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i. What is a Myth? 
 
 
Human beings have always been mythmakers. Archaeologists have unearthed 
Neanderthal graves containing weapons, tools and the bones of a sacrificed animal, 
all of which suggest some kind of belief in a future world that was similar to their 
own. The Neanderthals may have told each other stories about the life that their 
dead companion now enjoyed. They were certainly reflecting about death in a way 
that their fellow-creatures did not. Animals watch each other die but, as far as we 
know, they give the matter no further consideration. But the Neanderthal graves 
show that when these early people became conscious of their mortality, they 
created some sort of counter-narrative that enabled them to come to terms with it. 
The Neanderthals who buried their companions with such care seem to have 
imagined that the visible, material world was not the only reality. From a very early 
date, therefore, it appears that human beings were distinguished by their ability to 
have ideas that went beyond their everyday experience. 
 
We are meaning-seeking creatures. Dogs, as far as we know, do not agonise 
about the canine condition, worry about the plight of dogs in other parts of the 
world, or try to see their lives from a different perspective. But human beings fall 
easily into despair, and from the very beginning we invented stories that enabled 
us to place our lives in a larger setting, that revealed an underlying pattern, and 
gave us a sense that, against all the depressing and chaotic evidence to the 
contrary, life had meaning and value.  
 
Another peculiar characteristic of the human mind is its ability to have ideas and 
experiences that we cannot explain rationally. We have imagination, a faculty that 
enables us to think of something that is not immediately present, and that, when 
we first conceive it, has no objective existence. The imagination is the faculty that 
produces religion and mythology. Today mythical thinking has fallen into disrepute; 
we often dismiss it as irrational and selfindulgent. But the imagination is also the 
faculty that has enabled scientists to bring new knowledge to light and to invent 
technology that has made us immeasurably more effective. The imagination of 
scientists has enabled us to travel through outer space and walk on the moon, 
feats that were once only possible in the realm of myth. Mythology and science 
both extend the scope of human beings. Like science and technology, mythology, 
as we shall see, is not about opting out of this world, but about enabling us to live 
more intensely within it.  
 
The Neanderthal graves tell us five important things about myth. First, it is nearly 
always rooted in the experience of death and the fear of extinction. Second, the 
animal bones indicate that the burial was accompanied by a sacrifice. Mythology is 
usually inseparable from ritual. Many myths make no sense outside a liturgical 
drama that brings them to life, and are incomprehensible in a profane setting. Third, 
the Neanderthal myth was in some way recalled beside a grave, at the limit of 
human life. The most powerful myths are about extremity; they force us to go 



beyond our experience. There are moments when we all, in one way or another, 
have to go to a place that we have never seen, and do what we have never done 
before. Myth is about the unknown; it is about that for which initially we have no 
words. Myth therefore looks into the heart of a great silence. Fourth, myth is not a 
story told for its own sake. It shows us how we should behave. In the Neanderthal 
graves, the corpse has sometimes been placed in a foetal position, as though for 
rebirth: the deceased had to take the next step himself. Correctly understood, 
mythology puts us in the correct spiritual or psychological posture for right action, 
in this world or the next. 
 
Finally, all mythology speaks of another plane that exists alongside our own world, 
and that in some sense supports it. Belief in this invisible but more powerful reality, 
sometimes called the world of the gods, is a basic theme of mythology. It has been 
called the ‘perennial philosophy’ because it informed the mythology, ritual and 
social organisation of all societies before the advent of our scientific modernity, and 
continues to influence more traditional societies today. According to the perennial 
philosophy, everything that happens in this world, everything that we can hear and 
see here below has its counterpart in the divine realm, which is richer, stronger and 
more enduring than our own.1 And every earthly reality is only a pale shadow of its 
archetype, the original pattern, of which it is simply an imperfect copy. It is only by 
participating in this divine life that mortal, fragile human beings fulfil their potential. 
The myths gave explicit shape and form to a reality that people sensed intuitively. 
They told them how the gods behaved, not out of idle curiosity or because these 
tales were entertaining, but to enable men and women to imitate these powerful 
beings and experience divinity themselves. 
 
In our scientific culture, we often have rather simplistic notions of the divine. In the 
ancient world, the ‘gods’ were rarely regarded as supernatural beings with discrete 
personalities, living a totally separate metaphysical existence. Mythology was not 
about theology, in the modern sense, but about human experience. People thought 
that gods, humans, animals and nature were inextricably bound up together, 
subject to the same laws, and composed of the same divine substance. There was 
initially no ontological gulf between the world of the gods and the world of men and 
women. When people spoke of the divine, they were usually talking about an 
aspect of the mundane. The very existence of the gods was inseparable from that 
of a storm, a sea, a river, or from those powerful human emotions – love, rage or 
sexual passion – that seemed momentarily to lift men and women onto a different 
plane of existence so that they saw the world with new eyes. 
 
Mythology was therefore designed to help us to cope with the problematic human 
predicament. It helped people to find their place in the world and their true 
orientation. We all want to know where we came from, but because our earliest 
beginnings are lost in the mists of prehistory, we have created myths about our 
forefathers that are not historical but help to explain current attitudes about our 
environment, neighbours and customs. We also want to know where we are going, 
so we have devised stories that speak of a posthumous existence – though, as we 
shall see, not many myths envisage immortality for human beings. And we want to 



explain those sublime moments, when we seem to be transported beyond our 
ordinary concerns. The gods helped to explain the experience of transcendence. 
The perennial philosophy expresses our innate sense that there is more to human 
beings and to the material world than meets the eye. 
 
Today the word ‘myth’ is often used to describe something that is simply not true. A 
politician accused of a peccadillo will say that it is a ‘myth’, that it never happened. 
When we hear of gods walking the earth, of dead men striding out of tombs, or of 
seas miraculously parting to let a favoured people escape from their enemies, we 
dismiss these stories as incredible and demonstrably untrue. Since the eighteenth 
century, we have developed a scientific view of history; we are concerned above all 
with what actually happened. But in the pre-modern world, when people wrote 
about the past they were more concerned with what an event had meant. A myth 
was an event which, in some sense, had happened once, but which also happened 
all the time. Because of our strictly chronological view of history, we have no word 
for such an occurrence, but mythology is an art form that points beyond history to 
what is timeless in human existence, helping us to get beyond the chaotic flux of 
random events, and glimpse the core of reality. 
 
An experience of transcendence has always been part of the human experience. 
We seek out moments of ecstasy, when we feel deeply touched within and lifted 
momentarily beyond ourselves. At such times, it seems that we are living more 
intensely than usual, firing on all cylinders, and inhabiting the whole of our 
humanity. Religion has been one of the most traditional ways of attaining ecstasy, 
but if people no longer find it in temples, synagogues, churches or mosques, they 
look for it elsewhere: in art, music, poetry, rock, dance, drugs, sex or sport. Like 
poetry and music, mythology should awaken us to rapture, even in the face of 
death and the despair we may feel at the prospect of annihilation. If a myth ceases 
to do that, it has died and outlived its usefulness. 
 
