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CHAPTER 7

The Structure of Myth

Earlier chapters have referred continually to myth, with many
formulations analyzing Eliade’s theory of myth and with numerous
examples of myth illustrating Eliade’s analysis of reductionism,
religion, and symbolism. Most of what has been presented has not been
unique to myth. For example, one cannot grasp Eliade’s theory of myth
without appreciating his antireductionist approach. It is necessary to be
cognizant of the fact that whenever Eliade writes about myth, he is
assuming the irreducibility of the sacred, thus focusing on certain reli-
gious dimensions of his data while ignoring, devaluing, and sometimes
attacking and dismissing other aspects emphasized by reductionist
theorists of myth. But Eliade’s antireductionism is not resiricted to
myth. He assumes the irreducibility of the sacred and claims to be
giving antireductionistic interpretations of nonmythic religious, as well
as mythic, phenomena.,

To understand Eliade’s theory of myth, it is necessary to understand
his general theory of religion. For Eliade, myth is religious myth.
Nonreligious narratives may at times resemble myth, but without any
evidence of structures of the sacred, they are not fully mythic. One
cannot grasp Eliade theory of myth without appreciating his concept of
hierophany and especially his formulation of a universal process of
sacralization, In their essential structure and function, myths disclose,
often in complex and hidden ways, the universal structures of the
dialectic of the sacred and the profane. But Eliade’s general theory of
religion is not restricted to the mythic. Although he places a primary
emphasis on myth, the dialectic of the sacred refers to all religious
phenomena, nonmythic as well as mythic.
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Similarly, one cannot understand Eliade’s theory of myth without
understanding his general theory of symbolism. For Eliade, myth is
symbolic, and symbols are the language of myth. Myths are specific
ways that symbols are put together to form sacred narratives. One
cannot grasp the structure and function of myth without appreciating
how myths are multivalent, unify heterogeneous phenomena on differ-
ent levels of experience, express contradictory and paradoxical aspects
of reality, and are specific valorizations of complex, coherent, structural
systems of religious symbols. But Eliade’s theory of symbolism is not
restricted, to myth, Although he is especially attracted to symbolic-
expressions that appear in myth, Eliade’s general formulation of
symbolism applies to all religious phenomena, nonmythic as well ag
mythic.

Eliade was always attracted to narrative. In his Journals and Auto-
biography and other personal writings, he often discusses his “dual
vocation” as fiction writer and scholar. Long before his recognition as
an internationally renowned scholar of myth and symbolism, Eliade had
emerged as an influential literary figure in his native Romania in the
1930s, especially after the publication of his hugely successful and
controversial novel Maitreyi in 1933, Throughout his career, Eliade
identified himself not only as an interpreter of myths—the sacred
narratives of religious persons-~but also as the creator of his own

narratives.
At times Eliade emphasizes that the literary creation of narrative

and the scholarly interpretation of narrative are autonomous and -
separate activities; at other times, he emphasizes that these concerns are -
complementary, necessary for his “spiritual equilibrium,” separate but-,
interdependent parts of the same universal cultural creativity.! Many of

the assumptions, methods, and concerns -already seen to define his

scholarly work on myth also define his attitude toward the creation and *
interpretation of literary narrative: an antonomous creation of thg
literary imagination, interpreted on its own plane of reference, with it§ -
own irreducible structures and meanings, revealing but at the same time

concealing hidden, transhistorical meanings. Indeed, Eliade views béth

oral and written. literature as the offspring of mythology and mm

fulfilling the same mythic functions.

Mz&w. which could be entitled ‘On the Necessity of the “Novel
et . | h ovel-
:awwmagmwﬂﬁmsm the autonomous, glorious, irreducibie dimension of
oc_._mﬁ.ocm” & oﬂ:m_m. of myth and mythology readapted to the modern
conso ness. m_:m.ui_:m that modern man, like the man of archaj
n%nom_ cannot exist without myths, without exemplary stories.”2 "
o MMMMTMEM years later, Eliade writes in his Journal that rm would
¢ have commented in more 4 in hj
pave ; e depth in his preface to
: mawwmr HH_.wHmecon of The Forbidden Forest on the ﬂ:mommm: HMM
partat %h.m. o MM Ezﬂ hoﬁﬁdmr but also in lectures, I've already :W‘mao
i ons to this existential neeq to list
pperous a . Sten to or to read a “tale,’
.- Mowwu 1t 18 a myth, a fairy tale, a history, a short story, or a =o<o~m *
- .dmm mHouM.rm later, Eliade discusses the fashionabie waoomm.ammo: n.n.
s " ww %6 novel” as at most ﬁomnz.am to the death of outdated
e st ﬁw mm Mﬂ novels. “But true epic literature—that is the novel
the s ) ale—cannot disappear as such f e i _
Imagmation is the continuation i creativiny :85@
of . .
penion mythological creativity and oneiric
HHH T % 3 3
- N_m H“#ommom W0 The Forbidden Forest, Eliade mentions experi-
0 the phase of sleep called REM (Rapid Eye Movement) and
n
?.a dreaming, mythology, and
anic need for narration would

o MM 8. light a dimensjon peculiar to the human condition”; that th
: N 1S par excellence “a histori i : .
| Par e. ) ¢ being,” not in ¢

modern, historicist philosophies but mo iy o the

re in the sense of mythic, sacred

~histori ar the strn th
stories that are revealed through the s ctore and function of
e

‘mythic narratives 4
=" Wh i i
. S one recognizes Hliade's primary concern with the sacred the
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focus on the essential mythic structures, functions, and general char-
acteristics, together with a few illustrations.

In his insistence on the irreducibility of the sacred, Eliade often

cites the principle that “the scale creates the phenomenon.” In
describing and interpreting myth, Eliade asserts that the historian of
religious must be “too conscious of the axiological difference of his
documents to marshal them.on the same level. Aware of nuances arid
distinctions, he cannot ignore the fact that there exist great myths and
myths of less importance; myths which dominate and characterize a
religion, and secondary myths, repetitious and parasitical. Enuma
elish, for example, cannot figure on the same plane with the mythol-
ogy of the female demon Lamashu: the Polynesian cosmogonic myth
has not the same weight as the myth of the origin of a plant, for it pré-
cedes it and serves as a model for it.” In terms of such an axiological

scale, he reproaches Western scholars “for their indifference to the

scale of values indigenous t0” mythic, traditional societies. “I do not
think that we can grasp the structure and function of mythical thought
in a society which has myth as its foundation if we do not take into
account the mythology in its totality and, at the same time, the scale-
of values which such mythology impiicitly or explicitly proclaims.”®

Therefore, in defining myth and analyzing its structore and function’

by examining “mythology in its totality,” Eliade not only assumes the'

irreducibility of the religious and the mythic but also is guided by the

principle that within the mythic, there is a hierarchical scale of values;.

Most significantly, this allows him to account for the essential strucs
ture and function of myth in terms of the primary ontological status”

of the cosmogonic myth and the key importance of origin myths,

THE DEFINITION OF MYTH

In attempting to define myth, Mircea Eliade departs from a common -

Western tradition of privileging documents of Greek mythology:

From Plato and Fontenelle to Schelling and Bultmann, philosephers
and theologians have proposed innumerable definitions of myth, But
all of these have one thing in common: they are based on the analysis
of Greek mythology. Now, for a historian of religions this choice is
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:'_ ndf a very happy one. It is true that only in Greece did myth inspire
.'_énd guide epic poetry, tragedy, and comedy, as well as the plastic
arts; buf it is no less true that it is especially in Greek culture that
_.ryth was submitted to a long and penetrating analysis, from which it
.;:_'.-'en‘lerged radically “demythicized.” If in every European language the
iword “myth” denotes a “fiction,” it is because the Greeks proclaimed
- it to be such twenty-five centuries ago. What is even more serious for
an historian of religion: we do not know a single Greek myth within
its ritual context, Of course this is not the case with the paleo-oricntal
““-and Asiatic religions; it is especially not the case with the so-called

M/’@f:f‘

e primitive retigions.(’

Eliade concludes that “our best chance of understanding the structure of
rﬁythical thought is to study cultures where myth is a ‘living thing’,
where it constitutes the very ground of the religious life; in other words,
where myth, far from indicating a fiction, is considered to reveal the
truth par excellence.”’ B .

