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Introduction: Going Astray





I originally intended this book to be only about those alternative communities that live on the fringes of our society. And that is still, in some ways, what the book is about: it’s a series of journeys to modern, self-contained communities, a pilgrimage to centres of – depending on your taste – idealism or escapism. I’ve travelled to the far-out and far-away to listen to people describing the strange, surreal beauty of their dreams.


But I haven’t written about the counter-culture or about hippie communes and dysfunctional ashrams. There are already hundreds of books like that. Using a stand-offish voyeurism, they have always had a similar narrative trajectory: whether the writer uses the term ‘utopia’ (somewhere that’s nowhere) or ‘commune’ (slightly sixties) or ‘Intentional Community’ (the dull, modern denotation), the aim of the writer is invariably the same: to pry into alternative types and conclude that they’re doolally, if not actually dangerous. The books may be more subtle in the way they say so, but the bottom line is normally gentle derision: they tend to echo Samuel Johnson’s weary warning about those who ‘listen with credulity to the whispers of fancy, and pursue with eagerness the phantoms of hope …’1 And understandably so: it’s much easier to sell a book which shores up our complacency by denying the alternatives than one which challenges it by quietly listening to them.


I wanted, though, to cross-examine the values by which we, in the so-called ‘real world’, live. That, at least according to Matthew Arnold, is what culture means; it implies ‘turning a stream of fresh and free thought upon our stock notions and habits’.2 So I decided, somewhat gingerly, to try and live inside, rather than just visit, these communities. I wanted to immerse myself in optimism and idealism, spend time with people who still believe in potential and possibility, those who still ‘expect that age will perform the promises of youth, and that the deficiencies of the present day will be supplied by the morrow’.3


Only in retrospect can I understand the hazy reasons for that decision. In the old days, those promises about progress were to be found everywhere, be they in religion or politics, in Christianity or Communism. There was a Whiggish, millenarian belief that tomorrow really would bring something better. But the generation which came to maturity in the aftermath of 1989 has had minimal idealism. There might be micro-beliefs and single-issue sacred cows, but there’s no macroscopic, universal, cosmic creed; only incessant cynicism and a dippy kind of relativism. Having grown up in that cultural humus I was too cynical to expect to find that elusive cosmic creed; but I was fascinated simply to find out what it feels like to believe in something, actually to believe that the world could get better rather than worse. And, having read Nathaniel Hawthorne’s fictional book about his utopian experiences, I recognised that whilst idealism might often be erroneous, it’s also rather noble: ‘I rejoice that I could once think better of the world’s improvability than it deserved,’ he wrote. ‘It is a mistake into which men seldom fall twice, in a lifetime; or, if so, the rare and higher is the nature that can thus magnanimously persist in error.’4 I wanted, for once, to be idealistic; I hoped to find imagination rather than resignation.


It was more than just idealism per se that aroused my curiosity. Another thing that the majority of Thatcher’s children have never experienced is, possibly, even more elusive: a sense of community. Our society is, by now, so atomised, privatised and individualised that most people under, say, thirty, have no idea of what a community, a real community, is truly like. I, along with most of my peers, had only heard of this quaint idea from the wistful descriptions of elders who had grown up in one. There was, moreover, an interesting connection between idealism and community. Émile Durkheim suggested that idealism only ever emerged through the communal because it was only ‘at the school of collective life that the individual has learned to idealise. It is in assimilating the ideal elaborated by society that he has become capable of conceiving the ideal.’5 Over recent decades many have taken issue with Durkheim, but he provided interesting parameters for a debate about the interplay between idealism and community; if idealism is dead, I began asking myself, was it individualism which bumped it off? To what extent does our contemporary obsession with individual rights preclude communal aspirations? And is the true cost of community an acceptance of a limitation on freedom? As I spent weeks and months living in these communities, I began to be fascinated by the debates about the permeability of the communities, about different forms of leadership, about alternative ways of structuring families and finances.


Slowly, the vision of the book became bifocal. The more time I spent in these unusual villages, the more I found myself outside what Coleridge called the ‘lethargy of custom’. I was at one remove from reality, beyond the habitual and mechanical movements of normality. So the focus of the book became not only the communities themselves, but also, from their vantage point, our own, now-defamiliarised, world; that world against which they were defining themselves. I wanted, in short, to discover if the ‘credulity’ and the foolish ‘pursuit of phantoms’ were actually our side of the fence, not theirs.


In shifting the focus between these – for want of a better word – utopias and the ‘real world’, one theme kept coming back again and again. I realised (one shouldn’t probably think about such things, but I did) that to write about this theme was to forfeit the sympathies and offend the tastes of the vast majority of readers. And yet it was, I reluctantly admitted, the key which unlocked the whole book. It provided the clearest, black-and-white contrast between the communes and the real world, it was at the epicentre of what community, at least in the past, has always meant. It was, according to taste, the greatest or else the daftest idealism of them all: religion.


It was only through acknowledging that religion, rather than politics, was the choreographer of these communities that their difference and distinction emerged. It was that which really set them apart and gave me, as I moved between the real and the removed worlds, the stark contrast between the sacred and the profane. My intention wasn’t to test their doctrinal logic or veracity. It was something much simpler: I merely wanted, as with the yearning to rub shoulders with idealists, to experience what religion feels like. Again, religion is something with which only a minority of my generation has had any contact; even as far back as the 1940s, society had been so thoroughly cleansed of belief that Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote: ‘we don’t worship anything now, not even idols. In that respect we’re truly nihilists.’6 By now, religion, when it’s dealt with at all in the mainstream media, is dismissed out of hand as the redoubt of cranks and authoritarians; tiny articles on religion are only commissioned if there’s the suitable peg of sexual orientation or gender. In certain circles, if someone confesses to being a believer, they’re met with the same fear and loathing that was once reserved for atheists. There’s a sort of theophobia at large which quickly becomes evangelical and it’s rarely long before certain words come out, ‘intolerant’ and ‘fundamentalist’ top of the list. At a time in which understanding religion is, for obvious reasons, more important than ever, there seems to be a knee-jerk derision from the ‘sophisticated’ corners of the country. The ‘melancholy, long, withdrawing roar’ of the ‘sea of faith’ (described in Arnold’s ‘Dover Beach’) happened so long ago, and the retreat of the tide has been so relentless, that some of us have never even seen the sea. We have no idea what it was like to live in an age in which religion seeped into all corners of the community. That was the opportunity which these communes afforded. I could spend time with people who looked to Jacob’s, rather than the property, ladder; with people who displayed animation rather than anomie.


There’s nothing new, of course, about disdain for religion. What is extraordinary and unprecedented, though, is our ignorance about it. Even Nietzsche (always first to be name-checked by anti-religionists) wrote that loving men for the sake of God ‘has been the noblest and most remote feeling attained to among men’. He did, of course, dismiss it as ‘an abundance of superstition and nonsense’, but he also said that if we love man without the sanctity of an ulterior objective we’re guilty of mere ‘stupidity and animality’. ‘Let him be holy and venerated to us for all time’, he wrote of homo religiosus, ‘as the man who has soared the highest and gone the most beautifully astray.’7 Going ‘beautifully astray’, I thought, is rather a good intention for a travel book. I would rather, I thought, get lost in sunshine and enchantment than remain in the dark at home. At least that way I could pick up the gauntlet eloquently thrown down two centuries ago by Friedrich Schleiermacher: ‘I wish only,’ he wrote to those who are contemptuous of religion, ‘to call upon you to be properly informed and thorough-going in that contempt.’8


Moreover, it became obvious that any debate about the meaning of community required meditation upon religion and vice versa. The etymological origin of ‘religion’ implies community; it means to ‘tie in’, to bind, to ri-ligare. Community and religion have always been intimately linked and the debate about which came first has been a fairly chicken-and-egg one. For believers, religion is clearly the architect of community; its values provide the foundation stone for society. For others, religion is the means by which society endorses and legitimises itself, it is the deification of the established order. The connection between the two was clear and I was keen to trace the ways in which the two played upon, were even dependent upon, each other. Because something very unusual has happened to religion recently. It, like everything else, has become privatised. Years ago, Cardinal Basil Hume observed that shopping was the new religion; whereas, in truth, it’s also the reverse. Religion is the new shopping. As anyone who has ventured into the boom industry of ‘retreat centres’ offering spiritual detox knows, religion has been privatised in both senses of the word: in the commercial sense, in that it increasingly involves a financial transaction, thereby mistaking the believer for a buyer; but also in the sense that the communal, shared experience of religion has been eroded. Gone are the nationalised religions with their monopolies. Everything has been deregulated, opened up to competition. Religion has gone into retail and what we now have is one huge spiritual supermarket. One can walk up and down the aisles picking and mixing according to taste. Or, to use Peter Berger’s metaphor, the sacred canopy no longer covers us all; at best we might have sacred umbrellas. Someone might stand under your umbrella with you for a while, but more normally that sacred umbrella – the personalised, privatised and individualised religion – only adds to our sense of isolation. Even if it only covered a small community, I hoped to crawl back under that sacred canopy to see how much religion really is communal, and how much it is always, necessarily, private.


