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Zanoni (1842), a novel by Sir Edward Bulwer-Lytton (1803-1873), former British
Secretary of Colonies and writer, has long been regarded as an obscure yet captivating
work. It portrays the experiences of a Chaldean initiate named Zanoni during the French
Revolution — experiences that outline a series of processes referred to as “initiation”
within the esoteric tradition. However, Bulwer-Lytton’s connection to Western
esotericism has never been definitively established. Furthermore, the depiction of an
initiation in this novel — and especially the concept of the “Guardian of the Threshold” —
has been above all repeatedly appropriated by later occultists, while the deeper meaning
of the novel itself has rarely been seriously examined. In this article, we shall attempt to
explore the links between this British official and the French neo-hermetic tradition
— with the famous Eliphas Lévi (1810-1875) having almost certainly played a key
intermediary role in this regard — and to examine the possible sources of the initiatory
knowledge presented in Zanoni. In the latter part of this contribution, we shall briefly
outline how the concept of the “Guardian of the Threshold” was appropriated by
occultists influenced by the Hermetic tradition in the 19™ and 20™ centuries as various
authors, shaped by their respective contexts, offered diverse interpretations of this
concept.

A prophetic supper: Edward Bulwer-Lytton and Eliphas Lévi

Some scholars have already attempted to investigate the connection between
Bulwer-Lytton and the French neo-hermetic tradition. The only documented account they
have been able to identify so far is the reference made by Eliphas Lévi, in his Dogme et
Rituel de la Haute Magie (1854), to the author’s trip to London, during which he met a
man known as “Sir B----L----" and performed a ritual summoning the philosopher
Apollonius of Tyana'!. Although later scholars and occultists, such as Arthur E. Waite,
have examined the relationship between Lévi and Bulwer-Lytton and noted that the only
letter from Lévi found among Bulwer-Lytton’s papers “would appear to be addressed
either to a stranger, or to a very distant acquaintance®”, the connection between the two
figures may have been closer than the surviving correspondence suggests. In book I,
chapter 6 of Zanoni, a scene of a “prophetic supper” is depicted: on the eve of the French
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Revolution, “there was a reunion of some of the most eminent wits of the time, at the
house of a personage distinguished alike by noble birth and liberal accomplishments>”.
Among those present were Condorcet, Malesherbes, Chamfort, and La Harpe.
Furthermore, the author skilfully places the fictional character Zanoni (the main
protagonist) alongside a real historical figure who played a central role at this gathering:
Jacques Cazotte (1719-1792). During the supper, Cazotte made terrifying prophecies to
each of the guests who had fervently championed the ideals of the Enlightenment and the

values of the Revolution. In describing this scene of judgment, the editor hints:

The following prophecy (not unfamiliar, perhaps, to some of my readers,) with some slight
variations, and at greater length, in the text of the authority I am about to cite, is to be found in La
Harpe’s posthumous Works.*

But who are these “some of my readers” to whom this prophecy might be “unfamiliar”?
The answer may lie in the writings of Eliphas Lévi. In La Haute Magie, he suggests:

The celebrated prophetic supper of Cazotte, described by Laharpe, has not been understood yet
[...]. Cazotte, the most exalted of all in the scale of initiation, pronounced their sentence of death

in the name of illuminism".

So what is the nature of these events? To piece together the context, we might turn to a
comparative reading of Zanoni and the writings of Eliphas Lévi.

To begin with, Lévi provides, in his Histoire de la Magie (1860), the following
account of the tradition to which Jacques Cazotte is said to have belonged:

The school of the unknown philosophers, founded by Pasqualis Martinez and continued by Saint-
Martin, seems to have incorporated the last adepts of true initiation. Saint-Martin knew the ancient
key of the Tarot — the mystery, that is to say, of the sacred alphabets and hieratic hieroglyphics
[...]. The Martinists were the last Christians among the Illuminists and were the initiators the
famous Cazotte®.

This account is echoed in Zanoni, in which the author refers to Martines de Pasqually and
Louis Claude de Saint-Martin with great reverence:

“I'will assist you. Recall the time when, led by curiosity, or perhaps the nobler desire of knowledge,
you sought initiation into the mysterious order of Martines de Pasqualis”.

