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For Colin Wilson, who has certainly repaired
quite a bit of the universe.



If we all desire it intensely, if we organise all the visible and invisible powers of earth and fling them
upward, if we all battle together like fellow combatants eternally vigilant — then the Universe might
possibly be saved.

Nikos Kazantzakis






Acknowledgements

Many people have helped make this book possible. I’d like to thank my editor Christopher Moore for
suggesting it and Floris Books for being supportive. Thanks too go to the staff of the British Library
for their ever reliable help. My friend James Hamilton endured many conversations and made many
suggestions. Special thanks goes to Iain McGilchrist for reading some of the work while in progress
and for his helpful comments, and Anja Flode Bjorlo for crucial help with the index and research. My
friends John Browner, Lisa Yarger, and their daughter Greta were once again extremely generous in
their hospitality in Munich, where some of this book was written; aptly, a chapter having much to do
with Max Scheler, who was born there. As always my sons Maximilian and Joshua and their mother
Ruth Jones were of inestimable assistance in providing me with some very special reasons for taking
care of the cosmos.






Introduction: Saving the Universe

This book has a bold title, and it may be a good idea to begin by trying to explain it. While working
on an earlier book, The Quest for Hermes Trismegistus (2011), about the influence of Hermeticism
and its mythical founder, the ‘thrice greatest Hermes’, on western consciousness, I touched on the idea
of human beings as ‘cosmic caretakers’, as individuals given the responsibility of ‘taking care of the
cosmos’ — no mean task, as I’m sure readers will agree. Although for centuries Hermes Trismegistus
was believed to have been a real person who lived at ‘the dawn of time’, and who received a
primordial ‘divine revelation’ — the ‘perennial philosophy’ that is at the heart of much of western
spiritual thought — he 1s now thought to have been a fictional figure, devised by the authors of the
Hermetic writings, who lived in Alexandria in Egypt in the first few centuries after Christ. In the
Asclepius, one of the books making up what is known as the Corpus Hermeticum, the body of
mystical writings on which Hermeticism 1s based, Hermes Trismegistus tells his student Asclepius
that man is a creature of two natures, of, indeed, two worlds. Man is, according to Hermes, a creature
of the natural world, of the body and the senses, and as such is subject to all the laws and limitations
that come with ‘living in the material world’. But he 1s also an inhabitant of another world, that of
mind, spirit, the soul, consciousness, which, in essence, is free from the limitations of his other
nature.

How this came about is told in the Hermetic creation myth.. In the Poimandres, perhaps the best
known of the Hermetic books, Nous, or the Universal Mind, explains that after the creation of the
world, he thought it good to create a being like himself who could enjoy his work. So he created man.
For a long time, the idea that Hermetic man was created in the image of his creator suggested that the
Hermetic books borrowed elements from the Judeo-Christian tradition. In that tradition, too, man is
created in the image of God. Recent scholarship, however, argues that the author of the Poimandres,
who remains unknown, came to the idea independently. Whatever the case, in two powerful spiritual
traditions that have had an enormous influence on western consciousness, the same i1dea, that man 1s
made in the image of the divine plays a central role.

Unlike 1n the Judeo-Christian tradition, but similar to the Platonic and Gnostic creation accounts,
in the Hermetic account the actual work of making the cosmos was undertaken by a ‘second Nous’, a
demiurge or ‘craftsman’, created by the first Nous to carry out the job. When man saw what the
craftsman had forged, he marvelled at its beauty, and quite understandably, wanted to be a creator
himself. Nous, his Father, loving man, agreed. The craftsman did as well, and happy to share in his
work, he gave man some of his power. He gave him a share of the ‘seven spheres’ which encircle the
earth, the seven spheres being the orbits of the seven ancient planets, Moon, Sun, Mercury, Venus,
Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn. These seven spheres govern what takes place on earth; in Hermeticism, as
in astrology, they are the source of our ‘destiny’ and ‘fate’. Readers familiar with the history of
astronomy will know that they are the seven planetary spheres that pre-Copernican astronomers
believed encircled our earth, and they will also know that the ancient astronomers believed that the
earth itself was at the centre of the cosmos.



Now, in the Hermetic creation myth, the cosmos and the earth were originally formed through the
action of the creative Word, the /ogos or Mind. But by the time that man is created, the Word has left
the earth and returned to its source in Nous, leaving behind a world of mere matter. It is explained in
the creation account that the material which the craftsman uses to create the cosmos is a kind of ‘grim
darkness’ that originates in the chaos which precedes creation. When the /ogos leaves it, it returns to
its original state. To readers of contemporary cosmology, ‘grim darkness’ sounds rather like the ‘dark
matter’ of which we are told most of the universe 1s made. It is still a beautiful world, and through the
turning of the seven spheres, living things have emerged from the earth’s waters. Man, curious about
what the creator has been up to, desires to see the earth. He pierces the seven spheres and looks down
upon the beautiful world, marvelling at the crafisman’s handiwork. The earth, however — we can also
say Nature — sees man too, and recognising the Nous within him, desires him — apparently the earth is
a woman — wanting to partake again of the divine Word. Man, too, sees his reflection — and hence that
of Nous — on earth’s waters, and becomes enchanted with it, much as the youth Narcissus does in the
Greek myth. No sooner does man wish to be with the earth then he drops from his heavenly perch
through the seven spheres and enters into a form without the Word, that is, a body; in other words,
matter. (Up until then he has been in a solely spiritual immaterial form.) It is through this descent from
beyond the seven spheres to the earth that man becomes a creature of two worlds. Passing through the
seven spheres, he absorbs their character and becomes subject to their laws. Wrapped in the arms of
the earth, he is subject to all its limitations, to the constraints of mindless, spiritless matter, and the
necessities inflicted on him by the dictates of ‘destiny’ and ‘fate’. But within him still glows a spark
of his origin, his birthright from the world beyond, and it is this connection with his source, with its
freedom and power that will save him.



The Gnostics

In many ways this myth is very similar to the account of man’s place in the cosmos given by the
Gnostics, who were contemporaries of the ancient Hermeticists. The Gnostics were early Christians
who embraced an interpretation of Christ’s teaching very different from what became the official
church. As in the Hermetic myth, for the Gnostics, creation is the work of a second Nous or God, but
in their case it is an entirely disastrous affair. This second God, whom they call the demiurge, or ‘half
god’, 1s something of an idiot; at least he is so inflated with his sense of power and importance that he
comes to consider himself the true God. For the Gnostics, this demiurge is Jehovah, the God of the
Bible — William Blake called him ‘Old Nobodaddy’ — and the world he has created is a kind of trap,
an evil realm of falsity and oppression. Yet like the Hermeticists, the Gnostics, too, believed that a
spark of the true God — the God beyond the world — was hidden within them. The aim of their
spiritual practices and beliefs was to awaken this spark and release it, so that they could return to
their source, beyond creation.

This notion of the world being a trap, and its creator a kind of demon, has had a powerful
influence on western consciousness. Although for many centuries, the only source of information
about the Gnostics were hostile accounts written about them by church fathers, who saw them as
heretics — indeed the church was particularly successful in wiping them out — in the last century or so,
the work of many different scholars has provided a different, broader view of these early Christians
and their ideas.? Gnostic themes and what we can call a Gnostic sensibility have become a part of the
modern mind. They can be found in the work of the psychologist C.G. Jung. The idea of life as a kind
of prison which we must escape is at the heart of the ‘Fourth Way’ of the enigmatic esoteric teacher
G.L Gurdjieff.? Gnostic ideas can be found in the work of novelists like Hermann Hesse and Thomas
Pynchon, in the philosopher Martin Heidegger, for whom man is ‘thrown’ into the world, and in less
high-brow sources, such as the science fiction of Philip K. Dick and the films in 7he Matrix (1999—
2003) series, and Peter Weir’s film The Truman Show (1998), about a man who discovers that his
entire life has actually been a television program. Another film, Alex Proyas’ Dark City (1998),
though less well known, is the most Hermetic of the lot, with its hero discovering that, not only is the
world he lives in false, he himself'is a kind of god.

It is a welcome sign that Gnostic ideas have made their way into the cultural mainstream. They
lead us to question the status quo and seek the truth. But there is another side to this development.
This idea of the world as false, as a kind of prison, has, I believe, led to, or at least certainly added
to, our sense of uncertainty and insecurity, to our anxiety and paranoia. The kind of ‘conspiracy
consciousness’ that permeates much of our postmodern life is a kind of Gnosticism; at least it shares
in the sense that, in the words of a Bob Dylan song, something 1s happening but we don’t know what
it is. Powers greater than ourselves — the government, big business, aliens, the unconscious, or the
‘cultural forces’ invoked by much postmodern thought — control our lives, and this feeling of being
manipulated adds to the general sense of helplessness which is a strong current in contemporary life.
This sense of helplessness can lead to some undesirable effects, such as random violence against the
‘system’ or a general ‘retreat from life’. It can lead to cynicism and a kind of generic nihilism that
accepts that ‘nothing is true’, with the corollary that, everything, then, is permitted. It also encourages
the kind of ironic world-weariness associated with some forms of postmodernism, the ‘been there,



done that, got the T-shirt’ sensibility that informs much of our jaded tastes. As Colin Wilson pointed
out decades ago, modern man suffers from what he calls ‘the fallacy of insignificance’, the sense that
nothing we do really matters, that life is meaningless, and that, in the long run, ‘you can’t win’.Z This
1s an extremely unhealthy state of mind, and if this book has a central aim, it is to show that it is
wrong.



The leap

It 1s true that the Hermetic philosophy shares some elements with the Gnostics. We know that both
groups knew of each other, as the famous ‘Gnostic gospels’ found in Nag Hammadi in Egypt in 1945,
included some Hermetic texts.2 But there is one central sense in which they are radically different.
The Hermeticists believed, as did the Gnostics, that they had fallen from a free, limitless spiritual
world into this severely limited world of necessity and constraint. But unlike the Gnostics, they did
not believe that this world was a trap or that they were prisoners in it. As we have seen, for the
Hermeticists, man’s descent from the higher spiritual world into this world of space and time, of
constraints and limitations, was not the work of an evil or idiotic demiurge, but came about through
man’s love of the earth, and the earth’s love of man. There is even a sense in which this descent
wasn’ta ‘fall’, as it is considered in the Gnostic and Judeo-Christian traditions. Rather it was a jump,
or, to take a leaf from the Danish religious philosopher Kierkegaard, a leap, of faith perhaps.
Although some of the thinkers and philosophers I will look at in this book do consider that man’s fall
was the result of some cosmic catastrophe or crime, there is a sense, I think, in which we can see it as
a freely chosen act, a willing embrace of a tremendous responsibility and obligation.

The Hermetic philosophy sees it as such. When Asclepius asks Hermes Trismegistus why man has
a dual nature — one of matter and one of spirit — Hermes explains that it is so he can ‘raise his sight to
heaven while he takes care of the earth,” and so he can ‘love those things that are below him’ while he
is ‘beloved by the things above.” Asclepius himself, when asked about man’s need for a body,
explains that it is necessary so that we can take care of creation. Asclepius tells his listeners that
Nous gave man a ‘corporeal dwelling place’ and ‘mixed and blended our two natures into one’, doing
justice to our twofold origin, so that we can ‘wonder at and adore the celestial, while caring for and
managing the things on earth.’® For the Hermeticists, man finds himself on earth not as the result of
some cosmic catastrophe or a ‘fall from grace’ or because he is trapped on it through the machinations
of an evil idiot god, but because he has a particular mission to accomplish here. He — we — are here
for a reason. As the Gnostics did, Hermetic man struggled against the constraints of the world, the
snares of matter and the body, the limitations of the flesh, the prison house of the cosmos, the destiny
and fate of the seven spheres. But this was not in order to escape from creation, but in order to take
our rightful place within it: to embrace the obligations and responsibilities that come with being
‘caretakers’ of the cosmos.



In the cosmos but not of it

But if we cannot take care of the earth or the cosmos if we escape from it, neither can we take care of
it if we are only a part of it, like everything else, subject to its laws, limitations, and constraints.
Caretaking seems to imply some position outside or above what you are taking care of, whether it is
children, a pet, or someone’s flat. If I am taking care of my children, I cannot act like a child myself.
Or I can only briefly, in play, and only on the condition that, when necessary, I assume full
responsibility as an adult. There is a Sufi saying, which is also in the Bible, that tells us that we
should be ‘in the world, but not of it.” This tells us that although we cannot avoid pain, suffering,
triviality, falsehood, inequity and the other evils in the world we do not have to submit to them, as
difficult as that may be. In a sense we can say that in order to take care of it, we need to be in the
cosmos — which we clearly are, at least physically — but not of it. The Hermetic account of man and
the world seems to agree. Man is made of the stuff of the world, the ‘grim darkness’ that preceded
creation. But he is also made of ‘higher’ stuff, the mind. So, at least according to Hermes
Trismegistus, while we are in the world, we are not completely of it.

This idea, that we are in the cosmos but not necessarily of it, may seem strange to readers
unfamiliar with the Hermetic tradition. Nevertheless it was, in different ways, shared by some
important thinkers who were, more or less, within the western intellectual mainstream. In the early
part of the last century, philosophers as different as the phenomenologist Max Scheler (1874—-1928),
the cultural philosopher Ernst Cassirer (1874—1945), and the Christian existentialist Nikolai
Berdyaev (1874-1948), all came to a similar conclusion, although by very different paths. Each
contributed to a movement in twentieth century philosophy known as ‘philosophical anthropology’, an
attempt at arriving at a metaphysical account of man, broader and more holistic than the reigning
reductive, materialist ones. In different ways Scheler, Cassirer, and Berdyaev, arrived at the same
conclusion: that it is impossible to explain man adequately in terms of his place in society, his animal
origins, his physical constitution, or the deterministic laws it is subject to. Each argued that man’s
essence is creative, that human consciousness brings a new dimension, a new world, into being, and
that any attempt to reduce this to the laws that govern the physical world is not only doomed to
failure, it results in a world empty of all meaning and value.



Cosmic amnesia

For the Gnostics, then, we are spiritual beings, trapped in an evil physical cosmos, and our only
salvation lies in escape. For the Hermeticists, we can say that we are spiritual beings with a mission,
but we have forgotten it and our salvation lies in remembering it. And, if the idea that we are
caretakers of the earth and cosmos is correct, then it is not only our own salvation, but that of creation
itself, which is at stake. Wrapped in the arms of Nature, we have fallen asleep and we dream that the
limited, constrained world of time and space and matter, the everyday world we know so well, is the
only reality. As long as we remain sunk in this dream world, this is true: it is the only reality. And as
we are, by most official accounts — which emerge within the dream — only insignificant transitory
specks in a vast, non-human universe, which has existed, we are told, for billions of years, the idea
that we are in some way responsible for it, is laughable. Yet there are moments when we wake,
briefly, from the dream, when some vague memory of another life, and another world, flits across our
consciousness, when we somehow remember who we are and why we are here, and when the sense
of some enormous mystery comes over us and disturbs our slumber. For most of us, these moments are
little more than a brief, strange feeling, which, if we notice it at all, we chalk up to being ‘weird’ and
soon forget about. Some of us, however, are troubled by them, and by the feeling of unreality they cast
upon the solid, unavoidable world we bump up against each day, and by the nagging sense of having
forgotten something that they seem to produce.

As a teenager in New Jersey in the 1970s I read a novel by Doris Lessing, Briefing for a Descent
Into Hell (1971), which had a powerful effect on me. In it a man is found wandering around the
Thames Embankment, suffering from amnesia, and raving about fantastic adventures in other worlds.
He is taken to a mental ward where the doctors, trying to ‘cure’ him, subject him to a battery of drugs
and electro-shock therapy. Throughout the book there i1s the sense that, although from our
commonsense everyday point of view — the view of the doctors — he is quite clearly mad, from
another perspective it is unclear if his remarks are simply ravings or real memories of some other
existence. There is some mission he is trying to remember, some important purpose that he has
forgotten, and which the doctors, with their drugs and electro-shock, only make more difficult to
recall. As an angst-ridden teenager it was easy to identify with the hero and to see the doctors as
agents of the ‘establishment’, trying to force him to accept the reality of a world he has seen through.
It was only years later that I discovered that the book is considered a work of Gnostic fiction. I can
also remember a science fiction story in a comic book when I was younger, about a man investigating
possible aliens, living in disguise on Earth. All his leads turn out to be false except for one, and when
he tracks this one down he discovers that the alien is himself. I didn’t know at the time that I was
reading a version of the Hermetic account of man, but as I later discovered — and wrote a book about

— popular culture is often a source for disseminating ideas that mainstream ‘high’ culture considers

nonsense.Z



Repairing the universe

It was while writing about this human role as a cosmic caretaker that I recalled similar themes from
other spiritual traditions. Some emphasise different aspects of the caretaker role, and some push that
role into more active, creative areas. In these man is seen as not only a caretaker, in the passive sense
of having something already complete, finished, entrusted to his care, as a custodian or curator of a
museum is. He is regarded as a co-creator of the cosmos itself, an idea I explored in other books,
specifically in the context of the ideas of Rudolf Steiner.? And in some versions he is even seen as
someone responsible for correcting the mistakes God — or whoever — made when creating the
universe.

In the Jewish mystical tradition of Kabbalah, for example, there is the idea of tikkun, which is
generally translated as ‘repair’. In the Judaic tradition, as in the Christian, God is usually seen as
perfect, omnipotent, and infallible, but in the tradition of Lurianic Kabbalah, stemming from the
teachings of the great sixteenth century Kabbalist Isaac Luria (1534-1572), this isn’t the case.
According to Luria, when God created the world, something went wrong, and He created man in
order to correct his mistakes, to repair the damage caused by his blunder. This surely gives man an
exalted position, but some Kabbalistic interpretations go even further, and suggest that God made his
cosmic mistakes on purpose, but unconsciously, so that he would have to create man in order to
complete the work of creation. In this sense, God suffered from a kind of Freudian slip, rather like
when we leave our umbrella at a house we would like to visit again, but aren’t consciously aware
that we do. In this interpretation, God has a ‘dark side’, unknown to himself, and the fractures and
cracks that run through creation were planned by his unconscious, so that He would have to call in
man to do the repairs. The inference is that the work of creation cannot be completed without our
contribution, and some thinkers consider this to be so essential that, in the words of the Cretan writer
and poet Nikos Kazantzakis (1883—1957), through it we become the ‘saviours of God’.

This idea of man as a ‘repairer’ is also at the heart of the work of the French eighteenth century
mystical philosopher Louis Claude de Saint-Martin (1743—-1803), who during his life was known as
the ‘Unknown Philosopher’, a pseudonym he used for his writings. For Saint-Martin, ‘The function of
man differs from that of other physical beings, for it is the reparation of the disorders in the universe’.
Saint-Martin’s vision is within the context of Christian mysticism, but he shares with the tradition of
tikkun and Hermeticism the idea that man has a crucial role to play in the work of creation. Indeed,
for Saint-Martin, man is, in a very real sense, the entire purpose of the universe, the answer to its
mystery, the key to its existence. In some ways Saint-Martin, and other mystical thinkers with similar
views, like the eighteenth century Swedish scientist and religious thinker Emanuel Swedenborg
(1688—-1772), seem to anticipate some contemporary scientific ideas, which argue that the universe
itself 1s designed in order to produce intelligent life like ourselves, what is known as the ‘anthropic
cosmological principle’.



The fallacy of insignificance

Yet, even during his time, more than two centuries ago, Saint-Martin recognised that man suffered
from a sense of insignificance. In fact, I first came across Saint-Martin’s ideas in the book by Colin
Wilson in which he analyses ‘the fallacy of insignificance,” The Stature of Man (1959), a study of the
‘loss of the hero’ in modern literature.? At the beginning of the book, Wilson quotes Saint-Martin.
Men, Saint-Martin writes:

... have believed themselves to be obeying the dictates of humility when they have denied that
the earth and all that the universe contains exists only on man’s account, on the ground that the
admission of such an idea would be only conceit. But they have not been afraid of the laziness
and cowardice which are the inevitable results of this affected modesty. The present-day
avoidance of the belief that we are the highest in the universe is the reason that we have not the
courage to work in order to justify that title, that the duties springing from it seem too laborious,
and that we would rather abdicate our position and our rights than realise them in all their
consequences.

