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  Mirror of the Free

  It is common for authors of books on the Tarot cards to assert that their true origin is unknown. One sometimes gets the impression, however, that they prefer it that way: knowledge means not only less excuse to speculate but, also, more responsibility. They write as if they want to know; or as if they want the reader to think they want to; or as if acknowledging, almost reluctantly, that they ought to make an earnest effort to find out: but, when it comes down to it, they might, for some reason, really rather not.

  The situation is in some ways reminiscent of the multiplicity of points of view about other historical mysteries. In the case, for instance, of the opening of King Tutankhamen’s tomb, there was the matter of the supposed curse. Superstitious subsequent explorers find themselves wondering whether anything bad will happen if they violate this or that holy mystery.

  A less glamorous and more realistic threat, however, is that of a sense of anticlimax. It could happen that instead of enjoying the mystery, one finds one has to work at understanding something.

  It is true that if you read this book you may find it difficult to continue to justify the uses to which you are accustomed to putting the Tarot: not necessarily because you are disappointed by the new information, but because you decide that there is a great deal more to the Tarot than you ever suspected; having become aware of certain facts, which may conflict with your beliefs, you may feel that you have to shed some of them.

  If what you are already doing with the cards, as they say, ‘works for you,’ you may even find that what is offered here constitutes an opportunity to come to a deeper understanding of what it is you have really been doing all along: that the numinosity has brightened, not dimmed.

  Favorite theories include that the images are from ancient Egypt, and represent stages of some sort of initiation, and were shown on walls past which the initiate into esoteric mysteries had to go; that they were compiled by the priests of such mysteries, and later rendered a humble deck of cards precisely for the sake of preserving them, using a hiding-in-plain-sight strategy; that they came from India; that they have something to do with gypsies, who have made them a part of their nomadic culture, and are especially skilled at their divinatory use; that they never were anything more than a game; that they contain all the secrets of creation; that the widely accepted form and the order of the cards are somehow incorrect; that they are somehow connected with the Kabbalah (or Cabala, or Qabalah), and perhaps with ritual magic; that they express truths only accessible by means of man’s own unconscious mind, collective or otherwise, and that, as such, they may be said to correspond to archetypes; and so on.

  The pages to follow show that while there is some truth in some of these beliefs, when they are right, they are usually distorted. They also overlook some of the most important facts about the Tarot.

  One thing appears certain, however: it was never just a game. Those who insist that it always was and is no more than that are probably people who need it to be that way for reasons of their own.

  The few available real clues, then, point in directions inconsistent with most of the received wisdom about the Tarot. It may then incorrectly be assumed that the darkness the trail disappears into must be forever impenetrable; that it is the darkness of secrets that are real secrets, and that have been held and continue to be held by the people who hold them; and, that being the case, the only hope is to be told what they are by those people.

  Can it be even that simple, though? Apparently not. Attempts to identify those people lead to the discovery that the Tarot may be one of many artifacts of their previous and perhaps current activity, and that they may even expect some struggle in the efforts to learn from it, without and before hands being thrown up and defeat admitted.

  It may be that simply being told something, especially something important, is not enough if it is going to sink in and be valued as it deserves.

  Perhaps one of the things to be developed out of that struggle is the ability to identify other people, ones who have gone to the other extreme – and they may greatly outnumber the ones who are able to acknowledge that there is a point beyond which they cannot be their own teachers – and have manufactured systems they present as conclusive, based on the fragments they have pieced together, whether of the Tarot alone or in combination with other phenomena: which does not mean that such syncretistic systems are altogether without interest, because it could be that their manufacture, as incomplete and distorted and of-their-time as they are, was not only anticipated, but counted on by the keepers of the real secrets, the real knowledge: precisely because there has to be a beginning, and so that learning can take place by degrees.

  The question arises of the ‘proper order’ for the cards.

  If it is our argument (and it is) that the Tarot as we know it is a distorted, partial, accreted-upon, and mistranslated thing, then it stands to reason that the order popularly imposed on it is equally untrustworthy.