[ndlr: 1t is so recorded of Cazotte. Of Martines de Pasqualis little is known [...]. Saint Martin was
a disciple of the school, and that, at least, is in its favour; for, in spite of his mysticism, no man

more beneficent, generous, pure, and virtuous, than Saint Martin, adorned the last century]7.

According to Eliphas Lévi, the illuminists of the 18 century were divided into two
distinct factions. One group of initiates wished to “restore the hierarchy”, while the other
aimed to “level all things by disclosing the Great Arcanum, thus rendering the royalty
and priesthood alike impossible in the world”. The latter group clearly alludes to the
Jacobins, with figures such as Condorcet at the forefront. From Lévi’s perspective, the
event of the prophetic supper thus takes on an esoteric significance: it becomes a
judgment pronounced by the true initiates against the “ambitious and unscrupulous”
— those who wanted to profane the Arcanum. In the novel, this moment is reimagined
through the fictional character Zanoni, who guides Cazotte’s prophecy during the feast.
Zanoni reminds Cazotte that the influence of Martines de Pasqually’s tradition has not

3 Edward Bulwer-Lytton, Zanoni, London, Saunders & Otley, 1842, t. I, p. 57.

4 Ibid., p. 64, n.

5 Eliphas Lévi, Dogme et Rituel de Haute Magie, Paris, Germer Bailliére, 1861 (or. ed. 1854), t. I, p. 323-
324 (personal translation).

6 Eliphas Lévi, Histoire de la Magie, Paris, Germer Bailliére, 1860, p. 435 (personal translation).

" Edward Bulwer-Lytton, Zanoni, op. cit., t. I, p. 62.
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yet left from him: “it is on you still — on you at this hour; it beats in your heart; it kindles
in your reason; it will speak in your tongue®!”

This comparison of the texts clearly highlights the connection between Zanoni and
the French neo-hermetic tradition. It is therefore no coincidence that the novel’s plot is
set against the historical context of the French Revolution. As Eliphas Lévi points out,
“Cazotte foresaw Marat, as Marat in his turn foresaw a reaction and a dictator””. Zanoni’s
experience during the Revolution thus represents the dilemma faced by an initiate caught
between two opposing forces — forces for which the Revolution itself serves as a symbolic
battleground. In the latter half of the novel, the bloodshed and terror of the French
Revolution are rendered in vivid and harrowing detail. It is against this backdrop that
Zanoni, in a final act of sacrifice, goes to the guillotine to save the one he loves. Some
scholars, such as John Senior and then Marie Mulvey-Roberts, have asserted that Zanoni
“was modeled on the saintly Saint-Martin [...] designated Reau-Croix, [who] as a
crusader against charlatans was clearly an occultist of the Zanoni caste!%”. This statement,
perhaps unintentionally, touches upon a deeper truth. Indeed, rather than claiming that
Zanoni was modelled on Saint-Martin, it would be more accurate to suggest that Zanoni
and Saint-Martin both belong to the same tradition — the one attributed to Jacques Cazotte.
It can reasonably be inferred that the author of Zanoni was clearly familiar with this
tradition, and that the novel’s reflection on initiation may well have been drawn directly
from it.

The Guardian of the Threshold in Zanoni

In the previous section, we discussed the possible sources of Edward Bulwer-
Lytton’s knowledge of initiation, as presented in Zanoni. In this part, we will introduce
the most important concept related to initiation depicted in the novel — the one that has
had the deepest influence on occultism: the Guardian of the Threshold. In the novel,
Zanoni entrusts Glyndon (a gentleman eager for esoteric knowledge) to his fellow initiate,
Mejnour, who attempts to guide Glyndon along the path of initiation. However, after a
period of study, Glyndon disregards Mejnour’s warning not to open the forbidden doors.
As a consequence, he encounters the Guardian of the Threshold, the embodiment of his
deepest fears, which ultimately leads him to abandon his quest of esoteric knowledge:

