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Mircea Eliade— scholar, philosopher, and writer

— has led a life as rich and fascinating as any of his

influential ideas. Raised in Romania, Eliade went

on to study in Italy and India; to become an

apprentice yogin in the Himalayas; to write

enormously popular gothic and erotic novels,

twice-weekly columns for three of Romania’s daily

newspapers, and, of course, numerous highly

acclaimed works in the history of religions; to act

as cultural attaché in wartime London and teach

in postwar Paris and, finally, Chicago. In this time

Eliade also came in contact with many of the most

interesting thinkers and personalities of the

twentieth century: Dumézil, Brancusi, Bachelard,

Jung, Cioran, and Ionesco.

Ordeal by Labyrinth presents an intimate and

charming picture of this extraordinary man.

Claude-Henri Rocquet has elicited from Eliade

brief versions of some of his most important

theories and a great many interesting judgments.

But of equal importance and interest are the

philosopher’s reflections on the many experiences

that have made up his life. One is struck by

Eliade’s modernity and immediacy and by the

richness of his imagination and his dedication

to the world of ideas. The result is a total picture

of the man and his work.
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Preface

This book’s title makes its nature clear enough: Ordeal by

Labyrinth. Custom suggests that the confidant should pro-

vide a preface to the dialogue his questions have elicited. I

can at least give the reasons that led me to approach the

frontiers of that almost legendary region, Mircea Eliade, in

order to question him. It was because, when I was twenty

and read my first book by Eliade—I think it was Images and

Symbols—in the library of the Institut d’Etudes Politiques

(where, to tell the truth, I had scarcely any right to be), the

things I found there—the archetypes, the magic, the links

between things, the myths of the pearl and the shell, bap-

tisms and floods—all affected me more immediately and

more deeply than the teachings of my political economy
teachers: Eliade was imparting the very taste and meaning of

things. And it was because, years later, given the task of

making budding architects understand that human space

cannot be truly measured unless it is oriented in accordance

with the cardinal points of the human heart, I had no better

allies than the Bachelard of La Poétique de Lespace and the

Eliade of The Sacred and the Profane. Last, it is because,

reading and rereading his Journal,
wandering through that

world much as one strolls through Venice or Siena, enjoy-

ing the presence of the man, following the long path of his

life, I suddenly glimpsed, gleaming, very close, through the

edifice of all his books, an individual flame. I think my de-

sire has been fulfilled: I have met the mythic ancestor, I can

say that we have become friends; and through my persistence

vii



I have brought into being at the center of Eliade’s work

—

that rich territory of writings and thought—the microcosm

and crossroads, as it were, of these Conversations.

To penetrate the labyrinth of a work and a life, in

order to seek out its unity, any entrance will do. The ap-

prenticeship in India at twenty and the closeness to Jung at

Eranos conferences twenty years later; the profound Roma-
nian roots, recognizable even in his way of accepting the

world as his homeland; the long list of myths compiled and

also profoundly understood; the work of the historian and

the primitive passion for inventing fables; Nicolas de Cusa

and the Himalayas: it is clear why the theme of the coin-

cidentia oppositorum echoes so often and so clearly through

Eliade’s work. But ought we to say that in the end they all

converge? Perhaps, rather, that everything sprang from the

original soul and that the soul, like a seed, like a tree,

drawing all the various aspects of the world toward it in

order to answer the world by interrogating it, enriches the

world by its presence. In the end, the origin is made man-

ifest by everything that has evolved and been assembled

since.

I went to meet a man whose work had lit up my
adolescence, and I met a mind of here and now. Eliade has

never made the mistake of wanting the social sciences to be

modeled on the natural sciences; he has never forgotten

that, to understand things of a human order, one must have

understood them already and that the questioner can never

claim to stand outside what he is questioning. He has never

succumbed to the temptation of Freudianism, of Marxism,

of structuralism—or, rather, to the temptation of that

cocktail of dogma and fashion usually denoted by those

terms. In short, he has never forgotten the irreducible role

of interpretation, the inextinguishable desire for meaning,

for philosophic discourse. It must be stressed, however, that

this topicality of Eliade’s is not that of the magazines. No
one has thought of seeing him as the precursor of the

California pilgrims to Katmandu; no one would dream of

discovering him as some kind of unheralded "new philoso-

pher." If Mircea Eliade is modern
,

it is because he grasped
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the fact, half a century ago now, that the “crisis of mankind”

is in fact a crisis of Western man and that it would be wise

to understand it, and survive it, by recognizing the archaic,

“uncivilized,” familiar roots of the human condition.

Mircea Eliade, “historian of religions ...” This

very official way of defining him entails the risk of misun-

derstanding him. When we say history
, let us at least under-

stand memory and then remember that all memory is a pres-

ent, a now. Let us also remember that, for Eliade, the

touchstone of the religious is the sacred, which is to say an

encounter with or a presentiment of the real, and that this

reality is the lodestone of art as well as of religion. But on

what basis do we discriminate between them? I believe that

we can grasp Eliade’s thinking best if we perceive its re-

lationship to Malraux’s. If Malraux sees art as the coinage of

the absolute, which is to say a form of the religious spirit,

Eliade regards the rituals and myths of archaic man—his

religion—as so many works of art or masterpieces. Both

minds have this in common, however: both have recognized

the ineradicable value of the imaginary, have seen that there

is no means of knowing alien or deserted imaginary worlds

other than by recreating them, presenting them as an offer-

ing to an unforeseeable humanity. Neither the passion for

knowledge nor the attentiveness of the philosopher seems

to be Eliade’s essential home; rather, it is the wellspring of

the poem, by means of which mortal life sometimes trans-

figures itself and overwhelms us with hope.

Claude-Henri Rocquet
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Origins and Their Meaning
i

Name and Origin

R- Mircea Eliade. That is a beautiful name.

E* Why do you say that? Eliade: hëlios; and Mircea:

mir, the Slavic root meaning peace . . .

• R • ... and world?

E- And world too, yes; or rather, cosmos.

•R* I wasn't thinking primarily of the meaning but of

the music.

E* The name Eliade is Greek in origin and probably

goes back to hëlios. Earlier, it was written Heliade. There

were puns on hëlios and Heliade: “sun" and “Greek." Only it

wasn’t my father’s real name. My grandfather was called

Jeremiah. But in Romania, when someone’s a little bit lazy,

or very slow or hesitant, people are always quoting the

proverb: “Oh, you’re like Jeremiah, who couldn’t get his

cart out." And they used to say it to my father when he was a

schoolboy. So he decided that as soon as he came of age

he’d change his name. He chose the name Eliade because it

had belonged to a very famous nineteenth-century writer:

Eliade Radulescu. So he became “Eliade." And I’m grateful

to him, because I prefer it to Jeremiah. I like my name.
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•R* Those who have read your Journal* already know
something about what kind of man you are and the broad

outlines of your life. But the Journal doesn’t begin until

1945, when you were almost forty and living in Paris. Be-

fore that you had already lived in Romania, India, London,

and Lisbon. You were a famous writer in Romania and an

Orientalist. The Journal does contain allusions to those

things, but we still know almost nothing about the years

before your arrival in Paris and, in particular, about your

childhood.

•E* Well, I was born on the ninth of March 1907, a

terrible month in Romanian history because it was the time

of the peasant uprisings in all the provinces. In high school

they always said to me: "Ah, you were born in the middle of

the peasant revolt." My father was in the army, like his

brother. He was a captain. In Bucharest I went to primary

school on Mântuleasa Street, the school I decribed later in

Strada Mântuleasa (The Old Man and the Bureaucrats ). Then I

attended the Spiru-Haret High School. Quite a good one it

was, too. It was referred to as the Romanian Lycée Jules

Ferry.

•R- Your father was an army officer . . . But tell me
some more about your family.

E* I think of myself as a synthesis: my father was a

Moldavian, my mother was an Oltenian. In Romanian cul-

ture Moldavia represents the emotional side, melancholy,

an interest in philosophy and poetry, and a certain passivity

in the face of life. Moldavians are interested not so much in

politics as in political programs and paper revolutions. I in-

*No Souvenirs: Journal, 1937-1969 (New York, 1975). The French

edition (Fragments d’un Journal

)

begins with entries from the year

1945.

For convenience, the titles of Mr. Eliade’s works will be rendered

for the most part in English even when the works themselves have

not yet been translated from the French or Romanian. For clarifi-

cation, the reader is invited to consult the bibliography of Mr. Eliade’s

works at the back of the book.
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herited that Moldavian tradition from my father and my
grandfather, who was a peasant. I’m very proud of being

able to say that I’m the third generation in our family to

wear shoes. Because my great-grandfather went barefoot, or

wore opinci, a sort of sandal. In winter I had a pair of enor-

mous boots. It was a common Romanian expression: “sec-

ond, third, or fourth shoe generation.’’ I was third gen-

eration. And that Moldavian heritage is the origin of my
tendency toward melancholy, poetry, metaphysics—let us say,

toward “the night.’’ My mother’s family, on the other hand,

came from Oltenia, which is the western province, border-

ing on Yugoslavia. Oltenians are ambitious, energetic folk,

passionate about horses—and not just the peasants but the

haïduks
,
too, the traders: they sell horses—sometimes they

even steal them! It’s the most energetic of the provinces,

the most high-spirited, and you might even say the most

brutal; it’s the complete opposite of Moldavia. My parents

met in Bucharest; and when I became conscious of my her-

itage, I was very happy about it. Like anybody, like all ado-

lescents, I had fits of despair, of melancholy, sometimes

almost amounting to real clinical depression. That was my
Moldavian heritage. Yet, at the same time, I was aware of

an enormous fund ofenergy inside me. I used to say to myself:

that comes from my mother. I owe them both a great deal.

At thirteen I was in the Scouts, and I was allowed to spend

vacations in the mountains, the Carpathians, or boating on

the Danube, in the delta, on the Black Sea. My family let me
do anything. My mother especially. When I was twenty-one,

I said to her: I’m going to India. Socially, we belonged to the

petty bourgeoisie, the lower middle class, but my parents

didn’t turn a hair. This was in 1928, and some of even the

greatest Sanskrit scholars in the West still had no firsthand

knowledge of India. I believe Louis Renou was thirty-five

by the time he made his first visit there. And I went when I

was twenty. My family let me do whatever I wanted: visit

Italy, buy all sorts of books, study Hebrew, Persian. I was

given enormous freedom.

•R* You say your family belonged to the petty
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bourgeoisie; but they displayed a certain taste for things of

the mind. Wouldn’t it be more accurate to say that they be-

longed to the "cultured class"?

•E* Yes. They laid no claim to being highly cultured,

but at the same time they didn’t have that willfully closed

mind one finds in many, yes, let’s say petty-bourgeois

families.

• R • You were an only child?

*E* No, there were three of us. My brother was born

two years before me, and my sister four years after. It was a

stroke of luck, coming between them like that. Because the

favorite, needless to say, was for many years my brother, the

oldest; and later it was my sister, the baby of the family. I

can’t say I didn’t feel loved, but I was never suffocated by an

excess of love by either my mother or my father. That was a

great piece of luck. Plus the bonus of having a brother as a

friend and, later on, my sister too.

•R* The picture you paint is of a man perfectly happy

about both his birth and his origins.

•E- Yes, that’s true. I can’t remember ever criticizing

my family or being rebellious as an adolescent. Yet I wasn’t

very well off, I didn’t have much money to buy books with.

My mother used to give me some occasionally out of what

she’d saved from the housekeeping or when we sold some-

thing. Later on, we even rented part of our house. I didn’t

have a lot of money, but I never felt deprived. I was quite

content with my place in society, with my family.

Dragon and Eden

• R • What images do you recall from your early child-

hood?

E • The first image ... I was two, two and a half. It

was in a forest. I was there, looking. My mother was out of

sight. We were on a picnic. I’d crawled a few yards, and I

was lost. Then, quite suddenly, I saw a huge, resplendent
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blue lizard in front of me. It dazzled me. I wasn’t afraid, but

I was so spellbound by the beauty of it, that enormous blue

creature. ... I could feel my heart thumping, out of excite-

ment and fear, yet at the same time I could see the fear in

the lizard’s eyes, too. I could see its heart beating. That image

was with me for years.

Another time—at about the same age, I imagine,

since I see myself still crawling—it was something at home.

There was a room, a parlor I wasn’t supposed to go into. In

fact, I think it was always kept locked. One day, it was a

summer afternoon, about four o’clock, and everyone was

out—my father at the barracks, my mother visiting a

neighbor— I crawled up to the door, I pushed, and the door

opened. I went in, right inside. And what I found was for

me an extraordinary experience: there were green curtains

at the windows, and because it was summer they were

drawn, so that the whole room was tinged with green. It was

so odd, I felt I was inside a ripe green grape. I was fascinated

by that green light, a golden green; I gazed around me, and it

was truly a space I’d never known before, a quite different

world. That was the only time. Next day I tried to open the

door again, but it was already locked.

•R- Do you know why you weren’t allowed into the

room?

•E* Oh, there were shelves with a lot of knicknacks

on them. But apart from that, my mother and some of the

other townswomen were organizing a big children’s party

with a tombola, and the prizes were being stored in our

parlor. My mother quite rightly didn’t want her children to

see such an enormous quantity of toys.

•R- Did you see them when you went in, the toys?

•E* Yes, but in any case I knew they were there; I’d

seen my mother bringing them home. That wasn’t what

caught my eye. It was the color. It really was like being in-

side a grape. It was very hot weather, and the light was

extraordinarily bright, but it was filtered through the cur-

tains. The light was green. I really did feel that I was

7



suddenly right inside a grape. Have you read my novel The

Forbidden Forest

?

In that, Stéphane remembers a mysterious

room from his childhood, the “Sambo’’ room. He wonders

what the name meant. It is nostalgia for a space he’d once

known, a space unlike any other room he’s ever been in.

Clearly, in my description of that “Sambo’’ room I was call-

ing on my own experience: the extraordinary experience of

entering a totally different space.

•R* Were you slightly alarmed at your own daring or

merely wonderstruck?

E- Wonderstruck.

•R* You weren’t at all afraid? You didn’t have the

feeling that you were doing something delightfully wicked?

• E * No. What drew me in was the color, the calm, and

the beauty of it: it was our parlor, with its pictures, its

shelves of ornaments, but all green! Bathed in green light.

•R- Here I’d like to turn to Eliade the expert on

myths, the hermeneut and friend ofJung. What does he

think about these two incidents?

•E- Well, it’s very odd, but it’s never occurred to me
to try to interpret thejn! For me they’ve always been just

memories. But it’s true that the meeting with the monster,

that lizard with its startling, otherworldly beauty . . .

•R* With the dragon .. .

E* Yes, it was the Dragon. But the female Dragon,

the androgynous Dragon, because it really was so lovely! I

was enthralled by its beauty, by that astounding blueness.

•R- Despite your own fear you were still sufficiently

in command of yourself to sense the lizard’s fear.

•E- I could see it! I could see the fear in its eyes, I

could see it being afraid of the little child. That huge and

very beautiful saurian monster was afraid of the child. I was

thunderstruck by that.

• R • You said that the Dragon was extremely beautiful

8



because it was “female, androgynous.” Does that mean that

beauty, for you, is essentially linked with the feminine?

•E' No, I also perceive an androgynous beauty and a

masculine beauty. I cannot reduce beauty, even that of the

human body, to feminine beauty.

•R* Why do you talk of “androgynous beauty” in the

case of the lizard?

•E* Because it was perfect. It was everything: grace

and terror, ferocity and smile, everything was there.

•R* The word “androgynous” is not without its im-

portance in your work. You have written at length on the

subject of the androgyne.

• E * But never without stressing the point that the an-

drogyne and the hermaphrodite are not the same thing. In the

hermaphrodite the two sexes coexist. You find statues of

men with breasts. Whereas the androgyne represents the

ideal of perfection: the two sexes are fused. It is another

human species, a different species. And that is important, I

think. Of course they both—the hermaphrodite as well as

the androgyne—exist in world culture, not just that of

Europe. I personally am attracted by the androgyne. I see it

as possessing a perfection that is difficult to attain, is

perhaps never attained, in either sex separately.

R * That makes me think of a certain opposition to be

found in “structural” analysis between the bestial and the

divine in archaic Greece. Would you say that the hermaph-

rodite belongs on the side of the monster and the an-

drogyne on that of the god?

•E* No, because I don’t believe that the hermaphro-

dite represents a monstrous form. It is a desperate effort to

achieve totalization. But it isn’t a fusion, it isn’t a unity.

•R- And what meaning do you attribute to the

room-inside-a-grape? Do you know why that memory has

remained so vivid?

•E • What impressed me was the atmosphere, an

9



atmosphere of paradise—that green, that golden green. And
then the calm in there, the absolute calm. And I penetrated

that zone, that sacred space. I say “sacred,’’ because this

particular space was wholly “other” in its quality; it was not

profane, not of the everyday world. It was not part of the

ordinary world I lived in with my father, my mother, my
brother, the yard, the house. No, it was something quite

other. A heavenly thing. A forbidden place before, and

again afterwards. In my memory it remains something truly

exceptional. I called it “paradisal” later on, when I’d learned

the word. It wasn’t a religious experience, but I understood

that I was now in a quite different space and that I was expe-

riencing something completely new. The proof is the way

that memory has haunted me.

• R • A totally different space of greenery, or greenness,

and of gold; a sacred, forbidden place (yet entered without

transgression, it seems)—those are truly images of paradise:

green, the original green; gold; the sphericity of the place;

that light. Yes, as though in your earliest childhood you had

lived for a moment in heaven. Or shall we say in paradise, in

Eden, the original paradise?

E- That’s it, yes.

•R- But, echoing behind your “wholly other,” I can

obviously hear, as you yourself can, the words that Rudolf

Otto uses to define the sacred: ganz andere. And I can see,

too, that this childhood image is akin to those that fasci-

nated and enthralled you as an adult, when you encountered

them in myths. Anyone who has read your books, hearing

of that memory without knowing it was yours, would prob-

ably still think of you. Who knows, perhaps these two cru-

cial experiences—your meeting with the dragon and that

closed, luminous, paradisal room—profoundly affected the

direction of your life.

E* Yes, perhaps. Who knows? Consciously, I know
what books, which discoveries during my adolescence,

awakened my interest in religions and myths. But I have no
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way of telling how far those childhood experiences de-

termined my life.

•R* Hieronymus Bosch, in his Garden of Delights ,
de-

picts beings living inside fruits.

•E* I didn’t feel that I was really inside an enormous

fruit. It was just that I couldn't compare that green-golden

light to anything but being enclosed inside a grape. So it

wasn’t the idea of the fruit, of living inside afruit

,

but that of

finding myself inside a certain space—a paradisal space. It

was the experience of a certain light.

How I Discovered the Philosopher’s Stone

•R* Your first school was the one on Mântuleasa

Street. What memories do you have of that?

•E* The discovery of books, of reading; that most of

all. At about ten I began reading novels, detective stories, in

fact all the sorts of things that one does read when one is

ten or a little over. Alexandre Dumas in Romanian, for

example.

• R • You yourself hadn’t begun to write?

E* I didn’t really begin writing until my first year in

high school.

•R- I know that you were passionately interested in

science at that age.

E* In the natural sciences, but not in mathematics. I

compared myself to Goethe, because Goethe couldn’t stand

mathematics. And because, like him, I was in love with the

natural sciences. I began with zoology, but it was entomol-

ogy that especially interested me. I wrote some articles on

insects and got them published in a magazine, the Journal of

Popular Science (Ziarul Stiintelor Populare).

•R- An author by the age of twelve!

E- Yes, I had my first article published when I was

11



thirteen. It was a sort of scientific story that I entered in a

competition. It was sponsored by the Journal of Popular

Science and was open to all high-school students in Romania.

My little effort was called “How I Discovered the Philoso-

pher’s Stone.’’ It won first prize.

•R* You mention that story in your Journal
,

I believe,

and you say: “I’ve lost it, I shall never find it again, and how
I would love to be able to reread it.’’ Did you ever find it?

E- I did! Yes! A man in Bucharest read my Journal,

went to the Academy library, tracked it down, copied it, and

very kindly sent it to me. I had remembered the theme and

the way it ended but not the exact plot or the treatment. I

was amazed to find that it was quite well told. Not at all

pedantic, not “scientific.’’ It was a real story. It was about a

fourteen-year-old schoolboy—myself in fact—who has a

laboratory and is making experiments because he is ob-

sessed, like everyone, by the desire to find a way of transmut-

ing matter. He has a dream, and in his dream he experiences

a revelation: a being shows him how to fabricate the stone.

He wakes up, and there in his crucible he finds a nugget of

gold. He believes his transmutation has really worked. But

later he realizes that it is only pyrites, fool’s gold.

•R- It was the dream that led him to the philosopher’s

stone?

• E • It was in the dream that a being—a man who was

at the same time like an animal, a transmuted being—gave

me the formula. And I did as he told me.

• R • For a child to write such a tale, he would have to

be interested in more than just insects; he’d have to be

interested in chemistry and alchemy too.

E* I was passionately interested in zoology, my spe-

cialty being insects; but I was interested in the physical

sciences generally, and especially chemistry—inorganic

chemistry in particular, before I became interested in or-

ganic chemistry. Odd, really.

• R • A dream, alchemy, the chimerical figure initiating
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you: in your very first piece of writing we find figures and

themes typical of your whole life’s work. Does this mean
that we possess a confused awareness, even in childhood, of

who we are and where we are going?

E • I don’t know. For me, the importance of that story

is that as early as twelve or thirteen years old I could envis-

age myself working seriously, scientifically, with matter, the

material world, yet felt drawn at the same time to imagina-

tive literature.

•R- Is that what you mean when you speak of the di-

urnal side of the mind?

E* Of the diurnal operation of the mind and the

nocturnal operation of the mind.

•R* Science on the daylight side, poetry on the dark

side.

•E- Yes, the literary imagination, which is both the

mythical imagination and the revealer of the broad struc-

tures of metaphysics. Nocturnal, diurnal: both. It is the

coincidentia oppositorum. The great whole. Yin and Yang.

•R- In your case, there is the man of science on the

one side, the writer on the other. But the two meet on the

ground of myth.

E* Exactly. An interest in mythology and the struc-

ture of myths is also a desire to decipher the message of that

nighttime life, of that nocturnal creativity.

The Attic

• R • In short, even before you were out of high school,

you’d already become—a writer!

E • In a certain sense, yes, since I had published not

only a hundred or so short articles in the Journal of Popular

Science but also a number of stories: impressions of my trips

to the Carpathians, an account of a journey down the

Danube and on the Black Sea, and, finally, some fragments
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of a novel, Novel ofa Nearsighted Adolescent. A wholly au-

tobiographical novel. Like my central character, when I was

undergoing a fit of melancholy—my Moldavian heritage—

I

fought back against my depression by using all sorts of

“spiritual techniques.’’ I’d read Payot’s book The Education

of the Will and tried to put his ideas into practice. Even at

high school I had already begun what I later called my “war

against sleep.’’ That was because I wanted to make more
time. It wasn’t just science I was interested in, you see;

there were lots of other things: I had discovered Oriental

studies, then alchemy, then the history of religions. By
chance I had read Frazer and Max Müller, and then, after I’d

learned Italian—in order to read Papini—I also discovered

the Italian Orientalists and historians of religion: Pettazzoni,

Buonaiuti, Tucci, and others besides. And I wrote articles

about their books or about the problems they were inter-

ested in. Of course I was very lucky as far as all that side

went: I had an attic all to myself in the family home in

Bucharest, quite separate from the rest of the house. So,

when I was only fifteen years old, I could entertain friends,

spend the whole evening—the whole night—up there,

drinking coffee, discussing things. Since the attic was away

from the rest of the family, the noise didn’t disturb anyone.

When I took full possession of my attic, I was sixteen. At

first I had shared it with my brother; but then he left for the

military academy, so I was left sole master of that space: two

small rooms that suited me to perfection. I could read with

impunity all night long. You know, at seventeen, when one

is discovering modern poetry and so many other things, it’s

wonderful to have a room of your own, one that you can or-

ganize, transform, one that isn’t just a place on temporary

loan from your parents. So it really was my place. I lived up

there, I had my bed, the colors I’d chosen. I had prints that

I’d cut out and pinned on the walls. Above all, I had my
books. It was more than a study: it was the space I lived in.

•R* It sounds as though the gods, or the fairies, were

watching over your first steps.

•E • I think they must have been, because, really, I had
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every possible good fortune all the time I was still living at

home.

•R- When you went to the university, what was the

intellectual atmosphere, the cultural atmosphere, like in

Romania at that time, between 1920 and 1925?

E* We were the first generation to receive our cul-

tural education in what at that time was called “greater

Romania”—the Romania that emerged from the 1914-18

war. The first generation without an already established

program, without a ready-made ideal to turn into a reality.

My father’s generation and my grandfather’s had been pre-

sented with an ideal already formed: the unification of all

the Romanian provinces. That ideal was now realized. And
I was lucky enough to be part of the first generation of

Romanians to be free

,

to have no set program. We were free

to explore not only the traditional sources of culture—in

other words, the classics and French literature—but all the

rest as well. I had discovered Italian literature, the history of

religions, and the East. One of my friends had discovered

American literature; another, Scandinavian culture. We dis-

covered Milarepa, in the Jacques Bacot translation. Every-

thing was possible, you see. We were getting ready for a real

breakthrough at last.

•R- A breakthrough to the universal. India, a pres-

ence in people’s minds; Milarepa, who was later read by
"* Brancusi . . .

•E' Yes, and at the same time, during those years

between 1922 and 1928, we were also in the process of dis-

covering Proust in Romanian, as well as Valéry and, of

course, surrealism.

•R- But how was that desire for the universal rec-

onciled with a desire for Romanian roots? Or didn’t you

have that?

•E* We felt that purely Romanian creations would be

difficult to achieve within the climate and forms of Western

culture that our fathers had loved: Anatole France, for
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example, or even Barrés. We felt that what we had to say

required a different language from that of the great authors

and thinkers our fathers and grandfathers had thrilled to.

We were attracted by the Upanishads, by Milarepa, even

by Tagore and Gandhi, by the ancient culture of the

East. And we thought that by assimilating the message

of those archaic, non-European cultures we might find

ways of expressing our own spiritual heritage, a heritage

part Thracian, part Slav, part Romanian, and, at the same

time, protohistorical and Oriental. We were very much
aware of our position between East and West. As you know,

Romanian culture formed a sort of bridge between the

West and Byzantium, while also linking the Slavic world

with the Oriental world and the Mediterranean world. The
truth is, though, that I didn’t become fully aware of all

those possibilities until later on.

• R • You mentioned surrealism just now, but you have

said nothing about Dada or about Tzara, your fellow coun-

tryman.

• E * We knew about them; we’d read their work in the

avant-garde periodicals, which we found very exciting. But I

personally wasn't influenced by Dada or by surrealism. I was

astounded by them, and I admired, well, let us say their

courage. But I was still recovering from the shock of futurism,

which we had just discovered. I was fascinated, as you know,

by Papini, the early Papini, before his conversion—the

great pamphleteer, the author of Maschilità, of L’Uomo

finito ,
his autobiography. For us, that was the avant-garde.

I had also discovered Lautréamont, through Léon Bloy,

odd though that may seem. I had read a collection of ar-

ticles

—

Belluaires et Porchers perhaps it was—and in it there

was an extraordinary article on Les Chants de Maldoror
,

with long quotations. That’s how I discovered Lautréamont

before discovering Mallarmé or even Rimbaud. I didn’t

read Mallarmé and Rimbaud until later, at the university.

•R- In your Journal you speak several times about an

“existentialist’’ climate in Romania, an existentialism that

actually preceded French existentialism.
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•E- True, but that didn’t happen until rather later,

between 1933 and 1936. All the same, as early as my uni-

versity days I had already read two or three of Kierkegaard’s

lesser works—in an Italian translation. Later I discovered

the German translation of his work, which is almost com-

plete. And I remember I wrote an article on him for a news-

paper, Cuvantul. The article was called “Pamphleteer,

Fiancé, and Hermit,’’ and I believe it was the first article on

Kierkegaard ever published in Romania. That was in 1925

or 1926. Kierkegaard meant a great deal to me, but above

all as an example. Not only because of his life, but also

because of what he heralded, what he anticipated. Unfor-

tunately he was maddeningly prolix, which is why I think

that Jean Wahl’s Etudes kierkegaardiennes is perhaps . . . well,

Kierkegaard’s best book, because it’s packed with very

well-chosen quotations; all the essentials are there.

•R- At the university you shared a certain number of

enthusiasms with other young people of your generation;

but what things did you find attracted you particularly, as an

individual?

*E • In the first place, Orientalism. I had tried to teach

myself Hebrew, then Persian. I had bought grammars, done

exercises. So, Orientalism. But also the history of religions,

mythology. At the same time, I went on publishing articles

on the history of alchemy, and that is what singled me out

from my generation. I was the only one passionately inter-

ested in both the East and the history of religions. In the

ancient East and the East of today as well, in Gandhi as well

as in Tagore and Ramakrishna— I hadn’t yet heard of Au-

robindo Ghose at that time. I had read Frazer’s The Golden

Bough
,
like everyone interested in the history of religions,

and later Max Müller. In fact, it was in order to read

Frazer’s complete works that I began learning English.

• R • Was all this simply the result of a desire for wider

cultural horizons? Or was it, perhaps unconsciously, already

a quest—beneath a surface diversity—for the essential man,

for what one might call the “paradigmatic’’ man?
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• E • I felt the need to tap certain sources that had been

neglected until my time, sources that were there, in the li-

braries, that could be unearthed, but that had no spiritual or

even cultural topicality at the time. I told myself that man,

and even European man, is not solely man as presented by

Kant or Hegel or Nietzsche; that there were other, deeper

veins to be mined in the European tradition and in the

Romanian tradition. I felt strongly that Greece is not just

the Greece of its admirable poets and philosophers but also

that of Eleusis and Orphism, a Greece that had its roots in

the Mediterranean and Near East of ancient times. Now,
some of these roots, equally deep—since they penetrated

right down into protohistory— I could also see in Romania’s

own folk traditions, which reach back to the immemorial

heritage of the Dacians and, even before them, to the

Neolithic peoples who once occupied our present territory.

I was perhaps not actually conscious of seeking for

exemplary man. But I did sense the great importance of

certain forgotten wellsprings of European culture. That was

the reason why, during my last year at the University, I

began to study the hermetic and “occult” elements (the

Kabbala and alchemy) in the philosophy of the Italian Re-

naissance. That was the subject of my thesis.

R • Before coming to your thesis, I should like to ask

you about the personal reasons that led you to become a

student of religions. The ones you’ve just indicated are of an

intellectual order. But what about your inner relationship

with religion?

• E • I was somewhat ignorant of my own tradition, that

of Eastern Christianity. My family was “religious”; but, as

you know, religion in the Eastern Christian tradition is,

above all, an acquired custom, as it were, so that it is very

little taught: one doesn’t go to catechism classes, for in-

stance. It is the liturgy, the liturgical life, the services them-

selves, the communal singing, the sacraments, that count. I

took part in those things, just as everyone did, but it was in

no way essential to my life. My interest lay elsewhere. By
now I was a philosophy student; and as I studied the philos-
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ophers, the great philosophers, I began to sense that there

was something missing. I sensed that it isn’t possible to

understand human destiny, and man’s specific mode of

being in the world, without some acquaintance with the ar-

chaic stages of religious experience. And I also had the

feeling that I would find it hard to discover those roots in

my own religious tradition, in the present-day reality of a

particular church, which, like any other, was conditioned by

a long history and by institutions of whose meaning and suc-

cessive forms I was ignorant. I felt that it would be difficult

to discover the true meaning and message of Christianity

inside my own tradition alone. That was why I wanted to dig

deeper. The Old Testament first, then Mesopotamia, Egypt,

the Mediterranean world, and India.

•R- But was there no metaphysical unease underlying

that process, no mystical crisis, no period of doubt or sud-

den burning faith? So many adolescents go through such a

period of religious or metaphysical torment, yet you seem

to have escaped that.

E* Yes, I never experienced any great religious crisis

of that kind. It’s odd. ... I wasn’t satisfied, but I had no

doubts, because my faith wasn’t all that intense. I simply felt

that the essential something I really needed to find and

understand had to be looked for elsewhere, not simply in

my own tradition. In order to understand myself. In order

to understand. . . .

•R- Might one say, then, that your path was that of

gnosis and jnâna Yoga?

•E- Perhaps, yes. Gnosis, jnâna Yoga.

•R- They are synonyms, I believe?

E' Yes, exact synonyms. At the same time, I needed

a technique, a discipline, something I couldn’t find in my
own religious tradition—though in fact I hadn’t really

looked for it. I could very easily have become a monk, re-

tired to Mount Athos, and discovered all the techniques of

Yoga there, couldn’t I? Such as prânâyâma
,
for instance.
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•R- Or hesychasm.

• E * Yes. But I didn’t know that at the time. I felt the

need for gnosis but also for some kind of technique, for a

practical method of meditation. I hadn’t grasped the religious

value of our Sunday services in those days. I didn’t discover

that until after my return from India.

• R • We have left your thesis hanging in mid-air. What
was its subject, exactly?

E* Italian philosophy from Marsilio Ficino to Gior-

dano Bruno. But it was Ficino who interested me particu-

larly, Ficino and Pico della Mirandola. I was fascinated, not

only by the fact that Greek philosophy had been re-

discovered by these Renaissance philosophers, but also by

the fact that Ficino had produced Fatin translations of the

hermetic manuscripts—the Corpus hermeticum—acquired by

Cosimo de’ Medici. I was equally excited by the fact that

Pico knew Ficino’s translation of those texts and that he had

learned Hebrew, not just in order to understand the Old

Testament better but, above all, in order to understand the

Kabbala. So it was clear to me that these men’s work in-

volved not merely a rediscovery of Neoplatonism but also

an extension of classical Greek philosophy. The discovery

of hermeticism implied a breakthrough toward the East,

toward Egypt and Persia.

•R* So you were excited by everything in the Renais-

sance that implied a breakthrough into areas that weren’t

specifically Greek or classical?

• E • I had the impression that this widening of the field

indicated a much broader attitude of mind, a much more
interesting and creative spirit than anything I’d found in the

classical Platonism rediscovered in Florence.

• R There was a certain analogy between that Renais-

sance, the Renaissance of the kabbalist, one might perhaps

call it, and what was happening in your time in Romania: a

conscious attempt to go beyond the frontiers represented

by purely Mediterranean man, to participate in a cultural

creation nourished by non-European traditions.
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E • By a tradition .... Let us say by a “nonclassical’’

tradition rather than a “non-European’’ one, meaning a

tradition lying deeper than the classical heritage handed

down by our Thracian ancestors and by the Greeks and

Romans. Later on I understood that what was involved was

the fund of Neolithic culture that is the matrix of all the

urban cultures of the ancient Near East and the Mediterra-

nean world.

•R- “Later on": by that you mean as a result of what

you learned in India. But I’m amazed that you’ve made no

mention of Nicolas de Cusa between Pico and Bruno.

E- I had made several visits to Italy, one of which

lasted three months. That was when I discovered his De
docta ignorantia and his famous observation regarding the

coincidentia oppositorum , which acted like a catalyst on my
own thought. But I didn't study him for my thesis, I didn’t

go any deeper into his work. To make up for that, when I

began teaching, in 1934, back in Bucharest, I devoted a

seminar to the Docta ignorantia. And Nicolas de Cusa still

excites me even today.

The Renaissance and India

•R* On 10 February 1949 you received a letter from

your “old master Pettazzoni. ’’ He greeted the recent publi-

cation of your T rait'e d'histoire des religions* in terms of warm
approval, and you wrote back: “I remember those mornings in

1925, when I had just discovered I misteri and was hurling

myself into the history of religions with all the passion and

self-confidence typical of an eighteen-year-old. I remember
the summer of 1926, when, having embarked on my corre-

spondence with Pettazzoni, I was given a copy of Dio as a

gift and went through it underlining almost every line. I re-

member

•E* Yes, I remember. I made several trips to Italy

while I was a student in Bucharest. The first time I stayed

*The title of the English translation of this, published in 1958,

is Patterns in Comparative Religion.
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five or six weeks. I met Papini in Florence. In Rome I met

Buonaiuti, the famous historian of Christianity, editor of

Ricerche religiose. Then, in Naples, Vittorio Macchioro, at

that time curator of the National Museum there, as well as

being Italy’s preeminent classicist and specialist in Orphism.

Pettazzoni I didn’t meet on that trip. I got to know him

much later. But we did exchange letters.

•R- It’s not all that usual for a very young man to go

and search out teachers in that way and to be so well re-

ceived by them. But I suppose that it was the passion for

knowledge that drove you on and, consequently, the neces-

sity to go to the very source. Which also explains the recep-

tion you were given. What did you expect from Macchioro,

for instance?

E- It was his central thesis that had interested me in

the first place. He believed that he had discovered the

stages of an Orphic initiation in the paintings unearthed in

the “Villa dei Misteri” at Pompeii. He also believed that the

philosophy of Heraclitus could be explained in terms of

Orphism. In addition, he believed that Saint Paul was not

solely a representative of traditional Judaism but that he had

also been initiated into the Orphic mysteries and that, as a

consequence, Paul’s Christology had introduced Orphism

into Christianity. This hypothesis had met with a poor re-

ception; but I was only twenty, and to me it seemed very ex-

citing. So I went to see Macchioro.

I worked on my thesis partly in Bucharest, partly

in Rome—in Rome mostly, in fact; but the majority of my
documents, my notes, I kept in Bucharest. And while I was

working on the thesis on Renaissance philosophy for my
degree, I went on broadening my mind by getting to know
the Italian Orientalists and historians of religion. I dis-

covered Orphism with Macchioro and Giacomo de Flore

with Buonaiuti. And I read Dante, whom Papini (and

others) linked with “I fedeli d’amore.” Ultimately, studying

the Renaissance philosophers and studying religions were

the same thing.

•R- I imagine it wasn’t just the reader of Dante who
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interested you in Papini but the man, too, the literary

volcano.

E * I had published several articles on Papini; I had

also written to him and received a long letter in return that

began: “Dear unknown friend.” He commiserated with me
on being a student of philosophy, “the most futile science

invented by man.” I gave him forewarning of my visit, and

he received me in a tiny study crammed with books. I ex-

pected to meet a “monster of ugliness,” which was how he had

described himself in Un uomo finito. But despite his pallor

and his “cannibal’s teeth,” Papini seemed to me majestic and

almost handsome. He smoked incessantly while questioning

me about my favorite authors and introducing me to books

by a number of modern Italian writers I had never heard of.

Then I questioned him, in my turn, about his intransigent,

intolerant, almost fanatical Roman Catholicism (he was an

ardent admirer of Léon Bloy); about his Dizionario dell’uomo

selvatico
,
abandoned after publication of the first volume;

and about his literary plans, particularly the book he had

already announced several times: Rapporto sugli uomini.

That same evening I wrote an account of my interview that

was published by a magazine in Bucharest. I saw him again

exactly a quarter of a century later, in May 1953. He was

almost blind and had just broken off work on his magnum
opus, Giudizio universale

,
in order to write II diavolo. Once

again I published a long account of the interview, this time

in Les Nouvelles Littéraires, which gave him great pleasure,

because he felt that his popularity in France had waned.

Shortly after that, however, his blindness and increasing

paralysis reduced him to the state of a living corpse. He
survived for more than a year, continuing with savage de-

termination to dictate his famous Schegge, which were pub-

lished twice a month in the Corriere della sera—an almost

miraculous feat in the circumstances.

•R- You met Papini in Florence. But it was in Rome
that your destiny was to a large extent determined.

• E • Yes, it was in Rome, one day when I was in the li-

brary of Giuseppe Tucci’s school while he himself was away
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in India, that I came across the first volume o(The History of

Indian Philosophy by the famous Surendranath Dasgupta. In

the preface, Dasgupta had included a grateful tribute to his

patron, the Maharajah Manindra Chandra Nandy of Kas-

simbazar. He wrote: “This man helped me to study for five

years at Cambridge University. He is a true patron of the arts

and letters. He protects and encourages both scientific

and philosophic research; and his generosity is renowned

throughout Bengal.’’ I immediately felt a sort of intuition.