It is, therefore, a mistake to regard myth as an inferior mode of thought, which can 
be cast aside when human beings have attained the age of reason. 
 
Mythology is not an early attempt at history, and does not claim that its tales are 
objective fact. Like a novel, an opera or a ballet, myth is make-believe; it is a game 
that transfigures our fragmented, tragic world, and helps us to glimpse new 
possibilities by asking ‘what if?’ – a question which has also provoked some of our 
most important discoveries in philosophy, science and technology. The 
Neanderthals who prepared their dead companion for a new life were, perhaps, 
engaged in the same game of spiritual make-believe that is common to all 
mythmakers: ‘What if this world were not all that there is? How would this affect our 
lives – psychologically, practically or socially? Would we become different? More 
complete? And, if we did find that we were so transformed, would that not show 
that our mythical belief was true in some way, that it was telling us something 
important about our humanity, even though we could not prove this rationally?’ 
Human beings are unique in retaining the capacity for play.2 Unless they are living 
in the artificial conditions of captivity, other animals lose their early sense of fun 



when they encounter the harsh realities of life in the wild. Human adults, however, 
continue to enjoy playing with different possibilities, and, like children, we go on 
creating imaginary worlds. In art, liberated from the constraints of reason and logic, 
we conceive and combine new forms that enrich our lives, and which we believe 
tell us something important and profoundly ‘true’. In mythology too, we entertain a 
hypothesis, bring it to life by means of ritual, act upon it, contemplate its effect 
upon our lives, and discover that we have achieved new insight into the disturbing 
puzzle of our world.  
 
A myth, therefore, is true because it is effective, not because it gives us factual 
information. If, however, it does not give us new insight into the deeper meaning of 
life, it has failed. If it works, that is, if it forces us to change our minds and hearts, 
gives us new hope, and compels us to live more fully, it is a valid myth. Mythology 
will only transform us if we follow its directives. A myth is essentially a guide; it tells 
us what we must do in order to live more richly. If we do not apply it to our own 
situation and make the myth a reality in our own lives, it will remain as 
incomprehensible and remote as the rules of a board game, which often seem 
confusing and boring until we start to play. 
 
Our modern alienation from myth is unprecedented. In the pre-modern world, 
mythology was indispensable. It not only helped people to make sense of their 
lives but also revealed regions of the human mind that would otherwise have 
remained inaccessible. It was an early form of psychology. The stories of gods or 
heroes descending into the underworld, threading through labyrinths and fighting 
with monsters, brought to light the mysterious workings of the psyche, showing 
people how to cope with their own interior crises. When Freud and Jung began to 
chart the modern quest for the soul, they instinctively turned to classical mythology 
to explain their insights, and gave the old myths a new interpretation. There was 
nothing new in this. There is never a single, orthodox version of a myth. As our 
circumstances change, we need to tell our stories differently in order to bring out 
their timeless truth. In this short history of mythology, we shall see that every time 
men and women took a major step forward, they reviewed their mythology and 
made it speak to the new conditions. But we shall also see that human nature does 
not change much, and that many of these myths, devised in societies that could 
not be more different from our own, still address our most essential fears and 
desires. 
 
 



ii. The Palaeolithic Period:  
The Mythology of the Hunters  
(c. 20000 to 8000 BCE) 
 
 
The period in which human beings completed their biological evolution is one of the 
longest and most formative in their history. It was in many ways a frightening and 
desperate time. These early people had not yet developed agriculture. They could 
not grow their own food, but depended entirely on hunting and gathering. 
Mythology was as essential to their survival as the hunting weapons and skills that 
they evolved in order to kill their prey and achieve a degree of control over their 
environment. Like the Neanderthals, Palaeolithic men and women could leave no 
written record of their myths, but these stories proved to be so crucial to the way 
that human beings understood themselves and their predicament that they 
survived, in fragmented form, in the mythologies of later literate cultures. We can 
also learn a great deal about the experience and preoccupations of these primal 
human beings from such indigenous peoples as the Pygmies or the Australian 
aborigines who, like the people of the Palaeolithic age, live in hunting societies and 
have not undergone an agricultural revolution. 
 
It is natural for these indigenous peoples to think in terms of myth and symbol 
because, ethnologists and anthropologists tell us, they are highly conscious of a 
spiritual dimension in their daily lives. The experience of what we call the sacred or 
the divine has become at best a distant reality to men and women in industrialised, 
urban societies, but to the Australians, for example, it is not only self-evident but 
more real than the material world. 
 
‘Dreamtime’ – which Australians experience in sleep and in moments of vision – is 
timeless and ‘everywhen’. It forms a stable backdrop to ordinary life, which is 
dominated by death, flux, the endless succession of events, and the cycle of the 
seasons. Dreamtime is inhabited by the Ancestors – powerful, archetypal beings 
who taught humans the skills that are essential to their lives, such as hunting, war, 
sex, weaving and basket-making. These are, therefore, not profane but sacred 
activities, which bring mortal men and women into contact with Dreamtime. When 
an Australian goes hunting, for example, he models his behaviour so closely on 
that of the First Hunter that he feels totally at one with him, caught up in that more 
powerful archetypal world. It is only when he experiences this mystical unity with 
Dreamtime that his life has meaning. Afterwards, he falls away from that primal 
richness and back into the world of time, which, he fears, will devour him and 
reduce all that he does to nothingness.3 
 
The spiritual world is such an immediate and compelling reality that, the indigenous 
peoples believe, it must once have been more accessible to human beings. In 
every culture, we find the myth of a lost paradise, in which humans lived in close 
and daily contact with the divine. They were immortal, and lived in harmony with 



one another, with animals and with nature. At the centre of the world there was a 
tree, a mountain, or a pole, linking earth and heaven, which people could easily 
climb to reach the realm of the gods. Then there was a catastrophe: the mountain 
collapsed, the tree was cut down, and it became more difficult to reach heaven. 
The story of the Golden Age, a very early and almost universal myth, was never 
intended to be historical. It springs from a strong experience of the sacred that is 
natural to human beings, and expresses their tantalising sense of a reality that is 
almost tangible and only just out of reach. Most of the religions and mythologies of 
archaic societies are imbued with longing for the lost paradise.4 The myth was not 
simply an exercise in nostalgia, however. Its primary purpose was to show people 
how they could return to this archetypal world, not only in moments of visionary 
rapture but in the regular duties of their daily lives. 
 
