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Chapter 1

AN INTRODUCTION TO THE STRONG EYE

As all men are alike (tho’ infinitely various), 
So all Religions &, as

all similars, have one source.

The true Man is the source, he being the Poetic Genius.

William Blake

“We have lost our immediate feeling for the great realities of the spirit—and to this world all true mythology belongs,” Carl Kerényi warns us.1 Joseph Campbell echoes this thought when he observes that today we live “in a terminal moraine of myths and mythic symbols,” a massive accretion of fragmented forms left by previous ages that we lack the power to rearticulate.2 Not only are the forms shattered but the sensibility that produced and understood them has also withered. Shamanism, one of the earliest and most basic expressions of this sensibility, has in particular suffered from this disability. Despite the progress made by modern Western culture in our encounter with and effort to understand the riches of the many civilizations that ethnology and archaeology have revealed over the past century, a cloud of opprobrium has long hung over the figure of the shaman. To the religious missionaries who often first encountered this figure, his “religious” practices seemed more nearly to place him within the camp of the Devil. To practitioners of the emerging science of medicine, with its rigid presuppositions, these archaic healers seemed to be ridiculously inept and often counterproductive. And to minds dominated by the materialist paradigms prevailing since the Enlightenment, the worldview of the shaman, which often seemed to fly in the face of “plain material facts,” was simply incomprehensible.

As a result, the shaman has often been regarded as a quack or a charlatan, someone who relied upon trickery, sleight of hand, or intimidation of the gullible and superstitious to maintain his position in society. The situation was worsened by the fact that shamans, for various reasons, often were people characterized by physical or mental abnormalities. Shamanism was frequently associated with periods of neurosis, schizophrenia, or some sort of “initiatory madness.” In addition, shamans often spoke a secret and incomprehensible language they claimed to share with the animal world. They dressed in a complex garb decked with paraphernalia the use or symbolic meaning of which was entirely unfathomable to the outsider, and they consequently appeared as the epitome of the absurd. They claimed supernatural abilities, such as clairvoyance, magical flight, and the ability to dismember and rearticulate the body parts of the initiates to their profession. Moreover, as people of their own cultures became alienated from their traditions under the impending influence of modernity, they often treated the formerly revered shaman as something of an embarrassment, a risible figure, a sad remnant of traditions no longer understood. As a final blow, this epigone of primordiality often became an alien within his own culture.

Persistent anthropological and ethnological fieldwork, however, began to show that shamanism was a phenomenon dating back to the very horizons of our knowledge of man as a myth-producing being. This work revealed a phenomenon apparently extremely widespread and persisting into our own time in provocatively similar manifestations across far-flung regions of our globe. This durative power and ubiquity strongly suggested that the phenomenon must have some human significance that scholarship was missing, a quality that attracted and held the human mind, or an aspect of it, almost everywhere and always but had become opaque to modern Western intelligence. With continued research, aspects of significant form began to crystallize. This process took a quantum leap forward when, in 1951, Mircea Eliade published his work, Le Chamanisme et les techniques archaïques de l’extase, later translated into English (1964) as Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy. We could not do better than to use a few of his observations as a point of entry for our discussion. Shamanism is a complex, significant, and enduring expression of the human spirit that defies any brief, synoptic definition. However, we may establish a few touchstones, a few firm points to anchor our probing into a world at first so alien and “other.” “A first definition of this complex phenomenon,” Eliade explains to us, “and perhaps the least hazardous, will be: shamanism = technique of ecstasy.”3 The shaman is the great master of ecstasy.4 Ecstasy on the plane of archaic religions is a transcendence of or being carried beyond one’s individual self, and, as such, the shaman becomes the mediator between the individual human mind and the archetypal, transpersonal realm beyond it, potentially open in dream, vision, and trance. Breaking through to the plane of the transpersonal is most often experienced and represented as soul flight, “a trance during which his [the shaman’s] soul is believed to leave his body and ascend to the sky or descend to the underworld.”5 Here the shaman experiences something akin to the divine and gains access to a matrix of generative force and power, returning with a supernatural power that he acquires as a result of direct personal experience. The shaman’s soul journeys to its source, the source of all soul, and this gives his function in society a larger scope. The shaman’s larger concern is, in Plato’s terminology, “the tendance of the soul.” “This small mystical elite,” Eliade tells us, “not only directs the community’s religious life but, as it were, guards its ‘soul.’ The shaman is the great specialist in the human soul; he alone ‘sees’ it, for he knows its ‘form’ and its destiny.”6 At death the shaman serves as psychopomp, leading the deceased soul to its destination, a journey for which the shaman has prepared the way by traveling it himself. Perhaps more important, he serves the living soul. “Through his own preinitiatory and initiatory experiences, he knows the drama of the human soul, its instability, its precariousness; in addition, he knows the forces that threaten it and the regions to which it can be carried away. If shamanic cure involves ecstasy, it is precisely because illness is regarded as a corruption or alienation of the soul.”7