I wrote off two letters there and then: one to Professor

Dasgupta at the University of Calcutta, the other to the

Maharajah in Kassimbazar, saying: “I am at present writing

my degree thesis; I shall present it in October, and I wish

to study comparative philosophy. I am therefore most anxious

to learn Sanskrit and study Indian philosophy, particularly

Yoga.’’ Dasgupta was in fact the great specialist in classical

Yoga and had written two books on Patanjali. Well, two or

three months later, when I was back in Romania, I received

two letters. One was from Dasgupta. It said: “Yes, it’s a very

good idea. If you really want to study comparative philoso-

phy, then it would be better to learn Sanskrit and Indian

philosophy here, in India, than in any of the major centers

of Indian studies in Europe. And since you won’t be able to

obtain much in the way of a scholarship for that, I am writing

on your behalf to the Maharajah.’’ And the Maharajah’s an-

swer was in fact: “Yes, jolly good idea. Come. I’ll give you a

scholarship, but not for two years. [I had asked for only two

years for fear of overplaying my hand.] You can’t learn

Sanskrit and Indian philosophy properly in two years. I am
giving you a scholarship for five.’’

So that was how it happened. As soon as I had

defended my thesis, in November 1928, and had become a

newly fledged bachelor of arts, specializing in philosophy, I

was given a little money by my parents and the promise of a

scholarship from Bucharest University. I then set out from

Constanza on a Romanian ship bound for Port Said, where I

boarded a Japanese ship for the voyage to Colombo and

from there went on by train to Calcutta. I broke my journey

for two weeks in Madras, which was were I met Dasgupta.

24



•R* A wonderful story, and one that would round off

our chapter nicely. But we need to know the rest. When
you were on the ship, about to set out, what did you feel?

•E* I felt that I was . . . setting out! At twenty-one I

was possibly the first Romanian who had decided, not just

to travel to India, but to live and work there. I felt that I

was setting out on an adventure, that it would be tough; but

that excited me. Especially since I knew that I was not yet

formed, complete. I had learned a great deal from my
teachers in Bucharest and Italy, historians of religion.

Orientalists, but I needed a new framework. I could feel

that. I still wasn’t a real grownup.

I stopped off for ten days in Egypt. My first Egyp-

tian experiences . . . But the important thing was the jour-

ney itself. I had very little money, so I waited for the

cheapest boat available, a Japanese ship that had a third-class

berth available. It was on that ship that I began speaking En-

glish for the first time. It took us two weeks, the trip from

Port Said to Colombo. But out there on the Indian Ocean I

had already begun to encounter Asia! And discovering

Ceylon, as it was called then, that was extraordinary.

Twenty-four hours before landfall you could smell the

scents of the trees, the flowers, strange new fragrances. . . .

So that was how I arrived in Colombo.
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mi Interlude

•R* When I arrived, a short while ago, you mentioned

the idea that had just come to you for a title for these

conversations of ours.

• E * Yes, the title came to me as a result of my reaction,

not to our dialogue, but to the fact that it’s being recorded,

which entails the constant presence of this machine, which

for me is an ordeal, an “initiation ordeal,” since I am
unaccustomed to such things. So my title is: Ordeal by

Labyrinth. Partly because all this is an ordeal from my point

of view—the necessity to recall things by now almost for-

gotten. Partly because we go forward, then have to go back

and start again, rather as though we were trying to find our

way through a maze. And I think that the labyrinth is in fact

the image par excellence of initiation. But apart from that, I

also consider that every human existence consists of a series

of initiatory ordeals or trials; man creates himself by means

of a series of unconscious or conscious initiations. Yes, I

think that that title expresses very well what is happening

from my point of view, confronting your recorder; but it

also appeals to me because it is, in addition, a quite accurate

expression, I feel, of the whole human condition.

•R- I find your title excellent. As I came up the rue

d’Orsel, I too was thinking about a title for these con-

versations. I had reread a few pages of your Journal, and I

was thinking of Ulysses, of his experience in the labyrinth.
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Ulysses in the Labyrinth? Perhaps that was overdoing the

mythology? I rang your bell, and as you let me in you

said . . .

E- ‘Eve thought of a title,” yes.

•R* Was it just a coincidence? At all events, I prefer

your title; it seems to me definitive. As for your ordeal

by tape recorder, I am aware that it’s a real struggle for you

to overcome your distaste for the thing.

• E * Yes, I wonder why. Perhaps it’s the idea that what

I say, its very spontaneity, is immediately recorded, fixed.

Or is it rather the fact that there is a censor, or rather an

inanimate object, coming between us? A mere thing that is

nevertheless playing an important role in the dialogue. It

must be that—the fact that there is an object intruding into

the dialogue and paralyzing me slightly.

•R* Isn’t what bothers you rather the desire for per-

fection and an unpleasant feeling that you are uttering an

incomplete, imperfect discourse, which the recorder is

going to freeze into a kind of false perfection?

*E- No. My impression is that the very presence of

the “machine” actually causes my expression to become im-

perfect. In other words, my expression is as good as I can

make it. I know perfectly well that one can’t express oneself

with the same precision in conversation as in an article, a

book. No, what makes me uneasy is the machine, that in-

human, physical presence.

• R • Well, we must just try to forget about it. And yet,

the tape is recording things that the reader will be unaware

of: the birds twittering among the leaves of the little square

we can see from your window, the clacking of the pigeons’

wings as they fly across it to perch beside a garlanded mask
on a Greek pediment.

•E' Yes, the Théâtre de l’Atelier.

•R* How did you come to live in this apartment, on
this square? Was it a conscious choice?
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•E* No, it was chance, a happy chance. I was looking

for a pied-à-terre in Paris for vacations. But I liked it very

much right away, this square, and the whole neighborhood.

•R- Do you like the neighborhood just because of its

atmosphere? Or is it the fact that Charles Dullin . . .

•E* Yes, there’s something in that, the mythology of

the neighborhood. I was aware of that before I’d ever seen

this house. But I think the square is very beautiful, and it

really is a very lovely part of Paris around here. I don’t mean
just the famous bits up on Montmartre, but also certain

streets, not far from here, that I’m very fond of.

•R* We are between the Marché Saint-Pierre and

Sacré-Coeur.

• E * Sacré-Coeur and the Place des Abbesses, which is

also very fine.

•R* Asa piece of architecture, Sacré-Coeur comes in

for a lot of adverse comment these days.

•E- Oh, I know, and I can’t say I like its architecture

myself, or the color of its walls. But it’s wonderfully

placed—the perspective, the space around it. It’s a moun-
tain, isn’t it? And besides, you can't help being aware of

Montmartre’s history: it’s there in front of you; and life

around here hasn’t changed all that much, fortunately. I was

rereading the final volume of Julien Green’s Journal re-

cently, and I was struck by his constant insistence on the

way the beauty of Paris is being destroyed. They cut down
trees, they demolish magnificent eighteenth- and nineteenth-

century houses, they build modern apartment blocks, which

are more comfortable to live in, no doubt, but entirely

without charm. It’s true, a certain beauty that was peculiar

to Paris is disappearing. But that’s such a dismally hackneyed

subject; let’s not pursue it.

• R • When shall we be able to read the book you refer

to in your Journal,
in the entry for 14 June 1967, about the

structure of sacred spaces, the symbolism of dwellings, of

towns and villages, of temples and palaces?
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' E • It is only a small book, written as a result of the six

lectures I gave at Princeton on the sacred roots of architec-

ture and town planning. It goes back in a more specific way
over the material relating to “the center of the world” and

“sacred space” in my Patterns in Comparative Religion and

other works. All that I have left to do on it is choose the

illustrations. But I’ve been spurred on to finish the book by

the anticipation some architects have expressed. I’ve had

letters from them saying that my earlier books have given

them valuable insights into the meaning of their profession.

•R- You say somewhere that the sacred is charac-

terized by both orientation and meaning, which are both

expressed by the French word sens.

• E • As far as geometry is concerned, up and down are

identical; but from the existential point of view we know
that to go down a staircase is by no means the same thing as

to go up it. We know that left is not right. In this book I

concentrate on the symbolism and rituals that relate to the

way we experience the various qualities of space: left and

right, the center, zenith and nadir.

* R * But isn’t architecture equally bound up with time?

With temporality?

•E* We find temporal symbolism expressed in the

symbolism of architecture and in the individual dwelling.

Among certain African tribes the hut is oriented differently

according to the season of the year. And not just the hut

itself but also the objects it contains: certain tools, certain

weapons. The whole house changes with the seasons. That
is an exemplary case of the interrelation between temporal

symbolism and spatial symbolism. But archaic tradition is

rich in similar examples. You must certainly recall what
Marcel Granet calls “oriented space” in ancient China.

•R- Yes. And it isn’t only the house that is “sacred,”

or the temple, but the territory, the land itself, the home-
land.

•E' Every homeland constitutes a sacred geography.
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For those who have left it, the city of their childhood and

adolescence always becomes a mythical city. For me, Bucha-

rest is the heart of an inexhaustible mythology. And through

that mythology I have succeeded in getting to know its

true history. And my own too, perhaps.
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The Essential India

The Apprentice Sanskrit Scholar

•R* On 18 November 1948, you wrote in your Jour-

nal: “Twenty years ago today, at about 3:30 P.M. (I think!), I

was at the railway station in Bucharest about to leave for

India. I see myself again at the moment of departure: I see

Ionel Jianu holding the book by Jacques Rivière and the box
of cigarettes, his parting gifts. I had two small suitcases. The
influence of that journey, made before the age of twenty-

two: what would my life have been like without that ex-

perience of India as the threshold of my transition to early

manhood ? And the certainty I have had ever since: that, what-

ever happens, there is still a cave in the Himalayas waiting

to welcome me." Are you able to answer it now, that question

you asked in 1948? How important was India in your life

and work? In what way did India affect your growth? If you

don’t mind, let that be the basic theme of our conversation

today. So, when you reached Madras, was Dasgupta ex-

pecting you?

• E • Yes, he was working on some Sanskrit texts in the

library of the Theosophical Society, which is famous for its

collection of manuscripts. That was where I met him, and

we immediately made plans for my stay in Calcutta. In 1928

he must have been about forty-five. He was short, thickset,

with slightly protuberant eyes
—

“frog’s eyes,’’ you might

say—and a voice that I found very melodious, like those of

Bengalis generally. And I became very attached to him; I

admired him enormously.
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• R • Your relationship with Dasgupta—was it that of a

student to a teacher or that of a disciple to his master, to a

guru?

*E* Both. In the beginning I was the student, and he

was like a tutor at a British university. It was he who drew
up my program of studies at Calcutta University, who gave me
a list of all the indispensable grammars, textbooks, and dic-

tionaries. It was he who found me my boardinghouse in

the Anglo-Indian quarter. He thought, quite rightly, that it

would be very difficult for me to start living like an Indian

right away.

I worked with him not only at the university but

at his home, in the Bhowanipore district, the native quarter,

which was very picturesque. He had a wonderful house
there. Then, after a year, he suggested I work with a pandit

(chosen by him) so that I could become accustomed to

talking in Sanskrit. He told me that later on I would need to

be able to talk in Sanskrit, even if only in an elementary
way, in order to converse with the pandits, the real yogins,

the Hindu monks.

•R- What were the difficulties Dasgupta said you
would encounter if you tried to live like an Indian right

away ?

E • He said that at first even eating an exclusively In-

dian diet was not really to be recommended. Perhaps he
also thought that it would be difficult for me to live in the

native quarter, in Bhowanipore, wearing the clothes I’d

brought, which were plain enough but European. He knew
that I couldn t go directly, in just a few weeks or even
months, from European clothes to the Bengali dhoti.

•R- But you yourself, you had this desire to live the

daily life of the Bengalis, to adopt their diet, their costume?

'E* Yes, but not at the very beginning, because I was
wholly unfamiliar with that way of life. I went at least twice a

week to Dasgupta’s house to work with him. Then, little by
little, the spell, the mystery of those vast houses with their
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terraces, surrounded by palm trees and gardens, undoubt-

edly had its effect on me.

•R- Just now I saw the fine photograph of you that is

to be reproduced on the cover of the Cahiers de /’Herne. Was
that the garment you wore in Calcutta?

•E* No, it was in the ashram, in the Himalayas, that I

dressed like that. What I am wearing in the picture you

mention is the yellow-ochre robe of a swami or a yogi. In

Calcutta I wore the dhoti
,
which is a sort of very long white

shirt.

•R* Do you think that one experiences a country like

India differently if one dresses as its inhabitants do?

•E' Yes, I do think it’s very important. In the first

place it’s much more comfortable, in the tropical climate, to

go about in a dhoti and either barefoot or in sandals. And
also one ceases to be a focus of attention. Because I lived

out in the sun, I was brown like everyone else, so I passed

unnoticed, or almost. The children didn’t run after me
shouting: “White monkey!’’ It was also a way of expressing

solidarity with the culture into which I wanted to initiate

myself. My ideal was to speak perfect Bengali. I never man-

aged that, but I could read it fluently. I translated some
poems by Tagore, and I tried to read, and even to translate,

the mystical medieval poets. It wasn’t just the academic and

philosophic side—Yoga and Sanskrit—that interested me,

but living Indian culture too.

•R- So you didn’t just experience India simply in an

intellectual way. It was the whole man that was involved.

* E * Yes, the whole man. But I must make it clear that

I hadn’t abandoned my Western consciousness or, let us say,

the Weltanschauung of the Westerner. I wanted to learn

Sanskrit really properly, in the Indian way, but also using

the philological method characteristic of the Western

mind—to conduct my studies both according to the

methods of the educated European and from within as well.

I never renounced my specifically Western instrument of
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knowledge. I had done a little Greek and a little Latin, I had

studied Western philosophy. And I kept all that. Once
dressed in my dhoti, or my kutiar in the Himalayas, I didn’t

reject my Western tradition. So, you see, my dream of

combining contraries was there in the training stages too.

•R* Just as it wasn’t any metaphysical torment that

turned you toward the study of religions, so it wasn’t any

predilection for the exotic, or a desire to lose your own
identity, that led you to don the yellow robe of the ascetics.

You retained your identity, your Western training, and you
wanted to approach India through them. In order, ulti-

mately, to fuse two points of view or, rather, to combine
them into one organic whole.

*E* That’s it, precisely. And I studied Indian culture

deeply, “existentially.’’ At the beginning of my second year,

Dasgupta said to me: “Now, yes, the moment has arrived for

you to come into my house.” I was there for a year.

•R* Your intention wasn’t solely to study Indian lan-

guage and culture but also to practice Yoga. In other words,

to know in your body, from personal experience, what the

books on Yoga were really about.

E • Exactly. We-shall come shortly to the practical ex-

perience of Yoga I set about acquiring in my kutiar
,
in the

Himalayas. But already in Calcutta, in Dasgupta’s house, I

had said to him several times: “Professor! Please can’t you
give me just something more than the texts?” But he always

replied: “Wait a little; it really is essential to know it all from
the philological and philosophical viewpoint.” Remember
that he himself was a historian of philosophy, trained at

Cambridge, a philosopher and a poet. But he was from a

family or pandits, in a Bengali village, so that he was master

of the entire traditional culture of such Indian villages. He
would say to me: “Practicing Yoga is even more difficult for

you Europeans than it is for us Hindus.” Possibly he was ap-

prehensive about the consequences. Calcutta is a huge city,

and it really isn’t. very sensible to practiceprânâyâma, breath

control, in a city, where the air is always somewhat un-
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healthy. That’s what I found out later, at Hardwar, on the

slopes of the Himalayas, where the air is more suitable.

•R- How did you work with Dasgupta? How did you

set about learning Sanskrit, first with him, then with the

pandit?

•E • Well, as far as learning Sanskrit is concerned, I

applied the method of the Italian Indianist Angelo de

Gubernatis, which he describes in his autobiography,

Fibra. It consists in working for twelve hours a day with a

grammar, a dictionary, and a text. That’s how he did it

himself, in Berlin. Weber, his teacher, had said to him (this

was in early summer): “Gubernatis, here is the situation:

my Sanskrit course starts in the fall, but it’s a second-year

course, and we can’t start at the beginning again just on

your account. So you’ll just have to catch up.” Gubernatis

shut himself away in a summer cabin, just outside Berlin,

with his Sanskrit grammar and dictionary. Twice a week
someone came to deliver bread, coffee, and milk. He was

right, and I followed his example. Besides, I had already

gone through two similar experiences, not quite so ex-

treme, but still. . . . When I was learning English, for

example, I used to work for several hours nonstop. But

this time, right from the outset, I worked for twelve hours

a day and on nothing but Sanskrit. The only exceptions I

made were to take a walk now and then and to use my tea

and meal breaks for improving my English: I could read it

very well, but I still wasn’t very good at speaking it. And
while I was at Dasgupta’s house, he would occasionally put

questions to me or give me a passage to translate, just to

monitor my progress. And, if it was rapid, I believe that

was the result of my determination to study nothing other

than Sanskrit. For a period of several months I didn’t so

much as pick up a newspaper or a detective novel

—

anything. And that exclusive concentration on a single ob-

ject, Sanskrit, produced amazing results.

•R- All the same, isn’t there a risk, using that

method, of failing to acquire the subtlety and flexibility of

the spoken language?
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• E * Certainly. But at the outset it was a matter of ac-

quiring solid foundations, of absorbing the grammatical

structures and concepts, the basic vocabulary. Later on,

naturally, I applied myself to Indian history and aesthetics,

to poetry and the arts. But to begin with, it is essential to

aim at a methodical and exclusive acquisition of the rudi-

ments.

•R- I think I remember that Daumal saw Sanskrit as

a method of philosophical training, as if the grammar of

Sanskrit predisposes the student toward a certain

metaphysics, leads him inevitably toward a knowledge of

self and being. Do you feel that? What benefit did you de-

rive from learning Sanskrit?

E * Daumal was undoubtedly right. Only, in my case,

it was less the philosophical value or virtue of the language

in itself that interested me—at least at first. What I wanted

in the first place was to master it as a working tool so that I

could read the texts, which weren’t all of great philosoph-

ical value. It wasn’t the Vedanta or the Upanishads that

interested me at that time but, above all, the commentaries

on the Yoga Sütras, the Tantric texts—in other words, ex-

pressions of Indian culture less well known in the West
precisely because their philosophy is not in fact on the

high plane of that found in the Upanishads or the Vedanta.

But they were what interested me, personally, above any-

thing else, since I wanted to learn the techniques of medi-

tation and mystical physiology, in other words Yoga and

Tantra.

•R' You learned Italian in order to read Papini, En-

glish in order to read Frazer, Sanskrit in order to read the

Tantric texts. In every case, it seems, what you were after

was direct access to something that interested you. The
language was the path, never the goal. Doesn’t that make
you ask yourself a question? You could have become, not

a historian of religions, of myths, of the imagination, but a

Sanskrit specialist, a linguist. Another Eliade, an entirely

different life’s work, was possible. You might have become
a Jakobson, a Benveniste, but bringing your own particular
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bent to that field. One can’t help trying to imagine what

that other life’s work might have been like! Were you ever

tempted to set out along that path?

•E- Whenever I have attempted to learn a new lan-

guage, it has been in order to acquire a new working tool.

A language, for me, is the possibility of communicating:

reading, speaking if possible, but, above all, reading. But

there came a point, in India, in Calcutta, when I saw at-

tempts being made to achieve a much broader comparative

approach—comparing, for example, Indo-European cul-

tures with pre-Indian, with Oceanic, with Central Asian

cultures—and when I saw such extraordinary men of

learning as Paul Pelliot, Przylusky, Sylvain Lévy, who knew
not only Sanskrit and Pali, but Chinese, Tibetan, Japanese,

and even the languages that were at that time termed

Austro-Asiatic; and I w?as fascinated by that vast new world

opening up to research: not just Aryan India but aboriginal

India, and the opening-up of Southeast Asia and Oceania

as a source of cultural material. I tried to make a beginning

in that direction. Dasgupta dissuaded me. He was right.

His intuition was right. But I did start to learn Tibetan

from an elementary grammar, and I became aware that be-

cause it wasn’t something I really wanted passionately, the

way I’d wanted a knowlege of Sanskrit and English—or

Russian and Portuguese later on—I didn’t make very much
headway. So then I got angry with myself, and I gave up. I

‘told myself that I was never ever going to acquire the

competence of a Pelliot or a Sylvain Lévy; that I was never

going to be a linguist or even a real Sanskritist. The lan-

guage as such, its structures, its development, its history,

its mysteries, didn’t have as much attraction for me as . . .

•R* As the images, the symbols?

E* Exactly. Language, for me, was merely a tool, an

instrument of communication, of expression. Later on I

was very glad I stopped where I did. Because linguistics,

after all, is an ocean. There is never any end to it: you have

to learn Arabic and, after Arabic, Siamese; after Siamese,

Indonesian; after Indonesian, Polynesian; and so on. I
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preferred to read about the myths, the rituals associated

with those cultures; to try to understand them.

Himalayan Yogin

•R* In September 1930 you left Calcutta for the

Himalayas. You left Dasgupta ....

*E • Yes, after a quarrel, which I regret a great deal.

He regretted it too. But at the time I felt there was nothing

to keep me in a place where, without Dasgupta, I had no
reason for being. I left for the Himalayas. I stopped off in

several towns, but it was in Hardwar and Rishikesh that I

finally decided to stay, because that is where the real her-

mitages begin. I was lucky enough to meet Swami Shiva-

nananda. He spoke to the mahant, the superior, and

he found a little hut for me, in the forest. The conditions

were simple enough: I had to eat a vegetarian diet and not

wear European clothes—they gave one a white robe. And
every morning one ‘‘begged’’ for milk, honey, and cheese. I

stayed there, at Rishikesh, for six or seven months—until

April, more or less.

' R * Rishikesh is in the Himalayas, but it isn’t in Tibet?

E • You needed a visa to get into Tibet. But in 1929 I

had spent three or four weeks in Darjeeling, in Sikkim,

which borders on Tibet. The atmosphere there was already

rather Tibetan. You can see the mountains of Tibet very

clearly.

• R • What sort of setting was your hut in?

• E • Whereas Darjeeling is thousands of feet above sea

level—an Alpine landscape in fact—Rishikesh is on the

bank of the Ganges, though the Ganges at that point is still

quite small; sometimes it is sixty yards across, then, quite

suddenly, it’s over two hundred, and in other places it’s

very narrow—twenty-five yards, ten yards. The banks were
jungle, forest. In my day, there was nothing there but huts

and a small Hindu temple. You never saw anyone. The huts

sl:rag£led up the bank lor a mile or two, about two hundred

40



yards apart, sometimes a hundred and fifty, sometimes no

more than fifty. From there you climbed up toward Lak-

shmanjula, the first stage of my pilgrimage, as it were. That

was quite high up, and there was a series of caves occupied

by monks, contemplatives, ascetics, yogins. I met several of

them.

•R* And how did you choose your guru?

•E’ It was Swami Shivanananda, though at that time

he was unknown; he hadn’t yet published anything, but

eventually he published something like three hundred

books. Before becoming Swami Shivanananda he had been a

doctor, a physician, and a family man. He was familiar with

European medicine, which he had practiced once, in Ran-

goon I think it was. And then, one line day, he suddenly

gave all that up. He shed his European clothes and made the

journey from Madras to Rishikesh on foot. It took him

almost a year. I found him interesting because he had been

given a Western education. Like Dasgupta. He was a man
who knew the culture of India through and through and

could also communicate it to a Westerner. He wasn’t par-

ticularly well educated in an academic sense, but he did have

many years’ experience of the Himalayas: he knew all the

Yoga exercises, all the meditation techniques. And he was a

physician, which meant that he understood our problems.

So it was he who helped me a little with the practical side of

breath control, meditation, contemplation. Of course I

already knew all about them theoretically, because I had not

only studied the relevant texts and commentaries but had

also listened to other saddhu and contemplatives, in Cal-

cutta, in Dasgupta’s house, and in Santiniketan, where I had

met Tagore; one had constant opportunities to meet people

who had already practiced some particular method of

meditation. So I already knew a little more than what is in

the books, but I had never tried to put any of it into practice

myself.

•R- You used the word jungle just now. Does that

mean we should imagine tigers and snakes?
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E- I don’t remember anyone ever mentioning that

there were tigers roundabout, but there were a great many
snakes, and there were monkeys, quite amazing monkeys. I

seem to remember I glimpsed a snake on my third day in

the hut. I was a little alarmed; I had the impression it was a

cobra, so I threw a pebble at it, to frighten it away. A monk
saw me do it and said to me (he spoke quite good English,

he’d been a judge): “Why did you do that? Even if it was a

cobra, there’s nothing to be afraid of. No one can remember
a single case of snakebite in this hermitage.’’ I wasn’t too

sure I believed him, but I asked: “And down there, in the

plain?” “Yes, down there, certainly, but not here!” Pure

chance, perhaps? At all events, when I saw snakes after that,

I just let them go by, and that was that. I never again tried to

frighten away a snake with a pebble.

• R • Almost fifty years have gone by since your days as

a novice yogin, and now you are the author, a famous one,

of three works on Yoga. One of them has, as its subtitle,

Immortality and Freedom. Another is called Techniques of

Yoga. What is Yoga? A mystic path, a philosophical doc-

trine, an art of living? Is its aim to confer salvation, or

health?

•E* To be honest with you, talking about Yoga hasn’t

interested me much for some time now. I have said every-

thing on the subject that I felt it was important to say. I

began with my dissertation, in 1936, called Yoga: An Essay

on the Origins ofIndian Mystical Theology. And I was

criticized, quite rightly, for that word “mystical.”

•R- You had worked under Dasgupta’s supervision,

and he had even dictated his commentary on Patanjali to

you, I believe?

E- Yes, but I’d been interested in the technical side

of Indian spiritual education before that. I knew the

speculative tradition, of course, from the Upanishads

through to Sankara—in other words, the philosophy, the

gnosis, that had so excited the first Western Indianists.
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Apart from that, I had also read books on the rituals. But I

knew that there also existed, in addition to all that, a spiri-

tual technique, a psychophysiological technique, that was

neither pure philosophy nor a system of rituals. In fact, I

had read works on Patanjali and also John Woodroffe’s

books (written under the pseudonym Arthur Avallon) on
Tantrism. And I thought that with the Tantric method

—

which is to say, with that series of psychophysiological exer-

cises that I just now called a “mystical physiology,” because

it tends to be based on an imaginary physiology—there was

a chance of revealing a neglected dimension of Indian spir-

ituality. Dasgupta had already presented the philosophic as-

pect of this method; but I thought it was important now to

describe the techniques themselves and to present Yoga in a

comparative perspective: side by side with the classical

Yoga described by Patanjali in the Yoga Sutras
,
the various

“baroque, ” or marginal Yogas, as well as Yoga as practiced

by the Buddha and Buddhism in India, then in Tibet, in

Japan, and in China. That is why I wanted to acquire a per-

sonal experience of those practices, those techniques.

•R* But is there no connection between that desire

and the “war against sleep" you waged as an adolescent?

E- During my adolescence there was so much that I

needed to read, and I felt that I was never going to get any-

where if I had to sleep for seven or seven and a half hours

out of every twenty-four. So I began an exercise that I'm

fairly sure I invented. Every morning I set my alarm clock

for two minutes earlier. So in a week I gained a quarter of an

hour. When I got down to six and a half hours of sleep a

night, I stopped altering the time of the alarm for three

months, so as to get really accustomed to that amount of

sleep. Then I began again, still keeping to the two-minute

reductions. I got down to four and a half hours a night. And
then one day I had giddy spells, so I stopped. I called it, with

true teen-age grandiloquence, “the war against sleep.’’ Later

on I read Dr. Payot’s The Education of the Will. I remember
that on one page he wrote: “Why shouldn’t it be possible for
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us, by a simple operation of the will, to eat things that are

made inedible for us merely by our cultural habits? Butter-

flies, for example, or bees, worms, maybugs. Or even a

piece of soap.’’ And I asked myself: “Yes, why not?” And I

began “educating my will.” But I’m afraid 1 probably mis-

understood the book somewhat. At all events, I did try to

overcome certain forms of distaste, certain tendencies that

are natural to a European.

Yoga is in fact akin to such attempts. The body
desires movement, so you immobilize it in a single

position—an âsana; you cease to behave like a human body
but like a stone or a plant instead. Breathing is naturally

arhythmic, so prânâyâma forces you to breathe to a strict

rhythm. Our psychomental life is in a constant state of

agitation—Patanjali defines it as cittavrtti
,
“whirlpools of

consciousness”—so “concentration” enables one to control

that whirling flux. Yoga is in a way a war against instinct,

against life.

However, I wasn’t drawn to Yoga for those

reasons alone. No, if I became interested in such Yoga
techniques, it was because it was impossible for me to under-

stand India solely through what I had learned by reading the

great Indianists and their books on Vedàntic philosophy,

according to which-the world is an illusion

—

maya—or

through the monumental system of rituals. I couldn’t

understand—that way—the fact that India had produced
great poets and wonderful art. I knew that somewhere there

existed a third way, no less important, and that it entailed

the practice of Yoga. Later on, in Calcutta, I heard it said, in

fact, that such and such a professor of mathematics always

took up an âsana when working and also made use of breath

control—with beneficial results. And you know that Nehru,
when he felt tired, used to take up the “tree position” for a

few minutes. Such examples may sound on the face of it like

mere gossip-column stuff, but it is indisputable that the sci-

ence and art of controlling the body and mind are very im-

portant in the history of Indian culture and philosophy—in

short, of Indian creativity.
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•R- I shan’t ask you any more about the theoretical

aspects of Yoga; a few words here could be no substitute for

the books you’ve written on the subject. I would rather ask

you about your personal experience of it and what contri-

bution it made to your life subsequently.

• E * If I have been somewhat unforthcoming about my
apprenticeship in Rishikesh, it is for reasons that you can

easily guess. But one can talk about certain things all the

same—for example, about the first prânâyâma exercises I

performed, under my guru’s supervision. Sometimes, when
I had succeeded in controlling the rhythm of my breathing,

he stopped me. I didn’t understand why. I felt perfectly

well, I wasn’t at all tired. He told me: “Yes, you are tired.’’

You see, it was important to be guided by someone who was

both a doctor and also familiar with the practice of Yoga
from personal experience. And I became convinced that

those techniques really do work. I even think I succeeded in

understanding certain problems better. But, as I said just

now, I don’t want to go into that. Because, well, if we do

face up to that question, it means saying everything, which

in turn means going into details that would require long ex-

planations.

•R* All the same, can I ask you if you were able to

obtain any verification regarding the miracles or marvels

that are said to result from the practice of Yoga? In one of

your books you mention the youthfulness that yogins retain

late into life. You suggest that meditating in a different, ex-

panded time scale produces an extraordinary longevity in

the body itself.

• E • One of my neighbors, a naga, or naked monk, was

over fifty, and he had the body of a man of thirty. He did

nothing but meditate all day, and he ate extremely little. I my-

self never reached the stage at which such things are pos-

sible. But any doctor will tell you that the healthy diet and

way of life observed in such monasteries will prolong physi-

cal youth.
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R- And those stories about wet, icy sheets that are

draped around the meditator and that dry several times

during the night?

E* Several Western observers have witnessed that.

Alexandra David-Neel, for example. In Tibetan it is called

gtumo. The body produces an extraordinary heat that can, as

you say, dry the sheets. There is extremely reputable

written evidence concerning this “mystical heat,” or rather

this heat produced by what is termed the ‘‘subtle physiol-

ogy.” The experience of the icy wet sheets drying very

quickly on a yogin’s body—yes, that is certainly a reality.

A Poetic Truth about India

• R • You expressed your Indian experience not only in

your essays but also in your novels: Midnight in Serampore

and Bengal Night. And also in Isabelle and the Waters of the

Devil, which has not been translated from the Romanian and

which you wrote, you told me earlier, as a means of releas-

ing the pressure that built up inside you as a result of your

intensive method of learning Sanskrit.

•E* Yes, after six or seven months of Sanskrit gram-

mar and Indian philosophy I took a break; I was hungry for

more imaginative fodder. I went to Darjeeling, and I began

the novel you’ve just mentioned, which was autobiographi-

cal to some extent and somewhat fantastic. I wanted to find

a way into the imaginary world that was obsessing me and

get to know it. I wrote the book in just a few weeks. And I

recovered my health and mental balance.

• R • It tells the story of a young Romanian who travels

across Ceylon, visits Madras, stays in Calcutta, and meets

the devil.

E* He arrives in Calcutta and lives in an Anglo-

Indian boardinghouse, like the one I stayed at. And also

staying there are a number of young people who are fasci-

nated by all sorts of problems. Then comes the intrusion of

the “devil,” and a whole series of things happens because the

main character is obsessed by the “devil.”
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• R * In Midnight in Serampore, as in The Secret ofDoctor

Honigberger

,

there is likewise a fantastic element.

•E- Those two stories were written ten years later. In

between Isabelle and the two novellas there was another

more or less autobiographical novel, Bengal Night.

•R* I should like to linger for a moment over Mid-

night in Serampore. How far do you believe in the events you

narrate? Those characters reliving the past, is that pure fan-

tasy? Or do you believe in it a little? Because one does hear

odd stories sometimes, doesn’t one? And from very reliable

people.

• E • I believe in the reality of experiences that cause us

to “step out of time’’ and “out of space.’’ During the past few

years I have written a number of stories employing this pos-

sibility of stepping out of one’s historical moment or of

finding oneself in a different place, as in the case of Zer-

lendi. In describing Zerlendi’s Yoga exercises in The Secret

of Doctor Honigberger, I included certain pieces of informa-

tion, drawn from my own experiences, that I omitted from

my books on Yoga. At the same time, however, I added

other, inaccurate touches, precisely in order to camouflage

the true data. For example, there is mention of a Serampore

forest, whereas in fact there is no forest there at all. So that

if anyone tried to check the plot of the story in concreto, he

.would find that the author is not acting simply as a reporter,

since the setting is an invented one. He would then be led

to conclude that all the rest is invented—imaginary—too,

which isn’t the case.

•R- Do you think that what happens to the characters

in Midnight in Serampore could happen in fact?

• E * Yes, in the sense that one can have an experience

so “convincing” that one is forced to regard it as real.

• R • At the end of The Secret of Doctor Honigberger—

a

scholar who did in fact exist, and whom you quote in your

Patanjali and Yoga—the reader may hesitate over which of
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several possible keys to the enigma is the true one. What
would your choice be?

• E • It may be quite obvious to some readers, since the

character telling the story states that he is Mircea Eliade, a

man who has spent several years in India, has written a book

on Yoga . . .

•R- The narrator, you mean; but he doesn’t actually

say that his name is Eliade, does he?

E* No, but Mme Zerlendi writes to him: “You who
have spent several years in India ....’’ Well, in those days,

what other Romanian had gone to India, had written on

Yoga? The narrator must therefore be Eliade. And Zer-

lendi, being clairvoyant, was aware that, by some mischance,

the extraordinary document he had concealed, in the hope

that someone would one day decipher it and thereby be

convinced of the reality of certain facts relating to Yoga

—

well, that document has just been deciphered by someone
who not only knows Sanskrit and is familiar with Yoga but is

also a novelist who will be tempted to tell this amazing

story—as of course I did. And so, in order to remove all risk

that someone might try to check the authenticity of the

story—since it would be easy to identify the house and find

the manuscripts in the library—in short, in order to prove

that the whole thing is merely a literary fantasy, Zerlendi

alters the whole appearance of his house, spirits away the li-

brary, and persuades his family to claim that they don’t rec-

ognize the narrator. All this so that the document I was
going to summarize in my story would not be regarded as

authentic.

•R • I’m not sure that what we are saying will be terri-

bly clear to those who haven’t read the book. But so much
the better, as long as their puzzlement leads them to find

out for themselves what it’s all about. As for me, I no longer

know what to think. I feel I am in the situation of the

characters listening to the “old man’’ in your last novel. You
have an almost devilish gift for throwing your listeners off

the scent, for twisting and turning your plots so that one be-

comes unable to tell true from false, left from right.
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E* That’s true. I even think it is a specific charac-

teristic of at least some of my prose writings.

• R • There is something impish about the pleasure you

take in slightly bewildering your questioner, isn’t there?

E • Perhaps that is part of a certain educational

method. One mustn’t provide the reader with a perfectly

transparent "story.”

• R • An educational method, yes, but also because you

have a taste for labyrinths?

*E* And it’s an initiation test as well.

•R* Very well, let’s leave your readers poised on the

threshold of your labyrinths in Serampore forest and Zer-

lendi's Indian library. In Bengal Night

,

on the other hand,

there is no fantastic element at all. And what moves me
most, when I think back over the book—and it is a book

one needs to think back over, since its content is revealed

less while one is reading it than when one ponders, later,

over what one has read—what affects me most vividly in the

story is the image, the evocation of the young girl, the very

presence of desire. The story is a very simple one, but it

shines and burns with a beauty that creates desire, like the

cave paintings of Ajanta, like Indian erotic poetry. Looking

back now, how do you see it yourself?

;E • Well, it’s a semiautobiographical novel. So, as you

must realize . . .

•R- I realize that you like to draw the same veil of si-

lence over both the mysteries of gnosis and the mysteries of

love. But since we have mentioned the Ajanta paintings, can

you tell me whether that connection, between the very sen-

sual descriptions in Maitreyi (Bengal Night) and the Ajanta

paintings, has ever been made before? And, if so, what was

your reaction?

• E • Yes, it has been made. In a charming letter he

sent me after reading the book, Gaston Bachelard wrote

about its "mythology of sensual pleasure.’’ I think he was

right, because its sensuality is, in a sense, transfigured.
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•R- That observation ties in exactly with an entry in

your Journal made on 5 April 1947, in which you refer to

the Ajanta paintings. You wrote: “The sensuality of those

fabulous images, the unexpected importance they give to

the feminine element! How could a Buddhist monk ‘free’

himself from the temptations of the flesh when surrounded

by so many superbly naked figures, so triumphant in their

beatific plenitude? Only a Tantric version of Buddhism

could encompass such a eulogy of woman and sensuality.

Someday it will be understood how important a role Tan-

trism played in revealing to the Indian consciousness, and

impressing upon it, the value of ‘forms’ and ‘volumes’ (the

triumph of the most languorous anthropomorphism over

the original aniconism).’’ The erotic content of Bengal

Night, your interest in Tantrism, and your insight into In-

dian art—one can see them all combined in that one entry.

• E • Yes. And seeing the Ajanta paintings was also the

starting point of my growing love for Indian figurative art. I

have to admit that Indian sculpture bewildered me at first. It

was a work by Coomaraswamy that enabled me to grasp the

meaning of that tremendous accumulation of detail. Not
content with depicting a particular god, Indian sculptors

throw in all kinds of-signs, human figures, mythological

figures. Not an empty square inch anywhere! It didn’t ap-

peal to me. And then I came to understand that the artist is

absolutely intent on peopling that universe, that space he is

creating around the central image. I realized that he is de-

termined to make it come alive. And I came to love that

sculpture.

To be more precise, if I felt a great love for Indian

art, it was because it is an art of symbolic meanings, a tradi-

tional art. It was not the artist’s intention to express any-

thing “personal.’’ He was sharing with everyone else the

unitary universe of spiritual values specific to the Indian

genius. It was a symbolic and traditional art but spontaneous

too, if I may put it like that. Drawing on a common source

never hampered the flowering of distinctive forms, never

prevented variety. And that is true of all the arts.
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In India, the music of Bengal was the only kind

that I had any opportunity to become familiar with. But it

was more particularly the plastic arts—paintings, monu-
ments, temples—that interested me. They didn’t interest

me solely as "works of art." For example, the temple is an

architectural creation with a very coherent symbolism, one

whose religious function, with its attendant rituals and pro-

cessions, is extremely closely integrated into the architec-

ture as such. Moreover, in India, as in all eastern European

villages some thirty or forty years ago, the "objet d’art" was

not something one hung on a wall or shut away in a display

cabinet, you know. It was a thing that you used: a table, a

chair, a vase, an icon. It was in this sense that Indian art held

such interest for me: the folk art as well as that of the tem-

ples, the sculptures, the paintings. Because of its integration

into everyday life.

•R* And Indian literature?

E- Well, I was very fond of Kalidasa. He was my fa-

vorite, perhaps. He is the only poet I really mastered, even

though his Sanskrit is really quite difficult. His poetic genius

is without peer. Among modern writers, I read some of the

avant-garde authors, such as Acinthya, for example, a young

Bengali novelist (young in 1930) very much influenced by

Joyce. And, of course, Rabindranath Tagore.

• R • It was Dasgupta who introduced you to Tagore, I

believe?

