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Marlan's Bardo Thodol

It is an axiom of archetypal psychology tretlephenomenon contains within itself the means
by which it is to be interpreted. In keeping witist the book here under review, Stanton Marlan's
The Black Surrefers in its sub-title to "the Alchemy and Aftlkarkness." It is an apt description
of the approach that follows. When working withgaalarkest and most misery-filled moments of
the opus that were known to them as "the blackldacknessputrefactiq mortificatio, the
nigredq poisoning, torture, killing, decomposition, ratliand death,” the alchemists understood
the importance of meeting these on their own t€pm%1). Practitioners of a "black art,” they knew
that it was by going under, into the phenomenolafgihe soul's blackening, indeed, by becoming
even "blacker than black," that the specific lursibyof blackness--the dark light of Sol niger--
could dawn in their awareness as a whole plethigreeviously unthought distinctions emerged.
The practicing analyst, as Marlan himself so wedraplifies, must work in a similar spirit.
Eschewing what Freud called theor sanandi(or rage to cure), he too must enter the depnessio
despair, iliness, disease, and death that he mvéhts his practice, not for the sake of countgrin
these in the manner of a light-bearer, but asgfam analytic effort to know them from within. As
Jung famously expressed this in a line cited bylmar'One does not become enlightened by
imagining figures of light, but by making the daeks consciousQW 13, { 335).

Now light, and of course its king of kingsetbun, are dominant images in every culture.
Making so much visible to the eye, these have kgadid from time immemorial, become

metaphors of conscious awareness. We speak, fompdeaof the triumph of light over darkness,
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day over night, of sunny dispositions, luciditydamlightenment. Writing with respect to the

associations that exist between the sun's lightandciousness, Jung states that "for untold ages
men have worshipped the great god who redeemsdhe lay rising out of darkness as a radiant
light in the heavens," adding that "within the sfoain its primordial beginnings there has been a
desire for light and an irrepressible urge to giseof the primal darkness."

But light has also a dark aspect, a shadow Bidéance can scorch; brightness cast a witlgerin
stare. On the heels of the historian of religiomdéia Eliade's observation that "where history is on
the march thanks to kings, heroes or empires uhésssupreme®we now tend to think of the
casualties of the solar metaphor's colonizing thk'e think of the cultures that have been
vanquished and of the peoples that are no morecizsly in university humanities departments
has this issue been taken up as a concern. Cofitiaé violence that light as meta-metaphor has
wreaked, cultural commentators of the post-modg&mprovide deconstructive readings of the
logocentrism, phallocentrisim, and heliopoliticsttoé Western visionary traditichhat a text
referentially declares in the definite script sfprinted page is read in the dark-light of what ha
been repressed into its margins. In this efforseéheritics could be said to be following, however
unwittingly, those alchemists discussed by Jund (ew again by Marlan) whose thinking
included images of the sun being devoured by a fledethronement and beating of the solar-
crowned king, and theoniuntioof Sol and Luna.

There is yet another approach. The darknesssagehich light so often stands in victorious and
even dominating contrast can also be conceived fpar light, not merely as light's absence, but
as a phenomenon in its own right. As the epigraplise top of several chapters indicate, thisas th
position that Marlan has taken in his book. "Wheun gee your matter going black, rejoice, for this

is the beginning of the work," declares a line friitv@Rosarium Philosophorufh"Yet mystery and
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manifestations arise from the same source. Thiseasl called darkness ... Darkness within

darkness, the gateway to all understanding,” caertber Chinese sage, Lao-Tzu.

The analytic attitude that these quotationg teeconvey is one of hospitality towards the

darkness. In a discussion of this Marlan avers that
... darkness historically has not been treateditadp and ... has remained in the
unconscious and become a metaphor for it. It has been primarily in its negative
aspect and as a secondary phenomenon, itselftotingtia shadow--something to
integrate, to move through and beyond. In so daisgntrinsic importance is often
passed over. (p. 12)

Marlan, doubtless, is correct in this assessniémoughout the ages there has been a phobic
antipathy for all that is dark. This is not to shgyever, that archetypal models of a more receptiv
attitude cannot be found. Besides those cited hyavan his epigraphs, Hades, Lord of the
Underworld, comes readily to mind in this connattis the great host of darkness in our Western
tradition. Writing with reference to this deityis Cratylus Plato expresses the view that the souls
of the dead are held in the underworld, not onlgibg constraints, but by the fascinating
intelligence of their host.

