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LIVING WITH THE GODS

‘The first condition of human goodness is something to love; the second, something to reverence.’

GEORGE ELIOT

‘Religion is an attempt to find meaning in events, not a theory that tries to explain the universe.’

JOHN GRAY

‘Religious beliefs are not universal truths, but community truths, and they guide lives rather than describe facts. They express what it means to belong to a community and to owe allegiance to its values.’

DON CUPITT



FOR PAUL KOBRAK,
companion through earth and air, fire and water
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Sunrise at the Harischandra Ghat at Varanasi on the Ganges, with bathers facing the rising sun (see here)



Introduction
Believing and Belonging

Living with the Gods is about one of the central facts of human existence: that every known society shares a set of beliefs and assumptions – a faith, an ideology, a religion – that goes far beyond the life of the individual, and is an essential part of a shared identity. Such beliefs have a unique power to define – and to divide – peoples, and are a driving force in the politics of many parts of the world today. Sometimes they are secular, most obviously in the case of nationalism, but throughout history they have most often been, in the widest sense, religious. This book is emphatically not a history of religion, nor an argument in favour of faith, still less a defence of any particular system of belief. Looking across history and around the globe, it interrogates objects, places and human activities to try to understand what shared religious beliefs can mean in the public life of a community or a nation, how they shape the relationship between the individual and the state, and how they have become a crucial contributor to who we are. For in deciding how we live with our gods we also decide how to live with each other.

Belief is back

After the end of the Second World War the Western world basked for decades in a prosperity without precedent in history. The United States offered most of its citizens – and its immigrants – what appeared to be endlessly rising standards of living. In 1957, the Prime Minister, Harold Macmillan, famously told the British public that they had ‘never had it so good’. They agreed, and he comfortably won the next election. Across Western Europe and North America, economic growth was the norm: peace had on the whole led to plenty.

In the rest of the world, the Soviet Union and the United States were locked in bitter conflict, sometimes military, always ideological, competing to win new recruits for their preferred systems of Marxist state communism or liberal democratic capitalism. As both are essentially economic propositions, the debate increasingly and unsurprisingly centred not on their very different notions of freedom and social justice, but on which system could provide the greater material benefits for its society.

There is a striking example of this elision – equation – of ideals with their material outcomes on the US dollar bill, or, more precisely, on two dollar bills. Even though most of its population was Christian, the United States had been founded on the explicit basis, enshrined in the Constitution, that the new nation should not have an established religion. But in 1956, in an effort to distinguish itself even more sharply from the atheist Soviet Union, Congress resolved to make greater public use of the long-familiar motto ‘In God We Trust’. In a gesture rich in unintended symbolism, it was decided that the words should appear not on public buildings or on the flag, but on the national currency. They have been printed on dollar bills ever since, and on the ten-dollar bill they hover protectively over the US Treasury itself. The ironic phrase the ‘Almighty Dollar’ had been circulating since the nineteenth century, warning against the conflation of God and Mammon. Now, however, one of the defining American beliefs was to be expressed on the most revered manifestation of its success: its money.

On the face of it, it might seem that the new wording on the dollar bills was an assertion of the supremacy of God in the US political system, a twentieth-century American version of the letters DG – Dei Gratia, ‘By the Grace of God’ – which accompany the portrait of the sovereign on British currency, or the Qur’anic texts on the coinage of many Islamic states. In fact, it was almost the reverse.

[image: image]
The ten-dollar bill, showing the US Treasury, before and after 1956

This striking combination of the financial and the spiritual, far from being a step towards theocracy in Washington, was symptomatic of a wider change in the balance between ethics and economics. On both sides of the Atlantic, the role of organized religion in public and private realms alike was receding. Society was becoming increasingly secular – more swiftly in Europe – and fewer and fewer were attending traditional religious services. The ‘revolutionaries’ of 1968 argued in terms of economic injustice that hardly mentioned God, let alone putting their trust in him. After the collapse of Communism in the Soviet Union at the end of the 1980s, the consensus almost everywhere was clear. The battle of ideologies was over: capitalism had won, communism had failed, religion had withered, and if there was a faith – a set of assumptions shared by almost everybody – it was now in material well-being. As Bill Clinton memorably put it in the US presidential election campaign of 1992: ‘It’s the economy, stupid.’ Few disagreed; and, like Macmillan before him, Clinton was elected leader of his country.

Twenty-five years later, to the surprise or bewilderment of the prosperous West, organized religion is, all around the world, once again politically centre stage. To an extent rarely seen in Europe since the seventeenth century, faith now shapes large parts of the global public debate. The competitive materialisms of the Cold War have been replaced. The whole of the Middle East is caught up in murderous conflicts that are articulated and fought not in economic but in religious terms. The politics of Pakistan and Israel, both founded as explicitly secular states, are increasingly confessional. In Indonesia and Nigeria, Myanmar and Egypt, communities are attacked and individuals killed on the pretext that the practice of their faith makes them aliens in their own country. India, whose constitution enshrines the state’s equidistance from all religions, is convulsed by calls for the government to assert an explicitly Hindu identity, with grave consequences for Indians who are Muslims or Christians (Chapter 25). In many countries, not least the United States, immigration policy – effectively the case against immigrants – is often framed in the language of religion. Even in largely agnostic Europe, the Bavarian Prime Minister urges the presence of the cross in official buildings as the marker of a Catholic Bavarian identity, and the French government bans the public wearing of the full-face burqa (Chapter 28). In Switzerland a referendum is held to ban the building of minarets (Chapter 9), while thousands march regularly in Dresden to protest against alleged ‘Islamization’. The most populous state on earth, China, claims that its national interests, the very integrity of the state, are threatened by the exiled spiritual leader of Tibetan Buddhists, the Dalai Lama, a man whose only power is the faith he embodies.

