CLT 355 Mystical Rhetorics of Silence from Plotinus to John of the Cross                                                                              (Fall 2001)
Postmodern discourses have testified unmistakably to the resurgent vitality of the Western mystical tradition. The crisis of language so acutely felt in our time has been the common premise of mystical discourses in all times. Bataille, Blanchot, Levinas, Lacan, as well as radical feminist thinkers like Irrigaray, are suddenly illuminated and prove to be highly readable when set against their proper precedents in this tradition. The mystical authors selected belong especially to the "apophatic" tradition of negative theology that has been widely cited as deconstruction "avant la lettre" ever since Derrida’s manifesto address "La différance." Derrida himself has taken up the topic of deconstruction as negative theology in several extensive texts of the 1990s. Contemporary poets, furthermore, like Celan, Jabès, Stevens, W. S. Merwin, Marlene Norbese Philip–in strict analogy to mystical writers– are obsessed with what language cannot say. Abstract painting from Kandinsky to Malevich, Mondrian, Barnett Newman and Ad Reinhart, and the architecture of Le Corbusier and Mies Van der Rohe, are likewise drenched in the mystical quest for purity of Nothing sought by a stripping away of all determinate form. Something analogous goes for John Cage, the composer of "silence," and for Arthur Schoenberg. In countless ways, the key to our contemporary Zeitgeist is to be found in this discourse of mysticism that has evolved over millenia secreted in the bosom of Western culture. To understand where we are now we need to wrest this underground culture from seclusion. In so doing we follow the footsteps of leading exponents of postmodern culture, as well as of leading medieval scholars of mysticism like Michel de Certeau and Bernard McGinn, Alois Hass, and Denys Turner.
The course will trace the various inflections of the tradition of "apophatic" discourse, language about what cannot be said, the Ineffable, from ancient Greek thought across the Christian Middle Ages. In beginning from Plotinus, we recuperate elements from Plato, such as the Good beyond Being ("epekeina tes ousias"), as well as Aristotle’s conception of God as thought thinking itself. The resultant Neoplatonic paradigm fuses with biblical revelation to create the canonical model for Christian mysticism in the Corpus Dionysiacum, the works from the 5-6th century A.D. attributed to Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite. We will follow this line of development through Eriugena, Maimonides, Porete, Eckhart and Cusanus to the Spanish baroque mysticism of Teresa of Avila and John of the Cross. The experience beyond all sensual and even all imaginative experience of a "simple light" beyond the reach of representation, and especially beyond the furthest capabilities of linguistic expression, is approached by all these authors from different angles and on the basis of different cultural matrices. Side-glances at Arabic, Sufi mysticism, particularly Ibn al-Arabi and Rumi, and at the Jewish Kabbalah will help us delineate the essential features of Western mysticism in some of its most distinguished literary incarnations. 
The proposed approach to the literature of mysticism will pay special attention to the rhetoric of silence in these texts. It will focus on the lingustic resources accessed or invented by classic writers of the tradition of mystical theology for attempting (and inevitably failing) to say the Unsayable.
READINGS:
Plato, Parmenides 137b — 143b (first two hyptheses)
Philo, De somnis I, 11; from De mutatione nominum; Legum Allegoria III; De       posteritate Caini 16.
Gnostic Tripartite Tractate
Corpus Hermeticum V. 1, 8, 10, 11 and Asclepius 20
Clement of Alexandria, Stromate V
Gregory of Nyssa, Life of Moses
Plotinus, Ennead V 
Proclus, Commentary on the Parmenides 
Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, Mystical Theology, On Divine Names
John Scott Eriugina, The Division of Nature
Moses Maimonides, Moreh Nevukhim (Guide for the Perplexed): I, 50-58 
Kabbala, Zòhar (Book of Splendor)
Ibn al-Arabi, The Bezels of Wisdom 
Rumi, Sufi poems from Masnavi
Marguerite Porete, The Mirror of the Simple Annihilated Soul
Meister Eckhart, German Sermons
Nicolus Cusanus, On Divine Ignorance 
John of the Cross, The Dark Night of the Soul
Teresa of Avila, The Interior Castle
 
In addition to this cadre of readings, students will be encouraged to explore other sources, especially in connection with their own projects. Particularly relevant are: 
Bible: 1 Kings 19. 12-18; II Corinthians 12. 2-6
Albert the Great, Commentary on Dionysius’ Mystical Theology
Bonaventure, Itinerarium Mentis in Deum
Gnostic Tripartate Tractate
Augustine, Confessions, Book IX. x. xxiii-xxv (Vision at Ostia)
Jerome, De decem nominibus dei (Patrologia Latina 23, 1038)
Abraham Abulafia; see Moshe Idel’s books
Thomas Aquinas, "De nominibus Dei," Summa theologica I, quaestio 13
Richard of St. Victoire, Benjamin Major 
Thierry of Chartres, Lectiones in Boethii librum de Trinitatis, ed. N. M.   Haring, AHDLM 30 (1955) Archives d’Histoire Doctrinale et Littéraire du Moyen Age
William of St. Thierry, Lettere d’oro 
Bernard of Clairvaux, De consideratione and Sermons on Song of Songs 
The Cloud of Unknowing 
Hadewijch, Mengeldichten or Das Buch der Visionen
Gertrude the Great, Revelationes or Legatus divinae pietatis (Herald of God’s 
Loving Kindness)
Jakob Böhme, Von der Gnadenwahl (On the Election of Divine Grace)
Silesius Angelus, from Wandering Cherub (Cherubinischer Wandersmann) 
