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Foreword

The elaborate system of thought, behavior, psychological develop-
ment, taught by Gurdjieff and his chief disciple, Ouspensky, was
often called by them and their pupils the work. . . . It insists upon
men making unwearied efforts to free themselves from a waking
sleep or being mere machines, to become fully conscious, to build
up a central commanding ‘I’ in place of a score of contradictory
‘I’s’, to rid themselves of wasteful and stupid negative emotions,
to make ‘essence’ grow at the expense of false ‘personality’, and
not to imagine they are in easy possession of immortal souls but to
believe that in the end, after unremittent effort, they might create
in themselves such an indestructible soul.

It issurprising how little public attention has been given to the
work. A’ good deal has been written about it from the inside — 1
must possess at least twenty of such books myself — but, so far as I
know, nothing of importance from the outside. If a disinterested
critical examination of Gurdjieff’s teaching and ideas exists it has
Never come my way.

These words were written by J. B. Priestley in 1964 in his book Man
and Time (LLondon, Aldus Books in conjunction with W. H. Allen &
Son). Now, nearly twenty years later, just such a disinterested and
critical appraisal of Gurdjieff’s teaching is to be found in Michel
Waldberg’s book.

Priestley singles out two early students of these ideas: A. R.
Orage, ‘once the most brilliant editor in Britain’, and Maurice
Nicoll, ‘a pupil of Jung and then a distinguished Harley Street
specialist’. He then goes on to say, “The level of Gurdjieff’s and
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Ouspensky’s most devoted students was very high. In order to study
this movement nobody will have to do any intellectual slumming.’

(Priestley also describes the teaching of Gurdjieff as ‘in fact a kind
of esoteric Christianity’ and recommends ‘readers interested in this
aspect to look at Maurice Nicoll’s The New Man and The Mark in
which he re-interprets the Gospels’.)

Another pupil of Gurdjieff’s was Kenneth Walker, the eminent
surgeon, colleague and friend of Maurice Nicoll. The following
passage taken from his book A Study of Gurdpeff’s Teaching (published
in 1957) is still fresh and relevant because it draws attention to the
difficulties inherent in anyv attempt to convey certain dimensions of
experience and insight by means of the written word:

[t 1s because Gurdjieff’s teaching possesses the qualities of
coherence, integration and growth, characteristic of life, that I
am attempting to bring it to the notice of other people, so far as
it 1s possible to do this in a book. This last conditional clause is
necessary, for formulation and printing squeeze out of the
spoken word almost all of its vitality, as pressing deprives a
flower of nearly all its beauty. . . . Unfortunately there is no
way of avoiding the devitalizing effect of books on oral teaching,
and all that can be done in the present instance is to warn the
reader that it is bound to happen. . . .

The Zen Buddhist Master likens all teaching to the pointing
of a finger at the moon, and his disciple is very severely repri-
manded if he places emphasis on the finger instead of the object
at which the finger i1s pointing. So also must Gurdjieff’s
teaching be looked upon as a finger which directs attention to
certain principles and methods which, properly used, can lead
to certain results. . . . Gurdjieff did not draw diagrams on a
board and teach from these. His method of instruction was far
less comfortable for his class than this. He carved out from us
living chunks of experience and taught from them. One found
one’s own petty vanities and follies being used as specimens on
which Gurdjieff was able to demonstrate to his class the
mechanical nature of human life. A book is but a poor sub-
stitute for such vital and direct teaching as this.

Elsewhere (Venture With Ideas, London, Jonathan Cape, 1951)
Kenneth Walker was able to give his personal impression of
Gurdjieff the man:
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It would be fitting to insert here a picture of the man . . .
Gurdjieff. Fitting, ves, but as difficult a task as to paint a
portrait of that old Sea-God Proteus, ‘who knew everything and
was capable of assuming any shape’. Gurdjieff had Proteus’s
many-sidedness. . . . He could create any impression he liked
and would often supply whatever his visitors expected of

him. . . . It was not part of his work to disarm hostility and to
make converts, but to give help to those who had already dis-
covered that they were in need of help. . . .

Everything Gurdjieff did seemed to originate from within. . . .
He never fumbled in his thought or his movements. The latter
were always purposeful and made with the strictest economy of
effort, like those of a cat, and his immense capacity for work was
due to this ability of his never to waste energy. The more I saw
of Gurdjieff the more convinced I became of his uniqueness. He
had qualities which I had never seen in anybody else; profound
knowledge, immense vitality and complete immunity from fear.
Gurdjieff once said: ‘I have very good leather to sell to those who
want to make shoes out of it’.

No better description than this could be given to Gurdjieff’s role
as a teacher. He was a man who had ideas of an extraordinarily
high quality to sell to those who required ideas of this kind. More-
over, he had used the word ‘sell’ deliberately because he always
maintained that men never appreciated anything which they had
not paid for; the payment need not necessarily be in terms of
money, but something had to have been sacrificed if the leather
they had acquired was to be properly appreciated. . . . The buver
would have to make something out of the leather he had bought,
and nothing could be more serviceable than a strong pair of shoes
for life’s difficult journey.

Michel Waldberg’s own warm appreciation of Gurdjieffis evident
throughout his book, distilled as it inevitably had to be from less
direct sources. The author’s evaluation of Gurdjieff’s extraordinary
book Beelzebub’s Tales to His Grandson is considerable and construc-
tive and forms a large part of his book. together with his own outline
of the principal ideas of the teaching.

A. R. Orage, whose influence pervaded so much of the best
thought and literature in England during the first thirty years of this
century, was also one of the pupils who helped to translate Beelze-
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bub’s Tales to His Grandson into English. It is fortunate that he left his
own observations about this book and its author so that we can draw
upon his testimony (see C. S. Nott, Teachings of Gurdjeff):

Beelzebub’s Tales is a book that destroys existing values; 1t
compels the serious reader to re-value all values, and, to a sincere
person, it 1s devastating. As Gurdjieff says, it may destroy your
relish for vour favourite dish.

Every ‘three-brained being’ at a certain stage . . . asks himself
‘What is the meaning and the aim of existence? What am I here
for? Why was I born? How did I come to be born in this particular
family, in these conditions? What must I do?’

Beelzebub tells his grandson, Hassein, not to think about it too
much vet. He is still young and must study. . . . For the keys to
the answers are all there, though, as Gurdjieff says, they are not
near the doors.

Consider the epic quality of the setting of the story. It is a kind of
dialogue between Beelzebub, an actualized, ideal, objectively
conscious man . . . who is stating his conclusions, impartially,
constructively, to a young undeveloped being who has a longing
to understand. Beelzebub surveys and observes the body of the
cosmos. . . . He implies that the universe has a purpose, and that
he understands it. Solar systems, planets, beings, the life of man,
all organic life, has a practical, not a theoretical, or mystical
function; and the various parts of the megalocosmos, including us
men, either fulfil, or do not fulfil, their function.

Beelzebub has made use of his exile to lead a conscious
existence and has spared no effort to actualize his potentialities.
He 1s what we might be. He is what we ought to be.

We can receive an impression of Gurdjieff of a different order if we
refer to Thomas de Hartmann’s book Qur Life with Mr. Gurdjieff. De
Hartmann was primarily a musician: his life in Russia prior to the
Revolution was lived in the higher echelons of the society of that
dayv, which included service in the Guards. We owe to him the
complete compositions surrounding the musical themes suggested
by Gurdjieff, as recounted in Ouspensky’s In Search of the Miraculous.
De Hartmann himself was a man of brilliant technical achievement
in the world of music in Tsarist Russia, but in spite of the rigidity of
his early years he was able, due to his essential simplicity, to journey



Foreword xi

with Gurdjieff through the Caucasus and finally to Constantinople,
passing through the maze of the conflicting aspects of the Bolshevik
Revolution. Some passages from his book illustrate the directness
and personal nature of Gurdjiefl’s teaching:

Mr. Gurd)ieff demanded of us a very great effort, especially
difficult because we did not know when it would end. We suffered
and would have been only too happy to rest, but there was no
protest in us, because the one thing we really wished was to follow
Mr. Gurdjieff. Everything else seemed unimportant beside that.

He told about the aim and methods of work and the day when he
hoped to open the Institute. Then he asked us: “‘What name would
you give such an Institute?” We tried to think of a name that
would connect with all that Mr. Gurdjieff had just told us. He
rejected every suggestion. Finally, as if we had been squeezing our
brains like a tube of tooth-paste, the word ‘harmonious’ came out.

Afterwards it was clear to me that Mr. Gurdjieff had decided on
this name some time earlier, but instead of giving us a ready-made
word, he forced us to look for it, pushed us, tried to bring us closer
to the main thought, till this word emerged. Finally we had the
name for the Institute which Mr. Gurdjieff wished. It was “The
Institute for the Harmonious Development of Man’.

Michel Waldberg’s book is an honest and serious study of the
principles of Gurdjieff’s teaching. But bearing in mind that tra-
ditionally a teaching is transmitted directly from master to pupil, let
us conclude with a passage from the Translators’ Note to the second
series of Gurdjieff’s writings, Meetings with Remarkable Men:

Gurdjieff was a master,

According to traditional conceptions, the function of a master is
not limited to the teaching of doctrines, but implies an actual
incarnation of knowledge, thanks to which he can awaken other
men, and help them in their search simply by his presence.



Acknowledgments

Grateful acknowledgment is made to the following copyright owners
and publishers for their kind permission to reprint extracts from their
works: The Estate of Kenneth Walker and Jonathan Cape Ltd for
extracts from A Study of Gurdjieff’s Teaching and Venture with Ideas; E. P.
Dutton and Routledge & Kegan Paul for extracts from Beelzebub’s Tales
to hus Grandson and Meetings with Remarkable Men by G. 1 Gurdjieff;
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich Inc. and Routledge & Kegan Paul for
extracts from In Search of the Miraculous by P. D. Ouspensky (copy-

right 1949 by Harcourt Brace Jovanovich Inc. renewed 1977 by
Tatiana Nagro).



1 Reflections on the
‘inhumanity’ of Gurdjieff

The name of Gurdjieff almost always arouses suspicion or hostility.
The man is usually described as a kind of werewolf or cynical tyrant,
demanding much from others and little from himself, making use of
his disciples for mysterious ends, seeking powers rather than virtue,
and with an absolute contempt for the whole of humanity.

As for his teaching, it i1s supposed to be impenetrable, arid and
deadening, because it contains a ruthless, ‘objectively impartial’
critique of human life. Because that critique is ferociously funny;
because 1t 1s radical, and nothing which constitutes the human
treasure escapes 1t; because in an allegedly Christian civilization
Gurdjieff condemns the sophism whereby inconsistency is forgiven in
the name of mercy; because he reminds us, as do all the great masters,
of primary truths, and tells us that a Christian ‘is not a man who calls
himself a Christian or whom others call a Christian — Christian is one
who lives in accordance with Christ’s precepts’;! because the way he
proposes, which is the way of consciousness, appears arrogant to the
ordinary eye, and because he is blamed for not giving love its place.

So Gurdjieff is seen as an ‘inhuman’ figure, demonstrating what he
calls ‘the Terror of the Situation’, and offering a ‘dry’ path to his
disciples. Whereas the humane master is supposed to be understand-
ing and compassionate, gentle and benevolent.

But 1t must be emphasized that ordinary language is quite mis-
taken when 1t associates the notions of benevolence or compassion
with the notion of sweetness. Gurdjieff is less isolated than is
commonly believed when he rejects common paths, received ideas,
and morality in the ordinary sense of the word; when he rails against
men; and when, 1n order to work on men’s minds effectively, he
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employs humour and bad taste, the ‘way of blame’. No matter what
has been said about him, benevolence, compassion and — above all -
goodness are qualities which he developed in himself to the highest
degree, while never allowing them to be associated with any useless
and harmful gentleness.

It is in the apparently brutal relationship with a disciple that
these qualities are manifested. For to love the disciple means not to
console but to heal him. And the more serious the disease, the more
violent the cure. Sometimes, in fact, amputation is necessary. ‘If thy
right eve offend thee,” said Christ, ‘pluck it out, and cast it from
thice.™*

But Gurdjieff is not only a doctor, or a surgeon. He also points
men towards paths to wisdom and happiness. Painful paths, often
arduous, barren paths in the eyes of those whose ‘personality’ (that
rigid monster) lacks the necessary flexibility to overcome obstacles;
but they are also straighter ways, for those whose hearts are not yet
hardened, for those ‘common men’ who have not systematically
‘wiseacred’, but have listened humbly and attentively to the ‘inner
voice’. For apart from the rugged path of the School, there exists the
wayv of life, of ‘popular’ wisdom whose importance Gurdjieff always
stressed. Thus in the first chapter of Beelzebub’s Tales he writes: ‘I
[am] a follower in general not only of the theoretical — as contem-
porarv people have become — but also of the practical sayings of
popular wisdom which have become fixed by the centuries.’?

This special way is the way of the obyvatel. ‘Obyvatel is a strange
word in the Russian language,’ Gurdjieff said. ‘It is used in the sense
of ““inhabitant’, without any particular shade. At the same time it is
used to express contempt or derision — “obyvatel”’ — as though there
could be nothing worse. But those who speak in this way do not
understand that the obyvatel is the healthy kernel of life.’4

It is also along the way of the obyvatel that the traveller encounters
the legendary Persian master Mullah Nassr Eddin (Nasrudin),
whom Gurdjieff constantly mentions in his books, ascribing to him
most popular aphorisms and the most baffling and the wisest of his
commentaries.

There exists in the Islamic world a legend of Mullah Nassr Eddin,
a body of anecdotes whose hero i1s a master of paradox. For the
Mullah is both the wisest of initiates and, apparently, the most
stupid of vokels. Whether the Mullah really existed does not matter.
He 1s the hero of hundreds of good stories which are also superb
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fables, some of which can rival the best of the many Zen stories
collected by D. T. Suzuki in his Essays.
Several of these stories appear, with shrewd commentaries by

Idries Shah, in his book The Sufis.> The-following is among the most
typical:

The Mullah was thinking aloud.

‘How do I know whether I am dead or alive?’

‘Don’t be such a fool,” his wife said; ‘if you were dead your
limbs would be cold.’

Shortly afterwards Nasrudin was in the forest cutting wood. It
was midwinter. Suddenly he realized that his hands and feet were
cold.

‘I am undoubtedly dead,’ he thought; ‘so I must stop working,
because corpses do not work.’

And, because corpses do not walk about, he lay down on the
grass.

Soon a pack of wolves appeared and started to attack
Nasrudin’s donkey, which was tethered to a tree.

‘Yes, carry on, take advantage of a dead man,’ said Nasrudin
from his prone position; ‘but if I had been alive I would not have
allowed you to take liberties with my donkey.’

