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The work which is now again published was the
result of too many years’ steady application, and
has served too great an intellectual use in the special
department of thought of which it treats, to be allowed
to fall into oblivion. Certainly the reading which the
author thought it necessary to accomplish before he
presented his conclusions to the public was vast,
and varied. That the fruit of his labours was commensurate
may be gathered from the honest admiration
which has been expressed by men knowing
what hard study really means. The first edition of
the ‘Hours with the Mystics’ appeared in 1856;
the second was, to a great extent, revised by the
author, but it did not appear until after his death.
It was edited by his father, though most of the work of
correction and verification was done by the author’s
widow.

There is no intention of writing a memoir here. That
has already been done. But it has been suggested that
it might be interesting to trace how Mysticism gradually
became the author’s favourite study. To do that it may
be well to give a very short sketch of his literary
career.

From the time he was quite a child he had the fixed
idea that he must be a literary man. In his twenty-first
year (1844) he published a volume of poems,
entitled ‘The Witch of Endor, and other Poems.’ The
poetry in this little volume—long since out of print—was
held to give promise of genius. It was, of course, the
production of youth, and in after years the author
was fully conscious of its defects. But even though some
critics (and none could be a harder critic of his own
work than himself) might point out an ‘overcrowding
of metaphor’ and a ‘want of clearness,’ others could instance
evidences of ‘high poetical capability’ and ‘happy
versification.’ But at the time it was thought desirable
that the young poet should turn his attention to prose
composition with the same earnestness. With that object
his father proposed to him the study of the writings of
Origen, with a view to an article on the subject in the
British Quarterly Review. When just twenty-two the
author finished this task, his first solid contribution to the
literature of the day. The article showed signs of diligence
and patient research in gaining a thorough knowledge
of the opinions of the great thinker with whom it
dealt. ‘It is nobly done,’ Judge Talfourd wrote. ‘If there
is some exuberance of ornament in the setting forth
of his (Origen’s) brilliant theories, it is only akin
to the irregular greatness and the Asiatic splendour
of the mind that conceived them.’ And the words
of the late Sir James Stephen were not less flattering:
‘If I had been told that the writer of it (the
article) was a grandfather, I should have wondered
only that the old man had retained so much spirit and
been able to combine it with a maturity of judgment so
well becoming his years.’ We believe it is no presumption
to say that the article has not ceased to
be useful to those who wish to gain an idea of the
character of one whose name has often been the subject
of bitter wordy war between Christian men.

In 1846, a dramatic piece by Alfred Vaughan, entitled
‘Edwin and Elgiva,’ appeared in the London University
Magazine. The subject was one of a most sensational
character, and was treated accordingly. Dunstan and
his companions are painted in very black colours, and
any doubts as to the reality of the cruelties alleged to
have been practised on the unhappy Queen are not
entertained. Two poems, the ‘Masque of Antony’ and
‘Disenchantment,’ though not published until later,
were written about the same date.

At this time, the author was attending the theological
course at Lancashire Independent College, of
which his father was the president. Having completed his
term of residence there, he went over to Halle in order
to spend a year in a German University, before entering
upon any fixed pastoral work. There he had a good
opportunity of studying the state of German religious
thought. The following extract from his journal shows
the effect produced on his mind:—‘If I am spared to return,
I will preach more of what is called the Gospel than
I did before. The talk about adapting religion to the times
which is prevalent here, even among the religious, appears
to me a miserable mistake. It never needed adapting so
much as when the apostles preached it, but they made no
such effort.’ It was, too, while studying German speculations
that the author adopted the system of philosophy,
distinct alike from sceptical and mystical, which is
apparent in this his chief work.

It is, we believe, impossible for an earnest mind to go
through life without periods of sad and painful doubt.
The author was no exception to this rule, and while at
Halle he seems to have suffered bitterly. But he knew the
one refuge for the doubting heart, and turned to it. In
the ‘Dream of Philo,’ written at this time and published
in the volumes of ‘Essays and Remains,’ we
see some reflection of his own feelings, and the following
verses which we venture to quote must, we think, strike
a responsive chord in many a heart yearning for peace
amidst the turmoil of the world:—




Not a pathway in life’s forest,

Not a pathway on life’s sea;

Who doth heed me, who doth lead me,

Ah, woe is me!




Vain the planting and the training,

For life’s tree on every side

Ever launches useless branches,

Springs not high but spreadeth wide.




Ah, my days go not together

In an earnest solemn train,

But go straying for their playing,

Or are by each other slain.




Listen, listen, thou forgettest

Thou art one of many more;

All this ranging and this changing

Has been law to man of yore.




And thou canst not in life’s city

Rule thy course as in a cell

There are others, all thy brothers,

Who have work to do as well.




Some events that mar thy purpose

May light them upon their way;

Our sun-shining in declining

Gives earth’s other side the day.




Every star is drawn and draweth

Mid the orbits of its peers;

And the blending thus unending

Makes the music of the spheres.




If thou doest one work only,

In that one work thou wilt fail;

Use thou many ropes if any

For the shifting of thy sail.




Then will scarce a wind be stirring

But thy canvas it shall fill;

Not the near way as thou thoughtest,

But through tempest as thou oughtest,

Though not straightly, not less greatly,

Thou shalt win the haven still.







These verses have been called ‘Alfred Vaughan’s Psalm
of Life.’ The lessons taught may be an encouragement to
others, as they have been to the author’s son, in times of
trial and disappointment.

But it must not be supposed that at this time the
author’s thoughts were all devoted to painful doubts and
yearnings. He determined while in Germany to unite the
labours of a literary man to the work of a pastor. His
first plan was to take special periods of Church History
and lay them before his readers in the form of dramas.
He thus describes his idea:—‘I shall commence the series
with Savonarola. I think it will not be necessary to
pay regard to chronological order in the order of composition.
I may afterwards take up Chrysostom, perhaps
Hildebrand, endeavouring in all not merely to
develop the character of the principal personage, but to
give an exact picture of the religious and political spirit
of the times. They must be dramas on the principles
of King John or Henry IV., rather than those of Hamlet
or Macbeth.’ With this scheme his father did not
entirely agree, and the consequence was a considerable
correspondence. Dr. Vaughan never doubted the genius
of his son, or that something definite would come of
his literary tastes, but he appears to have thought that
the dramatic form was not a good way in which to
bring the result of genuine hard work before the public.
As it happened, none of these dramas saw the light,
though the plan of the ‘Hours with the Mystics’ shows
the strong attachment the author felt for that kind of
writing, and it also shows the way in which he could
overcome any difficulties arising from its peculiarities.
The notion of gentlemen discussing the Mystics, over
their wine and walnuts, or in the garden with the ladies
in the twilight of a summer evening, has had to encounter
the sneers of some harsh critics, but we cannot
help thinking that advantage is gained by the device
of these conversations, because the talking by various
speakers affords an easy opportunity of glancing over
many varying theories upon any subject at the same time,
while the essayist would find it difficult to keep his line
of argument clear, and at the same moment state the
divergent lines of thought necessary for the right understanding
of the position generally.

The author began definite ministerial work at Bath
in 1848. The thoroughness with which he performed
his pastoral duties did not give him much time for
literary work. The articles written during his stay in
that city were those on Schleiermacher and Savonarola.
The materials for both essays were collected while
at Halle. When writing to inform his father of the
completion of the first of the articles, he refers to the
Mystics in the following way:—

‘I shall not begin to write another article at once.
But I should like to fix on one to have more-or-less in
view. There are three subjects on which I should like
to write some time or other—(1) Savonarola, for which I
have much material; (2) on Mysticism, tracing it in the
East, in the Greek Church, in the German Mystics of
the 14th century, in the French Mystics, and lastly in
those most recent; (3) Leo the Great and his stirring
times. I should like to do the Savonarola next. But
I should also like to know what you think on these subjects,
or on any other you would perhaps like better.
The first and third would consist largely of interesting
narrative. The second would be rather less popular
but more novel.’

The ‘second’ subject was worked up into the two
volumes now republished. As it gradually became his
favourite study, he felt that the field was expanding before
him, and that it would be necessary, if he did justice
to his theme, to treat it at a greater length than could
be allowed to a magazine article. In the British Quarterly
Review articles appeared on ‘Madame Guyon,’
and ‘The Mystics and the Reformers,’ which were simply
the first results of his reading for the great work. It
was at Birmingham that most of this writing was done:
while there he was an indefatigable student. ‘There,’
says a writer in the Eclectic Review, Nov. 1861,
p. 508, ‘he made himself familiar with many languages—the
old German, the Spanish, even the Dutch,
adding these to the Italian, French, Latin, and
Greek in the classical and later forms, and all as
preparations to the History of Mysticism to which
he had pledged himself. The Mystics had thrown
a spell upon him. Seldom have they wrought their
charms without seducing to their bewildering self-abandonment....
In the case of Alfred Vaughan
it was not so; he continued faithful to the high duties
of life. He trod the sphere of action and compelled
the ghostly band he visited, or who visited him, to pay
tribute to the highest religious teaching of Christian
truth and life.’ But the body would not keep pace with
his mind. In 1855 he was obliged to resign his pastoral
charge at Birmingham, and from that time he devoted
himself entirely to literature. He wrote several articles
and criticisms, chiefly in the British Quarterly amongst
these, one on Kingsley’s ‘Hypatia,’ which we believe was
much appreciated by the future Canon of Westminster.
An article on ‘Art and History’ appeared in Fraser’s
Magazine about the same time. And now we reach
the first publication of his greater achievement, the
‘Hours with the Mystics.’ In August, 1855, the printing
of the original edition began, and was completed in the
February of the following year. The author lived long
enough afterwards to witness its success, and then
swiftly came the end. In October, 1857, Alfred Vaughan
passed away into another world where he has doubtless
found many of those on whose characters he
loved to muse. We will not attempt any analysis
of his character, but we cannot resist the impulse
to insert one loving tribute to his memory, which
appeared in a Birmingham paper (Aris’ Gazette,
Nov. 27th, 1857). ‘It has seemed fit to the All-Wise
Disposer of events to withdraw from this world one of
its holiest and most gifted inhabitants, one who, had his
life been prolonged, bade fair to have taken rank among
its brightest lights and most distinguished ornaments....
The strength and sweetness, so happily blended
in his character, were apparent in his preaching; he was
tender enough for the most womanly heart, he was intellectual
enough for the most masculine mind. As a
writer he had already attained considerable reputation,
and promised to become one of the chief luminaries of
the age. As a Christian, he was sound in faith, benignant
in spirit, and most holy in life; a delighter in the
doctrine of God, his Saviour, and an eminent adorner
of that doctrine.’

Before venturing on any remarks upon the subject-matter
of the book itself, we may be allowed to make a
slight reference to opinions expressed upon it at the
time of its publication. In Fraser’s Magazine for
September, 1856, there was a long review by Canon
Kingsley. In this article weak points are shown and
sometimes the criticisms are rather severe; but there was
too much real sympathy between the two men (though
they never knew each other personally) for the reviewer
not fully to appreciate the good qualities in the work
before him. Now that Charles Kingsley’s name is such
a household word in England, no apology is needed for
quoting two passages from the above-mentioned essay.
‘There is not a page,’ it says in one place, ‘nor a
paragraph in which there is not something worth recollecting,
and often reflections very wise and weighty
indeed, which show that whether or not Mr. Vaughan
has thoroughly grasped the subject of Mysticism, he
has grasped and made part of his own mind and heart
many things far more practically important than Mysticism,
or any other form of thought; and no one ought
to rise up from the perusal of his book without finding
himself, if not a better, at least a more thoughtful man,
and perhaps a humbler one also, as he learns how many
more struggles and doubts, discoveries, sorrows and joys,
the human race has passed through, than are contained
in his own private experience.’ In another place, while
pointing out various improvements which he would like
to see in another edition, Mr. Kingsley adds, ‘But whether
our hope be fulfilled or not, a useful and honourable
future is before the man who could write such a book
as this is in spite of all defects.’ The reviewer adds
later in a reprint of this essay, ‘Mr. Vaughan’s death
does not, I think, render it necessary for me to alter
any of the opinions expressed here, and least of all that
in the last sentence, fulfilled now more perfectly than
I could have foreseen.’

With the mention of Charles Kingsley’s name we
are reminded of others of the same school of thought,
and therefore the following comparison in an article
in the Eclectic Review (November, 1861) may prove
interesting. The reader must judge of its truth. ‘While
Robertson of Brighton,’ says the reviewer, ‘was preaching
his sermons, and Archer Butler was preparing his
Lectures on Philosophy, Alfred Vaughan about the same
age, but younger than either, was accumulating material
for, and putting into shape, the “Hours with the Mystics.”
He died within a year or two of their departure, and
still nearer to the period of youth than those extraordinary
men. His name suggests their names to the mind—all
victims to the fatal thirty-four and thirty-seven.
He had not the wonderful touch of Robertson’s “vanished
hand”; he had not the tenacity of muscle and fibre of
Archer Butler; but he combined many of the characteristics
of both, and added that which gave individuality
to his genius. He had not the fine subtle sense of insight
possessed by Robertson; he had not the rapid
and comprehensive power of Butler. They again had
not his large and generous culture.’ More of such
favourable criticisms and kindly words from men of learning
might be quoted, but we forbear. The task of
referring to such sentiments is not unnaturally attractive
to the son of such a man; but it is simply
desired to put forward this book once again on its own
merits, in the hope that there are still many who will
rightly appreciate the labour and genius to which it
bears witness.

About the work itself it will be necessary to say
only a few words.

When the ‘Hours with the Mystics’ first appeared
it traversed ground which was to a great extent untrodden,
at any rate in England. Mysticism, though
a favourite study of the author, was not then, and
can scarcely be said to be now, a popular subject.
A matter-of-fact age puts such ideas on one side, as
something too weak for serious consideration. The
majority indeed have but a very hazy notion as to
what Mysticism is; they only have an idea that something
is meant which is very inferior, and they pass it
by. Well has Mr. Maurice said that such terms
(Mediæval Phil. p. 143) ‘are the cold formal generalisations
of a late period, commenting on men with which
it has no sympathy.’ In the minds of thoughtful men
the name of mystic points to a special and recognisable
tendency, and the history given in this book shows
that the same tendency has been working in the world
for ages;—Hindus and Persians, Neoplatonists and
Schoolmen, Anabaptists and Swedenborgians, have all
felt its force. The main principle of all their doctrine was
the necessity of a closer union with the Deity. Among
Christians,—with whom we are chiefly concerned,—this
close connection, it was thought, could only be
gained after passing through stages of illumination and
purification; and progress in the way of perfection was
to be made not by labour and study, but by solitude,
and asceticism. In these volumes this doctrine is
exhibited; especially we trace the influence which
the pseudo-Dionysius had in the fourth century; how,
under his guidance, these ideas spread in the East,
and thence to the West; the position taken up by
Mystics against the Schoolmen, and the condition of
Mysticism at the time of the Reformation. These
topics are interesting, and to the questions which must
be raised in connection with them in every thoughtful
mind, it is hoped that the reader will find satisfactory
answers in the following pages.

