
 
 
 
 
 



Arthur Machen


Hieroglyphics

Enriched edition. Art, Symbolism, and the Unseen—Occult Reflections on Mystical Experience and Reality at the Turn of the 20th Century
In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience.
Introduction, Studies and Commentaries by Cooper White

 


    EAN 8596547158585
  

Edited and published by DigiCat, 2022




[image: ]


    Table of Contents

    
    
        Introduction

    

    
    
        Synopsis

    

    
    
        Historical Context

    

    
    
        Hieroglyphics

    

    
    
        Analysis

    

    
    
        Reflection

    

    
    
        Memorable Quotes

    

    
    
        Notes

    

    


Introduction




Table of Contents




    Literature can feel like mere craft until it suddenly opens a door onto an older, stranger order of meaning that refuses to be explained away. 

Arthur Machen’s Hieroglyphics is a work of literary criticism and theory that argues for a particular kind of imaginative writing rooted in wonder, terror, and spiritual intensity rather than in surface realism. Written in the early twentieth century, it belongs to the same cultural moment that produced both fin-de-siècle decadence and modern experiments in form, yet it stands slightly aside from academic scholarship in its personal urgency. Machen, known for his supernatural fiction, brings a creative writer’s sensibility to critical reflection, treating books as living forces rather than inert artifacts. 

The book unfolds as an extended meditation on what makes certain works of art endure and why others, however competent, remain merely clever. Machen approaches the question through examples and argumentative set pieces that build a cumulative case for an elusive quality he seeks in the greatest writing. The experience of reading it is less like consulting a handbook than like listening to a passionate advocate pressing the reader to remember moments when language seemed to disclose more than it said. Its movement is associative and insistent, inviting agreement, resistance, and reconsideration in equal measure. 

Machen’s voice is fervent, polemical, and frequently lyrical, and his prose carries the cadence of someone thinking aloud in concentrated bursts. He can be sweeping in judgment, yet the aim is not pedantry but conversion: to persuade the reader that the deepest literary pleasures have a metaphysical dimension. The tone blends reverence for the tradition he cherishes with impatience toward what he regards as thin, merely photographic representation. Because the book is argumentative rather than narrative, its tension comes from its pursuit of a definition that continually slips from precise capture while remaining recognizable in felt experience. 

At the center is the notion that true art conveys a kind of mystery that cannot be reduced to plot, technique, or moral lesson. The title signals his guiding metaphor: writing as a set of signs that point beyond themselves, suggesting an interior reality that ordinary description cannot reach. From this follow recurring concerns with ecstasy and dread, the limits of rational explanation, and the difference between information and revelation. Machen also presses on the relationship between style and vision, insisting that language becomes significant when it carries an intimation of depth rather than when it merely records external fact with polish and accuracy. 

For contemporary readers, Hieroglyphics remains relevant because it speaks to ongoing debates about what literature is for and what criteria we use to value it. In an era saturated with content, Machen’s insistence on intensity, strangeness, and transformation offers a counterweight to purely instrumental reading and to criticism that treats texts as only sociological evidence. Even when one disagrees with his preferences, the book clarifies a perennial appetite for art that changes perception instead of simply reflecting it. It also illuminates how supernatural and fantastic modes can be defended not as escapism, but as vehicles for serious imaginative knowledge. 

Approached today, the book can be read as both a manifesto and a provocation, asking readers to test its claims against their own encounters with poems, novels, and tales that feel inexhaustible. It rewards a slow pace and a willingness to entertain a vocabulary of mystery without demanding doctrinal assent. Machen’s arguments invite the reader to consider whether the most lasting works are those that leave a residue of the unknown, a sense that the world is larger than the mind’s categories. In that way, Hieroglyphics endures less as a set of final answers than as a disciplined invitation to take wonder seriously as a critical standard. 
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    Arthur Machen’s Hieroglyphics (published in 1902) is a work of literary criticism that argues for a distinctive standard by which imaginative writing should be judged. Rather than treating literature chiefly as moral instruction, social document, or technical display, Machen proposes that great art is marked by an inward intensity that cannot be reduced to plot mechanics or realistic description. He frames his case through a sustained meditation on what readers actually seek in enduring books, and why certain works feel charged with meaning even when their materials appear slight or familiar.

