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INTRODUCTION

LR =)

Christopher Partridge

hroughout Western history, from late antiquity to the present, there have been a

number of related theological and philosophical currents that have been rejected
as profane within some religious cultures and as regressive or irrational within certain
secular discourses. However, following the rediscovery of ancient texts during the
Renaissance, which led to the scholarly revival of occult subjects in the West, not
only did aspects of these intellectual and spiritual currents become widely accepted,
but they have been deceptively influential within the history of ideas. Moreover, as a
result of the erosion of Christianity’s hegemonic position in Western societies, the
modern turn to the self, and the questioning of deference to traditional authorities,
many of the ‘fields of discourse’ (Stuckrad, 2005: 7) generated by the ‘occult sciences’
have survived into late-modernity. Not only that, but, having experienced a significant
revival in the nineteenth century, they have been subsequently adopted and developed
in ways that can hardly be ignored by contemporary scholarship. “The occult’,
broadly defined, haunts the twenty-first century imagination, permeates popular
culture, and contributes to new spiritual trajectories.

Drawing together the work of a distinguished team of international scholars, the
aim of the present volume is to provide an accessible, but scholarly overview of these
currents, focusing particularly on their influence since the occult revival of the
nineteenth century. Although, of course, any comprehensive treatment of the history
of occult thought would run to many volumes, and although readers will, no doubt,
bemoan the omission of favourite theorists, practitioners, authors, artists, traditions,
texts and practices, it is hoped that this collection of essays reflects enough of the
occult world, past and present, to indicate its significance as an important area of
research.

I

The claim that the occult has been significant in Western history usually meets with
a raised eyebrow from colleagues in the academic community who simply assume,
often with uninformed contempt, that it has little to do with very much that has been
formative in our culture. Indeed, there are many who simply reject the very suggestion
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that the study of the occult has anything to do with what passes for serious scholarship
and are bemused by the notion that intelligent, sane people might be interested in
studying it. To some extent, this is, of course, understandable. Certainly, it has to be
recognized that, in everyday cultures, the word ‘occult’ has become an unhelpfully
broad umbrella term, under which is collected a constantly recycled hodgepodge of
spiritual, paranormal and transgressive beliefs and practices, many of which are
widely dismissed as perverse, profane, ephemeral, irrational, or childish. Central to
the construction of this understanding has been a number of ‘occulturally’ influential
books published since the 1960s, the most significant being probably Colin Wilson’s
trilogy, The Occult (1971), Mysteries: An Investigation Into the Occult, the
Paranormal, and the Supernatural (1978), and Beyond the Occult (1988), each of
which discusses a wide range of subjects, from Spiritualism to UFOs (see also
Freedland, 1972). Needless to say, widely held assumptions informed by such
literature hardly provide a propitious starting point for those wanting to argue that
occultism is a subject deserving of respectable intellectual scrutiny.

In order to help the reader towards an appreciation of the significance of the
subject, perhaps the best place to begin is with the terminology itself, which, over the
last couple of centuries, has become ‘tainted’ in a way that its sister term ‘esotericism’
has not (see Hanegraaff, 2012: 153—91). Certainly, the latter term, which lacks the
peculiarly profane signification of ‘the occult’ in Western popular culture, does not
elicit the same emotional response. This may, I suspect, be an underlying reason for
abandoning the terminology of ‘occultism’ in much academic discourse. It carries too
much unhelpful/embarrassing baggage. That is to say, over the last couple of decades,
efforts have been made by a number of scholars to establish some degree of
terminological coherence and consistency, the result of which has been the adoption
of “Western esotericism’ as the general category, rather than ‘occultism’.

The term ‘occult’, of course, simply refers to that which is ‘hidden’ or ‘concealed’.
For example, in astronomy, ‘stellar occultation’ refers to the passing of an object
before a distant star, thereby partially obscuring it. Again, within religion, for Shi‘a
Islam, occultation (ghaybah) refers to the hidden state of the twelfth Imam, a messianic
figure whose eschatological return is anticipated by the faithful. However, ‘occult’, as
it is used in this volume, has acquired a particular set of meanings related to gnosis,
mystical experience, ancient wisdom, and the secrets of antiquity. Derived from the
Latin occultus (‘hidden’, ‘concealed’, ‘secret’)—from celare (‘to hide’)—the word
‘occult’ first appeared in French (occulte) in 1120 in the Psautier d’Oxford and then
in other European languages during the sixteenth century, when we see it beginning
to refer to spheres of knowledge beyond everyday understanding, such as the
mysterious operations of God. As the sixteenth century progressed, it began to be
used for a specialized sphere of knowledge relating to the hidden properties of the
natural world. During the Italian Renaissance, occolto was used in a related sense in
the philosophical work of the Dominican friar Giordano Bruno (1548-1600), having
previously been used by Henry Cornelius Agrippa (1486-1535) in his seminal work
De occulta philosophia libri tres (1533). Hence, by 1593, the English scholar Gabriel
Harvey (c. 1552—-1631) was able to freely speak of ‘the greatest empirics, spagyrics,
cabbalists, alchemists, magicians, and occult philosophers’ (1593: 71). However, by
1842, when the noun ‘occultism’ was coined in a dictionary article by A. de Lestrange
and then quickly taken up by Eliphas Lévi in 1856, the signification had shifted.



— Introduction -

‘Occultism’ now represented a particular construction of a coherent countercultural
wisdom tradition, following a linear pattern, rather than a dynamic complex of
rhizomatic currents. Indeed, it is this construction of ‘the occult’ as a linear,
countercultural tradition that informs contemporary popular understandings. It is a
construction that was initially articulated by Protestant and Enlightenment thinkers
who sought to establish their own identities over against the opposing Other of
irrational superstitio; it was then developed by occultists themselves seeking the
intellectual and theological respectability of a specific identity and an ancient tradition.
These nineteenth- and twentieth-century articulations of ‘occultism’ and the
subsequent development of the terminology within ‘occulture’ (see below) have led
some scholars to limit its application to developments within the last 150 years or so.
In other words, in current scholarly usage, the term ‘occultism’ is often restricted to
nineteenth-century developments and succeeding esoteric trajectories, including fields
of discourse related to spiritualism, Theosophy, magical initiatory orders (such as the
Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn), and the New Age. ‘Occultism in this sense’,
notes Wouter Hanegraaff, ‘has its pioneers in 18th-century authors such as, notably,
Emanuel Swedenborg and Franz Anton Mesmer, and covers the great majority of
esoteric currents from at least the mid-nineteenth century on’ (2006: 888). ‘Esotericism’,
on the other hand, a term coined in 1828 by the historian Jacques Matter in his work
on early Christian Gnosticism, Histoire critique du gnosticisme et de son influence,
originated within academia. Consequently, ‘Western esotericism’ became the term
preferred by academics—particularly in France (‘I’ésotérisme occidental’). Hence, The
Occult World is, nowadays, a rather controversial title for an academic volume that
begins its survey in late antiquity, rather than in the nineteenth century.

