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INTRODUCTION

Contemporary Paganism—which consists of Wicca and Witchcratft,
Druidry, Heathenry, Asatru, Goddess-worship, Ethnic Reconstructions,
and many other traditions—is a movement that is still young and
establishing its identity and place on the global religious landscape.
The members of the movement confront a paradox of wanting to
continue to grow and unify, and of also wishing to maintain its char-
acteristic diversity of traditions, identities, and rituals. Not surprisingly,
the modern Pagan movement has had a restless and schismatic forma-
tion period, most notably in the United States, but has also been the
catalyst for some of the most innovative religious expressions, praxes,
theologies, and communities.

In some ways, the nature of contemporary Paganism—polyvalent,
syncretic, and creative—mabkes it difficult to formulate a satisfying and
accurate definition of this religious phenomenon. The definition of
Paganism submitted by Michael York* which has been promoted by
the academic Pagan Studies series, edited by Chas Clifton and Wendy
Griffin, puts emphasis on the commonalities between the various Pagan
traditions. It includes sacred relationships and experiences that reach
beyond monotheism and steps outside conventional institutionalized
religious practices. Reliance on revelation or scriptures is de-empha-
sized in favor of relationships, and an immanent spirituality is also
acknowledged that includes reverence for land and place, as well as
reverence for the tangible living things and unseen participating spirits
that inhabit it. Even this kind of overarching working definition does
not fully capture the flux and ambiguity of contemporary Paganism.
A nuanced understanding of this movement requires an extended
treatment that explicates and describes the many facets of modern
Paganism—a treatment that provides scholars and practitioners with a
sense of Paganism’s rich diversity, as well as its characteristic ambiva-
lence toward formal institutionalization, rejection of homogeneity, and

fluid, permeable identity.

* Amplified in his contribution to this volume as well as in York’s book, Pagan

Theology.
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Ronald Hutton traced contemporary Paganism’s origins to mid-
20th-century England in his historical study, Triumph of the Moon, where
traditions like Wicca and Pagan Druidry sprouted up as offshoots of
occult revivals and British identity movements from a century before.
Once these movements moved across oceans—to the U.S., Canada,
Australia, New Zealand—and spread back across Europe, identifying
and studying the contemporary Pagan movement became less about
tracing origins and more about examining overlaps and patterns. In
his historical overview of American Paganism, Her Hidden Children,
Chas Clifton compares the origins and growth of the movement to
a once-bare island, suddenly and simultaneously bursting with dif-
ferent life forms; no one origin can be discerned, but the abundance
of diverse life creates a successfully flourishing environment where
sustenance and growth is maintained for the whole island. Thus any
comprehensive study of contemporary Paganism would naturally
be interdisciplinary, would profile the many traditions identified as
Pagan, would explore variation and creativity in theologies, rituals,
and cultural transmission, and would explore dimensions within the
ever-present tension between exuberant innovations and the cultiva-
tion of older traditions. It would also include explorations of religious
identity politics, including issues of gender, ethnicity, and social class,
which are as important a set of influences on contemporary Paganism
as are magic and occult studies, fantasy and science fiction, and early
anthropology.

As contemporary Paganism continues to grow and mature, new
angles of inquiry are emerging, especially with regard to regional
religious and cultural expressions; it is very likely that practitioners
and scholars will be speaking in terms of “Pagan communities” rather
than conceiving the movement as one large imagined community of
interest and importance. This would be a natural outgrowth of the
movement’s heterogeneous nature. What is also on the horizon with
regard to contemporary Paganism’s shifting identity is its slow but
continued forays out of the occult subculture and into mainstream
dominant cultures and conventional cultural imaginations—the fight
for American Wiccan veterans killed in action to have Veteran’s Affairs
approve the inscription of the sacred pentacle on their gravestones
being one example—which includes media and literature, while finding
innovative new ways to remain an edgy, marginal spiritual alternative
in what Pagans perceive to be a homogenized, disenchanted dominant
religious milieu.
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Contemporary Pagans consider themselves both religious recon-
structionists and culture changers, both spiritual innovators and guard-
ians of tradition. These sorts of paradoxes and ambiguities are what
make modern Paganism so difficult to define, yet they are also what
gives the movement its vibrancy, sustainability, and growth. The close
examination and study of contemporary Paganism will also create new
ways to observe and examine other religions, where perhaps their own
innovations, paradoxes, and inconsistencies can be more accurately
documented and explained. For practicing Pagans, the long-fought-for
legitimacy of their religious expressions and affiliations is solidifying.
This collection presents their influences on, and the challenges to, the
international religious landscape—and the issues of how to retain mean-
ing, enchantment, and sacred relationships within a world that seems
to be growing more alienated, automated, and meaningless. Likewise,
as warnings of environmental crises like global warming and water
shortages are now becoming more urgent, modern Pagans—whose
early years found them at the forefront of environmental activist move-
ments—present examples to the rest of the world of many different
ways to be reverent toward the Earth and the life forms it contains. Like
any vital, living religious culture, contemporary Paganism is a way of
being, doing, and relating as well as believing; the shared Pagan values
of acceptance of diversity, immanent divinity, and reverence for life on
Earth are expressed by the many actions and lifeways of these many
traditions and practices. It is this combination of new perspectives and
new ways of being that are contemporary Paganism’s contribution to
local and global conflicts and crises, as well as remaining a mosaic of
powerful personally transformative religious expressions.

Overview of Volume

Nevill Drury’s “The Modern Magical Revival” provides both an his-
torical overview of the magical streams feeding into contemporary
Paganism and an early history of the movement. The roots of modern
magical practice can be traced back to medieval Kabbalah and medi-
eval Tarot, and to the Hermetic tradition of the Hellenistic period.
Another strand of influence is constituted by two mystical fraternities,
the Freemasons and Rosicrucians. These strands were initially brought
together by ceremonial magicians, who were the immediate predecessors
to Gerald Gardner’s Wicca. Subsequently, the most significant influence
on Paganism was feminism and Goddess spirituality.
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One of the important pre-Gardnerian figures for contemporary
Paganism was Aleister Crowley. In “The Influence of Aleister Crowley
on Gerald Gardner and the Early Witchcraft Movement,” Henrik
Bogdan explores this connection with particular reference to sexual
practices. Though Crowley’s influence can be seen in certain aspects of
Wiccan ritual, the sexual symbols and practices in Gardner’s synthesis
reflected the latter’s conception of Witchcraft as a fertility religion rather
than sex magic in the Crowleyian sense.

Wicca had arisen in 1950s England as a self-described fertility cult
claiming direct continuity with pre-Christian religion. Such a claim
was unsustainable in the New World. Instead, as Chas Clifton discusses
in “Earth Day and Afterwards: American Paganism’s Appropriation
of ‘Nature Religion,”” American Pagans were able to merge with an
existing spiritual discourse described by scholars as “nature religion,”
appropriating the term for their own practices as a step toward the
legitimization of Paganism in the nation’s religious spectrum.

Robert Puckett’s “Re-enchanting the World: A Weberian Analysis
of Wiccan Charisma” examines a set of related issues against the
backdrop of Max Weber’s analysis of disenchantment, charisma and
institutionalization. Contemporary Pagans reject the core views of
axial age religion, and discover a re-enchanted world via charisma
in its pure form—magical power. The resulting focus on individual
experience contributes to modern Paganism’s resistance to structured
institutions. In the latter part of his chapter, Puckett also explores the
issue of institutionalization within the Pagan movement.

As a decentralized movement with anarchistic tendencies, the
Pagan movement has been notoriously difficult to quantify. In her
“Contemporary Paganism by the Numbers,” Helen A. Berger surveys
her own research and the research of others, and compiles a demo-
graphic profile based on this research. Careful not to extrapolate too
far beyond the data, Berger presents a convincing portrait of a growing
movement. In comparison with the general population, contemporary
Pagans tend to be, among other things, more liberal, more educated,
and predominantly female.

In 1979, Margot Adler claimed that contemporary paganism was a
religion without converts. In “A Religion Without Converts’ Revisited:
Individuals, Identity and Community in Contemporary Paganism,” Sian
Reid examines theories of conversion to new religious movements, set
against self-reported pagan experience. What emerges is the importance
of the discursive quality of pagan identity—the way in which it depends
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on adoption of the narrative and symbolic conventions of paganism.
This is a process that Snow and Machalek refer to as ‘biographical
reconstruction’, and Giddens refers to as ‘the reflexive narrative of the
self”. Reid suggests that it is this shared universe of discourse that is
most significant to pagans, and that contemporary paganism therefore
constitutes what Maflesoli calls a ‘neotribe’—an unstable, open com-
munity defined by the participants’ uncoerced agreement that they
share a common sentiment that gives rise to an ethical experience and
an orientation towards proper living that may not be shared by the
broader social order.

One ritual in particular, “the Wild Hunt,” has infused the mythical
and ceremonial corpus of contemporary Paganism. In “The Wild Hunt:
A Mythological Language of Magic,” it is subjected to both historical/
folkloric analysis and ethnographic participation-observation by Susan
Greenwood. Themes of communing with the dead, soul-challenges,
and personal transformation are among those subject to Greenwood’s
analysis, and are discussed in terms of their meaning and applicability
to modern Western Pagans and Witches.

Emphasizing ritual as an art form, in “Reclamation, Appropriation
and the Ecstatic Imagination In Modern Pagan Ritual” Sabina
Magliocco discusses the creative use and performance of ritual in sacred
context by contemporary Pagans. Noting that the purpose for most
Pagans of ritual magic is to create the means for ecstatic experience,
Magliocco also touches on how the artistic “bricolage” that Pagans
utilize in making ritual can also result in varying forms of cultural
appropriation and misappropriation, and how those issues complicate
notions of religious authenticity among Pagans.

J. Lawton Winslade’s “Alchemical Rhythms: Fire Circle Culture
and the Pagan Festival” examines fire circle events at Pagan festivals
that feature drumming and dancing throughout the night and into the
morning. At these events, drumming becomes a medium and meta-
phor for individual and communal relationships, as participants apply
an alchemical allegory to their fire circle activities. The chapter also
highlights initiatory practices associated with those who tend the fire
and facilitate these events, and analyzes ritualized performances. Various
interpretations of elemental fire and its uses within a broader, esoteric
context are presented, while interrogating critical boundaries between
esotericism, performativity, and Paganism as nature religion.

In his chapter on “Pagan Theology,” Michael York attempts to
describe a polymorphic contemporary Pagan theology, one not based
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on belief, but on experience—a “devotional humanism,” that empha-
sizes the honoring of cycles and human relationship with the world,
poetically expressed by diverse coexisting theisms, and categorically
unique compared to other world religions and their theological
traditions.

In examining the sources that inform both early Wicca and later
Pagans, writers often mention the ancient divinities of the Mediterranean
world in passing, but generally there is a ‘paucity of analysis as to the
ancient (Greek and Roman) origins of this multifaceted religion.” In
“Drawing Down the Goddess: The Ancient {Female} Deities of Modern
Paganism,” Marguerite Johnson discusses the primary goddesses of
the classical period and how these goddesses have be appropriated by
contemporary Pagans. She also discusses the (sometimes distorting) role
of Leland, Murray, and Gardner in mediating these deities to modern
Paganism.

In “The Return of the Goddess: Mythology, Witchcraft and Feminist
Spirituality,” Carole Cusack provides a broad-ranging overview of
Goddess spirituality, from the ancient Goddess religions that were sup-
planted by Christianity to the role of the Goddess in modern Paganism.
Her essay surveys earlier scholarship that posited Goddess worship as
the primordial religion of humankind, and discusses how this scholar-
ship informed both early Wicca and Feminist Spirituality. Toward the
end of her chapter, Cusack examines the Goddess in contemporary
Germanic-Norse Heathenry:.

Rites of initiation and other forms of selective membership are not
typically associated with the egalitarian visions of feminism—and for
many good reasons. In “Witches’ Initiation—A feminist cultural thera-
peutic?,” however, Jone Salomonsen discusses how a feminist version
of contemporary, neopagan Witchcraft can add to the gendered field
of religion and the environment as well as to feminist ritualizing in
general precisely by reworking the concept and practice of initiation.
The version to be considered was established in San Francisco in 1979
by Starhawk and her friends, and was soon to become known as the
“Reclaiming” Witchcraft tradition.

One subset of contemporary Pagan theological relationship, animism,
is presented and discussed by Graham Harvey in “Animist Paganisms.”
Noting the problematic history of the term’s definition, Harvey discusses
the growing adoption of the term as a religious identifier by Pagans, and
what the critically engaged use of the term means to them, as opposed
to or alongside any theistic relationships they may have.
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In “Heathenry,” Jenny Blain andRobert J. Wallis outline features of
Heathenry as constructed or reconstructed in the UK and in North
America, and address some problems facing the Heathen community
today. They point to the embedding of present practices in mediaeval
literature, notably the Eddas, and indicate three areas, cosmology, ritual
forms including ritual drama, and magical practices relating to runes
and seidr or shamanic practice, where this is evident. This introduction
to Heathen practices and dilemmas points to reading material where
these issues are further explored.

The increasing popularity of shamanism and indiscriminate adop-
tion of the term ‘shaman’ amongst Westerners puts shamanism at risk
of being devalued. In Dawne Sanson’s “New/Old Spiritualities in the
West: Neo-Shamans and Neo-Shamanism,” Graham Harvey’s notion
of the need for Western neo-shamans to ‘pay extra’ to shamanism is
explored. Michael Harner, founder of the Foundation for Shamanic Studies
has influenced thousands of Western neo-shamans, and ‘core shaman-
ism’ as developed by him is described. Some neo-shamanic practices
leave neo-shamans open to critique on a number of grounds, and these
are outlined along with the potential benefits of neo-shamanic healing
to support individuals and communities.

There is a growing acknowledgment of the distinct character that
a Pagan community’s sense of place gives them. In “Australian Pagan-
isms,” Douglas Ezzy discusses the emergence and growth of contem-
porary Paganism in Australia, focusing on the unique adaptations that
Pagans “down under” the equator make with regard to ritual and the
sacred year.

Complicating the notion of authenticity in religious identity and
practice, in “Celts, Druids and the Invention of Tradition,” James R.
Lewis analyzes the how notions about the ancient Celts and Druids
have been appropriated by contemporary Paganism. Lewis is par-
ticularly interested in the legitimacy (which is a separate issue from
the authenticity) of an invented tradition. Parts of this discussion are
applicable to many other modern Pagan traditions as more and more
culturally-identified versions emerge.

Observers and participants alike have wondered about the future of
the movement as the first generation of Pagans passes on their new
tradition(s) to the next generation. In “Magical Children and Meddling
Elders,” Murph Pizza discusses this issue in terms of her fieldwork with
the Twin Cities (Minneapolis and St. Paul, Minnesota) community. In
addition to examining how contemporary Pagans have been successful
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at keeping their children ‘within the fold,” Pizza also analyzes the emer-
gence and self-conscious development of the Elder role.

The teen witch fad has been fueled by media images of attractive,
hip witches. In “Of Teens and Tomes: The Dynamics of Teenage
Witchcraft and Teen Witch Literature,” Hannah E. Johnston situates
this phenomenon within the processes of feminine teenage identity
formation and the appropriate of elements from popular culture. Once
publishers realized that a profit could be made from this emergent
market, they began publishing numerous books aimed specifically at
this youthful audience. The core of Johnston’s chapter examines some
of these key texts.

In “Rooted in the Occult Revival: Neo-Paganism’s Evolving Relation-
ship with Popular Media,” Peg Aloi attempts to trace the evolution of
three phenomena: the mediated “give and take” that characterized the
expression of modern pagan witchcraft within popular media narra-
tives, beginning with the period of the late 1960s Occult Revival; the
influence of fictional texts upon actual belief and practice; and, to a
lesser extent, the impact of non-narrative media commentary upon the
popular reception of these narrative texts.

A convergence of academic and participant understandings prob-
lematises Pagan discourses about issues of history, ‘race,” ethnicity,
gender and other facets of identities. In “Weaving a Tangled Web,”
Ann-Marie Gallagher makes clear that the overlap between particular
Pagan identities and intolerant and/or malevolent tendencies in con-
temporary Britain renders explicit consideration of this area a matter
of urgency, particularly in relation to questions of Pagan ethics.

Taking another angle on the importance of place on Pagan reli-
gious identity and notion of indigenousness and ancestry, in “‘Sacred’
Sites, Artefacts and Museum Collections: Pagan Engagements with
Archaeology in Britain,” Robert Wallis and Jenny Blain discuss the
problematic concept of “cultural heritage,” both from a religious Pagan
perspective and an archaeological one, and where the two perspectives
conflict and overlap. Examining assumptions around the meaning of
a culture’s “sacred sites,” issues of visitor/pilgrim, mythic interpreta-
tion/scientific explanation, and site use/site excavation are among the
complex knot of concepts on the table when Pagans engage in dialogue
with archaeologists about the past.

Pointing out that even counter-cultural religious movements have their
fringe elements, In “Wolf Age Pagans” Mattias Gardell analyzes and
describes the rise of racist Asatru and other Norse-flavored Paganisms
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in the context of American White-Power culture. Its rapid rise in
popularity in the 1990s and their own identity construction processes
shine light on assumptions made by more mainstream Pagans regarding
identity and affinity with past cultures.






HISTORICAL APPROACHES






THE MODERN MAGICAL REVIVAL

NEeviLL DrRURY

The modern magical revival has been unfolding for over a century. As a
spiritual movement committed to the resurgence of esoteric knowledge
or gnosis in the West, it first began to gather momentum in the final
decade of the 19th century and has since seeded itself around the world
in fascinating ways, spawning divergent esoteric groups and organiza-
tions. In terms of actual historical beginnings, however, the story of the
20th century magical revival commences with the Hermetic Order of
the Golden Dawn, arguably the most influential esoteric organisation
in modern history. All modern occult perspectives—including Wicca,
Goddess spirituality and the Thelemic magick of Aleister Crowley—owe
a debt to the Golden Dawn for gathering together the threads of the
Western esoteric tradition and initiating a transformative process that
continues in the 21st century. This chapter explores the principal sources
of the Western esoteric tradition that helped generate the revival of
magical thought and practice in the modern era.

Established in England in 1888, the Hermetic Order of the Golden
Dawn drew on a range of ancient and medieval cosmologies and incor-
porated them into a body of ceremonial practices and ritual grades
centred on the Kabbalistic Tree of Life, an important motif within the
Jewish mystical tradition which, as a unified but nevertheless complex
symbol, represents the sacred ‘emanations’ of the Godhead.' In addition
to the Kabbalah, which occupied a central position in the cosmology of
the Golden Dawn, the organisation also drew on the Hermetic tradition

! The Kabbalistic Tree of Life is referred to in the Jewish mystical tradition by
its Hebrew name Otz Chum and represents a process of sacred emanation from the
Godhead. The Tree is a composite symbol consisting of ten spheres, or sephiroth, through
which the creation of the world—indeed, all aspects of creation—have come about.
The ten sephiroth are aligned in three columns headed by the first three emanations,
Kether (The Crown), Chokhmah (The Great Father/Wisdom) and Binah (The Great
Mother/Understanding). Collectively the ten sephuroth on the Tree of Life symbolise
the process by which the Infinite Light and Formlessness of the Godhead (4in Soph Aur)
becomes manifest in the universe. The seven emanations beneath the supernal triad of
Kether, Chokhmah and Binah (ie. the remaining sephiroth Chesed, Geburah, Tiphareth,
Netzach, Hod, Yesod and Netzach) represent the ‘seven days of Creation’.
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which had its roots in Neoplatonism and underwent a revival during
the Renaissance. Roscrucianism, Freemasonry and the medieval Tarot
were also significant elements.

The Medieval Kabbalah

According to Gershom Scholem (1897-1982), widely regarded as one
of the pre-eminent authorities on the origins and symbolism of the
Kabbalah, the medieval Kabbalah belongs to an emanationist cosmo-
logical tradition that has its origins in Gnosticism.” Indeed, Scholem

? See G.G. Scholem. Jewish Gnosticism, Merkabah Mpysticism and Talmudic Tradition,
Jewish Theological Seminary of America, New York 1960: 1-3. Gnosticism focuses on
the quest for gnosis [ancient Greek: ‘spiritual knowledge’]. The origins of Gnosticism
remain a matter of debate, but there is broad consensus that Gnosticism as a historical
movement parallels the rise of early Christianity. Some scholars, like Hans Jonas
(author of The Gnostic Religion, Boston 1958) have seen in Gnosticism residues of
pre-Christian Iranian dualism while others believe that it developed in response to
the failure of Jewish apocalyptic expectations and have dated its origins to around
70 CE, coinciding with the fall of the Jerusalem Temple. Others regard Gnosticism
as a response to the failure of Christian messianic expectations—where some early
Christian devotees, feeling that the Messiah had not returned as soon as had been
hoped, turned away from religious faith towards spiritual inner knowledge. Gnostic
thought was certainly well established by the second century of the Christian era.
The unearthing of a major Gnostic library near the town of Nag Hammadi in upper
Egypt in 1945 provided a rich body of source material on the Gnostic philosophies.
Until this time much of the existing Gnostic scholarship had been based on other
surviving Gnostic commentaries written by Church Fathers like Irenaeus, Clement
and Hippolytus, who were hostile to Gnostic tenets. The Nag Hammadi codices, a
collection of texts written in Coptic, revealed the syncretistic nature of Gnosticism,
demonstrating that as a movement Gnosticism incorporated elements from Christianity,
Judaism, Neoplatonism and the Greek mystery religions as well as material from Egypt
and Persia. Essentially Gnosticism was a call for transcendence, a movement seeking
a return to the Spirit and a movement away from the constrictions of the material
world which was regarded as a source of pervasive evil. James M. Robinson, editor
of the English translation of the Nag Hammadi Library, has explained the Gnostic
philosophy in the following terms: ‘In principle, though not in practice, the world is
good. The evil that pervades history is a blight, ultimately alien to the world as such.
But increasingly for some the outlook on life darkened; the very origin of the world
was attributed to a terrible fault, and evil was given status as the ultimate ruler of the
world, not just a usurpation of authority. Hence the only hope seemed to reside in
escape... And for some a mystical inwardness undistracted by external factors came
to be the only way to attain the repose, the overview, the merger into the All which is
the destiny of one’s spark of the divine.” (See J.M. Robinson, Introduction to The Nag
Hammadi Library in English, Harper & Row, San Francisco 1977: 4).

In the Gnostic conception there is a clear divide between the spiritual world which is
good, and the physical world which is evil, that is to say, a clear demarcation between
the cosmic and the divine on the one hand, and the physical, or material, on the
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has referred to the Kabbalah as a form of Jewish Gnosticism.® In its
most fundamental sense the Kabbalah can be defined as a mystical
commentary on the Pentateuch: the written Torah, or ‘five books of
Moses’.* The Hebrew word Kabbalah (which translates as ‘that which has
been received’)’ refers to an oral or secret tradition and as Scholem has
observed, the ohar, the central text of the medieval Kabbalah, compiled
in written form by the Spaniard Moses de Leon circa 1280 CE, has
spiritual links with earlier schools of Gnosticism® and Neoplatonism.’
In all three there are references to the concept of sacred emanations
from the Godhead, to the idea of the pre-existence of the soul and its
descent into matter, and to the sacred names of God.

Although the Kabbalah did not exist in written form until the Middle
Ages, it 1s thought that the Sefer Yetzirah, or Book of Creation, was composed
in Palestine between the third and sixth centuries CE. The Sefer Tetzirah
descibes how God created the world by means of the 22 letters of the
Hebrew alphabet and the 10 sefirot—a term that appears for the first
time in Hebrew literature. The 10 sefirot of the Tree of Life (also spelt
sephiroth) are a central symbolic aspect of the Kabbalah.

Another early Kabbalistic text, Sefer ha-Bahir, emerged in Provence—
where there was a Jewish community—between 1150 and 1200.
Interest in the Kabbalah subsequently spread across the Pyrenees into
Catalonia and then to Castile. In circa 1280, the Spanish Jewish mys-
tic Moses de Leon (1238-1305) began circulating booklets among his
fellow Kabbalists. These texts were written in Aramaic, and de Leon
claimed that he had transcribed them from an ancient book of wisdom

other. The Gnostic texts portray humanity as being increasingly separated from the
sustaining realm of divinity and spirit, and this in turn provides a rationale for spiritual
transcendence, for in the Gnostic conception there is a vital need to liberate the ‘divine
spark’ entombed in the physical world.

* Admittedly, not all scholars agree on this point. The late Ioan P. Couliano
believed that Scholem overstated the connection between Kabbalah and Gnosticism
(see Couliano’s The Tree of Gnosis, HarperCollins, San Francisco 1992: 42 et seq.).
However Scholem states quite emphatically that the Kabbalistic text Bahi—which
pre-dates the ohar—makes it clear that the ‘thirteenth century Kabbalists became
the heirs of Gnostical symbolism’. See Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, Schocken, New
York 1961: 214.

* G.G. Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, Schocken, loc. cit.: 14.

> D.C. Matt, The Essential Kabbalah, HarperCollins, New York 1995: 1.

% In addition to Scholem see also M. Idel, Kabbalah: New Perspectives, Yale University
Press, New Haven 1988: 119 for parallels between Gnosticism and the Kabbalah.

7 G.G. Scholem, Origins of the Kabbalah, Princeton University Press, New Jersey 1990:
363-364; 389-90.
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composed in the circle of Rabbi Shim’on bar Yohai, a famous disciple
of Rabbi Akiva, who lived and taught in Israel in the second century:.
These booklets gradually formed the text known as Ha-{ohar ha-Qadosh,
usually referred to as the Sohar (The Book of Splendour). Although Moses
de Leon may have drawn on early material received through the secret
oral tradition, it is now thought that he himself was probably the author
of the Lohar.

According to the Johar, God first taught the doctrines of the Kabba-
lah to a select group of angels. After the creation of the Garden of
Eden, these angels shared the secret teachings with the first man, Adam.
They were then passed to Noah, and subsequently to Abraham, who
took them to Egypt. Moses was initiated into the Kabbalah in Egypt,
the land of his birth, and King David and King Solomon were also
initiated. No one, however, dared write them down until Rabbi Shim’on
bar Yohai.?

In the Kabbalah all aspects of manifested form, including the sacred
archetypes or manifestations of the Godhead, are said to have their
origin in Ain Soph Aur—-also referred to as En-Sof  or Ein-Sof'"— the
limitless light’, a realm of being entirely beyond form and conception
which ‘has neither qualities nor attributes’. In Kabbalistic cosmology the
subsequent emanations which emerge from this profound Mystery, and
which constitute the spheres upon the Tree of Life [0tz Chum], reveal
different aspects of the sacred universe but are nevertheless considered
as part of a divine totality. Ain Soph Aur, writes Scholem, ‘manifests. . . to
the Kabbalist under ten different aspects, which in turn comprise an
endless variety of shades and gradations’.!' These emanations neverthe-
less reflect the essential unity of the Godhead, and because the human
form is said to have been created ‘in the image of God’ the spheres on
the Tree of Life are also spheres within the body of Adam Kadmon,
the archetypal human being."” In the Kabbalah the quest for mystical
self-knowledge is therefore regarded essentially as a process of regaining
undifferentiated One-ness with the Divine.

8 D.C. Matt, The Essential Kabbalah, loc. cit.: 3.

? See G.G. Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, loc. cit.: 12.

10 See D.C. Matt, The Essential Kabbalah, loc. cit.: 40.

" See G.G. Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, loc. cit.: 209.

12 See M. Idel, Kabbalah: New Perspectives, Yale University Press, New Haven 1988:
119, and also G.G. Scholem, On the Mystical Shape of the Godhead, Schocken, New York
1991: 43.
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Fig. 1. Adam Kadmon, the archetypal human being. His body contains the
ten sephiroth, or emanations from the Godhead.

According to the Kabbalah, the mystical universe is sustained by the
utterance of the Holy Names of God: the ten emanations or sephiroth
on the Tree of Life are none other than ‘the creative names which
God called into the world, the names which He gave to Himself”."
According to the Lohar:

In the Beginning, when the will of the King began to take effect, he
engraved signs into the divine aura. A dark flame sprang forth from the

¥ G.G. Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mpysticism, loc. cit.: 215-16.
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mnnermost recess of the mystery of the Infinite, En-Sof [Ain Soph Aur]
like a fog which forms out of the formless, enclosed in the ring of this
aura, neither white nor black, neither red nor green, and of no colour
whatever. But when this flame began to assume size and extension it
produced radiant colours. For in the innermost centre of the flame a well
sprang forth from which flames poured upon everything below, hidden
in the mysterious secrets of En-Sof. The well broke through, and yet did
not entirely break through, the ethereal aura which surrounded it. It was
entirely unrecognisable until the impact of its breakthrough a hidden
supernal point shone forth. Beyond this point nothing may be known or
understood, and therefore it is called Reshith, that is ‘Beginning’, the first
word of Creation.'*

Scholem writes that the ‘Primordial Point’ was thought of by the major-
ity of Kabbalists not as Kether, the Crown (normally considered the first
emanation upon the Tree of Life) but as the Great Father, Chokmah
or Wisdom, which is the second sephirah. In Kabbalistic cosmology
the energy of the Great Father unites with that of Binah, the Great
Mother (Understanding), and from her womb all archetypal forms come
forth.” As Christian Ginsburg notes in his seminal book The Kabbalah:
Its Doctrines, Development and Literature, ‘It is not the En-Sof who created
the world, but this Trinity...the world was born from the union of the
crowned King and Queen...who, emanated from the En-Sof, produced
the Universe in their own image.’'® In a symbolic sense the seven sub-
sequent emanations beneath the trinity of Rether, Chokmah and Binah
constitute the seven days of Creation.'” The Tree of Life, with its ten
sephiroth or emanations of divine consciousness, therefore encompasses
a symbolic process by which the Infinite becomes tangible.'® The ten
spheres on the Tree of Life are as follows:

Kether The Crown

Chokmah Wisdom (The Father)
Binah Understanding (The Mother)
Chesed Mercy

Geburah  Severity, or Strength

* Ibid.: 218-19.

15 Ibid.

' C. Ginsburg, The Kabbalah: Iis Docirines, Development and Literature, Routledge &
Kegan Paul, London 1956: 102.

17 See D.C. Matt, The Essential Kabbalah, loc. cit.: 7.

18 Ibid.: 41.
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Tiphareth  Beauty, or Harmony (The Son)
Netzach Victory

Hod Splendour

Yesod The Foundation

Malkuth  Kingdom, or Earth (The Daughter)

These emanations align themselves into three pillars, the outer two
being the Pillar of Mercy headed by Chokmah (symbolising light and
purity) and the Pillar of Severity headed by Binah (symbolising darkness
and impurity). Beneath them lies the Garden of Eden, with its four
rivers Chesed, Geburah, Netzach and Hod converging in Tiphareth, which is
located at a central point on the Middle Pillar. The occult historian A.E.
Waite—a leading member of the Golden Dawn—has suggested that
the Middle Pillar can be regarded as the Perfect Pillar, for it reaches to
the Crown, Kether:'" The other two pillars provide a duality of opposites
and represent the “Iree of Knowledge of Good and Evil’. The sixth
emanation on the Tree of Life, Tiphareth, is associated symbolically
with the divine Son and is regarded in the western esoteric tradition
as the sphere of spiritual rebirth. The final emanation on the Tree of
Life, Malkuth, “The World’, is represented symbolically by the Daughter,
Shekinah, who in turn is a reflection of the Great Mother, Binah.”

In addition to recognising ten sephiroth upon the Tree of Life, the
medieval Kabbalists also divided the Tree into ‘four worlds’ of cre-
ative manifestation. God was said to be present in each of these four
worlds and each in turn was represented symbolically by a letter in
the Tetragrammaton,?' the sacred name JHVH (consisting of the
four Hebrew letters Yod, He, Vau, He) usually translated as Jehovah, or
Yahweh, meaning ‘Lord’. The four worlds are as follows:

Atziluth, the Archetypal World

This level of existence is closest to the unmanifested realm of Ain Soph
Aur and contains only one sephirah, Kether, which is described as ‘the
hidden of the hidden. It is the emergence of God’s Will, His creative

" A.E. Waite, The Holy Kabbalah, University Books, New York 1960: 201.

2 See V. Crowley, A Woman’s Kabbalah, Thorsons, London 2000: 189 and R. Patai,
The Hebrew Goddess, third edition, Wayne State University Press, Detroit 1990: 116.

! J. Bonner, Qabalah, Skoob Publishing, London 1995: 23.
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urge. It is the infinite, the initiation of all that can and will be. It is
infinity."*

Briah, the World of Creation

This world contains two sephiroth, Chokmah and Binah, representing the
Great Father and the Great Mother and reflecting the highest expres-
sion of the sacred male and female principles. Their union gives rise
to the World of Formation.”

Yetzirah, the World of Formation

This world contains the sephuroth Chesed, Geburah, Tiphareth, Netzach,
Hod and Yesod. As indicated by its name, Yesod literally provides the
‘foundation’ for all that has preceded it in the creative process of sacred
emanation from the highest realms of the Tree of Life.

Assiah, the Physical World

This world represents the final materialization of God’s Will in the
sphere of Malkuth on the Tree of Life and is represented by Shekinah,
the Daughter, who is spoken of variously as ‘the Bride of the Divine
Son in Tiphareth’, ‘the Bride of Kether’ and the ‘Daughter of Binah’.
Shekinah personifies the Divine Feminine on Earth.**

Each sephirah 1s also said to contain an entire Tree of Life. The
‘Malkuth’ of the first sephirah emanates the ‘Kether’ of the following
sephirah, and so on, through the ten emanations on the Tree. Each
of these ten spheres is therefore considered a mirror of the Divine.
According to the Jewish mystical tradition nothing exists beyond God,
and as John Ferguson has observed in relation to the spiritual quest in
the Kabbalah: “We must see God as the First Cause, and the universe
as an emanation from his Will or Wisdom. The finite has no existence
except in the light of the Infinite, which contracted so that the finite
might be...Man is the highest point of the created world, and his soul

2 S.A. Fisdel, The Practice of Kabbalah: Meditation in Judaism, Jason Aronson Inc.,
Northvale, New Jersey 1996: 100.

% J. Bonner, Qabalah, loc. cit. 1995: 25.

# See V. Crowley, A Woman’s Kabbalah, Thorsons, London 2000: 189 and R. Patai,
The Hebrew Goddess, loc. cit.: 32.
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contains animal and moral elements, but also an element of pure spirit,
which in the righteous ascends to God.””

The Hermetic Tradition

During the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries the Hermetica, or Her-
metic tradition, gained intellectual and philosophical influence in
Europe. Hermetic philosophy has its roots in Hellenism.?® During the
Renaissance, Florence became a cultural centre where esoteric and
metaphysical perspectives were strongly supported and it was in the
royal courts under the rule of Cosimo and Lorenzo de Medici, that the
Hermetic tradition received significant endorsement. In 1460 a monk
named Leonardo da Pistoia brought with him to Florence a collection
of Greek manuscripts that had been discovered in Macedonia and
which would later become known as the Corpus Hermeticum, or Hermetica.
These texts were presented to Cosimo de Medici (1389-1464), the
Italian merchant prince who ruled Florence and who was also a noted
collector of Greek manuscripts. In 1462 Cosimo passed the Hermetic
texts to his young court scholar, Marsilio Ficino (1433—1499), requesting
that he translate them into Latin. This work was completed in 1463
and Cosimo was able to read the translation before his death the fol-
lowing year.”

The Hermetic material was essentially a body of Greek mystical
and philosophical writings that drew on Platonism, Stoicism and
Neoplatonism and then subsequently emerged within a Gnostic-
Egyptian context. The Hermetic texts date from the latter half of
the second century CE through to the end of the third century® In

» J. Ferguson, An llustrated Encyclopaedia of Mysticism and the Mystery Religions, Thames
& Hudson, London 1976: 99.

% Hermetic scholar Dan Merkur has emphasized in a recent article that Gnosticism
and Hermeticism are frequently, and wrongly, confused with each other—they present
completely different concepts of God. Merkur writes: ‘Like the God of Stoicism, the
Hermetic God was omnipresent and omniscient through the material cosmos. In
Gnosticism, by contrast, God was transcendent, and the physical universe was an evil
place created by an evil Demiurge. Hermetic ethics celebrated the divine within the
world; Gnostic ethics were abstemious, ascetic efforts to escape from the world.” See
D. Merkur, ‘Stages of Ascension in Hermetic Rebirth’, Esoterica 1 (1999): 81.

# Ficino’s texts are now held in the Medici Library in Florence.

% See W. Barnstone (ed.) The Other Bible, Harper & Row, San Francisco 1984: 567
and the entry on Hermetic books in The New Columbia Encyclopedia, Columbia University
Press, New York 1975: 1232,
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these writings the central figure, Hermes Trismegistus (Thrice Greatest
Hermes) is presented as a wise spiritual teacher, a Gnostic master who
is a composite of Hermes and Thoth.” In the Hermetic model of the
universe all things were believed to have come from God and the world
was therefore part of a sacred Unity. The universe itself was divided
into three worlds, or emanations. The lowest sphere was the world
of Nature, which in turn received divine influences from the more
sanctified realms above. At the next level were the stars, spirits and
‘guardians’. Higher still was the supercelestial world of nous, the world
of angelic spirits who were thought to have a superior knowledge of
reality because they were closer to the Godhead, the sacred source of
Creation. According to the Hermetic perspective the transcendent act
of achieving a state of Oneness with God entailed liberating oneself
from the constrictions of temporal life and entering the realm of pure
and divine Thought.*

Ficino’s work on the Corpus Hermeticum was developed by Giovanni
Pico, Count of Mirandola (1463—1494). Pico combined Ficino’s
Hermetic Neoplatonism with an extensive knowledge of astrology, the
Kabbalah, Christianity and ‘high magic’ (mageia).”' Like Ficino, Pico con-
ceived of a universe that emanated from the Godhead. However Pico’s
conception was not simply that of the devotional mystic. According to
Pico, not only could man come to know God but he could also become
a type of god himself—an attitude to divinity also found among some
contemporary magical practitioners:

...he who knows himself in himself knows all things, as Zoroaster first
wrote. When we are finally lighted in this knowledge, we shall in bliss be
addressing the true Apollo on intimate terms...And, restored to health,

¥ In Greek mythology, Hermes was the messenger of the gods, the protector of
sacrificial animals and also god of the wind. He conducted the souls of the dead on
their passage to the Underworld. In ancient Egyptian mythology, Thoth is a scribe
and moon god and is best known as god of wisdom and magic. He also invented
numbers and writing, and measured time. Thoth presided with his consort, Maat, in
the Judgement Hall, where the hearts of the deceased were weighed against the feather
of truth. Thoth recorded all judgements made in relation to the dead. The ancient
Greeks identified Thoth with Hermes. See J.E. Zimmerman, Dictionary of Classical
Mpythology, Harper & Row, New York 1964 and P. Turner & C.R. Coulter, Dictionary of
Ancient Deities, Oxford University Press, 2000.

%0 Thid.

! Pico also distinguished between ‘bad’ magic, which had to do with demons and
devils, and ‘natural’ magic, which was essentially ‘good’ and compatible with God’s
freedom of will. See D.P. Walker, Spiritual and Demonic Magic from Ficino to Campanella,
Sutton Publishing, Stroud, UK 2000: 54-55.
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Gabriel ‘the strength of God’, shall abide in us, leading us through the

miracles of Nature and showing us on every side the merit and the
might of God.*

According to Pico, mageia or high magic, could provide humanity with
access to the inner workings of Nature and the cosmos. Mageia could
be employed ‘in calling forth into the light, as if from their hiding
places, the powers scattered and sown in the world by the loving-kind-
ness of God’.”» The role of the sacred magician, the practitioner of
mageia, was to raise earth (matter) to the level of heaven (spirit). In the
Asclepius, Hermes Trismegistus similarly urges his followers to become

‘god-like’:

... he takes in the nature of a god as if he were himself a god...He is
united to the gods because he has the divinity pertaining to gods...He
takes the earth as his own, he blends himself with the elements by the
speed of thought, by the sharpness of spirit he descends to the depths
of the sea. Everything is accessible to him; heaven is not too high for
him, for he measures it as if he were in his grasp by his ingenuity. What
sight the spirit shows to him, no mist of the air can obscure; the earth is
never so dense as to impede his work; the immensity of the sea’s depths
do not trouble his plunging view. He is at the same time everything as
he is everywhere.®*

It was primarily the high magic or mageia of the Hermetic tradition that
attracted the founding members of the Golden Dawn because, at its
most profound level, high magic (or ‘theurgy’) proposed an archetypal
process of mythic renewal. The magical quest, as delineated within the
Hermetic and Gnostic traditions, was to be ‘reborn’ from the limited
and restricted world of material form into the realm of Spirit. This in
turn became a guiding maxim within the Western esoteric tradition
up until the time of the Golden Dawn. However a polarising split
subsequently occurred within this tradition with the introduction of
Crowley’s doctrine of Thelema: thereafter an influential chthonic ele-
ment was introduced to 20th century magical practice which led many
occult devotees away from the quest for mythical renewal and towards
accentuated occult individualism and/or esoteric anarchy.

32 Quoted in T. Churton, The Gnostics, loc. cit.: 113.
3 Ibid.: 114.
3 Ibid.: 112.
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The Medieval Tarot

The earliest specific references to Tarot cards date back to 1442 and
the d’Este court of Ferrara,” although Tarot cards may have been
invented a few years earlier, originating in northern Italy between 1410
and 1425.% It seems likely that the earliest Tarot cards were associated
with the aristocratic courts of either Ferrara or Milan; most of the
Tarot decks which survive from 15th century Italy reflect the style and
fashion of the nobility from that era.’” Interest in the Tarot subsequently
spread from Italy to France and Switzerland. The modern Tarot deck
is descended from the Piedmontese Tarot which was widely known in
northern Italy and France by the beginning of the 16th century. This
pack consisted of 78 cards divided into 22 cards of the Major Arcana
and 56 cards of the Minor Arcana.” The Major Arcana are the so-called
‘court’ or mythological cards, while the Minor Arcana consists of four
basic suits, swords, wands, cups and pentacles, which parallel the four
suits in the modern (early 20th century) Rider-Waite Tarot deck.*
The widespread occult belief that the Tarot cards conceal a hidden
symbolic language based on esoteric themes has led to a plethora of
fanciful explanations relating to the Tarot’s actual origins and purpose.
Even today, some enthusiasts continue to claim that the Tarot cards
originated in ancient Egypt and are associated with an esoteric wisdom
tradition dating back thousands of years." Such a view was first pro-

% R. Decker, T. Depaulis and M. Dummett, 4 Wicked Pack of Cards: the Origins of the
Occult Tarot, St Martin’s Press, New York 1996: 27.

% Ibid.

37 Tarot decks which reflect this cultural tendency include the Tarocchi of Mantegna
deck, the Tarocchi of Venice deck, the Tarocchino of Bologna decks and the Michiate
of Florence decks. See See S.R. Kaplan, Tarot Classic, Laffont/ Grossett & Dunlap, New
York 1972: 18-22.

% One of the carliest known Tarot decks is the 15th century Visconti-Sforza deck
associated with the fourth Duke of Milan, Francesco Sforza. This deck consisted of
78 cards and featured the four suits of spade [spades], bastoni [diamonds], coppe [hearts]
and denari [clubs]. It also featured 22 Major Arcana cards, including I/ Matto, The Fool.
See S.R. Kaplan, Zarot Classic, loc. cit.: 24.

% The Rider-Waite deck was created by Arthur Edward Waite (1857-1942) and
Pamela Colman Smith (1878-1951), both of whom were members of the Hermetic
Order of the Golden Dawn. For Waite’s biography see R.A. Gilbert, A.E. Waite:
Magician of Many Parts, Crucible, Wellingborough UK, 1987; for Colman Smith’s
biography see M.K. Greer, Women of the Golden Dawn, Park Street Press, Rochester,
Vermont 1985: 406-409.

0 See, for example, Ishbel’s Temple of Isis Egyptian Tarot, Llewellyn Publications, St
Paul, Minnesota 1989.
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posed by Irench theologian Antoine Court de Gébelin (1725-1784),
author of Le Monde Primitif (nine volumes), published in Paris between
1775 and 1784. His essay on the Tarot is included in volume VIII of
this work, published in 1781.*" According to Court de Gébelin the Tarot
cards had been invented by ancient Egyptian priests; their seventy-eight
page book, disguised as a pack of playing cards, escaped the fire that
destroyed their ancient libraries.*

One of Court de Gébelin’s followers, a wig-maker named Jean-
Baptiste Alliette (1738—1791), reversed his name to Etteilla and in 1783
published a book titled Maniére de se récréer avec le Jeu de Cartes nommées®™
in which he claimed that the Tarot, otherwise known as The Book of
Thoth (after the ancient Egyptian god of wisdom), had been created by
seventeen Magi, 171 years after the Deluge. He further claimed that
one of these Magi, Athotis, was descended from Mercury and Noah.*
Alliette associated the Tarot with the Hermetic tradition, maintaining
that it had been conceived by Hermes Trismegistus and that the text
of The Book of Thoth had been written on leaves of gold in a temple
three leagues from Memphis.” Alliette also emphasized the role of the
Tarot in fortune-telling, creating a deck of cards and an accompanying
book titled Maniére de tirer: Le Grand Etteilla oil tarots Egyptiens, specifically
for the purpose of divination.*

While Court de Gébelin and Alliette promoted the concept of an
Egyptian origin for the Tarot, the IFrench ceremonial magician Eliphas
Lévi (Alphonse-Louis Constant, 1810-1875) who believed that the
Tarot cards represented a secret esoteric alphabet that had links with
the ancient Jewish mystical tradition. According to Lévi, the Tarot
originated with Enoch, the oldest son of Cain,"” and provided the
universal key to the Kabbalah. In one of his major works, Dogme et
Rituel de la Haute Magie [1856]," Lévi proclaimed that the twenty-two
cards of the Major Arcana (the mythological cards of the Tarot) could

" See R. Decker, T. Depaulis and M. Dummett, A Wicked Pack of Cards: the Origins
of the Occult Tarot, loc. cit.: 57.

2 Thid.: 59-60.

* This translates as 4 Way to Entertain Oneself with the Pack of Cards called Tarots. It
was published in Amsterdam and Paris in 1783.

# S.R. Kaplan, Tarot Classic, loc. cit.: 42.

% Q. Mclntosh, Eliphas Lévi and the French Occult Revival, Rider, London 1972: 51.

1% S.R. Kaplan, Tarot Classic, loc. cit.: 45.

7 S.R. Kaplan, Tarot Classic, loc. cit.: 45.
First published in one volume in Paris by Germer Bailliére, 1856.
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be directly attributed to the twenty-two letters of the Hebrew alphabet
and therefore linked to the Tree of Life.*

Lévi’s concept of merging the Kabbalistic Tree of Life with the
Major Arcana of the Tarot was developed by the French physician
Dr Gerard Encausse (1865-1916), who wrote under the name of
Papus. In 1889 Papus published an influential work titled 7The Tarot
of the Bohemians® which was illustrated with images from the Tarot of
Marseilles.”' Papus provided a text-commentary on the symbolism of
each letter of the Hebrew alphabet in direct association with the Tarot
cards of the Major Arcana and his Tarot card images incorporated let-
ters of the Hebrew alphabet next to their titles, thereby reinforcing the
idea that the Tarot and the Jewish mystical tradition were symbolically
interconnected.’® The concept of mapping the Major of Arcana of the
Tarot as a network of symbolic pathways upon the Tree of Life was
subsequently adopted by the ceremonial magicians of the Hermetic
Order of the Golden Dawn® and the Fraternity of the Inner Light,
founded by Dion Fortune. Two other Golden Dawn members, Arthur
Edward Waite (Frater Sacramentum Regis) and Pamela Colman Smith (Soror
Quod Tibi 1d Aliis), created the well-known Rider-Waite Tarot deck (first
published by Rider & Co., London, in 1910), which has remained one
of the most popular Tarot decks up to the present day.

¥ S.R. Kaplan, Tarot Classic, loc. cit.: 46.

% Translated into English by A.P. Morton and published in London, 1892. A revised
edition, edited by A.E. Waite, was published in 1910.

' The Tarot of Marseilles is a 18th century French adaptation of earlier Italian
Tarot decks. According to occult historian Fred Gettings this deck was first printed by
Nicholas Conver in Paris in 1761 but appears to be based on earlier versions produced
by such printers as Arnoud (1748) and Dodal, whose designs were executed in the first
decade of the eighteenth century. See . Gettings, The Book of Tarot, Triune, London
1973: 140.

52° All twenty-two cards of the Major Arcana are reproduced as line drawings in e
Tarot of the Bohemians. See second revised edition with preface by A.E. Waite, Rider &
Son, London 1919.

% Volume 1 of The Golden Dawn (ed. I. Regardie, Aries Press, Chicago 1937) contains
Frater S.R.M.D’s (ie MacGregor Mathers’) ‘Notes on the Tarot’. Here Mathers writes
quite explicitly: ‘In the Tree of Life in the Tarot, each path forms the connecting link
between two of the Sephiroth’ (1937: 141) Mathers then lists all 22 cards in the Major
Arcana, together with a brief summation of their symbolism. (1937: 141-143).
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Rosicrucians and Freemasons

In addition to the Kabbalah, Hermetica and medieval Tarot, the
Western esoteric tradition has also been strongly influenced by two
mystical fraternities, the Freemasons and Rosicrucians, both of which
played a key role in the late 19th and early 20th century magical revival.
Rosicrucianism and Freemasonry build on mystical themes of spiritual
transformation and renewal that have become an intrinsic component
of modern magical perspectives.

Modern Freemasonry has 18th century origins. The Masonic Grand
Lodge of England was established in London in 1717.°* The formation
of the Grand Lodge represented the beginning of what is known as
‘speculative’ Freemasonry, the present-day fraternal order which does
not require that its members should be working stonemasons.”® However
Freemasonry as a tradition derives originally from the practices of
the highly skilled stonemasons and cathedral builders who worked on
large-scale constructions in Italy, France, Spain, Germany and England
during the early Middle Ages.”® As early as the 14th century these so-
called Operative, or Working Masons formed lodges and recognised
‘degrees’ in order to maintain their professional skills and standards. An
itinerant builder was required to answer veiled questions and respond
to special signs and passwords in order to establish his credentials as a
Master Mason. In due course an elaborate system of Masonic rituals
developed, sheathed in secrecy and maintained by oaths of fidelity and
fraternity. By 1723 there were approximately 30 lodges in England; the
Grand Lodge of England developed rapidly into the central governing
body overseeing these lodges, thereby bringing a sense of coherence
and stability to British Masonry”’ By the end of the 18th century there
were also Masonic lodges in most European countries.

Rosicrucianism, meanwhile, has 17th century origins. The Rosicrucian
fraternity announced their existence in Germany with the release of

> C. Mclntosh, The Rosicrucians: The History, Mythology and Rituals of an Esoteric Order,
Weiser, York Beach, Maine 1997: 64.

» W.H. Harris and J.S. Levey, (ed.) ‘Freemasonry’ in The New Columbia Encyclopedia,
Columbia University Press, New York 1975: 1007.

% J.F. Newton, The Builders: The Story and Study of Masonry, Allen & Unwin, London
1918: 72-73.

" C. McIntosh, The Rosicrucians: The History, Mythology and Rituals of an Esoteric Order,
loc. cit.: 64.
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four pamphlets in 1614—16. The first of these documents was the Fama
Fraternitatis, dess Liblichen Ordens des Rosenkreutzes [ The Declaration of the
Worthy Order of the Rosy Cross] issued in Kassel in 1614° together
with a satirical work by the Italian writer Trajano Boccalini titled
Allgemeine und General Reformation, der gantzen weiten Welt | The Universal
and General Reformation of the Whole Wide World]. In 1615 an
anti-Papal document entitled the Confessio Fraternitatis also appeared
in Kassel, published in Latin. This in turn was followed by a fourth
work published in Strasbourg in the German language in 1616, titled
Die Chymische Hochzeit Christiani Rosenkreutz [ The Chemical Marriage of
Christian Rosencreutz, (or Rosycross)|. The last of these, an allegorical
rather than a polemical work, is especially important in the context of
contemporary magical thought because of its alchemical themes and
spiritual rebirth symbolism, and its direct later influence on the Inner
Order ritual grades of the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn.”
Both the Fama and the Confessio contained brief information on the
life of the mythical figure Christian Rosencreutz and the formation of
his Order. The Fama was translated into English by the alchemist and
mystic Thomas Vaughan (1622—-1665) and published in 1652 under
Vaughan’s nom de plume, Eugenius Philalethes.®” The Fama related that
Brother C.R. has travelled extensively and received the wisdom of
the East. The text also proposed that the many learned magicians,
Kabbalists, physicians and philosophers in Germany should collaborate
with each other because until now they have kept ‘their secrets close only
to themselves’.®" The writer explains how the ‘faults of the Church and
the whole Philosophia Moralis [can] be amended’ and reformed through
this new sacred knowledge. The writer then goes on to explain how the
Rosicrucian fraternity came into existence, initially with four members
and later with a much expanded following. The text also mentions that
members of the Brotherhood meet annually in the House of the Holy

% The Fama had been circulating in manucript form for some time, possibly as
early as 1610. See C. Mclntosh, The Rosicrucians: The History, Mythology and Rituals of
an Esoteric Order, loc. cit.: xviil.

% See sections of the present chapter which describe the key influences on the
Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn.

% See The Fame and Confession of the Fraternity of R: C:, Commonly, of the Rosie Cross
[1652] by Eugenius Philalethes in P. Allen (ed.) A Christian Rosenkreutz Anthology, Rudolf
Steiner Publications, Blauvelt, New York 1968: 163—-190.

o1 Thid.: 166.

62 Tbid.: 167.
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Spirit [a building called Sancti spiritus]® and that a vault has been
discovered where the original Brother Rosencreutz is buried.®*

Many who read the Rosicrucian pamphlets sought to contact the
Fraternity without success: “The Brothers, if they existed seemed invis-
ible and impervious to entreaties to make themselves known.® This
lack of public response intensified interest in the Rosicrucian mystery,
especially since the pamphlets were anonymous® and the identity of
the Brothers unknown. Christopher Mclntosh, author of a recent
history of the Rosicrucians, believes that the author of Die Chymische
Hochzeit Christiani Rosenkreutz | The Chemical Marriage of Christian
Rosencreutz] was ‘almost certainly’ the Tibingen-based Protestant
theologian Johann Valentin Andreae (1586—-1654), and that Andreae
may possibly have authored, or co-authored, the Fama as well.”” The
author of the Confessio remains unknown."

McIntosh believes that later developments within the Rosicrucian
movement also placed considerable emphasis on the alchemical secrets
of transmutation and knowledge of the Philosopher’s Stone or the Elixir
of Life.”” Michael Maier (1568-1622), a Lutheran physician with a
strong interest in Hermetica, was one of the first writers to emphasize
the alchemical aspects of Rosicrucianism through such publications
as Symbola Aureae Mensae (1617) and Themis Aurea (1618).”° Maier also
defended the authenticity of the Rosicrucian brotherhood, even though
he claimed at the time that he was not a member.”' Lyndy Abraham
describes the Philosopher’s Stone in her Dictionary of Alchemical Imagery
(1998) as ‘the most famous of all alchemical ideas. The Stone is the
arcanum of all arcana, possessing the power to perfect imperfection in
all things, able to transmute base metals into pure gold and transform

6 Thid.: 169.

0 Thid.: 173.

© TIhid.: 49.

Except for Trajano Boccalini who had authored Allgemeine und General Reformation,
der gantzen weiten Well.

7 C. McIntosh, The Rosicrucians: The History, Mythology and Rituals of an Esoteric Order,
loc. cit.: xix.

6 Thid.

5 Thid.: 51.

0 Both works were published by Luca Jennis in Frankfurt and stressed that the R.C.
Brotherhood really existed. In Symbola Aureae Mensae in particular Maier referred to
the ‘all-wisdom of Hermes’ and the sacredness of the “Virgin’, or ‘Queen Chemia’,
concluding with a Hermetic hymn of regeneration. See FA. Yates, The Rosicrucian
Enlightenment, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London 1972: 84-85.

' Ibid.: 85.
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earthly man into an illumined philosopher.’* The Philosopher’s Stone
also had a Christian dimension that Maier would have found especially
relevant. Abraham writes: ‘It [ie. the Stone] is the figure of light veiled
in dark matter, that divine love essence which combines divine wisdom
and creative power, often identified with Christ as creative Logos.””
The figure of Christian Rosencreutz himself embodies both Christian
and alchemical ideas: he is, as the English Rosicrucian philosopher
and scientist Robert Fludd observed, a symbol of spiritual renewal,
‘a light, as if it were the Sun, yet winged and exceeding the Sun of
our heaven, arising from the tomb...a picture of the making of the
perfect man’.’*

The Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn

The Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn was formally established in
London on 12 February 1888 when its three founding figures, Samuel
Liddell Mathers (1854-1918), Dr William Wynn Westcott (1848-1925)
and Dr William Robert Woodman (1828-1891) signed a document
headed ‘Order of the G.D.” All three were members of the Societas
Rosicruciana in Anglia (SRIA)” and it was through this esoteric Masonic
organisation that they had met each other.”® Westcott had acquired a
manuscript in cipher form which had been discovered among the papers
of a deceased member of the SRIA, and he claimed to have found
among the leaves of the cipher manuscript the name and address of
a certain Fraulein Anna Sprengel, said to be an eminent Rosicrucian
adept. On her authority, and following a lengthy correspondence,
Westcott announced in Masonic and Theosophical circles that he had
been instructed to found an English branch of her German occult

7 L. Abraham, 4 Dictionary of Alchemical Imagery, Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge 1998: 145.

7 Ibid.

" Text quoted in F. King, Ritual Magic in England, Spearman, London 1970:
15-16.

7 The Societas Rosicruciana in Anglia (SRIA) had been founded in England on
1 June 1867 by Robert Wentworth Little and W,J. Hughan, drawing on a system of
grades employed by an Edinburgh-based group known as the Rosicrucian Society in
Scotia. (See R.A. Gilbert, A.E. Waite: Magician of Many Parts, Crucible, Wellingborough
UK 1987: 105). Other members of the SRIA included Frederick Hockley, Kenneth
Mackenzie and Sir Edward Bulwer-Lytton.

6 R.A. Gilbert, Revelations of the Golden Dawn: The Rise and Fall of a Magical Order,
Quantum/Foulsham, Slough UK 1997: 93.
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group, calling it the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn.”” The first
official document defined the purpose of the Golden Dawn as a secret
society dedicated to the pursuit of ‘occult science’. The text began as
follows:

For the purpose of the study of Occult Science, and the further inves-
tigation of the Mysteries of Life and Death, and our Environment,
permission has been granted by the Secret Chiefs of the R.C. to certain
Fratres learned in the Occult Sciences, (and who are also members of the
Soc.Ros.in Ang.) to work the Esoteric Order of the G.D. in the Outer;
to hold meetings thereof for Study and to initiate any approved person
Male or Female, who will enter into an Undertaking to maintain strict
secrecy regarding all that concerns it. Belief in One God necessary. No
other restrictions.”

Three points in this document are of particular interest. The first is the
reference to ‘Secret Chiefs’: from the very establishment of the Order
it was claimed that these mysterious personages provided the spiritual
authority for the Golden Dawn and this would prove to be a point of
contention in later years. The second is that the founders of the Golden
Dawn had decided to admit both male and female members, thus dif-
ferentiating the new organisation from mainstream Freemasonry: this
is significant because, in addition to being members of the Societas
Rosicruciana in Anglia, Mathers, Westcott and Woodman were all
Freemasons, and traditionally Freemasonry admitted only male mem-
bers.” The third is that the new magical order required its members to
believe in ‘One God’. The inference here was that the Golden Dawn
would be grounded philosophically in a monotheistic spiritual tradition.
This was further clarified in the text of the new Golden Dawn ‘pledge
form’ which specified that the preferred religion should be Christianity:
‘Belief in a Supreme Being, or Beings, is indispensable. In addition,

77" A thoroughly researched history of the establishment of the Order is provided
by Ellic. Howe in The Magicians of the Golden Dawn, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London
1972.

 R.A. Gilbert, Revelations of the Golden Dawn: The Rise and Fall of a Magical Order,
loc. cit.: 21.

7 Traditionally women have not been admitted to the Order of Freemasons.
However there have been some exceptions to this rule. Count Alessandro di Cagliostro
(1743-1795) admitted women to his so-called Egyptian rite, the Duchess of Bourbon
presided as grand mistress in the Grand Orient of France lodge (1775) and the Rite
of Mizraim established Masonic lodges for both men and women as early as 1819.
In so-called Co-Masonic orders, the rites follow orthodox Ireemasonry and men and
women hold corresponding ranks.
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the Candidate, if not a Christian, should be at least prepared to take
an interest in Christianity.”®

The latter document also clarified the earlier statement that the
Golden Dawn was dedicated to the ‘investigation of the Mysteries of
Life and Death’ by confirming that it was not prepared to admit can-
didates to the Order who were Mesmerists®' or Spiritualists®® ‘or who
habitually allow[ed] themselves to fall into a completely passive condi-
tion of Will’.¥® This, too, is a crucial point. Central to the development
of the Golden Dawn as a magical organisation would be the develop-
ment of the ‘magical will’, sometimes capitalised as Will to connote a
higher spiritual purpose. The development of the magical will is itself
a defining characteristic of the Western esoteric tradition.

Establishment of the Golden Dawn Temples

Westcott invited his colleague from the SRIA, Samuel Liddell Mathers,
to expand the cipher material so that it could form the basis of a ‘com-

8 Thid.: 23. Nevertheless the form of Christianity which was adopted in the Golden
Dawn, namely the spiritual rebirth symbolism of Christian Rosenkreutz, was far from
the mainstream, and few orthodox Christians would have embraced the concept of
assigning Christ to Tiphareth in the centre of the Kabbalistic Tree of Life alongside
the many other ‘god-forms’ and archetypal mythic images associated by the Golden
Dawn members with the different spheres on the Tree of Life.

8 Franz Anton Mesmer (1734-1815) was born in Germany and studied medicine
at the University of Vienna. Here he embraced the then-current scientific view that a
magnetic fluid permeated all aspects of life. Mesmer then came to the view that when
this natural source of energy was blocked in the body, disease and ill-health would
result. After graduating from the University of Vienna, Mesmer worked as a healer,
first in Vienna and later in Paris, using magnets to ‘correct’ imbalances in the human
organism. He transmitted ‘healing energy’ to his patients by making passes over his
patients with his hands, or by using iron rods or wands that he had magnetized. Mesmer
1s now regarded as one of the pioneers of psychosomatic medicine and hypnotherapy.
During the late-Victorian era of the Golden Dawn, the term ‘Mesmerist’ was used
to connote a hypnotist.

82 Spiritualism is the belief that the spirits of the dead can communicate with the
living through a psychic medium. Seances are conducted to summon a particular
deceased spirit and the medium then enters a state of trance. The deceased spirit
subsequently ‘possesses’ the trance medium and either addresses the gathering directly
or communicates through ‘automatic’ writing, painting or drawing. Spiritualism was
a popular practice in late-Victorian Britain and was widely believed to provide proof
of life after death.

8 R.A. Gilbert, Revelations of the Golden Dawn: The Rise and Fall of a Magical Order,
loc. cit.: 23.
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plete scheme of initiation™®" and this proposal had a positive outcome.
Mathers developed the five Masonic grades into a workable system
suitable for the practice of ceremonial magic and as a result the Isis-
Urania Temple of the Golden Dawn was established in London on 1
March 1888 with Mathers, Westcott and Dr Woodman confirmed as
leaders of the Order.® In a relatively short time it would be followed
by other branches: the Osiris Temple in Weston-super-Mare, the Horus
Temple in Bradford, the Amen-Ra Temple in Edinburgh and the
Ahathoor Temple in Paris.®

In due course the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn would attract
a distinguished membership including such figures as the distinguished
homeopath Dr Edward Berridge; the Scottish Astronomer Royal,
William Peck; Arthur Edward Waite, an authority on the Kabbalah,
Rosicrucianism and the Holy Grail legends; the distinguished poet
William Butler Yeats, who would later win the Nobel prize; well known
physician and pioneer of tropical medicine, Dr R.W. Felkin; lawyer
John W. Brodie-Innes; the well-known fantasy novelists Arthur Machen
and Algernon Blackwood; and the controversial ritual magician and
adventurer Aleister Crowley. The Order also included within its mem-
bership several notable women, among them Annie Horniman, later
a leading patron of Irish theatre; artist Moina Bergson, sister of the
influential French philosopher Henri Bergson and future wife of Samuel
Mathers;*¥ Celtic revivalist Maude Gonne; actress Florence Farr; and
in later years the Christian Kabbalist Violet Firth, better known as the
magical novelist Dion Fortune.®

8 Quoted in E. Howe, The Magicians of the Golden Dawn, Routledge & Kegan Paul,
London 1972: 12.

% See F. King (ed.) Astral Projection, Ritual Magic and Alchemy, Neville Spearman,
London 1971: 21.

% See F. King, Ritual Magic in England, loc. cit.: 43 and R.A. Gilbert, Revelations of
the Golden Dawn: The Rise and Fall of a Magical Order, loc. cit.: 44.

8 Samuel Mathers and Moina Bergson married in 1890.

% Details of the Golden Dawn membership are included in E. Howe, The Magicians
of the Golden Dawn, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London 1972; I. Colquhuon, Sword of
Wisdom: MacGregor Mathers and the Golden Dawn, Neville Spearman, London 1975; R.A.
Gilbert, Revelations of the Golden Dawn: The Rise and Fall of a Magical Order, loc. cit., and
M.K. Greer, Women of the Golden Dawn, Park Street Press, Rochester, Vermont 1995.
According to Ellic Howe (The Magicians of the Golden Dawn loc. cit.: 49), 170 people
had been initiated into the Golden Dawn by 2 September 1893 and 315 by 1896.
These figures include the membership of four Golden Dawn temples at that time: Isis-
Urania in London; Osiris in Weston-super-Mare; Horus in Bradford and Amen-Ra in
Edinburgh, and after 1894, Mathers’ Ahathoor temple in Paris.
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Ritual Degrees and the Tree of Life

As Freemasons, Westcott and Mathers were strongly attracted to the
concept of ritual degrees, and the grades of the Hermetic Order of
the Golden Dawn were formulated in a manner that would align them
symbolically with the sephiroth, or levels of mystical consciousness upon
the Kabbalistic Tree of Life. Four of the five ritual grades had Latin
names: Zelator (corresponding to the sephirah Malkuth on the Tree of
Life), Theoricus (corresponding to Yesod), Practicus (corresponding to
Hod) and Philosophus (corresponding to Netzach).* There was also
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Fig. 2. The Golden Dawn version of the Tree of Life, combining the ten sephiroth
and the interconnecting paths, represented by the Major Arcana of the Tarot.

% F. King, Ritual Magic in England, loc. cit.: 57-58.
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a ‘Neophyte’ grade which, in a symbolic sense, was located below the
Kabbalistic Tree of Life because at this stage the candidate who had
just entered the Golden Dawn had not yet embarked on the magical
exploration of the higher spheres on the Tree. Occult historian Francis
King notes that immediately after admission to the grade the Neophyte
was given the first ‘Knowledge Lecture’, a document that contained
various Hermetic teachings together with instructions on the meditations
the candidate was to perform as part of his psycho-spiritual training,
The Neophyte was also given the rubric of the ‘Qabalistic Cross and the
Lesser Ritual of the Pentagram’ so that he or she might copy, learn
and practise it, ‘thus arriving as some...comprehension of the way to
come into contact with spiritual forces.”*

When Westcott, Mathers and Dr Woodman established the Isis-
Urania Temple in London in 1888, they conferred upon themselves a
Second Order?' ritual grade which implied that they were the ‘Secret
Chiefs’ incarnate: the grade 7° = 4° corresponded to the sephirah Chesed,
the fourth emanation on the Tree of Life and the sphere symbolically
associated with the Ruler of the Universe (represented cosmologically
by Jehovah/Yahweh in Judaism, Zeus in ancient Greece and Jupiter
in ancient Rome). As the leaders of the Isis-Urania Temple, Westcott,
Mathers and Woodman interacted with incoming members by using
secret magical names, for as a matter of principle Golden Dawn
members could only be allowed to know the magical names of their
peers and those with lower grades beneath them. Mathers was known
as Deo Duce Comite Ferro and later °S Rioghail Mo Dhream, Westcott was
Non Omnis Moriar and Sapere Aude, and Woodman Magna est Veritas et
Praevalebit and Vincit Omnia Veritas.”

The three grades of the Second Order were Adeptus Minor (cor-
responding to Tiphareth on the Tree of Life), Adeptus Major (cor-
responding to Geburah) and Adeptus Exemptus (corresponding to
Chesed).” By passing through the 5° = 6° ritual grade of Adeptus

% TIbid.: 57.

9 According to Golden Dawn historian R.A. Gilbert, the Second Order, the Rosae
Rubeae et Aureae Crucis had existed since the earliest days of the Golden Dawn, but had
worked no actual rituals. ‘Members who advanced to become adepti of the Second
Order did so by means of passing examinations.” See R.A. Gilbert, 4. F. Waite: Magician
of Many Parts, loc. cit.: 107.

92 The magical names of the leading Golden Dawn members are provided in G.M.
Harper, Yeats’s Golden Dawn, Macmillan, London 1974: 314-316.

% F. King, Ritual Magic in England, loc. cit.: 56.
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Minor the ceremonial magician entered what Mathers called ‘the
Vault of the Adepts’.” The candidate was bound symbolically on the
‘Cross of Suffering’ while also witnessing ‘the resurrection of the Chief
Adept, who represented Christian Rosencreutz, from a tomb within an

> 95

elaborately painted, seven-sided vault’.

The Spiritual Realm of the ‘Secret Chiefs’

As indicated above, the fourth emanation on the Kabbalistic Tree
(Chesed) lies just below the supernal triad of Kether, Chokmah and
Binah. Between the supernal triad and the seven lower sephiroth upon the
Tree is a symbolic divide associated with a transitional sephirah known as
Daath (knowledge), which is often referred to by magical practitioners
as the Abyss.” The Abyss symbolically distinguishes the transcendent
nature of the Godhead (above) from the domain of Creation (below).
In the Jewish mystical tradition symbolic forms are rarely ascribed to
levels of mystical reality above the Abyss because, essentially, they lie
beyond the realm of Creation. Despite the transcendental nature of
the supernal triad on the Kabbalistic Tree of Life, Mathers and his
wife conceived of a mystical Third Order which corresponded to the
exalted levels of spiritual awareness above the Abyss. They proposed
the ritual grades of Magister Templi (corresponding to Binah), Magus
(corresponding to Chokmah) and Ipsissimus (corresponding to Kether)
and declared that the sacred domain of the Third Order was also the
spiritual home of the ‘Secret Chiefs’ referred to in the founding charter
of the Golden Dawn. Mathers spoke of ‘the Great White Lodge of the
Adepti’,”” but was less than forthcoming when it came to describing how
contact with the Secret Chiefs could actually be achieved. Nevertheless,
he did take the credit for establishing the inspirational connection that
sustained the Golden Dawn:

Prior to the establishment of the Vaults of the Adepts in Britannia (the
First of the Golden Dawn in the Outer being therein actively working. . . it
was found absolutely and imperatively necessary that there should be

% Quoted in F. King, Ritual Magic in England, loc. cit.: 44. The “Vault of the Adepts’
was a ritual crypt representing the burial tomb of Christian Rosenkreutz.

% R.A. Gilbert, 4.E. Waite: Magician of Many Parts, loc. cit.: 112.

% 1. Bonner, Qabalah, Skoob Publishing, London 1995: 98-99.

9 F. King, Ritual Magic in England, loc. cit.: 65.
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some eminent Member especially chosen to act as the link between the
Secret Chiefs and the more external forms of the Order. It was requisite
that such Member should be me, who, while having the necessary and
peculiar educational basis of critical and profound occult archaeologi-
cal knowledge should at the same time not only be ready and willing to
devote himself in every sense to a blind and unreasoning obedience to
those Secret Chiefs...%

However, Mathers was unable to supply his followers with any detailed
information about the actual identity of the mysterious Secret Chiefs
who represented the source of his magical authority:

I do not even know their earthly names. I know them only by certain
secret mottoes. I have but very rarely seen them in the physical body; and
on such rare occasions the rendezvous was made astrally by them at the time
and place which had been astrally appointed beforechand. For my part
I believe them to be human and living upon this earth but possessing
terrible superhuman powers.”

By claiming exclusive access to the Secret Chiefs, Mathers was acting in
a way that would have a substantial impact on the future development
of the Golden Dawn: he was effectively claiming privileged access to
a unique source of sacred power. And Mathers would soon be able to
exert his total authority over the Golden Dawn in a more literal and
specific way. Dr Woodman had died in 1891 and Westcott had already
begun to redirect his attention away from the Golden Dawn towards
the Societas Rosicruciana in Anglia, which became his administrative
responsibility from 1892 onwards.'” Westcott finally resigned from the
Golden Dawn in 1897 because rumours relating to his involvement
in the Golden Dawn were affecting his professional career as Crown
Coroner.""" The death of Woodman and the resignation of Westcott
left Mathers effectively in control of both the Inner and Outer Orders
of the Golden Dawn, even though he and his wife were now based in
Paris, having moved there in 1894.

% Quoted in E. Howe, The Magicians of the Golden Dawn, loc. cit.: 127.

9 Tbid.

1 R.A. Gilbert, Revelations of the Golden Dawn: The Rise and Fall of a Magical Order,
loc. cit.: 79.

1 See R. Hutton, The Triumph of the Moon: A History of Modern Pagan Witcheraft,
Oxford University Press, Oxford 1999: 76 and R.A. Gilbert, Revelations of the Golden
Dawn: The Rise and Fall of a Magical Order, loc. cit.: 48.
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Mathers’ Autocratic Leadership and Its Consequences

At the time of his assumption of total control of the Golden Dawn,
Mathers was engaged in literary research at the Bibliotheque de
I’Arsenal, where much of his time was taken up translating the French
manuscript of a lengthy and important 15th century grimoire titled
The Sacred Magic of Abramelin the Mage."” Mathers was now referring to
himself as MacGregor Mathers, MacGregor of Glenstrae and Count
of Glenstrae to feign some sense of rank and importance.'™ Supported
financially by wealthy Golden Dawn member Annie Horniman (Soror
Fortiter et Recte),'* a tea heiress and key senior member of the London
Isis-Urania Temple, Mathers was presiding over the Ahathoor Temple
in Paris while simultaneously attempting to maintain dominance over
the various Golden Dawn branches across the Channel. However when
Annie Horniman queried various aspects of the funding of Mathers’
stay in Paris, Mathers accused her of insubordination and expelled her
from the Order.!®

Mathers’ autocratic style and the expulsion of Annie Horniman from
the Golden Dawn caused considerable disquiet among Order mem-
bers and he caused even more consternation the following year when,
in a letter to senior Order member Mrs Florence Farr Emery (Soror
Sapientia Sapienti Dono Data) dated 16 February 1897, he charged her with
‘attempting to make a schism’ in the Golden Dawn and expelled her
from the Order as well.'"™ The expulsion of Annie Horniman and Mrs
Emery from the Golden Dawn would lead to three years of internal
bickering and dissension among Order members.

A crucial confrontation occurred in April 1900 when another Golden
Dawn member, Aleister Crowley, who was regarded as an ally of
Mathers, arrived in London from Paris, where he had been initiated

102 Publication of this text would later be financed by Frederick Leigh Gardner,

a collector of esoterica, the grimoire being issued by John M. Watkins, London, in
1898, but it was not a commercial success in Britain. The Chicago-based De Laurence
Company issued a pirated edition in the United States in 1932 and this was more
successful. It reprinted in 1939 and 1948.

1% Although only a clerk and infantryman by profession—he had been a private in
the Hampshire Infantry Volunteers—Mathers believed that the Jacobite title of Count
of Glen Strae had been bestowed on one of his ancestors by King James II.

' Annie Horniman was providing Mathers with an allowance of £420 per annum.
See G.M. Harper, Yeats’s Golden Dawn, Macmillan, London 1974: 163, fn. 10.

1% Quoted in G.M. Harper, Yeats’s Golden Dawn, loc. cit.: 15.

1% Thid.: 22.
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by Mathers into the 5° = 6° degree.'” On 17 April, Crowley (Frater
Perdurabo) and a Golden Dawn colleague, Miss Elaine Simpson (Soror
Donorum Dei Dispensatis Fidelis) broke into the Second Order members’
meeting rooms in an effort to seize Order property, acting on Mathers’
direct authority. Two days later Crowley was involved in a direct con-
frontation with Second Order members William Butler Yeats (Frater
Daemon est Deus Inversus) and Edward A. Hunter (Frater Hora Et Semper) at
the same meeting rooms. Hunter later provided a statement, describing
Crowley’s somewhat melodramatic performance: About 11:30 Crowley
arrived in Highland dress, a black mask over his face, and a plaid thrown
over his head and shoulders, an enormous gold or gilt cross on his
breast, and a dagger by his side.”'” Yeats and Hunter barred Crowley
from access to the Order’s premises and Crowley subsequently called
for a constable to intervene: the constable in turn advised Crowley to
‘place the matter in the hands of a lawyer’.'”

As a direct consequence of this confrontation, at a meeting of twenty-
two Second Order members of the Isis-Urania Temple on 21 April
1900, a resolution was passed expelling Mathers and Miss Simpson from
the Order of the Golden Dawn and also refusing admission to Crowley,
whose 5° = 6° degree initiation in Paris had not been recognised by
the London Second Order members.''’ Mathers’ exclusive hold on the
Order of the Golden Dawn had effectively come to an end.

Golden Dawn Splinter Groups

In spite of the reaction against Mathers’ autocratic rule, several mem-
bers of the Golden Dawn formed splinter groups inspired by their
own versions of the ‘Secret Chiefs’. Mrs Florence Farr Emery headed
a Golden Dawn Second Order offshoot known as the Sphere Group,
that at first was said to be controlled by an Egyptian Adept and later
drew on the inspirational symbolism of the Cup of the Stolistes, an

107

Crowley had been initiated into this degree by Mathers on 16 January 1900. See
I King, Ritual Magic in England, loc. cit.: 67.

1% G.M. Harper, Yeats’s Golden Dawn, loc. cit.: 23. See also E. Howe, The Magicians
of the Golden Dawn, loc. cit.: 225.

199 Thid.

1% Five members of Isis-Urania’s Second Order remained loyal to Mathers. They
were: Dr Edward Berridge (Frater Resurgam); George C. Jones (Frater Volo Noscere); Mrs
Alice Simpson (Soror Perseverantia et Cura Quies); Miss Elaine Simpson (Soror Fidelis) and Col.
Webber (Frater Non Sine Numine). See F. King, Ritual Magic in England, loc. cit.: 69.
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image of the Holy Grail.''' Much of the Sphere Group’s activities
were devoted to inner plane work, including astral explorations, skry-

ing,'” colour-meditation'” and spirit-communication.''* Meanwhile,

Dr R.W. Yelkin (Frater Finem Respice), together with several members of
the London Isis-Urania Temple and the Edinburgh Amen-Ra Temple,
founded the Order of the Stella Matutina (Morning Star) and continued
to strive for contact with the Secret Chiefs even though they had broken

"MK Greer, Women of the Golden Dawn, loc. cit.: 257. Greer explains how the
Cup Of Stolistes had been created as a sacred image based on the specific sephiroth
from the Kabbalistic Tree of Life:

“There were twelve people in the “Sphere Working”, evenly divided into six women
and six men.. Every Sunday from noon to lpm. in their own separate homes but working
simultaneously, they began by creating an image of the Cup of Stolistes (Holy Grail)
containing a burning heart that represented Tiphareth. The sephiroth of the “middle
pillar” (Kether, Daath, Tiphareth, Yesod and Malkuth) were aligned in a central column,
with Kether envisaged as a flame arising from the top of the Cup and Malkuth forming
its base. The remaining six sephuroth were doubled (to form twelve) and arched toward
the four directions, creating a sphere around Tiphareth. Each person took one of the
twelve sphere positions, envisioning themselves not only as the corresponding sephira but
as an entire Tree of Life within that sephira. They saw themselves clothed in the colour
of the planet, bathed in an aura the colour of the sgphira, and they consciously projected
appropriately coloured rays of light to the nearest sephiroth on the central column and
to the sephiroth above and below them.” The visualisations focused the energy initially
on the Second Order meeting rooms and were then expanded in range to cover the
whole of London, the entire planet and then the Universe itself. The purpose of these
visualisations says Greer was to ‘transmute evil into good through the actions of the
greater forces on the lesser’ (Ibid.: 257).

12 Skrying, or scrying, is a form of divination in which the practitioner gazes at a
shiny or polished surface to induce a trance-state in which images appear as part of
a ‘psychic’ communication. Crystal balls, mirrors, polished metal and cups of clear
liquid have all been used for the purpose of skrying. An essay titled ‘Of Skrying and
Travelling in the Spirit-Vision’, written by Soror VN.R. (Moina Mathers) was included
in Israel Regardie’s monumental work, The Golden Dawn, vol. 4, Aries Press, Chicago
1940: 29-42.

15 Colour meditation is a practise whereby a practitioner visualises various colours
because of their perceived healing properties. Red, orange and yellow are stimulants,
whereas green, blue, indigo and violet are relaxants and each of these colours are
believed to have specific healing effects. In the Golden Dawn each of the different
sephiroth on the Tree of Life was ascribed a colour, for the purpose of visualisation and
meditation. In his work on Kabbalistic meditation, The Middle Pillar, Isracl Regardie
(who was a member of the Stella Matutina) provides the following correlations between
specific colours and the sephiroth on the Tree: Kether:white; Chokmah:grey; Binah:
black; Daas [ Daath]:lavender-blue; Chesed: blue; Gevurah [Geburah]: red; Tipharas
[ Tiphareth]: gold; Netzach:green; Hod: orange; Yesod: puce; Malkus [Malkuth]: ‘mixed
colours’ (these are usually interpreted in the Golden Dawn system as citrine,olive,
russet and black). See I. Regardie, The Middle Pillar, Aries Press, Chicago 1945: 140.
For the ‘mixed colours of Malkuth’ see W.E. Butler, The Magician: His Training and Work,
Aquarian Press, London 1959: 81.

" M.K. Greer, Women of the Golden Dawn, loc. cit.: 260.
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their allegiance to their former leader. Felkin had named his Order the
Stella Matutina because Venus (the Morning Star) was believed to be
the guardian planet of the Isis-Urania Temple.'” Prominent members
of the Amoun Temple of the Stella Matutina in London included John
W. Brodie-Innes (formerly a leading member of Amen-Ra Temple in
Edinburgh, where he was known as Frater Sub Spe), Annie Horniman,
Percy Bullock, Arthur Edward Waite and William Butler Yeats.'"® In
its later years, Israel Regardie, editor of the major four-volume source-
work, The Golden Dawn, would also join the Stella Matutina.'"’

Magical Symbolism in the Golden Dawn

As Israel Regardie notes in relation to the Neophyte grade, for the
Golden Dawn magician the ultimate mythic attainment was to come
forth ritually into the Light, for this was the very essence of spiritual
rebirth.'"® The process of ascending the Kabbalistic Tree of Life by
means of visualisation and ceremonial magic involved powerful acts of
creative imagination: the magician had to feel that he or she was fully
engaging with each sphere of consciousness in turn. However the mono-
theistic nature of the Kabbalistic Tree of Life presented the Golden
Dawn occultists with a paradox, for while they acknowledged the sacred
unity of the Tree of Life in all its emanations they also believed that
they had to focus their creative awareness upon a sequence of specific
archetypal images if they were to ‘ascend’ to the Light. Their solution
was to regard the Kabbalistic Tree of Life as a matrix upon which
the archetypes of the great Western mythologies could be charted and
interrelated as part of a sacred unity. It then became possible to cor-
relate the major deities from the pantheons of ancient Egypt, Greece,

115 G.M. Harper, Yeais’s Golden Dawn, loc. cit.: 28.

16 See I. Colquhoun, Sword of Wisdom: MacGregor Mathers and the Golden Dawn,
loc. cit. 191-192.

17 Tsrael Regardie (1907-1985), a one-time secretary to Aleister Crowley, joined the
Stella Matutina in 1933, attained a ritual grade of Theoricus Adeptus Minor and then
left in December 1934. Between 1937 and 1940 he published a four-volume treatise
The Golden Dawn (Aries Press, Chicago), which included the bulk of the Golden Dawn’s
rituals and teachings, thereby providing an invaluable source of esoteric material that might
otherwise have faded into obscurity. See www.hermeticgoldendawn.org/regardie.htm

18 Within the Golden Dawn system of ritual grades this would not actually be
achieved until the candidate had attained the Second Order 5° = 6° degree associated
with Tiphareth, the sphere of ‘spiritual rebirth’.
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Rome and Celtic Europe in what was eflectively a cumulative approach
to the western mythological imagination. In due course other magical
objects would also be charted symbolically upon the Tree, including
various precious stones, perfumes, minerals and sacred plants—each
being assigned to specific gods and goddesses in a ceremonial context.
These charted mythological images were known to the Golden Dawn
magicians as ‘magical correspondences’.

Occult historian Ithell Colquhoun notes that S.L.. Mathers and
Wynn Westcott began compiling the lists of magical correspondences
during the 1890s but this work would subsequently be commandeered
by Aleister Crowley and published under his own name:

A manuscript arranged in tabular form and known as The Book of
Correspondences, the compilation of which Mathers and Wynn Westcott
had together begun in the early days of their association, was circu-
lated by them among their more promising students during the 1890s.
Allan Bennett had a copy which he passed on to [Aleister] Crowley, or
allowed him to copy again. Years later Crowley, while convalescing in
Bournemouth, had the bright idea of adding a few columns to it. He
then gave it the title of Liber 777, wrote an introduction and notes and, in
1909, published the whole as his own work, ‘privately’, under the imprint
of the Walter Scott Publishing Co. Ltd., London and Felling-on-Tyne.
This is the explanation of Crowley’s claim to the feat of composing
the whole within a week and without reference books. Certain of the
columns were repeated in his Magick in Theory and Practice (1929) and in
Regardie’s The Golden Dawn. A new impression of the original was Liber
777 Rewised, brought out in by the Neptune Press, London in 1955... the
authorship of Mathers, who had done most of the initial work, went
unrecognised.'!?

The listings in Liber 777 included references to ancient Egyptian and
Roman deities as well as listings for western astrology, plants, precious
stones and perfumes. The following are selected listings from Crowley’s
version of Mathers’ and Westcott’s Book of Correspondences published in
Table 1 in Liber 777:'%°

19 1. Colquhoun, Sword of Wisdom: MacGregor Mathers and the Golden Dawn, loc. cit.
104-105.

120 See A. Crowley, Liber 777, in The Qabalah of Aleister Crowley, Weiser, New York
1973: 1-10.
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Table of Correspondences

Level Kabbalah — Astrology Egyptian Roman

1 Kether Primum Mobile Ptah, Hadith  Jupiter
2 Chokmah Zodiac/Fixed Stars Amoun, Thoth Janus

3 Binah Saturn Isis, Nephthys  Juno, Cybele,
Hecate

4 Chesed  Jupiter Amoun Jupiter

5 Geburah  Mars Horus Mars

6 Tiphareth Sol (Sun) Ra Apollo

7 Netzach  Venus Hathoor Venus

8 Hod Mercury Anubis Mercury

9  Yesod Luna Shu Diana
10 Malkuth  The Elements Seb Ceres

The following perfumes, precious stones and plants were considered
appropriate in rituals corresponding to the invoked god or goddess for
each of the ten sephiroth and are also listings from Crowley’s Table 1:'!