Today we separate the religious from the secular. This would have been 
incomprehensible to the Palaeolithic hunters, for whom nothing was profane. 
Everything they saw or experienced was transparent to its counterpart in the divine 
world. Anything, however lowly, could embody the sacred.5 Everything they did 
was a sacrament that put them in touch with the gods. The most ordinary actions 
were ceremonies that enabled mortal beings to participate in the timeless world of 
‘everywhen’. For us moderns, a symbol is essentially separate from the unseen 
reality to which it directs our attention, but the Greek symballein means ‘to throw 
together’: two hitherto disparate objects become inseparable – like gin and tonic in 
a cocktail. When you contemplated any earthly object, you were therefore in the 
presence of its heavenly counterpart. This sense of participation in the divine was 
essential to the mythical worldview: the purpose of a myth was to make people 
more fully conscious of the spiritual dimension that surrounded them on all sides 
and was a natural part of life. 
 
The earliest mythologies taught people to see through the tangible world to a 
reality that seemed to embody something else.6 But this required no leap of faith, 
because at this stage there seemed to be no metaphysical gulf between the sacred 
and the profane. When these early people looked at a stone, they did not see an 
inert, unpromising rock. It embodied strength, permanence, solidity and an 
absolute mode of being that was quite different from the vulnerable human state. 
Its very otherness made it holy. A stone was a common hierophany – revelation of 
the sacred – in the ancient world. Again, a tree, which had the power effortlessly to 
renew itself, incarnated and made visible a miraculous vitality denied to mortal men 
and women. When they watched the waning and waxing of the moon, people saw 
yet another instance of sacred powers of regeneration,7 evidence of a law that was 
harsh and merciful, and frightening as well as consoling. Trees, stones and 
heavenly bodies were never objects of worship in themselves but were revered 
because they were epiphanies of a hidden force that could be seen powerfully at 
work in all natural phenomena, giving people intimations of another, more potent 
reality. 
 
Some of the very earliest myths, probably dating back to the Palaeolithic period, 
were associated with the sky, which seems to have given people their first notion of 



the divine. When they gazed at the sky – infinite, remote and existing quite apart 
from their puny lives – people had a religious experience.8 The sky towered above 
them, inconceivably immense, inaccessible and eternal. It was the very essence of 
transcendence and otherness. 
 
Human beings could do nothing to affect it. The endless drama of its thunderbolts, 
eclipses, storms, sunsets, rainbows and meteors spoke of another endlessly active 
dimension, which had a dynamic life of its own. Contemplating the sky filled people 
with dread and delight, with awe and fear. The sky attracted them and repelled 
them. It was by its very nature numinous, in the way described by the great 
historian of religion, Rudolf Otto. In itself, without any imaginary deity behind it, the 
sky was mysterium tremendum, terribile et fascinans.9 
 
This introduces us to an essential element of both the mythical and the religious 
consciousness. In our sceptical age, it is often assumed that people are religious 
because they want something from the gods they worship. They are trying to get 
the Powers That Be on their side. They want long life, freedom from sickness, and 
immortality, and think that the gods can be persuaded to grant them these favours. 
But in fact this very early hierophany shows that worship does not necessarily have 
a self-serving agenda. People did not want anything from the sky, and knew 
perfectly well that they could not affect it in any way. From the very earliest times, 
we have experienced our world as profoundly mysterious; it holds us in an attitude 
of awe and wonder, which is the essence of worship. Later the people of Israel 
would use the word qaddosh to denote the sacred. It was ‘separate, other’. The 
experience of pure transcendence was in itself profoundly satisfying. It gave people 
an ecstatic experience by making them aware of an existence that utterly 
transcended their own, and lifted them emotionally and imaginatively beyond their 
own limited circumstances. It was inconceivable that the sky could be ‘persuaded’ 
to do the will of poor, weak human beings. 
 
The sky would continue to be a symbol of the sacred long after the Palaeolithic 
period. But a very early development showed that mythology would fail if it spoke 
of a reality that was too transcendent. If a myth does not enable people to 
participate in the sacred in some way, it becomes remote and fades from their 
consciousness. At some point – we do not know exactly when this happened – 
people in various far-flung parts of the world began to personify the sky. They 
started to tell stories about a ‘Sky God’ or ‘High God’, who had single-handedly 
created heaven and earth out of nothing. This primitive monotheism almost 
certainly dates back to the Palaeolithic period. Before they began to worship a 
number of deities, people in many parts of the world acknowledged only one 
Supreme God, who had created the world and governed human affairs from afar. 
Nearly every pantheon has its Sky God. Anthropologists have also found Him 
among such tribal peoples as the Pygmies, the Australians and the Fuegians.10 
He is First Cause of all things and Ruler of heaven and earth. He is never 
represented by images and has no shrine or priest, because he is too exalted for a 
human cult. The people yearn toward their High God in prayer, believe that he is 
watching over them and will punish wrongdoing. Yet he is absent from their daily 



lives. The tribesmen say that he is inexpressible and can have no dealings with the 
world of men. They may turn to him in a crisis, but he is otherwise absent and is 
often said to have ‘gone away’, or ‘disappeared’. 
 
The Sky Gods of the ancient Mesopotamians, Vedic Indians, Greeks and 
Canaanites all dwindled in this way. In all the mythology of all these peoples, the 
High God is at best a shadowy, powerless figure, marginal to the divine pantheon, 
and more dynamic, interesting and accessible deities, such as Indra, Enlil and Baal, 
had come to the fore. There are stories that explain how the High God was 
deposed: Ouranos, the Sky God of the Greeks, for example, was actually castrated 
by his son Kronos, in a myth that horribly illustrates the impotence of these 
Creators, who were so removed from the ordinary lives of human beings that they 
had become peripheral. People experienced the sacred power of Baal in every 
rainstorm; they felt the force of Indra every time they were possessed by the 
transcendent fury of battle. But the old Sky Gods did not touch people’s lives at all. 
This very early development makes it clear that mythology will not succeed if it 
concentrates on the supernatural; it will only remain vital if it is primarily concerned 
with humanity. 
 
The fate of the Sky God reminds us of another popular misconception. It is often 
assumed that the early myths gave people in the pre-scientific world information 
about the origin of the cosmos. The story of the Sky God represented exactly this 
type of speculation, but the myth was a failure, because it did not touch people’s 
ordinary lives, told them nothing about their human nature and did not help them to 
solve their perennial problems. The demise of the Sky Gods helps to explain why 
the Creator God worshipped by Jews, Christians and Muslims has disappeared 
from the lives of many people in the West. A myth does not impart factual 
information, but is primarily a guide to behaviour. Its truth will only be revealed if it 
is put into practice – ritually or ethically. If it is perused as though it were a purely 
intellectual hypothesis, it becomes remote and incredible. 
 
