RELI 2732 - Lecture 3 - Primal Religions + Death in the Ancient World
September 19th

(cont.)

Warao - "Boat People"

-located in South America (Guyana, Venezuela)

-Warao perspective of the universe (*see cuLearn for image):


-earth is a flat disc floating on universe water. Sky is a bell shaped tent on 
the axis of the earth


-the world axis represents the pathways in which human beings can 
connect - the axis is made of tobacco smoke


-at the base of the world axis under the ocean is the "snake of being", a 4 
headed snake with antlers on each head


-Gods of the various cardinal directions live in the mountains - sometimes 
called grandfathers or grandmothers


-deities of the world of light and darkness - must maintain equilibrium with 
human life and the needs of the spirits/deities that share the world

-survival for humans and deities depend on mutual benefit:



-sometimes things are beneficial for one but not the other



-Gods need to be nourished by humans in order for the Gods to 


protect them. Humans need to be protected by the Gods



-God of the underworld requires human sacrifice - not beneficial to 


humans



-the shaman travels the pathways to communicate

Three kinds of Shaman

Priest Shaman - performs rituals relating to the Gods/grandfathers

Light Shaman - related with fertility (of the soil in particular); Gods of light are situated in the East

Dark Shaman - tends to the Gods of the underworld; situated in the West

-each have a patron God among the grandfathers


-afterlife is only guaranteed to shamans and those who are the best of 
their (ritualized) profession  (ie. canoe makers, basket weavers)

-ordinary people and children are food for the spirits of the underworld

-the underworld was originally connected to the world of humans by a cord/artery


-would nourish the spirits of the underworld by draining blood into the 
artery -not designed to kill 

-in an act of human jealousy the duct was severed 

-the magic arrows of the dark shaman kill people to nourish the spirits of the underworld

-dark shamans of one community will leave to capture people - they capture those outside of their community

-nobody is safe from the magic arrows of the dark shamans

Why does this have to happen?

-unimaginable not to have dark shamans

-everyone would die - gods included

-the people rely on protection from the Gods and in order for the Gods to protect them they must provide offerings

-the system would collapse if people were not to die

-one person's life is relatively insignificant in the grand scheme of things - serves the greater good of the community

-in order for life to continue, death must have a place

-Waba is the corpse 

-Wa is canoe. A coffin representing the womb of the goddess of the forest - the dead is placed in this womb of life

-explanations for death 


-death is absolute - no afterlife


-death as sacrifice


-death as nourishment

-death is never irrational or meaningless

Death in the Ancient World

-Prehistoric Period

1. Neanderthal - old stone age 

-left food and tools in graves. They would need them where ever they are headed

-laid flowers on the graves. Evident from traces of pollen

2. Cro-Magnon - middle stone age

- burial sites were in grottos, under slabs of stone 

-buried with jewellery, food, weapons and tools

-bones were dyed red

3. Neolithic - new stone age

-this age marked the beginning of agriculture and domestication of animals and was reflected in their rituals

-animal sacrifice, offerings of grains and cereals
-buried under boulders, in caves, in tombs

-cave paintings: bearded human-like figure with antlers and a tail is an early depiction of a shaman performing a ritual for a good hunt (perhaps)

(dates on cuLearn handout)

-the beginning of agriculture marked a different way people spent their time - religion was previously associated strongly with the hunt because it was the way of survival - dynamic relationship between human and animal where they would negotiate - animals must agree to become food. 

-people must now rely on factors that they could not control - fertile soil, rain, sun

-they worship mother earth and have harvest festivals - offerings of their crops to her

-the land supports many farmers and thus people became stationary - organized societies began to develop

-creation of large political units along river valleys - Mesopotamia and the Nile delta

-these are where great empires sparked

Common Institution 

-A divine king: ruler part of the divine order, represented his people to the Gods

-Polytheism: belief in many Gods, tribes amalgamating and contributing their God(s)

Egypt

-in 3000 BCE lower and upper Egypt were amalgamated by Pharaoh, an incarnation of the hawk-headed sun God Horus

-known as son of Ra - humanized God of Sun

-Gods in ancient Egypt are almost all part animal part human 


-Anubis: Jackal headed God, guide of the dead


-Thoth: Ibis headed God of wisdom 


-Sekhmet: lion headed Goddess of war

-the rising sun was a scarab/dung beetle that traversed the underworld at night and the sky by day 

An Egyptian Creation Story (*see cuLearn powerpoint for diagram - slide 12)

The story of Osiris

-Osiris is married to his sisters Nepthys and Isis

-His jealous brother Seth kills him by trapping him in a chest

-Isis finds the chest but Seth cuts him into pieces and scatters the pieces

-Isis and Nepthys recover the dismembered pieces except for the phallus (penis) which is eaten by a fish and remained to ensure fertility to Egypt by the Nile
-they reassemble Osiris with strands of cloth and he is brought back to life

-Horus was born to Osiris and Isis and kills his uncle Seth

-Osiris is the God of the underworld and judges the dead

-Serves as the original myth for mummification - Osiris was the first mummy

Identity in Egypt (*see cuLearn)

additional notes

- 2. immaterial souls 

a) Ka soul - Spirit double of the person, statue of the deceased was 
placed in the tomb for the Ka to sit, offerings were placed for the Ka soul


b) Ba soul - depicted as a human headed bird, leaves in dream state, 
travels from the body in the tomb, animating aspect of the person in the 
next world

3. Name of person: how they are remembered, associated with personality

4. Shadow/shade: followed by the person after death, ghostly aspect of the person associated with the tomb

-none of these aspects were abandoned in the event of death - the body was the home of the souls and was to be maintained for all eternity 

-everything from this life was present in death

-cremation was the worst thing you could do - rendered the person completely non-existent. Reserved for the evil

Resurrection

-no cataclysmic end time: each person faced the judgement of Osiris

Historical periods in Ancient Egyptian history (*see cuLearn)

additional notes

-in the old kingdom only nobility and rulers had the opportunity for life after death 

-Three Destinations:

1. Astral - live with the Gods of the stars of the Northern (unchanging) sky

2. Solar - live with the sun Gods

3. Live in the underworld with Osiris

-in the middle kingdom, anybody who could afford to be prepared for the afterlife with mummification, spells, a tomb etc could have life after death

-Osiris was the God that the dead hoped to dwell with 

-In the new kingdom, life after death with Osiris was the most prevalent 

-in the resurrection of Osiris, they saw that they may be resurrected as Osiris was as well 

-death rituals mimicked that of Osiris' transformation

-highly ritualized process associated with the Jackal headed God Anubis - the embalming priests wore Jackal headed masks

-the opening of the mouth was the most important ritual to be performed - final act in restoring life to the dead body

