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Overview:

Creation myths, 
spiritual and 
cosmological 
concepts, and

scientific theories

•Creation and Last Judgment? 
Or Big Bang and Gravitational 
Collapse? 

•Concepts of the beginning and 
end – of the planet, solar 
system, universe, self? 

• Images  - from ancient myths, 
to the Sistine chapel, to 
modern scientific texts



Early ideas and images; Greece 
and Rome 

The chicken or the (Orphic) 
egg?

Ex nihilo (out of nothing); Ex 
chaos (out of chaos)

Measured and mathematical; 
Narrative (Judao Christian)

Astronomical; Abstract  or 
modern concepts

Images of 
the 
beginning



Images of 
‘the end’ 

Of the planet; Of the solar 
system; Of the universe; Of self?

Last Judgment (of individuals) 
or threats to our planet? 

Gradual collapse, endless 
nothingness, or a final ‘bang’ ?

Validity of visual images –
whether spiritual or scientific 



Creation

In the beginning 
God created the 
heaven and the
earth. 
And the earth was 
without form, and 
void; and darkness 
was upon the face
of the deep.
[Gen 1:1]

The Sistine Chapel 
Ceiling
Michelangelo, 1508-12

Last Judgment 

Then I saw a 
new heaven and 
a new earth, for 
the first heaven 
and the 
first earth had 
passed away…
[Rev 21:1-27]

The Sistine Chapel
Altar Wall
Michelangelo, 1536-41



Separation of Light from Dark

Creation of Sun, Moon and Planets

Creation of Man(kind)

The order is roughly the same – but a different timescale



York Minster, 1405-08

Composites
Ego sum Alpha 
et Omega

S Apollinare in Classe, 
Ravenna Alpha, Omega 
(7th century)

Catacomb of Comodilla, Rome 4th century



J and M Gribbin, Time and Space, Doring Kindersley, Eyewitness Science, 1994 ed



Creation from nothing? From chaos? From division of primordial Unity? 
From dismemberment of primordial being?

Before there was soil, or sky, or any green 
thing, there was only the gaping abyss  ... 
chaos of perfect silence and darkness … and the 
drops formed themselves into Ymir, the first of 
the godlike giants.  
Odin slew Ymir , constructing the world from his 
corpse... the oceans from his blood, the soil 
from his skin and muscles, vegetation from his 
hair, clouds from his brains, and the sky from 
his skull... 

(The Poetic Edda, Norse 13thC, from earlier 
tradition)

Lorenz Frolich, 1820-1908,
Ymir killed by Odin and his brothers, 



A great while ago the world began, With 
hey, ho, the wind and the rain (William 
Shakespeare, Twelfth Night Vi, 1601)

First there was Chaos , the vast 
immeasurable abyss … Outrageous as a 
sea, dark, wasteful, wild (Milton, Paradise 
Lost, 1667)

In the beginning the Universe was created. 
This has made a lot of people very angry 
and been widely regarded as a bad move 
(Douglas Adams, The Restaurant at the End 
of the Universe, 1980)



Big Bang: The singularity at the beginning of the 
universe

Big Crunch: The singularity at the end of the 
universe 

Stephen Hawking, A Brief  History of Time, 1988

Our Universe sprouted from an initial event, the 
‘big bang’ or ‘fireball.’ It expanded and cooled: 
the intricate pattern of stars and galaxies we 
see around us emerged thousands of millions of 
years later. On at least one planet around at 
least one star, atoms have assembled into 
creatures complex enough to ponder how they 
evolved.

Martin Rees, Before the Beginning 1997



1. Timing Judaeo-Christian Michelangelo Scientific theory Timing (NASA 

+ AMNH)

Day 1 Light and 

Dark

Let there be light: and there 
was light…. and God divided 
the light from the darkness

The Separation of 
Light and Darkness

Big Bang 13.82 billion 

years ago 

(or 13.7? 15?)
Day 2 Atmosphere, 

firmament

Let there be a firmament in 
the midst of the waters …. 
called the firmament 
Heaven.

The Creation of the 
Sun, Moon, Planets 

First stars and 

galaxies

10 billion 

years ago

Day 3 Land, 

vegetation

Let the dry land appear …. 
grass, seed, fruit 

Separation of Land 
and Water

Formation of sun 

then earth/planets

4.6 billion 

years ago

Day 4 Sun, moon 

and stars

Two great lights; the greater 
light to rule the day, and the 
lesser light to rule the night: 
he made the stars also 

The Creation of Adam Single cell life 3.8 billion 

years ago

Day 5 Birds and sea 

creatures

the moving creatures, and 
fowl that may fly… great 
whales, and every living 
creature that moveth 

The Creation of Eve Dinosaurs 228 million 

years ago

Day 6 Animals, 

human 

beings

Living creatures, beasts of 
the earth …created man in 
his own image … male and 
female – EVALUATES –
‘good’