Readers of Marlan's book, | am sure, will hawemilar experience of their interest being
captivated by a fascinating, Hades-like intelligerfeart of this, | believe, Marlan achieves through
the cornucopia of amplifications he provides. Wugkin the spirit of Edward F. Edinger, a former
personal analyst and mentor, Marlan carefully erambulates his theme, bringing in comparative
material from many traditions, both ancient andteomporary. This approach is then tinctured with
with the inheritance of another seminal contribui@mes Hillman, with whom he also worked
analytically and later, collegially. The influenckthis precursor is felt in the sense of poetiarmae

that Marlan brings to the images with which he vgpik the suspending of the soteriological urge,
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and in the bridge-burning turn to an underworldspective. The defining mark of Marlan's book,

however, does not reside in the contributions e$¢éhmasters, but in his own masterful integration
of what he has learned from them with the widegliectual and artistic culture of our times:Tlhe
Black SunMarlan's "alchemists" are not only Mylius, Patsgs, and Fabricius (though these are
duly referenced), but the philosophers Heideggerl®édu-Ponty, and Lévinas, the critical theorists
Derrida, Kristeva, and Foucault and the expressigrainters Mark Rothko, Max Ernst, and
Anselm Kiefer. The result of this is a Jungian gsialof the most difficult reaches of the soufes |i
that is true to the substance of the Jungian apbredile at the same time overcoming the
isolation that much Jungian discourse has had thremvider sphere of learned discourse.

A moment ago | mentioned the Platonic idedefunderworld Hades captivating the interest of
the dead with his fascinating intelligence. | waotv to quote a paragraph from the third chapter of

Marlan's book that conveys this same quality.

In the last two chapters we examined the primadigbf and the dark alchemy of
descent, emphasizing the "blacker than black" asé¢he nigredo process in its
most literal and destructive forms. This descers araexcruciating initiation into
the most negative dimension of Sol niger and araeoé into the domain of Hades
and Ereshkigal, Dante's world of ice, and Kalismaation grounds. Our king's ego
has been spoiled, our virgin's milk has soured veatiave drunk the poison of
Holbein's dance of death and seen the black s8plehdor Solis. The sun has
blackened, and we have met Jung's Dragon. Ouregarls opened, and we have
entered Edinger's "gate of blackness." Hollowedasth Eliot, ranting with the
philosopher Cioran, and lamenting with Job, one mayder why we were ever
born. In the face of such a devastating visionlyaisastands still--shocked.
Salvationist fires are fanned but are held baskh#art is wrenched. Job's
comforters are quieted, and no platitudes or nealyia techniques will do.
Biological remedies, primal screams, and spiritaatasies are hollow. There is no
rush to cure; perhaps there is no cure at alln&lés in the soul of patient and
analyst alike: a quiet pair sitting in the gripSul niger, dark and light, burning and
ice cold, standing on ground that is no groung|lftisat is no self and that has been
devoured by a green lion or a black hole. (pp. 6b-6
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In this passage, as throughout his entire bidaklan does not merely ta#boutthe black sun.

Gripped by it, affected, he lets it speak. Thisotild be said, is the authenticating mark of a
Jungiananalysis. "We should never forget,” writes Jutigat'in any psychological discussion we
are not saying anythirgpoutthe psyche, but that the psyche is always spealiagttself (CW9,
i, 1 483). Making this point in another way, Juatgrs to the alchemical practice of naming the
unknown by the name of the more unknoignptum per ignotiu Like the black-on-black
paintings of Rothko which Marlan discusses, analytactice, too, consists of a recursive turning
of the phenomenon in question, whatever that mayen itself to the point where its self-
sameness begins to give way to the latent partgulhich are its distinctiveness, depth, and soul.
As Marlan's analysis shows, the intelligence of ésadhe dark-light of Sol niger, does not come
from an external light source that is brought tarhgon a phenomenon from without; rather, like
thelumen naturaef Paracelsus (1493-1541) and seaus naturaef William of Conches (1080-
1154), itis in the immanent reflection that eablermromenon brings when, through restatement and
circumambulating amplification, we make its "darkseonscious” by imagining in its terms.
Another important facet tbhe Black Suhas to do with the drawing of comparisons and
contrasts to the views of other Jungian analysts l@ve also written on the maleficence of the
psychic process. In his influential 1996 bo®dke Inner World of Traumdonald Kalsched
elaborated a theory of what he calls "archetyprdes of the personal spirit." According to
Kalsched, when ordinary defenses falil in the fdagnbearable psychic pain and anxiety, the
psyche may respond by turning upon itself in sustaaner that from out of its own internal splits
a drama featuring a brutal persecutor and innogetitn is produced that encapsulates the patient's
personal spirit. While this affect-imagery is tyglig very disturbing, Kalsched understands it to be

serving a protective function, albeit a very costhe. Like a fire that has been set with the aim of
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creating a burned-out barrier in the path of ameyreater and more terrible fire, the negative

expectations and internal attacks of the incredsingibited and life-avoiding patient keep the
unthinkable from being experienced.