•E- Yes, I had the great good fortune to visit Tagore

several times, in Santiniketan. I made copious notes after

our conversations and also notes on everything that was said

about him, the man and the poet, in Santiniketan. He was

enormously admired, but there were those who criticized

him, and I wrote all of it down. I hope that my "Tagore

notebook” still exists, in Bucharest, even though my library

has been moved several times. I admired Tagore for his at-

tempt to combine all the possible human qualities and vir-

tues in his own person. He was not only an excellent poet,

an excellent composer (he wrote some three thousand
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songs, of which hundreds, I'm quite sure, are “popular

songs” in Bengal to this day), a great musician, a good
novelist, a master of conversation. . . . Even his life had a

certain specific quality of its own. It wasn’t an “artist’s life,”

like D’ Annunzio’s or Swinburne s or Oscar Wilde’s. It was a

rich, complete life, open to the whole of India, to the whole

world. And Tagore was interested in things that one would
never have supposed could hold any interest for a great

poet. He participated in community affairs, he was passion-

ately involved in the school he’d started in Santiniketan. He
had never become cut off from the folk culture of Bengal.

One is very aware of how important the peasant tradition is

in his work, even though it is obvious that he also drew in-

spiration from Maeterlinck, for example. And he was very

good-looking. He was enormously successful; it was whis-

pered that he was a Don Juan. Yet, at the same time, he

radiated a spirituality that expressed itself in his body, his

gestures, his voice. The body and face of a patriarch.

• R • You have painted a fine portrait of him, one that

evokes a Bengali da Vinci or Tolstoi. And yet, in Bengal

Night, you describe Tagore rather more . . .

E • . . .critically, yes. I was expressing the attitude of

the younger generation in Bengal. I had friends at the uni-

versity, young poets, young teachers—well, because they

were reacting against their fathers’ generation, they re-

garded Tagore’s work as showy stuff, no better than D’An-
nunzio’s; as misty . . . not profound. Today, in India, he is

perhaps neglected slightly because of the great stature of

Aurobindo, or of Radhakrishnan, who is a great scholar.

But I’m sure he’ll be rediscovered.

•R* It is difficult to mention Tagore and leave out

Gandhi.

•E* I did see Gandhi and heard him, but from a dis-

tance and not all that clearly: the loudspeaker wasn’t work-
ing, or maybe there just wasn’t one that day. It was in

Calcutta, in a park at a nonviolent demonstration. But I ad-

mired him—as everyone did. I was concentrating on other
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problems, but the success of his campaign of nonviolence

was something 1 cared about deeply. Needless to say, I was

100 percent anti-British. The British repression of the

swaraj militants infuriated me, disgusted me.

• R • In short, you shared the feelings of your character

in Bengal Night: loathing of the colonizer and even of the

European?

•E- Yes, sometimes I was truly ashamed to be rec-

ognized as a white; I was ashamed of my race. I wasn’t En-

glish, luckily, and I came from a country that had never had

any colonies, from a country that had in fact been treated

like a colony itself for centuries. So I had no reason to have

an inferiority complex. But, simply as a European, I did feel

shame.

•R* Were you very much concerned with

“politics”—to put it at its simplest—in your young days?

'E* In Romania, not at all. I became politically aware

in India. Because there I witnessed the repression. And I

said to myself: “How right the Indians are! It was their

country; all they were asking for was a kind of autonomy,

and their demonstrations were completely peaceful. They
weren’t attacking anyone, just demanding their rights. And
the police repression was pointlessly violent. So it was in

Calcutta that I became aware of political injustice and at the

same time realized the spiritual possibilities of Gandhi’s

political activity: the spiritual discipline that made it pos-

sible to stand up to blows without hitting back. It was like

Christ; it was Tolstoi’s dream.

•R* So you were won over, heart and soul, to the

cause of nonviolence . . .

E - And of violence too! For example, one day I

heard an extremist talking, and I had to admit he was right. I

understood perfectly well rhat there had to be some violent

protesters too. But it’s true, I was deeply impressed by the

campaign of nonviolence. And besides, it wasn’t just an

extraordinarily clever piece of tactics; it was an admirable
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form of mass education, a way of teaching people how to

achieve self-control in every sense. It was really more than

just politics— I mean more than politics as we mean it today.

India’s Three Lessons

E* I was still under twenty-two when I arrived in

India. That’s very young, don’t you think? And the next

three years were essential ones in my life. India was my educa-

tion. Today, if I try to formulate what the decisive lesson

was that I learned there, I see that it was threefold.

First, the discovery that there existed an Indian

philosophy, or rather a spiritual dimension, that was neither

that of classical India—let us say, that of the Upanishads and

Vedanta, of the monist philosophy, in short—nor that of

religious devotion or bhakti. Both Yoga and Sâmkhya pro-

fess dualism: matter on the one hand, spirit on the other.

However, it was not this dualism as such that interested me;
it was the fact that, in both Sâmkhya and Yoga, man, the

world, and life are not illusory. Life is real, the world is real.

And one can master the world, gain control of life. What is

more, in Tantrism, for example, by performing certain rit-

uals, which must be prepared for by the use of Yoga over a

long period, human life can be transfigured. It is a question

of transmuting our physiological activity—for example,

sexual activity. In ritual union, love is no longer an erotic act

or merely a sexual act, it is a kind of sacrament; just as drink-

ing wine, in a Tantric experience, is not simply drinking an

alcoholic beverage but taking part in a sacrament. So, I dis-

covered this other dimension, which wasn’t well known
among Orientalists generally. I discovered that India had a

knowledge of certain psychophysiological techniques that

enable man to enjoy life and at the same time gain control of
it. Life can be transfigured by a sacramental experience.

That was the first point.

R- “Transfigured life.” Is that the same as what you
refer to elsewhere as “sanctified existence”?

E* Ultimately, yes, it’s the same thing. It is a matter

of perceiving that by means of this technique—and by other
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paths or methods as well—one can resanctify life, resanctify

nature.

The second discovery, the second part of the les-

son I learned, is the meaning of symbols. In Romania I

hadn’t been particularly attracted to religion; to my eyes, all

those icons in the churches seemed merely to clutter them

up. I didn’t exactly regard the icons as idols, of course, but

still .... Well, in India I happened to live for a time in a

Bengali village, and I saw the women and girls touching and

decorating a lingam. a phallic symbol, or, more precisely, an

anatomically very accurate stone phallus; and, naturally, the

married women at least could not be unaware of what it was,

of its physiological function. So I came to understand the

possibility of “seeing’’ the symbol in the lingam. The lingam

was the mystery of life, of creativity, of the fertility that is

manifested at every cosmic level. And that manifestation of

life was Shiva, not the anatomical member that we know. So

this possibility of being religiously moved by the image and

the symbol—that opened up a whole world of spiritual

values to me. I said to myself: it is clear that in looking at an

icon the believer does not perceive simply the figure of a

woman holding a child; he is seeing the Virgin Mary and

therefore the Mother of God and Sophia, Divine Wisdom.

This discovery of the importance of religious symbolism in

traditional cultures—well, you can imagine its importance in

my training as a historian of religions.

As for the third discovery, you could call that “the

discovery of Neolithic man.’’ I was fortunate enough,

shortly before I left the country, to spend a few weeks in

central India—the occasion being a sort of crocodile

hunt—among the Santali aborigines; in other words, among
pre-Aryans. And I was deeply struck by the realization that

India still has roots going down very deep, not just into its

Aryan or Dravidian cultures, but also into the very subsoil

of Asian culture, into aboriginal culture. It was a Neolithic

civilization, based on agriculture; in other words, on the

religion and the culture that accompanied the discovery of

agriculture, particularly the vision of the world of nature as

an unbroken cycle of life, death, and rebirth: a cycle specific

to vegetable life but one that also governs human life and at
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the same time constitutes a model for the spiritual life. So
then I recognized the importance of Romanian and Balkan
folk culture. Like that of India, it was a folk culture, based

on the mystery of agriculture. Of course, in eastern Europe
the expressions of it had been Christianized: for example,
wheat was thought to have originated from drops of Christ’s

blood. But all such symbols have a very archaic, Neolithic,

foundation. Indeed, thirty years ago, from China right

across to Portugal, there still existed an underlying unity,

the spiritual unity inherent in agriculture, guaranteed by ag-

riculture, and thus by the Neolithic heritage. This cultural

unity was, to me, a revelation. I discovered that even here,

in Europe, our roots go far deeper than we had hitherto

supposed, deeper than the Greek or Roman or even
Mediterranean worlds, deeper than the world of the ancient

Near East. And those roots reveal to us the fundamental
oneness not merely of Europe but of the entire ecumene
that stretches from Portugal to China and from Scandinavia

to Sri Lanka.

• R * One becomes very aware—for instance, when one
reads the first chapter of your History of Religious Ideas—
how important to your thinking, to your work, that revela-

tion was—that discovery, that confrontation with Neolithic

man, with the “primitive” man behind Indian man. How-
ever, would you care to clarify the effect it had on you?

* E * Ini ndia I discovered what I later came to refer to

as “cosmic religious feeling.” That is to say, the manifesta-

tion of the sacred in objects or in cosmic rhythms: in a

spring of water, in a tree, in the springtime of the year. This

religion, still a living thing in India, is precisely what the

biblical prophets were fighting against. And quite rightly,

since Israel was the vessel of another religious revelation.

Mosaic monotheism entails personal knowledge of a God
who intervenes in history and who, unlike the gods of the

polytheistic religions, makes his power manifest in ways not
solely confined to the rhythms of nature, to the action of the

cosmos. As you know, this type of cosmic religion, which
we call ‘“polytheism” or ‘“paganism,” was being treated with
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scant respect when I was a young man, not only by theolo-

gians but also by some historians of religion. But now I had

lived among pagans—among people who were able to par-

ticipate in the sacred through the mediation of their gods.

And those gods were figurations or expressions of the mys-

tery of the universe, of that inexhaustible source of cre-

ation, of life, and of sacred joy. That gave me a starting point,

so that I was then able to grasp their importance for the

general history of religions. In short, it was a question of re-

vealing the importance and the spiritual value of what is

called “paganism.”

As you know, the Prelithic and Paleolithic eras

lasted possibly as long as two million years. Very probably,

the religion of those archaic men was analogous to the reli-

gion of the primitive hunter. Relationships became estab-

lished—relationships at once existential and religious

—

first, between the hunter and the quarry that he must

needs pursue and kill; second, between the hunter #nd

the “Lords of the Beasts,” divinities who protected both

quarry and huntsman alike. For this reason, it is very likely

that the primitive hunter accorded great religious im-

portance to bones, to the skeleton, to blood. And then,

perhaps twelve or fifteen thousand years ago, came the in-

vention of agriculture. It increased and guaranteed man’s

food resources and, as a consequence, opened the way for

all the developments that followed: increase of population,

•construction of villages, then towns—in other words, urban

civilization and all the political innovations of the ancient

Near East.

The discovery of agriculture—and this was not its

least important consequence—made possible a particular

kind of religious experience. For example, there was the

link between the fertility of the earth and the fertility of

woman. The Great Goddess is the Earth Mother. So woman
acquired enormous religious importance—and economic

importance as well—because of her mystic connection with

the earth, the guarantor of fertility and thus of life. And as I

indicated a moment ago, it was also thanks to agriculture

that man grasped the idea of the cycle—birth, life, death,
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rebirth—and endowed his own existence with value by in-

tegrating it into the cosmic cycle. It was the Neolithic man
who compared the human condition, for the first time, to

the life of a dower, the life of a plant. The primitive hunter

had felt himself magically linked to the animal he hunted;

now, with the discovery of agriculture, man acquired a mys-
tical solidarity with plant life. The human condition shared

the destiny of the plant, in other words an infinite cycle of

births, deaths, and rebirths. Of course, things are more
complex than that, since we are talking about a religious

system that incorporates all the symbolisms of fertility,

death, and rebirth—the Earth Mother, the moon, plant life,

Woman, and so on—a system that, I believe, contained the

seeds of all the essential forms to be found in all the reli-

gions that succeeded it.

What we also find is that with agriculture came the

blood sacrifice. For primitive man, the animal is there in the

world, it is given. Whereas the food plant, the edible seed, is

not given. It had not just been there since the beginning of

the world. Man creates a harvest, by his own toil and his own
magic. In comparison with the hunter, that is a huge dif-

ference, because archaic man believed that nothing could
be created without a blood sacrifice. We are dealing here

with an extremely ancient and almost universal concept: the

belief that all creation implies a magical transference of life.

By performing a blood sacrifice, one is projecting the

energy—the “life”—of the victim into the work one wishes
to create. And it’s quite odd, when you think about it: the

hunter, when he slaughtered his quarry, never talked of
murder. Certain Siberian tribes ask the bear’s forgiveness

and tell him: It was not I who killed you, it was my neigh-

bor, the Tungus, or the Russian.” In other regions they

would say: “It wasn’t me, it was the Lord of the Beasts, who
gave us permission.” The hunters didn’t recognize them-
selves as responsible for the killing. Among Paleolithic

agricultural tribes, on the other hand, the myths about the ori-

gin of food plants all introduce a supernatural being who has

agreed to be slaughtered so that the plants in question may
grow from his body. They couldn’t imagine any creation
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without a blood sacrifice. And indeed, all the evidence in-

dicates that blood sacrifices, and human ones particularly,

were performed solely by agricultural communities. Never
by hunters. In short—and this was what was important for

me to understand—an entire spiritual universe was revealed

as a result of the discovery of agriculture. In the same way,

yet another universe of spiritual values became possible

with the advent of metal-working. I wanted to understand

the religious world of archaic man. For example, during the

Paleolithic period the hunter hadn't the slightest glimmer-

ing of the man-plant relationship, any more than he had of

the religious importance of woman. But once agriculture

had been invented, then woman's place in the religious

hierarchy became very considerable indeed.

•R* Another striking thing is that in both cases—the

concept of the man-plant relationship and the introduction

of sacred killing—the central feature is the relation to death,

a particular relation to death. And it is also quite clear that

these two great symbolic axes can also be found in the

Christian world: seed that must die to be reborn, killing of

the Lamb, bread and wine held to be the body of the sacred

victim. Your account of “Neolithic man’’ provides much
food for thought. All the same, as you have said, this dis-

covery does not throw light on “religious man” alone: it en-

abled you, by a roundabout route, to find your way back to

things nearer, more familiar to you, such as the peasant tradi-

tion of Romania. Would you have written that piece on Bran-

cusi that I'm so fond of, for example, without your Indian

experience ? Brancusi was a Romanian, a modern artist and the

father of a certain kind of modernity, yet at the same time

he was a Carpathian shepherd. Would you have understood

Brancusi in the same way if you had never had that contact

with the primordial origin of civilization in India?

•E* Perhaps not, as you say. You have summed up

very well what I think on that point. As I grasped the pro-

found oneness that underlies and unites aboriginal Indian

culture and Balkan culture—and the peasant culture of

western Europe, too— I felt that I had come home. As I
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studied certain techniques, certain myths, I found myself

back in Europe while still in Asia. I never felt that I was
dealing with ‘‘exotic’ things. As I observed the folk tradi-

tions of India, I began to perceive that the same structures

are also present in the folk traditions of Europe. I think that

did help me a great deal in coming to understand that Bran-

cusi hadn't copied the creations of Romanian folk art. On the

contrary, what he did was to find his way back to those self-

same wellsprings from which Romanian and Greek peasants

had drawn their inspiration in the first place, and so he re-

discovered the extraordinary vision of a man for whom
stone exists, a rock exists in a ... let us say “hierophanic”

way. He rediscovered archaic man’s world of values from
the inside. Yes, India, did help me, to a great extent, to

grasp the importance, the autochthonous quality and, at the

same time, the universality, of Brancusi’s creative process.

If you really dig down, down to the roots that reach right

back into the Neolithic world, then you are very Romanian,
or very French, while at the same time universal. It’s a

problem that’s always fascinated me: how to rediscover the

fundamental oneness, if not of humankind, then at least of a

certain common civilization in Europe’s past. Brancusi did

succeed in rediscovering it. So, there you have it: that dis-

covery, and that problem, bring the subject of India’s in-

fluence on my life full circle.

Eternal India

R* The interest, the ever growing interest it would
seem, that Westerners are taking in India, in Yoga, does it

often look to you like a counterfeit coinage of the Abso-
lute?

E- Even though there are abuses, exaggerations, ex-
cessive publicity, it is still a very important experience. The
psychological concept of Yoga foreshadowed Freud and our
discovery of the unconscious. Indian wise men and ascetics

were in fact almost forced to explore the dark areas of the
mind. They had observed that the effects of the physiologi-

cal, social, cultural, and religious conditioning could be eas-
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ily discerned and, as a consequence, brought under control.

But the really important obstacles to the ascetic and con-

templative life arose from the activity of the unconscious,

from samskâras and vâsanâs , that is, from “impressions,’’

“residues,’’ “latencies,” which constitute what depth psy-

chology denotes by such terms as “unconscious contents,”

or “structures,” or “impulses.” It is easy enough to combat

worldly temptations, it is easy enough to give up family life,

sexuality, bodily comforts, social life. But just when you

think you are at last master of yourself, suddenly the vâsanâs

well up, and you are once more the “conditioned man” you

were before. That is why a knowledge of the systems of

human “conditioning” could never be an end in itself, either

for Yoga or for Indian spirituality in general. The important

thing was not just to know about the “conditioning” systems

but to gain control over them. So they worked away at the

contents of the unconscious in order to “burn them off.”

For Yoga, unlike psychoanalysis, considers it possible to

control the impulses of the unconscious.

That is only one aspect, however. There are

• others. It is to anyone’s advantage, in fact, to learn the tech-

nique of Yoga; because it isn’t a mystique, or a form of

magic, or a means of maintaining health, or a theory of edu-

cation; it is a complete, original system, and one that works.

The important thing is not being able to stop one’s heart for

a moment, for example—which, as you know, is possible; it

-is not being able to suspend one’s breathing for so many
minutes. No, its great advantage lies in enabling one to ex-

perience, through personal experiment, the utmost limits of

the human body.

It therefore seems quite clear to me that this

interest in Yoga is very important and that it will have happy

repercussions and consequences. Of course, all those de-

pressing works of “popularization” one sees ....

•R* I know that there you mean no criticism of men
like Allan Watts, whom in fact you knew personally . . .

• E • Yes, quite well in fact. He had a genius for divi-

nation as far as certain Oriental traditions were concerned.
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And he knew his own religion through and through, at first

hand. As you know, he had been a Church of England
priest. He was extremely well versed in both Western
Christianity and Zen, and he had a considerable grasp of

many other things. I admired him a great deal. Apart from
which, he also possessed a rather rare gift: he knew how to

express himself in unpretentious language, one that was not

that of superficial popularization and yet very accessible at

the same time. I don’t think that Watts ever really aban-

doned his priesthood; rather, he went on seeking for another

way of communicating to modern man what men of earlier

ages termed “God. He became a master, a true guru,

for the hippie generation. I wasn’t an intimate friend of
his, but I believe that he was an honest man, and I admired
his power of divination. On the basis of just a few elements,

using just a few good books, he was capable of presenting

you with the essence of a doctrine.

R' And what did he, Watts, think of your books?

E- He read them, he quoted from them. He never
criticized me for not being more ‘ personal ’ in my work. He
perceived quite clearly, in fact, that my aim was simply to

render intelligible to the modern world, Western and
Oriental—to people in India and Tokyo as well as Paris

—

certain religious and philosophical creations that were pre-

viously either little known or else misconstrued. For me, an
understanding of traditional religious values is the first step

toward a spiritual awakening. Whereas Watts, and others
like him, believed—and maybe they’re right—that one can
speak directly to the masses with something resembling a

“message" and awaken them that way. I myself believe that

we are “condemned"—products of the modern world that

we are—to receive any revelation solely through culture. It

is through cultural forms and structures that we have to re-

discover our sources. We are “condemned” to learn and to

reawaken to the life of the spirit through books. In modern
Europe there is no longer any tradition of oral teaching or
folk creativity. That is why I believe that the book has an
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enormous importance, not only cultural, but also religious,

spiritual.

•R- So you are not one of those teachers who burn

books—or affect to do so?

•E* Indeed not!

•R* And yet, somewhere in there, along with the

university teacher and the writer, perhaps the hermit of Ri-

shikesh, the contemplative, is still awake, and waiting. Let

me recall the quotation I made at the very beginning of this

long talk we’ve had about India: “The certainty I have had

ever since: that, whatever happens, there is still a cave in the

Himalayas waiting to welcome me." Do you still think about

it today, that cave?

•E- Oh yes! Still! That is my great hope.

• R • And what would you do there? Dream, read, write,

or what?

*E- II the cave still exists—and it does exist, if not at

Rishikesh, then at Lakshmanjula or Bhadrinath—and if I

can still find it .... A cave in the Himalayas is freedom and

solitude. I think that is enough: one is free, but one isn’t cut

off; one is cut off only from the world one has just aban-

doned, if one does abandon it. Above all, it is the feeling of

freedom I had and that I think I would have again.

• R • This conversation about India is drawing to a

close, and you have rounded it off by referring to freedom.

That puts me in mind of an entry in your Journal, the one

for 26 January 1961, which particularly struck me when I

first read it: “I think that my interest in Hindu philosophy

and ascesis can be explained as follows: India has been ob-

sessed by freedom, by absolute autonomy. Not in any naïve,

superficial way, but with full regard to the numberless forms

of conditioning to which man is subjected, studying them

objectively, experimentally (Yoga), and striving to find the

tool that will make it possible to abolish or transcend them.

Even more than Christianity, Hindu spirituality has the
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merit of introducing Freedom into the Cosmos. A jlvan-

muktas mode of being is not given in the Cosmos; on the

contrary, in a universe dominated by laws, absolute freedom

is unthinkable. India has the merit of having added a new
dimension to the universe: that of free existence.’

•E- Yes, I would still say that today.
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Interlude

• E • Yes, I have had dreams that I now think were very

important to me. "Initiation” dreams, in the sense that later

on, when I came to understand their meaning, I learned a

great deal and acquired a certain confidence. I came to feel

that I am not guided but aided: the self being aided by an

unconscious self.

• R • Have you ever regularly written your dreams

down, over a period of time?

E- Yes, during a summer in Ascona. As you know,

the famous Eranos gatherings in Ascona were organized by

Olga Froebe-Kapteyn, who was a passionate devotee of

Jungian psychology. It was she who suggested the experi-

ment to me. I made notes every morning for a month. That

enabled me to perceive that my dreams really did have a

certain continuity. I think I kept the notebook, in which I

also noted down the date of every dream. On occasion I told

some of them to the psychologists who were there, and I

sometimes made a note of their interpretations.

•R- Do you think that someone who wants to know
himself, and to improve himself, ought to write down his

dreams, sometimes?

E* I can’t judge. But I do think it’s always useful to

write down a dream. I remember once, when I was reread-

ing one of my diaries, I came across a dream I’d written down
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ten years before. Well, it became clear to me as I reread it

that the dream in question had in fact foreshadowed some-

thing very precise, something that did later happen. So I do

think it’s a good idea to record dreams, not simply in order

to verify certain things, but also in order to increase one’s

self-knowledge.

• R • In your case, it is not a matter of “premonitions”

but of a deeper level of knowledge?

•E' I believe that in such dreams, which I can some-

times recall very clearly, one is being given an autorevela-

tion of one’s own destiny. It is one’s destiny that is revealed,

in the sense of an existence being directed toward a precise

goal, an enterprise, a work that one ought to accomplish.

It is a matter of your deep destiny and therefore of the ob-

stacles you are going to encounter, too; of serious, irreversible

decisions you are going to have to make.

•R* In two of the dreams you have included in

the published excerpts from your Journal, it is memory
that is the central theme. In one you have put away cer-

tain precious objects but have forgotten where. You feel

threatened by this loss of memory, you kneel in front of

your wife, who is the only person who can save you. And I

will quote your own account of the other dream: “Two old

men, each dying, each alone. Their deaths will mean the dis-

appearance, forever, leaving no trace, no witnesses, of an

admirable life-story (which I, however, knew). Terrible

sadness. Despair. I withdrew into an adjoining room and

prayed. I said to myself: if God doesn’t exist, then every-

thing is finished, everything is absurd.”

•E- I noted down other dreams too, or at least epi-

sodes trom them. For example, the one in which I saw stars

falling and turning into brioches. I went around handing

them out to people, saying: “Eat them while they’re hot!”

But it is obvious that if I included those two dreams in par-

ticular when I was making my selection, it was because they

seemed important to me. Loss of memory is something that

does in fact obsess me. I used to have an extraordinary
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memory, and I feel it’s not as good any more. And I have

always been obsessed by loss ol memory in the sense of the

disappearance of a past, of a history that I alone know.

The dream about the two old men .... If God
doesn't exist, then everything is dust and ashes. If there is

no absolute to give meaning and value to our existence,

then that means existence has no meaning. I know there are

philosophers who do think precisely that; but for me, that

would be not just pure despair but also a kind of betrayal.

Because it isn’t true, and I know that it isn’t true. If one

reaches the stage of thinking it is true, that is a crisis so deep

that it goes beyond personal despair: it is the world itself

that is “smashed,” as Gabriel Marcel put it.

Possibly one can see in those dreams my fear,

my terror, of a heritage just disappearing. What is happen-

ing to those two old men may happen to Europe, with its

millenniums-old spiritual heritage—because Europe’s roots

reach right back into the ancient civilizations of the Near

East. That heritage may vanish. And that would be a loss,

not just for what we call Europe, but for the whole world.

That is why I was so struck with terror by the despair of

those two old men, dying all alone without being able to

hand anything on. It is very possible that our heritage, in-

stead of being received and enriched by other cultures, may
be despised, ignored, and even destroyed. It goes without

saying that atomic bombs can destroy libraries, museums,

and even whole cities in a very real way. But a particular

ideology, or ideologies, can annihilate them equally well.

Perhaps that is the truly great crime against the spirit; be-

cause I still believe that culture, even what is termed pro-

fane culture, is a creation of the spirit.

•R- So when you talk of the European heritage being

lost, despised, you are forcing us to picture our own culture

becoming like one of those that Europe itself has pillaged,

shattered, and whose memory you labored to preserve. And
there are a number of very disturbing pages in your Journal

on this very theme: you envisage our countries occupied by

peoples who no longer have any idea of what our cultures,

our books, were like.
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E * Yes, that would be a spiritual and cultural tragedy.

We have indeed pillaged other cultures. Fortunately, how-

ever, there have been other Westerners who have deci-

phered the languages, preserved the myths, salvaged cer-

tain artistic masterpieces. There have always been a few

Orientalists, a few philosophers, a few poets striving to

safeguard the meaning of certain exotic, extra-European

spiritual traditions. But I can still picture a terrible possibil-

ity: an absolute contempt, or indifference, where such

values are concerned. I can picture a society in which no one

will have the slightest interest in a Europe that has been de-

stroyed, forgotten, dismissed. It is a nightmare, but it is a

possibility.
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Europe

Return to Bucharest

• R • Between your return to Romania and your arrival

in Paris there was a space of almost fifteen years. It is that

period, crammed with events, that we are going to talk

about today. First of all, however, why did you leave India

after only three years?

E* I had written a number of somewhat exalted let-

ters home from Calcutta about my latest Indian discoveries,

and I had been living for six months in the solitude of an

ashram. My father sensed that I was intending to stay in India

for another three or four years, and he was afraid I might

never return, that I might choose the solitude of the monas-

tic life or marry an Indian girl. And I think his intuition

was correct. So, since it was up to him to renew my exemp-

tion from military service, well, that year, January 1931, he

-simply did nothing about it. In the autumn he wrote saying

that I must come back home. My father had been an army

officer. He added: “It would be a disgrace for me personally,

and a great humiliation for the whole family, ifmy son became

a deserter.’’ So I went home. I fully intended to return to

India later on, to continue my research. Meanwhile, I pre-

sented my dissertation on Yoga, and the university com-

mittee in charge of these things asked me to work on a

version for publication in French.

•R- You were originally posted to an antiaircraft ar-

tillery unit, but because of your nearsightedness you ended

69



up doing staff work as an English interpreter. Your dis-

sertation was published in Paris in 1936, under the title Le

Yoga: Essai sur les origines de la mystique indienne. And before

long you became a very famous author as well as a brilliant

young university teacher.

Coping with Fame

•R- Where shall we begin? With your fame?

• E • Yes, “with my fame,’’ because it taught me a great

deal. I entered Maitreyi (.Bengal Night) in a competition for

unpublished novels. I won first prize. It was a love story

and, at the same time, exotic. The book had a huge success,

which surprised the publisher, and me, as well. It was re-

printed a great many times. And, at twenty-six, I had be-

come a “celebrity”; I was written about in the newspapers,

recognized in the street, and so on. It was a very important

experience, because it meant that I found out, very young,

what it means “to be famous,’’ to have “admirers.” It’s pleas-

ant, but there’s nothing very amazing about it. So for the rest

ofmy life I was no longer tempted by it. And it is a temptation

natural to all artists, all writers, I think. Every author hopes

to have a great success some day, to be recognized and ad-

mired by the generaj reading public. I had it very early, that

success; I was delighted by it, and it enabled me to write

other novels that were not destined for anything like the

same success.

In 1934 I published Return from Paradise, the first

volume of a trilogy that also comprised The Hooligans and

Vita Nora. I wanted to paint a portrait of my own genera-

tion. The first volume did have a certain success. It was my
view that the young, my contemporaries, were hooligans in

the full sense of that word, people laying the foundations

for a spiritual and cultural revolution—not a “political” rev-

olution, perhaps, but certainly a real and concrete one. The
characters were consequently all young: young writers,

teachers, actors. And they were people who talked a lot. In

short, a group portrait of a number of intellectuals and

pseudo-intellectuals, slightly reminiscent, I think, of Hux-

70



ley’s Point Counterpoint. It was a fairly difficult book. The
critics liked it, but it didn’t repeat the success of Maitreyi.

That same year I also published an almost Joycean novel,

called The Light That Tailed.

• R • The same title as one of Kipling’s books. Was that

intentional?

•E* Yes, because of a certain similarity between the

two central characters. I’ve tried to reread the book several

times since—impossible, I can’t understand a word of it! I

had been very impressed by an excerpt from Finnegans

Wake
,
published under the title “Anna Livia Plurabelle,’’

and I employed the stream-of-consciousness technique of

Ulysses—for the first time in Romania, I believe. It was

wholly unsuccessful. Even the critics didn’t know what to

make of it. It was totally unreadable.

• R * This influence Joyce had on you, and the taste for

the word as such that it presupposes, does surprise me,

rather. It seems to me that up until then you had been more
inclined to treat language as simply a means to an end. Were
you writing poetry at this time?

E- In a sense, yes. But I ought to say that what I was

interested in, first and foremost, when I decided to use the

stream-of-consciousness method, was conveying the mental

processes of a man who loses his sight for several months. It

was within that “internal soliloquy,’’ containing all he thinks,

sees, and imagines in that darkness—it was there that I

really tried to play with language, allowing myself total free-

dom. And that is why the book is almost incomprehensible.

Yet the story is a very simple one, and quite affecting, too.

A librarian is working at night in a municipal library, cor-

recting proofs—of a Greek text on astronomy, I think it

was; anyway, it was a somewhat mysterious text. He begins

to be aware of the smell of smoke, becomes uneasy, sees a

number of rats scuttling away, then smoke seeping into the

room. He opens the window, opens the door, and in the

reading room he sees a young woman lying naked on a big

table. Standing over her is a professor of Slavic languages,
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reputed to be a creature of the devil, a magician. At the

height of the fire, the professor vanishes. The librarian picks

up the young woman, who has fainted, and rescues her. But
as he is carrying her down the marble staircase, a section of
molding on the ceiling comes loose, falls, strikes him on the

head, and deprives him of his sight for six months. In the

hospital he begins struggling to understand. It all seems ab-

surd. Midnight, in the library of a university city, a fully

clothed professor and a naked woman, a woman he knew
quite well, as a matter of fact—she was the professor’s as-

sistant. The librarian now hears it rumored that the pro-
fessor was performing a Tantric ritual and that the ritual was
the cause of the fire. Then he recovers his sight, and in his

joy at being able to see again—to see, not to read—he de-
cides to go traveling. I don’t recall the end exactly, because,

as I said, I ve never managed to reread the whole book. I

know that at one point the librarian begins talking Latin to

people who haven’t had his education and so can’t under-
stand him—an echo of Stephen Daedalus perhaps? Every-
thing becomes mysterious, enigmatic. At all events, the

book was unreadable and a total failure. After that third

book I was free. People still knew my name, but as the au-

thor of Bengal Night. I was freed from the necessity to

please people.

•R- One has only to read the entry for 21 April 1963
in yourJournal to realize the extent to which that story was a

personal one. I shan’t ask you about that entry, for obvious
reasons. It is up to the reader’s curiosity whether he wishes
to look it up and see what I mean. Personally, I am glad to

have watched those fascinating images swim up to the sur-

face. Perhaps they may yet produce a fantastic story—one of
those you are at work on at the moment, maybe? But let us
return to your period of celebrity: are you also unconcerned
with posterity, with being remembered? Is it a matter of in-

difference to you whether your work survives or not?

E- From time to time I tell myself that I may con-
tinue to be read, in Romania, by my fellow countrymen, not
on account of my merits as a writer but because I have, after
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all, taught at Chicago, been published in Paris, and not many
Romanians have been so fortunate. Of course, there is the

great Ionesco, and Cioran. They will survive.

• R • All the same, you are a famous man. What is your

reaction, for example, to the desire that many of your

readers may have to meet with you? How do you live with

the celebrity, or notoriety, that you enjoy?

•E* Fortunately, I am able to ignore them, since I live

for eight months of the year in Chicago and a few months

in Paris. Generally speaking, I don’t accept invitations to

congresses, to conferences, or even to most kinds of parties.

So I remain oblivious to the very heavy burden that celeb-

rity, or notoriety, can bring. I admire those who are strong

enough to cope with the consequences of such tame

—

television appearances, interviews, reporters. I would find

that very hard. It’s not so much the time lost—talking to a

journalist for an hour or attending the opening of a new ex-

hibition of paintings, that’s not so very terrible—it’s being

caught up, dragged in, trapped, by the publicity machine.

Apart from which, I should be forced to keep saying things

over and over again, on radio, on television, that I have no

desire whatever to repeat yet one more time. I haven’t that

vocation, though I do admire those who are capable of

fighting the good fight on that front as well.

University Life, Zalmoxis, and Criterion

•R- So, now you are a celebrated young novelist and,

at the same time, an Orientalist. And I know that at first

your university lectures were packed with people who’d

read Bengal Night; then the taxing nature of the work dis-

couraged the merely curious. You were appointed as assis-

tant to Naë Ionesco.

• E • He was a professor of logic, metaphysics, and the

history of metaphysics. He also edited a newspaper. He was

a man who wielded great influence in Romania. Well, he

handed over his course on the history of metaphysics to me,

plus a seminar on the history of logic, and suggested that I
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preface my history-of-metaphysics lectures with a course on

the history of religions. So I talked about the problem of

evil and salvation in Eastern religions, about the Indian con-

cept of being, about Orphism and Hinduism and Buddhism.

And I began my logic seminar with a very high-sounding

theme: “On the Dissolution of the Concept of Causality in

Medieval Buddhist Logic”! Not an easy seminar, but I did

have a small group who attended it. After that I chose

Nicolas de Cusa’s Docta ignorantia and Book XI of Aris-

totle’s Metaphysics.

•R* You were teaching, and you also started the

periodical Zalmoxis.

E- Yes, I thought, and still do, that there is no con-

tradiction between scholarly research and cultural activity. I

began doing the groundwork for Zalmoxis during 1936; but

the first issue, which ran to almost three hundred pages,

didn’t appear until 1938. I wanted to foster scientific study

of the history of religions in Romania. In academic circles, it

still didn’t exist as an autonomous discipline. For example,

as I’ve just said, I was teaching the history of religions under

the aegis of the history-of-metaphysics chair. And one of my
colleagues was lecturing on myths and legends from a chair

of ethnology and folklore. So, to convince university circles

generally that it was really quite an important discipline in

its own right and that we could make significant contri-

butions to the field—given that we already had a number of

scholars in Romania interested in the history of Greek reli-

gions, for example— I decided that we needed something

like Zalmoxis. So I wrote to all the specialists—quite a

few—that I knew in other countries. An international maga-

zine, in other words, brought out in French, English, and

German, with contributions from several Romanian schol-

ars. We got out three issues. It was possibly Romania’s first

contribution to the history of religions on . . . well, let us say

the European level.

• R • I take it, then, that the texts you published later as

a book, under the title Zalmoxis
,
the Vanishing God, first ap-

peared in that magazine?
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•E- No, only “The Mandragora Cult in Romania.’’

The rest came from elsewhere. For example, the piece on

aquatic symbolism comes from Images and Symbols.

•R- In your Journal you talk about “Criterion.” What
exactly was that?

•E • Criterion was a group we organized, made up of

people who aren’t known abroad, apart from Cioran;

although Ionesco came to the meetings too, I think. They

t were symposiums, as it were, with five speakers taking part.

We dealt with subjects that were very important at that

time— 1933, 34, ’35—in Romania: not only Gandhi, Gide,

Chaplin, but also Lenin and Freud. Quite controversial

subjects, some of them, as you can imagine. And also mod-
ern art, contemporary music, even jazz. We invited repre-

sentatives of all sorts of movements. For “Lenin,’’ there

were the usual five speakers: the chairman was a well-known

professor from the university; one of the other speakers was

Lucretiu Patrascanu, who was general secretary of the

Communist Party at that time; another was Belu Silber, a

writer on Communist theory; but there was also a repre-

sentative of the Iron Guard, Poliproniade, and a represen-

tative of, let us say, the political liberal center, a man who
was also well known as an economist, philosopher, and

theologian: Mircea Vulvanescu. The meetings were run as

debates on a motion, and I think that type of dialogue was

very important. When I wrote Return from Paradise, I knew
inside that it was actually a kind of paradise we were losing

then, because in those years, 1933 and 1934, it was still pos-

sible to talk quite openly. Later on we didn’t actually have

censorship in the strict sense, but we had to pick subjects

that were more exclusively cultural. The Criterion group

had tremendous repercussions in Bucharest. It was at one of

our meetings, in 1933, that existentialism, Kierkegaard, and

Heidegger were discussed for the first time. We felt we
were engaged in a crusade against the old fossils. We wanted

to remind our audiences that Picasso and Freud existed.

People had heard of Freud, naturally, but he still wasn’t

talked about enough, and the same with Picasso. We needed
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to discuss Heidegger and Jaspers. And Schoenberg. We felt

that culture ought to be an integral part of the city’s life. We
all shared a conviction that just talking within the university

wasn’t enough, that it was imperative for us to get down and

fight in the real arena. We believed that the newspaper

had become an acceptable intellectual weapon, as it clearly

already was in Spain, thanks to Unamuno and Ortega. We
no longer suffered from the inferiority complex that had

afflicted our teachers’ generation. They didn’t dare publish

articles in daily newspapers, only in academic periodicals.

We wanted to address ourselves to the broadest possible

public and inject some vitality into Romanian culture, be-

cause it was in danger of sinking into a creeping pro-

vincialism if we didn’t. I wasn’t the only one thinking like

that, naturally, and I wasn’t the group’s leader. We had all

become aware of the necessity for such an effort and of the

fact that we alone were in a position to make it, because we
were young and because we weren’t afraid of certain un-

pleasant consequences—for one’s university career, for

example.

London, Lisbon

* R • In 1940 you left Romania. You went to London as

a cultural attaché.

E* King Carol’s last government foresaw that

Romania was going to be in difficulty. It decided to send a

number of young university teachers abroad, as cultural at-

tachés and advisers. I was posted to England. I was there

during the London blitz. I used my memories of that period

in The Forbidden Forest. My first image was of a city bulging

with huge balloons—the barrage balloons intended to pro-

tect it from the German bombers. And the blackout, the

total darkness at night. After the terrible raid on 9 Septem-
ber, some of our legation’s offices were moved to Oxford.

That night I saw fires that came straight out of Hieronymus
Bosch: a city burning, the sky in flames. I had a tremendous
admiration for the courage and resistance of the British, for

that titanic effort to build up their armaments from almost
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nothing. That was why, both in London and in Lisbon, I

always believed in an Allied victory.

When Britain broke off diplomatic relations with

Romania, after the German invasion in 1941, I was trans-

ferred to Lisbon. I stayed there for four years. I worked, I

learned Portuguese, really quite well. I began writing my
Patterns in Comparative Religion in Romanian and also part

of The Myth of the Eternal Return. I wanted to write a book

about Camoëns: not simply because he was a poet I loved,

but because he had lived in India and the Lusiads contains

descriptions of Sri Lanka, Africa, and the Atlantic Ocean.

