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‘All things in this world were born from the minds of men and since all men were mad, they were mad creatures, madly running’

Robert Holdstock, Lavondyss

‘We don’t see things as they are; we see them as we are’

Anaïs Nin, Seduction of the Minotaur
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Chapter 1
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‘These images are memories of long-forgotten dreams’

Werner Herzog

Two years before the outbreak of the First World War, brothers Max and Louis were on an autumn adventure together. They made their way between rocks, tracing along the small Volp River that passed by the town of Montesquieu-Avantès in the French Pyrenees. Approaching a hill, they could see the river disappearing into a tangle of branches that framed a deep, black mouth. This was the entrance to Tuc d’Audoubert, a mysterious cave which had fascinated the brothers since they had come across it several months earlier. Their father, Comte Henri Bégouën, had always talked to them about the times before written history began, the traces of which could still be found if you were lucky. Max and Louis had the same insatiable appetite for adventure and discovery as their father. They were sure that this cave held ancient secrets. It was the sort that giant bears and sabre-tooth cats might have made their lairs in. They were intent on exploring it.1

On a previous foray into the cave, the brothers had found the faint remains of ancient paintings on the walls. Their father had told them that these had been drawn by people in the time of the Upper Palaeolithic (beginning about 50,000 and ending about 12,000 years ago). These artists lived when the landscape was extraordinarily different, covered in vast glaciers and inhabited by a cast of spectacular animals. It was home to giant elk with wide-spreading antlers, steppe mammoths, sharp-horned woolly rhinos, cave bears and heavy-shouldered aurochs. The large animals that we are familiar with today – such as red deer, European bison and wolves – are but traces of the Ice-Age menagerie that once was.2

The Bégouën brothers had ventured only a little way into the blackness of the tunnel before. They were both in their late teens now, nineteen and sixteen years old – too grown up to be frightened, they thought. They came prepared with lights, a homemade raft and the determination to unearth the tunnel’s deeper secrets. The boys punted the narrow vessel along the Volp’s shallow waters and the cool darkness of the hill enveloped them. It was a welcome relief from the summer heat. Moving further in, they had to lie flush with the raft to avoid grazing themselves on the low tunnel ceiling. They used a staff to nudge themselves along the cave walls and the unstable, stony floor of the river until they reached the place where the Volp gushed underground. When the last of the sunlight disappeared, the brothers turned on their lamp. They caught sight of a small opening to a dry upper chamber, the entrance they had not dared to break their way into last time. They tethered their raft on a rock and clambered up to the opening, hefting rubble out of the way so they could squeeze through. Inside, the cave narrowed further, so they slid and crawled over crunching scree, their gangly teenage limbs fitting awkwardly in the passage. The dim lamplight bounced skittishly off the sides of the tunnel – it didn’t seem to have an end.

The sound of water echoed faintly. Their route was more challenging than the Volp’s well-worn slipstream which ran somewhere nearby. The boys had to shimmy themselves up through rock shafts several metres high and inch their bodies along narrow passages. They contorted around protrusions in the rock, sometimes using a chisel to knock nodules out of their way. Eventually, scratched and coated with dust and sweat, Max and Louis smashed through a thin film of rock and clambered out into a small gallery. They had lost all sense of direction, any awareness of where the river was or where they had come from – they must have come hundreds of metres from the entrance. At least they could now walk around, as long as they crouched a little.

What the boys saw took their breath away. There were finger-smeared waveforms on the walls and footprints in the clay floor – some large and adult-like, others that had to be those of children. Stalactites and stalagmites reached to each other across the cave space until their tips touched. Gigantic pawprints and deep claw-scrapes surrounded the skeletons of cave bears with their skulls smashed open.

The boys walked on, skirting around boulders and crawling under deep bows in the cave roof. The gallery widened and they reached what looked like an altar. On it were two great beasts shaped from clay: bison standing nearly upright. Their flanks had been smoothed by an ancient sculptor, who had rendered their humped backs, bristling napes and the ridges of their faces with precise, fine lines.