The Islamic revolution in Iran in 1979, deeply shocking to the secular world, and which at the time appeared to be pushing against the tide of history, now seems instead to have been the harbinger of its turning. After decades of humiliating intervention by the British and the Americans, Iranian politicians found in religion a way of defining and asserting the country’s identity. Many since then have followed the same path. In a way that could hardly have been imagined sixty years ago, the reassuring politics of prosperity has in many parts of the world been replaced by the rhetoric and politics, often violent, of identity articulated through belief. One of the arguments of Living with the Gods is that this should not surprise us, because it is in fact a return to the prevalent pattern of human societies.

[image: image]
The difficulties of faith in the public realm. Watched over by police, French Muslims pray in the street in Clichy on the outskirts of Paris, in protest at the closure of their unauthorized place of worship, March 2017

Living in stories

‘We tell ourselves stories in order to live.’ Joan Didion’s famous sentence opens a collection of essays she wrote around her experiences in the secular America of the 1970s. It is not a reflection on religion, but it speaks to exactly that compelling need which we all have, for stories that order our memories and hopes, and give shape and meaning to our individual and collective lives.

We begin where the oldest surviving evidence begins, in the caves of Europe at the end of the Ice Age. We shall see in Chapter 1 that a society with a belief in something beyond itself, a narrative that goes beyond the immediate and beyond the self, seems better equipped to confront threats to its existence, to survive and to flourish. At the beginning of the twentieth century, the French sociologist Émile Durkheim argued that without such overarching stories, what he called ‘an idea that it constructs of itself’, there can in fact be no society. Those stories, the ideals they illustrate and the ceremonies in which they are enacted constituted for Durkheim the essential elements of any system of communal belief: and, in a sense, the stories are the society. If, for whatever reason, we lose or forget them, in a very real way we, collectively, no longer exist.

Systems of belief almost always contain a narrative of how the physical world was created, how the people came to be in it, and how they and all living things should inhabit it. But the stories and associated rituals usually go far beyond that. They tell members of the group how they ought to behave to one another, and crucially they also address the future – those aspects of the society that will endure as succeeding generations perish and pass. They embrace the living, the dead and those still to be born, in one continuing story of belonging.

The most powerful and most sustaining of any society’s stories are the work of generations. They are repeated, adapted and transmitted, absorbed into everyday life, ritualized and internalized to such a degree that we are often hardly aware that we are still surrounded by the tales of distant ancestors. They give us our particular place in a pattern which can be observed but not fully understood – and they do it almost without our knowing it. It is a process we can witness every day as we – and others – repeat that most familiar of sequences, the days of the week.

Living in time

Sunday, Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday, Saturday. The idea of dividing the cycle of the moon into four seven-day weeks may have begun in ancient Babylon. In its familiar modern form, it probably derives from a Jewish model, echoing the story of the Creation as told in Genesis, in which God, having made the world in six days, rested on the seventh – and ordered humanity and their animals to do likewise. In consequence, every week connects us to the beginning of time itself, as its days plot the round of our work and our leisure, the recurrent rhythm of our existence. But they do more, and what that is will depend on our language and our beliefs. The names that we give the weekdays in English are an inherited meditation on the cycles of time, as we observe the pattern of the sun, the moon and the planets circling above us; and the story they tell is for English-speakers only, for nobody else’s week is quite the same as ours.

Sunday, Monday – it begins with the sun and the moon, which we see virtually every day, and whose separate movements mark the months and the years. After them, in most of Western Europe, come the days of the easily visible planets. In the Romance languages, this is obvious to all: Mars – martedì / mardi; Mercury – mercoledì / mercredi; Jupiter (Jove) – giovedì / jeudi; Venus – venerdì / vendredi. The order may surprise modern astronomers, but it is the sequence that the Romans followed and that they left behind them. In England, somewhere around the seventh century, the planets tethered to the exotic gods of Rome were renamed for the equivalent northern gods, and it is their Anglo-Saxon names – Tiw, Woden, Thor and Frige – that distinguish the days for English-speakers on Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday and Friday. On Saturday, these homely Anglo-Saxon gods are, however, joined by Saturn, the one Roman immigrant who stubbornly retained his Latin name, making our week, like our language itself, a peculiar German–Latin hybrid.

[image: image]
Moon-day to Sun-day. The Roman gods of the English days of the week, on a mid-nineteenth-century Italian cameo bracelet

Encompassing the different cycles of sun, moon and the five planets, every week thus implies not just a long span of many years, but also the company of many gods and the vastness of space itself. In the names of our days is the entire solar system, the time–space continuum as it was known in the ancient Mediterranean world and transmitted to the north of Europe. The turn of the week is – in English – a concise cosmological history, in which we still live every day with the gods of our ancestors and our conquerors, inhabiting an ancient but stable structure of time.

This huge embrace of the week is pleasingly visible, and surprisingly portable, in a splendid nineteenth-century Italian cameo bracelet, where the sun and moon flank the planets in their due sequence, all carved in relief and rendered in characteristic Roman mode. But although the bracelet was made in Italy, it makes sense only in English: because the English weekend is very different from the one in Southern Europe. In Italian (and in French and the other Romance languages), after Friday there is no Saturn’s day. Instead, the week shifts into a different religious world, and the fifth of the pagan gods gives way to the Sabbath of the single God of the Jews – sabato and samedi. And after the Jewish Sabbath comes not the day of the sun, but domenica or dimanche: it is the day of dominus, the Lord. In Latin Europe the weekend is not about the pattern of movement in the skies, but about how we should worship on earth. Thus the days of the week give time a shape, placing the everyday routine of our single lives in a pattern both of cosmic harmony and of social order.

The seven-day week is now a global phenomenon, but the different names for its days everywhere tell a series of local stories, depending on custom and language. Most of the Europe that was shaped by the Roman Catholic church retained the pagan Roman planetary gods, even though long supplanted, and the Romance languages added to them the Jewish and Christian holy days. But in Eastern Europe and the Middle East the Greek Orthodox church rejected those displaced pagan gods – and their planets – entirely. It chose instead to stay with the radically different tradition of the Jews, a model later adopted also by the Muslims. For all of these, the week has a clear centre: the one and only God, and the day principally devoted to his worship – Friday, Saturday or Sunday as appropriate for Muslims, Jews or Christians. The days in between have no pagan or cosmic resonances, but are simply numbered in sequence – the day after, or the second day, the third day, and so on. So the turn of the week in Hebrew, Russian or Arabic, to venture no further afield, tells a story quite different from ours: a narrative of the active practice of faith and of rigorous monotheism, of one single god around whom alone the pattern of our lives is to be ordered – a god who emphatically does not share time with the gods of the heathens (Chapter 22).

