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Abstract

Ancient Egypt, Sacred Science, and Transatlantic Romanticism
by
Marques Jerard Redd
Doctor of Philosophy in English
University of California, Berkeley

Professor Samuel Otter, Chair

Ancient Egyptian culture has been a powerful influence on a major tradition of English
literature that runs from Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queene (1596), one of whose
major iconographic centers is the temple of Isis, to John Crowley’s four-volume novel
AQgypt (2007). My dissertation focuses on the Romantic period — the midpoint of this
trajectory — because it is an extremely intense moment of this influence. In addition to
the visions of Egypt presented in the Bible, Greco-Roman writers, and travel narratives,
ancient Egypt reached American and British culture of the time through a variety of
channels, such as (1) Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt in 1798, which allowed a stream of
Egyptian monuments to travel into Europe and America; (2) the deciphering of the
hieroglyphics in 1822; (3) an Egyptian-inspired freemasonry, which wielded a major
effect on political revolutions in the USA, France, and Haiti; and (4) revived interest in
heterodox Alexandrian traditions such as alchemy, gnosticism, and hermeticism. These
channels transmitted a mediated Egyptian “sacred science,” which can be defined as a
transdisciplinary form of knowledge that does not aim to study external objects or
manipulate abstract signs and empirical processes, but rather strives to the catalyze the
transformation and expansion of consciousness itself, with the final goal being the
divinization of the human. This project explores the work of a series of canonical British
and American Romantic figures most deeply engaged with this legacy of ancient Egypt.
In interlinked chapters on Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s Ode on Astronomy, Kubla Khan,
and Rime of the Ancient Mariner, Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass, and Herman
Melville’s Moby-Dick, I argue that Egyptian sacred science provided a conceptual
foundation for spiritualized representations of, respectively, the natural world, the self,
and deific powers (or “gods”) that link these two domains and situate them within a
network of larger cosmic dynamics.



Introduction:
Does a Theory of Literature Need Egyptology?

| begin with a passage taken from the Corpus Hermeticum, a second and third

century CE Alexandrian collation of Greek and Latin texts that were attributed to Hermes
Trismegistus, the “thrice-great Hermes,” whom the ancient Egyptians knew as Thoth, the
wisest of the gods. In the dialogue Asclepius found in this anthology, Hermes
Trismegistus provides an exposition on the nature of cosmology and hence, on the nature
of God, time, and the cycles of life. In the midst of these thoughts, he boldly describes to
his pupil Asclepius the symbolic significance of Egypt in the spiritual history of the
world:

Do you not know, Asclepius, that Egypt is an image of heaven, or, to

speak more exactly, in Egypt all the operations of the powers which rule

and work in heaven have been transferred to earth below? Nay, it should

rather be said that the whole Kosmos dwells in this our land as in its

sanctuary.*

In ancient Egypt, it was believed that temple ritual not only mirrored, but sustained the
workings of the heavens. The successful implementation of traditional rites insured the
success of celestial causes on terrestrial effects, or in other words the bringing down of
heaven to earth. Furthermore, Egypt is constructed as the temple of the world because
the gods (or hypostatizations of these celestial powers) lived there. This excerpt is not a
fanciful proclamation of ethnocentrism. Hermes Trismegistus says these words by way
of introducing a prophecy, which falls into two parts.

First, he tells Asclepius that a time will come when Egypt, the “sanctuary” or
temple of the Kosmos, will be left desolate. A grand apocalyptic scenario is spun as
Hermes Trismegistus somberly states that “men will be weary of life, and they will cease
to think the universe worthy of reverent wonder and of worship.”? The gods will depart
from humankind, presaging a state where “darkness will be preferred to life.””®
Destruction abounds everywhere as the world itself becomes shaken — soil turns barren,
the very air sickens and stagnates, and old age comes upon the world.

However, the prophecy contains a subsequent moment of redemption. When all
this has come to pass, says Trismegistus, through an act of grace there will be a renewal
of human consciousness of the sacred. Wonder and reverence will once again fill human
hearts. There will be a general reawakening to the divine, which will cause human
beings once more to sing unceasing hymns of praise and blessing. This will amount to a
new birth of the Kosmos, “a holy and awe-striking restoration of all nature.”

The idea of a vast cosmic cycle, within which Egypt has a special symbolic
importance, is presented here. As the temple of the Kosmaos, ancient Egypt arguably
crystallized in itself a peak of human spiritual attainment and relatedness to nature that
has become a crucial part of Western cultural memory and the unfolding of this tradition.

! Walter Scott, trans., Hermetica Part 1: The Ancient Greek and Latin Writings Which Contain Religious or
Philosophic Teachings Ascribed to Hermes Trismegistus (Montana: Kessinger Publishing, LLC, 1995) 341.
% Scott 343.
¥ Scott 343.
* Scott 347.



(This text, I should emphasize, was written in Latin.) Yet at the same time, this
prophecy, although ostensibly to do with the fate of Egypt, embraces a larger historical
process than simply that of ancient Egyptian civilization, and perhaps Trismegistus’s
words imply that we make a mistake in regarding “Egypt” as belonging to an epoch
essentially different from our own. Indeed, he seems to be describing, to use a
Heidegerrian term, the destiny of the West itself.

As we in the contemporary moment so obviously live in a disenchanted, polluted
world, we might feel inclined to acknowledge that the first part of the prophecy has now
been fulfilled: “Egypt” — standing allegorically for humanity and nature — has been
desolated. Though this opening stage has been virtually accomplished, the second stage
— the restoration of the temple — seems to be only just beginning. In many respects, this
process of redemption was heralded by the Romantic period of literature, which will be
the special focus of this dissertation. Although this is something of a broad
generalization, to be tempered through the unfolding of the subsequent chapters, the
Romantic agenda was deeply informed by this dialectic of dejection and redemption, and
this period sees a concerted effort made to restore a destroyed unity among the self,
society, and nature. In a poem such as Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s Kubla Khan, for
example, the reconstruction of a particular temple of the cosmos — one envisioned with
the help of an Abyssinian maid — is represented as a vital work in progress.

In order to harness their imaginative energies for this process of restoration, many
Romantic writers turned to ancient Egypt as a model for spiritual regeneration, especially
the Egypt linked as above in the hermetic prophecy to notions of liberation, renewal, and
ideal forms of perception, sensation, and cognition. Inspired by this visionary Egypt,
Romantic writers explored modes of transcendental experience that not only entailed
transferring down into earthly spaces “powers which rule and work in heaven,” but
raising the human being to the level of divinity. These writers drew upon what can be
called ancient Egypt’s tradition of “sacred science” to engage in this task. In this project,
| analyze how this sacred science influenced in particular the work of Samuel Taylor
Coleridge, Walt Whitman, and Herman Melville. For the rest of this introduction, I will
distinguish the genealogy presented here from normative intellectual histories, lay out the
historical background closely linking ancient Egypt and the Romantic period, and give a
brief overview of the argument of the dissertation.

The Construction of the Western Tradition

The traditional biography of the Western mind has posited that our own era began
with the Greeks on the one hand, and the Israelites on the other. To simplify
tremendously, the Greeks gave us science and reason; the Israelites gave us monotheism.
The soul of the West, therefore, was forged by means of a heroic antipathy toward a
previous epoch of irrational superstition and rampant paganism. In literary studies
specifically, one can see this position taken in Matthew Arnold’s Culture and Anarchy,
which provides a classic statement of this belief: “Hebraism and Hellenism, — between
these two points of influence moves our world. At one time it feels more powerfully the
attraction of one of them, at another time of the other; and it ought to be, though it never
is, evenly and happily balanced between them.” In his book The Rise of Eurocentrism:
Anatomy of Interpretation, Vassilis Lambropoulos demonstrates how many major
aesthetic positions of the twentieth century fundamentally return to this dialectic,

® Matthew Arnold, Culture and Anarchy, ed. Jane Garnett (Oxford University Press: Oxford, 2006) 96.



including those of Auerbach, Lukacs, Adorno, Levinas, Derrida, and Benjamin, thinkers
whose work still determine the agenda of humanities scholars in important ways.®
Turning to the late 20™-century American context, the figure who most forcefully
asserts this paradigm is Harold Bloom. As he says in the introduction to a collection of
essays on Homer’s The lliad,
[Homer and the Yahwist] compete for the consciousness of Western
nations, and their belated strife may be the largest single factor that makes
for a divided sensibility in the literature and life of the West. For what
marks the West is its troubled sense that its cognition goes one way, and
its spiritual life goes in quite another. We have no ways of thinking that
are not Greek, and yet our morality and religion — outer and inner — find
their ultimate source in the Hebrew Bible.’

This is, however, a picture of our cultural identity that carries less and less conviction
with the passage of time. The complete picture must include the world that the Greeks
and Israelites turned away from, as the history of the West is much older than these
narratives might lead one to believe. Especially in the effort to understand how the
Romantic period attempted to reclaim the depth-dimension of the soul, it is necessary to
shift our perspective beyond the Judeo-Greek horizon. In so doing, one gains a more
accurate perspective on the developmental path inexorably taken since those times.

In The History of Western Philosophy, Bertrand Russell says, “Much of what
makes civilization had already existed for thousands of years in Egypt and in
Mesopotamia, and had spread thence to neighbouring countries. But certain elements had
been lacking until the Greeks supplied them.”® Contrary to these types of triumphalist
accounts that see the Greek development of a certain kind of rationalist science and
philosophy as a unique step forward for human thinking, one could argue that the Greeks
did not so much inaugurate a new epoch of science and rationalism as let slip from their
grasp an older dispensation. It was a dispensation of which the Egyptians were chief
guardians in the ancient world, and according to which knowledge of spiritual powers
that pervade the cosmos was assiduously cultivated and could be used to amplify the
body, life, and existence. As the Greeks slackened the grip upon this older mode of
consciousness, they had increasingly to orient themselves by reference to the narrower
human faculties of logic and sense perception.®

In Moses and Monotheism, Sigmund Freud claims that Hebraic monotheism
represents a “progress in spirituality” because it favors abstract conceptual rather than
lower, immediate sense perception of God, emphasizes the renunciation instead of the

® Lambropoulos, The Rise of Eurocentrism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993.)

" Harold Bloom, ed., Homer’s The lliad (New York: Chelsea House, 1987) 2-3.

& The History of Western Philosophy (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1945) 3.

® William Blake rails against relying on these faculties. As he says in “There is No Natural Religion”:
“Mans perceptions are not bounded by organs of perception. he perceives more than sense (tho’ ever so
acute) can discover” [sic] and “If it were not for the Poetic or Prophetic character. the Philosophic &
Experimental would soon be at the ratio of all things & stand still, unable to do other than repeat the same
dull round over again” [sic]. The Complete Poetry & Prose of William Blake, ed. David Erman (Berkeley:
University of California, 1982) 2-3.



gratification of instinct, and valorizes patriarchy over matriarchy.® Yet even from this
text, one can derive the counter — that monotheism at its most rigorous is an extremely
ascetic, uncompromising, and incomprehensible minimalism that even its original
practitioners could barely incorporate into their lives (as evidenced by the “regression” to
worship of the Golden Calf). Given the ancient polytheistic consensus, it could only
effect overwhelming cycles of agonistic violence — which for Freud would include the
murder of those who worshipped the calf, the murder of Moses, the erasure of Ikhenaten
(Moses’ monotheist Egyptian precursor) from cultural memory, the murder of Christ
which atones for Moses’, and the slaying of the primal father (which serves as a rebellion
against a proto-monotheism).™

As Jan Assmann asserts in his book Moses the Egyptian, Europe has always been
“haunted” by Egypt, and he adds for clarification: “There were, of course, several
discoveries and receptions of China, India, or Mexico. But independent of these
discoveries there was always the image of Egypt as the past both of Israel and of Greece
and thus of Europe. This fact makes the case of Egypt radically different from that of
China, India, or ‘Orientalism’ in general.”12 To underscore the inadequacies of the
Hellas-Jerusalem model, Martin Bernal, in his multi-volume work Black Athena, has
traced in detail how Egypt was erased from Western cultural memory in the eighteenth
century, arguing that the rise of racism as a result of the slave trade and the development
of Enlightenment notions of progress served as major impetuses for this occultation.*?
One could provide additional reasons to explain this shift, including capitalism’s need to
provide an account of European exceptionalism, the rise of rationalized research science
and decline of belief in magic, and imperialism and war in the Near East (particularly
with the Ottoman Empire).**

What would it mean to return Egypt from the margin to center of narratives of the
rise of the West, and what are the implications specifically for literary studies? Why is
such a shift necessary? To answer the last question first, and at its most basic level, after
the deconstruction of tradition, reconstruction is in order. Although poststructuralist
philosophy has remained indubitably Eurocentric — with a focus only on figures such as
Plato and the pre-Socratics, Rousseau, Marx, and Nietzsche — its piercing analyses,
particularly those of Derrida, lead one to infer that rationalistic and monotheistic
imperatives, along with the transcendental signifieds around which they are organized,
have run their course. Yet rather than remain in the mode of interminable questioning —
“Are we Jews? Are we Greeks? But who, we? Are we (not a chronological, but a pre-

19 Moses and Monotheism, trans. Katherine Jones (New York: Vintage Books, 1955) 142. From a feminist
perspective, Judith Ochshorn challenges this assessment, arguing that polytheism fostered “sexually
egalitarian attitudes in religious life,” deemed gender “comparatively insignificant to the exercise of divine
power,” and exhibited “a nonjudgmental, even favorable attitude toward active sexuality in the divine
sphere, and in particular female sexuality.” See her The Female Experience and the Nature of the Divine
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1981) xvi, 238.

1 For more on this topic, go to Regina Schwartz, The Curse of Cain: The Violent Legacy of Monotheism
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997).

12 Assmann, Moses the Egyptian: The Memory of Egypt in Western Monotheism (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1997) 9.

3 Bernal, Black Athena: The Afroasiatic Roots of Classical Civilization (New Brunswick: Rutgers
University Press, 1987).

14 See Samir Amin, Eurocentrism (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1989) for a lively account of the
construction of some of these narratives.



logical question) first Jews or first Greeks?”*> — a more productive plan of action entails
digging beneath the Judeo-Greek axis of the West to find sources on which to build new
intellectual frameworks. And contra Derrida, it is not only “écriture” that is repressed by
regimes of logocentrism; first and foremost, the Hellenic and Hebraic (read as Weberian
ideal-types and not as exhaustive descriptions of the diversity of Greek and Hebrew
CultureS)16 systematically stifle a mode of knowledge that can be called “sacred science.”
Sacred Science

The term “sacred science” comes from the twentieth-century Alsatian
mathematician and philosopher Rene Schwaller de Lubicz, a scholar whose views
formulated what he called a “symbolist” interpretation of Egypt’s legacy — a term
borrowed from the late nineteenth-century French literary and art movement, itself
heavily influenced by Romanticism, that rejected realist and naturalist modes of
representation. De Lubicz spent a significant part of his life in Egypt studying its
monuments and culture, and his work has only recently become accessible in English.!’
Initially met with scholarly derision and rejection, de Lubicz’s ideas have nevertheless
been gradually and clandestinely incorporated into mainstream Egyptology.

Fully conversant with contemporary discoveries in cosmology, physics, and
anthropology, de Lubicz argues that Egypt’s endeavors — whether the erection of temples,
governmental structures, literature, or mathematical systems — derived from a mode of
knowledge not concerned with the study of external objects, but with using potent
combinations of rituals and symbols to catalyze the deep transformation and expansion of
consciousness, with the final goal being the divinization of the human. This sacred
science was a rich fusion of science, religion, and art that was directed toward the
embodiment of spiritual knowledge, and toward the internalization and corporeal
expression of intellectual and spiritual powers, rather than the mechanistic utilization of
power-knowledge for the exploitation and manipulation of the earthly environment. In
his book The Temple in Man: Sacred Architecture and the Perfect Man, de Lubicz says,
“However, there is a type of education that can awaken ‘consciousness’ of states that
precede and transcend material forms...Ancient Egypt is in fact one of the major sources
of these sciences: however, a true vocabulary of the Pharaonic language — or even a
provisional one — will never be possible unless attention is given to those questions which
we define as psycho-spiritual.”*® This focus on consciousness from a psychospiritual
perspective allows this knowledge system to resist the reduction of the world into empty,
alienated time and space; celebrate the central, transformative power of the human
imagination; and theorize human participation in an animated universe in which the
cosmos itself is seen as a manifestation of the divine.