The shaman’s trance state, or its variations, is unqualifiedly recognized as a transformation of consciousness or an altered state of consciousness—sometimes spontaneous, sometimes deliberately induced—in which the shaman personally encounters an ontologically prior reality, a realm of essence, the formal power within the outer sheath of what we see as reality. It is important to realize in our society, whose religious forms are most often based on a remote historical revelation and the written word, that shamanism everywhere clings to a nucleus of direct, intense, and numinous personal experience. Thus, Eliade perceptively observes that it is more nearly correct to classify shamanism as a form of mysticism rather than to group it with what are commonly called religions, and that as such the ecstatic experience upon which shamanism is based is coeval and “coexistent with the human condition, in the sense that it is an integral part of what is called man’s gaining consciousness of his specific mode of being in the world.”8

And it is precisely here that this intensely personal experience paradoxically opens into the universal and archetypal. In shamanism a universal grammar of symbols emerges that must be regarded as being more basic and essential than any locally conditioned cultural styles and can be explained only as reaching back to man’s deepest psychological and even biological foundations. As Joseph Campbell tells us, “The phenomenology of shamanism is locally conditioned only in a secondary sense. . . . And since it has been precisely the shamans that have taken the lead in the formation of mythology and rites throughout the primitive world, the primary problem of our subject would seem to be not historical or ethnological, but psychological, even biological; that is to say, precedent to the phenomenology of the culture styles.”9 While all mythologies are clothed in the local or ethnic ideas of their particular time and place, “actually, however, there is a formative force spontaneously working, like a magnetic field, to precipitate and organize the ethnic structures from behind, or within, so that they cannot finally be interpreted economically, sociologically, politically, or historically. Psychology lurks beneath and within the entire historical composition, as an invisible controller.”10

We must remember, however, that as Carl Jung has cautioned, “psychological” does not mean “merely psychological,” for the psyche has its own deep roots, roots that both Jung and the shaman trace back to the formal source of human experience. In gaining access to the deep structures of the psyche, the shaman galvanizes archetypal formal principles, “the formative force spontaneously working like a magnetic field,” to marshal the local expressions of his time and place into universal forms. For, as Campbell has said with regard to the traditional forms of shamanism, this force “moves within, and is helped, or hindered, by historical circumstance, but is to such a degree constant for mankind that we may jump from Hudson Bay to Australia, Tierra del Fuego to Lake Baikal, and find ourselves well at home.”11 The validity of this observation becomes strikingly apparent when we begin to examine in more detail the antiquity, ubiquity, durative power, and constancy of the shamanic phenomenon.

Shamanism has a historical pedigree that may reach back to and even beyond the moment of the transition from the Lower to the Upper Paleolithic age and seems to offer the first concrete proof of the earliest forms of its presence, perhaps as early as thirty thousand years ago, in the Ice Age caves of southern France and northern Spain. And, indeed, its roots may lie even deeper, for Eliade perceives it as being continuous with some of the very oldest fragmentary religious structures that we can trace and asserts that “nothing justifies the supposition that, during the hundreds of thousands of years that preceded the earliest Stone Age, humanity did not have a religious life as intense and various as in the succeeding periods.”12 Specifically with regard to the traces of shamanism surviving in these caves, Eliade notes, “What appears to be certain is the antiquity of ‘shamanic’ rituals and symbols. It remains to be determined whether these documents brought to light by prehistoric discoveries represent the first expressions of a shamanism in statu nascendi or are merely the earliest documents today available for an earlier religious complex, which, however, did not find ‘plastic’ manifestations (drawings, ritual objects, etc.) before the period of Lascaux.”13

The ubiquity of shamanism is as striking as its antiquity. We find it in such diverse areas as Aboriginal Australia, Siberia, Malaya, the Andaman Islands, North America—particularly in the western and circumpolar regions—Central and South America, parts of Africa, and elsewhere. Its remnants are often encountered in the world’s most remote and “forgotten” regions, that is, among the Ona of Tierra del Fuego at the extreme tip of South America or in the North American Arctic of the Eskimo, in the inaccessible Vaupés region of Colombia, where the Tukano still maintain relatively undisturbed lifeways, or in the remote regions of southern Africa inhabited by the !Kung Bushmen. At the same time, recent advances in translation of the hitherto unfathomable Mayan system of writing reveal a society strongly focused on shamanic cultural structures. Scholars see pronounced shamanic elements in Norse mythology as well. And classical scholars E. R. Dodds, Erwin Rohde, W. K. C. Guthrie, and Walter Burkert all see shamanic figures moving dimly behind Greek myth, religion, and philosophy.

Perhaps even more uncanny are the structural and functional similarities among these far-flung cultural manifestations. According to Eliade, “Shamanism is the most archaic and most widely distributed occult tradition.”14 Even a scholar as thoroughly immersed in universal mythic forms as Eliade candidly admits, while examining shamanic initiation in Siberia, “Now it is disconcerting to note that this peculiarly Siberian and central Asian pattern of initiation is found again, almost to the letter, in Australia.”15 Studying the Warao Indians of Venezuela, Johannes Wilbert notes that there is “a remarkable correspondence . . . not only in general content but specific detail” between the shamanic neophyte’s quest for power among the Venezuelan Warao and the Wiradjuri of Australia, two very widely separated cultures. With regard to his work with the Warao, Wilbert states, “It will have been immediately apparent to anyone familiar with the literature on shamanism that the Warao experience contains much that is near-universal, or at the very least circum-Pacific.”16 He enumerates extensive parallels between Warao shamans and those of Australia, Indonesia, Japan, China, Siberia, native North America, Mexico, and South America.