paragraphs

Early in the book, Machen sets his terms by contrasting ordinary “cleverness” with what he treats as genuine imaginative power. He suggests that narrative events, psychological plausibility, and topical relevance are secondary to a deeper quality that gives a story its peculiar authority. This quality is associated with ecstasy, wonder, and the sense of an unveiled reality. Machen therefore asks the reader to consider literature as an art of spiritual perception, in which style and incident matter chiefly as vehicles for a rarer experience that language can only partly indicate.

paragraphs

To clarify his position, Machen turns repeatedly to examples from English and European writing, using them to demonstrate how some authors achieve a heightened “otherness” that surpasses mere entertainment. He is less interested in comprehensive history than in a discriminating test: whether a work transmits an impression of mystery and depth. The discussion often moves from general principles to close, impressionistic judgments, treating familiar authors as evidence for a critical method built on felt response, while insisting that such response can still be argued for with precision.

paragraphs

As the argument develops, Machen also defines what he believes literature is not. He rejects the idea that accurate external depiction, contemporary relevance, or didactic purpose automatically confers artistic greatness. Works celebrated for realism, social conscience, or polished craftsmanship may, in his view, remain fundamentally limited if they do not awaken the peculiar sensation he associates with true art. This oppositional stance creates the book’s central tension: a defense of the rare, the visionary, and the symbolic against critical habits that prioritize utility or verisimilitude over imaginative revelation.
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    Arthur Machen’s Hieroglyphics (first published 1902) belongs to the late-Victorian and early-Edwardian literary world centered in London, where periodicals and small presses helped circulate criticism and experimental prose. Machen (1863–1947), born in Caerleon, Monmouthshire, moved to London in the 1880s and worked as a journalist, translator, and editor. The essay reflects a moment when British writers debated what fiction should do—whether it should mainly report social life, provide moral instruction, or pursue aesthetic and spiritual aims. These debates played out in reviews, literary societies, and general-interest magazines read by a growing urban audience.

The 1890s “fin de siècle” environment strongly shaped Machen’s outlook. London’s publishing scene had recently featured aestheticism and Decadence, associated with a self-conscious emphasis on style, sensation, and the autonomy of art. The public scandal around Oscar Wilde’s 1895 trials hardened moral scrutiny of literary culture, while also leaving a lasting argument about the boundaries of art and respectability. Hieroglyphics draws on this climate of contested values by defending a view of literature as an initiation into rare states of perception. Machen’s insistence on intensity and “ecstasy” in art opposed purely moral or utilitarian measures of literary worth.

The period’s dominant critical currents included realism and naturalism, often praised for their attention to ordinary environments and social problems. British fiction in the later nineteenth century increasingly addressed industrial life, class conflict, urban poverty, and the effects of modern institutions. Alongside this, new commercial markets for the novel encouraged serial publication and broad accessibility. Machen’s essay argues against judging literature chiefly by factual reportage or topical “problem” themes, and it can be read as a response to the authority that realist standards had gained in reviews and educated opinion. His position echoes wider controversies about whether art should resemble documentary description.

Hieroglyphics also reflects the era’s revival of romance, fantasy, and the Gothic as alternatives to realism. The late nineteenth century saw a renewed popularity of supernatural and uncanny fiction in Britain, supported by magazines and by a reading public interested in sensation and mystery. At the same time, scholarly and popular attention to folklore and ancient myth expanded through institutional and amateur collecting, including the activities of societies devoted to antiquarian and ethnographic study. Machen’s own fiction of the 1890s drew on Welsh topography, Catholic and occult imagery, and older narrative traditions. His critical argument in Hieroglyphics treats such imaginative materials as routes to an enduring literary power.