It will be seen that the field over which the reader is
taken by the author is very large. It is believed that
though there have been during recent years various contributions
made to the literature on this subject, no writer
has attempted to take in all the various phases which
are pictured in this book. In German Mystics some
writers have found a congenial theme; others have
taught us more about the mysterious religions of the
East. It is, we think, to be regretted that more
attention has not been paid to the Mystics of the
Scholastic period. The position held by Hugo of
S. Victor and his followers was by no means insignificant.
As a mystic, Hugo showed that it was
possible to combine contemplation with common sense
and learning. In an age when Scholasticism was submitting
religion to cold and exact logic, it was like
turning from some dusty road into a quiet grass-grown
lane, to hear of devout contemplation leading up to perfect
holiness and spiritual knowledge. Most of us are
ready to agree with these men when they maintain that
there are mysteries of Divine Truth which cannot be
analysed by the understanding, but which can be embraced
by thoughtful and reverent contemplation. So
long as the use of both learning and devotion was
admitted, we are able to sympathise with them.
But it is a truism to say that the tendency of any movement
is to go to extremes. The Mystics of this period
appear to have recoiled horror-struck from what seemed
to them rationalistic or materialistic ideas. In that, they
might be right enough. But starting from the true standpoint
that there are mysteries in the Infinite which we
finite creatures cannot fathom with our finite minds, they
proceeded to the extreme of putting devotion before knowledge.
Next, they thought there was nothing to which
they could not attain by devout yearning, even to absorption
into the Deity. The logical conclusion of these
theories tended to pantheism: those who discarded logic
yielded to fanaticism. Into that error fell most of the
disciples of the great Scholastic Mystics. And has not
the like occurred elsewhere in history? Putting religion
out of the question, Wycliffe may have been a socialist,
but he was far behind his followers. But as such a falling
away on the part of the disciple cannot justly
take from the character of the master, so we would
still say a word for Hugo of S. Victor. A man whose
aim in life was the knowledge of God, and who worked
for that end with courage and diligence, is not a
character to be neglected. ‘His name,’ says Mr. Maurice
(Mediæval Phil. p. 148), ‘has been less remembered in
later times than it deserves, because it has been overshadowed
by those of other men who met some of the
tastes of the age more successfully, though their actual
power was not greater than his, perhaps not equal to it.’

In Hugo of S. Victor and his predecessors, Bernard
and Anselm, we see the combination of Scholasticism
and Mysticism. To some extent they were able to
keep a middle course. They would not allow their
reason to run riot over sacred mysteries, and their firm
hold on the articles of the Catholic faith prevented them
from sinking into vague pantheism.

Among the Mystics of Germany who come next
in the hasty survey we are here attempting, there does
not appear to have been so much steadiness. We do
not mean to say that the Scholastic Mystics were
perfect; they were not free from exaggerations, but
their extravagances appear to us less dangerous than were
those of the old German Mystics. The names of the
leading German Mystics are more familiar to most people
than are any others. Who has not heard of Tauler?
What the influence of his teaching was is shown in
the following pages. He may be exonerated from all
charge of pantheism, as may, also, be Ruysbroek
and Suso; but it is very doubtful whether the
writings left by Eckart acquit him of all connection
with these errors. He has been claimed as orthodox
by churchmen, and as a pantheist by many
pantheists; and extracts can be quoted from his works
in support of either theory. Eckart’s position was
difficult. The general temper of the world at the time
was restless; the errors and abuses of the Church drove
earnest men to look within. They turned their attention
to personal holiness, to the neglect of the fact that they
had any duties towards the Christian brotherhood at
large. To urge his hearers to a closer union with God
was a noble subject for a preacher. But must it not be
confessed that Eckart had gone too far when he could
utter such words as these, ‘a truly divine man has been
so made one with God that henceforth he does not think
of God or look for God outside himself?’ His teaching
certainly approached often towards the brink of the abyss
of pantheism, and as Archbishop Trench says (Med. Ch.
Hist., p. 348), ‘sometimes it does not stop short of the
brink.’

Between these two schools, the Scholastic and the
German, many comparisons may be made. The effect of
them on the Catholic Church as it then existed was very
different: the teaching of Anselm and Bernard was calculated
to strengthen the Church, while that of the later
school was not. Anselm and his friends were aware of
the necessity for personal holiness, but they were always
willing for their disciples to climb the road to perfection
by the help of the means of grace held out in the Church,
as well as by devout contemplation. The Germans, on
the contrary, felt there was something wrong with the
existing ecclesiastical arrangements, and through indifference
to them drew their disciples away from many practices
which were then accounted necessary to salvation.
By this disregard for rites and ceremonies, and by their
use of the German language in their teaching, they paved
the way for the Reformers, and that is a great claim on
our respect. At the same time, we cannot help thinking
their hazy ideas rather chilling. Surely the highest
point in the history of Mysticism had been reached and
passed when the struggle to make reason and imagination
work together gave way to mere ecstatic rhapsody.

Quietism is discussed in the second volume at considerable
length; the familiar names of Madame Guyon, Bossuet
and Fénélon are brought before us. The story is a sad
one. There may be some who think that Madame Guyon
was not worthy of the friendship of such a saint as
Fénélon,—that must be a matter of opinion; but on
one point all will agree, the conduct of Bossuet under
the circumstances was not very creditable. Those who
have a high opinion of the piety of Bossuet will confess
that he does not appear in the narrative to advantage,
even though they may not be able to agree with all the
statements the author of this work makes about the
Bishop of Meaux. Fénélon was tender, gentle, loving,
and Bossuet was firm, stern, and strict, but they both did
their best to serve God in their relative positions, and
He, whose servants they were, will judge them.

Glancing, then, through the entire length of this
history, we see that the great principle which appears to
have actuated all Mystics was a desire for union with
God. This they tried to cultivate by seclusion and
asceticism. They neglected social duties and fled away
into monasteries and deserts; and sometimes their practical
life was not equal in holiness to the reported spirituality
of their ecstasies. Their excesses of mortification
appear almost ludicrous when they themselves alone
are concerned, but when their mad conduct is seen affecting
others our feelings grow stronger. But let
us speak gently of such eccentricities. These good
people, for good they certainly were, could not appreciate
the fact that God was in the busy town as well as
in the lonely desert. They heard no voice within them
urging them to treat a beggar kindly for the sake of the
Son of God. Some of them were very charitable, but
what was the nature of their charity? Was it not simply
done for their own advantage? Did they really think of
charity as an act done to God, not meritorious, but as being
an offering to their Heavenly Father of His own? It is
to be feared that that was not the general idea. The more
extravagant Mystics appear really to have been horribly
selfish. They had yet to learn that the closer union
for which they longed is not attained by efforts to ‘faire
son salut,’ or by sitting still in the comfortable assurance
of an imputed righteousness. Then it must be remembered
that all these frantic efforts or dreamy ecstasies
were made with a view to union with God. And this
‘union’ was of a novel kind—in many cases there was
a notion of an absorption into the Deity, together
with other ideas which clearly involved erroneous views of
God. It was the old story of carrying one particular
article of faith or pious opinion to extremes, and this
to the disregard, more or less complete, of all else.
The same thing had happened before in the history of the
Christian Church. It is not for us to lay down a definition
of what is true union with God; but we
may say that the fellowship which all true believers
enjoy with the Father through the Son was not enough
for the Mystic. He struggled and panted for more.
How each one succeeded or failed the individual reader
of the work must judge, and decide for himself.

Before going further, it may be well to refer to
an attack which was made on the author for his treatment
of mediæval saints and of the stories connected with them.
Obviously, a man who sympathises with an emotional
form of religion would not be inclined to confine these
enthusiasts within such narrow limits as would one of a
colder temperament. This may explain the feelings of
the critics in question. There can be little doubt that the
ascetic and the nun, with their mortifications and trances,
had not for the author much attraction. Even the style
in which the book was written may have led him to write
too lightly on some details of this period; but if such were
the case, he knew, as well as any critic, that these people
were trying to do their duty, even if they failed. The
ascetic who thought he had no duty in the world, and
therefore ran away and refused to ‘fight a battle for the
Lord,’ and the ‘hysterical sister,’ are rather subjects for
pity than for jest; and contrary as all the author’s convictions
may have been to asceticism, he would rather have
wept over their strange acts and mad fancies than scoffed
at them. We feel convinced that any harsh remarks
should be taken as referring to the system which brought
its victims into such a condition, and not to the victims
themselves. Though disapproving of the system, the
author would never have withheld his admiration from
any individual act of self-sacrifice, when it was done
from a right motive and was the offering of a loving
heart.

The fact that this book is again published by request
is a sign that the author’s labours have been appreciated
and that his name is not forgotten. ‘Some men,’ he
once wrote in a letter, ‘who have died young, have lived
far longer than others who have outpassed their three-score
years and ten. Life consists not in the abundance
of things a man possesseth, nor in the abundance of
things a man doeth, but in the abundance of thoughts
he thinks leading toward some special result in this
world or the next.’ So, again, he writes in his diary,
‘Reputation—consider it, soul of mine, not as an end,
but as a means of sowing right thoughts and feelings
among thy fellows. Strive towards power over the
thoughts of men—power that may be solemnly used
in God’s sight as being a faithful steward for His glory.
Have I a brain that must be busy, a will in this
direction which—with all my vacillation elsewhere—has
been and is unconquerable? Let me pray to use it
with reverent lowliness of heart as a talent committed
to me, fearing to misuse it, to allow any corner of the
estate to be waste, or any wain of the harvest to fall
into the enemy’s hand.’

If it now be asked, what are the uses of this book,
we may answer that it has proved helpful as a history
of religious thought. Further, it is hoped that it
has been, and still will be, useful on account of the
moral lessons to be drawn from the historical facts.
It may also be used as showing how necessary it is
to associate Christianity with our daily lives; how desirable
it is that preachers should avoid confining their
hearers’ attention to their own individual souls. And then
it further teaches that, while we take religion into the
world, we may learn also to value more the privileges of
quiet and retired communion with God. In these practical
modern days the idea of contemplation appears out of
place; and yet it was our Divine Master who said, ‘Come
apart into a desert place and rest awhile.’ Perhaps the
world would have been better if the hermits had paid
more attention to the little word ‘awhile.’ But the
bustle of the present day is just as likely to make us
forget the injunction altogether.

The book’s republication now seems to have a special
opportuneness, for in much of the more spiritual progress
going on around us there is a good deal of
Mysticism. As in times past men sought refuge in
devout contemplation from Materialism, so now a horror
of Rationalism and a sense of injustice are likely to
drive many to the same extreme. Whether or not there
has been any undue extravagance developed as yet, it is
not for us to decide. But this history will show how easy
and possible it is to carry a good principle beyond its
proper limits.



Before concluding, one further personal word must be
permitted. No preface to this book, however short,
would be complete without at least a reference to her
who helped the author in his labours as only a good
wife can, and who has taught his son to love God and
reverence his father’s memory as only a good mother
can. To her, the reappearance of this work causes a
ray of light amidst a life darkened by much trouble
and suffering.

It need scarcely be added that the writer of these
words esteems it an honour to be in any way connected
with his father’s labours. What the loss of such a
father has been to him cannot be described in words.
The following remarks of a clerical friend of the author
may partly express the writer’s present feelings: ‘He
is gone, young in years—but for him we may not
lament the dispensation—since assuredly he was not only
mature in intellect but rich in grace. I delight to
think of him as one of that “blessed company,” the
Church above—to the perfect love and friendship of
some members of which I love to look forward, if by
God’s grace I may be found worthy to attain to it.’

This book never had any public dedication. It was the
work of the best years of a life offered to God. What
was not done for the first edition will not be done now;
but let these few lines of the author’s son be an offering
to the glory of God—to the memory of his father—to
the self-devotion of his mother.

In one of the author’s poems is the following verse
which is strangely appropriate at this place:—




Let us toil on—the work we leave behind us,

Though incomplete, God’s hand will yet embalm,

And use it some way; and the news will find us

In heaven above, and sweeten endless calm.




Wycliffe Vaughan.





Littlemore, near Oxford,





November, 1879.
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The subject of the present work is one which will
generally be thought to need some words of
explanation, if not of apology. Mysticism is almost
everywhere synonymous with what is most visionary in
religion and most obscure in speculation. But a history
of Mysticism—old visions and old obscurities—who is
bold enough to expect a hearing for that? Is the
hopeful present, struggling toward clear intelligence, to
pause and hear how, some hundreds of years ago, men
made themselves elaborately unintelligible? Is our
straining after action and achievement to be relaxed
while you relate the way in which Mystics reduced
themselves to utter inactivity? While we are rejoicing
in escape from superstitious twilight, is it well to recall
from Limbo the phantasms of forgotten dreamers, and
to people our sunshine with ghostly shadows? And
since Mysticism is confessedly more or less a mistake,
were it not better to point out to us, if you can, a
something true and wise, rather than offer us your portrait
of an exaggeration and a folly?

Such are some of the questions which it will be
natural to ask. The answer is at hand. First of all,
Mysticism, though an error, has been associated, for the
most part, with a measure of truth so considerable, that
its good has greatly outweighed its evil. On this
ground alone, its history should be judged of interest.
For we grow more hopeful and more charitable as we
mark how small a leaven of truth may prove an antidote
to error, and how often the genuine fervour of the
spirit has all but made good the failures of the intellect.

In the religious history of almost every age and
country, we meet with a certain class of minds, impatient
of mere ceremonial forms and technical distinctions,
who have pleaded the cause of the heart against
prescription, and yielded themselves to the most
vehement impulses of the soul, in its longing to escape
from the sign to the thing signified—from the human
to the divine. The story of such an ambition, with its
disasters and its glories, will not be deemed, by any
thoughtful mind, less worthy of record than the career
of a conqueror. Through all the changes of doctrine
and the long conflict of creeds, it is interesting to trace
the unconscious unity of mystical temperaments in
every communion. It can scarcely be without some
profit that we essay to gather together and arrange this
company of ardent natures; to account for their harmony
and their differences, to ascertain the extent of
their influence for good and evil, to point out their
errors, and to estimate even dreams impossible to cold
or meaner spirits.

These Mystics have been men of like passions and
in like perplexities with many of ourselves. Within
them and without them were temptations, mysteries,
aspirations like our own. A change of names, or an
interval of time, does not free us from liability to mistakes
in their direction, or to worse, it may be, in a
direction opposite. To distinguish between the genuine
and the spurious in their opinion or their life, is to
erect a guide-post on the very road we have ourselves
to tread. It is no idle or pedantic curiosity which
would try these spirits by their fruits, and see what
mischief and what blessing grew out of their misconceptions
and their truth. We learn a lesson for ourselves,
as we mark how some of these Mystics found
God within them after vainly seeking Him without—hearkened
happily to that witness for Him which speaks
in our conscience, affections, and desires; and, recognising
love by love, finally rejoiced in a faith which was
rather the life of their heart than the conclusion of
their logic. We learn a lesson for ourselves, as we see
one class among them forsaking common duties for the
feverish exaltation of a romantic saintship, and another
persisting in their conceited rejection of the light without,
till they have turned into darkness their light
within.

But the interest attaching to Mysticism is by no
means merely historic. It is active under various forms
in our own time. It will certainly play its part in the
future. The earlier portion of this work is occupied,
it must be confessed, with modes of thought and life
extremely remote from anything with which we are
now familiar. But only by such inquiry into those bygone
speculations could the character and influence of
Christian Mysticism be duly estimated, or even accounted
for. Those preliminaries once past, the reader
will find himself in contact with opinions and events
less removed from present experience.