Max and Louis were ecstatic. They flung themselves back down the tunnels and galleries, covering themselves in bruises, wriggling through the narrow gaps as fast as they could. Their father had to see what they had found before nightfall. They dashed home and relayed their adventure with infectious excitement. A few hours later, having ripped his shirt, lost his trousers and a little dignity – it had taken more help with the chisel to get him through some openings – Henri was standing in the bear cave with his sons. As he stepped carefully behind them, he gasped at the sight of the bison. Henri examined every detail: the slight cracks in the dried clay skins; the lost tip of a horn or tail; the ball of clay on the floor that was indented with human fingerprints; the half-formed ghost of a third animal below.3

That night, Henri composed an excited letter to his friend, the prominent French prehistorian Émile Cartailhac, who might help them study the cave and its treasures. Max, as the eldest son, added an afterword, filled with the enthusiasm that would inform his life’s work:

You can imagine, Dear Sir and Master, my feelings on penetrating a sanctuary that none had entered for so many centuries. One had the feeling that the magicians had just left and that they were coming back at any moment to take up their lumps of clay and knead statuettes once again! I am wild with happiness … I can’t wait to show them to you!!!!

They did not know it yet, but the Bégouëns would go on to discover a whole treasure-trove of far stranger cave beasts that had emerged from our ancestors’ creature-filled imaginations. We’ll see how these monsters helped fulfil deep human needs – ones that we still have, even today.

The Cave of the Trois-frères

As if one major archaeological finding was not enough, two years later, on the brink of the First World War, Max and Louis made another discovery with their brother Jacques. Trailing through the rough summer grass about a mile and a half from the entrance to Tuc d’Audoubert, the young men spotted what looked like an animal’s den. The closer they got, the deeper the opening seemed to get. When they stood at its lip, they could see it was not an animal den at all, but a tunnel. It was a sinkhole, perhaps another entrance to the black heart of the hill.

This tunnel led to more than the brothers could have imagined. It was an entirely separate cave complex, carved out by the Volp River in its younger days. Scattered along the walls of these caves they found images of beasts that the cave’s prehistoric visitors must have known: aurochs, cave bears, great stags, horses and prowling lions. There was a gallery filled with red dots; another with handprints. There was a chamber dominated by the image of a vast lioness flanked by several others; and a space overlooked by the eerie engravings of three owls and a mammoth.4

After the First World War ended, Henri Bégouën and his sons began to survey this new cave complex with professional archaeologists, including the eminent Abbé Henri Breuil. They named it Caverne des Trois-frères or ‘Cave of the Three Brothers’, in honour of its discoverers. So few people have been allowed to visit these caves that they remain largely unchanged. Breuil’s chair still sits at the bottom of a pit at the entrance to the complex, and the same rope he used to climb up is still the only aid for visitors making the steep initial ascent (it’s so old and dilapidated now that it probably wouldn’t pass an official health and safety check).5

Exploring the caves further, the Bégouëns and other archaeologists discovered more astounding images. They found that the cave paintings came to a climax in a gallery half a kilometre into the cave, now known as The Sanctuary. Animals sprang out of every rock crevice – scimitar-horned woolly rhinos, bison, onagers, ibexes, mammoths – bumps and cracks in the rock incorporated into their lively forms. A bear pierced with many spears vomited what seemed to be blood. There were strange creatures scattered around: wolf-headed bears, bison-tailed bears, reindeer-haunched bison, duck-footed reindeer. A prowling lion guarded the end of the gallery.

On the very end wall of this large chamber, a sea of beasts ran amok. Above them, neither leaping nor quite standing, was a figure now called the ‘Sorcerer’, engraved into the rock and painted with dark pigment. The Sorcerer was located four metres up, a spot that could only have been reached through some acrobatic spread-eagling between the narrowing cave walls. The Sorcerer was another impossible creature – feline-limbed and horse-flanked, possibly stag-horned – yet unmistakeably human in aspect. It was certainly a male, because a phallus emerged from under the swishing horse’s tail. He was a ‘therianthrope’ – meaning a transitional human-animal form – looking over the beasts below.

