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INTRODUCTION 

Very few people know that there are long-standing traditions of sexual mysticism in the West. During the last quarter of the twentieth century, many in the West became aware of Hindu and Buddhist forms of Tantra, but as Hugh Urban and other scholars in that field have shown, tantric traditions were often distorted in the process of transmission or transference to the modern West, where they frequently became commodified and trivialized. This never happened to esoteric Western traditions of sexual mysticism, primarily because they were entirely unknown. This is the first book to outline the existence of such traditions, and in what follows, I will describe for the first time in print the hidden history and nature of Western sexual mysticism.

Of course, we should begin by explaining what we mean by sexual mysticism in the first place. After all, the very term 
mysticism is ambiguous, for some even synonymous with woolly-headed. The word 
mystic derives from the Greek word mustein, meaning “silent” or “closed lips,” and it has the same origin as the word mystery. The words mysticism and mystery are associated with the ancient Greek Mystery (revelatory and initiatory) traditions of antiquity, which, as we shall see, certainly had sexual dimensions. As far back as we can trace, the word 
mysticism refers to religious traditions that point us toward inexpressible transcendence of the apparent division between subject and object, or self and other, and toward realization of the divine.

When we look back into Greek and Roman antiquity, we see that the Mystery traditions almost always had sexual dimensions, and there is good reason for this. The Mystery traditions, be they Bacchic, Dionysiac, Eleusinian, or Orphic, were closely bound up with the cosmic cycles, and in particular with the cycles of agricultural and human fertility. In fact, the earlier forms of the Mystery traditions, including during the Hellenistic period, were in the domain of women. Only later were men allowed to be priests in many of the traditions, and the 
orgia (orgiastic celebrations) took place under the auspices of women. 
What we are looking at in these ancient traditions bears little relation to the 
common stereotype of femininity as demure, coquettish, or passive. The women described in some of the ancient Mystery traditions seem to our eyes (as to those of their contemporaries) frenzied, wild, and dangerous, but this authentic wildness expresses a dimension of nature itself that we moderns often fail to recognize.

We will discuss the Greco-Roman Mysteries in much more detail soon, but it is worthwhile here to at least note the profound connection between nature and the Mystery traditions during the entire period of antiquity and late antiquity. The Dionysiac rites and the Bacchanalia took place outdoors, and often at night; and although the rites were associated with the fertility of nature, that was not their only dimension. The Mysteries entailed direct contact with the transcendent forces of the cosmos, which, although they are expressed in the natural world, have their origins in pagan divinity. There is a fierceness in the Mystery traditions, and a dissolution of civilization, that is very important in understanding both their power and their dangers.

When we turn to the advent of Christianity within the declining pagan world, we see something quite different and, in many respects, new. There really is a changing of the age represented by the shift from the ancient Mysteries to the mysteries of Christianity. There were Stoic and other ascetic or semiascetic traditions within Greco-Roman antiquity, but there is a very real and profound shift that took place from the orgiastic traditions of antiquity to the extreme asceticism of Christianity, as emblematized in the desert fathers. Consider on the one hand the bacchanals (those participating in Bacchanalia) of antiquity, and on the other Origen’s self-castration. It would seem that we are observing a shift from one extreme to the other. Admittedly, there were Mystery traditions that involved emasculation, too, but those underscored the primacy of the feminine powers, whereas Origen represents those who are “eunuchs for the sake of heaven.”1 In this, as in many other aspects, even the apparent similarities between the two broad traditions turn out to be differences.

And yet there is a notable kind of continuity in one respect. Although it is 
almost never discussed except in the works of specialists, early Christianity also entailed a sexual dimension. As we shall see, one should not simply dichotomize between, on the one hand, the orgiastic traditions of Greco-Roman antiquity, and Christian asceticism on the other. Christianity, after all, was not a single movement or sect, but a whole series of phenomena that emerged in the midst of late antiquity and that included a gamut of possibilities, all the way from asceticism to license. And even within what later became known as orthodox Christianity, there was a mysterious tradition of 
subintroductae, in which men and women lived and slept together, but without male ejaculation. Thus there was a Christian tradition from very early on—it is mentioned by Paul himself—of sexual mysticism: that is, of drawing on sexual tension and power, but harnessing it to achieve spiritual transcendence.

