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1.

T he Shapeshifter

THERE is no final system for the interpretation of myths, and
there will iéver be any such thing. Mythology is like the god Pro-
teus, “the ancient one of the sea, whose speech is sooth.” The god
“will make assay, and take all manner of shapes of things that
creep upon the earth, of water likewise, and of fierce fire burn-
ing.” 1

The life-voyager wishing to be taught by Proteus must “grasp
him steadfastly and press him yet the more,” and at length he will
appear in his proper shape. But this wily god never discloses even
to the skillful questioner the whole content of his wisdom. He will
reply only to the question put to him, and what he discloses will
be great or trivial, according to the question asked. “So often as
the sun in his course stands high in mid heaven, then forth from
the brine comes the ancient one of the sea, whose speech is sooth,
before the breath of the West Wind he comes, and the sea’s dark
ripple covers him. And when he is got forth, he lies down to sleep
in the hollow of the caves. And around him the seals, the brood of
the fair daughter of the brine, sleepall in a flock, stolen forth from

10dyssey, IV, 401, 417-418, translation by S. H. Butcher and Andrew Lang
{London, 187g).
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MYTH, CULT AND HSMCN\W,%»A,MO% I
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or as female; at any given period of his life he is again limited as
child, youth, mature adult, or ancient; furthermore, in his life-
role he is necessarily specialized as crafisman, tradesman, servant,
or thief, priest, leader, wife, nun, or harlot; he cannot be all.
Hence, the totality—the fullness of man—is not in the scparate
member, but in the body of the society as a whole; the individual
can be only an organ. From his group he has derived his tech-
niques of life, the language in which he thinks, the ideas on which
he thrives; through the past of that society descended the genes

that built his body. If he presumes to cut himself off, either in

deed or in thought and feeling, he only breaks connection with

the sources of his existence.

The tribal ceremonies of birth, initiation, marriage, burtal, in-
stallation, and so forth, serve to translate the individual’s life-
crises and life-deeds into classic, ::vm;o:& forms. They disclose
him to himself, not as this personality or that, but as the warrior,
m?m bride, M:m.:mmcé, the priest, the chieftain; at the same time
rehearsing for the rest of the community the old lesson of the
mamrm@m& stages. All participate in the ceremonial according to
rank and function. The whole society becomes visible to itself as
an imperishable living unit. Generations of individuals pass, like
anonymous cells from a living body; but the sustaining, timeless
form remains. By.an enlargement of vision to embrace this super-
individual, each discovers himself enhanced, enriched, supported,
and magnified. His role, however unimpressive, is seen to be in-
wrinsic to the beautiful festival-image of man—the image, poten-
tal yet necessarily inhibited, within himself.

Social duties continue the lesson of the festival into normnal,

everyday existence, and the individual is validated still. Con-
versely, indifference, revolt—or exile—break the vitalizing con-
nectives. From the standpoint of the social unit, the broken-off
individual is simply nothing—waste. Whereas the man or woman
who can honestly say that he or she has lived the role—whether
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o

The Hero \N,.D.&m% i

AL of which is far indeed from the contemporary view; for the
democratic ideal of the self-determining individual, the inven-
tion of the power-driven machine, and the development of the
scientific method of research, have so transformed human life that
the long-inherited, timeless universe of symbols has collapsed. In
the fateful, epoch-announcing words of Nietzsche's Zarathustra:
“Dead are all the gods.” 2 One knows the tale; it has been told a
thousand ways. It is the hero-cycle of the modern age, the wonder-
story of mankind’s coming to maturity. The spell of the past, the
bondage of tradition, was shattered with sure and mighty strokes.
The dream-web of myth fell away; the mind opened to full wak-
ing consciousness; and modern man emerged from ancient igno-
rance, like a butterfly from its cocoon, or like the sun at dawn from
the womb of mother night.

It is not only that there is no hiding place for the gods from the
searching telescope and microscope; there is no such society any
more as the gods once supported. The social unit is not a carrier
of religious content, but an economic-political organization. Its
ideals are not those of the hieratic pantomime, making visible on
earth the forms of heaven, but of the secular state, in hard and un-
remitting competition for material supremacy and resources. Iso-
lated societies, dream-bounded within a mythologically charged
horizon, no longer exist except as areas to be exploited. And
within the progressive societies themselves, every last vestige of

8 Nietzsche, Thus Spake Zarathustra, 1. 22. 3.
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the ancient human heritage of ritual, morality, and art is in full
decay.

The problem of mankind today, therefore, is precisely the op-
posite to that of men in the comparatively stable periods of those
great co-ordinating mythologies which now are known as lies.
Then all meaning was in the group, in the great anonymous
forms, none in the self-expressive individual; today no meaning
is in the group—none in the world: all is in the individual. But
there the meaning is absolutely unconscious. One does not know
toward what one moves. One does not know by what one is pro-
pelled. The lines of communication between the conscious and
the unconscious zones of the human psyche have all been cut, and
we have been split in two.

The hero-deed to be wrought is not today what it was in the
century of Galileo. Where then there was darkness, now there is
light; but also, where light was, there now is darkness. The mod-
ern hero-deed must be that of questing to bring to light again the
lost Atlantis of the co-ordinated soul.

