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PREFACE

The thesis that Melville's world view and fictional themes are
those of a thoughtful, sincere interpreter of the gnostic imagination is
not original with this study. And this writer acknowledges her indebted-
ness to those critics who explicitly relate Melville's spiritual idiom
to gnosticism. Aspects of the writings of these same critics, however,
also serve to illuminate the fact that scholars generally are confused
about this form of harmonial religion. The inadequacies of these critical
studies suggest the need for an up-to-date, concise, but detailed defini-
tion of gnosticism, in terms of its nature, history, and broad implica-
tions, written with students of literature in mind. In this study the
attempt is made to provide this definition and to analyze Melville's
major works in its light.

A majority of Melville's m&st eminent critics, who make up the
second group reviewed, point to a lack of awareness about gnosticism.
Only one of the eight who are included in this category explicitly links
Melville's outlook on life to the gnostic element in the romantic imagina-
tion. But in consulting their opinions, I discovered that the burden of
their views, in many specific respects, provides better support for the
claim that Melville's fiction manifests his adherence to gnostic aims
and doctrines than the opinions of those critics who explicitly 1link his
outlook on life to the gnostic impulse. Consequently, in order to lend
more credibility to the theory about the esoteric nature of Melville's

understanding of reality, to acknowledge my awareness of the contribution
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to Melville studies of these scholars, and to prepare to set forth some
new insights into his most important fiction, I employ the views of
these critics and demonstrate that the weight of their opinion supports
a theory to which most of them do not ascribe.

The most original and noteworthy part of my study concerns the myth
that informs Melville's major fiction at the level of the "experienced

landscape." The symbolic implications of the monoplot of Typee, Mardi,

Moby-Dick, "Bartleby," "Benito Cereno," The Confidence-Man, and "Billy

Budd" and the iﬁage patterns of this bod& of fiction are that, at the
level of the "experienced landscape" in each story, the myth of the
potential gnostic redeemer is the basic source of Melville's major /™
works. Moreover, Melville's treatment of Tommo, Taji, Ishmael, Bartleby,
Delano, the Confidence-Man, and Billy Budd suggests that all of these
protagonists represent the potential gnostic savior and that all of
their quest objects depict the gnostic concept of the fallen world-Soul -
(the fallen Thought) of the Unknown God.

With these views, this study builds onto the existing theories
about gnosticism in regard to Melville's spiritual idiom and art. To be
more precise, this discussion shows that the mythos of the potential ..
gnostic savior, dating from ancient times, is a body of religious but
imaginativé fiction to which Melville's major works are more indebted
than anyone has realized. Melville's mythical, symbolic, allegorical,
polemical, and cryptic works serve as a vehicle for the expression of
gnostic ideas especially about salvation.

Many people have given their time and talent to aid in the comple-
tion of this study. Delayne Griffiths and Sandy Murphy typed and helped

with proofreading. For the encouragement and advice about this under-
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taking that I have received from the members of my committee, I wish to
thank Dr. Samuel H. Woods, Jr., Dr. Neil Leubke, Dr. Janemarie Luecke,
Dr. Edward Walkiewicz, and Dr. Mary Rohrberger. No doctoral candidate
could have enjoyed a more patient, sympathetic, and supportive committee
than I have had the pleasure of working with. My major adviser, Dr.
Rohrberger, deserves my special gratitude. This paper would not have
been written were it not for her exceptional talent for leading students
to discover the value of literature and literary analysis and for the
example of her excellence as a critic.

Among the friends whose well wishes have aided me in writing this
paper, I especially want to thank Dorothy Heiderhoff Petty for her
warmth, humor, and support and Wanda Thilstead for her optomistic enthusi-
asm and advice about matters of style. The members of my family have
played an important role in thié effort as well. The flexibility,
understanding, and pride which my husband, Dean, and our two children,
Forest and Grant, have shown during the course of this work served to
keep my spirits up. Not only they but also my mother, Dorothy Champlin
Kline, my father, Ralph May, my sister, Jan May Tollas, and my brother,
Lieutenant Colonel (Ret.) Ralph May, Jr., deserve to take pleasure with
me in completing this phase of my education. Contributing financially
and emotionally, they have helped to make it possible for me to '"do my
thing." My brother warrants singling out in these respects. To all of

the people whom I have named, I am most grateful.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION: THE INADEQUACIES OF THE EXPLICIT
CRITICAL SUPPORT FOR THE THEORY THAT MELVILLE'S
WORLD VIEW AND THEMES ARE THOSE OF A

NINETEENTH-CENTURY GNOSTIC

"Behind every art form there is . . . a philosophy of life."! Mary

Rohrberger, Samuel H. Woods, Jr., and Bernard F. Dukore, editors and

annotators of An Introduction to Literature, make this observation as

they define the art of literary criticism. They are saying simply that
the individual who creates a work of art holds in a more or less coherent
form a number of attitudes about the personal, social, and cosmic levels
of reality and that these attitudes, which in their totality compose a
world view or philosophy of life, consciously and unconsciously direct
and inform the artist's creation. Moreover, they say a philosophy of
life is not only behind but also within every work of art. Each omne
expresses "a central idea about life," which is its theme.2 Besides
calling attention to the close relationship befween'writers' world views
and the themes expressed in their literature, these critics' observations
clearly justify the endeavor to identify appropriately and accurately a
writer's understanding of reality as an activity fundamental to literary
criticism.

Sometimes critics find it relatively easy to reach a consensus

about an author's world view and its relationship to the themes expressed



in his or her fiction. But sometimes, despite much effort and atten-
tion, they are not completely successful. Such is the case with the
criticism dealing with the world view and themes of Herman Melville.

For more than 60 years, Melville's philosophy of life has been intensely
investigated by literary critics; so many different and contradictory
readings of his works have ensued that Werner Berthoff is moved to
remark, "Interpretations of themes and meaning in Melville's books . . .
have been legion, but constitute more of a case study in’contemporary

3

intellectual folkways than an aid to understanding."” Paul Brodtkorb,

Jr. calls attention to '"the mountain of conflicting testimony that makes
up the Melville bibliography."4

Melville's critics, in their efforts to classify Melville's philos-
ophy of life, offer a mind-boggling variety of labels to their readers.
Since the 1920s, Melville's philosophic idiom has been identified with
Eastern and Western, ancient and modern, and orthodox and heterodox
modes of thought. While thé claim that Melville is a humanist, a nihil-
ist, or a natufalist is made most freguently, impressive studies link
his world view to esoteric and heterodox traditions. The persistence
and reasonableness of these studies make it impossible to accept wholly
the view that Melville's philosophy of life is essentially secular.
Thus, when searching for insight into the nature of Melville's works and
a term by which to classify it, the student of his works encounters as
much fog as light in the canon of Melville criticism.

Because the term which is used to characterize a writer's world
view indicates the nature, historical context and scope, and implica-
tions of the writer's attitude toward reality, it is important. There-

fore, Melville critics can hardly afford to ignore the problem and must



continue to seek its resolution. In the first place, one might ask why
there is controversy about the nature of Melville's philosophy of life?
Perhaps the fault lies with Melville himself rather than with his critics.
Perhaps, as John Seelye suggests, Melville's critics have been frus-
trated in their efforts "to discern patterns of consistency in Melville's
works" because there are no such patterns.5 Was Melville so erratic and
inconstant in his attitude toward reality that it is foolish to speak
about a Melville world view? ‘

As satisfactory as this theory may appear, it is refuted and re-
jected by the findings of this study. Several noteworthy critics who
offer contradictory interpretations of Melville's works agree with
James E. Miller, Jr. that Mel?ille's fiction shows a "unity qf vision"
and is "essentially steady and straight in theme, though shifting rad-
ically in focus and form."6

Along with Miller, two otﬁer oustanding Melville scholars support
the premise that there is only one Melville world view. Richard Chase
classifies Melville as a humanist and a naturalist and maintains that,

in terms of structuring ideas, Melville's early novels bear a close

resemblance to his later works.7 In her book Melville's Orienda,

Dorothy Melitsky Finklestein classifies him as a romantic thinkef whose
world view shows a close affinity with the esoteric mystical philosophy
of the great Sufi poets, such as Hafiz and Omar Khayyam, yet she agrees
with Chase in regard to the relative constancy of Melville's world view
and themes.8 While the argument concerning the nature of Melville's

world view continues, recent studies such as fheresa Cullen Timmon's

9

unpublished dissertation "Herman Melville: The Metaphor of Narcissus"

indicate that the view expressed by Chase, Miller, and Finklestein



regarding the constancy of Melvi;le's philosophy is prevailing.

Because critics with the stature of Chase, Miller, and Finklestein
agree that Melville's world view and themes appear relatively stable
throughout his fiction, one cannot, it seems, blame Melville for the
lack of agreement among scholars about his world view; therefore, one
returns to the original question: why are critics finding it so diffi-
cult to achieve some measure of consensus? This study suggests that
both the ultimate and immediate cause of this problem as well as a
majority of the other problems in Melville criticism is that scholars
generally are confused about the nature, history, and implications of
gnosticism.

Beyond the statement that gnosticism is connected with neoplatonism
and romanticism, it is not easily defined. In his book, A Religious

History of the American People, Sydney E. Ahlstrom describes gnosticism

and its sister variant neoplatonism as the two major components of that
vast movement of esoteric, heterodox religion in Western history fre-
quently referred to as the occult or hermetic tradition. Ahlstrom calls
attention to the similarities between gnosticism and neoplatonism when
he explains that both tend toward an idealistic form of pantheism and

10

represent expressions of mysticism. In The Gnostic Religion, Hanms

Jonas points out another parallel between these closely related expres-
sions of the harmonial religious impulse. Both subscribe to the doc-
trine of a negative theology, says Jonas, adding that a negative theol-
ogy maintains that God is unknowable in any final or absolute way.11
Despite these and other similarities between gnosticism and neo-
platonism, one can draw some distinctions between them and thus arrive

at a clearer idea about the nature of the gnostic imagination, about



which there is much controversy. The views of Jonas, Joseph Campbell,12

13 14

Denis Saurat, Elaine Pagels, and Francis Yates15 lead one to conclude
that, unlike neoplatonism, the purer, more sophisticated expressions of
gnostic thought maintain that a dualism exists within a unity, and

assert the reality of evil. Moreover, Saurat says that the purer expres-
sions of gnosticism "[justify] . . . sensuality" and promote the ideals

16

of freedom, individualism, and wholeness. The body of late Greek-

Egyptian writings known as the Hermetic Corpus and the traditions of

alchemy and the Cabala constitute some of the more notable expressions
of gnosticism and represent another distinction between it and neo-
platonism.

Samuel C. Chew and Richard D. Altick, the authors of the discussion

of romanticism in The Literary History of England, contribute to the

fundamental credibility of the theory that Melville was influenced by
gnosticism in nineteenth-century Ameriqa. They indicate that neoplaton-
ism and gnosticism form the two most basic sources of romantic thought
and call attention to the importance of gnostic ideas in romantic phil-
osophy and literature. Paraphrasing Paul Elmer More, the author of

The Drift of Romanticism, Chew and Altick state:

In the romantic mood there has been detected the influ-
ence of the Oriental mind which had flowed into the West
through the channels of Neo-Platomnic speculation. Whereas the
classical mind of Greece had sought for the Divine in the
qualities of order, restraint, and proportion, the East asso-
ciated the Divine with the vast and vague. In Gnosticism and
other ancient heresies, there are elements ?g what many cen-
turies later came to be called romanticism.

As the foregoing introduction to gnosticism réveals, the similari-
ties between and interpenetration of gnosticism and neoplatonism are
reasons why good, brief definitions of gnosticism are hard to come by,

and students of Western culture meet with contradictory or quite diverse



interpretationé of it. Another is the difficulty of studying a movement
that throughout most of its history was suppressed and held suspect by
orthodox Jews and Christians. Still others involve the fact that gnos—
ticism found dualistic as well as monadic expression. It is highly
syncretic; it has doctrine but no dogma; it frequently enjoins its
adherents to secrecy; its preferred style of communication is cryptic
and symbolical; it is apt to employ the Bible or other sacred literature
as a vehicle for its own interpretation of reality; and, it is a type of
religious impulse that encourages individual, subjective interpretation.
All of these features of the gnostic imagination create problems for
scholars.

Many critics have remarked on the confusion that exists in scholar-

19

ship about gnosticism. Eric Voegelin18 and Michael Edwardes ~ point out

20

the problem as it relates to scholarship in general; Saurat and Gordon

21 comment on its relation to literary criticism. But, despite

E. Bigelow
the fact that the lack of understanding about gnosticism is the major
impediment to resolving the controversy about Melville's metaphysical
and psychological world view and fiction, no one has yet called atten-
tion to the problem specifically in relation to Melville criticism.2?
The authors of seven works assert that Melville, consistently or for
some period of his lifetime, maintained a gnostic approach to reality.
These works will be reviewed now to illustrate the problem and to lay
the foundation for advancing the premise that Melville's spiritual idiom
and fictional themes represent his interpretation of gnosticism.

These seven studies relate Melville's world view and literature to

gnosticism. In chronological order, they are American Renaissance,

F. O. Matthiesson;23 Melville's Quarrel with God, Lawrance Thompson;24




The Way Down and Out, John Senior;25 The Poet's Third Eye, Bigelow;26

The Heresy of Self-Love, Paul Zweig;27 "Gnostic Mythos in Moby-Dick",
h;28

Thomas Vargis and Melville's Anti-Bible: Moby Dick Unveiled, Viola

Sachs.29 'In similar and differing ways and to greater and lesser ex-
tents, these works reveal that even the scholars who do recognize that
Melville's world view constitutes an expression of gnosticism are some-
what less than adequately informed‘about this important element in the
romantic imagination. As a result, all of the critics in this group who
generalize about or analyze Melville's literature misinterpret it to
some degree. |

This study, hoﬁever, does not wish to come down too heavily on
these scholars. Despite the inadequacies of their works, which vary
greatly in nature and scope, their discussions represent an invaluable
contribution to the subject of gnosticism as an influence on Melville
and his art. To a 1arge extent, the parameters of this discussion are
established by the questions that these studies raise about Melville's
world view and themes in relation to gnosticism. Therefore, this study
is indebted to them all. To some, however, such as Matthiesson's

American Renaissance, a greater debt is owed than to others. Conse-

quently, although Matthiesson's study was published before the other
works, being the best of them, it is saved for the last, and the criti-
cism that is more hampered by an inadequate grasp of gnosticism is
discussed first.