;‘Already introduced in Eliade’s attempt to define myth is the ke.y
distinction between a true and a false story. In societies where myth is
still alive, mythic people distinguish myths, or “true stories,” from
“fables, tales, and legends, called “false stories.” Because myths are true
”S_tofies, they can be related only under certain circumstances, suc‘h as
I.‘o‘nly’;to those who are initiated or only during periods of sacrf:d time.
“For mythic people, both the true and the false stories are narratives that
present “histories” and contain actors not of the everyday, profane
» world. But myths are evaluated differently from other stories by the
: mythic believers. “For everything that the myths relate concerns them
‘ directly . . . . Myths, that is, narrate not only the origin of t.he World, f)f
animals, of plants, and of man, but also all the primordial evenis in
consequence of which man became what he is today.” For the archaic
"j .person, “myth is a matter of primary importance, while tales and fables
" are not. Myth teaches him the primordial ‘stories’ that have const:xtute.d
" him existentially; and everything connected with his e.xistefnce an,c’l8 his
legitimate mode of existence in the Cosmos concerns him directly. v
. Before presenting Eliade’s general definition of myth, it is

" important to note that there is no scholarly agreement as to the defini-
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tion, nature, structure, function, meaning, or significance of myth
and its relation to nonmythic phenomena. This is evident when
examining any of the anthologies of scholarly writings on myth, such
as Sacred Narrative: Readings in the Theory of Myth, in which twen-
ty-two scholars, including Eliade, present radically different, often
conflicting, approaches and interpretations of myth.® William
Bascom, for example, attempts to formulate many formal features for

distinguishing prose narratives: myth, legend, and folktale. Lauri .-
Honko, in apalyzing “The Problem of Defining Myth,” provides a -

brief classification distinguishing twelve modern approaches to

myth. G. 8. Kirk, in his study “On Defining Myth,” rejects all uni- -
versalistic theories of myth, arguing that each theoretical approach
and definition, including Eliade’s, receives support from certain
mythic data but that each universalistic formulation can easily be *.
negated by citing other instances of myth that do not accord with the

assigned origins, functions, explanations, or definitions.'?

Eliade’s most developed definition of myth appears in Myth and':
Reality. After indicating that myth is an extremely complex cultural
reality and that it is difficult, if not impossible, to formulate one gen-;

erally acceptable definition, he attempts the following definition:.

Speaking for myself, the definition that seems least inadequate
because most embracing is this: Myth narrates a sacred history; it
relates an event that took place in primordial Time, the fabled time.of -
the “beginnings.” In other words, myth tells how, through the deeds

of Supernatural Beings, a reality came into existence, be it the whole.

of reatity, the Cosmos, or only a fragment of reality=—an island, a .

species of plant, a particular kind of human behavior, an institution, _ o

Myth, then, is always an account of a “creation”; it relates how some-

thing was produced, began to be. Myth tells only of that which really . -
happened, which manifested itself completely. The actors in myths are, - ;

Supernatural Beings. They are known primarily by what they did in
the transcendent times of the “beginnings.” Hence mryths disclose '
their creative activity and reveal the sacredness (or simply the :
“supernaturalness”) of their works. In short, myths describe the var-
ious and sometithes dramatic breakthroughs of the sacred (or the

+ account of how things were created, whether

realities;

.assumptions and beliefs about realit
. Interpretation of myth and reli
' 7 .the above definition and elaboration as
- phenomenclogical, Eliade is claiming
myths are sacred narratives that reveal u

my{ti?s,” but these are invariably analyzed
: Féhglous nostalgias and desires for the sacre
- Tepressed religious structures and mea
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supernatural”) into the World. It is this sudden breakthrough of the

sacred that really establishes the World and makes it

Furthermore, what it is today.

oy it is -as a result of the intervention of Supernatural
eings that man himself is what he is today, a mortal
1 L]

cultural being,!! sexed, and

In thi N . .

iy ﬂ:x t;}:: defmlt.;;n and its elaboration, there are characteristics of
Hat were either analyzed at great length d i

chapters: the central focus cscendont smacmee, S

on the sacred (franscendent
natural Beings, etc.); the d i i of sseealization oo
: , etc.); ynamic, creative process of sacralizati '
which the sacred establi i ho werldy:
sa ishes and is manifested ; ‘

which : in the world); the

on of a sacred history that takes place in sacred time; a sacred

the entire Cosmos, human

true stories revealing the dee

_ . pest

justifymgaﬁ;ie tl;ztdlscloslz;e of paradigmatic models explaining and
ure of the Cosmos. and the world

‘ . . e of the mythi

believers, including the specific nature of human existence e

Although critics and some defenders emphasize Eliade’s personal

beings, or specific phenomena;

reality as central to his description and
gion, at th{'s stage it seems best to acoept
intended to be descriptive and
that for the believers in myth,
Itimate truths and realities.

-THE SACRED AND THE SYMBOLIC
“As has been repeatedly emp
“religious. His. interpretations of m
-analyzing the deep structures and me
.flaged, of the mythic disclosures o

hasized, for Eliade myth is irreducibly
ytl'l consist of identifying and
anmgs, often hidden and camou-
| f the sacred. As will be i

. . s
.chapter 10, Eliade does devote considerable time to modern “522?11211'
as responding to deeper
d, as revealing hidden or

: nings, as inade :

for th . quate substitutes
or the fully mythic sacred, or as superficial, transitory, pseudoreligi
creations. » pseudoreligions

oo



186 Myth and Religion in Mircea Eliade ;

Since so many illustrations of Eliade’s focus on the sacred have: -

already been provided and will be provided, one typical, brief myth- '

ic reference to the sacred should suffice. In his study on “Greatness:’

and Decadence of Myths,” Eliade writes that for the archaic person,’
religion maintains the “opening” toward a sacred world of absolute’

values; and myths convey these paradigmatic models of absolutey. -

sacred values. “Myths are the most general and effective means of
awakening and maintaining consciousness of another world, 2
beyond, whether it be the divine world or the world of the Ancestors,
This ‘other world’ represents a superhuman, ‘transcendent’ plane, the
plane of absolute realities.”*?

It has been evident in Eliade’s conception of religion that he intei{-_:

prets homo religiosus as emphatically rejecting Sartre’s notion thit
“existence precedes essence.”* Religious persons, whether of archa-
ic, Asian, or Western traditions, believe that the esseptial sacred pre-
cedes and gives meaning, significance, and reality to their existence.
Eliade’s interpretation of how “the essential precedes existence’, is-

seen in his analysis of how myth reveals the sacred in cultures whete

myth is a “living thing.” “Man is what he is today because a series of

events took place ab origine. The myths tell him these events and,.in .
so doing, explain to him how and why he was constituted in this.par- .
ticular way. For homo religiosus real, authentic existence begins at

the moment when this primordial history is communicated to him and

he accepts its consequences. It is always sacred history, for the actors’
in it are Supernatural Beings and mythical Ancestors,” Eliade goes on-

to mention that the content of the essential—which was determihed.
ealed:

in primordial time, precedes human existence, and is rev
through myths—varies according to different religious visions &

As has also been repeatedly emphasized, for Eliade myth is'f_i_gre-'-
ducibly symbolic. Symbolism is the language of myth, and myt_h i§”
necessarily symbolic. Symbolic structures provide the hermeneuitical -

framework for Eliade’s interpretation of myth and religion. Allof the
characteristics of symbolism elucidated in the previous chapter apply to.
Eliade’s interpretation of myth: “the logic of symbols” that allows them.
to fit together to form coherent, structural systems; the symbolic-as an.
autonomous mode of cognition; the capacity of symbols to réveal
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struet i i ’
o :riures .and mean.mgs not evident on the level of immediate ~ ‘
’ ‘-Strzcm?;?f’ the mulnvalenc.e of symbols, revealing a multitude of
‘ y coherent meanings on different levels of reality; the
“le i i
.:th;rels of rf:ahty and integrate them within a coherent system or w
.-.;aspez;psglgal?tf syn:ib;lls to express paradoxical and contradj
% ¥ and the existential value of th i i
- areality and discloses a meanj Cetonon, Bl o
areal eaning of human existence. Eliade i
. . Eliade is
;.?;ohgemzant of t%lese and other characteristics of religious symb
never he is describing and analyzing the function
_meaning, and significance of myth ,
Sinc iade’ nboli
.”intelpre;ﬁﬁhad; s theory of symbolism is essential to all of his
: ns of myth, only one passage from his Journal will be cited

in whi ]i & e asizes t € major Slgnlflcance ()f S mbollsm in Inter

hole;
ctory
ms at
fully
olism
structure,

Myths on the origin of man: he was made (by the Creator or by a

Su .
upernatural Being) from a materia prima: clay, stone, wood, This

| ::ti:; prima 1s.obviously.connected with the structures of the
. fh i }Je cultures: the megalithic Peoples emphasized stone (but the

