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      In the second half of 1973, with Evola’s permission, I gathered a number of articles he had published in various periodicals between 1930 and 1942 on the subject of mountain climbing and gave it the title Meditations on the Peaks. This collection of essays was first published in the first quarter of 1974, a few months before the eminent philosopher died, June 11th of the same year. The first edition quickly ran out of print, and later on, following a lavishly illustrated Spanish translation in 19781 and some very limited French and German versions,2 I published a second edition in 1979,3 adding three new essays that had been found in the meantime. After that edition ran out of print, and considering the deplorable phenomenon of an unauthorized and poorly printed reproduction (at least this witnesses the popular demand for and the success of the text), the Edizioni del Tridente decided that it was time to publish a third edition of the book, completely revised and augmented with a 1927 essay (recently discovered) and with passages concerning the mountains that originally appeared in a chapter of his famous Revolt Against the Modern World.4 These passages appeared in the first two Italian editions (1934 and 1951) but were eliminated in the third edition in 1969.

      
        EVOLA AND THE PRACTICAL METAPHYSICS OF THE MOUNTAINS

        During World War I, Evola served in the Italian Army as an artillery officer stationed on the Asiago plateau; however, his first “metaphysical practice” of mountain climbing dates to the 1920s. This can be also proven by the fact that a certain type of mountain climbing was given a new emphasis in 1929, on the pages of the periodical Krur (published by Evola himself). This periodical was usually devoted to the study and practices of esotericism. In that year an interesting article was published by “Rud” (the pseudonym of Domenico Rudatis), entitled “First Ascent.”5 There were also numerous references to the subject matter in the periodical published by Evola in 1930, La Torre, in footnotes and marginal notes that can be attributed to Evola himself.6

        It is not exaggerating to say that in all of Julius Evola’s literary works, the writings on mountain climbing have had a very particular qualitative importance. To Evola, the experience of the mountain represented (beyond the physical challenge itself) the possibility of an inner realization that nowadays is rarely offered to Western people. The Western world oppresses and commits violence against the deep reality of nature. We are meticulously preparing our suicide in the search for “alternative sources” (alternative to its deepest levels, maybe). A different West, in different times, knew and experienced nature in a different manner, being in harmony with it and finding in it the threshold that allows access to other worlds, both inner and outer, which seem remote and inaccessible but actually dwell within us.

        The mountain, as Evola describes it in these essays, is portrayed as the guardian of the initiatory threshold over which anyone who wants to be initiated must cross at least once in a lifetime; otherwise it’s better never to have been born, because the meaning of life is found only through realizing oneself. But we realize ourselves only by putting ourselves to the test.

        The mountain also represents the power of vision and of enlightenment. It presents the struggle against inner ghosts; the victory over fear of solitude, silence, and the void; the capability of the awakening of the divine element within man; the power of transcendence that allows us to ascend to the top of the self.

        Evola reveals the mountain to us through symbols and enigmas. The mountain of high icy peaks, with its clear cut forms carved in the ice, shapes the contours of that hyper-Uranian world to which we yearn to return.

        He who has conquered the mountain, Evola himself observes, namely,

        he who has learned to adapt himself to its fundamental meaning, already possesses a key to comprehending the original spirit and the spirit of the Aryan-Roman world in its most severe, pure, and monumental aspects. Such a key is not to be found in ordinary culture and fields of study in the academic world.7

        Finally, the mountain is a school of inner toughening, with its known victims and obscure conquerors; its highest value consists in not being able to approach it without adequate preparation, but in needing a long apprenticeship. Like any good teacher, the mountain does not love compromises and is not forgiving toward cowards or those who are inept. Thus, the ascent becomes asceticism.

        At this point it is clear that I am referring to an elitist form of mountain climbing, very far from the exhibitions or techniques that are very popular today (with a few very remarkable exceptions).8 I am referring to that peculiar form of practical metaphysics that René Daumal called “art,” in the traditional meaning of the term, namely the “realization of a special knowledge through action.”