  There is no correct order to the Tarot cards.

  If the levels of meaning concealed by the Tarot turn out to include something that could be called sequentiality, and those levels of meaning can only be discovered by referring to quite other materials, then that sequentiality, to whatever it may pertain, can, obviously, have nothing meaningful to do with the superficial order of the cards themselves.

  Once more, then, to be sure: there is no particular order to the Tarot and, in view of the admission of ignorance that has to be the starting point of any significant study of them, there is no other aspect of them, either, that dictates a necessary or preferred order in which to pursue that study.Almost all books on the Tarot start with The Magician, because it is the first card in the pack. (Others say it should be The Fool.)

  If, however, the Magician is truly a magician, what need would he have of such a study?

  On the other hand, if the Fool really is such a fool, what would he want with it?

  Transformation, as any tactful or simply worried Tarot card reader will say, is the real meaning of...
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  Figure 1. Tarot. Death.

  An old Laurel and Hardy film had an ending likely to be experienced as horrific by any child, such as may be expected to have watched it. The buffoonish duo had lost their bodies from the head down, except for the bones: yet they were still alive. Animated skeletons, they walked, Ollie with his characteristic irritated expression, and Stan grimacing and lachrymose, for once with good reason.

  ‘Here’s another fine mess you’ve gotten me into!’ snapped Oliver, as usual.

  Looking at the Marseille Tarot, a particular design the earliest surviving examples of which are debated as dating from the sixteenth century, and which is so called because of its association, since the early part of the twentieth century, with Marseille, France (although there are literary references from fourteenth century Marseille that have been interpreted as references to cards), we may be forgiven for thinking that someone has got us into a fine mess with it; even while we feel we can understand the churning horror that the image of the Grim Reaper must have aroused among Europeans of those plague-infested times.

  While the very earliest decks that have survived are differently styled, it is a logical implication of the theory of the Tarot’s origins being presented here that other Tarot decks were very likely derived from the Marseille Tarot. The reasons for thinking so will become evident. The innovations in the other decks appear to have been products of the imagination of artists elaborating on the basic Marseille design, whether or not they have attempted to justify their changes by reference to a wide variety of theories involving symbolism.

  While the Marseille images themselves, even when skillfully executed, have a capacity to evoke a spectrum of responses that include a sense of unease, even of the sinister, probably attributable to what amounts to their ambiguity (circumventing the habit of the mind to instantly classify and, thus, dismiss), there is, in most examples, another ambiguity, which is a cruder one, and results from the fact that the figures are not, frankly, drawn very well. Limbs are out of place, perspectives are askew, lots of bits of things are there that don’t really seem to fit or make much sense: and, more often than not, it even looks as if the artist has tried to make it make sense, with the results that we see.

  That, it is now apparent, is because he didn’t know the sense it was supposed to make.

  Figure 1 is the Death card as it appears, with minor variations, in a large number of Marseille or Marseille-based Tarots.

  The skull does not, particularly, look like a skull. It resembles, perhaps, the emaciated face of someone who, in addition to being emaciated, is suffering from some dental affliction, and has a cloth wrapped around his head. The rest of the figure is a garbled rendition of a human skeleton; or, if one wants to be generous, a deteriorated but animated corpse: that way it doesn’t have to be all that accurate anatomically, because who knows what that would look like anyway, with scraps of flesh sticking randomly like mud in a scandal?

  Death, of course, wields a sickle, with which it cuts down all things. One foot is on the removed head of a woman, and another head is in the other corner. Hands and a foot lie among the flora.

  As anyone knows who has explored the cards for their use along the lines of divination – or, less ambitiously, evocation of an intuitive response – colors matter a great deal, as they do in every area of life where atmosphere is a concern. Vividness and bleakness, too, can each have a significance in its own right.