- fe;;tﬂits (;und els_ewhere afso), the‘ agrigultural ones, earth or dust {the
o iynothi:hf: soil, e'tc.). But that is not where the significance lieg—
e plasticee?;?:::ilznm ;??;inb]{ tlf-lese substances. Rock, stone, is

o niality: when man was made {or
- -eXtracted) from stone, he i

. endured; he did not know I:Ii:t(;:.’kozft?: ;lhoe‘ieh(;i b oo He

- pf life in a periodic, eternal regeneration is exp
arth, the wood of trees, 15

d, the perenniality
ressed by the fertile

As polyvalent, symbols function on
reality: from undeveloped “ciphers”
on prereflective levels of existence

all levels of experience and p o
that key into immediate experience

. functio ificati i
: n of unification, allowing symbols to homologize the different -
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symbolic manifestation to the elaboration of c'orlnplex syr.nl?ollm for-
mulations in the major forms of religious mysu01§m. But.lt 15 unpor.-.
tant to recognize that the symbolic sacred is mamfested a?d
expressed on very different levels of relality. The symbolic formula-
tion of an elaborate ontological system is many levels removed from
the immediacy of the foundational experience of the sacred.

In this regard, myth is a rather complex and goPhisticatfad symbol- :
ic expression. Religious symbols are put together in narrative form so
that these true stories reveal a sacred history of events that. took pla;?e
in sacred time and provide exemplary modcls.for allowing myt-h%c
beings to make sense of their mode of being in the world. Mythlc g
symbols, while keying into the immediate experiences of b.ehe‘\ie.rs,
form sacred narratives that function on mythic levels of varying “dis-

tances” from the prereflective level of the symbolic cipher.

At the same time, one must guard against interpreting s‘qch (.}la.ser_-."_ ‘
vations as meaning that mythic people “‘put together” their re%1g10us..=‘ﬁt
symbols in narrative form in some arbitrm:y or con}pietely dc.hberatf.:_;“
and controlled manner; or through some highly ratlcl)nal and 1ntcllec«~.-._: |
tual process. The most sophisticated, complex, hlgh]){ elaborated?. o
even “rational,” symbolic myths function on prereflective e,l’n.d non.-ﬁ.
rational levels of experience. They involve the “total person, 111..c1ud-_;=;_‘
ing unconscious, conscious, and transconsr.:ious levels of cxperlen;:eii
They cannot be reduced completely to ratlonaj‘m:‘cor%c?tual ana Y.
sis, They preserve their own irreducible symbolic “logic,” even when

not understood by mythic persons. And they express an irreducible

symbolic mode of cognition, with the mythic functioning as an

autonomous act of creation and revelation.'® Myths not only are
sacred narratives that express symbolically the experiences of the
sacred; at times they are themselves hierophanic, founding and

revealing sacred meanings and, throngh a p’fo”ce.ss of mythICIZ?.tl-'Oﬂ,
extending the symbolic process of hicrophanization.

THE GENERAL STRUCTURE AND FUNCTION OF MYTH

Most of the major points in Eliade’s formulations of the ‘mos‘t gcnerya;}' :
structure and function of myth have already been noted in h;s gene,_rizﬁ
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definition of myth. He proposes the following five characteristics of
myth:

In general it can be said that myth, as experienced by archaic
societies, (1) constitutes the History of the acts of the Supernaturals;
(2) that this History is considered to be absolutely true (because it is
.+ concerned with realities) and_ sacred (because it is the work of the
Supematurals); (3) that myth is always related to a “creation,” it tells
how something came into existence, or how a pattern of behavior, an
institution, a manner of working were established; this is why myths
constitute the paradigms for all significant human acts; (4) that by
knpwiné the myth one knows the “origin™ of things and hence can
- control and manipulate them at will; this is not an "“external,"
“abstract” knowledge but a knowledge that one “experiences” rituai-
ly, cither by ceremonially recounting the myth or by performing the
ritual for which it is the justification; (5) that in one way or another
one “lives” the myth, in the sense that one is seized by the sacred,
exalting power of the events recollected or re-enacted,!”

'::.":I_‘his “living” a myth implies a genuinely “religious” experience: “The
religiousness’ of this experience is due to the fact that one re-enacts
fabulous, exalting, significant events, once‘again witnesses the creative
deeds of the Supernaturals; one ceases to exist in the everyday worid
and enters a transfigured, auroral world impregnated with the Super-
naturals’ presence.” “In short, myths reveal that the World, man, and
life have a supernatural origin and history, and that this history is
significant, precious, and exemplary,”!8
.-'This last statement points to Eliade’s formulation of the major
function of myth: “The main function of myth is to determine the
g;;émplar models of all ritual, and of all significant human acts.”!9 “Tyg
function is to reveal models and, in so doing, to give a meaning to the
- World and to human life. This is. why its role in the constitution of man
- Is immense. It is through myth . ., that the ideas of reality, value,
transcendence slowly dawn. Through myth, the World can be
apprehended as a perfectly articulated, intelligible, and significant
Cosmos. In telling how things were made, myth reveals by whom and
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why they were made and under what circumstances. All of these -
revelations’ . . . make up a Sacred History.”% A

As was seen in Eliade’s definition of myth and his formulation of

the general structure and function of myth, as well as in numerous::
interpretations of myth presented in earlier chapters, time and history’
are central to his theory of myth. Mythic time is sacred time, mythic
history is sacred history, and as was presented in the illustration of “thé
symbolism of the center,” mythic space is sacred space. The following
sections and chapters 8 and 9 will provide a more detailed consideration
of Eliade’s interpretation of myth, time, and history. :
For now we may note a key feature of Eliade’s
mythic time and history that many modern, Western persons, including'
religious believers, may have difficulty in fully appreciating. In
Eliade’s interpretation of the nature, siructure, function, and meaning o_f
myth, mythic believers actually become contemporaneous with‘the
supernatural beings and other sacred realities described in their myths.
We may contrast a typical, less controversial, non-Eliadean interpre-
tation to Hliade’s dramatic claim. : o
It is not difficult to grant that for believers in myth their myths

interpretation. of

“gymbolize,” “represent,” and “commemorate” events believed to have

taken place in mythic time, space, and history. Mythic beligvers

establish complex and widely divergent relations with such represénted -

mythic realities and relate such symbolically expressed event_s to
“ordinary” time and history in various ways. '

If we examine mythic traditions interpreted by Eliade as radiéélly :

ahistorical and even antihistorical, it may be irrelevant or even £om-

pletely meaningless to some archaic mythic culture for scholars toﬁ_'y to:
Being or mythical Ancestor.
performed some exemplary act. It seems a waste of time to._.:'_tr_y--tO"
establish precisely when and where the Polynesian lo utter'gglthe-}'

establish precisely when some Supernatural

cosmogonic words that brought the world into. existence; or when o
where New Guinean dema type divinitics were murdered by mythica