‘Where,” Saint-Martin asks, ‘is the pilot that will guide us between these hidden reefs of conceit and
false humility?” Where indeed? Trying to chart a course between this Scylla and Charybdis is one aim
of this book. But if it was true in Saint-Martin’s time that man has avoided the belief that he is ‘the
highest in the universe’, it is certainly even more true today. Today any suggestion that we are in any
way ‘special’, that we are significant or somehow central to the universe — let alone that it exists on
our account — would be met with sarcastic laughter or self-righteous indignation, depending on who
you were talking to. Yet it isn’t only obscure mystical philosophers who believe we sell ourselves
short. One reader of Wilson’s The Stature of Man was the humanist psychologist Abraham Maslow
(1908-1970), best known for his concept of the ‘peak experience’, sudden moments of almost
mystical delight that, Maslow argues, come to most psychologically healthy people. Another of
Maslow’s ideas that chimed well with Wilson’s concern over the loss of the hero in modern
consciousness, was what he called the ‘Jonah complex’, after the Biblical prophet who tried to avoid
the responsibility God placed on him. Maslow asked his students if they expected to do something
important, to excel at their work, to make a significant contribution to psychology or society. All were
diffident and none raised their hand. Maslow looked at them and said, “Well, if not you, then who?”’
Maslow saw that we invariably feel that someone else will be successful, creative, outstanding,
accomplished, but that to expect that of ourselves is a kind of egotism, or a foolish overestimation of
our abilities, certainly in bad taste.

Yet this modesty is of the same false character that Saint-Martin recognised in his contemporaries,
and is really a defence against living up to the demands made on us by our higher, better selves.
Maslow recognised that although the fear of failure is common and understandable, we also suffer
froma ‘fear of success’, a fear of living up to our full potential, of the responsibilities and obligations
this entails, as well as of the ostracising our less exceptional fellows will direct at us. Like Jonah, we
want to avoid any responsibility that will set us apart from the average. We reject it, and want to
remain an anonymous member of the herd. Yet such sheepishness is just as much a neurosis as any
other, and by embracing it we are, according to Maslow, displaying a kind of psychological illness,



and blocking our way to ‘self-actualisation’, Maslow’s term for the process of becoming what he
calls ‘fully human’.



Fully human or only human?

But as Saint-Martin recognised two centuries earlier, being ‘fully human’ is something most of us
avoid. In our climate of insignificance, we are more comfortable with the ‘only human’, with
associating our humanity with weakness, sickness, mediocrity, and the collection of appetites Maslow
calls ‘deficiency needs’, our hunger for the three S’s: security, sex, and self-esteem. Being ‘fully
human’ makes demands on us, it is a kind of existential noblesse oblige, which requires that we apply
high standards and aims and values to ourselves and our actions. If we are ‘only human’, as many of
us prefer, then not much can be expected of us. We are let off the hook, can let it ‘all hang out’, and
can get by, as the cliché goes, as a ‘good enough’ human. But good enough for what? If Maslow and
Saint-Martin are right, then certainly not good enough to take on the responsibilities that being fully
human demand.

Trying to meet the demands of being ‘fully human’, we encounter difficulties, not only from our
own reluctance and fear, but also from the ideological atmosphere in which we live, from the
Zeitgeist. For one thing, science tells us that the universe is too large and too old for us to be of any
significance in it. The philosophy that emerges from this belief has some interesting adherents, among
who are the horror fiction writer H.P. Lovecraft (1890-1937) and the contemporary social
philosopher John Gray. Science also tells us that the universe is meaningless, a pointless product of
an accidental explosion, and that eventually any life within it will be extinguished and it itself will
dissipate into an endless cosmic emptiness. If that isn’t bad enough, science also tells us that we
ourselves are the product of an equally meaningless process, and that far from being the answer to the
riddle of the universe, there was absolutely no intention in our being here at all.



Slime moulds and giraffes

Scientists are not the only ones who reject the idea that humanity is in some way special. In recent
years, concerns over our ecological crises, our rampant abuse of natural resources, global warming,
and other environmental problems have led some well-meaning people to suggest that rather than a
cosmic caretaker, man is really a blight on the planet. To them the Biblical injunction that man has
dominion over the earth, has given us carte blanche for the selfish exploitation of nature.
Paradoxically, the science that tells us that we are merely meaningless accidents in an accidental
universe, has also produced the technology that has allowed us to fulfil that Biblical injunction, and
made us masters of the world. Ironically, in our secular age, man is at once reduced to a nullity and
made lord of creation. Yet it is this mastery that many nature-orientated people argue is in the process
of killing Mother Earth, and has made us the most dangerous animal alive. Quite rightly, they say we
must concentrate on saving the planet, and the best way to do this — the only way some insist — is for
man to ‘get back to nature’, to recognise that he is no better or more important than a slime mould or a
giraffe, and that any idea that he is, is precisely the source of our problems.

While 1 have nothing against slime moulds and giraffes, this ‘biocentric’ view has its own
problems. And if Hermes Trismegistus, Kabbalah, Saint-Martin, and others are right, it is in fact
dangerous. According to them, the only way we can save the planet — the cosmos, in fact — is by
recognising that we are something more than nature, something more than animals, and by taking the
responsibilities that come with this seriously. (If nothing else, the recognition that no animal wants to
save the planet should give us pause for thought.) By abandoning our humanness and embracing our
animal roots — which, no matter how hard we try, we can never feel completely comfortable with —
we are giving up our one possibility of saving anything. What that ‘something more’ is that sets us
apart from the rest of creation, and what its relation to the cosmos may be, is something I hope to
discover in this book. And strangely, one of the curious things I discovered while gathering my
material, is that in many essentials, science itself shares the Hermetic vision of man as the answer to
the riddle of existence, as a co-creator of the cosmos, although this more optimistic vision is usually
obscured by the more pessimistic view of ourselves as insignificant creatures in a pointless,
purposeless universe.



Whistling in the dark?

As mentioned, the idea of us having any significance in the universe is bold, perhaps too bold for
many of us to swallow. | have to admit that more than once while writing this book I found myself
thinking ‘Oh come on, isn’t this a bit too much?’ and wanting to push the whole idea aside. For some
readers the idea may seem merely one more expression of our inveterate self-importance, a
trumpeting of our dubious standing as the most dominant species on the planet, and a clatter of
applause at our triumphs over the rest of creation, if it is not merely a cosmic whistling in the dark.
Let me assure readers that nothing could be further from my intention, and that I share with them their
disdain for such boorish self-congratulation. Although I do think we suffer from a kind of cosmic low
self-esteem, and have a poor self-image, my aim here is not to rack up reasons to feel pleased with
ourselves, or to encourage a session of mutual back patting. I certainly am not interested in hoisting
banners celebrating our eminence, although I do agree with Maslow, Wilson, and other writers and
thinkers I will look at, that we have come to see ourselves in a false light, one which encourages
countless mea culpa’s (in our idiom, ‘my bad’) and discourages any feeling of self-confidence and
assurance. My aim is to try to steer a course between the conceit which is often an excuse for
complacency, and the false modesty that Saint-Martin argues is really an avoidance of our
obligations. And having found a way through these hidden reefs, on which more than one seafarer has
found himself wrecked, I would like to discover what lies ahead.



Outline of the book

In what follows I will try to understand what is involved in the idea of ourselves as caretakers of the
cosmos, what it can mean in our lives and what, if anything, we can do about it. My starting point is
the Hermetic vision of ourselves as belonging to two different worlds, of man as a microcosm, or
‘little universe’. These are longstanding ideas in our esoteric ‘counter tradition’, yet according to
recent developments in neuroscience, they may actually be rooted in the very structure of our brains.
It may be that the ‘other world’ we have ‘fallen’ from, have brief haunting memories of, and a
yearning nostalgia for, is another mode of consciousness that is our birthright, but which, through our
evolutionary development, we have come to ignore at, it may be, our peril. From this vantage point I
will look at how our caretaking can apply to our personal lives, to our relation to society, and to
nature. Given the uncertain times we live in, it is understandable that this aspect of repairing the
cosmos may strike most of us as of central importance. Indeed it is. Speculations on our place and
significance in the cosmos and other modes of consciousness can be thrilling and highly entertaining,
but if they don’t lead to actual changes in how we live, they are merely pleasant daydreams and can
even make us less capable of dealing with reality than we already are. To paraphrase Hermes
Trismegistus, we can have the stars in our eyes, but we must have our feet on the ground.
Swedenborg, one of the most grounded of spiritual thinkers, entreats us in our daily lives to ‘do the
good that we know’, and it is from that humble beginning that our cosmic caretaking should begin.
Applying Maslow’s ideas about our ‘hierarchy of needs’ to society, I will look at what evidence there
is to suggest that we may be moving beyond the need for self-esteem into more creative levels, those
of the ‘fully human’, and how this relates to Max Scheler’s ‘hierarchy of values’. And through the
ideas of Gustav Fechner, Goethe, and others, I will explore how we can better understanding our
relation to a living nature, without losing our independence as creative agents within it.

But while what we might call our ‘hands on’ form of caretaking is crucial, and while we all need
to recognise the preciousness of the world which has been entrusted to our care, there is another form
of our responsibility of which we also need to be mindful. And being ‘mind full’ of it is indeed its
core.

As I do in my book A Secret History of Consciousness (2003), in the later chapters of this book I
will explore the ways in which our own minds are involved in actually creating the world we
experience and subsequently care for. From a variety of different perspectives — quantum physics,
neuroscience, phenomenology, the philosophy of language — it is becoming more and more clear that
the universe we live in is a ‘participatory’ one, in which mind and matter, the inner world and the
outer one, are not, as our commonsense view suggests, radically different and opposed realities,
closed off from each other, but are different aspects of a single shared reality. It seems increasingly
clear that the barriers between these two worlds are not as impermeable as we have believed. Our
inner worlds, it seems, are not isolated islands of consciousness, floating on the surface of a dead,
material world that is oblivious of them, and on which they have no effect. In some strange, still
inexplicable way, our inner worlds participate in the world outside us, something less modern, more
‘primitive’ people still experience, but which to us seems fantastic nonsense. Synchronicities, those
strange meaningful coincidences, in which some thought or feeling in our inner world is paralleled by
an event in the outer one, and other paranormal experiences, are one way in which this participation



manifests, but there are others. One idea that runs throughout this book, as it does in my others, is that
at an earlier stage in our evolution, human consciousness was much more ‘embedded’ in nature, as
animals are today, and that we did not experience then, as we do now, separate outer and inner
worlds, but a free flowing movement between the two. Indeed, the separation from nature that we
experience now can be seen as a result of our ‘fall’, not from a heavenly paradise, but from our
evolutionary past. But if this fall was really a leap, it is my belief that nature itself pushed us out of
her warm embrace, as bird pushes her chicks out of the nest, in order to get them to fly. At some point
in our evolutionary past, consciousness became aware of itself and the world as two different things,
and we can say that at that point, humanity and the cosmos itself, ‘began’. As Marie-Louise Von Franz,
one of Jung’s most important disciples and an original thinker in her own right, suggests, most
creation myths are really about the rise of consciousness out of an unconscious, undifferentiated
ground. If that is the case, then ‘getting back to nature’ is the most unnatural thing we can do, as it
would be moving in the opposite direction from nature’s own intentions.

I believe that nature, the world, the cosmos, separated us off from itself in order for it to become
conscious of itself through us. It 1s in this way, through our own increasing consciousness, that the
work of creation is completed, or at least carried on. Drawing on the work of different ‘participatory’
thinkers, 1t 1s my belief that our evolutionary task now is to regain an experience of participation and
all that it entails, without losing our independence as conscious egos, capable of free will and
creative action, something our ancestors, more at one with the cosmos, lacked. Our task, then, is to
become more conscious, not less, which means facing the sense of separation from the world firmly,
and getting through it.

Isolated, alienated, feeling adrift in the cosmos, it is understandable that we would want to return
to the nest, to press my mother bird metaphor a bit further. But as pleasant and blissful as this might be
— and consciousness has devised many delightful ways in which to free itself of the burden of itself —
it would really be a shirking of our business as caretakers. We cannot return to an earlier stage of our
evolution, just as we cannot become children again, try as we may. Nor can we stay as we are. In a
living universe, which I believe ours is, stagnation is just another word for death. We must press
forward into what the poet Walt Whitman called ‘the unknown region’. It is here that our caretaking
adopts a more adventurous character, and in the last section of the book I will explore what this might
entail. Here we are no longer taking care of a cosmos already made nor repairing the cracks and
fissures left by an inadequate craftsman, but are bringing new worlds into being. In the last chapter I
will look at what this might mean, and how the ephemeral flicker of consciousness — at least as seen
from the point of view of materialist science — housed in the insignificant creatures of a transitory
planet, may actually be the key to saving the cosmos itself from oblivion. A fate that, at least
according to the latest scientific accounts, is inevitable.

Save the planet? Yes, assuredly. But why stop there? Why not save the universe while we’re at it?
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1. The Other Side

In the beginning was the spill, at least according to the account of creation given by Isaac Luria, the
great Kabbalist of Safed, in the sixteenth century in what was then Ottoman controlled Palestine. What
exactly [ mean by ‘spill” will be explained shortly. Kabbalah is a Hebrew word meaning ‘receiving’
and 1s the name given to the mystical tradition within Judaism. Kabbalah claims to explain the nature
of the universe and man’s place within it, just as the Hermetic writings do, and is said to be the
esoteric or inner teaching hidden within the exoteric, or outer reading of the Torah. Perhaps its most
well known feature is the Otz Chiim, or Tree of Life, a symbolic mapping of the divine energies at
work in the world, with its ten sephiroth, or ‘vessels’, which has become almost as ubiquitous in
popular occultism as the Tarot, with which it is often associated; erroneously, it seems, as most
Judaic scholars argue. At Kabbalah’s heart 1s the relation between creation, the finite, physical
cosmos, and its infinite, unmanifest source, called the Ein-Sof, which means ‘limitless’ or ‘unending’.
This is a sphere or dimension of what we can call ‘negative existence’, which really means that it is a
plane of reality that our finite human minds are incapable of comprehending, and not merely a simple
emptiness. The Ein-Sof 1s so ‘other’ than what we normally perceive as reality, that we cannot make
positive statements about it. Any positive statement about it, would, by definition, be a limit on it, and
as it 1s limitless, cannot apply.

This negative existence has parallels in other spiritual traditions. It 1s the Neti-Neti (‘not this, not
that’) of Hinduism, the sunyatta or ‘void’ of Buddhism, the Pleroma of the Gnostics. It is even part of
the Christian faith. The Athanasian Creed, in use in Western Christianity since the sixth century,
declares that the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are ‘uncreated’ and ‘unlimited’, and in more than one
place in scripture we are told that God ‘has neither body nor parts’. It is at the heart of the negative
theology of Meister Eckhart, forms the Ungrund of Jacob Boehme’s difficult alchemical writings, and
can be found in the Nichts or ‘positive nothingness’ of Martin Heidegger’s ‘fundamental ontology’ and
his predecessor Hegel’s tortuous dialectic. In more scientific terms, a similar idea, but without the
spiritual connotations, seems to be present in the way scientists talk about the state of things ‘before’
the Big Bang. I put ‘before’ in quotation marks because, according to most accounts, there was no
before before the big bang, a confusing situation, to be sure. A kind of non-manifest ground of our
everyday reality also seems to be involved in the ‘implicate order’ of the physicist David Bohm.
There are other expressions of the idea, but I think this will suffice for now.

Just as the Hermetic teachings are supposed to have been revealed to Hermes Trismegistus at the
dawn of time, Kabbalah is said to have been revealed to Adam ‘in the beginning’ in Eden, but as with
the Corpus Hermeticum, a more wieldy dating for its conception is available. Historically, Kabbalah
comes to light in the twelfth and thirteen centuries in Spain and Southern France, emerging from
earlier forms of Jewish esotericism, such as the Merkabah or ‘throne’ or ‘chariot’ mysticism, that
centres on the vision of a mystical chariot in Ezekiel. The Zohar, one of the most important texts in
Kabbalah, was said to have been discovered in 1286 by Moses de Leon, a thirteenth century Spanish
Kabbalist. Leon claimed that it was written in second century Israel by the miracle-working Rabbi



Shimon Bar Yohai, but most modern scholars believe it was written by Ledn himself. Although
mainstream Judaism considers Kabbalah nonsense, it is at the centre of Hasidic Judaism, the more
ecstatic form of the faith.



Isaac Luria

Isaac Luria 1s considered the ‘father of contemporary Kabbalah’, and it his interpretation of the
mystical tradition that concerns us here. A story has it that one day, [saac’s father, an Ashkenazi Jew,
was in the synagogue in Jerusalem (where Isaac was born) studying, when he was visited by the
prophet Elijah. He told him that he would have a son who would deliver Israel from the klipoth
(‘shells’ or forces of evil) and transmit to the faithful their tikkun (‘reparation’), and that he would
make clear many of the mysteries of the Torah and explain the secrets of the Zohar. The story is most
likely apocryphal, but it sums up Luria’s short life admirably.

By the age of twenty-two, Luria had become devoted to the study of the Zohar, which had only
recently been printed for the first time. He became a hermit, living for seven years on the banks of the
Nile in a small cottage. During this time he saw his family (he was by then married) only on the
Sabbath, and had taken a vow of silence, speaking only when necessary, even to his wife. Legend has
it that during his solitude he was visited on more than one occasion by Elijah, who tutored him in the
mysteries.

In Safed in 1570, Luria became a student of the Kabbalist Moses Cordovero (1522—1570), author
of Pardes Rimonin, or ‘Garden of Pomegranates’, an attempt at a systematic presentation of
Kabbalistic philosophy, linking it to previous teachings, and trying to bring different variants together
into a coherent whole. Considered a classic and standard text, its presentation was only superseded
by Luria’s own ideas. Luria’s tutelage under Cordovero lasted only a short while, a few months at
best, and when Cordovero died, the circle of students looked for new guidance. Their search didn’t
take them very far, and Luria accepted the role as teacher. Elijah’s prophecy, apocryphal or not,
seemed to be coming true, and for the remaining two years of his life, Luria laid down the
groundwork of a new reading of the revelations.

Luria himself did not write much. His literary remains consist of a few poems, but after his death
his ideas were disseminated by his disciple Chayyim Vital (1543—-1620), who played a kind of Plato
to Luria’s Socrates, making notes of his lectures and compiling these into books, such as the eight
volumes of his Otz Chiim. It was through Vital’s efforts that Luria’s vision achieved the prominence it
has.



Tzimtzum

Luria’s re-visioning of Kabbalah came about because of problems in answering certain basic
questions, such as how God or the Ein-Sof, which is infinite, could create a finite world like our own.
(A similar and related conundrum is how God, who is all good, could create a world like ours, that
contains evil.) Luria’s answer was ingenious. Luria came up with the concept of tzimtzum, which
means ‘concealment’ and ‘contraction’.. According to Luria, in order to create our world — the
universe — God had to ‘withdraw’ or ‘contract’ a part of his infinite being, to create, as it were, a
‘hole’ in himself within which a void or empty space could exist. We can, then, think of our entire
universe as a kind of hole in God. And as our universe is, by our standards, fairly large — just how
large we will soon see — we can understand why the Kabbalists believed that trying to grasp the
reality of the Ein-Sof might be beyond our powers. Once the fzimtzum created the void, Adam
Kadmon, the Primordial Man, appeared. This idea, of an archetypal human form, which is itself the
universe, can be found in other spiritual traditions. Swedenborg, for example, speaks of the Grand
Man, an idea that was carried on by his erstwhile disciple William Blake (1757—1827), who speaks
of the ‘Human Form Divine’. The Hindu Vedas speak of Purusha, or ‘Cosmic Man’, from whose body
the world is created. The basic idea is that the universe itself is ultimately in the shape or form of
man, a very early form of what today we call the anthropic cosmological principle, the idea that, as
mentioned earlier, the universe is designed in such a way that it will bring about the creation of
intelligent life.