There is much merit in Kalsched's account efdfthetypal defenses that may be constellated in
the face of a severe trauma. Many patients dorsaftbe manner he describes. But as Marlan is
able to show, this is by no means the whole sidrg. black sun is not only "a kind of black hole
whose gravity draws the vulnerable ego or Selito.a doomed stasis” (p. 72). On the contrary,
when read in terms of its difference from the huistencategories of ego and Self it may reflect a
moment in the soul's life in which ego-illusiongladealized notions of wholeness and Self will
not do. As Marlan puts this, "... the emergencBafniger requires a reflection on that which is
beyond the humanism of ego psychology and whighgits to take on questions of the death of
the ego or perhaps even the Self as part of pspassibility” (p. 72).

The death of the ego is a theme that has bagamabout by another Jungian analyst, David
Rosen. In his 1993 booKkransforming DepressigiRosen introduces the term “"egocide" to
describe an important process by means of whicpgiiehe pushes itself beyond its defenses. As
Marlan summarizes, "Egocide makes possible a psyansformation and constitutes a death-
rebirth process. In that process, ego identity digs symbolically killed along with one's former
perspectives of oneself and life" (p. 73-74). Naujle Marlan finds merit in Rosen's view, it is
clear from his discussion that for him it does gofar enough. Working in terms of a classical
distinction between ego and Self, Rosen's egositeeikilling or analyzing to death of that
negative, destructive ego that has, as it werasa fttitude to the Self. The problem with tHis, i
read Marlan aright, is that the critique of conasimess to which the ego has been subjected is not

extended to that guarantor of the ego's rebirthSiif. As Marlan puts it, in Rosen's analysis 'wha
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Jung calls the Self is not destroyed” (p. 74).sTéia crucial point. The importance of Rosen's

egocide concept notwithstanding, consciousnessimeméthin the economy of the ego if its
highest determinatioiits Self or God, does not go under in a complimerpapgess of deicide.
For, even as the ego "dies" the choristers of gidnonrmetapsychology sing, "The King is dead,
long-live the King." This is hardly a requiem ftietego.

Clearly, Marlan's analysis of analysis by meairtbe black sun has pushed off from the glossary
definitions and shop-worn colloquialisms that Jsrmgncepts, like those in any field, have become.
Adapting a strategy from poststructuralism, he psgs that we now place these "under erasure."
Having long been reified into a Sun-like entityour working parlance, the term Self (to take but
one example) must now be written in such way tisatimultaneous deletion--we may think here of
the elusiveness of the spirit Mercurius!--may ldated. As Marlan puts it, "Using Derrida's
strategy of sous rature, the notion of the 8eller erasure, rather than being seen as a
transcendental idea, essence, or substance, coaresleser to Jung's recognition of its mystery
and unknown quality. Seen as a tracetheésIelfisible presence is both marked yet effacad, a
its shadow Otherness, seen otherwise, is both @ecadl and mysterious, both light and dark, yet
neither" (p. 185).

But let us back up a step. Faithful to Junglsmngs, the glossaries define the ego as the subje
of our conscious knowing and distinguish it frorattgreater subject, the Self, which expresses the
wholeness of the conscioasd unconscious. What is it, then, about the egoahalysis needs to
push beyond?

Within the above mentioned "economy of the ‘et phenomena of experience and things of
the world are but a means to an end. "Getting padding, we lay waste our powers," as

Wordsworth puts it. It could even be said thathy shop-till-you-drop logic, the death experience,



8
too, has been conceived in terms of the ulteriopgse of a rebirth that is really little more than

getting and spending in a new key. But the ingiatihat Marlan darkly envisions is about the
dissolving or desubstantiation of ego such thaptienomena of experience, including depressive
states and the imago of death, are soulfully resghed values in their own right, ends in
themselves. As Marlan (again drawing upon Roserpeitant idea of egocide) puts this, "as we
move from egocide toward the reevaluation of theal the death instinct, we move from a
simply biological or traditional psychological umganding toward a symbolic and metaphorical
one and from literal death to a deconstructiornefiiteralist ego, which is part of the teleologjica
aspect of the psyche itself" (p. 77).
Here we may be reminded of a statement of uMgiting with reference to comparative

material such as that which Marlan provides indaigk, Jung states:

Psychic existence, and above all the inner imagesspply the

material for all mythic speculations about a lifiehe hereafter and |

imagine that life as a continuation in the worldroéges. Thus the

psyche might be that existence in which the hexeaftthe land of

the dead is locatet.
Further to this, another passage from Jung maitde which again touches on the issue of the
hereafter or land of the dead, this time in a matirag is resonant with our earlier discussiorhef t
depressive critique of the economy of the egotti@black sun seems to bring.