Having said that, although we should be careful not to read back contemporary
popular understandings of ‘the occult’ into pre- and early modern texts, it is significant
that the terminology is used in those texts. Not only does it have an interesting
history stretching back to the medieval reception of Aristotelian natural philosophy,
but it has been, certainly since the publication of the first volume of Agrippa’s De
occulta philosophia in 1531, the preferred terminology of many of the principal
architects of occult thought. Indeed, the same is true of the previous generation of
scholars, such as Francis Yates, who did much to establish the occult as a field of
academic research. They used the terminology with which they had become familiar
in their studies of Renaissance and early modern magic. Less controversially, perhaps,
the title of the present volume can also be defended on the grounds that, although it
spans the history of occult thought, it is deliberately focused on the modern period,
from the nineteenth century on. As such, it follows the current convention of limiting
the terminology to this period, with the earlier chapters functioning as important
historical material. That said, again, ‘occult’ is widely used prior to the nineteenth
century and attending to the history of the idea, rather than attempting to be too
prescriptive, can be instructive.

IT

“The occult’” may have been both common sense and ubiquitous in early modern
Europe, but attitudes towards the study of it were often ambiguous. There was a
sense that the study of the occult constituted ‘edgework’, it being a transgressive
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discipline that operated at the boundaries of the sacred and the profane. Consequently,
the occult sciences were not without risk. For example, not only were angelic and
demonic entities believed to be themselves adept occultists, but, in a Christian,
biblically circumscribed culture, ‘Satan himself masquerades as an angel of light’ (2
Corinthians 11:14). In other words, because the Devil is the ‘father of lies’ (John
8:44) who has significant expertise and power in the field, any foray into the occult
world could become treacherous: ‘do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see
whether they are from God, because many false prophets have gone out into the
world’ (1 John 4:1). It is not surprising, therefore, that in his influential Daemonologie,
James VI of Scotland (later James I of England), who had been troubled by the North
Berwick witch trials, warned of those spiritual beings which are ‘farre cunninger then
man in the knowledge of all the occult properties of nature’ (1597: 44). Likewise, a
few years later Sir Walter Raleigh reminded his readers (not that they needed
reminding) that ‘the Devill from the beginning hath sought to thrust himself into the
same employment among the ministers and servants of God, changing himself for
that purpose into an Angell of light’ (1614: 205). As such, says Raleigh, ‘he hath led
men into Idolatrie as a doctrine of religion; he hath thrust in his Prophets among
those of the true God; he hath corrupted the Art of Astrologie, by giving a divine
power to the Starrs, teaching men to esteeme them as Gods, and not as instruments’
(Raleigh, 1614: 205). It’s not that astrology is considered to be profane, but rather
that the study of astrology could be guided by malign spiritual entities. Consequently,
as Lauren Kassell comments of the early modern period, ‘great learning and suspicion
of its demonic sources are inseparable’ (2006: 109). In a society, genuinely concerned
about the possibility of demonic interference, any sense that the sources of one’s
learning might be profane could lead to serious social and religious consequences
(see, Briggs, 1996; Johnstone, 2006; Russell, 1986). That is to say, because these
were societies in which individuals imagined themselves to be embroiled in spiritual
warfare, in which neutrality was not an option, demonstrating that one was on the
right side was of the utmost importance. Unfortunately, of course, the very nature of
the occult made determining this difficult, both for occultists themselves and for
those observers who might, at any moment, condemn them as pagan servants of the
Devil — an accusation that scholars were wise to avoid in early modern societies.
Consequently, during this period, a discussion of the occult often included an
apologia, which distinguished between the angelic and the demonic, the sacred and
the profane. For example, Giambattista della Porta makes a clear distinction between
‘two sorts of Magick; the one is infamous...because it hath to do with soul spirits
and...Inchantments...and is called Sorcery...The other Magick is natural...The most
noble Philosophers...call this knowledge the very...perfection of the natural Sciences’
(quoted in Copenhaver, 2008: 454). This difference between knowledge gained
through natural magic — the source of which is God — and that acquired through
demonic agency is conspicuous in the work of Raleigh, who is keen to rescue the
occultist, the magus, from accusations of witchcraft: ‘It is true that many men abhorre
the very name and word (Magus) because of Simon Magus [see Acts 8: 9—25]: who
being indeede, not Magus, but...familiar with evill spirits, usurped that title. For
Magicke, Conjuring, and Witcherie are farre differing arts... Magus is a Persian word
primitively, whereby is exprest such a one as is altogether conversant in things divine.
And...the art of Magicke is the art of worshipping God’ (1614: 205). Hence, in a
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response to James VI’s ‘first booke of Demonologie’, he encourages his readers to
remember ‘that under the name of Magicke all other unlawful arts are comprehended...
For the Magicke which His Majestie condemneth is of that kinde whereof the Devill
is a partie’ (1614: 201). His point is simple. While one ought to beware of ‘corruptions,
which have made odious the very name of Magicke’ (1614: 202), in actual fact the
study of the occult is a sacred vocation with significant utilitarian value. For example,
‘Astrologie’ is useful ‘to sowing and planting, and all kinds of agriculture and
husbandry’, which is, he says, ‘a knowledge of the motions and influences of the
Starres into those lower elements’ (1614: 202). More importantly, the biblical
patriarch Abraham discovered astrology to be a helpful tool in the pursuit of the
‘knowledge of the true God’ (1614: 202). In the final analysis, ‘Magicke containeth
the whole Philosophie of nature...that which bringeth to light the inmost vertues, and
draweth them out of natures hidden bosome to human use, Virtutes in centro
centrilatentes, Vertues hidden in the center of the center, according to the Chymists
[chemists]. Of this sort were Albertus [Magnus|, Arnoldus de villanova, Raymond
[Lull], and [Roger] Bacon, and many others’ (1614: 202). In short, ‘a Magician...is no
other then divinorum cultor & interpres, A studious observer and expounder of divine
things’ (1614: 205), his overall point being that ‘the good knowledge in the ancient
Magicke is not to be condemned: though the Devill here as in other kinds hath sought
to obtrude evill things under the name and colour of good things’ (1614: 205).

