeed revolutionary though my own proposals are, they yet do not essentially violate the observed fossil, archaeological, and historical record. They add to that record the forgotten, or rather deliberately repressed, dimensions of the occult. My proposals also take good account of modern biology and psychology. And why not? Surely it cannot be bad for us to gain on the swings and the roundabouts?

What my book precisely offers is very strong evidence of a hidden, lost civilization. But this was more a civilization of the mind than of buildings. For the lost ancients built not cities of stone, but cities of dreams. And, moreover, their beggered inhabitants, reduced now below the level of animals, still live at this moment at the edges of our civilization. I hope with all my heart we can yet save some of them.

If we will now pay our debt to these people and what they stood for, my book then offers us also a new evolutionary prospect—surely we need that? It offers us a joy of sex, which is joy of creativity, and a whole range of clairvoyant and paranormal abilities: the whole now neglected storehouse of the intuitive mind.

There is, finally, the subject matter of chapter 14. But I will let that speak for itself.

With these inspiring enough prospects in front of us, let us not lose any further time, but get straight down to specifics and the starting point of our quest—the number thirteen.


 

1

Thirteen

It is said that when Merlin faded from the world he took thirteen magic treasures with him.

—WELSH LEGEND

 

 

At the time of coming to write the present book, my own position on the number thirteen was as follows. I had considered it of great importance that the moon, in any given year, has either thirteen full moons or thirteen new moons. These two possibilities alternate regularly, year by year. Ancient peoples, I felt, worshipping the moon—and there is plenty of evidence that they did so—might well have taken this fact to be of some importance, already by itself and in its own right. The alternation of a new or a full moon at the end or turning point of the year (again an event of great importance in itself), after a procession of twelve full moons and twelve new moons, might perhaps have suggested to them something of the enduring duality of our universe—of the alternation or opposition, say, of the male and female principles in human life. We do, in fact, see such a philosophical position enshrined in the elaborate yin yang symbology of ancient China.

Incidentally, the strong similarity of the yin yang symbol to a moon, and in a general sense to a moon that passes through phases, should not be overlooked. So far in occult studies I think it has been.

However, I did have still more urgent reasons for considering the “thirteen moons” of the full year to be important. From S. P. Grossman’s Textbook of Physiological Psychology I learned that the average (as opposed to the individual) menstrual cycle of human females is twenty-eight days. Now, 28 x 13 happens to be 364 days, almost exactly the length of the full year.
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Figure 1. The Yin Yang Symbol



Here matters do, in fact, get very interesting. On the figures so far a skeptic might simply say: “OK. Women menstruate on average once a month. There are thirteen months (or moons) in the year. So all you are really saying is that thirteen months equal thirteen months.” Where that simplistic view breaks down, however, is in the false assumption that there are thirteen complete moons, i.e., thirteen complete lunations in a year. There are not. There are only either thirteen full moons or thirteen new moons.

A lunation—the name given to the complete cycle of the moon through all its phases—is ½ days long (actually 29.53059 days). However, 13 x 29½ gives us a year of 383½ days, which is quite hopeless.

Primitive moon-calendars were not, in fact, based on the true lunation of the moon at all. They were based on an arbitrary month of twenty-eight days, and twenty-eight days, as we saw, just happens to be the average menstrual cycle of modern woman.

As we also saw, 28 x 13 gives us 364 days, almost a full year. But a true full year is 28 x 13 plus one, that is, 365 days. This, it appears, is actually why, in the oldest European fairy tales, whenever people set out on some mythical or quest journey they undertake to return in “a year and a day.” Robert Graves remarks that “in both Irish and Welsh myths of the highest antiquity ‘a year and a day’ is a term constantly used.”

I was, meanwhile, already aware of books like Louise Lacey’s Lunaception, which reported that individual women’s menstruation cycles, which often vary widely on either side of the twenty-eight-day mark, could be regularized by the woman sleeping with the bedroom light on during certain days of the month. The firm implication was that the bedroom light was the “moon,” and that, therefore, female menstruation was in some way literally linked to moon-cycles.

Finally, again still before undertaking the present book, I was further impressed by the fact that the Jewish coming-of-age ceremony for males (the Barmitzvah), when a Jewish boy officially becomes an adult, takes place at the age of thirteen. And at that point, of course, he is 13 x 13 months—that is, menstrual months—old.

IN SEARCH OF THIRTEENS

Anyone who has not actually undertaken the appropriate research might imagine that there exists a vast literature on the subject of the number thirteen.