Breuil dated most of these cave paintings to about 13,000 years ago and the clay bison of Tuc d’Audoubert to 14,500 years ago. But some of the paintings might have been made millennia before: the caves must have been visited repeatedly over vast swathes of time. Images overlaid on one another spanning several thousand years are not unusual in the painted caves around Europe. It is a striking contrast to our own art, locked tightly in history and context. Even condensing several hundred years of distance – say, overpainting a Renaissance masterpiece with a Banksy – is unthinkable today. Prehistoric artists collapsed time in a way inconceivable to us now, combining creatures envisioned thousands of years apart on the same rock canvases. It seems that people made the arduous journey into the cave for reasons that remained the same across millennia. They shared an unchanging desire to enter the earth and create cave monsters there.6

Empirical magic

The magic of cave paintings is a subtle one, but once it catches you it’s hard to escape the enchantment. In 2010, I went to see Werner Herzog’s film, The Cave of Forgotten Dreams, about the art of Chauvet Cave in Southern France. I was lulled into a dreamlike state by Herzog’s intonations as he describes the unknowability of the past and the fantasies of its peoples lost in time. He suggests that ‘Stone Age man might have had a similar sense of inner landscapes’ to the Romantics of the nineteenth century. In Romantic art and writing, landscapes such as precipitous mountains and lonely, windswept moors were used to portray subjective states. Herzog suggests that prehistoric mindscapes were of a more intimate sort: chambered spaces where the concrete world dissolved and the depths of the mind could be accessed. In a wacky sci-fi postscript, Herzog imagines some ‘mutant crocodiles’ (actually imported albino alligators) escaping from their enclosures and gazing up in awe at the Chauvet paintings, asking ‘are we today, possibly, the crocodiles who look back into an abyss of time’. I would like to think that, despite the passage of time, we can still understand the meaning of cave art better than mutant reptiles.

The Trois-frères cave is one of around four hundred cave art sites that have been found globally, the majority of which are located in France and Spain. Trois-frères is not the largest or most exceptional but it has a particular allure. When I came across the story of the Trois-frères caves, I was first hooked by the adventure of the discovery, and then by the enigmatic Sorcerer and his horde. Why make images in caves, and what purpose did the fantastical creatures serve? Their meaning seemed almost possible to grasp intuitively, as if these ancient images speak to some visceral, unchanging part of us. This intuition is not wrong: cave artists lived a long time ago, but they were Homo sapiens, as we are. Archaeologists agree that people 40,000 years ago had brains and bodies just like ours. We have not changed significantly since – we have just domesticated ourselves and altered the world around us. Our imaginations have always bristled with the forms of other animals, so it’s no surprise that the shades of our ancestors’ entanglements with cave beasts still fascinate us.7

We can’t know exactly what motivated the painters of the Trois-frères caves. However, it does seem possible that the Sanctuary over which the Sorcerer watches was a sacred place for Palaeolithic peoples. They made great efforts to reach it and were well prepared to create art in the dark caverns. These caves were not places of safety and shelter, nor were they an easy canvas. Entering them and the process of making images, to abandon in the cave depths, were important too. Sometimes images were made in tiny recesses into which only one person could crawl, other times artists used large expanses of rock that might have been viewed by many people. This was probably not art for art’s sake, nor just flippant doodling.8

There’s a contradiction between the realistic images of animals and the impossible monsters among them. The artists were keen observers, closely acquainted with the species they depicted, able to capture their nature with minimal, elegant marks. A carved piece of mammoth bone found in the Trois-frères caves, for example, bears what is the earliest known representation of an insect. It depicts a cricket, so anatomically accurate that the species has been identified by specialists as a camel cricket, Troglophilus. Using bone and stone, these people could represent animals clearly enough to communicate to modern scientists. The more bizarre creatures on the cave walls, such as the Sorcerer, cannot have been just the products of delusion or ignorance.

The hybrid beasts in the cave must have had a purpose. The archaeologist Henri Breuil had some ideas while studying the Trois-frères caves. He saw the Sorcerer and his animal minions as an example of ‘sympathetic magic’ – akin to that still practised by some modern hunter-gatherer societies today. This magic relies on a link between image and object: acting on one affects the other. Paintings of animals dying from clubs and spears, for instance, should bring about successful hunts. Painting plenty of game in the caves might cause them to multiply on the tundra. By the end of the Pleistocene, there is evidence that the really big animals were becoming more scarce, perhaps due to the combined effects of climate change as the Ice Age waned and hunting by humans. Were these people using images of cave beasts to increase the stocks of game through a kind of magic?9

Breuil’s idea of sympathetic magic doesn’t quite hold up, though. If these cave monsters were part of ‘hunting magic’ rituals, we might expect to see the species that the Palaeolithic peoples hunted appearing most often. Or, plenty of images of their successful capture. But we don’t: there is little correlation between the animals pictured in the caves and those most often eaten or hunted by humans at this time, as evidenced by cooking remains. Even fewer animals are shown being killed by hunters. Many are predators, such as lions or bears, or species that were rarely killed, such as woolly rhinos. And a significant number are hybrid creatures that only existed in the cave.