Indeed, the shamanic phenomenon is increasingly recognized as presenting detailed similarities in structure and function in its numerous manifestations across the face of our planet. According to Eliade, the similarity between Australian and Siberian initiation practices confirms both the authenticity and antiquity of such shamanic rites.17 The problem becomes how to account for this similarity. Is it due to migration and diffusion? Or is it the product of the archetypal structures of the human mind, which generate similar responses to the universal human predicament independently? Or do both necessarily play a part? Roger N. Walsh neatly capsulizes the problem:

If migration is the answer, that migration must have begun long, long ago. Shamanism occurs among tribes with so many different languages that diffusion from a common ancestor must have begun at least 20,000 years ago. It is difficult to explain why shamanic practices would remain so stable for so long in so many cultures while language and social practices changed so drastically. This makes it seem unlikely that migration alone can account for the long history and far-flung distribution of shamanism.18

Whether it is the product of diffusion or is of independent origination in parallel structures in different parts of the world, shamanism could not have survived for so long if it did not reflect the deep and abiding source of form in the human mind, the common “formative force” that gives shape to structures that fascinate and hold the human mind.

Why should shamanism be of interest in an age of space travel and computer networking? In the first place, any cultural form that has a possible origin over thirty thousand years ago must significantly expand our understanding of humans and the human mind. If shamanism is rooted in the early Upper Paleolithic period, it is one of the oldest, if not the oldest, cultural-religious forms to survive into the modern world while still maintaining a significant complex of structural and functional features that we can trace back over this immense period of time. Moreover, this age-old grammar of symbols and traditions still has human significance. In understanding this archaic form of experience and expression, we witness the seedbed of many of the world’s most significant mythologems. As Åke Hultkrantz observes, “The oldest Orpheus tale was probably the narrative of a shaman’s ecstatic journey to the land of the dead to fetch the soul of a seriously ill person.”19 Campbell maintains that the relationship of the shaman’s inner experiences to myth is an extremely important theme. Given the enormously long period of time that the shaman guarded and gave voice to the mythological lore of mankind, “the inner world of the shaman must be assumed to have played a considerable role in the formation of whatever portion of our spiritual inheritance may have descended from the period of the paleolithic hunt.”20 And Eliade notes, “It is likewise probable that the pre-ecstatic euphoria [of the shaman] constituted one of the universal sources of lyric poetry.” He goes on:

The shaman’s adventures in the other world, the ordeals that he undergoes in his ecstatic descents below and ascents to the sky, suggest the adventures of the figures in popular tales and the heroes of epic literature. Probably a large number of epic “subjects” or motifs, as well as many characters, images, and clichés of epic literature, are, finally, of ecstatic origin, in the sense that they were borrowed from the narratives of shamans describing their journeys and adventures in the superhuman worlds.21

Moreover, shamanism, which emphasizes techniques conducive to illumination, provides a valuable introductory chapter to diverse traditions. Understanding shamanism sheds light on the possible origins of the meditative techniques we find in yoga. And A. C. Graham indicates with regard to the earliest forms of Chinese “inward training” that “the meditation practiced privately and recommended to rulers as an arcanum of government descends directly from the trance of the professional shaman.”22

“Western consciousness is by no means the only kind of consciousness there is,” Carl Jung reminds us; “it is historically conditioned and geographically limited, and representative of only one part of mankind.”23 In the Western world, our orientation is outward, toward the manipulation of the material world. Better than any previous society we have learned how to let the machine perform this work for us; now it is increasingly obvious that it also does our thinking and imagining for us. Wittingly or not, we pattern our life and society after it; they are increasingly mechanized, standardized, impersonal, fragmented, and repetitive. As Friedrich Schiller long ago noted, “Eternally chained to only one single little fragment of the whole, Man himself grew to be only a fragment; with the monotonous noise of the wheel he drives everlastingly in his ears, he never develops the harmony of his being, and instead of imprinting humanity upon his nature he becomes merely the imprint of his occupation, of his science.”24

In a sense, shamanism points us in another direction. The shaman combines the roles of doctor, priest, philosopher, mythographer, artist, and psychiatrist. This was no doubt easier in “simpler” societies than it is today. But, as I hope we shall see, understanding shamanism suggests a level of psychic integration where we can recognize a natural point of convergence for these now disparate human functions, functions that badly need to reinforce one another rather than assert their individual and exclusive superiority.

