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CHRISTOPHER: A POEM BY DOUGLAS BEARDSLEY: 

MEETING INFERIOR ASPECTS OF THE PSYCHE 

[WITH AN AFTER-WORD ON THE CREATIVE PROCESS]
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David Johnston
ABSTRACT

In this paper, I study a poem, Christopher, by Douglas Beardsley from a Jungian perspective.  Following Jung, my basic assumption is that images are life.   By treating the series of images as if they were a dream and understanding their symbolic nature, one can, therefore, see the psychological forces at play in the poet's life, at least during the time he was engaged in writing this poem.  This is what I do by way of amplifying on the images, in addition to commenting on some aspects of the nature of the individuation process.  The poem is evidently about encountering inferior aspects of the psyche, particularly inferior extraverted feeling and sensation.  I also show how this poem has kinship with the ancient tradition of alchemy and that it, at least partially, fulfils the requirements of a meditative process promoted by Jung, which he calls active imagination.  What I don't do is discuss the merits of the poem as poetry, another matter altogether. For this revision, however, I do add an after-word on the creative process.

CHRISTOPHER: A POEM BY DOUGLAS BEARDSLEY:

MEETING INFERIOR ASPECTS OF THE PSYCHE

[WITH AN AFTER-WORD ON THE CREATIVE PROCESS]

Introduction

Although the lover of poetry may appreciate Christopher as a poem, one cannot help but be perplexed by a discontinuous series of images that tax one's understanding (Appendix).  Outside of the poem's straight poetic value, one experiences a profusion of seemingly inexplicable and contradictory images and events which, to the rational mind, make little or no sense at all.  Appealing to C.G. Jung's (1974, p.180) observation that "concepts are coined and negotiable values; images are life," one comes to realise that Christopher is not only a poem but also an imagistic expression of a real contemporary life.

Although Christopher is about life, it is in particular about the confrontation between an unprepared and perplexed ego and the unconscious.  Let us begin then by understanding this poem as a slice of life, regarding the different experiences and images as genuine expressions of the vicissitudes of feelings, impulses, attitudes, and states of mind.  For most people, experiencing these kinds of images and seeing their relationship to life does not take place as they live too much in a one-sided, over rational and linear fashion, without connection to the unconscious with its flow of images, ideas, sensations and feelings.  By turning inwards to the unconscious, however, similar experiences will be realised through dreams and, if one has developed the genuine faculty of imagination, through fantasy.  With the right attitude, along with these experiences, one can gain consciousness of life and self-knowledge. 

This poem is, in fact, a product of spontaneous fantasy, dreams and real life occurrences that the poet, Douglas Beardsley, has skilfully woven into a poetic tapestry.  Above all it is a reflection of an intense personal relationship.  There is logic to the poem, not that of the intellect, however, but logic of the psyche, one that encompasses both the conscious as well as the unconscious.   The symbolic meaning of the poem can be unravelled, at least in part, by treating the poem as if it were a series of symbolic events, that is to say, reading it like a dream.

At this point, I feel a need to warn the reader that an intellectual decoding of the poem is only meant to be help in gaining a sense of coherence and meaning out of this poetic experience.  This does not exclude the necessity of letting oneself go with the poem all the way, as it were, with one’s own aesthetic evaluation of the incidents described and relating to the poem as a poem.  Indeed, in my experience, studying the poem from a Jungian perspective can actually reinforce the value one derives from appreciating such a poem.   Needless to say, the poem stands entirely on its own merit with regards to its poetic value, which has nothing to do with this discussion. 

Discussion

In verse I, the reader meets Christopher, the hero of the poem who, being


"…no different from the rest of us [,]"

can be more or less equated to the conscious ego or, perhaps, something like the dream ego which generally carries similar beliefs and values, which in the Western world is of heroic proportions; striving, willing, planning, conquering and ambitious.  In the case of the poet, not unexpectedly, these heroic strivings are very much tied up with making

                                            "………..himself


immortal


through the offspring


of his


imagination [,]" 

which is to say become famous through his poetry, at least posthumously, and/or write poetry that has lasting value .  Although Christopher may be equated to the heroic ego, the fact that it has been given an image allows the poet to potentially objectify and distance himself from this heroic identification, which is a great help in detachment.

Although Beardsley informs me that he did not consciously choose the name for this reason, Christopher is, in fact, an unusually apt name for our protagonist.  Not only does the name mean "Christ bearer," but also St. Christopher is reputed to be the patron saint of travellers (Ames, 1974).  Like the Greek trickster Hermes, Christopher who, legend tells us, carried the baby Jesus across the river, is a guide of souls to the other side, to the world of the non-ego.  St. Christopher, it is also interesting to note, originally served the Titans, linking him to a more primal world, which was repressed with the advent of Judaism and then Christianity.

The contemporary ego, which identifies with such a figure, is inflated beyond measure in its belief that it carries the Christ child by taking on the burdens of God.  The ancient Greeks called this hubris, which can be translated as pride or arrogance, but which may more poignantly be expressed as acting God-like.  Indeed, are we not reminded on a daily basis of how the wilful Western ego has replaced the will of God?  A major psychological and spiritual task for contemporary people is to detach from such an heroic ego, while allowing the psyche to speak for itself and, God willing [Deo- concedente] and with conscious participation, the real role of the ego, tread the path inwardly back through the ages to the more primal psyche, allowing it to live, albeit in a conscious way.   

As guide of souls and freed from ego identification, Christopher may eventually take us back to this hinterland in the psyche, his original home.  As it is now Christopher, or the conscious ego, experiences life as nothing but a meaningless

"series of folios…"


[until]



"… a grey lady


takes his hand


[and]
pulls him


from the water 


where the broken pieces

of his lance


float downstream


like disconnected


stanzas [.]"

The penetrating intuitive mind, as symbolized by the lance, is shattered, that is to say in a state of chaos, and therefore of little help at the moment.  Christopher has, however, met the grey lady, an anima figure that, for a man, is the personification and link to the unconscious.  Not only does she help him out of the stream of life that he is currently in, but also she will undoubtedly put to test an overly narrow approach to life.

Yet, as the poet notes:

"his shield


a life preserver 


                           [is still]
strapped to his back [.]"

The shield is a defence against an open, receptive attitude to life that, for a vulnerable ego, may sometimes be a necessary protection against destructive experiences.  Yet, since the shield is strapped to his back, the extent and root causes of some defensive reactions are not yet conscious.  This lack of consciousness is the reason for compulsive defensive reactions, which close the ego to many life experiences.

A great merit of this poem, at least from a psychological perspective, is that the images arise in a direct and spontaneous fashion, truthful to the rhythm of life, now light, now dark, now friendly, now sinister, now anxious, now restful, now chaotic, now dismal and confusing.  The unconscious is trying to impress upon the ego to accept its rhythm, to allow life to live freely, not irresponsibly, however, but responsibly and consciously.  To go along with this will potentially bring about a transformation of life, as the light of consciousness penetrates the repressed and presently murky regions of the unconscious.

Thus, in verse 3, the ego now experiences everything


"as a variation


on the awakening light [.]"

With the help of the anima or grey lady, life at first appears to take on a brighter hue and potential for more consciousness with "the awakening light."  But,


"…the rolling hills

                                            ...................

                                           …make the horizon pure


hallucination


& the sea


the possibilities


offered in


spending


one’s life


courting


that [.]"

Thanks to the anima our hero has entered an area that is foreign to him and accordingly of an inferior nature.   What he sees on "the horizon," therefore, appears to the ego as "pure hallucination" and the sea, which is to say the unconscious, is full of unknown and dubious "possibilities."  The function of consciousness that sees possibilities, here under the sea and unconscious, is the intuition.  Extraverted intuition sees possibilities unfolding in the world whereas introverted intuition is the function that drives the imagination, relating to possibilities in the inner world of images.   As an imaginative poet who also likes ideas, with emphasis on likes, the superior and first auxiliary functions are probably respectively, introverted feeling, the evaluative function and intuition, the function which drives the imagination. Although Beardsley is intensely interested in ideas he is not an original thinker, rather appreciating ideas worked out by others, and is therefore not a thinking type. The extraverted attitude along with all the four extraverted functions of consciousness, thinking, sensation, intuition and feeling, accordingly, lay in the unconscious.  Typically, for an introverted feeling type, one refers to extraverted thinking as the inferior function.  However all the four functions of consciousness in the opposite attitude, here extraversion, are, in fact, relatively unconscious.  Indeed the same function in the opposite attitude, in this case extraverted feeling, is the most inferior aspect of the psyche (von Franz, 1993a).  