To name the days of the week is, for most of the world, to declare, consciously or unconsciously, the religious history of your particular community. It is why the anti-religious French revolutionaries, eager to devise a calendar which, like the metric system, the whole world could use, concluded that the only way forward was simply to abolish the week altogether (Chapter 29) and move to a decimal system of days. It was logical, and they believed it should be universal. Yet here too, after a handful of years, the old gods returned.

Naming weekdays may be complex, but cultures diverge even more sharply, and far more bitterly, when it comes to numbering the years. Where to begin counting? When did time – or, more precisely, when did our story – start? For the Jews, that meant Jehovah’s creation of the world, for the Romans the foundation of their city – in each case a perfect demonstration of their view of their place in world history. But for others it was the moment when the world began a second time, and all things were made new. For Christians that is the birth of Jesus; for Muslims it is when the Prophet moved from Mecca to Medina and the community of the faithful took shape. Imperial China began counting the years afresh with every new reign. For French Revolutionaries the establishment of the Republic and of new institutions of the state made 1792 Year One. In Aztec Mexico the sequence had neither beginning nor end, but moved in complex, endlessly repeating fifty-two-year cycles. There is in short no universal story: numbering the years, like naming the days, conveys each particular society’s idea of what it is and of its own special place in time.

The expanding power of Europe and America over the last two centuries has led (or compelled) most of the world to divide historical time as they do, into the years Before Christ and Anno Domini, the year of Our Lord. Many, despite their own very different beliefs, agree to use the same numbering, but understandably baulk at using the letters BC and AD, which endorse (or at least acknowledge) an exclusively Christian narrative. They prefer instead the neutral notion, increasingly popular since the late nineteenth century, of a Common Era, which retains the Christian chronology, dating events from the supposed date of the birth of Jesus, but relabelled as CE or BCE.

The idea of the Common Era is an ingenious and largely successful attempt to find a narrative framework which, irrespective of language, culture or religion, can embrace all humanity. But it is a rare example. Perhaps it is possible only because two (or, in the case of Iran, three) calendars can happily co-exist, each to be used for different purposes (Chapter 29), an ecumenical, even bilingual, view of time. Most conflicts between our local and global narratives have not proved so easy to resolve.

The limits of language

The familiar example of the days of the week and the calendar touch on many of the topics we shall be discussing in loftier contexts later in the book. They show with wonderful clarity the astonishing longevity of belief patterns once established, and the extent to which rituals of worship in many – perhaps most – societies structure the rhythms of life.

In Living with the Gods we shall be looking not at the life of monastic retreat, or private spirituality, at what individuals believe, or the abstract theological truth of religious ideas, which must be unknowable except to devotees. We shall be looking instead at what whole societies believe and do. It is a way of addressing religion – as practice rather than doctrine – that may seem foreign to those brought up with the idea that belief is based on divinely inspired texts held to contain absolute truths, from which religious authority ultimately derives. If there is one image that sums up that view of organized religion in the West, it would surely be Moses on Mount Sinai receiving, directly from God, the Ten Commandments: one all-powerful, all-controlling God, handing down a text, written in unchangeable stone, which sets out clear and immutable doctrine about how we should worship him, and what we should (but mostly should not) do.

Needless to say, that is a reductive caricature, as any Jew, Christian or Muslim would quickly point out. Moses on Mount Sinai is, for all three traditions, only one part of a much larger story, which embraces millennia of contact with God, many other divinely inspired texts, many other kinds of social practices, and constantly evolving interpretations of the Hebrew scriptures, the Gospels and the Qur’an. (Chapter 20). Nevertheless, literal, fundamentalist readings of those texts are still a major cause of violent disagreement between groups of Muslims, Christians and Jews.

The Abrahamic faiths really are unusual, and not just in their belief in a single God. Most faiths of the world for most of history have not had texts that claimed such unique status – if they had texts at all. Even fewer have any notion of a central authority, which, like the Vatican, might define a corpus of doctrine which adherents are required to believe. Hindus and Buddhists of course have many texts, but none that has self-evident primacy, and so the meanings accorded to them and the practices around them vary enormously from place to place. The Greeks and Romans, rigorous in so much else, had virtually nothing that we would regard as a statement of faith: their notion of religion was essentially something that citizens did. A view of faith systems that concentrated on doctrines and texts alone would be a sadly limited exercise.

It is in any case often difficult to say what specific beliefs people would, if pressed, affirm. We can, however, observe their actions, the ceremonies large and small that express their beliefs, and which, regularly repeated, shape a life and a community. So the book focuses on those significant ceremonies, on the things that people use in them, and the places where they perform them. I have chosen sites where large numbers gather for sacrifice, pilgrimage or ritual celebrations, over as wide a geographic span as possible. The objects come almost entirely from the collection of the British Museum, but that is hardly a restriction, as it covers the globe and ranges from the earliest human societies to the present day and enables us to embark on a worldwide journey through the material and social manifestations of belief.
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The laws of life and faith, handed down from God to Moses, in an early fifteenth-century French manuscript illumination

The great advantage of this approach is that objects and places allow us to address on an equal footing the large global religions and much smaller belief systems that are embedded in one particular landscape (Chapter 23); practices tightly controlled by king or clergy, and those, like the festival of Christmas or the cult of Our Lady of Guadalupe (Chapters 15 and 16), where the laity play an unscripted, pivotal role; religions that disappeared long ago and those that still flourish. They also let us consider forms of belief and behaviour not usually regarded as religious, such as state atheism, or the cult of the national leader.