The truth is dramatically different. Hours of patient research, in both orthodox and unorthodox libraries, leave one with a mere handful of notes. The majority of dictionaries and encyclopedias of the occult do not even contain an entry on thirteen! When an entry does occur, it is just a few lines of more or less gossip. Any hard facts mentioned are likely to be repeated from other reference books, with the wording slightly altered. How can it be, one wonders, that a number like thirteen, still with its firm hold on the public imagination, can have so little background?

In time and with patience, however, a picture does begin to emerge. It is a fascinating one that justifies all the effort. These findings, further linked with speculations of my own and of others, then become a firm plank in the enterprise of identifying the ancient knowledge—and finally in the resurrection of magic itself.1

UNLUCKY FOR SOME?

Everyone in our culture knows that thirteen is unlucky. We learn it at our mother’s knee. Almost, it seems, we take it in with our mother’s milk. In our society this belief is as universal as air.

Nor is it a matter for taking lightly. In their Encyclopedia of Superstitions, E. and M. A. Radford report a recent case of a woman whose house was involved in a renumbering exercise by a local authority. Her house was to be renumbered thirteen. She took the case to the High Court, claiming that her house was now reduced in value. Several house agents testified, under oath, that this number is definitely damaging to the value of a property. Other encyclopedias report similar legal cases resulting in similar verdicts in favor of the litigant.

All commentators are agreed that still today the large majority of apartment buildings and hotels avoid the number 13, either skipping it altogether or substituting the number 12A.

Already one might feel that such widespread and persistent reverberations in our modern society could not but result from some once important source of influence.

However, since I do not wish to seem to be constructing a case on mere hearsay, we turn immediately to evidence of a far more solid and tangible kind.

ROBERT GRAVES AND THE WHITE GODDESS

Robert Graves is a distinguished novelist and scholar, whom many best know as the author of I, Claudius. At the beginning of his book, The White Goddess, he tells us:

   

My thesis is that the language of poetic myth anciently current in the Mediterranean and Northern Europe was a magical language bound up with popular religious ceremonies in honour of the Moon-goddess, or Muse, some of them dating from the Old Stone Age. . . .

   

He goes on:

   

The language was tampered with . . . when invaders . . . began to substitute patrilinear for matrilinear institutions.2

  

A good many of these concepts of Graves will concern us again later. Here we are concerned more with the concrete information he has unearthed in defense of his view of an unbroken tradition of magic running from the Old Stone Age to the present time—and, in particular, with his statements concerning the number thirteen.

Straightaway Graves tells us that the theme he is pursuing is “the antique story which falls into thirteen chapters.” Here he is referring literally to an actual poem or set of poems—as much as to a set of incantations or spells.

There are various descendants of the original actuality. One of these is the Song of Amergin, said to have been chanted by the chief bard of the Milesian invaders as he set foot upon the soil of Ireland in 1286 BC. This Song of Amergin commences with thirteen statements. Another descendant is the Beth-Luis-Nion, the most ancient Irish alphabet, which has thirteen consonants. The consonants of this alphabet in turn form the basis of a calendar of seasonal tree-magic. In much later times King Arthur and his knights, of course, also number thirteen in all, and, Graves tells us, “in Welsh romances the number thirteen is of constant occurrence.”

All these thirteens, and all others, Graves considers to be based on and to derive from the thirteen-month lunar calendar. He reports that, in fact, the memory of the thirteen-month year was kept alive in the British countryside until at least the fourteenth century. The original Ballad of Robin Hood and the Curtal Friar began:

  

But how many monthes be in the yeare?

There are thirteen I say;

The midsummer moon is the merryest of all, next to the merry month of May. 

  

The full Robin Hood band itself also numbered thirteen (twelve men and one woman)—but such more widely known matters are reserved for later.

Finally in this section, Graves tells us that the sacrificial stone circles that the Celtic Druids used (but did not build) in the first millennium BC consisted “always” of twelve stones (or “herms”), with a further, thirteenth sacrificial stone at the head or center.

Whether the word “always” is justified or not is perhaps debatable. Graves may only be saying that any purely sacrificial circle consisted of thirteen stones, which is a tenable, though possibly in the strictest sense unprovable, claim. For certainly there are many, many circles that consist of more, or fewer, than thirteen stones. These various matters are the subject of a later chapter.

However, on the basis of the evidence I am myself inclined to agree with Graves that sacrificial circles habitually consisted of thirteen stones or herms. And in tangential support of that view, we can note that the Druidic coven itself consisted of twelve priests plus a leader, making thirteen.

