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    At the heart of Evelyn Underhill’s Mysticism lies a vivid tension between an experience said to surpass language and the determined effort to render that experience intelligible without reducing its mystery, a tension she approaches with the patient discipline of a scholar, the sympathetic imagination of a spiritual director, and the conviction that rigorous thinking and reverent attention can carry readers to the threshold of what cannot be captured, not to conquer it with definitions, but to prepare mind and heart to recognize, test, and honor the signs of a life oriented toward the Real with more than mere curiosity.

Mysticism is a work of non-fiction religious and philosophical study, first published in 1911, written by a British lay thinker whose influence has endured in both academic and devotional circles. Composed in the early twentieth century, it reflects an era when psychology, historical theology, and literary criticism were being brought into fruitful conversation. Underhill places herself within that conversation yet writes for general readers as well as specialists, drawing mainly on Western sources while attending to patterns that appear across human experience. The book belongs to the tradition of comprehensive syntheses, offering a careful map rather than a sectarian manifesto.

The book’s premise is straightforward yet ambitious: to ask what mysticism is, how it has been lived, and how its claims can be understood without distortion. Underhill distinguishes it from adjacent practices and theories, tests its boundaries, and examines its marks through biography, analysis, and reflection. Her voice is lucid, measured, and hospitable, inviting readers into a sustained inquiry rather than a polemic. The style combines close reading of classic texts with an accessible prose that favors image and analogy when concepts alone grow brittle. The tone is rigorous but never dry, and sympathetic without surrendering critical standards.

Central themes emerge with clarity: the primacy of lived transformation over abstract speculation, the interplay of knowledge and love in approaching the divine, and the disciplined reshaping of desire that gives mysticism its ethical edge. Underhill traces a dynamic pattern commonly reported by practitioners, moving from initial awakening through purification and illumination, often tempered by trial, toward a mature unitive orientation. She attends to the role of symbolism and imagination, not as ornament but as a necessary bridge between experience and expression. She probes the limits of language while insisting that careful language can safeguard truth from sentimentality and confusion.

For contemporary readers, the book matters because it treats spiritual experience with both seriousness and restraint at a time when quick answers and vague uplift abound. Underhill models how to honor testimony without credulity and to test claims without cynicism, offering a grammar for speaking about the interior life that remains intelligible across disciplines. Her synthesis engages psychology, history, and philosophy in ways that anticipate ongoing conversations about consciousness, meaning, and character. In a culture marked by distraction and fragmentation, the emphasis on attention, practice, and ethical consequence provides a counterweight, suggesting that depth is not an escape but a reorientation.

As a reading experience, Mysticism unfolds deliberately, moving from orientation and definition to a developmental account that keeps returning to concrete lives and texts. Underhill writes with an eye for distillation, but she also allows complexity to stand where it is warranted, trusting readers to linger. The prose is elegant, metaphor-rich, and transparent in method, drawing evidence from classic treatises and firsthand reports while weighing counterarguments. The result is neither a manual nor a creed, but a generous guidebook that rewards slow reading. Beginners gain a framework; seasoned readers meet a disciplined synthesis that still leaves room for wonder.

Approached with historical awareness, the book’s early twentieth-century vantage yields both limitations and gifts: some categories reflect its moment, yet its patient method and humane curiosity travel remarkably well. What Underhill offers is not a shortcut but a tested pathway for thinking about experiences that resist simplification, an invitation to attend, to discern, and to be changed. Read now, Mysticism serves as a companion for those who suspect that the most important realities cannot be coerced into formulas, yet can be responsibly explored. It opens a conversation that continues, equipping readers to meet mystery with steadiness, intelligence, and reverence.
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    First published in 1911, Evelyn Underhill’s Mysticism: A Study in the Nature and Development of Man’s Spiritual Consciousness presents an ambitious, systematic account of mystical experience. Combining historical survey, psychological reflection, and close reading of classic texts, Underhill seeks to describe what mystics claim, how they arrive there, and why such claims have persisted. She writes as a sympathetic yet critical interpreter, organizing a wide field into a coherent map rather than arguing for a sectarian doctrine. The book proceeds from defining the phenomenon and setting boundaries, through analysis of its dynamics and expressions, toward a detailed account of the mystic path’s progressive stages.