        However, in order to achieve this, aside from physical preparation, a particular inner attitude is required. It is necessary “to achieve an inner awakening as a premise, in order to give to the sport a higher dimension and content,”9 because “the mountain is sacred and we speak of asceticism if the individual proceeds as in a gradual liberation, with the necessary detachment and concentration.”10

        “However, it is not possible to always remain on the peaks, since it is necessary to descend. . . . But then, what is the point? The point is that the high knows the low, but the low does not know the high.”11 In these simple words by René Daumal we find the whole meaning of the experience and the spirituality of the mountain. This is what the present anthology of Evola’s writings on the mountain and their metaphysical implications are trying to convey, as will be evident to those who appreciate these writings.

        There is a painting by the Russian painter Nicholas Roerich, who is mentioned in the following pages12 and who lived for many years in Tibet, in contact with mysterious and realized Tibetan lamas. In the painting we see the figure of a knight who is about to leave a village where some women are standing by a well. The knight briefly turns to look behind: over the scene hover the immense and bright peaks of the Himalayas. It is a moment of tension and of uncertainty. The way is indicated: will the man renounce the comfortable mediocrity of everyday affections and successfully head toward his true and only path?

        This is the path that Evola’s essays on the mountain attempt to point out: it is a difficult one and thus will be a great achievement just to realize his premise.

      

      
        THE LEGEND OF MOUNT ROSA

        Julius Evola’s peculiar destiny led him, after a life of exceptional activity, to a particular postmortem condition: that of a silent and ever-active presence in the will and actions of those nonconformist people, young and old, who continue to defend in his name the ideals that Evola always put before any academic prebend, namely the values of honor, faithfulness, and inner dignity. As Evola wrote in chapter 2 of this book,

        In the oldest Hellenic traditions we find that the heroes’ achievement of immortality was often portrayed through the symbolism of their ascending or disappearing into the mountains. Thus, we find again the mystery of the heights, since in this disappearing we must see the material symbol of a spiritual transfiguration. The terms, “to disappear,” and “to become invisible,” and “to be taken up into the peaks,” should not be taken literally, but essentially mean to be virtually introduced to the world beyond, in which there is no death, and removed from the visible world of physical bodies, which is that of common human experience.13

        Evola (that is, his ashes) “disappeared” into the icy bosom of Mother Mountain, of the Mount Rosa he loved so much14 and to which he yearned to return. The last wishes of Evola were to have his mortal remains spread over a particular glacier located on Mount Rosa’s massif, about which there is an old legend.

        According to the legend, a long time ago, at the feet of Mount Rosa, where today lies Lyskamm’s Glacier, there was a wonderful town named Felik. The mountain behind it, which rose 4061 meters above the town, provided a pathway for communication; it was almost entirely paved, enabling people living on either side to visit the other side. One fall evening, a cold and ragged passerby was denied hospitality by Felik’s inhabitants. That person was none other than a demon of the rocks. He called a curse upon the wealthy but selfish town, and snow began to fall and continued ceaselessly until both the town and its inhabitants disappeared forever, creating what is now called Felik’s Glacier. Tradition adds that some shepherds who were endowed with incredible eyesight were able to detect, during an extremely dry summer, a steeple from the mythical town rising from underneath a crack in the ice. It is also reported that some centuries ago a shepherd fell into a deep crevice and found himself in the town; he was able to return to the surface of the mountain without incurring any injuries.

        The disappearance of the town of Felik is connected with the legend of the “Lost Valley,” which is told by the people living in the valleys around Mount Rosa. According to this legend, in the region north of Mount Rosa there was once a fertile valley rich with fields and covered with thick woods. This alleged valley was abandoned when the ice came that covered its pastures and woods: hence the name Lost Valley. Was this a distant memory of ancient migrations or ancestral climatic upheavals?15

        In any event, the myth of a lost paradise or a happy valley, isolated from the world, has lasted for a long time in Lys Valley. In 1778 (during the Age of Enlightenment), seven hunters from Gressoney climbed the southern wall of Mount Rosa, in search of the Lost Valley, believing that beyond the highest peaks there was an earthly paradise populated by animals and covered with blooming orchards, which they believed to be the ancient homeland of their forefathers.

