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Many patterns emerge in mythological systems:  cosmic creation beginning from a void or with a single entity (Pangu in Chinese mythology), pantheons essentially made up of a family of deities (for example, the Sumerian, Egyptian, and Aztec); conflicts within the divine extended family affecting humanity (the Trojan War in Greek mythology; the Sumerian/Akkadian Enuma elish); deities interacting particularly with one people, family, or heroic individual (the Jewish and Christian Bibles); the legitimation of sacrifice and other rituals used in worship (the Vedas); overt and/or implied divine standards for human behavior which do not necessarily apply to the divinities themselves (Ovid’s Metamorphoses), and so forth.  None of these are in all systems, of course.  One element common to many mythological systems is the existence of a creation story; this may be organic to the culture using it or borrowed from elsewhere.  Creation stories express the essential values of a culture and its understanding of its purpose, if any.  They also show the most important connections in the cosmos, the ones most vital to individual and societal life.  These connections often include the quality of and possibilities in the relationship between the divine and humanity, the relationship both have with other things (particularly the earth, its other species, and astral bodies), and why people live according to certain rules and where important cultural institutions come from.  Many creation stories begin with a single creation and then present separating or dividing it as essential tasks of the primal divinities and first people:  male/female, day/night, heavenly/earthly, divine/human, animal/human, and sometimes also living/dead (Genesis, Hesiod’s Theogony).  In dualistic systems where only two options are possible, one of these pairs is often seen as good (or at least better) and the other as evil.  More pluralistic systems do not lend themselves as easily to this kind of thinking.  

The main mythological pattern found in many creation stories to be investigated here is the dismemberment and/or death of a divine figure and the creation of something from the deity’s body or body part.  The myths cited are the ones I found that included this motif; there may well be others.  The deity involved in these cosmogonic-agonic myths may be male or female; in the myths referred to below there are more dismembered/killed male deities than female (6 female and 8 male) as well as one heterosexual couple.  Some are connected to the creation of the world and some to other things later in time (see tables on pp. 5, 6).  Many involve family struggles, more overtly generational than gendered.  All indicate that pain and destruction have been part of our world since its inception—or before.  In most cases, the pain is divine and caused by other divinities.  This could be read in at least two ways:  1) the things created through this suffering are more valuable, being made at great price (which makes the physical world more dear), or 2) the fact that these things are made through acts of hostility and violence taints them and makes clear that violence in this world is inescapable (which puts a negative spin on human possibilities and certainly provides a context in which ritual human sacrifice is good and probably necessary).  Only in the story of Ninautzin is the sacrifice voluntary with no hostility involved; the world is created out of Pangu’s body after he dies naturally, so his is the only story without any violence whatsoever.  The second way of reading this material could lead to the idea that such a myth of origins entails an apocalyptic ending:  the only way to end the violence is to blow everything up and start over.  This is what happens in Christianity:  the serpent that started all the trouble in the Garden of Eden grows into a dragon by Revelation 12 and is destroyed in the end; a new heaven and new earth are created and he isn’t there.  

Sacrifice of some sort is often associated with an individual’s or culture’s relationship with the divine  This may take the form of giving up time, money, and/or goods in service; giving up habits seen as harmful or against a deity’s command in obedience; or giving up human characteristics that impede our spiritual growth (such as desire) in discipline.  There are other kinds of sacrifices as well: offerings made to the divine to atone for wrongdoing, beg for mercy or favors, or offer thanks for blessings.  Blood can play an important role in sacrifices of this sort.  It is vital, precious; it is sometimes understood as life itself (Genesis 4:10, 9:4).  Isn’t that why vampires drink it?  Animal blood can be acceptable, but it is only a substitute for the real thing (Leviticus 1:2-4).  These sacrifices keep the cosmos moving smoothly and help preserve the sacrificing community as well; Rene Girard suggests that human sacrifice is particularly important in the case of warriors returning to the community since they have been allowed to give their violence full rein on the battlefield and must do so no longer (Girard, 39-43).  In a worldview in which earth and sky come from the same goddess’ body or humanity is made from the bones of the Sun, there are all kinds of connections:  it is therefore reasonable to believe that the stars know the secrets of human life or that our sacrifices can influence the deities and therefore the weather or the behavior of our enemies.  Some societies, such as the Incas, sacrificed their children in the spirit of giving what they valued and loved most to their gods and goddesses.  Likewise, the Mayans offered up the captain of the winning team in their ball court game, giving the strongest and best of their youth at the moment of his triumph.  Others like the Aztecs offered people they valued less, such as slaves or captured prisoners.  Since these often came from different cultures, they were offering the product of their own bravery and military strength in giving their deities those who belonged to other divinities.  

I am not prepared to argue that all cultures with cosmogonic-agonic myths practice human sacrifice, but it is clear that many of them have.  Mircea Eliade argues repeatedly that religious humanity engages in repetitions of the cosmogonic act (Eliade 1959, pp. 29-36, 51; Eliade 1963, pp. 106-7).  This is particularly true when there is a murdered deity to commemorate, and human sacrifice is the best way to do so (Eliade 1963, pp. 99, 106-7).  If divine blood was shed in the creation of things needed for human existence, it is a small (theo)logical leap to believe that the shedding of human blood can also be powerful, although to a lesser extent, and that offering it may obtain divine favor:  if humanity has benefited from divine suffering (whether the suffering was voluntary or not), then surely deities will appreciate such a sacrifice from humanity in return.  This makes sense on psychological grounds as well:  what is it that we believe “no pain” leads to?  

The sample of cosmogonic myths of divine suffering used below come from the Sumerian, Toltec/Aztecs, Japanese, Maori, Greco-Roman, Phrygian, Egyptian, Norse, Chinese, and Polynesian cultures.  Of these, the Sumerians, Toltecs and Aztecs, Maori, and Polynesians did practice specific human sacrifices to deities.  The Chinese and Egyptians buried living family members and slaves along with their royal (and, later, upper-class) dead, but they were not offered to the deities as much as they were sent to help the honored dead.  Greco-Roman myths of youths who die young and are resurrected as flowers suggest that there were human sacrifices offered at some point in the past (Adonis, Hyacinth, Narcissus).  It is clear that at least to some extent ritual practice and mythology have a mimetic relationship (in one direction or the other):  the castration of Attis explains and justifies the self-castration of the priests of Cybele. 

The tables below give 1) reasons for the dismemberments and deaths and 2) how this is connected to creation.  The female deities are listed first, then the heterosexual couple, and then the males.  Synopses of the stories follow the conclusions on page 9.

                    REASONS FOR DIVINE DISMEMBERMENT/DEATH

	
	Deity Killed, Castrated,  or only Dis-membered
	Violence begun by others/self
	Generational power struggle
	Gendered power struggle
	Family conflict
	Seen as evil
	Self-sacrifice
	Natural

death

	Tiamat

(Sumerian)
	K, D
	   X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	
	

	Coyolxauhqui

(Toltec/Aztec)
	K, D
	            X               
	X
	
	X
	
	
	

	Coatlicue

(Toltec/Aztec)
	K, D
	   X
	X
	
	X
	
	
	

	Goddess of  Harvest/Food

(Japanese)
	K, D
	   X
	
	
	
	X
	
	

	Tlaltecuhtli

(Toltec/Aztec)
	K, D
	   X
	
	
	
	X
	
	

	Hainuwele

(Marindanim, New Guinea)
	K, D
	           X
	
	
	
	  ?*
	
	

	Father Rangi Mother Papa

(Maori)
	D
	   X
	X
	
	X
	
	
	

	Uranus

(Greco-Roman)
	C
	   X
	X
	X
	X
	
	
	

	Attis

(Phrygian)
	C
	?*
	
	X
	
	
	?*
	

	Ninautzin

(Aztec)
	K
	
	
	
	
	
	X
	

	Osiris

(Egyptian)
	K, C, D
	  X
	
	
	X
	
	
	

	Ymir

(Norse)
	K, D
	  X
	
	
	
	X
	
	

	Pangu (Chinese)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	X

	The Sun

(Toltec)
	K, D
	  X
	X
	
	X
	
	
	

	Te Tuna

(Polynesian)
	K, D
	           X
	
	
	
	
	
	


*they fear her rather than considering her to be evil

*in some versions of this story Cybele castrates Attis, while in others he does it himself.  