Institutional debates about mind, belief, and evidence formed another backdrop. The Society for Psychical Research was founded in London in 1882 and brought together prominent figures to investigate claims of telepathy, apparitions, and mediumship with putatively scientific methods. Regardless of conclusions, the movement helped normalize discussion of altered states and the limits of material explanation within educated circles. Machen’s essay does not present research findings, but it participates in the same broader cultural conversation about experiences that appear to exceed ordinary rational description. His language of “mystery” and transformed perception aligns with a climate in which spiritual and psychological questions were widely argued.

Changes in education and the growth of mass literacy shaped the literary marketplace that Hieroglyphics addresses. The Elementary Education Act of 1870 established a framework for state-supported schooling in England and Wales, and subsequent legislation expanded attendance and administration, producing new generations of readers. Meanwhile, journalism and cheap print flourished in Britain’s large cities, creating pressure for clear, topical, and quickly consumed prose. Machen, who earned much of his living in journalism, knew these conditions directly. His essay’s sharp distinction between profound literature and merely competent writing reflects tensions between commercial production and the claim that art should be rare, difficult, and transformative for a prepared reader.

The essay’s references and standards also draw on Victorian and Edwardian canon formation. Classical education remained influential among elites, and criticism often treated Greek and Latin texts as benchmarks for beauty and seriousness, even as newer disciplines professionalized in universities. Late nineteenth-century Britain saw increasing authority given to critics and reviewers who adjudicated taste for a national reading public. Machen’s argument for a “secret” or initiatory quality in great writing challenges purely academic or moralistic criteria, emphasizing instead an inner response and an apprehension of the sublime. In this way, Hieroglyphics participates in wider disputes over who should define literary value and on what grounds.