There is also no evidence to support the need to multiply game at the times these paintings were made. The Ice Age steppes were teeming with animals in a way that our ecologically depleted world makes it difficult to imagine. When the giant animals did start to die out as the ice receded, it looks like deer, fish and other meat sources multiplied. The Ice Age landscape was a tough physical environment but it had an abundance of animals, in part because there weren’t that many people yet. Palaeolithic humans were not going hungry as a result of a biodiversity crisis. So, it seems that these paintings were not two-dimensional voodoo-dolls or magical invocations of successful hunts, they served some other purpose. What we can tell is that, as humans became the dominant mammals in the landscape, they dreamed of fading giants.10

Fear of the dark

To understand more about what motivated these cave artists, I had a video call with Jill Cook, Keeper of the Department of Britain, Europe and Prehistory at the British Museum, one crisp January morning. I was sitting in a cabin surrounded by woodland, part of a rewilding project in Norfolk. As we spoke, over my laptop I could see the dark forms of water buffalo grazing across the lake. They were miniature replacements for the hefty aurochs that disappeared from Britain about 3,000 years ago, mulching up the soil with their hooves in much the same way aurochs used to, keeping the land fertile and ecologically diverse.

Jill has been studying cave paintings for decades. Unlike some more traditional archaeologists, she argues that, as humans looking at human artifacts, we should use ourselves as part of the evidence. The greatest thing we have in common with people long ago is our humanity, so we can cautiously use the insights that arise from this connection. With energising humour, Jill took me on a virtual tour of some mysterious Palaeolithic remains, threading them together with three essential human traits: fear, imagination and the ability to symbolise. These qualities, she argues, underpin much of the figurative art that was created since about 40,000 years ago in Europe.

During our conversation, Jill asked me, ‘Doesn’t the dark make you afraid?’ The universal power of fear seems self-evident. Fifteen thousand years ago, we were skinny apes in a landscape inhabited by cave lions with teeth like daggers. Never mind the other dangers, such as cave bears or trampling mammoths. This was a life in which fear was close to the surface. Through most of our evolutionary history, the dark of night was only kept back by a ring of firelight. With the bright morning sun streaming through my cabin windows, I agreed with Jill’s question on an intellectual level: of course, we still fear the dark and what might emerge from it. Later on, walking back to my cabin in the moonless night after dinner, twitching at every odd sound and startled by muntjac deer crashing through bushes, I knew it at a visceral level. I tried not to think what might be hiding among the trees.

Many modern humans live without dangerous predators, but our brains are still shaped by this history. Neurological studies show that the amygdala, the fear centre of the brain, has a specific response to animal forms. In one study, patients experienced a distinct spike in neurons in the amygdala when shown pictures of animals as opposed to landscapes, objects or people. Derek Hodgson, a neuropsychologist at the University of York, suggests that our visual system was shaped by the need to detect mammalian predators in the tundra landscape of Ice-Age Europe. It was prepared to create beasts from the merest shapes, or to pick out creatures in the flickering shadows on cave walls. A false negative is far more dangerous than a false positive, so we tend to see something where there is any chance at all there might be an animal. As Jill put it, ‘You don’t really want to be running away from a mouse, but you definitely want to run away from a lion’. Even the sign of a predator – a footprint or spoor – would be enough to conjure it in the mind. Images of beasts are woven into our neural networks; our brains are primed with the fear of them. As we will see in here, predatory mammals aren’t the only animals that have shaped our vision and brains.