Graves believes that Moses in Exodus 24:4–6 was sacrificing at just such a circle; “and Moses rose up early in the morning and builded an altar under the hill, and twelve pillars. . . . ”

MARGARET MURRAY AND THE WITCH CULT

In 1921 Margaret Alice Murray, the distinguished Egyptologist and anthropologist, published her book The Witch Cult in Western Europe. As in the case of Graves’s White Goddess, the book created an instant outcry among more narrow and traditional scholars and academics. But The Witch Cult, like The White Goddess, radically influenced all thinking on these matters from then on.

Murray proposed that witchery in Europe was far from being a matter of the nocturnal cavortings of simple-minded, superstitious peasants, or of bored, lecherous aristocrats, but a survival of a structured religious practice reaching back before man began even to plant crops. (So the general parallels with Graves’s position are, I think, already clear.)

In his foreword to Murray’s book, Sir Steven Runciman wrote as follows:

  

A thorough and careful study of the evidence provided by contemporary reports of the witch trials in Britain convinced Murray, as this book shows, that the witch-cult was a survival of a pre-Christian religion in Western Europe . . . which first may have been developed in Egypt. . . . Walter Scott, though he was responsible more than anyone for romanticising the idea of witchcraft, was well aware that witches and fairies, particularly in Western Europe, represented primitive races who were submerged by later invaders.3

  

Again as with Graves, there are many points in Murray’s thinking that will stand considerable expansion; but in this chapter it is specifically the number thirteen with which we are concerned.

Murray’s claim in this respect is that thirteen was always the membership total of a witches’ coven. The coven was composed of twelve individuals plus a leader. Sometimes the leader was another human being. Sometimes he or she (or it) was the evil spirit or familiar that the coven worshipped, and who mediated between them and the actual true Devil himself. (“Devil” is just a convenient word to use here. Later we may write “Goddess” or “God.”)

This firm and universal arrangement is, according to Murray, a structural/organizational element deriving directly from the old religion. It is one of the consistencies of witch-group practice in widely separated areas that allow her to claim an ancient and enduring infrastructure—to claim, that is, a long tradition for the witch cult. There was no question, therefore, simply of isolated or purely local acts of “daftness.”

Another of these enduring and universal elements, incidentally, was the fact that not one of the hundreds of convicted witches and wizards of these times in Britain had an Anglo-Saxon Christian name. All were Romance or Celtic names. Clearly, whenever necessary, the witches everywhere abandoned their given Anglo-Saxon names in favor of appropriate others. This taking of another name is, by the way, a process of initiation typical of all mystery societies in all times—also of the early Christian religion itself.

Murray gives the date of the earliest account of a trial involving the number thirteen in England as 1567. This was the trial of one Bessie Dunlop. In France this standard coven was already in existence by 1440 (in the case of Gilles de Rais). And one of Murray’s critics, Jeffrey Burton Russell, in his Witchcraft in the Middle Ages, while himself emphatically rejecting the thirteen hypothesis, points out that the first trial for sorcery in Ireland two hundred and fifty years before Bessie Dunlop (that of Alice Kyteler) involved a coven of thirteen. Russell considers this to be a mere coincidence—although he does have the honesty to admit that the Kyteler case “very curiously” contains elements that would become common from the fifteenth century onward.

Even solely on the basis of the evidence that Murray gathered, I think we have to consider the parallels between Gilles, Bessie, and Alice as no coincidence—and that Russell, like so many, is guilty of a less than reasonable bias against the facts. Our tentative verdict here is, in any case, amply confirmed by the mass of other evidence concerning covens and witchcraft in general that we shall consider. It is odd that Murray herself often chose to ignore this wider frame of reference.

In later books, for example in The God of the Witches (1931), Murray did, however, extend her theory of the witch to a rather broader canvas. In so doing she now lost the whole-hearted support even of previously enthusiastic colleagues. One of her claims now was that many monarchs and high statesmen met their deaths in response to the ritualistic demands of the ancient cult.

Some of Murray’s material here, nevertheless, compels our attention— her account, for example, of the significance of the noble Order of the Garter. The story, as given by the history books, is that either the Fair Maid of Kent or the Countess of Salisbury dropped her garter while dancing with Edward III, that she was overcome with confusion, and that the King picked up the garter and fastened it on his own leg, saying “honi soit qui mal y pense” (shame be to him who thinks evil of this incident). The King also at once founded the Order of the Garter.