There is, of course, much more also to discuss in the Christian traditions of late antiquity. One cannot consider Christianity as a single entity, but rather as a congeries of very different currents of thought and practice, which we see exemplified both in the Apocrypha and in the various Gnostic traditions and compendia. In fact, a fairly reasonable case could be made that “pagan” orgiastic traditions did not disappear, but were subsumed into various forms of Christianity, sometimes called gnostic. 
But even here, there was a real distinction from the earlier cosmological traditions of antiquity. Christianity added 
gnosis, a metaphysical or transcendent dimension, which changed everything. In a very profound sense, Christianity was “not of this world,” and we see this not only in the New Testament, but also in what remains of the various Gnostic writings.

What we see in the Nag Hammadi library, and in the other fragments of actual Gnostic writings, is the sense that the material world is a realm of suffering and ignorance. This is a profound revision of the earlier, pagan celebration of nature, and it reflects a Gnostic and, more broadly, a Christian sense that Christ represented something new and irrevocable: the appearance in this troubled human world of divine grace and transcendence beyond it. Whether Docetic or not, the Gnostic Christ represents a new and resplendent divine revelation. Whereas in the pagan world, transcendence was to be found in nature, in the new Gnostic world, transcendence was separate from and beyond nature.

The Christian revelation focused, much more than its pagan predecessors, on the human sphere. That Christ appeared in human form is central for Christianity. But also central for Christianity is the beyond, the transcendent, the millennial, and the heavenly. These two tendencies did offer the possibility for incorporating sexual dimensions into the Christian path, and that is what we see during the early Christian period, both in Gnosticism and in what came to be called orthodox Christianity. Many priests and bishops lived with women, and it seemed possible, early on at least, that Christianity might represent not only an ascetic rejection of pagan excesses, but also entirely new roles for men and women, drawing on, incorporating, and transcending sexuality in order to restore humanity to paradisal wholeness.

However, this new model was not to last. Within several hundred years, a historicist and ascetic form of Christianity—represented in figures like Augustine of Hippo—became dominant, and other kinds of Christianity either disappeared or went underground. During the first few centuries after Christ, Gnostic Christianity offered a pluralist model not dissimilar from what we see in Buddhism. Indeed, there is significant evidence of cross-pollination between Buddhism and Gnosticism, as between Greek and Asian civilizations. One sees this clearly in the development of Buddhist art, which reveals strong Greek influence, and there are real parallels between Buddhism and some Gnostic writings and figures. Gnosticism represents what Christianity could have become, had it taken a path closer to that of Buddhism.

But from its inception, unlike Christianity, Buddhism emphasized practice and spiritual awakening through individual effort. Shakyamuni Buddha undertook particular practices, especially meditation, and achieved enlightenment as a result. By contrast, Christianity—even in its Gnostic strains—tended to emphasize divine grace and revelation from without, through Christ. What’s more, as the historicist and “orthodox” tendency within Christianity became more dominant, especially in the Latin West, the emphasis on individual spiritual practices diminished. Only certain practices were accepted, and those tended to be outwardly focused on prayer to God conceived as an external, divine being. Thus, whereas Buddhism developed into a pluralistic model that included a vast array of accepted inner practices and traditions, Western Christianity tended toward a single historicist perspective. By the thirteenth century, it even had developed the formal institution of the Inquisition to enforce that single Latin perspective, at one point even condemning Christianity’s greatest mystic, Meister Eckhart.

With all of this said, however, one has to recognize that Christianity was never a monolithic tradition. What I have been sketching are only tendencies. Nor was it the case that pagan traditions totally vanished, as if someone flicked a switch. History does not work that way. Rather, pagan traditions fed into the currents of Christianity in northern and southern Europe, as in Russia and England, often in subterranean ways. What is more, the various currents of Christianity—including Gnostic streams—did not vanish entirely, but also went underground or were transmitted through Judaism, Islam, or other traditions, only to reenter Christianity later on. And above all, Western Christianity included a whole 
series of recurrent “heretical” religious traditions that kept reappearing. But the most important of these recurrences was during the modern era.