        We can imagine the hunters’ disappointment when, upon reaching the highest peak, located slightly below Mount Lys, they discovered the immense glacier leading to the far away and invisible Mount Zermatt. Thus, that place was named the Rock of Discovery (4179 meters). These hunters’ expedition marked the beginning of Mount Rosa’s climbing history.

        A little below the Rock of Discovery, in the icy depth of a crevice, lie Julius Evola’s ashes.

        Renato del Ponte
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      The Mountain and Spirituality

      In the modern world there are two factors that, more than any others, are responsible for hindering our realization of the spirituality that was known in the most ancient traditions: the first is the abstract character of our culture; the second is the glorification of a blind and frantic obsession with activity.

      On one hand, there are people who identify the “spirit” with the erudition acquired in libraries and university classrooms, or with the intellectual games played by philosophers, or with literary or pseudomystical aestheticism. On the other hand, the new generations have turned athletic competition into a religion and appear to be unable to conceive anything beyond the excitement of training sessions, competitions, and physical achievements; they have truly turned accomplishment in sports into an end in itself and even into an obsession rather than as means to a higher end.

      Some people regard this opposition of lifestyles as some kind of dilemma. In reality, in the so-called scholarly type, we often find an innate strong dislike for any kind of physical discipline; likewise, in many sports-practicing people, the sense of physical strength fosters contempt for those in “ivory towers” who confine themselves to books and to battles of words they view as harmless.

      These two lifestyles should be regarded as misguided and as the fruits of modern decadence because they are both foreign to the heroic vision of the spirit that constituted the axis of the best Western classical traditions which, in the context of the actual renovation of Italy, is being successfully evoked.

      All too often people forget that spirituality is essentially a way of life and that its measure does not consist of notions, theories, and ideas that have been stored in one’s head. Spirituality is actually what has been successfully actualized and translated into a sense of superiority which is experienced inside by the soul, and a noble demeanor, which is expressed in the body.

      From this perspective it is possible to appreciate a discipline which, although it may concern the energies of the body, will not begin and end with them but will become instead the means to awakening a living and organic spirituality. This is the discipline of a superior inner character.

      In the ascetic, such a discipline is present in a negative way, so to speak; in the hero it is present in a positive, affirmative way, typical of the Western world. The inner victory against the deepest forces that surface in one’s consciousness during times of tension and mortal danger is a triumph in an external sense, but it is also the sign of a victory of the spirit against itself and of an inner transfiguration. Hence, in antiquity an aura of sacredness surrounded both the hero and the initiate to a religious or esoteric movement, and heroic figures were regarded as symbols of immortality.

      However, in modern civilization everything tends to suffocate the heroic sense of life. Everything is more or less mechanized, spiritually impoverished, and reduced to a prudent and regulated association of beings who are needy and have lost their self-suffiency. The contact between man’s deep and free powers and the powers of things and of nature has been cut off; metropolitan life petrifies everything, syncopates every breath, and contaminates every spiritual “well.” As if that weren’t enough, faint-hearted ideologies foster contempt for those values that in other times were the foundation of more rational and bright social organizations. In ancient societies the peak of the hierarchy was occupied by the caste of warrior aristocracy, whereas today, in the pacifist-humanitarian utopias (especially in the Anglo-Saxon ones), attempts are made to portray the warrior as some kind of anachronism, and as a dangerous and harmful entity that one day will be conveniently disposed of in the name of progress.

      Once it is suffocated, the heroic will seek further outlets outside the net of practical interests, passions, and yearnings, and that net becomes tighter and tighter with the passing of time: the excitement that sports induce in our contemporaries is just an expression of this. But the heroic will need to be made self-aware again and to move beyond the limits of materialism.

      In the struggle against mountain heights, action is finally free from all machines, and from everything that detracts from man’s direct and absolute relationship with things. Up close to the sky and to crevasses—among the still and silent greatness of the peaks; in the impetuous raging winds and snowstorms; among the dazzling brightness of glaciers; or among the fierce, hopeless verticality of rock faces—it is possible to reawaken (through what may at first appear to be the mere employment of the body) the symbol of overcoming, a truly spiritual and virile light, and make contact with primordial forces locked within the body’s limbs. In this way the climber’s struggle will be more than physical and the successful climb may come to represent the achievement of something that is no longer merely human. In ancient mythologies the mountain peaks were regarded as the seats of the gods; this is myth, but it is also the allegorical expression of a real belief that may always come alive again sub specie interioritatis.