We need to mention in passing that cave paintings already sometimes show the wearing of strings or garters above the knee on the part of shamans or witch doctors, and that in France the head of a witch coven wore a garter as a mark of his or her rank. And the usually purely ornamental garter worn by female strippers today, and thrown by tradition to the audience, seems also to be a descendant of an old folk practice of fighting for the bride’s garters at a wedding—for long tradition has it that a garter, especially when worn by a woman, has magical properties.

The order founded by Edward III consisted of twelve knights for the King (12 + 1 = 13) and twelve knights for the Prince of Wales (12 + 1 = 13). In other words, he formed two covens. It is a further most remarkable point that the King’s mantle as Chief of the Order was powdered over with 168 garters, which, with his own garter worn on the leg, makes 169, or 13 x 13.

FURTHER CONSIDERATIONS

We can now add much other material more or less without comment, since the previous two sections provide a general background against which the further material at once begins to make sense.

It hardly stretches the imagination to consider that Graves’s Celtic and pre-Celtic circles of twelve stones, with a thirteenth serving as the sacrificial altar, have by the Middle Ages become translated into twelve individuals, led by a thirteenth possessed of special powers. We do not even need to use our imagination—since Richard Cavendish states firmly that in the earlier Druidic tradition we find covens of thirteen individuals, the leader of which is a high priest or priestess.4

Often given by the uninformed as the source of the bad reputation of the number thirteen is the last Supper of our Lord, after which Christ was betrayed by Judas. Even if this were the source, we would still be left with the “coincidence” that Christ together with his twelve disciples makes up a coven.

In Eddic or Scandinavian mythology we have the story of a banquet in Valhalla. Here twelve of the gods have been invited to take part, including Balder who is the favorite of all the gods. However, jealous Loki, the Spirit of Strife and Mischief, who has not been invited, nevertheless turns up, making thirteen. He kills Balder.

So obvious are the parallels between this story and that of the Last Supper—both involve a meal, both involve a total of thirteen guests, including a betrayer, and both result in the death of the most beloved— that one is immediately driven to look for explanations. A Christian apologist might well want to consider that a version of the Last Supper story had somehow reached Scandinavia early on (although Scandinavia remained firmly outside the Christian fold until the tenth century). But, in fact, it looks as if the boot is on the other foot—or rather, that both these stories are a confirmation of something much older that goes a good deal further back than either. For there are many other echoes of this story throughout folklore. In the fairy tale Sleeping Beauty, for example, twelve wise women or fairies are invited to the princess’s birthday or christening and each gives her a blessing. But a thirteenth, who has not been invited, curses her with death when she shall prick herself.

Graves, Murray, and many other commentators insist that the significance of thirteen predates Christianity. We have already seen some of the evidence and we shall see much more.

Turning to the Old Testament, there were it seems (as again Graves and others tell us) originally thirteen tribes of Israel, not twelve as is the case today. The “missing” or “censored” tribe is that of Gad. This idea of censorship is, incidentally, an important one. It does, in fact, look as if the Old Testament (as well as other pre-Christian records) has been purged of the number thirteen. This matter deserves special attention. But let us first list in passing a number of well-known thirteens, most, though not all, of which belong to our own times, from the birth of Christ on.

By way of well-known covens, then, we have Jacob and his twelve sons; Roland and the twelve peers of France; Odysseus and his twelve companions; Hrolf and his twelve Berserks; and Romulus and his twelve shepherds. In this list likewise belong King Arthur and his twelve knights; Robin Hood and his band; and, of course, Christ and his disciples.

Aside from these specific items, scattered and obviously significant (i.e., nonchance) references to the number thirteen are found throughout the folklore of many nations and races. In Teutonic mythology we find there are thirteen Valkyries; and Asgard, the seat of the gods, is divided sometimes into twelve and sometimes into thirteen spheres. The Gulfaginning also speaks of a golden age when there were twelve seats for the gods and one for the All-Father. In Slavic literature we find the tale of Ivan, who with the aid of twelve smiths subdues a dragon; and the Russian folk-hero Fjodor Tugarin keeps a vigil over twelve mares belonging to an old woman. As far afield as the Indian Pantheon there are thirteen Buddhas, and the mystical discs that surmount Indian and Chinese pagodas are thirteen in number.

The mention of China here already reminds us that there are other worlds beyond Europe and the Middle East—to those we shall come in chapter 3.