Level Precious Stones Perfumes Plants
1 Diamond Ambergris Almond in flower
2 Star Ruby, Turquoise Musk Amaranth
3 Star Sapphire, Pearl Myrrh, Civet Cypress, Opium Poppy
4 Amethyst, Sapphire Cedar Olive, Shamrock
5 Ruby Tobacco Oak. Nux Vomica, Nettle
6 Topaz Olibanum Acacia, Bay, Laurel, Vine
7 Emerald Benzoin, Rose, Rose
Sandlewood
8 Opal Storax Moly, Anhalonium lewinii
9 Quartz Jasmine Mandrake, Damiana
10 Rock Crystal Dittany of Crete Willow, Lily, Ivy

12 Crowley’s Liber 777 listings included several psychoactive plants: opium poppy,
nux vomica, mandrake, peyote (Anhalonium lewini) and damiana, a sure sign that these
were his additions and not part of the original Mathers/Westcott listings. Moly is a
mythical plant: it was given by Hermes to Odysseus to protect him from the magic of
Circe. See C. Ratsch, The Dictionary of Sacred and Magical Plants, Prism Press, Dorset,
1992: 127.
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Liber 777 and its precursor The Book of Correspondences helped codify the
modern magical imagination. The listings themselves are of historic
significance because they represented an early attempt to systematise
archetypal images and ‘mythic’ levels of consciousness at a time when
psychology itself was still in its infancy. Liber 777 and The Book of
Correspondences predate by well over a decade Carl Jung’s work with the
primordial images’ of the unconscious mind, later referred to as the
‘archetypes of the collective unconscious’.'*

From a psychological perspective it is clear that the magicians of
the Golden Dawn regarded the Tree of Life as a complex symbol
representing the realm of sacred inner potentialities. To simulate the
gods and goddesses through acts of magic was to become like them. The
challenge was to identify oneself with the mythological and archetypal
images of the psyche through a process of direct encounter: the act of
engaging the gods, whether through ritual or by some other means like
visualisation, meditation or magical trance, was essentially a process
of discovering one’s inner potential. As Aleister Crowley observed in
Magick in Theory and Practice (1929): *...the Gods are but names for the
forces of Nature themselves’* and ‘the true God is man. In man are
all things hidden..."'**

The magicians in the Golden Dawn had therefore to imagine that
they were partaking of the nature of each of the gods in turn, embody-
ing within themselves the very essence of the deity. Their rituals were
designed to control all the circumstances which might assist them in their
journey through the subconscious mind and the mythic imagination.
They included all the symbols and colours of the god, the utterance
of magical names of power, and the burning of incense or perfume
appropriate to the deity concerned. In Golden Dawn ceremonial
workings, the ritual magician imagined that he or she had become
the deity whose forms were imitated in ritual. The traditional concept
of the gods (or God) ruling humanity was reversed so that it was now
the ritual magician who controlled the gods, uttering the sacred names

122 According to Jung’s colleague, Dr Jolande Jacobi, Jung at first referred to ‘pri-
mordial images’ and later to the ‘dominants of the collective unconscious’. It was
‘only later that he called them archetypes’. Jacobi notes that Jung took the term
‘archetype’ from the Corpus Hermeticum and from De Diwinis nominibus by Dionysius the
pseudo-Areopagite. See J. Jacobi, The Psychology of C.G. Jung, Routledge & Kegan Paul,
London 1942: 39.

12 A. Crowley, Magick in Theory and Practice (1929), Castle Books, New York, n.d.: 120.

124 Thid.: 152-153.
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that sustained the universe. As Eliphas Lévi had written in his seminal
text The Rey of the Mysteries, ©...all magic is in a word, and that word
pronounced Kabbalistically is stronger than all the powers of Heaven,
Earth and Hell. With the name of 1od, He, Vau, He, one commands
Nature...!®

In passing through the ritual grades from Malkuth to Netzach, the
Outer Order members of the Golden Dawn focused their magical
activities on the mythic levels associated with the lower sephiroth of
the Tree of Life, specifically the spheres of Malkuth, Yesod, Hod and
Netzach.' In doing so, they developed specific techniques for the
expansion of spiritual awareness. These included a rich application
of magical symbols and mythic imagery in their ritual adornments,
ceremonial procedures and invocations, all of which were intended to
focus the imagination during the performance of a given magical ritual.
In one of his most important books, The Tree of Life, Isracl Regardie
describes magical ritual as ‘a deliberate exhilaration of the Will and
the exaltation of the Imagination, the end being the purification of
the personality and the attainment of a spiritual state of consciousness,

in which the ego enters into a union with either its own Higher Self
or a God’."”

Dion Fortune and the Inner Light

Apart from Aleister Crowley, who abandoned Golden Dawn theurgy in
order to practise Thelemic sex magic, one of the other notable figures
to emerge from the Golden Dawn was Dion Fortune (1890-1946).
Fortune’s The Mystical Qabalah (1935) is widely regarded among esoteric
practitioners as one of the best practical sourcebooks in its field. She

1% K. Levi, The Key of the Mysteries, Rider, London 1959: 174.

126 The Kabbalistic sphere of Malkuth, for example, was associated with the earth,
crops, the immediate environment and living things. Yesod was linked symbolically to
the Moon and was regarded as the sphere of ‘astral imagery’, the dream-world and
the element Water. Yesod was also the seat of the sexual instincts and corresponded
to the genital area when ‘mapped’ upon the figure of Adam Kadmon, the archetypal
human being. Hod was associated with the planet Mercury, representing intellect and
rational thinking, and symbolised the orderly or structured aspects of the manifested
universe. Netzach was linked to the planet Venus, and was said to complement the
intellectual and orderly functions of Hod. While Hod could be considered clinical and
rational, Netzach represented the arts, creativity, subjectivity and the emotions. See
also the mythological listings in Liber 777 referred to above.

127 See 1. Regardie, The Tree of Life: A Study in Magic, Rider, London 1932: 106.
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also wrote several works of occult fiction, including The Goat-foot God
(1936), a novel dedicated to the Great God Pan.

Dion Fortune was born Violet Mary Firth on 6 December 1890 at
Bryn-y-Bia, in Llandudno, Wales. Her father, Arthur Firth, was a solici-
tor but for her own reasons Violet liked to emphasise a close connection
with the better known Firth family of Sheffield, a leading steel-producing
company, and she would later take its family motto as her own.

Although details of her early professional life are scanty it is known
that she worked as a therapist in a medico-psychological clinic in East
London and later studied psychoanalysis in classes held at the University
of London by a Professor Flugel, who was also a member of the Society
for Psychical Research.'”® Strongly influenced by the theories of Freud,
Adler and Jung, Firth became a lay psychoanalyst in 1918. In Jung’s
thought, especially, she found correlations between the ‘archetypes of the
collective unconscious’ and a realm of enquiry which would increasingly
fascinate her: the exploration of sacred mythological images invoked
by occultists during their rituals and visionary encounters.

According to Fortune’s biographer, Alan Richardson, her first contact
with occult perspectives seems to have come through her association
with an Irish Freemason, Dr Theodore Moriarty. Firth probably met
Moriarty at the clinic where she worked; he in turn was involved in
giving lectures on occult theories in a private house in the village of
Eversley in northern Hampshire. Dr Moriarty’s interests were both
Theosophical and metaphysical, encompassing such subject matter
as the study of psychology and religion, the so-called ‘root races’ of
lost Atlantis,'” mystical and Gnostic Christianity, reincarnation, and
the occult relationship between mind, matter and spirit. It is not clear
whether Dr Moriarty had any personal connection with the Golden
Dawn magicians—many of whom were also Freemasons. But Violet
Firth had a close friend, Maiya Tranchell-Hayes (later Mrs Maiya

28 A. Richardson, Priestess: The Life and Magic of Dion Fortune, Aquarian Press,
Wellingborough UK 1987: 52.

129 The concept of ‘root races’ is a 19th century Theosophical teaching which
states that humanity has evolved through different phases of spiritual growth and
intellectual development, each of these being known as a ‘root race’. The present
state of humanity is said to be the fifth root race. It was preceded by the Atlantean
(fourth) and Lemurian (third), both of which were engulfed in cataclysms. According
to Madame H.P. Blavatsky the first root race consisted of ‘Celestial Men’ (see The Secret
Doctrine, [1888] Vol. 1: 214) wheareas the second root race were of a-sexual origin and
were known as “The Fathers of the “sweat-born”’ (The Secret Doctrine [1897] Vol. 3:
125), Theosophical Publishing House, Madras, fifth edition, 1962.
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Curtis-Webb), whom she had known from childhood and who was
also an occult devotee, and through her she was introduced to the
Golden Dawn Temple of the Alpha and Omega in 1919."° Based in
London, this temple was a southern offshoot of the Scottish section of
the Golden Dawn headed by Dr J.W. Brodie-Innes. Maiya Tranchell-
Hayes became her teacher at the Alpha and Omega temple,"' and Firth
found the magical ceremonies powerful and evocative. However she also
felt there was a sense of gloom in this particular group. According to
Firth: “The glory had departed...most of its original members were
dead or withdrawn; it had suffered severely during the war, and was
manned mainly by widows and grey-bearded ancients.”’* A year later
Firth joined a London temple headed by Mrs Moina Mathers, who
was continuing the esoteric work of her husband following his untimely
death from influenza in the epidemic of 1918.

In the Temple of the Alpha and Omega, Violet Firth took the magi-
cal name Deo Non Fortuna, ‘by God and not by luck’, which was also the
Latin motto inscribed upon the Firth family crest. She subsequently
became known in esoteric circles as Dion Fortune, a contraction of her
magical name, and in 1922 formed her own meditative group. Originally
established as The Christian Mystic Lodge of the Theosophical Society,
it soon became known as The Fraternity of the Inner Light. For a time,
following an agreement with Moina Mathers, Fortune’s meditative group
served as ‘an Outer Court to the Golden Dawn system’* but when
Fortune had a significant disagreement with Mrs Mathers in 1924"*

130 A. Richardson, Priestess: The Life and Magic of Dion Fortune, loc. cit.: 111.

B According to Kenneth Grant, Fortune based the character of Vivian le Fay
Morgan in her two novels The Sea-Priestess (1938) and Moon Magic (1956) on Maiya
Tranchell-Hayes. See K. Grant, The Magical Revival, loc. cit.: 177. Tranchell-Hayes
was a pupil of J.W. Brodie-Innes, a leading member of the Amen-Ra Temple in
Edinburgh.

2 Quoted in A. Richardson, Priestess: The Life and Magic of Dion Fortune, loc. cit.:
112.

1% Ibid.: 117.

13 The dispute arose over the publication of Fortune’s book The Esoteric Philosophy
of Love and Marriage, which put forward the view that a sexual relationship between
two people could be considered as an energy exchange on many levels of being, not
just the physical level. While this now seems reasonably innocuous, and perhaps even
obvious, Moina Mathers charged Dion Fortune with ‘betraying the inner teaching of
the Order’. Fortune protested that she hadn’t actually received the relevant degree
from Mrs Mathers’ temple and she was then ‘pardoned’. Nevertheless, the dispute with
Moina Mathers continued. Soon afterwards, according to an account by Dion Fortune
published in The Occult Review, Mrs Mathers suspended Dion Fortune for writing her
book Sane Occultism and ceased all magical co-operation, turning her out ‘because
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she then set up a temple of her own in Bayswater. Fortune’s temple was
loosely affiliated with the Stella Matutina, the splinter group established
by Dr R.W. Felkin and other Golden Dawn members following the rift
with MacGregor Mathers.

Dion Fortune’s contribution to Western esoteric thought dates from
the formation of the Fraternity of the Inner Light. Here she increasingly
engaged herself in the mythological dimensions of magic, venturing into
what she now came to regard as the collective pagan soul of humanity,
tapping into the very heart of the Ancient Mysteries. Reversing the
male-dominated, solar-oriented tradition which MacGregor Mathers
had established in the Golden Dawn, Fortune committed herself com-
pletely to the magical potency of the archetypal Feminine, and began
exploring Goddess images in the major ancient pantheons. She was also
intrigued by the symbolic and sexual polarities in magic, including those
of the Black Isis."” Isis is best known as the great goddess of magic in
ancient Egyptian mythology, as the wife of the sun-god Osiris and the
mother of Horus. It was Isis who succeeded in piecing together the
fragments of Osiris’s body after he had been murdered by Set, and it
was she who also tricked Ra into revealing his secret magical name.'*
However Fortune was apparently interested in a different aspect of Isis,
a dimension that the tantric magician Kenneth Grant has called the
‘primordial essence of Woman (sek#z) in her dynamic aspect’. While Isis
was a lunar goddess'” and the Moon is traditionally considered ‘passive’,
a receptacle or reflector of light, the Black Isis was said to destroy all
that was ‘inessential and obstructive to the soul’s development’. This
in turn led to an exploration of the magic of sexuality. According to
Grant, the basis of Fortune’s work at this time involved ‘the bringing
into manifestation of this sakti by the magically controlled interplay of
sexual polarity embodied in the priest (the consecrated male) and the
specially chosen female.” Together they enacted the immemorial Rite
and this formed a vortex on the inner planes ‘down which the tremen-

certain symbols had not appeared in my aura—a perfectly unanswerable charge.” See
R.A. Gilbert, Revelations of the Golden Dawn, loc. cit.: 124.

1% K. Grant, The Magical Revival, Muller, London 1972: 176.

156 See P. Turner & C.R. Coulter, ‘Isis’ in Dictionary of Ancient Deities, Oxford University
Press 2000: 243 and R.A. Armour, “The Adventures of Osiris and Isis’ in Gods and
Myths of Ancient Egypt, American University in Cairo Press, Cairo 1986: 72-88, among
many other accounts of this classic ancient Egyptian myth.

137 Tsis was identified as a lunar goddess by Plutarch. See P. Turner & C.R. Coulter,
‘Isis” in Dictionary of Ancient Deities, Oxford University Press 2000: 243.
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dous energies of Black Isis rush(ed) into manifestation’.'™ If Grant is
correct, and he met Fortune during the 1940s around the same time
that he knew Crowley,™ this was clearly a type of visionary magic
that ventured into new realms, encompassing the use of transcendent
sexual energies and the fusion, in ritual, of male and female polari-
ties. It seems to have involved some form of Western magical Zantra,
and was a clear departure from the Golden Dawn, which tended to
downplay the sexual dimensions of magic.'*

While the sexual aspects of the most secret Inner Light rituals remain
a matter of speculation, it is clear that Fortune’s main emphasis was
not so much on physical magical activities as on astral encounters
with the mythic archetypes of the mind. The Fraternity of the Inner
Light continued the experimental work with magical visualisation that
had first been undertaken in the Golden Dawn during the 1890s, and
the Inner Light magicians developed a practical approach to magical
‘path-workings’, visualisations involving guided imagery,'*' as a direct
means of exploring the subconscious mind. An important essay titled
The Old Religion, written by a senior member of Fortune’s group, Charles
R.E Seymour,'* confirms that the Inner Light members believed that

138 K. Grant, The Magical Revival, Muller, London 1972: 177.

1% According to his wife Steffi, Kenneth Grant met Crowley in 1945. See Introduction
in K. and S. Grant, os Speaks: Encounters with Austin Osman Spare, Fulgur, London 1998:
16. Dion Fortune died in 1946, Crowley in 1947.

10 Tt has been suggested in an article in Grosis magazine (No. 43, Spring 1997) that
there may have been a secret sexual dimension to the rituals of the Golden Dawn, but
the arguments put forward by the authors, John Michael Greer and Carl Hood, are less
than convincing It is pertinent to mention in this context that MacGregor Mathers,
arguably the most influential figure in the formation of the Golden Dawn, apparently
valued celibacy and virginity and never consummated his marriage to Moina Bergson
(see 1. Colquhoun, Sword of Wisdom: MacGregor Mathers and the Golden Dawn, loc. cit.:
54). Sexual magic was more the domain of occultists like Austin Osman Spare, who
was never a member of the Golden Dawn, and Aleister Crowley, who developed his
interest in Thelemic sex magic after leaving the Golden Dawn in 1903.

" Magical ‘pathworkings’” were developed in the Fraternity of the Inner Light and
by its more recent offshoot, Servants of the Light (SOL), and employ a guided imagery
technique in which one person reads from a written text so that a subject (or subjects)
may be led along ‘inner meditative pathways’ in order to experience archetypal visions.
Pathworkings often utilise the symbolism of the Major Arcana, drawing on descriptions
of the Tarot images associated with the ten sephiroth on the Kabbalistic Tree of Life
(a symbolic connection first proposed by the 19th century occultist Eliphas Levi).
Pathworkings are intended to trigger personal meditative experiences of the gods and
goddesses of the various mythological pantheons.

112 The chapter “The Old Religion’ in Basil Wilby (ed.), The New Dimensions Red Book,
Helios, Cheltenham 1968 identified the author only as ‘EPD.’. It is now known that
‘FPD.” was Colonel Charles R.F. Seymour (1880-1943). See A. Richardson, Dancers to
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inner-plane ventures of this kind could arouse ‘ancient cult memories’
from previous incarnations. Fortune believed that the key to understand-
ing human life and achievement lay in understanding the nature of
reincarnation,'” and the archetype of the Great Mother, in particular,
could be thought of as a symbolic embodiment of the World Memory,
a concept which has a parallel in the Theosophical concept of the
Akashic Records.'** According to Fortune it was possible to access details
of earlier incarnations through contact with the Great Mother, and in
this way the nature of one’s sacred purpose could be determined. In
The Old Religion Seymour explains that it was this shared belief in the
spiritual authenticity of ‘ancient cult memories’ that united the members
of their esoteric group:

Most of the members of these groups have, in the past, served at the
altars of Pagan Religions and have met, face to face, the Shining Ones
of the forests and the mountains, of the lakes and seas...In the course
of these experiments it was discovered that if anyone of the members of
a group had in the past a strong contact with a particular cult at a certain
period, that individual could communicate these memories to others, and
could link them with cult memories that still lie within the Earth memories
of Isis as the Lady of Nature.'*

The Rise of Wicca and Goddess Worship

Much of the current interest in Western occultism, and contemporary
paganism in particular, is directly related to the rise and importance
of feminism as a contemporary social movement. Contemporary
witchcraft—often referred to as Wicca—and its more eclectic vari-
ant, Goddess worship, both focus on the veneration of the sacred
Feminine—the Universal Goddess—in her myriad manifestations.

the Gods: The Magical Records of Charles Seymour and Christine Hartley 1937—1939, Aquarian
Press, Wellingborough, UK 1985: 90.

145 D. Fortune, Applied Magic, loc. cit.: 4.

"** The concept of the Akashic Records derives from the teachings of Madame
Helena Blavatsky (1831-1891) and the Theosophical Society (founded in New York in
1875). According to the Theosophists, the Akashic Records are an astral memory of
all events, thoughts and emotions since the world began. Psychics are said to be able
to receive ‘impressions’ from this astral realm and some Theosophical descriptions of
the legendary lost continent of Atlantis are based on this psychic approach. Akasha is
a Sanskrit word meaning Tuminous’ and Akasha is one of the five Hindu elements,
or Tattvas, whose symbol is the ‘black egg’ of Spirit.

5 See ‘EP.D.’, “The Old Religion’, in B. Wilby, The New Dimensions Red Book,
loc. cit.: 47.
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There is, however, no single spiritual pathway within contemporary
paganism. Some neo-pagans are highly structured in their ceremonial
practices, while others are much more spontaneous. Some emphasise
lineage and authority within their respective covens, others are more
egalitarian. Nevertheless, there are many shared perspectives across the
broad spectrum of pagan beliefs and ritual practices, and our focus here
is on core elements in modern Wicca and Goddess worship.

The term Wicca itself derives from the Old English words wicca (mas-
culine) and wicce (feminine) meaning ‘a practitioner of witchcraft’ The
word wiccan, meaning ‘witches’ occurs in the Laws of King Alfred (circa
890 CE)'* and the verb wiccian, ‘to bewitch’,'¥” was also used in this
context. Some witches believe the words connote a wise person; Wicca
is often referred to by practitioners as the ‘Craft of the Wise’.!*

Modern witchcraft is a Nature-based religion with the Great Goddess
as its principal deity. In Wicca the Great Goddess can take many different
forms, associated with a range of mythological pantheons: these include
Artemis, Astarte, Athene, Dione, Melusine, Aphrodite, Cerridwen,
Dana, Arianrhod and Isis,'* among many others. Alternatively reference
may be made in general terms to the Great Mother or Mother Nature.
The high priestess, who is the ritual leader of an individual group of
witchcraft practitioners, or coven, incarnates the spirit of the Goddess
in a ceremonial context when her senior male partner, the high priest,
‘draws down the Moon’ into her body. In modern witchcraft, the high
priestess is regarded as the receptacle of wisdom and intuition and is
symbolised by the sacred ritual cup, whereas her consort is represented
symbolically by a short ritual sword or dagger known as an ‘athame’.
Witchcraft rituals associated with the so-called Third Initiation (see
below) feature the act of uniting dagger and cup in a symbol of sexual
union, and there is also a comparable relationship in Celtic mythology
between the sacred oak tree and Mother Earth. Accordingly the high
priest, or consort, is sometimes known as the Oak King, a reference to
the sacred Oak of the Celts, and at other times as Cernunnos, “The
Horned One’.""

16 D, Valiente, An ABC of Witcheraft, Past and Present, revised edition, Hale, London
1984: 343.

"7 Ibid.

148 P. Crowther, Lid off the Cauldron: A Handbook for Witches, Muller, London 1981: 1.

% The goddesses named here are all included in the so-called Witches’ Charge a
key element in Wiccan ritual.

0 Tn modern witchcraft the Horned God personifies fertility, the Celtic counterpart
of the Great God Pan, the goat-footed god, who in ancient Greece personified the
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Wiccan covens vary in size although traditionally the membership
number is thirteen, consisting of six men, six women and the high
priestess.””! When the group exceeds this number, some members leave
to form a new coven. Following their initiation into a coven, Wiccans
are given magical names which are used in a ritual context and among
coven members. Wiccan ceremonies are held at specific times of the
year. The coven meetings held through the year at full moon are called
eshats: there are usually thirteen of these meetings in a calendar year.
The major gatherings in the witches’ calendar, the so-called Greater
Sabbats, are related to the cycle of the seasons and the traditional times
for sowing and harvesting crops. In the Northern Hemisphere the four
Greater Sabbats are held on the following dates each year:

Candlemas, known by the Celts as fmbolc: 2 February
May Eve, or Beltane: 30 April

Lammas, or Lughnassadh: 1 August

Halloween, or Samhain: 31 October!™

In addition, there are four minor Sabbats: the two solstices at midsum-
mer and midwinter, and the two equinoxes in spring and autumn.'”?
In pre-Christian times, Imbolc was traditionally identified with the
first signs of spring; Beltane was a fertility celebration when the sacred
oak was burned, mistletoe cut, and sacrifices made to the gods, and
Lughnassadh was related to autumn and the harvesting of crops and
celebrated both the gathering in of produce and the continuing fertility
of the earth. Samhain represented the transition from autumn to winter
and was associated with bonfires to keep away the winter winds. Samhain
was also a time when the spirits of the dead could return to earth once
again to contact loved ones. Among contemporary witches, Sabbats are

untamed forces of Nature and the universal life-force. There is no connection between
the Horned God of witchcraft and the Christian horned Devil although, since the time
of the witchcraft persecutions of the Middle Ages this has been a common error.

PUD. Valiente, An ABC of Wiicherafl, Past and Present, loc. cit.: 69.

152 The equivalent dates for the Southern Hemisphere are as follows: Candlemas/Imbolc:
1 August; Beltane: 31 October; Lammas/Lughnassadh: 2 Yebruary; Halloween/Samhain: 30
April.

1% In the Southern Hemisphere, midsummer solstice occurs on 21 December
and midwinter solstice on 21 June. Spring equinox is on 21 September and Autumn
equinox on 21 March.
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a time for fellowship, ceremonial and initiation, and ritual performances
are followed by feasting, drinking and merriment."*

Wiccan ceremonies take place in a magic circle which can either
be inscribed upon the floor of a special room set aside in a suburban
house and designated as the ‘temple’, or marked on the earth in a suit-
able meeting place: for example, in a grove of trees or on the top of a
sacred hill. The earth is swept with a ritual broomstick for purification
and the four elements are ascribed to the four directions: Earth in the
north, Air in the East, Fire in the south and Water in the west. The
ritual altar is traditionally placed in the north. Beings known as
the ‘Lords of the Watchtowers’* are believed to govern the four quar-
ters and are invoked in rituals for blessings and protection.

Within the circle and present on the altar are a bowl of water, a dish
of salt, candles, a symbolic scourge (representing will and determina-
tion), a cord to bind candidates in initiation, and consecrated symbols
of the elements: a pentacle or disc (Earth/feminine); a cup (Water/
feminine); a censer (Fire/masculine) and a wand (Air/masculine). The
high priestess has her personal athame, or ritual dagger, and the sword
of the high priest rests on the ground before the altar.

Contemporary Wicca recognises three initiations. The first confers
witch-status upon the neophyte, the second promotes a first-degree witch
to the position of high priestess or high priest, and the third celebrates
the bonding of the high priestess and high priest in the Great Rite,
which involves either real or symbolic sexual union and is perceived
as a ‘mystical marriage’. There is also usual practice in Wicca that a
man must be initiated by a woman and a woman by a man, although
a parent may initiate a child of the same sex."”® Most covens do not
admit anyone under the age of twenty-one."’

Wiccans recognise the three-fold aspect of the Great Goddess in
her role as Maid (youth, enchantment), Mother (maturity, fulfilment),

15 See J. and S. Farrar, Eight Sabbats_for Witches, Hale, London 1981.

19 The Lords of the Watchtowers are the Wiccan equivalent of the four archangels,
Raphael, Michael, Gabriel and Uriel who are invoked as protectors in the Golden
Dawn banishing ritual of the Lesser Pentagram.

1% During his own initiation, in the New Forest in September 1939, Gerald Gardner,
one of the principal figures in the modern witchcraft revival, was told by his initiators
“The law has always been that power must be passed from man to woman or from
woman to man, the only exception being when a mother initiates her daughter or a
father his son, because they are part of themselves.” See G. Gardner, Witcheraft Today
Rider, London 1954: 78.

157 See D. Valiente, An ABC of Witcherafl, Past and Present, loc. cit.: 203.
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and Crone (old age, wisdom). This symbolic personification of the
three phases of womanhood is represented, for example, by the Celtic
triad Brigid-Dana-Morrigan, the Greek goddess in her three aspects
Persephone-Demeter-Hecate, or by the three Furies, Alecto (goddess
of beginnings)-Tisiphone (goddess of continuation)-Megaera (goddess
of death and rebirth). The universal presence and three-fold nature of
the Great Goddess is particularly emphasised by feminist Wicca groups
in their development of ‘women’s mysteries’. As American neopagan
Zsuzsanna Budapest writes in her Holy Book of Women’s Mysteries: ‘Images
abound of the Mother Goddess, Female Principle of the Universe and
source of all life...the Goddess of Ten Thousand Names.”"*®

In Wicca, magic is usually classified as ‘black’ or ‘white’, a distinc-
tion related to personal intent. Black magic is pursued in order to
cause harm to another person through injury, illness or misfortune
and may also be practised in order to enhance personal power as a
consequence. By definition, white magic is practised with a positive
intent, seeks a beneficial outcome, and is often associated with rites
of healing, with eliminating evil or disease, or with the expansion of
spiritual awareness.

The so-called Wiccan Rede, or code of ethics, specifically prohibits
Wiccans from causing harm. The Rede is a statement of principle that
all Wiccans are asked to adhere to: Fight words the Wiccan Rede fulfil: An
it harm none, do what ye will.'"™ The Pagan Federation in London has
expanded upon the Wiccan Rede, issuing a statement that all neopagans
are asked to accept as a basic philosophy of life:

Love for and Kinship with Nature: rather than the more customary attitude of
aggression and domination over Nature; reverence for the life force and the ever-renew-
ing cycles of life and death.

198 Z. Budapest, The Holy Book of Women’s Mpysieries, Wingbow Press, Los Angeles,
California 1989: 277-278.

199 This is the version given by Patricia Crowther, high priestess of the Sheflield
Coven, in Lid off the Cauldron, loc. cit.: 6. The Wiccan Rede is regarded by some as a
reformulation of Aleister Crowley’s magical dictum: ‘Do what thou wilt shall be the
whole of the Law.’ Crowley influenced Gardner in developing modern witchcraft
practices and Crowley’s dictum may have contributed, directly or indirectly, to the
Wiccan Rede. However the crucial element of ‘harm none’ was missing from Crowley’s
statement of magical purpose. Graham Harvey notes that in the Wiccan Rede the word
‘will’ means ‘your true self’. He also mentions that although the word an is Anglo-Saxon
for ‘if”, some Wiccans interpret it as a shortened form of ‘and’. See G. Harvey, Listening
People, Speaking Earth: Contemporary Paganism, Hurst, London 1997: 38.
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The Pagan Ethic: ‘Do what thou wilt, but harm none.” This is a positive morality,
not a list of thou-shalt-nots. Each individual is responsible for discovering his or her
own true nature and developing it fully, in harmony with the outer world.

The Concept of Goddess and God as expressions of the Divine reality; an
actwe participation i the cosmic dance of Goddess and God, female and male, rather
than the suppression of either the female or the male principle."®

Gerald Gardner and the 20th Century British Witcheraft Revival

Although the roots of modern witchcraft date from the 1930s (see
below), the British Witchcraft Act [1604], which prohibited the practice
of witchcraft, was not finally repealed in the United Kingdom until
1951. Prior to this date, books advocating the practice of witchcraft
were legally restricted from publication in that country. One of the
principal figures associated with the revival of British witchcraft, Gerald
Brosseau Gardner (1884—1964), published a semi-autobiographical
title, High Magic’s Aid, in 1949 under the nom de plume Scire'® but
was legally required to portray it as a work of fiction. Gardner’s first
non-fiction title on Wicca, Witcheraft Today, was published in London
in 1954, followed by The Meaning of Witcheraft in 1959.'%

Gardner was born at Blundellsands, a few miles north of Liverpool.
Gardner was of Scottish descent and came from a wealthy fam-
ily: his father was a partner in the family firm Joseph Gardner and
Sons, founded in 1748, one of the largest hardwood importers in the
world.'® Gardner received his share of the family inheritance when
his father died in 1935 and was financially independent from this time
onwards.

For many years Gardner lived in the East, in such countries as Ceylon,
Borneo and Malaya.'®* In 1936 he returned to England with his wife
Donna and began planning his retirement. Interested in exotic folk-
traditions, Gardner joined the Folk-Lore Society in March 1939 and

1% Quoted from The Pagan Federation Information Pack, second edition, London 1992: 14.

161 Seire (‘to know’) was Gerald Gardner’s magical name in the Ordo Templi Orientis.
Gardner joined the O.T.O. after meeting Aleister Crowley in Hastings in 1946.

192 These three titles were published by Michael Houghton (London: 1949), Rider
& Co (London: 1954) and Aquarian Press (London: 1959) respectively.

195 P. Heselton, Wiccan Roots: Gerald Gardner and the Modern Witcheraft Revival, Capall
Bann Publishing, Milverton, Somerset UK 2000: 12.

16 Gardner was interested in the history of Malayan civilisation and had written a
book titled Keris and Other Malay Weapons, a pioneering study of the history and folklore
of local armaments, published in Singapore in 1936.
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became interested in witchcraft around this time.'® When returning to
England Gardner had brought with him a large and valuable collection
of swords and daggers.'® Fearing that this collection could easily be
destroyed during war evacuation plans then current in London, Gardner
and his wife decided to move to the country, purchasing a large brick
house in Highcliffe, near the New Forest in Hampshire. Shortly after
moving to Highcliffe, Gardner made contact with a group of local
occultists that included Mrs Mabel Besant-Scott, daughter of the well
known Theosophist Dr Annie Besant.'”” Known as the Rosicrucian
Order Crotona Fellowship (founded in 1920 by George Sullivan,
otherwise known as Brother Aureolis),'® its members held theatrical
performances at the Rosicrucian Theatre in nearby Christchurch. Some
members of the Crotona Fellowship, specifically various members of
the Mason family,'® claimed to be members of an existing hereditary
witcheraft coven and it was through contact with this fringe group
within the Crotona Fellowship that Gardner was subsequently intro-
duced to witchcraft.

Gardner’s Initiation

According to Jack Bracelin’s biography of Gardner, Gerald Gardner:
Witch,'" a few days after the outbreak of World War Two in September

15 P. Heselton, Wiccan Roots: Gerald Gardner and the Modern Witcherafi Revival, loc. cit.: 26.

166 Patricia Crowther writes in Lid off the Cauldron (loc. cit.: 28) that Gardner’s
collection of daggers and swords came ‘from all parts of the world’.

7 Dr Annie Besant (1847-1933) became president of the Thesophical Society in
1891. She was involved in a number of social movements, including the Fabian Society,
the Indian Home Rule League and the Boy Scouts. Together with Charles Leadbeater,
she also sponsored the spiritual cause of Jiddu Krishnamurti, establishing the Order
of the Star in the East to promote him as a ‘world teacher’, a role he later rejected.
Dr Besant was a leader in the Co-Masonry movement and also founded the Order of
the Temple of the Rose Cross in 1912. The rituals of this Order may have influenced
those of the Crotona Fellowship.

16 P Heselton, Wiccan Roots: Gerald Gardner and the Modern Witcheraft Revival, loc. cit.:
56, 58.

169 Thid.: 114.

170 The text Gerald Gardner: Witch by J.L. Bracelin, published by Octagon Press,
London 1960, is now believed to have been written by the well known scholar of
Sufi mysticism, Idries Shah (1924-1996), who met Gardner in the mid-1950s and
got to know him well (See R. Hutton, The Triumph of the Moon: A History of Modern
Pagan Witcheraft, Oxford University Press, 199: 205, 445 fn.1, and P. Heselton, Wiccan
Roots, loc. cit.: 8-9.). Shah apparently did not want to put his name to the Gardner
biography so Jack Bracelin, another friend of Gardner’s, agreed that his name could
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19397 Gardner was taken to a ‘big house’ owned by a wealthy lady
known as ‘Old Dorothy’ and was initiated there.'”” Bracelin’s account
of the initiation reads as follows:

Gardner felt delighted that he was to be let into their secret. Thus it was
that, a few days after the war had started, he was taken to a big house
in the neighbourhood. This belonged to ‘Old Dorothy’—a lady of note
in the district, ‘county’ and very well-to-do. She invariably wore a pearl
necklace, worth some £5000 at the time.

It was in this house that he was initiated into witchcraft...he was
stripped naked and brought into a place ‘properly prepared’ to undergo
his initiation...It was halfway through when the word Wica [sic] was
first mentioned. . .!"”

Additional details are also provided in Gardner’s book Witcherafi Today
(1954):

I soon found myself in the circle and took the usual oaths of secrecy
which bound me not to reveal any secrets of the cult.!”...T was half-initi-
ated before the word “Wica’ which they used hit me like a thunderbolt,
and I knew where I was, and that the Old Religion still existed. And so
I found myself in the Circle, and there took the usual oath of secrecy,
which bound me not to reveal certain things.'”

Bracelin’s biography records how Gardner felt after the ceremony was
over. Gardner is reported to have said: ‘It was, I think, the most won-
derful night of my life. In true witch fashion we had a dance afterwards
and kept it up until dawn.’'’®

Gardner accepted the view of his initiators that the hereditary witches
of the New Forest region were a surviving remnant of an organised
pagan religion that had existed and operated in England until the

be substituted instead. It is of interest that Octagon Press is an imprint best known
for its Sufi publications.

171 The Sheffield-based witch, Patricia Crowther, a friend of Gardner’s, has suggested
that if Gardner was initiated on a night of the new moon (the first after the beginning
of World War Two on 3 September 1939) he would have been initiated on 13
September 1939. See P. Heselton, Wiccan Roots: Gerald Gardner and the Modern Witcheraft
Revival, loc. cit.: 178.

172 ] L. Bracelin, Gerald Gardner: Witch, loc. cit.: 165. It has recently been established
by Philip Heselton (see Wiccan Roots: Gerald Gardner and the Modern Witcherafi Revival, loc.
cit.) that Gardner was initiated by Edith Woodford-Grimes (also known as Dafo), who
was a member of the Crotona Fellowship.

173 Ibid.

* G. Gardner, Witcherafi Today, Rider, London 1954: 19.

17 Ihid.

176 J.L.. Bracelin, Gerald Gardner: Witch, loc. cit.: 166.
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seventeenth century, a view expressed by Dr Margaret Murray (1862—
1963) in her controversial book The Witch-cult in Western Europe (1921).'77
Murray specialized in near-Eastern archaeology and had undertaken
excavations in Egypt, Petra and southern Palestine. She believed that, as
a broad-based fertility religion, the roots of pagan medieval witchcraft
could be dated back to Paleolithic times. In a later book, The God of
the Witches (1933),' Murray focused specifically on the figure of the
Horned God whom she believed to be the oldest male deity known
to humanity. Murray maintained that the origins of the Horned God
could be traced back to the Old Stone Age and that his pagan worship
had extended across Europe to the Near East up until the seventeenth
century.'”” According to Murray, the Horned God provided a prototype
for the Christian Devil; his principal form in north-western Europe was
the Gallic deity Cernunnos.'™ Gardner would have been familiar with
Dr Murray’s writings through his membership of the London Folk-Lore
Society and probably met her there in person.'® She later provided an
introduction for Gardner’s Witcheraft Today (1954).

Gardner moved back to London in late 1944 or early 1945 and spent
the following ten years consolidating his views on witchcraft and how it
should be practised. According to Philip Heselton, author of a recent
history of Wicca, the years from 1944 to 1954 ‘were an important period
in Gardner’s life, in the development of his ideas and in the develop-
ment of what is now known as “Wicca” or “Gardnerian Witcheraft”’.'®?
One of Gardner’s formative influences was the ceremonial magician
Aleister Crowley, who was now well-known as an advocate of Thelemic
sex magic. Crowley had retired to a boarding-house named Netherwood
on the Ridge in Hastings.'®

7 MLA. Murray, The Witch-cult in Western Europe, Oxford University Press, 1921.

178 MLA. Murray, The God of the Witches, Sampson Low, London 1931; second edition
Oxford University Press, 1970.

179 See R. Hutton, The Triumph of the Moon, loc. cit.: 196.

180 Ibld

18 Dr Murray was also a member of the Folk-Lore Society. Philip Heselton believes
that Gardner may have met her in late 1938 or early 1939 and discussed her theories
of the origins of pagan witchcraft. See P. Heselton, Wiccan Roots: Gerald Gardner and the
Modern Witcheraft Revival, loc. cit.: 27.

182 Ibid.: 273.

185 Crowley had lived in Hastings since January 1945. See J. Symonds, The Great
Beast: The Life and Magick of Aleister Crowley, Macdonald, London 1971, Mayflower
reprint 1973: 450.
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Gardner first visited Growley in Hastings with his friend and fellow
witch, Arnold Crowther, in 1946."*" Crowther (1909-1974) had met
Crowley during his wartime travels and it was he who arranged for
the two occultists to meet. The encounter is significant because it has
been suggested that Crowley may have composed a set of witchcraft
rites for Gardner known as the Book of Shadows.'® Gardner maintained
that the rituals in his Book of Shadows had been passed to him by mem-
bers his coven but it is clear that Gardner also borrowed heavily from
Crowley’s writings, especially Magick in Theory and Practice (1929)."% The
respected Wicca historian Aidan Kelly maintains that Gardner ‘bor-
rowed wholesale from Crowley’.'¥’

Doreen Valiente, who was initiated into Gardner’s coven in 1953
and later became his high priestess, felt that some of the Crowleyian
material which Gardner had incorporated into Wiccan practice was
either too ‘modern’, or inappropriate. Much of this material would
be written out of the ceremonial procedures between 1954 and 1957,
as Gardner and Valiente worked together developing the rituals which
would form the basis of the so-called ‘Gardnerian tradition’ in contem-
porary witchcraft.'® Making specific reference to the contributions by
Crowley, Valiente confirmed in 1989 that she had to rewrite Gardner’s
Book of Shadows, ‘cutting out the Crowleyanity as much as I could’.'®
Nevertheless Gardner and Crowley apparently had several meetings
during the intervening months before Crowley died in December 1947.
As a result of these meetings, during which the two men discussed their
respective magical paths, Gardner became a member of Crowley’s
sex-magic order, the Ordo Templi Orientis; Crowley is known to have
charged Gardner £300 for dues and fees.'” This theoretically autho-
rised Gardner to establish a charter of the O.T.O. although he never

18 Arnold Crowther’s widow, Patricia Crowther, gives this date in her book Lid off
the Cauldron (Muller, London 1981: 26) although Lawrence Sutin maintains that it was
May 1947 ‘according to Crowley’s diary’. See L. Sutin, Do What Thou Wilt: A Life of
Aleister Crowley, St Martin’s Press, New York 2000: 409.

18 1., Sutin, Do What Thou Wilt: A Life of Aleister Crowley, loc. cit.: 409.

1% Thid.: 410.

157 A. Kelly, Crafiing the Art of Magic (vol. 1): A History of Modern Witcherafi 1959—1964,
Llewellyn, St Paul, Minnesota 1991: 174.

1% 1. and S. Farrar, The Witches’ Way: Principles, Rituals and Beliefs of Modern Witcherafl,
Hale, London 1984: 3.

189D, Valiente, The Rebirth of Magic, loc. cit.: 61.

199 1. Sutin, Do What Thou Wilt: A Life of Aleister Crowley, loc. cit.: 409.
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did so."”" Gardner’s magical name in the O.T.O. was Scire (meaning
‘to know’).'”

It is likely that in addition to the ritual input from Crowley and
subsequent modifications by Valiente, several aspects of what is now
referred to as ‘Gardnerian witchcraft’ were probably Gardner’s own
invention. Aidan Kelly believes that Gardner may have introduced the
‘duotheistic’ idea of the God and Goddess into modern witchcraft and
that he initially proposed that the Horned God and the Goddess should
be considered equals in Wiccan rituals, even though the Goddess has
since become dominant.'” Another innovation that may have originated
with Gardner himself was the modern tendency for witches to work
naked, or ‘sky-clad’, in their rituals.””* Gardner was an enthusiastic
naturist and, as Valiente has noted, he had ‘a deep-rooted belief in
the value of going naked when circumstances favoured it’. For him,
according to Valiente, ‘communal nakedness, sunshine and fresh air
were natural and beneficial, both physically and psychologically.”'?®
However, it 1s also possible that Gardner may have derived the concept
of ritual nudity from the book Aradia: Gospel of the Witches, written by
American folklorist Charles G. Leland and published in 1889. Leland
first learned about Aradia from a hereditary Etruscan witch called
Maddalena, while he was visiting Italy. Aradia was the daughter of
the Roman Moon goddess Diana and Leland’s text includes details
of Diana’s role as Queen of the Witches. Aradia: Gospel of the Witches
mentions that devotees of Diana were instructed to be naked in their

rituals as a sign of personal freedom.'"

191 Thid.

192 1. Colquhoun, Sword of Wisdom: MacGregor Mathers and the Golden Dawn, loc. cit.: 207.

195 See A. Kelly, Crafling the Art of Magic, loc. cit.: 179-84 and L. Hume, Witcheraft
and Paganism in Australia, Melbourne University Press, Melbourne 1997: 28.

19 Noted contemporary exponents of witchcraft Janet and (the late) Stewart Farrar
write in The Witches® Way [1984]: ‘Ritual nudity is a general practice in Gardnerian
and Alexandrian witchcraft and is to be found among other Wiccan paths as well.” See
J- and S. Farrar, The Witches’ Way: Principles, Rituals and Beliefs of Modern Witcheraft, Hale,
London 1984: 193.

19 D. Valiente, An ABC of Wiicherafl, loc. cit.: 156.

1% The pertinent text from Aradia reads:

Sarete liberi dalla schiavitu!
E cost dwerrete tutti libert!
Pero womini e donne

Sarete tutti nudi, per fino.

(Ye shall be free from slavery!
And thus shall ye all become free!
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While Gardner’s approach to ritual nudity appears well-intentioned,
according to occult historian Francis King other, less appealing, sexual
tendencies also found their way into Gardner’s witchcraft practices.
According to King, ‘Gardner was a sado-masochist with both a taste
for flagellation and marked voyeuristic tendencies. Heavy scourging was
therefore incorporated into most of his rituals'” and what Gardner
called the “Great Rite” was sexual intercourse between the High Priest
and the High Priestess while surrounded by the rest of the coven.”'®

In 1951 Gardner moved to Castletown on the Isle of Man, where
a Museum of Magic and Witchcraft had already been established in
a 400-year-old farmhouse by an occult enthusiast, Cecil Williamson.'?
Gardner bought the museum from Williamson, became the ‘resident
witch’, and added his own collection of ritual tools and artefacts.
Gardner’s Museum of Magic and Witchcraft attracted considerable
media attention, as did the publication of Gardner’s later books.*”
The release of Witcherafi Today in 1954 placed Gardner in the media
spotlight and the ensuing publicity led to the rise of new covens across
England.

In 1964 Gardner met Raymond Buckland (1934-), a London-born
Englishman of gypsy descent™ who had moved to America two years
carlier. Prior to meeting each other Buckland had developed a ‘mail
and telephone relationship’ with Gardner while he was living on the
Isle of Man and Buckland subsequently became Gardner’s spokesper-
son in the United States, responding to American correspondents on
Gardner’s behalf. In 1964, Gardner’s high priestess, Monique Wilson

Therefore, men and women,

Ye too shall be naked.)
Quoted in J. and S. Farrar, The Witches’ Way: Principles, Rituals and Beliefs of Modern
Witcheraft, loc. cit.: 194.

197 Francis King probably overemphasised this particular point. Doreen Valiente is
reported as having advised Janet and Stewart Farrar that when the scourge is used in
ritual practice, ‘no pain should be either inflicted or expected; it is always used gently.’
Quoted in J. and S. Farrar, The Witches’ Way: Principles, Rituals and Beliefs of Modern
Witcheraft, loc. cit.: 194.

19 F. King, Ritual Magic in England, Spearman, London 1970: 180.

19 See R.E. Guiley, The Encyclopedia of Witches and Wiicherafi, Facts on File, New
York and Oxford, 1989: 134.

20 Gardner’s quest for publicity angered members of his former coven. According
to Michael Howard °...It has...been said that Gardner’s decision to”’go public”,
even in fictional form, upset the Elders of his parent coven and he left them.” See M.
Howard ‘Gerald Gardner: the Man, the Myth & the Magick® Part 2, The Cauldron ,
Beltane/Midsummer 1997: 19.

21 See R.E. Guiley, The Encyclopedia of Witches and Witcherafi, loc. cit.: 40.
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(Lady Olwen) initiated Buckland into the Craft in Perth, Scotland. It
was Buckland who subsequently introduced Gardnerian witchcraft to
the United States.*”

Gardnerian witchcraft is now the dominant form of international
Wicca with covens operating in a range of English-speaking countries,
including Britain, the United States, Australia and New Zealand. In
1992, Aidan Kelly estimated that there were between 2000—4000
active Wiccan covens in the United States®” while data from 1994
suggests that at that time Australian covens would number in the low
hundreds.* Gardner himself did not live long enough to experience
the international impact of the witchcraft movement he had helped
create and, based on his own published opinions regarding the future
of witchcraft, would probably have been surprised by the ongoing
contemporary interest in Wicca.”” Gardner died at sea on 12 February
1964, returning to England from a trip to Lebanon, and was buried
the following day in Tunis.*® Considered within a historical context,

22 See R.E. Guiley, The Encyclopedia of Wiiches and Witcheraft, loc. cit.: 134. Occult
historian Aidan Kelly notes that Buckland, with his wife Rosemary acting as High
Priestess, subsequently founded a coven of Gardnerian witchcraft in Bayside, Long
Island. Almost all the “official’ Gardnerians in America,” writes Kelly, ‘are descendants
of that coven.” See Aidan A. Kelly, ‘An Update on Neopagan Witchcraft in America’
in J.R. Lewis and J.G. Melton (ed.) Perspectives on the New Age, State University of New
York Press, Albany, New York 1992: 137. More recently it has been suggested by Mike
Howard, editor of The Cauldron in the United Kingdom, that Gardnerian Wicca may
have been introduced to the United States via two separate and independent routes:
via Buckland and his wife on the East Coast and via a Gardnerian practitioner
named Queen Morrigan on the West Coast. Morrigan allegedly settled in Stockton,
California in 1960-62 and established what is now known as Central Valley Wicca.
See M. Howard, ‘Gerald Gardner: The Man, the Myth and the Magick’, parts 1-4,
The Cauldron, 1997.

23 Aidan A. Kelly, ‘An Update on Neopagan Witchcraft in America’ in J.R. Lewis
and J.G. Melton (ed.) Perspectives on the New Age, loc. cit.: 141.

2% The Pan Pacific Pagan Alliance, which has regional councils in every state of
Australia had a subscription membership of 150 in January 1994, each subscription
covering several people. If a single membership extended to an individual coven, the
national total would have been between 100-200 covens in 1994. See L. Hume, Witcherafi
and Paganmism i Australia, Melbourne University Press, Melbourne 1997: 244—45.

2 Gardner was doubtful whether Wicca would survive in the long term. In Witcherafi
Today [1954] he wrote: I think we must say goodbye to the witch. The cult is doomed,
I am afraid, partly because of modern conditions, housing shortage, the smallness of
modern families, and chiefly by education. The modern child is not interested...and
so the coven dies out or consists of old and dying people.” Cited in R. Graves, The
Virginia Quarterly Review: 559 and quoted in S. Farrar, What Witches Do, revised edition,
Phoenix Publishing, Custer, Washington 1983: 7.

26 Tn his will, Gardner bequeathed the Isle of Man museum to his High Priestess,
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Gardner’s major contribution to the 20th century magical revival was
in working with Doreen Valiente to create a series of magical practices
that would help define the nature of contemporary Wicca, both in
Britain and internationally.

Esbats and Sabbats

In their ceremonies Wiccans honour both the lunar and the solar cycles
of Nature. Esbats are monthly meetings of the coven held at the time
of full moon. Because there are thirteen months in the lunar calendar,
there are usually thirteen esbats each year. The solar cycle in Wicca is
marked by the eight sabbats mentioned earlier (referred to collectively
as the Wheel of the Year; these are the solstices, equinoxes and the
four points between).”” Wiccan high priestess Margot Adler believes
that these Wiccan festivals ‘renew a sense of living communion with
natural cycles, with the changes of the season and the land’.?®

Each of the esbats has its own name which in turn is linked symboli-
cally to the time of the year in which it occurs.*® Wiccans believe that

Monique Wilson, and she in turn ran it with her husband for a short time, before
selling it to the Ripley organisation.

27 See Diagram of the Wheel of the Year, with accompanying dates for both
Northern and Southern hemispheres.

2% Quoted in J.R. Lewis (ed.), Magical Religion and Modern Witcherafi, State University
of New York Press, Albany, New York 1996: 61-62.

299 The first esbat occurs in October just before the festival of Samhain (All Hallows’
Eve, or Halloween) and is known as Blood Moon. It is traditionally associated with the
slaughter of animals for food prior to the onset of winter and is therefore represented
by the colour red. Snow Moon rises in November and is associated with the first falls of
snow. Oak Moon is the full moon in December. It is linked to the colour black and also
to the oak, sacred symbol of the Dark Lord aspect of Cernunnos, since it is his wood
which is burnt at Yule. Ice Moon, represented by the colour purple, rises in January,
followed by Storm Moon in February, a time when the ice and sleet may turn to rain.
This full moon is linked to the element Water, and to the colour blue. March brings
the Chaste Moon, the return of Spring from the depths of winter, and is represented
by the colour white. In April, Seed Moon is a time when the seeds in the earth bring
forth new life, and this esbat is represented by the colour green. Hare Moon rises in
May and is dedicated both to the Goddess and to fertility. Its colour is pink, symbolic
of love. June brings the Dyad Moon and, as Gwydion O’Hare notes, this name alludes
to ‘the visible presence of the God and Goddess reflected in the bright sun and green
fields’. The associated colour is orange, ‘the colour of the summer sun’. The Mead
Moon rises in July and is a time for dancing and revelry. Traditionally this is the time
when honey mead was made for the ensuing harvest celebrations and accordingly its
symbolic colour is yellow. August brings the Wort Moon, a reference to the dark green



64 NEVILL DRURY

esbats are marked by a sense of heightened psychic awareness resulting
from the lunar energy of full moon; according to the leading British
witch Alex Sanders (1916-88) it is during the esbat that ‘the Goddess
has her greatest power’.?!° For this reason Wiccans often perform spe-
cific magical workings at this time, followed by feasting and drinking
The word ‘esbat’ itself is thought to derive from the Old French word
s’esbatire, meaning ‘to frolic and amuse oneself”.?!!

Esbats are sometimes referred to as ‘lesser’ Wiccan celebrations. As
Doreen Valiente has noted, ‘the eshat is a smaller and less solemn occa-
sion than the sabbat’.?!? The Sabbats, on the other hand, are celebra-
tions which link contemporary Wicca directly with festivals honoured
by the Celts and Druids, although as religious scholar James W. Baker
has observed, some aspects of the ‘Wheel of the Year’ are not Celtic
in origin and are part of an ‘invented tradition’.?"

As noted above, the four so-called Greater Sabbats are those of
Candlemas (2 February), May Eve (30 April), Lammas (1 August) and
Halloween (31 October): the traditional Druidic names for these celebra-
tions are Imbolc (or Oimelc), Beltane (or Beltain), Lughnassadh and
Samhain respectively.?’* The Lesser Sabbats are those marked by the
midsummer and midwinter solstices and the equinoxes in spring and
autumn. Considered as a whole, the Wheel of the Year represents not
only the cycle of the seasons but more specifically the cycle of Nature’s
fertility. This is also reflected in the major Wiccan initiations, which

abundance of harvest time. September is the month of the Barley Moon. This is the
season when grain is harvested: brown is the symbolic colour for this esbat. Finally,
Wine Moon is the esbat which arises as a consequence of the difference between the
solar and lunar calendars. Unlike the twelve-month cycle of the solar calendar there
are usually thirteen full moons in any given year, and this esbat is the thirteenth in
the cycle. It honours the sacrament of wine and its symbolic colour is burgundy red.
Wine Moon precedes Blood Moon, and so the lunar cycle continues. See G. O’Hara,
Pagan Ways, loc. cit.: 64-67.

210 A, Sanders, The Alex Sanders Lectures, Magickal Childe Publishing, New York
1984: 57.

2L See D. Valiente, An ABC of Witcheraft, loc. cit.: 108.

212 Thid.

218 James W. Baker, in his essay “White Witches: Historic Fact and Romantic Fantasy’
points out that the Wiccan ‘Wheel of the Year’ is by no means purely Celtic. The major
Sabbats, Samhain, Imbolc, Beltane and Lughnassadh were Celtic festivals, but Yule was
an Anglo-Saxon celebration. Midsummer did not feature in Celtic celebrations and the
vernal equinox was not considered important either. For this reason Baker refers to the
eight-fold cycle of the Wheel of the Year as a modern invention, an ‘invented tradition’.
See J.R. Lewis (ed.), Magical Religion and Modern Witcherafi, loc. cit.: 178, 187.

2 See G. Harvey, Listening People, Speaking Earth, loc. cit.: 3—12.
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The Wheel of the Year

Winter solstice

c. 21 December
¢. 21 June

Halloween or Samhain
31 October
30 April

Candlemas or Imbole

2 February
1 August

Spring equinox
c. 21 March
¢. 21 September

Autumn equinox

c. 21 September
¢. 21 March

May Eve or Beltane
30 April
31 October

Lammas or Lughnassadh

1 August
2 February

Summer solstice
c. 21 June
¢. 21 December

Northern hemisphere dates are in bold type with southern
hemisphere correxponding dates given beneath

Fig. 3. The symbolic associations of the Greater Sabbats are as follows,
commencing with Halloween, or Samhain, the traditional beginning of the
pagan year.

culminate in the sacred marriage of the God and Goddess, whose
union, according to Wiccan belief, brings forth new life.
Halloween/Samhain: This is a celebration to honour the dead.”” As
the dying sun passes into the nether world, Samhain is said to be the
time of the year when the thin veil between the everyday world and the
afterlife is most transparent, allowing Wiccans to communicate more
readily with the spirits of the departed. In mythic terms, Samhain is
the season during which the dying God sleeps in the underworld await-
ing rebirth. At the same time the seed of new life gestates within the
womb of the Great Mother, who in this cycle is regarded as the Queen
of Darkness. The Farrars write that Samhain ‘was on the one hand a
time of propitiation, divination and communion with the dead, and
on the other, an uninhibited feast of eating, drinking and the defiant
affirmation of life and fertility in the very face of the closing dark’.*'®
Candlemas/Imbolc: Imbolc has been described as ‘the quickening of the
year, the first stirrings of Spring within the womb of Mother Earth’.*"”

25 Thid.: 6.
26 1. and S. Farrar, Eight Sabbats for Witches, loc. cit.: 122.
27 Ibid.: 61.
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The Irish name Imbolc means ‘lactation’ and this Sabbat is related to
the beginning of the lambing season which commences at this time.?'®
Imbolc is very much a fertility celebration. The focus is on light and new
life,‘the strengthening spark of light beginning to pierce the gloom of
Winter’.?" For this reason Imbolc is sometimes referred to by Wiccans
as the Feast of Lights.** In mythic terms Imbolc is associated with the
youthful Goddess,”®' or Virgin.

May Eve/Beltane (Beltain): Beltane marks the beginning of Summer
and is also a fertility celebration. The name of this Sabbat may derive
from the Celtic deity Bel or Balor, god of light and fire: in ancient
times ‘bel-fires” were lit on the hilltops to celebrate the return of life
and fertility to the world.””” Wiccans often celebrate Beltane by dancing
the Maypole, offering garlands of May blossom to their partners, and
celebrating the love and passion between men and women.?** Beltane is
also a popular time for ‘handfastings’, or Wiccan weddings. In mythic
terms, Beltane honours the mating of the Sun God with the fertile
Earth Goddess.

Lammas/Lughnassadh: The Old English word /laf~maesse, from which
the Anglo-Saxon celebration of Lammas derives its name, means ‘loaf
feast’.”* Lammas is the time of year when the first corn is harvested.
Known to the Druids as Lughnassadh, this Sabbat marks the season of
Autumn and was traditionally a celebration to Lugh, the Celtic sun god.
Lughnassadh is associated with the waning power of the sun but is also
regarded by Wiccans as a suitable time to reflect upon the fruits of the
earth. Wiccans gather at Lammas to celebrate the gifts of abundance
that have come forth from the womb of the Goddess. Lughnassadh rep-
resents fulfilment: the act of reaping ‘all that has been sown’.?*

While Wicca is primarily regarded as a religion of the Goddess, the
mythic cycle of the Greater Sabbats provides clear evidence that the
role of the Sun God is also significant. The Celts acknowledged that just
as the Goddess waxed and waned through her lunar cycles as Maiden,

28 G. Harvey, Listening People, Speaking Earth, loc. cit.: 8.

29 1. and S. Farrar, Eight Sabbais for Witches, loc. cit.: 61.

20 Thid.

2L G. Harvey, Listening People, Speaking Earth, loc. cit.: 8.

22 T and S. Farrar, Eight Sabbats for Witches, loc. cit.: 82.

23 G. Harvey, Listening People, Speaking Earth, loc. cit.: 10.

24 Thid.: 12.

2 L. Hume, Witcheraft and Paganism in Australia, loc. cit.: 123.
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Mother and Crone, so too did the Sun God pass through cycles of death
and rebirth. In Wicca the God of fertility has two personas, represent-
ing the God of the Waxing Year and the God of the Waning Year.?*®
The Oak King represents the initial phase of expansion and growth
and is associated with the time of year when the days grow longer. The
Holly King represents withdrawal and rest, and is associated with the
time when the days grow shorter.?”” Janet and Stuart Farrar note that
the Oak King and Holly King ‘are the light and dark twins, each the
other’s “other self”... They compete eternally for the for the favour
of the Great Mother; and each, at the peak of his half-yearly reign, is
sacrificially mated with her, dies in her embrace and is resurrected to
complete his reign.’**

The Three Initiations of Wicca

Esbats and Sabbats are collective celebrations which involve the entire
Wiccan coven. However, the three Wiccan initiations, or degrees, relate
primarily to the spiritual development of the individual. Wiccan initia-
tions are essentially rites of passage intended to bring about a transfor-
mation of consciousness in the person involved. Anthropologist Lynne
Hume writes that, with regard to Wicca: “The intention of initiation
is to allow the candidate to enter a new dimension of reality; to die to
as her previous self and be reborn as her witch self. It is not so much
an acquisition of knowledge but rather the experience of the process
that is crucial.?”...The process of initiation relies primarily upon the
will of the person to make the journey towards the Mystery.”**

The First Inttiation

Covens often request that candidates for this initiation should fast for
several days before the ceremony. Candidates may also be advised to
spend time meditating on Nature. Immediately before the first initiation
takes place, the candidate is asked to bathe and is then brought naked

26 1 and S. Farrar, Eight Sabbats for Witches, loc. cit.: 24.

227 Thid.

228 Thid.

29 1., Hume, Witcheraft and Paganism in Australia, loc. cit.: 131.
20 Thid.: 134.
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(‘sky-clad’) and blindfolded to the sacred circle: usually the candidate’s
hands are bound with ritual cords.?”! The state of nakedness represents
a casting aside of the old persona.

While the new initiate-to-be waits outside the circle, the Great
Goddess and Horned God are invoked into the high priestess and
high priest for the duration of the rite. At the outer rim of the circle
the candidate is challenged at the point of a sword, an act intended to
heighten the candidate’s sense of vulnerability and exposure. However
once the new candidate has been accepted within the circle, he or she
is welcomed by the initiator, who kneels and bestows kisses upon the
new candidate:

Blessed Be thy feet that have brought thee in these ways
Blessed Be thy knees that shall kneel at the sacred altar
Blessed Be thy phallus/womb without which we would not be
Blessed Be thy breasts formed in beauty and in strength
Blessed Be thy lips that shall utter the sacred names.*>*

Wiccan high priestess Vivianne Crowley notes that in this ritual process
‘the body is honoured and reverenced’: the essential message of the
First Initiation is one of acceptance.””

First degree witches are introduced during the ritual to the practical
tools of witchcraft. They are also shown how to cast a magical circle
and how to call the watchtowers of the four elements from North, East,
South and West. Following their initiation, they will also be expected
to develop an increasing familiarity with the principles and philosophy
of witchcraft.** Initiates usually take a new magical name and will be
known by this name among other coven members.

#1 According to the Farrars, the binding is done with three red cords—one nine
feet long, the other pair four-and-half feet long: “T'he wrists are tied together behind
the back with the middle of the long cord, and the two ends are brought forward over
the shoulders and tied in front of the neck, the ends left hanging to form a cable-tow
by which the Postulant can be led. One short cord is tied round the right ankle, the
other above the left knee—each with the the ends tucked in so that they will not trip
[the Postulant] up.” See J. and S. Farrar, The Witches® Way: Principles, Rituals and Beliefs
of Modern Witcheraft, loc. cit.: 16.

22 Quoted in V. Crowley, ‘Wicca as Modern-Day Mystery Religion’ in G. Harvey
and C. Hardman (ed.), Pagan Pathways, Thorsons, London 2000: 88.

23 Thid.

% L. Hume, Witcherafi and Paganism in Ausiralia, loc. cit.: 132.
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The Second Initiation

In passing through the Second Initiation, Wiccans attain the rank of
high priestess or high priest. Some Wiccan covens require three years of
ritual work before they grant the second degree to one of their mem-
bers.?” In the second degree a stronger connection is made between the
initiator and the initiated, and candidates will need to find an opposite
sex partner with whom they can work compatibly in partnership.*
Vivianne Crowley has described the Second Initiation in Wicca as a
journey into the depths of the unconscious mind.?’

An important feature of the second degree rite includes a mystery
play called the Legend of the Goddess, in which the initiate and other coven
members enact the descent of the Goddess into the Underworld. In the
Legend the Goddess goes forth into the underworld to seek an answer to
the question: Why dost thou causeth all things that I love and take delight in to
Jade and die?**® Here the Goddess encounters the God in his role as the
Dark Lord of Death.?® Within the coven, male and female participants
are expected to respond differently to the Legend of the Goddess because
issues related to the ‘polar opposites’ of the psyche?*” are likely to arise.
According to Crowley, for a man to find his true self he must encounter
the divine feminine.”*' For a woman the process involves overcoming
passivity: ‘She is challenged to go forth and to seek experience.?*
Crowley also notes that whereas the I'irst Initiation involved confronting
vulnerability and exposure,?” the aim of the Second Initiation is ‘the
transformation of the inner world’.?** At the end of the Legend of the
Goddess, writes Crowley, ‘the seeker is given a new message: that from

2 Thid.: 133.

26 Single-gender Wiccan groups develop their own rules and responses in relation
to this issue.

7 V. Crowley, ‘Wicca as Modern-Day Mystery Religion ‘in G. Harvey and
C. Hardman (ed.), Pagan Pathways, Thorsons, London 2000: 89.

28 Thid.: 90.

29 Ihid.

20 Vivienne Crowley describes the impact of the Legend of the Goddess on male and
female initiates as ‘a meeting with their contra-sexual side. For a woman, this is a
meeting with her Animus and for a man a meeting with his Anima.” See V. Crowley,
Wicca: the Old Religion in the New Millennium, Thorsons, London 1996: 205.

#1 Thid. For a man this the archetypal feminine dimension of the male unconscious
mind, epitomised as an aspect of the Goddess. See V. Crowley, Wicca: the Old Religion
in the New Millennium, Thorsons, London 1996: 205.

22 Thid.: 89.

3 V. Crowley, Wicca: the Old Religion in the New Millennium, loc. cit.: 108.

21 Thid.: 200.
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the dark world of the unconscious and the Land of Death may come
rebirth’.** Janet and Stewart Farrar have transcribed this section of
the ritual text as follows:

...there are three great events in the life of man: Love, Death and
Resurrection in the new body; and Magic controls them all. For to fulfil
love you must return again at the same time and place as the loved one,
and you must remember and love them again. But to be reborn you
must die and be ready for a new body; and to die you must be born;
and without love you may not be born...**

The Legend closes with the God and Goddess instructing each other in
these mysteries: ‘She teaches him the mystery of the sacred cup which
is the cauldron of rebirth, and in return he gives her the necklace
which is the circle of rebirth.”®” The rite concludes with the initiator
announcing to the four quarters that the initiate has been consecrated
as a high priest or high priestess.”*®

The Third Initiation

The third degree in Wicca is referred to as the Great Rite and is
bestowed upon two individuals who are already a couple, that is to say,
‘husband and wife or established lovers’.”* The Great Rite is perceived
by Wiccans as a sacred marriage: the ritual union of the Goddess and
the God. From a mystical perspective the ritual itself also points towards
transcendence for, in the sacred marriage between Goddess and God,
the duality of sexual polarity referred to in the Second Initiation ceases
altogether: “The Goddess and the God are united as One.”* During
the first part of the ritual the Goddess and the God are invoked into
the high priestess and high priest by their initiators.”' However in the
second part of the ritual they interact as incarnate deities themselves:
‘...they themselves have the Divine forces invoked into them so that

245

V. Crowley, ‘Wicca as Modern-Day Mystery Religion” in G. Harvey and
C. Hardman (ed.), Pagan Pathways, loc. cit.: 91.

26 T and S. Farrar, The Witches’ Way, loc. cit.: 30.

7 V. Crowley, ‘Wicca as Modern-Day Mystery Religion” in G. Harvey and
C. Hardman (ed.), Pagan Pathways, loc. cit.: 91.

28 V. Crowley, Wicca: the Old Religion in the New Millennium, loc. cit.: 205.

29 T and S. Farrar, The Witches’ Way, loc. cit.: 32.

20V, Crowley, Wicca: the Old Religion in the New Millennium, loc. cit.: 235.

B! Those conducting the first part of the Third Initiation as initiators must themselves
be Third Degree witches. See J. and S. Farrar, The Witches’ Way, loc. cit.: 31.



THE MODERN MAGICAL REVIVAL 71

the Sacred Marriage may be performed between the Goddess and the
God.™?

Wiccans undertaking the Third Initiation do not necessarily con-
summate their ritual union physically When the union is enacted
symbolically—for example, by ritually plunging the athame into the
chalice—it is said to be performed i token.*® However, when two
partners taking the role of God and Goddess wish to physically enact
their sacred sexual union, the high priest offers the third degree to his
partner i foken, and the high priestess returns it to him in true.** The
final part of the Great Rite, involving either the real or symbolic act
of sexual union, is performed in private after other coven members
have left the circle.”’

The Great Sabbats and the three initiations of Wicca focus on
concepts of fertility, the cycles of the seasons and the sacred union of
the Goddess and the God. Through their celebrations Wiccan prac-
titioners emphasize a process of renewal which in turn is reflected
psychologically and spiritually within their own inner being. As Lynne
Hume observes:

In spite of its seemingly theatrical mode, its tools and paraphernalia, ritual
is only a means to an end. Ritual is the outer form whose purpose is to
act as catalyst to the nmner process. .. Neither ritual nor magic are intended
to convert the sceptical or astound the novice, but are used as tools to
transform the individual.?®

Feminism and Goddess Spirituality

In the United States the late-1960s psychedelic counterculture, associ-
ated especially with the Bay Area around San Francisco,” fuelled a fas-
cination with diverse wisdom traditions and various forms of ‘alternative

B2 V. Crowley, Wicca: the Old Religion in the New Millennium, loc. cit.: 227-228.

3 1. and S. Farrar, The Witches’ Way, loc. cit.: 32.

* That is to say, the sexual act takes place physically, not symbolically. See
V. Crowley, Wicca: the Old Religion in the New Mullennium, loc. cit.: 227.

5 J. and S. Farrar, The Witches’ Way, loc. cit.: 37.

6 1., Hume, Witcheraft and Paganism in Australia, loc. cit.: 143.

»7 The Californian psychedelic counterculture was at its peak between November
1965 and January 1967. For coverage of this colourful period see G. Anthony, T#e
Summer of Love, Celestial Arts, Millbrae, California 1980; J. Stevens, Storming Heaven:
LSD and the American Dream, Atlantic Monthly Press, New York 1987, and 'I. Leary,
Flashbacks: An Autobiography, Tarcher, Los Angeles 1983.
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spirituality’ and esoteric teachings from around the world.*® The
psychedelic revolution itself was short-lived*” but in its aftermath, dur-
ing the early 1970s, the eclectic fusion of Eastern mysticism, Western
esoterica, indigenous spirituality, metaphysics and popular self-help
psychology, gave rise in turn to what is now known as the New Age
movement.” This was a socio-religious movement with identifiable
characteristics,”" and its international influence is still felt today.

#8 This period saw strong popular interest in the Tibetan Book of the Dead, which
first appeared in the W.Y. Evans-Wentz edition (Oxford University Press, New York
1960) and then provided the basis for a psychedelic experiential manual (T. Leary, R.
Metzner and R. Alpert, The Psychedelic Experience, University Books, New York 1964)
which became a bestseller in counterculture circles , enjoying seven reprints between
1964 and 1971.The American counterculture also embraced a wide range of other
Eastern wisdom traditions including Zen Buddhism, Taoism, Tai Chi and Tantric
yoga. However it was also a period of renewed interest in magic, the Tarot and the
Kabbalah, and many occult classics by such authors as A.E. Waite, Lewis Spence,
Eliphas Lévi, E.A. Wallis Budge and Aleister Crowley were reprinted at this time
as well. Following the release of Mircea Eliade’s classic work, Shamanism (Princeton
University Press, 1964), interest in this subject area was further heightened by the
release in 1968 of the first of Carlos Castaneda’s many books: The Teachings of Don
Juan: A Yagui Way of Knowledge (University of California Press, Berkeley) and this in turn
stimulated a developing interest in Native American culture and indigenous spirituality
generally. For an overview of the spiritual and metaphysical undercurrents operating
in the American counterculture see T. Roszak, Unfinished Animal: The Aquarian Frontier
and the Evolution of Consciousness, Harper & Row, New York 1975.

»9 Much of the psychedelic counterculture in San Francisco had begun to disperse
by 1968. See G. Anthony, The Summer of Love, loc. cit.: 175, and N. Drury, The New
Age: The History of a Movement, Thames & Hudson, New York 2004: 95.

20 The history of American counterculture spirituality and the rise of the New
Age movement are described in such publications as R.S. Ellwood, The Sixties Spiritual
Awakening, Rutgers University Press, New Jersey 1994; WJ. Hanegraaff, New Age Religion
and Western Culture, State University of New York Press, Albany, New York 1998,
P. Heelas, The New Age Movement, Blackwell, Oxford 1996 and N. Drury, The New Age:
The History of a Movement, loc. cit.

%1 Robert S. Ellwood, a scholar specialising in alternative and minority religions,
believes that four different explanatory models can be advanced to account for the rise
of new spiritual movements in the United States during the 1960s. In the first of these
models ‘the dominant paradigm moves from mainline to nonconformist religion in
various forms’, the civil rights and anti-war movements being followed by the ‘occult/
mystical counterculture’. A second model focuses on what Ellwood calls ‘the quest for
relevance’, while a third explanatory framework contrasts the rediscovery of natural
religion with the ‘revealed’ nature of established religions like Christianity: ‘Natural
religion believes that [the divine] presence may be tapped by a normal quickening
of spiritual sensitivity, which can be aided by various techniques or insights but does
not require extraordinary grace. Faith in nature and nature’s God may affirm hidden
(“occult”) natural forces that go beyond reason as ordinarily understood, including trust
in psychic energies and powers of mind that seem almost magical.” Ellwood’s fourth
model focuses on the quest for freedom: many symbols of religious hierarchy were
abandoned by mmbers of the 1960s counterculture. All of these models contribute to an
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Within the context of this burgeoning ‘alternative spirituality’,
variations on imported Gardnerian witchcraft began to emerge in the
United States during the 1970s. In particular, the blending of femi-
nism and modern witchcraft gave rise to a more broad-based spiritual
movement known as Goddess worship or Goddess spirituality.”®* As
theologian Mary Farrell Bednarowski has noted, this was a movement
that rejected traditional Christianity and Judaism, seeking ‘truth in
the depths of the female psyche and [finding] its energy in the wor-
ship of the “the goddess”.”* According to Bednarowski the primary
task of feminist spirituality involved ‘the resacralization of the cosmos
and the reimaging of the sacred.” Resacralization in turn required the
‘reinfusion of the sacred into the universe’ and for this to occur there
had to be a ‘redefining of the very nature of the sacred’....It could

not be ‘contained solely within the transcendent being of the God of
the Bible.”**

understanding of the rise of feminist witchcraft as a post-counterculture phenomenon
in the 1970s. See R.S. Ellwood, The Sixties Spiritual Awakening, loc. cit.: 331-334.

%2 American feminist Goddess worshippers quickly focused on ‘sisterhood’, on close
bonds between women, and for some devotees this has involved taking the Goddess
tradition beyond the male domain altogether. As Judy Davis and Juanita Weaver
expressed it in the mid-1970s: ‘Feminist spirituality has taken form in Sisterhood—in
our solidarity based on a vision of personal freedom, self-definition, and in our struggle
together for social and political change. The contemporary women’s movement has
created space for women to begin to perceive reality with a clarity that seeks to
encompass many complexities. This perception has been trivialized by male dominated
cultures that present the world in primarily rational terms... [Feminist spirituality
involves] the rejoining of woman to woman.” See Carol P. Christ and Judith Plaskow
(ed.), Womanspirit Rising: A Feminist Reader in Religion, Harper and Row, San Francisco
1979: 272.

23 ML.F. Bednarowski, ‘Women in Occult America’ in H. Kerr and C.L. Crow (ed.),
The Occult in America: New Hustorical Perspectives, University of Illinois Press, Urbana and
Chicago 1983: 188.

%% See MLF. Bednarowski, ‘The New Age Movement and Feminist Spirituality:
Overlapping Conversations at the End of the Century’ in J.R. Lewis and J.G. Melton
(ed.) Perspectives on the New Age, State University of New York Press, Albany, New
York 1992: 169. Feminist writer Carol P. Christ goes even further, arguing that the
resacralization of the earth is part of the process of individual transformation: ‘When
the earth is the body of the Goddess, the radical implications of the image are more
fully realized. The female body and the earth, which have been devalued and dominated
together, are resacralized. Our understanding of divine power is transformed as it is
clearly recognized as present within the finite and changing world. The image of earth
as the body of the Goddess can inspire us to repair the damage that has been done to
the earth, to women, and to other beings in dominator cultures.” See C.P. Christ, Reburth
of the Goddess: Finding Meaning in Feminist Spirituality, Routledge, New York 1997: 91.
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In her book Changing of the Gods: Feminism and the End of Traditional
Religions (1979) Naomi Goldenberg proposed that feminist witcheraft
could create a ‘powerful new religion’ focused on the worship of the
Goddess and that this new religion would encourage feminist witches
to reject ‘a civilization in which males in high places imitate a male
god in heaven’.”” Influential thinker Mary Daly similarly claimed that
the new feminist witchcraft was an appropriate alternative to a model
of the universe in which a male God ruled the cosmos and thereby
controlled social institutions to the detriment of women:

The symbol of the Father God, spawned in the human imagination and
sustained as plausible by patriarchy, has in turn rendered service to this
type of society by making its mechanisms for the oppression of women
appear right and fitting.?%

Jewish writer Judith Plaskow, co-editor of the feminist anthology
Womanspirit Rising (1979), was equally emphatic, raising issues of male-
dominance articulated by many women involved with the rise of
Goddess spirituality at the time:

The Bible was written by men. The myths from which the Bible borrowed
and which it used and transformed were written by men. The liturgy was
written by men. Jewish philosophy is the work of men. Modern Jewish
theology 1s the work of men...The problems we as women face in rela-
tion to our tradition are deep and complex, involving almost every aspect
of tradition. Where then are we going to find the new words, our words,
which need to be spoken??%’

In the United States, Goddess worship expanded the structure of
Gardnerian coven-based witchcraft, adopting rituals that were broader
in scope, more diverse, and less bound by the traditional Wiccan con-
cept of a three-fold initiation. Although some Goddess-worshippers
continued to refer to themselves as witches, others abandoned the term
altogether, preferring to regard their neopagan practice as a universal
feminist religion, drawing on mythologies from many different ancient

cultures.?®®

25 N. Goldenberg, Changing of the Gods: Feminism and the end of Traditional Religions,
Beacon Press, Boston 1979: 90.

266 M. Daly, Beyond God the Father, Beacon Press, Boston 1973: 13.

%7 See J. Plaskow, ‘Women’s Liberation and the Liberation of God’ in R.S. Gottlieb
(ed.) 4 New Creation: America’s Contemporary Spiritual Voices, Crossroad, New York 1990:
230-232.

%% In her influential book The Holy Book of Women’s Mysteries, Z. Budapest refers to
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As the Goddess spirituality movement developed in the United States
during the 1970s it would come to include such influential figures as
Merlin Stone, Carol P. Christ, Margot Adler, Marija Gimbutas, Judith
Plaskow, Naomi Goldenberg, Mary Daly and the Christian feminist
theologians Rosemary Radford Ruether and Carter Heyward.?*
However the pioneering figures in the rise of Goddess spirituality
and ‘feminist witchcraft’ were unquestionably Zsuzsanna Budapest
and Starhawk who, between them, would redefine the very nature of
feminist neopaganism in the United States.

Zsuzsanna Budapest (otherwise known as Z., or “Zee’, Budapest) was
born in Hungary in 1940, the daughter of a psychic medium. Budapest’s
mother, Masika Szilagyi, who claimed shamanic ancestry, composed
poems and invocations while in trance and was also a sculptress of
note, often featuring pagan and goddess themes in her motifs.””* At the
age of nineteen, Z. Budapest left Vienna, where she had been studying
languages, and travelled to Illinois in order to study German literature
at the University of Chicago. Later she worked in theatre in New York,
exploring techniques of improvisation, before moving to Los Angeles in
1970. Soon after arriving in Los Angeles, Budapest opened an occult
shop, the Feminist Wicca, on Lincoln Boulevarde in Santa Monica. The
store served as a ‘matriarchal spiritual centre’, dispensing candles, oil,
incense, herbs, jewellery, Tarot cards and other occult paraphernalia.
It also developed as a meeting place for women wishing to perform
rituals together. Soon there were groups of neopagan women meeting
for ceremonies on the equinoxes and solstices and, in Budapest’s words,
‘feminist spirituality had been born again’.*”!

In a lengthy interview with journalist Cheri Lesh, published in 1975,
Budapest expressed her belief that Wicca was not an inverted form of
Christianity but represented the remnants of a much older, matriarchal
system of worship that recognised the feminine as the creative force in

the Mother Goddess as the ‘Female Principle of the Universe and source of all life’.
She is the ‘Goddess of the Ten Thousand Names’. (loc. cit.: 1989: 277-278.)

%9 These American advocates of broad-based Goddess spirituality also had notable
counterparts in the UK and Ireland, among them Caitlin Matthews, Olivia Durdin-
Robertson, Vivienne Crowley, Asphodel P. Long, and Elizabeth Brooke.

20 See 7. Budapest, The Holy Book of Women’s Mysteries, loc. cit.: 308.

#1 Personal communication to the author, Berkeley, California, December 1984,
during filming of the television documentary 7The Occult Experience (Cinetel Productions
for Channel Ten, Sydney, released in the United States on Sony Home Video).
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Nature.?”? Budapest spoke of the bloody transition from a matriarchal
society to a patriarchal form, in which roaming bands of warriors rav-
aged the great Queendoms of Anatolia, Sumer and Thrace and frag-
mented the ‘Great Goddess’ into a number of minor deities. This led
to a much diminished status for the goddesses, who then had confined
and restricted roles as a consequence. In Greek mythology, Aphrodite
became simply a goddess of love and sexuality, while Artemis repre-
sented hunting, and Athena wisdom. Hera, Amphitrite and Persephone,
meanwhile, became adjuncts to Zeus, Poseidon and Hades. According
to Budapest, this transition was a major cultural disaster:

Mythology is the mother of religions, and grandmother of history.
Mythology is human-made, by the artists, storytellers and entertainers
of the times. In short, culture-makers are the soldiers of history, more
effective than guns and bombers. Revolutions are really won on the cul-
tural battlefields... Women understand this very well, since we became
aware of how women’s culture had been ripped off by the ruling class.
This resulted in a stunted self-image of women which resulted in inse-
curities, internalizing the cultural expectations of us created by male
culture-makers. Most of the women in the world still suffer from this
spiritual poverty.?’®

In order to eliminate any male influence, Budapest’s practice of Dianic
witchcraft has excluded men altogether. According to Budapest, women’s
mysteries must be kept pure and strong, and men have no place in
them:

We have women’s circles. You don’t put men in women’s circles—they
wouldn’t be women’s circles any more. Our Goddess is Life, and women
should be free to worship from their ovaries.?’*

Budapest’s most influential publication, 7he Holy Book of Women’s Mpysteries
(1989) includes a ‘Self-Blessing Ritual” which she describes as a way of
‘exorcising that patriarchal “policeman”, cleansing the deep mind, and
filling it with positive images of the strength and beauty of women.
This is what the Goddess symbolizes—the Divine within women and

22 C. Lesh, ‘Goddess Worship: the Subversive Religion’, Twelve Together, Los Angeles,
May 1975.

273 Thid.

7% Personal communication to the author, Berkeley, California, December 1984,
during filming of the television documentary The Occull Experience, loc. cit.



THE MODERN MAGICAL REVIVAL 77

all that is Female in the universe.””””> Budapest favours an equal mix of

lesbian and heterosexual women in her circles to ‘balance the polarities’
in her rituals.”’® Her emphasis on women’s mysteries allows the different
phases of womanhood to be honoured in their own right and group
ceremonies are performed for each of these phases of life.?””

It was through the Feminist Wicca?”® that Budapest first made contact
with Miriam Simos, best known as the acclaimed neopagan author
Starhawk, a Jewish woman who had rejected Judaism, Buddhism and
other ‘male-dominated’ religious traditions.””” Budapest became one
of Starhawk’s teachers although Starhawk claims that her spiritual
knowledge also derives from dream and trance experiences.” Starhawk
formed her first coven, Compost, from a group of men and women
who attended a class in Witchcraft that she taught in the Bay Area
Center for Alternative Education, and she was later confirmed as
high priestess of this coven.” Starhawk became a founding member
of Reclaiming, a feminist network of women and men working in the
Goddess tradition to unify spirituality and politics through progressive

25 7. Budapest, The Holy Book of Women’s Mysteries, loc. cit.: 112.

6 Personal communication to the author, Berkeley, California, December 1984,
during filming of the television documentary The Occult Experience, loc. cit.

277 Thbid.

28 According to Z. Budapest, Simos was driving past the Feminist Wicca on
Lincoln Boulevarde and came in to look. Budapest was staffing on that particular day
and invited Simos to attend a forthcoming Spring Equinox Festival. Their friendship
and mutual advocacy of Goddess spirituality developed from this point onwards. See
7. Budapest, The Holy Book of Women’s Mysteries, loc. cit.: xiv.

29 Starhawk, The Spiral Dance, revised edition, HarperCollins, San Francisco 1999: 33,
51. Starhawk’s response to male-dominated traditions would appear to be characteristic
of the rise of feminist witchcraft in the United States since the late 1970s. Theologian
Mary Farrell Bednarowski believes the rise of feminist spirituality was a response to
the ‘alienation from the cosmos’ associated with male-dominated religions: ‘According
to New Age thinkers and feminists, Judaism and Christianity espouse a deity who
is male, transcendent and “other”. This is a static deity, omnipotent, omniscient,
omnipresent, static, unchanging in his perfection. This God has created the world but
does not inhabit it, for the creation, along with humankind, is fallen. At the centre of
creation, at the centre of human existence, there is brokenness rather than wholeness,
sin and estrangement rather than creativity. To be saved means salvation from the
world, from the body... The result is alienation from the rest of the cosmos as well as
estrangement from the divine.” See ML.I. Bednarowski, “The New Age Movement and
Feminist Spirituality: Overlapping Conversations at the End of the Century’ in J.R.
Lewis and J.G. Melton (ed.) Perspectives on the New Age, State University of New York
Press, Albany, New York 1992: 168-169.

20 R.E. Guiley, The Encyclopedia of Wiiches and Witcheraft, loc. cit.: 327.

21 Ihid.
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activism,” and during the mid-1980s she also served on the teaching
faculty of theologian Matthew Fox’s postgraduate Institute at Holy
Names College in Oakland, exploring the common ground between
neopaganism and Fox’s renegade Roman Catholic-based Creation-
centred spirituality.®®

Since the late 1970s Starhawk has published several highly influ-
ential books, including The Spiral Dance, Dreaming the Dark and The
Pagan Book of Living and Dying, all widely regarded as key works in the
revival of Goddess worship and neopaganism. During an interview
with Toronto-based writer Alexander Blair-Ewart in the mid-1990s,
Starhawk explained that her Goddess perspective involved a process
of re-sacralizing the world:

What’s important about witcheraft and about the pagan movement is,
essentially, that it’s not so much a way of seeing reality, as it’s a different
way of valuing the reality around us. We say that what is sacred, in the
sense of what we are most committed to, what determines all our other
values, 1s this living Earth, this world, the life systems of the earth, the
cycles of birth and growth and death and regeneration; the air, the fire,
the water, the land...?%

In her writings Starhawk also refers specifically to the nurturing and
revitalising power of the Goddess-energy:

The symbolism of the Goddess has taken on an electrifying power for
modern women. The rediscovery of the ancient matrifocal civilizations
has given us a deep sense of pride in woman’s ability to create and sustain
culture. It has exposed the falsehoods of patriarchal history, and given
us models of female strength and authority. The Goddess—ancient and
primeval; the first of deities; patroness of the Stone Age hunt and of
the first sowers of seeds; under whose guidance the herds were tamed,
the healing herbs first discovered; in whose image the first works of art
were created; for whom the standing stones were raised; who was the

%2 Starhawk remains strongly committed to political activism. Her recent publication,
Webs of Power: Notes from the Global Uprising, New Society Publishers, Victoria, Canada
2002, explores the relationship between magical ritual and progressive activism.

