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rrllsitRACT: This paper examines the cross-cultural appearance of mfhs, stories' cus-

t,rrrs, ond legends tfr"t."i"l-1"-i*ages ofprotection and-guard-ianship ofa,fetus before'

rtrr'ing, and after birth. I"a;;"d ii this'discussion arelhe Jewish angel Lailah, the

,'i'".iri*" *";;l;;;"ilth" A""k;;ir""n, the Roman genius, the Chinese goddess

i',;;,;Jrt",ih;-Mr,r.l sia,i;. Hi"L-iitu-u, tile Eglptian god Bes' as well as a look at

;,,;i;;;;.;;*1".' -"vtrr"ioei"* tr'^t appoint g"atalia"sttip status to trees' land' ani-

rrr;rls, and inanimate "bi";;:1;;G*ptit"'ua"" 
to make sense of these images through

:rrr examination of the bi;i;;;;"p"cis of prenatal development and birth' as well as

llrrough a more tturr.p".,o?'"i or spiritual-perspective orrhuman development' It is
,.,,cluded that further research intoihese imageJcan help shed light on specific aspects

.l.human development i*r"ai"g 
""aerstandirig 

oo. rre"d fo, inner images of protection

rrnd gu.idance, urrd co-p.ell"Jiigirr" a-"per p"assions or stirrings of "the genius within

,,r," ivho assists us moving through our lives'

ThereisawonderfulstoryfromtheJewishmidrashim(rabbinical
t,eaching tales of the middle ages) that before a child is born, a radiant

i;h;-;fi"". above her head that sees from one end of the universe to

l,he other. While the fetus grows in the womb, an angel named Lailah

t,ells her aII about the hislory of her soul and advises her as to the

,'"*ura, and punishments ttrat migtrt ensue depending upon how she

lives her life. Just before the birtlr, however, the angel la]Iah lightly

touches the fetus on the upper lip' At that moment' the light vanishes

.o*pl"t"Iy, and the child is born in complete ignorance of her origins

and destiny. It is said by some that this is how we came to have the

crease 1or philtrum) thai we have in our upper lip' This indentation

is the mark of the angel. It is also suggested by a few that this is why,

when we have forgotLn something s"ch as our car keys' and we sud-

J"rIy ,"*umber uihere they are, we instinctively put our finger on our

-
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upper lip and exclaim: "Ahhhha, I remember now!" we reconnect, ar-beit momentarily, with the angel of conception.
, This story suggests that during the moments before birth, the fetushad access to a higher wisdom,-" broader 

"or""ior"rr""",-. aeptn uf.vision that was mediated by a spiritual being. I have become fasci-nated with this image of the prenatar advise-r, because thls type ot.image occurs in many different cultures, and has b"", p."rLt cross-culturally since ancient^tiyes, we can go back to pr"i"t'n"p"blic, f,rexample, for evidence of this kind of prenatar guardian spiirt. At thcvery end of the book, Socrates (through platol fuIs the story of tUr,myth of Er, a soldier who died in u *J. and whose .ort;oor.r"yed t.Hades. while there, Er watches sours draw lots to determine the cir-cumstances their next lifetime. Socrates relates:
when all the souls had chosen lives, in the same order as the rots they haddrawn, they went forward to Lachesis [one ofthe three Fates, utorg-*iti-ctot]ro*and Atroposl. And she sent with each the demon he had chosen u.-u gr;.di., orthe life and a fulfirer of what was chosen. The demon first led the sour to crothosunder her hand as it turned the whirling spindle, thus ratifying trr" *e rt naadrawn and chosen. After touching her, hJ next led it to the spinning of Atropos,thus making the threads irreve.sible. And from there, without trrii.rg u.or.ra,they went under Necessity's throne. And, having come out through it, when theothers had also come through, alr made their wa| through t"*trJJini"g heat tothe plain of Lethe. Now it was a necessity ror alt to drink a certain measure o['the water' but those who-were not saved by prudence drank more than the mea-sure. As he drank, each forgot everything. Gd *h"., they had gone to sleep antlit was midnight, there came thunder anJan earthquake; and they were suddenrycarried from there, each in a different way, up to their birth, sho;tin;iit 