The attempt to exhibit the history of a certain
phase of religious life through the irregular medium of
fiction, dialogue, and essay, may appear to some a plan
too fanciful for so grave a theme. But it must be remembered,
that any treatment of such a subject which
precluded a genial exercise of the imagination would
be necessarily inadequate, and probably unjust. The
method adopted appeared also best calculated to afford
variety and relief to topics unlikely in themselves to
attract general interest. The notes which are appended
have been made more copious than was at first designed,
in order that no confusion may be possible between fact
and fiction, and that every statement of importance
might be sustained by its due authority. It is hoped
that, in this way, the work may render its service, not
only to those who deem secondary information quite
sufficient on such subjects, but also to the scholar, who
will thus be readily enabled to test for himself my conclusions,
and who will possess, in the extracts given, a
kind of anthology from the writings of the leading
Mystics. To those familiar with such inquiries it may
perhaps be scarcely necessary to state that I have in
no instance allowed myself to cite as an authority any
passage which I have not myself examined, with its
context, in the place to which I refer. In the Chronicle
of Adolf Arnstein the minimum of invention has been
employed, and no historical personage there introduced
utters any remark bearing upon Mysticism for which
ample warrant cannot be brought forward. Wherever,
in the conversations at Ashfield, any material difference
of opinion is expressed by the speakers, Atherton may
be understood as setting forth what we ourselves deem
the truth of the matter. Some passages in these
volumes, and the substance of the chapters on Quietism,
have made their appearance previously in the pages of
one of our quarterly periodicals.

It should be borne in mind that my design does not
require of me that I should give an account of all who
are anywhere known to have entertained mystical
speculation, or given themselves to mystical practice. I
have endeavoured to portray and estimate those who
have made epochs in the history of Mysticism, those
who are fair representatives of its stages or transitions,
those whose enthusiasm has been signally benign or
notoriously baneful. I have either mentioned by name
only, or passed by in silence, the followers or mere
imitators of such men, and those Mystics also whose
obscure vagaries neither produced any important result
nor present any remarkable phænomena. Only by
resolute omission on this principle has it been possible
to preserve in any measure that historical perspective
so essential to the truth of such delineations.

The fact that the ground I traverse lies almost wholly
unoccupied, might be pleaded on behalf of my undertaking.
The history of Mysticism has been but incidentally
touched by English writers. Germany possesses
many monographs of unequal value on detached
parts of the subject. Only recently has a complete
account of Christian Mysticism appeared, at all on a
level with the latest results of historical inquiry.[1] This
laborious compilation presents the dry bones of doctrinal
opinion, carefully separated from actual life—a grave
defect in any branch of ecclesiastical history, absolutely
fatal to intelligibility and readableness in this. If we
except the researches of the Germans into their own
mediæval Mysticism, it may be truly said that the little
done in England has been better done than the much
in Germany. The Mysticism of the Neo-Platonists has
found a powerful painter in Mr. Kingsley. The Mysticism
of Bernard meets with a wise and kindly critic in Sir
James Stephen.

If, then, the subject of this book be neither insignificant
in itself, nor exhausted by the labours of
others, my enterprise at least is not unworthy, however
questionable its success.

The Author.

February 1st, 1856.
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This work has been some time out of print. It
was my hope that the Second Edition might
have been brought within a single volume. But that
has not been practicable.

The present edition has been revised by the Author,
and some fifty pages of new matter have been introduced.
This new matter will be found mainly in
the Sixth Chapter of the Sixth Book. In that enlarged
treatment of the topic of “German Mysticism in
the Fourteenth Century” the reader will meet with a
slight recurrence of former trains of thought, which the
Author might have been inclined to suppress, but with
which I have not deemed it well to intermeddle. It
will be seen that the design of the supplementary matter
is, in part, as a reply to criticisms which seemed to
call for some such explanation; and, in part, that
points touched upon elsewhere might be given with
more fulness.

To see this Second Edition through the press has
been the work of one whose intelligent sympathy and
patient effort assisted and encouraged the Author, in
many ways, in the prosecution of his studies, and who
now finds the solace of her loneliness in treasuring up
the products of his mind, and in cherishing the dear
ones he has left to her wise love and oversight.

If Mysticism be often a dream, it is commonly a
dream in the right direction. Its history presents one
of the most significant chapters in the story of
humanity.

Robert Vaughan.

September 7th, 1860.
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Wie fruchtbar ist der kleinste Kreis,

Wenn man ihn wohl zu pflegen weiss.[2]





Goethe.







It was on the evening of a November day that three friends
sat about their after-dinner table, chatting over their wine
and walnuts, while the fire with its huge log crackled and
sparkled, and the wind without moaned about the corners of
the house.

Everyone is aware that authors have in their studies an unlimited
supply of rings of Gyges, coats of darkness, tarn-caps,
and other means of invisibility,—that they have the key to every
house, and can hear and see words and actions the most remote.
Come with me, then, kindly reader, and let us look and listen
unseen; we have free leave; and you must know these gentlemen
better.

First of all, the host. See him leaning back in his chair, and
looking into the fire, one hand unconsciously smoothing with
restless thumb and finger the taper stem of his wineglass, the
other playing with the ears of a favourite dog. He appears
about thirty years of age, is tall, but loses something of his real
height by a student’s stoop about the shoulders. Those decided
almost shaggy eyebrows he has would lead you to expect quick,
piercing eyes,—the eyes of the observant man of action. But
now that he looks towards us, you see instead eyes of hazel,
large, slow-rolling, often dreamy in their gaze,—such for size
and lustre as Homer gives to ox-eyed Juno. The mouth, too,
and the nose are delicately cut. Their outline indicates taste
rather than energy. Yet that massive jaw, again, gives promise
of quiet power,—betokens a strength of that sort, most probably,
which can persevere in a course once chosen with indomitable
steadiness, but is not an agile combative force, inventive
in assaults and rejoicing in adventurous leadership. Men of
his species resemble fountains, whose water-column a sudden
gust of wind may drive aslant, or scatter in spray across the
lawn, but—the violence once past—they play upward as truly
and as strong as ever.

Perhaps it is a pity that this Henry Atherton is so rich as he
is,—owns his Ashfield House, with its goodly grounds, and has
never been forced into active professional life, with its rough
collisions and straining anxieties. Abundance of leisure is a
trial to which few men are equal. Gray was in the right when
he said that something more of genius than common was required
to teach a man how to employ himself. My friend
became early his own task-master, and labours harder from
choice than many from necessity. To high attainment as a
classical scholar he has added a critical acquaintance with the
literature and the leading languages of modern Europe. Upstairs
is a noble library, rich especially in historical authorities,
and there Atherton works, investigating now one historic question,
now another, endeavouring out of old, yellow-faced annals
to seize the precious passages which suggest the life of a time,
and recording the result of all in piles of manuscript.

How often have I and Gower—that youngest of the three,
on the other side, with the moustache—urged him to write a
book. But he waits, and, with his fastidiousness, will always
wait, I am afraid, till he has practically solved this problem;—given
a subject in remote history, for which not ten of your
friends care a straw; required such a treatment of it as shall at
once be relished by the many and accredited as standard by the
few. So, thinking it useless to write what scarcely anyone will
read, and despairing of being ever erudite and popular at the
same time, he is content to enquire and to accumulate in most
happy obscurity. Doubtless the world groans under its many
books, yet it misses some good ones that would assuredly be
written if able men with the ambition were oftener possessed of
the time required, or if able men with the time were oftener
possessed of the ambition.

You ask me, ‘Who is this Gower?’

An artist. Atherton met with him at Rome, where he was
tracing classic sites, and Gower worshipping the old masters.
Their pathway chanced on one or two occasions to coincide,
and by little and little they grew fast friends. They travelled
through Germany together on their way home, and found their
friendship robust enough to survive the landing on our British
shore. Unquestionably the pictured Vatican, sunny Forum,
brown Campagna, garlanded baths of Caracalla, with quaint,
ingenious Nuremberg, and haunted Hartz, made common
memories for both. But this was not all. Atherton had found
the young painter in a sentimental fever. He raved about
Shelley; he was full of adoration for the flimsiest abstractions—enamoured
of impersonations the most impalpable; he discoursed
in high strain on the dedication of life as a Hymn to
Intellectual Beauty. The question of questions with him concerned
not Truth or Fable, but the Beautiful or the Not-Beautiful.
Whatever charmed his taste was from Ormuzd, the
Good: whatever revolted it, from Ahriman, the Evil; and so
the universe was summarily parted. He fancied he was making
art religious, while, in fact, he made religion a mere branch of
art,—and that branch, of all others, the most open to individual
caprice.

From these wanderings Atherton reclaimed him, wisely, and
therefore almost insensibly. Gower never forgot the service.
In his admiration for Atherton, when fully conscious of it, he
little suspected that he, too, had conferred a benefit in his turn.
Atherton had looked too much within, as Gower too exclusively
without. A certain imaginative, even poetical element, dormant
in the mind of the former, was resuscitated by this friendship.

Gower rejoices in the distressingly novelish Christian name
of Lionel. Why will parents give names to their offspring
which are sure to entail ridicule during the most susceptible
period of existence? No sooner did young Lionel enter school,
with that delicate red-and-white complexion, and long curling
hair, than he was nicknamed Nelly. But he fought his way
stoutly till he won a title from the first part of his name rather
than the last, and in school traditions figures still as Lion,
royally grim and noble. That open countenance and high
forehead, with the deep piercing eyes set rather far apart, constitute
not merely a promising physiognomy for the artist, they
bear faithful witness to mental power and frankness of character,
to practical sagacity and force. In one respect only can he be
charged with asserting in his person his professional pretensions,—his
hair is parted in the middle, falling in natural waves
on either side; long enough, as your eye tells you, for grace;
too short for affectation.

One quality in Gower I have always especially liked,—his
universality. Not that he sets up for Encyclopædism; on the
contrary, he laments more than he need the scantiness of his
knowledge and his want of time for its enlargement. What I
mean is that with every kind of enquiry, every province of culture,
he seems to have intuitively the readiest sympathy.
Though his notion of the particular art or science may be only
cursory and general, his imagination puts him in some way in
the place of its exclusive devotees, and he enters into their
feelings till their utmost worship appears scarcely excessive to
him. I have heard such votaries pour out unreservedly into
his ear, as into that of a brother enthusiast, all those delightful
details of adventure, of hope and fear, of research and of
conjecture, which make the very life of the most minute or the
most arid pursuits, and which books impart to us so rarely.
And all this (making the world to him such a wide one) without
taking aught from his allegiance to painting. Already have
his genius and his diligence achieved success—you will find
his pictures realizing high prices—and that snug little box of
his, only ten minutes’ walk from Ashfield, is furnished much
too handsomely to accord with the popular idea of what must
be the residence of a young artist, five-and-twenty, but newly
started in his profession, and with all his ‘expectations’ gathered
up within his brush.

The third member of the trio, Mr. Author, has not certainly
the personal advantages of our friend Gower. I suppose you
expect me to say ‘our’ now, if only as a compliment. Yet stay—a
very expressive face, with a genial hearty look about it;—there!
now he is smiling, that rather clumsy mouth is quite
pleasant; but he lets too much beard grow for my taste.

Bearded Willoughby, O Reader, is a literary man, a confirmed
bachelor, they say; and encrusted with some roughnesses and
oddities which conceal from the eyes of strangers his real
warmth of heart and delicacy of feeling. His parents destined
him for the Church from those tender years wherein the only
vocation manifest is that which summons boyhood to peg-top
and jam tart.  When the time drew near in which he should
have taken orders, Willoughby went up to London, brimful of
eager philanthropy, of religious doubts, and of literary ambition,
to become one of the High-priests of Letters. His first work
was a novel to illustrate the mission of the literary Priesthood,
a topsy-turvy affair, but dashingly clever—by the way, you
can scarcely offend him more than to mention it now;—with
this book he succeeded in producing a sensation, and the
barrier thus passed, his pen has found full employment ever
since. He has now abandoned the extravagances of hero-worship,
and I have even heard him intimate a doubt as to
whether ‘able editors’ were, after all, the great, divinely-accredited
hierophants of the species.

At present Willoughby is occupied, as time allows, with a
philosophical romance, in which are to be embodied his views
of society as it is and as it should be. This desperate enterprise
is quite a secret; even Atherton and Gower know nothing
of it; so you will not mention it, if you please, to more than
half-a-dozen of your most intimate friends.

Willoughby was first introduced to Atherton as the author of
some articles in favour of certain social reforms in which the
latter had deeply interested himself. So remarkable were these
papers for breadth, discrimination, and vivacity of style, that
the admiring Atherton could not rest till he had made the
acquaintance of the writer. The new combatant awakened
general attention, and Frank Willoughby was on the point of
becoming a lion. But his conversational powers were inconsiderable.
His best thoughts ran with his ink from the point
of the pen. So Atherton, with little difficulty, carried him off
from the lion-hunters.

The three friends were agreed that the crowning locality of
all for any mortal was a residence a few miles from town, with
congenial neighbours close at hand,—a house or two where
one might drop in for an evening at any time. As was their
theory so was their practice, and the two younger men are
often to be found in the evening at Atherton’s, sometimes in
the library with him, sometimes in the drawing-room, with the
additional enjoyment afforded by the society of his fair young
wife and her sister.

But while I have been Boswellizing to you about the past
history of these friends of mine, you cannot have heard a word
they have been saying. Now I will be quiet,—let us listen.
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Philosophy itself

Smacks of the age it lives in, nor is true

Save by the apposition of the present.

And truths of olden time, though truths they be,

And living through all time eternal truths,

Yet want the seas’ning and applying hand

Which Nature sends successive. Else the need

Of wisdom should wear out and wisdom cease,

Since needless wisdom were not to be wise.




Edwin the Fair.







Atherton. A pleasant little knot to set us, Gower,—to
determine the conditions of your art.

Willoughby. And after dinner, too, of all times.

Gower. Why not? If the picture-critics would only write
their verdicts after dinner, many a poor victim would find his
dinner prospects brighter. This is the genial hour; the very
time to discuss æsthetics, where geniality is everything.

Willoughby. Do you remember that passage in one of our
old plays (I think it was in Lamb I saw it), where the crazed
father asks all sorts of impossible things from the painter. He
wants him to make the tree shriek on which his murdered son
hangs ghastly in the moonlight.

Gower. Salvator has plenty of them, splintered with shrieking.

Willoughby. But this man’s frenzy demands more yet:—make
me cry, make me mad, make me well again, and in the
end leave me in a trance,—and so forth.

Atherton. Fortunate painter—a picture gallery ordered in
a breath!

Willoughby. By no means. Now does this request, when
you come to think of it, so enormously violate the conditions
of the art? Seriously, I should state the matter thus:—The
artist is limited to a moment only, and yet is the greater artist
in proportion as he can not only adequately occupy, but even
transcend that moment.

Gower. I agree with you. Painting reaches its highest
aim when it carries us beyond painting; when it is not merely
itself a creation, but makes the spectator creative, and prompts
him with the antecedents and the consequents of the represented
action.

Atherton. But all are not equal to the reception of such
suggestions.

Gower. And so, with unsusceptible minds, we must be
satisfied if they praise us for our imitation merely.

Willoughby. Yet even they will derive more pleasure,
though unable to account for it, from works of this higher
order. Those, assuredly, are the masterpieces of art, in any
branch, which are, as it were, triumphal arches that lead us out
into the domain of some sister art. When poetry pourtrays
with the painter,—

Gower. My favourite, Spenser, to wit.—

Willoughby. When painting sings its story with the minstrel,
and when music paints and sings with both, they are at
their height. Take music, for instance. What scenes does
some fine overture suggest, even when you know nothing of
its design, as you close your eyes and yield to its influence.
The events, or the reading of the previous day, the incidents
of history or romance, are wrought up with glorious transfigurations,
and you are in the land of dreams at once. Some
of them rise before me at this moment, vivid as ever:—now I
see the fair damosels of the olden time on their palfreys, prancing
on the sward beside a castle gate, while silver trumpets
blow; then, as the music changes, I hear cries far off on forlorn
and haunted moors; now it is the sea, and there sets the sun,
red, through the ribs of a wrecked hull, that cross it like
skeleton giant bars. There is one passage in the overture to
Fra Diavolo, during which I always emerge, through ocean
caves, in some silken palace of the east, where the music rises
and rains in the fountains, and ethereally palpitates in their
wavering rainbows. But dream-scenery of this sort is familiar
to most persons at such times.