Out of the eyes, nose, mouth, and ears of Adam Kadmon come flashing lights, emanations of the
divine creative energies. These form the sephiroth, or vessels, designed to contain these energies, as
well as the twenty-two letters of the Hebrew alphabet, the holy otiyot yesod or spiritual ‘building
blocks’ of creation. (Much as the Greek philosopher-mystic Pythagoras believed that the world was
made, literally, of numbers, the Kabbalists believed it was made out of the Hebrew alphabet.) As in
many spiritual traditions, in Kabbalah words and language have mystical powers, and this is why the
true name of God is never to be pronounced; instead it is referred to as the Tetragrammaton, the
YHVH or Jehovah of convention. Were God’s true name spoken, it would, Kabbalah tells us, destroy
the world.



When the vessels break

The vessels designed to hold the divine energies and archetypal forms with which the Ein-Sof will
create the world, proved unable to contain them. Just as an electrical transformer can hold only so
strong a current, the sephiroth could not withstand the terrific power coursing through them. What
happened then is known as the shevirat-ha-kelim, the ‘breaking of the vessels’ (kelim is another word
for vessel). In this cosmic catastrophe, the vessels shatter, and the divine energies are scattered
throughout the void. In one version, the divine energies are seen as waters flowing from heaven. The
vessels aren’t deep enough to contain the waters, and so they spill out into the emptiness, creating
literally a ‘holy mess’. Hence the opening sentence of this chapter. The sacred letters of the alphabet
are also jumbled into a confusing nonsense. A tear appears in the seamless void and the unified divine
forces separate into their opposites, male and female, causing a fracture in God and the Primordial
Man. In the words of Gershom Scholem, the most respected Judaic scholar of the last century,
following the shevirat-ha-kelim, ‘Nothing remains in its proper place’ and ‘everything is somewhere
else’. That somewhere else is our world.

As shards from the broken vessels fall, they capture sparks of the divine light, and these sparks
sink into layers of darkness, much like the ‘grim darkness’ of the Hermetic account. Tumbling into
Sitra Achra, the ‘Other Side’ — the universe as we know it — the shards come together to form husks,
or shells, known as klipoth, a kind of negative version of the sephiroth, something like a Kabbalistic
anti-matter (their designations as husks and shells suggest their empty character). The result of the
breaking of the vessels is that the world, which the Ein-Sof had originally planned to be formed of the
highest values — beauty, love, mercy, wisdom, knowledge — is now corrupted by their evil
counterparts. And we too, who are fragments of the androgynous Primordial Man, are infected with
the corruption. The klipoth that make up the universe are in us too, and we find ourselves here,
separated into opposites, male and female, stranded on the Other Side. Hence our world is one of
pain, suffering, falsehood, conflict, and the other evils we are all too familiar with.



Tikkun

This depressing state of affairs is reminiscent of the Gnostic view of ourselves as trapped in an evil
world devised by an idiot god. But, as in the Hermetic account, all is not lost. Luria’s dramatic
version of the creation story and its subsequent cosmic catastrophe would be a paranoid’s dream — or
nightmare — if it were not for the possibility that the situation can be saved. In this man plays the
central role. If in the Hermetic creation myth we are caretakers of the world, for Lurianic Kabbalah,
we are its cosmic repairmen, here to clean up the mess caused by the spilling of the divine energies.
Although the klipoth are within us, as in the Hermetic account, we also carry within us sparks of the
divine energies. In fact, everything in the world has within it some heavenly spark. Mankind’s job is
to free the sparks (netzotzim) from the shards, through what Luria called tikkun, or ‘repair’. Through
this we will restore the shattered sephiroth, heal the rift between the opposites, and unify the
polarised masculine and feminine aspects of God.

The German-Jewish cultural philosopher Walter Benjamin (1892-1940) combined a deep interest
in Kabbalah with a commitment to Marxism. In one of his most well known essays, Benjamin wrote
of what he called ‘the angel of history’.2 Where we perceive the past as a chain of separate events,
the angel, Benjamin tells us, sees it as ‘one single catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage upon
wreckage’. This ‘single catastrophe’ is the result of the breaking of the vessels, and it takes place
throughout history, here, on the Other Side. Benjamin had hopes that a kind of Marxist redemption
would save the world, and ‘make whole what has been smashed’. Yet ultimately he despaired and
committed suicide while trying to escape the Nazis.>

Luria, and the Kabbalists who followed him, believed that we can stop the catastrophe and make
whole what has been smashed. But he didn’t think, as Benjamin did, in terms of some Messianic event
— a revolution or even divine intervention — that would finally stop the wreckage from piling up.? His
approach was more individual. He believed that in our lives we encounter those trapped sparks,
whether in people, nature, or inanimate things, which we are uniquely qualified to liberate, just as we
encounter people and situations that can help liberate our own ‘sparks’. By doing this, we ‘repair’ the
universe. But equally so, our failure to perform tikkun only increases the world’s confusion. This
being so, mankind has a crucial role to play in the world. As Sanford L. Drob, a contemporary
Kabbalist, writes: ‘the restoration and repair of the broken vessels is largely in the hands of
humankind.’> As mentioned, for some Kabbalists, God or the Ein-Sof shattered the vessels on
purpose, precisely so that man could repair them. But in this version, our work is more than repair.
‘In freeing the divine sparks from the klipoth,” Drob writes, ‘and restoring them to God, and re-
establishing the flow of masculine and feminine divine energies, man acts as a party in the creation
and redemption of the world, and is actually said to complete God himself.’ Not only are we
entrusted with the responsibility of saving the universe, but, as mentioned earlier, God too.



It’s a big world after all

We will return to tikkun and how we can clean up the cosmic mess we find ourselves in. Right now,
let’s take a closer look at that hole in God we call the universe. What is it like on the Other Side?

At the risk of pummelling the reader into submission with numbers, let me relate some facts and
figures about the place we call home. According to the latest estimate, the observable universe seems
to be a sphere of about 93.2 billion light years in diameter; that gives it a radius of roughly 46.6
billion light years. A light year, we know, is the distance that a beam of light can travel in a year.
Light travels at 186,000 miles per second, so a light year equals roughly six trillion miles, or just
short of ten trillion kilometres. A trillion is a 1 followed by twelve zeros. One light year is a 6
followed by twelve zeros. Six trillion times ninety-three billion would give us the diameter of the
observable universe in miles, or roughly 558 with twenty-two zeros following it.Z I say the
‘observable’ universe because, although the portion of the universe that we can actually observe,
through the Hubble and other powerful telescopes, is large, according to the latest estimates it is only
a fraction of the entire universe. That’s assuming there is an ‘entire’ universe, meaning a single,
definite object that we could in some way see as a whole, a proposition that itself entails dizzying
logical problems.® We do not know if the rest of the universe, which we can’t observe, ends in some
way, or if it simply carries on into infinity, but either proposition is, like the Ein-Sof itself,
unthinkable for us.

Exactly why there is an ‘observable’ and ‘unobservable’ universe is complex, but for our purposes
we can say that there is reason to believe that there are objects in the universe so distant from us and
travelling away from us at such a speed — our universe, we know, is expanding — that their light will
never reach us. It is not a question of our instruments not being powerful enough. The restrictions of
time and space themselves and the conditions set by the proposed Big Bang, make it impossible for us
to ever detect these objects. One estimate of the size of the total universe, provided by the ‘cosmic
inflation’ theory of Alan Guth, gives us a figure 10/23 times larger than the observable universe. I
will not burden the reader with the number of zeros this gives us. The ‘cosmological principle’,
which goes back to Isaac Newton, tells us that there is no privileged position within the universe from
which to observe it, meaning that from any point in the universe, the universe looks pretty much the
same, in whatever direction an observer may observe it. Given that the notion of an ‘observable’
universe is true from any point within it — it is not a measurement of distance itself, but of how much
of the universe can be observed from any point within it — and the much larger total universe that lies
beyond the ‘observability barrier’, it seems that the old definition of God as ‘a circle whose centre is
everywhere and whose circumference is nowhere’ takes on new meaning. Each of us is a centre of the
observable universe, and were we to travel half the distance to its edge, we would still be a centre of
the observable universe. Only the parts of the universe we could observe would have changed.

Estimates for the number of stars within the observable universe vary from 3 to 100 x 10/22, or
thirty sextillion to one septillion, with an estimated eighty to two hundred billion galaxies. This, of
course, is only a fraction of the number of stars and galaxies there may be in the total universe. Within
the observable universe, of the largest objects so far detected we find what is called the Great Wall, a
sheet or chain of galaxies, known as a ‘galactic filament’, more than five hundred million light years
long and two hundred million wide. An even larger structure is the Sloan Great Wall, so named



because it was discovered by J. Richard Gott III and Mario Juric in 2003 using data from the Sloan
Digital Sky Survey. It is 1.37 billion light years long, more than twice the size of the Great Wall.
Another large structure is known by the curious name of Newfound Blob, a kind of cloud of galaxies,
super-clusters (groups of smaller galaxies) and gigantic gas bubbles that measures some two hundred
million light years in length. There 1s also what 1s known as the Great Attractor, another large object,
some 150 million light years in size, that is pulling our galaxy and the rest of our ‘local group’ —
which includes Andromeda, the galaxy closest to the Milky Way — toward the constellation Leo at a
speed of four hundred miles per hour.? Beyond these no larger structures have yet been discovered,
giving rise to what is called ‘the end of greatness’, a phrase that oddly parallels the ‘fallacy of
insignificance’ with which this book is concerned.

At the opposite end from these colossal objects are the ‘voids’, stretches of the universe which
seem empty of any galaxies, like gigantic cosmic vacant lots. Large voids are called ‘supervoids’,
and galaxies that find themselves inhabiting a void are called ‘void galaxies’. They are the hermits of
the universe, galactic recluses living lonely existences in what seems sheer empty space. Most
galaxies are apparently more gregarious, existing as part of a cluster, filament, wall, or sheet. I say
the void galaxies exist in empty space but apparently this is not exactly true, as what appears to us as
empty space is, according to the latest findings, really full of what is called ‘dark matter’, mentioned
earlier in relation to the ‘grim darkness’ of the Hermetic creation myth. It is unclear exactly what dark
matter is, but the universe seems full of it. In fact all of the matter and energy in the known,
observable universe only accounts for 5% of the mass of the cosmos; the other 95% is missing. Dark
matter, and its counterpart, ‘dark energy’, as well as the equally mysterious ‘power of nothing’, seem

to confirm what mystics and occultists have been saying for centuries: that the universe, observable or

otherwise, teems with unseen (‘occult’) forces.Z?



Big Bangs of nothing

And if the universe is big, it is also old. 13.75 billion years at the latest estimate, although some
suggest 15 billion. It began in what is known as the Big Bang, a kind of Holy Grail of modern
cosmology, although to some physicists the theory is not entirely unassailable. Unshakeable or not, it
is curious that in at least three different creation myths — the scientific, the Hindu, and the Christian,
and there may be more — sound plays a central role. In the Gospel of John we are told that ‘In the
beginning was the Word.” For Hindus, in the beginning was Om, the sacred, mystic syllable. But leave
it to us moderns to start off with a bang. The vessels did shatter, after all.

Although current theory takes us to 10/-37 seconds into it — an unimaginably brief stretch of time,
which, we’re told, like space didn’t exist until the Big Bang — we still don’t know exactly what
triggered the bang. Although many scientists like to say that we are closing in on the ‘secret of the
universe’ — witness the recent excitement about the mysterious Higgs-Boson particle — any theories
about why the bang happened at all remain speculative.Z. If we ask obvious questions such as what
was before the Big Bang, scientists shake their heads and explain that we can’t ask that because, as
mentioned earlier, according to them, there was no ‘before’. There was also no ‘where’ for the Big
Bang to happen, as both time and space ‘began’ with it. Yet, as the literary philosopher George
Steiner argues, ‘It is intellectually, possibly morally dishonest to rule, by magisterial fiat, that any
question as to time prior to the Big Bang is illegitimate nonsense.’Z2 It is doubtful, however, if many
scientists consider this.

The physicist Stephen Hawking tells us that our universe came into being through a ‘quantum
fluctuation in a pre-existent vacuum’, which, for non-physicists like myself, can perhaps best be
understood as a kind of ripple in nothing. As the world’s media announced a few years back, there
was no need for God to create the world, as in his book The Grand Design (2010) Hawking had
made clear that ‘spontaneous creation’ was all that was necessary to get things going.Z3 The universe
had apparently created itself, truly a creatio ex nihilo. Hawking’s earlier goal of coming up with a
‘theory of everything’ that would tie existence up into a neat bundle and leave no unanswered
questions — thus making us privy to the ‘mind of God’ — had, it seemed, now been trumped by a
‘theory of nothing.” Nothing had started the universe, he assures us, and there seems to be nothing we
can do about it. It is perhaps from conclusions like these that the astrophysicist Steven Weinberg
arrived at his famous pronouncement that ‘the more the universe seems comprehensible the more it
also seems pointless.’ %

But once that nothing got going, boy was it something. Beginning in an infinitesimally small,
extremely hot, incredibly dense state, it — whatever it was — burst into the mother of all explosions,
literally. If the enormous size of the universe and of some of the objects in it, as well as the number of
them, seems overwhelming, there is equal mystery in the other direction, something the sixteenth
century French mathematician and religious thinker Blaise Pascal (1623—-1662) recognised when he
remarked that man finds himself between two infinities, the infinitely large and the infinitely small. Is
it possible for us to in any way appreciate 10/-37 seconds? In between the time you read that question
and consider it, the universe, according to the ‘inflationary theory’, had ‘inflated’ — like a character’s
head in a cartoon — by a factor of 10/50 (possibly 10/78) from less than nothing to a very big
something. When this inflation stopped, the fledgling universe then consisted of quark-gluon plasma,



or a ‘quark soup’, quarks being perhaps the most fundamental element in subatomic particles, their
odd name borrowed from James Joyce’s Finnegan's Wake (‘Three quarks for Muster Mark!”) by the
physicist Murray Gell-Mann, their discoverer. Gluons are particles that hold the quarks together, and
plasma is sometimes called ‘the fourth state of matter’, to differentiate it from solids, liquids, and
gasses. A plasma is a gas at such a high temperature that outer electrons are stripped from atoms,
producing clouds of positively charged nuclei and negatively charged electrons. Although plasmas
exist on earth only under laboratory conditions, most of the matter in the universe — in the atmosphere
of stars and in interstellar space — is in a plasma state, except, of course, for ‘dark matter’ (we don’t
know what state it is in). It is a curious feature of quantum physics and modern cosmology that many
scientists within the fields give new entities rather whimsical names — ‘quarks’, ‘Newfound blob’ —a
somewhat ‘geeky’ habit that accounts for the notion of a ‘theory of everything’ that would fit on a T-
shirt. 22

After some 380,000 years, the exploding incandescent universe cooled. For some still unknown
reason more matter than anti-matter was created, a glitch in Big Bang theory which actually suggests
that equal amounts of matter and anti-matter should have been created. What we know as the matter in
the universe is really the extra matter left over, after the original matter and anti-matter particles
annihilated each other. Were it not for this excess matter, nothing would exist. In Kabbalistic terms,
we can say that there were more kernels than husks left over after the vessels shattered. As the
universe continued to cool, it produced particles, protons, neutrons, and electrons that fused to form
the earliest elements, hydrogen and helium, with lithium running a close third. Clouds of these gases
condensed through gravity to form our stars and galaxies, and something known as ‘symmetry
breaking’ put the fundamental forces of physics in place. Elementary particles reached their present
form, with heavier elements being created within stars and supernovae, the spectacular ‘death’ of a
star, when it literally burns itself out in a terrific explosion.



Give life a chance

According to the latest estimates, our earth itself formed some 4.5 billion years ago, roughly ten
billion years after the Big Bang, from cosmic dust and gas left over from the sun’s formation. It is
believed life appeared on earth within a billion years after our planet formed. The standard account
of the ‘birth of life’ suggests that self-replicating molecules accidentally emerged from the primordial
soup some 3.5 billion years ago, and through an equally accidental process, over millions of years
eventually turned into myself writing these words and you reading them — with, of course, quite a few
different organisms in between. As with the Big Bang, the emergence of life is another example of the
‘something from nothing for no reason’ scenario popular with many scientists today. According to the
same scenario, the consciousness I am exhibiting in writing these words — humble, indeed — and
which you are employing in reading them, also emerged purely through accident, as an
epiphenomenon of purely physical interactions of our brains’ neurons, which are themselves the result
of the purely mechanical process of evolution, the Darwinian version. (An epiphenomenon is a kind
of side show to the main attraction. Steam is an epiphenomenon of boiling water; it has no existence
in itself, and without the boiling water, there would be no steam. For many neuroscientists and
philosophers of mind today, our consciousness is little more than a kind of steam given off by the
brain.L?)

To dot the 1’s and cross the t’s on this, let me say it in the simplest way possible. According to the
most commonly accepted scientific view, no one wanted the Big Bang to happen. No one wanted the
earth to form. No one wanted life to appear on the earth. And no one wanted life to evolve into us.
There is no reason for any of it. It just happened.

This is a conclusion that the French Nobel Prize winning scientist Jacques Monod (1910-1976),
one of the fathers of molecular biology, put perhaps more eloquently. Monod writes that:

Chance alone is at the source of every innovation, of all creation in the biosphere. Pure chance,
absolutely free but blind, at the very root of the stupendous edifice of evolution: this central
concept of modern biology is no longer one among other conceivable hypotheses. It is today the
sole conceivable hypothesis, the only one that squares with observed and tested fact. And
nothing warrants the supposition — or the hope — that on this score our position is ever likely to

be revised ... The universe was not pregnant with life nor the biosphere with man. Our number

came up in the Monte Carlo game.ZZ

From this insight, which is radically opposed to any kind of ‘anthropic principle’, Monod developed
a rather bleak picture of our position in the world. ‘Man’, he tells us, ‘at last knows he 1s alone in the
unfeeling immensity of the universe, out of which he has emerged only by chance. His destiny is
nowhere spelled out, nor is his duty. The kingdom above or the darkness below; it is for him to
choose.’

Although his countryman Jean Paul Sartre (1905-1980), the most well known existentialist, had a
low opinion of science — according to his lover Simone de Beauvoir, Sartre ‘flatly refused to believe
in science’ and believed that ‘microbes and other animalculae invisible to the naked eye didn’t exist’
— he nevertheless agreed with Monod on at least this proposition.£¢ For Sartre, man has existence, but
no essence (‘his destiny is nowhere spelled out, nor 1s his duty’), and is ultimately a ‘useless



passion’.Z? Like Monod, Sartre believes that we must face this grim situation stoically and make the
best of it, but there is absolutely nothing we can do about it. Suffice it to say, neither Monod’s view
nor Sartre’s is one that sits well with our being caretakers or repairmen of the cosmos.



Matters dark and meaningless

Aptly, one character who shares Monod’s gloomy vision of a chance-ridden universe and of
ourselves as purposeless creatures within it, is the American horror fiction writer H.P. Lovecratft.
Although Lovecraft was not a scientist (he was, though, a keen amateur astronomer) throughout his
short life he professed an astringently materialist view of life and the cosmos. To a correspondent
Lovecraft wrote:

[ am an absolute sceptic and materialist, and regard the universe as a wholly purposeless and
essentially temporary incident in the ceaseless and boundless rearrangements of electrons,
atoms, and molecules which constitute the blind but regular mechanical patterns of cosmic
activity. Nothing really matters, and the only thing for a person to do is to take the artificial and
traditional values he finds around him and pretend they are real; in order to retain that illusion of
significance in life which gives to human events their apparent motivation and semblance of
interest.2’

Note that for Lovecraft, we maintain our ‘illusion of significance’ by maintaining values that are
‘artificial’ and which we only ‘pretend’ to be real. For anyone who embraces the belief that pure
chance is responsible for our existence — and that includes quite a few of the most prestigious minds
of our time — it logically follows that ‘nothing really matters’ as our actions can have absolutely no
effect, one way or the other. It is difficult to see how values like love, freedom, truth, justice, beauty
and others, that we hold give meaning to life, can have emerged from an existence accounted for by
the ‘blind but regular mechanical patterns’ of ‘electrons, atoms, and molecules’, a vision of things that
goes back to the pre-Socratic Greek philosophers Democritus and Leucippus. In such a world, values
can have only a subjective and consensual existence, as fictions we agree on maintaining, as the only
real things are purely physical, and, so far as we know, beauty, love, and other values are not made of
atoms or molecules. If values are real, they exist in some non-physical kind of reality, of the kind
Plato had in mind when he spoke of the good, the true, and the beautiful. Although the conclusion, that
the values which give life meaning are really illusions, follows from the premise that chance is
responsible for life and the universe, it rarely gets mentioned by the scientists who accept that
premise.