In fact, the anima is contaminated with the poet's inferior functions and attitude and that is the inner worlds to which she connects him.  Moreover, experiences of the inferior aspects of the psyche come with considerable emotion and potentially link one to the collective unconscious and the Self.  In the meantime, however, without being firmly connected to ego consciousness, in this case, realistic extraverted possibilities and consciousness of feeling evaluation in relationships can, indeed, appear to be "pure hallucination."

The journey of conscious individuation, however, eventually requires a sacrifice of one’s superior nature, perhaps here introverted thinking, the function of consciousness that tells one what is, following the rules of a mental logic, with introverted intuition as the primary auxiliary function. The goal of life is not to become one-sidedly perfect or, as the poet says,  "make himself immortal through the offspring of [the] imagination," but rather to become complete, so the other sides of the personality now repressed and inferior, become conscious as well (Sharp, 1987).  

Having noted that, it is important to realise that it is psychologically dangerous to leap from the superior functions of consciousness to an inferior function and attitude, which is extraverted for an introvert (von Franz, 1993).  The appropriate way is more gradual and involves first an integration of auxiliary functions here, in addition to intuition, probably introverted sensation, the function of consciousness which registers the reality of what is, then the inferior function, probably extraverted thinking, the function of consciousness which, using the laws of reason, brings judgment to bear on the situation one finds oneself in.  In the case of our poet, it seems that he inadvertently found himself suddenly catapulted into the inferior side of his personality with all the attending lack of consciousness and consequent frustrations and feelings of inadequacy.  

Although life for Christopher takes on some light of consciousness, the need for conscious sacrifice is not recognised, at least not yet.  Meanwhile, verse 5 brings in another enantiodromia, which is to say change into the opposite as Christopher


"halfway between


daylight and dream


… is sure of nothing [.]"

Christopher now finds himself in a confusing, ambivalent, unfocussed state of mind, a sure sign that a feminine influence is being felt and the inferior side of his psyche has been activated, affecting his heroic masculine world view.

This understanding is confirmed as we read further that there is


"… deep pain


in the left side 


[and a]
thin red line


etched by a scarlet


fingernail [.]"…

Thus in the unconscious, represented by the left side, Christopher is suffering deep pain, thanks to an encounter with Eros and the realisation of questionable passions, symbolized by the "thin red line etched by a scarlet fingernail."  The scarlet colour does not suggest purity in love but rather one tinged with lust, generally defended against by conventional morality.

In addition there is


"… at the foot


of the bed a candle


burning & Christopher


inside that yellow flame [,]"

the light of which illuminates


"disembodied shapes


in the kingdom of shadows


[while]
he fears


… the darkness


beyond the burning [.]”

The dark unconscious is now being lit up, which means it is becoming conscious to the ego, as Christopher sees  'the disembodied shapes" which populate "the kingdom of shadows,” the land of the non-ego.  As Jung (1970, p. 265) tirelessly insists, self-knowledge does not come “by imagining figures of light,” but by lighting up the unconscious.  It is, however, understandable especially given the events that are beginning to unfold, that Christopher or the ego fears "the darkness beyond the burning," which is to say what is presently unknown and which lies in the future.

Verse 6 continues this theme as the poet writes that "Christopher’s world has cracks in it," which suggests that the ego’s conscious philosophy of life, along with its attitudes, values and routines, no longer has a solid foundation.  It no longer seems to fit the demands of life,

"& Christopher


is no mason [.]"

In other words he cannot repair the cracks in his world with the means at his present conscious disposal, as the unconscious is forcing its way into the ego’s relatively one-dimensional world.  There is little that Christopher, indeed anybody can do, about such a situation should becoming more conscious be a demand of one’s destiny.  There is little one can do, except that is, taking a responsible attitude to the new demands by ethically integrating them into one’s life and widening one’s perspective, one’s world view.  This does not mean radically discarding a previous philosophy of life, but gradually modifying it with added breadth of understanding and vision. 

Instead, in verse 7 we observe that


"… his shifty eyes


are on guard


because it is


a shifty world.  However


heavy his armour is


it is never heavy enough [.]"

True, it is a shifty world with any number of cross currents of forces, many shadowy and destructive.  One must indeed be wary and protect oneself, yet not at the expense of being closed to life.  Defensive protectiveness can gradually be replaced by a more conscious and cautious attitude, not naive but also open to life, even experiencing obstacles one encounters as grist for consciousness.

In verse 8, suggesting a sense of solitary forlornness, the poet observes that:

[Christopher]           "supports the only tree



in the world [.]"

Here an image poignantly expressing the fact that in the journey of life there are times where it feels lonely, that the Tree of one's Life stands alone and apart. Still, that Christopher is supporting the Tree of Life, rather than the other way around, indicates once again that the heroic ego is inflated and regarded too highly, doing too much, rather than attending to and being supported by one's own nature and self-knowledge.  Indeed, during the individuation process consciously lived, time and time again one must learn to sacrifice the ego to the demands of the Self.  

Those who are genuinely seeking truth in life often feel as if they stand alone in the world.  This is partially a result of the fact that guidance now must come from the Self, found both within and from without, rather than relying on collective wisdom.  Concomitantly, it is also due to the withdrawal of projections from outside people and events.  What formerly was attractive and interesting loses its savour. The result is that there can often be periods of forlornness and depression, of feeling separate and alone in life, the alchemical nigredo and dark night of the soul. 

Today people are too often prescribed medication for depression and one is often better advised to accept and endure such periods, anticipating, however, a new light of consciousness along with a force of transformation that eventually comes.  This is potentially the case with our lonely hero, Christopher, although he is unaware of this possibility.  He is unconscious of this new light of consciousness as


"his backside


pays no attention


to the aureoled sun [.]"

In his present state of mind, Christopher can only feel as if


"his life [is]


a miserable chance


between storms


a stone



slab


telling him



who he is [.]"

Through Christopher’s depression, a still voice, the stone, a symbol of the Self, which is to say one's wholeness responds to his feelings of desolation "telling him who he is," that is to say giving him a sense of identity and purpose to his life.  But the heroic ego does not seem to listen, too involved as it is in its own morbidity.  One often prolongs a sense of misery unnecessarily, as a still inner voice of wisdom speaks; but one pays no heed, preferring self-pity.

In verse 9, one learns that

                     [Christopher] "has been told      



to learn from the turtle [.]"

Learning from the turtle would be the perfect antidote for the one-sided ego identified with the rational mind.  The turtle has been used to symbolize, amongst other things, the spirit of the earth, the female sexual parts, androgyny, and the union of heaven and earth.  Wholeness of being, including receptivity and connectedness to the earthy instincts are the right medicine for the ethereal ego.

The ego’s solution,



"… too many



teachers, too many



books, & never enough time [,]"

is the problem and not the real solution for the distressed Christopher.  Only the instincts of the slow moving turtle can really be of help at this juncture and not a stressful life, with "never enough time," and seeking quick answers. In fact, one of the problems facing people today is the general pressure to speed up life, which results in what can be referred to as "hurry sickness."  There is a psychological need to resist that pressure and, in this case, to become conscious of a function of the Self that transcends the many possible collective answers, that is "too many teachers and [too] many books" on how to conduct one's life.  But the transcendent function, a third position directed from the Self, in this case represented by the turtle, which reconciles the conflicting opposites seems too remote from ego consciousness to be of any help at the moment.  The ego is not yet wide enough to hold the many conflicting viewpoints in conscious awareness and therefore cannot take advantage of the wisdom of the earthy instincts.  Indeed by not containing the opposites, which is only possible for a mature personality, there is again an inevitable enantiodromia.