THINGS CREATED FROM A DIVINE BODY

	
	Earth 
	Humanity
	Divinities
	Sky, astral bodies, night/ day
	Vegetation
	Animals
	Other

	Tiamat

(Sumerian/

Akkadian)
	X
	
	
	X
	
	
	

	Coyolxauhqui

(Toltec/Aztec)
	
	
	
	X
	
	
	

	Coatlicue

(Toltec/Aztec)
	
	
	
	X
	
	
	

	Goddess of  Harvest/Food

(Japanese)
	
	
	
	
	X
	X
	

	Tlaltecuhtli

(Toltec/Aztec)
	X
	
	
	X
	X
	
	

	Hainuwele

(Marindanim, New Guinea)
	
	
	
	
	X
	
	

	Father Rangi/ Mother Papa

(Maori)
	
	X
	
	X
	
	
	

	Uranus

(Greco-Roman)
	
	
	X
	
	
	
	

	Attis (Phrygian)
	
	
	
	
	X
	
	

	Ninautzin (Aztec)
	
	
	
	X
	
	
	

	Osiris (Egyptian)
	
	
	
	
	X
	
	X

	Ymir (Norse)
	X
	
	      X*
	X
	
	
	   X

	Pangu (Chinese)
	X
	X
	
	X
	X
	X
	   X

	The Sun (Toltec)
	
	X
	
	
	
	
	

	Te Tuna (Polynesian)
	
	
	
	
	X
	
	


*The ancestors of the deities, not the deities themselves, are made from Ymir’s body.

In the ancient Egyptian creation myth, everything comes from a chaotic whirlpool of water (Nu).  The earth is the goddess Geb and the sky is the goddess Nut, but Geb and Nut are not damaged in any way; their living selves are earth and sky.  

Patterns in the table on page 5.  1) The conflicts that lead to divine dismemberment and/or death tend to be more generational than gendered in origin (6-3; these labels reflect whether age or gender is the reason for the conflict rather than whether the combatants are of different generations or genders).  There is more competition seen between youth and age than between male and female, although both appear.

2)  Three of the female deities are perceived as evil; only one male is so seen.  

3)  All of the female deities but in this sample but Mother Papa are killed, three because they are perceived as evil and one because people fear her.  Only one male is killed because he’s seen as evil.  


4) All of the females who are killed and/or dismembered are the victims of violence.  One male dies through self-sacrifice and one dies naturally.  One male and one female are destroyed in violence that they initiated.  


5) There is no link between gender and family conflict; both genders are equally involved.  

Patterns in the table on page 6.  1) The things most commonly made out of the dead or dismembered divine bodies are astral:  the sky, sun, stars, etc. (eight times).

2) Vegetation is associated with six dead and two castrated deities (Osiris is in both categories).  

3) In two myths the earth is created from a female body and in two from a male.  In each case the sky is created from the same body.  

4) Three of the four deities out of whose bodies the earth is created are definitely perceived as evil (Tiamat, Tlaltecuhtli, and Ymir).  Only Pangu is not.  

5) All four of the deities whose bodies are used (in separate myths) to create the earth and heavens are dead rather than only dismembered.  

6) There are three stories in which humanity is created from the bodies of deities; two of these are dead (Pangu and the Sun; Father Rangi and Mother Papa are not).  Uranus, the only one from whose body divinities are created directly, is dismembered but not dead.  Ymir is a special case; it is not the deities but their ancestors that are created from his dead and dismembered body.  

Conclusions.  1) It is rare for a divinity to be created through the death or dismemberment of another.  This can be understood as indicating that the origins of the divine beings are purer than those of humanity and its home.  

2)  More females than male are killed because they are seen as evil or fearsome.  

3) Seven dead and two castrated deities (Osiris is in both categories) are associated with vegetation; in this sample the only vegetation deity who survives is Attis.  This may be associated with the life cycle of most plants:  they die back or lose their leaves every year and, especially in the case of many fruits, require radical (painful?) pruning in order to bear heavily.  

4) In spite of the frequent personification of the earth as “Mother,” in the stories in this sample the earth was equally likely to be created from a male as a female body.  

5) Earth and sky are consistently linked and are created through the death (not just dismemberment) of a divinity.  This indicates that they are seen as organically related.  The fact that all of the deities definitely or probably perceived as evil provide the raw material out of which they are created shows that in several systems the framework of the world humanity inhabits is seen as tainted.  

6) Far more cosmogonic-agonic myths deal with the creation of the sky or astral bodies than anything else.  It may be that the brilliance of the sun, moon, and stars lends itself to the idea that they are of divine origin.  

7) In these stories humanity and the things most needed for human life (earth and waters, sun, food) are created at the cost of divine bloodshed.  It would therefore follow that the most valuable and necessary things would need to be bought by blood.  

Questions for further study:  1) Does the belief that divine blood was shed in the creation of things needed for human existence lead inevitably to the sacrificial shedding of human blood to gain divine favor?  Do such sacrificial systems incorporate the killing of the “evil Other” represented in some of these cosmogonic-agonic myths?  

2)  Cosmogonic myths from pre-scientific cultures were interested in explaining the origins of the physical world and its inhabitants as well as rituals and mores.  In the 21st century we tend to look to science to answer questions of physical ontology.  Will cosmogonic myths yet to be developed therefore focus more on the origins of a culture’s worldview than of its world?  In mythologies where the world comes to be through physical processes rather than supernatural agencies, there can be no cosmogonic-agonic origins.  Will this lead to myths that lean towards embracing and learning from the Other rather than destroying it?  

Synopses of the stories of dismemberment/death/sacrifice and creation referenced in the charts on pages 5-6.  Most of these stories are found in several versions and most names can be spelled in several ways.   

1) Tiamat (female) in the Mesopotamian Enuma Elish (used in Sumer, Akkad, and Babylon):  the mother goddess (goddess of salt waters) who cannot control her children, the rowdy younger gods, and whose husband Apsu decides to destroy them.  Tiamat doesn’t support him or avenge his murder by Ea, chief of the deities and father of Marduk.  Later she leads the younger deities in a rebellion against the rest (most of those on both sides are her children), creating eleven monsters “with halos like the gods” (viper, dragon, sphinx, great lion, mad dog, scorpion-man, 3 storm demons, dragonfly, centaur); they’re also called “serpents.”  They essentially come from her milieu since she is a sea goddess.  Marduk defeats her with powerful winds (“Do not be concerned! . . . After all, it is not as if a male has come against you.  Tiamat, for all her weapons, is only a woman!”) and creates the earth (including sky) from her evil corpse.  (From the Enuma elish as found in Pritchard)

