MAGINATION AND THE VOID

TOBE OR NOT TO BE

Patrick Laude




THE AMBIGUOUS POWER OF IMAGES has never been as
pervasive as it is today through the world of
media and virtual reality. Images shape ideas and
tendencics, determine action, invade daily con-
sciousness, and sometimes rule over opinion.
They can hypnotize and control; they can feed all
sorts of delusions and foster imbalance. In short,
images fill up the vacuum left by the spiritual dis-
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CRITICS OF MODERNITY HAVE SUGGESTED that
such highly subjective, individualized,
and metaphysically unrestricted under-
standing of imagination may ultimately
confine us to alienation and Prometheism.
The artificiality of many of its produc-
tions reinforces mankind’s chronic sepa-
ration from its environment, short of
integration with a qualitative universe
of meaning. It erects walls of isolation
among humans by means of the mesmer-
izing power of technological creations
and projections. Television and the
Internet are poor substitutes for bonds
;f friendship and communication.
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To attend to this crisis of modern
imagination, a few questions are in order
Should imagination be confined to the
realms of the subjective, the indivi dud,
and the phantasmatic, and has it always
been akin to them? Is imagination free
from any laws, and independent frop
any objective grounding? Is the contep
porary disconnection between imagina-
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if only through their inspiring cultivation
of the illumination and calligraphy of the
word of God.

Such pervasiveness of the imagination
of forms in the world of religions may
surprise: is not the end of the spiritual
journey most often envisaged as a tran-
scendence of all imaginary and discursive
forms? Certainly so, but this transcend-
ing motion cannot bypass images them-
selves since it takes as its starting point
the world of forms in which we live and
“imagine,” and since images ultimately
point to that “ynimaginable” that is both
their root and their end. Sacred imagina-
tion proceeds from the divine source of
tradition that it prolongs and unfolds,
thereby providing us with its iconic power
of allusion to and intimation of the
unseen. It offers us a way to gaze upon

S INTHEIR-METAPHYSICALIAND
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the Divine Mystery that we cannot grasp
and that our reason can only infer with-
out ascertaining it with full existential
certainty. God escapes our imagination
in His essence, but He mercifully mani-
fests the beauty of His manifold qualities
in the world of sacred imagination.

AS A SCHOLARLY “PROPHET” OF IMAGINATION.
Henry Corbin emphasized, in the wake
of Swedenborg and Shi’ite and Sufi
theosophy, that the world of imagination
is an objective and universal domain, not
a purely private bubble of fiction. The
necessary distinction between the latter
and the former demanded that he coin a
new word, i.e., the “imaginal,” to pre-
vent his readers from confusing spiritual
imagination for the individual inventions
that we fancy. Imagination is indeed a
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IMAGINATION LIES AT THE JUNCTURE

oF DEATH AND LIFE,
ABSENCE AND PRESENCE.

we vaunt and value, it is nothing
more, at best, than the residual
manifestation of this imaginal

realm. Thus, contemporary forms

of arts, such as moving pictures,
can become the vehicles of the
imaginal archetypes of the myths
of old, and many “imaginative”
works of literature are half
.unconscious channels of truly
imaginal realities, half phantas-
matic fabricationg of an artist
1;ngrossed with his own genial
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makes us feel at home in the
world of forms in which we live.
Genuine and sound imagination
is neither severed from the cos-
mos, nor from the gods, nor from
the One. It obeys, for example,
the fundamental laws of cosmic
alternation epitomized by the
sequence of days and nights.
There is, therefore, a diurnal and
a hocturnal regime of imagina-
tion: the first provides images of
Separation, differentiation and
Opposition, as the day that proj-
ccts diversity and contrast, yanyg,
Whereas the second proposes

“THE COURT oF THE MYRTLES”
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lies carried in a funerary procession. It
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messages from the beyond; but such a
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sensce of the word., This is imagination

as “filler of the void,” to use Simone
Weil’s phrase: «1q is continually at work
filling up the fissures through which
ERCCINAY pass.” There are the fissures
that result from our relativity, from the
fact that we are neither self sufficient
nor self-fulfilled. The “void” that is to
be filled is the Incompleteness of our
terrestrial being, of oy individuyal experi-
ence. It is from or through the “void”
resulting from oy relativity that the
“fullness” of the Real can be unveiled.
In need of Reality, our incomplcte, frag-
mentary being shoyld open itself to the
completeness, the absoluteness of the
Divine, which is the only fully satisfacto-
i'y fesponse to it. But such an opening
implies a “dark night” that our soy]
does not want to bear with patience,

Or in waiting, to use again one of Weil’s
powerful spiritual metaphors: hence

the compensations of illusory imagina-
tion. Wandering imagination, sterile
imagination, serves our delusions of
metaphysical “immunity,” in the hope
of forgetting the void that is growing
within us, and threatens to make walking
dead of ourselves.

EVEN THOUGH the contemporary concepts
of the “imaginary” and imagination fall
short of the full reality of the imaginal
domain and the plenary spiritual func-
tion of images, they cannot but testify to
the latter as their distant or inverted
reflections. Reality is one, and there is no
absolute “error” in being. First, the sub-
jective bias of our current concept of
imagination does not only stem from an
ignorance of the ontological objectivity
of the imaginal, it also remains, positive-
ly, as a faint mirror image of divine Self-
knowledge. This is suggestively taught
by a hadith: “I was a hidden treasure and

I desired to be known, so I created the

world in order to be known.”
Imagination is an objectification of
the divine Subject through which God
knows Himself in the mode of multiplici-
ty and contrast. Imagination is the exteri-
orized “content” of the Divine Subject
in the way of a wealth of creative mean-
ings “passed into” imaginal forms. The
world springs forth out of God’s imagi-
nation, and human imagination can, and
must, unfold in an analogous creative
process. Human art mimics divine art.
In parallel, the individualistic bent that
characterizes modern imagination,
despite its flowing from an inordinate
cultivation of arbitrary idiosyncrasies,
can also be understood as an obscured
and indirect sense that Imagination does
indeed relate each and every soul to the
whole of being, and to the Principle of
the whole. Ibn Arabi’s concept of the
“God of belief as a personal imaginal
reality, that William Chittick also defined
as “self-disclosure of the Real (that) ties
a knot in the fabric of existence,” is of
necessity limited and colored by the size
and the hues of the individual recipient.
There is no way for the limited to be
connected with the Unlimited but
through representations or limitations
that are as many imaginal apprehensions
of the Real. These limitations are not
exclusive of liberty, and our modern
equation of imagination with freedom
is not unfounded, although not fully
understood in its foundations.
Imagination is liberating because it
reflects God’s utter freedom to create. It
is the projecting and creating power of
His infinity. Reflecting this divine free-
dom on the human level, only the sage
and the saint have enough imagination
to become other than themselves, and

one with all selves. I
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