There is another advantage too. In a world of several thousand different tongues, the silence of objects allows us into territory difficult to enter in other ways. Our bracelet of the days of the week, which is English-speaking and cannot be translated into Italian (let alone Arabic) without losing much of its meaning, powerfully demonstrates the profound links between language and belief. It is not just that together they are the most powerful forces in forging the identity of any community. The words in which we can talk about faith or religion are themselves inevitably shaped by – and in most cases limited to – our own habits and forms of thought. For obvious historical reasons, European languages are at ease with the notion of the single God of the Abrahamic tradition, or the classical gods of Greece and Rome. But beyond that, in Mesopotamia, India or Japan, for example, Europeans struggle to cope with unfamiliar, disconcertingly fluid ideas of the divine. When we try to find words to match the understanding of landscape that shapes the lives of people in Vanuatu or of Aboriginal Australians (Chapter 23), it quickly becomes clear that we simply do not have a vocabulary for ideas which are central to the lives of these communities, but which we have never encountered. ‘Animate beings’ and ‘animated landscape’ have an arid, abstract ring to them, far removed from the immediacy of the everyday experience itself. ‘Spirits’, which is probably the best we can do, sounds fey, and risks conjuring notions of table-tapping. All we can do, when we venture in our own language into the thought worlds of others, is to acknowledge our inadequacy: we are discussing matters for which we do not have the words.

This approach through objects, places and activities is inherently and necessarily fragmentary. It cannot in any way amount to a narrative history of faith. But it can, I hope, offer access, often refreshingly direct, into some of the different ways that societies have found of imagining and inhabiting their place in the world.

Who are ‘we’?

Another of the central arguments of Living with the Gods is that religion addresses many of the same defining questions as politics. How does a society organize itself in order to survive? What sacrifices can society properly demand of the individual in the service of a greater good? Above all, who is included in the community that we call ‘we’? The narratives of faith can create uniquely powerful symbols of solidarity. In the fire of the Parsis (Chapter 2) or in the statues of the goddess Durga (Chapter 17), every part of the community – rich and poor, weak and strong, living and dead – is represented and honoured. Few political units have found metaphors so emotionally compelling for a society in which everybody is included.

Religious beliefs have also of course been consciously manipulated by rulers and priests across the millennia to exclude parts of society – faith being used in the service of political oppression. The supreme example is the Nazi murdering of the Jews. We shall look here at the less familiar seventeenth-century persecution of Christians in Japan and Huguenots in France, in each case designed to define and to eliminate those who were not to be considered as ‘we’ by a powerful central state (Chapter 28). But those same faith structures can also be the refuge and the strength of the oppressed. The history of the Jews (Chapter 27) after the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem and the campaigns of Hadrian, or the survival as a community of the enslaved African Americans (Chapter 10), can be explained only in terms of a set of beliefs which sustain when other supports have fallen away. In such circumstances religion offers an architecture of meaning in which people may find shelter and hope. And if it is not provided by those in power, those without power will often find ways of creating it for themselves, like the Mexican workers struggling for better conditions in the United States (Chapter 16). In each case, in politics and religion alike, people are defining their identity.

The thinkers of the European Enlightenment, among them the drafters of the US Constitution, hoped that, if they could separate organized religion from the government of society, they would banish for ever the spectre of religious wars. In that aim, they were by and large successful. Yet they perhaps addressed the symptom rather than the cause: the human need for belonging, and for a story to sustain it in which everybody has a part. The shared narratives of faith, uniting and inspiring, dividing and excluding, were quickly replaced by the no less strengthening and no less destructive myths of nationalism. It seems that Durkheim may have been right, and that what we venerate is often an imagined ideal form of society itself. Do we have such a notion of what our society should be today? In recent decades, as nation states have been enfeebled by economic globalization or, in parts of the Middle East and Africa, have collapsed entirely, religion has become an ever more significant marker of identity. Narratives of faith and the sense of belonging which they can offer are more attractive, more powerful and more dangerous than a generation ago.

The Enlightenment philosophers thought they had discovered how to accommodate different religious communities peacefully in one political structure: tolerance mixed with secularism. The Romans had achieved a remarkable degree of inter-faith harmony, by the elegant device of inviting the gods of the peoples they conquered into the Roman pantheon (Chapter 21): most were happy to accept the invitation and a new, expanded sense of imperial identity was the result. But such a relaxed and porous approach to faith was based on public rituals of worship, not a fixed doctrine of belief, and it is hardly open to the text-based monotheisms, with their single jealous god.

World-wide adoption of the Common Era calendar is a relatively trivial example of an agreement – generally acknowledged but hardly discussed – which established a universal commonality without denying individual identities. Is it possible now for humanity to find a pluralist global narrative, a set of assumptions and aspirations, which might embrace – and be embraced by – everybody in our hyper-connected and ever more fragile world? It is a question of life and death for the vastly increasing numbers of migrants in many parts of the globe (Chapter 30). ‘Who are “we”?’ is the great political question of our time, and it is essentially about what we believe.
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Part One



OUR PLACE IN THE PATTERN

These first five chapters look at stories from four continents told by communities to articulate their understanding of the cosmos, and their place in it. These are stories of animals and plants, of fire, water, light and the seasons. They offer explanations of the way people experience the world, and the role all living things play in the repeating patterns of nature. Societies inhabit these cosmological narratives, daily and annual, and so conduct a constant dialogue between a particular community and the great scheme of things. The rituals associated with these stories affirm these understandings and, as they do so, greatly strengthen the identity of the community.

[image: image]
The Lion Man of Ulm, made from mammoth ivory 40,000 years ago, the earliest-known representation of something beyond human experience
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The Beginnings of Belief

On 25 August 1939 two men were excavating at the back of Stadel cave in the Hohlenstein cliff, not far from Ulm in southwest Germany. The area, just north of the Danube, was known to contain remarkable material from the Ice Age, and it was hoped that this cave might yield some new finds. It was the last day of the dig: as everybody knew, war was about to break out. Both men – the anatomist Robert Wetzel and the geologist Otto Völzing – had received their call-up papers for the German army.

