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*     *     * 
Jack Burnham (1931–2019) possessed one of the finest minds I have ever encountered. 
Rarely does a towering intellect share space in the same persona with such intuitive 
brilliance and authentic humility.  
 
I had the great good fortune of befriending him when I was a bureau chief for The New 
Art Examiner in Chicago from 1980 to 1981. His profoundly insightful article on the self-
taught genius Henry Darger (“The Henry Darger Collection: Another Art Treasure Lost to 
Chicago?”, The New Art Examiner, October 1979) had been a revelation to me. For the 
November 1980 edition of the Examiner, I edited a theme issue on “Art and the Occult” 
and invited Jack to contribute an essay, which he titled “Esoteric Sources of Duchamp’s 
Dual Paradise.” As Jack and I socialized over drinks or dinner, in a gentle voice that 
belied the passionate intensity of his searching, he would share his latest thoughts 
about, say, Marcel Duchamp as “Merkabah Rider”—a secret master of the Kabbalah—
and other fascinating subjects.  
 
The following account may sound preposterous to any confirmed atheists or scientific 
materialists reading this, but those who allow for the presence of a mystical dimension in 
their lives, as Jack did, may find it informative. 
 
Like Jack, I was a spiritual seeker and I told him about some of my experiences as a 
participant in a group of like-minded friends who regularly witnessed the channeling of 
an interdimensional entity called Michael. This entity had been made known to the public 
by author Chelsea Quinn Yarbro’s book Messages from Michael (1979)—much as the 
entity Seth, who also resides on what is known as the Mid-Causal Plane (the next level 
beyond the Astral Plane) had been popularized through the mediumship of Jane Roberts 
(Seth Speaks, 1972). Unlike Seth, however, Michael was also channeled by numerous 
other mediums worldwide. I had observed my friend Mary Jonaitis’s experiments with 
channeling Michael over several years, from her early attempts through the Ouija board 
to her final ability to simply allow Michael to speak through her directly when she went 
into a mild hypnotic trance (today Mary continues to give Michael readings as the 
founder of Consultations in Depth in Santa Fe, New Mexico).  
 
Jack was intrigued and expressed an interest in obtaining information about the 
metaphysical aspects of Duchamp’s art and life. He submitted three questions which I 
passed on to Mary: 1) Did Duchamp arrive at the third and highest level of 
enlightenment? 2) Was he a rider of the chariot? 3) What is the metaphysical meaning of 
Duchamp’s book on the end-moves in chess? 
 
The entity Michael’s response to the first question about whether Duchamp achieved 
enlightenment was: “No. He was close though.” Was he a chariot rider? “Yes. He will 
attain the third level on the Astral Plane. He has now achieved it.” Michael’s confusion of 



future and present tense here is puzzling, but perhaps that is because time does not 
exist in the afterlife. The answer to the last question regarding the metaphysical meaning 
of Duchamp’s end-moves in chess was: “That would take a lengthy discourse with a 
large effort on our part because we have to work out the language equivalents for ideas 
that defy and contradict language in its fixed state. [Michael referred to itself as “we” 
because it is a group soul composed of some one thousand conjoined soul fragments.] 
Please retain the question and consider it submitted.” We took it upon ourselves to ask if 
Duchamp would be able to talk to Jack via Michael. “We can’t guarantee the medium’s 
[Mary’s] safety in dealing with the Astral Plane especially in the city [Mary normally 
conducted sessions with Michael in rural Wisconsin and found the oppressive energetic 
condition in cities like Chicago an impediment to clear communication]. Perhaps we 
could transfer Duchamp’s fragment’s thought entities for you and that would be very 
enlightening.” [Michael referred to individual souls as “fragments” because apparently on 
a higher level we are all members of greater soul groups or pods.] 
 
By the fall of 1981, Jack had become quite reclusive, and we asked Michael about his 
well-being. “Would you tell us if Jack’s seclusion will end soon? How is he doing?” 
Michael’s response: “He is not so good. He is out of touch with nature. He is very 
depressed and needs to come out of himself. He gives the reason that he needs to work, 
but that is an excuse. You can try to contact him. Tell him you will listen. Let him know 
that you miss him and that he is appreciated and loved, only be discerning and 
conservative in your expression of this because he will be too cynical to accept anything 
in flowery profusion.”  
 
“Is there anything Jack can do to help himself?” we inquired. “Well,” replied Michael, 
“that is a whole can of worms. He has a long way to go before he could accept it on a 
physical level. Give him Ohsawa’s The Book of judgement. It will tease his intellect.” 
 
Michael also furnished us with Jack’s “overleaves.” Overleaves are descriptions of the 
soul’s spiritual level of evolution. According to the Michael system, each one of us has 
an essence role (sage, artisan, priest, slave, king, warrior and scholar). Each soul also 
goes through five ages of development on the Earth Plane (infant, baby, young, mature 
and old). Additionally, each age contains seven levels and souls generally spend three 
lifetimes at each level. There are further overleaves designated as goals, modes, 
attitudes, centers and chief features. Jack was a 6th level mature warrior with a goal of 
acceptance, a mode of power, an attitude of cynic, a center of moving (emotional part), 
and a chief feature of martyrdom. For further explanations of what these mean, please 
refer to Yarbro’s book Messages from Michael.  
 
Michael also gave us Duchamp’s overleaves, which Jack refers to in his letter, but I have 
not been able to locate those.  
 
After I shared all the above with Jack, he sent me a four-page letter which offers an 
invaluable glimpse into his psyche, upbringing, and emotional and medical condition, as 
well as the personal crisis he appeared to be going through at the time. Within the next 
year or so Jack relocated to teach at the University of Maryland, and we lost touch, but I 
continue to cherish the time we spent getting to know one another in Chicago.  
 
This preface, I hope, will provide some background context to the letter he wrote dated 
Sept. 17, 1981. 

 