All of which, I appreciate, makes for a bemusingly ambitious book and the result may fall far short of the intention. But that, in some ways, is the book’s central question: whether it’s better to have aspirations, idealism and beliefs even though you know you’ll fall short and fail. The book is, I know, fairly inchoate. On the journey I’ve often felt like a blind person standing next to someone describing the view: you admire their eloquence, but occasionally doubt that the scenery is really there. Or maybe they, too, are blind and are only consoling you.


The selection of the communities probably requires explanation, but I’m not sure I’m able to provide one. When I told friends about this book, they all assumed I was off to Japan or India, or exotic destinations in far corners of the globe. In reality, I chose three communities in Italy and two in Britain because I think the failing of books on community is that they’re normally too exotic, not only ideologically but also physically removed from the writers’ native habitat. In order to do justice to profound and complicated beliefs, I only wanted to write about places where I’m linguistically or theologically fairly fluent. That meant I stayed on home ground, meaning Italy and Britain. In three out of the five chapters, I stayed within Christian communities; one stridently so, the other two very subtly so. There are numerous and admirable ‘retreat centres’ and communes of non-Christian faiths, and I have visited many of them; but – out of respect for their depth, rather than disdain for their difference – I haven’t felt competent to write about them. Beyond that, however, the actual selection of the communities was very random, almost unprofessional. I followed hunches. Someone would say something in a pub or during a weekend with mates, and we would be off. My method of selection – as much as there was one – was simply to stay in places I found thought-provoking (with the result that I often write not so much about the communities but the directions in which they pointed me). I was also intent on finding places I admired. Only in one of these communities (Damanhur) am I less than lukewarm, but I included it because it seemed an appropriate point of departure for reasons which will become obvious.


To all but the first location, I was accompanied by my wife, Francesca (‘Fra’), and our baby daughter, Benedetta (‘Benny’). I dislike writers who yank their partners and kids into books through pride or a need for light banter. But they were with me on the road, they made the trek fascinating and fun, and I wanted to write the book exactly as it happened. Taking my family wasn’t intended as a cynical entrance voucher, but I slowly realised that if you show up with a woman and a tiny girl under a year old, the reaction to your visit is extraordinarily different. All sorts of gender and generational issues are thrown up and the interaction is subtly altered. Nor did I ever go, as it were, undercover. If anyone ever enquired why I had rolled up in their midst, I normally said more or less what I have written here. I didn’t go anywhere which charged admission. Not for miserliness, but because it would have skewed the relationship and negated integration, however temporarily, into the community. I paid with time rather than money, offering to do any job going: teaching, washing up, gardening, farming. Hopefully that investment will benefit the book more than it did various gardens.
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Choice





Before I leave home on this strange pilgrimage, it’s only fair that you know why I’m leaving in the first place. Most pilgrimages have an object in sight: a shrine, a chapel, a Madonna or a mountain. I have no end in mind. And, in a way, I don’t mind where I end up; I only know that we have to leave home. I can’t stay here, like this. I find everything false and fanatical.


If you want to know why I’m stepping off the exhausting, hedonistic treadmill, it’s enough to look at the way I live now. I drive thousands of miles every year to see friends and relatives who live the other side of the country or the continent. None of us live in the same neighbourhood any more and mobility is the neurotic result. We’re never at home for the weekend. I seem to be suffering from an inability to stop and belong. Where I stand used to be the centre of my world, but it’s no longer like that. The world has shrunk exponentially and now, instead of feeling at home where I actually am, I imagine home is wherever I’m not. I’ve become like the permanent passenger described by Ivan Illich:




His inherited perceptions of space and time and of personal space have been industrially deformed. He has lost the power to conceive of himself outside of the passenger role. Addicted to being carried along, he has lost control over the physical, social and psychic powers that reside in man’s feet. The passenger has come to identify territory with the untouchable landscape through which he is rushed. He has become impotent to establish his domain, mark it with his imprint and assert his sovereignty over it. He has lost confidence in his power to admit others into his presence and to share space consciously with them. He can no longer face the remote by himself. Left on his own, he feels immobile.1





Community is obviously difficult in this strange world. By 2003, the annual distance covered by passengers in the United Kingdom was 794 billion kilometres. That is only domestic travel and doesn’t even include all our manic flights abroad. 678 billion of those kilometres are travelled by car (an increase of 68 per cent from 1980), whereas on average we each travel only 191 kilometres per annum on foot (a decrease of 19 per cent since 1989).2 We’ve all become consumers of distance, breaking down boundaries as we career from one destination to the next. We’re perpetually ahead of ourselves, trying to get to somewhere before everyone else. It’s a truism of our way of life that we’re constantly in-touch but out-of-place. We’re always wanting to be somewhere else, and when we arrive there we find ourselves talking to someone who’s not there and immediately start thinking about the next journey, the next stop. By now, even the word ‘stop’ is misplaced: ‘fleeting pause’ would be more appropriate.


Speed becomes paramount. Computer connection or five-gear estate, I’ve got to get there quickly. If I ever get caught in traffic, or in a shop queue, I’m insufferable, impatient, moody: ‘Get out of my way,’ I whisper through gritted teeth. I’m addicted to a way of life. Like all addictions, it gets worse the longer it goes on. The joys are more intermittent, the sorrow always increasing. I’m spending far too much money and working harder to earn more so that I can travel further and faster and screw the neighbours. We pride ourselves on being democratic, but have a caste system according to speed and time. We’re speed capitalists obsessed with the exchange value of time – time spent, invested, employed, wasted. We all realise the bane of being always busy, and that’s compounded because we rarely know why we’re bothering to be busy in the first place. Even sources of knowledge suddenly boast not that they’re accurate, but that they are based on speed (the internet’s Wikipedia derives from the Hawaiian ‘wiki’ meaning ‘fast’ or ‘quick’). We’re all search engineers, racing around for important information delivered in a thousandth of a second. Truth is a secondary consideration and is relegated to whatever you can get away with saying.


I thought I might find the solution to such things in high culture but it seems to have become infected not by satire but by cynicism. Satire is both pessimistic and idealistic: it points up hypocrisy by recognition of something superior. Cynicism is different because it makes hypocrisy disappear; it has no means to measure aspiration and the falling-short. The whole point, I always thought, about art or fiction or drama is that they allow us the magnificent luxury of stepping into a world other than our own. That is precisely why they could be idealistic or offensive or satirical, because they take us out of our context and show us alternatives. But the vengeance of cynicism precludes all that. Art must be realistic to the point of brutality because realism is identified with honesty. No stretch between reality and possibility is allowed. For all our vaunted mobility, we’re actually mired in the mud. In modern art, shit literally wins prizes.


Our culture is by now based on the exclusion of any idealism. We’ve convinced ourselves that the greatest ideal is not having one; the absolute truth is that there is no absolute truth. Tolerance as it’s conceived today is really about serving two or more masters, or none at all. It’s vague, predicated on being noncommittal. It borders on chaos because we’re building communities, if they can be called that, which have nothing in common. Our universalism is based on difference, on my identity being different from yours. We delight in diversity to such an extent that it becomes the only definition for what unites us. What appears to its proponents rather mystical appears to most of us insanely vacuous.