Underhill begins by clarifying what mysticism is and is not. For her subjects, it denotes direct, transformative consciousness of an ultimate Reality, treated as more real than sense-data or abstract ideas. She distinguishes this from magic, spiritualism, or mere metaphysical speculation, arguing that authentic mysticism is practical, morally urgent, and tested in life. The mystic’s aim is not power or curiosity but an ever-deepening union that reorients conduct and perception. She examines the “mystic type,” assessing temperaments, capacities, and limits, while insisting that the phenomenon cannot be reduced to temperament alone. The inquiry proceeds by correlating claims with disciplined methods and observable fruits.

Turning to psychology, Underhill reviews conversions, raptures, and altered states, engaging scientific literature of her time while disputing pathologizing accounts. She treats these episodes as secondary signs of a deeper reorientation, not ends in themselves. Because ultimate experience eludes literal description, she analyzes the symbolic language mystics adopt—light, darkness, fire, marriage, journey—and the complementary roles of affirmative and negative approaches to the divine. She explores how ritual, poetry, and art can mediate or express longing without exhausting its object. Throughout, she stresses the interplay of intellect, will, and love, and the discipline required to integrate heightened states.

The heart of the book outlines the mystic way as a developmental sequence. Underhill describes an awakening in which reality is intuited more vividly, followed by purification, where desires and habits are reordered through ascetic effort and ethical rigor. Illumination brings a sense of presence, meaning, and interconnection that reshapes perception and creativity. Yet the path deepens through surrender beyond felt consolations, a period of aridity and conflict that tests motives and attachments. Finally she treats consummating union, not as absorption that cancels personality, but as stabilized conformity of life and love with the ultimate, issuing in renewed action.

To substantiate this pattern, Underhill surveys a wide range of witnesses, drawing primarily from Christian sources while engaging Neoplatonic, Islamic, and Asian materials. Plotinus, Dionysius the Areopagite, Meister Eckhart, Ruysbroeck, Julian of Norwich, Teresa of Ávila, and John of the Cross illustrate diverse temperaments and vocabularies oriented to a common goal. She notes convergences with Sufi and Vedantic writers, yet keeps differences of doctrine and practice in view. Rather than homogenizing traditions, she uses them comparatively to test generalizations, highlighting how context shapes imagery and counsel while a family resemblance persists in method, transformation, and ethical fruits.

Practical sections examine prayer, contemplation, self-denial, and service as the ordinary means by which the way is pursued. Underhill is careful to separate genuine progress from unusual sensations, warning that visions, voices, and psychic gifts can distract from the central task of surrender and charity. She also treats the social and artistic outflow of union, arguing that true realization expands capacity for work, compassion, and creativity rather than withdrawing from the world. The unitive life thus appears as active and steady, marked by balance of action and contemplation, humility in judgment, and patience under obscurity or acclaim.

Throughout, Underhill balances sympathetic exposition with critical sifting, assembling a typology that has influenced later scholarship on religion and spirituality. Without collapsing differences, she contends that mysticism offers a disciplined route to deeper integration and perception of value, accessible in varying degrees across cultures and eras. The book’s lasting interest lies in its careful synthesis of sources, clarity about method, and insistence that heightened experience be assessed by transformed life. As a result, Mysticism remains a touchstone for readers seeking a reliable, historically grounded map of spiritual development while leaving room for ongoing questions and fresh inquiry.
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    Evelyn Underhill’s Mysticism: A Study in the Nature and Development of Spiritual Consciousness appeared in London in 1911 through Methuen & Co., at the close of Britain’s Edwardian period. Underhill, a widely read lay Anglican educated at King’s College for Women, wrote within metropolitan networks centered on London, Oxford, and Cambridge, where historical theology and comparative religion flourished. Her study ranges from Plotinus and Dionysius the Areopagite to medieval and early modern writers, while addressing contemporary debates. Its confident, synthetic survey mirrors a moment when English readers sought authoritative yet accessible accounts of religion that could unify scholarship and devotion amid rapid scientific, social, and ecclesiastical change.

