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lecture i.

[tuesday, 5th may, 1840.]

The Hero as Divinity. Odin. Paganism:
Scandinavian Mythology.

We have undertaken to discourse here for a little on Great Men, their
manner of appearance in our world’s business, how they have shaped them-
selves in the world’s history, what ideas men formed of them, what work
they did;— on Heroes, namely, and on their reception and performance;
what I call Hero-worship and the Heroic in human affairs. Too evidently
this is a large topic; deserving quite other treatment than we can expect to
give it at present. A large topic; indeed, an illimitable one; wide as Univer-
sal History itself. For, as I take it, Universal History, the history of what man
has accomplished in this world, is at bottom the History of the Great Men
who have worked here. They were the leaders of men, these great ones; the
modellers, patterns, and in a wide sense creators, of whatsoever the general
mass of men contrived to do or to attain; all things that we see standing
accomplished in the world are properly the outer material result, the practi-
cal realisation and embodiment, of Thoughts that dwelt in the Great Men
sent into the world: the soul of the whole world’s history, it may justly be
considered, were the history of these. Too clearly it is a topic we shall do no
justice to in this place!

One comfort is, that Great Men, taken up in any way, are profitable
company. We cannot look, however imperfectly, upon a great man, without
gaining something by him. He is the living light-fountain, which it is good
and pleasant to be near. The light which enlightens, which has enlightened
the darkness of the world: and this not as a kindled lamp only, but rather as a
natural luminary shining by the gift of Heaven; a flowing light-fountain, as
I say, of native original insight, of manhood and heroic nobleness;—in
whose radiance all souls feel that it is well with them. On any terms what-
soever, you will not grudge to wander in such neighbourhood for a while.
These Six classes of Heroes, chosen out of widely distant countries and
epochs, and in mere external figure differing altogether, ought, if we look
faithfully at them, to illustrate several things for us. Could we see them well,
we should get some glimpses into the very marrow of the world’s history.
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How happy, could I but, in any measure, in such times as these, make
manifest to you the meanings of Heroism; the divine relation (for I may
well call it such) which in all times unites a Great Man to other men; and
thus, as it were, not exhaust my subject, but so much as break ground on it!
At all events, I must make the attempt.

It is well said, in every sense, that a man’s religion is the chief fact with
regard to him. A man’s, or a nation of men’s. By religion I do not mean here
the church-creed which he professes, the articles of faith which he will sign
and, in words or otherwise, assert; not this wholly, in many cases not this at
all. We see men of all kinds of professed creeds attain to almost all degrees
of worth or worthlessness under each or any of them. This is not what I call
religion, this profession and assertion; which is often only a profession and
assertion from the outworks of the man, from the mere argumentative
region of him, if even so deep as that. But the thing a man does practically
believe (and this is often enough without asserting it even to himself, much
less to others); the thing a man does practically lay to heart, and know for
certain, concerning his vital relations to this mysterious Universe, and his
duty and destiny there, that is in all cases the primary thing for him, and
creatively determines all the rest. That is his religion; or, it may be, his mere
scepticism and no-religion: the manner it is in which he feels himself to be
spiritually related to the Unseen World or No-world; and I say, if you tell me
what that is, you tell me to a very great extent what the man is, what the kind
of things he will do is. Of a man or of a nation we inquire, therefore, first of
all, What religion they had? Was it Heathenism,—plurality of gods, mere
sensuous representation of this Mystery of Life, and for chief recognised
element therein Physical Force? Was it Christianism; faith in an Invisible,
not as real only, but as the only reality; Time, through every meanest mo-
ment of it, resting on Eternity; Pagan empire of Force displaced by a nobler
supremacy, that of Holiness? Was it Scepticism, uncertainty and inquiry
whether there was an Unseen World, any Mystery of Life except a mad one;
—doubt as to all this, or perhaps unbelief and flat denial? Answering of this
question is giving us the soul of the history of the man or nation. The
thoughts they had were the parents of the actions they did; their feelings
were parents of their thoughts: it was the unseen spiritual in them that
determined the outward and actual;—their religion, as I say, was the great
fact about them. In these Discourses, limited as we are, it will be good to
direct our survey chiefly to that religious phasis of the matter. That once
known well, all is known. We have chosen as the first Hero in our series,
Odin the central figure of Scandinavian Paganism; an emblem to us of a
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lecture ii.