I work very hard, but never have any money. Every choice I make seems stupid as soon as I’ve made it. I have a chronic case of consumer melancholia: objects which, when they’re on the shelf, promise to remedy problems of self-worth turn out to be, well, just objects. I spend hundreds of pounds a year on books I never read, on clothes I never wear. I’ve spent years believing that retail is the way out of existential angst. I make wrong choices, stupid purchases, but at least there’s always another purchase around the corner to remedy everything (for a price). That’s what I love about retail: it’s so forgiving. It always lets me back. I haven’t yet worked out why, if there’s so much choice, we’re all wearing the same logos, all bringing home the same Ikea lampshades. The pushchair (now called an ‘integrated travel system’) my nephew in Parma uses is exactly the same as the one I bought in Bristol. We delight in diversity, whilst actually becoming production-line consumers.


Our nearest high street has a shop called a ‘Lifestyle Centre’, where the word ‘lifestyle’ has become so stylish it’s become a registered trade mark, canonised by having an encircled ‘R’ above it. There’s even a church a few hundred metres away called the ‘Lifestyle Church’. Everything is about adopting a pose. It all seems the relegation of style, its reduction to something much more material: your life is communicated to others by the style you have and that is dependent upon the lines of your new stereo and so on. The surprising thing is that we don’t actually realise that our feeling of dehumanisation is created by that wholesale identification of ourselves with what we own. It seems as if we no longer have any vocabulary or argument to confront what we instinctively know is damaging, even devastating, to our human ecology: rampant consumerism. Such is the climate of shrugging accommodation to advertising and greed that even to take them on makes one sound like a prig. Talk to advertisers about their trade, and you’ll never again misunderstand cynicism. Some pretend to think advertising is dedicated to idealism because it’s the purest form of democracy, in which you give people exactly what they want. But it’s manipulative and invasive. It’s the advertisers who puppeteer the cold-callers, those cheap-as-chips workers in Asia who repeatedly call you out of the blue at home, trying to be intimate by manically repeating your name. They’re the customer-profilers, paid to ask you questions about your lifestyle and possessions so that they can report back to the marketing or advertising campaign team who will create the perfect commercial to persuade you there’s something missing in your life. There are focus groups whose job is the same: they study us by analysing our desires and allow advertisers to pronounce themselves the high priests of democracy because they give us what we want. It’s supply-and-demand, that perfect equation between them and us: we need, they deliver.


But actually all those promises have turned out to be false. The promise of happiness has created an epidemic of depression. It’s us who are being consumed, not the objects. The idealistic promise of post-modernism (that we tolerate all opinions, allow absolute autonomy to individuals, grant rights and choices in abundance) has turned out to be scintillatingly cynical. Post-modernism is the hidden fuel of the consumer culture. It allows everything to be erased, replicated, replaced. Nothing even aims for permanency or perfection and thus the throw-away-buy-again society finds its cultural justification: we’re constantly buying because we’re cool chameleons. We’re ceaselessly changing, dressing up to assume new roles. We never have to remain the same because we can always move on. We mustn’t ever belong, ever hint at commitment, because that would be the death-knell of rights and choices. That way no door is ever closed to us, no purchase or partner ever precluded. Sounds good, huh? But it’s not. The promise never comes to fruition. We can’t even remember what the promise was, because any promise relies upon patience and a degree of permanence and they, in this weird world, are outlawed.


I simply can’t continue living like this. I’m feeling increasingly apocalyptic. We’re rushing towards the economic and energetic bankruptcy of the planet. Very shortly we’ll be unable to pay back the loans. We’re taking everything for ourselves. Our children and grandchildren will remember us as the unnatural ancestors who left the world infinitely worse than we found it. I used to think ‘egomaniac’ was hyperbole, but now I don’t think it’s strong enough to describe myself and the vast majority of Westerners. For the first time in human history, certain societies have an extraordinary surplus of goods. They have no memory of what it was like to struggle to meet essential needs and have now replaced need with desire. The same survival drive is present, the same ruthlessness in pursuit of the new need. New objects are never lacking.


Already the first or second question people ask on looking for a house is about storage space, because we’ve all got too many possessions. We just haven’t got enough space to put them, so we have to work harder and earn more aggressively to have a couple of extra square metres of floor, which will then get filled up with more rubbish. The city of Bristol alone produces 190,000 tonnes of rubbish a year. That, I’m reliably informed, requires a land-fill site twenty-seven times the size of Bristol’s massive cathedral. That’s every year. As a society we’ve got exactly that collective addiction to consumerism which is evoked in Italo Calvino’s ‘Leonia’. This is a place, described in Invisible Cities, which delights in pristine, new products, a place which, on the surface, is spotless and happy. And yet that glorified comfort can be measured not in what is bought, but what is expelled:




It is not so much by the things that each day are manufactured, sold, bought that you can measure Leonia’s opulence, but rather by the things that each day are thrown out to make room for the new. So you begin to wonder if Leonia’s true passion is really, as they say, the enjoyment of new and different things, and not, instead, the joy of expelling, discarding, cleansing itself of a recurrent impurity. The fact is that street cleaners are welcomed like angels, and their task of removing the residue of yesterday’s existence is surrounded by a respectful silence, like a ritual that inspires devotion …3





Leonia is a place, like our own world, which prizes cleanliness and novelty, where it would be bad form to mention the existence of waste and want.


I hear myself grumbling and begin to suspect that I’m becoming a fogey. Perhaps this is what ageing feels like. The world suddenly seems tawdry, ineluctably more tacky and vulgar than you remember it. And yet, if you look closely, the fogeys are getting younger … which is amusing but also intriguing. Why are people barely in their thirties, having gulped down every elixir in the cupboard, suddenly saying ‘this is wrong’? ‘This is vulgar and silly and unsatisfying,’ they think, but rarely admit it because they think to do so would appear, well, fogeyish. Some do say so, and with humour: the ‘Chap Revolution’ is an amusing movement for more politeness, etiquette and class. It’s a sideshow which barely registers on the media radar, but it’s delightful precisely because it tries to recuperate what we chucked away in the rush for that cupboard. It takes a leaf out of the cool, non-conformist’s manifesto and turns it, tongue-in-cheek, against the vulgarity of modern life.


But everywhere else I look there’s something to depress me. When I walk home in the evening the pavement is covered with the greasy shreds of kebab cabbage. Red-eyed smokers with centre-partings are screaming abuse at each other. Train carriages smell of warm polystyrene and fries. Rugby pitches are covered in blue paint because of banking sponsorship.


Whenever I go out I’m surrounded by people looking lonely merely by the effort they’re putting into not looking lonely: talking loudly, guffawing louder. A few weeks ago I went to a club in Parma. It was frenetic: two dance-floors, an illuminated swimming pool, private tables. This is Italy, but it could be anywhere: the music’s the same everywhere, so are the people. I’ve seen the symptoms and, having suffered from them myself, recognise them: the manic desperation to live some colour-supplement lifestyle. There are video screens showing the latest risqué snaps from some modelling agency; there’s advertising around the dance-floors for a local furniture chain called (in English to get in the musical meaning) ‘I love my house’. When we go home there’s so much traffic, at 3 a.m., it seems like rush hour. It’s all so depressing. It’s institutionalised rebellion, absolute conformity under the disguise of radicalism. It must be Fate (or whatever’s) way of laughing at us that the bright lights that we think will make us ecstatic are actually isolating.


If we’re not addicted to shopping or alcohol, it’s something else. More than half of my friends or relatives have been on antidepressants. Me too. Many still have blips and have on-off relationships with their therapists years after the initial darkness descended. The cost comes second to the mortgage in the ‘out-goings’ accounting column. Many of my friends now talk about their ‘life coach’ as casually as, presumably, people used to mention their parson fifty years ago. Everyone seems caught up in a vortex of debonair desperation. We’re all yearning for perfect relationships at the same time as insisting that rootedness and belonging are alien to our vaunted autonomy.


I don’t know why, but I have a problem with the globalised universalists. They seem to be starting at the wrong end of the cosmos: leaping for planetary glory before they know what a microcosm might be. Our modern universalists seem to be the cause of, not the cure for, our malaise. They suggest we can be at home anywhere, which means we’re at home nowhere. They persuade us that charity begins abroad. Charity itself is now measured not in humans but in figures. It’s something done at arm’s length, with a mouse or a telephone. We can all by-pass our neighbours now. No one needs to have anything to do with the person eating and sleeping a few metres the other side of the wall. As with television, the universalists stretch our horizons so far that we forget where we’re from and where we belong.