I’m very fond of Lisbon. That great square beside

the vast Tagus estuary, a superb space, one could never

forget it. And the city’s pastel coloring, the blue and white

everywhere. And, at dusk, music in all the streets, because

everyone sings. It was a city somehow slightly to one side of

history, of contemporary history anyway, outside the in-

ferno of the war. It was a neutral city, so one was able to ob-

serve the propaganda being put out by both sides; but it was

my particular job to monitor the neutral press. Apart from

that, I dealt with cultural exchanges: lecturers, musicians,

mathematicians, writers, and theater companies. Our ambas-

sador appreciated the value of such things, but he wasn’t much
concerned with them personally. I lived rather on the fringes

of our legation—fortunately. “Diplomatic’ life is rather tedi-

ous, stifling, frustrating: you feel trapped inside a sort of in-

bred “family,” constantly meeting the same members of the

diplomatic corps over and over again. I couldn’t have stood

it for very long.

The Power of the Spirit

•R* That period, when you were away from Romania

but still in Europe—in London, then Lisbon, and finally

Paris—it was a tragic time for Europe and Romania and for

much of the rest of the world: first the high tide of the Fas-

cist regimes, the dark days of the war, then the collapse of

Nazism and, in Romania, the setting-up of a Communist re-

gime. You were a witness to those events, sometimes a di-

rect one. How did you react to them?
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E • To me it was self-evident that the Allies would
win. At the same time, when Russia entered the war, I knew
that the victory was going to be a Russian victory, too. I

knew what that would mean for the peoples of eastern

Europe. I had left Romania in the spring of 1940, so that

any information I received about what was happening there

was always at second hand. But I feared a Soviet occupation,

even a temporary one. One always fears a giant neighbor.

Giants can be admired only from a distance. But the choice

had to be made: despair or hope. And I am always against

despair of that kind, political and historical despair. So I

chose hope. I told myself that it was simply one more ordeal

that had to be gone through—we are only too familiar with

the ordeals of history—we Romanians, Yugoslavs, Bulgar-

ians, all of us—because our existence has always lain be-

tween empires. However, there’s no point in trying to give

you a résumé of European history, is there? We all know it.

Our situation is like that of the Jews when they were caught

between the great military empires of Assyria and Egypt,

Persia and Rome. One is always crushed. So I personally

chose the biblical prophets as a model. Politically there was
no solution, not in the short term. Only later, perhaps.

The important thing, for me and all the other Romanian
émigrés, was to know how to safeguard our cultural heri-

tage, how to go on creating through this historical crisis.

The Romanian people would survive, of course. But what
could we do, abroad, to help it survive? I have always be-

lieved that culture, too, can provide a means of survival.

Culture is not a “superstructure,” as the Marxists believe: it

is man s specific condition. One cannot be a man without

being a cultural being. I told myself: we must go on, we
must safeguard the few Romanian values that are in danger
of being snuffed out in our country—above all, freedom of
research; for example, the scientific study of religion, of

history, of culture. When I came to Paris in 1945, it was in

order to continue my research, to put the finishing touches

to a number of books dear to my heart, particularly the Pat-

terns and The Myth of the Eternal Return.
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You asked me how I reacted to that tragic period.

I told myself that we were undergoing a great crisis but that

the Romanian people had lived through such things before

in its history—three or four crises per century. Those at

home would do whatever destiny permitted them to do. But

here, abroad, it was essential not to waste one’s time in

political nostalgia and regret, hoping for an imminent inter-

vention by the United States and so on. Then came the

postwar years, 1946, 1947, 1948, and during that time I ex-

perienced the certainty that no resistance can carry any

weight unless one actually does something. And the cultural

thing was the only thing that one could do. So I, Cioran, and

many others all decided to work, each according to his voca-

tion. Which doesn’t mean that we had cut ourselves off

from our country. On the contrary. It was simply that there

was no other way in which we could be of use. Of course,

one can always sign a manifesto, protest in the press. That is

rarely what is really needed. Here, in Paris, we organized a

literary and cultural circle, the Morning Star (Luceafarul), a

name taken from the title of a famous poem by Eminescu,

and also a Romanian Research Center. We tried to maintain

the culture of a free Romania and, above all, to publish texts

that had become unpublishable in Romania itself: literature

of course, but also historical and philosophic works.

•R- On 25 August 1947, you wrote in your Journal

:

“People tell me: one must take on the responsibility of one’s

historical moment. Today we are governed by the social

problem or, more precisely, by the social problem as posed

by the Marxists. It is therefore necessary to respond through

one’s work, in one way or another, to the historical moment
one is living through. Yes, but I shall try to respond as

Buddha and Socrates did: by transcending their historical

moments and by creating others, or laying the foundations

for them.’’ You wrote that in 1947.

E- Yes. Because, after all, one cannot regard Buddha

and Socrates as “escapists.’’ Each of them took his historical

moment as his launching pad and responded to it. Only they
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did so on another level and in another language. And they

were the men who unleashed spiritual revolutions, one in

India, the other in Greece.

•R* It is clear from your Journal that you are rather

impatient with demands made on intellectuals to fritter

away their energies in political agitation.

E- Yes, when I know in advance that such agitation

cannot produce any result. If I were told: “You must dem-

onstrate every day in the streets, publish articles for three

months, sign every single manifesto, after which, I don’t say

that Romania will be set free, but at least Romanian writers

will be free to publish their poems or their novels,” then I

would do it, I would do all that. But I know that such ac-

tivities, for the moment, cannot produce any immediate

consequences. So one must direct one’s energies judiciously

and attack in the areas where one can entertain some hope

of at least some repercussion, some echo. That is what a

number of Romanian exiles did this spring, in support of the

movement started in Romania by Paul Goma. They orga-

nized a press campaign that did achieve positive results.

• R • I had supposed that you felt a certain indifference

to things political. But I see now that it is more a matter of a

refusal to be distracted by illusions, of insisting on seeing

things as they really are. Not indifference at all.

•E • No, it is not a question of indifference. And be-

sides, I believe that at certain historical moments some

kinds of cultural activity—literature and art especially

—

themselves constitute political weapons. When I think of

the effect of Pushkin’s poems .... I won’t mention Dos-

toevski! But even some of Tolstoi’s stories come to mind. I

believe that, at a certain moment, what we do in the realm

of art, of science, of philosophy, will have a political effect:

alter man’s consciousness, breathe a kind of hope into him.

So I don’t think that, by continuing to work and create, one

is escaping from one’s historical moment.

• R • One cannot help thinking at this point of a man
like Solzhenitsyn.
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•E* I admire him enormously. I admire the writer,

yes. But above all I admire his courage as a witness, the fact

that he truly accepted the role of witness, like a martyr. (In-

cidentally, the Latin word martyr was the origin of the

Romanian martor. meaning witness.) Fortunately he also

possessed certain assets, the weight of his name alone, not

just because of the Nobel Prize, but because of the huge

popular success of his novels; and then, his vast expe-

rience ....

•R* The entry in your Journal for 16 February 1949

has this to say about the relationship of the intellectual to

politics: “Meeting in my hotel room of fifteen or so Roma-
nian intellectuals and students. I had invited them to discuss

the following problem: Are we agreed or not that today

,

and

above all tomorrow

,

the ‘intellectual,’ because of his access to

concepts, is regarded, and will be regarded increasingly, as

enemy number one and that he is entrusted by history (as so

often in the past) with a political mission? In the war of reli-

gions in which we are at present engaged, the enemy is em-

barrassed solely by ‘elites,’ which for a well-organized police

force have the advantage of being fairly easily suppressed.

In consequence, ‘making culture’ is today the only effica-

cious form of politics open to exiles. The traditional posi-

tions are reversed: it is no longer the politicians who stand

at the concrete center of history but the great minds, the

‘intellectual elites.’ (Long discussion that I must summarize

one day.)”

•E- Yes, I think that passage does sum up perfectly

what I have been trying to say. I do in fact think that the

presence of the intellectual, in the true sense of the word

—

great poets, great novelists, great philosophers— I think that

their very presence is terribly disturbing for a police state or

a dictatorship, whether of the left or the right. I know, be-

cause I have read everything there is to be read on the sub-

ject; for example, what Thomas Mann represented to the

Gestapo, to the German police. I know what a writer like

Solzhenitsyn represents and what a Romanian poet repre-

sents; their physical presence alone is disturbing to dicta-
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tors, and that is why I say to you that one really must go

on creating culture. A great mathematician once asserted

that if one day the world’s five greatest mathematicians took

the same plane to a conference and the plane crashed, next

day there would be no one left to understand Einstein’s

theory. It’s a slight exaggeration, but those “five’’ or “six”

are inordinately important.

Encounters

• R • During those years you met a number of eminent

men, notably, Ortega y Gasset and Eugenio d’Ors.

E- I met Ortega in Lisbon. The fact was that though

he no longer considered himself an exile he was still not

ready to return to Madrid. He came to dinner with us quite

often, and we had long talks. I admired him a great deal. I

admired his capacity to keep on with his work despite all his

problems, both personal and political. He was writing his

book on Leibniz at that time. He was a man of scathing

irony. Hearing him talk made one slightly apprehensive. An
aristocrat. He spoke excellent French, and he preferred to

speak French, even with Germans. Even, and above all, with

a certain German journalist, who also spoke French very

well as a result of spending ten years in Paris as the cor-

respondent of a large newspaper. I ought to add that this

German wasn’t a Nazi: he had taken part in the plot against

Hitler, and his family had been executed. I think Ortega was

saddened by the fact that he was less well known in France

than in Germany, where almost all his books had been

translated. The only French translation, I believe, was of the

Essais espagnols, published by Stock, which included The

Revolt of the Masses. That is a piece one can still reread now;

it is completely topical, because today the masses are af-

fected more than ever by ideologies. Besides which, every-

thing he had to say about history is still very interesting, as is

what he had to say about “marginal’’ cultures: Spanish cul-

ture, for example, which is integrated into European culture

to an extent, but not as Ortega would have wished. His

campaign to reawaken the Spanish consciousness to a cer-
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tain kind of Spanishness and Europeanness at the same

time—I find that important. And he was a man who was

already confronting the problem posed by machines. He
saw that we have to achieve a dialogue with the machine.

Yes, I admired him a great deal. He was not only a profes-

sor of philosophy, an excellent essayist, and a magnificent

writer, as you know, but he was also a great journalist. He
too believed, as my professor, Naë Ionesco, did, that the

newspaper is the real arena of thought today, not periodicals

or books, as was once the case. It is through newspapers, he

believed, that one establishes real contact with the public,

that one can influence it, “cultivate” it. In Spain, Ortega is

still read, republished, written about. I don’t know why he is

so little known and translated in France.

•R' And d’Ors?

*E- I quite often took trips to Madrid to buy books,

and that was where I had one or two, perhaps three, long

meetings with Eugenio d’Ors. He was more immediately

approachable than Ortega, always smiling. I think his great

ambition was to become well known in France. It was the

journalist of genius I admired in him, the dilettante of

genius. I admired his literary elegance and his erudition.

From that point of view, Ortega and d’Ors were very simi-

lar. They were both descendants of Unamuno, even though

both differed from him on many occasions. I admired d’Ors’

diary, the Nuevo Glossario. It was a daily account of his in-

tellectual discoveries: every day he wrote a page describing

exactly what he had discovered or thought that day—or the

day before, I should say; and he published it as he wrote it.

He’d made a vow never to repeat himself. I admired that

determination to remain constantly alive to everything, the

decision to ask himself new questions every single day of his

life and attempt to answer them. It’s an interesting work but

totally unknown. The five or six volumes of the Nuevo

Glossario are out of print in Spain and have never been

translated. Apart from that, he had some fascinating insights

into the manueline style of architecture, and there is of

course his famous book on the baroque. In the same field,
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he wrote a sort of philosophy of style, Cupola and Monarchy.

It’s a philosophy of forms and of culture, worked out in

traditional terms. There is a French translation of it. If you

ever find it in a bookstall somewhere, buy it. It’s most

fascinating.

•R- What you haven’t said is that Eugenio d’Ors ad-

mired Mircea Eliade.

*E • True. He knew Zalmoxis, and he’d liked The Myth

of the Eternal Return very much. It was an appreciation

fostered by an exchange of letters and also by several long

conversations.

•R- On 3 October 1949, you wrote: ‘‘Eugenio d’Ors

sent me a further article on The Myth of the Eternal Return.

It is headed: ‘Se trata de un libro muy importante.’ More
than any other critic whose reviews I’ve seen, Eugenio d’Ors

is full of enthusiasm about the way I have thrown light on
the Platonic structure of archaic and traditional (‘folk’) on-

tologies.” You do add, however: ‘‘But I am still waiting for

someone to understand the other aspect of my interpreta-

tion, the one dealing with the ritual abolition of time and, as

a consequence, the necessity for ‘repetition.’ The conver-

sations I have had on this point have been disappointing

so far.” Later on, d'Ors was also to express admiration for

your Patterns in Comparative Religion.

• E • Yes, that was the last work of mine he was able to

read. He died the following year, I think.

•R- You mentioned Unamuno earlier, in connection

with Ortega and d’Ors.

E- I didn’t know him personally. He died in 1936, I

think it was, and my first visit to Spain wasn’t until 1941.

But I had always held him in the highest regard. His work is

extremely important, and one day it will be discovered

everywhere. There is a particular kind of ‘‘existentialism’’ in

it that appeals to me a great deal. And I love the great poet

that he became, though that side of him wasn’t truly re-

vealed until twenty years after his death, when his last
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poems were finally published. Yes, he was a wonderful man,

and his work is essential, because it succeeded in laying bare

the “visceral” roots of culture. Unamuno, like Gabriel Mar-

cel, insisted on the importance of the body. Gabriel Marcel

used to say that philosophers ignore the body, that they ig-

nore man as a being made flesh. Well, Unamuno too in-

sisted on the spiritual importance of flesh, of the body, of

blood, of what he called the “visceral experience of the

spirit.’’ And that was very original, very new. And also, of

course, he had enormous talent as a writer, as a poet, a prose

writer, an essayist.

•R- So these Conversations of ours may serve, among
other things, to spur our readers on to reread these

authors—Ortega, d’Ors, and Unamuno—who, despite

being so little read today, are nevertheless great writers?

•E* Yes. Unamuno especially.

• R • In London you met a fellow countryman of yours

who was quite famous at the time, then sank into relative

neglect, but is now being republished: Matila Ghyka.

• E • Yes, Matila Ghyka was a cultural adviser at the

Romanian embassy. Before I met him, I had, of course, read

The Golden Number, but I didn’t know his fine novel The

Rain ofStars. I admired him a great deal, and despite the dif-

ference in age we became friends. He was prodigiously

wçll read, not just as a scientist but also in literature and

history. As you know, he had been a naval officer, then a

naval attaché, first in Saint Petersburg, then in London.

After the Second World War he became professor of

aesthetics at the University of California at Los Angeles.

Besides his personal work, he read at least one book a day.

Which was why he subscribed to five different book clubs!

His opinions were sometimes rather odd. For example, he

believed that the war, which had just broken out, was the

final confrontation between two orders of chivalry, the

Knights Templar and the Teutonic Knights. One day he

showed me a photograph of a fairly large family, posed on

the very imposing front steps of a large chalet. At one of the
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second-story windows you could just make out the slightly

blurred face of an old lady. In fact, Matila Ghyka informed

me in his deep, calm voice, that old lady had been dead for

several months when the picture was taken. I met him again

in Paris in 1950. He’d just finished a detective novel that he

was going to publish under a pseudonym. His last years

were rather hard ones: he would translate any book Payot

offered him and accept any kind of work, despite being over

eighty.
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Paris, 1945

Paris

• R • In 1945 you elected not to return to Romania but

to live in Paris. What were the reasons for those choices?

E • 1945: Romania was on the theshold of a historical

change that was almost a foregone conclusion—a brutal

transformation, imposed from outside, of its political and

social institutions. On the other hand, after the four years

spent in Lisbon, I needed to be in a city where I had access

to extremely well-endowed libraries. I had begun my Pat-

terns in Comparative Religion in London, thanks to the British

Museum, and continued work on it at Oxford, thanks

to the magnificent university library there. In Lisbon I

really hadn’t been able to work at all. I moved to Paris for a

while—for a few years, I imagined at the time—in order to

resume work on that book and finish it. And immediately

after my arrival I had the good fortune to be invited by

Professor Georges Dumézil to teach a course of my own
choice at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes. And it was George

Dumézil again who introduced me to Gallimard, the pub-

lishing house, and who wrote the preface for my Patterns.

•R- So you received a warm welcome from Professor

Dumézil. However, as one can glean from certain entries in

your Journal

,

the next few years were to be ones of great

poverty and of great uncertainty about the future. It was

also a time of intensely hard work, not only academic but
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literary as well. Can you tell us about that life as “a poor stu-

dent,’’ as you put it, and as a working scholar, as a man of

learning and a writer?

• E • I wrote “poor’’ because I lived in a hotel room and

made my own lunch on a gas ring. After our marriage,

Christinel and I used to eat our meals in a small neigh-

borhood restaurant. So I was in fact poor, in that sense. The
big problem was my work and the fact that I now had to

write in French. I was quite clear in my own mind, from the

very start, that my French wasn’t going to be the perfect

French of Ionesco or Cioran but rather a French analogous to

medieval Fatin or to Koine, the Greek that was spoken and

written during the Hellenistic period in Egypt and Italy

—

indeed, from Asia Minor to Ireland. The question of style

held no terrors for me, as it did for Cioran. He worshiped

the French language for its own sake; he regarded it as an

artistic masterpiece in its own right and was determined not

to humiliate such a marvelous language or inflict wounds on

it. Fortunately for me, I didn’t have those scruples. I just

wanted to write French clearly and correctly—nothing

more. I worked at that and produced several books in

French, which of course a number of my friends went over

for me, Jean Gouillard in particular.

•R- What were the books you wrote during that

period?

• E • The Patterns in Comparative Religion was almost

complete. I wrote The Myth of the Eternal Return and the

first few articles that were later collected in Images and

Symbols. Also a long article on shamanism for the Revue

d'histoire des religions
,
a number of others for Paru and the

Nouvelle Revue française , and one for the magazine Critique

,

at Georges Bataille s invitation.

• R • I know that Georges Dumézil was full of admira-

tion for the way you were able to accomplish so tremen-

dous a task of scholarship in such unfavorable conditions.

• E * Yes, he wondered how it was possible to produce
a final draft of a work like the Patterns—or even a rough
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one!—in a hotel room. Well, that was how it had to be! Of
course I went out to various libraries a lot, but a great deal

of my time was also spent at my work table. Especially at

night, because during the daytime there was the noise from

the neighbors.

•R* Your scientific work was also bedeviled by

another passion of yours: for reading—Balzac especially

—

and also for writing.

E • Yes, I had always enjoyed Balzac, but then, being

in Paris, I succumbed totally. I immersed myself in him. I

even began writing a life of Balzac in Romanian, which I

thought I might get published in Romania to mark the

centenary of his death. I wasted a great of time on that ven-

ture, but I don’t regret it. As you can see, Balzac is still

there, on my shelves.

•R- And you began to write The Forbidden Forest?

E • That was later, in 1949. But I had written a

number of stories before that. Every so often I felt the need

to rediscover my roots, my native land. In exile, the road

home lies through language, through dreams. So I wrote

stories.

•R- Hearing you talk today, there is no trace of the

distress your deprivations at that time must have caused

you. After all, you were not only living in very harsh cir-

cumstances, there was also the experience of being cut off

from your past. And yet that loss, that severance, if we
are to believe your Journal, seemed full of meaning for you
at the time. Were you, perhaps, experiencing a sort of initia-

tory death and rebirth?

E* Yes, as I told you earlier, I believe that the best

expression and the most accurate definition of the human
condition is as a series of initiation trials or ordeals—which

is to say, of deaths and resurrections. And then, yes, as you

say, I was suddenly cut off from my past; I was fully aware

that for the time being I could neither publish nor write

solely in Romanian. But, at the same time, I was experiencing
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exile, and that exile, for me, wasn’t entirely discontinuous

with my past or with Romanian culture. I experienced

my exile exactly as an Alexandrian Jew did his during the

Diaspora. The Diaspora in Alexandria and Rome was in a sort

of dialectical relationship with the homeland—Palestine.

For me, my exile was still part of Romania’s destiny.

•R- I wasn’t thinking solely of your exile but also of all

you had lost: your manuscripts, for example, when you tried

to reconstruct lost works from memory.

*E* That loss—yes, I did feel that. I discovered later

that a large part of my correspondence and manuscripts was
missing. And then I accepted it. I reconciled myself to that

loss. I began again. I went on.

'R' In the Paris of 1945 you met, not the existen-

tialists, but Bataille, Breton, Véra Daumal, Teilhard de
Chardin, and, of course, the great French Orientalists and
Indianists. There is no mention in your Journal of Sartre,

Camus, Simone de Beauvoir, Merleau-Ponty ....

•E- I read them, and I think I did make a lot of
references to them; but when it came to choosing the

excerpts—amounting to no more than a third, sometimes as

little as a fifth, of the original manuscript of the Journal—

I

didn’t keep the passages in which, for example, I wrote
about Sartre’s famous lecture “L’Existentialisme est un
humanisme.’’ I was there; but things of that sort are so well

known already, so much a part of our cultural atmosphere,
that I preferred to retain other passages. Apart from which,

my relationships with Bataille, with Aimé Patri, possibly

even with Breton, and with a number of Orientalists

—

Filliozat, Paul Mus, and Renou—were closer than with the

existentialist philosophers. Bataille was determined to meet
me because he had so much enjoyed the book on Yoga I

had published in 1936. He turned out to be someone who
was very interested in the history of religions. He was trying

to map out a history of man’s mental and spiritual develop-
ment, and the history of religions was naturally a part of that
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enormous undertaking. He was fascinated—and it was very

important for me to know why—by the phenomenon of

eroticism. We had long discussions about Tantrism. He
asked me to contribute a book on Tantrism to his series

for Editions de Minuit. I just never found the time to write it.

• R • What is your opinion of Bataille s work?

E • I haven’t read it all, so I hesitate to pass judgment.

His thinking always stimulated me, and sometimes it irri-

tated me. There were some things I rejected, and at the

same time I was aware that my inability to accept them was

due to my not quite having grasped everything he was say-

ing. At all events, he was a very original mind, and impor-

tant for contemporary French culture.

•R- Did you perhaps meet Caillois and Leiris with

Bataille?

•E- Leiris no. But I did know Caillois quite well. I

used his books and articles and quoted from them a great

deal. What I found so attractive about him was his univer-

salisa encyclopedic approach. He was a Renaissance man,

just as interested in German Romanticism as in the myths of

the Amazon, in the detective novel as in the art of poetry.

• R * And Breton?

E* I admired him as a poet, as a man, and even as a

physical presence. I used to meet him frequently at Docteur

Hunwald’s and at Aimé Patri’s house. I used to stare at him,

rather: I was so fascinated by that great lion’s head of his. He
was a man with an almost magical presence for me. I was

amazed to find that he had rêad my little book on the tech-

niques of Yoga. He, on his side, was amazed by the coin-

cidentia oppositorum achieved by Yoga, which coincides, in

turn, with the paradoxical situation he had described in his

famous formula: “A point where up and down . . . cease to

be perceived as contradictory.” He was surprised and de-

lighted to discover the Yoga version of the coincidentia op-

positorum. He was interested in Yoga and Tantrism, as well
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as in alchemy, which we often discussed together. He was

intrigued by the imaginary world revealed in the alchemical

texts.

•R* In your Journal you also mention meeting

Teilhard de Chardin.

•E* I went to see him two or three times, in his room
on the rue Monsieur, in the house of the Jesuit fathers. At

that time he was totally unknown as a philosopher. His

books couldn’t be published, as you know. He published

only scientific articles. We had long talks, and I was fasci-

nated by his theory of evolution and the Point Omega,
which, it seemed to me, actually went against Roman
Catholic theology: taking Christ out to the furthermost

galaxy—that seemed nearer to Mahayana Buddhism than to

Christianity. But he was a man who interested me deeply,

kept me spellbound. And I was delighted to read his books
later on. I understood then how Christian his thought really

was, as well as being both original and courageous. Teilhard

was reacting against certain Manichean tendencies that

have infiltrated Western Christianity. He clarifies the reli-

gious value of Matter and Life. And that made me think of

the “cosmic Christianity” of the eastern European peasant,

for whom the world is “holy” because it was sanctified by

the incarnation, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.

Being Romanian

•R- Needless to say, you also saw a lot of the other

Romanians living in Paris. And you write in your Journal
about the “Romanian diaspora.” But I think I detect a con-

tradiction in your feeling of exile. You want to be in exile,

and at the same time you don’t. “To live the life of a poor
student, but not necessarily that of an émigré,” you write.

You decided to write in French. “Imitate Dante, not Ovid,”

is what you had to say about that. You find something
specifically Romanian in the very fact of emigration: it “is an

extension of the constant movement of the Romanian
shepherds with their flocks.” And you also say “This myth
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of the Romanian diaspora gives a meaning to my exile’s

existence." And, just a moment ago: “For me, exile was part

of the Romanian destiny." Can you clarify your feelings of

that time at all?

•E • There are two currents in the tradition of the

Romanian people, two complementary spiritual expres-

sions. One, the pastoral current, is the lyrical and philo-

sophical expression of the shepherds. The other is that of

the settled communities, the agricultural population. In

Romania, up until about 1920, 80 percent of the population

was made up of people who worked in agriculture, but there

was also a very important minority of shepherds. These

shepherds, who led their flocks to and fro between Czecho-

slovakia and the Sea of Azov, opened up the Romanian
people to a much wider world than that of their own
villages. The shepherds and their pastoral strains made the

largest contribution to Romanian folk poetry. The finest

Romanian ballads, especially the finest of all, Mioritsa .

originated among the shepherds. The rest came from the

culture of the peasants, the settled tillers of the soil. They

too made a vast contribution, above all in the field of reli-

gious folklore and popular poetry. I am deliberately sim-

plifying, because things were much more complicated in

reality; but one can say that Romanian culture is a result of

the tension between settled agriculture and transhumance

or, if you like, between localism, provincialism, and uni-

versalism. And you find the same tension in our written

culture. There are great Romanian writers who are tra-

ditionalist, who represent, or are an extension of, the

spirituality of the villages, of the settled communities; there

are others who are open to the world at large, “universalists"

(they have even been accused of cosmopolitanism). One
might also say that the former concerned themselves with

religion, with mysticism, while the others have tended to be

critical minds, drawn to science. But what matters is the cre-

ative tension between the two tendencies. The greatest

Romanian poet, Eminescu, the most important Romanian

writer of the nineteenth century, achieved a wonderful

synthesis of the two currents.
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So, to answer your question, it is true that I was
cut off from the land of my birth, but that deprivation

already existed in the Romanian past, as it did in the history

of the Jewish people—an exemplary history, in a way, and

one that I regard as one of the models for the Christian

world. Speaking for the Romanians in Paris and, more gen-

erally, for all those who have decided to remain in the West,
I said that we weren’t émigrés but that we were in exile. I

thought that an exiled writer should imitate Dante, not

Ovid, because Ovid had been proscribed—and his work is

one of lamentation and regrets, dominated by his nostalgia

for all he had lost—whereas Dante accepted that depriva-

tion, and more than accepted it, since it was thanks to that

exemplary experience that he was able to complete The
Divine Comedy. For Dante, exile was more than a stimulus; it

was the very wellspring of his inspiration. So I said that we
mustn’t write nostalgically but, on the contrary, should try

to profit from that profound crisis, from that separation, as

Dante did in Ravenna.

*R‘ So, to echo Nietzsche’s phrase, you have never
been a man of resentment?

*E* No, I felt that the experience of exile possessed
the value of an initiation. And the thing that seemed to me
potentially disastrous was precisely that: resentment. It is

something that paralyzes creativity and drains life of all

savor. A resentful man, in my eyes, is an unhappy man, a

man unable to profit from life. His life is almost without
substance. That was what I was trying to say. I gave several

lectures for our group and wrote many articles for the

Romanian press in Paris, and western Europe generally, in

which I said that we must accept the separation of exile and,

above all, create. Creation is the only answer one can give to

fate, to the “terror of history.’’

R* Throughout your Journal the two most deeply in-

grained and frequently recurring images seem to be the

Labyrinth and Ulysses: both double figures. In Ulysses,

wandering and homeland are inseparable; and the Labyrinth

has no meaning unless it makes us lose our way—but not
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into ultimate chaos and not for ever. What are your feelings

about Ulysses today?

• E * Ulysses, for me, is the prototype of man, not only

modern man but the man of the future too, because he

typifies the hunted traveler. His journey was a journey

toward the center, searching for Ithaca—which is to say,

searching for himself. He was a good navigator, but fate

—

in other words, the ordeals of initiation he had to go

through—forced him again and again to defer his return

home. I think the myth of Ulysses is very important for us

all. We shall all of us turn out to be a little like Ulysses,

seeking for ourselves, hoping to reach the end of our jour-

ney, and then, when we reach our home and homeland once

again, no doubt discovering our selves. But, as with the

Labyrinth, as with every quest, there is a danger that we
may lose ourselves. If one does succeed in emerging from

the Labyrinth, in finding one’s way back home, then one be-

comes another being.

•R- You compare Ulysses to modern man, but you

also recognize yourself in him?

• E • Yes, I recognize myself. I think that his myth con-

stitutes an exemplary model for a certain way of existing in

the world.

• R • He could be your personal emblem?

E- Yes.

•R- So, you saw a lot of your Romanian friends. That

means Ionesco, Cioran, and also Voronca and Lupasco.

• E • I knew Cioran very well. We had already been

friends in Romania, between 1933 and 1938, and I was de-

lighted to meet him again, here in Paris. I had admired

Cioran ever since he published his first articles in 1932,

when he was scarcely twenty-one. His knowledge of philos-

ophy and literature was most exceptional for his age. He
had already read Hegel and Nietzsche, the German mystics,

and Asvagosha. Apart from that, and despite his youth, he

had acquired an amazing mastery over language. He wrote
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not only philosophical essays but polemical pieces of extraor-

dinary power; he stood comparison with the writers of

apocalypses and the most famous political pamphleteers.

His first book in Romania, On the Heights of Despair ,
was

utterly gripping as a novel and at the same time melancholy

and terrible, depressing and exalting. Cioran wrote in

Romanian so well that you couldn’t imagine it possible that

one day he would display the same literary perfection in

French. I think his example is unique. It’s true that he had

always had a great regard for style, for stylistic perfec-

tion. He used to say, quite seriously, that Flaubert was right

when he toiled for a whole night just to avoid a subjunctive.

I became friends with Eugene Ionesco in Paris. I

had met him earlier, in Bucharest; but, as he has jokingly

pointed out to me several times, there was a difference of

two years in our ages. At twenty-six I was ‘‘famous,’’ back

from India, and a university teacher, while he, Ionesco, at

twenty-four, was still at work on his first book. So those

“two years’’ made a vast difference. There was a gulf be-

tween us! But it vanished the moment we met in Paris.

Eugene Ionesco was well known in Romania as a poet and,

above all, as a literary critic, or rather as an “anticritic,’’ since

he had written a book—a very polemical one, called No !

—

that caused quite ajcommotion in Romania because it at-

tempted to prove that literary criticism doesn’t exist as an

autonomous discipline. In Paris I was curious to find out

what path he would decide to take: philosophical inquiry?

prose literature? journal? At all events, I had no idea he was

at work on The Bald Soprano. By the end of the first

night I was already a great and sincere admirer of his theat-

rical talent, and I had no further doubts about his literary

career in France. What I like first and foremost about

Ionesco’s plays is their poetic richness and symbolic power

of imagination. Each one of his plays reveals an imaginary

universe that partakes simultaneously of the structures of

dream and the symbolism of mythology. I react above all to

the dream poetry that gives his plays their structure. And
yet one can’t talk merely of “oneirism.” It sometimes seems
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to me that I am a spectator of the “great dreams" of living

Matter, of the Earth Mother, of the childhood of future

heroes and failures; and some of those “great dreams" open
out into mythology.

It was also in Paris that I met Stéphane Lupasco,

whom I regard very highly, both as a man and as a thinker.

Voronca I met only two or three times, unfortunately; as

you know, he killed himself very soon after my arrival. But

when I met him, in 1946, I asked him: “How do you man-

age to write poems in French?" And his answer was: “With

great agony.”

•R- Mentioning Lupasco makes me think of

Bachelard, whom we didn’t talk about earlier, but whom
you knew.

E • I met him several times; the first was at Lupasco’s,

as a matter of fact. He had read two of my books. He had

found The Techniques of Yoga very interesting, particularly

the imaginary world he had found there, in the Tantric vi-

sual meditations. He had also read my Patterns in Compara-

tive Religion and found that fascinating, too. He told me he

used it a great deal in his lectures because it contained so

many images that were useful for analyzing the symbolism

of earth, water, the sun, the Earth Mother. Unfortunately, it

was only between 1948 and 1950 that we saw anything of

each other. After that I lost sight of him. But I was a great

admirer of his. And apart from that I liked his life-style. He
li'ved exactly like Brancusi. Great philosopher and historian

of science that he was, he still went on living his peasant

life, just like Brancusi in his studio.

• R • You’ve mentioned Brancusi, and earlier you were

talking about the contradictory unity of Romanian culture.

Can we take that a little further? What does being Roma-
nian mean, ultimately? And what does it mean to you in

particular?

•E* I felt I was the descendant and heir of a culture

that was fascinating because it was a bridge between two
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worlds: the Western, purely European world, and that of

the East. I was part of both those worlds: a Westerner, be-

cause both the Romanian language and many of our customs

are inherited from Rome; but also part of a culture in-

fluenced by the East and rooted in the Neolithic era. That is

true for any Romanian; but I'm sure it’s just the same for a

Bulgarian or a Serbo-Croat, in short for all the Balkans,

southeastern Europe, and part of Russia. And this East-

West tension—traditionalism versus modernism; mysticism,

religion, and contemplation versus rationalism, the spirit of

criticism and the desire for concrete creation—this polarity

is found in all cultures. Between Dante and Petrarch, for

example, or, as Papini put it, between the poetry of stone

and the poetry of honey. Between Pascal and Montaigne,

Goethe and Nietzsche. But this creative tension is possibly

a little more complex with us, because we exist on the con-

fines of dead empires, as one French writer put it. Being

Romanian, for me, is living and expressing, and giving

value, to that way of living in the world. It’s my heritage,

and it must be taken advantage of! Learning Italian, for us, is

nothing. And when I began learning Russian, the Slavic

element in the Romanian vocabulary helped me a lot. I took

advantage of those things, which were given to me simply

by the fact that I was born where I was. This very rich heri-

tage probably hasn’t yet been given its full value in litera-

ture, in the culture of the educated, but it is there in the

creative tradition of our folklore.

• R • Perhaps this is the moment to talk about Zalmoxis,

the Vanishing God.

• E • That was a very personal book as well as an ex-

periment in method. The problem was this: we Romanians

possess a folklore tradition and also a historical tradition,

equally sizable; but the evidence, the material, is vague and

scattered. So how, on that basis, was it possible to recon-

struct the beliefs of the Dacians? At the same time,

there were various other problems that fascinated me. In

the legend of Master Manole we find a human sacrifice. In

order to finish the monastery, Master Manole was obliged
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to wall up his wife. It is a legend you find throughout the

Balkans. The linguists, Balkanologists, and Romanists all

agree that the Romanian version is the original. So why
should this ballad in particular be a masterpiece of Roma-
nian popular tradition? And how did it come about that the

nostalgia of the nomadic shepherd and his whole Welt-

anschauung are expressed in Mioritsa? Faced with such

problems, the historian of religions undoubtedly has a

chance to see things that the pure folklore expert would

miss.

•R* Would you regard Brancusi as an exemplary

figure as far as “Romanianness” or "being Romanian’’ is con-

cerned?

•E* Yes, in the sense that, when he came to Paris,

Brancusi lived in the atmosphere of the artistic avant-garde

and yet never abandoned his Carpathian peasant’s style of

living. He expressed his artistic thought by following mod-

els he had found in the Carpathians, but he did not simply

copy those models and produce a cheapened form of

folklore. He recreated them, he succeeded in inventing

those archetypal shapes that dazzled the world because he

delved so deeply, right down to the Neolithic tradition, and

it was there that he found the roots, the wellsprings. Instead

of taking his inspiration from modern Romanian folk art, he

went back to the origins of that folk art.

•R- Can we say that he rediscovered, not the forms,

but the forces that gave those forms their vitality?

•E* Precisely. And if he did succeed in rediscovering

them, it was because he stubbornly maintained the same

way of life as his parents, his kinfolk, did in the Carpathians.

•R* In your Journal you express regret that your shy-

ness kept you from meeting Brancusi. We regret it too. But

we do nevertheless have a literary encounter, if I may put it

that way, between Brancusi and Mircea Eliade. There is a

fine and insufficiently well-known piece of yours in which

you elucidate—as you did just now—the deep roots of
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Brancusi s inspiration and then go on to give a very personal

and well-founded analysis of what you yourself learned

from your painstaking decipherment of primordial myths.

You consider the central images in Brancusi’s work

—

ascent, the tree, the bird—and you draw this conclusion:

that Brancusi made matter fly, become airborne, as the

alchemist does. And he did so by a marriage of contraries,

since what gives an image, a sign, the greatest degree of

lightness is precisely that which is also the sign of opacity, of

tailing, ot weight: stone. That very fine article occupies an

eminent place in your work.

Homeland, the World

•R- I used to wonder: how is a man like Mircea Eliade

able to reconcile such a diversity of languages, cultures,

countries, houses, in his life? I begin to see the answer now;

but I would like to ask you how your homeland and the world

interact in your life.

E- The homeland, for every exile, is the mother

tongue he still continues to speak. Fortunately, my wife is

Romanian too, and she plays the role of homeland for me, if

you like, since we talk to each other in Romanian. The
homeland, for me, is therefore the language I speak with

her and my friends, but above all with her; and it is the lan-

guage in which I dream and also write my journal. So it isn’t

a wholly inner homeland, not only a land of dreams. But

there is no contradiction, no tension even, between the

world and the homeland. Wherever one is, there is a center

of the world. As long as you are in that center, you are at

home, you are truly in the real self and at the center of the

cosmos. Exile helps you to understand that the world is

never foreign to you once you have a central stance in it. I

have not merely understood this “symbolism of the center’’

intellectually: I live it.

• R • You have traveled a great deal, yet I feel that you

aren’t in fact a traveler by vocation.

• E • It’s possible that the most important of my travels,
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for me, were the ones I made on foot, between the ages of

twelve and nineteen, in the summertime. I used to spend

weeks and weeks living in villages or monasteries, impelled

by a desire to leave the plain of Bucharest and explore the

Carpathians, the Danube, the fishing villages on the delta,

the Black Sea. I know my country very well.

•R* The final page of your Journal is devoted to the

subject of travel. You say: “The fascination of travel derives

not only from the spaces, from the forms and colors—the

places one visits or passes through—but also from the vari-

ous personal ‘times’ that one reactivates. The further I

journey through life, the stronger is my impression that all

journeys take place in time and space concomitantly.’’

E- Yes, the fact that, when visiting Venice, for

example, I am reliving the time of my first trips to Venice.

One rediscovers the whole past in space: a street, a church, a

tree. Suddenly time past has been regained. That is one of

the things that make traveling such an enrichment of the

self, of one’s own experience. One finds oneself again, one

can communicate with the person one was fifteen, twenty,

years before. One meets him, one meets oneself, one meets

one’s time, one’s historical moment, of twenty years ago.

• R • Might one say that you are a man of nostalgia, but

of joyful nostalgia?

•E • Yes. Yes! That’s very well put, and you’re quite

right. I rediscover precious things through such nostalgia.

And in that way I feel that I never lose anything, that noth-

ing is ever lost.

•R* I think that here we are touching on things that

are very important for you: nothing is lost, and you never

feel the sharp tooth of resentment.

•E* Yes, that’s true.

101





Interlude

•R* You have written very little for the theater— a

play about Brancusi, La Colonne sans fin, and a modern
Iphigenia. But if one is to judge by certain passages in The

Forbidden Forest and in your Journal (when you speak about

Artaud), you have nevertheless given particular attention to

the representation of time in the theater: the representation

of imaginary—mythical—time within the real duration of a

theatrical performance.

E* Yes, just as liturgical time is different from pro-

fane time—the time of clocks, of timetables—so theatrical

time is an "excursion" outside ordinary time. Music as

well—certain music at least, and I am thinking particularly

of Bach—sometimes takes us outside everyday time.

