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Angels

Angels haven't gone away. If
anything, thevirtualworld has
given them a new lease of life

HEM he was edght vears old, William

Blake saw a flock of angels in a tree
Their bright wings “bespangled every
||-::-||:._'|‘| like stars™, He also watched themin
a fisld on the aulskires of | nr|:';'||:|'-_ ‘.hn*;l-:_f;
inp through the oblivious haymakess. Cee
il Collins, an English artist working in the
second hall of the 2oth century, painted
"“F."?"' a5 he saw them: |:':h:||'-i:|r|j_' Frees,
hll:hh'.l'lQ FIWErs, 1.'l.=.-.|||:||'|',"'I by the &g, 1N 1549
Jacques Prévert, @ French surrealist poet,
imagined a boxing match with an angel
under magnesium lights, He ended up
winded and defeated, blinded with feath-
ers. Pia Northrup, a Danish poet, spaots an
gels in her modern Danish ktchen (“An
angel inswre fled from himdas
though we had got too near the fire™),

Poeds and artists see strange things. Bui
angels are notable for their trespassing into
the modern warld, Blake wag not in some
rural idyll; ke was on Peckham Rye, within
a mile or so of his dark Satanic mills, and
down the road from the workhouse. An
pels were no more expected or regarded in
hiis day than in ours. He was lucky, in fact,
to escape a whipping from his father fior
telling a lie. Collins worked in the midst of
Thatcheriis Brituln, SEréne in his ohnwic
tion that angels were “part of the trins
r-l'.llrl'l'lrlj.' PSS of the universe™. The mys
PErNoNES st H.':."l:k!.-'_ whaose work is
acinire d here, parirays -'“'-E.‘-'I"- in flak-jack-
els and gives |'.ll.!-|'.l:|.'|:E|.'-|| Wings, Thiz piriac-
tlar angel rests, smokes and shines in a
doorway in rundown
Bermondsey, In south
cast Londaon.

A miodern Insh writ
of, Lorna Et‘!.'rr;l_'_ 1% Con-
vineed that she sees an-
gels; so convinced, thai
her memoir “Angels in
Ky Hair™, has been
hought for six figuces
by the American pub
tshers of “The Da Yinc
Code”, She sees them as spirals of Light be
hind people: their human form, she savs, is
just a disguise o make them less frighten-
img. Their wings are not always obvloos,
but, as she told the incredulous man from
the J'J:|||1| Telgraish, angels sometimes
show off their golden feathers to her. Tk £y
wiere inthie room during the interview: her
e¥Es were on them, not on him.

The ineeorahle prOgTess of the l-ni:!,:h|
EMIMEnA, I|1l.‘:u:.L|| 10 MEE SR ||-.".'||1. ||.=|_':,.;:|'|J;

Camea

Angels are
notable for their
trespassing into the
modern world
L= 3

and commitied nymphs
:Lrl:i -\._;:-nll'-. 23] |!‘||:'{q.,'.|_||1'|'\-.
of silliness, has never
managed fo slamp ol

angels. They survive,
and are taken -\.-_-r|r}u-\,|!,'
Indeed, when _|'||l'.r|

Cornwell, & Catholic
writer, wanied o pen a
aunter-tract i 2004 to
Richard Dawkins's atheisiic book, “The
God Delusion™, he boldly put it In the
mouth of Charles Darwin's puardian an
gel, as il there was no problem there. The
book ended, cheskily: =Wk affection,
from Dinrwin's Angel, and Yours "

Angels fascinate, as Christmas-card
makers rediscover every year. Agnostic
buyers snap them up for thelr golden
robes, their peacock wings, their haloes
raling glitbery light, their instrumenis that
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hum with the music of the spheres. Angels
appear on earrings, thimbles and dinner
plates, as fiying pins and cherubs curled up
asleep. Western commercial angels ane
spothing creptures: In @ world of stress
their wings are as soft as fresh towels o
Bubhle bath, their expressions gentle, thedr
aCTIVILY r|-::-|h|.-:|; mare strenuous than
praying, singing, or Hghtly dancing. Every
“Little Book of Calm" includes them, along
with kittens and flowers.

The modern ward obsessions, or
hang-ups, do not touch the angelic sphere
Muost angels are safely sexless: though they
are beautiful, they are beyond desire, and
their lovely faces and “nﬁrr:ﬂ'n-;'-uu bodies
have fo IR Proer -;.le:uj_.;l_'g.'lzln:h | 1a] |11:Lk|:_
Though they are uniformly young white
and Aryan, somehow they flit past the
keepers of political correctness.  And
1]":||1'.|:!'!'. they are 51l somewhal r|:|1|__r|r||'\,,
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+ they are not embarrassingly so. Where a

| Nativity won't do, and a robin on a pud-
ding would be crass, angels fill the ywwn-
ing space with beauty and taste.