 
Referenced in Gen. 1:2:  “Darkness was upon the face of tehom (“the deep).”  Job 9:13, 26:12; Ps. 89:10; Isaiah 51:9 also refer to God dismembering a great dragon as part of creating the world.  The murdered and dismembered deity is evil, a bad parent who attacks (some of) her children (probably reflecting the move from a matriarchal to patriarchal system), creates monsters from the sea; she is dismembered in order to make the world.  The conflict is generational but later is strongly gendered.  
2) Coyolxauhqui (female), a lunar goddess in Toltec/Aztec myth, whose name contains Co, meaning “serpent.”  Her mother Coatlicue is the earth goddess who becomes pregnant by a ball of feathers; her child will be the Sun, Huitzilopochtli or Quetzalcoatl (in the Toltec version the Sun, who is the father of her other children, impregnates her this time as well).  Coyolxauhqui thinks this is shameful and urges her brothers the Stars to kill Huitzilopochtli in the womb; they are afraid that this new brother will take their place in the heavens.  As they are attacking their mother, Huitzilopochtli is born.  He decapitates Coyolxauhqui and throws her down the hill, dismembering her.  Her head becomes the moon.  Since she is a lunar deity, her dismemberment causes/reflects the phases of the moon, which in turn affect the oceans as well.  The killed and dismembered deity is jealous; the violent family conflict that kills her is at her instigation.  Confrontation is more generational than gendered.  Dismemberment affects both moon and earth, but that is not its intent.  (From the Chimalpopoca Codex)
3) Coatlicue (female), the Toltec/Aztec earth goddess.  In some versions of the story of the birth of her son Huitzilopochtli (see above), she is killed by her jealous children as he is born.  Part of the reason for their jealousy may be the idea that a divine mother has only so much “divinity” to bestow; in that case further siblings would limit the power of those existing.  In a sense, her death is part of the birth of the Sun:  his birth itself does not require that, but his siblings are trying to kill him before he is born.  The conflict is generational, not gendered; the main force behind the attack is her daughter.  (From the Chimalpopoca Codex)

4) The Goddess of Harvest/Food (female) in Japanese myth offends the God of the Moon (the brother/husband of sun goddess Amaterasu Omikami); the god kills her.  His wife is horrified and the two live separately from then on.  The ox and horse come from the head of the dead Goddess of Food; grain grows out of her forehead, silkworms from her eyebrows, cereal from her eyes, rice from her stomach, and wheat and beans from her abdomen.  Killing is in anger, not apparently gendered or generational; the fact that creatures and grains emerge from the corpse is unintended.  (From the Kojiki and the Nihon Shoki, cited in Leeming, 2001)

5) Tlaltecuhtli (female) in Toltec/Aztec myth.  Quetzalcoatl and Tezcatlipoca see the many-mouthed monstrous goddess eating everything they create.  They become serpents and pull her apart:  her upper body becomes the earth and her lower body becomes the sky.  In order to make up to her for her dismemberment, the other deities create trees, vegetation, waters, hills, and so forth upon her.  Still, sometimes she longs for human blood and will not stop crying until she has been sated.  She provides what humans need to live:  it is her right.  This story is reminiscent of Tiamat in the Enuma Elish.  The killing is to save what is being created, although at times the earth turns on humanity as a result.  (From The History of Mexico [16th century, French; no author given], cited in Rosenberg)  

6) Hainuwele (female) in the myth of the Marindanim of New Guinea.  Ameta, a primordial man, finds a coconut, plants it, and accidentally bleeds on the flower.  A female grows from it.  Soon she is adult.  She dances , creates jewelry, knives, and other implements and gives them to Ameta’s people, but they bury her alive because she is mysterious to them.  Ameta digs up her body, dismembers it, and buries the pieces, from which grow tubers.  He gives her arms to another divinity, who makes a door out of them and orders the killers to pass through it, telling them she is leaving them and will be available to them only after death.  Some pass through the door and remain human, although mortal; those that cannot become animals.  This story shows the primary food source of the culture being created from the body of a primal deity killed by human beings; this results in their separation from their deities and, perhaps, their own mortality.  (From A. E. Jentsen, Mythes et cultes chez les peoples primitifs, [1954], cited in Eliade, 1963, pp. 104-6)

7) Father Rangi and Mother Papa (male and female) in Maori myth.  The original “idea” becomes conscious, desires to create and does so:  first Father Rangi (the Sky) and then Mother Papa (the Earth).  They love each other and have 6 sons, but because the parents cling so tightly together nothing comes between them, not even light, and their children grow tired of darkness.  They decide to push Father Rangi away from their mother to give them room.  But it is difficult; the two are joined by tendons and resist this rending.  Eventually Tane, the god of trees and birds, accomplishes the separation of earth and sky (which already existed, joined).  This leads to Day and Night; it also leads to strife among the brothers and their descendants.  Tane later creates woman from the bloody tendons that were torn in the separation of his parents; he impregnates her and this begins the human race.  Father Rangi and Mother Papa continue to grieve their loss of each other.  A generational conflict in which the children are threatened by their parents’ closeness.  The human race is—literally—the product of a broken home.  (From Sir George Grey’s Polynesian Mythology and Ancient Traditional History, cited in Rosenberg)

8) Uranus (male) in Greco-Rroman myth, the sky god who hates and imprisons some of his children by Gaea, the earth (who gave birth to him first).  She creates a steel sickle (presumably from ores within her] and gives it to their son Cronus.  When his father approaches their mother for sex, Cronus castrates him.  His blood falling on Gaea creates the Furies, the Giants, and the Melian nymphs.  From his separated phallus cast into the sea Aphrodite is born, always accompanied by Eros and Desire, and her destiny is “the conversations of young maidens, and smiles, deceptions and sweet delight.”  Eros, by the way, was created after Gaea but before Uranus; Eros is “the fairest of the immortal gods, who relaxes the limbs and overpowers the resolution and thoughtful determination in the hearts of all the gods and all mankind.”  This sets up male Cronus as the head of the Titans, but Gaea gets what she wants; she wasn’t interested in ruling.  [Note:  Cronus himself becomes a monstrous father, eating his children because he fears they will threaten his power.  Rhea, his sister/wife, appeals to their parents (who, oddly, seem to be on speaking terms) for help, which is forthcoming.  His son Zeus overthrows him and the other Titans; Cronus goes into exile.]  The castrated deity is evil, a bad parent who hates/fears/imprisons some of his children.  Violent family conflict results.  Gaea makes steel in heart of earth and the castration creates the goddess of love from the primal act of coitus violentus interruptus.  The conflict is more generational than gendered.  (from Hesiod’s Theogony).  

Incidentally, paternal fear of sons killing them/taking their power is found throughout Greco-Roman myth:  Zeus swallows Metis because he’s told she’ll bear a son more powerful than his father, Danae’s father imprisons her because an oracle said her son would kill him (Perseus), Laius sends Oedipus away because of a similar oracle, and Thetis has a hard time marrying because of a prophecy that her son will be greater than his father (Achilles; even Zeus who loves her won’t marry her because of this).  

9) Attis (male) in Phrygian myth is the consort of the mother goddess Cybele.  When Zeus attempts to rape Agdus, a Phrygian mother goddess, he impregnates her and their child is the bisexual Agdistis.  He is ambitious and cruel and the other gods “violently castrate him” (as opposed to those gentle, friendly castrations one so often reads about).  His seed on the earth creates a pomegranate tree; later, when a woman eats of its fruit, she becomes pregnant with Attis.  Cybele falls in love with him and either castrates him to make sure he will be faithful to her or (in various ways) drives him insane because he is unfaithful and so he castrates himself.  He is associated with the growth of fruit and grain.  The castrated deity is not evil, but jealousy leads to his suffering.  No generational conflict involved; gender is.  His agony is connected to the plant life cycle but he wasn’t cut to create them.  Main function of story is to explain castration of Cybele’s priests.  The stories of Persephone, Dumuzi, Tammuz, Adonis and Dionysus are similar in that their suffering is reflected in the life-cycle of fruits or grains.  (From Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Catullus).  