The High Gods may have been demoted, but the sky never lost its power to remind 
people of the sacred. Height has remained a mythical symbol of the divine – a relic 
of Palaeolithic spirituality. In mythology and mysticism, men and women regularly 
reach for the sky, and devise rituals and techniques of trance and concentration 
that enable them to put these ascension stories into practice and ‘rise’ to a ‘higher’ 
state of consciousness. Sages claim that they have mounted through the various 
levels of the celestial world until they reach the divine sphere. Yoga practitioners 
are said to fly through the air; mystics levitate; prophets climb high mountains and 
break into a more sublime mode of being.11 When people aspired towards the 
transcendence represented by the sky, they felt that they could escape from the 
frailty of the human condition and pass to what lies beyond. That is why mountains 
are so often holy in mythology: midway between heaven and earth, they were a 
place where men such as Moses could meet their god. Myths about flight and 
ascent have appeared in all cultures, expressing a universal desire for 
transcendence and liberation from the constraints of the human condition. These 
myths should not be read literally. When we read of Jesus ascending to heaven, 



we are not meant to imagine him whirling through the stratosphere. When the 
Prophet Muhammad flies from Mecca to Jerusalem and then climbs up a ladder to 
the Divine Throne, we are to understand that he has broken through to a new level 
of spiritual attainment. When the Prophet Elijah ascends to heaven in a fiery 
chariot, he has left the frailty of the human condition behind, and passed away into 
the sacred realm that lies beyond our earthly experience. 
 
Scholars believe that the very first myths of ascent date back to the Palaeolithic 
period, and that they were associated with the shaman, the chief religious 
practitioner of hunting societies. The shaman was a master of trance and ecstasy, 
whose visions and dreams encapsulated the ethos of the hunt, and gave it a 
spiritual meaning. The hunt was highly dangerous. Hunters would leave their tribe 
for days at a time, would have to relinquish the security of their cave, and risk their 
lives to bring food back to their people. But, as we shall see, it was not merely a 
pragmatic enterprise, but, like all their activities, had a transcendent dimension. 
The shaman also embarked on a quest, but his was a spiritual expedition. It was 
thought that he had the power to leave his body and to travel in spirit to the 
celestial world. When he fell into a trance, he flew through the air and communed 
with the gods for the sake of his people. 
 
In the Palaeolithic cave shrines of Lascaux in France and Altamira in Spain, we 
find paintings depicting the hunt; alongside the animals and the huntsmen, there 
are men wearing bird masks, suggestive of flight, who were probably shamans. 
Even today, in hunting societies from Siberia to Tierra del Fuego, shamans believe 
that when they go into a trance they ascend to heaven and speak with the gods, as 
all humans did long ago in the Golden Age. A shaman is given special training in 
the techniques of ecstasy. Sometimes he suffers a psychotic breakdown during his 
adolescence, which represents a severance from his old profane consciousness 
and the recovery of powers that were given to the very earliest human beings but 
which have now been lost. In special ritual sessions, the shaman falls into a trance 
to the accompaniment of drums and dancing. Often he climbs a tree or a post that 
symbolises the Tree, Mountain or Ladder that once linked heaven and earth.12 A 
modern shaman describes his journey through the depths of the earth to heaven in 
this way: When the people sing, I dance. I enter the earth. I go in at a place like a 
place where people drink water. I travel a long way, very far When I emerge, I 
am already climbing. I’m climbing threads, the threads that lie over there in the 
south  and when you arrive at God’s place, you make yourself small  You do 
what you have to do there. Then you return to where everybody is.13 
 
Like the dangerous expedition of the hunter, the shaman’s quest is a confrontation 
with death. When he returns to his community his soul is still absent from his body, 
and he has to be revived by colleagues, who ‘take hold of your head and blow 
about the sides of your face. This is how you manage to be alive again. Friends, if 
they don’t do that to you, you die  you just die and are dead.’14  
 
Spiritual flight does not involve a physical journey, but an ecstasy in which the soul 
is felt to leave the body. There can be no ascent to the highest heaven without a 



prior descent into the depths of the earth. There can be no new life without death. 
The themes of this primitive spirituality would recur in the spiritual journeys 
undertaken by mystics and yogins in all cultures. It is highly significant that these 
myths and rituals of ascension go back to the earliest period of human history. It 
means that one of the essential yearnings of humanity is the desire to get ‘above’ 
the human state. As soon as human beings had completed the evolutionary 
process, they found that a longing for transcendence was built into their condition. 
Shamans operate only in hunting societies, and animals play an important role in 
their spirituality. During his training, a modern shaman sometimes lives with 
animals in the wild. He is supposed to meet an animal, who will instruct him in the 
secrets of ecstasy, teach him animal language, and become his constant 
companion. This is not regarded as a regression. In hunting societies, animals are 
not seen as inferior beings, but have superior wisdom. 
 
They know the secrets of longevity and immortality, and, by communing with them, 
the shaman gains an enhanced life. In the Golden Age, before the fall, it is thought 
that human beings could talk with animals, and, until he has recovered this 
prelapsarian skill, a shaman cannot ascend to the divine world.15 But his journey 
also has a practical objective. Like the hunter, he brings food to his people. In 
Greenland, for example, the Eskimos believe that the seals belong to a goddess, 
who is called the Mistress of Animals. When there is a shortage of game, the 
shaman is dispatched to appease her and end the famine.16 
 
It is likely that the Palaeolithic peoples had similar myths and rites. It is a crucial 
fact that homo sapiens was also ‘the hunter ape’, who preyed on other animals, 
killed and ate them.17 Palaeolithic mythology also seems to have been 
characterised by great reverence for the animals that men now felt compelled to kill. 
Humans were ill-equipped for hunting, because they were weaker and smaller than 
most of their prey. They had to compensate for this by developing new weapons 
and techniques. But more problematic was a psychological ambivalence. 
Anthropologists note that modern indigenous peoples frequently refer to animals or 
birds as ‘peoples’ on the same level as themselves. They tell stories about humans 
becoming animals and vice versa; to kill an animal is to kill a friend, so tribesmen 
often feel guilt after a successful expedition. Because it is a sacred activity and 
charged with such high levels of anxiety, hunting is invested with ceremonial 
solemnity and surrounded with rites and taboos. Before an expedition, a hunter 
must abstain from sex and keep himself in a state of ritual purity; after the killing, 
the meat is stripped from the bones, and the skeleton, skull and pelt are carefully 
laid out in an attempt to reconstruct the animal and give it new life.18 
 
It seems that the very first hunters felt a similar ambivalence. They had to learn a 
hard lesson. In the pre-agricultural age, they could not grow their own food so the 
preservation of their own lives meant the destruction of other creatures to whom 
they felt closely akin. Their chief prey were the great mammals, whose bodies and 
facial expressions resembled their own. Hunters could see their fear and identify 
with their cries of terror. Their blood flowed like human blood. Faced with this 
potentially intolerable dilemma, they created myths and rituals that enabled them to 



come to terms with the murder of their fellow-creatures, some of which have 
survived in the mythologies of later cultures. People continued to feel unhappy 
about the slaughter and consumption of animals long after the Palaeolithic period. 
Central to almost all the religious systems of antiquity was the ritual of animal 
sacrifice, which preserved the old hunting ceremonies and honoured the beasts 
that laid down their lives for the sake of human beings. 
 
