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Auguste Rodin, The Prodigal Son, ca. 1885



To all who seek the Light
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Never was there a more powerful and universal teacher than art; and great is the influence we exert in the world through its mysterious language, the meaning of which, while often incomprehensible to the intellect, seldom fails to reach the soul.

WILL L. GARVER

To send light into the darkness of men’s hearts—such is the obligation of the artist.

ROBERT SCHUMANN
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Michelangelo Buonarroti, Awakening Slave, ca. 1536



I am persuaded that in the end democracy diverts the imagination from all that is external to man and fixes it on man alone. Democratic nations may amuse themselves for a while with considering the productions of nature, but they are excited in reality only with a survey of themselves. . . . It may be foreseen in like manner that poets living in democratic times will prefer the delineation of passions and ideas to that of persons and achievements. . . . This forces the poet constantly to search below the external surface which is palpable to the senses, in order to read the inner soul; and nothing lends itself more to the delineation of the ideal than the scrutiny of the hidden depths of the immaterial nature of man. . . . The destinies of mankind, man himself taken aloof from his country and his age, and standing in the presence of Nature and of God, with his passions, his doubts, his rare propensities and inconceivable wretchedness, will become the chief, if not the sole, theme of poetry.

ALEXIS DE TOCQUEVILLE

When formulated religion loses its sovereignty in a total culture, the manifestations of religious intent still continue to appear in art, no matter how antithetical and anarchic its abstractions may be.

JAMES BAIRD

Dissolution is a fact, but neither Existentialism nor modern art produced it. Nor is “dissolution” synonymous with “decadence.” A society coming apart at top and bottom, or passing over into another form, contains just as many possibilities for revelation as a society running along smoothly in its own rut.

WILLIAM BARRETT
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Preface

One of the great privileges of my life was getting to know and work with Alfred H. Barr, Jr., founder and director of New York’s Museum of Modern Art. One day, as Barr and I sat lunching at the museum, he asked, “Finley, why are you still thinking and writing about the Abstract Expressionists?” I replied that I did not think their work had as yet been adequately understood. After a brief pause Barr said, “I think you’re right.” To understand the cultural and spiritual transformations that are preparing us for the awakening of humanity many of us believe to be in the making, a study of art can be an invaluable aid. Artists work intuitively, often unconscious of the forces working through them, which makes them invaluable barometers of social, psychological, and spiritual change. The soul sees the road ahead and, when allowed expression through the creative arts, can bring forth works of deep prophetic insight. The works studied here demonstrate, I believe, that the world is undergoing a profound spiritual transformation.

Of the main works I’ve chosen for study, six belong to Abstract Expressionism—a movement that placed American art on the world map for the first time, a movement that had its major influence between 1945 and the mid-sixties; one belongs to Primary Sculpture; one to Psychedelic Art; one to Earthworks; and three are the works of a contemporary symbolist painter, Walter Gaudnek. Works of other movements such as Pop, Op, and Minimal art have not been included. Hence the question: On what basis have the choices of the works under study been made? Considerations governing my choices include: (1) a conviction that the works discussed have yet to be viewed in any real depth, their true significance remaining largely hidden to us; (2) a belief that the works chosen are representative of the artists and movements of the era and serve as a valid mirror of the “soul” of our time; (3) the relation of these works to the stages of spiritual transformation it is my purpose here to explore; and (4) the location of seven of the works in one place—The Museum of Modern Art, New York—making them more accessible to viewers. The other works are scattered or in private collections. These works are not the only ones that could have been selected. Practical considerations of space and time require some limits be set. But the works of Franz Klein, Robert Motherwell, Clifford Still, Robert Rauschenberg, Ernest Trova, Isaac Abrams, and others might also have been chosen. However, if my purpose is achieved, readers should be able to view the art of other artists and interpret for themselves.

This work is an interpretative “trialogue” between me, the artworks, and the cultural context in which I and the works of art came to be what we are.1 My approach to art may be described as a process of phenomenological meditation or reflection upon the art and the inner experiences or states of consciousness to which the works give rise—both occurring within a given cultural, intellectual, and spiritual context. Like great music, great art is inexhaustible. With each new viewing, new insights are born. Much has been said against interpreting art. Susan Sontag has said, “Interpretation is the revenge of the intellect upon art. . . . To interpret is to impoverish, to deplete the world—in order to set up a shadow world of ‘meanings.’ . . . Interpretation is . . . the compliment that mediocrity pays to genius.”2 But interpretation is fundamental to the human enterprise. Aeschylus interpreted the Greek mysteries in his plays, Plato interpreted Eastern metaphysics for the West, Thomas Aquinas interpreted Aristotle, Friedrich Nietzsche interpreted Greek tragedy, Sigmund Freud interpreted psychological phenomena, Arnold Toynbee interpreted history, Mircea Eliade interpreted mythology, and so forth. Interpretation unifies experience and makes it meaningful. Without it, experience is like undigested food, incapable of giving us the needed nourishment. Those who deny interpretation to works of art seem to fear interpretation will make the artwork into something else. Sontag says, “It is always the case that interpretation . . . indicates dissatisfaction (conscious or unconscious) with the work, a wish to replace it with something else.”3 For Sontag, the artwork is its formal composition, devoid of any depth dimension. She cannot conceive of interpretation as a process of entering into the inner life of the artwork. The discovery of analogies and relationships with a work of art serve only to further illuminate the truths of which the work itself is a revelation. It does not and cannot convert the work into “something else,” for any work of art which is authentic will remain so in the face of all interpretation, just as it does in the face of blindness, philistinism, and dilettantism. To deny a work of art relationship with other cultural works, ideas, and experiences is nonsense. Nothing exists in a vacuum. Every true work of art is itself the final judge of genuine relevance of the relationships we seek to establish with it. Only by means of interpretation do we save art from a self-absorption that would condemn it to personal and cultural irrelevance.

“The most characteristic trait of a genuine culture,” said Rudolf Arnheim, “is the integration of concrete everyday experience with guiding philosophical ideas.” Whether the spiritual transformations I and many believe to be taking place in our world today are occurring, only time will determine. Nevertheless, studying art in the context of social and spiritual transformation helps make art itself more meaningful. Art, by its very nature, is a transformative process, an act of re-creation. It carries within itself the seeds of cultural change, and, when viewed in depth, can tell us a great deal about the spiritual situation in which we find ourselves.

One of the foremost questions of our age has been that of the meaning of existence. I propose that it is to the renewal of existence that we should look for its meaning—that is, life is meaningful insofar as it is continually regenerating, transforming, and unfolding itself by way of expansion and self-transcendence. Only by growth, by continuous evolution, do we truly discover the mystery of those creative powers in man which make him unique among the creatures of earth. Art is nothing if not creative. It is a place where the possibilities of growth are kept open. The Existentialists (especially Martin Heidegger) spoke of man’s “being-toward-death.” The time has come, in my view, when we should think and speak more in terms of our being-toward-rebirth, about the regenerative and transforming powers inherent in the inner depths of human nature that constitute the essence of life and of creativity, and that cry out to be awakened!

Which brings me to my next point: I am concerned above all with the role played by the visual arts in the transformation of consciousness. My theme is the transformation, regeneration, illumination, and ultimate liberation of consciousness and inner life and the release through art of those creative forces that aid consciousness in unfolding and releasing its own higher creative powers. Nor can it be said that I have used art for illegitimate ends, for the awakening of the creative, intuitive powers of the inner self is at the very heart of art. It is the natural gift of art to evolving mankind. All high art functions within the context of human evolution as an elevating, liberating, and spiritualizing force.

The food of the soul is truth.

To the discovery of it the eyes

contribute greatly.

MARSILIO FICINO

Perhaps the closest of all experiences to the mystical is the aesthetic. The experience of awe, beauty, unity, enhanced vision, and creative power that great works of art confer upon us approaches in kind the moment of mystical Illumination. Every genuine experience of a work of art becomes an awakening in miniature foreshadowing another, higher Awakening yet to come. Intuitive moments in the presence of great art prepare us, through similarity of experience, for the ecstasy of spiritual Awakening. Art is a joyous foreshadowing of Illumination. One of the principal virtues of art, therefore, is as a path of preparation by which the soul is moved toward the realization of its own supreme destiny.



