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FOREWORD
The history of scholarship and science is punctuated by examples of the rank amateur who, fired by curiosity, decides to explore some aspect of a discipline that is not his own but that has not been resolved or, in some cases, even noticed.
In successful stories (Schliemann’s discovery of ancient Troy may be the best known), curiosity plus persistence produces initial results. The researcher is inspired to press forward, mastering the disciplines necessary to continue the work, which eventually leads to something totally unexpected, compelling, and significant.
Laird Scranton’s quest followed this documented but by no means well-traveled path.
Initially, intrigued by a suggestion that the intricate, coherent (still living and still practiced) cosmology of the remote West African Dogon tribe was in some way related to that of ancient Egypt (four thousand miles across the North African Sahara and with no demonstrable past or present connection to the Dogon), he began his research.
This notion was in no way directly related to his day job. Scranton is an expert in computer software design. When a company wants to make customized changes to their software, Scranton interprets their existing system of codes and files and finds a way to make the changes. So, in retrospect, he was actually the perfect curious amateur to take on the task—uncommitted to a particular point of view but with the specialized symbolic skills, in principle, to carry it out.
Relationships and equivalents between Dogon and Egyptian traditions were quickly apparent to Scranton. Not only were their mythological accounts similar, but even the words and symbols used to describe the sequential stages of cosmogenesis (the birth of the cosmos) were nearly the same. In other words, the contemporary tribal Dogon and the ancient, highly organized, and accomplished ancient Egyptians had the same belief system. (Scranton’s research also turned up evidence of that same system in several other traditions as well.)
In and of itself, this was a revolutionary conclusion that was carefully documented, logically developed, and compelling. It was at this point, sparked again both by curiosity and by the explicit Dogon assertion that their myths described the formation and structure of matter, that Scranton decided to look into contemporary, cutting-edge cosmological science to see how that compared with these ancient mythologies.
To his astonishment, although the languages used by modern and ancient cosmologists were very different (mathematics for the moderns, myth and symbol for the ancients), the stories and sequences were effectively identical; in other words, the ancients were talking about relativity, quantum mechanics, and even currently controversial string and/or torsion theory in their own languages of myth and symbol. It was all there: the big bang (or an equivalent thereof), waves that become particles, subatomic particles, the electron, the atom . . . all of it. This was the theme of The Science of the Dogon.
However, because this amounted to a direct rebuttal of the central dogma of Western civilization—progress as a linear process going from primitive beginnings to ourselves—it was predictably ignored by mainstream science and the mainstream media.
The original self-published edition Hidden Meanings: A Study of the Founding Symbols of Civilization reached a small but informed audience, which widened considerably after it was acquired by Inner Traditions International and republished as The Science of the Dogon. Correspondents provided cosmological similarities from the mythologies of other societies, ancient and contemporary, and suggested new sources for Scranton to explore. The most striking of these was a study of the symbolism of the traditional Buddhist stupa, the conical structure very similar in shape, symbolism, and function to the earthen Dogon granary (which tells the Dogon cosmological story in symbolic form). The Buddhist version is effectively the same and was studied in detail by Adrian Snodgrass, an Australian architect and Buddhism scholar, in his book The Symbolism of the Stupa. Although Snodgrass did not explicitly link the traditional and contemporary accounts, he affirmed that the ancient cosmogenesis story was meant to symbolize and “mimic” the processes of the formation of matter, an interesting choice of words because, short of postulating precognitive mimicry, it is possible to mimic only that which is already there. The plain fact is that traditional Buddhist cosmology (originating no one knows when but long before our astrophysics arrived on the scene) also tells the same story that contemporary astrophysicists are only now in the process of developing.
The evidence is now commanding: the Einsteins of old, whoever they may have been and whenever they lived, had a cosmological science as advanced and as exact as our own and that knowledge, at some point long ago, was global in reach.
This barrage of additional backup was gratifying, of course, but in a sense superfluous—like those first photos from space showing that the Earth was, after all, round. The evidence had been put together well before the shuttle went up, but even so it was exciting to see it confirmed with our own eyes. So it was with the claim that advanced civilizations existed in the very distant past. There was ample evidence already, but Scranton’s work is the equivalent of that space shot.