10) Ninautzin (male) in Aztec myth agrees to help give life to the sun without knowing what that means, but goes ahead and jumps to his death in a fire to create the sun for our world; his example leads a more cowardly deity (who had also volunteered and then reneged) to leap in as well.  Ninautzin was deformed, covered with sores, and generally despised by the other gods, but from then on he was honored by them.  Some say he was a form of Quetzalcoatl.  No one is evil, although one god is cowardly.  No generational or gender conflict.  Ninautzin’s destruction is intended to create the sun (it’s not an accidental effect).  (From the Chimalpopoca Codex)
 
11) Osiris (male), the king of Egypt, is tricked and murdered by his jealous brother Set, who seals him in a coffin and cuts his body into fourteen (or so) pieces.  Isis, the sister and wife of Osiris, wanders the world until she finds all the parts of his body.  She and her sister Nephthys join them together with spells, ointments, bandages, and spices that keep it from decaying.  She also gives birth to Horus, Osiris’ son.  Ultimately Osiris becomes the just judge of the dead in the Other World.  The liquids from his body are identified with the Nile, which fertilizes all Egypt; he is also associated with the growth of grains.  The murdered deity is one of the heroes, attacked by one who is jealous of his power.  The conflict is intergenerational and largely between two males.  The result of the dismemberment (in addition to the Nile) is a judge in the underworld who can reveal to the living what they will face after death as well as the birth of Horus who acts as an intermediary between living and dead (although Set did not intend either of these).  This ultimately becomes a myth in the Isis cult rather than one that celebrates Osiris.   (From Plutarch’s Isis and Osiris; also referred to in the Egyptian Pyramid Texts and The Book of the Dead)

12) Ymir (male) in Norse mythology, an evil Frost Giant and the first being to exist in a world made of frozen venom.  His sweat produces other Frost Giants and a cow licks the ancestors of the deities into being.  Odin, Vili, and Ve kill Ymir; the Frost Giants drown in his blood and the gods make the earth, the sea, the mountains, the rocks, the sky, and the Midgard Bridge to Asgard from his corpse.  The murdered giant is evil by definition; his dismemberment intentionally leads to the creation of the earth and safe places there for human beings.  No gender or generational issues, although the dismemberers are three generations younger than Ymir.  (From the Gylfaginning in The Poetic Edda)  

13) Pangu (male) in Chinese myth is the first being.  The cosmos is a chaos egg; Pangu is born there and lives in it for 18,000 years.  When he finally dies, his head and feet become the eastern and western mountains, while his trunk is the central country and his arms are northern and southern mountains.  His eyes become the sun and moon, the hair on his head is made into planets and stars, his flesh and blood become terrestrial earth and waters, his breath is the wind and clouds, his voice becomes thunder and lightning, his perspiration becomes rain, his bodily hair becomes vegetation, and his parasites become animals and fish.  Nugua, the mother goddess, makes human beings out of the clay (which is made from his body).  The death is natural; his body becoming earth seems to “happen” as well (but human beings are intentionally made).   (From the Shui Ji, cited in Leeming, 2001)

14) The Sun, Quetzalcoatl’s father (male) in Toltec myth.  He is killed by his children, the Stars, and buried in the sand.  Quetzalcoatl gets the bones from the Lord of the Dead Land in order to create human beings from them.  The Lord didn’t want this to happen and so trapped Quetzalcoatl while birds pecked the bones to bits.  Quetzalcoatl added his own blood and made humanity from the paste.  The Sun is killed out of jealousy and lust for power; the creation of humanity from the bones is a separate act.  (From the Chimalpopoca Codex)

15) Te Tuna (male) in Polynesian myth is the Monster Eel or Phallus.  His wife Hina leaves him to find another mate; she ends up with Maui, a trickster figure.  Te Tuna hears where she is but isn’t interested in pursuing her until he is shamed into it by others.  The two males eventually decide to compete for Hina by seeing who can possess the other most successfully.  Te Tuna is unable to stay in Maui’s body, but when Maui enters Te Tuna the Eel is torn to pieces.  Maui buries Te Tuna’s head near his house; it grows into a coconut tree which provides food for all the people.  The deity is killed and dismembered because of the action of a woman, but it is his sense of pride rather than love for her that leads to his attacking her lover.  Ultimately the context is decided by psychic/spiritual strength rather than physical.  (From J. F. Stimson’s The Legends of Maui and Tahiki, cited in Campbell)
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Creating Chaos out of the Void in Mesoamerica

By

John Howie

Sometimes the end of a journey appears in symbolic form at its very beginning.  In the smoking court beside the steps of Allara Library at Pikeville College, I try to explain the connections among synchronicity, fairy tales, and chaos to colleagues from the English department.  A red-tailed hawk grazes the top step, somersaults in the air exposing the downy white feathers of its breast and the snake writhing in its talons, and disappears around the corner of the building chased by three crows wheeling and diving.    Astounded, I remark “That’s synchronicity!,” for I had just read a tale called “Three Crows” in Grimm’s Grimmest.  One colleague remarks that the image of a snake clutched by an eagle appears on the peso and the flag of Mexico.  Throughout my ensuing sabbatical, I obsess about the significance of the crow as Trickster.   Like a dream image in which one remains oblivious to the most obvious, I almost forget the gift the crafty crows had brought: the numinous image of the bird and the snake, emblematic of Heaven and Earth, of the celestial and the terrestrial, of spirit and nature, of the Upper and the Underworlds conjoined.  The plumed serpent Quetzalcoatl was in the wings.


According to Mandlebrot, “Clouds are not spheres, mountains are not cones, coastlines are not circular, and bark is not smooth, nor does lightening travel in a straight line.”
  In the central highlands of Mexico, while clouds are still not spheres, the mountains begin as almost perfectly cone-shaped volcanoes.  In their cosmology, the Aztecs liken the earth to a circular disk floating on the water, they paint their mythology as glyphs on the smooth inner bark of the maguey, and their god’s weapon of choice—xiuhcoatl the turquoise fire serpent—throws darts of blue flamed lightning straight and true towards its intended target.  In a landscape dominated by almost Euclidean mountains, with Euclidean features in their interior landscape as well, the Aztec gods themselves are anything but Euclidean.  Their entire cosmovision is dualistic, divided between the two categories of sun/sky and rains/earth/mountain, yet within each side of this fundamental opposition are conjoined other opposites.  On either side of the boundary are oppositions within opposition within oppositions, not unlike the series of fractals in the Mandlebrot set itself.

Until I began to think of the Mesoamerican pantheon as fractal in nature I felt hopelessly lost and confused.  Once I recognized the self-similarity in the plethora of deities, and how the multiform rituals were but re-enactments and thus recursions of their myths, an unexpected clarity and coherence ensued.  The Aztec cosmovision is based on mythological symbols which paradoxically conjoin apparent opposites in a fractal fashion.  According to Terry Marks-Tarlow, in her paper “The Observer in the Observed: Fractal Dynamics of Re-entry”,  “. . . whether existing in physical or symbolic form, fractals negotiate the boundary zone, the place where levels contain the antinomy of opposites both unified and separate.”
    The Mesoamerican gods and goddesses as mythological symbols are inherently fractal in nature; they inhabit a space between physical and imaginal reality.  They paradoxically conjoin these realms while at the same time differentiating them, keeping the divine and the human together while at the same time marking the insurmountable distance—the abyss—between them and us.  The Mesoamerican deities are themselves “. . . fractals (which) serve paradoxical functions as boundary keepers, both to separate and connect various subsystems and levels of being.”
 

Take, for instance, the Aztec cosmogonic myth of the origin of the universe.  Descending from the heavens two gods, Quetzalcoatl or “Plumed Serpent” and Tezcatlipoca or “Smoking Mirror”, encountered the monstrous earth goddess Tlaltecuhtli walking upon the primordial sea.
  At every one of her joints were fierce eyes and savage mouths.  The one god said to the other, “we need to make the earth,” and so saying they each seized her by an arm and a leg and pulled her apart, thus creating the sky with one half and the earth with the other.  According to the Histoyre du Mechique, “From parts of her body, hills and valleys, trees and plants were created.  Her eyes became springs and caves, and her mouths, rivers and large caverns.”
  The eyes and predacious mouths at her joints become openings, portals through which waters issue forth into the terrestrial domain created out of her own body.  She who can walk on water, who maintains and has kept the boundary as yet undifferentiated, must perforce be divided in order to bring forth the first and most obvious distinction, that between heaven and earth.  Dividing the keeper of the boundary zone creates a cosmos bounded by heaven and earth; her disarticulation articulates the world.  Her death births us. 