Introduction

The stages of spiritual transformation in terms of which I shall attempt an interpretation of our culture and selected works of art came to me in a series of dreams between 1964 and 1966. Subsequent interpretation of my dreams and investigations of the process of rebirth that they revealed show these stages to be in universal manifestation, indeed archetypal.1 What the dreams revealed was the morphology of the regenerative process. In my own life the dreams proved prophetic, for in the years since the first dream, I’ve found myself unwittingly caught up in a journey of transformation.

No man can be absent from his culture.

JACOB LANDAU

Sow yourself, cast the

inert part of yourself in the 

furrow. 
You will recover 

yourself later in your work.

MIGUEL DE UNAMUNO

With a single exception, no sharp demarcation between stages has been experienced. Rather, each stage seems to have evolved naturally and unselfconsciously from the one preceding. Only as each new stage has come clearly to dominate my experience have I been able to recognize it. In the case of the earlier “dark” stages, recognition came well after the experiences had been fully passed through. Blindness is an occult law of the spiritual path, requiring us to immerse ourselves in and master each stage of experience prior to taking the next step in our spiritual journey.

To exist is to change, to

change is to mature, to

mature is 
to go on creating

oneself endlessly.

HENRI-LOUIS BERGSON

Objective scholarship would require that I validate my seven-stage regenerative cycle with an exhaustive study of mythology, cultural history, religious experience, and the psychological processes of growth and transformation. A reasonable amount of investigative work has been done along these lines. Something must be said, however, for the subjective experience of taking the journey oneself. “Understanding is clearly a subjective process,” says Jung. To know anything truly, it must be lived. True knowledge can be acquired firsthand only through experience, via intuition, or by direct union of one’s being with that which we would know.2 Otherwise, we may accept an idea on authority or merely because it is reasonable, but it is not our own. We have not made it our reality. Only through direct knowledge is doubt overcome. One can read and dream about love forever, but only being in love teaches us love’s true nature. Hence the age-old saying that experience is the best of all teachers. By entering subjectively into each of the stages of transformation, one acquires that mode of knowledge which comes of merging one’s being with the thing known. In this respect, both the Existentialist and the mystic experiencing the Light of transcendent Being gain the knowledge of which they speak firsthand. Direct experience of the stages of transformation has the further advantage of enabling one to enter more deeply into the inner dynamics of any myth, symbol, work of art, social event, or psychological experience in which any of the stages is operative or manifest.

This question of knowledge and subjectivity is so important that we cannot proceed without making certain additional points. If true knowledge is subjective, inner knowledge, what is known then depends upon the subjective condition of the knower. Attention, sensitivity, psychological type, one’s stage of evolutionary development—all affect what can be known. This being so, all advances in knowledge depend upon personal growth and the further awakening of consciousness. Both William James and Aldous Huxley made this point. “Knowledge we could never attain, remaining what we are,” says James, “may be attained in consequence of higher powers and a higher life.”3 And Huxley:

Knowledge is a function of being. Where there is a change in the being of the knower, there is a corresponding change in the nature and amount of knowledge. . . . It is only by making physical experiments that we can discover the intimate nature of matter and its potentialities. [Analogously,] it is only by making psychological and moral experiments that we can discover the intimate nature of mind and its potentialities.4

Myron Aarons often used the analogy of a boy of ten reading Gulliver’s Travels and seeing in it only a delightful story of little men and big, then rereading it again in the mature years of adulthood and seeing its satirization of humanity, its exposé of the pettiness, grossness, foibles, and insignificance of man. With growing maturity comes deepening insight and comprehension. The mind’s capacity to understand expands. What occurs between childhood and adulthood in Mike Aarons’s analogy is paradigmatic of the evolution of consciousness—of man’s progress from ignorance to wisdom, from finite consciousness to illumination and infinite awareness. The scope and validity of subjective knowledge depends, therefore, upon awakening and unfolding the inner life.

Two important consequences can be derived from this view of knowledge. First, by expanding the faculties of the mind, maturing the personality so that depth and balance are achieved, and by removing ignorance and freeing oneself of glamour and illusions, one’s capacity for knowledge can be greatly expanded. Second, we can expect to find “levels” of knowledge corresponding to various stages of human growth—each level being transcended as further growth opens up higher faculties and expands capacity. In Vedanta philosophy, for example, we find just such a “hierarchy of knowledge,” ranging from ignorance and illusion at the lowest level to absolute knowledge of Brahman—Essential Being, the Boundless All—at the highest.5 Plotinus also set forth a hierarchy of unfolding knowledge, saying, “Knowledge has three degrees—Opinion, Science, Illumination. The means or instrument of the first is sense; of the second, dialectic; of the third, intuition.” Huxley has pointed out that we can have no sufficient basis for truth in the sciences until we have apprehended the essential nature of consciousness itself. This would suggest that true science ultimately requires a fully awakened consciousness! Between the two poles of ignorance and illumination, then, we must see man’s subjective knowledge as growing, changing, evolving. Accordingly, we need an epistemology based not on frozen principles defined by unawakened minds but a science of knowledge that encompasses the evolution of consciousness! We need also to understand how to evolve consciousness at will, and we need a view of knowledge, intuition, and wisdom that allows us to recognize the “unfolding stages” by which the One Truth reveals itself progressively to an ever-evolving humanity. It is the return of such teachings that lies behind the resurgence of the Wisdom Teachings. Every truth knowable to man6 is capable of infinite expansion, like concentric circles spreading out endlessly from a central point.

At the very heart of the transformative process lies the idea of man’s liberation from all that is finite and imperfect in his nature. Transformation and regeneration present themselves, therefore, as the keys by which to unlock the doors to a new epistemology. In dealing here with the transformation of the inner being of man, and by looking at it in terms of universal, archetypal patterns, we are endeavoring to lay the groundwork for a science of knowledge that will permit us to get at the universal elements in subjective experience and see these in terms of cosmic law and creative processes.

It is therefore important to keep in mind:

In all esoteric philosophies, Eastern and Western, the subjective mind is viewed as one with the Universal Mind. G. de Purucker states this beautifully:

The inmost of us is the inmost of the universe: every essence, every energy, every power, every faculty, that is in the boundless All is in each one of us, active or latent. All the great sages have taught the same verity: “Man, know thyself,” which means going inward in thought and feeling, in ever-greater measure allying ourselves self-consciously with the divinity at the core of our being—the divinity which also is the very heart of the universe. There, indeed, is our home: boundless, frontierless Space.7

The inmost center of our constitution—our monadic essence, the root of our being and consciousness—links us with eternal Reality, the boundless All, and is our assurance that enlightenment and, ultimately, cosmic consciousness is possible.

Every woman and man is not only linked to the Universal Mind, but each is a center of the same—that is, each of us dwells precisely at the point where subjective knowledge is infinite. In Blake’s words, “If the doors of perception were cleansed man would see everything as it is, infinite.”

Why, then, are we unaware of the infinite within? Take the analogy of a mirror which, if smoky or dirty, sends back only distorted and fragmented images of what it reflects. Because man’s outer nature is finite and his mind unawakened, he reflects the Cosmic Mind like a smoky mirror incapable of clearly reflecting the divinity within. “Ignorance and delusion,” says Swami Prabhavananda, “are characteristic of the unregenerated mind.” It is only as we are able to cleanse the mirrors of the mind that it can reflect Reality as it is without distortion. Because our vision is clouded, we dispute over subjective knowledge, preferring objective or public knowledge to the inner wisdom of the soul. As a result we possess many facts, but little true wisdom.

To achieve true insight and wisdom, man must evolve and awaken his inner, hidden, latent powers. The journey begins with striving for emotional maturity, mental balance, psychological integration, and the development of an attitude of undefensive open-mindedness and accurate self-knowledge. A mature personality is the indispensable foundation of a spiritual life that in time leads to transfiguration, illumination, and liberation: first the journey of self-discovery, then the journey of self-transformation, and finally the journey of self-transcendence. Only by means of clear vision can we get to the essence of things. Only as illumined ones shall we see and know things as they are! Our task, therefore, is to free our consciousness of all inner distortions and thereby gain an ever-deepening contact with the subjective or Universal Mind. Eventually, having cleansed the mirrors of the mind, we shall see and know all things truly and without distortion.

