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CAITLÍN MATTHEWS, AUTHOR OF
THE COMPLETE LENORMAND ORACLE HANDBOOK
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“This beautifully illustrated compendium distills the wisdom of Pennick’s lifetime of research and more than 50 published books. Across cultures and millennia, he describes the ‘ever-changing and ever-flowing cosmos’ and how uniquely human intelligence and creativity have evolved in relation to the complex immutability of the laws of nature. This book should be on university reading lists and essential for those who seek to restore balance and harmony in our relationship with the natural world.”
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PREFACE

An Ever-Changing and Ever-Flowing Cosmos

The Way of the Eight Winds is a spiritual path that recognizes and celebrates the plurality of the Cosmos and the creativity of Nature, of which we are part. The inner essence of all religions and spiritual ways is in the relationship of humans to the Cosmos. Usually, this takes the form of the adoration of some specific aspect of multivalent reality; this can be perceived in an infinite variety of different ways, described by different explanatory mythologies.

The Way of the Eight Winds recognizes the essentially false nature of all dogma and doctrine and the destructive results of literalism. The sad limits of fundamentalism—the insistence on there being one and only one way, a literal interpretation of some time-bound and culture-bound writing—stand exposed when we contemplate the grand diversity and plurality of existence.

Nature, on both her physical and spiritual levels, is infinitely diverse, ever-changing, flowing, never fixed. There is not just one sort of bird, one size of fruit, one cloud-form, one color of sunset, one type of soil, one crystalline shape, one form of wave, one size of star or galaxy. In the psychic realm of humanity, there is not just one language, one alphabet, one idea, one type of art, one form of music, one type of gameplay, one science, one spirituality. We live in a polytheistic, polyvalent, polycultural Cosmos, in eternal change and flow.

[image: Cover of an original Way of the Eight Winds publication]

Cover of an original Way of the Eight Winds publication

The Way of the Eight Winds brings a mindful approach to our environment, both seen and unseen. It practices the essence of the Indigenous European spiritual philosophy in contemporary form, taking it beyond the borders and limitations of dogmatism. Although it is expressed in the terminology and style of traditional spirituality from a temperate northern-hemisphere perspective, it also recognizes that these universal principles underlie comparable ancient practices from other lands and cultures, which are mentioned where applicable.
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Way of the Eight Winds banner, designed and painted by Nigel Pennick, 1989

The essence of traditional ways, expressed mindfully in contemporary forms, brings wonderful possibilities for the spectacle-free experience of human life.



PROLOGOS

Origins of the Way of the Eight Winds


Occasionem qui sapis ne amiseris.

(Ye who are wise—do not lose the opportunity.)

—SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY MOTTO




My Early Influences

I was born in 1946 and brought up in postwar London amid the poisonous smog that swirled around the ruins of that monstrous conflict. As consciousness emerged, I saw the physical environment I lived in, the richness of a diverse culture that flourished despite the poverty that prevailed. Close to where I lived in the Bloomsbury district was the British Museum, where my mother would take me occasionally. I saw ancient artifacts that most children of that time never got to see; indeed, they had no means of seeing even pictures of them in an age when there were few televisions and no internet. The impressive larger-than-life images of ancient Egyptian deities, such as the awesome and terrifying lioness-headed goddess Sekhmet, made a great impression on me. They showed me that human culture and understanding was far more diverse and ancient than the things I saw around me every day.

It was clear to me that the culture I lived in was the successor of many earlier ones that had almost disappeared except in surviving fragments. They were rather like the burnt-out shells of buildings that still stood, forlorn and overgrown, in local bomb sites, relics of lost times. London’s buildings that had survived the Blitz, though dirty and delapidated, still retained their period ornament, which ranged from eighteenth-century classical elegance through Victorian Gothic exuberance, to Arts and Crafts, Edwardian Baroque, and interwar Art Deco. Ancient churches, too, built in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, had forms and patterns that were redolent of a former age when the vastness of Creation was recognized and embodied in symbolic form. I could feel the numinous qualities of these venerable places whenever I entered them. I came to understand that there is a hidden landscape beneath the outer surface.

There was a cognitive dissonance between the religious teachings I received, which dealt with antiquity and occasionally the infinite, and the burgeoning modernity of a new era of jet aircraft, space rockets, atomic bombs, television, and modern brutalist concrete architecture. There was also the obvious poverty and ruined state of things in a country that supposedly had just been on the winning side of the war. I was living in the run-down ruins of the splendid future that world-improvers had promised long before. The official arts of the age, manifested in roughcast concrete and aluminium, seemed to me to be an atavistic cry of anguish in response to the horrors of war, a rejection of all that was good about the past in an attempt to expiate the bad. These new brutalisms were the beginning of a merciless onslaught of sociocide that destroyed at a deeper cultural level than ever the bombs could.