As Wetzel and Völzing were preparing to pack away their tools, they made a discovery. Forty metres in, in a further, smaller cave, they found many tiny fragments of mammoth ivory which looked as though they had been worked by human hands. But there was no time to examine the fragments, or to begin to work out what they were or what they might mean. They were packed away with other material from the excavation, and put into temporary storage, and the two men went off to war.

Wetzel briefly noted in a local scientific journal in 1941 that he and Völzing had made a ‘sensational’ find, but for thirty years no one really knew what they had discovered. The finds from the dig lay in crates housed first at Tübingen University, then in an air raid shelter in Ulm, before finally reaching the city museum there. The task of sorting and publishing the material from the cave excavation of thirty years previously was eventually given to its curator, Joachim Hahn, in 1969.

Within just a few days, something remarkable happened. Hahn and two colleagues realized that 200 or so of the mammoth ivory fragments could be put together to form a standing figure, around thirty centimetres in height. What was more, this figure was human – but not entirely so. In its incomplete state, Hahn thought it might be part bear. But with the incorporation of more fragments discovered some years later, the full pattern finally became clear. This was indeed a human body, but with the head of a lion. He quickly became known as der Löwenmensch, ‘the Lion Man’.

Legs apart, arms a little out from his sides, he stands upright, perhaps on tiptoe, leaning slightly forward: a macho, somewhat aggressive pose. The calves, carefully shaped, are clearly human, and the navel is just where it ought to be on a model of a man. The upper body is slender, more feline, but on top of it are strong shoulders and an extraordinary head.

Jill Cook is the British Museum’s expert in deep history:

This is the head of a cave lion, common in Ice Age Europe, and bigger than the modern African lion. The head is looking at us with a powerful, direct gaze. The mouth seems almost to smile. The ears are cocked, and inside them you can see the small opening for the auditory canal. When you look in detail at the back, you can see behind the ear little furrows, formed where the muscles contract to turn the ear in order to listen. This is not a human being wearing a mask. This is a creature, albeit a creature that cannot exist. And he is attentive, he is listening, he is watching.



Radiocarbon dating indicates that the Lion Man is around 40,000 years old, which means it was made towards the end of the last Ice Age, a dating supported by information gathered from other material found in the area. If that is indeed the case, as seems probable, then this small sculpture holds a unique place in human history. It is not just a supreme representation of two closely observed species: it is by some margin the oldest evidence yet found of the human mind giving physical form to something which can never have been seen. For the first time that we know of, a combination which could exist only in the imagination, an abstraction, has here been made physically graspable. Nature has been re-imagined and reshaped, the boundary between human and animal dissolved. The Lion Man represents a cognitive leap to a world beyond nature, and beyond human experience.

[image: image]
The head of the Lion Man, listening and watching

The precarious and dangerous world of those who made the Lion Man was one of very low temperatures – in Europe, around 12°C lower than today – and long cold winters. If they survived infancy, average life expectancy was probably little more than thirty years. In the short summers, there would be plants and berries to eat, but essentially they could survive only by hunting, using a range of stone tools to kill, strip and scrape their prey. They were dependent on animals for fat and meat to cook on their fires, and for furs and skins to provide clothing. Compared to these animals, humans were poorly provided with teeth or claws, were smaller than bears or mammoths, unable to run as fast as wolves, and no match at all for the greatest of all their predators, the lion. It can hardly be an accident that our sculpture combines the tusk of the largest animal they knew with the head of the fiercest – and the body of the only one capable of imaginative thought about the world they all inhabited.

The more closely you look at the Lion Man, the more it is clear that this is very far from being the result of an idle hour or two of whimsical whittling. The stance and posture of the figure suggest deep knowledge of ivory as a material – in particular the tusks of a young mammoth, from which the figure was made. Most of all, the precision of detail supposes highly developed technical skills, mastery of many different tools and a serious investment of time. As Jill Cook explains:

You can see the curvature of the tusk along its whole length, cleverly used to give the impression of a figure leaning attentively forward. The sculptor also knew how to take advantage of the cavity in the centre of a tusk to achieve the broad, masculine separation of the legs, and how to exploit the close grain of the ivory to achieve the meticulous details of the head. The Lion Man can only have been made by an accomplished sculptor, who had already carved many pieces, and who knew the material inside out. It is an entirely original, technically very difficult, artistically brilliant work, with a sense of power and spirit to it, which for me makes it a masterpiece.



[image: image]
The Lion Man, showing the curve of the mammoth tusk from which it was carved

It was made using a number of different stone tools, and would have required a great deal of very close, demanding work. For example, trying to separate the arms from the body using a small stone saw would have taken many hours of repetitive action and intense focus. From experiments using similar tools we can calculate that it would have required at least 400 hours of work. And as Jill Cook says, it is quite obvious, from the level of skill deployed, that this cannot have been the first work of the sculptor who made it.

That last observation raises a key question. This was a small community, probably only a few dozen people, certainly not more than a few hundred. Their primary concern must have been getting and bringing in food, making clothing, keeping the fire going, protecting their children from predators, and so on. Yet they allowed someone of great ability to spend a lot of time away from such tasks, acquiring and exercising the skills needed to make the Lion Man. Why would a community make such a huge investment in order to produce an object which could play no part in its physical survival? Jill Cook gives her view:

I think it is probably more about the community’s psychological survival, something that strengthens the sense of themselves as a group. We do not know whether the Lion Man was a deity, a spriritual experience, a being from a creation story or an avatar used to negotiate with the forces of nature. But it is an object that makes sense only if it is part of a story, what we might now call a myth. There must have been a narrative or a ritual to accompany the statue that would explain its appearance and its meaning. What that story was, of course, we can now only guess. It was about humans and animals obviously – but presumably it was also about something beyond ourselves, beyond nature, which can somehow help to strengthen a community and enable it to overcome dangers and difficulties.