Once the mind is rid of ignorance and illusions, we discover that what is inwardly known is a Truth that is universal. All who travel the spiritual path, regardless of the spiritual tradition to which they belong, find themselves in substantial agreement, for on contacting the Universal Mind all discover that they behold the same Truth. A Hindu, Buddhist, Christian, Taoist, poet, musician, or psychologist will each use the symbol structure with which he or she is most familiar to interpret transcendent experience, but once it is encountered, all experience the same Reality. Heraclitus says simply, “Those who are awake are in the same world, but those who sleep are each in a separate world.” What we view initially as our own inner private world, when pursued to its uttermost depths, turns out to be the most public of worlds—one where we contact Universal Wisdom and are united each to all by a profound sense of Universal Brotherhood.

Spiritual enlightenment solves one of the most difficult problems of science and speculative philosophy, but in a way neither science nor philosophy has been willing to accept. When at last one encounters Reality, its Truth is an essential part of the experience itself. It would be easier to doubt one’s own existence than to doubt Reality once it has been experienced. Once glimpsed, Truth is self-validating. A man or woman in love knows he or she is in love. No external proof is required. Knowledge of love comes with loving. So also with the experience of the higher Realities. The Truth that reveals itself to the inner consciousness of an Illumined One requires no external proving. So profound is the sense of Reality which accompanies enlightenment that all doubt is forever annihilated. “This is the character of truth,” said Voltaire. “It is for all men, it has only to show itself to be recognized, and no one can argue against it. A long dispute means that both parties are wrong.”
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Rembrandt van Rijn, Doctor Faust, ca. 1652

The self-validation that comes with inner illumination does not mean one has entered upon some irrational experience at odds with the visible world. The truth that comes via the awakening of the subjective, Universal Mind is a universal truth that is in harmony with all that is true in every domain of life, inner and outer. It follows universal law and has only to be put to the test. The problem is that the world has been unwilling to put the Wisdom of the sages and seers of the ages to the crucial test of determining whether it does indeed work! We prefer the ways of ignorance, compounded error, glamorous illusions, and the knowledge of test tubes to the Wisdom of the soul. But such unwillingness to give Wisdom a try is itself supremely unscientific! None can judge accurately of what he does not know. Whether our reluctance is due to prejudices, laziness, or the adolescence of the race may be open to question, but the fact remains that we cannot judge the validity of Inner Truth so long as we refuse to put it to the test. Those who have tested it throughout the ages have discovered that indeed, when made the basis of a committed and disciplined life, it does lead in due time to the highest Wisdom and supreme Enlightenment. The history of the world is replete with examples of those who have triumphed and returned to teach us the Way. Their sheer numbers and appearance in all ages on all continents among widely diverse cultures is irrefutable proof of the timeless validity of what they have found.

Returning to our theme of transformation, the death-rebirth process accomplishes several things: by plunging us into the uttermost depths of our being, it puts us in touch with the subjective or Universal Mind, leads toward a vast expansion of consciousness, radically alters what we know and how we know it, and transforms our very being so that we know because we have become one with the wisdom we sought. We are transfigured when we live the vision of what, in our essential being, we truly are. Hence, if we would validate inner truth, we must undergo the process of transformation that liberates the inner being and produces Inner Awakening. To think we can be given access to the Supreme Wisdom of the cosmos without making the necessary effort and proving ourselves worthy and responsible is the ultimate self-delusion. One who has not gone through medical school, properly specialized in surgery, and undergone an internship cannot enter a hospital and perform heart surgery. One can’t get a driver’s license without proving oneself a responsible driver. In the entire universe there is no such thing as something for nothing. Every advance must be earned. By aspiration, self-discipline, and the selfless use of such knowledge as one possesses, one earns the right to further knowledge. Only when one has undergone the necessary process of death and spiritual rebirth is one allowed access to the spiritual realms of our universe, for nothing unworthy may enter.8 Only then comes the moment of supreme Awakening. In that moment, knowing and being merge and are one.

The artworks and cultural events discussed here coincide with my lifetime and are a part of my personal experience. While something may be gained from the mere fact of distance from the events one seeks to interpret, so likewise is there something to be gained from participation in those events. History, in the final analysis, is based upon interpretation, which relies on personal and social insight, which depends in turn upon one’s psychological makeup, values, and philosophy of history. Toynbee says, “Men see largely what they expect to see, and they record what seems to them important.”9 He adds, “Neither history nor any other human activity can be definitive so long as the human race continues to exist.”10 New experiences and expanded insight will always enable one to revise one’s understanding of the past. What is gained by personal participation in the cultural events one seeks to interpret is the same thing gained by all subjective or existential experience: knowledge comes of being there! One who has never been imprisoned for his beliefs or convictions can scarcely comprehend the experiences of an Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn or Nelson Mandela. A bachelor viewing the domestic life of his married friends cannot know what it means to love and work within the context of marriage. Experience has no equal as a teacher.

Perhaps a few autobiographical comments may help illumine the direction of this work. In December 1964, I decided to end my marriage, leave the profession for which I had trained, quit my job, and return to graduate school to prepare for a new career. These decisions came quickly, all on the same day with little conscious premeditation. For several weeks, like a melody one can’t forget, two lines of a Dylan Thomas poem had been ringing in my mind:

Do not go gently into that good night.

Rage, rage against the dying of the light.11

Six weeks previously I’d written my first poem:

The Orphic Way

What Orphic traveler dares choose the Pit,

The gods of Night and darkest Hell?

What Orphic hero with eyes afire

Can choose the Chaos, therein to dwell?

To choose our death and Underworld,

To leave the sun and stars behind

And tread the spiraling whirlwind down

Into the regions of the blind,

To seek the Kingdom’s darkest side

Where neither mirth nor tears survive,

Where sky and sea are blackest ink

And the Abyss alone seems alive,

To pass beyond all love and faith

And dwell forever in the Night

And know that Hell alone is hope

Requires of man a Titan’s might.

But go we must into the Void,

Into those regions dark, unknown,

To face down death and meet the gods

Whose Underworld is but our own.

The poem was written on October 23, 1964. On December 3, I made a radical break with my entire past—wife, profession, religious beliefs. I assumed I was embarking on a new life and career. Little did I realize that this severing of my past was but the first or dismemberment stage of a cycle of changes which, in their course, would take me through the worst hell of my life. A couple months later, after taking up residency in New York City, the first of my dreams came. It was as follows: In a large building adjacent (in my dream) to the New York Coliseum, a flower show was in progress. I attended the show, then entered the Coliseum. A Stravinsky symphony and ballet were in progress, with the production of which I seemed to have something to do. I listened to the music and watched the ballet, but to my surprise the ballet-concert was only a prelude to the main event—a magic show. A renowned magician—the philosopher Plato, whose dress and appearance were reminiscent of Salvador Dali—appeared on stage to perform a feat for which he had attained world acclaim. A young blond woman in her early twenties then came on stage. Plato proceeded to cut off her left hand at the wrist. Even though she could still move and obey Plato’s instructions, the severed hand produced immediate death, whereupon she was placed in a wooden coffin by assistants, who nailed the lid tightly shut. Plato waved his hand quickly over the coffin. Instantly, it stood open, and the young girl stepped out alive and whole. The audience roared with applause. Plato proceeded to perform this astonishing feat a second time—severing the girl’s left hand, placing her in the coffin, then resurrecting her alive and restored to wholeness. More vigorous applause. Again, a third time, Plato performed his famed feat. But when he waved his hand and the coffin opened, to his great surprise the girl had vanished. From my omniscient position as dreamer I learned that the Oracle of Delphi had prophesied earlier to the young girl that she would die and be resurrected three times and that, on the third occasion, she would descend into the Underworld. My dream concluded as I saw the girl in the Underworld where she appeared quite happy. Then a voice said, “Nothing in the Underworld ever dies.”

For several days I puzzled over this strange dream, unable to make sense of it. Then, still without realizing its personal significance for me, I recognized in it several of the basic motifs of all myths of regeneration—the motifs of dismemberment, death and containment, and descent into the Underworld (the unconscious) as a place where “nothing ever dies.” The flower show, music, and ballet—symbols of life and vitality—provided the context and set the stage for the several dreams of death and rebirth that were to follow. Thus the end was foreshadowed in the beginning: “The universal mythology of the dream symbolism of death and rebirth,” says Andrew Greeley, “indicates that a conviction of hopefulness is built into the structure of the human condition.”12

By late spring 1965, my hopes of returning to graduate school had come to an end due to financial difficulties. The next two years were lived in a kind of limbo—writing freelance marketing programs and leading something of a playboy existence. Inwardly I felt lost, empty, dead, walking through my days like a somnambulant, convinced eventual death was the end of all human endeavors. Nothing held meaning. In retrospect, I came to see this as my period of death and containment.