% Following his association with Starhawk, Matthew Fox came to believe that there
was a connection between the Nature-spirituality in Wicca and the sense of wholeness-
in-Christ expressed in his own Creation Spirituality. However he was heavily criticised
by the Roman Catholic authorities for this perception, Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger (now
Pope Benedict) referring to Fox’s book Original Blessing as ‘dangerous and deviant’. See
T. Peters, The Cosmic Self, HarperCollins, San Francisco 1991: 126-127.

% See A. Blair-Ewart, Mindfire:Dialogues in the Other Future, Somerville House, Toronto
1995: 128.
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inspiration of song and poetry—is recognized once again in today’s world.
She is the bridge, on which we can cross the chasms within ourselves,
which were created by our social conditioning, and reconnect with our
lost potentials. She is the ship, on which we sail the waters of the deep
self, exploring the uncharted seas within. She is the door, through which
we pass to the future. She is the cauldron, in which we who have been
wrenched apart simmer until we again become whole. She is the vaginal
passage, through which we are reborn. ..

Starhawk’s seminal work The Spiral Dance and Z. Budapest’s Holy Book
of Women’s Mpysteries have influenced the rise of American Goddess
spirituality in the same way that Gerald Gardner and Doreen Valiente’s
writings helped to establish the foundations of British Wicca. According
to Starhawk, the sacred presence of the Goddess remains at the very
heart of all forms of feminist witchcraft: “The Goddess is around us
and within us. She is immanent and transcendent. .. the Goddess repre-
sents the divine embodied in Nature, in human beings, in the flesh.’?*
Starhawk also maintains that the encounter with the Goddess should be
based on personal experience, and not on religious doctrine or belief:

In the Craft, we do not believe in the Goddess—we connect with Her;
through the moon, the stars, the ocean, the earth, through trees, animals,
through other human beings, through ourselves. She is here. She is within
us all. She 1s the full circle: earth, air, fire, water and essence—body, mind,
spirit, emotions, change.?®’

Starhawk’s concept of deity is essentially monotheistic for she regards
the Goddess as the source of all life, the ground of all being:

The Goddess is first of all earth, the dark, nurturing mother who brings
forth all life. She is the power of fertility and generation; the womb, and
also the receptive tomb, the power of death. All proceeds from Her, all
returns to Her.2%

Feminist writer Carol P. Christ offers a similarly all-encompassing view
of the Goddess:

The earth is the body of the Goddess. All beings are interdependent in
the web of life. Nature is intelligent, alive and aware. As part of nature,
human beings are relational, embodied, and interdependent...The

2 Starhawk, ‘The Goddess’” in Roger S. Gottlieb (ed.) 4 New Creation: America’s
Contemporary Spiritual Voices, Crossroad, New York 1990: 213.

26 Starhawk, Dreaming the Dark, Beacon Press, Boston 1982: 8-9.

%7 Starhawk, “The Goddess’, loc. cit.: 213-214.

%8 Thid.: 214.
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symbols and rituals of Goddess religion bring these values to consciousness
and help us build communities in which we can create a more just,
peaceful, and harmonious world.**

However, as Margot Adler has noted in Drawing Down the Moon (1981),
many neopagans regard themselves as polytheists or pantheists, rather
than monotheists, and there is no general agreement on the nature
of sacred reality.””” Adler also notes that some Wiccans distinguish
between the Goddess of the moon, earth and sea, and the God of
the woods, hunt and animal realm, in what amounts to a type of
‘duotheism’.?! British Wiccan writer Vivianne Crowley seeks to resolve
this issue in a different way when she says: ‘All Gods are different
aspects of the one God and all Goddesses are different aspects of the
one Goddess...ultimately these two are reconciled in the one divine

essence.’??

29 C.P. Christ, Rebirth of the Goddess: Finding Meaning in Feminist Spirituality, Routledge,
New York 1997: xv.

290 M. Adler, Drawing Down the Moon, loc. cit.: 24-25.

2! Ibid.: 35.

22 Quoted in D.D. Carpenter, ‘Emergent Nature Spirituality’ in J.R. Lewis (ed.),
Magical Religion and Modern Witcherafi, State University of New York Press, Albany, New
York 1996: 57.



THE INFLUENCE OF ALEISTER CROWLEY ON GERALD
GARDNER AND THE EARLY WITCHCRAFI' MOVEMENT*

Henrik Boepan

Magic, Sex and Contemporary Paganism

Although magic is an intrinsic part of contemporary paganism there
is no consensus as to how magic is believed to function, or how it is to
be defined." The absence of a definition of magic that all pagans can
agree upon is, on the one hand, reflective of the multifaceted nature of
paganism: the term paganism as an -usm, implying a coherent system
of beliefs and practices, is misleading since paganism is not a coherent
and unified movement. On the contrary, paganism is characterised by a
wide diversity that not only includes major currents such as Witchcraft,
neo-shamanism, Heathenism, Asatru, Druidry, Goddess Spirituality, etc.,
but these currents in their turn show rich variety in beliefs, practices
and organisational structures.” The modern witchcraft movement, for
instance, consists of Gardnerian, Alexandrian, Celtic, Dianic, and Faery
Wicca, to name but a few of the more well-known variants. On the other
hand, the lack of an agreed upon definition of magic is symptomatic
of wider trends in western spirituality that, somewhat simplistically,
can be described as the ongoing struggle between disenchanted and re-
enchanted worldviews. Are the gods and goddesses invoked in magical
rituals actual objective entities, or are they symbols of different aspects
of man’s unconscious? This basic question lies at the root of emic defi-
nitions of magic, but to some pagans this is not a particularly relevant
question since the only thing that matters is that the magic “works” for
them. In this they reiterate what the occultist® Aleister Crowley wrote

* An earlier version of this chapter was published as “Challenging the Morals of
Western Society: The Use of Ritualised Sex in Contemporary Occultism” in The
Pomegranate: The International Journal of Pagan Studies Vol. 8. 2 (2006), 211-246.

! For a discussion of magic in paganism, see Joanne Pearson, Wicca and the Christian
Heritage: Ritual, Sex and Magic (2007), 94-111; Barbara Jane Davy, Introduction to Pagan
Studies (2007) 29-30; Graham Harvey, Contemporary Paganism (1997) 87-106; Graham
Harvey, What Do Pagans Believe? (2007) 44-53.

2 Graham Harvey, Contemporary Paganism (1997).

* Occultism, which for our present purpose can be described as a secularised form
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in a short tract called “Liber O vel Manus et Sagittae”, first published
in his magnum opus Magick in Theory and Practice (1929):

In this book it is spoken of the Sephiroth and the Paths, of Spirits and
Conjurations; of Gods, Spheres, Planes, and many other things which
may or may not exist.

It is immaterial whether these exist or not. By doing certain things cer-
tain results follow; students are most earnestly warned against attributing
objective reality or philosophic validity to any of them.!

It 1s, however, not only Crowley’s focus on the results of magic that is
being echoed in contemporary paganism, but as has been pointed out
by numerous scholars one of the most common definitions of magic to
be found in the modern witchcraft movement derives from Crowley.’ In
discussing definitions of magic in paganism in What Do Pagans Believe?
Graham Harvey states:

Two definitions of magic are current among Pagans: some say that magic
is the art of causing change according to the will, others that magic is
the art of changing consciousness according to will. The first asserts that
magic can change the world; it can heal a sick relative or make someone
fall in love. The second suggest that magic can change one’s self at the
deep level of one’s consciousness.

It is usually acknowledged that while the first definition derives from
Crowley, the second is supposed to have been formulated by the occult-
ist Dion Fortune (pseudo. of Violet Mary Iirth, 1890-1946). Crowley’s
well-known definition of magic (or Magick as he chose to spell it)
appeared in print for the first time in Magick in Theory and Practice:

Magick is the Science and Art of causing Change to occur in
conformity with Will. (Illustration: It is my Will to inform the World
of certain facts within my knowledge. I therefore take “magical weap-
ons”, pen, ink, and paper; I write “incantations—these sentences—in the
“magical language” 1.e. that which is understood by the people I wish to
mstruct; I call forth “spirits”, such as printers, publishers, booksellers, and

of Western esotericism, is characterised, among other things, by a heavy focus on the
experiential aspect of religion; that is, teachings and dogmas often come second to
the performance of rituals and various forms of meditation. For a discussion on how
occultism (as a form of secularised esotericism) differs from traditional, or Renaissance,
esotericism, see Wouter J. Hanegraaff “The Study of Western Esotericism” (2004),
497-499.

* Aleister Crowley, Magick in Theory and Practice (1929), 375.

> E.g. Graham Harvey, Contemporary Paganism (1997), 88.

% Graham Harvey, What Do Pagans Belicve? (2007), 45.
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so forth, and constrain them to convey my message to those people. The
composition and distribution of this book is thus an act of Magick by
which I cause change to take place in conformity with my Will).”

Based on this definition a notion of Crowley’s magic has developed that
appears to maintain that Crowley understood magic solely as some-
thing which manifested outside the mind of the magician.This notion
is, however, not entirely correct. In fact, to Crowley magic was just as
much an inner process that led from an unenlightened state of being,
to enlightenment. This process included profound psychological experi-
ences or altered states of consciousness (the two most important ones
called the “Knowledge of and Conversation with the Holy Guardian
Angel”, and the “Crossing of the Abyss”), which were codified in the
initiatory system of his order the Silver Star, the A..A.. (founded in
1907).

As will be discussed below, Crowley often connected the willpower
with human sexuality which was seen as a powerful stimulus of the will.
Crowley developed a particular form of sexual magic in which sex was
used to energise or charge the will of the practitioner, and this form
of magic would later become an important influence upon the early
witchcraft movement as developed by Gerald Gardner in the 1950s.

Crowley’s high regard for the power of sex was not something
unusual, and the fascination with sex can in fact be seen as an intrinsic
part of modern and late modern Western culture. As Michel Foucault
(1926-1984) has observed in his monumental study 7The History of
Sexuality (1976) sex has been exploited as the secret of Western culture:
a secret, however, which everybody is in on. Foucault questioned the
notion that sexuality had been repressed by Victorian society and argued
that sexuality, in its various forms, in fact was subject to thorough
exploration. It was in particular sexual practices which fell outside the
norms of traditional heterosexuality, such as sodomy, that received a
detailed attention in the Victorian era. Although the published accounts
of “perverse” and “promiscuous” sexual practices did not condone the
practices, the practices came to be understood not as mere sexual acts
but as expressions of human sexuality as such.”

The nature of human sexuality was not only discussed in academic
or literary circles, but also became an increasingly important topic in

7 Aleister Crowley, Magick in Theory and Practice (1929), xvii.
% Michel Foucault, Sexualitetens Historia, Band I (2002), 43-70.
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Western esoteric currents during the eighteenth and nineteenth centu-
ries. The esoteric approach to sexuality often stood in sharp contrast
to traditional Christian notions regarding sexuality, such as original
sin, and instead emphasised the positive aspects of sexuality. Authors
such as Richard Payne Knight (1751-1824) and Sir William Jones
(1746-1794) argued that pre-Christian religions from various parts of
the world centred on the worship of the generative powers and the cult
of the sun. Just as the sun was the source of life in the macrocosm, so
the phallus was the source of life in the microcosm. Phallicism and the
worship of the sun were thus seen as the original form of religion and
it was furthermore believed that traces of this universal religion could
be found in all cultures and religions.” As Joscelyn Godwin has shown
in The Theosophical Enlightenment (1994) these ideas became popular at the
end of the nineteenth century and were promulgated by various occult
and theosophical groups. The esoteric understanding of the nature
of human sexuality was not, however, restricted to speculations about
pre-Christian religion, but also influenced the theory and practice of
sexual magic in occult and neo-Rosicrucian groups such as The Hermetic
Brotherhood of Luxor which based its sexual magic on the teachings of
Paschal Beverly Randolph (1825-1875). Randolph’s teachings would
later find their way into the sexual magic of Ordo Templi Orientis,
which afterwards were codified by Aleister Crowley (1875-1947). At
the end of the 1960s and early 1970s there was a revival in the inter-
est of Aleister Crowley, particularly in the countercultural movement,
and at this time sexual magic became identified with Eastern Tantric
practices.

The late 1960s with its focus on “sex, drugs, and rock’n roll” among
the spiritual seekers of the Ilower Power generation proved to be an
important period for new religious movements that experimented
with sex.'” It was common at this time to come across the notion that
sex 1s something natural and positive, and that instead of separating
religion from sex one should try to unite them. Indeed, sex was often
seen as a means to religious ends, something which is evident in the

? For a detailed discussion of the worship of the generative powers and the cult of
the sun, see Joscelyn Godwin, The Theosophical Enlightenment (1994), 1-48.

!0 Susan J. Palmer has demonstrated that new religious movements can be divided
into three groups according to their religious views of sex identity: sex Complement,
sex Polarity, and sex Unity Groups. Susan J. Palmer, Moon Sisters, Krishna Mothers, Rajneesh
Lovers (1994).



THE INFLUENCE OF ALEISTER CROWLEY 85

literature of Neo-Tantra (to use a popular neologism), which remains
as an important part of the new religious landscape in the West.!" It is
common to come across the idea within this form of spirituality that
our sexuality has been repressed by the Christian churches, and that
the repression of sexuality is harmful to the individual. The use of sex
in religious rituals is thus not only seen as a liberating component, but
also as a way of healing the perceived psychological wounds caused
by the repressive forms of Christianity. Sex is no longer seen as some-
thing sinful or evil, but instead as something natural or even divine.
In that respect the positive attitude towards sex in both secular and
religious spheres of Western society coincide, and given the assumed
sexual nature of Neo-Tantra it comes as no surprise that this form of
spirituality has become popular in the West.

Aleister Crowley and the Sexual Magic of the O.T0O.

Crowley first came into contact with sexual magic in a systematic way
through his involvement with the Ordo Templi Orientis, or the Order of
Oriental Templars. The O.T.O. was an irregular form of Freemasonry
which admitted both men and women. It was founded by a former
member of the Theosophical Society, Theodor Reuss (1855-1923)
some time between 1906 and 1912, on the basis of a masonic charter
issued by John Yarker (1833-1913) in 1902.'% Both Reuss and Yarker
were active in the world of so-called “fringe masonry” which included
various forms of unorthodox and irregular high degree Freemasonry."
The object of founding the O. T.O. seems to have been the creation of
an Academia Masonica, in which a number of different masonic Rites
were collected into one system. Probably modelled upon the Swedish
Rite of I'reemasonry the degree system of the O.T.O. consisted of ten
degrees, of which the tenth degree was an administrative degree.'*

"' Hugh B. Urban, Zantra (2003), 1-43.

12 The early history of the O.T.O. remains problematic. See Marco Pasi “Ordo
Templi Orientis” (2005). According to Pasi the O.T.O. was founded only in 1912.
This view is also expressed in A.P. Eberhardt’s Von den Winkellogen Deutschlands (1914),
99-101.

1% See Ellic Howe “Fringe Masonry in England, 1870-85” (1972); Ellic Howe
and Helmut Méller “Theodor Reuss: Irregular Freemasonry in Germany, 1900-23”
(1978).

" The apparent connection between the Swedish System and the O.T.O. has been
noted by Martin P. Starr in The Unknown God (2003), 20, note 5.
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According to Reuss the central Key or secret of Freemasonry was sexual
magic but for one reason or another knowledge of this secret had been
lost to most masonic organisations. This secret was kept closely hidden
from the public in the early years of the O.T.O. and thus the aims of
the Order were described in somewhat more traditional masonic and
theosophical terms in the first Constitution of the Order supposedly
published in 1906:

Article II. Section II.
The principal purpose of the O.T.O. is to teach Brotherhood and to
make it a living power in the life of humanity.

Article II. Section III.

The subsidiary aims of the O.T.O. are: (a) to spread the knowledge of
Hermetic Science, and to initiate its members in the Secret Doctrines
of Hermetic Science; (b) to establish and administer schools, lodges, etc.,
where Hermetic Science is taught; (c) to build, establish, found, manage
and administer Homes, Colonies, Settlements, etc., wherein initiated
members may live according to the tenets of the O.T.O."

Six years later, however, Reuss stated the true nature of the Order
in a bolder fashion in the so-called “jubilee edition” of the Order’s
magazine the Oriflamme:

Our Order possess the KEy which opens up all Masonic and Hermetic
secrets, namely, the teaching of sexual magic, and this teaching explains,
without exception, all the secrets of Nature, all the symbolism of
Freemasonry and all systems of religion.'

Reuss had heard about Crowley in 1910 in connection with a much-
publicized trial. Crowley was printing the secret rituals of an occultist
initiatory society called the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn in
his bi-annual publication, The Equinox, and he had announced that the
March 1910 issue would include the Second, or Inner, Order rituals.
S. Liddell Mathers (1854—1918), the then head of the Golden Dawn,
tried to restrain the publication by suing Crowley, to no avail. According
to Crowley’s autobiography he received letters from all over Europe as

% Theodor Reuss and Aleister Crowley O.7.0. Rituals and Sex Magick (1999), 66. It
appears that this document was not published in 1906 as stated, but rather in 1912.

1 Quoted in Francis King, Ritual Magic in England (1970), 119. The original quote
in German is as follows: “Unser Orden besitzt den Schliissel, der alle maurer.. und
hermetischen Geheimnisse erschlieB3t, es ist die Lehre von der Sexual-Magie, und diese
Lehre erklirt restlos alle Ritsel der Natur, alle freimaurerische Symbolik, und alle
Religions-Systeme.” Jubileums-Ausgabe Der Oriflamme (1912), 21.
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a result of this trial, and many honorary degrees from a number of
esoteric organizations. One of the people who contacted Crowley was
Reuss, who called on him in London and conferred upon him the VII®
of the O.T.O. Crowley was apparently not overly impressed with Reuss,
and thought little of this degree."” However, a few years later Reuss
reappeared at Crowley’s door and accused him of exposing the secrets
of the Order in one of his published books, The Book of Lies (1913).
Crowley denied that he had done so, with the argument that he was
not informed of the secrets which he was supposed to have revealed.
After pointing out the passages in the The Book of Lies for Crowley,
Reuss then promptly elevated Crowley to IX® and thereby swore him
to secrecy regarding the central secret of the O.T.O.

According to Crowley, the techniques of sexual magic as revealed
by Reuss were in a very crude form, and Reuss had limited experience
of actually practicing sexual magic. Nevertheless, after being initiated
into the sexual mysteries of the O.T.O. Crowley set out to explore
sexual magic applying what he considered to be a scientific method.
To a certain extent, the application of a “scientific method” (such as
keeping a detailed record of all the experiments) can be explained in
the light of what Foucault called “Scientia sexualis”, that is, the use
of science as a legitimating factor in dealing with human sexuality.'®
Furthermore, the scientific approach to sexuality mirrors the Western
attempt to understand the nature of human sexuality, and thereby to
control it. On the other hand, the application of science on religion
reflects the positivist attitudes at the time, in which the natural sciences
had superseded religion as the way to knowledge. To Crowley, this was
expressed by the motto of his journal The Equinox (1909-1913), “The
Method of Science, the Aim of Religion”. In 1914 Crowley made
the following statement concerning sexual magic his diary Rex De Arte
Regia:

This Art was communicated to me in June [1912] by the O.H.O. [Outer
Head of the Order]| It was practised by me in a desultory way until [1
January 1914] when I made the Experiments recorded elsewhere of
the Art derived from and parallel to this. The Knowledge thus gained
enabled me to make further research with more acumen and directness,
so that I was able definitely to assert that I had produced certain results
at will. For example, my bronchitis, which had been most intractable was

17" Aleister Crowley, Confessions (1989), 628-629.
18 Michel Foucault, Sexualitetens historia (2002), 71-89.
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cured in a single day. I obtained money when needed. I obtained ‘sex-
force and sex-attraction’ so strongly that for months after I was never at
loss. Better than all, I was able to excite my art-creative power and my
magical intuition so that much of the very great work done by me all
this summer may be considered due entirely to this Art."

From that year on, Crowley experimented with sexual magic and his
diaries, both published and un-published, show that he kept a careful
record of all “operations”, stating the object; partner(s); quality of the
“elixir”; and the apparent results.”’ In the early 1920s Crowley assumed
the office as the worldwide chief of the O.T.O., or Outer Head of
the Order as the office was officially known. The use of sex in magi-
cal and religious rituals fitted well with the principles of Thelema, a
new religious movement of which Crowley was the prophet. In 1904
Crowley had “channelled” a text known as The Book of the Law, which
he later technically labelled Liber AL vel Legis. According to Crowley,
this text proved to be the foundation of a new religion and it identi-
fied Crowley as its prophet, The Beast 666. Thelemic doctrines were
incorporated in the revised rituals of the O.T.O. that Crowley wrote
at the request of Reuss during his stay in the United States during the
First World War.

What, then, did the sexual magic that Crowley used actually con-
sist of ? The sexual magic of the O.T.O. was initially confined to the
Eighth and Ninth degrees. In the Eight degree, Perfect Pontiff of the
INluminati, the initiate was instructed in the practice of auto-sexual
magic, or masturbation. In the Ninth degree, Initiate of the Sanctuary
of the Gnosis, the initiate was taught a particular form of magic
which involved sexual intercourse. In addition to this, Crowley quickly
developed a new form of sexual magic which involved anal sex in a
newly created Eleventh Degree. A number of authors have stated that
this degree was a homosexual degree, but a close reading of Crowley’s
diaries reveal that he performed this particular form of sexual magic
with both men and women. In Crowley’s sexual magic the mere use
of sex was not enough in itself. The sexual energy was used to charge,
as it were, mental images created by the magician. To a certain extent,
this form of magic is similar to the so-called talismanic magic taught

19 Aleister Crowley, The Magical Record of the Beast 666 (1993), 3.

% Records of Crowley’s experiments with sexual magic can be found in The Magical
Record of the Beast 666 (1993), The Magical Diaries of Aleister Crowley (1979), and in shorter
works such as “The Paris Working” (1998).
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by the Golden Dawn which aimed at charging or empowering magi-
cal talismans.?!

During the operation, as Crowley called his acts of sexual magic,
the performer had to concentrate his will on a particular object, such
as inspiration to write poetry, and to create mental images that would
stimulate the ecstatic nature of the ritual. Crowley would, for instance,
imagine showers of gold pouring over him at the moment of orgasm in
rituals whose aim was to raise money. Moreover, the mental state of the
practitioner had to be “energised” or charged with an ecstatic feeling
or energy which Crowley apparently connected to sexual energy.” It
seems as if Crowley sought to transcend the limits of normal rational
consciousness in these forms of rituals and to reach into layers of the
consciousness which are normally inaccessible. In discussing sexual
magic in his diary, Crowley noted:

Union of the conscious mind, made stable moreover, with the subcon-
scious, is evidently necessary to any Operation in which the Result is to
be formulated beforehand.??

The union of the conscious mind with the subconscious appears to
have been a central aspect of Crowley’s spiritual system as he evidently
identified the subconscious with the so-called Holy Guardian Angel.**
One significant characteristic of the O.T.O. version of sexual magic is
the sacramental consumption of the so-called Elixir (in the Ninth degree
the elixir consists of a mixture of male and female sexual fluids, gathered
from the vagina). The Elixir could also be used to anoint objects such
as talismans, thereby empowering them with the force that was released
at the moment of orgasm. Crowley’s systematic experimentation

2 The use of sex in magical rituals was, however, not allowed in the Golden
Dawn.

2 See Aleister Crowley “Energized Enthusiasm” (1913) for more information on
this particular state of mind.

% Aleister Crowley, The Magical Record of the Beast 666 (1993), 150.

# When an Australian disciple to Crowley, Frank Bennett (1868-1930) visited
Crowley at the Abbey of Thelema in Cefalu, Sicily in 1921, he suddenly became
“enlightened” by something that Crowley had told him: “And just what was the shat-
tering information that Crowley had imparted? In essence, he had explained that initia-
tion was simply a process of bringing the subconscious to the fore. The subconscious,
Crowley said, was to all intents and purposes the Holy Guardian Angel with whom
the aspirant wished to communicate, in order to establish his or her “True Will.” To
establish this communication, aspirants had only to open themselves up to the demands
and desires of their subconscious, and act in harmony with them.” Keith Richmond
Progradior & The Beast (2004), 174.
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with sexual magic resulted in a few short secret documents entitled De
Arte Magica (1914), Agape vel Liber C vel Azoth (1914) and Emblems and
Mode of Use (1944). It is interesting to note that after Crowley had been
initiated into the secrets of sexual magic two significant changes took
place: first, Crowley practically stopped performing complex forms of
ceremonial magic in favour of the much simpler sexual magic, and,
second, all his subsequent recorded acts of sex are limited to the per-
formance of sexual magic. Crowley’s sexual liberation can thus be seen
as a new form of regulation, which prevented him from performing sex
for mere pleasure. In choosing partners for his sexual magic Crowley
appears to have had an open mind, to put it mildly. The partners were
thus not only limited to his numerous mistresses and lovers, but also to
his disciples, casual acquaintances, total strangers and a fair amount
of prostitutes. A typical entry in his diaries detailing his sexual magic
could look like the following example from June 16, 1914:

16 June 12.21 a.m. [1914] A hot night after a heavy thunderstorm.
Lamplight.

‘Lilian’ a short plump young nigger whore.

Object: Poetic inspiration. I was utterly tired out and could hardly perform
the Operation, especially as the cucurbit [i.e. the vagina] was worthless,
and I wanted either or both of two others [1.e. whores] very badly.
The Elixir, however, was extremely good in quality, concentrated, aromatic,
and sweet. The will was concentrated but not enthused.

Result: A complete failure so far as actual poetry is concerned; but I got
certain poetic ideas.”

To what extent, then, does the sexual magic of the O.T.O. derive
from Eastern Tantric practices? The answer to this question needs to
be searched for in two different places. First, the possibility of Tantric
influences on pre-Crowley O.T.O.; and second, knowledge of Tantric
practices on part of Crowley himself. In respect of the first, it must
be stated that the available evidence is far too limited to draw any
conclusive conclusions. Reuss asserted that he had not created the
O.T.O. on his own, but that he had been assisted in this project by the
Austrian Freemason Karl Kellner (1850-1905) and the German the-
osophist Franz Hartmann (1838-1912). It is Kellner in particular who
has been credited as the source of sexual magic of the Order, and his
knowledge of yoga—and some would claim Tantra—allegedly stems

% Aleister Crowley, The Magical Record of the Beast 666 (1993), 28.
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from his meeting with two Indian gurus, Bheema Sena Pratapa and
Mahatma Agamya Paramahamsa, and the Arab Hadji Soliman ben
Aisa.” The problem with this theory is that, firstly, it is highly unlikely
that Kellner had anything to do with the formation of the O.T.O. since
the Order was founded after his death, and secondly, the surviving texts
written by him show no familiarity with sexual magic or Tantra.”” In
a similar manner, the surviving evidence simply does not confirm the
notion that Reuss had any deeper knowledge of Tantric practices. It
is an undeniable fact, though, that Reuss did connect the sexual magic
of the O.T.O. with Hindu yogic practices as the following passage from
the Jubilee edition of Der Oriflamme (1912) shows:

At the end of the previous article, it was explained that the key to open-
ing up the secret, underlying all masonic symbols, is the doctrine of
Sexual Magic.

[.]

We say in our Manifesto that we supply the duly prepared Brother
with the practical means to gain even in this terrestial life proofs of his
immortality.

Well, one of these means is a certain Yoga exercise.

Brother Dr. Kellner states in hus publication on Yoga: Yoga is a very
old doctrine, kept secret for a long time, and anyway little known, which
gives its disciples, through certain exercises, the ability to evoke in himself
at will the phenomena of artificicial somnambulism.

Depending upon the kind of technique used for the attainment of
Yoga, one distinguishes different kind of Yoga, and in this context the
nerve centres (Nadis) and the 10 dirrent kinds of breath (Vayus) play an
important role.

The old Indian physiological names for the 10 Vayus are Prana (in
the heart), Apana (in the area of the anus), Samana (in the area of the
navel), Udana (in the throat), Vyana (in the whole body), Napa (in the

% Mahatma Agamya Paramahamsa, author of Sr Brakma Dhérda “Shower from the
Highest.” (London, 1905), was one of the first Indian propagators of advaita-vedanta
in the West. He visited Europe on a number occasions, and met with Aleister Crowley,
among others. The meeting is recorded in Crowley’s diary for 1906—-07. There is a
humorous account of Paramahamsa published in The Equinox Vol I, No. IV, “Half-
Hours with Famous Mahatmas” (1910), pp. 284-290, written by J.EC. Fuller under
the pseudonym Sam Hardy. Bheema Sena Pratapa was a less known guru from Lahore
who visited Europe at the turn of the century. Hadji Soliman ben Aisa, “the invulner-
able fakir”, was described in the press as both an Arab and an East Indian fakir. He
travelled around Europe in the mid-1890s and performed at the Panoptikum in Berlin,
among other places. Allegedly, Hadji Soliman ben Aisa belonged to the secret dervish
Order of Saadi, founded by Saadeddin Dschebari in 1335.

% Marco Pasi “Ordo Templi Orientis” (2005), 899.
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reproductive organ), Kurma (opens the eyelids), Krikara (causes sneez-
ing), Devadatta (causes yawning), Dhananjaya (penetrates the outer
coarse body).

Now, sexual magic deals with the Vayus Napa (in the reproductive
organ), specified in the sixth place.?®

References to yoga does not, however, amount to Tantric origins of
the sexual magic of the O.T.O. In a short article entitled “Mystic
Anatomy” published the following year in the Oriflamme, Reuss goes into
even greater detail in explaining the Eastern theory behind the sexual
magic of the O.T.O., and in the text we find a rare direct reference to
Tantra in relation to O.T.O.: “The Sympathicus is played on by the
Tantrikas, the writings of Sakti, or worship of female energy”. The
Eastern references notwithstanding, sources of Reuss’s sexual magic
point in another direction, namely The Hermetic Brotherhood of Luxor.
This order had been founded in the early 1880s and had branches in
the United States, England, France and Sweden. The Order was gov-
erned by Peter Davidson (1837-1915) and Thomas Henry Burgoyne
(c. 1855—c. 1895) with Max Theon (Louis M. Bimstein c. 1848-1927) as
Grand Master. The most conspicuous aspect of the teachings of H.B.
of L. (as the Order was known) was a particular form of sexual magic,
based on the teachings of Paschal Beverly Randolph (1825-1875).%
These teachings found their way via the Hermetic Brotherhood of
Light into the O.T.O.*

It has been claimed that Crowley had firsthand knowledge of Tantra,
or vamacharya, from the time of his travels in Asia, particularly from his
visit to Ceylon in 1901.%" It seems highly unlikely, though, that Crowley’s

% Jubileums-Ausgabe Der Oriflamme (1912), 21-22. T am indebted to Jan A.M. Snoek
for help with the translation.

# For the sexual magic of Randolph, see in particular PB. Randolph, Sexual Magic
(1988); “The Ansairetic Mystery” (1997); “The Mysteries of Eulis” (1997).

% On the Hermetic Brotherhood of Luxor and the teachings of Randolph, see
John Patrick Deveney “Hermetic Brotherhood of Luxor” (2005), “Paschal Beverly
Randolph” (2005), Paschal Beverly Randolph (1997); Godwin, Chanel & Deveney, The
Hermetic Brotherhood of Luxor (1995); PB. Randolph, Sexual Magic (1988). The influence
of The Hermetic Brotherhood of Light upon the O.T.O. is stated openly in the official
journal of the O.T.O. in which it is claimed that Karl Kellner came in contact with the
organisation on his travels in Europe, America, and the Near East, Jubileums-Ausgabe
Der Oriflamme (1912), 15.

! Lawrence Sutin, Do What Thou Wilt (2000), 141. For a discussion on Crowley’s
relation to Tantra, see Hugh B. Urban, “Unleashing the Beast: Aleister Crowley, Tantra
and Sex Magic in Late Victorian England” (2003); Hugh B. Urban, Zantra (2003),
215-223; and Hugh B. Urban, Magia Sexualis (2006), 109-139.
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knowledge went beyond a mere superficial theoretical knowledge of the
subject as there is nothing in his diaries from this period to suggest that
he had been initiated into a Tantric group. It should be remembered,
furthermore, that little had been published on Tantra at this point in any
Western language, and that Crowley’s knowledge of Pali and Sanskrit
was very limited. It is furthermore quite surprising that Crowley does
not appear to have been familiar with the works of Sir John Woodrofte
(1865—1936), whose books were the single most important sources of
Tantra in the West during the first half of the twentieth century. By
his own account, Crowley had studied Tantra through the works of
authors such as Patanjali and Swami Vivekananda® (1863-1902):

I also studied all the varieties of Asiatic philosophy, especially with regard
to the practical question of spiritual development, the Sufi doctrines, the
Upanishads, the Sankhya, Veda and Vedanta, the Bhagarad-Gita [sic] and Purana,
The Dhammapada, and many other classics, together with numerous writings
on the Tantra and Yoga of such men as Patanjali, Vivekananda, etc. etc.
Not a few of these teachings are as yet wholly unknown to scholars. I
made the scope of my studies as comprehensive as possible omitting no
school of thought however unimportant or repugnant.*

Even though Crowley recommended the use of yoga to his disciples
and readers in books such as Book Four, Part I (1911) and Eight Lectures
on Yoga (1939), he all but gave up the practice of yoga himself after he
had immersed himself in various yogic practices around 1901 under
the guidance of Shri Parananda, Sir Ponnambalam Ramanathan
(1851-1930), Solicitor-General of Ceylon.”* In a letter to his former
disciple Gerald J. Yorke (1901-1983) written in 1945 Crowley explains
his attitude towards yoga:

I cannot agree that Asana and Pranayama are exclusively Hatha Yoga
studies. The point surely lies in the motive. I have never wanted anything
but spiritual enlightenment; and, if power, then only the power to confer
a similar enlightenment on mankind at large.

I think you are wrong about my history. I did practically no Yoga of
any kind after my return from my first journey to India. I attempted to

* On Vivekananda’s ambivalent attitude towards Tantra, see Hugh Urban, Zantra
(2003), 161-163.

3 Aleister Crowley, Magick Without Tears (1991), 231-232.

3 Aleister Crowley, Confessions (1989), 235-236.
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resume practices at Boleskine and elsewhere, and could not force myself
to do them. The Samadhi is a sort of bye-product of the operation of
Abramelin.*

It comes as no surprise that Crowley’s general attitude towards Tantra
was positive, and he even identified Tantra as a primitive stage (in
characteristic fashion of evolutionism which dominated history of reli-
gions during Crowley’s formative period) of what he called the White
tradition® (to which his system belonged).

Paradoxical as it may sound the Tantrics are in reality the most advanced
of the Hindus. Their theory is, in its philosophical ultimatum, a primi-
tive stage of the White tradition, for the essence of the Tantric cults is
that by the performance of certain rites of Magick, one does not only
escape disaster, but obtains positive benediction. The Tantric is not
obsessed by the will-to-die. It is a difficult business, no doubt, to get any
fun out of existence; but at least it is not impossible. In other words, he
implicitly denies the fundamental proposition that existence is sorrow,
and he formulates the essential postulate of the White School of Magick,
that means exist by which the universal sorrow (apparent indeed to all
ordinary observation) may be unmasked, even as at the initiatory rite of
Isis in the ancient says of Khem.*

To a certain extent the metaphysics of Tantra appeared congenial to
Crowley’s own religious system, Thelema, and he identified a few pas-
sages of The Book of the Law as referring to the arousal of the kundalini.*®
Towards the end of the Second World War Crowley was contacted by
a certain David Curwen who subsequently became an initiate of the
Ninth degree of the O.T.O. Curwen had supposedly been initiated into
a Tantric group in Ceylon, and he claimed that he had a South Indian
guru that had given him an English translation of, and Comment on,
a Tantric text. In the summer of 1945 Curwen lent Crowley a copy
of this document, and in the correspondence that ensued between
them Crowley denied that he had been initiated into the Kaula Circle
(something which Curwen’s guru had claimed).” In a letter to Yorke

% Crowley to Yorke, November 7, 1945.

% In Magick Without Tears (1991), 64-90, Crowley differentiates between three schools
of magick: the Yellow, Black, and White.

37 Aleister Crowley, Magick Without Tears (1991), 74-75.

% See in particular the so-called Old Comment to verses AL I: 57, AL II: 22, and
AL II: 26 in Aleister Crowley, Magical and Philosophical Commentaries on the Book of the
Law (1974).

% Kenneth Grant, Beyond the Mauve Zone (1999), 101-102.
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from this period Crowley discusses the content of the document that
he had obtained from Curwen:

Thanks for yours. I do not know who wrote the typescript [a translation
and commentary on Ananda Lahari, GJ.Y.] but the style of typing is
very familiar to me, and I think it is a Babu of some sort, as you yourself
apparently do. I could give you a whole lot of information, but not by
writing, the subjects which these MSS treat [the Bhairavi Diksha, G,J.Y.]
being unsuitable for that medium. The MS was lent me by Mr. David
Curwen, but I am not at all sure whether he will be pleased at me hav-
ing disclosed his name. He is a very curious person. I quite agree with
you about the inherent difficulties in the Manuscript. One of the troubles
is that, as you know, the Hindus have got an Anatomy of their own.
That, too, you seem to have noticed. It is true that from what he writes
it would appear that he is making everything depend almost exclusively
upon the physical or physiological basis; but when you go into that with
him you find there is a whole lot of additional stuff about mantras and
various magical methods, including secret medicines and the like. In a
letter I got from him a day or two ago Curwen talks about their sending
him certain Salts from India and speaks of a great deal of magical work
having been done in India. It is all very puzzling.

Naturally I got in contact with this subject quite a lot while I was in
India, and on the whole I was repelled, though I had no moral scruples
on the subject. I came to the conclusion that the whole thing was not
worth while. They do a sort of Cat and Mouse game with you: they give
you the great secret, and then you find there is something left out, and
you dig up this and go for a long while in a rather annoyed condition,
and then you find there is yet another snag. And so on apparently for
ever. In any case it did not square with my ideas of initiation. I never
wanted to do Hatha Yoga. “See ye forget the Kingdom of God” etc.
[NB—overtyped from ‘ye’ through ‘of” and variant not legible—WB] 1
am interested and a little surprised at the extent of your knowledge of
all these subjects. You must have put in a great deal of hard work."

According to Yorke the typescript given to Crowley was a translation
and commentary on Ananda Lahari, “The Wave of Joy”. This text is
attributed to Sankaracharya," and it is a hymn of praise addressed to
Parvati, the consort of Shiva, which includes metaphysical speculations.

" Crowley to Yorke, October 20, 1945.

" Sankaracharya, or Sankara, born in the eight century, is considered to be one
of the most important Hindu philosophers. He is generally seen as the founder of
Advaita Vedanta and is, furthermore, considered to be one of the most orthodox
thinkers in Hindu literature. Sankara is thus a somewhat strange choice to attribute
a Tantric text to.
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Furthermore, Yorke also connects the manuscript to Bhairavi Diksha,
initiation into Tantric erotico-mystical practices involving a female
horde collectively known as the Yoginis.** According to Kenneth Grant
(b. 1924), another disciple and one-time secretary of Aleister Crowley,
the fact that Curwen knew more about these matters piqued Crowley.”
Be that as it may, it should by now be fairly obvious that Crowley’s
sexual magic owed little to Eastern Tantric practices, even though he
undoubtedly saw the similarities between the two systems.

As mentioned above, Reuss’s main source to O.T.O.’s sexual magic
was probably the writings of Paschal Beverly Randolph and The
Hermetic Brotherhood of Luxor, and it is this tradition that lies at
the heart of Crowley’s sexual magic. It is significant that we find no
references to Tantric practices in the secret instructions that Crowley
wrote for the members of the highest degrees of the O.T.O.: De Arte
Magica, Agape vel Liber C vel Azoth, and Emblems and Mode of Use, nor in
the secret instructions he wrote for the seventh and eight degrees: De
Natura Deorum and De Nuptits Secretis Deorum cum Hominibus.** The symbols
used by Crowley in these secret texts derive almost exclusively from
Western esoteric traditions, most notably alchemy. The one notable
exception to this being part XVI of De Arte Magica, entitled “Of certain
Hindu theories”. In this section Crowley discusses the belief that Prana
(force) resides in the Bindu (semen), and the differences between mystical
and magical use of the semen. The mystic withholds the semen which
is reabsorbed through the tissues of the body, whereas the magician
produces an elixir which then is consumed.* The influence from The
Hermetic Brotherhood of Luxor on the sexual magic of Crowley is
evident in his secret instructions on the subject, as pointed out by
Martin P. Starr.*® In Agape vel Liber C vel Azoth Crowley states “Yet of
all these powers I name but seven, the glories of Eulis; the stars upon
the foreheads of the Brothers of Hermetic Light.”*" Eulis! is the title
of an important book published by Randolph in 1874 which contains

# For an excellent discussion of this type of Tantra, see David Gordon White’s
Kiss of the Yogini (2003).

# Kenneth Grant, Remembering Aleister Crowley (1991), 49.

* In the instruction for the eighth degree Crowley recommends the following Hindu
books: Shiva Sanhita, Hathayoga Pradipika, Kama Sutra, Ananga Ranga. King, Francis (ed.)
The Secret Rituals of the O.T.0. (1973), 202.

# Aleister Crowley, De Arte Magica (1974), xvi.

% Martin P. Starr, The Unknown God (2003), 25 n.

¥ King, Francis (ed.), The Secret Rituals of the O.T.0. (1973), 215.
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references to sexual magic,” and the Brothers of Hermetic Light is
probably a direct reference to The Hermetic Brotherhood of Light,
mentioned above. It needs to be underscored that sexual magic was
not something that Crowley openly propagated, but something which
he reserved for his closest disciples. Throughout his published writ-
ings, however, there are innumerable more or less veiled references to
sexual magic, such as in his so-called Gnostic Mass, Ecclesiae Gnosticae
Catholicae Canon Missae.

From Magic to Witcherafi: Gerald Gardner

One person who picked up these veiled references to sexual magic was
the founder of the modern witchcraft movement Gerald B. Gardner
(1884-1964). Gardner met Crowley for the first time on May 1, 1947,
at a boarding house called Netherwood, in Hastings, through their
mutual acquaintance Arnold Crowther (1909-1974).* Gardner paid
Crowley three more visits on his own within a month, and it appears
that it was during one of these visits that Gardner affiliated with
the O.T.O.—first as a Minerval (lowest degree of the O.T.O.) and
later as a Prince of Jerusalem (a degree between the fourth and fifth
degrees).”” The reason that Gardner was given the degree of Prince
of Jerusalem is probably because of the fact that he was a Royal Arch
Mason, a degree which according to O.T.O. corresponds to the Fourth
degree in the O.T.O. system (masons could affiliate with the O.T.O.
by paying affiliation charges for the corresponding degree they had
in Freemasonry).”! According to Gardner’s biography he was initiated
into co-masonry (a form of masonry that admits men and women on
an equal basis) when he was working in Ceylon, c. 1905 in the lodge

*® Only the second edition from 1874 survives. The date of the first edition is
unknown. John Patrick Deveney, Paschal Beverly Randolph (1997), 479.

9 For a discussion on the relationship between Gardner and Crowley, see Ronald
Hutton, The Triumph of the Moon (1999), 216-223; Henrik Bogdan, Western Esotericism and
Rituals of Initiation (2007), 148—153; Morgan Davis, From Man to Witch (n.d.), 14—24.

» For a description of the degree system of O.T.O., see Aleister Crowley “Liber
CXCIV: An Initimation with reference to the Constitution of the Order” (1919),
239-246.

! For a table of correspondence between the O.T.O. system and Freemasonry
(with the affiliation charges from c. 1913), see Crowley & Bathurst “Manifesto of the
M. .M. M..” [Mysteria Mystica Maxima, the name of the British Section of the
O.T.O] (1999), 85.
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the Sphinx, 113, I.C. in Colombo.”® Gardner was furthermore given
a charter to open a Camp of the O.T.O. in London for the Minerval
degree, but the camp never appears to have become active. There was
some confusion about Gardner’s status within the Order after Crowley’s
death on December 1, 1947, and it was even believed by some mem-
bers that Gardner was the European head of the Order.™ Gardner,
however, seems to have lost his interest in the O.T.O. at an early stage
and instead focused on constructing his own magical system. The last
(and only!) published reference to his membership in the O.T.O. was
on the title page of his novel High Magic’s Aid (1947) which included
his O.T.O. motto Scire (misspelled Scrire), and a confusing reference
to his degree in the order.*

The history of Gardner and his witchcraft movement has been
meticulously dealt with elsewhere so I will limit my discussion to the
use of sex in Gardner’s system.” During the late 1940s and early
1950s Gardner constructed a pagan new religious movement which
worshiped the male and female principles in nature in the form of the
Goddess and the Horned God. Gardner believed that these two natural
forces were also present in each human being and that through rituals
these forces could be celebrated and experienced. The movement was
organised in so-called covens and the initiatory structure was divided
into three degrees, which the members passed through by undergoing
rites of initiation which to a certain extent were based on the Craft
degrees of Freemasonry.’® In the third degree, moreover, there occurred
a sexual union between the initiator and the candidate. This sexual
union, called the Great Rite, symbolised the union of the male and
female principles and constituted the central part of the Third Degree
initiation. It appears, however, that ritualised sex during Gardner’s time
was often performed in a symbolical manner only.

%2 JL. Bracelin, Gerald Gardner: Witch [1960] (1999), 32.

» Morgan Davis, From Man to Witch: Gerald Gardner 19461949, 19-23.

" On the title page it is stated that Gardner had the 4 = 7 degree in the O.T.O.,
but 4 = 7 is in fact a degree in Crowley’s other magical organisation, the A. A..
(founded in 1907), the Philosophus Grade. The initiatory system of the A..A.. was
based on the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn which Crowley had joined in 1898,
and left two years later. There is, however, nothing to suggest that Gardner was ever
a member of the A A,

» For the history of the modern witchcraft movement, see Ronald Hutton, The
Triumph of the Moon (1999), and for its history in the US Chas S. Clifton Her Hidden
Chuldren: The Rise of Wicca and Paganism in America (2006).

% Henrik Bogdan, Western Esotericism and Rituals of Imitiation (2007) 153-167.



THE INFLUENCE OF ALEISTER CROWLEY 99

To what extent was Gardner influenced by Crowley when he decided
to include ritualised sex in the Third Degree of the witchcraft rituals?
It is obvious that both men shared the idea that sex could be seen as
a sacred act, but it is questionable whether Gardner shared Crowley’s
conviction that sex should be used in a willed act of magic, or indeed if
Gardner ever had access to the secrets of the Sanctuary of the Gnosis
of the O.T.O. As a Fourth degree member of the O.T.O. Gardner
was not formally entitled to knowledge of the supreme secrets of the
O.T.O., but that does not necessarily mean that Crowley did not entrust
him with documents of instruction in sexual magic. It is known that
Crowley did not put too much emphasis on degrees towards the end
of his life. However, a textual analysis of Gardner’s different versions
of the witchcraft rituals of initiation shows that all the borrowings from
Crowley are taken from published sources—most notably 7The Book of
the Law and Ecclesiae Gnosticae Catholicae Canon Missae.”” Significantly
enough, there are no references to, or quotations from, the instructional
papers in sexual magic that Crowley wrote, such as De Arte Magica,
Agape vel Liber C vel Azoth and Emblems and Mode of Use. As already
mentioned, the sexual magic of the O.T.O. was initially confined to
the Eighth and Ninth degrees. In the Eighth degree, Perfect Pontift' of
the Illuminati, the initiate was instructed in the practice of auto-sexual
magic, or masturbation. In the Ninth degree, Initiate of the Sanctuary
of the Gnosis, the initiate was taught a particular form of magic that
involved sexual intercourse. Crowley would later include an Eleventh
degree concerned with anal intercourse. In Gardner’s witchcraft rituals
there are, however, no references to masturbation or anal intercourse,
and, as Doreen Valiente (1922-1999) has observed, Gardner did not
include the sacramental consumption of the Elixir’® If anything, it
appears that Gardner’s use of ritualised sex in the Third Degree had
a different purpose and had more to do with his attempt to re-create
a fertility cult, rather than the performing of an act of sexual magic
in Crowley’s sense. In discussing the Stone Age origins of witchcraft
(Gardner claimed witchcraft to be an unbroken tradition which had
survived in secrecy from the Stone Age to modern times) Gardner

" See Aidan Kelly, Crafling the Art of Magic (1991); Roger Dearnaley, The Influence of
Aleister Crowley upon “Ye Bok of ye Art Magical” (n.d.); Henrik Bogdan Western Esotericism
and Rituals of Initiation (2007) 153—168.

% Doreen Valiente, Witcherafl for Tomorrow (1987), 147.
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explicitly stated the purpose of contacting the Great Mother and the
Horned God:

"The purpose of contacting the gods was to keep contact with the forces
of life, and these were identical with the forces of magic and fertility.*’

The third degree of Gardner’s witchcraft movement differs on a number
of points from the two previous degrees, but for our present purpose we
will limit the discussion to the inclusion of the Great Rite that consists
of a sexual union of the candidate and the initiator during the ritual.*’
The candidate, if female, assumes the role of the Priestess, or, if male,
that of the Priest.

Following the customary opening, the Priestess seats herself on the
altar, or if the altar is too small, on a throne. She sits in the character-
istic position of Osiris with wrists crossed in front of her chest, holding
the athame in her right hand, and the scourge in her left. The Priest
kneels before her in the same manner as the Priest kneels before the
Priestess in Crowley’s Gnostic Mass, 1.e. with his arms along her thighs
and head bowed to her knees. After a short period of adoration, the
Priest rises and brings the filled chalice, which he hands to the Priestess,
and then resumes his kneeling position. She lowers the point of the
athame into the wine,”" and says: “As the athame is [to] the male, so
is the cup [to] the female; and conjoined, they bring blessedness.”*
She kisses the Priest, drinks from the chalice, and with a kiss passes
the chalice to him. The Priest drinks, and gives the chalice to a female
member of the coven with a kiss, who drinks, and then passes it on to
a male member with a kiss. This is repeated until all members have
partaken of the chalice. This part of the ritual clearly inspired by
Crowley’s Gnostic Mass.*

The Priest offers a paten with cakes, and the Priestess touches each
cake with the moistened tip of her athame, as the Priest says: O Queen
most secret, bless this_food unto our bodies, bestowing health, wealth, strength, joy

% Gerald Gardner, The Meaning of Witcherafi (1959), 44.

% For a discussion about the published versions of the Gardnerian rituals of initia-
tion, see Henrik Bogdan, Western Esotericism and Rituals of Initiation (2007) 153—155.

81 Cf. the sixth degree of O.T.O., Hlustrious Knight Templar of the Order of
Kadosh/Dame Companion of the Order of the Holy Grail. Theodor Reuss and
Aleister Crowley O.T.0. Rituals and Sex Magick (1999), 255.

52 Janet and Stewart Farrar, The Witches’ Way (1986), 35.

5 Crowley’s Gnostic Mass, called “Liber XV; O.T.O. Ecclesiae Gnosticae Catholicae
Canon Missae”, written in 1913 in Moscow, was published three times during Crowley’s
lifetime: 1918, 1919, and 1929/30.



THE INFLUENCE OF ALEISTER CROWLEY 101

and peace, and that fulfilment of Will, and Love under Will, which is perpetual
happiness.** The Priestess, Priest and members of the coven each take
a cake in the same manner as the chalice. The Priest then adores the
Priestess by kissing her knees, folding his arms along her thighs and
bowing down his head. The Priest and Priestess then proceed to purify
each other by scourging. The Priest is the first to receive the strokes,
then the Priestess, and then finally the Priest receives yet another round
of strokes.”” After the scourging session, the Priest says, “Now I must
reveal a great mystery” and gives the Priestess the five-fold kiss. The
Priestess lies down in the centre of the circle, on the altar or a couch,
face upwards. She is positioned so as to have her vagina in the centre
of the circle, the symbolic point within the circle. The Priest kneels by
her side, facing north across her body, and says:

Assist me to erect the ancient altar, at which in days past all worshipped,/The
Great Altar of all things;/For in old times, Woman was the altar./Thus was
the altar made and placed; /And the sacred point was the point within the centre of
the circle. /As we have of old been taught that the point within the centre is the origin
of all things,/ Therefore should we adore it. [kiss)/Therefore whom we adore we
also tnwoke, by the power of the Lifled Lance (he touches his own phallus and
continues:)/0 Circle of Stars [Kiss|/Whereof our father is but the younger brother
[ kiss]/Marvel beyond imagination, soul of infinite space,/Before whom time s
bewildered and understanding dark,/Not unto thee may we attain unless thine image
be love. [ kiss]|/Therefore by seed and root, by stem and bud, by leaf and flower and
Jruit,/Do we invoke thee,/O Queen of Space, O dew of light,/Continuous one of
the heavens [kiss],/Let it be ever thus, that men speak not of thee as one, but as
none;/And let them not speak of thee at all, since thou art continuous./For thou art
the point within the circle [Kkiss] which we adore [Kiss|,/The fount of life without
which we would not be [kiss|,/And in this way are erected the Holy Twin Pillars,
B. and }. (He kisses her left breast, and then her right breast.)/In beauty
and in strength were they erected,/To the wonder and glory of all men.*°

At this stage all the members of the coven leave the circle if the Great
Rite is performed “in reality”.®” (The ritual does not state how the

6 Janet and Stewart Farrar, The Witches’ Way (1986), 35.

% Gardner does not state how many strokes are supposed to be given at this part,
but the Farrars assume that Gardner had intended the traditional 3, 7, 9, 21 at each
round. Janet and Stewart Farrar, The Witches’ Way (1986), 304 (note 8 to page 36).

% Janet and Stewart Farrar, The Witches’ Way (1986), 36-37.

7" According to the Farrars the Great Rite is applied in practice to the third degree
in the following manner: “There are only two active participants in the Rite; the rest
of the coven merely support it by their silent presence, whether for the whole of a
symbolic Rite or for the first part of an ‘actual’ one. These two may be either the man
(already third degree) initiating the woman; or the woman (again, already third degree)
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Great Rite is supposed to be enacted in a symbolic form, but seems
likely that it would include the use of the athame and the chalice.)
The Priest continues:

O Secret of Secrets,/ That art hidden in the being of all lives,/Not thee do we adore,/
For that which adoreth is also thou./Thou art That, and That am 1. [kiss]/I am the
Slame that burns in the heart of every man,/And in the core of every star./I am life,
and the giwer of life./Yet therefore is the knowledge of me the knowledge of death./T
am alone, the Lord within ourselves,/ Whose name is Mystery of Mysteries.%

As in the two previous degrees, the Priest kisses the Priestess in the
particular pattern of the Sigil of the degree—which in the Third degree
is the upright triangle above the upright pentagram. It is given in the
following manner: “above the pubic hair, on the right foot, on the
left knee, on the right knee, on the left foot, and above the pubic hair
again; then on the lips, the left breast, the right breast and finally the
lips again.”® The Priest lays his body over the Priestess’s and says:

Make open the path of intelligence between us;/For these truly are the Five Points of
Fellowship—/Foot to_foot, /Knee to knee,/Lance to Grail,”®/Breast to breast,/Lips to
lips. /By the great and holy name Cernunnos;/In the name of Aradia;/Encourage our
hearts, /Let the light crystallize itself in our blood,/Fulfilling of us resurrection./For
there is no part of us that is not part of the Gods.”'

The Priest then rises, while the Priestess remains laying down, and
goes to each of the cardinal points and proclaims: “Ye Lords of the
Watchtowers of the East [South, West, North]; the thrice consecrated
High Priestess greets you and thanks you.””? The Great Rite can thus
be described a fertility rite in which the two participants symbolise the
male and female principle in nature, and the intercourse the union
between these two principles.

initiating the man; or the man and woman may both be second degree, taking their
third degree initiation together under the supervision of the High Priestess and/or
High Priest.” Janet and Stewart Farrar, The Wiiches’ Way (1986), 33.

% Janet and Stewart Farrar, The Witches’ Way (1986), 37.

% Janet and Stewart Farrar, The Witches’ Way (1986), 37.

0 The Farrars state that the Text B version says Genitals to Genitals, but they find
that “somewhat clinical in the poetic context of the rest, and prefer Text C’s Lance-
and-Grail metaphor.” They further state that this is the “obviously intended moment
of union” if the Great Rite is “actual”. Janet and Stewart Farrar, The Witches’ Way
(1986), 305.

' Janet and Stewart Farrar, The Witches” Way (1986), 38.

72 Janet and Stewart Farrar, The Witches’ Way (1986), 38.
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As in the case with Crowley, Gardner was very careful to conceal
the ritual use of sex from the public, even though he alluded to it in
his novel High Magic’s Aud, published two years after Crowley’s death
in 1949. In this novel Gardner described the first two witchcraft rituals
of initiation; the Third Degree ritual that included the ritualised use
of sex was only hinted at.”

Concluding Remarks

The Eastern references in connection with the sexual magic of the
O.T.O. made in the Jubilee edition of the Oriflamme should not be
interpreted as a real Tanric or Eastern origin of the sexual magic of the
Order. Instead, the references should be interpreted in the occultist con-
text which at this time was characterised by a fascination and admiration
for the East. Eastern religious traditions, and in particular Hinduism,
was widely held in occultist circles to be the oldest still existing religious
tradition and the source of a perennial wisdom to be found in the West.
The most influential occultist movement at the turn of the last century,
the Theosophical Society founded in 1875 by Helena Petrovna Blavatsky
(1831-1891) and Henry Olcott (1832—1907), epitomized the occultist
interest in Hinduism and Buddhism. The Theosophy of Blavatsky was
to a large extent a Western interpretation of Hinduism and Buddhism,
and it was through Theosophy that many Westerners first came in
contact with Eastern religious thought. Blavatsky’s understanding of
Hinduism was, however, heavily coloured by the prevailing Orientalist
discourse at the time. While the Theosophical Orientalism was not of
an antagonistic kind and stressed the supremacy of European culture,
it was part of a second type of Orientalist discourse that Richard
King has described as “generally affirmative, enthusiastic and sugges-
tive of Indian superiority in certain key areas”.”* This positive type of
Orientalism did not only influence Theosophy, but also other forms of
“fin de siecle” and later types of occultism, including the Traditionalist
movement with names such as René Guénon (1886-1951), Julius Evola
(1896/8-1974), Ananda Coomaraswamy (1877-1947), and Irithjof
Schoun (1907-1998) at the forefront.” The positive Orientalist approach

8 Gerald Gardner, High Magic’s Aid (1949), 290-303.
™ Richard King, Orientalism and Religion (2003), 116.
7 Mark Sedgwick, Against the Modern World (2004).



104 HENRIK BOGDAN

expressed by Reuss in the Oriflamme can be explained by his earlier
involvement with Theosophy. By his own account, Reuss had not only
personally known Blavatsky, but had also held high office in the German
branch of the Theosophical Society.”

In a similar manner Crowley’s emphasis on the Western nature of
O.T.O.’s sexual magic—as opposed to the Eastern emphasis expressed
by Reuss in the Oriflamme—can be explained not only by his aversion
towards Theosophy, but more importantly through his background in
the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn. The Golden Dawn was
actually created in part as a response to the Eastern emphasis of the
Theosophical Society: the Golden Dawn was founded in 1888, a year
after Blavatsky had settled in London. The importance placed on the
Western tradition in the Golden Dawn coloured the young Crowley who
joined the Order in 1898, and although he would continue to publish
on different aspects of Eastern religious traditions throughout his life,
Crowley saw magic as an essentially Western tradition while Eastern
traditions were regarded as expressions of mysticism.”” It is therefore
understandable that Crowley’s secret instructions in sexual magic would
be devoid of Tantric allusions, and instead be exclusively Western in
character. The same is true for Gerald Gardner who claimed that the
Witchcraft movement was a Western pre-Christian religion which had
survived in secrecy to modern times, and as a result the Gardnerian
rituals of initiation (including the Great Rite found in the Third Degree)
are purely Western in character.

While there is a strong antinomian trait in Tantra that challenges
mainstream Hindu religion and social conventions, the question needs to
be addressed to what extent (if any) Western sexual magic is antinomian
in character—in what way it challenges the morals of Western society?
As stated at the outset of this chapter, Foucault has shown that sexual-
ity in Victorian and late-Victorian society was not suppressed, but on
the contrary was the object of fascination and detailed exploration. At
the same time, the notion that man (and woman) is sexually repressed,
and that we need to break free from this repression has not only been
present in Victorian society, but is also to be found in modern and
late-modern Western society. The idea that we are sexually repressed

6 Ellic Howe and Helmut Moller “Theodor Reuss: Irregular Freemasonry in
Germany, 1900-23” (1979), 30.

77" According to Crowley, Magick and Mysticism were the two ways of attainment.
See Aleister Crowley Book 4, Part 1 (1911), and Book 4, Part 2 (1912).
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(even if we in fact are not repressed) has been a powerful discourse in
many new religious movements. Freedom from sexual repression has,
furthermore, often been interpreted as part of the individual’s religious
emancipation. It is therefore quite understandable why to Crowley and
Gardner the idea of the individual’s freedom was often synonymous
with sexual liberty. The morals and ethics of Western society and
Christianity were regarded as restraints and restrictions imposed upon
the individual, and in order to progress spiritually one had to break
free from bonds of the “old” values. Often enough, the most explicit
way of breaking free was to adopt a new antinomian sexual morality,
which in the case of Crowley was based on The Book of the Law. The
supreme secrets of the O.T.O. in the form of sexual magic, and the
Third Degree initiation ritual of Gardner’s witchcraft movement, can
thus be interpreted as a way to challenge the morals of Western society
and a means to break free from them. The fact that the sexual morals
of the West are not as repressive as might be believed does not diminish
the occultist beligf that man needs to break free from the sexual morals
of the West in order to progress on a spiritual level.

The identification of the individual’s freedom with sexual liberty is,
however, not unique to the teachings of Crowley and his followers. On
the contrary, sexual liberty is an important feature in many new religious
movements—esoteric or not. The intolerance of the press and society at
large, however, caused many new religious movements until the 1960s
and 1970s to keep silent about their sexual morals, or to veil them in
symbolic language. This was also true for Crowley and Gardner and
it needs to be emphasized that sexual magic was not something which
they openly propagated but rather something which they reserved for
their closest disciples.
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EARTH DAY AND AFTERWARDS: AMERICAN PAGANISM’S
APPROPRIATION OF ‘NATURE RELIGION’

Cuas S. CLIFTON

The creation of a new American Paganism in the 1950s and 1960s had
its roots in a European literary paganism, in the arrival of new Pagan
texts, primarily from Britain, in a longstanding American metaphysical
tradition but also, equally importantly, in the American tradition of
seeing nature as a source of sacred value (Albanese, 1990, 2007). This
root, while connected to the transnational Romantic movement, had
developed in the young United States a somewhat nationalistic core
that enabled new American Pagans of the mid-twentieth century to
feel connected to something older and deeper than themselves. Thus,
as American Paganism—particularly Wicca, its largest and most robust
segment'—developed a new identity as “nature religion,” it was able to
connect to a pre-existing American spiritual current. While it is difficult
to say precisely when this connection was made, it appears frequently
in Pagan writing shortly after 1970, the year of the first Earth Day
celebration.

Given their self-proclaimed magic-working components, Pagan
religious traditions are often placed first in the “metaphysical” group.
As a religious nation, America has a long-standing, although often
academically marginalized, metaphysical tradition, dating back to the
seventeenth-century immigrants from Western Europe who settled
the Eastern Seaboard. The historian of religion Catherine Albanese,
writing in 4 Republic of Mind and Spinit, chastises scholars for ignoring
the metaphysical tradition, declaring, “This book is suspicious about
the fringe status of what [ Jon] Butler termed occultism and is suspi-
cious as well about the defeat of the ‘occult’ player in the American
religious drama.” Instead, she describes a lively metaphysical religion
increasing particularly in the nineteenth century (Albanese, 2007,

' T follow the lead of Aidan Kelly here in using “Wicca” broadly to cover any con-
temporary Pagan religion that honors a god and goddess, meets within a ritual circle,
invokes the elemental spirits of the four quarters, and claims to work magic by any
definition (Kelly, 1991, p. 177).
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pp. 2—4). Broadly, this metaphysical religion embraces a collection of
ideas such as these:

* Privileging the “mind” (as opposed to the “heart” in evangelical
Christianity), thus including clairvoyance, intuition, and other psychic
abilities.

* Retaining the ancient hermetic doctrine of “as above, so below”
and a view of the cosmos as pervaded by spiritual energy. “To put
this another way, metaphysical practice is about what may be called
magic, and magic...lies at the heart of American metaphysics.”
Hence metaphysical religion imagines that the trained, magical will
can effect change in the practitioner’s world.

* A radical pluralism that embraces horizontal, ephemeral, and egali-
tarian patterns of organization—networks—rather than top-down
hierarchies.

* A therapeutic orientation towards earthly healing and comfort rather
than salvation from sin and a secure place in an afterlife (Albanese,
2007, pp. 13-15).

To these I would add an openness to female religious leadership, which
would also be a signature of Wiccan structure, but which had already
been apparent in such movements as Spiritualism, Theosophy, Christian
Science, and New Thought. In Britain, women entered ceremonial-
magic groups such as the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn for the
first time in history; indeed, earlier magical manuals such as The Book of
the Sacred Magic of Abramelin the Mage has insisted that only virgins could
practice theurgy, and even they were not suitable because of “their love
of talk.” But it was the Golden Dawn that could “claim responsibility
for opening up the world of practical magic to the female sex” (Butler,
2004, p. 228). The importance of women in the Golden Dawn would
impress such transitional figures to modern Paganism as the English
ceremonial magician and novelist Dion Fortune, whose novels in turn
played a part in creating the seedbed in which Wicca sprouted (Clifton,
1988). Given the cultural commonplace of treating human culture as
“male” in opposition to the “female” that is non-human nature, we
may see a link between that trait and the eventual adoption of the
term “nature religion” by Wiccans in particular.

In addition to its metaphysical lineage, American Paganism has
literary roots. These roots have been chiefly described in European
contexts, but literary “paganism” did reach those Americans who read
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such works as the poetry of Swinburne or Kenneth Grahame’s The
Wind in the Willows with its evocative chapter “The Piper at the Gates
of Dawn,” where the Greek god Pan serves to personify not only nature
but also an “eternal,” if literary, English countryside (Grahame, 2004).
The literary paganism of the Victorian and Edwardian periods fluctu-
ated between two poles. One was an evocation of imperial Rome, for
in this era comparisons between imperial Rome and imperial Britain
were commonplace. The aesthetic “decadents,” such as the artist
Aubrey Beardsley and the writer Oscar Wilde, went so far as to praise
the emperor Nero for his persecution of the Christians, while the critic
Walter Pater favorable invoked the imperial Roman world in his 1885
novel Marius the Epicurean. Meanwhile, writers such as Grahame saw in
ancient Greece a “rustic Arcadian perfection,” a golden age “which
was, in antithesis to the turmoil and mechanization of the modern
world, simple and homely” (Hallett, 2006).

This anti-modern literary paganism would be compatible with some
forms of “nature religion” as the latter developed in America in the
mid-twentieth century. But the American “nature religion” has its own
tradition and its own literature. It began with the European encounter
with the seemingly untouched Atlantic coast of North America. (Not
until the twentieth century did scientific ecologists begin to understand
to what an extent that region had been shaped by human intervention,
primarily through the use of fire.) In the early days of the American
republic, it had become a rhetorical commonplace to contrast corrupt
Europe’s “towers in which feudal oppression has fortified itself” with
‘deep forests which the eye of God has alone pervaded,” to give an
example from the work of Washington Irving (1783-1859) (Nash, 1973,
p- 74). This “republican nature religion,” as Albanese dubs it, had one
foot in the pervasive Deism of the nation’s founding elite (Albanese,
1990, p. 67). Allied to a an expansionist policy of extending American
territory to counter land claims by Britain, Irance, and Spain, it also
entered the national consciousness as evidence of a divine blessing on
the republic and its inhabitants, who were thus blessed with forests,
minerals, rivers for navigation, and prairies for livestock-raising,

This deistic nature religion of the new republic also absorbed a strong
Romantic influence, under which rugged peaks, storm-buffeted coasts,
and deep gorges were reframed as not merely troublesome to travelers
but also “sublime” and “picturesque.” Figures of past centuries—the
Druid, the Wild Man of the forests, and not least, the witch—begin to
appear in literature as the embodiment of such virtues. There crossover
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can be seen in American revolutionary Thomas Paine’s contention
that Freemasonry carried on the (conjectured) solar religion of the
Druids (Albanese, 2007, p. 129). Philip Freneau, an American poet of
the late eighteenth century, in a 1781 work titled ““T'he Philosopher of
the Torest,” declares that the tall trees of New York’s Hudson Valley
make him feel “half Druid” and impel him to adore them (Albanese,
1990, p. 61). As to the Romantic conception of the witch, it springs
from the French anti-clerical historian Jules Michelet (1798—-1874),
eager to replace Christianity with a new faith based on motherhood
and a mother goddess such as Isis. In various writings of the 1840s and
1850s, Michelet broached the idea of Pagan religion surviving centuries
of persecution, preserving an ancient wisdom and the spirit of liberty.
As summarized by Ronald Hutton, “That wisdom was gained from a
close knowledge of, and relationship with, the natural world and the
life-force, and Michelet believed that women were especially suited to
such knowledge and therefore had provided the priestesses of the witch
religion” (Hutton, 1999, p. 139). Michelet’s ideas would enter later
American Paganism through two channels: via Margaret Murray to
Gerald Gardner in Britain, and through the American writer Charles
G. Leland, who would himself introduce purported evidence of a sur-
viving Italian Paganism at the close of the nineteenth century in two
books, Etruscan Roman Remains (Leland, 1999) and Aradia: or the Gospel
of the Witches (Leland, 1998).

A mark of Romantic nature religion was its de-emphasis of tran-
scendent deity with instead a pantheistic or panentheistic emphasis on
the powers of the natural world to affect human consciousness. In a
widely reprinted essay first published in 1849, Ralph Waldo Emerson
claims,

In the woods, too, a man casts off his years, as the snake his slough, and
at what period soever of life, 1s always a child. ... Within these plantations
of God, a decorum and sanctity reign, a perpetual festival is dressed. ...
There Is feel that nothing can befall me in life.... the currents of the
Universal Being circulate through me; I am part or particle of God
(Emerson, 1996).

Even a more theistic writer such as the naturalist John Muir (1838-1914),
who provided much of the intellectual impetus for the foundation of
the American national park system, would argue that “Nature’s object
in making animals and plants might possibly be first the happiness of
each one of them, not the creation of all for the happiness of one
(Muir, 1996).
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What America lacked, however, was the possibility of a fictive connec-
tion with an ancient Pagan past.? Whereas in Europe, the rising study
of geology in the nineteenth century produced a false analogy in the
study of folklore—that the “unchanging” life of the countryside retained
“fossilized” remains from a pre-Christian past—there were no peasants
in the nineteenth-century United States. Virtually all the Romantic
elements of today’s American Paganism, including the valorization of
sexuality and femininity found in Michelet, would be imported from
Europe. In that sense, American Paganism grew along much the same
lines as its British cousin, combining Renaissance Hermetic high magic,
whose survival is amply documented by Albanese (Albanese, 2007) with
“low” or folk magic, where the variety of European beliefs and prac-
tices was in many cases reinforced by interaction with Native American
“doctors,” “jugglers,” or “medicine men/women.” In the United States,
however, a form of nature religion gained a quasi-civil status. American
Wiccans, in particular, were unable to claim that they were practicing
the ancient pre-Christian religion of their ancestors in this land.> Yet
could instead claim the label of “nature religion” or “earth religion”
and thus connect with a pre-existent current in American spirituality,
a charge that I date to about 1970—not coincidentally, the first annual
observance of Earth Day.

In Albanese’s writings, “nature religion” is her scholar’s label for a
group of seemingly unconnected topics—natural food, natural healing,
the idea of outdoor recreation as spiritually restorative, and more. It
was “a contemporary social construction of past and present American
religion” (Albanese, 1990, p. 8). But to the American Pagans, nature
religion was both a euphemism for more such two-edged words as
“witchcraft” and “witch,” which were and are harder to reclaim from
their negative definitions, but also a genuine self-definition for a religion
that refuses to separate the divine from the created world but sees the
gods both as manifesting in and symbolized by the activities of the
natural world: the hawk’s swoop, the ocean’s tide, the seed’s sprouting,
or the planets’ motions. Wicca as imported from England was largely

2 A possible analogous exception, of course, was Joseph Smith’s Book of Mormon,
which created tales of ocean-crossing Hebrews and various North American cultures,
cities, and wars, all totally unsupported by the archaeological record.

* Followers of Reconstructionist Pagan religions seem generally less likely to identify
theirs as “nature religion” than are Wiccans. On the other hand, they are sometimes
more preoccupied with issues of reconciling ancestral European deities to North
America.
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a mystery cult with a focus on fertility, be it bodily or metaphorical.
Gerald Gardner and its other founders presented it as the surviving
Old Religion from an older England where the fertility of humans,
animals, and crops was closely monitored in every household (Gardner,
1973). In America, by contrast, Pagans’ use of the term nature religion
served to outbid Christianity and other scriptural traditions. Anticipating
Albanese’s coining of her scholarly definition, the Pagan self-description
as followers of nature religion placed Pagans squarely into one current
of American spirituality. Like the American Indians, often stereotypically
described as “nature’s children” or as “worshiping nature,” Pagans claim
a special position as spokespeople for the Earth, and their environmental
consciousness and activism does slightly exceed that of the public as
a whole (Oboler, 2004). To take Pagan Witchcraft and re-label it as
beneficent nature religion was one of the most audacious maneuvers
of religious rhetoric that the twentieth century witnessed.

Nature as Cosmos, Paradisiacal Earth, and the Body

In practice, contemporary Pagan nature religion has three loci: the cos-
mos, the planet, and the body (Clifton, 2006). Briefly, “cosmic” nature
religion serves to describe practices that seek harmony with the cosmos
and its movements. Its practical applications might include astrology;
its liturgical calendar is solar and/or lunar—the solstices, equinoxes,
cross-quarter days, and days marking the phases of the moon. Planet-
centered or “Gaian”* nature religion seeks to bring the practitioner
into harmony with the Earth, seen as a unified divine being of whom
humans form part of the nervous system. Gaian nature is also con-
structed by practitioners when they “go into nature” for the large-scale
camping festivals that have marked American Paganism since the 1980s.

Finally, Paganism values embodied experience over detached spiri-
tuality. As it arose in 1950s Britain, Wicca included a self-description
as “fertility cult” and its priests and priestesses could “carry” deities,
performing rituals of trance possession. In addition, Wiccans were
taught to view sexual acts as the unions of divine forces. Through ritual,

* From Guaia, the Greek word for Earth, and popularized by Pagan theologian Tim
Zell slightly before James Lovelock used it metaphorically to denote the combination
of the planet’s ecological systems.
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practitioners’ bodies became repositories of episodic memory (White-
house, 2000), holding physical memories of firelight, anointing with
ritual oil, drumming, mask-wearing, and other experiences. These
practices were amplified and extended in America, where they blended
with existing valuing of natural healing, natural foods, and so forth. The
embodied nature of contemporary Paganism cannot be overstated, for
it is in the body and its performances in specific places and times that
“cosmic nature religion” and “Gaian nature religion” are united.

The founders of the New Reformed Order of the Golden Dawn, a
seminal West Coast Wiccan group founded in the mid-1960s, left the
city on festivals days seeking a paradisiacal nature:

We were eclectic. We took the best of what was at hand. My friend
Maudie once said to me, “What I like about our religion is, it’s so pretty.”
And so it 1. What lovelier than a graceful chalice, a keen blade, a shin-
ing star, a limb of green wood, all set off with fruits and flowers of the
season? And what is deity but the calling forth, the manifestation of
the aspiration of humankind and its acme, the highest love, the deepest
passion, the most beautiful creation? All this we strove to weave into our
working. (Thunen, n.d.)

One of the founding members, Fritz Muntean, spoke to the persistence
of European stereotypes when he recalled, “At this point we thought of
ourselves (at least nominally) as ‘Druids,” never witches. [cf. Freneau’s
poetic Hudson Valley Druidism] It wasn’t until quite late in the 60s that
we became aware of [Gerald] Gardner’s claims, and the W word [witch]
started to be bandied about” (Muntean, 2007). The group’s members
were more in tune with cosmic nature—their first celebrations were for
the winter solstices—than with planetary or “ecological” nature:

There was a strong element of needing to get out of the city. Not so much
into “nature.” We had trunks of stuff to hang in trees: tankas [Tibetan
religious pictures], mirrors, gongs, beads—to entertain us and to remind
us our inner processes. Not just “being in nature,” but a romantic being
away from the city—more paradisiacal (Muntean, 2006).

The inner processes, of course, were spotlighted and examined through
the lens of entheogenic drugs: peyote could still be purchased by mail
order during the early 1960s, and LSD use was not yet criminalized.
The Romantic influence of self-exploration and literary Druidry was
strong. Yet within a very short time, the study of inner nature and the
attunement to the rhythms of cosmic nature and astronomical cycles
would be joined by a conception of Wicca, in particular, as nature
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religion or to use a popular alternative, Earth religion (Clifton, 2006,
pp. 37-70).

That change can be illustrated by an anecdote from the East Coast,
where journalist Susan Roberts, author of a paperback survey of the
growing Pagan movement, Witches U.S.A. She had been meeting with
various solo Witches and members of small groups, and as chance
would have it, was trying to hail a taxi in Manhattan on April 22, 1970,
together with one of her informants, a man named Joe Luckach.

Neither of us had remembered that this was [the first] Earth Day in
New York City and that several main traffic arteries had been closed to
automobile traffic in order to observe the event.

Now, no one loves the earth and the purity of air more than a witch.
But when it finally dawned on us that the traffic was worse than usual
and that this official observance of Earth Day was to blame, Joe began to
grumble about how stupid he thought it was to deliberately block already
choked streets for any purpose, now matter how laudable.

“Then, how would you observe Earth Day, witch?” I asked.

“Well, I don’t know. I haven’t thought about it. Through witchcraft, I
guess” (Roberts, 1971, p. 78).

What Roberts seems to accept as a given is the statement that “no one
loves the earth...more than a witch.” A shift in thinking had occurred,
not orchestrated but spontaneously in tune with the times. At about
the same moment, the occultist Louis 'T. Culling, not himself Wiccan,
noted

The Wicca work and worship in tune with Nature’s own cycles, for all of
the Wiccan festivals and religious days are marked either by the Lunar
Cycles (the Full Moon Esbats) or the Solar Cycle (the Solstices, Equinoxes,
and mid-quarters). Since man, no matter what is claimed by the technolo-
gists, 1s part of Nature and has his foundations with Nature, living and
worshiping in accordance with the Solar Lunar Rhythms might be said
to nourish his very soul (Culling, 1972, p. 31).

Culling’s publisher, Carl Weschcke, head of Llewellyn Publications and
himself Wiccan, added in an epilogue, “Witchcraft, no longer confused
with the nonsense of wretched old women muttering vague curses, but
again seen as the ‘teachings of the Wicca—the wise ones,” brings us
a new message of Nature Worship and Spiritual Ecology” (Culling,
1972, p. 43). In fact, if one were to seek the person who facilitated the

% The derivation of “Wicca” from an Old English word meaning wise is favored by
some Wiccans although unsupported etymologically.
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shift from allegedly ancient quasi-fertility cult of English Wicca to the
American Wicca that knew itself as nature religion, that person might
well be Weschcke. Although he did not orchestrate the shift, he certainly
promoted it. As a publisher moving aggressively into the Pagan book
market in the early 1970s and maintaining a dominant position today,
at least in terms of the number of titles published, he and his staff were
well-positioned to determine what the new American Paganism would
look like. Thanks to the Gnosticon series of occult and parapsychological
expositions that Llewellyn sponsored in Minneapolis, the news media
were already naming the Twin Cities as “headquarters for followers of
the occult” (“First Annual Festival Receives International Attention”,
1972). Among the earliest participants was the Pagan visionary Tim
Zell (now known as Oberon Zell), whose Pagan wedding to his wife
Morning Glory was held during one of the early 1970s Gnosticons
(formally the Gnostic Aquarian Festival of Psychological, Qabalistic,
and Spiritual Science). Zell’s writing in Green Fgg, one of a handful of
small Pagan journals of the time, would do much to foreground Gaian
and embodied forms of nature religion.

Wicca’s seizure of the position of the most “environmental” religion
was well-timed. Environmentalism was trendy: President Richard Nixon
had remarked to a Sierra Club leader at a bill-signing in 1970 that “All
politics is a fad. Your fad is going right now. Get what you can, and
here is what I can get you” (Flippen, 2003).

Wicca and other forms of new American Paganism stepped right
through the door that Earth Day had opened for them—or perhaps
more accurately, the door whose opening the first Earth Day merely
marked. Through its heritage of European high magic, Wicca already
drew on Cosmic Nature Now it had come to a land where “natural” and
“nature” were considered by many people to be positive terms. tradition,
thus adding the legitimacy of their new religious movements.
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RE-ENCHANTING THE WORLD:
A WEBERIAN ANALYSIS OF WICCAN CHARISMA

RoBeErRT PUuckeETT

The rise of Wicca is largely a reaction to the modern disenchant-
ment of the world. Sabina Magliocco (2004: 120) argues that Wicca
is a form of creative resistance against the dominant ontology of the
Enlightenment, which marginalizes imagination and ecstasy. The soci-
ologist Max Weber (borrowing from Iriedrich Schiller) described this
phenomenon as Entzauberung der Welt, literally, the de-magification of
the world, which he regarded as the immediate result of the rise of
Protestant ascetic rationalism, modern science, and modern capitalism.
Weber’s most forceful statement of this idea was in his 1918 address at
Munich University entitled “Science as a Vocation.” Speaking of the
“meaning of science,” Weber said:

It means principally there are no mysterious incalculable forces that
come into play, but rather that one can, in principle, master all things
by calculation. This means that the world is disenchanted. One need no
longer have recourse to magical means in order to master or implore
the spirits, as did the savage, for whom such mysterious powers existed.
Technical means and calculations perform the service. This above all is
what intellectualization means (Weber 1968: 228).

The ascension of the “formal rationality” of science, which legitimates
a “means-end rational calculation by reference back to universally
applied rules, laws, or regulations” (Kalberg 1980: 1158), obviates
the need for the common-sense “practical rationality,” which “judges
worldly activity in relation to the individual’s purely pragmatic and
egoistic interests” (tbid.: 1151), and ideological “substantive rational-
ity,” which “directly orders action into patterns...in relation to a past,
present, or potential ... entire clusters of values” (ibid.: 1155). The basis
of this formal rationality lies partly in the philosophical “theoretical
rationality,” which “involves a conscious mastery of reality through the
construction of increasingly precise abstract concepts” (ibid.: 1152).
Science’s universally applied laws are derived from the testing of these
abstract concepts against the empirical reality of the natural world.
Weber argues that it the dominance of this formal rationality which
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has led to the conclusion that everything is calculation, and that the
world is disenchanted.

In his description of disenchantment, Weber adopts Plato’s allegory
of the cave from Book VII of the Republic, but argues that its meaning
has been inverted. Instead of the philosopher being freed from the
fetters of the cave to see the sunny truth of science, Weber contends
that science itself has become so divorced from its subject that it has
become shadow puppetry:

Well, who today views science in such a manner? Today youth feels rather
the reverse: the intellectual constructions of science constitute an unreal
realm of artificial abstractions, with which their bony hands seek to grasp
the blood-and-the-sap of true life without ever catching up with it. But
here in life, in what for Plato was the play of shadows on the walls of
the cave, genuine reality is pulsating; and the rest are derivatives of life,
lifeless ghosts, and nothing else (Weber 1968: 299-300).

In this instance, Weber conflates the theoretical rationality of Platonic
idealism and the formal rationality of modern science, which was a
descendent of Aristotelian naturalism. His argument that science has
become divorced from its natural objects in the sensual realm, would, in
a traditional interpretation of Plato, be a positive step. But for Weber,
the freedom promised by both the theoretical rationality of the Axial
revolution and its child, the formal rationality of Enlightenment sci-
ence, in fact became enslaving.

In his classic work, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism,
Weber described the logical conclusion of this process by using the
famous metaphor of the stahlhartes Gehiuse (Iron Cage) to describe this
disenchanted modern world’s secular materialism:

In Baxter’s view the care for external goods should only lie on the shoul-
ders of the “saint like a light cloak, which can be thrown aside at any
moment.” But fate decreed that the cloak should become an iron cage

(Weber 1958: 181).

The rationalized bureaucracies of social order that care only for mate-
rial things were for Weber the inevitable consequence of the “Spirit of
Capitalism” born from Puritan asceticism. The formal rationality of
the economic order, with its efficient mechanisms of production, had
become a model for the whole of culture, making human beings into
cogs in a machine, stripping from them the significance of life. Weber
described this end result as:
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mechanized petrification, embellished with a sort of convulsive self-
importance. For of the last stage of this cultural development, it might
well be truly said: “Specialists without spirit, sensualists without heart;
this nullity imagines that it has attained a level of civilization never before

achieved” (ibid.: 182).!

It is the illusion of progress that maintains this system of slavery. Those
chained to the wall of the cave truly believe in the reality of the shad-
ows, but never know the true light of the sun.

Though Weber only outlined the final steps of disenchantment in
The Protestant Ethic and its consequences in “Science as a Vocation,”
he argued that this intellectual bondage was not simply the product of
the Scientific Revolution of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
but the result of a process of increasing rationalization “which has
continued to exist in Occidental culture for millennia” (Weber 1968:
298). He asserted that the beginnings of this process were rooted in the
elimination of “all magical means to salvation as superstition and sin”
by the Hebrew prophetic and Hellenistic scientific traditions (Weber
1958: 105). The process of rationalization by which this disenchant-
ment occurred was a major theme throughout all of Weber’s works, and
was especially prominent in Religionssoziologie (The Sociology of Religion),
which was published as Chapter VI of his magnum opus, Wirtschafi und
Gesellschaft (Economy and Society). Weber’s primary argument is that the
processes of formal and theoretical rationalization occur within the
sphere of religion due to the increasing transcendence of the divine
and the purely ethical justification that is left in its wake. As a result,
all forms of salvation ultimately become rationalized.

The starting point for all of Weber’s roads to salvation is ecstasy,
“the distinctive subjective condition that notably represents or mediates
charisma,” which Weber defines as:

a certain quality of an individual personality by virtue of which he is
set apart from ordinary men and treated as endowed with supernatural,
superhuman, or at least specifically exceptional powers or qualities. These
are such as are not accessible to the ordinary person, but are regarded as
of divine origin or as exemplary, and on the basis of them the individual
concerned is treated as a leader...It is very often though of as resting
on magical powers (Weber 1968: 48).

