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“The world is not prepared yet to understand the philosophy of Occult Sciences—let them assure themselves first of all that there are beings in an invisible world, whether ‘Spirits’ of the dead or Elementals; and that there are hidden powers in man, which are capable of making a God of him on earth.”


—H. P. Blavatsky (1831–1891)




















INTRODUCTION





“The gates of the Mysteries stand ever ajar, and those who will may pass through into the spacious domicile of spirit.”


—Manly P. Hall, The Secret Teachings of All Ages





In most of the world’s cultures and through most of the world’s history, the things that people in the modern Western world consider “occult”—amulets and talismans, omens and divinations, spells and charms, spirits good and evil—are simply part of everyday life. If you go to a Shinto shrine in Japan, for example, or to a temple of one of the traditional religions of West Africa, you can count on seeing things done there that would qualify as occultism in Europe or America. In these societies, nothing sets those things apart from any other body of traditional knowledge. People engage in them all the time without ever suspecting that they are doing something secret, forbidden, or irrational.


In the Western world, for complicated historical reasons, this hasn’t been the case. Instead, starting in Roman times and accelerating with the triumph of Christianity, what we know as “the occult” was set apart as forbidden lore. From the first stirrings of antioccult hysteria through the horrors of the Burning Times, when hundreds of thousands of people were tortured and executed on suspicion of practicing magic, tremendous social pressures backed by the threat of violence fell on anyone who took an interest in the occult—yet the occult traditions of the Western world managed to survive all that, finding new practitioners in every generation. That astonishing story of suppression, survival, and rebirth extending over more than two and a half millennia is the subject of this book.


The word occult literally means “hidden,” and its application to what we now call the occult has a long history. During the Renaissance, writers who wanted to refer to magic, divination, and the alternative spirituality connected with them began to use the term occult philosophy—that is, “hidden philosophy”—for those subjects. That habit became permanent when Cornelius Agrippa titled his great textbook of Renaissance magic Three Books of Occult Philosophy. Later, during the revival of magic in the nineteenth century, French authors started using the word occultisme—in English, occultism—for the same subjects.


It can be useful to think of occultism as the rejected knowledge of the Western world. Every society has some body of knowledge that has been condemned by the intellectual authorities of the time but still is studied and taught outside the normal channels of education and public opinion. In industrial nations today, the explosive growth of knowledge has been matched by an equally explosive growth in rejected knowledge, and much of this has nothing to do with occultism. Still, the occult remains the oldest and the most savagely persecuted of all the Western world’s bodies of rejected knowledge.


Among the core elements of occultism are these:


Magic—“the science and art of causing changes in consciousness at will,” according to its great twentieth-century practitioner Dion Fortune. The mage, or practitioner of magic, uses rituals, symbolism, meditation, and other methods to enter into unusual states of consciousness in which, according to occult teachings, subtle powers can be directed and disembodied entities contacted to cause changes in the world.
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Patent medicine label, c. 1892, depicting a witch at her cauldron surrounded by beasts.


Divination—more commonly known as fortune-telling, this is the art of knowing hidden things in the present and the secrets of the future through the same subtle links that in occult tradition make magic work. The Tarot card reader who shuffles and deals cards, the astrologer who studies the positions of the planets at a particular moment, and diviners using other methods all try to tap into the flow of unseen forces that will allow them to glimpse the unknown.


Initiation—the process by which an ordinary person develops the powers and abilities needed to master magic and divination. There are many methods of initiation, but the most famous are elaborate ceremonies that enact symbolic dramas, catalyzing changes in the consciousness of the new initiate. The mystery rituals of ancient Greece were famous initiations in their time; more recently, the rituals of magical lodges such as the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn and the Martinist Order serve the same function.


Alchemy—often dismissed by modern scientists as a failed attempt to turn lead into gold, alchemy is far more diverse—and far more practical. To an alchemist, every material substance has a potential for perfection, and the methods of alchemy are used to help each substance achieve its perfection. Alchemists thus prepare herbal medicines, practice spiritual meditation, and work with a dizzying array of substances in their pursuit of hidden knowledge.