So we’re all paranoid that we’re not where it’s at. We keep travelling. I’ve lost touch with many great friends: not just because we have divergent taste in tipples (they prefer a couple of lines of coke to a simple beer), but because they go to New York or Barcelona for a weekend rather than to Somerset. They’re busy. They work until ten or eleven every night and as a reward feel authorised to blow the money on the international stage. I miss them and wonder if they’re happier than the rest of us. Maybe they really are where it’s at.


In case you haven’t noticed, I’m constantly complaining. I’ve turned ranting into my default pastime. I go red in the face when a booking is forgotten or the courier doesn’t come. I’m constantly miffed about something. And, after years like this, I realise that I’ve been living without gratitude. I’m not obliged to anyone and, as a result, I’ve lost any sense of oblige. Our society now bears all the scars of decades of failure to teach those gentle virtues of gratitude and obligation. In an ideal community, the onus for you to take responsibility for other people is borne out of a thankfulness that someone, here, has taken responsibility for you. It’s symbiotic, joyous almost, because your relationship is based on love. In contemporary Western society, however, the instinctive mood is vindictiveness born out of years of being told one is a victim. Complaint becomes knee-jerk, litigation second nature. We can be spiteful to people because we’ll probably never see them again.


The result is that we furiously defend our territories. What for years was symptomatic of American suburbia is now present all over Europe: the wealthy are creating ghettos, they’re ‘forting up’ in response to fear of the outside world. Not only gathering in gated communities where they can live behind bars and buzzers in exclusive, segregated spaces (11 per cent of all American housing developments as long ago as the mid–1990s were for forms of gated communities)4; there’s also been a spatial revolt of the elites whereby the elitism is expressed by never being in one place long enough to call it home. Either way, people now shelter behind either a gate or the passport-and-wallet combo. There’s no need to mix. For all the rhetoric of integration, it’s ever easier to live amongst a clique: our society is more atomised than ever before. Programmes are narrowcast or podcast as much as broadcast: they’re made to order, ‘pulled’ not ‘pushed’; we can shop from our bedroom. It’s the walkman syndrome, in which everyone struts to their own soundtrack. By now, 31 per cent of all households in Britain are occupied by just one person living alone (a figure which has almost doubled from 17 per cent in 1971)5. The old methods of throwing open the doors to fate – hitchhiking or train-carriage conversations – are almost extinct.


Many people have said to me in the last few days that it’s crazy for a young family to go to live in communes for a year. ‘They’re bound to be narrow-minded,’ friends said, ‘they’re just escapists from the real world.’ One mentioned the famous cartoon of a grassy meadow with the wooden sign for the commune: ‘Blissful acres: an ignorant community’. But we’re leaving home because we feel imprisoned in this so-called open society where we’ve banished chance and replaced it with choice. We screech about rights, but are unable to understand why we remain unloved and unhappy. We’re miserable despite enjoying a freedom which is unprecedented in human history.


It’s very difficult when noble ideas have been deified to suggest that they may have ignoble consequences. And it’s deeply unfashionable to offend those twin objects of modern desire, choice and rights. But they have become millstones around our neck, hindering our ability to raise our voices to other virtues. I want to get back on the road not to contradict rights and choice, but to find the complementary virtues they require to remain themselves virtuous. And I want to observe whether, in the ether of human relationships, a sense of the sacred is a hindrance or a help. Is it possible that we only become fully human by accepting that certain things are hallowed? Or is the sacred just a sophisticated way to worship ourselves even more than we already do?
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So that’s why I’m leaving home. I admit that a pilgrimage without a destination doesn’t sound particularly promising. I don’t know if this is going to go anywhere. And I realise that there’s something paradoxical about travelling to cure myself of pathological wanderlust. But it’s done: the bags are packed. We’re on the road again. Or rather, I am: Fra is heavily pregnant with Benny and sits this one out.


I’m on the dual-carriageway north of Turin taking you to the fringes of Piedmont, ‘the foot of the mountains’. Come here during the skiing season and the traffic is terrible, full of cars bombing towards resorts like Cervinia. Now, though, it’s a peaceful drive. It’s late September and the sky is a deep blue. I can just see Monte Viso as I climb into the hills outside Ivrea. I’m headed towards Val Chiusella, near the French border. Somewhere close by is the ‘Great Paradise’ national park, the former hunting reserve of Vittorio Emanuele II.


As I get closer, there are advertising boards along the side of the road. Most are announcing the ‘great opening’ of some new commercial centre or car outlet. Every now and again, though, there’s one advertising Damanhur. The road meanders over mountain rivers, barely a trickle now. There are vineyards stretched across steep hills. It’s an impressive valley: a deep chasm straddled by the hydroelectric dam built in 1922.


I first read a reference to the Damanhur community in a book and during the following years I occasionally came across mention of it: once, outside Vicenza, I met a music-loving dentist who played me a CD of his duo-tonic Tibetan singing recorded at Damanhur. Then, a year later at the summer fair in Fornovo, outside Parma, I saw a middle-aged man selling rainbow-coloured jelly plant-feed on a stall covered with fliers for the ‘utopia’. But otherwise Damanhur is unheard of. Unless they remember a curious news incident from a decade ago, no one in Italy knows of its existence.


I’ve come here because this community says very intriguing things. As you walk around with me, you’ll think they’re all wackoes, that this is a classic hippie commune. But this is a very shrewd place, a commune which privatised itself and discovered big, international fame on the spiritualist circuit. It’s been the subject of various academic monographs. Damanhur is the first stop on the road out of the ‘real world’ because, for all its strangeness, it is the community most faithful to it. It isn’t at odds with the world I know, but one which, in some ways, faithfully reflects it.


Damanhur is announced by a line of flags by the roadside: the UN, the US, the EU and the rest. Pride of place is the Damanhurian flag: two superimposed squares which form an eight-pointed star against a yellow background. A display shows the time and temperature in red neon. I stop at the barrier of the car park and get my visitor’s pass.


‘You know the rule? No smoking on any Damanhur territory.’


It’s Year 29 anno horusiano. People are rushing across the large car-park carrying filofaxes and chrome lap-tops. The women are wearing long linen dresses and many men are wearing flowing hemp clothes, but they’re mostly talking into mobile phones. As I walk up to the main reception centre, there’s a cashpoint. A few metres away, there’s an automatic machine for changing my euros into crediti, the Damanhurian currency. I feed in my 50 Euros and three perfectly minted coins drop out the bottom: two twenties and a ten. The credito is what’s called a ‘complementary currency’: one credito equals one euro.


I walk past the various boutiques towards the Soma Chandra bar. The strange thing is how normal everything seems. People are drinking prosecco in the evening sun. Men are reading about the football results in La Gazzetta dello Sport or else joking in hushed tones with beautiful women. More than any other commune I’ve ever been to, the people are decidedly bon viveurs. There are wafer-thin slices of prosciutto and melon laid out on large plates. A dapper middle-aged man sits down beside me.


‘I’m Sparrow Hawk,’ he says.


‘Sorry?’


‘Sparrow Hawk. That’s my name.’


‘Oh. OK.’


I introduce myself and we get talking. It doesn’t take long for him to pick up my daft accent and he’s immediately curious as to why an Englishman should come all the way to Damanhur. I give him my spiel.


‘There’s no religion here,’ he says quickly once I’ve finished. ‘Damanhur is a school of thought, a philosophy. It’s a continual spiritual research to discover a unitary and coherent vision of life. A religion, by its very nature, would limit that research by pronouncing its dogmas and beliefs.’ Sparrow Hawk has been part of the community since the beginning in the mid–1970s. He brings out a map of the world covered with lines drawn with a felt-tip pen. These, he explains, are ‘synchronic lines’ which criss-cross the globe. ‘These lines are capable of catalysing the great cosmic forces. They’re the communication channels of the universe, the nervous system of the planet.’ He explains that the intersection of these synchronic lines create centres of great spiritual importance. A couple cross at Glastonbury or Jerusalem, but only at two points of the globe do four lines intersect: Tibet and Damanhur.


Sparrow Hawk heads a cashmere consortium. He passes me his business card and then puts his hands together in praying position and bows slightly before moving off: Con te, he says. ‘With you.’


I go to the bar to get a coffee and meet Talpa, ‘Mole’. We get talking and she starts telling me about how much she loves Tibet, it’s one of the most beautiful countries in the world, she says.