So the scene changes as Christopher now has


"loving thoughts"

presumably for the grey lady, but she


"looks like


she’s heard it all


before [.]"

The anima, the mediatrix to the unconscious, bringer of both life and death has, of course, heard it all before.  It is rather she who must be obeyed.  A loving attitude, however, along with a healthy respect towards the unconscious can certainly help the ego in first accepting, then integrating her message into consciousness.  The implications to the beleaguered male ego will become more apparent as one reads on, but suffice it to say at this point, amongst other things it means acceptance of the presence of the hag and the Destructive Mother, in other words all those feelings of worthlessness and guilt, fears, insufficiencies, dependencies and turbulent emotions.  One needs to become conscious of these feelings first, along with the implications, in order for these energies to be potentially transformed and/or rejected.  This means paying careful attention to the unconscious in order to become more fully aware of the actual dynamics at play in one's life.

The grey lady now is represented as having regressed to the animal level as   [she] probably 


"nestle[s] in the branches


covered in horse-hair [.]"

The anima that, as always, involves life itself, is now "covered in horse-hair," which suggests she has horse-like instincts, where the horse symbolises the libido, the primordial instinct of life.  The fact that the anima 

"thinks her hair


is ………….


….. silver"

seems to suggest that she believes she is acting wisely, since silver can relate her to the moon and receptivity to feminine wisdom.  However, in these circumstances, being "covered in horse-hair," which she thinks is silver, although   she apparently doesn't know for sure, and "nest[ling] in the branches" is a feeling image of a self-absorbed passivity and feelings of self complacency.  

Verse 11 sees Christopher



"emerg[ing] from the dark woods



of an unknown country [.]"

In other words our hero has emerged from the dark unconscious and now seems to be in a loving state of mind as"

…Winged hearts



like angels, flutter



everywhere [.]"

There seems to be the beginning of awareness about matters of the heart, perhaps the reason for Christopher entering the dark woods of the unconscious in the first place. 

Indeed, there is now



"… a first draft



of some French text [.]"

Although a first draft, it is written in French, the language of love.  Yet English-speaking people are also interested in love and one might expect the final draft to be translated into English, which would enable the English speaking heart to appreciate all the nuances and subtleties of such an important subject.  Indeed love, even human love, as understood by the old alchemists, can potentially provide fuel for a spiritual transformation of the personality.  In the final analysis human love is not merely profane but an expression of the attraction of masculine and feminine archetypal energies seeking union and consciousness.

We also learn that 



"a holy trinity



of forget-me-nots



rests beneath



a rust-coloured gravestone



it takes four men to move."

As it takes four, the number symbolizing wholeness, men to move a "rust-coloured grave-stone," wholeness or truth-of-being come to Christopher’s assistance.  Under the tombstone he discovers "forget-me-nots" that is to say memories, possibly repressed, or perhaps deep memories of being, linking the ego to its archetypal source of Eros and love.  Until now they are rejected or overlooked, as in reality is often the case for this tiny flower, unless one pays close attention.  The rust-coloured gravestone reminds one of the alchemical rust out of which comes truth.   There are tombstone and rust, death and corrosion, which is to say, corrosion and death of old ego attitudes, possibly to find deep eros-related memories, or "forget-me-nots" of the soul, through a movement of truth of being and wholeness.

The poet twice refers to “a holy trinity” in this verse emphasising the unfolding of a potentially sacred love-related principle of order.  The number three represents insight and process, unfolding life, and here it is



“a holy trinity



of forget-me-nots,”

possibly Eros-related, as indicated above.  Yet his wondering what it is like to be



"loved



& in love



the holy trinity



lovingly executed"

may well imply that the process is only a potential, or in its infancy, still a long way from conscious understanding.  Or perhaps it is just a speculative possibility and wish fulfilment. 

Indeed there is once again an enantiodromia as Christopher



"enters a most sinister



terrifying forest [.]"

Presumably this is the domain of the Terrible Mother, a frightening place to find oneself, as one is confronted with overwhelming emotions and feelings of inadequacy, dependency, of guilt and fear.  Indeed he encounters a monster which the poet describes as a


"a female dwarf


covered in furs


with …. [a]


prize fighter’s face


hair like Beethoven’s


udder breasts


lion skins


covering her loins [.]"

She is a sphinx-like beast that, although dangerous and forbidding to contemplate, nevertheless contains something the hero needs.  As this is a hermitage, although it "does not seem welcome," it is presumably a place of introspection and potential insight, albeit frightening and unwelcome to the struggling ego.  At this point one would do well to remember that Perseus, the Greek hero, viewed the Medusa as she was reflected in the mirror as he would otherwise have been petrified with fear to see her terrible face straight on (Hamilton, 1953).  He subsequently cut off her head and out of her body flew Pegasus, the winged horse, sacred to the goddess of inspiration and the muses.  

Although one can profit by becoming aware of the destructive sides of one's personality, to look too closely may at times lead to being petrified and the inhibition of necessary action.  Yet if one can see the dark side with the aid of a reflecting mirror, that is to say with conscious understanding, some creative libido may well be released.  This seems to be the possibility now facing Christopher.

The dwarves, incidentally, when helpful, are known to be indefatigable, creative workers; that is to say they represent creative impulses.  But dwarves are also known to accompany the Death Hag; for example, dwarves often accompany Frau Percht or Frau Holle in Germanic mythology (Herzog, 1983).  Here the monster is both hag and dwarf suggesting the still unconscious nature of the creative psyche.  There is first the need for death of rigid ego attitudes and confrontation with one’s self-destructive nature before the creative psyche will be released.

Denying the reality of the situation, however, verse 13 shows Christopher


"resting on his laurels


choosing not to know [.]"

Death of ego perspective, like real portending death, can first be met with denial and a frightened flight from acceptance of the reality of what is really happening.  Indeed, Christopher is depicted as "choosing not to know," of not accepting of the inevitable.  Over a period of time and through the force of events, there can potentially be acceptance as something new replaces the old. New attitudes, a wider perspective, a more conscious, deeper life and a more fulfilling and realistic philosophy of life are potentially in the offing.  The alternative, continued denial, is a sign of a neuroses and potentially a psychoses.

Meanwhile, verse 14 depicts Christopher 


"on the edge


of a muddy stream [.]"

That is to say, our hero finds himself at a place where the transformative quality of water penetrates and intermingles with the receptive earth.  In other words, the ego can now potentially become aware of a deeper level of reality.

But this requires



"Christopher (to be) decapitated [,]"

which is to say dismembered, with the head being separated from the body. This is a common separatio symbol in alchemy that refers to what C. G. Jung (1974), following the alchemist Gerard Dorn, calls the unio mentalis.  Psychologically, it involves the head or mind being detached from the subtle physical and vital or life bodies, that is to say the appetites, desires and emotions and therefore not being contaminated or influenced by them.  This mental detachment allows for the possibility of gaining discernment and a broadened mental understanding of life.  

Shamans, who go through a period of psychological and spiritual dismemberment as part of their initiatory trials, report an interesting parallel to this phenomenon (Eliade, 1974). They are later re-constituted with the help of crystals, which means with the ability to transmit spiritualised energy, or iron bars, symbolizing mars-like dynamism and strength.  Likewise, in ancient Egyptian mythology, the god Osiris is dismembered by his antagonist Set and finally, after much grief and suffering on the part of his mother, Isis, is re-assembled by her (Monick, 1991).  Isis is the Mother goddess, suggesting that her son, Osiris, has now been re-constructed with spiritual wisdom.  Psychologically, the process of re-integration refers to the ability to make the new insights gained during the period of dismemberment, real and effective in one's life.

In the meantime Christopher meets the grey lady, now a delegate of the Death Hag, looking


"as if she’s spent


the last years of her life


tending bar


in some


dwarf-filled dive,"

reminding us once again of Frau Holle and some of her hangouts.  In verse 15, Christopher enters the grey lady's dim hut, where there still seems to be a spark of life since


"… the red cinders


faintly glow:"

Yet life glows but faintly here, and the only food being offered is


“ . . .grey bread


  . . . . . . . . . . . .