One should read Schwaller de Lubicz not only as an Egyptologist, but as a
theorist of transdisciplinarity, prefiguring the work of the Romanian quantum physicist

1% Jacques Derrida, “Violence and Metaphysics,” Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1978) 153.

1% Within Greece and Israel, there have been counter-currents that have encouraged attention to
psychospiritual dynamics, particularly the mystery cults and kabbalah. Both, interestingly enough, have
strong ties to Egypt.

" Though published in France in 1957, his major study, The Temple of Man: Apet of the South at Luxor
(Rochester: Inner Traditions), was only translated into English in 1998.

18 Schwaller de Lubicz, The Temple in Man: Sacred Architecture and the Perfect Man (New York: Inner
Traditions International, 1981) 17.



Basarab Nicolescu. In his Manifesto of Transdisciplinarity, Nicolescu, building on what
quantum physics has shown about the nature of the universe, passionately advocates for
moving “beyond all discipline” to arrive at “the unity of knowledge.”*® Attacking what
he calls “binary logic,” he writes, “The transdisciplinary viewpoint allows us to consider
a multidimensional Reality, structured by multiple levels replacing the single-level, one-
dimensional reality of classical thought.”® Furthermore, he deplores the absence of
reference to the sacred in much of today’s thinking because according to him, “the
sacred, understood as the presence of something irreducibly real in the world, is
unavoidable for any rational approach to knowledge...in view of elaborating a coherent
discourse on Reality, one is always obliged to refer to it.”** Much of the book is devoted
to a delineation of the complex relations present among the “sacred,” the
“transdisciplinary model of Reality,” “levels of Reality,” the “transcultural,” and what he
calls “transreligion.” De Lubicz’s work, preceding Nicolescu by decades, reveals a mode
of transdisciplinary knowledge that has already existed in historical time — pharaonic
science is “foremost an expression of the universal principles of organization and
causation, which define not only the natural and cosmic creation but also the patterns and
processes of the human mind and spirit.”%

The contemporary German Egyptologist Erik Hornung characterizes Egyptian
thought in a way that resonates with de Lubicz’s argument here: “The holistic thought of
the ancient Egyptians seems closely akin to that of modern science, to the world of
quarks and bosons, which, in a rather Hermetic manner, is intensely concerned with the
unity of nature...We meet with related structures that suggest fruitful comparison of
quantum mechanics with Egyptian religious thought. Here, too, there is hope for further
interesting and significant developments that will counter the growing fragmentation of
academic disciplines.”?® In other words, he is claiming that ancient Egyptian knowledge
systems are transdisiciplinary and offer an all-embracing, unified orientation as advanced
and penetrating as any contemporary body of knowledge. Furthermore, Hornung claims
that this body of knowledge can lay the foundation for a “post-postmodernism” and share
a point-of-view “that can contribute to making sense of our modern world by seeking a
direct connection with the original wisdom of the oldest cultures and with the core idea of
all esoteric thought.”24

As rationalism, empiricism, and scientific materialism have consolidated their
position at the vanguard of Western civilization, all concern with this “original wisdom”
has been marginalized to the fringes of acceptable knowledge, and one can argue that
ancient Egyptian sacred science is the quintessential Foucauldian “subjugated
knowledge.”” However, this sacred science has never been completely extinguished.

19 Basarab Nicolescu, Manifesto of Transdisciplinarity (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2002)
44,

2% Nicolescu 49.

2! Nicolescu 125.

22 Schwaller de Lubicz, Temple of Man 20.

%8 Erik Hornung, The Secret Lore of Egypt: Its Impact on the West (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2001)
200.

# Hornung 200-201.

% Michel Foucault says, “But alongside this crumbling and the astonishing efficacy of discontinuous,
particular, and local critiques, the facts were also revealing something... beneath this whole thematic,



Perhaps not surprisingly due to its use of symbolic methods as an instrument by which
knowledge projects itself successively into generations and cycles of time, it has
predominantly taken refuge in the arts, particularly literature. In his essay “In Praise of
Polytheism (On Monomythical and Polymythical Thinking),” the German hermeneutic
philosopher Odo Marquand presents a brief, but important, historical narrative useful to
my purpose here: “Thus in modern times the — disenchanted — myths make (in every
respect) the step into prose: from the cult into the library. There the history books and
novels are present as the polymyths of the modern world.”?®

With a focus on Egypt and its tradition of sacred science, literary history can be
seen anew. | contend that a deep strain of Egyptian influence runs through a major
tradition of English literature at least from Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queene (1596),
one of whose major iconographic centers is the temple of the Egyptian goddess Isis, to
John Crowley’s four-volume novel Zgypt (2007). In this project, I will focus
specifically on the works of transatlantic Romanticism — the midpoint of this trajectory —
as this period is one of the most intense moments of Egyptian influence in the tradition. |
simultaneously ask two major questions — how is ancient Egyptian sacred science
mediated to important Romantic writers (Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Walt Whitman, and
Herman Melville), and how can one use the intellectual and spiritual resources of
Egyptian sacred science to provide new interpretations of their major texts — poems such
as Rime of the Ancient Mariner and Kubla Khan; Leaves of Grass; and the epic novel
Moby-Dick? To begin answering the first question, I will speak about the influence of
one of the most important historical figures of the times — Napoleon.

Napoleon’s Invasion of Egypt and Its Aftermath for the Romantic Period

In 1798, Napoleon invaded Egypt as part of the French Revolutionary Wars, and
this military adventure made the ancient civilization more accessible to modern Europe
and America. Imagining his campaign as a way to bring enlightenment to a once-glorious
country now benighted and miserable, Napoleon hoped to oust the ruling Marmelukes
and, as a bonus, disrupt the English trade route to India. The ambitious general presented
himself as a new Alexander the Great, who would add fresh glory to his name in Egypt
and revive the glory of Egypt. Accompanying Napoleon’s army was a large contingent of
scholars, draughtsmen, and artists who eventually produced the formidable thirty-seven
volume Description de /’Egypte between 1809 and 1828. This text brimmed with
detailed engravings of Egyptian architecture, landscapes, and artifacts. The frontispiece
bolstered French claims to the cultural legacy of Egypt by showing the general as an
ancient conqueror raising a spear over a fabulous scene of monuments.

In his book Napoleon and English Romanticism, Simon Bainbridge discusses how
Napoleon was used as an important symbolic and mythic figure by the Romantics “to
figure their political hopes, to examine the relationship of political and poetic power and
to investigate new forms of leadership.”?’ Napoleon’s relationship to Egypt was a crucial
part of these imaginings. Alan Bewell says in the context of an analysis of Napoleon’s

through it and even within it, we have seen what might be called the insurrection of subjugated
knowledges.” Society Must be Defended, trans. David Macey (New York: Picador, 2003) 6-7.

% Odo Marquand, Farewell to Matters of Principle: Philosophical Studies, trans. Robert M. Wallace (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1989) 103.

2" Simon Bainbridge, Napoleon and English Romanticism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995)
20.



influence on Keats, “A distinctive feature of Napoleon’s Expedition of 1798 was that it
was not represented strictly as a military invasion, but was more generally perceived as a
major cultural and scientific event: the beginning of the process whereby modern thought
would unlock the mysteries of the Orient.”*® Bainbridge analyzes a wide variety of
Romantic poets who responded poetically to this historical event — Wordsworth,
Coleridge, Byron, and Southey, to name a few — but arguably one of the most vibrant
takes on Napoleon’s Egyptian adventure can be found in the work of Walter Landor.
In his “Extract from the French Preface,” which opened his Poems from the
Arabic and Persian, Landor is an example of a Romantic voice proclaiming support for
Napoleon’s Egyptian campaign. He says,
No nation pursues with an equal alacrity the arts which embellish life. In
the midst of a foreign, roused and resuscitated at the unextinguished
beacons of a civil, war, while calamity constantly kept pace, and
sometimes struggled with glory, her general meditated, and at once
accomplished, the eternal deliverance of Egypt. Men of learning and men
of science were the proper companions of Buonaparte. They are engaged
at this moment of presenting to Europe the fruits of their several
discoveries. Conquerors like him, posterity will declare it, have never
been the enemies of the human race.”

Landor goes on to depict Napoleon as a hero who travels to Egypt in search of the ancient
arts and sciences — he rejuvenates a decadent European civilization with the vast treasures
he finds there, thereby bringing closer to fruition the republican vision of equality and
fraternity on earth. While narratives like these might seem hyperbolic to contemporary
readers, it is important to see that Napoleon was such an invigorating figure for the
Romantic period because of his attempt to “seek a direct connection with the original
wisdom of the oldest cultures” and to recover a mode of knowledge “which embellishes
life.”
A different view of Napoleon is offered by Edward Said’s masterwork
Orientalism:
With Napoleon’s occupation of Egypt processes were set in motion
between East and West that still dominate our contemporary cultural and
political perspectives. And the Napoleonic expedition...provided a scene
or setting for Orientalism, since Egypt and subsequently the other Islamic
lands were viewed as the live province, the laboratory, the theater of
effective Western knowledge about the Orient.*

Said interprets Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt as the starting point of modern imperialism
and orientalism. Beyond the one-sided account of surveillance and control that Said
gives here, one should also question what it means mean to read the conflict between
Napoleon and Egypt as a conflict between the “East” and the “West” and what it means

% Alan Bewell, “The Political Implications of Keats’s Classicist Aesthetics,” Studies in Romanticism 25:2
(Summer 1986): 225.

# Landor, “Extract from the French Preface,” Poems from the Arabic and Persian (London: Warwick,
1800) 15-16.

% Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1979) 42-43.



to see Islam against Europe in the same manner. Although Said (and by extension much
of postcolonialist scholarship) rails against Eurocentric dogmas and representations, his
view of Western intellectual history remains implicitly, but stubbornly, Eurocentric. He
relies on a narrative of the West that expels the non-European completely, as his “West
vs. the rest” model ignores the interwoven, multi-lateral contributions of ancient Egypt
and the Alexandrian elaboration of classicism, which sparked the intellectual flourishing
of the Muslim cultural centers of Toledo and Cordoba (and in the 9"-12" centuries
Europe and the Muslim world were extremely interconnected), which in turn laid the
groundwork for the Renaissance and Romanticism, often called the renaissance of the
Renaissance.

In addition to the figure of Napoleon himself as a mediator of ancient Egypt for
the Romantic period, it is important to note that his invasion allowed for monuments to
be taken out of Egypt and sent to museums around Europe and America. In his article
“One of the Lessons Bordering Broadway: The Egyptian Museum,” Walt Whitman
describes the scene of these monuments coming into New York: “When Napoleon took
his army into Egypt, he took a battalion of savans [sic] also. Paleography (deciphering
ancient inscriptions or signs) became the rage...They sent home specimens — they made
literal copies of long strings of hieroglyphics, and had them engraved, and printed, and
circulated, and offered prizes for translations and keys.”*! Some of the monuments that
most grabbed Whitman’s attention were a “figure in bronze of an Egyptian deity,” “slabs
of limestone, some of them very large, each containing its spread of chiseled
hieroglyphics,” “mummied cats, lizards, ibises, and crocodiles,” and ““a colossal head in
limestone, the face painted red...the whole face evidently of some great ruling person.”*?
These monuments mediated in part for him ancient Egyptian sacred science, which he
called “vast and profound.”

Whitman was not the only literary figure struck by these relics. While a statue of
Ramses Il was in route to the British Museum, Percy Shelley wrote his poem
Ozymandias about it.** In her poem #531, Emily Dickinson meditates on obelisks in the
town cemetery: “And the livid Surprise / Cool us to Shafts of Granite —/ With just an
Age — and Name / And perhaps a phrase in Egyptian.”*®> Material objects emerging from
Egypt provoked considerations about monumentality, the permanence of media, and
questions of power raised by acts of reading.

In addition to monuments, a plethora of mummies were taken from Egypt and
sent to museums and the collections of rich dilettantes of the period, which Whitman also
mentions. These figures, who sparked a concern with issues such as immortality, the
construction of race (specifically in the work of figures like Samuel George Morton,

%1 Walt Whitman, New York Dissected: A Sheaf of Recently Discovered Newspaper Articles by the Author
of Leaves of Grass (New York: Rufus Rockwell Wilson, 1936) 36.

%2 Whitman 38-39.

% Whitman 38.

% For more on Shelley, see Edward Chaney, “Egypt in England and America: The Cultural Memorials of
Religion, Royalty and Revolution.” Sites of Exchange: European Crossroads and Faultlines. Ed. by
Adrianna Corrado (Rodopi, Amsterdam and New York, 2006), 39-74. See also John Rodenbeck,
“Travelers from an Antique Land: Shelley's Inspiration for ‘Ozymandias,”” Alif: Journal of Comparative
Poetics, no. 24 (“Archeology of Literature: Tracing the Old in the New”), 2004: 121-148.

% Emily Dickinson, Complete Poems, ed. Thomas Johnson (Boston: Little, Brown, 1960) 260.



George Gliddon, and Josiah Nott*®), and the reanimation of life, are prominently featured
in texts such as Poe’s “Some Words With a Mummy” and Jane Loudon’s The Mummy!:
Or a Tale of the Twenty-Second Century. In Poe’s tale, the reanimated mummy
Allamistakeo argues against the nineteenth-century protagonists who exalt their time as
one of unprecedented knowledge and technology. Several times, Allamistakeo points out
that the knowledge of ancient Egypt was not inferior, and often superior, to the modern
equivalents. At one point, he exclaims about then contemporary America, “Why, |
perceive — a deplorable condition of ignorance!”37

One of most famous “treasures” to come out of Egypt at this time was the Rosetta
Stone, an ancient Egyptian granodiorite stele containing the same text in three scripts:
hieroglyphics, demotic, and ancient Greek. The first ancient bilingual text recovered in
modern times, this stone paved the way for the translation of hieroglyphics by Jean-
Francois Champollion in 1822, whose deciphering allowed messages that had remained
mute in monumental inscriptions to be read for the first time in centuries. John Irwin has
written a monograph about the importance of this event, specifically for American
Romantic writers. In his American Hieroglyphics: The Symbol of the Egyptian
Hieroglyphics in the American Renaissance, he shows in great detail how hieroglyphics
became a “focal point for their speculations on the relationships between sign, symbol,
language, and meaning.”® He provides readings of figures such as Poe, Emerson,
Thoreau, Whitman, Hawthorne, and Melville. Melville, to whom I will return to later in
this project, followed debates about hieroglyphic script closely. As he says in Moby-
Dick, “Champollion deciphered the wrinkled granite hieroglyphics. But there is no
Champollion to decipher the Egypt of every man’s and every being’s face...How may
unlettered Ishmael hope to read the awful Chaldee of the Sperm Whale’s brow? I but put
that brow before you. Read it if you can.”*® Beyond inspiring the use of the hieroglyph
as a trope, the deciphering of the hieroglyphic system of writing opened the way for the
experiential life and knowledge systems of the ancient Egyptians slowly to become more
available to the modern world.

Napoleon’s campaign served as the inspiration for a wave of Egyptomania that
swept America and Europe. Egyptianized design motifs appeared in contemporary
architecture, opera festivals (there was an Egyptian-inspired opera at Drury Lane in
London in 1800 commented on by Coleridge in his Notebooks), furniture, crafts, and
fashion. Robert Southey says in Letters from England,

Everything now must be Egyptian: the ladies wear crocodile ornaments,
and you sit upon a sphinx in a room hung round with mummies, and with
long black lean-armed long-nosed hieroglyphical men, who are enough to
make children afraid to go to bed. The very shopboards must be

metamorphosed into the mode, and painted in Egyptian letters. ..*°

% For more on this topic, see Scott Trafton, Egypt Land: Race and Nineteenth-Century American
Egyptomania (Durham: Duke University Press, 2004).

" Edgar Allan Poe, Poetry and Tales (New York: Literary Classics of the U.S., 1984) 814.

% John Irwin, American Hieroglyphics: The Symbol of the Egyptian Hieroglyphics in the American
Renaissance (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1980) back cover.

¥ Herman Melville, Moby-Dick (New York: Barnes & Noble Classics, 2003) 407.