The vapour had now assumed almost the thickness and seeming consistency of a snow-cloud; the
lamps piercing it like stars. And now he distinctly saw shapes somewhat resembling in outline
those of the human form, gliding slowly and with regular evolutions through the cloud. They
appeared bloodless; their bodies were transparent, and contracted or expanded like the folds of a
serpent [...] Slowly they glided round and aloft, till, in the same majestic order, one after one, they
floated through the casement and were lost in the moonlight [...]. By degrees, this object shaped
itself to his sight. It was as that of a human head, covered with a dark veil, through which glared
with livid and demoniac fire, eyes that froze the marrow of his bones. Nothing else of the face was
distinguishable — nothing but those intolerable eyes; but his terror, that even at the first seemed
beyond nature to endure, was increased a thousand-fold, when, after a pause, the Phantom glided
slowly into the chamber!!.

It is evident that the author devotes considerable effort to describing this fictional entity,
and the level of descriptive detail achieved is one of the key factors that contributed to

8 Ibid., t. 1, p. 63.

9 Eliphas Lévi, Histoire de la Magie, op. cit., p. 437 (personal translation).

10 Marie Roberts, Gothic Immortals, The Fiction of the Brotherhood of the Rosy Cross, London/New York,
Routledge, 1990, p. 158.

' Edward Bulwer-Lytton, Zanoni, op. cit., t. 11, p. 208-210.



Yongwu WEY

the widespread adoption of this theme in subsequent occultist discourse. Indeed, may
esotericists appear to have interpreted this portrayal not as a mere literary fabrication, but
as a reflection of a genuine initiatory experience.

More importantly, however, the novel does not merely touch upon this theme; rather,
it functions as a cautionary narrative, underlining the dangers inherent in the pursuit of
esoteric knowledge and initiation — dangers that are, at times, explicitly linked to death.
In particular, Glyndon’s reckless transgression leads to the tragic and unjust death of his
sister, Adela. The malevolent force he inadvertently unleashes does not simply vanish;
instead, it permeates his life and ultimately claims the person who cared most for him:

He rose — he approached her. Adela started up, “Look—look—look!” she exclaimed. “She comes!
Save me—save me!” and she fell at his feet in strong convulsions; as the clock, falsely and in vain
put back, struck the half-hour.

The physician lifted her in his arms. “My worst fears are confirmed”, he said, gravely; “the disease
is epilepsy”. [ndlr: The most celebrated practitioner in Dublin related to the Editor a story of optical
delusion, precisely similar in its circumstances and its physical cause to the one here narrated] 2.

Drawing upon the above passages, we can observe that the experience of the Guardian of
the Threshold is often associated with intense fear. At the same time, it appears to be
interpreted, at least on the surface, as a physiological disorder, or as something closely
resembling the symptoms of such a condition. Here, we can expect some of the ways in
which occultism appropriates this theme: many occultists associate the experience with
fundamental human fear, while others interpret it in relation to certain psychological
symptoms. In the following discussion, we will examine the extent to which these
divergent appropriations reflect the distinct characteristics of different esoteric
movements.

The appropriation of the Guardian of the Threshold in occultism

As mentioned above, we have already referred to the possible connection between
Edward Bulwer-Lytton and the French neo-hermetic tradition. It appears that French
occultism, influenced by Eliphas Lévi, made extensive use of the concept of the Guardian
of the Threshold. For example, the famous Papus (Gérard Encausse, 1865-1916) states
this clearly in Le Tarot des Bohémiens (1889):

The reader cannot pay too much attention to this solemn moment of practical occultism, so well
described in Lytton’s novel (Zanoni) under the name of the Dragon of the Threshold; it is the
formidable danger which necessitates so many secrets'>.

