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The idea for this book fi rst arose on a spring afternoon in 2001, just before I left 

Providence to go to Houston. I was walking with my teacher and advisor, Kermit S. 

Champa, and telling him how museum collaboration projects were going to be an 

institutional priority at Rice University. Kermit turned to me and said, “Well then, 

when you get to Houston, you might want to look into James Johnson Sweeney.” At 

the time, I couldn’t have guessed the magnitude of what sounded, at fi rst, like one 

of Kermit’s casual suggestions. In retrospect, however, I suspect he had a pretty 

good idea of where all of this would lead. 

Because so much of the conceptual framework for this book is based on 

the transdisciplinary intersection of art history and the study of mysticism and 

comparative religion, I am deeply indebted to two distinguished colleagues and 

friends for helping to illuminate both the ground under my feet and the sky above 
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Cannady for her kindness and expert administrative assistance; Kathleen Hamil-
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volume; Philip Montgomery, for making Special Collections material available at 

the Woodson Research Center; Ann Bazile, for her generous help with microfi lms 

at the Kelley Center for Government Information; and especially Jet Prendeville at 

the Brown Fine Arts Library, who unfailingly went out of her way to build library 

collections relating to faculty research, while always sharing her valuable assis-

tance and superb research skills.
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