Everyone has had that experience, so it is one that can help

even the most "profane" mind to understand sacred time,

liturgical time. But I am just as fascinated by the condition

of the actor as by this quality of theatrical time. The actor

experiences a sort of "transmigration." Is embodying so

many characters not the same as undergoing the same

number of reincarnations? At the end of his life, I am cer-

tain the actor possesses a human experience different in

quality from ours. I don’t believe that one can indulge in

such a process of constant reincarnation with impunity, or

not without a certain ascesis.

• R • Is the actor a sort of shaman?
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E* At all events, the shaman is an actor, insofar as

certain of his practices are theatrical in their nature. In a

more general way, shamanism can be regarded as a common
root of both philosophy and the representational arts. The
shamanic tales of journeys to heaven or hell lie at the root of
certain epic poems and of certain tales. The shaman, in

order to play his role as the community’s spiritual guide, in

order to edify that community, to reassure it, must at the

same time represent invisible things and demonstrate his

powers—even if it means using tricks. The performance he
gives to that end, the masks he wears on such occasions—all

that does constitute one of the sources of theater. The
shamanic model may be traced even in La Divina Cotnmedia:
like the shaman s, Dante’s ecstatic journey reestablishes for

every reader what is exemplary and a worthy object of faith.

104



Chicago

Living in Chicago

•R* You have been teaching at the University of

Chicago now for almost twenty years. Why Chicago?

• E • I was invited to give the famous Haskell Lectures,

which had also been given by Rudolf Otto and by Massi-

gnon. Those six lectures were published under the title Rites

and Symbols of Initiation. After the death ofJoachim Wach,

who had invited me to give the lectures, the dean pressed

me to accept a professorship and become head of the his-

tory of religions department. I hesitated for a long while,

then agreed to take the post for four years. And then I

stayed on, because what I was doing was very important to

me and important also for our discipline and American cul-

ture generally. In 1957 there were three chairs of the his-

tory of religions in the United States. Now there are nearly

thirty, half of them filled by former students in our depart-

ment. But it wasn’t only the fascination of the work itself

that made me stay; it was the atmosphere there at the uni-

versity, the enormous freedom, the tolerance. I have not

been alone in finding that atmosphere so admirable, almost

like paradise! Georges Dumézil, who was invited over, Paul

Ricoeur, who is now a colleague of ours—they both felt the

same way. This vast freedom in the way one teaches, in the

expression of one’s opinions, and in one’s communication

with the students, whom one has plenty of time to get to

know, in seminars or at one’s own home or theirs .... One
feels that one is doing something really worthwhile.
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•R- You feel that you laid the foundation of a

‘school ol the history of religions, a trend in interpretation

and research that now stretches across the entire United
States?

' E • There can be no doubt that Chicago laid the

foundation of our discipline’s success. But that success was
also due in part to the historical moment. Some Americans
had realized that, in order to enter into meaningful dialogue
with an African or an Indonesian, knowing all about poli-

tical economy and sociology isn’t enough. You need to

know about their culture. And you can’t understand an exotic

or archaic culture unless you’ve come to grips with its

source, which is always religious. Add to that the fact that the

United States Constitution, as you know, prohibits the

teaching of religion in a state university. Americans were
afraid, during the nineteenth century, that a chair of ‘‘reli-

gion would become simply a chair of Christian theology or
of the history of the Christian church. Well, after the first

ten or so chairs had been a success, then the other uni-

versities saw that it was the general history of religions that

was involved—that we also taught Hinduism, Islam, and the
primitive religions; so they too were prepared to accept
such things being taught on their campuses. At first the
courses were camouflaged under titles like “The Religions of
Asia or “Indian Studies,” for example; but today we have
departments like “The History and Phenomenology of
Religions.”

‘R‘ Doesn t the historian of religions, however de-

tached one might at first suppose him to be from current
affairs—doesn t he sooner or later find himself in the same
situation as his colleagues in the field of physics or geog-
raphy since, as you know better than anyone, American
universities have all been through the same crisis of con-
science: is it possible to collaborate in nuclear armament, in

the bombing of Vietnam? For, after all, it is not absolutely

out of the question that in any “psychological warfare” the

manufacture of messianic bombs could possess a certain

strike power. One has only to think of the uses to which the
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advertising industry puts psychological research. Isn’t it

possible that men of war might use a knowledge of religious

myths in the same way?

•E* Yes .... I wrote an article on messianism, before

the independence of the Congo. I am fairly familiar with the

Bantu messianic myths, and I predicted things that did hap-

pen later, after independence: they destroyed their cattle,

because the mythic ancestor was about to return. Certain

crimes, certain excesses, were already perfectly predictable

to those who had read the relevant books on the messianism

of archaic peoples. So I don’t really think that the generals

are about to start scouring the history of religions in search

of weapons. On the other hand, I do see our discipline as

having a ‘social function,’’ a function that is constantly

growing and even acquiring a mass appeal: it has paved the

way for a certain religious ecumenism, and not only within

Christianity: it has encouraged meetings between repre-

sentatives of a variety of religions.

•R* What sort of life do you lead in Chicago?

E • The University stands in a huge park bordering

Lake Michigan, about six miles from the center of the city.

Everything is concentrated there: the enormous library, and

the Oriental Institute with its wonderful archives, a

museum, small but very fine, and the great specialists in all

the Oriental Studies. In fact . . . everything! That is a great

help, not only in gaining access to the information one

needs, but also in checking it. I can always consult a Hittite

or Assyrian specialist or someone just back from a fieldwork

trip in some particular Indian village. For someone doing

research, it’s much better than European universities, where

the buildings and the professors are so scattered. American

universities tend to be modeled on Oxford and Cambridge.

I like the campus in Chicago very much.

•R* And the city itself?

E- Architecturally speaking, Chicago is regarded as

the world leader: apartment blocks twenty to thirty stories

high. Personally I don’t like them, because they’re black. It’s
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the fashion these days for all buildings to be black. I accept

that all the darkened glass you see does enable people

working inside to see out without being seen. But I would
prefer colors that blended with the landscape.

*R* What is your own house like?

*E* We live up on the second floor of a small house,

with a garden and a wooden balcony. It’s on a very wide,

rather lovely tree-lined avenue. It’s only fifty feet or so from
my office, where I keep part of my library, quite often work
during the day, and see my students. The university library

is about a quarter of a mile away, and the classrooms about
half a mile. Everyone lives in the same small area, which I

like. It’s a beautiful district, and we re very happy there, be-

cause there are always squirrels that come to beg for nuts. In

winter we have a cardinal—you know, the beautiful red bird

that we unfortunately don’t have in Europe. It’s a creature

that poses quite a problem, and I’m amazed that theologians

haven t lighted on it as an example to illustrate the workings
of Providence. Because what other explanation can there be
of how such a very flamboyantly red bird has survived?

There is no way it can camouflage itself. Even when it’s up in

a tree, you can see it from miles away. I’m joking, but it is a

puzzle all the same.

•R* Is where you live important to you?

' E • Yes, I really can’t live in a house, or even a room,
that I don’t like. I was oppressed in that way in both London
and Oxford. I can’t live just anywhere. There must be

something about a place that pleases me, attracts me, so that

I feel at home. I looked hard for a house I felt I could really

live in.

I’m not very fond of America’s “wide open
spaces as such. I like the campus and certain other things

about Chicago, such as the vast feeling of power you get in

its center. I’m very fond of certain cities like San Francisco,

Boston, parts of New York, and Washington. 1 like certain

places like Santa Barbara, San Francisco Bay; but it isn’t a

country like Italy, like France, where the landscape is im-
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mensely beautiful, where it has a long history and variety.

Chicago stands in the middle of a plain that stretches for

hundreds and hundreds of miles; every now and then there

is a city and wealthy residential neighborhoods, rather like

artificial Gardens of Eden—beautiful houses, but people

just shut themselves away in them, and it’s all rather artifi-

cial. And even in the most beautiful American cities some
neighborhoods are appallingly ugly. My attitude toward the

wide open spaces, or the American way of life, some aspects

of which I find fascinating, is not a negative one, but I re-

main a European. What I like about America, to take one

example, is the importance given to the wife, and not just

from the social point of view but the cultural and spiritual

point of view as well. People always invite you with your

wife. When they wanted me to stay in the United States, the

first thing they asked me was whether my wife liked it there.

The attention paid to the wife, the family, that’s something I

like very much. And after all, the Americans are quite

justifiably accused of a great many things, but there are a lot

of admirable things about them that are seldom mentioned:

for example, their extremely tolerant attitude in religious

and spiritual matters.

Teacher or Guru?

•R- Essentially, then, America is where you work. I

would like to know what kind of teacher you are.

E- I have never been a “systematic” teacher. In

Bucharest, even in my early days, I took it for granted that

the students had already read a life of Buddha, some of the

Upanishads, something about the problem of evil. I didn’t

begin in a didactic way, and I didn’t prepare too much in

advance— I never wrote out my lectures. I would have a few

notes, then watch how the students reacted. Today it’s much
the same. I make a plan, I sit quietly for a few hours before

the lesson and think about it, I pick my quotations, but I

don’t write anything out. There’s no great risk attached: if I

repeat myself, well that’s not so very serious; and if 1 forget

something, then I talk about it next day or at the end of the
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class. The American system is excellent: after the fifty min-
utes of lecture time, there is always ten minutes for discus-

sion, for questions. Things were totally different in my stu-

dent days: the professor appeared, spoke, then vanished;

you didn t set eyes on him again for another week. Perhaps
things have changed everywhere, though. At any rate, it

sometimes happens during those ten minutes of conversa-
tion that a question makes me realize I ve left out some im-
portant detail. Paul Ricoeur is amazed at the relationship we
have with our students in Chicago. At Nanterre he some-
times had a thousand students; there was no way of knowing
any of them, he was teaching philosophy to a faceless crowd.
In Chicago the relationship is personal. In your very first

class you say to the students: “Write your names on this

sheet of paper, then come and see me.” At the beginning of
each year I keep two whole afternoons a week free so as to

meet them all, half an hour each—even the second-year
students, to refresh my memory: to ask what they did dur-
ing the vacation, what they want to do now. And then, a

month into the term, I see them all again, this time for an
hour. To be frank, I find giving lectures to a hundred or so
students less and less enjoyable. There was a time, in

Romania especially, when I was talking about things that

almost no one knew about, so there was a thrill in it. I was
using my own language, I was talking to the young, and I

was young myself. I still had so many things to say, so many
things to find out—things that by now I’ve mostly written
down, published. After all that activity, forty years or so of
it, I naturally feel that I have less to say as a lecturer. But
what I still love is the seminar, where one can work together
with the students. My seminar in 1976, for example, dealt

with alchemy and hermetism in the Renaissance. That was
exciting. That s what I like: really getting down to the details

of a subject with a small group who know their stuff, really

digging into certain problems that are close to my heart.

And that s when the student learns how to work, when he
learns what method means. He writes an essay, we listen to
it, I invite the other students to make their comments, I

make some of my own, and we go on talking like that,
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sometimes for hours on end. But I feel I’m not wasting my
time, because what I’m giving them is something they could

never find just in books. And the first-semester interviews I

have with them are irreplaceable in just the same way.

•R* However, you do manage to live a life of your

own as well? Your life as a writer and researcher?

•E' Yes, because the system contains a break in

classes, a period for the student to do his reading. So in the

winter quarter I hold only one seminar. That means that I

can get on with my own work. But of course, when I feel I

can be of help to someone, then I’m glad to leave off my
own work, or I work a little longer in the evening or start

earlier in the morning. I make an effort. Because I feel it’s

important. If there’s someone who listens but doesn’t seem all

that interested, then I suggest a few books he could read

—

mine or someone else’s.

• R • Finally, are you a teacher or a guru?

E- There is always the danger in America, particu-

larly on the West Coast, in certain cases at least, that one is

going to be taken for a guru. One year when I was teaching a

course at the University of Santa Barbara on Indian reli-

gions, from the Rig Veda to the Bbagavad Gita , the students

used to come to me after class as though I were a guru who
could solve all their private probems. I said to them: "Don’t

confuse one thing with another. Here, I am a teacher, not a

guru. I can certainly help you, but as a teacher. What I am
trying to do here is to present things to you as I think they

are.”

The Youth of America

•R- These young Americans, whom you know at first

hand, and for whom, sometimes, religion is not simply

something to be studied, how do you see them, and what is

happening to them now?

•E- What I saw in Chicago, and in Santa Barbara as

well, was most exciting. In America, the history of religions
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is a fashionable discipline at the moment, not just among
students, who, as Maritain said, are “illiterate from the reli-

gious point of view,’’ but also with a lot of people who are

simply curious to find out about other people’s religions:

Hinduism, Buddhism, and all the archaic and primitive reli-

gions. Shamanism has become almost a craze. It has caught

the interest of painters, of theatrical directors, and a great

many young people: they think that their drugs are going to

help them understand the shaman’s experiences. Some of

these students have found their absolute in ephemeral sects,

such as those of Meher Baba, Hari Krishna, the Jesus

Freaks, and certain “ Zen” sects. I don’t encourage them, but

I don’t criticize their choice either, because they say to me:
“Before, I was always on some drug or other the whole
time, just a hollow shell; there was nothing I believed in, I’d

made two suicide attempts, I almost got killed one day when
I was totally stoned, and now I’ve found the absolute!" I

don’t tell them that this “ absolute” of theirs isn’t exactly of

the finest quality, because, for the moment, this young man
who has been existing in chaos, in a state of pure nihilism

and dangerous aggression toward the community—well, he

has at least found something. And it is on the foundation of
that “absolute” of his, which is often a pseudo-absolute, that

he may rediscover himself, that he may go on later to read

the Upanishads, Meister Eckhart, or the Kabbala and start

searching for a personal truth. I have rarely encountered a

student who has successfully made a direct transition from a

religious void, from a state of almost neurotic instability, to

a clearly articulated religious position, whether Christian,

Judaic, Buddhist, or Islamic. No, they always go through a

sort of pseudomorphosis, something easy, showy, rather

spurious, at least to outside eyes, since for the young people
themselves it is the absolute, it is salvation. Then there is a

second stage, when they move on to a more balanced, more
meaningful form of belief.

• R • You told me the other day that the repudiation of

monotheism, and of its obverse, atheism, takes one of two
forms among these young people: either that of ‘‘natural
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religion,”

gions.”

“cosmic religion,” or else that of “Eastern reli-

•E • Yes, it begins as an almost instinctive reaction

against the “Establishment” and therefore against their par-

ents. Their parents attend the synagogue or the church,

Protestant or Catholic; so they reject that religion, that par-

ticular religious tradition, completely. They refuse to take

any interest in it whatever. It’s impossible to get them to

read a single word about it. One day a Jewish student came

to see me; Judaism is meaningless, he told me, it’s a fossil.

Whereas he had just found revelation in a guru, a yogin who
had been in town only a few weeks. I asked him: “What do

you know about Judaism?” He knew nothing, he hadn’t

read a single psalm, a single prophet, nothing. The Kabbala

I won’t even mention. So I tried to persuade him that he

should. “Read some of the texts of your own religious tra-

dition,” I told him, “then you can either build on that or ig-

nore it.” No, he didn’t want to. It was meaningless. You see,

that’s exactly the attitude of a younger generation when it is

rejecting everything wholesale: the system, their parents’

values and way of life, their religious tradition. And so, for a

certain section of these young people, in rebellion against

everything, Far Eastern forms of gnosis, and especially

“Yoga” and “Zen,” have an extraordinary power of fascina-

tion. I’m sure it does them some good. When a Rama-

krishna mission arrives, there is always some swami who
-helps them to read certain books. And sometimes they

don’t remain content just to read works on shamanism

among the American Indians; they go and spend part of

their vacations among this oi" that tribe.

What is happening to young Americans now? I

can’t answer that. In the universities, everyone says that

drugs have lost a great deal of their attraction. “Meditation”

is the up-and-coming thing at the moment—all kinds of

meditation, though “transcendental meditation” is certainly

the most widespread. I think that these techniques are tools

that may help them, in the early stages; later they will find

masters who will guide them toward ways of achieving a
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more articulated realization. And even if they abandon their

“California” experience and become civil servants, taxi-

drivers, teachers, I am sure they will have been enriched

by it.

The Future of the Gods

R* The press is only too eager to give coverage to

sects and schisms. Yesterday it was Manson and Moon.
Today, in France, it is the battle of the Intégristes. I would
like to know what you think about these ‘‘religious news
stories” and also about the hippie movement, which you
know at first hand.

E* As far as the Roman Catholic Church is con-

cerned, it is quite clear that the present crisis is not merely

a crisis of authority but one of very old liturgical and

theological structures. I don’t believe it means the end of

the church as a whole, but possibly it means the end of a

certain form of Christian church. It seems to me that this

crisis is bound to be creative and that once the trials and

controversies are over, other, more interesting, more living,

more meaningful things may emerge. But one cannot see

into the future. As for the sects: as always, these movements
stand a great chance -of revealing something new, something
positive. But it is the hippie phenomenon that seems to me
the most important, because it has given us proof that a

younger generation—the descendants of ten generations of

Christians, whether Protestant or Roman Catholic—has re-

discovered the religious dimension of cosmic life, of naked-

ness, of sexuality. And on this point I have to take issue with

those who regard the hippies’ leaning toward sexuality and
the orgy as merely part of the worldwide movement toward
sexual permissiveness. In their case, wThat is involved above
all else is what one might call ‘‘Edenic nudity,” and the sex-

ual act is seen as a form of ritual. They have rediscovered

the deeply religious meaning of life, and by that experience

they have freed themselves from all sorts of religious, philo-

sophical, and sociological superstitions. They are free. They
have rediscovered the dimension of cosmic sacrality, the
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experience of which was abolished from our society a very

long time ago, as early as Old Testament days. You re-

member how the biblical prophets clamored in indignation

and grief against the worship of Baal and Belit, which was in

fact a worship based on a cosmically structured religion

of immense stature. It was a religion that manifested the

world’s sacrality through a goddess, through hierogamy,

through the orgy. Those religious experiences were de-

valued by Mosaic monotheism, and particularly by the

prophets. After Moses and the prophets, any return to a

cosmic type of religiosity had become meaningless. Well, in

America we have seen the rediscovery of a religious experi-

ence that had been supposed totally outdated in its collec-

tive "religious” aspect, even though the hippies didn't ever

refer to it as that. They tried, with the energy of despair, to

rediscover the sacrality of life as a whole. It was a reaction

against the meaninglessness of urban living, against that de-

sacralization of the world that occurs in American cities.

They were unable to understand the religious value of an

organized church—for them, that was “The Establishment”

—

but they did discover this other thing, and they were saved.

They rediscovered the sacred wellsprings of life, the religious

importance of life.

•R- What do you see in the future as far as religion is

concerned? Is your view at all like that of Malraux, who
said, more or less, that “the twenty-first century will be reli-

gious or it will not be?”

E- One can’t predict anything. The freedom of the

human spirit is such that one cannot foretell what it will do.

If I spoke of the hippie movement just now, it was also be-

cause it is an example of our inexhaustible and unpredict-

able creativity. Perhaps that movement will disappear, if it

hasn’t already; perhaps it will become totally politicized or,

on the contrary, cease to have the slightest importance.

What is certain, however, is that unexpected developments

do occur from time to time.

What makes it even more difficult to predict

anything at all in this area is that certain “religious” forms
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can easily fail to be recognized as such. A creation can be so

new that in its early stages, and even for centuries, it isn’t

regarded as religious at all. For example, it is possible that

certain movements, apparently political on the surface, are

coming into being now or are already expressing the desire

for a certain profound liberty; such movements could be

transpolitical, or could become so, but not be recognized as

such because of the newness of their language. Think of

Christianity. In Rome, the Christians were accused of being

atheists because they refused to go into the temples and do
homage to the gods by making sacrifices to them. They were
rejecting the Establishment! The Romans were quite happy
to let you worship any god you chose: Sarapis or Yahweh,
Attis or Jupiter, they didn’t mind. But whatever your gods,

they had to be venerated. And the Christians refused to

venerate them, so they were branded as atheists. It was
Christian atheism! All because no one recognized the reli-

gious value of their behavior.

One can’t predict anything. But I believe that

certain primordial revelations can never disappear. Even in

the most technological civilizations there are elements that

cannot change, because there will always be day and night,

summer and winter. Even in a city without trees, there is

still the sky with its-stars, one can still look up and see the

moon and stars. As long as we still have night and day,

summer and winter, I don’t think man can be changed.

Whether we will or no, we are part of that cosmic rhythm.

One can change values. The religious values of the agricul-

tural community—summer, night, seed—are no longer

ours; yet that rhythm still remains: light and dark, night and
day. Even the most areligious person alive still exists within
that cosmic rhythm; he experiences it in his own individual

existence: in his daytime life, then in sleep and dreams—and
he does still have dreams. Of course, we are conditioned by
our economic and social structures, and the expressions of
our religious experience are always conditioned by our lan-

guage, by society, by our interests. But, nevertheless, we
still assume that human condition here—here in this cos-

mos, whose rhythms and cycles are ineluctably given. So we
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assume our human condition on the basis of that funda-

mental existential condition. And that “basic” human
being—it is permissible to call him “religious,” whatever

appearances may seem to say, because we are talking about

the meaning of life. What I am sure of is that any future

forms of religious experience will be quite different from

those we are familiar with in Christianity, Judaism, or Islam,

all of which are fossilized, outmoded, drained of meaning. I

am sure that new forms, new expressions, will come. What
will they be? I cannot say. The great surprise is always the

freedom of the human spirit, its creativity.

%
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Mi History and Hermeneutics

The Giddy Heights of Knowledge

•R* “I have spent thirty years and more now among
exotic, barbaric, indomitable gods and goddesses, nourished

on myths, obsessed by symbols, held in the spell of so many
images swimming back up to me from worlds long sub-

merged beneath time past. Those thirty years now appear to

me as so many stages in a long initiation. Each of those divine

forms, those myths or symbols, represents a danger con-

fronted and overcome. How many times have I just escaped

‘losing’ myself—losing my way in that labyrinth where I was

in danger of being killed, sterilized, ‘emasculated’ (by one of

those terrible mother goddesses, for example). An infinite

series of intellectual adventures—and I use that word ‘ad-

venture’ in its primary sense of an existential risk. They were

not, all those things, mere items of ‘knowledge,’ acquired

piecemeal and at leisure from books; they were so many en-

counters, confrontations, and temptations. I am perfectly

aware, now, of all the perils that I skirted during that long

‘quest’: first and foremost, the danger of forgetting that I had

a goal, that I was directing my footsteps toward something,

that I was trying to reach a ‘center.’”

You wrote those words in your journal on 10

November 1959- There is still something slightly veiled,

something sibylline about them, however. Is it possible for

you to speak more clearly now?

• E • The mind is always in jeopardy when it attempts to
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penetrate the deeper meaning of such mythological or reli-

gious creations, each of which is an existential expression of

man in the world. Of man: ol a primitive hunter, of a Far

Eastern peasant, of a fisherman in the Pacific. In the her-

meneutic striving of the historian of religions and the phe-

nomenologist to understand the situation of that man
from within, there is a risk: not merely of fragmenting him-

sell, but also ol becoming spellbound by the shaman’s magic,

the yogin’s powers, the exaltation of some member of an or-

giastic society. I don’t say that one is tempted to become the

yogin or the shaman or the warrior or the ecstatic. But one
does feel oneself being taken over by existential situations

that are alien to the Westerner and perilous for him. This

confrontation with exotic forms, which can come to obsess

you, tempt you, is a danger of a psychic order. That is why I

compared that quest to a long journey through a labyrinth,

because it is a sort of initiation ordeal. The effort necessary to

understand cannibalism, for example: it was not by instinct

that man became a cannibal, it was as the result of a theology
and a mythology. And the historian of religions, if he wants
to understand, is obliged to relive that situation and all the

rest of man’s infinite series of existential positions in the

world.

When man became conscious of his mode of being
in the world and of the responsibilities linked with it, a deci-

sion was taken, a tragic decision. I am thinking here of the

discovery of agriculture—not the cultivation of cereal crops
in the Near East but that of tubers in the tropics. The notion
these people arrived at was that the food plant in question
was the result of a primordial murder. A divine being had
been killed, then cut up, and the pieces of his body had given

birth to plants not known before, in particular the tuberous
plants that thereafter provided man’s main source of nourish-

ment. But, in order to guarantee a further crop, the first

murder must be ritually repeated. Hence human sacrifice,

cannibalism, and other sometimes very cruel rites. Man did

not merely learn that his condition required him to kill

in order to live; he also took on responsibility for the

vegetable kingdom, for its perennially, and to that end he
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also took human sacrifice and cannibalism upon himself. This

tragic concept, that life must be perpetuated by murder,

was characteristic of a large proportion of humankind for

thousands of years; and when one wishes, not simply to de-

scribe it as an anthropologist does, but to understand it exis-

tentially, then one is committing oneself to an experience

that is likewise tragic. The historian and phenomenologist

of religions does not confront these myths and rituals as ex-

ternal objects, like an inscription to be deciphered, an in-

stitution to be analyzed. In order to understand that world

from within, he must live it. He is like an actor assuming his

roles, embodying them. Sometimes the gulf between that ar-

chaic world and our everyday world is so great that one’s very

personality can be at stake.

•R- So one has to hold on to one’s own identity and

also maintain one’s reason against the terrible forces of the ir-

rational?

• E • That is accurately put. We know, for example—and

even the Freudians say this—that the psychiatrist is putting

his own sanity in jeopardy by his constant contact with

mental illness. The same goes for the historian of religions.

What he studies has an effect upon him, a deep one. Reli-

gious phenomena express existential situations. You partici-

pate in the phenomenon you are attempting to decipher, as

though you were poring over a palimpsest of your own
genealogy and the past history of your own self. It is your

history. And the power of the irrational is certainly lurking

there. The historian of religions is motivated by an ambition

to know, and therefore also to understand, the roots of his

culture, of his being. At the cost of a protracted effort of

anamnesis he must eventually succeed in recalling his own
history—that is to say, the history of the human mind.

Through that anamnesis the historian of religions is in a way

recreating the phenomenology ofthe mind. But Hegel dealt with

no more than two or three cultures, whereas the historian of

religions is obliged to study and understand the history of the

mind in its totality, from Paleolithic man onward. So he is in-

volved in a truly universal history of mind. I believe that the
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historian of religions perceives more clearly than researchers

in other fields the continuity of the various stages of human
mental development and, ultimately, the profound, funda-

mental unity of the mind. It is the human condition itself that

is revealed in that process. It is in that sense, you understand,

that the contribution made by the historian of religions seems

to me crucial. It lays bare the unity of the human condition,

and it does so in our modern world, which is becoming a

“planetary’’ one.

•R* You spoke of temptations. But if we think of the

“temptations” of Saint Anthony as painted by Bosch, for

instance, they are odd “temptations,” since the objects of

temptation depicted don’t look in the least “tempting” to us;

on the contrary, some of them are the most frightful appari-

tions. In what sense do you mean that you were “tempted”

during your anamnesis as a historian of religions?

E • When you grasp the coherence, and even the no-

bility, the beauty, of the mythology and, let us say, the theol-

ogy that provides the basis of cannibalism—when you have

grasped that it is not a piece of animal behavior you are deal-

ing with but a human act, that it is man, man as a being free to

take a decision in the world, who has decided to kill and eat

his fellow man—well, unconsciously, the mind is tempted by

the enormous freedom it has uncovered: so one can kill, be a

cannibal, without losing “human dignity.” The same is true

when you study the orgiastic rituals and grasp their amazing

coherence: the orgy begins, and all the rules are swept away;

incest and aggression are licit, and all values have been stood

on their heads. And the meaning of that ritual is that it re-

generates the world. When you make that discovery, then,

like Nietzsche discovering his Eternal Return, you may give a

shout of joy! Because there again, what you have is an invita-

tion to total freedom. You say to yourself: what extraor-

dinary freedom one might gain, and what creativity as a re-

sult of such liberations! Exactly like the Indonesian tribe,

after its great orgy to mark the end of the year, when it has

recreated a regenerated, energy-filled world. And the mean-
ing of that for me, a Westerner, a modern man, is that I
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too can always begin my life again and thereby ensure a con-

tinued creativity. That is the sense in which one can talk

about temptations.

There are also more Lucifer-like dangers, however.

When you understand that a man believes he can change the

world as a result of meditation and specific rituals, and when
you try to find out why he is so certain that, after performing

that ritual, he really will become master of the world or at

least of his village—well, there again it is the temptation of

absolute liberty; in other words, the suppression of the

human condition. Man is a limited, conditioned being. But

the freedom of a god, or a mythic ancestor, or a spirit no

longer trammeled by a mortal body! Those are temptations

certainly. But I don’t want to give the impression that a histo-

rian of religions is actually tempted to become a cannibal, or

take part in orgies, or commit incest!

R- You have mentioned both cannibalism and incest.

But you have concentrated particularly on cannibalism. Is

that because you see it as the tragic key to the human condi-

tion?

E* Incest, the temporary abolition of all laws, is a

phenomenon one meets in many cultures that have no notion

of cannibalism. Cannibalism, and the decision to ensure fer-

tility or even the continued existence of the world by human
sacrifice, can be regarded as an extreme situation, in my
opinion.

•R* Listening to you just now, I thought of Pasolini,

whose work is haunted by the idea of the cannibalistic ban-

quet. A banquet that in Porcheria (Pigsty ) signifies that Last

Supper.

•E* Pasolini was fascinated by the problem of a regres-

sion, not to animal savagery, but to an earlier cultural phase.

Cannibalism has no real importance unless it is a ritual act,

unless it is integrated into the social framework. Besides, it is

natural that a Christian reflecting on the meaning of the sac-

raments should eventually think to himself: I too am a canni-

bal. Another Italian, Papini—in his Diary , I believe—noted
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that the Roman Catholic Mass is not the commemoration but

the reenactment of a human sacrifice, an act of homicide, and

that it is followed by cannibalism: those involved are once

again killing the man-king and then eating him and drinking

his blood.

• R * Does the descent into the religious underworld not

sometimes provoke the opposite kind of temptation in the

historian of religions: a hatred for all gods, a hatred of reli-

gion itself? I am thinking of Lucretius, of Epicurus discover-

ing the lie represented by the gods and the horror of the

divine weighing down on man.

•E* It does indeed, yes. Certain historians who begin

with an admiration for things religious do react in a frighten-

ing way. But you mentioned Lucretius. He was dealing with

the decadent, fossilized forms of a religious universe. The
gods had lost their sacred energy. That wonderful polytheistic

structure had become drained of meaning. The gods were re-

garded as mere allegories or as the transfigured memory of

early kings. It was an era of skepticism, when people could

see only the horrible aspect of the gods. When one grasps

things as a whole and digs down to the roots of this decision

to kill, then it is another truth that emerges: man’s tragic con-

dition. Set in the whole of which they are a part, these ter-

rible, grotesque, revolting things recover their original

significance, which was to provide a meaning for life that

would incorporate the unavoidable fact that any life neces-

sarily implies the death of others—that one is doomed to kill

in order to live. They express the condition imposed on the

human mind and spirit by history, a tragic condition, true, but

very creative, too! Confrontation with the void, with noth-

ingness, with the demonic, the inhuman, the temptation to

regress into the animal world—all those extreme and dra-

matic experiences are the source of man’s greatest spiritual

creations. Because, given those terrifying conditions, man
was still able to say yes to life and find a meaning in his

existence.

•R- In your Journal you refer to the “terrible mother
goddesses.’’ They are not a very familiar concept to us.
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• E • I was thinking particularly of Durga, a bloodthirsty

Indian goddess, or of Kali. They are both mother goddesses

who, among other things, express the enigma at the heart of

life and the universe, which is the fact that no life can per-

petuate itself without risking death. These terrible goddesses

demand the blood, the virility, the will, of their worshipers.

But to understand them is at the same time to receive a reve-

lation of a philosophic kind. One understands that this con-

junction of virtues and sins, of crimes and generosity, of

creativity and destructiveness, is the great enigma of life it-

self. If we are to live the existence of a man, not that of a

robot or an animal or an angel, then that is precisely the re-

ality we have to face. Moving to more familiar ground, in

Yahweh, too, we find the benevolent creator combined with

another, terrible, destructive, and jealous god, and that

negative aspect of divinity makes it plain to us that God is

Everything. In the same way, for all those peoples who accept

the Great Mother, worship of these terrible goddesses is an

introduction to the enigma ofexistence and life. Life itself is in

fact this “terrible Great Mother” who chops off heads but

also gives birth, who produces both fertility and crime and

more: inspiration, generosity, wealth. This conjunction of

contraries is as clearly visible in the myths of the Great God-
dess as in the wrath of Yahweh in the Old Testament. And
one asks oneself how a god can behave in such a way. But the

lesson given by these myths and cults of the vengeful goddess

ox the vengeful god is that reality, life, the cosmos, is like

that. Crime and generosity, crime and fertility. The Mother

Goddess is both she who gives birth and she who slays. We
don’t live in a world of angels>or spirits or in a purely animal

world, either. We are “between.” And I believe that con-

fronting the revelation of this mystery always leads to an act

of creation. I believe that the human spirit is at its most cre-

ative when faced with great ordeals.

•R- So how does one protect oneself, mentally and

spiritually, from these perils you have outlined? How does

one keep to the path and avoid getting lost?

• E • It is possible to survive as long as one is careful to
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study not just cannibalism but also, for example, mystical

experience. Then one realizes that the meaning of all that

horror is that it reveals one part of the divine whole, the enig-

matic whole—in other words, the coincidence of opposites

in life. One comes to understand the meaning of such religious

behavior, and one also comes to realize that it is only one of

the ways in which the human spirit expresses itself: in his

long and dramatic history, man decided at one point also to

do that. But we also know that there were other, different

decisions: mysticism, Yoga, contemplation. What shields the

mind of the historian of religions—who is condemned, in a

way, to work on these frightening facts—is the conviction

that such terrible things do not represent the sum total, or

the perfect expression, of religious experience but simply

one side of it, the negative side.

The “Terror of History”

•R- We have talked about the profound forms of

cruelty to be found in archaic man and traditional religions.

But what about those found in modern historical movements,
which appear as so many triumphs of death? How does a

historian of religions like yourself regard the terrible myths
of modern man?

E • The historian of religions is faced with the terrible

phenomenon of the desacralization of a ritual, a mystery, or a

myth in which murder once had a religious meaning. It is a

regression to a stage we moved out of thousands of years ago.

But this “regression” doesn’t even rediscover the spiritual

significance that was once there; the transcendent values are

now absent. The horror is multiplied, and the collective

slaughter is also rendered “useless,” by the fact that it no
longer has any meaning. That is why such a hell is a true hell:

its cruelty is a pure and absurd cruelty. When sacrificial or

demonic myths or rituals are desacralized, the demonic con-

tent of their meaning is increased to a staggering extent, and
all that is left is pure demonism, cruelty, and absolute crime.

•R- lam still rather bothered by the problem, all the

same, so I shall play the devil’s advocate in an attempt to get
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things clear. Might one not say that it is sacrifice that creates

the sacred and gives it meaning? We can find no justifica-

tion for Hitlerian murder, for the madness of Nazism. And
fields full of war graves, once the years have passed and the

patriotic fervor is fading, can begin to seem like the dismal

end-product of an illusion. And yet, those soldiers died and

killed with faith in their hearts, perhaps with exaltation. The
kamikazes were allies of the Nazis, and their name means

“wind of heaven." What criterion enables us to decide that

the Aztecs lived out a justified illusion whereas the Nazi

Storm Troopers didn’t? What is the difference between ordi-

nary murder and sacred murder?

E • For the Aztecs, the meaning of human sacrifice lay

in their belief that the victims fed and gave strength to the

sun god and to the gods generally. For the SS, the annihila-

tion of millions of people in the concentration camps also had

a meaning, and even an eschatological one. They believed

that they represented Good versus Evil. The same is true of

the Japanese suicide pilot. We know what Good was for

Nazism: fair-haired, Nordic man, what they called the pure

Aryan. And the rest were incarnations of Evil, of the devil. It

was almost a form of Manicheanism: the struggle of Good
against Evil. In its early, Iranian, form, such dualism meant

that every member of the faithful who killed a toad, a ser-

pent, or some other creature of the devil was contributing

to the purification of the world and the triumph of Good.

It is possible to imagine how those sick men, or zealots, or

fanatics—those modern Manicheans—saw Evil as being em-
bodied in certain races: the Jews, the Gypsies. Sacrificing them

by the millions was thus not a crime, since they were the

incarnation of Evil, of the devil. Exactly the same can be said

about the Gulags and the apocalyptic eschatology of the great

Communist “liberation”: it sees itself as confronted by ene-

mies that represent Evil, that constitute an obstacle to the

triumph of Good, the triumph of liberty, of man, and so on.

All that can be compared with the Aztecs: both believed

themselves to be justified. The Aztecs believed they were

helping the sun god; the Nazis believed they were realizing

their historical destiny. And the same is true for the Russians.
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•R- You have often spoken about the “terror of

history.”

• E • The “terror of history,” for me, is the feeling expe-

rienced by a man who is no longer religious, who therefore

has no hope of Ending any ultimate meaning in the drama of

history, and who must undergo the crimes of history without

grasping the meaning of them. An Israelite captive in Baby-

lon suffered a great deal, but that suffering had a meaning:

Yahweh wished to punish his people. And the captive knew
that Yahweh, and therefore the Good, must ultimately tri-

umph. For Hegel, every event, every trial, was still a mani-

festation of the universal Spirit and therefore had a meaning.

It was possible, if not to justify, then at least to give a rational

explanation of historical evil. But now historical events have

been emptied of all transhistorical significance, and if they

have ceased to be what they once were for the traditional

world—trials inflicted on a people or an individual—then we
are dealing with what I have called the “terror of history.”

Hermeneutics

•R- The question of the risks run by the historian of

religions brings us to the question of meaning: the meaning
of religion for the believer and the meaning religious experi-

ence may have for the historian. One of the essential points

of your thinking is that the historian of religions cannot avoid

being a hermeneut. You also say that hermeneutics must be

creative.

• E * Hermeneutics is the search for the meaning, or the

meanings, that any given religious idea or phenomenon has

possessed in time. One can establish the history of the vari-

ous forms of religious expression, but hermeneutics means
delving deeper and deeper into the meaning of those expres-

sions. I call it creative for two reasons. First, it is creative for

the hermeneut himself. The effort he makes to decipher the

revelation present in any religious creation—ritual, symbol,

myth, divine figure—in order to grasp its meaning, its func-

tion, its goal, that effort enriches the mind and life of the per-
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son making it in the most extraordinary way. It is an experi-

ence that the literary historian, for example, can never have.

To grasp the meaning of Sanskrit poetry, to read Kalidasa, is

a great discovery for an inquiring mind educated in the West:

a new horizon of aesthetic values is opened up for him. But

that is not as deep an experience—existentially deep—as the

decipherment and comprehension of an Eastern or archaic

form of religious behavior.

Hermeneutics is creative in a second sense: it re-

veals certain values that are not apparent on the level of im-

mediate experience. Take the example of the cosmic tree,

whether in Indonesia, Siberia, or Mesopotamia. There are

certain features common to all three symbolic systems, but

obviously that kinship would not be perceptible to the

Mesopotamian, the Indonesian, or the Siberian. The work of

hermeneutics reveals the latent significance of symbols and

their continuous development. Look at the values that Chris-

tian theologians have added to the pre-Christian values of the

cosmic tree, the axis mundi, or the cross or look, again, at the

symbolism of baptism. Water has always had the meaning of

baptismal ‘ purification’’ all over the world. But with Chris-

tianity another value was added to that symbolism, without

destroying its structure. On the contrary, it completed it, en-

riched it. In practice, baptism for the Christian is a sacrament

because it was instituted by Christ.

Hermeneutics is also creative in yet another sense.

The reader who grasps the symbolism of the cosmic tree, for

example—and I know that this is true even for people not

ordinarily interested in the history of religions—feels more
than just an intellectual joy. He is making a discovery that is

important for his whole life. From that point on, when he

looks at certain trees, he will see them as an expression of the

mystery of the cosmic rhythm. He will see the mystery of life

reconstituting itself and continuing: winter—the loss of

leaves; spring .... That has an importance of a quite different

order from that of deciphering a Greek or Roman inscrip-

tion. A discovery in the historical field is never negligible,

needless to say. But in hermeneutics one is discovering a

certain stance of the human spirit in the world. And, even if it
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isn’t your own stance, it still affects you. And such encounters

are undoubtedly a source of creativity. Think of the impact

Japanese painting had on us in the nineteenth century, or

African sculpture and masks in this century. Those weren’t

mere cultural discoveries; they were creative encounters.

