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INTRODUCTION

Essence and Shadow

On November 4, 1922, Maurice Nicoll, the prestigious Harley Street physician, author, and, until only recently, British lieutenant of the psychologist C. G. Jung—second only to Sigmund Freud in fame—arrived at the Prieuré des Basses Loges in the forest of Fontainebleau, just outside of Paris. With him were his young wife, his infant daughter, her nanny, and two goats. His sister-in-law had gone ahead to help prepare the way; the goats were brought along to provide milk for the child. The thirty-six-year-old Nicoll had sold his successful London practice and borrowed against the inheritance he expected from his father, the eminent journalist and political thinker William Robertson Nicoll, in order to secure a place for the family at the newly opened Institute for the Harmonious Development of Man, a center offering a unique educational experience. This center had only recently been established at the Prieuré—after misfires in Berlin and London—by the redoubtable G. I. Gurdjieff, a mysterious teacher of esoteric knowledge and uncertain origin—(was he Greek, Armenian, Russian?)—who had emerged from the chaos of a collapsed Russia, bringing a message like nothing Nicoll had encountered before. It was stark, unsentimental, at times brutal. But according to Nicoll, it was what he needed.

For years Nicoll had been searching for a doctrine that could satisfy the conflicting demands of his head and heart, his body and soul, his scientific intellect and his religious faith, his sexuality and spirituality, a tussle not unfamiliar to many. Jung had taken him some way along that path, but as Nicoll explained in what we might call a “Dear Carl” letter, when he told his mentor that his allegiance had shifted, he needed someone to force him there.

The man into whose hands he was placing himself and his family would do just that. Nicoll had met him only briefly—if sitting in a tense silent room for an uncomfortable time because none of those present had the courage to ask the guru a question could constitute a meeting. But it was enough for the still impressionable doctor to feel he had been in the presence of power. He was, and he would feel it soon enough.

Nicoll observed the sign at the entrance to the institute, Sonnez fort—“Ring loudly”—and did. Not long after, as “kitchen boy,” the doctor, who as a child had sat in on conversations between his father and eminent men like Winston Churchill and Lord Asquith, in an atmosphere of literature and politics—and who Jung hoped would champion him in England—was washing hundreds of greasy dishes in cold water without soap. This, after waking up before dawn to light the burners for the Prieuré’s kitchen, where his wife slaved over huge cauldrons of soup prepared for the institute’s other inmates, while her sister cleaned the toilets. (The nanny it seemed had the best of it.)

Nicoll was not alone in having given up a comfortable, congenial life for what seemed to be a work camp overseen by a mad Levantine foreman. When his friend A. R. Orage, suave editor of the New Age, a journal of ideas that included Bernard Shaw and H. G. Wells among its contributors, turned up at the Prieuré, he was given a shovel and told to dig. He did until his back ached and he was in tears; he was also forbidden to smoke, which nearly killed him. Nicoll himself was forbidden to read. It was quite a jump from the world Nicoll had known before. It is safe to say, I think, that it was the most meaningful time in his life. In the years to come Nicoll would try to reproduce it on more than one occasion.

Nicoll had got to Fontainebleau by way of another Russian export, the writer and journalist P. D. Ouspensky, who had abandoned his own career to follow Gurdjieff, after a long and unsuccessful “search for the miraculous” in the East. In 1921, by what must certainly have seemed a miracle, Ouspensky had been rescued from a Turkish White Russia refugee camp by an unlikely savior. This was Lady Rothermere, wife of a London newspaper baron and reader of his book Tertium Organum, an exhilarating work of speculative metaphysics that had become a surprise bestseller. She wanted to talk to Ouspensky and, as money was no object, had him brought to London. Ouspensky had spent the past few years in Russia under Gurdjieff’s tutelage, but by the time the flood tide of revolution and civil war had deposited him and his erstwhile teacher in Constantinople—soon to be renamed Istanbul—they had gone their separate ways. Yet, the Byzantine psychohistory of the Fourth Way—as the system transmitted by Gurdjieff to Ouspensky is called—is nothing if not complicated, and the relationship between the two very different men was never as clear-cut as it may have seemed. Although separated from Gurdjieff, Ouspensky taught his ideas in London and New York until shortly before his death in 1947, which followed a series of final lectures in which he repudiated the system itself.

In late 1921 Nicoll attended a lecture by Ouspensky—delivered in a clipped, fractured English—at the Quest Society in London’s Kensington Town Hall. There he heard for the first time that he, and everyone else in the room, was “asleep,” was only a “machine,” that he was living mechanically, and that he possessed no stable, single, unified “I,” as Gurdjieff’s austere doctrine insisted. Nicoll was, we could say, electrified. Not everyone was happy about these grim tidings, which seemed to offer small prospect to, as Ouspensky told them, “awaken.” But Nicoll knew he had come across a knowledge unlike any he had ever suspected. He was so excited by what he heard, he rushed home to his wife, still recovering from having their first child and told her all about it, forgetting about the baby. He insisted she hear Ouspensky too. She did, and became as fervent an apostle as her husband. For the next three decades, both husband and wife became students and then teachers of “the Work,” a name for the practical side of Gurdjieff and Ouspensky’s demanding system.

Some of the fruits of those labors are the five volumes of Nicoll’s Psychological Commentaries on the Teaching of Gurdjieff and Ouspensky, a collection of the weekly talks Nicoll prepared for his groups, starting in 1941 and continuing until his death in 1953. Nicoll’s Commentaries have garnered some significant readers, among them the economist E. F. Schumacher, the philosopher Jacob Needleman, and the comedian John Cleese.* These, along with Nicoll’s short exegeses on the esoteric meaning of the Gospels, The New Man and the unfinished The Mark, present his particular approach to the body of ideas and practices he learned from his years with his teachers in the Work. Another work, started early in his career but only published much later, Living Time, is Nicoll’s attempt to understand the mysteries of time and its relation to eternity, an obsession of Ouspensky’s. One of its readers was the author J. B. Priestley, who counted Nicoll and Ouspensky among those who, like himself, were “time-haunted men.”