[that]
tastes like burnt toast [,]"

 reminding Christopher of the shepherd [dog] he used to feed with burnt toast.

According to Judeo-Christian tradition bread is the symbol of manna, spiritual food from heaven while, for Christians, during the ritual of the mass, it actually becomes the body of Christ for Catholics or represents it for Protestants.  In the goddess tradition it represents the mystery of the goddess, in this case the mystery of the Death Hag, with the grey bread being her body.  In the same way that one incorporates the body of Christ during the Eucharist, one incorporates the food offered by the Death Hag.  Her food, however, is not life everlasting but "grey bread" that tastes like "black burnt toast," in other words death, depression and decay.  But perhaps the ultimate goal is wisdom and perhaps, too, it involves retrieving the red cinders, the spark of life and creative source, which now seems to be closely guarded by the Death Hag's emissary, the grey lady.

Incorporating food related to the Death Hag means death of ego perspective and the possibility of a concomitant depression.  After a direct confrontation with the destructive side of one’s personality, it is not unusual to feel depressed.  Thus, for Christopher, meeting the grey lady as an aspect of the Death Hag is related to his previous meeting with her as the Terrible Mother.  In psychological terms, they are both expressions of a negative mother complex.

The shepherd dog is also an apt memory association for our hero as, like his brother the wolf and like Anubis the jackal-headed dog of ancient Egypt, he is the guide of souls through the underworld in their journey after death, a shepherd of souls (von Franz, 1986).  Relationship to the dynamic or instinctive dimensions of the psyche represented by the shepherd dog would potentially direct the ego into new hitherto repressed or rejected ways.  This entails the need to listen to the quiet urgings that one so often rejects to one’s psychological misfortune; promptings one may reject because of preference for well paved highways and codes of living rather than a more authentic life.

But why can't one hear this still voice of truth?  The answer today is often because of too much reliance on 



"such clarity


[that]
got him everywhere,"

that is to say the clarity of the rational Apollonic masculine ego that has no place in the dark caves and dim huts of the feminine unconscious, where we now observe that


"the roof cracks


in the masonry


wall may well be


spider webs [.]"

The spider web symbolises variously the mystic centre and the web of creation, the worf and woof of the world in both its good and evil aspects, an emanation of the World Mother.  In Hindu India it is Maya who weaves the web of life through definition and limits which, when disconnected from the Self, is experienced as illusion (Campbell, 1974).  In this poem it is quite apparent that Christopher is thrown into one illusory entanglement after another, some bright and hopeful, some, as more likely in this case, dark and uncertain.

Indeed, perhaps Christopher will now follow a dark labyrinthine path of confusion, chaos and depression, a direction however, he must go as the grey lady, with

 “… upturned


eyes (is) certain to send him on his way [,]"

where "upturned eyes" imply a connection to the beyond and non-ego related concerns.  It is, in fact, wiser to accept the dark periods in one’s life, not fighting them, patiently waiting for the next period of light, which will inevitably come.  In this regard, in verse 16, the poet writes that Christopher would like to have



"a bridge



in his backyard,"

presumably forming a link between the conscious ego and its present values and attitudes and new life enhancing attitudes and values found in the realm of the non-ego.   This potential, however, is still in his "backyard," which is to say in the unconscious.

To his dismay, moreover, he finds that there is no easy passage as


"… This is


no Japanese garden


with exquisite bonsai


and miniature bridge [.]"

Rather, the “bridge” turns out to be


"jagged and crumbling


on both sides [.]" 

We are again presented with images of breakdown and decay as well as those indicating a rough passage.

In the consciously lived individuation process there comes a time when it is paramount to acknowledge the need for death of the old way, along with the construction of a new bridge that encourages easy commerce between the conscious and the unconscious and its demands.  The new bridge is gradually built through years of disciplined and religious attention to the unconscious, ethically relating its demands to conscious living.  Following Jung (as reported in Adler, 1975), by religious attention I mean taking into serious consideration messages from the unconscious and synchronicities or meaningful coincidences.

In verse 17 Christopher



"sees his life



but from behind 


[and]
it looks alright



from the neck down [.]"

Seeing life from behind means the beginnings of awareness, although still with limited consciousness of the dynamics at play.  The fact that it looks "alright from the neck down" suggests that life is beginning to look okay as long as one does not take into consideration the head, which represents the seat of meaning.

Verse 18 gives further confirmation of the confused state of the ego, as Christopher, caught in the negative mother complex and acting in a most unheroic way, stands indecisive and paralysed,


“… not know[ing]


what to do [.]"

His paralysis and "not knowing" is perhaps connected to his visit with the dwarf sphinx-like monster where, unlike the hero Perseus, he may have looked too closely without the aid of a reflecting mirror.   In other words, without the aid of self-reflective understanding or following the guidance of a wise person who has already trod this path and knows something about its pitfalls, one is confused about life and its meaning.

Despite his perplexity, in verse 19, Christopher sets out on his dark path and finds himself


"at the castle


the barbican


a vertical portcullis


that would make


Poe proud [.]"

As Poe wrote about the macabre and dark side of life, presumably "the castle" is where the dark lords preside, that is to say perverse guiding principles and life values that encourage dark impulses of various kinds, the rejected or denied parts of the psyche.  In one’s search for self-knowledge and consciousness, the shadow must also become more conscious, educated, and potentially transformed and gradually allowed more responsible expression in one’s life.  The shadow can be many things depending upon the individual's conscious orientation, attitudes, values and life experiences.  It ranges from the personal shadow and unlived life to the universal shadow, the dark side of God, at least the dark side of God in manifestation.  The shadow side of God, too, must be redeemed and redemption comes through increased human consciousness and, at least until one's way is illuminated by direct connection to a higher spiritual reality involving love, ethical deliberation regarding life and life decisions.

From there, in verse 20, the scene shifts back to the anima, who is now disturbed and anxious, representing the state of Christopher’s unconscious emotions, as she is pictured as a 




"…. Distraught




lady, [wearing a] torn dress,


[and with]
one upturned breast [.]"

His feelings are in this condition presumably because of his recent meeting with the shadow and the general confusion in his life.

In verse 21, the geography of Christopher’s soul now includes a territory like Italy, presumably representing his emotional life, where the anima, or Christopher’s unconscious feelings, are in a state of disarray, "in a ragged dress," fired with anxiety, "with a flaming head," and hysteria, "singing, nay screeching"--all an indication that the unconscious is in a state of emotional upheaval to the point that even sleep and the ego’s peace of mind is being disturbed.  In particular 



"The owner



of the tower,"

that is to say the conscious vigilant mind living in "the tower," cut off and high above the earth, is now being affected by the highly charged state of the emotions and the unconscious.

The bewildered Christopher now tries to understand the disturbing feelings that are beginning to trouble him, as he 



"consults



his Oxford



English Dictionary [.]"

He would be better advised to consult his Italian dictionary, which is written in the language of his emotions, and then translate it into English to be assimilated to consciousness.  In other words, his emotions are presently speaking a foreign language to him and, as such, he must try to understand them in their language, not the language closest to consciousness, the language of the Apollonic ego.  In fact, it is the inferior functions that come laden with heavy emotions, in this case related to the extraverted attitude. 

In verse 22, a potential change in attitude is in the offing as


[Christopher]
"shifts his feet



shifting



perspective



seeing …



…



the world



tilted a little



to the left [.]"

It seems that he is now willing to look more consciously into the unconscious represented by "the left." There, Christopher sees



"two men



fighting, swords



that weigh too much



angle toward the earth [.]"

In other words there seems to be inner conflict and opposing viewpoints, as two sharp dissecting swords of the intellect cross, fighting each other.  The swords, however, are too heavy suggesting that the airy intellect alone cannot solve the conflict facing our hero.  It seems that the needful at this moment is a good rooting of the sword-like intellect or inferior thinking onto the earth, the direction to which the swords are drawn, in other words, a more realistic assessment of the situation.