How did we go from perceiving beasts to creating them on cave walls? At some point in history, Jill argues, the amygdala became linked with the imagination and creativity in the human pre-frontal cortex. The ability to think, symbolise and imagine allowed us to process raw fears. It resulted in the drive to depict what we feared, and the need to express artistically – though this likely did not happen first in Europe. The rock of a cave wall became a giant Rorschach inkblot exercise: a surface onto which mental images could be spilled. It was the predatory or dangerous species that were most often depicted. The artists did not just daub creatures arbitrarily onto the cave walls. The relief and features of the rock itself were part of the images: a small nodule could become an eye; a slight ridge might denote a back or tail. Sometimes these textures were marks made by animals themselves, such as the scratch of a cave bear’s claws. The artist had only to breathe life into the image with a few minimal lines to bring the beast into being.

The shadows cast by flames would have given dynamism to these creatures. In many cave images, the beast is only present through the right interplay of light, rock and painting. The artists gave the animals no terrain to cross, no sense of scale or context – these were free-floating troglodytes. Only when light is held at a particular angle are some cave images fully visible, casting just the right amount of shadow on a bump or ridge in the cave wall to complete an animal. As soon as a lamp is moved the form disappears, like a creature melting back into a dark forest.11

Certainly, in many traditional tales of dragons and monsters fought by heroes, the evil beast is faced in its cavernous lair or in the gloom of tangled woods. The environmentalist George Monbiot suggests that tales of heroic battles with monsters might be mythic versions of our ancestral combats with gigantic Ice-Age creatures. These stories may be cultural memories of fear transmitted through the ages. There could be something to it. Cave paintings show that imagined beasts have been important to us for as long as we could create art, not just in Europe but further afield. These creatures must have been deeply significant to those that depicted them, part of the stories that people wove around their lives. The combination of fear and symbolic imagination in the caves might have resulted in a common mythology which joined people together to make life more liveable. The Sorcerer and his strange creatures can show us more about how this might have happened.

The Sorcerer’s riddle

Getting a handle on the Sorcerer is difficult – even the image itself is elusive. During his study of the caves, Henri Breuil made a sketch of the Sorcerer, which has become an iconic image in books and papers. Comparisons between this sketch and modern photographs of the Sorcerer throw up strange contrasts, however. The antlers and face in Breuil’s Sorcerer sketch don’t show up in photographs, for example. Was Breuil using his imagination to elaborate on a suggestive image? Archaeologists still debate what the ‘real’ image was. Modern imaging methods, which allow us to visualise everything from the galaxy to molecular structures, can’t quite capture it. It is as if the image only exists woven into the fabric of the rock and disintegrates in the cold light of day.

The Sorcerer is unusual too. There are more than 360 sites of prehistoric rock art across Europe. While they contain an array of detailed images of beasts, hybrid creatures and animal montages, there is a surprising lack of humanoid figures. When humans do appear, they’re usually minimal stick figures. Early humans don’t seem to have had the same intense interest in self-representation that we do. Or perhaps humans didn’t need to be painted: their images were created by the shadows in the firelight. These silhouettes danced on the cave walls and melted into darkness as soon as the fire died.

Even rarer are therianthropes, transitional human-animal forms, like the Sorcerer. They’re only found in a handful of sites. Those that we do know of seem to have been of great importance, placed at key positions in caves or carefully crafted. One of the oldest known pieces of figurative art, the Lion-man of the Hohlenstein-Stadel, was carved from mammoth bone between 39,000 and 41,000 years ago. He has the legs of a man, a narrow leonine waist, the shoulders of a lion with arms tapering to human hands, topped by a majestic lion’s head. It would have taken incredible artistic skill and about 400 hours to carve him. This effort was probably made because the Lion-man was an important ceremonial object. The figure combines elements of the three apex mammals of the tundra world: the bulk of the mammoth, the ferocity of the lion and human ingenuity. Perhaps creating hybrids was a way to absorb animal powers, mitigating their threat. Making a monster like the Lion-man might have been a way of wielding a kind of magic.12

What the Sorcerer image is meant to represent is ambiguous: is he a supernatural creature? Or a man dressed in skins and antlers, adopting an animal stance? Some have suggested the Sorcerer might be a deity, or a shaman in the throes of a trance-like connection with the spirit world. Perhaps becoming a hybrid creature was a way to access altered states of reality. Positioned above a tangle of creatures on the cave wall, he might have ruled this monstrous assembly.

