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Evelyn Underhill (1875-1941), a pioneer of the 

scientific study of mysticism and a spiritual 

master, tirelessly grappled throughout her life to 

express clearly and creatively the dynamic vital-

ity of her own flourishing spirituality1.  Her ear-

liest attempts are revealed in fictional writings 

composed in her youth, just as the journal writ-

ten in her later years  is a soul-bearing tribute to 

her quest for spiritual authenticity.  

In this paper, I will attempt to study glimpses of 

Underhill’s spiritual transformation through her 

little known, but, as I will argue, powerfully 

revealing, collection of poems, titled Theopha-

nies3.  Published after Underhill had established 

a strong reputation as a scholar of mysticism, 

the poetry contains snapshots of those interim 

years of personal spiritual metamorphosis from 

writer of esoteric fiction4 to scholar of mysti-

cism to Anglican mystic, spiritual director and 

pacifist. Thus, ironically, the obscure Theopha-

nies is an apt reflection of the unveiling 

“theophany” that is Underhill’s own life.  

Theophanies in context 

It is the year 1916. Evelyn Underhill is forty-

one years old.5 She has been married for nine 

years, and has already produced her most prolif-

ic works on mysticism.6   For all intents and 

purposes, she is successful and respected in her 

personal and professional life.  Yet, uncommit-

ted to any religious tradition, her heart is still 

wandering and her soul is restless seeking the 

serenity that only comes from the wisdom of 

attesting to and belonging within a community 

that searches for the truth.  In particular, as the 

world  around her is in its  deepest crisis yet, her 

present is also highly volatile and uncertain.  

The Great War, the war that was to end all wars 

and be resolved in a few months, was leaving its 

toll, as years of atrocities and deaths were now 

penetrating the consciousness of those left at 

home distant from the trenches. The Evelyn 

Underhill who in her youth knew herself as a 

neo-Platonist, intrigued with the supernatural, 

fascinated with mysticism, is now fast 

approaching her own chemic transformation, to 

be reborn as Underhill the Anglican teacher, the 

spiritual director, and in later years, the pacifist.  

Theophanies: A Book of Verses,7 her second 

collection of poetry, was published amidst this 

personal and communal impasse. Theophanies 

was a thin volume, just as its influence, it 

seems, was also destined to remain sparse. 

Through her first book of verses Immanence,8 a 

collection of poems that had been previously 

published in magazines, Underhill had estab-

lished some reputation as a mystical poet. In-

deed, a few of her writings were published in 

various anthologies of the early twentieth centu-

ry. Yet all these collections included poetry 

from her earlier work published in Immanence. 

None that I know of were from Theophanies. 

Ironically, Theophanies was destined to remain 

hidden from the public, or at least, not to be as 

well read as her other works.  

