I

Apocalypse

The Place of Mystery in the Life
of the Mind

Columbia University
May 31, 1960

I didn’t know whether I should appear before you—there is a
time to show and a time to hide; there is a time to speak and also
a time to be silent. What time is it? It is fifteen years since H. G.
Wells said Mind was at the End of its Tether—with a frightful
queerness come into life: there is no way out or around or
through, he said; it is the end. It is because I think mind is at the
end of its tether that I would be silent. It is because I think there
is a way out—a way down and out—the title of Mr. John Se-
nior’s new book on the occult tradition in literature—that I will
speak.

Mind at the end of its tether: I can guess what some of you are
thinking— bis mind is at the end of its tether —and this could be;
it scares me but it deters me not. The alternative to mind is
certainly madness. Our greatest blessings, says Socrates in the
Phaedrus, come to us by way of madness—provided, he adds,
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that the madness comes from the god. Our real choice is between
holy and unholy madness: open your eyes and look around
you—madness is in the saddle anyhow. Freud is the measure of
our unholy madness, as Nietzsche is the prophet of the holy mad-
ness, of Dionysus, the mad truth. Dionysus has returned to his
native Thebes; mind—at the end of its tether—is another Pen-
theus, up a tree. Resisting madness can be the maddest way of
being mad.

And there is a way out—the blessed madness of the maenad
and the bacchant: “Blessed is he who has the good fortune to
know the mysteries of the gods, who sanctifies his life and ini-
tiates his soul, a bacchant on the mountains, in holy purifica-
tions.” It is possible to be mad and to be unblest; but it is not
possible to get the blessing without the madness; it is not possible
to get the illuminations without the derangement. Derangement
is disorder: the Dionysian faith is that order as we have known
it is crippling, and for cripples; that what is past is prologue; that
we can throw away our crutches and discover the supernatural
power of walking; that human history goes from man to super-
man.

No superman I; I come to you not as one who has supernat-
ural powers, but as one who seeks for them, and who has some
notions which way to go to find them.

Sometimes—most times—I think that the way down and out
leads out of the university, out of the academy. But perhaps it is
rather that we should recover the academy of earlier days—the
Academy of Plato in Athens, the Academy of Ficino in Florence,
Ficino who says, “The spirit of the god Dionysus was believed by
the ancient theologians and Platonists to be the ecstasy and aban-
don of disencumbered minds, when partly by innate love, partly
at the instigation of the god, they transgress the natural limits of
intelligence and are miraculously transformed into the beloved
god himself: where, inebriated by a certain new draft of nectar
and by an immeasurable joy, they rage, as it were, in a bacchic
frenzy. In the drunkenness of this Dionysian wine, our Dionysius
(the Areopagite) expresses his exultation. He pours forth enig-
mas, he sings in dithyrambs. To penetrate the profundity of his
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meanings, to imitate his quasi-Orphic manner of speech, we too
require the divine fury.”

At any rate the point is first of all to find again the mysteries.
By which I do not mean simply the sense of wonder—that sense
of wonder which is indeed the source of all true philosophy —by
mystery [ mean secret and occult; therefore unpublishable; there-
fore outside the university as we know it; but not outside Plato’s
Academy or Ficino’s.

Why are mysteries unpublishable? First, because they cannot
be put into words, at least not the kind of words which earned
you your Phi Beta Kappa keys. Mysteries display themselves in
words only if they can remain concealed; this is poetry, isn’t it?
We must return to the old doctrine of the Platonists and Neo-
Platonists that poetry is veiled truth; as Dionysus is the god who
is both manifest and hidden; and as John Donne declared, with
the Pillar of Fire goes the Pillar of Cloud. This is also the new
doctrine of Ezra Pound, who says: “Prose is not education but
the outer courts of the same. Beyond its doors are the mysteries.
Eleusis. Things not to be spoken of save in secret. The mysteries
self-defended, the mysteries that cannot be revealed. Fools can
only profane them. The dull can neither penetrate the secretum
nor divulge it to others.” The mystic academies, whether Plato’s
or Ficino’s, knew the limitations of words and drove us on be-
yond them, to go over, to go under, to the learned ignorance, in
which God is better honored and loved by silence than by words,
and better seen by closing the eyes to images than by opening
them.

And second, mysteries are unpublishable because only some
can see them, not all. Mysteries are intrinsically esoteric, and as
such are an offense to democracy: is not publicity a democratic
principle? Publication makes it republican—a thing of the people.
The pristine academies were esoteric and aristocratic, self-
consciously separate from the profanely vulgar. Democratic re-
sentment denies that there can be anything that can’t be seen by
everybody; in the democratic academy truth is subject to public
verification; truth is what any fool can see. This is what is meant
by the so-called scientific method: so-called science is the attempt
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to democratize knowledge —the attempt to substitute method for
insight, mediocrity for genius, by getting a standard operating
procedure. The great equalizers dispensed by the scientific
method are the tools, those analytical tools. The miracle of genius
is replaced by the standardized mechanism. But fools with tools
are still fools, and don’t let your Phi Beta Kappa key fool you.
Tibetan prayer wheels are another way of arriving at the same
result: the degeneration of mysticism into mechanism—so that
any fool can do it. Perhaps the advantage is with Tibet: for there
the mechanism is external while the mind is left vacant; and
vacancy is not the worst condition of the mind. And the resultant
prayers make no futile claim to originality or immortality; being
nonexistent, they do not have to be catalogued or stored.