Again, the above highlights the perennial problem for ‘the occult’. It has been
constructed as theologically ambiguous in a Christian culture. Although, in premodern
societies, the occult sciences were theologically justified along the lines of attending
to God’s general revelation in nature, which had significant instrumental value, there
was always the problem that, as James VI had warned, ‘the Devill (who knoweth
more than any man) doth also teach Witches and Poysoners the harmefull parts of
hearbs, druggs, minerals, and excrements’ (1614: 205). However, as we will see later,
once empirical science had distanced itself from the occult, dismissing it as superstitio
(i.e. irrational), the earlier apologetic responses of such as Raleigh no longer appeared
credible and, slipping into the sphere of the amateur enthusiast, it became,
irredeemably, the profane Other.

That this was so accounts, to some extent, for the fact that the same concerns
about ‘sorcery’, ‘Black Magic’, ‘the dark arts’, and the ‘left-hand path’ continued into
modern occultism. For example, as well as those within the Christian community
whose scholarship sought to expose and combat diabolism in the world, such as,
most famously, the Catholic priest Montague Summers, influential occultists of the
period, such as Eliphas Lévi and Helena Blavatsky, also warned of the dangers
awaiting the ‘student of the Divina Sapientia’ (Blavatsky, 1939: 13). In Blavatsky’s
discussion of ‘the conditions under which alone the study of Divine Wisdom can be
pursued with safety, that is without danger that Divine [Magic] will give place to
Black Magic’, she insists that ‘it is the motive, and the motive alone, which makes any
exercise of power become black, malignant, or white, beneficent Magic’ (1939: 12;
cf. Lévi, 1923: 167-69).

Hence, while we should be careful to avoid anachronism, understanding the
dualistic Christian cultural context of occultism helps toward an understanding of its
sacred—profane ambiguity. Whether the occult was explicitly developed with reference
to its Christian theological context — as in the case of some early discussions of
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qualitates occultae or, later, in New Thought — or whether it was demonized as the
profane Other and vice versa, or whether it was articulated as an interpretation of
particular Christian theological ideas — as in Annie Besant’s Esoteric Christianity or
the Lesser Mysteries (1905), Alice Bailey’s The Reappearance of the Christ (1947),
Levi H. Dowling’s The Aquarian Gospel of Jesus the Christ (1964) and Anthony
Duncan’s The Christ, Psychotherapy and Magic (1969) and Dion Fortune’s Esoteric
Orders and Their Work (2000) — it is difficult to understand its construction in the
West without reference to Christian religion and culture. Even Aleister Crowley, one
of the most influential and creative occultists of the modern period, needs to be
understood in relation to his Christian context. The explicit rejection of his upbringing
within the Plymouth Brethren, the not infrequent references to Christian theological
ideas (e.g. Crowley, 1977: 11-13), the enthusiastic embrace of discourses of profanation
made available to him by Christian demonology — most notably, his identification as
‘Master Therion’, ‘the Great Beast, 666’ (Greek: Onpiov, therion, beast), taken from
the biblical Book of Revelation (e.g. Crowley, 1996: 75) — and his ‘profound respect
for Christ as an individual who had attained enlightenment’ (Bogdan, 2012: 100), are
all important for understanding the development of his thought.

II1

While much discussion in The Occult World focuses on the spiritual and the
metaphysical, its constructive relationship with early modern science should not be
forgotten. Despite attempts by some scholars, such as Brian Vickers (1984), to reject
any significant continuity between Renaissance occultism and the emergence of the
new science, the boundaries between the two were in fact porous and the relationship
conspicuous. Hence, although there have been anachronistic attempts to demonize
pre-modern occultism over against the rigorous logic of modern science, in reality
there were significant areas of overlap between core fields of discourse. It is not
surprising, therefore, that the intellectual and moral status of the occult found support
in authoritative early modern texts. As Copenhaver discusses, ‘practical interest in
astrology, alchemy, and other departments of the occultist tradition ran strong
throughout the early modern period among serious thinkers in many disciplines...’
(2008: 455). This concord, however, was not to last.

As occult ideas were typically embedded within religious and mythological
narratives, it wasn’t too long before the relationship between the occult sciences and
the new empirical sciences became strained. As Hanegraaff notes of Blaise de Vigeneére
(1523—96) — possibly the first person to refer to ‘the occult sciences’ — he situates
occultism ‘within a more general context entirely dominated by the ancient wisdom
narrative’ (2zo12: 182). This link between the occult and theories of ancient universal
wisdom is important. The ‘occult sciences’ were occupied with the formulation of
rigorous methods for understanding the secrets of nature, informed by a unifying
notion of ancient wisdom. Hence, whereas, ‘seen merely “from the outside”, the
domains of magic, astrology, kabbalah, and alchemy might look like relatively
distinct disciplines’, as Hanegraaff comments, ‘referring to them as “occult sciences”
carried the deliberate suggestion that they were unified at a deeper level, because they
reflected one and the same, comprehensive, hidden, but universal knowledge about
the true nature of reality’ (2012: 183). Occultism thus emerged as a specialist field
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devoted to the excavation of knowledge about the underlying unity of the cosmos
and the energies and agencies with which it was animated. Its aim was to access
truths that had been ‘hidden from the vulgar, but revealed to the wise as “higher
knowledge”’ (Hanegraaff, 2012: 182).