Occult philosophy—underlying these occult practices is a philosophy that explains how and why occultism works. Three main schools of occult philosophy have played a predominant role in the history of occultism. Neoplatonism, an offshoot of the philosophy of Plato, emerged in ancient Greece; Hermeticism, a blend of Greek philosophy and Egyptian magical teaching, had its start in Egypt; and Cabala (also spelled Kabbalah and Qabalah), the most recent of the three, was born in the Jewish communities of southern France. All three have strong similarities with one another and draw on many of the same sources.




“Magic is the traditional science of the secrets of nature, which has come down to us from the mages.”


–Éliphas Lévi, Doctrine and Ritual of High Magic, 1855
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Tarot-card reading is an example of divination, or fortune-telling, one of the main elements of occultism.


These core ingredients, combined with one another and with an assortment of other practices and teachings, make up the heart of the occult traditions of the West. From the sixth century BCE, when the first known occult school was founded in the Western world by Pythagoras of Samos, they have been handed down—sometimes publicly and sometimes in secret, sometimes by way of organizations such as the Rosicrucians and sometimes from individual teachers to students—all the way to the present.


The pages that follow present a hundred important events in the history of occultism: stations, if you will, along the road that leads from Pythagoras to the present day. It is a long and winding journey that covers the whole range of human possibility from the heights of spiritual aspiration to the depths of folly and fraud, and an uncomfortably long part of the route is made hideous by the screams of the tortured and the scent of burning flesh.


Where will the road lead next as the occult traditions of today respond to the challenges of tomorrow? No one knows, but the transformations through which occultism already has passed suggest that its story is far from over.
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Pythagoras, depicted here in this seventeenth-century etching, believed in sacred geometry and the “transmigration of the soul,” or reincarnation.



6th Century BCE



PYTHAGORAS COMES TO CROTONA


The Greek colonial city of Crotona in southern Italy was a thriving metropolis in the sixth century BCE and attracted immigrants from every part of the bustling Greek world. None of them would become as famous as a middle-aged man who came there some time in the second half of that century. His name was Pythagoras (c. 570 BCE–c. 495 BCE), and his arrival in Crotona marks the dawn of the history of occultism in the Western world.


Born in Samos, off the coast of what is now Turkey, Pythagoras left his homeland in search of knowledge, studying with the philosophers Thales of Miletus and Pherecydes of Syros. Unsatisfied with their instruction, he set sail for Egypt, where he studied with the priests of Thebes for a time, and then traveled to Babylon to learn what the astrologer-priests of that land had to teach. Finally he returned to the Greek world and was initiated into mystery cults in Greece and Crete before finally settling in Crotona.


There he set up an order, the Pythagorean Brotherhood, to pass on the teachings he had learned in his journeys. Those who joined the school lived under a vow of silence for the first five years and only then were admitted into the inner teachings of the order. Little is known about those teachings, but they certainly included belief in reincarnation, the meaning of numbers and geometry, and rules governing everyday life.


Late in the sixth century, the Pythagorean Brotherhood intervened in Crotona’s politics, supporting the aristocratic party against the democratic party. When the aristocrats lost, a mob burned down the headquarters of the brotherhood. Survivors of the brotherhood scattered throughout the Greek world, carrying Pythagoras’s teachings with them. From them and their students, the traditions of Western occultism ultimately descend.


SEE ALSO: Death of Plato (347 BCE), Apollonius of Tyana (1st Century CE), Gerard Thibault’s Academy of the Sword (1630)
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A figure of Empedocles, by artist Friedrich Beer (1846–1912), at the Museum of Natural History, Vienna. Empedocles is best known for his theory that all matter is composed of four elements: fire, air, water, and earth.



5th Century BCE



EMPEDOCLES INVENTS THE FOUR ELEMENTS


The mathematical mysticism of Pythagoras, hugely influential though it went on to be, found few takers in the busy world of ancient Greek philosophy. Most thinkers of that time argued that behind the world we experience there had to be a single source from which everything else came into being—and most of them argued that that source had to be a material substance. Thales of Miletus, the first Greek philosopher, argued that the source was water; Heraclitus thought that it was fire; and others had different opinions.