This theme of dismemberment at the very origin of the cosmos is a leitmotif throughout Mesoamerica, both historically and geographically, from Olmecs to Toltecs to Mayans to Aztecs.  We might erroneously think that at least the primordial distinction between genders, with the masculine above and the feminine below, might remain stable.   But no: instability is inherent to all boundary conditions, and so in the most recent excavations at El Templo Mayor at least eight relief stones were found of her in a masculine form:  “. . . the god appears as Tlaltecuhtli (earth lord) in the crouching earth-monster position with eagle claws and skull adorning his knees and elbows; he also carries skulls in his hands.”
   But why should it be impossible for a being who could contain both heaven and earth to be masculine as well as feminine?  The keeper of the boundary as the primordial source is herself/himself beyond such distinctions.

Her/his presence can also be detected in a place invisible to all but those who look from beneath the earth.  For Tlaltecuhtli appears in “the crouching earth-monster position” underneath the base of the famous statue known as Coatlicue first unearthed in 1790.  Her aspect was so gruesome and horrifying that she was promptly reburied by Dominican friars in a basement corridor of the university for fear that if she remained above ground she might bring back the old time Aztec religion, or perhaps independence from Spain.  Alexander von Humboldt was able to have her briefly unearthed in the early nineteenth century, but she was not unburied for good until the early twentieth century.

Coatlicue is still fearsome, standing over two meters high and nearly as wide, a monolithic statue weighing over two tons.  Instead of a head she has two giant serpents facing one another, symbolizing our Lord and Lady of Duality, Ometecuhtli and Omecihuatl respectively, the original bifurcation of the place beyond duality known as Omeyocan, the place that has no name because like the Tao it is beyond names. Directly above the skirt of entwined serpents which gives her the name Coatlicue, Our Lady of the Serpent Skirt, she has upon her chest the flayed skin of an older woman with pendant breasts, a pair of hands upon either side with a heart between them.  Her shoulders too are serpent heads, the same fearsomely fanged tropical rattlesnake heads that appear above her decapitated body.  She embodies the same paradoxical union of bird and snake, of Heaven and Earth, that is configured in Quetzalcoatl, the serpent with the plumes of a bird.  As a preeminently terrestrial deity Coatlicue has the snakes above with the bird below, for her lower legs are covered with the downy feathers of an eagle, and her feet appear as the talons of an eagle with turtle and conch shells to either side representing the sea as well as birth.  With the image of the masculine monster crouching in the position of giving birth invisibly present beneath her, Coatlicue is at once a god who brings death and a goddess who gives birth—for down below, directly between the eagle’s talons of her toes, is the chopped off remnant of another being, perhaps one of her sons.  She gives birth to bring death.

Some have said that the whole of the Aztec cosmology can be reconstructed from a close examination of the symbols contained in this one colossal statue.  She renders visible in stone the core beliefs of the Aztecs. As will be shown, all of the Aztec deities are both symbols of and bring into the experience of the worshiper a boundary condition, a transition zone which at once personifies and brings into relation the seemingly incommensurable realms of the human and the divine.  These figures are a means of coping with the horrible yet fascinating place between life and death, light and darkness, day and night, heaven and hell.  They are a coincidentia oppositorum, and thus symbols of a region that almost always slips beyond the grasp of a merely rational or conscious mind.  We are in the fractal zone.

 
But before speaking of her sons, we must speak of her daughter, Coyolxauhqui, “She who is adorned with Copper Bells.”  Discovered in 1978 by workers digging the underground metro, this magnificent relief is a disk some eleven feet across in pristine condition.  It shows a dismembered and decapitated woman, with two entwined serpents around every limb and an earth monster face at every joint, once again self-similar to Tlaltecuhtli.  The serpents entwined in a knot are an important glyph throughout Mesoamerica, for even among the Mayan:  “. . . the realistic snake with its flexible body, its ability to coil about itself or become entwined with another.  The resulting knot stands for opposition and its resolution, in the form of another crucial glyph: ollin, or vital motion.”
  According to Aztec belief, her dismemberment imparts vital motion to the heavens above, for Coyolxauhqui is a representation of the moon, which waxes and wanes and continues in orbit only so long as humans sacrifice their own life’s blood.  The dismembered Coyolxauhqui is just as bloodthirsty as the dismembered Tlaltecuhtli, for of the latter is written: “this goddess (i.e. earth) sometimes cried out during the night, desiring to eat human hearts, and it did not want to calm down as long as they did not give them (the hearts) to her nor did she want to bear fruit if she was not irrigated with human blood.”
   The dismembered feminine deities are themselves remembered through a sacrificial dismemberment of humans in imitation of their mythical forbears.  The ritual act of dismembering human personifications of the deity memorializes the divine act:  dismemberment makes humans divine.

But there are yet more levels of self-similar acts of sacrifice in addition to these.  The relief stone of Coyolxauhqui was found at the bottom of the steps to El Templo Mayor, on the south side which corresponds to Huitzilopochtli, signifying “Hummingbird on the Left.”  The myth of his birth is at the very center of the Aztec cosmogonic myth for the origin of themselves as well as their city of Tenochtitlan.   One day while sweeping the temple steps on Coatepec, serpent mountain, Coatlicue found a small ball of feathers which she placed inside her dress next to her bosom.  With this act she became pregnant with Huitzilopochtli, the solar warrior god and patron of the Aztecs.  His four hundred older brothers, the four hundred southern stars or centzon huitznahua, were incensed that their mother was by some unknown spirit of a warrior pregnant yet once again.  They talked of killing their mother Coatlicue, but the real instigator and the one who drove them to such a fury that they would indeed try to kill their mother was none other than their sister Coyolxauhqui.  She berated the brothers for their timidity, finally driving them into such a berserk frenzy that they attired themselves for war and set out towards Coatepec to kill their mother.

Meanwhile, Coatlicue’s pregnancy was progressing.  The miraculously conceived and as yet unborn son Huitzilopochtli was already cognizant, for he could hear and even speak while still in the womb.  One of the four hundred—Cuahuitlicac—was a traitor to his sister and the other 399 brothers.  He told the fetal Huitzilopochtli exactly what their plans were and reported back as they approached up the serpent mountain of Coatepec.  Suddenly the young god was born, fully armored, self-composed yet ready for combat.  He decapitated his sister Coyolxauhqui with xiuhcoatl, the lightening blue-fire serpent, and flung her corpse down the mountain so that by the time she reached the bottom she was wholly dismembered.  Then it was his turn to become berserk, and he then chased down and kills every single one of his brothers, despite their pleas for mercy.


Every day the sun comes up the forces of darkness have been defeated.  The southern stars are at once the four hundred brothers, and the four hundred rabbits, the minor deities of all the other surrounding tribes that the Aztecs would ultimately defeat and hold captive at a special temple in Tenochtitlan.  In carrying out the dictates of their patron god Huitzilopochtli, in order that the sun would continue to shine, the Aztecs ritually re-enacted the slaughter of the four hundred, or multiples of four—by some accounts up to twenty–thousand or even eighty thousand four hundred captured warriors were sacrificed in a single ceremony that lasted four days.  Without the hearts of brave warriors, the sun would not continue to rise and set, and who would not sacrifice themselves so that day would follow night?  

At the top of the pyramid of El Templo Mayor were two shrines, one to Tlaloc, the god of vegetation and the rains, the other to the solar warrior god Huitzilopochtli.  Not a single image of the latter survives, and even in the manuscripts he is represented by a glyph that signifies movement, ollin, the vital motion of the heart of the sacrificial victim that imparts movement to the sun, the moon, and the stars.  The sacrificial victim is laid spread-eagle upon a stone platform, where his heart is excised with an obsidian knife by the priests.  He is then thrown down the steep stairs of the temple, and at the bottom, no doubt atop the relief stone of Coyolxauhqui, he is first flayed of his skin, and then dismembered, legs, arms, and head are cut off and various choice cuts are distributed to the members of the capturing warrior’s family to be ritually consumed.  The flayed skin itself, however, is generally put on by the warrior who captured him, with the incision where the heart was taken out carefully sewn up and thongs are used to connect the skin at the back, while the hands and feet are generally left attached to the flayed skin.  This is worn for a ritually proscribed twenty days thereafter.  