  What you think the Tarot card Death means will unavoidably owe something to what you think death itself is. Seeing it as annihilation, with no continuation of consciousness or spirit, no soul, no other realities in and on to which the human essence goes to pursue its destinies, is unlikely to be consistent with being open to the notion of non-obvious meanings, and more likely to accompany seeing the Tarot as only a game.

  Every end, it goes or should go without saying, is also a beginning and, invariably, this truth is taken into account by those who write about the Tarot when it comes to this card. (Apart from anything else, it would not go down very well with Miss Dimplebottom to tell her that the bulge in the pocket of the tall dark and handsome stranger she is going to meet is a sharp farming implement.)

  Transformation is obviously something that is always occurring, on many levels and in many departments of life, including that of the individual. One is doing no more – and no less – than quoting mystics of all times and places to say that death means transformation. When the image comes up, if the topic of discussion is the Tarot as used for divination or counseling, it then becomes a matter of identifying the thing facing transformation.

  As filmmakers like Ingmar Bergman knew – and one of his admirers is Woody Allen, whose character in his 1975 comedy Love and Death famously said, ‘I don’t want to achieve immortality through my work; I want to achieve immortality by not dying’ – the use of black and white opens up possibilities harder to achieve with color. Colors can, as it were, get in the way. Focusing on a more limited range of impressions – in this case, black and white and the shades of grey in between – allows for greater concentration on the nuances; in other words, subtlety. In some wisdom traditions, the term ‘subtlety’ is even applied to a different range of perceptions, considered by some metaphysical or spiritual.
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  Figure 2. Detail of cylinder seal from Tello (Girsu), Mesopotamia; Akkad period, 2330–2150 BCE. Louvre, Paris.

  Looking at photographs of impressions made by Mesopotamian cylinder seals can be almost like looking at an old – a very old – black-and-white photograph.

  Because they are physically relatively shallow impressions, and have to be highlighted to be clearly discerned, the seals have an eeriness about them, attributable though this may be to our conditioning through occupying the place we do in the history of visual media. (The present book uses charcoal pencil drawings closely based on the originals.)

  Figure 2 shows a Mesopotamian deity that has not been identified with certainty.

  How do we know it is a god? By the horns. Its head-gear, if you look closely, is curled up at each side. In the times and at the place, one of the ways that gods and goddesses were recognized was by their horns.

  Isn’t that the wrong way round, though? Isn’t it the Devil who has horns?

  If it is a god – and thus corresponds, presumably, to something good – why does it have horns?

  Or is it just proof that all those old pagans were wicked anyway, worshipping what we now know to have been evil?

  The subject of evil – whether it may be said to really exist (if God is good, how can it?), or whether it is, rather, only the absence of good (if, again, God is all powerful, how is that possible?) – is obviously one of the conundrums the answer to which may only come with the attaining of real wisdom, and there may be as many answers to it as there are levels of the latter. It may even be an inspiration to seek it. Recall the story of how finding out that the world was not all good compelled Prince Siddhartha to leave his life of oblivious comfort and set out on the path that culminated in his becoming the Buddha.

  On a more basic cultural and, even, psychological level, the issue of the Devil being, in popular imagination, a creature with horns relates critically to the question of the difference between appearance and reality.

  The same theme features in a brief passage in Ihya ’Alam ad Din (Revival of Religious Knowledge) by the exceedingly influential eleventh (CE) century Muslim thinker and Sufi Abu Hamid al Ghazali.

  In discussing knowledge of ‘the world’ and contrasting it with that of spiritual things, he wrote: ‘He who is experienced in the religious sciences is inexperienced in worldly learning. For this reason, the Prophet said: ‘Most of the inmates of Paradise are indifferent’: in other words, they are inattentive to worldly matters.’

  It is the next line, however, that is arresting in the context of considering understanding of ‘devils’ or ‘the Devil,’ mainly because the way in which it is phrased would seem to suggest that it might allude to the reported ability of Sufi masters to somehow experience the immediate, living presence of other Sufis of the past and future, even the distant past and future, and to communicate with them: Ghazali quotes another historically prominent Sufi named Hasan al Basri (‘of Basra’), thus:

  ‘We have seen such people whom you would think, if you had seen them, diabolical...If they had seen you, however, they would call you devils.’

