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“Occulture is one of today’s most learned, unexpected, and illuminating tours through occult cultural influences. Carl Abrahamsson will expand your doors of perception of what the counterculture really is. His chapter on Anton LaVey came to me as a revelation. I am filled with hope that a book like this can be published at a time like ours.”

MITCH HOROWITZ, PEN AWARD–WINNING AUTHOR OF OCCULT AMERICA AND ONE SIMPLE IDEA

“Occulture is a word that was inevitable. During the hyperactive phase of Thee Temple Ov Psychick Youth in the 1980s we were casting around for an all-embracing term to describe an approach to combining a unique, demystified, spiritual philosophy with a fervent insistence that all life and art are indivisible. At any given moment our sensory environment is whispering to us, telling us hidden stories, revealing subliminal connections. This concealed dialogue between every level of popular cultural forms and magical conclusions is what we named ‘occulture.’ Carl Abrahamsson takes this rendering of an innate cultural dynamic and exposes a multitude of parallel creative Universes that do that thing. So easy to perceive with hindsight but so invisible to the closed mind, he changes our means of perception—turning a straight line into an intricate spider’s web of possibilities and impossibilities combined. He performs magick; he concretizes meaning and brings forth revelation into his carefully focused vision.”

GENESIS BREYER P-ORRIDGE, ENGLISH SINGER-SONGWRITER, MUSICIAN, AND POET

“These days, too much occult discourse comes off as grandiose, needlessly arcane, or desperately darker-than-thou. But decades of participant observation on the art-magic-transgression beat have given Carl Abrahamsson a more down-to-earth approach. Streamlining Crowley, LaVey, and postpunk chaos magic, these talks and essays offer up accessible, pragmatic, and psychologically savvy takes on the intuitive potentials of creative individuation. This is not another ‘system’ but sparkplugs engineered for your own magical engine.”

ERIK DAVIS, AUTHOR OF NOMAD CODES: ADVENTURES IN MODERN ESOTERICA AND HOST OF EXPANDING MIND PODCAST

“A sharp, frank, and level-headed exploration of some of the most important figures and movements on the current edges of occultism. Highly recommended.”

RICHARD SMOLEY, AUTHOR OF FORBIDDEN FAITH: THE SECRET HISTORY OF GNOSTICISM

“Carl Abrahamson’s Occulture is itself a beautiful example of the phenomena it discusses. Erudite and a pleasure to read, the collected essays have the potential to nudge consciousness beyond the ordinary perspective of culture and history. A necessary read for students of culture or magick.”

PHILIP H. FARBER, AUTHOR OF BRAIN MAGICK, META-MAGICK, AND FUTURERITUAL

“Carl Abrahamsson—that curator and champion of everything in occulture that is cool, edgy, trendy, and artsy—inspires us with this mind-expanding collection of essays: meditations on art, magick, sex, psyche, and society that collectively trace the supernatural’s proclivity to cross over from counterculture to mainstream, casting light on how we see and understand our world. Not to be missed!”

RICHARD KACZYNSKI, AUTHOR OF PERDURABO: THE LIFE OF ALEISTER CROWLEY

“Through this collection of articles, essays, talks, and miscellanea, Carl Abrahamsson emerges as a dedicated communicator who shares concepts, histories, and ideas with insight and imagination. Whether exploring the culture of Thee Temple ov Psychick Youth or the philosophies of Crowley, Steiner, Jung, and Paul Bowles, Abrahamsson’s work is never less than engaging.”

JACK SARGEANT, AUTHOR OF FLESH AND EXCESS: ON UNDERGROUND FILM, NAKED LENS: BEAT CINEMA, AND AGAINST CONTROL

“A welcome collection of insightful essays on the acculturation of society from the veteran chronicler of countercultures.”

HYMENAEUS BETA, FRATER SUPERIOR OF O.T.O., MUSICIAN, AND OCCULTIST
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Foreword

CARL ABRAHAMSSON, the author of the lively, engaging, and occasionally quirky writings you now hold in your hand, calls himself a “subcultural entrepreneur” whose main interest is in the strange interzone between creativity and ritual, the liminal space blending magic and art that has come to be known as occulture. What is occulture? The term is said to have been coined by the performance artist Genesis P-Orridge sometime in the 1980s and is easily recognizable as a portmanteau word combing “occult” and “culture.” Abrahamsson agrees. It is a general term, he tells us, “for anything cultural but decidedly occult/spiritual.”