Furthermore, even contemporary Underhill 

scholars are less than enthused by the collection 

of verses. Dana Greene notes that Theophanies 

“substantiates that although she [Underhill] was 

considered a good religious poet in her time, her 

work is not of lasting value.  Suffused with 

philosophical vitalism and focused mostly on 

nature,     her   poetry   is  dated  and   has   little 



power.10  A similar criticism has been echoed by 

Staudt: “A modern reader coming to Theopha-

nies is bound to be put off by the Edwardian 

conventionality of rhythm and music and by the 

tendentiousness of those poems on explicitly 

spiritual -- especially neo-Platonic -- themes.”11  

Armstrong goes so far as to say that “by the 

time we reach the last poem of Theophanies 

Evelyn was ready to abandon verse altogether 

and to admit that she had not added much to the 

harmony of the whole.” 12   Even Cropper, who 

reminds us of Underhill’s enigmatic reply “it is 

too easy” when asked why she never wrote any 

more poetry after Theophanies, believes that 

“she could not put her deepest self into her  

poems” or “did not consider it worthwhile to 

purge them as true poems must be purged.”13     

Margaret Cropper’s observation inevitably com-

pels us to ponder the true value of poetry and to 

question whether Underhill’s verses in Theoph-

anies are imbued or not with the spirit of self-

expression, honesty, openness and vulnerability 

that poetry demands.14 Unlike fictional prose 

where the author can hide behind various char-

acters and explore the ambivalence and com-

plexity of her thought by voicing opposing 

views through different characters,15 poetry is a 

single voice, a unique expression, where the 

poet necessarily understands, sifts through and 

articulates creatively, a profound human experi-

ence which has universal value. Moreover, 

while academic writing, Underhill’s forte neces-

sitates detachment and sobriety of the mind,  

poetry is the fruit of the pains or ecstasies of the 

soul.  Poetry cannot be detached or purely cere-

bral, and while it relies on words, it seeks to 

transcend them through the creative power of 

metaphor.  (The word “metaphor,” itself, of 

course, is a metaphor for this “leap of” the 

mind.)  In other words, poetry is the agonizing 

effort of translating to and sealing through the 

written word that which is ineffable.  It is the 

process where the human soul is strengthened 

Through being probed in its nakedness and vul-

nerability and urged to assent to truth through 

conviction.16 

As such the subject of mysticism, ineffable in 

its essence and profoundly penetrating in its  

influence on the human soul, is ideal for poetic 

contemplation. And “theophany”—quite literal-

ly “an appearance of God,” a “visible manifes-

tation”17 of transcendence in immanence—the 

ultimate religious experience, is an essential 

theme to ponder. It is mysticism in the truest 

sense of the word,18 where the creature is direct-

ly in contact with the Creator; where the subject 

can lovingly contemplate Ultimate Reality. 

Thus the very title of this collection of poems 

represents Underhill’s profoundest beliefs about 

transcendence and the divine.  First and fore-

most, it is the bold statement that God can be 

“seen” and contemplated.19 The quote from 

John Scotus Erigena on the covering page of the 

book, “Every visible and invisible creature is a 

theophany or appearance of God” is the leitmo-

tif that underlies not only this collection of poet-

ry, but also Underhill’s lifetime beliefs evident 

through her dedication to the study of mysti-

cism and spirituality.  Secondly, the fact that 

Underhill titles her work Theophanies, in the 

plural, attests to her conviction that no one,  

single manifestation of God is sufficient. Ra-

ther, God is revealed in numerous, diverse, pos-

sibly even seemingly contradictory aspects of 

human existence. As Ignatius of Loyola’s mys-

ticism in action teaches, we are called to find 

God “in all things”—even the most difficult or 

surprising.  

Consequently, Theophanies can in itself be in-

terpreted as a gradual unfolding of human expe-

riences and situations where God is manifested 

to his creatures.  More specifically, it can be 

seen as the gradual unfolding of Underhill’s 

own internal transformation as her imaginary of 

the divine is purified; from an impersonal and  



 
extrinsic interest in the otherworldly, to a more 

all-encompassing and personal interest rooted 

in discovering God in the here and now. The 

impersonal divine of her youth is gradually re-

vealed as the personal God who accompanies 

humanity in its suffering. The Transcendent 

God becomes known as the God who becomes 

incarnate and suffers for us. Indeed, the first 

half of the poems in the anthology seem longer 

and more akin to the epic literary style,20 more 

heavily verbose, yet lacking in clarity, reflecting 

perhaps implicit image of God that is likewise 

grandiose but still impersonal. On the other 

hand, the latter half of the anthology includes 

poems that are shorter, simpler, crisper, yet 

more profound in meaning, and more personally 

engaging to the reader. These could reflect a 

greater clarity, sharpness, even humble familiar-

ity with God that Underhill discovers in later 

years.21 Thus, I believe it is worth considering 

that the change in style could also be reflecting 

the gradual shift in sensitivity of the poet, as 

Underhill herself is transformed from merely 

desiring authenticity, to becoming more authen-

tic, grounded in her experiences and more dis-

cerning in her expression. And while Un-

derhill’s verses might lack poetic skill and im-

agination, insofar as they are an authentic re-

flection of the inner transformation of her soul, 

they are also genuine poetry: true in spirit if not 

beautiful or masterful in technique or expres-

sion.  

It is also worth pondering how the years be-

tween 1912 and 1916 are also developmentally 

significant for Underhill. She transitions from 

being a young adult to a mature woman, at the 

same time that the world is in its darkest night. 