Scranton was, however, more interested in going deeper rather than wider, and that is the focus of Sacred Symbols of the Dogon. The Egyptian hieroglyphic system is the only remaining wholly ideographic language with (mostly) recognizable symbols (bird, animal, human, plant, tool, etc.) individually or together representing words that express concepts, ideas, actions, and material objects. Ironically, hieroglyphics had disappeared entirely as a written and spoken language, whereas other languages that were probably similarly ideographic originally, but no longer are (Chinese and Sanskrit, for example), still exist as languages. An ancient text written in one of those languages can be easily deciphered by a modern scholar, although the ideographic original has been lost. The hieroglyphs, on the other hand, are all still there, perfectly intact, but their meanings had to be rediscovered from scratch, mainly by scholars convinced that “real” civilization began with the Greeks and, in any case, without access to (or much interest in) the latest developments in physics and cosmology.
Scranton, however, recognizing the advanced science underlying both Egyptian and Dogon mythology and symbolism, wondered if the entire system might be grounded in cosmogenesis, extending by logical steps—in a system of cascading analogies and metaphors—from astrophysics to terrestrial physics to the activities and manifestations of daily life. And, in fact, so they do.
It suddenly becomes clear why specific glyphs were carefully chosen for specific roles. (Scranton uses standard accepted translations of words and glyphs in building his case; he is not retranslating anything to make the conclusion fit his hypothesis.) It becomes equally clear why certain combinations of these glyphs were chosen to produce specific words. There was nothing arbitrary about the process.
What before seemed alien, impenetrable, and remote from the concerns of daily modern life suddenly becomes lucid, meaningful, and, in the true sense of that word, enlightening. It all suddenly makes sense when the hieroglyphs reveal their deepest inner secrets and act as intermediaries between the very new and the very old.
Those who follow the argument (easy enough to understand but requiring persistence to stay the course) will be treated to a rare work of scholarly detective nonfiction: Sherlock Holmes meets Champollion 2.0.
PS: As an unexpected, added bonus, persistent nonspecialists and the advanced-science-challenged (such as myself) will also end up with a far better grasp of these arcane modern disciplines than they would even from those works specifically designed for lay readers and written by the scientists themselves.
JOHN ANTHONY WEST
 
John Anthony West is an independent Egyptologist who has studied and written about ancient Egypt since 1986. His controversial work on redating the Great Sphinx has challenged long-accepted notions of Egyptian history. He is the author of Serpent in the Sky and The Traveler’s Key to Ancient Egypt and often leads tours to Egypt as a guide and lecturer.
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INTRODUCTION TO DOGON SCIENCE IN THE EGYPTIAN HIEROGLYPHS
This book, Sacred Symbols of the Dogon, is the second in a series—it follows a 2006 volume titled The Science of the Dogon: Decoding the African Mystery Tradition, which examines the cosmology of a modern-day African tribe called the Dogon. Although The Science of the Dogon focuses primarily on the tribal myths and cosmological symbols of the Dogon, it also documents many consistent resemblances between Dogon mythological keywords and symbols and those of the ancient Egyptian hieroglyphic language. Examples presented in The Science of the Dogon (and summarized in the early chapters of this book) demonstrate the consistency of these resemblances and show they are rooted in key symbols shared commonly by both cultures. In some cases, likely identities can be established between Dogon and Egyptian words based on common pronunciation and meaning explicitly defined for each word in its respective language. The Science of the Dogon also demonstrates a consistent relationship between key drawings within Dogon mythology and the shapes of specific Egyptian glyphs. Although we might speculate indefinitely about the theoretic symbolism that might apply to an Egyptian glyph, the meanings of the corresponding mythological shapes are well known to the Dogon priests, their definitions clear and specific in the Dogon tradition. So apart from any broader discussion of Dogon tribal myths, the suggestion is that these definitions, which have been well preserved in Dogon myth and language, might provide an alternate point of entry for the interpretation of Egyptian hieroglyphs. This premise of a relationship between Dogon and Egyptian symbols and languages defines the central theme for this second volume—Sacred Symbols of the Dogon.