Gower. I have often revelled in it.

Willoughby. And what is true for so many with regard to
music, may sometimes be realized on seeing pictures.

Atherton. Only, I think, in a way still more accidental
and arbitrary. An instance, however, of the thing you mention
did happen to me last week. I had been reading a German
writer on mysticism, searching, after many disappointments,
for a satisfactory definition of it. Page after page of metaphysical
verbiage did I wade through in vain. At last, what
swarms of labouring words had left as obscure as ever, a picture
seemed to disclose to me in a moment. I saw that evening,
at a friend’s house, a painting which revealed to me, as I
imagined, the very spirit of mysticism in a figure; it was a
visible emblem or hieroglyph of that mysterious religious
affection.

Willoughby. Your own subjectivity forged both lock and
key together, I suspect.

Gower. What in the world did the piece represent?

Atherton. I will describe it as well as I can. It was the
interior of a Spanish cathedral. The most prominent object
in the foreground below was the mighty foot of a staircase, with
a balustrade of exceeding richness, which, in its ascent, crosses
and recrosses the picture till its highest flight is lost in darkness,—for
on that side the cathedral is built against a hill. A half-light
slanted down—a sunbeam through the vast misty space—from
a window without the range of the picture. At various
stages of the mounting stairway figures on pillars, bearing
escutcheons, saints and kings in fretted niches, and painted
shapes of gules and azure from the lofty window in the east,
looked down on those who were ascending, some in brightness,
some in shadow. At the foot of the stairs were two couchant
griffins of stone, with expanded spiny wings, arched necks
fluted with horny armour, and open threatening jaws.

Gower. Now for the interpretation of your parable in stone.

Atherton. It represented to me the mystic’s progress—my
mind was full of that—his initiation, his ascent, his consummation
in self-loss. First of all the aspirant, whether he seeks
superhuman knowledge or superhuman love, is confronted at
the outset by terrible shapes—the Dwellers of the Threshold,
whether the cruelty of asceticism, the temptations of the adversary,
or the phantoms of his own feverish brain. This fiery
baptism manfully endured, he begins to mount through alternate
glooms and illuminations; now catching a light from some
source beyond the grosser organs of ordinary men, again in
darkness and barren drought of soul. The saintly memories of
adepts and of heroes in these mystic labours are the faithful
witnesses that cheer him at each stage, whose far glories beacon
him from their place of high degree as he rises step by step.
Are not those first trials fairly symbolized by my griffins, those
vicissitudes of the soul by such light and shadow, and those
exalted spectators by the statues of my stairway and the shining
ones of my oriel window? Then for the climax. The aim of
the mystic, if of the most abstract contemplative type, is to lose
himself in the Divine Dark[3]—to escape from everything definite,
everything palpable, everything human, into the Infinite Fulness;
which is, at the same time, the ‘intense inane.’ The
profoundest obscurity is his highest glory; he culminates in
darkness; for is not the deathlike midnight slumber of the
sense, he will ask us, the wakeful noonday of the spirit? So,
as I looked on the picture, I seemed to lose sight of him where
the summit of the stair was lost among the shadows crouched
under the roof of that strange structure.

Gower. I perceive the analogy. I owe you thanks for
enabling me to attach at least some definite idea to the word
mysticism. I confess I have generally used the term mystical
to designate anything fantastically unintelligible, without giving
to it any distinct significance.

Willoughby. I have always been partial to the mystics, I
must say. They appear to me to have been the conservators
of the poetry and heart of religion, especially in opposition to
the dry prose and formalism of the schoolmen.

Atherton. So they really were in great measure. They did
good service, many of them, in their day—their very errors often
such as were possible only to great souls. Still their notions
concerning special revelation and immediate intuition of God
were grievous mistakes.

Willoughby. Yet without the ardour imparted by such doctrines,
they might have lacked the strength requisite to withstand
misconceptions far more mischievous.

Atherton. Very likely. We should have more mercy on
the one-sidedness of men, if we reflected oftener that the evil
we condemn may be in fact keeping out some much greater evil
on the other side.

Willoughby. I think one may learn a great deal from such
erratic or morbid kinds of religion. Almost all we are in a position
to say, concerning spiritual influence, consists of negatives—and
what that influence is not we can best gather from these
abnormal phases of the mind. Certainly an impartial estimate
of the good and of the evil wrought by eminent mystics, would
prove a very instructive occupation; it would be a trying of the
spirits by their fruits.

Gower. And all the more useful as the mistakes of mysticism,
whatever they may be, are mistakes concerning questions
which we all feel it so important to have rightly answered;
committed, too, by men of like passions with ourselves, so that
what was danger to them may be danger also to some of us, in
an altered form.

Atherton. Unquestionably. Rationalism overrates reason,
formalism action, and mysticism feeling—hence the common
attributes of the last, heat and obscurity. But a tendency to
excess in each of these three directions must exist in every age
among the cognate varieties of mind. You remember how
Pindar frequently introduces into an ode two opposite mythical
personages, such as a Pelops or a Tantalus, an Ixion or a
Perseus, one of whom shall resemble the great man addressed
by the poet in his worse, the other in his better characteristics;
that thus he may be at once encouraged and deterred. Deeper
lessons than were drawn for Hiero from the characters of the
heroic age may be learnt by us from the religious struggles of
the past. It would be impossible to study the position of the
old mystics without being warned and stimulated by a weakness
and a strength to which our nature corresponds;—unless, indeed,
the enquiry were conducted unsympathizingly; with
cold hearts, as far from the faith of the mystics as from their
follies.

Gower. If we are likely to learn in this way from such an
investigation, suppose we agree to set about it, and at once.

Atherton. With all my heart. I have gone a little way in
this direction alone; I should be very glad to have company
upon the road.

Willoughby. An arduous task, when you come to look it
in the face,—to determine that narrow line between the genuine
ardour of the Christian and the overwrought fervours of the
mystical devotee,—to enter into the philosophy of such a question;
and that with a terminology so misleading and so defective
as the best at our service. It will be like shaping the second
hand of a watch with a pair of shears, I promise you. We shall
find continually tracts of ground belonging to one of the rival
territories of True and False inlaid upon the regions of the
other, like those patches from a distant shire that lie in the
middle of some of our counties. Many of the words we must
employ to designate a certain cast of mind or opinion are taken
from some accidental feature or transitory circumstance,—express
no real characteristic of the idea in question. They
indicate our ignorance, like the castles with large flags, blazoned
with the arms of sovereigns, which the old monkish
geographers set down in their maps of Europe to stand instead
of the rivers, towns, and mountains of an unknown
interior.

Atherton. True enough; but we must do the best we can.
We should never enter on any investigation a little beneath the
surface of things if we consider all the difficulties so gravely.
Besides, we are not going to be so ponderously philosophical
about the matter. The facts themselves will be our best
teachers, as they arise, and as we arrange them when they
accumulate.

History fairly questioned is no Sphinx. She tells us what
kind of teaching has been fruitful in blessing to humanity, and
why; and what has been a mere boastful promise or powerless
formula. She is the true test of every system, and the safeguard
of her disciples from theoretical or practical extravagance.
Were her large lessons learned, from how many foolish hopes
and fears would they save men! We should not then see a
fanatical confidence placed in pet theories for the summary
expulsion of all superstition, wrongfulness, and ill-will,—theories
whose prototypes failed ages back: neither would good
Christian folk be so frightened as some of them are at the
seemingly novel exhibitions of unbelief in our time.

Willoughby. A great gain—to be above both panic and
presumption. I have never heartily given myself to a historic
study without realizing some such twofold advantage. It animated
and it humbled me. How minute my power; but how
momentous to me its conscientious exercise! I will hunt this
mystical game with you, or any other, right willingly; all the
more so, if we can keep true to a historic rather than theoretical
treatment of the subject.

Gower. As to practical details, then:—I propose that we
have no rules.

Willoughby. Certainly not; away with formalities; let us
be Thelemites, and do as we like. We can take up this topic
as a bye-work, to furnish us with some consecutive pursuit in
those intervals of time we are so apt to waste. We can meet—never
mind at what intervals, from a week to three months—and
throw into the common stock of conversation our several
reading on the questions in hand.

Atherton. Or one of us may take up some individual or
period; write down his thoughts: and we will assemble then to
hear and talk the matter over.

Gower. Very good. And if Mrs. Atherton and Miss Merivale
will sometimes deign to honour our evenings with their society,
our happiness will be complete.

This mention of the ladies reminds our friends of the time,
and they are breaking up to join them.

The essays and dialogues which follow have their origin in
the conversation to which we have just listened.
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If we entertain the inward man in the purgative and illuminative way, that is,
in actions of repentance, virtue, and precise duty, that is the surest way of
uniting us to God, whilst it is done by faith and obedience; and that also is
love; and in these peace and safety dwell. And after we have done our work,
it is not discretion in a servant to hasten to his meal, and snatch at the refreshment
of visions, unions, and abstractions; but first we must gird ourselves, and
wait upon the master, and not sit down ourselves, till we all be called at the
great supper of the Lamb.—Jeremy Taylor.

‘So, we are to be etymological to-night,’ exclaimed Gower,
as he stepped forward to join Willoughby in his inspection
of a great folio which Atherton had laid open on a reading desk,
ready to entertain his friends.

‘What says Suidas about our word mysticism?’

Willoughby. I see the old lexicographer derives the original
word from the root mu, to close: the secret rites and lessons
of the Greek mysteries were things about which the mouth was
to be closed.[4]

Gower. We have the very same syllable in our language for
the same thing—only improved in expressiveness by the
addition of another letter,—we say, ‘to be mum.’

Atherton. Well, this settles one whole class of significations
at once. The term mystical may be applied in this sense to
any secret language or ritual which is understood only by the
initiated. In this way the philosophers borrowed the word
figuratively from the priests, and applied it to their inner esoteric
doctrines. The disciple admitted to these was a philosophical
‘myst,’ or mystic.

Willoughby. The next step is very obvious. The family of
words relating to mystery, initiation, &c., are adopted into the
ecclesiastical phraseology of the early Christian world,—not in
the modified use of them occasionally observable in St. Paul,
but with their old Pagan significance.

Gower. So that the exclusive and aristocratic spirit of Greek
culture re-appears in Christianity?

Atherton. Just so. Thus you see the church doors shutting
out the catechumens from beholding ‘the mystery’ (as they
came to call the Eucharist, par excellence) quite as rigidly as
the brazen gates of Eleusis excluded the profane many. You
hear Theodoret and Ambrose speaking freely before the uninitiated
on moral subjects, but concerning the rites they deemed
of mysterious, almost magical efficacy, they will deliver only
obscure utterances to such auditors; their language is purposely
dark and figurative,—suggestive to the initiated, unintelligible
to the neophyte. How often on approaching the subject of the
sacrament, does Chrysostom stop short in his sermon, and
break off abruptly with the formula,—‘the initiated will understand
what I mean.’ So Christianity, corrupted by Gentile
philosophy, has in like manner its privileged and its inferior
order of votaries,—becomes a respecter of persons, with arbitrary
distinction makes two kinds of religion out of one, and
begins to nourish with fatal treachery its doctrine of reserve.[5]

Willoughby. But Suidas has here, I perceive, a second
meaning in store for us. This latter, I suspect, is most to our
purpose,—it is simply an extension of the former. He refers
the word to the practice of closing as completely as possible
every avenue of perception by the senses, for the purpose of
withdrawing the mind from everything external into itself, so
as to fit it (raised above every sensuous representation) for
receiving divine illumination immediately from above.

Gower. Platonic abstraction, in fact.

Atherton. So it seems. The Neo-Platonist was accustomed
to call every other branch of science the ‘lesser mysteries:’
this inward contemplation, the climax of Platonism, is the
great mystery, the inmost, highest initiation. Withdraw into
thyself, he will say, and the adytum of thine own soul will
reveal to thee profounder secrets than the cave of Mithras. So
that his mysticus is emphatically the enclosed, self-withdrawn,
introverted man.[6] This is an initiation which does not merely,
like that of Isis or of Ceres, close the lips in silence, but the
eye, the ear, every faculty of perception, in inward contemplation
or in the ecstatic abstraction of the trance.

Willoughby. So then it is an effort man is to make—in
harmony with the matter-hating principles of this school—to
strip off the material and sensuous integuments of his being,
and to reduce himself to a purely spiritual element. And in
thus ignoring the follies and the phantasms of Appearance—as
they call the actual world—the worshipper of pure Being believed
himself to enjoy at least a transitory oneness with the
object of his adoration?

Atherton. So Plotinus would say, if not Plato. And now
we come to the transmission of the idea and the expression
to the Church. A writer, going by the name of Dionysius
the Areopagite, ferries this shade over into the darkness visible
of the ecclesiastical world in the fifth century. The system of
mystical theology introduced by him was eminently adapted to
the monastic and hierarchical tendencies of the time. His
‘Mystic’ is not merely a sacred personage, acquainted with the
doctrines and participator in the rites called mysteries, but one
also who (exactly after the Neo-Platonist pattern) by mortifying
the body, closing the senses to everything external, and ignoring
every ‘intellectual apprehension,’[7] attains in passivity a divine
union, and in ignorance a wisdom transcending all knowledge.

Gower. Prepared to say, I suppose, with one of old George
Chapman’s characters—




I’ll build all inward—not a light shall ope

The common out-way.—

I’ll therefore live in dark; and all my light,

Like ancient temples, let in at my top.







Willoughby. Not much light either. The mystic, as such,
was not to know anything about the Infinite, he was ‘to gaze
with closed eyes,’ passively to receive impressions, lost in the
silent, boundless ‘Dark’ of the Divine Subsistence.

Atherton. This, then, is our result. The philosophical
perfection of Alexandria and the monastic perfection of Byzantium
belong to the same species. Philosophers and monks
alike employ the word mysticism and its cognate terms as involving
the idea, not merely of initiation into something hidden,
but, beyond this, of an internal manifestation of the Divine to
the intuition or in the feeling of the secluded soul. It is in this
last and narrower sense, therefore, that the word is to be understood
when we speak of mystical death, mystical illumination,
mystical union with God, and, in fact, throughout the phraseology
of what is specially termed Theologia Mystica.[8]

Gower. I have often been struck by the surprising variety
in the forms of thought and the modes of action in which mysticism
has manifested itself among different nations and at different
periods. This arises, I should think, from its residing in
so central a province of the mind—the feeling. It has been
incorporated in theism, atheism, and pantheism. It has given
men gods at every step, and it has denied all deity except self.
It has appeared in the loftiest speculation and in the grossest
idolatry. It has been associated with the wildest licence and
with the most pitiless asceticism. It has driven men out into
action, it has dissolved them in ecstasy, it has frozen them to
torpor.

Atherton. Hence the difficulty of definition. I have seen
none which quite satisfies me. Some include only a particular
phase of it, while others so define its province as to stigmatise
as mystical every kind of religiousness which rises above the
zero of rationalism.

Willoughby. The Germans have two words for mysticism—mystik
and mysticismus. The former they use in a favourable,
the latter in an unfavourable, sense.—

Gower. Just as we say piety and pietism, or rationality and
rationalism; keeping the first of each pair for the use, the
second for the abuse. A convenience, don’t you think?

Atherton. If the adjective were distinguishable like the
nouns—but it is not; and to have a distinction in the primitive
and not in the derivative word is always confusing. But we
shall keep to the usage of our own language. I suppose we
shall all be agreed in employing the word mysticism in the unfavourable
signification, as equivalent generally to spirituality
diseased, grown unnatural, fantastic, and the like.