•R- The task of hermeneutics is the acquisition of

knowledge. But what is its criterion of truth? It seems to me,

listening to you now, that although it is founded on "objec-

tive’ scientific work, hermeneutics itself no longer requires

"objective’’ criteria—which would imply that the subject is

absent from what he is investigating—but rather criteria de-

rived from a "poetic" truth. What we know, we change by the

very act of knowing it; and we are ourselves changed by our

knowledge. A hermeneutics without end, since even as we
read Eliade, we are interpreting him, just as he himself is

interpreting some Iranian symbol.

E* That may be so. But when it is a question of the

great symbols—the cosmic tree, for example—that link

cosmic life with human existence in its cycle of death and

rebirth, then there is something fundamental involved,

something that will recur in different cultures: a secret of the

universe that is also the secret of the human condition. And
not only will we find the interdependence of the human con-

dition and the cosmic condition revealed, but also the fact

that it is a matter, for each individual, of his own destiny.

That revelation may affect my own individual life.

So there is a fundamental meaning, and it is to that

fundamental meaning that other meanings will be attached.

When the cosmic tree acquires the meaningembodied in the

Cross, that meaning is not immediately obvious to an Indo-

nesian. But if you explain to him that to Christians this sym-

bol signifies a regeneration, a new life, the Indonesian won’t

be particularly surprised; he will recognize something famil-

iar in it. Tree or Cross, it is the same mystery of death and

resurrection that is involved. The symbol is always open. And
I must not forget that my interpretation is itself that of an in-

vestigator rooted in today. The interpretation is never

finished.
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•R- You are asking us to grasp the universality of the

symbol beyond the diversity of its symbolizations. You stress

the indefinite openness of both the symbol and its inter-

pretation. Yet you reject the path that would lead to a kind of

relativism, a subjectivism, and, before long, to nihilism—the

path that would consist in saying: “Yes, things have meaning,

but the meaning is based solely on what in myself is most

fortuitous and fleeting.” My question now is this: does reli-

gious experience attain any transhistorical truth, and how?
What “transcendence” do you recognize? Is the truth, for

you, on the side of Claudel and his exegetic attitude, or on
that of the existentialist, of Sartre when he said: “Man cannot

do without meaning, but he invents that meaning in an empty
sky”?

E • Certainly not on the side of that second interpreta-

tion: “in an empty sky”! It seems to me that the messages

emanating from the fundamental symbols reveal a world of

meanings that is not reducible simply to our historical and

immanent experience. “An empty sky . . . It is an admirable

metaphor, very expressive for a modern man whose ances-

tors believed that sky to be peopled with anthropomorphic

beings, the gods; and of course the sky is indeed empty of

such beings. I believe, for my part, that what religions reveal,

and also the philosophies inspired by them—I am thinking of

the Upanishads and Buddhism, of Dante, and Taoism—does

touch on something essential that we are able to assimilate.

Of course, it isn’t something that can be learned by heart, like

the latest scientific or archeological discovery. This is a purely

personal statement, mark you, and I am not presenting it as

the philosophical consequence of my work as a historian of

religions. But at all events, the answer given by Sartre and the

existentialists is not one that suits me: that “empty sky.” I feel

more drawn toward the “Princeton gnosis,” for example. It is

a striking thing to find the greatest mathematicians and as-

tronomers of our day, men who have grown up in a wholly

desacralized society, reaching scientific, even philosophic,

conclusions very close to certain religious philosophies.

It is striking to see physicists, and specialists in theoretical

131



physics, reconstructing a universe in which God has his place,

and also the idea of a cosmogony, of Creation. It is not unlike

Mosaic monotheism, but without any anthropomorphism. It

also leads back to certain Indian philosophies, of which those

scientists had absolutely no inkling. It is something very

important. And the significance of this “Princeton gnosis”

seems to me to be confirmed by the huge success, the vast

readership that Ruyer’s book, La Gnose de Princeton , has

achieved.

•R- I should like to put my earlier question again in

a more precise form. How does one reconcile a scientific

attitude with a religious attitude? On the one hand, we are

inclined to believe that there is something beyond the per-

ceptible world—if not God or gods, then something divine, a

spiritual world. And hermeneutics, you say, can guide us

toward a way of incorporating ourselves into that divinity. On
the other hand, we know, for example, that the transition

from the Paleolithic to the Neolithic entailed the construc-

tion of a whole new set of beliefs, myths, and rituals. So how
are we to believe, given the evidence provided by this his-

torical, “materialist,” science, that those beliefs,, linked as

they are to technical, economic, and social changes, can con-

tain a transhistorical meaning, a transcendence?

*E* I made the decision long ago to maintain a kind of

discreet silence as to what I personally believe or don’t be-

lieve. But I have striven all my life to understand those who
do believe in particular things: the shaman, the yogin, and the

Australian aborigine as well as the great saints—a Meister

Eckhart or a Saint Francis of Assisi. So I shall answer your

question as a historian of religions. Man being what he is,

which is to say neither a spirit nor an angel, it is obvious that

any experience of the sacred occurs for him within the con-

text of a particular body, a particular mentality, a particular

social environment. The primitive hunter could not appre-

hend the holiness and mystery of the earth’s fertility as the

farmer came to do later. The dividing line between those two
sets of religious values is clear cut. Before it, the hunted ani-

mal’s bones had a sacred significance; after it, religious values
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were centered above all on man and woman, whose union

was seen as modeled on the cosmic hierogamy. But the im-

portant thing for the historian of religions is that the inven-

tion of agriculture enabled man to acquire a deeper insight

into the cyclic nature of life. Of course the hunter knew that

the animals he hunted gave birth in the spring, but it was the

farmer who grasped the causal relationship between seed and

harvest and the analogy between seed and semen. At the

same time, the economic, social, and religious importance of

woman became firmly established. So you see, it was by

means of a technical discovery, that of agriculture, that a still

more profound “mystery’’ than that confronting the hunter

was revealed to man's consciousness: the discovery that the

cosmos is a living organism, governed by a rhythm, by a cycle

in which life is intimately and necessarily linked with death,

since the seed cannot produce a rebirth except through its

own death and burial. So this technical discovery revealed to

man the mode of his own existence. It was the Neolithic era

that first introduced those metaphors that persisted into Old

Testament times and thus on to our own day: “Man is as the

grass of the field,’’ and so on—a theme we should not inter-

pret as a lamentation over the ephemeral nature of vegetation

but rather as a message of optimism: an understanding of the

eternal cycle governing the vegetable kingdom and life in

general. In short, to sum up my answer: it is beyond doubt

that, as a result of a radical technological change, earlier reli-

gious values were, if not annihilated, at least diminished in

importance, and it is clear, also, that the new values were

founded on different economic conditions. But this new

economy was to reveal a religious and creative meaning. The

invention of agriculture was no less important for man’s spir-

itual history than for the history of material civilization. The

oneness of life and death was not clearly given in the hunter’s

experience of life; it became so once man began to cultivate

the soil.

•R- It seems to me that your thinking there is “Hege-

lian.” In your account of these developments, it is as though

the production of material facts, the changes in the material
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world, in the “infrastructures,” had a meaning in that they led

to a deepening of meaning. So that we have to regard events

in the material world, historical events, as a series of con-

ditions that permitted the revelation of a spiritual meaning.

In fact, there is an entry in your Journal—for 2 March

196 7—that says as much quite clearly: “The history of reli-

gions, as I personally understand it, is a ‘saving discipline,’ a

‘liberating’ discipline. Hermeneutics could become the only

valid justification of history. A historical event will justify its

occurrence when it is understood. That could mean that things

happen, that history exists, solely in order to force men to

understand them.”

•E* Yes, I believe that all these technical discoveries

created opportunities for the human mind to grasp certain

structures of being that were harder for it to grasp before they

occurred. The hunter, needless to say, was aware of the

rhythm of the seasons. But that rhythm was not the center of

the theoretical construction that gave meaning to human life.

Agriculture provided the opportunity for avast synthesis. As
soon as one discovers the cause of this new vision of the

world—cultivation of the soil—one is spellbound. And by

this “new vision” of the world I mean the identity, the

homology, linking woman, earth, moon, fertility, vegetation;

and again: night, fertility, death, initiation, resurrection. That

whole system was made possible by agriculture. In the same

way, think of that vast and splendid construction of the imago

mundi that was later added to the representation of cyclic

time, an image that did not become possible until the cre-

ation of cities. Of course man had always lived in oriented

space, with a center and the four cardinal points: those are

the data provided by his immediate experience of the world.

But the city enriched that sense of space to the point where it

presented itself as an image of the world. All urban cultures

are based on the Neolithic heritage. And earlier values—the

fertility of the earth, the importance of woman, the sacra-

mental value of sexual union—all those values were inte-

grated into the edifice of our urban culture. Today, that

culture is in the process, not of vanishing altogether, but of
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changing its structure. However, I don’t believe that those

primal revelations can vanish, because we shall continue to

exist within the fundamental cosmic rhythm: day and night,

winter and summer, everyday life and the life of dreams, light

and darkness. We shall experience other, different religious

forms, ones that will perhaps not be recognized as such and

will themselves be conditioned in their turn by the language

and society of the future. It is true that until now—and here I

am not talking solely about “religion’’—man has not yet been

spiritually enriched by the latest technical discoveries in the

way he was by the discovery of metalworking or alchemy.

Demystifying Demystification

•R- You have now explained very clearly what you

mean by a “hermeneutic attitude,’’ and, at the same time, you

have allowed us to glimpse the opposite attitude, one that

aims at “demystification" and is common to Marx and the

Marxists, Freud, and Lévi-Strauss and the structuralists. Pre-

sumably you owe something to all of those; but you stand on
the opposite slope, as it were. Can you explain your position

for us precisely?

E- It is certainly true that I have profited from all of

the three currents of thought you have just mentioned. Just

now I spoke of the radical importance of agriculture and

therefore of a change in economic structures: Marx helped us

to understand that. Freud, for his part, revealed the “em-

bryology” of the mind; that’s very important, but embryology

is nevertheless no more than a brief instant in a being’s ac-

quisition of knowledge. And 'structuralism too has its uses.

All the same, I believe that such a “demystifying” attitude is

altogether too facile. All archaic or primitive men believe

that their village is “the center of the world.” To regard

that belief as an illusion is easy, but it gets one absolutely

nowhere. In doing so, one destroys the phenomenon by fail-

ing to observe it on its own level. The important thing, in

fact, is to ask oneself why those men believe they live in the

center of the world. If I try to understand a given tribe, it is
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not in order to demystify its mythology, its theology, its cus-

toms, its representation of the world. I am trying to under-

stand its culture and, in consequence, why those men believe

what they do. And if I understand why they believe their vil-

lage is the center of the world, then I am beginning to under-

stand their mythology, their theology, and, consequently,

their mode of existing in the world.

•R- Besides, is it all that hard to understand? I re-

member a passage in which Merleau-Ponty, having talked

about the primitive encampment, adds: “I arrive in a village

for my vacation, elated at leaving my work and everyday

companions behind me. I make myself at home in the village.

It becomes the center of my life. . . . Our body and our per-

ceptions perpetually urge us to accept the landscape they are

presenting us with as the center of the world.”

E- Yes, that experience, which we call sacred or reli-

gious, is an existential one. Because his body exists in space,

any man orients himself by the four horizons and stands be-

tween above and below. He is naturally the center. Any cul-

ture is always built on existential experience.

•R* When you talk about religions, about culture,

even the most primitive and archaic, such as those of the

aborigines, it is with infinité respect. For you, they are not

just ethnological facts, they are works of creation. Religions,

for you, are admirable human constructions, ripe with

meaning and value. Just as much as the Odyssey or the Divine

Comedy or Shakespeare.

•E- I feel myself wholly contemporary with all the

great political and social reforms or revolutions. All con-

stitutions speak of equality among men: any human being

whatsoever has exactly the same value as a genius in Paris or

Boston or Moscow. That is a principle you scarcely ever find

put into practice in the real world, alas. But when I make the

acquaintance of an aborigine, then I can make it into a reality.

I don’t even approach him, as many anthropologists do, solely

out of a curiosity to know more about institutions and eco-

nomic phenomena. Knowledge of that sort is of the greatest
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importance, undoubtedly, but stopping there is not the best

method of grasping the contribution such men have made to

the history of the human mind. What really interests me is

finding out how a human being reacts when he is forced to

exist in an Australian desert or in the Arctic. How did he

manage, not merely to survive as a zoological species—as

pigeons and seals have—but also to survive as a human being,

to produce a culture, a religion, an aesthetic? They have lived

there as human beings, which means to say that they have

created. They have not remained content with behaving like

seals or kangaroos. That is why I am so very proud of being a

human being: not because I am a descendant of that prodi-

gious Mediterranean culture but because I can recognize my-

self, as a human being, in the existence taken upon himself by

an Australian aborigine. And that is why his culture interests

me, and his religion, his mythology. That is the explanation

of my sympathetic attitude; it is not some kind of infatuation

with the past that makes me want to go back to the world of

the Australian aborigines or the Eskimos. I want to recognize

myself—in the philosophical sense—in my fellow man: as a

Romanian, I was just like him, thousands of years ago. And
that thought enables me to feel totally of my own time with

him. If there really has been an original and important dis-

covery made in our time, then it is certainly that: the unity of

history and of the human mind and spirit. That is why I do

not want, or try, to “demystify” things. One day we shall be

blamed for our “demystification” by the descendants of those

we once colonized. They will say to us: “You exalt the

creativity of your Dante and your Vergil, but you demystify

our mythologies and our religions. Your anthropologists

never stop insisting on the socioeconomic presuppositions of

our religion or our messianic and millenarist movements,

thereby implying that our spiritual creations, unlike yours,

never rise above material or political determining factors. In

other words, we primitives are incapable of attaining the cre-

ative freedom of a Dante or a Vergil.” Such a “demystifying”

attitude ought to be arraigned in its turn, on charges of

ethnocentrism, of Western “provincialism,” and so, ulti-

mately, be “demystified” itself.
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•R* What you have just said also enables us to under-

stand, once and lor all, why the history ol religions tends to

be hermeneutic. If the religions and masterpieces of our

culture are akin, then a hermeneutic stance is clearly un-

avoidable. Because, after all, it is obvious to everyone that

linguistic analysis cannot exhaust our relationship with Rilke

or Du Bellay. We all know that a poem cannot be reduced to

its mechanics or to the historical conditions that made it pos-

sible. And if we do reduce it to those things, then so much
the worse for us! II we understand that in the case of poetry,

why can we no longer understand it in the case of a religion?

'E- I agree totally! That is why I always compare the

world of the religious imagination with that of the poetic

imagination. It makes it easier for someone unfamiliar with

the domain of religions to enter it.

•R* Would you say that the domain of religion is a

province of the imagination and symbolism?

• E • Yes, indeed. But it must also be said that in the be-

ginning every imaginary universe was—to use an unfortunate

term—a religious universe. I say “an unfortunate term,” be-

cause in using it we are usually thinking solely in terms of

Judeo-Christianity or pagan polytheism. The autonomy of

dance, of poetry, of the plastic arts, is a recent invention. In

the beginning, all those imaginary worlds possessed a reli-

gious value and function.

•R- But haven’t they still, in a sense? On occasion, you
yourself have spoken of “demystification in reverse, and
you say that we must sometimes search in profane works of

creation—in works of literature, say—for scenarios of initia-

tion, for example.

• E • As you know, for a generation now, North Ameri-
can literary criticism, especially in the United States, has

been looking in modern novels for themes of initiation,

sacrifice, and mythical archetypes. I believe that the sacred is

indeed camouflaged within the profane in the same way as

the profane, for Freud and Marx, was camouflaged in the sa-
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cred. I believe it is legitimate to recognize the patterns and

rituals of initiation in certain novels. But all that is still a

problem, and I very much hope that someone will go into it

properly, really set about deciphering the camouflage adopted

by the sacred in a desacralized world.
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The Work of the Historian

Method: Going Back to the Beginning

•R* I shan’t, of course, ask you to go back over the

stages that the history of religions has passed through, even

since the beginning of this century. You have already done

that in your The Quest: History and Meaning ofReligion. But I

would like to know if there are any essential debts that you

owe to your predecessors, your elders. I would like to hear

you tell us about Georges Dumézil, who made you so wel-

come when you moved to Paris in 1945.

*E- I knew and admired Georges Dumézil’s work long

before I met him, which was in September 1945, a few days

after my arrival in Paris. Since that time, my admiration for

his genius has done nothing but grow, as he continues to de-

velop and clarify his ideas about the Indo-European religions

and mythologies. I doubt if there is another scholar in the

whole world who can rival his prodigious linguistic eru-

dition—he knows more than thirty languages and dialects!

—

or his vast knowledge of the history of religions, and

who is at the same time endowed with such great literary tal-

ent. It was Georges Dumézil who injected new life into the

study of Indo-European religions and myths. He demon-

strated the importance of the tripartite conception of Indo-

European society, that is to say its division into three

superimposed layers corresponding to three functions:

sovereignty, power, and fertility. Dumézil’s example is all-

important for the history of religions as an autonomous disci-

pline, because he used his sociological and philosophical
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knowledge to such brilliant effect in filling out his detailed

philological and historical analysis of so many texts.

As far as my academic "career” goes in France,

1 owe that almost entirely to Georges Dumézil. It was he

who invited me to give a course of lectures at the Ecole des

Hautes Etudes—which I based on chapters from my Patterns

in Comparative Religion and The Myth of the Eternal Return.

And it was he again who sent Brice Parain the manuscript of

my first book to be published by Gallimard.

•R- You have no difficulty in accepting Dumézil’s

structuralism but you reject that of Lévi-Strauss. Am I right?

•E- Yes, I accept structuralism as it is propounded by

Dumézil, by Propp—and by Goethe. As you know, when
Goethe was studying the morphology of plants, he came to

the conclusion that it was possible to trace all vegetable forms

back to what he called "the original plant,” and he eventually

identified that JJrpflanze with the leaf. Propp was very struck

by this notion, so much so that, in the Russian edition of his

Morphology of the Folktale, every chapter is headed by a long

quotation from Goethe’s book. For my own part, in my early

days at least, I thought that in order to keep sight of the

forest among so many trees—facts, figures, and rituals—the

historian of religions would do well to search for the "original

plant” in his own field, for the primal image; in other words,

for what happens when man confronts the sacred. In short,

the kind of structuralism I consider fruitful consists in asking

oneself about the essence of a set of phenomena, about the

primordial order that is the basis of their meaning. I admire

Lévi-Strauss very much as a writer, and I regard him as a re-

markable mind; but, insofar as it excludes hermeneutics,

there is nothing in his method that I can put to much use. A
historian of religions, whatever his opinions—from Marxism
to psychologism—thinks that his first duty, in practice, is to

grasp the original meaning of a sacred phenomenon and then

to interpret its history. So I don’t quite see what a historian of

religions is going to be able to do with structuralism in the

Lévi-Straussian mold.
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•R- On your own path, what were the greatest ob-

stacles? Your greatest uncertainties, your doubts?

•E • One big difficulty was combining the writing of

fiction with scholarly, scientific work. In my early days, in

Romania, I was regarded by my superiors and my colleagues

with a certain mistrust. They said to themselves: “A man who
writes successful novels can’t possibly be an objective thinker

as well.
’’

It was only after the publication of my book on Yoga
in French, and the favorable reviews it received from a

number of great Indianists, that they were forced to accept

that what I was doing was at least serious. As a result, I often

postponed translation of my novels in later years, so as not

to damage my credibility as a historian of religions and an

Orientalist. It’s true that now, paradoxically, it is a university

press that is going to publish the English translation of The

Forbidden Forest in the United States.

Another difficulty was forcing myself to stick to a

piece of scientific research when I was possessed by the sub-

ject for a novel or story. I went on giving my lectures, of

course, but I wasn’t really there.

•R* So there were difficulties. But did you never ex-

perience any doubts about the validity of your propositions?

•E- I never had any doubts, properly speaking, but I

did suffer from a sort of perfectionism. To understand one

section of my career, you have to realize that I come from a

minor, provincial culture. I was afraid of not being as well

informed as I ought to be. So I wrote to my masters, to my
colleagues; and every summer I went abroad, to ransack the

libraries. If I chanced on an interpretation different from my
own, I was glad to find that it was possible to understand a

given phenomenon from different viewpoints. Sometimes I

altered a detail in my own work. But I never experienced any

radical doubt that would have forced me to abandon my
hypothesis or my method. What I wrote was based on my
personal experience in India, the experience of those three

years.
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•R- Your “method,” you said just then. What is it?

• E • The first point is to go to the best sources—the best

translations, the best commentaries. To find out which those

are, I question myself, my colleagues, and the specialists in

the field. That way I am spared reading thousands of pages of

little ultimate interest. My concern to know all the sources

thoroughly was in fact one of the reasons why I devoted

seven or eight years to Australian studies: I felt that it would

be possible for me to read all the essential documents myself,

something that would be impossible in the case of Africa or

American Indian tribes.

The second point, when one is approaching an ar-

chaic or traditional religion, is to begin at the beginning, in

other words with the cosmogonic myth. How did the world

come into being? Who created it? God, a demiurge, a mythic

ancestor? Or was the world already there? Did a divine figure

begin to transform it? Then come the myths concerning the

origin of man and all his institutions.

•R* Would you say, to paraphrase a well-known epi-

gram about phantasms, that the myth of the origin is the origin

of myths?

• E • All mythsare variants of the myth of the origin, be-

cause the creation of the world is the model for all creation.

The origin of the world is the model for that of man, plants,

and even sexuality and death and, again, institutions. All

mythology has a beginning and an end: in the beginning, the

cosmogony; at the end, eschatology—a return of the mythic

ancestors or the coming of the messiah. So the historian of

religions will not see mythology as an incoherent agglomera-

tion of myths but as a single corpus endowed with meaning

—

in short, as a “sacred history.”

•R* The question to which the myth of the origin is an

answer is, in another form, the question put by Leibniz,

which, as we know, occupies such an important place in the

work of Heidegger: “Why is there something rather than

nothing?”

E * Yes, it is the same question. Why does the real—in
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other words, the universe—exist? How did the real come to

be realized? That is why I have often referred, in connection

with the myths of primitive man, to an “archaic ontology.”

For primitive man, as for the man of traditional societies,

objects in the external world have no autonomous intrinsic

value. A thing or an action acquires a value and thereby be-

comes real because it has now become part, in one way or

another, of a reality that transcends it. So that one could say,

as I suggested in The Myth of the Eternal Return
,
that archaic

ontology has a Platonic structure.

The Unexplained

* R • So the difficulty of acquiring information explains a

certain lack of African material in your work?

E* Fifteen years or so ago I started on a projected

history of primitive religions. I published only the one short

book on Australian aboriginal religions. The vastness of the

documented material available made me hesitate when con-

fronted with Africa. Starting with Griaule and his pupils, Af-

rican studies in France have renewed our understanding of

African religions to such an extent. . . .

•R* Did you know Marcel Griaule?

•E* Yes, quite well, and I felt that his discoveries and

interpretations confirmed the direction my own work was

taking. With Griaule, with his Conversations with Ogotemmeli,

we finally said goodbye to the idiotic image people used to

have of “savages.” It was also the end of the “prelogical

mentality,” a theme that Lévy-Bruhl himself had in any case

abandoned. When it was seen that Griaule succeeded in ac-

quiring his knowledge of the extraordinary and rigorous the-

ology of the Dogons only after he had spent long periods

living among them, it became clear that ordinary travelers

must always lack such knowledge. On the basis of what we
now know about the Dogons, one is justified in supposing

the existence of a solidly constructed and similarly subtle

theology among other such peoples and in any “archaic”

thought. That is why Griaule’s work is of such great im-

portance, not only for ethnologists but also for historians of
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religions, who up till then had been far too inclined merely

to regurgitate Frazer.

•R- I was told a story about Griaule. After his death, a

number of his friends, Dogons and Europeans, met one day

to celebrate his memory. During the meal they saw Griaule

among them. When you hear such stories, do you accept

them as accounts of possible events?

*E* These things are possible when the people to

whom they happen belong to a certain spiritual universe. If

the Dogons saw Griaule after his death, that is certainly a sign

that he was spiritually one of them.

*R* So in this area of phenomena not covered by
everyday reasoning and science—apparitions after death, for

example—there are things that are possible or impossible ac-

cording to our spiritual quality?

•E • That is what an Italian ethnologist and historian of
religions, Ernesto De Martino, asserted in his book ll mondo
magico

,
which contains studies of a number of parapsycho-

logical or “spirit phenomena among “primitive” peoples.

Martino recognized the reality of these phenomena in primi-

tive cultures but not in ours. He believed in the authenticity

of the apparitions brought about by a shaman, but he denied
it to the analogous apparitions produced during our spiri-

tualist seances. This was because, for him, nature itself is

culturalmente condizionata. Certain “natural” laws vary ac-

cording to the idea of “nature that different cultures have
acquired. With us, nature obeys the law of gravity, for exam-
ple; but that law is not a law among archaic societies: hence
the possibility of parapsychological phenomena. It is a very

controversial theory, needless to say, but I find it interesting.

Personally, I am unable to make any pronouncement where
parapsychology is concerned. However, it is permissible to

hope that we shall know more about the subject a generation
hence.

'R' I have heard it said that a certain Marxist geog-
rapher of great repute, and an African specialist as well, as-
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serts in private that the local African gods are real forces.

E- “Real forces,’’ yes, we know that. But to believe in

the coherent and, as it were, “incarnate” manifestation of

those forces, that is something else again. When, for example,

an aborigine talks about certain cosmic or even psychosomatic

forces embodied in a superhuman being, it is extremely dif-

ficult to be sure that the notion we are forming of such

things is the same as the one the aborigines themselves have.

At all events, what you told me just now about the Marxist

geographer is very interesting. That proves he is a genuinely

scientific thinker: he accepts that facts are facts.

• R • And how is one not to be disturbed by the fact that

thinkers like Nietzsche and Heidegger speak of “gods,” think

in terms of “gods”? Unless we are to believe that they in-

tended no more than a poetic metaphor ....

•E* Nietzsche, Heidegger, and Walter Otto, too, the

great German specialist in Greek mythology and religion,

who in his book on the Homeric gods likewise asserted those

gods’ reality. But what exactly did these scholars and philos-

ophers mean by this “reality” of the gods? Did they think of

the reality of the gods in the same way as an ancient Greek

did? What is very disturbing, in fact, is that we are not dealing

here with childish or superstitious comments but with asser-

tions that spring from mature and profound thought pro-

cesses.

•R- While we are on the subject of stories that leave

one wondering, yesterday I reread a short passage in your

Journal describing an account a woman friend of yours gave

of how once, in place of a barn wall, she saw a garden glowing

with light. Just once, and never a hint of it again. You tell the

story and just leave it at that.

• E ’ Yes, why add any comment? There are certain

transhuman experiences that we are forced to accept as facts.

But what means do we have of knowing their nature?

•R- But similar things have happened to you?

•E* I hesitate to answer that.
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Noah’s Ark

R’ For you, not only does the history of religions

transform the person who devotes himself to it in an inner,

spiritual way, it can also give new life to the sacred in our
present-day world. Among the most illuminating entries in

your Journal I should like to quote this, dated 5 December
1959: “If it is true that Marx has analyzed and ‘unmasked’ the

social unconscious, and that Freud has done the same for the

personal unconscious, if, therefore, it is true that psycho-
analysis and Marxism teach us how to penetrate the ‘super-

structures in order to reach the true causes and motives
beneath, then the history of religions, as I personally under-
stand it, has the same goal: to identify the presence of the tran-

scendent in human experience , to isolate, within the vast mass
of ‘the unconscious,’ that which is transconscious ... ‘to

unmask’ the presence of the transcendent and the suprahis-

toric in everyday life.’’ Elsewhere you write that “the cardinal

phenomenon of the twentieth century’’ is not “the revolution
of the proletariat but the discovery of non-European man and
his spiritual universe.’’ And you add that the unconscious,
just like the “non-Western world,” will let itself be “de-

ciphered by the hermeneutics of the history of religions.” So
are we to take it thax the great intellectual “revolution,” the

revolution that may possibly be capable of changing the

course of history, is neither Marxism nor Freudianism,
neither historical materialism nor the analysis of the uncon-
scious, but the history of religions?

E • That is indeed what I think, and the reason is sim-
ple: it is that the history of religions reaches down and makes
contact with that which is essentially human: the relation of
man to the sacred. The history of religions can play an ex-

tremely important role in the crisis we are living through.
The crises of modern man are to a large extent religious

ones, insofar as they are an awakening of his awareness to an
absence of meaning. When one feels one has lost the key
to one s existence, when one no longer knows what the

meaning of life is, that is undoubtedly a religious problem,
since religion is precisely a reply to the fundamental ques-
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tion: What is the meaning of existence? In such a crisis, in

such a state of confusion, the history of religions can at least

stand as a Noah’s Ark stocked with the world s mythic and

religious traditions. And that is why I think that this “total dis-

cipline can have a sovereign function. Scholarly publications

will perhaps constitute a warehouse containing all of man’s

traditional religious values and models
—

“camouflaged,” so

to speak. Hence my constant attempts to bring out and clarify

the meaning of religious facts.

•R* You speak of tradition and of transmission. Would
you write the word tradition with a capital T? Do you feel

yourself akin to men like Guenon and Abellio on this point?

•E* I read René Guénon fairly late, and I found some
of his books very interesting, in particular L'Homme et son

devenir selon le Vedanta , which seemed to me very fine, in-

telligent, and profound. But there was a whole side of

Guenon that irritated me: his extremist, polemical side; his

wholesale dismissal of all modern Western culture, as though

to teach at the Sorbonne was enough in itself to guarantee a

man’s total intellectual incapacity. Nor did I warm to that

blind contempt he had for certain works of modern art and

literature. Or the superiority complex that drove him to be-

lieve, for example, that Dante could be understood only from

the viewpoint of “the tradition,” which in practice meant

René Guénon’s tradition. Dante is a very great poet, needless

to say, and in order to understand him one must love poetry

and, above all, know his vast poetic universe inside out. As

for tradition, or Tradition, the subject is not only complex

but delicate; I don’t dare embark upon it in the sort of re-

laxed, somewhat general conversation you and I are having

now. In colloquial usage, the term “tradition” is employed in

many very different contexts; it can refer to social structures

and economic systems, to human behavior, to moral con-

cepts, theological options, philosophical positions, scientific

stances, and so on. “Objectively”—in other words, taking

account of the evidence available to the historian of

religions—all archaic and Oriental cultures, as well as all

societies, whether urban or rural, structured by one of the
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revealed religions—Judaism, Christianity, Islam—are “tradi-

tional.” In practice, they all regard themselves as guardians of

a traditio, a “sacred history” that not only constitutes a total

explanation ol the world and a justification of humanity’s

present condition but also presents itself as a summum of

exemplary models for all human behavior and activities. All

these models are reputed to be of transhuman origin or di-

vine inspiration. But, in the great majority of traditional

societies, certain teachings are esoteric and, as such, are

transmitted by means of an initiation. Now, today, the term
“Tradition” is very often used to mean “esotericism,” an un-

broken chain of arcane knowledge. As a result, anyone who
asserts that he is a follower of the “Tradition” is letting it be

understood that he is an “initiate,” that he is the depository of

“a secret teaching.” And that, even in the best of cases, is an

illusion.

• R • One of the meanings of the history of religions, for

you, is to salvage what deserves salvaging, to preserve values

held to be essential. However, although the historian of reli-

gions must strive to understand everything, he cannot justify

everything. He cannot wish to perpetuate or restore all be-

liefs, all rituals. Like each one of us, he must be selective

about all those values and insert them into an order. How do
you reconcile your respect for everything that is human with
that inevitable moral choice? For example, certain humanitar-
ian movements have recently protested to UNESCO against

the practice of clitoral excision. If UNESCO were to consult

you on this subject, what would your answer be?

*E* I should advise UNESCO without hesitation to con-

demn such excision. As a rite it is not ofany great importance.

There is nothing primitive about it; in fact, it was introduced

only quite recently. It is in no way central to the religious

concepts or initiations of the peoples who practice it, and it

has no fundamental value for their religious or moral behav-
ior. In short, it is merely the result of a growth that I myself

would call “cancerous”: at once dangerous and monstrous.
The abandonment of such a custom is totally desirable.
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• R * The third volume of your History of Religious Ideas

will cover the period that stretches from the birth of Islam to

the “atheist theologies’' of our own time. So that, for you,

atheism constitutes part of the history of religions. We know
from yourJournal, moreover, that you met Tillich and certain

“theologians of the death of God” in the United States. Is this

theme of “the death of God” the limiting concept of the his-

tory of religions?

E • I must begin by pointing out that the theme of ‘‘the

death of God” is not a radical innovation. In short, it is a re-

vival of the notion of the deus otiosus , the idle god—the god

who made the world, then left it to shift for itself; and that is a

notion found in a number of archaic religions. However, it is

true that the theology of ‘‘the death of God” is extremely im-

portant, because it is the sole religious creation of the mod-
ern Western world. What it presents us with is the final step

in the process of desacralization. For the historian of religions

its interest is considerable, since this ultimate phase shows

the “sacred” reaching a perfect state of camouflage or, more
accurately, becoming wholly identified with the “profane.”

It is no doubt still too early to grasp the meaning of

this “desacralization” and of the theologies of “the death of

God” contemporary with it; too soon to predict its future.

But the questions it poses are these: to what degree can the

“profane” become “sacred,” and to what degree is a radically

secularized existence, without God or gods, capable of con-

stituting the point of departure for a new type of “religion”? I

think I can make out three broad types of answer to that

question. First, that of the “theologians of the death of God”:

beyond the destruction of all the symbols, rituals, and con-

cepts of the Christian churches, they still hope—thanks to a

paradoxical and mysterious coincidentia oppositorum—that this

new awareness of the radically profane nature of the world

and human existence can be used as the foundation for a new

mode of religious experience, so that for them the death of

“religion” is not the death of “faith” but in fact its very oppo-

site. Another answer consists in regarding the historical

forms of the sacred !profane opposition as secondary, so that
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the disappearance of religions would in no way imply the dis-

appearance of religiosity, and the constant transformation of

sacred values into profane values would count less than the

permanent meeting that man has with himself, less than the

experience of his own condition. Last, the third answer: one

can think that the opposition between sacred and profane has

no meaning except for religions and that Christianity is not a

religion. In other words, the Christian no longer has to live, as

archaic man did, in a cosmos, but in history. But what is

“history”? And what is the value of this temptation, or this

attempt, to sacralize it? What world is it expected to save?
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Imaginary Figures

Religion and the Sacred

R- You must certainly remember the opening of

Lévi-Strauss’s Totemism: “It is with totemism as with hysteria.

No sooner did we take it into our heads to doubt that it was

possible to isolate certain phenomena in an arbitrary way, and

to group them together so as to use them as the diagnostic

signs of a disease or of an objective institution, than those

symptoms themselves disappeared, or proved intractable to

unifying interpretations.” Is it not the same with religion as

with totemism or hysteria? Or, to put it another way, if the

history, or the science, of religions has an object, what is it?

•E* That object is the sacred. But how do we set limits

to the sacred? It’s very difficult. What seems to me totally

impossible, at all events, is to imagine how the human mind

could function without the conviction that there is something

irreducibly real in the world. It is impossible to imagine how
consciousness could appear without conferring a meaning on

man’s impulses and experiences. Consciousness of a real and

meaningful world is intimately linked with the discovery of

the sacred. Through experience of the sacred the mind

grasped the difference between what is revealed as real, po-

tent, rich, and meaningful and that which is deficient in those

qualities—in other words, the chaotic and perilous flux of

things, their fortuitous and meaningless appearances and dis-

appearances. But here I must stress this point yet again: the

sacred is not a stage in the history of consciousness, it is a
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structural element of that consciousness. In the most archaic

phases of culture, to live as a human being was in itself a reli-

gious act , since eating, sexual activity, and labor all had a sacra-

mental value. Experience of the sacred is inherent in man’s

mode of being in the world. Without experience of the

real—and of what is not real—the human being would be un-

able to construct himself. And it is on the basis of that fact

that the historian of religions begins to study the different

religious forms.

•R* So the sacred is the keystone of religious experi-

ence. But it is different from a physical phenomenon or from

a historical fact, for example, in that it cannot be revealed ex-

cept by means of a “phenomenology.’’ Am I right?

E* Quite right. And to begin with, when we think of

the sacred we must not limit it to divine figures. The sacred

does not necessarily imply belief in God or gods or spirits. I

repeat, it is the experience of a reality and the source of an

awareness of existing in the world. What is this consciousness

that makes us men? It is the result of that experience of the

sacred, of the division that occurs between the real and the

unreal. If experience of the sacred lies essentially within the

province of consciousness, then it is clear that the sacred can-

not be recognized “from outside.’’ It is by means of internal

experience that each individual will be able to recognize it in

the religious acts of a Christian or a “primitive” man.

•R- The sacred stands in opposition to the profane and

is itself ambivalent, not only because its two poles are life and

death but also because it simultaneously attracts and repels.

Those are the broad themes of both your The Sacred and the

Profane and your Patterns in Comparative Religion
,
in which

you quote the conclusions—similar to your own—reached by

Roger Caillois in his L’Homme et le sacré. All that is well

known. But, in an introduction you wrote in 1964 for your

essay The Sacred and the Profane, you say: “There remains a

problem to which I have so far referred only indirectly: How
far can the ‘profane’ itself become ‘sacred’? How far is a radi-

cally secularized existence, without God or gods, capable of
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constituting the starting point of a new type of ‘religion’?” Let

us take a simple example: Is Lenin’s tomb “sacred”?

• E • For the historian of religions the problem is, as you

suggest, to recognize the survival of the sacred, of its expres-

sions, its structures, however well camouflaged or distorted,

in a world that presents itself, consciously and resolutely, as

profane. From this point of view it is possible to recognize

several great biblical myths in Marx and Marxism: the re-

demptive role of the Just Man, the ultimate eschatological

struggle between Good (proletariat) and Evil (bourgeoisie),

followed by the inauguration of the Golden Age. However, I

am not going to say that Lenin’s tomb is religious in essence,

even though, while being a revolutionary symbol, it does

perform the function of a religious symbol.

• R • But what about the divinization of Roman em-

perors? Are we dealing there with the profane and laical sur-

vival of a sacred form or with a true archaic form of the

sacred?

E* With the truly sacred, both archaic and modern.

The apotheosis of the Roman emperor derives directly from

the royal ideology of the East. It is the sovereign, the chief,

the Imperator, who is responsible for order and fertility

within his empire. He is the guarantor of the cosmic cycles,

the order of the seasons, and success

—

-fortuna. He embodies

the genius that protects the empire, as the kings of

Mesopotamia and the divine pharaohs did in earlier times.

• R • I seem to remember that Malraux, in his Anti-

Memoirs, recalls asking Mao Tse-tung whether he knew that

he was “the last emperor.” And the “bronze emperor” agreed.

You see the Roman emperor as a sacred human being in the

way that ancient emperors of China were: as embodying a

link between earth and heaven, responsible for maintaining

order in the world. Lenin you see as no more than a survival

of the sacred. What about Mao Tse-tung?

E* Mao certainly had the right to call himself “the last

emperor.” He was the guardian and interpreter of the right
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doctrine and, in everyday life, the person responsible for his

people’s peace and well-being. He was indeed an emperor,

almost mythologically and archetypically so. He was an ex-

tension of the Chinese imperial tradition. Only the vocabu-

lary had changed; the function remained the same.

•R’ What criterion entitles us to differentiate between

the last emperor, Mao, and the last tsar, Lenin? It seems to

me that you are implicitly distinguishing between a “true sa-

cred,” which verges on the transcendent, and a “false sacred.”

E • It is certainly true that the relation with transcen-

dence is lacking in modern political ideologies. But two

things still remain of the feeling for the sacred: the leader’s

fundamental responsibility, and a messianic hope. I don’t

know how Stalin saw himself. But read the poets: he was seen

as a sun, as the unique Man. Those are not “transcendental”

images, ot course, but they are, at the very least, “trans-

human,” superhuman. The myth of Stalin reveals a nostalgia

for the archetype. There is no “degradation” that does not

reflect a lost, or confusedly desired, higher state.