Thompson's Melville's Quarrel with God suffers the most from its

author's inability to come to terms with the more religious and philo-
sophical forms of the gnostic impulse. Yet one reason why Thompson's

problems with gnosticism exert a stronger influence on his study than



the other critical works being considered here is that Thompson has
attempted the most ambitious and detailed investigation of the relation-
ship between gnosticism and Melville's world view and fictional themes.
Dealing seriously with the relationship between Melville's understanding
of reality and various forms of irony in his fiction, Thompson's study
has much to recommend it. The lack of balance, however, in his treatment
of gnosticism distorts the judgments that he makes about Melville's
spiritual idiom and fiction to the extent that the primary value of his
study lies more in the important issues that it raises than in the con-
clusions that it presents.

Thompson identifies gnosticism as the first heresy within
Christianity. Moreover, he relates gnosticism to humanism and to the
"Devil School" movement in literature, thereby making it clear that
gnosticism has ramifications in the radical, liberal, and left-wing
aspect of Western culture. Thompson specifies that one of its most
abiding characteristics is a concern with freedom and individualism.

And he indicates that throughout its history, the gnostic imagination
has found itself in conflict with the Judeo-Christian tradition.30

No one can fault Thompson's discussion in these particulars. What
one must distrust, however, is his view that gnosticism is only anarch-
istic, antiﬁomian, nihilistic, or anti-Christian in nature and that it
has made no positive spiritual or socio-political contribution to West-
ern society. Because the gnoétic imagination has benefited the West in
numeroﬁs ways, the credibility of Thompsop's entire study is called into
question.‘ This is to say, because Tﬁompson treats gnosticism in a
decidedly biased way, one cannot expect that he will evaluate the

gnostic-informed world view and fiction of Melville appropriately.



Some indication of the lack of balance in Thompson's presentation
of gnosticism is given by the remarks of several scholars in relation to
Christianity. According to Pagels, "The great German historian Adolf
von Harnack" advanced the view in the late nineteenth century that the

1 . .
13 This view has some

gnostics were '"the 'first Christian theologians.
substance to it. According to Williston Walker, the author of A History

of the Christian Church, "Gnosticism was represented by some of the

w32

keenest minds in the church of the second century. And a survey of
the occidental culture reveals that some of the more remarkable Christian
mystics and religious philosophers in Western history, as well as in the
Christian existentialist movement, were informed by the gnostic imagina-
tion.

Besides these views, Ahlstrom's observation that "in harmonial
religion one can discern a wide spéctrum of ideas ranging from the
prudential to the profound," his acknowledgement of the "richness and
variety" of the hermetic tradition, and his remark that the gnostic
impulse in the twentieth century concerns itself not only with "filling
the air with freedom . . . [but also with] exposing social cruelty . . .
[and] asking deeply personal questions' serve to suggest that Thompson
is not defining gnosticism appropriately when he presents it as relig-

33 Furthermore,

ious philosophy devoid of positive implications;
Ahlstrom suggests that whereas the neoplatonic element in transcendental
thought tended to promote various forms of cosmic optimism and "utili-
tarian piety," the gnostic element, which acknowledges the reality of
evil, fostered the more significant interpretations of reality. Because

of this, one feels justified in distrusting Thompson's grasp of gnosti-

cism even while one surmises that it is correct to align Melville with



10

the gnostic rather than the neoplatonic element in romanticism.34
Thompson's failure to come to terms with this variety of the harmo-
nial religious impulse bears directly on his treatment of Melville's
world view and themes. He passes the same heavy-handed judgment on
Melville's beliefs and fiction as he does on gnosticism. According to
him, both are antinomian, nihilistic, anarchistic, and anti-Christian.
In particular, he argues that after the publication of Mardi, the pri-
mary concern of all of Melville's "blasphemous" fiction is with attack-
ing his "two major enemies, society and God." The tools that Melville
used, says Thompson, are those of satire and various complex forms of
irony. Thompson demonstrates that with them Melville subverts the
meaning of the Christian symbolism that he employs.35
Melville does employ biblical themes and symbols to convey a gnos-
tic rather than an orthodox Christian meaning. But his goal is not to
destroy society or God. Rather, it is to convey gnostic doctrines about
spiritual maturity, which Melville hoped would improve life and provide
for the salvation of the soul. One specific sign in Thompson's book
that he is not presenting as informed an interpretation of Melville's
world view and fictional themes as is warranted by Melville's symbolism
concerns his discussion of Melville's theological beliefs. As Thompson
explains, Melville's spiritual idiom is not a form of ontological dual-
ism. Instead, it expresses the idea, he observes, that God contains all

opposites, including good and evil.36

Yet despite this insight, Thompson
does not explain and support the idea that Melville identifies the deity
with good as well as evil. He only emphasizes that Melville is concerned

with portraying the deity as malign power above and in nature that is

bent on limiting humanity's desire for freedom. Furthermore, he does
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not come to terms with the implications of his own findings.

The implications of Thompson's statement about Melville's concept
of God suggest conclusions more complex than those that Thompson presents.
For example, one learns from Saurat that the gnostic habit of identify-
ing God with sets of polar opposites is intended first and foremost to
convey the theological doctrine that reality is an ineffable, divine

37 It is a

unity that transcends the duality in which it is manifest.
doctrine that is intended to lead to the development of a higher con-
sciousness wherein one sustains a moral vision and a nondualistic,
affirmative, transmoral one.38
Being misinformed or uninformed about the premises of the more
interesting interpretations of gnostic religiosity, Thompson unfairly
assesses Melville'é world view. As a result, he misunderstands the
significance of Melville's use not only of Christian myths and symbolism
but also of the sacred scripture and symbolisms of a wide range of
religious and philosophical traditions, the icons of which Melville, in
true gnostic fashion, syncretically identifies and provides with a
gnostic reading.39
Thompson is right on one score. Without doubt, Melville considered
his gnostic truth superior to that of orthodox Christianity and was
interested in making people question orthodox belief and many of their
assumptions about morality. From the gnostic point of view, however,
moral and metaphysical justification exists for subsuming the truth of
various mythologies and religions under the rubric of gnosticism. One
of Melville's purposes in his treatment of Christian and non-Christian

scripture and symbolism that relates to the gnostic theological doctrine

about the unity of all reality is the advocacy of a religious univer-
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salism and more freedom and tolerance in matters of faith and morals.
Ishmael is portrayed as expressing the views of a religious univer-
salist when he and Queequeg board the Pequod. Preparing to sign on as
members of the crew, they are stopped by Captain Bildad and Captain
Peleg who do not want Queequeg's service if he is not a Christian. At
this juncture in the narrative, Bildad fuels Queequeg's anger about the
lack of dignity accorded him by the Christian world by referring to
Queequeg as a "son of darkness'" and conveying the view that only light-
skinned Christians are saved. Since Queequeg has just undergone a
strenuous religious ritual, the scene is highly ironical. But Ishmael
awakens them all to a sense of unity and harmony by suddenly asserting
that they all are members of "the same ancient Catholic Churchj; . . the
great and everlasting First Congregation of this whole worshipping
world."40
Yates, in regard to the Christian Hermetists of the Renaissance,
and Ahlstrom, in regard to the gnostic impulse in the romantic and
contemporary eras, relate gnosticism, with its doctrine of the ultimate
unknowability of God, to religious universalism and to the desire for a
society that fosters a strong sense of community at the same time that

41 It is this ideal, as a

it allows for the greatest personal freedom.
political philosophy, that a majority of Melville's critics understand
him to express in his literature, and it is this ideal that, with its
themes of harmony and unity, finds expression in the encounter between
Bildad, Peleg, Quequeg, and Ishmael. In this episode, the attempt is to
destroy bigotry and intolerance--not God or society.

Thompson's reading of Melville's gnostic world view is justified

insofar as he understands that the gnostic imagination places a premium



|

value on freedom; however, he fails to understand that the more sophi
ticated forms of gnosticism relate freedom to wholeness, balance, and a
harmonious orde;. To arrive at his narrow, misguided interpretation of
Melville's fiction, Thompson must ignore numerous passages in Melville's
works that resemble the episode recounted from Moby-Dick and the posi-
tive implications of the action and image patterns in the literature
that he discusses.

Some nine years after Thompson's book, another critic relates
Melville's spiritual idiom to the gnostic circle of ideas and puts forth
a variation of the theory that Me1ville‘hates the world. 1In "Gnostic

Mythos in Moby-Dick,' Vargish cites a number of occasions in Melville's

literature in which Melville refers explicitly to gnosticism or to ome
of the numerous schools of gnosticiém in the ancient world, but the
focus of his discussion lies in demonstrating that Melville's negative
attitude toward matter and the world, along with some obscure passage in
Moby-Dick, finds its most basic source in the myths and doctrines of the
Valentinian school of ancient gposticism. As Vargish explains, but
makes nothing of in regard to his analysis of Moby-Dick, the Valentinian
school of gnosticism represents a Christian form of the gnostic im-
pulse.42

Vargish says that the word myth is employed in a special sense when
it is applied to gnostic thought. This is so because the myths that
formed the basis of the first wave of gnostic speculation had their ori-
gin in times remote from the Graeco-Roman period, but gnostic myths them-
selves are self-conscious literary creations of particular individuals
and are not intended to be taken as literal truth. Quoting from

Andrew Norton's Evidence of the Genuineness of the Gospels, one source
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of Melville's information about ancient gnosticism, Vargish says that
they were intended as mythos, meaning, "'an imaginary account of unknown
things or events, not supposed to be true in its details, but intended
to affect the mind in the same manner as the truth.'"43

With his general claim that Melville's spiritual idiom resembles
the beliefs of the Valentinians, and his analysis of some of the more
obscure passages of Moby-Dick, Vargish makes a substantial contribution
toward the underétanding of Melville's world view and fictional themes.
His lack of knowledge, however, about Valentinian gnosticism and the
concept of evil in its doctrines results in his misinterpretation of
Melville's attitude toward life. As he puts it, like the Valentinians,
Melville identified the principle of evil with matter and the body.**

Pagels' and other critics' views about the Valentinian gnostics
correct Vargish's presentation of their beliefs. According to Pagels,
while some gnostic sects of the ancient world did abjure the body and
physical existence, the Valentinians, who represent the most influential
and sophisticated expression of the gnostic imagination in the Graeco-
Roman world, held a quite moderate attitude toward life and regarded
women as the equals of men. From the Church Father Irenaeus and Pagels
one gathers that this school of gnosticism accorded a metaphysical and
psychological significance to sex and marriage, perceiving them to
symbolize the re-unification of the male and female aspects of the
Spirit.%3

What the Valentinians consider evil, Pagels continues, is not
matter per se but "ignorance," which they identify with lack of freedom,

individualism, and a dynamic wholeness or balance. Or, to express these

beliefs about "ignorance" differently, the Valentinians, says Jonas,



especially identify it not only with a narrow rationalism but also with
egotism, hubris, sensual desire, and rebellion. In their mythos, the
cosmos is held to be the fallen Thought or distorted image of the deity.
Believing that in this world the Spirit exists in an impaired conditionm,
these gnostics, through the indirect means of self-reform, sought to
participate in the salvation of the fallen aspect of the deity. With
this goal in mind, says Pagels, they promoted an enlightened humanity.46

One example of the mistakes in interpretation that Vargish makes as
a result of his failure to attain a degree of knowledge about Valentinian
gnosticism that is commensurate with his subject involves his discussion
of "Fragment of a Lost Gnostic Poem of the 12th Century," which Melville
includes in Timoleon. The two-stanza poem reads:

Found a family, build a state,

The pledged event is still the same:

Matter in end will never abate

His ancient brutal claim.

Indolence is heaven's ally here,

And energy the child of hell:

The Good Man pouring from his pitcher clear,

But brims the poisoned well.

According to Vargish, the poem proves that Melville identifies the
principle of evil with matter and holds a negative aftitude toward
1ife.47 But actually what the poem, which uses the gnostic mythos of
Creation and the Fall to refer to gnostic doctrines of salvation, makes
clear is that "ignorance" must be overcome if the Spirit that is man,
God, and Nature is to exist in a condition of health and harmony.

The parallels bet&een Melville's poem and the Creation mythos of
the Valentinians are numerous. Like the Valentinian versions of the

myths of Creation and the Fall, which Pagels and Zweig discuss, Mel-

ville's poem images the first act of creation which instigates the Fall
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as an effort on the part of the Spirit to exist in its ideal state of
Self—Integration.48 In the Valentinian myths and in Melville's poem,
this state of the Spirit is symbolized by a harmonious family or dyad of
masculine and feminine energies. The first line of Melville's poem,
"Found a family, build a state," refers to this ideal.

In the second line of the poem, Melville says that the Fall is a
"pledged event." Discussing Valentinian creation myths, Zweig's remarks
apply to this line. In order to manifest itself at all, the deity,
whose names inclpde the Unknown God, Man, and Love, must perceive an
aspect of itself as the Other.49 In éther‘words, gnostic creation myths
allude to the development of the rational consciousness. Consequently,
they describe the Spirit's division into polar opposites, such as an
acosmic Self-Integrated "heaven'" and a Self-Divided heaven and earth,
which form the cosmos. Furthermore, the gnostic imagination identifies
dualism with various guilty inclinations, such as the desire to dominate
and exercise absolute control. Melville's heavenly, indolent, naive
"g00od Man" and his earthly, energetic, "brutal . . . Matter" symbolize
the divided, rigid cosmos which is an impaired state of mind and spirit.

This poem, which recalls Blake's states of "innocence" and "experi-
ence," does not imply that material existence is categorically evil;
rather, it implies that life is essentially a psycho-spiritual construct,
all aspects of reality have the potential for good and evil, and human-
ity is to reform the fallen god-head. It maintains that life could be
better if people were more poetically inclined and less materialistic,
unbending, self-indulgent, and hypocritical. It suggests that if people
would subordinate their dualistic habit of thinking and the narrowness

and selfishness that it fosters to the realization of fundamental unity
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and divinity of all forms of life, this world would more truly mirror
the ideal state of Self-Integration.