  Basra was, at the time of Hasan – and is still today – in what is now called Iraq. Indeed, it is only a few miles from the modern city Babylon.

  ‘They would call you devils...’

  Who were the Mesopotamians, and what are their cylinder seals?

  ‘Meso-’ means ‘between,’ and ‘Mesopotamia’ refers to the area between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. In its common use of ‘ancient Mesopotamia,’ however, it applies more broadly to the societies that flourished there and somewhat further afield from the time of the Sumerians, whose origins both racially and culturally remain unknown, through periods of the inhabitants’ conquest – peaceful or, more often, violent – by other peoples. Only recent archeological discoveries elsewhere in the Middle East (Hamoukar, in Syria, was a large and highly developed city at least contemporaneous with Sumer, and the village of Catal Huyuk, in what is now Anatolia, Turkey, antedates both) have removed the Sumerians from the exclusive position they long held as the first known civilization. They were not themselves Semites, but were conquered, over the course of centuries, by the Amorites, who were Semites, as were the Elamites, the Akkadians, the Aramaeans (or Chaldeans), the Hittites, and others, and then the Assyrians, who were themselves eventually conquered by the Persians, who were... Persian.

  Ur, Babylon, Babel and Nineveh are among the names of great cities in this region that may evoke memories of Sunday school or Torah class, assuming that the reader has managed in the time since to loosen the grip on his or her imagination of the compelling document known (to nominal Christians, anyway) as the Old Testament as he blossomed into adulthood.

  (It continues to be a source of perplexity to some how many others who consider themselves highly qualified aficionados of ‘Judeo-Christianity’ have no conception of the degree to which their beliefs derive from the other, earlier civilizations of the region in question, assuming that they are even aware of their beliefs’ history, which many of them are not. The stories of the Flood and of the Tower of Babel, and much else, were told among members of the Mesopotamian cultures long before Abram-tobe-Abraham came out of ‘Ur of the Chaldees’; and the work of modern researchers, such as Israel Finkelstein and Neil Asher Silberman, in The Bible Unearthed, liberates the student from any obligation he might have felt to consider the stories historically accurate.)

  While history was history even then, though, and political and racial hegemonies were inconstant, what did persist was the pantheon of gods and goddesses. Although their names varied, and different sacred stories, or myths, as they are also called, were told about them in different places within the area, they, the deities themselves, can sometimes even be seen as blending into each other. When the Kassites, for example, from the north east, took over, they did so peacefully, and made the extant culture and religion their own.

  Religion persisted even when political change was tumultuous; and, even where a Sumerian antecedent for a given Babylonian myth is yet undiscovered, the current scholarly consensus is that it probably existed.

  Mesopotamian mythology is, therefore, Sumerian mythology; in the south, both the Akkadians and, later, the Amorites, both Semitic peoples, adopted it. So did the Assyrians in the north, until, around 612 BCE, their empire and their capital, Nineveh, were conquered by the Medes and Nabopolassar of Babylon. The same mythology and religion then persisted under the Babylonian kings, right through the rise to power of the Aramaeans, or Chaldeans, from the western plains, and under their rule until Cyrus the Great of Persia took Babylon in 538 BCE, bringing with him Zoroastrianism, which itself owed much to Babylonian astronomy (yet is considered by some to be a form of monotheism), and which, through the implementation of the policies of Cyrus the Great, in turn shaped, in many ways, the thoughts of Jewish philosophers of later centuries, especially with regard to the concept of the messiah. The names of the angels in the Hebrew scriptures, for instance, derive from the teachings of Zar-tusht, or Zoroaster.

  What about the cylinder seals, then?