The first great flowering of mythology, therefore, came into being at a time when 
homo sapiens became homo necans, ‘man the killer’, and found it very difficult to 
accept the conditions of his existence in a violent world. Mythology often springs 
from profound anxiety about essentially practical problems, which cannot be 
assuaged by purely logical arguments. Human beings had been able to 
compensate for their physical disadvantages by developing the rational powers of 
their extraordinarily large brains when they developed their hunting skills. They 
invented weapons, and learned how to organise their society with maximum 
efficiency and to work together as a team.  
 
Even at this early stage, homo sapiens was developing what the Greeks would call 
logos, the logical, pragmatic and scientific mode of thought that enabled them to 
function successfully in the world. Logos is quite different from mythical thinking. 
Unlike myth, logos must correspond accurately to objective facts. It is the mental 
activity we use when we want to make things happen in the external world: when 
we organise our society or develop technology. Unlike myth, it is essentially 
pragmatic. Where myth looks back to the imaginary world of the sacred archetype 
or to a lost paradise, logos forges ahead, constantly trying to discover something 
new, to refine old insights, create startling inventions, and achieve a greater control 
over the environment.  
 
Myth and logos both have their limitations, however. In the pre-modern world, most 
people realised that myth and reason were complementary; each had its separate 
sphere, each its particular area of competence, and human beings needed both 
these modes of thought. A myth could not tell a hunter how to kill his prey or how to 
organise an expedition efficiently, but it helped him to deal with his complicated 
emotions about the killing of animals. Logos was efficient, practical and rational, 
but it could not answer questions about the ultimate value of human life nor could it 
mitigate human pain and sorrow.19  
 
From the very beginning, therefore, homo sapiens understood instinctively that 
myth and logos had separate jobs to do. He used logos to develop new weaponry, 
and myth, with its accompanying rituals, to reconcile himself to the tragic facts of 
life that threatened to overwhelm him, and prevent him from acting effectively. The 
extraordinary underground caverns at Altamira and Lascaux give us a tantalising 
glimpse of Palaeolithic spirituality.20 The numinous paintings of deer, bison and 
woolly ponies, of shamans disguised as animals, and hunters with their spears, 
were painted with exquisite care and skill in deep subterranean caverns, which are 
extremely difficult of access. These grottoes were probably the very first temples 
and cathedrals.  



 
There has been lengthy academic discussion of the meaning of these caves; the 
paintings probably depict local legends that we shall never know. But certainly they 
set the scene for a profound meeting between men and the godlike, archetypal 
animals that adorn the cavern walls and ceilings. Pilgrims had to crawl through 
dank and dangerous underground tunnels before they reached the grottoes, 
burrowing ever more deeply into the heart of darkness until they finally came face 
to face with the painted beasts.  
 
We find here the same complex of images and ideas that inform the quest of the 
shaman. As in the shamanic sessions, there was probably music, dancing and 
singing in the caves; there was a journey to another world that began with a 
descent into the depths of the earth; and there was communion with animals in a 
magical dimension, set apart from the mundane, fallen world. The experience 
would have been especially powerful for newcomers, who had never ventured into 
the caverns before, and it seems likely that the caves were used in initiation rites 
that transformed the young men of the community into hunters.  
 
Initiation ceremonies were central to the religion of the ancient world, and remain 
crucial in traditional societies today.21 In tribal communities, adolescent boys are 
still torn away from their mothers, separated from the community, and forced to 
undergo an ordeal designed to transform them into men. Like the journey of the 
shaman, this is a process of death and rebirth: the boy has to die to childhood and 
enter the world of adult responsibilities. Initiates are buried in the ground, or in a 
tomb; they are told that they are about to be devoured by a monster, or killed by a 
spirit. They are subjected to intense physical pain and darkness; they are usually 
circumcised or tattooed. The experience is so intense and traumatic that an initiate 
is changed forever. Psychologists tell us that this type of isolation and deprivation 
not only brings about a regressive disorganisation of the personality, but that, if it is 
properly controlled, it can promote a constructive reorganisation of deeper forces 
within a person. At the end of his ordeal, the boy has learned that death is a new 
beginning. He returns to his people with a man’s body and soul. By facing up to the 
prospect of imminent death, and learning that it too is only a rite of passage to a 
new form of existence, he is ready to risk his life for his people by becoming a 
hunter or warrior. 
 
It is usually during the trauma of initiation that a neophyte hears the most sacred 
myths of his tribe for the first time. This is an important point. A myth is not a story 
that can be recited in a profane or trivial setting. Because it imparts sacred 
knowledge, it is always recounted in a ritualised setting that sets it apart from 
ordinary profane experience, and can only be understood in the solemn context of 
spiritual and psychological transformation.22  
 
Mythology is the discourse we need in extremity. We have to be prepared to allow 
a myth to change us forever. Together with the rituals that break down the barrier 
between the listener and the story, and which help him to make it his own, a 
mythical narrative is designed to push us beyond the safe certainties of the familiar 



world into the unknown. Reading a myth without the transforming ritual that goes 
with it is as incomplete an experience as simply reading the lyrics of an opera 
without the music. Unless it is encountered as part of a process of regeneration, of 
death and rebirth, mythology makes no sense. Almost certainly, it was from the 
experience of ritual in shrines like those of Lascaux, and from the experience of the 
shaman and the hunt, that the myth of the hero was born.  
 
The hunter, the shaman and the neophyte all had to turn their backs on the familiar, 
and endure fearsome trials. They all had to face the prospect of violent death 
before returning with gifts to nourish the community. All cultures have developed a 
similar mythology about the heroic quest. The hero feels that there is something 
missing in his own life or in his society. The old ideas that have nourished his 
community for generations no longer speak to him. So he leaves home and 
endures death-defying adventures. He fights monsters, climbs inaccessible 
mountains, traverses dark forests and, in the process, dies to his old self, and 
gains a new insight or skill, which he brings back to his people. Prometheus stole 
fire from the gods for humanity, and had to endure centuries of agonising 
punishment; Aeneas was forced to leave his old life behind, see his homeland in 
flames, and descend to the underworld before he could found the new city of Rome. 
So engrained is the myth of the hero that even the lives of historical figures, such 
as the Buddha, Jesus or Muhammad, are told in a way that conforms to this 
archetypal pattern, which was probably first forged in the Palaeolithic era.  
 