It is highly sensible of thBardo Thodo[The Tibetan Book of the

Dead to make clear to the dead man the primacy opyehe, for

that is the one thing which life does not makerdeais. We are so

hemmed in by things which jostle and oppress tleahever get a

chance, in the midst of all these "given" thingsywbnder by whom

they are "given." It is from this world of "givettiings that the dead

man liberates himself; and the purpose of theunstm is to help

him towards this liberatiolCW11, § 841

After reading Marlan it can be said that notydhke souls of the dead need the guidance of a
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Bardo Thodal Grappling with depressive suffering, patients andlysts need something of the

same. Rich in amplifications and written with atfoothe grave, Marlan's book is such a
guidebook--aardo Thédalso to speak, for that sickness unto death bywthie living are

afflicted in our postmodern era. The aptness gfcbmparison comes across exquisitely well in the
clinical cases that Marlan discusses. Indeed @rdtkams and paintings of both the woman artist
and the depressed pastoral counsellor we seerts fgversal of standpoint, calling for much
sacrifice," that Jung said "is needed before weseathe world as "given" by the very nature of the
psyche" CW11, 1 841). As an analyst myself | found it masfpiring to observe again how rich

our work can be, when, in its darkest and mostalgeg moments, darkness itself gleams.

A final reflection. When thinking critically alot a work of psychology, we do well to recall a
cautionary statement of Jung's regarding interfioetand the archetype. "The archetype,” he
writes,

... IS a psychic organ present in all of us. A baplanation [therefore] means a

correspondingly bad attitude to this organ, whicayttus be injured. But the

ultimate sufferer is the bad interpreter himsetnke the "explanation” should

always be such that the functional significancthefarchetype remains unimpaired,

so that an adequate and meaningful connection battihe conscious mind and the

archetype is assure@W9, i, 1 271
In this passage Jung conveys an important trutb.aftitude of the psychologist, and of that greater
subject, psychology itself, is crucial. Unwittinghyowever, Jung falls foul of his point even as he
utters it. Here | have in mind his unreflected eletarization of the archetype asaganand of his
speaking of the conscious mihdreand the archetyphere Is not the identification of the
archetype as aorgan the conception of its interiority as being inside and théereandthereof

ego and archetype itself a wrong attitude?

With his adaptation of Derrida's sous raturaslh brings correction to this positivizing,
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essentializing tendency in Jung, as did Hillmarokeehim with his move from archetype as noun to

the adjective, archetypal'Organs,” "archetype" and "Self": these, we magasstand with Marlan,
must be placed under erasure in our discourse tad@rgansarchetyppSeHl

But does it not follow from this that thladk sun must also be struck out? While reading
Marlan's book, my one critical thought was thatlitaek sun in his text sometimes seems to
remain a positive entity--something in front of solousness (as Giegerich would put it). If
psychology, as we have already heard from Jung, Bloiesay anythingboutthe psyche, but is
rather psyche speaking abdself, does this not apply as well to the black sun?

Marlan writes: "In our attempt to speak the wad@able, we have noticed that the Self, too, casts
a shadow, and we have focused on this shadow,mezaag the unnamable, invisible, and
unthinkable core of the idea, which some have nedieio as a Divine Darkness while others have
called it a non-Self. The non-Self is not anothene for the Self but is founded in the recognition
of the problematics involved in any representatibwholeness and a mark for the profound
expression of this mystery"(p. 213). The point Maris making has to do with the insufficiency of
any signifier in conveying the fullness of humapenence. Without disputing this important
insight, | find myself subject to a doubt on anotbeore. It is the same doubt that Santayana raised
with respect to mysticism. In the view of this jisibpher, mysticism "consists in the surrender of a
category of thought on account of the discoverysafelativity.™® Eschewing the specific and
finite, the mystic deserts reason and judgmenicoowunt of their share in these. The upshot of this
is that "... instead of perfecting human natureg/dticism] seeks to abolish it; instead of buildang
better world, it would undermine the foundationsrewf the world we have built already; instead
of developing our minds to greater scope and paggig would return to the condition of

protoplasm--to the blessed consciousness of artésabte Reality*
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For all its talk about the unconscious andiilvainous, analysis is not mysticism and betrays

psychology when it insists on being so. As psyafists we must not leave the black sun a mystical
object, or bring a false prestige to our patiedéespair and depression through the strange grandeur
of its name. The luminosity of these dark placegles, as Marlan has so capably shown, in that
alchemy and art of darkness that psychologyecomes when it has itself become the Sol niger
that thinks in their terms.

re@ Mogenson
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