As the early modern period progressed, however, it was increasingly difficult for
such notions to avoid conflict with the new ideas of the scientific revolution. Although
there were, of course, interests and areas of enquiry that overlapped with new scientific
thinking, the study of the occult was becoming theoretically and methodologically
distinct. Of course, initially, there was some ambivalence about the scientific validity
of occult ideas, just as there was about their theological validity. For example, while,
on the one hand, many early modern theorists, such as Gottfried Leibniz (1646-1716)
and Isaac Newton (1643-1727), failed to detach themselves entirely from the influence
of esoteric ideas (see Coudert, 1995; Dobbs, 1991), on the other hand, it is revealing
that, for example, Leibniz dismissed Newton’s theory of gravity as the reintroduction
of the qualitates occultae, which, he insisted, René Descartes had so successfully
trounced (see, Hall, 1980: 146—67). In other words, ‘the occult’ was slowly becoming
a derogatory term, used to indicate, not profanity as such, but irrationality. In the
early modern scientific milieu, it mattered less that occult ideas transgressed Christian
constructions of the sacred, and more that they transgressed objective, rational,
scientific thought. In a climate in which ideas about nature were shifting towards
increasingly secularized notions of a deterministic system governed by natural laws, a
system in which observation, empirical evidence, and logic were paramount, any
theories that seemed to rest on qualitates occultae were dismissed.

Thinkers such as Newton are, therefore, peculiarly interesting. As John Maynard
Keynes described him, he is ‘not the first of the age of reason’, but rather ‘the last of
the magicians, the last of the Babylonians and Sumerians, the last great mind which
looked out on the visible and intellectual world with the same eyes as those who
began to build our intellectual inheritance rather less than 10,000 years ago’ (1947:
27). Indeed, although a major influence on the development of modern science,
Newton spent at least 20 years studying Hermetic materials and over two-thirds of
his writings discuss ideas relating to alchemy and to religion (see, Dobbs, 1991). For
Newton, physics and magic were generally understood to be part of the same natural
philosophy (see, McGuire & Rattansi, 1966; Webster, 1982). Even Leibniz, who
Keynes might have considered a more likely candidate for ‘the first of the age of
reason’, was, nevertheless, ‘not willing to pay the high price of eliminating mind,
spirit, or soul from his scientific world picture’ (Coudert, 1995: 123).

The times, however, were changing. As the modern period progressed, the idea
that science might be rooted in magic was an increasingly uneasy one. As Randall
Styers notes, while, in the seventeenth century, ‘there was no clear line of demarcation
between occultism, philosophy, religion and science’, by the mid-eighteenth century,
the situation had fundamentally changed, in that ‘natural magic was abandoned, and
all forms of demonic and occult causation were effectively expelled from the natural
world. Moreover, the natural and the supernatural realms were clearly differentiated,
and the role of the supernatural was severely constrained’ (2004: 50). Eventually,
‘magic’s erasure from the philosophical agenda of the Enlightenment was so complete
as to conceal its significance in earlier periods. Just as Fontenelle found Newton’s
early curiosity about astrology too embarrassing to mention in his obituary, so later
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historians of philosophy seldom bothered to ask whether the elders of their profession
were interested in topics so contemptible’ (Copenhaver, 2008: 503).

This, of course, is not to argue that scientific and occultic fields of discourse never
again overlapped. They did. As well as scientists with a keen interest in the occult,
such as Jack Parsons (1914—52), there have been more subtle moments of cross-
fertilization. For example, as Mark Morrisson has argued, not only was the alchemical
revival in the nineteenth century shaped by the emerging science of radioactivity, but
it informed it. ‘Stunning landmarks of atomic science occurred alongside an
efflorescence of occultism that ascribed deep significance to questions about the
nature of matter and energy. And perhaps more surprising, the broad alchemical
revival had an impact on the way some scientists understood and portrayed their
research programs’ (Morrisson, 2007: §).

IV

The assessment of the occult as irrational, along with the sacred—profane ambiguity
that made it vulnerable to accusations of heresy, hindered its progress as an academic
discipline in Christian societies. “The occult is rejected knowledge’ (Webb, 1974:
191). Although there is little doubt that occult subjects were researched and taught in
some early modern European universities (see, Feingold, 1984), because the study of
religion in academia had been dominated by Christian theology since the Middle
Ages, any objective analysis of that which the Church suspected as ‘pagan’ was
culturally and theologically problematic. This position was further exacerbated as
the modern period progressed. When it was eventually abandoned as irrational,
resistance to the occult hardened on both fronts — theological and scientific. As a
result, during the eighteenth century, the study of the occult became the domain of
the amateur enthusiast. This led to a final parting of the ways. The mainstream
discourses of both science and theology othered the occult. As such, there emerged a
popular perception of it as an unsafe, profane, spiritual culture. Added to this, in
some quarters during the twentieth century, the occult became associated with far-
right totalitarian discourses, which added to its reputation as irrational and dangerous.
For example, the influential Marxist philosopher Theodor Adorno was particularly
concerned about the malign influence of the irrational in Western societies. As a
Jewish intellectual during the Second World War, he was understandably concerned
about tendencies towards totalitarianism and barbarism. He associated occultism
with a regression toward barbarism, in that it seemed to constitute resistance to
reason, progress and the whole Enlightenment project: ‘the tendency to occultism is
a symptom of the regression in consciousness’ (Adorno, 1994: 128). Occultism is, in
short, antithetical to modernity and the future of Western civilization. Interestingly,
one of the first to make this connection was George Orwell. In an essay on William
Butler Yeats, he sought to establish a direct relationship between his interest in the
occult and his fascist sympathies (1946: 115-19; see also Pasi, 2009: 59-62). It
should be noted, however, that these discussions are somewhat naive and, although
it is not difficult to find examples of the confluence of occultism and far right politics
in the modern world, the two are not necessarily related. Moreover, recent scholarship
has shown that occultism did not always represent ‘a flight from reason’, as James
Webb famously summed up the occult (1974: 5). As discussed in several of the
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following chapters, during the modern period there has often been dialogue and
negotiation between occult and scientific fields of discourse. Nevertheless, the point
here is that such associations have tainted the reception of ‘the occult’ in the West
and biased scholarship in the area.