' subversive

Toward this end, the poem implies that the "guilty,'
"Nature" and rationalism that cause the Fall of Man are the means by
which the Spirit effects its own salvation. Thus, one perceives that a
qualified reversal of values oécurs in the poem and that "Matter" espec-
ially is identified as a saving principle as well as a destructive one.
According to the gnostic imagination, what brings the One "down" also

'lup . "

serves to bring it
Another example of the inaccuracies in interpretation that occur
when a critic partly comprehends his material is found in Vargish's
views about some of the specific ways that Melville uses gnostic myth in
Moby-Dick. Discussing the Valentinian myth of the Fall, Vargish main-
tains that it is ascribed to the female Thought of the gnostic deity--a
figure who is called Sophia, which means Wisdom. As he accurately
explains, the fall of the Wisdom (or Thought) of the Unknown God con-
cerns the story about how the female aspect of the deity "conceives" an
inferior thought of God and transforms into the material world where she
becomes suppressed by her own demiurgical Intelligence and baser inclin-
ations. Nevertheless, she (Truth = Nature = Life = Intelligence =
Wisdom) retains the capacity to enlighten humanity and to lead women and
men to a condition of "knowledge" (gnosis). Vargish points out that
Ahab's references, in the '"Candles" chapter, to his '"sweet mother," and
elsewhere to the sea as an "infidel Queen" are allusions to the gnostic
Sophia--the world mother.50

In these particulars, as well as in his general claim that

Melville's world view shows a particular affinity with Valentinian
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gnosticism, Vargish is not to be faulted. But his problems with under-
standing the gnostic imagination mar his essay. For example, he does
not understand that if, as he says, the sea is a symbol of the female
aspect of the god-head, the Soul, and "Truth," he cannot also assert
that gnosticism in general and Melville's world view in particular
maintain that the material world ig categorically evil. As Vargish's
own theories reveal, the sea in Moby-Dick is a symbol of materiality as
well as of truth.

Therefore, in Melville's gnostic-informed world view and fiction,
what readers must deal with is the idea, slighted by Thompson as well as
Vargish, that nothing in itself is absolutely good or evil and that in
fact what one considers evil ultimately may serve a higher and good
purpose. This is the case in the Valentinian mythos of Creation and the
Fall. As Jonas' discussion of it reveals, the Sophia's fall into Self-
Division has the effect of actualizing the condition of Self-Integration
in the Upper World from which she descended.51 Vargish's argument about
the Sophia goes wrong because he does not understand that the fallen
world-Soul is the Sophia and that this symbolic and mythical entity is
both "an 'infidel' . . . to the Supreme Being" and a savior figure.52

Besides Thompson and Vargish, another critic who identifies

Melville's spiritual idiom and fictional themes with gnosticism is

Zweig. In his book, The Heresy of Self-Love, Zweig provides one of the

best short discussions of ancient gnosticism available. As he observes,
some manifestations of the gnostic impulse take bizarre forms, but
gnosticism is an expression of a religious psychology whose adherents
made the most significant contribution of any religious tradition in the

West to understanding the positive and negative aspects of the impulse
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toward self-love. Moreover, Zweig notes that the gnostic impulse ident-
ifies the god-head in its mature or ideal form with the individual's

pneumatic or spiritual soul--a person's innermost self (Self)--and Zweig
reveals that this spiritual self is imaged by the gnostic imagination as
"a spark" or "a mirror."53 |

Despite the insight of his analysis of the more religious and
philosophical forms of the gnostic imagination, Zweig's study indicates
a degree of coﬁfusion about his subject. Not only does he admit to
being in the dark about important aspects of the transmission of gnostic
ideas from the ancient to the modern world, but also, in specific in-
stances, his discussion about the nature and implications of the gnostic
imagination is self-contradictory. An illustration of this is found in
his discussion of the gnostic attitude toward God and nature or the
world.

Although his discussion of gnosticism focuses on the class of
gnosticism in the ancient world that holds the world to be a manifesta-
tion of the deity, defining it, Zweig categorically and without explana-
tion asserts that according to gnostic doctrine "God [is] absent from
the world."% Actually, as Pagels observes, these same gnostic myths
reveal that the world or cosmos is the impaired image or Thought of the
deity. Moreover, they describe the "withdrawal of the transmundane
deity into the world as if it were a seed in the earth. With such
imagery, Pagels says, gnostic mythos maintains that deity in its orig-
inal integrity is latent in the world-Soul, as well as transcendent to
it; it specifies that the task of humankind is to 're-member" the lost
integrity, and it adopts an evolutionary, progressive attitude toward

55

history. Pagels's view helps explain why it is inaccurate of Zweig to



20

assert that according to gnostic belief, the Spirit is outside the
world.

Zweig's claim is self-contradictory in another sense. From Pagels,
one learns that according to gnostic anthropological doctrines, although
he is unaware of it, man in his true self is a microcosm of the highest
god-head. Since, according to gnostic theory, the individual who real-
izes his or her "true self" manifests the Divine, God cannot be said to
be missing from the world.56

Zweig's confusion about gnosticism mars his discussion of Melville's
world view, which he indirectly defines by an analysis of Moby-Dick.
According to Zweig, neither Melville's world view nor the symbolism of
Moby-Dick is coherent. Nonetheless, he describes Melville's philosophy
as an amalgam of gnostic and stoic ideas that can be characterized as
proto-existentialist in nature (following Jonas, Zweig states earlier in
his discussion that existentialism is basically a modern form of the
gnostic impulse).57 The correspondence between existentialism and
Melville's world view, which he implies is evident in Moby-Dick, em-
phasizes the dynamic, transrational nature of reality and a secular
belief that salvation lies in finding one's true, innermost, autonomous
self.

There is a great deal of truth in Zweig's views. He fails to
recognize, however, that the image patterns in Moby-Dick do conform to
the logic of gnosticism and that Melville's world view is a sensitive
interpretation of the higher reaches of gnostic religiosity.

Zweig's analysis of Moby-Dick reveals that his failure to gain a
sufficient amount of knowledge about the details of the gnostic imagin-

ation lies behind his stated belief that the symbolism of the novel is
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of the religious nature of Melville's psychological and anthropological
beliefs. One of the more important items of evidence to support this
claim concerns Zweig's treatment of the Narcissus myth that Ishmael
relates at the conclusion of "Loomings," the first chapter of the novel.
The storyteller Ishmael suggests that in this myth is found "the key to
it all" (M-D, p. 26). Zweig believes that Moby-Dick has no "key."58
He reads Ishmagl's ellip;ically-rendered version of the gnostic myth of
Narcissus only as a statement about the dangers. of self-love and a ref-
erence to a secular belief that salvation lies in finding one's free,
autonomous selfhood.

Credit can be given to Zweig for implying that the basic source of
Ishmael's version of the Narcissus myth is that entire class of ancient
gnostic literature that more or less directly images the deity as an
androgynous, Narcissus-like figure whose creation, fall, and salvation
involve a "death" by drowning. One, however, can fault him on another
score.

As one learns from Jonas's discussion of Book I of the Hermetic
Corpus and the literature of the Valentinian and Simonian schools of
ancient gnosticism, this literature employs versions of the myth to
express gnostic beliefs about Creation, the Fall, and salvation. Zweig
himself begins his book with an analysis of Book I of the Hermetic
Corpus and discusses both the Valentinian and Simonian schools of ancient
gnosticism.59 Yet he fails to perceive that Ishmael's version of
Narcissus's myth, like its prototypes in the gnostic mythos of the
ancient world, conveys the main doctrines of gnostic religiosity.

Therefore, he fails to see the complexes of imagery and metaphors in
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Moby-Dick that structure the novel and refer to this myth, and he under-
estimates the metaphysical and mystical nature of Melville's views. A
more detailed discussion of this point is provided later in this study.60
As is the case with the other critics who identify Melville's world
view and themes with gnosticism, one has reason to suspect that Sachs's
grasp of this variety of harmonial religion leaves something to be
desired. While she is concerned with demonstrating that a magic square
based on the number 16 underlies the structure of Moby-Dick and is
referred to in numerous specific passages, she misinterprets the meta-

61

physical implications of her own findings. As W. S. Andrews explains

prosaically but succinctly in his book, Magic Squares and Cubes, a

particular magic square may have one or more unique features but basic-
ally "a magic square consists of a series of numbers so arranged in a

square that the sum of each row and column and of both corner diagonals
shall be the same amount."02

From Paul Carus, who writes the introduction to Andrews' book,

Keith Ellis, the author of Number Power in Nature, Art, and Everyday

Life, Yates, who mentions that magic squares are vehicles of the gnostic

63 one gathers enough infor-

imagination in the Renaissance, and‘Senior,
mation about the nature and function of mandalas, yantras, and gnostic-
informed magic squares to distrust certain conclusions about Melville's
theological views that Sachs sets forth and implies are typical of
gnosticism.

A synopsis of these scholars' views that pertain to magic squares
includes the following information: (1) A yantra is a variant type of

mandala, and a magic square is a type of yantra. (2) All of these types

of symbolic devices present an image of totality, the universe, or
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wholeness. (3) Regardless of whether a gnostic, Buddhist, Hindu, or
other esoteric religious reading is accorded these symbols, they all
presume that the universe is the manifestation of the Ineffable One.
(4) Such symbols may serve mystical or magical ends. As "aids to con-
templation" in gnosticism, Senior says, they are a means by which to
re-integrate the parts of the self (Self) and come to a knowledge of
ultimate reality--the Ineffable One.64
Many of Sachs's findings are in keeping with these critics' views
about the function and philosophic iﬁplicatidns of gnostic-informed
symbols such as magic squares. For example, Sachs maintains that the
attainment of self-integration or wholeness is the dominant theme in
Moby-Dick, and she indicates that this theme in the novel is given a
cosmic as well as a psychological aﬁd socio-political reading. In this
respect, Sachs's views are well taken. She betrays some confusion about
gnosticism, however, when she states as one of the conclusions of her
study that Melville reveres sexual energy and then neglects to support
the idea that he deviates, in his use of a magic square, from expressing
the theological presumptions tﬁat are typical of the higher forms of
gnostic imagination.65
As one learns from Jonas and other critics, such as Campbell and
Pagels, the gnostic imagination of the ancient world employs sexual
symbolism to describe its mixture of anthropological, theistic, and
trans-theistic beliefs about God. These critics' discussions, however,
suggest that it would be erroneous to equate the gnostic concept of God
exclusively with sexual energy, for the purer forms of gnostic thought

not only are based on a negative theology but also associate the deity

with mind, thought, imagination, and intuition--mental states and
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66

functions--as well as nature, sexual energy, and humanity. And from

Chew and Altick, one learns that the gnostic imagination in the romantic
era identifies sexuality with intellectualism.67

Since Sachs does not support her claim that Melville deviates from
the higher reaches of gnosticism and reverences an energy that he thinks
of as exclusively sexual in nature, one must theorize that what Chew and
Altick claim to be true about the impact of gnostic thought on English
romantic writers in one regard holds true for Melville as well: namely,
that they tend to identify "the intellect with desire" and endow both
with a metaphysical meaning.68 Yet another aspect of the problem of
Sachs's assessment of Melville's spiritual idiom is the difficulty of
reconciling her notion of the life force with a magic square. According
to Carus, because a magic square suggestsvpattern and "the cosmic order,"
it implies an intelligent universe.69 Thus, one surmises that Sachs, in
concluding that Melville equates God with sexual energy, misunderstands
the theological implications of gnosticism.

Like the works of Thompson, Vargish, Zweig, and Sachs, those by
Senior, Bigelow, and Mattﬁieson exhibit varying degrees of confusion
about gnosticism, and their difficulties in coming to terms with this
form of the harmonial religious impulse inhibit the comprehension of
Melville's world view and themes. Neither Senior's, Bigelow's, nor
Matthiesson's problems with gnosticism, however, affect the apprehension
of Melville's spiritual idiom and themes to the same extent as do those
of the other critics who identify Melville's world view with gnosticism.
One reason why this is true of Senior and Bigelow is that neither of
them specifically discusses Melville's approach to reality, and neither

examines any of Melville's works. Instead, following Senior's example,
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Bigelow simply lists Melville as among those writers whose world view

and themes fall within the occult sphere of ideas (which, in each case,
is treated essentially as an expression of gnosticism) and focuses his
attention on the literature of authors other than Melville.70

Because neither Senior nor Bigelow specifically discusses Melville's
approach to reality or fiction, one cannot say much about the effect of
their treatment of gnosticism on the comprehension of Melville's world
view and themes. This can be said, however: Senior's study and that by
Bigelow, which depends heavily on Senior's definition of the occult or
hermetic world view, present a somewhat skewed discussion of gnosticism
in that both slight the gnostic concern for liberty and downplay its
rebellious, antinomian aspect. Furthermore, neither comments at any
length on the relationship between Christianity and gnosticism or speci-
fies that, unlike neoplatonism, gnosticism maintains the reality of
evil.’!

The aspects of gnosticism that Senior and Bigelow slight are im-
portant to the understanding Melville's fiction. Thus, while it should
be stressed that both of these works do provide information that is
helpful in coming to terms with Melville's religious philosophy, it
should be stated that readers cannot depend on either of these two works
for enough information about gnosticism to allow them to grasp the
thoroughly gnostic nature of Melville's world view and themes.

Strange as it may seem, the first critic to suggest that Melville's
world view and themes are expressions of the gnostic impulse is less
hampered by his problems with defining gnosticism than any of the other

critics who follow him in time and, like him, place Melville's world

view within the gnostic sphere of ideas. 1Indeed, Matthiesson makes a
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number of thoughtful comments about Melville's world view, and his
overall judgment about it is the one that finds the most support in this
study. Nonetheless, Matthiesson's treatment of gnosticism per se and

his discussion of it in relation to Melville's world view and fiction
also continue to display the now familiar pattern: A lack of knowledge
about the gnosticism intereferes with apprehension of Melville's gnostic-
informed fiction.

Melville readers benefit greatly from the perspicuous comments that
Matthiesson makes about Melville's spiritual idiom and fictional themes.
For example, Matthiesson is the first critic to suggest that Melville
was a student of ancient gnosticism. Matthiesson also introduces the
theory that Melville's world view represents an expression of Christian
gnosticism (gnosticism is found in pagan, Jewish, and Christian forms).
He presents this theory by relating Melville's world view more emphati-
cally to that of the Marcionites, a dualistic Christian school of ancient
gnosticism, rather than to that of the Ophites, a pagan monadic variety
of gnostic thought.72

A third point that Matthiesson makes is that Melville's neo-gnostical
spiritual idiom constitutes a sensitive and significant interpretation
of reality. He treats it as a form of religious anthropology which is
probably ontologically monadic but strongly moral and dualistic in
nature. Furthermore, he observes that Melville's fiction indicates a
primary concern with "the.problem of human suffering."73

Becoming more specific, Matthiesson elaborates on Melville's ap-
proach to reality with the following observation. Melville's Christian
gnostic world view promotes freedom, equality, and the "ideal of a

'

balanced society," and regards orthodox Christianity as its inferior.



The forces that inhibit the realization of the ideal are the adversai,,
but good and evil are treated as capable of undergoing reversals.
Melville's Christian gnosticism holds that human beings are divine and
generally conveys the idea that life is tragic but that beauty and
heroism redeem it. |

With such observations, Matthiesson comes closer than any of the
other critics to identifying ﬁelville's world view with gnosticism by
accurately delineatiﬁg its nature and implications. But as valuable as
his study is, it is flawed. The major inadequacy of Matthiesson's study
is the same one that marks the works of the other critics who do more
than simply assert that Melville should be classed as a gnostic. Like
Thompson, Zweig, Vargish, and Sachs, Matthiesson fails to perceive the
extent to which Melville's world view is mystical and metaphysical in
nature, and he slights its transmoral, affirmative aspect.