"'"tr...
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w.stern cultures. certainly the best known example, would probably
,,rrre from the sidpa Bardo of the Bardo Th'dol or Tibetan Book of the
I)r',d, where the voice of the reader of the book, heard by the departed
r:,111, assisf,s the soul in choosing a womb for re-birth (having failed to
,r, hieve any of the greater spiritual goals in earlier bardos). In Far
l'l:rst Buddhist culture, the figure of Kuan yin (Chinese) or Kannon
tl(,rpan) is worshipped by those who seek children, and is represent-
',1, like the christian Mother of God, with a child in her arms, or
.,1(r-rrnatively as caring for and protecting the fetus before birth. In
,,rrcient Egypt, the god Bes presided over childbearing, protecting
rrrrt,her and child-to-be from evil influences, and also was a protector
,,l Lhe dead. In New Zealand, among the Mauri, this guardian spirit
r:,'cpr€s€Dted by Hine-titama, Goddess of the Dawn who bound earth-l' rlay to earthly night, protected children as they came into the world,
',rrrl also assumed the form of Hine-nui-te-po, Goddess of the Dark-
rrr.ss, &nd helped souls across the threshold of death.

I'renatal and perinatal guardian spirits could also assume non-hu-
'rr;rn forms. In many cultures around the world they are associated
r'il.h trees. In Germanic culture, for example, it is a custom to save
tlr. placenta after birth and plant it under a tree, which then becomes
.,,;srciated with the life and development of the child. In sweden, alr.. planted at the birth of a child becomes that child,s ,,tree of des-
lrrr.v" (vcirldtrrid). Interestingly, it's not a fairy godmother that helps
t 'irrderella in the classic Grimm's brothers folk tale of that name (the
l,rl, little cheery godmother who sings "Bibidee-bobidee-boo,,was a fab-
r r,:rtion of Disney studios), but rather a little hazel_tree that Cinder_
,'ll:r sings to: "shiver and quiver, little tree, silver and gold throw
,lown Oyef lll€."

lrr Australian aboriginal tradition, the spirit guardian is strongly
.r;,:;.ciated with the land. Whereyer a pregnant woman happens to be
''lr.n she first feels the sense of quickening within her (the feeling
llr;rt, there is life in her womb), she believes that a "spirit child,, has
, rrl.r'cd into her body from the earth. David Abrams writes of the
r,('r.son that is born from, "{t}his land is that part of the Dreaming
l.rrrr whence his life comes. It is that place on the earth where he
,,r,sl, llclongs, and his essencc, his deepest self, is indistinguishable
lr,rrrr t,lu11. l,crrain."'l'lrrough this land hc connects with his Alcestor,s
,,,rrglirrt's whit:[r rrrr' pr:rrt. ,1'l,lrr. l)r.r'rrrnirrg l,hlrt rcprcscnts the individ-
,r;rls ('onltr.t'l,iolr l,o llro l.irrrr.lr,ss rr.;rlrrrs 1rn,r.r,rling Or.r,lr1,iorr. l lc oricnts
lrrrrrslll' l,o lili. Llrroulilr lrrrr r.l;rli.rrslrip Lo lris r.orrr.r.pl,i6rr sil,r,, :1rrl
,,'r'lisl;tl, lili.'s r.lrrl lo rr,lrrrrr l. Ilrl; porrrl, rvlrr.r.r,lrc r.:lr,;rl rlr,:rllr,,.sirr1i"
lrrrrl;r.ll'lr:rcli rrrlo I lrr. l:rrrrl