Again, when people told these stories about the heroes of their tribe, they were not 
simply hoping to entertain their listeners. The myth tells us what we have to do if 
we want to become a fully human person. Every single one of us has to be a hero 
at some time in our lives. Every baby forced through the narrow passage of the 
birth canal, which is not unlike the labyrinthine tunnels at Lascaux, has to leave the 
safety of the womb, and face the trauma of entry into a terrifyingly unfamiliar world. 
Every mother who gives birth, and who risks death for her child, is also heroic.23 
You cannot be a hero unless you are prepared to give up everything; there is no 
ascent to the heights without a prior descent into darkness, no new life without 
some form of death. Throughout our lives, we all find ourselves in situations in 
which we come face to face with the unknown, and the myth of the hero shows us 
how we should behave. We all have to face the final rite of passage, which is death. 
Some Palaeolithic heroes survived in later mythical literature. The Greek hero 
Herakles, for example, is almost certainly a relic of the hunting period.24 
 
He even dresses in animal skins, like a caveman, and carries a club. Herakles is a 
shaman, famous for his skill with animals; he visits the underworld, seeks the fruit 
of immortality, and ascends to the realm of the gods on Mount Olympus. Again, the 
Greek goddess Artemis, known as the ‘Mistress of Animals’,25 a huntress and the 
patron of untamed nature, may also be a Palaeolithic figure.26 
 
Hunting was an exclusively male activity, and yet one of the most powerful hunters 
in the Palaeolithic era was female. The earliest of the small figurines depicting a 
pregnant woman, which have been found throughout Africa, Europe and the Middle 



East, date from this period. Artemis is simply one embodiment of the Great 
Goddess, a fearsome deity who was not only the Mistress of Animals, but the 
source of life. She is no nurturing earth mother, however, but is implacable, 
vengeful and demanding. Artemis herself is notorious in exacting sacrifice and 
bloodshed, if the rituals of the hunt are violated. This formidable goddess also 
survived the Palaeolithic era. At the town of Catal Huyuk in Turkey, which dates 
from the seventh or sixth millennium, for example, archaeologists have unearthed 
large stone reliefs of the goddess in the act of giving birth. She is sometimes 
flanked by animals, bulls’ horns or the skulls of boars – relics of a successful hunt, 
and also symbols of the male. 
 
Why should a goddess have become so dominant in an aggressively male society? 
This may be due to an unconscious resentment of the female. The goddess of 
Catal Huyuk gives birth eternally, but her partner, the bull, must die. Hunters risked 
their lives to support their women and children. The guilt and anxiety induced by 
hunting, combined with frustration resulting from ritual celibacy, could have been 
projected onto the image of a powerful woman, who demands endless 
bloodshed.27 The hunters could see that women were the source of new life; it 
was they – not the expendable males – who ensured the continuity of the tribe. The 
female thus became an awe-inspiring icon of life itself – a life that required the 
ceaseless sacrifice of men and animals. 
 
These fragmentary glimpses of our Palaeolithic past show that mythology was no 
self-indulgent panacea. It forced men and women to confront the inexorable 
realities of life and death. Human beings had a tragic vision. They longed to scale 
the heavens, yet they realised that they could only do this if they faced up to their 
mortality, left the safe world behind, descended into the depths, and died to their 
old selves. Mythology and its accompanying rituals helped Palaeolithic people to 
move from one stage of life to another, in such a way that when death finally came 
it was seen as the last and final initiation to another, totally unknown mode of being. 
This early insight was never lost, but continued to guide men and women when 
they embarked on the next great revolution of human history. 
 



iii. The Neolithic Period: 
The Mythology of the Farmers 

(c. 8000 to 4000 BCE) 
 
 
 
About ten thousand years ago, human beings invented agriculture. Hunting was no 
longer their chief source of food, because they discovered that the earth was an 
apparently inexhaustible source of nourishment. There have been few 
developments that have been more important for the human race than the agrarian 
Neolithic revolution. We can sense the awe, delight and terror of these pioneering 
farmers in the mythology they developed as they adapted to their new 
circumstances, fragments of which were preserved in the mythical narratives of 
later cultures. Agriculture was the product of logos but, unlike the technological 
revolutions of our own day, it was not regarded as a purely secular enterprise. It 
led to a great spiritual awakening that gave people an entirely new understanding 
of themselves and their world. The new science of agriculture was approached with 
religious awe.28 The people of the Palaeolithic period had regarded hunting as a 
sacred act and now farming also became sacramental. When they tilled the fields 
or gathered the harvest, the farmers had to be in a state of ritual purity. As they 
watched the seeds descending into the depths of the earth, and realised that they 
broke open in the darkness to bring forth a marvellously different form of life, 
planters recognised a hidden force at work. The crop was an epiphany, a 
revelation of divine energy, and when farmers cultivated the land and brought forth 
food for their community, they felt that they had entered a sacred realm and 
participated in this miraculous abundance.29 The earth seemed to sustain all 
creatures – plants, animals and humans – as in a living womb. 
 
Rituals were designed to replenish this power lest it exhaust itself. So the first 
seeds were ‘thrown away’ as offerings, and the first fruits of the harvest were left 
unpicked, as a way of recycling these sacred energies. There is even evidence that 
in Central America, parts of Africa, the Pacific Islands and Dravidian India, human 
beings were offered in sacrifice. Two principles lay at the heart of these rites. First, 
you could not expect to get something for nothing; in order to receive, you had to 
give something back. Second was a holistic vision of reality. The sacred was not 
felt to be a metaphysical reality, beyond the natural world. It could only be 
encountered in the earth and its products, which were themselves sacred. Gods, 
human beings, animals and plants all shared the same nature, and could, therefore, 
invigorate and replenish one another. Human sexuality, for example, was regarded 
as essentially the same as the divine force that fructified the earth. In early 
Neolithic mythology, the harvest was seen as the fruit of a hierogamy, a sacred 
marriage: the soil was female; the seeds divine semen; and rain the sexual 
congress of heaven and earth. It was common for men and women to engage in 
ritual sex when they planted their crops. Their own intercourse, itself a sacred act, 
would activate the creative energies of the soil, just as the farmer’s spade or 



plough was a sacred phallus that opened the womb of the earth and made it big 
with seed. The Bible shows that these ritualised orgies were practised in ancient 
Israel well into the sixth century bce, to the fury of such prophets as Hosea and 
Ezekiel. Even in the Jerusalem temple there were ceremonies in honour of 
Asherah, the fertility goddess of Canaan, and a house of sacred prostitutes.30 
 