! Stephen Kalberg has translated this as “mechanized ossification” rather than
Parsons’ “petrification.” This translation more adequately conveys the metaphor of
the death which Weber uses to describe the disenchanted world of the Iron Cage
(Weber 2001: 124).
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For Weber, charisma is a form of authority, wielded alike by magicians,
shamans, gurus, prophets, demagogues, and saviors. Weber’s analysis
of charisma is primarily based on its quality as a this-worldly mode of
authority. He says that on the basis of charisma that “the individual
concerned is treated as a leader.” This treatment is based upon recog-
nition of the leader’s divine gift, which inspires loyalty and obedience
from followers, granting the leader legitimacy. Indeed, it is the duty of
the chosen followers to recognize and therefore legitimate the authority
of the charismatic individual. Though this devotion may be upheld by
an absolute trust, the charismatic leader can lose this trust if’ his pow-
ers or gifts fail him. This legitimacy rests, then, not solely within the
charismatic leader, but within the relationship created between leader
and follower(s). Weber argues that this recognition is freely given,
arising out of “the conception that it is the duty of those who have
been called to a charismatic mission to recognize its quality and act
accordingly” (ibid.: 49). Here we find obscured an important point:
that it is not simply the charismatic personality to which the follower
feels a duty, but to the charismatic mission. If charisma is recognized
for what it truly is: a divine gift, then the true follower sees past the
recipient and to the giver. True recognition entails an understanding
of what the giver wishes the recipient to do with the gift. True follow-
ers feel the calling just as strongly as the leader, though they may have
differing interpretations of the mission ( Jesus and Judas, for example).
Nonetheless, the charismatic leader’s gift grants him/her with a claim
to primacy of its interpretation.

What is the nature of the charismatic mission? According to Weber,
due to its otherworldly character, charisma always exhibits an antino-
mian quality, resisting this-wordly conventions and the especially the
processes of formal rationalization. The “mission” thus represents a
“revolutionary force” (ibid.: 52) wherever it is found. Weber continues:

Charisma may involve a subjective or internal reorientation born out of
suffering, conflicts, or enthusiasm. It may then result in a radical altera-
tion of the central system of attitudes and directions of action with a
completely new orientation of all attitudes toward the different problems
and structures of the “world” (ibid.: 53-54).

Thus charisma is always associated with freedom from the strictures of
external bonds. Gerth and Mills go so far as to say that the concept of
charisma serves Weber as “a metaphysical vehicle of man’s freedom in
history” (Weber 1946: 72). Prophetic charisma, which characterizes all
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of the soteriological traditions, is in fact born out of just such a reori-
entation. To these traditions, the charismatic mission is an articulation
of the tension between the transcendent and mundane through the gift
of prophecy.? The psychological and social conflict between empirical
reality and the system of meaning derived through prophetic revela-
tion leads to the fulfillment of the mission in the attempt to alleviate or
eliminate this tension by means of a revolutionary transformation of
this-worldly order to conform to the otherworldly model, i.e., salvation.

However, prior to all other forms of charisma and their attendant
authority structures is this charisma in its pure form as magical power.
Pure charisma is the force behind magic, and is tied to a worldview
of immanence and enchantment. The divine is manifested through
the material, not separated from it. The magician is the person who
cultivates this charisma through ecstasy, and thus has it permanently
available for his disposal (Weber 1963: 3). Others must resort to drugs,
music, dance, and/or sexuality to attain this state. When this is done
in a communal form, it is orgiastic. The goal of this activity is self-
deification, which Weber describes as “the incarnation within man
of a supernatural being” (ibid.: 158), the ultimate form of worldly
enchantment.

Charisma contains a sense of potentiality for change—it is flexible,
not rigid. Charisma overtly challenges the formal rationalization of
the bureaucratic authority structures of modernity, which are the latest
manifestation of the disenchantment of the world. Because the modern
era has defined itself largely in opposition to the irrational magical
thinking of both pre-modern and non-Western cultures, Randall Styers
points out that magic “has proved an important medium with which
to contest the hegemonic social structures and norms of modernity”
(Styers 2004: 20). Weber continues:

Charismatic authority is thus specifically outside the realm of everyday
routine and the profane sphere. In this respect, it is sharply opposed both
to rational, and particularly bureaucratic authority, and to traditional
authority, whether in its patriarchal, patrimonial, or any other form.
Both rational and traditional authority are specifically forms of every-day
routine control of action; while the charismatic type is the direct antithesis
of this (Weber 1968: 51).

? Weber makes the distinction between ethical and exemplary prophecy, the former
being characterized by the Zoroastrian and Abrahamic traditions, the latter by the
Dharmic traditions (Weber 1963: 55).
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The Routinization of Charisma

Weber argues that this pure, magical charisma cannot survive over a
long period of time. “In its pure form, charismatic authority may be
said to exist only in the process of originating. It cannot remain stable,
but becomes either traditionalized or rationalized, or a combination of
both” (ibid.: 54). Because of its transitory nature, charismatic author-
ity undergoes the process of routinization, thus losing its tension with
routine structures. The paradox of charisma is that it must change to
survive, but in changing, it loses its essential liminal quality.

Routinization occurs as a result of the ideal and material interests
of the followers in the continuation of the community and communal
relationships after the initial phase of the charismatic mission is com-
plete or disrupted. It is the process by which the successor(s) appropriate
political and economic controls and regulate future recruitment into
the organization. Weber highlights the most explicit example of this
in the problem of succession—after the death or disappearance of the
charismatic leader, how does one determine who is qualified to lead the
movement and to carry on the mission? Weber lists six possible solutions:
1) by virtue of their personal qualities; 2) by divination; 3) by appoint-
ment or designation of the charismatic leader; 4) by appointment or
designation of the administrative staff; 5) by heredity; and 6) by ritual
transmission of the office (ibid.: 55-57). Along with the question of
succession go a whole host of other administrative decisions that result
in the creation of a fiscal organization and the development of offices
and institutional structures to administer the organization. Although
these may be in service to the charismatic mission, their organization
inevitably adheres to traditional or rational principles, for these best
serve the ideal and material interests of the administrative staff

Charisma and Routinization in Wicca

Helen Berger, following James Beckford’s discussion of late modern
religion, concluded that because of the fluidity of organizational mem-
bership, the lack of a uniform dogma, and its skepticism towards author-
ity and organizational hierarchy, the Weberian model of routinization
does not seem to be applicable to Wicca.” While these factors are all

* Instead, Berger adopts a model of homogenization formulated by DiMaggio and
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sound reasons for this conclusion, I hypothesize that the cause for the
breakdown of the routinization model in this case goes even deeper.
Wiccans, unlike the followers of soteriological religions, do not depend
upon the charisma of a prophetic breakthrough to assert their tension
with this-worldly order in favor of an otherworldly order. Instead, Wicca
explicitly denies soteriology and eschatology—it does not enable the
individual to ultimately transcend the world of nature or be liberated
from the perceived evils or sufferings of this world, nor does it look
forward to an apocalyptic reshaping of the world (York 2003: 157-160).
On the contrary, Wicca represents a critique of the worldviews that
have engendered the need for soteriological and eschatological hopes.
Although this has in the West typically manifested as a rejection of
Judaism, Christianity, and secular materialism, this philosophical critique
is much more far-reaching, because it denies the ontological foundations
of almost all contemporary religiosity and non-religiosity.

Wiccans believe in a fundamentally different vision of spirituality
and religion, rejecting not just an explicitly Christian view of the world
and history, but all worldviews characterized by Karl Jaspers as part
of the Axial Age (Jaspers 1953: 1). That is, Wicca denies the “basic
tension between the transcendent and mundane orders” (Eisenstadt
1982: 294) that manifested itself from 800-200 BCE in the crucial
stage of development of many major religio-philosophical complexes,
including Judaism in Israel, the philosophical movements of Greece,
Zoroastrianism in Persia, Vedantic Hinduism, Jainism, and Buddhism
in India, and Confucianism and Daoism in China. The effects of the
Axial Age continued in the formation of both Christianity and Islam,
whose missionary zeal quickly spread the Axial revolution to all parts
of the globe.

Powell (1983). The mechanisms for such homogenization are coercive, mimetic and

normative isomorphism:
Organizations experience coercive isomorphism by responding to pressure from
other organizations on which they depend, or to government regulations. Mimetic
1somorphism develops because of the organization’s uncertainty of its technolo-
gies, goals, or solutions. Organizations, therefore, follow the lead of others that
appear to be successful. The third mechanism, normative isomorphism, is the
result of professionalization, which through the educational process, professional
organizations, and networks helps to create and spread similarities among orga-
nizations (Berger 1999: 50).
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The ontological tension between the transcendental and mundane
orders “poses the question of the ways in which the chasm...can
be bridged. This gives rise to the problem of salvation” (ibid.: 297).
Wicca, by contrast, does not exhibit this problem. It is explicitly non-
soteriological, searching not for a way to bridge such a chasm, but for
epistemologies by which to demonstrate that this gap is fallacious. In
other words, the charisma of the Wiccan movement is built into the
very denial of such a tension, without denying a distinction between the
two realms. Wiccans attempt a constructive synthesis of otherworldly
and this-worldly orders which, they assert, does not depend upon any
single individual or organization. Instead, Wicca rests on the funda-
mental philosophical critique of the Axial tension and all heretofore
proposed resolutions of that tension.

Thus Wicca differs from the Axial traditions in that its charisma oper-
ates according to Weber’s magical interpretation of “pure” charisma,
not as the prophetic type of charisma he describes in The Sociology of
Religion. That is, even though Wicca exhibits some of the characteris-
tics of routinization from its very beginnings (hierarchical leadership
structure, degrees of initiation, etc.), these were not formed out of an
attempt to institutionalize a previously charismatic movement in order
to secure the political or economic advantages of an administrative
staff. On the contrary, the insistence on small decentralized coven
organization (Gardner 1954: 114-115) and the injunction against
accepting money for the Craft (Gardner 1959: 24—25) prevented this
sort of institutionalization from being able to occur on a large scale.
This charisma is therefore not manifested through authority structures
resulting from the tension or its resolution, but through the magical
power that belies the tension. Magic provides the means and the end
of the charismatic mission: to re-enchant the world.

Dance, Sing, Ieast, Make Music and Love: Magical Ritual
as Embodied Epistemology

According to Weber, “the distinctive subjective condition that notably
represents or mediates charisma,” is ecstasy. In the Wiccan context, this
ecstasy manifests itself not in the inspired words of a prophet, but in
the context of magical rituals which are specifically designed to bring
about the ecstatic state.
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These rituals may be part of the individual magician’s secret lore,
but in Wicca, they typically replicate the collective ecstatic practices
Weber refers to as “orgiastic.” A qualifier is in order: “orgy” in this
context does not necessarily solely imply licentious revelry, though this
may be a component. The Greek 0pylov was a secret rite among many
Mystery traditions, but especially associated with Dionysos, the god
most associated with the ecstatic state (Herodotus: 2.81). The word is
cognate with €pyov, meaning work, and in a religious context, service
or sacrifice. This is significant because Wiccans often refer to the per-
formance of magic as “doing work” or “working for” the stated goal.
Great effort is involved in attaining the ecstatic state which is necessary
for magic. Gerald Gardner says:

One must always remember what magic is and how it works. It is not a
case of pressing a button or on turning a tap. It is work, and often hard
work. For most things it would be easier to produce the results by ordinary
methods of working in the usual mundane way; and it is, above all, not
a way to make money. But there are just certain things which cannot
be obtained by ordinary methods, and then it works. .. As the witch told
the psychical research man: “To do magic you must work yourself into
a frenzy; the more intense you feel, the more chance of success.” You
simply can’t get the required number of people to do it just for fun, or
if it’s likely to come off naturally; the chance are then usually 80-90 per
cent against (Gardner 1959: 104-105).

Wiccans believe that through this “work” they can raise energy from
their bodies to be directed towards their magical goals. The raising of
this energy is tied to the shifting into an ecstatic state of consciousness.
In Wiccan covens, group “workings” are directed by the High Priestess
and/or the High Priest into a “cone of power,” visualized as a cone
of energy encompassing the circumference of the circle, tapering to a
point high above the center of the circle. Each witch contributes his/her
energy to the cone, and as it grows in intensity, the consciousness of
the participants becomes more ecstatic. When this ecstatic state finally
reaches a peak, the ritual leader gives a signal and the energy is released
and the cone is “sent” towards its goal (ideally, the coven eventually
attains such a level of attunement to the magical energy that the signal
of the leader is no longer necessary).

According to many Wiccans, the process of raising energy causes a
feedback loop that feeds this ecstatic state—the more energy raised, the
more altered the consciousness, and the more altered the conscious-
ness, the easier it becomes to raise energy. Hence, working magic in
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groups 1is thought to be more effective, as the feedback of the ecstatic
energy is multiplied.

This state of ecstasy can be achieved through a variety of techniques,
as 1s attested in shamanic cultures throughout the world. Achieving a
state of collective ecstasy, however, requires a slightly narrower range
of options in order to time the working correctly. The most common
of these techniques are encompassed by the line in the Charge of the
Goddess that enjoins witches to “dance, sing, feast, make music and
love, all in my praise.” By doing so, the Goddess continues, the results
are simultanecously “ecstasy in the spirit” and “joy on earth.” But these
are not simply the results, but the methods of magic as well.

These methods represent the attempt to form epistemologies by which
to demonstrate the fallacy of the separation of the otherworldly and
this-worldly realms. These techniques are able to perform this function
precisely because they mediate this gap through their embodied nature:
they are tied to the body in this world, while allowing ecstatic access
to otherworldly power, energy, or charisma. Through embodied ritual
praxis, magic allows its practitioners to participate in the immanence
of the divine in this world. These techniques, by seemingly working
through the body and bypassing the rational mind, subvert the formal
rationalization process that has led to disenchantment.

The primary techniques that Wiccans use to raise energy and work
magic are through a combination of dancing, chanting, singing, and/or
drumming. These sorts of auditory and kinesthetic rhythmic activities
are typical of those that are used to induce trance or altered states of
consciousness cross-culturally (Locke and Kelly 1985: 30). Margaret
Murray notes this in her preface to Gardner’s Witcherafi Today:

The ritual dance, whether performed as an act of worship or as the
expression of a prayer, is characterized by its rhythmic action...All the
movements are rhythmic, and the accompaniment is a chant or performed
by percussion instruments by which the rhythm is strongly marked. The
rhythmic movements, the rhythmic sounds, and the sympathy of numbers
all engaged in the same actions, induce a feeling of exhilaration, which
can increase to a form of intoxication. This stage is often regarded by
the worshippers as a special divine favour (Gardner 1954: 12).

Murray thus links the phenomenon of the “divine favour” or other-
worldly charisma to the ecstatic state reached through the rhythmic
performance. This seems to occur (at least partly) through the mecha-
nism of “auditory driving,” first proposed by Andrew Neher in 1961
(Neher 1961: 449451 and 1962: 151-160). In Neher’s limited study,
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the brainwaves of all ten of his subjects entrained to match tempos of
3 Hz, 4 Hz (theta range), 6 Hz, and 8 Hz (alpha range) beats when
exposed to them for a duration of only 40 seconds. Gilbert Rouget faults
Neher for not being able to reproduce the dramatic effects of trance in
a ritual setting, but this was well beyond Neher’s limited goal within a
small laboratory study of a relatively miniscule duration (Rouget 1985).

However, Rouget rightly points out that the link between music and
trance is not causal or deterministic. There are a number of individual
and cultural factors that influence the physiological and experiential
dimensions of trance. Primary among these factors are attention and
intention. Of course not everyone listening to a piece of music or drum-
ming is going to fall into a trance. These sorts of shifts in consciousness
are in the majority of cases, conscious acts.* The more attention that
is paid to a stimulus, the more that stimulus will affect the conscious-
ness of the observer. This can be witnessed in a mild form in the light
trances we engage in every day when we are engrossed in an activity
and lose our awareness of the outside world.

Wiccans teach that the success of magic is dependent upon intention,
and train initiates in a number of methods of focusing their attention on
the “work” at hand. The first among these is the technique of “ground-
ing and centering,” that is, clearing the mind and rooting oneself in the
here and now. The second step in focusing the attention is in creating
the sacred space. The sacred space of the magic circle is considered by
Wiccans to be a place “between the worlds,” on the boundary between
the ordinary mundane space and the space of the divine. Here the ritual
participants may communicate with both this-worldly and otherworldly
realms. The sacred space of the magic circle serves practical as well as
symbolic purposes—it serves a protective function—keeping out nega-
tive energies, as well as containing the magical energies raised within
it. The “casting” of the circle thus further focuses the attention of the
participants upon their goal. Through repetition, the steps involved in
forming the circle themselves become visual, auditory, kinesthetic, and
olfactory “triggers” that focus the attention of Wiccans and help to put
them into trance states. Finally, during the raising of energy, Wiccans
are trained to focus their attention on the stated goal of the magical
working. For a healing spell, for instance, they would visualize the target
as healthy and pain-free. They would hold that image firmly in their

* Exceptions might include photosensitive epileptics, for instance.
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minds as they chanted, danced, and drummed to raise the energy into
the cone of power, which would then be directed towards the visualized
goal. These techniques for focusing the attention therefore enable the
achievement of the ecstatic trance.

The embodied nature of these techniques—their engagement of the
breath, the voice, and the hands—further focus attention away from
the mundane concerns of the mind, and create a feedback loop that
can send the participant further into trance. Music alone affects both
brain and body:

All the studies that locate the reception of music in special areas of
the frontal lobe ignore the massive reentrant links that trigger neuronal
activity in many specialized brain areas and down our spinal cord. Not
only do we hear in our right and left frontal cortexes, we hear with our
skin... Listening to music activates many areas of the brain/body (Becker
1994: 45—46).

It is worth remembering that the word “enchant” comes from the
French “chanter”—to sing. To enchant is to cast a spell with sound,
specifically with song. Music can bring one under the sway of the
magical—through sound the world is literally re-enchanted.

When dancing is added to the mix, and the body is engaged in
movement to the auditory input, the cortical rhythms are more force-
fully driven. Reclaiming Witch M. Macha Nightmare, says “dancing is
real important. It always ‘sends’ me [into trance]...it gets me out of
my head, away from ‘talking self’” (quoted in Magliocco 2004: 171).
Ecstatic dance eventually produces what Eugene D’Aquili describes as
“an intensely pleasurable, ineffable experience” (D’Aquili 1985: 22).

Once achieved, the energy of this collective ecstasy, envisioned and
shaped by Wiccans into a “cone of power,” is directed towards the goal
of the spell. The energy raised is both otherworldly and this-worldly
in nature: it is raised through physical means, from the bodies of the
participants, but the energy itself is supersensual and a priorz, like Mauss
and Hubert’s mana (Mauss and Hubert 1972: 144—146). The gods and
other spirits are asked for their assistance, and the magical rite takes
place in the circle which is “between the worlds.” However, as noted
above, these goals towards which energy are directed are most often
this-worldly in nature: healing, prosperity, fertility, etc.
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A Religion of Priests: The Democratization of Charisma

Because the whole coven participates in magical techniques of collec-
tive ecstasy, Wiccan charisma is not limited to a leader or leaders, but
rather democratized, so that it never has a chance to become “routin-
ized.” As noted earlier, this democratization does not always show itself
in structural terms—many Wiccan groups still maintain hierarchical
degree systems, and specified ritual leaders. But the practice of Wicca
1s participatory, not spectatory. Even though the High Priest and High
Priestess may be active in “speaking” roles, the performance of the rite
depends upon the active ritual and magical participation of all present.
Each participant is supposed to contribute his/her magical “energy” into
the casting of the circle, the summoning of the elements, the invocation
of the gods, and any magical “workings” that are performed.

Furthermore, most Wiccan traditions uphold the idea that Wicca is a
“religion of clergy,” that is, every initiate is a priest/ess for him/herself.
This seems to be based upon a radical version of Protestant philosophy
of the “priesthood of the believers” in which everyone has their own
“direct line” to divinity. But it also reflects the nature of the initiatory
mystery tradition that forms the original basis and core of Wicca: the
Initiate is ordained, given the titles of priest/ess and witch. There is no
laity in the Church of magic, as Durkheim recognized:

But what is especially important is that when these societies of magic
are formed, they do not include all the adherents to magic, but only the
magicians; the laymen, if they may be so called, that is to say, those for
whose profit the rites are celebrated, in fine, those who represent the
worshippers in the regular cults, are excluded (Durkheim 1915: 60-61).

So even though a distinction is made in this structural authority, it is in
the actual practice of magic that charisma is located, and it is through
that structural authority that the magical charisma is passed on from
generation to generation without the need for prophetic revivals. This
is a modification of Weber’s concept of amicharisma, the charisma of
office. But there is not a single officeholder who embodies the charismatic
mission, for all initiates are invested with this authority.

Possible Routes to Routinization in Wicca

Nonetheless, these systems of structural authority can and have
become the sources of contestation regarding the traditionalization and
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rationalization of Wicca. The coven structure which Gardner promoted
was small and hierarchical: the coven (with a theoretical maximum of
13 members) was run by a High Priestess, who was assisted by a High
Priest. While every member of the coven was involved in the ritual,
the primary responsibilities lay with the High Priestess and High Priest.
Therefore these particular offices have the potential to become loci of
structural authority which may undermine the democratization of the
magical charisma and lead to the routinization of the charisma towards
personal agendas rather than the charismatic mission. This particular
phenomenon, characterized by the gradual evolution of authority from
influence and charisma, is labeled “High Priest(ess) syndrome” by prac-
titioners.” “High Priest(ess) syndrome” demonstrates the fragile nature
of Wiccan charisma, but because this is recognized as the pathological
exception rather than the rule, provides evidence that the “normal”
state of such charisma is democratic, magical, and non-routinized.

Another such locus of conflict lies in the struggle between the modern
concept of the individual and the premodern value placed on the col-
lective. This manifests itself in a number of different ways within Wicca,
and is directly related to the process of routinization. Because Wicca
individually invests its charisma in every initiate, and this charisma is
invested and reinforced through the magical work of the coven, there
are inevitably power struggles within individual covens, traditions, and
larger organizations, which have been dubbed “Witch Wars.”

Because of such leadership struggles and differences over practice,
other “denominations” of Wicca soon emerged after Gardner. Alex
Sanders began his own “Alexandrian” tradition in the 1960s. Raymond
Buckland brought Wicca to the United States in 1963, and after he split
from Gardner, he formed his own branch of Wicca known as Seax, or
Saxon Wicca. Other traditions of Wicca continue to spring up across
North America and Europe.

Eclecticism: “The Protestantization of Wicca

Many of these new groups attempted to improve upon the Gardnerian
model by becoming more eclectic, both in their rituals as well as in
organizational structure. The term “eclectic coven” which is defined

% Susan Greenwood provides a great example of this behavior in the story of “Sarah”
and her coven, (2000: 138-144).
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in opposition to the “traditional coven” (i.e., Gardnerian, Alexandrian,
and others), indicates that the group performs new and different rituals
in each circle. Many of the feminist Wiccan groups, in attempt to do
away with outmoded “patriarchal” hierarchy, adopted a rotating lead-
ership model, whereby the ritual would be led by a different member
each month. This model was promoted by Starhawk in 7T#e Spiral Dance
(1989: 51-52), and soon became popular within mainstream (dual-gen-
der) eclectic Wiccan groups as well.

These movements collectively represent a Reformation of traditional
Wicca, and an attempt to become free from its perceived routinization.
The common complaints about traditional Wicca: that it is secretive,
hierarchical, and exclusionary, and that rituals are performed by rote,
arise out of legitimate concerns that the charisma of the movement
1s susceptible to becoming institutionalized in the structural authority
rather than being funneled towards the charismatic mission, echo the
concerns of Luther about the sixteenth-century Church. Therefore
eclecticism attempts to dislocate the charisma of Wicca from a specific
office or ritual (through which the charisma is magically passed) and
instead diversify the charisma by means of creativity and heterogeneity.

However, the organizational solutions to these issues, like the Refor-
mation churches, have their own set of challenges. First, many eclectic
covens retain the offices of High Priestess and High Priest, even if
ritual leadership rotates within the group. In others, experimentation
with rotating leadership fails due to apathy, and the same people end
up essentially filling the roles of High Priestess and High Priest by
default. Because of these factors, or due to others (lack of time, energy,
creativity), these ritual leaders begin to resort to what Berger refers to
as “mimetic isomorphism,” the appropriation of information (i.e., ritual
and liturgical components) from other successful organizations or pub-
lished material that results in decreased spontaneity and creativity.

Eclectic Wicca is characterized by a creative approach to ritual and
liturgy that does not necessarily require that its practitioners be “believ-
ers in the same god or observers of the same cult” (Durkheim 1915:
60). For instance, one Sabbat the coven may invoke the Celtic deities
Cerridwen and Herne for a Samhain ritual, and the next Sabbat, the
Egyptian Isis and Horus for a Yule ritual. Many eclectic covens encour-
age members to choose their own patron/matron deities to “work with”
on an individual basis. If the coven works on a rotating leadership
model, the members will most often invoke their own patron/matron
deities when it 1s their turn to perform the Sabbat or esbat. Of course,
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this can be justified through the theologies of hypostatic duotheism,
henotheistic polytheism, or even Gaian pantheism. But because these
interpretations are not anchored in a particular cultic practice (other
than the barest outlines that characterize “Wiccan” ritual), investigation
of these questions can slip into speculative metaphysics or a quasi-sci-
entific experimentation. The lack of a cohesive membership, as defined
by initiation into the tradition, and the lack of a body of traditional
magical and liturgical material excusive to those initiates, undermines
the social cohesion that allows Wicca to create a moral community that
18, contra Durkheim, a Church of magic. Although there are no reliable
statistics on retention within Wicca (as there are no reliable statistics on
membership in general, cf., Cowan 2005: 84—87; 194—196), anecdotal
evidence suggest that this is one reason that some practitioners abandon
Wicca, or at least coven membership.

Solitary Wiccan Practitioners

It was the revolution instigated by the publication of Scott Cunningham’s
Wicea: A Guide for the Solitary Practitioner in 1988 that changed Wicca into
a much more self-oriented movement. Unlike previous manuals on
Wicca which made it possible for individuals to practice Wicca alone
(e.g., Starhawk 1979, Buckland 1986), Cunningham’s work was explic-
itly written for an audience who wished to practice Wicca without the
guidance of a coven, and even to “self-initiate.” Due to the success of
Cunningham’s work, hundreds of similar manuals have been published,
mostly by Llewellyn Publications in St. Paul Minnesota (who also
published Cunningham). Many Wiccans who could not find covens,
or those who left covens after being dissatisfied, used these manuals to
become solitary Wiccan practitioners.

This solitary phenomenon can be partly understood as a backlash
against “High Priest(ess) Syndrome™ and “Witch Wars,” but is primarily
the result of the explosive growth of the movement and its incapacity
to deal with the number of seckers due to its lack of institutionaliza-
tion. Although solitary practice of Wicca is the logical result of this
Reformation, solitaries cannot claim to be part of the Church of magic:
“The magician has no need of uniting himself to his fellows to practice
his art” (Durkheim 1915: 60). Nonetheless, the majority of those who
identify as Wiccans are solitary practitioners, and the trend appears
to be growing. The Pagan Census found that 50.9% of those surveyed
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practiced as solitaries, 9.2% practiced with a spiritual partner, and
32.2% practiced with a group (Berger, Leach, and Shaffer 2003: 129).
A 2005 poll by the Covenant of the Goddess of over 6500 Wiccans and
Neopagans found that 62% of Pagans and Wiccans surveyed practiced
as solitaries, and an additional 12% practiced with the “community.”
Only 26% reported practicing with a coven.®

Commodification

Although the solitary trend seems to point in a non-routinizing direction,
it also is indicative of the pressures towards greater homogenization.
The popularization and commercialization of Wicca have come under
increasing scrutiny, as hundreds of manuals like Cunningham’s have
flooded the shelves of both occult and mainstream bookstores in the past
15 years. Berger has argued that these publications, as well as the sharing
of materials through the internet, Wiccan festivals, and larger organi-
zations, have led to standardization and the loss of creativity (Berger
1999: 100-122). Eclectic solitary practice makes one more susceptible
to the influence of mimetic isomorphism, specifically embodied in a
commodification of spiritual practice. Unlike the so-called “Cafeteria
Catholic,” however, the eclectic solitary Wiccan does not choose from
among a predetermined set of options, but rather shops for the ingre-
dients of her spiritual practice herself: she is a “supermarket Wiccan.”
Furthermore, she is constantly refining her “recipes” and “menus” to
suit her own tastes. It is a “do it yourself” approach to religiosity. This
is in fact an inverted version of Durkheim and Weber’s prototypical
magician. For them, a magician is not engaged in a religious practice,
but rather an economic one: peddling her spells and potions to clients
in exchange for material wealth. The eclectic solitary Wiccan, however,
is typically the consumer, not the vendor.

As this ethic of commodified spirituality has developed (and it is by
no means limited to Wiccans), an entire industry (led by Llewellyn,
among others) has sought to supply it with material goods as well.

S http:/ /www.cogorg/05poll/poll_results.itml. Helen Berger, one of the co-authors of
The Pagan Census, attributes the differences in these statistics to two factors: 1) the COG
poll was conducted solely online, where solitaries are more likely to be active, and 2)
that the number of solitaries has likely increased in the decade between the time of
the Pagan Census (data gathered from 1993-1995) and the 2005 COG poll (personal

communication).
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Looking at the Azure Green catalog,’ for instance, one finds an assort-
ment of books, tools, statues, jewelry, crystal balls, candles, incense,
oils, stones, herbs, robes, tarot cards, and even bumper stickers. Every
major city has a handful of brick-and-mortar stores which sell these
sorts of supplies. On a visit to any Pagan festival, you will walk past
rows of vendor tents selling similar wares. Douglas Ezzy refers to this
phenomenon as commodified Witchcraft, which he defines as “a set of
products inscribed with beliefs and practices broadly consistent with the
religion of Witchcraft, but for which the dominant institutional goal is
profit” (Ezzy 2001: 34).

This raises puzzling questions about Wiccan relations to materiality.
On one hand, this is a result of a relation to materiality that is different
than the disenchanted world. In the Wiccan worldview, these objects
are (at least potentially) enchanted: imbued with spiritual power, mean-
ing, and use. But because they are being bought and sold within the
consumerist paradigm of mainstream culture in which one’s material
goods define one’s identity, their very existence derives from disenchant-
ment. While the retailers of such merchandise are almost always fellow
Wiccans or Neopagans, the manufacturers may or may not be, and
thus may not ascribe any value to these objects other than their profit
potential. So are Wiccans re-enchanting disenchanted commodities by
using them in sacred ways, or are Wiccans feeding the disenchanted
culture by the commodification of supposedly sacred objects?

Styers also points out the ways in which the magical worldview
undermines the economic authority that depends on a rationalized,
disenchanted view of the material world. Weber argues that in the
modern world material goods have gained “an inexorable power over
the lives of men as at no previous period in history” (Weber 1958:
181), but in the capitalistic authority of the post-Calvin society, the
material derives its meaning not from any inherent value, worth, or
sacredness, nor even from its signification of a spiritually elevated sta-
tus, but from its potential for service to the profit motive—its ability to
create more wealth. Although a side-effect of wealth creation may be
the improvement of human quality of life, this is not the explicit goal.
Thus material values are caught in a self-validating feedback loop with
no external value referent.

7 A mail order and online Pagan supply store based in Middlefield, MA.
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Because magic is able to invest material objects with an external
value referent of otherworldly power and hence meaning (e.g., amulets,
talismans, ritual tools, etc.), the meanings of these objects serve as a
contrast to the assigned meanings of the commodified objects of the
hegemonic capitalist discourse.

In its brazen display of the machinations through which objects are
invested with meaning, it [magic| stands as an overt threat to the mys-
tifications of the commodity form. At the core of magic we find the
prospect of other possible relations to materiality, relations that threaten
both to expose the fetishism of the commodity and to disrupt its hege-
mony (Styers 2004: 215).

In addition, the magical worldview of an interconnected natural world
that stands in homologous relation to otherworldly values affirms the
inherent value of the material beyond its service to the economic
system, thus further undermining the default commodification of the
material.

In an enchanted economy, material objects should fulfill the needs
(either material or non-material) of the user. In the disenchanted econ-
omy typified by consumerism, however, material goods are not designed
and marketed to satisfy needs, but to “stimulate desire, but to never fully
satisfy that desire” (Ezzy 2001: 38). The example that Ezzy gives for
this, however, is not of goods being marketed to Wiccans, as mentioned
above, but of a book of love spells being sold via the internet (and
then causing the buyer to also have to purchase the spell ingredients).
This is a commodification of the magical practice of Witchcraft itself,
much like Durkheim and Weber’s fee-for-service magicians (albeit in a
new and improved do-it-yourself format). This is an important distinc-
tion, however. No longer is magic something performed only by the
professional under secretive and mysterious conditions (as Mauss and
Hubert contend), but is something that anyone can learn to do, albeit
for a price. Because magic is perceived as a way to fulfill all desires,
its commodification can potentially open a pathway to a perpetual
cycle of desire stimulation and consumption. This is exactly the sort
of charge leveled against the New Age by many Wiccans—that it is a
collection of business models rather than a religious practice. And this
is the primary motivation behind the injunction against taking money
for teaching Wicca. Commodification of goods or services is accept-
able—commodification of knowledge trivializes and hence routinizes
the magical charisma of Wicca.
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Arguments Against and For Full-Time Wiccan Clergy

Another potential “route to routinization” comes in the form Berger
refers to as “normative isomorphism™: the professionalization of roles
and offices which “through the educational process, professional orga-
nizations, and networks helps to create and spread similarities among
organizations” (Berger 1999: 50). In a religious context, this means the
development of a professional clerical class. There has been a debate
for sometime within the Wiccan community as to whether or not full-
time paid clergy would be desirable. Currently High Priestesses and
High Priests (in both traditional and eclectic groups) are unpaid and
typically employed in other professions. As noted above, the traditional
Wiccan view is that money and religion should not mix: taking money
for the teaching of Wicca or the practice of magic is highly frowned
upon. Of course, many practitioners charge for “services” such as Tarot
readings, but the suggestion of paid clergy has been very controversial.
If everyone is his/her own Priest/ess, then the need for a paid clergy
is obviated.

Other arguments against the idea of full-time Wiccan clergy fall into
two categories: first, that this would create a divide between clergy and
laity that does not currently exist, and that the clergy would exercise
undue authority over their congregation, and second, that this would
lead to a loss of the intimacy and spontaneity of Wicca, i.e., that Wicca
would become congregational and thereby routinized.

Others argue that professional clergy would be beneficial to Wicca.
Some point to ancient Pagan traditions as models in which there
were temple-complexes presided over by priests and priestesses. These
individuals performed rituals and met the spiritual needs of their com-
munities, and for this they were duly compensated. In addition to the
historical argument, some argue that a paid clergy would give Wicca an
official recognition it currently lacks. Barrette argues that professional
clergy would lend:

greater credibility with “mainstream” organizations and make it much
harder for them to dismiss us as “inconsequential” or “not a real religion”
in the future. As things stand now, Pagans face unfair discrimination in
areas where a professional clergy would make all the difference in the
world (Barrette 1997).

A paid clergy would give Wicca credibility within larger institutions
by providing an authoritative voice for what is necessarily a polyvocal
movement.
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The primary argument given for a professional clergy concerns the
need for clergy to have certain qualifications and skills which the current
unpaid clergy do not possess due to the lack of adequate training and
the part-time nature of the job. Wiccans are traditionally considered to
be clergy after they are initiated, which typically occurs after a training
process that lasts approximately a year. Many traditions divide the train-
ing into three degrees: the first is granted upon initiation, the second
after additional training, and a third after even more training. At the
third degree, one is given the title High Priest/ess and is granted the
right to form their own group, if they so desire. The training process
typically consists of instruction and theology and ritual, although some
groups additionally include training in areas such as counseling and
group dynamics.

This process, however, does not typically confer ordination in the
legal sense. Other Pagan groups such as the Church of All Worlds
(CAW) and the Druidic Ar nDraiocht Fein (ADE, also known as A
Druid Fellowship) have their own training systems which end in a legal
ordination. Both of these paths concentrate focus on “Support Services”
as well as ritual and theology.

Wiccans may be able to obtain legal credentials through the Universal
Life Church, which offers free (and even online) ordination to anyone
who agrees with their statement of belief. In addition, the Covenant of
the Goddess (a nationwide Wiccan umbrella organization) extends an
option for legal ordination for the recognized High Priestesses and High
Priests of their member groups. Although some Wiccans have gained
legal ordination through such groups, very few have gone through the
rigorous process of a seminary education. Although they may be very
well versed in theology and ritual, they may not have the pastoral skills
to deal with group dynamics, counseling, crisis management, conflict
resolution, etc. Inanna Arthen, a Wiccan who graduated from Harvard
Divinity School, says many Wiccans:

demand the kinds of social support other churches have had tradition-
ally...Who among us is trained to deal with someone who’s suicidal, or
dying of AIDS in a hospice? With someone who is desperate? ( Jennifer
1995).

The need for such skills was not as apparent in the past when covens
were few and far between. However, because of the explosive growth
of Wicca, these issues have become more prevalent and more complex.
This situation was so apparent that in 1998, a Wiccan High Priestess
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named Amber K published Covencrafi, a 500-page manual for Wiccan
Priests and Priestesses (not just for coven leaders, she says emphatically)
detailing the minutiae of running a coven. The book includes chapters
such as Group Dynamics; Communications, Cooperation, and Conflict;
Pastoral Counseling; and Education and Training (Amber K. 1998).

The Pagan Census demonstrates the divide in the Pagan and Wiccan
communities over issues of full-time clergy and payment for the teach-
ing of Wicca. 50.8% of the general Neopagan population agreed that
full-time clergy should be supported by their community, while only
25.4% disagreed, and 23.9% had no opinion or no response. 51.9%
of the Wiccan population agreed, 27.2% disagreed, and 20.9% had no
opinion or no response (Berger, Leach, and Shaffer 2003: 175). However,
when the question was phrased in a different way, the split was closer.
In response to the statement “A Witch should not accept money for
teaching the Craft,” 42.5% of the general Neopagan population agreed,
and 41.7% disagreed. The split among Wiccans was wider, with 39.7%
agreeing and 47.7% disagreeing. Regardless of these opinions, Berger,
Leach, and Shafler believe that because of the mode of transmission,
the amorphous structure, and the unwillingness of practitioners to
make large donations, the creation of a paid clergy in the traditional
congregational sense is highly unlikely (ibid.: 170).

In fact, a professional class of those trained with such skills is now
making its way to the forefront of the movement, trying to gain
legitimacy for themselves and for their religion. Some Wiccans, such as
Inanna Arthen, are attending mainstream seminaries such as Harvard
Divinity School. Pagan seminaries are also appearing, such as the
Cherry Hill Seminary in Vermont, which offers ordination through the
Communitarian Church. Cherry Hill, however, makes a firm distinction
between the roles of priest/ess and minister:

In Paganism, every person is her or his own priest/ess to her or his own
gods within her or his particular tradition. The role of priest/ess is taught
in covens, circles, groves or through the direct inspiration of the gods,
and no nstitution or governing body should attempt to intervene in that
process. We perceive that there is a distinct difference between priest/ess
and minister. CHS defines “minister” as a priest/ess who also is called to
the specialized public service of a wider community. Therefore, the focus
of CHS is to teach those specialized skills and knowledge necessary for
serving in positions of community leadership: as a pastoral counselor, a
chaplain, in public relations, as social services liaison, as a minister for
public rites of passage, in interfaith work and in any other roles in which
s/he will interact with governmental agencies and the non-Pagan com-
munity (kttp://cherryhillseminary.org/faq.himl).
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Cherry Hill’s assumption is that all ministers are priest/esses, but not all
priest/esses are ministers. This, like Luther’s idea of the priesthood of
all believers, affirms the idea of the individual’s unique connection to
the divine, but also recognizes that the role of clergy can (and should)
extend beyond this vertical relationship and into the horizontal realm
of human relations. Cherry Hill affirms that it can teach the latter
skills, while leaving the former to individual covens or traditions. In
doing so, it manages to avoid sectarianism and is able to cater to the
widest possible audience. In addition, by focusing on the development
of ministerial skills that are not in direct confrontation with the pre-
dominant Axial worldview (although non-Axial worldviews underlie
them), Cherry Hill makes itself more credible to accrediting agencies
and potential employers of its graduates.

However, in attempting to maintain this legitimacy, is the practical
effect divorcing the role of priest/ess from that of minister? That is,
how 1is the traditional pastoral role of priest/ess integrated with the
rational demands of the minister? Weber sees the origin of pastoral
care in the magician’s role as oracle or diviner:

Pastoral care...has its source in the oracle and in consultations with the
diviner or necromancer. The diviner is consulted when sickness or other
blows of fate have led to the suspicion that some magical transgression
1s responsible, making it necessary to ascertain the means by which the
aggrieved spirit, demon, or god may be pacified (Weber 1963: 75).

Though most Wiccan priestesses probably wouldn’t frame the question
in terms of pacifying aggrieved spirits, the means of helping fellow
coveners or others who seek them out with life crises may be similar:
divining the nature of and solution to the problem by magical means,
such as tarot cards, astrology, runes, etc. In some cases the solution may
be rational and practical, such as a mediation between two conflicting
parties; in others, the solution may be magical, such as a ritual to let go
of past grievances and conflicts. Hence, modern Wiccan pastoral care
walks a middle path between the fully charismatic magical approach
and a fully rationalized ministerial approach. Seminaries like Cherry
Hill attempt to give ministerial skills to supplement the charismatic
magical and priestly skills that they assume their students already pos-
sess. It is then up to the minister to balance these two approaches in
their own ministry.



144 ROBERT PUCKETT
CUUPS

Berger assumes that if Wiccan ministry is to become institutionalized,
it will do so through umbrella organizations like the Covenant of the
Goddess or Circle Sanctuary. Because it is rooted in the larger institution
of the Unitarian Universalist Church, some believe that The Covenant
of Unitarian Universalist Pagans (CUUPS) provides an opportunity, a
means, and/or a model for the routinization of Wicca and Paganism,
specifically the professionalization of a Wiccan or Pagan ministry.
CUUPS’ Statement of Purpose states:

The Covenant of Unitarian Universalist Pagans, Inc. exists for the pur-
poses of promoting the practice and understanding of Pagan and Earth-
centered spirituality within the Unitarian Universalist Association, enabling
networking among Pagan-identified Unitarian Universalists, providing for
the outreach of Unitarian Universalism to the broader Pagan community,
providing educational materials on Paganism and Earth-centered spiritu-
ality for Unitarian Universalist congregations and for the general public,
promoting interfaith dialogue, encouraging the development of theological
and liturgical materials based on Pagan and Earth-centered religious and
spiritual perspectives, encouraging greater use of music, dance, visual arts,
poetry, story, and creative ritual in Unitarian Universalist worship and
celebration, providing a place or places for gathering and for worship,
and fostering healing relationships with the Earth and all of the Earth’s
children. The purposes of CUUPS include providing support for Pagan
identified UU religious professionals and ministerial students (CUUPS
Corporate Bylaws Section 3.1).

These goals point towards an institutionalization of what has until now
been a movement that in many ways has resisted formalization. Other
Wiccan and Pagan umbrella organizations such as the Covenant of
the Goddess share the goals of networking, education, interfaith dia-
logue, and providing places of worship. However, the routinization of
Wicca and Paganism within CUUPS occurs in a very particular way:
it attempts to incorporate Wicca and Paganism within the institutional
structure of the UUA. Nonetheless, CUUPS 1s an Independent Affiliate
of the UUA, and Section 16.2 of the Bylaws states that “Loss of affili-
ation with the UUA shall not necessarily entail the dissolution of the
corporation.”

Unlike Wicca, the UUA does have a doctrinal statement of “Principles
and Purposes” which defines both the principles and sources of their
faith. This statement was adopted by the 1984 and 1985 General
Assemblies. While CUUPS does not have a separate doctrinal statement



RE-ENCHANTING THE WORLD 145

equivalent to the UUA’s “Principles and Purposes,” two statements of
this document are presented throughout CUUPS literature as defining
its own doctrine. The first is the seventh Principle/Purpose of the UUA,
which affirms and promotes: “respect for the interdependent web of all
existence of which we are a part.” The second is the Sixth Source of
the UU tradition: “spiritual teachings of earth-centered traditions which
celebrate the sacred circle of life and instruct us to live in harmony
with the rhythms of nature.” While the first statement pre-dates the
creation of CUUPS, it was CUUPS itself that pressed for the adoption
of the Sixth Source at the UU General Assembly in 1995. Nonetheless,
both of these statements form the basis for the interpretation of Pagan
doctrines within CUUPS.

In “providing support for Pagan identified UU religious professionals
and ministerial students,” CUUPS promotes the professionalization of a
specifically UU Pagan clergy. This normative isomorphism may have the
broadest effect upon the homogenization and routinization of Wiccan
and Paganism within CUUPS. No other Wiccan umbrella group shares
this goal, and this directly ties CUUPS to the larger UUA.

This tie is not only organizational, but also theological in nature,
for we are discussing the training and career of theological profession-
als—UU Pagan clergy. Therefore, it is crucial to understand the ways
in which CUUPS members understand the intersection of the doctrines
of Wicca and the UUA, for this is the basis on which this normative
isomorphism must operate.

To become a minister in the UUA, one has to undergo rigorous
training. The UUA website outlines the process:

The basic requirements for UU ministry are:

1. Career assessment program at a career center approved by the
Ministerial Fellowship Committee

. Candidacy status granted by a Regional Sub-Committees on Candidacy

. Sponsorship by a UU Congregation

. Master of Divinity degree or its equivalent

. Approved internship

. Basic unit of Clinical Pastoral Education

. Completion of the Reading List

. Interview with the Ministerial Fellowship Committee (www.uua
.o1g/leaders/leaderslibrary /ministerialcredentialing /162 1 9.shtml).

O~ O O &~ OO N
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This rigorous process, is, however, due to an emphasis on quality within
the UUA that is not present within many Wiccan or Pagan traditions.
The UUA requires candidates for ministry to exhibit competence in
many academic and professional areas, such as Pastoral Care and
Counseling, Leadership and Organization, and Administration and
Management (www.uua.org/leaders/leaderslibrary /ministerialcredentialing/
16191.shtml). UUA-trained Wiccan or Pagan ministers would certainly
be able to give support to those in need.

While the UUA ordination program certainly addresses the concerns
of the advocates of a full-time paid Wiccan clergy, the UUA itself does
not offer the type of position that would be attractive to most Wiccans
who are attempting to become ordained. Most Wiccan priests and
priestesses do not want to devote the enormous amount of time, effort,
and money necessary for the UU ministry requirements, nor do they
want to have a congregation made up of mostly non-Wiccans.

Therefore, even if CUUPS were to provide support for those who
wish to become Wiccan or Pagan clergy, it is unlikely that many would
choose this path. If CUUPS were to change its status as an independent
affiliate of the UUA and try to organize its own congregations, then this
could be a possibility. However, as things now stand, CUUPS’ support
of Wiccan or Pagan clergy does not seem to be a significant force for
the routinization of Wiccan ministry.

Military Chaplainey

Don Larsen was removed from the Army chaplain corps after he
announced his conversion to Wicca and his intention to seck endorse-
ment from the Sacred Well Congregation, a Wiccan group based
in Texas. Larsen was caught in a classic Catch-22 when his former
endorser, the Pentecostal Chaplaincy of the Full Gospel Churches,
revoked their endorsement before the transfer could be made. The
Sacred Well Congregation was not yet an official endorser, because they
lacked a viable candidate. Thus Larsen was removed from the chaplain
corps and sent home from Iraq (Cooperman 2007).

This tale can be interpreted as an example of institutional hostility
towards Wicca in the military, but it also raises questions about the
process of routinization of Wicca and Paganism more broadly through
its encounters with institutions of power such as the military.
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Berger largely dismisses coercive isomorphism in her studies of civil-
1an Wiccans, but in the military, the pressures of government regulations
are undeniable. The specific pressure of coercive isomorphism in the
case of chaplaincy is towards a normative isomorphism: a professional-
ization of a pastoral position in a religion which declares that everyone
is his or her own priest/ess, and which has historically repudiated the
concept of paid clergy.

The coercive isomorphism of the military does not allow for chaplains
to make these sorts of compromises and decisions in many cases. The
qualifications for military chaplaincy assume that the chaplain comes
from a religious background which “functions primarily to perform
religious ministries to a non-military lay constituency” (DoD Directive
1304.28 Section E2.1.10), and that the chaplain will be able to fulfill
that function for the unit to which s/he is assigned. This is important
for the religiously pluralistic military, for the large majority of soldiers
come from backgrounds as laypersons in congregational religious set-
tings. The chaplain must be able to minister to their needs, regardless of
their religious affiliation, or his/her own. She or he is only responsible
for sacerdotal duties to those of his/her faith. Thus military uniformity
1s ultimately in service to the cause of pluralism and diversity.

However, this translates in practice not only to a requirement that the
chaplain-designate be trained for the performance of such ministerial
duties, but also that the religious organization that sponsors the chaplain
(the Ecclesiastical Endorsing Authority) be organized on a congrega-
tional model, with ministers serving a lay constituency. Although the
standards for lay leaders (Designated Faith Group Leaders) are less strin-
gent, certification or approval by a recognized (congregational) religious
organization is still required. Because most Wiccan organizations today
do not fit these requirements, there is a lack of qualified organizations
to sponsor even qualified chaplain or lay leader candidates. Sacred Well
Congregation (which was created by military Wiccans for the purpose
of ministering to military Wiccans) represents the exception, not the
rule. Wiccans may either assume the normative structure, as has Sacred
Well (possibly working to change from within), or they may challenge
it overtly, which will be a much more difficult struggle, but better
bring to light the cultural assumptions about what a “religion” is.

There has been an outpouring of support for the idea of a Pagan
chaplain in the military (as witnessed in the Pagan Religious Rights
Rally at Lafayette Square Park on July 4, 2007) on grounds of religious
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freedom and fairness. Certainly this would be a great step forward in the
public recognition and legitimation of Wicca as a religion, both within
and outside of the military. However, this comes at a price: norma-
tive 1somorphism, the professionalization of a ministerial (though not
a priestly) class, and the institutionalization of religious organizations
modeled on a congregational model in order to satisfy the coercive
demands of the State.

By moulding itself into the predominant congregational religious
models in order to achive greater legitimacy, does the professionaliza-
tion of a pastoral class necessarily mean an institutionalization of a
priesthood, or can these two functions operate separately, as represented
in Cherry Hill’s philosophy? Military chaplaincy offers an interesting
test case for what a socially integrated congregational Wicca could
look like.

Will the professionalization of Wiccan ministry lead to a normative
1somorphism? As Weber notes, pastoral care is the greatest source of
authority for the priesthood, but this is most developed in the Axial
“ethical” religions (Weber 1963: 75-76). Is this a significant force for
the routinization of Paganism’s democratized, magical charisma?
Right now, the ministerial movement is too small within Wicca to tell
if there will be a large scale impact. Cherry Hill’s program may serve
as a model for other seminaries,” but the test is going to be the success
of its graduates. If these ministers (or military chaplains or CUUPS
affiliated ministers) become influential leaders within the Wiccan and
larger Neopagan movement, then the professionalization of Wiccan
ministry may become more widely accepted.

However, if paid full-time ministers ever became a reality within
Wicca, they would most likely would operate outside of (and alongside)
existing coven structures, and act primarily as a resource for solitary
practitioners, because this is where there appears to be a real need.
Mayla, a Wiccan priestess (and CUUPS member) in southeastern
Massachusetts said: “If you are not in a coven/group of some sort you
have no elder type person to go to. If there were clergy, people would
have a place to go for answers, guidance, or information” (personal

8 Though it is not a seminary, the Pagan Leadership Skills Conference is similarly
dedicated to education about topics such as “publicity and promotion, group facilita-
tion, conflict resolution, accounting, pastoral care and board development.” (www
.paganleadership.org/)
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communication Nov. 30, 2000 with e-mail follow-up, December 13,
2000). Her High Priest, Niko, echoed this sentiment: “Not everyone
wants or needs to be in a coven but there are sometimes when you
need to speak to someone of the (altar) cloth” (e-mail communication,
December 13, 2000).

Would the professionalization of a ministerial class necessarily mean
an institutionalization of a Wiccan priesthood? This seems more
unlikely. This would require a distinction to be drawn between Wiccan
clergy and laity that would be philosophically different than the distinc-
tion between ministers and non-ministers. It would change the nature
of religion from an individually-oriented magical mystery tradition into
a congregational religion. It would require a massive-scale organization
of a largely unstructured movement, undermining both the coven and
solitary structures present in contemporary Wicca. It would require eco-
nomic resources to be devoted to the maintenance of such a priesthood.
And most of all, it would be perceived as undermining the individual’s
autonomy as her own spiritual authority and placing an intermediary
between her and the gods. This could weaken the experiential ecstatic
and magical aspect of the religion, and routinize its charisma into the
institutional bureaucracy. Don Larsen himself said, “We don’t need
more Calvinist rationalizing. We need mystery. We need horizons. We
need journeys” (Gooperman 2007). In the Wiccan practice of magic,
the rationalistic Calvinist distinction between this-worldly activity and
otherworldly activity is deliberately and intentionally broken down.

Wicca operates within a world which was fundamentally created by
the Axial vision. It does not reject other breakthroughs of the Axial
Age, such as reflexivity, reason, or the notion of history ( Jaspers 1953:
2-3). It thus stands in a particularly unique locus within modernity,
accepting some fundamental principles, while rejecting others. As it
grows and ages, it must negotiate the same challenges of modernity
as all other religious movements, questions of doctrine, practice,
structure, institutionalization, etc. Some aspects of the religion will
undoubtedly become routinized. Other forms of routinization will be
rejected. However, as long as the movement remains world-affirming
and enables the individual to experience the magical charisma for
themselves, enchantment will follow. The achievement of the ecstatic
state belies this fundamental Axial ontology, and in doing so, acts as
an epistemology that allows Wiccans to view the world as enchanted.
As Magliocco says:
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The re-sacralization of the everyday world—the magical worldview,
in other words, provides a context in which extraordinary experiences
become part of the ordinary world, a world full of meaning and enchant-
ment (Magliocco 2004: 181).
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CONTEMPORARY PAGANISM BY THE NUMBERS

HEerLeN A. BERGER

There are a growing number of ethnographic studies of Neopaganism
(see for example; Berger 1999, Bado-Fralick 2005, Hume 1997,
Luhrmann 1989, Magliocco 2004, Pike 2001, Salomonsen 2002) but
only a few that are quantitative and those that do exist are concen-
trated in North America (Berger et al. 2003, Orion 1995, Jorgensen
and Russell 1999, Adler 1986, CoG 2005, Reed 2001). None of these
studies 1s based on random samples, nor with a population as dispersed
and at times secretive as Neopagans is it possible to have a random
sample. Nonetheless, these studies even with their flaws provide us with
important information about the demographics, distribution, and some
aspects of the belief and practices of Neopagans. Internationally, census
data exist that provides a sense of the extent of Paganism in different
nations. Religious affiliation is not included in the United States census
but the American Religious Identification Survey (ARIS) produced by
The City University of New York (CUNY) provides similar data for
the United States. This essay explores what the numbers tell us about
Neopagans as well as the limits of these studies.

How Many Pagans Are There?

In 1992 Aidan Kelly estimated that there were 300,000 Neopagans in
the United States. His estimate is based on an extrapolation from fes-
tival attendance and subscriptions to Neopagan journals, and by using
the number of covens in San Francisco as a template for the nation,
estimating that there were about ten people per coven. There are some
problems with Kelly’s process of estimation. Possibly the most egre-
gious is his extrapolation from the number of covens per capita in San
Francisco to the nation as a whole, as California has a higher percentage
of Neopagans than most of the country (Berger 1999, Covenant of
the Goddess 2005). Furthermore, the estimate of ten people per coven
may be high—many covens have fewer than that and only a minority
have more. This latter point is somewhat mitigated by the fact that he
does not count solitary practitioners. Although imperfect, Kelly does
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offer a method of estimating the contemporary Pagan population using
a number of different criteria.

During this same period CUNY, in its National Survey of Religious
Identification Survey (NSRI), based on phone interviews with 133,723
people gathered by random dialing of phone numbers throughout the
United States found that there were 8,000 Wiccans in the United States.
They reported no other form of contemporary Paganism. The large
discrepancy between Kelly’s estimate and the NSRI findings may in
part be explained by some contemporary Pagans not feeling comfortable
stating their religious affiliation, and therefore lying, others who combine
their Pagan practices with more traditional religions reporting only the
latter, and the fact that in relatively small samples, such as that in the
first CUNY religious affiliation survey, small populations can be missed
or under-represented. Nonetheless, it does suggest that Kelly probably
over-estimated the number of Neopagans in the United States.

The difference in estimates between Kelly’s method and CUNY’s
random sample highlights the problem of trying to determine the
number of contemporary Pagans in the United States and worldwide.
Contemporary Pagans’ and researchers’ sense of the population is
normally higher than that presented in census data and surveys. The
researchers’ sense of the extent of the population may be influenced by
their being in the midst of a vibrant community that they mistakenly
believe is larger than it is, but it also influenced by more objective crite-
ria, such as the number of books sold on Pagan subjects. For example,
Jone Salomonsen (2002) notes that The Spiral Dance (Starhawk 1979)
has sold over 300,000 copies. A Barnes and Nobles executive estimates
that there are ten million individuals who buy books on Pagan topics
(Lewis 2002). Although not all of these individuals are Pagans—some
are merely interested in the topic, students assigned a book in a course,
dabblers who have not and may not commit to the religion, research-
ers of Paganism who are not practiioners—it still suggests a larger
population than reported in censuses and surveys.

James R. Lewis (2007) relying on the census data from Canada, The
United Kingdom, Australia, and New Zealand, all of which record
religious affiliation at least in some years, as well as reviewing the data
from both the NSRI and ARIS, argues that there has been a spec-
tacular increase in the numbers of Pagans since the 1990s. He notes
an increase in Canada from the 1991 census which reported 5,530
Pagans to 21,085 in the 2001 Census, The United Kingdom census
reported 42,336 Pagans in 2001 but had not included the question of
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religious affiliation previously in their census. The percentages of those
who report being Pagans in both the UK and Canadian censuses are
approximately equal (0.075% for Canadians and 0.081% for the UK).
Between 1991 and 2001 New Zealand noted an increase from 318 to
5,862, resulting in 2001 in 0.157% of the population claiming to be
Pagans in the Census. The 1991 Australian census did not contain
relevant information. Lewis, therefore, compares the number of Pagans
listed in the 1996 Australian census with the 2001 Australian census,
finding that there was an increase from the 9,498 reported in 1996 to
23,460 in 2001 with 0.125% of the Australian population reporting
being Pagans. Lewis reports that the CUNY study indicates a change
from 8,000 to 307,000 Pagans. He includes a caveat with these figures
because in 1991 CUNY only recorded Wiccans while in 2001 they
had three categories of contemporary Pagans—Wiccans, Druids, and
Pagans—but he notes the increase was still spectacular, as in 2001 there
134,000 Wiccans reported in the CUNY study. In 2001 0.145% of the
population in the United States stated that they are Pagan.

In addition to the surveys and censuses Lewis reviews Pagan maga-
zine subscriptions, numbers of new accounts on Witchvox, the largest
Pagan Internet site, and booksellers’ statistics on number of individu-
als purchasing Pagan related literature. All these, he notes, indicate an
increase in numbers of Pagans. Lewis attributes this increase to two
factors: the growth and increased availability of the Internet and the
increase in interest in the religion among adolescents spurred in part
by the media and by the availability of the Internet. Christian Smith
with Melinda Denton (2005) in their survey of religious affiliation and
belief among US teenagers between the ages of thirteen and seventeen
found that only 0.3 percent report being Pagan, which is approximately
60,660 people. We would expect more if eighteen and nineteen year
old were included. As with other survey data this number may be low
as some young people may have kept their affiliation secret or still be
attending church with their parents. As with adults the sheer number
of books geared to the young that are being sold and the number of
those active on sites, such as Witchvox, suggest that the numbers are
higher than reported in Smith and Denton’s survey. Nonetheless, con-
sistent with Lewis’s prediction the percentage of teenagers who state
they are Pagans as reported by Smith with Denton is more than twice
as high as that reported for adults in the ARIS study.

In addition to new converts, particularly among the young, there is a
growth of a second and in some instance third generation of practitioners,
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at least in the United States, Canada, and the United Kingdom.! Many
of those who converted in the 1960s and 70s were ambivalent about
raising their children as Pagans, feeling that everyone, including their
children, should find their own path (Berger 1999). The online 2005
survey by Covenant of the Goddess (CoG) indicates that only 27 per-
cent of those who have children claim to be raising their children in
their spiritual path. Nonetheless, research suggests that many of the
second generation do consider themselves Pagans, although preliminary
research also indicates that second generation Pagans regret that their
parents did not more actively provide them with training (Wildman-
Hanlon forthcoming).

Douglas Cowan (2005) cautions against the view that contemporary
Paganism is the fastest growing religion in the United States and pos-
sibly the world, noting that the increased numbers reported in censuses
and surveys may not indicate an increase in conversion but a combina-
tion of greater acceptability of the religion resulting in more Pagans
coming out of the broom closet to census takers and researchers and
the coming of age of some of those who joined as teenagers who can
now self report instead of being included in their parents’ responses.
Cowan warns in particular against counting the number of websites
on Paganism as an indication of the number of Pagans in either one
country or the world. Many of these sites are defunct and when search
engines such as Google or Yahoo count number of sites, they not only
include those that are defunct but also count some more than once,
resulting in very inflated numbers. Nonetheless, Cowan notes that the
movement is clearly growing, His concern is that it might not be grow-
ing at quite as high a rate as is being suggested by others.

There are currently some indicators that the rate of growth of
contemporary Paganism is slowing. As Lewis notes the number of
new accounts being opened on Witchvox has declined. In an article
on Witchvox Phyllis Curott, a well-known Pagan author laments the
decrease of book sales of Pagan oriented books. She attributed some
of this decline to people relying more on the Internet for their informa-
tion, but there is reason to believe that the rate of growth particularly
among adolescents may have reached a peak. Although the Harry

! Douglas Ezzy, an Australian scholar of contemporary Paganism has told me that
there is not a significant second generation of Pagans in Australia at this time. He
thinks it may be because the religion came later to Australia.
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Potter series is still popular and the last installment has just come out,
some of the more popular television shows that have witch characters
are no longer being produced.

What does all this mean for both the number of contemporary
Pagans worldwide and for the religion’s growth rate? There is good
reason to believe that contemporary Paganism has grown, particularly
in the past decade. The growth rate appears to be substantial. There
are clearly more contemporary Pagans today than in the 1970s. The
rate of growth, however, may now be leveling off or at least slowing
down. All religions have attrition and contemporary Paganism is no
exception. Because of the decentralized nature of the religion it is
impossible to determine what the attrition rate among Neopagans is.
At this point, the attrition rate appears to be more than compensated
for by both new conversions and children raised by Pagan parents who
continue in the religion. It will be interesting to see what the next set
of census data provides in terms of growth rates.

Who Joins?

The quantitative research on Contemporary Paganism in North
America consistently shows that Pagans tend to be well-educated,
middle class, and disproportionately female. There have been a num-
ber of studies that have looked at the demographics of contemporary
Pagans in North America. Margot Adler (1985), Loretta Orion (1995)
and Danny Jorgensen and Scott Russell (1999) all distributed surveys
at festivals in the United States. Adler distributed 450 surveys at four
festivals and had 195 completed and returned. Orion never discloses
how many surveys she distributed but received back 189 responses.
Jogensen and Scott distributed over 2,000 and received approximately
a third, 634, back. I conducted a survey, entitled the Pagan Census with
Andras Corbin Arthen of Earthspirit Community, a large Neopagan
umbrella group. Initially Arthen had hoped to do an actual census of all
contemporary Pagans in the US, but that proved impossible. Ours was
the largest survey completed, with over two thousand returned. It was
also the survey that was most widely distributed. Although some of our
survey forms were distributed at festivals this was not the main venue
for distribution. Most of the large Neopagan groups and organizations
cooperated with us by distributing our survey to their members. This
was done either in mailings or by publishing the survey in newsletters
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and journals. Some individuals, unbeknownst to us put the survey on
the Internet and people duplicated and distributed the survey among
Neopagans they knew. This resulted in our receiving more surveys than
we nitially sent out. Some of the results of this survey were subsequently
published in Vouwes from the Pagan Census (Berger et al. 2003). Covenant
of the Goddess did an online survey in 2005 of North Americans but
did not specify the number of responses they received. Sian Reid (2001)
did a small survey of Canadians and a more recent one, which she
reports on in this volume. As I did not have access to the data from
her more recent study when writing this chapter I rely on the older
survey completed by Reid in the discussion below.

None of these surveys is random, nor with a population as dispersed
and unorganized as Pagans could they be. Nonetheless, they help to
provide a portrait of the Neopagan community that qualitative studies
alone could not provide. Jorgensen and Russell’s study, CoG’s poll, the
Pagan Census and Reid’s survey all include ages of participants. All
found that there are more adult practitioners than adolescents or people
in their early twenties. As Jorgensen and Russell excluded teens from
completing their survey, their data would be skewed toward adults. The
Pagan Census did not exclude the young but was distributed between
1993 and 1995, which is at the beginning of the time period in which
teenagers joined in large numbers. Although one would expect that there
would be more teenagers who are Witches today, most of the members
are older, as a large cohort joined the religion in the 1960s and 70s
and are now middle aged and the numbers of people above the age
of twenty-three is higher in the general population than those between
the ages of thirteen and twenty-three. In the CoG Poll, 15 percent state
they are between the ages of eighteen and twenty-five, with 6 percent
younger than eighteen and only 3 percent over the age of sixty. The
vast majority 76 percent were between the ages of 26-58.

All the studies found that there are more women than men. In the
Pagan Census 64.8 percent of our sample are women and 33.9 percent
men (1.3 percent did not answer this question). Jorgensen and Russell
discovered a smaller disparity in the numbers of women and men hav-
ing found 56.8 percent of their sample are women and 42.3 percent
are men. This difference may have to do with place of distribution
of the surveys. In our study we found that men are more likely than
women to state that they had attended a festival in the previous year
and more likely to attend multiple festivals than women. As Jorgensen
and Russell distributed their survey at festivals their data would be
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skewed toward a higher percentage of men. Seventy-five percent of
Reid’s sample is female. As she notes this is higher percentage of women
than was reported among Pagans in the 2001 Canadian census, which
indicted the 54.1 percent of Pagans are women and 45.9 percent are
men. In trying to reconcile the difference between her findings and
the Canadian government’s she suggests that neither sample may have
gotten a complete picture of the religion. The Canadian census may
have under-represented all women’s groups and her sample included
too many of these groups. CoG’s survey, which did not distinguish
between Canadian and US Citizens, found that 74 percent of their
sample were women, 25 percent men and 1 percent self describe as
other. The New Zealand Census found that 62.8 percent of Pagans
are women, the rest being men.

Although there is variation in the percentage of women and men
among surveys of Pagans in the United States and between Reid’s survey
and the Canadian Census, it seems clear that there are more women
than men in the religion. Comparing and contrasting the surveys it
seems reasonable to estimate that about one-third of the Pagan popu-
lation are men and two-thirds women. This may vary internationally.
Although both young men and women have joined Paganism in the
last fifteen years, the religion has been growing more among young
women than men, in part because the media portrayal of Witches has
been mostly of young women (Berger and Ezzy 2007). Furthermore,
women tend to participate at a higher rate in most religions and with
the inclusion of Goddess worship within Paganism it is not surprising
that the rate is somewhat higher.

In both the Pagan Census and in Orion’s study it was found that
the majority of contemporary US Pagans live in urban or suburban
areas. Orion found that 80 percent of her sample lived in metro-
politan areas. We found about half of our respondents live in greater
metropolitan areas. Our study suggests that the distribution of Pagans
follows settlement patterns of most Americans, most of whom live in
greater metropolitan areas. Our study did find that 16.6 percent live in
rural or secluded areas and another 13.5 percent live in small towns.
This suggests that Paganism is not shunned by those who live close to
nature, which has been suggested by critics of the religion. Our study
also found that Pagans are distributed throughout the United States,
with the largest percentage on the west coast. Reed found that most
Canadian Pagans live in live in urban or suburban areas and that British
Columbia has the highest number of participants. The CoG study to
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the contrary suggested the Ontario has the largest number of Pagans
in Canada. Not surprisingly the CoG survey identified California as
having the highest number of Pagans; it was also the state with the
highest number of Pagans in the Pagan Census.

The largest percentage of respondents to the Pagan Census are
students (16 percent). Of those who are no longer students the most
common occupation is in computers (10 percent). This was a similar
finding to those of Adler and Jorgensen and Russell. Orion, to the
contrary found most Neopagans in the healing or helping professions.
As her sample was one of the smaller, it seems to be probable that it is
less accurate. Why the link between people working in computers and
Paganism? Those in Adler’s sample suggested several reasons for this
link, from “that is where the jobs are” to Paganism helping to balance
the linear thinking of computer work. Eric Davis (1995) has suggested
that there is a link between magic and computers, as both require
imaging an alternative realm. Cyberspace he suggests can be viewed
as between the worlds. Although the surveys are pretty consistent in
finding that work in the computer field is the most common form of
employment among Pagans, most Pagans are not working in this field
as they tend to span the occupational categories.

All the research indicates that Neopagans have a higher level of
education than the typical American. In the Pagan Census we found
that 64.5 percent of Pagans have a college degree or more and another
25.4 percent have some college education. Only 7.2 percent of contem-
porary Pagan claim to have a high school degree or less. This can be
compared with the general American public in which 51 percent have
no more than a high school diploma. Although educational attainment
varies regionally in the United States, this is not the case for Neopagans
who maintain a high educational level regardless of region in which
they reside. Jorgensen and Russell and Reed similarly found that Pagans
were more educated than others in North America. Jorgensen and
Russells’s sample has a higher percentage of students than ours, over
half their sample are students. They note that very few (3 percent) work
in occult occupations. Pagans tend to earn around the median income
in the United States. Their earnings are somewhat lower than expected
given their high educational level. This in part is explained by the large
number of students in the populations as well as the large proportion
of women, who have a lower average income than men both within
the general population and among Pagans (Berger et al. 2003).
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In the Pagan Census we found that 41 percent of our respondents
are parents. The CoG study found that 51 percent of their sample are
parents. As there is a ten year gap between our sample and CoGs the
increase would indicate that more contemporary Pagans have become
parents in the time between surveys. It is also possible that by limit-
ing their survey to online responses they had a higher proportion of
individuals who are parents.

Jorgensen and Russell found that 38.3 percent stated they had
been raised Protestant, 27.2 percent Catholic, 5 percent Jewish, 20.8
percent were raised something else and 9.7 percent did not answer
this question. They note that this suggested that a smaller percentage
of Protestant and a larger percentage of Jews and “others” become
Neopagans than would be expected from their numbers in the general
population. Adler who did not list any as not answering the question,
found a higher percentage of Protestants. In her sample 42.7 percent
were raised Protestant, 25.8 percent Catholic, 6.2 percent Jewish, 10.1
percent were raised in non-religious homes and 15.2 percent were other.
In both studies there appears to be a high percentage of individuals
who claimed they were raised as something else or other, with no
indication of what the other religions are. Both samples show a higher
percentage of Jews among converts to Paganism than in the general
American society. Neither of the studies controlled for educational level
or urbanism. Historically American Jews tend to live in urban areas and
to have higher than average educational attainment. If these two things
were controlled for, would the percentages still appear disproportional?
It is nonetheless interesting to note that individuals from the culturally
dominant religion—Protestantism—have a lower rate of participation in
Neopaganism. None of the studies provide an explanation for the lower
than expected participation of Protestants. One possible explanation is
that many sects of Protestantism eschew ritual resulting in their adult
children finding religions like Paganism, with its emphasis on ritual,
more alien and hence less appealing. It is also possible that as members
of the majority religion they are less likely than those who come from
a minority religion to join a culturally marginal religion.

Demographics of Pagans suggest that they are on the whole well-
educated middle class individuals. They are mainstream participants in
a non-mainstream religion. There are more women than men in the
religion. If; as has been suggested by Lewis, the growth in the religion
is in part fueled by the influx of teenagers into the religion (stimulated
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in part by Sabrina the Teenage Witch and Buffy the Vampire Slayer) then we
would expect that this disproportion will continue for at least another
generation. But as more second and third generation Pagans continue
in the religion, the proportions should become closer to that of other
religions.

Politics and Paganism

In the original edition of Drawing Down the Moon (1979) Margot Adler
contended that although there were regional differences that on the
whole contemporary Pagans were not political in the traditional sense,
of voting, writing letters to elected officials, and protesting, but that most
were political in the sense of participating in alternative life styles, this
is what Anthony Giddens (1991) refers to as life style politics—ques-
tioning gender roles, recycling, buying organic products. In the second
edition of Drawing Down the Moon (1986) Adler notes that in response
to the growth of the Religious Right American contemporary Pagans
have become more traditionally political.

The extent of political activity among Pagans is debated among
scholars of Paganism. Andy Letcher (2000) has argued that contempo-
rary Paganism is a nature religion in name only as participants are not
active in environmentalism. Graham Harvey (1997) and Regina Oboler
(2004) have, to the contrary, argued that Neopagans are environmen-
tally active. Cynthia Eller (2000) contends that Goddess spirituality in
general discourages political activity resulting in women participating
in rituals to the Goddess instead of fighting for women’s rights. Others
have suggested that Goddess spirituality encourages political activity
(Finely 1991, Starhawk 1979).

In part how politically active one determines contemporary Pagans
are, 1s dependent on the comparative group used. Neopaganism is not
a political but a spiritual or religious movement, and therefore, one
would expect Neopagans to be less active than members of Greenpeace
or N.O.W. However, if one compares Neopagans to average citizens,
at least in the United States, they appear to be more politically active.
In Vouces from the Pagan Census (Berger et al. 2003) we found that Pagans
tend to be as active as Unitarian Universalists and more active than
most other Americans.

In order to compare Neopagans with other Americans the Pagan
Census included questions from the General Social Science Survey
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(GSS). Some of these questions concerned political opinions and
activities. In her study of contemporary Pagans Adler concluded that
although contemporary Pagans are often believed to be liberals, she
met individuals across the political spectrum. We also found variation
among Neopagans on all issues including politics. However, on the
whole our study found that Neopagans are liberal and more politically
active than the typical American. Very few Neopagans are conserva-
tive. For example, only 6.6 percent of Pagans state they are registered
Republicans, while 42.9 percent are registered Democrats (Berger
et al. 2003). GSS questions on government spending incorporated
into the Pagan Census indicated that Pagans were more likely than
other Americans to believe the government was not currently spend-
ing enough money on mass transit, parks and recreation, and crime.
The strongest difference between contemporary Pagans and the gen-
eral American public is on the issue of environmentalism. Ninety-two
percent of Pagans believe that the government is spending too little
on environmental issues as compare to 55.7 percent of the general
American public (Berger et al. 2003: 67).

When asked about issues of gender equity, we again found that, on
the whole, contemporary Pagans were more supportive than the general
American population of issues of gender equity, particularly in terms
of employment and pay. Not surprisingly women are more supportive
of these issues than men are. However, on the issue of abortion rights
Pagans appear divided, with 58.6 percent supporting legalized abor-
tion and 40.1 percent opposing it, and 1.2 percent not answering this
question. Men were slightly more likely to support legalized abortion
than women (60.0 percent of men and 57.6 percent of women). Sexual
identity issues, like environmentalism, are an area in which Neopagans
show a great distinction from the general American public. Most
Americans (67.2 percent) state that they are opposed to gays having
the right to marry. To the contrary 89.2 percent of Neopagans support
gay marriage and this support is greater among women Neo-Pagans
92.2 percent of whom support gay marriage.

Neopagans are not just more liberal but more politically active than
other Americans. Neopagans vote at a higher rate than the average
American. 70.9 percent claim that they had voted in the last national
election, 58.8 percent in the last state election and 87.6 percent note
that they are registered to vote. In their study of Canadians and US
citizens CoG found that 94 percent were registered to vote. The dif-
ference between CoG’s and the Pagan Census’s findings on political



164 HELEN A. BERGER

registration may be because they included Canadians in their sample
or the result of their survey being completely online. People with
higher educational levels and higher income are more likely to have
access and use the Internet. On the whole, as noted in the last section,
Neopagans are well educated and middle class, a group that is noted
for higher than average rates of voting. Neopagans, unlike the religious
right, do not vote as a block and their numbers are insufficient to sway
an election. However, Neopagans’ interest in the environment and gay
and women’s rights are at least among those concerns that Neopagans
bring with them to the voting booth.

Only 4 percent of American Neopagans who answered the Pagan
Census were found to have ever held an elected office, and only 8.2
percent state that they were ever active in a political campaign, but
almost half say that they had participated in a march or rally. Only
about 20 percent of Americans claim that they have participated in a
rally or march. Neopagans have a higher rate of participation in this
political activity than Unitarian Universalists (UUs), who are noted for
their participation in liberal causes. Thirty percent of UUs state that
they participate in rallies or marches (UUA 1992). Neopagans are more
likely to write letters to elected officials than UUs are.? UUs did vote at
a higher rate than Neopagans, with 86 percent saying they had voted
in the last election. Neopagans appear to have about the same level
of political activity as UUs, with each exceeding the other group in
same areas of political activity but both showing political involvement
higher than the national average. Unitarian Universalist Pagans have
the highest levels of political activity among Contemporary Pagans
(Berger et al. 2003: 110).

Given the much higher political activity of Neopagans compared
to the typical American, why are they frequently viewed as apolitical,
particularly when UUs who have about the same level of political
activity are viewed as more active? In my first book A Community of
Witches (1999) I too concluded that Neopagans were involved in life
politics but not in what Giddens (1991) termed emanicipatory politics,

? Following the GSS we asked three separate questions inquiring if our respondents
had written letters to their federal, state, or local officials respectively. Looking just
at the response to the question about federal officials we found that 49.1 percent of
Pagans said they had written a letter. The question asked by the Unitarian Universalist
Association was about either writing a letter or visiting an elected official. It was a
broader question. Nonetheless, a smaller percentage, 37 percent, stated that they had
done either of these activities.
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that is, involvement in direct political activity. But, the results of the
Pagan Census present a different picture—of a group of people who
are politically active. In part this may be because in the Pagan Census
the comparison was between the general American public which is on
the whole not politically active and Neopagans. But I think it is more
that that. When one attends UU churches it is common to see sign-up
lists for social action activities, some of which are political in nature.
Political activities are mentioned from the pulpit. To the degree that
Neopagans participate in politics it is as individuals and not as members
of the Pagan community. I have attended gatherings in which people
discuss an upcoming gay rights march or an environmental demon-
stration, but very few groups make it a central part of their spiritual
or religious practice. For example, in the Circle of Light coven® that I
studied one of the women was active as an escort for women going to
a family planning clinic for abortions—walking them past right to life
protesters. She often spoke of this work as important to her, she was
supported by others in the coven, but it did not become part of the
coven work, nor did others join her in this activity. Furthermore, most
Neopagans are solitary practitioners (Berger et al. 2003, CoG 2005)
and may only have sporadic contact with other Neopagans and that
may be on the Internet.

To what degree does Paganism foster increased political activity? Or
is it merely that Paganism has drawn so many of its participants from
a social economic group that is more likely to be politically active? No
quantitative study provides answers to this question. But, it is reasonable
to presume that the socio-economic background of most Neopagans
contributes to their level of political activity. Furthermore, those con-
cerned with gender issues, gay rights, and environmentalism may be
more likely to become Pagans. Oboler’s (2000) study of a small group
of American Neopagans suggests this is the case for environmentalism.
In our study of teenage Witches in the United States, England and
Australia (Berger and Ezzy 2007) we found that those who became
Witches were often already environmentally oriented and interested in
gender issues, including those of sexual identity. They found the female
divine, the celebration of nature, the acceptance of gay and lesbian
identity within Paganism appealing. But, they were also influenced by
the rituals and their interactions with others in the community—even

* This is a pseudonym.
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if’ that was only on the Internet or through reading books resulting in
their becoming more environmentally concerned, gender aware, and
supportive of gay rights.

Unlike the Religious Right which has combined political and spiritual
life, Contemporary Pagans do not. Nonetheless, the data suggests that
Pagans are politically active and involved. The rituals and community
do not require political activity, nor are all Pagans politically active,
nor all in agreement in political perspective. But, there is a tendency
for them to be liberal. The community, which is dispersed—mostly
formed around books, gatherings, journals, and Internet sites—helps to
fosters concern about the environment and gender and sexual identity
issues. These concerns do appear to translate into encouraging political
activity, but not requiring it.

Spiritual Practices

Neopagans pride themselves on being in control of their own spirituality.
On discussions groups it is common to hear people bemoan the notion
that all Pagans are Wiccans or that all forms of practice are an offshoot
of Wicca. Nonetheless, all the quantitative data in North America
suggests that Wicca is the largest tradition within Neopaganism. The
CoG poll finds that 37 percent of their sample considered themselves
Wiccan, 35 percent Pagan, 18 percent Witches, 3 percent Heathen
and 7 percent other. Jorgensen and Russell in their study find 46.7
percent of their respondents state that they are Wiccan, 5.4 percent are
Shamanic, 2 percent ceremonial magicians, 1.2 percent Druids, 34.8
percent Gaian, 34.8% responded to more than one of their categories
or listed a spiritual practice not on their form with 7 percent not answer-
ing this question. In the Pagan Census we provided respondents with
twenty-one alternative designations the last being “other.” We asked
that people state which was their primary form of practice, but some
people listed more than one as primary. Unlike Jorgensen and Russell
who did not register the categories of individuals who picked more than
one we decided to include all those who stated that each category was
their primary one, even if they had checked more than one. This has
resulted in our percentages being greater than 100 percent. In Toices
Srom the Pagan Census, we chose six different spiritual paths to discuss
in greater detail and only included the percentages for those. Listed
below are all the designations and the percentage of respondents who
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considered it to be at least one of their primary paths in declining
order of participation.

Wiccan 63.8%
Pagan 53.6%
Goddess Spirituality 44.5%
Neo-Pagan 24.5%
Magic-Worker 22.9%
Spiritual, but dislike labels 21.4%
Shaman 17.3%
Other 14.9%
Witch (non-Wiccan) 12.4%
New Age 9.8%
Druid 9.4%
Unitarian Universalist Pagan 9.2%
Ceremonial Magician 7.9%
Agnostic 4.8%
Christian 4.7%
Buddhist 4.4%
Jewish 3.5%
Odinist 3.3%
Thelemite 2.4%
Atheist 1.8%
Satanist 1.2%

In the Pagan Census we found that just over half (50.9 percent) of
contemporary Pagans practice alone. Jorgensen and Russell to the
contrary found that more of their sample practiced in a group; 47.7
percent practice in groups, 45.9 percent alone and 6.2 percent did not
answer this question. The difference between our findings and Jorgensen
and Russell’s is small and can be accounted for by the fact that their
survey was distributed at festivals. We found that fewer solitaries attend
festivals than those who work in groups. The categories are of course
fluid, with some individuals being trained in a group then choosing to
work alone for a period of time only to eventually join another group.
It is further complicated by some individuals self’ defining as solitaries
while, nonetheless, joining others regularly for rituals. For example, in
West Chester, Pennsylvania a group existed until a few years ago of
solitary practitioners. One of the founders of the group who I met
with shortly before the group dissolved responded to my question of
how one could be both a member of a group who joined together for
rituals and remain a solitary practitioner, by insisting that, although
they came together to discuss spiritual practices and to perform rituals
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including sabbats and esabats, each person remained a solitary because
they were neither a training group, nor a group of people trained in the
same spiritual path. Each person brought into the circle her or his own
spiritual practices and shared it with others, but did not suggest that this
was the right or only way in which to practice. A similar definition of
being a solitary appeared in Douglas Ezzy and my research on teen-
age Witches. Although most claimed to be solitary practitioners they
at times participated in groups, such as school or university Wiccan or
Pagan clubs (Berger and Ezzy 2007). Nonetheless, the growth of solitary
practitioners is very real and probably increasing as more individuals
learn about the religion through the Internet or books and may never
meet others except in cyberspace. This is supported by the CoG poll,
which was completed later than either Jorgensen and Russell’s survey
or the Pagan Census, and found that 62 percent of their respondents
practice as solitaries, 26 percent in covens and another 12 percent in
what they refer to as community. The increased percentage of solitaries
may in part be a reflection of CoG’s data being collected completely
online, but I think it also supports what ethnographic research is sug-
gesting—the growth of solitary practitioners.

Conclusion

Quantitative research other than that found in censuses has been
focused exclusively on North America. This research paints a picture
of a group of individuals who are largely middle class, well-educated,
disproportionately female, many of whom are parents. They tend to be
politically active, although that activity is not normally directed by or
necessarily seen as part of their spirituality. Most would self-define as
Wiccans or Pagans—other spiritual paths are clearly a minority within
Neopaganism—and most are solitary practitioners. All the quantitative
research is imperfect as none has been based on a random sample.
Nonetheless they provide valuable information about contemporary
Paganism. More of this type of research needs to be completed outside
of North America, including in non-English speaking nations to enable
us to compare and contrast Paganism internationally.

Some international data is available through censuses. These are
important data. Although census data too have been criticized for
excluding some groups, such as the homeless, they provide a wealth of
information not otherwise available. Lewis (2007) analysis of the census
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data internationally among English-speaking nations indicates a large
growth rate in the religion. Some of this growth can be accounted for
by more individuals coming out of the broom closet to census takers
as the religion becomes more known and more accepted, but not all
or even most of it. The religion has clearly been growing during the
last fifteen years. This growth has been fueled by the Internet and by
the relatively positive portrayal of Witches in the media. There are
some indicators that this growth rate is slowing, including a decline
in the sale of books and the opening of new accounts on Witchvox.
The growth of the Internet as well as how-to-books on Witchcraft
and Paganism has also resulted in the growth of solitary practitioners,
who at this point make up the majority of Pagans—at least in North
America. The religion is changing as it grows. It is important to have
more quantitative studies, particularly outside of North America to
chronicle these changes as contemporary Paganism moves from being
a young religion to a middle aged one.
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‘A RELIGION WITHOUT CONVERTS” REVISITED:
INDIVIDUALS, IDENTITY AND COMMUNITY IN
CONTEMPORARY PAGANISM

SiAN RED

Margot Adler’s influential book, Drawing Down the Moon (1979) contains
a chapter titled “A Religion without Converts.” In it, she relates her own
spiritual journey towards paganism, and elaborates those of others she
has met and interviewed. Superficially, Adler’s assertion that people do
not convert to contemporary paganism is problematic because it is clear
that most people do not begin their lives as pagans and even fewer had
done so in the seventies than might be the case today.'

The original empirical research presented here is derived from a
survey of Canadian pagans I conducted in 1995 (n = 187) and semi-
structured interviews done with 10 percent of that survey sample (n =
18) in 1998. The survey was open to those residing in Canada, who
were over the age of 18, and who would self-identify as practitioners
of paganism, neopaganism or witchcraft, under any of the many
labels or descriptions by which these are named. The main distribution
vehicle was the now-defunct Canadian pagan magazine, Hecate’s Loom.
Questionnaires were also distributed through the auspices of personal
contacts and through public pagan groups. While this method produced
a convenience sample, obviously unsuitable for complex statistical
manipulations, it has proven adequate to yield preliminary insights.