This demon or daimon (a Greek word meaning divinity) served inGreek culture among other things as a guardian frrrit thr"oughout thr,lifetime of the soul. socrates spoke of nr" own daimon and how ir,served him as an inspiration and guide. During Roman times, *,isguardian spirit or daimon was called a genius."Etymolog;lry, ilr.word genius is related to the word genesis meaning, ,,to 
lirru birth.,,The word genius is also related to th-"e word geniaf dt, gi.i-:oy, plorr_sure, or zest")- The Roman genius was then, by definitrori, trr" creativr,force that engendered uu"h i.rdiridual. When a Roman was born, ilxgenius was born at the same time as the child. It ,upr""".rla a ki.rrof abstract double. The genius accompanied the individuar through rriHor her life' when a Roman citizen celebratecr his birthaa-v, h. irrs,celebrated the birthday of his gcnius. His gr..i.s *,,* 1,r,,,,.,, rrrrr.irrlitimc's 0f crisis 1,0 hclp him movc t,hrorrglr ,rrsr:rt'rr.s, :rrrrr r,. ri1 rrirrr wir,rrinspir:rl,ion.

'l'lris irrrlrli. ol':t 1rt'rl.r'r'livr',.rJriril,;rl lrrrllr r.:rrr;rlr;, lrr.lirrrrrrl ,r,.,
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Prenatal and pcrinatzrl guirr.rlitrrr spir.it.s rrr;r.y;rl,.ro l.;rlit, l.lrc lirrrrr nl
animals. In the casc of'Australian aborigirrirl cull,rrrc, il'thc Arrcr.rrl,r
associated with a person's conception site happcns to bc n;urr.rl l.r
animal, for example, wallaby Man, then that individuar hus lr spr,r.rrrl
link to and responsibility for wallabies that he may encountcr.rlrrr.rrrll
his life. In similar fashion, certain Native American culturcs lirrlt rrrr
individual to a particular animal or animal spirit based up.rr llr,
mother's having witnessed that animal during conception, pregr)..(.v,
or birth.

In Icelandic tradition, the caul or fetal membrane appeari.g ;rl
birth, is associated with a guardian spirit called a fylgja. This lyi1,_lrr
can take many forms after birth, including an animal, an inanirrrrrl.
object (such as a cloak), or another human being, and often servos ;,i
a kind of warning against potential danger. Interestingly, the c;rrrl
itself has been regarded as bestowing a protective influence agair*rl
drowning in Anglo-saxon culture (it was cited in this context, for r,x
ample, at the beginning of charles Dicken's classic nover Dauid, ()tryt
perfield).

Having reviewed just a few of the many cross-cultural images .r,
Iated to prenatal and perinatal guardians, I would like to reflect up.rr
the implications of these images to our understanding of human tlt'
velopment. It would appear that the widespread appearance of a peri
natal guardian in so many cultures around the world, suggests thrrl
it arises from a universal or collective need among humans for tlrr,
assurance ofprotection during the dangers ofbiological birth. Strictly
from an evolutionary standpoint, it might be postulated that thosr,
human beings who possessed the necessary brain power to create (.r.
alternatively, access) such systems of perinatal guardianship might
well have stood a better chance of surviving the birth process anrl
hence of reproducing their kind. It is rather interesting to speculal,t.
upon the actual physiological correlates of some of the legends citerrl
above. For example, in the introductory Jewish legend, the infant has
a bright light above it which sees from one end of the universe to tho
other and then vanishes at the strike of the angel. In the Greek myth
of Er, there is also a light cited earlier in the text: "In four days they
arrived at a place from which they could see a straight light, like a
column, stretched from above through all of heaven and earth, mosl.
of all resembling the rainbow but brighter and purer,, (p.2gg). Therc
is also a forgetting after drinking from the waters of the river Lethe.
one might speculate that this represents a prenatal memory of thc
birth experience. The light itself might represent anything from thcr
mere sensation of electrical phenomena in the brain of the fetus t<r