The penetrating intuition, the lance, is of little help in understanding the situation either, given that now he experiences only chaos there, as



"splintered lances



like broken hockey sticks


[are] 
piled high



against the cracked walls [.]"

On the other side of the wall is the unconscious, the barrier to which is apparently breaking down as indicated by the "cracked walls."

Indeed, the long term thrust of the unconscious today is for a greater experience of conscious wholeness and, the superior function, here introverted feeling, along with the first auxiliary function, introverted intuition, are too one-sided.  At least a third function, in this case, introverted sensation and possibly a fourth, here extraverted thinking, are essential in order to solve some of the burdensome and complex problems of contemporary life.  Introverted sensation would bring in more of a realistic orientation to life situations, while extraverted thinking would help in relating to extraverted life situations by contributing differentiated judgement based on reason.  The problems facing Christopher seem to be due to both a poor grounding in reality and poor use of thinking judgement.

In verse 23, Christopher sees what is going on beyond the walls, that is to say in what has hitherto been unconscious, where



"the fury



of the fighting



alters



the colour



of the courtyard [.]"

In other words, he finds intense inner conflict there, which presumably leads to  "altering the colour," presumably by way of the letting of blood, the essence of life, Eros and the emotions.

Awareness of these inner struggles constellates the anima, now visualised as



" …. Ladies



running from castles [,]"

which is to say running from the protective bastion of the Self, a place of respite against these intense inner conflicts and where



"…. Christopher



[asks] for the night [,]"

presumably seeking refuge from all this turmoil.  Although he may be granted momentary respite, one must remember that the anima, which may well invite him to stay, is the mediatrix to the unconscious, and one can assume that she has something else in store for the peace-seeking Christopher.

In Greek mythology Ariadne came to the help of the hero, Theseus, providing him with a thread with which he could find his way out of the labyrinth (Hamilton, 1953).  Here, now as an Adriadne-like figure, the anima lights up the unconscious with


"her flickering


candle … [,]"

leading Christopher


"through a labyrinth


of dark rooms


and darker floors


with trap doors [,]"

that is to say through unknown, hitherto repressed and unaccepted regions of the psyche, " & Christopher remembers."  

There now seems to be some, no longer repressed association, between the present experience and another one, having to do with 


"… his wife


& his friend [,]"

 who seems to be able to shed light on the situation as he


"said follow me [.]"
His friend is both the exposer and the exposed, as he eventually shows himself,

                                "[by] moving the candle

flame back & forth

over his slowly melting face [.]"

This friend can be understood as an inner shadow figure, close to Christopher, who by exposing himself to the ego becomes assimilated to consciousness and then disappears.   By becoming aware of shadow impulses and defensive shadow re-actions and their implications, the dark side of life that one rejects or cannot admit to consciousness disappears and no longer has the possessive hold on one like they do when unconscious and repressed.  The other, more common alternative, is projecting one’s shadow onto other individuals and collective groups, pointing the finger of guilt at them, and prejudice.

Meanwhile, verse 24 pictures Christopher



"fettering


his horse’s


hooves"

which means putting some control on the overwrought, libidinous demands of his psyche, holding his horses, as it were, seeking respite from the confusion and over-excited life.  He then finds himself in a more loving environment, with


"all the lovers


of this world

   [although they]      lie sleeping [.]"

Things are still not ideal as the lovers are asleep, not awake or conscious. Our would-be hero finds himself in a passive place, a regressive interlude from a confused and overly excited life.  Indeed, the hypnotic nature of the atmosphere is such that, as one learns in verse 25 that


"Christopher could


become captive [.]"

In other words, he could also fall asleep or fall into a passive attitude in a never-never land, escaping from his difficulties and burden.

This sleepy, idyllic soulscape includes its own reversal, however, imaged as


"finials and


fluttering


pennants like Florence


at the Easter Sunday


ceremony of the dove [.]"

Here is symbolic portent of a potential transformation in Christopher’s attitude to life.  “The wind [which] blows wherever it pleases” (John 3:8), the Holy Spirit and breath of God, in this case breathing gently, could shift Christopher’s perspective in some unforeseen manner.

The dove, although a popular symbol for peace, is also, like the wind, a symbol of the Holy Spirit and, closer to home, the soul as well as Aphrodite, the love goddess. The various, often willy-nilly entanglements of human love, is not typically a place of peace but of passion, strife and turbulence, once that is that the lovers are awake.  Meanwhile, the fluttering pennants are a symbol of the activated Godhead under the influence of the spirit, a dynamic transcendent force.

Christopher’s response in verse 26, where one finds him


"… on his knees


seeking sweet


grace [,]"

is an apt reminder of the spiritual wisdom contained in the expression that he who seeks is being sought.  One's most ardent aspirations may well be a human response to a call from a higher power, albeit unconscious.  At any rate, here Christopher is in a state of submission, perhaps now with a more willing acceptance of his fate.  Not comprehending the turn of his life, he seeks for answers and grace, from what Jung describes as the transcendent function, a third position beyond the opposites of his conflict-ridden life, the only place for real answers to the truly important questions of life.

Despite the apparent meaningless of his situation,


"the body

            [Is]     a soundless


sentence


in black


boots,"

At least, since he is wearing boots, he has a standpoint in reality that, since the boots are black, may now involve the unconscious and the shadow, which he has had so much difficulty in accepting.  Or else, the black boots may simply represent the present dark state he finds himself in.

In fact, the despair and apparent meaninglessness of his situation is further expressed in verse 27, as he sees himself as simply 


"a comma,


an image


a linear


lesson in


the afterworld


of no consequence [.]"

The body is simply a "soundless sentence" or else Christopher is an image without a body with a linear life, whereas the true and sacred life, fully lived, is rather that of a sacred circle as it was in the life of primal people everywhere.  Perhaps better said, while accepting the limited truth of linear thinking, the ideal life today is that of a spiral, a synthesis of a line and a circle, were life seems to lead one forward and yet is, in a deeper sense, a circle.  Here it is noteworthy that, although access to inner images is the sine qua non for becoming conscious, what is important is not the image per se but the realisation of consciousness-life.  Chasing one image after the next can be satisfying from an intuitive point of view but, from the point of view of wholeness, a distraction from this goal.

So much of one's psychological difficulties today stem from linear living and a one-dimensional life. Striving for perfection in one narrow direction constricts life, whereas life wants to be free and multidimensional.  Likewise, ambition for position, power, money, and over-indulgence of the sexual appetite narrows life.  The instinct for Individuation seeks wholeness.

It seems that Christopher is presently in a state of ascetic withdrawal in search for understanding and grace, now possibly more willing to see not only the light but also the shadow side of life.  Thus in verse 28, Christopher



"emerges from the wood,"

which means that the ego emerges from the unconscious and sees a



"Ray of light



On the gilded roof



Of the chapel [,]"

while observing that



"everything is silvered



in the deep shadows



that spread



from the dark [.]"

There is not only light, which illuminates and gives understanding, but darkness and shadow, which adds depth to the experience of life.

The link to knowledge and wisdom is characteristically imaged, not as a clean-cut saintly figure but, as here, like



"a grizzled hermit


[who]
rolls his eyes



heavenward [,]"

presumably seeking his inspiration from a transcendent source.  As a grizzled and relatively unkempt individual, the hermit is no doubt aware of life’s dark shadows, life that is decidedly not all bright and wonderful or perfect, as the hermit is not.  Yet he is the image, not escape, but of wise understanding and detachment from life for the troubled Christopher.

The anima does not allow Christopher to dally too long in his present state of retreat.  Anima is life and, as such, she sees fit to once again spin a web of illusory desire to entangle Christopher into the conflicts of life, conflicts which come with burning questions that are being addressed to him by a now highly charged unconscious.  Thus, in verse 29 the grey lady



"…. Comes



to him, thunder



out of the fog - 



shrouded earth …



………………..



pushing off



his body to gain



power [.]"

Then, in verse 30, the reader learns that she comes



"naked & [in the] white



…. moonlight


[and]
winds her legs



round his neck


[to wrestle]
 the air



out of him [.]"