But here is a curious thing.  Wars were not fought to kill the opposing army, but to capture them alive so that they could be brought back from the periphery to the central altar at Templo Mayor for sacrifice.  Each noble Aztec warrior was followed by men with ropes, so that once the warrior had stunned his victim, said victim could be bound and thus returned to the central axis mundi, the center of the Aztec world.  But the prisoners were not simply jailed, indeed they often lived as companions with their conquerors for at least twenty days, an Aztec month, during which time they were treated as a highly respected guest.  For four days preceding the actual day of sacrifice, they would practice their impending doom by lying on the stone while tied to four other warriors.  They would practice their feints and their martial arts, all the while knowing that they were ultimately doomed.  The captured and the one who captures were considered to be identical.  As Soustelle remarks: 

Blood was necessary to save the world and the men in it: the victim was  no longer an enemy to be killed but a messenger, arrayed in a dignity almost divine, who was sent to the gods.  All the relevant descriptions . . . convey the impression not of a dislike between the sacrificer and the victim nor of anything resembling a lust for blood, but of a strange fellow-feeling or rather—and this is vouchsafed by the texts—of a kind of mystical kinship.

The warriors, whether Aztec or an enemy, identified with their victims, whom they sometimes even befriended.  It was no shame to die upon the sacrificial stone, nor in battle, for then after four years one would be reborn as a hummingbird, and spend eternity drinking the nectar of flowers in the sun.  For this reason Huitzilopochtli is called The Hummingbird on the Left.
  

One can easily see that ritual re-enacts the myth which in turn is merely a re-enactment of the way in which the cosmos itself operates.  The myth, the ritual, and the cosmos themselves are one and all but different versions of the self-same story.  There are multiple, nested levels of serial inclusiveness.  The sacrifice of the captured warrior is a reflection of Huitzilopochtli’s capture and dismemberment of his sister Coyolxauhqui, which in turn is but a reflection of the dismemberment of the primordial earth goddess Tlaltecuhtli.  From the cosmic level to that of humans, all is self similar in the precise manner described by Gleick: “Above all, fractals meant self-similar.  Self-similarity is symmetry across scales.  It implies recursion, pattern inside of pattern.” 

Thus it has been from the very beginning of time itself.  For there is yet another legend about how war first came about as told in the Codice Chimalpopoca:

Men, by waging war, complied with what had been the will of the gods since the beginning of the world.  According to the legend, the Four Hundred Cloud-Serpents (Centzon Mimixcoa, the northern stars), which had been created by the higher gods to give food and drink to the sun, abandoned their duty.  ‘They took a jaguar and did not give it to the sun.  They decked themselves with feathers; they went to bed with their feather-ornaments on; they slept with women and they became drunk with the wine of tziuactli.’   So the sun spoke to the men who were born after the Mimixcoa, and said to them. ‘”My sons, you must now destroy the Four Hundred Cloud-Serpents, for they do not give anything either to our father or to our mother,” . . . and it was thus that war began.’

Once again the pattern recurs.  For the Aztec cosmovision, and by implication for all people’s everywhere, inside every ritual is a myth, and perhaps inside that yet another myth, and inside every myth is an image in the mind of an individual.  To make manifest the myth a story is told, and to make the mythic story manifest, a ritual is created and enacted.  In an ever-recursive cycle, image creates myth which in turn is re-enacted in ritual.  The process is recursive and cyclical, dynamic and self-perpetuating, self-similar and fractal in nature at every scale, cosmic, human, or natural.  

But why?  How can an image in the mind of an individual, no matter how numinous, have the power to impart to the societies of Mesoamerica for at least two thousand years such apparently barbarous re-enactments of the primordial cosmogonic myth?  What psychological and sociological need is so well-served that such rituals are continuously re-enacted?  For the Aztecs, such ritual acts were the only way to propitiate gods who had already created and destroyed four ages before the fifth in which the Aztecs lived.  According to David Carrasco, “The anxiety that the Aztecs already experienced in regard to their universal order, after all cosmic life was an unending war, was intensified to the point of cosmic paranoia.”
  The sacrifices were a sort of alchemy in which the end of the age was once again postponed.  In fact, their belief system was so strong that even in the midst of the battle that temporarily drove the Spanish from Tenochtitlan, they hastily sacrificed captured Spanish soldiers.  As an eyewitness relates:  

When we retreated to our quarters and had already crossed a great opening where there was much water, the arrow, javelins and stones could no longer reach us. . . when again there was sounded the dismal drum of Huichilobos and many other shells and horns and things like trumpets and the sound of them all was terrifying, and we all looked towards the lofty Pyramid where they were being sounded, and saw that our comrades whom they had captured when they defeated Cortes were being carried by force up the steps and they were taking them to be sacrificed.  When they got them up to a small square in front of the oratory, where their accursed idols are kept, we saw them place plumes on the heads of many of them and with things like fans in their hands they forced them to dance before Huichilobos and after they had danced they immediately placed them on their backs on some rather narrow stones which had been prepared as places  for sacrifice, and with some knives they sawed open their chests and drew out their palpitating hearts and offered them to the idols that were there, and they kicked the bodies down the steps, and the Indian butchers who were waiting below cut off their arms and feet and flayed the skin off the faces, and prepared it afterwards like glove leather with the beards on, and kept those for the festivals when the celebrated drunken orgies and the flesh they at in chilmole.

Even in the midst of a battle that would be their final victory, the Aztecs take time to propitiate their god Huichilobos, who is none other than Huitzilopochtli.  

But perhaps the original source for such mythical re-enactment goes back even further, to ten, twenty or more millennia in the past. In his monumental Historical Atlas of World Mythology: Volume II: The Way of the Seeded Earth; Part I: The Sacrifice, Joseph Campbell writes:

The most striking feature of the rites is their fundamental cruelty, obliterating individuals, whether animal or human, with apparent indifference to their value.  Ritualized torment, mutilation, rape, murder, and cannibalism are common features.  The head trophy is ubiquitous, whether of an ancestor deceased or of some alien tribesmen slain.  The ghostly hum of bullroarers is frequently an ominous accompaniment, and a release of orgiastic abandon the usual culmination.  In all of which is the second striking feature of the general tradition, which is, namely, a ritualized depersonalization of the whole population of the local tribe or village through an application of such strictly graded rules of ethics and conduct that everyone is converted, so to say, into an archetype.

Except for “the ghostly hum of bullroarers,” this depiction seems perfectly apt for what occurred at El Templo Mayor. Yet Campbell is describing the rites of cannibal tribes in New Guinea, and not Mesoamerica.  The answer to my question of why do people do such things lies in that they are indeed “being converted into archetypes.”  For the manifestation of the archetype as a mythological symbol can have such power that the human participant in the rite is for all intents and purposes as it were possessed by that archetypal power.  

All symbols have both a conscious and unconscious aspect, they lie on the boundary zone between the conscious and the unconscious mind.  But whereas merely personal symbols lie on the boundary between the personal conscious and the personal unconscious, that is between the known and the unknown but once known, the roots of  mythological symbols extend deep into the realm of the collective unconscious, the ever known yet forever unknowable realm of the archetypes.  In re-enacting their own cosmogonic myths the Aztecs become at one with their gods, and in so doing can carry out the most barbarous acts with a perfectly clear conscience.  

From the perspective of chaos theory such a denouement appears less incongruous, even if no less barbaric.  People driven to the edge by a sort of “cosmic paranoia” tend to become dissociated from their conscious selves.  They are in that fractal zone, a twilight space where people are at once divine and human.  As Terry Marks-Tarlow has written:  

Whether existing abstractly, in the phase space underneath chaos, in physical or material form or psychologically, fractals implicate the observer in the observed.  This is apparent in the notion of fractal separatrices, where inside and outside, self and other, spirit and matter are paradoxically separated through fractal boundaries, yet hopelessly entwined.
 