Ancestors leading to the creation of the human world and the.human’

condition. Similarly, it may be irrelevant or completely meaningh_ess':t_

some antihistorical or nonhistorical, Hindu, mythic cultu;_e'::f_oi‘

historians and archaeologists to try to establish precisely when-an
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}avhere Lord Siva was born, when and where or if the famous battle
.‘j-ggigrgzclBhfzdgavad gm&* actually took place, and whether there is his-
‘lorical evidence that Lo juna’ i
‘.‘réprésemed oo e rd Krsna really was Arjuna’s charioteer, as
D Thls'li ‘not to deny t%'ae complexity of temporal and historical rela-
tions within such mythic cultures. Even within those mythic cultures
‘that seem to devalue or dismiss the significance and reality of non-
mythic time and history, there is often a dynamic changing, contex
;}gal ff:lation between the disclosure of mythical’ events aI;d “ordi:
nary, secular time and history. The relations not only vary between
:d}ffe'rer.xt relig_ious, mythic cultures but may even change significant-
ly _w1th1r.1 the same mythic culture in response to changing historical
economic, social, and other conditions. ’
‘_‘_‘_;For example, the usunal scholarly approach to Hindu myth and reli-
gion, frequently presented by Eliade and other interpreters, has
_ m(_:lufied the assumption that Hindus—unlike Jews, Christjans’ and
-.Mulsyms_have little or no interest in empirical, historical anci sci-
: entific questions regarding the “factual” basis of the mythic,al disclo-
sures. represented in their sacred narratives. Such questions as to
'W?‘eqlf':r Rama, Krsna, or Siva were “actually” born and engaged in
aCﬁ%yl.ﬂCS at the “historical” times and geographical locations
dels?nbe‘d in myths‘ are usually seen as irrelevant to Hi.ndu mythic
sinr}tuahty. But as became cvident from the destruction, ofy the
mosque at Ayodhya in December 1992 and from numerous other
ep1spd§s of communal death and destruction, millions of contempo
rzltry_.I.Imdu “fundamentalists” are willing to kill and die over sp .
hlstgncal claims that the Rama of their myths was born at a cc;rt:iy ,
plac§ located in the present state of Uttar Pradesh on the sam e
where.a mosque was later constructed.?! o
JIf we examine the dominant, Western religious traditions usuall
_nterpreted as more historical—not the ahistorical, archaic cosmi)c(
structures within Western religions often emphasi,zed by I’-Elia.de———
Qhron(?logical, irreversible history is sanctified and taken ve scri;
Q_;_l_sly in the sacred narratives. It would not be irrelevant to the lgith of
Q¢h9§ox Jews if they learned that Moses was an ahistoric mythi
creation or that scientific evidence made highly fmprobable the cjgai:r(lz
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that Moses had received the Ten Commandments from God on Mt.
Sinai at a precise time in the unfolding of historical events, as repre-
gented in the Hebrew Bible. Similarly, when serious doubts have been
cast on the historical veracity of events portrayed in the sacred
narratives of the New Testament and the Koran, traditional Christians
and Muslims have usually not ignored or dismissed such questioning as.

completely irrelevant to their religious beliefs. Indeed, this is evident

from the many actions taken by religious authorities over the centuries

against perceived dissidents
evident from recent cases, Suc

of the death sentence on Salman Rus
The Satanic Verses or steps taken by the Vatican and conservative

Protestant institutions to silence liberal clergy and theologians. Millions
of people raising questions about some of the factual basis of the-:
Christian and Islamic historical accounts as represented and commenms .
orated in the sacred narratives have been persecuted, excommunicatc_d,‘,'_:

and even put to death.

Nevertheless, it is easy to grant that
ahistorical and more historical mythic cultures, point to &
historical, sacred truths and realities—regar
us cultures view and evaluate time and hist
reptesent, and commemorate those my

h as the Ayotollah Khomeini’s issuance

all mythic expressions, in both’
ternal, trans-

religio ory—and that myths
symbolize,
events revealing the sacred.
What makes Eliade’s in
is his frequent, dramatic assertions th
at the mythic mode of being in the wo
view of time and history. Repeatedly, Eliade emphasizes that myths do
not “represent” or simply “commemorate” the primordial time #nd the
gacred history. In living myths, mythic persons break through and.
abolish the limits of profane time, space, and history. Mythie;_.beiie_vers,_
through the “reiteration” and “reenactment” of myths, through their
participation in rituals and other significant activities based on their
superhuman, exemplary mythic models, s
aneous with the Supernatural Beings, Ancestors, an
described in‘the myths. “What is involve
mythical events but a reiteration of them.

terpretation more striking and controversial

d sacred-cvents

and heretics. This concern continues tobe . -

hdie’s life after the publication of -

dless of how differently
thic creations.and

at this approach does not really, get -
rld and the mythic experi_enc‘e':a\'nd :

actually become contempor:

d is not a commemoration of
» The mythical actors “are
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made .
. On;;niassent,l one be.cclomes their contemporary. This also implie
dial Tirme rtll(-: i?rn'ger living in chronological time, but in the pri:rlilotf
“strong ti;;—le”z / 1mfhchn the event first took place.” This is the
myth, the sacred time “wh .

and sioni i when something rew, st
- ‘imﬁc‘afnr was manifested. To re-experience tha‘tég time Stgong,
it : f 3 -
. wosrko ten as pOSS.IbIC, o witness again the spectacle of tf
Ative Jesson Elis l;)lenrljeet. w1tll11 the Supernaturals and releam their cree
, esire that runs Ii i
al reiterations of myths.”?? ke a pattern through all the ritu-

In recitin :
Tndian. or Sogu ﬂihc cosmogonic myth, the Polynesian, American
presen,t s eastern European peasant “returns to the origin,” is
moment of creation or at the primordial precosmic |:i

me

_before creation, and is renew

i .t1 I, and is r ed by “the perfection of beginning

. The medicinal herb has magico-religious e ' s
Th tb has magico-religious efficaciousness in curing

. illness

s 'w?]:al;ie :;:lc; thaill kno.wledgje of and participates in the mythic

s peasamp Whe:]lr b.e1.ngs. fll'S.t created the sacred plant. The

et R,_ t paruc.npatmg in the sacred history narrated in
amdyara, relives and becomes contemporaneous with

th i ibi
 the mythical events describing the dramatic rescue of Sita by Lord

Rama fr -
simply sgﬁbtzfiziem(zln Ravana on the island Lanka. The Jew docsn’t
S spitoally soneomd by moooraie the Exodus from Bgyp; the Jow
Shered histoy eggv;ed;ny reenacting and becoming a participa;lt in that
Ehatf‘:—‘mythigl timée-e om from slavery. Periodic recurrence signifies
e of e merthiont is made present and then used indefinitely.” The
i %.represen)t(ed’ event, reenacted through the ritual, “is made pres-
ordiﬁ‘ary reckoni sog) S_pc,ak » bowever far back it may have been in
simply res';'nembe;l i'.d h}‘lst S passion, death and resurrection are not
pen fhen before ti uring the service of Holy Week; they really hap-
o S'%;feel that he i: eyes of the fa.itlhful. And a convinced Christi:n
by Being reonoted i:ﬁziogggev&th tl}lese tr;mshjstoric events, for,
The R ¢ eophany becomes actual.”?®
rais é'a'liea;?;(ilf:::i}ar .fOl‘muIanons throughout Eliade’s writings on myth
:fﬁligibﬁ's e i(iln;;; t\;h:; ;);?z::’ Iils tEIiadt‘: presenting the view of the
T an at extent is he imposi i
‘__’?i::éugghlgcz‘lts‘iln the last citation, he clearly indicatcsihzltné rh‘l‘ : ::)c\:]n
st the mythic time is made present and the thhic:
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events are relived. Leaving aside the obvious objection that many, if
not most, modern Christians will more easily accept an interpretation
that they are recalling or commemorating rather than actually being
present at Christ’s death, many of Eliade's interpretations do not have
the explicit qualification “from the mythic person’s point of view.”
Therefore, it is not always clear precisely what Eliade intends when he
frequently claims that the mythic person “actually” returns to the

perfection of beginnings and is present at the act of primordial creation

or “really” meets with the supernatural beings and participates in the '

otiginal mythical events.
What complicates such questions is the fact that it is clear from his. *

autobiographical and journalistic writings, his often autobiographical

literary creations, and his personal observations in scholarly works that.;
Eliade himself believes in not only the possibility but even the necessitygf
of transcending the “grdinary” temporal and historical dimension fo'f;."‘,
existence. Human beings have a desire, need, and capacity to live in the
transhistorical, nontemporal, qualitatively different universe of myth,
‘symbol, and the sacred. Eliade frequently makes negative judgmantéj,
about modern attempts 10 identify fully with the temporal and. the
historical and to deny mythic exemplary models of transcendence. Such
a mode of existence is evaluated as inhuman, antihuman, alienaté;q,

meaningless, and self-defeating. J :