What first draws our attention to the Dogon of Mali are the many intimate details of a complex cosmology—extensively defined in myths, symbols, rituals, and drawings—that describe the efforts of a tribal god named Amma to create the universe and the matter it contains. This cosmology is part of a larger Dogon tradition whose defined purpose is to document the successive stages of a mythological process of creation. What had gone unnoticed prior to The Science of the Dogon were the many consistent resemblances between the descriptions of the Dogon myths and actual stages in the formation of matter as defined by modern-day science. The Science of the Dogon demonstrated in many different ways that the Dogon descriptions of these processes are scientifically accurate. They correctly define the key components of matter from atoms to quarks to the vibrating threads of string theory—all in the proper sequence, each with its appropriate scientific attributes and many supported by explicit tribal drawings that often replicate pertinent scientific diagrams.
Even from a more traditional viewpoint, Dogon mythology may have great relevance to studies of the ancients because it stands at the crossroads of several important traditions. The Dogon share many common elements of culture, mythology, and language with ancient Egypt, and they observe many of the same religious traditions and rituals as ancient Judaism. Likewise, the stories of Dogon mythology gravitate around a rich set of classic themes and symbols that are already familiar to us from other world mythologies and religions—the spiraling coils, clay pots, and primordial serpents that reappear again and again among the myths and stories of ancient cultures. Key elements of Dogon mythology bear great resemblance to those found in other cultures, including those of ancient Greece, Sumer, India, and China, some Polynesian cultures such as the Maori of New Zealand, and even the Olmec and Mayan cultures of the Americas.
Among all of these cultures, the Dogon are of particular interest because they survive to this day as a cohesive society—still seemingly observant of some of the most ancient traditions and yet also able to express those traditions in coherent, modern terms. Although we as modern researchers are not in a position to pose direct questions to an ancient Egyptian priest, we are quite able to converse intelligently with a modern-day Dogon priest about subjects that may relate directly to Egyptian culture and language. Surely it would behoove us to pay close attention to what the Dogon priests may have to say about symbols, rituals, myths, and language, because their insights could potentially open a new window for us on an ancient era of Egyptian mythology and culture that, in many other respects, has long since passed from view.
The many compelling aspects of Dogon life that recall those of ancient cultures suggest that we should view the Dogon as a kind of modern remnant of a very ancient tradition—almost as a living artifact of times long past. We should be clear that it is not the purpose of this study to trace a direct or indirect lineage between Dogon and Egyptian cultures or to endorse any larger psychological mechanism by which two unrelated cultures might adopt a similar set of symbols, words, or rituals. Rather, our primary focus should be on what is, not how it came to be. As a general rule, for the purposes of these discussions, if two different cultures assign the same mythological meanings to a similarly-shaped symbol, we will consider both references to be to the same symbol—no matter that the two cultures might be separated by half a world in distance or five thousand years in time. Likewise, if both cultures assign the same set of meanings to similarly pronounced words, we will consider the roots of these words to be common to both cultures. The presumption is that two truly unrelated cultures should not sustain consistent similarities of words, symbols, myths, and mythological meanings. When they do, some degree of relationship is reasonably inferred—whether it is one of common origin, borrowing, or diffusion by some other method. It is not necessary to prove that Dogon society is as old as ancient Egypt; rather, it is sufficient to observe that the rituals and traditions sustained by the Dogon are known to date from a period as early as 3000 BCE and that the Dogon define and discuss these traditions using words and symbols that bear a close resemblance to those from the same remote period of Egyptian antiquity.
Similarities between Dogon and Egyptian culture manifest themselves at nearly every level of comparative study. They can be found in the simple pronunciations and meanings of individual words, in the parallel acts and phonetically similar names of equivalent mythological gods, and in the nearly identical forms of many key mythological symbols. We often find direct correspondences between the ritual practices of the Dogon and Egyptian religions, their agricultural methods, and the shared elements of their ritual structures. Parallels between these two cultures extend even to the guiding principles around which their civil bodies were established—in deliberate pairs, one designated as Upper and the other as Lower. Such correspondences between the Dogon and Egyptian systems are so pervasive that, when in doubt, one might reasonably assume that if a given practice exists among the Dogon, it most likely also existed in similar form with the ancient Egyptians.