In the early stages of the Neolithic revolution, however, the earth was not always 
regarded as female.31 In China and Japan the ground of being was neuter and 
only later, probably as a result of the maternal role of women in family life, did the 
earth take on a female, nurturing character. In other parts of the world the earth 
was not personified, but was venerated as sacred in herself. She produced all 
things from her womb in the same way as a woman gave birth to a child. Some of 
the earliest creation myths in Europe and North America imagined the first humans 
emerging from the earth like plants: like seeds, their lives began in the underworld 
until the new people climbed to the surface, or sprouted like flowers and were 
collected by their human mothers.32 Where once people had imagined themselves 
ascending to the heights in order to encounter the divine, they now made ritual 
contact with the sacred in the earth. Neolithic labyrinths have been discovered that 
are similar to the Palaeolithic tunnels at Lascaux but, instead of going to meet the 
sacred animals in the underground caverns, these worshippers felt that they were 
entering the womb of Mother Earth, and making a mystical return to the source of 
all being.33  
 
These creation myths taught people that they belong to the earth in the same way 
as the rocks, rivers and trees do. They must, therefore, respect her natural rhythms. 
Others expressed a profound identification with a place, a bond that was deeper 
than that of family or paternity. This kind of myth was especially popular in ancient 
Greece. Erechthonius, the fifth mythical king of Athens, was born from the sacred 
soil of the Acropolis, a sacred event commemorated from a very early date in a 
special shrine.  
 
The Neolithic revolution had made people aware of a creative energy that 
pervaded the entire cosmos. It was at first an undifferentiated sacred force, which 
made the earth herself a manifestation of the divine. But the mythical imagination 
always becomes more concrete and circumstantial; what was originally amorphous 
gains definition and becomes particular. Just as the veneration of the sky had led 
to the personification of the Sky God, the maternal, nurturing earth became the 
Mother Goddess. In Syria, she was identified as Asherah, consort of El, the High 
God, or as Anat, El’s daughter; in Sumer in Mesopotamia, she was called Inanna; 
in Egypt, Isis; and in Greece she became Hera, Demeter and Aphrodite. The 
Mother Goddess fused with the Great Mother of the hunting societies, retaining 
many of her frightening characteristics. Anat, for example, is a ruthless warrior, and 
often depicted wading through an ocean of blood; Demeter is described as furious 
and vengeful, and even Aphrodite, goddess of love, exacts fearful revenge. Again, 
mythology is not escapist. The new Neolithic myths continued to force people to 
face up to the reality of death. They were not pastoral idylls, and the Mother 
Goddess was not a gentle, consoling deity, because agriculture was not 



experienced as a peaceful, contemplative occupation. It was a constant battle, a 
desperate struggle, against sterility, drought, famine and the violent forces of 
nature, which were also manifestations of sacred power.34 
 
The sexual imagery of planting did not mean that people experienced agriculture 
as a romantic love affair with nature. Human reproduction was itself highly 
dangerous for mother and child. In the same way, tilling the fields was 
accomplished only after hard, backbreaking labour. In the book of Genesis, the 
loss of the primordial paradisal state is experienced as a falling into agriculture. In 
Eden, the first human beings had tended God’s garden effortlessly. After the Fall, 
the woman brings forth her children in sorrow, and the man has to wrest a living 
from the soil by the sweat of his brow.35 In the early mythology, farming is 
pervaded by violence, and food is produced only by a constant warfare against the 
sacred forces of death and destruction. The seed has to go down into the earth 
and die in order to bring forth its fruit, and its death is painful and traumatic. 
Farming implements look like weapons, corn must be ground to powder, and 
grapes trampled to unrecognisable pulp before they can become wine. We see all 
this in the myths about the Mother Goddess, whose consorts are nearly all torn 
apart, dismembered, brutally mutilated, and killed before they can rise again, with 
the crops, to new life. All these myths speak of a struggle to the death. In the old 
heroic myths dating from the Palaeolithic age, it was usually a male hero who set 
forth on a dangerous journey to bring help to his people. After the Neolithic 
revolution, the males are often helpless and passive. It is the female goddess who 
wanders through the world on a quest, who struggles with death, and brings 
nourishment to the human race. The Earth Mother becomes a symbol of female 
heroism, in myths that speak ultimately of balance and restored harmony.  
 
This is clear in the myth of Anat, the sister and spouse of Baal, the storm god, 
which symbolises not only the struggle of farming but also the difficulty of attaining 
wholeness and harmony. Baal, who brings rain to the parched earth, is himself 
engaged in a constant creative battle with monsters, the forces of chaos and 
disintegration. One day, however, he is attacked by Mot, the god of death, sterility 
and drought, who constantly threatens to turn the earth into a desolate wilderness. 
At Mot’s approach, Baal for once is overcome with fear, and surrenders without 
resistance. Mot chews him up, like a tasty morsel of lamb, and forces him down 
into the underworld, the land of the dead. Because Baal can no longer bring rain to 
the earth, vegetation withers and dies, amidst general lamentation. El, Baal’s father 
– a typical High God – is helpless. When he hears of Baal’s death, he comes down 
from his high throne, puts on sackcloth, and gashes his cheeks in the traditional 
rites of mourning, but cannot save his son. The only effective deity is Anat. Filled 
with grief and rage, she wanders through the earth, distraught, searching for her 
alter ego, her other half. The Syrian text which has preserved this myth tells us that 
she yearns for Baal ‘as a cow her calf or a ewe her lamb’.36 The Mother Goddess 
is as fierce and beyond control as an animal when its young is in danger.  
 
When Anat finds Baal’s remains, she makes a great funeral banquet in his honour, 
and, uttering a passionate complaint to El, she continues her search for Mot. When 



she finds him, she cleaves Mot in two with a ritual sickle, winnows him in a sieve, 
scorches him, grinds him in a mill, and scatters his flesh over the fields, treating 
him in exactly the same way as a farmer treats his grain. Our sources are 
incomplete, so we do not know how Anat managed to bring Baal back to life. But 
both Baal and Mot are divine, so neither can be wholly extinguished. The battle 
between the two will continue, and the harvest will only be produced each year in 
the teeth of death. In one version of the myth, Anat restores Baal so completely 
that the next time Mot attacks him, he responds much more vigorously. Rain 
returns to the earth, the valleys run with honey, and the heavens rain down 
precious oil. The story ends with the sexual reunion of Baal and Anat, an image of 
wholeness and completion, cultically reenacted during the New Year’s festival. 
 
We find much the same pattern in Egypt, though Isis is less powerful than Anat. 
Osiris, the first king of Egypt, teaches his people the science of agriculture. His 
brother Seth, who aspires to the throne, assassinates him, and Isis, his sister and 
spouse, roams the world, searching for his body. When she finds the corpse, she 
can only revive him long enough to enable him to conceive Horus, a son to 
continue his line, before he expires again. Then Osiris’s body is cut into pieces, 
and each fragment is buried, like seed, in a different place throughout Egypt. He 
becomes the ruler of Duat, the world of the dead, and is also responsible each year 
for the annual harvest, his death and dismemberment ritually enacted alongside 
the cutting and threshing of the crops. The god of the dead is often also the god of 
the harvest, showing that life and death are inextricably entwined. You cannot have 
one without the other.  
 
