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 The Mythorealist Tendency in Art
and Literature

 


1- Mythorealism

 


The term "mythorealism" was coined by
fantasy author Lani Thompson to describe a particular tendency in
modern art and literature, the tendency to create stories in which
"myth incarnates in the waking world":

 


Mythorealism is what happens when myth
incarnates in the waking world. Like its cousin, magical realism,
mythorealism encompasses facets of reality which aren't ordinarily
perceived and brings them into the waking world. Reality is more
than bones and blood. It is the spirit lurking behind stones and
flesh... Myth stepping into Matter... The World being uttered...
(Lani Thompson)

 


Magical realism usually incorporates
fantastic elements without comment in a story that is otherwise set
in the mundane world. The characters in a story of magical realism
don’t generally react with wonder or horror when confronted with
something magical; instead they take it for granted. Mythorealist
fiction, by contrast, emphasizes the mystery and awe of the
numinous and the wonder and horror of encountering the mythic in
the "waking" world.

 


The art and literature I think of as
"mythorealist" is not just entertainment or escapism, but a new
kind of spiritual practice, free of all dogma and orthodoxy and
capable of engaging with higher realities in a spontaneous and
unmediated way. The humor, the poetry and the magic of this
approach to spirituality represent a modern alternative to what I
see as the dead ends of fundamentalist religion and skeptical
materialism. This is a form of spirituality for the modern person,
to whom "belief" no longer comes naturally- but wonder still
does.

 


Rather than attempting a
comprehensive survey of the mythorealist tendency in modern art and
literature (which would require a book), I will focus on seven
examples: the fiction of Neil Gaiman, Clive Barker, Ekaterina
Sedia, Emma Bull and Sergei Lukyanenko, the movie
Pan's Labyrinth, and the
art of Zdzislaw Beksiński. These seven incorporate different
aspects of the mythorealist tendency, and I’ll be exploring the
implications of that tendency through a discussion of these
works.

 


2- Terror in a Handful of Dust: Neil Gaiman
and the Sandman

 


If any one work could
define mythorealism it would be The
Sandman, Neil Gaiman's fantasy epic in
comic book form (which was originally marketed as a horror comic,
with the slogan "I will show you terror in a handful of
dust").

 


The original Morpheus was
an obscure Greek god, the son or brother of Somnus, the god of
sleep, and brother of Phobetor (a giver of nightmares) and
Phantasos (a giver of fantastic dreams). Despite being referenced
in Ovid's Metamorphoses
and Spenser's Fairie
Queene, not much is known about him.
Gaiman's Morpheus is now the real Morpheus- ask anyone who has
read The Sandman,
which has become the defining mythos of the modern world for so
many of its fans. An atheist friend of mine once told me that if he
could believe in anything, it would be in Gaiman's Morpheus, which
felt somehow more real to him than any established
religion.

 


Not that Neil Gaiman has created a religion,
or anything like one, but he has certainly created a mythology, and
the thing that makes his mythology so special is that it feels so
real. Mythopoesis- the deliberate creation of new myths, of true
stories that never happened- is what mythorealism is all about.
This particular mythopoesis achieves a unique magic, because it
really feels as if Gaiman isn't making up anything in these
stories. That is not an easy effect for a writer to create, or
maybe it only happens when it is easy.

 


The story opens with the Sandman imprisoned,
drawn down into our reality by an arrogant occultist and held
captive in a magic circle. Here, myth incarnates in the waking
world, but against its will. The sorcerer seeks to control the
magic rather than to evoke it or incarnate it- to reduce it to a
mere technology. The Sandman will exact a horrifying vengeance for
this violation, but for the next several decades all he can do is
wait, sitting in stubborn silence while his captors study him. The
intended target of their spell was Dream's sister Death, but they
accidentally captured Morpheus instead. The realm of Dream,
meanwhile, descends into chaos, and the waking world suffers the
ill effects- in the form of bizarre sleep disorders and nightmares
unleashed, getting worse and worse as the years go by.

 


Morpheus, or Dream or the Sandman, is one of
the Endless, a family of archetypes even older than the gods, and
more powerful than most of the gods. Dream's sister Death (a perky
goth!) is the first of the siblings to appear, but we also meet
Delirium (who was once Delight), Despair, the androgynous schemer
Desire, the grim Destiny, and eventually the prodigal Destruction.
Destruction has abandoned his duties, leaving mortals to destroy
things without his help. These entities (or "anthropomorphic
personifications") exist in different aspects simultaneously
throughout the universe, appearing in different forms to all
sentient beings.

 


When Morpheus eventually escapes, he first
must set his affairs in order, recapturing his magical tools, which
have fallen into a variety of very wrong hands. This necessitates a
journey to Hell, which is ruled by the fallen angel Lucifer, one of
the only beings in the universe more powerful than he is. Here he
is reunited with a long-lost love, whom he condemned to Hell many
centuries ago for insulting his pride. The realization that he has
done wrong is the first step in a series of changes that will
result in his destruction, and his reincarnation as a new version
of himself.

 


Morpheus is a proud character. He is aloof
and distant, a brooding and sometimes arrogant aristocrat. He takes
himself and his duties extremely seriously, and for thousands upon
thousands of years he has changed not at all, with tragic results
for those few who have loved him. Now events are converging toward
drastic changes, to which he must somehow adapt himself. Lucifer
empties Hell and closes the gates behind him, giving the key to
Morpheus. All of the gods of every mortal mythology converge on his
court, begging for the key and the control of Hell. The angels of
God Himself are among them, revealing that Gaiman's mythology is
henotheistic- the God of the monotheistic religions is the ruler of
the universe, but any number of lesser gods and divine entities are
also in the picture, scheming and plotting and engaging in wars and
conspiracies.

 


The Sandman
simultaneously evokes and accepts all
mythologies, which are portrayed as being alive and powerful in the
modern world. Many of the Sandman's adventures happen within our
world, including his meeting with the occult detective John
Constantine (hero of another mythorealist series from DC Comics),
his encounter with the mass murderer who has acquired his gem of
power, and his search for his missing brother Destruction in the
company of his sister Delirium.

 


Still, even though these interactions of the
mythic and the mundane are part of what I mean by "mythorealism,"
it is the simultaneous acceptance of all mythologies that really
makes the series into the modern mythos. It is no longer possible
to have a single worldview to the exclusion of all others; not
without becoming a fanatic. We live in a world now where our
perspectives must overlap, where they must coexist side by side
with neither cognitive dissonance nor loss of faith.

 


Of course, Gaiman’s decision to place the
God of the monotheists at the center of his mythology would find no
acceptance among contemporary pagans, but any mythology must have a
structure of some kind and he has chosen this one. What I consider
important about his mythology is the acceptance of every vision at
once, the simultaneous embrace of all the different kinds of magic,
from the transcendent glory and horror of the monotheist’s God to
the multiform and fluid poetry of the pagan mythologies.

 


Everything Gaiman has
written to date is worth reading, but not all of it is equally
brilliant. His novel American
Gods, while thoroughly mythorealist,
doesn't work as well as The Sandman
does. The protagonist, a man named Shadow, is
hired fresh out of prison as the bodyguard of a Mr. Wednesday, who
is actually an American incarnation of the Norse god Odin. His
powers are slowly weakening in this prosaic land, and Mr. Wednesday
needs a way to regain his strength. An epic war between the ancient
gods of mythology and the new gods of modern technology is what he
has in mind, with the help of his old friend Loki.

 


The story is captivating from start to
finish, and there are elements of it that haunt the reader- such as
the all-too-idyllic little town of Lakeside. The trouble is that
Shadow as a hero is far too passive, never really making strong
decisions until late in the game. The other characters in the book-
including the gods- treat Shadow as a serious player, someone
almost to be feared. Yet it is unclear why. Shadow's passivity is
frustrating and it ultimately keeps the story from being very
satisfying, despite its many appealing qualities.

 


Neverwhere, on the other hand, which
was originally a BBC TV series, is nearly as evocative and
mythopoetic as The
Sandman. Many large cities have legends of
people that live underground in bricked-over alleyways or abandoned
subway tunnels, like New York City's "Mole People" or the huge
community of thieves and prostitutes that thrived in the vaults
beneath Edinburgh from 1780 until 1830.

 


What Gaiman has done
in Neverwhere is
to imagine such a community as an urban fairyland, whose
inhabitants are actually invisible to the people of London Above.
London Below is a place of magic, the dark magic of the Night
Bridge and the Floating Market. I've spent a number of hours
exploring the empty rooms and dark corridors of abandoned
factories, old bunkers from the Second World War and other such
places, and in my experience they always have that otherworldly
feeling, the numinous eeriness of a magical kingdom. Abandon a
building for just a few years and it seems to become a gate to
fairyland.

 


London Below not only
feels that way, it is that way, inhabited as it is by a motley assortment of
out-of-time Roman legionaries, medieval monks, and even a disgraced
angel, as well as by a variety of bizarre underground tribes such
as the Rat Speakers, who worship and wait on the rats of the
tunnels. It's as if Gaiman has given fictional life to the things
you imagine when you're exploring such places, the forgotten
corners of the urban landscape.

 


The assassins Croup and Vandemar are two of
the scariest villains in all of fantasy fiction. Advertising
themselves as "Croup and Vandemar, the Old Firm. Nuisances
eliminated, obstacles obliterated, bothersome limbs removed, and
tutelary dentistry," they have wandered the earth for countless
centuries, never once failing a contract or losing their prey. Mr.
Croup enjoys collecting- and then eating- T'ang Dynasty porcelain,
while his associate Mr. Vandemar prefers dining on live animals.
Their current task is to hunt down a young woman named Door, a
member of a magical family that can unlock any lock. Pursued by the
Old Firm, Door stumbles across Richard Mayhew, a young businessman
of London Above, who agrees to help her. Naturally this draws him
into the world of London Below, and into the sights of Croup and
Vandemar.

 


The quest to find out who
set this pair after Door- slaughtering her family in the process-
takes the two on an adventure through the labyrinth of old subway
tunnels beneath the city, in the company of the Marquis de Carabas
and a legendary bodyguard named Hunter. What makes
Neverwhere so special is
not the fairly straightforward plot, but the vivid sense that this
is a real world, albeit one you could never find just by crawling
around a tunnel or two. Gaiman shows us a magic that lives right
under our feet, a magic that walks beside us, and lurks behind us,
and lives all around us.

 


3- The Unbeheld's Many Mansions: The Fiction
of Clive Barker

 


Clive Barker is usually
described as a horror writer, but that isn't really accurate. This
description has stuck with him because of the Books of Blood, the uneven but
sometimes awe-inspiring collection of short horror fiction that
made him famous. He also created the Cenobites of the
popular Hellraiser series of movies, inspired by his novella The Hellbound Heart, and he wrote
and directed the movie Lord of
Illusions.

 


Still, even though
Barker's work is almost always horrific, he would be more
accurately described as a fantasy writer, and his fantasy has
everything to do with the realms of myth and their tendency to
bleed over into our reality. Even in the Hellraiser series, which is overtly
horrifying, the action turns around a mysterious puzzle box, which
has the ability to open the gateway between the worlds, allowing
the entities of the mythic realm to come through to our own. (An
outcome which is very much to be avoided in this particular
series!)

 


Clive Barker's masterpiece
is Imajica, a
sprawling epic fantasy unencumbered by the pseudo-medieval
trappings of so much of the genre. Barker has commented in the past
that too little use is made by most fantasy writers of their own
Christian mythological background. Although Imajica is very far
from being a Sunday school lesson, it is nevertheless strangely
Christian, though mostly in the Gnostic sense. According to the
author:

 


Imajica started with my thinking about the
images which appear in the great paintings of Christian mythology.
Whether or not they're true, they seemed to me to be potent,
powerful and important cyphers of image and meaning. So I
considered writing a book which would be a fantasy, but which would
also be about God, about belief, about a man who discovers that all
his life he has been prepared for an act of massive consequence but
didn't realize it.

 


The central themes of this novel are
distinctly mythorealist. The concept of personal gnosis, for
example- finding out for yourself, going directly to the realm of
magic and seeing its truths with your own eyes:

 


Jude surveyed the labyrinth that spread from
the foot of the stairs with fresh respect. 'Have you tried to find
the book since?' 'I didn't need to. When Papa died I went in search
of the real thing. I traveled back and forth as though Christos had
succeeded and the Fifth was reconciled. And there they were, the
Unbeheld's many mansions.'

 


The Unbeheld is Hapaxemendios, a deity
rather similar to the Gnostic Demiurge or "False Creator." This
enigmatic and terrifying entity conquered the magical realms known
as the Imajica by slaughtering all of the goddesses, then veiled
himself behind a wall of nothingness in the First Dominion. In
Barker's own words:

 


Hapexamendios, the villain of Imajica, is
the personification of that God. He is the personification of the
joyless, loveless, corrupt thing, which has over eons created his
own city of his own flesh. It happens to be, when you look at it,
an extraordinary city, a glorious city. But when you look really
closely at it, you see that it a completely empty city. There's
nobody there, there's no love there, there's no joy there, there's
no compassion there because there are no people there. It's just a
self serving system of self glorification.

 


The Five Dominions of the Imajica are five
separate worlds, of which our own world is the Fifth. Travel
between the first four Dominions is relatively easy, but the Fifth
Dominion is "unreconciled," cut off from the rest by the horrors of
the void space known as the In Ovo. Few of the Fifth's inhabitants
know anything about the other Dominions, but the inhabitants of the
Reconciled Dominions long to be reunited with the Fifth, as only
such a Reconciliation can make the Imajica whole. This
Reconciliation can be attempted only once every two hundred years,
but all previous attempts have failed catastrophically. Two hundred
years before the events of the novel, the Maestro Sartori attempted
to perform the ritual, the results of which were so disastrous that
they upset the balance of power in the Imajica itself, resulting in
the conquest of three of the Dominions by the tyrannical Autarch.
Now events are converging toward another attempt, but powerful
forces are also at work to sabotage it.

 


The main players in this epic are a callow
playboy and art forger known as Gentle, a sexually ambiguous
assassin and prostitute named Pie'oh'Pah, and a woman named Judith
whose personality veers between slavish devotion and stubborn rage
depending on the circumstances. As Gentle and Pie'oh'Pah cross the
reconciled Dominions, they come face to face with alien species and
strange modes of life more reminiscent of a Salvador Dali painting
than any traditional fairyland. These manifestations of wonder are
rendered all the more potent by their bizarre spontaneity- they
don't derive from any book on folklore, but from a direct and very
personal vision of the magical world, one vivid enough to make you
suspect that Barker has been there personally.

 


We need more of this in
fantasy fiction- a lot more. Tolkien portrayed his elves as being
one of the many peoples of Middle Earth, but he still gave them an
otherworldly aloofness, a feeling of not quite belonging among
mortals, an aura of magic. Legions of second-rate imitators have
simply presented the elves as ordinary humans with pointy ears and
Renn Faire names, with all the magic of an accountant playing
dress-up. Writers with a greater sense of the numinous have turned
to folklore, presenting us with modern versions of the ancient
Sidhe-folk or the Norse Alfar, such as Emma Bull's
War for the Oaks or the
works of Charles de Lint.

 


Barker and Gaiman stand out through their
willingness to not simply rely on folklore but to take a fresh
drink from the source itself, which is not lore but gnosis. The
creatures in Barker's fairyland drive in cars and ride on trains,
and the power of the Autarch is upheld by tanks and machine guns,
not swords and spears. But the sense of immediacy and vivid
reality, the feeling of genuine magic in all of its power, is far
more intense here than in mainstream fantasy, because it doesn't
have that feeling of second-hand magic. This is myth in the raw,
myth pulled straight from the source.

 


The magic in Barker's world doesn't come for
free, nor can it be called upon free of consequences. The burden of
personal guilt weighs heavily on these characters, all of whom are
connected to each other by a forgotten history, the great tragedy
of the previous attempt at Reconciliation. The disaster of that
attempt was due to ordinary human failings, arrogance and lust in
particular but most significantly the urge to objectify, to treat
the other person as a thing to be used. The revelations of past
crimes shed a new light on several of the characters, changing the
reader's perception of them and their perceptions of
themselves.

 


The Imajica is not a playground any more
than the Earth is, and the aftereffects of a single bad decision
can cross the centuries like a series of ripples, leaving
destruction and suffering behind them. Yet the hope for personal
redemption remains intact, as well as the hope for a Reconciliation
that will reunite the Dominions, restoring magic to our world and
our world to magic. The core of this Reconciliation is a change in
our mythology, balancing gods with the returning goddesses- and
overthrowing the bloody-minded and tyrannical god of the
patriarchal religions. Whether or not one agrees with the viewpoint
in this particular mythology, it is certainly a powerful expression
of modern spiritual trends and needs.

 


Imajica
achieves real heights of wonder and awe, but
these heights are not always reached in Barker's other works. The
numinous is evoked with tremendous effect in some of his short
stories, particularly "Dread" and "Rawhead Rex." The last line of
"Dread" is one of the most effective in all of modern
horror:

 


There was pain without hope of healing.
There was life that refused to end, long after the mind has begged
the body to cease. And worst, there were dreams come true.

 


Some of the other stories
in The Books of Blood can be inconsistent, often sacrificing pacing and
craftsmanship for raw power. The Books of
Blood are the punk rock of horror fiction,
and like the best punk bands they often work for the very reasons
they shouldn't work.

 


The Great and Secret Show and its
sequel Everville is another epic of alternate worlds, and of the secret lives
and struggles of the few humans who know of their existence and
seek to reach out to them. Barker's genius is still apparent in
these books, and they are well worth reading, but they never
achieve the sheer sense of delight and wonder that
Imajica evokes.

 


Cabal- the novel that inspired the movie Nightbreed- is about the secret city
of Midian where the monsters dwell, the old-fashioned monsters of
mythology and folklore, who find their hidden existence threatened
by the 20th century's archetypal monster, the serial killer. Midian
is a kind of fairyland, an underground place of magic and mystery,
where the hero Boone flees when he is cast out of our own
world.

 


The realm of fairy as it
is traditionally conceived has a lot in common with Clive Barker's
non-human characters, including the assassin Pie'oh'Pah from
Imajica and the monsters
of Midian. The fairies are said to have "no soul" or "no heart,"
either because they are fallen angels or perhaps because they
haven't eaten the fruit of the tree of knowledge of good and evil.
The creatures of fairy display a small child's capacity for both
empathy and sadism, as well as a small child's lack of any
culturally conditioned sense of right and wrong, and finally a
childlike sense of wonder and amazement- which is, after all, an
accurate assessment of reality, if only we could remember that.
That's why the fairies are so very beautiful and so very dangerous-
they are exactly what we would be if we never grew up, but they
have the powers of fallen angels or minor gods.

 


Barker manages to create
this precise feeling with the creatures of Cabal, as well as with their
counterparts in his epic Weaveworld, which I see as his most
successful work other than Imajica. The Weaveworld is literally
a magic carpet, a fairy-tale kingdom hidden within a carpet to
protect it from the malevolence of the angel who guards the
abandoned gates of Eden. The Seerkind are the fairy folk (of sorts)
who have concealed themselves within the weave, and who are hunted
by the vengeful demigoddess Immaculata and her terrible sisters.
The heroes of the story are Calhoun Moody, grandson of a half-mad
poet, and his platonic love Suzanna. The Seerkind don't like or
trust them for the most part, because they are human, and humans
have never really been friends to the Seerkind. Nevertheless
Calhoun and Suzanna persist in their devoted protection of the
hidden fairyland, even when the angel awakens from his slumber and
comes back to destroy them. According to Barker:

 


We live, it seems to me, in a society in
which meaning is being drained away, in which metaphysical
significance is under siege… We live in a world in which fear and
anxiety are commonplace. On one curious level, one of the ways that
people have responded to this high level anxiety is not to search.
I don't see a massive explosion of genuine metaphysical enquiry, I
see Jonestown... Relating that to the fears that I have and the
hope that I have, my fears are finally related to the death of
meaning… One of the things that 'Weaveworld' is about is meaning
being frail in the world, a frail thing subject to forgetfulness.
The major theme of 'Weaveworld' above all is memory. It's about how
you hold on to something that you had when you were a child...

 


The thing we had when we were children is
precisely the sense of magic, the sense that everything in this
mundane world is a secret key to something vast and hidden and
perilous and wonderful. Clive Barker hasn't lost that magical
sense, or his understanding of its dark side either. The realm of
fairy is one of horror and wonder, and when Clive Barker is
described as a "horror" writer, he should also be described as a
"wonder" writer. As one of the Cenobites says in the Hellraiser
movies, the entities of the mythic realm are "Demons to some.
Angels to others."

 


4- Night Watch: The Gothic Noir of Sergei
Lukyanenko

 


Sergei Lukyanenko's
Night Watch series is an
example of a sub-genre I call "gothic noir." Gothic noir combines
the imagery of film noir- its gritty realism, its
down-on-their-luck characters, moral ambiguity, and sense of
fatalism- with the supernatural themes and concepts of horror
fiction. As the result naturally involves placing the mythic in a
modern and streetwise context, pretty much any gothic noir would
also be mythorealist by default:

 


The world of noir is already a horrifying
place- people are accused of crimes they didn’t commit, but then
again they can’t be sure they’re really innocent; the past is an
inescapable force that makes choices irrelevant and true freedom
impossible; no statement can be taken at face value and love leads
almost inevitably to betrayal. In such a world there is no escape
and little chance of survival... Some writers and filmmakers have
taken this concept further, introducing elements of supernatural
horror to noir’s grimly romantic world, or placing archetypal noir
characters in a horror setting... This borderland dates back to the
beginning of the noir style... Despite this history of overlap
between the styles, this borderland has only just begun to be
explored. Noir’s no-escape mindset would seem to be an ideal match
for the darkness of horror fiction. There’s a lot more exploration
to be done. (From the article "Gothic Noir" on the Noir Originals
website)

 


At the time that I wrote
these words for Noir
Originals, I didn't feel that most of the
available work in this sub-genre had lived up to its potential. A
great deal more gothic noir has been published since then under the
label of "urban fantasy," and most of it has been conspicuously
unimaginative- "Sam Spade vs. Dracula" would about sum it up, with
a number of equally dull variations such as a private eye who
happens to be a werewolf or a witch or an escapee from
Hell.

 


But then there is
Night Watch. In the
first volume of Sergei Lukyanenko's tetralogy, Anton Gorodetsky is
a low-level mage in the employment of the Night Watch, a kind of
police force of the magical world. His job is to monitor Dark
Others (vampires, witches and the like) to make sure they aren't
violating the ancient Treaty that governs the Cold War between Dark
and Light. Naturally the Dark Others have a Day Watch to police the
Light Others, and the machiavellian plotting and counter-plotting
between the rival agencies provides the primary conflict in the
series.

 


The eternal struggle between Dark and Light
is nothing new- not only is it the oldest cliche in fantasy
fiction, it was also the basis of the Zoroastrian and Manichean
religions, as well of the Bogomil and Cathar heresies- but
Lukyanenko has no intention of letting things remain that
straightforward. Our hero, Anton Gorodetsky, is not initially very
good at his job, but he does have a strong moral center- something
you might assume that all the Light Others would have, but then you
would be wrong.

 


It turns out that the Light Others feed on
the pleasant and happy emotions of ordinary humans, draining them
for magical power and thus leaving them depressed and lonely. The
Dark Others feed on the negative emotions, with the result that
contact with a Dark Other makes you feel better. On the other hand,
the joy that the Light Others steal from you will return even
stronger, as will the sorrow the Dark Others steal. The Light
Others help you in the end, but they make you feel bad in the short
term, while the Dark Others are the reverse. Both classes of Others
are essentially parasitic, depending on humans for magical
energy.

 


The Dark Others are nihilists, believing in
sociopathic selfishness as their only philosophy. The Light Others
are idealists, believing that they can create the perfect world if
only the Dark Others would stop interfering. Communism and Nazism?
Creations of the Light Others, subsequently corrupted by the Dark
Others to prevent their victory. Joan of Arc, on the other hand,
was a Dark Other. The Dark Others include creatures such as
vampires and werewolves that prey on the living by their very
nature. Not all of them are malicious, however, and some are
capable of love and kindness. The witch Alisa Donnikova in the
second novel of the series, Day Watch, is doomed by her love for
Zabulon, the Day Watch commander, and even more so by her love for
a Night Watch agent whom she fails to recognize as her enemy.

 


Many of the Night Watch agents- particularly
the commanding officers- have become so morally corrupted by
centuries of warfare, manipulation and compromise, that it is
impossible to describe them as "the good guys" and the Day Watch as
"the bad guys." Rather, there is a growing sense that the whole
thing is a sham, an artificial structure in which the only real
difference between the Watches is the difference between the wolf
and the shepherd- which, to a sheep being fattened for slaughter,
is an academic distinction. Night Watch operative Anton Gorodetsky
must navigate this treacherous world to the best of his ability,
seeking not only to do his job but to retain his soul. In tackling
morally significant questions with a serious attitude, Lukyanenko's
work stands on a different level than virtually everything else in
the gothic noir category.

 


5- The Two Worlds
of Pan's Labyrinth

 


Guillermo del
Toro's Pan's Labyrinth operates on two levels at the same time. On the one hand it
is the story of Ofelia, a lonely little girl in post-Civil War
Spain, who has been carted off to a rural military outpost where
the Spanish Maquis are waging guerilla warfare against her
Falangist stepfather's tiny garrison. On the other hand it is the
story of the Princess Moanna- the very same girl- who must find her
way back to her true home in the Underground Realm, the beautiful
fairyland from which she is unknowingly exiled. A mysterious and
more than a little sinister faun (the "Pan" of the title) guides
young Ofelia through the tasks she must perform to prove that she
really is the reincarnation of the lost Princess Moanna, and that
her life in the human world has not rendered her unfit to return
home.

 


Ofelia's stepfather is a sadistic fascist, a
war criminal and torturer who loves only the unborn son his ailing
wife is carrying, and then only as a symbol of his own masculinity.
Though unfailingly correct toward his wife in the old school sense,
his coldness and distance toward her create an air of constant
tension. His attitude toward Ofelia develops from disdainful to
murderous as he discovers her sympathy for the Maquis, and her
intentions of running away with his newborn son after the death of
her mother.

 


The tasks set for Ofelia by the faun are
classic fairy-tale tests, such as to obtain a key from the body of
a giant toad, and a magical dagger from the lair of a child-eating
ogre called the Pale Man. Ofelia fails this second test by
violating a taboo, resulting in one of the most visually stunning
sequences of the movie, as the Pale Man hunts Ofelia through the
corridors of his lair, watching her through eyes in his hands. The
task, the broken taboo and the child-eating ogre are all classic
fairy-tale motifs, but what makes this scene so effective is its
successful evocation of the feeling of a nightmare, of being chased
through dark tunnels by a relentless monster. The effective use of
modern special-effects technology is what makes this possible,
creating the visual illusion that all these things are really
happening, with no more suspension of disbelief required than the
bare minimum.

 


Most directors telling such a story would
have given us a fairyland of cloying sweetness and impossible
innocence, but the perilous double nature of the traditional fairy
realm is incarnated in the faun, a darkly powerful presence who
evokes anything but trust. His final task for Ofelia is to steal
her baby brother and bring him to the labyrinth, where he reveals
that the only thing that will open the portal to the Underground
Realm is to shed innocent blood. Ofelia's final test is one of good
versus evil, and she doesn't know which of the two the faun
actually serves.

 


The ability to see out of more than one set
of eyes, to accept multiple interpretations of reality at the same
time, is the heart of magic. Is the Underground Realm "real" or
"imaginary"? Is Ofelia a sad and possibly delusional little girl,
or a fairy-tale princess? Does she really return to the Underground
Realm, or is her final vision of that magical place a mere
hallucination?

 


All of these things are actually true at the
same time, depending solely on your perspective and your worldview.
Ofelia's stepfather is a man who can only see one world. Ofelia can
see two. Any interpretation of the final scene depends on how many
worlds the viewer can see.

 


6- Photographing Dreams: The Art of Zdzisław
Beksiński

 


A valley between high cliffs into which a
distant light faintly shines, where the giant bodies of dead
soldiers seem to have grown somehow into the solid rock. A
cathedral as massive as Chartres, made entirely of blood and flesh,
with a great dark hole leading into the center of the structure
like an invitation. A horde of insect-like creatures crawling into
the gaping mouth of a huge godlike face, in front of the bombed-out
ruins of a dead city. Zdzisław Beksiński, Polish painter of
fantastic realism, may be the greatest twentieth-century artist
most people in America have never heard of.

 


Beksiński never named his paintings and he
never explained them, once saying "I cannot conceive of a sensible
statement on painting." He disdained any question about what his
paintings meant, describing his work as simply "photographing
dreams."

 


It is the quality of Beksiński's dreams that
make his work so fascinating. Beksiński saw into another world and
then incarnated it in this one, giving us windows onto the mythic
realms in the form of his paintings. Where Gaiman, Lukyanenko or
Barker portray an intersection of the waking world with a
transcendent reality, Beksiński never shows us our own world, but
only the other one. His works are nevertheless a definitive example
of the mythorealist tendency, using realistic techniques to make
the mythic into something you can almost touch with your own hands.
It is Beksiński's mastery of his technical repertoire that makes
this possible, because there is nothing vague or notional about
these images- they practically look like actual photographs, albeit
of a landscape that is as alien as it is horrifying.

 


One of his paintings shows a world of
monoliths, on each of which squats an identical circle of
skeletally-thin figures grouped around a fire, seemingly performing
some coordinated ceremony. In another painting a spider-like or
crab-like monster, as big as a house, broods from atop a T-shaped
crucifix that looks down on a lunar landscape of dark blue rocks.
Many of these images involve massive architectural edifices, ruined
cities, buildings made of organic matter, and cadaverous humanoid
figures performing ritualistic acts.

 


Beksiński's paintings were consistently
grim, but he was apparently a pleasant and easygoing man in person,
and he described his own work as being in some sense humorous. If
so, then it was gallows humor. The last years of Beksiński's life
were marked by tragedy. His wife Zofia died in 1998, followed by
the suicide of his son Tomasz a year later. In 2005, Beksiński was
stabbed to death by the teenage son of his caretaker after he had
refused the young man a loan.