Adler’s rejection of the language of religious conversion remains
prevalent in the pagan community, even 30 years later. Having had
a sense of this before I began, I studiously avoided the use of the
word ‘conversion’ throughout the surveys and interviews unless I was
spectfically questioned about the academic context of my research.
‘Conversion’ is a loaded and pejorative term among contemporary
pagans and not one they use to describe their own experiences. This
rejection is based upon a particular understanding both of conversion
and of other religions more generally.

' Among my survey respondents, only three indicated that they had been raised in
pagan families.
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Conceptualizing ‘Conversion’

Eugene Gallagher (1994) takes issue with Adler’s assertions about con-
version and contemporary paganism. He examines Adler’s material and
notes “...how strongly Adler’s accounts of those who have made the
journey into neo-Paganism resemble the tales of converts from other
religious traditions” (1994: 851). Gallagher suggests that Adler’s rejection
of the term ‘conversion’ to describe the process through which individu-
als come to identify themselves as contemporary pagan practitioners is
fundamentally rooted in a construction of conversion that presupposes a
passive self. This idea that ‘conversion’ is essentially something that hap-
pens ‘to’ someone, that is orchestrated from outside and involves both
elements of threat and duress (you will burn in hell as an unbeliever)
and that involves an individual having to renounce certain beliefs or
aspects of their pre-conversion self in order to conform to a worldview
and moral order determined independently of them, is pervasive among
contemporary pagans. In interviews, individuals specifically chose to
highlight aspects of conjunction and continuity between paganism and
their previously existing identities and beliefs, and to emphasize the
freely chosen and self-reflexive nature of their path.

The philosophy, in general, was what I believed anyways. The Craft
gave me a way to talk about what I already believed. Sure, not all of it
was familiar...there was a learning curve as I picked up elemental cor-
respondences and sabbats and mythology and all the rest of the things
that go into the Craft way of talking about the universe, but none of it
seemed really alien, it just wasn’t stuff I might have come up with on
my own. (Carrie)

...when I came to paganism...there is a sense of coming home, there
is a sense of actually being able to place a name onto a way of thinking
and a way of looking at the world that you've had, that I've had for, a
number of years, and just didn’t realize that there was a way of describ-
ing it...(Don)

...I don’t have the experience of having joined Craft.... I don’t have
the sense of being converted...convinced, maybe, but not converted.
I’'ve had beliefs affirmed, challenged, but certainly not imposed on me.
(Francine)

I wonder if that sense of having been that way all along is why most
Wiccans don’t like the term ‘conversion’. .. because they haven’t changed
anything...? (Andrea)

Gallagher notes that there are models of conversion that presuppose
an active self; he cites William James (1903) and Stark and Bainbridge.
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Interestingly, he does not cite James Richardson, who has probably
done the most elaborated body of work on an alternative model of
conversion that constructs the convert as an active agent.

Richardson argues that the approach to conversion as something
that ‘happens to’ an individual is the legacy of Christian conversion
discourse, which treats the conversion of Paul on the road to Damascus
as the prototype for all conversion. He considers this the ‘old paradigm’
for conversion research. He and Brock Kilbourne state,

The Pauline experience and similar passivist conversions are usually
described by the following characteristics: 1) sudden and dramatic,
2) irrational or magical in nature; 3) involving a powerful, external,
and impersonal force, 4) usually a single event, 5) the negation of the
old self and the affirmation of the new self, 6) change from one static
state to another static state, 7) typically occurs during adolescence and
is a ‘good thing’ and 8) behaviour change usually follows belief change
(1988: 1-2).

They contrast this with the ‘new paradigm’ of the activist conversion,
the prototype for which is the ‘seeker’.

Rather than being pushed around by powerful, unseen, and uncontrollable
forces, the seeker is an active agent. The seeker is generally character-
ized by the following: 1) volition, 2) autonomy, 3) search for meaning
and purpose, 4) multiple conversions or conversion careers, 5) rational
interpretation of experiences, 6) gradual and continuous conversion(s),
7) negotiation between the individual and the potential membership group,
and 8) belief change that follows behavior change, as the individual learns
the role of being a new convert (1988: 2).

This latter description of conversion incorporates many more of the
elements featured in contemporary pagan accounts of their involvement
in their chosen spiritual expression.

Another feature of this approach to conversion that makes it more
suitable to elaborate the idea of contemporary pagan ‘conversion’ is
its focus on the individual, rather than the group, as its unit of analy-
sis. These theorists do not approach conversion from the perspective
of recruitment to a group, but instead from the standpoint of the
individual searching for meaning who utilizes the group as a resource
(Straus 1979: 158). They extend the notion of religious conversion
beyond its formulation as a process model by Lofland and Stark (1965),
which ended at recruitment, and look at conversion as an ongoing
phenomenon, recognizing that recruits do not always stay in the groups
in which they become involved, and that any theory of religious con-
version must be able to account for those who leave and where they
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go. However, even this approach to conversion makes affiliation with a
group of like-minded others more central to the identity of the convert
than would seem to be the case with contemporary pagans, who tend
to retain their self-identification as participants even when they are not
actively involved with a group, or even with specific ritual or spellwork
practices independent of a group.

One of my interview participants described his ‘lack of involvement’
in pagan practices in the past few years in terms of not wanting to spend
a lot of time doing structured study and meditation, writing rituals, or
teaching others. He noted that because he was not really ‘putting in
the effort required to keep things going’, he had left the coven with
which he had been working because it would have placed an unfair
burden on them were he to remain. I asked him if he felt ‘any less
pagan’ now than he had when he was more active. He answered, “Not
in the slightest. On the other hand, I mean, I'm sure there’s a lot of
people out there who think of themselves as Christian that basically
get to church only for weddings and funerals...” (Michael). Another
participant commented that, since having children, she was no longer
working in a group and that really, at the moment, she didn’t consider
herself to be ‘working’ pagan as much as simply ‘being’ pagan. When
asked what she meant by that, she said, “That I’'m living in accordance
with my view of the universe and my values and my understanding of
life...but I'm not doing sabbats or esbats or spellwork, because that’s
not where my life is at right now.” When asked where her life was, she
invoked a central contemporary pagan metaphor to help elaborate the
way in which her family life, in the sense of having small children, had
shifted her understanding of her priorities.

But my outlook hasn’t changed...just my observances. I go back to the
wheel of the year again. Spring is for beginnings, summer is for hectic
work in the fields and growth, fall is for taking stock and reaping the
rewards, winter is for rest and introspection. Well, this just ain’t winter!
[laughing] So now I'll do the busy, active summer thing and raise my
family...someday the wheel will turn and I'll have time for the other
stuff again. It’s not going anywhere...(Carrie)

Both Carrie and Michael retain strong religious identifications, although
neither is currently actively engaged in most of the distinctive practices
of contemporary pagans.

Lorne Dawson (1990) takes an interesting approach to the theoretical
elaboration of ‘active’ conversions. He stresses the relationship between
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rational, or self-reflexive actions, and the principle of activity stressed
by such researchers as Richardson.

Dawson equates rationality with reflexivity (153). He takes fully ratio-
nal human action as an ideal limiting case, and proposes that conver-
sions may be considered more or less active according to their degree
of departure from that ideal case (1990: 147). Using a variation of role
theory, he suggests that attitudinal (as opposed to behavioral) converts
can be distinguished by a high degree of ‘role-person merger’, and that
a conversion should be considered ‘active’ if that merger has proceeded
reflexively (155). ‘Role-person merger’ is described as “...the fusion
of one’s subjective sense of self with the expectations of a particular
role” (144). Following Ralph Turner (1978) he lists four propositions

for assessing if role-person merger has taken place.

1. the failure of role compartmentalization;

2. resistance to abandoning a role despite available, advantageous and
viable alternatives;

3. the thorough acquisition of attitudes and beliefs appropriate to the
role;

4. the tumultuous character of the process of learning and adopting such
a role as compared with roles which are merely situational resources.
(Turner 1978: 3—4 in Dawson 1990: 153)

‘Role-person merger’ is one way to account for contemporary pagans’
tendency to cast themselves as always having been pagan, even before
they had encountered explicit articulations of it. Said one,

All my life I have been involved, I just didn’t know it consciously until
around 1988, when I finally found the name and more of a manifesta-
tion, and I said ‘ah! that’s what it 1s!’... (Martha)

The individual’s sense of their own identity has become so enmeshed
with their idea of themselves as a pagan practitioner that the two can
no longer be distinguished retrospectively, thus producing the kind
of biographical reconstruction discussed in Snow and Phillips (1980)
and Snow and Machalek (1983). However, Dawson’s attempt to relate
these role-theory insights specifically to conversion and the ‘convert
role’ is problematic in a contemporary pagan setting, where there is
no ‘convert role’ separate from a ‘participant role’. The strength of
Dawson’s discussion, at least with regards to contemporary paganism,
rests in the way in which it takes into account the individual’s reflexive
definition of themselves. The centrality of reflexivity, characterized
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as self-knowledge or personal development, is apparent in almost all
pagan ‘instructional’ material aimed at beginners (Cunningham 1989;
Crowley 1989; Starhawk 1979).

However, it is in David Snow and Richard Machalek’s schema (1983)
that one finds a characterization of the ‘convert’ that is clearly applicable
to contemporary pagans. Snow and Machalek, unlike many conver-
sion researchers, do not address the process or causes of conversion
in their study. Instead, they take as their starting point the continued
inability of conversion researchers to distinguish between converts and
non-converts. They reject the mere behaviour of switching religious
groups as a reliable indicator of conversion, and are suspicious of
convert’s self reports of their status. They suggest that the ‘change’
that all researchers agree must be present in order for a conversion
to have taken place is located in the ‘universe of discourse’ of the
convert (1983: 265). Therefore, converts should display properties in
their talk and reasoning that are absent from the talk and reasoning
of the non-convert. Based on an analysis of their conversations with
members of the Nicherin Shoshu Buddhist organization (NSA), Snow
and Machalek propose four ‘rhetorical indicators’ as formal properties
which will act to distinguish the convert as a social type distinct from
other social types. These are: biographical reconstruction, adoption of
a master attribution scheme, suspension of analogical reasoning, and
embracement of a master role (1983: 266).

Biographical reconstruction involves the editing and reinterpretation
of one’s biographical narrative to reflect the norms and interpretive
categories offered by the new religious worldview. For example, someone
who came into paganism in their twenties recounting a story about
an incident that happened as a child that made her feel ‘close to the
Goddess, even though she did not know it at the time’ is engaging in
biographical reconstruction, applying categories to a past experience
which would not have been available to describe that experience at the
time, but which reinforce and legitimize the current worldview. Several
participants volunteered stories of this type during their interviews.

‘Adoption of a master attribution scheme’, for Snow and Machalek, has
to do with the way in which subjects make causal inferences. They write,

...one causal scheme or vocabulary of motives informs all causal attribu-
tions. A single locus of causality is simultaneously sharpened and gener-
alized. Feelings, behaviour and events that were previously inexplicable
or accounted for by reference to a number of causal schemes are now
iterpreted from the standpoint of one pervasive scheme. (1983: 270)
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While my own research was not structured to analyze participants’ ten-
dencies in making causal attributions, there is certainly a vocabulary of
metaphor that arises out of their spiritual convictions that participants
use to explain and make sense of the broader context of their lives.

...you feel differently about it [the things you do everyday]|. Like when
you’re cleaning the house, and can feel like you’re purifying and cleans-
ing, and getting rid of all the negative, old stuff, and bringing in new
stuff; and I think that it definitely does put a different slant on day to
day activities. ( Jennifer)

I find it [paganism] is also helpful in explaining, um, things to my chil-
dren. You know, my daughter asked me why is it summer, and we talk
about the natural cycles of the earth. And she really likes the idea of a
God and a Goddess, and even she, at four and a half] can see the natural
cycles of the planet...(Karen)

The Craft embodies the image of the wheel of the year... that spring will
happen over and over again...and there’s something reassuring about
that...but it also means that things that you have to do over and over
again, like cooking and cleaning and laundry, can have some value in
the wider scheme of things. (Carrie)

‘Suspension of analogic reasoning’, which Snow and Machalek take to
be assigning a central primacy to one’s own world view that excludes
the ability to recognize that other beliefs and practices may perform the
same functions equally well, is not evident in my interviews. Perhaps
because of the syncretic and personal nature contemporary pagan-
ism, as well as the ideology of tolerance for the beliefs and practices
of others that it makes explicit, interview participants did not make
‘fundamentalist’ statements about believing they were in possession of
‘the one true way’. Several participants commented that the way they
had chosen for themselves was the best way for them, but acknowledged
that others could find other ways equally fulfilling and satisfying. One
described it this way, “I think that all religions are different from each
other, and at the same time, they’re all the same, because it’s people,
always people. Right? People make religions.” She went on to say later,
“I think that people can [get a sense of community, friendship and
satisfying spiritual experiences from other religions] I don’t think that
I could have” (Bronwen). Another noted,

...the Craft tries to make the world meaningful. It tries to give you a
framework through which you can understand your life. All religions try
to do that. Choosing a religion is a matter of finding a philosophy and a
practice and a symbol set that works for you.. . that resonates. I don’t think
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that the Craft is any different from Buddhism or Hinduism or Judaism
or anything else if you look at it that way. (Carrie)

When asked if she could have gotten the same sorts of benefits she
perceived she had derived from her paganism from another religion,
she responded,

Well, T looked at other religions, really I did, and nothing seemed to fit
for me. Maybe if I'd kept looking, I would have found something.... So
for me, no, I don’t think so...but that doesn’t mean I don’t think that
other people can’t find their...I don’t know...their...whatever...that
way. (Carrie)

This suggests that participants maintain a reflexive sense of relativism
about their own religious identity that would not support the suspen-
sion of analogic reasoning.

Snow and Machalek’s final criterion, the embracement of a master
role, would seem to have a great deal in common with Dawson’s notion
of a role-person merger. What they add to Dawson’s conceptualiza-
tion is that all other ‘roles’ that the ‘convert’ enacts are subordinate in
their mind to that of their religious identity. Their other identities are
interpreted through their identity of ‘religious practitioner’. The way
in which interview participants tend to discuss their understandings of
the ‘everyday’ aspects of their lives as being informed by their religious
outlook supports the supposition that their religious identification may
be functioning as a master role.

Clifford Staples and Armand Mauss (1987) undertake to test and
modify Snow and Machalek’s assertions, taking as their subjects a group
of Christian evangelicals. These researchers reconceptualize the value
of examining the narrative style of ‘converts’

...we think also that a focus on the language and rhetoric of converts
1s a useful direction to pursue, not so much because it allows us indirect
access to consciousness, but rather because it is through language that
individuals transform themselves. That is, we take what is referred to as a
‘functionalist’ approach to language. .. Thus, where Snow and Machalek
view particular kinds of language and rhetoric as observable indicators
of some underlying change in consciousness, we view particular kinds
of language and rhetoric as methods used by subjects to achieve self-
transformation (137-38).

Unlike Snow and Machalek, Staples and Mauss examine the conversa-
tions of two groups of evangelicals, one group which self-identified as
converts, and one that did not. Because Snow and Machalek examined
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a recently imported movement, it was reasonable for them to assume
that those who were deeply involved were not so involved because of a
lifelong association with the movement. What Staples and Mauss report,
as a result of their analysis, 1s that three of the Snow and Machalek
indicators of conversion do not distinguish between religious conver-
sion and religious commitment. The only indicator found consistently
in their convert group, while being absent in their non-convert group,
was biographical reconstruction. Staples and Mauss assert, therefore,
that it is the process of biographical reconstruction that characterizes
the religiously converted and not the religiously committed. Their logic
appears to be that it is only the convert group that needs to transform
their identities through reinterpreting their biographies. Staples and
Mauss’ findings are important simply because they underline the pres-
ence of a characteristic that is shared between contemporary pagans
and converts to other types of religions, even though contemporary
pagans reject the idea of ‘conversion’ and the label of ‘convert.’

Becoming Involved in Contemporary Paganism

Much of the literature examining conversion to new religious move-
ments emphasizes the importance of personal contact with members
in facilitating the decision to ‘convert’ (Lofland and Stark 1965; Stark
and Bainbridge 1985, 1987; Dawson 1998; Snow and Phillips 1980;
Gartrell and Shannon 1985). Religious products presented by those
with whom one has already established a history of positive exchanges,
one perspective elaborates, are likely to be viewed as more credible and
therefore less risky than religious products that come without such an
endorsement (Iannaccone 1995). Also, the evaluation of a belief or
practice by one’s significant others, those with whom one conducts
important exchanges, is likely to have an effect on the cost of adopting
those beliefs or practices (Sherkat 1997; Gartrell and Shannon 1985).
In addition, if one adopts the standpoint that religious conversion is a
form of secondary socialization (Long and Hadden 1983; Kilbourne
and Richardson 1988; Thumma 1991), observance of and interaction
with others will be instrumental in guiding the individual to an under-
standing of the norms and conventions of the group, broadly defined.
Because there are very few contemporary pagan practitioners relative to
the population in general, survey respondents were asked about several
aspects of their level of contact with other practitioners, both initially
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an on an ongoing basis, to gauge the ways in which these dynamics
might apply in a contemporary pagan context.

Survey respondents were asked how they first came to be aware of
contemporary paganism.” The majority of their responses centered on
other people or books. Family members, friends and acquaintances were
cited as the first source of awareness about paganism in 28.8 percent of
responses; books were cited in 30.2 percent of responses. ‘Friends and
books’, listed as a single, not easily divisible item, was given in another
5.5 percent of responses. Interestingly, 15 people said that they could
not remember how they first became aware of paganism, or had just
somehow always known about it.

When asked to rate on a four-point scale how important each of
books and other people were in first getting them involved in contempo-
rary paganism, the perceived importance of books becomes particularly
clear.” While 62.4 percent of respondents indicated that books were
‘very important’ in getting them involved, only 38.7 percent said that
other people had been ‘very important’ in getting them involved. The
centrality of books is also apparent when respondents were asked to
list how they first became involved in paganism, as opposed to merely
aware of it. Responses involving bookswere given by 45 percent of
respondents.” This points to a feature of contemporary paganism that
differentiates it in practice from many more mainstream religions;
despite the fact that it bills itself as being ‘not book based’, inasmuch
as it does not have a central authoritative text, practitioners often rely
more heavily on books than they can on unmediated interaction with
other people to provide them with information about paganism, ideas
about practice, and the norms of pagan life. The material encountered
in books, and more recently, on web sites, often provides the bricks out
of which participants construct their idea of contemporary paganism,
and their identities as pagan practitioners.

2 In 32 cases, more than one response was given. Both responses were coded. The
percentages that follow are therefore those of the total number of responses given.

* My research was conducted before the internet became ubiquitous. More recently,
Douglas Cowan (2005) suggests that internet sites have joined books as important
textual reference points and sources for contemporary pagans.

* Coded in several different categories: read books; read books and started alone;
started alone then read books; read books and then found people; found people and
then read books.
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Despite the number of practitioners who flagged reading as the
beginning of their involvement, others did highlight interactions with
people, and some presented the two in ways that defied separation into
a ‘priority in time’ or ‘priority of importance’ order. Fifteen percent
of people indicated that they considered themselves to have become
involved in paganism through direct interaction with other practitioners
(talked with other pagans; began studies with a practitioner; interviewed
practitioners; sought out an existing group). Another 12.3 percent said
they had either ‘read books and then found people’ or ‘found people
and then read books’. Some 17.7 percent considered the beginning of
their involvement to have been marked by their attendance at a ritual,
which also would have involved interaction with other practitioners.

However, survey respondents did not necessarily perceive working
with other people as centrally important to maintaining either their
involvement in or commitment to, their paganism. Although 18.9
percent of respondents said working with people was ‘very important’
in maintaining their involvement, 17.8 percent said it was ‘not at all
important’. Only 5.4 percent of respondents said that working with
other people was ‘very important’ in maintaining their commitment
to paganism, while 45.7 percent said it was ‘not at all’ important. This
suggests that participants see their ongoing identification as pagan as
something that resides within themselves, and is not a function of their
membership in a group.

Ldentity and Community

Anthony Giddens defines the ‘narrative of the self” as “the story or
stories by means of which self-identity is reflexively understood, both
by the individual concerned and by others” (1991: 244). He relates
this to the ‘reflexive project of the self’, which is “the process whereby
self-identity is constituted by the reflexive ordering of self-narratives”
(1991: 243). Individuals, in a late modern context, transform both their
understanding of themselves and the understandings of them available
to others through their self-conscious narrative construction of their
own identity. Reflexivity is more than simply a synonym for ‘deliberate’
or ‘self-conscious’ although both of those concepts are also subsumed
within it. Reflexivity involves an acknowledgement of the tentativeness
and fragility of the narratives we construct, the requirement to engage
with others whose constructions are different than our own and the



182 SIAN REID

constant revision and refinement of our own narratives through these
interactions. It is a process through which contradictions are continu-
ally confronted and no absolute certainty is possible. Individuals, in
this environment, must negotiate a level of existential and ontological
comfort for themselves while simultaneously acknowledging that their
own existential constructions cannot easily be generalized.

Contemporary paganism is, first and foremost to its practitioners, a
fluid, transformational narrative. Situated in the context of the modern
construction of the reflexive individual, contemporary paganism pro-
vides a symbolic language that can be appropriated and manipulated
to effect meaningful transformation in both self and surroundings
through individual interpretive agency. The change that participants
highlight as being the most significant result of their involvement in
contemporary paganism is not the content of their beliefs, values or
personalities, but instead is one of interpretive context, of how these
things come to be understood and expressed. Paganism provides
individuals with a framework within which it is possible to reinterpret
and re-evaluate themselves and their relationship to their subjectively
experienced worlds. This worldview includes the convictions that the
sacred is immanent in nature and in all living things, that all elements
of the universe are holistically connected and imbued with energy, that
there are both material and non-material realms of being and that
events are meaningful and non-random.

The location of one’s expression of these principles within the frame-
work provided by contemporary pagan language and symbolism is what
is meant by having a ‘pagan identity’, which then centrally informs
participants’ constructions of themselves, often offering them a sense
of integration and belonging that they identify as having been absent
in their lives up to that point. It does not negate previous unpleasant
experiences; it provides an interpretive mechanism through which these
experiences can be transformed into narrative elements that will help to
support an individual’s positive self-evaluation. Contemporary paganism
acts as an identity-enhancing religious choice by allowing participants to
perceive as positive those elements of their biography and personality
that they had previously evaluated negatively.

Contemporary paganism allows people to retain a sense of continuity
with their ‘previous’ self, while enabling them to enhance their self~worth
and positive self-evaluation. It provides participants with a more satis-
factory sense of “ontological security” (Giddens 1991: 47-56) than the
interpretive context out of which they had previously operated. What
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Snow and Machalek (1983) refer to as biographical reconstruction, and
Giddens would characterize as the reflexive narrative of the self] is the
chief mechanism used by pagan practitioners in order to effect their
personal transformation. Techniques, such as magical practice, are tools
that support this mechanism. Tanya Luhrmann comments, “It is as if
magicians learn a new language in which to talk about their world,
and gain a new set of possibilities for organizing it” (1989: 245). The
narrative reconstruction of the self is seen as a wholly legitimate process
of allowing one to grow into becoming the person one actually wants
to be rather than as a form of misrepresentation of the person one is
at the moment. While ‘biographical reconstruction’ is not a term that
would be used by participants, other terms such as ‘reclaiming’ and
‘re-shaping’ describe the same process.

Interview participants did not describe their involvement in paganism
as precipitating a fundamental shift in states. Their narratives are orga-
nized around their sense of an unfolding understanding of themselves
and their search for a spiritual context in which they felt they belonged.
When asked to rate how closely the statement “I always knew I had
a religion; I never knew it had a name” came to describing their feel-
ings when they first encountered contemporary paganism, 58 percent
of respondents said it was very close; 24 percent said it was somewhat
close; 13 percent said it was not really close, and only 5 percent said
it was not at all close.

When interviewed, many participants emphasized two things about
becoming involved in paganism; the first was a sense that what they had
always believed had been validated and given a name and a vocabulary,
and the second was that their paganism had allowed them to move
from a space in which they did not feel as though they belonged, to a
space in which they felt they did. This space could be a social space,
an intellectual space, an emotional space, or an ontological space, and
often was some or all of these simultaneously.

...1t’s sort of made sense and order out of my universe, because um,
Craft is based on the natural cycles of our planet, it’s given me a place
where I feel like I fit, which I didn’t grow up with....it’s also given me
a, not just fitting in with the natural cycles of nature, but it’s also given
me a community where I feel more accepted. (Karen)

[Without paganism] I wouldn’t be nearly as actualized. I would have this
unnamed, longing, thing going on, and I would always feel that I was
a freak and I was alone and nobody else ever had this stuff, and...you
know, it’s a lot more difficult when you’re all by yourself? Because just
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about everything in the society around you tells you that you’re a freak
and you’re weird, and you’ve got to be real careful talking about any of
this with anybody. .. (Martha)

So I was fourteen the first time I was in a Craft ritual and... Oh, I hate
sounding like a cliché! [changes voice] It felt like coming home.” How
many thousand times have you read that? It had a huge resonance for
me. I was always liminal. I had been liminal damn near since I was
born....And so...I found a community that I could interact with. A
community that was working very hard at showing me that, from the
spiritual point of view, I belonged, I was important, I was more than just
a cog in a large wheel, that my needs were important...( Judith)

...I’'m not sure that the Craft brought me any beliefs or any behaviours
that I didn’t have before, but instead of them being almost a private
perversion, it’s something I can live as part of a community, where, uh,
I don’t have to justify the fact that I believe in, and want to act in certain
ways. (Francine)

The pagan context that participants chose to adopt performed an
integrative function, allowing them to meaningfully place themselves
in an ontological context.

Participants describe a process of progressive ‘becoming’, a personal
evolution and refinement of their understanding of their own spiritual-
ity through the examination of other modes of religious life. Many of
them engaged in what James Richardson (1982) would characterize
as ‘spiritual seekership’ as part of a ‘conversion career’ before settling
into a pagan identity. The extent to which they experienced the other
worldviews they explored as illuminating or deficient with reference to
their own biographies helped participants to clarify their spiritual and
philosophical priorities. They do not describe themselves as having
‘become’ pagan as much as they emphasize that they found expressed
in paganism the essence of what they already understood and believed
about themselves and their worlds.”

> It is not possible to tell, simply by examining participant narratives, to what extent
the priority in time given to existing adherence to the principles of contemporary
paganism would be observably the case to an outsider, and to what extent the acquisi-
tion and utilization of this narrative element is socialized by the norms of the group.
It is, without doubt, discursively ubiquitous. To study the ongoing reflexive formation
of participants’ pagan narratives would require a series of observations of them from
a point just before their involvement to a point sometime after; it cannot be captured
in the context of retrospective reporting.
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Rodney Stark and William Bainbridge use the concept of ‘stakes in
conformity in order to develop a series of propositions regarding the
costs of deviance. They define ‘stakes in conformity’ as consisting of
attachments, investments, involvements, and beliefs (1987: 190). Implicit
in Stark and Bainbridge’s construction is that ‘conformity’ means
conformity to the dominant cultural ideology, unless otherwise stated.’
One way of understanding the appeal of contemporary paganism is to
suggest that the individuals to whom it appeals do not have the same
level of investment in the dominant elements employed in constructing
a conventional biographical narrative, possibly because they do not find
that assembling a narrative within that framework results in a positive
self-evaluation.

This process can be seen especially clearly in the way in which one
interview subject, Carrie, frames her biographical narrative. Carrie
describes herself as having had very poor social skills as a teenager,
and as being prone to experiencing people as ‘loud’.

I was really sensitive to how other people were feeling and it all sort
of pressed in on me all the time. If T were to give a visual metaphor, it
was like walking through a laser light show 24 hours a day. I just didn’t
want to be around a lot of other people. I just couldn’t cope. I thought
I was going crazy...I really did. I thought if I talked to anyone about
what was going on, they’d lock me up and throw away the key. I was
really frightened.

She describes how finding paganism helped.

Well, for one thing, it told me I wasn’t crazy. It told me that people’s
feelings did radiate a kind of energy, and that there were ways you could
tune in on this. Most Craft books tell you how to develop your intuition
and your psychic sense...I did it backwards...I used the techniques to
help me turn it off. The Craft provided me a framework where I wasn’t
crazy, I just wasn’t in control, and it also provided me with a way to DO
something about it...(Carrie)

She asserts that paganism enabled her to exchange a negative evalu-
ation of herself as ‘crazy’, an evaluation that she felt powerless to
address or to change, for the more neutral evaluation ‘out of control’
through the adoption of a pagan worldview and vocabulary. In addition,

6 In the case of a member of a religious community, for example, the individual’s
stakes in conformity with the norms of the ‘outside’ world can be low, while their stakes
in conformity to the expectations of their community are high.
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framing herself as ‘out of control’ gave her back a sense of personal
agency because the designation implicitly contains the idea that being
‘in control’ 1s possible. Carrie used the magical training techniques
taught in paganism to build and reinforce her own sense of stability
and competence.

Stark and Bainbridge make the following propositions about self-
evaluation:’

P134 Every person seeks a positive self-evaluation.

P135 Persons desire a positive evaluation of the rewards they possess,
including the explanations and the power-giving resources they possess.
P136 Explanations that imply positive evaluations of a person and the
rewards the person possesses are themselves rewards, while explanations
that imply negative evaluations are costs. (1987: 196)

In Stark and Bainbridge’s terms, the gain in positive self-evaluation
assoclated with the adoption of a contemporary pagan narrative, as
well as the sense of reinforcement for that positive evaluation by the
amorphous contemporary pagan community to which one can perceive
one belongs, must be sufficient to offset the stigma and disapproval
one may potentially encounter from others for long-term affiliation to
occur. The desire to protect this gain would then result in high stakes
in conformity to the discursive expectations believed to be associated
with, in this case, contemporary paganism.

This investment in the symbolic capital of ‘countercultural spirituality’
is the focus of Jon Bloch’s analysis of contemporary pagans and New
Agers. After examining the ways in which symbolic codes and ideology
are explicitly and implicitly graven in the discourse of ‘countercultural
spiritualists’, he observes,

Even when discussing limitations of their ideology, selves, or the coun-
tercultural spiritual community, the persons I interviewed spoke in ways
that served to promote alternative spirituality and diminish competing
claims from mainstream society.... While speaking about their personal
experiences and beliefs, it would seem that interviewees very much framed
their narratives around their identities as countercultural spiritualists,
and were at least implicitly and often explicitly critical of the dominant,
mainstream viewpoint in comparison. Even when referring to mundane

7 Stark and Bainbridge define ‘self-evaluation’ as: “that person’s determination of
how valuable a reward he constitutes as an exchange partner” (1987: 138).
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experiences, mainstream knowledge claims, or more legitimized main-
stream religions, the alternative spiritual viewpoint dominated, whereby
competing information claims were viewed as relatively positive or negative
by countercultural spiritual standards. (1998: 116)

The centrality of the symbolic and ideological content associated with
contemporary pagan religious identity to participants’ narratives and
explanations was also evident in the interviews conducted for this
project, as both Dawson (1990) and Snow and Machalek (1983) would
lead one to expect in the case of individuals who have chosen their
religious identity rather than simply accepting the one into which they
may have originally been socialized.

What Giddens discusses as the ‘reflexive self’ is produced by the
dynamic inherent in the modern condition. The existential sureties
once provided by traditional authority are replaced by a reliance on
rational knowledge. This knowledge, however, is made relative by the
pervasive doubt that is an intrinsic part of the modern order. Truth
claims become working hypotheses, subject to revision as different
claims are made. This dynamic also tends to separate questions of
ultimate meaning and truth from those of day-to-day activity. It is in
the context of facing this fundamental divorce of the existential from
the activity of existing that the logic of contemporary paganism exerts
an appeal for some. Contemporary pagan spirituality is based on a
personal, individual, non-prescriptive relationship with an immanent
and pervasive sacrality. It explicitly accepts that spirituality is reflexive
and constructed within an individual’s personal narrative, rather than
presenting itself as something that exists ‘outside’ the practitioner as
a ‘code’ or a set of beliefs. It is congruent with the dominant cultural
logic of pluralism, because by accepting the premise that spirituality
is constructed by the individual’s relationship to the sacred, it also
accepts that it can have no universal fixed and true form. Despite its
obvious differences from mainstream culture and mainstream religion,
contemporary paganism exemplifies some of the pervasive cultural
directions of late modernity, not only in where it locates its construc-
tion of religious belief and identity, but also in how it reconfigures the
notions of community and belonging,

Bloch discusses the relationship between the centrality of the autono-
mous individual and the desire for community among ‘countercultural
spiritualists’ as a form of ideological strain. He examines the ways in
which his interview participants address that strain when they discuss
themselves and their beliefs. He notes that the responses to his question
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‘have you ever met anyone else who shares your beliefs’ were particu-
larly telling,

In effect, each person stated that he/she would never meet anyone who
absolutely believed the same way, because each person was unique; how-
ever, there was a community of persons who reflected a certain common
ground or overlap of belief. And this community was viewed as providing
a means for sharing with others who fundamentally were fellow travelers
despite superficial differences of belief. (1998: 40)

Bloch locates the foundation of countercultural spiritual community in
a sense of shared values and shared symbolic communications codes, in
Giddens’ terms, a common way of composing and structuring narrative.
Contemporary pagan community is created neither by participation in
an organizing structure, nor by geographical proximity and face to face
Interaction, as is the case with most modern and pre-modern forms of
community. Contemporary pagan community is immediate in terms
of representing to the individual a source of belonging, but it is often
abstract in the sense of being founded on a sense of commonality
with an Other who is not present, and is only presumed to exist. The
fact that the presence of physical others who share a religious identity
with the participant was not seen as important by most of my survey
respondents to maintaining either their involvement with, or their com-
mitment to, their paganism points to the operation of a more diffuse,
abstract notion of community within contemporary paganism.
Michel Maffesoli provides a model of community that potentially
resolves the ideological strain identified by Bloch by suggesting that
authentic sociality must transcend the isolated and self-contained ter-
ritory of the autonomous individual. “[ W ]hereas individualist logic is
founded on a separate and self-contained identity, the person (persona)
can only find fulfillment in his relations with others” (1996: 10). Maftesoli
postulates that the rationalized ‘social’ of the modern period is coming
to be replaced by an empathetic ‘sociality’ as we progress further into
the postmodern condition (1996: 11). Contemporary pagans constitute
an ‘emotional community’ or neotribe, in Maffesoli’s terms, because
despite the variations in the specific practices and beliefs of groups
and individuals, there are aesthetic, moral and emotional continuities
between them that are perceived by participants as distinguishing them
from other communities. This collective sensibility, which is articulated
through the adoption of similar forms of narrative and symbolic expres-
sion, has the capacity to shore up the sense of ontological security that
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is produced by being able to place oneself in a relationship of similarity
to others. It is the recognition, finally, of the potentially shared elements
of the individual’s perception of the spiritual landscape that produces
the relief and sense of ‘having come home’ that so many participants
report feeling even when the only depictions of contemporary pagan-
ism they had encountered at that point were literary ones. As Maffesoli
explains,

[I]t may be said that the aesthetics of sentiment are in no way char-
acterized by an individual or ‘interior’ experience, but on the contrary,
by something essentially open to others, to the Other. This overture
connotes the space, the locale, the proxemics of the common destiny.
(1996: 14-15)

As long as individuals labour under the impression that their beliefs
are aberrant, held uniquely, they perceive themselves as separated from
others and alienated from their surroundings. This is evident from
the frequent descriptions participants give of themselves before they
encountered contemporary paganism as being ‘outsiders’, ‘liminal’ or
‘not belonging’. One participant commented, “...I think that, that feel-
ing out of place, that sense of anomie, is probably talked about more in
paganism than anywhere else” ( John). Bloch also noted this narrative
element among his interview subjects, indicating that some described
themselves as having been ‘born different’ (1998: 30-31).

The adoption of the wholly elective identification of ‘contemporary
pagan’ is not so much an expression of individualism, but of the desire,
arising from value-rational rather than instrumental-rational premises,
to construct oneself in relation to like others. Involvement in contem-
porary paganism can therefore be seen as a creative attempt to dissolve
some of the boundaries separating self from other, and the ‘human’
from the ‘natural’. The collective sentiment evinced by contemporary
pagans revolves around the ‘re-enchantment’ of both the natural world
and of social relationships. This is accomplished by situating them all
within a web of related, comprehensive symbolic narratives. This has
the effect of allowing value-rational orientations to prevail in areas
previously governed by purposive-rational logics, and creating a situ-
ation in which ‘the earth’ can exist as a silent, but present participant
in moral discussion. Because ethical orientations are not taken to be
pre-given in a contemporary pagan context, but are produced as part
of a reflexive process, this re-enchantment does not necessarily result
in a loss of rationality, as Weber suggests (1946: 350-1).
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The contemporary pagan community, in general, also exemplifies
other characteristics Maffesoli ascribes to neotribes. Neotribes are
unstable, open communities defined by the participants’ uncoerced
agreement that they share a common sentiment which gives rise to an
certain ethical experience, an orientation towards proper living that
may not be shared with the broader social order. This is an accurate
description of the amorphous, decentralized, unregulated nature of the
broad contemporary pagan community, out of which smaller groups
characterized by closer proximal relationships coalesce and dissolve,
leaving the collective sentiment, which is not dependent upon any
particular individual or group of individuals, intact. It also suggests
that the decentralization that has been characteristic of contemporary
paganism is a fundamental part of its vitality and its ability to pro-
vide people with a sense of identity not dependent on the organizing
structures of power in society. Finally, it suggests that the traditional
language of conversion is rejected by pagans because of its absolute
linearity, its implication that there is both a starting place and an end-
ing place, when what pagans perceive is a continuous unfolding of
narrative potentials.
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THE WILD HUNT:
A MYTHOLOGICAL LANGUAGE OF MAGIC*

Susan GREENWOOD

Metamorphoses, cavalcades, ecstasies, followed by the egress of the soul in the shape
of an animal—these are different paths to a single goal. Between animals and souls,
amimals and the dead, animals and the beyond, there exists a profound connection.

Carlo Ginzburg (1992: 263).

The discussion developed in this chapter will show how the mythologi-
cal corpus of the “‘Wild Hunt’, a generic name given to numerous folk
myths associated with ‘soul-ravening’ chases, often led by a god, god-
dess, or mythological figure accompanied by a cavalcade of souls of
the dead, opens awareness with the cyclical process of nature through
magical consciousness, an expanded sensory awareness. The mythol-
ogy of the Wild Hunt, as a language of magical consciousness, creates
a framework to experience what Carlo Ginzburg, in the quote above,
calls the ‘profound connection’ between animals, souls, the dead, and
the beyond; it primarily concerns an initiation into the wild, untamed
forces of nature in its dark and chthonic aspects. This mythology com-
prises what Ginzburg has termed a Eurasian substratum of shamanic
beliefs (1992) and forms a significant component of contemporary
practitioners’ ideas about otherworldly spiritual realms. For those
engaging with the Wild Hunt the aim is not only participation with
animals, souls, and the dead, but also with the ritualized cycle of life and
death. This experience runs counter to anthropologist Maurice Bloch’s
(1992) universalistic and dualistic assertion that there is an underlying
theme to all ritual that negates biological life processes in favour of a
transcendent realm of spirit.

Soul-Ravening Chases

The night flight is an ancient theme in folk beliefs and it involves
an ecstatic journey made by the living into the realm of the dead.

* "This chapter is reprinted from Susan Greenwood The Nature of Magic: an Anthropology
of Consciousness (Chapter 6), 2005, Oxford: Berg, ISBN 13 9781 84520 094 7, with per-
mission of Berg Publishers. Susan Greenwood may be contacted at sg27@sussex.ac.uk.
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According to Carlo Ginzburg, in Europe from the eleventh century
onwards apparitions of furious armies were frequently referred to in
references in Latin literary texts. A ‘throng of the dead’ consisting of
anyone from soldiers killed in battle to unbaptized children were led
by various mythological characters on a journey to the beyond (1992:
136). One such leader was Gwyn ap Nudd. In Celtic folklore Gwyn
ap Nudd is a wild huntsman who rides a demon horse and hunts in
waste places at night with a pack of white-bodied and red-eared ‘dogs
of hell’. Cheering on his hellhounds in a fearful chase, he hunts souls.
A British god of battle, the otherworld and the dead, Gwyn ap Nudd
is a psychopomp who conducts the slain into Hades and then rules
over them. He knows when and where all the great warriors fell, for
he gathered their souls upon the field of battle, and now rules over
them in Hades, or upon some ‘misty mountain-top’ (Squire 1912: 255).
Later semi-Christianised stories place Gwyn ap Nudd over a brood of
devils in the Celtic otherworld of Annwyn, lest they should destroy the
present race. In Arthurian romances he was king of the underworld
and had a duty to control imprisoned devils and prevent them from
destroying humans (Briggs 1976: 212-213).

There are many leaders of the Wild Hunt in folklore.! In Teutonic
mythology it is Woden (Odin or Wotan) who leads the hunt accompa-
nied by fearsome ghostly dogs:?

' Le Grand Veneur hunted with dogs in the forests of Fontainebleau in France;
Hackelberg sold himself to the Devil for permission to hunt until doomsday in
Germany; and in Britain King Arthur served as goblin huntsman. The same
mythology is said to prevail among all Aryan peoples with little difference in detail.
The souls of the dying, acording to Wirt Sikes, we carried away by the howling
winds or the dogs of Hermes. Hermes conducted the souls of the dead to the
world below and was, at times, interchangeable with his dog. This relates to the
early Aryan conception of seeing the wind as a howling dog or wolf which speeds
over the house tops causing the inmates to tremble with fear lest their souls should
follow them ([1880] 1973: 144).

? The spirit of this folklore has been captured recently by the poet Martin Newell
in a poem about ‘Black Shuck’, a ghostly black hound of Odin. The story of Black
Shuck apparently originates with the Vikings who brought the tale with them when
they invaded East Anglia—as they ‘sprang from their long ships and stormed ashore
in the mist, they brought with them the legend of their ghostly dog’. Black Shuk has
remained part and parcel of the local folklore of the region. ‘Padding the quiet roads
at night’, he is described as having a shaggy black coat and eyes as big as saucers that
glow like red-hot coals. He must be treated with respect because a sighting of him is
thought to mean that you, or somebody who you know, will shortly die. You might
meet Black Shuck at a crossroads, on a bridge, ford, or in a lonely country lane. He
is said to haunt the boundary lines of ancient parishes, and is often encountered on
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Mortals can hear the hunt thundering across the sky, and dogs will often
begin to howl at the noise of the ghost hounds, but to see the procession
1s to invite death or disaster, perhaps even to be caught up with it and
swept away (Jones 1996: 455).

In some accounts Woden is accompanied by beautiful spirit maidens
called Valkyries or Waekyrges who, mounted on white steeds, took
heroes slain on the battlefield to Valhalla, the battlefield reserved for
the worthiest. The Valkyries are portrayed as ravens or wolves in some
accounts (Jones 1995: 444; Farrar & Farrar 1991: 145). Herne the
hunter,® a descendant of Woden,* is also said to lead a Faery pack across
the hills of Britain (Matthews 1993: 47) and is identified with Hermes
(Graves 1981: 151). The leader of this ghastly rout was sometimes

marshlands, fens and misty low-lying coastal ground. A verse from Newall’s poem
captures Black Shuk’s association with death:
Then Shuck will run behind me
And I may not look back
But press on into darkness as I must
As others have before me
And others yet to come
Who flower once, before they turn to dust
(1999: 8)
The first reference to Herne comes from Shakespeare in The Merry Wives of Windsor
Act IV, scene 4:

There is an old tale goes, that Herne the hunter,

Sometime a keeper here in Windsor forest,

Doth all the winter-time, at still midnight,

Walk round about an oak, with great ragg’d horns—

And there he blasts the tree, and takes the cattle,

And makes the milch-kine yield blood, and shakes a chain

In a most hideous and dreadful manner...

You have heard of such a spirit, and well you know

The superstitious idle-headed eld

Received, and did deliver to our age,

This tale of Herne the hunter for a truth.

(Quoted in Matthews, 1993: 47).
Matthews indicates that Shakespeare drew upon an older 17th century story associated
with an oak tree in Windsor Great Park, called ‘Herne’s Oak’, which was supposed
to ‘commemorate regular sightings of a mysterious and terrifying huntsman and his
ghostly hounds’ (1993: 48).

* Odin was gradually replaced by the Devil and in time later local and national
heroes supplanted the Devil. In many places a ghostly coach and four superseded
the huntsman’s pack. Francis Drake, seated in a black coach and lashing a team of
headless horses into a wild gallop’ accompanied by hideous howls of Yeth Hounds
or Wish Hounds which scream on the wind and hunt down the souls of unbaptised
babies across Dartmoor (Readers Digest 1973).

3
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female; in northern Germany she was the wife of Wotan, sometimes it
was Holda, Holle, or Holt, ‘the friendly one’, goddess of marriage and
fecundity; in the south she was called Perchta, Berhta, or Berta, ‘the
bright one’. During the Middle-Ages there were female ecstatic cults
of night-flying goddesses, whose followers believed they were riding out
with Diana, Herodias, or Holda, accompanied by a train of souls of
the dead. Hecate, or Hekate, a goddess originally worshipped in Asia
Minor and later in ancient Greece (Ronan 1992: 5), was a leader of
the ‘famous witch ride’ of the Middle Ages (Smith 1992: 61). Hecate,
an underworld goddess originally associated with crossroads, ‘flies about
by night on the wind” accompanied by a ‘host of Hekate’, the restless
souls of the dead (Rohde 1992: 67-69). These beliefs about night-flying
goddesses were distorted and re-elaborated by the Inquistion to create
the stereotype of the diabolical witches’ sabbath (Ginzburg 1992).

Many modern witches have incorporated this folk-lore into their
present-day rites. According to Doreen Valiente, a well-known witch
and one time high priestess to Gerald Gardner, the founder of modern
witchcraft, Herne, the leader of the Hunt (also known as the Horned
God, the Oak King, and the Greenwood Lord) carries off the souls of
the dead into the underworld and leads the Hounds out on the chase
at Candlemas. Gwyn ap Nudd and the Wild Hunt are also called upon
to prowl beyond the witchcraft circle as a ‘protective element keeping
all that has no right to enter the circle away’ (Valiente 1990: 59, 154).
Valiente, who lived in Sussex, England, notes how on Ditchling Beacon,
the highest point on the Sussex Downs, an ancient earthwork is haunted
by a ‘phantom hunt, known locally as the Witch Hounds’. She says that
‘listeners hear the cry of hounds, the hootbeats of galloping horses, and
the call of the hunting horn, but nothing is seen’ (1962: 55).

I now turn to see how a group of contemporary pagans in Norfolk
used the Wild Hunt mythology as a means of confronting the dark of
nature as a process of initiation.

A Wild Hunt Challenge in Norfolk

East Anglia has a reputation among some for being a strange and
magical place. The magical realms of eastern England are said to be
the land of handywomen, horse-whisperers, wizards and witches, cun-
ning men and wise women (Pennick 1995). The Essex witch trials have
been well documented by Alan Macfarlane (1970) and the infamous
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self-styled ‘witch hunter general’ Matthew Hopkins hailed from and
worked in this area too (Deacon 1976). In the King’s Lynn Tuesday
Market a diamond shape brick keystone above a first floor window
allegedly marks the spot where, in 1590, the heart of Margaret Read,
the last witch burnt in Norfolk, exploded. Another story, current to the
beginning of the previous century, claimed that it rolled down a lake
leading from the market place and plunged into a river’ (Porter 1974:
137-138). According to folklorist Jennifer Westwood, there is a well-
recorded history of magical activities of witches and their familiars,
but less on the cunning folk—the wise men and women who practiced
‘un-spelling’ or ‘un-bewitching’. However, some cunning folk, such as
Cunning Murrill who apparently dressed up for the part wearing ‘ter-
rifying goggles’, attained some notoriety. Westwood notes that it was a
common belief in Norfolk that the toad and all creeping things were
in the service of evil. In 1879, Eckling Green was fined a shilling for
assaulting a woman who had charmed him by using a toad, and in
East Dercham, as recently as after the Second World War, a man was
brought to court for assaulting a woman whom he had accused of
being a witch.® East Anglia today is said to have become a particular
target for devil worship with its many abandoned churches regularly
being found daubed with pentagrams and other magical symbols.” For
such a dispersed and largely rural area of the country, Norfolk also has
quite a number of practitioners of contemporary Paganism and I met
a number of them at a pub moot (the meeting was advertised in the
Pagan magazine Pagan Dawn) organized by one couple.

Richard and Louise, who are both in their early forties, run a small
post-office called Wizard’s End in a small Norfolk village. Wizard’s End
is like any other post-office apart from the fact that it has a large wizard
painted on the outside wall,® and that it sells magical paraphernalia—

> Enid Porter. The Folklore of East Anglia.

% At a Norwich day seminar on the Ritual Protection of House, Farm and Church_from the
Sixteenth to the Nineteenth Century. Wensum Lodge, 17 October 1998.

7 The Guardian, 24 November 1998.

% For a time, in the autumn of 1998, it was also distinctive for its blue post box that
was located in the wall beside the wizard painting. The post-office authorities objected
and painted the box red. According to Richard, it was so badly painted that he had
to re-paint it and the only colour he had was blue! An official from the post-office was
sent to warn Richard and Louise that they were contravening post-office regulations.
When Richard told the official that there was no mention of colour in the regulations,
the official allegedly got extremely annoyed and threatened to prosecute. The post box
has now been carefully painted by the post-office in its original red colour.
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such as incense, essential oils, candles, wands, wizard figurines and
Pagan journals—alongside stamps, postal orders and regular national
newspapers. Richard also makes special Wizard’s End skin cream from
a blend of essential oils and herbs in a natural base using ‘age old
knowledge’. Louise casts horoscopes. At the moot in the back room of
the pub Richard told about how he had been struck by lightening. He
had walked outside the post office whilst looking up at a storm and a
lightening bolt had struck him. At this point in the conversation Richard
pointed to the top of his head and showed us a small round bald patch,
the place where the bolt had hit him. Thinking that he had died and
gone on to the next world, he tried to phone some of his friends to
check whether he could communicate with the living; they were all out,
and he said he did not know whether he was alive or dead. This had
awakened his interest in religion and magic, and both he and Louise
had attended a Pagan Federation course on witchcraft in a nearby
village. However, they felt that the person running the course did not
know anything and was ‘on the lookout to initiate young women’. Then
Louise had had a communication from a hereditary witch in the north
of England via citizen band radio, and subsequently Richard and Louise
took up a training given by these hereditary witches, who had passed
on their tradition fearing that it was dying out through lack of family
interest. Gommunicating with the witches by taped recordings, the first
time they had met their trainers was at their joint initiation. Richard
said how they had been worried about meeting the witches but had
nevertheless undergone an initiation; this had included being tied up
naked while a sword was pointed at them as they were introduced to
the circle watchtowers.

After the death of one of their initiators and unresolved differences
with the other, Richard and Louise decided to go their own way. They
explained that hereditary witchcraft originated with the Iron Age tribes,
of which the Iceni was the most local one in Norfolk, and that they
had their own ways of doing things. They followed the Celtic ‘Herne
Path’, which was apparently similar to the Romany way of life, but also
different. They described it as an eclectic path that incorporated many
ideas and practices of different times. Richard said that it involved a
cosmic fight between good and evil—Herne, the force of good, seeks
out and battles with the forces of darkness (which inhabit vulnerable
bodies or those close to death). They follow a Wiccan ritual pattern
but are also involved with nature, and they spoke about getting to
know trees and trying to understand the energies of woods etc. They
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frequently compared themselves to another group of Norfolk Pagans
who allegedly always conducted their rituals indoors. According to
Richard, were so scared that something powerful might arrive that they
conducted their rituals in a church hall ‘just in case’. Richard added
that ‘they [the other Pagan group] go out and hug trees, we go out
and the trees hug us—we know what the outside is’.

Richard and Louise invited those interested to an open event that
involved getting to know the spirits of a wood near Norwich through a
Wild Hunt Challenge; it was to be held on the 31 October at Samhain
(Halloween), when it is said that the veil between this world and the
otherworld is thin. They spoke about previous experiences with the
spirits of another wood near Norwich in which they had conducted
similar challenges in previous years. The aim of the challenge was to
gain mastery over an area of Gwyn ap Nudd’s hunting ground. The
plan was to walk the wood route during daylight to learn the way, and
then repeat it at night in a timed challenge. If completed successfully,
the challenged person earned the right of the cooperation of the spirit
beings of the area, and to cut a staff from the wood.

Richard, who said that he had been researching the folklore of the
Wild Hunt on the Internet, explained to me that the challenge was
a ‘guided mediation’ where the challenger tried to interact with the
elementals of the wood to open up other ways of being and to learn
how to use the senses:

We are used by Herne and the hunt to find things on this plane. It’s like
a territorial army exercise—learning to use them, to work with them,
and them learning to trust us. It’s a challenge.

Normal people don’t go into the wood at night. You take on the ambi-
ance of the wood and learn. You come back charged. You survived! You
learn. You hear different things, your senses go on overdrive and your ears
are the size of elephants’ ears. Last time I heard fairy bells. I strained
to hear them and then I saw other people straining to hear...It was a
lovely sound. Then there were fire flies. ..

Richard informed me that the Challenge was by invitation only and
that people had to do it for the right reasons. In a previous year, one
group had participated for excitement rather than spiritual intent and
when Richard had refused to let them join in the following year, they
had gone around Norwich dressed up as vampires instead. Richard
said that he and Louise had cycled around the route in the wood and
that the wood had a positive energy. He did not know how long it
would take to walk at night. On previous Challenges he used to time
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the pace by how long it took their old lurcher dog to walk, but she
had died. They were going to walk it the following night with a group
of people. Then they were going to walk it for two more nights before
the big challenge at Samhain.

At the next Pagan moot the conversation was mainly focused on a
discussion of the Wild Hunt. Five people had walked the course the
previous afternoon. It was agreed that the wood was friendly and wanted
to communicate with us. Richard and Louise spoke about issuing the
Challenge to the wood. We decided to walk the route in the dark on the
Iriday Samhain eve. People recounted what had happened in previous
years in a different wood, but nearly all of the conversation was on the
forthcoming Challenge as people aired their fears and their fantasies
about what might happen. This was part of a process of building
up the tension and excitement. There was an air of anticipation, of
shared purpose, spiritual quest, an expedition into the unknown. When
we ventured into the wood what would we find? What would find us?
Would we come back? Richard and Louise handed out the following
Challenge information:

The Wild Hunt
Samhain 1998

This is a competition betwixt the shaman, and the elements of the Fairy
Folk who hunt with Gwyn Ab Nudd [sic].

This 1s called the Ultimate Sport of the Magician or Sorceress (all sons
of Herne and Maids of Moira were thus qualified).

The Magician wishes to gain mastery over an area of Gwyn Ab
Nudd’s sporting and hunting grounds if, ...the shaman is triumphant,
the Elemental Kings must yield mastery of the territory to the Magician
for his lifetime.

If ...the land succeeds in preventing the magician/sorceress from
finishing, and the said applicant survives the chase, then he should repay
the land according to the terms set out before the challenge begins.

The area has been carefully chosen and an offering will be laid out
before the hunting date, bread, fruit etc. The terms of the challenge will
be issued aloud i.e. boundaries, time, forfeit or prize.

Dark clothing is to be worn in salutation to the time of the season.

Kindle a fire at the starting point, dedicate it to Gwyn Ab Nudd thus:-
setoleiotol

Place the posy into the flames and as it burns this releases the dark spirit
of the Hunt in its smoke. Be off and hasten about your business, from
here on you are alone, use your wits.

Turning around or looking over your shoulder will be viewed as sur-
render! The Challenge is betwixt you and the Hunt, both you and they
will know if you succeed!
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Should you win, you may expect full co-operation of non-physical
being within that area for your lifetime.

Losing is evident if the circuit is not completed in the specified time, or
any other surrender, a precious offering is given to appease the triumphant
Hunt, such as honeycomb, wine, etc.

Some have lost their lives or have actually joined the Wild Hunt instead
of being chased by it, but, please think of this as a great honour.

On the reverse side was a map of the route sitting between these words:

Failure exists only when
Success 1s measured by
The words of a Non-God!

But remember this, you are only following in the footprints where we
your Elders have trodden before.

The emphasis was on competition, sport and mastery—a contest
between the Magician/shaman and the land with its Elemental Kings
or nature spirits. This was a Challenge shaped by the mythology and
folklore associated with Gwn ap Nudd, and it also showed the influence
of computer language, ‘Be off and hasten about your business, from
here on you are alone, use your wits’. The reference to the ancestors
‘following in the footprints’ of the Elders stressed the continuity between
the land, past generations and the present. The implicit danger in
this quest—the possibility of joining the Wild Hunt and not return-
ing—added to the frisson, the excitement of an initiation encounter.

Walking the Wood

Three of us who were considering undertaking the Challenge—Mary;,
a shamanic practitioner, artist and musician, Sophie, a hereditary
witch and an artist, and me—decided to walk the wood route in the
daylight to see what it was like. We called in to Wizard’s End on route
to see Richard and Louise. Richard had announced that he had had
two messages: one was from ordinary reality, and the other from the
otherworld. The first was that Andy had checked with the warden from
the wood that permission had been given for us to be there. The other
message was from the otherworld: Gwyn ap Nudd had communicated,
via the ouija board, saying that we would each be met with challenges
according to our ability.

Driving to the wood, the clouds gathered over the wide Norfolk
horizon momentarily dispersing the sunshine. There appeared to be
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an ominous dark cloud over the wood as we approached and a flock
of rooks flew overhead. However, on arrival at the car park the clouds
disappeared and the atmosphere appeared to become more benign.
We walked leisurely around the wood and, as instructed by Richard
and Louise and I gathered material to put in a magical bag or ‘posy’.
I collected oak leaves, mushrooms, holly leaves, soil from a molehill,
acorns, silver birch bark, and twigs to put in my posy. Mary had already
collected hers on the first walk, and Sophie had decided that she did
not need to do the Challenge (as she claimed to be a hereditary witch).
We followed the special Challenge map that Richard and Louise had
given us; it showed a route on which significant places had been marked.
It started at ‘Wild Hunt car park’ went in a straight direction along
the perimeter of the wood before a left hand turn to “Thor’s Furnace’
(a charcoal burning oven). The path from Thor’s Furnace led between
piles of felled pines into the dark interior of the wood. To the right was
a ‘Circle of Power’, a small circle of tree stumps, and a bit further on
was the ‘Magical Tree’. This silver birch had had honeysuckle grow-
ing around its trunk in its formative growing years leaving it with an
unusual twisted shape. After the Magical Tree, the path led towards
the right and came eventually to a ‘Log Seat’ to one side of a low-
hanging branch. Irom here on the route in the wood was difficult to
follow—there was no clear path and many twists and turns which were
cut through scrub and woodland which looked the same (this was to
prove to be a real test in navigational skills). It came as a great relief to
eventually find ‘Woden’s Standing Stone’ (a tall narrow slate sculpture
which appeared to be invisible if approached from the wrong angle).
Another area of criss-crossing paths eventually led out onto a wider
track—with muddy swampy areas—which eventually completed the
circuit leading back to Wild Hunt car park.

On the Friday Mary and I drove to Wizard’s End and Richard and
Louise took us to the wood in their car. Richard wore a red jester’s hat
with many bells. On this occasion the mood was light-hearted although
not much was said, and it was in stark contrast to the serious event
that loomed the following night. When we arrived at the wood the
others were waiting in two cars in the car park. Mike, in his early 20s,
was unemployed but interviewed people who had had UFO sightings
for the Norfolk UFO Society. Colin was about the same age as Mike
but was very quiet and not very talkative. Janet and Malcolm were in
their mid 50s. Janet said that she and Malcolm had known Richard
and Louise for about six years and that Janet looked after the cards in
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the post office shop at Wizard’s End. They had initially got to know
Richard and Louise because they had asked them for help with difficult
neighbours who were interfering in their life. Richard and Louise had
done a spell to try and get them to move. The spell had not worked in
the sense that the neighbours had moved, but they were much quieter
afterwards.

We walked around the circuit in the wood in the moonlight together.
Some people collected things for their poppets. When we reached the
Magical Tree everyone stopped to admire it. I decided to walk ahead
to see if I could find my way by myself. Janet and Malcolm followed
some distance behind. There were two difficult turns—right after the
low branch and left at the first fork and right at the second. When I
was sure that I knew where I was going, I slowed down and waited
for Janet and Malcolm to catch up, and we started talking. They said
that they had been in the wood since 3.30pm and had done a practice
run in the light and were now doing it in the dark. They had tried the
previous Sunday with their grandchildren but had gone in completely
the wrong direction. As we walked we chatted about the route and how
we would remember where to go the following night. When we arrived
back in the car park we had to wait for the others to arrive. When
everyone had come back we agreed to meet at 8.30 the next evening.

Richard and Louise gave Mary and I a lift back to Wizard’s End.
After showing us their rescued Tawny owls (Odin, Phantom and Min),
who were kept in an aviary in the back garden, they invited us in for tea
in the back part of the post office. The sitting room was finished in pine
and had a Scandinavian feel to it. The large fireplace was decorated with
pistols, a mace and an enormous sword. There were Egyptian pictures
on another wall, pictures of owls and lots of wizard figurines (like the
ones for sale in the post office shop). On one windowsill overlooking
the garden was a model of Wizard’s End post office. In one corner of the
room was an enormous globe. An open plan pine staircase led upstairs.
Louise showed us a copy of the women’s magazine Chat, drawing our
attention to a Halloween special on spells for curing cellulite, how to
get pregnant, how to deal with a hostile mother-in-law etc. We laughed
at the way the article had been written, and the contrast between this
popular interpretation of magic that drew on rather superficial stereo-
types of witchcraft, and our forthcoming Challenge—which seemed like
a confrontation between life and death—seemed stark. Richard played
some music by The Enid, a New Age Pagan band.
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Confrontation with the Wild Hunt

On Samhain morning Mary and I made our posies. We bound the
leaves, bark and fungi etc into newspaper and then wrapped them up
in Hessian and stitched it with turquoise thread into a parcel. As the
day drew on and darkness descended our anticipation and anxiety
about the forthcoming Challenge increased. We spoke about ‘the wild’
and what it meant to us. Mary saw the wild as neutral. She said that
when it sees destruction—ecological or whatever—the wild hunt comes
in and sweeps it all clean. It is earth energy—tornadoes, flood and
earthquakes. It is a wild energy—of rain and storm—the wild comes
in as an uncontainable force. I said that I saw the wild as all that was
repressed by society; it was the potentiality of humanness; it was like
walking off the path into the wood, where the path represents the social
and the wood the unrepressed part of the self. Mary said that she had
experienced elementals in the wood. She picked up one of her many
drums and tried to channel the elemental by drumming:

The first thing is that it wants reassurance that I'm not taking the piss.
It wants me to ask questions.

What is it and where does it come from?

It won’t answer.

It’s not communicable that way. It’s an energy that moves around in
woods. It was in holly, but not a holly thing. It moves around. It is the
eyes of the wood checking us out to see who we were.

It wants a honey sandwich (laughter). I'm going to take a selection of
sandwiches with me!

It’s not the wind blowing through the holly. I did some gazing at it—it’s a
presence—I saw it but not as I see you. It’s like a sense of being slightly
sparkly inside the bush and when I see something like that I get shivers
up and down my spine. It didn’t feel bad or good—neutral—and it feels
as though 1it’s sussing us out—the eyes of the wood, but won’t say more
than that. It wasn’t very convinced that we were taking it seriously.

I don’t see fairies—I get the feeling first then change in shape or lights
etc. It was definitely in the bush. It wasn’t hiding but drawing attention
to itself. I've sent a power animal round the wood and she says it’s ok.

I said that I was not worried so much by what was in the wood but
confronting my imagination about what might be lurking—my own
fear of being in the wood. I was allowing myself to opt out of the
Challenge until the last moment to see how I felt about walking in
the wood alone at night. I knew that my active imagination would see
rapists and other monsters at the slightest noise from the undergrowth;
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supposing I met some one on the path? Mary said that what starts off
as a psychological battle could shift a person into another place where
a different type of communication was possible. She said that that had
been her experience of a shamanic ‘sitting out’ vision quest where she
had faced her biggest fear and had managed to walk through it to see
‘images of beauty’.

As darkness fell it started raining lightly, no moon was visible. How
would we see in the wood? Fears about being lost in the wood were
voiced by both of us, we decided to go and buy a torch each 9just in
case’. We arrived at the wood at 8.15 after a drive in near silence as a
light drizzle played on the car windscreen. Andy was standing outside
Colin’s car, Mike, Colin and his girlfriend had taken the opportunity to
practice the route. We chatted as we waited for everyone to arrive and
Andy told me that he’d been involved in all sorts of magical practices
from Druidry to Gardnerian Wicca. He was now more concerned with
‘putting theory into practice’ and was studying an environment manage-
ment course. The course was small compared to other courses at the
college, and he thought that this might be because many people were
not interested in the environment. He said that he thought that Pagans
were not very interested in acting on their ideas about nature.

As we were talking, Richard and Louise arrived with their barbeque
that they set up in the car park. They proceeded to light a fire so that
the posies could be burnt to release our spiritual connections to the
wood. In the meantime the others came back. Everyone was very talk-
ative and quite animated. Richard said that he would go first and then
it had to be female, male, female etc., (reflecting the Wiccan notion
of sexual polarity). Mary said that she wanted to go after me because
I'd go quickly (because of my fear), so I said I'd go after Richard. The
others decided between themselves the ‘running order’. Richard read
out the dedication to Gwyn ap Nudd and placed his posy in the fire
to burn, thus releasing his spirit connection to the wood, and he took
off: Some time later it was my turn, and after placing my poppet in the
flames, I walked down the first track, rather relieved that at last it was
happening. As I was walking away from the others, I felt resolute that
I was going to do the Challenge, quietly determined to face my own
fears about walking in the wood at night. I tried to blank my mind to
my fears—was that shadow someone or something sitting down watch-
ing me, or was it a local axe man? I visualised myself strong and with
a blue light protecting me. This feeling of strength and determination
became stronger as I entered the deeper, darker part of the wood there
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was no turning back. There was very little light, but it was possible to
make out the path and the shapes and outlines of the trees. The rain
was falling softly and there was a wet, misty feel to the woods—dark
but gently inviting. The ground was very wet underfoot and boggy in
places. I found my way easily and between the Log Seat and Woden’s
Standing Stone I imagined I saw a shadowy figure. I had a moment
of panic—was I going to let my biggest fear overtake me? Was I going
to panic? I decided to carry on and decided that I was going to enjoy
the experience. I felt relatively confident of the route and I thought I
would just enjoy the darkness and the wood and let myself be aware
of the energies and sounds. I felt the wood and its energies through a
misty, glistening darkness—it was a wonderful experience.

When I eventually arrived back in the car park some people were
still in the process of setting off on their challenge. As I walked into
the circle around the fire faces looked expectantly for my report on my
experiences. As more came back so the discussion and comparison of
experiences grew. Richard said he felt a dark presence following him,
which he thought was a large black dog. Darren, a friend of Colin
and Mike, who had arrived late and was wearing a black army-style
balaclava, saw a medieval knight sitting on a horse behind him to his
right. He spoke to Richard about it afterwards and offered to take
Richard back to the spot where he had seen it. Richard said that this
was no good as it had been Darren’s experience and that the knight
would have vanished. Richard advised Darren to look at the armour in
a history book to find out what the knight was. Richard spoke of the
last Challenge and how; in a different wood, he had seen some Vikings.
He had reached out to touch them but they had backed off, making
his hand and arm glow golden.

In the meantime, Mike had got lost and found himself in brambles,
but had eventually found the “Wild Hunt car park’. He talked to me
about his pet subject of UFOs and seemed quite disappointed that he
had not seen one on this occasion. He spoke about how he went out
UFO hunting in the night with a group of friends. They had gone to
a local beach and mediated on calling down UFOs. A large cube had
materialized with four bright lights and a cigar-shape in the middle.
This had convinced his friend who had been skeptical. Mary came
back saying that she had been fine until the last section when she had
heard a dog barking and also she thought that she might have been
followed. Richard said that the previous year the Wild Hunt had left
a dog with a challenger to look after for a year as a learning experi-
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ence. Mary said that she had been overtaken by a figure and she was
not sure who or what it was (it later transpired to be Mike who had
got lost). Janet and Malcolm were quiet about their experiences, but
spoke about hearing noises and seeing lights. In the meantime Andy
had got thoroughly lost. There was a discussion about whether he had
been taken by the Wild Hunt. Richard was just on the point of going
to look for him when Andy stumbled through the undergrowth. He
had not encountered horses or dogs, but had gone in totally the wrong
direction and seen a badger’s set and a deer instead. When everyone
got back we made our way up to the Circle of Power close to Thor’s
Furnace. Mary drummed and sang while everyone sat on tree stumps.
We walked to the Magical Tree and then all present agreed that the
energy in the wood had changed—it was no longer welcoming;, it was
time to go.

Initiation into the Process of Nature

Maurice Bloch, in a study of the Merina of Madagascar (1986) (which
he later developed into a universalistic theory of ritual (1992)) maintains
that transcendent spirit must conquer nature as biological life processes.
According to Bloch, Merina circumcision ritual demonstrates that bless-
ing is the true transcendental source of eternal life through descent and
this is established by the denial of nature as represented by women,
fertility, and sexuality. However, this is only suitable for the ancestors
not the living. Nature, as the biological facts of life, cannot be expelled
but it has to be controlled, and this is done by a violent re-assertion
of ancestral spirits. This assures obedience to the past, the dead and
senior generations; it makes certain that the ancestors are not forgotten
and that their authority is established via a complicated symbolism that
tries to overcome that which cannot ultimately be conquered. Bloch
sees the ritual as an attempt to establish a source of fertility ‘“free from
nature, women and biology and based entirely on descent blessing and
authority’; however this cannot be done because of the inevitable reli-
ance, in this world at least, of the living on natural fertility. As a result
the symbolism ‘seems to be forever chasing it own tail, recovering what
it has thrown out and celebrating what it has denigrated’ (1986: 103).
Bloch’s assertions have been challenged as ahistorical and dualistic
(Morris 1997: 85) and they demonstrate not so much an indigenous
understanding but rather a neoplatonist interpretation.
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In the case of practitioners of nature spiritualities, the aim is to re-
establish a contact with the process of nature. There are neoplatonic
aspects within the broad category of nature religion, as discussed in
Chapter 8, but they tend to focus around anthropocentric and mono-
theistic tendencies within a wider and more holistic worldview. The
majority of practitioners of nature religion see the world in holistic
terms where everything is interconnected, but people living in modern
Western societies are separated from the natural world, they are no
longer directly dependent upon it for day-to-day survival, therefore a
relationship with nature has to be created. The Wild Hunt Challenge
was an initiative aimed at creating such relationship by opening up a
different sort of understanding of (with) nature—it was an initiation
into the process of life and death; entry into the wood was a type
of initiation into magical consciousness through the mythology of
the Wild Hunt: to be hunted, to be taken by the hunt, is to face the
dark chthonic realms of the otherworld. It is difficult for this to hap-
pen within the confines of a witchcraft ritual circle marked out inside
someone’s living room with all the furniture pushed out of the way:.
It has to happen out ‘in nature’. The wild wood is the ideal place—it
is dark, the realm of elemental spirits, a space apart, and according
to Richard, ‘normal people don’t go into the wood at night’. One has
to turn from the everyday world—‘the normal’—to put oneself into a
position to ‘be taken’ by the train of the ghostly dead. In a manner of
speaking, it was an exposure, not only to ‘see’ in a different way by an
opening of the senses, but also to be taken up by a state of awareness
shaped by the rhythm of moving from one state to another—from light
to dark and also from life to death. The wood represented a different
world, a single ontological domain of otherness but crosscut by different
perceptions and experience. A relationship with the spirits contained in
the wood had to be achieved through a mythology; it could not hap-
pen automatically (cf. Humphrey & Onon 1996: 113). The mythology
provided the context and the language for the experience.

Richard had said, via his spirit communication, that we would all
be tested according to our ability. Several people reported experiences
of hearing noises associated with the Hunt—references to black dogs,
barking, dark presences. The ‘sightings’ of a medieval knight could be
explained in terms of an Arthurian romantic and heroic overlay on
an original mythical nucleus theme of a journey into the realm of the
dead (Ginzburg 1992: 107-8). The Challenge combined heroic quest
with a spirit of openness. The wood, as the antithesis of society and
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the social order, is a liminal space where anything can happen and the
initiate is told that she or he may not come back—to see the Wild Hunt
1s said to invite death or disaster, or to be caught up with it and swept
away. As we were warned in the Challenge handout, ‘Some have lost
their lives or have actually joined the wild Hunt instead of being chased
by it, but, please think of this as a great honour’. This had echoes of
brave Viking warrior heroes who, escorted by Valkyries, were taken to
Valhalla, the favourite home of Odin, where they could battle without
injury, feast, drink, and spend their evenings hearing songs of great
battles while being waited on by the Valkyries (Jones 1996: 444). The
heroic element can be likened to an ascetic preparation for mastery
of the spirits of the wood. As the historian Richard Kieckhefer has
observed, with reference to the Norse god Odin who hangs on a tree,
fasts and is exposed to the elements, a magical force is seen to issue
from one who has performed heroic disciplines, mastered their body and
strengthened their soul. With intense effort of will access to otherwise
hidden energies is gained (1993: 53).

In a way, we all saw what we were prepared to see. Andy, the
environmentalist was ambivalent about the Challenge, got lost but
saw a badger’s set and a deer instead. Mike got lost too in his search
for UFOs. Despite a more frivolous component of the acting out of
computer Dungeons and Dragons type game-playing, the wood was
a place of real disorientation where unconscious and conscious fears
could be aired—and might be overcome. The challenge raised psycho-
logical issues, in the words of psychotherapy it brought the contents
of the unconscious to consciousness, and combined them with magical
techniques for naming and symbolizing the unnamable in a manner
common to shamanic healing rituals conducted in non-Western areas of
the world (Vitebsky 1993, 1995: 98-103). In my case, I had to overcome
my social conditioning that woods are indeed a dangerous place to be
in at night. They are full of the fearful creatures that lurk in the dark
recesses of the subconscious. Only when I had decided that I was not
going to allow myself to be frightened by my imagination did I relax
and enjoy the elemental feel of the woods. The image of the soft greys
and shadow, the damp smell of vegetation, the fine misty rain and the
shapes and sounds of the trees and the rustling undergrowth is an
enduring memoryj; it is one that gave me a very different understanding
of nature and of my place within it—it was a wonderful experience.

Ideologically nature religion embraces life and death; there is no
transcendence, neither is there a radical separation between the living
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and the dead—the dead are the essence of life and are a part of the
living everyday world. They come alive through the mythology of the
Wild Hunt as it sweeps through the darkness gathering those who open
themselves up to them into their ghostly train. This encounter with
the dark and with death is a form of initiation into magical conscious-
ness; this is another way of knowing, one that is all encompassing and
immanent rather than transcendent as Bloch would have it.

A search for nature often stems from a feeling of disconnection. It
originates in the eighteenth century Romanticism movement’s protest
against the Enlightenment ideal of disengaged reason. Here the mean-
ing of natural phenomena is not defined by nature itself, or the ideas
which they embody, but is given signification by the effect of the phe-
nomena on humans and the reactions they awaken: ‘attunement with
nature consists of being able to release the echo within’ (Taylor 1989:
299). However, as the example of the Wild Hunt has shown, there
1s more to nature than releasing echoes within—there is the issue of
participation and magical consciousness. In addition, Bloch’s assertion
that the essential core of ritual is a violent transcendent conquering of
nature as natural processes of growth, reproduction, ageing and death
does not account for why the Norfolk Pagans entered into the spirit
of the Wild Hunt Challenge. Their aim was to open the senses and to
expand consciousness to other realities and living beings. The world of
the wood represented ‘nature’, wildness and another way of knowing
and feeling that is cyclical rather than linear, and holistic rather than
dualistic—to link into the spirits of nature through the mythology of
the Wild Hunt.

The domain of nature was also to be controlled through a discourse
of mastery and power, but it is also a moral area and one demand-
ing respect as laid out in the terms of the Challenge. Initiation has
to be worked at through conquest and encounter but also through an
intentional opening to evocation, as Richard said ‘You hear different
things, your senses go on overdrive’; it is an experience that is hard-
won (cf. Humphrey & Onon 1996: 113). As hunted we were also to
become hunters as part of the act of transformation. We would gain
a relationship with the spirits and, as Richard said, would be used by
them paradoxically in a dualistic cosmic battle between good and evil.
The theme of hunting is important and one to which I will return.
Firstly, I look at how the mythology of the Wild Hunt has influenced
two shamanic practitioners working in environmental education and
healing,
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Creating Connection

Midwinter is the ‘hunting time’ and from Samhain onwards the Wild
Hunt forms a cycle of meditation, says shaman Gordon MacLellan who
has been initiated by the Wild Hunt. Gordon told me that he had seen
skull-headed people waiting in a rank, smelly and crowded cave. He had
seen flashes of eyes and bits of limbs but did not know who was there.
It was the Wild Hunt. He was accepted into their midst and he saw
them ride. He told me that he had been hunted and had experienced
shamanic dismemberment, “The first dismemberment is shocking and it
must be to drive you out of your shape. You have to rebuild your body
after dismemberment; it is a teaching about embodiment—a discon-
nection to commitments to shape. It is different to processes such as
illness or death which are awakenings to a wider world’. He could feel
the Hunt coming; he could feel a tremble in his bones, like a horror
film. When in a supermarket he might feel them but he has the right
to stall them and set a time for the encounter in the immediate future
so that they do not get him in front of a class that he is teaching.’ The
purpose of the Wild Hunt is like a spiritual or magical tornado—anyone
could be taken up on a hunting night either hunting with or before it
as entertainment. It was not a ‘nice experience’ but a ‘part of things
as 1. He explained that part of being a shaman was to be available
to the spirits, and if they needed a victim he was available. If he was
asked he could not refuse—the oaths he had taken made it inconceiv-
able for him to refuse. Gordon is here referring to the deeper, darker
aspects of the Hunt, a world apart from a superficial New Age workshop
culture that does not engage with the dark in its frightening aspects.'’
Gordon said that the Hunt was something that happened to a person.
It was a process that he would not seek to wake or facilitate in others,
and definitely not with children. The Wild Hunt is not a subject for

? This important point demonstrates the difference between a shaman and someone
who has no control over the situation and is ‘possessed’ by spirits. A shaman is a person
who is in control of when she or he communicates with the spiritual realm.

' By comparison, the solitary witch Ann Moura, author of three volumes on
‘green witchcraft’, gives a meditation that takes the reader into a safe ‘shadow side’
of witchcraft. Using language that gives agency to a male Hunter and sees death sym-
bolized jointly as Crone and earth, Moura’s meditation gently introduces the reader
to the Wild Hunt and takes them to an unthreatening dark entrance. Through this
experience, a person should come to understand that death is a necessary part of life.
(Moura 1999: 31-2).



214 SUSAN GREENWOOD

the workshops that are so popular with practitioners of nature spiri-
tualities because it involves dissolution of the self and an associated
confrontation with fear, although he commented cynically, ‘...it may
only be a matter of time before someone tries to reinvent them as a
safe personal discovery process and dismemberment become a cheerful
form of self-examination. O, wait for that howling on the edge of the
senses that says the Hounds are running and then you remember that
They are real. Trouble is, so many people never stop long enough to
listen, let alone actually Aear’."!

Jo Crow, who works individually and with Gordon in environmental
education, told me how she first encountered the Horned God, who
‘felt like the Holly King, the Oak King and the Green Man’, in a
women’s Dianic witchcraft coven. The Horned God said to her, ‘T am
the Hunter and you are the Hunted; you are the Hunter, and I am the
Hunted’. Jo said that some of the ways that she had encountered the
gods were as Herne, Cernunnos, and the Horned One. For her they
came as the spirit of the land, the greenwood, and the Hunt, amongst
many other things. She said that she had only ‘touched the tip of the
iceberg of possibilites’. The gods could be the connection with the
otherworld, and the process of being in process. The gods were a part
of the Wild Hunt:

The Hunt comes after you, hunts you. You run with it, run from it. There
is a feeling of everything that you pass gets caught up in a whirlwind; you
are a part of it. It feels like nothing is left untouched by the Hunt. For
me, the Wild Hunt is the pulse that runs through life. The Wild Hunt is
frenzy in the pack, the frenzy of the prey. It is an exhilaration that can
carry anything in it. At any time the hunter can become the prey and
the prey can become the hunter. The spirit of the hunt is in every aspect
of life—the hunter and the hunted, that is life.

Jo told me that when she was visiting another witchcraft coven as a
guest, they called the Wild Hunt to hunt those who in ordinary reality
were hunting and leaving deer injured. She said it was a terrifying and
exhilarating night:

Wolf came inside me. It was terrifying. He was right in my face, stand-
ing on his hind legs staring at me face to face...I smelt his breath; his
fangs were dripping. He was going to devour me. He said, “You have
to let me in. You let me in once before’. On another occasion, in a

"' Gordon MacLellan, personal communication.



THE WILD HUNT: A MYTHOLOGICAL LANGUAGE OF MAGIC 215

dream I had mated with wolf on a village green. It was an ecstatic and
wonderful experience. He showed me this dream and, although I was
quivering with terror, I allowed him in. He came behind me and went
into me at the base of my neck. I became filled with wolf and went on
the Hunt. I ran with the Wild Hunt and I went on the rampage. I was
taken by the Hunt.

It took her some time to return to everyday reality:

When I came off the downs, one guy could see that I was not out of
wolf and tried to bring me back. He joined his forehead to mine to try
to call me back but wolf came out of me and almost bit his head off.
Eventually I went to bed and I still had wolf in me and every time I
looked in a mirror I saw wolf. I still had wolf inside me and came back
down later. Sometimes he comes as a companion but does not sit inside
me. Wolf helps me to walk in two worlds.

Wolf, for Jo, is a presence who comes to her at times and helps keep
her connection with another reality; such an experience may bring
insight. Jo said that when she works in environmental education she
takes groups of people and sends them out hunting to discover their
connection with nature ‘through their psyches’ to bring out their con-
nections with the wood. Jo says it involves two dimensions: the physical
collecting of material, and the imaginative opening of the senses; she
asks people to interpret what they have experienced into something
three dimensional, “This acts as a connection between the worlds’.
Making a fetish of gathered leaves, twigs or any other material may
represent the experience; the aim is to make a connection with nature
that people will remember.

Jo is a shamanic healer and counselor, she works on what she calls
‘inner landscape’ and this often involves the Wild Hunt, “The Hunt is
an opening up time—an exposure to spirits’. Jo said that sometimes
she would take a client’s hand and take a look at the Hunt. It was a
process of ‘getting them to hunt for themselves, a quest’. She said that
when she works with someone it involves going inside to learn about
strong physical feelings and emotions. When a person is comfortable
with these she asks them to go out in nature to find a place of connec-
tion. The inner landscape has to connect with outer; the outer resonates
with the inner and this leads to empowerment:

I encourage them go out into nature once they’re open. We are not
separate, we are all on the web and impressions will come. There are
lots of ways of connecting. It just involves a change in consciousness,
a connection with a shamanic worldview—to deepen and open. If we
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really know we are connected and not separate from everything, how
can we purposely do harm? It’s about rebuilding connections, making
bridges, or maintaining a knitting pattern so that the flow can come
through—removing obstructions, or knots in a string.

This hunt is conducted within to find a self lost in restricting social roles
and expectations. The hunt represents a process of self-examination
as confrontation with the wild inside, and a connection with a wider
web of connections.

Hunting and Rites of Regeneration

We can see then that the mythology of the Wild Hunt may be encoun-
tered through fiction, such as Alan Garner’s The Moon of Gomrath, or
in Brian Bates’s The Way of Wyrd; it may be invited into witchcraft
ritual as described by the Wiccan High Priestess Doreen Valiente, or
in other Pagan practices such as the Wild Hunt Challenge in Norfolk;
it may also be experienced as a cycle of meditation, or form part of
an experience of shamanic dismemberment, as in the case of shaman
Gordon MacLellan. The Wild Hunt mythos encourages a different
way of knowing and an insight into an alternative way of being in the
world, one that appears to be unfamiliar to Westerners but familiar to
hunting and gathering cultures. In Malawi, according to Brian Morris,
the hunt is a rite of transformation conducted within a pantheistic
worldview that expresses life as an on-going process that includes the
living and the dead. Hunting is highly ritualized and is an activity that
links individual, social group (including ancestors) and the natural world
(cf. Turner 1972)."? The village must be peaceful with no illicit sexual
activity taking place, the hunter must go about the hunt with no anger
in his heart, and offerings must be made to the spirits of the ancestors

2 Victor Turner’s work on the Ndembu of Zambia—who practice subsistence cul-
tivation growing cassava as well as hunting—shows how hunting is a highly ritualized
activity that links hunter, the shades of the dead, and society with esoteric knowledge.
Turner has noted how hunting cults have developed that involve propitiatory rites to
a specific hunter ancestor and involve grades of initiation into esoteric knowledge.
Hunting rites are a high-status and usually masculine activity in a society dominated
by matrilineal descent, and an adept, perhaps accompanied by an apprentice, is assisted
by guardian shades of a deceased hunter kinsman and by magical charms to seek out
animals to hunt. He performs rites to propitiate the shades of hunter-dead before
venturing into the wild bush, which is believed to harbour witches, sorcerers, ghosts,
werelions and persecuting ancestors (1972: 281—4).
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for their help in the hunt (Morris 1996: 28-31). The spirits of the
ancestors are associated with the woodland and with animals. Death is
not seen as the antithesis of life, but is viewed as a part of this world
and necessary for humans to be mortal. The spirits of the dead ances-
tors are ‘dead’ but have life—they are reborn as living human beings;
they are an aspect of life that includes humans and spirits. There are
different modes of being between the dead and the living but there is
not a radical dualism between a static transcendental order and the
ordinary world, as claimed by Bloch, but rather they are seen as two
aspects of a cyclic process—the spirits of the dead are a part of this
process and reflect life’s essence (Morris 1999: 160).

Aiming to create a non-detached anthropological account of hunting,
anthropologist Tim Ingold draws on the lifeworlds of the Cree people
of north east Canada—who say that an animal offers itself up inten-
tionally in a spirit of goodwill, or even love, to the hunter—to illustrate
the differences between embedded lifeworlds in the environment and
dominant dualistic scientific perceptions which find the Cree view—that
an animal should voluntarily offer itself to be killed—incomprehensible.
Pointing out that the entire world for the Cree, not just the human
world, is ‘saturated with powers of agency and intentionality’, Ingold
calls hunting a ‘rite of regeneration’ (Ingold 2000: 14, 67). The Cree
hunter is perceptually skilled and detects clues in the environment that
reveal the movements and presence of animals. The hunter also nar-
rates stories of hunting journeys and encounters with animals—often
in a performance which aims to give form to human feelings about
caribou, as living sentient beings. When it comes to the point of
eye-to-eye contact with the animal at the point of killing, the hunter
feels the animal presence; there is an intermingling of being with the
animal tantamount to love, and also sexual intercourse in the human
domain. In telling of the hunt that feeling is expressed (ibid.: 24—25).
The hunter consumes the meat but the soul of the animal is released
to be re-clothed in flesh. Animals will not return to hunters who have
treated them badly: if proper respectful procedures in the process of
butchering, consumption and disposal of the bones are not followed, or
if undue pain and suffering is caused in the act of killing. Animals are
offended if there is unnecessary killing, and if the meat is not properly
shared. Hunting aids regeneration—consumption follows killing as birth
follows intercourse, both are seen to be integral to reproductive cycles
of animals and of humans (ibid.: 67). Human beings and animals are
enmeshed in relationships of reciprocity:
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The animals in the environment of the hunter do not simply go their
own way, but are supposed to act with the hunter in mind. They are not
just ‘there’ for the hunter to find and take as he will: rather they present
themselves to him. The encounter, then, is a moment in the unfolding of
a continuing—even lifelong—relationship between the hunter and the
animal kind (of which every particular individual encountered is a specific
mstance) (ibid.: 71).