By the early 1900s, British culture was also marked by imperial confidence mixed with social unease. The Second Boer War (1899–1902) exposed military and administrative difficulties and prompted domestic debates about national efficiency, health, and the responsibilities of the state. Such discussions encouraged practical, reform-minded attitudes toward public life and, by extension, toward literature as a social instrument. Machen’s aesthetic polemic can be situated against this background of utilitarian rhetoric. He argues for the irreducibility of artistic experience to civic usefulness, maintaining that the deepest works operate at a level that cannot be justified solely by social improvement or patriotic instruction. The stance is oppositional rather than programmatic, using criticism to assert an alternative scale of values in public discourse. It does so without relying on plot revelation, focusing on principles that shaped Machen’s period and his response to it. The essay thus reflects and critiques its era by resisting dominant measures—commercial, moral, and documentary—and by insisting on literature as an encounter with mystery that modern institutions struggle to account for. This emphasis mirrors the broader fin-de-siècle tension between material progress and the persistence of spiritual and imaginative needs.
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Do you know that just before you came in I found something highly significant in the evening paper[1q]? I am afraid from your expression that you rather undervalue the influence of the press; indeed, I remember one day when we were out together you swore at an inoffensive boy who tried to allure us with news of all the winners. I think I pointed out at the time that even horse-racing and an interest in "events" are preferable to stagnation, and that there is something august in the universal human passion for gambling. And, after all, the office-boy who "puts on" half-a-crown is really only an example of the love of man for the unknown; the half-crown is a venture into mystery, with that due flavour of commercialism which we in England add to most of our interests. But you see, don't you? that gambling, even under its most sordid aspects, is not altogether sordid; it's the mystery, the uncertainty, the hours of "strange surmise" that the smallest bet gives to the bettor that make the real delight of betting. When the office-boy wins and gets ten shillings for the risk of his two-and-six, his delight is not by any means p[1]ure love of gain, it is distinguished by a very marked line from the constantly repeated joys of the grocer, who is always buying delicious tea at ninepence and selling it at one-and-six. Here you have commercialism in its simplest form; but our office-boy, though he likes the money well enough, stands on a much higher plane. For the moment he is the man who has succeeded in solving the enigma of the Sphinx, in discovering the unknown continent, in reading the cypher, in guessing at the song the Sirens sang, in unveiling the hidden treasure that the buccaneers buried on the lonely shore; he has ventured successfully into the dim region of surmises. And when he loses, there are always consolations; the Indies have not been discovered on this voyage, certainly, but there have been wonders on the way, he has enjoyed many hours of delicious expectation. The proof that he likes the sport, even when he loses, is that he invariably takes the first opportunity of venturing again in the same manner. And, by the way, perhaps I was a little severe just now on trade, and especially on the grocer's sugary and soapy enterprise. Perhaps if we were to look with a rather finer vision into the commercial spirit, we might find that it is not wholly commercial, not altogether sordid. Of course if the grocer opens his shop with a certainty, mathematical or almost mathematical, that the public will buy his wares, he is a wicked fellow; he is gambling with loaded dice, betting against a horse that he knows is to be made "all right," playing cards with honours up his sleeve, and I am sure that if this be his enterprise, it will always meet with our sternest disapproval. Casanova[3] died towards the close of the last century, and since then cardsharping has become impossible to a man of taste. But seriously, I suspect that a good deal of the allurement that trade possesses for so many of us is the risk which it almost always implies, and risk means uncertainty, and uncertainty connotes the unknown. So you see our despised grocer turns out, after all, to be of the kin of Columbus, of the treasure-seekers, and mystery-mongers, and delvers after hidden things spiritual and material. I suppose we have here the real explanation of the human trading passion, and the solution of a problem that has often puzzled me. The problem I mean is this: how does it happen that the English are both the greatest poets and the greatest tradesmen of the modern world? Superficially, it seems that keeping shops and making poetry are incompatibles, and Wordsworth and Coleridge, Keats and Shelley, Tennyson and Poe, should have come from Provence or Sicily, from the "unpractical," uncommercial Latin races. But if we trace back the trading instinct to that love of a risk—or in other words to the desire for the unknown—the antinomy disappears, and it will become perfectly natural that the race which has gone to the world's end with its merchandise, has penetrated so gloriously into the further regions of poetry.

But that reminds me of what I was saying just after you had lit your pipe. I think I remarked that I had seen something of very high significance in the evening paper, and the glare of disgust with which you greeted my observation constituted an interruption, and an interruption that had to be dealt with. Now again you seem to hint at doubt with your eyebrows; you would say, perhaps, that I have not made out a very convincing case for journalism? But you must remember that my mental process resembles that of Coleridge; you called on the Seer at eleven o'clock in the morning, and (if young and imprudent) asked him a question. And at the waning of the light Coleridge was still diligently engaged in answering your question for you, having talked without intermission all the summer day. A "cyclical mode of discoursing" the pious Henry Nelson Coleridge[2] called it, and he deals faithfully with certain persons who complained "that they could get no answer to a question from Coleridge." And you will please to remember this when you think that I am "wandering"—a vice of which Coleridge also was accused. To-night, for example, on the evening paper being mentioned, your face expressed disgust and contempt, which I diagnosed (and rightly, I believe?) as a tribute to the enormous interest taken by the editors of these agreeable journals in the very latest sporting news; an interest which allows but little space for the discussion of pure literature. Hence my remarks on the gambling-spirit; and now I hope you will at least assume a thrill of interest when the boy bawls in your ear "All the winners and S. P." It is possible you may be thinking of Ulysses or of Keats at the moment, and the interruption may annoy you, but it will do so no longer when you reflect that a burning anxiety as to the running of Bolter is for many thousands the symbol—and the only possible symbol—of the Doom of Troy and the wandering fields of foam, and the Isle of Calypso, and the "strange surmise" of Pizarro and all his men.