Myth, Ritual, Initiation

•R* So the sacred is the essence of whatever is reli-

gious. But there is presumably no religion without rites,

without myths, without symbols, and perhaps, to begin with,

without initiation: that ritual by means of which the being is

born to the myths and symbols of religious community. Ritu-

als, myths, symbols—how are these things linked?

•E* You have just summarized the history of religions,

and it would take whole books to answer your question! The
myth tells a sacred story. That is to say, it recounts a primor-

dial event that took place in the beginning of time and in-

volved characters who are either gods or heroes and whose

deeds created civilization. That is why the myth is the founda-

tion of absolute truth. That is why, since it reveals how a reality

came to be as it is, myth constitutes the exemplary model not

only of rituals but also of all meaningful human activity: pro-

vision of food, sexuality, labor, education. That being so, man
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in his everyday activities is imitating the gods, repeating their

actions. I have often given the example of a certain tribe in

New Guinea: among them, a single myth serves as the model
for all activities relating to navigation, from the construction

of the boat (and the sexual taboos that that entails) to the

gestures used in fishing and even the courses the boats must

follow. The fisherman, when he makes a particular ritual

gesture, is not imploring the god’s help; he is imitating that

god, identifying with him. Again, what we must see, what we
must understand, is the existential value of the myth. Myths

still man’s anguish, make him feel secure. That Polynesian,

when he ventures out onto the ocean, does so without fear

because he is sure that, as long as he exactly repeats the ges-

tures of the Ancestor, or the god, then his ultimate success is

already there in the order of things. This confidence is one of

the forces that have enabled man to survive, in a real way.

• R • Yes, just as “the symbol gives one to think,” so the

ritual helps one to live, and myth is sometimes the under-

pinning of our destiny. I remember an entry in yourJournal

where you say that you would like to clarify the way in which

the history of religions can help to reveal the transcendent in

everyday life. Moreover, yourJournal often reveals you liv-

ing out a mythic situation yourself: you are the man exiled

from his homeland, the man who is searching for his path.

But you are not just that lost man born in March 1907; you

are Ulysses, and that image, that thought, sustains you.

On another level, you have sometimes compared

Platonic ontology and archaic ontology. Do you see a kinship

between the Idea and the “mythic model”?

E* Both things certainly involve anamnesis. According

to Plato, knowledge consists in the soul’s remembering Ideas

that it had gazed on in Heaven. Among the aborigines, the

neophyte is brought into the presence of a stone object, the

tjurunga ,
which represents his mythical ancestor. Not only is

he taught the tribe’s sacred history, told of the deeds by which

the Ancestor founded civilization; it is also revealed to him

that he himself is that Ancestor. It is exactly the same as the

Platonic anamnesis!
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•R* Initiation is usually thought of as a means of access

to the sacred. Can it not also be a demystification, on the lines

of: ‘When you were a child, you believed. But now you must

know”?

E- Yes, that type of initiation is found mainly at the

elementary levels of culture. It was undoubtedly the most an-

cient form of southeastern Australian puberty rites. The boy

child, having been taken away from his mother—in other

words, from nature—is terrorized by the bull-roarers, then

circumcised. After that, he is shown how the terrifying voice

of the spirits is produced, and he is invited to make them

speak himself. So there is an element of demystification in-

volved, but there is also a transition to a higher plane of in-

telligence. The initiate isn’t told that the supernatural being

doesn’t exist; he is simply shown that one of its so-called

manifestations ought not to frighten anyone but the un-

initiated. The initiate, once freed from his childish belief, is

invited to discover his identity with the tjurunga, the

petrified body of the Ancestor, who, having accomplished

everything he had to do on earth, has withdrawn to heaven.

For completeness’ sake I should add that there is a further

initiation ceremony reserved solely for witch doctors, for

shamans.

•R* You have pondered a great deal over the collapse

of traditional initiation and over what replaces it in our own
society. I shall simply put this question to you: How are we to

tell children that they are sexual and mortal beings?

E- Today, not only has sexuality been desacralized,

demystified, but death has too: it is ignored. The sight and

thought of it are repressed. In a profane society it is very dif-

ficult to initiate children into these two great mysteries. I

have no answer. Is it actually possible for a child to under-

stand death or sexuality? I don’t know what one ought to say.

•R- It is presumably nostalgia for “traditional” initia-

tion that explains, in part at least, the success of Castaneda’s

books. What status would you accord them?

E- Some anthropologists accept his evidence, others
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deny it any authenticity whatever. In fact his dissertation, The

Teachings of Don Juan, a Yaqui Way of Knowledge, was ac-

cepted by the University of California. He sent me the proofs

for my advice, because of my work on shamanism. I had just

finished teaching a course at the University of Santa Barbara,

and I had stopped over for a few days in Los Angeles. Un-
fortunately, I didn’t have the time to read his dissertation

there and then. I read the book later, when Castaneda was

already famous. What interested me most was his description

of the meeting where they "smoke.” He makes it clear that

the important thing is not just smoking such and such a drug

but doing so in a consecrated, oriented, specific place, in the

master’s presence, and in a certain frame of mind. In a certain

position, the smoker will have a vision; in another, he won’t.

So Castaneda established the importance of the ritual—of the

ritual, even philosophical, context—of drugs. That was

something that needed to be said to all those young people

who think that smoke alone can waft them to beatitude.

Sacred Men

•R- You have devoted particular attention to the

yogin, the shaman, and the alchemist. What do you see

those three as having in common?

E • Whether it is a matter of ordinary or extraordinary

initiation, the scenario is always that of a symbolic death

followed by a rebirth, a resurrection. Take the yogin: he

dies to the profane world, leaves his family, and changes his

name and sometimes his language. In my book on Yoga I

indicated how abundant the terms denoting death and re-

birth are in the vocabulary of the yogins. But the same theme

is also to be found in the teachings of the Buddha, even

though he had broken with tradition on so many points.

Socrates talks of a "maieutics.” Philo, too, makes abundant

use of the metaphor of childbirth to denote accession to the

life of the spirit. And Saint Paul speaks of procreation

through faith.

• R * In your The Forge and the Crucible you say that the

alchemist projects this initiatory death onto matter.
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•E' The initiatory element in alchemy is the torture

and putting-to-death of metals in order to “perfect” them, to

transform them into gold. The acquisition of the philoso-

pher’s stone, and of gold, coincides with that of the

alchemist’s new personality.

•R' So alchemy stands halfway between archaic initia-

tion and philosophical initiation?

•E* In a way, yes. But this initiatory element in

alchemy is not what constitutes alchemy. Alchemy, for me,
is the last stage in the work that began with the discovery of

metallurgy. The “founder” transforms mineral into metal,

and the alchemist takes over the work of nature and time in

order to acquire the philosopher’s stone and gold—the equiv-

alent of immortality.
9

•R- You have not paid the same degree of attention to

the priest, or even to the prophet, as to the yogin, the sha-

man, and the alchemist.

E • So much work, and such good work, had already

been done on the priest and the priesthood that I preferred

to turn my attention to areas that were less well known or

were even dismissed with contempt: the shaman, for example,

who was regarded as mentally ill or a mere magician. Apart

from which, it seemed to me that if I was to understand

the prophets and prophecy, then I had to begin with

shamanism.

•R- But aren’t you perhaps more drawn to the

“esoteric” than to the “exoteric,” to the mystic rather than

to institutions, to the archaic rather than the modern?

E • No doubt I am. I have taken an interest in what is

termed the esoteric side of certain things—the initiatory

rituals of shamanism, of Tantrism, and of “primitive”

societies generally—because there was something there that

was hard to grasp and that one scarcely ever came across in

books. As far as the archaic is concerned, I could see that

the world’s “traditional or “primitive societies were in the

process of vanishing, that in another human lifetime they
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would be gone, and that the ethnologists and anthropologists

studying them were scarcely concerning themselves at all

with grasping the coherence, the nobility, and the beauty of

such societies' mythological systems and theologies.

•R- But behind those reasons, behind the professor of

the history of religions and the author of all those scholarly

books, I wonder if there isn’t a kind of Romanian Rimbaud
lurking: "The Whites disembark .... The cannon .... One
must submit to baptism, to wearing clothes .... The pagan

blood returns.” I have found no resentment in you, any-

where. But no feeling of rebellion? Not ever? I wonder

whether behind your love for untamed peoples there isn’t a

fund of anger, an anger you have never expressed, against

the powerful and the hyperrational, all those pontificators,

bankers, and strategists, all those mercenaries and do-

gooders spawned by a machine-age intelligence. I try to

imagine you twenty years old still, in Bucharest. At the root

of that reasoned, reasonable interest in the shaman, in the

world’s witch doctors as a whole, and in all those men who
live by poverty and vision, I glimpse a Romanian brother of

Rimbaud.

•E * In the very depths of my being, perhaps there is

that feeling of rebellion against certain aggressive forms of

possession, of power, the powers of subjugation acquired by

a mechanical civilization. But above all I sensed among the

iaspired and ecstatic mystics I have studied the presence of

the primal sources of religion and art and metaphysics. I

have always felt that to understand one of those unknown,

or despised, dimensions of the history of the human spirit

was not merely to enrich our knowledge but to contribute

to the regeneration and development of the human spirit’s

creativity, in our world and in our time.

Dreams and Religion

• R • What links are there between dreams and religion?

E- Dreams undoubtedly possess mythological struc-

tures, but they are experienced in isolation, so that the
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whole man is never present in them. The religious experi-

ence is a daytime one, and man’s relationship with the sa-

cred engages his being in its totality. The resemblances

between dreams and myth are obvious, but the difference

between them is an essential one: there is the same gulf

between the two as between an act of adultery and Madame
Borary; that is, between a simple experience and a creation

of the human spirit.

•R- Isn’t the dream the basic material of the religious?

The dream, in which the dead live again, in which chimeras

are real, in which another world appears? And is the dif-

ference between sleep and waking unconnected with the

difference between the sacred and the profane?

E- For me, the sacred is always the revelation of the

real, an encounter with that which saves us by giving mean-

ing to our existence. If that encounter and that revelation

take place in a dream, then we are not conscious of it. As

for knowing whether the dream is at the origin of reli-

gion .... It has in fact been said that animism was the first

form of religion and that the dream experience nourished

such beliefs. But people don’t say that nowadays. And I be-

lieve, personally, that it is through consideration of the sky’s

immensity that man is led to a revelation of transcendence,

of the sacred.

•R- The birth of the divine occurred, not in sleeping

man, but in man wide-eyed and wide awake?

E* Sleeping man contributes a great deal; but I be-

lieve that the fundamental experience is that of man awake.

*R* Obviously, when I ask you questions about

dreams and myth, I have Jung in mind. And I should like to

know how much you owe to each other as far as your work
‘was concerned.

•E- I have a great admiration for Jung, both for the

thinker and for the kind of man he was. I met him in August

1950, at the Eranos Conference in Ascona. After half an

hour’s conversation I felt I was listening to a Chinese Sage
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or an east European peasant, still rooted in the Earth

Mother yet close to Heaven at the same time. I was en-

thralled by the wonderful simplicity of his presence, by the

spontaneity, the erudition, and the humor of his conversa-

tion. He was seventy-five at that time. After that I saw him

again almost every year, either in Ascona or Zurich; the last

time, a year before his death, was in I960. And at each

meeting I was deeply impressed by the fullness, and what I

must call the “wisdom,” of his life.

His work, that’s hard for me to judge. I haven't

read it all, and I have no experience of psychoanalysis,

either Freudian or Jungian. Jung took an interest in both

Yoga and shamanism. And an interest in alchemy was another

area of common ground between us. As you know, I was

still a high-school student when I became interested in

alchemy, and I’m fairly sure I wrote my first book on Indian

alchemy before Jung himself had published anything in that

field. But by the time I met him, he’d written Psychology and
Alchemy. In other words, our paths ran parallel. For Jung,

alchemy is an image, or model, for his “individuation.” For

me, it is what I explained just now, with reference to The

Forge and the Crucible.

I don’t know exactly what I owe to Jung. I have

read a good many of his books, notably The Psychology of

Transference. I had long conversations with him at Eranos.

He believed in a kind of fundamental unity of the collective

unconscious, and I likewise consider that there is a funda-

mental unity underlying all religious experience.

• R * Rereading your Journal, I had the feeling that the

essential place Jung accorded the image of the “center” was

something he owed to you.

•E- That’s possible. I gave a lecture on that theme at

Eranos in 1950. But it may have been through one of his

disciples, Neumann, that Jung came to perceive the possible

advantage to be derived from the “center” in psychoanalytic

therapy.

•R- You have both written a great deal about

archetypes.
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•E- But not in the same sense. I was wrong to subtitle

my Myth of the Eternal Return “Archetypes and Repetition.”

There was such a danger of confusion with Jung’s terminol-

ogy. For him, archetypes are structures of the collective un-

conscious. I was using the term with reference to Plato and

Saint Augustine. I gave it the sense of “exemplary model,”

revealed in myth and reactualized through ritual. I should

have said “Paradigms and Repetition.”
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Myth and Writing

Myth, Literature, Wisdom

•R* At Queneau’s request you wrote a chapter on oral

literature for the Encyclopédie de la Pléiade. It was a good idea

to ask a historian of myth and folklore to cover that area.

And you approached oral literature in the same spirit as you

did the world of myth. The entry in your Journal for 21 Au-

gust 1964 includes this passage: “Every time I try to talk

about oral literature I must begin by reminding myself that

these creations are reflections, not of external realities

—

geography, customs, institutions, and so on—or of historical

events, but of the dramas, the tensions, and the hopes of

man, his value and meanings, in a word, concrete spiritual

life as it achieves fruition in culture.’’

•E* I certainly think that anyone who wants to under-

stand oral literature must first rediscover the world of

significations from which it springs.

•R* Myth and literature: you don’t link those two

terms solely from the historical point of view. With your

work as a historian of religions in mind, you wrote on 15

December I960: “Ultimately, what I have been doing for

more than fifteen years is not totally foreign to literature. It

may be that my research will be regarded one day as an at-

tempt to rediscover the forgotten sources of literary in-

spiration.”

•E* It is well known that literature, oral or written, is
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the offspring of mythology and that it inherits its parent’s

functions: narrating adventures, narrating the significant

things that have happened in the world. But why is it so im-

portant to know what is happening, to know what happens

to the marquise when she takes tea at five o’clock? I believe

that all narration, even that of a very ordinary event, is an

extension of the stories told by the great myths that explain

how this world came into being and how our condition has

come to be as we know it today. I think that an interest in

narration is part of our mode of being in the world. It an-

swers our essential need to hear what has happened, what

men have done, what they have the power to do: risks, ad-

ventures, trials of all sorts. We are not here in the world like

stones, unable to move, or like flowers or insects, whose life

is wholly laid out in advance: we are beings of adventure.

And man will never be able to do without listening to

stories.

•R* In the past, you have linked the myths of

aborigines with Joyce’s Ulysses. On 7 March 1963, you

wrote: “We are wonderstruck, we marvel, just like the

aborigines, when Leopold Bloom stops off in a bar and or-

ders a beer.” Doesn’t that mean that in order to attain self-

consciousness man needs a mirror, a record—words? In

short, that the world becomes real only through an imagina-

tive process?

*E • Yes. One becomes oneself when one learns one’s

history.

•R’ Literature inherits the functions of the myth. Can
we say that myth dies, and literature is born, with the in-

vention of writing?

E* First, let me point out that, before the birth of lit-

erature, there appeared the religions of the Book. But to

answer your question: perhaps what disappears with writing

is only the visibly evident universe of the myth. Think of
the medieval romances—for example, the Grail quest.

There can be no doubt that myth continues to exist within

writing. Writing does not destroy mythic creativity.
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•R* You were talking just now about the importance

of storytelling, and in your Journal you are extremely criti-

cal of some modern literature and art. You assign philo-

sophical nihilism, political or moral anarchism, and mean-

ingless art to one and the same category.

'E- Meaninglessness seems to me the most antihuman

thing there is. To be human is to seek for meaning, for

value—to invent it, project it, reinvent it. So the triumph of

the meaningless, in certain areas of modern art, seems to

me a revolt against humanity. It is a desiccation, a sterili-

zation—and a great bore! I accept sterility, boredom, mo-
notony, but only as a spiritual exercise: the preparation

for mystic contemplation. In that case, there is a meaning

there. But to offer the meaningless as an object for “con-

templation'’ and aesthetic delight, that I don’t accept, I rebel

against it utterly. Naturally I see that it is sometimes a cry

of distress uttered by certain artists in protest against the

meaninglessness of modern existence. But repeating that

message ad infinitum and thereby merely compounding the

meaninglessness—that I don’t see the point of.

•R- You likewise reject ugliness in art. I am thinking

of what you have to say about Francis Bacon, for example.

E* I understand perfectly his reason for searching

out ugliness as the object of his plastic creation. But at the

same time I have resistance to that ugliness, because we can

already see it everywhere around us—today more than ever

before. Why add more ugliness to the universal ugliness

into which we are being plunged deeper and deeper every

day?

•R* By turning away from storytelling, literature has

sometimes failed, in your eyes, to satisfy one of man’s

essential needs. Do you think that the cinema, on the con-

trary, has proved to be one of the areas in which modern

man has favored the myth?

E* Yes, I do think that the cinema still possesses that

vast possibility of recounting a myth, and of camouflaging it

in the most marvelous way, not only in the profane but even
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within things that are almost degraded or degrading. The art

of the cinema can use symbols so skillfully that you don’t

even see them any more; but you sense them, afterwards.

•R’ What films, what film-makers, are you thinking of

in particular?

'E* I’ve been to the cinema so little in the past few

years that I can’t answer that question as I would like. But

let us say Fellini’s Clowns. When I see a film like that, I am
very aware of the vast potential the cinema has for recreat-

ing the great mythic themes and for making use of certain

major symbols in unusual forms.

•R* It’s not hard to guess what books you wouldn’t

take to a desert island. But which would you take?

E* Some of Balzac’s novels, some of Dostoevski’s . . .

The second part of Faust and Goethe’s autobiography . . .

Milarepa’s biography, and his poems: they are more than

just poetry, they are magic, spellbinding. Shakespeare,

without doubt. Novalis and some of the other German
Romantics. And Dante, above all. I’m just giving you
names off the top of my head; there would be others,

of course.

•R* You haven’t mentioned the Bible. Do you read it

simply as a historian of religions?

E • I love Ecclesiastes. And, like everyone, I have my
favorite psalms. I like the whole of the New Testament.

Our contemporaries tend to prefer the Gospel according to

Saint John, but I like all four, and some of the Epistles.

Revelations I find interesting as a document, but it’s not one
of my favorite books. After all, I know a lot of other

apocalypses—Iranian, Jewish, Greek. Needless to say, there

are several ways of reading the Bible. That of the Christian,

the believer, or rather that of the man reminding himself

that he ought to be a believer, a Christian: one forgets that

every day. There is the historian’s way. And another too:

one can read it as a very great and very beautiful model of

how to write.
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•R* One entry in your Journal shows you reading and

rereading the Bhagavad Gïtâ.

•E • Yes, it is one of the great books that formed me. I

always find a new, deep meaning in it. It is a very consoling

book because, as you know, Krishna reveals to Arjuna all

the possibilities for salvation—in other words, of finding a

meaning for one’s existence. And I think it is the keystone

of Hinduism, the synthesis of the Indian spirit and all its

paths, all its philosophies, all its techniques for attaining sal-

vation. The great problem was this: in order to “save one-

self in the Indian sense—to free oneself from this world of

evil—must one abandon life and society, retire into the

forest like the rishis of the Upanishads, like the yogins?

Must one dedicate oneself exclusively to mystic devotion?

Well, Krishna reveals that everyone, starting from any pro-

fession whatever, can succeed in reaching him, in finding the

meaning of existence, in saving himself from this void of il-

lusions and ordeals. All vocations can lead to salvation. It is

not only the mystics, the philosophers, or yogins who will

experience deliverance, but also the man of action, the man
who stays in the world, on condition that his actions there

are in conformity with the model that Krishna reveals. I said

that it is a consoling book; but it is at the same time the

justification of human existence in history. It is constantly

said that the Indian spirit disengages itself from history, and

that is true; but not in the Bhagavad Gita. Arjuna was

armed in readiness, the great battle was about to be joined,

and Arjuna had doubts, because he knew that he was going

to kill and thereby commit a mortal sin. And Krishna then

reveals to him that everything can be different if he does

not pursue a personal goal, if he does not kill out of hate,

out of a desire for gain, or in order to feel himself a hero.

Everything can be different if he accepts the combat as an

impersonal thing, as something that is done in the name of

god, in the name of Krishna, and—in the words of that

extraordinary formula—if he “renounces the fruit of his ac-

tions.” In war, to “renounce the fruit of one’s actions” is to

renounce the fruit of the sacrifice you are making—by killing
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or being killed—in the same way as you would make an of-

fering, almost a ritual offering, to god. In that way one can

be saved from the infernal cycle of karma: our actions cease

to be the seed of further actions. You know the doctrine of

karma, of course, the doctrine of universal causality: every-

thing one does will have an effect later on; every deed lays

the foundation for another deed. Well, if, in the midst of

one’s activity, even warlike activity, one doesn’t think of

oneself but abandons “the fruit of one’s action,’’ then that

infernal cycle of cause and effect is abolished.

•R* “Renouncing the fruit of one’s action’’—is that a

rule you have adopted yourself?

E- I think so, yes, because I was taught, and I became
accustomed, to behave in that way, which I find very human
and very enriching. I believe that we must do things, that we
must follow our vocations, but without thinking of reward.

•R- Rereading yourJournal,
I was touched by a pas-

sage where you talk about a cat that woke you up by yowl-

ing in a particularly hideous way; and you say that the way
consists in . . .

E* In loving. Yes, there’s no doubt about that. And it

is what Christ said. --It is possibly the fundamental rule of all

the forms of ascesis in the world; but it is above all the way
indicated by Christ. It is the only form of behavior that really

enables one to cope with evil—well, of course, my poor
cat wasn’t exactly evil incarnate! But let’s say: to respond
with love to something that exasperates or terrifies you.

And that can be proved.

•R- You say that suddenly you began to imagine the

loathsome cat as a wretched cat, and then—though it wasn’t

the first time it had happened to you—you felt yourself to-

tally changed. And that was what you had learned from the

teachings of your spiritual masters.

E* Exactly. And then I was glad that a cat had re-

minded me of that great lesson, which I had learned from
those “spiritual masters’’ and from Jesus, from Christ. A cat,

too, had forced me to understand that lesson.
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•R- When I see men much more spiritually advanced

than myself, it is something that always leaves me with a

question in my mind. I ask myself: is it through “grace” or

by sheer hard work that a man succeeds in transcending re-

actions of hatred, feelings of aversion, of resentment?

E • That’s not easy to answer. I know that one can

achieve it by hard work, work of a spiritual kind; let us say:

by a method, in the ascetic sense of the word. But “grace”

does undoubtedly play an important part.

•R* Were you born with a nature that made such

leelings easy for you? Or did you have to struggle to achieve

serenity in the face of aggression?

E -

I think I struggled—very hard! Well, for me it was

very hard. For others, for a saint, it would have been noth-

ing at all, perhaps. But the important thing is that such

efforts do produce results. They enrich you, and the conse-

quences are there: you have become different.

• R • But what was your reason for struggling against

the natural reaction, which is to hit back?

E • The first, perhaps, was the feeling that when I

followed my instincts I was—as the Hindus so accurately

put it—a slave. I felt I was just the effect of a cause, whether

physiological, psychological, or social. That made me rebel,

naturally perhaps, against that conditioning. To be con-

ditioned, when you become conscious of it, makes you

angry. And so, in order to “decondition” myself, I had to do

exactly the opposite of what karma was imposing on me. I

had to break the cycle of cause and effect.

Animus and Anima

R* You are a man of science, and your science is the

science of myths. You are also a novelist, in other words an

inventor of stories, a creator of imaginary worlds. On sev-

eral occasions your Journal reveals the conflict between

those two men inside you. Certain difficulties were of an

external kind: in the early days, in Romania, your fame as a
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writer was damaging to your scholarly activity. Other dif-

ficulties were internal ....

•E* No one can live in those two spiritual worlds si-

multaneously: the daytime world and the dream world. As
soon as I start work on a novel, I am entering a world with

its own temporal structure, one in which my relations with

its inhabitants are of an imaginary order, not a critical one.

Often, when I wanted at all costs to finish a piece of work
that had cost me a great deal of hard research in libraries, I

found myself becoming obsessed with the subject for a story

or a novel. Then I had to struggle to stay in the daytime

world. Because I wanted to bear witness to a certain con-

ception of the world—that of man as a religious being—and,

to help our contemporaries rediscover its meaning and its

value, I devoted myself to my work as a historian and a

hermeneut to the detriment of my work as a writer.

*R* But when one knows the world’s myths by

heart—their interplay and the meanings attached to them

—

can one suddenly forget all that and abandon oneself to cre-

ative ignorance?

E • On that point I can tell you of a very revealing ex-

perience I once had. It was in 1937, I was still in Romania,
and I needed money. So I decided to write a short novel.

My publisher made me an advance, but on the understand-

ing that the manuscript would be delivered within two
weeks. During the day I was busy with a variety of tasks at

the university. Every night I spent two or three hours writ-

ing The Serpent. As always with my fantastic stories, every-

thing began in an everyday, banal world. A character

appears, a gesture is made, and gradually that world is trans-

muted. This time it was a snake, which appeared in a coun-
try house where a number of people— I don’t remember
how many—were gathered. I sat down to write, every night,

without knowing anything in advance. I could see the be-

ginning, and then, as I went along, I discovered what came
next. Obviously, I knew a great deal about the symbolism of
the snake. I had even written an article on its role in various

rituals, and I had a whole library on the subject within arm’s
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reach; yet I never had the slightest temptation to go and

look up some detail or other. Two weeks later the novel was

finished. When I read the proofs, I was amazed by the con-

tinuity, the coherence, of the narrative. Because, you see,

every day, at three in the morning, I had laid the bundle of

pages written that night outside my door, ready for an er-

rand boy to collect and deliver to the printer’s. But what

amazed me even more was that I could detect in my “snake”

no sign of any of those great symbols I was so familiar with.

Not one jot of my knowledge had found its way into that

work of imagination. With the result that its symbolism,

which does not repeat anything already known, is rather

obscure and yet—it would seem—quite successful from the

fictional point of view. When one is possessed by a subject,

one’s inner vision is presumably being nourished by all that

one carries inside one; yet that vision is wholly unrelated to

any intellectual knowledge of myths, rituals, and symbols.

During the writing process one forgets everything one

knows. When I reread The Old Man and the Bureaucrats, I

can see that a number of episodes in it correspond to certain

archetypes, yet I wasn’t thinking about them while I was

writing.

•R* Does writing come easily to you?

•E- When I am “inspired”—as they say—or, rather,

possessed, then I work quickly, with almost no crossing-out,

and I rewrite very little. Sometimes I write for twelve or

thirteen hours a day. Twenty-five pages at a stretch, even

thirty or forty. And then, quite suddenly, it stops. So I let a

few weeks go by, sometimes much more. But at other times

it doesn’t go that easily at all. Certain chapters of The For-

bidden Forest gave me a great deal of trouble.

•R- You are a night writer?

E- I was until about the age of forty. I settled down
to work at about nine and didn’t stop until about four in the

morning. Then that changed. Ernst Jiinger once asked me
the same question. He couldn’t imagine writing other than

in the morning or at night. I think he was extremely sur-

prised when I said that for the past ten or fifteen years I’d
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been writing in the afternoon. I work at night, but I don’t

write. Except, of course, when I’m “possessed.” Then it’s

day and night.

R* Asa general rule, are you careful about using your

time to the full?

E- I was very strict with myself when I was young.

Every morning I reviewed the work ahead, laid out a pro-

gram: so many hours learning a new language, so many
finishing a book. Today it’s slightly different.

•R- When you’re starting on a novel, how do you set

about it?

*E* I’m incapable of planning a novel. The germ of the

book is always a vision, a landscape, or a dialogue. I can see

the beginning very clearly, sometimes the end as well, and
little by little, as I work on it, the incidents and the plot of
the story or novel gradually come to me. With The Forbid-

den Forest the first image was of the central character. He
was walking in a forest near Bucharest, an hour before mid-
night on Midsummer’s Eve. He passes an automobile in the

forest, then he sees a girl without an automobile. To me,
that was an enigma. Who was the girl? And why should the

man walking in thejvood have been looking for an au-

tomobile and, nearby, a girl? Gradually I found out who the

girl was, and her whole story. But it all began with a sort of
vision. I saw it as in a dream.

*R • But how did you know that your vision had a

future?

•E • I had no choice but to keep thinking about it,

trying to see what came next. I was working on my book on
shamanism at the time, but I had to abandon it and just set

to, writing day and night. Other images appeared. The girl.

The story that the young man was carrying inside him,

which I didn’t know but which fascinated me. His “secret

room” in a hotel. And what happened that Midsummer
Night.

• R • Midsummer Night On 5 July 1949, you
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wrote: “I suddenly remember that it was exactly twenty

years ago, in the stifling heat of Calcutta, that I was writing

the chapter 'Midsummer Night’s Dream’ in Isabelle. The
same solstitial dream, differently structured, unfolding on
other levels, also occurs at the center of Noaptea de Sânziene

{The Forbidden Forest). Could that be pure coincidence? The
myth and the symbol of the solstice have obsessed me for

years. Yet I had forgotten that they have been pursuing me
ever since Isabelle."

•E- It wasn’t just the religious symbolism of the sol-

stice that interested me but the images and themes of

Romanian and European folklore that are associated with it:

that night the sky opens; you can see beyond it, you can

even disappear. If someone has that miraculous vision, he

steps out of time, out of space. He lives through an instant

that lasts an eternity. And yet, it isn’t the meaning of that

symbolism that was obsessing me, it was the night itself,

always there.

•R- Midsummer Night is the year’s great division: the

days stop lengthening and begin to grow shorter. It is a

central point. And then, at the end of the book, the first

lines of the Divine Comedy return: Nel mezzo del cammin di

nostra vita
,
Mi ritrovai per una selva oscura. What connection

do you make between the summer solstice, the median line

of life, and that initial forest vision? And what relation is

there between the theme of the half and the theme of the

double: the two “twin” characters, and the two women be-

tween whom the hero wavers?

•E- The forest in which Stéphane loses himself is the

same one in which Dante found himself. He loses himself in

it, or rather he passes through into another world of mean-

ing while still remaining in history. It is the middle of time:

the time of year and the time of his life. The dividing line

between the historical world and the other. As for the

theme of the double .... Stéphane is obsessed by this ques-

tion: can one love two women at the same time with the

same kind of love? He feels very strongly that it is im-

possible for man as we know him. But he is also obsessed by
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the existence of a world in which our limitations would be

transcended. He is perfectly aware that he is no saint, not

even a religious person, but he often thinks about saintli-

ness: saints are men capable of loving everyone at the same

time. That explains the presence of the two women. But I

find it hard to answer your question about the two male

characters. A psychoanalyst, Doctor Laforgue, regarded the

death of the “double,” for which Stéphane is indirectly re-

sponsible, as fraught with meaning. All I can say myself is

that I invented the “double” in order to add density to the

linear, epic plot. Stéphane had to exist in his wife’s thoughts

before he met her.

*R* Is it an important question for you—whether one
can love two or more people simultaneously?

’E* Not personally. What interested me was the no-

tion of going beyond our everyday limitations. If such an

experience is possible, then it means that the human condi-

tion can be transcended. And in our modern, profane world,

anyone can dream of loving two women. So I chose that

situation because it’s a notion that anyone can grasp.

•R* It is the dream of a whole section of American
youth: abandoning monogamy.

*E • At the lowest level it represents a certain nostalgia

for Eden, a desire to abolish the laws and structures inher-

ent in every society; to abolish them in order to live in

an Edenic state. But it is true that the hippies too, like

Stéphane, wanted to transcend the conditions of everyday

existence.

•R* Which is the road to paradise, or happiness: plural

love, or single love, the great passion?

E • I’d say that it is the great passion, love for a single

person, that enriches the spirit and the emotions.

•R* You have traveled through so many continents of

the mind and spirit, observed so many different ways of life.

Does it seem to you that the best path for men and women
lies in monogamy?
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•E* One can love several people in succession but not

at the same time. One can make love: that’s something

different ....

•R* To love two people, love them at the same time: in

other words, to change not only love but time as well. Your
novel ends with these words: “He had realized that this final

moment, infinite in its duration, would suffice him.’’ That

echoes the miraculous moment of Midsummer Night. And
your novel refers back, beyond historical time, to a cosmic

time, a time that the esoteric tradition calls the Great Year.

'E- Yes, the twelve thousand years that, in this case,

become the twelve years between 1936 and 1948. It was my
ambition to write a little War and Peace. But what I wanted

was to depict, within that historical space of time, an ordi-

nary man—a married civil servant, with a child—who is at

the same time obsessed by a strange longing: being able to

love two women at the same time, to have a secret room. I

wanted to reconcile a certain historical “realism” with this

aspiration to an extramundane mode of being, expressed in

a character who is neither a philosopher nor a poet, not

even a religious man. And that presented me with some
very difficult problems. But that was what fascinated me.

•R* So that, underneath the ordinary, profane story of

a young Romanian, living in the thirties, we have to decipher

a destiny full of meaning and figures. As though, beneath

the surface appearance, our lives rest upon some secret

ordering of things.

E* In my stories I always try to camouflage the fan-

tastic within the everyday. In this novel, which observes all

the rules of the “novelistic” novel—in other words, of the

nineteenth-century novel—I tried to express a certain sym-

bolic meaning of the human condition but in camouflaged

form. The camouflage is successful, I think, since the symbol-

ism doesn’t in any way harm the epic line of the narrative.

I believe that the transhistorical is always there, con-

cealed within the historical, the extraordinary within the

ordinary.. Aldous Huxley wrote of the vision conferred by

LSD as a visio beatifica: it enabled him to see forms and
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colors as Van Gogh saw his famous chair. It is beyond
doubt that this gray reality, this everyday life of ours, is a

camouflage for something else. That is my deep conviction.

One must try to recapture that in the “novelistic” novel too,

not just in the fantastic novel or story.

•R* I know that you’re not very fond of science

fiction. Do you not see it as coming into the category of the

“fantastic”? In your Journal you predict a future for literature

in the fantastic vein, because it can give back to modern
man his taste for meaning. What exactly is your relationship

with the “fantastic”?

'E* In all of my stories the narrative progresses on
several levels, in order to achieve a gradual revelation of the

“fantastic” that is concealed beneath everyday banality. Just

as a new scientific axiom reveals a hitherto unknown struc-

ture of reality—in other words, provides the foundation of a

new world—so fantastic literature reveals, or rather creates,

parallel universes. It is not a matter of escapism, as certain

critics think, because creation—at every level and in every

sense of the word—is the specific characteristic of the

human condition.

Writing One s Life

•R- In yourJournal you make it plain that you are

very much attracted to private diaries, intimate journals

—

those ofJulien Green, for example, or Charles du Bos.

E • Yes, I like private diaries very much. I like eaves-

dropping on the moment-by-moment experiences that their

writers have caught on the wing. That passion for salvaging

time is also the reason why I keep my own journal. To pre-

serve fleeting moments by noting them down, briefly—or

even at some length. Even so, you need to have the gift for

it, like Jules Renard, Gide, Jiinger, Green. Mere “notebooks”

don’t make a real diary.

• R • What spurred you on to publish extracts from
your journal?

E • I wanted to preserve at least some part of it. It
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consists of a bundle of exercise books, which I carry around

with me and have on occasion lost. And besides, there were

a number of useful observations there—plans, projects. I

felt that I’d never have the time to write even an essay on

those topics. Publishing the journal was my way of passing

on those few observations, those notes, and initiating a

dialogue.

•R* You are a very reserved, very reticent person, if

not actually secretive. Wasn’t it a problem for you, at all, to

exhibit yourself in that way? Was it perhaps a kind of ordeal

you put yourself through, like the one Saint Francis of As-

sisi imposed on his disciples when he made them walk

naked through the city? Was there anything “sacrificial” in

the act of publication? And was it perhaps your preparation

for another “birth”?

E- Yes, it was a “sacrificial” act. I gauged the risk,

even the danger. But I needed to stop camouflaging my
oneiric, artistic side. And I wanted to oppose that academic

superstition, which is still alive in Anglo-Saxon countries

and even in the United States, which consists in a tendency

to depreciate the act of literary imagination. As though a

spontaneous, free creation is valueless in comparison with a

purely scientific procedure. It’s a very damaging supersti-

tion. I remember Bronowski, one of the greatest philoso-

phers of science, writing that the process by which one

discovers a new axiom can never be mechanized. “It is a free

play of the mind, an invention outside the logical processes.

That is the central act of imagination in science. And it is in

all respects like any similar act in literature.” Bronowski

wrote that in “The Logic of the Mind,” published in The

American Scientist in spring 1966. So modern science dis-

covered the value of imagination in the acquisition of

knowledge a long while ago. And I rebel against this so-

called scientific positivism of academics who claim that liter-

ary creation is no more than a game, unconnected with

cognitive activity. I believe just the opposite.

•R* Your Journal was warmly received, wasn’t it?

E* Yes, it was. I received quite a number of letters

179



from people teaching English literature or comparative liter-

ature. They said: “In the past, your books on symbolism
have been a help to me in my literary hermeneutics. I have

now read your Journal, and I was astonished to meet the

man who produced those tools I have been using. I dis-

covered that he is someone who is also a writer, someone
involved in literary activity himself.’’ Publishing my journal

helped me to achieve a new relationship with my readers,

one that has brought me great pleasure. I wasn’t expecting

that.

•R' Somewhere in the Journal you write that “what I

ought to write now, at all costs, leaving all other work aside,

is my autobiography.’’ Is that autobiography still unfinished?

*E* Yes, it breaks off at the outbreak of the Second
World War. The first part has been published in Romanian,
though not in Romania. The second part, aside from a few

fragments, is still unpublished. I wrote it to bear witness. I

lived through the period that is now referred to in Romania
as the “prerevolutionary” or “bourgeois” period, and in

reading certain articles, and even books, I realized that it

was being distorted, because only its negative aspects were
being shown. So I wanted to tell my own story: my experi-

ences at school, at high school. As objectively as possible.

Apart from which, it deals with a time long past, and with

people who are no longer with us: Dasgupta, Tagore,

Ortega .... In other words, I wrote it out of a sense of per-

sonal duty. For my friends in the future.

The Old Man and the Bureaucrats

R • In your Journal you say that The Old Man and the

Bureaucrats is the freest work you have written.
<

E • Yes, because I wrote it as it came, like The Ser-

pent, though without a deadline in this case. I wrote almost
all of it in two or three weeks, and then I spent twelve years

vainly attempting to write the last twenty-five pages. I finally

managed it at a time when I was in fact very busy teaching
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at the University of Chicago and entertaining visiting guests.

It took me four or five nights.

•R* It’s a work you’re very attached to.

E- Everyone agrees that it's my most successful. I’m

told that my Romanian is more subtle than in my other

novels. And yet I wrote it after being in exile for twenty

years—twenty years in which I have spoken Romanian only

with my wife and friends. But I’m attached to it for other

reasons as well.

•R* Ought we to give a summary of the plot, to start

with?

*E* You do it for me: you’ve just reread it.

•R* Right. So we are in Romania—in other words, a

police state. An old man, a former headmaster, tries to look

up someone who had been a pupil of his thirty years earlier.

But the man he meets isn’t his former student—just some-

one with the same name. The misunderstandings that result

arouse suspicion, and the police arrest the old man in order

to find out more about him. Docilely, very politely, the old

man tells them everything. He tells them his stories, which

are fabulous—very long and labyrinthine. “It’s a long story,
’

he is constantly saying, “and if you’re to understand it, I

must first tell you. . . And the amazing thing is, they listen.

He is even told to take his time and write his stories down.

As he does so, the manuscript is removed, read, and ana-

lyzed, and the old man gets to meet increasingly impor-

tant people, right up to a very close woman friend of the

minister of the interior. (These stories of his have been de-

scribed as “the Arabian Nights in a Stalinist world.”) And as

the fantastic narrative proliferates, the inquiry provokes

palace revolutions. That is the main plot. But it must be said

that the reader, like the police, is seduced, held spellbound.