Nevertheless, it seems best, at least initially, to examine Eliade’s
interpretations of myth on a descriptive, phenomenological 1eve,l';'_’ to

approach Eliade’s interpretations as claiming that these are the esseitial -
assumptions, beliefs, rituals, significant activities, metaphysics;: and -
ontologies of archaic and other mythic cultures. None of this is-meant ..

to deny that in his theory of the structure of myth Eliade presents
interpretations that repeatedly go far beyond the perspectives-of. ;eal
particular, historical, religious, mythic human beings. o e

THE COSMOGONIC MYTH .
Mircea Eliade places a primary significance on “creation,” ‘-.‘brigins,
and “the perfection of beginnings.” Focusing primarily; “but -no

exclusivcly,*on archaic myth and religion, he claims that mythic
documents reveal a hierarchical scale of values grantingv,.-;_primary_.
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ontologic
mogoc;gilcal s:;tus E?lnd central structural and functional role to cos
myths. Eliade’s selection i
1 : , .arrangement, d inti
mogon g ., description,
thatrgeetzulc;n of myths are dependent on the paramount i&porta?lnd
- (;athn utes t'o the cosmogonic myth, and the key importance ﬁ:
. .
o o rictil‘eauon and ongm myths, usually interpreted as contin-
Ling :‘in pleting, and often imitating the cosmogony. Eliade claim
eve i i . :
s e :'(})rcci:afe in Whl.Ch we l}ave access to a still living tradition”
ety, what immediately strikes us is not only that the

- Toyth i “ i
ythology constitutes a “sacred history” but also that “it reveal
sa

hierarchy i i
chy in the series of fabulous events that it reports. In general

0
| Wl:)eﬂc;f’lr; :_2{aglaéra;13 m'yth tells }'mw something came into being, the
1:_:.- ot by o Vc, = tar}l:mal spcmes., or a social institution, and so on.
L.‘thing y ther);ﬂ ct that the F:reauon of the world precedes every-
B on,i thsmog(.)ny enjoys a special prestige. In fact . . . the
gonic myth furnishes the model for all myths of origin. The

“¢reation of animals, plant '
. , S, Or man pres i
Ewoﬂd' el o presupposes the existence of a

e :ﬁi:ﬂlzdaag;:‘ilvanéty of CO.Smogonic myths. However, they can be
| o by thon h;)\:;s. 1. crgatlon ex nikilo (a High Being creates the
- _5‘.) oty 2 Tgh e, Ezn\rlode: or by h?ating himself in & steam-hut, and
s""-_amphibious animals, or di o Monf @ Soc sends aquatic birds or
*"ocean to bring u oS, himself, to the bottom of the primordial
. gfbws); 3. crefﬁoﬁ ;yilﬁlgilzgc;i :Mh from which the entire world
tineui i . : w0 a primordial unity (one can dis-
pw tghtls\l;’gg;ep;a:j?tsb a separation of Heaven and Earth, that is to say
*Chaos”; c. the ¢ ts., i ?eparat:on of an original amorphous mass, the
'dEmemb;:n;lent 0]; tmg’m tw-o of a cosmogonic egg); 4. creation by
marphic vietim (Ya primordial Being, either a voluntaxy, anthropo-
Ir;tﬁan Purusha, the gljn;):e ?‘c Slzandinaﬁan pielosy, e Vedie
' after a tetrific battle (the Baby?:nialz ’?‘:aﬁ:t‘)lg?nc momtef_ conguered

+ In several of his books, Eliade uses the example of the Maori
ori,

olynesi i “
ynesian cosmogonic myth: “According to this myth, in the

Cf()gén-:];ni tliege were only the Waters and Darkness. fo, the Suprem
d, ::.‘”’lp rated the Waters by the power of thought and of his £0rdse
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and created the Sky and the Earth. He said: ‘Let the W?ters_ be
separated, let the Heavens be formed, lejt the earth be!l Th.ese
cosrﬁogonic words of Io’s, by virtue of which the World came mtq
existence, are creative words, charged with sacred power. Henc:,a me:m
utter them whenever there is something to do, to create. . ?o s
cosmogonic words, by which he created the World an.d broug}lt light
from darkness, are repeated by Polynesians during all kmd‘s of ntei.s and
activities requiring the creation of light from darkness: -1'mp1ant1ng a
child in a barren womb, curing bodily and mental illness, and
overcoming despair on the occasion of death or war.2 ' .

For Eliade, this “presents direct and incontrover?\?le testu_nonz--

concerning the function of the cosmogonic myth in tradl.tlonal socw.ty. :
This cosmogonic myth serves as the model for every.kmd of creatxoq-..
As multivalent, the central myth can be applied on different planes of ::.
reference and has the capacity to transform diverse, lfragme_nt_:eg-
experiences of despair into a meaningful, hopeful, creative, uru.fwd
mythic mode of existence. “An unsuccessful war c.an be ho‘molog1ze‘
with a sickness, with a dark, discouraged heart, with Ef §ter11e ?vomffn-, .:
with a poet’s lack of inspiration, as with any other critical exxstenltxal
situation in which man is driven to despair. And all these neig.atl.vt?,_:;-
desperate, apparently irremediable situations are reverse(.i by recitation
of the cosmogonic myth, especially by the words by which To broughﬁ:;ﬂ_-
forth the Universe and made light shine in the darkness. In‘ othe'r wo'rds,
the cosmogony is the exemplary model for every creative SltUB:thl"l:: ;
whatever man does is in some way a repetition of the pr'cemmenf.;,
‘deed’, the archetypal gesture of the Creator God, thc? Creation of thé: :
World.” Eliade adds that the Polynesian cosmogony is the. exemp'lary_;_"_ :
model for every kind of “doing” not only becaufse it is ic ideal modfil-'.
for every creation “‘but also because the Cosmos is a divine wc.)rk; hence_, |
it is sanctified even in its structure. By extension, whatf:ver’ls perfect.,_:l
“full’, harmonious, fertile—in short, whatever is ‘cosmicized’, wha.te\m":=
resembles a Cosmos—is sacred.”? .

Eliade writes of a lecture he gave at the Philosophers’ Congress.in

Geneva in 1966, in which he presented two cosmogonic rr{yths,.tife
Indonesian and:the Australian. He hopes that “the cosmogonic myth’s
role of exemplary model” was understood. Although he avoided trans:,
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lating “the lesson of archaic cosmogonic myths” into the language of
the philosophers, he states that it is “a matter, naturally, of ontophany,
for cosmogony means this: Being which comes into being. The birth,
the creation of the world is, above all, the appearance of Being, onto-
phany. This is why the cosmogonic myth is an exemplary model for all
types of creation—from the construction of a village or of a house, to
the celebration of a marriage or the conception of a child. It is always
a matier of a new creation of the world, that is, of a new epiphany of
Being.” Eliade concludes that this is *“a matter, obviously, of a ‘primi-
tive’ ontology, of a rudimentary metaphysics, if you will—because it
reveals the world as an exemplary model of all forms of reality,”?
Not only is there a great variety of cosmogonic myths, some pre-
sented in the relative simplicity and clarity of the Polynesian myth
- and others highly complex and ambi guous, but mythic peoples eval-
- uate the nature and significance of their own cosmogonic myths and
- their own sacred histories in radically different ways. An excellent
_illustration of the complexity and ambiguity of cosmogonic myths
~can be found in ‘Eliade’s lengthy investigation of “The Devil and
-@God: Prehistory of the Romanian Folk Cosmogony.”® Starting with
“a Romanian version, Eliade examines numerous variations of the
.myth of the cosmogonic dive which constitutes the only “folk” cos-
‘mogony of Southeastern Europe. The interpreter must attempt to
_"rinake sense of dualistic versions in which God, deciding to create the
.Earth, sends his adversary, Satan, to the bottom of the primordial
_waters to bring back to the surface some of the seed of Earth. As cos-
Jmogonic diver, Satan subverts God’s instructions, finally surfaces
)'.With a little mud under his fingernails, and even attempts to drown
God. All of these events are essential for the creation of the Earth and
the subsequent nature of the world and the human condition.
' Different evaluations of the nature and significance of cosmogo-
nic myths are ilustrated by how the Ngaju Dayak of Borneo and
other mythic peoples express their deepest nostal gia for reintegration
- with the primordial totality that existed before the creation of the
world. Their cosmogonic myth is necessary for breaking up the
© primeval plenitude and unity and establishing the exemplary sacred
history that gives meaning to life in this world. But their major long-