Other deficiencies are apparent in Matthiesson's treatment of
Melville's spiritual idiom. Matthiesson fails to discuss adequately the
implications of maintaining that Melville was a Christian gnostic. For
example, Matthiesson prbvides no systematic or formal comparison of
orthodox Christianity with gnostic Christianity, and he avoids the
subject of the role that Jesus or other gnostic savior figures play in
Christian gnostic forms of thought per se and in Melville's fictidn.
Further, he gives the errdneous impression that the true basic source of
Melville's world view and the form of Christian gnosticism with which it
has the most affinity is the school of Marcionite belief, and he does
not note that Melville believed in salvation by gnosis.74
This study agrees with Matthiesson's suggestion that the gnostic

literature of the ancient world is the most basic source of Melville's
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spiritual idiom and literary themes, which is a view strengthened by
Vargish's and Zweig's studies.’> Moreover, this discussion is in agree-
ment with Matthiesson's implicit classification of Melville's under-
standing of reality as an expression of Christian gnosticism. But it
qualifies, clarifies, and builds on Matthiesson's findings.

Agreement in this study that Melville's world view is most appro-
priately classified as a nineteenth-century eipression of Christian
gnosticism does not include a suggestion that it resembles orthodox
Christianity in any significant way. Moreover, there is no intention in
this study to suggest that it is appropriate to regard only Christian
expressions of gnosticism, such as the literature of the schools of the
Marcionites or the Valentinians, as the basic sources of Melville's
fiction. And certainly there is no implication intended that Melville's
spiritual idiom finds it closest analogue in the ancient world's
Marcionite school of thought.

Advanced in this discussion are the following views about the most
important source of Melville's world view and literature. It is the
entire class of ancient gnostic thought that derives dualism from a
pre-existent unity. This class of gnostic thought includes Christian,
Jewish, and pagan varieties of gnosticism and shows strong affinities
with the great religious philosophies of the Far East. The Simonian and

Valentinian schools of gnosticism, the literature of the Hermetic Corpus,

and the apocryphal gospels of John and Thomas are in this class. There
is evidence as well, in Melville's fiction, that he drew upon the liter-
ature of various dualistic as well as non-dualistic expressions of
gnostic belief. Besides these expressions of pagan and Christian gnosti-

cism, the traditions of alchemy and the Cabala, as Sachs, Senior, and
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Bigelow suggest, are basic sources of Melville's world view. Both of
these expressions of the gnostic impulse have their origin in the ancient
world but are not elaborated on extensively in the West until the Middle
Ages. Obviously, this study does not mean to imply that the sources of
Melville's world view are limited to ancient gnosticism.

With the goal in mind of further clarifying Melville's world view
and compensating for some of the inadequacies of the works which relate
his life philosophy to gnosticism, the writer next contrasts orthodox
Christianity with the monadic class of Christian gnosticism in general
terms. After this, the new insights into Melville's fiction that result
from recognizing that he consistently and sincerely subscribed to a
Christian gnostic spiritual idiom will be discussed.

The attempt to establish that Melville was a religiously inclined
Christian gnostic begins with a comparison of the tenets of a non-
dualistic form of Christian gnosticism with some of those of orthodox
Christianity. The relationship of Christianity to gnosticism is hotly
debated by scholars. Certain things, however, seem fairly clear. The
two have points of affinity because both gnosticism and Christianity, as
Walker says, represent amalgams of Hellenic and oriental beliefs.76
Some of the points of difference are as follows: Pagels says that
unlike gnosticism, Christianity maintains that there is an essential
difference between God, humankind, and nature. Christianity allows no
theology of immanence, and it has historically opposed pantheism.
Moreover, whereas gnosticism conceives of the highest god-head in terms
of a dynamic balance of opposites within a general context of freedom or
indeterminancy, and uses the Self-Integrated Androgyne as a symbol for

this ideal state of consciousness, Christianity traditionally envisions
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God in theistic, masculine terms.

Christian gnostics, like orthodox Christians, make use of the idea
of Jesus as the Son of Man and as the pre-existent Logos, but gnostics
believe that- when people become maturé, they themselves become the Logos
by "re-cognizing'" that in their true selves, they were and always had
been, in essence, identical with the Divine. Christian gnostics regard
Jesus in many ways, says Pagels, but chiefly as a teacher, a guide, a
spiritual master--an incarnation of the Trufh, to quote Pagels on
Valentinian speculation, that "humanity itself manifests the divine life
and divine revelation." Orthodox Christians, on the other hand, gener-
ally believe that Jesus was a completely unique being whose death on the
cross redeemed humankind, and they believe in the reality of bodily
resurrection. Gnostics deny the belief in bodily resurrection, main-
taining that it is the spirit that is eternal. Pagels differentiates
further between orthodox Christianity and monadic expressions of
Christian gnosticism. Whereas the orthodox believe that the Kingdom of
God is going to be a literal, historical event, gnostics interpret it to
be a condition of self-transformation.77

Melville's understanding of gnosticism is more complex than the
comparison suggests. However, it serves to place his vision in the
appropriate context. The next portion of this discussion is intended to
serve this same purpose. In it, a definition of the nature, history,
and implications of gnosticism is set forth. This definition is quite
broad. It traces the gnostic impulse from the time of its inception to
the present. The effort here is to provide readers with a good grasp of
gnosticism that includes all of its more important ramifications before

Melville's major fiction is analyzed.
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A further examination of the Melville bibliography follows the
definition of gnosticism. This review is limited to a consideration of
the most eminent critics' views about Melville's religious imagination
and themes. While only one member of this group (Thompson) explicitly
links Melville's understanding of reality to gnosticism, this study
demonstrates that the burden of these scholars' views suggests the
appropriateness of doing so. Kept on an abstract level, this portion of
the discussion serves systematically to compare Melville's world view in
its general features with that of the higher reaches of the gnostic
impulse as set forth in the definition of gnosticism and to strengthen
the case for classifying Melville's spiritual idiom as a gnostic expres-
sion of religious psychology.

Building not only on the studies of Matthiesson, Thompson, Vargish,
Sachs, Zweig, Bigelow, and Senior but also on those of Melville's most
esteemed scholars, this study offers new insights into Melville's major

fiction. This category includes Typee, Mardi, Moby-Dick, "Benito Cereno,"

"Bartleby the Scrivener,'" The Confidence-Man, and "Billy Budd." The new

insights presented in this study involve the gnostic implications of the
characterization of the protagonists and their quest objects, the most
important image patterns, and the monoplot of these works.

A somewhat more specific statement of the new insights yields the

following information. The plots and image patterns of Typee, Mardi,

Moby-Dick, "Benito Cereno,'" '"Bartleby'", The Confidence-Man, and "Billy

Budd" are a working out of the myth of the potential gnostic redeemer.
This myth is the basic source of Melville's major works in regard to the
level of the "experienced landscape'" in each. In keeping with this

symbolic structure, the protagonists of these works are characterized as
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the potential gnostic savior, and all of the quest objects of these
protagonists are depicted as the gnostic concept of the fallen world-
Soul (the fallen Thought of the Unknown God). Moreover, this discussion
shows that (1) the myths of the potential gnostic savior that date from
the ancient world provide an interpretation of gnostic ideas about the
Creation, the Fall, and salvation; (2) Melville, in his major works, is
more indebted to this body of religious but imaginative fiction than
anyone has realized; and (3) Melville's works serve as a vehicle for his
interpretation of these myths and the themes and doctrines of gnosti-
cism.

With these views, this study builds onto the existing theories
about gnosticism in regard to Melville's spiritual idiom and art. If
the findings of this study are correct, the gnostic version of the
Narcissus myth that Ishmael relates in '"Loomings" is the "key" to
Melville's major works and world view, for it is a cryptic, elliptical

version of the gnostic myth of the potential redeemer.
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An Historical and Critical Dictiomary. London, 1710, 4 volumes (p. 430,
n. 11); (2) and Andrews Norton, The Evidences of the Genuineness of the
Gospels, Cambridge, Mass.: John Owen, 1844, 3 volumes (pp. 430-32, n.
14). Matthiesson in American Renaissance says that Melville purchased
Bayle's Philosophical Dictionary in the summer of 1849 (p. 439).
Thompson remarks that Melville could hardly "have escaped knowing
Norton's Evidences" because his "work was a scholarly landmark of the
period" (p. 430, n. 14).

Vargish presents Norton's works as a source for Moby-Dick, and he
acknowledges that Thompson deserves the credit for this.

See Thompson, pp. 33-40, for a discussion of the "Devil School."
The author of A Handbook to Literature notes that Southey uses the term
"Satanic School™ in his Vision of Judgment (1821) "to designate the
members of the literary group made up of Bryon, Shelley, Hunt, and their
associates, whose irregular lives and radical ideas . . . suggested the
term." See C. Hugh Holman, A Handbook to Literature, 3rd ed., (1936;
rpt. Indianapolis: Odyssey-Bobbs-Merrill, 1972), p. 472.

31 Pagels, Introduction, p. xxxi.

32 williston Walker, A History of the Christian Church, 3rd ed.
(1918; rpt. New York: Charles Scribmer's Soms, 1970), p. 53. Walker
lists Valentinus, "one of the most gifted thinkers" of the second cen-
tury A.D., and Clement of Alexandria, head of the famous Alexandrian
catechetical school, as two of the best representatives of Christian
gnosticism (pp. 53, 72-73). Origen (?182-254?), he says, who was
Clement's pupil, produced "the first great systematic presentation of
Christianity'"; however, he suggests that Origen's thought is best con-
sidered an expression of neoplatonism (pp. 74-75).

33 Anlstrom, II, 548-49.

34 Ahlstrom, II, 540. Ahlstrom distinguishes between the purer
expressions of gnosticism and neoplatonism in nineteenth and twentieth-
century American thought in the following way. Gnosticism leans toward
more activist forms of mysticism and promotes world views which stress
the dynamic, paradoxical, and transrational aspects of reality (pp.
549-70). More specifically, the gnostic impulses "either explicitly
place themselves outside of the Judaeo-Christian tradition, or they
claim to absorb the truths of all historical religions. They tend to
relate themselves positively to the great Eastern religions," demon-
strate stronger "rational and empirical interests," and "emphasize
esoteric doctrines, astrology, flamboyant symbolism, occult power,
and/or secret organizational structures" (p. 550).

Matthiesson in American Reniassance remarks that whereas "Emerson
tried to establish the merely negative nature of evil,” Melville opposed
Emerson on this point, saying that "he had had 'enough of this Plato who
talks thro' his nose'" (pp. 184-86).




37

35 Thompson, pp. 63 3-7, 148. Thompson considers Melville a "pro-
foundly disturbed" person whose attitude was "sophomoric" (pp. 122-34;
242).

36 Thompson, pp. 186-87. Elsewhere Thompson says that Melville was
"enough of a transcendentalist to equate 'Nature' with 'God'" (p. 129).

37 Saurat, pp. 8-9; 76 ff.

38 Throughout this discussion, the symbol A=B yet A#B is used to
represent the higher consciousness which is the goal of the gnostic.

The symbol is referred to as the gnostic paradigm of the enlightened
consciousness in this study. Senior terms this symbol a yantra. He
equates A=B with the principle of identify and A#B with non-identity.
According to Senior, any symbolic construct which expresses this para-
doxical kind of logic is a yantra (pp. 19-20, 201). Bigelow observes
that the gnostic imagination allows for dualism and hierarchy (A#B) as
well as unity and paradox (A=B) (p. 26).

The editors and authors of The Search for Personal Freedom contrast
this "eastern" type of logic with the Aristotelean law of contradiction
which holds that "A is not both A and not-A." See Neal M. Cross, Robert
C. Lamm, and Rudy H. Turk, "Ideas and Conflicts Which Motivate the
Twentieth Century," The Search for Personal Freedom: A Text for a
Unified Course in the Humanities, ed. Neal M. Cross, Robert C. Lamm,
and Rudy H. Turk, 5th ed. (1948; rpt. Dubuque, Iowa: Wm. C. Brown,
1977), p. 261.

39 H. Bruce Franklin points out in The Wake of the Gods that
Melville shows a preference for Christian myth but employs a wealth of
mythological and religious imagery in his fiction, treating various
symbolic entities as interchangeable icons. See his book, The Wake of
the Gods: Melville's Mythology (Stanford, Ca.: Stanford Univ. Press,
1963), pp. ix-x. '"Syncretism," says Walker, is one of the key character-
istics of the gnostic imagination (p. 52).

40 Herman Melville, Moby-Dick, ed., intro., and anno. Charles
Fiedelson, Jr. (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1964), p. 128. All sub-
sequent quotations from Moby-Dick will be taken from this edition and
will be noted in the text of this study by the abbreviation M-D.

For Typee and Mardi I will use The Writings of Herman Melville, ed.
Harrison Hayford, Hershel Parker, and G. Thomas Tanselle (Evanston,

I11l.: Northwestern Univ. Press; Chicago: The Newberry Library, 1968-
71). The abbreviations T and M signify these works in this paper.

The edition of "Benito Cereno'" which is cited in the text is one
that is included in Melville's Benito Cereno: A Text for Guided Research.
It is published by D. C. Heath and Company, ed. John P. Runden (Boston,
1965). References to "Bartleby The Scrivener" are to the Viking Press,
ed. and intro. Jay Leyda, 2nd ed. (1952; rpt. New York, 1968). The
Norton Critical Edition of The Confidence-Man: His Masquerade, ed.
Hershel Parker (New York, 1971) is cited. And references to "Billy
Budd" are to Billy Budd, Sailor (An Inside Narrative), ed. Harrison
Hayford and Merton M. Sealts, Jr. (Chicago, 1962). The following abbre-
viations serve to identify these works in the text: "BC"="Benito Cereno';
"B"= "Bartleby'"; C-M=The Confidence-Man; and '"BB"=""Billy Budd."




38

41 Yates, pp. 185-87, 315, 356. Ahlstrom, II, 550 £f.

42 Vargish, 273. "The gnostics were neither relativists nor skep-
tics. Like the orthodox," says Pagels, '"they sought the 'one sole
truth.' But gnostics tended to regard all doctrines, speculations, and
myths--their own as well as others'--as only approaches to truth"

(p. 137).

43 Andrews Norton, The Evidence of the Genuineness of the Gospels
(Cambridge, Mass., 1844), III, 73, as quoted by Vargish, 274.

44

Vargish, 273, 277.