TO PEOPLE FAMILIAR WITH the Fourth Way, Nicoll presents a rather more mellow approach to what is often a very serious business. He is not the unpredictable, startling “crazy guru” that Gurdjieff is often depicted as being—although how much of this was “acting” on Gurdjieff’s part is, as always with that remarkable man, unclear. He was also not the dry logician, the stern taskmaster of the Work, the “Iron Man,” that Ouspensky, initially a gentle, poetic soul, became after his years with Gurdjieff.* Nor was he a flamboyant esoteric mover and shaker in the style of Ouspensky’s other long-term student, J. G. Bennett, who took the Work in some rather messianic directions.1 Nor was he like his friend Kenneth Walker, who did not set up shop as a teacher of the Work, but who produced excellent introductions to its ideas.2 Nicoll did not present himself in any public way as a follower of the Work; he did not, as Walker and Bennett did, produce accounts of his time with Gurdjieff or Ouspensky. He kept to the background, and word about his work traveled by way of mouth; we can say that he was one of those whom I have called “secret teachers.”

The persona he showed to those who did come to him—the face, as Jung would say, that he presented to the world—was that of a convivial, congenial country doctor or preacher, someone you could sit with at a pub in a way you couldn’t with Gurdjieff or Ouspensky and which was something people often did. There was a soft, gentle side to Nicoll, who liked laughter and song, and who played guitar and apparently had a good voice. He was fond of practical jokes, and more than once told his followers that “serious things can only be understood through laughable things,” and that the secret to “transforming situations” was to “receive them with humor, and comment on them with wit,” something Nicoll displayed often.3 He liked to drink—an occupational hazard with some in the Work—to eat, to dance, and to play.

If Gurdjieff’s teaching strategy was to “shock,” and Ouspensky’s to raise his students’ awareness by sheer mental effort, Nicoll was more likely to coax his pupils into understanding, to make a serious joke, wink, and ask if they had “caught” the message he was trying to get across. And something else a reader of the Commentaries will find is that Nicoll gradually introduces ideas and themes that come from outside the system, something that, as far as I understand, is verboten among purists.

Yet a reader of the Commentaries who knows that Nicoll started out as a follower of Jung, and who also knows Jung’s ideas, will find some of them thinly veiled and in close contact with ideas that are echt Ouspensky or Gurdjieff. What may not be as easily recognizable is that Nicoll also introduces themes and ideas originating in the eighteenth-century Swedish scientist and spiritual savant Emanuel Swedenborg. As an author of books on Jung, Swedenborg, and Ouspensky, when reading the Commentaries I was surprised to find notions about the shadow and synchronicity, but also about love, wisdom, understanding, and other Swedenborgian themes turning up in them.* As a “time-haunted man” Nicoll was fascinated with the kinds of meaningful coincidences that Jung called synchronicities and that often involve a kind of precognition. And although Gurdjieff and Ouspensky frowned on the study of dreams—something Ouspensky himself had written about extensively—throughout much of his life Nicoll kept a dream diary, in which the hand of Jung and Swedenborg, another deep reader of dreams, can be found.

Adding Jung and Swedenborg, as well as other ideas coming from the Hermetic and Gnostic traditions, to his teaching of the Work may have put Nicoll beyond the “genuine” Gurdjieffian pale. As the title to this book suggests, Nicoll has in some ways been sidelined by the “purist” strain of the Gurdjieffian tradition. There is even a story that, although she commended the Commentaries for presenting Gurdjieff’s ideas accurately, Jeanne de Salzmann, for many years following Gurdjieff’s death the main carrier of his teaching, said that Nicoll’s way was not the way the Work would carry on. Certainly during my own time in the Work, in New York and Los Angeles in the 1980s, some years ago indeed, Nicoll’s books were read but were not considered mandatory for the course.

Diluting the system with outside teachings may have decided this. It may have been Nicoll’s emphasis on Christian themes, picking up on Gurdjieff’s remark that the Work could be thought of as “Esoteric Christianity.” Ouspensky himself pored over multiple translations of the Gospels in order to decipher their hidden meaning, the secret knowledge transmitted through them. It was Ouspensky’s belief that the Gospels were written by men with such knowledge and for the specific purpose of waking up those who could grasp it, producing the change in consciousness that Nicoll called metanoia, a Greek word meaning “change of mind,” but a change much greater than what we usually mean by that deceptively simple phrase. These men were agents of what Ouspensky called “the inner circle of humanity,” awakened men (and one assumes women) who aided mankind—or at least some of us—in its evolution.

Or what may have exiled Nicoll to the half-life of a Fourth Way fellow traveler was the fact that, unlike Bennett, Walker, and others, he did not go to Gurdjieff following the death of Ouspensky in 1947; Gurdjieff himself would die two years later. Nicoll declined the possibility of revisiting the master, deciding that he had already learned all that he could from him. To the true believers, such a statement is a bald impossibility: one could always learn from the master, and to think that one could not was proof positive that one very much needed to do precisely that.

BOOKS ABOUT NICOLL HAVE addressed some of these issues and have presented an idea of what being a student of his was like. They have shown what it was like to live in the atmosphere of a Work environment, like those created at Tyeponds—the name of the first Work community established by Nicoll—and other places. When he started teaching the system in 1931, Nicoll soon gathered a loyal group, many of whom more or less lived with him in the “special conditions” that Nicoll, trying to recreate his experience at Gurdjieff’s institute, created for them. These books, by Beryl Pogson and Samuel Copley, are essential to any understanding of Nicoll and his work, and it is curious that both books present themselves as “portraits,” Pogson’s Maurice Nicoll: A Portrait and Copley’s Portrait of a Vertical Man.

A portrait aims at capturing the essence of its subject, and “essence” is a central Fourth Way term. In the system it is seen as what is truly one’s own, what we are born with, our true self, not like our personality, which, like Jung’s “persona,” is a face we acquire in dealing with the world. “Essence,” Nicoll told his students, comes down from the stars—an idea not entirely in line with strict Fourth Way teaching. He also believed it is what we will bring back to them.

It is understandable that such close and devoted followers of Nicoll as Pogson and Copley would present their teacher in the best light, even if such illumination at times reaches a hagiographic glow that casts hardly any shadow—an important Jungian term. It is no mystery that their portraits are not of the “warts and all” variety. That type is usually left to critics of the subject, and often enough descend into caricature, or even character assassination, gaining in effect what they lose in objectivity.