Anything, it seemed, would be better than the meaninglessness that I felt. So I began to involve myself in the new youth culture, chiefly the music, getting to know and becoming friends with a number of prominent young musicians and even trying my hand at managing a folk singer. But instead of improving, things only seemed to get worse. The anxiety, misery, and loneliness of that period became almost unbearable, and I began to think about suicide. When a friend made three near-successful suicide attempts, I went into a state of complete physical and psychological collapse. This period most assuredly marked my descent into hell, or the Underworld.
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Every day the cracks get a little deeper

The time had come for therapy and facing my problems. For several months the depression was such that I was unable to hold a job. But the therapy proved highly beneficial. Following this period, I assumed the position and responsibilities of director of the Society for the Arts, Religion, and Contemporary Culture, nominated for the post by MoMA’s Alfred H. Barr, Jr. It was also at this time that I became intensely interested in the psychology of creativity. In short, my search was on! After therapy and twenty-five months as director of ARC, I resigned, put all my belongings in storage, and spent three-and-a-half months hitchhiking fifteen thousand miles around the United States and Canada. The movie Easy Rider, which came out the same summer, paralleled many of my experiences. Returning to New York in September, following Woodstock and the moon landing, my externalized quest turned inward and took on a greater intensity. The more deeply I explored the workings of my consciousness, the more absorbed I became in the search for my own identity. Looking back, I came to see that three-and-a-half years as a period of wandering in the labyrinth in search of the Way out of the Underworld.

In May 1970, I had a spontaneous mystical experience. As I sat one afternoon visiting with a friend and listening to music, the room suddenly began to glow, becoming brighter and brighter, until, all at once, everything appeared as pure light! Then, as though a veil had fallen away, I saw the universe consisting of flowing streams and rivers of Living Light entering and passing through the myriad ever-changing forms of manifest life. Forms changed and faded, but the Light of Life within them circulated ever onward, never ceasing. Immediately I knew there is no death! No longer aware of the music on the stereo, I now heard only the purest music—a music beyond imagination, the indescribable om or celestial song of the cosmos, and I felt and knew that all is a manifestation of an Infinite Love. Vision after vision followed for about an hour, then the experience ended as abruptly as it had begun. Never before or since have I experienced such a profound sense of peace! In the few notes I scribbled following the experience, I wrote, “Consciousness lights up Reality. The total Universe shines. Everyone is Christ!” In that hour I witnessed the Dance of Life.

By December 1970, I had discovered the mystical and esoteric traditions and plunged myself into the study of the Wisdom Literature of the ages. On January 1, 1971, I took up the discipline of meditation in the hope one day of reexperiencing the Vision beyond the veil. Since that time I’ve been engaged in the long and often difficult journey and search for the Divine Self within—that Self which unites us all. This is a journey that has a beginning, but no end. The road of divine self-unfolding is eternal.

So much for my personal odyssey.

I feel justified in drawing on my own experience for keys to interpret art and culture because I have lived through so many of the events of our time, deliberately involving myself in them. Perhaps I have developed some ability to attune myself to the forces of change at work in our culture. Or perhaps the reverse is true, and the changes impacting our society have affected my life at deep levels as a way of preparing me for the shifts occurring in our culture. Either way, if parallels exist, the stages of transformation in which I find myself caught up may be operating in like manner in the depths of society in order to bring about a profound spiritual transformation of this age and of humanity. This, at least, is my thesis. Personal, cultural, and archetypal experience appears to be approaching a point of convergence in our time. Just as a global society is emerging from the political, economic, cultural, technological, and communications interdependence of our world today, individual experience appears also to be taking on a more universal or archetypal quality. Pointing to the essential unity of personal and archetypal or metaphysical experience, Joseph Campbell says:

The key to the modern systems of psychological interpretation . . . is this: the metaphysical realms = the unconscious. Correspondingly, the key to open the door the other way is the same equation in reverse: the unconscious = the metaphysical realm. “For,” as Jesus states it, “behold, the kingdom of God is within you.”13

Turning now to the artists and works of art to be studied, it must be noted that the intuitive sensitivity of the artist often makes him or her a Seer of things to come. Fyodor Dostoyevsky anticipated the Russian Revolution, Wassily Kandinsky the outbreak of the First World War, and Paul Klee the rise of Nazism in Germany. We have to address here the prophetic element in creative intuition. If the artist can anticipate external events, how much more so inner events, changes of a psychological and spiritual nature. As I view the visual art of the United States since 1945, I see all the stages of transformation at work. It is as though our artists unknowingly foresaw a profound death and rebirth about to take place in American society. What follows is a study of selected but representative works of American art spanning the years between 1945 and 1975 in which various stages of spiritual transformation stand revealed. Chief emphasis has been placed upon the Abstract Expressionists and the work of the 1940s and ’50s because the artists of this style and period were aware of and more attuned to their own unconscious processes. Having survived the Great Depression and the catastrophes of two world wars, they brought to their art a deeper intuition of the radical nature of the changes ahead, beyond their own lifetimes. Other artists and movements are also considered, but by the time Psychedelic Art appears in the youth subculture of the 1960s, the radical nature of social change was already beginning to surface from the subconscious and become conscious. From the early sixties on, we are dealing with an emerging, growing awareness of personal, social, and spiritual rebirth. The civil rights movement, the women’s movement, and rock music were among its first manifestations.

Just as there is victory for the individual experiencing spiritual rebirth, so also is there for a society or an age. If, as many believe, ours is a time of profound change, of death and renewal, then for all the agony, suffering, and heartache the world is passing through, the ultimate result will be a new and better world, a world on its way toward Universal Brotherhood. “The old Universe with its Gods is sunk,” said Thomas Carlyle, “but it is not final death: there is to be a new Heaven and a new Earth.” “We have it in our power to begin the world over again,” Thomas Paine said at the time of the American Revolution. Indeed, we do.



A note on Viewing and Interpreting Art

If one is to take more than a superficial approach to art, one must first learn to see. Seeing in depth, seeing with the whole of one’s inner being, is no simple matter. Bringing one’s entire inner life and sensitivity to the viewing of works of art requires, as the Oracle of Delphi put it, that one know oneself. It requires that one’s inner perception or spiritual eyes be open. Some years ago I gave a lecture titled “Seeing Art with the Eyes of the Soul.” Here I offer only hints of that process.

Works of art are of an infinite

loneliness and with nothing

so little to be reached as with

criticism. Only love can grasp

and hold and be 
just toward them.

RAINER MARIA RILKE

First, one must come to a work of art with an open, receptive consciousness. Works of art are living things, endowed with the life of their creators and the inspirations that give them birth. When you open yourself to them, they can create in you a new depth of vision and insight, stir your imagination, expand your awareness, and awaken within you latent creative powers that have lain dormant awaiting this particular work of art to call them forth. All too often art historians or critics come to a work of art with a mind burdened with names, dates, styles, techniques, and criteria of judgment—all of which stand between the viewer and authentic seeing. In meditation, as long as the thinking process is active, the gibberish of the mind prevents the awakening of the intuitive powers that make possible direct perception of the innermost Self. In like manner, reliance on historical and critical judgments of a work of art prevents the work itself from speaking and being seen, from awakening our intuition and calling to our soul. Openness and receptivity are the first requirements of seeing.

My approach to art may be likened to a four-stage process of meditation by means of which the artwork brings about a progressive awakening of the higher faculties and, in turn, allows consciousness to penetrate to ever deeper and higher levels of the work.

It is not the subject of a work 

of art that decides its value;

rather, it is the inspirational 

impetus, the spontaneity of 

inner experience, with which 

it has been created and which

it arouses and reproduces in 

the beholder. But the faculty 

of responding to the inner 

meaning of such works of 

art has to be cultivated in the 

same measure as the faculty of 

creating them. Just as the artist 

has to master the material 

and the tools with which he 

creates, so the one who wants 

to enjoy art has to prepare 

and to tune the instrument of

spiritual receptivity in order

to achieve that profound 

resonance which is possible 

only if the mind has been 

emptied of all distracting 

thoughts and petty cares.