45 Pagels, pp. 44, 59, 61, 67-68, 72, 79, 155. Pagels observes
that the Valentinians "married, raised children, [and] worked at ordin-
ary employment." Irenaeus says that a Valentinian must "have inter-
course with a woman, . . since his action is an earthly symbol of the
unions of the aeons above." Therefore, one concludes that the Valen-
tinians held that marriage and sex held a mystical and metaphysical
significance. See Pagels, p. 174; Irenaeus, Adversus Haeresus I, 6.2-3,
in R. M. Grant, Gnosticism and Early Christianity, 2nd ed. (1959; rpt.
New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 1966), p. 138.

46 Pagels, pp. 151, 61, 64; Jonas pp. 174-75 ff.; Pagels, p. 175.

47 Vargish, 277.

48 Pagels, pp. 59, 64. Zweig, p. 11. See also Jonas, "The Valen-
tinian Speculation,'" pp. 174-205. .

49 Zweig, p. 1l.

50 Vargish, pp. 274-75.

51 Jonas, p. 185.

52 Vargish, p. 275. See Pagels for a discussion of Sophia as a
criminal-savior figure (pp. 64-65).

33 See Chapter i, The Gnostic Mirror," in Zweig's book but espec-
ially pp. 15, 28-29.

54 Zweig, p. 6.

55 Pagels, pp. 25, 30, 59-60.

56 Pagels, pp. 147, 161.

7 See Chapter ii, "Melville's World of Change in Moby-Dick," in
Zweig's study, but especially p. 209 and the Preface, p. vi.

58 Zweig, pp. 209-10.



39

= Zweig, pp. 212-13., See also "The Gnostic Mirror," pp. 3-21.
Jonas, pp. 62, 174,

60 gee Chapter IV, pp. 151-56.

61 Sachs, pp. 7, 12: "Le lecture de Moby-Dick au niveau symbolique
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message codé inscrit dans le text . . . .

Cette clef se trouve, comme nous le verrons plus loin, dans le carre
magique de nombre 16."

And she adds: "Certalnes analogies avec la Kabbale, a laquelle
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dans cette optique que nous avons essaye de decoder le message, €en nous
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1960), p. 1.
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Ellis, Number Power in Nature, Art and Everyday Life (New York: St.
Martin's Press, 1978), pp. 204-08. Yates, pp. 134-35. Senior, pp.
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Senior, p. 19.
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le noir, la tete et le phallus, etc. Or Melville rejette cette concep-
tion . . . . Il [Moby-Dick] s'agit d'un livre profondément humaniste
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de faire redécouvrir a 1'homme moderne aliéng 1l'unite originelle formée
doubles complémentaires et non pas d'une dualité destructrice, et de le
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66 Jonas, pp. 42-43. See Pagels, Chapter iii," God the Father/God
the Mother," pp. 57-83. According to Campbell, the "Wisdom" attained by
some gnostics is the equivalent of that characteristic of Mahayana
Buddhism (IV, 158).

67 Chew and Altick p. 1125, paraphrasing More, The Drift of
Romanticism, pp. 21-31.

68

See note 67.

69 Carus, Intro., in Andrews' Magic Squares and Numbers, pp. vii-
viii.

70 Senior, p. 51, n. 1l. Senior concentrates on illustrating how
various works by Blake, Hugo, Nerval, Baudelaire, Rimbaud, Huys mans,
Villiers, Mallarmé, Yeats, and Eliot place them within the occult tra-
dition, but he draws other writers in to make his point about the ubi-
quity of gnostic ideas in modern literature.

Bigelow, p. 26. Bigelow discusses four world views which he re-
gards as influences on Western literature, but he says that the Hermetic
world view is basic to romantic and symbolist literature (p. 3).

"l Senior's and Bigelow's formal presentations of the occult world
view are weak in regard to the gnostic doctrine of a negative theology
and the antinomianism in gnosticism. Their discussions of the litera-
ture and lives of several symbolist poets lead them into these areas.
Senior's treatment of T. S. Eliot provides one with some insights about
the way that Christian myths and symbols can be used to carry a gnostic
vision of reality, but still the reader interested in the relationship
between Christianity and gnosticism will not find his study adequate.

72 Matthiesson, pp. 439, 442, 450, 491.
73 Matthiesson, pp. 442, 514.

74 Matthiesson also suggests that Melville's world view was influ-
enced by Manicheanism (pp. 439, 458) and suggests an affinity between
Berdyaev's concept of humanitarian individualism and that of Melville
(p. 459, n. 7).

75 Unlike these critics, however, this study agrees with Franklin
that Melville had a first-hand knowledge of various Renaissance and
ancient works about gnosticism. See Franklin, pp. 8, 23. Sach's study
implies this view. Yates discusses or mentions some of the more impor-
tant works of the Renaissance that deal with the Hermetic-Cabalist
imagination.

76 Walker, p. 53.

77 Pagels, pp. 143-69.



CHAPTER II
THE NATURE, HISTORY, AND IMPLICATIONS OF GNOSTICISM

Referring chiefly to the Church Fathers Irenaeus, Hippolytus,
Tertullian, Origen, Clement of Alexandria, and Epiphanius, Pagels states
that "the first to investigate the gnostics were their orthodox contemp-

n "1
oraries.

Nevertheless, as Voegelin observes, the systematic investi-
gation of both ancient and modern gnosticism began in the Enlightenment.
He adds, however, that while "the research on ancient gnosticism has a
complex history of more than two hundred years,'" despite auspicious
beginnings, the research on modern gnosticism almost died out in the
mid-nineteenth century and was not revived to a significant degree until
after World War II.2
Scholars offer different opinions about why the research on modern
gnosticism underwent nearly a century long moratorium,3 but generally
agree on the two factors that brought the lack of investigation to an
end, First, in 1945, in Upper Egypt a spectacular archeological dis-
covery was made of fifty-two gnostic texts that date from the early
Christian era. This important find helped to reawaken interest in the
subject of gnosticism.4 The second reason is broad and general in
nature. Since the Enlightenment, to no small extent because of the
gnostic impulse itself, Western scholarship has devoted itself to self-

understanding. Therefore, because gnosticism has had an extraordinary

impact on Western culture, it was inevitable that the investigation of

41
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the gnostic legacy would resume. That the research of modern gnosticism
did resume is verified today by the wealth of works written about it in
the last three decades.5 One result of this activity is that now it is
possible to offer a more accurate and appropriate definition of gnosti-
cism in terms of its nature, history, and implications, than had been
possible in the past.

A definition of the word gnosis indicates that first and foremost,
gnosticism in its higher expressions is a form of mysticism. Alluding
to the affinity of gnosticism with the great religions of the Far East,
Campbell explains that

the Greek word gnosis (whence '"Gnosticism') and the Sanskrit

word bodhi (whence 'Buddhism') have exactly the same meaning,
'knowledge'--referring to a knowledge, however, transcending

that derived either empirically from the senses or rationally
by way of categories of thought. Such ineffable knowledge

transcends, as well, the germs and images by which it is
metaphorically suggested.

"The emphasis on knowledge as the means for the attainment of
salvation, or even as the form of salvation itself," Jonas says "and the
claim to the possession of this knowledge in one's own articulate doctrine
are common features of . . . numerous sects" of gnosticism that arose
early in the Graeco-Roman period. Another outstanding characteristic of
the various schools of gnostic thought, says Walker, is "syncretism."7

Because of these common features, as well as others, the term
gnosticism, narrowly defined, 1is used as a collective heading for the
widespread, highly diverse, and highly syncretistic movement of esoteric
or harmonial religion in the ancient world, any single manifestation of
which could be predominantly mystical, magical, or philosophical.

Ahlstrom defines an esoteric or harmonial religion as one that holds

that all good depends upon the rapport which one establishes with the
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. ee 8
cosmos and the degree to which one is "'in tune with the infinite.'"
This definition is helpful because it appropriately leads one to associ-
ate the gnostic imagination with the Greek idea of harmony or balance

and the Chinese concept of yin and yang. As it assumed Christian forms

and challenged from within the orthodox elements in the early church,
thereby earning for itself the reputation of being the first heresy,
gnosticism manifested itself in pagan and Jewish forms.

A theory prevailed for centuries that gnosticism was a religious
movement that confined its impact to the ancient world. As Voegelin
points out, however, during the Enlightenment when scholars began to
research the history of heresy, they began to change their minds about
the continuity and impact of the gnostic impulse, seeing evidence of it
in their milieu. Today modern scholarship recognizes the validity of
the studies of gnosticism done in the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies, and gnosticism has been given a broader definition.9

Besides referring to a movement of esoteric religion in the ancient
world, now the term gnosticism is understood to refer to the most impor-
tant element in vast movement of occult ideas that has existed as a
secret stream throughout most of Western history. It surfaced in its
purer forms with great strength in the Renaissance and the romantic era,
however, taking on many‘new rational and political forms in the process.
During this phase of its history, it inspired radical and liberal move-
ments. In short, when the gnostic imagination strips itself of some of
"bizarre" features that, as Ahlstrom says, frequently attend on it in
"specific instances'"--features such as an emphasis on "flamboyant sym-
bolism, occult powers," and "complicated institutional structures,"10

one can see that it has influenced virtually every area and aspect of



44

modern life.

Some of the most notable mystics, theologians, philosophers, scien-
tists, and revolutionaries embody its spirit. A list of those whose
works or activities bear close witness to the gnostic impulse should
include these names: Meister Eckhart, Jacob Boehme, Paracelsus, Pico
della Mirandola, Jean Jacques Rousseau, Benjamin Franklin, William
Godwin, Mary Wollstonecraft, Friedriéh Schelling, Annie Woods Besant,

C. J. Jung, and Nicholas ‘Berdyaev. Some of the philosophers, scientists
and revolutionaries whose works are further removed from direct links
with gnosticism but show the effects of its influence or a particular
affinity with it are John Locke, Karl Marx, Freud, and Albert Einstein.

Eckhart and Boehme, along with Schelling and Berdyaev, are the key
figures in the line of development that produced the philosophic expres-
sion of romanticism, German idealism, and then existentialism from the
gnostic impulse. Eckhart, whom Steven E. Ozment refers to as a "bril-
liant alleged heretic,"11 and Boehme, whom Maurice Friedman describes as

' are considered the Fathers of German idealism and

"a Lutheran gnostic,’
existentialism. According to Friedman, it was Schelling (1750-1854) who
"partly under the influence of Boehme began the movement beyond German
idealism" toward existentialism.12 Both Jonas and Voegelin discuss
existentialism as a modern form of gnostic thought.13 Furthermore, it
is interesting to note that Berdyaev, whom John Macquarrie chooses as
the figure most representative of existentialism,14 is the subject of
two dissertations that relate his world view to gnosticism: the Rever-
end Paul Vincent Kennedy's "A Philosophical Appraisal of the Modernist

and Charles C. Knapp's '"Nicolas
15

Gnosticism of Nicolas Berdyaev,'

Berdyaev: Theologian of Prophetic Gnosticism.”
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The inclusion of Paracelsus, Franklin, Freud, Jung, and Einstein in
this 1list fleshes out Ahlstrom's observation about the gnostic imagina-
tion that it frequently exhibits "strong rational and empirical interests."l6
Edwardes lists Paracelsus, whose involvement with alchemy is well known,
as the father of chemotherapy and hence one of the founders of modern
medicine.17 According to a study by N. Hans, referred to by James H.
Billington, in 1776, Franklin became the head of an occult lodge of
Freemasonry in Paris. Noting that some of its members held "a magical
faith in the transforming power of science," Billington reminds readers
that revolutionism in science, as well as politics, was related to
occultism in the eighteenth century.18

In the figure of Franklin, one obtains an idea of how the gnostic
impulse, which is essentially subjective, metaphysical, and psychological
in nature, could transform into a rationalistic, scientific approach to
reality and eventually look coldly on its forﬁer self. Nevertheless, as
Ahlstrom points out, in its purer forms, gnosticism insists on "the
spiritual unity of all things" and thus is as uncomfortable with pure
science and a narrow rationalism as the scientific, materialistic world
view is with it.

Voegelin and June Singer (a former student of Jung), as well as
Bigelow, agree that psychology and psychoanalysis are modern forms of
the gnostic imagination passed through the alembic of rationalism.19
And putting Einstein's name on the list of persons whose ideas show a
certain affinity with the gnostic imagination suggests yet another
direction in the area of science gnosticism points to. As Campbell
remafks, the basic principle of Einstein's physics was anticipated in a

twelfth-century gnostic text.20
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The inclusion of Pico della Mirandola, John Locke, Jean Jacques
Rousseau, William Godwin, Mary Wollstonecraft, Karl Marx, and Annie
Woods Besant in this list suggests the ramifications of gnosticism in
the socio-political arena. According to Yates, Pico della Mirandola's

' a primary document of Renaissance humanism,

essay, the '"Dignity of Man,'
is permeated with gnostic ideas.21 The discussions of gnosticism by

Pagels, Norman Cohn (The Pursuit of the Millenium),22 Voegelin, and Oz-

ment, among others, indicate that anarchism, feminism, communism, and
democracy all take their inspiration from it. Relating left-wing social
and political changes to the gnostic impulse, Voegelin states that the
belief that human beings are "supermen" who have the right and power to
transform this world into a heaven and bring about "a community of
autonomous persons" is the fuel in the Western utopian tradition. It is
this ideal, he says, that "is most clearly recognizable in communism,"
but he believes, too, that '"the idea of democracy . . . thrives not
inconsiderably on the symbolism of a community of autonomous men."23
Billington's discussion of the gnostic impulse in relation to
Masonic and other "secret" societies of the eighteenth, nineteeth, and
early twentieth centuries24 lends weight to Voegelin's views, while
Mervyn Jones's article on "Freemasonry" supports yet mollifies them.25
Thus, keeping in mind the revelation, in Ozment's discussion, that
Christian millennial beliefs mixed freely with the gnostic impulse in
many of the historical manifestations of the utopian and perfectionist
drive, one can say of gnosticism what he says of the sixteenth-century
dissenters who are the subject of his book: it sowed '"the seeds of

social disintegration" and encouraged the desire to either reform or

reject the world, but it plucked the fruit of '"those truths most men
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would now hold to be self--evident."26

Locke, of course, is one of the Fathers of the Enlightenment and of
democracy. Rousseau is one of the philosophers of the French Enlight-
enment who helped set the stage for the French Revolution (as well as
for romanticism). That their political philosophies stem from different
branches of the same impulse is a point made by Neal M. Cross, Robert C.
Lamb, and Rudy H. Turk. Godwin is known as England's first political
anarchist while Wollstonecraft is her first political feminist, and Marx
represents communism to most people today. Locke is related to gnosti-
cism through humanism, liberalism, and nominalism, which, according to
Jonas, the gnostic impulse promotes.27

Without directly linking them, Zweig discusses Rousseau in connec-
tion with the heresy of the Free Spirit, a gnostic-inspired movement of
the Middle Ages that proclaimed the only thoroughly revolutionary social
doctrine that existed in the later Middle Ages.28 Zweig's study pre-
pares one to find England's first political anarchist linked to gnosti-
cism, such as occurs in James Henry Rieger's unpublished dissertation,

29

"The Gnostic Prometheus: A Study of Godwin and the Shelleys. And

Voegelin includes Marxism as a modern form of the gnostic vision of

. . 30

reality in his book.
Edwardes and Ahlstrom discuss Besant as a revolutionary and a

disciple of the mother of modern theosophy, Madame Helena Blavatsky. To

quote Ahlstrom, gnosticism "is the fountainhead" of this movement.