Obviously, this work cannot be wrought by turning back, or
away, from what has been accomplished by the modern revolu-
tion: for the problem is nothing if not that of rendering the
modern world spiritually significant—or rather ,mvm:wmw:m the
same principle the other way round) nothing if not that of making
it possible for men and women to come to full human maturity
through the conditions of contemporary life. Indeed, these con-
ditions themselves are what have rendered the ancient formulae
ineffective, misleading, and even pernicious. The community
today is the planet, not the bounded nation; hence the patterns of
projected aggression which formerly served to co-ordinate the in-
group now can only break itinto {actions. The national idea, with

the flag as totem, is today an aggrandizer of the nursery ego, not
the annihilator of an infantile situation. Its parody-rituals of the
parade ground serve the ends of Holdfast, the tyrant dragon, not
the God in whom self-interest is annihilate. And the numerous
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saints of this anticult—namely the patriots whose ubiquitous
photographs, draped with flags, serve as official icons—are pre-
cisely the local threshold guardians (our demon Sticky-hair)
whom it is the first problem of the hero to surpass.

Nor can the great world religions, as at present understood,
meet the requirement. For they have become associated with the
causes of the factions, as instruments of propaganda and self-
congratulation. (Even Buddhism has lately suffered this mm.wﬁwmw.
tion, in reaction to the lessons of the West.) The universal tri-
umph of the secular state has thrown all religious organizations
into such a definitely secondary, and finally ineffectual, position
that religious pantomime is hardly more today than a sanctimo-
nious exercise for Sunday morning, whereas business ethics and
patriotism stand for the remainder of the week. Such a monkey-
holiness is not what the functioning world requires; rather, a
transmutation of the whole social order is necessary, so that
through every detail and act of secular life the vitalizing image
of the universal god-man who is actually immanent and effective
in all of us may be somehow made known to consciousness.

And this is nota work that consciousness itself can achieve. Con-
sciousness can no more invent, or even predict, an effective symbol
than foretell or control tonight’s dream. The whole thing is being
worked out on another level, through wHafis bound to be a long
and very frightening process, not only in the depths of every liv-
ing psyche in the modern world, but also on those titanic battle-
fields into which the whole planet has lately been converted. We
are watching the terrible clash of the Symplegades, through which
the soul must pass—identified with neither side.

But there is one thing we may know, namely, that as the new
symbols become visible, they will not be identical in the various
parts of the globe; the circumstances of local life, race, and tradi-
tion must all be compounded in the effective forms. Therefore, it
is necessary for men to understand, and be able to see, that
through various symbols the same redemption is revealed. “Truth
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is one,” we read in the Vedas; “the sages call it by many names.”
A single song is being inflected through all the colorations of the
human choir. General propaganda {or one or another of the Jocal
solutions, therefore, is m:wmamcocm\ow‘ much rather, a menace.
The way to become human is to learn to recognize the lineaments
of God in all of the wonderful modulations of the face of man.
With this we come to the final hint of what the specific orienta-
tion of the modern hero-task must be, and discover the real cause
for the disintegration of all of our inherited religious formulae.
The center of mBiJs that is to say, of the realm of mystery and
danger has definitely shifted. For the primitive hunting peoples of
those remotest human millenniums when the sabertooth tiger,
the mammoth, and the lesser preserices of the animal kingdom
were the primary manifestations of what was alien—the source at
once of danger, and of sustenance—the great human problem was
1o become linked psychologically to the task of sharing the wilder-
ness with these beings. A unconscious identification took place,
and this was finally rendered conscious in the half-human, half-
animal, figures of the mythological totem-ancestors. The animals
became the tutors of humanity. Through acts of literal imitation
_such as today appear only ou the children’s playground (or in
the madhouse)—an eftective annihilation of the human €go was
accomplished and society achieved a cohesive organization. Simi-
Jarly, the tribes supporting themselves on plant-food became
cathected to the plant; the life-rituals of planting and reaping
were identified with those of human waoﬁ,mmmo? birth, and
progress to maturity. Both the plant and the animal worlds, how-
ever, were in the end brought under social control. Whereupon
the great field of instructive wonder shifted—to the skies—and
mankind enacted the great pantomime of the sacred moon-king,
the sacred sun-king, the hieratic, planetary state, and the symbolic
festivals of the world-regulating spheres.
Today all of these mysteries have lost their force; their symbols
no longer interest our psyche. The notion of a cosmic law, which
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m.: existence serves and to which man himself must bend, has long
.mﬂ:nm passed through the preliminary mystical stages N.m?,mmmsmmm
3 the old astrology, and is now simply accepted in Emmrm:ww&
terms as a matter of course. The descent of the Occidental sciences
from the .rmm:\m:m to the earth (from seventeenth-century mmqo\mr
omy to nineteenth-century biology), and their concentration to-
day, at last, on man himself (in twentieth-century anthropology
and mm.vd?o_oméu mark the path of a prodigious transfer of the fo-
cal point of human wonder. Not the animal world, not the plant
202.9 not the miracle of the spheres, but man himself is now the
Q:Qm:. mystery. Man is that alien presence with whom the forces
of egoism must come to terms, through whom the ego is to be
crucified and resurrected, and in whose image monﬁQ is to be
reformed. Man, understood however not as “I"” but as :%r‘o::.
Fﬂ the ideals and temporal institutions of no tribe, race ao:..
tinent, social class, or century, can be the measure of :Hm,mmmx-
haustible and multifariously wonderful divine @mmamznm that is
the life in all of us.

I'he modern hero, the modern individual who dares to heed
the call and seek the mansion of that presence with whom it m,m
9.:) whole destiny to be atoned, cannot, indeed must not, wait for
his n.oEB:%wQ to cast off its slough of pride, fear, rationalized
avarice, and sanctified misunderstanding. “Live,” ietzsc
“as though the day were here.” It is not me.me:&,. H,/ﬁmﬁmnm:w o

. y that 1s to guide and
save the creative hero, but precisely the reverse. And so every one
of us shares the supreme ordeal—carries the cross of the redeemer
—not in the bright moments of his tribe’s great victories, but in
the silences of his personal despair. ,
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