PAN-LOGUE:

Pan in America

D. H. Lawrence
At the beginning of the Christian era, voices were heard off
the coast of Greece, out to sea, on the Mediterranean, wailing: ‘Pan is dead! Great Pan is dead!’
The father of fauns and nymphs, satyrs and dryads and
naiads was dead, with only the voices in the air to lament
him. Humanity hardly noticed.
But who was he, really? Down the long lanes and overgrown ridings of history we catch odd glimpses of a lurking
rustic god with a goat’s white lightning in his eyes. A sort of
fugitive, hidden among leaves, and laughing with the uncanny derision of one who feels himself defeated by something lesser than himself.
An outlaw, even in the early days of the gods. A sort of Ishmael among the bushes.
Yet always his lingering title: The Great God Pan. As if he was, or had been, the greatest.
Lurking among the leafy recesses, he was almost more demon than god. To be feared,
not loved or approached. A man who should see Pan by daylight fell dead, as if blasted by
lightning.
Yet you might dimly see him in the night, a dark body within the darkness. And then, it
was a vision filling the limbs and the trunk of a man with power, as with new, strongmounting sap. The Pan-power! You went on your way in the darkness secretly and subtly
elated with blind energy, and you could cast a spell, by your mere presence, on women and
on men. But particularly on women.
In the woods and the remote places ran the children of Pan, all the nymphs and the
fauns of the forest and the spring and the river and the rocks. These too it was dangerous to
see by day. The man who looked up to see the white arms of a nymph flash as she darted
behind the thick wild laurels away from him followed helplessly. He was a nympholept.
Fascinated by the swift limbs and the wild, fresh sides of the nymph, he followed forever,
for ever, in the endless monotony of his desire. Unless came some wise being who could
absolve him from the spell.
But the nymphs, running among the trees and curling to sleep under the bushes, made
the myrtles blossom more gaily, and the spring bubble up with greater urge, and the birds
flash with a strength of life. And the lithe flanks of the faun gave life to the oak groves, the
vast trees hummed with energy. And the wheat sprouted like green rain returning out of
the ground, in the little fields, and the vine hung its black drops in abundance, urging a
secret.
Gradually men moved into cities. And they loved the display of people better than the
display of a tree. They liked the glory they got of overpowering one another in war. And,
above all, they loved the vainglory of their own words, the pomp of argument and the
vanity of ideas.
So Pan became old and grey-bearded and goat-legged, and his passion was degraded
with the lust of senility. His power to blast and to brighten dwindled. His nymphs became
coarse and vulgar.
Till at last the old Pan died, and was turned into the devil of the Christians. The old god
Pan became the Christian devil, with the cloven hoofs and the horns, the tail and the laugh
of derision. Old Nick, the Old Gentleman who is responsible for all our wickednesses, but
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especially our sensual excesses - this is all that is left of the Great God Pan.
It is strange. It is a most strange ending for a god with such a name. Pan! All! That which
is everything has a goat’s feet and a tail! With a black face!
This is really curious.
Yet this was all that remained of Pan, except that he acquired brimstone and hellfire, for
many, many centuries. The nymphs turned into the nasty-smelling witches of a Walpurgis
night, and the fauns that danced became sorcerers riding the air, or fairies no bigger than
your thumb.
But Pan keeps on being reborn, in all kinds of strange shapes. There he was, at the
Renaissance. And in the eighteenth century he had quite a vogue. He gave rise to an ‘ism’,
and there were many pantheists, Wordsworth one of the first. They worshiped Nature in
her sweet-and-pure aspect, her Lucy Gray aspect.
‘Oft have I heard of Lucy Gray,’ the school-child began to recite, on examination day.
‘So have I,’ interrupted the bored inspector.
Lucy Gray, alas, was the form that William Wordsworth thought fit to give the Great
God Pan.
And then he crossed over to the young United States: I mean Pan did. Suddenly he gets
a new name. He becomes the Oversoul, the Allness of everything. To this new Lucifer Gray
of a Pan Whitman sings the famous Songs of Myself: ‘I am All, and All is Me.’ That is: ‘I am
Pan, and Pan is me.’
The old goat-legged gentleman from Greece thoughtfully strokes his beard, and answers: ‘All A is B, but not all B is A.’ Aristotle did not live for nothing. All Walt is Pan, but
not all Pan is Walt.
This, even to Whitman, is incontrovertible. So the new American pantheism collapses.
Then the poets dress up a few fauns and nymphs, to let them run riskily - oh, would
there were any risk! - in their private ‘grounds’. But, alas, these tame guinea-pigs soon
became boring. Change the game.
We still pretend to believe that there is One mysterious Something-or-other back of Everything, ordaining all things for the ultimate good of humanity. It wasn’t back of the Germans in 1914, of course, and whether it’s back of the bolshevist is still a grave question. But
still, it’s back of us, so that’s alright.
Alas, poor Pan! Is this what you’ve come to? Legless, hornless, faceless, even smileless,
you are less than everything or anything, except a lie.
And yet here, in America, the oldest of all, old Pan, is still alive. When Pan was greatest,
he was not even Pan. He was nameless and unconceived, mentally. Just as a small baby
new from the womb may say Mama! Dada! whereas in the womb it said nothing; so humanity, in the womb of Pan, said naught. But when humanity was born into a separate idea
of itself, it said Pan.
In the days before man got too much separated off from the universe, he was Pan, along
with all the rest.
As a tree still is. A strong-willed, powerful thing-in-itself, reaching up and reaching
down. With a powerful will of its own it thrusts green hands and huge limbs at the light
above, and sends huge legs and gripping toes down, down between the earth and rocks, to
the earth’s middle.
Here, on this little ranch under the Rocky Mountains, a big pine tree rises like a guardian spirit in front of the cabin where we live. Long, long ago the Indians blazed it. And the
lightning, or the storm, has cut off its crest. Yet its column is always there, alive and changeless, alive and changing. The tree has its own aura of life. And in winter the snow slips off
it, and in June it sprinkles down its little catkin-like pollen-tips, and it hisses in the wind,
and it makes a silence within a silence. It is a great tree, under which the house is built. And
the tree is still within the allness of Pan.
First published in Phoenix, Viking, New York, 1936. Reprinted with permission of Laurence
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