Late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century religious thought in Britain grappled with Darwinian science, German biblical criticism, and disputes over authority within churches. Anglican debates about ritualism and doctrine intersected with the Roman Catholic Modernist crisis, condemned by Pius X in Pascendi Dominici Gregis (1907) and the anti-modernist oath (1910). In university settings, historical method and philology reshaped theology. Underhill positions mysticism as a disciplined, historically grounded strand of religious life, not a rival to doctrine but a vital experiential core. Her emphasis on traditioned experience, tested by history and practice, responds to an era anxious about reconciling faith with critical scholarship.

New scholarly fields also reframed experience. The psychology of religion, shaped by Edwin D. Starbuck’s The Psychology of Religion (1899) and William James’s The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902), analyzed conversion, prayer, and mystical states. The Society for Psychical Research (founded in London in 1882) and F. W. H. Myers’s Human Personality (1903) investigated extraordinary experiences with quasi-scientific tools. Medical models sometimes treated ecstasy as pathology. Underhill acknowledges such literature yet argues that genuine mysticism is orderly, ethical, and transformative, distinguishable from aberration by its fruits. Her measured engagement reflects an Edwardian confidence that disciplined description and comparison could clarify, rather than dismiss, spirituality.

Underhill’s sources were newly accessible thanks to nineteenth-century editorial enterprises. The Early English Text Society (founded 1864) issued medieval devotional works, while scholars produced critical editions of continental mystics. Franz Pfeiffer’s editions of Meister Eckhart and other fourteenth-century writers (begun 1857) spurred renewed study. English readers encountered Teresa of Ávila and John of the Cross in reliable translations, and Grace Warrack’s 1901 edition of Julian of Norwich broadened interest in English vernacular mysticism. Mysticism draws heavily on this philological recovery, presenting medieval voices in conversation with one another. The book embodies a period convinced that careful historical editing could renew contemporary spiritual understanding.

Comparative religion expanded dramatically through translations and orientalist scholarship. Max Müller’s Sacred Books of the East (1879–1910) made Hindu, Buddhist, and Islamic texts widely available in English. R. A. Nicholson’s Studies in Islamic Mysticism (1906) introduced Sufi poets and doctrines to Anglophone readers. At the same time, the Theosophical Society (founded 1875) and fin-de-siècle occult revivals popularized esoteric ideas outside universities. Underhill cites non-Christian traditions with respect yet keeps her criteria historical and ethical, distancing disciplined mysticism from occultism and mere curiosity. Her cross-cultural comparisons reflect pre-war intellectual cosmopolitanism while insisting on method: mystical claims must be weighed by tradition, practice, and moral transformation.

Philosophy and theology supplied further frameworks. British Idealism (for example, F. H. Bradley) and neo-Platonic revivals encouraged interest in absolute experience, while Henri Bergson’s Creative Evolution (1907) valorized intuition against reductionism. Anglican scholar William Ralph Inge’s Christian Mysticism (Bampton Lectures, 1899) had already mapped a patristic-to-medieval tradition. Baron Friedrich von Hügel’s The Mystical Element of Religion (1908), grounded in historical criticism, examined sanctity via St. Catherine of Genoa. Underhill synthesizes these strands into a developmental account of spiritual consciousness attentive to history, psychology, and philosophy. Her project exemplifies an era confident in systematic synthesis yet wary of metaphysics detached from lived practice.

Within English church life, the nineteenth-century revival of religious orders and parochial missions fostered renewed interest in prayer and spiritual direction. Communities such as the Society of St John the Evangelist (founded 1866) and the Community of the Resurrection (1892) promoted retreats and contemplative practice within Anglicanism. Meanwhile, women’s higher education expanded through institutions like Girton College (1869) and Somerville College (1879), widening participation in theological discourse. Underhill, a laywoman author, addressed clergy and laity alike in an erudite yet nontechnical voice. Her accessible synthesis matched a public appetite for practical, historically informed spirituality that could be pursued outside monastic settings and clerical structures.