There is a flooded cellar into which a rabbi’s son disappears:

the cellar is drained, and he has vanished. There is an arrow

that is shot into the air but never falls to earth. And the girl

giant, as beautiful as a statue and doomed to extraordinary
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love affairs: she reminds me of a character in one of your

stories, Le Macranthrope: the man who grows and grows

until he becomes a giant, but it isn’t only his size that

changes; his nature does, too. He can hear the gods. What

do they say? We, down below, can no longer understand the

sounds that emerge from his mouth. Well, there is this girl

giant, there are the conjurors who shut up a village band,

and indeed the whole village, in a box. We are in the in-

exhaustible universe of the old, old stories that can still cast

their spell on us.

E- Yes, that’s right.

•R- But what does it all mean? Beyond the enchant-

ment, we are being invited to seek for a meaning. We have

the feeling that we are in the presence of a parable, in the

sense in which Claudel saw Kafka as the great inventof of

parables for our time.

E* I wanted to engineer a confrontation between two

mythologies: the mythology of folklore, of the people,

which is still alive, still welling up in the old man, and the

mythology of the modern world, of technocracy. And that

goes far beyond just the police in a totalitarian state; it is the

mythology of people armed with logic and every kind of

technical equipment. These two mythologies meet head on.

The police try to decipher the hidden meaning of all these

stories. And in a sense they are right to do so. But they are

so blinkered they can only look for political secrets. Such

people try to decipher the other universe—the other

mythology—in terms of their own mythology. They are in-

capable of imagining that there can be any meaning outside

the political field.

The novel is equally a parable of man’s fragility.

The old man’s name, Farâma, is Romanian for “crumb’’

or “fragment.’’ Yet it is he who survives and the great and

powerful who fall. Which means, if nothing else, that the

man who can tell stories is capable, in certain difficult cir-

cumstances, of saving himself. That is what has happened, in

fact, in Russian concentration camps. More people have

survived in the barracks that are lucky enough to have a

storyteller in them than in those that don’t. Listening to
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stories has helped them to live through the hell of their

imprisonment.

•R* It seems to me that the old man also signifies

something else. He says, almost in so many words: “I am
childhood.'' In alchemy, the old man and the sun child both

signify perfection, don’t they? And the oldest is the man
who remembers the beginning? And God is at the same

time the Ancient of Days and the Divine Child. I see your

old man as a personification of time, or rather of memory.

E • Yes, he is puer-senex

:

child and old man at the

same time. Puer-senex and puer-aeternus: the eternal child,

the eternally “reborn.” I think you’ve done an excellent

piece of code-cracking, of exegesis, there. Yes, he is

memory.

•R- “Think back,” Farâma says. And men remember
themselves. Along the paths of fable, of childhood, they re-

discover their truth. The old man calls back a time that was,

the time of primary school, thirty years before, and that act

of recollection is sufficient to ensure that, from another,

deeper level, legendary time is conjured up too. In short:

beneath history is myth and, beneath myth, the memory of

the world’s origin. Is that it?

•E* I agree with your interpretation totally. You have

touched bottom there, I think.

• R- In Myth and Reality, in the chapter “Mythologies

of Memory and Forgetting,” you say that "true historio-

graphical anamnesis likewise leads us back to a primordial

Time, the Time when men laid the foundations of their

cultural behavior while believing that that behavior was re-

vealed to them by supernatural beings.” I also see your

novel as an allegory of the historian of religions restoring

memory to a forgetful mankind and saving them in the pro-

cess. Which means that every memory is also a memory of

the world’s origin, and every memory of that origin is light

and salvation. Because nothing is lost; because, thanks to

time—to time’s inextricably linked powers of destruction

and creation—that origin has acquired meaning. In that case,
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it is easy to see why history finds its fulfillment in her-

meneutics, and hermeneutics in creation, in poetry. It seems

to me that Zaharia Farâma is the mythic twin, the brother

and the double of Mircea Eliade.

E- That is beautifully put. There is nothing more to

be said.
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The Meaning of the Labyrinth

•R* You have often compared life—your life—to a

labyrinth. What would you say, today, about the meaning of

that labyrinth?

E- A labyrinth is a defense, sometimes a magical de-

fense, built to guard a center, a treasure, a meaning. Enter-

ing it can be a rite of initiation, as we see in the Theseus

myth. That symbolism is the model of all existence, which

passes through many ordeals in order to journey toward its

own center, toward itself, toward âtman , as the Hindus call

it. There have been occasions when I have been aware of

emerging from a labyrinth, or of coming across the thread. I

was feeling hopeless, oppressed, lost. Of course I didn’t ac-

tually say to myself: ‘‘I am lost in the labyrinth.” And yet, in

the end, I did very much have the feeling of having emerged

from a labyrinth as a victor. Everyone has had that experi-

ence. But one must also add that life is not just one

labyrinth. The trial, the ordeal, recurs.

•R* Have you reached your center?

•E* Several times I have felt certain I was touching it,

and in doing so I learned a great deal, I recognized myself.

And then I lost myself again. That is our condition: we are

neither angels nor pure heroes. Once the center has been

reached, we are enriched, our consciousness is broadened and

deepened, so that everything becomes clear, meaningful;

but life goes on: another labyrinth, other encounters, other
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kinds of trials, on another level. These conversations of

ours, for example, have led me into a kind of labyrinth.

•R- You spoke just now of moments when you “rec-

ognized” yourself. That makes me think of what the Suh

tradition says, or Zen: that man is invited to contemplate

the face he had before he was born or the angel that he

is in secret. What was your face like when you recog-

nized yourself? Do you prefer to remain silent on that

point?

E* Yes.

•R* In your Journal you describe the sudden aware-

ness you had one day of the duration of your life, of its

continuity and its depth.

E- It’s an experience I’ve had several times, one that

is very important when you want to find yourself again, to

get through to the meaning of your existence. In general we
live our lives in segments. One day, in Chicago, as I was

walking past the Oriental Institute, I became aware of the

continuity underlying all that period that began with my
adolescence and then took me on to India, to London, and all

the other places. It is a comforting experience: you feel you

haven’t lost all that time, wasted your life. Everything is still

there, even the times you thought were unimportant and

had forgotten, like my military service, for example. Every-

thing is still there, and you can see that there is a goal to

guide us—an orientatio.

•R- And there was nothing in it that was bad?

*E' I can see a fair number of mistakes, or inade-

quacies—of failures too, perhaps. But bad? To be honest,

no. But possibly I won’t allow myself to see it.

• R • How do you view your work as a whole today?

E • I flatter myself I’m still in the thick of it. There are

still a great many things I have to do. But if anyone wants to

judge what I’ve written up till now, then my books should

be viewed as a whole. If there is any value, any significance
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there, then it is from the work as a whole that it will emerge.

After all, Balzac is not Le Père Goriot , or Le Cousin Pons

,

admirable as those works are; he is La Comédie humaine.

And it is Goethe’s whole work, not just Faust, that gives

us the meaning of Goethe. In the same way, if I dare to

compare myself just for one instant with those giants, it is

only the totality of my writings that can reveal the meaning

of my work. I envy those writers who fulfill themselves in a

single great poem or great novel. I envy not only the genius

of a Rimbaud or a Mallarmé but also that of Flaubert, for

example: he is there in his entirety in L'Education sentimen-

tale. Unfortunately for me, however, I have never managed
to write a book that represents me totally. Some of my
books are doubtless better written, more compact, clearer

than others; and there are others that no doubt suffer from

repetitions and are possible semi-failures. But, I say it again,

no one can grasp the meaning of my life and what I have

done except from the whole. And that’s no easy task. Some
of my books are written in Romanian and are therefore in-

accessible in the West; the rest are written in French and are

still inaccessible in Romania.

• R* Do you think these Conversations may be of help

in achieving such an eagle’s-eye view?

E* I have encountered obstacles in the course of

them, not only of language but also of an inner kind. I have

rèlived, unexpectedly, certain important moments of my
life, of my youth. Your questions have sometimes forced

me to rethink certain problems. In a way, you have forced

me to recall large areas of my life. Too large, perhaps? That

is the danger .... One can’t go deeply into everything one

says. At all events, I shall be interested to read them when

they have been transcribed. I recognize myself in advance in

all that I have said—questions of form aside—but on condi-

tion that I'm allowed to stress one point: I don’t feel I’ve an-

swered you in a perfectly clear and definitive way. The

things I have said should be taken for what they are: pro-

visional answers, conditioned by circumstance. Everything

remains open. All the questions might need answering
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again. The answers I have given are true, but partial. I could

still add things, stress different things. It is in the nature of

such dialogues. I believe Ionesco felt the same after a simi-

lar series of conversations. Yes, everything is still open.

And, as one does after any unexpected experience, I find

my outlook has changed, broadened, to include new and

unfamiliar things. I now find myself thinking extremely

interesting things, things that wouldn’t have occurred to me
a few weeks ago. When I began these conversations, I knew
that I had certain things to say, but they aren’t what come to

my mind today. The future opening up: that is the image

haunting me now.

•R- It must have taken great strength to accomplish all

the work you have produced in your lifetime. Where does

that strength come from? Do you know, deep down, what

spurred you on to create so much?

E * I don’t know what to answer. . . . Let us say:

destiny.

•R- I have constantly put off asking you about the

divine, sensing your reticence in advance.

•E* It is true that certain questions are of such im-

portance for my vei'y existence, and for any reader who is

deeply concerned with them, that it would not be fitting to

broach them in conversation. The question of divinity, cen-

tral as it is, is one I would not wish to let myself speak of

lightly. But I do hope to tackle it one day, in a completely

personal and coherent way, in writing.

•R* Is that silence also partly the result of your refusal

to play the role of spiritual teacher?

E* It’s certainly true that I don’t regard myself as a

spiritual teacher or guru. I feel that I am not even a guide,

only a companion—a companion slightly further along the

road, a companion to those who travel with me. And that is

why, again, I hesitate to tackle certain essential problems in

an impromptu way. I know what I believe, but it can’t be

said in so many words.
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•R- You have often talked about the real.

E* Yes.

•R- What is the real for you? What is real?

•E* Can one define it just like that? I can’t define it. It

seems self-evident to me; and if it isn’t self-evident, then it

would doubtless require a long proof.

•R* Doesn’t Saint Augustine come to your help here?

“If a man asks me what being is, I don’t know; if he doesn’t

ask me ...”

•E* “
. . . then I know.’’ Yes, that is really the best

answer.
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Brancusi and Mythology

I have recently been rereading the fascinating documents that

make up the controversy surrounding Brancusi: did he re-

main a “Carpathian peasant” despite having lived for half a

century in Paris, at the very heart of all the innovations and

revolutions of modern art? Or, on the contrary—as the

American critic Sidney Geist thinks, for example—did Bran-

cusi become what he was as the result of influences exerted

on him by the School of Paris and the discovery of exotic art

forms—above all, the discovery of African masks and

sculpture?

As I read these documents, I looked at the photo-

graphs, reproduced by Ionel Jianou in his monograph (Paris:

Arted, 1963), showing Brancusi in his studio on the Impasse

Ronsin, his bed, his stove. It is difficult not to recognize in

them the “style” of a peasant dwelling. And yet there is

something else there too: one is seeing Brancusi’s abode , his

very own “world,” which he had forged all by himself, with

his own hands, one might almost say. It is not a replica of any

preexisting model, whether “Romanian peasant dwelling” or

“avant-garde Parisian artist’s studio.”

And then, one only needs to take a really good

look at that stove. Not only because the need to have a

peasant stove tells us a lot about the way of life Brancusi

This essay first appeared in Témoignages sur Brancusi, by Petru

Comarnesco, Mircea Eliade, and Ionel Jianou, in the series Editions

d’Art (Paris: Arted, 1967).
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chose to retain in Paris, but also because the symbolism of

the stove or hearth can illuminate a certain secret of Bran-

cusi’s genius.

There is, indubitably, this fact—a paradoxical one

for many critics—that Brancusi seems to have rediscovered a

"Romanian” source of inspiration after his encounter with

certain "primitive” archaic artistic creations.

Now this "paradox” constitutes one of the favorite

themes of folk wisdom. I shall limit myself to a single example

here: the story of Rabbi Eisik of Cracow, which the Indianist

Heinrich Zimmer took from Martin Buber’s Tales of the

Hasidim. This pious rabbi, Eisik of Cracow, had a dream

telling him to go to Prague, where, beneath the great bridge

leading to the royal castle, he would find a buried treasure.

The dream recurred three times, and the rabbi resolved to

make the journey. He arrived in Prague and found the

bridge, but it was guarded night and day by sentries, so that

Eisik didn’t dare to dig beneath it. His constant prowling

finally drew the attention of the captain of the guard, who
asked him in a friendly way if he had lost something. The
rabbi, a simple man, recounted his dream. The officer burst

out laughing: "Really, my poor chap,” he said to the rabbi,

"you haven’t actually worn out all that shoe leather coming

here simply on account of a dream, have you? What rational

person would believe in a dream?” The officer too had heard a

voice in a dream: "It went on about Cracow, telling me to go

there and look for a great treasure in the house of a rabbi

called Eisik, Eisik son of Jekel. I was supposed to find this

treasure hidden in a dusty recess behind the stove.” But the

officer put no faith in dream voices; the officer was a rational

man. The rabbi bowed very low, thanked him, and hurried

back to Cracow. He searched in the walled-up recess behind

his stove and uncovered the treasure that put an end to his

poverty.

"And so,” Heinrich Zimmer comments, "the real

treasure, the treasure that brings our wretchedness and our

ordeals to an end, is never far away. We must never go look-

ing for it in distant lands, for it lies buried in the most secret

recesses of our own house; in other words, of our own being.
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It is behind the stove, the life- and heat-giving center that

governs our existence, the heart of our hearth, if only we
know how to dig for it. But then there is the strange and

constant fact that it is only after a pious journey to a distant

region, in a strange land, a new country, that the meaning of

the inner voice guiding our search can be revealed to us. And
added to that strange and constant fact there is another: that

the person who reveals the meaning of our mysterious inner

voyage to us must himself be a stranger, of another faith and

another race.”

To return to our subject: even if we accept Sidney

Geist’s view—in particular, that the influence exerted by the

School of Paris was decisive in Brancusi’s formation and that

"the influence of Romanian folk art was nonexistent”—the

fact remains that Brancusi’s masterpieces are an extension of

the world of Romanian folk mythology and its plastic forms

and sometimes even have Romanian names, as in the case of

the Maiastra
,
for example. In other words, Geist’s "in-

fluences’ must have produced a kind of anamnesis that led

ineluctably to a process of self-discovery. Brancusi’s en-

counters with the creations of the Parisian avant-garde and

those of the archaic world (Africa) triggered a process of

"interiorization,” a journey back toward a world that was

both secret and unforgettable because it was simultaneously

that of childhood and that of the imagination. Perhaps it was

indeed after he had realized the importance of certain mod-

ern creations that Brancusi rediscovered the artistic richness

of his own peasant tradition; that he divined, in short, the

creative possibilities of that tradition. In either case, how-

ever, what Brancusi certainly did not do, having made that

discovery, was to settle down to producing "Romanian folk

art.” He didn’t imitate already-existing forms; he didn’t make

copies of traditional folk artworks. On the contrary, he

understood that the source of all those forms—those of his

own country’s folk art as well as those of Balkan and Mediter-

ranean protohistory and of "primitive” African or Oceanian

art—was very deeply buried in the past; and he understood

equally that this primordial source bore no relation to the

“classical” history of sculpture in which he had been situated,
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like all his contemporaries, during his youth in Bucharest,

Munich, and Paris.

Brancusi’s genius stems from the fact that he knew
where to look for the true “source” of the forms he felt

himself capable of creating. Instead of reproducing the plastic

worlds of Romanian or African folk art, he set himself to

“interiorizing,” as it were, his own vital experience. So that

he succeeded in rediscovering the “presence-in-the-world”

specific to archaic man, whether Lower Paleolithic hunter or

Mediterranean, Carpatho-Danubian, or African Neolithic

cultivator. If people have been able to perceive in Brancusi’s

work not only a structural and morphological solidarity with

Romanian folk art but also analogies with Black African art

and with the sculpture of Mediterranean and Balkan pre-

history, that is because all those plastic universes can be re-

garded as culturally homologous: their sources are all to be

found in the Lower Paleolithic and the Neolithic. In other

words, thanks to the process of “interiorization,” already re-

ferred to, and the anamnesis that followed it, Brancusi suc-

ceeded in “seeing the world” in the same way as the creators

of prehistoric, ethnic, or folk-art masterpieces. He re-

discovered, in a way, the presence-in-the-world that enabled

those anonymous artists to create their own plastic universe

within a space thafhad nothing whatever to do with, for

example, the space of classical Greek art.

All this does not, of course, “explain” Brancusi’s

genius or his work. It is not enough to rediscover the

presence-in-the-world of a Neolithic peasant to be able to

create like an artist of that period. But drawing attention to

this process of “interiorization” does help us to understand,

first, Brancusi’s startling originality and, second, why certain

of his works appear to be structurally akin to peasant, ethnic,

or prehistoric artistic productions.

Brancusi’s attitude toward his materials, and espe-

cially toward stone, may possibly help us one day to under-

stand something about the mentality of prehistoric man. For

Brancusi addressed himself to certain stones with the awed
and ecstatic reverence of someone for whom such an object

was the manifestation of a sacred power and was thus, in

itself, a sacred mystery.
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We shall never know in what imaginative universe

Brancusi was moving during his long polishing process. But

that prolonged intimacy with the stone undoubtedly favored

the “material reveries” so brilliantly analyzed by Gaston

Bachelard. It was a sort of immersion in a deeply buried

world where stone, the most “material” form of matter we
have, revealed itself as a thing of mystery, since it embodies

and conceals sacrality, energy, and chance. In discovering

“matter” as a source and locus of epiphanies and religious

meanings, Brancusi was able to rediscover, or divine, the

emotions and the inspiration of the artist of archaic times.

Moreover, “interiorization” and “immersion” in

the depths both formed part of the early twentieth-century

Zeitgeist. Freud had just developed his technique for explor-

ing the deeps of the unconscious; Jung believed in the possi-

bility of penetrating even more deeply, down to what he

called the collective unconscious; the speleologist Emile

Racovitza was in the process of identifying “living fossils”

among the subterranean fauna, organic forms made all the

more precious by the fact that they are no longer fossilizable;

Lévy-Bruhl was isolating his “primitive mentality,” an ar-

chaic, prelogical phase in the development of human
thought.

All these researches and discoveries had one thing

in common: they were revealing values, states, or forms of

behavior hitherto unknown to science, either because they

had previously been inaccessible to research or, above all,

because they had offered nothing of interest to the rational-

istic mentality of the second half of the nineteenth century.

All these researches implied sôme sort of descensus ad inferos

and, as a consequence, the discovery of phases of life, ex-

perience, and thought that preceded the formation of those

systems of meaning known and studied up till then, the

systems that one might term “classical,” since they were all,

in one way or another, connected with the establishment

of reason as the sole principle capable of apprehending

reality.

Brancusi was eminently a contemporary of this ten-

dency toward “interiorization” and exploration of the

“depths,” a contemporary of this passionate interest in the
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primitive, prehistoric, and prerational stage of human
creativity. Having grasped the central “secret”—that it is not

the creations of ethnic or folk art in themselves that will

enable us to renew and enrich modern art but rather the

discovery of their “sources”—Brancusi threw himself into an

endless quest that was terminated only by his death. He re-

turned indefatigably to certain themes, as though obsessed by

their mystery or their artistic possibilities, which he never

completely succeeded in realizing. For example, he worked

for nineteen years on the Colonne sans fin and for twenty-

eight on the Birds cycle. Ionel Jianou, in his Catalogue

raisonne
, lists five versions of the Colonne sans fin in oak plus

one in plaster and steel, all made between 1918 and 1937. As

for the Birds cycle, Brancusi completed twenty-nine versions

of that between 1912 and 1940, some in polished bronze,

some in marble of various colors, some in plaster. It is true,

of course, that the constant reiteration of a particular central

motif is also found in the work of other artists, ancient and

modern. But such a method is characteristic above all of folk

and ethnographic arts, in which the exemplary models must

be indefinitely reworked and “imitated” for reasons that have

nothing to do with “lack of imagination” or the artist’s

“personality.”

It is significant that, in the Colonne sans fin

,

Bran-

cusi should have rediscovered a Romanian folklore motif, the

“pillar of the sky ”
(columna cerului ), which is an extension of a

mythological theme already shown to exist in prehistory, as

well as being fairly widespread throughout the world. The
“pillar of the sky” supports the heavenly vault. In other

words, it is an axis mundi
, the numerous variants of which are

well known: Irminsul, the world pillar of the ancient Ger-

mans, the cosmic pillars of the North Asian peoples, the

central mountain, the cosmic tree, and so on. The symbolism

of the axis mundi is complex: the axis supports the sky and is

also the means of communication between heaven and earth.

When he is close to an axis mundi , which is regarded as the

center of the world, man can communicate with the heavenly

powers. The concept of the axis mundi as a stone column
supporting the world very probably reflects beliefs charac-
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teristic of megalithic culture (four to three thousand years

B.C.). But the symbolism and mythology of the sky pillar

extend beyond the boundaries of megalithic culture.

In Romanian folklore, at all events, the “pillar of

the sky” represents an archaic, pre-Christian belief but one

that quickly became Christianized, since it is found in the

ritual Christmas songs, or colinde. Brancusi would undoubt-

edly have heard about the sky pillar in the village where he

was born, or in the Carpathians, where he served his appren-

ticeship as a shepherd. The image certainly obsessed him, for,

as we shall see, it formed part of the symbolism of ascension,

of flight, of transcendence. It is worth noting that Brancusi did

not choose the “pure’ form of the column—which could

signify nothing more than the support, the “prop' of

heaven—but a form consisting of repeated rhomboids, which

make it akin to a tree or to a notched pole. In other words,

Brancusi succeeded in bringing out the inherent symbolism

of ascension, since one’s imaginative response is a desire to

climb this “tree of heaven.” Ionel Jianou points out that the

rhomboidal shapes “represent a decorative motif taken from

the pillars of peasant architecture.” And the symbolism of the

pillar in peasant houses likewise derives from the “symbolic

held” of the axis mundi. In many archaic dwellings the central

pillar does in fact serve as a means of communication with the

heavens, with the sky.

However, it is not the ascension to heaven of the

a*rchaic and primitive cosmologies that obsesses Brancusi but

the sensation of flight out into infinite space. He calls his

column “endless” not only because such a column could

never reach a structural conclusion but above all because it

hurls itself out into a space that must always remain without

limits, since it is based on the ecstatic experience of absolute

freedom. It is the same space in which his Birds fly. Brancusi

has discarded everything from the old symbolism of the sky

pillar except its central element: ascension as a transcendence

of the human condition. But he successfully revealed to his

contemporaries that what concerned him was an ecstatic

ascension stripped of all mysticism. One need only allow one-

self to be “carried away,” lifted, by the power of the work to

199



recover the forgotten bliss of an existence freed from any

and every system of conditionings.

The theme of his Birds series, which began in 1912

with the first version of the Maiastra, is even more revealing.

Taking a well-known motif from Romanian folklore as his

starting point, Brancusi worked his way through a long pro-

cess of “interiorization” toward a simultaneously archaic

and universal exemplary theme. The Maïastra—or, more
specifically, the Paserea Maïastra (literally “The Magic

Bird”)—is a fabulous bird that assists the Prince Charming

(Fat-Frumos

)

of Romanian folktales in his combats and or-

deals. In another narrative cycle the Maïastra succeeds in steal-

ing the three golden apples that a magic apple tree produces

every year. Only a king’s son can wound or capture it. In

some variants, once wounded or snared, the magic bird re-

verts to its true shape as a fairy. In his first version (1912-17)

it is as though Brancusi wished to suggest this mystery in its

double nature by emphasizing the Maiastra’s femininity.

Fairly soon, however, his interest becomes concentrated on
the mystery of the bird’s flight. Ionel Jianou has collated

various statements made by Brancusi himself on this point: “I

wanted the Maiastra to raise its head aloft without expressing

either pride or defiance by that movement. That was the most
difficult problem, and it was only after a long struggle that I

succeeded in integrating that movement into the soaring

movement of the bird’s flight.’’ The Maïastra, which in

folklore is practically invulnerable—-the Prince alone can

wound it—then becomes Bird in Space. In other words, it is

now its “magical flight’’ that Brancusi wants to express in

stone. The first version of the Maiastra as Bird in Space dates

from 1919, the last from 1940. In the end, as Jianou writes,

Brancusi succeeded in “transforming his amorphous material

into an ellipse with translucent surface, of a purity so dazzling

that it irradiates the light around it and embodies, in its irre-

sistible upward impulse, the very essence of flight.”

Moreover, Brancusi himself said: “I have been
searching a whole lifetime for only one thing: the essence of

flight .... Flight, what happiness!’ He did not need to read

books to find out that flight is an equivalent of happiness
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because it symbolizes ascent, transcendence, a farewell to

our human condition. Flight proclaims that weight has been

abolished . that an ontological mutation has taken place within

man’s very being. Myths, tales, and legends relating to heroes

or magicians who can move freely between earth and heaven

are found everywhere in the world. A whole cluster of sym-

bols bearing on the life of the spirit, and above all on ecstatic

experiences and the powers of the mind, relies on images of

birds, wings, and flight. The symbolism of flight expresses an

escape from the universe of everyday experience, and the

double intentionality of that escape is obvious: it is at the

same time transcendence and freedom that one obtains by

“flight.”

This is not the place to repeat the analyses that I

have offered elsewhere; but it is possible to show that on the

different interdependent levels of dream, active imagination,

mythological and folk creation, rituals, metaphysical specula-

tion, and ecstatic experience, the symbolism of ascension

always signifies the shattering of a “petrified” or “blocked”

situation, the bursting-open of a “ceiling,” a sudden possibil-

ity of transition to another mode of being and, ultimately, the

freedom to “move,” or, in other words, to change situations,

to abolish a system of conditionings. It is significant that

Brancusi was obsessed throughout his life with what he called

“the essence of flight.” But it is extraordinary that he suc-

ceeded in expressing that soaring, upward impulse by using

the very archetype of heaviness

,

that ultimate form of

“matter”—stone. One might almost say that he performed a

transmutation of “matter” or, more precisely, that he brought

about dicoincidentia oppositorum, since he achieved in one and

the same object a coincidence of matter and flight, of weight

and its negation.

Mircea Eliade

June 1967

University of Chicago
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A Chronology of
Mircea Eliade’s Life

190 7 9 March: Birth in Bucharest of Mircea Eliade,

second son of Captain Gheorghe Eliade and Joana

Stoenesco.

1913 October: Begins schooling at primary school at

number 10 Strada Mântuleasa.

1917-25 Secondary education at Spiru-Haret high school.

1921 January: Publishes first article, "How I Found the

Philosopher’s Stone," in Ziarul Stiintelor Populare.

1921-23 Contributes to numerous magazines {Ziarul

Stiintelor Populare, Orizontul
,
Foaia Tinerimii,

Lumea, Universal Literar, Adevarul Literar, etc.):

popularizations of entomology, history of

alchemy, Orientalism, history of religions; im-

pressions of travels in the Carpathians and on the

" Danube; stories; literary criticism.

1923-

25 Learns Italian in order to read Papini and Vittorio

Macchioro and English in order to read Max
Müller and Frazer. Begins learning Hebrew from

textbook by Mihalcescu, Persian from grammar

by Italo Pizzi.

1924-

25 Writes still unpublished autobiographical novel,

Romanul adolescentului miop.

1925 October: Passes baccalaureate (high school)

examination and enrolls in the literature and phi-

losophy department of Bucharest University.

1926 January: Starts Revista U niversitara, which is

suppressed after its third number because of an
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excessively derogatory review of N. Iorga’s Essai

d'histoire universelle.

November: Becomes a regular contributor to the

daily newspaper Cuvantul (The Word); for several

years contributes at least two articles a week
(portraits of writers and scientists; reviews of

works in Oriental studies, philosophy, history of

religions; travel impressions, etc.).

1927 March-April: First journey to Italy, where he

meets Papini in Florence; E. Buonaiuti, A. Pan-

zini, and G. Gentile in Rome; and V. Macchioro

in Naples.

July-August: Travels to Austria and Switzerland.

1928 January: Writes Gaudeamus
,
a sequel to Romanul

adolescentului miop; also still unpublished.

April-June: Stays in Rome, where he works on

his degree thesis (“Italian Philosophy, from Mar-

silio Ficino to Giordano Bruno ”). After reading A
History of Indian Philosophy, Eliade writes to Pro-

fessor Surendranath Dasgupta, expressing a desire

to work with him at the University of Calcutta.

He also writes to the Maharajah Manindra

Chandra Nandy of Kassimbazar, who had been

Dasgupta” s patron when he was a student.

June: Returns to Bucharest via Naples, Athens,

and Constantinople.

September: Receives encouraging reply from

Dasgupta and from the Maharajah. Latter prom-
ises him a scholarship to support him during his

stay in India.

October: Obtains philosophy degree.

20 November: Leaves for India.

25 November-5 December: Travels in Egypt.

17-20 December: Arrives in Colombo and visits

Sri Lanka.

21 December: Arrives in Madras and meets Das-

gupta.

26 December: Arrives in Calcutta and takes up

residence in an Anglo-Indian boardinghouse at

82 Ripon Street.
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1929 January-June: Attends Dasgupta’s classes and

works very hard at learning Sanskrit.

March: Travels to Benares, Allahabad, Agra,

Jaipur.

July: Travels to Darjeeling and Sikkim.

August: Finishes a novel, Isabel si Apele Di-

avolului

,

published in Bucharest the following

year.

September-December: Dasgupta suggests he

work with a pandit so that he will be able to talk

in Sanskrit with Hindu monks.

1930 January-September: Goes to live with Dasgupta

at 120 Bakulbagan Street in the Bhowanipore

district. An hour of textual analysis every morning

under Dasgupta’s guidance (the commentary of

Patanjali, the grammarian).

February: Chooses subject for doctoral thesis:

“Comparative History of Yoga Techniques.”

Jun^-July: Dasgupta dictates his book on the

philosophy of the Upanishads to Eliade.

Publications of his first investigations into Indian

philosophies and religions in Revista de Filozofie

(Bucharest) and Ricerche Religiose (Rome).

September: Quarrel with Dasgupta. Leaves Bho-

wanipore for Hardwar in western Himalayas.

October: Takes up residence in an ashram at

Rishikesh, where he wears a kutiar and practices

Yoga for six months under the guidance of Swami

Shivanananda.

December: Visits yogins at Lakshmanjula and talks

with pilgrims returning from Badrinath.

1931 January-March: Meditation and practice of Yoga.

April: Returns to Calcutta.

April-November: Works in library of the Asiatic

Society of Bengal and becomes friendly with the

librarian, Tibetanist Johan Van Manen. Begins

writing doctoral thesis.

December: Leaves for Bucharest to do military

service.

1932 January-November: Military service in 1st
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regiment of antiaircraft artillery, in Bucharest.

Begins translating the English text of his thesis

into Romanian.

1933 January: Enters the manuscript of Maitreyi in

competition for best unpublished novel.

March: Maitreyi wins first prize, is published in

May, and achieves great critical and popular suc-

cess.

June: Receives Ph.D. degree. The university

committee advises him to publish his dissertation

in French. Begins looking for a translator who
knows English, Romanian, and some Sanskrit.

November: Is appointed assistant to Naë Ionesco,

professor of logic and metaphysics. Begins teach-

ing, with a course on “The Problem of Evil in

Indian Philosophy.”

1934 January: Marries Nina Mares and takes an apart-

ment on the Boulevard Dinicu-Golescu. In order

to meet financial commitments, he does work for

several magazines and publishes four books: two

novels (Intoarcerea din Rai and Lamina ce se stinge ),

a collection of articles (Oceanography ), and a travel

book (India).

August: Stays in Berlin to put finishing touches on
his dissertation.

November: Begins teaching course on “Salvation

in Eastern Religions.”

1935 Winter: Leads seminar on Nicolas de Cusa’s Docta

ignorantia.

Spring: Publication of Alchimia asiatica and San-

tier (fictionalized excerpts from his Indian diary).

August: Goes back to Berlin for final work on
book about Babylonian cosmology and alchemy.

November: Begins his course entitled “The Upa-
nishads and Buddhism.”

1936 Winter: Seminar on Book X of Aristotle’s

Metaphysics.

June: Works on a critical edition of selected

works of B. P. Hasdeu. Publication of Yoga: Essai

206



sur les origines de la mystique indienne (Paris and

Bucharest: Paul Geuthner and Fundatia Regala

Carol I).

July-August: Travels to London, Oxford, and

Berlin.

1937 Teaches course on “Religious Symbolism." Publi-

cation of Hasdeu’s selected writings in two vol-

umes, and of Cosmologie si alchimie babiloniana.

Summer: Travels to Switzerland and Italy.

1938 Teaches course on “History of Buddhism." Works
on first issue ot Zalmoxis: A Review of Religious

Studies, in collaboration with R. Pettazzoni, J.

Przyluski, Ananda Coomaraswamy, Carl Clemen,

C. Hentze, B. Rowland, et al.

November: Publication o(Nuntain Cer (a novel).

1939 Spring: Publication of first issue of Zalmoxis (dis-

tributed by Paul Geuthner’s Librairie orientaliste).

Summer: Works on second issue of Zalmoxis,

which appears in 1940.

Autumn: Publication of Fragmentarium (essays).

1940 March: Is appointed cultural attaché to Romanian

royal legation in London.

April-September: London.

September: Is evacuated to Oxford.

1941 January: Is appointed cultural adviser to Roma-
nian royal legation in Lisbon.

- 10 February: Arrives in Lisbon, where he will re-

main until September 1945.

1942-44 Publication in Bucharest of four works in Roma-
nian and third issue of Zalmoxis.

1943 Publishes Os Romenos
,
Latinos do Oriente, in

Lisbon.

1944 November: Death of his wife, Nina.

December: Moves to Cascaes, a fishing village

near Lisbon.

1945 Writes Prolegomena to the History of Religions in

Romanian. (This work, begun in Oxford in

1940-41, was to appear in French in 1949 under

the title Traité d'histoire des religions and was later
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translated into English as Patterns in Comparative

Religion. )

September: Arrives in Paris with Nina’s daughter,

Adalgiza.

November: Is invited by Professor Georges

Dumézil to give a course of lectures of his own
choice at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes (uses first

three chapters of the Traité [Patterns]).

December: Is elected to membership in the

Société Asiatique.

1946-49 Lives in the Hôtel de Suède, rue Vaneau. Meets

friends from Bucharest: E. M. Cioran, Eugène

Ionesco, Nicolas Herescu. Contributes to Cri-

tique
,
Revue de l’histoire des religions

,
Comprendre

,

Paru, etc.

1947 Spring: Teaches course of his own choice at Ecole

des Hautes Etudes (uses “The Myth of the Eternal

Return”).

1948 Spring: Gallimard publishes Techniques du Yoga.

June: Takes part in international congress of

Orientalists in Paris.

Autumn: Starts Luceafarul, magazine for and by

exiled Romanians.

1949 Winter: Traité d’histoire des religions is published

in French.

Spring: The Myth of the Eternal Return is pub-

lished in French (Le Mythe d’Eternel Retour).

1950 9 January: Marries Christinel Cottesco.

Spring: Travels to Italy with his wife.

March: Lectures at the University of Rome at in-

vitation of professors R. Pettazzoni and G. Tucci.

August: Attends first Eranos Conference in As-

cona, where he meets Jung, G. Van der Leeuw,

Louis Massignon, et al.

September: Takes part in international congress

on the history of religions in Amsterdam.

1951-55 Is given a research grant ($200 a month) by Bol-

lingen Foundation of New York.
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Doctor René Laforgue and Délia Laforgue, and

Doctor Roger Godel and Alice Godel, invite the

Eliades to live in their apartments in Paris and the

Val-d’Or.

Becomes friendly with Henry Corbin, Father Jean

Daniélou, R. P. Jean Bruno, Jean Gouillard, Luc

Badesco, Christian and Marie-Louise Dehollain,

Jacqueline Desjardin, Sibylle Cottesco, and the

conductor Ionel Perlea and his wife Lisette.

Lectures at universities of Rome, Padua, Stras-

bourg, Munich, Freiburg, Lund, and Uppsala.

Principal publications: Shamanism; Images and
Symbols; Yoga; The Forge and the Crucible; The

Forbidden Forest
,
all in French—the last a novel

translated from the Romanian manuscript by

Alain Guillermou.

Takes part in congress on the history of religions

in Rome.

1956 September: Leaves for the United States.

October-November: Gives Haskell Lectures at

the University of Chicago: “Patterns of Initiation”

(published in 1958 under the title Rites and Sym-

bols of Initiation: The Mysteries of Birth and Re-

birth , by Harper & Row. French translation,

Naissances mystiques

,

1959).

October-June 1957: Is visiting professor in the

history of religions at Chicago.

195 7 March: Accepts post of professor and chairman of

the history of religions department and professor

in the Committee on Social Thought at the Uni-

versity of Chicago.

1958 January: Begins teaching at the University of

Chicago.

June: Returns to Paris.

August-September: Takes part, with his wife, in

the international congress on the history of reli-

gions in Tokyo and travels in Japan with his col-

league and friend Professor Joseph Kitagawa and

his wife.
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October: Returns to Chicago via Hawaii and San

Francisco.

Publication of four works in English translation:

Patterns in Comparative Religion (Traité); Yoga;

Rites and Symbols of Initiation; The Sacred and the

Profane.

1959 From now on teaches two semesters a year at

Chicago, supervises doctoral dissertations during

the third quarter, and spends the summer vaca-

tions in Europe.

1960 September: Takes part in the history of religions

congress in Marburg.

1961 Starts the journal Antaios with Ernst Jiinger

(Stuttgart: Klett Verlag, 1961-72).

1963 Professor Thomas J. Altizer publishes Mircea

Eliade and the Dialectics of the Sacred (Philadelphia:

Westminster Press).

1964 The University of Chicago awards Eliade the title

of Sewell L. Avery Distinguished Service Pro-

fessor.

1965 February-March: Travels to Mexico; gives lec-

tures on Indian religions at the Collegio de

Mexico.

1966 May: Is elected to membership in the American

Academy of Arts and Sciences.

June: Receives Doctor Honoris Causa in

Humane Letters, Yale University.

1968 Receives Christian Culture Award, Gold Medal

for 1968, at the University of Windsor, Canada.

1969 Publication of Myths and Symbols ; Studies in Honor

of Mircea Eliade (University of Chicago Press).

April-May: Travels to Argentina; gives lectures at

the Universidad de la Plata.

22 April: Receives Doctor Honoris Causa in

filosofia de las religiones, Universidad de la Plata.

7 May: Receives honorary title Professor Extra-

ordinary de la Escuela de Estudios Orientales at

the Universidad de San Salvador.

18 May: Receives Doctor Honoris Causa in Sa-
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1970

1971

1972

1973

1974

1975

1976

cred Theology, Ripon College, Ripon, Wisconsin.

7 January: Receives Doctor Honoris Causa of

Humane Letters, Loyola University (Chicago).

8 July: Is made a Corresponding Fellow of the

British Academy.

August-September: Travels to Sweden and Nor-

way. Takes part in international congress on the

history of religions in Stockholm.

June: Receives Doctor Honoris Causa in Science

of Religion, Boston College.

I"
7 May: Receives Doctor Honoris Causa of Law,

La Salle College, Philadelphia.

21 May: Receives Doctor of Humane Letters,

Oberlin College.

22 May: Is elected a corresponding member of

the Austrian Academy of Sciences.

August: Travels to Finland; takes part in con-

ference on the history of religions in Turku.

Autumn: Gallimard publishes Fragments d’un

Journal, translated from the Romanian by Luc

Badesco.

Finishes first volume of L’Histoire des croyances et

des idées religieuses: De l’âge de la pierre aux mystères

d’Eleusis
,
which is published by Payot in 1976.

16 August: Receives Doctor Honoris Causa of

Letters, University of Lancaster, England.

September: Is elected member of the Royal

Academy of Belgium.

14 February: Receives Docteur Honoris Causa de

l’Université de Paris-Sorbonne.
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“It is interesting to observe how this intellectual

steeped in European traditions, this Sanskritologist

who knows that no matter what happens there will

always be a Himalayan grotto waiting for him, fell

in love with America, with its campuses, its

people, its students—even with its hippies.

Rocquet is an intelligent and provocative

interlocutor.”—V irgi Nemoianu, World Literature

“It captures the man beautifully; it brought

tears to my eyes to read it. It has the best of him:

the personal vision and the strong personality of

his ideas. : . . If I had to have one volume to give

someone who had never heard of Eliade and

wanted to know what he and his work were

all about, I would give them this.”

—Wendy O’Flaherty, The University of Chicago
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