But here is the evening-paper in question. Yes, the colour is, perhaps, a little sickly. A kind of pinky-green, it seems, doesn't it? But it forced itself on my notice in the most extraordinary manner, and I expect you will have to admit, when you have heard the story, that some Powers were at work. Well, I was walking up and down the room, just as it was getting dusk, and every now and then I stopped and looked out of the window. Yes, I was making phrases as usual, and thinking of a new story in the middle of the old one: hence the quarter-deck exercise. I daresay you have remarked that I do not keep my window in a very brilliant condition, and the air this evening, you will remember, was rather misty—October, I always think, wears a peculiar dim grace in Barnsbury—so I hope you will not find my impressions too incredible. I was staring, then, out of the window, when to my vast astonishment, a great pale bird seemed suddenly to shoot up into the air from the road, and to flutter into the garden, where it became entangled in that sapless old laburnum that weeps green tears upon the wall. I saw, as I thought, the beating and fluttering of wings, and I ran out, imagining that I was to secure a strange companion for my solitude. It was the evening paper, not a bird, and I saw at once that it would be impious to let it flutter there unread, so I secured it and brought it in, meditating the adventure, and wondering what strange message was thus borne to my eyes. So I went through its columns patiently, even to the leaderettes, and I will do myself the justice to say that I at once recognised the communication that was addressed to me in this singular and even I may say Arabian fashion. It was a short comment upon some agitation that is now appealing rather strongly to Progressive leaders; but the subject-matter is of no consequence, since the significance lies in the last sentence. Here it is: "We are glad to hear that extensive arrangements have been made for the dissemination of literature[2q]."

You don't see the immense importance of that? You surprise me. Let us go into it, then. I told you I was not very precise as to the exact scope of the agitation alluded to—it may be a question of a heavy tax on persons who will say "lady" instead of "lydy," it may be an affair of restricting the franchise to citizens thoroughly ignorant of history; it doesn't matter—but here are men who wish some political change to be effected, and these men are issuing printed matter, the purpose of which is to convince others of the righteousness of this particular "program." And this printed matter is called "literature." You know the sort of thing indicated. It may be a series of arguments, simple and fallacious, it may be in dialogue, it may be in story form, it may assume the guise of parody, it may be a brief history. And now what I want to know is this: here we have a vast body of thought, clothed in words, ranging from the agreeable leaflets that we have been speaking of up to—let us say—the Odyssey, and all this mass is known as literature: what is to be our criterion, our means of distinguishing between the two extremes I have mentioned and all the innumerable links between them? Is the whole mass literature in the true sense of the word? If not, with what instrument, by what rule are we to divide the true from the false, to judge exactly in the case of any particular book whether it is literature or not? Of course you may say that the question is rather verbal than real; that "literature" is a general term conveniently applied to anything in print, and that in practice everybody knows the difference between a political pamphlet and the Odyssey. I very much doubt whether people do understand precisely the distinction between the two, but for the avoidance of verbal confusion I suggest that when we mean literature in its highest sense we shall say (for the present at all events), "fine literature"; and the question will be, then: what is it that differentiates fine literature from a number of grammatical, or partly grammatical, sentences arranged in a more or less logical order? Why is the Odyssey to come in, why is the "literature" of our evening paper to be kept out? And again, to put the question in a more subtle form: to which class do the works of Jane Austen belong? Is "Pride and Prejudice" to stand on the Odyssey shelf, or to lie in the pamphlet drawer? Where is Pope's place? Is he to be set in the class of Keats? If not, for what reason? What is the rank of Dickens, of Thackeray, of George Eliot, of Hawthorne; and in a word, how are we to sort out, as it were, this huge multitude of names, giving to each one his proper rank and station?