At the age of ten, I suffered a major infection that affected my brain. I was treated with antibiotic injections, but during the week or so the infection lasted, I underwent a terrifying ordeal of what would probably now be called a “near-death experience.” Deaf and almost blind with infection, I hallucinated terrifyingly bright, pulsating, colored spheres. I felt myself in the top corner of the room looking down on my body lying in the bed. Then I was taken upward, passing through the solid ceiling and roof, and upward above the streets and houses into the clouds. I descended again through the roof, the ceiling, and the bed, through the lower floors and cellars and deep into the earth and rocks below, where I was enclosed in a series of granite and metallic shells. There I stayed for aeons of time, so I experienced, until gradually I regained normal consciousness and finally was walking about again.
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My hearing and sight had returned, and I was “back to normal.” In actuality, I was not. I had no idea of what had happened to me, or whether there was any meaning at all to this harrowing ordeal. But I could remember everything that had happened to me in those other places. I never told anyone about it until years later, and nobody around me had any idea that I had experienced such a traumatic dislocation from “familiar reality.” Events such as this are communicable in words, or I would not be able to write about them at all, but my actual first-hand experience is impossible to convey.

During the 1950s, I made regular visits to my maternal grandmother, who lived in Guildford, to the southwest of London. She was a southern English countrywoman from the laboring class, born in 1884, living on the edge of poverty and feeding herself with vegetables grown in her garden according to the traditional ways of “Old West Surrey.” I helped to dig the garden, and on one occasion, I was told not to touch the vegetation of a triangular corner, where weeds grew. She told me that it should not be dug because “the fairies live there.” Later I found out that this was not just a personal custom of my grandmother, but a folk tradition with venerable roots (the “Halyman’s Rig”). The expression “Old West Surrey” was coined by the noted artist and gardener Gertrude Jekyll (1843–1932) to describe a traditional culture and way of life now totally destroyed by modernity in the interrelated forms of commuter suburbia and consumer society.

I have only outlined some of my formative childhood experiences here. I describe these and others in much greater detail in my autobiography, Wyrd Times: Memoirs of a Pagan Renaissance Man (Pennick 2023, 9–24).

The Spirit of London

I learned the structure and essences of places by walking, and I navigated the city from stations on the underground rail system, some of which appeared to have been designed by their architects to contain esoteric elements. The London Underground is an aspect of modernity that the ancients could never have dreamed of except in terms of the underworld—a liminal space beneath the city streets. There is a current or tradition in London, that expresses a sensibility of otherworldliness and can be perceived by those in the right frame of mind, lying just below the surface of the mundane, everyday existence of the city streets. The extraordinary may appear suddenly from the ordinary milieu as an ostentum or a revelation. The invisible and the symbolic are both dimensions of reality.

This is the cryptogeography that writers of both spiritual and fictional works on London have tapped into over many centuries. This London visionary tradition is informed by a particular sensibility that prioritizes the search for the miraculous. Arthur Machen (1863–1947) called it the “Ars Magna of London,” and the essence of this art is that it must be an adventure into the unknown. It is achieved, if at all, through wandering. Wanderers in the city encounter many things when they exercise what Arthur Machen called the “art of wandering.” This is not tourism, which is a visit focused upon “seeing the sights,” often with a guide. This, while instructive to those who are receptive, is not a means of accessing the hidden levels.

Wandering is not a pilgrimage to a particular place, passing through fixed way stations of intellectual or spiritual interest. The surrealist André Breton (1896–1966) told of “wandering in search of everything.” Trouvailles, “found objects,” are part of this practice. Many Dada and Surrealist artists, most notably Joseph Cornell (1903–1972), worked with found objects. Trouvailles may just be seen as interesting items or as gifts from the gods or the otherworld, depending on one’s worldview. According to East Anglian teachings, they contain sprowl, the essence of the place, which may be accessed once they are taken home and kept in a Sprowl Box. Pilgrimages and journeymen’s travels, such as the Tour de France of members of the craftworkers’ Compagnonnage,* are valuable exercises in their own right and have a transformative effect on their participants. But wandering is a form of divination, a random or serendipitous means of enabling us to consider life questions that do not lend themselves to linear thought. Sometimes we may encounter something that illuminates a particular dimension of the extraordinary in the world.
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A 1901 drawing of Red Lion Passage in London, redolent of places where the Ars Magna of the city manifests amid the everyday to those who can see beyond the mundane

What we learn to feel in our wanderings is the “influence of surroundings” as Charles Webster Leadbeater (1854–1934) called it. According to his Theosophical interpretation, each thing has its own “temperamental characteristics” that express its elemental essence appropriate to its astral counterpart and thus determine the kind of nature-spirits it attracts. People who are sensitive can pick up these “vibrations” either consciously or unconsciously. Every philosophical system has its own worldview and a terminology that expresses it. Leadbeater’s “influence of surroundings” was expressed before him in various other traditions, notably the Provençal concept of ambience. It was not strictly materialist, as was, for example, the psychogeography expounded in the 1950s by Guy Debord (1931–1995) and his Situationist International followers. This principle was also hinted at in the many Maigret detective novels by Georges Simenon (1903–1989).

