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Over the last few years (2017-2020), my magical practice has gone through some significant changes in how I work magic. One of those changes has been an evolution in how I work with spirits. While the core philosophy of my work with spirits is the same as it pretty much has been from the beginnings of my magical practice, the practices themselves have necessarily changed as I have changed, and this work, and the other books in the series, is reflective of that change.

In Walking with the Spirits, I am presenting an alternative perspective and methodology to working with spirits, in contrast to how such practices are typically portrayed in Western magic. This alternative perspective and methodology is one rooted in experiential embodiment, which are techniques I’ve been developing around the body and its ability to sense and experience magic and other forces. The majority of Western occult practices, in general, are very cerebral and disconnected from the body, and this extends to how people connect with the spirits. What I share here is an approach that holistically integrates the body back into working with the spirits, and also explores the working with spirits from a narrative that doesn’t continue the artificial objectification and categorization that occurs in so much of Western practices, and serves to dilute the effectiveness of such practices.

I’ve deliberately chosen the phrase walking with because it speaks to a relational approach to working with spirits, yet that relational approach isn’t one of coercion or of subservience, but rather a co-equal partnership and I want to emphasize that as much as anything else in this book, because my own approach to working with spirits very much centers on this co-equal partnership instead of the typical approaches that I see in Western occultism. It’s my hope that exploring this perspective and sharing it with you will help you in your own relationships with the spirits and how you choose to work with them. 

I also want you to know that as with anything else I write this is meant to be descriptive, instead of prescriptive. You are the ultimate spiritual authority of your life and anything I share is meant get you to think about your journey, but not prescribe what that journey ought to be. This is even more important with working with spirits, because we are on a highly personal journey in our work with the spirits. Your journey will not necessarily be the same as mine, nor should it be.

With all that said, let’s begin our walk with the spirits.

Taylor Ellwood

Portland, OR

August 2020
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​Chapter 1: What are Spirits?
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I’m going to start this book by making a radical claim that goes contrary to how Western occultism depicts and defines the spirit world. You don’t have to agree with my claim, but I do ask you to consider it, for the duration of this book, as a possible alternative that may help you get better results and have better relationships with your spirits. So, what’s my radical claim?

My radical claim is this: The spirit world is the world we already live in and the spirits actually have a physical existence here, albeit in a way we many not fully understand or perceive. And because we do not fully understand or perceive the spirits in our world, we have accordingly come up with elaborate and artificial divisions that allow us to categorize and objectify spirits in a manner that attempts to make the spirits easier to understand (and control), but also relegates them into a safe, human space that is convenient for us, but also causes out to miss out on the true magic and mystery of the spirits.

It doesn’t help that we have a humanocentric need to anthropomorphize spirits and insist that any interaction occur in a way that is conveniently comfortable for us and oriented around our needs and wants. The classic expectation that a spirit will appear before people in a form that they can relate to and speak in the native tongue of the person calling on the spirit also contributes to this categorization and objectification of spirits, and to the loss of connection with them.

At the same time, we also have a problematic focus on the astral plane and trying to recapture an organic connection with the spirits using astral travel. The problem with this focus on astral projection is that it lends itself more to fantasy than anything else and doesn’t necessarily produce a genuine connection with spirits. An additional problem is the tendency people have to categorize even the astral plane itself, dividing it up into multiple levels or planes, as a way of trying to make sense of it in human terms.

What all this really boils down to is that we consistently try to frame our experiences of spirits and anything related to spirits in human terms and concepts while rejecting the experiential connections, because they aren’t easily understood or experienced. We try to make sense of the spirits using psychological terminology or by creating rigid systems that mandate how spirits can be connected with, without questioning whether any of those things lend themselves toward helping us actually connect with spirits, or if they just reinforce the divide that has been created by the humanocentric need to control the connection and experience. 

Now, this is a bold claim to make, so if I’m going to make it, I also need to back it up and ideally propose an alternative solution. For the rest of this chapter we’re going to explore what spirits are and are not, in order to set the stage for later chapters where we’re going to explore the traditional approaches to working with spirits, and then I’ll introduce my approach to working with spirits, which focuses on connecting with the spirits through experiential embodiment.

What are Spirits?

Maybe you already know the answer to this question, but if you’ve read any of my books, you know that I’m big on defining our terminology, because a defined terminology creates a common ground for us to develop our magical work. And I think this applies as much to spirits as it does to any other aspect of magic. 

So, what are spirits? 

I consider spirits to have an objective existence. That is, they exist outside of us, but I also consider them to live in symbiosis with us. We see that because of the fact that they want a relationship with us, and they seem to benefit from that relationship in some form or manner (Swain 2018). At the same time, we seem to need them as well, or why else would we work with them? With all that said, our understanding and depiction of spirits is mediated through the lens of being human, which brings with it human assumptions and biases that may cause us to misunderstand the nature of the spirits we work with. 

