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A Critical Comparison of Two Articles on The Red Book by C.G. Jung.

(word count 2505 )

This essay critically compares 'The Son of the Earth in C.G Jung's The Red Book' by Andreas Schweizer with 'Jung's Therapeutic Gnosticism' by David Bentley Hart. The publication of The Red Book by Carl Gustav Jung in 2009 has been a landmark event for psychologists and scientists interested in the heritage of C.G. Jung. Both articles were written shortly after the publication of The Red Book. 'The Son of the Earth in C.G Jung's The Red Book' by Andreas Schweizer was published in 2011 and 'Jung's Therapeutic Gnosticism – The Red Book Reflects a Late Modern Desire for Transcendence without Transcendence' by David Bentley Hart was published in January 2013. Schweizer has been a training analyst since 1986 first at the C. G. Jung Institute in Küsnacht and currently with ISAP-Zürich. His article was published in The Jung Journal: Culture and Psyche, which is a quarterly, international, peer-reviewed interdisciplinary periodical. 
 Hart is an American Orthodox Christian philosophical theologian, philosopher, and cultural commentator. His article was published in The First Things, an online magazine running by The Institute on Religion and Public Life. The First Things is aimed at the public informed religiously and interested in philosophy. Hart is a contributing editor of First Things and is currently a fellow at the Notre Dame Institute for Advanced Studies. 
 Both authors analysed The Red Book, yet they presented different opinions, which will be discussed in this essay.


What 'The Red Book” is?


Jung started to work with The Red Book as a private journal in the form of an illustrated manuscript in 1913 but left his work unfinished around 1930th. The Red Book contained records of his visions, dreams and thoughts, received mostly during the years of 1914-1916, when he experienced a time of 'inner uncertainty and disorientation.' 
 As he wrote: 'All my works, all my creative activity, has come from those initial fantasies and dreams which began in 1912 (...). Everything that I accomplished in later life was already contained in them, although at first only in the form of emotions and images.' 
 The publication in 2009 is a full-scale photographic reproduction of the original manuscript. It shed new light on the formation of analytical psychology, but as Sonu Shamdasani highlighted, this still cannot be considered a definitive final text and it was not a mono-source for Jung's later conceptions. 
  For Schweizer The Red Book was 'the vessel for archetypal images, full of fascinating power.' 
 Raphael Demos referred to the archetypes as patterns of a symbol-formation common through different temporal epoch. Their universality is a basic psychical structure for all human beings. 

For Schweizer reading The Red Book was an experience to discover more and more of the psychic images that stood behind Jung's academic work. The aim of his article was to show how the Jung's visions were linked to and rooted in cultural traditions, such as Hellenism, Ancient Egypt and how they anticipated Jung's future works. 
  His claims were supported by examples, focusing on the figures of Izdubar, Ammonius and The Son of the Earth. The description of Jung's dream about a house in Bollingen fastened Schweizer's ideas together.

Hart summarized The Red Book as 'an essential silly exercise' and he recommended Lewis Carroll's books instead.
 For him, The Red Book had neither artistic nor literary merit. It was just a description of 'a perilous odyssey through fantastic interior landscapes', when 'the hero has gone on a quest to find his lost soul' and he 'encounters a succession of allegorical figures who, as we are informed, are not merely fictions of his own devising, but real and autonomous powers dwelling in the depths of his psyche.' However, he found it important as an extraordinary symptom of late-modern paradox, which he named as the desire for transcendence without transcendence. As Shamdasani pointed out, there was no Jungian theory as a unified entity. 
 The aim of Hart's paper was to review with The Red Book, but in the main part of his article he was exploring the theme of potential gnostic influence on Jung and through Jung on culture, without any specific references to Jung's works. It would be hard to decide wether he argued with Jung or if he criticised Jungians. To better understand the meaning of The Red Book Schweizer recommended always considering and including Jung's Collected Works. 
 He consequently compared The Red Book with other Jung works, which was one the strengths of his article.