Their treatment of Besant and modern theosophy reveals connections

between the gnostic imagination, anti-colonialism, the human rights

movement in the twentieth century, the recognition of the value of

India's sacred scripture, and the increase of interest in the great
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religious philosophies of the Far East. They also link modern theosophy
with the concern for the environment, the tendency toward religious and
political forms of universalism that invoke the unity of humankind, and
a host of phenomena associated with the counter-culture movement of the
1960s.31

A list of poets and writers whose works have acted as vehicles for
the gnostic imagination can only begin to suggest its ramifications in
the area of art. Saurat demonstrates that this list must include, among
others, Spenser, Milton, Goethe, Blake, Shelley, and Victor Hugo.32

Vernon Stauffer, the author of New England and the Bavarian Illuminati,

would have one add Herder. According to him, both Goethe and Herder
were members of the legendary neo-gnostical Illuminati society.33 As
Zweig observes and The Temgest makes plain, Shakespeare, too, expressed
gnostic ideas in his poetry and plays.34
Pointing out that '"the strong attachment of Blake and Yeats to the
occult is well known," Bigelow follows Senior in maintaining that other
writers whose works express gnostic or a mixture of gnostic and neo-
platonic philosophic and cosmological ideas are Coleridge, Poe, Emerson,
Thoreau, Hawthorne, Melville, Whitman, Henry James, '"possibly Emily
Dickinson," Wallace Stevens, T. S. Eliot, W. C. Williams, Joyce, Conrad,
Faulkner, and Steinbeck. Senior would have one add to this group
Katherine Mansfield, D. H. Lawrence, and Thomas M’ann.35 Some studies
suggest that other writers whose fiction bears the imprint of the on-
going movement of the gnostic imagination include Browning, Carlyle,
George Bernard Shaw, Nabokov, Dylan Thomas, Camus, Sartre, Hesse, Kafka,

36

and Walker Percy. And certainly, if they have not received it, the

works of Emily Bronte and Gabriel Garcia Marquez deserve investigation
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as significant interpretations of the gnostic world view.

This list helps explain and justify Bigelow's claim that "in the
literature of the present century, hermetic ideas are to be found nearly
everywhere."37 This is a thesis that Thab Hassan helps support in his

book, The Dismemberment of Orpheus: Toward a Postmodern Literature, and

in his article, "The New Gnosticism: Speculations on an Aspect of the
Postmodern Mind."38 As a review of the creative talent directly or
indirectly associated with the gnostic impulse implies, Voegelin's
statement that gnosticism constitutes '"the essence of modernism" may not
be as much of an exaggeration as it first appears to be.39

Scholars propose a number of reasons to explain why gnosticism has
had a lot of influence on Western culture. Ahlstrom points out that it
"has in fact been a great religious and cosmological alternative to
Christianity ever since apostolic times" and that "from earliest times
even orthodox Christians and Jews have taken it into account, incorpora-
ting what they could, denouncing what was unacceptable, and disagreeing
as to which was what." He believes that gnosticism has persisted as a
religious force because it offers "an enormously imaginative and unitive
world view'" that appeals to those dissatisfied with orthodox forms of
faith.

Campbell, in his discussion of this question, suggests that gnosti-
cism has exercised a lot of influence because it has promoted the view-
point that people have the right to their own version of the truth and
because it regards truth as ongoing and progressive. Furthermore, he
specifies that gnosticism focuses interest on the self. Commenting on

the great "diversity and multiplication of cults," which characterize

ancient gnosticism, Campbell explains this diversity on the basis of the
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gnostic adherence to a negative theology, but his explanation underlines
as well the subjectivism of the gnostic imagination. Believing that God
at the ultimate level is unknowable in any final or absolute way, he
says, engenders the view that the terms and images or speculative sys-—
tems by which one attempts to "capture" the Divine may say more about
the level of one's own spiritual development than such efforts may say
about the Divine itself.40

Voegelin holds to the theory that gnosticism has shaped the modern
consciousness because it has given rise to the belief that human beings
are grand god-like beings who have the power and right to transform
themselves, their psyches, théir institutions, or their environments in
any way they see fit. The gnostic, he says, is interested in power.

In keeping with Voegelin's views, one might recall the gnostic dictum
that salvation is based on "knowledge";42 for many today who are in-
fluenced by the belief that knowledée is the key to the future imbue
scientific knowledge with an aura of religiosity.

Taken collectively, the broad, general reasons offered by these
critics to explain its impact emphasize that gnosticism promotes a
human-centered, activist orientation to reality. Certainly that is
true. But more specifically one might say, and thus attempt to get
closer to the key doctrines and characteristics of the purer forms of
the gnostic imagination, that gnosticism has been closely involved with
revolutionary cultural change because it kept alive some quite ancient
ideas about the self, God, and nature even while it promoted the modern
ideals of freedom, individualism, and wholeness and a subjective,
dynamic, and paradoxical approach to reality. Because the older and

newer elements in the gnostic world view are implicit in the mythos that
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nature by discussing it and elaborating on these elements. Before
focusing attention on them, however, readers should have more informa-
tion about the way that gnosticism traveled from the Graceo-Roman to the
modern world and the routes that most clearly demarcate its passage.
Besides the figures already men;ioned, many basic sources of the
gnostic imagination have acted as transmitters, witnesses, or inter-
preters of its thought and mood. Some of these sources are listed as
follows: the legendary Emerald Tablet on which were inscribed the main
principles of the hermetic doctrine, (e.g., "Things above [spirit] are

]";43 the treatises that make up the
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the same as things below [matter

Hermetic Corpus;44 the alchemical literature;45 the Jewish Cabala;

the mystery religions of late antiquity, such as are represented by
Orpheus, Isis, and Mithra;47 and the literature and iconography of the
Vikings, from the early Christian era to approximately the eleventh
century.48 Also, Jones includes "some of the New Testament Apocrypha,
like the Acts of Thomas and the Odes of Solomon," and, to Pagels, parts
. 49

of the Bible as well.

These materials and traditions were reinforced by the Ptolemaic

cosmology, which, as Bigelow remarks, "is basically occult in nature"50
Ahlstrom adds that astrological lore, '"necromancy, magic . . . the
'black arts,'" and numerology were other increments.51 The writings of

some of the Church Fathers gave accounts of the early gnostics; Jonas
says that several of these writings contain whole portions of gnostic
originals.52 The religions of neoplatonism, Manichaeanism, Shi'ism

and Sufism, all of which were inspired to some extent by the gnostic

impulse and could be re-interpreted to yiéld a gnostic wisdom, helped to
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move gnosticism through history.53 The persistence of gnostic practices
and beliefs in various parts of semi-Christianized Europe in the Middle
Ages;54 the whole wave of Oriental influences in the modern world;55
and, last but by no means least, Rosicrucianism, theosophy, and Free-
masonry joined to carry gnosticism on its way from the Hellenistic
period to the twentieth century.56

Campbell and Pagels may come to an agreement that Valentinian
gnosticism (Christian), rather than Mithraism (pagan gnosticism), con-
stituted "the most influential and sophisticated form of gnostic teach-
ing" in the second century A.D., the period during which gnosticism
reached its apogee in late antiquity.57 In all likelihood, however,
scholars will continue to disagree for quite some time about which of
the purer forms of the gnostic imagination has exercised the most influ-
ence in the shaping of Western culture. Campbell makes the claim for
alchemy,58 Hassan believes it Orphism;59 Saurat argues that it is the
Cabala;60 and Ahlstrom, Jonas, and Yates assert their claim in behalf of

the Hermetic Corpus.61

The view taken in this study is that this dispute may not be re-
solvable. There is agreement, however, with Jonas and Yates that the

Hermetic Corpus exercised the greatest impact during the Renaissance.

This work was not available in the West until the Renaissance, but it
was quoted and referred to by a number of pagan and Christian classical

writers of the later period, including Hermas and Augustine, who assumed

that Hermes Trismegistes, the legendary author of the Hermetic Corpus,
62
was an actual person.
Before the Renaissance and even after it, in its purer forms,

gnosticism had been and remained "a vast 'Secret Tradition,'" as Ahlstrom
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calls it.63 With the Renaissance itself came the rediscovery of four-

teen treatises of the Hermetic Corpus, and their publication in 1471 by

the Florentine Academy. Because of the extraordinary prestige with
which these writings were regarded and the wide dissemination and atten-
tion they received, gnostic ideas, hitherto the domain of the elite in
their most sophisticated expressions, poured out into the public domain.
From the fifteenth to the early seventeenth centuries, Yates re-
marks, they became a mandatory area of study for anyone with any intel-
lectual pretensions. It was believed that their alleged author, Hermes
Trismegistes, certainly had been Plato's instructor in the mysteries or
possibly might have initiated Moses into the secret wisdom of the Egyp-
tians. According to Stephen Vincent Hopper, who quotes Albertus Magnus
to support his point, some people believed that Hermes Trismegistes was
"before Pythagoras" and might have been the teacher of Pythagoras.
Yates notes that people were disabused of these ideas and the Hermetic
Corpus lost some of the awe with which it had been regarded for cen-
turies when in 1614, a Swiss scholar by the name of Isaac Causabon,
placed the date of its composition at no earlier than the second century
A.D. Nonetheless, to quote Saurat, by that time gnostic ideas had
become '"the microbes of the moral world." Despite the accurate dating
of the texts, for better or for worse, gnostic ideas had been set free,
"to be advanced still farther in each succeeding century by both Prote-

' says Ahlstrom.65

stants and Catholics,'
With this much of the history of the gnostic imagination and some
of its greater implications, the readers' attention is now directed to

the myths basic to it. Implicit in these myths are the main tenets of

gnosticism, which can be explained less formally in terms that somewhat
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arbitrarily distinguish the "o0ld" ideas from the '"new" ones. The older
elements include a negative theology and pantheistic, idealistic panthe-
istic, organic, anthropomorphic, and magical ideas. They suggest that
the gnostic vision of reality is not only highly unitive but also that
it tends to stress a subjective, dynamic, paradoxical, and relativistic
world view.

A simplified version of gnostic mythos helps initiate readers into
the arcana of gnosticism. As both Jonas and Saurat note, the mythos
basic to gnosticism describes reality as a process wherein the Unknown
God, that which is unmanifest, in an act of reflection or self-mirroring
manifests itself as a potentially Self-Integrated Androgyne or "Upper
World." Part of this "world" undergoes a "fall" and splits or fragments
into its male and female parts, so that it actually becomes the Self-
Divided Androgyne or "lower world" (the cosmos). The subsequent history
of the Unknown God, one of whose secret names is Man, involves the
struggle of man (Man) for and against the return to the condition of
Self—Integration.66 This history is related in its soteriological
mythos. Such are the bare bones of the gnostic imagination.

In her paraphrase of part of a cosmology ascribed to Valentinus
(f1. 137-166 A.D.), who appears to have been the most remarkable of all
the remarkable gnostics of late antiquity, Pagels provides a glimpse of
the abstract character this mythos attains.

Valentinus, the teacher and poet, begins with the premise

that God is essentially indescribable. But he suggests that

the divine can be imagined as a dyad; consisting, in one part,

of the Ineffable, the Depth, the Primal Father; and, in the

other, of Grace, Silence, the Womb, and 'Mother of the All.'

Valentinus reasons that Silence is the appropriate complement

of the Father, designating the former as feminine and the

latter as masculine because of the grammatical gender of the

Greek words. He goes on to describe how Silence receives, as
in a womb, the seed of the Ineffable Source; from this she
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brings forth all the emanations of divine being, ranged in
harmonious pairs of masculig$ and feminine energies [the
Self-Integrated Androgyne].

Ultimately, as Jonas points out, the last emanation produced in

this series, who in Valentinian speculation is called "Sophia,'" which

1

means "Wisdom," undergoes a fall., The fall of this entity, who also is

called Nature, Life, and the Thought of God, leads to the creation of
the visible world, the Self-Divided Androgyne or Man. In other systems,
Jonas says, it is the Narcissus-like Unknown God who (in part) falls and

becomes suppressed yet challenged by his own "Nature," "Thought," or

n68

"reflection. But these figures are metaphorical equivalents. As the

terms being used here imply, the typical gnostic myth of creation refers
to the origin of consciousness, but moral impulses are involved as well.

A second glimpse of the gnostic imagination is obtained from an-
other of Pagels' paraphrased versions of part of a gnostic cosmological
myth which dates from the first century A.D. This version points up the
dynamic, paradoxical, and relativistic character of the gnostic approach
to reality, and it prepares one for a discussion of some of the key
characteristics, themes, terms, and images that are found in gnostic-
inspired or gnostic-informed literature.

Another gnostic writing, called the Great Announcement,
quoted by Hippolytus in his Refutation of All Heresies, ex-~
plains the origin of the universe as follows: From the power
of Silence appeared 'a great power, the Mind of the Universe,
which manages all things, and is male . . . the other . . . a
great Intelligence . . . is a female which produces all things.'
. « « This author explains that these powers, joined in union,
'are discovered to be duality . . . This is Mind in Intelli-~
gence, and these are separable from one another, and yet are
one, found in a state of duality.' This means, the gnostic
teacher explains, that 'there is in everyone divine power
existing in a latent condition . . . There is one power div-
ided above and below; generating itself, making itself grow,
seeking itself, finding itself, being mother of itself, father
of itself, sister of itself, spouse of itself, daughter of
itself, son of itself--mother, father, unity, being a source J——

S
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. 6
of the entire circle of existence.'

Jonas says that the Great Announcement, which he calls "The Great

Exposition," is ascribed to the infamous Simon Magus, the legendary
prototype of Faust, and he gives a more subtle and detailed account than
does Pagels, which runs like this:

The one root is unfathomable Silence, pre-existent limit-

less power, existing in singleness. It bestirs itself and

assumes a determinate aspect by turning into Thinking (Nous,

i.e., Mind), from which comes forth the Thought (Epinoia)

conceived in singleness. Mind and Thought are no longer omne

but two: in his Thought the First 'appeared to himself and

thereby became a Second.' Thus through the act of reflection

the indeterminate and only negatively describable power of the

Root turns into a positive principle committed to the object

of its thinking, even though that object is itself. It is

still One in that it contains the Thought in itself, yet

already divided and no longer in its original integrity.