Even as images on cards, o7 as orma-
ments hanging in 8 window, angels per-
form their age-old function as messengers
and mediators between the seen and un-
seen, or material and spiritual, worlds.
Many people still want go-betweens of
this sort. Polls show that three-quarters of
Americans believe in angels (more Repub-
licans than Democrais, more southerners
than north-easterners, but still an impres-

| stve showing). In Israel, 45% of people be-
liewe in them. In Britain, Canada and Aus-
tralia the figures are in the jos, stll far
healthier than churchgoing.

To some extent, a sort of folk belief sus-
tains them. Those who die young in Brit-
ain=teenage victims of knife crime, child
victims of road accidents—are immediate-
ly dubbed “angels™, and are understood to
kave entered the ranks of the innocent and
the immartal. Survivors of near-death ex-
periences typically mention shining fig-
ures whao, at the end of tunnels, greet and
help them. Even when people do not
much believe in the hereafter, they casily
invoke or envisage heavenly beings to ease
death and make some senise of life.

It may not be surprising, then, that the
world's lurgest angel sculpture is only a de-
cade old and stands, not in some cathedral,
but-at the head of the Team valley over-

Gateshead, in the postindustrial
north of England. The “ Angel of the North™
is built of 200 tonnes of steel, with rigid
and rather rusty outstretched wings. For a
while it was dressed in a Newcastle United
shirt with “Shearer 11" on the back. But the
shirt made the point. Thisis alocal, protect-
ing angel, whose function is to link the
mining past with the future and 1o focus
the hopes and fears of a region struggling
outof decine.

For its tenth anniversary, Gatweshead
folk were asked who their own particular
angel was. Besides the many who said “My
Mam®, there were more unexpecied an-
swers. A teenage boy volunteered “My gui-
tar, because s fun to plag” And one man
said, “The good in prople, that's always
there, in some little way™ The angel realm
is subtle and complex, and almost every-
one stll knows it.

Prafsers and

All the world's major religions have had vi-
tal dealings with angels, the relaters of di-
vine words to them in their beginnings. It
is centuries since the Angel Gabriel ap-
peared 1o Mary at Nazareth or to Muham-
mad at Mecca, since an angel intervened to
stop Abraham sacrificing [saac, of sincean-
gels announced the rising of Christ from
the dead. It is even some decades since the
Angel Moroni, in dazzling white, helped Jo-
seph Smith to unearth the golden tablets of

the Church of Jesus Christ of the Latter-
Day Saints from a hillside in Manchester,
Mew York. But as religion has re-emerged,
especially in more fundamental forms, an-
gels have re-emerged also. And they de-
mand attention. They are too bound in
with the fundamental incidents and my-
thologies to be moved aside as fanciful. It
all stands or falls with them.

The modern Catholic Catechism teach-
es that angels are a “truth of faith®, mean
ingroughly that if you believe in them they
are true, and they are true because you be-
lieve, There's no rational riposte to that
Maimonides, a Jewish philosopher of the
Middle Ages, proposed a more functional
view of angels as metaphors for the laws
of nature: the burning of fire, the flowing
of water, and so forth. But they have never
managed 1o cling to these sclentific creden-
tials, or to tone down the religious ones.
Each Catholic mass is still an act of praise
in which worshippers explicitly join their

Angelic string theory

volces with the angelic choirs, And the Sec-
ond Coming, which every American evan-
gelical anticipates, will feature angels in
their millions, choreographed as planned
from the beginning of the world,

The importance of angels to the Divine
Enterprise makes them naturally hierar-
chical. At the top of the nine medieval or-
ders, still invoked woday, are those who
stand closest to the throne of God: Sera-
phim, Cherubim and Thrones. Then come
the outer mnks: Dominations, Vinues and
Powers. The last three orders alone have
regular dealings with mortals: Principali-
ties, Archangels, Angels.