[friday, 8th may, 1840.]

The Hero as Prophet. Mahomet: Islam

From the first rude times of Paganism among the Scandinavians in the
North, we advance to a very different epoch of religion, among a very
different people: Mahometanism among the Arabs. A great change; what a
change and progress is indicated here, in the universal condition and
thoughts of men!

The Hero is not now regarded as a God among his fellow-men; but as
one God-inspired, as a Prophet. It is the second phasis of Hero-worship: the
first or oldest, we may say, has passed away without return; in the history of
the world there will not again be any man, never so great, whom his fellow-
men will take for a god. Nay we might rationally ask, Did any set of human
beings ever really think the man they saw there standing beside them a god,
the maker of this world? Perhaps not: it was usually some man they remem-
bered, or had seen. But neither can this, any more, be. The Great Man is not
recognised henceforth as a god any more.

It was a rude gross error, that of counting the Great Man a god. Yet let us
say that it is at all times difficult to know what he is, or how to account of him
and receive him! The most significant feature in the history of an epoch is the
manner it has of welcoming a Great Man. Ever, to the true instincts of men,
there is something godlike in him. Whether they shall take him to be a god, to
be a prophet, or what they shall take him to be? that is ever a grand question;
by their way of answering that, we shall see, as through a little window, into
the very heart of these men’s spiritual condition. For at bottom the Great
Man, as he comes from the hand of Nature, is ever the same kind of thing:
Odin, Luther, Johnson, Burns; I hope to make it appear that these are all
originally of one stuff; that only by the world’s reception of them, and the
shapes they assume, are they so immeasurably diverse. The worship of Odin
astonishes us,—to fall prostrate before the Great Man, into deliquium of
love and wonder over him, and feel in their hearts that he was a denizen of the
skies, a god! This was imperfect enough: but to welcome, for example, a
Burns as we did, was that what we can call perfect? The most precious gift
that Heaven can give to the Earth; a man of ‘genius’ as we call it; the Soul of a
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Man actually sent down from the skies with a God’s-message to us,—this we
waste away as an idle artificial firework, sent to amuse us a little, and sink it
into ashes, wreck and ineffectuality: such reception of a Great Man I do not
call perfect either! Looking into the heart of the thing, one may perhaps call
that of Burns a still uglier phenomenon, betokening still sadder imperfec-
tions in mankind’s ways, than the Scandinavian method itself! To fall into
mere un-reasoning deliquium of love and admiration, was not good; but such
unreasoning, nay irrational, supercilious no-love at all is perhaps still worse!
—It is a thing forever changing, this of Hero-worship; different in each age,
difficult to do well in any age. Indeed the heart of the whole business of the
age, one may say, is to do it well.

We have chosen Mahomet not as the most eminent Prophet; but as the
one we are freest to speak of. He is by no means the truest of Prophets; but I
do esteem him a true one. Farther, as there is no danger of our becoming,
any of us, Mahometans, I mean to say all the good of him I justly can. It is
the way to get at his secret: let us try to understand what he meant with the
world; what the world meant and means with him, will then be a more
answerable question. Our current hypothesis about Mahomet, that he was a
scheming Impostor, a Falsehood incarnate, that his religion is a mere mass
of quackery and fatuity, begins really to be now untenable to any one. The
lies, which well-meaning zeal has heaped round this man, are disgraceful to
ourselves only. When Pococke inquired of Grotius, Where the proof was of
that story of the pigeon, trained to pick peas from Mahomet’s ear, and pass
for an angel dictating to him? Grotius answered that there was no proof! It
is really time to dismiss all that. The word this man spoke has been the life-
guidance now of one hundred and eighty millions of men these twelve
hundred years. These hundred and eighty millions were made by God as
well as we. A greater number of God’s creatures believe in Mahomet’s
word at this hour than in any other word whatever. Are we to suppose that it
was a miserable piece of spiritual legerdemain, this which so many crea-
tures of the Almighty have lived by and died by? I, for my part, cannot form
any such supposition. I will believe most things sooner than that. One
would be entirely at a loss what to think of this world at all, if quackery so
grew and were sanctioned here.