The unconscious, as personified by the anima, is now in an agitated state, perhaps, in part, due to the glimpse of understanding reached through the hermit but more so because the ego is not paying enough attention to her.  At any rate she overpowers our Christopher, who falls into a condition of unconsciousness, as he has the air or breath of life wrestled out of him and



" …… [dreams]



a darkness



that lies



just behind the eyes [.]"

This condition can even befall one in reality, which is to say that people can fall physically unconscious due to anxiety produced as a result of overwhelming events.

As well as representing the symbolic source of creative inspirations and the receptive spiritual mind, the moon can symbolize the ebb and flow of desires and passions as well as the agitated psyche and lunacy.  Simply stated, the moon symbolizes feminine consciousness and power that can easily overwhelm a narrow unprepared ego. Here, one is reminded of a quote from Shakespeare’s (1998) Midsummer Night's Dream that "The lunatic, the lover and the poet /Are of imagination all compact (Act 5:1:7,8)."

The anima now forces itself upon the reluctant Christopher as he is not paying sufficient attention to her, nor is the ego apparently taking the necessary ethical life decisions.  The moral of this episode is that one must pay careful attention to intimations from life experiences and the unconscious or else one will find oneself being overwhelmed.  One needs a reverential and respectful attitude when dealing with the powers of the unconscious, powers that can overwhelm as well as inspire.  Study of the unconscious for purpose of ego ambitions of any kind, including exploiting it for business, poetic or artistic purposes, is a sin of hubris.  The needful is rather a genuine religious attitude in the original sense of the word which means taking into serious consideration the unconscious and its messages, in the context of the contemporary world, as well as synchronicities or meaningful coincidences.  One is enjoined to pay close attention to intimations from the unconscious and synchronicities, which help to guide one in right living.

Verse 31 finds Christopher



"about to descend



the depths,"

and enter into himself below the superiority position of the conscious ego into the realm of life itself.  This descent requires Christopher


"to lean


…

         [backwards]
… tilting


toward the moon [.]"

Christopher is now wisely making an attempt, albeit unconsciously as he is leaning backwards, to enter the realm of the psyche that overwhelmed him, into an emotional space, an area that is still unconscious, as the moon is


"perched behind


his head


like a cement dot [.]"

Paradoxically, this leads to


"a grey-blue


knife slicing


the ice mountains


at their base"

which allows them to float


"upward melting


toward the sun [.]"

I say paradoxically, because the "knife," representing the discriminating intellect, which is "grey-blue" in colour, signifying a cool pragmatism, comes to the hero’s assistance now in his quest for understanding and relatedness.  Now that he has made the sacrificial plunge into the depth and no longer solely relies so much on his two superior functions of feeling and intuition, or no longer identifies with them, the thinking function can come to his aid as useful tools of awareness.  As a result, "the sun" of consciousness melts "the ice-mountains at their base," perhaps indicating that his cold defensiveness will now melt, allowing ready access to authentic feelings and Eros. 

Indeed, in verse 32, one learns that this warming up of Christopher’s defensive psyche opens up to



"… [a] world



[that]
has never been




more peopled.



[as]
He is surrounded




by pages & ladies [.]"

In consequence, he is now living in a more interesting world, one full of life and Eros, a community within the mind that could well have a decided salutary effect on the poet's life in general.

But the scene changes once again as




"the grey lady

[metamorphoses into]
… a weather-beaten




mast … [.]"

The anima, now depicted as "a weather-beaten mast," has become a guiding Tree of Life and Knowledge apparently not fresh and naïve but experienced and "weather-beaten" by the realities of life.  She is presently guiding Christopher into new awareness, now into the edge of the collective unconscious, where



"beneath the waves


[there is]
a rock



shaped like a horse-shoe [.]"

Still in the unconscious, since beneath the water, yet not too far away and visible lies the Self, symbolized by "a rock shaped like a horse-shoe."  Its crescent shape relates it to the moon, the symbolic source of creative inspiration, and a talisman representing good luck and hope.  This is the result of Christopher’s efforts to open up to the unconscious as he now becomes aware of more beneficial aspects of the mother archetype.

Perhaps the talisman can be used as



"… An anchor    [of security]



should the sea



open,"

and presumably throw Christopher into the kind of turmoil he recently experienced as the moon goddess’ dark face.  Remembering experiences of the Self and listening for its still voice of wisdom always stands one in good stead, even during the most turbulent and dark periods in one's life.  The boat has four oars, indicating that it is being powered by the Self or one’s wholeness, in itself an encouraging sign, while adding to the generally favourable atmosphere in which Christopher now finds himself.

Not unexpectedly, however, in verse 33 there is another enantiodromia, this time from the beneficent side of the moon to her dark side.  As anyone knows who takes their unconscious seriously, at the beginning and for a long time thereafter, periods of light and joy inevitably turn into periods of darkness.  Life is both light and dark and is not complete without the experiences of both sides.  Light brings consciousness while darkness brings depth.  Eventually one can experience both light and dark aspects of the psyche at one and the same time.

Once again Christopher meets the anima, this time as



"the grey lady



in a black shawl



and matching dress



………

[who]
... pulls



a never-ending stream



of stale bread



from a raven’s belly [.]"

Christopher’s feelings are now depressed represented by the fact that the anima is dressed in black, while the depression itself is most poignantly imaged as a black raven from whose belly issues "a never- ending stream of stale bread."  Life is depressed and stale and, once again, darkness prevails as from the raven comes a prophetic message, this time from the dark god.

Furthermore, there are



"no lizards..



…



to feed



on the pigeons



of his imagination [.]"

Lizards symbolize third eye vision and foresight while the pigeons, the birds of Aphrodite, represent loving thoughts.  The future still seems bleak without anticipation or hope for love for the downcast Christopher, now immersed in depression.

Instead the grey lady, demanding acceptance, must be obeyed as she



"… beckons



Christopher



with a crooked



wrist …[.]"

Unwilling, he tries



"to avoid



the darkness



she offers [.]"

He tries, that is to say, to avoid the dark and hopeless situation he finds himself in and which he cannot stomach, as



"he throws up [.]"

The reality of the situation, however sick it makes him, can no longer be avoided and must be accepted.  Perhaps unexpectedly, tasting "his belly" which is to say feeling the bitterness of the situation in which he finds himself, which presumably adds a realistic dimension to the situation, maintains life as



"… the taste



of his belly



keeps him alive [.]"

In fact, conscious acceptance causes the depressed feelings to disappear, as



" she begins



to fade



with the first



Light [.]"

So it is in life.  By accepting the condition one finds oneself in, however dark, along with respect, awe and even fear of the unconscious, instead of denying, fighting or avoiding one's subjectivity, the condition will often disappear on its own.  The lesson to be learned here is the need for acceptance of life, which means the acceptance of its rhythm, including the dark as well as the light. In this way the highs are not so high and manic, nor are the lows so low and depressed.  Moreover, there is eventually the possibility of forging a relationship with the integrative centre of the psyche, the Self behind the heart.  Unfortunately, a favourite pastime in our hedonistic age is to mask reality by way of denial and medication, if not self-medication through excessive alcohol and/or drugs.

The poem ends with Christopher awakening to yet another feeling state, not love, nor hate, nor depression, but indifference as



"with the first



light he stands



up, open



to the indifferent sky [.]"

One can expect these feelings to also give way to others, to something else.  This poem is about a slice of life, where our protagonist and the ego were dramatically confronted by overwhelming demands, no doubt due to having to deal a passionate relationship along with the inferior attitude and functions of consciousness along with Eros.  This poem may end, but life continues.  There are certainly more adventures in the offing for our Christopher, adventures if taken with the right attitude become adventures in consciousness, consciousness of life.

Synopsis and Conclusions

Beardsley has taken us on an inner journey, especially relating to shadow aspects of the psyche.  The particulars of the poet’s life are not important to the reader but of concern to him alone.  One can still relate to the evocative images and emotions in the poem as they touch a level that is common to each of us.