Historically, shamanism evolved slowly and remained rooted in the deep structures of the mind, instinct, and nature. It reaches back not only into the depths of time but also into the depths of the psychological and physiological continuum. While the modern Western human being looks obsessively outward, the shaman cultivates what the Australian Aborigines call the “strong” or “inward” eye. And it is through this vehicle that he discovers the principles of both human experience and continuity with the creation. The shaman’s world unfolds from within, and consequently his journey is inward, toward what he experiences as the inner source of form, a necessary and universal world of essential and paradigmatic reality.

The archaic mind in general has been less inclined than we seem to be today to grant automatically an ontological priority to the world of sense experience. That we remain so steadfastly wedded to what William Blake called the “outward Creation” is somewhat paradoxical. Much of modern philosophy, psychiatry, and physics seems to point us in an opposite direction, one that may help us understand the claims of the strong eye. Let us follow this train of thought for a few pages in an effort to give credibility to the strong eye in a world whose current orientation is so utterly opposite. Let us briefly examine a pattern in modern thought that leads us away from an exclusive concern with the peripheral world of material reality and moves us toward an understanding of the deep formal structures of the human mind that give our reality its shape and meaning, a shape and meaning ultimately understood as the expression of an inwardly experienced source.

Nietzsche warned us against what he called the fallacy of the “immaculate perception.” Contrary to the tenets of naive realism, the formal principles that shape our reality are within the human mind, and we have no access to a reality existing prior to or apart from these constitutive mental functions. Nietzsche’s predecessor, Schopenhauer, treated this folly of the “immaculate perception” with gleeful derision. “One must be forsaken by all the gods to imagine that the world of intuitive perception outside . . . had an entirely real and objective existence without our participation, but then found its way into our heads through mere sensation, where it now had a second existence like the one outside,” he scoffed.25 Bryan Magee neatly summarizes this position in his book, The Philosophy of Schopenhauer:

The brain no more “learns from experience” to create a perceived world out of the data transmitted to it by the sense organs than the blood corpuscles “learn from experience” to take up carbon dioxide from the body’s tissues and void it in the lungs. On the contrary, it is necessary for the brain already to have carried out its characteristic function before there can be any experience. . . . The prerequisites of experience could no more be among the objects of experience, and therefore derivable from experience, than a camera could directly photograph itself, or an eye could be one of the objects in its own field of vision.26

According to Schopenhauer, “Thus the understanding is the artist forming the work, whereas the senses are merely the assistants who hand up the materials.”27

This facet of the thought of Schopenhauer and Nietzsche received its impetus from Kant’s critical work and his thorough exploration of the constitutive role the human mind plays in our everyday experience. Kant’s work is most frequently recognized for shattering our pretension to a knowledge of a self-subsistent, independently existing material reality. Moses Mendelssohn characterized him as “the all-pulverizer” in recognition of his work’s devastating effect. Other philosophers, however, have recognized a salutary direction of thought emerging from Kant’s critical itinerary. According to Karl Jaspers, it serves to free us “from the natural faith in the self-subsistence of the world as the whole and exclusive reality,”28 and Ernst Cassirer recognizes that it shifts the focus of our attention to the formal powers of the mind. “Instead of measuring the content, meaning, and truth of intellectual forms by something extraneous which is supposed to be reproduced in them,” Cassirer tell us, “we must find in these forms themselves the measure and criterion for their truth and intrinsic meaning. Instead of taking them as mere copies of something else, we must see in each of these spiritual forms a spontaneous law of generation; an original way and tendency of expression which is more than a mere record of something initially given in fixed categories of real existence.” Such human forms as myth, ritual, and artistic expression must now be viewed as “forces each of which produces and posits a world of its own. In these realms the spirit exhibits itself in that inwardly determined dialectic by virtue of which alone there is any reality, any organized and definite Being at all.” For Cassirer these symbolic forms are “not imitations, but organs of reality, since it is solely by their agency that anything real becomes an object for intellectual apprehension, and as such is made visible to us.”29 Finally, as “organs of reality,” such expressions of the mind must be seen as “forms of its own self-revelation” rather than slavish reproductions of sense experience.30

Ernst Cassirer was greatly influenced by F. W. J. Schelling, who articulated an extremely relevant and now largely ignored theory of mythological expression. For Schelling, “the general organon of philosophy—and the keystone of its whole arch—is the philosophy of art,” and myth represents the most important aspects of art.31 He called mythology “absolute poesy, as it were the poesy en masse,” which, drawing upon the formative force of the unconscious and the formal power immanent in the creation itself, universalized the content of art and fathered forth a product that in “profundity, permanence and universality is comparable only with Nature herself.”32 As “poesy en masse,” myth epitomizes the inner lawfulness of artistic creation. It is as if the substance of mythology, being passed again and again through the human mind, assumes the very shape of the formal principles of that mind itself and crystallizes through its repeated exemplars a sort of general morphology of what mankind experiences as universal and necessary in the dark urgings of that preformal consciousness that connects man back to the creation itself.