As I noted above, there is a tendency to anthropomorphize spirits, to situate them in human context because that’s what is convenient for us, but we need to remember the following about spirits, “Spirits aren’t all just functional manifestations that run automatically like computer programs when the right buttons are pushed. They aren’t anthropomorphized externalizations of internal mental and emotional concepts. They are spirits” (Swain 2018 P. 96). The assumptions, biases, emotions, and definitions we bring to the relationships we have with the spirits need to be recognized for what they are, a subjective understanding of the spirits that may impact our relationships with those spirits in ways we don’t fully understand. The best example of this I can think of is a simple principle, which is what you bring with you to your meeting with the spirits is what you often get from them (Andrews 1993a, Stavish 2018). If I bring fear into the workings I’m doing with the spirits, then the spirits may end up obliging me accordingly, because they are reading me on more levels than just what I say or visualize. They recognize what we bring to the relationship and if they feel we need that validation, they’ll provide it because we are coming to them with what we need and want from them, on all levels of our being.

An encounter with the spirits is an encounter with the imagination. Think of kids with imaginary friends; those imaginary friends could be spirits. As adults we’re told to think of the imagination as something for children to use, but what we fail to recognize is the imagination is essential to our identities and our place in the universe, and it is something we use every day. It is also a medium the spirits use to communicate with us (Harpur 2002, Ellwood 2018). We tend to divide imagination from material reality, but imagination is where the seed for material manifestation is planted, and yet, imagination is also where all things are probable. That strikes me as similar to spirits, especially when you consider that spirits can assume different forms and shapes as needed. When a magician asks a spirit to appear before them in a pleasing form, what they are really asking is for the spirit to connect with us via imagination and pick out a shape that suits and that we can relate to through the lens and limitations of our human awareness. Ted Andrews notes that, “Creative imagination, or imaginative cognition, is the key to opening the doors to true spiritual awareness, energies and beings” (Andrews 1993a P. 34). When I look at other treatises on working with the spirits, what stands out to me is how imagination is omitted as a necessary element of connecting with spirits. Omitting the imagination causes us to ignore the very nature of spirits, and, I think, contributes to the fundamental misunderstanding of them because so much emphasis is either put on wanting spirits to manifest in a specific way, or in separating them out from the world we live in. If we instead entertain the possibility that the imagination is a necessary part of spirit work, then we can also consider how to use the imagination in that work in order to establish better relationships with the spirits. We’ll return to this topic in more depth later in the book.

Exercise

What do you think spirits are? Where are they situated in your personal cosmology? What role, if any, does imagination play in your interaction with spirits?

Share your answers in the Magical Experiments Facebook group #walkingwithspirits.

Types of Spirits

Humans love to categorize everything, and this includes spirits. Now, there can be good reasons to categorize spirits based on patterns of observation and experiences around spirits, and/or as a way to denote specific types of relationships, but it’s still worth noting that we’re doing the categorization, and, that as such the categorization may only be partially accurate because it’s based around our biases, objectifications, and just overall need to situate things we don’t understand into conceptual boxes that give us an illusion of understanding. I say that deliberately because even when we think we know something, we ought to carefully examine the assumption of that challenge and be willing to challenge it.

With that said, let’s consider the topic of types of spirits. The typical categorization of spirits in Western occultism is as follows: ancestors, magical entities, elementals, faeries, demons, angels, and deities. I’m going to add pop culture spirits to that list, and I categorize them separately. Let’s explore each of these in a little more detail below.

Ancestors

Ancestral spirits are the spirits of the deceased who have not fully passed on who are related to you. Sometimes you can also interact with a spiritual ancestor, someone from the same spiritual lineage as you, although a spiritual ancestor may manifest as an inner contact, though not all inner contacts are ancestors. They can be other types of spirits as well. Some people work with ancestral spirits and other people don’t. The key thing to remember about an ancestor is that just because they’ve died doesn’t necessarily mean they are more enlightened or different from who they were in life. If anything, an ancestral spirit is bound more to the personality of who they were because they haven’t fully passed and aren’t necessarily ready to as of yet. They may have unfinished business, may want to keep an eye on the family, or may not even realized they’ve passed on. Some ancestors become ghosts, haunting a site because of the unresolved business they need to attend to. When that business is resolved or they are ready, they can pass onto whatever next awaits them. You can work with ancestral spirits, as we’ll explore in a later chapter of this book.

Magical Entities

Magical Entities, also known as thought forms, tulpas, servitors, and egregores, are spirits created by a magician for the purpose of achieving specific results. Magical entities can become independent of the magician, and there are different schools of thoughts on how to handle that independence. The reason a magician might create an entity is because they want to achieve a result and feel that a created entity would get better results than either a practical magic working, or working with a pre-existing spirit that may not fully understand the situation and have requirements the magician doesn’t want to meet. For more information on how to create and work with magical entities, check out my book Walking with Magical Entities.