Most of Lovecraft’s weird fiction (of which I am a great fan) was published in the pulp horror
magazines of the 1920s and 30s, of which Weird Tales is the best known. But while other Weird Tales
writers, like Robert E. Howard (the creator of Conan) and Clark Ashton Smith, still have readers (I
myself am occasionally one of them), Lovecraft’s frankly overwritten stories acquired a serious
critical cachet denied his friends and colleagues. Perhaps understandably, this critical importance
was first recognised in the 1950s by the French, who a century earlier had embraced Edgar Allan
Poe, a major influence on Lovecraft, when he was ignored by his fellow Americans.2. Lovecraft’s
acceptance by the French, I would argue, had something to do with the bleak vision his stories
portray, which is in essence the same as that of Sartre’s grim philosophy and Monod’s biological
lottery. It is this atmosphere of existential dread, of some dark and terrifying knowledge breaking into
our consciousness, that gives Lovecraft’s tales a flavour as unmistakable as Kafka’s, and which he
shares with Sartre, whose existentialism Lovecraft would no doubt have turned his nose up at. For



both the protagonists of Lovecraft’s stories and Sartre’s novels, knowledge is a trigger for a cosmic
pessimism.



Nausea

For Sartre this cosmic pessimism is the ‘nausea’ of his most famous work, his first novel Nausea
(1938), which I first read as a teenager. The hero of this novel has come to the startling recognition
that things exis¢. But their existence has nothing to do with him, or with the stories or ideas he tells or
has about them. They exist aggressively, in their own right; the names and categories and meanings we
usually use to understand them — tree, stone, cloud, star — are simply falsehoods we tell in order to
keep their strangeness at bay.22 But now he knows, and the knowledge paralyses him. At one point in
the novel, Roquentin, the protagonist, looks at the root of a chestnut tree and is perplexed by it. ‘I no
longer remembered that it was a root” he tells us.22 Its existence frightens him. Like everyone else, he
had taken existence for granted, and now it suddenly presses in upon him. It has lost its ‘harmless
appearance as an abstract category’. It had become the very ‘paste’ of things, and he cannot get away
from 1t. At another point in the novel he is about to open a door when he looks at the strange thing in
his hand and has no idea what it is. It was the door knob. Sartre’s ‘nausea’ is not unlike states of mind
associated with schizophrenia, when the connection between perception and feeling is unhinged. It is
also suggestive that much of the inspiration for Nausea came from a bad mescaline trip Sartre had in
1936, in which he was attacked by devil fish and followed by an orang-utan, and in which umbrellas

turned into vultures and shoes into skeletons.2?



The misanthropic cosmological principle

Lovecraft’s protagonists are also discomfited by knowledge. But while for Sartre a root or a
doorknob spells doom, Lovecraft’s dark insights are occasioned by more eccentric items. What
knowledge means for Lovecraft can be best expressed by quoting the opening paragraph of his most
famous story, ‘The Call of Cthulhu’, first published in Weird Tales in 1928. ‘The most merciful thing
in the world’, Lovecraft writes:

... 1s the 1nability of the human mind to correlate all its contents. We live on a placid island of
ignorance in the midst of black seas of infinity and it was not meant that we should voyage far.
The sciences, each straining in its own direction, have hitherto harmed us little; but one day the
piecing together of dissociated knowledge will open up such terrifying vistas of reality, and of
our frightful position therein, that we shall go mad from the revelation or flee from the deadly

light into the peace and safety of a new dark age.2?

The theme linking the stories making up Lovecraft’s ‘Cthulhu Mythos’, a literary mythology that
Lovecraft’s fellow Weird Tales writers contributed to and to which contemporary writers still add
today, is that in dim ages past, well before man appeared, the earth was inhabited by strange,
monstrous creatures, The Great Old Ones, who were expelled from it but who ‘yet live on outside
ever ready to take possession of this earth again.’2® The Great Old Ones are terrifying indeed.
Cthulhu him — or it — self is usually described as ‘blasphemous’, ‘eldritch’, ‘loathsome’, or another
string of evocative adjectives, and is usually depicted as a kind of winged, tentacled, squid-like
monstrosity of enormous size, who resides in the lost city of R’lyeh, sunken beneath the South Pacific.
But while the actual beings of the Cthulhu Mythos — Yog-Sothoth, Nyarlathotep, Shub-Niggurath, ‘the
black goat of a thousand young’, and the rest — are disturbing indeed, what is truly frightening about
Lovecraft’s cosmos is that these entities are not, as in traditional horror tales, supernatural, but
merely products, like ourselves, of the chance work of accidental evolution in a ‘wholly purposeless’
universe. In our case, the ‘boundless rearrangements of electrons, atoms, and molecules’ that
constitute the ‘blind but regular mechanical patterns of cosmic activity’ gave rise to us, and our
‘artificial values’ that allow us to live give us the false idea that, all in all, the cosmos is a relatively
friendly and cosy place. But there we’re wrong. The same blind forces that gave rise to us — and to
Beethoven, Plato, Leonardo da Vinci, the Buddha, and Mother Teresa — also gave rise to these
loathsome beings for whom we are negligible insects, when we are not mindless slaves or a tasty
hors d’oeuvre. What is scary in the best of Lovecraft is this sense that we are ignorant of the truth
about reality — like Sartre’s Roquentin — and if we only knew, we would be afraid.

Lovecraft called his philosophy ‘cosmicism’, by which he basically meant that if we truly grasped
the size, age, and sheer strangeness of the universe — an idea of which I tried to present earlier in this
chapter — we would recognise that human life can play no important part in it, and that we are only
temporary residents on a planet whose previous occupants are planning to return.2/ Possibly the
earliest proponent of ‘cosmicism’, although he didn’t use the term, was H.G. Wells (1866—1946),
whose novel The War of the Worlds (1898) tells us that our world was ‘being watched keenly and
closely by intelligences greater than man’s’ — the Martians — ‘and yet as mortal as his own ... minds
that are to our minds as ours are to those of the beasts that perish, intellects vast, cool, and



unsympathetic...’28 When Lovecraft wrote ‘The Call of Cthulhu’, no one had yet thought of a Big
Bang — the astronomer Fred Hoyle, an opponent of the idea, coined the phrase in 1949 — although
Einstein’s relativity was seeping into popular consciousness and quantum theory was raising its head.
One can imagine contemporary Lovecrafts having a field day with our current cosmologies. And we
can say that if there 1s an ‘anthropic cosmological principle’ that suggests human life — or at least life
like ours — is somehow necessary to the cosmos, Lovecraft’s ‘misanthropic principle’ suggests the
exact opposite.

Of course not all fiction written from a ‘cosmic’ view is as dark as Lovecraft’s. His contemporary
Olaf Stapledon (1886—-1950), for example, took a similar theme, yet didn’t use it to scare his readers.
Stapledon’s Last and First Men (1930) and Star Maker (1937) are vast, cosmic future histories, in
which different races, species, planets, and galaxies, arise from and sink into the cosmic depths. But
reading Stapledon produces a sense of wonder and exhilaration, not terror. To be fair to Lovecraft, in
his last work he too begins to see that the awareness that it’s a big universe can lead to some insights
more productive than the need to ‘flee’ into the safety of a ‘dark age’, as his story ‘The Shadow Out of
Time’ (1936) makes clear. Some of his other misanthropic views also seemed to have softened with
time. Sadly, by this time, Lovecraft was dying, and the insight came too late for him to make much use
of'it.



It’s a tough cosmos out there

Mention of a ‘misanthropic cosmological principle’ leads us to an insight into Lovecraft’s character.
He was by all accounts an eccentric type, and for most of his life he lived in Providence, Rhode
Island, where he was born, doted on by two aunts and surrounded by the remnants of his childhood. A
brief marriage and life in New York proved disastrous. The asexual Lovecraft was not cut out for
married life, and the immigrant population of New York offended his prim sensibilities. Lovecraft
always fantasised himself as an aristocratic English gentleman of the eighteenth century, and to share
the streets and subways of Brooklyn with Jews, blacks, Italians, Spaniards, and who knows who else
was an affront to him. This aristocratic self-image was associated with a sense of an intellectual, or
at least a cultural and aesthetic superiority. Lovecraft loathed the modern world, and as one critic has
pointed out, we can read his ghoulish stories as a full out assault on it.22 He knew that the values that
make life meaningful for most of us were sheer illusions. He knew that our sense of being at home in
the world was born of sheer ignorance. But unlike the ignorant fools who needed God or some other
supernatural reality, and who believed that meaning and purpose were at work in the universe and not
mere chance, he was tough enough to face this truth. He detested those fools who weren’t, and so he
wrote stories of cosmic terror to scare them.

The idea that those who embrace chance as the sole force at play in existence are tough enough to
do without the illusions the rest of us enjoy, is a theme that comes up again and again. Even Lovecraft
himself was accused of not quite making the grade. Of one story, ‘The Whisperer in the Darkness’
(1931), his biographer, S.T. Joshi, remarks that in 1t, Lovecraft couldn’t ‘quite bring himself to admit
that human penetration of the unknown gulfs of the cosmos is anything but an appalling aberration.’3Z
Often those who reject meaning and purpose accuse those who look for it of wanting the world to be
that way — who wouldn’t, they concede — but of not being strong (or honest, or hard, or brave, etc.)
enough to face the truth. But it strikes me that the opposite can be just as true, although it rarely gets a
mention: that those who embrace meaninglessness and chance want to be seen as tougher (or more
intelligent, honest, brave, etc.) then those who ‘need’ meaning and purpose. Frequently the search for
or expectation of meaning is seen as a weakness. Yet again, the opposite can be just as true. The
embrace of meaninglessness can be an expression of a hunger for superiority, the need to feel more
intelligent and strong than the rest of us fools, just as it can be seen as a form of misanthropy, of a
dislike of human beings. Both motives seem to me to be at play in the work of John Gray, considered
one of the most important social philosophers of our time.



Shades of Gray

As in the case of Stephen Hawking’s pronouncements on how the universe began, I find myself
perplexed as to why John Gray’s philosophy has acquired the aura of importance it has, at least for
some readers. Prestigious names have sung his praises. For the late novelist J.G. Ballard, Gray’s
Straw Dogs: Thoughts on Humans and Other Animals (2002) was ‘the most exciting book since
Richard Dawkins’ The Selfish Gene’. James Lovelock of Gaia fame tells us that Gray ‘forces us to
face the mirror and see ourselves as we are’. And for the critic Bryan Appleyard, whose opinion on
other matters I’ve found cogent, Gray’s book was ‘unquestioningly one of the great works of our
time’. Others have expressed similar appreciation. It may seem aberrant to fly in the face of such
universal celebration, but as far as I can tell from reading Gray’s books, he is basically a
misanthropic pessimist, whose pro-nature and pro-animal remarks express little more than an
emotional dislike for human beings. This misanthropy is something we’ve already seen in Lovecraft
and is obvious to anyone who reads Sartre, his championing of human freedom notwithstanding.

I say I am perplexed by the importance Gray is given, because his philosophy seems as grim as
Schopenhauer’s, who also believed existence was meaningless, and expresses a ferocity toward
human values reminiscent of the Marquis de Sade. I would even go as far as to say that remarks
similar to Gray’s anti-human rhetoric have been used in other contexts to justify murder, although I
don’t believe Gray himself intended his own comments for that purpose. Yet Gray’s dislike of human
beings leads me to suspect that he would not be too troubled if some of them quietly disappeared.
Sadly, his animosity toward humans is predictably welcome because of our environmental concerns
and guilty conscience about the planet. We have such a bad conscience about ourselves that one could
say practically anything negative about human beings and be applauded for it as a deep thinker.
Concern for the planet, however, can lead to some troubling places.

In Straw Dogs Gray remarks that from ‘Gaia’s’, or the earth’s, point of view ‘human life has no
more meaning than the life of a slime mould’.2/ When I wrote an article about Gray’s idea some years
ago, | pointed out that a similar assessment of human importance was championed by Charles
Manson, currently serving a life sentence for the murders of Sharon Tate and Rosemary and Leno
LaBianca in 1969.22 Of the many pseudo-philosophical remarks Manson made and which were taken
seriously by otherwise intelligent people, one was that a scorpion’s life was more important than a
human’s.22 While in prison, Manson had time to reflect on this insight, and to elaborate on its
application. According to Manson, people and the ‘system’ were killing the planet. When Manson’s
‘Family’ killed Sharon Tate — eight months pregnant — as well as Leno and Rosemary LaBianca,
according to Charlie they ‘gave their lives’ and ‘took lives’ in order to ‘clean up ATWA ... the whole
life of the earth, in love and concern for brothers and sisters of soul’.3#

ATWA is Manson’s acronym for Air, Trees, Water, Animals (sometimes All The Way Alive), the
name Manson gave to his radical ‘ecological movement’, shepherded by himself and two members of
his Family, Lynette ‘Squeaky’ Fromme and Sandra Good.2? It may seem unbelievable, but as Nicholas
Goodrick-Clarke points out, in recent decades Manson has been re-invented as an ‘eco-warrior’, and
much of his rhetoric is eerily resonant with that of influential eco-groups such as Earth First!, the
Animal Liberation Front, the Greens, and a good portion of New Age philosophy.2¢ The Earth First!
founder Dave Foreman declared that ‘we are all animals’ and agreed with Manson that human life is



of no particular importance. ‘An individual human life has no more intrinsic value than an individual
Grizzly Bear (indeed, some of us would argue that an individual Grizzly Bear is more important
...).”3Z Although Gray would probably agree with this, I don’t believe he would go to the lengths
Manson did to make his point. But some of Gray’s remarks make clear that being nature-oriented is
not all sweetness and light. Whether we want to recognise it or not, there is a dark side to Gaia.

Gray’s central idea is that ‘humans think they are free conscious beings, when in truth they are
deluded animals,” a borrowing from Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900), who, in his Genealogy of
Morals (1887) said that ‘man is the sick animal’ .28 (Nietzsche’s Zarathustra called us the ‘cruellest
animal’ as well, a sobriquet with which Gray would no doubt also concur.)2? Free will, morality, and
other specifically human concerns are for Gray simply illusions, just as they are for H.P. Lovecraft
and the neuroscientists who believe consciousness is merely an epiphenomenon. We are, for Gray,
fundamentally a rapacious species, intent on eradicating other forms of life, and we should own up to
this, and forget all the nonsense about being anything other. Rather than call ourselves homo sapiens
Gray suggests homo rapiens. Of course, not everyone agrees with this, and not all critics of this
position are weak-kneed spiritual types. At the New Humanist website — where one finds ‘ideas for
Godless people’ — Raymond Tallis, a secular humanist philosopher, takes Gray to task for arguing that
we are nothing more than animals, a symptom of what Tallis calls ‘Darwinosis’.2? A similar
sensibility informs the historian of science Kenan Malik’s book Man, Beast, and Zombie (2001). Yet
both Tallis and Malik would, I suspect, be surprised to find themselves in the company of a spiritual
thinker like the poet Kathleen Raine (1908-2003), who agrees with them and against Gray that
‘nowadays the term ‘human’ has been inverted to the point of signifying precisely what 1s least human
in us, our bodily appetites...and all that belongs to natural man.’#

All our problems, and those of the planet, according to Gray, stem from our misconceptions about
ourselves, and from our inveterate fantasy about being able to ‘transcend’ the ‘human condition’,
which, as far as I can tell, is for Gray of the ‘only human’ character spelled out in the Introduction.
Gray apparently has no capacity to grasp human greatness, and any reference to it is merely the cue
for some remark to cut us down to size. What Maslow’s ‘fully human’ would elicit from him I can
only guess. ‘A glance at any human,’ he tells us, ‘should be enough to dispel any notion that it is the
work of an intelligent being’.#2 This remark would not be out of place in the writings of the Romanian
arch-pessimist and one-time fascist enthusiast Emil Cioran (1911-1995), the titles of whose books —
The Trouble with Being Born, A Short History of Decay, On The Heights of Despair — would not be
incongruent with Gray’s own.22 ‘In every man sleeps a prophet, and when he wakes there is a little
more evil in the world,” ‘By all evidence we are in the world to do nothing,” ‘So long as man is
protected by madness, he functions, and flourishes’ — these are all taken at random from 4 Short
History of Decay (1949). Cioran’s misanthropic reflections are on first glance effective, because
their aphoristic style has a shock effect, like a sharp jab to the ribs. Prolonged reading, however,
reveals their basic hollowness. The same, I think, can be said of Gray’s work. Cioran’s misanthropy
and cynicism about human values paved his way to a profoundly anti-democratic political philosophy
that had no qualms about eradicating undesirable human beings, like Jews. The flipside of not liking
human beings is not always saving the planet.

What seems to raise Gray’s ire is the idea that we can in any way be ‘masters of our destiny’. In
1957, Julian Huxley (1887—-1975), brother of Aldous Huxley, and one of the most important biologists



of the twentieth century, said that the universe was ‘becoming conscious of itself ... in a few of us
human beings’, and that we had been appointed ‘managing director of the biggest business of all, the
business of evolution ...” He made these remarks in an essay entitled ‘Transhumanism’, in which he
expressed his belief that ‘the human species can, if it wishes, transcend itself.” For Huxley this meant
‘man remaining man, but transcending himself, by realising new possibilities of and for his human
nature’, a sentiment with which I, and this book, are in accord — although Huxley’s term
‘transhumanism’ has been adopted by proponents of a ‘man-machine merger’ with which I am not in
sympathy.?? Huxley even spoke of ‘the cosmic office’ to which we find ourselves ‘appointed’, a
phrase with obvious similarity to the idea of ourselves being cosmic caretakers. Gray will have none
of this and would, I suspect, greet any idea that we can direct our evolution with derisive scorn. Like
Jacques Monod and Lovecraft, Gray sees little but chance at work in ourselves and the world. Not
surprisingly, at the beginning of his chapter headed ‘The Human’ in Straw Dogs, Gray quotes Monod
on mankind’s desperate efforts to deny its ‘contingency’, a favourite word of Sartre’s, which
expresses, for Sartre at least, the fact that we are in no way essential to the world.



Gray’s drift

According to Gray, ‘epidemiology and microbiology are better guides to our future than any of our
hopes and plans.” We are, he tells us, only a ‘current in the drift of genes’.22 ‘Drift’ is a favourite term
of Gray’s. He uses it frequently in a more recent book, The Immortalization Commission (2011), a
bewildering attack on the idea that we can in any way ‘cheat death’, a theme already well explored in
Ernst Becker’s equally dour Denial of Death (1973). Gray repeatedly tells us about the need to learn
the ‘lesson of Darwinism’, a lesson, apparently that Darwin himself didn’t quite accept. ‘Darwin
never fully accepted the implications of his own theory’ — an example of Gray being more royal than
the king, of his ‘cosmic toughness’, and a reference to Darwin’s concerns about the human
consequences of his ‘dangerous idea’.#® Alfred Wallace, who arrived at the theory of evolution
independently but at the same time as Darwin — and who was also one of the first proponents of an
anthropic cosmological principle — was ‘highly credulous’, because he ‘concluded that the human
mind could not have developed simply as a result of evolution.” Wallace believed in a ‘non-human
intelligence’ and a ‘spiritual world’ — he was interested in spiritualism and psychic phenomena — and
so must of course not have had the nerve to accept the truth.#Z (Freud, for his part, could never ‘cure
himself of his fascination with telepathy’.#8 Once again, even a reductionist like Freud was not quite
reductionist enough for Gray, and was in need of a ‘cure’ for his aberrant interests.) What is important
for Gray i1sn’t whether Darwin’s view of evolution, or the canonising of it by today’s neo-Darwinians
like Richard Dawkins, is true, or can account for all the facts, but its ‘lesson’, which is something we
should learn, as if we were naughty children. That lesson is simple. Genes drift, like sand dunes, and
the difference between a slime mould, a scorpion, and myself is merely the way the sand has shifted.
In my case it produced me; in H.P. Lovecraft’s, squid-faced Cthulhu. As human beings are the great
vandals of the planet, the idea that we could in any way do anything other than ‘go with the flow’
infuriates Gray. The fact that only a human being can think that his life is less important than a
scorpion’s or a slime mould’s seems to have escaped Gray. No scorpion or slime mould can think
this, and one doubts that they would if they could.

