
























































































































































































































































































































































172 Images and Symbols 

Undoubtedly. And yet it must not be lost sight of, that 
Christianity entered into History in order to abolish it : the 
greatest hope of the Christian is the second coming of Christ, 
which is to put an end to all History. From a certain point of view, 
for every Christian individually, this end, and the eternity to 
follow it-the paradise regained-may be attained from this 
moment. The time to come annotmced by the Christ is already acces­
sible, and for him who has regained it, history ceases to be. The 
transformation of Time into Eternity commenced with the ftrst 
believers. But this paradoxical transformation of Time into 
Eternity is not the exclusive property of Christianity. We have 
met with the same conception and the same symbolism in India 
(see p. 81 above). Ksana corresponds to kairos ; the one like the 
other may become the "favourable moment" through which one 
passes out of time and rejoins eternity . . .  The Christian is, in the 
fin.a.l reckoning, required to become the contemporary of the 
Christ : and this implies a concrete existence in history, as well as 
contemporaneity with the preaching, the agony and the resur­
rection of the Christ. 

S Y M B O L S  A N D  C U L T U R E S  

The history of a symbolism is a fascinating study, and one that is 
also fully justified, since it is the best introduction to what is 
called the philosophy of culture. Images, archetypes and symbols 
are variously lived and valued; and the product of these multiple 
realisations of them is largely constitutive of the different "cul­
tural styles" of life. At Ceram, an island in the Molucca Sea, as at 

me, indeed, that the authenticity of an existence cannot be limited to the con­
sciousness of its own historicity; one cannot regard as "evasive" or "unau­
thentic", the fundamental experiences of love, anxiety, joy, mdancholy, etc. 
Each of these makes use of a temporal rhythm proper to itself, and all combine 
to constitute what might be called the integral man, who neither denies himsdf 
to his historic moment, nor consents to be identified with it. 
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Eleusis, we again hear of the mythical adventures of a primordial 
yoWlg woman-of Hainuwele, as of Kore Persephone.14 From 
the structural point of view, their myths show resemblances­
and yet, what a difference between the Greek and the Ceramian 
cultures ! The morphology of culture, the philosophy of styles, 
will be chiefly concemcd with the particular forms taken on by 
the image of the YoWlg Woman in Greece and in the Moluccan 
Isles respectively. But although, regarded as historical formations, 
these cultures are no longer interchangeable, being already fixed 
in their own styles, they are still comparable upon the plane of 
imagery and symbolism. It is just this perennial and universal 
quality of the archetypes which "saves" cultures in the last resort, 
and renders possible a philosophy of culture that is more than a 
morphology or history of styles. All culture is a "fall" into 
history, and is, by the same token, limited. Let no one be misled 
by the incomparable beauty, nobility and perfection of Greek 
culture ; even this does not make it universally valid as a historical 
phenomenotl. Try, for instance, to reveal the Greek culture to an 
Mrican or to an Indonesian: it is not the admirable Greek "style" 
that d1ey will understand ; it is the Images that the African or 
Indonesian will rediscover in classical statuary or literature. 
"What is, for an Occidental, beautiful and true in the historic manifest­
ation of antique culture has no value for an Oceanian; for any 
culture is limited by its manifestation in the structures and styles 
conditioned by history. But the Images which precede and inform 
cultures remain eternally alive and universally accessible. A 
European will find it difficult to admit that the broadly humanist 
spiritual value and the profoWld meaning of such a Greek master­
piece as the Venus of Milo, for instance, does not reside-for 
threc-q uarters of the human race-in the formal perfection of that 
statue but in the image of Woman which it conveys. Nevertheless, 
if we do not manage to grasp that simple matter of fact, there is no 
hope o f  entering into any useful dialogue with a non-European. 
u See Ad. E. Jensen, Hainu1vele. Volkserzahlungen VO!J Jer Molukken-Insel 