Although it is the similarity of Dogon and Egyptian culture that drives our initial comparisons of their myths and symbols, it is often the subtle differences between cultures that illuminate those comparisons. For example, the Egyptian hieroglyphic language may seem forbidding and obscure, especially when compared to the Dogon language, which employs far fewer words and is documented in terms of an alphabet rather than pictographic glyphs. Yet many important mythological concepts in each of these languages are formed from similar root words, pronounced in similar ways, and carry similar sets of meanings. So when we are faced with a complex or uncertain Egyptian word or concept, we find that we often can gain insight into its meaning by looking to corresponding words in the more accessible Dogon language, whose meanings have been clearly and overtly defined. A similar approach can be taken with the study of Dogon and Egyptian myths and symbols. If the surviving text of an Egyptian myth seems fragmented or obscure, we find that there may well be corresponding episodes in Dogon mythology that can provide us with clarifying details.
Like many ancient religions, the Dogon tradition includes both public and private aspects. The details of Dogon cosmology present themselves first through a body of exoteric myths (fireside stories known to most Dogon tribe members) that describe in a general way the efforts of the god Amma to create the sun, the Earth, the moon, and the spiraling galaxies of stars and planets. These story lines run parallel to a more detailed set of esoteric myths (those known primarily to the Dogon priests) that lay out the hierarchy of a complex cosmological system in an intricate system of symbols, signs, drawings, and keywords. The innermost details of this system are carefully sheltered from public view and are revealed only to potential initiates of the religion—candidates who have been carefully screened by the Dogon priests. Above all else, the salient quality sought in a potential initiate to the Dogon religion is that he or she demonstrates an abiding curiosity about the religion itself, a quality that is most often expressed by the persistent asking of questions. In truth, the Dogon priests are obliged by tradition to faithfully answer any orderly question posed by an initiate. Over time, this priestly obligation became the cornerstone of an instructional dynamic in which knowledge would be divulged to an initiate only after the candidate asked the appropriate question. In this way, for learning to progress between a student and a priest, it became the implied job of the student to ask the next question.
Much of what we know about Dogon mythology and culture comes from the studies of two French anthropologists, Marcel Griaule and Germaine Dieterlen, who lived and worked among the Dogon in Mali for many years, from the 1930s through the mid-1950s. Over the years, Griaule—in his role as an anthropologist—came to be regarded as a close, trusted friend of the Dogon tribe, and he was prone, both by profession and by nature, to ask persistent and penetrating questions. This inquisitive side of Griaule’s personality qualified him in a real sense to become an initiate of the religion and eventually induced a blind Dogon priest named Ogotemmeli to seek the permission of a priestly council to instruct Griaule in the more closely guarded traditions of the religion. Griaule wrote the book Dieu d’Eau (whose English language title is Conversations with Ogotemmeli), a diary based on his thirty-three days of instruction by the Dogon priest. Griaule and Dieterlen’s research also produced another, more substantial work about the Dogon religion, upon which both The Science of the Dogon and Sacred Symbols of the Dogon are based, called Le Renard Pale (in English, The Pale Fox). This finished anthropological study of the Dogon religion, compiled by Dieterlen after the death of Griaule in 1956, ultimately came to include contributions not only from the priests of the Dogon but also from those of three other closely related tribes, all of whom share similar cosmologies and traditions. Wherever appropriate, Griaule and Dieterlen chose to include alternate versions of myths and minority opinions about key passages within the myths, intending that the study reflect a true consensus of Dogon thought relating to the episodes of their cosmology.
The Pale Fox can be a difficult volume—not because of any fault in its clarity but because its structure may have been deliberately designed to reflect many of the deep enigmas of the Dogon religion itself. It is possible that at the time of its composition, Dieterlen found herself in an intractable dilemma—caught between the ethics of a professional anthropologist and the moral obligation of her colleague Griaule as a Dogon initiate. Professionally, she was required to report the many intimate details she had learned about the Dogon religion, but as a caretaker of privileged tribal knowledge she may also have felt morally bound to uphold its mysteries. Her thoughtful solution to that ethical quandary may have been to compose an anthropological study that was carefully designed to safeguard its own inner secrets and that, like the Dogon religion itself, offered answers only to the most persistent of questioners. And so it is within this context that we find several key Dogon drawings—some of which Dieterlen herself describes as fundamental to a correct understanding of the Dogon religion—distributed widely among diverse chapters of the study, often labeled in generic ways, and sometimes tucked away unceremoniously in the body of an appendix to the book.