Alas, such theories are very lamentable. If we would attain to knowledge
of anything in God’s true Creation, let us disbelieve them wholly! They are
the product of an Age of Scepticism; indicate the saddest spiritual paralysis,
and mere death-life of the souls of men: more godless theory, I think, was
never promulgated in this Earth. A false man found a religion? Why, a false
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lecture vi.

[friday, 22d may, 1840.]

The Hero as King. Cromwell,
Napoleon: Modern Revolutionism.

We come now to the last form of Heroism; that which we call Kingship.
The Commander over Men; he to whose will our wills are to be subordi-
nated, and loyally surrender themselves, and find their welfare in doing so,
may be reckoned the most important of Great Men. He is practically the
summary for us of all the various figures of Heroism; Priest, Teacher,
whatsoever of earthly or of spiritual dignity we can fancy to reside in a man,
embodies itself here, to command over us, furnish us with constant practical
teaching, tell us for the day and hour what we are to do. He is called Rex,
Regulator, Roi: our own name is still better; King, Könning, which means
Can-ning, Able-man.

Numerous considerations, pointing towards deep, questionable, and in-
deed unfathomable regions, present themselves here: on the most of which
we must resolutely for the present forbear to speak at all. As Burke said that
perhaps fair Trial by Jury was the soul of Government, and that all legisla-
tion, administration, parliamentary debating, and the rest of it, went on,
in order ‘to bring twelve impartial men into a jury-box;’—so, by much
stronger reason, may I say here, that the finding of your Able-man, and
getting him invested with the symbols of ability, with dignity, worship
(worth-ship), royalty, kinghood, or whatever we call it, so that he may
actually have room to guide according to his faculty of doing it,—is the
business, well or ill accomplished, of all social procedure whatsoever in this
world! Hustings-speeches, Parliamentary motions, Reform Bills, French
Revolutions, all mean at heart this; or else nothing. Find in any country the
Ablest Man that exists there; raise him to the supreme place, and loyally
reverence him: you have a perfect government for that country; no ballot-
box, parliamentary eloquence, voting, constitution-building, or other ma-
chinery whatsoever can improve it a whit. It is in the perfect state; an ideal
country. The Ablest Man; he means also the truest-hearted, justest, the
Noblest Man: what he tells us to do must be precisely the wisest, fittest, that
we could anywhere or anyhow learn;—the thing which it will in all ways
behove us, with right loyal thankfulness, and nothing doubting, to do! Our
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doing and life were then, so far as government could regulate it, well
regulated; that were the ideal of constitutions.

Alas, we know very well that Ideals can never be completely embodied in
practice. Ideals must ever lie a very great way off; and we will right thank-
fully content ourselves with any not intolerable approximation thereto! Let
no man, as Schiller says, too querulously ‘measure by a scale of perfection
the meagre product of reality’ in this poor world of ours. We will esteem him
no wise man; we will esteem him a sickly, discontented, foolish man. And
yet, on the other hand, it is never to be forgotten that Ideals do exist; that if
they be not approximated to at all, the whole matter goes to wreck! Infallibly.
No bricklayer builds a wall perfectly perpendicular, mathematically this is
not possible; a certain degree of perpendicularity suffices him; and he, like a
good bricklayer, who must have done with his job, leaves it so. And yet if he
sway too much from the perpendicular; above all, if he throw plummet and
level quite away from him, and pile brick on brick heedless, just as it comes
to hand—! Such bricklayer, I think, is in a bad way. He has forgotten him-
self: but the Law of Gravitation does not forget to act on him; he and his wall
rush down into confused welter of ruin!—