Empedocles (c. 495 BCE–c. 432 BCE), the man who would combine those beliefs into an enduring synthesis, was born in the Greek colonial city of Akragas in Sicily. He took an active part in the rough-and-tumble politics of his hometown, was exiled to Greece, and supposedly committed suicide by flinging himself into the crater of the volcano Vesuvius. At some point in his busy life, he found time to write two long poems: Purifications, on religion, and On Nature, the first statement of the theory of the four elements.


To Empedocles, the sheer diversity of the world showed that there could be no single source of everything. Instead, he argued, four basic substances—fire, air, water, and earth—made up all things by combining and separating. Empedocles was on to something; when scientists today describe the world as being made up of solids, liquids, gases, and energy, they’re using Empedocles’s classification under other names.


It was in the emerging traditions of Western occultism that Empedocles’s theory would find its lasting home. The habit of dividing the world into the four categories of fiery, airy, watery, and earthy things proved so useful to mages, diviners, and other occultists that the four elements became far and away the most influential set of symbols in occult theory and practice.


SEE ALSO: Death of Plato (347 BCE)
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The Venus tablet of Ammisaduqa, c. 1650 BCE, is the oldest surviving record of Mesopotamian astrology.



Late 5th Century BCE



THE FIRST HOROSCOPES


For many centuries, the priests and priestesses of Mesopotamia—the “land between the rivers” in what is now Iraq and southeastern Turkey—watched the heavens and recorded what they saw on baked clay tablets, hoping to tease out from the movements of the sky the inscrutable will of their gods. The Mesopotamian tradition of astrology dates back very far; the oldest surviving record of that tradition, the Venus tablet of Ammisaduqa, dates from some time around 1650 BCE and shows a mastery of star lore that must have taken many centuries to gain.


To the star watchers of the ancient Middle East, though, it was not just the positions of the sun, moon, and planets that mattered; clouds and other aerial phenomena also had their place in the clay tablet records. Furthermore, scholars of that time believed that the heavens warned of the rise and fall of kingdoms, not the destinies of individuals. It was only later, when the priests and priestesses began to study the heavens at the time when the son or daughter of a king was born, that the first steps were taken toward astrology as we know it.


By the seventh century BCE, entire libraries were devoted to records of what had happened under this or that set of celestial circumstances and rules for interpreting the sky had become standardized. It was not until the latter part of the fifth century BCE, though, that astrologers in Mesopotamia began applying those rules to the birth data of individuals and casting horoscopes in the modern sense of the word.


That was the point astrology had reached when the armies of Alexander the Great conquered Mesopotamia. In the wake of the conquest, wisdom traditions across the ancient world mixed and mingled, and astrology spread throughout the Mediterranean world.


SEE ALSO: Translation of Picatrix (1256), John Dee Schedules a Royal Coronation (1559), Casting Spells for the Pope (1628), William Lilly’s Christian Astrology (1647), Evangeline Adams Acquitted of Fortune-Telling (1914), Dane Rudhyar’s The Astrology of Personality (1936)
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A group of philosophers converse at Plato’s Academy (Plato is believed to be second from the left) in this first-century Roman mosaic from a villa at Pompeii.



347 BCE



DEATH OF PLATO


His real name was Aristocles of Athens, but everyone called him Plato because of his very broad shoulders. A famous wrestler in his youth, Plato (c. 428 BCE–347 BCE) took up philosophy at the age of twenty and became the foremost disciple of Socrates. When his teacher was executed by the Athenian government in 399 BCE, Plato left his hometown for Megara, where he studied geometry with the famous mathematician Euclid. Thereafter he traveled around the Mediterranean world as Pythagoras had, studying wisdom wherever he could and getting into and out of an assortment of scrapes. Finally he returned to Athens and founded a school, the Academy, which survived long after his death.


Plato’s philosophy was strongly influenced by the teachings of Pythagoras and Empedocles. He taught that beyond the world known by our five senses—the world of Becoming—lay the world of Being. Everything we experience in the world of Becoming is a reflection of eternal patterns that exist in the world of Being, and the task of the true philosopher is to get past the misleading data provided by the senses and know the world of Being directly with the mind.