It is not so much a matter of tracing one continuous hidden lineage in the West as it is of discovering where a given tradition emerged into visibility, and when it more or less vanished. Whereas Asian and Islamic religious traditions are largely continuous—one can trace lines of teachers and students back for generation upon generation—Western esoteric traditions demonstrate what I term an “ahistorical continuity.”2 By this I mean that one can find both direct and indirect lines of historical influence and even of transmission, not least because adherents will cite their own predecessors and thus place themselves in a particular lineage. Yet these lines of continuity—one could call them initiatory lines—are not necessarily historical. A century might pass, but then one finds a student of Jacob Böhme’s, then a school, then a lacuna, then another figure, and so forth.

As I discussed in my book Restoring Paradise, Western esoteric traditions are transmitted mostly via books or manuscripts—that is, via the written word and image. This means that a given spiritual possibility or even initiatory line may be dormant within a particular work for centuries, even millennia, only to reappear in a new era when the conditions are ripe for its restoration and reawakening. Hence, while it is true that Gnosticism “died out” in late antiquity, it is also true that Gnosticism as a range of spiritual possibilities within Christianity remained latent until being periodically rediscovered in one form or another, whether by medieval “heretics” or by modern seekers. Despite (or perhaps because of) the historicist emphasis of “orthodox” Western Christianity, and its long-standing ambivalence or hostility toward mysticism, Western traditions do not depend on historical transmission from master to disciple so much as on an ahistorical continuity that depends on recognizing and reawakening what is carried implicitly in the esoteric written and oral traditions that began with and are exemplified in the parables of Jesus. Parables are, after all, the koan tradition of Christianity.

Thus it should not be a surprise that in the early modern period, a whole new set of Christian traditions emerged in the wake of that great spiritual genius, Jacob Böhme (1575–1624). Through the eighteenth and into the nineteenth centuries, we see the emergence of esoteric religious traditions (broadly called 
theosophic and pansophic), which restored to Christianity an emphasis on inner spiritual awakening, and which furthermore emphasized a cosmology that, in total contrast to scientific rationalism, was based on the recognition of hidden spiritual qualities and meaning in all of nature. With the advent of Christian theosophy—even as the West more generally was tending toward scientific reductionism on the one hand, and toward fideist reductionism on the other—we see the unexpected resurgence of an esoteric Christian tradition that magisterially restores both metaphysics and cosmology. Suddenly there is a new kind of Christian gnosis for the modern era.

Early Christian theosophy does not include any clear sexual mysticism—though one does find hints of it in the work of John Pordage (1608–81)—but even as the Industrial Revolution developed during the nineteenth century, one also sees the emergence in esoteric circles (influenced by Christian theosophy) of sexual mysticisms both in England and in the United States. The nineteenth century is the period when sexual mysticism reemerges into broader consciousness in the West, as we see not only in figures like the poet and artist William Blake, but also in American utopian communities like Oneida, under the direction of John Humphrey Noyes (1811–86), and Fountain Grove, under the direction of Thomas Lake Harris (1823–1906). Another important figure during what we may call the American renaissance of sexual mysticism is Alice Bunker Stockham (1833–1912). Suddenly, as if out of nowhere, one finds numerous practitioners and advocates of sexual mysticism in the West.

At this point, it becomes necessary to distinguish between sexual mysticism and sexual magic. For during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, one also sees various currents of sexual magic emerge, most having their inception with Paschal Beverly Randolph (1825–75). Randolph himself had traveled across the Atlantic, and the currents of sexual magical traditions moved from Europe and England to North America and back again.3 There is much yet to be written about sexual magical traditions of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. But here we distinguish fairly rigorously between sexual mysticism and sexual magic, because whereas sexual magical practices are focused on particular worldly gains or, to put it another way, the acquisition of power to achieve particular ends, sexual mysticism is strictly gnostic in the sense that its adherents aim not for power but for inner or spiritual union and realization. While there may be magical dimensions to a mystical practice, or mystical dimensions to a magical one, by and large one can distinguish one from the other without too much trouble.

Of course, the twentieth century was marked by a new syncretism, and by the end of the century it was no longer possible to strictly divide Western and Eastern traditions or currents because each had taken on some properties of the other. Asian traditions, including tantric traditions both Hindu and Buddhist, had Western adherents and were also subject to New Age commodification, while at the same time Western currents had also made their way around the globe via printed works and electronic communication. By the early twenty-first century, one could find hybrid forms of virtually every tradition imaginable, but hybridization is visible especially when Westerners draw from Asian tantric traditions. This 
syncrasis (from the Greek krasis, or “mixing”) is a long-standing 
characteristic of Western esotericism, and is integral to the secret history of 
Western sexual mysticism, especially in the modern era.