 


Beksiński's life may have had its tragedies,
but he was not a melodramatic or self-indulgent figure. He claimed
to be inspired primarily by classical music, and he was said to be
shy and modest in temperament. In an era in which the artist's
outward-projected ego was everything and the work nothing,
Beksiński was the exact opposite. He showed that the mythic realm
could be painted with all the clarity and precision of a digital
picture. Indeed, he worked almost exclusively on the computer for
the last period of his artistic life, creating digital images of
the same strange worlds he had so often rendered in paint.

 


7- Emma Bull’s
War for the Oaks

 


Emma Bull’s
War for the Oaks was one
of the first novels in the urban fantasy genre, and although it has
many characteristics in common with later examples of the style it
also stands out in several ways. The protagonist Eddi McCandry, for
instance, is not a leather-clad sex symbol wielding a katana in the
eternal war between vampires and werewolves. Instead she’s a
struggling and basically down-to-earth rock musician playing in a
cover band in late-Eighties Minneapolis who happens to get drawn
into a war for control of the city between the two rival fairy
courts.

 


Eddi McCandry’s presence
on the battlefield is required in order to render the
otherwise-immortal fairies mortal enough to fight and kill each
other. Because she’s basically a normal person who was chosen more
or less arbitrarily for the role of scapegoat, Eddi is vulnerable
to assassination by the other side. A fairy named Phouka is
assigned to protect her, and the relationship between Eddi and
Phouka is the heart of the book. War for
the Oaks also delves into the classism and
elitism of the fairy social structure, with Eddi encouraging her
low-ranked companion to question his place in the scheme of
things.

 


The division of the fairies into a Seelie
and an Unseelie Court is familiar and widespread, but it’s actually
not well-supported in the Scottish folklore it’s supposed to be
derived from. There are many references in Scottish lore to a fairy
court ruled by a Queen of Elphame, and to "unseelie wights"
(entirely malevolent spirits) and "seelie wights"
(not-entirely-malevolent spirits) but no notion of two separate
fairy courts waging a struggle of light versus darkness, good
versus evil or any other moralistic dualism. Scottish fairies are
all more or less perilous. Emma Bull’s story, like many others,
filters the Scottish lore through the familiar light versus
darkness trope, so there’s a Seelie Queen whose victory would be
good for Minneapolis and an Unseelie Queen whose victory would
result in the spiritual death of the city.

 


Just because it’s different than the lore
it’s derived from doesn’t make it inauthentic, though. The light
versus darkness myth is deeply ingrained in American popular
culture, and combining it with the Scottish fairy lore helps to
ground the story in its Midwestern setting. The sense of place is a
big part of what makes this story effective from the perspective of
mythorealism- Bull succeeds in turning a large American city into a
believable battleground for a war between fairy queens. She takes
the urban environment and creates a mythology for it, making
Minneapolis into a place of magic and wonder- or revealing that it
always was.

 


The ancient religions of
the pagan past were highly localized, based on the spirits of
specific groves, the goddesses of particular rivers and the ruling
deities of cities or tribal territories. War for the Oaks is a pagan story in
this most ancient sense- myth incarnated in one very specific
place.

 


8- Ekaterina
Sedia’s Secret History of
Moscow

 


Ekaterina Sedia’s
novel The Secret History of Moscow
is often seen as a Russian answer to Neil
Gaiman’s Neverwhere, but its protagonist Galina is a more interesting and
complex personality than Neverwhere’s Richard Mayhew. Where
Mayhew (like some of Gaiman’s other heroes) can be frustratingly
passive, Galina is an active participant in every situation she
finds herself in.

 


When Galina’s sister turns into a bird and
flies out the window after giving birth in the bathroom, Galina and
two acquaintances follow after her into a secret world beneath the
city of Moscow. Down in the underworld they find a number of
characters from Russian folklore, a few of the ancient Slavic
deities, and an assortment of refugees from the world above who
fled underground at various points in Russian history.

 


Although Russian mythology and folklore is a
big part of this story, Sedia treats the mythological elements with
the same tone of melancholy, ambiguity and skepticism that she
applies to the modern world, the people in it and heroes of Russian
history such as the Decembrists.

 


There are several different ways to approach
mythology. You can think of it as a mess of lies about nonexistent
gods and heroes, a collection of amusing or poetic stories, a set
of revealed truths with factual validity, a memory of a lost golden
age when the world was young and everything was magical- or as
something as alive and relevant now as it ever was, though not
literal.

 


There’s no point in questioning or probing a
set of lies- you just dismiss them. There’s no need to do so with
stories that are merely amusing or poetic- you just let yourself be
entertained by them. Revealed truths are supposed to be immune to
doubt. A memory of a lost golden age can’t really be questioned too
closely either. King Arthur was the good guy, and that’s that- even
though he ordered the murder of every baby boy in the kingdom to
try to prevent Mordred from being born.

 


Anything alive and real
and relevant to our lives can be questioned and probed. You can
criticize it or adopt a skeptical attitude to it if you choose to,
because it’s not separate from our world. Sedia’s tone in
The Secret History of Moscow is complex and somewhat cynical, but it seems to me that this
is because she takes the mythology too seriously to put it up on a
pedestal.

 


If we look at all of the works we’ve
examined in this essay, different facets of the mythorealist
tendency become apparent with each one:

 


Gaiman- magic and myth in modern settings,
the magic is all around us.

Barker- horror and wonder at the same time;
horror and wonder are the same thing.

Lukyanenko- using mythology to tell morally
serious stories.

Del Toro- seeing out of more than one set of
eyes; magical polyvalence.

Bekinski- freedom of imagination combined
with realism.

Bull- the magic of place.

Sedia- taking the myths seriously enough
to adopt a critical stance toward them.


 All of these aspects, in one way or another, are "what
happens when myth incarnates in the waking world."

 




Between Somewhere and
Nowhere:

Mythorealist Ideas in Modern Pagan Theology

 


1- The Magic of Art

 


From the very oldest stories and songs of the human
race, to the ongoing appeal and relevance of fantastic art, our
species has always felt that there are two realities; the waking
world or mundane world and the world of magic, the otherworld of
dreams and visions.

 


Some people have always taken this otherworld as a
literal fact; others have always dismissed it and disbelieved in
it. Visionaries, mystics and poets have always taken another
perspective, as articulated brilliantly by Li Ho, the T'ang
Dynasty's ghostly genius: "the gods are here- forever present
between somewhere and nowhere."

 


There is much more than what we see in front of us;
there is a magical reality. However, this reality is not bound by
the elaborate rules and systems of traditional occultism. The
universe of myth and magic cannot be reduced to something that
happens in a particular time and place, to something about which we
could formulate objective laws and a kind of technology.

 


This world is as vast as our imagination and vaster
than that, as deep as the unconscious and deeper than that. It is
accessed primarily within the mind, but it is not defined or
limited by the human psyche. It cannot be reduced to archetypes
although it generates all archetypes. It cannot be reduced to any
anthropological theory although it contains all patterns. It's not
that there is some other place or other universe where the magic is
literally real in the prosaic sense, a universe that impinges
sometimes on our own. That would be a "somewhere." Nor is there no
such place, for that would be a "nowhere." It is in this paradox
that the magic is found.

 


Another way of saying this is that the two worlds
are a single world. The world of magic is our own world, and the
horror and wonder of the mythic realm are simply the waking world
in its deeper sense, seen clearly with the eyes of the
visionary.

 


Some artists and writers have always sought to
invoke this reality, incarnating it within the waking world. I’m
thinking of poets like Li Ho and William Blake, painters like
Zdzisław Beksinki.

 


Li Ho was an unusual figure in the history of
Chinese poetry- often referred to as the "ghostly" or "demonic"
genius, he devoted himself to the otherworld, painting vivid
word-pictures of the Yin realm of Chinese mythology:

 


Heaven is inscrutable,

Earth keeps its secrets,

The nine-headed monster eats our souls,

Frosts and snows snap our bones.

Dogs are set on us, snarl and sniff around us,

And lick their paws, partial to the
orchid-girdled,

Till the end of all afflictions, when God sends us
his chariot,

And the sword starred with jewels and the yoke of
yellow gold.

I straddle my horse but there is no way back,

On the lake which swamped Li-Yang the waves are huge
as mountains,

Deadly dragons stare at me, jostle the rings on the
bridle,

Lions and chimaeras spit from slavering mouths.

Pao Chiao slept all his life in the parted fens,

Yen Hui before thirty was flecked at the
temples,

Not that Yen Hui had weak blood

Nor that Pao Chiao had offended Heaven:

Heaven dreaded the time when teeth would close and
rend them,

For this and this cause only made it so.

Plain though it is, I fear that you still doubt
me.

Witness the man who raved at the wall as he wrote
his questions to Heaven.

 


(Translation by A.C. Graham from "Poems of the Late
T’ang)

 


William Blake was an English poet
and painter who created an entire mythology of his own,
illustrating it in his Prophetic
Books.

 


Zdzisław Beksiński was a modern Polish artist, who
created seemingly photorealistic portrayals of a fantastic world,
of crucifixes topped by monstrous spiders and empty, gigantic
cathedrals made of blood and flesh.

 


Three artists with almost nothing in common in terms
of cultural heritage or artistic technique, but all of them shared
a common mission: the incarnation of another world within the
mundane realm.

 


Wallace Stevens said that poets were the "priests of
the invisible," a phrase that could be applied to any art that
evokes the mythic realm. The artist of this sort, as a priest of
the invisible, travels up in spirit to the land of visions,
captures a glimpse of gnosis there and brings it back to incarnate
it within an artistic creation. When a painting is viewed or a poem
is read, the gnosis encoded within it is invoked and released,
taking the viewer or reader on a spiritual journey. To the extent
that the reader is receptive to this journey, to its horror and
wonder, the person who experiences a piece of art soars upward to
the realm of myth to see what the artist saw there.

 


This is true even of artists who don’t explicitly
seek to evoke the mythic the way Li Ho or William Blake did. To
everything there is a magic, an essence or inner life, a poetic
truth.

 


The failure to evoke this essence creates a sense of
cliche, of tedium and stereotype. To succeed in evoking it is to be
original and brilliant, even if what is said has been said before.
The reason for this is that the purpose of true art is not
originality but insight.

 


The insight contained within a piece of art encodes
the gnosis of that artistic work, the truth that can only be
experienced, not intellectually known. A haiku about a frog in a
pond contains the gnosis of that experience, as simple and
un-mythical as it might appear to be. The feeling of haunting
honesty, of almost frightening truth- these things are what art
aspires to, even if there is no overtly magical theme.

 


In this respect, all art is magic.

 


2- The Gods Are Still Speaking

 


Some pagans or polytheists try to draw a clear
distinction between "myth" and "fantasy," but I'm not sure there's
a valid basis for such a strong distinction. The myths of the
ancient world began as wonder stories created by storytellers to
entertain and inspire, or were based on the insights and dreams of
individual visionaries. When a particular vision resonated with
enough people to become one of the foundational stories of that
culture, it attained the status of a myth. Another way to put this
is that fantasy stories become myths when enough people perceive
something true in them. Fantasy is the art of mythopoesis.

 


I think part of the debate about this topic, and the
hard feelings associated with it, has to do with perceived status.
Mythology is perceived as sacred and serious, while fantasy fiction
is perceived as frivolous. I would argue that fantasy fiction is an
attempt to invoke the mythic and say something true about it in a
new form. Obviously most attempts at this aren't going to be very
successful, but that's the nature of all art.

 


Humans have been telling stories since before
recorded history, and most of the stories that we've been telling
can be best described as wonder stories- stories in which the realm
of magic and the everyday world are indistinguishable, producing a
sense of amazement, inspiration and awe. In the long history of
human storytelling it is fantasy that is the mainstream.

 


Realistic fiction about the everyday world, while it
is a long-established and noble tradition, is in its infancy by
comparison. The very earliest literary novel is said to be the Tale
of Genji, approximately a thousand years old. Compare this to the
Odyssey at about twenty-eight centuries, or Gilgamesh at more than
forty. Those epics represent traditions that were already ancient
by the time they were written down, whereas the modern genre of the
literary novel is thought to derive more or less directly from the
medieval romance, diverging from it in the seventeenth century.
Only an arbitrary and unjustified prejudice could maintain the
notion that wonder stories are mere "pulp" entertainment, an
inferior offshoot of "serious" fiction. So if the low status of
fantasy fiction is just a prejudice, maybe it's not so important to
draw a line between myth and fantasy.

 


Does that mean I think of the myths as merely
fictional? No, not at all- but I don't think of them as merely
factual either. The philosopher Sallust described myth as "That
which never was, but always is."

 


Myths are the manifestations of the fundamental
mysteries. Myths are the universe expressed in poetic form- those
things which are more true than the merely factual. As such they
are accessible now, in the "waking world" of mundane reality, and
not only in some forgotten past, some distant faraway realm, or in
books of ancient mythology.

 


They are accessible, for instance, through art and
literature, in those rare and special works that achieve mythic
resonance, stories in which the power of the otherworld shines
through into our own. They are accessible, also, through personal
gnosis, the direct encounter of the individual with the mythic
realm.

 


The urge to create myth is a fundamental one, a
mystic impulse common to all cultures. In our own culture this
takes the form of fiction, but the underlying impulse is not
essentially different, whether the myth is presented in a work of
fiction or an ancient epic, the statue of a god or a fantastic
painting.

 


In the ancient world, visionaries surely must have
presented new myths from time to time. It might have happened
something like this: a bard or a storyteller has a dream that
presents a new story about the gods or even a new god. The bard
tells the story to other people, who either forget it because it
doesn't speak to them or remember it and pass it on because it
does. A few centuries later, if that story is still being told, it
is now a myth. People have preserved it and made it their own
because it tells them something true.

 


That's almost exactly the same process by which
fantasy fiction achieves mythic resonance in our own culture. Most
fantasy stories don't speak to enough people on a deep enough level
to become foundational stories of the culture. A few do. I don't
see in what way that is really different from a myth.

 


There's a sign on a church near my home that says,
"God is still speaking." While I love and cherish the ancient myths
and consider them sacred, I believe the gods are still
speaking.

 


3- The Modern Gnosis

 


The nature of the Renaissance was a cultural
synthesis, in which the previous unifying paradigm of the West (the
Catholic expression of the Christian religion) was to a large
extent replaced by a new unifying paradigm- a shared perception
that the cultures of Europe had their spiritual and intellectual
roots in classical Greece. The whole notion of Western culture and
a Western tradition- previously defined by the notion of
Christendom and, to a lesser extent, by the thought of Aristotle-
began to be defined by this broader synthesis. The various cultures
of Europe, while remaining distinct, laid claim to a shared
heritage and a shared source of insight, seeing themselves as the
modern heirs of the ancient Greeks.

 


We have the potential now for the same kind of
synthesis, made possible by an unprecedented intellectual access to
the great civilizations and spiritual traditions of the entire
world. While the separate traditions and cultures remain distinct
and unique, it is increasingly possible to speak of a world
civilization, a metaculture drawing on many sources.

 


In my own library I have access to Plato, but also
to the ancient Irish epic sagas and the Three Hundred Poems of the
T'ang Dynasty; the Latin Psalms of the pre-Vatican II Catholic
Church as well as the Analects of Confucius. It would be both
superficial and wrong-headed to muddy the waters, to mix and match
bits and pieces outside of cultural context. Regardless it is not
only possible, but increasingly necessary, to be genuine
cosmopolitans, "citizens of the cosmos" as the ancient Stoics who
coined the term would have it.

 


As a man of the modern world my
spiritual and intellectual ancestors are not only Greek, but
Chinese, Indian and Japanese as well. I still read and draw
inspiration from Western sources of mythology like the Tain, but I
also read and draw inspiration from Eastern sources like the
legends of the Taoist immortals or the stories of Durga in
the Devi Bhagavatam.

 


Because I read all these sources and am affected by
all of them, they all become part of the vocabulary of my dreams.
When I experience contact with transcendent reality in the realm of
dreams, that transcendence might speak to me through the mouth of
the ancient Welsh bard Taliesin, the Indian goddess Sarasvati or an
old Chinese sage on Wudang mountain.

 


From that perspective, it would seem parochial to me
to restrict myself entirely to the Western tradition, but it would
seem like spiritual sycophancy to embrace only the Eastern. My
daily spiritual practices are Celtic in form because that focus
works for me, but I draw inspiration from all sources and love
spiritual wisdom wherever I find it.

 


There is a lot of discussion and debate in the pagan
community about appropriation, the exploitative claiming of a
specific cultural tradition by those who aren't actually within
that tradition. The kind of "metaculture" I'm talking about is a
matter of inspiration- it's not about claiming an identity or
borrowing elements of a spiritual technology. That's why I don't
call myself a shaman or by any other term from a specific cultural
tradition. My inspiration may draw on many sources, but my personal
spiritual experiences are exactly that- direct and unmediated
encounters with transcendent reality, with the realm of myth
directly rather than with the spiritual landscape that defines a
particular people. The ethical commandment of the modern gnosis is:
go straight to the source.

 


4- Mythic Resonance

 


The mythic realm is the world of stories, tales of
things that happened nowhere and at no particular time, the essence
of which evokes a mythic insight. In the words of William
Blake:

 


This world of imagination is the world of eternity;
it is the divine bosom into which we shall go after the death of
the vegetated body. This world of imagination is infinite and
eternal, whereas the world of generation, or vegetation, is finite
and temporal. There exist in that eternal world the permanent
realities of every thing which we see reflected in this vegetable
glass of nature. All things are comprehended in their eternal forms
in the divine body of the savior, the true vine of eternity, the
human imagination.

 


Blake considers the imagination to be more real than
the mundane world. He considers it to be the source of the mundane
world, the "true vine of eternity." When you are confronted with
this world of the imagination- in the context of one of the ancient
myths, in a piece of art or fiction, in a dream or vision- and you
experience some part of its mysterious power, the result is mythic
resonance, the personal experience of transcendent reality.

 


Mythic resonance is not an either/or- the shades of
gray are uncountable. The effect might be subtle or it might be
life-changing, depending on the power and significance of the
experience itself. Particular myths encode particular gnosis, and
this gnosis varies, too, from one person to another. No two
experiences of mythic resonance will be completely the same.

 


The mythic experience is an encounter with a
mysterious truth. I use the word "mysterious" because this type of
truth is not experienced intellectually, but as a kind of force or
power.

 


It has a quality of vastness and of neverending
space, of opening out onto vistas of wonder. It produces a powerful
sense of the infinite and the eternal. It is awe-inspiring and
numinous. It evokes a sense of mysterious terror and of
fascination. It is intensely personal, an encounter that touches
the deepest levels of the mind.

 


It is noetic in quality, which is to say that it
gives us knowledge, insights that could never have been acquired by
reason. It is morally compelling, not because it lays down laws or
gives out commands, but because our instinctive response to it is
both awe and wonder, leaving us convinced that certain ways of
living will bring us closer to it while others draw us away from
it.

 


It is experienced as something of fundamental
concern, having to do with the ultimate questions and not a means
to any end. And last of all it is ineffable, something that cannot
be rationally explained or understood. Because of this
ineffability, the only way to represent the experience is to use a
language of poetic symbols, and this is exactly what the myths are.
They are divine riddles of the ineffable.

 


In the ongoing debate between hard polytheism and
soft polytheism, soft polytheists are often accused of not really
believing in the gods because they treat the gods as psychological
archetypes or poetic symbols instead of genuinely existing
entities. If we assume that the imagination is just a set of
colorful images generated by the brain, then obviously any view of
the gods that placed them within the human imagination would deny
them the status of real entities and reduce them to convenient
fictions.

 


But we don't have to assume that in the first place.
If we take the viewpoint of William Blake, we can think of the
imagination as the world of eternity from which our own
constantly-changing universe derives its form. From this point of
view, the truths we discover in our imagination are not less real
than the things we see around us every day, but more real. The
archetypes and poetic symbols of our mythic stories are not merely
attempts to understand our own minds as incidental byproducts of
our bodies, but to articulate the reality of Mind itself, from
which all bodies derive.

 


The myths don't have to be taken literally to be
taken seriously. We can acknowledge that they are stories, that
they are poetic symbols, that they come from the imagination- and
we can do so with awe and reverence, because the imagination is
transcendent reality.

 


5- Myth and Science

 


The scientific method has produced more changes
within a shorter span of time than any other development in human
history. This fact alone is proof of its effectiveness, and of its
validity as a tool for understanding our world. Many of these
changes have proven beneficial, but at the same time our rapidly
increasing technical know-how has made it possible for us to create
a range of threats to our own survival that the human race never
faced before. We've become almost limitlessly clever without
becoming much wiser, and we've endangered our own existence and
that of every other species on the planet in the process.

 


Despite the ominous results of this development,
some people seem convinced that the death of the mythic is the key
to a new utopia. That the future world we're creating could very
well be uninhabitable, or at the very least inhospitable, does not
deter them. To the materialist, the spiritual is an illusion, a
harmful relic of primitive superstition, and the source of war and
social oppression.

 


In the global struggles of the 20th century,
countless millions of people died in the name of explicitly
materialist ideologies. This would seem to suggest that it is not
our spiritual aspirations which are to blame for human evil.
Nevertheless the debate continues, pitting the rational against the
spiritual in a false dichotomy.

 


What is needed is neither the rejection of science
nor the rejection of myth, but an understanding of life and the
world that is broad enough and deep enough to encompass both
viewpoints. Perhaps surprisingly, some of the greatest scientific
minds of the 20th century would seem to have agreed. According to
Wolfgang Pauli, winner of the Nobel Prize in Physics for 1945:

 


I consider the ambition of overcoming opposites,
including also a synthesis embracing both rational understanding
and the mystical experience of unity, to be the mythos, spoken or
unspoken, of our present day and age.

 


Similar ideas were expressed by Werner Heisenberg,
Erwin Schroedinger, Albert Einstein, Louis de Broglie, Sir James
Jeans, Max Planck and Sir Arthur Eddington. In their letters and
their published writings, these great physicists expressed not only
a wide-ranging familiarity with mysticism and philosophy, but a
rejection of any antagonism between science and mysticism.

 


It is important, however, that no superficial
attempt be made to combine the two viewpoints. The Catholic Church
in the medieval period tied its doctrines to the science of
Aristotle, with a stultifying effect on scientific development.
When science finally broke free of these constraints it rejected
not only the ancient science, but the religious insights with which
it was associated. Attempts to explain quantum mechanics in terms
of Eastern mysticism, or Eastern mysticism in terms of quantum
mechanics, run the risk of making the same mistake.

 


It is not that the discoveries of science have no
philosophical or spiritual implications, but rather that the nature
of the mythic experience is not susceptible to any fully rational
understanding. The great mystics of all traditions use a language
of paradox and ambiguity to evoke what cannot be said. The great
mythic stories do something much the same. The divine mysteries are
exactly that, and if they could be fully understood through the
scientific process or any other process they wouldn't be what they
are. Myth isn't something to be dissected, experimented on,
explained or proven, but to be lived and experienced.

 


That's why a person can be totally comfortable with
both science and myth, treating the first one as a way of toward
fact and the second as a way toward truth.

 


6- Divine Fluidity: The Polyvalent Logic of Myth

 


In the ongoing struggle between atheists and
fundamentalists, one thing that strikes an outsider to the debate
is what both sides have in common. Both of them take the myths of
the Abrahamic religions absolutely literally, and for the most part
neither of them seem to be more than vaguely aware that there are
other religions in the world with completely different
attitudes.

 


People who are only familiar with the Abrahamic
religions often assume that the pagan myths were just an attempt to
explain terrifying natural forces through childlike fables. It has
often been assumed that the ancients actually worshiped idols of
wood and stone in and of themselves, believed the sun to be
literally driven in a cart across the sky, and so forth and so
on.

 


Well, here's what an actual pagan theologian had to
say on the topic:

 


The authors of the Orphic hymns supposed Zeus to be
the mind of the world, and that he created all things therein,
containing the world in himself... Zeus, therefore, is the whole
world, animal of animals, and god of gods; but Zeus, that is,
inasmuch as he is the mind from which he brings forth all things,
and by his thoughts creates them... (Porphyry, On Images)

 


It is not the minds of the ancients that were
unsophisticated but those of their modern critics. If myth is that
which never was, but always is, then it cannot be reduced down to
specific events occurring at a specific time in a specific place,
and any attempt to do so misses the mark. The truths of myth are
eternal truths, not historical facts. By interpreting higher truths
as historical facts, the fundamentalist actually reduces them,
cutting off access to a direct and personal insight. The skeptical
materialist, on the other hand, denies such insight altogether.

 


The fundamentalist sees one particular set of myths
as literal facts, to be accepted without critical thought as divine
revelation. All other systems of myth are rejected as heresies,
laughed off as primitive fictions or even interpreted as some kind
of a conspiracy by the forces of evil. Many atheists see all myths
as primitive fictions, superstitious relics from an earlier era of
human development. The shared feature of both viewpoints is a lack
of nuance, a world with no colors but black-and-white, and an
uncritical belief that there is an objective truth to which human
beings have access.

 


All of these things are functions of bivalent logic,
the assumption that there are only two truth values, True and
False. No partially true, sometimes true, true from this angle but
not from that one, or false for this person but true for that
person.

 


We don't actually experience a world based on
bivalent logic, because that world is a completely hypothetical
construction, a mere thought experiment. Real human sexuality, for
instance, is almost infinitely complex, but we've created two
simple categories, straight and gay, with the reluctant addition of
bi along with the frequent injunction to "pick a team." (Who's
playing against who?)

 


Real human gender expression is also infinitely
complex, but we're only comfortable with two categories- masculine
and feminine, conveniently mapped in defiance of our actual
experiences onto the biological reality that there are men and
women.

 


Pagans are no more immune to this tendency than
anyone else. You'll see some pagans arguing that our religions are
immanent while the Abrahamic religions are transcendent. (Really?
What if my gods are both?)

 


You'll see some pagans arguing that our religions
are strictly polytheist while the Abrahamic religions are strictly
monotheist. But if it's really as simple as that, why do so many
polytheistic traditions both ancient and modern incorporate the
idea that the divine is both one and many simultaneously?

 


Within the pagan and heathen movements, a
distinction is often drawn between hard polytheism and soft
polytheism. Soft polytheism can be broadly defined as any view that
treats the various gods and goddesses as aspects or faces of a
greater god, or as psychological archetypes with no power outside
of the mind. Soft polytheism is sometimes used as a pejorative
term, an accusation that the ideas in question are not truly
polytheist at all, as they deny the independent validity of the
gods of mythology.

 


The soft polytheist views the gods as symbols,
either of a greater spiritual reality such as "the Goddess" or "the
God," or of internal psychological states. Hard polytheists, on the
other hand, view the gods as "real," genuinely existing entities
with real personalities, real names, and real powers. Of course,
this is just another form of bivalent logic, and has promoted the
same kind of mutual disdain within the pagan and heathen
communities that bivalent logic generally does in other
contexts.

 


Here's another quote from the ancient pagan writer
Porphyry:

 


In all these ways, then, the power of the earth
finds an interpretation and is worshipped: as a virgin and Hestia,
she holds the centre; as a mother she nourishes; as Rhea she makes
rocks and dwells on mountains; as Demeter, she produces herbage;
and as Themis, she utters oracles: while the seminal law which
descends into her bosom is figured as Priapus, the influence of
which on dry crops is called Kore, and on soft fruits and
shellfruits is called Dionysus. For Kore was carried off by Pluto,
that is, the sun going down beneath the earth at seed-time; but
Dionysus begins to sprout according to the conditions of the power
which, while young, is hidden beneath the earth, yet produces fine
fruits, and is an ally of the power in the blossom symbolized by
Attis, and of the cutting of the ripened corn symbolized by
Adonis.

 


Porphyry's words describe multiple deities with
different powers. Yet Porphyry also describes these gods as being
manifestations of a single underlying power.

 


I think the whole distinction between hard
polytheism and soft polytheism is a false dichotomy. I don't think
ancient pagans ever made such a distinction, ever thought of the
gods as being distinct independent entities or ever thought of them
as being mere aspects of a greater whole either. I think all of
those viewpoints are reductionist, simplistic and entirely
modern.

 


Is the Morrigan one goddess or three? Or, since
Macha is one of the three Morrigans but there are also three
Machas, is She actually one goddess or six? Or, since one source
says that the Morrigan is another name for Danann, is She actually
seven? Or, since one source says that the Morrigan was the mother
of the three children of Tuireann but another source says that
Brighid was their mother, is She actually the same as Brighid? But
wait, there are also three Brighids, so that makes Her either one
goddess or ten. Unless you count Brighid's Brythonic equivalent
Brigantia, or the Gaulish goddess Cathubodua whose name is cognate
with Badba Catha, who is one of the three Morrigans...

 


I could go on and on, but it wouldn't get any
easier. It makes no more sense to say that these are all the same
goddess than it does to say that they are all different. They are
both, and neither, and much more. The logic of myth is polyvalent.
Multiple, seemingly contradictory things can be true at the same
time.

So if the gods are neither one thing nor another,
then what are they? They are mysteries. Mysteries, by their nature,
cannot be completely defined or given clear and rigid
boundaries.

 


That's what we see in the myths; that's what we see
in daily life. That's the divine fluidity of real magic. If we want
to experience the magic, if we want to become the magic, we need to
learn to live within that fluidity.

 


So if myth is not to be taken literally, then how is
it to be taken? As a form of magical play, a dance of ideas, a
constantly shifting flow of power that can put us in direct contact
with the energy of creation itself.

 


In the words of the French artist Jean Delville:

 


Understood in its metaphysical sense, Beauty is one
of the manifestations of the Absolute Being. Emanating from the
harmonious rays of the Divine plan, it crosses the intellectual
plane to shine once again across the natural plane, where it
darkens into matter.