“% Robert Southey, Letters from England (London: Longman, Hurst, Rees, Orme & Brown, 1814) 449.
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This Egyptomania set the context for a flurry of literary activity, including the
competitive sonnets on the subject of the Nile River written by Keats, Shelley, and Leigh
Hunt. In Shelley’s poem, thoughts about Egypt are intimately linked to questions of
knowledge: “O’er Egypt’s land of Memory floods are level / And they are thine, O Nile —
and well thou knowest / That soul-sustaining airs and blasts of evil / And fruits and
poisons spring where’er thou flowest. / Beware, O Man — for knowledge must to thee, /
Like the great flood to Egypt, ever be.”*

The “Egyptian revival** was very prominent in America as well. Many prisons,
for example, were built based on the design of ancient Egyptian mausoleums. The most
famous, the Manhattan Detention Complex, or “The Tombs,” is featured prominently in
Melville’s short narrative “Bartleby the Scrivener,” and the title character perishes there.
The final reflection on the “Egyptian character of the masonry” figures Bartleby as the
last representative of a lost race inhabiting architectural remnants of fallen grandeur.®
Napoleon’s mediation of Egypt, as one can see, influenced a wide variety of Romantic
authors and works, and with his help, the cultural influx of ancient Egypt became finely
woven into the texture of the period.

Romanticism and Hermetic Egypt

In addition to physical monuments and the spectacular icons of Egyptian visual
culture, other more subtle transfusions of ancient Egypt permeated European and
American literary culture. After the demise of high ancient Egyptian civilization, its
sacred science did not disappear completely. Fragments of it were disseminated through
various channels and formed the basis of what is now called the esoteric or hermetic
tradition, composed of strains as various as sufism, gnosticism, kabbalah,
Rosicrucianism, Neoplatonism, freemasonry, and alchemy.** These holistic,
psychospiritual knowledge systems also served to transmit a precise suprarational
knowledge and intuitive vision that were used, in the words of de Lubicz, “in the

* pPercy Shelley, The Complete Works, Vol. 3: Poems, ed. by Roger Ingpen and Walter Peck (New York:
Gordian Press, 1965) 199.

“2 For more about this phenomenon, see James Curl, The Egyptian Revival: Ancient Egypt as the
Inspiration for Design Matifs in the West (New York: Routledge, 2005).

“* Herman Melville, “Bartleby the Scrivener.” Pierre, Israel Potter, The Piazza Tales, The Confidence-
Man, Uncollected Prose, Billy Budd (New York: Literary Classics of the United States, Inc., 1984) 671.
* The study of the influence of ancient Egypt on the esoteric traditions is still burgeoning. An interested
reader should begin with E. Hornung, The Secret Lore of Ancient Egypt: Its Impact on the West (Ithaca:
Cornell UP, 2002); G. Fowden, The Egyptian Hermes: A Historical Approach to the Late Pagan Mind
(Princeton: Princeton UP, 1993); R. Griffith, Mummy Wheat: Egyptian Influence on the Homeric View of
the Afterlife and the Eleusinian Mysteries (Lanham: University Press of America, 2008); E. Iversen, The
Myth of Egypt and Its Hieroglyphs in European Tradition (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1993); Dan McBride,
“The Egyptian Foundations of Gnostic Thought,” (PhD diss., University of Toronto, 1994); Okasha el-
Daly, Egyptology: The Missing Millennium (London: UCL Press, 2005); J. Lindsay, The Origins of
Alchemy in Graeco-Roman Egypt (New York: Barnes & Noble, 1970). For scholarship on the interplay
between Egypto-esotericism and the literary tradition in English, good monographs with which to start are
F. Yates, The Occult Philosophy in the Elizabethan Age (London: Routledge, 1979); D. Brooks-Davies,
The Mercurian Monarch: Magical Politics from Spenser to Pope (Dover: Manchester University Press,
1983); E. Tuveson, The Avatars of Thrice Great Hermes: An Approach to Romanticism (Lewisburg:
Bucknell University Press, 1982); A. Versluis, The Esoteric Origins of the American Renaissance (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2001); L. Surette and D. Tryphonopoulos, eds., Literary Modernism and the
Occult Tradition (Orono: University of Maine, 1996).
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expression of a vital philosophy, not a rationalist philosophy.”*® Simson Najovits says in
his Egypt: Trunk of the Tree, Vol. 2, “On a strictly historical basis, all the modern esoteric
systems, with the notable exception of the Hindu, seem to have been influenced by the
Egyptians in both real and imaginary ways.”46

During the Romantic period, there was a considerable revival of interest in
various elements of the Western esoteric tradition, and the fact that this tradition exerted
a significant influence on its leading personalities is not in any doubt. A range of
groundbreaking historical studies, many written in French and German, have investigated
the complicated avenues by which elements of hermeticism, Paracelsianism, Christian
theosophy in the tradition of Jacob Boehme, various traditions of llluminism, and so on
became important to the thinking of such Romantics as Goethe, Novalis, Hugo, and
others.

Let me focus on the specific example of the Swedish intellectual Emanuel
Swedenborg, who was a major transmitter of esoteric thinking for the Romantic period.*’
His presence in particular can be detected in a staggering host of writers — from Balzac,
Baudelaire, and Valery in the French tradition; to Coleridge, Blake, and the Brownings in
the English; Emerson and Whitman in the American; Goethe in the German, etc.
Swedenborg, in works such as A Hieroglyphical Key to Natural and Spiritual Mysteries,
By Way of Representations and Correspondences (the link to Egypt is evident from the
title), presents a visionary theology that literally opened up new worlds for writers of the
time as he describes his journeys through multiple levels of heaven and hell and chatty
conversations with various spiritual figures found there.*® Emerson says in his
Representative Men that Swedenborg’s genius “was to penetrate the science of the age
with a far more subtle science; to pass the bounds of space and time [and] venture into
the dim spirit-realm.”*® This “subtle science,” linked to ancient Egypt, was an important
part of the constitution of Romanticism.

Considering the abundant historical evidence for connections between Western
esoteric traditions and specific Romantic thinkers, it is remarkable how few attempts
have been made to establish in what sense the phenomenon of Romanticism as such is
indebted to Western esotericism, and therefore to the ancient Egyptian sacred science
from which those traditions derive. One of those few attempts includes Meyer H.
Abrams’s large study Natural Supernaturalism.”® For this project, this book is essential
firstly because, to date, it represents one of the most impressive works of synthesis about
Romanticism; and, secondly, because it is in any case the first major study to give
explicit attention to the influence of esoteric traditions on Romanticism. He discusses, at
some length, how the same esoteric thinking of the Renaissance period was revived in
Romanticism:

*® Schwaller de Lubicz, Symbol and the Symbolic (Rochester: Inner Traditions, 1981) 27.

“® Simson Najovits, Egypt, Trunk of the Tree, vol. 2 (New York: Algora Publishing, 2004) 301.

*" For Swedenborg’s influence on literature, view Inge Johson, Emanuel Swedenborg (New York:
Twayne’s Publishers, Inc., 1971); Lynn Wilkinson, The Dream of an Absolute Language: Emanuel
Swedenborg & French Literary Culture (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1996); Erland
Brock, ed., Swedenborg and His Influence (Bryn Athyn: The Academy of the New Church, 1988).

*® Swedenborg, A Hieroglyphical Key (London, 1847).

*° Ralph Emerson, Essays & Poems (New York: Literary Classics of the United States, 1983) 665.

% M.H. Abrams, Natural Supernaturalism: Tradition and Revolution in Romantic Literature (New York
and London, 1971).
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Renaissance vitalism had envisioned an integral universe without absolute
divisions, in which everything is interrelated by a system of
correspondences, and the living is continuous with the inanimate, nature
with man, and matter with mind; a universe...activated throughout by a
dynamism of opposing forces....In this way of thinking some Romantic
philosophers detected intimations of a viable counter-metaphysic to
contemporary mechanism, elementarism, and dualism.>*

Abrams accurately notes here that the esoteric tradition provided Romanticism with a

metaphysical support that help it stand against a mechanistic science, one in which the

world has been stripped of the numinous and sacred.

While Abrams’s conceptualization is boldly presented here, he often backs away

from the force of his insight:
Certain major poets of the Romantic Age, as we shall see, incorporated
into their writings myths and imagery which are recognizably esoteric in
origin. They used such elements, however, as symbolic conveniences,
‘metaphors for poetry.” The older view of the world helped them to define
the malaise of their own time, and they sometimes adopted its mythology
to project and dramatize their feeling that they did not belong in the
intellectual, social, and political milieu of their oppressive and crisis-
ridden age.™

Here, Abrams grants the importance of esoteric traditions in the forming of Romantic
literature, but turns around to say that this interest was simply ornamental, as if these
bodies of knowledge did not provide serious knowledge claims, but only pretty,
convenient metaphors. This unduly limits the force and reach of this material, and this
position does not accurately reflect the stance taken by Romantic writers themselves.
For example, in a letter to John Thelwall on November 19, 1796, Samuel Taylor

Coleridge writes:

| am deep in all out of the way books, whether of the monkish times, or of

the puritanical era. | have read and digested most of the historical writers;

but I do not like history. Metaphysics and poetry and ‘facts of mind,” that

is, accounts of all the strange phantasms that ever possessed ‘your

philosophy;’ dreamers, from Thoth the Egyptian to Taylor the English

pagan, are my darling Studies.>®

Coleridge imagines an unbroken chain that runs from the Corpus Hermeticum —
attributed to Thoth or Hermes Trismegistus — to Thomas Taylor, the most eminent
contemporary Neoplatonist and enthusiast of mysteries of all sorts (including the Orphic,
Bacchic, and Eleusinian), who claimed that even Plato was initiated into the “Greater
Mysteries” of ancient Egypt.>* In this letter and throughout his writing, Coleridge

> Abrams 171.

%2 Abrams 171-72.

> |etters of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, edited by Ernest Hartley Coleridge in 2 volumes, vol. | (Boston:
Houghton, Mifflin and Company 1895), 181.

> See his A Dissertation on the Eleusinian and Bacchic Mysteries (London: Gale and Fenner, 1816) 49.
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emphasizes how important this tradition is to him. It links vast swaths of time and space
(ancient Egypt to England, the “monkish times” to the “puritanical era”), hones in on the
dynamics of consciousness (“facts of mind”), and takes precedence over all forms of
historicism, which he has digested and moved beyond. Although this tradition is a major
part of his “darling studies,” there is no school of literary criticism (not Marxism,
feminism, deconstruction, phenomenology, structuralism, psychoanalysis, reader-
response theory, etc.) that is equipped to explicate its claims or its long-lasting impact.
This hinders us from fully understanding the non-instrumental and non-propositional
gnosis that literature provides, its emancipatory force, and its performative effects in the
world. This project, then, seeks to take esotericism more seriously as more than just a
collection of quaint metaphor systems turned to in order to dramatize a sense of
alienation, but as a central part of the literary projects of the period.

A newer generation of scholars — led by figures such as Antoine Faivre, Wouter
Hanegraaff, Arthur Versluis, and Joscelyn Godwin — have participated in carving out a
burgeoning area of academic inquiry that can be dubbed esoteric studies, and they are
making fresh interventions not only in the study of literature, but also philosophy, art,
music, sociology, and the history of science. However, although it is generally
recognized that Egypt is the major backdrop and unifying support of the esoteric
tradition, there have not been many attempts to bring Egyptological knowledge to bear as
a larger syncretic framework from which to understand the evolution of these specific
psychospiritual disciplines and their influence on literary and other cultural traditions.
Freemasonry and Revolution

In providing a map of conduits through which the cultural legacy of ancient Egypt
reached the writers of the Romantic period, it is important to stress that these lines of
influence are not mutually exclusive. The influences of Napoleon and the hermetic
tradition come together when one points specifically to freemasonry, a highly organized
and hierarchical secret society which exerted a powerful force shaping the cultural,
intellectual, and political life of the eighteenth century. I would argue that Napoleon’s
participation in freemasonry and intense desire to discover the sources of masonic lore —
which he believed lay in ancient Egypt, calling it the “cradle of the science and art of all
humanity” — served as a stronger motive for his invasion of Egypt than the more prosaic
wish to extend his empire.>

The revolutionary spirit of the 18" century is usually cited as a major inspiration
for Romantic authors, and lurking behind the American, French, and Haitian Revolutions
was freemasonry. In her book Modernity Disavowed: Haiti and the Cultures of Slavery
in the Age of Revolution, Sibylle Fischer lauds the “emancipatory ideas” of freemasonry
and strongly asserts, “Egypt exercised enormous fascination, and Freemasonry in
particular — a culture very much at the center of Enlightenment cultural practices —
derived its ritual aspects, names, iconography, and so on from Egyptian sources.”®
Particularly in revolutionary France, freemasonry explicitly fostered a turn to Egypt. The

*® This phrase is quoted from Neret Gilles, Napoleon and the Pharaohs: Description of Egypt (London:
Taschen, 2001) back cover. For more details about the information presented in this section, see Paul
Strathern, Napoleon in Egypt (New York: Bantam Books, 2008) and Darius Spieth, Napoleon’s Sorcerers:
The Sophisians (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 2007).

% Sibylle Fischer, Modernity Disavowed: Haiti and the Cultures of Slavery in the Age of Revolution
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2004) 53, 51.
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Isis religion, which had once been the last major opponent of early Christianity, enjoyed
another heyday in the French Revolution, recast as the cult of a goddess of reason or of
nature, intended to replace Christianity. Concrete speculations were made deriving the
name Paris from Isis, and it was believed that the cathedral of Notre Dame was built on
the ruins of an earlier Isis temple. The archaeologist and politician Charles-Francois
Dupuis, in his major text The Origin of All Religious Worship, interpreted the cathedral
itself as an Iseum.> Under Napoleon, Isis would become the tutelary goddess of Paris.

The high point of this new veneration of Isis was the dedication of Jacques Louis
David’s Fontaine de la Regeneration on the ruins of the former Bastille on August 10,
1793. Here, regeneration water streamed from the breasts of an enthroned Egyptian
goddess of bronze-covered plaster. The goddess was adorned with royal headcloth, and
she also wore a king’s loincloth. Herault de Sechelles delivered a speech in which he
called her the embodiment of nature.®® Plans to turn the Strasbourg Cathedral into a
temple of reason began to take on reality with the erection of a statue dominated by a
multimammia, a many-breasted goddess of nature assumed to be Isis. Furthermore, the
new revolutionary era that temporarily replaced the Christian era employed the Egyptian
calendar, with its ten-day weeks and its months of uniformly (as suited the idea of
egalite) thirty days, though the epagomenal (five extra) days were now called sans-
culottides. After the Concordat that Napoleon concluded in July 1801 with Pope Pius
VI, France returned to the Catholic faith, and the remnants of the revolutionary cult
disappeared. Yet in the meanwhile, the Romantic movement had already made Egypt its
own.

Napoleon was by no means alone in his belief that ancient Egyptian spirituality
had a direct bearing on the modern inner quest. It is well known that George Washington
and most of the founding fathers of the United States were freemasons.” Nothing better
symbolizes the significance that ancient Egypt was felt to have for the transformation of
Western consciousness than the design of the seal of the United States, which
subsequently appeared (as it does to this day) on the one-dollar note. The design in fact
preceded Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt by some twenty-two years. It shows a pyramid
with a missing capstone, which we may assume is the pyramid ascribed to Khufu (or
Cheops as he is more commonly known). Above the pyramid, the capstone miraculously
appears in a blaze of light. In the middle of the capstone is an eye. Underneath the
pyramid is written a motto in Latin: Novus Ordo Seclorum, which means “A New Order
of the Ages.”

This return to Egypt, used to declare a new order, has a peculiar potency, for it
affirms — as does the prophecy of Hermes Trismegistus recounted at the opening of this
chapter — that the Western tradition — its history and destiny — is firmly bound to ancient
Egypt. With this quick survey ranging from fashion to the sociopolitical, | have sketched
many of the numerous threads connecting these epochs.

Description of the argument of the chapters

> Charles Francois Dupuis, The Origin of All Religious Worship (New York: Garland Publishers, 1984).
%8 For a richer historical overview of these events, see David Andress, The Terror: The Merciless War for
Freedom in Revolutionary France (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2005), in particular chapter 8
“Saturnalia.”