But the West also does have currents of erotic mysticism that can be traced back into antiquity, and that are inherently Western even if they too have syncrasic elements. One reason these currents have been comparatively little studied is that what became “orthodox” Latin Christianity has always had a very disapproving attitude toward sexuality, except for procreation. We see this emphasis reflected even in the fact that Roman Catholic priests cannot marry, whereas in the more mystically inclined Eastern Orthodoxy, priests can be married. Still, and despite the asceticism that characterizes Latin Christianity as a whole, one certainly can see long-standing currents of erotic mysticism that can be traced through the large body of hymns, songs, and poems that celebrate eros for Christ united with the mystical body of the Church, and that appear from late antiquity to the medieval and even into the modern period. Of course, there is nothing particularly controversial or secret about hymns or prose that celebrate the sublimation of sexual eros and its channeling into religious expression.

What is controversial, however, is the subject of this book: sexual or erotic 
mysticism as a spiritual path within Western Christianity. Such an erotic 
mysticism clearly was present again in the United States in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, and it was hardly without its detractors. To understand it, 
we must begin by examining the sexual dimensions of the Greco-Roman Mystery traditions, some of which were then incorporated into Christianity. We must at least consider the role that Kabbalah played in transmitting erotic mysticism, and we must also look into medieval and early modern traditions. But our particular focus will be the predecessors to and the emergence, or reemergence, of erotic mysticism in nineteenth-and twentieth-century America. For there is no doubt that the modern era made possible the affirmation of erotic mysticism in new ways, especially in North America.

Broadly speaking, there are two contrasting ways of seeing the advent of modern secular society. One is to see it as a period of decline from traditional religion, in the manner of René Guénon, 
for whom modernity represents an inexorable descent toward the catastrophic end 
of the Kali Yuga (the last of four primary time-cycles, according to Hindu scriptures). Another is to see modernity as continual progress, and, in the manner of Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, as an inexorable movement upward toward 
apotheosis, whether it be as “omega point” or as the divinization of humanity. But there is a third way, which is this: even if modernity represents a decline in some respects—destruction of the natural world, loss of privacy, ever more spectacular weaponry, the dissolution of traditional cultures—it also comes with certain compensatory blessings. The dissolution of rigid cultural norms brings with it on the one hand social disarray, but on the other hand new spiritual possibilities. Suddenly, for example, the most esoteric of Tibetan Buddhist teachings are made accessible around the world; ancient and previously secret traditions from many cultures are taught more or less openly.

This unprecedented secular environment, and the dissolution of previous 
cultural norms, makes possible new ways of seeing and understanding sexuality or eros in relation to the religious impulses of humanity. Christianity opens up into an array of possibilities; a pluralistic world exists once again, just as it did in late antiquity before the vanquishing of the Gnostics. It is true that there are traditionally warnings about the dangers of sexual mysticism; indeed, this is arguably why erotic practices 
were condemned by some of the early Church fathers and saints, especially as the 
Church became institutionalized and, at the same time, increasingly ascetic. But 
one also has to wonder whether it is really a matter of only one or the other—whether it might also be possible to find a balance between the poles of license and ascesis, and whether the traditions of erotic mysticism may have important things to offer us today.

In any case, it is important at least to know about and to understand the 
range of possibilities for erotic mysticism that has always existed within the 
Western traditions more broadly. By understanding the hidden erotic traditions 
within the West, even if we do not pursue them, we have a richer, more profound 
range of perspectives to draw from; history becomes more multidimensional. But 
it is also possible that, as we uncover these secret erotic traditions of the 
West, they will in turn feed into new movements and generate new ways of 
understanding. Each era draws on the past in its own way, and perhaps it is time for us—at least those who are interested and who feel some calling to the task—to reconsider the erotic mysticism of the West.

To do so, we must begin in ancient Greece.