A third text that has been essential to this study is Genevieve Calame-Griaule’s dictionary of the Dogon language, Dictionnaire Dogon. This dictionary includes comprehensive entries that define each of the words of the Dogon Toro dialect. One discovers as they work with Dictionnaire Dogon that a key Dogon word often carries two levels of definition—one appropriate to its meaning in common usage, and one appropriate to its mythological meaning. These same definitions are often found as multiple word-entries in an Egyptian hieroglyphic dictionary, pronounced in a similar way. This attribute, common to both languages, allows us to draw likely equivalencies, and sometimes outright identities, between Egyptian words and their Dogon counterparts, based on consistencies of pronunciation and meaning.
Before we begin, there are three major aspects of this study that might elicit an immediate objection from the knowledgeable reader. The first is its reliance on Griaule and Dieterlen’s Dogon cosmology as a primary source. They documented what they characterized as a secret Dogon cosmology, preserved as an esoteric tradition by the Dogon priests and shared with a few select Dogon initiates. According to Griaule and Dieterlen, this cosmology is founded on an aligned ritual structure called a granary. They reported that the details of this cosmology are largely unknown to the average Dogon tribesperson and are held as a closely guarded secret by the more informed Dogon priests. Later researchers who have worked among the Dogon state that they have been unable to confirm Griaule and Dieterlen’s findings—this notwithstanding Griaule’s original characterization of the cosmology as a secret tradition. In correspondence to me, Belgian anthropologist Walter Van Beek referred to the classic plan of the Dogon granary as “a chimera known only to Griaule,” and rather than allowing the possibility that Griaule might have, in good faith, documented a legitimate but well-kept secret tradition to which Van Beek and other researchers might not be privy, concluded that Griaule or the Dogon priests must have fabricated the cosmology. In Professor Van Beek’s view, if Griaule’s cosmology constitutes a form that was invented wholesale by Griaule, it should be disallowed as the primary reference for a study such as this one.
However, there is direct evidence to support Griaule’s secret Dogon tradition as the reflection of a wholly legitimate cosmological form that is either unknown to or has gone unreported by Van Beek and other researchers. This evidence is presented by Adrian Snodgrass of the University of West Sydney, Australia, who is a leading authority on Buddhist architecture and symbolism. In his book, The Symbolism of the Stupa, Professor Snodgrass describes a traditional, aligned ritual structure found commonly across India and Asia whose base plan matches that of Griaule’s Dogon granary and that evokes a complex symbolic system that is a near-exact match for Griaule’s Dogon cosmology. Like the esoteric Dogon tradition that Griaule describes, the stupa’s symbolism is preserved primarily by the most knowledgeable Buddhists; like Griaule’s cosmology it evokes parallel symbolic themes that are described as cosmological and biological in nature; like Griaule’s cosmology, it defines matter as a product woven by a spider that evolves like rays of a star and is characterized as a spiraling coil. In other words, the Buddhist symbolism as defined by Snodgrass confirms virtually all key aspects of Griaule’s Dogon cosmology.
The parallels between Snodgrass’s and Griaule’s cosmologies effectively preclude the possibility that either Griaule or the Dogon priests could have simply invented what Griaule reports as Dogon cosmology. Likewise, in the fifty years since Griaule’s death, it would appear that not a single West African anthropologist has attained an awareness of Buddhist symbolism sufficient to recognize the near-exact match to Griaule’s Dogon cosmology. I, myself, required fifteen years study of comparative mythologies before becoming aware of the match. Griaule could not have known Snodgrass’s study, which was published more than twenty years after Griaule’s death, and biographical sketches report no long period of Buddhist study for Griaule. So, in the absence of direct evidence that Griaule was specifically aware of the intricacies of the Buddhist symbolism, any suggestion that he could have fabricated his Dogon cosmology is specifically contradicted. It seems far more likely that Griaule faithfully reported a legitimate tradition that was honestly conveyed to him by his Dogon informants and that modern Dogon contacts have simply lied to later researchers to protect a longstanding, important tribal secret.