People and animals are enmeshed in highly particularistic and intimate
ties with both human and non-human others; the hunter does not
transform the world, or dominate it, rather the world opens up to him
through knowledge (ibid.: 72).

Referring to the Rock Cree of northern Manitoba, studied by Robert
Brightman (1993), Ingold calls hunting an ‘epitome of progeneration’:

In the unfolding of the relation between hunters and prey both humans
and animals undergo a kind of perpetual rebirth, each enfolding into its
inner constitution the principle of its relationship to the other. Actual
events of birth and death, therefore, are merely moments in the pro-
generative process, points of transition in the circulation of life (Ingold,
op. cit. 143).

Human beings and animals are linked in the same process of birth,
death, and rebirth. Life is a matter of ‘coming and going’ rather than
starting and finishing (Deleuze and Guattari 1988: 25). All of existence
is suspended in this process, ‘. ..animals come when, following the suc-
cessful hunt, they enter the human community, they go again with the
eventual disposal of the remains’; the animal does not cease to be, it
still exists, but in another form, and, ‘for this reason, there is always the
possibility of its return’ (Ingold op. cit. 143). Death does not mean the
replacing of one generation by another, as in Western geneology, but
is rather an affirmation of the continuity of the progenerative process.
The life of every being, as it unfolds, contributes to the progenera-
tion of the future as well as to the regeneration of the past (ibid.). All
humans, animals, plants, and other persons," leave trails of intersecting
pathways that resemble a rhizome (Deleuze & Guattari 1988; Samuel
1990: 2). Persons pass along lines of movement and meet with other
persons who may further their growth and development by experience

1% Personhood, for the Cree, is not confined to humans but is open to animal and
non-animal kinds (Tanner 1979: 137-138 cited in Ingold 2000: 49).
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or by contributing substance by being killed and eaten. Knowledge is
generated in the process:

Knowledge, from a relational point of view, is not merely applied but
generated in the course of lived experience, through a series of encoun-
ters in which the contribution of other persons is to orient one’s atten-
tion—whether by means of revelation, demonstration or ostention—along
the same lines as their own, so that one can begin to apprehend the
world for oneself in the ways, and from the positions, that they do. In
every such encounter, each party enters into the experience of the other
and makes that experience his or her own as well. One shares in the
process of knowing, rather than taking on board a pre-established body
of knowledge (ibid.: 145-146).

Ingold’s example of the Cree relations with non-human persons of
the environment demonstrates both the nature of this reciprocal cyclic
relationship, with its emphasis on participation and sharing in the pro-
cess of knowledge, and the difference between a detached and dualistic
Western point of view.

Hunting in this sense has not always been understood by Western
scientific thinking. A stereotype of indigenous peoples being primitive
and barbaric in their hunting practices has had devastating effects on
indigenous aboriginal peoples. Ilarion (Larry) Merculieff; an Aleut, one
of three distinct aboriginal races in Alaska, who was born and raised
on the Pribilof Islands in the Bering Sea, argues that there is a break-
down of communication between what he calls the ingrained linear
structures of Western scientific thinking—with its specialization and
refinement of scientific methodology divorced from a direct involve-
ment with nature—and the cyclical understandings of native peoples,
who he points out, live by the seasons and respond to their immediate
environment. There is a symbiotic and functional relationship between
humans and animals that involves the hunting of animals, and among
the Aleut this includes seals. This form of hunting has been the target
of Western animal rights campaigners (Merculieft 1996: 406—-13), many
of whom are Pagan.

Western scientific attitudes to nature stem from being physically cut
off from living on the land. A degree of variance of perception between
Western and non-Western cultures appears that yawns like a vast chasm
of cultural difference reflecting a Western alienation from nature—an
absence of knowing about nature as the natural world. Due to the
influence of industrialization, and its cultural reaction in the shape of
Romanticism, nature in Western cultures is other to industrial urban
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life; it is not lived in and confronted on a day to day subsistence basis,
as among rural Malawians or the Cree, for example. Westerners tend
to either control and dominate the natural world on the one hand, or
romanticize it on the other. For a long time Western cultures have been
divorced from a complex interconnection with nature as process, and
any form of relationship is sometimes hard to achieve. The mythology
of the Wild Hunt goes some way in working towards this. As far as
practitioners of nature spiritualities are concerned, the Wild Hunt offers
an initiation into the wild and an opening up of the senses; a sense of
dissolution of self in confrontation with fear and death, an exposure to
a ‘whirlwind pulse that runs through life’. In short, engagement with the
Hunt is a bid to restore a reciprocity and harmony between humans
and nature. To be hunted and to be a hunter involves a metamorpho-
sis—a shift from one to the other as explained by Jo Crow through her
encounter with the Horned God and the movement from being hunted
to finding herself a hunter. Paradoxically, one becomes the other in a
process of coming to know the rhythm of nature—of the movement
from life to death. A successful completion of the Wild Hunt Challenge
earned the right of the cooperation from the spirits of the wood; and
for Jo the metamorphosis into wolf enabled her to hunt those who had
been leaving deer injured in ordinary reality. A confrontation with the
Hunt may confer certain powers as the result of a relationship with
spirits, and perhaps more importantly, an understanding of the fluidity
of the processes of life.

The Hunt has an aim of restoring reciprocity between humans and
nature through the cyclic process of relationship between the living
and the dead—the hunter becomes hunted and vice-versa. This is fluid
and ever changing, not a static dualism between a transcendent and a
material world as outlined by Bloch, but rather represents a different
form of knowledge and relationship with nature enabled by magical
consciousness. This is an ecological model for Western cultures that have
historically lost their participation with nature; they have to reconnect
in whatever ways are available.

Inevitably, practices and mythologies are mixed and contradictory
reflecting a deep historical past antipathetic to or romantically attached
to nature. As I have indicated, some Pagans condemn hunting; they
may be opposed to any taking of animal life. Interpretations of the
Wild Hunt vary too; they may be dualistic, as in Garner’s children’s
story that is based on a confrontation between light and the powers of
darkness, and also in Louise and Richard’s hereditary witchcraft tradi-
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tion. In the latter, Herne was associated with the forces of good, and
Richard, who identified with Herne, spoke about engaging in a cosmic
confrontation with the forces of darkness. Richard clearly also wanting
to engage with the process of nature. This would appear to demon-
strate a Christian overlay on the original shamanic theme outlined
by Ginzburg According to Ronald Hutton, a dualistic interpretation
can be traced to Alex Sanders, the founder of Alexandrian witchcraft,
and his view of a universe divided into warring good and evil forces
(1999: 335). Despite these later overlays, the mythology of the Wild
Hunt provides the framework and language for a ‘profound connec-
tion” between animals, souls, the dead and the beyond, a language of
magical consciousness.
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RECLAMATION, APPROPRIATION AND THE ECSTATIC
IMAGINATION IN MODERN PAGAN RITUAL

SAaBINA MAGLIOCCO

Ritualization lies at the heart of modern Paganism, or Neopaganism,
as it 1s sometimes called. This religious movement, which emerged in
Europe in the early 20th century, but has now reached worldwide dif-
fusion, finds inspiration in the pre-Christian religions once practiced
by peoples of Eurasia, North Africa and the Near East, as well as by
indigenous religions from other parts of the globe. Modern Pagans
revive, re-create and experiment with elements from those religions in
order to create meaningful ways of relating to nature and the sacred.
In many, if not most, modern Pagan religions, the goal of much ritual
is to help practitioners come into contact with what I call the ecstatic
imagination, a part of the human mind in which elements from the
cultural register mingle with individual fantasy to create experiences
that carry practitioners outside their immediate, everyday lives. Through
the ecstatic imagination, ritual becomes a vehicle by means of which
modern Pagans relate to nature, the sacred, and the past in meaningful
ways. Ritual is thus a creative form in and of itself—one which, like
any art form, ultimately helps humans transcend the everyday, quotid-
ian nature of human existence.

In this chapter, I will first describe what Pagans mean by ritual and
how it became the central form of religious expression in these reli-
gions. I will then discuss ritual as a form of creative expression used
to bring about religious ecstasy, and examine the processes by which
ritual was and continues to be created by Neopagans. My discussion
will take me into issues of cultural property and appropriation as they
apply to this particular case.

What Is Ritual?

There is no uniformly shared definition of ritual among contemporary
Pagans. T will therefore adopt the definition of anthropologist Victor
Turner, whose work in the 1960s had a pivotal, if indirect, influence on
the development of Pagan ritual in the United States. Turner defined
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ritual as “prescribed formal behavior for occasions not given over to
technological routine, having reference to beliefs in mystical beings or
powers” (1967: 19). The notion of belief as applied to Neo-Paganism
needs to be problematized, because this group of religions is united
by similar praxis rather than by shared beliefs; it is completely possible
for modern Pagans to participate in a ritual without believing in the
existence of spiritual beings. Nevertheless, this definition is broad and
flexible enough to cover the types of practices that members of this
religious movement define as “ritual.”

Rituals generally fall into three categories, and all are present and
observable in modern Paganisms. These include life-cycle rites, which
mark the transformation in the life cycle of an individual (for example,
weddings, memorial services and initiations); year cycle rites, which mark
significant changes in the seasonal year cycle; and rites of crisis, in which
the community comes together to address a problem or disruption,
such as an illness. The most diffuse model of the modern Pagan year
cycle celebrates the solstices, equinoxes, and the days that fall roughly
between each solstice and equinox: February 1 (often called Imbolc,
Oimelc or Brigid), May 1 (Beltane), August 1 (Lammas or Lughnasadh),
and November 1 (Samhain). In addition, Witches observe the full moons
(some covens add new moons). Non-Wiccan reconstructionist traditions
may follow very different calendars, however, which reflect those of
the religious cultures they are reviving. For example, members of the
Isis Ancient Cultures and Religions Society in Los Angeles, California,
celebrate the goddess Isis with a re-enactment of the Isidis Navigium,
the boat-launching in honor of Isis, in early March, reflecting the time
of the Nile flooding observed in ancient times by her worshippers.

No discussion of modern Pagan ritual is complete without a refer-
ence to magic. Magic is the organizational principle underlying the
cosmos which is shared by most adherents of contemporary Paganism.'
Many adherents see the universe as interconnected, held together by a
series of principles and rhythms that regulate time and space, growth
and decline, and that allow otherwise disparate objects to influence
one another. A key concept underlying this web is “energy.” Modern

! Not all modern Pagans share a concept of magic, and some Neopagan rituals are
not strictly magical in nature. Generally, traditions that derive from Wicca are much
more magically oriented than more reconstructionist traditions. In the latter, the purpose
of ritual can be simply to experience what was done by historical cultures, and thus to
connect experientially with ancestors; or rituals can be simply devotional.
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Pagans tend to see all living things, and some inanimate objects (for
example, rocks, rivers, springs and natural features of the landscape) as
possessing a life force. This energy can be channeled, raised, grounded
and directed by human beings. Thus one central purpose of rituals is
to raise energy and direct it towards a particular goal. In the case of
year cycle rites, the energy is usually said to help “turn the wheel of the
year,” in other words, to further the natural cycle; but in rites of crisis,
the energy is usually directed at righting the imbalance perceived as
the cause of the crisis.

Religious Ecstasy and the Ecstatic Imagination

For many Pagans, magic is also the ability to change consciousness at
will. Thus, the goal of ritual is to alter consciousness so participants
can come into contact with other ways of perceiving the universe and
their place in it. I call this state “religious ecstasy,” and the stream of
imagery it stimulates the “ecstatic imagination.” Deriving from the
Greek “extasis,” the experience of being outside oneself, ecstatic experi-
ences correspond to a range of states that can be classified as altered or
alternate states of consciousness. These states feel qualitatively different
from ordinary waking consciousness, and are measurably different in
that they produce quantifiable changes in heart rate, blood pressure and
brain wave activity. They also produce a drop in stressor hormones, like
adrenaline, noradrenaline and norepinephrine, and an increase in the
body’s production of endorphins, the pleasure chemicals. I didn’t hook
any Neo-Pagans up to equipment that measured these factors in my
studies, so what is important here is that people I interviewed felt their
consciousness shift perceptibly during these experiences. I am assuming
that many of those who reported these shifts actually underwent some
kind of physiological change as well.

Ecstatic states range from a light trance in which the experiencer is
quite conscious—most of us have experienced this while daydreaming
or driving on the freeway—to full-fledged states of dissociation, in which
people may feel they are no longer inhabiting their bodies or in control
of their actions. Some elements they have in common include:

* Experiencers feel less aware of their surroundings;
* The experience seems to have its own trajectory; experiencers do
not feel they are controlling the experience;
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* These experiences feel intensely real, almost hyper-real;

* Time distortion, such that a short period of time may seem length-
ened, or vice versa, is common to them;

* Subjects are fully engrossed in the experience, and are usually not
able to step outside of it and question it while it is happening;

* Subjects may experience improved performance at certain tasks, such
as oratory;

* Depersonalization and role-play: subjects may take on the role of a
different person or entity;

* Personification: other people and objects are interpreted as part of the
experience, and may take on symbolic roles in the drama of the vision.?

Ecstatic states can be brought on by a number of different factors.
Some common triggers include illness and drug use, but they can also
be induced through sensory overload, sensory deprivation, and repeti-
tive rhythmic behavior, such as dance. Ecstatic behavior is learned: in
cultures that institutionalize ecstasy, people learn techniques to bring it
on, as well as the forms of ecstatic behavior that are appropriate to that
culture. Ecstatic states are extremely common cross-culturally; anthro-
pologist Erika Bourguignon estimated that 92% of world cultures had
some form of institutionalized altered state of consciousness, generally
as part of religious behavior. This suggests that they are an important
part of the human experience (Bourguignon, 1976).

Visions and hallucinations (auditory, olfactory, sensual) usually char-
acterize ecstatic states. Anthropologist Michele Stephen, working with
ritual specialists in New Guinea, hypothesized the existence of the
“autonomous imagination,” a part of our imagination that appears to
operate independently of our conscious control. It produces a constant
stream of mental imagery that helps process experience. This stream of
imagery can enter consciousness through dreams, trance experiences,
hypnosis, and alternate states of consciousness. More freely creative than
ordinary waking thought, it mixes material from the cultural register
with elements from the ordinary world and our own memories, in a
way that produces vivid hallucinatory images that feel extremely real.
Stephen theorizes that this faculty is particularly strong in individuals
with a religious or spiritual role in society, such as shamans or priest-

2 This list of characteristics is an adaptation and combination of those listed by
Evans (1979: 33-48) and Sturm (2000).
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esses/priests (Stephen, 1989). It is part of what allows these individuals
to re-create ritual experiences that transmit their cultural values and
traditions in a way that powerfully affects participants on an emotional
level. Such specialists often develop a certain amount of volitional access
to their autonomous imagination which they can draw upon in order
to create new religious rituals and traditions. This description also fits
modern Pagan ritualists, who are constantly engaged in the creation
of new religious rituals and traditions.

The Reclamation of Ritual and Ecstasy

In order to understand Neopagans’ preoccupation with ritual and the
ecstatic imagination, it is necessary to understand the emergence of
this movement as part of the process of modernity which characterized
the late 18th and 19th centuries in the West. As Europeans came into
contact with non-Westerners and began to colonize them, intellectual
structures emerged to justify colonialism by distancing Europeans from
the indigenous peoples they were colonizing. The best-known of these
is Edward B. Tylor’s idea of unilinear cultural evolution (Tylor, 1849),
which hypothesized that human cultures began in a stage of savagery,
which was characterized by animistic religion heavily dependent on
ritualization, and developed sequentially through a stage of barbarism,
characterized by polytheism and more structured ritualization, to the
final apex of civilization, epitomized by a monotheism smacking of
high-church Protestantism and rather removed from ritual as a central
form of religious expression. Tylor’s idea did not emerge in a vacuum,
however; it synthesized elements that had been part of the dominant
European paradigm, at least among the elites, since the Protestant
Reformation, and which found their fullest expression in the ideas of
the Enlightenment.

As part of its effort to purify Christianity of pagan elements, the
Reformation banned many of the ecstatic practices associated with
saints’ cults and the Catholic year cycle. Because Protestants sought
an unmediated relationship between the individual and God, com-
munication with ancestors, fairies, angels or any spirit occupying an
intermediate position became suspect. Some of these relationships
with spirits had already been stigmatized by the Catholic Church
before the emergence of Protestantism, during the early period of
the witch persecutions, when traditions about fairies became conflated
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with an emerging mythology that equated these beings with demons.
Protestantism intensified this identification, further stigmatizing many
popular ways of relating to the ecstatic imaginary.

The Enlightenment created a discourse of rationality by devaluing
traditional ways of knowing, including beliefs and practices associated
with the ecstatic imagination. With its exaltation of human reason, it
denounced manifestations that defied rationality as primitive, ignorant,
superstitious or insane. In Madness and Ciilization, Michel Foucault traces
the idea that madness or insanity was antithetical to reason. While early
modern concepts of madness included transcendence—the possibility
that the insane were experiencing some kind of state of mind that put
them closer to God and the spirit world—for Enlightenment philoso-
phers, madness became not only the enemy of reason, but a manifesta-
tion antagonistic to new ideas about production. People preoccupied
with transcendence and the ecstatic imagination were not amenable
to the discipline and regulation inherent in an emergent industrial
economy. In order to create “docile bodies,” the state had an interest
in suppressing ecstatic experience that could be personally empowering,
disruptive of social norms, and critical of emerging paradigms. Ecstasy
represented a blot on the bourgeois order, and it had to be suppressed.
One way to do this was to pathologize it: to reinterpret the ecstatic
imagination and its manifestations as symptoms of mental illness.

My argument is that contemporary Paganism reclaims ecstatic expe-
riences, techniques and symbols that were once part of folk tradition,
and inserts them into a new framework: that of ritual. Reclamation
is a process by which groups reclaim, re-appropriate and rework ele-
ments of their culture previously devalued by a dominant culture. This
can be a colonial culture, as in the case of postcolonial societies, or,
as in the case I am describing here, a dominant culture of rationalism
that excludes certain “alternate ways of knowing” from its register of
accepted and approved cultural forms. Like other types of folk revival,
it usually indicates a break with tradition, and a yearning to heal
that rift. It differs from other forms of folk revival in that it assumes
a relationship of power imbalance between a dominant culture and
a marginalized, silenced, or subdominant folk group. Reclamation
focuses on exactly those elements that the dominant culture considers
hallmarks of the subdominant group’s inferiority. By reclaiming them,
groups give these elements a new and illustrious context that serves as
a source of pride and identity.
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Note that I do not claim that Neo-Pagans are carrying on an unbro-
ken tradition of ecstasy, or that the images they draw from folklore
come to them from an unmediated, continuous tradition (although the
latter may be true in a few cases). Rather, Neo-Paganism grows out
of a yearning for cultural elements which have been lost or repressed,
and an attempt to re-create them, or an approximation of them, in a
contemporary context.

We are used to thinking about ecstatic states as part of exotic religions,
like the kind studied by anthropologists like Stephen and Herdt in New
Guinea. But the West has its own traditions of religious ecstasy that
were once a part of accepted religious behavior. One such type involves
prophecy or soothsaying in ritual settings by specialized individuals.
In ancient Greece, seers such as the Pythia, priestess of the Delphic
Oracle, made her predictions in a trance. In Norse culture, the seidr
functioned in much the same way: as an institution allowing priestesses
to enter a trance from which they made prophetic statements. Both
these traditions presumably involved the ecstatic imagination, in that
they involved visions, intuition and presentiments which emerged from
the autonomous imaginations of the practitioners. We also know that
some ancient rituals, such as the Greek mystery religions and certain
yearly festivals, involved ecstatic states that were associated with spirit
possession and healing; but we know nothing about the experiences of
individuals undergoing these, so we cannot definitively connect them
to the ecstatic imagination.

It would be mistaken to argue that Christianity attacked or destroyed
the popular use of the ecstatic imagination, because there is just too
much evidence to the contrary. Textual evidence, such as that of Acts
2 and IT Corinthians, shows the importance of ecstatic states for early
Christians. This 1s in keeping with the pattern noted by Max Weber
(1922) and Anthony Wallace (1970) in the development of religions:
ecstatic states and mystical experiences are characteristic of the emer-
gence of new religious movements, or of the early stages of revitaliza-
tions. Over time, as religions grow and become institutionalized, the
incidence of mystical experiences decreases, or becomes the purview
of a select class of specially trained clergy. This is what happened to
Christianity, although the human urge to touch the sacred, to directly
contact the mythic realm, became incorporated into vernacular
Catholicism through a variety of media, including the cults of the
saints and the Virgin Mary, their yearly feasts, and traditions of folk
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healing involving fasting, dance and trance. Catholicism preserved
techniques of the ecstatic imagination in a way that was purged from
Protestantism during the Reformation. But much of the imagery of
modern Paganism comes from secular folk traditions.

Some of the most compelling reports of the role of the ecstatic
imaginary come from medieval and early modern Europe. Carlo
Ginzburg (1989) and Gustav Hennigsen (1992), researching Italian
witchcraft trials, both described reports of women healers who seemed
to be engaging in some form of ecstatic practice, reporting spiritual
journeys to banquets presided over by a powerful supernatural figure,
variously called Signora Oriente, Dame Abonde, Herodias, Diana, or
Herodiana. She would help healers diagnose and cure illness, find lost
items, and predict the future. Emma Wilby (2005) has detailed how 16th
and 17th century British women accused of witchcraft often reported
communicating with familiar spirits, described as ghosts, ancestors or
fairies, who advised them in much the same way. These relationships
were often of an intensely personal nature, involving imaginary experi-
ences ranging from intimate conversations to sex. Historian Wolfgang
Behringer (1998) tells the story of 16th century horse-herd Chonrad
Stoecklin, who reported visions during which he experienced extensive
conversations with angels, demons and spirits of the dead. He was
eventually executed for witchcraft; but his story illustrates another
instance of the ecstatic imagination at work in early modern Europe.
My recent work with vernacular healers in contemporary Italy suggests
that they work in much the same way, receiving spiritual guidance and
personal comfort from saints or ancestors. It appears that conversations
with spirits, be they personal ancestors, ghosts, fairies, saints or deities,
are much more frequent than previously believed.

In my research with Pagans, I found that people who are drawn to
these religions often share a cluster of characteristics that gives them
an openness to the ecstatic imaginary. Some were what Sarah Pike calls
“magical children” who interacted from an early age with imaginary
worlds that included spirits, fairies, and other beings drawn from folk
tradition (Pike, 2001: 157). Others were “bookish children” who sought
those same imaginary experiences in the pages of books. Reclaiming
priestess Macha NightMare wrote “When I was a little girl, my mother
read stories of the Greek and Roman goddesses and gods to me. I
spent many hours listening, entranced, dreaming of the possibilities.
My mother also read stories of the brothers Grimm to me...as well
as other fairy tales....My interest in these genres continues. They stir



RECLAMATION, APPROPRIATION AND THE ECSTATIC IMAGINATION 231

my imagination and remind me there are other ways of seeing the
world, other ways of knowing” (NightMare 2001: 48—49). Both types of
individuals were often misunderstood and ostracized by other children;
magical children were sometimes labeled as mentally ill, or even as evil
and dangerous by intensely religious parents.

Another, smaller group of Neo-Pagans came to these religions
because of spontaneous experiences with ecstasy or trance. Paganism
provides a framework in which these individuals can make sense of
their experiences, learn to control them, and explain them in a positive
context. Psychiatric explanations have stigmatized trance and ecstasy as
“dissociative states,” theorizing that they distance individuals from their
experiences and create alternate realities for pathological reasons. The
spontaneous occurrence of ecstasy can be a disquieting and disturbing
experience for most mainstream Americans, who are likely to interpret
it as a form of insanity. Laurel had her first experience of this kind
while singing in a choir at her Methodist church. She felt transported
out of her body and transformed into light as she was performing,
Stunned and baffled by the experience, she turned to her pastor for
help. Unfortunately, he was unable to help her make sense of it, and
simply told her to forget about the experience. Disappointed, Laurel
began to investigate other religious traditions, eventually finding her
way to Wicca. In that context, she finally found a way to explain her
experience, and eventually became one of the most gifted and respected
channelers of deity in the community.” For Neo-Pagans, trance and
ecstasy are ordinary, an expected part of religious experience and
something that everyone can achieve. Far from being pathologized or
stigmatized, people with a facility for ecstasy and trance are often highly
regarded in the movement.

Many of the images in Pagans’ ecstatic visions come from folklore
and mythology: goddesses and gods, fairies, nature and animal spirits,
ancestors. These elements are part of our shared cultural register; but
they also emerge because they were preserved by the folklore collections
of the 19th and early 20th centuries, with their Romantic re-evalua-
tion of what appeared to be disappearing rural lifeways rooted in an
ancient past. This portrayal is appealing to many Neo-Pagans, who seek
inspiration for their rituals and imaginary experiences in this literature
and in forms of fiction derived from it—like much of modern fantasy.

* For a fuller account, see Magliocco, 2004: 153-155 and 175.
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Folklore collections preserve the kinds of materials that Pagans are re-
valuing and reclaiming. Folklore, especially folk narrative, provides a
rich font for the imaginary.

Tolktales are par excellence the most fictional of the narrative genres.
The magic tales especially feature a landscape of transformations in
which heroes and heroines triumph through the use of magic objects,
flight, and other forms of enchantment. Material from European folk-
tales 1s often understood by Pagans as a reflection of earlier ways of
knowing, as well as through popular Jungian interpretations (e.g. the
work of authors Joseph Campbell, Robert Bly, and Clarissa Pinkola
Estes) as a metaphor for individual development, and as such, often
forms a basis for rituals. Well-known Pagan author Starhawk (Miriam
Simos) and Hilary Valentine co-wrote Twelve Wild Swans, a book
based on the folktale of the girl in search of her brothers (AT 451),
in which they actively suggest using this story as a basis for a series of
ritual transformations (Starhawk and Valentine, 2000). Myths, sacred
narratives about the actions of gods and culture heroes, are another
popular font of source material for Pagan rituals. The sacred story
of Demeter’s search for her daughter Persephone is the key narrative
in the re-enactment of the Eleusinian Mysteries put on yearly by the
New Reformed Orthodox Order of the Golden Dawn (NROOGD),
a Pagan group in the San Francisco Bay Area. Legends, narratives set
in the real world that explore the reality of saints, witches, fairies, the
return of the dead, and acts of maleficent magic, also serve as bases
for rituals or aspects thereof. Ballads, or stanzaic narrative folksongs,
provide additional sources for legendary material.

Neo-Pagans reclaim folk narrative materials by inserting them in the
framework of ritual, with the goal of bringing about powerful ecstatic
experiences, causing experiencers to enter the world of the imaginary.
The world of ritual is in many ways similar to that of the traditional
folktales and ballads: an enchanted world in which animals speak,
objects have magic powers, humans fly and perform other amazing
feats, and deities interact with humans. Neo-Pagans are no strangers
to this world; many of them report childhood fascinations with myths,
legends and folktales, and an attraction to contemporary literary forms
such as fantasy and science fiction which make use of the same motifs
and devices. Skilled ritualists make use of this world in creating com-
munal events such as rituals, festivals, camps and shared trance journeys
or guided visualizations. For example, Reclaiming’s Witch Camps are
usually organized around a single folktale or myth; each night’s ritual
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takes participants into it via storytelling and dramatic performance. I
have attended rituals constructed around the ballad “Tam Lin,” the
description of the otherworld in Irish myth, and legend motifs drawn
from confessions in Scottish witch trials, to name only a few. The 2007
Sambhain ritual of an eclectic California coven featured an elaborate
otherworld journey through that led participants to the Land of the
Ancestors to commune with their beloved dead, then to the Land of
Faery for a visit with the Faery Queen, who offered them a gift, and
finally to the cave of the Wyrd Sisters, where three hooded figures
interpreted the significance of the gift by looking into the Well of Wyrd.
This rite combined mythological elements (the visit with ancestors in the
otherworld; the three fates or Norns from, respectively, Graeco-Roman
and Norse mythology) with the stuff’ of ballad and legend (the Queen
of Elphinhame) in a structure based on the folktale, in which each
individual protagonist played the role of heroine or hero, receiving a
magical gift and returning to the everyday world transformed.

Pagan musician and performer Holly Tannen described how the
world of ballads, which she discovered through fieldwork in Great
Britain, drew her into trance, and inspired her to focus on her life’s work:
“The rolling drone of the guitar, and the imagery of the song—the
white hind, the singing dove—transported me; I was in deep trance.
I experienced the reality of another world—the world of ballads,
where characters shape-shift, ... animals talk, otherworld beings interact
with people.... I determined to learn how to sing this way, and it has
remained the focus of my life.”

As Holly suggests, folklore performance holds important techniques
that can move audience members into alternate states of consciousness.
This extraordinary capacity has also been noted by folklorist Brian
Sturm, whose research demonstrates how people who are listening to
storytelling at festivals and similar events “enter a qualitatively different
state of consciousness” (Sturm 2000: 289) characterized by many of
the same parameters we noted above as distinctive of ecstatic states. In
these states, audience members can deeply identify with the characters
in the story, to the point of experiencing physical reactions to plot,
characters and emotions described. Neurologists Andrew Newberg
and Eugene D’Aquili, who have studied the effects of ritual on human
consciousness, confirm Sturm’s findings, asserting that the use of nar-
rative in a ritual setting “allows the worshipper to enter a mythic story
metaphorically, confront the profound mysteries the myth embraces,
and then experience the resolution of those mysteries in a powerful,
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possibly life-changing way” (Newberg and D’Aquili, 2001: 95). In other
words, traditional narrative is as powerful a tool as rhythmic behavior,
overstimulation and understimulation in bringing about a change of
consciousness.

This kind of oral storytelling was once an integral part of everyday
life, on both a religious and a secular level. With the diffusion of the
print medium and the spread of literacy, its importance decreased. In
the 20th century, the development of films and television as storytelling
media further eroded the importance of oral storytelling in popular
culture—or perhaps it might be more accurate to say that they added
visuals to a previously auditory mode of transmission, and removed it
from the control of the individual to that of large production houses
and corporations. In their rituals, festivals, camps and trance journeys,
contemporary Pagans are reclaiming these tools, as well as the images
they bring with them.

Ritual as Performance Art

One way to understand rituals is as artistic productions whose goal 1s
to bring on states of religious ecstasy. All the elements of ritual-—the
structural framework, props, music, dance, costumes and other com-
ponents—work together to help move participants out of the ordinary
world and into a space “between the worlds” where they can experience
ecstatic states. The actual experiences people have while in these states
are very individual. They range from a feeling of unity with the sacred
and harmony with the universe—what neurologists Andrew Newberg
and Eugene D’Aquili call “unitary experiences,” common to mystics
in many world religions—to personal communication with goddesses
and gods, ancestors and other spirits, to feelings of being inhabited or
possessed by divine beings.

Ecstatic experiences are very powerful because they mix material from
the individual’s memories and personal life with cultural material—in
this case, material from Neo-Pagan religious culture, much of which
is self-consciously drawn from folklore. For example, at Reclaiming
Witch Camp, a woman named Erin experienced a vision of a fairy or
nature spirit who looked like a giant fungus. His message to her was
to clean up the environment that humans had polluted. At the same
ritual, another woman, Melusina, experienced a vision of an owl who
confirmed to her that she was on the right spiritual path. Melusina is
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part Native American, and the owl had a particular significance in her
own folk traditions. A third ritual participant named Jim saw a vision
of his ancestor, who explained the origin of his last name, McBride, as
meaning “son of the goddess Brigid.” Many of my consultants experi-
enced personal visions of goddesses and gods; for Gus, his first vision
of the goddess was “feminine, powerful, beautiful and loving...beyond
anything I had ever experienced in my life.” These visions and experi-
ences are profoundly life-changing for many Pagans. Don, who had
lost part of his memory as a result of a head injury, regained it after
experiencing an alternate state of consciousness; Melissa went to the
aid of a total stranger on the street after a unitary experience left her
feeling that she was connected to everything and everyone else in the
universe. For many, these can be conversion experiences that bring
them into these religions.*

Ritual and Appropriation

It should be quite clear at this point that Neo-Pagans draw from a
variety of sources for ritual materials. I have emphasized that much
of it comes from European folklore, which Pagans privilege because
they consider it to preserve in encoded form some of the pre-Christian
culture of their ancestors. But they also mine other kinds of sources,
including literature, popular culture, and the traditions of non-Western
people. It is the use of the latter which often gets them criticized for
cultural borrowing or appropriation. The question of appropriation
leads straight into a thicket of issues characterizing late modernity:
identity, cultural commodification, transnationalism and transcultura-
tion. As I have argued in this essay, Neo-Pagans are bricoleurs who
combine material from a variety of sources to create rituals that bring
on strong emotional responses. It is an aesthetic impulse, rather than
a commercial one, which inspires them to borrow motifs from other
cultural sources. In addition, Neo-Pagans idealize and romanticize
the spirituality of indigenous peoples, whether those of European
antiquity, or those of more contemporary groups. In some cases, that
idealization has led to the adoption of motifs, deities and techniques
from non-Western cultural contexts. These range from generalized

* For additional details, see Magliocco, 2004: 152-181.
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concepts such as “power animal” or “spirit helper,” to the incorpora-
tion of spirits such as Afro-Caribbean [wa and orishas in ritual, to the
imitation of sacred Native rituals such as the sweat lodge and Sun
Dance. This objectification of Native cultures as signifiers of spiritual
authenticity, and the wholesale, decontextualized use of cultural mate-
rials, has garnered critiques from Native American spokespersons (Eller,
1995: 67-81; Pike, 2001: 123-54). As religious studies scholar Sarah
Pike argues, “For many American Indians, financial competition and
the false assumption of cultural authority by outsiders makes cultural
appropriation intolerable” (Pike, 2001: 136).

Within the American Neo-Pagan movement, a range of attitudes
towards cultural borrowing exists. At one pole of the spectrum are
nativist and traditionalist practitioners, who generally avoid borrow-
ing from outside their own traditions. Among the former are a few
sects of Norse Heathenry whose membership is based on a shared
Northern European ancestry, and whose liturgies are adapted from
the Norse Eddas and Icelandic Sagas. Not unlike some of their Native
American critics, these practitioners believe that genetic heritage creates
a birthright to the use of cultural materials, and would disdain con-
taminating the purity of their own cultural traditions by borrowing
from other ethnic groups. Traditionalists, such as Gardnerian and
Alexandrian Wiccans, possess liturgical texts known as Books of Shadows
from which they draw the basic parameters of their rituals. While these
books themselves contain material borrowed from literature (notably
Alexander Carmichael’s Carmine Gadelica and Rudyard Kipling’s “Puck
of Pook’s Hill”), many traditionalists feel they have all they need within
these texts to create satisfying rites. When they do go outside of textual
materials, they tend to draw on British or Celtic folklore, in which they
believe their traditions of magic are rooted.

At the other end of the spectrum are eclectic traditions, which tend
to see themselves as part of a human family sharing common elements
cross-culturally, and united by similar beliefs and practices. These
similarities between different cultures are interpreted as evidence of a
greater spiritual truth underlying all religious traditions. Eclectic Pagans
perceive cross-cultural borrowing as an act of admiration, and are much
more likely than nativist or traditionalist groups to indulge in it.

There are also striking regional differences towards cultural borrow-
ing within North American Pagan communities. While Pike found that
numerous East Coast and Midwest groups engaged in the imitation of
Native American traditions (Pike, 2001), my own fieldwork in California
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revealed a greater sensitivity towards issues of cultural appropriation,
at least in regards to Native American traditions. Reclaiming priestess
Starhawk has published a strong critique of cultural borrowing, citing
the necessity of respecting different worldviews and not engaging in
racist, colonialist practice towards minorities whom Pagans consider
allies in a struggle against a monotheistic dominant culture (Starhawk,
1990: 19).

On the other hand, the prominence in California of Latinos, and
their participation in a number of Neo-Pagan organizations, has led to
the borrowing of traditions across cultural boundaries. The Samhain
ancestor altars of California Pagans are clearly influenced by those of
the Mexican Dia de los Muertos, which occurs at the same time of year.
Both types of altars can incorporate sugar skulls, papel picado (tissue
paper cutouts), skeletons at work and play, marigolds, photographs of
the deceased and offerings of food and candles. In some cases, individual
Pagans may develop relationships with magical practitioners from other
religions, and exchange items of material culture, as well as magical or
ritual practices. One Bay Area Witch developed such a relationship with
the owner of an Afro-Cuban botanica, or spiritual shop. Here, cultural
borrowing is taking place in a more organic context of intercultural
exchange between two expert practitioners.

Occasionally, individual Pagans may decide to formally study and
seek initiation into a spiritual tradition from another cultural group. I
encountered two such individuals during my fieldwork: one who became
a priest in the Yoruba religion, and another who sought training from a
priest of Umbanda. While the former kept his Yoruba practice separate
from his Wiccan training, in the second case, my consultant reported
that Umbanda spirits began to manifest in his Wiccan work. In both
cases, these individuals were highly dedicated and deeply interested in
spiritual and religious practice in general. They sought training and
initiation for their own spiritual development, rather than as a vehicle
to obtain ritual elements for use in Neo-Pagan practice.

One of the most intriguing cases of transculturation is the case of a
group of Bay Area Norse Pagans who regularly began to attend rituals
at a local Umbanda fereiro in order to familiarize themselves with tech-
niques of spirit possession. The leader of this group, an experienced
priestess, reasoned that pre-Christian Northern European religions had
once had ecstatic and possessory elements which had been lost over the
ages as a result of Christinaization. By learning Umbanda, an Afro-
Brazilian religion that incorporates techniques of spirit possession, the
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Norse practitioners could begin to re-acquaint themselves with some
of the techniques their own religion had lost. The result was not, of
course, the rediscovery of Norse ecstatic trance, but the introduction,
in the context of the United States, of Afro-Brazilian methods, terms,
and technologies of possession into the reconstruction of a European-
based Neo-Pagan tradition.

In conclusion, while there exists within American Neo-Paganism a
thread of critique against inter-cultural borrowing, the movement as a
whole exhibits a range of attitudes towards it, from wholesale uncritical
acceptance to disdain and rejection. These attitudes are influenced by
regional differences, direct contact with practitioners from indigenous
cultures, and the proclivities of Pagan traditions and the individuals
who practice them. The rhetoric of cultural appropriation is rooted in
a model of culture as commodity which has developed in the West as
culture has increasingly become commodified; it is logical for indigenous
peoples, whose cultures have suffered devastation at the hands of the
majority, to invoke this paradigm in order to defend the integrity of
their cultural and spiritual practices, and to protect them from those
who would use them for their own profit. But magical and spiritual and
practices have historically crossed cultural borders as easily as music
and foodways; they are among the most plastic and easily transferable
forms of folklore. In regions where modern Pagans have direct contact
with members of non-European cultures, a certain amount of trans-
culturation is inevitably taking place.

The Significance of Reclamation

At this point, it is time to address the significance of this reclamation.
Why should we care that Pagans are doing this? Why and how is it
important? I argue that there are at least three ways it is important.
The first is simply what it suggests about the importance of the role
of ecstatic experience to the human spirit. The ecstatic imagination
is such a fundamental part of the human experience that no amount
of stigmatization can keep it out of cultures for long. If a culture has
excluded it, people have to reinvent it, or rediscover ways to use it to
enrich their own lives. It is no accident that two of the most rapidly
growing religious movements in North America today both make use
of ecstasy: these are Neo-Paganism and charismatic Christianity.
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More significantly, folklore—in the form of narrative techniques and
motifs—provides a door into the ecstatic imagination for many people.
We need much further research into the way storytelling affects listeners,
into how listeners imagine themselves in relation to narratives, and how
images from narratives enter into and affect the imagination of listeners.
Likewise, we need to understand how performers structure narrative
and modify delivery to draw listeners into the ecstatic imaginary.

Third, the process of reclamation concerns us because it directly
involves the work of folklorists and the history of our discipline. The
study of folklore and its reclamation are part of the same strain of
thought that arose from the Enlightenment and the romantic reaction
against it. Early folklorists were part of the crucible that gave birth
to Romanticism, and, later in the 19th century, to the precursors of
modern Paganism. Our research often provides the basis for Pagans’
(and other groups’) reclamation of tradition.
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ALCHEMICAL RHYTHMS: FIRE CIRCLE CULTURE AND
THE PAGAN FESTIVAL

J. LawroN WINSLADE

I was once told that one does not really experience the true meaning
of Paganism until one attends a festival. Performing ritual outdoors,
living on the land, even if temporarily, sharing the experience with
large numbers of like minds and bodies, having the freedom to be
who you want to be without the usual societal constrictions—these are
the foundations of Pagan practice. I still find this statement fascinating
today, even after ten years of attending various festivals and gather-
ings. It is rife with assumptions about how Paganism is restricted and
proscribed within contemporary urban life—that practitioners can
only truly be “free” or “be themselves” away from these restrictions.
For many practitioners of contemporary Paganism, this is certainly the
case, even as that fact reifies a certain kind of fantasizing about coun-
ter-culture utopia or indulging in romanticization of the pastoral and
rural so common in early Victorian formulations of nature religions.
Yet, one cannot deny the awesome experience of entering festival
space for the first time. The colors, the sounds, the bodies, the feeling
that many participants describe as being “welcomed home.” There is
something to this confusing mixture that certainly does embody aspects
of Paganism itself. Mostly festivals create an elaborate, synaesthetic
composition of images, voices, and emotions that bring to life all the
convergences, conflicts and diversities of practiced Paganisms, their
communities and individuals. Nowhere is this more apparent than in
the pervasive festival bonfires that often rage from dusk until dawn
while participants dance and drum in a swirl of writhing bodies and
intense, sometimes chaotic, rhythms.

A relative latecomer to the festival scene, I have been involved with
various aspects of Paganism and ceremonial magick as both a scholar
and a practitioner since the early 1990, though it was not until 1998,
after my PhD coursework in Performance Studies was completed, that
I began to attend festivals, not as a scholar but as a member of a par-
ticular magickal community in Chicago. However, like so many other
ethnographers, I soon realized that festivals are great environments for
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research on people, practices, and issues within the various communities.
In that first year, I joked that I was the only one I knew who used grant
money to buy a tent and go camping. I have only attended festivals at
a relatively small variety of sites since then, but my visits to those sites
have been frequent and annual. They include both Starwood and Sirius
Rising at Brushwood Folklore Center in eastern New York state, EIf
Fest, Wild Magick and various smaller gatherings at Lothlorien Nature
Sanctuary in southern Indiana, Pagan Spirit Gathering at Wisteria
Nature Preserve in southern Ohio, and more recently, various small
festivals at a young site, also in southern Indiana, called Our Haven.
I have sometimes offered my own workshops at these sites, especially
at Starwood, where I have led discussions about magick and popular
culture, and about issues surrounding performance, ethnography and
scholarship in Pagan Studies. In addition to my own experiences at
these sites, I have begun interviewing a wide variety of participants,
including landowners, ritualists, drummers, fire tenders, and dancers,
as part of an ongoing project which will more than likely expand the
range of festivals I will attend in the future.

Though various scholars have done extensive work on the festival as a
major element of Pagan culture, I hope to enrich the conversation with
some aspects of festival that have remained relatively unexplored and
with my own insights and experiences. The groundwork for scholarly
examinations of Pagan festival was certainly laid by Sarah Pike in her
ethnography, Earthly Bodies and Magical Selves: Contemporary Pagans and the
Search For Community (2001). Other scholars who have studied the his-
tory of Paganism and particular Pagan communities, like Helen Berger
(1999) and Chas Clifton (2006), have emphasized the role that festivals
have played in expanding and defining the national Pagan community.'
In the recent third edition of her classic Drawing Down the Moon: Witches,
Druds, Goddess-Worshippers and other Pagans in America (2006/1979), Margot
Adler devotes an entire section to festivals, unequivocally proclaiming

! Sarah Pike’s earlier article, “Forging Magical Selves: Gendered Bodies and Ritual
Fires at Neo-Pagan Festivals,” in Magical Religion and Modern Witcheraft (1996), is also an
essential addition to her book length work. She has also followed up on some of that
work in an article in Researching Paganisms (2004) and in her own New Age and Neopagan
Religions in America (2004). Helen Berger’s A Community of Witches (1999) has covered
elements of Rites of Spring, one of the longest running Pagan festivals in America,
sponsored by Earth Spirit Community in Massachusetts. Chas Clifton has also recently
explored some aspects of festival and its role in shaping contemporary Paganism in

Her Hidden Children (2006).
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that “festivals completely changed the face of the Pagan movement”
and acknowledging the untrammeled growth of American festivals, from
roughly fifty annual regional or national gatherings in 1985, when she
was preparing the second edition of her book, to around three hun-
dred and fifty within ten years (Adler 2006: 430). Adler claims that this
number has more or less stabilized in recent years, even though new
festivals and festival sites are being created every year. Yet despite Sarah
Pike’s extensive work on the meanings of Pagan festival, relatively little
scholarly work has been done on the particulars of festival experience,
even though festivals remain a prominent source of information for
scholars studying Paganism, thanks to a setting conducive to handing
out questionnaires and interviewing. However, Pike, Clifton and Adler
have established crucial ways for thinking about the function of festival
gatherings, their significance to Paganism as a whole, and the underly-
ing issues of both conflict and consensus within festival community. In
this article I will attempt to summarize some of these insights before I
focus on some specific elements of the festival experience, mainly the
ritualized performances of drumming and fire culture. Pagan festivals
are vast canvases of often competing discourses and sensorial juxtapo-
sition; hence this piece cannot hope to do justice to the entire festival
picture. I have chosen these aspects of the festival experience not only
because these were the areas in which I was most personally immersed,
but also because, as a performance studies scholar, these improvisational
elements of the festival experience strike me as the most caught up in
issues of cultural performance. Therefore, it is important to first establish
the relationship between Pagan Studies and performance.

The issues of performance are to be found almost everywhere in the
study of Paganism. Theatre scholar Marvin Carlson summarizes the
main concerns of Performance Studies as an acknowledgement of
the constructed nature of most human activity, an emphasis on liminal-
ity, and a foregrounding of the body as a site of knowledge (Carlson
1996: 191). Despite historical struggles for authenticity and legitimacy,
most Pagans currently admit to the constructed nature of their activi-
ties, rightly claiming that creativity as a strength, whether it be the
creation of more vital religious and spiritual practices, choosing and
forming new families and communities that are more fulfilling than
those from their original environment, or redefining the self, through
the use of renaming, costuming, initiation and personal training,
Nowhere are these processes more on display than at a festival setting,
Furthermore, Pagans are also constantly caught up in the discourse of
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liminality, either by emphasizing their marginality or using the language
of initiation whether they are involved in actual initiations or not.
Liminality as a concept is fundamental to the study of festival experi-
ence. Recent studies of the Burning Man festival have acknowledged
participants’ pervasive use of the separation/liminality/aggregation
scheme introduced by Arnold Van Gennep and fine-tuned by Victor
Turner (Gilmore 2005: 44). The same is true for Pagan festival par-
ticipants. Not only do festival participants and magickal practitioners
often apply the notion of liminality to festival and magickal ritual, but
they tend to use initiatory language to describe the challenges of their
personal lives, referring to both traumatic and celebratory events, such
as marriage, childbirth, divorce, accidents, or completing a graduate
degree, as initiatory experiences.

Performance studies as an interdisciplinary field emphasizes the
body as a site of knowing and performance itself as an opportunity
for face to face encounters between ethnographer and subject. In
one of several essays on ethnography, performance studies scholar
and ethnographer Dwight Conquergood claims a positionality for the
researcher that sounds strikingly similar to connections that Pagans and
nature religionists like Starhawk make between immanence as a reli-
gious world view and social action (Starhawk 1990). He critiques ways
of knowing imposed from a privileged, empirical position, valorizing
knowledge that is “grounded in active, intimate, hands-on participation
and personal connection...from ground level, in the thick of things”
(Conquergood 2003: 312), privileging proximity over objectivity (ibid.:
315). Conquergood describes this embodied knowledge sought through
performance studies: “[t|he performance paradigm privileges particular,
participatory, dynamic, intimate, precarious and embodied experience
grounded in historical process, contingency and ideology” (Conquergood
1991: 187). This language of immanence, often expressed by Pagans as
a religious and political view, concisely articulates the immediate and
tangible role of ethnography within performance studies.? Emphasis

? The anthropological trend of reflexivity, which picked up steam in the 1990s with
Edith Turner’s call for “radical participation” to replace the dominant paradigm of
participant/observation, seems to be the basis for much ethnographic work currently
happening in Pagan Studies. In fact, in the recent series of methodological essays in
Researching Paganisms (2004), many of the scholars responded to the problems of partici-
pant/observation in Pagan ethnography. As has been suggested by Susan Greenwood
(2000) and others, researchers are beginning to take seriously the experiences of
practitioners and their own experiences while in ritual space.
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on individual experience is also a key element of Pagan belief and
practice, especially at festival. Sarah Pike certainly emphasizes bodily
knowing when she writes about celebrants at various Pagan festivals
who dance around the fires. These dancers use the body as a site for
expression, healing, conflict resolution, exploration, and learning. Pike
herself writes of her participation in the fire circle as a performance
space where she awakens “sensual memories embedded in my body”
(Pike 2001: 189). These elements of performance are pervasive in a
festival setting, even when the activity does not necessarily occur within
a theatrical or ritual frame.

Convention-al Wisdom

In her section on festivals in Drawing Down the Moon, Margot Adler sets
the scene in the Pagan world of the early 1970s, before festivals and
before the Internet. Solitary Pagans who were lucky enough to find like
minds communicated through newsletters. “There was a feeling,” she
relates, “that this long and hard search was part of the growth process”
(Adler 2006/1979: 429). Yet the seeds of the festival movement were
being sown at this time, coinciding with early attempts at organiza-
tion and routinization within the Pagan community. Broader umbrella
groups were either forming, like the Covenant of the Goddess in 1975,
or expanding, like The Church of All Worlds, formed in 1962. This
move towards organization was certainly facilitated by gatherings like
the Gnostica Festivals (sometimes referred to as Gnosticon), Llewellyn
publisher Carl Weschke’s hotel-based conventions in the Minneapolis
area. These events, based on a science fiction convention type structure,
involved an eclectic mix of workshops and discussions, as evidenced by
the gathering’s early title: the Gnostic Aquarian Festival of Psychological,
Qabalistic and Spiritual Science (Clifton 2006: 45—6). Gathering some
carly figures of the Pagan and New Age movements, the convention
was the birthing place of ideas and practices now considered funda-
mental to Paganism.

For instance, at the April 1974 convention, which had changed its
title to the Gnostic Aquarian Festival of Astrology, Mind Power, Occult
Sciences, and Witchcraft in the New Age, a mysterious group called
The Council of American Witches drafted the oft-quoted 13 Principles
of Wiccan Belief, a series of tenets designed to provide Wiccans with
a common ground for belief and community. Although the principles,
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available for perusal through a simple web search, are sound, very little
information about the supposed 73 witches who drafted them is avail-
able, especially since the group disbanded a year later. In, of all sources,
Playboy magazine, one learns who some of these key players might have
been. Featured in the July 1974 issue, the article “Witches Brew,” by
Canadian novelist and frequent Playboy contributor Mordecai Richler,
paints an unsurprisingly sensationalistic picture of that early Pagan
scene: we have Lady Sheba, known for publishing (and plagiarizing)
much of the material of the Alexandrian Book of Shadows, claiming
to be the one eternal Queen of Witches while challenging a detractor
to an astral duel, and Timothy (later Oberon) Zell and a young Isaac
Bonewits attempting to magically control the weather and cure diseases.
Richler makes the somewhat cynical observation that the convention
is simply about moving paper, with authors trying to outdo each other
for publicity, money and highest authority. The fact that this event was
sponsored by what would become, some might say, the hegemonic voice
in witchcraft publishing seems to lend credence to the criticism that
this was all one big publicity stunt.

However, the drafting of the 13 Principles belies that notion, indi-
cating one of the main strengths of the nascent festival movement
that would soon spread to campsites across America: the capacity for
creative action on the part of the individuals involved.” These were
intense events where willful, influential people came together and
argued for their vision of Paganism, determined to forge new paths
and manifest that vision. Festivals were, and remain to an extent, cru-
cibles of alchemical transformation for individuals, communities, and
the diverse movements of Paganism, and it is no coincidence that fire
would become so significant to these proceedings. Here, ostensibly small
moves may have profound effects. Individuals involved in discussions of
goals, ideals and policies can have a major impact on their communi-
ties when they return from festival space. In some cases, a consensus
can be reached to produce something like the 13 Principles. In other

% Significantly, that 1974 event also saw the handfasting of Timothy Zell and
Morning-Glory Ravenheart, who would become a prominent “power couple” in the
Pagan movement and festival scene, with their leadership in the Church of All Worlds,
activity with the Green Egg publication, Zell’s theories of “theagenesis” (an idea also
disseminated through lectures at Gnosticon) and their promotion of what they called
a “polyamorous lifestyle,” which would heavily influence Pagan views on love, sex,
marriage, family and relationships. One of my first personal encounters with Zell and
Ravenheart was at a Starwood workshop on polyamory.
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cases, conflicts, tensions, and marginalized voices can still hold the
potential for change. Though Adler probably underestimates that only
ten percent of the Pagan community attends festivals, she maintains
that the information those attendees bring back to their communities
is invaluable for its influence on the movement as a whole.* These
events are also laboratories to create and experiment with new ways
of performing ritual or other activities that engage participants’ bodies,
psyches, and spirits, like drumming, trance dance, fire spinning, chants,
body painting and countless others. More significantly, festivals have
provided opportunities for those who wish to cultivate Pagan lands,
sanctuaries where practitioners can not only pursue their spiritual paths
openly, but can develop and steward land and ways of living that are
not possible in urban settings.

Festivals serve many functions in the Pagan community. First and
foremost, festivals allow practitioners to socialize and practice their
traditions in a safe space free of (most) societal constrictions and in an
environment “close to nature,” as these events offer to some the only
opportunity they have to escape from urban living. Many attendees
describe intense feelings of connection to nature at festivals that starkly
contrast their urban experience, to the point that festival going tends
to make returning to the city more difficult. After my first festival in
Lothlorien, I experienced this disconnect profoundly, unsure of how to
react to seeing trees in small little plots on the city streets of Chicago
when I had lived in the woods. Even though my stay was quite short
(really only a long weekend), activities like covering ourselves entirely
in mud while exploring the land lent to the uncanny sense that I was
in a different kind of relationship with the environment, one involv-
ing tactility and imagination, and an altogether different rhythm of
breathing and living.

The separation from “mundane” time and space also allows practitio-
ners to network and reach other like minds. As Adler describes, many
new attendees are surprised to find so many others who share their
interests. She acknowledges that festivals changed the way practitioners
entered into traditions like witchcraft, with festivals and networking
organizations replacing small covens as the entry way into the Cratft.

* According to information compiled from Helen Berger’s Pagan Census taken in
the mid 1990s and published in 2003, 42% of the respondents attended at least one
festival in any given year (Berger 1999: 75).
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In this newer paradigm, practitioners may eventually find their way to
a small group through festival networking, rather than the other way
around. As was evidenced by the early Pagan conventions, festivals
were an opportunity, in a pre-Internet world, for practitioners from
diverse backgrounds and varying beliefs to confront and debate impor-
tant issues for Paganism. In fact, some practitioners see festivals as the
pre-cursor to net communications, listservs, posting boards, and chat
rooms (Williams). According to Adler’s informants, this new access to
information and networking also tended to undermine traditional coven
authority, destroying the hegemony of “gurudom” (Adler 2006/1979:
433). Some practitioners do not necessarily see this as positive, argu-
ing that easy networking prevents students of the Craft from working
through the coven process. Others protest that “there is a tendency to
replace one hierarchy with another” and that celebrity authors and
musicians exert the same kind of thrall over new Pagans as coven
leaders once did (ibid.: 437). However, while the cult of personality
created by celebrity practitioners may hold sway over some attendees,
this certainly is not a factor for many festival goers, many of whom do
not attend workshops at all.

Festivals allow for diverse interests, beliefs, and activities. One result
is the creation of a subculture within the Pagan festival circuit; those
who attend merely for the experience of the all-night bonfire and
may or may not adhere to an established religious tradition at home.
Although this group is by no means monolithic, some attendees may
refer to themselves as a “drum tribe” or a “fire tribe.” Indeed, festival
makes innovations possible within ritual practice, with the creation of
song traditions and with other performative activities like drumming
that are ritualized, but ways not part of ritual per se.” Adler observes
that festivals led to a creation of “a different type of ritual process—one
that permits a large group to experience ecstatic states and a powerful
sense of religious communion” (ibid.: 430). Rituals are common at
most festivals, especially at Pagan Spirit Gathering, where ritualists are
particularly innovative. Adler mentions the intense Spirit Hunt at PSG,
whose participants take part in a shamanic rite involving fasting, craft-
ing a talisman, and simulating a hunt in which the psychological and
emotional quarry is different for every individual. Clifton also mentions

> Many Pagan songs have made their way across the festival through festival attendees,
creating a kind of canon for song and ritual practice, as Adler notes (433).
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a “Drawing Down the Moon” ritual at Lothlorien, where priestesses
take on the aspect of Maiden, Mother, and Crone and act as oracles
for the participants (Clifton 2006: 32). In my first year at Lothlorien,
the Chicago community I was involved with at the time performed a
similar ritual for the festival attendees, which was a powerful, emotional
affair for all involved, and fully utilized the mysterious natural setting
of deep woods. Often, some of the most compelling experiences I have
had at festival are spontaneous rituals and ritualized moments that my
friends and I have improvised. Festivals allow for experimentation in
many realms of ritual activity, including rites that explore issues sur-
rounding gender and sexuality (Pike 2004: 115), as well as both group
ritual and individual practices that facilitate various healing modalities.
Opverall, Margot Adler’s survey of festival goers gives us the broadest
range for festival’s function. Her informants found festivals important
“because they exposed participants to new ideas, challenged assump-
tions, ended isolation and loneliness, reduced divisiveness among tra-
ditions and groups, renewed people’s energy, provided stunning proof
that unity can be achieved amid diversity, and beyond all, proved that
an alternative culture was possible.” One particularly articulate inter-
viewee remarks “Festivals disempower the idea, just lurking below the
surface of our consciousness, that we and our goals and our visions
are somehow deviant” (Adler 2006/1979: 438). In fact, the historical
precedents of Pagan festival demonstrate that these goals are not that
deviant at all.

A Brief History of (Festival) Time

The precedents of the current festival scene are many. As previously
noted, the science fiction convention is a direct influence on the indoor
festivals, which are increasing as the community ages and outdoor
camping becomes less appealing. One of the best known of these is
San Francisco’s Pantheacon, which Sarah Pike describes in detail in New
Age and Neopagan Religions (2004). These particular gatherings, Pike sug-
gests, are influenced by nineteenth-century phenomena like the Lyceum
movement in lecture halls around the country, where speakers would
expound on topics like abolitionism, temperance, and women’s rights.
Along with this model are Spiritualist conventions and Theosophist
salons, where mesmerists and psychics would ply their trade. These
events were forums to disseminate information and dialogue on the
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social problems of the day as well as offer opportunities for showcasing
the latest healing modalities (Pike 2004: 54). I would add to this category
the academic conference, where new ideas are introduced, well-worn
topics are debated, and particular academic communities affirm their
solidarity while also airing their differences.

Both Pike and Chas Clifton also note the cultural similarities
between the communal experiments of the 1960s, including events
like Woodstock, and the camp meetings and tent revivals of the late
nineteenth century, particularly those associated with what was known
as the Second Great Awakening, when frontier Americans retreated
to the wilderness and sought intense religious experiences and instruc-
tion (Clifton 2006: 54). Current studies of the Burning Man Festival
in Nevada also trace connections between the modern festival and
the culturally diverse chaos of the ancient marketplace, “located at
the borderlands of civilized communities, where tricksters offered
combinations of entertainment, danger, opportunity, and delight.”
These sites were “remote, celebratory, and strange. People journeyed
to them looking for excitement and even transformation” (Kozinets
and Sherry 2005: 101).” Burning Man founder and organizer Larry
Harvey points to his festival’s similarity to the ancient Greek festivals
like the Eleusinian Mysteries, in which large numbers migrated from
the cities to attend elaborate rites and pageants, celebrate, and have
Intense initiatory experiences, possibly with the help of psychotropic
drugs and often ending with a large conflagration (Davis 2005: 16). Both
these ancient models for festival experience have particular resonance
in today’s festival scene, though not without controversy over issues like

% The similarity between the Pagan festival and the academic conference would often
hit home for me when I would go directly from the Starwood Festival in New York,
usually towards the end of July, to the yearly conference held by ATHE, the Association
for Theatre in Higher Education, often held the following week. Starwood is known
for having workshops and lectures by prominent leaders and authors. I would also
give workshops here where I would bring my academic knowledge to bear. Panels at
ATHE, where my field of performance studies would be strongly represented, would,
in some cases, feel very similar. Of course I probably am overstating the similarities,
but I would often feel that the only difference from a festival was that we were in a
hotel, with more clothes on.

7 This comparison to a marketplace is even more apt to Pagan festivals, since
merchant booths are often a common fixture in the main areas of the festival sites,
unlike Burning Man, which disallows vending of any kind, with the exception of a
coffee shop.
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drug use, sexual appropriateness, and whether the bonfire is indeed
sacred or merely a “party.”

Margot Adler credits the Midwest Pagan Council, a Chicago based
collection of Wiccan groups, as being one of the first organizations
outside California to consider large scale gatherings. Their first Pan-
Pagan Festival was held in 1977 and by 1980, six hundred people were
attending (Adler 2006/1979: 432). Around the same time, Andras
Corban Arthen, of Earth Spirit Community in the New England area,
was organizing the Rites of Spring, which was first held in May 1979.
Before these early festivals, outdoor gatherings were primarily for local
covens, and the notion of groups from different areas convening was
relatively new. In an article published in Earth Spirit Community’s
journal, Fireheart, Arthen describes the original resistance to this idea.
Groups wished to remain secret and many were uncomfortable mix-
ing with other traditions. Arthen points out that the very simple idea
of gathering different covens together was considered by some to be a
violation of Craft “laws” that forbade contact with other covens. Still
others thought such a festival “rendered us vulnerable to outsiders:
the impending revival of the Inquisition would like nothing better
than to catch a bunch of Witches and Pagans banded together at the
same place and time” (Arthen 1988: para. 4). Yet, Arthen describes
the positive response that he eventually received from groups around
the country, and 100 people attended that first gathering. Among these
were Selena Fox and Jim Alan of Circle Sanctuary in Wisconsin, who
would organize the first Pagan Spirit Gathering the following year.
Currently one of the largest midwest Pagan gatherings, PSG began
humbly and moved to several sites in Wisconsin before settling in the
Eagle Cave Campground, where it remained from 1984 to 1996. In
1997, PSG moved to private land at Wisteria, a site in southeastern
Ohio, where it has remained since and grown to around 1000 attendees.

In 1981, the Cleveland-based Association for Consciousness Ex-
ploration sponsored its first Starwood festival (fig. 1), which featured
among its speakers Raymond Buckland, the British Wiccan author
widely considered to be responsible for bringing Gardnerian Wicca
to American shores. Though many elements of Starwood are Pagan,
the organization’s name reveals a slightly different focus that hearkens
back to the mixture of New Age and occult eclecticism that character-
ized the conventions of the early 1970s and their nineteenth-century
predecessors (prominent speakers have also included Timothy Leary
and Stephen Gaskin of the Farm). In 1983, another major festival site,
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Lothlorien Nature Sanctuary (taking its name from the woodland home
of Tolkien’s elves) in southern Indiana, was founded by members of the
Elf Lore Family, who have recently changed their organization’s name
to ELVIN H.O.M.E. and completed a three year process of achieving
tederal Non-Profit Status (501c¢3). Since the 1980s, particular sites have
developed to the point that they may serve not only as a homebase for a
particular festival, but as a permanent site capable of hosting a number
of diverse types of festivals. For instance, the schedule of Our Haven, a
fledgling site in southern Indiana operating since 2001, consists of small
seasonal festivals (particularly for Beltaine), Babalon Rising (a festival
primarily for Thelemites, OTO members, and ceremonial magicians),
an Herbalist conference, the Heartland Polyamory Festival, a gathering
for martial artists, and various fundraising events.

Not specifically invoking the term “Pagan” in their Articles, Our
Haven’s co-founders and landowners Mary Ellen Thomas and Manelqua
see the land as a possible meeting place for what they call “any Positive
path.”® Acknowledging the aforementioned connections to frontier
Christianity, Manelqua allows for the possibility of a Christian revival
tent happening at the same time as a Pagan fire circle. As evidence, he
points to the fact that an Episcopalian couple had been interested in
building a cabin on the land, an option several individuals and families
have already taken.’ Manelqua, a Marine veteran of the Vietnam War,
sees his land specifically as Sanctuary, referring to the “Our” in “Our
Haven” as a communal space. In fact, Our Haven’s initial outreach
coincided with the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, when the
family posted on an MSN group site, “the doors of Sanctuary are open.
Anyone needing sanctuary, come home.” Manelqua, sometimes referred
to as Manny, relates that at the time they had no idea about the scale
of the attacks (due to not having a television), and sincerely offered his
175 acres to anyone who wanted an escape.'” Though the amount of
actual visitation was relatively small, the online response was generally
warm, involving messages from around the world. When asked what
he means by sanctuary, Manny responds “a Safe Place—safe from ter-
rorists, from others, from yourself.” He also adds that Our Haven is a

8 “The Articles of Our Haven,” Our Haven Staff 1999. http://ourhaven.info/site-
files/articles.html?path=land/articles.oh.

9 Personal interview 5/6/07.

10" Similarly, Sarah Pike mentions a Lothlorien publication that promotes the site as
“a safe place to escape to when everything falls apart” (2004: 149).
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safe place for wildlife and that he does not allow hunting, though he is
somewhat ambivalent about this as he notes that if it was a matter of
survival, he would have no problem with killing. However he does follow
Native American practices that honor and thank the animal’s spirit.
This tendency to offer land as Sanctuary while attempting to fulfill
the needs of a diverse spiritual population is a growing trend among
festival sites, particularly those oriented toward Paganism. Unlike the
eclectic Burning Man festival, which builds its city from scratch every
year in the Nevada desert to serve over 30,000 revelers, determined to
“leave no trace behind,” Pagan festival sites serve significantly smaller
numbers and put much eflort into building lasting structures for practi-
cal and spiritual use.'" For instance, one of Lothlorien’s key innovations
is the use of compost toilets instead of the ubiquitous Port-a-Potties
that most sites use. They also make extensive use of solar and wind
power for heating showers and several community buildings. Sites like
Lothlorien are also known for their shrines, particular focal points of
worship and devotion dedicated to deities, elements of nature, or emo-
tional concepts. Some sites also attempt to re-create ancient methods of
land work, such as Wisteria’s several earthworks that approximate the
mounds of ancient Native American sites nearby in southern Ohio."
Similarly, the Four Quarters Interfaith Sanctuary in southern central

" Many scholarly insights on the Burning Man festival also apply to Pagan festivals,
especially in terms of participants’ experiences and the language that participants speak.
However, salient differences cannot be ignored, especially in terms of scale and size
(Burning Man’s massive 30,000 attendees as opposed to the approximately 2,000 of
the largest Pagan festivals), attitudes around vending (Burning Man disallows it, while
most Pagan festivals encourage it), religion (Burning Man is highly ambivalent about
religion and spiritual practice even though participants are often adherents of alter-
native religions, like Paganism, while Pagan festivals exhibit various degrees of belief
and adherence to particular dogmas depending on the focus of the event, the festival
site, and the organizers), approaches to performance (Burning Man heavily emphasizes
individual creative expression and aesthetic goals through architecture, performance
art, and installation sculpture whereas Pagan festivals involve some of those aspects,
but often tend to emphasize standard forms of live performance and ritual) and overall
communal goals, as demonstrated by the differences between Sanctuary and Burning
Man’s “leave no trace” philosophy. Starwood Festival is an exception in that it seems
to combine many aspects of the Pagan festival, including sacred shrines like the Druid-
oriented Nemeton grove, with the more celebratory, rave-like atmosphere of a Burning
Man-type event. This is due, no doubt, to the influence of psychedelic culture on the
event. A quick glance at a Starwood program reveals a significant debt to that culture
with various kaleidoscopic designs and speakers representing that culture (including
the aforementioned Leary in 1992).

12 T was privileged to be a part of the raising of one of these mounds at Pagan
Spirit Gathering on the Wisteria land in 1999.
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Pennsylvania stages an annual raising of a standing stone in a design
approximating the Neolithic stone circles scattered throughout Western
Europe. These earthwork projects are accompanied by elaborate and
intense community ceremonies at particular festivals, in which partici-
pants contribute their own efforts, physical labor, energy and occasion-
ally, ritual objects to the creation of a permanent site of ritual activity.
Sarah Pike interprets this kind of land stewardship as “an alternative
response to environmental problems that does not require social and
political activism” (Pike 2004: 33). However, considering Lothlorien’s
particular innovations, for example, the mindset of environmental
activism is certainly at play and many of these sites aspire to “getting
off the grid” and becoming self-sufficient.

Additionally, these attempts at permanence seem to counteract the
tendency to regard festivals as temporary communities at temporary
events. Again, Sarah Pike points to festival activities that “are tailored
toward a hoped-for future even though the gatherings are temporary
communities” (ibid.: 154). Many scholars who approach the subject
of festival often characterize it as a Temporary Autonomous Zone,
borrowing situationist Hakim Bey’s term."” The T.A.Z. is a space that
supposedly eludes structures of control, whether that control is political,
bureaucratic, economic, cultural or personal. Although Chas Clifton
refers to Pagan festivals as Temporary Autonomous Zones (Clifton
2006: 32, 54), Bey’s term is most often deployed in descriptions of
the Burning Man festival, where it may be more suitable, due to the
seemingly anarchist spirit of that event (see essays in Gilmore and Van
Proyen (2005) especially Davis and Kozinets and Sherry). However many
scholars agree the Pagan festival benefits from the sense its participants
have of being separate from the “mundane.” Separation from “mun-
dania” is also part of a discourse in which the festival community is
the individual’s “tribe” or “family.” Pike argues that these elements of
the Pagan festival help Pagans “make marginality more real than the
real world that excludes them” (Pike 2001: 32), while at the same time
allowing Pagans to “downplay inner differences and contradictions”
in order to emphasize a sense of unity at a festival site (ibid.: 37). In
her work, Pike reveals many of these kinds of tensions and conflicts,
including disagreements on boundaries between individual rights and

' Hakim Bey is the pen name of American political writer Robert Lamborn

Wilson.
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community ethics, the proper use of ritual spaces, what is considered
authentic practice within ritual space, and what cultural practice is
available (or not) for appropriation.

Pike particularly emphasizes these issues when she examines indi-
viduals who use festival’s separation in order to establish identities
different than those practiced in the outside world (ibid.: 18). In Pike’s
work, these identities are often bound up in questions of authenticity,
especially as applied to practitioners who borrow beliefs and practices
from cultures that are not their own. Here, she evokes another trope
common to scholarly writing on festival: Michel Foucault’s concept
of heterotopia, which he describes as “a kind of effectively enacted
utopia in which the real sites, all the other real sites that can be found
within the culture, are simultaneously represented, contested, and
inverted” (Foucault 1986: 24). Foucault points out that heterotopias
exist in every culture and often contain its totalizing elements, such as
in museums or libraries. In contrast to these spaces that are “linked to
the accumulation of time” are the spaces associated with “time in its
most flowing, transitory, precarious aspect, to time in the mode of the
festival. These heterotopias are not oriented toward the eternal, they
are rather absolutely temporal” (ibid.: 26). It is this one particular kind
of heterotopia that scholars generally invoke when writing on festival,
focusing on alternative spaces, rather than on the wide range of spaces
that Foucault outlines. For instance, Kozinets and Sherry, describing
Burning Man, emphasize “the social sparks created when diverse groups
commingle” (Kozinets and Sherry 2005: 102), referring to Foucault’s
description of heterotopia as “capable of juxtaposing in a single real
place several spaces, several sites that are in themselves incompatible”
(Foucault 1986: 25). When critiquing notions of authenticity and cul-
tural borrowing, Pike most often offers those following Afro-Caribbean
tradition, such as vodou, Santeria, and Ifa, and Native American
traditions, as examples. Yet, it is at Pagan festival where groups that
are very loosely connected to the Pagan community can interact in
heterotopic space. Starwood Festival, especially, serves an example of
this commingling, where Wiccans rub elbows with Druids, Thelemites,
vodou and Santeria practitioners, ravers, hippies, and members of the
Church of the Sub-Genius.

Though many who attend festivals share a common reverence for
nature and the environment, at festivals like Starwood this sense of
festival practice as part of a nature religion is by no means unanimous.
Yet, despite their diverse identities, groups tend to have certain views



256 J- LAWTON WINSLADE

in common, especially with regard to the notion that an individual can
directly influence his or her destiny, often through magical means. The
sense of unity afforded by the feeling of tribe or family is also primarily
served by the sharing of experiences. Participants and scholars often
think of festival as a time apart, as well as a space apart. At festival,
some participants leave behind urban notions of schedules and routine
and attempt to remain fully present and ready for each experience as
it arrives. Though I would argue that these individuals have probably
never had to run a workshop or a ritual, this general attitude is pervasive
at festival and is at least an ideal, since it emphasizes a break from the
working world that participants leave behind. Ironically, such a situation
tends to make individuals pay attention to the minutiae of everyday
life. At festival, narrativizing one’s nightly experiences is a common
practice. I have heard and participated in animated conversations in
which festival goers relate the details of what led up to their finally
going to bed, how they slept and when they woke up in the morning
(or evening), all topics that would be considered somewhat boring and
uninteresting in the “real world.” Because of that separation from the
“real world,” festival goers tend to focus on experiential processes that
most would take for granted.

Writing on Burning Man, Jeremy Hockett makes the observation
that “the establishment of critical distance from normative culture in
order to reflect upon that culture” is essential for festival, which can
be viewed similarly to Van Gennep’s and Turner’s notions of initiation
and rites of passage:

In a democratic, technological, and individualistic society where critical
self-reflection and awareness are paramount values in the process of mak-
ing meaning, it may become imperative for citizens to engage in collective
performative practices that are distanced from the mainstream in order
to effectively evaluate their circumstances and heighten social awareness
of how values and norms are constructed. (Hockett 2005: 76)

Like Burning Man attendees, participants at Pagan festivals create
performances, both planned and spontaneous, taking on certain fantasy
roles, like pirates, fairy princesses and robots. Yet the less obviously
theatrical elements of festival performance tend to more profoundly
“heighten social awareness” through the nightly negotiations around the
fire. Fire culture is certainly one of the most complex social aspects of
festival in which fire tenders, wood busters, water carriers, a wide range
of drummers and percussionists, each with different roles in creating
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rhythms, various kinds of dancers who approach the energy of the fire
in different ways, and an equally diverse amount of participant/observ-
ers, all interact in patterns that are at once chaotic and powerful.

Sacred Dynamic Fire

Many people report a sense of overwhelming energy when they first
enter the Roundhouse at Starwood festival. The thundering drums,
the blazing fire, the pulsating bodies, the whoops and yells, the smells
of sage, firewood, and incense, and the unmistakable feeling that
Something is happening. The individual who crosses the threshold into
such a space may wonder where he or she can fit into this scene and how
one can participate. What at first seems cacophonic eventually resolves
itself into synaesthetic layers of various voices, sometimes competing,
sometimes communicating, all struggling to be heard in some way. Once
considered a mere social supplement to the workshops and rituals of
a typical large festival, the fire circle has become a staple event and is
often the locus for communal activity at these heterotopian events. In
fact, the fire circle community increasingly consists of drummers and
dancers whose main purpose in attending the festivals is specifically the
nighttime fire circle. This seeming subculture within a subculture tends
to have a more ecstatic and improvisational approach to spirituality
than typical Pagan ritualists. Furthermore, these fire practitioners often
eschew traditional categories of Paganism in favor of a more generally
diverse communal and tribal identity."*

To outside observers, the festival fire does seem to be a loud, rau-
cous party. Indeed, researchers like Sarah Pike have observed that “the
relatively permeable boundaries at ritual fires promote freedom of
expression and a ‘party atmosphere,’” and both Pike and Helen Berger
noted that this may cause conflict between those who have differing
views about the definition and purpose of sacred space (Berger 1999:
75, Pike 2001: 186). However, those that dedicate themselves to the
construction and maintenance of the fire, as well as those who help
facilitate both the practical and the communal aspects of the fire circle

" On the Fires Rising website, in response to a FAQ about whether it is “one of
those Pagan festivals,” the response is: “The Fires Rising Gathering is a multi-denomi-
national celebration of spirit and spiritedness. People of all spiritual and religious paths
are encouraged to attend; and atheists too!” (http://www.4qforg/_FiresRising/_Fr05Faq
him).
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during the night, tend to contradict these notions of a ‘boundary free
zone’ and emphasize a ritual framework. Larry, a fire-tender in Indiana,
refers to the fire circle itself as their “mandala,” a sacred center that
they create and sustain throughout the evening, a focal point for work-
ing energy.” One particular practice that demonstrates this framework
(though perhaps ‘encircled’ is a better term than ‘framed’) which has
only recently become ‘tradition’ at fire circles, is the use of rangoli at
the beginning of the evening (fig. 2). Adapted from an Indian practice,
rangoli involves the use of flour or corn meal to create elaborate designs
on the ground. Cricket, a fire-tender who aids in this practice, describes
the circular patterns that spiral around the center while small “runways”
are created in the four directions to allow spirits and ancestors entry to
bless the land and the community. During the day, and especially close
to dusk, people can enter the space, leave offerings at various altars
placed around the space that are dedicated to various deities or concepts
(like an ancestor altar), and establish a quieter connection to the space
and the spirits raised within it.'"® According to Cricket, “all this energy
is being called in, so at dusk when the fire is lit, the spirits are right
there and they’ve been invited in and then the community dances the
prayers and the spirits into the earth. Then we start again tomorrow.”!”
This method of ritually demarcating space is analogous to Navajo sand
painting, Tibetan mandala making, and the vodun practice of drawing
veves (which also happens at the Roundhouse, due to the influence of
vodou and Santeria practitioners).'® Thus, ritual framework is definitely
in use at the Roundhouse and other fire circle spaces, but not everyone
who attends these events is present for all the activities. Many people
who do not arrive until later do not witness the construction of the
space. However, the use of rangoli becomes another instance where
practitioners continually find new ways to participate in fire culture and

15 Personal conversation, ElIf Fest, Lothlorien, May 20, 2007.

' Some years, an ancestor altar is covered by pictures and memorabilia of com-
munity members who have recently died. These small dedicated spaces are powerful
nodes in the geometric design of the Roundhouse.

7 Fyrepanther, another female fire-tender, also mentions the practical aspects of
rangoli, in that they create boundary lines for dancers and ‘lanes’ to allow fire-tenders
to bring wood to the fire. However, these demarcations are by their nature temporary
and disappear fairly soon once the activity around the fire starts.

'8 Like many festival traditions, the use of rangoli at the Roundhouse, grew out of
a workshop. This particular one was held by Brushwood fixture, Catherine Cartwright
Jones, who practices and teaches various forms of Middle Eastern and Celtic body art
through the use of henna and woad.
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to aid in creating and maintaining a communal vibe. The key social
process here is finding ‘a way in,” some way to participate, which may
often involve creating new roles and activities when necessary.

This striving for inclusion that suits the inclinations and talents of
any and every individual is a crucial aspect of fire culture. In particu-
lar, those involved in the “fire tribe” have developed their own kind of
(not so secret) society, complete with improvised initiations and often
unspoken guidelines. At many festival sites, particularly in the Midwest,
fire-tenders are marked by wearing red suspenders, recalling part of
the uniform of the professional firefighter. I have often observed the
Initiation process by which a pair of suspenders is bestowed upon a
new member that the group has deemed worthy of the honor, with one
of the more experienced fire-tenders often giving his own pair to the
initiate (some tenders often bring extra pairs) (fig. 3). During a recent
festival season, I sat down with several members of this amorphously
defined group to discuss the fire tribe."” The consternations of Natalie,
a recently suspendered initiate, who received the suspenders for reasons
other than physically working with the fire, led to a fruitful discussion
of what the suspenders actually signify. Cricket related her own story
about receiving her own suspenders. A night nurse, Cricket originally
made herself responsible for first aid and keeping people hydrated by
carrying around water to drummers, dancers, and fire-tenders.*” She
declares that before she received her suspenders, “I had never put so
much as a stick on that fire. I was in love with the fire and in love
with the energy. It was just like being a part of any community—I
found my place in it.” Only later, Cricket claims, did she become a
full-fledged fire-tender who physically works with the fire during the
nighttime sessions, gathers logs, chops wood, and aids in the ‘builds,’
construction projects for the larger bonfires that are lit in the final day
of the festival.

Johnny, another fire-tender, comments on disagreements some fire-
tenders have over the significance of the suspenders, and what he
believes 1s the unfortunate tendency for newer fire initiates to see the

9 All comments from Cricket, Johnny, and Fyrepanther from personal discussion

and interview, 6/15/07.

% The role of waterbearer also tends to be a way in for younger members of the
Tribe—Ciricket’s own teenage daughters often serve as water bearers—although it is
by no means limited to them, just as tasks around the fire for teenagers are certainly
not limited to carrying water.
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suspenders as a “badge,” something required to “walk the path.” When
he began his work with festival fires, Johnny felt he “had something
to prove” so he could receive the suspenders. “It wasn’t until after I'd
gotten them that I realized—they told me, youw’ll be 90 years old in a
wheelchair, wheeling yourself up to the fire and poking a stick at it—if
you got it in you, youre going to do it, no matter what.” Similarly,
Cricket considers the suspenders “a thank you for a work already done.
The person is already dedicated to honoring the fire, [which is] a gift
from their heart. It’s not something they’re doing to earn suspenders or
to be seen by the crowd or anything like that.” Returning to Natalie’s
case, Cricket describes how Natalie, as a dancer, works to maintain the
energy of the circle (in this case at the Our Haven site): “She’s one of
the main dancers. She gets other people to come up and dance. She
dances when nobody’s dancing. She’s there all night. She’s bringing
water. She...interacts [with the drummers and fire-tenders] and blends
their energy and brings it...around to everybody, carries it out from
the center of the ring to the outer reaches of the crowd.” At the fire,
facilitator roles come in many shapes and sizes and the Tribe honors
those members.

Cricket further suggests that suspenders “just indicate that I'm a
person there dedicated to being sober and keeping people safe—it gives
them a visual, someone to key into that’s holding the container for the
crowd.”?! As a fire-tender, Johnny also acknowledges his facilitator role
as a container for the event: “we’re the ones who aren’t going to let
things get out of hand or make things more out of hand if they’re get-
ting stagnant.” This seemingly contradictory statement fully embodies
the range of roles that fire-tenders play at the fire. On the one hand,
fire-tenders are always on the lookout for safety issues, whether someone
1s getting too close to the fire or an occasional intoxicated individual
falls.” They even tend to be traffic cops of a sort, ensuring the flow of

2l Despite loose definitions, fire-tenders do take wearing suspenders seriously. Cricket
also relates incidents where off-duty fire-tenders have been caught intoxicated or sleeping
at the fire while still wearing the suspenders, a definite faux-pas in fire-tender etiquette.
However, instead of punishing any offenders, in true trickster spirit, other fire-tenders
tend to play practical jokes on the culprits, sometimes taping them to their chairs,
adorning them with outrageous costumes and otherwise drawing attention to them,
hoping that embarrassment will solve the problem.

2 At a recent Our Haven festival, fire-tenders sprung to action when an incident
involving such an intoxicated fall led to a minor injury that required hospitalization.
In a morning meeting the next day, the possibility of a more clearly defined role for
fire-tenders as safety officers was brought up. However, most of the meeting’s attendees,
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constant movement around the fire is unimpeded, as dancers move in
circles around the fire, what is referred to as “doing O’s.” On the other
hand, some fire-tenders tend to take on a kind of trickster-like “Master
of Revels” role, by instigating and enacting spontaneous performances,
game playing, and activities like placing colorful flash powder and other
pyrotechnics into the fire, in a constant attempt to keep people engaged.
Johnny also sees himself as a “conduit” of universal energy, and that
the process of building and maintaining fires is itself a sacred act.
Indeed, the thinking behind building festival fires is very indicative of
community dynamics. For instance, Johnny and Cricket discuss wood
conservation—"“how to burn warm and bright without using too much
wood.” Here, one is reminded of the challenges involved in building
and maintaining the ideal community, in which everyone can have a
way to both contribute and have their needs met. Accordingly, building
fires 1s a constant negotiation. A frequent sight at festival fires is two
or more fire-tenders discussing a plan of how to reconfigure a wood
setup, or how to add other structures, like the hollowed out “chimney”
logs that provide a more constant and aesthetically pleasing burn, and
then putting that plan into action with several bodies at once, amid
shouts and sometimes acrobatics to avoid too much exposure to the fire
(fig- 4). A common configuration, especially for the larger bonfires, is a
cabin-like structure that shifts as it burns away. Once such a structure is
set up, fire-tenders must continually adjust the burning wood so that it
eventually “folds in on itself” leaving nothing but a pile of smoldering
coals by the morning (I've often heard fire-tenders refer to this process
as a giant, complex game of Jenga). Johnny and Cricket discuss the
challenges in maintaining such a structure, while Johnny rhapsodizes
about the perfect chimney log: “It’s a sacred gift from the trees. It shows

including the elders, felt that the fire-tenders involved did exactly what was needed
and that no further formal authorization was necessary. Other festivals, such as Pagan
Spirit Gathering utilize a much more formal initiatory group to deal with issues of
safety. Similar to Burning Man’s “Rangers,” the Guardians, led by Sir Joe, a former
Colorado State Trooper, formally train their members, who are often ex-military or
emergency service and medical workers. Dressed in a uniform of black clothes with a
red sash, they operate as a combination of safety officers, bouncers, disciplinary panel,
vice squad (one year I witnessed an attendee’s ejection by the Guardians because he
was selling hallucinogens) and border patrol, since they monitor any unauthorized
entry into the private festival grounds. As festival sites are often in rural areas, local
interlopers are not unheard of, due to curiosity in some cases, while others may have
a more anti-Pagan agenda. Sarah Pike covers this extensively in chapter 3 of Earthly
Bodies (2001).
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their beauty and strength, along with the diversity and power of nature,
since carpenter ants helped make it hollow. What we’re doing with the
chimney log is sending energy to the heavens. It’s a great medium for
fire.” In our discussion, we also note how the chimney log, with both
its phallic size and hollow container, displays both masculine and femi-
nine imagery and perfectly represents the alchemical transformation
happening in the space, the mixing of opposing elements that are the
foundations of the fire circle experience (fig. 5).