% Many books have been written on this topic, including Mark Tabbert, American Freemasons: Three
Centuries of Building Communities (New York: New York University Press, 2005).
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The spiritual reawakening hinted at in the proclamation of a “new order” should
not to be interpreted as an example of wooly-minded mysticism, amorphous feeling, or
an orgy of religious emotionalism. By using the concept of sacred science, | emphasize
that this awakening is to be supported by a mode of knowledge, one that uses
technologies of transformation in order to synchronize and elevate natural, human, and
divine realms of experience, a triple interface that organizes the structure of this project.
With the genealogy provided above, it is clear that a large number of British and
American writers could be chosen for the purpose of outlining the influence of ancient
Egypt on the Romantic period. The focus here will be on three writers specifically —
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Walt Whitman, and Herman Melville. They were selected so
that their work and Egyptian sacred science could be used to mutually illuminate each
other. Broadly speaking, this procession of writers moves chronologically, and in
discussing their work, each chapter will focus on the gradually rising ascent enacted
textually through different levels of experience — natural, human, and divine. Inspired by
the example of ancient Egypt, these writers attempted to create a consistent, coherent, and
interrelated system, where art, science, philosophy, and religion were intertwined and
employed as a single organic unity to respond to a world characterized by the
fragmentation of knowledge and what Max Weber called the “disenchantment of the
world,” exacerbated by an increasing societal rationalization that prevents “living in
union with the divine.”® Deeply influenced by ancient Egypt, these writers —
systematically exploring powers believed to be inherent in nature, humanity, and spiritual
beings — all narrate the conscious and progressive transformation of the human form into
a vehicle for higher, divine functions.

As a mode of knowledge, sacred science is grounded in a detailed attention to
natural and cosmic phenomena. However, Egyptian works like The Pyramid Texts and
The Book of the Dead were assembled not for the purpose of gathering a mass of
alienated data about celestial bodies like the sun, moon, and stars, but for constructing
initiatory paths of transformation modeled on the qualities and experienced effects of
Solar, Lunar, and Stellar cycles. This is why the dissertation begins with an analysis of
the work of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, who claimed in a letter to his nephew that he had
“for some time worked hard in Egyptian Antiquities”®" and that his “darling studies”
included a long tradition of works by authors stretching from “Thoth the Egyptian to
Taylor the English pagan.” Coleridge builds on Egyptian precursors in his stated
ambition to write a sequence of hymns to the sun, moon, and elements, and he outlines
stages of initiation corresponding to each of their respective cycles in Kubla Khan, The
Rime of the Ancient Mariner, and Ode on Astronomy. Each of these poems is structured
to work its way toward the transubstantiation of the body into a divine vehicle.

Sacred science joins the idea of a vibrant universe filled with multiple planes of
existence with the idea of a multi-dimensional person, composed of several spiritualized
components that simultaneously inhabit mundane and more subtle realms. | turn in the
second chapter, therefore, to Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass. Whitman asserted, “The
definite history of the world cannot go back farther than Egypt, and in the most important
particulars the average spirit of man has not gone forward of the spirit of ancient

80 «Science as a Vocation,” From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1969)155, 142.
81 Collected Letters of STC, ed. Earl Griggs, vol. 5 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002) 442.
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Egypt.”® His mapping of the human personality in his poetry outlines many distinct
elements he names My Self, My Soul, the Real Me, the Other | Am, the Me Myself, My
Spirit, and the Real Body. His model is deeply rooted in the particulars of the ancient
Egyptian construction of the individual, which is similarly divided into a multiplicity of
constituent factors and likewise insists on the joined materiality and immortality of the
body-mind complex.

From the perspective of ancient Egyptian sacred science, nature and human
existence were interpenctrated and bound together by divine forces, “gods” who were
conceptualized as indivisible energy dynamics that are embodied and mirrored through
all phases of life. Maintaining the human-divine interface allowed the accessing of
power that pushed human faculties to their fullest potential. Herman Melville viewed
Egypt as a birthplace of sorts for the gods, and he explicitly stated, “It was in these
pyramids that was conceived the idea of Jehovah.”®® In Moby-Dick, he uses Egyptian
narratives about these divine forces as a means of ordering and defining the action of the
novel. For instance, whaling, the major industry of the novel, is described as the goddess
Nut, “that Egyptian mother, who bore offspring themselves pregnant from her womb.”%*
The novel structurally depends on a process of mythic investiture which seeks to “ascribe
high qualities” to the characters, “lift [them] to the exalted mounts,” and touch them
“with some ethereal light.”®

As one can see, in addition to tracing historical connections between ancient
Egypt, the discourse it provoked, and Romanticism, this project also emphasizes inward
links bridging these epochs, or a homology of content that goes beyond the connections
verifiable by historical “causation.” This is fitting especially because sacred science
operates in a transformational-synchronistic-analogic modality rather than a
representational-sequential-analytic one. As Schwaller de Lubicz would say, sacred
science — based as it is on the correspondences between the universe and human
consciousness — is “ever-present and needs no discoverers. Constantly changing, it needs
no revision. The keeper of time and genesis, it is never dated.”®

The German literary theorist Hans Gumbrecht has written an excellent essay
entitled “Does Egyptology Need a Theory of Literature?”®” I intend to turn that question
upside-down in this dissertation — “Does a Theory of Literature Need Egyptology?”
Focusing on different components of ancient Egyptian sacred science — what | will call a
sacred astronomy, anatomy, and energetics — my aim is to deepen our understanding of
the Romantic period, especially its concern with the expansion of awareness, and the
possibilities for the human being and human futures opened up by an experience of that
kind of expansion. Romantic writers, as | will argue, reinterpreted and extended the

82 Whitman, Complete Writings, ed. R. Bucke and T. Harned, vol. 6 (New York: Putnam’s Sons, 1902),
103.

% Herman Melville, Journal of a Visit to Europe and the Levant, Oct. 11, 1856 — May 6, 1857, ed. Howard
Horsford (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1955) 118.

® Melville, Moby-Dick 143.

% Melville, Moby-Dick 150.

% Schwaller de Lubicz, Sacred Science: The King of Pharaonic Theocracy (New York: Inner Traditions
International, 1982) back cover.

% It is found in Ancient Egyptian Literature: History and Forms, ed. Antonio Loprieno (Leiden: E.J.

Brill, 1996).
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tradition of Egyptian sacred science for the modern West, and this influence helped them
represent, to borrow a phrase of Owen Barfield, a “felt change in consciousness.”®®

% Owen Barfield, Poetic Diction: A Study in Meaning (London: Faber and Faber, 1952) 20.
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Sacred Astronomy, Paths of Transformation, and the Poetry of Samuel Taylor
Coleridge

In the introduction, | quoted a letter Samuel Taylor Coleridge wrote to John

Thelwall on November 19, 1796. | provide it here again:

| am deep in all out of the way books, whether of the monkish times, or of

the puritanical era. | have read and digested most of the historical writers;

but I do not like history. Metaphysics and poetry and “facts of mind,” that

is, accounts of all the strange phantasms that ever possessed “your

philosophy;” dreamers, from Thoth the Egyptian to Taylor the English

pagan, are my darling Studies.®®

Several decades after the Thelwall letter, Coleridge remarks in a letter to his nephew,
May 8, 1825: “I have for some time worked hard in Egyptian Antiquities.”" Coleridge’s
career-long engagement with ancient Egypt has not been fully explored, and in this
chapter, 1 argue that his work fundamentally reinterprets and extends a particular portion
of the sacred science of that civilization that can be called sacred astronomy.

Coleridge describes his prose piece “On the Prometheus of Aeschylus” as “an
Essay, preparatory to a series of disquisitions respecting the Egyptian, in connection with
the sacerdotal, theology, and in contrast with the mysteries of ancient Greece” [sic].”
Read at the Royal Society of Literature on May 18, 1825, it discusses the “French
‘savans’ who went to Egypt in the train of Buonaparte, Denon, Fourrier, and Dupuis
and flags Coleridge’s familiarity with artifacts and monuments brought back to Europe
from Egypt such as the Denderah Zodiac, which explicitly encodes an Egyptian celestial
knowledge and which we will see referenced in Melville’s Moby-Dick. In this essay,
Coleridge presents a brilliant reading of Egyptian sacred astronomy that will be our
entrée into the analysis of his work. He claims, “Wherever the powers of nature had
found a cycle for themselves, in which the powers still produced the same phenomenon
during a given period, whether in the motions of the heavenly orbs, or in the smallest
living organic body, there the Egyptian sages predicated life and mind.”"”® As a mode of
knowledge, sacred science is grounded in a detailed attention to natural and cosmic
phenomena — not for the purpose of gathering a mass of alienated data about celestial
bodies like the sun, moon, and stars, but for imaginatively partaking in the movement of
all astronomical phenomena, which represented for the Egyptians the visible dimension
of divine forces. These phenomena, in their risings, culminations, and settings through
the sky, demonstrated the ebb and flow of those forces, as well as their infallible return
over long periods of time. Different calendars were employed to track the complex

9572

% Letters of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, edited by Ernest Hartley Coleridge in 2 volumes, vol. | (Boston:
Houghton, Mifflin and Company 1895) 181.
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movements and interactions of these cycles.” Yet, this was not simply for the sake of
theoretical curiosity, but for maintaining the functioning of the state, community, and
individual through ritual mobilization of cosmic energies, which allowed for the
extension of “life and mind.” In the words of Egyptologist Jan Assmann, sacred science
is led by “fascination, identification, and the desire to participate.”’> For this reason,
rituals and initiatory paths of transformation were modeled on the qualities, experienced
effects, and types of invisible reality associated with Stellar, Solar, and Lunar cycles.

The movements of cosmic cycles were also tremendously important to Coleridge.
In his notebooks, he often ponders the symbolic overtones and meanings of these cycles.
In December of 1833, for example, he writes: “Sun=the Idea. Sunlight=the Light of
Ideas. The Moon, Moonlight = the Understanding, as ‘Discourse of Reason,’
Conceptions reflecting the Ideal Light. The Stars (the Lesser Lights, 1 Genesis) =
multifarious Notionality, opinions, fancies, that shine by a Light of their own, just enough
to be con-visible but give no Light to any thing else.””® Although it is often claimed that
he never fulfilled his large poetic ambition to write a sequence of “Hymns to the Sun, the
Moon, and the Elements,””" his poetry suggests otherwise. | argue that many of the
symbols and structural devices of Coleridge’s poems can be illuminated with reference to
the Stellar, Solar, and Lunar paths as expressed in the traditional iconography of ancient
Egypt. One can discern an engagement with the Stellar cycle in The Ode on Astronomy,
Solar cycle in Kubla Khan, and Lunar cycle in The Rime of the Ancient Mariner.

These paths were mediated to Coleridge through very complex historical
channels. In the introduction, I discussed the Hebraic/Hellenic dialectic, which has
structured the majority of normative presentations of Western intellectual history. In his
letters, notebooks, lectures, table talk, etc., Coleridge argues that both poles of that binary
provide access to an Egyptian legacy that precedes them both. For Coleridge, part of the
Pentateuch was translated directly from hieroglyphics. He says: “I have sometimes
conjectured that the Chapter [Genesis 2] was translated into words from stone Carvings,
or proper Hieroglyphs...The Il Chapter of Genesis appears to be little more than a
translation of Sculptured Figures into Words — the serpent being the Egyptian Symbol of
intellective Invention, idolized by the Descendants of Ham.”™® Prefiguring Freud’s
Moses and Monotheism, Coleridge also presents a Moses who is “Learned in all the
learning of Egypt”79 and a magus who is an “Alumni of the Temple of Isis.”®® Several

™ The solar year was measured from one summer solstice to the next, and the lunar year was measured
from the first crescent of a New Moon to the next, for thirteen consecutive moons. Their sidereal year was
based on the observations of the annual Sothic cycle, the periodic movement of the star known to the
Egyptians as Sopdet (but more commonly as Sirius). It was especially important because the rising of
Sopdet preceded the annual inundation of the Nile.

7 Jan Assmann, Religion and Cultural Memory, trans. Rodney Livingstone (Stanford: Stanford University
Press, 2006) 149.

"® samuel Coleridge, The Notebooks of STC, Volume 5, 1827-1834, eds. Kathleen Coburn and Anthony
John Harding (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002) 6849.

" The Notebooks of STC, ed. K. Coburn, vol. 1 (New York: Pantheon Books, 1957) 174.
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other examples could be provided here, including his reading of the book of Job.®* Later
in this chapter, I will explore Coleridge’s use of the serpent as an Egyptian symbol in The
Rime of the Ancient Mariner. In a manner similar to the Bible, Coleridge uses his poetry
as a form that can translate and embody “all the learning of Egypt.”

When Coleridge turns to the Greek tradition, he finds similar connections to
ancient Egypt. In his lecture on “Asiatic and Greek Mythologies,” he discusses “the
origin, the idea, of Greek necromancy. These mysteries, like all the others, were
certainly in connection with either the Phoenician or Egyptian systems, perhaps with
both.”® Coleridge also finds deep Egyptian traces in Aeschylus’ play Prometheus: “the
Io of Eschylian Prometheus is the Religion of Isis.”®® Earlier in this chapter, | quoted
Coleridge’s interpretation of ancient Egyptian knowledge systems from his essay “On the
Prometheus of Aeschylus.” In that essay, he discourses at length about Egyptian
“pantheism, cosmotheism, or worship of the world as God.”® This attention to the
world, particularly its astronomical cycles, viewed cosmotheistically as a manifestation of
the divine also structures and influences Coleridge’s poetry.

For Coleridge, the “Egyptian system” is propagated most fully through the
various strands of the esoteric tradition. Coleridge’s thinking, from his intellectual
history to political theory, is grounded in his “assumption of an esoteric doctrine
delivered to the capable Minds...the Elect in each generation, even from the Patriarchal
Age.”® Implicitly, he views himself as such a capable mind to receive this doctrine, one
that is trans-historical and trans-cultural. One can also assume that this doctrine is not
only delivered to capable minds, but also helps deliver these capable minds, offering
some sort of higher perception and transcendence.

Coleridge provides a variant of this genealogy elsewhere in his work: “The
peculiar doctrines [of the mystery systems], however, were preserved in the memories of
the initiated, and handed down by individuals. No doubt they were propagated in
Europe, and it is not improbable that Paracelsus received many of his opinions from such
persons, and I think a connection may be traced between him and Jacob Behmen.”® The
phrase “No doubt they were propagated in Europe” is an interesting formulation, one that
suggests that while these esoteric doctrines were disseminated in Europe, they did not
originate there. Indirectly, this gives some support to the focus on Egyptian genealogies
that I provide in this project. Furthermore, the focus on initiation here provides a key
theme for this analysis, as all the poems analyzed in this chapter — The Ode on
Astronomy, Kubla Khan, and The Rime of the Ancient Mariner — all revolve around
initiations. In the pursuit of ordained paths closely mirrored in natural phenomena, the
major characters of these poems follow a systematic process in which they are

8 On May 27, 1830, Coleridge remarks on the borrowing of Egyptian imagery in Job: “When God speaks,
the tone is exalted and almost all the images are taken from Egypt — crocodile — war horse &c. Egypt was
then the first monarchy that had a splendid court.” The Collected Works of STC, vol. 14: Table Talk I,
Recorded by Henry Nelson Coleridge and John Taylor Coleridge, ed. Kathleen Coburn and B. Winer
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990) 146.

% Coleridge, The Literary Remains of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, ed. Henry Nelson Coleridge, vol. 1 (New
York: AMS Press, Inc., 1967) 187.
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transformed into divine beings. Ancient Egyptian sacred science provides a crucial
model for understanding the symbolism and esoteric ideas that support this process,
especially because Egyptian works such as the Pyramid Texts, Coffin Texts, and Book of
the Dead serve collectively as the earliest known, and in many respects most robust,
cosmography of many different types of visible and invisible reality; metaphysical
codification of ideas concerning the transformation and transmigration of the body-mind
complex through space, time, and distance; and collection of ideas about non-ordinary
modes of being such as trance and liminal states.