Composed on the eve of the First World War, Mysticism organizes cross-cultural testimony into a staged account of spiritual maturation, arguing that authentic contemplation issues in charity and action. The book’s historical method, psychological vocabulary, and ecumenical range mirror pre-war Britain’s confidence in synthesis across disciplines. At the same time, it criticizes both reductive materialism and rigid confessionalism by insisting that lived transformation validates doctrine. Its wide reading across Christian and non-Christian sources models engagement without relativism. In that balance of scholarship and devotion, the work both reflects its moment’s ambitions and offers a considered corrective to its intellectual polarizations.
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Preface

Table of Contents
Two interlocking parts compose this work: a brief opening guide and a fuller psychological inquiry. The initial portion surveys metaphysics, psychology, and symbolism, gathering scattered knowledge into one place so beginners can confront mystical masterpieces without stumbling. Its first seven sections smooth the way, showing how mysticism fits other kinds of life. Though each temperament may deem some pages redundant—scientists spurning symbols, artists scorning pathology—no facet can be ignored if the subject is to be met whole. A short note on familiar symbols is supplied, and the gulf dividing genuine mysticism from every form of magic is firmly marked.
Pure chronology receives scant attention, for the contemplatives speak a timeless language; yet an appendix sketches their order in time and place to spare newcomers the awkwardness of nameless faces. The longer, second portion is frankly psychological, proposing a definite theory of mystical consciousness: successive organic stages, the equilibrium it seeks, and the baffling experiences of visions, voices, contemplation, and ecstasy. Each phase is lit by examples drawn from the mystics themselves. Delacroix’s acute studies have guided the scheme, though his conclusions are declined, while Baron von Hügel’s monumental research has offered constant stimulus and encouragement throughout its preparation.
The word ‘mysticism’, misused alike by sentimentality, occultism, and hostile criticism, is here reclaimed for the science of the spiritual life. It denotes the soul’s native urge for perfect harmony with a transcendental order—named God, World-Soul, or Absolute—an impulse that can seize the whole consciousness and achieve union. This movement, not mere speculation, is held to represent the highest human development. Warm gratitude is given to W. Scott Palmer, Margaret Robinson, Dr. Inge, May Sinclair, Eleanor Gregory, Arthur Symons, Constance Jones, Ethel Barker, J. A. Herbert, Dr. Nairn, A. E. Waite, and H. Stuart Moore; portions first appeared in The Quest and The Fortnightly Review; completed on the Feast of St. John of the Cross, 1910.





Part I

  The Mystic Fact

Table of Contents
“What the world, which truly knowsnothing,calls ‘mysticism’ is the science ofultimates, . . .the science of self-evident Reality, which cannot be ‘reasoned about,’ because it is the object of pure reason or perception. The Babe sucking its mother’s breast, and the Lover returning, after twenty years’ separation, to his home and food in the same bosom, are the types and princes of Mystics.”
COVENTRY PATMORE,“The Rod, the Root, and the Flower”