‘When were you there?’ I ask.


‘Oh, this was in a previous life. I was a monk in Tibet before I was reincarnated as Mole.’


‘Oh. OK.’


‘It’s very similar to Tibet here,’ she says.
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Damahurians believe in utopia. Their various brochures tell me that ‘yesterday’s utopia’ has become ‘today’s reality’. They believe that improvement, even perfection, is possible, that humans are good. ‘Damanhur was born to realise the dream of a society based on optimism …’ says one of the glossy brochures at the welcome centre (called ‘Olami’).


I leave the Soma Chandra bar and begin wandering around. To the left is the Via della Speranza, ‘Hope Street’. It leads to an open-air temple with huge, terracotta columns rising towards the sky. This is the piazza which is used to take the periodic photographs of the popolo: about once a year, between the columns, the entire community (currently about 600 residents; there’s a wider diaspora of a thousand ‘citizens’ and sympathisers) gather, all dressed in white, for a photograph. It’s an amazing sea of smiling faces which extends way beyond the temple and into the hills and woods beyond. The open-air temple is now deserted and you can see hundreds of coloured lines, like in those gymnasia used for a dozen different sports: these are meditation routes and as you meander around the community you often see people walking, head down, along the lines.


Damanhur is actually called a ‘federation of communities’. It has no boundaries but instead spreads over the valley in what they call macchia di leopardo: ‘leopard-skin’ formation. There are outposts of Damanhur all across the Valchiusella: forty-four nuclei, with about fifteen people living together in each. Some are as much as ten or twenty miles away from the central reception area, called Damjl. You can be walking idly across the valley when you suddenly come across a mountain hut which looks slightly unusual: probably with one of Damanhur’s yellow flags flying or else giant flowers, painted over two or three floors of the external walls. It’s one of the distinctive features of Damanhur that its boundaries are very porous and yet very marked. There’s continual contact with the outside world; indeed many Damanhurians have jobs in Turin, Ivrea or Milan. They are nurses or engineers or sculptors or  farmers and so on: all the normal careers. Ivrea is the silicon-city of Italy, and in Damanhur there is one computer to every six citizens. So the interaction with the ‘real world’ is frequent. And yet, the boundaries of the community are precisely maintained by its idiosyncrasies: no smoking on Damanhur territory, the use of animal species for Christian names and vegetables as surnames, the use of con te instead of ciao and so on. ‘With you, Prawn,’ you might hear someone saying by way of ‘goodbye’.


That porous but distinct boundary means that life at Damanhur (named after the town on the Nile delta meaning ‘the city of the hawk’ or, symbolically, ‘of the sky-god’ or ‘of light’) is an unusual combination of the extraordinary and the everyday. Often it can seem entirely normal: you can be sitting around a table with good-humoured conversation and a bottle of Barolo and it feels like a standard evening in the Italian Alps. Then, suddenly, in walks Shark Hemp, who purifies the food by reciting a prayer with his hand over the bagna cauda, and everyone gets to talking about ‘the mountain of the initiate’. There are a lot of middle-aged divorcees wearing purple and reinventing themselves as Wiccan priestesses. Cars have ‘Protected by Angels’ stickers on the back bumpers.


The community is the brainchild of Oberto Airaudi (who is now known as Falcon). Born in Balangero, just north of Turin, in 1950, Airaudi was a precocious child. He published a melancholy novel at the age of seventeen, Cronaca del Mio Suicidio (‘Chronicle of My Suicide’), and quickly became interested in the alternative spirituality for which Turin is famous. Indeed, urban legends from the nineteenth century (prompted, almost certainly, by Catholic dismay at the role of Piedmont in annexing the Papal States) talked of a ‘Turin triangle’ in which sinister, satanic goings-on occurred. Turin was, for decades, nicknamed ‘the city of the devil’. It is, certainly, an area more tolerant of difference than many other parts of the peninsula: it has a rich Jewish and Protestant heritage and – influentially for Airaudi, who aimed to reverse Exodus and lead his people back into Egypt – the largest Egyptian museum in Italy. Airaudi’s day job was selling insurance, a role in which he enjoyed extraordinary success. In 1975, however, he and friends established the Horus Centre, a small unit conducting research into spiritualism, esoteric physics and various forms of healing, particularly pranotherapy. Within a year, Airaudi and his followers pinpointed a plot of land between the small villages of Baldissero Canavese and Vidracco as a point of ‘synchronic’ importance. They rented, and subsequently bought, the land. Damanhur and its philosophy – the Via Horusiana – was born. Airaudi is, by now, in his mid-fifties, and has been the ‘spiritual guide’ of the community for almost thirty years. He has slightly bulging eyes and a greying pencil beard. He dresses a notch or two below the Italian impeccable look: he’s normally seen walking swiftly in jumpers, slacks, baseball caps and such. As so often with Damanhur, it’s the apparent normality, as much as its opposite, which strikes you.
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I’m walking through the woods with a young girl. It’s early autumn and the undergrowth is dappled by the sunlight. We’re talking idly as we wander along looking for firewood. We were hoping to cook up polenta for lunch, but the stove has no wood and we’re supposed to bring back a couple of armfuls.


‘Do you think we should look out for mushrooms?’ she says.


‘I don’t know,’ I say. ‘What were we going to put with it otherwise?’


‘I don’t know either. Hang on.’ She runs back to the cottage and I can hear her shouting through to the kitchen. A long, loud debate ensues that disturbs the pigs and geese and they join in. I’m leaning up against a tree trunk realising how much of a hippie I’m becoming. I catch myself stroking the bark. The scene is idyllic. At my feet I can see a long, praying mantis walking sprightly over my toes. There are birds everywhere and, since the wood is on a hilltop, I can see through a clearing to the valley below.


She comes running back with instructions: she’ll collect the mushrooms and I’ll do the heavy-duty labour of finding and cutting the wood. It takes a couple of hours, covering barely more than a couple of hundred square metres of woodland. She’s singing as she looks for the mushrooms. I’ve got a blunt, rusty axe which slowly hacks enough wood for lunch and dinner. It’s a blissful way to spend the morning: meeting the most simple, immediate needs. I realise, for the first time, the extraordinary solace of manual labour.


We’re starving by the time we get back to the house. A large woman in an apron is in the kitchen, already frying the onions. Others come into the kitchen bit by bit and all help out: opening wine, laying the table for eighteen, slicing the thick rye bread they bake themselves. Within minutes the entire room smells rich but simple: onions, wine, earth, flour and sweat. Everyone is assigned a role and integrates harmoniously into the whole. As we start eating, one of the men tells me about his theory of community. He, like many at Damanhur, appears both eloquent and erudite: ‘Aristotle said that if you live outside a polis you’re either an angel or a beast. I reckon that almost everyone in isolation is a beast; there are very few angels. Better to live in a community where it’s the reverse: the beasts are in a minority, they have to be. You know that the word “idiocy” is descended from the Greek idiotes? It meant, originally, a private person. Interesting that equation of privacy with stupidity, with the implication that wisdom resides in community. I certainly believe that the only way to lead a profound, simple life is to share it completely with other people.’
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One day I’m walking through the fields and come across a crowd. On a nearby noticeboard is a list of competitors divided into their respective teams: Dingo Onion, Penguin Fresia, Giraffe Ribes, Orang-utan Rice, Lamb Radish, Armadillo Chilli, Ant Coriander.


I recognise someone and ask what’s going on.


‘These are the Horusian games, our equivalent of the Olympics,’ he says.


‘Oh. OK.’ I stand on tiptoe to look over the crowd and see two or three men crouching down with their faces close to the earth. Their hands are put palm to palm as if praying but the fingers are rubbing furiously one against the other and thus twisting a vertical stick in between.


‘What’s the sport?’ I ask.


‘This is the final of the fire-lighting competition.’


‘Oh. OK,’ I say smiling. In a way it seemed to capture the atmosphere at Damanhur. Whilst billions of people around the world watch the real Olympics, glued to the television to glimpse the planet’s supermen, here they compete to produce the first hand-made fire. The Damanhur version was infinitely more enjoyable. Everyone was laughing. The spectators, instead of sullenly watching the heroes on TV, were involved, shouting raucous support.