Unlike so many of his predecessors who saw the human intellect as set apart from nature and even as posed against it, Schelling had a more holistic vision. The human autonomic system, instinct, and the unconscious are invested with the same formative force that animates the natural world. Our intellect did not simply spring into existence like Athena from the head of Zeus. It is the product of a long teleological process of which it is the expression and to which it is still related. Human creativity is, in important part, a product of the unconscious, just as the generation, growth, and maintenance of the human body emanate from a source anterior to the hubristic human consciousness, which it both creates and sustains. To underline the relationship between the self-generating form that grounds both the natural and human worlds, Schelling referred to nature as “slumbering [unconscious or, better, preconscious] spirit” and to the objective world as “the primitive, as yet unconscious, poetry of the spirit.” The word poetry harks back to its Greek meaning, “to make,” and emphasizes the unconscious formative force shared by human creativity and that of the natural world. Thus, human creativity in art and myth arises from this unconscious formative force with the same necessity and universality as do the products of nature and in its timelessness and universality of form becomes their correlative.

And just as humankind, no matter the penury of its circumstance, is always driven to produce art, so is the tendency to create mythic and religious forms not only innate but also necessary, ineluctable, and even involuntary. It is, for Schelling, nothing less than the process by which forms of the Divine impose themselves on human consciousness:

Peoples and individuals are only instruments of this process, which they do not perceive as a whole, which they serve without understanding it. It is not in their power to cast off these ideas, to accept them or not to accept them: for these ideas do not come from outside but are within the mind and men never know how they arise: for they come from the innermost consciousness, on which they imprint themselves with a necessity that permits no doubt as to their truth.33

According to Schelling, “In substance the human consciousness is that which naturally (natura sua) postulates God. Because the original relationship is a natural one, consciousness cannot depart from it without inaugurating a process that leads back to it.”34 Thus, human consciousness cannot help manifesting itself as a process, as expressing an innate purposiveness, which leads it to experience a greater informing force, and this very process is, according to Schelling, mythology. Mythology, like Schelling’s power of aesthetic intuition and for similar reasons, “can come to rest only in the infinite.”35 Thus, mythological expression has its own teleological directedness. It is “a tool of the gods” which necessarily leads back to its source in the Divine.36

For Schelling, the universality of myth is both the expression and guarantee of its reflection of the preconscious inner lawfulness of mankind’s creativity. “Greek mythology . . . arose among a people and in a manner both of which make it impossible to assume any thoroughgoing intentionality.”37 Although it is the product of diverse individuals at different periods, it manifests an unmistakable “harmony with which everything is unified into a single great whole.”38 This paradox of a thoroughgoing unity derived from diverse sources and from diverse times can be resolved only if mythology is understood as the “work of one common formative impulse” shared by all humankind.39 Thus, for Schelling, the question haunting the literary criticism of his time as to whether Homer was one poet or many is too empirically and too narrowly stated:

Mythology and Homer are one and the same; Homer was already involved in the first poetic products of mythology and was, as it were, potentially present. Since Homer, if I may put it this way, was already spiritually—archetypally—predetermined, and since the fabric of his own poetry was already interwoven with that of mythology, it is easy to see how poets from whose songs Homer might be put together were each able to have a hand in the whole, though completely independently of one another, without suspending its harmony or departing from that initial identity. What they were reciting was a poem that was already there, though perhaps not empirically.40

“There was a myth before the myth began,” said Wallace Stevens. And for Schelling there is only one true mythic poet repeatedly incarnated in human history, writing the one true mythic poem in various exemplars and with different inflections but with the lineaments of a thoroughgoing unity of expression.

By following the mind inward, Schelling was one of the first thinkers in the modern West to recognize the germinal role played by the human preconscious in the formation of significant human experience, particularly as it manifests in the production of artistic and mythic religious forms. The preconscious is an expression of the formal power immanent in the creation that produced it. In the recognition of beauty and mythic form, we awaken deep mental structures that share their formal capacity with the cosmos that produced them. And in expressing these structures, we evoke a creative power that, grounded in nature, in turn has “a profundity, permanence and universality . . . comparable only with Nature herself.” This aspect of the preconscious mind has its own inner purposiveness that, both spontaneously and necessarily, produces symbols capable of leading back to their source, a source the mind experiences as Divine. Mythic symbols are thus, truly, “tools of the gods.”

In the work of Carl Jung, these philosophical observations are given a scientific underpinning and are extended into the field of psychology. For while Jung was early influenced by Kant and Schelling, the fundamental principles of his theory came from a long process of methodically probing deep into the minds of his contemporary analysands. And again we can detect the same direction of thought moving from the “ready-made” material world to the deep formal structures of the human mind and their ultimate relationship to an inwardly experienced source.