Hints of this transformation are evident even in 

the different kinds of ‘theophanies’ or manifes-

tations of God that recur throughout the anthol-

ogy. Most theophanies reflect stereotypical spir-

itual journeys and experiences that the ‘young’ 

Underhill was  fascinated by and had repeatedly 

explored in her early fictional works and schol-

arly endevours. Thus, they can be interpreted to 

reflect Underhill’s own early neo-Platonic spir-

itual stages, where she is still strongly dualist 

and otherworldly, and is reluctant to be ground-

ed in an experience of the divine touching her in 

the messiness of the created realm. Yet later 

theophanies deal specifically with such incarna-

tional messiness, suggesting a spiritual transfor-

mation in the poet herself that blossoms and is 

confirmed in her later years. In turn, the means 

of transformation, her Philosopher’s Stone if 

you will, is the experience of the Great War, a 

paradoxical ‘theophany’ which not only made 

Underhill “go to pieces,”22 but also made her 

focus more on how God is present in this world 

in the experiences of human suffering. Through 

pain and death, peaking in 1917 with the death 

of her two cousins and the terminal illness of 

her best friend Ethel Barker, Underhill experi-

enced a dark night of the soul,23 a veil of dark-

ness which was to accompany her till 1920 

when she committed herself to Anglicanism24 

and to the study of spirituality.25  

Pondering Theophanies 

Thus the poems and shifting “theophanies” can 

roughly be categorized under two umbrellas.  

The earlier other-worldly themes, and the more 

mature incarnational themes.  The most 

obvious, and thus the most primitive theophany 

in the collection is nature mysticism, a recurrent 

theme in all of Underhill’s earlier writings.26  A 

variety of poems in Theophanies deal specifi-

cally with this theme, including: ‘Mountain  

Flora,’27 ‘In The Train,’28 ‘The Tree,’29 

‘Primavera,’30 ‘Flooded Fields,’31 ‘Nature’32 

and ‘Thought’s a Strange Land.’33  Nature also 

plays a significant role in most of the other po-

ems in the collection, including “Thrushes,”34 

where the theme of God’s motherhood is repre-

sented by the mother thrush, ‘March Music’35  

where nature is celebrating her own liturgy, and 

‘Beyond the  Garden’36  where  nature  becomes  

 



equated with the sensory world, ensaring the 

poet away from Reality. 

Other theophanies typical of the youthful 

Underhill are those that reflect “the three great 

classes of symbols,” the “three principal ways 

in which man’s spiritual consciousness reacts to 

the touch of Reality.”37 Articulated with preci-

sion in Mysticism, yet also hinted at in her  

novels,38 the craving of the pilgrim for a lost 

home, the craving of the heart for its lover and 

the craving for inner purity and transformation 

are all reflected to different degrees in the po-

ems of Theophanies.  The pilgrim motif is evi-

dent in poems like ‘Nebula and Nest,’39 contem-

plating a voyage across the cosmos; 

‘Continuous Voyage’40 which recalls  

Underhill’s own sailing trips; and ‘The Sum-

mit’41 where the pilgrim’s struggle to reach the 

summit of the Divine echoes the mystic’s desire 

of advancing along the spiritual path in search 

of Union with Reality.  

The love motif is evident in poems where pas-

sionate, physical love becomes intertwined with 

the notion of sacrifice. For Underhill, love 

could not be separated from the parallel pole of 

sacrifice, as was evident in Constance’s sacri-

fice in The Column of Dust or in Paul and Cath-

erine’s love relationship in The Lost Word, and 

perhaps even in her own life, when she sacri-

ficed her desire to become a Catholic for her 

future husband. In Theophanies, ‘Dynamic 

Love,’42 ‘Night on the Mountain’43 and 

‘Thoughts about Heaven’44 epitomise  

Underhill’s belief that love of God is personal 

as well as passionate, whilst ‘A London Flower 

Show’45 and ‘Friday Night’46 celebrate self-

sacrifice as the ideal kenotic love that imitates 

the sacrifice on the cross, pondered in ‘The 

Voice from the Cross.’47 

The theme of transformation however, is per-

haps the most powerful of these early theopha-

nies and the one where a more mature Underhill 

starts emerging from her incubatory cocoon.  