In more recent years, however, for a number of intellectual and cultural reasons,
the fortunes of the occult in the academy have changed. As modernity has progressed,
so there has emerged a climate in which Christian theology itself has had to struggle
for legitimacy as an academic discipline. Within this climate, any defence of theology
in secular universities must be careful to avoid the suspicion of special pleading.
Christianity is simply one expression of a universal human phenomenon. As such, it
is difficult to exclude other expressions, such as those of occultism. Moreover, within
the humanities and social sciences, there is now a wealth of research demonstrating
the importance of the quotidian and the value of understanding those experiences
and ideas that shape everyday lives. This has led to a broadening of the scholarly gaze
to include commitments to the occult and the paranormal (see Bader, Mencken &
Baker, 2010; Jenzen & Munt, 2013; Partridge, 2013b; 2005; 2004).

In particular, during the twentieth century historical scholarship led to a revision
of the occult’s significance in Western history (Broek & Hanegraaff, 1998; Faivre,
1994). Historians of antiquity and the Renaissance began to discover a rich heritage
of Neoplatonic and Hermetic thought and practice. Important studies, most of which
were initially produced by scholars at London University’s Warburg Institute, such as
Edgar Wind, Ernst Cassirer, Daniel Pickering Walker, and Frances Yates, led to
renewed thinking. Walker’s Spiritual and Demonic Magic: From Ficino to Campanella
(1958) and particularly Yates’s Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition (1964),
The Art of Memory (1966), The Rosicrucian Enlightenment (1972), and The Occult
Philosophy in the Elizabethan Age (1979), pioneered a history of ideas in which the
influence of the occult was central. Further careful historical work by scholars such
as Keith Thomas in his Religion and the Decline of Magic (1971) revealed the
widespread influence of popular occultism. Although, of course, nowadays, we might
not agree with all of their conclusions, this scholarship, followed by that of other
scholars such as Henry Corbin and Antoine Faivre (who established ‘Western
esotericism’ as a field of interdisciplinary scholarship), did important work. For
example, if demonstrated that, not only did the Gnostic, Hermetic, and Neoplatonic
ideas of late antiquity survive into the Middle Ages (as a result of their relationship
with the Abrahamic religions), but, having been significantly developed during the
Renaissance, they have continued to have an influence on the formation of Western
religion and culture. This research has continued apace. It is now relatively well
established that, whether we consider the important role occultism played in the
development of science and philosophy, or its shaping of modern religious traditions,
such as Mormonism, or its contribution to National Socialist ideology, or its
significance in the work of influential writers, artists, musicians and poets, from W.
B. Yeats and André Breton to Kenneth Anger, Jimmy Page and Alan Moore, it is
difficult to deny its cultural significance.

In the countercultural embrace of ‘the Other’ over the last century or so, and
particularly since the 1960s, the occult as a signifier of the profane and the irrational
has become dominant. In a way quite distinct from earlier periods, the profane nature
of the occult has been articulated as a systematic challenge to hegemonic religion,
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culture, morality, and rationality. Again, this reification of the occult as a profane
discourse that challenges hegemonic constructions of reality has its roots in the
rhetoric of Christian demonology, which has since been developed and recycled in
popular culture. Central to this discourse is the notion that the occult is a hidden,
malign influence within Western culture, a distillation of the profane, a threat to all
that a society holds sacred. As such, it functions as the perfect foil for Christian
morality and modern rationality. Within literature, for example, the novels of Joris-
Karl Huysmans (1848-1907), not only reflect his deep Roman Catholic convictions,
but also a fascination with the Other, fin-de-siecle occultism. La-Bas (1891), in
particular, betrays the influence of his friend, Abbé Joseph-Antoine Boullan, a Roman
Catholic priest whose occult interests led to accusations of Satanism. The protagonist
of La-Bas discovers that, far from Christianity and science expelling occultism from
the modern world, they have merely driven it underground, where black masses and
exotic rituals thrive. Similarly, in the 1930s, the fiction of Dennis Wheatley (1897—
1977) became central to the construction of the popular image of occultism in Britain.
Influenced by Montague Summers (1880-1948) — another clergyman with occult
interests — Wheatley’s work is conspiratorial, arguing that, not far beneath the thin
veneer of Christian culture, occultists manipulate dark forces which threaten the very
fabric of Western civilization. Respected members of society, particularly the
powerful and wealthy, are ritually giving themselves to dark occult forces. Through
some ritualized contractual arrangement with a demonic entity, often Satan, in which
an occultist’s soul may be exchanged and obedience secured, grosis is imparted and,
with it, access to power. These are common and influential themes within ‘occulture’.

A%

What is ‘occulture’? Several years ago, I began trying to make sense of a social and
cultural environment within which there seemed to be a meaningful confluence of
competing spiritual and paranormal discourses, many of which appeared to be
related in some way to everyday life through popular culture and the media. On the
one hand, it was difficult to ignore the force of the sociological arguments and the
evidence marshaled in support of widespread secularization driven by the currents of
modernization. It is, for example, irrefutably the case that traditional forms of
institutional Christianity in Western liberal democracies (particularly in Europe) are
experiencing a significant decline in power, popularity and prestige. Institutional
religion may be flourishing beyond the West and it may still occupy a place of
significance in the public life of the United States, but, generally speaking, the evidence
seems to support a narrative of secularization. On the other hand, within this
progressively secular environment, where modernization appeared to be highly
corrosive of religion, there is a conspicuous, widespread, and vibrant interest in the
paranormal, the pursuit of experiences of transcendence, the acquisition of occult
knowledge, and the development of some form of mysticism or inner-life spirituality.

While many of these ideas and interests may seem bizarre and exotic to the
majority of our contemporaries, many, it would seem, do not. Occulture is often
imperceptibly viral. As John Wilcock pointed out in 1976, in his popular Guide to
Occult Britain, ‘you start by studying the zodiac and sooner or later you’re going to
be a pushover for ESP, telepathy, telekinesis, spiritual messengers, mystic visions,
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witchcraft, psychometry, and any of the hundreds and thousands of other magical
themes. So, astrology (or any of the other subjects I’'ve mentioned) is an introduction,
if you want to look at it that way, to a whole new vision of life’ (1976: 12). In
particular, occult and paranormal ideas have become everyday and ordinary, thanks
largely to the media and popular culture. From the advertising of products that claim
to promote wellbeing to the ubiquity of musical and visual cultures fascinated with
occultism and experiences of the paranormal, discourses antagonistic to secularization
are being circulated within everyday life. Furthermore, there is evidence for a two-
way relationship between, on the one hand, underground ideas emanating from what
the sociologist Colin Campbell had identified as the ‘cultic milieu’ (1972) and, on the
other hand, the wellbeing claims for beauty products, the themes of popular television
series, the growth of interest in mind-body—-spirit products, cyber-spirituality on the
Internet, and yoga classes in the local village hall. In short, there is evidence for an
influential culture of enchantment, which encompasses the marginal and the
mainstream, the deviant and the conventional, and which circulates ideas, creates
synergies, and forms new trajectories, all of which are driven by wider cultural forces,
particularly those of popular culture and the media (Partridge, 2013a).