J. J. Clarke, in In Search of Jung, asserts, “Jung’s most important contribution to modern thought, in my opinion, lies in his recognition of the reality of mind and in his recovery of the idea of the psyche as a cosmos equal and complementary to the physical world.”41 According to Jung, “The psyche is the world’s pivot”; it is “the one great condition for the existence of a world at all.”42 “What most people overlook or seem unable to understand is the fact that I regard the psyche as real,” he remarks. “They believe only in physical facts.”43 However, “‘physical’ is not the only criterion of truth: there are also psychic truths which can neither be explained nor proved nor contested in any physical way.”44 These truths have to do with the reality of the psyche and are not addressed to the reality of the physical world:

Because the unconscious is not just a reactive mirror-reflection, but an independent, productive activity, its realm of experience is a self-contained world, having its own reality, of which we can only say that it affects us as we affect it—precisely what we say about our experience of the outer world.45

In exploring the world of inner experience, he discovered that it, too, had its own formal structure and that it spoke in a once familiar, but now largely obscured grammar of primordial symbols and images. Jung recognized a striking resemblance between the dream and fantasy images of his patients and the materials revealed in archaic traditions. “I can only say that there is probably no motif in any known mythology that does not at some time appear in these configurations,”46 he observed and further noted, “We can find psychic forms in the individual which occur not only at the antipodes but also in other epochs with which archaeology provides the only link.”47 And he asserted:

We take our stand simply and solely on the facts, recognizing that the archetypal structure of the unconscious will produce, over and over again and irrespective of tradition, those figures which reappear in the history of all epochs and all peoples, and will endow them with the same significance and numinosity that have been theirs from the beginning.48

Jung began to discern a universal psychic heritage existing in mankind and postulated that myth-forming structural elements must be active in the unconscious mind. Thus, starting with what he called “individual psychic facts” concerning modern patients, “which not I alone have established, but other observers as well,” and comparing these with material from folklore, myth, and history, Jung felt he was able to “demonstrate the uniformity of psychic events in time and space.”49

One of Jung’s best descriptions of this concept is in his “Psychological Commentary on The Tibetan Book of the Dead”:

Among these inherited psychic factors there is a special class which is not confined either to family or to race. These are the universal dispositions of the mind, and they are to be understood as analogous to Plato’s forms (eidola), in accordance with which the mind organizes its contents. One could also describe these forms as categories analogous to the logical categories which are always and everywhere present as the basic postulates of reason. Only, in the case of our “forms”, we are not dealing with categories of reason but with categories of imagination. As products of imagination are always in essence visual, their forms must, from the outset, have the character of images and moreover of typical images, which is why, following St. Augustine, I call them “archetypes”. Comparative religion and mythology are rich mines of archetypes, and so is the psychology of dreams and psychoses. The astonishing parallelism between these images and the ideas they serve to express has frequently given rise to the wildest migration theories, although it would have been far more natural to think of the remarkable similarity of the human psyche at all times and in all places. Archetypal fantasy-forms are, in fact, reproduced spontaneously anytime and anywhere, without there being any conceivable trace of direct transmission.50

In what Jung called the collective unconscious lie the “deep-rooted, well-nigh automatic, hereditary elements that are ubiquitously present, hence the impersonal or transpersonal portions of the individual psyche.”51 Thus, “the existence of the collective unconsciousness means that individual consciousness is anything but a tabula rasa. . . . it is in the highest degree influenced by inherited presuppositions. . . . [It] comprises in itself the psychic life of our ancestors right back to the earliest beginnings,” he observed.52 “The collective unconscious contains the whole spiritual heritage of mankind’s evolution, born anew in the brain structure of every individual.”53 “To me it is a vast historical storehouse.”54 Furthermore, “every civilized human being, whatever his conscious development, is still an archaic man at the deeper levels of his psyche. Just as the human body connects us with the mammals and displays numerous relics of earlier evolutionary stages . . . so the human psyche is likewise the product of evolution which, when followed up to its origins, shows countless archaic traits.”55 Thus, Jung was able to say, “Together the patient and I address ourselves to the 2,000,000 year old man who is in all of us,” that representative of the legacy of our ancestral life.56

For Schelling, we remember, mythic forms are “tools of the gods,” acting with their own purposiveness to reconnect man with his own vital center, a center reaching back into the cosmos. Jung found much the same thing on the psychiatrist’s couch. The archetypal symbol is experienced by the psyche as vitally meaningful. It precipitates a transformation of consciousness that is “the natural analogue of religious initiation ceremonies,” uniting man with the transpersonal aspect of his mind, which reaches back into the world of instinct and nature itself.57 This transformation activates the symbolic propensities of the unconscious, promoting the emergence of further salutary symbols. The production of such symbols expresses a priori latent structures within the mind and is “evidently an attempt at self-healing on the part of Nature, which does not spring from conscious reflection but from an instinctive impulse.”58

The unconscious can be reached and expressed only by symbols, and art, myth, dream, and fantasy, with their symbolic propensities, are effective psychopomps, leading the mind to an anamnesis of the origins of psychic life. The result of this anamnesis (an “unforgetting” or rediscovery) is, on the one hand, an accession to power and vitality resultant from this integration. On the other hand, the mind experiences a perception of something akin to essential form and divinity at the heart of the creation and begins to sense an underlying acausal pattern of continuous creation. The two aspects coalesce in spontaneous images, often taking the form of a mandala and emphasizing a unifying centrality surrounded by a symmetrical quaternary or circular structure suggesting a microcosmic-macrocosmic identity between creature and the cosmic creation, of “Deity unfolding in the world, in nature, and in man.”59 “The experience of an archetypal symbol results in a sense of relationship to the interior workings of life, a sense of participation in the movements of the cosmos,” Ira Progoff explains. “The individual at such moments feels his individuality to be exalted, as though he were transported for an instant to a higher dimension of being.”60 Jung sums up the core of the experience for the individual: “He is of the same essence as the universe, and his own mid-point is its centre.”61 This “anamnesis of origins” does not simply reach back to the deep structures within the psyche itself but leads to the experience of a very real relationship between the preconscious mind and the formal patterning principles of the creation, the origin itself.