THE BIBLE AND THE CENSORED THIRTEEN

The suggestion has been made that the Old Testament and Jewish history may have been purged of their thirteens. The “purged” thirteenth tribe of Israel has already been mentioned, and the fact that in Exodus 24:4–6 Moses appears to be sacrificing at a “Druid” circle of 12 + 1 stones.

We do know for certain, of course, that the original Jewish calendar was lunar, and that the holy days both then and now were set by the movements of the moon, and not by the solar year. This, too, is why some of our own Christian festivals occur on different dates from year to year. It is likely that all lunar calendars were originally of the thirteen-month variety. (In historical times, however, the Jews were already using a twelve-month calendar, though still like many other peoples inserting a thirteenth month every so often to take up the accumulation of odd days.) Coincidentally or otherwise, the coming-of-age ceremony for Jewish males, as we noted, takes place at thirteen.

Graves cites a passage in Josephus (Antiquities vol. 5, 5) that appears to refer to an earlier secret Jewish tradition predating the official Law or Torah. Here thirteen different kinds of spices on the altar are described as one of the three wonders of the Sanctuary. Graves also notes the instruction given in Numbers 29:13 for the sacrifice of thirteen bullocks on the first day of the Feast of Tabernacles. He goes on: “Josephus is hinting that the number thirteen refers to Rahab, the prophetic Goddess of the Sea, guardian of Sheol (‘the uninhabitable parts of the world’) where God also, however, now claims suzerainty.”

I am myself further intrigued by the following passages, which are not mentioned by Graves. They refer to the distribution of lands by Moses to the conquering Jews. Recording this event, Joshua and Chronicles contain endless lists of “cities” distributed to the various “tribes.” In those lists the word “cities” at most refers to villages, and the word “tribe” is probably best taken as family. At any rate, the following four references speak of the apportionment of “thirteen cities”: Joshua 19:6 and Joshua 21:4, 19, 33.

    

. . . And Beth-lebaoth, and Sharuhen; thirteen cities and their villages.

. . . and out of the tribe of Benjamin, thirteen cities.

All the cities of the children of Aaron, the priests, were thirteen cities with their suburbs.

All the cities of the Gershonites according to their families were thirteen cities with their suburbs.

  

In a list where other numbers also occur, one can certainly argue that the number thirteen could turn up occasionally by chance. However, we must also not overlook that the original macrostructure of Israel itself consisted of thirteen tribes. In the list also it seems to me that the number thirteen appears almost hypnotically and ritualistically. Moreover, of all the numbers that repeat, it is the one that repeats most often, except for the number four. And finally, in a similar account of these events given in I Chronicles, two of the thirteens are now curiously omitted. Those remaining are I Chronicles 4, 60, 62.

Meanwhile, references in Genesis 16 and 17 to Ishmael (“and twelve princes shall he beget”) suggest to Graves “a religious confederacy of thirteen goddess-worshipping tribes of the Southern desert, under the leadership of a tribe dedicated to Set.”

Taking these points together, it seems to me that there are suggestive grounds for supposing that the original social structure of the Israelites (or of their ancestors—and so perhaps of all moon-worshipping tribes) consisted of ascending hierarchies of thirteens—in other words, of covens.

We have now exhausted actual references to the number thirteen in the Old Testament. We have, however, far from exhausted evidence of a general cover-up.

OTHER PRE-CHRISTIAN THIRTEENS

The cultural or ritual use of the number thirteen predates the rise of Christianity and the incident of the Last Supper. The Encyclopedia of Folklore, Myths and Legends of Great Britain states bluntly: “the thirteen superstition is older than Christianity.” The thirteen present at the Supper were not, therefore, the start of any kind of tradition, but a nod backward in the direction of something far older, darker, and yet more powerful (since otherwise it could and would have been ignored).

The Song of Amergin alone, with its thirteen statements, is twelve hundred years older than Christianity. The stories of Jacob, Odysseus, and Romulus are pre-Christian. A Graeco-Roman pre-Christian text, moreover, advises us that to get a woman to submit to us we should take a wax doll of the person and pierce it with thirteen needles through brain, eyes (x 2), ears (x 2), mouth, hands (x 2), feet (x 2), belly, anus, and genitals. How strongly this recalls occult practices in medieval England and elsewhere! J. Hastings further assures us, in case we were in doubt, that there are indeed traces of an ancient thirteen worship in Greek literature and mythology. “Plato (Phaedrus 247 A) implies that there are thirteen Greek gods, and Philostrates declares emphatically that ‘the Athenians had thirteen gods.’”5