The point is that, although late-modern societies are different in many ways from
their premodern antecedents, it would be unwise to claim an absolute distinction.
Just as early modern Christian societies were host to a rich mixture of alternative
ideas and practices, Christianity itself being shaped by a number of overlapping fields
of discourse, so today there is a thriving occulture that shapes the contours of
everyday life. Particularly during the nineteenth century, there emerged a common
trade in stock occultural elements, which, primarily through the arts, began to shape
the Western imagination: ‘the mist-shrouded castle, the villain sworn to the Devil,
ghosts, spectres, sorcerers and witches, a flirting with the weird, the uncanny, the
bizarre, with sado-masochistic sexuality — and, underpinning all, the Burkeian
obsession with dread and the infinite unknown. Supernatural elements like
spectralization triggered new sexual frissons; the old demonological themes of
possession, incubi and succubi were eroticized...Such disciplines as alchemy,
astrology and animal magnetism, and the fringes of physiognomy and phrenology
evidently enjoyed a certain vogue’ (Porter, 1999: 249—50). Although these elements
have, many times, been rebranded and transformed within occulture as a result of the
influence of other fields of discourse, they continue to retain their power to enchant
the everyday. Hence, while often rejected and marginalized by society’s religious and
intellectual gatekeepers, the esoteric ideas that are generated, articulated and
disseminated within occulture are deceptively significant.

In summary much of the thinking discussed in the following pages has, in some
way or another, contributed both to the history of ideas and to contemporary
occulture. As such, some understanding of it is necessary for an informed appreciation
of the social and cultural worlds that shape us. It is hoped that this volume will
facilitate that understanding.
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CHAPTER ONE

ANCIENT ESOTERIC TRADITIONS
Mystery, Revelation, Gnosis

LE X

Dylan M. Burns

Gar das antike Leben! Was versteht man von dem,

wenn man die Lust an der Maske,

das gute Gewissen alles Maskenhaften nicht versteht!

Hier ist das Bad und die Erholung des antiken Geistes.
(F. Nietzsche, Die frobliche Wissenschaft, §77)

INTRODUCTION

Ancient esoteric tradition is a modern scholarly term useful for designating
currents in Hellenistic and Late Antique Mediterranean culture that are
concerned with the mediation of some kind of absolute knowledge via a dialectic of
secrecy, concealment, and revelation (cf. ‘esotericism’—von Stuckrad 2o1o0: xi; for a
different approach, see Hanegraaff 2012). These currents often occupy the fault-lines
between ancient ‘magic’, ‘philosophy’, and ‘religion’. It is efficacious to use the
second-order, etic word ‘esoteric’ to describe these myriad literary and ritual elements
of ancient religious life, such as Graeco-Oriental mystery-cults, Neoplatonic theurgy,
Christian mysticism and Gnosticism, Jewish apocalyptic and Merkavah literature,
and more. While the contours of esoteric discourse in the Renaissance, Modern, and
contemporary eras are to a large extent defined by their marginalization in mainstream
religious and academic institutions, many (although certainly not all) esoteric
traditions occupied central, respected and publicly acknowledged places in ancient

life.

ANCIENT MYSTERY-CULTS,
PYTHAGOREANISM, AND ORPHISM

Esoteric discourse has always played a role in religious life in the West (taken here to
extend to the Mediterranean basin, including Egypt, Israel/Palestine, and Syria,
regions deeply Hellenized following the conquests of Alexander the Great and
afterwards usually ruled or contested by Greeks or Romans through the end of
antiquity). Priests in ancient Mesopotamian and Egyptian religion were highly trained
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specialists who formed their own elite scribal culture; the disparity between their
education and that of the rest of society lent them and their craft an aura of mystery,
enhancing their sense of power. The iconographic nature of their alphabets was
highly regarded as mysterious, powerful and even dangerous (Lenzi 2008). Egyptian
mythology also offered its own analogue to the later, transcendent God of the
Platonists with its descriptions of a god ‘whose name is hidden’ and paradoxically
unbegotten, although his shroud of secrecy was not bound to his role as source of
divinity and unity until the later second millennium BCE (Assmann 1998: 12—25).
Greco-Roman philosophers would later enshrine ‘barbarian’ speech, script and
emphasis on the transcendence of the deity as ‘oriental’ wisdoms contributing to
Greek wisdom, often phrased as secret, ‘esoteric’ doctrine.

Greco-Roman religious life, meanwhile, was full of traditions inundated with and
governed by secrecy (Martin 1995). Primary amongst these were, of course, the
‘mystery cults’, which were widespread and diverse. Nonetheless, one can distinguish
general features usually found amongst them (Burkert 1987; Johnston 2004). These
cults enforced secrecy of one’s experience(s) in their rites, which (ostensibly) had
positive effects upon one’s existence—both during and following life—through
eliciting a special encounter with a deity. They did not challenge everyday civic
religion as much as supplement it, and, since they were usually open to individuals of
any class, ethnicity, age or gender, they occupied a significant and public role in
ancient life.

Moreover, despite the injunctions to keep the rites secret, the content of the rites
themselves appears to have been something of a public secret; divulging them was not
itself illegal as much as was the ‘impiety’ of profaning them in public (Heraclid. Pont.
Frag. 170; Thuc. 6.28, 6.61; Martin 1995: 109). Certainly the myths connected to
them were usually well-known: the Eleusinian mysteries, for instance, appear to
recreate for initiates the experience of Demeter’s reactions to Hades’ kidnapping of
Persephone—descent into the underworld, grief, fasting, and eventual recovery,
culminating in the presentation of a symbol of life to the initiates (Hipp. Haer.
5.8.39ff Marcovich), who obtained a ‘password’ to a happy afterlife. These
transformative rites resemble more than anything what anthropologists term ‘rites of
passage’, practices whose performance changes a child into an adult. Such rites are
strangely absent from Greco-Roman life, so perhaps mystery-cults filled this gap
(Johnston 2004: 106).