 


Delville is coming from a particular perspective
here, one in which a single and transcendent "Absolute Being"
emanates multiple layers of reality from Itself of which the least
subtle is the material universe we see around us. This perspective
is not very similar to most of what we see in modern paganism, but
it actually is of pagan origins. The ancient neoplatonist
philosopher Plotinus says much the same thing:

 


Beauty is the translucence, through the material
phenomenon, of the eternal splendor of the One.

 


In other words, the Absolute- the transcendent
reality of neoplatonist mysticism- emanates or spontaneously
generates a divine beauty, manifesting as first Mind and then
Matter.

 


Some modern pagans take a neoplatonist viewpoint,
but many do not. Many would object to two aspects of neoplatonism-
its insistence on a single Absolute at the center of reality, and
the implication that the material world around us is somehow false,
inferior or illusory. These ideas seem very Christian to many
modern pagans, although they were actually shared by both pagan and
Christian neoplatonists in ancient times and are also very similar
to the Vedanta philosophy of Hinduism.

 


If we don't want to reject the material world or
insist on the nature of the divine as One, is there anything left
for us in this philosophy? I believe there is. Transcendent reality
doesn't have a system because it transcends all systems. Systems of
thought are created by people, usually to try to impose some kind
of order and comprehension on something chaotic and
incomprehensible.

 


When mystics come in contact with transcendent
reality, they aren't operating within a system but above and beyond
all systems. When they try to explain such an experience to other
people or help them to have such an experience for themselves, they
find that they need some kind of structure to take people through
the process. They need a technology of transcendence. So they end
up having to create a system, which is then mistaken by many of
their students for a blueprint of transcendent reality rather than
a convenient roadmap for how to access it.

 


One mystic says there are six chakras and you can
attain the highest state by drawing the kundalini energy up through
the chakras from the base of the spine to the head. Another says
there are three types of energy- jing, chi and shen. You can attain
the highest state by converting jing to chi and then converting chi
to shen. Which one is right?

 


One way to access transcendence is to turn inward
and cut off all contact with your senses, stilling thought until
you break through into something beyond all thought. That's the
method Plotinus used. As a method, it's just a method- but if you
turn it into a doctrine it amounts to denying the world and the
flesh and concentrating solely on the mind. If you use that method,
you end up developing a theology in which the world we see around
us is false and illusory and transcendent reality is pure mind, an
Absolute. The later neoplatonist Iamblichus took the opposite
approach, using elaborate magical ceremonies and symbolism and the
worship of multiple gods. Again, this is just a method, but if you
take it as a doctrine you can end up with a very different picture
of divine reality.

 


So which picture is accurate? Neither and both. They
are both just systems, ways you can trick yourself into getting
outside yourself so you can see what is beyond yourself- and learn
more about your real self at the same time.

 


Devoted followers of particular belief systems tend
to get overly attached to the structure of those systems,
forgetting that the systems are just expedient means. Jean Delville
pictures an Absolute Being, manifesting a Beauty that evolves and
darkens until it turns to matter. Very well, it's a beautiful and
potentially useful image, but it's just an image. It's a myth
actually, and there are other myths.

 


This is the strength of paganism as an approach to
religion. Within the pagan community, I have conversations on a
daily basis with people who worship the Greek gods, the Celtic
gods, the Norse gods, the Egyptian gods- and some who worship new
gods with new myths unknown to the ancients. I have conversations
with people who believe the divine is ultimately one although it
takes many different forms, with people who believe there are an
infinite number of completely distinct and individual gods and with
people who believe there aren't really any gods at all.

 


This is the strength of myth as an approach to
mysticism. Different myths contradict each other, and different
versions of the same myth contradict each other. All of these myths
are sacred and true, but none to the exclusion of the others. The
divine reality is one; the divine reality is many; the divine
reality is both one and many; the divine reality is neither one nor
many.

 


Even though my practice is centered in a particular
system, I can't fossilize that system into a set of dogmas. It
remains a form of magical play, a flow of images, a particular
rhythm of dance steps, a spontaneous fluidity of ideas.

 


7- Lore, Gnosis and Discernment

 


What aspect of myth should receive the greatest
weight in our actual practice- the myths and other lore handed down
to us from ancient times, or our own unmediated personal
experiences of the mythic realm? Is lore or gnosis more reliable,
more authoritative?

 


This debate is far from resolved within the pagan
community. In traditions more attached to the concept of orthodoxy,
mystical practitioners are usually expected to apply "discernment"
to test their personal visions and gnosis against orthodox
doctrine. If the gnosis of the individual mystic contradicts the
lore of the tradition, then the gnosis is wrong, if not demonic in
origin.

 


Pagans do not have a single, mutually agreed upon
set of doctrines that could function in this way, and many if not
most pagans are averse to the whole concept of orthodoxy. Despite
this fact, there are pagan orthodoxies, although they only apply to
the specific sects or traditions that embrace them. For instance,
some Norse pagans accept the Eddas as authoritative and would
reject any claim of personal gnosis that seemed to contradict a
statement in the Eddas.

 


For most pagans, however, the issue is a lot less
settled than that. Private mystical and magical practices are
central to the religious experience of many pagans, but a clear
standard for evaluating these experiences does not exist. Many
other pagans do not experience anything that could be described as
gnosis. Some value gnosis more than lore and some value lore more
than gnosis. For those who have never had an experience of gnosis,
lore is much more likely to take the central role. For those who do
experience ecstatic states, mythic dreams and other forms of
gnosis, I suggest an epistemology- a way of evaluating what we know
and how we know it- that incorporates gnosis, lore and discernment
as tools with distinct purposes.

 


The purpose of gnosis is direct experience of the
mystery. The purpose of lore is as an interpretive framework for
the gnosis. The purpose of discernment is to enable you to
effectively use the lore to interpret your gnosis.

 


Think of it as a triangle. In some forms of
paganism, such as Reconstructionism, the side marked "lore" is the
longest side of the triangle. Aspects of the lore are difficult to
interpret, so discernment is important to sort out what the lore
means. "Discernment" is the second-longest side of the
Reconstructionist triangle. "Gnosis" is the shortest side, because
it is given the least emphasis. Some Reconstructionists accept
gnosis with reservations, but rate its importance very much lower
than that of the lore. Some don't accept it at all.

 


In some forms of paganism, particularly those which
are very eclectic, "gnosis" is the longest side of the triangle.
Personal experience counts for everything, even when it directly
contradicts the lore. "Lore" is the second-longest side of the
triangle, because it is seen as a source of inspiration even when
practitioners feel free to disregard any aspect of it as needed.
"Discernment" is the shortest side of the triangle, and
practitioners may even question the validity of the concept because
they believe personal experience and interpretation to be the sole
source of authority.

 


In some forms of paganism, the particular "lore" of
their tradition is the longest side of the triangle, and "gnosis"
is the second-longest because they value direct magical experience
highly, but "discernment" is the shortest side because they don't
always use discernment to critique either their lore or their
gnosis. For instance, the tradition's core beliefs may include
things that are known by historians to be factually untrue or
highly improbable.

 


There are also at least a few practitioners who
don't rely on any established lore at all, but solely on their
personal gnosis and discernment. Given time, private visions of
this type can produce their own body of lore.

 


For those who experience gnosis and work with some
form of traditional lore, I would like to propose that the
"epistemological triangle" should be equilateral. If you experience
a dream vision of an entity you believe to be Athena, but her
behavior is nothing like that of the Athena found in ancient Greek
lore, then your discernment should tell you that the entity you
encountered wasn't really Athena. It's not that your dream-vision
wasn't real or valid or powerful, but that you are trying to use
the wrong piece of lore to interpret it. These three elements-
lore, gnosis and discernment- must work together, with none of them
contradicting each other.

 


Here is an example from my own experience. After an
extended period of struggle and suffering in my life, I had a dream
one night that was so vivid and clear it was almost shocking to be
present in it. I stood on an island, and the crashing of the ocean
waves was even more intense and present than if I had been there in
the flesh. Even now, my memories of the dream are of an experience
so much more intense and present than regular daily life that I
could easily have said that this dream was "more real," and my
experiences of watching the ocean in the waking world were "only a
dream."

 


The presence of the ocean before me was like a
confrontation with something more real than I was myself. The sense
of magic in the scene was indescribable but uncanny, like a breath
of cold wind from another world. And then, as I looked out over the
ocean, the water began to shine. I actually cried out in the dream,
with a feeling that was equal parts horror, awe and delight.

 


As I called out, a woman appeared, floating across
the surface of the ocean as it glowed from within. Her arms were
outstretched, and although the expression on her beautiful face was
serene and gentle, the supernatural power of her presence was
utterly terrifying. I woke up in a state of awe, with an insight
and understanding into my life situation that seemed to have come
from nowhere. I had been granted a taste of gnosis.

 


Because the spiritual framework in which I operate
is Celtic mythology, and because I have been for many years a
devotee of the goddess Brighid, I interpreted the entity in the
dream as an epiphany of Brighid. If I had interpreted that same
dream as a vision of the Greek goddess Hecate, it wouldn't have
worked. The vision wouldn't fit what the lore tells us about
Hecate. Since it doesn't contradict anything the lore tells us
about Brighid, my discernment tells me that this as a workable
interpretation, and that it is valid to describe my dream as a
"vision of Brighid." (Of course, this wasn't an entirely
intellectual process- my personal feeling that I had seen Brighid
played a major role in my interpretation.)

 


Could someone else have interpreted the same dream
differently? Yes, of course. So was the entity "really" Brighid?
Well, who can say? The gods are mysteries. We don't really know
what they are or how they operate. We only know what we experience
and what we do with that experience. (In some dreams, an entity may
actually identify itself by name, but it's still necessary to apply
discernment. If an entity says it's Odin, but acts more like Loki,
you could get yourself in a lot of trouble by taking its words at
face value.)

 


In this situation, my dream-vision in its unmediated
state was gnosis, my interpretation of it as a vision of Brighid
was informed by the lore, and my discernment allowed me to assess
whether the content of the vision was a good match for the content
of the lore. From my familiarity with the lore and the discernment
that gives me, I would have been able to find a different
interpretation if my first interpretation had not been a good
fit.

 


Discernment isn't just used to evaluate the gnosis,
but the lore as well. According to some aspects of Celtic lore, I
could take the heads of my enemies as trophies to gain control over
their spiritual power- but my discernment tells me this is not a
moral course of action for a modern person! That's a commonly-cited
example, but there are others. Some Celtic Reconstructionists hope
to revive not only the religion of the ancient Celts but aspects of
their social system such as the tribal structure. In the ancient
Ireland of tribes, druids and kings, the basic unit of currency was
the value of one female slave. My discernment tells me that there
is nothing in this piece of lore worth reconstructing. We should
always be asking ourselves not only what the ancients did but
whether there is any spiritual value in that practice. If there is
not then we ought to reject it, just as we would reject a
dream-spirit telling us to do something immoral.

 


By applying this type of discernment, we can assess
which aspects of the lore are spiritually valid for us today.
Ideally, every aspect of my spiritual practice should be equally
valid according to my reason (discernment), my study (lore) and my
personal spiritual experiences (gnosis). If any part of my practice
cannot be reconciled with any of these three elements, something
needs to be adjusted.

I suggest this "epistemological triangle" as a
working model for how pagans can reconcile lore and gnosis.

 


8- Crossing Places

 


Too many polytheists have an attitude of inflexible
hostility toward what they call the "Abrahamic" religions:
Christianity, Islam and Judaism. Considering the history of the
relationship between polytheistic religions and the monotheistic
faiths, this is not surprising. However, if polytheism includes the
assumption that truth is nuanced and various rather than singular
and monolithic, we must be prepared to acknowledge the truths that
the monotheistic religions teach as well.

 


One way to do this is to find
crossing places, spots where the river that separates us can be
forded relatively easily. I and
Thou by the Hassidic philosopher Martin
Buber and The Idea of the Holy
by the Protestant theologian Rudolf Otto both
contain ideas most polytheists should find relevant.

 


I and Thou is a book about the spirituality of relationship. According
to Buber there are two fundamentally different types of
relationship, of which the first is a relationship between a
subject and an object, an I and an It:

 


He perceives what exists round about him - simply
things, and beings as things; and what happens round about him -
simply events, and actions as events; things consisting of
qualities, events of moments; things entered in the graph of place,
events in that of time; things and events bounded by other things
and events, measured by them, comparable with them: he perceives an
ordered and detached world. It is to some extent a reliable world,
having density and duration. Its organization can be surveyed and
brought out again and again; gone over with closed eyes, and
verified with open eyes. It is always there, next to your skin, if
you look on it that way, cowering in your soul, if you prefer it
so. It is your object, remains it as long as you wish, and remains
a total stranger, within you and without.

 


The second type of relationship is very different,
described by Buber as I and Thou (which in this case is simply a
translation of the German Du, the familiar and intimate form of
You):

 


It is not outside you, it stirs in the depth of you;
if you say 'Soul of my soul' you have not said too much... Between
you and it there is mutual giving: you say Thou to it and give
yourself to it, it says Thou to you and gives itself to you. You
cannot make yourself understood with others concerning it, you are
alone with it. But it teaches you to meet others, and to hold your
ground when you meet them. Through the graciousness of its comings
and the solemn sadness of its goings it leads you away to the Thou
in which the parallel lines of relations meet. It does not help to
sustain you in life, it only helps you to glimpse eternity.

 


Buber's language is obscure and evocative, but the
insight he wants to share with us is clear enough: we can relate to
anything and anyone we encounter as an It or a Thou. This
distinction is easily recognized in our daily lives. Let's say I am
walking down the street with my thoughts on an errand, scarcely
noticing the faces that pass me by. You might happen to be one of
those faces, but that hardly matters. I don't encounter you as
another person with a real life and a real existence, but as a mere
object in my field of consciousness. I hardly notice you unless you
force me to, and even if I do notice you, you remain an object- a
means to some other end I happen to be focused on, such as buying
my morning cup of coffee.

 


And then, by some random chance (I notice a fleeting
expression that moves across your face, one of us tells a little
joke or does the other one a small kindness) I really see you. I
encounter you as a totality, as a human being. It isn't that you
aren't selling me coffee, but that this no longer defines the
limits of our interaction. We can really see each other, we are
really alive to each other, even if only for a single moment.

 


I can think of another example from my personal
experience. Young children don't tend to see their parents as
having an independent existence. It isn't something they think
about in the first place, and so it was for me when I was a small
child. Once in a great while, however, it would suddenly strike me,
and I would realize with an almost uncanny feeling that my mother
was a person, that she had thoughts and feelings and motivations of
her own. From an all-powerful and all-knowing It, she became a
Thou, an experience I found uncomfortable at the time. Many people
never grow out of this stage, applying it to all their
relationships. The other person is just an object, a means to one
end or another, not as real as I am. This is barely a relationship,
and by the same token it is barely real.

 


I-It relationships always have this falseness, an
unreal or shadowlike quality, like the experiences in a dream. The
It-world is the "real" world as that is generally understood, but
in what sense can we say that it's real?

 


Classical philosophy acknowledged
three criteria for a thing's reality: agreement between multiple
observers, continuity across time, and a sense of vivid presence.
This vivid presence or "feeling of reality" is called the
phantasia catalyptica, a
lovely term from the Stoic philosophy. Anything we experience as an
It has a kind of solidity (the solidity of "objective fact") but it
is lacking in vividness. It looks real but it doesn't feel real; it
is dull and mundane. It is only partially real, lacking in the
fullness and presence of the phantasia
catalyptica.

 


Everyday life in an It-world is experienced as being
meaningless, empty of life and spirit, and in extreme cases,
horrifying. To distract oneself from this pseudo-existence requires
constant diversion, an attempt to give the shadows vividness and
reality through a superficial intensity.

 


Whatever I encounter as a Thou,
however, is both vivid and real- an alive and intimate presence
with a real existence, with which I can have a real relationship.
No one in an I and Thou encounter has ever been bored, or ever felt
the need for distraction or entertainment. The I and Thou encounter
with reality is the phantasia
catalyptica, real life and genuine
intensity, the presence of the sacred. And the most wonderful thing
about this sacredness is that it encompasses everything, the
sidewalk and the passing cars just as much as the sea and the
sky.

 


The phenomenal world in its objective nature might
remain unchanged, but the experience of the phenomenal world is
completely different, because the extent to which it is experienced
as real is as distinct as sleep and waking, or even as distinct as
life and death. Think back to a time in your life that was
unusually vivid- the first month of a new relationship, or a
personal crisis, a time when every little thing that happened
seemed intensely significant, when days felt like weeks and you
could recall every word of every conversation because it all seemed
to matter so much.

 


Almost everyone has experienced such a time, and
regretted its loss, even though it would actually be

very difficult to live daily life in such a state
for very long. The word we use to describe that state is usually
"magical," an apt term with intriguing implications. The way we use
the word "magic" here implies "more real," in other words more
vividly experienced. So if the world of I and It is the world of
phenomena, then the world of I and Thou is the world of magic-
phenomena supercharged, the world transformed. The objective facts
are the same, but their meaning is not.

 


Myth is incarnated in the waking world. Because
there are not, in reality, two separate worlds, but one world whose
magic we usually forget. The waking world and the world of myth are
one and the same, and every tiniest detail of our so-called mundane
existence bears vivid witness to that fact, if only we saw those
details as they truly are.

 


Buber himself did not feel that we could live
permanently in the world of I and Thou. It is simply too difficult
to maintain that awareness, and too difficult even to function in
the world when every single encounter and moment is completely
real. We fall back into the It-world because we can more easily
survive there.

 


That's the way it was for me after seeing the vision
of Brighid at the oceanside. For a period of about a month I found
it almost impossible to function in daily life. Every person that I
saw on the street was unique and beautiful; every detail of the
sidewalk was alive with magic. Every moment of every day felt so
perfect that I didn't care at all if I lived or died, as anything
that could possibly happen seemed equally wonderful. I found it
impossible to work because I simply couldn't focus. The magic and
joy of the world was just too intense. I spent hours of every day
just staring at the ceiling, laughing occasionally from sheer
exuberance. If I kept on living that way I would have collapsed,
overwhelmed by my own bliss. Spiritually speaking, I had drunk too
deep, and it was now time to pull back or be overcome.

 


I stepped out of the world in which everything was a
Thou, and heartbreakingly beautiful for that fact. I returned to
the It-world. But the insight or gnosis that I had received was not
lost to me as a result. A dream of the symbolic and poetic had
given me access to the mystery, the direct and entirely
non-symbolic magic of the everyday world. The supernatural terror
of the raging ocean, the shining waters and the woman of the waves,
had caused me to see the magic and the wonder of the waking world
for what it really is. The sense of the uncanny and the
otherworldly I had experienced in that dream is what Rudolf Otto
called the numinous, the feeling of the contact with the divine or
numen.

 


Otto defined the numinous as "the
feeling of the wholly Other," and described the nature of the
numinous experience as the mysterium
tremendum et fascinans, the "terrible and
fascinating mystery":

The fascinosum is a feeling of joy,
gratitude, pleasure or unrush of grace, at catching a glimpse of
the Ultimate, or numen; the tremendum is a reaction of awe,
horror, fear, or a feeling of being overwhelmed.

 


Otto considered this numinous feeling to be the
basis of all religion, or at least of its non-rational side. His
definition of the numen as the "wholly Other" has some interesting
implications, particularly when taken in conjunction with Buber's I
and Thou form of spirituality. I hasten to add that Buber himself
did not make, and would probably not have agreed with, the
implications I am about to draw from the conjunction of these two
ideas. Nevertheless, I feel that examining Buber and Otto side by
side yields some interesting possibilities.

 


Otto described the numinous feeling as a sense of
"weird awe and shuddering dread before the mysteries of the
transcendent." It is felt, for instance, in a haunted house, or in
certain circumstances in nature such as an isolated mountaintop or
a grove of trees. Shrines, churches and temples tend to be built at
spots that are felt to be numinous, and in ancient times were often
dedicated to the particular numen or spiritual power that was felt
to be resident there. (In the Shinto religion, for instance, the
numen is the Kami, and particular temples enshrine particular
Kami.)

 


This feeling may be interpreted either positively or
negatively:

 


It may mean evil or imposing, potent and strange,
queer and marvelous, horrifying and fascinating, divine and
daemonic, and a source of energy...

 


The numinous is thus felt as objective and outside
the self.

 


It is, in other words, not only "Thou," but more
profoundly and completely "Thou" than anything in everyday reality.
If I am in an I and Thou relationship with you when I have a vivid
and intimate sense of your presence as a unique and actual
individual, then how much more so when this sense is so powerful as
to appear more real than I am?

 


So it was in my dream, in which
every element from the shining ocean to the presence of the goddess
seemed more real than everyday reality, with a far more vivid
impression of the phantasia
catalyptica. In certain religions
(described by Otto as "primitive," which is a view I completely
reject) the result of this is divine possession, as the
overwhelming Thou of the numen eclipses the I:

 


Here the numinous appears as religious mania,
possession by the numen, intoxication, and frenzy.

 


This is what many pagans would refer to as Ecstasy,
the mystical experience of the divine presence. The numen is an
experience of hyper-reality- reality so intense as to overwhelm, so
beautiful as to be horrifying, so convincingly real as to make
regular life seem unreal by comparison. And when the objectivity of
the It-world has been annihilated by this means, the divine power
shines through in all its intensely subjective glory. The result is
a revelation.

 


Why is this relevant to polytheism? Because it
provides a framework for a type of mysticism that acknowledges the
Other rather than always striving to be dissolved in Unity, as in
Ramprasad Sen's famous statement about the goddess Kali: "I like
sugar, but have no desire to become sugar".

 


Not that I am denying the validity of mystical
union- that perspective is just as valuable. For many ecstatics and
devotional polytheists, however, the presence of the beloved deity
is the primary form of mysticism they seek to cultivate, and the
theologies of Buber and Otto provide a framework and a vocabulary
for this approach to mysticism. However Abrahamic they may be,
Buber and Otto saw something in their own traditions that is also
relevant to a pagan worldview. That's why their works provide a
crossing place.

 


9- Making Up Myths: It’s Nothing New

 


The numinous feeling as manifested in art is
something I call mythic resonance, which can be described as the
power of a work of art to serve as a path to the mythic for a
particular person. The same work of art may have mythic resonance
for me but not for you, or it may have mythic resonance for both of
us, but to different degrees or in different ways. It is not
limited to an eerie feeling, although it does often create an eerie
feeling.

 


When Neil Gaiman's Sandman story became a modern
mythology, to the extent of almost being taken literally by a great
many fans, that is an example of mythic resonance on a very large
scale. The mythology of H.P. Lovecraft had a similar effect. It
would be easy to think of other examples from modern popular
culture, but there are ancient examples as well.

 


Snorri Sturluson’s
Prose Edda, for example-
which has virtually the status of a scripture for some modern
heathens- contains a lot of material not found in any other source.
Nancy Marie Brown, author of Song of the
Viking: Snorri and the Making of Norse Myths argues that this is because Snorri made a lot of it up
himself by fictionalizing the fragments of earlier legends. If
Brown is correct, then the Prose
Edda is not so much a faithful record of
the pre-Christian Norse mythology as it is a medieval fantasy
novel. So much for the clear distinction some pagans see between
"real myth" and fantasy.

 


None of this has stopped modern heathens from making
it a centerpiece of their religion, and I’m not saying it ought to
either. I believe in the sacred reality of the realm of myth, and I
believe it can be accessed by modern people like Neil Gaiman just
as it could be accessed by medieval people like Snorri Sturluson
and ancient people like Homer. It doesn’t matter to me whether the
story of the death of Baldur was a genuine pre-Christian myth or a
tale invented partially or completely by Snorri. The question of
who created it has no bearing on the degree of sacred truth it
contains, because that depends solely on the degree of mythic
resonance it successfully evokes.

 


Another example is the Tain, the Irish national epic
about the hero Cuchulain. An ancient traditional epic from the
pre-Christian era? Not exactly, since not even the Irish
storytellers claimed such a thing when they told the story.
According to the Irish lore, all but a few scattered fragments of
the Tain had been forgotten, so a famous bard slept on the grave of
one of the Ulster heroes until the dead man’s spirit told him the
story of the Tain in a dream.

 


If virtually everything about George Washington had
been forgotten and I slept on his grave and got him to tell me what
really happened at Valley Forge in a dream, would you consider that
a "traditional story" or something I made up myself? I consider the
Tain a real myth and a sacred story, but how much of it comes from
any pre-Christian legend is anyone’s guess. Maybe most of it, maybe
none of it, maybe something in between. I think the third guess is
the most likely,but that’s not the point.

 


The point is the nature of myth. I don’t believe
that the authenticity of myth depends on its source, but only on
its intrinsic power. If we recognize this and embrace it, it opens
up a lot of doors.

 


10- Daemonic Dread: The Darkness of the Holy

 


One of the most popular theories about the
popularity of horror fiction is that people enjoy it because it
provides a catharsis. You go through a fearful experience, but
you’re actually safe. The experience is supposed to let off
tension.

 


I’m skeptical of this explanation because horror
fiction doesn’t usually scare me, but I still enjoy it very much.
In my limited and personal experience, most people who find horror
fiction truly frightening don’t choose to read it. Most people who
are really scared of horror movies avoid watching them. The horror
fans I know are not upset by horror fiction, so how can it function
as a catharsis for them?

 


The theologian Rudolf Otto
described the numinous as a mysterium
tremendum et fascinans, a "terrible and
fascinating mystery." In art this manifests in a range of moods
that could be described as sublime or gothic, characterized by "The
semi-darkness that glimmers in vaulted halls or beneath the
branches of a lofty forest glade, strangely quickened and stirred
by the mysterious play of half-lights…" (From The Idea of the Holy by Rudolf
Otto)

 


This type of art has existed for many centuries and
in more than one medium. Here are a few lines by the great Li
Ho:

 


Stones split asunder, sky startles,

Autumn rains gush forth.

He goes in dreams to the Spirit Mountain

To teach the Weird Crone...

 


Withering orchids bade them farewell

On the Hsian-yang road.

If God could suffer as we do

God too would grow old.

Bearing my dew-plate, I journeyed alone

By the light of the cold, wild moon,

Already Wei-cheng lay far behind

And its waters faintly calling.

 


(From A Golden Treasury of Chinese Poetry,
Translated by John A. Turner)

 


Li Ho's poetry contains images of
horror, particularly in lines such as this one, from his
poem Don't Go Out of the
Door:

 


Heaven is inscrutable,

Earth keeps its secrets,

The nine-headed monster eats our souls…

 


(From Poems of the Late T'ang, translated by A.C.
Graham)

 


Sometimes the hint of darkness can be very subtle,
as in this haiku by the 18th-century master Taniguchi Buson:

 


A lightning flash-

the sound of water drops

falling through bamboo

 


The image of this haiku is in no way "dark," but
there is a hint of melancholy, a hint of coldness that brushes up
against the numinous. To reduce art to the numinous alone would not
be valid. Nevertheless, that sense of awe, an emotion that is
always at least partially numinous, manifests in many works of art
with no apparent mythic content. The Gaelic folk song "On Saturday
I was Struck with Sorrow," a woman's lament for her drowned
husband, is so stark as to hardly be poetry, and yet it is
extraordinarily powerful poetry:

 


On Saturday I was struck with sorrow.

On Sunday my sorrow deepened.

 


These lines could be no more minimal, yet the numb
horror of raw grief infuses them with something not unlike
supernatural dread, a sense of awe that stops the breath the first
time the song is heard in the original Gaelic. The song (which was
actually written by the widowed woman) reaches beyond her personal
grief and becomes something universal, a pathway to Grief itself.
It achieves a mythic resonance. Any time a work of art touches on
the universal, creating a sense of the eternal and transpersonal,
there is a feeling of awe. In Otto’s theology, the sense of awe
contains an element of horror by definition.

 


This feeling of supernatural horror is what Otto
calls Daemonic Dread, which he saw as the most primal and basic
stage in the development of the numinous feeling. One of the
distinguishing characteristics of the ancient polytheistic
religions was their comfort with the emotion of dread as an aspect
of the divine power.

 


Of course, the far majority of people who enjoy
horror fiction don’t think of it as a spiritual activity. But I’m
inclined to think that the taste for horror fiction derives from a
deep spiritual instinct nevertheless.

 


If your conception of the divine includes only that
which is comforting, encouraging and inspiring then there is no way
to see a deity such as the Morrigan as being anything but evil. If
you think of the feeling of supernatural horror as being a sign of
the divine presence, then even the most horrific sensation is a
spiritual experience. Instead of wanting to flee from the image of
the Morrigan washing out the bloody clothes of the soon-to-be-slain
(including your own clothes?) you want to raise your hands in
ecstatic prayer. It becomes possible to embrace the fear, embrace
the inevitability of your own dissolution, and let the power of the
Holy flow through you without barriers or preconceptions.

 


11- Slumming Immortals

 


How can a religious perspective based on the wonder
of myth and magic be relevant here, in the real world of heating
bills, rent and mortgages? Can this sort of spirituality be more
than escapism?

 


The Neo-Thomist philosopher Josef Pieper was not in
any sense a pagan, but his work presents a powerful argument for
the spiritual value of the impractical. He spent his academic
career as a defender of tradition, specifically the philosophical
tradition of the Christian West, which he saw as a timeless truth
dating back to Plato and Socrates before its flowering in the
Church.

 


What Pieper was a champion of, ultimately, was
culture, in its highest and most humane sense, and of leisure as
its basis. He was an enemy of materialism and the idolatry of
praxis, which would have us believe that only practical concerns
possess any moral validity. He was thus a defender of human values
as expressed in the sense of wonder, the only justification that he
thought should be required for either philosophy or science. He
based his argument, in part, on a line from Aristotle: "the
myth-lover is also a philosopher in a way, since myth is composed
of wonders".

 


In the short story "Okitsu Yagoemon no Isho" by Mori
Ogai, Prince Sansai says, "If one looked at everything from only a
utilitarian viewpoint, all the things most esteemed in the world
would pass out of existence."

 


Prince Sansai and Josef Pieper might well be seen as
kindred spirits. This sense of wonder and magic, of an otherworld
realm whose mystery gives a kind of spiritual life to the world
where we live and struggle, can be found all over the world in
various forms, as in this verse by Li Po:

 


I've been asked the reason for dwelling in
blue-green mountains.