For while the motifs of nature, love and mysti-

cal pilgrimage are amongst Underhill’s favour-

ites, they are also safe, relatively cliché and im-

personal, reflecting her neo-Platonic philosophy 

without stretching her enough to really expose 

her deepest vulnerable self.   Indeed, it is “easy” 

to experience God in the beauty of nature, in the 

stillness, harmony and solitude of the 

‘cloistered’ life,48 in the imaginary ponderings 

on eternal love and metaphysical travels. Yet in 

Theophanies Underhill also reflects unceasingly 

on the mystery of humanity’s ultimate transfor-

mation: that from life to death, from death to 

afterlife. This cycle of creation, destruction and 

recreation becomes thus the ultimate the-

ophany—and the hardest to accept. For how can 

a God of life, a God who gives life, be manifest-

ed in horror, in pain, in evil, in destruction, in 

war, in death? This theophany is raw and bla-

tant because it touches the messiness of ordi-

nary life. And Underhill’s ambivalence, her 

struggle to make sense of mortality, is evident 

in ‘Heaven – Purgatory – Hell,’49 her Dante-

sque ruminations on the afterlife; 

‘Apocalypse’50 where John is witnessing the 

dance of life and death, of beginning and end; in 

‘Lila, the Play of God’51 where the poet grap-

ples with the problem of evil in this world; and 

in ‘The Secret People’52 where she ponders the 

secret life of the dead.  

This imagery of death leads us to the most pow-

erful poems in this collection. Two particular 

theophanies are particularly revelatory of the 

Underhill who is herself undergoing transfor-

mation, becoming acutely aware of her transi-

ence. These are the image of death, powerful in 

‘Fell Asleep,’53 ‘The Day Before,’54 ‘The Last 

Ignorance’55 and ‘Death’;56  and the image of 

war which seems to have filled her thoughts 

throughout the years 1914 to 1915 and is thus 

represented in the last six poems of the collec-

tion: ‘The Naval Reserve,’57 ‘England and the 

Soldier,’58 ‘Candlemas 1915,’59 ‘Any English-

woman,’60 ‘The Return’61 and ‘Non-

Combatants.’62  The style of the latter poems 

conforms very much to First World War poetry, 

reflecting the ambivalence of a strong national-

istic sentiment and disgust with the horror of 

death.  Together with the ‘death’ poems they 

also seem to bring out the fears, doubts and pain 

of the vulnerable (and more deeply human and 

compassionate) Underhill.  



Yet interspaced and contrasting with these later 

dark poems are three profound reflections on 

the desire to be in God, to hope, even in the 

midst of this chaos. Together with ‘Death’ and 

‘On Reading Dostoïeffsky,’63 the three poems 

‘Communion in Darkness,’64 ‘Divine Igno-

rance’65 and ‘Nihil Longe Deo’,66 reflect most 

profoundly Underhill’s sense of being in God, 

even while she struggles with trusting and rest-

ing completely in this implicit knowledge. Hu-

man nature and thus Underhill’s own nature 

grounded in this world, is probed and found to 

be deserving of being an authentic theophany.  

‘Nihil Longe Deo’ – ‘Nothing is Far From God’ 

is I believe, the backbone that holds Theopha-

nies together, since it is the profound musing of 

a soul who despairs, yet knows and trusts that 

God is present in all misery and beauty: 

 

 

 

 

In this quadrant we find an evocative and femi-

nist image of the Motherhood of God. It is a 

tender image, of infants holding their Mother 

tightly, afraid of letting go, afraid of being 

alone. Yet it is also a dark image as the blind-

ness of the infants makes them “rage” and 

“despair”. It is a reflection of our human condi-

tion: our desire of holding tight to a sense of 

security, even though our narrow-sightedness 

might frustrate us and lead us to despair. It is in 

the letting go, in the “waking up,” when we 

open our eyes and free ourselves of our chains 

of fear that we can see God all around us, that 

we can know we are “already blessed.”  Thus 

our home becomes the whole cosmos, and as 

toddlers we can boldly take our first steps, con-

fident that we are never distant from God’s 

love. 