In Beelzebub’s Tales, as well as in Meetings With Remarkable Men,
Mullah Nassr Eddin is constantly intervening, either to pronounce
one of those ‘true and scathing’ sentences from his inexhaustible
store, or to comment in a few words on a situation which Gurdjieff
sees as characteristic of the inconsistency of human beings.

Mullah Nassr Eddin makes his appearance in order to remind us
of the limits of the intellect; unless the whole being is involved,
experience 1s in vain, and knowledge evanescent. The Mullah
reaches his ends by apparently improbable means. He is the master
of the way of blame, where the initiator takes on the role of the fool,
the idiot, or the madman. But predicaments, however tricky they
may be, always turn to his advantage.

Another master of the way of blame was Christ. Now we live in a
society which is dominated, consciously or unconsciously, by the
image of ‘gentle Jesus’. When Gurdjieff affirms that we are suffering
from ‘the crystallization of the consequences of the properties of the
maleficent organ Kundabuffer’, an organ which causes us to per-
ceive reality upside-down, I can think of no better justification of
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this admirable myth than the expression ‘gentle Jesus’ applied to the
man who said: “Think not that I am come to send peace on earth: 1
came not to send peace, but a sword.”® Nobody would dream of
calling Christ inhuman.

Gurdjieff is often reproached for the way he rebuffed the curious
and refused to answer any of their questions. But this same ‘gentle
Jesus’ said: ‘Give not that which is holy unto the dogs, neither cast
ye your pearls before swine, lest they trample them under their feet,
and turn again and rend you.’?

Something else needs pointing out here, and that i1s that we find
Gurdjieff all the harder to swallow because he addresses us in our
own language, tells us in our own language: Become aware of your
own nothingness. If he had been a Zen master, for instance, we
would find him infinitely easier to accept. Yet anyone who has read
Suzuki’s Essays in Zen Buddhism knows how much violence may enter
into the relations between master and disciple at the very core of
Zen. But Zen 1s fashionable. Hence it is acceptable for a master to
call his disciple a ‘rice-bag’, or take a stick to him, or slap him:
it’s exotic. Or else, worse still, Zen is watered down as Christianity
has been watered down. The only thing that matters in Zen is the
bliss of sator:. The incredible efforts made by disciples to attain it are
forgotten. In the end we come to confuse this or that rare emotion
with true sator:.

Gurdjieft, knowing the way people’s minds work, protected him-
self against such abuses. He piled up the obstacles, highlighted the
difhculties, demanded much of those who wanted to follow him. He
spewed out the lukewarm, and for this they never forgave him.
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Gurdjieff tells us, ‘Men are not men.” A scandalous remark, if ever
there was one, for we have never questioned our own humanity. We
have described it as sinful, of course, but we have always thought
that, however serious our weaknesses might be, we could become
aware of them and take steps to correct them. Gurdjieff denies us the
capacity to understand and to do just that. We have never really
believed in the ‘terror of the situation’, considering the norm as
accidental. Buc the norm is folly and impotence. We think that these
are fortuitous, and that, taking the good years with the bad, man-
kind i1s making progress — that war, for example, is an exceptional
phenomenon. And when a master appears who tells us that most
men are irresponsible machines, totally subject to their own auto-
matic behaviour, incapable of developing even the embryo of a soul,
we react indignantly. Because statements like that destroy the
humanist ideas that we have always fostered, no matter how
pessimistic we may be. The fact is that we have not heard the lesson
of the masters.

We have not listened to Chateaubriand, or Balzac, or Baudelaire,
or Lautréamont, or Rimbaud, to name but a few. We have not taken
Breton’s warning cry really seriously. We may have loved these
authors with a sentimental love, admiring them for the beauty of
their style or the nobility of their bearing, but we have not heard
them.

Gurdjieff 1s only saying what they have said already:

Folly and error, avarice and vice,
Employ our souls and waste our bodies’ force.
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As mangy beggars incubate their lice,
We nourish our innocuous remorse.

Our sins are stubborn, craven our repentance.
For our weak vows we ask excessive prices.
Trusting our tears will wash away the sentence,
We sneak off where the muddy road entices.

These are the opening lines of Les Fleurs du Mal.1
And we should also listen to Lautréamont: “Throughout my life I
have seen, without one exception, narrow-shouldered men perform-
ing innumerable idiotic acts, brutalising their fellows and corrupting
souls by every means. The motive for their actions they call Glory.’?
Or then again there is Rimbaud’s cry:

If old imbeciles had not found nothing but the false meaning of
the I, we would not have to sweep away those millions of skeletons
which have everlastingly hoarded up the products of their one-
eyed intellect, while claiming to be its authors!?

Baudelaire again, in his private diary, wrote:

It is impossible to read through any newspaper, any day, any
month, or any year, without finding on every line the more fright-
ful signs of human perversity, alongside the most astounding
boasts of integrity, goodness and charity, and the most brazen
declarations concerning progress and civilization.

All newspapers from the first line to the last are nothing but
a tissue of horrors. Wars, crimes, thefts, indecencies, tortures,
the crimes of princes, the crimes of nations, the crimes of in-
dividuals, a frenzy of universal atrocity.

And it is with this disgusting aperitif that the civilized man
accompanies his breakfast every morning. Everything in this
world reeks of crime: the newspaper, the walls and the face of
man.

I do not understand how a pure hand can touch a newspaper
without a spasm of disgust.4

The poets, that is to say the seers, the clear-sighted, have not
deceived themselves, not lulled themselves with the deadly illusion
of progress. But they have died of it. They have died of that hunger,
that thirst, without which Gurdjieff tells us that no one can find the
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way. They have died murdered by those monsters of pride and
callousness who do not know, or who deny, the existence of the way,
being convinced that they already have a soul which only needs a
semblance of morality and ritual to acquire blessed immortality.
Gurdjieff is saying the same as the poets, and does not differ from
them 1n his description of ‘the three-brained beings of the planet

Earth’:

‘As regards their general psyche itself and its fundamental traits,
no matter upon what part of the surface of their planet they arise
these traits in all of them have precisely the same particularities,
among them being also that property of the three-brained beings
there, thanks to which on that strange planet alone in the whole
of the Universe does that horrible process occur among three-
brained beings which is called the “process of the destruction of
each other’s existence,” or, as 1t is called on that ill-fated planet,
“war.”

‘Besides this chief particularity of their common psyche, there
are completely crystallized in them and there unfailingly become
a part of their common presences — regardless of where they may
arise and exist — functions which exist under the names “egoism,”’
“self-love,” “vanity,” “pride,” “self-conceit,” “credulity,”
“suggestibility,”” and many other properties quite abnormal and
quite unbecoming to the essence of any three-brained beings
whatsoever.’3

-
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Thus mankind is unworthy, and can only gain its freedom if it
becomes conscious of its own unworthiness:

Individuality, a single and permanent I, consciousness, will, the
ability to do, a state of inner freedom, all these are qualities which .
ordinary man does not possess. . . . He must realize that e does not
exist; he must realize that he can lose nothing because he has
nothing to lose; he must realize his ‘nothingness’ in the full sense
of the term.®

In Gurdjieff’s teaching, this is the fundamental lesson, the pre-
requisite for all serious work in the spiritual field. But how do you
make men aware of their monstrosity? And what weapons require
polishing in order to wake them from the presumptuous sleep which
they call their life?

The supreme weapon in this duel of consciousness against sleep is



8 The ‘way of blame’

humour, with its corollary, bad taste. The humour in which Freud
found ‘not only something liberating but also something sublime
and elevated’. The humour which Breton described as ‘black’,
which he took care to dissociate from ‘silliness, sceptical irony,
pleasantry without gravity’, and which at its highest i1s ‘the mortal
enemy of sentimentality’.”

For this 1s where the shoe pinches. We have an automatic tend-
ency to spontaneously lump ideas together when, not only is their
connection unproven, but there are any number of arguments for
keeping them apart. Thus for us science, philosophy, theology,
mysticism — in other words the quest for truth — are activities which
constantly require our utmost seriousness. But are we sure that this
word 1s correctly defined? Certainly ‘serious’ means ‘deserving of con-
sideration’, but another of its accepted meanings is ‘constituting a
dangeror threat’. It seems to me that thiskind of confusion is revealing,
and that there i1s something equally significant about phrases such
as ‘serious as the grave’, ‘a serious contender’, ‘serious interest’.

There 1s a confusion between seriousness and gravity, a confusion
which Breton exposed and which Gurdjieff made clear. We do not
imagine the scholar, the philosopher, the theologian or the mystic
roaring with laughter. We say of a moralist that he is grave, and
apply the same word to an illness.

When people went to Gurdjieft to ask him a question, only to have
him answer not with the desired solemnity but with some disconcert-
ing, irksome rejoinder, and an attitude seemingly inconsequential,
perhaps even to the point of being improper or outrageous, then
their reasoning followed this sort of course: Gurdjiefl is not serious;
but a genuine spiritual master 1s necessarily a serious person; there-
fore Gurdjieff is not a genuine spiritual master.

But 1n that case neither would the Zen masters deserve that title,
with their theory of laughter, shouts, and blows:

One evening Yao-shan climbed the mountain for a walk. Seeing
the moon suddenly appearing from behind the clouds he laughed
most heartily. The laugh echoed ninety /i east of Li-yang where
his monastery was. The villagers thought the voice came from
their neighbours. In the morning the inquiry went eastwards from
one door to another until it reached the monastery, and the
villagers concluded, ‘Last night the master gave us the greatest
laugh of his life at the top of the mountain.’8
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Among writers, I believe that it was André Breton who first set
out to restore to humour its true life-giving function:

It is less and less certain, seeing the specific demands of modern
sensibility, that poetic, artistic, and scientific works and philo-
sophical and social systems lacking in this sort of humour do not
leave something gravely to be desired, and are not doomed to a
more or less rapid death. . . . We are touching upon a burning
subject, we are advancing straight into the firing line; we have all
the winds of passion alternatively for and against us as soon as we
think of lifting the veil from this humour, whose manifest products
we nevertheless manage to isolate, with a unique satisfaction, in
literature, in art and in life.?

This text may illuminate Gurdjieff’s behaviour, which was
calculated to get rid of a good deal of ill-founded reticence and
dissipate a good many misplaced modesties. In particular, Beelze-
bub’s Tales to His Grandson, which 1s often reckoned to be so
unapproachable, gains a lot from being understood, not in the way
the reader usually attempts to understand a didactic text, but as one
of the most perfect expressions of an art form addressed not only to
the mind but to the heart and the body too, and which produces that
‘explosive’ effect without which, as Baudelaire stressed and as
Breton reminds us, there can be nothing genuinely comic.

The truly comic is what Baudelaire called the ‘absolute comic’,
which, as he said, is vertigo.1? A vertigo produced in the Tales by the
dizzy heights, of men’s stupidity or corruption. To describe things
otherwise would amount to a death of the mind.

One of the unique virtues of Gurdjieff’s books is that they estab-
lish a distance between the reader and all that is banal and ordinary,
and show us that the banal and ordinary are horrible, because they
are actually deeply foreign to us. Under the effect of this prose the
reader cannot but be bewildered.

To bewilder, baffle and disorientate are the paramount actions of
the master. The fact is that we are lost in hostile country, taking the
wrong road, and travelling in false dawns.

Gurdjieff said to Ouspensky: ‘Awakening begins when a man
realizes that he is going nowhere and does not know where to go.’!
The master 1s the awakener, and his most effective weapons can be
humour and vulgarity.

A brutal intervention from the master 1s a necessity, otherwise
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man lulls his consciousness to sleep on the waves of daily life. To be
convinced of this, one only needs to reflect upon the meaning of a
word like ‘disillusionment’. ‘Loss of an illusion’, the dictionaries say,
and this ought to be something positive and reassuring, to anyone
claiming to be searching for truth. But evidently not, for the ana-
logous words are heartbreak, letdown, disappointment, disenchant-
ment. Man is too attached to his own errors to enjoy having them
pointed out to him.

And that is why the master so often has to take the way of blame,
outrage, paradox, contradiction and outward folly. For what is
wisdom in the eyes of God is unreason in the eyes of men. What is
true in the spiritual order is absurd in the social order. Again, I
would like to illustrate this fact with the help of two anecdotes whose
hero is that master of the way of blame, the legendary Mullah Nassr
Eddin.

It 1s noon, and a blazing hot day. In the village square the per-
spiring Mullah, covered in dust, is down on all fours looking for
something 1n the sand.

One of his neighbours sees him, comes up and asks:

‘What have you lost?’

‘My key,” says the Mullah, who goes on scrabbling in the sand
while his neighbour squats down to help him look.

After a few minutes the sweating, panting neighbour asks:

‘Are you sure 1t was here that you lost 1t?’

‘No,’” says the Mullah, ‘it was at home.’

“T’hen why are you looking for it here?’

‘My dear fellow, because there’s more light here.’

The stories about Mullah Nassr Eddin, besides being ‘funny’, also
have a ‘metaphysical’ value; they are worrying and disturbing.
Gurdjieft delighted in telling them, and even in making them up.
Mullah Nassr Eddin, often the embodiment of popular wisdom,
assumes above all the role of the fool whose apparently absurd logic
turns conventional ideas upside-down.

Another day, the Mullah goes into a shop, and the shopkeeper
comes forward to serve him.

‘First things first,” says the Mullah. ‘Are you sure you saw me
enter your shop?’

‘Of course I am!”

‘Have you met me before?’

‘Never.’
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“T'hen how do you know it’s me?’
These anecdotes are a triumph of vulgarity: in them everything
that ‘goes without saying’ is radically put in question.

Gurdjieff often behaved like the Mullah. One of his disciples
writes:

For example, he never hesitated to arouse doubts about himself
by the kind of language he used, by his calculated contradictions
and by his behaviour, to such a point that people around him,
particularly those who had a tendency to worship him blindly,
were finally obliged to open their eyes to the chaos of their
reactions.!?

On the way of blame the initiator can appear brutal, incoherent, and
outrageous.

The master is first of all the man who knows me, who knows my
need (I myself do not know myself; I do not know what I really
need). I am Nathaniel, and the master has seen me under the fig
tree. No one but he knows, or will ever know, what happened under
that tree.

The master knows me, knows my need, knows the paths that lead
to the Good I yearn for. But he cannot simply tell me these things,
he can only help me to understand them, ‘with all my mass’ as
Gurdjieff used to say. He cannot explain them to me, he can only
indicate them: the finger does not explain the moon, the Zen saying
reminds us, but it points to it, and woe betide the man who mistakes
the finger for the moon.

How does the master go about demonstrating reality? He resorts
to what Zen calls ‘skilful means’ (upayakausalya). This means reply-
ing to the disciple’s questions with raised finger, outstretched arms,
threatening stick, shouts and blows. This also means paradoxes,
contradictions, repetitions, exclamations, apparently indolent
answers or even refusals to reply and many other usually unexpected
means:

When Joshu was asked by a monk whether there was Buddha-
Nature in the dog, the master answered ‘Mu!’