The next aspect of this study that might elicit an objection involves the use of an unproved—albeit promising—concept such as string theory as a basis of comparison with the symbols of Dogon cosmology. The justification for the use of string theory is perhaps best understood in terms of a brief analogy. Imagine that you are a high school student hosting a first-time visit from a five-year-old guest who confidently announces that he can open the combination lock to your locker. You realize that such a claim should be beyond the reasonable capability of a five-year-old, especially one who has never visited the high school before. Because there can be no harm in simply letting the child try to open the lock, you agree to let him do so. Imagine then, that the child steps up to the locker, turns the dial of the lock to the right the correct number of full turns until he stops at the first number of the combination, turns it left to the correct second number, turns it right again to the third correct number, and then actually opens the lock. All objections and protests aside, the child has just demonstrated positive knowledge of his subject. He successfully opened the lock, just as he predicted he would. So unless a person were willing to invoke the highly unlikely possibility of an extreme series of coincidences that somehow allowed the child to simply guess the numbers, there is really no disputing what the child has done. The proof is in the act, and clearly he knows what he says he knows.
When it comes to the suggestion of any real relationship between mythology and science, in our eyes Dogon mythology is that five-year-old child. From the very outset, our reasonable assumption is that the Dogon myths cannot possibly describe actual details of science. However, like the child in our analogy, the Dogon mythology clearly states its intention to describe how matter is formed, then proceeds to define component after component of matter, each in its proper sequence and each definition supported by appropriate descriptions, attributes, and drawings. Moreover, if we follow this hierarchy of components to its point of origin, we arrive at a fundamental component of matter whose description is in explicit agreement with string theory: a tiny vibrating thread that the Dogon claim to be the source of all matter. The idea that matter is woven from threads constitutes one of the classic themes of ancient mythology, one that is as old as Egyptian mythology itself. In the Egyptian mythological tradition, it is the great mother goddess Neith who is credited with having woven matter with her shuttle. What may be less obvious to students of mythology is that the inherent scientific nature of this theme is explicitly supported by the Egyptian language. As The Science of the Dogon shows, the hieroglyphic name of Neith and the related Egyptian words for “weaving” and “thread” are written with glyphs that clearly depict the three precise ways that the strings are believed to intersect each other in string theory.1
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Three types of string intersections
The probability that these cultures might have just coincidentally guessed the key tenet of string theory—that all matter is a by-product of vibrating threads—goes well beyond that of a five-year-old child guessing the combination of a lock. However, for the sake of discussion, let us take the most generous view and concede that coincidences do happen and allow for the possibility of an extremely fortuitous guess. Could any thinking person then seriously suggest that these same cultures also managed to blindly guess the shapes of the three types of string intersection, diagram them correctly, and place them in the correct scientific context—the weaving of matter? Surely not. At some point, simple reason requires that we accept that the five-year-old might know what he says he
	The Dogon share many cultural and civic traditions with ancient Egypt.
	Dogon religious traditions often reflect those of ancient Egypt and Judaism.
	Dogon astronomical practices parallel those of ancient Egypt.
	Dogon mythology is organized like Egyptian mythology. It includes similar stories about similar characters who often carry similar names and attributes and who play parallel roles in each mythology.
	The Dogon esoteric priestly tradition is reflective of what we know about the priesthood in ancient Egypt.
	Resemblances between Dogon and Egyptian words are not incidental. Most of the Dogon and Egyptian word comparisons presented here are based on similar pronunciation and at least two levels of common meaning, and they may be supported by common diagrams (Egyptian glyphs and Dogon cosmological drawings) or by parallel placement within the overall cosmology. This is not to say that every word in the Dogon language relates to an Egyptian word, but rather that the subset of Dogon priestly cosmological keywords seem to relate predictively to Egyptian counterparts.
	These same Dogon words and drawings bear strong resemblance to those of the Amazigh, the hunter tribes who preceded the First Dynasty in Egypt and are considered the predecessors of the Berbers.
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