LAMA ANAGARIKA GOVINDA

1. Begin meditating on the objective, formal aspects of the work—e.g., shapes, lines, images, materials, composition, colors, light and shadow, texture and stylistic elements. Whatever inner meaning a work of art can reveal is inseparably bound up with the art object—the painting or sculpture, the artist’s creation. It is a fundamental law in meditation that
as one concentrates, so one receives. If I’m able to hold my attention on an idea or work of art for only a few seconds, I will learn little compared to what I may receive if am able to give it undivided attention for several minutes, even hours. One must learn to give full attention to the formal elements of a work if the underlying life and purpose that gave it birth are to reveal themselves. 
	Inner and outer are one life.



2. All forms are manifestations of energy. The art object is alive and pulsating with the inner dynamics of shape and image, tensions and resolutions, color harmonies and contrasts, and more. The physical artwork is the out-picturing of 
	fields of energy, and these energies interact with consciousness during the act of perception. A study of Gestalt psychology is useful here.1 Second-stage meditation on a work of art involves seeing and feeling the dynamics of its compositional elements 
	as energies, much as one feels the energy of music. Van Gogh’s art is excellent for training this sensitivity. In this way the artwork is brought to life for the viewer, consciousness is rendered more sensitive to the work, and an active interaction is set up between the viewer and the artwork.2

3. “Art at last must speak,” says John A. F. Taylor.3 The truth of art is no more exhausted by its physical manifestation than a man by his body; both have inner lives, expressive souls, and transcendent origins. Just as the human soul incarnates itself in physical vehicles, so do the ideas and intuitions of the artist “incarnate” themselves in works of art. The Law of Correspondence—“As above, so below”—ever holds true in all manifest forms. Hence, there is no such thing as a meaningless form. Every form, whether natural or manmade, is the out-bodying of some life or idea. In learning to concentrate on the artwork and its energies, observing details that might go unnoticed in a hasty glance, we initiate a process of seeing that opens inevitably, in time, to the inner life and meaning of the work. A good way of connecting to the inner levels of a work of art is to step inside it by an act of imagination and 
identify oneself with the work. For example, when viewing Van Gogh’s 
Starry Night (plate 22), step into the picture and become Starry Night. At some time in our lives, we have identified with other people, tried to think and feel as they feel, and it is not too difficult to imagine oneself as a favorite animal—a beloved cat or a graceful gazelle. By stepping into a work of art one 
takes on its inner life and comes to know it by living that life imaginatively within oneself. I’ve done this many times and find I can almost feel the creative moment, emotions, and thoughts of the artist in the act of giving birth to the work. Imaginative identification is likewise good for overcoming the subject/object dichotomy in consciousness and awakening the synthetic-intuitive faculties.

Before a picture, as before 

a prince, every one must 

stand, waiting to see whether 

and what it will speak to 

him; and, as in the case of a 

prince, so here he must not 

himself address it, for then he 

would only hear himself.

SCHOPENHAUER

The image itself will show you the way.

CORPUS HERMETICUM

This third stage of meditation on art is one of attuning oneself to the inner life and meaning of the work—the insights, intuitions, ideas, inspirations, and revelations that gave it birth. It is not necessary that the artist have been conscious of all that went into his work, for in our creative moments we are often vehicles for the soul’s wisdom—for a “knowing” beyond our knowledge. But no work of art can be said to be truly seen until we can enter its inner realms and perceive something of its inner life.

4. The fourth and final stage of meditation is done with eyes closed and consciousness turned inward. By this stage one should be so familiar with the artwork that every detail can be inwardly visualized. A mental picture of the work is now re-created in the mind’s eye and held for a few moments as one silently expresses a desire to know the innermost mysteries of the work. Then, with an out-breath, the image is dismissed from consciousness and the mind made calm and receptive. One now awaits such revelations of the “soul” of the work as one is able to receive. As Arthur Schopenhauer said, “In art the best of all is too spiritual to be given directly to the senses; it must be born in the imagination of the beholder, although begotten by the work of art.”4 The spiritual meaning of art belongs to the realm of the subjective or superconscious mind. Only when the objective mind is stilled, rendered quiet and receptive, does the subjective mind increase its sensitivity and powers and “make contact” with that which we wish truly to know. Slowly the deeper, more subtle meanings of the artwork—the spiritual forces and archetypes behind its creation—may begin to dawn in consciousness.

Still-born Silence! thou that art

Floodgate of the deeper heart.

ROBERT FLECKNOE

What began as concentration on the objective artwork leads in time to an unveiling of its inner dimensions and a union of our consciousness with the creative life of the work—a life bestowed on it by the artist during the act of creation. Once this inner synthesis takes place, the artwork becomes our own. In the case of a great work of art, we are often deepened, expanded, enriched, and even transformed by its creative power and vision. What higher compliment could any of us pay any artist than to say to her or him, “Your work has expanded and enriched my life”?

The task confronting any interpreter of a work of art is that of entering into the life of the work itself. Only then is one a true “art lover” who, aided with insight, can help others enter more deeply into and experience the art for themselves. To do this, however, one must interpret wisely. Interpretation should not seek to lift the veil of the unspoken in art but should serve as a guide to that region where the unspoken reigns supreme, where the mystery of seeing entrances the soul and a certain light breaks into consciousness that is ever untranslatable. The language of poetry, myth, and symbol—a language that, as Friedrich Hölderlin says, “works down into the depths and opens out and illumines”—is perhaps best able to conjure the powers of the imagination and reverberate in the chambers of the soul, thereby avoiding those too-literal efforts at art interpretation that destroy the real magic of art. As Joseph Conrad noted, “Words also belong to the sheltering conception of light and order which is our refuge.” So, when talking of art, the only error is to speak where silence would better serve.



PART I
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The Overview

To return to patterns of initiation: we can still recognize them . . . in the imaginative and dream life of modern man. But we recognize them too in certain types of real ordeals that he undergoes—in the spiritual crises, the solitude and despair through which every human being must pass in order to attain to a responsible, genuine, and creative life. Even if the initiatory character of these ordeals is not apprehended as such, it remains true nonetheless that man becomes himself only after having solved a series of desperately difficult and even dangerous situations; that is, after having undergone “tortures” and “death,” followed by an awakening to another life, qualitatively different because regenerated.

MIRCEA ELIADE

The western world stands on the verge of a spiritual rebirth, that is, a fundamental change of attitude toward the values of life. After a long period of outward expansion, we are beginning to look within ourselves once more.

GARY F. BAYNES
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Dreaming the Myth Onward: Art Since 1945
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The most we can do is dream the myth onward and give it a modern dress.

CARL JUNG

“The man who has survived being struck by lightning,” says Mircea Eliade, “acquires a ‘sensibility’ not attainable at the level of ordinary experience. . . . He feels himself to be not only dead and re-born, but born into existence which, while it is lived to all appearances in this world of ours, is framed in other existential dimensions.”1

If our titles recall the known


myths of antiquity, we have used


them again because they are the


eternal symbols upon which we


must fall back to express basic


psychological ideas. . . . Our


presentation of these myths,


however, must be in our own


terms, which are at once more


primitive and more modern than


the myths themselves—more


primitive because we seek the


primeval and atavistic roots


of the idea rather than their


graceful classical versions;


more modern than the myths


themselves because we must 

redescribe their implications


through our own experience. . . .


The myth holds us, therefore,

not through its romantic flavor,

nor through the remembrance


of the beauty of some bygone


age, not through possibilities of


fantasy, but because it expresses


to us something real and existing


in ourselves, as it was to those


who first stumbled upon the

symbols to give them life.

MARK ROTHKO

Anyone who has lived through even a portion of the past century—the Great Depression, World Wars I and II, the angst of the post-war years and “death of God” experience, the Vietnam War, the Kent State killings, the tragedy of 9/11, the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, the spread of terrorist activities throughout the world, genocide, world hunger, AIDS, unemployment, environmental disasters, and all the rest—may well feel he has been struck by lightning. Indeed, it is this sense of profound shock that is responsible not only for the political radicalizing of many people throughout the world but also—and more important for the evolution of human consciousness—explains the growing spiritual search one encounters everywhere today, especially among the young. As with Hermann Hesse’s young Siddhartha, we find “dreams and a restlessness of the soul” all around us. This is our lot today from which no one of us, even if he chooses, can fully escape. As Jacob Landau said, “No man can be absent from his culture.” If the forces of violence and disintegration around us seem too great at times and the road into the future too uncertain, we might do well to remember Govinda’s response when Siddhartha asked, “Well, Govinda, are we on the right road?” “We have learned much, Siddhartha,” Govinda replied. “There still remains much to learn. We are not going in circles, we are going upward. The path is a spiral; we have already climbed many steps.”2
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Hey, man, don’t you feel the rhythm of the tensions of our times?