Prophecy of The Red Book


Demos wrote that the psychic process for Jung was not a just causal sequence, but a process with teleological orientation. 
 The language of The Red Book sounds like a prophecy, which was explained by Jung: 'Archetypes speak in the language of high rhetoric, even on bombast. It is a style I find embarrassing; it graves on my nerves (…) But I had no choice but to write everything down in the style selected by the unconscious itself'.' 
  According to Schweizer the force which pushed Jung into the process of deeper understanding and transformation, was a creative daimon. 
 He believed that The Red Book contained prophetic material: not as a revelation or words of a prophet, but as the source of inspiration for practical method of life. He repeated, after Jung, that understanding of the unconscious and realization of the inner images in actual life was an ethical obligation. 
 Hart, in contrary, claimed that The Red Book was 'draped in a veil of apocalyptic mystique to high its deficiencies' and it was a gospel of therapy, not of salvation.
  He stated that if psychic alienation could be conquered only through Jungian psychotherapy, then the only true pneumatikos (a part of the man which is akin to God and serves as his instrument) is a psychiatric patient. For Hart Jung's attitude was a sort of psychologistic reductionism and was absolute inversion of the spiritual aspirations it was meant to explain. 


To sum up, both authors referred to the same text, but their perspective on it was completely different. For Schweizer messages from the unconscious might be decoded and included into life, while for Hart's Jung produced only 'therapeutic sedatives for a therapeutic age.'  


A gnostic influence


Hans Jonas characterized Gnosis as a dualistic transcendent religion of salvation. The term 'Gnosticism', derives from the Greek word "knowledge” and served as a collective heading for various sectarian doctrines appearing within and around Christianity during its first centuries. 
 Gnosis was among larger interests of Jung. He wrote that between 1918 and 1926 he seriously studied the Gnostic writers and found them confronted with the primal world of the unconscious too.
 To honour his interests the first 13 codices rediscovered near Nag Hammadi in 1945 were named as The Codex Jung.
 Jung's grandson reveiled that his grandfather was thrilled by this discovery because they affirmed Jung's conclusions about the soul's spiritual centre in each person. 
 For Hart The Red Book's religious sensibility is thoroughly Gnostic. To support his claim, firstly he analysed the narrative form of The Red Book. He concluded that the prophetic language of the book, 'its rococo excesses, figural syzygies, archons and aeons' were drawn from the Gnostic systems of late antiquity. Secondly, he claimed that the entire spiritual logic of The Red Book is Gnostic, because the main theme of the book is a private revelation and a direct communication from a mysterious source. 
 According to Jonas, the ultimate 'object' of gnosis is the God: the soul transforms the knower himself by making him a partaker in the divine existence. 
 As Galbreath pointed out, modern gnosis devoid of a meta psychical framework could be described as a self-cognition, without the confidence of authenticity of gnosis and the validity of its revelation. 
 Hart shared Galbreath's view. For him, The Red Book managed to preserve the most ungainly aspects of ancient Gnosticism, rambling symbolic narratives, self-absorption, ethical sterility and the pretensions of its spiritual participation. Behind all of that Hart found in Jung's work a simple need for personal accommodation, psychological integrity or mental health, not a real Gnostic true hunger for a transcendent Other. 
 He concluded, that apt definition of late modernity as a whole was Gnosticism reduced to bare narcissism. 


The gnosis is not a main theme of Schweizer's paper. Unfortunately for readers, he did not compare the episodes of The Son of The Earth with texts from The Nag Hammadi Library.. According to Schweizer The Red Book was also rooted deeper in Hellenism, Ancient Egypt and even the Far East. 
 To support his claims, he referred to the solar hymns and prayers that anticipated the appearance of the Son of the Earth in 'Liber Secundus' of The Red Book. Those hymns reminded him of the Egyptian hymns to the Sun god found in the tombs of the New Kingdom. 
 He also mentioned two books of Albrecht Dietrich from Jung's library, which might have influenced Jung's The Red Book: 'Abraxas' and the so-called 'Liturgy of Mithras'. Both texts describe initiation ceremonies of the mysteries in late antiquity, and both of them belong to the  Alexandrian Hellenism, which was strongly influenced by Greek Orphism and by Egyptian sun theology as well. Thus, Jung's 'scientific experiment' might be a form of initiation ritual but Schweizer did not resolved this issue. 
 The episode with the sacrificial murder from The Red Book, when Jung was forced to eat a part of liver of a sacrificied child could be explained as a part of initiation ritual. Hart on the other hand claimed that this episode was completely incomprehensible for him. 
 Also Shamdasani noticed that the language of The Red Book was evocative and that it was Jung's deliberate effort to open the readers to an experience of the mystery. 