The central argument against Gray’s anti-human animus, however, is this, if it is the case that we
can never be masters of our fate — if we can only ‘drift’ — then why bother to write a book about it?
What possible good could reading Gray’s books do, if they can’t change our destinies, which,
according to him, are written in terms of epidemiology and microbiology? If, as he tells us, ‘humans
are animals ruled by blind selection’ and can never hope ‘to control the process of evolution’, why
bother to point this out?%? (Or better still, if that is the case, then how can we possible save the planet
or ‘do as Gaia says’?) Or is it that the genetic drift has simply made Gray write his books, as it makes
his readers read them? But if that is the case, then drift is drift, no matter what shape the sand dunes
are. They are all sand. Or is it that in Gray’s case, the drift has miraculously drifted into a dune that
happens to be true?

This is the problem with all theories that want to explain human action and purposes in terms of
blind, chance elements, whether it is ‘genetic drift’, ‘the ceaseless and boundless rearrangements of
electrons, atoms, and molecules’, or ‘the Monte Carlo game’. If chance is behind everything, it is also
behind the idea that it is behind everything, as well as the person or persons who believe that. Which
suggests that, in all the possible arrangements of things, in your case, chance just happened to hit upon



the arrangement that 1s true. But why should your chance arrangements of atoms or genes or anything
else be anymore true than mine? The Nobel Prize winning molecular biologist Francis Crick (1916—
2004) — co-discoverer of the structure of the DNA molecule — wrote that ‘you, your joys and your
sorrows, your memories and ambitions, your sense of personal identity and free will, are in fact no
more than the behaviour of a vast assembly of nerve cells and their associated molecules’.2 With all
due respect, if that is the case, then it is also true of Crick’s sorrows, memories, ambitions, identity —
and his belief that these things are ‘no more than the behaviour of a vast assembly of nerve cells and
their associated molecules’. If my memories are ‘no more’ than molecules, and Crick’s belief that this
is true 1s also ‘no more’ than molecules, then why are his molecules ‘more true’ than mine? Molecules
are molecules, just as sand is sand and drift is drift. The philosophers and scientists who make these
kind of sweeping statements seem unaware that they undermine any possibility of their being true —
which is the only reason we should give them a moment’s thought.



More than animals

This sort of muddle is not the only thing wrong with Gray’s argument. I say ‘argument’, but in fact,
Gray does not argue. He simply asserts, and in our time, when it is ecologically-correct to have a
guilty conscience about being human, making the kinds of statements he does has the Zeitgeist behind
it. We feel so bad about being human that it is difficult to say anything positive about ourselves, or to
question the kind of bad-mouthing we receive. I have found that if I do I am invariably accused of
having something against animals and not wanting to save the planet, neither of which is true. In our
anarchic times, filled with very real ecological, social, and political threats, it is satisfying to have a
scapegoat on whom to pin the blame. For Gray that’s us. But it is also dangerous; we’ve seen how
close some of Gray’s remarks are to those of an ecologically-correct convicted killer. I agree that we
face enormous challenges — I’d be an idiot if I didn’t — and that many of our crises are of our own
making and that we need to grow beyond our short-sighted selfishness. But I don’t think throwing our
humanity out with the bathwater 1s the best way to go about this.

One of Gray’s mistakes is to believe that we were all happy with being animals until Christianity
arrived. That is not true. As soon as we became self-conscious, we realised we were somehow
different from the other creatures around us, and the history of the human mind as been, more or less,
an unpacking of that intuition. For thousands of years, human beings have felt and acted as if they
were something more than animals — every religion is, in some way, about this, and there were
religions before Christianity. We always knew we had an animal nature — that isn’t in doubt. But we
didn’t believe it summed us up completely. It is in fact only since the rise of science, and specifically
of Darwinian evolution, and the crude, materialist reductionism born of them, that we have had the
idea that we are only animals force fed us, with the best intentions, no doubt. Whether it is selfish
genes or naked apes, it is only in the last few centuries that we have come to see ourselves as sick,
deluded, cruel, rapacious — you can pick the adjective of your choice — animals, formed, not in the
image of God, Nous, or the Ein-Sof, but of drifting matter. And as Kathleen Raine has pointed out:

The world has never been more hideous, more uninhabitable, than the world created by an

1deology that proclaims that this world is all, which gives to matter a primacy, an all-importance

unknown to other civilisations’.2L

With the corollary that, as Colin Wilson writes, speaking of today: ‘it is probably true to say that there
has never been a point in human history when humankind had a more depressing view of itself.’22
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2. A Dweller on Two Worlds

In the last chapter I tried to give an idea of the size, age, and sheer strangeness of the universe we live
in, and to present some of the scientific accounts of how we and it got here, and the impact those
accounts have had on our idea of ourselves and our place in the cosmos. But before I continue I
should clarify one point. Although we use the terms interchangeably, there is a difference between a
‘universe’ and a ‘cosmos’. We use ‘universe’ or ‘world’ to refer to everything, to the ‘all’, or to the
‘space’ in which the galaxies, stars, planets and other stellar objects exist. Our word ‘universe’
comes from the Latin universum, which can be understood to mean ‘the one turning’ or ‘the one
rotating’. Cosmos, however, has a more specific meaning. It comes from the Greek kosmos, which
means an orderly or harmonious system, and is the opposite of khaos — our ‘chaos’ — which for the
Greeks meant a formless void, the state of existence before creation. This 1s the fohu bohu or
‘trackless waste and emptiness’ of Genesis, before God said ‘Let there be light’. It is also the ‘grim
darkness’ of the Hermetic creation myth, and the ‘void’ created by the Ein-Sof’ s ‘contraction’ in the
tzimtuzm. (We can also think of the ‘pre-existing vacuum’ in which, according to Stephen Hawking, a
‘quantum fluctuation’ led to the Big Bang.) The idea of harmony and order, or beauty, in relation to a
cosmos, comes through in our word ‘cosmetic’, which in the original Greek meant something that
beautifies, or enhances beauty, such as an ornament, but which in our time has come to mean a
superficial or false kind of beauty. We think of cosmetics as ‘make up’, something which provides
glamour, but only deals with surfaces, not reality, and which is then considered false or not essential.
(The fact that when we tell a falsehood, it is something we ‘made up’, just as when we pretend or
invent something we ‘make i1t up’, also seems suggestive.)

The first person to speak of the world as a cosmos was the Greek mystic-philosopher Pythagoras,
who lived in the sixth century BC. Most of us remember learning the Pythagorean Theorem in school,
in which, in a right-angled triangle, the area of the square of the hypotenuse, equals the sum of the
area of the squares of the other two sides (a? + b? = ¢?), and many of us cannot forgive Pythagoras for
discovering it. In the last chapter I mentioned that Pythagoras believed that the world was made of
numbers. What this means is that Pythagoras recognised that there was an order within nature and the
world, and that this order is mathematical, an idea that can be found championed today in the work of
the scientist Roger Penrose.. Pythagoras is also credited with discovering the musical octave, the fact
that different musical notes are related to each other harmoniously because there is a simple ratio
between the notes and the length of string making them. It was from this insight that Pythagoras arrived
at the notion of the ‘music of the spheres’, the idea that the planets and stars moved according to a
similar mathematical equation, and in doing so produced a kind of cosmic harmony. It was this
recognition of an order and of the beauty that it produced, that led Pythagoras to call the world a
COSMOS.

Although scientists still use the word, and speak of ‘cosmology’, the kind of order and beauty that
Pythagoras recognised, and which informed our ideas about the world for most of human history — a
similar notion can be found in cultures other than in the west — is no longer the way in which we



perceive the universe. With Big Bangs, black holes, colliding galaxies, and dark matter, if there is a
music of the spheres today, it must be much more along the lines of atonal music — Arnold Schoenberg
comes to mind — or Stravinsky’s raucous Rite of Spring, than Bach. Perhaps the aleatoric or ‘chance’
music of John Cage is even more apt. Although we may find a strange beauty in photographs of distant
galaxies and exploding stars, the universe we inhabit is much more turbulent, explosive, and eruptive,
than the one Pythagoras knew. And as our own earth-bound world 1s also more turbulent than the one
Pythagoras knew — the sheer increase in population and the complexity of life suggests this — we can
perhaps find new meaning in the old Hermetic axiom ‘as above, so below’.



The end of beauty

It is curious that in many ways, changes in our ideas about art and beauty have paralleled changes in
our ideas about the universe. In postmodern and conceptual art, beauty itself is considered a false
idea, merely ‘cosmetic’. The idea of a work of art having an immediate sensuous impact is suspect. |
should say an art ‘piece’, as it is usually referred to today, emphasising its broken or fragmented
character.? Today art, like life, consciousness, and the cosmos, must be ‘explained’, hence the often
obscure writings that accompany much contemporary art, and which are also equally in need of
explanation. As the psychiatrist and philosopher Iain McGilchrist remarks, ‘it was not the norm, until
the advent of modernism, for people to find new styles of music unpleasant or incomprehensible’,
thus exploding the myth that if we find some piece of postmodern music unlistenable, then it must be a
work of genius, because all new works must sound strange to mere philistines.? Nearly half a century
ago, Kathleen Raine lamented that in the modern world, ‘the word beauty and the idea of the
beautiful, has ceased to count for anything,” a sentiment echoed by the cultural historian Jacques
Barzun, when he wrote that ‘not until the flowering of modern art did uncontrolled rage in
vituperation and...spluttering sophomoric insult ... find their way into works of artistic pretensions
...” 2 Barzun’s remark was in response to the work of Alfred Jarry, creator of the nihilistic Ubu plays,
paragons of what the surrealist André Breton called ‘black humour’, and his slogan that ‘We will not
have brought down everything in ruins until we also destroy the ruins’.2 A look at the unmade beds,
dissected sharks, and canvases smeared with animal dung that adorn our museums and galleries
suggests that the profitable work of bringing down the ruins is still going on. Echoing Raine and
Barzun, McGilchrist concurs that today ‘beauty has been effectively airbrushed out of the story of art’
and that it has become ‘unsophisticated’ to speak of it.0

At the risk of being unsophisticated, I will say that for there to be a cosmos, there must also be
beauty, an insight recognised by the Russian religious existentialist Nikolai Berdyaev. In The
Meaning of the Creative Act (1916), an exhilarating book sadly little read today, Berdyaev wrote that
‘in every artistic activity a new world is created, a cosmos, a world enlightened and free.” Even
more, Berdyaev argued that ‘the cosmos is just this: beauty as being’. ‘Cosmic beauty,” he tells us, ‘is
the aim of the world process: it is another kind of being, a higher being which is in the process of
creation’.” Neither Steven Weinberg’s purposeless universe nor the one that emerged from Stephen
Hawking’s vacuum can be said to be a cosmos, at least not in the sense that Berdyaev means. And
although Berdyaev and Pythagoras are in many ways worlds apart — the one an ex-Marxist Christian
existentialist, the other a pre-Socratic mathematical mystic— they both share the sense that, for there to
be beauty in the cosmos — which means that for there to be a cosmos at all — man must be present. For
Berdyaev, man is a creative agent at work in the world, and his work is likened unto God’s. For him,
‘the cosmos is being created; it is not given, it is a task set’, and it is we who must complete it.¢



Chaoskampf

From the little we know about him, Pythagoras seems a less romantic, less dramatic character than
Berdyaev. He was much more of a scientist, and he shares the ancient belief in a cosmos already
completed and perfect, unlike Berdyaev, whose philosophy of human freedom and creativity is much
more aligned with the Kabbalistic idea of tikkun. Yet this perfect, harmonious cosmos would be
unknown, were it not for the mind that knows it, a mind that, in order to know it, must in some way be
of the same character as the cosmos. It too must have the same order and beauty that Pythagoras
recognised in the cosmos. We can say then, that for Pythagoras, if there is no mind, there is no
cosmos. This equation can be seen in the many creation myths in which a hero-god battles a ‘chaos
monster’, a struggle that in comparative mythology has come to be called by the German term
Chaoskampf or ‘chaos struggle’. Elsewhere I have written about this in the context of Egyptian
mythology and the sun god Ra’s battle with the demon of chaos Apophis.? The struggle depicts both
the emergence of order out of chaos, and the rise of a self-conscious, individual ‘I’ out of what the
historian of the psyche Erich Neumann called the ‘ouroboric’ condition, named after the Ouroboros,
an alchemical image of a snake biting its own tail, a symbol of a self-enclosed unity. This ‘chaos
struggle’, this rising of order out of a undifferentiated state, is something we all go through in our third
year of life, when we break out of the ouroboric egg of infancy into the light of being an individual
‘I’. This is why we speak of the ‘terrible twos’, because it is at that age that we begin to gain a
separate identity, which is expressed in our ability to say ‘no’, a difficult development, as every
parent knows.Z? It is at this point too, that a ‘world’ emerges for the first time, for it is then that we
start to grasp the difference between our own self and the surrounding environment, in which, up until
then, we had been completely immersed. Up until then, for us, there was no ‘world’ because there
was no ‘self’ to be set apart from it. So, at a fundamental level, the emergence of a world, a cosmos,
out of chaos, depends on the emergence of an ‘I’, a mind, out of an unconscious, undifferentiated state.



Lost in the cosmos

Are we justified then in asking if the purposeless universe emerging from Hawking’s pre-existing
vacuum can be considered a cosmos? The question is not whether the Big Bang and other mysterious
features of this scenario are true, but whether such a scenario can give rise to the order and harmony
that Pythagoras and other ancient cosmologists recognised as essential to a cosmos. We know that the
pre-Copernican world, which lasted until only a few centuries ago — until 1543 in fact, when
Copernicus published his On The Revolutions of the Heavenly Spheres — was indeed a cosmos.
Copernicus changed everything when he showed the earth and the other planets revolved around the
sun, and not, as had been believed, that the sun, planets, and everything else revolved around us. For
pre-Copernican man, the fixed stars suggested an eternal order, and the celestial crystalline spheres,
each carrying a planet in its graceful orbit around the earth — the centre of everything — made, as
Pythagoras believed, a beautiful cosmic music. In that world, the eternal order of the heavens was
reflected in the life of man on earth, and in this way, the lower, sub-lunar material plane, participated
in the higher regions, which were believed to have been made of a more spiritual substance. Today
we know that the matter here on earth is the same as that of the stars, and that the stars are subject to
the same physical laws as the earth is. From this perspective we can turn the Hermetic axiom around
this time and say ‘as below, so above’.

An early sign of the disquiet that comes to the unfortunate protagonists of H.P. Lovecraft’s fiction
when they realise just how big the universe really is, can be found in an oft quoted remark by Pascal,
who we mentioned briefly in the previous chapter. Pascal was a young contemporary of René
Descartes, and was there, we can say, at the beginning of our modern world.Z. Regarding the vast,
strange universe that Copernicus’ theory revealed to us, in his posthumously published Pensees
(1669) Pascal wrote that ‘the eternal silence of these infinite spaces frightens me’. Note that Pascal’s
emphasis is on silence. As I’ve argued elsewhere, it was not merely the size of the new Copernican
universe that troubled Pascal. The Alexandrian Hermeticists spoke of a ‘space beyond heaven where
there are no stars’, a perhaps early intuition of the notion of an ‘observable universe’, and the
Renaissance Hermeticist Giordano Bruno argued for an infinite universe, filled with innumerable
worlds.Z2 Both ideas suggest a large universe, one much bigger than the reigning Ptolemaic one.
(Ptolemy — ad90-168 — was an Alexandrian astronomer whose complicated system of ‘nested’
planetary spheres dominated astronomy until the arrival of Copernicus.) What frightened Pascal is
that this new universe seemed, as far as he could tell, oblivious of him. It was alien, and its reality
seemed to negate him, much as the reality of a door knob or tree root negates the hero of Sartre’s
Nausea. These vast, empty depths seemed to have nothing to do with him, and they left him floating,
lost in space. More than two centuries later, in 1885 Nietzsche caught the tone of Pascal’s cosmic fear
when he wrote in his notebooks that ‘since Copernicus man has been rolling from the centre toward
X 43



Everybody knows this is nowhere

A more contemporary soul who shared Pascal’s cosmic disquiet is the mystical poet and diplomat
0O.V. de Lubicz Milosz (1877-1939). Milosz is a remarkable character. Of Polish, Lithuanian, Jewish,
and Italian descent, Milosz wrote in exquisite French — he lived much of his life in France and is
considered a French poet — and his polyglot talents were put to good use in the years he spent as a
member of the Lithuanian delegation to the Peace Conference of 1919, following World War I. Later
he was the Lithuanian representative to the French government and then the Lithuanian delegate to the
League of Nations. In 1931, in recognition of his service, he was made a chevalier of the Légion
d’Honneur. For most of his early poetic career, Milosz was a typical decadent of the fin-de-siecle. At
one point he was an acquaintance of Oscar Wilde during the disgraced playwright’s last days in Paris.
The ennui and febrile atmosphere of the decadents, however, exhausted Milosz, and in 1901 he
fumbled a suicide attempt. The major crisis of his life came in 1914, when a profound mystical
experience led to an audience with ‘the spiritual sun’, an encounter he shared with his fellow poet,
William Blake, of whose work Milosz was unaware. Blake was a reader of Swedenborg, and
Swedenborg it seems had a similar experience himself. Blake told his friend Crabb Robinson that he
had ‘conversed with the spiritual sun’ on Primrose Hill in North London’? And in The True
Christian Religion (1771), Swedenborg tells us that ‘The Lord is the Sun of the angelic heaven, and
this sun appears before the eyes of angels when they are in spiritual meditation. The same thing
happens with a man in this world, with whom the Church abides, as to the sight of his spirit’Z3.

In his encounter with the ‘spiritual sun” Milosz found himself ‘soaring freely through space’ until
he landed on a mountain peak, which itself continued to rise to the heavens. He reached a dense
cloud, whose consistency he compared to ‘the freshly discharged seed of man’. Then a gigantic
reddish ‘egg’ was hurled towards him. It then became a golden lamp which grew in size until it had
the shape of an ‘angelic sun’. Hovering above his forehead, this ‘sun’ then looked deeply into his
eyes.Z A decade later Milosz published his first metaphysical work, a long Hermetic prose poem
called Ars Magna (1924). The Arcana, another long mystical prose poem, followed in 1927. After
this, Milosz abandoned poetry; he returned to it only once more, nearly a decade later, to write his
last poem ‘Psalm of the Morning Star’ (1936).

Milosz was a lifelong reader of Goethe, Plato, and Dante, and his metaphysical poetry shows their
influence. Although the exact metaphysics of Ars Magna and The Arcana 1s difficult, it is clear that
Milosz has inherited the Romantic rejection of the materialist account of the universe. As he was for
Blake and Goethe — who argued against his theory of optics — Isaac Newton (1642—1727) 1s Milosz’s
target. Or to be more precise, Newtonian space, the kind that frightened Pascal. It was with Newton
that the idea of an ‘absolute’ space and an ‘absolute’ time came to dominate western consciousness. In
this sense space becomes sheer empty distance, and time mere forward flow. Rather than a vast
cathedral of celestial spheres, arcing over the earth, space since Newton has meant an abstract
extension 1in all directions. Likewise time for Newton means eternal succession, a temporal parallel
to infinity, ‘one thing after another’. Both embody what Hegel called a ‘bad infinity’, a kind of straight
line forever stretching out into emptiness (a ‘good infinity’ for Hegel was like a circle, forever
returning to itself, like the alchemical Ouroboros). If we take the co-ordinates ‘here’ and ‘now’ and
draw a line from them extending infinitely in any direction — which would take an eternity to do — we



will never reach an end. If we continued that line for a billion years, the distance ahead of us would
still be as infinite as when we began, just as the time remaining to us would still be eternal, with as
much eternity left as when we started. If you think about this for a minute, Pascal’s angst becomes
quite understandable.