[image: Charles Dickens’s The Old Curiosity Shop, London]

Charles Dickens’s The Old Curiosity Shop, London

But psychogeography, emerging from twentieth-century militant secular materialism, had little understanding that, historically, towns and cities were divided up into quarters—and even specific streets—where particular trades and crafts were practiced. Today, the city of Birmingham in England still has districts called the Jewellery Quarter and the Gun Quarter. The character of different streets and districts was determined by the trade conducted there. For example, the traditional song “The Dublin Jack of All Trades” lists the various city streets of the Irish capital where the different trades were plied. One of the song’s six verses tells:


In College Green a banker was,

In Smithfield was a drover,

In Britain Street a waiter, and

In George’s Street, a glover.

On Ormond Quay, I sold old books;

In King Street, was a nailer;

In Townsend Street, a carpenter;

And in Ringsend, a sailor.




These streets of old cities had a human scale, where people could relate to one another, even in competition, for there was a wider common interest in their specific location. This close-knit human solidarity was engendered by common livelihoods contained in a specific location in the city. When I was young in London, there were still places associated with particular trades such as Fleet Street, where all the national newspapers had their offices, and Covent Garden, where wholesale vegetable merchants plied their trade. Even when these trades had gone—having either ceased to exist or moved elsewhere—some residual trace of them remained in the physical buildings or in a more subtle sense. André Malraux (1901–1976) called this phenomenon the persisting life of certain forms reemerging again and again like specters from the past (Malraux 1978, 13).

I learned that there were indeed numinous, special places in the city where one might glimpse visions of the Otherworld. I came upon these places by chance (or providence), and through my reading of rarely opened volumes in libraries and books I purchased from the incomparable Atlantis Bookshop (founded in 1922), I encountered the then-almost-forgotten art of geomancy. Geomancy is about being “right with the Earth,” in harmony with the place we live, and is more than just geographical orientation, the management of subtle energies, or the placement of individual artifacts. It is an art that has existed in various forms across the world, including the ancient Etruscan Discipline and the medieval art of Location in Europe, Vastu Vidya in India, Vintana in Madagascar, Feng Shui in China, and Taj al Maluk in Malaysia and the related Tajalmaluk in Indonesia.

The “Ars Magna of London” had been the preserve of notable writers and mystics before Arthur Machen. William Blake (1757–1827) expounded visions of the spiritual New Jerusalem underlying the London of his day, waiting to break through the surface into “England’s green and pleasant land.” Other nineteenth-century writers who tapped into this current included the opium-eater Thomas de Quincey (1786–1859), Charles Dickens (1812–1870), Robert Louis Stevenson (1850–1894), and Arthur Conan Doyle (1859–1930). Their literary explorations of “the influence of surroundings” described the streets and hidden places of London as mysterious and dangerous. Twentieth-century exponents of the London Art as defined by Machen included the Druidic-inspired Elizabeth Oke Gordon (1837–1919), Lewis Spence (1874–1955), Ross Nichols (1902–1975), Anthony Roberts (1940–1990), and Colin Murray (1942–1986), as well as the current author, who knew the last three personally. Visionaries all, they understood that every place could be experienced on levels other than the obvious surface of everyday life and that certain of them were gateways to the unseen. As Arthur Machen encapsulated these visions (1923, 127):
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A glimpse of the Ars Magna of London

Strangeness which is the essence of beauty is the essence of truth, and the essence of the world. I have often felt that, when the ascent of a long hill brought me to the summit of an undiscovered height in London; and I looked down on a new land.

Geomancy

As a student in Cambridge, I met old practitioners of the local rural tradition known as the Nameless Art. I learned from them that although Nature is treated as if it were a human possession, it is not. We are subject to Nature, no matter what we do, and it is to the earth that we must return when we die. They talked knowledgeably of various magical practices used by the farm laborers in the days when horses were used for plowing and transport, which was in living memory then (Pennick 2023, 61–63). I was made aware of special places and means of dealing with harmful influences, if necessary. My geomantic teaching emerged and developed through my extensive reading in the Cambridge University Library and participation in the alternative press paper Cambridge Voice, of which I was a cofounder in 1968. John Nicholson (1940–2021) was editor of Cambridge Voice and later opened the King Street Market shop, which sold occult publications as well as alternative press titles. It was the first shop in Cambridge to sell tarot cards. John Nicholson then set up a company called the Land of Cokaygne Ltd., and soon opened the Cokaygne Bookshop in better premises at Jesus Terrace in the Kite Area, much of which, being part of the town and not the university, was slated for demolition.

