The Old Man of Visions

By Algernon Blackwood

The image of Teufelsdrockh, gtting in his watch-tower “done with the stars” legped into my
mind the moment | saw him; and the curious expresson of his eyes proclamed a once that here
was a being who dlowed the world of smdl effects to pass him by, while he himsdf dwedlt
among the eternd verities. It was only necessary to catch a glimpse of the bent grey figure, o
dight yet s0 tremendous, to redise that he caried gaff and wallet, and was travelling done in a
gpiritud region, uncharted, and full of wonder, difficulty, and fearful joy.

The inner eye perceived this quite as clearly as the outer was aware of his Hebraic ancestry;
but dong what winding rivers, through what haunted woods, by the shores of what singing sess
he pressed forward towards the mountains of his god, no one could guess from a mere
ingpection of that wonderful old face.

To have sumbled upon such a figure in the casud way | did seemed incredible to me even a
the time, yet | a once caught something of the uplifting ars tha followed this inhabitant of a
finer world, and | spent days—and considered them well spent—trying to get into conversation
with him, so that | might know something more than the thin disguise of his holding a reader’s
ticket for the Museum Library.

To reach the dtage of intimacy where actual speech is a hindrance to close understanding, one
need not in some cases have spoken a dl: thus by merdy setting my mind,and above dl, my
imegination, into tune with hiss and by deeping mysdf so much in his amosphere tha |
absorbed and then gave back to him with my own stamp the forces he exhded, it was a length
possible to persuade those vast-seeing eyes to turn in my direction; and our glances having once
met, | smply rose when he rose, and followed him out of the little smoky restaurant so closdly
up the street that our clothes brushed, and | thought | could even catch the sound of his breathing.

Whether, having aready weighed me, he accepted the office, or whether he was grateful for
the arm to lean upon, with his many years burden, | do not know; but the sympathy between us
was such that, without a single word, we waked up that foggy London stregt to the door of his
lodging in Bloomsbury, while | noticed that a the touch of his am the noise of the town seemed
to turn into degp sSnging, ahd even the hurrying passers-by seemed bent upon noble purposes;
and though he barely reached to my shoulder, and his grey beard dmost touched my glove as |
bent my am to hold his own, there was something immense about his figure that sent him with
towering dature above me and filled my thoughts with enchanting dreams of grandeur and high
beauty.

But it was only when the door had closed on him with a little rush of wind, and | was walking
home done, that | fully redisad the shock of my return to earth; and on reaching my own rooms
| shook with laughter to think 1 had waked a mile and a hdf with a complete stranger without
uttering a sngle syllable. Then the laughter suddenly hushed as | caught my face in the glass
with the expresson of the soul ill lingering about time eyes and forehead, and for a brief
moment my heart legped to a sort of noble fever in the blood, leaving me with the smart of the
soul’s wings dirring benesth the body’s crushing weight. And when it passed | found mysdf
dwelling upon the only words he had spoken when | |eft him at the door:



“| anthe Old Man of Visons, and | am at your service.”

| think he never had a name—at leadt, it never passed his lips, and perhaps lay buried with so
much ese of the past that he clearly deemed unimportant. To me, a any rate, he became smply
the Old Man of Visons, and to the little waiting-maid and the old landlady he was known smply
as “Migter”—Mider, nether more nor less. The impenetrable vell that hung over his past never
lifted for any vitd reveaions of his persond higory, though he evidently knew al countries of
the world, and had absorbed into his heart and brain the experience of dl possble types of
human nature; and there was an air aout him not so much of “Ask me no questions,” as “Do not
ask me, for | cannot answer you in words.”

He could satisfy, but not in mere language; he would reved, but by the wonderful words of
dlence only; for he was the Old Man of Visons, and visons need no words, being swift and of
the spirit.