Gower. At the same time admitting the true worth of many
mystics, and the real good and truth of which such errors are
the exaggeration or caricature.

Atherton. I think we may say thus much generally—that
mysticism, whether in religion or philosophy, is that form of
error which mistakes for a divine manifestation the operations
of a merely human faculty.

Willoughby. There you define, at any rate, the characteristic
misconception of the mystics.

Gower. And include, if I mistake not, enthusiasts, with their
visions; pretended prophets, with their claim of inspiration;
wonder-workers, trusting to the divine power resident in their
theurgic formulas; and the philosophers who believe themselves
organs of the world-soul, and their systems an evolution
of Deity.

Atherton. Yes, so far; but I do not profess to give any
definition altogether adequate. Speaking of Christian mysticism,
I should describe it generally as the exaggeration of that
aspect of Christianity which is presented to us by St. John.

Gower. That answer provokes another question. How
should you characterize John’s peculiar presentation of the
Gospel?

Atherton. I refer chiefly to that admixture of the contemplative
temperament and the ardent, by which he is personally
distinguished,—the opposition so manifest in his epistles to all
religion of mere speculative opinion or outward usage,—the
concentration of Christianity, as it were, upon the inward life
derived from union with Christ. This would seem to be the
province of Christian truth especially occupied by the beloved
disciple, and this is the province which mysticism has in so
many ways usurped.

Gower. Truly that unction from the Holy One, of which
John speaks, has found some strange claimants!

Willoughby. Thus much I think is evident from our enquiry—that
mysticism, true to its derivation as denoting a hidden knowledge,
faculty, or life (the exclusive privilege of sage, adept, or
recluse), presents itself, in all its phases, as more or less the
religion of internal as opposed to external revelation,—of heated
feeling, sickly sentiment, or lawless imagination, as opposed to
that reasonable belief in which the intellect and the heart, the
inward witness and the outward, are alike engaged.

Note to page 21.

Numerous definitions of ‘Mystical Theology’ are supplied by Roman
Catholic divines who have written on the subject. With all of them the terms
denote the religion of the heart as distinguished from speculation, scholasticism,
or ritualism; and, moreover, those higher experiences of the divine life associated,
in their belief, with extraordinary gifts and miraculous powers. Such
definitions will accordingly comprehend the theopathetic and theurgic forms of
mysticism, but must necessarily exclude the theosophic. Many of them might
serve as definitions of genuine religion. These mystical experiences have been
always coveted and admired in the Romish Church; and those, therefore,
who write concerning them employ the word mysticism in a highly favourable
sense. That excess of subjectivity—those visionary raptures and supernatural
exaltations, which we regard as the symptoms of spiritual disease, are, in the
eyes of these writers, the choice rewards of sufferings and of aspirations the
most intense,—they are the vision of God and things celestial enjoyed by the
pure in heart,—the dazzling glories wherewith God has crowned the heads of a
chosen few, whose example shall give light to all the world.

Two or three specimens will suffice. Gerson gives the two following definitions
of the Theologia Mystica:—‘Est animi extensio in Deum per amoris
desiderium.’ And again: ‘Est motio anagogica in Deum per purum et fervidum
amorem.’ Elsewhere he is more metaphorical, describing it as the theology
which teaches men to escape from the stormy sea of sensuous desires to the safe
harbour of Eternity, and shows them how to attain that love which snatches
them away to the Beloved, unites them with Him, and secures them rest in
Him. Dionysius the Carthusian (associating evidently mystica and mysteriosa)
says,—‘Est autem mystica Theologia secretissima mentis cum Deo locutio.’
John à Jesu Maria calls it, ‘cœlestis quædam Dei notitia per unionem voluntatis
Deo adhærentis elicita, vel lumine cœlitus immisso producta.’ This mystical
theology, observes the Carthusian Dionysius, farther, (commentating on the
Areopagite), is no science, properly so called; even regarded as an act, it is
simply the concentration (defixio) of the mind on God—admiration of his
majesty—a suspension of the mind in the boundless and eternal light—a most
fervid, most peaceful, transforming gaze on Deity, &c.

All alike contrast the mystical with the scholastic and the symbolical theology.
The points of dissimilarity are thus summed up by Cardinal Bona:—‘Per
scholasticam discit homo recte uti intelligibilibus, per symbolicam sensibilibus,
per hanc (mysticam) rapitur ad supermentales excessus. Scientiæ
humanæ in valle phantasiæ discuntur, hæc in apice mentis. Illæ multis egent
discursibus, et erroribus subjectæ sunt: hæc unico et simplici verbo docetur et
discitur, et est mere supernaturalis tam in substantiâ quam in modo procedendi.’—Via
Compendii ad Deum, cap. iii. 1-3.

The definition given by Corderius in his introduction to the mystical theology
of Dionysius is modelled on the mysticism of John de la Cruz:—‘Theologia
Mystica est sapientia experimentalis, Dei affectiva, divinitus infusa, quæ
mentem ab omni inordinatione puram, per actus supernaturales fidei, spei,
et charitatis, cum Deo intime conjungit.’—Isagoge, cap. ii.

The most negative definition of all is that given by Pachymeres, the Greek
paraphrast of Dionysius, who has evidently caught his master’s mantle, or cloak
of darkness. ‘Mystical theology is not perception or discourse, not a movement
of the mind, not an operation, not a habit, nothing that any other power we
may possess will bring to us; but if, in absolute immobility of mind we are
illumined concerning it, we shall know that it is beyond everything cognizable
by the mind of man.’—Dion. Opp. vol. i. p. 722.

In one place the explanations of Corderius give us to understand that the
mysticism he extols does at least open a door to theosophy itself, i.e. to inspired
science. He declares that the mystical theologian not only has revealed to
him the hidden sense of Scripture, but that he can understand and pierce the
mysteries of any natural science whatsoever, in a way quite different from that
possible to other men—in short, by a kind of special revelation.—Isagoge, cap. iv.

The reader will gather the most adequate notion of what is meant, or thought
to be meant, by mystical theology from the description given by Ludovic
Blosius, a high authority on matters mystical, in his Institutio Spiritualis.
Corderius cites him at length, as ‘sublimissimus rerum mysticarum interpres.’

Happy, he exclaims, is that soul which steadfastly follows after purity of
heart and holy introversion, renouncing utterly all private affection, all self-will,
all self-interest. Such a soul deserves to approach nearer and ever nearer to
God. Then at length, when its higher powers have been elevated, purified,
and furnished forth by divine grace, it attains to unity and nudity of spirit—to
a pure love above representation—to that simplicity of thought which is devoid
of all thinkings. Now, therefore, since it hath become receptive of the surpassing
and ineffable grace of God, it is led to that living fountain which
flows from everlasting, and doth refresh the minds of the saints unto the full
and in over-measure. Now do the powers of the soul shine as the stars, and she
herself is fit to contemplate the abyss of Divinity with a serene, a simple,
and a jubilant intuition, free from imagination and from the smallest admixture
of the intellect. Accordingly, when she lovingly turns herself absolutely unto
God, the incomprehensible light shines into her depths, and that radiance
blinds the eye of reason and understanding. But the simple eye of the soul
itself remains open—that is thought, pure, naked, uniform, and raised above
the understanding.

Moreover, when the natural light of reason is blinded by so bright a glory,
the soul takes cognizance of nothing in time, but is raised above time and space,
and assumes as it were a certain attribute of eternity. For the soul which has
abandoned symbols and earthly distinctions and processes of thought, now
learns experimentally that God far transcends all images—corporeal, spiritual,
or divine, and that whatsoever the reason can apprehend, whatsoever can be
said or written concerning God, whatsoever can be predicated of Him by
words, must manifestly be infinitely remote from the reality of the divine subsistence
which is unnameable. The soul knows not, therefore, what that God
is she feels. Hence, by a foreknowledge which is exercised without knowledge,
she rests in the nude, the simple, the unknown God, who alone is to be
loved. For the light is called dark, from its excessive brightness. In this
darkness the soul receives the hidden word which God utters in the inward
silence and secret recess of the mind. This word she receives, and doth happily
experience the bond of mystical union. For when, by means of love, she
hath transcended reason and all symbols, and is carried away above herself
(a favour God alone can procure her), straightway she flows away from herself
and flows forth into God (a se defluens profluit in Deum), and then is God her
peace and her enjoyment. Rightly doth she sing, in such a transport, ‘I will
both lay me down in peace and sleep.’ The loving soul flows down, I say,
falls away from herself, and, reduced as it were to nothing, melts and glides
away altogether into the abyss of eternal love. There, dead to herself, she
lives in God, knowing nothing, perceiving nothing, except the love she tastes.
For she loses herself in that vastest solitude and darkness of Divinity: but
thus to lose is in fact to find herself. There, putting off whatsoever is human,
and putting on whatever is divine, she is transformed and transmuted into God,
as iron in a furnace takes the form of fire and is transmuted into fire.
Nevertheless, the essence of the soul thus deified remains, as the glowing iron
does not cease to be iron....

The soul, thus bathed in the essence of God, liquefied by the consuming
fire of love, and united to Him without medium, doth, by wise ignorance and
by the inmost touch of love, more clearly know God than do our fleshly eyes
discern the visible sun....

Though God doth sometimes manifest himself unto the perfect soul in
most sublime and wondrous wise, yet he doth not reveal himself as he is in his
own ineffable glory, but as it is possible for him to be seen in this life.—Isagoge
Cord. cap. vii.
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The desire of the moth for the star,

Of the night for the morrow,

The devotion to something afar

From the sphere of our sorrow.




Shelley.







Willoughby. Here’s another definition for you:—Mysticism
is the romance of religion. What do you say?

Gower. True to the spirit—not scientific, I fear.

Willoughby. Science be banished! Is not the history of
mysticism bright with stories of dazzling spiritual enterprise,
sombre with tragedies of the soul, stored with records of the
achievements and the woes of martyrdom and saintship? Has
it not reconciled, as by enchantment, the most opposite extremes
of theory and practice? See it, in theory, verging
repeatedly on pantheism, ego-theism, nihilism. See it, in practice,
producing some of the most glorious examples of humility,
benevolence, and untiring self-devotion. Has it not commanded,
with its indescribable fascination, the most powerful
natures and the most feeble—minds lofty with a noble disdain
of life, or low with a weak disgust of it? If the self-torture it
enacts seems hideous to our sobriety, what an attraction in its
reward! It lays waste the soul with purgatorial pains—but it
is to leave nothing there on which any fire may kindle after
death. What a promise!—a perfect sanctification, a divine
calm, fruition of heaven while yet upon the earth!

Atherton. Go on, Willoughby, I like your enthusiasm.
Think of its adventures, too.

Willoughby. Aye, its adventures—both persecuted and
canonized by kings and pontiffs; one age enrolling the mystic
among the saints, another committing him to the inquisitor’s
torch, or entombing him in the Bastille. And the principle
indestructible after all—some minds always who must be religious
mystically or not at all.

Atherton. I thought we might this evening enquire into
the causes which tend continually to reproduce this religious
phenomenon. You have suggested some already. Certain
states of society have always fostered it. There have been
times when all the real religion existing in a country appears to
have been confined to its mystics.

Willoughby. In such an hour, how mysticism rises and does
its deeds of spiritual chivalry——

Gower. Alas! Quixotic enough, sometimes.

Willoughby. How conspicuous, then, grows this inward
devotion!—even the secular historian is compelled to say a
word about it——

Atherton. And a sorry, superficial verdict he gives, too
often.

Willoughby. How loud its protest against literalism, formality,
scholasticism, human ordinances! what a strenuous
reaction against the corruptions of priestcraft!

Atherton. But, on the other side, Willoughby—and here
comes the pathetic part of its romance—mysticism is heard
discoursing concerning things unutterable. It speaks, as one
in a dream, of the third heaven, and of celestial experiences,
and revelations fitter for angels than for men. Its stammering
utterance, confused with excess of rapture labouring with emotions
too huge or abstractions too subtile for words, becomes
utterly unintelligible. Then it is misrepresented: falls a victim
to reaction in its turn; the delirium is dieted by persecution,
and it is consigned once more to secrecy and silence.

Gower. There, good night, and pleasant dreams to it!

Willoughby. It spins still in its sleep its mingled tissue of
good and evil.

Atherton. A mixture truly. We must not blindly praise
it in our hatred of formalism. We must not vaguely condemn
it in our horror of extravagance.

Gower. What you have both been saying indicates at once
three of the causes we are in search of,—indeed, the three chief
ones, as I suppose: first of all, the reaction you speak of against
the frigid formality of religious torpor; then, heart-weariness,
the languishing longing for repose, the charm of mysticism for
the selfish or the weak; and, last, the desire, so strong in some
minds, to pierce the barriers that hide from man the unseen
world—the charm of mysticism for the ardent and the strong.

Atherton. That shrinking from conflict, that passionate
yearning after inaccessible rest, how universal is it; what wistful
utterance it has found in every nation and every age; how
it subdues us all, at times, and sinks us into languor.

Willoughby. Want of patience lies at the root—who was
it said that he should have all eternity to rest in?

Atherton. Think how the traditions of every people have
embellished with their utmost wealth of imagination some hidden
spot upon the surface of the earth, which they have pourtrayed
as secluded from all the tumult and the pain of time—a
serene Eden—an ever-sunny Tempe—a vale of Avalon—a
place beyond the sterner laws and rougher visitations of the
common world—a fastness of perpetual calm, before which the
tempests may blow their challenging horns in vain—they can
win no entrance. Such, to the fancy of the Middle Age, was
the famous temple of the Sangreal, with its dome of sapphire,
its six-and-thirty towers, its crystal crosses, and its hangings of
green samite, guarded by its knights, girded by impenetrable
forest, glittering on the onyx summit of Mount Salvage, for
ever invisible to every eye impure, inaccessible to every failing
or faithless heart. Such, to the Hindoo, was the Cridavana
meadow, among the heights of Mount Sitanta, full of flowers,
of the song of birds, the hum of bees—‘languishing winds and
murmuring falls of waters.’ Such was the secret mountain
Kinkadulle, celebrated by Olaus Magnus, which stood in a
region now covered only by moss or snow, but luxuriant once,
in less degenerate days, with the spontaneous growth of every
pleasant bough and goodly fruit. What places like these have
been to the popular mind, even such a refuge for the Ideal
from the pursuit of the Actual—that the attainment of Ecstasy,
the height of Contemplation, the bliss of Union, has been for
the mystic.

Gower. So those spiritual Lotos-eaters will only




——hearken what the inner spirit sings,

There is no joy but calm;







or, in their ‘fugitive and cloistered virtue,’ as Milton calls
it, say,




——let us live and lie reclined

On the hills like gods together, careless of mankind.







Atherton. Some; not all, however. Neither should we
suppose that even those who have sunk to such a state——

Willoughby. They would say—risen—

Atherton. Be it by sinking or rising, they have not been
brought to that pass without a conflict. From life’s battle-field
to the hospital of the hermitage has been but a step for a multitude
of minds. Hiding themselves wounded from the victor
(for the enemy they could not conquer shall not see and mock
their sufferings), they call in the aid of an imaginative religionism
to people their solitude with its glories. The Prometheus
chained to his rock is comforted if the sea nymphs rise from
the deep to visit him, and Ocean on his hippogriff draws near.
And thus, let the gliding fancies of a life of dreams, and Imagination,
the monarch of all their main of thought, visit the
sorrow of these recluses, and they think they can forget the
ravages of that evil which so vexed them once. Hence the
mysticism of the visionary. He learns to crave ecstasies and
revelations as at once his solace and his pride.