There was no trace of occultism in Plato’s published dialogues and only a few hints concerning unwritten teachings in a few letters attributed to him. None of this kept occultists from adopting Platonic philosophy as a guiding theory for their work—and this they did across the ancient Greek world. After his death, as a bitter time of troubles settled over the Greek lands, more and more intellectuals turned away from the rationalist philosophies that had done so little to keep their societies on an even keel and explored the occult traditions of Greece and the countries around it. In that process, many of the foundations of later occultism took shape.


SEE ALSO: Pythagoras Comes to Crotona (6th Century BCE), Empedocles Invents the Four Elements (5th Century BCE)
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In this fresco from c. 30 BCE—part of the collection of the British Museum—Bacchus, god of wine, pours wine for a panther, while Silenus plays the lyre. Wine played a large role in initiating members into the cult of the Bacchic mysteries.



186 BCE



ROME OUTLAWS THE BACCHIC MYSTERIES


Religious intolerance was rare in ancient times. People who believed in many gods and goddesses rarely took offense if their neighbors prayed to a different set of deities. This tolerance, though, broke down rapidly if a religious movement got involved in politics or crime.


That is what happened to the cult of the Bacchic mysteries in 186 BCE in ancient Rome. It found its way to Italy in the late third century BCE and spread to Rome not long afterward. Originally it admitted only women, held its rituals in the daytime, and did nothing inappropriate. The third priestess of the Bacchic mysteries in Rome, Paculla Annia, began to admit men to the rituals and started holding the ceremonies at night. Later accounts claimed that the rituals turned into orgies and the mystery cult became a criminal organization whose members covered up one another’s misdeeds and murdered those who refused to participate.


When rumors reached the Roman authorities, the response was sudden and drastic. The Roman Senate ordered every initiate of the Bacchic mysteries arrested. Some escaped, but more than six thousand were arrested; more than half of them were found guilty of criminal activities and put to death, and the Bacchic mysteries were outlawed throughout Roman territory.


The most important consequence of the prohibition of the Bacchic mysteries, though, was the legal precedent it set. Thereafter, Roman law considered secret religious ceremonies as a potential criminal and political threat, and any religious group that held rituals in private was automatically suspect. That precedent helped drive the persecution of Christians in the early Roman Empire, but it also was applied to the traditions that gave birth to occultism and in that way helped lay the foundations for witch burnings fifteen centuries later.


SEE ALSO: End of the Eleusinian Mysteries (396)
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Illustration of Mary the Jewess from Symbola aureae mensae duodecim nationum (Symbols of the Golden Table of Twelve Nations), 1617, by German alchemist Michael Maier.



1st Century BCE



MIRIAM THE ALCHEMIST


One of the great cities of the ancient world, founded by Alexander the Great on the Mediterranean coast of Egypt, Alexandria became the main point of contact between the religious and magical teachings of the Egyptians and the philosophies and initiations of the Greeks. From the bubbling cauldron of traditions that resulted from that blending came many core elements of Western occultism, among them alchemy.


Alchemy was (and is) considerably more than the attempt to turn base metals into gold. To an alchemist, all material things ripen toward perfection unless something gets in the way. The alchemist’s mission is to remove the obstacles that keep material things from attaining their perfection. For metals, that perfection is gold; for the human body, health; for the human spirit, union with the divine—and all these and many more are appropriate goals for alchemical work.


To enable material substances to achieve perfection, certain pieces of laboratory gear are needed. Some of the most important of these devices were invented some time in the first century BCE by a Jewish alchemist in Alexandria, a woman named Miriam.


Little is known about the life of Mary the Jewess, as she generally is called in later alchemical writings. The fact that she was a brilliant inventor, though, is clear from the devices she created. One of them, the kerotakis, allowed metals to be exposed to corrosive vapors without letting those vapors get into the alchemist’s lungs. Another, a still with three spouts at different heights, was the first equipment for fractional distillation. Her most famous creation, though, was the balneum Mariae, “Miriam’s bath,” the double boiler. She invented it to provide steady, even heat to alchemical processes; chefs use it today to cook delicate sauces without burning them—and the French still call this device a bain-marie.


SEE ALSO: Zosimos of Panopolis (c. 300)
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