Moreover, the landlady—poor, dusty, faded woman—the landlady stood in awe, and didiked
being probed for information in a passage-way down which he might any moment tread, for she
could only tell me, “He just came in one night, years ago, and he's been here ever sincel” And
more than that 1 never knew. “Just came in—one night—years ago.” This adequatdly explained
him, for where he came from, or was journeying to, was something quite beyond the scope of
ordinary limited language.

| pictured him suddenly turning asde from the stream of unimportant events, quietly stepping
out of the world of draining, fighting, and shouting, and moving to take his rightful place among
the forces of the dill, spiritua region where he beonged by virtue of long pain and difficult
atanment. For he was unconnected with any conceivable network of relations, friends, or
family, and his terrible doofness could not be disturbed by any one unless with his permisson
and by his express wish. Nor could he be imagined as “bdonging” to any definite set of souls.
He was gpart from the world—and aboveit.

But it was only when | began to creep a little nearer to him, and our strange, Slent intimacy
passed from menta to spiritud, that | began redly to understand more of this wonderful Old
Man of Visons.

Steeped in the tragedy, and convulsed with laughter at the comedy, of life, he yet lived there in
his high attic wrapped n slence as in a golden cloud; and so seldom did he actudly spesk to me
that each time the sound of his voice that had something dementd in it—something of winds
and waters—thrilled me with the power of the fird time He lived, like Teufdsdrockh, “aone
with the stars,” and it seemed impossible, more and more, to link him on anywhere into practica
dedings with ordinary men and women. Life somehow seemed to pass below him. Yet the amdl,
sdfish pirit of the recluse was far from him, and he was enderly and deeply responsive to pain
and auffering, and more particulaly to genuine yearning for the far things of beauty. The
unsatisfied longings of others could move him a once to tears.

“My relaions with men are perfect,” he said one night as we reared his dwdling. “I give them
al sympathy out of my stores of knowledge and experience, and they give to me what kindness |
need. My outer shel lies within impenetrable solitude, for only so can my inner life move fredy
aong the paths and terraces that are thronged with the beings to whom | belong.” And when |
asked him how he maintained such degp sympathy with humanity, and had yet dosolved himsdlf
goparently from action as from speech, he stopped againgt an area railing and turned his great
eyes on to my face as though their fires could communicate his thought without the husk of
words:



“I have peered too profoundly into life and beyond it,” he murmured, “to wish to express in
language what | know. Action is not for dl, dways and | am in touch with the cigerns of
thought thet lie behind action. | ponder the myseries. What | may solve is not logt for lack ether
of gpeech or action, for the true mystic is ever the true man of action, and my thought will reach
others as soon as they are ready for it in the same way that it reached you. All who strongly
yearn must, sooner or later, find me and be comforted.”

His eyes shifted from my face towards the stars, softly shining above the dark Museum roof,
and amoment later he had disappeared into the hdl-way of his house.

“An old poet who has srayed afield and lost his way,” | mused; but through the door where he
had just vanished the words came back to me as from a great distance: “A priedt, rather, who has
begun to find hisway.”

For a space | stood, pondering on his face and words—that mercilesdy intdligent look of the
Hebrew woven iii with the expresson of the sadness of a whole race, yet touched with the glory
of the spirit; and his utterance—that he had passed through al the traditions and no longer
needed a formd, limited creed to hold to. | forget how | reached my own door severd miles
away, but it seemed to methat | flew.

In this way, and by unregistered degrees, we came to know each other better, and he accepted
me and took me into his life. Always wrgpped in the great cdm of his ddightful slence, he
taught me more, and told me more, than could ever lie within the corfines of mere words, and in
moments of need, no matter when or where, | aways knew exactly how to find him, reaching
him in afew seconds by some swift way that disdained the means of ordinary locomotion.

Then a last one day he gave me the key of his house. And the firg time | found my way into
his eyry, and redised that it was a haven | could dways fly to when the yearnings of the heart
and soul druggled vainly for recompense, the full meaning and importance of the Old Man of
Visons becamefindly clear to me.