Also pre-Christian in origin are the cards of the mystical Tarot pack, from which our modern playing cards derive. Most authorities consider these to have originated in ancient Egypt (though a minority suggests ancient China), and they are emphatically pre-Christian in origin. They seem to have been introduced to Europe in the Middle Ages by the Gypsies, who came from India via Egypt. The purpose of the cards is to obtain divination and to tell fortunes. The medieval pack consisted of twenty-two so-called major arcana (or trump cards) and fifty-six minor arcana, these last being divided into four suits of fourteen cards. Oddly enough, these four suits of fourteen have become four suits of thirteen in our modern pack, but the reason is unclear. We would certainly expect the number thirteen to have been avoided.

What is of considerable importance is that card thirteen, itself of the major arcana, shows the figure of Death, in the form of a skeleton reaping with his scythe. In the grass around him lie the severed heads of a king and a woman, as well as numerous hands and feet. But when we look closely, we see that the hands and feet are, in fact, sprouting from the ground. They are growing again.

The thirteenth Tarot card does indeed convey the idea of death—but only in the sense of regeneration. In the modern western world we have become transfixed philosophically by one element in the equation—that of death—and hence thirteen is unlucky. The ancients better appreciated that only with the death of the old can the new appear. So new plants grow in the decaying debris of the old (and, in fact, grow more vigorously as a direct result), and fresh leaves appear in the spring thanks to the work of the dead leaves shed the previous autumn. The sun himself dies each year and is then reborn. And that momentous death and rebirth occurs during the “thirteenth moon.” (Later in the book we shall show that the moon worshippers believed the moon to be directly responsible for the sun’s resurrection.) The cycle of death and rebirth was an immensely formative influence on all ancient thought, and the two elements in that equation were considered to be inseparable, simply the two faces of one process. (We also have many links here with such matters as the waxing and waning of the moon, with general duality, and with the two-faced god Janus.) The positive view of the thirteenth trump card is certainly the original and correct one—so that thirteen was actually lucky or blessed. More evidence on that score will follow. But for the moment we pause in our study of the number thirteen to look at another important mystical number, the number seven.
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Seven

I am a stag: of seven tines

I am a flood: across a plain

I am a wind: on a deep water

I am a tear: the Sun lets fall

I am a hawk: above the cliff

I am a thorn: beneath the nail

I am a wonder: among flowers.

—ROBERT GRAVES

 

 

In his book The Ancient Wisdom, Geoffrey Ashe employed a simple device—almost brilliantly simple: he set out to trace the number seven to its source.

In contrast to my own experience with the number thirteen, Ashe must have found his desk groaning under the weight of references to the number seven. For the influence of this mystical number spreads through every facet of our western lives, in both religious and worldly affairs. It is already useful to speculate on the reasons why such very different fates should have befallen these two numbers.

Probably nobody, even if they could overlook the influence of thirteen, could fail to appreciate the hold that seven has on our thinking and institutions. Our week has seven days (a thoroughly un-useful way of dividing up the year, incidentally), apparently in honor of the fact that God created the world in seven days. Most of us are aware that seven is supposed to be a “lucky” number, and almost as many must know that the seventh son of a seventh son is said to have mystical powers. The Bible and the Christian religion are simply littered with sevens: Joshua marches seven times round the city of Jericho with seven priests blowing trumpets; Christ speaks seven times from the Cross; the Pharaoh dreams of seven cows and seven ears of grain, which turn out to foretell seven years of plenty and seven years of famine; we believe there to be seven deadly sins and seven pillars of wisdom; the Jewish sacred candlestick has seven branches; there are seven archangels and seven heavens. So the list continues almost indefinitely.

As already suggested, no less does seven also rule our secular lives— and here, really, with no logical justification. There are said objectively to be seven wonders of the world (but their choice is more or less up to you). Likewise there are said to be seven seas (a contorted total only arrived at by omitting the Mediterranean altogether, and dividing the Atlantic and the Pacific into two sections each!). There are said to be seven openings in the human body—ears, eyes, nose, mouth, navel, ure-tha, and anus—but there are two ears, two eyes, and two nostrils. We divide our harmonic scale into seven notes (but the Chinese divide it into five). We say there are seven colors in the rainbow (but the Chinese, for cultural reasons of their own, again see only five). We claim there are “seven ages of man” and point out that the human body renews itself completely every seven years (but medical science fails to confirm this). It is claimed that, in response to the “cosmic pulse,” every seventh wave breaking on a beach is larger than the preceding six. (It isn’t.)