Ceram, Frankfurt-a-Mein, 1939; id., Die Drei Strome, Leipzig, 1948, pp. '-77 £f. 
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After all, it is the presence of the images and symbols that 
keeps the cultures "open" : starting from no matter what culture, 
the Australian no less than the Athenian, the "limit-situations" of 
man are fully revealed, owing to the symbols that sustain those 
cultures. If we neglect this unique spiritual foWldation of the 
various cultural styles, the philosophy of culture will he con­
demned to remain no more than a morphological and historical 
study, without any validity for the human condition as such. If 
the Images were not at the same time an "opening-out" into the 
transcendent, one would ultimately become suffocated in any 
culture, however great and admirable one might believe it to be. 
Starting from any stylistically and historically conditioned 
creation of the spirit one can regain the vision of the archetype : 
Kore Persephone, as well as Hainuwele, reveals to us the same 
pathetic, yet creative destiny of the YoWlg Woman. 

The Images provide "openings" into a trans-historical world. 
That is by no means their least value : thanks to them, the different 
"histories" can intercommunicate. Much has been said about the 
uni£cation of Europe by Christianity : and it is never better 
attested than when we see how Christianity co-ordinated the 
popular religious traditions. It was by means of Christian hagio­
graphy that the loca1 cults-from Thrace to Scandinavia and from 
the Tagus to the Dnieper-were brought Wlder a "common 
denominator." By the fact of their Christianisation, the gods and 
the sacred places of the whole of Europe not only received com­
mon names but rediscovered, in a sense, their own archetypes and 
therefore their universal valencies : a foWltain in Gaul, regarded as 
sacred ever since prehistoric times, but sanctified by the presence 
of a divine local or regional figure, became sacred for Christianity 
as a whole after its consecration to the Virgin Mary. All the slayers 
of dragons were assimilated to Saint George or to some other 
Christian hero ; all the Gods of the storm to holy Elijah. From 
having been regional and provincial, the popular mythology 
became ecumenical. It is, above all, through the creation of a new 
mythological language common to all the populations who re-
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mained attached to their soil-and therefore in the greater danger 
of becoming insulated in their own ancestral traditions-that the 
civilising mission of Christianity has been so remarkable. For, by 
Christianising the ancient European religious heritage, it not only 
purified the latter, but took up, into the new spiritual dispensation 
of mankind, all that deserved to be "saved" of the old practices, 
beliefs and hopes of pre-Christian man. Even today, in popular 
Christianity, there are rites and belie& surviving from the neo­
lithic : the boiled grain in honour of the dead, for instance (the 
coliva ofEastcrn and JEgean Europe) . The Chrisriarusation of the 
peasant levels of Europe was effected thanks above all to the 
Images : everywhere they were rediscovered, and had only to be 
revalorised, reintegrated and given new names. 

Let us not hope, however, for an analogous phenomenon to­
morrow, repeated upon the planetary scale. On the contrary, the 
reaction that will be provoked everywhere by the entry of the 
exotic peoples into history will be a heightening of the prestige 
of the autochthonous religions. As we have said, the West is now 
compelled to accept a dialogue with the other, the "exotic" or 
"primitive" cultures. It would be regrettable indeed if we entered 
upon this without having learnt anything from all the revelations 
vouchsafed to us by the study of symbolisms. 

R E M A R K S  U P O N  M E T H O D  

One can see, after what has just been said, the sense in which we 
have now gone beyond the "confusionist" position of a Tylor or 
a Frazer, who, in their anthropological and ethnographical re­
searches, accumulated examples which had no geographical or 
historical contiguity, and would cite an Australian myth together 
with one from Siberia, Africa or North America, persuaded as 
they were that always and everywhere they were dealing with the 
same "uniform reaction of the human mind before the pheno­
mena of Nature". Compared with this position, so similar to that 
of a naturalist of the Darwinian epoch, the historico-cultural 
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school of Graebner-Schmidt and the other historicist schools 
represent an undeniable progress. It was important, however, not 
to let ourselves become fixed in the historico-cultural point of 
view, and to inquire whether, in addition to its own history, a 
symbol, a myth or a ritual, might not reveal something of the 
human condition regarded in its own right as a mode of existence 
in the universe. That is what I have tried to do here, and in several 
other recent publications.l5 