Reiun was asked, ‘How were things before the appearance of the
Buddha in the world?’ He raised his hossu.*13

* Suzuki notes that a ‘hossu’, part of what he calls ‘the various religious insignia’ of
the Zen master, was ‘originally a mosquito driver in India’. (Tr.)
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Refusal of the useless question, and behaviour provoking the often
painful awakening of the disciple, these are what I see as the essence
of this way of blame which I have tried roughly to explain.

But to return to Gurdjieff: he offers his mainly ‘intellectual’ dis-
ciples an exemplarily coherent system whose study should enable
them to make real progress. The coherence of this system is se-
ductive, but there 1s a danger of its discouraging the pupil because of
its complexity and the demands which its method imposes. The
master who embodies the system seems distant and perhaps in-
accessible. But at the same time Gurdjieff lessens this distance by his
close relationship with the disciple, by his fatherly attitude and
benevolence, although he does not hesitate, if need be, to play the
role of the fool, which is the master’s role on the way of blame:

When he assumes this role, the master is a mirror. A mirror in
which the disciple sees himself. He caricatures and exaggerates
what ‘is not working’ in the disciple, feigns anger, arrogance, and
if necessary lecherousness, and is therefore disconcerting, because
the disciple has a long way to go before realizing that the hateful
person the master is showing him is himself.14

Here 1s the explanation of many apparent contradictions. All sorts
of resentment and bitterness are dispelled when, in the mirror of the
master, you see yourself.

In this way Gurdjieff carries out the first of the tasks which he set
himself both in his life and in his work, and which he defines as “To
destroy, mercilessly, without any compromises whatsoever, in the
mentation and feelings of the reader, the beliefs and views, by
centuries rooted in him, about everything existing in the world.’ 15

It 1s in this sense that he may appear ‘inhuman’, because his
undertaking is anything but ‘moral’ in the usual sense of the word.

He told Ouspensky:

“What 1s necessary s conscience. We do not teach morality. We teach
how to find conscience. People are not pleased when we say this.
They say that we have no love. Simply because we do not
encourage weakness and hypocrisy but, on the contrary, take off
all masks.’16
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Once the disciple has been awakened, how will he make progress
along the way of conscience, and then of love? Because the first
precedes the second, but the second proceeds from the first.

First, as I say, there is the system, the body of work which consti-
tutes the teachings of Gurdjieff, and which is mainly to be found in the
books of Ouspensky and Maurice Nicoll. In addition to a description
of man and the universe, and an analysis of the great psychological
and cosmic laws, this contains the definition of what Gurdjieff called
‘the fourth way’, as opposed to the traditional religious ways.

The central idea of the system is ancient and well known: that we
must know ourselves, learn to locate ourselves correctly in our
‘megalocosmos’, and therefore find out how the human machine
works and become capable of controlling it. But the method pro-
posed by Gurdjieff to achieve this aim 1s a new one, at least in the
West. I shall further analyse this method later on, but here let me
venture to underline some of its strengths.

We are, says Gurdjieff, ‘three-brained beings’. This means simply
that our nature is threefold. It participates simultaneously in the
physical, the emotional, and the mental order. In each of us one of
these three orders, one of the three ‘centres’, dominates the others.
There are men of the physical body, men of feeling and men of
intellect. According to Gurdjieff’s teaching, for each of these types
there 1s a corresponding way. The first is the way of the fakir, or the
wav of asceticism; the second is the way of the monk, or way of
religious feeling; the third is the way of the yogi, or way of reason.
The common basis of these ways is religion, in the institutional sense
of the word. They are traditional and ‘permanent . . . within the limits

13
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of our historical period’.? All the spiritual processes we know come
down to one of these three ways, according to Gurd)ieff.

The way which he himself proposes is that of work on all three
centres at the same time. All work on one of the centres must
accompany corresponding work on the two others. Under no cir-
cumstances should the balance of the centres be broken. It is this
work and only this work, says Gurdjieff, which may give us access to
conscience:

“T'hen the fourth way differs from the other ways in that the
principal demand made upon a man is the demand for under-
standing. A man must do nothing that he does not understand,
except as an experiment under the supervision and direction of his
teacher. The more a man understands what he is doing, the
greater will be the results of his efforts. This is a fundamental
principle of the fourth way. The results of work are in proportion
to the consciousness of the work. No ““faith” is required on the
fourth way; on the contrary, faith of any kind is opposed to the
fourth way. On the fourth way a man must satisfy himself of the
truth of what he 1s told. And until he is satisfied he must do
nothing.’?

This definition generally outrages people, because it looks as if
Gurdjieff’s way must by its very nature be accessible only to a
chosen few, and because it assumes an immense amount of work on
oneself, and seems to give precedence to this task apparently to the
detriment of the love of God.

[ believe that this fourth way was, quite simply, devised for times
in which the very love of which people imagine themselves capable is
itself an illusion. This way i1s —and I insist that the point must be
properly understood — the sine qua non of love. It excludes love only in
so far as that love 1s debased in human beings:

““In the presences of the beings of contemporary times, there also
arises and is present in them as much as you please of that strange
impulse which they call love; but this love of theirs is firstly also
the result of certain crystallized consequences of the properties of
the same Kundabuffer; and secondly this impulse of theirs arises
and manifests itself in the process of every one of them entirely
subjectively; so subjectively and so differently that if ten of them
were asked to explain how they sensed this inner impulse of theirs,
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then all ten of them — if| of course, they for once replied sincerely,
and frankly confessed their genuine sensations and not those they
had read about somewhere or had obtained from somebody else —
all ten would reply differently and describe ten different sensations.

“““One would explain this sensation in the sexual sense; another
In the sense of pity; a third in the sense of desire for submission; a
fourth, in a common craze for outer things, and so on and so forth;
but not one of the ten could describe even remotely, the sensation
of genuine Love.

“*“And none of them would, because in none of the ordinary
beings-men here has there ever been for a long time, any sensation
of the sacred being-impulse of genuine Love. And without this
‘taste’ they cannot even vaguely describe that most beatific sacred
being-impulse in the presence of every three-centered being of the
whole Universe, which, in accordance with the divine foresight of
Great Nature, forms those data in us, from the result of the
experiencing of which we can blissfully rest from the meritorious
labors actualized by us for the purpose of self-perfection.”’3

Gurdjieft asserts that we are incapable of love, belief or hope in
the higher, sublime sense of these words, and that is why the way he
proposes appears iInhuman to some people.

But work along this way has necessarily to be carried out in a
group, and under the guidance of a teacher, and I have shown that
the teacher is also the man who knows me, who loves me (because he
himself 1s capable of love), and that this bond between teacher and
disciple tempers what ever aridity there might be on the way.

Furthermore —and again I must insist on this fact — Gurdjieff
does not condemn the traditional ways. He simply points out that in
general man does not fully realize himself in them. Also, and this is
perhaps the most important point, the system is not everything. The
fourth way is not exclusive. It is not the sole way to salvation.

In the end. in fact, the four ways make only a single way. They
make what Gurdjieff calls ‘the subjective way’, although he takes
care to add that the word ‘subjective’ is only an approximation.* But
there exists another way, which he calls ‘the objective way’, with the
same reservations about the adjective. This 1s the way I have
already mentioned, the way of the obyvatel, of the man in the street:

‘People of the objective way simply live in life. They are those
whom we call good people. Particular systems and methods are
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not necessary for them; making use of ordinary religious or in-
tellectual teachings and ordinary morality, they live at the same
time according to conscience. They do not of necessity do much
good, but they do no evil. Sometimes they happen to be quite
uneducated, simple people but they understand life very well,
they have a right valuation of things and a right outlook. And they
are of course perfecting themselves and evolving. Only their way
can be very long with many unnecessary repetitions.’3

So all 1s not rotten in our state. If Beelzebub’s Tales offer us an
atrocious image of man, Meetings With Remarkable Men is alive with
obyvatels:

I do not at all wish to say that all obyvatels are people of the
objective way. Nothing of the kind. Among them are thieves,
rascals, and fools; but there are others. I merely wish to say that
being a good obyvatel by itself does not hinder the ‘way’. . . . A
man lives and works, then, when his children or his grandchildren
are grown up, he gives everything to them and goes into a
monastery. This is the obyvatel of which I speak. Perhaps he does
not go into a monastery, perhaps he does not need this. His own
life as an obyvatel can be his way.®

The chief culprit responsible for the ‘terror of the situation’ is the
intellectual, in the Western sense of the word, symbolized in Beelze-
bub’s Tales by the ‘subsequent Universal Hasnamuss’ Lentroham-
sanin. [t 1s he whom Gurdjieff calls in his myth the ‘destroyer of the
Very Saintly Labors’. It is he who is at the root of that subjectivation
of values, done in the name of liberty, which has produced Babel,
and the Circle of the Confusion of Tongues, in which we live.

The culprits are the intellectuals, because they are also the
teachers. Not only are their own minds distorted, but they also warp
the minds of the obyvatels, more and more of whom are falling into
their clutches. Even so, some of these are ‘quite uneducated, simple
people’ who ‘understand life very well’ and may escape corruption.

Christ said, a long time ago: ‘I thank thee, O Father, Lord of
heaven and earth, because thou hast hid these things from the wise
and prudent, and hast revealed them unto babes.’” For these ‘babes’
the yoke is easy and the burden light. For us, there is a cross to take
up and a tribute of sufferings to pay. Once it has been paid we can
gain access to conscience and become capable of love.
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Gurdjieff always said this. His work 1s an exaltation of conscience,
a vindication of love.

Two sentences from Meetings With Remarkable Men sum up the
essence of his teaching to perfection. The first is, ‘Only he will deserve
the name of man and can count upon anything prepared for him from Above,
who has already acquired corresponding data for being able to preserve intact
both the wolf and the sheep confided to his care.’® In other words, we must
set out to achieve freedom of body, emotions and mind, which are
symbolized respectively by the wolf, the lamb and the shepherd. The
second sentence recalls the ‘very sensible counsel for living often
employed by our great Mullah Nassr Eddin’. It runs, ‘Always and in
everything strive to attain at the same time what is useful for others
and what is pleasant for oneself.’?

But where is the suffering in that? Suffering is necessary while one
is still incapable of being useful to anybody. Suffering is necessary,
but we have to learn to renounce our sufferings, and finally to re-
NOUNCe our renunciations.

‘I have already said before that sacrifice is necessary,’ said G.
‘Without sacrifice nothing can be attained. But if there i1s anything
in the world that people do not understand it is the idea of
sacrifice. They think they have to sacrifice something that they
have. For example, I once said that they must sacrifice ““faith,”
“tranquillity,” ““health.” They understand this literally. But then
the point is that they have not got either faith, or tranquillity, or
health. All these words must be taken in quotation marks. In
actual fact they have to sacrifice only what they imagine they have
and which 1n reality they do not have. They must sacrifice their
fantasies. But this is difficult for them, very difficult. It is much
easier to sacrifice real things.

‘Another thing that people must sacrifice is their suffering.’1°

And Gurdjieff adds: ‘No one who is not free from suffering, who
has not sacrificed his suffering, can work.’

The ultimate aim of this work is pleasure, which is ‘an attribute of
paradise’. But this pleasure is not accessible ‘now, at once and for-
ever’. “The whole point is to be able to get pleasure and be able to
keep it. Whoever can do this has nothing to learn’ (my italics).?



4 Notes On Beelzebub’s
Tales

One of the obstacles encountered by the student of Gurdjieff’s teach-
ing i1s created by the very style of writing that he uses both in
Beelzebub’s Tales to His Grandson and in Meetings With Remarkable Men.
Yet these works are not at all alike. One is extraordinarily complex
and hard to approach; the other i1s written more simply, almost in a
strictly narrative style. But what they both have in common is that
Gurdjieff introduces fantastic elements: in the former, extrater-
restrial myths and fictions; in the latter, improbably marvellous
events, such as the crossing of the Gobi desert on stilts.

The two books were written in Russian. But what is most remark-
able 1s that the translations made of them both in English and in
French have such quality that they stand up as exemplary literary
creations in both languages. (There are also German translations of
these works, but I shall leave it to German speakers to point out
their quality.) How 1is 1t that these texts never give a hint of trans-
lation? It is because they were undertaken by Gurdjieff’s very
own disciples, and under his direction; they are the work of a group
which was not in the least pressed for time, and whose sole concern
was to communicate to the reader the special quality of a style
unmatched, to my knowledge, in this century.

It has often been said that the style of Beelzebub’s Tales is awkward.
That 1s because we are not accustomed to it, because it runs counter
to all the fashions and all the researches outside of which the iron
rule holds that there is no possible salvation for a writer.

The essayist Jorge Luis Borges, well known for his paradoxes and
fertile and individual ideas, in an essay entitled ‘On the superstitious
ethic of the reader’ written in 1930 and reprinted in French in the

18
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collection Discussion (Paris, Gallimard, 1966), also stressed what he
called ‘the indigent condition of our literature, its inability to
attract’, which underlie what he considers to be a ‘superstition about
stvle’:

Those who are affected by this superstition understand by style
not the effectiveness or lack of effectiveness of a page but the
apparent successes of the writer — his comparisons, his harmony,
the episodes of his punctuation and syntax. They are indifferent to
personal conviction or emotion; they look for ‘techniqueries’ (the
word 1s Unamuno’s) which will tell them whether or not what is
written has the right to please them.?

Here we undoubtedly touch upon the most important problem in
present-day literature. Form is no longer the servant of the idea (this
statement is not to be taken as a profession of faith in classicism: in
Lautréamont, for example, there is nothing gratuitous about the
extreme ‘baroquery’ of the form). On the contrary, form exists, so to
speak, in and for itself. And the author will reach the point of seeking
to achieve nothing less than the dislocation of language, because he
no longer has anything more to communicate than his own con-
fusion, when it is not simply the arrogant affirmation of a pernicious
capacity for constant so-called ‘innovation’. What Mallarmé un-
questionably suffered as a kind of martyrdom, the inability to write,
which emerges in his work in the double dead-end of unintelligibility
and affectation, most of today’s writers experience through their
own conformism, because it has become ‘good taste’ to hold forth
incessantly about the celebrated ‘incommunicability’ of just about
everything.

Hence the ‘superstition about style’ so roundly condemned by
Borges when he says of writers,

They have heard it said that close repetition of certain syllables is
cacophonous, and they will pretend to be put out by it in prose,
even if in poetry it brings them a particular — and in my opinion
equally pretended — pleasure. In other words they are looking not at the
efficiency of the machinery but the arrangement of its parts. They are
subordinating emotion to ethic, or rather to good form [my
italics].?