I am glad it strikes you as a big question: to me it seems the question, the question which covers the final dogma of literary criticism. Of course after we have answered this prerogative riddle, there will be other questions, almost without end, classes, and sub-classes of infinite analysis. But this will be detail; while the question I have propounded is the question of first principles; it marks the parting of two ways, and in a manner, it asks itself not only of literature, but of life, but of philosophy, but of religion. What is the line, then; the mark of division which is to separate spoken, or written, or printed thought into two great genera?

Well, as you may have guessed, I have my solution, and I like it none the less, because the word of the enigma seems to me actually but a single word. Yes, for me the answer comes with the one word, Ecstasy[3q]. If ecstasy be present, then I say there is fine literature, if it be absent, then, in spite of all the cleverness, all the talents, all the workmanship and observation and dexterity you may show me, then, I think, we have a product (possibly a very interesting one), which is not fine literature.

Of course you will allow me to contradict myself, or rather, to amplify myself before we begin to discuss the matter fully. I said my answer was the word, ecstasy; I still say so, but I may remark that I have chosen this word as the representative of many. Substitute, if you like, rapture, beauty, adoration, wonder, awe, mystery, sense of the unknown, desire for the unknown[4q]. All and each will convey what I mean; for some particular case one term may be more appropriate than another, but in every case there will be that withdrawal from the common life and the common consciousness which justifies my choice of "ecstasy" as the best symbol of my meaning. I claim, then, that here we have the touchstone which will infallibly separate the higher from the lower in literature, which will range the innumerable multitude of books in two great divisions, which can be applied with equal justice to a Greek drama, an eighteenth century novelist, and a modern poet, to an epic in twelve books, and to a lyric in twelve lines. I will convince you of my belief in my own nostrum by a bold experiment: here is Pickwick[4] and here is Vanity Fair[5]; the one regarded as a popular "comic" book, the other as a serious masterpiece, showing vast insight into human character; and applying my test, I set Pickwick beside the Odyssey, and Vanity Fair on top of the political pamphlet.

I will not argue the matter at the moment; I would merely caution you against supposing that I imply any equality of merit in the books that I have thus summarily "bracketed." You mustn't suppose that I think Dickens's book as good as Homer's, or that I have any doubts as to the vast superiority of Vanity Fair over all the pamphlets in the world. "Here is a temple, here is a tub," we may suppose a child to say, learning from a picture-alphabet; but the temple may be a miserably designed structure, in ruinous condition, and the tub is, perhaps, a miracle of excellent workmanship. But one means worship and the other means washing, and that is the distinction. Or, to take a better example; the bottom boy in the sixth form may be a miserable dunce compared with the top boy in the fifth; still the dunce is in the sixth form, and the genius is in the fifth. Or, to take a third instance (I want you to understand what I'm driving at), the fact that an English orator is fluent, brilliant, profound, convincing, while a Greek orator is stuttering, stupid, shallow, illogical does not hinder that the former, though he may speak ever so well, still speaks English, while the latter, however badly he may speak, speaks in Greek for all that. Analogies, as you know, are never perfect, and must not be pressed too far; they suggest rather than prove; but I hope you understand me though you may not agree with me.

But before we argue the merits of my own literary solvent, we might very well see what we can do with other tests. I daresay you can suggest a good many. We won't go into the question of printed and not printed, written or not written, because it is obvious that the visible symbols by which literature is recorded have nothing to do with literature itself. In the beginning all literature was a matter of improvisation or recitation and
























	Fine Literature.
	"Literature."



	Art.
	Artifice.



	Emotion.
	Feelings.







	Romance, romantic.
	A "Romantic" Affair in the West End.



	Tragedy, tragic.
	"Tragedy" in Soho.



	Drama, dramatic.
	Le "drame" de la Rue Cochon:

"Dramatic" Elopement in Peckham.



	Interest, interesting [of "Hamlet"].
	An "interesting" number of "Snippets."



	Lyric.
	The "Lyric" Theatre.



	Inebriated.
	In an "inebriated" condition.
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