Chapter 1

  The Point of Departure

Table of Contents
Across history’s most advanced peoples emerges, fitfully yet persistently, a distinct figure who, scorning common “experience,” dares, as critics say, to “deny the world in order that it may find reality.” From East to West, ancient to modern, these wanderers stake everything on a hidden route back to absolute truth, surrendering comforts other men prize. Though separated by age and place, their doctrines and methods match, forming a coherent testimony to spirit’s power. All humanity, sometime, courts veiled Isis—Truth—yet most abandon the chase; some still adore her, seeing her as Beatrice, temptress, test tube, altar flame, or utilitarian tool, while mystics claim direct union.
This book aims to sketch and, for fair minds, justify those adventures. Because the subject lies far from daily habit, the inquirer must, like neophytes of old, pass through purification: drop prejudices, smash the card-house that calls the visible world ‘real,’ descend, as mystics urge, ‘into our nothingness,’ and rebuild knowledge from first principles. Though no philosopher addresses philosophers, the path inevitably trespasses on their ground. We begin with the unshakable certainty, ‘I AM.’ To this imprisoned self floods a ceaseless stream of touch, light, and sound; from these signals it constructs a solid-seeming universe and names it reality.
Yet that sense-world is merely art. The conscious self, tethered to a telegraph wire, receives dashes and dots, never the sender. The instrument’s structure distorts, omits, confuses; some vibrations slip by, others merge, so a portion of the message is forever lost. Therefore the scope of knowledge is bounded by the limits of personality. To know oneself is to know one’s cosmos, and no farther. Should a playful power rearrange our nerves, we should awaken amid a brand-new universe. Hence Saint-Martin[1] ‘heard flowers that sounded’ and others speak of one radiant act where colour and music fuse.
Since sound and colour are simply ear and eye readings of different vibrations, a slight tuning of those organs could make bird-song blaze like fireworks and turn forest greens into a mighty fugue. Beauty would stay, only speaking a new tongue. Remembering this, one grows less scornful when mystics declare they meet the Absolute as “heavenly music” or “Uncreated Light,” and less dogmatic about the solid “world of common sense.” That world is built inside the mind, a comfortable palace where most souls dwell; yet certain restless natures feel its walls shiver, ache for first principles, and crave the Real.
Many such seekers sketch private metaphysics yet outwardly join venerable Schools; the clearest is Naturalism, the plain man’s creed that what healthy senses report is what exists. It tells us, “The room is comfortable; draw the curtains and describe the furniture.” But the furniture mutters mysteries. I say, “I see a house,” knowing only that my receiver sparks an idea called house. Touch adds hardness, sight adds redness, yet the source remains as secret as angelic choirs. Then Science interrupts: “The red brick is a mere convention. Atoms whirl like a snow-storm; solidity is illusion, colour a quarrel with light.
No sure gauge separates real from unreal; sanity is merely sharing the neighbours’ hallucination, yet even that sharing is incomplete. “Eyes and ears,” warns Heracleitus, “are bad witnesses for barbarian souls,” and each temperament stamps a different cosmos upon the same sky. Artist, surgeon, optimist, pessimist truly inhabit rival worlds; the rare artist who insists on “Speaking as he saw” is branded mad. Perception changes with growth, so the seeker turns inward, driven by an instinct for the Absolute. Life remains a slate, its white scratches provisional. Every sketch, however strange, hints at one all-embracing reality we still pursue.
Idealism, reached by eliminating material assumptions, lifts us from “things” to pure thought. Two certainties remain: a conscious Self and the Idea it contemplates. The cosmos is a cluster of such thoughts, warped by each thinker’s limits; we never grasp the full design. Objective Idealism calls Reality the complete, undistorted Object, a mighty thought whose spatial-temporal show is only its shadow. Our scattered perceptions hint at that immense unity; matter, space, and time may be no more than pencil and paper with which we sketch the unseen pattern, awaiting clearer vision that will fit fragment to whole.
One version pictures the universe as the Dream of its Creator; as Tweedledum told Alice, “just part of the dream.” Each creature and event is a shifting expression of that single transcendent Thought in which we float. Our senses translate some facets of it, and our place within the Cosmic Idea decides what reaches us. Matter, space, and time are likely mere tools of translation, not parts of the Absolute. The more our vision matches the Eternal Idea, the nearer reality we stand; love and patriotism wield authority, and religions—above all Christianity and Buddhism—blare the same trumpet.
Idealism thus stands as a sublime vision: perhaps more gift of natural mysticism than product of reason. Yet when asked how to meet the Reality it proclaims, the scheme collapses; it sketches the heavens but offers no ladder. Mystics trace this failure to the exclusive rule of intellect. Remember St. Jerome’s contrast, “Plato located the soul of man in the head; Christ located it in the heart.” The system entrusts everything to the squirrel work of brains, not to the ardent sight of desire. It interests us, yet leaves life untouched, like anatomy beside the mystery of birth.
Philosophic Scepticism rejects both matter and Idea, declaring no riddle exists. The only indubitable fact is the self’s stream of experience; the outer world is but a concept inside that circle. Hence the Absolute is a useless diagram, and every metaphysical quest a squirrel chasing its cage. Carried further, this creed makes each man the sole existent, applauds the notion, “try quietly to realize that the Infinite is really You,” and dissolves truth into whatever proves convenient. Against such nihilism, survival demands faith—confidence in an external order and in the stability of nature
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