The god who dies and comes to life again epitomises a universal process, like the 
waxing and waning of the seasons. There may be new life, but the central feature 
of the myth and the cult of these dying vegetation gods is always the catastrophe 
and bloodshed, and the victory of the forces of life is never complete. This 
becomes especially clear in the myth that recounts the descent of the 
Mesopotamian goddess Inanna into the underworld. It can be read as another 
initiation ceremony in the nether regions, an experience of death that leads to new 
life. Inanna has no benevolent motive for her dangerous journey into the depths of 
the earth. As far as we can tell from our sources, which are incomplete, her 
purpose is to usurp her sister Ereshkigal, Queen of Hell, who is also Mistress of 
Life. Before she can enter Ereshkigal’s lapis lazuli palace, Inanna has to pass 
through the seven gates of her sister’s city’s seven walls. Each time, the 
gatekeeper challenges Inanna, and forces her to shed an item of clothing, so that 
when she finally enters her sister’s presence, Inanna is stripped of all her defences. 
Her attempted coup fails, the Seven Judges of the underworld sentence Inanna to 
death, and her corpse is displayed on a spike. 
 
Inanna is, however, rescued by the other gods, and her return to earth, 
accompanied by a horde of devils, is triumphant and terrible. When she arrives 
home, she finds that her husband, the handsome young shepherd Dumuzi, has 
dared to sit upon her throne. Enraged, Inanna passes the sentence of death upon 
him, Dumuzi flees, pursued by devils who force him down into the underworld to 



take Inanna’s place, but a deal is made, whereby the year is divided between 
Dumuzi and his sister Geshtinanna, each passing six months with Ereshkigal in the 
underworld. But the world is changed forever by Inanna’s adventure, since the 
absence of Dumuzi, now god of vegetation, causes seasonal change. When he 
returns to Inanna, the earth comes to life with the birth of lambs, and the shooting 
of the grain, quickly followed by the harvest. When he goes down into the 
underworld, the earth suffers the long drought of summer. There is no final victory 
over death. The Sumerian poem that recounts the myth ends with the cry: ‘O 
Ereshkigal! Great is your praise!’37 What remains most poignantly in the mind is 
the lament of the women, especially of Dumuzi’s mother, when she mourns the 
loss of her son, ‘desolate in a desolate place; where once he was alive, now he lies 
like a young bull felled to the ground’.38 
 
This Mother Goddess is not a redeemer, but the cause of death and sorrow. Her 
journey is an initiation, a rite of transformation that is required of us all. Inanna 
goes down into the world of death, to meet her sister, a buried and unsuspected 
aspect of her own being. Ereshkigal represents the ultimate reality. In many myths, 
dating originally from this period, a meeting with the Mother Goddess represents 
the ultimate adventure of the hero, the supreme illumination. Mistress of life and 
death, Ereshkigal too is a Mother Goddess, depicted as constantly giving birth. In 
order to approach her, and gain true insight, Inanna has to lay aside the clothes 
that protect her vulnerability, dismantle her egotism, die to her old self, assimilate 
what seems opposed and inimical to her, and accept the intolerable: namely, that 
there can be no life without death, darkness and deprivation.39  
 
The rituals associated with Inanna concentrated on the tragedy of her story and 
never celebrated her reunion with Dumuzi in the springtime. Because it so 
powerfully represented what was experienced as a fundamental law of existence, 
the cult was widespread. Inanna was called Ishtar by the Babylonians, and Astarte 
(or Asherah) in Syria; in the Near East, Dumuzi was known as Tammuz, and his 
death was lamented by the women of the region.40 In Greece, he was called 
Adonis, because the women in the Semitic world mourned the loss of their ‘lord’ 
(adon). The story of Adonis changed over the years, but in its original form, it 
conformed to the basic structure of the Sumerian myth, for it shows the goddess 
handing her young consort over to death.41 Like the Great Goddess of the hunters, 
the Neolithic Mother Goddess shows that, though men may seem to be more 
powerful, it is really the female which is the stronger and in control. 
 
This is also apparent in the Greek myth of Demeter and her daughter, Persephone, 
which almost certainly dates back to the Neolithic period.42 Demeter is the Grain 
Mother who protects the crops and the fruitfulness of the earth. When Hades, ruler 
of the underworld, abducts Persephone, Demeter leaves Mount Olympus and 
wanders grief-stricken through the world. In her rage, she withholds the harvest, 
threatening to starve human beings, unless her daughter Kore (‘the girl’) is 
returned. In alarm, Zeus sends Hermes, the divine messenger, to rescue Kore, but 
unfortunately she has eaten some pomegranate seeds during her time in the 
Nether World, and is therefore obliged to spend four months of the year with Hades, 



now her husband. When she is reunited with her mother, Demeter lifts the ban, and 
the earth becomes fruitful once again. This is not a simple nature allegory. The 
rites of Demeter did not coincide with either the sowing or the harvest. Persephone 
may descend into the earth, like a seed, but in the Mediterranean a seed takes 
only a few weeks to germinate, not four months. Like the myth of Inanna, this is 
another story of a goddess who disappears and returns. It is a myth about death. In 
ancient Greece, Demeter, the grain goddess, is also Mistress of the Dead, and 
presides over the mystery cult at Eleusis, near Athens. These were secret rites, but 
it seems that they compelled the mystai (‘initiates’) to accept the inevitability of 
death as an essential part of life, and find that it had thereby lost its terror. The 
powerful rites impressed the meaning of the myth indelibly on the minds and hearts 
of those who went through this lengthy initiation. There is no possibility of a final 
victory over death. Kore has to alternate perpetually between the upper and lower 
worlds. There can be no grain, no food and no life, without the symbolic death of 
the maiden.  We know very little about the Eleusinian mysteries, but those who 
took part in these rites would have been puzzled if they had been asked whether 
they believed that Persephone really had descended into the earth, in the way that 
the myth described. The myth was true, because wherever you looked you saw 
that life and death were inseparable, and that the earth died and came to life again. 
Death was fearful, frightening and inevitable, but it was not the end. If you cut a 
plant, and threw away the dead branch, it gained a new sprout.  
 
Agriculture led to a new, if qualified, optimism.43 The seed had to die, in order to 
produce grain; pruning was actually helpful to plants, and encouraged new growth. 
The initiation at Eleusis showed that the confrontation with death led to spiritual 
regeneration, and was a form of human pruning. It could not bring immortality – 
only the gods lived forever – but it could enable you to live more fearlessly and 
therefore more fully here on earth, looking death calmly in the face. Indeed, every 
day we are forced to die to the self we have already achieved. In the Neolithic 
period too, the myths and rituals of passage helped people to accept their mortality, 
to pass on to the next stage, and to have the courage to change and grow. 
 
 
 
 