Briefly, both authors radically differed in their views about The Red Book. Hart definied Jung as a modern Gnostic, while Schweizer analysed The Red Book in a larger cultural and historical context.


The alchemy and active imagination


Jung described alchemy as a bridge to the past and Gnosticism, and into the future, to the modern psychology of the unconscious. 
 Hart did not analyse Jung's connections with alchemy, while Schweizer stressed the importance of alchemical images, for example he observed that many descriptions of the Son of the Earth resembled that of the alchemical Lapis-Mercurius. 


Jung described his experiences with The Red Book as a 'scientific experiment' and 'voluntary confrontation with the unconscious.' 
 This led him to develop the concept of active imagination, when one can recreate a dream or fantasy and dialogue with an inner figure. 
 As Lionel Corbett observed, criticism towards Jung's work emerges because of the lack of understanding of the process of active imagination. 
 The different views on episode of Izdubar presented by Hart and Schweizer were a good illustration of Corbett statement. Schweizer analysed this episode as an example of the process of unification of opposing forces, later described by Jung in Aion. 
 For Hart it was a 'monstrous story', which robbed God from dignity. What Jung understood as an aim to  help the god, or protect him, for Hart seemed to be an act of the highest level of human narcissism. There was no common ground between the two authors.


Modern times


Hart stated that Gnosis flourished in the late antique due to more cosmopolitan civilization, the dissolution of local cultures and cults amid the fluid diversity of changing populations and beliefs. 
 He observed a similar situation in the modern world, so The Red Book was a real reflection of the spiritual situation of contemporary times, connected with the constant erosion of Christendom. 
 As Corbett pointed out, if the sacred manifests itself through the unconscious, we have a direct contact with it, and there is no need for liturgy or prayer books or a Church liturgy. 
 Demos paid attention to the fact that Jung was convinced of the importance of religion, which re regarded as universal to all mankind and a component of the good life. He found that God is an archetypal image in the unconscious of all people. 
 Hart, who declares himself as an Orthodox Christian philosophical theologian, cannot accept those statements. He claimed that our epoch is hospitable to a gnostic sensibility, and our disenchantment today may be more radical even from Gnostics point of view, but the spiritual disaffection cannot be cured by knowledge resulted from The Red Book or Jungian psychology.  


Eric Vougelin said that the 'gnostic attitude' includes the belief that the wrested condition of the world wouls evolve historically through human action into better condition. 
 The active part of this process was described by Nathan Schwartz: the inner structure responds to conscious attention and can change from compulsive forms into helpful. 
 From this point of view Jung's approach could be claimed as a 'gnostic'. Maurice Friedman, cited by Galbreatch, pointed out that Jung did believe in his myth and its power to redeem and liberate the modern individual. 
 Schweizer did not question the validity of the images from the unconscious. For Hart The Red Book was a contemporary product, when the transcendent was expelled from the immanent. Jung's wish of spiritual renewal for modern man was not an adequate answer in Hart's opinion because it would pass by with time. Hart wrote that: 'One should never doubt the uncanny force of what Freud called die Wiederkehr des Verdragen – the return of the repressed.' 
  Hart's words could be understood that if the God is repressed today, then He will return in the future. Hart believed that one day the soul would hear the true calling, which The Red Book  definitely was not.


Conclusion


The publication of The Red Book in 2009 stimulated discussions about Jung's legacy and his influence. Schweizer, as a Jungian therapist, interpreted The Red Book as a source of Jung's theories. Hart, as a theologian, seized the opportunity to express his critical views on Jung and analytical psychology. For Schweizer The Red Book was a source of knowledge, also spiritual. 
For Hart it was only an interesting product of modernity, but had nothing to do with real spirituality. Hart interpreted Jung as a gnostic, whose work was an invitation to selfish therapy. He expressed the view that in the future the human soul will meet God in a reality, which dreams are not a part of. The strength of Schweizer's paper was in how he linked Jung's experiences from The Red Book with his later scientific works. The strength of Hart's article was in how he described his personal and critical view on Gnosticism and Jung. Nevertheless, without references and footnotes it was hard to decide if he described his convictions about Jung, or if he tried to be polemic with Jung's real statements. Both authors referred to the same text, but read it in a completely different way.
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