The other kind of biographical book, one that is sympathetic but critical, is the kind I am aiming at here, and which I believe I have managed to produce, with some success, in the cases of Jung, Ouspensky, Swedenborg, and other figures in the history of Western esotericism. I do not go out of my way to discover my subjects’ feet of clay—often enough they are obvious—but neither do I ignore any skeletons that may be stored in their closets. In some cases this has earned me the enmity of some true believers; at least some reviews of my books suggest as much. Others have appreciated a fresh, unbuttoned look at flesh-and-blood, complex human beings who are too often presented as infallible gods.

As a figure in the history of modern Western esotericism, Nicoll deserves attention. After all, how many people had Jung, Gurdjieff, and Ouspensky for teachers? And as a figure in the history of the Fourth Way, he is, as far as I know, unique in bringing together what he learned from these remarkable men, and combining it in subtle ways with the teachings of Swedenborg, which more and more occupied Nicoll in his last years. This would be sufficient to warrant a new study. But something else has come to light—an apt phrase in this context—that adds a whole new dimension to any understanding of Nicoll.

In Jung’s psychology the part of the psyche that most often adds a new dimension to one’s and others’ experience of oneself is, once again, the shadow. This is a kind of dark essence, a hidden self that we do not show others, or often even ourselves, but that nevertheless exists and that we must integrate in order to mature. In the case of Nicoll, it seems that this shadow is precisely what has come to light.

In 2017, a Ph.D. candidate at Edinburgh University, John Willmett, researching the life of Nicoll, came upon a collection of papers that were in the possession of Camilla Copley, Samuel Copley’s daughter. Among the papers were typescripts, manuscripts, notes, bills, and other mundane items. But what were also found were several exercise books that contained a diary Nicoll had kept over the years. These contained accounts of his dreams (mentioned earlier), thoughts, reports of everyday events, random musings, stream of consciousness gibberish, but also what appear to be odd conversations he conducted with an “inner voice,” as well as some sort of visionary experiences.

This would be enough to make the diaries interesting. But what these diaries also tell us is that for several years Nicoll had engaged in what seems to have been a kind of mystical autoerotic practice, producing what an unkind critic might call the kind of visions “one has with one hand.” That at least is the conclusion reached by another researcher interested in Nicoll, Jeffrey Adams, who annotated the transcription Willmett made of Nicoll’s diaries. Making this knowledge public may seem like an invitation to derision and may work to undermine whatever reputation Nicoll has. A teacher of an esoteric doctrine has a difficult enough time to begin with maintaining a good reputation, without any scandal. The sort of thing the diaries reveal could overshadow Nicoll’s many positive achievements. “Everyman should be allowed to have his own private life,” Nicoll once told his longtime friend and fellow follower of the Fourth Way, Kenneth Walker.4 In light of this, Nicoll’s spirit, wherever it may be, may look askance at the liberties being taken with his. Nevertheless Nicoll’s remaining family have approved making the material available to researchers.

There is a long tradition, in the East and West, of a kind of mystical sexuality, a sacred eroticism, that employs the powers of sexual arousal for visionary purposes. Ouspensky wrote about the transformation of consciousness induced by sex.5 Gurdjieff taught that “it is a very big thing when the sex center works with its own energy”—there will be more about these “centers” further on.6 Jung had a soror mystica, a “mystical mistress,” and, according to the research of Marsha Keith Schuchard, Swedenborg practiced a kind of “sacred sexuality” aimed at maintaining the “perpetual potency” needed to induce visionary states.7 So Nicoll is not alone in his pursuit of an eroto-mystical muse, although one may ask why he pursued her, as it were, in a closet.

Having read the one-thousand-plus pages of Nicoll’s diaries, a file of which Jeffrey Adams kindly sent to me, I commend Willmett on his perseverance in transfering Nicoll’s hand-written notes to a computer. It shows his commitment to the significance of his find. He is of the opinion that Nicoll’s diaries are of as much importance for an understanding of his life and work as the fabled Red Book is for an understanding of Jung.

This may be so. Other readers and scholars will have to decide. I can say here that Nicoll’s diaries are not as accessible as Jung’s record of his “descent into the unconscious.” Where Jung writes a dream narrative, and, in essence, tells a story complete with images, Nicoll’s jottings are more often than not fragmentary, disjointed, at times indecipherable because of his use of a private code. His dream record is frequently interrupted by his interpretation of the dream, and with references to other dreams, all in a kind of shorthand. There are long, purple poetic and evocatory passages. He also at times descends into sheer verbal gobbledygook, with long spurts of punning and alliteration, not infrequently of an obscene or even scatological nature, that tried my patience more than once. Of course Nicoll wasn’t writing for publication, and so he can’t be blamed for giving the readers of these diaries a hard time. Most writers write rubbish that they forget to throw away; according to their critics, that includes some of their books. But one can ask what prompted Nicoll to devote time to such ramblings.

Mixed in with his dreams are Nicoll’s reflections on his family, his father, his colleagues, his teachers, his work, his students, and other similar concerns, and what he has to say about them is not always polite. But a great deal of the diaries is devoted to Nicoll’s preoccupation, one could even say obsession, with sex, and with the psychological, spiritual, and existential issues surrounding it. Nicoll went so far as to say that if it weren’t for the Work, he most likely would have devoted his life to sex. He may have been exaggerating, but he is certainly concerned with it in these diaries.

Needless to say this is not the impression one gets from the two portraits of Nicoll that have come down to us. I don’t think sex in any way turns up in either of them, certainly not in Beryl Pogson’s understandably hagiographic memoir, which treats Nicoll with nothing but the utmost respect and propriety. (She was, after all, asked by his widow to write it, shortly before her own death.) And it should also be apparent that none of Nicoll’s sexual ideas entered his teaching or, as far as I can tell, involved any of his students.

Copley’s portrait is slightly less sanitized than Pogson’s, but given that the diaries were in his daughter’s possession, one can only assume they were previously in his, and that they had come into his keeping after Nicoll’s death. Did Copley read them? If he did, there is no sign of it in his book. Or is there?

This is no criticism of Copley, if indeed he did know of the diaries; conceivably they could have sat in a box untouched for years. But now that they have come to light, one can’t help but ask how they affect our picture of Nicoll, our new portrait of this “vertical” man? Vertical, for Nicoll, had a special meaning: it pointed to the eternal dimension of our being, rather than the horizontal dimension of what J. B. Priestley called “tick tock” time. Entering that dimension and staying there—feeling his “time-body”—was Nicoll’s aim. The diaries give us an idea of how well he achieved it.