1

THE ANCIENT SEXUAL MYSTERIES

To understand much about the Mysteries of antiquity requires a certain degree of sympathetic imagination, for the truth is, this region of knowledge is mostly lost to us. An investigator into the Mysteries of antiquity must sift through numerous rare, obscure, and ancient works, looking for clues. The task is made more difficult because initiates into the Mysteries did not, for the most part, reveal what they were about. Furthermore, we come to the alien yet familiar world of antiquity through the prism of Christian polemics that were filled with invective against the “heathen” Mystery traditions and especially against the sexual aspects of the Mystery traditions. Still, it remains absolutely clear that to understand something of the Mysteries, we must come to understand more about their sexual dimensions.

The Mysteries represent a world at once strange to us and yet oddly 
familiar—alien because we no longer naturally see the world as profoundly 
interconnected with the gods, yet oddly familiar because many of those ancient 
deities are still present within Western culture, woven into the names of the 
week, into our literature, and even into our popular culture. Names like Bacchus, Demeter, Dionysus, Isis, Mithras, and Orpheus—they resonate vaguely for most of us, but we don’t really know what those names represented for their ancient adherents. And this is the problem. We can reconstruct to some extent, from a variety of sources, various kinds of Mystery symbols, myths, even festivals or pageants as well as some rituals. But what did these mean in a practitioner’s experience? We possess fragments of a lost world, and only clues to the Mysteries.

Still, no one can deny that sexuality played a central, even defining role in the ancient Mystery traditions. Indeed, it is this aspect of the Mysteries—especially given the stern conventional Christian embrace of a largely ascetic ideal—that is prominent in most people’s minds. It could hardly be otherwise, given that the Mystery traditions were often associated with nocturnal revels called orgia, and were represented frequently with the symbolism of the erect phallus and, at least on occasion, with the symbolism of the pudenda. The words 
Dionysiac and Bacchic have come to signify revelry and abandonment 
of social conventions, a celebration of life through enjoyment of food, drink, and sexual experiences.

Yet when we look closer, we also see an ascetic, even severely ascetic, dimension to the Mysteries as well. While it is true that the early Christian father Origen went so far as to castrate himself, and some others followed suit after him, such a body-denying ethos is not limited to early Christianity, for it is found also among some devotees of the Mater Magna, or Great Mother. For instance, Walter Burkert writes, “the sanctuaries had their own special clergy. The charismatic nucleus consisted of the galli, castrated by the order of their goddess ‘in order to spread awe among men.’”1 The Magna Mater was also a cult (among many) adopted (and adapted) by the Romans around 200 BC, and its tradition of eunuch priests goes back probably to the Bronze Age. Though Origen’s act is not usually seen in this particular historical context, perhaps it should be.

If the Mysteries are associated with extremes, on the one hand license if not licentiousness, and on the other asceticism (to the point of self-mutilation), so too modern interpretations of the Mysteries have run the gamut from a kind of literalist naturalism on the one hand, to Platonic transcendence on the other. Quite common is the modern materialist view that the Mysteries were merely a celebration of the abundance of nature, or of life’s generative power, or something along those lines. But when one looks at what accounts and fragments we have from the Mystery traditions, interpreters going much further back than the eighteenth-century English translator Thomas Taylor—indeed, all the way back to Plato—have asserted that the Mysteries were using disparate and sometimes startling symbols not merely to celebrate the earth’s abundance, but as a means of awakening higher consciousness in initiates.

So which is it? Immanence or otherworldly? Life affirming or life denying? To posit these kinds of interpretive extremes is, in my view, to misunderstand the Mystery traditions from the outset, and thus also the various attitudes toward sexuality and sexual symbolism that we find within them. It is, after all, entirely possible that the matter is a bit more complicated than simplistic interpretations would allow. Perhaps, in fact, the Mysteries served multiple purposes within the cultures of antiquity, so that they served to propitiate and strengthen the generative powers within nature, to join people socially through ritual activities, and also to provide revelatory, supranatural, or divine guidance as well as initiatory salvation.


What Were the Mysteries?

One of the major problems of interpretation is that much of what we know about the Mysteries is filtered through the harshest of critics. Thus, we have quite a bit from Clement of Alexandria, one of the early church fathers, but he quotes almost exclusively in order to scorn or to critique. Then we have fragments of various poems and documents, as well as various accounts, some of one line of the Mysteries, others of another. Still, we can certainly draw together a good sense of at least some of the major Mystery traditions, and in so doing, will be better able to understand the role that sexuality played within them.