What is particularly relevant about this poetic journey is that it expresses frankly what can happen, as it so often does, when one is fated, yet unprepared to deal with powerful passions of life, along with inferior aspects of the psyche.  In this sense it is not any journey but, in particular, one where the ego is forced to cope with difficult life demands where conscious referral to the unconscious would help enormously.  This is a demand that is becoming increasingly important in our contemporary, complicated world where, for many people, conventional landmarks and traditions are no longer relevant.

Typically, during the first half of life, the natural demands of the psyche are to journey outwardly, setting goals, raising a family, establishing oneself professionally and, in short, living one’s ambitions.  During the second half of life, ideally, the journey turns more inwards.  A more conscious inner journey may be initiated in many ways including the development of new or deeper interests in psychological and spiritual values or, very often, by dramatic changes in one’s outer world; for example loss of a job, disruption of an ordered family life, the death of a dear friend or spouse or even falling trapped in a triangular love affair.  It is as if the ego is shocked into having to come to terms with values related to the ephemeral order of life and thrown in upon itself.

Unbeknownst to the poet, the approach taken to this poem links him to an ancient tradition, that of alchemy dating back some 4000 years to ancient Egypt in the West.  The poem, in fact, fulfils the requirements for a meditative process Jung refers to as active imagination, at least in part.  Active Imagination can be understood as being similar to the alchemical process only, with some exception, with more consciousness of the symbolic nature of the activity and the important role the ego plays vis à vis the revealed fantasy. 

According to Marie Louise von Franz (1993b), one of Jung’s most creative disciples, there are four stages to active imagination; the first being suspension of ego interference to allow, at the second stage, the unconscious to enter consciousness by way of fantasy images and emotions.  In the third stage, the ego responds by confronting the fantasy images and emotions and finally, in the fourth stage, ethical conclusions are reached and integrated into life.

This poem vividly illustrates the first two stages of active imagination.  How much the poet has consciously responded to this material and the ethical conclusions if any, which he has made for his life, are not evident from the poem.  There did, however, seem to be some transformation in Christopher’s attitude to one of more realistic acceptance of his troublesome situation as well as some connection to Eros, perhaps a positive omen.  The task of truly integrating the inferior functions and attitude is not easy and requires conscious deliberation, perseverance and time.  Otherwise one can, from time to time, touch on the problem of the inferior side due to life circumstances or, as in the case of the poet, become engulfed in it.  Although one may gain some radical new insights for living and make important changes in one’s attitude to life this, in itself, does not amount to integration. 

Moreover, it is virtually impossible to fully engage in active imagination without first coming to terms with the personal shadow and, at least, some aspects of the inferior functions and attitudes.   At any rate, active imagination of some form, not necessarily through poetry but also in other ways, for example through art or the picture method, through dance and through written inner dialogue, is the sine qua non for psychological and spiritual transformation.  It aids the process of transformation, that is to say, when engaged in for the sake of increasing consciousness.  As one can see from this poem, the process is not without dangers if entered upon too naively and without initial guidance, as the powers of the unconscious can be formidable.  With the right attitude, however, that is with the application of the old virtues of honesty, love, sincerity, patience, endurance, perseverance and humility, consistent utilisation of this practice can lead, in the final analysis, to a potentially new centre of being, no longer the ego but the Self, along with a new synthesis of personality and a wider, higher, deeper and richer life.

 An After-Word on the Creative Process

This is 2001, some thirteen [13] years after I wrote the original essay on Douglas Beardsley’s poem Christopher and which I have just revised.  Doug recently read the revision and reminded me of the difference in our viewpoints, mine being more psychological, while he is more interested in poetry and the creative process per se.  He informed me that during the period he wrote Christopher, he was indeed experiencing a considerable amount of emotional chaos.  He also advised me that he has never had Christopher published because he wasn’t satisfied with it as a poem.  

But what is truly interesting is the fact that out of this period of chaos he wrote several poems that he had published in a book entitled A Dancing Star, which he considers to possibly be his most successful book of poems to date (Beardsley, 1988).  Taken together, then, Christopher and The Dancing Star are illustrative of both an aspect of the creative process and creative production, especially for someone with something of a Romantic disposition and a certain character structure.  It is, indeed, indicative that the first poem in the latter book is entitled Pegasus, symbolic of the creative libido which, as I indicted on page 20 above in my discussion on Christopher, needed to be released from the Terrible Mother.  
The poem ends with these lines.

“the right foreleg of my white mare,

     and as she tries to rise that unbending  

bone presses hard upon my throat

                                      ---in struggling to stand

                                      at the same time, I push

                                      up against the rigid leg

                            of the winged horse, pressing down (p.10).” 

Now Pegasus is described as pinning the poet down at the throat, the expressive centre of being, as the poet struggles back.  The ego, in other words, is being forced to reluctantly surrender to Pegasus, the creative instinct, allowing it to stand free, which concomitantly will disencumber and liberate the throat or poetic voice.     

The frontispiece, along with a poem entitled The Dancing Star, the title of the book, is also suggestive.  Taken from the Prologue, Book 5 of Nietzsche’s Zarathustra, it reads: “I tell you: one must still have chaos in one, to give birth to a dancing star (p.2).”  There is no doubt but that creativity and giving birth to “a dancing star,” in this case a poem, involves making a connection to the unconscious in one-way or another.  This requires some way of loosening rigid ego defences and preoccupations and that, in some cases, may involve experiencing emotional chaos.  

In this light, Anthony Storr (1972) observes how creative people are more tolerant of ambiguity and periods of instability than the average person and that both a strong or effective ego and the creative act itself allow them to cope with the inner tensions they experience.  Creative self-expression, he also contends, comes with an inevitable gain in self-awareness and a reconciliation of inner tension as well.  Without going into the poet’s personal life, in his case, this observation seems very accurate.  
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APPENDIX

                                CHRISTOPHER

                       is no different 
                      from the rest

                                 of us; he wakens

                                  & sets out 
                                 to win the 
                                 world

                                  wanting to wed
                                  his dream

                                 for a lifetime

                                                       discover desire                                   make himself                                 immortal

                                  through the offspring
                                 of his

                                 imagination

's life 
takes place
between the turning

of a page & the page to 
come

a series of folios, some illustrated
some to be found in a foreign tongue

some surely missing

till a gray lady takes his hand pulls him

from the waters

where the broken pieces of his lance

float downstream 
like disconnected stanzas

pulls him           together  up  out of      himself

          his shield

a life preserver               strapped to his back

sees everything          as a variation on       the awakening

          light

the tablet above

     the door

cannot be deciphered          till the good sun            whites the mountain

top, fills the trough      between the hills, 
forces back the dark

          colour

of the clipped grass

and the rolling hills

that make the horizon pure hallucination

& the sea,

the possibilities      offered in

opening

spending    one's life 

courting 
 that

sleeps, nursing

a trembling hangover                        of layered grey

tresses, a wet                 sheet wound                  round his head

halfway between             daylight & dream                     he is sure of

nothing, the throbbing                            in his head, deep pain                            in the left side

of his chest,        thin        red line etched by a            scarlet
fingernail.  The room                         revolves as imperceptibly                           as a planet, the Persian

rug       rejects           his                       rheumatic bones asleep                    in a canopied

cot at the foot

of the bed a candle                     burning & Christopher

inside

that yellow flame                        his books

passing before him in Arabic script a           series of

disembodied shapes

in the kingdom of shadows            he touches

the wall to tell him            who he is

he fears

only the darkness     beyond the burning

6                              ‘s world

has cracks in it

& Christopher       is no mason

his shield

lying beside his lance beneath the lone tree

is not

a mortarboard

& his shifty eyes          are on guard 
because it is

a shifty world.  However      heavy his armour is

it is never heavy enough

8                           supports the only tree                in the world

his backside

pays no attention

to the aureoled sun            or what lies behind

the overgrown hedge        on the horizon

his life

a miserable chance

between storms a stone

  slab                                     telling him who                                                                     he is
has been told

to learn from the turtle

              and
 h e

is a slow learner         there are too many teachers, too many

books, & never enough     time.  Flowers sprout         from his brow

a winged heart rests on the crown of his head. It is

a laurel wreath

of loving thoughts but the gray lady

looks like

she's heard it all       before

thinks her hair            is not gray but     silver

like his horse's      mane

yet his desire        lies dormant

a solitary tree

does she                                                                                               
nestle in the branches covered in horse-hair?

emerges from the dark wood             of an unknown country onto   a grassy plain

it is still                not known what     is known

takes the shape of a      tree, a wondrous            tent.  Winged hearts

like angels, flutter           everywhere, a first draft                   of some French text

has trimmed off        the heavens a        holy trinity

of forget-me-nots       rests beneath.
a rust-coloured grave‑

stone it takes four men to move. He does not                          waver

in his resolution but wonders what it               is

to become rich        & famous                to be

loved

& in love

the holy trinity      lovingly executed

enters a most sinister    terrifying forest,                   ferns clutching

the feet, icicle trees, stones,

a nail-studded earth.