This sense of being ever grounded, at “home” in 

the Divine is palpable in the poem ‘Death’. It is 

a dramatic poem, relying on the symbolism of 

drowning in a furious ocean to represent the 

perils of life. Yet even so, the poet is deter-

mined not to despair, since she knows that the 

life she has is merely a gift, and that even if she 

is “spent,” she will always belong to God’s 

household. Thus, coming and going become 

irrelevant categories, just as living and dying 

are merely diverse ways of being “home.” 

 

 

 

 

 

The next two poems are also about knowing 

God, but this time they present a powerful con-

trast between his immanence and transcend-

ence, and between those who know God and 

those who are blind to his presence. 

‘Communion in Darkness’ echoes the cry of the 

woman in Canaan who begged Jesus that even 

the dogs eat of their master’s crumbs and lefto-

vers. The “blind,” those “who may not under-

stand the intricate machinery of grace,” even 

they have a right to know of God’s immanent 

presence in the world. Their desire is greater 

than their limitations and as such she begs God 

that he grants their wish of being touched by the 

Divine.  

The opposite dynamic is present in ‘Divine Ig-

norance (A Saint Speaks).’ The saint’s prayer is 

not to see or to touch, but to be blind and deaf 

to God’s Mystery, to God’s transcendence. The 

saint merely desires to belong to that Mystery, 

to be in the tension of knowing yet not know-

ing, of “torment” yet also “joy”: 

 

 

As sleeping infants in their dream despair 

We rage, and grope thy breast: 

But wake to find that haven everywhere 

And we already blest. 

Still, if it be so 

I am content 

To give back the life lent, 

To return whence I come; 

And naked and spent, 

To cease in my home. 



 

 

 

 

Interestingly, in both these poems Underhill uses the 

third person,68 distancing herself from both images. 

Yet the reader wonders where she sees herself in these 

contrasting scenarios. Is she one of the blind who de-

sire to feel the touch of God, knowing full well that 

she can never really see? Or is she one of the seers, 

one of the saints who have tasted the beauty of God yet 

desire him to remain clouded in Mystery? Is she a 

mystic, or is she still waiting for her ultimate the-

ophany? Perhaps none of these images apply to Un-

derhill: perhaps, however, both apply to her, and she, 

like the rest of us, dwells in this space of flux where 

we know yet do not know, where we see yet do not 

see, where we believe, yet are tormented with doubt. 

Uncertainty and brokenness are after all part of our 

human condition. 

This unrest of brokenness, yet wed with the promise of 

redemption, becomes even more palpable in the sonnet 

‘On Reading Dostoïeffsky’. This poem, one of a series 

of writings where she muses on writers or people 

whom she knew or studied personally and who pre-

sumably touched her life,69 can be seen as a meditation 

on the flawed human condition, and yet even through 

this brokenness, God’s “face” is remarkably witnessed: 

It is a poem of sharp contrasts yet also of humility. For 

it is the “sordid” man that is also “holy” and it is 

“mire” that is also “mind”. God can truly manifest 

himself in all things, even the weakest of human traits, 

even the sorriest of human states, even through Un-

derhill’s own struggle for growth and fulfilment. 

 

 

 

 

The anguish of thy sacred dark caress, 

Thy love beyond our span, 

Self’s loss in thine excess: 

There be the torment and the joy of man. 

Conclusion 

Theophanies takes the reader on a jour-

ney of transformation that reflects the 

poet’s own. This moment of creative ten-

sion in Underhill’s life reflects personal 

anguish that promises resurrection. Un-

derhill seems ready to let go of the rela-

tive comfort of her neo-Platonic themes, 

to ponder real, messy questions about hu-

man existence. As many of her critics 

would say, she may not have added sub-

stantially to artistic beauty, yet the true 

work of art was her gradual maturity, her 

hard work of faith, immortalised in the 

Church, where she continues to be pon-

dered, studied and lived. She proved to be 

a real theophany, a true image of the Di-

vine, because she dared to see God’s 

grace permeating all creation. In her own 

words:  

 

“[I]f I didn’t think the whole of life 

was the work of the Holy Spirit, I 

should give everything up. It is the 

centre of my creed: so vivid that the 

things which seem to be so disgust-
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