Milosz had his own frightful experience of Pascal’s infinite spaces, although in his account, they
were not silent, but filled with a barbarous cacophony. In a vision Milosz found himself on a vast,
deserted plain. Overhead was a ‘universe of terror’, jammed with billions and billions of ‘tormented
cosmic systems’ turning in endless rotation. Rather than a harmony of the spheres, these stellar wheels
emitted an ‘odious criminal noise, the enemy of all meditation, of all composure’, rather like today’s
1-Pods. What these oppressive stellar perpetual motion machines said to Milosz was that ‘you must
multiply and divide the infinite by the infinite during an eternity of eternities’ .22

This nightmare of an immense, threatening blackness in which vast cosmic systems turn incessantly
reminds us of William Blake’s dark visions of ‘starry wheels’ and, as mentioned, of Pascal’s angst
about infinite space. Repelled by this crushing cosmic futility, Milosz attempted to find the ‘place’ of
mankind. In his dark vision Milosz had seen that our ‘place’ had been lost, annulled in the infinite
emptiness of abstract space, where, in the words of one of his commentators, we ‘proclaim ourselves
sovereign for a day of a lump of matter sentenced to slow decay in the darkness of a death without
beginning or end.”.® We were, it seemed to Milosz, literally nowhere, or, if it was a ‘where’, it was
hell.

The problem, Milosz saw, as did his predecessors Blake and Swedenborg, was that in the
Newtonian world, we identify infinity and eternity with abstract extension and succession. But the
truly infinite and eternal are outside space and time. By identifying the infinite with the dark
emptiness of Pascalian space, we had literally lost our ‘place’ in the cosmos, because in a universe
without borders, there can be no ‘place’, no difference between ‘here’ or ‘there’. In Newtonian space,
there is no “up’ or ‘down’, ‘left’, or ‘right’, ‘forward’ or ‘backward’. And if we had lost our place, so
had the cosmos. The question ‘Where is space?’ came to obsess Milosz, and he found he could not
answer it. Given a Newtonian universe of abstract infinite extension, no answer seemed possible. In
such a universe, there is no ‘where’ for space to be. Anything that could ‘contain’ space would itself
only be more space. Everything is ‘in’ space, but space itself is ‘in’ nothing, it seemed. So wherever
we were, 1t was, in a sense, no ‘where’.



Universal Man

Milosz found help in asking his questions through a reading of Hermetic, Kabbalistic, alchemical, and
mystical writings, which, he tells us, he was ignorant of until his experience. He also found some
support in the work of Albert Einstein (1879-1955), which, in 1914, was still relatively new and
obscure. Milosz tells us that he was as ignorant of Einstein’s ideas then as he was of mystical
literature. In Einstein’s relativity, Milosz felt he had found a beginning of an answer, because Einstein
made space and time relative to an observer-that is, to man. For Milosz this meant that although
Copernicus had unchained the sun from the earth, and Newton had sent us drifting through absolute
space, we were with Einstein back at the centre of things — at least the individual observer was.

But Einstein’s ideas were only a mathematical, scientific rendering of truths central to the whole
western esoteric tradition. As mere specks of matter, it is true that we are insignificant motes of
cosmic dust, floating in empty space. But this is to see ourselves in our fallen nature. Blake and
Swedenborg knew that the truly infinite and eternal are not ‘there’, outside, but ‘here’, within man,
within his imagination, which for both, and for all poets and seers, is not the ‘fancy’ we refer to when
we say ‘that’s just your imagination’ — that is, something untrue or, as mentioned earlier, ‘made up’ —
but the creative energy and origin of the cosmos itself. It is the imagination in the sense that Henry
Corbin (1903—-1978) writes of it when he speaks of an ‘Imaginal World’, the mundus imaginalis, a
world of archetypes, forms, images, and intelligences which are neither purely physical nor purely
ideal, but exist in an intermediate realm of their own. For Swedenborg, space and time are ‘states’,
forms of consciousness, not absolute realities in themselves. When the doors of perception are
cleansed, Blake famously said, we will see all things as they really are, infinite. ‘Every space larger
than a red Globule of man’s blood is Visionary, and is created by the Hammer of Los: And every
space smaller than a Globule of Man’s blood opens Into an Eternity of which this vegetable Earth is
But a Shadow’ (Milton, 1810). We, then, are not ‘in’ space; space, and everything it contains, is
within us, within our imagination.

It is in this sense that man is a microcosm, a little universe. Earlier I mentioned Swedenborg’s
idea of the Grand Man, a theme Blake continued in his ‘human form divine’. It is the same as the
Kabbalistic Adam Kadmon, who we met in the last chapter, and from whom the energies of the divine
create the cosmos. It is also the same as the Hermetic belief that ultimately, the cosmos itself is in the
form of man. Not man the animal, man the rapacious despoiler of nature, but the man of imagination,
within whose infinite inner spaces the entire outer world exists.

What has happened, Milosz tells us, is that we have fallen from our original state. Like Hermetic
man embracing nature, or the shattering of the sephiroth, for Milosz some primal cosmic crisis has
brought us to this hell of empty space and time, this desert of mechanical, ever-turning starry systems,
Steven Weinberg’s purposeless universe. Somehow, through what Milosz calls ‘Adam’s
prevarication’ — that first sin in the Garden of Eden — we have been separated from the original
spiritual universe, and we find ourselves here, stranded in a world of pointless matter. We have, in a
sense, been turned ‘inside out’, and where, in our primal state, we were free, infinite beings, sharing
in divine love and wisdom, containing a world, we are now mere lumps of flesh, lost in a dark,
oblivious universe whose oppressive reality negates us. But as with Hermetic man and the
Kabbalistic ‘sparks’, something remains of our original state, and from time to time a vague memory



of where we have come from rises up in us, and we suffer from that ailment known to all true poets
and philosophers, homesickness.



Adam Strange

When [ was young one of my favourite comic book heroes was a character named Adam Strange who,
aptly enough, appeared in a magazine called Mystery in Space. He was not a super-hero per se. He
didn’t have super powers, although he did sport a rocket pack and enviable ray gun, but his life was
in some ways more fascinating than Superman’s, Batman’s, and the other heroes whose adventures I
greedily absorbed. Adam Strange was an archaeologist, and on a trip to the Andes, while escaping
from some Indians — admittedly he had discovered their secret treasure — a remarkable thing
happened. Leaping across a chasm, Adam was hit by a strange ray — he later discovers it is called the
‘zeta beam’ — and finds himself transported to the planet Rann, an earth-sized world orbiting Alpha
Centauri, the closest star to our own sun. In an instant, he is shot 4.3 light years — or 25 trillion miles
— across space to another world. Adam meets a woman, has adventures, saves the planet, and
becomes a hero. But then suddenly, the effect of the zeta-beam wears off, and he finds himself back on
earth. But he discovers where and when the zeta beam will strike the earth again — it happens to be on
the Malayan coast, south of Singapore — and he is determined to be there, and to return to Rann. And
so it went, for the rest of the series: Adam Strange cutting through jungles or climbing mountains in
order to catch the next zeta beam, only to be sent back to earth once again when its effects wear off.
But he is determined to become a citizen of his new world, and one day, he will discover a way to
remain on Rann forever ...

I don’t know if Julius Schwartz, Gardner Fox, and Mike Sekowsky, who started the series,
realised it, but they had hit on a perfect metaphor for man’s dual nature: that he is a dweller on two
worlds: one of everyday, commonplace fact, where he spends most of his time, and the other of
something much more mysterious and adventurous, which he enters only briefly. It is of course a
common theme in Romanticism but the fact that this insight had filtered down from ‘high culture’ to the
lowlands of comic books, suggests that it is something inherent in us, perhaps even a Jungian
archetype. (It also suggests once again that popular culture is often a medium for deep philosophical
thought. )2



Planets of a double Sun

As I say, not surprisingly, the two worlds theme is something we find in Romanticism. Romantics,
like no one else, are dissatisfied with the grim, ‘real’ world of mundane necessity and have a
hankering for another world, a land more in harmony with, in Yeats’ phrase, ‘the heart’s desire’. One
of the most effective and entertaining expressions of the two worlds can be found in the German
writer E. T.A. Hoffmann’s glittering fable The Golden Flower Pot (1814). The theme runs through all
of Hoffmann’s work — as it did through his life — but in this tale, generally regarded as his greatest
work, he embodied perfectly the enduring tension between the everyday world and that of ‘magic’.

Hoffmann (1776-1822) was a curious soul, who seemed to live two radically different lives: by
day a respected juror and Prussian civil servant, by night a poet, musician, artist, and critic. His
stories, which read like a meeting between Hans Christian Andersen and Edgar Allan Poe, have
never really made the transition to English, in spite of excellent translations, and for English readers
he 1s most known today as the inspiration for Offenbach’s Tales of Hoffmann and Tchaikovsky’s
ballet The Nutcracker.2? Hoffmann would have been pleased with this; although most of his music is
lost, Hoffmann composed some ten operas, as well as two symphonies, several cantatas and many
other works. Music for Hoffmann was the clearest evidence that we are natives of another land.
Hoffmann was one of Beethoven’s earliest champions and was also central in promoting instrumental
or ‘absolute’ music, at a time when vocal music was supreme. In an essay on Beethoven Hoffmann
wrote: ‘Music reveals to man an unknown realm, a world quite separate from the outer sensual world
surrounding him, a world in which he leaves behind all precise feelings in order to embrace an
inexpressible longing’.

We will return to this idea of an ‘inexpressible longing’, but it seems more than coincidental that
Pythagoras should speak of a ‘harmony of the spheres’ and Hoffmann and innumerable others should
regard music as a portal to ‘other worlds’. In the kind of world fashioned by genetic drift and
evolutionary necessity, music plays no such role, as evidenced by the Darwinian evolutionary
psychologist Steven Pinker’s remark that music is an indulgent but inessential by-product of adaptive
behaviour, on a par with, and as meaningful (or less) as pornography and fatty foods.2. (In Pinker’s
cosmos, then, we could say that we would hear the ‘muzak of the spheres’.) Beethoven once asked
their mutual friend Bettina von Arnim to tell Goethe ‘to hear my symphonies and he will say that I am
right in saying that music is the one incorporeal entrance into the higher worlds of knowledge’ .22
How Beethoven would have responded to Pinker’s remark requires little imagination.

The plot of The Golden Flower Pot involves a young, poetic, but clumsy student, who is troubled
by a recurring vision of a glittering green snake. The snake turns out to be Serpentina, the daughter of
the Archivist Lindhorst, who is himself secretly an elemental salamander, exiled to earth because of a
transgression committed ages ago, Hoffmann’s allusion to the primeval ‘cosmic crime’. Anselmus, the
student, is betrothed to Veronica, who is beautiful but worldly, and who wants him to become a
Hofrath at court and lead a dutiful, sensible life. But the Archivist hires Anselmus to copy out a
magical manuscript, which tells the story of Lindhorst’s own fall from grace, and of the ongoing battle
he continues against the forces of darkness. The tension of the narrative, which is full of initiatory
trials and strange, mystical adventures, lies in Anselmus having to choose between the two worlds:
that of the practical, down-to-earth Veronica, with whom he is bound to have worldly success, or the



mysterious but tempting Serpentina, who makes him dream of strange but beautiful worlds. I can give
only the barest outline here and readers are advised to enjoy Hoffmann’s delightful and enlightening
tale themselves. One of the important elements in The Golden Flower Pot is that, unlike earlier
Mdrchen, or ‘fairy tales’ written by his fellow Romantics Goethe and Novalis, Hoffmann’s takes
place in an everyday world, Dresden, in fact. It is precisely the contrast between the world of magic
(Serpentina), and that of the commonplace (Veronica), that gives the story its power. In the earlier
tales, which take place entirely within a ‘fairy land’, the essential opposition between the two worlds
is lost.23

A more recent but equally effective expression of the ‘two worlds’ principle can be found in the
writing of the Scottish novelist David Lindsay (1876—1945), best known for his remarkable Gnostic
work A Voyage to Arcturus (1920). In 4 Voyage to Arcturus, the protagonist, Maskull, is, like Adam
Strange, transported from earth to another planet, this time Tormance, which orbits Arcturus, the
brightest star in the constellation. Appropriately, Arcturus is a double star, and in choosing it as the
setting for his masterpiece, Lindsay seems to have displayed an acute intuitive grasp of the ‘two
worlds’ problem. As Colin Wilson remarks, all artists are planets of a double star: one 1s ‘the world’
which we accept as given and resign ourselves to, and the other is that strangely familiar but
mysterious place for which we sometimes feel a poignant homesickness.2¢ On Tormance Lindsay’s
hero Maskull sets out on a kind of Gnostic ‘pilgrim’s progress’, encountering a series of strange
beings and creatures all of whom claim to posses the answer to life — love, sex, power, knowledge —
but who all in the end prove false. The ‘muspel fire’ that Maskull seeks, driven by the drum beats of
Surtur — a symbol of the evolutionary urge to transcend himself — is a symbol of an almost total
rejection of the world and its hollowness, an austere Buddhist denial of what those less fastidious
than Maskull accept as reality, but which is itself a reality of uncompromising value and meaning,
Again, the plot is simple, but a reader soon finds himself absorbed in Lindsay’s utterly convincing
imagination, his ability to create ever more fantastic encounters which at the same time embody
profound philosophical questions.

It is, in fact, Lindsay’s deep feeling for ‘other worlds’ and their metaphysical meaning, and his
lack of sympathy for #his one that is one of his problems as a writer. After Arcturus, which garnered
some critical acclaim but little commercial success, Lindsay felt he needed to keep his novels more
‘down to earth’, in order to attract more readers, and so his remaining five metaphysical fantasies —
he wrote one romantic pot boiler in a failed attempt to be popular — are all set on earth. Alas, while
Lindsay can write powerfully about deep metaphysical dimensions, his facility to depict the everyday
is severely limited, and these novels, too, were commercial failures. In his novels, The Violet Apple,
Devil's Tor, The Sphinx, and the unfinished The Witch, there are long stretches of everyday reality
which, to most readers, are barely readable; unlike Hoffmann, Lindsay seemed unable to bring them
to life. But these stumbling excursions into the common light, which Lindsay mistakenly felt were
obligatory, are more than made up for by the sudden eruption of the ‘other world’.



Stairways to heaven

Perhaps this contrast between the everyday and the ‘other world’ is best depicted in Lindsay’s second
novel The Haunted Woman (1922). The heroine, Isbel Loment, is a woman of artistic temperament
who leads an empty existence, moving from hotel to hotel as a companion to her aunt. She is engaged
to a decent but ordinary man she does not really love yet can find no inner strength to break off the
engagement and give her life some real direction. By chance she is invited to a strange house and
there meets Henry Judge. Both discover that they have had a similar strange experience in the house.
A mysterious stairway, apparently unknown to the other guests, has appeared to them, and when they
ascend it they find themselves in a strange room, which has the inexplicable effect of transforming
them into who they really are; it is a kind of ‘self-actualising chamber’, to see it in Maslovian terms.
The conventions of everyday life, and the fears and feebleness that constrain us, have disappeared,
and for a brief time they are both their ‘true selves’. They agree to try to ascend the secret staircase
again and meet in the room. They do and find that they are in love with each other, although our
conventional idea of love does not convey the experience of spiritual attraction and the power of true
‘meeting’ that they undergo. In The Witch Lindsay wrote ‘While bodies, in a physical world, might
join, spirits never could. For bodies were in their own home, but spirits were exiles and captives in a
strange land’. The passion that Isbel and Judge feel is not physical or even erotic, in a Platonic sense,
but a hunger for something else, some reality their normal lives cannot provide. Out of the window of
the room, in the distance, they hear a painfully beautiful music, and see a bright, spring sunshine,
although in reality it is a misty autumn day. The music draws them, but somehow they cannot get to it,
and when they leave the room and descend the stairway — which they inevitably must — they
immediately forget their experience, and return again to their smaller, ordinary lives.

The stairway is a clear symbol of an ascent to a higher realm, and in the beginning of the book,
there 1s a reference to music with which Hoffmann would have agreed. Isbel hears someone playing
the opening of Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony on the piano. The music, she feels, was like a curtain
being drawn, ‘revealing a new and marvellous world’ and with the ‘famous passage of gigantic
ascending scales ... she immediately had a vision of huge stairs going up.’2? Lindsay refers to the
piece as ‘that fragment of giant-land’, and throughout his work, music plays an important role. A
central motif in his last, unfinished novel, The Witch, is something he calls ‘the third music’, a
metaphysical insight that cannot be expressed in words, but which is conveyed unmistakably in music.



The two worlds

I should at this point clarify what I mean when speaking of ‘two worlds’. There is, of course, only
one world. I don’t mean planet or galaxy, but the reality in which we find ourselves. I cannot walk
into another world in the same way that I can walk into another room or another house. I am here, in
this universe, and there doesn’t seem to be any exit doors, unless you consider death one, and we are
not even sure about that. We are here, now, and no amount of wishing or willing will send us to Rann
or Tormance or Mars, where John Carter goes in the Edgar Rice Burroughs novels I devoured in my
childhood. The idea of an actual ‘other’ world we can escape to, is a literal interpretation of what is
really a metaphysical distinction. Many a Romantic has taken to the road, in search of some other
place, where life will be much better than it is wherever he started out from. The grass is always
greener on the other side, until you get there and you see it is exactly the same shade as in your own
garden. We all know that no matter where we go physically, ‘we’ are still there. If there is another
world then, it isn’t ‘out there’, but ‘in here’, and it consists of seeing this world in a different way
than we ‘normally’ do. I put ‘normally’ in quotation marks because we will look at exactly how
normal this is.

As Kathleen Raine put it: ‘the imagination does not see different things, it sees things
differently.’2® This is why the meaning content of many mystical experiences is a kind of ‘oh yes’ or
‘of course’ and seems to be something you already know, but are seeing ‘for the first time’. This is
something I’ve written about in the context of ‘cosmic consciousness’ and ‘gnosis’ in the mystical
experiences of William James, R.M. Bucke, and P.D. Ouspensky.2Z Ouspensky, for example, had a
tremendously powerful mystical experience looking at an ashtray — admittedly he was on nitrous
oxide at the time — and William Blake, we know, saw heaven in a wildflower. Ouspensky had seen
ashtrays before and Blake had seen flowers, but at the time of their mystical experiences, they were
seeing these everyday things in a non-everyday way. The mystical experience, then, is not about what
you see but zow you see it.



The life world

The everyday world is the one we live in most of the time. It is the world of newspapers, television,
and the internet. It’s the world of politics, pop stars, and celebrities, of advertising, social networks,
and sports figures. It is an almost exclusively human world, but mostly of the ‘only human’ variety.
The philosopher Edmund Husserl (1859-1938) coined the term ‘life world’ to describe the particular
environment in which an individual lives. I, as a writer, live in a particular ‘life world’, one different
from, say, a bus driver’s or a pastry cook’s, although the three of us share a great deal of the larger,
outside world. We may, for example, all take the same bus or eat at the same café or shop at the same
market. Husserl borrowed the term ‘life world’ from the Baltic German biologist Jakob Johan von
Uexkiill, who spoke of an Umwelt. By Umwelt Uexkiill meant the perceptual world of an organism.
Uexkiill describes, for example, the Umwelt of an amoeba, a jelly fish, or a sea urchin. An Umwelt
(German for ‘environment’) is an organism’s own particular ‘world’. Husserl developed this idea
into what he called the ‘communal life world’. This is what we mean by the everyday world.