Jung felt that the results of his psychological research, which indicated a level of psychic experience connecting man interiorly back to the cosmic ground, bore a telling affinity to the discoveries being made in modern subatomic physics. Here physical reality could no longer be explained in terms of the older Newtonian causal paradigms but also seemed to be the continuous unfolding of a unified acausal pattern of reality, a formal pattern in which it seemed, at least since the work of Werner Heisenberg, that the human mind participated. And, indeed, today the “nonlocal” character of quantum states still suggests a holistic worldview somehow coordinated by a “noncausal,” or implicate, order unfolding in creation.

Jung, in his work “Synchronicity,” quotes Chuang-tzu, “If you have insight ‘you use your inner eye, your inner ear, to pierce to the heart of things.’”62 We have seen how for a few modern Western observers this inner eye reveals a reality with its own structure, where the individual opens into the universal and transpersonal and where the principles of art, myth, religion, psychic integration, and a penetration of the cosmos converge. In general, however, the modern Western human being, the dreamer wedded steadfastly and unwittingly to his dream, becomes daily more dispersed in materiality. “It is not a matter of giving him sight. He possesses that. But he is facing in the wrong direction and does not look where he ought. That is the problem.” So observed Plato at the beginning of Western culture. “Education is not what some people declare it to be,” he asserts. “They say that they put into the soul knowledge that was not there before, like putting sight into blind eyes. . . . But our present argument shows that this power is present in the soul of all, the instrument wherewith everyone acquires knowledge. . . . And the art of education is then concerned with this very question: how the man shall most easily and completely be turned around.”63 For Plato this process of turning man completely around, which tellingly takes place in a cave that reveals itself to be the portal to the Otherworld, was also expressed as the awakening of the inward-looking “eye of the soul.”

Curiously, the world’s shamans have also turned the eye inward to discover the reality of “the psyche as a cosmos equal to and complementary to the physical world,” a realm marked by its own inner lawfulness and purposiveness, which is experienced as an expression of the creation itself. And they may have done so for tens of thousands of years. As we proceed with our study of shamanism, we have the uncanny sensation that the pattern of linear progress paradigmatic for Western consciousness, for the few who can see beneath the surface, is bending back upon itself to form the image of the eternal recurrence of the same. The snake bites its tail to form the circular image of the uroboros, archaic symbol of unified consciousness. We find ourselves immersed in “the psychic life of our ancestors right back to the earliest beginnings” and discover that it is our psychic life, for “every civilized human being, whatever his conscious development, is still an archaic man at the deeper layers of his psyche.” In a real sense we enter into a dialogue with “the 2,000,000 year old man who is in all of us” and, opening the strong eye, are able to trace the lineaments of an inward journey from the profane world of peripheral effects to the central formal principles of our mind, themselves the eternal expression of the transpersonal “creationtime” realm. And this is, as we shall see, the eternal journey of the shaman, a journey that is strikingly the same “at the antipodes and in other epochs with which archeology provides the only link.”




Chapter 2

POESY EN MASSE

There was a myth before the myth began,

Venerable and articulate and complete.

Wallace Stevens

“Only as the genius in the act of creation merges with the primal architect of the cosmos can he truly know something of the eternal essence of art,” Nietzsche tells us. “For in that condition he resembles the uncanny fairy tale image which is able to see itself by turning its eyes.” And starting approximately thirty thousand years ago, we find tangible evidence of man’s turning his eyes inward to the creative source, the primal architect of the cosmos, and offering the homage of beauty in an art of enduring magnificence. Throughout northern Spain and southwestern France, Ice Age man adorned cave walls with painted, incised, and, sometimes, sculpted animal figures of incomparable beauty, a beauty that challenges the achievements of our twentieth-century art and our glib assumptions about the progressive development of human sensibility.

It is difficult to conceive of a sophisticated art of such antiquity. We stretch our minds to reach back twenty centuries to the life of Christ and the beginnings of the New Testament Bible, and perhaps another twenty or so to Sumer and Babylon and the Epic of Gilgamesh. Beyond this time we become swamped by the centuries. Yet some idea of the age of this art is given by the title of a seminal study of this subject by the Abbé Henri Breuil—Four Hundred Centuries of Cave Art—and we can gain a degree of perspective from the chart of the chronology of the Upper Paleolithic (Figure 1) of the vast time spans involved and how the mere two-thousand-year period that we denominate “anno Domini” is dwarfed by it.