When discussing the effects of the writing of esoteric philosophers who have
participated in this narrative of historical diffusion from ancient Egypt, Coleridge
proclaims:

They [esoteric writings] contributed to keep alive the heart in the head,;
gave me an indistinct, yet stirring and working presentiment, that all the
products of the mere reflective faculty partook of DEATH and were as the
rattling twigs and sprays in winter, into which a sap was yet to be
propelled from some root to which I had not penetrated, if they were to
afford my soul either food or shelter.®”

Sacred science, according to Schwaller de Lubicz, circumvents the rational faculty in
order to speak directly to what he calls “the Intelligence of the heart,”®® and it is this
intelligence that Coleridge works to cultivate. With the stance taken against the reflective
faculty, Coleridge is pushing toward a type of knowledge that is not rational, one that
provides “food” for the soul and transcends the power of DEATH. Egyptian funerary
texts, of course, are explicitly addressed to the deceased and claim to guide the soul
towards illumination after death. Yet even in life, these texts aim to use philosophical,
religious, and magical means to arouse the awakening of innate consciousness, affecting
in the process the body, soul, mind, and extended environment.®® Several guiding
questions now arise: How can we analyze Coleridge’s poetry in ways that move beyond
the mere reflective faculty? In other words, how can we make arguments about the
effects of his poetry in ways that do not merely argue that his poetry reflects a certain set
of historical, linguistic, formal/generic or sociopolitical discourses? Is there a productive
faculty that can be unfolded and explicated as such? How does Coleridge’s poetry, in the
same mode as sacred science, produce various types of order through engagement with
cosmic spheres? For the rest of this essay, | will explore some of the content of these
“esoteric doctrines” delivered to Coleridge’s capable mind, and I will outline how his
work can be interpreted through looking at its evocation of and attention to Stellar, Solar,
and Lunar paths of transformation.
I. Stellar cycle — “A Greek Ode on Astronomy”

Now, we turn to Coleridge’s poem A Greek Ode on Astronomy. It is an early
work written in Greek in 1793 for a prize awarded by Cambridge University, and it was

8 Coleridge, Biographia Literaria, ed. J. Engell and W. Bate, vol. 1 (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1983) 152.

® Rene Schwaller de Lubicz, Nature Word, trans. Deborah Lawlor (Aurora: Lindisfarne Press, 1982) 71.

8 R.T. Rundle Clark says: “On some of the tombs which contain funerary texts we are told: ‘This will be
useful for a man here on earth as well as when he has died.”” Myth and Symbol in Ancient Egypt (London:
Thames and Hudson, 1978) 179.
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translated into English by his friend Robert Southey. This poem embodies a physics of
change and apotheosis that exemplifies the Stellar path of transformation, as it narrates
the process of a speaker’s soul flying out to explore and join the world of the stars. This
journey can be divided into six stages: the hailing of the gods; establishing modes of
transportation; banishing obstacles to travel; engaging in flight; returning to a moment of
birth; and final deification.

The earliest esoteric ideas in ancient Egypt almost exclusively used Stellar
symbolism. The Egyptian gods (conceptualized not as anthropomorphic personalities but
as figurations of energy, as | will explain in more detail in my chapter on Melville) were
understood to embody celestial phenomena, the deceased were believed to return to the
sky, and magical concepts took the form of heavenly forces residing in the stars,
appearing and disappearing cyclically. Rituals associated with the Stellar path conferred
a process of metamorphosis to both body and soul, through a knowledge of, and a fusion
with, the genesis of celestial life. This path was associated with the goddess Isis. She
served as the conduit to a new existence and was intimately connected to the yearly rise
of the star Sirius, whose appearance was linked to the return of the Nile floods and
therefore evoked a renewal of creation itself (as the yearly flood recalled the primeval
waters of Nun, which according to Egyptian cosmogonies appeared in timeless time and
precipitated the genesis of cosmic life). In the Stellar path, the soul is fully renewed — it
undergoes a series of cosmic transformations that emulate the genesis of the universe, and
ultimately it becomes a cosmic entity existing in rhythm with celestial life. The Stellar
Mysteries brought the sojourn of the transforming soul to its supreme destination, a field
of time marked by the enduring cycles of precessional movement in the sky. Here, fusion
with the cosmic intelligence that created the stars endowed the initiate with a new
vehicle, the Akh, a body of luminous qualities that existed with the imperishable stars and
became permanently incorporated into the cosmic landscape with them. These Stellar
rituals also conferred the wisdom of parthenogenesis, a knowledge of bringing forth from
oneself both the divine and infernal forces that engender existence in the cosmic worlds.

Primarily, texts from the Old Kingdom of ancient Egypt (conventionally dated
2686-2125 BCE™), particularly The Pyramid Texts, articulate the aim of the individual’s
entry into cosmic life as a star, although salient elements of the Stellar theme were
enigmatically revived and disclosed in the Hermetic writings of Egypt’s last renaissance,
the Greco-Roman period.®* With the goal of transformation from human to divine
existence, the Stellar symbolism of this funerary tradition also underscores another
fundamental idea — that human existence can be transformed into a conscious reality that
is cosmic in scope. Many Solar concepts are also expressed in Old Kingdom’s Pyramid
Texts, but they are subsidiary to the ultimate goal of entering the firmament as a being
equal to the gods. The Pyramid Texts are made up of approximately eight hundred spells,

% The dates | use throughout this chapter come from The Oxford History of Ancient Egypt, ed. lan Shaw
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000).

° The Pyramid Texts, it bears repeating, are the oldest known religious texts in the world. Even at the
beginning of the Old Kingdom, they were already considered ancient. For information on these ancient
Egyptian texts, the bibliography is vast. One book I rely on here quite heavily throughout the rest of this
chapter is Erik Hornung, The Ancient Egyptian Books of the Afterlife, trans. David Lorton (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1999).
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or “utterances.”® While no single collection uses them all, the oldest version comes from

the Pyramid of Unas and contains approximately 228. Together, these utterances are
concerned with protecting the pharaoh’s remains, reanimating his body, and helping him
ascend to the heavens.

Coleridge’s poem A Greek Ode on Astronomy walks the reader through the
speaker’s flight to the stars, transubstantiation of form, process of identification with the
gods, and assumption of their powers. He is restored to an original, unadulterated
condition and taps into a primordial reality that is supremely vital and flawless. The
poem begins with an apostrophe — “Hail, venerable Night!”®* — and it stays at that
elevated pitch for its duration. This mode of elevated address finds a precursor in The
Pyramid Texts. For instance, see Utt. 587: “Hail to you, Atum! / Hail to you, [Khoprer]
the Self-created! / May you be high in this your name of ‘Height...” / Hail to you, Eye of
Horus, which he has restored with both his hands!” These types of ecstatic speech acts
are needed to mark a threshold, and they thrust the speakers directly into the realm of
ritual experience. How do we know this is the case? Just as Coleridge says about
Spenser’s The Faerie Queene, there is a “marvellous independence and true imaginative
absence of all particular space or time [in the poem]. It is in the domains neither of
history or geographys; it is ignorant of all artificial boundary, all material obstacles.”*
The initiate’s address to the personification of Night bursts forth out of the void, and as
Angus Fletcher says in his essay “Threshold, Sequence, and Personification in
Coleridge,” “Personifications come alive the moment there is psychological
breakthrough, with an accompanying liberation of utterance, which in its radical form is a
first deep breath.”®® The path of transformation, then, has begun.

As befits the Stellar path, which moves back to the genesis of celestial life,
Coleridge adds, “O first-created, hail!”® This extra epithet given to Night is the
beginning of an attempt to identify himself with her powers and attributes — being “the
eldest and latest,” surrounded by “lightning rays,” and adorned with “dewy lustres.”’
Most importantly, his goal is to merge with her elevated state, which first requires a mode
of elevation or travel.

In The Pyramid Texts, the pharaoh commands many modes of travel to the stars,
which the spells outline: e.g., ladders, stairs, ramps, transformation into a bird or beetle,
clouds, and lightning. As Utterance 305 says, “A ladder is knotted together by Re before
Osiris, a ladder is knotted together by Horus before his father Osiris when he goes to his
spirit.”® The gods are often invoked for help in the journey and threatened if they did

% In this chapter, 1 will be using the following edition: R.O. Faulkner, The Ancient Egyptian Pyramid Texts
(Stilwell: Digireads.com Publishing, 2007). Citations will made to the utterance number, not the page
number.

% Ln. 1:1. All citations of Coleridge’s poetry in this chapter will come from Coleridge, Poems, ed. John
Beer (London: Everyman’s Library, 1963). I will provide citations with line numbers.

% Coleridge, Literary Remains 94.

% Angus Fletcher, Colors of the Mind: Conjectures on Thinking in Literature (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1991) 185.

®1n1:2.

Lns. 1.5, 8, 14.

% See Peter Levenda, Stairway to Heaven: Chinese Alchemists, Jewish Kabbalists, and the Art of Spiritual
Transformation (New York: Continuum, 2008) for more information on how ladder imagery is passed
down through other esoteric traditions.
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not comply, for the journey was far from easy and straightforward.® The first section of
Coleridge’s poem ends in a state of longing: “But I with solemn and severe delight / Still
watch thy constant car, immortal Night!”*® This car is a literal vehicle of consciousness,
akin to the ladders and stairways that transport the initiate higher and launches him into
the process of the expansion of consciousness.

Is the speaker able to join this car and travel in it? Implicitly so, | believe, for the
second section opens, “For then to the celestial Palaces / Urania leads.”*®* In that leap,
we have moved from night to daybreak, and Coleridge receives a vision of his future
possibility: “Angelic myriads struck their harps around, / And with triumphant song / The
host of Stars, a beauteous throng, / Around the ever-living Mind / In jubilee their mystic
dance begun; / When at thy leaping forth, O Sun!”'%* Of course, we must point out that
the characters who join the poem in this section, Urania — an appropriate choice as she is
the traditional muse of astronomy — and the partner at her side, Wisdom, directly allude
to Book 7 of Paradise Lost. In Milton’s narrative, these figures please the “Almighty
Father” with their “Celestial Song,” and Urania descends to earth to assist Milton in his
own imaginal journey to the “heaven of heavens” and back.'®® In this poem, Coleridge
repaganizes these figures and restores them to their pre-Christian force. Whereas Milton
makes clear that he means specifically “the meaning, not the Name™'%* of Urania, as if
idealizing Urania purges her of any non-Christian connotations, Coleridge most assuredly
proclaims her name and honorific titulary — “Queen of the Muses! Mistress of the
Song!”'% — which he calls as a necessary talismanic mantra to evoke her presence for
assistance in the path he is undergoing. In addition to the telling absence of the Almighty
Father addressed in those terms, Wisdom is described as a “Creatrix,”*% and this pride of
place given to female divinity removes these figures from a Miltonic/orthodox Christian
frame and places them in line with a host of other feminine deities — such as Nut, Isis,
Nephthys, Hathor, and Maat — who guide the initiate through the landscapes of the
Pyramid Texts. In particular, Maat is a major benevolent presence in the journey, and
one of the most constant of the feminine divine companions. As the personification of
moral truth and cosmic harmony, she is the relationship that must be maintained at every
step of the journey. Without her, the journey cannot proceed further. The same holds
true for Wisdom.

Quite often in The Pyramid Texts, the initiate is required to stop by a force that
serves as an obstacle, and he is compelled to provide the proper response, which proves
his authority and purpose in attempting transformation, signals that he is equipped with
the knowledge needed to survive and flourish in those regions, and affirms his connection
to higher powers. One of the most menacing of these figures, for example, is the Great
Wild Bull. Utterance 470 narrates this confrontation:

% Utterances 273-74: “The King is one who eats men and lives on the gods, / A possessor of porters who
dispatches messages.”
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‘O Bull of Offerings, bend down your horn and let me pass,’ say I. /
‘Where are you going?’ / ‘I am going to the sky that I may see my father,
that [ may see Re,” say 1. / ‘To the High Mounds or to the Mounds of
Seth?’ / “The High Mounds will pass me on to the Mounds of Seth, to
yonder tall sycamore in the east of the sky...because | am a living falcon
who explores the firmament; because | am the great steering-oar...because
| am one great of pace and far-striding.’

This collection of texts also contains spells directed against dangers one might encounter
like snakes and scorpions (Utt. 226-27) and rituals performed to destroy enemies (Utt.
244: “break the red jars”), but also helpful dialogues with guardians of gateways and
ferrymen that supply needed knowledge.

After the evocation of Urania in the Ode on Astronomy, she descends earthward,
in the process banishing all of those elements that would hinder the process of initiation
on which Coleridge wants to embark.

Before thine awful mien, compelled to shrink
Fled Ignorance abash’d with all her brood
Dragons, and Hags of baleful breath,

Fierce Dreams that wont to drink

The Sepulchre’s black blood;

Or on the wings of storms

Riding in fury forms,

Shriek to the mariner the shriek of Death.**”’

Coleridge here stands in an imaginative realm — one composed of both psychic and
postmortal elements. In this environment, he faces a range of archetypal states of the
soul. Yet to join “the host of Stars, a beauteous throng,” all spiritually disharmonious
elements have to be purged. Because of the relationship he has forged with Urania, she
helps him maintain his inner resolve and purity. It is not the Great Wild Bull she
vanquishes for him, but creatures just as deadly — Ignorance with its dragons and hags
and very menacing Fierce Dreams.

With this hurdle tackled, and the presumable welcoming of Knowledge and
Clairvoyant Dreams, Coleridge takes flight in section IV: “I boast, O Goddess to thy
name / That | have raised the pile of fame; / Therefore to me be given / To roam the
starry path of Heaven, / To charioteer with wings on high, / And to rein-in the Tempests
of the sky.”108 Section V follows him as he jaunts out into space, leaving “Earth’s lowly
scene,” “the Moon serene,” and “wide domains” beyond Mars and Ju]piter.109 The next
portion moves to a high moment of ecstasy: “Comets who wander wide, / Will I along
your pathless way pursue, / Whence bending | may view / The worlds whom elder Suns
have vivified.”"'° Ennobled by the rapture of his journey, the initiate has now gained the
power to address and converse with cosmic objects such as comets. Moving to higher
stages of sublime delight, he experiences a witnessing focus of consciousness allowing
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for the direct perception of objective spiritual realities, and he gains knowledge of
expansive worlds through this remote viewing.

The poem comes to a blissful conclusion in the last three stanzas. The initiate
describes the paradisal condition. Man, he says, “when comes again the natal hour,” shall
“in undecaying youth, / Sprin¥ to the blessed seat; Where round the fields of Truth / The
fiery Essences for ever feed.” 1 John Beer has suggested that the “natal hour” has a
Neoplatonic connotation, especially when joined with the forthcoming reference to the
soul’s “native home,” which references the world which the soul leaves when it descends
into generation, and which it is constantly trying to regain in this life.*? At the “natal
hour,” then, one can argue that the speaker has come to the heart of the Stellar mystery,
because has learned the secret not only of cosmic genesis, but of bringing forth himself
through a constantly renewed regeneration that allows for undecaying youth. Coleridge’s
“fields of Truth” are structurally linked to the topography of The Pyramid Texts,
particularly of locations such as the Field of Reeds and the Field of Offerings outlined in
Utterance 180, similarly elevated lands of eternal life where the initiate is urged to travel
by the stars: “Greet this King Unas’ entrance into the North of the Field of Reeds. Let
King Unas across the Winding Canal. He is ferried over to the eastern side of the
horizon! He is ferried over to the eastern side of the sky! His sister is Sothis! His female
sibling is the Morning Star!”

As Coleridge’s ode nears its final assumption of gnosis, the speaker hails a fellow
initiate: “There, Priest of Nature! dost thou shine, / NEWTON! a King among the Kings
divine.”™™ It might be a shock to see Newton of all figures represented here, but this is
not the Urizenic Newton that Blake rails against for his single-minded scientific
materialism and sterile geometric diagrams. This Newton is one who does not see a
divide separating the pursuits of religion and science, but yokes them together in the
pursuit of a higher sacred science as the “Priest of Nature.” For this reason, | would
argue that Coleridge is channeling Newton the visionary (although this aspect of his work
became suppressed and ignored by the “Newtonians” who came after him), Newton the
alchemist,"™* the Newton who was fascinated with light because he thought it embodied
the Word of God, as suggested by The Emerald Tablet, a Hermetic document which he
translated. Coleridge himself pursues the same transdisciplinary knowledge, using as he
does a rapturous, participatory engagement with cosmic phenomena to stimulate the
development of his consciousness rather than producing distanced, “objective” accounts
of them. The speaker of the poem not only hails Newton, but properly names his powers
and attributes, showing his preparation and readiness for his own final transformation: he
guides a star “with harmony’s mild force,” gazes “in the spring / Ebullient with creative
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energy,” and feels “his pure breast with rapturous joy possesst, / Inebriate in the holy
ecstasy.”**® With this said, we turn to the conclusion of this quest.