In themselves the Eleusinian mysteries (like those of Mithras, Isis, the ‘Great
Mother’, etc.) are of little importance for the history of “Western Esotericism’, because
their institutions and myths perished along with other Greco-Roman cults during the
rise of Christianity. The same is true of their religious competitors, Orphism and
Pythagoreanism. Plato’s Socrates refers to cryptic ‘books’, associated with the
primaeval musician Orpheus, invoked by wandering soothsayers to support their
exhortations to a life governed by ritual purity and vegetarianism (Resp. II 364a ff).
Much later, the ‘Neoplatonists>—a movement of systematizing readers of Plato,
starting with Plotinus (mid-third century ce)—would quote cosmogonic poetry
referred to as ‘Orphic’, the oldest body of which could go back to the sixth century
BCE (West 1983). Modern reconstructions of this poetry portray an ‘Orphic’ mystery-
religion whose initiates came to learn of a secret myth concerning the dismemberment
of Dionysus and the birth of humankind from the blood of the evil Titans. However,
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the same evidence may rather indicate a family of disparate but related myths that
were marketed by itinerant ritual specialists (Brisson 1995; Radcliffe 1999).

Nonetheless, even in antiquity the adjective ‘Orphic’ connoted secret teachings
about salvific knowledge regarding the cosmos and human life. Archaeologists have
unearthed funerary texts that interpret Orphic poetry in the context of the afterlife,
or even provide instructions for successful descent into the underworld—the Derveni
Papyrus and ‘Orphic’ Golden Tablets (Betegh 2004; Radcliffe 2011). Yet most
cosmological poetry associated with Orpheus would not have survived but for the
importance placed upon them by the Neoplatonists, who adopted him as one of their
Hellenic culture-heroes. The same is true of thinkers who devoted themselves to the
teachings of the mathematician Pythagoras, adopting vegetarianism, communal life,
and a vow of silence (Cic. Nat. d. 1.74; Burkert 1972: 178ff). While few of their
writings survive, their teachings about geometry and lifestyle exerted enormous
influence over the Neoplatonists, who even composed hagiographies of Pythagoras.
The incorporation of Orpheus and Pythagoras into the ranks of the Platonic
authorities, not any particular ‘esoteric’ teaching, made them attractive to admirers
of the Greeks in later eras. Similarly, the content and rites of the ‘mysteries’ themselves
may have been lost, but the accounts of their salvific importance and esoteric trappings
provided ample fodder for later, ‘esoteric’ thinkers who sought to ‘revive’ what they
thought ancient, Pagan wisdom to be.

MAGIA, SUPERSTITIO, THEURGIA

The concept of ‘magic’, too, obtained part of its ‘esoteric’ valence in the modern
world by virtue of its association with ‘Paganism’, yet some forms of ancient private
ritual life can be aptly described as ‘esoteric’ in the same sense as the secret rites of
salvation we find in the mystery-cults. Private ritual practices aimed at alleviating
disease, cursing enemies, or obtaining one’s desires by supernatural means were
commonplace in the ancient world. However, thanks to the rise of new ways of
organizing knowledge (like ‘philosophy’ and ‘medicine’) in the sixth century BCE,
Greeks began to use the set of terminology that we would commonly translate today
as ‘magic’ (magia, goeteia, etc.) to denote and distance these competing ritual
specialists (Graf 1995). Meanwhile, Greek ‘religion’ was largely a public, civic affair.
Rituals were usually carried out as part of greater festivals that reinforced the bonds
between a local municipality, its greater political sphere, and the gods. Even at home,
worship remained decidedly exoteric—a public custom shared with the community.
This religious exotericism was based in part upon the depth of belief in supernatural
powers: prayers and rites that were uttered or conducted in secret were assumed to
be motivated by selfish, or even anti-social concerns.

The subversive nature of ‘magic’ was twofold, insofar as it appeared to come from
the east and to reside in the private, and therefore potentially criminal, sphere—
indeed, ‘magia’ is a Persian word, and ‘goetia’ initially referred to Persian funerary
laments, which were imagined by the Greeks to possess necromantic efficacy (Aesch.
Pers. 684-88). Thanks to Greek influence, the Romans, too, stigmatized private
ritual practice. While the mystery-cults were generally not seen as magical sects, they
could be targeted when it was politically convenient, as with the crackdown (186
BCE) on a cult of Bacchus in Rome, on charges of secret orgies, cannibalism, magic,
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and conspiracy against the state (Liv. Hist. 39.8-19). In the following century,
Romans began using the term superstitio to denote foreign or private religions in
Rome, in juxtaposition to the civic cult (Martin 2004: 130ff), replicating the double
stigma of magic in Greek culture as alien and secret. One of these was Christianity, a
barbarous ‘superstition” shrouded in the mystery of its closed meetings in house
churches (Plin. Ep. 10.96). Christians would be accused of secret, conspiratorial
activity in charges recalling those leveled against the Bacchants of Cicero’s day (ibid.;
Min. Fel. Oct. 8; Orig. Cels. 1.1, 1.3). Apologists replied that the Christian churches
were innocent political clubs (collegia)—private, but safe (Ter. Apol. 39).

Nonetheless, mystery-cults grew in popularity under the Roman Empire, as
worship of ‘oriental’ deities—most famously, Isis, the ‘Great Mother’, and Mithras—
spread far and wide. Our knowledge of these mysteries is slight, but the paradigm of
a ritual drama plunging the initiate into darkness before a restoration to new, greater
life, as we saw at Eleusis, held enough currency to be used by Apuleius of Madaura
in our only first-person (albeit fictional) description of (Isiaic) initiation (Metam. 11).
Nor did private ritual specialists cease operations; some went corporate, as when an
Egyptian priest accompanied Emperor Marcus Aurelius on a German campaign
(Cass. Dio 72.8.4).