Reduced to absolutes, the basic idea in these myths remains the
same despite the differences in terms and images. A pre-existent,
limitless, indeterminate power which, besides the name Unknown God is
also called the Alien Man and Love, manifests itself in two conditions:
(1) a relatively Self-Integrated Androgyne, and (2) a relatively Self-
Divided Androgyne. Whereas the Self-Integrated Androgyne is a symbol of
"knowledge'--gnosis—-the Self-Divided Androgyne is a symbol of "ignor-
ance," which are two of the most important symbolic terms in the gnostic
vocabulary. The former represents the ideal condition of consciousness
and Spirit (A=B yet A#B). The latter represents the opposite (A#B yet
A=B).

Implicit in the cosmological and soteriological myths of gnosticism,
one finds the main tenets of the higher reaches of gnostic religiomn.
Simplified and stated abstractly, these tenets include an emphasis on

the mysterious unity and divinity of all reality, which, nonetheless, is

perceived to allow for dualism and hierarchy; the belief that the world
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is the necessary but imperfect manifestation of the highest god-head
that cannot be radically altered but can be improved; the claim that an
individual, although she does not know it, in her or his true, innermost
self (Self) is identical with the highest god-head--the Self-Integrated
Androgyne; the view that the goal of the individual is to rediscover his
true identity and become the perfected mirror image of the deity; the
identification of the dualistic, analytic mode of consciousness espec-
ially with the impulse of self-love; and the idealization of freedom,
individualism, and wholeness.

In an abbreviated, general way, these statements set forth the main
theological, soteriological, cosmological, anthropological, moral, and
psychological doctrines of the more religious and philosophical level of
the gnostic imagination. Beyond this, it is helpful to know that the
gnostic religious impulse usually includes various doctrines of reincar-
nation. It conceives of the salvation of the fallen Spirit, the world-
Soul, as taking place chiefly by means of special individuals who are
elected by the highest god-head for this purpose. However, the view
that the Spirit operates in Nature also is maintained. It holds that
the true, inner self is a unique, transmundane entity that is eternal.
And the concept of time promoted by it tends to be cyclical.

One important feature of the gnostic imagination that follows on
its unitive and imaginative interpretation of reality--or rather on its
interpretation of reality as a mysterious duality-in-a-unity, for it is
a world view that with its "upper" and "lower" worlds contains a strong
secondary element of dualism within a unitive framework--is the idea
that ultimately there is only One Player in the cosmic drama of life:

the Unknown God. At the deepest level of the symbolism in gnostic
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mythos, it is the Unknown God who takes all the parts in existence and
acts as both its own protagonist and antagonist. This feature of gnos-
tic thought explains the presence of symbolisms in its higher literary
forms that stress the themes of appearance versus reality, games, meta-
morphic transformations, epiphanies, and the imagery which frequently
attends on them: masks, disguises, and costumes. As Yates points out,
one "wonderful novel" of the gnostic imagination in the Hellenistic
period, which presents the initiation of its protagonist into the
"higher mysteries" and makes use of the above mentioned themes and

motifs, is Apulius' The Golden Ass.71

A radical emphasis on the ineffable unity of the All insures that
paradox and movement are characteristics of the imagination of gnosti-
cism, and these features of gnostic thought are conveyed by a wealth of
striking images. At the deeper level of this symbolism, gnostic myths
suggest that God, the "Nothing" who is "Everything," is a highly para-
doxical force that gives rise to and is the life process. On one level
of their symbolism, these myths suggest that the deity is a self-consum-
ing, self-renewing cycle of energy. This idea is sometimes given graph-
ic representation in the image of a serpent descending from aloft and
ascending from below.72 Thus, in addition to.the themes of the hunt or
the quest, self-division, self-multiplication, self-creation, self-mag-
nification, and self-mirroring, and the symbolism which attends on them,
such as mirrors, lamps, and numbers, one can expect the gnostic imagin-
ation to employ the motif of eating and the imagery which frequently
attends on it, such as is conveyed by the carnival.73

Other key characteristics of the gnostic imagination follow on the

gnostic emphasis on unity. These characteristics, too, point to the
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highly paradoxical and dynamic character of the gnostic vision of
reality.

To quote Saurat, being more concerned with the unity of God than with
the idea of God's goodness, the gnostic imagination stresses the idea
that "God contains all opposites—-even good and evil." In the gnostic

"

world view, evil, which is identified as "ignorance,"

is treated, in the
words of Zweig, as a "strange twin" of good rather than its absolute
contrary.

More themes and images accompany the idea that God contains all
opposites. For example, the theme of progress or a process as taking
place through the dialectical interplay of forces, attends on the gnostic
theological doctrine of unity.74 Moreover, one finds the idea that
nothing in and of itself is absolutely good or evil; every aspect of
existence in the more philosophic forms of gnostic expression is marked
by "doubleness." Furthermore, in connection with this idea, a pronounced
symbolism of reversals and inversions is an outstanding feature of
gnostic thought; for, as the portions of the myths quoted above suggest,
the Unknown God, in giving rise to the universe out of its own inner
dynamic becomes its own opposite, which, in turn, "crosses over" or
eventually reverts or inverts to become its own opposite, and so forth.
Thus, the graphic form that this patterning creates becomes a cosmological
symbol.75

The gnostic doctrine of negative theology contributes a sﬁecial
vocabulary of terms and images to expressions of this form of religious
impulse, which introduces the negative way to enlightenment to the
Western world as part of this theology. These aspects of the gnostic

vision of reality are commented on in a most interesting passage by
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Jonas. Moreover, because this passage suggests a motive on the part of
the Unknown Self for manifesting itself in and as the world of Being and
becoming, the quotation casts light on one important item in the content
of gnosis, and it reminds one that although gnosticism promoted ration-
alism and secularism, it was and remains a religious psychology or
anthropology. Speaking generally about gnosticism, Jonas says:

The beginning and end of the paradox that is gnostic
religion is the Unknown God himself who, unknowable on prin-
ciple, because the 'other' to everything known, is yet the
object of a knowledge and even asks to be known. He as much
invites as he thwarts the quest for knowing him; . . . The
knowledge of him itself is the knowledge of his unknowability;
the predication upon him as thus known is by negations: thus
arises the via negationis, the negative theology, whose melody,
here first sounded as a way of confessing what cannot be
described, hence swells to a mighty chorus in Western piety.

Then Jonas quotes the following gnostic-Coptic hymn:

Thou art the alone infinite

and thou art alone the unknowable

and thou art he after whom every man seeks

and they have not found thee

and none can know thee against thy will

and none can even praise thee against thy will . . .

Thou art alone the non-containable

and thou art alone the non-visibl

Thou art alone the non-subsistent

As Jonas discusses the gnostic doctrine of a negative theology, his
observations and the poem that he quotes suggest that the Unknown or
Alien Man becomes manifest and falls in order to engage in creative
play, to explore its own potential for being, or to "know" itself.
Since all is "One," it seems that the Unknown God is playing a cosmic
game of hide and go seek with itself in "losing" itself. In some ver-
sions of the Valentinian myth of creation, it is '"the will of the Father,
who wanted to lead . . . all to pondering on . . . him and to a desire

to seek after Him" that at the deep level accounts for a motive behind

Creation.77
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Describing the Fall, Jonas observes that in gnostic myths "there is
a voluntary element in the downward movement of the divine: a guilty
'inclination' of the Soul (as a mythical entity) toward the lower realm,
with various motivations such as curiosity, vanity, sensual desire, is
the gnostic equivalent of original sin.78 Hence, according to the
gnostic reading of reality, the Unknown God--not humankind--is the
Original Sinner. But the Fall is justified in the Valentinian mythos
with the portrayal of the idea that the state of Self-Integration is not
actualized until the state of Self-Division comes to be. As Jonas
observes, obtaining control over the guilty impulses and learning about
a negative theology are portrayed in gnostic mythos as prerequisites for
attaining the salvation of self-integration and gnosis.79

Besides the doctrine of a negative theology, other elements in the
admixture of gnosticism are apt to impress the modern consciousness as
either archaic or foreign. These elements, too, contribute to the
unitive, paradoxical nature of the gnostic imagination. For example,
Jonas describes the dominant form of ancient gnostic belief as a form of
idealistic pantheism but an unusual form of this kind of approach to
reality. As Jonas says, the most sophisticated and influential forms of
gnostic thought in late antiquity conceive of the world chiefly in
mental or psycho-spiritual terms "but [do] not deprive it of reality as
in certain teachings of Indian mysticism.“80 Further, this impulse
perceives nature (the fallen Spirit) as having a "double" value. The
gnostic attitude toward nature encompasses the idea that the immaterial
but paradoxically material world is the self-divided, self-estranged,
debased form of God. But, as Campbell also notes, it could express the

gloriously affirmative passages about the material world that are
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characteristic of a classic pantheism.

The following passage from Book XI of the Hermetic Corpus essen-

tially illustrates the affirmative attitude that the gnostic imagination
could promote in regard to the fallen god-head. Later in this discus-
sion, in connection with analyzing Melville's major fiction, the strik-
ing terms and images employed in it to designate the dualist's negative,

moral vision of life are set forth.

If then you do not make yourself equal to God, you cannot
apprehend God; for like is known by like. Leap clear of all
that is corporeal, and make yourself grow to a like expanse
with that greatness which is beyond all measure; rise above
all time, and become eternal; then you will apprehend God.
Think that for you too nothing is impossible; deem that you
too are immortal, and that you are able to grasp all things in
your thought, to know every craft and every science; find your
home in the haunts of every living creature; make yourself
higher than all heights, and lower than all depths; bring
together in yourself all opposites of quality, heat and cold,
dryness and fluidity; think that you are everywhere at once,
on land, at sea, in heaven; think that you are not yet be-
gotten, that you are in the womb, that you are young, that you
are old, that you have died, that you are in the world beyond
the grave; grasp in your thought all this at once, all times
and places, all substances and qualities and magnitudes to-
gether; then you can apprehend God. But if you shut up your
soul in your body, and abase yourself, and say 'I know nothing,
I can do nothing; I am afraid of earth and sea, I cannot mount
to heaven; I know not what I was, nor what I shall be' then,
what have you to do with God? Your thought can grasp nothing
beautiful and good, if you cleave to the body, and are evil.

For it is the height of evil not to know God; but to be
capable of knowing God, and to wish and hope to know him, is
the road which leads straight to the Good; and it is an easy
road to travel. Everywhere God will come to meet you, every-
where he will appear to you, at places and times at which you
look not for it, in your waking hours and in your sleep, and
when you are journeying by water and by land, in the nighttime
and in the daytime, when you are speaking and when you are
silent; for there is nothing which is not God. And do you say
'God is invisible'? Speak not so. Who is more manifest than
God? For this very purpose he has made all things. Nothing
is invisible, not even an incorporeal thing; mind is seen in
its liking, and God in his working.

So far, thrice-greatest one, I have shown you the truth.
Think out all else in like manner for yourself, and you will
not be misled.
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With gnosticism, says Campbell, "we are in the realm . . . of myth"
where "the world itself is known as divine, a field of inexhaustible
spiritual depth."82

Other "o0ld" elements in the makeup of the gnostic world view in-
clude organicism and anthropomorphism. Paraphrasing Senior, Bigelow
remarks that the gnostic imagination holds that "the created universe
is composed of paired opposites--male-female, light-dark--which generate
through dialectic process their own equilibrium or harmony." Or, to put
it another way, it maintains that '"the image of the created world is the
human body, and the universe itself is, in fact, a living [androgynous]
man." But as Jonas explains, being the estranged image or Thought of
the highest god-head, the universe is often termed the impaired Alien
Man in gnostic literature, where it is contrasted with the mature,
integrated condition of the Spirit.83

Bigelow's and Jonas's remarks indicate why many expressions of the
gnostic imagination are replete with terms and images relating to growth,
development, and patterned alterations in states of being, such as the
cycle of death and rebirth, which is termed by some the "law of periodi-
city" or the pattern of "withdrawal and return."84 In regard to gnosis,
as Bigelow says, which constitutes a person's second birth, the way that
a person becomes aware of "his god-like . . . nature is through self-
knowledge, a penetration into the dark and unknown layers of the psyche,
which is often symbolized as a descent into hell," It is on the journey
into and in the depths of the fallen (world-)Soul that one discovers the
most profound Truth about the identity of the self with the highest
god-head, says Zweig.85

Complexes of images and themes are used in gnostic expressions of
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thought to convey the elements of organicism and anthropomorphism in it.
For example, one finds the idea in expressions of the gnostic imagina-
tion that all growth and life depends on sex and death. According to
Jonas, who speaks about the gnostic imagination in the ancient world,
both death and sexual intercourse function as important symbols in
gnostic thought. Besides relating to the Fall, they are used as equiv-
alent symbols of the necessity of overcoming or reconciling opposites as
the basis for recovering from the effects of this event. The recon-
ciliation of opposites or "sacred marriage'" is the most important of the
"constitutive moments" of existence, to quote from Ahlstrom's discussion
of modern theosophy.86

As Saurat observes and Jonas corroborates, many expressions of the
gnostic imagination describe the coming to be of the world in terms of
the division and sexual union of the Divine Androgyne. And since the
male and female parts are twin aspects of the One beyond all terms and
images, one finds that the themes of incest and twinship are features of
gnostic-informed literature.87

Many readers will recognize the antiquity of the symbolism expres-
sing the organic, anthropormorphic elements in the gnostic imagination.
Yet another ancient idea continued in gnosticism is a principle derived
from the oldest level of its beliefs. This idea, which is a form of

88

sympathetic magic, according to Senior, is that only like cures like.

The passage quoted earlier from the Hermetic Corpus begins with a variant

of this expression: "If then you do not make yourself equal to God, you

"8 o) the basis of

cannot apprehend God; for like is known by like.
this principle, the gnostic impulse tends to hold that the cause of a

problem is also its cure. For example, says Zweig, the gnostic imagina-
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tion holds that to "cure" the effects of the Soul's descent into
Self-Division and Ignorance, in a qualified way one repeats the Fall.

Using the principle of "only like cures like," those inspired by
gnostic sentiments have reasoned that what brings the One '"down" also
brings the One "up." In other words, according to Senior, the way"out"
of the world is through life and experience.90 Therefore, if sensuality
is the motive ascribed to the Divine for the Fall, then indulging in
sensuality is part of the cure. If self-love, vanity, and curiosity are
motives, then they also are part of the cure. Similarly, if an act of
rebellion that involves the rejection of a world is symbolic of the
Fall, then the repetition of that act becomes the prelude necessary to
renewal.