They also show us a man deeply troubled by what seems a savage self-division between his desire for the life of the spirit, the second birth promised by the esoteric message of the Gospels, and his natural, fleshly drives, inhibited by his upbringing and by what seems some obscure reticence in his own psyche. They also show us how psychologically and emotionally demanding being the son of a famous father is, and the toll this took on Nicoll’s sense of self-esteem and his self-image, his picture of himself. The joyful, cheerful, convivial Nicoll, who was always up for gaiety and laughter, had a shadow side that was full of self-doubt, very low on self-esteem, eager for acceptance, uncertain of the value of his work, and burdened with the presence of what he called, “unclean thoughts,” and which he wrote about in a remarkable document of the same name. These were the erotic fantasies, often of a crude, raw, “transgressive” nature, full of desire for the “forbidden,” that Nicoll had entertained since his childhood, and which he may have transmuted, through some inner alchemical operation, into the elements of a mystical illumination. This document strikes me as one of the most important things Nicoll wrote. Unfortunately, as was the case with many of his projects, he did not complete it.

The diaries also show us a man who had difficulty bringing himself to work, who’d rather talk than write, who had at different times to subject himself to a strict discipline, who had problems with drink, with food, with his temper, and all the other faults and foibles that make us human. When your target is the superhuman, these stains and blemishes of the soul stand out in stark relief. When you spend much time contemplating the light, your shadow grows behind you. What follows is a look at this vertical man, Maurice Nicoll, and at the depths and other dimensions that open up as we explore the shape of his time-body—that is, his life.



*See Schumacher’s A Guide for the Perplexed and “John Cleese’s Six Favorite Books,” The Week, February 5, 2017.

*This is the subject of my book, In Search of P. D. Ouspensky.

*I point this out in my article “Maurice Nicoll: Working against Time,” Quest (Spring 2018): 24– 28, theosophical.org.
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Unclean Thoughts

In the Fourth Way a distinction is made between what is called the “law of accident” and the “law of fate.”1 Each can rule one’s life. The majority of people—“sleeping humanity”—live under the law of accident, or so Gurdjieff and Ouspensky tell us. The few who have struggled to awaken live under the law of fate, or at least have a better chance of doing so. We can say that the aim of the Fourth Way is to move its followers from one law to the other. Laws play an important part in Gurdjieff and Ouspensky’s system, and there will be more of them to follow.

The law of accident refers to whatever conditions one finds oneself in, the general melee of life, the chaos, contingency, and chance that are the norm. Under this law, things happen haphazardly, with no aim or direction, “one damn thing after another,” and we are pushed and pulled by a variety of forces, appetites, and desires. Under the law of accident, life leads nowhere. Under the law of accident, one can lead a full life with much success and yet, toward its end, wonder what it was all about. Readers familiar with Leo Tolstoy’s story “The Death of Ivan Ilych” will have an idea of how devastating this can be.

The law of fate is different. It relates to our essence, which, as mentioned, is what is truly ourselves. Our personality is like a weather vane, moved this way and that by events. Our essence has a kind of intuitive sense of direction that may be aided by what is known as a “magnetic center,” a kind of inbuilt homing device that causes us to look for the kind of knowledge and experiences necessary for our spiritual growth.2 We can say that our magnetic center always points north, whichever way the winds of events may blow. In that sense, for people with a magnetic center, their weather vane becomes a compass.

Most people lack a magnetic center, and so never come across the knowledge that will indeed set them free. This means that most people live under the law of accident, taking each day as it comes, chopping and changing as needed to satisfy the appetites and desires that make up their lives, moving this way and that as events dictate. But if someone has a magnetic center, it can lead them to what in the Work are called “C influences.” These are influences coming from outside life, that are not generated by the perpetual process of “getting and spending,” the unavoidable pressures to live, which make up what are called “A influences.” C influences arise from the “inner circle of humanity,” and are cast into life where they are diluted into “B influences.” When Jesus said that man does not live by bread alone, he may have had C influences in mind—or so the esoteric interpretation would have it.

C influences have their origin in “higher mind,” the small circle of conscious humanity, such as those Ouspensky believed wrote the Gospels, and are thrown into the “general vortex of life,” appearing in culture: in art, literature, religion.3 A finely tuned magnetic center responds to the emanations sent out by the inner circle of humanity. If its attraction is powerful enough, it can lead to someone who can provide instruction, offering C influences undiluted, which can be transmitted only orally, from teacher to student. In esoteric tradition, this is the way the true teaching is taught.

Related to the law of fate is the notion of a “time-body,” although the idea derives from Ouspensky and is not part of the system proper. This is the shape or form of one’s entire life, from birth to death, what we could call our “four-dimensional” being, the linga sharira in Theosophical terminology.4 Most of us live in a perpetual present, the here and now of the moment. Yes, we have memories and knowledge of our past, and have a sense of the future, although our attitude toward these poles changes over time. When we are young, the future seems an immense field of promise; as we get older, this field shrinks while our unalterable past accumulates. If we are conscious of our time-body, we would be aware of different moments in our life as clearly and as distinctly as we are of the present. Nicoll once told a student he hadn’t seen in some time, that if they were both aware of their time-bodies, they would be able to pick up their conversation from where they had left it the last time they met. When drowning people see their “whole life flash before them,” it is their time-body.

If we are aware of our time-body, we could feel our life as a whole, see its pattern, its necessity. And presumably having “worked on ourselves”—otherwise we would not be aware of our time-body—we would also have passed from the law of accident to that of fate. We could see how our lives were the working out of an invisible order, a teleology as definite as that of the acorn on its way to becoming an oak.

If we add to this another Ouspenskian trope, that of “eternal recurrence,” the somewhat austere notion that our lives recur over and over, with little, if any, variation—think of it as reincarnating into exactly the same life—we arrive at the conceivable situation in which one could remember one’s last recurrence, one’s time-body as a whole, and know in advance the working out of the law of fate.