We have some concrete clues as to what the Sorcerer might have been. Hundreds of miles from the Trois-frères, in North Yorkshire, there is an archaeological site called Star Carr. It dates to 12,000 years ago, in the Mesolithic period, when the ice retreated across Europe and left a new landscape in its wake (about 5,000–15,000 years ago). Archaeological excavations at Star Carr have uncovered twenty-four headdresses from the remains of the lakeside encampment there. Each headdress was precisely shaped from the antlered skulls of red deer and preserved in the acidic lake silt. One of these headdresses now sits in a glass case in the British Museum in London, staring back defiantly as you try to decode its meaning. Could our Trois-frères Sorcerer have been wearing headwear like this?13

The people of the Mesolithic were intimately engaged with the bodies of deer; they were essential to existence in the increasingly forested landscape. To be human was also to be partially deer: people’s arms were extended by deer-bone spear-throwers, their deerskin clothing was sewn with antler awls and deer sinews, they adorned themselves with deer tokens and their bodies were fed by deer meat. Where beast ended and human began was likely not so distinct for Mesolithic peoples as it is for us today. Humans hadn’t cordoned themselves off from nature and drawn the hard line between the human and ‘non-human’ that we have. Taking on the form of the deer, fusing human and animal spirits, might have represented the consummation of an important relationship.

The Evens people of Siberia and the Russian Far East or the Evenk in North Asia herd reindeer on the open steppes and used to practise shamanism. Until most of these people were forcibly settled in the twentieth century, male and female shamans would don ritual antler headdresses very similar to those found at Star Carr. Their shamanistic dress often involved the matching of animal body part to garment: the skin of the head to make a cap, or trousers fashioned from leg pelts. Given that deer were important game for Palaeolithic hunters, our Sorcerer might have been a shaman swathed in deer skins and antlers, dissolving his humanity to travel into realms beyond immediate experience. This is no incidental thing, as we shall see. He and his cave monsters were part of a barely tangible history which has shaped humanity.14

The cave of the mind

We can only guess what exactly Palaeolithic shamans might have been doing in the caverns of Trois-frères. The word ‘shaman’ originates from Siberia and Northeast Asia, from the Manchu-Tungus word šaman meaning ‘one who knows’. It’s since been used as a general term for spiritual practices in hunter-gatherer societies centred around figures who can communicate with spirit realms. But ‘shamanism’ is an artificial category that includes widely different practices over time and space, each with their own particular qualities. Using the word in its broadest sense for convenience, shamanism has been one of the most globally widespread and historically persistent forms of spiritual experience. These practices have been a vitally important part of life for most of human history, drawing on fundamental elements of human nature and biology.15

Shamanistic rituals use different ways of hijacking the neurochemistry of the brain to enter different states of consciousness. Trance states can be induced by psychedelic drugs, breathing practices, ritual drumming and chanting or fasting, for example. Such states are thought to allow shamans to access alternate spirit worlds, existing above or below everyday reality. These rituals often occur at specific sites, believed to be the physical entrance to these other planes of existence. Different cultures have imagined these alternate realities as a variety of watery, chthonic underworlds or transcendent heavenly realms.

If Palaeolithic peoples entered the Trois-frères caves for these types of rituals, the caves themselves must have shaped their experiences. As the Bégouën brothers found when they first explored the caves, reaching the inner galleries was like a rebirth, squeezing through long and difficult tunnels. The process of entering these spaces might have helped in the creation of trance states: a place of quiet dark where the tangible world fell away and the realm of imagination yawned open. The South African archaeologist David Lewis-Williams and French prehistorian Jean Clottes describe how caves might have been seen as ‘the entrails of the underworld, and their surfaces – walls, ceilings and floors – were but a thin membrane between those who ventured in and the beings and spirit-animals of the underworld’. There’s evidence of people trying to reach beyond these fragile boundaries in Trois-frères. Artists merged with their materials as they sprayed their hands with paint. They left finger traces along the walls or pressed small fragments of tooth and flint into crevices, perhaps as messages for the spirit world beyond the rock.