“
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ing is to be reintegrated with the original perfection,‘ the precosmic
unhistorical primordiality.®® Many of Eliade’s favorite myths and

symbolisms—as expressed in the coincidentia oppositorum, the -

Symplegades, certain contradictory and extremely paradoxical rites

of passage and initiations, and certain forms of mysticism—have -the; :
goal of abolishing and transcending the dualisms and other manifes-
tations of creation and becoming unified or one with pPrecosmic:or -

acosmic absolute reality. .

Eliade admits that not all myths of the creation of the world look
like 2 cosmogonic myth as found in the Polynesian example, the -
Visnu and other Hindu creation myths, the Akkadian (Mesopotamnian)..
Enuma Elish, and the Hebraic narrative in Genesis. But Eliade claims
that even in traditions where there is not such a cosmogonic myth,.:
there is always some central myth that describes a primordial history
that has a beginning, always mythical events that account for how and:
why the world began and became what it is today.

There are relatively few cosmogonic myths compared with the:
huge number of mythical portrayals of the bringing into existence.of::
other creations: the origins of human beings, different animal species’-;f‘"
plants and trees and mountains, hunting and agriculture, birth. and .

death, social relations and institutions, the prestige of religious sp.e%_
cialists, rites of initiation and all kinds of other significant activities,

Eliade often presents such myths of the origins as constituting saqud '
histories and providing paradigmatic models for anything viewed a§

significant and meaningful in the life world of mythic believers.
Typically, in a hierarchical structural manner, Fliade relates the large
number of origin myths to the primacy of the cosmogonic myth: .

Every mythical account of the origin of anything presupposes and.

continues the cosmogony. From the structural point of view, origin: .

myths"can be homologized with the cosmogenic myth. The creation of -~

the World being the pre-eminent instance of creation, the cosmogony.. - :

becomes the exemplary model for “creation” of every kind. This does., '
no$ mean that the origin myth imitates or copies the cosmogonic .,
model, for no concerted and systematized reflection is involved. B
every new appearance—an animal, a plant, an institution—implies thc,_:_ i
existence of a World. Even when it is a matter of explaining how, start- -

. arises from the fact that the patient is made contem
- Creation of the World and “is

- life; he is penetrated by the gigantic forces that, in illo tempore, made
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ing from a different state of things, the present situation was reached
(for example, how the Sky was separated from the Earth, or how man
became mortal), the “World” was already there, even though its struc-
ture was different, though it was not yet our world. Every origin myth
na.rrato?s and justifies a “rew situation”—new in the sense that it ()L;id
not exist from ithe beginning of the World, Origin myths continue and

complete the cosmogonic myth;
yth; they tell how the world
made ricker or poorer.!! s chenge

Ehadt? afttempﬁs to substantiate his interpretation by citing a vari-
ety of origin myths employed in healing rituals. In the healing rit al
of the_trlbal Bhils of India, a mandala, which is primaril ang' 3
mundi representing the Cosmos in miniature and the gnth::)n e
dra}vn by the religious specialist or “magician” by the bel:)dside 0;111]15
patient. .The construction of the mandala is equivalent to a magi aj
re-creation of the world. The therapeutic value of this rityal operfti(;n

: : porary with the
Immersed in the primordial fullness of

: illle Creation lpo.ssible.” Eliade provides other illustrations of the
0S¢ connection among the cosmogonic myth, myths of the origin of

E' ; F;ckness and..its cure, and rituals of healing among the Navahos, the
1 etan Nakhi, the Assyrians, and other mythic peoples. “As,the
‘¢xemplary model for all ‘creation’

, the cosmogonic myth can help

the patient to make a ‘new beginning’ of his life. The return 10 ori-

- .&ins gives the hope of rebirth. Now, all the medical rituals we have

been exa{nming aim at a return to origins, We get the impression that
”:fo_r archaic societies life cannot be repaired, it can only be re-creat-
ei,si a zeturn' to sources. And the ‘source of sources’ is thé prodi-
(gjl_‘eati(c:illl (ljjg)uthr;n_\g?v (c:;fl ;r,lgggy, life, and fecundity that occurred at the
g Ehac}:a 'surmnarizes the relations between cosmogonic and origin
fyths: “First and most important is the fact that the origin myth fg

q_u_el.ltly begins with a sketch of the cosmogony: the myth brief?( sure-
marizes the essential moments of the Creation of the World anjél thr:-
gfzcs on to relate the genealogy of the royal famin or the history of thn
Frlbe or the history of the origin of sicknesses and remedies,yand sz
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on. In all these cases the origin myths continue and complete the
cosmogonic myth.” Origin myths are dependent on the cosmogonic
myth because of the relation of “beginnings,” with the absolute “begin-
ning” being the Creation of the World. “It is not enough to know the
‘origin’, it is necessary to re-establish the moment when such-and-such

a thing was created. This finds expression in ‘going back’ until the

original, strong, sacred Time is recovered.” And “recovering the
primg)rdial Time, which alone can ensure the complete renewal of the
Cosmos, of life, and of society, is brought about primarily by re-establ-

ishing the ‘absolute beginning’, that is, the Creation of the World.” In

short, cosmogonies “serve as the model for all kinds of ‘creations.””

MYTHS OF ORIGINS _
The relation of origin myths to the cosmogonic myth is usually not s6 ..
simple as has just been presented. Eliade acknowledges that many

mythic cultures, including some with clear cosmogonic myths, acma_llf' N

show little interest in the cosmogony. This is clear {from his numerous -
studies of the phenomenon of the deus ofiosus in which the Creator
God withdraws, becomes passive, and is devalued and even forgottén
by the mythic believers. For example, what interests the Aranda’of
Central Australia and many other mythic peoples is what occutred in

mythic time and history after the “original” creation, The later creations .

by mythical ancestors, heroes, and other supernatural beings constitute
sacred histories that have more of an existential primordiality and
relevance. Such sacred bistories provide paradigmatic models “thiat
relate directly to the desires, needs, crises, rites, and activities of the

lived wotld of homeo religiosus. What the mythical ancestors did -

constitutes a cosmogony, although not a cosmogony properly speaking
in the strict sense of the original creation of the world. Instead, one has
the sense of later mythic creations that brought into existence worlds
that look more like the worlds in which the mythic believers live, In
such cases, believers are concerned with the recovery, through 'the
exemplary models and their periodic reenaciments, of what occurred in
the sacred histories after creation,> T
This same eneral mythic structure—in which the original cosmo-
gonic myth becomes devalued or forgotten and more existentially

~dre manifested and created. Archaic

- whobecome dei ofiosi,

mythical Ancestors is creative:
survives in the rites by which
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;elel\‘rant rilyths focus on what occurred after the creation of the world
bzfﬂ;? ; Is‘odm sacred histories that account for the origin of human
- Bhiade sums up his examination of jori
: the majorit imiti
myths relative to the creation of the human being'J S

myth presents the creation (
myt} or the appearance: i
b o ppearance: in a su

“Everywhere, the
bterranean regi
ete,). i ; gion
first, immmort 1) c;;fa Prlmor.d{al man, more or iess perfect (that is a;
situa’tio fhfl ) ‘ut thg origin of man does not explain the curr,ent
B i 2 Idumamty. Man becomes mortal, sexed, in conflict with the
rld, condemned 1o work, ete.—following an event or a series

- .of events that took i i
. of place in the myth
iy, ook Place i ythical epoch. That means that for

only the work of God Christian tradition, man as he is now is not
od, but also the result of certain events that