The sands of Egypt have preserved spells used during the Hellenistic and Roman
periods which offer a window into the ancient marketplace of private ritual life (Betz
1992; Meyer/Smith 1994). Many charms possessed an esoteric force through their
use of the medium of the written word. While estimates of the degree of ancient
literacy in everyday society vary widely (anywhere from .5 per cent through 1o per
cent, before allowing for the ‘semi-literate’—Humphrey 1991), the culture of writing,
largely limited to the aristocratic and priestly strata of society, possessed an
iconographic beauty and mystery to the unlearned. The allure of letters was
particularly intense in Egypt and Mesopotamia, where scribal culture was doubly
sacred and whose alphabets were seen as unintelligible but potent symbols even to
educated Greeks and Romans (e.g. Plot. Enn. 5.8.6). The efficacy of many spells is
therefore premised upon the power of decorative arrangements of letters in shapes,
strings of vowels to be chanted (Dornseiff 1925), and especially so-called nomina
barbara (PGM Ill.1-164, IV.3007-86)—foreign or nonsensical words simulating the
powerful holy tongues of Egypt, Syria and Israel (Corp. herm. 16.1—2). Other spells
could be regarded as ‘esoteric’ insofar as they do not grant practical benefits, as much
as abstract knowledge of or a mystical confrontation with the transcendent God
(PGM IV.1115-66, VII.756—94; Betz 1995), which can even bestow immortality (as
in the so-called ‘Mithras Liturgy’—PGM IV.475-829).

The Neoplatonists drew from this wellspring of Graeco-Egyptian magic and the
fetish of ‘oriental’ wisdom in formulating a ritual culture premised on the practice of
‘divine works (theurgy)’. lamblichus of Chalcis (ca. 300 CE) theorized these practices
aimed at facilitating the ascent of the soul by adopting the pose of an Egyptian priest
in an exchange of letters with his elder contemporary, Porphyry of Tyre (Shaw 1995;
Clarke et al. 2003). Porphyry, following his teacher Plotinus, believed that the soul
communed with the divine intellect, and therefore needed to avoid engagement with
the world in order to practice contemplation; [amblichus responded that the soul had
fully descended into matter, and must navigate and master the cosmos by means of
proper symbolic manipulation of objects (Iamb. An. 6—7; Damasc. Comm. Phaedo
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105). His admixture of Neoplatonic metaphysics, valorization of Hellenic culture
(particularly Pythagoreanism and Orphism), and ‘orientalizing’ ritual trappings
(drawn from the Middle Platonic hexameter poetry of the Chaldean Oracles) proved
to be popular and effective at a time when Hellenic philosophers sought to define
themselves against Christianity. Julian the Apostate (361-63 CE) attempted to
institutionalize theurgic cult during his brief reign (O’Meara 2003: 120-24), and the
Neoplatonic school persisted in rituals like the animation of statues up through its
closing by the Emperor Justinian in 529 CE (Proc. Comm. Tim. 3.155.18—22). Yet all
Neoplatonists, Plotinian and theurgic, Hellenic and Christian, agreed on the
importance of meditative contemplation of God (The One) as negotiated by the
esoteric wordplay of ‘negative theology’ (Mortley 1986).

Iamblichus distinguished ‘theurgy’ from ‘magic,” although it was clearly a product
of contemporary private ritual culture. Porphyry charged that the use of nomina
barbara to subdue demons was superstitious and barbaric; no true philosopher would
claim, like a ‘sorcerer’ (goés), to have power over the gods (Aneb. 2.10). lamblichus
replied that theurgic power belonged not to the theurgist, but the providential divine
activity which raises humanity to heaven (Myst. 1.12). The Chaldean Oracles
excoriate popular divination (frag. 107). While Ilamblichus’ adoption of theurgy was
motivated by philosophical concerns and remained relevant thanks to anti-Christian
polemics, it also marked a turn to esotericism in the Platonic tradition. “Theurgy’ as
equated with ‘magic’ (Iamblichus’ protestations notwithstanding), would later take
on the status of a forbidden system of absolute, oriental knowledge passed on by
ancient heathens. Yet the theurgic tradition also exemplified a particular blend of
Platonic metaphysics, heathen mythologoumena, and esoteric pedagogy that
flourished in the second-fifth centuries CE (Lewy 2011).

THE PLATONIC UNDERWORLD, ORIENTALISM,
AND HERMETISM

A textbook on ancient philosophy includes an appendix concerning an ‘Underworld
of Platonism’: literature that discusses elaborate Platonic metaphysics, but describes
the universe through ‘mythologizing’ soteriological schemata that feature the ascent
of soul (a divine ‘spark’) out of evil, material existence (Dillon 1977: 384; Majercik
1989: 4—5). These texts include the aforementioned Chaldean Oracles, the Hermetica,
and Gnostic literature. This grouping oversimplifies much (e.g., the ‘spark’ is hardly
the most common metaphor for the fallen soul during this period), but also presents
a fundamental insight into one ‘Pagan intellectual miliew’ (Fowden 1986: 114), a
Platonic worldview emphasizing divine transcendence and a cognate epistemology
struggling to know the unknowable, while embracing a diversity of Greco-Roman
and ‘oriental’ mythologoumena. Our conceptualization of the range (Greek, Persian,
Egyptian) and function (philosophical, theurgic, polemical) of myth and symbolism
in these circles, and how important they were for articulating the social reality behind
the texts, remains controversial.

The Platonic corpus itself contains no ‘secret’ doctrine; references to oral tradition
address the deficiency of textual production and exalt personal dialectic, rather than
esotericism per se (Phaedrus 276a), although a spurious letter (Ep. 2 314b-c) does
describe a secret theology orally transmitted at the Academy. This epistle is commonly
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regarded to be a forgery stemming from the revival (first century cE) of the thought
of Pythagoras; indeed, another ‘Neopythagorean’, Numenius of Apamea (second
century CE), would have agreed with modern critic Leo Strauss that Plato, recalling
the execution of Socrates, had employed an esoteric ‘art of writing’ to conceal his
more controversial thoughts while providing clues for careful readers (Num. frag. 23
des Places; Strauss 1952). Part of Plato’s brilliance is that many of his narratives can
be read as esoteric puzzles which, properly unlocked, yield radically unexpected
readings; the Neoplatonists followed Numenius in holding that these readings
concerned ideas about cosmogony and theology synthesized from the dialogues,
Pythagorean teaching, and allegorical rea