These ideas, of course, implicate the gnostic impulse in manifesta-
tions of bizarre, antinomian, and nihilistic behavior. But they have

been given sensitive readings, too. In Creative Mythology, Campbell

comes to the defense of sensuality as a way of spiritual enlightenment.
In contrast to the ascetic or "right-hand path" to mystical wisdom,
there is the "left-hand path,'" the way to spiritual maturity and renewal
through the body and the senses--the way "of nature." He places its
origin with the gnostics of the Hellenistic world and maintains that it
achieves one of its most refined manifestations in the literature and
practice of alchemy.91

In connection with rebellion and self-love, Jonas notes that it is
highly characteristic of the gnostic imagination to elevate the outcasts
and "dark" figures of Jewish or Greek tradition to the status of heroes
and heroines. As he observes, the heroes and heroines of some of the

gnostic literature that dates from late antiquity include the serpent
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(i.e. Jesus), Eve, Cain, Sophia, and Prometheus. According to Zweig,

Narcissus should be listed here as well.92
Similarly a pattern of the rejection of the relatively known,

fallen condition of Being and the journey to the Unknown God, which

involves the theme of the "stripping' of the self (Self) to one's naked,

inner, transmundane ego--the integrated self (Self)--also are features

of the way of "knowledge" (gnosis) to spiritual maturity. This idea of

rejection of the worldly nature in gnostic literature is called the

negative way to Illumination. It is usually combined with the "left-hand

n93 But the gnostic imagination not only justifies sensuality,

path.
rebellion, rejection, and self-love on the basis of the claim that "only
like cures like," but also, combined with the precept that one must
strive to "become equal" to God and the gnostic emphasis on reflection,
it makes use of these ideas to meditate on the self (Self) and to obtain
gnosis, the content of which ultimately includes the entire history of
the Spirit.

If gnosticism had done nothing more than act as a carrier of the
older elements in its world view, it would not qualify for being consid-
ered a revolutionary transformation of the basic stock of ideas common
to the oldest mystery religion traditioms. It is correct, however, to
speak of gnosticism in these terms. Because of its unique interpretation
of and emphasis on the concept of negative theology, the gnostic imagina-
tion of late antiquity serves as the most important basic source of the
modern ideals of freedom, individualism, and wholeness and of the vision
of reality shared by the contemporary intellectual community.

In gnosticism, as readers have seen, the Unknown God or Unknown

Self, the acosmic First Cause or Principle of the universe, is imaged as
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a pre-existent, infinite, indeterminate Spirit which, in giving rise to
the universe, transforms into its own opposite out of its own inner
dynamic. In manifesting itself, that which is "free" becomes "bound" as
it achieves existence, finitude, and determinancy--the limitations of
material being.

Using the principle of the identity of the macrocosm and microcosm,
gnostics applied to themselves whatever they prognosticated about the
Unknown Self. Therefore, just as they thought of the universe as the
determinate '"body" of God, so too, they thought of their own bodies as
determinate; and, just as they assumed that the spirit which manifests
itself as the universe is "free,'" balanced, and indeterminate so, too,
they believed that their spirit (the spark or mirror in the center of
the soul) was free. As a result of their interpretation of a negative
theology as a metaphysic of freedom, Jonas concludes, the gnostics of
the Hellenistic period asserted an entirely new idea of human freedom.94

In his book, Gnosticism and Early Christianity, R.M. Grant concurs with

Jonas when he discusses the devotion of the gnostics to freedom and

maintains that the experience of gnosis "issues in freedom and a fresh
sense of creativity."95 Cohn's discussion of the movement known as the
heresy of the Free Spirit in the Middle Ages, and Yates's discussion of

' in which the humanist

Pico della Mirandola's famous "Essay on Man,'
declares that man is free, assure one not only of the continuity of the
gnostic impulse but also of its persistent regard for freedom.96

Given the high regard for freedom that marks the gnostic imagina-
tion, one is encouraged to ask of its scholars if any evidence suggests

that gnosticism should be associated with the Western ideal of the

individual. As a survey of opinion shows, their answer is a definite
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yes. Moreover, that their answers have ramifications for the romantic
imagination will be obvious. Few will read the following passage with-
out thinking of the romantics' conception of the poet as a prophet, of
Blake's statement, "I must create my own system or be enslaved by another
man's," or of M. H. Abrams' well known definition of the romantic con-
cept of the mind as a lamp.97

After beginnng his account of the tradition of "subversive individ-
ualism" with an analysis of the gnostic version of the Narcissus myth,
Zwelg observes that the gnostics understood the word initiated to mean
"mature," and he specifies that they believed that when one became
mature, one 'rejected all authority to become his own ultimate

198
source.

Pagels agrees with Zweig that becoming an individual was a
matter of paramount concern to the gnostics of Alexandria, Rome, and
Lyons. Discussing one ancient "extraordinary text, called Allogenes,"
she notes that the title "means 'the stranger' (literally, 'one from
another race')" and that, among other things, it referred to "the spir-
itually mature person.”

In a passage that links the gnostic impulse with the romantic
imagination, she adds that the gnostics of late antiquity proved their
spiritual maturity by creating original literary compositions. "Like

' she says, the student of a gnostic

students of a painter or writer,'
teacher in the ancient world eventually was "expected to express his own
perceptions by revising and transforming what he was taught. Whoever
merely repeated his teacher's words was considered immature."99 Jonas
expresses views similar to those of Zweig and Pagels:
The leading Gnostics displayed pronounced intellectual indi-
vidualism, and the mythological imagination of the whole movement

was incessantly fertile. Non-conformism was almost a principle of
the gnostic mind and was closely comnected with the doctrine of the
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s?verfégn 'spirit' as a source of direct knowledge and illumina-
tion.

Besides the concept of the "free'" spirit, certainly the desire to
be "equal" to God and the conviction that "only like cures like" played
a role in the creative activity of the gnostics of the Graeco-Roman
period, but regardless of the reason for their inventiveness, it veri-
fies the theory that they were quite concerned with acting and thinking
for themselves in a self-directed manner. Hence, it is appropriate to
associate the gnostic impulse with the origins of the Western ideal of
the individual and to find strong parallels between it, romanticism, and
existentialism.

Some of the gnostics of the ancient world not only developed the
ideals of freedom and individualism, which are some of the benchmarks of
Western civilization, but also they appear to have anticipated the
modern ideal of psychological and socio-political wholeness, by which is
meant maturity.

Singer explains the modern view of the brain and of good mental
health in terms of wholeness and maturity and relates this concept to
the gnosticism of antiquity. As she observes, the view current in
psychology is that the brain is made up of two hemispheres that generate
two modes of perception: the so-called "masculine'" mode is believed to
function in linear, analytical, rational thought; and, the so-called
"feminine" mode is believed to function in spatial, mythic, and wholistic
thought. She points out that good mental health involves the ideal of
psychological androgyny, which is to say, the dynamic, harmonious inter-
action or '"balancing" of these two modes of perception within an overall
context of "freedom" or indeterminancy. One of the most basic sources

for the views about the mind and good mental health held by psychologists
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today, she says, is gnosticism.lo1

Singer's assertions are supported by Pagels' discussion of gnosti-
cism. Explaining what the gnostics intended to convey with their symbol
of the Unknown Self, which remains alien or "unknown'" yet manifest as a
Self-Integrated Androgyne, Pagels says that regardless of the variations
in terms and images that the gnostics of the Hellenistic period used to
describe the ideal state of the spiritual consciousness, they "agreed
that the divine is to be understood in terms of a harmonious, dynamic
relationship of opposites-—a concept that may be akin to the Eastern
view of yin and yang, but remains alien to orthodox Christianity."lo2

Besides being a basic source of the modern psychological ideal of
wholeness or maturity, the gnosticism of o0ld is a source of the modern
socio-political ideal of wholeness. As readers have seen, in a context
of "freedom" or indeterminancy, many gnostics associated the Divine in
its ideal aspect with a dynamic balance of opposites. There is evidence
that some gnostics gave a socio;political reading to this symbolism.
Surprising as it may seem, the "opposites" which they appear to have
recognized as needing to be reconciled include order and freedom, as
well as community and individualism and hierarchy and equality--the same
opposites that democratic societies with some sincerity and success are
striving to integrate now.

Some of the gnostics of the Graeco-Roman period knew that freedom
depends on recognizing limits to freedom. This indicates the level of
sophistication that gnosticism reached in its first manifestation. To
explain how some of them attained this level of sophistication, one
should recall, as Jonas notes, that gnosis involved knowing that there

are limits to knowledge. To quote Jonas again, gnosis involves the
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"knowledge of his [the Unknown God's] unknowability." In several ver-

sions of the Valentinian creation myth, the desire to know the Unknown
God in absolute terms is the cause of the Fall of Wisdom, the Thought of
God. As a result of this act, the "Upper World," symbolized by the
potentially Self-Integrated Androgyne, is balanced and harmonized, for
its masculine and feminine energies are "enlightened" by being brought
the gnosis of the infinite and indeterminate nature of the Self.

According to this gnostic myth, the "criminal" Sophia saves and
stabilizes the ideal state. Through her rebellious behavior, the energies
of the Self learn that they are a spiritual unity and are equal in spite

103 Whereas formerly they were

of their individual differences and rank.
willed and willing to pursue a ruthless individualism, after Sophia's
attempt to know the Unknown Self in a dogmatic, unequivocal way, they
achieve a humanitarian individualism. Surely one has here an anticipa-
tion of the ideology of the modern secular democratic state.

Pagels' and Campbell's observations about the socio-political
implications of gnosticism in its first flowering reveal that one of its
goals was to promote an enlightened humanity. Their discussions reveal
that this ideal not only was translated into practice but also that it
raised the quality of life in the Antonine period of the Roman Empire.104
Hence, readers should consider the purer forms of gnosticism as being
both a religious psychology and a religious anthropology.

The "new'" elements in the gnostic world view--freedom, individ-
ualism, and wholeness--are major themes in gnostic-informed and gnostic-
inspired literature. Other related ones, to quote and paraphrase Pagels,

are "the discovery of the divine within"; the belief in self-salvation;

the journey into the self as instigated by feelings of "fear, confusion,
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and grief"; the goal of improving society by raising the number of
"mature'" people in it; the view that the spirit transcends suffering;
and the conviction that "humanity itself manifests the divine life and
divine revelation."105

That the gnostic impulse of the Hellenistic period is one of the
most important basic sources of the modern ideals of freedom, individu-
alism, and a psychological, spiritual, and socio-political wholeness or
maturity is supported by evidence that establishes a relationship between
it and the scientific world view and dominant philosophical view of the
twentieth century--Einsteinean and post-Einsteinean physics and existen-
tialism. The relationship between the gnostic impulse, existentialism,
and Einstein's physics has been alluded to at the beginning of this
discussion. However, by way of signaling its completion, the basis of
this relationship can be made clearer.

The foundation for the relationship that exists between gnosticism
in the second century A.D., existentialism, and Einstein's world view
centers in the subjective, dynamic, paradoxical, and relativistic view
of reality that each posits. In the persons of Eckhart, Boehme, Schelling,
and Berdyaev, the links between gnosticism and existentialism, both of
which maintain a central doctrine of freedom embedded in a vision of
reality that stresses movement, paradox, and the perspectival point of
view, have been sketched out.

It is beyond the scope of this discussion to investigate in any
detail the links (if there are any specific ones) between the gnostic
imagination, post-Einsteinean, and Einsteinean physics. However, one
can say this much: while many today grope to understand the basic

principles of Newtonian physics, a group of theoretical physicists is
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investigating the similarities between esoteric mystical philosophy and

physics and finding a remarkable number of parallels.106 But it is

Campbell who specifically relates the gnostic impulse to Einstein. As
he observes, centuries before Einstein formulated his principle of
relativity, it

had been defined already in mythopoetic, moral, and metaphysical
terms in that sentence from the twelfth-~century hermetic Book

of the Twenty-Four Philosophers, "God is an intelligible sphere,
whose center is everywhere and circumference is nowhere," which has
been quoted with relish through the centuries by a significant
number of influential European thinkers; among others Alan of Lille
(1128-1202), Nicholas Cusanus (1401-1464), Rabelais (1490?-1553),
Giorda&a Bruno (1548-1600), Pascal (1623-1662), and Voltaire (1694-
1778). /

With these observations, the most formal presentation in this study
of the nature, history, and implications of gnosticism comes to an end.
But more information, especially about the gnostic concept of salvation
and the terms and images which the gnostic imagination employs, is set
forth later in this discussion in the analysis of Melville's major
fiction. Still, no single study can hope to do justice to this subject.
Obviously, a truly adequate discussion of it would require volumes.

As some of the events that occurred during the centuries following
the Renaissance suggest, when Pico della Mirandola and the Florentine
Academy made gnostic ideas available to everybody in the fifteenth
century, they offered to all "spirits too strong for some to imbibe."108
However, wherever and whenever the gnostic imagination has manifested
itself with a show of strength, a burst of energy has been released.
This was true, as Campbell says, of "the high flowering time of the
Gnostic movement" in the middle of the second century, "which Edward
Gibbon marked as the apogee of the glory of the Roman Empire." It was

true also of India from the fifth to the mid-thirteenth centuries.
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During those centuries, says Campbell, due primarily to the influ-
ence of the gnostic impulse, India experienced "a golden age of Hindu
and Buddhist art, literature, and temple architecture" while gnostic
sentiments and ideas were '"being suppressed during the same centuries in

the West."109

And, of course, an explosion of creativity occurred in
the Renaissanée and the romantic era, the two periods in the history of
the modern world in which the higher forms of the gnostic impulse asserted
themselves most forcefully.

In the next chapter, the extent to and ways in which Melville's
most eminent critics lend weight to the theory that Melville should be
considered a nineteenth-century gnostic is discussed. Following that,
for the best proof that Melville himself was stimulated by the gnostic

impulse to produce his most significant fiction, the study will turn to

an examination of Melville's major works.



NOTES

1 Pagels, Introduction, p.xxxi. The confusion about gnosticism is
pointed up by the dispute about whether certain of these Church Fathers
were orthodox in their beliefs. Walker maintains that Clement of Alex-
andria (?-c.215) should be considered a Christian gnostic while his
famous successor and pupil leaned heavily toward a form of Christian
neoplatonism. Origen's views were condemned as heretical around 400
A.D. (pp. 72-77). Besides the Church Fathers whom Pagels names, Jonas
lists Justin Martyr and the writings "purporting to be by Clement of
Rome" as critics of the first phase of gnosticism (p. 104). Further-
more, he adds a "Selected Biblography" which provides a list of these
writers' works, and he points out that Plotinus also wrote against the
gnostics (p. 38). Although I do not agree with his inclusion of
Manichaeanism in the gnostic circle per se, I re<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>