  Describing their physical characteristics and mode of manufacture, and some of the uses to which they were put, is much easier than identifying the significance of the images they preserve. Usually made of stone, although sometimes of other substances, such as shell, they are, as their name indicates, cylindrical, and they have a hole through the axis, presumably for ease of application or preservation, or both. Finely carved on them are designs that, when the cylinder is rolled on soft clay, are impressed on it, thereby creating images in relief. Although large quantities of cylinder seals have been recovered, the work of understanding the import of the pictures they convey is very far from complete. It is known that the seals were used in official and formal contexts, such as enshrining agreements and marking property, as well as in apparently decorative ones.

  Why are they of interest in relation to the Tarot?

  A comparison of Figure 1 with Figure 2 may constitute some small preparation for what Helena (‘Madame’) Blavatsky, founder of the well known Theosophical Society, and author of many books on occult subjects, had to say about it, not in any of the volumes for which she is famous but, rather, in her correspondence:

  ‘Again the Alphabet of Thoth can be dimly traced in the modern Tarot which can be had at almost every bookseller’s in Paris. As for its being understood or utilized, the many fortune-tellers in Paris, who make a professional living by it, are sad specimens of failures of attempts at reading, let alone correctly interpreting, the symbolism of the Tarot without a preliminary philosophical study of the Science. The real Tarot, in its complete symbology, can be found only in the Babylonian cylinders, that anyone can inspect and study in the British Museum and elsewhere. Anyone can see these Chaldean, antediluvian rhombs, or revolving cylinders, covered with sacred signs; but the secrets of these divining ‘wheels,’ or, as de Mirville calls them, ‘the rotating globes of Hecate,’ have to be left untold for some time to come. Meanwhile there are the ‘turning-tables’ of the modern medium for the babes, and the Kabbalah for the strong. This may afford some consolation.’1

  Elsewhere she says:

  ‘There are two taros – the wheel purely Esoteric, and the Western tarot – Kabalistical, remodelled by Shemites, a branch so much younger than the Aryans and even the Hamites. The latter taro (tarot) is to be read from right to left like Arabic and Hebrew writing. The former, primitive ‘Wheel’ is in Cuneiform characters and astrological signs.’2

  Cuneiform is the name given to the form of writing of the Mesopotamians, consisting of angular impressions in clay. An enormous amount of the cuneiform material recovered by archaeologists remains untranslated.

  In yet a third place, she asserted still further connections:

  ‘This makes it plain that the Kabalah of the Jews is but the distorted echo of the Secret Doctrine of the Chaldeans, and that the real Kabalah is found only in the Chaldean Book of Numbers now in the possession of some Persian Sufis.’3

  The individual – or god, if you like – shown in Figure 2 is doing something with something. (Unfortunately, it sometimes really is hardly possible to say any more than that about what is going on in these seals. In addition, one needs to beware of experts whose ruling principle seems to be, ‘When in doubt, say it’s a fertility ritual.’) He appears to be holding down something that looks like it could be a branch, if those things clustered along it are smaller branches with leaves, using one foot and his left hand, and using his right hand to chop away at it with a tool.

  No further light is instantly shed on his intentions by the addition of the rest of the scene (Figure 3). Under the bent branch someone is crouching, identifiable as female by her long hair. The horns, again, mark her as a deity, as they do the individual holding a mace or similar object and popping, apparently, out from (behind?) the lower trunk of the tree like a character in a Warner Brothers cartoon. A plausible assumption is that it is a scene from a myth, but which myth and which gods are yet unknown.
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  Figure 3. Cylinder seal of unidentified deities. Tello.

  It has been speculated that the latter two figures are, respectively, the extremely important female deity known as Inanna to the Sumerians and to subsequent Semitic peoples as Ishtar, the goddess of sexual love and of war, who was yet also sometimes a ‘Mother Goddess,’ and the shepherd who, in one myth, was her lover, Dumuzi or Tammuz. One myth tells how she chose Dumuzi for her husband over Enkimdu the farmer, after Enkimdu and Dumuzi had an argument in which Dumuzi asserted the greater profitability of his flocks and herds, and that culminated in Enkimdu agreeing to let Dumuzi graze his flocks on his land. There may be an intersection here with the story in Genesis of Cain and Abel: the animal sacrifice of Abel, the herdsman, was accepted where the vegetable one of Cain was not. Like Abel, Dumuzi ended up dead, although only part time, and not by the hand of his former rival.