The room, high up cresky, darkened dairs in the ancient house, was bare and firdess, looking
through a single patched window across a tumbled sea of roofs and chimneys, yet there was that
in it which indantly proclamed it a little holy place out of the world, a temple in which some
one with spiritud vitaity had worshipped, prayed, wept, and sung.

It was dusty and unswept, yet it was utterly unsoiled; and the Old Man of Visons who lived
there, for dl his shabby and stained garments, his uncombed beard and broken shoes, stood
within its door reveded in his red sdf, moving in a sort of divine whiteness, iridescent, shining.
And here, in this atic (lampless and unswept), high up under the old roofs of Bloomsbury, the
window scarred with rain and the corners dropping cobwebs, | heard his slver whisper issue
from the shadows:

“Here you may saisfy your soul’s desre and may commune with the Invisbles only, to find
the Invisbles, you must first be able to lose yoursdf.”

Ah! through that stained window-pane, the sight legping a a single bound from black roofs up
to the dars, what pictues, dreams, and visons the Old Man has summoned to my eyed
Digtances, measureless and impossible hitherto, became easy, and from the oppresson of dead
bricks and the market-place he transported me in a moment to the dopes of the Mountains of
Dream; leading me to little places near the summits where the pines grew thinly and the dars
were visble through therr branches, fading into the rose of dawn; where the winds tasted of the



desart, and the voices of the wilderness fled upward with a sound of wings and faling sreams.
At his word houses melted away, and the green waves of dl the seas flowed into their places,
forests waved themsdlves into the coadtline of dull dreets; and the power of the old earth, with
dl her andls and flowers and wild life, thrilled down among the dead roofs and caught me away
into freedom among the sunshine of meadows and the musc of sweet pipings. And with the
divine ddiverance came the crying of sea-gulls the glimmer of reedy tans the whispering of
wind among grasses, and the hedling scorch of areal sun upontheskin.

And poetry such as was never known or heard before clothed dl he uttered, yet even then took
no form in actud words for it was of the substance of agpiraiion and yearning, voicing
adequately dl the busy, high-born dreams that haunt the soul yet never live in the uttered line.
He breathed it about him in the ar so tha it filled my being. It was pat of him—beyond words;
and it sang my own longings, and sang them perfectly so that | was satisfied; br my own mood
never faled to touch him ingantly and to waken the right response. In its essence it was
oiritua—the mydic poetry of heaven; ill, the love of humanity informed it, for dar-fire and
heart's blood were about equaly mingled there, while the mysery of unaitainable beauty moved
through it like awhite flame,

With other dreams and longings, too, it was the same; and dl the most beautiful idess that ever
haunted a soul undowered with expresson here floated with satisfied eyes and amiling lips
before one—floated in Slence, unencumbered, unlimited, unrestrained by words.

In this dim room, never made ugly by atificd light, but dways shadowy in a kind of gentle
dusk, the Old Man of Visons had only to lead me to the window to bring peace. Music, that
rendered the soul fluid, as it poured across the old roofs into the room, was summoned by him at
need; and when on€'s wings beat sometimes againg the prison walls and the yearning for escape
oppressed the heart, | have heard the little room rush and fill with the sound of trees, wind among
grases, whispering branches, and lapping waters. The very odours of space and mountain-side
came too, and the looming of noble hills seemed visible overhead againg the stars, as though the
calling had suddenly become transparent.

For the Old Man of Vidsons had the power of ingantly satiSfying an ided when once that ided
crested a yearning that could tear and burn its way out with sufficient force to set the will &
moving.

But as the time passed and | came to depend more and more upon the intimacy with my strange
old friend, new light fdl upon the nature and possbilities of our connection. | discovered, for
indance, that though | held the key to his dwdling, and was familiar with the way, he was
neverthdess not dways available. Two things, in different fashion, rendered him inaccessble, or
mute, and, for the first, | gradualy learned that when life was prosperous, and the body singing
loud, I could not find my way to his house. No amount of wandering, caculation, or persevering
effort enabled me even to find the dreet again. With any burst of worldly success, however
flegting, the Old Man of Visons somehow dipped away into remote shadows and became unred
and misy. A merdly passing dedre to be with him, to seek his ingpiration by a glimpse through
that magic window-pane, resulted only in vain and tiresome pacing to and fro dong ugly dreets
that produced weariness and depression; and after these periods it became, | noticed, less and
less easy to discover the house, to fit the key in the door, or, having gained access to the temple,
to redise the visons | thought | craved for.