Breuil dated significant portions of this cave art back to the Aurignacian period. More recently, André Leroi-Gourhan, using more modern methods for assigning dates to this art, but admittedly hindered by a paucity of reliable information and the unscientific and haphazard techniques of the early cave explorers, determined that these early works previously regarded as Aurignacian should be assigned to the period between the Gravettian and Solutrean. “Evidences from before 20,000 B.C. are scanty, consisting of slabs decorated with extremely crude engraved or printed figures,” he concluded.1 According to him, the cave art was produced from this time and continued throughout the Solutrean and Magdalenian periods. Then, about ten thousand years ago, the whole development seems to come to an end, with other cultures having no relationship to that of the hunters of mammoth and reindeer replacing it.2

Very recently, however, significant aspects of Leroi-Gourhan’s painstaking chronological work may have been dealt a shocking blow. First, divers off the coast of France near Marseilles found an underwater entrance to a cave now referred to as Cosquer. During the Ice Age the sea level was substantially lower than it is today, a portion of the earth’s water being then appropriated by glaciers, and significant coastal areas were accessible that are today under water. After following approximately 490 feet of watery darkness through the narrow tunnels into which the cave entrance leads, the divers surfaced into magnificently embellished inner chambers. The earliest portions of this site, consisting of stenciled images of the human hand, were deemed to be about twenty-seven thousand years old, followed by a later period of animal representations dating from about 18,500 B.P.3

More startling was the discovery of Chauvet Cave in the gorges of the Ardèche River, a tributary of the Rhone, in southeast France. It was discovered in late 1994, but the find was not made public until about one year later. Here were more than two hundred animal depictions, in the form of both paintings and engravings, of a beauty described as equaling or exceeding the most famous Paleolithic caves yet known. The style and technique are extremely sophisticated. After stylistic analysis, a tentative dating between seventeen and twenty-one thousand years ago or earlier was considered plausible for such work, which, taking into account its sophisticated style, must be seen as seriously straining against the upper level of Leroi-Gourhan’s chronology. More recent testing has led to what Time magazine described as a “stone-age bombshell.”4 Radiocarbon tests at three laboratories revealed the work to be not approximately twenty thousand years old, as thought, but thirty thousand or more years of age, a full thirty centuries older than Cosquer and approximately 150 centuries older than the art of the famous cave at Lascaux. And according to Jean Clottes, further tests on torch marks within the cave now help support these results.5

[image: image]

[image: image]

FIGURE 1. Chronology of the Upper Paleolithic.

The site may also give us an even deeper glimpse into the prehistory of human religion. For in this cave was found the skull of a bear positioned on a rock in the middle of one gallery, suggesting purposeful placement and perhaps an underlying ritual. The discovery echoes an earlier one in a cave at Montespan of a kind of clay altar riddled with holes. According to the author of the find, Norbert Casteret, the skull of a bear cub was lying before the altar. Some commentators see this as suggesting a ritual wherein a decapitated bear’s head with the animal’s hide still attached was placed upon the altar for ceremonial purposes.6 In the Gisement du Régourdou very near Lascaux, there is what appears to be a reliquary shrine containing bear skulls dating to a much earlier age, perhaps about 75,000 B.P., and near it was found the buried body of a Neanderthal man.

Joseph Campbell, Johannes Maringer, and others, long before the discovery at Chauvet, tentatively related the Montespan find to a series of discoveries in high mountain grottoes in Switzerland and Germany, where, apparently, Neanderthal peoples had stored bear skulls and certain bones in protected arrangements that suggest a ceremonial use.7 At one site they were safeguarded behind an intentionally constructed stone wall, some with small stones arranged around them, others were placed on slabs. At another cave site such skulls were arranged in nichelike recesses in the cave wall. The mountain altitude of the grottoes as well as the stone implements and faunal remains suggested that the finds dated back to the late Riss-Würm interglacial period, when these high ranges could have been occupied. If this theory is correct, it would yield a date not later than about 75,000 years ago. While the finds and the conclusions based upon them have had their detractors, they are provocative enough to justify closing this look deep into prehistory with the words of Emil Bächler, the discoverer of several of these cave shrines:

The purposeful collection and arranged preservation of the cavebear skulls and long bones behind dry walls (Trockenmauern) set up along the sides of the caves; and more especially, the hermetic sealing away of the skulls, either in crudely built stone cabinets, protected by slab coverings, or in repositories walled with flagging, allow for no other conclusion, after the realistic consideration of every possibility, but that we have here to do with some sort of Bear Cult, specifically a Bone-offering Cult, inspired by the mystical thoughts and feelings of an Old Paleolithic population; thoughts involving transcendental, super-sensual ideas. Many ethnological parallels testify to a broad distribution of bone-offering cults in the historic period, especially among the hunting peoples of the north. And so, it seems we may be confronting here what is truly a First, in the elder Paleolithic: the original offering cult, namely, of mankind.8

Eliade has shown that the symbolism of bone and skeleton as a return to essence and consequent rebirth is ancient and widespread and, as we shall see, plays an integral role in shamanism. And so does the bear, in certain areas of the world, as the shaman’s master animal and as the subject of sacrifice. If Bächler’s conclusions are well-founded, perhaps we can glimpse a continuous cultural thread extending back seventy-five thousand years or more.
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