This is the history of all rebellions, French Revolutions, social explo-
sions in ancient or modern times. You have put the too Unable Man at the
head of affairs! The too ignoble, unvaliant, fatuous man. You have forgotten
that there is any rule, or natural necessity whatever, of putting the Able Man
there. Brick must lie on brick as it may and can. Unable Simulacrum of
Ability, quack, in a word, must adjust himself with quack, in all manner of
administration of human things;—which accordingly lie unadministered,
fermenting into unmeasured masses of failure, of indigent misery: in the
outward, and in the inward or spiritual, miserable millions stretch out the
hand for their due supply, and it is not there. The ‘law of gravitation’ acts;
Nature’s laws do none of them forget to act. The miserable millions burst
forth into Sansculottism, or some other sort of madness: bricks and brick-
layer lie as a fatal chaos!—

Much sorry stuff, written some hundred years ago or more, about the
‘Divine right of Kings,’ moulders unread now in the Public Libraries of this
country. Far be it from us to disturb the calm process by which it is disap-
pearing harmlessly from the earth, in those repositories! At the same time,
not to let the immense rubbish go without leaving us, as it ought, some soul
of it behind,—I will say that it did mean something; something true, which
it is important for us and all men to keep in mind. To assert that in whatever
man you chose to lay hold of (by this or the other plan of clutching at him);
and clapt a round piece of metal on the head of, and called King,—there
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straightway came to reside a divine virtue, so that he became a kind of god,
and a Divinity inspired him with faculty and right to rule over you to all
lengths: this,—what can we do with this but leave it to rot silently in the
Public Libraries? But I will say withal, and that is what these Divine-right
men meant, That in Kings, and in all human Authorities, and relations that
men god-created can form among each other, there is verily either a Divine
Right or else a Diabolic Wrong; one or the other of these two! For it is false
altogether, what the last Sceptical Century taught us, that this world is a
steamengine. There is a God in this world; and a God’s-sanction, or else the
violation of such, does look out from all ruling and obedience, from all
moral acts of men. There is no act more moral between men than that of rule
and obedience. Wo to him that claims obedience when it is not due; wo to
him that refuses it when it is! God’s law is in that, I say, however the
Parchment-laws may run: there is a Divine Right or else a Diabolic Wrong
at the heart of every claim that one man makes upon another.

It can do none of us harm to reflect on this: in all the relations of life it
will concern us; in Loyalty and Royalty, the highest of these. I esteem the
modern error, That all goes by self-interest and the checking and balancing
of greedy knaveries, and that in short there is nothing divine whatever in the
association of men, a still more despicable error, natural as it is to an
unbelieving century, than that of a ‘divine right’ in people called Kings. I
say, Find me the true Könning, King, or Able-man, and he has a divine right
over me. That we knew in some tolerable measure how to find him, and that
all men were ready to acknowledge his divine right when found: this is
precisely the healing which a sick world is everywhere, in these ages,
seeking after! The true King, as guide of the practical, has ever something
of the Pontiff in him,—guide of the spiritual, from which all practice has its
rise. This too is a true saying, That the King is head of the Church.—But we
will leave the Polemic stuff of a dead century to lie quiet on its book-
shelves.

Certainly it is a fearful business, that of having your Able-man to seek,
and not knowing in what manner to proceed about it! That is the world’s sad
predicament in these times of ours. They are times of revolution, and have
long been. The bricklayer with his bricks, no longer heedful of plummet or
the law of gravitation, have toppled, tumbled, and it all welters as we see!
But the beginning of it was not the French Revolution; that is rather the end,
we can hope. It were truer to say, the beginning was three centuries farther
back: in the Reformation of Luther. That the thing which still called itself
Christian Church had become a Falsehood, and brazenly went about pre-
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