Alchemical Rhythm and the Politics of Drumming

In the ten years I have attended pagan festivals, the fire circles remain
the most alluring and the most problematic for me as a festival goer.
They are a place I often struggle with my participation and the ways
to engage the communal dynamic, not as a researcher, but as an indi-
vidual practitioner striving to determine my place within community.
In her work on pagan festival fires, Sarah Pike notes that “it is at these
fires that tensions between self-expression and the needs of the festival
community, which have spread at every moment of festival going, are
worked on at the most intimate level of festival experience” (2001: 183).%
I constantly observe these tensions around me and experience them
myself. Although she concentrates primarily on the dancers, Pike calls
drumming “an arena of both contention and cooperation.” Drumming
itself becomes a medium for performance, a method for exploring
relationships between the individual and community. Drumming is a
performative practice that both challenges traditional notions of ritual
and liturgy and encompasses conflicts experienced by the broader
Pagan community. Particularly, these practitioners confront issues sur-
rounding leadership and egalitarianism, ethical behavior and etiquette,
and individual and community identity. Drumming also is a way for
participants to explore their own attitudes about performance and what
it means to “take center stage” or blend in with the crowd.

» The fires are also the place where Pike felt that she “separated from my identity
as researcher and observer. I suspect it is in similar ways that other dancers and drum-
mers leave their mundane habits and selves behind as they became caught up in the
circle” (2001: 186). I definitely agree with this observation, as I have witnessed such a
transformation in some unexpected people that I know from outside festival settings.
I have also felt myself change in that sense as I let myself get more caught up by
drumming, dancing and the experience of the fire.
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In a recent essay in Researching Paganisms (2004), Wendy Griffin writes
of her experiences as a frame drummer in Goddess rituals and her
challenges negotiating both her practitioner and researcher identities.
She notes that the drum provided a kind of safety “whenever I felt
that I was outside my comfort zone or being drawn in too far into
emotions or self-revelation.” Further, in her essay, Griffin regards her
drumming in a ritual as “not the same as being a full participant” and
that performance is “still a way to remain safe” (Griffin 2004: 64). Yet,
perhaps here, “performance” is akin to a kind of occultism in which a
dynamic of concealment and revelation is constantly in play. Drumming
seems to occupy a highly proscribed space within the structure of ritual,
providing a beat for movement and chant or aiding in the achievement
of heightened states of consciousness. In these situations, drums are
magical tools to support the ritual participants and supplement the
goals for the ritual. However, the dynamic in fire circles is remarkably
different. Whereas ritual gesture, chant and liturgy are central to ritual,
a more improvisational dynamic between drums, bodies and fire is
central to the fire circle. Here, the decision whether to use performance
as a way to hide or a way to engage is up to the individual. At the
fire circles, drummers also negotiate between “putting themselves out
there,” highlighting their individuals skills and talents, and seamlessly
blending into the rhythms established by the group present at the
bonfire. Performance at the fire circle, although it can be a means to
hide, is also the primary method for engaging with community while
negotiating conflict and attempting individual transformation.

Since entering into Pagan spirituality fifteen years ago, I have ex-
perimented with drumming in various forms, usually on small drums
that were given to me by other practitioners. I have achieved a level of
proficiency that allows me to participate in drum circles that consist of
skilled drummers. However, in drum circles, size often does matter, and
the drummers who stand and play large, strapped-on djimbes are the
ones that tend to stand out from the crowd more and lead the rhythms.
Therefore, even though I have earned a place in the foreground amongst
these skilled drummers, it would be fairly difficult to dominate such a
circle with my smaller djimbe that tends to emit higher end sounds
often used as accents to the main rhythms. And I have to sit down to
play it. My participation at these circles, which also involves dancing
and movement around the fire, has increased more recently as I have
been able to extend my endurance and overcome exhaustion, boredom,
blistered hands, and other more personal frustrations, to stay with the
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fire throughout the night into the next morning or even afternoon.
Although the fire circle is a social space that attendees enter and leave
at will throughout the night, the space seems to wield a particular
magic when experienced fully throughout the night into the next day.
This may be due either to participants’ shared feelings of having
experienced and endured the circle together for so long, or to simply
a heightened state of consciousness that comes from sleep deprivation,
physical exertion, and the trance-like state that many achieve through
communion with fire.?*

Margot Adler and her informants comment on how drums are a more
recent addition to the Pagan festival experience, relating how (according
to one informant’s observation) the emphasis shifted from “a few frame
drums” in the late 1980s to Middle Eastern doumbeks, to the African
djembes that eventually became the most common festival drum today
(Adler 2006/1979: 439). In festival space, drums are ubiquitous, from
workshops about playing, making and maintaining drums, to more
communal situations in which small groups gather around personal
campfires and play, as well as the many rituals that may incorporate
drums. But the main showcase for drumming is the ritual bonfire.
Although the fire in the main pit is lit shortly after sundown, the fire
circle itself does not really begin properly until much later in the night,
depending on the size of the festival. Drummers often speak of distinc-
tions between various “shifts”—first shift being the most crowded and
loudest part of the night, the most reminiscent of a party atmosphere,
with children, those casually interested in the circle, and beginners who
attempt to bang out a rhythm on their instruments. Second shift seems
to be a transitional period in which those who have already peaked for
the night tend to weaken, and finally third shift, the late night period
that leads into dawn, when the more skilled drummers take over and
subtler rhythms may dominate. Third shift may also be much quieter,
intense and trance-like.?® Within these divisions, a certain kind of elitism

# Of course, some participants do enhance this experience with hallucinatory
drugs, like LSD, psychotropic mushrooms, ecstasy, and various other entheogens, but
this seems to be the case much more at larger festivals than smaller ones, where this
kind of activity is often frowned upon. Alcohol is a more common factor, though some
festivals, like Fire Rising, forbid the use of any illicit substance at their fire circles.

» Many Starwood attendees argue that Starwood’s fire circle often does not achieve
a true third shift, simply because of its size, preventing the circle from ever truly quiet-
ing down, whereas at festival sites like Lothlorien, that impose late night quiet hours,
third shift is by necessity more trance-like.
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forms, with third-shift drummers rejecting the more chaotic atmosphere
of the earlier shifts, with some even adjusting their sleep schedules so
that they can awaken directly for third shift.

At most large fire circles, drummers are concentrated in one section
of the circle, in order to avoid conflicting rhythms from scattered drum-
mers who may not be able to hear each other. At Brushwood, this area
also has some rain shelter. The stars of the drum circle are the large
djembes, goblet-shaped drums with rawhide heads, as well as the more
conical ashikos. Papillon, a prominent drummer at Starwood, calls these
drums “the power horses, the shapers of the rhythm,” while higher-end
drums like smaller djembes and various sized doumbeks provide accents
and flavors, as do other percussion instruments like woodblocks and
cowbells. Towards the back are the dun-duns (or djun-djuns), lower-
pitched, double-headed drums usually played with sticks. These drums
provide the foundation, or as Papillon puts it “the booty...the unh.”
Dun-duns hold an interesting place in the drum hierarchy—although
these drummers are generally in the background and do not receive as
much attention as the standing, strapped-up djembe players, they are
essential to maintaining the rhythm. An inexperienced dun-dun player
will easily derail an entire circle through inconsistent playing or drop-
ping out of the rhythm. On the highest end are the shakers and rattles,
hand-held percussion instruments of various sorts which can, according
to Papillon, “create an intensity that brings the level of ecstasy even
higher” if played loud enough. Again, if shakers are not played properly
they can provide conflicting energy that will obstruct cohesive rhythms.
Also, since shakers are quieter and more portable, percussionists can
help dancers to maintain the rhythm on the other side of the circle
away from the drummers (some refer to this as ‘keeping the energy in’)
or even follow dancers to aid in individual trance work.

These are just some of the diverse sounds and vibrations that can
occur at these large circles. If you are able to truly listen to the mul-
tivalent layers of aural communication, you can begin to process the
complex conversations happening. Sometimes individual drummers
can dialogue between themselves amidst the larger din. A good ear
will also be able to track how certain drums and particular rhythms
will raise the intensity of the circle, a change that manifests not only
in sound but in more frantic dancing. Often this is influenced by the
size and intensity of the fire itself, as the fire tenders continually adjust
the shape and heat of the fire throughout the evening. Often when
magickal practitioners talk of ‘energy,” they represent it as an uncritical,
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non-specific force, and they struggle to clarify an extremely subjective
and amorphous concept. However, at the fire circle, the idea of energy
cannot be more directly manifest and lucid. A mere listen will be able
to tell you whether the circle is chaotic and unfocused or directed and
energetic. Yet, more critical assessments vary wildly based on individual
experiences and individual notions of skill and virtuosity.

At Starwood, drummers and dancers struggle with attitudes of
openness and community conflicting with a strong desire to critique
and correct those who are seen as disrupting the energy they want to
raise. Experienced fire practitioners can be highly critical and evalua-
tive of their own and others’ performances, and even in non-interview
situations will continually discuss their experiences of the night before,
relating tales of both ecstatic union and conflicting tension in the circle.
An older drummer, who calls himself Nighthawk, relates one such
tale. He speaks of ‘accidental double connections,” when two or more
drummers decide to start a rhythm during a lull and must negotiate
which rhythm will win out. He associates this with two surfers trying
to ride the same wave, another metaphor that drummers often use.
Relating several instances when he was forced to concede to another
drummer’s rhythm, he complains that “every time I tried to take my
turn (to say something), I was getting crushed.” Despite his obvious
disappointment in these encounters, Nighthawk still finds a way to “say
what he needs to say,” proclaiming that the drum circle is not a place
for anger. Conflicts like these are additional demonstrations of Pike’s
assertion that “Neo-Pagan festival communities both cohere and frag-
ment through conflicts around the ritual fire” (Pike 2001: 123).

Issues around listening and dialogue are at the heart of various
tensions that occur in such circles. In one of my earlier experiences
with festival fires, a particular drummer was communally ostracized
from Pagan Spirit Gathering, a festival with much less emphasis on
drumming than Starwood, after he was reproached for not listening
to other drummers during the circle. This particular drummer argued
that his skill dictated a certain freedom to play how he wanted, while
the rest of the community felt that he was not honoring the commu-
nity by showing off; “trancing out” and ignoring the needs of other
less experienced drummers. However, this conflict seemed indicative
of a general emphasis on community over virtuosity in circles where
drummers are less experienced and at festivals where drumming is
not as central an activity. Whereas the Roundhouse 1s central to the
Starwood festival space at Brushwood, the drumming fire at Wisteria,
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the home of Pagan Spirit Gathering is located quite a distance from
the center of “Pagan Town.” At the time, many participants noted that
this location reflected the ambivalent attitudes of the festival organizers
towards drumming, In these situations, festival-goers may complain of
the noise late into the night or the rampant party atmosphere that they
see as antithetical to the spiritual purposes of the festival.*® However,
drummers and dancers at Starwood articulate the importance of the
drum circle to those working magic at night in other areas of the fes-
tival, claiming “Where the real magic is happening is outside in the
community ... [drumming] affects the whole village whether they see
it or not.” Here, fire practitioners express a common view at festival,
arguing for a sympathetic magic approach to the raising of energy at
fire circles which benefits the entire community.

Fire circle participants also struggle to articulate their experience of
community and how fire circles serve that community. Spencer, a drum-
mer who is also a fire-tender, explains “It’s all about creating a space
for drummers to do their thing, dancers to do their thing, whatever
that thing may be. Not everybody who comes into that circle has the
exact same goal. But there is a generic, overhanging, ‘good vibe’ feel-
ing that everybody wants.” Gypsy, a dancer who occasionally drums,
further expresses the notion of shared experience. She, like many other
drummers and dancers, often uses metaphors of travel. Some people
talk about ‘driving the bus’ when pointing out those who lead particu-
lar rhythms and those who join the rhythm ‘get on the bus,” perhaps
unknowingly invoking Ken Kesey’s famous statement about his Merry
Pranksters (“You’re either on the bus or off the bus”). Dancers who
‘do 0’s’, processing around the fire to the drum rhythms, are said to be
“on the train.” Gypsy also uses the term ‘getting on the spaceship’ to
imply not only a sense of communal travel, but of travel that transcends
the mundane, physical world. These travel metaphors seem to confirm
Sarah Pike’s use of Richard Schechner’s term, transportive performance,
though many practitioners would argue that it is also transformative
(Pike 2001: 216). Gypsy affirms that whatever role an individual plays in
the group experience, as a beginning or experienced drummer, dancer,

% In an email discussion with Tessa (5/10/07), one of the organizers of PSG, she
relates how even though PSG has less emphasis on ecstatic drumming, drummers are
fully integrated into “Town Life” to the degree that they wish to be, through participation
in morning meetings, rituals, performances, and merchanting, and that the location of
the drum circle is probably more about space considerations than anything else.
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or even spectator, “if’ everything’s dialed in correctly.. . everybody gets to
go all at the same time and it’s really nice to share a good experience.”
She also uses communication metaphors like ‘dialed in,” especially when
she talks about ‘being called’ to dance by the drums, in which certain
rhythms ‘dial up her phone numbers.’

Metaphors like these also indicate the seductive, sexualized atmo-
sphere of the drum circle in which dancers are often women and drum-
mers are often male.”” Female dancers like Gypsy will often speak of a
drummer’s ability to ‘get her going” and drumming prowess seems to
stand in for sexual prowess. However, while the atmosphere at drum
circles 1s highly sexualized with tribal rhythms, nudity and gender play,
overtly sexual behavior is often criticized and corrected, especially if a
man is accused of unwanted sexual advances. Similarly, drummers and
dancers also spoke disparagingly of ‘drum bunnies,” female groupies
who focus their romantic attention on particular male drummers. When
Papillon talks about ecstasy as the goal for the circle, he also concedes
that many different ideas about ecstasy are in play: “Some guys like
to stand out front and ride the whole thing and overpower everyone
else sonically, to take all the energy into themselves and ‘ejaculate’ it
into the circle.” Papillon contrasts this “testosterone drumming” with
drumming that is based more on listening and dialogue, a more subtle
seduction. Although he does admit to noticing a particular connection
between his drumming and female attention, he maintains that this
connection is not limited to women. He claims that “it doesn’t have to
do with gender, but with a deeper relationship between drummers and
dancers.” Through exploring this relationship, Papillon also discovered
that he “had a personal stake in starting to work with the sound and
then from sound and music there was a deeper understanding of the
energy that was moving.”

Furthermore, for drummers and dancers interested in exploring
these kinds of relationships, drumming as a channel for energetic com-
munication can become central to the experience. Emphasizing the
improvisatory nature of such exchanges, Papillon notes that “there’s no
ancient text to look at, no source material. Everyone’s sort of feeling
it out and trying to figure out what works and what doesn’t and just
staying in conversation with other people in the fire circle community.”
He further explains that “by drumming with different drummers at a

27 Of course, this is a generalization with many notable exceptions.
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circle, I’ll be able to feel out who understands what’s happening on an
energetic level and who doesn’t, and who’s willing to dialogue and who
isn’t. And then sometimes outside the fire circle I can approach other
drummers who are ‘on the bus’ so to speak and start talking about
different ways to dialogue.” He also struggles with ways to communi-
cate with individuals who are disruptive either intentionally, because
of an ego-driven desire to dominate the circle or because of a lack of
experience and discerning ear. To address this, Papillon explains the
concept of “entrainment,” a method of discussing boundaries with
fire practitioners that he has implemented when preparing for smaller
fire circles that are alternatives to the overwhelming chaos of the large
bonfire. In entrainment, he begins with the question “Can we agree
that our intention is to be here and celebrate and be loving to each
other?” After everyone generally agrees, he further asks “How can we
support each other and call each other out? How can I let you know
that you’re playing so loud I can’t hear myself without hurting your
feelings? How can I have my needs met without hurting you? It’s made
for some beautiful drumming.”

This negotiation further reflects issues around individual ego and the
notion of performance. Papillon has noted that because of his skill,
he is often called upon to enter a circle to “fix it” with his drumming,
an urge he attempts to resist. Although the Starwood fire circle has
no obvious “leaders,” a certain kind of elite group of drummers and
dancers does seem to emerge, and I sometimes find myself jockeying
for position among the more experienced drummers. In some cases,
a vacuum creates that elitism. I have attended smaller circles where 1
felt pressure, similar to what Papillon describes, to “ramp things up”
because no one else felt comfortable or experienced enough to take
that role. Jone Salomonsen’s observations about feminist witchcraft, that
in the absence of an overt hierarchy, a “covert hierarchy” is likely to
develop, could apply here (Salomonsen 2002: 60). When asked if he sees
himself in a leadership or facilitator position, he admits his discomfort
in these roles: “Ideally, it’s not just me. Ideally, every single one of us
at the circle will step in at a particular moment when the energy needs
to rise up.... If I go in and I'm trying to make something happen,
how often is it going to happen and how often am I going to be frus-
trated?” He also notes that within the fire circles, he is learning lessons
of non-attachment. “I can’t control it, but I can sorta nudge it a little
bit...Just being there and doing what I can and having an intention,
but having no attachment, because I can’t control it. It’s an organism.”
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What that intention is always seems to be at issue when discussing
fire circles. Although Pike notes that conflict arises from the confu-
sion over goals at the fire circle (Pike 2001: 186), this kind of organic
improvisation appeals to many drummers at Starwood. However, in
recent years, many drummers at Starwood and elsewhere were looking
for alternatives to the ‘party atmosphere’ and barely controlled chaos.
Some practitioners discuss these goals in the language of alchemy,
particularly with regards to fire circles as transformative experiences.
Recent festivals like Fire Dance and Fires Rising use an alchemical
metaphor in the structuring and execution of their circles, in which
participants seek to transform their lead into gold by engaging with the
fire all night and greeting the sunrise in the morning. At Fires Rising,
popular Vegas stage magician and magickal practitioner Jeff Magnus
McBride and his partner Abbi Spinner elaborately structure their fire
circles based on elemental, planetary, and alchemical correspondences,
with detailed information that they present to the participants when
registering, as well as workshops to help prepare participants for these
circles. For instance, the layer of dancers who are closest to the fire
and move the most frantically are referred to as the “Mercury” track
in relation to the fire, the solar center that is the gold of alchemy and
the attainment of wisdom and self-realization associated with alchemi-
cal transformation. McBride maps out the rest of the circle according
to these correspondences, in which every possible individual role for
drummers, dancers, and other participants is imagined and encircled.
However, on their website, McBride and Spinner emphasize that
although the structure for their fire circles is highly routinized, the
content is entirely improvisational and spontaneous, consisting of a
kind of inter-performance:

By re-solving ourselves to dis-covering each other within the mystery of
sustained, mindful engagement, and by consciously choosing to cross
the threshold into the collaborative process of introducing, inventing,
spinning and galvanizing spontaneously emerging themes, celebrants are
empowered to witness and nurture each other’s creativity, beauty, process
and art, thus becoming a harmony of communal inspiration, as we dance
through the alchemical stages from darkness into light. (http://www.4qf
.org/_FiresRising/_res_alchemyhtm, par.10)

Thus, for the attendees of Fires Rising, an evening of spontaneous
interactive performance that leads into the morning is their alchemical
ritual, their way of transforming lead into gold as the sun, the macro-
cosmic symbol for that gold, rises on the participants around the fire,
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the microcosmic representation of both the gold itself and the process
of achieving it.

Similarly, the “Fire Tribe” associated with Midwest festivals follow a
tradition of greeting the sun with what they call “Resh,” an abbreviation
for Liber Resh vel Helios, a series of Egyptian-influenced adorations to
the sun developed by Victorian magician Aleister Crowley, and used by
practitioners of Thelema and members of the Ordo Templi Orientis
(OTO).”® When the first disc of dawn is spotted from the fire circle,
participants gather, often with many people precariously balancing on
a log and loudly recite the brief text, followed by a long, sustained
shout of “BULL.” This final innovation was introduced by Brushwood
elder Dennis Murphy as a way to both empower and undermine belief
systems and personal experiences, offering participants a chance for
release at the end of a long night’s festivities. Emerging from a com-
bination of Hermeticism, New Age Spirituality, Taoism and Chaos
Magick, Murphy’s philosophy considers this bullish performance as a
mantra of sorts, as a way for individuals to release any negativity or
regret, indeed, to release meaning itself. Furthermore, Murphy, as one
of the first to incorporate the practice of red suspender initiations with
fire-tenders, sees the practice of shouting BULL as an initiation into
“the Cult of the Living Bull,” his name for the “tribe” that creates and
maintains the fire circles at festival.* Cricket relates her own struggles
with the positive aspects of this concept, that “this is just all a bunch
of nonsense and imagery and it’s what I make of it and if I want to
make it into negative, crabby-ass bullshit then that’s my choice but if I
want to release it all and laugh at the universe, I can do that too.”

% The full text of the morning Resh is: “Hail unto Thee who art Ra in Thy rising,
even unto Thee who art Ra in Thy strength, who travellest over the Heavens in Thy
bark at the Uprising of the Sun. Tahuti standeth in His splendour at the prow, and
Ra-Hoor abideth at the helm. Hail unto Thee from the Abodes of Night!” This is
taken from various sources in Crowley’s bibliography, including Magick Without Tears
(1973) and The Confessions of Aleister Crowley (1929). Although there are four adorations
for dawn, noon, sunset and midnight, it is the morning Resh that is the most commonly
practiced at these festivals. Crowley also provides a series of hand gestures and stances
to go along with the recitation, though these are rarely adhered to in festival settings,
where participants do not often know of the Thelemic origins of the adorations.

? Murphy explains the Cult of the Bull and the elaborate philosophy behind the
BULL mantram in several unpublished treatises that he has distributed to members
at festivals and through email correspondence. Among the concepts he explores is the
meaning behind Meaninglessness and Nothingness and how dancing ‘O’s’ around the
fire is part of a universal movement of chaos and order.
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Ultimately, many fire circle participants view their nocturnal activities
as opportunities for personal growth and healing and the Resh adora-
tion i1s merely one example of how this healing may occur through
performance. Again, Cricket relates her fire circle experience with her
experience as a night nurse: “Somewhere around 3 and 5 am, whether
the center of the ring is a hospital bed, or a bonfire, people’s boundar-
ies, their walls, are down. Their pain comes out and they can’t stop it
and it’s safe to have a nervous breakdown in the dark with your friends
standing there, and with this fire to connect with. People just spill their
pain and bleed out over the ground. They’re trying to heal. I've had
the same conversations in a hospital room that I've had around the
bonfire.” Similarly, other fire practitioners seek to create that environ-
ment for healing in spaces that are not as chaotic and raucous as a
Roundhouse bonfire. Jason Cohen, founder and primary member of
tribal band, Incus, has begun to organize festivals known as “Forest
Dance,” consisting of smaller, more concentrated events that are not
just about loud drumming. Like the Fire Dance and Fires Rising fes-
tivals, whose methods Cohen has partly adapted, these circles highly
discourage the consumption of alcohol and drugs, cigarettes, or even
casual conversation in order to promote a more focused atmosphere.

Cohen maintains that part of his intent is to offer an alternative
to the more aggressive energy of the Starwood bonfires, where “you
don’t get the opportunity to really open up to the softest and subtlest
aspects. So what I'm trying to help instill into the fire circle tradition
and the culture in general, is the ability to honor all these aspects
of ourselves in one circle, in one night and hold space for all of it.”
Cohen offers what he calls the “Sacred Dynamic Fire” as a space for
individuals to work through their own issues and journeys. “We talk
a lot about service and fine tuning ourselves. We all have imbalances.
We all are looking to be heard. We’re all looking to be what it was
that we never felt that we were supported in being...We’re trying to
create these moments in the circle where you can come and unfold the
layers of this thick skin.” At Cohen’s circles, drumming is certainly a
focus, but unlike the large tribal fires, silence can also come into play.
One person can start a chant, sing a song, say a prayer, all while being
accompanied or witnessed by others. Cohen explains that the purpose
is to offer individuals the support of the community, “creating a safe
space to go into trance, and really holding space for the softest voices
and the shyest people.”
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Fire circles like Cohen’s Sacred Dynamic Fire seem to reinscribe
ritual space, where individuals may have more specific goals, while
maintaining the improvisatory nature of the festival bonfire. After much
discussion with other practitioners, it seems that my own increased
involvement in these kinds of circles is indicative of a general move
away from or bias against established ritual forms, mostly associated
with Wicca and other Pagan traditions, and seen as dry, liturgical and
uninspired. In fact, much of the criticisms these practitioners have
about ritual involves their distaste about the overtly theatrical aspects
of ritual practices, considering drumming and fire dancing as a more
authentic and unmediated form of expression. Further examination
of the various forms of fire circle practice is absolutely essential in
tracing the evolution of Paganism, particularly its approaches to social
and political issues, as well as its notions of performance. Here, the
common assertion by practitioners that the fire is the microcosm of
the community certainly seems to ring true. Conflicts around the fire,
particularly among the drummers, are undoubtedly reflective of con-
troversy in the Pagan community about leadership, community, and
political consensus. Moreover, the future of the Fire Tribe is strongly
indicative of the direction that the next generation of Pagan practi-
tioners will take. Especially at Starwood, teenage and even younger
pre-adolescents, affectionately known as “woodchucks” are interested
in training as fire-tenders (fig. 6). As many Pagan Studies scholars, like
Berger, Pike and Clifton, have noted, Paganism in general, especially the
festival movement, has had to adapt and change as more children are
being born and raised in these environments. Johnny the fire-tender also
acknowledges how having children involved in the fire circle shifts the
emphasis into a more educational realm. Having a younger generation
interested in training also forces the adults to both solidify the traditions
that exist and innovate them further, such as the introduction of white
stripes on suspenders to indicate a younger trainee’s age and experience.
Although he laments the fact that the responsibility of mentoring does
diminish the chaos factor he finds attractive, Johnny enjoys the “bonding
experience, that extra dynamic of being a role model” especially when
it involves valuable discussion about what responsible fire behavior is
and what is important to pass on to younger initiates.

Thus, the fire circle—and all the activities and performances that
occur within it—is an alchemical container for the issues and conflicts of
the festival movement, which itself is experiencing a struggle for identity
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vis-a-vis Paganism in general. As Sarah Pike has noted, the festival fire
also prominently manifests issues of gender and postcolonialism, from
the masculinity of the drummers pounding on the supposedly female
djembe drums and the many forms of bodily display, to the presence
of various elements of vodou, Santeria, and Ifa, such as the use of
veves and ritual altars. This space is undeniably microcosmic. The fire
at the center is that barely controlled desire, the excess of sacrifice and
the attraction of dissolution that Artaud and Bataille imagined. In the
circle, we are actors signaling through the flames, attempting to both
contain the conflagration and immerse ourselves in this energy that
brings us together and drives the community, while at the same time
providing fuel for collision and conflict. I can only continue to find my
way to engage with this energy and to play my drum, no matter how
exhausted my hands may be.

Yet the question remains for those who wish to quantify the impor-
tance of festival to Paganism and society at large. As we have discussed,
both researchers and participants tend to see festival as a space separate
from “mundane” time and space. Yet perhaps this fantastical dichotomy
between festival space and “mundania” is somewhat regressive for
Paganism. According to Pagan Spirit Gathering organizer, Tessa:

One of the biggest problems for folks is that misperception that PSG rep-
resents some kind of ideal and needs to be protected with the Mundane
kept outside, at bay. That doesn’t teach people how to function outside the
festival... The two sides—magical’ and ‘mundane’ could each be more
effective when informed by one another. I certainly use my skills in the
mundane to make my role at PSG function, as do many others. And I
use my magical skills to function outside of PSG, as do others.”

Those who thoughtfully facilitate fire circles also desire to foster this
connection between the inside of the circle and the outside. Magnus
McBride similarly rhapsodizes:

The magic we co-create in the sacred container, through sustained
engagement, ripples out exponentially into the rest of our lives, for the
highest good. The mightier our ability to remain engaged in the Fire
Circle process, the richer and fuller our experience becomes, a truth
that 1s mirrored in the greater mystery of life. Though it can be chal-
lenging to stay fully committed to the creative process from midnight, or
carlier, until after sunrise, it is specifically this kind of initiatory, inventive

% Personal email correspondence, 5/10/07.
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ordeal, virtually unheard of in our culture, that furnishes us with the
utmost opportunity for personal and collective growth (http://www.4qf
.org/_FiresRising/_res_alchemy.htm, par.28)

Are festivals merely a vacation, a time away from “mundane” life to
recharge the spiritual batteries of participants who find themselves
trapped in the urban work world? Perhaps festivals are not just about
a change of scenery, but rather a shift in boundaries that allows for
participants to concentrate on the crucial aspects of their practice and
on community building, a hyperreality where small moves have profound
effects. Again, to use the alchemical symbolism that McBride and others
apply to fire work, perhaps the fire circle is indeed a crucible that holds
within it the desires and conflicts inherent to the Pagan festival and,
indeed, to a broader sense of magickal culture that includes Paganism
within its mix. Exactly what kind of gold is obtained through that
process remains to be seen.

Fig. 1. Morning at the 2007 Starwood Festival, Sherman, NY.
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Fig. 2. The constructed fire space (with rangoli) for the 2007 Beltaine
Festival in Our Haven (French Lick, IN).

Fig. 3. A new firetender initiate receives his red suspenders.
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Fig. 4. Our Haven firetenders adjust a large chimney log.

Fig. 5. A chimney log in use at a smaller fire space, 2007 Starwood Festival.
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Fig. 6. Junior firetenders, known as woodchucks, help prepare the
Beltaine fire, Our Haven, 2008.
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PAGAN THEOLOGY AND THE GODDESS






PAGAN THEOLOGY

MicHAEL YORK

‘Paganism has no god’ and ‘paganism has many gods’.! Both these asser-
tions are true, and it may be asked how this is possible. Obviously, pagan-
ism in general does not retain a figure comparable to the monotheistic
God of Abrahamic tradition. An exception to this last statement might
be the Olodumare figure as supreme creator in Santeria and Yoruba
tradition. Nevertheless, Olodumare is more akin to the Demiurge of
Gnosticism or the deus otiosus or deus absconditus, the ‘lazy’ or ‘absent’
God, of Deism. Moreover, Olodumare is a supreme fashioner and not
a creator ex mihilo. All in all, paganism does not espouse affiliation to a
transcendental God who is wholly other than the manifest world known
to us through our senses.

But additionally, paganism may be said to have no god because its
emphasis 1s clearly placed upon empirical reality. For many pagans,
belief in anything comparable to the supernatural is not important. In
fact, numerous pagans do not believe in the supernatural in any sense.
We are reminded in this of Margot Adler’s assertion that contemporary
paganism is not about belief but rather on what is done.” Vivienne
Crowley puts forward that apart from “a very simple belief in the life
force and the powers of the human psyche,” it is the working within
a particular framework of ritual and symbolism that is the essence of
paganism.”’ It is this that allows over time the hidden understandings
of the practice to manifest and become clearer to the participant.

! Author’s usage note: I employ the terms ‘pagan’ and ‘paganism’ (with lower
case p) throughout in a generic sense. I recognize that this runs counter to current
fashion that seeks to present ‘Paganism’ as a bona fide religion. My sympathies remain
with this effort, and in the case of ‘Neo-paganism’ or ‘Neo-Paganism’ capitalizing
the P is acceptable to the degree that the designated spirituality represents a specific
and identifiable practice. In general, I judge capitalization of anything other than
personal names and place names to be hubristic—often amounting to the waving of
a red flag before a contentious bull. Accordingly, I will capitalize ‘Abrahamic’ but not
‘secular’ or ‘dharmic’ except that in the last case my Outlook Express spell check has
the tendency automatically to convert ‘dharmic’ to ‘Dharmic’, and I have then left
these for the most part.

2 Adler (1986); York (1995b: 102).

* Crowley (1989: 16); York (1995b: 121).
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Consequently, in as much as paganism—especially contemporary
Western paganism—is a form of naturism, worship or honouring of
natural cycles and processes, it is also largely a form of devotional
humanism. Either way, to the degree that either nature or humanity
is central, the emphasis of paganism is not on deity as such. In this
sense, paganism is a spirituality that may be assessed as having no god
per se.

There is also another manner in which the statement, ‘paganism has
no god’, might be true—mnamely that Wicca and some other forms of
contemporary Western paganism concentrate more, and sometimes
exclusively, on The Goddess. True enough, this deity has a son and consort
generally designated 7The God who is variously recognized in the figures
of Cernunnos, the Horned God, the Green Man, Oak King, Holly
King, etc. But both genealogically and in terms of importance, The
God is secondary so that the statement, ‘paganism has no god’, might
be interpreted as ‘paganism has goddess first and foremost’.

From a theological perspective, modern witchcraft or Wicca may
be described as a form of bi-theism. While names of deity and gods
from Astarte, Ishtar, Demeter, Diana, Apollo, Mabon, Pan, etc. are
often used and may even be individually worshiped, they are almost
invariably considered to be instances or manifestations of either The
Goddess or The God. So while someone like Charlene Spretnak might
deny that the Wiccan goddess represents essentially the Abrahamic
God in a dress, Jehovah in drag so to speak,’ in general Wicca and
related Neo-pagan spiritualities focus on the interplay of the feminine
and masculine in and throughout nature as well as the civilized world
of humanity—the yin and yang of the cosmos. But while this bi-theistic
perception dominates in Neo-paganism in both ontological and psycho-
logical senses, Neo-paganism is itself only one expression of paganism
within the world more widely—albeit in the West it is currently the
most dominant and popular form of paganism primarily under the
guise of Wicca and Witchcraft.

Nevertheless, paganism may be said to have no god also in the sense
that it is monistic or pantheistic, namely, all substance is divine or the

* Spretnak (1982: xvii). “No one is interested in revering a ‘Yahweh with a skirt.”
A distant, judgmental, manipulative figure of power who holds us all in a state of
terror.” I heard the ‘God in a dress’ assertion first in a talk by Melissa Raphael who
Wendy Griffin informs me (personal communication, 23.12.6) Raphael borrowed from
Spretnak. See further, Raphael (1998).
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whole world—all existence—is god. There is a tendency within both
contemporary and traditional forms of paganism to consider everything
to be sacred and of divine nature. Usually, this understanding of pan-
theism 1s what provides the explanation of polytheism—who and what
the gods actually represent, but in the sense that all 1s god, this may
portend for some that there is no individual god or even goddess.

In general, however, paganism in its more traditional and non-
exclusively contemporary Western manifestations is at home with the
assertion that ‘paganism has many gods—gods’ of course in the under-
standing of both ‘gods and goddesses’. We can summarize the longstand-
ing polytheistic emphasis within pagan orientation by noting the radical
spirituality’s stress on gender-differentiated and multiple understandings
of godhead. The honouring of male and female as complementary but
distinguishable aspects or forces of nature are reflected in the yin and
yang of classical Chinese religiosity, in the inherent anima and animus
projections of classical Western paganism, in Ku and Hina of Hawaiian
Kahuna, and in The Goddess and The God of contemporary Wicca.
But in addition to these or any other over-arching principle or set of
principles, throughout most of its various manifestations—both histori-
cal and contemporary, pagan godhead is understood and celebrated in
pantheonic formulations: Shinto’s kami, the Greco-Roman Olympians
and chthonic deities, Las Seite Potencias Africanas of Santeria, Vodun’s
loas, the Chinese ¢’ and shen, the Nordic aesir and vanir, the Amerindian
divine ancestors (e.g., Sedna, Tlaloc, Quetzalcoatl, Water-Woman,
Mother Earth, Coyote, etc.) as well as the figures of Ku, Kane, Lono,
Kanaloa, Papa, Pele, Kapo, etc. in Kahuna. Whether we look to the
indigenous hypostases of Africa, Asia, Australia, Polynesia, Europe or
the Americas, we invariably find multiple gods and goddesses grouped
together into ever-changing pantheons in line with the perpetual shifts
of cultural needs and fashions. The multiplicity of paganism remains at
the root of anthropomorphic projection and, concurrently, spontaneous
and natural perceptions of the numinous, animistic and awesome.

To understand pagan theology, one must understand paganism as
root-religion—the foundation to all subsequent religious development
or positioning, whether Abrahamic, Dharmic or secular. This begs us
to question how paganism in its many forms differs from Christianity
(Gatholic, Protestant, Orthodox), Islam (Sunna, Shiite), Judaism
(Reform, Conservative, Orthodox), Hinduism, Buddhism (Theravada,
Mahayana, Vajrayana), secular humanism, Marxism, etc. It must still
be borne in mind, however, that to speak of religions broadly in this
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way, we are making reference to ideal-lypes or hypothetical standards
and idealizations rather than to the actual specifics of church, sect,
denomination and cult. In any given case, we are more likely to find
elements of all four religious ideal-types (Abrahamic, Dharmic, pagan
and secular) since the ideal-type is a heuristic sociological tool that is
used fo measure any specific practice or expression against in order to
determine its predominant orientation and to locate where, how and
why it differs from the ‘pure’ form. The detailed analysis that such a
comparative investigation merits, however, is beyond the scope of the
present enterprise.

Instead, we need to recognize that pagan expression finds its true
home at the immediate, local level of place and community. It is
within the immediacy of time and place, the here-and-now, that the
distinguishing features of paganism’s nature orientation, polytheistic
pluralism, celebration, this-worldliness, sense of the awesome and corpo-
spirituality are to be located. It is particularly with the corpo-spiritual,
the recognition of the physical as intrinsically and integrally sacred,
that paganism differs from any secular perceptions of the cosmos as
mechanistic as well as any gnostic devaluing of the material world as
illusory, secondary or imprisoning.’

A key avenue into a pagan mindset is through an appreciation of
its inclination toward idolatry. Tolerated at best through Hindu bhakt:,
denounced by Judeo-Christian and Islamic antipathy, and ridiculed and
dismissed by scientism and secular evolutionism, the idol in paganism is
foremost an encyclopaedic repository of mantic energy, folkloric insight
and cultural tradition. While I wish to return to idolatry, for now let
us address it simply as a representation of deity in concrete form. In
paganism’s ubiquity of divinity, everything is potentially a representa-
tion or symbol of deity—let alone an instance of divine nature in and
of itself. But inasmuch as paganism is the root of all religion, it has
also generated contra-pagan spirituality (e.g., gnosticism, Abrahamic
religion, secularism, dharmic outlook) that posits the non-pagan tenet
that there is something beyond, outside of or completely other than

> The term ‘gnostic’ (with lower case g) I employ throughout in the sense of ‘theo-
sophic’ as described under “theosophy” in Bridgewater and Kurtz (1963: 2124). The
entry refers to “Neoplatonists, the Gnostics, and the Cabalists [as] generally considered
types of theosophists.”
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nature. In paganism as a or the religion of nature,® there is nothing other
than nature.

However, in the ubiquity of representation that stems from aborigi-
nal pagan sentiment, even the anti-divine, the transcendent and non-
immanent can be symbolized and represented through both idol and/or
concept. Pagan theology, therefore, often involves tracing or delineating
the lineage and origins of any theomorphic figure belonging to myth
or cult.” For example, in tracing the Old Testament Judeo-Christian
‘God’ to the seminal figures of Yahweh and El, it becomes clear that
there is an original antagonism between the Hebraic hypostasis and
the pagan-fertility emphasis of Baal and his allies within the Canaanite
pantheon. Another example is to be found in radically discerning the
Aesir of Scandinavian pagan sentiment. As enemies of the Vanir fertil-
ity figures, whom the Aesir could not defeat but ultimately with whom
they were required to accept begrudgingly a compromise truce, upon
careful scrutiny, most figures recorded by Snorri and the Elder Edda
reveal themselves not to be Aesir. Thor and Tyr, cognates of Perkunas
and Dievas, the thunder-lord and the Greek-Roman Zeus-Jupiter,
are fwar or generic gods rather than enemies of the gods. A case can
be made, in fact, for most of the remaining aesir—leaving essentially
Odin/Woden as the only bona fide @s. As a figure of rage, deceptive
magic and treachery, Odin is more an illustration of a demonic usurper
than a legitimate divine ruler.?

The discovery that a popular pagan figure is not a deity but has
originally anti-god credentials presents a nuanced facet to contempo-
rary pagan practice and theology. While academic authority retains
a modicum of respect throughout the contemporary Western pagan
community, the prevailing code suggests that there are no doctrines or
dogmas for the practicing pagan, that everyone has the right to wor-
ship who, what and as one prefers, and that one’s beliefs are always
personal and legitimate—even if and when such contravenes any dis-
cerned ancestral or ethnic tradition.” The fundamental pagan ethos is
and remains one of freedom. Differing from much institutional religion,
paganism is not a practice that is based on Credo but rather is one

¢ Corrington (1997).

7 See my Divine versus the Asurian (York, 1995a) for the representation of the anti-
divine as hostile non-existence in Indo-European tradition.

% For details on this analysis, see York (1995a: 186-94).

? York (1995b: 102).
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that, as Adler discerned, is determined more by what is done rather than
what is believed. And what is done is something that for the most part is
done personally—whether solo, with a few others, in conjunction with
a coven or grove, or as a member of a tribe or community.

But be this as it may, what is the theology, if any, that could be
detected behind such personal and diversified practice? In the West,
theology as an area of concern has been traditionally appropriated
by Christianity. Until relatively recently, any search on the internet or
visit to the theology section of a book store would disclose a culturally
engrained assumption that theology = Christian theology.

Every religion produces some theology, but Christianity has been intellec-
tually active to a unique, perhaps excessive, extent. The term 1s therefore
mostly used in a Christian context. It may cover the historical study of
Christian scripture, history, and thought on the largely tacit and unexam-
ined assumption that these subjects are important because the Christian
faith is correct; or it may refer to an explicit, systematic, and often-renewed
attempt to work out doctrines in the light of this faith.'

Otherwise, Bullock, Stallybrass and Trombley consider that theology
is the attempt to talk rationally about the divine, and they note the
more encompassing, let alone neutral, investigation that is promul-
gated by the study of religions on a comparative basis. A pioneer and
major influence on this last front has been Ninian Smart (e.g., 1999).
Contemporary religious studies 4 /a Smart make no assumption on the
validity of any given religion but seek in as unbiased a manner possible
to examine its overall experiential features, social constituency, narra-
tive traditions, systematic beliefs, ethical stance, ritualistic aspects and
material manifestations. Among these dimensions, it is the beliefs and
how they conform to reason and logic—what Smart refers to as the
‘dimension of dogma’—that essentially comprise the religion’s theol-
ogy—especially, though not exclusively, as deliberately articulated. To
a lesser extent, the narratives of a faith also retain and convey the
theological inheritance.

If we turn to the 1949 Unabridged Second Edition of Webster’s
New International Dictionary of the English Language, we find the following
understanding of theology:

The ideational element in religion; religious knowledge or belief, esp.
about God, and more esp. when methodologically formulated. Esp. in its

10 Bullock et al. (1988: 857).
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Christian form it is sometimes regarded as a deductive science in which
the premises are supplied mainly by authoritative revelation. . .; sometimes
more empirically, as a more or less scientific systematization of truths
learned from religious experience; sometimes as a scientific statement,
whether descriptive or normative, not of what God 1s, but of what the
faith of a given church or religious fellowship either is or, in the light of
its experience of religious values, ought to be; sometimes as practically
identical with speculative philosophy in its more comprehensive develop-
ments; and finally, often a combination of two or more of these variant
methods or forms.!!

More loosely, Webster’s sees theology as the scientifically critical, his-
torical and psychological study of religion and religious ideas—that
the dictionary still then dovetails into biblical Christianity, but it does
allow that theology can simply refer to “A system of religious theory
or observance; as, certain pagan theologies;” etc.'

The upshot of the development of the term ‘theology’ in modern
academic discourse is that it has become more a reference to the study
of people’s belief about deity rather than strictly the study of deity
itself. Nevertheless, pagan theology as such, though relatively nascent or
newly rediscovered, and while open to, and completely at home with,
phenomenological investigation, is involved with discourse on the god-
head—both the gods and cosmology. This discourse is both an internal
affair (between pagans) and an external exchange within the global
forum that compares, discusses, challenges and distinguishes both pagan
monistic, polytheistic and pantheist convictions, on the one hand, and
the theistic and atheist beliefs of non-pagan others, on the other.

For paganism, there is a return to the first century BC Roman
grammarian, Marcus Terentius Varro, who divided theology into three
broad areas: the mythical (fabulous) for the poets and the theatre, the
rational (natural or physical) for the philosophers, and civil (or politi-
cal) for the people.”” This last concerns the rites and duties of public
religious observance, but since contemporary Western paganism is both
private and pursued by relatively few vis-a-vis the wider population, it
is not a relevant concern at present. Varro’s mythical, however, relates
to the gods and goddesses of paganism, such as their pedigrees and
hypostatic identities as already mentioned, for example, in connection

""" Neilson et al. (1949: 2620).

12 Thid.

1 For the theologia tripertita of Varro, see Augustine, De Civitate Det (Dods, 2000) Book
VI Chapters 5-8.
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with Odin. In the absence of sanctioned scripture, myth for the pagan
is an important resource by which to access the nuance of deity and
regain or renew lost associations, provinces and esoteric understandings
connected with any particular theomorphic entity.

Along with the mythical, it is Varro’s rational or physical that relates
to philosophical analysis of pagan gods and pagan cosmology that is
perhaps the most relevant in the broader sense of theology. According
to Augustine,

“The second kind which I have explained,” [Varro] says, “is that concern-
ing which philosophers have left many books, in which they treat such
questions as these: what gods there are, where they are, of what kind and
character they are, since what time they have existed, or if they have
existed from eternity; whether they are of fire, as Heraclitus believes; or
of number, as Pythagoras; or of atoms, as Epicurus says; and other such
things, which men’s ears can more easily hear inside the walls of a school
than outside in the Forum.”"

But despite the contended rationality for philosophical theology, already
here there 1s a potential difficulty if we attempt to rationalize present-day
worship of a figure such as Odin with behaviour that is not cognitively
dissonant. Much pagan practice, both indigenous and Western, is ata-
vistic and vernacular and unaffected by philosophical and theological
analysis. We see much the same response in the automatic and sponta-
neous reactions of Hindus in the presence of a revered Muslim saint’s
tomb or within a Christian church that conforms to the casual pia one
might more usually perform in a Hindu temple or shrine or toward a
holy well or sacred tree. Like Hindus, pagans can and do respond to
what they perceive as sacred per se regardless of the logicality or lack
of logicality in any particular instance. When it is a matter of honour-
ing the sacred as purely something to be honoured, pagans are, as a
general rule, flexible, readily adaptable and more embracing of variety
and difference than are people of other persuasions.

So to the question whether theology is only appropriate to the logi-
cal study of deity (a deity, a theos), the pagan answer is ‘no’. Can in
fact a pagan deity be studied logically? Not in all cases. If a figure is
particularly awesome and mysterious, logical analysis and explanation
may not be possible. Moreover, does paganism present situations akin
to Buddhism in which there is no ostensible deity and the very applica-

* Ibid. Chapter 5.
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tion of theology is then brought into question? The deep humanistic
strain running throughout paganism might, in the opinion of some, put
paganism into the same category as Buddhist philosophy. In general,
however, paganism, in its more historical course at least, has many
gods, and these gods may for the most part be studied logically, their
genealogies deciphered and their natures analyzed. An important part
of this process involves mythography, Varro’s mythical branch of the-
ology—the study of a god or goddess’ mythology—supplemented by
information acquired from other surviving literature as well as etymo-
logical input, epigraphic material and archaeological discovery, if not
current anthropological investigation as well where appropriate.

At the end of the day, however, pagan theology is perhaps more
akin to ideology than to theology as a strictly rational discourse on
the godhead. In this sense it is likely to be more likened to Hindu
darshana as something that involves formulating a distinguishable view,
viewpoint or world outlook. Hopetully the present reader might imag-
ine the potential magical thrill that could be possible in a truly open
theological exchange within a global roundtable of religious discourse.
From a pagan pluralistic perspective, there can be no one theological
position; from the pagan perspective, there are many forms of pagan-
ism as there are many differing religions, and, consequently, there are
many different theologies—whether as rational discourses, cosmological
arguments or darshanic viewpoints. For an understanding of pagan
theology, therefore, there are two implicit processes that are neces-
sary: one is to discern what might be the common denominators that
unite the various pagan paths together as paganism and how paganism
contrasts with other, non-pagan theologies; and the other is to locate «
pagan theology, more specifically, a pagan cosmology—not as anything
definitive but more as a gauntlet for further reflective discussion both
within the pagan community and beyond.

Pagan Theology

Religious practice is among the most multifarious of all human activi-
ties. Within any given religion, there can appear the most divergent
range of ritual performance and forms of worship. Smart’s dimensions
of experience, ritual and material expression are conceived less as a
means to identify one religion from another as they are to locate imme-
diate individuality as well as broad similarities across the full scope of
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possibility. A specific religiosity is perhaps most defined by its ethical
stance and theological outlook. For paganism as a generality, ethics
are not commandments derived from some external entity’s dictates
but are determined instead primarily through aesthetic choice. While
tribal and communal pressures do indeed exist in some local and/or
ethnic traditions, paganism adheres more to what might be described as
ethical relativism. Right behaviour is contextually determined and does
not or at least need not intrinsically conform to some a priori categori-
cal imperative. For pagans, there is no absolute good or absolute evil.
Pagan ethics are invariably founded on an affirmation of freedom—for
individual or community or both, and a person is encouraged to choose
rightful action because it conforms with, or is commensurate with, a
greater aesthetic. One does not harm or reduce another against her
will because, to do so, violates an implicit standard of beauty, and, in
the service to deity, the pagan endeavours to avoid ugliness—especially
ugliness as understood as desecration of others, whether humans, non-
human others or the earth and nature.

I have already stated the definitive features of paganism gua pagan-
ism but shall once again present these.” But it must be kept in mind
that not all pagan religiosities will embrace a/l these features; they are
instead those elements or expressions that we are most apt to discern or
that most (though not necessarily a//) of which will be present within
any broadly pagan identifiable spirituality.

Perhaps foremost of all is the point that paganism is primarily
a nature religion—one that either honours nature as the supreme
embodiment of godhead or divinity or draws its deities essentially as
personifications of different aspects and features of nature or both. The
natural register is the primal source for the metaphors and understand-
ings of cyclical rhythms used by a pagan orientation—its ‘bible’ so to
speak.'® Robert Corrington has titled his 1997 book Nature’s Religion,'’
and nature’s religion is and could only be what we otherwise designated
as paganism. Speaking of ‘paganisms’ in the plural, Harvey (2005: 88)
allows that they “are necessarily ideologies and projects of relationship

Y York (1995b: 60).

16 Capturing the interplay between metaphoric understanding, ritual and nature in
what is now comprehended as a pagan orientation, Highwater (1978: 14) maintains
that “Ritual is not a product of primitive people. Rather, it is produced by all peoples
still in touch with the capacity to express themselves in metaphor.”

7 Corrington (1997).
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with nature, and their most common and central manifestations are in
the celebration of seasonal festivals.” My own contention is that pagan-
ism is as much about humanism as it is naturism, but the humanism to
which I refer is not the humanism of the Deists or secularists but one
which is centred on a humanity that is integrally a part of nature rather
than a humanity that dominates and exploits the natural world and
in some way considers itself separate and superior. This, in paganism,
would be a ‘natural humanism’ in place of a ‘rational humanism’. But
like humanism in general, paganism places the burden of responsibility
upon humankind itself for its well-being, growth and ascent. The earth
is ‘our mother’, and we humans (literally, ‘earthlings’) are her children
and personifications. And, consequently, as we do with our parent, we
honour, protect and preserve our living source and nurturer. So while
pagans are not the only ones preoccupied with environmental ecology,
we are at the forefront of all efforts to restore a manageable balance to
the planet. Pagan theology is both naturalistic and humanistic.

In comparison to paganism, while Islam has a more especial reverence
for the natural world than doctrinal Christianity or rabbinic Judaism,
the Abrahamic religions as a whole do not hold nature in anything close
to the esteem that pagans have for it. In a pagan understanding, nature
is the source, the mother, the matrix; in Abrahamic religion, nature is
secondary, a gift at best from the Creator. According to the injunction
of Genesis 1.26—8, mankind is given dominion over the natural world.
It is his subject and resource for the taking. By contrast, secularists tend
to approach our planet and cosmos not as a living, organic entity but as
a mechanistic storehouse. The notion of worshipping, even honouring,
the physical is foreign, bizarre and absent. With the Eastern faiths of
Hinduism and Buddhism, the material world is illusion (maya) for the
former and simply valueless for the latter. There is little in the dharmic
faiths that would exalt or revere the material realm.

Paganism does indeed overlap with secularism on its focus of being
this-worldly. If the emphasis in Abrahamic practice is otherworldly sal-
vation and in Dharmic pursuit is transcendental release (nirvana, moksa,
samadhi), the secularist and pagan are both concerned with s world
rather than the next one. Pagans can and do entertain the possibility
of an afterlife in the Western Isles, the Elysian Fields, the Blessed Isles,
Summerland or some form of a paradisiacal otherworld, but that is
virtually never their focus. The otherworld at best serves two functions:
(1) as a directional focus for honouring one’s ancestors, and (2) as an
exploratory resource for shamanic knowledge that is still brought back for
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the benefit of individuals or community in #us world. Consequently,
as a this-worldly concern, pagan theology is pragmatic, practical and
rational. It eschews any all-consuming escapism as a detrimental fantasy.
Pagan theology supports concern with the here-and-now of life, with
living in the present while preparing for a future that is an extension
of the present rather than a refutation.

Within its pragmatic pursuit, however, there is also the incorpora-
tion of the magical. Magic is variously understood as the psychological
harnessing of the will to achieve particular ends beyond the norm, as
the cultivation of a sense of wonder and enchantment, and as the uti-
lization of preternatural energies. The magical is much debated within
pagan conversation, but there is almost inevitably a recognition of its
reality in some dimension however non-empirical and non-demonstrable
it remains in laboratory settings. The appreciation of the magical is
initially an intuitive understanding, but its acceptance opens the pagan
to a more imaginative world of wider horizons. It is neither the seduc-
ing Dharmic power of maya nor the nefarious Satanic resource of the
Abrahamic ungodly. And nor is it the fiction and aberration that it is
for the secularist. Instead, it is seen as a largely amoral force that can
be used both positively and negatively. The ethical-aesthetic mandate
of paganism, however, precludes the rationale for sinister application
of the magical. It is instead something that is to be applied for the
benefit of self and other as long as no one is harmed or reduced in
that application. But beyond even this, the magical is something to be
cultivated as a self-directed state of enchantment within which the pagan
can commune with her deities. It is part and parcel of the expansion
of awareness and, as such, is a resource and possibility that requires
judicious and wise use. It is often likened to a force such as electricity
or fire—powers that can be hugely detrimental but, if harnessed cor-
rectly and carefully, can be immensely constructive and beneficial. No
pagan will deny the risk involved with using or attempting to use the
magical, but, by the same token, no pagan will deny the risks that are
necessary for living and life.

Other constituent features of paganism that inform its theology
include its polytheism and its hedonism. To the degree that there is a
pagan godhead, its deities are multiple and gender-differentiated. This
pluralism is perhaps directly inspired by the inherent multiplicity of
the natural world. But it encourages in turn the variety and acceptance
of difference found throughout paganism. There is a deity for every-
one; often more than one. The individual is free to worship whoever
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he wishes as well as not worship if that is one’s wish. While there are
exceptions, pagan gods as a rule are not vindictive or demanding. If
ignored, they are believed simply to ignore the ignorer in return. The
gods for the pagan are available resources. The burden of paganism is
its necessity to accept the pleasurable without guilt or intimidation. The
hedonic is for the pagan the giff of her gods, one to be celebrated and
enjoyed. There is no denial or austerity unless these are directed toward
a particularly sought goal—such as initiation or shamanic trance. In
general, the pleasurable—whether sensual or intellectual—constitutes
the raison d’étre for living the pagan life. A puritanical god that forbids and
rejects this-worldly pleasure is one that the pagan will in turn reject.

Consequently, if nature orientation, humanistic valuing, pursuit of
pleasure, pluralistic godhead and this-worldly concern are common
elements of pagan theology in general and most individual pagan
expressions specifically, they can still be seen as overlapping with features
of other non-pagan religions as well (e.g.,, Hindu-Buddhist polytheism,
secular hedonism and this-worldlyism, even Abrahamic appreciation
of nature when it exists). What distinguishes paganism from the other
world religions is the inclusion of most if not all of these elements within
the rationale of its theological outlook. Beyond this, however, the one
feature that distinguishes paganism across the board is what we are
permitted to call its corpo-spirituality.

Paganism embraces the material world as itself spiritual. In general,
physical reality is not the product of external spirituality—whether a
creator ex nthilo or an all-emanating One. It may be something that
has always existed, but it is usually recognized as the matrix of life
and the spiritual rather than vice versa. Because of Judeo-Christian
indoctrination, in the West this is frequently a difficult concept to grasp.
The spiritual has become defined as something other than the physi-
cal—and the material and sensual are ‘lower’ manifestations or rungs
of reality. The concept is also difficult for many pagans themselves to
comprehend. Gnosticism is an early outgrowth of paganism. Its theology
inverts the natural order as understood by pagans both atavistically and
intellectually. But because gnostic or theosophic ideas employ many of
the same terminologies, constructs, theonyms and cosmological/cosmo-
gonic elements from the pagan matrix from which they have sprung,
many pagans have themselves been unable to appreciate the baseline
distinction between a pagan theology and a gnostic one. For this last,
matter is evil, imprisoning and the furthest pole from the divine source
and ultimate destination. It is not to be cherished and honoured. At
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best, in some circles, the corporeal is tolerated and may even be given
some kind of auxiliary status of sanctity, but the panentheistic and/or
transcendental is invariably considered greater and more sacred. There is
still something of the physical that is inferior and encompassed. By
contrast, for a pagan theology qua pagan, the material is an all-gener-
ating matrix—one that gives birth to all the diversity of the cosmos,
including the ethical, aesthetic and spiritual, and there is no fixed or
ultimate destination. Matter is mater, and its growth, evolution, ascent
and transformation are open-ended. There is no final goal, or at least,
there is no final goal apart from the durable organic harmony between
matrix and what the matrix produces.

Consequently, I wish to posit the corpo-spiritual as the definitive
distinguishing element of a pagan theology. It is what allows the pagan
to trust the life process rather than to fear it or seek escape from it.
It is also the element that without which we have no pagan identity.
Recognizing the physical as divine separates the pagan from the
impersonal mechanism of secularism, from a purely Newtonian world
of cause and effect, and, at the same time, it separates the pagan from
Abrahamic theism and Dharmic nihilism. It provides instead the very
rationale for the this-worldly endorsement that characterizes pagan-
ism, for its ‘nature worship’ and for its acceptance and love of the
hedonic. But to complete this discussion, I wish now to turn toward
the present discourse on the godhead, that is, on a pagan theological
conversation about the gods and cosmology. Let us begin first with the
pagan deities.

Complexity Theory

In paganism, a god is generally understood as a particular energy com-
plex. While there are numerous exceptions (particularly in Santeria and
perhaps with a figure such as the Kahuna Pele), in general the pagan
gods are considered to be benevolent entities, not vindictive and, if
ignored, ones that simply ignore, in turn, the person who ignores them.
To the pagan, the gods exist as potential and generally willing allies.
But to the degree that a pagan god is comprehended as a unique
constellation of energies and values, she or he may be theologically
approached via the language of contemporary complexity theory.'

'8 For a general lucid explanation of the history and evolution of complexity theory,
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Metaphorically speaking, a god may be likened to a magnet. The
worshipper, through proper (self-)cultivation, that is, through acts of
devotion and service, transforms herself/himself into, again metaphori-
cally speaking, an iron filing that can be drawn to the ‘magnetizing’
deity. Interestingly here, the Latin source for our word ‘cultivation’ (as
well as ‘cult’ and ‘cultic’) is colere (colo, cultus) ‘to cultivate’ (‘I cultivate’,
‘cultivated’)—the same word that in Latin signifies ‘to worship’. In other
words, our pagan Roman ancestors understood tilling and worshipping
as the same fundamental activity. Here we can appreciate the typical
sort of grounding of the spiritual that is characteristic of paganism
almost ubiquitously.

In their ascent and subsequently, Christians have of course denied
that the pagan gods are bona fide energies. This denial may be understood
both as an attempt to deny the pagan gods and to deny their physi-
cal reality. Abrahamic thought conceives of its gods or God as purely
transcendental and without physical body. To deny the pagan gods as
themselves energies is to deny that the pagan gods have bodily form.
But to take a cue from Einstein, the physical may be understood as a
solidified state of energy. If the gods are energies, they can also have
bodies; if the have bodies, they can also be energies.

How this might work in a pagan context is through the media of
idolatry and divine transport. The idol or vehicle of a deity is simply
an instance of the physicality or physical presence of the god complex.
For instance, a ‘carrying medium’ and consequently ‘icon’ of Jupiter is
the eagle and swan. Juno’s vehicle is the peacock and goose; Mars’, the
horse and milch cow; the dawn-goddess, the turtle dove. In the organic
plasticity of paganism, a god is often encountered through his or her
vehicle or symbol. In a sense, then, the ‘body’ of a deity may be under-
stood as comprised of all the god’s icons, idols, symbols, representations
and vehicles. These concrete tangibles would be said to delineate the
‘phase portrait’ of the deity in which the god’s attractors and basins of
attraction could be topologically mapped and identified. If the repre-
sentation and iconization of Christianity’s Jesus Christ throughout the
world might appear to give that religion an edge in terms of its revered
figure having an extensive iconic body or larger ‘phase portrait’, we
need to remember that the pagan deity prototypes are served not only
by their pictorial representations and symbols but also by their physical

see Waldrop (1992). Brady (2006: 163—7) provides a useful “Glossary of Chaotic
Terms.”
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realities. In other words, the dawn is also the actual dawn, Jupiter is
also the actual bright sky, the sun is the sun, the moon the moon, etc.
And while the dawn may be relatively ephemeral, there is always a
dawn somewhere on the planet. Likewise, the daytime of the bright
sky may be balanced by the absence of light during the night, but half
the planet is experiencing daytime at all times. But finally, the earth is
always present—Ilet alone that at least 99.99% of everything we use,
eat, wear, shelter within, etc. is a product of the earth. Consequently,
it 1s safe to say that, for the pagan who is comfortable with a geocen-
tric ritual perspective and valuing, the earth is the greatest and most
ubiquitous idol of all.

Complexity theory has developed with the realization that reality is
greatly more non-linear than the linear assertions in the strict terms
of cause and effect of Newtonian science would otherwise suggest. In
a non-linear state of affairs, predictability greater than chance—the
backbone and rationale of science as science—is no longer a safe
assumption. Instead, predictability is replaced at best by ‘retrodictability’.
One may be able to explain why something happened the way it did
afler the fact but not be able previously to forecast which of a range of
possibilities will be the one to materialize. But this range of possibilities
1s itself important. If a deity were to be thought of as metaphorically
magnetic, he or she is an ‘attractor’—less in the sense of a ‘point
attractor’ (e.g., the bottom opening of a funnel) and not necessarily as
a ‘periodic attractor’ either (e.g., the periodic oscillation of the plan-
ets around the sun) but rather, in the language of complexity/chaos
science, as a ‘strange attractor’. For this last, the attracting focus is in
motion so that, in effect, there are several different foci. The pattern
that exists between the pluralistic focus and the ‘objects orbiting’ around
it (or them) graphically delineates the ‘strange attractor’. Pagan deities
are not point attractors, and nor are they periodic attractors when it
comes to human-divine interactions. They may be understood instead
as a particular kind of strange attractor.

Complexity theory centres on two key notions: the feedback loop
(iteration) and spontaneous self-organization. Feedback refers to the
process in which information, relationship or the generated product is
‘fed back’ into the source. Auto-urine therapy, the hydrological cycle
and worship may all be understood as examples of feedback cycles.
Complexity seeks to study the kinds of saturation that can develop when
output is returned to input and possible new and emerging patterns
result. In non-linear activity, while entropic dissolution is one possibil-
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ity, the more interesting option occurs when an emergent is other than
simply the sum of its constituent components. A human or animal body,
let alone an economy or social culture, is something more than a mere
collection of parts. Gomplexity terms this process of becoming more,
becoming unpredictably more, ‘spontancous self-organization’. Pagan
gods may themselves be spontaneous self-organizations from a feedback
loop between the attentions of devotee or worshipper and the values
perceived to be inherent within the physical and cultural environment.
Along the lines of complexity dynamics, it is not inconceivable to the
pagan that her deities assume an operative reality that surpasses and is
independent of the matrix of realities from which any specific theomor-
phic figure has taken birth. For many, pagan gods may be other than
this—ranging from metaphorical fantasies to flesh-and-blood realities,
but complexity dynamics supplies the pagan theologian with one fruitful
possibility by which to understand the mechanism of deity.

As a theory and/or science, complexity/chaos is preoccupied with
the ‘zone’ that separates chaos from stasis. This is the region in which
new order originates. Often referred to as the ‘edge of chaos’, it is the
matrix in which additional relationship or information is fed into so that
greater patterned order emerges. This edge 1s likened to a membrane.
Too far into chaos or infinity, the redistribution of energy is dissipated
and entropy results. All order is lost, and none emerges. By contrast, too
far into stasis or the realm of closed and fixed shape, and the inputted
energy is blocked and rejected, and no change occurs. An example of
the generative border between chaos and stasis is the relatively thin
zone that comprises the surface and immediate atmosphere of the
carth. 99.99% of all life, human and otherwise, plus technical and
cultural achievement, occurs in this region of advantageous change
and increasingly complex order. Along with fire, water, earth, sun and
moon, humanity itself is one of the prototypic deities in generic and
root-level paganism. And humanity lives at the very ‘edge of chaos™—at
the heart of dynamic change and new forms of order.

Nevertheless, complexity theory also considers the concept of ‘lock-
in’. Homeostatic lock-in occurs when a pattern becomes fixed and is
unable to be dislodged within a culture. Lock-in refers to when a less
advantageous instrument, construct or pattern becomes dominant. A
prime example of lock-in is the QWERTY/AZERTY layout of the
keyboard—an arrangement no longer necessary since we have moved
beyond the mechanical typewriter with its propensity for the letter
bars to become jammed. Though this propensity no longer exists, the
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keyboard arrangement of letters, rather than more advantageously
alphabetically placed, remains the inflexible standard. Another example
of lock-in is the success of the VHS videocassette recorder over the
superior Sony Betamax due to rival JVC’s more aggressive and bet-
ter advertising as well as contractual agreements in the initial days of
competition. Lock-in, therefore, concerns the dominant persistence of
a less technically sophisticated product of inferior quality that is more
readily available and commercially successful. From a pagan perspec-
tive, the Abrahamic notion of Yahweh/God may be considered to
be a theological lock-in. By contrast, the genealogy and orb of cult
belonging to a pagan deity, the phase portrait with it strange attractor
and basin of attraction, may render the god more positive and gener-
ating of newer patterns and order. Complexity theory appears to lack
a concept of a counterbalancing positive ‘lock-in’, but this could be of
possible application to divine hypostases within a pagan framework.
The strange attractor might be another name for the ‘magic button’
that many pagans wish to find and push. Because the pagan deity is
comprehended as organic energy, she or he is always recoverable and
unable to conform to the non-dynamics of homeostatic resistance to
change and, hence, negative lock-in. The phase portrait of a pagan
deity helps to locate the hypostatic core that underlies the constellational
overlay and transformations, inversions, bifurcations and conflations
that occur in the historical development of the deity.

Other Pagan Theologies

There are of course other theologies within paganism that contrast
with the complexity dynamics of corpo-spirituality as I have sought
to sketch them. diZerega (2001), for instance, champions panentheism
as inclusive of both the immanently divine world of pantheism and
the transcendent world that embraces nature and the cosmos. To me,
this is wanting to have it both ways. Either nature is the sacred all or
it is not. Corrington’s Ecstatic Naturalism posits that “there is nothing
whatsoever outside of nature. The sacred is in and of nature and cannot
outstrip nature.”" The difficulty with panentheism, the ‘all in God’, is
that Christians tend to suspect it as ‘collapsing’ into pantheism, while

19 Corrington (1997: 10)—my italics.



PAGAN THEOLOGY 301

pagans see it by-and-large as a dressed-up disguise for theism. diZerega
might welcome this rejection by either party as allowing the term to
be embraced by both pagans and Christians in the spirit of all-encom-
passing interfaith, but if the term becomes counter-expressive for what
actually distinguishes pagans from Abrahamists, it is not commensurate
for an accurate elucidation of pagan theology. Pagan ‘materialism’ or
Corrington’s ‘ecstatic naturalism’ seeks to affirm the transcendent as an
evolutionary development of the matter-energy matrix—even if and
when that transcendent may ultimately surpass its originating space-time
constraints. What paganism denies is the contention that the physical
is in any way secondary and inferior to an a prior transcendent that is
alleged to be the creative source of corporeal reality—in other words,
that our cosmos has come into being through an external creatio ex nihilo.
Starhawk’s theological musings in her 1979 book, The Spiral Dance, are
yet again an instance of ex nihilo creation. Accordingly, The Goddess
unfolds the cosmos as a mental projection. She does not give birth to
the world as something originating within her womb, the geo- and
generic pagan understanding, but rather as something that springs from
her head. In this sense, Starhawk’s deity comes closer to a feminized
version of the Judeo-Christian God than to a pagan understanding
of the Earth Mother. This here is a feminized Gnosticism rather than
pagan evolutionism and complexity.

A more compatible theological possibility is presented by Harvey
(2005). In his Animism, Harvey endeavours to by-pass supernatural/pre-
ternatural consideration® for a new, post-colonial discursive understand-
ing of animism—not as belief in panpsychic souls or “a recognition
of mind, experience, sentience or consciousness in matter,” but as a
more innovative usage that is concerned “with knowing how to behave
appropriately towards persons, not all of whom are human” (Harvey,
2005: 17, xi). Following Hallowell, Harvey finds the animistic richness
of nature in personhood—a personhood that includes rock-persons,
tree-persons, etc. along with human-persons. Discarding spirits as the
animating principle ubiquitous through the physical world of nature,
Harvey opts for personhood. He grants that ‘personalism’ is a “near-
synonym” of the new animism (p. 22), and what he comes to differentiate

% Harvey (2005: 51): “The fecund vitality of this evolving universe is expressed not
in supernatural forces requiring us to become mystical electricians, but in far more
commonplace encounters.”



302 MICHAEL YORK

could appropriately be summed up as ‘polytheistic personalism’.
Commendably, Harvey (2005: 135) is searching for ways “to speak of
souls in relation to animism without importing understandings from
religions or philosophies with a more transcendent focus,” but as the
philosophical school that accepts the person as ultimate, personalism
itself is traditionally a quasi-Platonic concentration on the personhood
of God in opposition to the positions of both pantheism and material-
ism. Personalists consider that God is more relevant as a divine per-
son than if approached as an abstract and absolutely transcendental
principle. It is to be granted that Harvey is less interested in ontology
or metaphysics than he is in the ethical mandate to “attempt to live
respectfully with all who might be persons” (p. 114), but there remains
in his analysis a subtle non-pagan emphasis on the idealistic, the non-
substantial person or personhood. There could be a danger that the
very material or hylozoistic dimension of the sacred or divine might
become lost in the idealistic bias and basis of personalism. In pagan
thought, matter possesses an inherent but natural and automatic impulse
to become conscious or to produce consciousness. It is this tendency
that is emphasized in paganism and sets it apart from Abrahamic and
Dharmic forms of theology as well as secular cosmologies.
Corrington’s understanding is informed by semiotics and the function-
ing of signification in human and non-human orders of infinite nature.
His theological reflections concern infinity rather than any closed and
finite system. To this end, he turns to the medieval expressions—first
coined by Thomas Aquinas and used later especially by Spinoza—that
designate the active side of nature (natura naturans ‘nature naturing’) and
the passive (natura naturata ‘nature natured’)’’ and whose infinitesimal
separation constitutes the fundamental “divide that can be experienced
by [human] thought” (Corrington, 1997: 7). The natura naturans desig-
nates the vital process of becoming in contrast to the actual forms and
qualities of all things that exist (ratura naturata). When these two sides
of nature interpenetrate deeply and in evermore complex manners, we
have what Corrington refers to as ‘semiotic plenitude or density’—the
richness and embodied meaning we might ascertain in a sacred place
(e.g., Delphi, Stonechenge, Mt. Shasta), a sacred festival (e.g., yule,
Ostara, Divali), an idol (e.g, Kashi Vishvanath, Athena Parthenos,

2L Spinoza (Short Treatise on God, Man, and His Well-Being 1.8. See further, Ethics 1
Propositions 29 & 31 [1I/71f] and II Axiom 5 [1I/86] {Curley, 1996: 20f & 32}).
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the New York Harbor Liberty) or a god himself/herself (e.g., Macha,
Persephone, Dionysus).?? This richness is especially captured by or
found within the archetype whose mysterious presence can never be
fully understood by human cognition. Instead, its encounter “is always
filled with awe and a kind of ontological shock” (Corrington, 1997: 195).
Nevertheless, it is within this ‘edge of chaos’ existing between nature
naturing and nature natured that Corrington finds the key archetypes
that manifest nature’s self-revelatory potential and her/its unique way
of reading and processing signs—particularly those that “refuse to be
confined to either primal dimension of nature” (ibid.). In other words,
it is within the liminal zone found between infinite activity and passive
finitude that the numinous yet incomprehensible dwells.” Whether his
full intention or not, Corrington helps to open a new, post-Christian
and, in this case, pagan way to understand religion and formulate an
earth-centred, nature-centred theology.

Consequently, and like the human person, our social collectivities and
cultural matrixes, if a pagan god is understood to be a strange attractor
that spans across the divide between the nurturing and being natural
processes, on the one side, and the actual forms and manifestations of
nature, on the other, a pantheon is to be comprehended as a strange
attractor of strange attractors. In its evolutionary complexity, a pagan
theology will never reject the physical, or the matter-energy continuum,
but will embrace it and even begin with it. What is rejected is the
notion of a purely hypothetical or transcendental origin to the cosmos.
As Abram seeks to convey, the inherent reciprocity between physical
objects or entities, such that to be touched by the one is automatically
to touch the toucher in return, renders a wholly immaterial mind being
one that would be unable to touch, feel or do anything at all.**

2 As Corrington expresses the semiosis of sacred place or object along with the
significance engendered by community projection, “Any sacred grove can become
filled with greater and greater semiotic density until it becomes the one and true
location for the finite/infinite participation that can center and ground community”
(Corrington 1997: 66f).

% Highwater (1978: 25) prefers the Iroquois orenda as a designation for the numinous
or supernatural energy that is to be found in everything in the world. He suggests
orenda or the “orendas of the innumerable beings and objects in the universe, real and
‘imagined’” as a more accurate term for ‘power’ or nature.

" Abram (1996: 68).
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A Pagan Cosmology

With these fundamental parameters in mind, it is easy to distinguish a
pagan cosmology from a non-pagan one. I wish to conclude this essay
with a cosmological illustration based on speculations drawn from Indo-
European Studies, that is, a delineation of a cosmology belonging to the
pagan ancestors of the lingual family whose descendents number today
approximately one-half of the earth’s human inhabitants despite their
present-day Christian, Islamic, Hindu, Buddhist or secular differentiating
identities. Drawing principally from Hesiod’s 7/eogony, the speculative
hymns of the Rigveda’s first and tenth mandalas, and the Old Norse Elder
Edda (Voluspa, Grimnismdl, Vafthrudnismal and Hyndlulod), the first mytho-
logical beings range from Chaos or the ginnungagap to Earth and Eros.
In Greek mythology, variants of Chaos include Nyx or ‘Night’, Erebus
or ‘Darkness’, Tartarus, Uranus, Oceanus, Aether/Aer and Chronus.?
Apart from the insertion of Tartarus, Hesiod’s fundamental theogonic
trio would appear to be Chaos, Gaia and Eros. Chaos itself is bisexual,
hermaphroditic, uroboric, fluid and opaque. As essentially dark water
or at least dark and windy, Chaos in the Hellenic portrayal is less the
mega chasma of Orphic doctrine or the void or emptiness understood
by Pythagoras, Zeno of Elea and Plato (in the 7umaeus). Nevertheless,
the Hindu Brakmanas and at least one Rigveda passage (10.72.2f ) iden-
tify the earliest state with non-existence, although, additionally, Rigveda
10.129.1-3 pictures the primal void as the formless dark space and
undifferentiated waters to be found befween existence and non-existence,
the ‘edge of chaos’ so-to-speak. Consequently, and although described
by the ancients in physical terms, Chaos may be accepted as symbolic
of infinite disorder.

However, in Hesiodic understanding, and this is the significant point,
it is that Chaos genelo (‘came into being’) rather than Chaos én (‘Chaos
was’). In other words, Chaos is not eternal but has a precedent. Unlike
with Hesiod, the fragments that survive from Pherecydes of Syros name
Zas (Zeus), Chronus (Chaos?) and Chthonie (Ge) as having ‘always
existed’ (esan aer). All the same, the two versions may not be in conflict.
The Hesiodic presentation of the archai or ‘first beings’ as Chaos, Gaia
and Eros and the Pherecydian trio of Zeus/Zas, Chronus and Chthonie-
Ge may simply be mythic variations of the same thing. Regardless of

» TFor the source of this and the following digest, see York (1995: 541-59).
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whatever else he may be, Eros is a trickster, and a conflation of both
Hesiod and Pherecydes suggest that Eros is the agent who inverts the
primordial Earth-Tartarus (Chthonie-Ge) unit into the Heaven-Earth
cosmos—making Chaos as originally the gap between Gaia and Tartarus
into the atmospheric space between heaven and earth and Chaos as
the first to come wnto being.

It is safe to say that the “cosmogonic precedence of the earth over any
all-emanating One or abstract Idea is a basic Indo-European tenet,””
and to elucidate the antecedent of Chaos it is helpful to return to the
Rigveda. Here we find the notion of desire as the arche—named either
as kama (‘desire’)—the primal germ of manas (‘mind, spirit’), or as tapas
(‘warmth, heat, fervour’)—the generative force within the waters (RV
10.129.3f, 10.190.1; cf. 10.121.7). But Hesiod too, in line 201 of the
Theogony, introduces for the first time Himeros kalos (‘comely Desire’). “If
Hesiod has not recorded genealogical predecessors for Himerus, it would
be because the god did not have any. He is the first principle.”?’

In the cosmogonic sense, Himerus does not represent a personal god
or personal creator; he is instead an expression of pure will. This 1s not
yet consciousness but rather the unadulterated force of straightforward
desire qua desire. To want, however, automatically implies to want or
lack something. The existence of will immediately presupposes that ckaos
geneto—for Chaos is simply the time-space interval between desire and
the desired object. ..

In a pagan cosmology that is based on a creative cosmogony, if desire
exists, then that which is desired also comes to exist. It is pure will—the
desire to be and perhaps see oneself—that 1s the factor behind the Big
Bang and the ending of initial singularity. The universe’s desire to see
itself’ is the a-temporal generative impulse of Earth, cosmos or the
matter-energy continuum. Metaphorically speaking, Gaia bursts into
existence by and of herself—with no external conscious agent directing
the show from offstage. It comes down simply to matter itself desiring
to be and become conscious.

Consequently, a pagan cosmology that is based on raw desire or
unformed and pre-conscious will distinguishes a pagan theology from
the other theological alternatives. In Dharmic thought, especially

% Ihid. p. 557.
# York (1995a: 558).
% TIbid.
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as exemplified in Buddhism, it is the cessation of desire that is the
goal—the sole means by which to obtain nirvana or the ultimate void
and meaningless of non-existence. In Abrahamic outlook, by contrast,
the will is to be submissive and subservient to the ‘greater will’ of a
cosmic dictator. Individual desire must conform to the dictates and
commandments of a personal God who has created the cosmos for no
particular reason beyond his/its self-satisfaction. In a secular perspec-
tive, the will is a psychological rather than a cosmological factor. The
cosmos is mechanistic. But for a pagan theology, desire is central: it is
the well-spring of everything, not something to escape or repress and
not something to curtail before some external or transcendent will. The
basics of desire are to be affirmed as life—affirmed and managed in
conformity to the sensitivity of other personal wills and the collective
will of the cosmos of which humanity is part and vehicle.

Conclusion

I have occasionally heard paganism referred to as ‘earthen spiritual-
ity’.?” From my perspective, this is a commendable terminology. As
an ‘earthling’, humanity is a part of the ‘earth-tribe’ so to speak—a
tribal identity that includes all animal and vegetable life on this planet
as well as all mineral existence, whether personified or animistic or
not. Earthens include all that descends directly from the earth. Their
‘companion’ tribe is the elven—comprising those denizens (elves, fairies,
brownies, gods, etc.) who may live within nature but are other than
the earthen. In a hermeneutic sense, the earthen is comprehended by
natura naturata; the elven, by natura naturans. These last are the poten-
cies of nature—as well as the potential, if also mischievous, allies of
the earthen. It is perhaps interesting that the creations of Tolkien and
Rawlings are used in some respects today to mask off any compromise
with the living tradition of elves and fairies that is more broadly com-
prehended as something to be repressed and hidden by the Christian
and post-Christian legacies. Nevertheless, The Lord of the Rings and
Harry Potter allow a surrogate appreciation of the elven within con-
temporary society. From a pagan spiritual perspective, the elven as a
further but other product of nature permits us not to face nature purely

# TFor instance, vide Taylor (2001a&b); Taylor and Kaplan (2005: passim, Bron Taylor,
Graham St. John, etc.).
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in her impersonal and brutal possibilities alone—the very ‘reality’ that
Freud argued is the enemy of civilization’s security.® While the elven
1s earth-oriented, we ‘earthings’ (i.e., humans)—along with the rest of the
carth-tribe—are actually closer to our vital source. We are all physical
entities. The elven may be comprehended as here to help us appreci-
ate that fact. We may supplicate the otherworldly—but only under the
understanding that it is we ourselves who are the ones with the greater
power. From a pagan theological perspective, the whole purpose of
material evolution is to produce more complexity, more choice, more
conscious enchantment and freedom. With their natural orientation
to locality and connectedness, the pagan seeks ‘at-home-ment’ rather
than either atonement or New Age ‘at-one-ment’. This being at home
is what connects the pagan to the earth, physicality, groundedness and
any world outlook or theology she might entertain.

A pagan theological outlook comprises three ontological ‘operatives’:
empirical existence, non-empirical existence and operative non-exis-
tence. The first comprehends the binary nature of being—whether
male-female, light-dark, positive-negative, matter-energy, beauty-ugli-
ness. It corresponds to what I am labelling the ‘earthen’. There is,
however, a further binary compound, namely, the duality between the
corporeal and the spiritual—between the earthen and elven. For the
carly Indo-European-speaking peoples, the divine twins represented both
the pairing between earthen components and that between this-world
and the other.’ Operative non-existence, by contrast, was conceived as
inimical to the whole round of nature—a counter-desire that sought to
return creation to a void of pre-existence.” Whereas Hindu Dharmacists
comprehend operative non-existence as maya—the illusive power behind

* York (2001).

1 The revered and/or numinous idol, therefore, may be comprehended as a fulcrum
or blending point between the natura naturans of elven or spiritual enchantment and
the grounding natura naturata of tangibility.

32 In my Divine versus the Asurian (York, 1995a), ‘operative non-existence’ is the asur-
ian—the aesir-ahuras-asuras or anti-gods whose impetus is toward annihilation and entropy.
This would be the ‘forces’ leading to ‘entropic chaos’ rather than the ‘divine dynamics’
that are to be located behind ‘deterministic chaos’. See also Brady (2006: 67-9, 163).
Obviously, ‘non-operative non-existence’ has no possibility for reification; it acronyms
as NONE. While ‘operative non-existence’ does not exist, metaphorically it nonethe-
less has effect. For the pagans, it is personified as the ONE and other monotheistic
entities that may appear to be fostering advantage but otherwise invariably result in
disadvantageous oblivion if not first checked and thwarted. Being itself, as ‘binary
existence’ (BE), is the full gamut of ontological possibility and presence.
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all appearance and phenomenal reality, pagans tend by contrast to
recognize mayd as a fiction that would undermine the functioning and
growth of the manifest world and the potencies behind it. These last
are inclined to view the Abrahamic position merely as the attempt to
personify maya into an omnipotent and omniscient Creator. At best, in
a pagan perspective, this figure amounts to being a Demiurge rather
than a wholly other, transcendent God. Secularists, of course, deny both
non-empirical existence and non-existence alike. Unlike pagan inclina-
tion, there is no recognition of the spiritual or elven, and the natura
naturans—denuded of any true sense of enchantment—is mathematical,
abstract and even mechanistic. Out of the four basic theological posi-
tions, it is the pagan alone that can and does approach the otherworld
of enchantment as the divine twin of this-world of corporeal life and
physical reality. While there are countless cautionary tales that narrate
the foolish and unwary as stepping irretrievably into the world of fairy,
the pagan advocates by-and-large a treading that does not penetrate the
‘edge of chaos’ too far into entropic chaos but finds a careful access
as enlisting the otherworld as ally in the endless search for new and
emerging patterns of dynamic order.
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DRAWING DOWN THE GODDESS:
THE ANCIENT {FEMALE} DEITIES OF
MODERN PAGANISM

MARGUERITE JOHNSON

The rise of neo-Paganism and its scholarly analysis is now an established
field of academic enquiry, yet there is a paucity of analysis as to the
ancient (Greek and Roman) origins of this multifaceted religion.' This
paper is an attempt to begin to rectify this under-researched area of
neo-Pagan studies and to offer some possibilities as to the influences of
ancient religious and magical traditions on modern spiritualities. The
focus is on the societies of Greece and Rome, which were imbued with
magical and occult sensibilities that permeated many facets of day-to-
day life, and it is the female deities of the ancients that are of chief
consideration. Therefore, the modern practitioners discussed are, in the
main, followers of non-Celtic paths, non-Druidic paths (among others)
but are, rather, Pagans from the United States, writers and public figures
who have openly chronicled their experiences with such goddesses.

A much discussed topic in the study of ancient magic is the extent
to which magic and religion were interchangeable. While I would
posit that on a public level the ancients differentiated between the
two,” existing evidence concerning the multifarious magical traditions
in operation in antiquity indicates that practitioners and, in particular,
their clients, were not concerned with the distinction but recognised the
difference in approach to the deities and the intentions that motivated
this. There was a consistent incorporation of a variety of deities from
the Greek and Roman pantheons into spells, magical invocations and
related activities. Indeed the gods and goddesses were flexible entities
that were worshipped by the people and their religious officiates yet
also called upon to activate the will of a magician. Admittedly the

! See, for some discussion, Frew (1998) and Hutton (2000). For a more complete
overview, see Campbell (2000).

? In the form of, for example, legislation and public pronouncements, which tended
to favour active discouragement of such practices, thereby distinguishing between
state-ordained religious rituals and the much more private activities of occultists. See,
Phillips (1991) and Dickie (2001).
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format of invocation varied between a religious and magical operation,
nevertheless the gods remained the same, as did their various portfolios
of influence.”

The goddess Hecate (or Hekate) remained the quintessential deity of
ancient magic in both Greek and Roman societies.* An ancient goddess,
incorporated into Greek religion from the Near East, possibly Caria
(south-west of modern Turkey),” Hecate is first mentioned in Greek
literature by the Archaic poet Hesiod (¢. 8th Century BCE), with the
first inscriptional evidence confirming her worship in Greece dating to
the 6th Century BCE.® In Hesiod’s Theogony, an account of the creation
of the universe, the gods and humankind, Hecate is the only child of
the Titans, Perses (god of destruction) and Asteria or ‘Starry One’
(409-11). Although Hecate goes on to become synonymous with witch-
craft of the most sinister kind, and is embraced as the patron goddess
of magicians, her origins, as reflected by Hesiod, are far removed from
any magical associations. Hesiod’s long and textually unexpected hom-
age to the goddess, which occupies 41 lines of the poem (lines 411-52),
presents her “as a deity closely involved in the affairs of the community
with powers broadly founded in the natural world” (Marquardt 1981:
243). What is a noteworthy detail in Hesiod’s account is that Hecate’s
power and authority remain independent of the supreme reign of the
Olympian conqueror of the Titans, Zeus. While the latter reigns over
all gods, Hecate retains her pre-Olympian agency, receiving honours
on the earth, and in the sea and sky. Her influence traverses these three
realms as she aids, for example, legislators busy making decrees (the
ecarthly sphere) and fishermen in the harvesting of bountiful catch (the
aquatic sphere), while her heavenly influence is based on the intermedi-
ary role she performs between gods and humankind, carrying prayers
from an individual to the heaven-dwellers.