Utterance 509 of The Pyramid Texts proclaims the success of the Stellar
transformation: “I ascend to the sky among the Imperishable Stars, my sister is Sothis,
my guide is the Morning Star, and they grasp my hand at the Field of Offerings. I sit on
this iron throne of mine, the faces of which are those of lions, and its feet are the hooves
of the Great Wild Bull...I will lift up my hand to the sun-folk, and the gods will come
bowing.” A similar success awaits the initiate of Coleridge’s poem. The finale is
important enough to quote in its entirety:

I may not call thee mortal then, my soul!
Immortal longings lift thee to the skies:

Love of thy native home inflames thee now,
With pious madness wise.

Know then thyself! expand thy wings divine!
Soon mingled with thy fathers thou shalt shine
A star amid the starry throng,

A God the Gods among.**°

Here the Stellar transformation has been successfully completed. In this vision of
eternity, the speaker soars in shamanic fashion to the highest heavens, where he revels in
a complete self-knowledge (“Know then thyself”) and thrusts himself into a state of
equality with the divine. The latter dyanmic in particular pushes this poem beyond its
Christian precedents and activates an older lineage. One element on which | want to
focus is the split between the addressor “I”” and the soul, the addressee. (This division of
the self into a multiplicity of psychospiritual bodies is discussed more fully in the chapter
on Walt Whitman.) The soul, with its wings divine, has metamorphosed into an Akh, a
glorious spirit-body that makes its home in the higher reaches of the cosmic realm.
Taking the place of the car of immortal Night from the beginning of the poem, it is the
new vehicle of consciousness that facilitates an achieved immortality for the initiate. As
| have said before, part of the Stellar mystery includes learning the secret of fathering
oneself, so it is no surprise to find the speaker mingling with his fathers and becoming
one of them “amid the starry throng.” The joining of the fathers is another motif that can
be found foreshadowed in the Pyramid Texts. Utterance 373 says, “The gatekeeper
comes out to you, he grasps your hand, / Takes you into heaven, to your father Geb... /
Sets you before the spirits, the Imperishable Stars.”

As one can see, the initiate here raises himself into the cosmic landscape and
crafts a subtle divine body, an illuminated vehicle that journeys through celestial regions
and fuses with Stellar powers to bring them to earth. This Stellar path of initiation
endows him with knowledge of the nature of the gods, in addition to the ability to absorb
their forces and become incorporated in their universe. This is clearly far from the overt
Christianity Coleridge professes in the notebooks, letters, etc., and the Egyptian
framework provided here helps trace the movements and developments of the poem.
Some of Coleridge’s other early poems can be read with the same lens, particularly “To
the Evening Star,” which expresses a preparatory longing that perhaps precedes “A Greek

15| ns. 8:3, 6-7, 8-9.
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Ode on Astronomy”: “Then Hope perchance might fondly sigh to join / Her spirit in thy
kindred orb, O star benign!”**’
I1. Solar Cycle — “Kubla Khan”

Now I turn to Coleridge’s poem Kubla Khan in order to provide a reading of its
engagement with a Solar path of transformation. Unlike the Stellar cycle, which was felt
to disclose a reality of eternal, luminous duration, the Solar cycle was closely linked with
the dynamics of social order, regeneration, and political stability, as the daily cycle of the
sun was deeply experienced as a process that regularly sustained the world and prevented
chaos. Through the technology of ritual, it was believed to be possible to tap into that
solar energy in order to establish an achieved totality of human action, universal process,
sociopolitical function, and deific power. In a manner reminiscent of the sun’s triumph
over darkness every day (breaking forth in the east after the daily tragedy of setting in the
west), so too could Pharaoh conquer his foes, the rule of law reign over disorder, the sick
find renewal, and the deceased be continuously revived. As one can see, the evocation of
the Solar firmly bound together cosmic work with multiple dimensions of existence — the
political, social, individual, and even post-mortem.*®

The preface of Kubla Khan, which is an integral part of the poem, begins
Coleridge’s initiation into the Solar mysteries. Turning to Coleridge’s account of the
composition of the poem, one finds: “The Author continued for about three hours in a
profound sleep, at least of the external senses, during which time he has the most vivid
confidence, that he could not have composed less than from two to three hundred lines; if
that indeed can be called composition in which all the images rose up before him as
things.”** The initiatory consciousness that Coleridge has slipped into here'?® — where
the external senses are quieted (suggesting the internal ones are activated) — is linked to
his account of the inspiration that came from ancient sleep temples:

| allude to the sleeps in the temple of [Aesculapius] and [Serapis] and
other deities, but more especially those of Egyptian and Phoenician origin.
We find in the Greek historians of the empire that it was habitual where
persons could afford it to travel to those temples, where they prevailed on
the priests to throw them into a charmed sleep, where they prescribed
medicines for themselves, and the god appeared to them.. A

Both Asclepius and Serapis were important Hellenistic solar figures. Presiding over the
techniques of healing, Asclepius in Greek mythology was the son of Apollo, and he was
associated with the Egyptian master physician, vizier, and architect Imhotep, a polymath

" Lns. 13-14.

118 See Jan Assmann, The Mind of Egypt, trans. A. Jenkins (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 2002), 208: “In the
governmental and political dimension of rule, the salutary aspect of the circuit of the sun lies in its
affirmation of order over chaos through the victory of light over darkness and motion over standstill. In the
social dimension, the salutary meaning of the course of the sun lies in the love with which god infuses the
world. On the individual plane, it is the cycle of death and rebirth, aging and rejuvenation that makes the
course of the sun the model of hope for the hereafter.”

19 Coleridge, Poems 163.

120 Most precisely, the “profound sleep” of Coleridge is aided by an anodyne, but drugs have been used
since pre-historic times to invoke visionary states. See Huston Smith, Cleansing the Doors of Perception:
The Religious Significance of Entheogenic Plants and Chemicals (New York: Sentient Publications, 2003).
121 Coleridge, Lectures 1818-1819: On the History of Philosophy, ed. J. Jackson, vol. 1 (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2000) 444.
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who was also the high priest of Ra at Onnu (Heliopolis). Serapis was often depicted as a
bull with the solar disk and uraeus between its horns. Their spectacular appearance to
initiates led to an enlargement of personal power that allowed people to “prescribe
medicine for themselves.” This regeneration, as we will see, is pertinent not only for the
individual, but for the entire community and state as well.

Sleep, with its relinquishing of waking consciousness, was sometimes interpreted
by the ancient Egyptians as a descent into an imaginal realm that was named the Tuat
(also spelled Duat and Dwat), a daily land of death from which one hoped to emerge.*??
It is the region through which the sun and those who identified with it travel from the
darkness into the light, or from night into the day. It is a solar shadow world of sorts, as
it encompasses the invisible and visible circuits of the Sun. The Tuat can also be
conceptualized as the lower hemisphere, in reference to the cosmic depths of the natural
world where the Sun is perceived as passing after it sets in the western horizon. By
peering into this realm with his internal senses, Coleridge receives an intricately
connected complex of esoteric images that simply rose up before him — including the
sacred river, caverns, pleasure-dome, war, a wailing woman, a singing maid, a mountain,
transfigurative speech, and flashing eyes — to use for the same restorative purposes as did
the ancient parishioners he discusses.

In order to understand the power of these images and the work they perform, |
will place them within a tradition of a much older complex of sacred symbols underlying
a Solar path of transformation that emerges from ancient Egypt. Deployed in tomb and
pyramid construction, royal iconography, and temple and funerary rites, the Solar
complex is most vividly expressed in ancient Egyptian history from the First Intermediate
Period (2160-2055 BCE) to the beginning of the New Kingdom (1550-1069 BCE). In
textual form, one can see it expressed in writings as various as The Coffin Texts, The
Book of Gates, and The Litany of Ra.**® This complex of sacred symbols constitutes a
large virtual archive of sorts, from which symbols can be recombined and reconfigured
for different purposes.

For the purposes of simplifying the task at hand, I will attempt to outline some of
the parameters of the Solar path of transformation by focusing on how sacred symbols are
organized in a text called The Am-Tuat (alternatively known as The Book of What is In
the Tuat and The Book of Hidden Chambers).*** Dating from around 1500 BCE, this text
is particularly distinguished because it is the first illuminated book (or graphic novel if
you will) in world history, and in the words of Erik Hornung, it is the first “scientific
publication” of humankind, mapping the dangers and regenerative capabilities of the
night-world.*®® Divided into three registers of text, illustrations, and captions, The Am-
Tuat traces the path of a barque containing various figures representing aspects of the sun

122 £ Hornung, Conceptions of God in Ancient Egypt, trans. J. Baines (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1982) 179-183.
12 The Ancient Egyptian Coffin Texts, trans. R. Faulkner (Warminster: Aris & Phillips, 2004). Refernces to
this work throughout this project will be to chapter, instead of page, numbers. “The Book of Gates,” vol. 2,
The Egyptian Heaven and Hell, trans. W. Budge (Mineola: Dover, 1996). The Litany of Ra, trans. A.
Piankoff (NY: Pantheon Books, 1964).

124 In this chapter, I am using Wallis Budge’s translation: “The Am-Tuat,” vol. 1, The Egyptian Heaven and
Hell (Mineola: Dover, 1996). Interestingly enough, Budge also translated the thirteenth-century Syriac
document The History of Yaballaha |1l and Rabban Sauma in a book he entitled The Monks of Kublai
Khan: Emperor of China (Piscataway: Gorgias Press, 2010).

125 Hornung, The Egyptian Amduat (Zurich: Living Human Heritage Publications, 2003), jacket.
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god Ra as it travels from setting to rising on a celestial river through twelve regions,
which simultaneously represent the twelve hours of the night, the divisions of the zodiac,
the interior region of the cosmos (the world of inwardness referred to as Weltinnenraum
by the German poet Rainer Rilke), the unconscious, and the realm of the dead. Wallis
Budge informs his readers in The Egyptian Heaven and Hell: “At one place the river of
the Tuat joined the great celestial waters which were supposed to form the source of the
carthly Nile.”*?® The celestial river, in other words, is a mirror of the famous Nile.

Just as The Am-Tuat focuses primarily on outlining the topography of alternative
experiential spaces, organized around a sacred river, so too does “Kubla Khan.” In
Coleridge’s text, the river’s name is Alph, which simultaneously enfolds within itself
references to Alpheus, the sacred river of Greece; cabbalistic speculation about the first
letter of the Hebrew alphabet, Aleph; the first letter of the Greek alphabet, Alpha; the
Nile River; and more. John Lowes, in his The Road to Xanadu, expertly charts the
uncanny resemblances between hundreds of years of speculation and legends about the
Nile River — by figures ranging from Herodotus to Athanasius Kircher, Father Pedro
Paez, the Thomases Maurice and Burnet, James Bruce, and others — and the details of
“Kubla Khan.” He says, “The image of the sacred river, then, which rose up before
Coleridge as a thing, was a dream-picture, foreshortened and reversed as if it lay in an
enchanted crystal, of the tremendous Odyssey of the legendary Nile.”*?” This Odyssey
was not merely a terrestrial one, as the river was linked to celestial waterways that
branched out into the outer reaches of the Milky Way and otherworldly tributaries that
traversed the Tuat.

Throughout “Kubla Khan,” we follow the circuit of the river from origin to end,
and like the celestial river of The Am-Tuat, it mirrors the cyclical circuit of the sun. The
reader is presented with a “deep romantic chasm,” from which “a mighty fountain
momently was forced.”*?® This powerful scene, where boulders are tossed about like hail
or grain, is akin to a birth, and its spasmodic force also seems to capture the vigorous
daily emergence of the sun from the depths every morning. This is not the only place
Coleridge has linked the quest for origins, fountains, and the Nile. In an excerpt from his
Notebooks, he says, “N. B. to make a detailed comparison in the manner of Jerome
Taylor between the searching for the first Cause of a Thing and the seeking the fountains
of the Nillgg— S0 many streams each with their junction, etc., etc. — at last, it all comes to a
name —.”

The sacred river that emerges from the earth meanders for five miles and then
plunges into “caverns measureless to man, / And sank in tumult to a lifeless ocean.”*®
This lifeless ocean — or realm of the dead — is also referred to earlier in the poem as a
“sunless sea,” and it is an excellent moniker for the imaginal realm to which the sun
disappears at the end of the day and illuminates (a realm which truly is “measureless” as
there is no empirically quantifiable limit to the internality of the self or cosmos).*** The
major questions of the poem then become in this reading: How can one bridge the

126 Budge, Egyptian Heaven 3:89.

127 John Lowes, The Road to Xanadu (NY: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1927) 392.
%8 | ns. 12, 19.

129 Coleridge, Notebooks, ed. K. Coburn, vol. 1 (NY: Pantheon books, 1957) 1056.
130 |ns. 27-28.
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caverns back around to the fountain, thus ensuring the continuation of life? Will the
circle be unbroken, and hence allow for a certain type of stability and immortality, or will
the cycle lapse into defeat, leading to destruction?

The purpose of The Am-Tuat is to show the way to prevent the latter from
happening. Following Andreas Schweizer’s The Sungod’s Journey through the
Netherworld: Reading the Ancient Egyptian Amduat, | will break down the development
of this journey into five stages, which are useful as a guiding rubric to further our
exploration of Coleridge’s poem.** The first stage, encompassing the first to third hours,
presents a vision of paradise. The sun god Ra passes through abundant, fruitful watery
worlds, greeted by all with jubilant adoration. This vision is an opening encounter with
an image of a holistic totality that is a harbinger of the end of the journey and one that
propels the journey towards its conclusion.

Coleridge similarly stations a paradisiacal image at the opening of his poem.
Filled with lush forests and “sunny spots of greenery,” Kubla Khan’s polity encloses the
site the sacred river’s circulation, as if he seeks to memorialize a microcosmic example of
the macrocosmic solar dynamic he wants to engage for the purpose of sustaining his
utopian realm.®® The “stately” pleasure-dome, a center of this space, is a machine for
developing this divine energy.™** As we will see through the course of the poem, it is a
stage on which meetings are enacted between various deific powers and the initiate of the
poem, and it is the locus from which cosmic energy radiates outward toward the land and
people.

John Beer, one of the few critics who has examined Coleridge’s work in the light
of Egypto-hermetic traditions, explains that the pleasure-dome falls into a deep tradition
of “sun-worship and pantheism” and that there is a long history of sun-worshippers
building similar enclosed cities sacred to the sun."** (We should clarify that “worship”
does not signify a primitive mode of thought here, but an active participatory engagement
in cosmic life.) He mentions, for example, Onnu (Heliopolis) on the banks of the Nile,
whose very name according to seventeenth-century English mythographer Jacob Bryant
(with whose work Coleridge was familiar) means “fountain of the Sun.”** Bryant also
points out that the Alpheus, described earlier as an important Greek river, was sacred to
the sun, traversed a region with an enclosed sun-city.**” To think about the connection
between domes and solar dynamics, Beer turns to late eighteenth-century oriental scholar
and historian Thomas Maurice, who contributes that domes were the “epitome of the
universe itself in which all the phenomena of nature [predominantly the solar circuit and
the orbits of planets and the zodiac] should be exhibited at one glance to the astonished
spectator” and their function was “to admit the fountain of life.”13

132 Schweizer, The Sungod’s Journey (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 2010). Schweizer’s book also helpfully notes
that The Am-Tuat was influential for millennia, providing the model for an entire genre of Egyptian
literature that persisted into the Greco-Roman era, with its symbols and themes permeating hermetic
tractates, gnostic texts, alchemical treatises, and early Christian portrayals of the beyond (all of with which
Coleridge was intimately familiar). See his chapter “Immersion into Darkness.”

3 n. 11.

BN, 2.

135 3. Beer, Coleridge the Visionary (London: Chatto & Windus, 1959) 217-223.