As a church father, Clement of Alexandria, in his Exhortation to the Heathen, took it upon himself to dissuade the adherents of the various Mystery traditions from their age-old traditions, and he did so by outlining with considerable detail what those Mysteries were. He recounts or alludes to the primary myths, refers to the various symbols of the Mystery traditions, and even quotes specific poetic fragments, all with a clear agenda of discrediting them. Yet while Clement’s aim is to discredit the Mysteries by disclosing them, in fact he also offers much information on their details.

But it is better to begin with the only full sympathetic account we have of the Mystery tradition of Isis, told by the Roman novelist Apuleius in his extraordinary work 
The Golden Ass, or Metamorphoses. The Golden Ass is the riotous, delightful tale of a young Roman, Lucius, who visits an unfamiliar town and has a sexual dalliance with a household’s beautiful maidservant, Fotis. But when he sees the maidservant’s witch-mistress turn herself into a bird with a magical ointment, Lucius decides to try it out, and he finds himself turned into an ass. Before he can find the antidote, a rose, he is captured by thieves—and so begins his picaresque adventures. Eventually, despondent and still an ass, he gives up and cries out for help to Isis, who reveals herself to him and offers him the way out of his predicament.

Two primary themes are woven into The Golden Ass that we must note here. First is the implicit critique of Christianity, almost the mirror opposite of Clement of Alexandria’s antipaganism. This critique of Christianity is a matter of interpretation, but at many points the narrator refers to keeping the reader from suffering on a “cross of anxiety,” and implies that Christianity is devoid of the joy to be found in the much older Mystery traditions of Isis and Osiris. Throughout the book, Lucius as ass-narrator alludes to suffering as if on a cross and to the indignity of dying on a cross, and of course the entire theme of the ass in the book may derive in part from Judaism and from Christianity (one might recall that Jesus rode into Jerusalem on an ass). Furthermore, there is an odious baker’s wife character who is said to foolishly believe in a single god. All of these kinds of references, taken together, develop a theme of anti-Christianity that corresponds quite reasonably to the period of late-second-century Rome, when certainly Christianity had become fairly widely known.2 Thus one could argue that Apuleius’s novel represents a kind of rejoinder to Christian attacks on the “lewd” Mystery traditions.

But the second theme, of sexuality, is much more important for us. The novel is not an uncritical celebration of sexuality, even though it begins with Lucius’s sexual adventures with the lithe young Fotis, whose beauty makes Lucius (in particular, a certain part of him) stand in admiration. The book begins not only with a celebration of Fotis and of sexuality, but also with Fotis as the one who gives Lucius the wrong witch’s potion and thus turns him not into a bird, as he wished, but into an ass. Lucius had only recently been singing the praises of a woman’s hair as her most beautiful asset, and now he found himself covered with bristly hair and braying! Despite the innocent celebration of sexual experience at the book’s inception, here is an underlying implication about sexuality that could hardly be missed. If we were to miss it, we would be reminded when, by the tenth book, Lucius the ass is to be “wedded” in a stadium to a seductive murderess before a great crowd—his lowest point, and the moment he chooses to run away and hide by the ocean’s shore.

There, in book 11, Lucius is granted a transcendent vision of the goddess Isis, who is also Venus or Aphrodite and is associated with the full moon and the ocean. She reveals herself as “Mother of the Gods,” as Minerva and Diana among the Cretans, as Proserpine (Persephone) among the Sicilians, as Ceres (Demeter) to the Eleusinians, and, above all, as Queen Isis to the Egyptians, this being her true name. Isis tells Lucius that the following day, there will be a priestly pageant, and he is to eat some of the roses attached to a 
sistrum (an ancient musical instrument) held by a main priest. This will cure Lucius of his asshood, and then “will the sun of your salvation rise.”3 After death, if Lucius remains chaste and dedicates his life to Isis, he will go to the Elysian Fields.