We know that at this time the people in the area were also making and listening to music. A variety of flutes, for example, have been found, some made of bird bones, which were already hollow, others much more complex and carved from ivory, which would again require a large investment of skill and time. We have also found a little figure who is clearly dancing. All these objects are about shared social activity, but also about transporting you into another realm, and that may well link to the purpose of the Lion Man.



[image: image]
A bird-bone flute found in the Ulm region, contemporary with the Lion Man

There are two important recently discovered details about the physical condition of the statue. Dr Kurt Wehrberger, the scholar at the Ulm Museum now responsible for the Lion Man, reports that examination by digital microscope has revealed that the mouth – and only the mouth – has been infiltrated by an organic substance, which may be blood. Its presence suggests some sort of ceremonial ritual in which the lion’s mouth played a part.

Perhaps even more importantly, it can also be seen that the irregularities you would expect to find on the surface of mammoth ivory are not present: they have been smoothed away as a consequence of prolonged handling. Dr Wehrberger thinks that the Lion Man must have been held by many people over many years, possibly even over several generations. Made by an individual, this figure was shared by the group over a long period of time. Jill Cook imagines the scene:

I think we can visualize them sitting round the fire, which will keep them warm and keep the wild animals away, listening to the sound of a flute, looking at the magic that the flames create, handling the statue, telling stories of this composite creature as an avatar who could link them to unseen spirits, either benevolent or dangerous. Tales of the visible world, but also of worlds that transcend it, to which the Lion Man, as a transformed fantastical being, could give access – not as an individual experience, but as something in which all could share.



The people in the cave who handled the Lion Man were human beings very like us. They were the same species as we are – Homo sapiens – and had essentially the same brains as we do. They – we – had emerged in Africa, and by around 60,000 years ago seem to have spread out rapidly, reaching Asia, Europe, Australia and eventually America. Earlier hominids had been making tools and hunting animals for well over a million years, but these people were, in one crucial respect, different.

Clive Gamble, Professor of Archaeology at the University of Southampton, is an expert in early human development:

Imagination is at the core of it. The thing that really singles us out is how our brains work, our ability to go beyond the here and now. What we do very well is thinking ahead, into the future, beyond our individual lives, as well as into the past. That lets us embark on long journeys – the speed with which Homo sapiens inhabits the earth is astonishing. We can construct myths and legends. We can inhabit other worlds and make great imaginative leaps, bringing together things which do not occur in nature, as in the Lion Man. That is a really new and dynamic departure.



For Clive Gamble, it is these sorts of imaginative leaps that are necessary to establish a view of our place in the cosmos, and of how we relate to other animals. They allow us to imagine other people – the community – continuing to exist when we no longer do, to develop a belief in an afterlife, to create symbols, ceremonies and rituals.

Those beliefs – whatever we call them – would not be something special and separate, but an integral part of social life, pervading all activities. And it is not just about their own immediate group. I think that belief systems at this stage could have been almost as important as having enough people to defend your territory, or even controlling a food supply: because shared beliefs would have allowed people to connect across social universes much larger than the local group. They would share with others a particular understanding of the world, and the symbols or rituals that could be used to articulate it. And that would give them some sort of kinship – a kind of community – over a much larger area than was ever possible before.
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The ‘little Lion Man’, also from the Ulm region, between 31,000 and 33,000 years ago

Supporting this last suggestion – that belief systems and practices might have been shared over a wide area, and drawn people together across considerable distances – is the discovery of at least one other statue of a Lion Man in the region. In recent years the cave where the Lion Man was found has been re-excavated by Professor Joachim Kind of Tübingen University. It is spacious, roughly rectangular, about forty metres deep and ten metres wide, not unlike a chilly village hall. It would always have been very cold, because it faces north. Professor Kind believes that this cave, which never sees the sun, is not a place where people would have chosen to live. Near its mouth is a fireplace, clearly much used, but where there are surprisingly few remains of stone tools, bones and so forth, the normal residue of human habitation – far fewer than in most caves of the area. This appears to have been a place where people did not permanently live, but occasionally gathered. Professor Kind thinks the main cave was used by groups who came from a wide area, for relatively short periods of time, probably to take part in ceremonies.
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The Hohlenstein cave where Robert Wetzel and Otto Völzing found the fragments of the Lion Man in 1939

In the smaller cave at the back, where the fragments were excavated, the recent digs have revealed nothing at all connected with daily life, but instead objects of a different sort: the teeth of Arctic foxes, wolf and deer, pierced so they could be suspended and worn with little ivory pendants and a cache of trimmed reindeer antlers. Like the Lion Man, these are objects of no practical use, but it is easy to imagine them being deployed in rituals. Professor Kind thinks that this inner cave was a special area where activities of some kind connected with the Lion Man may have taken place, and where the ritual objects were stored. He thinks one might almost use the word ‘sanctuary’, and call it a holy place.

We shall never be sure what the Lion Man meant to those people on the edge of survival, who sacrificed so many hours to bring it into being. But we do know that they had minds, and that they were capable of complexity, so it may not be impossible to imagine what they were doing and thinking. Like everything to do with deep history, much is speculative, and is adjusted as new evidence emerges. The best hypothesis is that the people of the Lion Man made a great work of art, constructed a narrative linking the natural and supernatural worlds, and enacted that narrative ceremonially with a wider community. This is something that all human societies have done: searching for patterns, and then composing stories and rituals about them, which put us – all of us – in our cosmic place. You could say that it is when a group agrees on how the fragments of this great puzzle fit together that you have a community: that Homo sapiens is also Homo religiosus, where the search is not for my place in the cosmos, but for our place, and where believing is closely connected with belonging.

Though the Lion Man seems to have been kept at the back of the Stadel cave, there is only one place where his story could have been told. It is the place of visions, the place where stories have always been told: round the flickering, magical, warming and dangerous fire. That is the subject of the next chapter.
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Shiva dancing the Cosmic Dance of destruction and renewal, a gift from the Indian Government to CERN, on the laboratory campus near Geneva
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Fire and State

Outside the headquarters of CERN, the European Centre for Nuclear Research, near Geneva, the Hindu god Shiva dances in a perpetual circle of fire. Many visitors to this place of rational scientific inquiry are disconcerted to be greeted by the statue of a god. But nothing could be more appropriate than this god in this place, and not only because India has long worked closely with CERN on many projects: in Hindu tradition Shiva’s fire creates and sustains us, yet it also destroys us. Like nuclear energy, fire ultimately eludes human understanding or human control.