There was a building out the back where typesetting and printing equipment was installed, and Cokaygne Press came into existence. It produced Arcana magazine, subtitled “a magazine of Cambridge occult lore,” and a series of other publications including my Geomancy (1973); a reprint of the Reverend J. Eitel’s 1873 book Feng-Shui, or the Rudiments of Natural Science in China (1973); and my book The Mysteries of King’s College Chapel (1974). Many years later I discovered that the part of Cambridge where the Land of Cokaygne operated was formerly called the “Garden of Eden,” a series of market gardens before the area was built upon. In their mythos, the fraternal guild called the Free Gardeners had revered the Garden of Eden and referred to it in initiations into the first degree. Eden Street and Adam & Eve Street (whose name changes to Paradise Street at a bend in the road) still exist in this former garden area at the time of writing. Underlying the city streets today is the Blakean vision of an earthly paradise, of which Cokaygne (aka Cockaigne) was a medieval English version. The earthly paradise is a remarkable geomantic confluence that has been noted in many other places in different forms.

The Institute of Geomantic Research (IGR) was founded in 1975 by the current author, Prudence Jones, and Michael Behrend. We all had connections with Arcana magazine and formalized our investigations once Cokaygne and Arcana ceased existence (which was brought on by the rampant inflation and political turmoil of the time). The IGR produced many publications dealing with geomancy, archaeoastronomy, landscape lines, terrestrial zodiacs, and traditional understandings of the landscape. It also conducted field research and staged six geomancy symposia, meetings that attracted speakers from various parts of Britain and the United States. It was finally disbanded in late 1982.

The Society for Symbolic Studies (SSS) emerged from the IGR; it held meetings and published a journal, The Symbol. From the SSS, the Way of the Eight Winds emerged as a medium for symbolic teaching and practical geomantic work. The Way of the Eight Winds operated in the spirit of a sentiment ascribed to Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa von Nettesheim (1486–1535), which states:
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Cokaygne Press cover of Geomancy by Nigel Pennick, 1973

I do not give you these facts as truth, but as hypotheses that approach the truth. The lesson we need to learn is how to derive good from evil, and how to keep all things on the straight path.

It was never a polemic organization with a set of doctrinal tenets that were compulsory beliefs for all participants, but, like the Institute of Geomantic Research before it, a means of disseminating ideas about spiritual principles and practices that transcend particular belief systems. The Way of the Eight Winds sought to preserve and expound the Mysteries that may serve as gateways to the unseen.

In addition to numerous events, workshops, geomantic walks, and tours organized by the IGR, SSS, and the Way of the Eight Winds, I also gave talks to numerous geomantic and esoteric groups, spiritual orders and organizations in Britain, mainland Europe, and the United States. They included the Servants of the Light, the Wrekin Trust, the Odinic Rite, Hagia Chora, the Pagan Federation, Unlimited Futures, the Ojai Foundation, Tantra Galerie, the Rainbow Circle, Arkuna-Zentrum, the Research Into Lost Knowledge Organisation (RILKO), and others that must remain nameless. I also taught and led workshops at alternative fairs and gatherings that included the Festivals for Mind, Body, and Spirit at Olympia and Brixton Town Hall in London and Bury St Edmunds in Suffolk; the Mercian Gathering in central England; the alternative fair at Polgooth; the Leicester May Fair; Lyng Faerie Fair; the Rougham Tree Fair; and the Strawberry Fair at Cambridge (of which I was a founder), where for several years I laid out the Green Area geomantically, which included temporary biodegradable labyrinths. I also presented lectures and multimedia shows there, as well as performed in mummers’ plays.

[image: Emblem of the Institute of Geomantic Research]

Emblem of the Institute of Geomantic Research

I spoke in Britain at bookshops, including Atlantis in London and Libra Aries in Cambridge, as well as at Moots (gatherings) organized by The Ley Hunter magazine and other earth mysteries groups in London, Edinburgh, Oxford, Hereford, Ludlow, Machynlleth, Swansea, Bakewell, Nottingham, Northampton, Newcastle, York, Brighton, Leicester, Penzance, Harlow, Peterborough, Diss, Norwich, and numerous smaller places. At the beginning of the 2010s, I gave several lectures, presentations, and participated in a multimedia show at Wysing Arts at Bourn in Cambridgeshire on subjects from the Way of the Eight Winds including geomantic mirrors, borderlines, and the wildwood.
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Geomantic visit to the turf maze at Hilton (Huntingdonshire, England) by the Society for Symbolic Studies, 1993

Labyrinths were an important practical element of the Way of the Eight Winds, exploring their symbolic principles, and practical construction and use. The majority of labyrinths I have made over the years have been for practical events, not as permanent structures. Once constructed, they survived only for the period that they were needed. Then they were deliberately dismantled or allowed to disintegrate naturally. This is the natural way of labyrinths. Starting in the late 1970s, for particular events or teachings I laid out temporary labyrinths at various places in the British Isles: England, Wales, Cornwall, and the Republic of Ireland. I made a series of biodegradable sawdust labyrinths annually over a number of years in the green area at the Strawberry Fair on Midsummer Common in Cambridge.