-+ constitute a history (‘mythical’, to be sure, but history all the same).”35

In thi . .
tivesnbtl:m regxd, Eliade emphasizes “distinctions made by the primi
etween the two sorts of primordiali ] |
: 1y: the ] i
by the Supreme Being (who is often tr Finto oy apted

: ansformed into d ]
100 Supreme ‘ : : 0 deus otiosus) and
p dial in which the mythical ancestors or other inferior beings

, ‘ sted . man (not only he) is int
: ;ip;cxalil}; in this second primordium: what took piace then ma.l‘kf::?lti:li
protoundly; he is the result of the i
1 . events of this mythical period.”
Already in archaic mythi e thos foo
g ythic culture, the mythi i
kg aohaic | L ythic believer thus feels
‘ ythical history, and tends to f;
ontophanies, the creative mani i e Supros Geot
: ) anif;
rtenl bolas o estations of the supreme Gods which
. S . - 1 .
facu:x:: ;f} ;:n:,) most énte;resung mythic illustrations of the primary
0f ceurred after the cosmogon i i
. Yy can be se ’
tr;ft?:nen? of myths of “the murdered divinity,” e ospect
chg;actenstic of myths of the palaeo- :
detailed illustration is from A. E. Je

New Guinean myth of Hainuwele a

' a genre especially
cultivators of tubers. Eliade’s most
nsen’s interpretation of the famous

G nd the d. iviniti i
describing the specific myths of g divimiton gy ot

, the murdered diviniti
. : . : inities, we ma
ply mention a few of their major features. Unlike the Creator Godjsf

vdlsappear, and leave a gap to be filled by other
iolent death of these divinities at the hands of
“Murdered in ilio tempore, the divinity
the murder is periodically re-enacted; or,

mythical figures, the v
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in other cases, he survives primarily in the living .forms (animals,
plants) that sprang from his body.” The murder of these divinities is not
cosmogonic, since they appeared on earth after the creation of the
world. These divinities were then murdered after a very limited
existence in mythic time, and their violent tragic death became creative
and was essential for constituting the human world and the human

condition.¥’

These origin myths account for the human condition, plants and -
animals, death, puberty initiations, blood sacrifices, and other
significant aspects of the mythic culture. What is “sgsential” is fixed

not at the cosmogony but at a later moment in the sacred history: “A:
mythic Time is still involved, but it is no longer the ‘first” Time, what

we may call the ‘cosmogonic’ Time. The ‘essential’ is no longer bound -

up with an ontology (how the World—the real—came into being) but.
with a History. It is a History at once divine and human, for it is the:

result of a drama acted out by the Ancestors of men and by

Supernatural Beings different in type from the all-powerful, immortal
Creator Gods.” These divinities “die,” but they survive in their
creations. Their “death at the hands of the mythical Ancestors changed
not only their mode of being but the mode of being of mankind. From

the time of the primordial murder an indissoluble relation arose

between Divine Beings of the dema type and men.”3®

Stating that these are “the first pathetic and tragic myths,” later

followed by other pathetic and violent mythologies of the ancient:Near

East, Eliade makes the striking claim that “the celestial Supreme-B‘efi'ﬁg _

and Creator recovers his religious activity only in certain pastoral.cul-
tares (especially among the Turco-Mongols) and in the monotheism of

Moses, in the reform of Zarathustra, and in Islam.” “What must be
stressed is the fact that the great mythologies of Euro-Asiatic-poly-

theism, which correspond to the first historical civilizations, are

increasingly concerned with what happened after the Creation:of,the .

Earth, and even after the creation (or the appearance) of man. “The .
accent is now on what happened to the Gods and no longer on‘what’

they created.”®

We have presented a few of the numerous passages from..Eliadé_g tha

emphasize the primary mythic focus on origins, but not on the primacy

- ontological status, structure, and function not

- Canon in which he shows littl

warns that such metaphysical and theologica

' ongm of the world are a waste of time and
.- cation.”

- his.theory of the structural an

“mythic focus on the cos
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of th i i
o thc;efﬁlon .of the world. This can easily lead to the criticisms raised
o oer eorists of .myth that Eliade overemphasizes the paramount
et ; (éosm'ogonlc myth as the exemplary model for all significant
reations; that he has granted to the cosmogonic myth an

Justified by the totality of
for example, about the fundamental,
t.h'a Gautama, the Buddha, in the Pali
¢ Interest in cosmogonies. Indeed, he
I speculations about the

tend not toward edifi
iy ' ard edifi-
ne may also question whether the Indian and Gnostic

the mythic data. One wonders,
axiomatic teachings of Siddhar

g T
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in eschatological myths. Eschatologies, in their essential structures, can

be understood as cosmogonies of the future.
In New Year and other cosmogonic and origin mythic-ritual

scenarios, there is the idea that the sacred “beginning” can be recovered
only through the destruction or end of the old, worn out, degenerate;

corrupt world:

In propottion as the cosmic cycle became longer, the idea of the .
perfection of the beginnings tended to imply a complementary idea: ..«
that, for something genuinely new to begin, the vestiges and ruins of ...~
the old cycle must be completely destroyed. In other words, to obtain
an absolute beginning, the end of a World must be total, Eschatology
is only the prefiguration of a cosmogony to come. But every eschatol-
ogy insists on this fact: the New Creation cannot take place before
this world is abolished once and for all. There is no question of -
regenerating what has degenerated; nothing will serve but to destroy” ;
the old world so that it can be re-created in fofo. The obsession. with..
the bliss of the beginnings demands the destruction of all that has
existed—and hence has degenerated—since the beginning of thes
World; there is no other way to restore the initial pﬁr'ft:ct:ion.‘m

Eliade attempts to substantiate this thesis through his interpretation- .
of many myths of the End of the World. The end occurred in the mythic =
past or will occur in the mythic future.#! In his general interpretation of
archaic myths, there is the repetitious, cyclical structure of-mythical
beginnings followed by ends that are then followed by the r_enew}ii of
new beginnings. This is usually seen as homologized and integrated
with the “natural,” cosmic cycles of the seasons, the lunar rhyth_zr,Ls,; and:
vegelation. In addition, archaic cultures have myths of the End of the
World—not of a “natural end” of the World but of a catastrophe
brought on by divine beings. Such catastrophes are most prevalent in
flood myths, but there are many other archaic myths portraying, cosmic

cataclysms destroying the world and almost all of humanki:id. In
archaic cultures, myths describing the End of the World in the. past are
much more prevalent than those describing some future end. In.all:
cases, the end of the old degraded world, the return to some. pr:iI_ri‘é‘r'dial

. that the

- same Cosmos that God crea

_ ted at the beginnin i
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special status among certain mythic cultures .bccausc .returlning to 'the
strong time of the creation of the sacred plant is efficacious in allowing
for the curing of disease and renewal of life. An end of the world myth
has special prestige in a particular eschatology because such "il complfate
destruction is necessary for the total renewal of a new cosmic creation
including the spiritual renewal of human beings. .
The theme of renewal is central to Eliade’s critique of mode'rmt.y.
As will be seen in chapter 11, he claims that Western, secular‘hfe, in
consciously denying the mythic and the sacred, is in a state of profo.und
crisis, unable to cope with its experiences of meaninglessness, anx1§ty,
death, and “the terror of history.” At the same time, modern hurhan

beings have the possibility for dealing with their existential cris_es and
for experiencing a cultural renewal if they open up to and revalorize thc.- -
essential symbols and myths of the sacred that allow for the .

constitution of meaningful, significant, coherent life worlds.