136 Bryant, Observations and Inquiries (Cambridge: J. Archdeacon, 1767), 114.

37 Bryant, Analysis of Ancient Mythology, vol. | (NY: Garland Pub., 1979) 243-44.

138 Maurice, Indian Antiquities, vol. I1l (London: W. Richardson, 1794) 504, 516.
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Coleridge’s presentation of Xanadu, resonating strongly with a plethora of
important historical sites and radiating outward from there, is a political act in that it
serves the purpose of, in his own words, “keeping life in the highest conceivable state of
energy,” giving the “hope of discovering an universal remedy,” and “animating the
universe.”*® This vision of paradise is meant to seize the reader,** and by provoking a
reorientation to cosmic cycles, it compels a new utopian realm to emerge from an
implicate state through the “magical power of the imagination.”***

The second stage of the sun’s journey through night as described by The Am-Tuat
in the fourth and fifth hours deals with the healing quality of the dark. The existence of
evil is explicitly thematized for the first time, and the sun god becomes powerless as the
journey increases in difficulty. The solar barque reaches a dry, desert realm and
encounters dark zig-zag pathways that are hard to navigate. We get a glimpse for the first
time of the corpse of the sun god, which is taken for protection to a place called the
cavern of Sokar that seems to represent the regenerative possibilities of the abyss (recall
here Coleridge’s “caverns measureless to man”). Darkness and melancholy reign as the
depths are fully explored before the supreme moment of transformation.

The notes of chaos and disorder are sounded in “Kubla Khan” by the looming
“ancestral voices prophesying war” that Kubla hears amid the tumult of the cosmic river
and the “woman wailing for her demon-lover.”** These details can be explained with
recourse to the political mythology of the Isis/Osiris myth cycle. Isis is the paradigmatic
wailing woman, and she can be seen in the third hour of The Am-Tuat as “She-who-
weeps,” “She-who-mourns,” and “She-who-wails.” Her brother-husband Osiris was
murdered and dismembered by their sibling Set, who should be read as a hypostatization
of the forces of negativity and entropy. Isis traveled over the entire Egyptian landscape
mourning and searching for the limbs Set had strewn about. At each location where she
found a portion of his body, she erected a monument memorializing the space, and in this
way Osiris’ body served as the literal ground of the unity of the state. In reassembling
the body, Isis found all of the fragments except the phallus. As she embodies a principle
of fruition, it is not surprising that she creates a simulacrum of it, animates the dead body,
and becomes pregnant with her son Horus, whom she secretly raises in the marshes of the
Nile to avoid Set’s attention.

As Horus matures, he comes into his own as the Anthropocosmos, or Idealized
Man, and mediator between the deities and humanity. He is the rising Sun/Son (often
identified with Ra) who avenges the dead father, and he challenges Set for the right to the
throne, leading to several challenges both physical and legal that are synonymous with
the war that is prophesied for Kubla by “ancestral voices.” Like Horus, Kubla is a solar
figure whose kingship and establishment of law is primarily a metaphor for spiritual
aspiration and attainment.

139 Coleridge, The Philosophical Lectures (NY: Philosophical Library, 1949) 282. These phrases come
from Coleridge’s description of a range of esoteric thinkers including Boehme, Agrippa, Bruno, and
Pythagoras. His description of these visionaries provides a perfect summary of his own work.

0 Here I return to John Beer, who says, “Crystalline and drowsy by turns, the poem, as a verbal structure,
exists in a total mood of dreamy enchantment.” Coleridge, Poems, ed. Beer (London: Everyman’s Library,
1963) 166.

I This phrase comes from Anya Taylor, Magic and English Romanticism (Athens: The University of
Georgia Press, 1979) 104.

2 ns. 30, 16.
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These personages are connected to each other through a plethora of other solar
ruling figures. In an important section of eighteenth-century critic William Warburton’s
Divine Legation of Moses, he discusses the ascription of divinity to kings and law-givers,
and he notes that Genghis Khan was the last of “the Race of these inspired Lawgivers”
and dubbed a “son of the Sun” by his mother.**® From Warburton’s title, one can see that
Moses is also placed in this divine tradition. Coleridge agrees and says that Moses was
“beyond doubt a man of great intellectual powers naturally, a Man of commanding
Genius: and his natural powers & gifts called forth and improved by the highest
cultivation known in that age of the World, (Learned in all the learning of Egypt).
Coleridge here follows a long tradition that sees Moses as an initiate in Egyptian
mysteries, and many scholars have also noted connections between the narratives
surrounding the births of Horus and Moses (who is also hidden in a reed basket on the
Nile to avoid the persecution of the Set-like Pharaoh).'*®> Coleridge’s description of
Moses applies to Kubla Khan as well. His natural powers and gifts are not only called
forth by high cultivation, but also seek to call forth solar energy in order to maintain the
“decree” that first established the sacred polity of Xanadu.**® We get the intimations of
his participation in ritual throughout the poem from the “incense-bearing trees” to the
“holy and enchanted” landscape.'*” Yet can his work overcome the note of disharmony
at play in the poem at this stage? Will the process of reconstruction take place, or will
the woman wail forever? What will be the outcome of the war to be fought?

The next stage of the nightly journey of the sun-god — worked through in hours
six and seven of The Am-Tuat — revolves around the reconciliation of opposites. During
the sixth hour (the middle of the night where the journey has reached the absolute depth
of the underworld), a tremendously significant event occurs — the mystical union of the
sun with the mummified body of Osiris, the embodied principle of recurrence and
resurrection. This event is the point at which the sun begins its regeneration, life is
renewed and totality restored. However, it is also a moment of danger because in hour
seven a demonic, serpentine figure named Apep (an avatar of Set who also represents
opposition and negativity) arises to challenge the movement of renewed Light, only to be
overcome “by means of the words of power of Isis.”**®

As we have seen, Kubla Khan’s role throughout the poem is to keep the circuit of
light intact, protected from forces of death and fixation, and thereby embody within
himself the fusion of day and night — light and dark forces in the celestial sphere and the
harmonization of order and chaos in the terrestrial realm. This fusion of light and dark is
expressed in the very structure of poem itself. Every negative symbol in the poem is
matched with a restorative one. Every descent into the depths is followed by a
triumphant rise. The prophecy of war that Kubla hears is immediately overturned in the
following stanza, where from the same river Kubla Khan does not hear tumult but the

99144

13 Warburton, The Divine Legation of Moses Demonstrated, vol. 1 (NY: Garland Publishing, 1978) 103
and note.

144 Notebooks, ed. K. Coburn, vol. 5 (Princeton: Princeton UP, 2002) 6309.

1% See the work of Gary Rendsburg, particularly The Bible and the Ancient Near East (NY: Norton & Co.,
1997).
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“mingled measures / From the fountain and the caves.”**® In other words, the circuit of
light has been continued. The sacred river has been brought from the abyss of the caves
back to the originary point of the fountain. This happened so quickly that one can only
say with Coleridge that “it was a miracle of rare device,” and one can interpret the stanza
break between these two sections as being the moment where the Khan carries on this
war, a period of bleakness that Coleridge does not deign to represent fully (as he will in
other poems like “Christabel” with its labored march of solar protagonist and serpentine
villain Geraldine through gate, court, hall, stair, and chamber door).*®® Everything
becomes counterpoised in harmony — the sunny dome and the caves of ice, the dome and
the waves.
This duality of dark and light is also carried into the poem’s representations of
Isis. In contrast to the negative version of her as the “woman wailing for her demon-
lover,” Coleridge juxtaposes a positive vision of her as the “Abyssinian maid” playing on
a dulcimer and “singing of Mount Abora,” which recalls iconographic representations of
Isis playing the sacred sistrum (which Coleridge would have found in his reading of
Plutarch and Apuleius).™ Critics from many different eras of Coleridge criticism have
made arguments about the symbolic meaning of Mount Abora. Leslie Brisman
understands the meaning of Abora in the context of speculation about origins.*** Others
link Mount Abora to the Abyssinian Mount Amara found in Milton’s poetry.153 I want to
think not so much about the name “Abora,” but about the power of the symbolic image of
the mountain itself, which strengthens the Solar reading | am providing of this poem.
Djew is the ancient Egyptian word for “mountain,” and its hieroglyphic sign is drawn as
two rounded hills (or “pleasure-domes” one might say) with a valley in between them.
While this sign could depict two individual peaks in any mountain range, it approximated
the mountainous land that bordered both sides of the Nile valley. It also bore a cosmic
significance, as the Egyptians visualized a universal mountain split into a western peak
and an eastern peak which served as the supports for heaven. Each peak was protected
by a lion deity, who guarded the rising and setting sun which traveled directly between
them. One can speculate, then, that the singing of Mount Abora (as a meditation on
origins) is a celebration of the imaginative power brought by the renewed sun.
Politically, what does this reconciliation of opposites mean? Again | turn to
Coleridge’s own words to interpret his work. In describing the philosophy of sixteenth-
century Italian hermeticist Giordano Bruno, he echoes his poetic practice:
It was in a belief that every being, however apparently inanimate, had a
life if it could be called forth, and that all along that was called but the law
of likeness. In short, the groundwork of their philosophy was the law of
likeness, arising from what is called the polar principle (that is that in
order to manifest itself every power must appear in two opposites but

9 ns. 33-34.

0 Ln. 35.

! Lns. 39, 41.

152 He says, “Even in its purely linguistic associations, ‘Abora’ points to first things. Coleridge, who was
fascinated by the way the Hebrew ab-ba seems to father language (the sounds bringing forth the alphabet)
as well as signify ‘father,” delighted generally in the potential insights of word-sources.” “Coleridge and
the Ancestral Voices,” The Georgia Review 29, no. 2 (Summer 1975): 474,

153 L. Cooper, “The Abyssinian Paradise in Coleridge and Milton,” Modern Philology vol. 3, no. 3 (Jan.
1906): 327-32.
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these two opposites having a ground of identity were constantly striving to
reunite, but not being permitted to pass back to their original state, which
would amount to annihilation, they pressed forward and the two formed a
third something)...*

In calling forth the ideal state, Coleridge conjures symbols of war and wailing women
only to overturn them. The chaos inherent in these images is necessary to signal a shift in
framing worldviews and structures. They emblematize the dissolution of old structures
and a complete breakdown that allows the forces of renewal to flourish. The forces of
annihilation are acknowledged and respected, while countered with forces of generation,
which allows a new state to press forward.

This realization of the new happens in the fourth stage outlined by The Am-Tuat
from the eighth to eleventh hours. In the eighth hour, for example, a theme of new
clothing is emphasized, and this investiture is the explicit symbol of physical, psychic,
and spiritual renewal. In the tenth hour, the utchat (the name for the Solar Eye and the
Eye of Horus) is rescued and regenerated.™>

With the singing of Mount Abora in “Kubla Khan,” the poem moves toward its
rapturous conclusion. The initiate proclaims: “Could I revive within me / Her symphony
and song... / I would build that dome in air.”**® “Revive” is the key word here, as the
goal of the initiatory process the poem outlines with its specific combination of images,
metaphors, and reveries is the regeneration of life. The work of Isis would be complete if
only the protagonist could revive her song within himself. Not only would this be a
restoration of Osiris in the form of Horus, but a restoration of the state his broken body
supports.

| also interpret the call for revival as a plea for the reconstruction of the tradition
of symbolic science explicated here. As shown earlier, Coleridge believes in an
unbroken esoteric tradition that stretches from the ancient world to his own historical
moment. He positions himself as the latest member of it, not through his simple
regurgitation of others, but through the power of his own meditation and perception into
the inner sense of things. In his comments written in the margins of Jacob Rhenferd’s
Opera Philologica, he scribbled:

In my own instance, | solemnly bear witness and declare that every Idea,
Law, or Principle, in which I coincide with the Cabbala, or the School of
Plotinus, or the Christian Gnostics, or the Mystics of the middle Ages
from Hugo de Sancto Victore to Tauler, or the Protestant Masters of the
interior way, as Behmen, Zinzendorf &c, [and here we could add the

154 Coleridge, Philosophical Lectures 323.

155 Budge, Egyptian Heaven and Hell, 3: 221: “To these goddesses who make the reckoning of his Eye for
Horus in the Tuat, Ra saith:--‘Make ye strong your spirits by means of [your] strength, and make the
reckoning of his Eye for Horus, stablish ye his Eye for Horus, and make ye Horus to unite himself to his
emanation (or, to that which floweth from his eyes), praise ye Horus by reason of his Eye...and utter ye
your words on behalf of Horus, O ye who cause to come into being the becomings of created things.” The
work which they do in the Tuat is to utter words on behalf of his Eye for Horus, and to cause radiant
splendour to proceed from it each day.”
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Egyptian Am-Tuat -- MR] | recognized in them, as truths already known
by me in my own meditation.™’

In other words, Coleridge has revived an entire tradition within himself, and through his
poetry he encourages his readers to do the same, as his readers take on the position of the
“I” as they read. By reconstructing this tradition, the initiate of this poem has learned
with precision the sacramental and transfigurative speech that can intervene effectively in
cosmic process. In “building the dome in air,” the creative and governing functions of
the sun have been mobilized for establishing the full harmonization of the polity with the
cosmos, and the soteriological meaning of daily sunrise has been fully captured and
articulated.

The final stage culminates in hour twelve, and it is here that the transformation is
complete. The originary moment of the creation of the cosmos is repeated, the sun god is
reborn, and he emerges to triumphant rejoicing (although it is mixed with sadness for
Osiris who remains in the realm of the dead). The fruits of the progress of this journey
are made clear in the last lines of “Kubla Khan” with the initiate’s illumination: “And all
should cry, Beware! Beware! / His flashing eyes, his floating hair! / Weave a circle
round him thrice, / And close your eyes with holy dread, / For he on honey-dew hath fed,
/ And drunk the milk of Paradise.”™® There is much to explicate in these dense lines.

The “flashing eyes” are one sign of the initiate’s assumption of occult powers, and
some variant of them returns in other poems like “Christabel” and “Rime of the Ancient
Mariner.” It is possible to historicize this image in reference to the Eye of Horus and the
Eye of Ra, symbols whose iconography are so complex that | can only give a cursory
summary of them here. As a sky deity, Horus’ eyes were said to be the moon and the
sun. In the great battle between him and Set, Set emblematically ripped out Horus’s left
eye (a narrative that in part relates to the waxing and waning of the moon). After Thoth
restores Horus’ eye (in itself, a triumph of order over chaos), it is known as the utchat eye
because it becomes a symbol for a state of soundness and perfection. According to
George Hart, it symbolizes a plethora of ideas ranging from the strength of the monarch
to the concept of kingship, a unit of measurement, protection against destruction, and
purification.’® The Eye of Ra was a negative counterpart to the Eye of Horus, as it was
linked to the destructive heat of the sun and fierce warrior goddesses like Sekhmet. The
eye, therefore, is not a passive sense organ, but one that is full of power. It is an agent of
action, protection, or wrath (hence, the many traditions about the “evil eye”). The initiate
here, with his flashing eyes, is full of this cosmic power, which is why others are warned
to “Beware!” Because he has joined the body of the sun in order to liberate its energy for
the sustenance of the state, one has to close one’s eyes when beholding him and protect
oneself apotropaically (of course, the circle that is weaved to do this is also linked to
solar imagery).

To explain the injunction to “Beware!” in a slightly different manner, any act of
new creation and becoming manifest is joined by the necessity with the dissolution and
sacrifice of the old, a process still in the midst of happening as we the contemporary
readers are included in the “all” of the poem who act as viewers and hearers and who

57 Coleridge, Marginalia, ed. G. Whalley, vol. 4. (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1998) 258-59.
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Lns. 49-54.
159 Hart, A Dictionary of Egyptian Gods and Goddesses (NY: Routledge, 1986) 93.
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weave the circle of community together. Transitions of this sort are often painful,
especially until readers realize that they too can partake of the transformation undergone
by this illuminated figure. Coleridge says in a reading of Platonic and Neoplatonic
philosophy, “There were mysteries; powers higher than those means [of the intellect], by
which they could be united positively with the Deity, and live in him, and in that state
partake at once of his omniscience and omnipresence.”*® It is this positive unification
that is explored in “Kubla Khan,” and its success leads to life in a state (both in the
political and metaphysical sense) where the engagement with deific and cosmic force
leads to the maintenance of natural order — free from the threats of chaos — and the
enlargement of personal power. It is in this state that one drinks the milk of Paradise, or
in other words, absorbs the powers of organic intelligence through an awakening of
innate consciousness.