The sociologist Simmel sees showing and hiding, secrecy and
publicity, as two poles, like yin and yang, between which soci-
eties oscillate in their historical development. I sometimes think
I see that civilizations originate in the disclosure of some mystery,
some secret; and expand with the progressive publication of their
secret; and end in exhaustion when there is no longer any secret,
when the mystery has been divulged, that is to say, profaned. The
whole story is illustrated in the difference between ideogram and
alphabet. The alphabet is indeed a democratic triumph; and the
enigmatic ideogram, as Ezra Pound has taught us, is a piece of
mystery, a piece of poetry, not yet profaned. And so there comes
a time—1 believe we are in such a time—when civilization has to
be renewed by the discovery of new mysteries, by the undemo-
cratic but sovereign power of the imagination, by the undemo-
cratic power which makes poets the unacknowledged legislators
of mankind, the power which makes all things new.

The power which makes all things new is magic. What our
time needs is mystery: what our time needs is magic. Who would
not say that only a miracle can save us? In Tibet the degree-
granting institution is, or used to be, the College of Magic Ritual.
It offers courses in such fields as clairvoyance and telepathy; also
(attention physics majors) internal heat: internal heat is a yoga
bestowing supernatural control over body temperature. Let me
succumb for a moment to the fascination of the mysterious East
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and tell you of the examination procedure for the course in in-
ternal heat. Candidates assemble naked, in midwinter, at night,
on a frozen Himalayan lake. Beside each one is placed a pile of
wet frozen undershirts: the assignment is to wear, until they are
dry, as many as possible of these undershirts before dawn. Where
the power is real, the test is real, and the grading system dum-
foundingly objective. I say no more. I say no more: Eastern yoga
does indeed demonstrate the existence of supernatural powers,
but it does not have the particular power our Western society
needs; or rather I think that each society has access only to its
own proper powers; or rather each society will get only the kind
of power it knows how to ask for.

The Western consciousness has always asked for freedom: the
human mind was born free, or at any rate born to be free, but
everywhere it is in chains, and now at the end of its tether. It will
take a miracle to free the human mind: because the chains are
magical in the first place. We are in bondage to authority outside
ourselves: most obviously—here in a great university it must be
said —in bondage to the authority of books. There is a Transcen-
dentalist anticipation of what I want to say in Emerson’s Phi Beta
Kappa address on the American Scholar:

“The books of an older period will not fit this. Yet hence
arises a grave mischief. The sacredness which attaches to the act
of creation, the act of thought, is transferred to the record. In-
stantly the book becomes noxious: the guide is a tyrant. The
sluggish and perverted mind of the multitude having once re-
ceived this book, stands upon it, and makes an outcry if it is
destroyed. Colleges are built on it. Meek young men grow up in
libraries. Hence, instead of Man Thinking, we have the book-
worm. I had better never see a book than to be warped by its
attraction clean out of my own orbit, and make a satellite instead
of a system. The one thing in the world, of value, is the active
soul.”

How far this university is from that ideal is the measure of the
defeat of our American dream.
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This bondage to books compels us not to see with our own
eyes; compels us to see with the eyes of the dead, with dead eyes.
Whitman, likewise in a Transcendentalist sermon, says, “You
shall no longer take things at second or third hand, nor look
through the eyes of the dead, nor feed on the specters in books.”
There is a hex on us, the specters in books, the authority of the
past; and to exorcise these ghosts is the great work of magical
self-liberation. Then the eyes of the spirit would become one with
the eyes of the body, and god would be in us, not outside. God
in us: entheos: enthusiasm; this is the essence of the holy mad-
ness. In the fire of the holy madness even books lose their gravity,
and let themselves go up into the flame: “Properly,” says Ezra
Pound, “we should read for power. Man reading should be man
intensely alive. The book should be a ball of light in one’s hand.”

I began with the name of Dionysus; let me be permitted to end
with the name of Christ: for the power I seek is also Christian.
Nietzsche indeed said the whole question was Dionysus versus
Christ; but only the fool will take these as mutually exclusive
opposites. There is a Dionysian Christianity, an apocalyptic
Christianity, a Christianity of miracles and revelations. And there
have always been some Christians for whom the age of miracle
and revelation is not over; Christians who claim the spirit; en-
thusiasts. The power I look for is the power of enthusiasm: as
condemned by John Locke; as possessed by George Fox, the
Quaker; through whom the houses were shaken; who saw the
channel of blood running down the streets of the city of Litch-
field; to whom, as a matter of fact, was even given the magic
internal heat— “The fire of the Lord was so in my feet, and all
around me, that I did not matter to put on my shoes any more.”

Read again the controversies of the seventeenth century and
discover our choice: we are either in an age of miracles, says
Hobbes, miracles which authenticate fresh revelations; or else we
are in an age of reasoning from already received scripture. Either
miracle or scripture. George Fox, who came up in spirit through
the flaming sword into the paradise of God, so that all things
were new, he being renewed to the state of Adam which he was
in before he fell, sees that none can read Moses aright without
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Moses’ spirit; none can read John’s words aright, and with a true
understanding of them, but in and with the same divine spirit by
which John spake them, and by his burning shining light which
is sent from God. Thus the authority of the past is swallowed up
in new creation; the word is made flesh. We see with our own
eyes, and to see with our own eyes is second sight. To see with
our own eyes is second sight.

Twofold Always. May God us keep
From single vision and Newton’s sleep.