Amaong these are the only angels who
are given names, the archangels Michael,
Giabriel. Raphael and Uriel (though Uriel's
name k5 doubtfull. These are the poster
boys of the angel world, blond, muscled
and shining. Michael, the fighter, slays the

devil; Gabriel, the annunciator, droops
beautifully with his spray of lilies; Rapha-
el, the guardian, takes his small change by
the hand; and Uriel simply glows. For bet-
ter particulars, it is hard to beat John Mil-
ton's description of the “affable™ Raphael,
off to check on Eden in “Paradise Losi™

At omvce on th'eastern Jlifl of Paradize
He lights, and to his proper shape reiumns
A Seraph wing'd; six wings
hie ware, fo shade
His limeaments divines: the pair that clad
Each shoulder beoad, came mantling
o'er his hreasi
With regal ornament the middle pais
Gird like & starry zane his waist, and round
Skirted his loins and thighs with downy gold
And colours dipped in Heav'n;
the thisd his feet
Shadowed from either heel
weith feathered mail
Sky-timciared grain. Like Mata's
son he stoad,
And shook his plumes, that Heav'nly
fragmance flled
The cimcuit wide.

Helpers in Tennessee

Only Adam and Eve deserved a Raphacl
Ever since that unhappy operation, the job
of protecting human souls has been as-
signed to junior angels. 5t Jerome was the
first 1o assert the presence of guardian an-
gels protecting every soul—the son angel
spotters most often see, But in the madern
world, apart from that great outlier, Lucifer
ithe champion of liberty, expelled from the
Organisation, with a bunch of other rebels,
for pride and disobedience), most angels
are presumed to have a guarding and mes-
saging role. Their multiple jobs have been |
merged into general communications. In
the Greek Orthodox church all angels
wear ribbons in their halr, the better to
hear God's word and human cries, and act
on them.

And they are good at it. The internet is
crowded with testimonies of thelr efficacy
and helpful intervention. Most, how-
ever—as Ms Byme attests—seem to adopt
human disguise when they appear on
carth. When Josh's van broke down in Ten-
nessee, he was helped by a man and a
woman dressed in white who were play
ing pinball in a diner. They said they in-
stalled aluminium sidings, and bought a
bus ticket for him; but when he turned |
round to say goodbye, they had gone. Paul,
a no-nonsense army officer, was saved |
from a gang of thugs in a parking lot by a |
man in jeans and a red shin, who quietly
walked him away while the thugs froze,
and then faded into an alleyway.

Such encounters are not enough for|
some people. There are still anecdotes like
Amy’s, who felt she was kissed by the arch-
angel Michael while his white wings en-
folded her bedroom and his “spectacular™
blue eyes gazed into hers. Bul most active
modern angels look like ordinary menand  w
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F women: (e man sitting in the café, the
womian crossing the street, the teenager
nextin line at the bus stop, They are notin
the least otherworldly: they do jobs, and
carry enough money ta help a stranger out
of trouble, Then they vanish

Or they can be a simple voice in the
head, like the one Tamemy heard as she was
driving aleng one night in thick fog. She
thought it was safer to stay with the slow
traffic; but then she heard a vobce ("ot out
I, bt in oy mind™)
telling her to get in the

ory of the universe that scientists dream of,
angels Al them, agents of motion and il
mination otherwise unexplained.

Mo doubd, in the future, these agents will
acquire some sub-sub atomic label; just as,
presumably, whole classes of angels have
been replaced by photons and quiarks. In
some mystical quarters, the vibrating
strings that are now pl;lsi,u'd to make up the
created universe are happily compared to
angels’ harps or the motion of thedr wings.
And the web of unseen,
unknown material that

fast lane. She obeved it, The knﬂW]EdgE scientists call dark mat-
and narrowly avoided " e ter, holding everything
crashing into a stalled I:IIIIFEHL is the together, might as well
car in the lane she had ideal home of have been spun by the
left, According 1o a re : 3 angels umiil the Lampe
cent article by Jonah dl]g["!h Hadron Collider proves

Lehrer in the New York-
T, sCientists who have
investigated  insights
liki this have fd:-l..ll'l.d h-1||;:.l5 |1i f!l:-rrrical I'n'_\--
quency in the brain, a sudden spike of
gamma thythm caused by the binding of
neurones in the corex. That munds]iﬁu a
plausible explanation; byl to Tammy and
others like her, it might equally be an angel
passing,

Instant messaging

Oddly enough, modemn science—so anti-
thetical 1o angels—has made the world a
more receptive place for them I the age of
the internet, scientific and technical lan-
guage evokes angels all the time. Invisible
networks and the wordd wide web ane
their natural and eternal business; from
Ancient Greece onwards they have had in-
stant access, global reach and universal ap
plications. (Their very name, from the He-
brew, means “one going”, continuous
actionud As Aguinas put it in his "Summa
Theologia”, “The angel is now here, now
there, with no fime-interval berween...an
gels exist anywhere their powers are ap
plied.” Indeed, as fast as bytes flash, angels
will abways go faster, It is sheer speed tha
makes them lnvisible.