In mainland Europe, I laid out temporary and permanent labyrinths in Germany between 1984 and the early twenty-first century; at Linderhof in Zürich, Switzerland, in 1985 and 1988; and in Austria at Salzburg in 1988 and Baden bei Wien in 1994. The materials used have included wood blocks, stones, bricks, tree bark, fir cones, and sawdust. In 1986 I constructed a permanent stone labyrinth at the Ojai Foundation in California, one of the first of the new wave of spiritual labyrinths in North America. I had a number of subsequent private commissions in Great Britain and Germany, some of which were built while others never got off paper. In 1987, I was invited to participate in the traditional crafts section of the Art in Action festival at Waterperry House, Oxfordshire. Over a four-day period I used standard British house bricks to make a series of temporary labyrinths on the neatly mown lawn. I used all the common historic patterns, from the simplest three-circuit classical design to the larger Roman and medieval Christian forms. In 1991 I was one of the invited judges of a maze competition organized by the Sunday Times newspaper at Chenies Manor in Buckinghamshire.The prizewinning maze was built and is still there. The last labyrinth I made in Germany was near Cologne in 2003. In addition to walkable (and danceable) labyrinths, I painted various forms on wood and metal, and made stamps to press ceramic tiles with the pattern.

[image: Strawberry Fair labyrinth, Cambridge, England, 1998]

Strawberry Fair labyrinth, Cambridge, England, 1998

The End of My Traveling

Finally, I was forced to give up my Way of the Eight Winds teachings abroad. In August 2003, after an event at Cologne in Germany, I returned to England where I had a heart attack, though I did not get to hospital until sixteen hours later. There, in intensive care in Addenbrooke’s Hospital, Cambridge, I endured my second near-death experience. I was aware that I was dying, and this was my last moment. I felt my body dissolving into a brilliant white light, which grew to blinding intensity as sharp shards of glass and gleaming metal emanated from within it. They tore through my body, and I was ripped apart from outside and inside as the shards ricocheted through my flesh and bones. I was physically cut to pieces, yet somehow my consciousness continued as my bodily fragments were transformed into forests, grasslands, wind and water, clouds in the sky. I was experiencing the primal event of dismemberment as told in the Norse myth of the cosmogonic giant, Ymir. As I lapsed into the void, I felt my ripped-apart body being reassembled. I survived, but my recovery spelled the end of my long-distance traveling. After 2003 I continued to write further on the themes explored by the Way of the Eight Winds, and to do occasional teachings and multimedia events in the United Kingdom. Subsequently, in October 2015, I suffered heart failure and collapsed. In the process of being resuscitated, I had a third near-death experience, in which I received the message: “Ask not the name of thy guardian angel.”



*The name of the cycle race called Le Tour de France was appropriated from the much earlier handicraft tradition.
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Alternative Viewpoints

There are two fundamental philosophical viewpoints of human existence, contradictory to one another. The viewpoint with the greatest currency at present in developed countries is that human life is a finite phenomenon hemmed in by time, essentially random and meaningless. As long ago as the seventeenth century, the English utilitarian philosopher Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679) saw human society as potentially the war of all against all. In this viewpoint, human life is no more than a constant struggle, “nasty, brutish, and short.” Hobbes was writing at a time when traditional spirituality was questioned by the result of brutal, ruthless wars and new technical inventions, and the order of the world seemed to be disintegrating. It is clear that this grim and bleak view of existence underlies current materialist doctrines that promote the accumulation of power and wealth as the sole aim of human life.

Another way of living is the traditional spiritual view, that human life can be active and purposeful by being integrated with Nature’s eternal return. Whether or not this has a religious dimension, the human being is integrated with Nature, not an alienated individual. Traditional rites and ceremonies—which are related to place, time, and the prevailing culture—link individuals into the wider community and through collective action to Nature and the Cosmos. As an expression of this eternal spiritual current, traditional rites and ceremonies across the world are concerned primarily with being in the right place at the right time.
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The Unity of All Existence, woodcut by Karel de Bazel (1869–1923)

The Power of Imagination


Nature itself would give us the impression of a work of art, if we could see the thought which is present at once in the whole and in every part.

—SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE
(1772–1834)




The imagination is a human ability of paramount importance. Creativity, the outward expression of the imagination, is the common property of all humans. Our mental power of image-making can liberate the human mind from the daily grind of conflict and survival, elevating us to another level beyond the material conditions with which we must cope. Early in the nineteenth century, the nature philosopher and poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge observed that the imagination is the living power and prime agent of all human perception. It is a reenactment of the eternal and transcendent act of creation in finite minds. As a “synthetic and magical power,” Coleridge saw the imagination working through metaphor, which is “the perception of similitude in dissimilitude” (Coleridge 1920, 197).

Familiar reality generally obscures the eternal realities that exist just out of sight. The struggles of everyday life often mean that we must concentrate on surfaces, appearances. Those whose job it is to sell things create beautiful and beguiling artifacts that we must work to buy. They are presented to us by their shiny surfaces presented through highly skilled advertising. But there are glimpses through the cracks, for it is our imagination that unifies and shapes our relationship to the world, bringing us new meanings presented in a way they never were before. This is, according to Arthur Machen (1923, 48), “the magic touch that redeems and exults the dull mass of things, by tinging them with the soul of man.” The incomplete reality that we experience is thereby given meaning. J. R. R. Tolkien (1892–1973) perceived that our imagination emerges from the same source of coming-into-being that gives the Cosmos its presence and allows us to remain alive. It has an infinitely plural and multiple expression of possibilities, always finding fresh forms expressive of the eternal. Johannes Ludovicus Mathieu Lauweriks (1864–1932) pointed out that the creative act is a transposition from the spiritual realm to the sensory, or the fixing of a visible form of something that previously did not exist (Lauweriks 1919, 5). Science, the law, divination, magic, and religion are not true reality—that is irreducible; they are only methods for investigating reality, more or less successful in their outcome, but nevertheless essentially flawed and incomplete. Only when the imagination is applied to any of them can deeper truths be glimpsed.

A Symbolic Worldview versus the Madness of Literalism

The psychologist Alfred Adler (1870–1937) observed that “In literalism lies madness.” There are a number of ways of viewing the world, and today literalism is the predominant one. But the symbolic, upon which all spiritual systems depend, is an alternative to literalism. A symbol is not a sign, for literalism recognizes and uses signs. A sign represents being, or the world, but a true symbol denotes being-in-the-world. The sign exists in a fixed form, indicating a particular meaning that only requires human awareness; the symbol involves the participation of the individual. The symbol expresses or reveals the connection between the participant and itself thereby transforming or enlightening the individual. A living symbol is never received ready-made; it is re-created within the person. Religion and esoteric traditions are presented in symbolic form, though some institutions insist on a literal rather than a metaphorical interpretation. Symbols are doorways leading toward the invisible—they are a means of transcendence, not mere information. Existence is multilayered and our understanding of this tends to be limited because everyday experience requires us to concentrate upon the necessities of living. However, symbols do not exist to be deconstructed or decoded.

The traditional presentation of symbols and the worlds used to describe them vary from culture to culture. The Way of the Eight Winds presents them in the terminology of the ancient European Tradition while recognizing that in other cultures and at other times, these features have other descriptions. But the essential core remains the same. So, within the basic framework, there is always the freedom of personal experience. This is the epitome of the creative force, a personal exploration of a system that emerges from the deepest structure and meaning of existence. Any observation that can aid this vital flow of creativity and prevent it falling into the trap of claiming to possess absolute exclusive truth is of great value. There is no religion higher than the truth, and truth can never be the exclusive preserve of blinkered, dogmatic people.

The same mythic forms and symbols exist in many different cultures. They differ only in their cultural expression and historical context. They emerge from our shared experience of the human condition and our being in the world. Because symbols appear less real than physical objects, their reality is often dismissed as metaphysical constructs that have no place in the “real world” of science, medicine, technology, politics, and war. However, all of these spheres of human wisdom and folly can be viewed through the lens of symbol, and their structural and spiritual meanings seen in a deeper, nonliteral, way.

It is a human trait to seek the simplest solution to understanding the world. The medieval English philosopher William of Occam (1270–1347), known by the epithet of “Unique and Invincible Teacher,” is best remembered for his Latin razor, “Entia non sunt multiplicanda,” literally: “Entities are not to be multiplied.” This means, that when we are seeking the cause of a problem, we must be as sharp as a razor, slashing through the temptation to complicate matters, and first look at the simplest, the most obvious answer to our question. If we fail to do this, then we will be led away from a proper sequential process of investigation and fail to get to the roots of the matter. It does not mean, of course that simplification of complex matters is the right way to approach them. Later, in industrial times, an ironic engineer devised the acronym KISS—“Keep it simple, stupid!” In practice, however, engineering rarely adheres to this maxim, consistently producing exceedingly complex and overengineered products that are destined to be rapidly superseded by even more complex ones.