Naturally, Lucius goes to the great celebration, which includes many musicians, pipers, women in white strewing blossoms, “a great band of men and women of all classes and ages, who had been initiated into the Mysteries of the Goddess, and who were all clad in linen garments of the purest white.” These adherents were followed by “the Gods themselves,” Anubis and a cow, and a man who carried “a venerable effigy of Supreme Deity,” which showed no likeness to any bird or beast, nor even to man, an inexpressible symbol of “Deep Silence.” Then came the priest with the roses, Lucius ate, and miraculously he was restored to human form. The entire parade, celebrating, went on to the ocean, where they set to sail a ship laden with offerings to mark the beginning of the navigational year.4

But Lucius’s tale is not over, for he continues to have dreams of the Goddess Isis, who desires that he become a chaste priest. The chief priest, however, being of an “unevangelical religion,” puts him off until there is a clear sign that Lucius is indeed called to be a priest of Isis. That time finally comes, and Lucius is initiated joyously into the cult of the Mother Goddess, Isis. Though he cannot reveal what happened in detail, he does explain that he was dressed in white embroidered linen after he “approached the confines of death,” “trod the threshold of Proserpine,” and “at midnight . . . saw the Sun shining in all his glory. [He] approached the gods below, and the gods above, and . . . stood beside them.” “Behold,” he concludes, “I have told you my experience, and yet what you hear can mean nothing to you.”5 Eventually, Lucius is also initiated into the Mysteries of Osiris, his head is shaved, and, sponsored by the gods themselves, he is made a member of the College of Pastophori in Rome. Thus ends his tale, and thus also the only full, sympathetic account of what it was like to be initiated into the ancient Mysteries.

Apuleius’s account of the Mysteries suggests a number of important things about them, especially as they existed in pluralistic Roman culture. It is true that the account in 
Metamorphoses is of a particular kind of Mystery tradition, one typically Roman in its pluralistic or syncretic tendency to join together numerous religious traditions and, in the manner of Hinduism, suggest that a god can have many names and even identities. But it is also true that it shows an ascetic current that, as we have already noted, was certainly there in many of the votive Mystery traditions in which initiates vowed their chastity in exchange for divine favors. In this regard, Lucius’s devotion to the Mother Goddess is undoubtedly part of a long tradition. In the tradition Apuleius was drawing on, sexuality was affirmed as a central part of worldly life, but it was set aside once an initiate took on a priestly role—and this is exactly what is depicted in the novel.

Of course, the Mystery tradition that Apuleius describes is quite late in the 
Roman period. There are much earlier traditions for which we do possess some 
indications concerning attitudes toward sexuality. Of particular importance are the traditions concerning Bacchus or Dionysus. By all accounts, in its earlier forms, the Bacchic Mysteries were conducted by women and under the auspices of priestesses, yet at their center was the symbol of the phallus. In fact, numerous vases, frescoes, and sculptures from antiquity exist that represent the orgiastic celebrations of Dionysus Bacchus, in which one sees dancing, wine, and ithyphallic images. Here, as in the tale of Apuleius’s 
much later, one sees pageants replete with Mystery symbolism, as well as the 
additional revelry or orgia at night that characterize the Bacchic/Dionysiac current. The Dionysiac Mysteries were widespread throughout Greece, Italy, Asia Minor, and Egypt in the centuries prior to the birth of Jesus.

We have some accounts concerning the Dionysiac traditions under the Ptolemaic kings of Egypt, and we know that there were great, royally sponsored processions that included a large statue of Dionysus on a cart, followed by wild satyrs and bacchants, images of fruit and abundance, women with wild hair and sometimes wreathed with vines, another cart carrying a large phallus, and still another with the various accoutrements of wine production and consumption. Clearly it must have been a sight to behold! In Italy, we know that elements of the Dionysiac current sometimes were joined syncretically with the Mysteries of Demeter and Kore (or Persephone), so that the Dionysiac Mysteries took on also a chthonic feminine dimension. But these are the outward aspects of the cult as depicted by one or another ancient author.6 The question still remains as to what such cults meant for an initiate.




The Inner Meanings of the Dionysiac Mysteries

The world of Greek antiquity reveals considerable art and literature that features what in later periods would certainly be considered lewd or obscene. Especially prominent in this regard is the genre of literature and art that we must term 
priapic. Vases, reliefs, frescoes, statues, amulets, poems—all feature the erect phallus, exactly what is also described as being at the center of the Bacchic celebrations. What are we to make of the omnipresent phallus? What could be the inner meaning of these representations and poems that, even today, are mostly overlooked by scholars?