Writers nearly always look for the ‘page of perfection’, but, as
Borges emphasizes,
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The page of perfection, the page where not a word can be altered
without damage, is the most precarious of all. . . . Conversely, the
page which is destined for immortality can go through the furnace
of errata, rough versions, careless readings and lack of under-
standing without losing its soul in the ordeal.3

This 1s the case with the translations we have of the work of
Gurdjieff, apart from the fact that they are quite untouched by the
‘furnace of errata’. What Gurdjieff aims for is efhciency, which is
why he has to create an utterly personal language able to convey
both ‘personal conviction’ and ‘emotion’.

The language of Beelzebub’s Tales to His Grandson has as yet
received very little worthwhile attention. I believe that Charles
Duits’s as yet unpublished study — not an exhaustive study, but
rather thoughts which someone might confide, with no literary
intention, to his diary, or to a friend — is worth quoting at length:

“The great qualities of the introduction to the Tales need not be
emphasized. That introduction unarguably constitutes, in its own
right, one of the most striking works of its era, and André Breton
considered printing extracts from it in his Anthology of Black Humour.

‘But the main text of the book is, to say the least, not easy to
approach. Since it so happens that I have been studying it for years,
it seemed that the best means available to me for honouring
Gurdjieff’s memory was to make it easier for the reader to approach
this apparently forbidding text, in so far as this is possible.

‘In fact it belongs, as the very title indicates, to one of the best-
known of literary genres, the genre of Montesquieu’s Lettres persanes
and Voltaire’s L’Ingénu. Beelzebub, a very kindly old man, has
devoted the greater part of his existence to the inhabitants of the
earth. He has tried his hardest to cure them of the terrible disease
which afflicts them because of the ““lack of foresight on the part of
certain Most High, Most Very Saintly Cosmic Individuals™. So we
already see the ‘“‘catch’, because this being whose behaviour has
obviously been nothing less than ““angelic” is considered by human
beings to be the devil in person. Thus, right from the start, we have a
key: men see the world upside-down — that is their disease. They
take Angels for Devils, and Devils for Angels.

‘Clearly, if the genre to which Beelzebub’s Tales belongs is a classic
one, its teaching — or at any rate one of the teachings expressed in
it — 1s also thoroughly traditional. Beneath the humorous surface of
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the fable we again meet the doctrine of illusion, of Maya, of the
famous “‘sleep’”” which all the masters speak off, a sleep which must
be broken and, from which the sleeper must “awaken”.

‘It will also be seen that Gurdjieff is seeking nothing less than to
do something ‘““new’ —in which respect he certainly distinguishes
himself from most professional writers. What is new —and pro-
digiously so — is the form: we have already seen enough to show that
the content is ancient, classical and traditional.

‘Having said that, it must also be said that no matter how
apparently strange, baroque and even preposterous is the form
adopted by Gurdjieff to express this traditional thinking, it too
belongs to a very old tradition, that of the Thousand and One Nights. 1t
seems to me very important to underline this point, because it 1s
indisputable that only a reader capable of taking a childish pleasure
from listening to stories can appreciate such a work. The gravest
problems are at issue, yet Beelzebub is addressing a child, his grand-
son Hassein, and he narrates the cosmic adventure in the oriental
style, that is to say, according to a certain rhythm which has
admittedly become quite foreign to the modern Western mind. It is
obvious that Homer’s listeners enjoyed hearing the same epithets
and the same phrases repeated again and again. The same goes for
the Sultan listening to Scheherazade, and certainly too for the
troubadours’ listeners as they learned, for the thousandth time, that
Charlemagne had a “flowing beard”.

‘Here we may be touching on what most deters the modern
reader. What for a “‘childish” mind constitutes the charm and
strength of the Tales — as of the lliad, the Chanson de Roland and the
Thousand and One Nights — namely the constant harping on the same
images, the same expressions, and that tide-like ebb and flow —is
just what the ““intellectualized’ reader finds hardest to take.

‘We have to make up our minds here: this is a ““process™, very
different from current practice, and like any other process it has its
pros and cons. The use of a “primitive technique’ in the twentieth
century 1s obviously a gamble. Most readers will undoubtedly be put
off. But some may find something of the fairy tale in them, and
also — why mince words? —an inspiration which will carry them
along in the end, if they can get over their initial bias.

“T'he process in question — as anyone soon realizes who has the
patience to read a work like the Tales — in fact has a very special
quality. Certainly a fearsome dragon stands on the threshold of such
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a book, a dragon which can only be called boredom. But whoever
crosses the threshold discovers little by little that the repetitions and
so on produce an altogether different effect. They take hold of the
reader, create an “‘atmosphere”; he wants to go further, and like
Hassein he asks for more. . . .

‘I have mentioned the lliad and the Thousand and One Nights; in
many ways the Tales are also reminiscent of Rabelais, who, like
Gurdjieff, takes his time and presents the modern reader with what
is at first a hard surface to penetrate, but eventually gains a lasting
hold on him. One returns to these books again and again, reading a
page. or a chapter, stopping and then starting again, so that their
quintessence penetrates without being noticed.

‘I have dwelt on the Gurdjiefhan process at some length, because
it seems to me that what matters most is to prepare the possible
reader. Misunderstanding is inevitable if you try to read the Tales as
you read a novel. There is another way of reading, and therefore
another way of considering literature ( Joyce also tried to retrieve it
in Ulysses, and above all in Finnegans Wake). A work which has no
beginning and no end, which speaks of “‘all and everything”’, refuses
to make any haste at all, and imposes its own pace on the reader.

‘Having said this, we can now tackle the modern and even ultra-
modern aspect of the book, Gurdjieff’s great comic innovation, an
invention which to my mind makes him one of the literary geniuses
of the century, and from which he draws an infinite variety of effects
whose humour is sometimes disquieting. The entire book is written
in a pseudo-scientific jargon whose cumulative effect — but with
Gurdjieff all the effects are cumulative —1s in my opinion utterly
irresistible.

‘In some respects the Tales are nothing other than a marvellously
extended satire on modern science, or to be more precise, on the
scientific mind. Certainly Gurdjieff sees the extraordinary vanity of
scholars as one of the most perfect illustrations of universal folly.
This vanity goes hand in hand with pedantry, and is principally
manifested in the continual use of a Greco-Latin jargon which
enabies the pundits to conceal the ordinariness of what they are
saying, exactly like Moliére’s doctors, and to impose on everyone’s
credulity. Thus “‘saliakooriapa™ is used for “water”, “teskooano”
for telescope, etc. I must add straight away that this jargon also has
another totally serious purpose: there is in Gurdjieff a “verbal
cabbala” which calls for an extremely meticulous and careful
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examination. But what concerns us here is to see how, with the help
of this very simple means, Gurdjieff achieves an effect of absolute
disorientation. Beelzebub talks to his grandson Hassein, and of
course he talks in his grandson’s language. They live on a planet
unknown to the men of earth, called Karatas. So that in order to
make himself understood by human beings Beelzebub has to translate
certain of the words he uses. He gravely teaches Hassein the earth-
men’s word for ‘‘saliakooriapa’, ‘“teskooano”, etc. The reader
quickly reaches the point of considering the earth words from the
viewpoint of the inhabitants of Karatas, and seriously follows such
remarks as:

‘And thus the three-brained beings breeding on the planet Earth
call the greatest period of the flow of time ““‘century,” and this
“century’’ of theirs consists of a hundred “‘years.”

‘A “vear’ has twelve “months.”

‘A “month’ has an average of thirty ““days,” that is, diurnities.

‘Further, they divide their diurnity into twenty-four ‘“hours”
and an ‘“hour” into sixty ‘“minutes.”

‘And a “minute’ they divide into sixty “seconds.”” ’#

[

... only to suddenly be brought up short and then to roar with
laughter. For actually he has just learned . . . nothing whatsoever.

‘And yet he has after all learned something, for he has begun to
consider mankind from outside, and from much further outside than
when he slipped into the skin of Montesquieu’s Persians or
Voltaire’s Ingénu. It is our whole language, and hence our whole
world, which loses its familiarity, and no longer just various
manners, customs, laws and conventions. Like Montesquieu, and
like Voltaire, Gurdjieff interposes a distance between the reader and
mankind. But here the process is radicalized to the utmost. It is not
our society which is made foreign, but the whole Earth, its history
and geography, the most common and ordinary things. One is quite
surprised to learn that human beings also practise “Elmooarno”
(make love) and at the end of their lives undergo ‘“Rascooarno”
(die).

“T'hus the book is presented in the form of a comic ethnology —
which takes the wind out of many sails. Just as ethnologists enjoy
larding their writings with words borrowed from the peoples they
study, so Gurdjieff manages to thoroughly “‘exoticize” us, so that
our lives and our most everyday activities display their underlying
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structure. Life could be different: things are not simply “as they
are’’.

‘And of course other fields are involved, as well as ethnology.
Through this infinitely simple and infinitely effective process,
Gurdjieft perfidiously incites us to ask questions: first, of course, to
question the authority of science. But also—and even more dis-
concerting — to question the very reality of its findings. Everything is
aftected — physics, chemistry, biology. For it goes without saying that
Gurdjieft 1s not satisfied only to substitute words of his own devising
for those we use in evervday life. Generalizing the process, he replaces
our entire science with another, and our “laws of nature’ — as we call
them — with a whole other system. described, of course, in a pompous,
rebarbative language. Never mind the value of this system for the
moment. The important thing here is once again the disorienting and
“diabolic” effect, for in “explaining” all phenomena by laws un-
known to Earth science, Gurdjieff insinuates a fundamental doubt. Is
Einstein right? But what is there in Einstein which 1s not in the law of
Triamazikamno or of Heptaparaparshinokh? Perhaps we do obtain
some results, but not-because we know the laws, rather because we
have glimpsed certain aspects of much more general laws which we do
not know. To tell the truth, here one tends to forget that the Tales are,
after all, a work of fiction. Thoroughly bewildered, we are ready to
admit that the sun gives neither heat nor light, that the moon is a
nascent planet, not a dead one, and so on. Without realizing it we
reach the point of taking Gurdjieff at his word, so that we have to make a
certain effort to wake up, to understand the game we have just been
taken in by, and also to see that in life we are perhaps taken in by just
such a game.

‘I hasten to add that Gurdjieff’s “laws™ are definitely not as
fantastic as one might think, and that his cosmology may be less
absurd than it seems. For the moment, though, this is not what
matters: the important thing is to see the process through which
Gurdjieft, so to speak, disabuses his reader, forces him to question
what he never questions and — last but not least — makes him grasp
at first hand what it is that produces that dismal mechanization of
thought which lies at the root of so many of our troubles.’$



5 Gurdjieff and ‘word

prostltution’

Gurdjieff went at some length into his literary project, and into the
means chosen to implement it, in the first chapter of Beelzebub’s Tales
and the introduction to Meetings With Remarkable Men.

First, he writes because he is compelled to do so. No one cared less
for ‘fame’ than Gurdjieff, and for some time his writings were avail-
able only to the members of the groups he guided. He insists that his
work 1s not essentially ‘literary’ in the usual sense of the word.
Writing is above all a religious act, as the first paragraph of the Tales
makes eminently clear;

Among other convictions formed in my common presence during
my responsible, peculiarly composed life, there is one such also -
an indubitable conviction — that always and everywhere on the
earth, among people of every degree of development of under-
standing and of every form of manifestation of the factors which
engender in their md1v1duallty all kinds of ideals, there is acquired
the tendency, when beginning anything new, unfailingly to
pronounce aloud or, if not aloud, at least mentally, that definite
utterance understandable to every even quite illiterate person,
which in different epochs has been formulated variously and in
our day is formulated in the following words: ‘In the name of the
Father and of the Son and in the name of the Holy Ghost. Amen.’
That is why I now, also, setting forth on this venture quite new
for me, namely, authorship, begin by pronouncing this utterance
and moreover pronounce it not only aloud, but even very
distinctly and with a full, as the ancient Toulousites defined it,
‘wholly-manifested-intonation.’!

25
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Gurdjieft’s intention is nothing less than to reach the reader in his
deepest being, and in all the regions of his being, mental, emotional
and corporeal. In this respect Gurdjieff’s books stand utterly
distinct from the works of someone like Ouspensky, remarkable as
thev are, whose scope is necessarily reduced by their overly intellec-
tual character.

Gurdjieft has been much talked about but very little read, and
when read, rarely appreciated. The fact is that he is an anomaly. His
work cannot be compared with anything else written in this century,
nor classified in any precise genre. Hence the disaffection of those
head-hunters of the mind, the critics: finding themselves unable to
reduce what is so vast that they cannot even grasp it, they ignore or
despise it — this is proved, I think, by those critical commonplaces to
the effect that Balzac wrote badly, and Victor Hugo was stupid.
Nowadays one hears that Gurdjieff was dangerous, dishonest.
People steered clear of him, and after his death they steer clear of his
work, which 1s simultaneously fiction, epic poem, satire and auto-
biography — as well as constituting a world-view unknown to those
who claim that thinking is their calling. The perfection of Gurdjieff’s
work has seldom been recognized.

Yet as far back as 1956 a writer like Manuel Rainoird was prais-
ing ‘his literary mastery, so clearly displayed (the genres he calls
into play leave our elegant efforts far behind)’.? Rainoird adds:

I feel the strong necessity, once having read Beelzebub’s Tales to His
Grandson: An Objectively Impartial Criticism of the Life of Man — if 1
say ‘read’ it is for want of a better word, for the work is much more
than that suggests, like an infinitely testing trial, a substance both
assimilable and unassimilable by every organ — to pronounce in
the midst of my stunned astonishment the words ‘great’ and
‘new’. But as I also run my eye through the library of con-
temporary fiction, I realize that here there is no possible term of
comparison, and that when it comes to ‘great’ and ‘new’ there is
no book to approach it — what work of philosophy, science, legend
or history? And yet it is our history which is in question, vours and
mine, universal and personal.3

The greatness lies in the undertaking, the total novelty in the tone,
that particular tone (as Rimbaud’s dawns are ‘particular’) which
makes a major work, and which has never been heard or conveyed
by those whom Gurdjieff calls ‘ordinary patented-writers’.
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The Tales begin with a reiterated profession of faith:

In any case I again repeat — in order that you should well
remember it, but not as you are in the habit of remembering other
things and on the basis of which are accustomed to keeping your
word of honor to others or to yourself — that no matter what
language I shall use, always and in evervthing, I shall avoid what
I have called the ‘bon ton literary language.’®

‘Bon ton’ was undoubtedly what he ridiculed the most; and edu-
cation, as we understand it, was what he saw as the most grievous
problem of all. Literature seemed to him to be one of the noblest of
disciplines, sorrily reduced in this century to what he harshly de-
scribes as ‘the development of “‘word prostitution”.’® Read the intro-
duction to Meetings With Remarkable Men, with its merciless speech by
the elderly cultured Persian. Anyone who has prided himself on his
skill with the pen, and anybody who dips complacently into the
stagnant water of contemporary prose and cadences — when these
amount to nothing more than futile yet injurious linguistic manipu-
lations — if there 1s a jot of honesty left in him, will not be able to
read that speech without being overwhelmed by the power of those
basic truths which are the common province of the masters, and which
in their apparent triteness we tend to bypass, to our own detriment,
when instead we should pay them the closest attention.