Elementals

Elementals are spirits that mediate the elemental forces of the universe and can also be considered nature spirits. Traditionally the elements are limited to Earth, Air, Fire, Water, and Spirit, but my own approach to elemental magic incorporates what I consider to be other elements, such as sound and gravity (among others). Elementals can be worked with magically and allow you to access those primal energies they mediate. For more information on how to work with elementals, see my forthcoming book Walking with Elementals, Faeries, and Nature Spirits.

Nature Spirits

Nature spirits are spirits of the land, the water, and other natural forces. They aren’t exactly elementals, but they work in conjunction with elementals. Working with nature spirits can be very helpful for learning more about the area you are in, as well as learning how to access the deeper energies of that area. They also help you become more conscious of your impact on the land (at least for me they have). For more information on how to work with elementals, see my forthcoming book Walking with Elementals, Faeries, and Nature Spirits.

Faeries

Some people try to group faeries and elementals together, but faeries and elementals are not one and the same. Faeries are close to nature, but they aren’t exactly nature spirits in the same ways as elementals are. It might be better to think of them as caretakers of sorts, though even that may not be fully accurate. I associate faeries with the underworld energy of the earth and if you look at faerie lore you can see the faeries in the mounds and hills, which indicates a connection with the underworld. For more information on how to work with elementals, see my forthcoming book Walking with Elementals, Faeries, and Nature Spirits.

Demons

Demons are spirits of wisdom that have a lot of interest in interacting with humans. Despite Christian propaganda, and some Western occultism as well, demons are not evil and aren’t out to get your soul. In my opinion and experience, the reason some people have negative experiences with demons is based on how they try to work with them. Imagine someone calling you, putting a noose around your neck, and compelling you to do tasks by threatening you with other people. If you don’t find that particular scenario favorable, then consider that demons don’t either and that there’s a better way to approach working with them that doesn’t involve coercion and compulsion. Typically, people work with demons because they want to achieve specific results or learn specific information, which are tasks that demons are good at following through with. For more information on my approach to working with demons see my forthcoming book Walking with Demons. 

Angels

Angels are typically depicted as spirits that serve the Christian God. However, that isn’t really the case. If anything, what angels serve are the universe. Angels are function oriented, which means that the function they perform is the guiding focus of their work. If you get in the way of that function, then they’ll have problems with them. If, on the other hand, you’re working with them in relationship to their function, they’ll help you. Archangels direct angels but are also essentially focused on the function they perform. For more information on my approach to working with angels, see my forthcoming book Walking with Angels.

Deities

Deities, i.e. gods and goddesses, are spirits that are typically worshipped and worked with within a specific cultural context, though in some cases, they are widespread enough that they are no longer worked with strictly within the cultural context they originated from. For instance, the Greek, Norse, and Celtic gods are worked with in reconstructionist circles, but also have people who aren’t reconstructionists that work with them. As such, there can be both context cultural specific magic work and more generic magical workings that can be done with a given deity. 

Pop Culture Spirits

This last categorization is not typically included in books on working with spirits and will likely seem controversial to more conventional occultists, but enough people practice pop culture magic and work with pop culture spirits that they merit inclusion in a book on working with spirits. Pop culture spirits are characters from modern media such as television, videogames, books, and comic books that can be worked with. All though these characters are “fictional” they are essentially real and can be worked with, just as you would with other spirits, as we’ll explore in a later chapter in this book.

Exercise

What types of spirits have you worked with and why? What types of spirits haven’t you worked with and why? Are there certain types you find easier to work with, and, if so, why do you think that is the case?

Share your answers in the Magical Experiments Facebook group #walkingwithspirits.

The Importance of Keeping a Journal

Ideally you are already keeping a journal of some type for tracking your magical workings, but this is especially important in working with spirits because your spirit journal will help you keep track of the spirits you work with so that you can note behaviors, characteristics, and other specific information that is helpful in determining the overall effectiveness of your relationship with your spirits. You also want to use the journal to keep track of patterns with your spirit work, so you can notice if there are any irregularities in that work.

One reason I keep a journal for spirit is also to keep track of the questions that I ask spirits. Both with initial contact and subsequent contacts, I will ask questions and record answers as a way of noting patterns, but also as a way of verifying the spirit contact and that the spirit is who it says it is. This may seem a little paranoid, but there can be occasions where a spirit shows up and it’s not the spirit you were looking for. By testing the spirit, you verify that it is the correct spirit. I have never had a situation where the spirit is offended, so I do recommend doing your due diligence and making sure that the spirit you’re calling on is really the one showing up.

You can also do this by paying attention to the physical sensations you feel when you work with a spirit. You will feel some type of sensation when you’re working with a spirit because they communicate on an experiential level with you. If the physical sensations aren’t the same each time, that’s a clue that you’re working with a different spirit.

Conclusion

We work with spirits because we have a symbiotic relationship with them. They are part of our existence and we are part of their existence. When the situation is ideal, both spirits and humans benefit from working with each other, but the situation isn’t always ideal. Sometimes humans try to compel and coerce spirits into doing things for them, or alternately put themselves in a position where the spirit is treated as all powerful. Neither scenario is healthy. 
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