I laugh without answering, heart at ease.

In the mountains, peach blossoms on flowing waters-
mysteriously vanish.

There is another Reality- not of the human
realm.

 


(From Dream of the Dragon Pool by Albert A.
Dalia)

 


Li Po liked to present himself as a Taoist immortal
"slumming it" on the mortal plane, but he actually spent a lot more
of his time networking at the T’ang imperial capital than he did
"dwelling in blue-green mountains". Just like many a modern artist,
his dreams of a magical otherworld had to be balanced against the
pragmatic realities of survival and career.

 


Li Po was a man who had to live in two worlds at the
same time- the world in which no one would ever read his work if he
didn’t get out and share it with them in the big city of Chang’an,
and the world in which he was a wandering swordsman in a Taoist
fairyland, unconcerned with the petty ambitions of mundane society.
Was the first world real and the second one imaginary?

 


To me, his poetry suggests that he succeeded to a
large degree in transforming the underlying spiritual quality of
his life. However, the real world eventually dragged him down.
Caught up in the political machinations of the T’ang court, he was
sent into exile. Although he was eventually called back, he drank
himself to death in unclear circumstances (tradition says he fell
off a boat while trying to hug a reflection of the moon in water!).
Perhaps he found the task of balancing his inner and outer lives
just as difficult as many modern artists do.

 


Li Po may not really have been a Taoist immortal,
and he may never have found a healthy balance between his visions
and his daily surroundings, but that doesn’t mean his "blue-green
mountains" were just a fantasy. His inner myth was a beautiful one,
so much so that he is still one of China’s two most famous poets
more than a thousand years after he died.

 


Li Po’s story may have ended tragically, but I still
find value in it. Not because I want to imitate his eventual
self-destruction, but because I can appreciate the beauty of what
he attempted.



I believe that the world of mortgages and heating bills can be
transformed from within by the presence of the mythic, becoming
that which it always was- a place of beauty and wonder and the
divine. I believe in the value of looking beyond, however difficult
or even perilous. I want to live in a world where we can all see
ourselves as slumming immortals.

 



 Polytheistic Monism

 


1- Monism and Polytheism

 


Some heathens and polytheists express hostility
toward a perspective they define as monism, seeing it as the
complete opposite of polytheism, a modern or at least relatively
new "corruption" of polytheism, a version of henotheism, a backdoor
to monotheism or even a synonym for monotheism. Some believe that
polytheistic monists see the gods as mere archetypes or concepts
without real existence or power. Some believe that a monist
viewpoint is unethical because it denies personal autonomy. Some
even assert that "polytheistic monism" is a contradiction in
terms.

 


In contrast, I hope to show the following:

 


1- Monism and polytheism are not opposites because
the two terms refer to different things.

2- Monism and monotheism are not synonyms or even
related concepts. Some forms of monotheism can also be monist and
some forms of polytheism can also be monist.

3- Monism and henotheism are not synonyms although a
henotheist theology can also be monist.

4- Polytheistic monism is an ancient theology and is
not derived from any form of monotheism.

5- Nothing in polytheistic monism denies the reality
or power of the gods.

6- Polytheistic monism does not deny personal agency
or autonomy.

7- Polytheism can and should be polyvalent,
acknowledging the simultaneous validity of different perspectives
on the gods and the universe.

 


I’ll finish the article with a massively
self-contradictory yet hopefully somewhat poetic account of the
particular approach to polytheistic monism that makes sense to
me.

 


I will not be attempting at any point in this essay
to convince anyone to adopt a polytheistic monist theology- only
that it is a valid theological option for those who find it
appealing.

 


Many polytheists see polytheistic monism as a
version of Joseph Campbell’s monomyth concept. Campbell’s monomyth
treats all the different mythologies of the world as mere
variations on a single archetypal pattern. Similarly, some
neopagans see the gods as mere variations on a single God or
Goddess or both, all religions as "different paths up the same
mountain" and so on.

 


The main objection to polytheistic monism seems to
be this idea that the gods are "all the same" in a monist theology.
Some people who call themselves polytheistic monists might in fact
believe this, but there’s nothing in the term that actually implies
that. Monism is not the idea that "all the gods are really one God"
but the idea that "all apparent phenomena are really one underlying
thing" such as consciousness or energy or mind or what have you.
The "one underlying thing" might or might not be seen as a divine
Source, depending on what type of monism we’re talking about, but
even if you do see the "one underlying thing" as being divine in
some sense, that doesn’t prevent you from also believing in
multiple gods in another sense. This is no more outlandish than
believing that you are a single person while also realizing that
every cell in your body is a separate living thing in its own
right.

 


For this reason, polytheistic monism is not the same
concept as Campbell’s monomyth and doesn’t need to flatten all
differences into a homogenous oneness. The theological acceptance
of some form of mystical unity does not have to translate into the
assertion that all the gods are really just one God or that all the
world’s religions are really the same.

 


I can believe that all apparent phenomena are really
manifestations of a universal mind or consciousness on one level of
understanding while simultaneously perceiving that separate
phenomena are in fact separate on another level of understanding.
This type of polyvalent thinking was common in the ancient world
and remains common in living traditions with multiple gods.

 


For instance, some myths describe the Hindu goddess
Kali as a wrathful manifestation of Shiva’s wife Parvati who
appears when Parvati is angry with Shiva. Other myths portray her
as a manifestation of the goddess Durga who does battle with
demons. Some myths portray her as Shiva’s loving and obedient wife,
while others treat Shiva as being totally powerless and inert
without her. Still others portray Kali as the supreme reality, "one
without a second," with no mention of Shiva at all. Many Indian
villages have their own local form of Kali, who is not only seen as
being separate from the Kali of any other village but can even be
opposed to all the other village Kali goddesses. So which of these
versions is correct and authentic? They all are, of course. Kali is
fully capable of being all of these things at the same time even
though they contradict each other. Like many other deities all over
the world, she demonstrates what I like to call "divine
fluidity."

 


Here’s another example. In the religion of Santeria,
each orisha or spiritual power has multiple "paths," and each path
has a different name, personality, description and set of powers.
For instance, Eleggua can manifest as 101 different spirits, some
of which are male and some female, some benevolent toward humanity
and some otherwise. So are the 101 different "paths" of Eleggua a
single being or separate beings? They are both at the same
time.

 


Is the Morrigan one goddess with three names or
three separate goddesses named Nemain, Badb and Macha? She is both
at the same time. Is Brighid one goddess with three aspects or
three sisters who were all named Brighid? She is both at the same
time.

 


The gods are not bound by the binary "either/or"
logic we feel compelled to impose on them. As such, nothing in the
concept of an underlying divine unity contradicts the idea of
separate deities with real existence and real power. You may agree
with the monist worldview or you may not, but either way the idea
of a divine Source neither contradicts polytheism nor supports
it.

 


2- Monism and Monotheism

 


Monism is a philosophical stance about the nature of
the entire universe, not necessarily about the nature of deity. It
is compatible with any stance on the nature of deity, including
atheism, pantheism, panentheism, polytheism and monotheism.
However, out of these five it is arguably least compatible with
monotheism.

 


According to the Encylopedia Brittanica: "Monotheism
is the belief in the existence of one god or, stated in other
terms, that God is one… The religious term monotheism is not
identical with the philosophical term monism. The latter refers to
the view that the universe has its origin in one basic principle
(e.g., mind, matter) and that its structure is one unitary whole in
accordance with this principle—that is, that there is only a single
kind of reality, whereas for monotheism there are two basically
different realities: God and the universe."

 


In other words, if you assume a creator God
responsible for making the universe, you are already talking about
two entities (God and the Creation), so a monotheist cannot
possibly be a monist. Most monotheists definitely aren’t monists,
but the two perspectives aren’t as incompatible as they might seem
to be.

 


For instance, you might believe that the universe
itself is God (in which case you are a pantheist) or completely
permeated by God while God is still somehow "more than" the
universe (in which case you are a panentheist) while still
believing that only this divine universe is worthy of worship (in
which case, since you acknowledge only one God, you are a
monotheist) and that there is nothing outside of God (in which case
you are a monist).

 


The viewpoint I’ve just described isn’t particularly
uncommon and would fit pretty well with what is often called the
"Perennial philosophy" as well as with Vedanta and some versions of
Sufism. But it’s far from being a majority viewpoint among the
world’s monotheists and would be seen as highly abstract and
strange by many and heretical by some.

 


The majority of the world’s monotheists probably
think of God as a Creator who is separate and distinct from His
creation, and as such they are not monists. "There is only one God"
is a completely distinct concept from "nothing exists except God"
and the first viewpoint does not imply the second. Although monism
can be made compatible with monotheism from a mystical perspective,
the two ideas on their own have nothing in common.

 


3- Monism and Henotheism

 


The term "henotheism" was coined by the philologist
Max Müller, one of the founders of comparative religious studies.
Henotheism refers to a viewpoint between polytheism and monotheism,
in which the existence of multiple gods is acknowledged while one
God remains supreme.

 


The late pagan philosophy of Neoplatonism could be
considered henotheistic, as the Neoplatonists considered the gods
and the material universe to be emanations from the One, which
emanates first "Nous" or consciousness and then the World Soul,
followed by human souls and finally matter. Later Neoplatonists
such as Iamblichus conceived of the One or Monad as emanating a
series of realms from Itself like ripples in a pond, including a
realm containing all the gods of mythology, and a realm beyond that
containing the material world.

 


Afro-Caribbean religions such as Vodoun and Santeria
could be considered henotheistic if we think of the loa of Vodoun
and the orisha of Santeria as being equivalent to what a pagan
would call a god. However, both of these traditions reserve the
word "God" for the Supreme Being, who is considered too remote from
human affairs to be helpful with daily problems. Some polytheist
writers attribute this theology to the influence of Christianity,
but they provide no evidence for the assertion and similar ideas
are found in African religions.

 


Hinduism is such a varied and complex mix of
traditions that it includes every imaginable theological
perspective, but henotheism is one of the most common- particularly
in sectarian Hinduism. Followers of Shaivism consider Shiva to be
God; followers of Vaishnavism consider Vishnu to be God and
followers of Shaktism consider a goddess such as Kali, Durga or
Lalita to be God. Yet most members of these sects acknowledge the
existence of the other gods, so they are all forms of
henotheism.

 


In fact, most of them acknowledge that it is equally
valid to consider one of the other gods as the supreme God, even
though the gods as separate deities remain distinct. Again,
polyvalence and divine fluidity are the norm rather than the
exception in religions with multiple deities.

 


Still, henotheism is not identical with monism. You
could easily believe in one supreme God and many lesser gods
without also believing that the entire universe is nothing but God.
To return to the example of Santeria, the orisha or spirits are not
seen as aspects of the supreme God- they are simply powerful
spirits.

 


However, many sectarian Hindus also subscribe to
Vedanta or similar philosophies, and believe that their chosen
deity is ultimately identical with the Brahman, which is what
Vedanta monism calls its version of the Source or the Absolute
reality. Monist concepts like this can be found in the scriptures
of all the major Hindu sects. One says that Vishnu is ultimately
identical with the Brahman, another says Shiva, another says
Shakti, but the same scriptures tell plenty of stories about plenty
of other deities.

 


Some say that Shiva and Shakti are ultimately
identical, which makes sense if they are both identical with the
Brahman- yet the same scriptures often include stories where Shiva
and some manifestation of Shakti get in a lover’s quarrel or where
she dances on his corpse to display her supreme power or where he
calls for her and she comes running to acknowledge his. So are they
identical with each other or are they separate entities, and if
they are separate then is he really the supreme deity who is
identical with the Brahman or is she? The answer, as always, is
"all of the above."

 


Just as with polytheism and monotheism, henotheism
is compatible with monism but not identical to it. You can be a
henotheist and a monist, a henotheist but not a monist, or a monist
but not a henotheist. You can be a henotheist in some senses and a
monist in others. Theology cannot be restricted to binary
logic.

 


4- How Old Is Polytheistic Monism?

 


Some polytheists have asserted that polytheistic
monism is a modern or "New Age" development influenced by the
dominant monotheistic religions. When the ancient origins of
polytheistic monism are pointed out, these are sometimes attributed
to influence from monotheist religions. As we have seen, monotheism
and monism are not synonyms or even particularly similar ideas, but
a brief history of polytheist monism should help clarify the
issue.

 


The oldest religious scripture in any of the
Indo-European languages is the Rig Veda, composed sometime between
1700 and 1100 BCE. By contrast, the Homeric Hymns were composed
between 600 and 500 BCE. If we were going to use either text as a
basis for guessing at the religious ideas of the
Proto-Indo-Europeans the Rig Veda would be the much safer bet as it
is more than a thousand years older. Yet here is what the Rig Veda
has to say about the nature of the gods:

 


"They call him Indra, Mitra, Varuṇa, Agni, and he is
heavenly nobly-winged Garuda.

To what is One, sages give many a title they call it
Agni, Yama, Mātariśvan."

 


Note that this is not monism in the philosophical
sense of the term. It doesn’t say that everything in existence is
actually one thing such as consciousness or energy or the Brahman
or God. It just says that all the separate gods of Vedic polytheism
are actually just names for one single God. This is exactly the
position some polytheists accuse polytheistic monists of holding
and is usually seen as a New Age concept. Unless a text composed at
least 3000 years ago can be considered "New Age," we can now
dismiss that viewpoint as counterfactual.

 


You can believe all the gods are separate and
distinct beings if you want to, and you can believe all the gods
are aspects or faces of a single God if you want to, but neither
viewpoint is "New Age." As the Rig Veda shows, the idea that all
the gods are aspects of a single god is at least 3000 years old.
Considering how ancient the Rig Veda is, it isn’t impossible that
the ideas it contains are much older and that some version of this
theology was held by at least some of the original
Proto-Indo-Europeans.

 


However, this still isn’t a monist theology in the
sense in which I am using that term. There are hints at monism as
such in the Rig Veda’s Nasadiya Sukta or "Hymn of Creation":

 


"Then there was neither death nor immortality

nor was there then the torch of night and day.

The One breathed windlessly and self-sustaining.

There was that One then, and there was no
other."

 


A clearly-expressed monist philosophy can be found
in the Upanishads, which date to between 1200 and 500 BCE depending
on who you ask. Different Upanishads express different theologies,
but one of the theologies found in the Upanishads is of an
ineffable, impersonal Absolute called the Brahman underlying the
multiple phenomena of the universe. This is monism as such,
although Hindu philosophical schools developed many different
variations on the concept over the centuries. Advaita Vedanta, an
extremely influential school of Indian monist philosophy, dates to
the medieval period but bases its concepts on the Upanishads and
Vedas.

 


Even if we assume the Upanishads are no older than
600-500 BCE, that still makes them about as old as the Homeric
Hymns and only a century or two younger than the Iliad. So monism
cannot possibly be a later development from monotheism or a
corrupted form of an earlier, purely polytheistic religion.

 


Some people attribute the monist ideas in
Neoplatonism to Indian influence, and that’s certainly possible.
Neoplatonism flourished late in pagan antiquity in places like
Alexandria where many different religions mingled, debated and
shared theological concepts with each other. The Neoplatonist
philosophers were definitely aware of the existence of Indian
philosophy whether they knew much about its content or not.
However, given the ancient origins of Indian monist philosophies,
it’s also possible that there were always monist strands of thought
in the various religions of Indo-European origin. If some early
form of monism was known to the Proto-Indo-Europeans then monist
ideas could have persisted (along with many other theological
positions) among religious thinkers in the ancient pagan world
before emerging within Neoplatonism.

 


5- Does Polytheistic Monism Deny the Gods?

 


Polytheistic monists are sometimes accused of
denying the real existence, power or agency of the gods. The extent
to which this is a valid accusation depends on the specific
theology we’re discussing.

 


Some people do consider the gods to be archetypal
tendencies or potentialities within the human psyche. You could
argue that this view denies the power and reality of the gods, but
it isn’t a monist theology in the first place. If you acknowledge
the existence of two distinct categories of reality- the mental and
the material- then you are a dualist and not a monist. If you don’t
believe in a mind-body dualism then there are two possibilities. If
you think the mind is merely a function of the body then you might
be a monist in some sense, but not in the religious sense we’re
talking about here. If you consider the body and all other material
phenomena to be manifestations of the mind, then saying that the
gods exist within the mind is just the same thing as saying they
really exist. Of course, you can believe the gods really exist
without believing they have real power and autonomy as that’s a
separate question. So the accusation might be partially valid for a
polytheistic monism of this type, but I would argue that this isn’t
really a type of polytheism because a powerless archetype isn’t
really a god.

 


Some people believe that all the gods are merely
faces or aspects or masks of one universal God. As we have seen,
this viewpoint is a very ancient one, but it is not actually a form
of polytheistc monism, because it isn’t really monist in the first
place.

 


It would only be a form of monism if you go one step
further and assert that nothing at all exists except for God. If
you believe that nothing exists except for God, then the gods would
all be faces of God- but so would every person you have ever met,
every animal and plant, every atom in the universe. And if all of
those things are actually God from the perspective of absolute
reality, yet each of them is a separate being from the perspective
of our daily experience, then the gods are also each separate
beings with the capacity for real agency and power despite being
simultaneously "nothing but God."

 


Some people believe that the entire universe is
actually one underlying thing such as consciousness or mind, but
prefer not to call that God. The same logic applies to this
theology, because you can believe that while still believing in
spiritual entities called "gods," each as distinct as you or I
despite still being "nothing but mind" from the perspective of
absolute reality.

 


Some people believe that all of reality is mind or
consciousness or a universal God while also not really believing in
the existence of gods as individual beings with agency and power.
They might refer to "gods" while not believing that such entities
exist in any real or meaningful sense. I would agree that this a
type of monism, because the person believes that all reality is
actually a single thing, but I would deny that it is a type of
polytheism.

 


A polytheistic monist theology would have to be a
theology that takes its monism and its polytheism equally
seriously. If you believe that nothing exists in the absolute sense
except for God or mind or consciousness or the Source then you are
in fact a monist. If you also believe that multiple deities exist
in the same relative sense in which you or I exist and with the
same sort of autonomy and agency, then you are also a polytheist.
No other theology is really polytheistic monism as I understand the
term.

 


6- Monism and Autonomy

 


One aspect of monist theologies that really bothers
some people is the assertion that we are in some sense "all one."
The ethical viewpoint of many polytheists (especially those with
leftist political views) is based on personal agency, autonomy and
sovereignty. Monists have often argued that their viewpoint is a
strong basis for ethical decision-making because if we are all
somehow one then to harm another is to harm yourself. Critics of
monism have argued that the opposite is just as true. If you are me
and I am you, then how am I doing anything wrong by exploiting you
for my own pleasure or utility, harming you or even killing you?
"You" don’t really exist as a separate entity in the first place
according to this viewpoint.

 


Ellis Amdur, a martial arts writer, has argued that
this type of thinking was behind the Aum Shinri Kyo’s sarin attack
on the Tokyo subway system. Our bodies kill off diseased cells all
the time- to an enlightened mystic at one with the universe,
killing a few dozen misguided people could be seen as analogous.
Baron Roman von Ungern-Sternberg, a particularly brutal warlord in
the Russian Civil War, was also a mystic who believed he could
cleanse people of their bad karma by killing them en masse. It
seems to me that a murderous narcissist indulging his own ego
fantasies is not operating from some enlightened perspective just
because he says he is.

 


In my opinion, all of these perspectives- including
the monist argument- involve a category error. If we are "all one"
in an absolute sense but separate in a relative sense, then the
relevant perspective when we are dealing with each other as
separate entities is the relative perspective. If I punch you in
the nose, it doesn’t really matter that in some deeper sense we are
"all one"- neither of us is conscious of that deeper sense while I
am punching you.

 


If I see that you have a nice fat wallet and I want
to take it, am I operating from some enlightened, objective
perspective in which we are all one or am I operating from a
relative perspective in which I want things I don’t have and can
choose to take them from you? In my opinion, monist "oneness" could
never be legitimately used to rationalize unethical behavior,
because a person doing something unethical is not operating from a
perspective of "oneness" in the first place.

 


However, the argument that monism is a basis for
ethical decision-making is just as weak. First, monism doesn’t say
that all people are actually one. It says that all of reality is
actually one- literally all of it. Unless you can avoid ever
harming anything under any circumstance you can’t possibly avoid
harming yourself in this sense. If you restrict this consideration
to entities capable of experiencing suffering you’re no longer
basing your argument on some objective "oneness" but on the
subjective suffering of the other entity. Either way, ethical
obligations derive from our relative separateness, not our ultimate
oneness.

 


However, people who claim to have experienced
mystical unity often become more caring and compassionate
individuals as an apparent side-effect of the experience. I don’t
think this can be completely irrelevant, and it probably happens
because the experience broadens and enlarges the sense of self
while weakening personal selfishness. In my opinion, ethics must be
based on the sovereignty of the autonomous individual, but a sense
of shared commonality can be ethically positive.

 


7- Polyvalent Polytheism

 


The debates about the word "polytheism" have led to
a lot of negative feelings within the pagan and heathen
communities, caused in part by the sweeping judgments and
assertions both sides have made about the other. Some monists have
taken the attitude that their theology is more enlightened or more
fundamentally correct and that anyone who worships a god as a
distinct entity without considering it part of a universal whole is
somehow unenlightened, misguided or just plain wrong. Some
polytheists have taken the attitude that their theology is the only
legitimate way to approach the gods, using words such as "impious"
or "disrespectful" to describe theologies with monist leanings.

 


I’ll tackle what I think is wrong with the monist
viewpoint first. Monist theology tends in the direction of
apophatic or "negative way" mysticism. For instance, Indian monist
philosophies use the phrase "neti, neti" (not this, not this) to
indicate the non-conceptual nature of ultimate reality. Any mental
concept you can think of is inaccurate as a description of the
Brahman, so if you say "is the Brahman such-and-such" the only
appropriate answer is supposed to be "neti, neti."

 


If you apply this logic to monist theology you
quickly realize that the terms and assumptions of monist theology
are also mental concepts, and therefore just as inadequate to
describe the ineffable Absolute as any other mental concepts:

 


"Is the Brahman an ineffable Absolute? Neti,
neti."

 


Phrases like "ineffable Absolute" or "the Source" or
"the One" are attempts to use concepts to hint in the general
direction of something that is supposed to be beyond all concepts.
So how can one fundamentally inadequate hint at the ineffable be
more enlightened or accurate than another?

 


Another example can be found in the Mystical
Theology of Pseudo-Dionysius, a strange but poetic work of
Christian Neoplatonism. According to Pseudo-Dionysius:

 


"Neither does anything that is know it as it is; nor
does it know existing things according to existing knowledge;
neither can the reason attain to it, nor name it, nor know it;
neither is it darkness nor light, nor the false nor the true; nor
can any affirmation or negation be applied to it, for although we
may affirm or deny the things below it, we can neither affirm nor
deny it, inasmuch as the all-perfect and unique Cause of all things
transcends all affirmation, and the simple pre-eminence of Its
absolute nature is outside of every negation- free from every
limitation and beyond them all."

 


Pseudo-Dionysius, as a Christian, is obviously a
monotheist or perhaps a monotheistic monist, but he’s still using
the language of apophatic mysticism. If the ultimate reality is
neither darkness nor light, neither false nor true and if no
affirmation or negation can be applied to it, then how can it be
One rather than Many? Describing it as either one or many is only a
convenient fiction in either case.

 


My personal opinion is that monist theological
language was developed by mystics in an attempt to hint at what
they saw in their mystical experiences, but that as soon as you
begin to describe the ineffable in terms of mental concepts you are
no longer operating from within the mystical experience. Therefore,
while I see validity in the monist theology I don’t see any
intrinsic superiority in it. It is only a way of talking about
something no one can really talk about.

 


Having said that, I also see the strict polytheist
opposition to monism as being flawed, because I don’t agree that a
monist theology is impious or disrespectful to the gods or that it
contradicts the worship of multiple gods in the first place.

 


In Indian philosophy, the monist Advaita Vedanta
school considers the Brahman to be real and the universe of
multiplicity we actually experience to be "Maya" or illusion. The
Shakta or goddess-oriented sect of Hinduism has been influenced by
Vedanta monism, but generally rejects the idea that Maya is
illusion. Instead, Shakta theology usually considers the Maha Devi
or Great Goddess to be equivalent to the Brahman in Her absolute or
Formless state, and to be equivalent to Maya in Her relative or
manifested state. The Devi, in turn, can manifest as any number of
distinct goddesses such as Kali or Lakshmi. These individual
goddesses are all actually the Devi in one sense yet are all
distinct goddesses with different personalities and motivations in
another sense. Some of them don’t even get along with each
other!

 


In other words, the theology of the Shakta sect
shifts fluidly between two seemingly contradictory viewpoints-
reality as a formless ineffable unity and reality as a multiplicity
of distinct forms. Monism and polytheism. The Brahman is not any
more real than Maya- it just depends on your perspective. Shakta
worshipers express this concept through the worship of a Great
Goddess just like many neopagans do, but where some neopagans see
the thousands of different goddesses in the world as being
interchangeable names or epithets for a single Goddess, the Shakta
sect sees the goddesses as being genuinely distinct beings and
aspects of the Maha Devi at the same time.

 


This is what I refer to as polyvalent thinking, and
in my opinion polyvalence is a lot more appropriate for a
polytheist theology than a binary "either/or" type of logic. That
doesn’t mean that all monists should acknowledge the validity of
strict polytheism or that all strict polytheists should acknowledge
the validity of monism- polyvalence means that you accept the
simultaneous validity of multiple perspectives, not that you
automatically embrace every possible perspective. If something just
doesn’t seem true to you, it doesn’t seem true to you. But I prefer
to embrace polyvalence and avoid binary thinking wherever I
can.

 


The Jain religion of India developed a formal system
of polyvalent logic called Syādvāda. Syādvāda logic has seven
truth-values:

 


1- In some ways it is.

2- In some ways it is not.

3- In some ways it is and is not.

4- In some ways it is and is indescribable.

5- In some ways it is not and is indescribable.

6- In some ways it is and is not and is
indescribable.

7- In some ways it is indescribable.

 


Applying this logic to polytheistic monism we could
come up with these results:

 


1- In some ways reality is One.

2- In some ways reality is Many.

3- In some ways reality is both One and Many.

4- In some ways reality is One but
indescribable.

5- In some ways reality is Many but
indescribable.

6- In some ways reality is both One and Many yet
still indescribable.

7- In some ways reality is just plain
indescribable.

 


This is the basis of my theology.

 


8- Monad and Multiplicity

 


Imagine a single point like an atom containing
everything that is, was or ever could be, and then erase the mental
image of a point in space. This is the monad.

 


Every moment is now and every place is here, and
there is no differentiation of before and after or of this and
that; there is no differentiation of any kind. It is all things
that are or ever will be, all possible universes, all things that
are imaginary and even everything impossible. No affirmations can
be applied to it, and no negations. Any word you can think of to
describe it, it is not that thing. Any word is also inadequate,
because it is that thing infinitely. It contains nothing relative
within it because there is no within it, has relation to nothing
outside it because there is no outside it, and can be changed by
nothing. It doesn’t even exist as we understand existence, yet no
existence is possible without it.

 


It is beyond perception, because perception requires
contrast. To know it is to not know anything; it is the state of
agnosia. The existence of a self requires an other, and thus to
observe or be observed at all, reality must divide in the moment of
observation into an infinite number of individual selves. When
reality observes itself (because there is nothing else that could
observe it) it begins to emanate, to split into self and other,
affirmation and negation.

 


As there is nothing at all but reality each self is
Reality Itself. From the perspective of being a self, however, the
selves don't know this. If they did, they couldn't perceive
anything, because they could only perceive everything.

 


This process is infinite and contains all selves in
every universe; and the whole process occurs instantly with every
moment that we perceive anything. I can see that there is a
difference between myself and the rest of the universe; between any
specific entity I observe and every other entity; between any of
the parts of which an entity is made and all its other parts.
Perception mandates particularity and this creates the
universe.

 


It is only through differentiation and opposition
that perception is possible, and it is only through the act of
perception that relationship is possible, and it is only within the
context of relationship that we can speak of existence. Therefore
it is the act of observation that creates the universe, which
flowers into being an infinite number of times in every moment that
passes, as an infinite number of selves observes and creates.

 


The fire of a nuclear explosion is no comparison,
the fire of a sun is no comparison, and nor is a supernova. The
becoming is a constant creation in which all entities are
co-creators. The becoming is an apocalypse, a fire that creates and
consumes and creates again. It is an incomprehensible hunger, a
spiritual eros. The becoming is a passion, the intoxication of a
maker of worlds. The becoming is all that is, in the process of
becoming what it is, as well as all that is not, in the process of
becoming what it is not.

 


One way to speak of this (although like any other
possible way to speak of it, it's only an analogy) is to say that
God is the only fact, the unchangeable monad, the Absolute from
which all that is relative derives- and God does not exist in the
first place. Not, that is, until God perceives God, at which moment
being explodes into becoming and the universe flares into life. God
can only know God through the existence of God’s own creation,
which contains an infinite number of eyes with which God can
observe God. God creates the world all over again an infinite
number of times in every moment, as each of God’s infinite eyes
perceives God.

 


Whether you choose to call the monad "God" or not is
irrelevant in my opinion,but I think it’s appropriate to use that
word if you choose to. Now, one of the most common misconceptions
about monist forms of mysticism is that the goal is to dissolve the
self like a drop of water returning to the ocean from which it
came. The great Sufi poet Rumi was familiar with this analogy, and
this is what he had to say about it:

 


Plunge, plunge into the vast ocean of
consciousness,

Let the drop of water that is you

Become a hundred mighty seas.

But do not think that the drop alone

Becomes the ocean.

The ocean too becomes the drop.

 


The self doesn’t disappear or dissolve or become
meaningless; it just knows itself as what it always was. The entire
universe.