Often, in this way, have | searched in vain for days, but only succeeded in losng mysdf in the
murky purlieus of a quite srange Bloomsbury; stopping outsde numberless counterfeit doors,
and gruggling vainly with locks that knew nothing of my little shining key.

But, on the other hand, pain, loneliness, sorron—the merest whisper of spiritud  affliction—
and, lo, in a sngle moment the difficult geography became plain, and without hestation, when |
was unhappy or distressed, | found the way to his house as by a bird's indtinctive flight, and the
key dipped into the lock as though it loved it and was returning home.

The other cause to render him inaccessble, though not so determined—since it never
concedled the way to the house—was even more distressing, for it depended wholly on mysdf;
and | came to know how the least ugly action, involving a depreciation of ideds, so confused the
mind that, when | got into the house, with difficulty, and found him in the little room after much
searching, he was able to do or say scarcdly anything a dl for me. The mirror facing the door
then gave back, | saw, no proper reflection of his person, but only a faded and wavering shadow
with dim eyes and stooping, indiginct outline, and | even fancied | could see the pattern of the
wall and shape of the furniture through his body, as though he had grown semitransparent.

“You must not expect yearnings to weigh,” came his whisper, like wind far overhead, “unless
you lend to them your own substance; and your own substance you cannot both keep and lend. If
you would know the Invisbles, forget yoursdf.”

And later, as the years dipped away one after another into the migts, and the frontier between
the red and the unred began to shift amazingly with his teachings it became more and more
cear to me tha he beonged to a permanent region that, with dl the changes in the world's
hisory, hes itsdf never dtered in any essentid particular. This immemorid Old Man of Visons,
as | grew to think of him, had existed aways, he was old as the sea and coeva with the sars, and
he dwelt beyond time and space, reaching out a hand to al those who, weary of the shadows and
illusons of precticd life, redly cdl to him with their heart of hearts. To me, indeed, the touch of
sorrow was aways near enough to prevent his becoming often inaccessble, and after a while
even his voice became so living tha | sometimes heard it cdling to me in the sreet and in the
fidds

Oh, wonderful Old Man of Visons Happy the days of disaster, since they taught me how to
know you, the Unraveller of Problems, the Destroyer of Doubts, who bore me ever away with
soft flight down the long, long vidas of the heart and soul!

And his londiness in that temple atic under the stars, his loneliness, too, had a meaning | did
not fal to undergand later, and why he was dways available for me and seemed to belong to no
other.

“To every one who finds me” he said, with the srange smile that wrapped his whole being and
not his face adone, “to every one | am the same, and yet different. | am not redly ever done. The
whole world, nay”—his voice rose to a snging cry—"“the whole universe lies in this room, or
just beyond that window-pane; for here past and future meet and al red dreams find
completeness. But remember,” he added—and there was a sound as of soft wind and rain in the
room with his voice—"no true dream can ever be shared, and should you seek to explain me to
another you must lose me beyond recal. You have never asked my name, nor must you ever tell
it. Each mugt find mein his own way.”

Yet one day, for dl my knowledge and his warnings, | felt so sure of my intimecy with this
immemoriad being, that | spoke of him to a friend who was, | had thought, sO much a part of
mysdf that it seemed no betrayd. And my friend, who went to search and found nothing,



returned with the fool’s laughter on his face, and swore that no street or number existed, for he
had looked in vain, and had repestedly asked the way.

And, from that day to this, the Old Man of Visons has neither cdled to me nor let his place be
found; the streets are strange and empty, and | have even logt the little shining key.