The journalism whose faults are condemned by the genius of
Balzac in [llusions perdues rots language and rots thought. With trivial
games on the one hand, and continual lying on the other, the spirit
becomes irretrievably corrupted:

‘According to my conviction, which has finally become as firm as
a rock — and anyone thinking more or less impartially will come to
the same conclusion — it is chiefly owing to this journalistic
literature that any man who tries to develop by the means avail-
able in contemporary civilization acquires a thinking faculty
adequate, at the very most, for “‘the first invention of Edison™,
and in respect of emotionality develops in himself, as Mullah
Nassr Eddin would say, ‘““the fineness of feeling of a cow™.’®

Consequently, one can only turn to those ancient methods some of
which Charles Duits elicits in the essay quoted above, if one wishes
not only to communicate essential information to the reader but also
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to act, as Gurd)ieff sets out to act, on the reader’s entire being.

The dramatic question which today faces the writer who cares
about truth, namelv how can sublime words still be uttered without
being misunderstood, Gurdjieff settles in an exemplary manner. Just
as the sacred wonder of the heroes of tragedy metamorphoses into the
mere raising of a blasé evebrow, so. day after day. the holy words
love, hope and freedom are watered down; these words, among
others, have been tainted and weakened every time thev have fallen
from the mouths of fanatics and tyrants. How is the original strength
of these words to be restored? Gurdjieff either translates them into
the language of Karatas or else uses the same unchanging method to
clarify their meaning: when he means the vague idea he will say
‘love’, in inverted commas, and when he means the idea in its fullest
sense he will say ‘sacred being-impulse of genuine Love’. And this
insistence on repeating the words of Karatas, and on solemnly
defining 1deas, 1s to my mind one of the strengths of his language,
even though it has often been felt as unnecessary emphasis.

What should the reader of the Tales guard against, above all? To
find that out, all it takes is to read through the familiar expressions
which are put between inverted commas in the first pages of the book:
the fatal ability to put off anything we wish to do ‘till tomorrow’,
all the ‘wealth’ people have, the ‘professional writers’, and their
‘instructive-articles’, ‘patented-writers’, ‘bon ton literary language’
and so on. But the inverted commas may also highlight some just
expression used by Beelzebub and his kind: ‘active being-mentation’,
for example, or ‘higher being-bodies’ or ‘being-Partkdolg-duty’.

Thus there is nothing fortuitous in Gurdjieff’s style. The Tales are
a book of initiation, with numerous facets. Again I am obliged to
turn to a writer who will illuminate certain aspects of the diverse
body of Gurdjieff’s work better than I can:

So here 1s a book which cannot be read as we read our books -
which simultaneously attracts and repels us. A book of a stature
and inspiration which, although it entirely contains us, bag and
baggage, 1s manifestly far above our heads! It is as if, caught up in
that inspiration, engulfed in it and exhorted along the way to
behave as something other than children, we were being urged to
want what i1s wanted without our participation. It is like the
implacable guard who chivvies and rouses the passengers before
the train reaches some frontier, out of sheer kind-heartedness
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(since he is not involved), so that they will be ready and things
will go smoothly.

Here man is seen from above, as he had never previously been
seen. This vision from a very great distance — Beelzebub the
narrator is the inhabitant of worlds like our own, only far
removed, and as an envoy from above he has sometimes had
occasion to make flights to the planet Earth — this overview on the
scale of our Great Universe engulfs any reader and bathes him in
an extraordinarily clear light, so that far from blurring the details,
the hidden springs of the human mechanism, it has the effect of
revealing them all the more. The more the view embraces, the
better 1t explains by analogy the function and meaning of the
creature made in the image of God. Here, distance has a twofold
and quite astonishing effect. The greater the height to which
Beelzebub goes, the more the confusion of our usual jumble of
ideas 1s dispelled. What emerges is the opposite — we see in high
relief what was previously screened and misunderstood. The high
has illuminated the low. Infinite spaces have ceased to frighten us.
They no longer appear in the void of a bleak futility, produced by
the musings of the top mathematician in the open examinations;
instead, now that they are peopled — revealing themselves in their
tangible aspect as emanations of the affliction of Our deeply-
Loving and infinitely patient eternal Creator — they become
living, transmitting matter, creative of a new language, matter of
which Beelzebub is a more and more conscious emanation,
through his merits and his efforts.

Now in spite of this grandeur Beelzebub still remains a kind of
standard or model, all other things being equal. His personality is
attractive. Deprived of his horns, Beelzebub, devil though he 1s,
has not been exempt from the process of expiation. This was his
exile in the solar system Ors, to which our own planet belongs —
exile for errors made in his youth, and which greatly resemble our
familiar sins, with the corollary they imply, the forgetting of man’s
cosmic functions in the universe, and the concomitant unhappy
effects which are impartially noted by Beelzebub, who would like
to see them rooted out from inside the three-centred beings of the
planet Earth.

What do we know of the meaning of our life on Earth? If G. 1.
Gurdjieff works within a literary form so that this question may
some day occur to us, under certain conditions, he does it like no
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one else. All commentaries past, present and future, even In Search
of the Miraculous, are mere pools compared with his ocean. If
Gurdjieff tackles his task in one manner only, he has available an
arsenal of ways to arouse our interest. Although it 1s impossible to
follow the usual practice of giving a glimpse of what is named or
described, it would be an act of charity at least to point out to the
dear public, fond of philosophico-literary tracts, that we are
actually dealing here with the disconcerting question: ‘Who are
we, where are we going?’, but strongly flavoured. according to a
recipe it will not find familiar, with an accompaniment of cymbals
and the use of other sonorous and percussive instruments. In this
recipe, iced water and itching powder are also involved.

But let me repeat that the reader is not simply defeated. He is
reading the kind of roman-fleuve which, in the long run, will sweep
him along with it. The work of demolishing received ideas 1is not
undertaken with the aim of imposing a knowledge which we have
not drawn in through our own roots, or which, taken literally, and
without genuine links with the inner world, would tend to
generate grave misapprehensions. With our minds under such
fiendish attack, we give way to the following mental gymnastics:
we defend ourselves, we surrender. And if we surrender it is be-
cause somewhere around the plexus a warmth may develop — like
the air filling in our lungs — by virtue of the representations which
have been aroused, as if all at once there had been correspon-
dences established between the superb obscurities of this book
and unknown areas of ourselves. In simpler terms, let us recall
that certain writings, such as the Song of Solomon, or the Gospel
According to St John, were designed to rouse our emotions. The
Tales are of this nature. There is nothing in them for rigid minds.”

This uncommonly accurate account comes from the article quoted
at the beginning of this chapter, by the writer Manuel Rainoird.

As that other spiritual master, Georges Saint-Bonnet, would have
said, a plague on all ‘verbal felicities’. Writing only has meaning
when it describes genuine — ‘being’, as Gurdjieff would say — experi-
ence, and the writer is the repository of a teaching worthy of the
name. “T'he favourite error of present-day literature is emphasis,’
said Borges. ‘Definitive words, words postulating the wisdoms of
soothsayers or angels, or the resolves of a more than human firmness
— “‘unique, never, always, altogether, perfection, complete’ — are
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common currency with every writer. They do not think that saying a
thing too much 1s just as clumsy a thing for a writer to do as not
saying it at all, that generalization and intensification due to
negligence are signs of poverty, and that the reader feels this. Their
thoughtlessness is the cause of a depreciation of language.’®

Gurdjieff is formidably well armed against any such depreciation.
The methods he develops to counter it may be surprising, but they
are particularly effective. I feel that it is by success on such a scale
that genius 1s measured. As for his thinking, its originality, at least in
this century, and its remarkable cohesion are proof enough of its
importance. Add to this that his speech is a speech of life, and that
once it 1s taken really seriously it has the power to break down the
solid walls of unawareness and indifference, and you have measure
enough of its range, when you consider that ours is essentially a day
of error and delusion.



6 'The myth of the ‘organ
Kundabufter’

There is something ludicrous in the succession of causes which
Gurdjieff attributes to the tragic singularity of our destiny. The
universe is governed, in Gurdjieff’s mythology, by a redundant ad-
ministration which, making all due allowances, is rather like the
administration he might have known in his childhood in Russia.

Angels and archangels share the ‘cosmic government’ among
themselves, and form various commissions whose task is to settle one
or another problem of ‘management’. They bear titles of excessive
and sometimes comic solemnity: ‘the Arch-Engineer Archangel
Algamatant’, whom Beelzebub calls ‘His Pantemeasurability’; the
‘Chief-Common-Universal-Arch-Chemist-Physicist Angel Looisos’;
or ‘His All-Quarters-Maintainer the Arch-cherub Helkgematios’.
Not that these angels or these archangels are presented in a ridicu-
lous light — far from it. But they occasionally prove ‘unforeseeing’, as
Gurdjieff stresses, and it is one of their ‘unforeseeingnesses’ which is
at the root of our folly.

It all begins with the accidental genesis of the Moon — ‘this solar
system was then still being formed and was not yet “blended”
completely with what 1s called ‘“The Harmony-of-Reciprocal-
Maintenance-of-All-Cosmic-Concentrations”’.? A comet known as
‘Kondoor’ was due to cross the space where our own Earth was
already turning, but without doing any damage. However:

as a result of the erroneous calculations of a certain Sacred
Individual concerned with the matters of World-creation and
World-maintenance, the time of the passing of each of these
concentrations through the point of intersection of the lines of

32
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their paths coincided, and owing to this error the planet Earth
and the comet ‘Kondoor’ collided, and collided so violently that
from this shock, as I have already told you, two large fragments
were broken off from the planet Earth and flew into space.?

As a consequence of ‘this general cosmic misfortune’ our solar
system receives ‘a whole commission consisting of Angels and
Archangels, specialists in the work of World-creation and World-
Maintenance, under the direction of the Most Great Archangel
Sakaki’. This commission observes that under the influence of a
cosmic law called ‘Law-of-Catching-Up’, the broken-off fragments
of the Earth, instead of causing further disasters, are starting to
make elliptical orbits around their planet of origin. But in order to
prevent them from eventually escaping this influence, the Most
High Commission ‘decided to take certain measures to avoid this
eventuality’,3

[t 1s necessary for the Earth to emit vibrations, known as
‘askokin’, in order to keep its two satellites strictly dependent. Now
only organic life can produce these vibrations, and so it is that life
appears on our planet.

All living beings, Gurdjieff tells us, are ‘Similitudes-of-the-
Whole’. Men are eminently such, and ‘had in them in the beginning
the same possibilities for perfecting the functions for the acquisition
of being-Reason as have all other forms of ‘““Tetartocosmoses”*
arising throughout the whole Universe’.?

Thus far there are no unfortunate consequences of the original
‘error’:

But afterwards, just in the period when [men] also, as it proceeds
on other similar planets of our great Universe, were beginning
gradually to be spiritualized by what is called ‘being instinct,’ just
then, unfortunately for them, there befell a misfortune which was
unforeseen from Above and most grievous for them.®

This 1s how we learn something which is no more flattering to
ourselves than to the ‘administrators of the Megalocosmos’, namely
the famous myth of the ‘organ Kundabuffer’, which is one of the
great and terrible creations of the ruthless awakener.

After some time has elapsed, the all too diligent Most High
Commission decides to make a return visit to our solar system in

* Tetartocosmos: in the scale of living beings. all three-brained beings.
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order to complete its rescue work. Fearing that men ‘would pre-
maturely comprehend the real cause of their arising and existence
... namely, that by their existence they should maintain the
detached fragments of their planet,” and apprehensive that they may
revolt against their fate and in order to escape it ‘would be unwilling
to continue their existence’, the Commission decides ‘provisionally
to implant into the common presences of the three-brained beings
there a special organ with a property such that, first, they should
perceive reality topsy-turvy and, secondly, that every repeated
impression from outside should crystallize in them data which
would engender factors for evoking in them sensations of “pleasure’
and ‘“‘enjoyment.” ’®

Gurdjieff goes on:

‘And then, in fact, with the help of the Chief-Common-Universal-
Arch-Chemist-Physicist Angel Looisos, who was also among the
members of this Most High Commission, they caused to grow in
the three-brained beings there, in a special way, at the base of
their spinal column, at the root of their tail — which they also, at
that time, still had, and which part of their common presences
furthermore still had its normal exterior expressing the, so to say,
“fullness-of-its-inner-significance’ — a “something’ which
assisted the arising of the said properties in them.

‘And this ““something” they then first called the “organ
Kundabuffer.” 7

Later, when it turned out that all danger had disappeared, the
‘organ Kundabuffer’ was removed from human beings, but what the
Most High Commission did not anticipate was that, ‘although this
astonishing organ and its properties had been destroyed in them,
nevertheless, owing to many causes, the consequences of its proper-
ties had begun to be crystallized in their presences.’®

The consequence was an abnormal proliferation of that unstable,
infirm, protean entity, the ‘it’, which thinks, which feels and which
acts in us, and which usurps the place of the ‘I’, the unique auto-
cratic master. The ‘it’, mobile and malleable, is incapable of setting
itself any but immediate, trivial goals, is oblivious of death, ignorant
of the supreme truths, and its thinking obeys what Daumal called
the ‘chameleon’ law. The less conscious men are, the more they tend
to multiply, for since they develop only one body, the physical body,
in themselves, each person produces only too few of the vibrations
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necessary to the survival of the detached fragments of their planet.
And as their degree of consciousness lessens, so the number of in-
dividuals grows and grows.

Many are the consequences of the properties of the disastrous
‘organ Kundabuffer’ which have crystallized in the minds of men. I
shall name only the most obvious: inability to think for oneself;
harmful identification with one’s own ‘passions’; inability to imagine
the process of one’s own death; absence of a will freely ordering itself
towards a given end; misunderstanding of the cosmic laws and the
means of altering one’s destiny as an ordinary man — the list would
be too long to complete.

Added to this there is a ‘redoubtable’ property which bears the
name of ‘suggestibility’:

“T’his strange trait of their general psyche, namely, of being
satisfied with just what Smith or Brown says, without trying to
know more, became rooted in them already long ago, and now
thev no longer strive at all to know anything cognizable by their
own active deliberations alone.

‘Concerning all this it must be said that neither the organ
Kundabufter which their ancestors had 1s to blame, nor its
consequences which, owing to a mistake on the part of certain
Sacred Individuals, were crystallized in their ancestors and later
began to pass bv heredity from generation to generation.