      In life—as has been pointed out, since Nietzsche, by Simmel—humans have a strange and almost incredible power to reach certain existential peaks at which “living more” (mehr leben), or the highest intensity of life, is transformed into “more than living” (mehr als leben). At these peaks, just as heat transforms into light, life becomes free of itself; not in the sense of the death of individuality or some kind of mystical shipwreck, but in the sense of a transcendent affirmation of life, in which anxiety, endless craving, yearning and worrying, the quest for religious faith, human supports and goals, all give way to a dominating state of calm. There is something greater than life, within life itself, and not outside of it. This heroic experience is valuable and good in itself, whereas ordinary life is only driven by interests, external things, and human conventions. I use the word experience, because this state is not connected with any particular creed or theory (which are always worthless and relative); rather it presents itself in a most direct and undoubtable way, just like the experiences of pain and pleasure.

      This profound dimension of the spirit, which perceives itself as infinite, self-transcending, and beyond all manifest reality, is reawakened and shines forth—even though not entirely consciously—in the “insanity” of those who, in increasing numbers and without a specific reason, dare to challenge the mountain heights, led by a will that prevails over fears, exhaustion, and the primitive instincts of prudence and self-preservation.

      Feeling left with only one’s resources, without help in a hopeless situation, clothed only in one’s strength or weakness, with no one to rely upon other than one’s self; to climb from rock to rock, from hold to hold, from ridge to ridge, inexorably, for hours and hours; with the feeling of the height and of imminent danger all around; and finally, after the harsh test of calling upon all one’s self-discipline, the feeling of an indescribable liberation, of a solar solitude and of silence; the end of the struggle, the subjugation of fears, and the revelation of a limitless horizon, for miles and miles, while everything else lies down below—in all of this one can truly find the real possibility of purification, of awakening, of the rebirth of something transcendent.

      It does not matter that the heroic symbolism of the mountain can only be experienced initially by a few people. When these meanings are duly focused upon, they will influence people. There is no real climber who is not able to experience mountain climbing, if only in a few occasional flashes, as something more than a mere sport. Likewise, there is no real climber who does not display, in the eyes or in the face darkened by the sun’s reflection on the snow, the mark of a race that has transformed beyond that of the people of the plains.

      On this basis, we should save the mountains from the contaminating invasion of tourists who attempt to conquer them by building their “civilized” base camps. I am not just referring to those faint-hearted youths who bring with them to popular mountain resorts their vain, mundane city habits (such as discos and tennis courts), and who snobbishly display the colorful new equipment they’ve bought to use only for some harmless walk in the woods. I am also referring to those who tarnish silent and uncontaminated places with materialism and triviality, namely with a competitive spirit and a mania for that which is difficult and unusual, for the sake of setting new records.

      The mountain requires purity and simplicity; it requires asceticism.

      O sky above me! O pure, deep sky! You abyss of light! Gazing into you, I tremble with divine desires. To cast myself into your height—that is my depth! To hide myself in your purity—that is my innocence! And when I wandered alone what did my soul hunger after by night and on treacherous paths? And when I climbed mountains, whom did I always seek, if not you, upon mountains? And all my wandering and mountain climbing, it was merely a necessity and an expedient of clumsiness: my whole will desires only to fly, to fly into you! [Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra (translated by Hollingdale, Penguin, 1961), 184]

      These are words that Friedrich Nietzsche, the philosopher who championed the will to power, wrote in the secluded mountains of Engadine. To some people these words may amount to nothing more than lyrical effusions. To others they may contain both the intimate sense of the heroic spiritual attitude, the spirit of which is action, and the discipline of ruthless self-control. The temple of this spirit is the primordial majesty of the peaks, the glaciers, the crevasses, and the boundless blue sky.

      In this context the mountainous peaks and the spiritual peaks converge in one simple and yet powerful reality.
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