Different levels of trance state have been reported to create different types of visual, which suggest origins for our cave monsters. Light trance states produce geometric shapes – cross-hatches, concentric circles, dots – that emerge from the inherent properties of the visual and nervous system. Deeper states have been described as producing emotive visions of animals, spirits and monsters. Some of these can be animal spirit guides or familiars that aid the shaman on their quest. Passing through these states is like entering a tunnel or vortex, which Lewis-Williams describes as leading to ‘a new realm inhabited by its own beings’. The monsters conjured from the rocks might have been the beasts that emerged from trance visions, that inhabited Palaeolithic imaginations. Lewis-Williams describes how ‘all this is wired into the human nervous system. There is a cave in the mind’. The physical cavern led to a psychological underworld.16

Why venture into the deep recesses of the mind? Perhaps it was for the same reason that humans have always explored new places: to know what they did not yet, to better understand themselves and experience life differently. Perhaps trance states were places of power, where the fears of everyday life could be made bearable and given meaning. When people came together in the caves, they created something irreplaceable. Hunter-gatherers lived most of their lives dispersed across the landscape in small groups. By sharing in a communal ritual, they journeyed together to an alternate world filled with monsters that haunted and hunted them. Ordinary concerns and differences fell away and bonds were reinforced. As we shall see, these wild, underworld experiences were fundamental to building larger civilisations.

Beasts of the otherworld

In late 2019, just before the pandemic shut the world down, I went to an extraordinary event under some old railway arches in London. It was a party attended by the kinds of people who go to Burning Man and raves. The theme was ‘Religion’. I arrived early, and watched the space fill up with people in elaborate costumes, wearing gilded antlers and headdresses fanned with peacock feathers or encrusted with shells. A stilt-walker swathed in a tapestry of moss and leaves strode slowly around like some primal creature, tree-branch antlers reaching up strangely in the haze of the lights. It was accompanied by a nymph-like girl in white lace and glitter who reached up to stroke the creature’s long skull face. These pagan figures cavorted among the faux-priests and high priestesses, gods, goddesses and monsters, layering manifestations of belief and ritual in a carnival celebration. Such alter egos evoked the power of shamanic magic. People made themselves other-than-human, an act of collective therianthropy. They attempted to reach an alternate consciousness together as hybrid, hedonic beasts on waves of melodic techno.

Throughout our history, humans have entered cavernous spaces to access these alternate realities. When we moved away from natural caves, it is likely that we recreated them with vast stone megaliths or wooden halls, as humans began to live in larger and more settled societies. The towering masses of Stonehenge in Southern England still attract Pagans today for Solstice celebrations filled with songs and drumming. We still seek the sense of unity and wider connection with nature. As Jill Cook also pointed out, over winter ‘when it’s dark and there’s food that will go off, everyone enjoys a good feast and a knees-up – it’s also good for outbreeding’. Later, we had the transcendent spaces of churches and cathedrals. Now, for the secular, there are majestic baroque concert halls or laser-filled warehouse raves. Womb-caves of stones or branches or brickwork still do something to our imaginations.17

Collective experiences of elevated states have always had intense value for us – they allow humans to gather in increasingly large groups, to put up with the difficulties of living together and forget strife. When we meet to sing, make music or dance, when we gather to share spiritual experiences, we still enter something akin to these altered states our ancestors did. Robin Dunbar is Emeritus Professor of Evolutionary Psychology at the University of Oxford and has spent many years trying to understand the role of collective transcendence in human evolution and history. In his recent book, How Religion Evolved (2022), he argues that group trance states have been foundational to human society and the development of religion. Rituals and altered states surge endorphins, creating collective bonding and a sense of unity. This euphoric sense of togetherness is social glue. We put up with discomfort – of sitting in stuffy opera seats, church politics, being pushed up against strangers in a dark venue, overpriced drinks or waiting in queues – all to be part of something large and transcendental, just for a little while.18

Our animal nature is essential for these experiences: communing with our inner beasts helps us to escape the confines of civilised human consciousness. The creatures of our mind-caves today might differ from those of our Palaeolithic ancestors, though. A friend of mine described to me his recent experience taking the South American psychedelic Peyote in Ibiza: ‘I was suddenly all gone – I was this animal being that had to seek the moon. I raced off and was just my beastly self alone in the dark, wondering at the night sky’. It sounded both ridiculous and totally believable. The immediacy of the animal, the sense of profound wildness on these kinds of drugs is there even for modern, urban humans. Perhaps that’s why so many people in Ibiza think they’re shamans.