‘Over there,’ he points to another part of the field where two women are standing twenty metres apart with their eyes closed in concentration, their finger-tips to their temples, ‘are the heats for the telepathy competition.’


By now I was openly giggling. The man alongside me was laughing too and I think for the same reason. One may have reservations about the reality of telepathy, but that, in a way, was a side issue. Here a large section of the community had come together in a field to enjoy themselves.


‘Con te,’ the guy said as he drifted over to the semis of the oratory competition.


‘Con te,’ I say, putting my hands together and bowing slightly.
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The community has recently bought a large factory on the outskirts of the town of Vidracco and transformed it into a series of artists’ studios and boutiques: the new retail space is called ‘Damanhur Crea’.


Interestingly, the building was part of a previous ‘utopian’ project promoted by Adriano Olivetti. Olivetti, president of the famous typewriter company, had founded a political movement called ‘Comunità’ and was mayor of Ivrea before becoming a parliamentarian. He also co-founded, in 1955, the weekly magazine, L’Espresso. A few years later he conceived a project called ‘I-RUR’, insediamenti rurali or ‘countryside settlements’. The idea was to give work to people in their own communities rather than disrupt those rural communities by offering work only in the cities. The Vidracco building opened in 1961 and at the height of the mid-sixties employed over 200 people making cases for portable typewriters. By the late 1980s, however, the company was in difficulty and the building stood empty for fifteen years until Falcon and his disciples bought it in 2003. In exactly a year, they had completely restored it: beyond the artists’ studios and the school, the building now has a conference centre, a shop for selling the community’s organic produce, an engineering office specialising in solar panels, a company selling laser shows, a laboratory researching GM food and so on. People in white overcoats, looking like scientists, walk briskly along the corridors. This is the cutting edge of the community’s commercial operations and it looks, like everything at Damanhur, exceptionally efficient.


One particular boutique takes my eye. Behind the counter there are three or four women working quietly under spotlights, twisting  and bending metal. It’s a light, airy workshop with large windows overlooking the valley. It sells ‘Selfs’ (they use the English word) and ‘Spheroselfs’. I see Stork, an old acquaintance: she’s a very beautiful woman with emerald eyes. She shows me her ‘Selfs’: they are coils and spirals of copper and other ‘high-conducting’ metals. The more expensive models have little wooden stands and stones; the top of the range have light-bulb-shaped balls of glass filled with pink ‘alchemic liquids’. Stork explains their purpose. It is one of those points at which my resolution to be accepting and open-minded is stretched to breaking point.


‘The particular energies that the selfic structures call upon,’ she says, ‘are in fact living forms, border intelligences that can pass from one reality to another acting as a go-between from one plane of existence to another. Selfic energies belong to a sector of our universe characterised by ultra-light speed and when they are called inside an object it is as if they undergo a kind of deceleration. Selfica was widely used in Atlantis …’ She talks about the phases of the moon and changing valences. There’s the memory Self (worn inside a yellow pouch for men, a blue pouch for women), a menstrual-pain Self, neck-pain Self, the environmental-energy balancer (which ‘changes the polarity of psychic and discordant emanations’), a Self for pot plants, the dream Spheroself (which ‘selects the most useful dreams and facilitates their understanding’). I glance over the price tags: between tens and hundreds of crediti.


By now it’s early evening and hundreds of people are arriving from all over the valley to hear Falcon’s weekly sermon. Since I’m not an official member of the community, I have to pay 10 crediti to enter the conference hall. Coyote is on stage, doing the warm-up, going over last week’s lecture, but as soon as Falcon arrives he drifts off-stage in mid-sentence. Falcon is informal, sitting in an office chair with a radio-mike wrapped around his jaw. Dozens of foreigners are being offered simultaneous translations as he speaks. As in church-going in Italy, there’s not exactly silence during the sermon: there’s a constant background hiss of the congregation’s whispering. Questions come and go: Falcon is asked about everything from the environment to American militarisation, from politicians to astral libraries. He frowns and smiles at naïve questions; at other times, he jokes and archly raises his eyebrows and everyone laughs loudly. All the while a woman writes the gist of  his sermon on the blackboard: ‘Damanhur – esempio (+ magia = amplificatore)’.


I try to scribble down his words as he speaks:




The rule of what doesn’t exist is that it doesn’t exist; thus, to fill what doesn’t exist – the vacuum – with something has meaning only for what is doing the filling and not that which is filled, precisely because it doesn’t exist. The principle is another, it’s to transform that which exists into inexistence. The principle of the adversary of the complexity of man is to make inexistence win, which means to eliminate that which exists and thereby action is on the form and not on inexistence.





Falcon has the same hindrance that theologians have always suffered: he’s trying to enunciate and elucidate something unknown, unknowable, unspeakable. He’s a great talker, though; one might say, almost, that he had the gift of the gab. I’m not sure I understand much of what he says, but he speaks with infectious conviction about the divinities and knows exactly where the parallel windows and doors are to be found.


When you meet him, Falcon doesn’t seem like a charismatic leader. He’s more like a managing director of a large company: not self-important, but simply very busy keeping the balls in the air. The kind of man you should only way-lay if you have something important to say. He speaks of Damanhur as the ‘holy city’ of the future and hopes that a ‘new species’ of human will emerge from his mass experiment. When you speak to him, you know that he knows exactly what he’s doing. He has thought everything through and, invariably, seen everything through. He exudes contagious self-confidence.


‘Community,’ he tells me, ‘means the point at which the individual and the community find each other, in which the individual isn’t lost but manages to maintain his own singularity. Of the people who come here, there are those who need reassurance, who come to take rather than to give. By contrast, there are those who come with the idea of getting things done. There’s a net distinction between those who are looking for Disneyland and those who come for a spiritual pilgrimage. With the first, you do the little tour, you’re polite and you try to lead them to the exit.’


What makes Falcon’s vision original, and his community exceptional, is that it has become, as he says, a community of individualists. In concrete terms that means Damanhur has done something extraordinary for a commune: it has privatised itself. ‘The community in 1970s style doesn’t exist any more,’ says Falcon dismissively. ‘They were idiocies in which people didn’t want responsibilities, in which they were only looking for a way out. Here, we have tried to generate responsibility. We tried to privatise four times. In 1984, people weren’t adequately mature, it didn’t work. We managed it only ten years ago.’


In the 1990s businesses began to spring up at Damanhur: sculptors, potters, bakers, and – the mainstay of the economy – Self-sellers. Falcon issued licences for what he calls ‘measured competition’ on the communal land. Originally there were five different bakers on the commune; it was decided that the supply exceeded demand and three of the licences were revoked. For every business – from the mosaic-makers to the caseifici, the cheese producers – there are always two licences to guarantee internal competition. But the businesses run privately, autonomously. They stand or fall on their own. It has caused friction but Falcon has tried to stress the difference between interests and ideals: ‘As you create responsibility, it’s necessary to reassure the citizens, persuade them that there is a collective solidarity, that we have shared ideals. That way you manage to obtain the balance between competition and belonging.’


The use of the currency system of crediti bears witness to the inventiveness and financial nous of Falcon. Originally intended as a means to ‘clean up’ the concept of money, to return it to a means of exchange rather than an end in itself, it now doubles as a useful way to attract custom. Some petrol stations in the valley, for example, accept crediti. To redeem them the pump attendants come and shop at ‘Damanhur Crea’. It creates a financial, and philosophical, affinity. When you visit comparable communes like Findhorn in Scotland you often find something rather threadbare where they charge you £14 to wash up for the day; Damanhur, by contrast, is financially buoyant. Not least because everything has a price. It costs 55 crediti to visit the temple; 10 to hear Falcon speak. Even his previous sermons are on sale, along with his books, at the back of the conference hall. ‘The idea of becoming rich never scared us’ was one explanation I heard when talking about the well-oiled operation. Damanhur has international duty-free shops in Abu Dhabi and Saudi Arabia. Its members export produce (organic food, art, furniture and clothing) to all corners of the globe. Damanhur has become a mini-multinational and there’s a sharpness about money which would make even an indulgence-peddler of the Middle Ages blush.


‘Our philosophy is capable of modulating itself,’ says Falcon, ‘it is rethought, always looking for comparisons. By contrast, religions are made up of dogmas, they’re scared of comparisons. We haven’t got a good relationship with Catholics; in fact, before, we had a dreadful relationship with them. They automatically assume that theirs is the only truth. External enemies are important in building a community and undoubtedly they helped us. With an enemy one gets stronger.’