The propensity of modern engineers, politicians, and students of the esoteric to ignore the simple, basic roots of things and to make them more complicated than they need be is one of the greatest failings of contemporary society. Often it is driven by hubris and encouraged by the profit motive. Looking at the history of human institutions—whether religious, military, political, economic, or technical—we can see recurrent refusals to go for the obvious, simple solutions. Time and again, such institutions have chosen routes that led to catastrophic failure through following unfounded beliefs even when the evidence demonstrates unquestionably that they are going in the wrong direction. It is a very human tendency to be unaware of what has been done already in the past, and so to repeat the same mistakes. Even those who do study history and recognize mistakes that occurred often feel immune from the way of the world and act as though “this time” the failings of the past will not happen because the present is somehow materially different from the past. But it is not, and the “way of the world” has not changed, for it is innate.

Those who understand the inner meaning of myths and symbols can perceive in the present day the same processes and sequences of events that occurred in the past. The temptation to do the same failed and disastrous things again is prevented by an awareness that if we repeat things that did not work in the past, they will not work now. Spectacular failures have passed into history as symbolic instances of human hubris, and a warning to us all. The mythic downfall of Atlantis and the Tower of Babel are metaphors of overstretched hubristic human attempts to go beyond the limits of nature. The more extravagant the attempts, the greater the downfall appears to be. If we are to be aware of ourselves, our place in the Cosmos, and the transient events of wider human society, viewing the world symbolically is important.

Religious mystics have asserted that there are four aspects to the human experience of a text or physical artifact. It possesses, they maintain, an exoteric meaning and an esoteric meaning, and in addition a literal interpretation and a symbolic, spiritual interpretation. But however different they may appear, these four approaches are similar in that they all still perceive the artifact as a neutral object, whose essence is circumscribed within its perceived meaning and the interpretation thereof, rather than its existence as a physical thing that may be ensouled in its own right. As the artist Georges Braque (1882–1963), the originator of Cubism, noted: “I do not believe in things; I believe only in their relationship.”
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Metaphors of Primal Speech

Ancient traditions tell of a primal state of humans, when we were much closer to nature than most people are today. This is expressed in the legend of the Garden of Eden, a primal state of paradise from which humans were expelled. According to the esoteric interpretation, this paradise was a psychocosmic state where being coincided with knowing and words were the things they described. The ancient Greek treatise On Style (II, 71), conventionally ascribed to Demetrius of Phalerum (ca. 360–280 BCE), tells us: “In Egypt the priests, when singing hymns in praise of the gods, employ the seven vowels, which they utter in due succession; and the sound of these letters is so euphonious that men listen to it in place of flute and lyre” (Demetrius 1932, 347). Through the sound of the vowels, intoned under the correct liturgical conditions, material existence would be transformed to spirit. Loss of this state involved loss of this linguistic connection.

The ancients also spoke of the “language of the birds,” which attests to an integration of human consciousness with the other living beings of nature. Zeus was attended by eagles, and Odin by ravens. The prophet Orpheus was said to charm the birds and animals with his song, just as much later Saint Francis of Assisi communed with the birds. In the eighteenth century, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756–1791) wrote music from the song of birds, as did the twentieth-century composer Olivier Messiaen (1908–1992), who asserted: “Among the artistic hierarchy, the birds are probably the greatest musicians to inhabit our planet.”

There are opportunities for us to rediscover forgotten things that once were created, then lost. Various currents of esoteric study postulate that in archaic times, humans possessed an early language—sometimes called the “lost speech.” This was a language in perfect harmony with the Cosmos, where being concurred with knowing and the words and names of things expressed the essential inner nature of the things they described. The unity of speech and being expressed the unity of the visible and invisible. The numinous nature of the name survives in ancient scriptures that insist that in magical or religious rites one must use the correct name, or one’s work will be in vain.

The Chaldaean Oracles of Zoroaster tell us: “Change not the barbarous Names of Evocation for these are sacred Names in every language which are given by God, having in the Sacred Rites a Power Ineffable” (Westcott 1895, 46). They are the most important remnants of a general language, now lost, of which only the names of spiritual beings survive. From this “lost speech” derive ancient forms of writing such as hieroglyphics and, later, alphabets, such as Hebrew, Greek, and the runes, whose characters refer to natural objects, human artifacts, and operative principles. In magical usage, letters and names are not only signs for things, but manifestations of their very essence.

In various extant cultures, totemic animals are a reflection of this concept, as are the runes. Words that are one with the things and aspects of the world contain the innate power of their being. Poetry, song, and literature can express this inner power; magic, through spells and incantations, seeks to use it. Some esoteric traditions seek to recover or restore this “lost speech,” as creativity is a returning to the origin, and when the origin is re-created, then everything will be transformed. Unlike modern literalists, whose institutions are structured to prevent the cultivation of inner understanding, the ancients deliberately elucidated wisdom in poetic language.
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Ancient wisdom teaches that if our will is in conformity with Nature (the will of the Fates), we will fulfill our purpose in life.