This positive, all-encompassing portrait of the goddess by Hesiod
will be further discussed below, as we now turn to the dramatic change

* Aphrodite/Venus, for example, was a regular source of invocation in love or
erotic magic, her chief religious function being relegated to areas of fertility, successful
unions, and so on.

* For a discussion of Hecate, see Berg (1974), Marquardt (1981), Boedeker (1983)
and, for a more general approach, Von Rudloft' (1999).

> See Kraus (1960: 24-56) and Marquardt (1981: 250-51); for a counter argument,
see Berg (1974).

% This is on a temple to Apollo at Miletus where Hecate appears with this god in
their capacities as the protectors of entrances.
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in ancient perceptions of Hecate in the post-Archaic era. Why these
changes occur is uncertain and scholarly hypotheses vary. Kraus, for
example, suggests:

Hecate was transformed from a great goddess of witchcraft through
identification with the Thessalian road-goddess Einoidia, who appeared
in Athens in the fifth century carrying with her the strong traditions of
Thessalian witchcraft. (Kraus in Marquardt: 252)

Another explanation is that Hecate’s association with the legendary
witch par excellence, Medea, which was chronicled by Euripides in his
tragedy, Medea, performed in 431 BCE, was the cause of the change
of image. This view, however, is problematic, for Euripides may well
have been reflecting the current shift in focus rather than creating it.
Whatever the reason, by the late 5th Century BCE Hecate begins to
assume a decidedly sinister persona that was to come to dominate
cultural and, to a lesser extent, religious impressions of her.” Her close
association with magic is reflected in the numerous references to her
in the Papyri Graecae Magicae (Greek Magical Papyri), a collection of spells
from Greco-Roman Egypt, dating from the 2nd—5th Centuries CE
but with decidedly older origins. Herein Hecate is invoked for many
reasons; in love or erotic spells (PGM IV. 1390-1495), slander spells
(PGM TV. 2622-2707) and revenge spells (PGM III. 1-164). Hesiod’s
reference to the goddess’ role as an intermediary between human and
divine is recalled in these spells, in which Hecate appears to function
as the conduit between magician and the supersensual workers of
enchantment.

At the time of these changes, we also witness the growing emphasis
on the goddess as triple-formed. As with much of Hecate’s religious
and magical history, its transformations and permutations, the reasons
behind her embodiment as a triple-goddess are uncertain. Perhaps the
triple aspect was there all along, even as early as Hesiod’s portrait of
her, as she watches over and guides the three realms of earth, sea and
sky. Indeed her association with crossroads, where she guards the ways,
mentioned previously in connection with Einoidia (or Enodia), meaning
‘The One at the Crossroads,’ is directly and logically related to her triple
persona as Hesiod chronicles it, though once again, which came first,
triple Hecate or Hecate, goddess of crossroads remains a mystery.

7 Local houschold shrines to her as a goddess devoid of magical connotations did
continue to survive, however.
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To modern Pagans and Witches, Hecate is an important goddess.
While her worship and occult meanings are regularly positive, espe-
cially among Wiccans and Witches of right-hand path traditions, she
is sometimes invoked as the Dark Mother. In a sense, then, modern
worshippers embrace Hecate as a deity to be worshipped in one of two
ways: as a bounteous and beneficent goddess reminiscent of Hesiod’s
portrayal or as the figure of later times, namely the chthonic, threaten-
ing goddess of curses and dark crossroads. As an example of the latter,
occultist Aleister Crowley (1875—1947), a devotee of Hecate, wrote one
of the most powerful modern invocations to her:

I hear the whining of thy wolves! I hear

The howling of the hounds about thy form,

Who comest in the terror of thy storm,

And night falls faster, ere thine eyes appear
Glittering through the mist.

O face of woman unkissed

Save by the dead whose love is taken ere they wist!
Thee, thee I call! O dire one! O divine!

I, the sole mortal, seek thy deadly shrine,

Pour the dark stream of blood,

A sleepy and reluctant river

Even as thou drawest, with thine eyes on mine,

To me across the sense-bewildering flood

That holds my soul forever! (Crowley 1905: Stanza III)

In The Confessions (1929-1930) Crowley states that he recited the invo-
cation with magical intent at Akyab (in Burma) and that the goddess
manifested in the form of the Hindu goddess, Bhavani (‘Giver of
Life’). In his 1929 novel, Moonchild, Crowley also refers to Hecate on
several occasions; in his musings on females and the cycles of life, for
example, he writes: “Hecate is the crone, the woman past all hope of
motherhood, her soul black with envy and hatred of happier mortals”
(Crowley 1929: 188). Other references are no less potent; in describing
preparations for a ritual to Hecate, Crowley states:

...none may look on Hecate, and remain sane. The proper conjurations
of Hecate are curses against all renewal of life; her sacrament is deadly
night-shade or henbane, and her due offering a black lamb torn ere its
birth from a black ewe. (ibid.: 272-73)®

8 See also, Ford (2006) who places Hecate at the centre of his chaos magick system
of Luciferian witchcraft.
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Another devotee of Hecate from the left-hand path was Australasian
witch and occult artist, Rosaleen Norton (1917-1979). Norton regarded
Hecate as a powerful deity who both frightened and protected her, and
whenever she practiced hexing, it was Hecate that Norton relied on.’
In this sense, Norton understood the goddess from a dual perspec-
tive: as the awesome, menacing, spell-working deity well known from
the 5th Century BCE onwards, and also the earlier benign life-force.
Indeed Hecate was very much a protector in antiquity. As a goddess
associated with liminal points, places such as crossroads, thresholds and
gates—hence the association with and, sometimes, the actual epithet of,
‘Einoidia’—Hecate “helped men cross the more mundane boundaries
that they faced daily” ( Johnston 1990: 26). Places where social outcasts
such as robbers and prostitutes frequented—as well as ghosts—road-
ways and crossroads were sites of legitimate anxiety in antiquity, and
the presence of Hecate at such points of disassociation and transition
cased the apprehensive mind of the traveller. Such physical points of
transition were also matched by less concrete concepts of the same,
and so Hecate was also goddess of “temporal limines” as discussed by
Johnston:

Several sources say that Hekate “suppers”. .. were taken to the crossroads
each month at the time of the new moon; that is, on the night the old
month ended and the new one began... The goddess who eased transitions
was supplicated at the crossroads—that liminal point par excellence—on the
night between old month and new—a temporal limen, a time of potential

dissolution. (ibid.: 26)

As stated earlier, most Pagan worshippers of Hecate, as opposed to
occultists like Crowley,'’ worship her as the protector, as the life-giving
goddess. One Pagan worshipper describes Hecate thus:

Birth and death are sacred to her. She represents working with transi-
tion—it can be psychological or physical. Anytime anything is shedding its
old way and moving into a new way—that’s her realm. She’s a crossroad
goddess, and one of her main symbols is the junction where three roads
meet. Mythologically, that’s where she’s present: helping travellers make
choices. She won't tell people what choice to make, but will point out
different paths available to them. (Webster 2001: 108)

? On Norton, see Drury (1988). For a related invocation of Hecate, see Greenwood’s
(1996) account of Z. Budapest’s invocation of Hecate in a “Righteous Hex.”

1" Norton’s pluralistic approach to the goddess was, I would argue, unusual for a
practitioner of the left-hand path.
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This spiritual interpretation of the goddess is very much in keeping
with the ancient view of her; Hecate’s association with death was linked
to her role as the deity of liminal zones. This facet of the goddess is
powerfully presented in 7The Homeric Hymn to Demeter, an Archaic poem
by an unknown author. Therein, Hecate is witness to the abduction of
Demeter’s daughter, Persephone, by Hades, god of the Underworld.
Alone in her earthy cave, Hecate hears the maiden’s cries. Demeter
also hears them as does Helios, god of the sun, who also sees the
abduction. It is Hecate who assists the grieving mother in her quest
for her daughter; taking a firebrand, Hecate leads the way to Helios,
and Persephone’s location is revealed; hence she receives the epithet,
phosphoros (‘light-bringer’). When mother and daughter are reunited,
Hecate is there, witnessing the transition of Persephone from the land
of the dead to the land of the living. The hymn also tells us that Hecate
becomes the young goddess’ attendant and substitute queen, meaning
that when Persephone spends half of the year with Demeter, it is Hecate
who takes her place as queen of the dead. This hymn reflected essential
cult components of the worship of Demeter, Persephone and Hecate,
encapsulating key mythic ingredients of their worship and religious
significance to the ancient Greeks."

As Hecate 1s a goddess of death, or a chthonic deity, she is, as attested
in the previous quotation, also associated with life. Hesiod’s pacan to
her expressly links her with love of the young (lines 450-52), and she
receives the appellation kourotrophos (‘child’s nurse’). In view of these
major attributes of the goddess, it is understandable why she has so
much to offer Pagans, especially women. Her association with the life
force, with various realms within the universe, with assisting the young
at times of painful transition (typified by the goddess Persephone who
1s forced to make the lonely journey from maiden to matron), with a
general guiding of the way, has led Hecate to be invoked as a major
spiritual entity by modern Witches. The appeal of Hecate to women
is also associated with her connections to the triple-goddess, translated
by Pagans as the maid, mother and crone.

While Hecate was clearly a goddess represented in triple-form, the
Pagan interpretation of her as the embodiment of maid, mother and
crone is without ancient precedent. Various goddesses, as embodied in

" The mystery cult at Eleusis was centred round the three goddesses, although little
is known of Hecate’s role therein. On the Eleusinian Mysteries, see Foley (1993).
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the Pagan concept of the generic ‘Goddess,” occupy the role of triple
moon goddess'? who symbolises the three phases of womanhood:
youthful (maiden), maternal (mother) and aged (crone); in The Witches’
Goddess (1987) Janet and Stewart Farrar interpret the triple-goddess along
these very lines. Often each aspect of the triple-goddess corresponds
to the three phases of the moon, namely, the new moon (maiden),
the full moon (mother) and the waning moon (crone). Hecate as the
‘Goddess’ per se can manifest all three aspects, although she is most
closely associated with the crone; in this latter instance, her connec-
tion with other deities in the Greek pantheon, especially Demeter and
Persephone, is utilised to create the triple figure: Persephone (maid),
Demeter (mother), Hecate (crone).

The association between Hecate and the waning moon is utilised by
Pagans who worship Hecate specifically, or a Dark Mother Goddess
equivalent. RavenWolf, for example writes of the time leading to the
new moon:

The three days before the New Moon is known as the dark of the
moon... Traditionally, this is a time when no magick is performed. ... How-
ever, Hecate rules this time, and if her magick is needed, now is when

you should use it. (RavenWolf 1993/2003: 39)

RavenWolf is referring to necessary cursing—that is, the magical means
of enacting justice. In another work, RavenWolf (2000) lists various
spells involving Hecate, including a car-protection ritual and a banish-
ing rite to remove negative energy. Among her most endearing, and
possibly tongue-in-cheek spells, is RavenWolf’s invocation of Hecate
to help in matters of the heart:

Hecate, Goddess of the night,

come forth and hear my angry plight

filled with rage and hate and pain

I stand before you half insane

with herbs and coal to match the night

take this anger from my sight

release foul feelings from my brain

and bring back love to me again. (RavenWolf 2001: 251)

12 Interestingly, Hecate was not originally a moon goddess. Johnston (1990) notes
that the evidence associating Hecate with the moon cannot be traced to a period
earlier than the 1st Century CE.



318 MARGUERITE JOHNSON

This calling on Hecate, a goddess not renowned for her associations
with the romantic or erotic realm, taps in on her energy as a force of
anger and revenge. This rather light-hearted,” though, we suspect,
not unserious spell for the renewal of attraction and the cessation of
a broken heart, recalls a passage from Euripides’ Medea, in which the
protagonist, one of the most famous mythical witches of antiquity, calls
on the goddess to assist her in exacting revenge on her treacherous ex-
partner, Jason, and his new bride-to-be:

By the mistress I worship

most of all and have chosen as my co-worker [in magic],

Hecate, residing in the inmost recesses of my hearth,

no one will pain my heart and rejoices in it.

I will ensure a marriage bitter and mournful,

bitter the royal connection and [bitter] my flight from this land. (Euripides:
lines 395—400)'

The intent behind the ancient and modern invocations may be differ-
ent—indeed Medea is aiming to murder people through her use of
magical pharmakon">—Dbut the interpretations of Hecate are remarkably
similar: RavenWolf intuits the goddess’ connection with revenge and
the assistance therein, as does Medea.

Hecate offers modern Pagans, especially females, a self-empowering
and protective deity who, if need be and the individual’s ethics permit,
can enact righteous revenge. Her role as the goddess of liminal points,
and as the goddess who leads the way, are especial facets of the reas-
surance represented by this deity; she is interpreted by modern Pagans
as a guide, a guide who, if she so deems it, is there to watch over the
worshipper as she (or he) traverses a liminal point, be it a physical
journey or, more importantly, an inner, transitional journey from one
phase of existence to the next.

As a goddess associated with the moon by contemporary worship-
pers, Hecate is regularly connected with Artemis (or Diana). So too in
antiquity, the goddesses were linked, most notably by ancient magi-

! Indicated through the use of colloquial language.

' All translations are my own unless stated otherwise. Medea has a long association
with Hecate, the earliest extant text attesting the connection being Euripides’ tragedy.
Later sources vary the origins of the connection, some making Medea the daughter
of Hecate.

5 Literally, a drug; concocted medically or, in the case of Medea, magically.
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cians in the triad grouping of Artemis, Selene'® and Hecate. There is
no particular explanation behind this, and ancient magicians used the
names interchangeably in spells.

Artemis/Diana was the daughter of Zeus and Leto, daughter of the
Titans, Coeus and Phoebe.'” Leto conceived Artemis along with her
twin brother, Apollo, god of light, medicine (and plague), music and
prophecy. A virgin goddess, like Hecate, Artemis was associated with
the wilderness, animals (particularly young ones), hunting and childbirth
(assisting mothers in delivery and guarding babies and children). Her
literary history dates back to Homer’s l/iad (8th Century BCE) and she
is honoured in another Archaic text, The Homeric Hymn to Artemis, which,
like the aforementioned hymn to Demeter, is of unknown authorship.
In a later hymn, Artemis is presented as the virgin par excellence, begging
her father to allow her to remain a maiden all her days:

We begin when she, sitting on her father’s knees,

still a little child, said:

“Daddy, allow me to keep my virginity forever,

and to have many names, in order that Phoebus may not compete with me.
Give me arrows and a bow. O father, I don’t ask you for a quiver

or a big bow. For me the Cyclopes

will at once make arrows and a well-bent bow.

But give to me the bringing of light and to wear a tunic

reaching the knee with a coloured border, in order that

I may slay wild beasts.

Give to me sixty Ocean Nymphs as members of my choir,

all nine years of age, all still girls not wearing the girdle.” (Callimachus:
lines 4—14)'8

Artemis is depicted by Callimachus as dedicated to maintaining her vir-
ginity from the earliest stages of her life. This particular hymn captures
the youthfulness, the everlasting child-like quality, of the goddess. As
a parthenos (maiden or virgin) Artemis maintains the aspect of juvenile
innocence as well as independence unbeknown to married women.

16 Goddess of the moon; sometimes Artemis in her manifestation of the same.

7 Roman versions of her parentage differ; see Cicero’s On the Nature of the Gods (1st
Century BCE): “Likewise there are a number of Dianas. The first is of Jupiter and
Proserpina, who i1s said to have begotten winged Cupid. The second is better known,
she whom we are told was born of Jupiter...and Latona. Of the third, the father is
reported as being Upis, the mother Glauce; the Greeks often call her ‘Upis’ from her
paternal name.” (3.23.58).

'8 From Hymn I; Callimachus was a Hellenistic poet, ¢. 310-240 BCE.



320 MARGUERITE JOHNSON

To the Romans, Artemis was Diana, a goddess with the same port-
folio and very similar representations in literature and art. In terms of
mythological narratives, the Romans adopted the Greek originals that
chronicled various episodes in the life of the goddess, quite often for
didactic purposes. Of the many stories concerning her, several deal with
her ruthless punishment of those perceived to have compromised her
chastity or the purity of her followers. Arguably the most famous of
these revenge stories concerns Actaeon, a young hunter who accidentally
stumbles across the goddess while she is bathing in an earthly stream.
Enraged that the youth has seen her naked, Artemis turns Actacon into
a stag and he is viciously dismembered by his hunting dogs."

In later Roman culture, Diana is associated with magic, partly—as
noted above—through the connections with Hecate. This is reflected
in various pieces of Roman literature of the Late Republic and Early
Imperial ages, such as Horace’s Epode V, which narrates some of the
most ghastly occult practices in all of Latin poetry. Therein, one of the
witches, Canidia, calls on Diana to preside over her murderous magic.?
Inspired by the images of the goddess in Latin works, the authors of
the Malleus Maleficarum, Heinrich Kramer and Jacob Sprenger, were par-
ticularly taken by Diana, representing her as a deity or, more expressly,
a demon, of Early Modern European sorcery. Compared to the scant
references to Hecate, Diana is somewhat of a protagonist in the text,
symbolic of feminine wickedness and the ultimate goddess of witches.
In the first part of the book, for example, the monks state:

It must not be omitted that certain wicked women, perverted by Satan
and seduced by the illusions and phantasms of devils, believe and profess
that they ride in the night hours on certain beasts with Diana, the heathen
goddess, or with Herodias, and with a countless number of women, and
that in the untimely silence of night they travel over great distances of
land. (Kramer and Sprenger: Part 1, Question 10).

The equation of Diana with Herodias, the witch or fairy queen of the
Middle Ages, was taken up by Charles Godfrey Leland (1824-1903) in
Aradia: The Gospel of the Wilches:

Tor brief explanation I may say that witch craft is known to its votaries
as la vecchia religione, or the old religion, of which Diana is the Goddess,

19

See, for example, Ovid’s version in the Metamorphoses (1st Century CE), Book 3,
lines 1384
% See, Horace, Epode V, lines 491T.
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her daughter Aradia (or Herodias) the female Messiah, and that this little
work sets forth how the latter was born, came down to earth, established
witches and witcheraft, and then returned to heaven. With it are given
the ceremonies and invocations or incantations to be addressed to Diana
and Aradia, the exorcism of Cain, and the spells of the holy-stone, rue,
and verbena, constituting, as the text declares, the regular church-service,
so to speak, which is to be chanted or pronounced at the witch-meetings.
There are also included the very curious incantations or benedictions of
the honey, meal, and salt, or cakes of the witch-supper, which is curi-
ously classical, and evidently a relic of the Roman Mysteries. (Leland
1899: viii)
The influence of Aradia on the origins of modern Wicca is not to be
underestimated.”’ Leland’s placement of Diana and her daughter by
Lucifer® as the principal figures of an (allegedly) ancient witch cult
forevermore established the former (in particular) as a deity whose
name, energy and presence are regularly invoked by modern Pagans.
As Davey (2006) has noted, the resurgence of Diana as part of the
early history of neo-Paganism has its origins in part in the Romantic
age with poets, artists and novelists waxing lyrical about the countryside
and invoking such deities as Diana and Pan in their paeans to rusticity.
Leland followed suit, and his Aradia reflected the Romantics’ recent
Pagan sentiments—although they saw it more as homage to Greek and
Roman antiquity—and transformed it into a living, breathing world
of fading Italian sorcery.

Diana’s contemporary Pagan significance is also the result of the
writings of Margaret Murray (1863—1963) and Gerald Gardner (1884—
1964). Murray, like Leland, saw the goddess as the embodiment of the
survival of ancient witch cults throughout Europe, a theory she argued
most emphatically in the last of her books, The Genesis of Religion (1963)
and, while not stressing the goddess as much in her better known work,
The Witch-cult in Western Europe (1921), Murray did posit therein that the
name ‘Diana’ “is found throughout Western Europe as the name of the
female deity or, leader of the so-called Witches,” arguing that it was for
this reason that she coined the phrase “the Dianic cult.” (Murray 1921:
12). Gardner adopted several key components of Murray’s thesis in his

2l For a concise overview of Aradia, see Hutton (1999) and Davy (2006). Valiente
(1989) also offers an excellent interpretation from a witch’s point of view.

2 Lucifer (‘Light-bearer) was deceived by Diana in order for the goddess to conceive;
this is, in itself, a mythic motif recalling stories from antiquity concerning not so much
conception per se, but sexual deception, paternity deceptions, etc.
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magical system, including her incorrect affiliation of the Roman god
Janus with Diana. Gardner states that Diana was Janus’ consort, both
of them being “two of the oldest deities of Western Europe” (Gardner
1959: 34). While Diana per se is not a necessarily major feature of
traditional Gardnerian magic, with members worshipping the God and
Goddess as ‘generic’ forces,” it may, nevertheless, seem puzzling that
Gardner regarded an emphatically virginal deity as a divine consort.

There are clearly many problem areas inherent in any attempt at
tracing the goddess of the Greeks and Romans, Artemis/Diana, with
the practice and beliefs of modern Pagans because of the chronological
intervention of Leland (especially), Murray and Gardner. Obviously
the Roman deity prefigures somewhere in Leland’s cosmology, but the
end product of Aradia—TLeland’s Diana—bears little if any resemblance
to her ancient namesake. Therefore, owing to Leland’s influence on
Murray and Gardner, their own visions of Diana are, from the point
of view of a scholar of ancient religions or even a historical purist,
contaminated to say the least.

Today Diana is worshipped by many Wiccans, particularly females,
to whom—Tlike Hecate—she offers various gender-specific gifts. Owing
to the complex history of Diana and modern Paganism, her survival
post-Leland, post-Murray and post-Gardner is best summarized by
Guiley: “Though most modern Witches no longer believe in Murray’s
medieval Dianic cult, they do revere Diana as an ancient Pagan deity
and an archetype.” (Guiley 1989: 103). Of related interest here, is the
effective summary by Jencson, on the dwindling significance of Leland’s
legacy on modern Wicca: “Leland himself has all but been forgotten,
but entire passages from his Aradia have entered the oral lore of modern
witches.” ( Jencson 1989: 4).*

Dianic Wicca was developed by Z. Budapest (1940-) in the 1970s.
As with most Pagans, Dianic Wiccans embrace the goddess as a generic
being and invoke her using a multiplicity of names and titles. This
form of Wicca is unique, however, in respect to one particular adher-
ence to ancient ritual worship, namely its segregation of the sexes.” As

% As is the case with traditional Alexandrian witcheraft, in which the goddess (or
the horned god) is known by many names: Isis, Hecate, Ishtar, Cerridwen as well as
Diana.

# Of course the Witch’s Charge is an important passage still in circulation. See,
Valiente (1989).

» Many ancient cults from both Greece and Rome were characterised by women-only
and men-only rituals. Artemis/Diana was surrounded only by females in the various
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previously mentioned, Artemis/Diana, as a virginal goddess, fiercely
guarded her chastity and shunned the community of males. The story
of Anacreon testifies to this goddess’ rejection of the masculine world,
which is why a sexualized image of Artemis/Diana, be it Leland-inspired
or otherwise, sits somewhat uncomfortably if one were to view it from
an ancient perspective. If invoked especially in any ritual acts of sex
or fertility magic, it seems that Artemis/Diana would be the least likely
of the ancient Greek and Roman deities—Athena/Minerva aside—to
answer.

Budapest, though she and her groups worship the goddess per se, as
stated above, specifies Diana in a variety of her publications on ritual
and worship. In describing casting a circle and the entrance of women
participants, for example, Budapest writes:

The HP sprinkles purifying water on each one, saying:
1 purify you from all anxety in the name of Diana.

Woman answers:

1 enter the circle in Perfect love and Perfect trust.

HP kisses and embraces the woman:

Welcome to the Goddess’ presence. (Budapest 1980/2007: 21)

Here Diana is invoked as a protective deity, purifying the female par-
ticipants in a symbolic renewal ceremony that welcomes the women
into her presence. Diana is prayed to in her role as the maiden goddess
(other goddesses, such as Luna and Athena, also belong to this arche-
type). For the mother aspect, the women of Dianic Wicca as taught
and practiced by Budapest, may worship other goddesses from Greek
and Roman antiquity, such as Hera [ Juno] and Minerva.” The crone is
worshipped in the form of Hecate or other non-Western deities such as
Kali. This reflects Budapest’s creed: “In witchcraft, the most important
cornerstone is a frinity, not a duality.” (ibid.: xxviii).

Dianic Wicca is, as stated many times by both practitioners and
non-practicing scholars, woman-empowering. In the context of it being
a cultural-historical phenomenon, it therefore has a political aspect
to it. Budapest, once again, is a leading voice against the oppression
of women. She takes a political stance in speaking out in a way that

mythical narratives featuring her. Artemis (along with Athena, Hera and Aphrodite) had
female only officiates. On women and cult in antiquity, see Blundell and Williamson
(1998), Goft (2004) and Parca and Tzanetou (2007).

% Again, from a purist’s perspective, Minerva, the Roman equivalent of Athena,
seems an incongruent choice in this category.
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directly connects her politics with her religion: “Women, witches or not,
have had to live with religious oppression. We experienced it on our
skin; some were burned, some beaten.” (ibid.: xxix).” In this sense, the
name ‘Dianic’ is particularly symbolic, conjuring images of feminine
freedom and independence from the masculine realm. The name is
also appropriate for feminist Wiccans who wish to reclaim women’s
heritage, and recognize that part of this process is acknowledgement
of its horrendous and oppressive history. ‘Diana’ in this context is a
challenge to patriarchy, a religious, spiritual and political resistance to
a system these Wiccans regard as having a past and present history
of denigrating the eternal feminine principal—the goddess—and her
mortal daughters.

The healing process that characterizes some feminist Wiccan rituals
for women also reveals a debt to antiquity and its religious practices.
Interestingly, Budapest understands the goddess as the life force, as an
all-consuming energy—the origin of life, the origin of all things—which
1s very much at the centre of her ritual approach. The ancient Greeks
also connected the concept of the life force (bios) with Artemis, includ-
ing this goddess in rituals concerning birth and death, among other
transitional phases of life.”® Artemis, for example, as her role as god-
dess of birthing and the young was called upon by pregnant women
to watch over both mother and unborn child; similarly, she was prayed
to during labor—sometimes with the name Artemis Lochia, goddess
of childbirth.* Hecate as a goddess of liminal points, as a deity who
lights the path of transitions, was previously discussed and one can
detect the connections between her and Artemis in the latter’s role in
rites-of-passage. The whole process of birthing concerns the life force
or bios and Artemis’ function here reflects a dual purpose: she protects
the mother during what was in antiquity (especially) a dangerous phase
in life, and she guards the baby as it is expelled from the womb and
begins a new phase of life.

" The political sentiments of Budapest, or, more exactly, the political sentiments
that shape and re-shape her interpretations of history—from prehistoric times, to
antiquity, to the era of the witch trials—are laden with booby-traps from a historian
or anthropologist’s perspective and are not the subject of this particular analysis.

% On Artemis and bios, I acknowledge the PhD research of my former student, Dr
Mary Galvin (Bios—Artemis, unpublished dissertation, The University of Newcastle:
2007).

% Galvin explains that ‘Lochia’ defines the passing of the afterbirth/placenta.
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Artemis as a goddess intimately connected with rites-of-passage was
honored in various rituals connected with this concept. Among the
most beautiful of all ancient rites were those concerning girls and boys
who worshipped the goddess at certain stages in their lives, marking
transitions from one stage to the next. One example of such a rite is
the cult of the bears at Brauron (a site to the east of Athens). This
was associated with menarche; little girls (between the ages of five and
nine) became temporary ‘bears’ of Artemis in preparation for the later
stage in life when they would leave girlhood behind and begin to be
readied for marriage (usually around the ages of 14 to 16). While nine
was the ideal age for the Bruaron initiation, younger girls could still
become ‘bears™ as the rite was related to puberty but the physical signs
of maturation were not necessary in order for participation, so long as
the girl completed the rite before she reached menarche.?!

While a goddess of the young in particular, Artemis, as the life force,
was also a goddess of the aged. Old women, past their bleeding, were
trained as midwives,* and so the goddess of childbirth had a new
relationship with the individual woman. Dillon writes:

Plato mentions that women became midwives only after their period of
having children had passed... Artemis was childless and so gave midwifery
to those who are past childbearing (and in this sense virgins), but they
were women who had given birth to children and so had experienced
what it was like and had good practical sense. (Dillon 2002: 178)

Modern Wiccans call these older women crones (in a spiritual and
respectful sense) and see a special place for them in the Pagan com-
munity. Wiccans have created many crone rituals, honoring the aged
and aging woman and enhancing the powers she possesses as an elder.

% There are several actiological myths behind this ritual; one explains how a tame
she-bear was killed by some local youths and as punishment, each year Artemis makes
young girls ‘play the bear.’

*1 On modern ceremonial equivalents, see Griffin (2000). Barrett (18) provides an
excellent summation of modern Dianic Witches and their rites-of-passage: “The heart
of Dianic spiritual practice focuses on women’s mysteries. These rites of passage include
the essential physical, emotional, and psychic transitions that only women born with
women’s bodies can experience. These are the five uterine blood mysteries: being born,
menarche, giving birth/lactation, menopause, and death, which acknowledge women’s
ability to create life, sustain life, and return our bodies to the Goddess in death.” See
also Griffin (1995) for a description of a Dianic ritual.

32 The ancient Greeks believed that a man’s wife, once she reached a certain age,
was no longer an object of sexual desire and could be relied upon to freely travel the
city un-chaperoned.
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While not connecting the crone to Artemis as did the ancient Greeks,
modern Wiccans align her to the goddess’ third aspect in its various
manifestations.

Just as the crone is worshipped as both goddess and woman, the
virgin is celebrated in both divine and human form, so too do we
find the archetype of sexual energy present in modern Paganism. Her
Greek/Roman embodiment is Aphrodite/Venus and she occupies a
pivotal place in various contemporary groups.™

As 1s usual in Greek mythology, there are varying accounts of
Aphrodite’s birth. One prominent version makes her the daughter of
Zeus and Dione (a Titan whose name simply means ‘Goddess’), while
another makes her daughter of the castrated sky god, Uranus (or
Ouranos), supreme deity prior to the reign of the Cronus (or Kronos)
and Gaia (Mother Earth). The latter version, first recorded by Hesiod
in the Theogony, is the origin of the still famous images of the goddess
rising from the ocean, images such as Sandro Botticelli’s The Birth of
Venus. As the goddess of passion and erotic desires, Aphrodite or Venus
is associated in both the Greek and Roman worlds with fertility and
forms of sexual expression ranging from love within marriage to adul-
terous liaisons.* She also had a strong role in the lives of prostitutes
and courtesans, for this goddess was above the moral strictures of mere
mortals and could be invoked for any matters concerning the sexual act.
As with all worship and ritual celebrations of the deities of antiquity,
the honoring of Aphrodite/Venus did not involve unbridled sexuality
or the orgies so often associated with life in Greece and Rome. Rituals
and public festivals were organized and procedures highly regulated
and while there was frivolity at particular fertility rituals, the ancients
were too socially constrained by gender roles and expectations to let
down their hair.

As the goddess of love, Aphrodite was regularly included or invoked
in spells concerning ‘matters of the heart;” one example of this is the
following attraction-curse spell, inscribed on a tablet:

Pausanias binds Sime, daughter of Amphitritus (may no one except
Pausanias undo this spell) until she does for Pausanias everything Pausanias

% While Aphrodite may not be worshipped per se, her symbolic connection with
sexuality and fertility renders her an important archetype at the very least to many
Pagans.

% Although there were strict regulations concerning adultery—as with all forms of
sexuality—in both Greece and Rome.
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wants. May she not be able to lay hands on a sacrificial victim of Athene,
nor may Aphrodite look kindly upon her, before Sime holds Pausanias
tight. (Ogden 2002: 229)*

This spell, dated to the 3rd or 2nd Centuries BCE, written in Greek
and found in a cemetery in Jordan, is a typical example of its genre;
while aimed at winning a particular person, the wording is aggressive
and curse-like. Sime, the unfortunate object of Pausanias’ desire, is
cursed not to be able to worship Athena or experience the gifts of
Aphrodite until she falls for the spell-caster. In addition to featuring in
such forms of erotic magic, the goddess was often named on magical
artifacts such as amulets designed to bestow sexual success.

Today Aphrodite/Venus is invoked by Pagans for similar reasons,
although the aggressive, commanding tone of those ancients intent
on winning a partner—permanent or otherwise—is usually omitted.
One can cite numerous publications on modern love magic that invoke
Aphrodite/Venus for securing the heart’s desire, and this reflects a
common, age-old motivator for magic, namely the use of such for
utilitarian purposes and as recourse for the disempowered. The use
of such spells by modern Wiccans is, however, problematic—although
this depends largely on the wording of and intent behind the incanta-
tion—because of the Wiccan Rede, which discourages exercising power
over another through magical means. Rules, however, are meant to
be broken or, more aptly, interpreted, and some Wiccans are no less
capable of clever, justifiable inventiveness when it comes to their Rede
than any one else.

In the United States, worship of Aphrodite has a comparatively long
history. The Church of Aphrodite, founded in 1938 in New York by
Gleb Botkin (1900-1969) was significant in its role in revitalizing the
worship of this goddess and in initiating the neo-Pagan movement in
the United States per se. The Church, “believed to be the first American
pagan body” (Clifton 2006: 7), was a nature-based religion that fea-
tured Aphrodite at its centre, defining her, however, not as the typical
Greek archetypal goddess of love, but as a celestial force that revealed
a debt to Neo-Platonic ideologies of a world mother or world soul.*

% Translated by Ogden. There is another spell on the other side of the tablet—aimed
at another woman!

% Hecate too had a re-birthing, so-to-speak, in Neo-Platonic mystery religion,
embodying a similar concept to Botkin’s understanding of Aphrodite. On Hecate as
such, see Johnston (1990).
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Botkin’s In Search of Reality (1967), the belief system of the Church
and the understanding of the meaning of its principal deity, is sum-
marized by Clifton (ibid.: 141) as a text that “presents Aphrodite not
as the Olympian deity of love and beauty...but as the sole Goddess
of a somewhat Neoplatonic Pagan monotheism.” Adler (1979/1986:
235) describes the religion thus: “Bodkin envisioned the Aphrodisian
religion as a formal structure, complete with church, clergy, and liturgy.
Unlike most Neo-Pagans today, he believed in monotheism and creed
and dogma.” Nevertheless, in a reproduction of the Church’s creed,
as provided by Adler, one discerns the calling of the goddess delivered
in a style that foreshadows various neo-Pagan invocations:

Beloved thou art, O beautiful goddess; and our love for thee is like the
sky which has no bounds; like thy beauty itself that no words could
describe. For we love Thee with every atom of our souls and bodies, O
Aphrodite: holiest, sweetest, loveliest, most blessed, most glorious, most

beautiful goddess of beauty. (ibid.)

While, as Adler has stressed, the works and beliefs of Botkin are incon-
gruent with most modern Pagans, his view on Aphrodite as revealed in
the quotation above, reflects similar ideas and ideals to the new inter-
preters and worshippers of her. For contemporary Pagans, particularly
women, Aphrodite represents a freedom from the strictures—and scrip-
tures—of traditional, monotheistic religions. For women, she is symbolic
of the drive to come to terms with, indeed, to shed, the guilt associated
with sexuality and its expression; hence she is far more important on
an esoteric level than one may first glean from reading the multiplic-
ity of publications on love spells and the like. As an ancient goddess
of nature and fertility, Aphrodite represents the very naturalness of
sexuality and sensuality. She may be called upon, therefore, in rituals
encouraging women to become connected with their passions, their
bodies and their desires. Modern Pagans such as Christ (1987) regard
this component of the goddess as a liberating one, allowing women
to engage in a physical experience in a ritualized and sacred space. In
short, the goddess represents the sacredness of sexuality. This is well
described in the words of one priestess and coven leader:

Aphrodite’s rituals of love and pleasure are the acts which connect the
mnner and outer planes. .. we must actually dance, sing, feast, make music,
and love in Her honor. It is with our bodies that we worship Her, and
through our bodies that She blesses us. By these earthy rituals the false
divisions between body and spirit, between mind and nature, are healed.
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We find the Sacred within us and all things, within our beautiful, living
Mother Earth. (Harrow 1990: 17)

Another perceived remnant of the cult of Aphrodite/Venus among
modern Pagans, though one far from mainstream, is the practice of
sacred prostitution, its best known exponent being Annie Sprinkle.
Sacred prostitution in ancient Greece, Italy and the Near East was also
far from the mainstream and its actual practice is seriously questioned
if not refuted by some academics.” Those scholars who argue in favor
of the practice claim that it existed in select, multi-cultural areas such
as Corinth and Sicily. Their premise, based on ancient written evidence,
is that in certain temples dedicated to Aphrodite, there were priestesses
who ‘worked’ for the goddess by prostituting themselves for clients who,
in paying for the services were, in fact, making a donation to the temple
fund and partaking in a religious experience.

Sprinkle is not well known for her Paganism, although she once
stated, in response to the question “Are you a Pagan?”: “I’'ve never
really studied Paganism or Witchcraft officially, but...I guess that I am.
Certainly, when I do my performances and my workshops there is a
strong Pagan element. It just sort of happened naturally, somehow.”
(Sprinkle 1996: 146). Sprinkle, like other practitioners of this art, such
as D’vora, tend to be informal and eclectic in their worship and the
goddesses they invoke, combining Tantric methods in their rituals.

The concept of sacred prostitution and the general idea of sacred
sexuality permeate many modern Pagan forms of worship, and are
not confined to devotees such as Sprinkle and D’vora, nor are they
confined to Aphrodite/Venus. What sacred sexuality reveals, as shown
above in the quotations concerning Aphrodite, is that the movement
away from established religions towards neo-Paganism, brings with it
a sexual freedom that is safe—basically because it is in a ritualized
context—that has, in many instances, as much to do with self-healing
as it does with the worship of the forces of sensuality and eroticism.
This is the understanding of sacred prostitution and/or sacred sex that
is adopted by Laurelei Dabrielle, Priestess of the Cult of Aphrodite
Asteria,” in the United States. Dabrielle (2007) even discusses sacred
prostitution as a legitimate means of serving the goddess, so long as

%7 See Budin (2008) for a dismissal of the existence of the phenomenon.
% See above for Asteria (‘Starry One’) as the mother of Hecate.
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it is done correctly and with the appropriate devotional intentions on
the part of both the ‘prostitute’ and the ‘devotee.” In addition to the
sexual component, which Dabrielle does not regard as (physically)
necessary for a priest or priestess of Aphrodite, she sees healing as an
important role for an officiate: “I believe that one of the key roles of a
Priestess of Aphrodite is to help to heal the hurt of the people around
her.” (2007: 21).

Dabrielle describes various rites in her book on the cult, including
sensuous ceremonies designed to worship Aphrodite through partici-
pants experiencing the principal gift of the goddess, namely the gift
of sensuality and erotic bliss. One such rite is called ‘Sacred Touch,’
which Dabrielle regards as “an integral ceremony for the Aphrodite
priestesshood” (Dabrielle 2007: 33):

The participants sit in a circle. .. The first person moves to the center and
is given as much time as she needs to describe the limits of the experience
she wishes to receives. She may include a list of the “don’ts”...once this
limit-setting has taken place, she either sits, stands or lies down, and the
people around her give her a loving touch within the parameters that she
set. Many hands, lips, teeth, tongues and voices move as one to pour out
love and pleasure to this one person. A person’s turn in the center ends
either when the group stops giving (usually by a beautiful and unconscious
consensus that the work is complete) or when the person in the middle
speaks the group’s safe word. (Dabriclle 2007: 33)

The giving of a sensual experience in honor of Aphrodite is an example
of the celebration of ‘sex’ in a safe environment, mentioned above in
the context of the meaning of the goddess to her modern worshippers.
Yet apart from the (possibly doubtful) presence of sacred prostitutes in
antiquity, little is known of any other practices performed in honor of
the goddess that involved sexual expression or sacred sex per se. As
the ancient Greeks and Romans worshipped their gods in public, in
mystery cults and/or in more private environs, it is impossible to even
speculate on the role ritualized sex or sexuality per se played in the
ancient rites of Aphrodite.

What is noteworthy in Dabrielle’s writing is the focus on her rela-
tionship with the goddess as a religious or spiritual one, and one quite
distinct from the Wiccan tradition that incorporates magic as well as
more straightforward worship. This is a topic addressed by Timothy
Alexander, a self-defined practitioner of Hellenismos (the modern revival
of ancient Greck polytheism). Whereas Wiccans like RavenWolf or
Budapest invoke a variety of deities, worship them and also practice
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magic using or calling on the same forces, Dabrielle and Alexander do
not participate in magical rituals or cast spells, but rather simply see
themselves as religious people following an alternative path.*

The dynamic between the old and the new, between static worship
and revised deities, is partially explained by Harms (1999)* as the
post-modern underpinnings of neo-Paganism. Hunt (2003) summarizes
Harms’ position thus:

Harms insists that the ‘post-modern’ can be identified by an emphasis on
fluctuating beliefs, humour, playfulness, and the relativism of personal and
local context. ... There is evident a mix and match of beliefs and practices
which have little regard for tradition, history, or systems. (ibid.: 163)

Hunt partially agrees with this approach, but further notes that the
“mysticism involved” (ibid.: 164) is also reflected in the (outsider’s) dif-
ficulty in pinning down the beliefs and also the practices of Pagans.
The practitioners often provide answers, to their readers (if they happen
to be authors), if not to academics, about their eclecticism, their vari-
able beliefs and the other post-modern characteristics of their creeds
and deeds. Dabrielle (2007: 3), for example, claims her combination
of Greek and Celtic religion came to her from the gods “or from the
Dragons” with whom she works—thus illustrating Hunt’s reference to
the “mysticism involved” (Hunt 2003: 164). Mysticism is at odds with
logic, and it is the former, not the latter, which Hawkins regards as a
feature of modern Paganism (1998: 30): “Neo-Pagans tend to denigrate
or deny the application of logic to revelatory truth. Logic is deemed
inapplicable or inadequate for discovering truth.” While Hawkins is
not writing with the intention of presenting a positive spin on neo-
Pagans—quite the opposite—neo-Pagans may not have difficulty in
agreeing with him.

One of the most recent manifestations of Paganism is Hellenismos.
Unlike the Witches, Wiccans and Pagans discussed here, the New
Hellenes are strict in their adherence to tradition, belief system and
the ethical codes that accompany these (with concessions to modern
sensibilities regarding practices such as animal sacrifice). Rather than

% This is not to suggest that all Reconstructionist Hellenes do not practice magic—
some do—but this is a private aspect open to individual choice. Having said that, in
the writings of practitioners in, or believers of, Hellenismos, it is common to find an
equation of magic with Aubris (arrogance towards the gods, impiety).

# Unpublished dissertation (University of New York at Buffalo).
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selectively adopting facets of a particular belief system and combin-
ing them with others, Hellenes aim to absorb as much of the ancient
culture as possible, including vital concepts—in a religious context—as
hubris and nemesis (essentially, respect for the gods and an awareness of
the punishment that comes from disrespect, respectively).

In the research for this paper, the unorthodoxy involved in incor-
porating the Greek goddesses Hecate, Artemis/Diana and Aphrodite
into various systems of modern Witchcraft and Wicca became manifest
quite early, although there were, of course, exceptions. By unortho-
doxy I mean the incorporation of deities from the Greek and Roman
pantheons alongside ones from other, sometimes quite divergent, tradi-
tions. Wiccans would see no problem with this owing to their focus on
the goddess and god as generic (or, in the case of Dianic or feminist
Wicca; one generic goddess). Yet to the non-believer, the combina-
tions can seem not only anarchic but spiritually, magically and/or
religiously ambiguous. For a confused believer, on the other hand, the
combinations and also the alterations to the personae of historically
established deities, may seem troubling—would the Greek Artemis, for
example, recognize herself as Budapest sees her—and if not, would
she refuse to answer her call? The inexhaustible entries on the World
Wide Web, particularly in the form of ‘blogs—testify to the level of
confusion out there, especially among neophyte Pagans struggling to
establish or fortify a personal belief amid the tensions between estab-
lished traditions, be they Greek, Roman, Celtic or Druidic, and their
modern manifestations.
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THE RETURN OF THE GODDESS: MYTHOLOGY,
WITCHCRAFT AND FEMINIST SPIRITUALITY

CaroLE M. Cusack

Introduction

The historical transition from the Late Antique world to the Early
Middle Ages was characterized by the decline of traditional polytheistic
paganism and its replacement by Christian Trinitarian monotheism
in Europe. In the early modern era colonial expansion and missions
established this form of religion throughout the world (Neill, 1975
[1964]; Lewis, 2004). The Christian God is male, transcendent, and
separate from creation, and Christian institutions and social mores exem-
plified these qualities, with male religious functionaries and patriarchal
social organizations. With the advent of modernity and particularly
the Enlightenment, reason and secularism challenged Christian nor-
mativity and the influence of churches declined. The secularization
thesis initially argued that religion would wither and die entirely; such
faith would be unnecessary, as science would provide undisputed and
rationally evidenced meaning for human life (Clark, 2003: 559-560).
However, the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries saw an upsurge in
scholarly and popular interest in non-Christian religions, both ancient
and modern. Of particular importance was a strand of ideas that
argued for matriarchy as the original human social organization and
the worship of the Goddess as the original religion of humanity. Early
anthropological writings on magic and witchcraft, and publications
in the Western esoteric tradition (for example, on hermeticism and
Kabbalah), also contributed to interest in alternative religion and the
Goddess ( Jencson, 1989: 2—4).

In the twentieth century these intellectual currents crossed the
boundary between academic interest and actual religious practice,
and dramatically manifested in a variety of new religions devoted
to the revived worship of the Goddess, including Wicca (the Craft),
Feminist Spirituality and Ecopaganism (Hanegraff, 1998: 85—-88). This
paper investigates the mythology of originary matriarchy and the
Great Goddess, and examines Wicca, Feminist Spirituality (primarily
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Goddess-centred but also within the Judeo-Christian tradition) and
the broader Pagan movement as new traditions actively reviving the
Goddess, whether as sole deity or as part of a revisioning of polythe-
ism, where the goddesses and gods are worshipped. In both cases the
Goddess serves to critique the Christian God; her gender challenges the
masculine norm and her sometime multiplicity challenges monotheistic
unity and erasing of difference (Morgan, 1999: 51-59). Goddess reli-
gion particularly seeks healing from wounds created by the patriarchy,
and worshippers of the Goddess, male and female, view themselves as
revitalizing a decadent and dying Western society, and as participants
in a revolution that will save the environment and assure a better future
for humanity (Rountree, 2002: 486). Finally, this paper will comment
briefly on the effect of the return of the Goddess on the academic
study of religion.'

The Great Goddess and the Golden Age of Matriarchy

Augustine of Hippo (354—430 CE), the Late Antique bishop and
theologian, witnessed processions honouring the Mother of the Gods,
Berecynthia, in the streets of Hippo during his youth. A fervent
Christian, to him memories of these events were shameful and impure
(Borgeaud, 2004: 120). When Augustine died, the paganism of the
ancient world was rapidly declining, and the Virgin Mary, the Mother
of God, had become the only manifestation of the divine feminine in
the emerging medieval Christian world, with churches dedicated to her
being established in cities like Ephesus and Soissons, formerly devoted to
goddesses such as Diana and Isis (Warner, 1990 [1976]: passim). Devotion
to Mary and the elevated status ascribed to her, particularly within the
Roman Catholic Church, departs significantly from the information
available in the New Testament. As Baring and Cashford (1991: 549)
perceptively note, “Mary’s birth and death are not even mentioned in
the Scriptures, so this picture of her cannot...[be] a factual description
of a particular historical person, but must, yet again, be the continuing
story of the human imagination.” The prominence of Marian devotion

' T am grateful to my research assistants Dominique Wilson and Alex Norman
for their skills in finding materials, the very under-rated task of photocopying, and
for editing and suggestions during the writing stage. My thanks are also due to Don
Barrett for his sympathetic interest in my researches and his assistance in clarifying
my thoughts during the researching and writing of this paper.
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in the Later Middle Ages was instrumental in the development of the
Jewish mystical system of Kabbalah that accorded central importance
to the figure of Shekhinah, the female hypostasis of the presence of
God. The tradition of commentary on the Song of Songs provided the
bridge between the two religions (Green, 2002: 21-22).

From the Renaissance onwards, the revival of classical learning,
interest in the occult sciences (including alchemy, astrology, divination
and angelic communication), and the increasingly secular attitude to
knowledge, facilitated the development of modern science. This also
created an intellectual space in which the academic study of non-
Christian religions, pioneered by Iriedrich Max Miiller and C.P. Tiele,
could flourish (Sharpe, 1986: 35—46). Practitioners of the philosophia
occulta appropriated Kabbalah into esoteric Christianity, completing
the circle of influence (Faivre and Voss, 1995: 48-53), and, among
others, the pioneering female doctor, anti-vivisectionist, vegetarian and
Hermeticist Anna Kingsford (1846—1888) identified Mary with Venus
and other pagan goddesses: “is not Venus our Lady of Love?...And
Love is the Woman of Heaven, Maria, Astraea, Venus, Aphrodite,
by whatever name she is known and is dear to us” (Pert, 2006: 85).
Nineteenth century intellectuals pioneered new theories that challenged
the Christian metanarrative and basic Western social institutions; for
example, the theory of evolution and Marxist economic theory (Irvine,
1967: passum). The nineteenth century also saw the birth of the new
disciplines of archaeology and anthropology, and it was from these that
much of the evidence for originary matriarchy, and the worship of the
Goddess, was later sourced.

The theory itself was proposed by the German classicist Johann
Jakob Bachofen (1815-1887), who published his three-volume Mother
Right: An Investigation of the Religious and Juridical Character of Matriarchy
in the Ancient World (Das Mutterrecht) in 1861. He argued that humanity
had passed through three stages of social development. These are:
the hetaeric, characterised by men having sexual access to all women
and named from /etaera, the Greek for “prostitute’; the matriarchal, in
which “women revolted against male sexual promiscuity and forced
men to accept monogamous unions, which were dominated by women
as mothers and in which descent of children was traced through the
mother” (Ruether, 2003: 256); and finally, the patriarchal, in which
men asserted authority over women and establishment of children’s
paternity was paramount. The evidence from which Bachofen derived
this theory was the corpus of mythology surviving from ancient Greece
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and Rome, in which he believed all three stages could be detected. For
example, Aphrodite’s sexual freedom gives insight into the hetaeric
phase; powerful goddesses such as Athena and Diana, who exist with-
out consorts or sons, give insights into the matriarchal phase; and the
rule of Olympians Zeus is evidence of the final triumph of patriar-
chy. His theories influenced many important scholars, but particularly
Jane Ellen Harrison (1850—1928), one of the first female scholars who
taught Classics at Cambridge and published works on Greek religion,
concerned with “the emergence of religion from pre-Hellenic chthonic
patterns to Olympian forms and then to postclassical asceticism of the
Orphic and Gnostic type” (Ruether, 2005: 260).

When Bachofen published Mother Right the academic study of religion,
anthropology and archaeology was in its infancy, and Troy, Knossos and
Babylon were yet to be discovered. It has been argued that Bachofen’s
reliance on mythology and unscientific scholarly methods identified
him with the past and with Romanticism, but Ann Taylor Allen has
countered that criticism by noting that “in many ways, Bachofen’s
analysis of mythology as a form of symbolic expression, though it
looked backward to the Romantic movement, also anticipated much
later insights of psychoanalysis and modern social science” (Allen, 1999:
1090). This view is supported by the use made of Bachofen’s thesis by
Friedrich Engels (1820—-1895) in The Onigin of the Family, Private Property,
and the State, published in 1884. Engels’ materialist interpretation focused
on the development of private property (including one’s children and
slaves), which he identified as characteristic of the patriarchy and absent
from matriarchy (Ruether, 2005: 264). The importance of the Romantic
strain in Bachofen’s work cannot be overemphasised, however, as the
triumphant return of the Goddess owes much to the Romantic rebel-
lion against Enlightenment rationalism, and to the privileging of feel-
ing over thought, intuition over evidence (McCrickard, 1991: 62). The
contemporary Goddess movement is a revitalization movement, in that
it views patriarchal culture and the monotheist God as unsatisfactory
and seeks to innovate “a new cultural system” (Porterfield, 1987: 237).
Jacques Barzun paints a similar picture of the Romantic movement
between 1780 and 1850 as concerned with “cultural renovation... [a]live
to diversity...[o]bservant and imaginative” (Barzun, 1961, 137).

What is interesting about these nineteenth century scholarly asser-
tions that matriarchy preceded patriarchy is that they do not argue
for the superiority of matriarchy, but rather accept that its replace-
ment by patriarchy was an evolutionary process. Originary matriarchy
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acquired connotations of superiority and the worship of the Goddess,
the first deity, through the work of the Lithuanian archaeologist Marija
Gimbutas (1921-1994), who was born in the decade when the matri-
archal thesis was finally and decisively abandoned within anthropology.
Gimbutas contributed to the revival of the Goddess in her last three
books; The Goddesses and Gods of Old Europe (1974), The Language of the
Goddess (1989), and The Civilization of the Goddess (1991). These books bore
fruit among the feminist community, which had come into existence in
the 1960s and gained strength in the 1970s. Initially concerned with
politics, feminist writers such as Rosemary Radford Ruether and Judith
Plaskow challenged the patriarchal Judeo-Christian religions and aimed
to revolutionize their institutions. Other key thinkers, including Mary
Daly and Carol Christ, advocated abandoning the male god and reviving
the worship of the Goddess (Yates, 1983: 59-73). It became important
for feminists to develop adequate explanations for the patriarchy, while
not endorsing its existence in any way. The development of feminist
spirituality was contemporancous with the counterculture of the 1960s
and the sharp and unanticipated rise in new religious movements in
America and the West (Stark, 1999: 2462—-264). The secularisation thesis
was thus revised: sociologists of religion realized that the real effects
of the decline of institutional religion were a proliferation of smaller,
new religions; the uncoupling of religion and the sacred, resulting in
many apparently secular activities taking on spiritual overtones while
apparently religious activities became secularized; and the shift from
public religious observance to private spiritual practice (Cusack and
Digance, 2008: 227-228).

In the 1980s, Gimbutas’s research into Old Europe (the Neolithic
period between 7000 BCE and approximately 1700 BCE, which
marks the start of the Bronze Age in northern Europe) was utilized
by Goddess feminists in several groundbreaking books. This essay will
discuss the Goddess myth in three of these: Marilyn French’s Beyond
Power: On Women, Men and Morals (1985), Riane Eisler’s The Chalice and
the Blade: Our History, Our Future (1987), and Monica Sj66 and Barbara
Mor’s The Great Cosmic Mother: Rediscovering the Religion of the Earth (1987).
Essentially, all three tell the same story; they are all eloquent expositions
of the sacred history (or myth) of the Goddess movement. French’s
weighty volume begins with explanations of how the patriarchy may
have developed, focusing on the idea of control, and contrasts this with
matricentric societies. These are loosely structured: “families clustered
around a mother or set of mothers (sisters), who had strong bonds with
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their children, especially with daughters... Men were marginal in the
matriliny; the closest bond for men was with their mates and the children
of their sisters” (French, 1985: 67). French takes pains to demonstrate
that patriarchy is not always the norm and that matricentric societies
have existed throughout history. Her book is painstakingly referenced
and refers to detailed scholarship to support her position, though it is
not uncontroversial. In terms of the Goddess movement, Beyond Power
is more a political treatise than a religious call to arms, although it
treats the shift from Goddess worship to worship of the male God as
an essential part of the growth of patriarchy, and a female deity as
central to the woman-oriented society she advocates. I'rench’s avowed
goal 1s “feminizing the world” (French, 1985: 545) and she views this
as non-negotiable. Her powerful closing words are “[t]he choice may
be between death and life. There is no choice” (French, 1985: 546).
This apocalyptic tone is much stronger, and the urgent need for
the goddess to be rediscovered and returned to her central position as
supreme deity more palpable, in Riane Eisler’s best-selling The Chalice
and the Blade. Eisler, too, frames her argument in terms of political neces-
sity, invoking recent and contemporary violence and diasters (including
the Holocaust) as the motivation for her researches. The book “tells a
new story of our cultural origins. It shows that war and the ‘war of the
sexes’ are neither divinely nor biologically ordained. And it provides
verification that a better future s possible—and is in fact firmly rooted
in the haunting drama of what actually happened in our past” (Eisler,
1987: xv). Eisler asserts that the Goddess is the logical primary deity;
life comes from women’s bodies. Eisler, however, sees both patriarchy
and matriarchy as incomplete, both versions of the ‘dominator’ model;
a positive and nurturing society is a mutual partnership between women
and men. Like French, Eisler begins with archaeological matricentry,
based on the work of James Mellaart (the controversial excavator of
Catal Hiiytik in Anatolia, modern Turkey) and Gimbutas. The narra-
tive of The Chalice and the Blade seeks to trace the inheritance of this
older mode of society throughout Western history, finding vestiges in
ancient Crete, medieval Christianity, and heretical groups. Like Marilyn
French, she examines the shift from the chalice (feminine, nurturing) to
the blade (masculine, violent) as a story of the Fall, equivalent to that of
Genesis in the Judeo-Christian scriptures in that it explains the loss of
a ideal world (Eisler, 1987: 42-58). Though solidly referenced, Eisler’s
book is less dryly academic than French’s, and her crucial association
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of the masculinist religion with “warfare, slavery and sacrifice” packs a
considerable punch. In the final chapter, “Breakthrough in Evolution:
Towards a Partnership Future,” Eisler tackles the issue of “what kinds
of symbols and myths are to fill and guide our minds: prohuman or
antthuman, gylanic or androcratic” (Eisler, 1987: 184).

This is an important issue, as many critics of the Goddess movement
have questioned the efficacy of deliberately creating a religion, and have
(somewhat naively) assumed that adherents to new forms of religion
must believe literally in their mythology, or their rituals and spiritual
states will be ‘inauthentic’. This criticism is almost always taken further,
with the equation of the contemporary myth-making of Paganism (in all
its multitudinous varieties) with the spiritual programme of Nazism:

[i]f this is to be taken at face value, we are in deep water here. For while
most witches emphasise the notion of ... Goddess worship as a means
for...female empowerment, and often go to great lengths to insist that
their own intentions as not just benign but downright redemptive, a call
for ancient female principles to help heal a wounded earth, this talk of
genetic memory has unpleasant overtones (Rieff, 1993: 24).

A second, related criticism is the labelling of Paganism as anti-modern,
a rejection of technology and progress, and a retreat into an idealized,
imaginary past. These issues of the invention of myth(s) and the per-
ceived anti-modern orientation of Paganism will be addressed later in
this chaper. What is significant here is that Eisler asserts that human
beings can choose the myths and symbols they live by, and that such
a choice has moral implications for individual existence and for the
continued existence of humanity and the earth. Her conclusions are
identical to French’s; humanity is at a crucial turning point and the
reality is that there is no choice.

As this exposition of French and Eisler has concentrated on the
tragic loss of the prehistoric Golden Age, the discussion of Sj66 and
Mor’s The Great Cosmic Mother: Rediscovering the Religion of the Earth will
focus on the nature and attributes of the Goddess and the qualities
assoclated with her worship. T#he Great Cosmic Mother describes the Great
Mother Goddess religion as dominant in prehistory for 300,000 years
and identifies her rites as mysteries involving the moon, fecundity and
agriculture. “Agriculture...domestication of animals, together with a
more settled village life” are all female inventions, and hunting (tradi-
tionally understood as a male activity) was therefore redundant (Sj66
and Mor, 1987: 238). The Goddess was all-powerful, the mother of all,
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and “[d]eath, rebirth, and ecstasy through her being, experienced in
joyful, fearful, and orgiastic rites, are crucial to the psychic balance and
health of men as of women” (Sj66 and Mor, 1987: 248). The Goddess
was worshipped in nature; her rites were conducted in caves and groves,
beside springs and on mountains. The main source of contemporary
knowledge of the Goddess is the mythology of past societies; Sj66 and
Mor cite Bachofen approvingly, and they assert that; “myth records the
real history of the ancient preliterate world” (Sj66 and Mor, 1987: 247).
The identification of the Goddess with the moon and the male with
the sun results in a cosmology where “the cause of the world’s ills is
something called the solar principle, the male spiritual force. The rational
faculty, or masculine way of thinking is Sun-consciousness, the influence
of the solar principle on the human mind” (McCrickard, 1991: 63).

This foundational myth of the Goddess movement has circulated
widely and is popular and meaningful for many people, not all of
who are committed Goddess worshippers (Bloch, 1997: 181-190).
Scholarly criticism of the evidence that is adduced to support it and
the methodological lenses through which the evidence is interpreted
has had little success in curbing its influence (Fleming, 1969; Binford,
1982: 541-561). Rituals have been developed which are based on the
myth of the Golden Age of matriarchy, and pilgrimage tourism to the
sites of ancient Goddess cults has become a popular spiritual activity.
Most religious practices associated with Goddess worship are directed
to “healing the wounds of the patriarchy” (Rountree, 2002: 486) and
ritual is viewed as dynamic and empowering; “feminist ritual seeks
to replace the patriarchal traditions not only with an image of the
female as divine, but also with an image of strength and power that is
internalised as part of the self” ( Jacobs, 1990: 43). Rountree’s research
on Goddess pilgrims, who visit a range of principally European sites
(including Stonehenge, Delphi, Knossos, Ciatal Hiiyiik and the Neolithic
temples of Malta), reveals that visiting sacred places provides the pil-
grim with access to sacred time, where the linear time is experienced as
evaporating, leaving only the timeless Golden Age of the Goddess. In
this religious experience “nostalgia and healing powerfully merge.” One
pilgrim at the Hagar Qim temple on Malta performed a ritual “whose
effect was to inscribe on her body the revelation she had experienced.”
(Rountree, 2002: 486—487). Rountree states that:

[e]ntering the temple one symbolically enters the body of the Goddess.
By lying down and curving her body into the curved limestone walls of
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the temple in which the “fat” statues had once stood, the woman maps
the Goddess’s body onto her own and further embodies her self-recogni-
tion as Goddess. She turns her body into a living souvenir of the place
and her experience of it...(Rountree, 2002: 487).

This emphasis on the body and self-reflexive identity leads Goddess
worshippers to advocate “organic and intuitive” methods of research
and the sharing of “experience” (Livingstone, 2005: 7, 9). In conclu-
sion, the sacred history or foundation myth of the Goddess movement
offers an effective explanation of the “existence and persistence of male
dominance” without condoning it (Eller, 1991: 281) and argues that
women hold the key to the future. The future is intimately connected
with the Golden Age of the distant past; in fact, it is the recovery of
that past. Thus, the Goddess movement has apocalyptic overtones and
a utopian (no-place) vision of the future, which creates meaning in the
present; “the historical events that hasten this eventuality [the restora-
tion of the Goddess and the matricentric society] are no longer simply
barbarities to be endured, but events rich with portents of better things
to come” (Eller; 191: 295).

Gerald Gardner and Wicca: Witcheraft and the Worship of the Goddess

The modern revival of witchcraft is a major artery of the Goddess
revival, and, like the foundation myth discussed above, it has its roots
in the nineteenth century and its flowering in the mid-twentieth century.
In 1899, Charles Godfrey Leland (1824-1903), a “highly respected
folklorist, linguist, and founder of Britain’s Gypsy Lore Society”
(Jencson, 1989: 3), published Aradia: or the Gospel of the Witches. This
book was based on fieldwork among Gypsies and peasant communi-
ties practicing folk magic in England, Italy and Eastern Europe. His
findings were that a witchcraft religion, focused on Aradia (the name
is derived from Herodias, the evil wife of King Herod and mother of
Salome, who brings about the death of John the Baptist in the Christian
New Testament), the daughter of the goddess Diana and the first
witch, who taught the magic arts to humanity, was the ‘old religion’ of
Europe (Magliocco, 2005: 67—69). Diana, the Roman equivalent of the
Greek Artemis, is usually understood as a virgin huntress, but Leland’s
informant, a Florentine woman called Maddalena, told him that “the
moon goddess Diana” had a consort called Lucifer; “Lucifer, whose
name means ‘bearer of light,” is not the conventional Christian devil
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in this narrative, but both the brother and lover of Diana” (Magliocco,
2005: 56). Responses to Aradia were mixed; Leland was suspected of
having invented much of the material, and perhaps even Maddalena
herself. Yet its influence was considerable, and several direct contribu-
tions to contemporary Witchcraft must be cited: “specific practices (full
moon meetings; the goddess name of Aradia; the practice of naked
worship...and the Charge of the Goddess), as well as the concept
of witchcraft as a form of peasant resistance and cultural critique”
(Magliocco, 2005: 58).

The next important contribution to the revival of witchcraft was
the publication of Margaret Murray’s (1863—-1963) controversial 7he
Witch-Cult in Western Europe: A Study in Anthropology (1921), which was also
immensely influential. Murray, a professional Egyptologist, examined
transcripts of the witch-trials of early modern Europe “and concluded
that the inquisitors were persecuting an underground Pagan religious
movement that worshipped the Horned God” (Crowley, 1996: 31).
Though modern Wiccans are often keen to claim Margaret Murray as
one of their own, in fact she was a thoroughgoing rationalist and sceptic
(unlike Leland, who was wont to boast of his magical powers). The Witch-
Cult in Western Europe and The God of the Witches (1933) were both derided
by scholars, who accused Murray of manipulating her sources and of
methodological incompetence (Cohn, 1975: passim). For the purposes
of this essay it is more important to ask; why did general readers find
her thesis plausible? Jacqueline Simpson notes two important attrac-
tions inherent in Murray’s portrayal of witchcraft: her proposal of a
mediating position between the Christian assertion that witches were
devil worshippers and the secularist assertion that witches were innocent
victims of Christian fanaticism; and, more speculatively, “[p]erhaps this
picture of a highly disciplined organization secretly permeating society
suited the outlook of her times. Conspiracy theories. .. flourished since
the nineteenth century ... Her readers may have found it natural to read
such ideas back into history, and to equate a coven with a revolutionary
cell” (Simpson, 1994: 91). This is perceptive, because although Murray
herself did not create the enduring and powerful myth of ‘the Burning
Times’ which is central for modern Witchcraft, her focus on the tri-
als and deaths of early modern witches laid the groundwork for later
assertions that the Burning Times were the Wiccan equivalent of the
Holocaust, with a figure of nine million victims frequently being cited

(Starhawk, 1979: 6-7).
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Murray’s witches worshipped the Horned God, but modern Witchcraft
is focussed on the Goddess, who is envisaged not as sole deity but in
a duotheism, partnered by the Horned God. The origins of modern
Witchceraft (also known as Wicca or “The Craft’) are directly traceable
to an English civil servant, Gerald Brousseau Gardner (1884—-1964)
who retired to England in 1936 after living and working in Borneo and
Malaya. Gardner was a folklorist, naturist, and Freemason, and claimed
to have been initiated into a traditional coven in 1939 by a hereditary
witch, Dorothy Clutterbuck (Pearson, 2007: 1-2). After the repeal of
the Witchcraft Act in 1951, he published Witcherafi Today (1954) and
The Meaning of Witcherafi (1959). It appears undeniable that Gardnerian
Wicca owes a substantial debt to Murray’s writings (Hutton, 2000: 104,
110-112). In the 1940s and 1950s Margaret Murray’s reputation was
high and she was President of the Folklore Society, of which Gardner
was a member. Further, she wrote the ‘Introduction’ to Witcherafi Today,
in which she praises Gardner for showing “how much of the so-called
‘witchcraft’ is descended from ancient rituals, and has nothing to do with
spell-casting and other evil practices” (Gardner, 1970[1954]: 16).

Wicca as established by Gardner was a form of pagan worship
directed toward the Goddess and her consort the Horned God, orga-
nized in covens led by a High Priest and High Priestess, and transmit-
ted by initiation (of which there were three levels). Male and female
members of covens claim the name ‘witch’ proudly and ‘Wicca’ is said
to be an Anglo-Saxon word for ‘male witch,” derived either “from the
root ‘wit’ or wisdom. .. or from the Indo-European roots ‘wic’ and ‘weik,’
meaning to bend or turn” (Adler, 1986: 11). The ancient Celtic festi-
vals of Samhain (1 November), Imbolc (1 February), Beltane (1 May),
and Lughnasa (1 August), were combined with the equinoxes and the
solstices to form the ‘Wheel of the Year,’ the eight sabbats, or major
seasonal festivals (Eason, 1996: 10, 130, 134). Additionally, ceremonies
were performed at the thirteen full-moon esbats (Luhrmann, 2001:
115). Rituals were performed ‘sky-clad’ (naked) and Gardner as High
Priest worked in partnership with High Priestesses; in the beginning
with a woman known only as ‘Dafo,” and later with Doreen Valiente
(1922-1999), whom he initiated in 1953, and with whom he wrote
certain key Wiccan rituals (Urban, 2006: 170). He was also influenced
by Leland in that the version of the ‘Charge of the Goddess’ attributed
to Valiente is based on the version Leland records in Aradia (Magliocco,
2005: 58). Describing these influences on Gardner, Jencson remarks
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that fifty years after Aradia “Gardner’s brand of Wicca...wed Leland’s
Goddess to Murray’s God” ( Jencson, 1989: 3).

Gerald Gardner died in 1964. The 1960s and 1970s witnessed the
rapid expansion of Wicca and its mutation into forms that he could not
have foreseen. In Britain Alex Sanders (1926-1988) began a type of
Wicca that differed somewhat from Gardner’s, known as ‘Alexandrian’
Wicca (from his personal name, not the ancient city of Alexandria).
Sanders, with his High Priestess wife Maxine, took Wicca to the
European continent, especially Germany and Scandinavia (Pearson,
2007: 2, 7). Alexandrian Wicca placed greater emphasis on ceremonial
magic and elaborate ritual. Gardnerian Wicca arrived in the United
States in 1967, and it is in America that the radical transformation of
the religion took place. In 1967 America was in the grip of multiple
protest movements, constituting the ‘counter-culture’. These included
agitations to end the Vietnam War, the demand that women be given
equal rights to men, the fight for equal rights for Black Americans,
and the struggle for gay rights (Kent, 1988: 104—-118). These political
movements took place amidst a cultural revolution in which eastern
religious teachers (Hindu gurus, Japanese Zen masters and Tibetan
monks, among others) gained adherents among young Americans
(Hanegraaff; 1998: 10-12, 96-97, 106—107). Wicca, which in Britain
was initiatory and hierarchical, rapidly democratised and developed new
and radically different forms. For the purposes of this essay, the most
significant of these is Feminist Wicca, which developed in the 1970s
and conflated the alternative vision of secular feminism with that of
Goddess-worshipping Paganism.

Wiccans believe their religion is revival of an ancient Pagan faith.
The Goddess is of central importance in Gardnerian Wicca and the
majority of its multifarious offshoots. She is known by many names
and is worshipped in her triple form as Maiden, Mother and Crone.
Vivianne Crowley, an academic psychologist and Wiccan High Priestess,
writing about the way that the Virgin Mary preserved the Goddess in
Christianity, comments that:

the Goddess 1s commonly seen as having three major aspects. .. The Virgin
Mother aspect of the Goddess is associated with the waxing Moon and the
Virgin Mary in Catholicism was often depicted as standing on the moon
with seven stars above her head. The second aspect is the Lover-Mother,
the sexual Mother. The third is the Dark Mother, the Hag or Wise One,
who appears in some older Christian churches in the guise of the Black
Virgin. The Goddess must contain all three aspects—Virgin, Lover-Mother
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and Hag—if she is to provide the model of psychological wholeness that
must be the goal of woman and man (Crowley, 1996: 138).

The Horned God, her consort, while important, generally receives
less attention and is perceived as being less powerful. This is in keep-
ing with many of the ancient myths that Wiccans utilise: Isis searched
for the dismembered corpse of her husband Osiris, and her love and
power restored him to life and fertility; and Attis, Adonis and Tammuz
are the son-consorts of the more powerful Cybele, Venus and Ishtar.
These myths draw attention to vital dimension of Wicca as Gerald
Gardner established it; it is strongly heterosexual in orientation and this
is manifested in sex-magic, featuring symbolic or actual heterosexual
intercourse (Urban, 2006: 172-178).

Gardner, a keen naturist, had a very positive attitude to the human
body and was a strong advocate of the great power inherent in sex
magic, or ‘the Great Rite.” This was the centrepiece of the third
and highest degree of Wiccan initiation. In the 1950s this fact was
sensationalised by the press, and contributed to Gardner’s scandalous
reputation in mainstream society. However, Urban argues that Gardner
anticipated a number of the liberating trends of the 1960s, in that the
sexual revolution was central to the counter-culture. Also, the tendency
to detect or to posit deep structures in religions across cultures is typi-
cally 1960s; the Wiccan “coven as a circle made up of male-female
couples is very similar to the organization of the Tantric chakra puja”
(Urban, 2006: 176). Doreen Valiente later noted the similarity between
the Great Rite and Tantric ritual: “[t]hese basic ideas of the great cos-
mic sacred marriage and its reflection at the human level, of the use
of the sexual act as a sacrament...seem to indicate that what became
Tantra in the East became Witchcraft in the West” (Urban, 2006:
177). When, in America, Wicca was fused with feminism to produce
Feminist or Dianic Wicca, these heterosexual rites were abandoned in
favour of a celebration of the female body akin to that found in the
Goddess movement generally.

Feminist Wicca may be traced to the early 1970s when Hungarian-
born Zsuzsanna Budapest began teaching witchcraft in California and
founded the Susan B. Anthony Coven, #1 (Griffin, 1995: 35). The 1975
publication of The Ferinist Book of Light and Shadows (which was reissued
in 1989 as The Holy Book of Women’s Mysteries) by Budapest disseminated
her lesbian feminist spiritual vision, and Dianic Wicca, based on the
worship of the Virgin Huntress Diana (who exists entirely apart from
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male deities and is thus often perceived as lesbian), became the latest
instantiation of the Wiccan tradition. This form of Wicca departs
from Gardnerian and Alexandrian tradition by worshipping only the
Goddess, and being constituted by women-only covens. These covens
utilise the sabbats and esbats of Gardnerian Wicca, but the emphasis
in ritual is to ‘heal the wounds of patriarchy,’ much in the way that the
Goddess movement sought to, and Dianic ritual focuses on Women’s
Mysteries:

[t]hese are the five uterine blood mysteries: being born, menarche, giv-
ing birth/lactation, menopause, and death, which acknowledge women’s
ability to create life, sustain life, and return our bodies to the Goddess in
death. Dianic rituals also celebrate the earth’s seasonal cycles of birth,
death and regeneration, as it is reflected in women’s own life cycles, and
not on an exclusively heterosexual fertility cycle. Dianic tradition specifi-
cally includes the creation of rituals whose intention is to help women heal
from, and counter the effects of misogynist, patriarchal social institutions
and religions (Barrett, 2003: 18).

This emphasis leads to a ritual concentration on embodiment and
a conception of the Goddess as immanent in all women. Thus, the
classic Wiccan ritual of Drawing Down the Moon, in which the High
Priestess either invokes the Goddess to descent into her or rather
evokes the Goddess from within (Adler, 1986: 19), becomes definitely
more the latter than the former. While the powerful Hag or Crone is
often invoked in Dianic Wicca, Wendy Griffin’s research categorically
dismisses the erroneous notion that such rituals might be unnecessar-
ily ‘serious’ or lacking in humour. Her participant observance of an
all-female coven, Redwood Moon, revealed cheekiness and humour, as
well as deep seriousness, in the group members’ manifestations of the
goddess (Griffin, 1995: 42—45).

Dianic Wiccans are also politically engaged and radical feminists.
They vociferously denounce the ‘Burning Times’ as a female Holocaust,
fight against sexism and all patriarchal hostility to women, and are
active in environmental causes, as they revere the earth and nature as
the Goddess (Foltz, 2000: 410). This points the way to the final aspects
of Wicca to be considered in this essay: eco-theology and indigenous
paganism. The 1979 publication of the Witchcraft classic The Spiral
Dance by Starhawk (also known as Miriam Simos) also has great signifi-
cance for Feminist Wicca (although not the separatist Dianic strand).
Starhawk’s vision allows for male participation, but is included in this
section because of its profound ecofeminist orientation and passionate
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advocacy of Goddess worship. Starhawk is the co-founder of a move-
ment for change called Reclaiming, which has merged Paganism,
feminism, eco-theology and pro-peace protests (Urban, 2006: 183). She
is the convenor of the Earth Activist Training Seminars and her under-
standing of Paganism is unique amongst those discussed thus far, in
that it incorporates notions of indigeneity, and appropriates indigenous
practices such as shamanism in drawing up a lineage of Witchcraft.
Her central image, the Spiral Dance, is manifested in the dance of the
shaman, and “also in the sky: in the moon, who monthly dies and is
reborn; in the sun, whose waxing light brings summer’s warmth and
whose waning brings the chill of winter” (Starhawk, 1979: 3). Further,
Starhawk understands claiming freedom for women’s sexuality is pro-
foundly political; this is the point of connection with Dianic Wicca that
leads Dianics to revere Starhawk.

Starhawk herself has become increasingly involved in political issues,
including the plight of women in prisons and organizing non-violent
protests against economic injustice (Baring and Cashford, 1991: 284)
Finally, the Ecopagan approach to the earth and to environmental issues
connects Starhawk to scientist James Lovelock, whose Gaia: A New Look
at Life on Earth (1979) posited that the Earth is alive, a conscious organ-
ism. The ‘Gaia hypothesis’ was originally launched as a scientific theory
but has become theologically-freighted over the past three decades, and
now enjoys widespread approval because of its apparently exemplary
scientific credentials combined with indisputable spiritual authority
(Connor, 1993: 22-25). What it eflectively does is introduce an Eastern
element into Western esoteric religion; it demands that humans review
their exclusive position in relation to the rest of the physical world
(Baring and Cashford, 1991: 679).

In conclusion, Wicca is one of the main revivals of the worship of the
Goddess in the contemporary world. It fascinates because it manifests
both as originally conceived in a duotheism (Crowley, 1996: 1), and as
reformed by radical feminism as a virtual monotheism. The Goddess
in Wicca is chiefly identified with the moon, which is in harmony with
the mythology of the Goddess movement described above. Yet she is
also the earth, and she is manifest in every woman. Wicca frequently
employs the language of psychology to discuss spiritual realities, and this
is a significant theme in the whole of modern Paganism. The theories
of Carl Gustav Jung (1875—1961), which located spiritual and religious
symbols within the individual human unconscious or the collective
unconscious, have encouraged the notion that rather than something
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outside of the Self, the deity is an archetype encompassed within the
individual person (Tacey, 2001: 20). This is profoundly compatible with
the picture of Goddess worship which positions the Goddess tradition
in contra-distinction to the Judeo-Christian tradition: the worship of
the Goddess is immanent, embodied, unstructured, anti-authoritar-
ian, nurturing and liberating; whereas the worship of the One God is
transcendent, disembodied, hierarchical, authoritarian, disciplinarian
and enslaving (McCrickard, 1991: 59).

The centrality of magic and ‘the Craft’ to Wicca can be related to
this opposition to monotheism. Judeo-Christianity categorises witch-
craft as demonic and rejects magic in favour of miracle. Margot Adler
describes the Wiccan attitude to magic in overtly naturalistic and psy-
chological terms:

[m]agic is a collection of techniques, all of which involve the mind...
including the mobilization of confidence, will and emotion...the use of
imaginative faculties, in order to begin to understand how other beings
function in nature so we can use this knowledge to achieve necessary

ends (Adler, 1986: 8).

Over the past three decades Wicca has moved further away from
Gardner’s original blueprint, with many witches self-initiating and
practicing as solitaries, or engaging as part of internet-based com-
munities (Cunningham, 2005: 79-82). This shift reflects the fact that
de-institutionalisation and the focus on private, interiorized spirituality is
a trend impacting on new religions as well as long-established religious
traditions (Lyon, 2002[2000]: passim).

The Pagan Movement, Feminist Spirituality and Reforming
the Fudeo-Christian Tradition

This paper has considered the revival of the worship of the Goddess
thus far in only two contexts; where the Goddess is sole deity, and where
the Goddess is the dominant partner in a duotheism. The broader Pagan
movement also embraces the worship of the Goddess as part of the
revitalization of polytheism, and within the Judeo-Christian monotheis-
tic tradition there have been efforts made to locate a variety of possible
images of the female divine. The efforts of Pagan communities engage
our attention more compellingly here, but it is important to note that
male-God monotheism and Goddess Paganism have cross-fertilised
each other in the last four decades:
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[f]or example, Mary Daly (1968), the premier prophet of Goddess reli-
gion, began her career as a feminist critic within the Roman Catholic
church...Rosemary Radford Ruether (1985), the...prominent spokes-
woman for Christian feminism...has compiled a guidebook of readings
on female religious imagery for persons interested [in] nonpatriarchal
images of God that includes excerpts from several texts about ancient
goddesses. .. [H]er reader for Catholics interested in understanding images
of Mary (1977) exemplifies the interest on the part of Christian feminists
in finding a goddess tradition within biblical theology. Ruether’s interest
in Goddess imagery is a good example of the inspirational role that the
countercultural movement of Goddess religion has played in the...reflec-
tions of Christian feminists (Porterfield, 1987 p. 237).

It has already been noted that Christianity kept alive the flame of the
Goddess through the Virgin Mary. Feminist theologians and advocates
of women’s rights in the Judeo-Christian tradition have employed
Mary as a contemporary Goddess that Christian women might seek
empowerment through; but they have not limited themselves to Mary,
retrieving other female figures from the Biblical and extra-Biblical tra-
dition, including Mary Magdalene (Starbird, 1993) and Lilith (Yates,
1983: 64). One of the reasons feminist theologians who start out within
traditional religions often become advocates of the Goddess is that they
perceive that ‘reform’ can only go so far, and that it is better to opt for
revolution (Stepaniants, 1992: 242). Rita Gross, an academic Indologist,
without becoming a thoroughgoing adherent of the Goddess move-
ment, proposed drawing upon Hinduism, the one contemporary ‘world
religion’ that has an extensive array of powerful goddess figures that
Western women could utilise as a resource in their efforts to re-image
the divine (Gross, 1978: 269—291). As the Goddess in contemporary
Paganism is the subject of this essay it is sufficient to note these efforts
within Judeo-Christian religion, without further investigation.

While Wicca is a particularly well-known manifestation of the
contemporary Pagan movement, in fact Paganism is characterised by
extreme variety and difference, which in itself constitutes a challenge
to the unity and normativity of Christian monotheism. In Europe and
European-derived societies such as America, Canada, Australia, and
New Zealand, revived Paganism focusing on the gods of the ancient
European pantheons predominates, although indigenous traditions are
represented also. These Pagan groups include Romuva, the revived
traditional religion of Lithuania (Strmiska, 2005: 241-297) and the
traditions of pagan Russia and the Ukraine (Matossian, 1973: 325-343;
Ivakhiv, 2005: 209-239). In the Russian tradition, goddesses including
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Baba Yaga (who with her two spinning companions resembles the three
Fates of Greek, Roman and Norse mythology), the rusalki or water and
grove nymphs, and Ge, or Mother Earth are worshipped (Matossian,
1973: 332, 334). Revived Greek and Roman paganism, celebrating
Athena and Hera/Juno, Demeter/Ceres and Hestia/Vesta among
others, and Asatrti or Heathenry, following the Norse deities, are also
important movements that worship goddesses from the European past
(Flowers, 1981: 279-294).

Asatra (‘those true to the gods’), a form of modern Germanic
Heathenry, emerged in early 1970s America, when Stephen McNallen
decided consciously to worship the Scandinavian gods and goddesses.
He founded the Viking Brotherhood in 1972 and the Asatra Free
Assembly in 1976 (McNallen, 2003—4: 203—-206). At much the same
time groups in Britain and Iceland also formed, and in the last forty
years Heathenry has spread throughout the Western world. Leaders
in the religion are often scholars, creating a strong emphasis within
Heathenry on the careful use of sources in ritual and theology. For this
reason this section will consider the Norse goddesses and their wor-
ship. The main sources for Scandinavian Paganism are two Christian
thirteenth-century texts: the Poetic Edda, which is a collection of heroic
and mythological poems; and the Prose £dda of Snorri Sturluson, which
is a commentary on and prose retelling of the poems (Turville-Petre,
1975[1964]: 1-35). The Norse gods consist of two groups or families,
the Asir and the Vanir. Major deities include Odin, ruler of the gods,
his sons Thor the thunder god, and Balder the god of justice and good-
ness, Njoror the sea god, the warrior-god Tyr, and Frey, god of fertility.
The goddesses include Frigg the wife of Odin, Freyja the goddess of
sexuality and fertility, the ski-goddess Skadi, Hel, the grim guardian of
the underworld, and the three Norns (fates), Urdr, Verdandi and Skuld
(Ellis Davidson, 1981[1964]: 25—32).

Certain of the Norse goddesses have roles and attributes that call to
mind those of the Great Goddess. Frigg is the patron of marriage and
guardian of women and children, and the primary mythical narrative
in which she plays a decisive role concerns her attempts to protect her
son Balder from fate and death: “ITigg exacted an oath from fire and
water, iron and all kinds of metals, stones, earth, trees, ailments, beasts,
birds, poison and serpents, that they would not harm Balder” (Sturluson,
1954: 80). The gods make sport by throwing weapons at Balder, all of
which bounce off harmlessly. However, Balder is treacherously killed, by
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the villainous god Loki. Loki made a mistletoe dart when he heard that
Irigg had felt that the plant was too young and harmless to demand
an oath from it. His agent in this crime was Hodr, the blind god. After
Balder’s death the gods seek to persuade the all creatures in the world
to weep him out of Hel, but this effort fails. Though Balder is her son,
not her lover or husband, there are aspects of this myth that resemble
Isis’s seeking and resurrecting Osiris, and Ishtar’s grief over the death
of Tammuz (Warner, 1990[1976]: 206—209). Freyja’s unbridled sexuality
and great beauty, coupled with the fact that her husband is missing and
she is thus free, heightens a resemblance between her and Aphrodite
or Venus, goddess of love and sex in the Classical world (Harris and
Platzner, 1995: 5657, 926-931). The powerful and mysterious Norns
or Fates are especially fascinating as examples of female power in the
spiritual cosmology of Germanic Pagans. The meaning of the names
Urdr, Verdandi and Skuld is disputed, but they are often translated
as ‘Fate, Being and Necessity,” and it has been observed that there is
a temporal pattern which is evident, making it possible to associate
the three females with past present and future (Winterbourne, 2004:
86-88). The Norse gods are themselves bound by Fate; the Norns spin
the thread of life, measure it out and cut it, as do the Fates in Greek
and Roman religion.

It is interesting that modern Germanic Heathenry is often char-
acterised as a male-oriented religion, lacking the strong goddess so
apparent in Wicca and other Celtic-derived form of Paganism (Harvey,
1996: 49-64). Yet Frigg and Freyja, the Norns, and the female priest-
esses found in the saga literature suggest a religion in which the divine
feminine is recognized and honoured. In contemporary Heathenry
there are important female leaders and teachers, and the practice of
seidr, although associated with Odin, is a specifically female form of
magic, originally taught to Odin by Freyja. The famous account from
the medieval Eirik the Red’s Saga, of a seeress’s ritual which took place
in Greenland, has been particularly influential:

[a]t this time there was a great famine in Greenland...There was a
woman there is in the 