.lrlttrtr;rl rll' I'r-r.lt:tl:rl :rrrrl l',., irrrrl,rl 1.,,1. lr,l.1i1. :rrrrl ll.rrlllt I'lrorrr:rs Arrrrsl rrlrlg, l'lr.l I

rrr:t,nal acco$s ()n t,ho pirrt 0l't,lrtr lirt,trs kr ccllular awareness of its own

l)NA codes that contain irnprints ol'past experience and future.(i.e. 
L

11r:nctically programmed) possibilities' The forgetting of the light (and

,,r,n". p."rutalLemoriet) ^.y be associated with the hormone oxY- I

t,ocin which initiates the birth process' It is known that oxytocin is an

rrnnesic neuropeptid,e. It has been used to stimulate amnesia in rats'

tt, also ,pp".r" to facilitate bonding between mother and off-spring in

,',,ts. Consequently, it may be the psychobiological correlate-of the wa-

l,rrrs of Lethe in Greek *ytt otogy oi th" angel's striking blow to the

lip in the Jewish fegerra. it *rf-."rist in "g[ounding" the psychobio- 
I

Iogical functioning oi tt 
" 

child to the earthfi plane' 
L

who the counselor represents in terms of neurological correlates is 
1

rnore problematic. Clearly some cultures see in the placenta i 5',"1,"1 I

;,dvisory or protective "counselor" (in terms of customs in which the 
I

;rfterbirthissaved,orplantedunderatree,whichitselfisa-kindofl

'm,g,m*1'f,+*****}*t+:lfi**- 
\

t,he posi-birth ielationship of the mother to the child becomes increas-

[:{d.ffi*i"i,tr$#i--*##}fi;i*'iffi I-Coirrg 
even further, I would like to suggest that many of.these im-

ages of"perinatal guardianship represent the soul ofan individual' or

some other being represented within a broader spiritual context' In

my writings, I have madu a distinction between two different lines of

human development: the biological (or "body-up") Iine, andthe spiri-

tual (or ,,spirii-down,,) Iine of development. The biological line de-

scribesthepurelyphysicalgrowthofanindividual,fromone.celled
zygoie to nrily_foimed adult human being. The spiritual line, on the

nifru, n.rra, dlscribes a "hidden side" of the life span, not usually men-

tioned in textbooks or courses on human development'

Thishiddensidedescribesthed'escentofthespiritorsoulfroma
broader state of being into a narrower or limited sphere (i.e. the phys-

ical world). In this co'ntext, one might postulate that many of the im-

ages described in this paper represent the "soul" of an individual, or

u-,tigh", being" who assists the soul in moving toward salvation, lib-

eratiin, or whatever state is considered desirable by a specific belief

system. These guardian spirits are mirrored in the outer world by

individuals who provid" . ,i-ilu, function. In the case of Judaism, for
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example the Saddik, the holy man of Hasidism, which IS the
J,ewish movement dating from the end of the 18th century, IS said
"find that which has been lost slnce birth and restore it to men.
ilarly, the shaman, guru, sheik, lama, or mystic of other spiritual
ditions represent higher beings who can reconnect an individual
those psychospiritual dimensions that were "lost" durrng the birth
cess

In the final analysis, then, these images seem to represent
aspects of ourselves, covered over by the trauma of birih, the '

ofphysical existence and the layering ofsociar conventions that do
support the spiritual life. As such, it appears to me crucial that
study these cross-cultural forms so that we can learn more
those parts of ourselves most closely associated with our deeper
itual nature. James Hillman has written about the daimon
people that lmpels them to follow destinies that can not be
by genetics or the envlronment. In my own work AS an educator
used the term genlus to describe, not the person who scores 140
an I a test or paints like Picasso the typical associations to the
ln today's competitive world), but rather our passions and
impulses ln line with this deeper psychospiri tual meanrng.
child IS a genius 1n this sense, endowed at birth with an instinct
create, lnvent, imagine, reveal, wonder and re.Iorce And each one
us IS a genius AS well. It is my hope that research \^rill continue
investigating these cross-cultural lmages of perinatal guardianship
that we might further learn about protective influences that guide
fetus and the gTowmg child, and SO that we might understand
about the wellsprings of creativity that animates life, and that
each one of US in moving joyfully through our lives!
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