IT WAS SOMETHING ALONG these lines, I believe, that was in Maurice Nicoll’s mind when he told Beryl Pogson that his time-body was “ever present to him.” He could, she wrote, “see the way in which he was prepared during his early life for his destiny,” that of becoming a teacher of the Work.5 All that had happened to him in the years before he met Ouspensky and then Gurdjieff counted for him “only as a necessary period of preparation for his work as transmitter of the teaching he received from them.”6

Not all spiritual teachers necessarily see the period leading up to the beginning of their ministry as one unalterably zeroing in on that preeminent moment, although a sufficient number of them do. And in Nicoll’s case that preparatory period included some powerful experiences, such as his encounters with Jung, which are difficult to relegate to the sideline. But most followers of spiritual teachers do see their teacher in this way. Somehow, the idea that their teacher spent his or her formative years as the rest of us do—exploring possibilities, making mistakes, taking detours, and entering dead ends—seems to undermine his or her authority. It makes them all too human and suggests that if things had been different, they might not have become a spiritual teacher at all. But because you were fated to become their student, they must have been fated to become teachers, and so that destiny must be with them from the start.

For Nicoll and for Pogson, it was Nicoll’s fate to become her teacher, just as it was hers to become his student. Nicoll himself believed that he and some of his students had known each other in past lives—and if eternal recurrence is the case, they would have had to—and that they had found themselves together again. How much of this belief he shared with his group is unclear. It may have formed part of the “real teaching” that, as Pogson says, is always oral and secret.7

An “oral and secret” teaching sounds awfully close to how the system understands C influence. One might look at this as suggesting that Nicoll was fated to become a transmitter of C influence, which in the Fourth Way by definition means a member of the inner circle of conscious humanity.

Did Nicoll himself ever say as much? No. At least I can’t think of any remarks of his that could be read in this way. He did not exhibit the self-aggrandizement or egotism that can be found in some teachers suffering from what Jung called “inflation,” when their egos are enlarged by injections of archetypal power coming from the collective unconscious. What Jung may have thought of Gurdjieff, who had no qualms about boasting of his own unique achievements and qualifications, must be left to the imagination, although it is clear he was not happy about Nicoll’s defection to a new teacher. According to Samuel Copley, Nicoll “did not suffer from the ‘Heir Apparent’ syndrome, which appears to have affected others who have written about their relationship” with Gurdjieff. Yet Nicoll did say that he thought he was the “subtype” of Gurdjieff, in contrast to Ouspensky’s dry, professorial manner, and so in a sense he was in some way emulating the master.8

Yet Nicoll was actually quite the opposite of the spiritual megalomaniac. His problem was not one of becoming puffed up with self-importance and a sense of mystical destiny. It was more one of emptying out, of self-effacement and humility to what seems an inhibiting degree.

Why do I say this? Perhaps this may help. When I came across a reference by Nicoll to Franz Kafka’s novel The Castle as an example of Work literature, I was at first surprised.9 Early in his career, Nicoll analyzed the poet Edwin Muir, who translated the novel. Nicoll wasn’t given to reading novels, and what he did read was more or less what used to be called middlebrow; this at least is the impression one gets from Pogson’s book and the jottings about his reading that turn up here and there in his diaries. His favourite book was Boswell’s Life of Samuel Johnson, a choice that suggests Nicoll’s own preference for talking over writing.

Kafka’s writings, like those of Samuel Beckett, have always struck me as exhibiting the height of paralysis, if I can put it this way. They both have a genius for it. The cramped, claustrophobic atmosphere of Kafka’s world, with an anonymous authority issuing arbitrary edicts, leaving his characters the helpless victims of some inscrutable law, seems the furthest thing from the vivid sense of freedom and unknown possibilities, of the immediate potentials of life, that I associate with “self-remembering,” the awakened state of consciousness aimed at by the Work. In Kafka’s universe, life has no unknown possibilities, except those of frustration, guilt, and suffering; Kafka seems never to have experienced the “all is good” insight that is the essence of any “awakening.” We know he rejected his life work, and we have his friend Max Brod to thank for disobeying his request and not destroying his manuscripts.

Why would Nicoll feel an affinity with a writer who felt defeated by life from the start? But then I remembered that Gurdjieff taught a variant of Plato’s myth of the cave. He said that we are in prison, something the ancient Gnostics, of whom Nicoll was fond, said as well. What does a man in prison want to do? Escape. Is this why Gurdjieff told Nicoll that esotericism, that is, the system, was a “rope?” Did he know that what Nicoll wanted most was a way out? Of what? In order to answer that question, we must turn to the time-body of Maurice Nicoll and see what it has to tell us.

HENRY MORRIS DUNLOP NICOLL, to give his full name, was born not long after midnight on July 19, 1884, in the Free Church Manse in Kelso, Scotland. Astrologically, this made him a Cancer. Such characters are known for their compassion, sensitivity, intuition, and optimism, traits not difficult to see in Nicoll. But they are also given to moodiness and a certain dreaminess. Nicoll was ruled by the Moon, which accounts for his intuition, but also by Neptune, which makes for a strong imagination and an attraction to all things spiritual. In fact, the imagination of such characters is so strong, that reality can often pale by comparison. The danger here is that one can resort to the imagination in order to escape from reality. Whether these reflections on Nicoll’s general astrological makeup, taken at random from different sources, are in any way accurate, is debatable. But the friction between imagination and reality will certainly play a large part in his life.

Nicoll’s father was the Reverend William Robertson Nicoll (1851–1923), of the Presbyterian Scottish Free Church, who was knighted in 1909 by King Edward VII, presumably for his literary work but more likely because of his long support for the Liberal Party. His mother, who would die when Nicoll was only ten, was Isa Dunlop. In later years he would speak to his students of her beauty and gentleness. Nicoll inherited the aesthetic, artistic side of his character from his mother; she was a musician and taught him to play the violin. His father remarried a few years after Nicoll’s mother’s death. Nicoll liked his stepmother, Catharine Pollard, although in later years he would voice some reservations about the company she kept and the kind of life they led, but the loss of his mother at an early age not surprisingly affected him deeply. It may be that the pursuit of a kind of “inner goddess,” at least through the avenue of his imagination, that occupied Nicoll for many years, as evidenced in the “dream diaries,” had its roots in the loss of this source of unconditional acceptance. That Nicoll needed such acceptance—who doesn’t?—and that he didn’t receive it, at least not in sufficient quantities, supplies the emotional and psychological backdrop to his early life.

