WHEN THE “WORD” ERASES THE BEAUTY OF IMAGES
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The image - when it is not a figure, that is, a simple reproduction of reality - is the
expression of an internal fantasy and, when it is linked to a doing, it can become free
artistic expression. It is also, essentially, language, thought. Non-verbal thought, an
essential moment in the process of knowledge.

For a very long period of human history, the image was the only means of expression
of symbolic life, with verbal language being a reality still in progress. A period - it is
important to highlight - in which the role of women was central and in which the
rational thought of consciousness was not even visible on the horizon.

The reference is to the so-called “prehistory”, to everything that precedes the advent of
writing. The reference is to the cave paintings of almost 50,000 years ago, in which
women very often appear as authors. Which, idealized as the only miraculous
“creators” of life, are then represented in the marvelous Venuses of the Paleolithic.

Only later — probably in the transition between the Mesolithic and Neolithic, when the
agricultural revolution brought familiarity with animals and the observation of their
mating — man discovered that he could have an active role in procreation. He became
more self-confident, but not to the point of becoming the master of women.

That was the era of the Great Goddess. The era in which the image continued to reign
supreme, also telling us about the peaceful coexistence between the two large groups,
farmers and shepherds, in which humanity began to differentiate itself. Even the word,
now adult, became image in myths and fables.

Towards the middle of the fourth millennium, another decisive passage happened: in
Uruk the history of the extraordinary Mesopotamian civilization began. Which, shortly
thereafter, thanks to the marvelous invention of writing, will give us the first poem of
humanity, the Saga of Gilgamesh.

We certainly cannot ignore the many negative aspects of the polytheistic world — wars;
inequalities; male preeminence, even in representations -, however, from Mesopotamia
to Egypt, from Anatolia to Crete, it managed to maintain for millennia its image-based
character and on a resized, but not overwhelmed, female role. This characteristic was



maintained even after, between the 6th and 5th centuries BC, its mortal enemy will
begin to emerge from its bosom: monotheism.

It appeared almost simultaneously among the Jewish exiles in Babylon and in the
thought of Xenophanes, Parmenides and Plato in Greece.

The common ground was the written word and the condemnation of images: for the
former pure idolatry, for the latter a deceptive simulacrum.

With reference to research already carried out in the context of the V Conference Psiche
e Arte 2018 (organized by Ipazia Immaginepensiero Odv) and four meetings on the
origin of monotheism held in 2019 by a study group of the Association Amore e Psiche,
it can be stated that there, in the transition from polytheism to monotheism, a split was
produced between image and word, which — written — proposed and imposed itself as
the only possible means for achieving real knowledge, supported by the sacredness of
the transcendent god and the lucidity of the philosophical logos. These elements are
completely absent in the Mesopotamian polytheism.

“In the beginning is the Word” is the religious affirmation that reason makes its own,
causing the split. The custodians of Good are the mind, the rationality, the word, the
man. Evil is everything that represents diversity — the body, the irrational, the image,
the woman. For the former they are the seat of the demonic; for the latter are
imperfection and negativity.

The word is the law of the invisible god, who reveals himself and demands
unconditional faith. It is the conceptual and rational thought of the philosopher. The
word loses its connection with the image and, losing the image, it loses its relationship
with the woman, with the body, with the feeling.

So what is passed off as truth, the split, is only belief. The word, which recognizes its
own origin in the image, joining it, can become an instrument of knowledge capable of
expressing the profound meaning of human reality.
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