The hermitage does not seem

welcome, provençal pink

& blue with broken bell               in the belfry the entrance
arching

to a female dwarf covered in furs

& Christopher wonders

how long

he can stay

in the same room

with her prizefighter's face, hair like Beethoven's

udder breasts lion skins covering her                  loins

he is sure

this is going to be      difficult

is a magenta monk

a Cistercian on leave a phosphorescent angel

in the mind

his golden wings    shimmer like flutes

silver thunder              before the allegro      storm he is

resting on his laurels     choosing not to know

14                             on the edge

of a muddy stream

like an earthy path         winding into the woods
a hut roofed with straw         reminiscent of Fable Cottage

in a similar setting Christopher is decapitated

by the tiny entrance he stands

one spurred foot

on the white gravel

the other twitching toward the hearth

where the gray lady  dangles her hair

filled with smoke as if she's spent
the last years of her life            tending bar

in some                 dwarf-filled dive
feels her fire

 has gone out

though the red cinders        faintly glow

where the burnt logs      almost touch

she insists

her black dress

is blue

though it too

seems coloured

by the gray smoke

filling the hut

browning the straw roof close to

burning

the gray bread she offers

tastes like burnt toast

& he remembers

his mother

saying how healthy it was               & how he used to feed it                     to the shepherd

who lived   next door

some years before

such clarity

got him everywhere the roof cracks

in the masonry

wall may well be

spider webs

joining the thatched roof                   to the Boston ferns

what to do

with that

flowing hair those delicate pale hands

& the upturned eyes certain to send him

on his way

has always wanted a bridge

in his backyard

not a bridge      like the E&N             railway trestle

for his toy train                   but a wooden bridge        like one

at Oyster River

with a steep incline   permitting jazzmen

with Cree haircuts to       blow beneath            pretending they are

trolls, the notes   

bopping about the wooden posts

beneath the broken planks            the way notes do when             they're played

out. This is

no Japanese garden with exquisite bonsai

and  miniature bridge         the riverbank                 jagged & crumbling

on both sides 
there would be               no reason

to be

on this bridge no reason

to fight for such

a structure

17
sees his life,            but from behind

it looks all right,             from the neck down

fails

to take            immediate action

of any kind        because he fears         & doesn't know

what to do        but she does

vanishing   into the

all-too-thin              air of Alberta

the barbican

a vertical portcullis                  that would make

of the distraught                   lady, her torn dress,              one upturned

breast, comes

through the fortified gate                like toothpaste                           through a tube

oozing onto the white          tiled courtyard

dressed in his heavenly

thinks this           is Italy,

the gray lady

singing,

her garters dangling

from black boots        her     zipper           half-down

her ragged dress, Christopher           unable to guess

at the opera      she is screeching

& the owner           of the tower      trying to get

a good night's

sleep fires a volley                  of abuse

over her flaming head   speaking of shame &         injury

Christopher consults his Oxford                          English Dictionary

shifts his feet 
shifting           perspective

seeing the same   scene off-centre          the world

tilted a little                to the left                   & outside

what is seen        is all

but invisible

two men                   fighting, swords               that weigh too much

angle toward the earth splintered lances

like broken hockey sticks

in the snow   piled high

against the cracked walls

of the earth warming               every dragon

 helmet

sees what

goes on beyond

the walls     the fury

of the fighting alters

the colour

of the courtyard

drives the combatants to their unprotected knees, totters

helmets with heads

inside, sends ladies running from castles                         & has Christopher         asking for the night

she is rumoured

to have said

yes & he is supposed to have followed

her flickering

candle into the castle
the light like                               a thin yellow thread

through a labyrinth             of dark rooms

and darker floors        with trap doors

· Christopher remembers when   he was engaged      in combat

for the love of a lady                he dreamed

was his wife

· his 'friend'

said  follow me

& led Christopher through just such             a place

with such a  candle until        he was told        not to go

any further

& he did

& all

 he could see

around the next                           cave-like corner              was the flame      flickering

 & he followed      
 till  he saw

 his friend

 in a dark place

moving the candle flame back & forth                 over his

slowly melting

face

rides by

borders

of roadside shrubs

 fettering

his horse's hooves

stones lie in ambush behind

tiny firs

inside the conical          tent

all the lovers

of this world

lie sleeping

alone, beside

the river

bed, where

the road

winds

its way

   through the wood

all night

in an ornate tent    behind a closed         flap.  Red gowns

& peacock feathers.  Mass           in the morning.

Christopher could

become captive,

finials &

fluttering

pennants like Florence             at the Easter Sunday   ceremony of the dove.

26                          's boots

lie like exclamation marks                 in the grass

he is in

them on his knees

seeking sweet grace

his lips move

one hand reaches out

to balance     the body

                              a soundless

sentence      in black boots

a comma, an image

a linear   lesson in

an afterworld

of no consequence except to those         who still see

him

among the asphodel         & black poplars

28
emerges from the wood       play of light                            on the landscape

ray of light

on the gilded roof              of the chapel

everything is silvered                in the deep shadows             that spread

from the dark

a grizzled hermit        rolls his eyes

heavenward & begins evensong

29                            awakes

to sleeping earth    holding himself

in his hands            the gray  lady    
     atop

a snow-covered      hill & he lies             at the bottom

waiting.  She comes          to him, thunder out
 of the fog‑

shrouded earth 

he smiles 
anticipation,

opens his arms
 & she

                                              dives

through him, pushing off

his body to gain

power

30
wonders how much later she is

on her back           in the road

's middle, scissoring

toward him,    her legs

naked & white,        the moonlight

wets his lips             & he waits

as she opens,     winds her legs

round his neck,   wrestles the air

 out of him

 wet & trembling

                                   Christopher wake    without a sound

having dreamt                  a   darkness

that lies

just behind the eyes

31                             dresses

                                 like a diver

about to descend
the depths

the tops

of his boots

pulled taut              about his thighs

his feet

in slippers

forcing
                                 the body

to lean

like backslant

writing, tilting          toward the moon

perched behind      his head

like a cement dot,           the horizon

a gray-blue      knife slicing

the ice mountains            at their base

floating them upward, melting

has never been 
more peopled.

He is surrounded by pages & ladies

& the gray lady

stands, a weather-beaten

mast in the middle           of the boat

there is a furled sail,  there are

four oars shimmering

beneath the waves           a rock

shaped like a horse-         shoe

or is it

a talisman

to bring       the boat
back, an anchor   should the sea

33
& the gray lady in a black shawl                  & matching dress

            centres

herself in the back         room of a cottage

                                                                   & pulls

a never-ending stream            of stale bread                      from a raven's belly

beside her

on the earthen      floor

no lizards leap        from her bag              to feed

on the pigeons        of his

imagination

she smiles

her bony smile          & beckons

Christopher           with a crooked     wrist but

he remains                            on one knee                     trying

to avoid

the darkness                         she offers

he throws

up & the taste                               of his belly

keeps him alive                               he does not                                 fear

her he feels                                  in some future                            he would

be willing                                  but that time                              is not now

& from that                                  moment she begins                            to fade

with the first                                light he stands                              up, open

as the                              indifferent                            sky
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