Nicoll did not have much chance to get to know the world he was born into, although in later years he would return to the manse for holidays. (Nicoll’s father had bought the place for his father, who had been the minister before him, so it stayed in the family.) From a description of the place, it sounds rather like the kind of environment in which Nicoll would spend his formative years. It was a tiny, cozy house crammed top to bottom with books.10 Collecting books was an obsession of Rev. Harry Nicoll, William’s father, and the 17,000 volumes that filled the Manse were bought at the expense of his children’s health. The “Chinese obsession with paper” that William Nicoll saw in his father meant that he and his siblings practically starved; everything went to books, and there was no money left for food. Maurice Nicoll did not starve—hardly—but whether by design or accident, the house he would grow up in, although considerably larger, was similarly furnished.

A year and a half after Nicoll’s birth, his father had to give up the ministry because of health. The tuberculosis that would eventually kill him was already a problem, and no doubt early malnutrition was a likely factor. He was advised to move south, and he and the family did. They first went to Dawlish on the Devon coast, then to Upper Norwood, in South London. Finally the Nicolls landed in Hampstead, North London, once a green, leafy, hilly suburb that has since been absorbed by the city.

It’s curious that someone suffering a lung complaint would move to London for their health; by the 1950s, the pollution levels in London were so high that it gained the nickname “the big smoke.” But in the 1880s, Hampstead would have been practically the countryside. A walk today on Hampstead Heath, a large area of uncultivated land, with fields of heather, gorse, and wild grass, over which the poet Keats and the painter Constable wandered, can give an idea of what Nicoll’s new neighbourhood would have been like when the family arrived in 1889 and moved into their new home, Bay Tree Lodge, Frognal.* This was the gaslit London of Sherlock Holmes, Jack the Ripper, Madame Blavatsky, and Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. In fact, for a brief time, Robert Louis Stevenson, who wrote the classic tale of man’s twin but warring souls, lived not far from the Nicoll home.11

Nicoll’s father’s exile from the ministry and move to London proved an excellent decision. He lived for several more years than may have been expected had he remained in Scotland and continued eating a Scottish diet, or so at least Nicoll thought.12 But he also started a new career, one that brought more success and prestige than he could have dreamed of had he remained in Kelso. William Robertson Nicoll had a literary bent, something his son and daughter—Nicoll’s older sister Constance—would show evidence of too. But although according to Nicoll his father “looked like a poet,” and even “was a poet”—as were his sisters, who wrote poetry—the Presbyterianism he grew up in had made its mark; it had, in fact, “ruined” him, as it would also damage Nicoll.13 William’s literary talent was commandeered by his faith, and he would become one of the most influential religious and political thinkers and analysts of his time. With help from the publisher Hodder and Stoughton, Nicoll established the British Weekly. He was also the editor of the Exposition and the Bookman, and it was not long before he became one of the most famous men of letters of his day—a literary animal that, in our overly specialized times, seems to have become extinct, or is at least on its way there.

Nicoll’s earliest memories though, were not of the literary and political world of his father, although to be sure, this would soon come to dominate life at Bay Tree Lodge. Nicoll’s teacher, Ouspensky, claimed to have remarkably vivid memories of his earliest days; he could, he said, recall a trip down the Moscow River when he was three, with the boats gliding by, the smell of tar, the hills, deep forest, and a monastery. Ouspensky believed that young children could recall their previous recurrence, and that as they grow older these memories fade. Ouspensky himself tells us that when his mother took him to school for the first time, she got lost in the long corridors trying to find the headmaster’s office. Neither of them had been in the building before, but Ouspensky told her the way, even mentioning some steps leading to a window from which they could see the office. He was correct. On another occasion, when he was even younger, Ouspensky was taken to some site outside of Moscow; he said that it wasn’t as it had been on his previous visit, some years earlier. Memory was important to Ouspensky, even before he had heard of “self-remembering,” the essential aim of the Fourth Way.

One result of Ouspensky’s memories of his past recurrence—if indeed this is what his remarkably vivid memories were—is that, as he told Nicoll, he “saw what life was like” from early on. Ouspensky told Nicoll that as a child, he didn’t have the same interests as other children, and that a kind of seriousness about life was with him from the start. Nicoll, who didn’t remember his past recurrence, was a more “normal” child, and so it took him longer to see what “life was like.”

And what was life like? To Ouspensky, life in general was made up of “obvious absurdities” that for some reason no one noticed, except himself and his sister; the phrase came from a picture book called Obvious Absurdities that the two would look at as children, with illustrations of a cart with square wheels, or a man carrying a house on his back. What struck the young Ouspensky and stayed with him throughout his life is that these picture-book absurdities were just like ordinary things in everyday life, which was made up of similar absurdities. His later experiences “only strengthened this conviction.”14 With such a perspective, it isn’t surprising that Ouspensky would be attracted to Gurdjieff’s teaching, which promised a way of getting free of these absurdities, of getting out of “life.”*

Nicoll might not have remembered his previous recurrence and so not known as early as Ouspensky what “life was like.” But soon enough the feeling would come to him that, if nothing else, it was a trap and he needed to escape from it. Throughout his life, “life” was something about which Nicoll would remain wary and uncertain.

The early memories he did have were of a gentler character. He told Beryl Pogson that one of his earliest memories was of going fishing while on holiday at the Old Manse. Nicoll also remembered a sundew plant that ate flies—a Venus flytrap. He had memories of mosses and asphodels, and of drawing and painting these; along with music, Nicoll’s knack for illustration was something else that he inherited from his mother. There was also a velvet suit and a pair of scratchy socks.

Yet he was not to be spared the cruel lesson we all must face: that whatever it may be, life isn’t fair. A boy who lived next door so enjoyed a toy steam engine of Nicoll’s that when the unsuspecting innocent allowed him to play with it, he wouldn’t give it back. According to Pogson he took the injustice stoically. “All through his life,” she wrote, “he was to lose his possessions continually, and to accept each loss without taking action.”15

This attitude of detachment is not one we usually associate with young children, and one suspects Nicoll reacted with a bit more indignation. But in later life he was known for giving away presents practically as soon as he received them; how the givers felt about this is unclear. And an increasing interest in coincidences or what the Austrian biologist Paul Kammerer, a “collector of coincidences,” called “seriality,” when things of a like character, unconnected in any causal way, seemed to happen in a “cluster,” led him to note when he would lose similar kinds of things in a row.16

But most of Nicoll’s early memories centered around his father and the important people who made up his friends, colleagues, and acquaintances. William Robertson Nicoll seems to have been a highly dominant character, what we would call an alpha male. The admiration and respect that Nicoll felt for him were sincere, but they came with an admixture of “awe amounting to fear.”17 Nicoll found his father and his prestigious friends—Winston Churchill, Lloyd George, Lord Asquith among them—overpowering, so much so that he developed a stammer. He would later overcome it with help from Jung, but for much of his early life it was a handicap.