In the imaginal space where mythological symbols of the archetypes reside, it is all too easy for the observer to become the observed, the sacrificers to become the victims of their own system of beliefs. In a very real sense this was one of the major reasons that the Aztec empire: the blonde-bearded Cortes was initially mistaken for the returning Quetzalcoatl by Moctezuma II and his priestly retinue.  After all it had long been prophesied that he would return in the year One Reed, and it just so happened that this was the year 1519 when Cortes did indeed land.  When the god returns, who would not hand over the keys to the city and the lands he was returning to reclaim?    
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The Necessity of Respect and Group Cohesion:

Modern Mythology’s New Paradigm

by

Darrell Riffe


It seems myths have almost become obsolete in our conscious culture and our minds.  Although we are influenced by them today, the art of story-telling and myth-making is nearly dead.  The most amazing aspect of myths is they are not willing to let go of us.  They remain to permeate into our unconscious, both on the individual and cultural levels.  Despite this unfortunate drought in mythology, three 20th-21st century “myth-makers” will not let the ancient art evaporate.  J. R. R. Tolkien, George Lucas, and J. K. Rowling have created worlds foreign to their audiences, yet deep down the stories have a familiarity to them.  Tolkien created a world filled with hobbits, dwarves, elves, and magic.  Lucas’ space opera is filled with bizarre aliens, futuristic weapons, advanced space travel, and a philosophy fueled by “the Force.”  An impressive depiction of a heroic boy, a majestic school of witchcraft and wizardry, and a villain so evil most people will not speak his name are just a few of the elements in Rowling’s world of Harry Potter.


The Star Wars universe is the main topic of this paper, but the following paragraphs are necessary.  They will be explaining the basic stories of The Lord of the Rings and Harry Potter.  The necessity of group cohesion and respectfulness towards others are important in all three of these bodies of work.  


The Lord of the Rings is the first of these modern myths.  Tolkien, an Oxford University professor specializing in Northern European languages, wrote the books specifically to keep in touch with the myths he knew: the Celtic and Norse mythos.  Tolkien’s story concerns a powerful but deadly ring known as “The One Ring.”  This ring, in the hands of the dark lord Sauron, would be the end of the world (known as Middle-Earth).  The races of Middle-Earth band together, put their differences aside, and decide to combat their common enemy.  Elves, hobbits, dwarves, humans, and wizards do battle against the villainy of Sauron.  Nine sentient beings form a fellowship to thwart Sauron’s plan by taking the ring to the heart of Sauron’s kingdom and plunging it into the fires of Mount Doom, the only place it can be destroyed.  A simple hobbit named Frodo Baggins “bears the weight of us all,” as Gandalf says in describing the quest of the diminutive hero.  He is the ring bearer and the other eight are there to make sure his quest is completed.  Along the way there are many setbacks, sidetracks, and obstacles, but in the end it is loyalty and friendship that remain true.  


In the Harry Potter series, which is uncompleted currently, we find a hero not unlike Frodo Baggins.  Harry Potter, who lives with his aunt, uncle, and cousin, doesn't know who his parents really were.  He receives a message by way of owl from Hogwarts, School of Witchcraft and Wizardry.  Soon he is off to the magical school for youngsters.  Life with his relatives was unhappy and quite depressing: it all changes at Hogwarts.  As the story unfolds, Harry begins to understand his past.  An evil wizard named Voldemort killed his parents and tried to kill Harry.  The evil spell backfired and destroyed Voldemort physically, leaving Harry with only a lightning bolt scar on his forehead.  The series is filled with astonishing revelations and interesting characters.  In Harry’s adventures at Hogwarts, he manages to surround himself with friendly characters that are always there to help him out.  If it were not for these characters (Ron, Hermione, Professor Dumbledore, and Hagrid, to name a few), Harry might not be a successful hero.  “Mudbloods” (a wizard with a human parent and wizard parent), elves, centaurs, and several other species are a few of the sentient beings that are respected (by most) students and professors at Hogwarts.  Those that do not respect the differences of others are the unsavory characters the audience loves to hate.


Star Wars is a story about consistent loyalty within the heroic company.  Luke Skywalker, hero of the original trilogy, is surrounded by friendly faces, whether they are droid, Wookiee, or the little in stature yet powerful Yoda.  The cohesion apparent among Luke Skywalker and his comrades is essential in Luke’s own survival.  If it were not for the support of Obi-Wan Kenobi, Yoda, C-3PO, R2-D2, Leia Organa, Han Solo, Chewbacca, and Lando Calrissian, it is safe to assume Luke would not have succeeded.  When we compare him with his father, Anakin Skywalker, we notice a certain underlying message.  Anakin Skywalker does not have a unified group of friends.  Anakin cannot “legally” have Amidala as a mate, Obi-Wan Kenobi puts too much pressure on him, and two important people in his life have died (Qui-Gon Jinn and his mother, Shmi).


Is group cohesion and a healthy relationship with friends a part of the new mythological paradigm for the 21st century?  Is understanding different cultures and people important for the new mythological systems?  It was not the case in the past.  In earlier mythologies, the minor characters were truly minor.  They had little importance compared to the heroes of modern myths and the supporting heroes who aid them.  How many of Odysseus’s men can you name?  Who helped Heracles accomplish his labors?  Did Beowulf need help fighting Grendel and Grendel’s mother?  Heroes of old received more help from deities than humans.  


Let us consider the different ways cosmogonic mythology could affect the culture that told the stories.  Cosmology usually starts with a deity, a group of deities, or another supernatural force creating the world and universe, but also creating a specific race.  This idea of a deity constructing a race inevitably places a certain amount of ethnocentricity in the culture.  Joseph Campbell claims in Primitive Mythology that “the world is now far too small, and men’s stake in sanity too great, for any more of those old games of Chosen Folk (whether of Jehovah, Allah, Wotan, Manu, or the Devil) by which tribesmen were sustained against their enemies in the days when the serpent could still talk” (1991, p. 12).  Could this be the reason for human sacrifice, war, and gender differences in the old mythological systems?  In films and books like Star Wars, the Harry Potter series, and The Lord of the Rings, we have a movement different from that in the old myths.  The ancient myths and modern myths are similar, but looking more closely, we find some differences in the modern myth.


First off, the modern myth is not concerned with cosmology.  The modern myth does not focus on cosmology because 

(T)o be effective a mythology must be up-to-date scientifically, based on a concept of        the universe that is current, accepted, and convincing. And in this respect, of course, it is immediately apparent that our own traditions are in deep trouble; for the leading claims of both the Old Testament and the New are founded in a cosmological image from the second millennium B.C., which was already out of date when the Bible was put together last centuries B.C. and first A.D. . . .Moreover, the marvels of our universe, and even of man’s works today, are infinitely greater both in wonder and in magnitude than anything reported from the years B.C. of Yahweh . . . (1970, p. 144).  

Cosmology is at home in the sciences, not mythology.  Granted The Lord of the Rings has its own cosmology with The Silmarillion, but it is not the purpose of the central story.  The beginning of Middle-Earth is not as important as Frodo destroying the One Ring.  The Harry Potter series, though not yet completed, does not concern itself with the beginnings of the universe or where certain things come from.  Star Wars is the story of failure and redemption, but in the following analysis, the galaxy far, far away will provide us with insight into the construction of the modern myth.  Star Wars will be the focus, but The Lord of the Rings and Harry Potter will serve as supporting material.


Those unfamiliar with Star Wars should understand it is one gigantic story separated into six films, two trilogies.  The first trilogy will be referred to as “The Anakin Trilogy” (Episodes I, II, and III) and the second trilogy referred to as “The Luke Trilogy” (Episodes IV, V, and VI).  The Anakin Trilogy is still currently in the making.  Episodes one and two were released in 1999 and 2002, and Star Wars fans are eagerly anticipating the final chapter set for release in 2005.  The Luke Trilogy was released between the years 1977-1983.