[Then 4 panels on the 
Fall, Noah etc]

First humans 1.8 million

(first ‘modern 

humans’ c 

300,000)

Genesis, Michelangelo, modern science (NASA/AMNH)



Babylonian cylinder seal, rising of the sun-god c 2300BC

Babylonian 
marker stone

When the sky above was not named/And the earth 
beneath did not yet bear a name/...
/And chaos, the mother of them both/Their waters 
were mingled together ... When of the gods none 
had been called into being  (Enuma Elish, 1800-
1600 BCE ) [legend of Marduk]

Babylonia, Sumeria



Babylonian Mappa Mundi , C 6th century BC

Egyptian hieroglyphs: 
The mound that arose from the 
primeval waters (or Benben stone)



Eleventh-century BCE Egyptian 
Funerary Papyrus Showing Nut 
arched over the earth-god Geb

Egypt 

The world arose out of the lifeless 
waters of chaos … gave rise to the 
earth god Geb and the sky goddess 
Nut, who defined the limits of the world

Egyptian, image of the sky goddess Nut



The sun rises over the circular mound of 

creation as goddesses pour out the 
primeval waters around (c 1000 BCE)

Egyptian ‘Shabaka stone’ 
Creation myth of Ptah, c 710 BC  



Greece 

Plato (Timaeus, 31B); Aristotle, 
On the Heavens, Thales, 
Heraclitus, Empedocles, 
Anaximander

Hesiod, Theogony:

First of all there was Chaos …

She [Gaia the Earth] lay with 
Ouranos and bare deep-swirling 
Okeanos [primordial waters]  
(Hesiod, Theogony , Greek 7th

C B.C.) 

Prometheus forming man in the 
likeness of the gods, Italy 3rd cent 



Rome

Ovid, Metamorphoses, attributes to "God, or 
kindlier Nature …Whatever god it was"
…  Before the seas, and this terrestrial 
ball, And Heav'n's high canopy, that covers 
all, … Rather a rude and indigested mass:
A lifeless lump, unfashion'd, and unfram'd
…and justly Chaos nam'd.

Prometheus forming man in the likeness of the 
gods, 
Graeco-Roman Gem, 3rd cent CE, Louvre



Orphic egg from 
J Bryant, Analysis of Ancient 
mythology, 1774

Ptah fashioning the egg 
of the world from E A 
Budge Studies in 
Egyptian Mythology 
1904

The Cosmic Egg

Hindu: Then even nothingness was not, nor existence. 
There was no air then, nor the heavens beyond it ... 
At first there was only darkness wrapped in darkness. 
(Rigveda, c. 1500–1200 BCE)



Salvador Dali, Geopoliticus Child watching the Birth 
of the New Man, 1940-48 Constantin Brancusi, Beginning of the 

World, bronze 1924



Steven Weinberg, 1983

Broken egg shell 0472  from Exotic HD 
Wallpapers @cuzzsoft.com



Serajevo Haggadah, Spain 12th C 
(darkness over the waters; light and 
dark; sea; vegetation)

Serajevo Haggadah (plants; 
animals; birds; mankind)

From Darkness to Light



Fernando Gallego, Creation from Chaos 
c 1488 (University of Arizona)

From Chaos …

Anon. Copper engraving of The Origin of 
the Universe from Chaos, 1690



George Frederic Watts, Creation or Chaos Passing to Cosmos, 1873-75



French Histori Scholastica God Creator, 
Guyart des Moulins, 1411Bible Moralisée, Bodleian 1230-40

Measured and Mathematical



Bible Moralisée , frontispiece,  
Miniaturist, French (c 1250) Bible Moralisée , 13th century 



Linked with Mysticism, Kabbalah, Astrology

William Blake, The Ancient of Days, 1793



Jain cosmology (India religion from 5th cent 
BCE ) cosmology considers the universe, as 
‘uncreated’ – with neither beginning nor 
end. Opposed to any concept of a creator. 
Hence, the shape of Universe perceived as a  
cosmic man (17th century)

Cf – Ifugao peoples in Phillippines, Arapesh 
in Papua New Guinea – they have no theory 
as to the origins; always existed and always 
will - but that in itself is a theory

Cosmic man



Monreale, Sicily God Creating the Universe, 1175

Ex Nihilo – from Nothing

Hildegarde of Bingen, Six days of Creation Scivias
12th century



Robert Fludd, ‘Fiat’ from Utriusque cosmi ...’ 1617 Fludd’s vision of Big Bang (cf Fr Georges Lemaître 1927)

Ex Nihilo - A 17th century Big Bang?