His father would hold court from his bedroom, where he would dictate to his secretaries while still in bed, surrounded by newspapers, manuscripts, and cats. The family was always worried that Father would set the house on fire; he was an inveterate chain-smoker, and there was always concern that, with so much paper around—“haystacks” of it—a forgotten cigarette would spark a blaze. Another important room in the house was the library, which was on the top floor and from whose windows one could see the Surrey Hills to the south. Here William carried on the family tradition and gathered a collection of some 25,000 books, part of which were 100 editions of the Greek New Testament, inherited from his father. Whatever professional exegetes may think of Nicoll’s reading of the Gospels, he certainly had a solid grounding in the literature.

Part of his father’s prolific output included the highly popular “Claudius Clear” articles, relating his latest readings, interests, and other musings. But William Robertson Nicoll’s metier was religion, the Scots Presbyterianism that according to his son ruined him. He wrote an enormous amount about it. I suspect it is little read these days, and what is of central interest here is that Nicoll Senior’s approach to scripture was the exact opposite of the one his son would spend decades trying to express. Suffice it to say that Nicoll’s father took the word of the Bible literally, as many fundamentalists do today. Nicoll would reject this and argue that the true meaning of the Gospels can only be found by reading them symbolically, that is, as an expression of esoteric knowledge. In many ways, and even against his own desires, the son echoed the father; after all, the Psychological Commentaries can be seen as Fourth Way sermons. But in this regard, they were antipodes.

But such subtleties would come later. The first effect the religion of his father had on Nicoll was to put in him the fear of the devil. This took precedent over the love of God. Nicoll spent much of his childhood in fear. “I was brought up,” he told his group, “with the sense that only the conviction of sin was important.”18 For him, religion meant sin, and the awareness of one’s propensity for it, and the watchfulness necessary to avoid it. Nicoll grew to hate this kind of religion. Yet is it too much to see here a pre-echo of another kind of watchfulness that would occupy Nicoll in later life, when sin became, as it is in the original Greek, “missing the mark,” that is, the failure to achieve the change of mind, or metanoia, that was needed to awaken in the esoteric sense? Perhaps. But what this awareness of his sinfulness induced in the young Maurice was a deep sense of his unworthiness, or, as we would say today, low self-esteem.

Late in life he told his group at Great Amwell House that “Sitting in Church as a boy and looking around at the congregation, I used to think that I did not really want to go heaven with such worthy people.” They may belong there, but not his sinful self. But he knew that if he remained a Christian he would have to accompany them past the pearly gates.19 This created a “difficulty” in his mind, “one of those strange early difficulties one is aware of perhaps all of one’s life but does not mention.”

The difficulty, which Nicoll does not explain directly, may have been the dim recognition that if Christianity meant what he saw in the “good faces” of the congregation, then either he did not belong with them, or it was not real Christianity,20 which naturally raises the question of what “real” Christianity is. If Christ’s teachings were not about what he saw going on in church, then what were they about? Many people brought up under the puritanism that Nicoll endured recover from its effects by rejecting religion all together. Nicoll instead wanted to escape the false religion of his father and to discover what Christ was really saying.

The young Nicoll took his religion seriously. It “really mattered” to him.21 This seriousness later led him to say that he didn’t claim to be a Christian, because one becomes a Christian by being “born of the spirit,” and Nicoll must have felt that he hadn’t had this second birth yet, although it was the aim of his esoteric practice and interpretation of the Gospels.22 Early on he had a profound moment when he realized he held a deep love for Christ.23 At an Easter service, hearing the story of Peter’s betrayal, Nicoll felt a powerful conviction that he would never betray or deny Christ, no matter what, a vow that would be sorely tested and briefly found wanting by his experiences in World War I. As it was, the Sunday services he attended as a boy were for him such an ordeal that in later life Sundays would always seem dreary and depressing.

We can guess the source of Nicoll’s sense of unworthiness from an experience he had on the first day of his Latin class, at the college preparatory school he attended in Hampstead. His age at the time is uncertain; the context suggests that he was around nine or ten years old. Because of his stutter, Nicoll hated to be asked questions in class, and this time was no exception. It seemed as if the headmaster zeroed in on him. The headmaster looked at him and asked, “What is sex?”

A tough enough question for anyone at any age, but for the young Nicoll it was a shock. The headmaster, of course, meant what is sex, that is, gender, grammatically, but the young boy, new to the class and conscious of his stammer, didn’t know that. Pogson writes that Nicoll told his group that at that moment he thought the headmaster had “seen into his young, dark, and secret soul” and that the awe and terror of the moment “always remained in his mind.”24 Nicoll managed to control himself and master his stammer enough to answer honestly that he didn’t know. Some of his classmates giggled and the headmaster moved on, but for Nicoll it was a moment that stayed with him. Why?

What did he think the headmaster might see in his “young, dark, and secret soul” that so terrified him? One suggestion is offered by the essay found among the collection of papers containing his dream diaries, mentioned in the introduction. “Unclean Thoughts,” written sometime after Nicoll had set up in practice, is a remarkable document. In it Nicoll penetrates into some of the deepest and darkest aspects of not only his own sexuality, which was a lifelong concern, but, to my mind, of male sexuality itself. “Ever since I was a boy,” Nicoll writes, “my mind has been occupied with what uncleanness meant.”25 He writes that he heard things being said: “She is a clean woman,” or “Although he is queer in his ideas he is quite clean,” or “There is nothing unclean about him,” or “He is a clean man.”26 (Conversely we have all heard of “dirty old men.”) Such things made him wonder if he was clean, and he soon came to the conclusion that he was not. Why?