!I.n,gth also “know all the time", as
Acuinas puts it. Mo need for tortuous nea
soning or extrapolation; they are “perfect
instances of intelligence™, divine intelli
gence unconfined and unmediated by bo-
dies, ever active and actualised, with the
whole moving globe apparent to their
gaze. And as soon as they wish to make
their thoughts known, those thoughts are
known. No barriers of any sortimpede the
message in, of the message out,

The knowledge universe is therefore
the ideal home of angels, and their nanral
place. Anyone who supposes that the po-
tential of the human mind is h{.i|T-I:-I_'I:r' yel
tapped or appreciated, and that its opera-
tions may extend 10 levels far subtler and
higher than the senses can grasp, is leaving
space for an angelic realm. And where
there are still gaps in the grand unified the

orherwise,

Butitisin the realm of
consciousness, especial
i!,u' arsiic fE'I'Ii:l'.'H and ex]irl,wl;ln_lhul nngcl::.
still hold out most boldly against sclence,
They tmvel, like consciousness, outside
space and tme; the laws of the physical uni-
verse put no limits on thermn, Thelr ceaseless
web of connections includes insight, inspi
ration, persuasion, adoration, and the syn-
thesising and creative power of the imagi-
nation: human capabilities that many poets
see as divine, even if scientists don't. Wher-
over there & no ¢;l|;|:'|l.'||1:|lim:| fear E{'n:iu,s., ar
perceived beaury, or sudden comdort, or for
the way a line or phrase ignites the hear,
angels provide omne,

Wrestling and resisting

They are aleo held accountable for less
comforiable feelings: Inferiority, shame,
terror, impossibility of achievement. There
is nothing subtle about such angels; they
are as strong as demaons and, in their puri-
ty, mare implacable and challenging. Inihe
0ld Testament, Jacob wrestled until dawn
with an angel (in fact, described only as=a
man®, like those angels in the Tennessee
diner) who represented his own sins 1o
him. The angel refused either to listen (o
him or o accept his repeniance; on the oth-
er hand, he did not simply break away. He
let Jacoly test himself all night against him,
and in the end blessed him, In the same
wily Riimer Maria Rilke, the greates: Ger-
man poet of the 2oth century, was tor-
mented by angels all through his “Duino
Elegies™

Wh, il eried our, woubd hear me among
the amgels’

hiemarchies? And even if one of them
suddenly

prcssed iae against his heart, | would perish

in ik eanbmoe of his stronger existence,

For |J-|u|.|.1'_.' is nothing but the ]lmnmng of
nerrot

which we are barely able 1o endiere and are
awed

because i serenely disdams o annihilste us.

Each single angel is terrifying
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Rilke saw his particular angel as strong,
still, radiant, a pure divider “between the
Here and There™. But his ange] also meant
that “There” could be “Here”, within Rilke.
This was the being he had 10 wrestle with
in order o write poems The angel notoenly
brought inspiration to him, but also chal-
fenged him constantly 1o be better than he
was. And it carried his own significance
into the universe. “Shine, oh keep on shin-
ing!™ he cried in *To the Angel” in 1513
“Make me known to the distant stars...”

This sense of vital two-way communi-
cation, still not wholly explained by the
synapses of the brain, is the chief reason
that angels keep intruding into the 2151 cone
tury. Their very persisience (s a sign of the
potential, and the defiance, of human
imagination. When Antony Gormicy, the
sculptor of the “Angel of the North”, was
asked “Why an angeli™ he replied: “Be
cause no one has ever seen one, and we
need to keep imagining them.” The first
part may not be true; but the second is.

Among the imaginings is that ultimate
and common dream, that humans may be-
come angels themselves. Christian and
Muslim mystics both believe it, as the nat-
ural progression of the spirit 1o a purer and
higher state. But ordinary, not very reli-
gious people find themselves hoping for it
oo, Humans in angel guise, with haloes
askew and briefcases sl tighily clutched
among the clouds, remain a favourite of
cartoonisis. Typically, the new arrivals are
surprised and disconcerted by their heav-
enly state, But most surprising of all, 1o any
experienced passing angel, would be the
implication that from now on they will
have nothing much to do. =

Watching over Gateshead



