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‘On Beginnings: 
Nature and the Philosophy of Mythology’ 

 
“A beginning is a delicate time.” (Frank Herbert) 

 
Cosmology, theology, mythography, and anthropology are drawn to offer accounts 
of either what beginnings are, how they are to be conceived, what science is best 
suited to their development, and whether or not their scientific reproduction is 
possible. While philosophical criticism of the very idea of beginnings was a constant 
of late twentieth century thought, concerted philosophical efforts to treat 
beginnings remain rare, even while the stakes involved in the very idea, let alone its 
theoretical construction, have never been so high as theoretical cosmology has 
recently made them. Yet beginnings are not reducibly a scientific question. 
 
In this context, Schelling’s rediscovery of his ‘brand new’ philosophy of beginnings in 
the archaeological remnants of the pre-Greek deities on Samothrace remains 
convulsive, for it suggests the recapitulation of myth in nature and vice versa. 
Naturphilosophie therefore entails, rather than accidentally settles upon, a 
philosophy of mythology. 
 
This conference draws experts on Naturphilosophie and the philosophy of mythology 
to discuss the precise character of their relation not only in Schelling’s works, but in 
order to prepare a philosophical confrontation of beginnings such as the organizers 
assert is involved in any attempt to conceive grounds, powers, or the character of 
ontology.  



 
 

Conference Programme 
 

Thursday, 25th May 

09.30 a.m. 
Welcome and opening remarks 
Charlotte Alderwick (University of the West of England, Bristol) 

10.00 
The future’s ancient eyes 
Iain Hamilton Grant (University of the West of England, Bristol) 

11.15 Break 

11.30 
On Schelling’s Beginnings: Visibility, acoustic and the articulation of 
meaning 
Oriane Petteni (University of Liège) 

12.45 p.m. Lunch break 

02.00 
Form and Ground in the Philosophy of Mythology 
Daniel Whistler (University of Liverpool) 

03.15 Break 

03.30 
Mythos and Logos in Schelling’s Middle Period: Narrating the Development 
of Nature 
Benjamin Berger (Haverford College) - Video conference   

 

Thursday, 25th May – Public event at Hamilton House, Stokes Croft, Bristol 

06.00 – 08.00 p.m. 
The emergence of the peoples: a question for the philosophy of mythology 
Wagner Felix (State University of Maringá / CNPq) and Iain Hamilton Grant 
(University of the West of England, Bristol) 

 

Friday, 26th May 

10.00 a.m. 
The Problem of Development in Nature 
Lydia Azadpour (University of Leuven)    

11.15 Break 

11.30 
The emergence of the peoples 
Wagner Felix (State University of Maringá / CNPq)    

12.45 p.m. Lunch break 

02.00 
In the Beginning Was the System: Schelling’s World of Bliss 
Kirill Chepurin (University of California, Berkeley / Higher School of Economics, 
Moscow) 

03.15 Break 

03.30 
Keynote address: On Mythology, Ideology, and Revelation 
Sean McGrath (Memorial University of Newfoundland, St. John’s) 

 



 
 

Friday, 26th May – Group dinner 

08.00 – 10.00 p.m. Bourdeaux Quay 

 
 
Abstracts 
 
The future’s ancient eyes 
Iain Hamilton Grant  
University of the West of England, Bristol 
 
 
On Schelling’s Beginnings: Visibility, acoustic and the articulation of meaning 
Oriane Petteni  
University of Liège  
 
In this paper I would like to suggest that dealing with Beginnings in Schelling’s work, if one 
considers The Ages of the World as well as The Philosophy of Mythology, means above all 
dealing with a linguistic problem. As a matter of fact, in the former work, Schelling sets up a 
long metaphorical chain linking together the past, the dark night, blindness, muteness and 
the oldest of being. Dealing with the beginning is therefore dealing with what precedes 
visibility and speech and – one can suppose – with what enables it. Through a closer look at 
Schelling’s Ages of the World, I will propose to read it as the birth of the articulation of 
meaning which conditions true self-consciousness. In this hypothetical frame, I would 
question the status of mythology in this evolution of the articulated language as well as its 
connection to Nature. Convoking Novalis and the physicist Ernst Chladni in a dialogue with 
Schelling, I will try show the isomorphism of sounds, considered as Nature’s language, visual 
figuration and letters in order to link Myths, Nature and consciousness together. 
 
 
Form and Ground in the Philosophy of Mythology 
Daniel Whistler 
University of Liverpool 
 
There are two competing argumentative strands to the Historical-Critical Introduction to 
the Philosophy of Mythology. On the one hand, at the end of lecture 8, Schelling proposes a 
hermeneutic principle that is intended to definitively counter the allegorical and poetic 
interpretations of mythology he had been contesting in the lectures until that point. The 
principle is tautegory—the idea that the form of myth is inviolable, such that any attempt to 
interpret mythic content outside of its literal presentation would be an error. On the other 
hand, Schelling is also adamant throughout the lecture course that what is really at stake in 
myth is the unprethinkable origins of consciousness and peoples, the grounding cission 
which gives rise to history. On this view, the ‘content’ of myth is ‘the powers arising from 
the interior of consciousness itself’. Prima facie, it is difficult to see how such a claim can be 
consistent with a robust understanding of tautegory (that is, it seems an allegorical 
interpretation of myth as really about something other than what it talks about; no myths 
explicitly present powers arising from consciousness). 
While there may well ultimately be resources to reconcile these two competing 
argumentative strands, in this paper I am interested in the above as evidence of a long-
standing duplicity in Schelling’s work: there is the formalist Schelling of tautegorical images 
and the wild Schelling of grounds and powers. I go on to argue—with reference to Pepin, 



 
 

Gourmont and Blanchot—that continual conversion between these two styles of thought is, 
in many ways, to be expected. 
 