When millions of people watch the same television program or the same video that’s gone ‘viral’
on the internet, they are all living in the same communal life world. When we read the papers or listen
to the news on the radio, we are sharing a communal life world with millions of people we will
never know personally. As our world becomes more and more global, this communal life world
grows in size and as more and more people’s lives are fed with content coming from the communal
life world, there is a real concern that their lives will become little more than a reflection of the
communal life world’s values. Most of these are of a trivial character, as a look at newspapers,
television, the internet, and other sources show. Increasingly we seem to be living in a communal life
world that reflects almost exclusively the ‘only human.’28

The other world is one outside this communal life world. It, too, 1s a human world, but it is more
of the ‘fully human’ variety, which, by definition, means it extends beyond our immediate, personal
concerns. Its essential difference is that, while we are in it, we see things differently. They take on a
deeper, more significant meaning and intensity. Values are greater and seem to revolve around
objective meanings, not the subjective, strictly personal, often trivial ones that inform the communal
life world. (How important is it, really, to know the latest gossip about some celebrity?) In the other
world we seem to be in touch with a reality far more powerful than the one we know in the communal
life world. The simplest things, like a wildflower or an ashtray, can convey an entire universe of
significance. Most of us live in the communal life world most of the time, and it has to be said that
many of us are quite happy there and would feel disorientated anywhere else. But there are some who
find it claustrophobic and suffocating and go to great lengths and often dangerous extremes to escape
it. They are those Colin Wilson calls ‘outsiders’. Where they want to get to is not always clear, but
they all share the knowledge that, as seen from the other vantage point, the values of the communal
life world are unimportant and ultimately diminishing.



Heimweh

Earlier I quoted E.T.A. Hoffmann’s remark about music’s ability to stimulate in us an ‘inexpressible
longing’ and its relation to an ‘unknown realm’ quite separate from the ‘outer sensual world’. What
Hoffmann refers to is Sehnsucht, a term that, more than any other, expresses the essence of German
Romanticism. There really is no strict English equivalent of Sehinsucht, which is defined by
Langenscheidt’s German-English Dictionary as ‘longing, yearning, hankering, pining, languishing,
nostalgia’. ‘Unfulfillable’ or ‘inexpressible’ longing — as above — comes closest, although for our
purposes, ‘nostalgia’, with its sense of ‘homesickness’ is most apt. As I’ve written elsewhere,
‘Sehnsucht conjures up horn calls far off in the dark forest, the poignant glow of the sunset, which we
will never reach, no matter how quickly we race to the horizon, the snow-capped peaks of a distant
mountain range.’ It speaks of ‘beauty, distance, and the sense of something infinitely desirable just
beyond our grasp’.22 The German poet most associated with Seinsucht is Georg Friedrich Phillipp
von Hardenberg (1772—-1801), better known by his pen name Novalis, who captured the essence of
‘unfulfillable longing’ in the symbol of the elusive ‘blue flower’ from his unfinished novel Heinrich
von Ofterdingen. Novalis, a deeply Hermetic thinker, felt Sehnsucht for most of his short life — he
died at the age of twenty-eight — and he encapsulated the pull it had on his consciousness in his best
known aphorism ‘All philosophy is homesickness’. This is an insight with which many of the thinkers
looked at in this book would agree, and this homesickness wasn’t felt only by nineteenth century
Romantics. In the 1960s and 70s, it sent quite a few twentieth century Romantics on the mystic trail. In
The Journey to the East (1932) Hermann Hesse wrote about a group of travellers from all times and
places, some real, some fictional, perennially on the move toward ‘Home’; he even quotes Novalis:
“Where are we really going? Always home!’2? Along with his other novels that became hugely
popular during the Hesse ‘revival’ of the 60s and 70s, The Journey to the East became a favourite
among the many who had felt a sense of homesickness in those decades, and who took to the road,
looking for a cure for it

One thinker who would agree with Novalis was his older contemporary, the French theosophist
Louis Claude de Saint-Martin, whose early life in many ways resembles Novalis’ own.3 Both were
sickly youths who spent a great deal of time on their own.22 For Saint-Martin, homesickness, or, in
German, Heimweh 1s ‘the nostalgic desire for the heavenly fatherland’. Man, Saint-Martin said, ‘has a
mind which is not satisfied by this world, not satisfied to ruminate upon dregs of matter’, and which
‘would be badly served by a wisdom which rests only in visual and material nature ...’33 Like the
Kabbalists, Saint-Martin believed that his mission was to remind man of his proper task, which he
saw as that of minister of the creative word, as a collaborator with God in perfecting creation. Like
Milosz, Saint-Martin believed that through some primal crime, man had lost his true place in the
cosmos, and was now trapped in a fallen world. Saint-Martin expresses the ‘inside out’ character of
our existence in his maxim that ‘It is necessary to explain things by man and not man by things’, which
means that we should regard the cosmos as an expression of man — Adam Kadmon, the primal Man —
and not man as a product of the cosmos, of the physical forces at work in it, which is, of course, how
materialist science sees us. For Saint-Martin, our place in the cosmos is unique. As mentioned, it
‘differs from that of other physical beings, for it is the reparation of the disorders in the universe’.
This and other ‘counsels of the exile’ — a general title given to Saint-Martin’s writings — place Saint-



Martin clearly in the tradition of tikkun. It is unclear how versed in Kabbalah Saint-Martin may have
been, if at all, and the figure of ‘the Repairer’ is for him associated with Christ. But as we’ve seen
with the Hermetic teachings, the idea that man has a responsibility here, unlike any other created
being, 1s not the property of one spiritual teaching, but seems to be an archetype shared by many. The
Baal Shem Tov, the eighteenth century mystical rabbi and founder of Hasidic Judaism, said ‘truth is
always in exile’. As noted above, Saint-Martin called his collected writings ‘the counsel of the
exile’. This suggests that both, in different ways, shared the same insight about mankind.

We should point out that the Kabbalistic tradition has it own sense of Heimweh or Sehnsucht.
Reshimu is the impression of the Divine Light left behind after the Ein-Sof contracts itself in the
tzimtzum necessary for creation. In this sense, we can see reshimu as a spiritual equivalent of the
‘cosmic background radiation’ astrophysicists believe is conclusive evidence for the Big Bang, We
can think of the cosmic background radiation as the faintest physical tremor, the furthest ripple away
from the initial explosion. In the case of reshimu, the radiations, however, are holy. One poetic
description of reshimu 1is that it is like the fragrance of wine left behind in a glass after it has been
emptied. In ourselves, the reshimu manifests as a sense that we have forgotten something, and it also
prompts us to look for what that is. A helpful analogy is that of a tune we can’t quite remember. If

some other tunes come to mind, it’s the reshimu that tells us they aren’t the one, rather like a inner

music critic who makes sure we don’t confuse muzak with the music of the spheres.3#

This sense of having forgotten something is at the heart of the western philosophical tradition. All
knowledge is recollection, Plato tells us. Martin Heidegger (1889—-1976), whose task it was to bring
western metaphysics, begun by Plato, to its end, lays the blame for our modern nihilism on our
“forgetfulness of being’, an assessment he shared with Gurdjieff. Heidegger’s ‘fundamental ontology’,
his analysis of our ‘being-in-the-world’, centres on the idea of Sorge, which, for the existentialists
who followed him, meant ‘anxiety’ but which in our context is better translated as ‘care’. For
Heidegger we are ‘the shepherds of being’, the trustees of the irreducible fact that we and the world
are. Our loss of wonder at this miracle is the evidence of our forgetfulness, our ‘fallenness’ into what
Heidegger calls the ‘triviality of everydayness’, his term for Husserl’s ‘communal life world’.3> (The
idea that the Higgs-Boson or any other elementary particle could ‘solve’ the secret of the universe
would for Heidegger be but another manifestation of our amnesia.) But whether it is the reshimu,
Sehnsucht, Heimweh, or what George Steiner called ‘the nostalgia for the absolute’ — ‘We are the
creatures of a great thirst,” Steiner says, ‘bent on coming home to a place we have never known’ —
there is something in us that makes us dissatisfied with ‘the world’ and leads us to look for that
elusive something else.2%

What that is, however, may be closer to home than we think.



Two worlds, two brains

Earlier I mentioned the psychiatrist and philosopher lain McGilchrist, and quoted from his book The
Master and His Emissary (2009). In it he provides an enormous amount of evidence suggesting that
our experience of living in two worlds has a neurological and anatomical basis. This is the fact that
we have two brains, each of which perceives the world very differently. The thesis of McGilchrist’s
book is that ‘for us as human beings there are two fundamentally opposed realities’.3Z One is the
world presented to us by the left brain, the other is the world presented to us by the right brain. I
would add to McGilchrist’s two opposed realities a third, conciliatory one, which McGilchrist
himself includes as his argument unfolds: the world presented to us when both brains work together.
This rare and somewhat miraculous unity is, I suggest, at the heart of moments of insight, of mystical
experience, poetry, creativity, and the peak experiences that Abraham Maslow argued come to
psychological healthy people, the ‘fully human’ who achieve self-actualisation. It is a kind of
‘Goldilocks moment’, when, rather than being at odds with each other, the two opposing sides
collaborate and achieve the ‘just right’ state of creative balance. They ‘complete the partial mind’, as
W.B. Yeats argues happens in moments of crisis and intensity.2¢ This collaboration between two
opposed realities housed in the opposite sides of our brains is, I suggest, a neurological expression of
the coincidentia oppositorum, or unity of the opposites, by which, according to the Kabbalistic, but
also the alchemical, neo-Platonic, Hegelian, Jungian, and other systems of thought, the shattered
universe is repaired.3? There is a good argument, then, for the idea that both the fractured, shattered
world we live in — Sitra Achra, the Other Side — and the means of healing it, are contained within our
heads.

McGilchrist contends that what is important about the fact that we have two brains, or two
cerebral hemispheres, is not what each hemisphere does, but zow it does it. We are all familiar with
the popular literature on the right and left side of the brain, how the left is a ‘scientist’, geared toward
logic and language, and the right an ‘artist’, attuned to feeling and intuition. This neat separation, in
which certain ‘functions’ are localised in one side of the brain or the other, is, however, misleading,
By the 1990s, ‘hard’ neuroscience more or less abandoned the split-brain as a serious subject for
study because ongoing research had discovered that, in fact, both sides of the brain are involved in
practically everything we do. Both sides, it turned out, do the same things after all, although one side
may be more involved in an activity than the other. So, rather than a scientist and an artist living in
separate flats, having nothing to do with each other, the two actually share a two-bedroom bungalow,
with each pretty much having the run of the place. This recognition, coupled with the fact that the
‘scientist/artist’ divide had been appropriated by a host of popular New Age and self help books, was
enough for official neuroscience to back away from the split brain and turn itself to other matters. The
fact that we have two brains turned out to be not important after all, it seemed, and some researchers
even joked that we have a second brain as a kind of spare in case something goes wrong with the
other one.

Yet McGilchrist contends that there is an importance difference between the hemispheres, but it is
not, as mentioned, in what they do but in zow they do it. In a nutshell, McGilchrist argues that the two
brains each have a very particular ‘take’ or attitude toward the world, and that these are radically
different from each other. The right brain presents us with reality as a unified whole, a gestalt. 1t



gives the ‘big picture’ of a living, breathing, ‘other’ — whatever it is that exists outside our minds —
with which it is in a reciprocal relationship, bringing that ‘other’ into being through our consciousness
of it, while being itself altered through the encounter. It is essentially geared toward working with
living things and with perceiving overall patterns and meanings. One myth about the split brain that
McGilchrist punctures, is the idea that the left brain is ‘dominant’, while the right 1s a kind of helpful,
but not essential, sidekick. The truth, he argues, is the exact opposite. The right brain, he says, is
primary, it is the ‘master’, who provides us with our fundamental connection to reality. It 1s through it
that we ‘participate’ with the world. The left, he tells us, i1s the right brain’s ‘emissary’. It’s job is to
manipulate that primal reality, to analyse it, and break up the whole into well-defined parts, that it can
then control, and its basic way of doing this is by representing the ‘other’ in a form like itself. Unlike
the right brain, the left feels more comfortable with mechanical things, with bits and pieces that it can
take apart and put back together into something it is familiar with. Its relationship to the world is
much more ‘detached’ than that of the right. While the right brain seeks out the new, the unfamiliar,
and the living — whatever is present to it now — the left is geared toward what it already knows, and
what it knows best, McGilchrist tells us, is the machine. We can say that one gives us a world to live
in, and the other the means of surviving in it. And although we need both the big picture and the small
detail in order to be fully alive and fully human (not ‘fully functioning’ as ‘functions’ are themselves
an expression of the left brain’s tendency to mechanise experience), the two opposed ‘takes’ often
clash, as if we tried to look at a panorama and through a microscope at the same time. We need to see
the forest and the tree, and this sometimes proves difficult. It would be impossible for one brain to do
this simultaneously, and so we have two.%’

Throughout our history, the two brains have been engaged in a more or less friendly but serious
rivalry, McGilchrist tells us, inhibiting and restraining each other’s excesses in a neurological
embodiment of Blake’s dictum that ‘Opposition is true friendship’, and evening each other out in a
process resembling the give-and-take of Hegel’s dialectic. The right brain needs the left because its
picture, while of the whole, is fuzzy and lacks precision; it sees the world, say, with the warm glow
we enjoy after a glass of wine, when things take on a indefinite but strongly fe/t significance, which
we would be hard pressed to put into words, which are the left brain’s tools in trade. The
‘emissary’s’ job, then, is to unpack the gestalt the right brain presents, and then return it to the right,
increasing its definition and clarity.

The left needs the right because while it can focus on minute particulars, in doing so it loses touch
with everything else and can easily find itself adrift. We can think of it as an obsessive who, fixated
on some fine but negligible point, forgets why he was doing something in the first place, or as
someone suffering from a perpetual tunnel vision, powerfully focused on a tiny detail, but blind to the
surrounding field. A right brain imbalance would, say, provide the kind of consciousness that animals
may have, a warm, general, but inarticulate sense of the great surround, in which we would be
embedded, with no sense of detachment or distance. (Nietzsche once remarked that it was no good
asking cows the secret of their happiness, as they forget the question before they can answer it.) A left
brain imbalance would present a world made up of bits and pieces, a kind of jig-saw puzzle of
independent parts, with which we would feel no connection and which would appear to us as lifeless,
each bit having a crystalline clarity but without relation, other than mechanical, to any other. The left
brain’s insistence on clarity produces an exacting attitude of ‘either/or’, an insistence on something
being either ‘black’ or ‘white’, ‘true’ or ‘false’, as opposed to the right brain’s openness to metaphor



and an attitude of ‘both/and’. (The right brain, McGilchrist tells us, has a sense of humour while the
left 1s adamantly literal.) A left brain imbalanced world would be a world, say, in which Sartre’s
‘nausea’, when objects take on a strange, threatening foreignness, and seem disconnected from their
context, would be the norm. This 1s the kind of world, McGilchrist argues, that schizophrenics live in,
in which there is an acute separation between perception and feeling, and it is the kind of world, he
believes, in which we increasingly live today.

What has happened in recent times — since, McGilchrist suggests, the Industrial Revolution — 1s
that the left brain, the emissary, has usurped power from the master, the right brain, and has become,
as mainstream neuroscience contends, dominant. This 1s a kind of neurological expression of the
Gnostic myth of an idiot demiurge who believes he is the true god and within whose world we are
trapped. This has happened in other periods, just as there have been periods when the two sides
reached an exceptionally creative accord. McGilchrist suggests that pre-Socratic Greece, the
Renaissance, and the Romantic movement were such times of creative ‘progress through contraries’,
to paraphrase Blake. But although other left brain imbalances were evened out, our own modern
period 1s different, McGilchrist argues, because since the Industrial Revolution the left brain has been
busy, steadily building a ‘world’ that is like itself — modern cities, factories — with the result that there
1s less and less of any ‘other’ for the right brain to present.

We can say that for the last two centuries the left brain has been erecting its own ‘communal life
world’ at the expense of the right, and this itself can account for the kind of low status the right brain
has been accorded by mainstream neuroscientists. Most neuroscience is conducted under the aegis of
‘scientific materialism’, the belief that reality and everything in it can ultimately be explained in terms
of little bits, whether atoms or genes. We recall Francis Crick’s remarks in the last chapter. Yet
materialism itself is a product of the left brain’s tendency toward cutting up the whole into easily
manipulated parts, so it is not surprising, then, that materialist-minded neuroscientists would see the
left as boss and the right as second fiddle. It 1s also not surprising that in such a world we would find
ourselves in a purposeless universe that emerged for no reason when less than nothing exploded, and
whose infinite extension can be cut up into an infinity of parts. As the ‘other’ that the right brain
‘presences’, in McGilchrist’s coinage, is increasingly fashioned to the requirements of the left brain —
precision, clarity, definiteness, and of parts, not wholes — we will increasingly find ourselves
inhabiting a self-enclosed reality, an hermetically sealed ‘communal life world’, from which it will
be increasingly harder to escape, as increasingly there will be no ‘where’ to go. As McGilchrist
makes clear, this left brain hegemony informs practically everything in our life: the arts, society,
education, even sex and personal relationships.



The other world

The ‘where’ we could go to, would be that other world, that other reality, housed in the other side of
our brain. And we already have an intuitive sense of a world that is much more of a whole, that is
much more connected, that is much more alive and related to us in an immediate, organic way. It is a
world we inhabited much more when we were children and which we have a Proustian sense of
when, say, we listen to music or read poetry (right brain ‘media’) or simply relax on a summer’s day.
It is also a world much more amenable to the insights of imagination — again, in the sense that Blake
and Swedenborg and poets like Kathleen Raine, who spoke of a ‘learning of the Imagination’,
understand the term. The problem is that this other world is not immediately communicable in
language, or at least not in the kind of language that the left, the usurping emissary, will accept, the
factual prose of logic or quantitative measurement. (We live, as the literary philosopher Erich Heller
remarked, in an ‘age of prose’.)

These meanings are implicit, given, self-evident. They exist in and arise from what the
philosopher Michael Polanyi called ‘the tacit dimension’ and are an expression of the truth that, as
Polanyi remarks, ‘we can know more than we can tell’. This is another example of the idea that the
content of mystical, poetic, or spiritual experience is often no different from the content of our
everyday (left-brain dominant) experience. What makes the difference i1s how that content is
experienced. People experiencing that sense of wholeness which the right brain provides find it
difficult to convey this experience to someone else, because all they have to do this with are the
words the left brain uses to get about its daily business. Unless you have had the experience as well,
these words will say nothing more to you than what they usually do, and you will have no idea what
your friend is talking about. Or if the experience is conveyed, through poetry or philosophy, the left
brain’s reaction is ‘That’s all very nice but this is what’s really important’, and it will get back to
work manipulating and controlling the world. McGilchrist cites philosophers like Hegel, Heidegger,
and Wittgenstein, who all had an intuition of this and who all had immense difficulty expressing it
clearly, because they are trying to do something with language which language — a predominately left
brain tool for ordering the world — wasn’t made to do. Hegel and Heidegger frequently tie themselves
in dizzying dialectical and ontological knots, and Wittgenstein gave up, concluding that we cannot say
the truth, only show it.