  The most important myth, however, about Inanna/Ishtar and Dumuzi/Tammuz is the one about her descent into the underworld. Although her reasons for going are not entirely clear, before she left, she told Ninshubur, her vizier, or second-in-command, that if she did not come back, he should go and call on the three greatest gods, Enlil, Nanna, and Enki, for help. She had to pass through seven gates, and remove an article of clothing or jewelry at each one; so that, by the time she reached the bottom, she was naked and utterly vulnerable. Ereshkigal, the ruler of the underworld, was her own sister; once in her presence, Ishtar attempted to seize her throne, but failed; and, as punishment, she was sentenced to death, and her corpse hung from a nail. Ninshubur, surmising the worst, did as he had been told. The god of wisdom, Enki, created two creatures from the dirt under his fingernails, and gave them, respectively, the Plant of Life and the Water of Life. Revisiting Ishtar with them sixty times, they revived her.

  The arrangement arrived at for her departure and return to the land of the living was that she provide a substitute for herself. In a move many ex-husbands will find all too familiar, she chose Dumuzi, and left in the company of horrible demons. Dumuzi was required to spend half of the year in the underworld, and his sister the other half.
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  Figure 4. Detail of cylinder seal.

  No one knows for certain that the characters shown in Figure 3 are Inanna and Dumuzi, with Enkimdu on the left dancing a jig on seeing the way things turned out.

  Let us now look at the crouching female figure – the fact that these individuals sport multiple horns indicates that they are not your common-or-garden deities (vegetation and fertility and so on notwithstanding), but high-ranking gods – isolated in Figure 4 and, next to her, the Star card from the Tarot.
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  Figure 5. Tarot. The Star.

  Typical meanings within the context of a divinatory spread for this card, as supplied by manufacturers, include things like ‘faith,’ ‘inspiration,’ ‘bright future,’ and also, ‘mixing together of present and past.’ In the reversed position, logically, it is taken to indicate ‘loss of opportunities,’ among other things.

  It is not difficult to see how positive interpretations suggest themselves when looking at The Star. (‘How can you go wrong,’ many would say, ‘with a naked woman?’) On top of that, she looks, if not necessarily very young – although she may be – not old.

  If the name of the card is to be taken into consideration in trying to come to some understanding of it – and it can hardly not be; although the significance of the names relative to the images is great, it is not necessarily in the way one might expect, as will be discussed later – it can be inferred only that the woman is meant to be thought of as some kind of star, since she is obviously the central image, and the name is ‘The Star,’ and not ‘The Stars.’ She is performing this mysterious act of pouring, apparently water, from two vessels. Many have taken it that she is pouring from one vessel onto the dry ground and, from the other, into what is evidently a river or other body of water.

  The figure’s femininity and nudity suggest a delicacy and vulnerability consistent with a status in turn suggestive of a non-terrestrial or sublime nature, and her activity looks like some form of nurturing: a transmission of some sort of vitality or energy from a higher level to a lower one; and the fact that she is doing it at night suggests secrecy or, at least, the unseen.

  Another reasonable assumption is that it is night, because stars are invisible in the day. A delicate and more refined reality, a ‘higher’ reality, an active reality, a reality not ordinarily perceptible by us in our sun-illuminated world of blunt contrasts and loud colors and near objects – nearer, by far, than the stars: and she – in traditional, or old fashioned, thinking, the passive gender – is engaged in an odd, secretive activity: she adds water to water with one hand and, with the other, pours it on the dry earth.