Tylor and Frazer, like good positivists, regarded the magico­
religious life of archaic humanity as a mass of childish "supersti­
tions", the product of ancestral fears or of "primitive" stupidity. 
But that value-judgment is in contradiction to the facts. The 
magico-religious behaviour of archaic humanity reveals an exist­
ential awakening of man's consciousness of the Cosmos and of 
himsel£ Here, where a Frazer could see nothing but "supersti­
tion", a metaphysic was already implicit, even though it was 
expressed by a pattern of symbols rather than by the interplay of 
concepts : a metaphysic-that is, a whole and coherent conception 
of Reality, not a series of instinctive gestures ruled by the same 
fundamental "reaction of the human animal in confrontation with 
Nature". Thus when, leaving on one side the "history" that 
divides them, we compare an Oceanian symbol with a symbol 
from Northern Asia, we think we are entitled to do so, not be­
cause both the one and the other are products of the same "in­
fantile mentality", but because the symbol in itself expresses an 
awakecing to the knowledge of a "limit-situation". 

Attempts have been made to explain the "origin" of symbols 
by sensory impressions, made directly upon the cerebral cortex, 
by the great cosmic rhythms (the path of the Sun, for instance). It 
is not our business to discuss that hypothesis. But the problem of 
"the origin" seems to us to be, in itself, a problem badly stated 
(see above, p. 119). Symbols cannot be reB.ections of cosmic 
rhythms as natural phenomena, for a symbol always reveals some­
:u; This problem will be fully discwsed in the second volume of my Patterns iu 
Comptlfative Religicn. 
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thing more than the aspect of cosmic life it is thought to represent. 
The solar symbolisms and myths, for example, reveal to one also 

" al" " vil" d "fi , f th s a noctum , e an unerary aspect o e un, some-
thing that is not at first evident in the solar phenomenon as such. 
This-in a sense negative-side, which is not perceived in the 
Sun as a cosmic phenomenon, is constitutive in the solar symbolism, 
which proves that the symbol arises, from the beginning, as a 
creation of the psyche. This becomes still more evident when we 
remember that the function of a symbol is precisely that of re­
vealing a whole reality, inaccessible to other means ofknowledge : 
the coincidence of opposites, for instance, which is so abundantly 
and simply expressed by symbols, is not given anywhere in the 
Cosmos, nor is it accessible to man's immediate experience, nor to 
discursive thinking. 

Let us beware, however, of supposing that symbolism refers 
only to "spiritual" realities. For to archaic thinking, such a 
separation between the "spiritual" and the "material" is without 
meaning : the two planes are complementary. The fact that a 
dwelling house is supposed to be at "the Centre of the World" 
does not make it any the less a convenience which answers to 
specific needs and is conditioned by the climate, the economic 
structure of society and the architectural tradition. Recently, the 
old quarrel has broken out again between the "symbolists" and 
the "realists" in reference to the religious architecture of ancient 
Egypt. But the two positions are only apparently irreconcilable : 
within the horizons of archaic mentality, taking account of 
"immediate realities" does not in the least mean that one is ignor­
ant or contemptuous of their symbolic implications, or vice versa. 
It must not be thought that the symbolical application annuls the 
concrete and specific value of an object or au operation. When 
the spade is called a phallus (as it happens to be in certain Austral­
asian languages) and when the sowing is likened to the sexual 
act (as it has been almost all over the world), it does not follow 
that the "primitive" agriculturist is ignorant of the specific 
pmpose of his labour or of the concrete, practical value of that 
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tool. The symbolism adds a new value to an object or an activity 
without any prejudice whatever to its own immediate value. In 
application to objects or actions, symbolism renders them 
"open" ; symbolic thinking "breaks open" the immediate reality 
without any minimising or undervaluing of it : in such a per­
spective this is not a closed Universe, no object exists for itself in 
isolation; everything is held together by a compact system of 
correspondences and likenesses.16 The man of the archaic societies 
becomes conscious of himself in an "open world" that is rich in 
meaning. It remains to be seen whether these "openings" are but 
so many means of evasion, or whether, on the contrary, they 
constitute the only possibility of attaining to the true reality of 
the world. 
18 Righdy to understand the transformation of the world by the symbol, one 
need only recall the dialectic ofhierophany: an object becomes sacred while rc­
ma.ioingjust the same as it is. (See above, p. 84.) 
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