In the Anakin Trilogy, we find a variety of different sentient species living somewhat harmoniously.  In our first glimpse of the Jedi Council, we find only one human being; the rest are non-humans.  Anakin’s life is filled with encountering different species and accepting them as equals.  The Gungans of Naboo and the human natives of Naboo did not respect each other for centuries, but when faced with a common enemy they decide to end their differences and make peace.  It seems the galaxy survives because of inter-species respect.  Darth Sidious/ Palpatine devises a plan to take over the galaxy, thus causing great strife with attitudes towards different sentient species.


The Luke Trilogy offers a different image of a galactic government.  The galaxy is ruled by the iron fist of Emperor Palpatine.  His right hand man is none other than the failed Jedi Anakin Skywalker, now named Darth Vader.  Together they bring the galaxy closer and closer to complete domination.  When we look at the pivotal role non-humans played in the make up of the government and Jedi Council, we have a feeling the Old Republic understood what it meant to treat others as equals, despite the obvious cultural and physical differences.  Palpatine in his early political career used aliens to his advantage.  He manipulated Jar Jar Binks, Mas Amedda (Supreme Chancellor Valorum’s Chagrian advisor), the Trade Federation viceroy Nute Gunray, Poggle the Lesser of Geonosis, and the inhabitants of Kamino.  Looking at Palpatine’s use of non-humans, we would assume he respected non-humans.  This is not the case.  When Palpatine becomes the ultimate dictator of the galaxy and Darth Vader is completely evil, Palpatine severs his ties with non-humans.


In the Luke trilogy, Palpatine’s empire is not made up of non-humans.  The bureaucracy, the military, and culture are dominated by Palpatine’s human race.  He enslaves several species like the Mon Calamari, a salmon-colored amphibious species from the watery world of Calamari, and the Wookiees, tall, brutish, non-humans from the planet Kashyyyk, who adhere to a strict code of honor.  Due to the Wookiees’ natural strength and the Mon Calamaris’ natural affinity for breathing underwater, the Empire decided to use them as slaves.  Several of the species of the galaxy were wiped out,
 and more would have been if they had not decided to rebel, like the Mon Calamari and the Wookiees.  The decision made by Grand Moff Tarkin destroys the planet of Alderaan, thus destroying a world where weapons were not allowed and one of the oldest cultures in the galaxy.  The only account of the Empire having ties to any sort of alien species occurs in The Empire Strikes Back.  Darth Vader decides to hire a number of bounty hunters to search for Han Solo, Leia Organa, Chewbacca, and their ship the Millennium Falcon.  Boba Fett (a human clone) and Dengar are the only two human hunters.  The others are IG-88, a modified assassin droid; Zuckuss, a Gand findsman who cannot breathe oxygen; 4-LOM, a modified protocol droid; and Bossk, a Wookiee-hating Trandoshan hunter.  An Imperial officer is overheard saying, “Bounty hunters.  We don’t need that scum.”  Obviously bounty hunters are not looked highly upon in the Imperial ranks, which must make the non-human hunters feel a little insecure aboard the massive Star Destroyer.  


Palatine’s “no alien policy” seems to have worked for him for a while, but it is the Rebel Alliance that found the opportunity to use the Empire’s alien hatred to its advantage.  I have already discussed the uprising of the Mon Calamari and the Wookiees (no doubt instigated by the Rebel Alliance), but they also use several non-humans in their military and bureaucratic ranks.  A little heard about species in Return of the Jedi are the wrinkly humanoids from Dressel, aptly named Dressellians.  We catch a glimpse of a Dressellian commander aboard Home One, the massive Mon Calamari Star Cruiser.  The Dressellians fought against the Empire on their home world and decided to join the Rebel Alliance prior to the Battle of Endor.  The Dressellians were prompted to join the Alliance because of influence from the Bothans
, another species subjected to harsh Imperial rule.  Admiral Ackbar, a Mon Calamari, leads the battle against the second Death Star along with several members of his species.  Lando Calrissian commands the Millennium Falcon and a small fighter squadron.  Who does he pick as his co-pilot?  It seems only fitting that he would pick an alien, just like Han Solo does with Chewbacca.  Calrissian chooses Nien Nunb, a short humanoid from the volcanic planet of Sullust.  He has large black eyes and distinct jowls.  He is considered one of the greatest heroes at the Battle of Endor.


The Battle of Endor conveys a sense of human and non-human equality and cooperation.  Every instance of the battle is filled with exotic non-humans helping the human beings overcome a tyrannical emperor.  Luke, Han, Leia, Chewbacca, R2-D2, and C-3PO
encounter a species never encountered by galactic scouts.  The Ewoks provide much assistance to the unwary scouting party.  If the heroic party had not found the Ewoks, the Empire’s chances of winning would have increased dramatically.  It is the Ewoks knowledge about a back door to the shield generator that lets the scouting party gain entrance.  The Empire knew the Alliance had a scouting party on Endor, but waited at the Emperor’s call to overpower the small group.  Han and Leia lose all hope, but soon hope returns.  Chewbacca and the Ewoks come to the rescue, using primitive techniques against the futuristic military technology of the Empire.  The Imperials are now outnumbered by the mass quantities of Ewoks.  The shield generator is blown up, disabling the defenses of the Death Star and let Ackbar start his assault.  


We have looked at the non-human species in Star Wars, but what about the role of the sentient droids?  R2-D2 and C-3PO are two of the most important characters in the films.  If it were not for them, several of our heroes might not be as successful.  R2 and 3PO have been around since the beginning of the Anakin Trilogy.  We learn Anakin Skywalker constructed 3PO on his own and R2 was part of Queen Amidala’s astrogation droid unit aboard her flagship.  Throughout the course of the films, the two droids are basically inseparable.  There are a few moments when they are not together, but they express concern about the other’s well-being when not in the other’s company.  The droids’ relationships with humans and non-humans are important too.  Luke would not know what to do without R2’s help flying the X-Wing from planet to planet.  3PO’s “million lingual” abilities helps the heroes out several times.  The “real” characters in the universe treat these two droids with respect and I feel they actually feel love and compassion for the duo.  Droids are not always treated equally in the galaxy, though.  A prime example occurs in Star Wars: A New Hope.  R2 and 3PO attempt to enter the cantina on Tatooine with Kenobi and Luke.  The bartender, a surly, gruff human named Wuher, yells, “Hey we don’t serve their kind here… your droids.”  Not everyone sees droids as companions, but more like “other machines that make our lives easier.”  The droids do not always understand why humans act they way they do: it is not in their programming to understand human (and non-human) behavior.


For us to further ourselves mentally and culturally, we need to respect each other’s differences.  In the modern myths, it seems this is part of the essential message.  Respectfulness towards those different from you is how the heroes of Star Wars overcome the evil Empire.  The Lord of the Rings offers us a group that is constructed of a wizard, two humans, four hobbits, a dwarf, and an elf.  They band together to fight an enemy who wishes the destruction of all people except his own.  In Harry Potter, “Mudblood” is a terrible slur. The quasi-villainous Draco Malfoy refers to Hermione as a “Mudblood” and everyone takes great offense.  In all of these modern myths, the heroes understand they could not further without the help of their heroic companions, whether they are Wookiees, dwarves, elves, or “Mudbloods.”  
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�   In the novel Shadows of the Empire by Steve Perry (this book takes place between The Empire Strikes Back and Return of the Jedi), we find out an alien species, along with their home world, was wiped out by Darth Vader. Vader kills all of the Falleen because a virus broke out on their home world.  Instead of quarantining the virus, Vader decided obliterating the planet was a better route.  The Falleen were totally destroyed by Imperial bombardments.  Prince Xixor, a prominent criminal leader, was the last of his kind and sought revenge against Darth Vader.
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PAGE  
25