‘But thev themselves were personally to blame for it, and just
on account of the abnormal conditions of external ordinary being-
existence which they themselves have gradually established and
which have gradually formed in their common presence just what
has now become their inner ‘“Evil-God,” called *‘Self-Calming.”®

This ‘god’ gives us what Mallarmé called ‘the insensibility of sky
and stones’, and builds its throne in the place where our hearts
should be. All that is left for us i1s the tyrannical body and impov-
erished mind.

Gurdjieff said: ‘Such is the ordinary man — an unconscious slave
entirely at the service of all-universal purposes, which are alien to
his own personal individuality.’19

Gurdjieff spent his life giving us the means of escaping this mon-
strous fate. Let the reader be the judge, if he can, from what follows
in this book.



7 “I'he Terror-of-the-

Situation’

It is scandalous that in our civilization the learned — giving this
word 1ts broadest sense — are not also the wise. It is scandalous that
all weaknesses are permitted in the realm of ‘private life’, and that
our system of education i1s so designed that it teaches everything
except self-knowledge and self-mastery.

These simple remarks form the basis of a teaching whose critics
have delighted in underlining its austerity, not to say its ruthless
character and ultimate impracticability, whereas all that needed
understanding was its realism.

Observation (which makes up three quarters of human genius, as
Balzac said) led Gurdjieff to proclaim that ‘men are not men’, just
machines reacting blindly to outside forces, devoid of conscience and
will. They are determined, and they lay unlawful claims to a freedom
of which they have only a negative conception — for them, freedom
essentially amounts to the possibility of transgression. If man is a
machine, and as long as he remains a machine, there can be no
psvchological study made of him, because any study belongs to the
realm of ‘mechanics’.

We must learn what it is that comprises what men call their ‘I,
and how it works.

Gurdjieff teaches first of all that in the ordinary man there is no
unity, that man is governed in turn by a multiplicity of contradictory
‘I’s’, and that if he says ‘I’ it is a misuse. He said of these ‘I’s’:

Fach of them is caliph for an hour, does what he likes regardless of
everything, and, later on, the others have to pay for it. And there
is no order among them whatever. Whoever gets the upper hand
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is master. He whips everyone on all sides and takes heed of
nothing. But the next moment another seizes the whip and beats
him. And so it goes on all one’s life. Imagine a country where
everyone can be king for five minutes and do during these five

minutes just what he likes with the whole kingdom. That is our
life.1

And indeed. how many thoughts, how many wishes can we claim
as our own 1n the course of a day? The whole problem of determin-
ism and freedom is posed here. That this should be the first of the
questions put by Gurdjieff is not the least of the signs which may
convince us of the importance of his teaching, the more so because
he offers an answer, the kernel of which is given by Ouspensky in his
short book. The Psychology of Man’s Possible Evolution.?

But all the books by Gurdjieff and Ouspensky, and those written
by their disciples or by commentators, whether they are for Gurdjieff
or against him, all ask this question with the same urgency.

Gurdjieft’s basic idea is as follows:

that man as we know him s not a completed being; that nature
develops him only up to a certain point and then leaves him,
either to develop further, by his own efforts and devices, or to live
and die such as he was born, or to degenerate and lose capacity for
development.3

Evolution, stagnation or degeneration are seen as the three
‘possible futures’ of man. By virtue of what criteria does a man’s
destiny coincide with one or another of these ‘possibilities?’ This is
one of the fundamental questions.

In other words, are we free to choose our destiny?

Gurdjieff’s answers to this question are at once elementary and
profound, as good answers nearly always are.

First, if men do not change it is because they do not really want to
change. Usually they confuse desire with will, and shirk the per-
severance and effort without which no genuine will can be formed
within them.

Besides, anyone who wants to change himself must know himself,
but the fact is that man generally believes that he possesses qualities
or faculties which he does not actually have, and he aspires to the
possession of higher ones while falsely laying claim to simpler ones.
Man, in fact, does not know himself. Does not know that he is only a
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machine, and does not know that the key to all mysteries lies in
self-knowledge.

[t is extremely important to accept this point. Gurdjieff was un-
shakable 1n his insistence on it. During one of their early meetings
Ouspensky asked:

‘Are there any conditions for joining your group?’ . . .

“T’here are no conditions of any kind,’ said G., ‘and there
cannot be any. Our starting point is that man does not know
himself, that he is not’ (he emphasized these words), ‘that is, he is
not what he can and what he should be.’?

The mankind to which we belong constitutes what Gurdjieff
sometimes called the Circle of the Confusion of Tongues, in which man is
subject to the law of chance and accident.

The concealment of true knowledge, in other words esotericism,
giving this word its cloistral sense, has been made necessary by the
triumph of the individuals of this Circle, where we witness an in-
version of values, a morbid subjectification of these values.

This subjectification is due to the absence of conscience in men.
Now absence of conscience is ignorance, and ignorance is slavery.

At this point in the chapter I must make an important digression.
Gurdjieff’s doctrine — though I feel that this is a dangerous word,
because in common speech it is loaded with dogmatic overtones —
has certainly been ‘rationally’ described in works by Ouspensky and
Maurice Nicoll, but it is too often forgotten that it was not in this
exhaustive and coherent form that Gurdjieff himself taught it:

G. gave the ideas little by little, as though defending or protecting
them from us. When touching on new themes for the first time

he gave only general principles, often holding back the most
essential. Sometimes he himself pointed out apparent dis-
crepancies in the theories given, which were, in fact, precisely
due to these reservations and suppressions. The next time, in
approaching the same subject, whenever possible from a different
angle, he gave more. The third time he gave still more.5

Thus Gurdjieff never gave his ideas — or rather the ideas whose
receptacle he was —in a ‘rhetorical’ form. Furthermore, in the work
he has left behind, Gurdjieff does not appear, like Ouspensky, as a
philosopher but as a storyteller.

It is through myth and legend, fable and story, apologue and



“The Termr-of—ﬂze-SituatiOﬂ’ 39

parable, closely associated with autobiographical elements —in
other words always in a living manner — that he offers his teaching.

Any exposition which may be made of it is hence necessarily too
‘doctrinal’, and furthermore incomplete. I can transcribe the words
on to paper, but not the smile or the laughter, and not the gaze that
gave weight to those words.

But that smile, that laughter and that gaze are miraculously
restored to us in Gurdjieff’s books, as long as we read them with
simplicity and forget about our parching thirst for rationality.

You can dissect the human machine, methodically describe 1t and
its functions so as to underline its defects and list its failures, and
perhaps finally put it back together. That is how Ouspensky works.

Gurdjieff, as I say, worked differently.

In Beelzebub’s Tales to His Grandson he uses a myth to contrast
the beings that we are with those that we ought to be, embodying the
former 1n a figure called Lentrohamsanin, ‘chief culprit in the de-
struction of all the Very Saintly Labors of Ashiata Shiemash’, the
latter being the symbol of mankind conscious, active and free.

Lentrohamsanin is, par excellence, if that is the word to use, the man
of the Circle of the Cionfusion of Tongues. He is first of all the fruit of
the incredible vanity of his parents, and then of his ‘tutors’ and
‘teachers’:

‘When this later great learned being there reached the age of a
responsible being, and although he had indeed a great deal of
informaticn or, as it is called there, ‘“‘knowledge.”” nevertheless,
he had absolutely no Being in regard to this information or
knowledge which he had acquired.’®

I shall deal with this relation of the ‘line’ of knowledge to the ‘line’
of being in a later chapter. At this point let it suffice to display the
full “T'error-of-the-Situation’ as Gurdjieff reveals 1t to us:

‘When the said Mama’s-and-Papa’s darling became a learned
being there of new formation, then because . . . there was no
Being whatsoever in his presence . . . the ambition arose in him to
become a famous learned being not only among the beings of
Nievia, but also over the whole of the surface of their planet.’”

What primarily rules us is not so much love of truth as ambition.
This ambition impels us always to prefer the eccentric to the true.
We accord ludicrous importance to what has ‘never before’ been
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seen, heard or said. We delight in anything pretty, racy or un-
expected. The beautiful frightens us: it is too ‘spiritual’ in the
Baudelairean sense of the word — we no longer recognize it. We
hardlv know how to sav more than ‘I like’ or ‘I don’t like’, and our
motives for saving either are inconceivably poverty stricken.

We complain about our destiny. our ignorance and our weak-
nesses. although we will never form any objective image either of
ourselves or of realityv. We advance our own dullness as an excuse for
ignoring the divine, not realizing that it is we ourselves who are
responsible for this dullness, and that the more we renounce our
essential privilege of consciousness, the more our dullness grows.

But, on the other hand, we have a peculiarly contradictory
attitude towards realitv. The ‘taste of novelty’ becomes a kind of
formalism 1n us, vet the truth is that we value this ‘novelty’ only in
so far as it does not cause us unease. Ifit coincides with the truth, we
either reject it in terror or abjectly shut our eyes to it.

Breton had himself photographed holding a poster adorned with
an inscription from Picabia: ‘In order to love something, you have to
have seen and heard it for a long time, you pack of idiots!” Gurdjieff
would have appreciated that remark, and perhaps even adopted it
himself. or rather he would have attributed it to the ‘incomparable’
and ‘venerable’ Mullah Nassr Eddin.

Our thinking 1s usually sheeplike, but when vanity takes a hand,
we cannot rest until we do something ‘new’. Speaking of the ‘learned
beings of new formation’, Gurdjieff says:

‘Ceertain of them were formed into responsible beings with that
special “‘organic-psychic-need’ which in their speech might be
formulated thus:

“An-irresistible-thirst-to-be-considered-as-learned-by-beings-
around-them-similar-to-themselves’’; and such an “psycho-
organic-need’’ began to engender in them that strange inherency
about which I have many times spoken and which is called by
them ““‘cunning wiseacring.”” '8

The problem which Lentrohamsanin sets himself is not to come to
the assistance of all sentient beings by means of true science, but

‘to invent a theory upon a topic which nobody before him had
ever touched upon; and secondly, to inscribe this “invention’ of
his upon such a Kashireitleer as nobody had ever before inscribed
or would ever be able to in the future either.’®
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‘Kashireitleer’ 1s one of those ‘non-terrestrial’ words with which
Gurdjieff embellishes Beelzebub’s Tales, and which discourage or
more usually infuriate the reader. The word simply means ‘parch-
-~ ment’.

The ‘Kashireitleer’ of Lentrohamsanin (in the myth which con-
cerns us) lav at the root of the ‘destruction of all the Very Saintly
Labors of Ashiata Shiemash’, and here I must say a few words about
this figure. He first appears in the Introduction to Beelzebub’s Tales,
where Gurdjieff explains why Beelzebub was exiled from the planet
Karatas and came to our solar svstem. The reason is that, while
still a vouth, Beelzebub ‘once saw in the government of the World
something which seemed to him “illogical”’. He therefore rose in
rebellion against ‘HIs ENDLESSNESS’, who was ‘constrained’ to banish
him, ‘notwithstanding his All-lovingness and All-forgiveness’, to the
planet Mars.1° It was during his exile that Beelzebub made several
visits to the Earth, and he describes these visits to his grandson.

But at the point where this story begins, Beelzebub is no longer in
exile. Thanks to the intercession of Ashiata Shiemash, ‘a Messenger
from our ENDLESSNEsSS’, Beelzebub has been pardoned: ‘Our MAKER
CREATOR . . . gave him permission to return to the place of his
arising.’11

Right from the start of the 7Tales, the role of Ashiata Shiemash is
seen as central. He i1s the mediator between God and the fallen
angel. Later on, Beelzebub himself presents him to us as the saviour
of mankind, in an age when their degeneration was already prevent-
ing men from leading ‘an ordinary being-existence’.

One has to know the substance of this redeeming work — the work
ruined by the disastrous Lentrohamsanin — in order to understand
the function ascribed by Gurdjieff to esotericism and the work of
the initiate. What first strikes the reader is that the Very Saintly
Ashiata Shiemash never addresses the ‘ordinary three-brained
beings’ directly. His 1s a hidden language, accessible only to ac-
complished beings. The redeeming labour will belong to a brother-
hood of initiates whom Gurdjeff calls ‘the brotherhood
“Heechtvori”’, which signified ‘Only-he-will-be-called-and-will-
become-the-Son-of-God-who-acquires-in-himself-Conscience’.12



8 The ‘“Very Saintly
I.abors’ of Ashiata
Shiemash

“The Terror-of-the-Situation’ was already obvious at the moment
when Shiemash first appeared on Earth, but it is worse still, as we
shall see. in the times when Gurdjieff is writing. When Ashiata
Shiemash was incarnated, it had become impossible for the wise
man to accomplish any task in this world ‘through one or other of
those three sacred ways of self-perfecting, foreordained by our
ENDLESS CREATOR HIMSELF, namely, through the sacred ways based
on the being-impulses called “Faith,” “Hope,”” and ‘‘Love.”” 1

“The endless depreciation of the true currency which is language’
— to borrow a phrase of André Breton’s — gives human beings no
chance whatsoever of understanding the true meaning of these
words. which Gurdjieff is compelled always to put in inverted
commas.

Faith, Hope and Love are spoiled words and concepts. For the
‘three-centered beings of this planet’, belief is reduced to ‘crystal-
hizing a false conviction’.? Faith is founded entirely on subjective
data,

‘it arises dependent upon some or other factors, which have been
formed in their common presences, owing as always to the same
consequences of the properties of the organ Kundabuffer, such as
those singular properties which have arisen in them and which
they call “vanity,” “self-love.”” “pride,” “‘self-conceit,”” and so
on.’3

It i1s the same with Love. Ordinary men are incapable even of
defining it. No one has any objective idea of it, and nowadays people
no longer feel the ‘sensation of the sacred being-impulse of genuine
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Love’, which is ‘impartial and nonegoistic’.4 In his own inimitable
stvle — long, circuitous sentences whose pomp underlines their irony
— Gurdjieft writes:

‘Here, in these times, if one of those three-brained beings ““loves”
somebody or other, then he loves him either because the latter
alwavs encourages and undeservingly flatters him; or because his
nose 1s much like the nose of that female or male, with whom
thanks to the cosmic law of “polarity” or *“‘type’ a relation has
been established which has not yet been broken; or finally, he
loves him only because the latter’s uncle is in a big way of business
and mav one dayv give him a boost, and so on and so forth.’s

Lastly, the fate given to Hope is worse still, if that is possible. What
men call Hope, and which no longer has any connection with ‘the
being-impulse of sacred Hope’. gives rise in their minds to the
‘strange disease ‘“‘tomorrow’’’.® “Thanks to the disease ‘““‘tomorrow,”
the three-brained beings there, particularly the contemporary ones,
almost always put off till “later’ everything that needs to be done at
the moment, being convinced that “later” they will do better and
more.”” Hope in them is hope of everything, no matter what, no
matter when: a vague impulse corresponding with who knows what
forever unsated craving.