There is no doubt that Papus attached particular importance to the dangers of initiation
and regarded the concept of the “Dragon of the Threshold” as one of the main reasons
why initiation had to remain secret — otherwise, an ignorant apprentice who ventured
down this path might face extremely terrifying consequences. This awareness of the
danger posed by the Guardian of the Threshold clearly echoes the description of the
terrifying experience endured by Glyndon in Zanoni. Subsequently, one of Papus’s
friends, Stanislas de Guaita (1861-1897), also made explicit reference to the Guardian in
his work:

12 Edward Bulwer-Lytton, Zanoni, op. cit., t. 111, p. 25.
13 Papus [Gérard Encausse], Le Tarot des Bohémiens, Le plus ancien livre du monde, Paris, Ernest
Flammarion, 1889, p. 277 (personal translation).
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There is a door, as we shall see, that cannot be crossed without coming into contact with certain
forces, of which one inevitably becomes either the master or the slave, the guide or the plaything
[...]- The readers of Zanoni — the beautiful novel by Sir Bulwer Lytton — may have guessed, in the
“unnameable monster” that Glyndon evokes so unfortunately, a myth similar to that of Genesis.
— The “horrible and veiled Thing”, the “Guardian of the Threshold”, it is the fluidic soul of the

Earth, the unconscious spirit of birth and death, the blind agent of Eternal Becoming14.

However, he clearly reinterpreted this concept within the framework of a more elaborate
occult theory. Guaita described it as “the fluidic soul of the Earth, the unconscious spirit
of birth and death, the blind agent of Eternal Becoming”: these descriptions clearly reflect
the influence of Eliphas Lévi. Thus, Guaita sought to understand the Guardian of the
Threshold through Lévi’s theories on astral light and universal agency.

Furthermore, it was through the Theosophical Society, founded by Helena
P. Blavatsky (1831-1891), that the term gained wide currency. In Isis Unveiled (1877),
Madame Blavatsky remarked:

Such is the origin of the serpent, metamorphosed in Christian ages into Satan. It is the Od, the Ob,
and the Aour of Moses and the Kabalists. When in its passive state, when it acts on those who are
unwittingly drawn within its current, the astral light is the Ob, or Python [...]. Bulwer-Lytton calls
in Zanoni “the dwellers of the threshold™”.

Unlike French occultists, she tended to interpret the Guardian of the Threshold in an
archetypal fashion, associating it with the serpent of Genesis or even with Satan. It is
clear, however, that she also adopted the theoretical framework of astral light and
understood this concept as the astral light itself. On the other hand, there is no doubt that
Blavatsky emphasises the truthfulness of this description, presenting it more as a
recollection of experience than as a product of imagination. But a more comprehensive
study of this topic comes from the anthroposophist Rudolf Steiner (1861-1925):

[...] Anyone seeing his unredeemed Karma, without adequate preparation, appear as a living

physical creature before his eyes, would run the risk of erring into evil byways. Bulwer Lytton’s
Zanoni in the form of a novel contains a description of the Guardian of the Threshold'®.

Rudolf Steiner refers to it as “unredeemed karma”, which corresponds to a more
personalised interpretation. Unlike French occultism or theosophy, which regard it as a
kind of cosmic force, Steiner seemed more interested in its impact on the individual’s
spiritual law. In this sense, his interpretation of the Guardian of the Threshold is more
firmly rooted in individual initiation — what he called “the path to the higher knowledge”.
Subsequently, Rudolf Steiner’s followers continued along these lines, viewing the
Guardian of the Threshold as a more personalised, even psychological, force. For
example, one might specifically highlight the different descriptions of “Guardians of the
Threshold” in various contexts, which may be linked to the experience of unpleasant
sensations during meditation, nightmare experiences, or sleep paralysis.

Valentin Tomberg (1900-1973), perhaps the most important hermeticist of the
20" century, inherited the interpretations of the Guardians of the Threshold from
occultism, theosophy and anthroposophy, while endowing the concept with an entirely
new meaning. In his Meditations on the Tarot (1972), he wrote:

14 Stanislas de Guaita, Essais de sciences maudites, 1 — Au seuil du mystére, Paris, Georges Carré, 1890
(or. ed. 1886), p. 15 (personal translation).

15 Helena P. Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, A Master-Key to the Mysteries of Ancient and Modern Science and
Theology, New York, J. W. Bouton, 1877, t. I, p. 157-158.