It is not, of course, just the Hindu tradition which finds the divine in the dangerous flickering of fire. Prometheus in classical mythology had to steal it from the gods themselves to allow humans to use it for their purposes. For the Jews, Moses encountered god in the flames of the burning bush, and for Christians the Holy Spirit came upon the apostles in tongues of fire. Visible yet ungraspable, powerful but immaterial, fire is for many societies the most obvious, intrinsic emblem of the divine.

It is also profoundly human. Indeed it has been argued that it is fire that made human society possible. Once our remote ancestors learned how to use it, probably around a million years ago, it not only provided heat and safety, while keeping dangerous animals at bay; it was round the fire that the community cooked and ate. Cooked food allowed more calories and protein to be consumed, and, over tens of thousands of years, for human brains to grow. And as the community sat round the fire, they shared their stories. Fire as the focus of society: the idea ought not to surprise, for ‘focus’ is the Latin for hearth, and every time we use the word, we pay unconscious tribute to the incomparable gathering power of fire. The community that imagines itself gathered round a fire may be a family, a village or even a nation. For two of the greatest empires in history – Rome and Persia – fire became, in radically different ways, the divine emblem of the essential unity of the state.

[image: image]
The goddess Vesta, seated with her head covered, and four Vestal Virgins. Roman, first century CE

The two empires that in the third century CE fought for dominance in the Middle East today face each other in the British Museum coin room: from Persia, a gold image, about the size of a ten-pence piece, showing a Zoroastrian fire-altar with two male attendants. From Rome a dark bronze coin, with a view of the temple of Vesta, and, in it, a group of the famous Vestal Virgins.

Vesta was for the Romans the virgin goddess of fire, protectoress of the peace of home and hearth. She was a completely domestic goddess. Unlike other goddesses such as Venus or Juno, there are no rollicking tales of her amorous or military adventures: she simply stayed at home, by the fireside, keeping the household safe. Yet in one sense she was the most important deity in Rome. Unlike the others, she had for most of Roman history only one temple, in the heart of the Forum, and, unusually, it had no statue of the presiding goddess: Vesta was to be found only in the perpetual flame of her hearth. But that hearth, her temple, was the hearth of the whole city and of the empire, and their success and survival ultimately depended on Vesta’s flame. The domestic fire of Vesta was the central symbol of the Roman state. Her flame had to be kept perpetually burning, and in consequence it required constant and specialized attention.

[image: image]
The rounded Temple of Vesta in the centre of the Roman Forum – the ‘hearth of the empire’

We can see this clearly on our coin, struck sometime around the year 200 CE. On one side there is a round temple, with the words Vesta Mater – Mother Vesta. The virgin goddess – it is a paradox found in many societies – is also the quintessential mother figure. There is, as usual, no image of the goddess, but on either side of the flaming cauldron stand three women. These, explains Mary Beard, Professor of Classics at the University of Cambridge, are the Vestal Virgins:

They were the priestesses of Vesta, and they had one absolutely central job: tending the sacred flame of the city. In the middle of the Roman Forum, in the Temple of Vesta, was the hearth that we see on this coin. It was supposed to be kept burning permanently, and the job of the Vestal Virgins, as the priestesses of the goddess Vesta, was quite simply to keep that fire alight.



A fire of this spiritual and political significance could be properly tended only by the irreproachably pure young girls selected specially for the purpose – there were generally six of them – who throughout their time of service must remain virginal. Mary Beard continues:

If the fire ever went out, it was a sign that the established relationship between the Romans and their gods had been disrupted. And when that kind of disruption occurred, you had to do something to put it right. The finger of suspicion might well be pointed at one of these priestesses – with the doubt that she was no longer a virgin.



The punishment for a Vestal Virgin convicted of such a failing was a fearful death – being buried alive. The sentence was, we know, occasionally carried out. So why would anyone want a job like this? Mary Beard explains that one of the reasons was the status that it conferred:

Like almost all Roman priesthoods, this was an elite job. But it was very unusual because it was a female elite job, which guaranteed the Vestal and her family a place at the very heart of Roman religion – and so at the very heart of the Roman political world too, because this temple and this hearth lay right at the centre of Roman public space. These women had many privileges – they got the best seats at the theatre, and so on – because although they were tending a fire, they were not just guarding a barbecue. They were guarding and looking after something which stood for Rome itself.
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Black bronze Roman coin, c.200 CE, showing the Temple of Vesta with six Vestal Virgins (above) and a bust of the empress Julia Domna draped (below)

The specifically female nature of this link between the temple of Vesta and the very idea of the state becomes clear when we turn the coin over. Here you see not, as you would expect, the emperor, but the bust of a woman, with the inscription Iulia Augusta: this is Julia Domna, wife of Emperor Septimius Severus, who ruled from 193 to 211. The emperors had established a second temple of Vesta in the imperial palace, so the empress is here being advertised as fulfilling the Roman womanly ideal: tending to the hearth of both family and state. By being linked to the fire of Vesta, she can claim to share some of the high political responsibilities of a Vestal Virgin, while also being the mother of the nation.

As Mary Beard points out, this rare example of female power in the otherwise overwhelmingly male world of Roman politics had a long and fascinating after-life:

Vestal Virgins have remained powerful symbols in the cultural and political imagination of the West. You find later European aristocratic and monarchical women trying to pick up on some of their unique kind of authority – on this quintessentially Roman version of what female power could be.