Whether or not there was actually a form of primal speech, what it symbolizes is a profound truth. All things have a literal (exoteric) meaning, with a literal interpretation, but if we can only understand, they also contain a symbolic (esoteric) meaning that allows for a spiritual interpretation. In a text, exactly the same form of words can have both a literal and a symbolic meaning, if we can but comprehend this seeming paradox. These twin meanings operate together, and it is primarily with the esoteric meaning that this book is concerned.

William Shakespeare (1564–1616) wrote in Romeo and Juliet: “What’s in a name? That which we call a rose by any other word would smell as sweet” (Act 2, Scene 2). But although words indeed are in some sense arbitrary (though some believe in the primal speech) the words we use embed within themselves many historical resonances, connections, allusions, and allegories. The language I learned and spoke as a boy in London was Cockney, the vernacular English of working-class Londoners. I was told that the Cockneys were called that because London had once been an earthly paradise—the Land of Cockaigne whose streets were paved with gold (Spence 1937, 265–66; 1947, 61). In 1901 the noted composer Edward Elgar (1857–1934) wrote an overture titled Cockaigne (In London Town) (Op. 40). The Cockney vernacular includes words derived from “rhyming slang” and Yiddish, which were used as alternatives for standard English words. There was a class element to this. Standard English—the “King’s English” or “Oxford English”—was used in contexts where such words were deemed impolite.

Using these alternative words creates a consciousness based on analogy, sometimes with deeper connections, but at other times humorous or ironic. When I went to look at something I would “take a butchers” at it (butcher’s hook—look), or perhaps “take a gander at it.” Someone who chattered a lot would be rabbiting about something, from “rabbit and pork”—talk, rabbit and pork pie being a popular food in former times in London. Someone’s hair was called their “barnet,” a rhyme from Barnet Fair, a major trading place for cattle drovers in former days. When someone died (not a friend or relative), we would say they had “kicked the bucket” or “popped their clogs.” The first came from a person having to stand on a bucket when being hanged, the bucket being kicked from under them, leaving them dangling in the noose, and the second was that one’s clogs were valuable and were taken to the pawn shop (“popped”) when someone died to get some money for them. Thus, memories of the harsh and impoverished world of our forbears were embedded in the linguistic and historic references of our everyday language.

I also encountered the “hip” language of jazz musicians (my grandfather was a professional drummer), especially the “Vout-o-Reeny” of Buleo “Slim” Gaillard (1911–1991), which had parallelisms such as germ transport for a fly, and H Twenty for water (a reference to its chemical composition, H2O)—“H Nineteen” meant damp. These, like some Cockney words, were poetic kennings. Later I learned of the ancient Norse use of kennings, poetic descriptions of things such as sea-plow for a ship, or whales’ bath for the sea. Cockney partook of a similar analogous worldview. Even an underground tube line in London had the portmanteau name Bakerloo as a version of the Baker Street and Waterloo Railway. So, not even knowing foreign languages (later I learned Latin, French, and German), it was clear to me that the way we view the world can be described in many alternative ways, most of them impenetrable to those not “in the know.”

The traditional presentation of symbols and the worlds used to describe them vary from culture to culture. This vision is not unitary; different people have their own, personal connection. But the essential core remains the same. So, within the basic framework, there is always the freedom of personal experience. This is the epitome of the creative force, a personal exploration of a system that emerges from the deepest structure and meaning of existence.
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In One Is All

In order to gain understanding, it is essential first to remove all preconceptions and prejudices, especially the postmodern worldview that simultaneously disenchants and desacralizes the Cosmos thereby disempowering those very spiritual faculties that enable us to achieve higher levels of consciousness. In the unimaginable plurality of the vast Cosmos, there are the natural things we know: these are those things that our systems of awareness, perception, and consciousness can deal with. But there are also unknowable things that are equally natural. Elements of these can be glimpsed when we recognize the boundaries that are inherent in our perceptive faculties, and endeavour to understand them and their implications. Only then can we fully acknowledge our own position in the Cosmos, as conscious living beings that are not separated, but one with all life.

There is an old English adage, “In One is All.” This describes the primal, eternal oneness that emanates the many through whose aspects the One can only be defined. Numberless qualities emanate from the One, but only these can be described and named, for the One is ineffable and unknowable. Human beings are both an expression and a reflection of the Cosmos, which is an aspect of the One. The Cosmos is a single, living substance; mind and matter are one. In One is All, emanating from but still part of the primordial oneness of the Cosmos. This holistic unity of being, of space, time, matter, and life was expressed by William Blake in his “Auguries of Innocence”:
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Ab Uno (From One)


To see a World in a Grain of Sand

And a Heaven in a Wild Flower—
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