Two modes of consciousness

As I read The Master and His Emissary 1 became increasingly excited at the new avenues of thought
McGilchrist was opening up, only a fraction of which I can touch on here.£X One thing that excited me
immensely was that the distinction between the different ‘takes’ or attitudes toward the world
exhibited by the left and right brain was already familiar to me, through the work of other thinkers that
I had written about in earlier books. In 4 Secret History of Consciousness and The Quest for Hermes
Trismegistus, 1 discuss the ideas of the maverick Egyptologist René Schwaller de Lubicz (1887-
1961). A central theme in Schwaller de Lubicz’s work is the distinction between what he calls
‘cerebral consciousness’ and the ‘intelligence of the heart’. ‘Cerebral consciousness’, which
Schwaller de Lubicz associates with our own modern mentality, operates by ‘granulating’ reality,
turning it into discreet bits and pieces, and severing the connections that run through it, like the fibres
in a spider’s web, the links that allow William Blake to see a world in a grain of sand and heaven in
a wildflower. These links make possible what Colin Wilson has dubbed the ‘relationality’ of
consciousness, its ability to spread out into a tapestry of meaning. If we think of consciousness as a
pool into which ideas or impressions are dropped, and the ripples from them radiating out and
lapping against other ideas and impressions, and creating further ripples, we will get a picture of
what he means.?2 “All in the universe,” Schwaller de Lubicz wrote, ‘is in interdependent connection
with all’.%3

It is the ‘intelligence of the heart’, Schwaller de Lubicz argued, that allows us to perceive and feel
this ‘interdependent connection’. This is a ‘participatory’ mode of consciousness, of the kind related
to how the right brain perceives the world, and which allows for us to have a living connection to it,
unlike the left brain’s detached, analytical stance. For Schwaller de Lubicz, the intelligence of the
heart ‘allows us, in love, to be the thing, to be inside the thing, to grow with the plant, to fly with the
bird, to glide with the serpent ...” It allows us, as he writes in his gnomic work Nature Word, to
‘tumble with the rock which falls from the mountain/Seek light and rejoice with the rosebud about to
open’ and ‘expand in space with the ripening fruit’.#Z It is also a mode of consciousness that allows
for what Schwaller de Lubicz calls ‘the simultaneity of opposite states’, an ability to perceive two
different realities simultaneously, without the need to decide on one or the other being true, an idea
Schwaller de Lubicz absorbed from his study of quantum physics, specifically Werner Heisenberg’s
‘uncertainty principle’ and Niels Bohr’s ‘complementarity’. ‘Complementarity’ tells us that light can
act both as a wave and a particle, which are mutually exclusive states, at least to our ‘cerebral’
consciousness, and the ‘uncertainty principle’ tells us that we can know only the speed or the position
of an elementary particle, not both, again a situation our ‘cerebral’ consciousness, with its demand for
exactitude and clarity, finds difficult. The right brain, as remarked above, has an attitude of
‘both/and’, which allows it to appreciate metaphor, the linguistic sleight of hand in which one thing
stands for another, and which to the literal ‘either/or’ minded left brain is incomprehensible. This
suggests a connection between Schwaller de Lubicz’s ideas and McGilchrist’s findings.

In my earlier work I remarked that Schwaller de Lubicz’s ideas about these different modes of
consciousness are similar to ideas about consciousness presented by the philosopher Henri Bergson
(1859-1941), and I suggested that, as Schwaller de Lubicz had been a student of the painter Matisse,
and Matisse himself was influenced by Bergson, the connection was natural. Bergson was an



immensely influential philosopher in the early part of the last century, but sadly is little read today.
Bergson argued that our brains and nervous system serve an essentially e/iminative function; they are
designed to keep stimuli and information out of consciousness, and to allow only as much of it into
awareness as 1s necessary for us to survive; in other words, to ignore 99% of the ‘interdependent
connections’ everything has with everything else. This makes perfect sense, as a consciousness
constantly awash in an awareness of everything would prove unhelpful, to say the least. As I’ve
remarked elsewhere, Jorge Luis Borges’ story ‘Funes the Memorious’, in which a character is
paralysed through such an overload of knowledge, makes this clear. This reduced, highly edited
consciousness presents us with a solid, stable, three-dimensional ‘world’ that it has ‘carved’ out of
what is really a continuous, ever-changing flow, the streaming flux of becoming. This edited picture
allows us to survive admirably — it has, indeed, made us the dominant species on the planet — but the
picture of the world it provides i1s by definition incomplete. What it shows us, Bergson argued, is the
‘outside’ of things, their surface. It cannot show us their ‘insides’. In order to perceive this, we need a
different form of consciousness, which Bergson called intuition. By intuition Bergson means ‘the
kind of intellectual sympathy by which one places oneself within an object in order to coincide with
what 1s unique in it and consequently inexpressible’.

Analysis, our everyday form of consciousness, which I referred to in my earlier books as ‘survival
consciousness’, is, Bergson says, ‘the operation which reduces the object to elements already known,
that is, to elements common to both to it and other objects’.?> That the left brain is geared,
McGilchrist tells us, to what it already knows — to the familiar — and that the right is geared toward
the new and living —with which it has a reciprocal relationship — suggests to me that what Bergson
and McGilchrist are talking about is the same thing.



Meaning perception

This insight into the character of our two modes of consciousness was discussed at length in a short
book, Symbolism: Its Meaning and Effect (1927), by the Anglo-American philosopher Alfred North
Whitehead (1861-1947), again, another brilliant mind little read today. Whitehead argued that we
possess two distinct ways of perceiving the world, what he calls ‘presentational immediacy’ and
‘causal efficacy’, which, for ease of comprehension, we can translate to ‘immediacy perception’ and
‘meaning perception’. Immediacy perception gives us the bare facts, the discreet things that populate
our awareness, the surface of Bergson’s analysis and the ‘granulated’ bits and pieces of Schwaller de
Lubicz’s ‘cerebral’ consciousness. Meaning perception is the glue that holds these separate items
together to form a whole and allows them to make sense. It is a form of Schwaller de Lubicz’s
‘intelligence of the heart’ and Bergson’s ‘intuition’, which allows us to get into things, to know their
‘insides’.

If we think of what happens when we read a book we can get an idea of how these two different
ways of perceiving the world operate. You, now, are looking at this page. In each sentence you
perceive individual words, and in those words individual letters. You do not, however, consciously
add the letters together to make a word, or the words together to make a sentence, and, eventually, the
sentences together to make this book. You perceive these things as wholes, and it is through this that
you absorb the meaning I am trying — no doubt clumsily — to express. If you perceived these words or
sentences solely with immediacy perception they would make no sense. The individual words would
appear in sharp clarity and definiteness, but they would have no meaning — aside from their dictionary
definition — which is a kind of aura that hovers around a sentence or book, but which could not be
discovered by adding all the individual words together. We experience this if we are tired and try to
read. We read a sentence or two and fail to ‘grasp’ its meaning, even when we re-read it again. This
1s because our meaning perception has broken down and is not linking the individual words — the bits
and pieces — together into a whole. When Sartre’s protagonist in Nausea is frightened by a door knob
or the root of tree, it is because his meaning perception is failing to provide the context — the
atmosphere — in which these things are usually perceived. Meaning perception is most apparent in our
appreciation of music. We known Beethoven’s String Quartet Op. 132 means something — indeed
something profound — but we would be hard pressed to pin this down exactly, because this meaning
exceeds language’s ability to express it in any specific way. Such a specific meaning would, indeed,
seem totally inadequate, just as we would be hard pressed to say what the meaning of a sunset is,
although we would know it was beautiful, moving, poignant.

Science, the form of immediacy perception par excellence, can never answer this question. It can
never tell us why a sunset or a string quartet is beautiful. This is no argument against science, merely
an acknowledgement of its limits. It can analyse the sunset into wavelengths of light and the effect of
refraction on them as they pass through the earth’s atmosphere, just as it can analyse Beethoven’s
music into vibrations in the air, which is what music is. But it will never arrive at how these purely
physical phenomena can produce in a sensitive consciousness a mystical feeling of beauty and awe.
(Indeed, in neuroscience, this is known as the problem of qualia, how ‘qualitative’ phenomena —
colour, sound, beauty, awe — can arise from quantitative ones — neurons or molecules.) The same
would be true if I could somehow run to the horizon and grab hold of the sunset — which, indeed, 1



often would like to do. Even if I had it in my hands, I could not find its meaning that way, because
although I perceive the physical qualities that convey the beauty to me through my senses, the beauty
itself 1s something beyond the senses. And again, it i1s meaning perception that gives to the content of
mystical experiences their peculiar quality; it adds another dimension to what we normally perceive
in the mode of immediacy. This 1s why we feel we are seeing something for the first time. We are, or
at least we are seeing it with our meaning perception cranked up a bit.



Exact fake

In fact, Whitehead developed his ideas about our two ways of perceiving in response to what he
called the ‘bifurcation of nature’, the splitting of reality into ‘primary’ and ‘secondary’ qualities,
which began with Galileo (1564-1642). Primary qualities are everything that is amenable to
scientific quantification and measurement, and, since Galileo, whatever meets this criteria has come
to be seen as the ‘really real’. Secondary qualities are everything that give value or meaning to our
experience, such as colour, sound, smell. (This is the essence of the ‘fact/value’ divide.) What is
really real in primary terms about a sunset are the wavelengths of light and the index of refraction,
both measureable and quantifiable and amenable to being analysed into separate parts. What is
meaningful or valuable to us about a sunset is its beauty and grandeur, neither of which can be
quantified or broken down into constituent parts. What should be clear from all of this is that
Whitehead’s immediacy perception is a left brain affair, and that meaning perception is right brain
business.%?

Whitehead’s agreement with McGilchrist, Bergson and Schwaller de Lubicz is clear in a statement
he made in regard to ‘the absurd trust’ we place in the ‘adequacy of our knowledge’, left brain
knowledge, that is. The exactness that scientific thought prides itself on, and which it pursues in its
analysis of the universe is, Whitehead says, a ‘fake’. We cannot arrive at ‘an adequate description of
finite fact” — the bits and pieces — because such a description relies on a ‘background of
presupposition which deifies analysis by reason of its infinitude’ — in other words, its ‘interdependent
connection’ with everything else. We understand how each fact fits into the context under examination
through common sense, the implicit meanings understood by the right brain, which arise from
Polanyi’s ‘tacit dimension’. But there can be no analysis of common sense, Whitehead tells us,
because it ‘involves our relation to the infinity of the universe’. To grasp reality — which is what
philosophers aim to do — we cannot, Whitehead tells us, ‘rely upon any adequate explicit analysis’,
on the crystal clear part separated from the vaguer whole. Logic, the application of a rigorous
either/or, which provides these parts in matchless clarity — Schwaller de Lubicz’s ‘granulation’ — is a
‘superb instrument’, but it needs a background of implicit self-evident truth — common sense — in
which to work. ‘The final outlook of Philosophic thought,” Whitehead concludes, ‘cannot be based

upon the exact statements which form the basis of special sciences.’#Z



Guardians of the world

It may seem that in speaking about the two sides of the brain and two modes of consciousness we
have moved quite a bit away from trying to understand ourselves as caretakers of the cosmos. But in
fact the connection is quite clear. And I should point out that McGilchrist and the other thinkers I have
discussed in relation to his work are not saying that the left brain is bad and the right brain good, or
that immediacy perception is a villain and meaning perception a hero. The point is not to favour one
at the expense of the other, but to see where one mode has been developed and has gained a kind of
superiority and acceptance in our experience, while the other has been relatively ignored, if not
actively discouraged. In our time we have erred, I believe, on the side of immediacy, but too much
meaning perception can be just as much a problem as too little. As happens, I believe, under the
influence of psychedelic drugs, to let the ‘taps of meaning’ run full force often results in a flood. We
need both sides of our brain as well as both modes of consciousness in order to be fully human. And
we should not be too concerned about localising the two modes too rigidly in the two cerebral
hemispheres. Although I believe there is a strong link between them, what 1s important is to recognise
that we do have these two different ways of relating to reality and that they operate in us already. So
whether or not they can be localised in one or the other brain is, in a sense, irrelevant. They are part
of our experience. In fact, they are the way in which we have experience, and it behoves us to see this
and understand its implications.

Yet, there 1s a link between how our brains work and our relationship to the cosmos. McGilchrist
points out that while the left brain is geared toward controlling reality, gaining a mastery of it, and,
more or less, subduing it to its purposes, the right brain is more geared toward caring for and about
it. If the one provides us with the ability to be ‘exploiters of the world and one another’, to be
detached manipulators of its bits and pieces, the other helps us to be ‘citizens one with another and
guardians of the world’, to participate in its coming into being. And, as I hope to make clear further
on, also in its on-going evolution.?® Let us take a look now at how this might be done.
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3. Doing the Good that You Know

In his book Kabbalistic Metaphors, Sanford L. Drob quotes the Talmudic scholar Rabbi Adin
Steinsaltz who remarked that we live in ‘the worst of all possible worlds in which there 1s yet
hope.’! Readers familiar with the seventeenth century philosopher Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646—
1716) will recall his belief that, contra Rabbi Steinsaltz, we live in the best of all possible worlds.
Leibniz believed that God could not have created an inferior world, and Leibniz devoted his
considerable logical powers to explaining why there is evil in the world, a theological effort known
as theodicy, or ‘justifying God’s ways to man’. Leibniz’s somewhat optimistic assessment was
famously parodied by the French philosophe Voltaire in his comedic work Candide (1759). Voltaire
was only too aware of the evil in the world, and his satiric character Dr Pangloss (his name says it
all) 1s perpetually explaining why some horrible situation is actually the best that could be hoped for.
In a sense, Rabbi Steinsaltz’s remark 1s a combination of Leibniz and Voltaire. We could say that it
brings together the best and worst of both possible worlds, the overly optimistic, and the overly
pessimistic.

In an interview, Steinsaltz explained what he meant by his remark. ‘If I want to test a new car, the
way that I test it is not on the smoothest of roads, under the best conditions. To have a real road test
... I would have to put it under the worst conditions in which there is still hope. I cannot test it by
driving it off a cliff, but I can test it on the roughest terrain where I must come to the edge of the cliff
and have to stop’.

It may seem a homely analogy, but Steinsaltz’s view of creation isn’t far from his ideas about
testing cars. Creation, he says, 1s ‘an experiment in existence’, an ‘experiment in “conquering the
utmost case’. Like testing cars, creation, he believes, ‘would have been pointless unless it was
precisely under these difficult circumstances’. Our world, Steinsaltz believes, ‘is on the brink ... If it
were to be slightly, just slightly, worse than it actually is, then its basic structure would become
entirely hopeless’. But Steinsaltz does not believe this is a pessimistic view. ‘If a person sees the
world as all pink and glowing, he is not an optimist, he’s just a plain fool. An optimist, on the other
hand, is one who in spite of seeing the terrible facts as they are, believes that there can be an
improvement’ .2 In the Kabbalistic view, this effort of improvement is the work of tikkun.

Why God, who is supposed to be all-powerful, all-knowing, and all-loving, would create a world
in which evil is rife, in which life is difficult and full of suffering, is a question that has plagued man
practically since he began to think. To many, the answer to this conundrum is that there is no God. To
others, of a particularly rosy bent, the answer is that there is no evil or suffering; they are, they say, an
illusion, a sentiment enjoyed by many New Agers today. Neither conclusion seems satisfying, at least
to me. I see too much good in the world not to feel that there is something behind it — exactly what, is
something I am trying to articulate by writing this book. But I also see too much evil, pain and
suffering to accept that they are simply illusions, to be swept away by my enlightenment, or that they
are kinks in the human machine, to be straightened out by science and pharmacology. Earlier I
mentioned the Kabbalistic belief that in creating the world, God or the Ein-Sof shattered the cosmic



vessels on purpose, that the mistakes made in the beginning were part of the plan, and that all along
the secret aim of the Big Spill — hidden even to the Ein-Sof itself — was for man to arrive and put
things straight.> All the king’s horses and all the king’s men may not have been able to put Humpty
Dumpty together again, but as far as Kabbalah is concerned, man’s raison d’étre is precisely that. But
by repairing the broken pieces of existence tikkun does not return the world to a previous perfect
state. On the contrary, it is only through man’s work in this fallen world that creation itself is
complete, and that the Ein-Sof’s work is accomplished. In this sense, the Humpty Dumpty we put
back together is a better version than the original. From this point of view, the Ein-Sof’s initial
handiwork would have remained inferior if the vessels hadn’t shattered and man hadn’t been sent to
deal with the mess. Here, the repairman does a better job than the creator.

That the difficulties in existence, its pain, suffering, and evil, are inflicted upon us not as a
punishment for Adam’s sin, or because of the warped mind of an idiot demiurge, but because it is only
through our grappling with them that the work of creation can be fulfilled, that the meaning of
existence can be revealed, is an idea shared by different schools of thought. They all centre around
the recognition of the necessity of struggle, of effort, and the understanding that it is only through
working in a difficult world that any true value can be achieved. A block of stone is a difficult
medium to work with. It is obdurate and resistant, and requires a great deal of effort to get something
out of it. But every sculptor knows he can do nothing with a cloud. Creation needs resistance,
otherwise it can’t ‘land a punch’. A bird in flight may seem to move through a perfectly ‘free’ space,
but its graceful motion depends on the pressure of its wings against the air. ‘The world we live in,’
Sanford Drob tells us, ‘is absolutely necessary for the “completion” of God’. By being ‘exiled’ into a
fallen world, Drob says, the Ein-Sof, in its form as humanity, must face the ‘material, intellectual,
spiritual, and moral adversity’ that enables it to fully actualise the values at its centre.? ‘Only in a
material world of chaos, toil, and trouble’, Drob tells us, can ‘the values, which are mere
abstractions in the heavens ... become fully real’.2

Every artist, every creator of any sort, knows this: that an idea is only as good as its expression.
As long as they remain solely in the freer, ideal realm of the mind or imagination (in the negative
sense), ideas, insights, and visions may retain a certain perfection, but they lack effectiveness. They
can only acquire this if they come down from the ideal heights and enter the lowlands of reality, and
this 1s not easy work. This 1s why many people who have a hankering to be creative never get around
to actually doing it. They are afraid that their beautiful idea will lose its perfection in the frustrating
attempt to capture it, and they are reluctant to make the effort to try. They prefer to keep their brilliant
idea safe. But as long as it remains solely in their head, or is trotted out occasionally in conversation
— we all know would-be writers who can talk a good book — it remains unreal. This is something we
will return to in other thinkers we will encounter in this book: the need for spirit to embody itself in
matter, for values to be actualised in life. In a sense we can say that creation is an attempt on the part
of God to self-actualise, in Maslow’s term.) The good, the true, and the beautiful remain pleasant
abstractions until they are forced into the resistant medium of reality. There is no escaping this. Our
business is to make values real and the only place we can do this — the only place it can be done — is
here, now, in our fallen world. As the philosopher Max Scheler, who we will return to further on,
remarked, ‘An assimilation of the forms of being and value with the actual effective energies can take
place only in the raging tempest of the world’.¢ Gurdjieff once told Ouspensky that the earth is in a
very bad place in the universe, almost the worst, the equivalent of Outer Siberia.Z Everything here is



difficult and costs a great deal of effort. But it may be the only place where we can get things done.



Saving God

Scheler’s remark may seem dramatic, but some actualisers of value have found themselves in ‘raging
tempests’ that were more than metaphorical. The Cretan poet and novelist Nikos Kazantzakis — best
known in English speaking countries for his novels Zorba the Greek (1952) and The Last Temptation
of Christ (1960) — wrote his philosophical credo The Saviours of God: Spiritual Exercises (1960)
in Berlin in 1923, during the collapse of the Weimar Republic, an economic cave-in that makes our
recent ‘credit crunch’ seem like a picnic. Photographs from the time show people pushing
wheelbarrows full of worthless currency in order to buy a loaf of bread. At one point a US dollar
was worth 4,200,000,000,000 Deutschmarks, a figure more reminiscent of astronomical distances
than rates of inflation.® Kazantzakis tells how before writing the work he was afflicted with a strange
malady, that the Freudian psychologist Wilhelm Stekel, whom Kazantzakis had consulted in Vienna,
explained to him was known as ‘the saint’s disease’. Kazantzakis wrote to his wife, telling her that he
was confined to his bed, dosed in antiseptics, his face wrapped in compresses he had to change by the
hour. He told her he was suffering from eczema, but this was not really true. His face had swollen to a
‘loathsome blubber of flesh’ and his lower lip oozed a peculiar yellow liquid.Z-At night he would
awaken, crying in pain. Any attempt at a social life, at attending a concert or lecture, only made things
worse. All he could do was remain in his room and work on his verse drama about the Buddha and
his renunciation of the flesh, a work he was to abandon and recast as his Saviours of God.L’

Doctors he consulted could provide no help; they had no idea what was wrong with him. But
Stekel offered a clue. He told Kazantzakis that he had ‘a spiritual and mental energy beyond the
normal’ and that his body suffered from this. He also told Kazantzakis that his affliction was known to
the monks of the Middle Ages, that it would come to ascetics who were on the brink of breaking their
vows. ‘When they found the temptations of the flesh too much to endure,” Stekel told the poet, ‘they
would run howling toward town for a woman. But on the way, to their great horror, their bodies broke
out in sores and boils, their faces became flushe