 


The moment of this knowing is a joy so vast that the
world itself seems to shine with euphoria, a love that transcends
all passion and leaves desire redundant. It is a sense of perfect
freedom, of flying weightlessly, of standing high on a mountain in
winter and watching the snow fall on a forest of spruce or of
standing on a vast open steppe with your arms raised to a seemingly
endless blue sky. It is the understanding that there are no limits,
that all the barriers have fallen down, that the only thing left to
do is to soar.

 


It doesn’t last, and in my experience it doesn’t
really make you any different than other people except that it
convinces you of certain things most people wouldn’t believe
without having had such an experience. Is it an experience of
oneness or unity? You could call it that, but I really don’t think
so. Unity and oneness are both just concepts, and the experience
I’m talking about is not really conceptual. You could just as
easily describe it as a flow or an explosion or a flowering or a
soaring. Calling it an infinite multiplicity would be just as
accurate as calling it a monad. People come up with concepts after
the fact, but the fact itself remains ineffable.

 


Now, if we think of all of the infinite selves
within this flowering reality to be eyes of God, then each is
equally an eye of God. Each, in fact, is equally God. But it is
difficult for me to know myself as God or to experience my reality
as the whole of the universe. It is easier, for some people, to see
this reality in the beloved Other than in the Self. That is the
mystical logic of a polytheist monism.

 


The specific deity I love is not just an aspect of
God or a mask of God or another name for God, but all of God. Not
just a drop in the great ocean, but the whole ocean in every drop.
And so are all of the other deities even though they are separate
and individual beings with real identities and real powers, and so
are all of the other selves in the entire universe even though they
are all equally and fully distinct at the same time. By loving the
deity I love with the most passionate devotion of which I am
humanly capable, I seek to love the entire universe.



I don’t claim any superiority for this perspective. It is only one
perspective, and the fullness of reality includes all perspectives
in unlimited freedom. I’d rather not even talk about enlightenment,
a concept that implies some sort of superiority for one
perspective. I just want to cultivate the ability to love the
goddesses I serve, and to soar when I get the chance to soar. That
is my polytheistic monism.

 



 Form is the Illusion: A Mythorealist Metaphysics

 



Introduction

 


David Douglas Thompson passed away on Tuesday,
October 3 while competing in the Sunfish World Championships in
Charleston, South Carolina. He had spent the previous several years
as an avid Sunfish racer with the Lake Region Sailing Club, winning
a number of trophies and teaching other sailors his skills. David
was competing in the World Championships of his favorite sport for
the second time when he died of a heart attack at age 55.

 


David was an epic character to everyone who knew
him- a man with an amazing story for every occasion, drawn from a
colorful life racing ponies, horses, slot cars and sailboats,
competing in demolition derbies, training race horses and serving
in the pit crew for stock car races. David was an adventurer who
loved racing in all its forms, but he was also a musician and an
intellectual. He could hold a conversation on any topic until the
early hours of the morning. Politics, mythology, religion or
history, he would take on any subject with both passion and
learning, his eyes gleaming with the thrill of good conversation
and one eyebrow raised quizzically as he made his point. He was
especially fascinated with physics and metaphysics.

 


Much of his free time was spent composing music,
ranging from somber and dramatic neoclassical compositions to
surreal avant garde symphonies and contemporary trance pieces with
driving dance beats. He could play the piano, organ, trumpet,
accordion, guitar, mandolin, banjo, dulcimer, recorder, and
kantele, but his favorite method was to compose on the computer,
using a variety of music software.

 


He was also a skilled programmer who participated in
the early days of the computer revolution as an engineer for Gould
Modicon. He took his family to rural Maine in the mid-80s to become
a homesteader, building a stackwall log cabin along a dirt road in
Denmark. As editor of the Pequawket Valley News and the Independent
Observer, he helped provide the Fryeburg area with an independent
newspaper for a number of years. Longtime readers will remember his
spirited and fiercely independent-minded editorials. No one could
ever pin his politics down as conservative or liberal. David's
editorials defied all categories, but they shared a common theme of
individual liberty and respect for justice. Everyone who came in
contact with David will remember him as a true original, a man
unlike anyone else and an inspiration to others.

 


David Thompson was an unusual man, to say the least.
The obituary quoted above barely scratches the surface, as anyone
who remembers the epic tales of his past adventures will attest. He
was a highly intellectual man, who had developed an original system
of metaphysics he referred to as either relationship theory or
information theory, but he had no formal training in philosophy and
sometimes tended to be dismissive of it, claiming that any ordinary
person looking at a sunset could have insights as profound as those
of any philosopher. He composed classical, new age and ambient
music of such complexity and formal intricacy that it often
contained inside jokes that only a highly skilled musician would
even have understood. Yet he had no recording contract and few
people ever heard his music.

 


As a younger man, he trained horses and raced cars,
earning the nickname "psycho" around the racetrack for his
explosive and unpredictable temper. He was deeply superstitious,
while discouraging his children from pursuing any interest in the
esoteric. He had a mystical streak as well, and in fact the basic
outline of relationship theory initially occurred to him in a kind
of vision.

 


While much of his music was light-hearted or even
whimsical, some of his most interesting work was heavy to the point
of morbidity, including a classical piece called Jacob at the Pond.
The piano in Jacob at the Pond tells a story of tragedy, of some
heartbreaking wrong that will never be made right, and of hopeless
anger. When asked, he would invariably claim it was about a cat
named Jacob playing at a pond. It was actually inspired by a scene
in the BBC documentary series The Ascent of Man where Jacob
Bronowski visits the pond at Auschwitz and speaks the following
words:

 


Look for yourself. This is the concentration camp
and crematorium at Auschwitz, this is where people were turned into
numbers. Into this pond were flushed the ashes of four million
people. And that was not done by gas. It was done by arrogance. It
was done by dogma. It was done by ignorance. When people believe
that they have absolute knowledge, with no test in reality, this is
how they behave. This is what men do when they aspire to the
knowledge of gods.

 


Relationship theory was all about the death of
absolute knowledge, the necessity of playing with multiple
perspectives at the same time in order to approximate a larger
truth. David would always say that humanity must somehow overthrow
the gods, achieving a new freedom and an apotheosis. At times, this
viewpoint became a kind of paranoid neo-gnosticism, as in this
passage from one of his notebooks:

 


The way things are is the way they've always been.
We, the race we call human, are being used, misused, and often
abused. By the cold blooded manipulation of our spiritual and
emotional lives our 3-D existence is shaped and our minds are
programmed toward ends not our own. We are not, as some think, the
pawns in some cosmic war but the battleground itself. As
battlegrounds are seldom improved by having wars fought on them, it
is time to consider whether choosing sides is wise...

 


In the final year of his life he
composed an album, Whom the Gods Would
Destroy, for which he chose a painting of
Prometheus as the intended cover.

 


"Whom the gods would destroy, they first make mad,"
and this album evokes the sound of madness- discordant and alien,
unsettling and anxious. Whom the Gods Would Destroy is a dark
ambient symphony, and it creates the sense of something implacable
getting relentlessly closer, taking its own time but never
forgetting.

 


My father always had a strange conviction that
something bad would happen to him if he ever tried to present his
ideas about relationship theory to the wider world, but he never
explained why he felt that way. Although he always referred to his
concept as a "theory," it was never actually a theory in the
scientific sense of the term. Instead, it is a system of
metaphysics, the branch of philosophy that examines the nature of
reality.

 


Metaphysics can be further subdivided into
epistemology and ontology. Epistemology is the study of how we know
whatever we think we know, while ontology is the study of being.
Relationship theory addresses both aspects of traditional
metaphysics while seeking to get around some of the barriers that
have led many modern thinkers to dismiss metaphysics as an outmoded
way to do philosophy.

 


In my final conversation with my father, I raised
the possibility of writing a book about his relationship theory, to
expose his ideas to the wider world or at least to create a record
of them. We never got the chance to work on the project. A few
weeks after our final conversation, he was competing in the Sunfish
World Championships in Charleston, South Carolina, when he suffered
a massive heart attack and fell into the water. Before the rescue
boat reached him, he had passed away. He was 55 years old.

 


Although he never wrote relationship theory up into
a formal system, he talked about it extensively over a period of
many years with various members of our family and did a lot of work
with my older brother Jason Thompson to try to formalize and expand
the concept.

 


In the end, though, the only written explanation he
ever left of his theory was a set of somewhat whimsical aphorisms
he called the "ten laws" and several pages of obscure notes.

 


The Ten Laws

 


1- Interactions are the reality, form is the
illusion.

2- The simpler the concept, the more complex its
ramifications.

3- The seeds of the solution are buried in the
question.

4- Always ring the changes.

5- Never ignore serendipity.

6- Ignore all laws at least once a week on general
principles.

7- Negative feedback is a positive idea.

8- Dynamic tension is required for control.

9- All forces are infinite.

10- The strongest chains have the most subtle
links.

 


(In one version of this list, there was an eleventh
law- perception is the ultimate base unit of reality. Note that
perception does not mean opinion.)

 


He believed that these ideas could be used to work
your way through virtually any problem in life, from a broken car
to a thorny philosophical question.

 


Reality, in his view, was not an absolute thing but
a constantly shifting network of relationships and perspectives in
an infinitely complex pattern of interactions. The key to
understanding this chaos was not to seek a better perspective on
it- as he always used to say, "there is no superior rock on which
to stand"- but to learn how to shift fluidly and effortlessly from
one perspective to another, "ringing the changes" to get a
gestaltic impression of the entire universe.

 


The ten laws were his guidelines on how to do
so.

 


1- Interactions are the reality, form is the
illusion.

 


Historically there have been three different ways to
answer the question of what is "really real": materialism, idealism
and dualism.

 


Materialists believe or assume that there is nothing
except matter, and that anything that seems non-material (such as
the mind) is actually just a side-effect of matter. This is the
most common view among modern scientists, although not the only
one.

 


Idealists believe or assume the exact opposite-
there is nothing except for mind, and anything that seems
non-mental (such as matter) is actually just a manifestation of
mind. This view is counterintuitive for most people, but it has a
lot more going for it than it might appear to at first glance and
historically has been a difficult position to effectively challenge
with logic alone. A few scientists in the modern era have been
idealists, because it is easier to resolve some of the most complex
paradoxes of physics if you assume a universe of mind rather than
matter. Idealism is also the basis for mystical philosophies like
neoplatonism and Vedanta.

 


Dualists believe that both mind and matter are real
and distinct from each other. The dualist mindset formed the basis
of early modern science but is now out of favor among both
philosophers and scientists, although a lot of people assume a
dualist worldview without realizing they are doing so.

 


Of course, there are many philosophies that don't
fit neatly into one of these three camps, but most of them are
actually variations on one of the three. For instance, some people
believe that there is nothing but mind and there are an infinite
number of different minds. Others believe that all of reality is
just a single mind! Both of these positions are idealist
philosophies, but they have very different implications.

 


The philosopher Immanuel Kant was a less extreme
sort of idealist. He never said that mind was the only reality, but
he did say that we can't possibly know otherwise. We would have to
use our minds to even ask the question, so we can think about it
all we want and apply any form of evidence we like- and all that
thinking, measuring and experimenting will still be happening
inside our minds. If there is any reality outside the mind, we
can't know anything about it. Kant's form of idealism is called
"Transcendental Idealism," and it had a huge influence on all
subsequent philosophy.

 


Richard Tarnas, in The Passion of the Western Mind,
described the dilemma of modern thought as the collapse of
objectivity, the death of the illusion of absolute truth, and the
alienation we experience as a result:

 


Kant's recognition of the human mind's subjective
ordering of reality, and thus, finally, the relative and unrooted
nature of human knowledge, has been extended and deepened by a host
of subsequent developments, from anthropology, linguistics,
sociology of knowledge, and quantum physics to cognitive
psychology, neurophysiology, semiotics, and philosophy of science;
from Marx, Nietzsche, Weber, and Freud to Heisenberg, Wittgenstein,
Kuhn, and Foucault. The consensus is decisive: The world is in some
essential sense a construct. Human knowledge is radically
interpretive. There are no perspective-independent facts. Every act
of perception and cognition is contingent, mediated, situated,
contextual, theory-soaked. Human language cannot establish its
ground in an independent reality. Meaning is rendered by the mind
and cannot be assumed to inhere in the object, in the world beyond
the mind, for that world can never be contacted without having
already been saturated by the mind's own nature. That world cannot
even be justifiably postulated. Radical uncertainty prevails, for
in the end what one knows and experiences is to an indeterminate
extent a projection.

 


In such a world as the one Tarnas describes, there
can seemingly be no metaphysics, because all metaphysical arguments
depend on the ability to make definitive statements about reality
based on the logical structures created by human reason. As these
structures themselves cannot be objective, they can ultimately tell
us nothing at all about reality itself. It is difficult for us to
even establish a definitive physics unless we either resolve or
ignore these issues. The mind that observes the physical universe
has no way of getting out of its own way while it performs its
observations. All knowledge is provisional and contextual; there is
no clear sense of what we mean by "reality".

 


Modern philosophers have approached this problem in
several different ways, from Ayn Rand's embrace of naive realism to
Wittgenstein's rejection of all metaphysical arguments. It seems to
me that before we can ask what we consider real, we ought to ask
what we mean by that.

 


If we mean, somehow, what is absolutely real, then
the question is unanswerable. The objective perspective is not
available to us, and it is logically untenable that it ever could
be- unless a person could somehow step out of the universe,
abstracted from all particulars, and watch the whole thing from
outside. So the question of what is objectively real is an
incoherent one- it presupposes what might be called a "God's eye
view," which is simply not available to us.

 


The most extreme alternative, however, seems
intuitively false- that is, to consider all of reality to be
completely subjective, controlled by our thoughts and beliefs
alone. According to this view of the universe, all I can say is
what is real to me, and my view is no more or less valid than any
other- regardless of its relationship to anything else. This
extreme form of subjectivism is simply untenable- if I step off a
building I will fall, and it won't really matter what I think about
it.

 


What is needed is a more precise and yet more
flexible understanding of what we mean by reality, one that
adequately accounts for all observed phenomena without making any
unsupportable claims to objectivity. This is what relationship
theory attempts to do, beginning with the assertion that there is
no perception without contrast.

 


Suppose any situation in which there is no contrast
of any kind- a field of white light or a pitch-black void, to use
the most extreme examples- and the result is blindness. An example
from the real world would be the condition known as whiteout, in
which the white sky of a winter storm and the white of the snow on
the ground produce snow blindness. For anyone to see anything,
there must be some form of contrast, and this applies to other
forms of perception as well. If your hand is at a higher
temperature than the water you dip it into, then the water will be
perceived as cold. This won't happen if the water and your hand are
both at the same temperature. A piece of silk feels smooth to the
touch because it is smoother than your own skin. Perception is
always a kind of confrontation, in which two things which are in
some way unalike come into contact with each other. This encounter
between unlike objects is by definition a relationship, an
interaction between entities. The moment we encounter the world, we
encounter relationship.

 


I look down at the desk on which I am writing this
and am aware of its presence, due solely to a series of
interactions. Beams of light passing into my eyes, changing as they
are reflected by the lens, create a picture in my mind. My hand
resting on the surface of the desk sends a message to my brain,
creating a sense of its solidity and shape. All these experiences
are perceptions of contrast, of that which is other than me in its
encounter with me, of an entity which is contrasted in some way
with the other factors in its environment and the interactions of
that entity with those other factors. Without this interaction
between opposing entities, I would be unable to perceive the desk
at all, or anything else.

 


Our entire experience of the world we live in, the
premise underlying all daily existence, is the interaction between
things that are unalike. If either factor is not present then there
is no perception. Two entities that did not interact, either
directly or indirectly, could not ever become known to each other
or affect each other in any way. They would, essentially, not exist
to each other, although for this to really be possible in a strict
sense they would have to occupy different universes. Two entities
so completely alike that no contrast could be perceived between
them on any level would not be perceived as two entities but as
one. To exist in the universe, we require the other. Erase the
other and you erase the world.

 


Therefore a thing cannot be known in and of itself,
but only as part of a particular relationship. This is something we
encounter on a daily basis. There's no way for me to see you as you
see yourself, because I cannot have the experience of being you
from the inside but only from the outside. I don't encounter you at
all, but my interpretation of you. This is obvious enough, of
course, but its application is very much broader. I cannot see the
table as it is in itself, but only as it appears in its
relationship with me. I cannot see this book as it is in itself, or
the walking stick in the corner, or the floor beneath my feet.
There is nothing whatsoever that I can experience objectively,
because everything I do experience must be mediated by my senses,
and then by the mind that interprets that information. What I
encounter in all my interactions is simply a flow of information, a
set of relationships of which I am a part.

 


"Interactions are the reality, form is the
illusion." In other words, it doesn't matter what form a thing has
or seems to have (whether mind or matter, real or unreal, relative
or absolute)- the only thing that matters is what interactions this
thing has with other things.

 


The categories of mind and matter are done away
with, replaced by something my father called an "object." An object
is anything capable of having an interaction with another thing. A
human being is an object, each cell in that human being's body is
an object and every thought in that human being's head is an
object. Every atom in the universe is an object, but all of the
things made out of those atoms are also objects. Concepts and
percepts are both objects. A gene is an object and a meme is an
object.

 


Another way of putting it is that an object is
simply a piece of information- any information of any type. No
object is considered more real or valid than any other object, they
all just are.

 


So, where a materialist believes that everything is
matter and an idealist believes that everything is mind,
relationship theory says that everything is information. If we
start from the assumption that all of reality is an infinitely
complex network of interactions between information-units, we no
longer need to analyze or question whether these information-units
are "really real" or in what way. We only need to look at what they
do. Any interaction between objects is what my father called a
"zed," and whether those objects are material or conceptual is
irrelevant.

 


This doesn't mean that all opinions are created
equal. Why? Because any useful description of reality must account
for all the zeds, everything that is experienced in the context of
that particular problem. If you believe something contrary to what
you experience, your belief is not useful; it cannot account for
all of your interactions with the universe.

 


For instance, if you experience yourself as having
wings, but fall to your death when you attempt to fly, then your
description of reality obviously failed to account for some
important zeds.

 


A great many descriptions of reality are inadequate,
incapable of accounting for all the things we actually experience.
Such descriptions of reality may contain partial truths, but are
not valid to an equal extent with more functional worldviews.

 


The first step in this approach to critical thinking
is to sift out whatever doesn't work, leaving only those worldviews
that seem to account equally well for all our experiences. The
second step in most philosophic systems is to select one of the
remaining worldviews on some arbitrary basis, a philosophical or
religious dogma. Any such selection, however, would not be
provable, as two worldviews that work equally well cannot be
distinguished from each other on any absolute basis.

 


The other option is agnosticism- refusing to choose
between the options without more evidence. When you refuse to take
a position, you can't do anything at all, so this approach tends to
make any topic it is applied to irrelevant. The scientific
variation on this is to maintain agnosticism on any topic while you
gather more information, but to provisionally accept whatever
explanation is best supported by the available evidence. That
method works perfectly well for most practical questions, but not
for questions of metaphysics for which there can be no definitive
evidence. That's why science chooses not to address questions for
which there can be no evidence, rightly declaring them to be "not
scientific." Relationship theory is a way to think about the things
we can't use science to think about.

 


Instead of choosing or refusing to choose between
equally possible but contradictory viewpoints, relationship theory
suggests a different approach: ring the changes on them
instead.

 


2- The simpler the concept, the more complex its
ramifications.

 


In his conversations about relationship theory, my
father often talked about modeling the relationships between
concepts or worldviews as mathematical interactions between
infinite number sets. Why? Because any single thing in the universe
implies the whole universe.

 


If you could see all the implications and
connections, you could know everything there is to know about
anything by examining a single pebble. You could do the same thing
by examining a single idea.

 


The simplest and most profound descriptions of the
universe are so simple and profound precisely because they succeed
in implying the entire universe. Given nothing but such a
statement, you would have a tool for understanding anything you
could ever run into.

 


"In the beginning, God created the heavens and the
earth" is a simple concept with infinitely complex ramifications.
"The tao that can be spoken of is not the Tao" is a simple concept
with infinitely complex ramifications. So is Nietzsche's "God is
dead" and Sartre's "man is nothing else but what he makes of
himself" and any number of other attempts to say something
definitive about the world, its meaning if it has one, and our
place in it.

 


Relationship theory says that you can do this
effectively no matter what the statement is. You can formulate a
complete description of your reality- an infinite set of units of
information- by teasing out all the implications of a single
zed.

 


Every thing implies everything.

 


If this is true, it isn't even necessary to start
with anything particularly profound. You could understand all of
reality by completely understanding how a car works or what a
single line in a poem means or how ice cream tastes. Of course, we
don't actually have the ability to see all the implications of any
single thing, so we don't succeed in understanding the
universe.

 


However, we can take any zed we want to as a
starting point to examine our reality or some particular question
we have about it. My father called such a starting point "zed
naught".

 


Beginning with whatever zed naught we want to play
with, we look at it from every angle we can possibly think of, even
when the different angles directly contradict each other. We play
with its implications and relationships to get a bigger and broader
picture of whatever it is we want to examine. We ring the changes
on all these different perspectives and let zed naught expand into
the infinite.

 


3- The seeds of the solution are buried in the
question.

 


Interactions have patterns, and patterns can be
predicted, assuming that you have enough of a sample to see what
the pattern is. Any question that clearly describes a problem
should contain the same relationships within it as the problem
itself. Therefore the problem can be understood by deeply examining
the question.

 


There is obviously a danger here that must be
avoided. Plato felt that the senses deceive us and cannot be
trusted, so he advocated discovering the truth by meditation alone.
Relationship theory doesn't work like that.

 


The problem-solving aspect of the theory is
specifically intended for situations where you don't have enough
information but you still need an answer you can work with- either
by systematically finding more information or by thinking your way
through all the implications of the question. It is thus
particularly suited for metaphysical questions, but it can even be
used for the most mundane of everyday problems.

 


The problem-solving approach of relationship theory
is related to and to some extent inspired by the famous method of
Enrico Fermi, who could estimate answers to questions such as "how
much does a watch gain or lose when carried up a mountain" or "how
many piano tuners are there in New York City" even in the absence
of significant data. Fermi would simply talk his way through any
such question, guesstimating whenever necessary until he had a
result. The method doesn't usually produce correct answers, but
they do tend to be surprisingly close because any errors or bad
guesses tend to cancel each other out.

 


In practical terms, relationship theory works by
asking a question and then examining the implications of the
question by looking at it from different perspectives. The question
or the statement you want to examine is zed naught. The set of zeds
implied by your zed naught is your answer.

 


When using relationship theory to solve practical
issues in daily life, my father would try to ring the changes on
all the different possibilities implied by the question itself. I
don't think he had any particular formal method for doing so. My
brother Jason Thompson did develop an elaborate and systematic way
to apply this concept, but his expansions of my father's ideas are
beyond the scope of this essay.

 


4- Always ring the changes.

 


Since the 17th century, bell-ringers at English
churches have had a tradition of playing the large church bells in
sequence, alternating the bells according to mathematical patterns
with names like "Plain Bob" and "Queens". Teams of expert bell
ringers can perform long sequences of these patterns or "changes"
from memory, eventually cycling back to wherever they began without
ever repeating a single sequence along the way.

 


Because of the constantly changing sequences of
notes, the concept of ringing the changes has long been used as an
analogy for other types of change. "Ringing the changes" can refer
to turning the tables on a bully or an enemy. It can refer to doing
something differently to defeat boredom.

 


It can also refer to playing with different ideas or
perspectives rather than committing to just one viewpoint, a type
of polyvalent or "multiple truth" approach to life and thought.
Polyvalent thinking is usually seen as a postmodern attitude, a
reaction to life in a multicultural world in which there are no
longer any universally-held assumptions about almost any aspect of
reality.

 


However, polyvalent thinking is actually much older
than that. As religious writer Thomas Ashe noted in his 1614 work
The Divill's Banket, "some ring the changes of opinions."

 


To ring the changes in this sense means to broaden
your view, to see the world or the specific problem you're
considering from more than one perspective- in fact, from as many
perspectives as possible. Just as a bell ringer can ring the
changes with four bells or six bells or eight, you can ring the
changes of ideas using different patterns.

 


A complete bell-ringing change always begins and
ends with the same sequence of bells. For instance, the smallest
bell with the highest note followed by a second slightly larger
bell with a lower note, a third and still larger bell with an even
lower note and finally the largest bell with the lowest note. This
sequence would be described as 1234, and any change beginning with
1234 would always end with the same sequence when ringing a "full
peal" of bell changes.

 


If you want to start with four terms, just to keep
it simple, you can use this information set:

 


x

y

both x and y

neither x nor y

 


Zed naught: what is the universe made of?

 


Information set:

 


1- the universe is matter.

2- the universe is mind.

3- the universe is both matter and mind.

4- the universe is neither matter nor mind.

 


To ring the changes on these ideas means a lot more
than to just consider them. You should actually convince yourself
of each one in turn, thinking as seriously as you can about all the
implications of each perspective.

 


1- If the universe is made entirely of matter, then
the mind is just something generated by the brain- an epiphenomenon
of the brain, as scientists and philosophers would say. Your
thoughts and your feelings are just chemicals and electrical
impulses; your sense of self is merely an organizing principle that
helps your brain run the show. What implications does this have for
life and death? For spirituality and religion?

 


2- If the universe is made entirely of mind, then
everything that seems like solid matter is really just a mental
phenomenon. But whose mind is doing the imagining here? Is it your
own mind? God's mind? An infinite number of separate minds? A
universal consciousness? If it's all your own mind, why can't you
control reality just by thinking about it- or is it possible that
you actually do, and it's your own mind you can't control? If "you"
can't control your own mind, then what is this "you" if it's not
your mind?

 


3- What if both things are true at the same time, so
that the brain appears to generate the mental world if you look at
the brain first but the mind seems to generate the physical world
if you look at the mind first? Or what if dualism is correct and
mind and matter are two distinct yet equally real things? If that's
the case, then how can mind and matter have any affect on each
other? If mind and matter are both real yet separate, can the mind
continue when the body dies?

 


4- What if mind and matter are both illusions, and
the true nature of the universe is something else entirely?
Buddhism tends toward the idealist perspective, but ultimately
declares that all things are void of any essential nature or
existence. What does it mean to say that the phenomena we encounter
on a daily basis are void of any essential nature? If they aren't
"really" mind or matter or any other thing, then what are they and
what are you?

 


When you're ringing the changes, you should try not
to move on to the next change until you have really experienced the
current one. Even if you're strongly inclined to the idealist
philosophy, you should try to really feel the truth of the
materialist philosophy before you move on from it. If the
materialist viewpoint is the one that comes naturally to you, try
to leave it behind as completely as possible when you move on to
the next step so that you can really internalize it.

 


As you work your way through each step, all the
implications and what-ifs generated by each perspective are also
zed objects in their own right, and by examining each one in turn
you are also ringing the changes on them as you go. If you are
particularly intrigued by any one of them, you can take that object
as a new zed naught and start the whole process over.

 


If it seems more appropriate to the particular
problem you're thinking about, you could start with this
information set instead:

 


x

y

probably x, but maybe y

probably y, but maybe x

 


For example:

 


Zed naught: does the God of the monotheistic
religions exist?

 


1- God exists.

2- God does not exist.

3- God probably exists, but might not.

4- God probably doesn't exist, but might.

 


Or any other set of four terms you like. If you want
to use six terms, you could try this set of six:

 


x

y

equally x and y

more x than y

more y than x

neither x nor y

 


Again, you can use any other set of six terms you
prefer. If you want to use eight terms, here is one
possibility:

 


x

y

equally x and y

more x than y

more y than x

neither x nor y

usually more x, sometimes more y

usually more y, sometimes more x

 


Here is another:

 


1- Certainly, always, to the full extent.

2- Certainly not, never, to no extent.

3- Probably, frequently, to a large degree.

4- Probably not, to a great degree not, frequently
not.

5- Very possibly, to a degree, sometimes.

6- Very possibly not, to a degree not, sometimes
not.

7- Slight possibility, to a slight degree,
infrequently.

8- Slight possibility not, to a slight degree not,
infrequently not.

 


If you use an information set with eight terms, you
can also use some of the traditional eight-bell patterns with their
colorful and amusing names. The 12345678 pattern is called
"Rounds," while "Reverse Rounds" is 87654321.Here are several
others:

 


Barringtons: 35271468

Bowbells: 13245768

Exploding Hagdyke: 43562178

Exploding Tittums: 45362718

Hagdyke: 12563478

Jacks: 16745238

Jokers: 17654328

Kings: 75312468

Princes: 75321468

Princesses: 13527468

Priory: 13254768

Queens: 13572468

See-Saw: 43215678

St. Michaels: 17652438

Tittums: 15263748

 


Your zed naught can also be a logical argument, such
as "If p, then q," "It is not the case that both p and q," or
"Either p or q":

 


Zed naught: If p, then q.

 


Information set:

 


1- P, therefore q.

2- Not p, therefore not q.

3- Often p, therefore often q.

4- Usually not p, therefore usually not q.

5- Sometimes p, therefore sometimes q.

6- Sometimes not p, therefore sometimes not q.

7- Occasionally p, therefore occasionally q.

8- Occasionally not p, therefore occasionally not
q.

 


You can use the concept of ringing the changes
without going through all these steps- although my father seems to
have borrowed the term from the custom of bell-ringing, I doubt he
actually worked with the traditional bell-ringing patterns. To
apply the concept informally, just start run through as many
perspectives on an issue as you can think of, convincing yourself
of each one as completely as possible before moving on to the next
one.

 


5- Never ignore serendipity.

 


The word "serendipity" is sometimes misused as a
near-synonym for "coincidence," but it actually refers to one's own
ability or "sagacity" in spotting coincidental connections in a
fortunate way, allowing one to obtain valid information from a
seemingly accidental conjunction of events. This is the first known
use of the term, by Horace Walpole in 1754:

 


It was once when I read a silly fairy tale, called
The Three Princes of Serendip, as their highnesses travelled, they
were always making discoveries, by accidents and sagacity, of
things which they were not in quest of: for instance, one of them
discovered that a camel blind of the right eye had travelled the
same road lately, because the grass was eaten only on the left
side, where it was worse than on the right- now do you understand
serendipity? One of the most remarkable instances of this
accidental sagacity (for you must observe that no discovery of a
thing you are looking for, comes under this description) was of my
Lord Shaftsbury, who happening to dine at Lord Chancellor
Clarendon's, found out the marriage of the Duke of York and Mrs.
Hyde, by the respect with which her mother treated her at
table.