Not surprisingly, one of the canniest manipulators of this useful bit of history was Elizabeth I of England. As the Virgin Queen, whose legitimacy had been denied by the Roman Catholic church, Elizabeth must have relished the opportunity to show herself heir to an even older Roman institution, and one that affirmed the central role of an unmarried woman in the great affairs of the nation. One falsely accused Roman Vestal had proved her virginity by carrying water in a sieve: so in this portrait (and there is more than one such picture) Elizabeth too carries a sieve, affirming both her virginity and her unique fitness to guarantee the survival of the state. (It must have been a pleasing reflection for Elizabeth that while Mary Queen of Scots might be the Catholic candidate for the throne, nobody would ever associate her with chastity.) Two centuries later, as Marie Antoinette of France tried to assert her role as model wife and mother, with a proper place in the political sphere, she too had herself painted as a Vestal. Understandably, she discards the sieve of virginity and is shown standing by the sacred fire, the emblem of the nation, to which she will devote herself. Here were two women, like the empress Julia Domna hundreds of years before them, showing they could be trusted with that most civic, even existential of tasks: tending the flame of the state.
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Elizabeth I of England holding the sieve of a Vestal Virgin, 1583, by Quentin Massys the Younger (left) and Marie Antoinette of France as a Vestal, circle of Jacques-Fabien Gautier d’Agoty (right)

There is a last, pleasingly democratic chapter to this tale of the astonishing longevity of the idea of the sacred hearth – from the first autumn of the Great War. It very quickly became clear that to wage a conflict on this scale, not just the fighting men, but the whole population would have to be engaged. In October 1914, the Welsh composer Ivor Novello set one of the First World War’s most enduringly popular patriotic songs:


Keep the Home Fires Burning,

While your hearts are yearning,

Though your lads are far away

They dream of home.



Every woman in Britain in 1914 – a state that, like ancient Rome, allowed most women virtually no political role – was now summoned, as wife, mother or sister, to do her bit to save the state by tending the flame. Every hearth was, like the temple of Vesta, the hearth of the nation.

One of the other great superpowers of the third century, and the only one with which Rome had serious foreign policy relations, was the Sasanian Empire in neighbouring Persia (modern Iran). And here too fire played a central role as the focus of the community. But the femininity of Rome’s sacred hearth was exchanged in Persia for an idea of holy fire which is male from start to finish.

The Sasanian Empire, controlling most of the territory between the River Indus and modern Egypt – and sometimes very much more – endured for roughly 400 years, from around 230 CE until the Islamic invasions of 650. It was effectively Rome’s only rival, and more than a match militarily: in 260 the Roman emperor Valerian was not just defeated by the Persian forces, but humiliatingly taken prisoner by them.

The predominant faith of the Sasanians was Zoroastrianism, a monotheistic code of ethics and rituals based on the teachings of the prophet Zoroaster – better known in Europe as Zarathustra – who may have lived around 1000 BCE. It is centred on the worship of one invisible supreme being, Ahura Mazda, the Wise Lord, who requires of his followers truth, good thoughts, good words and good deeds: the consequence will be a just society. Ahura Mazda may not be seen, but one of the ways he may in some measure be apprehended is through fire. Purifying and immaterial, warming but destructive, the sacred fire of the Zoroastrians is not an object of worship in itself, but the focus of utmost reverence, serving to help those near it to concentrate on the purity of god and his truth.

Our gold dinar from the Sasanian Empire, struck between 273 and 276, clearly demonstrates the central political significance of this holy fire. On one side is the Sasanian Shah, with long flowing locks, wearing crown and diadem. He is Bahram I, who eventually negotiated with his counterpart in Rome a peace settlement in Syria: in 274 CE, Persian envoys processed through the streets of Rome, not as captives but as honoured guests in the Triumph of Emperor Aurelian. On the other side of our coin, two armed male attendants, elegant and elongated, lean on their tall staffs and respectfully look away from a central altar, on which the fire of Ahura Mazda burns. As in Rome, religious and political power meet and merge in a flame.

But the Iranian fire is radically different from the Roman one. Where Vesta’s single hearth stands symbolically for the whole Roman state, the highest form of Zoroastrian fire comes – literally, physically – from every part of its community. In a brilliantly conceived ritual, Zoroastrian priests take and combine different kinds of fire, from the hearths of bakers and metal-workers, priests and warriors, and so on: in all, fires from fourteen sectors of the community, combined and purified, until the whole of society is emblematically brought together in one shared flame. But to achieve the sacred fire, two further fires are needed. First, from a cremation pyre, so that the dead are joined to the living in reverence of Ahura Mazda; and lastly lightning, fire from the sky, binding earth to heaven. The whole process of constructing such a fire may take over two years and can require as many as thirty-two priests. The result is a sacred flame, known as Atash Behram, the fire of victory, to which everyone has symbolically contributed, a powerful emblem of a united society, linking past and present, human and divine. The fire we see on the back of Bahram I’s golden dinar is a tour de force of social theology.

[image: image]
Gold dinar of the Sasanian shah Bahram I, c.275 CE, with Bahram wearing a radiate crown (above), and a Zoroastrian fire altar with two armed attendants (below)

The Sasanian Empire, with Zoroastrianism as its state religion, continued to flourish, while in Western Europe Rome stumbled, and for the three centuries after our coin Persian culture shaped much of the Middle East. But in the 640s, in the face of the Arab invasions, the empire collapsed with astonishing speed, and Islam became the new religion of the state. The sacred fire did


[image: image]
Entrance to the Zoroastrian fire temple, the Iranshah, at Udwada, in Gujarat. The fire is said to have been burning for over a millennium
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Zoroastrian priests encircling and tending fire in a temple in London
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A set of six glazed ceramic tiles, made in Mumbai in the 1980s showing the sacred fire of the Parsis, with the tongs and ladle used for tending it. On the right is Zoroaster, on the left is the shah Lohrasp, traditionally believed to have been his patron. The architectural framework is clearly inspired by the ancient Persian capital, Persepolis
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Inauguration of La Flamme de la Nation by General Maginot, 11 November 1923
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French President Emmanuel Macron lights the flame at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier at the Arc de Triomphe, immediately after his formal inauguration, 14 May 2017
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The baptismal font near the great west door of Salisbury Cathedral
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