I wonder how difficult it would be for Damanhur to survive without their iconic leader. ‘I’ve always thought about the succession,’ Falcon says. ‘They can do without me, I’m not worried about their strategic ability. It’s necessary to recognise authority, if you elect deputies not to criticise them immediately afterwards. Damanhur is a body which moves and I am the inspirational part, it’s as if I were already dead.’
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This is a strange corner of Italy. I go to Foglizzo one day and there are two constants on the roadsides: the shrines of the Madonna with electric candles in front of the saintly woman and then, at equally regular intervals, there are black prostitutes in colourful bikinis sitting under parasols. I wander from one Damanhur nucleus to another: I meet Crab carrying huge watermelons and then meet Vulture, the former Sanyassin (a follower of the Indian guru Osho) from Germany who’s been living here for years. Then, I find myself sitting opposite Lepre Viola (Hare Violet). An attractive, rotund blonde, she’s been here since year 7 (1982). ‘Then,’ she says, ‘it was another world, there was the community and nothing else. There were about thirty people, most of whom have remained. Instead of the car park that you see now there was a campsite where we cultivated earthworms. There was mud everywhere. My first winter it was bitterly cold.


‘The first people who came here were very courageous. They wanted to form a non-hippie commune, something very unusual at the time. They were very determined people and for me, at eighteen years old, it wasn’t easy to be accepted. There was a distance, a diffidence. The summer of 1983 made the difference. In a van a group of youngsters, including me, travelled all over Italy with Falcon. The people came to listen to us on the beach. It was magical, everything seemed possible. We spoke about our philosophy and somebody always came away with us. We returned to Damanhur with another thirty people.’ As often happens at Damanhur, the imagery is almost biblical: fishing for men and women on the beaches; I’m later told that work on the community’s sacred, underground temple was begun after seeing a star in the east.


‘There was a lot of friction between the two groups,’ Hare Violet continues, ‘between the older and younger people. Falcon decided to mix them up. Half the older people were sent to live with us and vice versa. There were two mentalities which clashed,’ she says laughing. ‘They were proud, but there was the danger they might become obsessive. We were from the artistic and alternative scene. For example, in the middle of the night we would decide to paint a wall and we would do it. The real integration between the two groups only happened ten years later. That gave us a constancy but now I miss the adaptability, the belief that everything is possible.’


The taking on of animal names dates from that summer. It was, says Hare Violet (in a phrase you constantly hear at Damanhur) a way to mettersi in gioco, ‘to get into the game’. One of the three ‘bodies’ at Damanhur is called ‘the game of life’ (again, conceived in 1983). It’s described as a ‘path to illumination’ and consists mainly of constant role-playing, personal experimentation and reinvention. ‘It’s a personal challenge,’ says Hare Violet, ‘a real challenge.’ The more ‘out there’ you are, the more you’re standing alone and learning about yourself and your surroundings. What that amounts to in reality is an unusual mixture of honesty, responsibility and inconstancy. There are, at Damanhur, leggi individuali in which you register with the ‘Collegio di Giustizia’ – personal traits of which you should be aware: selfishness or timidity or whatever. You register your self-regulation publicly and others become involved in analysing your behaviour. It’s a rather byzantine way to invite self-criticism. But at the same time it creates inconstancy because everything is a game, it’s all an enjoyable adventure and whenever I return to Damanhur after a period away everyone seems to have changed completely. There’s a kind of  frenetic inventiveness in which nothing is allowed to stay still. ‘Evil is being static,’ a Damanhuriano once told me. Which makes describing the political structure of the commune very difficult. No sooner is the ink dry on one description than the entire thing alters.


Coboldo is one of the elders of the community. A man with a round, kindly face, he tries to explain to me the philosophy here: ‘Religion doesn’t give valid replies any more. It’s as if it described your country, but now we’ve discovered the borders of that country and gone beyond them. Here there’s no dogma,’ he says proudly. ‘We don’t give you any certainty, only doubt. One thing is clear: there is no certainty. It’s best to accept changes, never remain set on one single point. One should be evermore flexible. Whereas in religion you stop thinking, everything is already fixed and immobile.’


I begin to hint that I have a problem with the huge amounts of money charged for twists of metal. Do they really have magical properties?


‘A crystal or a Self is a piece of furniture. It’s an object. The object in itself isn’t important; it’s the use you put it to which renders it relevant or challenging.’


‘It’s like Pirandello,’ says Hare Violet. “‘Tutto è se vi pare”: “so it is, if that’s how it seems to you”. Any interpretation is valid.’


It mirrored many conversations I had over ensuing weeks. There was an almost pathological aversion to positivism, as if it somehow implied the colonial imposition of fact on error. Every utterance at Damanhur was valid and valued because the object of conversation was only the departure point for your own evaluation or interpretation. Nothing you could say could ever be contradicted or wrong because hermeneutics was, unconsciously, king: the meaning of anything – the crystal, the symbol, life itself – wasn’t there to be learnt or discovered, but was actually conferred by you.
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I spend a day at the school. It’s like any other Alpine house in the mountains, except that this one has been painted bright yellow. One of the teachers tells me proudly that here they reduced the hours of the school day because some of the students complained. They have classes which are ‘mixed’, not by gender but by age. I sit in on a few classes and am introduced to various children: Alicos,  Ariel, Iside. The teacher’s mobile starts ringing during a lesson. Everywhere there are photographs of Falcon and on a notice board are the children’s letters to ‘the god of the black moon’.




*





The walls of the community’s gymnasium are covered with strange signs: curvy rectangles with wiggly lines coming out the top as if they were sprouting hair, a circle in one bottom corner. Once you’ve been at Damanhur long enough, you begin to recognise these symbols. They are, everyone tells you, ‘our hierogrammatic language’. It’s a hieroglyphic form of communication which contains 300 different signs. ‘Various levels of meanings have been taught to us by Falcon,’ says one girl emerging from the gym, still drying her hair as she walks to her car. She introduces herself as Goat.


She translates a few symbols for me: ‘to be’ or ‘divinity’ (a sort of curvy W). Once again, you’re struck by the social cement in this community, at the brilliance with which the normal is spliced with the unusual: here is an exceptionally modern, well-equipped gym but on the walls is what everyone refers to as the ‘sacred language’. Like everything at Damanhur, it’s both accessible to an outsider and yet impenetrable; it’s intriguing and yet bemusing in equal measure. It’s explained in La Via Horusiana (the book subtitled ‘The principles, concepts and traditions of Damanhur’s school of thought’) as




an ancient language which belongs to the esoteric tradition, an ancestral language which existed even before languages started to specialise. It was born before the subdivision of logic: it permits one to travel from one logic to another and is therefore a magic language. It’s a language of power which has eight levels of interpretation that correspond to different levels of perception. Who knowingly uses it operates on the physical and non-physical world. If the archetypes could be written, they would be written only in this language. It’s called ‘sacred’ because it’s a bridge-language which serves to translate human things into divine concepts. 6





Goat tells me that Falcon teaches the various levels of meanings; Damanhur’s Olami university then runs courses to pass on his teachings. She runs her fingers over the garish wall and picks out a couple of common nouns.


The longer you stay at Damanhur the more you recognise these symbols: they are present in the stained-glass mandalas, on the covers of books, on throws and rugs. Concepts are repeated, and the more repetitious they are the more their meaning, to retain meaning, has to have another meaning, if that makes sense. It is actually in continuous, rapid evolution. What one hieroglyph means today might be different tomorrow. And what you think a symbol means depends on your level of esoteric knowledge. The symbols become part of the community’s hermeneutic defence mechanism whereby only the experts understand what it’s all about; and the initiates’ knowledge is always dependent upon Falcon. Egypt, he once said in an interview with an Italian academic, has ‘been used as a convenient external symbolism, in order to hide more esoteric truths that Damanhur is not prepared to share with the outside world.’7 Paradoxically for a community whose whole existence is based upon vehement rejection of Catholicism, it is in some ways very similar. Unlike Protestant’s ‘priesthood of all believers’, the Horusian Way is acutely hierarchical: the locus of the sacred is distant from the average believer and only the suitably studious intermediary can interpret and explain it for him. There are even coloured scarves which Damanhurians wear to denote their placing within the pyramid of ecclesiastical power.