16 Rudolf Steiner, Knowledge of the Higher Worlds and its Attainment, edited by Harry Collison, New
York, AnthropoSophic Press, 1932 (or. ed. 1904), p. 193.
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The “guardian of the threshold” figures in the tradition (including more recent contribution to the
tradition) either as a kind of double incorporating the whole past of the person in question, or also
as a hierarchical entity of the rank of an Archangel who teaches the lesson of conscience by means
(this is only one means) of projecting the double of the human personality aspiring to the “depth
world”. [...] At least, such is the evidence of the experience of five people of this century known
to me!'””.

It is worth noting that Tomberg placed particular emphasis on “the lesson of conscience”,
a dimension rarely addressed in previous interpretations. According to his view,
consciousness plays a pivotal role in the transition from the “surface world” to the “depth
world”. Thus, the encounter with the Guardians of the Threshold is understood as a
revelation of one’s “personal conscience”, or even of “the truth concerning oneself”.
From this perspective, the terrifying visions experienced by the individual when
encountering the Guardians on the path of initiation are no longer regarded merely as a
danger, but rather as a trial — a test of one’s own cons consciousness. It is only by passing
this trial that one can be granted entry into the “depth world”. Therefore, Tomberg
believed that “the guardian of the threshold is not a moral bogey for bowling over the
‘spiritual bourgeoisie’, but rather our elder brother and servant of God, who helps us with

infinite kindness and superhuman wisdom'®”.

As this analysis has shown, through successive reinterpretations by later occultists,
the concept of the “Guardian of the Threshold” has become increasingly concrete: starting
as a literary image drawn from a novel, it has gradually become associated with various
esoteric currents and has thus been endowed with meanings that were both distinct and
intrinsic. These connotations reflect the reinterpretation and appropriation of the tradition
by modern occultism after the 19" century — from the introduction of theory of astral light
to reflections on mental illness (as in anthroposophy), and even the renewed alignment of
the Hermetic tradition with Christian theosophy (such as the emphasis on conscience in
Tomberg’s work). Ultimately, this article attempts to situate Edward Bulwer-Lytton
within a context referred to as the “initiation tradition”, a interpretative framework which
perhaps in itself reflects the inherent complexity of contemporary studies on esotericism.
As the scholar Christopher Mclntosh has noted, “sooner or later, anyone studying these
subjects [esotericism] from an academic point of view has to make the decision whether
they are going to take a personal stance for or against!®”. In other words, our aim is to
establish a connection between Zanoni and the more profound esotericism, and even
modern occultism — despite the fact that such a connection (much like Bulwer-Lytton’s
own relationship to esotericism) is still not supported, to this day, by factual evidence.

We can also observe that, despite their differing emphases, all occultists seem to
implicitly accept a “traditional” narrative — namely, the existence of a universal tradition
of initiation. This tradition encompasses both a cosmological dimension (as articulated
by Madame Blavatsky) and a dimension of personal experience (as emphasized by Rudolf
Steiner and Valentin Tomberg). The “Guardians of the Threshold” can therefore be
regarded as a universal experience within this tradition. When one speaks of
“universality”, we must acknowledge that, in the context of occultism, the appropriation
of this concept should not be viewed merely as a personal appropriation of Zanoni as a
work of fiction. More importantly, this suggests that occultists, each through their own

17 Anonymous [Valentin Tomberg], Meditations on the Tarot, A Journey into Christian Hermeticism, New
York, Amity House, 1985 (or. ed. 1972), p. 512.

18 Ibid., p. 512.

19 Christopher Mclntosh, The Rosicrucians, The History, Mythology, and Rituals of an Esoteric Order,
York Beach, Weiser Books, 1997, p. XV.
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unique journey, may have drawn upon this “universal experience” — and that they found,
in this novel, a sincere and profound reflection of it. In any case, we can only catch
glimpses of the sources of this “initiation tradition” in Zanoni, but this is precisely the
allure of esotericism. Those who belong to this tradition almost always embody a certain
“paradoxical” quality. As McIntosh aptly puts it: “A man can be at the same time a cheap
charlatan and a purveyor of the greatest wisdom?®”. This very quality functions like a
kind of “Guardian of the Threshold” itself, constantly testing scholars and readers who
seek to understand its deeper meaning.

20 Jbid., p. 139.
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