There are some problems building up here. Certainly we can already make a rule of thumb and say that whenever seven appears as part of religious ritual or dogma it can stand—as just that. But when the number seven appears outside a religious context as an explanation of some real event, there is every chance that the “explanation” is incorrect. In this case, then, what do we make of the alleged seven chakras (or vital centers) of the human body described in yoga? Are they religiously real, but objectively phony?

This constant forcing, not just of religious events into sevens—which can, in a sense, be justified if seven is one of the tenets of your faith—but of logical, objective events into the same framework, is very intriguing. What on earth, or in heaven, is it that could make such large sections of mankind follow this ruling? Ashe set out to find the answer.

In his comprehensive research, Ashe extends his inquiry steadily back through history, and finally into prehistory. As he goes, he keeps also a sharp eye on the geographical limits of seven’s influence. For he is interested, not only in finding the age when seven began its reign, but also the place. Naturally I cannot do justice to Ashe’s work in this brief space. So I now pass over much of his fascinating text and come to his conclusions—which, with one important exception, I find extremely satisfying.

Geographically, Ashe finds that the influence of the magical seven does not extend dramatically beyond India—where, however, it is strong. But the Buddhism of Tibet and Central Asia also shows some influence, notably in supporting the idea that there are seven vital chakras in the human body. A few scattered references to other sevens also occur in the general mythology of these regions. In this respect, at least, seven differs from thirteen, for the influence of thirteen shows no such limits.

At one stage in history, the Middle East was clearly a veritable hot-bed of sevens—seen in the number’s great influence in the Jewish and Islamic faiths. A fairly strong influence is noted in Sumeria, among those forerunners of Egyptian civilization. And yet “very striking indeed is its near-absence from the religion and mythology of ancient Egypt.”

As he journeys further back in time, Ashe’s trail gradually leads not East (as one might perhaps have thought) but North. The clues he follows are fascinating in themselves. For example, he notes that our word “arctic” derives from the Greek word for “north”—and it means literally “the bear’s place.” And that the Latin word for north, septentriones, incorporates the number seven, meaning literally “seven oxen.”

Journey’s end (somewhere prior to 6000 BC) finds Ashe in northern Russia. By now he has produced a mass of evidence to show that the origin of the mystical seven is the seven stars that make up the constellation that we in Britain popularly call the Plough and the Americans the Big Dipper. There seems no doubt at all that the Jewish seven-branched candlestick is a stylized version of that constellation (see figure 2a and b), an interpretation backed up by references to “the seven eyes of God which range through the whole earth,” “the seven stars,” “the seven heavenly lights,” and so on.
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Figure 2. (a) The constellation of the Plough, also known as the Great Bear, Ursa major. (b) Sacred Jewish seven-branched candlestick (Menorah): a stylized representation of the Plough.



This constellation is also widely known as the Great Bear, and on our modern star-maps this is, in fact, its official Latin title, Ursa Major. Ashe finds that this name is also the most ancient, and as far as we can tell, the original name given to this constellation by early man.

Why exactly should this constellation have been important to early man? First, it is certainly the most easily identifiable constellation in the sky. Among the Ugi of Melanesia, for instance, it is the only star group recognized and named. Second, it is visible throughout the whole northern hemisphere. In most areas, including Europe, and unlike most constellations, it never dips below the horizon. Instead, through the night it moves in a circle around the sky, orbiting the “still center of the heavens” that is today marked by the Pole Star (though plus 2,000 years ago it was not). This general situation is again echoed in the description “the seven eyes of God which range through the whole earth.”

Ancient man, searching for stable reference points and explanations in the bewildering cosmos in which he found himself, raised tentative eyes to the stars and saw Ursa Major.

Let us just recap why we can be fairly sure of this. Ursa Major is a bright, obvious constellation, floating virtually free of other stars in its own space. It is visible throughout the night, marching majestically around the horizon. Because it can be easily identified and followed, one then realizes that all the stars are, in fact, moving or pivoting around a central point—even though some of them occasionally disappear below the horizon and, in some seasons of the year, do not appear at all. Once given a stable reference point, sense can begin to be made of the otherwise confusion of the stars. Archimedes remarked in a different context: “Give me a fulcrum on which to rest and I will move the world.” One could say in parallel, give me a fixed reference, and I will map the stars.