One is always contemporary with a myth.

MIRCEA ELIADE

Modern painting is indeed 

the most striking expression 

of the universal process by 

which one cultural epoch 

with a long history yields 

its place to another. It bears 

witness to the decline of an 

old conception of reality and 

the emergence of a new one.

WERNER HAFTMANN

Within our lifetime, American art has given us images, like precognitions in dreams, of a radical transformation of man and of civilization—a transformation that is just beginning to reach us at conscious levels. This art recapitulates the complete cycle of death and spiritual rebirth found in all ancient myths of initiation. If the thesis developed in this work proves valid, we may conclude that civilization is itself undergoing an “initiation” into a higher consciousness such as that experienced in the past by individuals, but never before by an entire age or civilization.

Since I’m approaching the study of art by means of the mythic cycle of death and transformation, let us begin with a definition of myth. The philosopher Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel taught modern man to think of myths as fabrications of the imagination, hence as untrue. Thus the saying, “Oh, it’s just a myth.” Before Hegel reduced consciousness to mere reasoning, humanity understood myths and symbols as keys to the deeper mysteries of life. Thanks to modern myth-scholars such as Sir James Frazer, Jane Harrison, Edith Hamilton, Mircea Eliade, and Joseph Campbell, philosophers such as Ernst Cassirer and Suzanne Langer, psychologists such as Otto Rank, Carl Jung, and Erich Neumann, and literary scholars such as Philip Wheelwright and Northrop Frye, the twentieth century witnessed a revival of interest in myths and symbols, furthered by a growing interest in Eastern philosophy and the reemergence of the Ageless Wisdom.

Chosen are those artists

who penetrate to the region

of that secret place where

primeval power nurtures

 all evolution . . . who is

the artist who would not

dwell there? In the womb

of nature, at the source of

creation, where the secret key

to all lies guarded.

PAUL KLEE

After giving my definition of myth, I quote from two noted scholars—Campbell and Eliade. Direct access to the loftiest spiritual truths is denied us in our relatively unevolved state because, on one hand, the knowledge acquired would prove both meaningless and incomprehensible; and, on the other, the highest Wisdom is a carrier of powers man is as yet ill equipped to handle. Such Wisdom in the possession of selfish, unevolved men would prove more dangerous than giving nuclear weapons to children. However, to ensure that man never be cut off from his destiny and the powers that govern his evolution, spiritual truths have been preserved and given to him under a veil, by indirect means. This indirect communication of spiritual realities takes the form of myths, symbols, parables, fables, fairy tales, and allegories. Within these mythic narratives and symbol-structures, the eternal truths are protected and preserved. Hidden within them are psychic forces in the form of controlled archetypal powers that release into the inner life of man those energies and insights needed to make successful his journey from lesser or finite life into the greater Life of the Infinite. Myth links us to these cosmic forces. Putting it poetically, through myth, consciousness is “granted an audience” with eternal truths. “Myth,” said one of the church fathers, “is what is believed always, everywhere, by everybody.” Through myths the psychic energy of the individual taps the power stations of the cosmic. Hence the possibility of regeneration, of finite man experiencing himself infused and transformed by powers greater than himself.

In Campbell we find the emphasis upon psychic transformation.

It is the business of mythology proper, and of the fairy tale, to reveal the specific dangers and techniques of the dark interior way from tragedy to comedy. Hence the incidents are fantastic and “unreal”: they represent psychological, not physical, triumphs. Even when the legend is of an actual historical personage, the deeds of victory are rendered, not in lifelike, but in dreamlike figurations; for the point is not that such-and-such could be done on earth; the point is that, before such-and-such could be done on earth, this other, more important, primary thing had to be brought to pass within the labyrinth that we all know and visit in our dreams. The passage of the mythological hero may be overground, incidentally; fundamentally it is inward—into the depths where obscure resistances are overcome, and long lost, forgotten powers are revivified, to be made available for the transfiguration of the world.3

Mircea Eliade’s definition of myth points us to the source of the revivifying powers—the archetypal realms of creation.

Myth narrates a sacred history; it relates an event that took place in primordial Time, the fabled time of the “beginnings.” In other words, myth tells us how, through the deeds of Supernatural Beings, a reality came into existence, be it the whole of reality, the Cosmos, or only a fragment of reality—an island, a species of plant, a particular kind of human behavior, an institution. Myth, then, is always an account of a “creation”; it relates how something was produced, began to be. Myth tells only of that which really happened, which manifested itself concretely. . . . In short, myth describes the various and sometimes dramatic breakthroughs of the sacred (or the “supernatural”) into the World.4

Eliade’s definition is closely related to Heidegger’s concept of art as a “world-building” event, a view we shall examine later.

Myths are closely related to archetypes, dreams, and symbols. Myth may be defined as symbolic narrative—a composite symbol or set of symbols given dramatic form. “Symbols,” said Jung, “are never thought out consciously; they are always produced from the unconscious in the way of so-called revelation, or intuition.”5 The chief characteristic of myths and symbols is that they are never the products of the rational, wakeful mind but well up from below as insights, intuitions, revelations, visions, and dreams. For this reason dream-states,6 reverie,7 certain mind-manifesting drugs,8 ecstasy, and meditation have all been found to be conducive to symbolic perception. The irruption into consciousness of myths and symbols is often experienced as a “sudden knowing” because these states of expanded perception are typically experienced as self-transcending moments of archetypal attunement. Myths and symbols may be further defined as manifestations of transpersonal experience that tend toward the revelation of universal insights and truths. These symbolic, synthesized insights act as energy transformers, making available to us heightened psychic energies. Hence, Campbell’s “long lost, forgotten powers” that reemerge via myth to revivify us.

Our subject is the creative arts of painting and sculpture, so let us note briefly the relationship of myth and symbol to the creative imagination. The poet William Blake, our chief spokesman for the creative imagination, addresses us, saying, “You have the same intuition as I, only you do not trust or cultivate it. You can see what I do if you choose.” Imagination—literally, image-creation—is universal. We all dream in images, and most visual artists think visually the way musicians think musically.9 Visualization in the deepest sense is an occult science,10 meaning it obeys known universal laws and gives one mastery of specific creative powers. What is the nature of the visual image and the role of the creative imagination in its creation? Visual imagery is born of the interplay between the mind and the data of sense experience. Chitta,11 “mind stuff” or thought-matter—the energy-substance in which mental ideas are formed—is given shape by the concrete intelligence of man using the form-building powers of that intelligence.12 All matter and energy is electromagnetic. In the creative process, therefore, man is always dealing with electrical phenomena. Thought-forms or images are electrically charged and, like all energies, radiate their influence, producing effects either good or ill according to the motive of the thinker and the nature of the image created. All the subjects under discussion in this work have an esoteric side—which is to say, a scientific side—which, for the most part, will not be discussed, though references to sources may occasionally be given. The technical aspects of the symbolic and creative powers of the mind are vast and complex and will only be truly useful in an age that is more spiritually awakened and has greater use of its higher powers. Our primary objective here is to achieve a few insights into the art and culture of our own time. In his discussion of the Cosmic Tree, Roger Cook gives a fine poetic description of the nature of imagination.