I run into Goat a few weeks later. I ask her why a young, attractive girl from Berlin, someone who still works as a management-consultant, should want to come and live on such an unorthodox community in the Italian Alps. ‘There’s such a strong sense of sense here,’ she says. ‘In Berlin I had such a lack of direction, of destiny. Consumerism was everywhere. But here we’re pioneers, always conquering new terrain, creating ideas that never existed before. And we only do it, as it were, by doing it. By getting on with it, using goodwill and intuition.’


Goat explains that the success of the community – and, whatever one’s opinions, there’s no doubt that measured by human happiness and financial well-being, the community is exceptionally successful – is due to satisfying people’s need for both autonomy and interdependency. Here, she says, the two seem reconciled. ‘Esoteric physics is about power over events. Damanhur represents a promise that you can pursue the life you want. A lot of people don’t understand it because it’s very Faustian.’


 ‘But to make that society of free individuals work, you need a myth big enough to make you dream, close enough to feel its effect. Its mysterium is in the temple, something that you intuitively get but your mind doesn’t. You remember what Nietzsche wrote? “Without myth every civilisation loses its healthy and creative natural force: only a horizon drawn by myths can hold together a process of civilisation in a single unit.” I think that’s very true.’


‘Like Bettelheim’s “uses of enchantment”? We have to look outside realism to be wise about reality?’


‘Right. And in the temple you feel the presence of another being; other entities are present as if the temple is its own intelligence, it harbours sacred forces. I have contacted divine forces, a non-material reality which isn’t real but which is very real. The difference is we don’t worship the divine, we recognise it.’


I ask her to describe that experience of divinity.


‘The experience was a sensation of humility and had to do with love when all thought melts together in one instance; there was a concentration on touching truth, a warm wave in you. I felt enormous acceptance, I was seeing everything there is and honouring it. I encountered a force and realised it was there and sensed that it is supreme … sensed it while I’m incarnated and consciously perceiving it. It was a moment of incredible intensity: a respect from the divine towards me as a human being, an acknowledgement that he would honour in me something similar to divinity. We’re here to become gods and be recognised as such.’




*





I’m sitting, lotus-position, on a cushion in the Hall of Mirrors in the Temple of Mankind. The four mirror-lined walls are inclined slightly inward so that the surface area of the ceiling is smaller than the red granite floor. ‘Under the floor and inside the walls,’ I was told before I came in, ‘there is a complex selfic system of copper, precious stones and other metals. One of its many functions is to amplify the various activities of the underground citadel, so that it can be used as a planetary transmitter.’ Above me is a huge cupola in Tiffany glass (‘the largest in the world’). The sun is enclosed in the wings of a falcon. A serpent (‘considered an ancient symbol of knowledge’ says one of the accompanying high priests without irony) is depicted nearby. In one corner a two-metre-diameter gong is suspended. Hare Violet is hitting it and the noise and vibrations rebound off all that glass and rattle your ribs. I’m there cross-legged, the soles of my feet facing the ceiling. The gong sounds extraordinary. Booming and frightening but almost quiet.


The temple is an incredible, bizarre creation: a series of rooms and corridors created underground. It was dug by hand, in secret, over more than a decade. It’s like a cross between a Salvador Dali painting, James Bond gadgetry and Indiana Jones adventure. The entrance is obscure: it’s next to what looks like a garden shed at the back of a house. There’s a cement-mixer nearby. Before entering we had to put blue plastic bags over our shoes to protect the mosaics and sign a legal form absolving Falcon from any legal responsibility in the event of injury. The lift which takes you down into the temple is broken so we go down via the old entrance: there’s a narrow corridor painted with Egyptian figures. It looks like a dead-end until Hare Violet clicks on her remote control and one of the walls opens outwards into a room. Everywhere is damp and humid and smells of wet sand.


The location of the temple was chosen with care. It is placed, they tell me, where the Eurasian continental plate meets the African one; moreover, it has been dug where an ancient, important mineral, mylonite, is found. Mylonite, they tell me, is ‘characterised by the faculty of transporting the physical energies of the earth’. The other aim of this sacred space is that it resembles the interior of mankind, intestines and all: hence labyrinthine passageways, halls, side-rooms and so on.


In room after room you hear the verb simboleggiare, to symbolise: nothing is casual here, everything is a symbol for something else. ‘Water symbolises memory’ or else ‘five warriors defend a fire that symbolises the evolving spiritual life of Humankind’ and again ‘this hall is in the shape of a chalice, symbol of receptivity, offering and a capacity to welcome’. One room, The Hall of Water, ‘is a genuine, authentic library, containing written texts in twelve extremely ancient alphabets. Serpent-dragons executed in gold leaf indicate the flow of the Synchronic lines in the Hall.’ On one floor there’s a dandelion, symbol of Damanhur: yellow, sunny, ever-changing. It takes over an hour to walk through the entire temple and very quickly you begin to suffer from sensory and semantic overload. Every wall is painted from floor to ceiling (which are themselves often mosaics). Once again, although determinedly against native Catholicism, Damanhur is almost instinctively influenced by it: the preaching, albeit very different, is pictorial. Here, though, the iconography is a little more naïf. There are big-bosomed women and naked men with penises halfway down their thighs; smiling crowds running through glens and moors and waterfalls; there are, on most walls, recognisable faces from the community, fighting their battle against the grey forms of darkness. I can’t remember who it was that said ‘religion is the way a society worships itself’, but that’s certainly the sense that one gets here. There are images of the beginning of the world: a man blowing the primordial goo from the palm of his hand, with the result that foetuses fly through the starry night. There are spheres and chalices and terracotta caryatids. Then there is the alchemic laboratory for the preparation of magical liquids. It looks like something from a children’s Disney film: test-tubes lined up next to bulbous containers, white smoke, like dry-ice, cascading around. As you emerge above ground again, there’s a reception room where you can sign the faux-antique visitors’ book. Inside there are tens of thousands of signatures from around the world; pages of admiration. Then they ask if you would like to help the magical community in a concrete way: maybe buy a mouse-pad depicting the Tiffany cupola, or a T-shirt, or a CD of their sacred music.


The discovery of the temple catapulted Damanhur, for a year or so in the 1990s, to international notoriety. Because the temple was being dug out from the rock in secret and at night, almost all the work was done without the use of mechanical instruments. For years members of the community would dig through the night with pick-axes; the work was even kept secret from some other members of the community. ‘The secret was a very strong glue for us,’ Hare Violet once told me, ‘something to protect inside and outside of ourselves.’ It went on for years, a kind of prolonged bonding session conducted by Falcon in dead of night. Whether or not they believed the place was a ‘planetary transmitter’ (and many are serious about it), the members of the community shared a secret, and an illegal activity, for almost a decade.


The outside world knew nothing of its existence until, in the early 1990s, a disgruntled former member, Filippo Maria Cerutti, began demanding payment for the investment of his time and money in the Damanhur project. As there was no likely settlement in the offing, Cerutti informed various local authorities of the existence of the temple. Damanhur was subjected to a nocturnal raid complete with armed carabinieri and helicopters; during the following days and weeks camera crews descended on the ‘cult’. Damanhur was being discussed or derided across the country.


Unfortunately, of course, the temple had been built without planning permission. They had created a huge hole (some 5000 cubic metres underground, according to the Guinness Book of Records certificate proudly displayed at the temple’s reception area) in the middle of the mountain. It was abusivismo, illegal ‘building’, at its most blatant. In 1993 the nearby town Vidracco, under whose jurisdiction the temple came, ordered its destruction. Eventually, however – as usually happens with these cases – the national government passed a condono, a general amnesty for illegal building, and the temple survived.


For years, the prospect of the town of Vidracco confiscating the temple has hung over the community. It’s quite possible that the town could do this and lease the temple back to the community, or even (as Damanhur is profitably doing itself) open it up to thousands of tourists a year. All of which has encouraged a new stage in the development of Damanhur: a political party called ‘Con Te per il Paese’ (‘With You for the Country’) has been formed. Bison Oak recently became mayor of Vidracco with 77 per cent of the town’s votes, not all of them from Damanhurians. The temple, for the time being, is safe.
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