Because he found himself “full of unclean thoughts,” and he couldn’t understand other people “because I fancied they never had unclean thoughts as I had continually,” and so they must have been different from him. They were “fine and wholesome and clean,” and this left him with “a constant feeling that I was strange and unusual and not normal,” a notion not unfamiliar to adolescents, and which Poe captures in his poem “Alone,” and which as a young reader I found echoed in Kafka’s Metamorphosis.27

Nicoll’s unclean thoughts “always centered on women,” and were always involved with his feeling for religion. How much this was so for the young boy asked a question about the place of gender in Latin is debatable, but it was certainly true of his older self. Nicoll discovered that he felt an “excessive impulse at times toward religion,” that he couldn’t understand, except that it seemed that the “unclean thoughts and the religious impulse seemed the same thing.” Although this seemed “quite wrong and impossible,” nevertheless, it was so. Nicoll writes: “The cravings I felt arising from my unclean thoughts and desires and the tremendous momentary impulse toward a life other than conventional life, that I felt strongly as religion, seemed inextricably interwoven and hopelessly contradictory.”28

This last sentence needs to be read a few times and thoroughly assimilated, as it is the key to the inner struggle Nicoll engaged in for decades, between the demands of his sexuality and his aspirations to the “second birth.” It suggests to me that what Nicoll is talking about here is the desire for the forbidden, or, as we might say today, the “transgressive,” that is a powerful element in male sexual desire. As Nicoll rightly points out, this is in some strange way related to the mystical or religious impulse, the “tremendous momentary impulse” toward some way of living other than “conventional life.” How is this so? We will return to this question later. Suffice it to say here that the mystical and the sexual impulses are both attracted to the “unknown” and the possibility of penetrating it. And it can be said that the power and certainty of the sexual orgasm is closely related to the same sense of “Of course!” that accompanies mystical insight. Both raise us above our ordinary selves, our limited egos, as we are temporarily gripped by some power seemingly outside us.

BUT NOT EVERYTHING WAS DARK and terrifying in the Nicoll household. There was Connie, his sister, described as “very clever, a real booklover,” with whom he played and whom he scared with a kind of mechanical spider he had made. Nicoll was handy with mechanical things and with the new power, electricity, that was just then coming into common use. He had a den in which he carried out experiments with electricity and chemicals, and he rigged electric bells throughout the house; he was also good at photography and mending toys. Like Gurdjieff, the young Nicoll was a handy Mr. Fix-It, and this talent came to good use when he set up his Work communities where, again like Gurdjieff, he would set out to repair broken machines: his students.

This hands-on technical talent was lost on his father; he described Nicoll at thirteen as “stupid” and “slow at his lessons.” To his stepmother he was “handsome, smiling, friendly . . . small for his age and not over strong.” He was a “dear boy,” though, mostly because he was obedient. If told he could ride his bicycle only up to a certain spot, Maurice would do just that, and turn around.29 In later life, Nicoll regretted that he hadn’t crossed the line more often. Eventually he would, but it would take some time.

The most important moment of Nicoll’s early life again happened in school, and we can say that it set him on his life’s work. At thirteen, Nicoll starting attending Aldenham, a boarding school not far from Hampstead. Here the musical side of his character that he inherited from his mother came out. He sang in the choir, and was a soloist at St. Albans Cathedral. But a single moment at the new school marked a break with everything that had gone before. Later, telling his group about his loathing for the kind of Christianity he was being forced to swallow, the “gloomy business” about sin and continence, the weight of guilt, which induced in him a state of perpetual fear and anxiety, he shared with them the moment he first felt free of the “power of external life,” the vortex of events he wished to escape.30

It happened in class while discussing the parables in the Gospels. Nicoll remembered the setting vividly: it was a moment of “self-remembering.” The headmaster sat in front of the class, and Nicoll recalled his “scholarly, thin face, the nervous habits of twitching his mouth and jerking his hands.”31 The young Nicoll was put off by what he knew of the Old Testament, which presented a “violent, jealous, evil, accusing” God. The New Testament was less violent, but it’s meaning was in no way clearer. Nicoll could not understand what Christ was saying in the parables, and it seemed that no one else knew or even cared to know. Summoning up the same effort he had made to answer his Latin teacher, Nicoll controlled his stammer and asked the headmaster what one of the parables meant. The answer, Nicoll wrote, “was so confused that I actually experienced my first moment of consciousness.”32 This consisted of the sudden insight that “no one knew anything,” that is, anything of any real value. Certainly not the headmaster. They were in exactly the same position as he was. Even worse: in “Unclean Thoughts,” Nicoll remarks that “someone must know,” yet he discovered that a “droopingly moustached, large, bland, tweedy” uncle with a lisp, thought to be some kind of authority, was even more ignorant than he was.33 Nicoll said that it was from that moment of insight into the ignorance of others, that he began to think for himself.*

The second revelation to come from this insight was that “no one knew what I was thinking,” which must have come as some relief to a boy worried that the “unclean thoughts” lurking in his “dark and secret soul” were apparent to Latin headmasters. The liberating effect of knowing that his headmaster knew nothing, convinced Nicoll that the revulsion he felt toward his father’s religion was justified. It also established in him a conviction that would stay throughout his life: that in essence, our true life, that is our inner one, is invisible.34 For Nicoll this meant that our real life is not in outer events, but in inner states. This “authentic perception” of “the only source of real knowledge” would lay in Nicoll’s soul like a seed, germinating over many years.

It’s unclear if Nicoll engaged in any discussions with his father about his insight. One suspects that if he had, William Robertson Nicoll would have rejected his son’s doubts over the meaning of the Gospels, and would have corrected him about the character of the God of the Old Testament. There is a parallel here with Jung’s relation with his father, who was a Protestant clergyman, as Nicoll’s father had been, and the clashes the two had over religion. Jung’s increasingly inquiring mind was met by his father’s bald refusal to debate any religious issue, banking on a tenacious grip on a faith that in truth he no longer had. We might also mention that Swedenborg’s father, who was eventually made a bishop, also held very strict and literal views on Scripture, and held himself up as an exemplar of the true Christian life, with an unselfconsciousness that for our sensibilities can come across as self-parody. Swedenborg’s father gave his children copies of his 1,012-page-long autobiography as instruction books on how to live a spotless life. Nicoll’s father seems not to have been quite so satisfied with himself as a paragon of virtue, although he did subscribe to the Protestant work ethic—which his son also accepted—and did suggest that his worldly success was a sign of approval from higher up. If people did well in this life, it surely must be a sign that they are doing something right. In different ways, Nicoll, Jung, and Swedenborg had to overcome the faith of their fathers in order to discover a faith that each would devote their lives to communicating to their followers.

IN 1903, NICOLL HEADED to Caius College, Cambridge, with thoughts of becoming an engineer. He had
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