In a field of time that emulates the Sun’s revolution through the heavens, the
initiate has fused with the restorative power symbolized by the solar light and been
offered a new wisdom — knowledge of cosmic order and induction into a social pattern
based on that order. Through highly subtle symbolic means, “Kubla Khan” arcs toward
the future revival of that social order and the sacred science that supports its functioning.
The esoteric background outlined here helps contextualize in a more thorough sense
Coleridgean projects such as Pantisocracy, a radical egalitarian community planned in
1794 with fellow poet Robert Southey to be established on the banks of the Susquehanna
River. David Levy is correct in placing this project in a tradition of “Hermetic social
engineering,”*®* but Dennis Low is more to the point when he notes that it was “designed
as a kind of solar energy source for universal, philanthropic benevolence.”'®® The
complexities of this engagement with solar energy, which runs through many facets of
Coleridge’s career, still remain to be fully explicated, yet it is clear that Egyptian
traditions of initiation and sacred science provide transdisciplinary paradigms that can
push forward our understanding of literature’s engagement with political and cosmic
spheres, its contribution toward supporting the evolution of consciousness, its animation
of the world at large, and its augmentation and transformation of life itself.

VII. Lunar path — “Rime of the Ancient Mariner”

In the fourth section of Coleridge’s poem The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, there
is a gloss attached to the main text of the poem:

In his loneliness and fixedness [the Ancient Mariner] yearneth towards the
journeying Moon, and the stars that still sojourn, yet still move onward;
and every where the blue sky belongs to them, and is their appointed rest,
and their native country and their own natural homes, which they enter
unannounced, as lords that are certainly expected and yet there is a silent
joy at their arrival.*®3

190 Coleridge, Philosophical Lectures 295.

181 | evy, The Economic Ideas of Ordinary People: From Preferences to Trade (NY: Routledge, 1992) 217.
192 | ow, rev. of Coleridge and the Idea of Friendship, 1789-1804, by Gurion Taussig, British Association
for Romantic Studies Bulletin and Review, no. 26 (March 2005): 5.

163 Coleridge, Poems 180.
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In this section, | analyze how The Rime invokes and participates in a Lunar path of
transformation.'®* This quest to the journeying Moon, however, is not without its
complications, and unlike Coleridge’s earlier jaunts to the sky, as expressed in The Greek
Ode on Astronomy, its success is much more limited and problematic.

With phases of growth and hibernation becoming the metaphors of spiritual
experience, Lunar symbolism emerged in ancient Egypt as the foundation for a path of
transformation in the New Kingdom (1550-1069 BCE) and continued until the Late
Period (664-332 BCE). This path concerned organic transformation through an
identification with natural life, and its knowledge was transmitted through the funerary
rites of the House of the Dead, meaning that everyone who died participated in it to some
extent. The Lunar path is represented by Osiris, who embodies the principle of
awakening through the cycles of organic experience.’® Commemorated in the temple
and tomb, his death, restoration, and renewal are metaphors of all organic life, subject to
cyclic law but nevertheless transcending it by virtue of its power of continuance. In the
mythic narrative, Osiris is resurrected to govern timeless time, the world of the past and
future. This attainment is reprised by the deceased (or “Osirified”), who transcend the
temporal world and “go forth” into the next. Those who follow Osiris relive his passage
through complex zones and regions of shadowy worlds, each of which presents an
archetypal challenge to one’s spiritual inheritance and simultaneously mirror earthly
geography and the phases of the moon in intricate ways. The transformations assumed
by Osiris and his surrogates through these processes represent the limitless manifestations
of his power in the natural world, passed on to the individual soul in the form of
continuous adaptation and regeneration — the power of reoccurrence. These regions pose
many dangers to the sojourner, but in each phase of the journey they also awaken latent
powers that mortal life had veiled with the envelope of the body. Now freed of this
impediment, the soul can progress toward the perfect state attained by Osiris, receive the
reward of his sacrifice and the promise of his perpetual existence, and partake of “higher”
forms of earthly emotion and material benefits than those experienced in one’s previous
life on earth.*®®

184 There are Solar elements in this poem as well. Humphry House states, “It has been remarked for some

time that the evil and disaster in the poem occur under the light of the sun, and the different phases of the
redemption occur under the light of the moon. And Mr. Warren has developed this ‘symbolism of the two
lights’ further than it had been taken before.” “The Ancient Mariner,” English Romantic Poets: Modern
Essays in Criticism, ed. by M.H. Abrams (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975) 227. However, even
when the sun appears in the poem, it is “No bigger than the Moon,” which I interpret to mean that Lunar
elements dominates this poem’s cosmos.

1% Plutarch provides an astro-mathetmatical reading of Osiris linking him to the moon in his Moralia: “The
Egyptians have a legend that the end of Osiris’ life came on the 17th of the month, on which day it is quite
evident to the eye that the period of the full moon is over. Because of this the Pythagoreans call this day
‘the Barrier,” and utterly abominate this number...Some say that the years of Osiris’ life... were 28; for that
is the number of the moon’s illuminations, and in that number of days does she complete her cycle.” “Isis
and Osiris,” Moralia, trans. Frank Babbitt (Whitefish: Kessinger Publishing, LLC, 2005) 42.

1% See E.A. Wallis Budge, The Egyptian Book of the Dead (The Papyrus of Ani) (New York: Dover, 1967)
110: “Here begin the chapters of the Sekhet-Hetepu, and the chapters of coming forth by day, and of going
into and of coming out from the underworld, and of arriving in the Sekhet-Aanru, and of being in peace in
the great city wherein are fresh breezes: Let me have power there. Let me become strong to plough there.
Let me reap there. Let me eat there. Let me drink there...And let me do all these things there, even as they
are done upon earth...I have power over my mouth, being furnished with charms; let not the fiends get the
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One can see this path vividly outlined in a collection of New Kingdom spells
commonly known as The Book of the Dead, but more accurately translated as The Book
of Coming Forth By Day or The Book of Emerging Forth into Light. These spells guide
the soul through its judgment, as it is balanced with its earthly past and freed of its
physical exigencies, after which the pleasures of earthly existence are continuously
dispensed. Lunar stages of incubation and transformation are described as the initiate
becomes “Osirified” and his physical nature is elevated. Continuity of consciousness
between these states or transitions is the final aim.

The Rime of the Ancient Mariner offers an visionary cosmos, and as the ship on
which the Ancient Mariner departs heads down toward the South Pole, it meets a
“STORM-BLAST” that propels it over the threshold of “the Line” into an imaginal
realm, a land of mist and snow containing no one other than the crew of the ship, ice as
green as emerald surrounding them, and indeterminate spiritual beings.*®” This quest into
the imaginal is also a quest for origins, and John Lowes’ The Road to Xanadu documents
how closely intertwined the journey to the fountains of the Nile (which influenced the
creation of “Kubla Khan”) was in Coleridge’s mind with the voyage to the poles. It is
here that the phantasmagoria of the poem begins to unfold, catalyzed by the Mariner’s
murder of the Albatross.

In Robert Penn Warren’s canonical essay “A Poem of Pure Imagination: An
Experiment in Reading,” he says, “We cannot blandly pass by such a crucial event as the
shooting of the Albatross with merely a literal reading...the kind of reading which makes
the bird but a bird; the bird has a symbolic role in a symbolic pattern.”**® In order to
understand the literary iconography and symbolic texture of the poem, I turn to
Coleridge’s notebooks for a clue on how to interpret this albatross. In one of his entries,
he says, “There is a right use of Egyptian Superstition, that would convert into true
Religion — No thing that God has created in the Microcosm but what may be united with
some Idea as to become it’s Symbol — and the very Beetle and Serpent, with the Hawk
and the Ibis may have a place in the Temple & be honored with due worship as so
sanctified.”*®® The symbolic science of ancient Egypt, as one can see, is never far from
Coleridge’s mind. He maintains a deep symbiotic relationship with it, although he tries
to translate it into a more acceptable outward form that he dubs “true Religion.” The
question that opens now is — what does the Albatross symbolize? (Along with this, what
does the Serpent, mentioned in the excerpt above and also holding an important place in
The Rime, symbolize?) What Ideas does it unite together? Is the Mariner’s crime a
refusal to give the Albatross its “due worship?”

The Albatross, as we will see, is closely linked to the Ibis mentioned in the
excerpt from Coleridge, and | will explore its connotations through an unlikely
combination of Herodotus and Madame Blavatsky. She explains in The Secret Doctrine:

mastery over me, let them not have dominion over me. May | be equipped in thy Fields of Peace.” All
references to this book in this chapter will refer to chapter, not page, numbers.

167 See the gloss to lines 131-34 (Part IT): “A Spirit had followed them; one of the invisible inhabitants of
this planet, neither departed souls nor angels; concerning whom the learned Jew, Josephus, and the Platonic
Constantinopolitan, Michael Psellus, may be consulted. They are very numerous, and there is no climate or
element without one or more.” Coleridge, Poems 176.

188 R.P. Warren, “A Poem of Pure Imagination: An Experiment in Reading,” Selected Essays (New York:
Random House, 1951) 221.

199 Coleridge, Notebooks 5, 6851.
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The ibis, for instance, sacred to Isis, who is often represented with the
head of that bird, sacred also to Mercury or Thoth, because that god
assumed its form while escaping from Typhon [another name for Set], —
the ibis was held in the greatest veneration in Egypt. There were two kinds
of ibises, Herodotus tells us in that country: one quite black, the other
black and white. The former is credited with fighting and exterminating
the winged serpents which came every spring from Arabia and infested the
country. The other was sacred to the moon, because the latter planet is
white and brilliant on her external side, dark and black on that side which
she never turns to the earth. Moreover, the ibis kills land serpents, and
makes the most terrible havoc amongst the eggs of the crocodile, and thus
saves Egypt from having the Nile infested by those horrible Saurians. The
bird is credited with doing so in the moonlight, and thus being helped by
Isis, as the moon, her sidereal symbol. But the nearer esoteric truth
underlying these popular myths is, that Hermes, as shown by Abenephius,
watched under the form of that bird over the Egyptians, and taught them
the occult arts and sciences. This means simply that the ibis religiosa had
and has “magical” properties in common with many other birds, the
albatross pre-eminently, and the mythical white swan, the swan of Eternity
or Time, the Kalahamsa. Were it otherwise, indeed, why should all the
ancient peoples, who were no more fools than we are, have had such a
superstitious dread of Killing certain birds? In Egypt, he who Killed an ibis,
or the golden hawk — the symbol of the Sun and Osiris — risked and
could hardly escape death.!"

While one does not have to accept all of Blavatsky here, there is a lot to take away from
this quote.”* Most obvious for our purposes here is the tie between the ibis religiosa and
the albatross. It is perfectly fitting for an exploration of the Lunar path of transformation
to begin and focus centrally on a bird so important to lunar power. Not only does the bi-
colored plumage of the albatross resemble the waning moon, the ancient popular
imagination also noticed a resemblance of the curved beak of the ibis to the sickle-
crescent of the moon, according to Patrick Boylan.'"

Even in The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, the albatross is closely linked to the
moon, and they enter the poem together: “In mist or cloud, on mast or shroud, / It perched
for vespers nine; / Whiles all the night, through fog-smoke white, / Glimmered the white
Moon-shine.”*"® A symbol of the powers of the moon, the destruction of dangerous
chthonian forces, and the bringing of occult arts and sciences to the nation, the

170 Blavatsky, The Secret Doctrine, Volume |: Cosmogenesis, ed. Boris de Zirkoff (Wheaton, IL: The
Theosophical Publishing House, 1978) 362.

1 For one, Isis is not often represented with the head of an ibis. The only visual representation | have seen
linking these two figures is the Orientalist artist Edward Longsden Long’s (1829-1891) oil painting Ale the
Attendant of the Sacred Ibis in the Temple of Isis (1888). Furthermore, the binary she establishes,
Isis/Osiris=moon/sun, is a bit simplistic. Finally, the golden hawk is usually attributed to Horus, the son of
Osiris, who reprsents the rise of the solar principle.

172 Boylan, Thoth, the Hermes of Egypt: A Study of Some Aspects of Theological Thought in Ancient Egypt
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1922) 78.

13 Lns. 1.75-78.
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ibis/albatross is clearly a sacred animal of a special order, and the Mariner definitely
transgresses in murdering it. Most critics of this poem maintain that the death of one
albatross does not justify the brutal series of events that happen in response to it,
especially the death of so many innocent sailors. In The History, Herodotus provides a
counter-position when he says “a man who kills an ibis or a hawk, whether of intent or
not, he must die.”*’* With this murder of the albatross, the initiate puts his exploration of
this path of transformation in jeopardy by his implicit degradation of the moon, fostering
of chaos, and dismissal of needed esoteric knowledge.

Yet at the same time, the albatross is an ambivalent symbol. One might point out
that while the birds discussed in the Blavatsky quote are black and both black and white.
In the popular imagination, on the other hand, Coleridge’s albatross is completely white
(although he never directly says so in the text). For proof of this, we can turn to another
text analyzed in this dissertation, Melville’s Moby-Dick, and in particular Chapter 42,
“The Whiteness of the Whale”: “Bethink thee of the albatross, whence come those clouds
of spiritual wonderment and pale dread, in which that white phantom sails in all
imaginations? Not Coleridge first threw that spell; but God’s great, unflattering laureate,
Nature...| assert, then, that in the wondrous bodily whiteness of the bird chiefly lurks the
secret of the spell.”*™ Might the whiteness of the albatross signify a malignant, evil
presence, as it does in the case of the white whale Moby Dick? Katherine Tave would
support that reading, and in her monograph The Demon and the Poet: An Interpretation
of “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” according to Coleridge’s Demonological Sources
she argues that the albatross has diabolical and demonic overtones. She says that
“anyone acquainted with the writings of Psellus [the Neoplatonic figure explicitly
mentioned by Coleridge in a gloss to section 11 of the poem] will be aware that, according
to that demonologist, one form most frequently taken by aquatic demons when they wish
to manifest themselves to the sight of human beings is that of a sea-bird.” *® Was the
Mariner, then, justified in killing the bird? Ancient Egyptian texts shed an interesting
light on this question, especially in light of the theme of the transformation of
consciousness.

Most importantly, the Lunar transformation is a purgatorial one. Through it, the
initiate attempts to free him or herself of all the internal elements that are inconsonant
with Maat (cosmic harmony). First, negative energy presents itself to or is consciously
objectified and visualized by the sojourner as an autonomous force, usually a beast of
some sort (such as a group of baboons, crocodiles, wild pigs, or something more hideous
that does not have an earthly manifestation). A fierce struggle ensures, in which the
opposer wants to steal the initiate’s heart, magic power, or soul — that is, to cut him or her
off from all contact with their spiritual source. The aim of the traveler, by contrast, is not
to Kill or eliminate the opposer, but rather to master it. (Think of the battles between the
deific figures Horus and Set discussed in the previous section. Set is never murdered, but
has to be conquered daily.) This is often symbolized in the act of “turning the face” of

% Herodotus, The History, trans. David Greene (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1988) 159.

> Herman Melville, Moby-Dick (New York: Barnes & Noble Classics, 2003) 232.

*Tave, The Demon and the Poet (Salzburg, Austria: Institut fiir Anglistik und Amerikanistik, Universitat
Salzburg, 1983) 56.
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the beast that opposes travel, which is the crucial thing that the Mariner does not learn
how to do.

Chapter 39 of The Book of the Dead is called, “A spell for repelling a Rerek-
snake,” a creature identified with Apophis, the eternal opponent of Ra. In an illustration,
we see that the serpent is turned round and made to go in the direction from which it
came, while in the accompanying text the initiate recites the following spell:

Get back! Crawl away! Get away from me you snake...Be far removed
from that abode of Re wherein you trembled, for I am Re at whom men
tremble; get back, you rebel, at the knives of his light! Your words have
fallen because of Re, your face is turned back by the gods... your sentence
is carried out by Maat.

The incantation continues with the initiate identifying the snake with Apophis and
himself with Ra, or the servant of Ra. Apophis is lassoed, and the initiate sticks knives
into key points of its body. It is then turned around so that it faces the direction in which
Ra wishes to travel. By murdering the albatross, i