The elements of this analysis, which appears in Chapter 26 of
Beelzebub’s Tales. constitute what Gurdjieff calls the ‘Legominism’ of
Ashiata Shiemash. a Legomininism which goes under the title of ‘the
Terror-of-the-Situation’.

This notion of ‘Legominism’ is a very important one in Gurdjieff.
The word designates anv initiatorv method of passing on a truth,
and occurs ‘from initiates to initiates of the first kind, that is from
really meritorious beings’.8

[f the Legominism of Ashiata Shiemash appears in Beelzebub’s
Tales, 1t 1s because the Tales are themselves a Legominism. The
‘friendlv advice written impromptu by the author on delivering this
book . . . to the printer’ must be taken very seriously. To borrow the
word which Jarrv used instead of ‘preface’, it constitutes the lintel of
the book:

‘Read each of my written expositions thrice:
‘Firstly — at least as you have already become mechanized to
read all your contemporary books and newspapers.
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‘Secondly — as if you were reading aloud to another person.
‘And only thirdly — try and fathom the gist of my writings.’®

But the ‘Legominism’ of Ashiata Shiemash does not only contain
critical elements. There 1s also the admirable ‘Tablet of Command-
ments’ which is the core of Gurdjieff’s teaching:

Faith of consciousness is freedom
Faith of feeling 1s weakness
Faith of body is stupidity.
Love of consciousness evokes the same in response
Love of feeling evokes the opposite
Love of body depends only on type and polarity.
Hope of consciousness is strength
Hope of feeling is slavery

Hope of body 1s disease.1?

Unhappily the Faith, Love and Hope of consciousness have
utterlv disappeared from the human psyche. At the mythical
moment when Ashiata. Shiemash appears, the Sacred Ways are
impracticable. What is to be done then? How is man to be separated
from his fantasies, and what is left intact and pure within him?

Gurdjieft’s answer is that there is an impulse deep inside us, so
deeply embedded that we do not even perceive its reality, ‘which
impulse exists under the name of Objective-Conscience’ .11

‘In the common presences of men-beings all the data exist for the
manifestation of the Divine impulse conscience, but . . . this Divine
impulse does not take part in their general consciousness’.12

Which means, once again, that we see reality upside-down, that
what we presumptuously call our conscious life is basically only a
kind of slavery, a continual submission of our own being to chance,
and hence to a shameful de-formation of a consciousness which, just
when 1t believes that it is breaking free, is instead becoming
estranged. Which means that, for man, any ideology 1s stifling. It
means too that the famous alternative of ‘transforming the world’ or
‘changing life’ 1s only a sham, and that only the man who has begun
to listen to the ‘inner voice’ can claim to act, only the man who has
understood that it is from the ‘subconsciousness’ that good impulses
come and that ‘the objective impulse of Divine-Love’ springs.

But how can the being impulse of ‘Objective-Conscience’ be
manifested? In the myth of the Ashiatian organization, in Chapter
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27 of the Tales, there is a clear account. There we find the image of a
suffering God whose ‘sorrow is formed . . . from the struggle con-
stantly proceeding in the Universe between joy and sorrow.’!3 The
‘emanations-of-the-sorrow’, and therefore man’s participation in the
divine suffering, enable true consciousness to emerge.

To illuminate this passage we could turn to Spinoza’s statement
that ‘Jov is the transition of man from a lesser to a greater perfection.
Sorrow is the transition of man from a greater to a lesser perfection.’
I discovered this statement, together with a commentary, in an essay
published bv René Daumal in the Nouvelle Revue frangaise in 1934,
under the title of “The non-dualism of Spinoza. or Philosophical
dvnamite’. 14

When vou learn that Daumal had met Alexandre de Salzmann,
himself a disciple of Gurdjieff, in 1930, and that Gurdjieff’s teaching
was not without influence on his work, the scope of his commentary
and the light it may shed on the mvth we are studying are in my
view verv much enhanced. |

Daumal writes:

If these propositions were untrue, the world and the very essence
of the spirit would be nothing but a sorry farce (it is often quite
hard not to believe as much). and it would be better to blow one’s
brains out straight away. But these definitions are true, although
almost unbelievable. Of course one has to know what this joy is. It
1s not pleasure. It 1s almost always born in the midst of sufferings.
[t1s Jov willed absurdly in spite of the necessary sorrow, it is the
very feeling of Liberty willed absurdly iz spite of the universal
determinism. The soul in fact feels Jov when it acts, which is to say
when it knows, and sorrow when it suffers. It follows that in order
to understand this doctrine of Jov one must classifv all pleasures
undergone. which man enjoys without making them, under the
heading of Sorrow. and all the sufferings he may impose upon
himself, or actively accept with a view to knowledge, under the
heading of Joy. And the greatest Jov. which is ‘the intellectual
Love ot God’, is ‘the Joy that stems from the third kind of
knowledge’ — (‘By the very fact that [ know something, I know
‘what it i1s to know something’) — ‘accompanied by the idea of God
as cause’, which is to say: the Jov of a being creating himself and
knowing himself as real. And anvone who meditates upon that for
an instant will understand that this_Joy is not funny.
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Certainly Gurdjieff’s thought does not seem reconcilable with the
use made in this text of the adverb ‘absurdly’. And ‘the greatest Joy’
would be not so much ‘the intellectual Love of God’ as ‘the being-
Love of God’. But with these reservations I feel it important to stress
the points of similarity. First, that ‘joy is not pleasure’; that
‘pleasures undergone’ belong to the world of Sorrow; and that the
true Jov ‘is not funny’.

To the order of ‘pleasures undergone’ there unquestionably be-
long all the degraded forms of love enumerated by Ashiata Shiemash
in his analvsis of ‘the Terror-of-the-Situation’.

And for evidence that the true Joy is ‘not funny’ I would only cite
what Gurdjieff says of the way proposed by Ashiata Shiemash for
the salvation of men, which is the way of ‘intentional sufferings’.

‘We men.’ he says, ‘are, and must be . . . only suffering.”’s Yet not
blind suffering but conscious suffering, which as Daumal empha-
sizes deserves in the final analysis to be classified under the heading
of Jov. Suffering which arises out of an inner struggle which alone
permits the transition ‘from a lesser to a greater perfection’. Let us
recall what is, according to Gurdjieff, the alternative of our destiny:
either ‘to feed the moon’ (at best stagnating, at worst regressing), or
to become ‘immortal within the limits of the solar system’® —in
other words to rise to a higher degree on the scale of realities.

It is through voluntary suffering that such a progression has been
made possible. This is the lesson of Ashiata Shiemash. It is his
influence that inculcated the idea that ‘in the subconsciousness of
people there are crystallized and are always present the data mani-
fested from Above for engendering in them the Divine impulse of
genuine conscience’.?

In order to help them, Ashiata Shiemash associates himself with
the members of a brotherhood ‘who were working upon that ab-
normally proceeding functioning of their psyche which they them-
selves had constated’. The name of this brotherhood, “T'chaftantour?’,
means ‘To-be-or-not-to-be-at-all’.1® Under the influence of Shiemash
it changes and becomes the ‘brotherhood Heechtvori’ whose import-
ance has already been indicated.

‘What are called ““All-the-rights-possessing’ brethren’ are all
those who succeed in acquiring ‘ableness-of-conscious-direction-of-
the-functioning-of-his-own-psvche’.1® But these brethren’s obli-
gation does not stop here: they must also initiate ‘a hundred other
beings’ by giving them ‘the “Required-intensity-of-ableness,” to be
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able to convince and persuade not less than a hundred others also’.
These ‘All-the-rights-possessing brothers’ are the true initiates,
and theyv alone merit the title of ‘priest’:

‘Those beings were called and are still called by this word priest
who by their pious existence and by the merits of their acts
performed for the good of those around them, stand out so much
from the rank and file of the ordinary three-brained beings there,
that whenever these ordinary beings there have occasion to
remember them, there arises and proceeds in their presences the
process called “gratitude.” ’20

Some of the elders among these ‘All-the-rights-possessing
brothers’ were chosen bv Shiemash to become ‘Great Initiates’.
These were the ones

‘who had already sensed [the objective impulse of Divine-Love],
consciously by their Reason and unconsciously by the feelings in
their subconsciousness, and who had full confidence that by
certain self-efforts this Divine being-impulse might become and
forever remain an inseparable part of their ordinary conscious-
ness.’21

Each time a being perfects himself by virtue of his conscious
efforts, he takes part in the divine suffering, and to that extent
alleviates 1t; if, on the other hand, he lets himself be ruled by the law
of accident, if, instead of acting, he suffers it, his fall is inevitable,
and he himself becomes a source of sorrow for God.

‘Intentional suffering’ allows action, from which Joy proceeds. It
results from the struggle within ourselves in which ‘desires’ and
‘nondesires’ are opposed.

‘Non-suflfering’, negative or passive pleasure. on the other hand,
belong to the realm of Sorrow, as Daumal underlined.

Gurdjieff wrote:

‘And so, onlv he, who consciously assists the process of this inner
struggle and consciously assists the “non-desires’ to predominate
over the desires, behaves just in accordance with the essence of
Our COMMON FATHER CREATOR HIMSELF; whereas he who with his
consciousness assists the contrary, only increases HIS sorrow.’22

In the myth, prompted by the ‘All-the-rights-possessing brothers’
and by the ‘Great Initiates’, mankind becomes conscious of this
necessity, and men strive to crystallize ‘Objective-Conscience’ in
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themselves. Hence ‘those two chief forms of ordinary being-existence
abnormallv established there’ — namely ‘their division into
numerous communities’ and their re-division, inside these com-
munities, into castes or classes — disappear of their own accord.

This twofold anomalv 1s caused by egoism, which itself is the
expression of the triumph of ‘personality’ over ‘essence’. In short,
though I shall develop my analysis of these ideas later on, essence
represents the true Self, personality the illusory self which is
basically the fruit of education. What we call our conscious life is
merelv the life of our personality, which is wholly subject to the law
of accident.

When the impulses of Faith, Hope and Love are debased, they are
the faith. hope and love of the personality: credulity, ‘the disease
“tomorrow’’’, subjectivity. In most people the essence, the true Self,
1s weak. It constitutes what Gurdjieff’ calls the ‘subconsciousness’,
where ‘Objective-Conscience’ 1s abnormally located. Thus in our
ordinarv life it 1s our consciousness which is fallacious, our subcon-
sciousness which is sincere. To move the ‘impulse of Divine-Love’
from the latter to the former realm was the work of the Very Saintly
Ashiata Shiemash and the ‘brotherhood Heechtvori’ in Gurdjieff’s
mvth, developing men’s essence, and — in the words of the Introduc-
tion to Beelzebub’s Tales — destroying ‘in [his] mentation and feelings
. . . the beliefs and views, by centuries rooted in him, about every-
thing existing in the world.’

Egoism. the perversion of Love, and the product as I said of
education, has deceit as its corollary:

“T'o teach and to suggest to their children how to be insincere with
others and deceitful in evervthing, has become so ingrained in the
beings of the planet Earth of the present time, that it has even
become their conception of their duty towards their children; and
this kind of conduct towards their children they call by the famous
word ‘“‘education.”

“Thev “educate’ their children never to be able and never to
dare to do as the “conscience’ present in them instinctively
directs, but only that which is prescribed in the manual of “bon
ton’” usually drawn up there just by various candidates for

“Hasnamusses’’.’23

Egoism usurps the place of the ‘Unique-All-Autocratic-Ruler’ in
men’s psvche; it prevents the manifestation of the individuality,
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conscience, will and capacity for doing. which are the attributes of the
fullv achieved being. Egoism and its epiphenomena, ‘quite exclu-
sivelv-particular being-impulses now existing there under the names
of ““cunning.,” “envy.” “hate.” “hypocrisy,” “contempt,” “haughti-
ness.”’ “servility.”” “slvness.” ““ambition.” ‘“‘double-facedness,” and
so on and so forth.’?# also prevent the inner impulse called ‘remorse-
of-Conscience’ from ‘lingering long’ in the ‘common presences’ of the
‘three-brained beings’. This impulse is a sure sign of the presence in
the ‘subconsciousness’ of ‘Objective-Conscience’.

When, under the effect of the ‘Verv Saintly Labors of Ashiata
Shiemash’ men at last come to consider one another as ‘manifes-
tations of a UNIQUE CcOMMON CREATOR’ and cease to base their
relationships on subjective impulses, but ‘pay respect to each other
onlv according to the merits personally attained by means of “‘being-
Partkdolg-duty.” that is. bv means of personal conscious labors and
intentional sufferings.” then ‘their separate independent commu-
nities and the division of themselves in these communities into
various castes or classes’ disappear.?3

The leaders of the community are no longer appointed ‘by heredi-
tarv right nor by election’ but bv ‘difference of age’ and by what 1s
called ‘essence-power’.

Under the influence of Ashiata Shiemash a great many of the
‘abnormal conditions’ of human existence completely disappear.
First, no one obevs through compulsion anv longer, but the respect
and deference shown to others are proportional to their ‘objective
attainments’. Second. ‘the process of reciprocal destruction’ comes
to an end, together with violence, war and the ‘irresistible-urge-for-
the-periodic-destruction-of-each-other’s-existence’.26 Lastly, there is
a considerable decline in both the death rate and the birth rate.

[f the first of these points is easv to understand, the others require
comment. According to Gurdjieff (I shall sav more about this law of
his cosmology below). the object of organic life 1s to produce the
vibrations necessary to the normal transmission of higher planetary
energyv to the Earth. Consciousness produces these vibrations, but in
the absence of consciousness in men thev can only be produced by
the sheer numbers of men and by their tensions. Thus war i1s a
process by which unconscious mankind involuntarily produces the
vibrations necessary for the development of the planet, which is, like
all cosmic realities, a living being.

Y (¢ b N 4 4
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To close this chapter I think it is worthwhile to quote Gurdjieff’s
description in Chapter 27 of Beelzebub’s Tales of man as ‘reformed’ by
Ashiata Shiemash. before Lentrohamsanin became guilty of ‘the
destruction of all the Very Saintly Labors’:

"All the beings of this planet then began to work in order to have
in their consciousness this Divine function of genuine conscience,
and for this purpose. as evervwhere in the Universe, they transub-
stantiated in themselves what are called the ‘““being-obligolnian-
strivings’’ which consist of the following five, namely:

“The first striving: to have in their ordinary being-existence
evervthing satisfving and really necessary for their planetary
bodyv.

“T'he second striving: to have a constant and unflagging in-
stinctive need for self-perfection in the sense of being.

“T'he third: the conscious striving to know ever more and more
concerning the laws of World-creation and World-maintenance.

“T'he fourth: the striving from the beginning of their existence to
pay for their arising and their individuality as quickly as possible,
in order afterwards to be free to lighten as much as possible the
Sorrow of our COMMON FATHER.