 


Serendipity was defined as "the art of making an
unsought finding" by Pek Van Andel, and as "the faculty of finding
things we did not know we were looking for" by Glauco Ortolano. A
great many scientific and technological discoveries occurred
serendipitously.

 


The emphasis on this particular talent in
relationship theory is based on the notion of underlying and
complex relationship patterns.

 


When a potentially useful piece of information is
stumbled across while looking for something else entirely,
relationship theory teaches us to habitually consider this
significant, almost as if taking an omen.

 


6- Ignore all laws at least once a week on general
principles.

 


Because "there is no superior rock on which to
stand," it is necessary to actively counteract one's own
prejudices, by including points of view that completely contradict
your basic assumptions. All points of view are limited and
incomplete, so it is in the acceptance and examination of multiple
points of view that the truth can best be approximated.

 


Even if you're looking at a problem from a
particular angle, at least some of your time should be spent in
looking at the same problem from a completely different angle, just
like bell ringers changing the order in which they ring the bells.
For instance, a group of four bell ringers using the pattern called
"Plain Bob" would first ring the bells in sequence 1234, then 2143.
For example:

 


Zed naught: what is the universe made of?

 


Information set:

 


1- the universe is matter.

2- the universe is mind.

3- the universe is both matter and mind.

4- the universe is neither matter nor mind.

2- the universe is mind.

1- the universe is matter.

4- the universe is neither matter nor mind.

3- the universe is both matter and mind.

 


The next sequence in Plain Bob is 2413, giving
us:

 


2- the universe is mind.

4- the universe is neither matter nor mind.

1- the universe is matter.

3- the universe is both matter and mind.

 


Here is the complete set of Plain Bob on four
bells:

 


1234

2143

2413

4231

4321

3412

3142

1324

1342

3124

3214

2341

2431

4213

4123

1432

1423

4132

4312

3421

3241

2314

2134

1243

1234

 


You don't really have to ring the changes on the
entire set, as ringing the changes is just a mental exercise, but
you certainly can if you find it helpful. If you're ringing the
changes informally, just make a point of occasionally starting with
the viewpoint you agree with least instead of the one you find most
appealing.

 


7- Negative feedback is a positive idea.

 


This is actually an expansion or re-iteration of the
sixth law. If you make a particular viewpoint number 1 in your 1234
sequence because it's the viewpoint you find most appealing, then
you should make sure to do it again starting with the opposite view
so you can get into the other perspective as completely as
possible. One way to do do this is to work through a portion of
Plain Bob:

 


1234

2143

2413

4231

4321

3412

3142

 


There's no need to be so formal about it unless you
want to, as long as you can follow the general idea: systematically
challenge your own preferred viewpoint or bias by embracing
contradictory perspectives.

 


8- Dynamic tension is required for control.

 


One of the basic concepts of relationship theory is
that all forms of information behave according to similar laws.
Just as energy can neither be created nor destroyed, information
can neither be created nor destroyed. It can be changed into an
infinite number of different forms with no net change to the
universe as a whole. My father called this the "law of conservation
of information," which he also referred to as the "balance of
perception."

 


Imagine three parties denominated as A, B and C. The
set of all three parties could be expressed as P (A,B,C). If we
take the point of view of A and declare it to be the observer, then
the set could be described as P (A, Not A). Or if B is the
observer, then P (B, Not B). P(C, Not C) is equally possible, but
in each case the set of P remains the same- although the observer
shifts, and thus the point of view, the set does not change.

 


Now, if C is the observer and C observes A losing a
portion of its information-value (denominated by a lower-case 'a')
to B, then the result of this interaction would be a set described
by this equation: P (A-a, B+a, C). While A has lost in value, B has
gained, so there is no net change in the set as a whole. A change
in one direction was balanced out by a change in the opposite
direction, so from the point of view of the set, there was no net
change.

 


Opposing views, perspectives and experiences exist
in a constant state of dynamic tension, and even though they change
in relationship to each other the set of which they are a part does
not. (Note that this does not imply some sort of "immortality of
the soul"- just because there is no net change in the system as a
whole does not mean that there is no local change in particular
information patterns.)



The "balance of perception" tells us that all
equally functional descriptions of a system must be considered
equivalently valid. The universe as a whole doesn't change at all
no matter what perspective you take, so if my perspective A
describes whatever is experienced as well as your perspective B and
our friend's perspective C then all three explanations must be
considered true in some sense.

 


9- All forces are infinite.

 


This law is an analogy drawn from physics- if any
physical force was unconstrained by another force, its effects
would be infinitely powerful, and the same thing can be said of
informational forces. An idea that was not balanced out by any
opposing idea would be the sole existing model of reality.

 


The fact that no one idea or viewpoint is the sole
existing model of reality implies that all such "informational
forces" are counteracted and limited in their effects by opposing
informational forces, resulting in a balanced universe of opposing
perspectives.

 


Because these opposing perspectives interact in
patterns that can be understood and predicted, the archetypal
relationship patterns found in relatively small pieces of
information can be used to generalize out to much broader pieces of
information.

 


10- The strongest chains have the most subtle
links.

 


Because relationship theory deals with patterns of
interaction that can become infinitely broad and complex, the
underlying structure or architecture of the whole network will
appear so subtle as to be invisible, yet will determine everything
within that web.

 


One of the concepts my father used to talk about was
something he called "information physics." Information physics
simply expands on a common figure of speech- our language uses
physical space as a metaphor for relationships. When two lovers
have become very intimate they describe themselves as 'one,' but a
cold and formal lover is described as 'distant.' A person in a
state of mental abstraction is said to be 'somewhere else' or
'miles away.'

 


Applying this analogy to the study of information,
we find that certain pieces of information are in close
relationship to other pieces- there is little information distance
between them, as we would have it. By expanding on this basic
concept, we can develop a method for studying the interactions
between ideas.

 


The number of elements in a relationship set is its
"information mass." When some of the elements in a relationship set
change, the number of changed elements is the "information energy."
Every time such a change occurs, we have one unit of "information
time." When two relationship sets contain few or no elements in
common, they are considered to be far away from each other in
"information space." When they have a number of elements in common,
they are considered to be close to each other in "information
space."

 


By applying this analogy, all interactions between
zed objects can be studied and even predicted using physics
calculations. My father believed that information physics could
potentially be developed into something rather similar to Isaac
Asimov's fictional psychohistory, as described in his Foundation
series. Psychohistory is the imaginary science of predicting the
future behavior of large masses of human beings on a probabilistic
and statistical basis, thus allowing for the prediction or even
manipulation of future history.

 


No such predictive system could achieve better than
probabilistic and in all likelihood very broad and sweeping
results, but the potential application of information physics to
such a project is interesting. For example, one could compare the
official doctrinal statements of the Catholic Church at fifty or
one-hundred year intervals throughout its history, calculate the
rate of information change, and use that to make predictions about
the Church's future developments. While it is true that some eras
show much more rapid doctrinal changes than others, such spikes in
information energy would average out over centuries and millennia,
allowing for some degree of predictability.

 


11- The Six Axioms

 


In addition to the Ten Laws, my father developed an
additional six axioms in conversation with my brother:

 


1- Perception requires contrast.

2- Contrast occurs through interaction.

3- Interaction necessitates change.

4- Change is bound by balance.

5- All paths are eventually cyclical.

6- Equivalent explanations must be considered
simultaneously and equally valid or equivalent.

 


According to my brother, explanations or models were
considered equivalent if they made the same predictions, and the
number of equivalent explanations for any phenomenon was
infinite.

 


12- Notes on Relationship

 


Most of my father's ideas about relationship theory
and information physics are now lost forever, condemned to oblivion
by his own belief that something bad would happen if he shared the
concept publicly. This essay has been nothing more than an attempt
to give some kind of shape to the fragments I remembered and
understood.

 


Against all expectation, a long-forgotten notebook
of my father's came to light in 2014, containing extensive if
obscure notes on relationship theory as he conceived it in
1984.

 


The original notes were not written in any logical
order, and one note often refers back to an idea expressed several
pages earlier rather than to the note immediately preceding it. I
have rearranged the notes into a rough structure, polished the
writing a little to finish partial sentences and reword unclear
expressions, and added explanatory text and illustrative
examples.

 


Notes on Relationship

by David Douglas Thompson and Christopher Scott
Thompson

 


1- Delta Zed

 


Relationship theory is an omnology, a method for
understanding anything that exists. In relationship theory, any
relationship of any kind is referred to as a "zed" (Ƶ).

 


Relationship theory is concerned with how
relationships change, under what circumstances and in what
patterns. A change in relationship is referred to as "delta zed"
(ΔƵ).

 


2- Zed Objects

 


A zed object or "object" for short, expressed as A,
B, C, etc, is an ontological entity of any kind, capable of being
in relationship with other such entities. An information unit. A
zed object could be a living thing, inorganic matter, a concept, an
energy, a meme or anything else. A zed object can also be a set of
other zed objects, just as a human being is made up of many cells.
Relationship theory treats all zed objects the same way and assumes
them to operate in the same relationship patterns according to the
same underlying principles.

 


3- Relationship Patterns

 


We can know only the relationships an object has
with ourselves and the rest of the universe as seen from our point
of view. We cannot know the thing in and of itself; we can only
observe its interactions with other objects.

 


Kant says that the only thing we can know is the
phenomenon, the thing as mediated by our senses, brain structure
and so on. Relationship theory agrees that we cannot know the
noumenon, but asserts that we can know the observed relationship or
"zed" between two noumena. These relationships follow patterns we
can analyze, understand and predict.

 


"Interactions are the reality, form is the
illusion." To understand an object, you need to understand the
underlying relationship patterns, not the superficial external
form.

 


4- The Three Relationships

 


Any set of objects will have three types of
relationship with any other set it interacts with: all possible
individual zeds, set-to-individual zeds and a hierarchical
set-to-set zed.

 


1- A(Ø, 1, 2, …) Ƶ B(Ø, 1, 2, …)

2- A Ƶ B(Ø, 1, 2, …)

3- A Ƶ B

 


1- "The set of all objects that make up A exists in
relationship with the set of all objects that make up B." (All
possible individual zeds.)

 


2- "Object A exists in relationship with the set of
all objects that make up B." (Set-to-individual zeds.)

 


3- "Object A exists in relationship with Object B."
(A hierarchical set-to-set zed. )

 


The third relationship is "hierarchical" in the
sense that one object set gives some form of energy to the other
object set.

 


5- Delta Epsilon

 


If there is any change of energy in a system the
relationships will change.

 


Ƶ + ΔƐ = Ƶ1

 


"A relationship plus a change in energy equals a new
relationship."

 


Epsilon (Ɛ) represents energy, specifically
"information energy," which includes all physical forms of energy
but also all conceptual analogues of physical energy. For instance,
if you give someone a crucial piece of information about some
situation, you have introduced new information energy into that
situation.

 


A zed can be seen as an exchange of information.
Energy cannot be released unless there is someplace for it to go.
The receiver "learns" that the sender has energy and is changed by
it, however minutely. The sender "learns" that the receiver lacks
energy and will spend itself until a balance exists. This balance
is "static zed."

 


For example, the teacher learns that the student
lacks knowledge, or the lover learns that the beloved lacks love.
When the student knows what the teacher knows, a state of balance
is attained. When the lover and the beloved are in love with each
other, a state of balance is attained.

 


Beauty is that balance between order and chaos we
are personally tuned to.

 


Every zed is a mutation of all parties concerned.
The teacher transfers knowledge to the student and both are
transformed; the lover kisses the beloved and both are transformed.
Relationship is an exchange of information and energy that
transforms both parties.

 


Cyclical zed is any relationship in which the same
patterns keep repeating, in other words an "information loop." This
can be anything from a drum pattern to a compulsive series of
dysfunctional life choices to vast, cosmic cycles of space and
time. Delta epsilon has the power to transform cyclical zed.

 


6- Delta Kappa

 


K = Ƶ ∴ ΔK = ΔƵ

 


"Kinetic energy equals relationship, therefore a
change in the kinetic energy equals a change in the relationship."
A zed object (such as matter) is equivalent to potential energy;
relationship is equivalent to kinetic energy. Because kinetic
energy equals relationship, a change in the kinetic energy equals a
change in the relationship.

 


7- "One Thing Moves, Everything Moves"

 


E = ΔⱯƐ

 


"Any event is a total energy change."

 


An object, to all intents and purposes, is defined
by the vector sum of all its relationships. Thus, in any given
system if even one zed changes then all the objects are changed and
become new. Since an object is defined by the vector system of its
zeds, the sum of sums defines a set. For instance, matter is an
object set made up of the zeds between molecules. The human body is
an object set made up of the zeds between cells. It's not possible
for one molecule in a piece of matter to change without the others
being affected. It's not possible for one cell in a human body to
change without the whole body being affected.

 


A vector is any quantity with both direction and
magnitude, and a vector sum is what you get when you add up
vectors. So how can a non-physical relationship have a vector?

 


If "information space" is analogous to physical
space, then an "object" in information space can have both
direction and magnitude. For example, when the Buddha rejected the
Hindu concept of the atman or eternal Self in favor of anatman or
"non-self," all of the relationships in that information set had to
change accordingly, and a new religion was born.

 


The concepts and beliefs that constitute Buddhism
were moving away from Hinduism (a direction) to a greater or lesser
extent depending on the Buddhist sect in question (a magnitude). So
if Buddhism, as a metaphysical object, is "defined by the vector
sum of all its relationships" what this means is that Buddhism is
definable by the sum of its differences with other belief systems,
in terms of which ideas move in different directions and to what
extent. According to Relationship theory, all relationships work
this way and all zed objects can be defined this way.

 


8- Cause and Effect

 


ΔƵ AB → KC

 


"A changing relationship between two objects implies
a third object in motion." Two objects in relationship cannot
change on their own, they can only change with the introduction of
new energy to the set by a third object, which implies an infinite
regress. Delta zed implies a third object or party "in motion,"
which, of course, implies a fourth object to relate to the third to
set it in motion and so on and so on ad infinitum. For example, the
relationship between the billiard ball and the billiard table
cannot change without the introduction of new energy by the pool
cue. The relationship between the pool cue and the billiard ball
cannot change without the introduction of new energy by the
billiard player.

 


This implies that all cause and effect situations
require three or more participants. Cause does not lead effect, but
the conjunction of a cause and an effect imply a relationship.

 


9- Relationships With Relationships

 


Ƶ1 = BƵC → Ƶ1 Ƶ A

 


"If a particular relationship is made up of the
relationship between two objects, then it is possible for that
relationship to also be in relationship with a third object."

 


In effect, this means that a relationship can
function as a zed object and form relationships with other zed
objects.

 


One example could be:

 


Vendetta = Capulet Ƶ Montague → Vendetta Ƶ Romeo

 


If a "god" is defined as a particular way of
relating to the universe as a whole, another example could be:

 


Christ = Christianity Ƶ Universe → Christ Ƶ
Christian

 


Shiva = Shaivism Ƶ Universe → Shiva Ƶ Shaivite

 


10- Relativity of Information

 


ΔƵ = ΔX/ΔY

 


"A relationship change equals a change in something
per a change in something else."

 


Example:

 


"It's getting dark" = a change in light relative to
the amount of light available a moment ago.

 


An "absolute" reference point cannot be defined
therefore all references are relative and thus all measurements are
relative. Sensory perception is a form of measurement. But what are
we measuring? What is our reference no matter how arbitrary? Our
eyes have millions of rods and cones sensitive to light. What does
that mean?

 


All dynamic zeds = ΔX/ΔY. In other words,
information about a zed can only be had by noting a change in
something per a change in something else. To us, 99% of the time,
that second something is either time or space. Our eyes respond to
the periodic changes in amplitude defined by a light wave (or
quanta). The reference used for comparison is the light energy of
just a millisecond before. We are co-relating a rate of change to a
rate of change. Inertia creates a time lag in this process so that
in effect our eyes have memorized the last level of energy.

 


Since any zed is a mutation of all concerned parties
and information is exchanged (a form of ΔX/ΔY) a truly static zed
is impossible because if no information is available an object
cannot exist. Therefore, an "experience" perceived is simply a
dynamic zed.

 


ΔƵ = ΔX/ΔY describes a slope, i.e. an acceleration
in information speed.

 


11- Wave Extrapolation

 


¼ ~ → ~

 


"A quarter wave contains all the information of a
full wave." The precise alignment and position of any wave slope
must be determined by the universe as a whole since there are no
insignificant factors. Therefore any given ¼ wave implies the whole
universe and all information could be extrapolated from that one
slope. Because ΔƵ = ΔX/ΔY describes a slope, all information in the
universe can be extrapolated from any given delta zed.

 


12- The Serendipity Factor

 


_____________________

Ƶ = √Ƶ1² + Ƶ2² + Ƶ3²..... Ƶ∞²

 


"Any relationship is the square root of the sum of
all relationships in the universe." This is the serendipity factor-
if the vector sum comes out mostly one sign or the other... watch
out! Strange things may happen.

 


The idea here is that any existing relationship, no
matter how seemingly insignificant, is the product of all
relationships in the entire universe and therefore a reflection of
vast underlying relationship patterns. Incidents of serendipity
reflect the presence of such a pattern.

 


13- A Mythorealist Metaphysics

 


So, what is it that makes relationship theory a
mythorealist metaphysics?

 


First, there is the fact that my father conceived of
his theory in mythic terms, in accordance with his own peculiar
form of neo-gnosticism. He never thought of the theory as something
he created, but as something that was given to him in a moment of
revelation and in defiance of powerful yet essentially malevolent
entities he sometimes called the gods.

 


Second, relationship theory provides a coherent
philosophical justification for a magical worldview, subject to
certain constraints of logic and common sense.

 


Third, the structure of relationship theory implies
that reality is somewhat malleable, and that it is possible to
change or affect reality through the carefully-chosen use of mythic
symbolism. For instance, if you get caught up in an information
loop or "cyclical zed" of repeating patterns, relationship theory
says that you need to introduce new information energy into the
situation to change the relationships. Any number of sigils, deity
forms, visualizations or invocations could serve this purpose. It
may be possible to use relationship theory to alter dysfunctional
mythic structures- or even to dissolve all such structures and
experience some form of spiritual liberation.

 


Why does relationship theory provide a philosophical
justification for a magical worldview? Because "interactions are
the reality, form is the illusion." It isn't important or even
logical to try to assess what a ghost or a vision or a god "really"
is. The only thing that matters is your relationship with it.

 


The basis of our epistemology is found in two
different types of "assent to impressions," provisional assent and
direct assent. "Direct assent" refers to unmediated and intensely
personal direct experience, which has a reality of its own
untouched by explanation, dogma or theory.

 


Direct assent corresponds to gnosis, in its original
sense of direct personal knowledge derived from hands-on
experience. One example would be the satori or "enlightenment
experience," taken in isolation from any explanation or dogma
derived from that experience. "Provisional assent" refers to our
attitude to any specific dogma or explanation- no impression is
assented to without reservation, but only to the extent to which it
conforms to observable facts. A distinction must be drawn between
immediate experience- the actual moment of the experience itself,
prior to any conscious interpretation or theorizing- and what
Berkeley refers to as mediate experience, experience mediated by
explanation or dogma, or received second-hand. Direct assent is
given only to immediate experience; only provisional assent can be
given to mediate experience.

 


I believe I have two hands because I experience
having two hands. The same is true of the coffee in my cup every
morning. The fact that I was born on earth a few decades ago is
less solidly experienced, as I cannot remember every moment of that
time nor am I actively experiencing all those moments in this
moment, but it fits the available information so it is reasonable
to provisionally accept it. I believe that the sun will rise
tomorrow only provisionally, on the basis that I have experienced
it doing so enough times to make a probabilistic assessment
reasonable. I believe that the variety of species on Earth is the
result of a long process of evolution, and I believe that the solar
system is approximately 10 billion years old, but I believe both of
those things only provisionally. They reflect a consensus of
knowledgeable experts interpreting the available facts, and I
accept the interpretation. However, I cannot possibly know the age
of the solar system through a direct experience, so I can grant
this explanation no more than my provisional assent.

 


Some of our daily experiences are more vivid and
present, more directly and completely experienced, and thus more
real. Others of our daily experiences are not vivid at all,
experienced only in a kind of haze, a dissociative condition more
like sleep than waking. Everything directly experienced is by
definition considered real. The more vividly and completely it is
experienced, the more real it is.

 


Some spiritual experiences possess a degree of
reality, but not as much as mundane existence. In other, more vivid
cases, the two are equivalent, and one is justified as regarding
the spiritual experience as being just as real as any of the other
things which are experienced in life. In other, much rarer cases,
the spiritual experience is so profound, so vividly present and
convincing, that it is experienced as being more real than ordinary
daily reality, making mundane reality appear like a dream by
comparison.

 


All these degrees of reality are within the category
of direct assent, because they are directly and personally
experienced. Most of the doctrines and ideas of particular belief
systems, not being part of direct experience, do not fall into this
category. They are not reality but descriptions of reality.

 


Mere opinion does not define the universe- any
description of reality must account for the available facts, for
everything that is experienced. However, if two explanations can
provide equally thorough accounts of a particular phenomena, they
are considered simultaneously and equally true- even if they
contradict each other.

 


For example, I once saw documentary about a Peruvian
traditional healer and his client. The client was experiencing a
profound depression, occasioned by the collapse of his business.
Diagnosing his own malady as essentially spiritual, the man left
his home in the city and went high into the mountains, seeking out
a traditional healer. After climbing up to the healer's home with a
group of pilgrims, the man participated in a ritual ordeal, staying
awake for three days while chewing on a hallucinogenic local
plant.

 


The healer shepherded the pilgrims through the
entire experience, inducing a guided vision with a traditional
story framework, a myth symbolizing their personal struggles.
Monsters and demonic entities were overcome; spirit guides were
consulted. At the end of the ordeal the healer counseled the
pilgrims, providing advice on their particular troubles. The client
whose business had failed was advised to move to a different city,
and to go into a new business. He returned to his family with new
hope and a new direction, convinced that the healer had cured him
magically.

 


So what really happened? An anthropologist or a
psychiatrist would be likely to give one answer, while the healer
and his client would give quite a different one. Was the
hallucinogen-induced vision a mere hallucination? A psychological
game? Were the monsters and spirit guides subconscious archetypes?
Or was the magic real, a spirit journey to a mystical land? On what
basis could a distinction be made?

If you want to say that the experience was a
hallucination, you can adopt that perspective. You can choose to
stand on a particular rock, and to view the situation from that
vantage point, but you can't prove anything by doing so. You are
simply choosing to interact with the facts from within a particular
relationship, in this case that of the skeptical observer.

 


Or you can choose to stand on a different rock,
observing the situation the way a Jungian might. Shamans have been
described as being analogous to psychiatrists, and this account
would seem to bear that out. Standing over on the Jungian rock you
would speak of archetypes, psychological forces mastered and
integrated. A different vantage-point with a different worldview,
but one with no better claim to objective validity than any of the
other ways of explaining this situation. Or you can choose to stand
on the rock occupied by the healer and his client, from which the
monsters and the magic are quite simply real, and the spirit
journey to the mystical land was just something that happened.

 


Given that there is no way to take a "God's eye
view," no way to establish as a matter of fact which of these
explanations is to be preferred, Relationship theory simply refuses
to choose. To the question, "Was this man's experience a
drug-induced hallucination, a psychological encounter with the
subconscious, or a magical journey," our answer is "Yes."

 


Consider the phenomenon known as "mountain panic,"
in which hikers suddenly become convinced they are being observed
by a powerful and possibly malevolent invisible force. As strange
as this experience might seem, it is not terribly uncommon, and has
been reported by mountain climbers all over the world, from the
Baca Ruadh on the Isle of Skye (described by Otta F. Swire as
having "an atmosphere which can never be captured. Perhaps it can
best be summed up by saying that it is as if 'the terror that
walketh in darkness' here walks by day") to Mt. Washington in New
Hampshire, where an invisible and sometimes frightening Presence
has been reported by many hikers.

 


Once again we have several options.
The theologian Rudolf Otto would describe this feeling as
the mysterium tremendum, the "terrible and fascinating mystery" of an encounter with
the numinous. Folklore and animist religion speak of
genii loci, the resident
spirits or supernatural atmosphere of particular places. Generally
each specific peak will have a particular genius on whom the local panic
experiences are blamed, such as Scotland's "Grey Man of Ben
MacDhui." One skeptical explanation of the Grey Man is that "the
climbers are experiencing a sense of being overwhelmed by the
enormity of nature, next to which they feel their own isolation and
mortality." In the mythology of the ancient Greeks, such
experiences were attributed to the Great God Pan, thus giving us
the origin of the word  "panic" itself.

 


Generally speaking there are only two reactions to a
story like this- to accept it (at least to some extent) as a
wonderful ghost story, or to reject it as a superstition. To the
question of whether "mountain panic" is an encounter with the
numinous, the haunting specter of a local spirit, the visitation of
the Great God Pan or a simple sense of existential dread,
Relationship theory answers "all of them." The one thing that can't
be denied is the experience itself, the relationship between the
climbers and the mountain at the moment of panic, a relationship
that can only be described as being haunted.

 


The question that follows naturally is, why does
this matter? What benefit for human living is found in arguing for
the metaphysical validity of trance experiences and hauntings? The
advantage lies in the flexibility of a mind freed from ideology,
capable of thinking critically and yet open to magic. This is
exactly the sort of mind we need to have in the modern world,
allowing us to benefit from the spiritual insights of the sages and
scriptures, allowing us to hear the whispers of a deeper reality,
and yet free from all rigidity and comfortable with science.



Mythopoesis: New Myths for Modern
People

 


The word "mythopoesis" means literally "myth
making," and refers to the creation of new mythologies in the
context of fiction or of highly personal forms of mysticism. One
example would be the elaborate neo-gnostic mythology created by
William Blake for his Prophetic Books. Mythopoesis is also the name
I have chosen for a set of visualization practices designed to help
modern people discover or unveil new myths.

 


This set of exercises is not meant to be a program
or a fixed curriculum. You can do them all in order if you want,
but you can also do them in any order you like and skip whichever
ones you’re not interested in. You can also create your own.
Continue whichever exercise you decide to focus on until you feel
it is time to stop, or for a set number of breaths or a set time.
Repeat each exercise daily or weekly until you receive a new myth
or a new myth fragment in a dream, vision, hypnagogic state or some
other form of altered consciousness.

 


The goal in mythopoesis is to access gnosis
directly, not to create elaborate symbolic frameworks for a new
system of dogmatic occultism. The practices described here are only
tools, intended to be used and then set aside. Don’t mistake the
meditation for gnosis when it is only a method of inviting gnosis.
You might visualize the creation of the world by a bearded sky
father for three hours, then have a dream that night about the
weaving of the world by a painted spider. The dream of the painted
spider is a new myth; the visualization of the sky father is just
an exercise.

 


1: Elemental Visualization- The first exercise in
mythopoesis is to visualize the elements. There are several
different lists of the fundamental elements of reality- earth, air,
fire and water is the most common, but some lists add ether or the
void or spirit. The medieval Irish believed in seven elements-
earth, sea, sun, clouds, wind, stones and spirit. A more recent
list from the Scottish Highlands includes earth, air, fire, water,
ice, wind and lightning. Some heathens acknowledge twelve- fire,
ice, spirit, water, salt, poison, light, time, air, Midgard, metal
and yeast. If you don't want to use any of the traditional lists,
you can use any set of elements that makes sense to you. One list I
have worked with in the past includes sky, sun, moon, wind, fire,
earth, water, night and day. To perform this exercise, find a quiet
place where you will not be disturbed. Sit down or lie down in a
comfortable position, and visualize the elements one by one.
Concentrate on creating an extremely vivid mental image, complete
with all five senses.

 


2: Pantheon Exercise- Choose one of the elements,
such as "fire," and try to think of every connotation you can
associate with that word, in a free-flowing stream of consciousness
visualization. You don’t need to restrict yourself to a literal
interpretation- for instance, fire could connote sexuality or
creativity or anger. Repeat this exercise until you see a deity of
that element in a dream or other form of gnosis. Write down a
complete description of the deity. Ideally, you should repeat this
process until you have a small pantheon representing your set of
elements.

 


3: Sacrifice Visualization- Many mythologies include
a story of a primal sacrifice- Odin hanging on the World Tree, Donn
being torn apart by the ocean as the Milesians landed in Ireland,
Christ on the cross, the dismemberment of Purusha, the death of
Boann. The druids are said to have believed that their sacrifices
sustained or created the entire cosmos, presumably by reenacting
the original sacrifice. To perform this exercise, visualize the
death of a god or primal human and the consequences or benefits of
the sacrifice's demise. One option is to visualize the ritual
dismemberment of the sacrifice, with the body parts of the
sacrificial victim being used to create our world- the earth from
flesh, the sea from blood and so on. Repeat this exercise until you
receive a dream or other form of gnosis about such a primal
sacrifice, and then write down the new myth.

 


4: Cosmogony Visualization- To perform this
exercise, visualize the creation of the universe or of our world.
Concentrate on creating an extremely vivid mental image, complete
with all five senses- the roar of a new sun erupting into being,
the color of blazing lava on a newborn world, the hunting cry of
the first predator, the scent of the first flower. Try to really
place yourself inside the scene, as if you were present at the
moment of creation. Repeat this exercise until you receive a dream
or other form of gnosis about the creation of the world, and then
write down the new myth.

 


5: Cosmology Visualization- Meditate on the image of
a sacred center or spiritual heart of the world. This could be a
World Tree, an Omphalos or "navel" of the world, a great mountain
or whatever image you prefer. Concentrate on creating an extremely
vivid mental image, complete with all five senses. Repeat this
exercise until you receive a dream or other form of gnosis about
the sacred center, and then write down the new myth.