The magic of the cave beasts is still alive. It’s part of our evolutionary history, predating religious dogma and theism. Over time, though, strange things happened to the antlered shamans who led transcendental experiences for small groups of humans. As people settled into larger farming communities, these magical figures might have become gods, like the Celtic Cernunnos, a horned, torqued deity, ‘lord of the wild things’, who could pass to and from the spirit world. There was also Cocidius, the Romano-British god of war and hunting. And Pan, the Classical god of the wild, and his rowdy attendant Satyrs. The individual shaman for a few might have become a deity known by many, whose power was channelled in wider spiritual rituals and shared belief. These hybrid gods have been part of animistic belief systems, where every element of the physical world was thought to have a spirit. They could unleash the creaturely power of the unconscious.

Eventually, when large organised religions such as early Christianity took over, these wild hybrid gods were ousted from the spiritual experience. As societies grew and became more complex, the mind’s appetite for connecting with the animal and capacity for transcendence was co-opted by new rituals. Spirituality was dominated by monotheism in many places. The wild spirits were only worshipped at the margins, as remnants of ancient beliefs. Transcendence became instead reaching for a state of purity, free from lowly animal nature – even human nature. We were no longer creatures within a network of beasts, we were set apart. Something special and better.19

The ancient horned gods became shadow beings. As mainstream religion pulled us away from our connection to the natural world, fear and imagination still combined to produce these strange creatures. But they weren’t spirit guides that helped us to handle our fears and limitations. They became evil forces luring us into beastly darkness and causing chaos. In Europe, they might have become feared devils, such as the Judeo-Christian Satan, with his cloven hooves and horns. In the next chapter, we will explore how we have used myths of vanquished dragons to explain the chaos of life and the need for order in the human world.
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Chapter 2
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‘They viewed the vast immeasurable abyss, Outrageous as a sea, dark, wasteful, wild’

John Milton

Cosmic troubles

How did the universe begin? How did everything we know come into being? Most people today might answer: ‘The Big Bang’ – a pithy summary of the most inconceivable event in the history of the universe. It is a good shorthand for our current understanding of how everything came to be, a primordial explosion of matter from an initial state of extreme density and temperature. The theory doesn’t explain all that we can observe about the universe but it’s our best working hypothesis.1

The name ‘Big Bang’ was coined in the mid-twentieth century by opponents of the theory, dismissing what they saw as a silly idea. The name stuck, even after the Big Bang was generally accepted. There probably wasn’t a ‘bang’ per se, but the idea of a big ‘explosion’ of energy and matter is a manageable idea for our minds and language to get a hold of. They are adapted to small-scale, organic life rather than cosmic events, after all. The Big Bang is, for most people, an origin story within a scientific world view. We are not God’s creatures these days. Instead, as astrophysicist Neil deGrasse Tyson has put it, ‘the universe is in us. And, we are not only figuratively, but literally stardust’.

In some ways, the Big Bang echoes many ancient creation myths, describing universes emerging from violent upheavals. In the late nineteenth century, the German scholar, Hermann Gunkel, described a common theme across creation myths which he called Chaoskampf, meaning literally, ‘struggle against chaos’. It refers to battles between gods and primordial chaos in the formation of the cosmos (a word derived from the Greek word kosmos, meaning ‘order’ or ‘world’). Chaos and the forces that tamed it were pictured as monsters and gods at loggerheads with each other. Assyriologist JoAnn Scurlock notes ‘monster bashing is a feature common to all mythologies of the ancient world’, especially creation myths. Across cultures and times, human imaginations have used monstrous creatures to embody cosmic turmoil. These Ur-monsters are massive and flamboyant – dragons or giants with ten heads, flaming maws, terrible calls, long talons, scythe like teeth, the list goes on.2

Take the battle between the Gods of Olympus and the monstrous Titans of Classical myth, called the ‘Titanomachy’. Before Zeus and the other Olympian gods could rule the cosmos, they had to battle the ancient, brutal beings that had dominated since time began – who had a habit of swallowing their own offspring. When the gods had overcome the older Titans, Mother Earth, known as Gaia, birthed a fresh clutch of monsters. Their leader was Typhon, whose ‘shoulders grew an hundred heads of a snake, a fearful dragon’ with ‘dark, flickering tongues, and from under the brows of his eyes in his marvellous heads flashed fire’, according to the ancient Greek poet, Hesiod. Zeus and his sibling gods vanquished these horrible young Titans, locking them up with their predecessors
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