‘And the fifth: the striving alwavys to assist the most rapid
perfecting of other beings. both those similar to oneself and those
of other forms, up t6 the degree of the sacred “Martfotai” that is up
to the degree of self-individuality.’27

These rules are clearlv those which we ourselves ought to obey if
we were at all ‘conscious’. if we stopped deceiving ourselves and if
we took the teaching of the masters truly seriously.



T'he destruction of the
“Very Saintly Labors’

The true ‘I’ is the one which Lentrohamsanin always ignored, and
always prevented from developing. For he is one of those beings
whom Gurdjieff calls ‘learned beings of new formation’, those ‘who
“learned-bv-rote’” as much as possible about every kind of vacuous
information, such as old women love to relate about what was pre-
sumably said in olden times’.1

But it appears that there arose within him, under the effect of ‘the
crvstallization of the consequences of the maleficent organ Kunda-
buffer’, those abnormal impulses ‘which exist there under the names
of ““vanity.” “self-love,” “swagger,” and so forth’. Hence the com-
pulsion he felt ‘to inscribe this “‘invention” of his upon such a
Kashireitleer as nobodv had ever before inscribed’.?

And what else should he hold forth about except freedom, the very
freedom which he felt he did not fully enjoy within the Ashiatian
organization, since in it he was subject to the authoritv of those who
had imposed themselves as leaders by virtue of their age and of the
‘essence-power’ which thev had developed in themselves by their
objective merits.

“I'his Kashireitleer began thus:

‘“*Man’s greatest happiness consists in not being dependent on
anv other personalitv whatsoever, and in being free from the in-
Auence of any other person, whoever he may be!” "3

Bear in mind that according to the tradition to which Gurdjieff
claimed allegiance, men were created for a dual purpose: first, ‘to
help the Moon’, which could not live or perfect itself without the
‘food’ represented by the ‘vibrations’ they can emit, and second, ‘to
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help God’ by perfecting themselves ‘to the required gradation of
Objective Reason’.

The fundamental idea 1s that by freeing himself from his own
mechanicalness man does not only gain something for himself, and
cease to behave as a simple ‘apparatus for transforming cosmic
substances’, but furthermore is able to participate analogously with
divine nature.

Here I must quote from the comments on the Tales made by
Orage, an English disciple of Gurdjieff, in 1927, which are reported
bv another disciple, C. S. Nott, in his book, Teachings of Gurdyeff.

Orage said:

Lentrohamsanin’s critique was that of a good philosopher but a
pure rationalist. . . . His view was that if a man was created for
service he was therefore a slave. Plausibly and craftily he pro-
posed to repudiate this service and attain to absolute freedom. He
considered 1t possible to attain this without making the effort
entailed in conscious labour and voluntary suffering.4

In other words Lentrohamsanin has a purely egoistic and nega-
tive conception of freedom as being a refusal to fulfil a destiny which
he, in his limited and biased vision of reality, judges to be unworthy
of man. This i1s because his emotional centre is asleep, which means
that Lentrohamsanin 1s a sick man who has lost the understanding
of the heart. This understanding of the heart, Gurdjiefl tells us, is the
onlv one that allows ‘Objective Conscience’ to manifest itself. What
comes from the intellect and the intellect alone, what we call our
consclousness, 1s actually a figment, a lie, an illusion.

As Orage said: ‘In each of us Lentrohamsanin tries to undo the
work of Ashiata Shiemash — an unconscious force working against a
conscious force.’

Instead of confronting the problem of ends, Lentrohamsanin’s
only concern i1s with present life; he replaces the question ‘why?’
with the question ‘how?’; in place of objective knowledge, he puts
personal considerations and a subjective comprehension of one’s
destiny. Another of Orage’s comments may illuminate this point:

‘Ashiata Shiemash says: “There i1s a method by which we can
arrive now at an understanding of what zs.”

‘Lentrohamsanin says: “There is a means by which we can ac-
commodate ourselves to what is, without understanding it”.’

Accommodating ourselves to what is means, in the language of
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Lentrohamsanin, to ‘strive for our real freedom and our real happi-
3
ness’:

‘And we can only obtain real freedom and real happiness if we all
act as one, that is to say, all for one and one for all. But for this, we
must first destroy all that is old.

‘And we must do so to make room for the new life we shall
ourselves create that will give us real freedom and real happiness.

‘Down with dependence on others!

‘We ourselves will be masters of our own circumstances. . . .S

All those who were still weak enough not to have understood the
cosmic principles of the dual law of conscious labours and inten-
tional suffering, and in whom, because of the ‘crystallized conse-
quences of the organ Kundabuffer’, was manifested that ‘strange
inherence’ which bears the name of ‘suggestibility’ — all of these,
when they read the Kashireitleer of Lentrohamsanin, had the im-
pression of a revelation.

Gurdjieff provides a maliciously thorough account of the usual
processes by which men greet what they call ‘a new theory’. First, in
spite of ourselves, comes spontaneous ‘astonishment’ and dumb-
foundedness in the face of what it is customary to call ‘originality’.

After this comes

‘that usual maleficent what is called ‘“mutual inflation,” which
had already long been practiced among the learned beings of new
formation and chiefly on account of which no true knowledge
which has chanced to reach them ever evolves there as it does
everywhere else in the Universe, even merely from the passage of
time itself; but, on the contrary, even the knowledge once already
attained there 1s destroyed, and its possessors always become
shallower and shallower.’®

Disciples then declare themselves, according to the notion ‘that if
anybody becomes a follower of an already well-known and import-
ant being, he thereby seems to be to all other beings almost as well
known and important himself.’”

Lastly two opposing parties emerge, and in the adversaries there
crystallizes ‘one of their particular properties called “hate”’.8 At
best these confrontations degenerate into polemics, at worst they set
oftf ‘the periodic process of reciprocal destruction’. And it is a no-
torious. truth that it is once again in the name of freedom that men
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kill one another: the myth of the Destruction of the Very Saintly
Labors is an illustration of this appalling truth.

Because of this ‘hate’, a civil war breaks out, ending with the
triumph of ‘hordes’ of ‘learned beings’. As soon as these have taken
power they institute ‘a special what is called “Republic’’, and they
‘compelled all the surviving beings to accept the ideas of Lentro-
hamsanin and immediately destroved everything’.? Then this
community ‘began, as it also usually happens there, “making war”
on the neighboring communities for the purpose of imposing upon
them also her new form of state-organization’.10

Certainly the ‘Ashiatian organization’ was an aristocracy, but
only those who had acquired ‘essence-power’ through their ‘objec-
tive merits’ had authority over others. At present, leaders and
counsellors are elected ‘on the basis of equal rights, without distinc-
tion of sex or age, by universal, direct, equal, and open ballot’, as
Lentrohamsanin demanded,!! but this apparent justice is a sham,
for the fact is that in order for ‘citizens’ to make a rational choice
they would have to be impartial. Yet their entire behaviour shows
otherwise. Furthermore we have seen how leaders obey the abomin-
able slogan: ‘No freedom for the enemies of freedom.” When one
knows what a narrow, deluded concept men have of the very idea of
freedom, their impatience for it to triumph can only be seen as
ridiculous: this ‘new form of state-organization’ clearly cannot rest
until it has subdued the whole world, and given it the incomparable
taste of Lentrohamsaninian freedom.

So ‘the process of reciprocal destruction’ goes on for several
centuries, although a certain number of beings ‘still continued to
conform in their ordinary existence to many of the unprecedentedly
wisely foreseen usages of the Very Saintly Ashiata Shiemash for
their ordinary being-existence, which usages had already been in-
separably fused into their automatically flowing process of daily
existence’.'#

Other circumstances no less grievous than those which brought
about the disintegration of the ‘Ashiatian organization’ further
aggravated the Terror-of-the-Situation. Gurdjieff situates the
legendary events which presided over the final destruction of the
Very Saintly Labors long after the fatal advent of Lentrohamsanin.

At that moment Babylon was ruled by ‘a most peculiar Persian
king’. The three-brained beings had already developed ‘a particular
“inherency” thanks to which that being-sensation which is called
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“happiness-for-one’s-being” . . . appears in the presences of vour
favorites exclusively only when theyv acquire for their own possession
a great deal of that popular metal there called “‘gold.” 13

The greed for gold, and the ‘maleficent fantastic’ belief that it was
possible to convert any of the base metals into gold providing one
possessed a certain secret, first of all led the Persian king to comb his
realm for a ‘learned being’ who knew it. Since no one did know 1it.
the king decided to organize ‘military excursions’ in order to get
hold of all the learned beings in other communities. After many a
campaign he congregated in Babvlon all the ‘learned beings’ he had
managed to capture.

‘When a little later a fresh craze arose in the presence of this
peculiar Persian king, the craze for the process itself of the
destruction of the existence of other beings similar to himself, and
which supplanted the former craze. he forgot about the learned
beings and they began to exist there freely in the city of Babylon
awaiting his further directions.’14

‘Learned beings’ with time on their hands do not rest until thev find
some ‘question’ to debate. Not that this is a true ‘being-necessity’, it
is just that they have to feed the consuming fire of conferences and
meetings which they organize to confront each other. This question,
‘the-burning-question-of-the-day’, Gurdjieff says, was the following:
‘Both the “‘sorryv-learned’” and also the ordinary beings of the city of
Babvlon were very anxious to know whether they had a *“‘soul.”” ’13

Various ‘catchy theories’ vied with each other, but all of them,
without exception, were based upon ‘two quite opposite assump-
tions’:

‘One of these was called the ““atheistic’’ and the other the “ideal-
istic’’ or “‘dualistic.”

‘All the dualistic theories maintained the existence of the soul,
and of course its “immortality,”” and every possible kind of
“perturbation” to it after the death of the being “man.”

‘And all the atheistic theories maintained just the opposite.’16

On the occasion of this ‘general-planetary-conference’,

‘the great grandson of Lentrohamsanin . . . who had also become
a learned being [presented] an exact copy of the mentioned
Kashjreitleer, but made on papyrus, the original of which had
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been inscribed by his great-grandfather . . . whereupon. it
occurred — as it had also become proper to the “‘sorry-learned-
beings’ of this planet, thanks to their strange Reason — that from
one question which interested them, they at once passed to quite
another, namely, from the question “of-the-soul’ to the question
of what is called “politics.” ’17

Once again. the processes alreadyv described pursue their course:

‘For several months they discussed and argued, and as a result,
thev this time “split” into parties; that is to sav all the learned
beings then in the city of Babylon split into two independent what
are called “‘sections,” under the following names:

“T'he first: ““Section of Neomothists.”

“The second: ““Section of Paleomothists.’” ’18

And once again ‘hate’ crystallizes, and ‘civil war’ nearly breaks
out. But we have seen that the master of Babyvlon was that ‘peculiar
Persian king’, who was nothing less than a tyrant.

‘A number of these learned beings were executed by him, others
were imprisoned with lice, and still others were dispatched to places,
where even now, as Mullah Nassr Eddin would say, “French
champagne” could not be taken.’1?

Nevertheless, some of these ‘learned beings’ escape the massacre,
and these ‘continued by momentum their wiseacring the basis of
which they made — of course, not consciously but simply mechan-
1cally — those two leading questions which had arisen and which had
been the ‘‘questions-of-the-day’” during the said Babylonian
events’.20

‘Hate’ crystallizes in their psyche yet again, and ‘the processes of
mass reciprocal-destruction’ ensue. But some beneficial customs do
survive here and there, until the day ‘when “hordes” of Europeans
with the arch-vainglorious Greek called ‘“‘Alexander-of-Macedonia™
at their head’?! join in the battle and, by laying waste Asia, bring
about the annihilation of whatever traces of the Ashiatian laws may
still have survived there.



10 ‘Fruits of former
civilizations’

I'he accursed legacy of Lentrohamsanin was reaped bv ‘those two
powerful communities there named “Greeks’ and Romans.”’ These
communities had become powerful in the terrestrial sense of the word
hecause they had developed ‘more means for the processes of recipro-
cal destruction’ than any others. When thev had secured their
Iregemony they turned out to be just as bad for the human race as
[.cntrohamsanin had been, aggravating the Terror-of-the-Situation
stll further, if that were possible:

‘Not only did thev then, as I have already said, make a clean
sweep from the face of that unfortunate planet of the last results
beneficial for all the three-brained beings of all subsequent
cpochs, and even of all traces of the memory of the Very Saintly
[.abors of the Essence-loving Ashiata Shiemash, but they were
also the cause that real “‘nonsense’” already proceeds in the
Reasons of the contemporary favorites of yours, and that there is
completely atrophied in them that “‘fundamental-being-impulse”’
which i1s the main lever of objective morality, and which 1s called
“organic shame.” !

FFaulty use of the intellect and bad or perverse use of sex — these
are essentially ‘the fruits of former civilizations and the blossoms of
the contemporary’ (‘former’ means prior to our own wretched point
( rixlf\f\x

lenorance, vanity and the now deeplv entrenched habit of ‘wise-
wring means that not onlv are men ignorant of their nature as
‘three-brained beings’ but also they allow their centres one by one to
waste away and die.

Death, in fact, 1s not what people believe it to be — it is not a tragic
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are empruyv Insiae, tnat 1s, ey are actually aireaay aeaa. ~

Mind and heart stop living inside them. Feelings and ideas have
become a matter of sheer chance. and are no longer anvthing but
blind forces acting accidentallv. although in a sense necessarily,
because they are under sway of circumstances.

Such 1s the outcome of a system of education which has never
allowed us either to think for ourselves or to feel or love freely.

The chapter in which Gurdjieff describes the accursed triumph of
Greco-Roman civilization is so powerful and so explosive, its content
is so contrary to all the customary analvses, that it is almost
impossible to convey its particular flavour in a summary. I can only
provide an extract of some length, in the hope that it may be Aeard as
Hassein heard it, both with wonder and sadness.

‘And so, myv dear bov. the beings of these two groups were one of
the chief causes that the Reasons of the contemporary favorites of
vours have become mechanical, and that the data for engendering
the impulse of being-shame have become completelv atrophied in
them.

“T'he Greeks were the cause why the Reasons of the three-
brained beings there began gradually to degenerate and
ultimatelv became so degenerate that among contemporary
beings it 1s already as our dear Mullah Nassr Eddin says, “a-real-
mill-for-nonsense.”

‘And the Romans were the cause why as a result of successive
changes, those factors are never crystallized in the presences of the
contemporary three-brained beings there, which in other three-
brained beings engender the impulse called “instinctive shame’’;
that is to say, the being impulse that maintains what are called
“morals’ and “‘objective morality.”

“Thus 1t was that those two communities arose there, which
afterwards, as it often happens there, became very solid and
powerful for a definite period. And the history of their further


















































































































































































































































































