Gower. Is it not likely, too, that some of these mystics, in
seasons of mental distress of which we have no record, tried
Nature as a resource, and found her wanting? Such a disappointment
would make that ascetic theory which repudiates the
seen and actual, plausible and even welcome to them. After
demanding of the natural world what it has not to bestow, they
would hurry to the opposite extreme, and deny it any healing
influence whatever. Go out into the woods and valleys, when
your heart is rather harassed than bruised, and when you suffer
from vexation more than grief. Then the trees all hold out
their arms to you to relieve you of the burthen of your heavy
thoughts; and the streams under the trees glance at you as
they run by, and will carry away your trouble along with the
fallen leaves; and the sweet-breathing air will draw it off
together with the silver multitudes of the dew. But let it be
with anguish or remorse in your heart that you go forth into
Nature, and instead of your speaking her language, you make
her speak yours. Your distress is then infused through all
things, and clothes all things, and Nature only echoes, and
seems to authenticate, your self-loathing or your hopelessness.
Then you find the device of your sorrow on the argent shield of
the moon, and see all the trees of the field weeping and wringing
their hands with you, while the hills, seated at your side in
sackcloth, look down upon you prostrate, and reprove you like
the comforters of Job.

Atherton. Doubtless, many of these stricken spirits suffered
such disappointment at some early period of their history.
Failure was inevitable, and the disease was heightened. How
Coleridge felt this when he says so mournfully in his Ode to
Dejection,—




It were a vain endeavour

Though I should gaze for ever

On that green light that lingers in the west:

I may not hope from outward forms to win

The passion and the life whose fountains are within.







Willoughby. The feeling of the other class we spoke of—the
men of bolder temperament—has been this: ‘I am a king
and yet a captive; submit I cannot; I care not to dream; I
must in some way act.’

Gower. And, like Rasselas, a prince and yet a prisoner in
the narrow valley, such a man, in his impatience, takes counsel
of a philosopher, who promises to construct a pair of wings
wherewith he shall overfly the summits that frown around him.
The mystagogue is a philosopher such as Rasselas found, with
a promise as large and a result as vain.

Atherton. Hence the mysticism of the theurgist, who will
pass the bounds of the dreaded spirit-world; will dare all its
horrors to seize one of its thrones; and aspires—a Manfred or
a Zanoni—to lord it among the powers of the air.

Willoughby. And of the mysticism of the theosophist, too,
whose science is an imagined inspiration, who writes about
plants and minerals under a divine afflatus, and who will give
you from the resources of his special revelation an explanation
of every mystery.

Gower. The explanation, unhappily, the greatest mystery
of all.

Atherton. Curiously enough, the Bible has been made to
support mysticism by an interpretation, at one time too fanciful,
at another too literal.

Willoughby. We may call it, perhaps, the innocent cause
of mysticism with one class, its victim with another: the one,
running into mysticism because they wrongly interpreted the
Bible; the other interpreting it wrongly because they were
mystics. The mystical interpreters of school and cloister
belong to the latter order, and many a Covenanter and godly
trooper of the Commonwealth to the former.

Gower. Not an unlikely result with the zealous Ironside—his
reading limited to his English Bible and a few savoury
treatises of divinity—pouring over the warlike story of ancient
Israel, and identifying himself with the subjects of miraculous
intervention, divine behest, and prophetic dream. How
glorious would those days appear to such a man, when angels
went and came among men; when, in the midst of his husbandry
or handicraft, the servant of the Lord might be called
aside to see some ‘great sight:’ when the fire dropped sudden
down from heaven on the accepted altar, like a drop spilt from
the lip of an angel’s fiery vial full of odours; when the Spirit
of the Lord moved men at times, as Samson was moved in the
camp of Dan, between Zorah and Eshtaol; and when the
Lord sent men hither and thither by an inward impulse, as
Elijah was sent from Gilgal to Bethel, and from Bethel back to
Jericho, and from Jericho on to Jordan. Imagination would
reproduce those marvels in the world within, though miracles
could no longer cross his path in the world without. He
would believe that to him also words were given to speak,
and deeds to do; and that, whether in the house, the
council, or the field, he was the Spirit’s chosen instrument
and messenger.

Atherton. This is the practical and active kind of mysticism
so prevalent in that age of religious wars, the seventeenth
century.

Willoughby. The monks took the opposite course. While
the Parliamentarian soldier was often seen endeavouring to
adapt his life to a mistaken application of the Bible, the ascetic
endeavoured to adapt the Bible to his mistaken life.

Gower. The New Testament not authorising the austerities
of a Macarius or a Maximus, tradition must be called in——

Willoughby. And side by side with tradition, mystical interpretation.
The Bible, it was pretended, must not be understood
as always meaning what it seems to mean.

Atherton. It then becomes the favourite employment of
the monk to detect this hidden meaning, and to make Scripture
render to tradition the same service which the mask rendered
to the ancient actor, not only disguising the face, but making
the words go farther. To be thus busied was to secure two
advantages at once; he had occupation for his leisure, and an
answer for his adversaries.


CHAPTER V.
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Oh! contemplation palls upon the spirit,

Like the chill silence of an autumn sun:

While action, like the roaring south-west wind,

Sweeps, laden with elixirs, with rich draughts

Quickening the wombed earth.





Guta.     And yet what bliss,

When, dying in the darkness of God’s light,

The soul can pierce these blinding webs of nature,

And float up to the nothing, which is all things—

The ground of being, where self-forgetful silence

Is emptiness,—emptiness fulness,—fulness God,—

Till we touch Him, and, like a snow-flake, melt

Upon his light-sphere’s keen circumference!




The Saint’s Tragedy.







Gower. Thanks, if you please, not reproaches. I was
calling help for you, I was summoning the fay to your
assistance, to determine the best possible order of your mystics.

Willoughby. The fay?

Gower. The fay. Down with you in that arm-chair, and
sit quietly. Know that I was this morning reading Andersen’s
Märchen—all about Ole-Luk-Oie, his ways and works—the
queer little elf. Upstairs he creeps, in houses where children
are, softly, softly, in the dusk of the evening, with what do you
think under his arm?—two umbrellas, one plain, the other
covered with gay colours and quaint figures. He makes the
eyes of the children heavy, and when they are put to bed, holds
over the heads of the good children the painted umbrella, which
causes them to dream the sweetest and most wonderful dreams
imaginable; but over the naughty children he holds the other,
and they do not dream at all. Now, thought I, let me emulate
the profundity of a German critic. Is this to be treated as a
simple child’s tale? Far from it. There is a depth of philosophic
meaning in it. Have not the mystics been mostly
childlike natures? Have not their lives been full of dreams,
manifold and strange—and they therefore, if any, especial
favourites of Ole-Luk-Oie? They have accounted their dreams
their pride and their reward. They have looked on the sobriety
of dreamlessness as the appropriate deprivation of privilege
consequent on carnality and ignorance; in other words, the
non-dreamers have been with them the naughty children. To
learn life’s lessons well is, according to them, to enjoy as a
recompence the faculty of seeing visions and of dreaming dreams.
Here then is the idea of mysticism. You have its myth, its
legend. Ole-Luk-Oie is its presiding genius. Now, Atherton,
if you could but get hold of his umbrella, the segments of that
silken hemisphere, with its painted constellations, would give
you your divisions in a twinkling. That was why I wanted
him. But I do not see him letting himself down the bellrope,
or hear his tap at the door. I am afraid we must set to work
without him.

Willoughby. So be it. A local or historical classification
of the mystics is out of the question. I scarcely think you can
find a metaphysical one that will bear the test of application
and be practically serviceable. Then the division some adopt,
of heterodox and orthodox, saves trouble indeed, but it is so
arbitrary. The Church of Rome, from whom many of these
mystics called heretical, dared to differ, is no church at all in the
true sense, and assuredly no standard of orthodoxy. In addition
to this I have a nervous antipathy to the terms themselves;
for, as I have a liking for becoming the champion of any cause
which appears to be borne down by numbers, I find my friends
who are somewhat heterodox, frequently charging me with what
is called orthodoxy, and those again who are orthodox as often
suspecting me of heterodoxy.

Atherton. Hear my proposed division. There are three
kinds of mysticism, theopathetic, theosophic, and theurgic. The
first of these three classes I will subdivide, if needful, into transitive
and intransitive.

Gower. Your alliteration is grateful to my ear; I hope you
have not strained a point to secure us the luxury.

Atherton. Not a hair’s breadth, I assure you.

Willoughby. Etymologically such a division has the advantage
of showing that all the forms of mysticism are developments
of the religious sentiment; that in all its varieties the
relationship, real or imaginary, which mysticism sustains to the
Divine, is its primary element;—that its widely differing
aspects are all phases it presents in its eccentric orbit about
the central luminary of the Infinite.

Gower. Your theopathetic mysticism must include a very
wide range. By the term theopathetic you denote, of course,
that mysticism which resigns itself, in a passivity more or less
absolute, to an imagined divine manifestation. Now, one man
may regard himself as overshadowed, another as impelled by
Deity. One mystic of this order may do nothing, another may
display an unceasing activity. Whether he believes himself a
mirror in whose quiescence the Divinity ‘glasses himself;’ or,
as it were, a leaf, driven by the mighty rushing wind of the
Spirit, and thus the tongue by which the Spirit speaks, the
organ by which God works—the principle of passivity is the
same.

Atherton. Hence my subdivision of this class of mystics
into those whose mysticism assumes a transitive character, and
those with whom mysticism consists principally in contemplation,
in Quietism, in negation, and so is properly called
intransitive.

Willoughby. Yet some of those whose mysticism has been
pre-eminently negative, who have hated the very name of
speculation, and placed perfection in repose and mystical
death, have mingled much in active life. They appear to defy
our arrangement.

Atherton. It is only in appearance. They have shrunk from
carrying out their theory to its logical consequences. Their
activity has been a bye-work. The diversities of character
observable in the mysticism which is essentially intransitive
arise, not from a difference in the principle at the root, but from
varieties of natural temperament, of external circumstances, and
from the dissimilar nature or proportion of the foreign elements
incorporated.

Gower. It is clear that we must be guided by the rule rather
than the exception, and determine, according to the predominant
element in the mysticism of individuals, the position to be
assigned them. If we were to classify only those who were
perfectly consistent with themselves, we could include scarcely
half-a-dozen names, and those, by the way, the least rational
of all, for the most thorough-going are the madmen.

Atherton. The mysticism of St. Bernard, for example, in
spite of his preaching, his travels, his diplomacy, is altogether
contemplative—the intransitive mysticism of the cloister. His
active labours were a work apart.

Gower. Such men have been serviceable as members of
society in proportion to their inconsistency as devotees of
mysticism. A heavy charge this against their principle.

Willoughby. In the intransitive division of the theopathetic
mysticism you will have three such names as Suso, Ruysbrook,
Molinos, and all the Quietists, whether French or
Indian.

Atherton. And in the transitive theopathy all turbulent
prophets and crazy fanatics. This species of mysticism usurps
the will more than the emotional part of our nature. The subject
of it suffers under the Divine, as he believes, but the result
of the manifestation is not confined to himself, it passes on to
his fellows.

Gower. If you believe Plato in the Ion, you must range
here all the poets, for they sing well, he tells us, only as they
are carried out of themselves by a divine madness, and mastered
by an influence which their verse communicates to others in
succession.

Willoughby. We must admit here also, according to
ancient superstition, the Pythoness on her tripod, and the
Sibyl in her cave at Cumæ, as she struggles beneath the might
of the god:—




Phœbi nondum patiens immanis in antro

Bacchatur vates, magnum si pectore possit

Excussisse Deum: tanto magis ille fatigat

Os rabidum, fera corda domans, fingitque premendo.







Atherton. I have no objection. According to Virgil’s
description, the poor Sibyl has earned painfully enough a place
within the pale of mysticism. But those with whom we have
more especially to do in this province are enthusiasts such as
Tanchelm, who appeared in the twelfth century, and announced
himself as the residence of Deity; as Gichtel, who believed himself
appointed to expiate by his prayers and penance the sins of
all mankind; or as Kuhlmann, who traversed Europe, the
imagined head of the Fifth monarchy, summoning kings and
nobles to submission.

Gower. Some of these cases we may dismiss in a summary
manner. The poor brainsick creatures were cast on evil times
indeed. What we should now call derangement was then exalted
into heresy, and honoured with martyrdom. We should have
taken care that Kuhlmann was sent to an asylum, but the Russian
patriarch burned him, poor fellow.

Atherton. We must not forget, however, that this species
of mysticism has sometimes been found associated with the
announcement of vital truths. Look at George Fox and the
early Quakers.

Willoughby. And I would refer also to this class some of
the milder forms of mysticism, in which it is seen rather as a
single morbid element than as a principle avowed and carried
out. Jung Stilling is an instance of what I mean. You see
him, fervent, earnest, and yet weak; without forethought, without
perseverance; vain and irresolute, he changes his course
incessantly, seeing in every variation of feeling and of circumstance
a special revelation of the Divine will.

Atherton. Add to this modification a kindred error, the
doctrine of a ‘particular faith’ in prayer, so much in vogue in
Cromwell’s court at Whitehall. Howe boldly preached against
it before the Protector himself.

Willoughby. Now, Atherton, for your second division,
theosophic mysticism. Whom do you call theosophists?

Atherton. Among the Germans I find mysticism generally
called theosophy when applied to natural science. Too narrow
a use of the word, I think. We should have in that case scarcely
any theosophy in Europe till after the Reformation. The word
itself was first employed by the school of Porphyry. The Neo-Platonist
would say that the priest might have his traditional
discourse concerning God (theology), but he alone, with his
intuition, the highest wisdom concerning him.

Gower. I can’t say that I have any clear conception attached
to the word.

Atherton. You want examples? Take Plotinus and
Behmen.

Gower. What a conjunction!

Atherton. Not so far apart as may appear. Their difference
is one of application more than of principle. Had Plotinus
thought a metal or a plant worth his attention, he would have
maintained that concerning that, even as concerning the infinite,
all truth lay stored within the recesses of his own mind. But of
course he only cared about ideas. Mystical philosophy is really
a contradiction in terms, is it not?

Gower. Granted, since philosophy must build only upon
reason.

Atherton. Very good. Then when philosophy falls into
mysticism I give it another name, and call it theosophy. And,
on the other side, I call mysticism, trying to be philosophical,
theosophy likewise. That is all.

Willoughby. So that the theosophist is one who gives you
a theory of God, or of the works of God, which has not reason,
but an inspiration of his own for its basis.

Atherton. Yes; he either believes, with Swedenborg and
Behmen, that a special revelation has unfolded to him the
mystery of the divine dispensations here or hereafter—laid
bare the hidden processes of nature, or the secrets of the other
world; or else, with Plotinus and Schelling, he believes that
his intuitions of those things are infallible because divine—subject
and object being identical,—all truth being within
him. Thus, while the mystic of the theopathetic species is
content to contemplate, to feel, or to act, suffering under Deity
in his sublime passivity, the mysticism I term theosophic aspires
to know and believes itself in possession of a certain supernatural
divine faculty for that purpose.

Gower. You talk of mysticism trying to be philosophical;
it does then sometimes seek to justify itself at the bar of
reason?

Atherton. I should think so—often: at one time trying
to refute the charge of madness and prove itself throughout
rational and sober; at another, using the appeal to reason up
to a certain point and as far as serves its purpose, and then
disdainfully mocking at demands for proof, and towering above
argument, with the pretence of divine illumination.

Willoughby. Some of these mystics, talking of reason as
they do, remind me of Lysander at the feet of Helena, protesting
(with the magic juice scarce dry upon his eyelids) that the
decision of his spell-bound faculties is the deliberate exercise
of manly judgment—




The mind of man is by his reason swayed,

And reason says you are the worthier maid.







