
















































































































































160 Images and Symbols 

can say of an Image that it is awaitillg the fulfilment of its mean­
mg. 

Proceeding to an analysis of the baptismal Images, the Rev. 
Fr. Beirnaert recognises "a relation between the dogmatic state­
mcnts, the symbology of the Christian religion and the arche­
types activated by the natural symbols. How, moreover, could the 
candidatcs for baptism understand the symbolic images put before 
them if these did not respond to their obscure expectations?" 
(op. cit., p. 276). The author is not surprised that "many Catholics 
should have rediscovered the way of faith through such ex­
periences" (ibid.). Of course, continues Fr. Beirnaert, the ex­
perience of the archetypes does not encroach upon the experience 
of the faith: "People may meet together in a common recog­
nition of the relations of religious symbols to the psyche, and still 
class themselves as believers or as unbelievers. The faith, then, is 
something other than this recognition [ ... ] The act of faith brings 
about a division of the world of archetypal representations. 
Henceforth the serpent, the darkness, Satan, designate that which 

t one renounces. One recognises, as the only representations capable 
of mediating salvation, those that are put forward as such by the 

I historic community" (ibid. p. 277). 

ARCHETYPAL IMAGES AND CHRISTIAN SYMBOLISM 

Nevertheless, Fr. Beirnaert recognises that, even if the imagery 
and symbolism of the Christian sacraments do not direct the 
believer's mind "primarily to the myths and immant'nt arche­
types, but to the intervention of the divine Power in history, this 
new meaning must not lead us to deny the permanence of the 
ancient meaning. By its renewal of the great figures and symbolis­
ations of natural religion, Christianity has also renewed their 
vitality and their power in the depths of the psyche. The mythic 
and archetypal dimension remains none the less real for being 
henceforth subordinate to another. The Christian may well be a 
man who has ceased to look for his spiritual salvation in myths 
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and in experience of the immanent archetypes alone; he has not, 
for all that, abandoned all that the myths and symbolisms mean 
and do to the psychic man, to the microcosm [ •• . ] The adoption, f 
by Christ and the Church, of the great images of the sun, the 
moon, of wood, water, the sea and so forth, amounts to an 
evangelisation of the effective powers that they denote. ThS 
Incarnation must not be reduced to the taking-on of the flesh 
alone. God has intervened even in the collective unconscious, 
that it may be saved and fUlf11led. The Christ descended into hell. II 

- How, then, can this salvation reach into our unconsciousness 
without speaking its language and making use of its categories ?" 
(Beirnaert, 0p. cit., pp. 284-285.) 

This text provides some important elucidations of the relations 
between "immanent" symbols and faith. As we have seen, the 
problem of failh lies outside our present deliberations. One aspect 
of it, however, is of interest to us: the Christian faith is dependent 
on a historic revelation: it is the manifestation of God in Time 
which, in the eyes of a Christian, ensures the validity of the 
Images and the symbols. We have seen that the "immanent" and 
universal symbology of water was not abolished nor dismembered 
in consequence of the local and historical Judreo-Christian inter­
pretations of baptismal symbolism. To put it in a rather simplified 
way: history does not radically modify the structure of an 
"immanent" symbolism. History continually adds new meanings 
to it, but these do not destroy the structure of the symbol. We 
shall see, later on, what consequences follow from this for the 
philosophy of history and the morphology of culture: but for the 
moment, let us look at a few more examples. 

We have already discussed (pp. 44 ff.) the symbolism of the 
Tree of the W orId. Christianity has utilised, interpreted and 
amplified this symbol. The Cross, made of the wood of the tree of 
good and evil, appears in the place of this Cosmic Tree; the 
Christ himself is described as a Tree (by Origen). A homily of the 
pseudo-Chrysostom speaks of the Cross as a tree which "rises 
from the earth to the heavens. A plant immortal. it stands at the 

,.! .. !., ... l.J:f4,IJ.~i 
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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.15 

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 
himself. Here, where a Frazer could see no thin but "supersti­
tion", a metaphysic was already i~ "cit, even though it ~as 
~xpressea by a pattern of symbols rather than by the ~terplay of 
conce ts: a meta h sic-that is, a whole and coherent conception 

" t a series of instinctive _ estures ruled by the same 
fundamental "reaction of the human animal in confrontation with 

.~". Thus when, leaving on one side the "history" th;t 
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 
awakening 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. I 19). Symbols cannot be reflections of cosmic 
1 rhythms as natural phenomena, for a symbol always reveals some-

15 This problem will be fully discussed in the second volume of my Patterns ill 
Comparative Religion. 
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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 

" I" "vil" d "£1 " f th S a nocturna ,e an unerary aspect 0 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 of knowledge : 
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 I' 
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 an 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 
purpose 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.I6 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. 

16 Rightly to understand the transformation of the world by the symbol, one 
need only recall the dialectic ofhierophany: an object becomes sacred while re­
maining just the same as it is. (See above, p. 84.) 
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