 


6: Epiphany- When the Irish epic called the Tain was
lost, a poet slept on the grave of an ancient hero who then
appeared in his dreams and told him the missing parts of the tale.
The goal in the epiphany exercise is the unveiling of lost, unknown
or entirely new myths. To perform this exercise, meditate on some
symbolic representation of what you want to discover. For example,
you could meditate on the mysterious image of the Gaulish god Esus
hewing at a willow tree while the Bull With Three Cranes perches
high in the branches. No one now living has any idea of what this
image represents, but if you meditate on it until you receive a
dream you just might be told. If you're more interested in a new
myth than a lost one, you could visualize yourself sleeping in a
dream temple while priests chant over you to ask the gods for a
mythic dream. You could visualize yourself kneeling on the barrow
of a long-dead hero to learn the story of that champion’s
adventures. You could imagine yourself in a great library studying
scrolls and texts containing unknown myths. Whatever visualization
you decide to use, repeat it over and over again until you receive
an answer, and then write down the new myth.

 


7: Underworld Visualization- Many if not most world
mythologies include some type of underworld, although these
underworlds can vary considerably. Some are dark and gloomy while
some are colorful fairylands. Some are the abode of the dead and
some are not. To perform this exercise, visualize the underworld
however you personally imagine it until you receive some kind of
gnosis concerning the underworld, and then write down the new
myth.

 


8: Dream Quest- This refers to a journey or quest
that occurs within a dream or series of dreams, for the purpose of
achieving some mythic task or acquiring gnosis. Once the quest is
completed, write down the story of the quest as a new myth.

 


9: The Story Game- Describe the situation you are in
right now or the problem you are considering. Express this problem
in a single sentence and write the sentence down. Remove all of the
helping words, such as "and," "of," and so forth. Replace all the
remaining words in your sentence with one of the elemental powers
in your pantheon. For example, "anger" could be represented by a
thunder deity. You should now have a list of story possibilities.
Use this list of possibilities to create a mythic story. For
example, if your story possibilities include a thunder god, a fire
goddess and a water dragon, your myth could tell the story of how
the thunder god traveled to the realm of the fire goddess to learn
how to defeat the water dragon. Meditate on the mythic story you've
created, imagining every element as vividly as possible. Repeat the
meditation often until you have an insight, a magical dream or an
omen of some kind, containing gnosis or spiritual knowledge about
the problem you are facing. If you receive no answer, go back to
your list of powers and write a completely new mythic story. Try
not to get stuck in a particular pattern- always seeing yourself as
the Hero, for instance. Shift your perspective somehow every time
you rewrite your mythic story. This can be done as often as once a
day while you are meditating on this issue.



10: The Dissolution Exercise- Many systems of mythology envision
the end of the world at some future date, often followed by the
creation of a new universe. To perform this exercise, visualize
your own version of the apocalyptic end of everything. Repeat the
exercise until you receive some form of gnosis on the same topic,
and then write down the new myth.


 The Night
Wanderer

and Other Poems

 


"Night wandering" is the art of visiting strange
other worlds and surreal fairy lands in a dream or a dreamlike
state. The concept of night wandering is central to most of my
poetry.


The Night Wanderer

 


A modernized retelling of the story of True Thomas
and the Queen of Elphame. Thomas lies awake with insomnia next to
his sleeping wife, obsessed with thoughts of past losses and
misdeeds. As he lies awake with these thoughts, his mind splits.
While part of him remains in our world staring at the bedroom wall,
the other part goes away with the fairy queen to her strange world.
The sections in parentheses represent the waking Thomas, and the
other sections represent the dreaming Thomas.

 


1

 


The long horizon was a dark rose

From the city's light on the low fog.

Too many times, I had seen the blue

Falling-away of the bright dawn. I

Went with you, and you looked in my eyes

And dipped your fingers in the red stream

Where dreams floated on broken shells like

Lizards birthing. And our skiff was light-

Made out of thin glass eggshells, soft like

Skin. "Careful, what lies ahead," you said

"Is cold." I wrapped my arms around me-

You did not. There was a distant look

In your eyes, and your hand on the prow.

In your green gaze, I had seen beauties

That were not human, and in your lips

I had tasted, thick as molasses,

The labyrinth of your history

And the asymmetric songs of your

Strange dances, melancholy and fast.

I had heard broken glass in your laugh,

But the finest glass. You were quiet

Like the muttering wind on a peak,

Like a deep forest of unmarked snow

Whose thick pines have never seen the spring.

 


2

 


(Outside, the trees muttered. And birds hopped

From wall to branch. There was a light breeze,

Which stirred the dead leaves. Though none of
these

Mere atmospheres were fearful to me,

Yet I remained wide-eyed and staring

At the bare pock-marked wall. And of all

The shadows which rose and fell, and crept

Across my wife where she slept, and all

The tall shapes and all the thin sounds- none

Frightened me, but I was still not well.

Too many times, I had seen brash dreams

Break out of their purple shells and tell

Me nothing, but crawl across my wall.)

 


3

 


All citadels were broken there, and

The shoreline was choked with a fine mess

Of dead cities whose great fat old blocks

Stretched down to the red river like dogs

Panting in the heat. There was a thin

Coat of crystal hair along each block,

With swift colors changing like the tide,

Inconstant as snake's eyes, hypnotic

And without meaning. "Pay them no heed."

 


4

 


(Outside, the trees still muttered. And my

Hands fluttered like butterflies at a

Window while my eyes stared at the bare

Wall, unable to escape from my

Long awakening. Too many times

I had burned away my memories

With frenetic motion, and drunk from

An ocean of forgetting, rich and

Sweet, with deep waves like burnt caramel

And a dark well of secrets somewhere

With which I had become intimate,

The very worst of which is only

This- that you can forget nothing, that

There is nothing which you can forget.)

 


5

 


"Yet you are so quiet," you whispered,

And your wet lips were like two soft birds

While our glass ship drifted on the red

River and the stars looked down at us

In cold submission, patient, alert

For your moment of weakness. I turned,

And heard the roaring of a distant

Sea. You looked at me, and said "This dull

Dark current, thick as with clots, is not

Made red by water. He who would come

Into our pleasant country must come

To it by blood." And you were smiling.

 


6

 


(Outside, the leaves muttered. And I

Thought of how I had come to this pass-

Staring at a bare patch while leaves scratched

At the dry glass. There was a time that

I walked through shadows in old walls- paced

Where bridges were cold vultures, and retched

While droplets of water touched my face-

Wet insects erased by my dry flesh.

I could not forget. She was thick like

Bone, like salt crusted on a fish. She

Was deep as thin silver flakes on stone,

And my own dreams draining me of sleep.

She was my history of cloning

Lies from lies. All my bright cruelties

Glinted back at me from her snake's eyes'

Wise irrelevant realities.

And the years passed, and at last I knew

That I would not forget. That in all

This world there is no way to forget.

And your bare patch where the leaves scratch at

The dry glass will be yours to watch. That,

And the blank revolving of the clock,

Till it drives you out to walk, alone,

By the stone arches of an old bridge.)

 


7

 


This new horizon was a dark rose

From an unknown light. There was no sun.

And our boat dried, as we came ashore,

To a fine dust. When I touched your hand

There was a softness like white birds' wings

Breaking the wide night into pieces.

And in your wet lips my cup was full

With the water of your bright beauty

Whose cold reaches held such rich secrets,

Born of a blackly golden syrup

Which knew me and destroyed my reason,

Till I shuddered. There was that laugh, like

Broken glass. And so we were lovers.

 


8

 


(Inside me, there was a long black patch

Which my mind scratched at, without relief,

In mixed grief and secret pleasure that

I had taken the measure of men

By their fear, that I'd seen clear into

Their hidden weaknesses, and the sad

Emptiness of their hard pretensions.

All but a few, and those are unknown,

Will moan like a scared dog under a

Black boot, will screech like a fat frog in

A snake's mouth for their beautiful lives.

Too many times, I had seen weak men

Lick their dry lips at their new pleasure,

Taking measure of another's fear.

Too many times, I had tried to drink

From the ocean of burnt forgetting,

Thick as caramel, with a dark well

Of secrets with which I had become

Familiar- and the worst of these is

This- that you can forget nothing, that

There is nothing which you can forget.)

 


9

 


And so I was wet with the sweat of

Your soft body on the changing sand.

And there were locks of my hair stuck

To my face, and my ribcage heaving.

You were lighter than I would have guessed-

Lighter than a child, pressed against my

Shoulder, with your green gaze shifting. Red

Waves of color, like dark strawberries,

Flowed through your flesh. The sand, which had
been

Green as a thick pine which has never

Left the spring, took on that red. I kissed

Your lips. But you were no longer there.

You were staring at a blank space in

The middle distance. Your eyes were sad.

 


10

 


(Outside, the trees were silent. No bird

Hopped. There was no hint of a mere breeze

To stir the dead leaves into false life.

Though I had been wide-eyed, and staring

At the bare pock-marked wall, I caught my

Breath. This was the time when hearts preferred

To stop. This was the hour whose juice I'd

Never known. My heart skipped by a beat

In the long dark hour before dawn,

Wet with my own sweat beside my wife.)

 


11

 


"Thomas," you said, and a clear bead of

Sweat, warm from our mingled bodies, formed

And ran, a salted perfect river,

To the small of your back. "Thomas," you

Said, "you cannot stay with me." Along

The long horizon, which had turned both

Blue as the dawn and green as the sand

Had been, I heard the shuffle of ten

Thousand feet. I felt their milky gaze.

 


12

 


("Wait for it." I said to myself, "Just

Wait for the dawn." The blackest moment

Of the night seeped in. There was a space

Like a gap in a glacier, like the

Endless moment just before a fall.)

 


13

 


You rolled on your back, and pulled your dress

Back on. "Thomas," you said, "this is a

Pleasant land, for all who dwell between

The shores of its bloody rivers. And

I brought you to taste, in my salt lips,

The labyrinth of our history

And the asymmetric songs of our

Strange dances, melancholy and fast.

I gave you, thick as molasses, the

Blackly golden syrup of our rich

Secrets till your own heart's cup was full

With the water of our bright beauty.

But you would have died." I felt their eyes,

And I saw the triple death which had

Come on my predecessors- I saw

Their ghost souls like shards of broken glass,

Each one of them smoky and rippled

With her unforgettable soft kiss,

And the slow pain of remembering

Her touch until the end of all worlds.

 


14

 


(Now it was here. My heart no longer

Beat. Memories crowded my head like

Blind white moths. There was a chance that I

Would not be floating back across the

Black sea between late night and first light's

Falling-away towards the blue morning.)

 


15

 


"Don't be afraid," you said, "They will not

Harm you. Though they might stare with all their

Milky eyes, eager to feed you to

The patient stars, yet I am their queen.

Here is the clear glass apple of the

Void, the endless empty space between

The worlds. Eat it, and drink of that vast

Churning well, that weightless cauldron where

No drop of light can slake the thirst of

Those who use all light like putty in

Creating worlds. You will speak the Truth."

 


16

 


I drank the Truth. I tasted Truth like

The juice of the white grape. I found no

Escape from the starscapes which flashed and

Faltered, no escape from the altered

Landscapes, no way to be free of the

Seascapes shifting across my vision

Like thin shimmering mirages, real

And permanent. I was made false by

The surprising revelations flawed new

Equations granted me in the form

Of a storm of all-seeing fierce worms

Of profound understanding. And I

Was staggered. I dropped to my knees. But

There were no knees to be found where there

Was no solid ground for the standing;

And I had no eyes but I cried in

Surprise at my own mouthless fury,

Without hands which were flailing, without

Even an atom, because I had

Spilled over. I wheeled around at the

Sick, thickly liquid sound of my own

Bones splashing on the worms' equations.

"Bring it all to me!" Because now I

Could see, that there was no order, not

A secret order, no plan but I

Could understand its savage rhythm,

Nothing to understand but this- the

Song-rhythm of our memories has

No metronome, it keeps free timing-

And it soars up into the empty

Places, and flows between the spaces

Of its own notes, which are notes of harsh

Joy in a grand precenting, reading

The line in the void between the worlds.

I had been made sick by an excess

Of streetlights reflected on slick wet

Pavement, by beautiful cruelties,

By wise irrelevant snake's eyes and

Their rimed realities, by my own

Desperate suicidal joy. "From this

Night on," you said, "Just tell them the truth."

You brushed the hair from my forgotten

Face, and gave me blood and bones again.

I left. I crossed the red river and

In my new ears, I heard the distant

Roaring of the sea.

 


17

 


And I was home.

 

I heard the leaves mutter, but my hands

No longer fluttered like trapped moths at

My scratched window. And I looked around.

Outside, the trees still shifted in their

Mysterious language. And I thought

Of how I had come to this strange pass-

To be numb, as if I had drunk good

Whisky, from the shapes of scars in glass.

Though I could not forget that she was

Still inside me, like an aftertaste

Of rock salt on a fish- like the bright

Glow of my old cruelties, and my

Nights in the shadow of a dead bridge,

Yet I knew that I was altered, now-

That I belonged to that queen's void well,

Not because I had drunk of its thick

Waters, but because I had lived to

Tell what it held. And I looked at my

Wife where she was lying beside me,

And the rose of that night's light was gone,

And I fell into a sleep with no

Dreaming, a night-wanderer in the

Blue falling-away of the bright dawn.


Prayer for Nothing

 


I knelt here once and asked with outstretched
hands,

For things that don’t mean anything at all.

So I will kneel and ask for nothing now.

The things we want are worthless, and the world

Denies them to us to expose the fraud.

I’ll praise the mercy of this savage God,

Who forced me to approach Him as I am-

A man with open eyes and empty hands.


Sons of the Crow

 


And are we not of the sons of the crow,

Who worship a hidden creed?

Or those who seek but do not know,

And hear, but do not heed?

 


And should I draw the sacred sword

And hold it in my hand,

To bring the fury of the Lord

Through this corrupted land?

 


Or should I cast the foolish night

Of vengeance to the sun?

Or should I face that deadly light

From which the angels run?

 


And are we not of the sons of the sky,

Who worship the hidden star?

Or those who neither live nor die

But watch it from afar?

 



My Heart and I

 


My heart and I were like a pair of crows

Beneath a quiet sky

Of evening snows.

I tried to sing aloud-

She laughed at me,

And said I was too proud

To ever see.

And though I’ve held the traces of the light,

I can’t forget that night.

 


My heart and I were like a pair of birds

Of some forgotten kind

That once had words.

I turned and spoke her name.

She flew away,

With words of so much shame

I cannot say.

And though I’ve tasted seven kinds of fear

It seems I still can hear.

 


I left my heart at last and walked alone

Where worlds had never spun

Nor stars had shone.

I turned and fiercely cried

She came to me

When I had nearly died

Beside the sea.

She dove into my chest and beat at last.

I broke apart the past.


War

 


Just war until the end of time,

Until the sun goes out.

There’s nothing else I still require.

The night has touched my mouth.

Its lips are soft

And I am now

Both paralyzed with fear,

And shaken by ecstatic glory,

Silent, vast and clear.

The world will end in ice, they say,

Or else perhaps in flame.

The horror and the wonder are the same.


The Desert Spirits

 


Storm banks in the distance on the Texas
panhandle

Like diagonal mushroom clouds

Whose silent lightning carves fresh slices

Out of a flat, gray future.

Across the border, and we’re inside them.

The raindrops snap at us

Like falling monsters,

Biting at the windshield

In a suicidal dive.

And the wind whistles like a machine run amok,

And the clock stops,

And we are lost to time.

 


Pain can always be endured

If there is a voice to give protest.

Out here there are two voices:

And a void on either side.

She pouts, and cocks her head at him,

And says-

"Why, perhaps next summer,

When my dear gollem-mad father

Turns the Earth into a prison for the goblins."

"No, my dear," he says. She hasn’t understood.

Pain can always be endured

If there is a voice to give protest,

But what I saw there in front of me

Had no mouth, just smooth skin.

 


The desert mountains are like great bodies

Pockmarked by scrubs,

Pale and obese in their roadside resting places,

As if we were passing

Through a plague pit

Choked with giants.

There’s a void on either side of me,

And an unexpected ache.

I am attached to my head like a balloon on a
string.

Hours pass in a ghost phase,

Between sleep and waking.

My eyes squint at the mountains

And they become glass

In atomic heat.

Would you know how to find me here?

Would you trade my hope for new memories?

Because the Mojave is mighty

And I don’t want to come home.

 


Great rocks in the distance like the Gods of
Stonehenge,

Standing in a circle with an untold secret,

Weaving out our past years

Among scrub brush and sand.

Canyon Diablo is skull dry,

And I hear things I can’t remember.

The spirits of the desert

Will trade bone marrow for wisdom:

Parasites of the empty places,

Sleep and learn, sleep and learn.

 


I found these voices in the wasteland,

Inside a fluttering darkness,

In all the endless, bright ages

Since I last saw your face.

If I could I would call to you,

I would cut your name through this emptiness,

But I’m trading blood for new memories

And I must meet them alone.

 


Out here the nighthunters

Have long faces and teeth like canine’s.

The windmills on the hilltops

Look like arrows in a dragon’s spine.

If you would throw dice

With the desert spirits

You must have skin

That drinks everything,

Ready to cough up a basilisk

Close your eyes,

Cut your mouth,

And sing.

 


Would you know how to find me here?

Would you trade your bones for new memories?

Because there is nothing around me now

But this bright, empty

Faith:

Stretching out, filling everything

Burning atoms

To angel’s wings

Killing hearts

Till they break

And sing

And I don’t want to come home.


Long Wet Night

 


Through the empty streets on a long wet night

Low buildings watch without a light.

Blessed bourbon, gentle cigarettes

Warm sluggish hearts that won't forget,

Unclench cold fingers far too tired to fight.

Along the docks, fat rats like goblins creep.

Old boats all rest in a cool wet bed

And the rain refreshes your aching head

And you think perhaps it is time to go to sleep.

 


And a breeze blows in from off the bay

Like a long, cold song, while far away

Warm children sleep in soft dry beds

And parents kiss their sleeping heads.

You still remember what she had to say.

Beneath these boats dream galaxies so deep

They've never known the fading light-

Their promise is a long wet night-

And you think perhaps it is time you went to
sleep.

 


By the empty docks on a cold wet night

Low buildings, long-forgotten lights,

Iced bourbon and bright cigarettes

Can't soothe these years that won't forget

Or warm cold fingers far too tired to fight.

Behind your face, old fears like goblins creep.

But once, when she was standing there,

Those eyes, her fingers in your hair-

And you hear her say, "Go home. And go to
sleep."


Your Secret History

 


1

A red petal, placed on the space between

Your breasts, would taste tart as a mulberry

From the salt rhythms of your beating chest.

 


Pressed up against the soft skin of your wet

Stomach, I have yet to uncover the

Inexpressible redness of your night

 


Sky; and I have not yet discovered why

There is also a mask-like mystery

Moving between us in your living breath,

 


Whose eyes are like a glass marble, whose skies

Are speckled with histories of old storms

Like the skies of Jupiter. Like your eyes.

 


I have not yet uncovered your secret

History. There is a taste to your touch-

You are not quite like grape. There is much
more.

 


2

The clouds wonder. Blue shapes ride the night

Sky. And as you light the holy incense,

Something slowly wanders by. Attracted by

 


The gleam in your eye or by the lovely

Severity with which you approach your

Task, divine monsters without form dissolve

 


Into silt at the bottom of your glass.

And after you have offered a prayer to

The wine-god, and born his blood as a mark

 


Below your lip, and when your skin is flushed

With his internal dancing, and when your

Heart begins to skip; then the silt of those

 


Divine monsters will drip like candlewax

As you begin your task. But I will be

More silent than the mask.

 


3

The clouds wonder. Echoes shudder in the

Sky. And in the not-too-distant future,

I might slowly wander by. Drawn closer by

 


The gleam in your eye or by the lovely

Severity with which you forget the

Past, I might appear in silt to haunt you

 


Or in the blank lines of a mask. And when

You have offered yourself to the wine-god,

And born his dancing as a mark below

 


Your chest, I might remind you of the

Red petal that I once placed between your

Breasts. I might remind you of your wet stomach,

 


And of the redness of your night sky.

But I will not discern these answers. I

Will not discover why.

 


4

There will be no mask-like mystery

To move between us in your living breath.

And if anything is a glass marble,

 


That is an eye with nothing left. So your

Skies will retain the mystery of

Old Jupiter's forgotten storms. But as

 


For my strange disappearance, I will take

On other forms. I couldn't break your code-

I struggled, I fought the watchers of the

 


Nighttime sun. I unraveled harsh equations,

But the lights went when I'd won. Now I am

Bathed in night's own water, strangely purified, but
lost.

 


I am your intimation of a ghost.


In the Skin of the Moon

 


I cleansed my blood of hope and fear

And the rain came down

And it was raining shells

And the shells were the bones of the things of the
air

And I was lost in the desert

Laughing.

And each broken shell was as white as the sun

There were worms inside

And the worms were cold

And the worms were blind

And they crawled in my ears

And I was

Hopeless

Fearless

Laughing.

And I slept, dead drunk, in the skin of the moon

And I dreamed about you

I was lost in your tongue.

And the cold worms said

"This will never be yours,"

But I was

Hopeless,

Fearless,

Laughing.


As Dreams Die

 


She wore a necklace of black pearls like tears.

And as the door opened, we cried out in terror.

Something hungry is in the water.

This is a place of death.

"Dreams," she told us,

"Drown their victims before feeding.

The door is open now.

You should go down to the river."

The wind blew pieces off our house,

While birds pecked at the scraps

And dogs chased us, mocking.

Great storms the color of a purple sunset

Destroyed cities in the distance.

"The war is here now,

And there will be no future.

Go down to beg mercy from him,

Although he has none.

Dreams eat their victims slowly. The door is
open."

I checked my weapon as the storms came closer.

I would die

As dreams die.

As hard as memories.


Bone Legions

 


I washed out my eyes of all wrath, and I slept

And my foes rose up

And they were armored in bone

And the bone dripped wax

And the wax was alive

But my eyes were as cold

As tomorrow.

And I knew on that day I would triumph at last

And revenge would be mine

For the breaking of glass

For the wax that they dripped on your eyes

As you slept,

For each grain of white salt on your sorrow.


Priest, Sage or Magician

 


If you cross the starry river

In the plains of day and night

You will find the priests who live there

And they’ll feed you wrong and right.

 


Though the wrong is sour as poison

And the right is vile and sweet,

In the world of prayer and wisdom

There is nothing else to eat.

 


So you’ll cross the deep blue desert

To the cliffs of saint and sage,

Where they’ll fit you for a hair-shirt

And they’ll hang you from a cage.

 


Though you pray until you’re witless

You will never pierce the veil.

Once you’re whittled down to shavings

They will tell you that you failed.

 


So your purview isn’t wisdom-

There are other ways to be.

Ask the spiders in their burrows.

Ask the water in the sea.

 


In the ruined walls of Carthage

There’s a man who sits alone.

He can tell you what your dream is

From the cracks along a bone.

 


In the Empty Quarter, keening,

There’s a woman, old and blind,

And her milky eyes are staring

Through Saharas of the mind.

 


They will show you how to do things-

How to rule the wind and storm.

And you’ll find yourself a stranger

In the place where you were born.


No Dreams, No Illusions

 


No dreams

No illusions

We walked down the staircase

In stunned, mute surrender

For what we had seen:

Our cities, like bone-dust

Lay broken around us,

Our eyes weird and sightless

Reflecting cold dreams.

I saw you like this

On the cusp of regretting-

Forgetting to reach me,

Then lost on the edge.

No dreams

No illusions

Like children we stuttered

Though all of this matters

It’s not what it seems.

I wanted to reach you

To catch at your fingers

Your face like an ocean

Your cities in flame.

My eyes were unseeing

My vision was elsewhere

No dreams

No illusions

And no one to blame.


You Wouldn’t Doubt the Floor

 


I’ll sleep behind a wall tonight

And tell the digging things

How we stole their history.

And I will miss you.

Every moment I miss you.

But that won’t keep me from the Mystery.

To find what I’m looking for

You need rage-

You need a furnace, in fact.

You need a ghostlike face.

If a lone doubt survives,

Throw it back-

Throw yourself off a staircase.


De Gustibis Non Disputam

 


I climbed a staircase to the land of birds

And told them what I’d learned.

They didn’t care.

To birds, the world is made of clouds and air.

 


I dove into the waters of the deep

And sang a poem to sharks.

They swam on by.

I might as well have sung of stars and sky.

 


I heard the demon’s sermon, and his voice

Was thick as dark molasses,

But his creed

Was not convenient to my present need.

 


So if I haven’t walked the darkest paths

Of which my kind is capable

The cause

Is not that I have dearly loved His laws.

 



When Dreams Demand

 


When dreams demand surrender

Burn the bridges

Close your eyes.

I'll paint myself

Apocalyptic

Colors

And we'll rise.

The holy war

For human horror

Flowers here in me:

Just try to stop our march

And you will see.


Secrecy and the Straight Razor

 


Compose yourself. They’re closing in.

And when they reach the city,

There might be time for one last prayer.

Will you tell them how the love of God

Is like a straight razor-

Unseen until it ruins you,

Until the light bursts like a bloodletting?

Will you tell them of what you found

Here in this long dream of yours-

Days that left you unbroken

So that the dim hours could have their time with
you,

Her eyes runic but still not readable,

And of the deep hurt of understanding?

No. They are almost here. Just compose yourself.

The things that matter most should die most
quietly.

Go out and meet them now.

Don’t show them anything.


The Three of Us

 


So it has come to this, at last- I brood,

I chew on the pulp of years for one last drop

Of that sweet liquor that I misconstrued.

 


Outside, the night is endless. And the cars

Roll on forever. So we sit and think-

The three of us- that's me, your ghost, and
drink.

 


Vast shadows pass across the dark blue sky,

Like crippled spirits falling. And the night,

Prepares itself. It knows you. You will lie-

"Don't be afraid. It's going to be alright."


Lullaby

 


"Apathy is frozen violence."- Jimmy Boyle

 


From where I stand, this night contains Forever.

Stretched out like taffy, silent but aware.

I never thought you might contain it. Never.

I hear you whisper, but there's no one there.

 


If you would know, seek darkness out, and
silence.

But I myself might never speak again.

Mute answers find me in my frozen violence-

Perhaps I could adore you. And what then?

 


Tonight is given to the blank white sorrow,

Expanding from its center, vast and deep.

This horror isn't personal. Tomorrow,

There's work to do, as always. Go to sleep.


Spiritual Materialism

 


I hungered for the silver light

Of those who walk the moon.

They never showed their wings that night

Or else they came too soon.

 


I hungered for the sudden tears

That meant the sun was mine.

I waited for a hundred years,

But missed the proper time.

 


On bended knee I sought the source

Of all that moves above,

And only when I knew remorse

Decided it was love.

 



Sense of Freedom

 


The cobalt skies of twilight

Shudder strangely.

Something’s coming-

Something old and wild.

We tasted it in sorrow

As we waited,

Light and darkness,

Mixed but reconciled.

Its drunken vastness dwarfs

The lie of reason

Its empty howling dread

Tears dreams apart.

I know this weight

This undiscovered chaos

I know this savage love

That’s at its heart.

It breathed the spark of raging life

Inside us.

The universe exploded

With its kiss.

If I could bear that light

That sense of freedom

I’d kneel and honor

Everything that is.


The Well of Imbas

 


No questions.

No answers.

Open skies so vast

That there is nothing meaningful to say

To such a wide horizon.

So we shrink.

It’s hard to wake up

Every day and drink

The ice-cold water

That the muses sing.

The price of love

Is fear and trembling.


Between Earth and Heaven

 


There’s no need to apologize.

We stand

Between the earth and heaven,

And the weight

Of all this light and beauty

Drags us down.

These things are what they are,

And that is all,

And I don’t even need to understand.

So don’t apologize.

It went as planned.


Pleroma

 


In Gnostic esotericism, "Pleroma" is a term for a
higher level of reality. In this poem, I have borrowed the word as
a name for the higher reality of myth and magic, accessible through
dream and trance.
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I've drawn a door with white chalk on the wall,

And knocked three times. I close my eyes and
wait.

It almost seems as if they will not come,

But laws are even stricter over there

And all my will is focused on the world

That waits beyond that wall. I hear a creak,

And light and music, ghostly choirs and strings,

And darkly simple drums announce a life

No less corrupt (for all that's here is there)

But closer to the Source of all, and so

More perilous with light and shadow both.

"It's you again," a voice says. "Welcome home.

Pleroma hasn't changed- of course, it has,

For all that is must pass and trade its place

With all that's not- but like the sea, it bides.

Jade towers shine as green as ocean waves

Made dimly golden by the setting sun,

And marbled streets still wind their ancient way

By temples and pavilions, to the hill

Where gleam the palaces of all the gods.

Here mountains shine with snow as white as
faith,

While forests brood by root and tangled branch.

Here deserts, just as empty as the sky,

Howl out their wrath in sandstorms to the world,

And every road leads, in the end, to fear.

The kind of fear that purifies. Come in."
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I bow in honor to my eldritch guide-

A milk-pale, eyeless goblin- and I pass

With reverence and trepidation both

Between the lines of chalk, which fade behind,

To leave me standing on a mountainside

Beside a ruined temple, where the stones

And columns lie as broken as old bones.

Real magic is as bright and clean as this,

And just as simple. If you cannot build

A world of wonder with a piece of chalk,

You'll never conjure it with weighty words

Of ancient wizards either. Now I stand

Below a black and ice-slick wall of rock

Capped white with snow. Below me winds a trail

Through trees and rocks to valleys far beneath.

I know the joy, the freedom, of the way

Of wandering from road to unseen road,

And I could take this path, and never stop,

But always chase that next hill into night.

But no. For in my wandering I've learned,

It doesn't really matter where you are,

And anyway the whole world can be found

Within a single room. I'll stay right here

And find out what this temple has to teach.

Pleroma is a vast- an endless- place,

And if my vanished guide has placed me here,

He must have had his reasons. So I sit.