Gower. Now you come to Shakspeare, I must cap your
quotation with another: I fit those mystics Atherton speaks of
as using reason up to a certain point and then having done with
it, with a motto from the Winter’s Tale—much at their service.
They answer, with young enamoured Florizel, when Reason,
like a grave Camillo, bids them ‘be advised’—




I am; and by my fancy: if my reason

Will thereto be obedient, I have reason;

If not, my senses better pleased with madness

Do bid it welcome.







Atherton. To classify the mystics adequately, we should
have a terminology of dreams rich as that of Homer, and distinguish,
as he does, the dream-image of complete illusion from
the half-conscious dream between sleeping and waking;—ὄναρ
from ὔπαρ. How unanimous, by the way, would the mystics be
in deriving ὄνειρον from ὄνειαρ—dream from enjoyment.

Willoughby. To return from the poets to business; was
not all the science of the Middle Age theosophic rather than
philosophic? Both to mystical schoolmen and scholastic
mystics the Bible was a book of symbols and propositions, from
which all the knowable was somehow to be deduced.

Atherton. Most certainly. The mystical interpretation of
Scripture was their measuring-reed for the temple of the
universe. The difference, however, between them and Behmen
would be this—that, while both essayed to read the book of
nature by the light of grace, Behmen claimed a special revelation,
a divine mission for unfolding these mysteries in a new
fashion; schoolmen, like Richard of St. Victor, professed to do
so only by the supernatural aid of the Spirit illuminating the
data afforded by the Church. And again, Behmen differs from
Schelling and modern theosophy in studying nature through
the medium of an external revelation mystically understood,
while they interpret it by the unwritten inward revelation of
Intellectual Intuition. I speak only of the difference of
principle, not of result. But no one will dispute that nearly
every scientific enquiry of the Middle Age was conducted on
mystical principles, whether as regarded our source of knowing
or its method.

Willoughby. And what wonder? Does not Milton remind
us that Julian’s edict, forbidding Christians the study of heathen
learning, drove the two Apollinarii to ‘coin all the seven liberal
sciences’ out of the Bible? The jealous tyranny of the Papacy
virtually perpetuated the persecution of the Apostate. Every
lamp must be filled with church oil. Every kind of knowledge
must exist only as a decoration of the ecclesiastical structure.
Every science must lay its foundation on theology. See a
monument attesting this, a type of the times, in the cathedral
of Chartres, covered with thousands of statues and symbols,
representing all the history, astronomy, and physics of the
age—a sacred encyclopædia transferred from the pages of
Vincent of Beauvais to the enduring stone, so to bid all men
see in the Church a Mirror of the Universe—a speculum universale.
Who can be surprised that by the aid of that facile
expedient, mystical interpretation, many a work of mortal
brain should have been bound and lettered as ‘Holy Bible,’ or
that research should have simulated worship, as some Cantab,
pressed for time, may study a problem at morning chapel?

Atherton. What interminable lengths of the fine-spun, gay-coloured
ribbons of allegory and metaphor has the mountebank
ingenuity of that mystical interpretation drawn out of the
mouth of Holy Writ!

Gower. And made religion a toy—a tassel on the silken
purse of the spendthrift Fancy.

Willoughby. Granting, Atherton, your general position
that the undue inference of the objective from the subjective
produces mysticism, what are we to say of a man like Descartes,
for example? You will not surely condemn him as a
mystic.

Atherton. Certainly, not altogether; reason holds its own
with him—is not swept away by the hallucinations of sentiment,
or feeling, or special revelation; but none of our powers
act quite singly—nemo omnibus horis sapit—a mystical element
crops out here and there. I think he carried too far the application
of a principle based, in great part at least, on truth. In
his inference of the objective from the subjective, I think he
was so far right that our ability to conceive of a Supreme Perfection
affords a strong presumption that such a God must exist.
It is not to be supposed that the conception can transcend the
reality. His argument from within is a potent auxiliary of the
argument from without, if not by itself so all-sufficient as he
supposes. There are, too, I think, certain necessary truths
which, by the constitution of our mind, we cannot conceive as
possibly other than they are, when once presented to us from
without. But we surely should not on this account be justified
in saying with the mystic Bernard, that each soul contains an
infallible copy of the ideas in the Divine Mind, so that the
pure in heart, in proportion as they have cleansed the internal
mirror, must in knowing themselves, know also God. It must
be no less an exaggeration of the truth to say, with the philosopher
Descartes, that certain notions of the laws of Nature
are impressed upon our minds, so that we may, after reflecting
upon them, discover the secrets of the universe. On the
strength of this principle he undertakes to determine exactly
how long a time it must have required to reduce chaos to order.
The effort made by Descartes to insulate himself completely
from the external world and the results of experience, was certainly
similar in mode, though very different in its object, from
the endeavours after absolute self-seclusion made by many of
the mystics. The former sought to detect by abstraction the
laws of mind; the latter, to attain the vision of God.

Gower. There is much more of mysticism discernible in
some of the systems which have followed in the path opened
by Descartes. What can be more favourable than Schelling’s
Identity principle to the error which confounds, rather than
allies, physics and metaphysics, science and theology?

Atherton. Behmen himself is no whit more fantastical in
this way than Oken and Franz Baader.

Gower. These theosophies, old and new, with their self-evolved
inexplicable explanations of everything, remind me of
the Frenchman’s play-bill announcing an exhibition of the Universal
Judgment by means of three thousand five hundred
puppets. The countless marionette figures in the brain of the
theosophist—Elements, Forms, Tinctures, Mothers of Nature,
Fountain-spirits, Planetary Potencies, &c., are made to shift
and gesticulate unceasingly, through all possible permutations
and combinations, and the operator has cried ‘Walk in!’ so
long and loudly, that he actually believes, while pulling the
wires in his metaphysical darkness, that the great universe is
being turned and twitched after the same manner as his painted
dolls.

Willoughby. I must put in a word for men like Paracelsus
and Cornelius Agrippa. They helped science out of the hands
of Aristotle, baptized and spoiled by monks. Europe, newly-wakened,
follows in search of truth, as the princess in the fairy-tale
her lover, changed into a white dove; now and then, at
weary intervals, a feather is dropped to give a clue; these aspirants
caught once and again a little of the precious snowy
down, though often filling their hands with mere dirt, and
wounding them among the briars. Forgive them their signatures,
their basilisks and homunculi, and all their restless,
wrathful arrogance, for the sake of that indomitable hardihood
which did life-long battle, single-handed, against enthroned
prescription.

Atherton. With all my heart. How venial the error of
their mysticism (with an aim, at least, so worthy), compared
with that of the enervating Romanist theopathy whose ‘holy
vegetation’ the Reformers so rudely disturbed. On the eve of
the Reformation you see hapless Christianity, after vanquishing
so many powerful enemies, about to die by the hand of ascetic
inventions and superstitions, imaginary sins and imaginary virtues,—the
shadowy phantoms of monastic darkness; like the
legendary hero Wolf-Dietrich, who, after so many victories over
flesh-and-blood antagonists, perishes at last in a night-battle
with ghosts.

Gower. The later mystical saints of the Romish calendar
seem to me to exhibit what one may call the degenerate chivalry
of religion, rather than its romance. How superior is Bernard
to John of the Cross! It is easy to see how, in a rough age of
fist-law, the laws of chivalry may inculcate courtesy and ennoble
courage. But when afterwards an age of treaties and
diplomacy comes in—when no Charles the Bold can be a match
for the Italian policy of a Louis XI.—then these laws sink down
into a mere fantastic code of honour. For the manly gallantry
of Ivanhoe we have the euphuism of a Sir Piercie Shafton.
And so a religious enthusiasm, scarcely too fervent for a really
noble enterprise (could it only find one), gives birth, when
debarred from the air of action and turned back upon itself, to
the dreamy extravagances of the recluse, and the morbid ethical
punctilios of the Director.

Willoughby. The only further question is about your third
division, Atherton,—theurgic mysticism. We may let the Rabbinical
Solomon—mastering the archdæmon Aschmedai and all
his host by the divine potency of the Schemhamporasch engraven
on his ring, chaining at his will the colossal powers of the air
by the tremendous name of Metatron,—stand as an example of
theurgy.

Gower. And Iamblichus, summoning Souls, Heroes, and the
Principalities of the upper sphere, by prayer and incense and
awful mutterings of adjuration.

Atherton. All very good; but hear me a moment. I would
use the term theurgic to characterize the mysticism which claims
supernatural powers generally,—works marvels, not like the
black art, by help from beneath, but as white magic, by the
virtue of talisman or cross, demi-god, angel, or saint. Thus
theurgic mysticism is not content, like the theopathetic, with
either feeling or proselytising; nor, like the theosophic, with
knowing; but it must open for itself a converse with the world
of spirits, and win as its prerogative the power of miracle. This
broad use of the word makes prominent the fact that a common
principle of devotional enchantment lies at the root of all the
pretences, both of heathen and of Christian miracle-mongers.
The celestial hierarchy of Dionysius and the benign dæmons of
Proclus, the powers invoked by Pagan or by Christian theurgy,
by Platonist, by Cabbalist, or by saint, alike reward the successful
aspirant with supernatural endowments; and so far Apollonius
of Tyana and Peter of Alcantara, Asclepigenia and St.
Theresa, must occupy as religious magicians the same province.
The error is in either case the same—a divine efficacy is attributed
to rites and formulas, sprinklings or fumigations, relics
or incantations, of mortal manufacture.

Willoughby. It is not difficult to understand how, after a
time, both the species of mysticism we have been discussing may
pass over into this one. It is the dream of the mystic that he
can elaborate from the depth of his own nature the whole promised
land of religious truth, and perceive (by special revelation)
rising from within, all its green pastures and still waters,—somewhat
as Pindar describes the sun beholding the Isle of
Rhodes emerging from the bottom of the ocean, new-born, yet
perfect, in all the beauty of glade and fountain, of grassy upland
and silver tarn, of marble crag and overhanging wood, sparkling
from the brine as after a summer shower. But alas, how
tardily arises this new world of inner wonders! It must be accelerated—drawn
up by some strong compelling charm. The
doctrine of passivity becomes impossible to some temperaments
beyond a certain pass. The enjoyments of the vision or the
rapture are too few and far between—could they but be produced
at will! Whether the mystic seeks the triumph of
superhuman knowledge or that intoxication of the feeling which
is to translate him to the upper world, after a while he craves a
sign. Theurgy is the art which brings it. Its appearance is
the symptom of failing faith, whether in philosophy or religion.
Its glory is the phosphorescence of decay.

Atherton. Generally, I think it is; though it prevailed in
the age of the Reformation—borrowed, however, I admit, on
the revival of letters, from an age of decline.
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From worldly cares himselfe he did esloyne,

And greatly shunned manly exercise;

From everie worke he chalenged essoyne,

For contemplation sake: yet otherwise

His life he led in lawlesse riotise;

By which he grew to grievous maladie:

For in his lustlesse limbs through evill guise,

A shaking fever raignd continually;

Such one was Idlenesse, first of this company.




Spenser.







Having free access to the Commonplace Book of my
friend Atherton, I now extract therefrom a few notes,
written after reading Wilkins’ translation of the Bagvat-Gita.
This episode in a heroic poem of ancient India is considered
the best exponent of early oriental mysticism. I give these
remarks just as I find them, brief and rough-hewn, but not,
I think, hasty.

Observations on Indian mysticism, à propos of the Bagvat-Gita.

This poem consists of a dialogue between the god Crishna
and the hero Arjoun. Crishna, though wearing a human form,
speaks throughout as Deity. Arjoun is a young chieftain
whom he befriends. A great civil war is raging, and the piece
opens on the eve of battle. Crishna is driving the chariot of
Arjoun, and they are between the lines of the opposing armies.
On either side the war-shells are heard to sound—shells to
which the Indian warriors gave names as did the paladins of
Christendom to their swords. The battle will presently join,
but Arjoun appears listless and sad. He looks on either army;
in the ranks of each he sees preceptors whom he has been taught
to revere, and relatives whom he loves. He knows not for
which party to desire a bloody victory: so he lays his bow aside
and sits down in the chariot. Crishna remonstrates, reminds
him that his hesitation will be attributed to cowardice, and that
such scruples are, moreover, most unreasonable. He should
learn to act without any regard whatever to the consequences
of his actions. At this point commence the instructions of the
god concerning faith and practice.

So Arjoun must learn to disregard the consequences of his
actions. I find here not a ‘holy indifference,’ as with the French
Quietists, but an indifference which is unholy. The sainte
indifférence of the west essayed to rise above self, to welcome
happiness or misery alike as the will of Supreme Love. The
odious indifference of these orientals inculcates the supremacy
of selfishness as the wisdom of a god. A steep toil, that apathy
towards ourselves; a facilis descensus, this apathy toward others.
One Quietist will scarcely hold out his hand to receive heaven:
another will not raise a finger to succour his fellow.

Mysticism, then, is born armed completely with its worst
extravagances. An innocent childhood it never had; for in its
very cradle this Hercules destroys, as deadly serpents, Reason
and Morality. Crishna, it appears, can invest the actions of
his favourites with such divineness that nothing they do is
wrong. For the mystical adept of Hindooism the distinction
between good and evil is obliterated as often as he pleases.
Beyond this point mysticism the most perverted cannot go;
since such emancipation from moral law is in practice the worst
aim of the worst men. The mysticism of a man who declares
himself the Holy Ghost constitutes a stage more startling but
less guilty; for responsibility ends where insanity begins.

The orientals know little of a system of forces. They carry
a single idea to its consequences. The dark issue of the self-deifying
tendency is exhibited among them on a large scale,—the
degrees of the enormity are registered and made portentously
apparent as by the movement of a huge hand upon its dial.
Western mysticism, checked by many better influences, has
rarely made so patent the inherent evil even of its most mischievous
forms. The European, mystic though he be, will
occasionally pause to qualify, and is often willing to allow some
scope to facts and principles alien or hostile to a favourite idea.

It should not be forgotten that the doctrine of metempsychosis
is largely answerable for Crishna’s cold-blooded maxim. He
tells Arjoun that the soul puts on many bodies, as many
garments, remaining itself unharmed: the death of so many
of his countrymen—a mere transition, therefore—need not
distress him.
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Quel diable de jargon entends-je ici? Voici bien du haut style.




Molière.







Mysticism has no genealogy. It is no tradition conveyed
across frontiers or down the course of generations
as a ready-made commodity. It is a state of thinking and
feeling, to which minds of a certain temperament are liable at
any time or place, in occident and orient, whether Romanist
or Protestant, Jew, Turk, or Infidel. It is more or less determined
by the positive religion with which it is connected. But
though conditioned by circumstance or education, its appearance
is ever the spontaneous product of a certain crisis in
individual or social history.

A merely imitative mysticism, as exemplified by some Tractarian
ecclesiastics, is an artificial expedient, welcome to ambitious
minds as an engine, to the frivolous as a devotional
diversion, to the weak and servile as a softly-cushioned yoke.

Were mysticism a transmitted principle we should be able to
trace it through successive translations to a form which might
be termed primitive. We might mark and throw off, as we
ascended, the accretions with which it has been invested, till
we reached its origin—the simple idea of mysticism, new-born.
The mysticism of India, the earliest we can find, shows us that
nothing of this sort is possible. That set of principles which
we repeatedly encounter, variously combined, throughout the
history of mysticism, exhibits itself in the Bagvat-Gita almost
complete. The same round of notions, occurring to minds of
similar make under similar circumstances, is common to mystics
in ancient India and in modern Christendom. The development
of these fundamental ideas is naturally more elevated and
benign under the influence of Christianity.