The Tree of Life, or Cosmic Tree, penetrates the three zones of heaven, earth and the underworld, its branches penetrating the celestial world and its roots descending into the abyss. Like the Tree, imagination unites heaven and earth; it is “rooted” both above and below. Uniting the luminous world of consciousness to the dark underworld of the unconscious, and drawing nourishment from both the “heavenlyimmaterial” world of intelligible meaning and the “earthly-material” world of sensory perception, it creates the “magical” intermediary world of images. It is this lively mediation between these opposed worlds that accounts for the multiplicity of symbolism. . . . Like the Tree, imagination is a source of endless regeneration.13

Finally, let us touch briefly on archetypes. The notion of archetypes or primordial ideas received its first extended treatment in the philosophy of Plato and later in the work of Plotinus. Archetypal ideas underlay the Neoplatonic philosophy of Renaissance philosopher Marsilio Ficino—who had a great influence on Michelangelo and Leonardo da Vinci—then reemerged prominently in the modern world in the psychology of Carl Jung. Jung defined archetypes as primordial patterns consisting of inherited ideas and predispositions belonging to the racially inherited unconscious: “So far as the collective unconscious contents are concerned we are dealing with archaic or . . . primordial types, that is, with universal images that have existed since the remotest times.”14 Further on he says, “In that respect [they] correspond in every way to the instincts.”15 Since, as Jung says elsewhere, “It is only as an empiricist, and never as a philosopher, that I have been concerned with depth psychology,”16 I would like to raise a crucial philosophical question regarding the Jungian interpretation of archetypes. What Jung gives us is a phenomenological study of archetypes based on observations of them in dreams, myths, symbols, works of art, culture, religion and alchemy, and so forth. He traces them back to prehistoric man, through culture, and down into the depths of the unconscious, noticing their persistent and universal recurrence. Yet he does not deal with the philosophical significance of that transcendental wholeness that every archetype reveals in and through all specific manifestations. All human experience is partial and finite compared to the larger-than-life quality we find in the archetypal myth. Since the lesser cannot be greater than the greater, this largeness of the archetype cannot be adequately accounted for in purely phenomenological terms. I can best make my position clear by drawing an analogy to Gestalt psychology. Wilhelm Wundt held that the field of visual perception consists of numerous individual elements that our seeing holds together in mosaic fashion—a view designated as “elementalism.” Max Wertheimer came along and discovered that consciousness or perception brings to the act of seeing an ordered wholeness that, in the order of genesis if not of time, is prior to our perception of the individual elements of the visual field. To account for the psychological process that he had observed and tested, Wertheimer proposed in 1922 that “a procedure ‘from above’ is required, not a procedure ‘from below upward.’”17 I shall not enter here into the esoteric view of archetypes or cosmic ideas, which is abstract and complex, except to say that archetypes, and those myths and symbols that give expression to them, govern all evolution from above. Archetypes are the “molds” according to which our experience is shaped, not vice versa. The wholeness that archetypes express and that represent the unfolding potential of life and consciousness is anterior to the evolutionary process, and therefore will be found influencing it at every stage of development, from the most archaic times onward. Hence Jung’s discovery of archetypes as archaic or primordial types. To draw from phenomenological studies the assumption that archetypes are an “archaic residue” of past racial experiences is like saying that love is the “residue” of lovers. In our experiences of archetypal myths, we find that their language is intuitional and revelatory and that the truths revealed are metaphysical. “It would not be too much,” says Campbell, “to say that myth is the secret opening through which the inexhaustible energies of the cosmos pour into human cultural manifestation.”18 It speaks to us from above of what is Above, and by its wholeness and power reveals to us a greatness and a unity transcending all that we have hitherto known. The supreme value to us of archetypal myth is not as primordial or sacred history, but as a revelatory foreshadowing of destiny and a promise of hidden greatness residing in the depths of our being.

The presence of archetypal myths and symbols in the unconscious, out of which they occasionally erupt in dreams and art, is our assurance that we have not and cannot throw off the life-messages they bring to us from Mother Nature and the Creative Logos. In other words, no matter how scientific or civilized we view ourselves as being, we cannot outgrow the eternal truths that find expression in myths and symbols. “The most we can do,” says Jung, “is to dream the myth onward and give it a modern dress.” We should not be surprised, then, to find modern artists dreaming the myth onward, albeit subconsciously and often in the abstract iconography of the modern style. On the surface our society and civilization would appear to be in decline à la Toynbee’s criteria.19 Yet it is my intention to show in what follows that American artists since 1945 have made contact with and reveal to us those long-lost, forgotten powers that can be revivified and “made available for the transfiguration of the world.”

To understand the situation in which we have found ourselves for the past sixty-plus years, let us look briefly at the “modern world” and what happened to it in the century preceding and leading up to the post–World War II years. The radical nature of the events, ideas, and creations of the past several decades will then become much clearer.
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The End of the Modern World
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Our age is aware of the reality of the deliberate destructiveness in the human spirit and our age is troubled to its very depths. Therein lies its greatest opportunity: to grasp the truth by breaking away from the optimisms of the modern mind.

ROMANO GUARDINI

The terms modern man and modern world have specific historical references. They are no longer applicable to us or the culture that began with the second third of the twentieth century. It was Erich Kahler, I believe, who first employed the term postmodern man to describe the new human being. Who then was modern man, and what was the nature of that culture designated as the modern world?

Modern man began to


come into his own at the


time of the Renaissance. By

the eighteenth century, he

dominated the mind and


the heart of the West. By


then Nature had become an

infinite womb from whence


were born both human


personality and human

culture. The three together—

nature, personality, culture—

constituted the whole of


being. Follow nature: develop


your personality: become


cultured! These were the


battle cries of modern man.

FREDERICK D. WILHELMSEN

A NEW RELATIONSHIP TO NATURE. In the medieval world, man’s primary relationship was with a God separate from and above the world, who had created the world, then revealed himself to it through a special revelation. With the rise of the modern world, beginning with the Renaissance, nature came to signify that which was immediately sensible and accessible to the mind. In the art of Michelangelo, we find an uneasy restlessness as his nude figures still sense their relationship to, as well as their separation from, the Creator. In Goethe and the eighteenth century, she—Mother Nature—is still divine. Writing in 1782 for the Tiefurter Journal, he says:

Nature! We are surrounded and embraced by her. We are without power to rise out of her and without power to plunge deeper into her. . . .

We live in her center and are strangers to her. She converses with us endlessly and she does not reveal her secrets to us. We try to submit her to our wishes and we have no power over her.

She, the Mother, is the only Artist and she fashions the most simple matter to the most subtle and lofty contrasts; with no sign of exertion she raises matter to the highest perfection. . . .

She is benevolent, and I praise her in all her works. She is wise and silent. . . .

She put me here; she will lead me away. I place my trust in her. She may dispose of me as she wills.1

The spiritual life of humanity

is now so strong that it has 

disrupted all present forms 

of human expression. The 

world of the past has gone 

and gone forever, and the 

new world of forms has not

yet made its appearance. 

Its construction will be 

distinctive of the emerging 

creative life of the spirit in man.

ALICE A. BAILEY

With the rise of industry, modern man objectified nature, endowed it with perfection, and then identified himself with its objective goodness.

AN OPTIMISTIC BELIEF IN INEVITABLE PROGRESS. Undeniable advances in science and learning and the achievements of industrialism led inevitably to a belief in ongoing progress. Taking the notion from the sphere of science and industry, Henri de Saint-Simon applied the idea to society itself, holding that man aimed consciously at “the golden age that is not behind us but in front of us and that will be realized by the perfection of the social order.”2
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Modern man following in the footsteps of Mother Nature

BELIEF IN THE RATIONALITY OF MAN. Along with the idea of progress came belief in the reasonableness of man. Belief that the mind of man could understand all things was part of the “religion of science” and found expression in the need of modern man to create an ordered whole of his knowledge.

EMPHASIS ON INDIVIDUALITY AND CREATIVE GENIUS. With the Renaissance, for the first time, the individual personality became important. Human dignity and achievements were seen with a new awareness, and individual genius became the ultimate standard of human values and judgments. The new idea of genius found its first embodiment in Michelangelo. H. W. Jansen says:

The concept of genius as divine inspiration, a super-human power granted to a few rare individuals and acting through them, is nowhere exemplified more fully than in the life and work of Michelangelo (1475–1564). Not only his admirers viewed him in this light; he himself, steeped in the tradition of Neo-Platonism, accepted the idea of his genius as a living reality, although it seemed to him at times a curse rather than a blessing. The element that brings continuity to his long and stormy career is the sovereign power of his personality, his faith in the subjective rightness of everything he created. Conventions, standards, and traditions might be observed by lesser spirits; he could acknowledge no authority higher than the dictates of his genius.3

THE EXPANSION OF WEALTH AND POWER. The expansion of wealth and power was regarded as right and desirable in itself. Political science viewed society as a living, growing organism. From the Renaissance on, the national states emerged and matured, devoting their energies and resources to global expansion, inventions, techniques for mastering nature, and developing free economic competition. Modern man came to believe that increased wealth and power would lead inevitably to greater security, usefulness, and vitality.