Why did early man call this constellation the Great Bear (and another one nearby the Little Bear)? The answer, says Ashe, is because these peoples worshipped the bear here on earth. Since he or it was all-powerful on earth, it followed that he must be all-powerful in the sky. (“As above, so below” is, incidentally, a well-known belief found throughout all primitive magical explanations of the cosmos.)

What grounds are there for assuming that early northern man did indeed worship the bear? Ashe’s defense seems entirely adequate here— and, in any case, many other experts agree on this matter of early bear cults. A very important point for my own later theories is that already one hundred thousand years ago Neanderthal man made altars of bear skulls, and laid out bear bones in ritualistic patterns.

In addition Ashe notes that “Ursine” (that is, bear) cults “are spread over a vast region stretching from Scandinavia across northern Asia and far into America.” Even the Ainu of Japan have elaborate bear-rituals. Still today many North American Indian and Eskimo tribes hold the bear to be sacred. In some tribes it was forbidden to kill or touch bears at all. In others, the God had to be propitiated whenever a bear was taken for food. We need not outline Ashe’s defense any further; but as if to underline its rightness, we find that the early Hindus down in the far south called the Plough “the seven bears.”

The wide range of bear worship—far more extensive than the mystical number seven—is important.

Clearly, shamans and witch doctors would have personified or impersonated the bear during holy rituals, probably by wearing the bear’s skin and head. No doubt they thought (or their followers did) that they actually became the bear at this point. All these features are well-known in animal worship cults of more recent times. And, as it happens, the leaders of the witches’ covens in medieval Britain and Europe also disguised themselves as animals.

We are grateful to Ashe for several reasons. One is for a convincing demonstration that the influence of a number can survive for many thousands of years, even in the absence of any knowledge of writing.

I would myself query Ashe’s logic, however, in supposing that the seven magic and the bear worship began in Russia at some point between 6000 and 8000 BC. (The tradition could not be continuously older in that part of the world, for up to 8000 BC—or 10,000 years Before Present (bp)— that part of the world lay in the grip of an Ice Age, beneath glaciers a mile or more high.) Ashe himself mentions, as noted, that Neanderthal man was making altars of bear skulls 90,000 years BP.

What happens in an Ice Age? In a relatively short period of only a few hundred years (though not quite overnight, therefore), the glaciers march down from the North Pole, driving man and other creatures willy-nilly before them. But where are the displaced men to go? It is not as if the southern lands are unoccupied. The squeezing of large numbers of people into ever smaller space must have certain outcomes. On the one hand, it is likely then that fierce battles for territory occur. Or it may be that peoples merge more or less peacefully, with some kind of tribute being exacted from the newcomers. Whatever way matters go, there are certainly two results. Firstly, cultures perhaps thousands of years old are uprooted. They either smash to pieces in the flight south or, because their bearers are vigorous or numerous, they now swamp other old cultures in other places. But, secondly, virtually never will this process be without some two-way countertransference between the cultures involved.

We end up, culturally, with something like the confused mixture of different rocks and strata that are found geologically in most parts of the world, and that are themselves literally due to the movements of glaciers and other similar natural upheavals.

Reverting to Ashe, and to the northern Russia of 10,000 years ago— certainly Europe did then see some kind of new “beginning.” For the ice sheets had retreated and man could once more make his way northward. Some northern race, or group of races, could well have come to prominence at this sudden moment of plenty and space on all sides. A “cultural explosion” might well have been the result—the one of which we ourselves, in a sense, are also part.

But as for saying that everything began at that point—no that is another matter. I am myself still preoccupied with the Neanderthals of 90,000 years earlier; and also with Cro-Magnon man, who appeared in Europe almost from nowhere 55,000 years later, and a mere 35,000 years ago—once again at a time when an Ice Age had just ended.

I want to say here that the point at which I emphatically part company from Ashe (as well as from the even more brilliant arguments of Robert Temple—see appendix 2) is when he (and Temple) suggest that the knowledge that evolved in prehistory was brought by visitors from outer space. The chances that one set of such visitors (in Ashe’s case) just happened to come from the most prominent and permanent constellation in the northern hemisphere, the Plough, instead of from one of the billions upon billions of visible and invisible stars in our skies, are already slim. But when Temple proposes that another set of visitors came from Sirius, which just happens to be the brightest and most reliable single star of, again, the northern hemisphere, the one by which the Egyptians calculated the dates of the flooding of the Nile, then, I think, we have stretched coincidence too far. No, these constellations and stars are important for very real and practical reasons, but not because they are the home of extraterrestrial intelligence.
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