Summarily, I would say, this Hindoo mysticism—

(1.) Lays claim to disinterested love, as opposed to a mercenary
religion;

(2.) Reacts against the ceremonial prescription and pedantic
literalism of the Vedas;

(3.) Identifies, in its pantheism, subject and object, worshipper
and worshipped;

(4.) Aims at ultimate absorption in the Infinite;

(5.) Inculcates, as the way to this dissolution, absolute passivity,
withdrawal into the inmost self, cessation of all
the powers,—giving recipes for procuring this beatific
torpor or trance;

(6.) Believes that eternity may thus be realized in time;

(7.) Has its mythical miraculous pretentions, i.e., its theurgic
department;

(8.) And, finally, advises the learner in this kind of religion
to submit himself implicitly to a spiritual guide,—his
Guru.

With regard to (1), it is to be observed that the disinterestedness
of the worship enjoined by Crishna is by no means absolute,
as Madame Guyon endeavoured to render hers. The mere
ritualist, buying prosperity by temple-gifts, will realise, says
Crishna, only a partial enjoyment of heaven. Arjoun, too, is
encouraged by the prospect of a recompence, for he is to aspire
to far higher things. ‘Men who are endowed with true wisdom
are unmindful of good or evil in this world,—wise men who
have abandoned all thought of the fruit which is produced from
their actions are freed from the chains of birth, and go to the
regions of eternal happiness.’

In some hands such doctrine might rise above the popular
morality; in most it would be so interpreted as to sink below
even that ignoble standard.

(3.) ‘God,’ saith Crishna, ‘is the gift of charity; God is the
offering; God is in the fire of the altar; by God is the sacrifice
performed; and God is to be obtained by him who maketh God
alone the object of his works.’ Again, ‘I am moisture in the
water, light in the sun and moon, ... human nature in mankind, ...
the understanding of the wise, the glory of the proud,
the strength of the strong,’ &c.

(4.) This eternal absorption in Brahm is supposed to be in
some way consistent with personality, since Crishna promises
Arjoun enjoyment. The mystic of the Bagvat-Gita seeks at once
the highest aim of the Hindoo religion, the attainment of such
a state that when he dies he shall not be born again into any
form on earth. Future birth is the Hindoo hell and purgatory.

So with Buddhism, and its Nirwana.

But the final absorption which goes by the name of Nirwana
among the Buddhists is described in terms which can only
mean annihilation. According to the Buddhists all sentient
existence has within it one spiritual element, homogeneous in
the animal and the man,—Thought, which is a divine substance.
This ‘Thought’ exists in its highest degree in man, the summit
of creation, and from the best among men it lapses directly
out of a particular existence into the universal. Thus the
mind of man is divine, but most divine when nearest nothing.
Hence the monastic asceticism, inertia, trance, of this
kindred oriental superstition. (See Spence Hardy’s Eastern
Monachism.)

(5.) ‘Divine wisdom is said to be confirmed when a man can
restrain his faculties from their wonted use, as the tortoise
draws in his limbs.’

The devotees who make it their principal aim to realise the
emancipation of the spirit supposed to take place in trance, are
called Yogis.

‘The Yogi constantly exerciseth the spirit in private. He is
recluse, of a subdued mind and spirit, free from hope and free
from perception. He planteth his own seat firmly on a spot
that is undefiled, neither too high nor too low, and sitteth upon
the sacred grass which is called Koos, covered with a skin and
a cloth. There he whose business is the restraining of his
passions should sit, with his mind fixed on one object alone;
in the exercise of his devotion for the purification of his soul,
keeping his head, his neck, and body steady, without motion;
his eyes fixed on the point of his nose, looking at no other
place around.’

The monks of Mount Athos, whose mysticism was also of
this most degraded type, substituted, as a gazing-point, the
navel for the nose.

Ward, in describing the Yogi practice, tells us that at the
latest stage the eyes also are closed, while the fingers and even
bandages are employed to obstruct almost completely the
avenues of respiration. Then the soul is said to be united to
the energy of the body; both mount, and are as it were concentrated
in the skull; whence the spirit escapes by the
basilar suture, and, the body having been thus abandoned,
the incorporeal nature is reunited for a season to
the Supreme.[9]

Stupefying drugs were doubtless employed to assist in inducing
this state of insensibility.

Crishna teaches that ‘the wisely devout’ walk in the night
of time when all things rest, and sleep in the day of time
when all things wake. In other words, the escape from
sense is a flight from illusion into the undeceiving condition
of trance. So the Code of Menu pronounces the waking
state one of deceptive appearances—a life among mere
phantasmata; that of sleep a little nearer reality; while
that of ecstasy, or trance, presents the truth—reveals a
new world, and enables the inner eye (which opens as
the outer one is closed) to discern the inmost reality of
things.

These are pretensions which mysticism has often repeated.
This notion underlies the theory and practice of spiritual clairvoyance.

(6.) ‘The learned behold him (Deity) alike in the reverend
Brahmin perfected in knowledge; in the ox and in the
elephant; in the dog, and in him who eateth the flesh of dogs.
Those whose minds are fixed on this equality gain eternity even
in this world’ (transcend the limitation of time).

(7.) The following passage, given by Ward, exhibits at once
the nature of the miraculous powers ascribed to the highest
class of devotees, and the utter lawlessness arrogated by these
‘god-intoxicated’ men:—

‘He (the Yogi) will hear celestial sounds, the songs and
conversation of celestial choirs. He will have the perception
of their touch in their passage through the air. He is able to
trace the progress of intellect through the senses, and the path
of the animal spirit through the nerves. He is able to enter a
dead or a living body by the path of the senses, and in this
body to act as though it were his own.

‘He who in the body hath obtained liberation is of no caste,
of no sect, of no order; attends to no duties, adheres to no
shastras, to no formulas, to no works of merit; he is beyond
the reach of speech; he remains at a distance from all secular
concerns; he has renounced the love and the knowledge of
sensible objects; he is glorious as the autumnal sky; he flatters
none, he honours none; he is not worshipped, he worships
none; whether he practises and follows the customs of his
country or not, this is his character.’

In the fourteenth century, mystics were to be found among
the lower orders, whose ignorance and sloth carried negation
almost as far as this. They pretended to imitate the divine
immutability by absolute inaction. The dregs and refuse of
mysticism along the Rhine are equal in quality to its most ambitious
produce on the banks of the Ganges.

(8.) The Guru is paralleled by the Pir of the Sufis, the Confessor
of the Middle Age, and the Directeur of modern France.[10]

A mysticism which rests ultimately on the doctrine that the
human soul is of one substance with God, is fain to fall down
and worship at the feet of a man. Such directorship is, of
course, no essential part of mysticism—is, in fact, an inconsistency;
but, though no member, or genuine outgrowth, it is an
entozoon lamentably prevalent. The mystic, after all his pains
to reduce himself to absolute passivity, becomes not theopathetic,
but anthropopathetic—suffers, not under God, but man.
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——a man is not as God,

But then most godlike being most a man.




Tennyson.







Kate. What a formidable bundle of papers, Henry.

Atherton. Don’t be alarmed, I shall not read all
this to you; only three Neo-Platonist letters I have discovered.

Mrs. Atherton. We were talking just before you came
in, Mr. Willoughby, about Mr. Crossley’s sermon yesterday
morning.

Willoughby. Ah, the Tabernacle in the Wilderness; did
you not think his remarks on the use and abuse of symbolism
in general very good? Brief, too, and suggestive; just what
such portions of a sermon should be.

Atherton. He overtook me on my walk this morning, and
I alluded to the subject. He said he had been dipping into
Philo last week, and that suggested his topic. I told him I
had paid that respectable old gentleman a visit or two lately,
and we amused ourselves with some of his fancies. Think of
the seven branches of the candlestick being the seven planets—the
four colours employed, the four elements—the forecourt
symbolizing the visible, the two sanctuaries the ideal world—and
so on.

Gower. At this rate the furniture in one of Hoffmann’s tales
cannot be more alive with spirit than Philo’s temple apparatus.
An ingenious trifler, was he not?

Atherton. Something better, I should say.

Gower. Not, surely, when his great characteristic is an
unsurpassed facility for allegorical interpretation. Is not mystical
exegesis an invariable symptom of religious dilettantism?

Atherton. With the successors and imitators—yes; not
with the more earnest originals,—such names as Philo, Origen,
Swedenborg.

Gower. But, at any rate, if this spiritualizing mania be Philo’s
great claim to distinction, head a list of mystical commentators
with him, and pass on to some one better.

Atherton. He need not detain us long. For our enquiry
he has importance chiefly as in a sort the intellectual father of
Neo-Platonism—the first meeting-place of the waters of the
eastern and the western theosophies. This is his great object—to
combine the authoritative monotheism of his Hebrew Scriptures
with the speculation of Plato.

Gower. Absurd attempt!—to interpret the full, clear utterance
of Moses, who has found, by the hesitant and conflicting
conjectures of Plato, who merely seeks.

Willoughby. Yet a very natural mistake for a Jew at
Alexandria, reared in Greek culture, fascinated by the dazzling
abstractions of Greek philosophy. He belonged less to Jerusalem,
after all, than to Athens.

Atherton. There lies the secret. Philo was proud of his
saintly ancestry, yet to his eye the virtues of the Old Testament
worthy wore a rude and homely air beside the refinement
of the Grecian sage. The good man of Moses and the philosopher
of Philo represent two very different ideals. With the
former the moral, with the latter the merely intellectual, predominates.
So the Hebrew faith takes with Philo the exclusive
Gentile type,—despises the body, is horrified by matter, tends
to substitute abstraction for personality, turns away, I fear, from
the publican and the sinner.

Gower. So, then, Platonism in Philo does for Judaism what
it was soon to do for Christianity,—substitutes an ultra-human
standard—an ascetic, unnatural, passively-gazing contemplation—an
ambitious, would-be-disembodied intellectualism, for the
all-embracing activities of common Christian life, so lowly, yet
so great.

Willoughby. Yet Alexandrian Platonism was the gainer by
Philo’s accommodation. Judaism enfeebled could yet impart
strength to heathendom. The infusion enabled the Neo-Platonists
to walk with a firmer step in the religious province; their
philosophy assumed an aspect more decisively devout. Numenius
learns of Philo, and Plotinus of Numenius, and the ecstasy
of Plotinus is the development of Philo’s intuition.

Gower. Let me sum up; and forgive an antithesis. Philo’s
great mistake lay in supposing that the religion of philosophy
was necessarily the philosophy of religion. But we have forgotten
your letter, Atherton.

Atherton. Here is the precious document—a letter written
by Philo from Alexandria, evidently just after his journey to
Rome. (Reads.)

Philo to Hephæstion.

I am beginning to recover myself, after all the anxiety and
peril of our embassy to Caligula. Nothing shall tempt me to
visit Rome again so long as this Emperor lives. Our divine
Plato is doubly dear after so long an absence. Only an imperative
sense of duty to my countrymen could again induce
me to take so prominent a part in their public affairs. Except
when our religion or our trade is concerned, the government
has always found us more docile than either the Greeks or the
Egyptians, and we enjoy accordingly large privileges. Yet
when I saw the ill turn our cause took at Rome, I could not
but sigh for another Julius Cæsar.

I am sorry to find you saying that you are not likely to visit
Alexandria again. This restless, wicked city can present but
few attractions, I grant, to a lover of philosophic quiet. But I
cannot commend the extreme to which I see so many hastening.
A passion for ascetic seclusion is becoming daily more
prevalent among the devout and the thoughtful, whether Jew
or Gentile. Yet surely the attempt to combine contemplation
and action should not be so soon abandoned. A man ought
at least to have evinced some competency for the discharge of
the social duties before he abandons them for the divine. First
the less, then the greater.

I have tried the life of the recluse. Solitude brings no escape
from spiritual danger. If it closes some avenues of temptation,
there are few in whose case it does not open more. Yet the
Therapeutæ, a sect similar to the Essenes, with whom you are
acquainted, number many among them whose lives are truly
exemplary. Their cells are scattered about the region bordering
on the farther shore of the Lake Mareotis. The members
of either sex live a single and ascetic life, spending their time
in fasting and contemplation, in prayer or reading. They believe
themselves favoured with divine illumination—an inner
light. They assemble on the Sabbath for worship, and listen
to mystical discourses on the traditionary lore which they say
has been handed down in secret among themselves. They
also celebrate solemn dances and processions, of a mystic significance,
by moonlight on the shore of the great mere. Sometimes,
on an occasion of public rejoicing, the margin of the
lake on our side will be lit with a fiery chain of illuminations,
and galleys, hung with lights, row to and fro with strains of
music sounding over the broad water. Then the Therapeutæ
are all hidden in their little hermitages, and these sights and
sounds of the world they have abandoned, make them withdraw
into themselves and pray.

Their principle at least is true. The soul which is occupied
with things above, and is initiated into the mysteries of the
Lord, cannot but account the body evil, and even hostile. The
soul of man is divine, and his highest wisdom is to become as
much as possible a stranger to the body with its embarrassing
appetites. God has breathed into man from heaven a portion
of his own divinity. That which is divine is invisible. It may
be extended, but it is incapable of separation. Consider how
vast is the range of our thought over the past and the future,
the heavens and the earth. This alliance with an upper world,
of which we are conscious, would be impossible, were not the
soul of man an indivisible portion of that divine and blessed
Spirit (εἰ μὴ τῆς θείας καὶ εὐδαίμονος ψυχῆς ἐκείνης ἀπόσπασμα
ἦν οὐ διαιρετόν). Contemplation of the Divine Essence is the
noblest exercise of man; it is the only means of attaining to
the highest truth and virtue, and therein to behold God is the
consummation of our happiness here.

The confusion of tongues at the building of the tower of
Babel should teach us this lesson. The heaven those vain
builders sought to reach, signifies symbolically the mind, where
dwell divine powers. Their futile attempt represents the
presumption of those who place sense above intelligence—who
think that they can storm the Intelligible by the Sensible. The
structure which such impiety would raise is overthrown by
spiritual tranquillity. In calm retirement and contemplation
we are taught that we know like only by like, and that the
foreign and lower world of the sensuous and the practical may
not intrude into the lofty region of divine illumination.

I have written a small treatise on the Contemplative Life,
giving an account of the Therapeutæ. If you will neither visit
me nor them, I will have a copy of it made, and send you.[11]
Farewell.

Gower. How mistaken is Philo in maintaining that the
senses cannot aid us in our ascent towards the supersensuous;—as
though the maltreatment of the body, the vassal, by the soul,
the suzerain, were at once the means and the proof of mastery
over it. Duly care for the body, and the thankful creature
will not forget its place, and when you wish to meditate, will
disturb you by no obtrusive hint of its presence. I find that I
can rise above it only by attention to its just claims. If I violate
its rights I am sued by it in the high court of nature, and cast
with costs.

Mrs. Atherton. And certainly our most favoured moments
of ascent into the ideal world have their origin usually in some
suggestion that has reached us through the senses. I remember
a little song of Uhland’s called The Passing Minstrel—a brief
parable of melody, like so many of his pieces,—which, as I
understood it, was designed to illustrate this very truth. The
poet falls asleep on a ‘hill of blossoms’ near the road, and his
soul flutters away in dream to the golden land of Fable. He
wakes, as one fallen from the clouds, and sees the minstrel with
his harp, who has just passed by, and playing as he goes, is lost
to sight among the trees. ‘Was it he,’ the poet asks, ‘that sang
into my soul those dreams of wonder?’ Another might inform
the fancy with another meaning, according to the mood of the
hour. It appeared to me an emblem of the way in which we
are often indebted to a sunset or a landscape, to a strain of music
or a suddenly-remembered verse, for a voyage into a world of
vision of our own, where we cease altogether to be aware of the
external cause which first transported us thither.
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