In his analysis of hierophanies and the dialectic of tht? sacred, thei':
structures of religious symbolism, the structure and function of myth,

and the theme of mythical renewal, Eliade has presente'sd s?m'e strong.
judgments involved in the mythic view of histor)t. In Ehgdc 5 mtc?r_pre:
tation, the mythic person views homogeneous, u*reva:rmble, ordmary.,_
profane time and history as without significant meaning. B.y.c011tra;t,
the sacred time and history of myth and religion ate s1gmflcant. apd
meaningful. What is ordinarily part of profane tim.e and hlstory..j..cz.;;n
become part of a coherent, significant world of meaning only when it.is

experienced through superhuman, exemplary, transcendent, mythic a.nd

other sacred structures. . )
Such strong judgments have proven controversial, The next--chapz_,er
will explore Eliade’s attitudes toward and interpretations of time and

history, especially in relation to his theory of myth, as well as criﬁci§ms :

of his treatment of the historical dimension of myth,

NOTES

1. For example, Eliade writes in his preface to the English edition of The .

Forbidden Forest, 1 said to myself that my spiritual e.quil‘ibrium, the cgndmm
indispensable.to any. creativity, is assured by this oscillation between researc
of a scientific nature and literary imagination” (p. vi). ;

Aon,
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2. Journal I, p. 150. Eliade continues with the. observation that
“psychologizers,” “realists,” and other commentators and analyzers have
ignored the “metaphysical dignity” and theclogy “revealed by narration as
such.” Eliade writes; “I maintain, as on so many other occasions, the
‘irreplaceability” of the narrative novel, the so-called novel-novel, which fills
the place of myths for the modern world” (p. 145).

3. Journal 3, pp. 278, 283-84.

4. “Preface,” The Forbidden Forest, pp. vii-viii.

5. “Cosmogonic Myth and “Sacred History®,” Quest, pp. 74-75. This
chapter in Quest was first published in Religious Studies 2 (1967): 171-83.

6. Quest, pp. 72-73. '

7. Tbid., p. 73.

8. Myth and Reality, pp. 8-12.

9. Sacred Narrative: Readings in the Theory of Myth, ed. Alan Dundes
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984).

10. William Bascom, “The Forms of Folklore: Prose Narratives,” in

- Sacred Narratives, pp. 5-29; Lauri Honko, “The Problem of Defining Myth,” in
- Sacred Narrative, pp. 41-52; G. S. Kirk, “On Defining Myth,” in Sazcred

Narratives, pp. 53-61.

11. Myth and Reality, pp. 5-6.

12, Ibid,, p. 139, ’

13. Of course, Jean-Paul Sartre and other existent
with Eliade’s interpretition that for traditional, religious, mythic persons
“‘essence precedes existence.” Their disagreement arises from diametrically
opposed evaluations. For the secular existentialists, the traditional, essentialized
metaphysical and religious views are illusory and express human self-aliena-

inauthentic existence, and escapes from reality. Sartre’s most famous
formulation of existence precedes essence appeared in a 1945 lecture which
was published the next year as L’Existentialisme est un humanisme and
Existentialism and Humanism. This lecture has been reproduced in numerous
anthologies and edited texis. See, for example, Jean-Paul Sartre, Existentialism,
iranis. Bemnard Frechtman (New York: The Philosophical Library, 1947), Pp-
14-38, :
© - 14. Myth and Reality, pp. 92-93. In The Myth of the Eternal Return, Eliade
writes: “We must add that, for the traditional societies, all the important acts of
life. were revealed ab origine by the gods or heroes. Men only repeat these
exemplary and paradigmatic gestures e infinitum” (p. 32).

.'15, No Souvenirs, p. 208. :
16, See, for example, Patterns, p. 426, for Eliade’s analysis of myth as an

ialists would fully agree

- autonomous act of creation and revelation.

- 7. Myth and Reality, pp. 18-19.
- 18.Tbid., p. 19,
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19. Patterns, p. 410. In Myth and Reality, Eliade asserts that “the foremost
function of myth is to reveal the exemplary models for all human rites and all
significant human activities—diet or marriage, work or education, art or
wisdom.” (p. B).

20, Myth and Reality, pp. 144-45. The Myth of the Eternal Return contains
many illustrations of the claim that the primary function of myth is to reveal
the exemplary models for all rituals and all significant human activities,

21. In a similar way, § was not prepared for major mythic responses I
encountered in Sri Lanka in 1985-1986. Sinhala Buddhist myths such as stories
of the Buddha coming to Sri Lanka as a congueror and mythical incidents in the
Sri Lankan Chronicles were presented as historical fact, were used to legitimate
the killing of Tamil Hindus in the civil war, and often seemed to contradict
what 1 had always accepted as the basic teachings of the Buddha. The Sinhala
Buddhist mythic constructions, identifying langnage with race with nationality
with religion, made historical claims but seemed insulated from historical,
archaeological, and scientific counterevidence presented by modern scholars. In
my chapter in Religion and Political Conflict in South Asia, 1 analyzed the
nature, meaning, and significance of such Buddhist mythic consiructions and
their complex and often contradictory relation to history. See Douglas Allen,

“Religious-Political Conflict in Sri Lanka: Philosophical Considerations,” in
Religion and Political Conflict in South Asta: India Pakistan, and Sri Lanka,
ed. Douglas Allen (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Publishers, 1992; New Delhi:
Oxford University Press, 1993), pp. 181-203. For an excellent study of complex
mythic-historical relations, see Gananath Obeyesekere, “Dutthagamani and the-
Buddhist Conscience,” in Religion and Political Conflict in South Asia, pp.
135-60. ,

22, Myth and Reality, p. 19. .

23, Patterns, pp. 392-93. “This contemporaneity with the great moments

of myth is an indispensable condition for any form of magico-religious -

efficaciousness” (p. 393).
24, Quest, p. 75. .

25. Mircea Eliade, From Primitives to Zen: A Thematic Sourcebook of &m‘ -
History of Religions (New York: Harper and Row, 1967), p. 83. (The one~

volume paperback edition was published in 1977 as From Primitives to Zen and
later as Essential Sacred Writings From Around the World.) :

26. Myth and Reality, pp. 30-31. For this Polynesian cosmogonic account,
Eliade cites E. $. C. Handy, Polynesian Religion (Honolulu: Bernice P. Bishop
Museum Bulletin 34, 1927), pp. 10-11. A more complete version of To and the
Maori cosmogony appears in From Primitives to Zen, pp. 86-87, in which
Eliade uses Hare Hongi, “A Maori Cosmogony,” Journal of the Polynesidgn
Society 16 (1907): 113-14. Sec also From Primitives to Zen, pp. 14-15, Eternal
Return, pp. $2-83, Sacred and Profane, p. 82, and Patterns, p. 410.
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27. Myth and Reality, pp. 31-33,
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"Ti * in Sacred and Profane, pp. 68-
. . 2, “Sacred Time and Myths,” in 'F .
113; Mme mw mﬁm—wﬁma Time and the Myth of Eternat Renewal,” in Patterns, pp

388-409.

CHAPTER. 8

Eliade’s Antihistorical Attitudes

Central to Eliade’s interpretation of myth is his interpretation of his-
tory. Mythic history is sacred history and is distinguished from pro-
fane, temporal, irreversible history. Chapters 8 and 9 on “myth and
history” could just as casily be entitled “myth, time, and history.”
Eliade often uses “history,” “time,” “historicity,” and “temporality,”
interchangeably. His interpretation of the sacred mythic view of pro-
fane history emphasizes its reaction to the view of humans as limit-
ed, conditioned, temporal beings.!

We have already seen many formulations of Eliade’s interpretations
of myth, time, and history. For example, Eliade analyzes the sacred-
profane relation and the dialectic of the sacred as disclosing universal
structures in terms of which a natural, temporal, historical phenome-
non is transformed and burst open to reveal supernatural, eternal,
trans-historical dimensions of reality. He analyzes the structure and
function of myth, the primacy of the cosmogonic myth, and the impor-
tance of origins as ways that mythic peoples renew their lives and the
world by abolishing limiting conditions of profane time and history.

Chapters 8 and 9 present different aspects of Eliade’s approach to
myth, time, and history. In the present chapter, I examine his person-
al attitudes toward history and historical time, dividing the presenta-

- tion into two parts, First, Fliade’s autobiographical reflections are
. presented: antihistorical expressions about his own life; his own expe-
_ Tiences, fears, goals, and attitudes toward myth, history, and histori-
. cal time, Second, Eliade’s personal scholarly interpretations are con-
- sidered: his interpretation of the antihistorical atiitudes of mythic per-

sons toward myth, time, and history. Finally, I examine interpretations