  Assuming, too, that the water she pours is representative of an influence, to be no more specific, from her own sublime level, what may be inferred from the fact that there is (taking into account the detail referred to) already water there, to which she is adding it?

  If the earth on which she kneels is our earth, then the water that is already there must be those things already in our world that have some relationship with worlds ‘above.’ Of course, it will be impossible for some to accept that there is anything of that nature. Civilization itself, perhaps, or the best part of civilization – depending on what you believe about what civilization is, and where it comes from, and its purpose – may be what is meant. If the purpose of civilization is to enable mankind to rise above itself, then this part of the message of the card would seem to be that the link with the source is an active one, a conscious one: a living, intelligent being is engaging in a deliberate act.

  If the earth – as distinct from the water on the earth in the image – represents, in fact, ‘the Earth’ – in other words, the material planet and foundation for that which is built upon it, then the implication, proceeding from the significance of the water poured into the water, would seem to be that the continued existence of it, too, somehow depends on this nurturing of a cosmic and rarefied, if still mostly obscure, nature. This, surely, is less expected.

  Taking the water-already-on-the-ground as representing civilization, if not in the broadest sense, then in the sense of whatever it is that makes civilizations come into, and stay in, existence, it may be worth considering whether the figure of the girl and her activity are references to what some authors, such as the late J. G. Bennett, following the lead of Gurdjieff, who followed the lead of Sufis, have maintained is a kind of evolutionary force among humanity, called by such names as the title of one of Bennett’s books (The Masters of Wisdom).

  Along similar lines are the claims that religions – and, even, human biological evolution itself— are also products of intervention by intelligences not native to our planet. Since the Sufis also claim to have originated the religions of history, the possibility of an intriguing resonance is raised.

  On a level at once more elementary and more transcendent – in other words, closer to the source – is the question of the implications for this scenario in a way that, as it were, precedes sociology.

  Books containing selections from Rumi’s poetry have become very popular, although, seeing the way in which they are evidently intended to be used, one cannot help wondering how close that use is to Rumi’s intention.

  However that may be, in Fihi Ma Fihi (What is in it is in it), a record of his spoken teaching, Rumi is quoted as saying:

  ‘This world is kept in existence by a finer reality. To you it is real because you can see and feel it, and the realities of which this world is only a branch seem to you imaginary. It is actually the other way around. It is this world that is imaginary. Higher truth produces innumerable worlds just like it, and they all decay and disappear; it then produces a new and better one, while itself never decaying, being beyond ‘new’ and ‘old.’’

  In Sufi metaphysics – at least, as formulated within the Islamic religious framework – worlds of increasing coarseness emanate from an ultimately unknowable absolute. The nature of that absolute, and of the relatively real worlds, and of the relationship between these, are the subjects of much of its literature.

  The authors of such works sometimes speak of one reality ‘flowing’ into another, lower one or, even, ‘overflowing,’ this overflow then itself constituting the next one, so emphasizing the independence of the former from the latter and, by implication, its superiority to it. Another aspect of the relationship is that the higher level is active in relation to the one below it, which is thus passive to the higher one; but that one is, in turn, active in relation to the next one below it, until you get to our world, the ability of the denizens of which to perceive such causal interrelationships few would claim is universally enhanced by their enjoying that status, as demonstrated by the tendency, for instance, to put batteries in the wrong way round.

  An important part of this scheme is the role of what in Islamic Sufism are called the Names of God, which are, to put it concisely, the source of everything in creation, inasmuch as they are the ultimate realities of all qualities.

  Shah Waliullah of Delhi, a major eighteenth century Sufi and philosopher, wrote that ‘the substance and the secret of a thing is that aspect of the patient’ (that is, the passive) ‘which is present in its agent’ (that is, the active) ‘(and has become the cause of its creation).’4 In other words, the innermost essence, the real nature, of anything is not to be discovered by considering the thing in the context of its appearance, of its existence among all the other things in what we think of as the world, but, rather, in a higher level of reality altogether, the level in which that thing has its real origin.
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