THE CREATION OF CULTURE. Pre-Renaissance man submitted himself to the Work of God. With the new emphasis upon personality and creative genius, man began to see himself as a creator in his own right, and the creation of “culture” came to be regarded as the essence of the work of man. The arts of sculpture, painting, poetry, drama, and music began to flourish. “At the Renaissance,” says Alexandre Koyré, “there was no criterion of the impossible.”
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A New Age is upon us

ETHICS AND VALUES. The new emphasis upon culture and rationality gave birth to a new set of values. With the rationalism of the Enlightenment came a belief that morality and justice should be as unmistakable and universal as Newton’s laws. This view is best expressed in Immanuel Kant’s categorical imperative: “Under this condition alone the will can be called absolutely good without qualification. . . . That is, I should never act in such a way that I could not also will that my maxim should be a universal law.”4 The values of culture also reigned supreme. Rousseau is said to have wept contemplating beauty.

Modern man truly believed himself on the way to creating a paradise on earth. Guardini says:

Modern man had convinced himself that he stood at last before reality as it was. The springs of existence would be opened before him. The energies of a nature now accessible to his understanding would blend with those of his own nature and the “great life” would be realized. Knowledge, commerce, production, each would perfect itself according to its own laws. All the spheres of reality would be united into an overwhelming harmony. Yet that achieved whole—“culture” itself—would continue to expand and within it man would fulfill himself.5

By the middle of the nineteenth century it began to appear that something was drastically wrong, that modern man’s naive faith in the redemptive power of science, reason, and culture had been misplaced. By 1864, Dostoyevsky, in his Notes from the Underground, had his Underground Man asking of modern man’s utilitarian utopianism:

Advantage, indeed? What, after all, is advantage? Would you, gentlemen, undertake exactly to define wherein human advantage consists? . . . Can human interests ever be properly reckoned up? May there not always remain interests which never have been, never can be, included in any classification? . . . May there not, therefore, exist something which to most men is ever dearer than their true interests? Or, not to infringe the logical sequence, may there not exist some supreme interest of interests (the additional interest of which I am speaking) which is greater and more absorbing than any other interest, and for which man, if the need should arise, is ready to contravene every law, and to lose sight alike of common sense, honor, prosperity and ease—in a word, of all the things which are fair and expedient—if haply he can gain for himself that primal, that supreme, advantage which he conceives to be the dearest thing on earth?6

By the summer of 1946, World War II was over and our troops home. Radical unrest was beginning, and the turning of consciousness homeward was accompanied by another turning—inward. The Hitler experience had made it conclusively clear that the values and beliefs of “modern man” were in collapse. Let’s briefly review the changes in attitude.7

The veneration of nature that we found in Goethe, and in a more naive form in the Romanticists, vanished with the spread of technology. Increasingly, technology was turned to the exploitation of nature. More significantly, it alienated man himself from nature. With new discoveries in physics, nature lost its concreteness. Buckminster Fuller noted that 99 percent of all scientific knowledge today belongs to realms (microscopic and macroscopic) that lie beyond the range of our physical senses.8 This “invisibility” of nature extended also to technology as man increasingly planned and executed projects that he could not see. From a divine, nurturing Mother, nature came to be only a set of inorganic (statistical) abstractions, devoid of emotion and the qualities of real experience. By the mid-twentieth century, man could no longer approach nature directly but had to resort increasingly to the abstractions of mathematics.

The idea of inevitable progress was built upon the crude mechanistic models of science and industry. It failed to recognize that the inner life of man cannot be satisfied by science alone. The result was a split into what C. P. Snow later called “two cultures”—one still dedicated to the ideals of science and progress, the other “cut off” and turning increasingly inward to the neglected depths of man himself. The Romantic despair over the inability of science to bring man happiness became, in Dostoyevsky, the despair of a mind that had conquered all but its relationship to itself.

Belief in the rationality of man was radically challenged in the nineteenth century. Kant and Hume had shown the limits of reason. Then came exposure of the irrational depths of man by Dostoyevsky, Nietzsche, Kierkegaard, Ludwig Feuerbach, and Freud. The unmastered, the unknown, and the demonic in man suddenly began to erupt from their hidden depths. Irrational man9 revealed his full capacity for diabolical action in Nazi Germany (should we not also include Hiroshima and Nagasaki along with Dachau and Buchenwald?).10

With the emphasis upon individuality and genius, man came to think of himself as lord of his own being. Descartes’ “I think, therefore, I am” established man’s sense of self. In philosophy, the thinking subject became the measure of all concepts. Then came industrialized man, followed by labor unions, mass markets, opinion polls—depersonalization. “Mass man,” unionized man, was absorbed by technology and the industrial complex and soon found himself a “soulless” entity in a bureaucratic society. Autonomy became suspect and the self-made creative personality inimical. “Mass man,” says Guardini, “has no desire for independence or originality in either the management or the conduct of his life.”11 Mass education effectively killed off the impulse toward “genius” and taught man how to fit into the system.

The “self-evident” values of expanding wealth and power were also called into question as it became increasingly clear that uncontrolled free enterprise led to exploitation of the masses. Marxism, while revolting against capitalist expansion, simply reintroduced the economic optimism of modern man in a new guise. As for the increased security and usefulness that the increase of power was supposed to bring, modern man failed to recognize his capacity to use power for evil ends. Why did it take men four-and-a-half centuries to learn what Machiavelli had tried to teach them at the birth of the Renaissance?

Men rise from one ambition to another: first they seek to secure themselves against attack, and then they attack others. . . .

The fear to lose stirs the same passions in men as the desire to gain, as men do not believe themselves sure of what they already possess except by acquiring still more; and, moreover, these new acquisitions are so many means of strength and power for abuses.12

Morally uncontrolled, the inherent demands of power for self-expansion become increasingly demonic. The abuse of power has become one of the major challenges facing humanity today. The world is divided into “power blocks,” each fighting for dominance on the world stage.

We may speak of the breakdown of modern culture as a revolution from within—a revolt against all external human values. “The question,” said Ortega y Gasset, “is not to paint something altogether different from a man, a house, a mountain, but to paint a man who resembles a man as little as possible. . . . For the modern artist, aesthetic pleasure derives from such a triumph over human matter.”13 Franz Kafka’s Gregor Samsa, in The Metamorphosis, who awakens one morning to find that he is no longer a human being but a man-sized cockroach, clearly signals the abandonment of the optimism of the humanist tradition. When Rousseau, decrying the evils of culture, proposed that man return to nature, surely he had nothing so Freudian in mind. One of the crucial turning points in my life came when I read Herman Melville’s Moby Dick, followed a few months later by James Baird’s Ishmael.14 Baird argues that the impulse toward primitivism in Melville and in an artist such as Gauguin represented a “journey to the East,” symbolized by Oceanic cultures. If we can equate “primitivism” and the “East” with introspection and the unconscious, we see in the revolt against modern culture a turning inward to the inner depths on the part of Western man. The turn toward primitivism deeply influenced modern art.15

“The ultimate disease of our time,” says Abraham Maslow, “is valuelessness.”16 The virtues of truth that belonged to the religion of reason and the values of beauty, kindness, and decency praised by bourgeois culture were first called into question by the Romantic hero who, like Goethe’s Faust, violates moral law out of an insatiable desire for experience. As science became more objective, it increasingly emphasized moral and ethical neutrality. The cultural studies of anthropologists led many to a belief in ethical relativism. The final result of all this was a void in the realm of values, to which the Existentialists then addressed themselves. “The greatest enemy of morality,” wrote Geoffrey Clive, “is not passion but insensitivity, not licentiousness but self-deception.”17 Of this immorality, Eichmann and Hitler had become the supreme symbols by the mid-twentieth century.

The values, concepts, and beliefs that gave birth to “modern man” and “the modern world,” beginning with the Renaissance and peaking with the Enlightenment, underwent a century of decline between the mid-nineteenth and mid-twentieth centuries. Such values and concepts as the modern world produced cannot be said to have been without their benefits to humanity, but their limitations have become all too clear to “postmodern man.” As Geoffrey Clive says:
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A New Age is upon us?

The very fact that there is another possibility of human fulfillment besides individual and collective materialism damns the idea of progress. . . . Certain it is that progress in the modern world has left a huge void, and that next to its familiar advantages it has been responsible for unprecedented vulgarity, uprootedness, and selfalienation.18
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