 
Mythos and Logos in Schelling’s Middle Period: Narrating the Development of Nature 
Benjamin Berger  
Haverford College 
  
In this paper, I focus not on Schelling’s philosophy of mythology, but on his unique practice 
of poetic writing in the Ages of the World. Two questions guide my investigation: First, 
what is it about nature that requires speculative physics to take on the narrative form of the 
Ages of the World? And second, what is it about philosophical reason that legitimises 
Schelling’s use of poetic imagery in exhibiting the rational potencies that structure reality? 
With these questions in mind, I argue that the Ages of the World—despite its fragmentary 
character—is the high point of Schelling’s systematic idealism. For it is in the Ages of the 
World that Schelling understands the ontological development of nature to be irreducibly 
historical, yet without conceiving nature’s history as contingent or lacking rational 
necessity. One of the great insights of the middle Schelling, then, is that the philosophy of 
nature can attend to nature’s history without forgoing its fundamental concern with 
nature’s rational structure. Yet in order to do so, Schelling implies, the philosopher of nature 
must first recognise the fundamental identity of poetic narrative and rational truth. 
 
 
The Problem of Development in Nature 
Lydia Azadpour 
University of Leuven 
  
Taking Schelling’s discussions of embryology and species development as its point of 
departure, the paper will analyse how Schelling accounts for his juxtaposition of freedom 
and necessity in nature, and further, what the consequences of this account are for the role 
of natural history inNaturphilosophie. The paper will focus on the view developed in 
Schelling’s First outline of a System of the Philosophy of Nature, to resolve the ambiguity of 
his references to varying definitions of freedom in his discussion of development in species 
and embryos. The paper will demonstrate that analysis of this difficulty in Schelling’s 
engagement with those debates will provide insight into the role and meaning of the history 
of nature in Schelling’s thought. 
 
 
The emergence of the peoples: Schelling's Philosophy of Mythology and Amazonian 
cosmology 
Wagner Félix 
State University of Maringá / CNPq 
 
In the lectures that make up the Philosophy of Mythology, Schelling proposes that the 
mythological experience and the symbols generated by it are self-interpretative. Authentic 
mythic symbols are not produced by a reflective intelligence, or otherwise erudition, to 
create an arbitrary “world” or “reality”, as a kind game or a child’s play restricted by a set of 
rules that determines what is and is not part of the “game”. For Schelling, the mythical 
symbol has its origin in the pre-reflective immersion of the human soul in the divine 
substance of the cosmos. Schelling interpretation of mythology stresses its character as a 
Theogony, i.e., “a becoming of God in consciousness, to which the gods are related only as 
individual, productive moments.” (SW II/1, 198). The relationship between the polytheistic 
and monotheistic moments of mythology drives what is to be one of the central question of 



 
 

the philosophy of mythology, namely: how do the peoples emerge as singular spiritual 
unities? The answer itself should be mythological. The spiritual lives of the peoples reveal 
themselves as the remembrance of a previous harmonious state, before the differentiation, 
although not the remembrance of a fully revealed consciousness of God or the absolute 
itself, but instead of a relative monotheism. As part of this presentation, we intend to 
confront Schelling’s proposed scheme with the mythology of a people disregarded by the 
author himself, namely the shamanistic account of the differentiation of human and non-
human peoples throughout Amazonian cosmology, in order to examine the role of 
monotheism and polytheism in the unfolding of mythology and ultimately, of the historical 
consciousness of the peoples. 
 
 
In the Beginning Was the System: Schelling’s World of Bliss 
Kirill Chepurin  
University of California, Berkeley / Higher School of Economics, Moscow 
 
The 1810 Stuttgart Lectures begin and end with an absolute identity, or a certain logic of 
totality, bridged by Schelling’s construction of divinity, nature, and spirit. Opening with a 
postulation of the “system of the world” – which, however, “can only be discovered as a 
system that is already there in-itself, namely in the divine understanding” – these lectures 
reconfigure Schelling’s earlier thoughts on the nondogmatic beginning as one that refuses 
any mediation by the world. In this paper, I will argue that the “system” in SL names a 
complete suspension of the world as presently given, with its reproduction of the not-yet, in 
order to 1) re-construct it in its totality and, in the same move, to 2) inscribe it immanently 
into a futureabsolute identity, a complete explicatio of the in-itself, an apokatastasis 
panton and “absolute bliss” (Seligkeit) – which I will define, in Schelling, as an absolute 
dissolution of the (presently given) world with its binaries, oppositions, and not-yet, and a 
radical logic of unproductivity or suspending the negative productivity at work in nature and 
reflection. I will also consider, among other things, the re-constructive character of 
Schellingian construction and the role of the empirical and history therein; the state of 
nature as a not-yet (not yet “pure,” not yet selig); the connection, in bliss, between 
indifference, suspension, and obliteration; and the way that, for Schelling, we must allow 
nature to unfold by itself at the sacrifice (Opfer) of any instrumentalization of the natural by 
the human, even at the cost of delaying the coming of bliss. The not-yet of nature serves in 
effect to inhibit the logic of bliss but cannot overpower it – so that this blissful indifference 
re-appears in full force at the beginning of the 1811 Weltalter, with its question: “By what 
was this Seligkeit moved to leave its purity and step out into being?,” which Schelling 
proceeds to deconstruct.  
 
 
Keynote address: On Mythology, Ideology, and Revelation 
Sean McGrath 
Memorial University of Newfoundland 