We look back at these prevalent and lewd representations mostly through the lens of Christian history, and so it is particularly difficult for us to understand what they could have represented. Did they represent sexual excitation, lasciviousness, and nothing else, as their critics would suggest? If so, then Augustine of Hippo perhaps was right when he echoed the criticisms of centuries past by asserting, just as Clement of Alexandria had, that “paganism” resulted in the abolition of social mores and the worst kinds of sexual and social decadent excesses, even murder. And of course such accusations were not limited to Christian authors. The Roman historian Livy said that the Bacchic Mysteries consisted of feasting, drunkenness, promiscuity, and ritual murder.7 Of course, such accounts do fit into a typology of accusations that we also find against Jews and Christians, and they also fit into the typology of criticism that vaunts the critic as superior and civilized, and the celebrant as barbaric, inferior.

But there is more than one way to view the widespread lewdness of the art, literature, and ritual of Greco-Roman antiquity. First, we must recognize that prevalent worldviews in antiquity were in significant ways different from our own, and that ribaldry was much more commonplace than it is in more contemporary, rationalistic settings. Consider, for example, the set of Roman poems collected under the name
Carmina Priapea, or Songs of Priapus. These poems or epigrams were often fixed to ithyphallic statues placed in the gardens or orchards of Roman landowners, the idea being that the statues would both encourage fecundity and discourage theft. Now the encouraging of fecundity is self-evident, but why would such statues be considered to discourage theft? As the epigrams make clear, not only does the phallus make a good club to beat thieves, but also the epigrams repeatedly threaten sodomy as the penalty for the crime of orchard theft—hence the Latin name for such a phallic image: 
tutela diligens pomarii, or “faithful protector of the orchard.”

[image: image]

Figure 1.1. A Greek Hermes stone

The gods Hermes and Mercury were often also represented as priapic, and in fact there are numerous Hermes stones or steles that consisted of a bearded head and an erect phallus on a column and that served as road markers. Likewise, the word 
fascinum in antiquity referred to an enchantment or magical amulet—as in the custom of hanging a small representation of a phallus from a necklace around a child’s neck as a protection from witchcraft. In ancient Rome, there was a custom that a bride sit on a statue with an erect phallus representing a divinity called Mutinus or Tutenas, an act that was supposed to render her fruitful since she had been symbolically deflowered by a god. The point here is simply this: these images and their common uses reveal a culture in which explicit sexual symbolism was commonplace.

Lest we jump to the conclusion that Western antiquity is unique in this regard, we might recall that India has an analogous tradition—that of Shiva. As is by now well known, the god Shiva is often symbolized by a representation of the 
lingam, or erect phallus. In fact, there is an Indian scripture called the Linga Purana, in which Shiva says that the phallus is the basis or foundation of the whole world, and that whoever desires perfection must worship the phallus.8 The path of the lingam, in this tradition, is not connected to procreation, but rather is one of pleasure that in turn leads into bliss (ananda) and thus, paradoxically, to detachment, that is, to the transcendence of worldly life. Is it possible that the ancient traditions of Shiva have something to tell us about the Dionysian traditions of the West?

As we have seen, most modern interpretations of ancient Mystery traditions tend toward literalism. In such views, representations of the phallus are believed to be associated with generation, procreation, fertility, or reproduction. But in fact, when we look at the Bacchic or Dionysiac traditions in particular, we find that they are associated primarily (like those of Shiva) with pleasure or ecstasy—that is, with feasting, dancing, wine, inebriation, wildness, ecstatic music, and sexual license, including orgia. There is something else here, a dimension explicitly beyond procreation and corresponding instead to the infusion of wildness and transcendence into human life—what we could also call the bursting forth of controlled disorder, the creation of a wild space in which disorder can be cultivated and channeled so that it does not explode in unexpected and destructive ways after having been artificially suppressed.

Indeed, when we look at the efforts of various Platonists to explain the Mysteries, we find more clues as to what the erect phalli signify. In his lengthy treatise 
De Mysteriis (On the Mysteries), Iamblichus explains why the Mystery traditions require such symbols as erect phalli or the 
mons veneris (Latin for “mound of Venus,” a woman’s pubic region). He notes that it is true that the phallus is a sign of prolific power connected to the spring. But that is by no means the whole of the symbolism. Iamblichus points out that when human passions are suppressed, they become more vehement. But when these passions are called forth or energized, they are satisfied and purified, so that what from without might appear base, in fact calls us to transcendence. Hence the organs of generation in sacred ceremonies may in fact represent not procreation, but rather a means for liberation from the bonds of generation.
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