Narrative approach

Bibl Vulgaria Istoriata, Venice 1471



Cosmological

Giovanni do Paolo 
Creation and Expulsion 
from Paradise, 1445

Cf Dante’s Cosmology 
c 1308-21; 
Johannes Sacrobosco
Sphaera Mundi, 12th C



Abstract

Barnett Newman, Adam, 1952, Tate ModernHildegarde of Bingen, 12th cent



19th-20th century  Edward Burne-Jones, Days of Creation, 1870-76



George Frederick Watts, 
After the Deluge, 1885-92

Watts felt it impossible to depict 
the Creator … that is what I 
could wish to make those who 
look at the picture conceive for 
themselves. 

I have not tried to paint a 
portrait of the sun – but to 
impress you with the idea of its 
enormous power.



George Frederic Watts, The 
Sower of the Systems, c 1902

Vision of creation of the cosmos –
robed faceless figure, sweeping 
across space, a swirl of stars and 
nebulae – centrifugal forces of 
creation

Fascinated by astronomy, telescopes, 
scientific discoveries



James Tissot

The Creation

(c. 1896–1902)



Ramon Medina, Mexico – 1960s book cover

Fred Stevens, The Whirling Log, sand painting 1966 
(Navaho)

Abstract – legends, myths



G Smoot, Wrinkles in Time: The Imprint of Creation, 1993

Modern scientific diagrams - as art works?

Smoot ‘History of the Universe’



Cosmic expansion (Hogan, The Little Book of the Big Bang)

Modern, scientific
Using visual images to explain to the uninitiated?

Freibourg Cathedral 14th C



Marc Chagall, Creation of Man, 1956-58

Cedric Sorel, Big Bang, 2008



NASA image of the Big Bang/Creation





The end of 
the 
beginning

Many not illustrated 
(myths, Islam) 

or did not survive

Those that did, show 
an attempt to 

explain in visual 
terms

Examples readily fall 
into categories

(as well as 
chronological)

But: When is a 
scientific drawing an 

art work?

What is scientific 
and what is artistic? 

Do similar concepts 
apply to images of 

‘The End’?



The End

Of the planet, solar system, universe?

Of the individual? - Death, mortality? 

The great unknown?

Link with judgment: disciplinary 
propaganda in the absence of judicial? 

The Judao-Christian tradition (widely 
known and represented)

Other views/ideas, up to and including the 
present day (chronological approach)



Judao-Christian – Scriptures

Other spiritual beliefs and faiths

Scientific developments

Threats? – To the universe? multiverses?  
To the planet? To way of life? To self?

Curiosity, fear - telophobia?

Influences



Vezelay, Last Judgment, 1125
Bourges, Last Judgment, 1230-65 

Judao-Christian …. ‘Heaven and earth shall pass away’ – judgment of mankind  

Romanesque and Gothic



St Sever Apocalypse, 1028-72 Winchester Psalter, mid 12th C

Manuscripts



Christ in Chora, Constantinople, c 1315-21

Benoit Mandelbrot 1975 - fractals

Byzantine



Giotto, Last Judgment, c 1305

(Proto) Renaissance



Albrecht Durer, Opening of the fifth 
and sixth seals, 1498 (BM)

Renaissance/Sixteenth century 

Michelangelo, 
Last Judgment, 1541

(Influence of 
Copernicus, 
heliocentricity)



Gustave Doré, Paradiso 31

William Blake, Last Judgment

Nineteenth century



Ludwig Meiner Apocalyptic Landscape, 1912

Odillon Redon,  The Apocalypse of St John, 1899

Focus on the individual/people?

Wassily Kandinsky, Last Judgment 1910



Scenes from the film 2012, 
calendars predicting the end of the world?

New focus on the planet

Max Beckmann, Apocalypse, 1942 
(while in exile in Holland)



End by hole in ozone, Times, 9 Sept 2000

x

End by comet, THES 3 Sept 1999
End by asteroid, Times, 5 Sept 2000

End by intergalactic smash, Times, 2 June 2012

The End? 
How? 
When?



Lucio Fontana – Il fino do dio , 1990Alberto Ruggieri  (b 1963)

The Planet  Everything ...



New Scientist 31 Jan 2015, ‘Dawn of the Plasticene Age’ (Image: Bigshot Toyworks)

The plastics that have been made are enough to wrap the whole world in plastic film ….. 
Five concentrations in Pacific, Atlantic and Indian oceans (5.25 trillion items)

The world is in danger – David Attenborough



Adolf Schaller, The Death of the Earth and the Sun, c 1980s

The solar system – the sun becomes a red giant



This is the way the world ends, not with a bang but with a whimper
(T S Eliot, The Hollow Men, 1925)



An intense 
nervousness 
expressed via 
humour

‘it’s not that nigh’ 



Video 
games



http://joelea.tv/DoctorWho.html





It’s a great idea but can’t we have something a bit more dramatic – with 
some primordial soup … and turtles all the way down 



Conclusions 
(Thoughts and 
ideas)

Astronomy and cosmology as 
foundation of / huge influence on 
human spiritual thought and 
inspiration

Cosmology and Theology as one 
and the same thing (not separated 
until the Enlightenment)

Use of visual images to convey 
complex ideas