The wide world fades to nightfall, and the cold

Comes twice as bitter on the heels of night.

I break up branches in a bowl of stone

And build a bright and flickering white flame

To keep me company. And then, a voice-

"Kind traveler, perhaps you'll let a ghost

Who's haunted this old temple for an age,

Sit down beside your fire and bandy words

To pass the winter night." I smile, and nod.

And there, across the firelight, sits a man

Bent double with the weight of countless years

And gnarled and twisted as a hard, old root.

His beard is long and purely white. His eyes

Gleam sharp as two bright shards of glass. He
smiles,

With all the kindness of a laughing sage,

And leans upon a bent old stick, as thin

And twisted up as he is. Then he speaks.
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"My name is He Who Dreams Above the Clouds,

The Wizard of Mons Mystica, the ghost

Of Brokedown Temple, and I'm sure there's more.

It's easy to forget these things, you know.

And who are you?" I laugh, and feed a branch

Into the embers of the fading fire,

Which flares to life. "I scarcely know myself.

I used to think I knew, but that was then,

And time has taught me not to trust such dreams.

I strove for such a long, hard, bitter time

To make my mark, and here I am, unknown,

My work as weightless as a spoken word,

And all my deeds and crimes and blessings too

Perched high above a pit, with just a thread

Between existence and a sudden drop

To true extinction. That is who I am-

A string that strains above a heavy weight,

Doomed soon enough to snap. And then I'll fall."

"I like your sense of humor," he replied,

Though I had not considered this a jest.

"You call yourself a string," he said. "That's
great-

As if you came to that much! What a joy.

Old ghosts like me spend centuries alone,

Without a visitor to pass the time

In friendly conversation round a fire.

And those who come are all too often stern

With self-importance in their chosen role

As pseudo-sages. But I like your style,

To come here cracking jokes. You have my
thanks."

I cocked an eyebrow at him skeptically,

(My father used to do that, while he lived)

Then burst out laughing. "Fair enough," I said.

"I know too well that what you say is true.

Real sages live in dreams and not the world,

Where all who live are flawed and stained with
sin."

At this he laughed so hard I almost feared

He'd disappear from laughing. "You're too much!

The Dreadful Sinner, penitent and dark.

It's true enough, I'll grant you, that you've
erred,

And harmed your fellows now and then. But still,

There isn't any need to put on airs.

If everyone's a sinner, who is not?

And anyway, if you should never know

The flawless glory of the ancient Way,

It doesn't really matter much. The stars

Will gleam as coldly though they are not seen,

And every atom of the waking world

Is pregnant with the love of God, my friend,

Regardless of your ignorance. The Earth-

No, all the universe- is one vast light,

A light that doesn't need you to exist,

Or care if you're enlightened. And in truth,

You cannot be enlightened, any more

Than one proud, tiny spark can shine so bright

The sun itself would notice. Just relax!

The perfect freedom of the Way is here,

It's all around you, and this holy hill

Is just an outpost of a joy so huge

It holds no truck with Reason. Shed your fears,

And share a glass of wine with me tonight.

We'll drink to joy and sorrow, hopes and fears,

And all the empty, silent mountain peaks

That live inside you. Though you were in hell,

You'd even learn to bless your prison cell."
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And with these words the ghost produced a flask

Of purest aqua vitae from his cloak.

Because he was a drinking man, I knew

That I could trust his kindness, so I smiled

And thanked him for his clear and earnest words.

We spent the night as drunk as two old tramps

Passed out along the roadside, and we told

Such jokes and stories that the hills themselves

Were shaken into laughter. When the dawn

Came out to kiss the world, and all the stars

Blinked out before the sunrise, I arose.

The ghost of He Who Dreams Above the Clouds

Had disappeared with dawn, as ghosts will do,

But I was still as drunk as if a dream

Had turned my bones to mist. I saw the world

Laid out before me, and the light of God

Shone out from every mountain, every tree,

Each branch and needle, every rock and root,

As if the One United kissed it all

And kissed my lips as well. And all was blessed

With such a blessing that my beating chest

Seemed fit to burst with happiness. I knew

That there is no enlightenment to find,

When all the world is light (and dark as well!).

And I was filled with such an urge to tell

Of what I'd seen that I could only smile,

Imagining the things the ghost would say

At all my pseudo-sagehood. So I stood

And turned my back, for now, on going home.

Pleroma is a vast (an endless) land,

As filled with wonders as a fruit with juice,

And I would drink it all before I turned

And drew the door to take myself back home.

I set out on the path with all the ease

Of one who knows that there's no need to go,

But loves the going and the staying both

And all things to be found in every day.

I set my steps, with joy, upon the Way.


These Grim Woods

 


So earthbound spirits learn to live

On passing things-

The fear of cold

The love of comfort

And the toll

Of lost and found.

I counted out the things I’ve done

In these grim woods-

The things I’ve seen,

The lives I’ve lived

And all the faces

I have been.

A stained and melancholy path

Through forests where the

Ancient pines

Look down on us, impassive,

Watchful,

Of our crimes.

And yet I’ve touched on something more-

A cold, clear note

That comes and goes.

The implication of a song

That no one

Living knows.

We’ll hear that note

Just once or twice

But never see the one who sings.

So earthbound spirits learn to live

For worldly things.


Then Go to War

 


In such a world, then, nothing can be won.

I picked a flower made of blood and glass

And gave it to you with a little smile

That wasn’t quite ironic. Let your creed

Be self-denial. Starve yourself until

You’re made of dreams so chaste and wild and
pale

They need no blood of passion to survive.

Then go to war. And don’t come back alive.


Though He Brought the Sun

 


Though he brought to the sun to the heavens,

Though he fished us out of a cold, cold star

Though he bound the worm to the waters

In a secret war.

 


Though he split the land from the water,

Though he put each star in its own true place

Though he spared us all from the slaughter

I fear his face.

 



Down Here

 


If there’s no victory

Then where we stand

Is less important

Than the price we pay

And why we choose to pay it.

All our wars

Come down to this at last,

And all our tears.

There’s nothing else to have or hold

Down here.


Thy Will be Done

 


A breath

Unfolding from the depths

That says

"Thy will be done."

Outside the night is still and cold:

How quiet winter comes.

No fruit in all these Spartan fields-

Just frost and stunted grass.

Uncertain what the dawn will yield

But there’s no need to ask.

Cold freedom,

Bright,

And unconstrained.

All’s lost,

The race is run.

This joy unfolds

From unknown depths

And says

"Thy will be done."


Why People Don’t Cry in Movie Theaters

 


Solemn children

Playing

Silent

Ghosts that never cry.

Where we live

They take no pity-

Nor can you and I.

Here beasts of prey

Crouch all around,

They’re out there in the night.

They’ll hear us

If we make a sound

Before the morning light.

So if we sing

We sing in silence,

And our play’s the same.

A solemn, quiet,

Watchful, fearful

Patient kind of game.

In such a world as this

We cry

Alone, or not at all.

And only monsters notice if we fall.


From Here to Nowhere

 


Lost

Somewhere on the road

From here to nowhere:

My life as weightless

As an unborn breath.

My face unknown

My name

My thoughts

Forgotten,

In solitude

And freedom

From the past.

Our life’s a constant wounding.

There’s its beauty.

Each moment hurts us,

Every breath’s a scar.

Don’t fall asleep

Don’t fight it

Don’t escape it-

This jagged, perfect

Song

Is what you are.


Prometheus

 


This poem was inspired by a scene in "Silverlock" by
John Myers Myers, in which the demon Faustopheles asks Silverlock
to judge the crime of Prometheus in bringing consciousness to
humanity.

 


"I’m Prometheus," he told me.

"I’m the traitor and the thief."

But his eyes were still defiant

Through his horror and his grief.

 


Then the eagle stuck its beak in

For the hundred millionth time,

And I watched in guilty wonder.

Was I worthy of his crime?

 


Have I used the gift he gave me?

Have I kept the embers warm?

Have I fed the god inside me

Striving daily to be born?


The Country of the King

 


When your faith descends from heaven

When you find you cannot fly

When you lose the strength to bargain

With the powers of the sky,

 


When the things they keep demanding

Seem impossible and grand

You can come into the country

Of the powers of the land.

 


They have drunk from deeper waters

And their holiness is dark.

And to them the light is precious,

So they value every spark.

 


They are not inclined to question

What you’ve done or where you’ve been-

Though you’ve wandered far from wisdom

You can always come again.

 


There is gold beneath the mountain

There is treasure in the sea,

There’s a chalice and a fountain

Granting things that cannot be.

 


There are palaces and temples

In the cities on the plain

Made of bone as smooth as marble

Where the windows run like rain.

 


There’s a grove of golden peaches,

There are apples, green and red,

There’s a hierophant who teaches

From the gospels of the dead.

 


There are kings and queens, created

To be gods before the Fall-

Though you wandered there for ages

You could never see it all.

 


And your anguished hope of heaven,

Once a parched and withered thing,

Will be branches red with berries

In the country of the king.

 



The Weight of Words

 


The crystal darkness broke apart,

I watched the pieces fall.

To find and fix them takes an art

I don’t possess at all.

 


It comes to this- we’ll have to live

Without them for a while.

In love with horror, courting things

That laugh but never smile.

 


We come to you with broken beaks

And wings like crippled birds.

It’s better not to even speak

Than lose the weight of words.

 



As Footsteps Echo

 


As footsteps echo, empty chapels

Bathed in light and shade

Send hymns of praise in space and sorrow,

Thanking Him for what He made.

Don't fear because this life is lonely,

Or because the night is long:

God's music is the space for silence

Woven through the song.


Boulders and Distance

 


Walking alone

Above the tree-line:

Cold, clear mountain air.

Thickets of birch and pine below me,

Boulders and distance

Everywhere.

How could I care about

These struggles,

Here where they can't be seen?

Why would I let

The dust come near me

Now that I'm

Finally clean?


Great Freedom

 


Great freedom,

Like a land of mountains

Frosted white with clean, bright snow,

Groves of pine as dark as midnight,

Fields of ice that almost glow.

Mottled black and silver birches,

Packs of wolves and

Running stags,

Crying cougars, fierce and

Hungry,

Screaming out from lonesome crags.

Freedom

Pure and unconstricted

Joy so vast and clear and bright

Everything that is, is holy,

Pregnant with an endless light,

Shining with a blinding darkness,

Clear and simple and absurd,

Stored within since God created

Everything with just

A Word.


Possessing Nothing

 


For my daughters, Leila and Rowan.

 


Possessing nothing, least of all

This small, new, unlearned life.

I hold your chin against my shoulder.

Outside, all the night

Is turning, changing, gaining color,

As the dawn appears.

I breathe as slowly as the ocean,

Calming all your fears.

Possessing nothing, I am certain

You will not recall

The calm and strength I have to give,

But you can have it all.


The Pharisee

 


I never wished to love the world,

Nor yet to know the sky.

I waited when the flag unfurled,

And watched its bearer die.

 


I sat in silence, counting days

Like echoes in the hall.

As many did, I gave him praise

But didn’t stop his fall.

 


He told me he could teach the art

The world was built upon.

And yet, within my secret heart,

I smiled when he was gone.

 



The Orison of Sorrow

 


Inspired by K.J. Bishop's "The Etched City".

 


I opened my hands

In the orison of flowers

Like a sad benediction

From the twilight of faith.

Though an aftertaste lingered

Of coffee and roses

I sought out the crossroads

To uncover my face.

I opened my eyes

In the orison of sorrow

Like a slow, sure prediction

Of the season to come.

I went out past the city

With a handful of roses

And I buried them standing-

I was deaf, blind and dumb.

If I paid what they asked for

And I learned all the answers

I would still be as silent,

As foreign, as cold.

So I stood at the crossroads

And I left empty-handed

By chance uncorrupted-

But suddenly old.


Dead Ecstasies

 


The wind between the worlds

Has given a cold magic to my blood

Since last we touched.

When I dream of you now,

You are a sky

Whose thick clouds are piled

Up on each other

Like dead ecstasies

After a season

Of unwisdom,

Streaked with black, overripe

And corrupt like all raptures.

It is hard to believe there was

Once innocence here,

And such sweetness.

And, of course, there wasn’t.


When I Raise My Hand

 


When my eyeballs bloom like flowers

And my hands go forth to war,

When the bell that tolls the hours

Cracks and falls and rings no more,

 


When the oceans turn to deserts

Made of salt as fine as sand

Will you still deny your treasures?

Will you stop and understand?

 


You can build a cage for tigers

And pretend that they are tame

You can serve the rage of liars

While you glorify the Name,

 


You can still the tongue that teaches,

You can kill the eyes that see,

And however far my reach is

You can still attempt to flee.

 


But the sum of all your errors

Will be reckoned in the score,

And you’ll pay the price in terror

When my heart goes forth to war.

 



Nightstorm

 


In the blank places

There is only fear.

Here the birds are like gods,

And they hover

Over us in a divine panic,

Black wings beating the air

Like a nightstorm on

A blue background.

Do not be curious

And do not follow us.

Though her hand fell

From your own at last

Like a forgotten

Promise, do not learn

Our language.

Vision is a flat white screen

On which horrors are

Projected, and our

Magic is evil.


Stormrider

 


A poem written in memory of my father David Douglas
Thompson, who passed away in 2006 while competing in the Sunfish
World Championships.

 


1

 


You cast a heavy shadow. Years will pass

Yet none who knew will ever lose the sight

Of one bright, piercing eye. You walked the
world

In such a wild and vivid way, your mark

As potent as a rune on all you touched.

The rider of a winter storm, the wolf

Of wind and water and the wizard-king

Of salt and spray, an alchemist of song,

Who turned the darkness seen at Jacob's Pond

To fearsome music, and the saddest plans

The gods prepared for madmen into notes

Of such weird beauty that they seem to ring

Between the moments of this floating life

In haunted echoes. Not for you the pale,

Transparent destinies of modern man:

The doubts, the smallness and the final fall

From very little into not at all.

Your failures and your victories were large.

In everything you did you waged a long,

Determined bout with heaven, till the dawn

Lit both of you to laughter. Now you're gone.

An old, unbeaten rebel, taken back

To somewhere far away, beyond our dreams.

But every now and then it almost seems

That I can hear your voice. And what it says

Is, "Hold the course. The fight is far from
done."
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So, Captain, what is next? Do ghosts advise?

I've waged a war myself, these many years.

And yet, before you left us, you'd been cleansed

And purified by suffering so harsh

It almost broke you, into something new-

A calmer man, if never quite content.

You spent your last year pondering the past,

The things that made you and the things you
made.

With pipe in mouth you watched the seasons
change

While, flickering behind your eyes, the tales

Of lore and legend leaped like dancing sparks.

You loved to tell those stories! And, in all,

You featured as the hero. But your voice

Wove such a spell of magic round the words

That legend came to life for us. And now,

Tall tales and all, you've fallen into sleep.

I never wept except for that first night.

It didn't seem correct, somehow. I knew

You left this world as you'd have wanted to,

The ocean wind behind you and the spray

Blown cold against your face, the dark green sea

In all its ancient fury close beside,

And one task only- race, and try to win.

You didn't quite have long enough. But then,

There's no one here who does or ever will.

And every day your shadow knows me still.
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Yes, I was scared of you. That's true enough.

You had a madness deep behind your eyes,

That blazed sometimes, and kindled, deep in me,

A madness of my own. Your legacy

Is complicated and its roots are dim,

And knotted up as tight as tangled hair.

I look back on these deeds of mine and find

Much sorrow and my own dark share of shame,

And here and there a little quiet pride.

Were you the same? And did you face the night

With sick self-loathing for the things you'd
done,

Or did you never dare to hear that voice?

It's not my wish to judge you. All your life

You struggled with the darkness, as have I.

I know the language of the night too well

To fail to recognize its mark in you,

And recognition is forgiveness. Still,

My task, I think, is this- to give my sons

The best of you and leave those things behind

That harmed us both. In this, I'll honor you.
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Good blades will bend, yet still come back to
true,

And hold the keenest edge. To forge a sword,

White heat is needed. So you forged my life,

And poured your lore into the blue-black steel

Of what I am. Now, dip me in a stream

And leaves will part against my sharpened edge.

God willing, my own children will be blades

As sharp as I am, but will have the skill

Of teaching leaves to turn aside, unharmed.

I'll hold the ground you conquered and move on

To claim new lands as well. I owe you that.

You climbed up from the pit to make a life

Worth singing of, a story to be told.

And if I tell of darkness with the light,

My Captain, please remember, Truth is One

And undivided and I cannot sing

A portion of the truth; there's no such thing.
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So here I stand before the salt-blue sea,

My eyes averted from the open sky.

The breeze is cold, and breakers crash and roar,

While birds cry lonely omens. Here it comes.

I face the task you faced with me, and hope

That I'm equipped to do it. But I know

The hawk-like strength of all our kin is mine,

And all that's left is just to face my task

With bold, high spirit and with love's command.

And I will tell my children, so they'll know-

Their father's father was the kind of man

Who comes into this world, not every day

But once in many years. A wolf of wind

And ocean wave, a wizard of the sea,

An alchemist of music and a man

Who fought and didn't cease his fight until

The ocean waves closed over, cold and still.

And I will tell them also, what is true-

The core of what they see in me is you.


 The Flowers of
Evil

A selection of translations from Baudelaire’s classic
collection of decadent poetry

 



To the Reader

 


Stupidity and error, lies and vice-

They hold the reins and lead you on your course.

How tenderly you cultivate remorse!

A beggar nourishing his favorite lice.

 


Steeped in your evils, to the priest you run.

A tawdry, ostentatious public show,

Then back to business. All the while you know,

No tears can cleanse the things that you have
done.

 


A three-faced Devil, from his bed of ill

Enchants your soul and lulls you into rest.

He’ll use his cunning as an alchemist

To vaporize the metal of your will.

 


Satan himself has come to be your guide!

His awful trophies meet you on the way.

They stink of Hell, and murder and decay-

Despite the stench, you pass unhorrified.

 


A bored old playboy, chewing on the breast

Of some defeated whore, as if to tease

One final drop of joy- but though you squeeze,

This fruit is dry, however hard you press.

 


Mad throngs of drunken demons crowd your brain,

Ecstatic, fearful. And with every breath

The poisonous vapors of your future death

Fill up your lungs, and course through all your
veins.

 


If rape and poison, knives and raging fires

Do not embellish your pathetic fate

The boring canvas of the life you hate-

You lack the courage for your true desires.

 


This world’s a zoo of jackals, panthers, lice,

A den of scorpions, of apes and worms,

Of monstrous things that grovel, grunt and
squirm.

Yet in this damned menagerie of vice,

 


There’s one more ugly than the vilest crime-

A quiet foe- he’d never make a scene,

And yet he’d ruin all the world in dream-

He’d swallow up the Earth to pass the time.

 


In opium dreams he sleeps, and breeds all sin.

His name is Boredom, and you know him well.

You know him reader, gentle king of Hell,

Hypocrite reader, you- my brother- my twin!


The Sick Muse

 


Poor muse of mine, what’s wrong with you? The
trace

Of nightmare haunts you. Evil visions churn

Behind your hollow eyes. And in your face-

Madness and horror, cold and taciturn.

 


The succubus and goblin, green and red,

Have overturned the pot of love and fear

And drowned you with it. And an awful dread,

Tyrannical and potent, holds you near.

 


I wish your Christian blood could find the clean

And healthy rhythm of a different dream-

The ancient poetry. I wish your heart

 


Could beat in time with that forgotten art,

Regaining health and beauty in the land

Of great Apollo and the mighty Pan.


The Evil Monk

 


The ancient monasteries once displayed

The truths of Scripture on their mighty walls

In pleasing colors mixed with light and shade

To warm the austere coldness of their halls.

 


Then Christ burned bright in every human heart

And many a noble monk, now quite unknown,

Glorified Death with unaffected art

Along those high, dark walls of heavy stone.

 


My soul’s a crypt, where, evil cenobite,

I’ve paced forever in a private night

From wall to wall- and every wall is bare.

 


Oh, lazy monk, when will I understand

How to create the labor of my hands

Out of the spectacle of my long despair?


You, Whom I Worship…

 


You, whom I worship as the vault of night,

Oh vase of sorrow, quiet in your might,

I only love you more when you refuse

To gratify my lusts- as if you’d use

That coldness to increase, in irony,

The space between the wide, blue skies and me.

 


I’ll come to the attack, I’ll press my case,

Like maggots swarming on a corpse’s face,

And when you show that coldness I adore,

Implacable, cruel beast, I’ll love you more!


Carrion

 


My love, do you recall that thing we found,

Cast-off beside the road? The summer skies

Were blue and clear that morning. On the ground,

We saw a lonely carcass, clothed in flies.

 


Its legs were spread as wide as if, in lust,

It wanted us to join it in the grass.

Its limbs were caked in filth and roadside dust,

Its belly bloated, slick, and round with gas.

 


A cynical and nonchalant display!

The sun, to roast the carcass brown and gold

Burned oven-hot, as if to make it pay

Its debt to Mother Earth a hundred-fold.

 


The heavens watched this splendid carcass rot,

Then open up, just like a rose in bloom.

And as we gazed upon the corpse you thought

You’d pass out from this flower’s rank perfume.

 


Around that putrid carrion, the flies

Buzzed hungrily, excited by the smell.

And hordes of newborn maggots seemed to rise

And flow out slowly like a thick, black gel.

 


It rose and fell like waves. It seemed to writhe

And twitch a bit. You almost could have said

The filthy thing was once again alive

In all the multiplying life it fed.

 


This eerie world had music of its own:

A quiet humming, like a distant breeze,

Like water flowing over roots and stone,

Like branches whispering, or dry old leaves.

 


Before our eyes its features, growing faint,

Receded like a dream- and left behind

Bone white as canvas that the artist paints

Without a model, solely from his mind.

 


Behind the rocks nearby, a dog looked on

With drooping tongue and hungry, anxious eye,

Impatient to recover, once we’d gone,

The tasty morsel he had left nearby.

 


To think that you yourself will be this blight,

This thing of rot and horror and infection-

Star of my eyes, my spirit’s own true light,

My one beloved and angelic passion!

 


Yes, even you will come to this at last,

Oh queen of grace. When everything is said

You’ll go to feed the flowers and the grass

And slowly rot among the ancient dead.

 


So tell them! Tell the worms when you arrive,

Before they start to feed, that here above

I’ve always kept your perfect faith alive-

The essence of my decomposing love.


De Profundis Clamavi

 


Reach out in pity, only one, my dear,

And warm the gulf in which my heart’s entombed-

A lead-horizoned universe of gloom,

A place of blasphemy and endless fear.

 


For half the year, the frozen sun is seen,

And for the other half, the land is dark.

The polar realm is not a waste so stark-

No beast, no stream, no forest, nothing green!

 


No horror in existence could surpass

This frozen cruelty, the sun of ice,

Or months of night like Chaos come at last.

 


I envy every tiny, mindless beast

That spends these months of dark and cold
asleep,

So slow does time pass in this frozen deep!


Remorse of the Dead

 


My dusky beauty, someday you shall lie

Beneath a heavy monument of stone

Cast out from every door, to sleep alone

Where water drips, beneath an empty sky.

 


And when the stone upon your quailing breast

And supple body with its careless charms,

Makes still your heart and presses down your
arms

And forces you, at last, to lie at rest,

 


The tomb, a confidant of all my dreams,

(The tomb will always be the poet’s friend)

On long, dark nights that never seem to end,

 


Will say, "Imperfect courtesan! It seems

You should have asked yourself why dead men
weep!"

Then, like remorse, the worm will start to eat.


The Possessed

 


The sun is wrapped in crepe today. Like him,

Oh moon of mine! In shadows dim as this,

Smoke quietly or sleep; be still or grim,

Or plunge headfirst through Boredom’s dark
abyss.

 


And that is how I love you! Or, instead,

You may, like some emerging half-lit star,

Step out among the folly and the dread

To show us what a pretty knife you are.

 


Shine brightly, then! Like candles wreathed in
flame.

Or flaunt yourself for peasants. It’s the same-

In every form you take, you bring me bliss.

 


With morbid night or sad, red dawn above you,

My shaking body, every time we kiss,

Declares the truth: "Dear Beelzebub, I love
you!"


The Revenant

 


A savage angel, violent-eyed,

I’ll soon rejoin you at your side.

I’ll creep discreetly into sight

Among the shadows of the night.

 


Dark beauty, I shall give you soon,

Caresses colder than the moon,

And kisses like a graveyard snake,

Until the dawn. When you awake

 


Beneath a cold and livid sky

You’ll shiver all alone, for I

Shall not return till night appears.

 


Another lover, soft and kind,

Might earn your heart, but you will find

That I intend to rule by fear.


Sepultura

 


One night, perhaps, some Christian soul

For pity’s sake will find a place

Behind some ruin for a hole

In which to put that lovely face.

 


Each night the chaste, white stars will set.

They’ll close their eyes as if to rest.

It’s then the spider weaves his net,

It’s then the viper makes her nest.

 


You’ll lie awake in bitter cold

And hear, above your evil head,

The cries of wolves that seem to grieve,

 


The moans of witches, starved and old,

The creaking of the pervert’s bed,

The black conspiracies of thieves.


The Gladly Dead

 


I’d like to find a spot to sleep alone-

Soil thick with crawling snails, both rich and
dark,

A place where I could stretch these tired old
bones,

And sleep as empty-eyed as any shark.

 


I hate last testaments and pious words.

Before I’d ask the world to mourn my death

I’d sooner call a flock of hungry birds

To pick me clean before my final breath.

 


Oh worms! My black companions, deaf and blind,

The children of decay- in peace of mind,

I’ll come to you, philosophers of dread,

 


To ask you as you take your guiltless meal-

Is there more torment that I still must feel

In this old ruin, dead among the dead?


The Cask of Hate

 


The Danaids drink Hate- they yearn for it,

And Vengeance, though her arms are strong and
red

In vain attempts to fill the yawning pit

With pails of blood and tears from all the dead.

 


Some fiend digs secret holes in this abyss-

It never fills, however much she pours.

Not even if she somehow brought to life

These empty corpses to be drained once more.

 


Hate spends each night pressed up against the
bar,

And every swallow nourishes his thirst.

To slay this hydra only makes it worse.

 


But drunks, in fact, are happier by far,

For Hatred is condemned to be unable

Ever to fall asleep beneath the table.


Spleen

 


I have more memories than if I had lived a thousand
years.

 


A bureau crammed with papers, souvenirs,

Love letters, poems, old bills and legal briefs

And locks of hair wrapped up in old receipts

Would harbor fewer secrets than my mind-

That pyramid, that crypt of ancient times,

Which holds more corpses than a family tomb.

 


I am a graveyard hated by the moon,

Where, like remorse, long worms prefer the flesh

Of every person that I loved the best.

I am a boudoir full of dusty clothes,

And scattered petals from a faded rose,

Where only pale pastels and yellow prints

Still hold a touch of some forgotten scent.

 


No year could match the length of limping days

Beneath the winter sun’s distorted rays.

Ennui, the fruit of endless apathy,

Takes on the shape of immortality.

 


Oh living matter, you shall be, from here,

No more than stone wrapped up in nameless fear,

Abandoned in the hazy desert sun

An ancient sphinx unknown by anyone,

Unmarked on any map, condemned to sing

With vicious humor- a forgotten king.


The Clock

 


The clock! An evil god, impassive, dark,

Points constantly and hisses "Don’t forget!

Your hearts will be destroyed by sorrows yet,

They’ll plant themselves like arrows in their
mark.

 


Your pleasures will evaporate like mist

Or float away like sylphs in tiny flight,

While every instant takes another bite

From your allotted share of joy and bliss.

 


Thirty-six hundred times an hour, it speaks.

It whispers "Don’t forget!" It has a way

Of chirping, like a bug, "I’m Yesterday!

I’ve sucked your life out with my filthy beak!"

 


"Remember! Souviens! Esto Memor!"

(My metal throat speaks every human tongue.)

"Each moment, foolish mortal, must be wrung

Until it yields an ounce of golden ore!"

 


"Remember, Time’s a gambler without flaw,

Who always wins and never has to cheat.

The night advances and the day retreats,

The Pit is always thirsty; that’s the law."

 


It won’t be long until immortal Fate,

Or Virtue, your unconsummated wife,

Or Guilt (your final resting place in life!)

Will say to you "Die, coward! It’s too late!"


To a Passer-By

 


The roaring city screamed around me then.

In noble, sad and mournful majesty,

A woman passed. With gentle dignity

She lifted up her dress’s silken hem.

 


Her leg was like a statue, white and still.

But as for me, as if I were insane,

I swallowed, from her eyes, the hurricane-

The calms that beckon and the joys that kill.

 


A light… and then the night! Oh, fugitive!

I lived again, that day you glanced at me.

Now are you lost in all eternity?

 


Some distant day, we’ll meet… but maybe not!

For you were strange to me, and I to you.

We could have loved! And worst of all, you
knew!


Destruction

 


The Demon is always with me. Like the air,

He fills my world. I’m wreathed in him like
fire.

I try to breathe and suddenly he’s there-

A constant rage of unfulfilled desire.

 


He knows my love of Art, and takes the shape

Of female beauty to confuse my soul.

With specious words he says there’s no escape,

And leads me to accept his vile control.

 


He leads me far from God. I walk alone,

Exhausted, broken, to a place unknown-

The plains of Boredom, lonely and profound.

 


He throws Confusion’s dust into my eyes

And then with dirty rags and open wounds

He clothes me in Destruction’s red disguise.


Meditation

 


Be wise, my pain, and let your worries cease.

You asked for Night- it came- the Night is here.

It offers pain to some- to others, peace;

And swallows us in somber atmosphere.

 


While all the swarms of vile humanity

Cringe underneath the lash of Lust’s command

And ponder guilt in foul servility,

Let’s flee from here, my pain- I’ll take your
hand.

 


Let’s run away. See all the years gone by

In faded garments, how they crowd the sky,

And surge up from the ocean of our Guilt.

 


The sun is sleeping underneath an arch.

And, softly trailing like a bolt of silk,

My darling, listen to the soft night march.
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