Needless to say that covers a lot of ground. In recent years the powerful and informative links between art and the occult have become a hot topic both with artists and occultists, but anyone with some knowledge of the history of both recognizes that the association between the two predates their current popularity by some time. Hermetic ideas informed the Renaissance, and the Symbolism of the nineteenth century was rife with notions of other worlds and intimations of strange, ethereal realities. The occult interests of the Surrealists are well known, but even before them the Russian esoteric philosopher P. D. Ouspensky was inspiring Cubo-Futurist and Suprematist painters with remarks like, “In art it is necessary to study ‘occultism’; the artist must be clairvoyant; he must see that which others do not see; he must be a magician.”

Yet although it has a fine pedigree reaching back perhaps into the roots of art and self-consciousness itself—the earliest known paintings, dating back some fifty thousand years, were made by our prehistoric ancestors in nearly inaccessible caves while experiencing altered states of consciousness and journeying in the spirit world—occulture is something more than an awareness that magic and art are strongly connected, notwithstanding the importance of this awareness. There is a purposive element behind the idea, a self-consciousness associated with earlier art movements, a need to define itself against the backdrop of the ever-increasing plethora of information, entertainment, and distraction that characterizes our time. Yet while many, if not most, art movements define themselves by exclusion, cutting out and rejecting everything not them—André Breton’s banishments from the Surrealist fold are legendary—occulture works with a broader brush, embracing a wide and at times contradictory assemblage of influences and interests. In this it shares much with a movement within modern occultism with which it is often associated: chaos magick. As I understand it, in chaos magick, one need not stick to the prescribed rituals or pantheons but can make magick with just about anything, provided one’s imagination is strong and one’s will is in earnest. How different is this from many forms of art since Duchamp, when the touch of the artist transforms everyday items—even urinals—into mysterious portals of wonder?

The wide lens of occulture is in evidence in this brilliant collection of lectures, essays, and articles aimed, in one way or another, at conveying the peculiar aesthetic shared by its varied subjects. Where artists may have once turned up their noses at trashy occult rubbish, and occultists peered confusedly at some incomprehensible conceptual work, the occulturist is able to move easily between the two worlds. He or she is in many ways a response to serious shortfalls in either camp. Occulture rejects the blasé cynicism and self-irony that characterizes much postmodernism. It seeks in the commitment of the true magician to his practice the seriousness that has evaded art for some time now. Yet in engaging with art and wider cultural expression—film, music, fiction, theater—occulture forces the often sequestered occultist out of his magic circle and into the broader fields of creativity. Magic can be performed in the cinema, on the dance floor, and in a comic book. And art is no stranger in the halls of ritual and ceremony. In occulture these occasional fellow travelers stick together for the duration of the journey, and they usually find some very interesting places to go to.

What strikes a reader of these short, sharp forays into the occultural landscape is precisely this breadth of interest and curiosity. I get the feeling from them that their author is determined to find something fascinating in everything, to be able to, like the magician or artist, turn what we might look away from into the center of our attention. Having worked in many of the fields he writes about—producing music, film, fiction, and photography (he is a kind of Renaissance occulturist)—Abrahamsson is well equipped for his expeditions; the reader is in the hands of a good guide through a cultural terrain that is not without its pitfalls. Some of the pieces here focus tightly on magical practice, mostly of the Thelemic, that is, Crowleyan, variety, and some readers may need a bit of background in this in order to get their full import. But the main ideas are clear and seem to fit in nicely with studies of dolls, dreams, magick as a kind of “currency”—an occult Bitcoin—and the philosophy of Anton LaVey. A piece on the similarities and differences between Aleister Crowley and Rudolf Steiner draws some surprising comparisons, and one on Jung, mythology, and their appearance in contemporary culture adds some new insights to an often too-familiar theme.

My own favorites were the pieces on Paul Bowles, Ernst Jünger, and Yukio Mishima, three writers who we would not immediately consider occult, but that occulture’s wide lens can easily fit into its frame. The idea of the “expat occultist,” a magician constantly on the move, as it were—as Bowles seemed to have been—seems obvious, but I don’t think anyone pointed it out as such before; at least I haven’t seen it. Jünger and Mishima seem natural for a comparison. Both, in different ways, had a fascination with combat and battle; Jünger, of course, was a decorated war hero, while Mishima was too young to see combat, a serious failing from his point of view that troubled him throughout his short life. Both developed fastidious, highly polished prose styles. And both were, again in different ways, on the right side of the political spectrum, although Jünger’s contemplative detachment is a rather different affair from Mishima’s histrionic and fatal acting out.

What is important here is that Abrahamsson is taking occulture down interesting new routes, beyond the pentagrams and black leather that too often obscure its more subtle offerings and provide the uninitiated with kitschy reasons to dismiss it. He is showing that the occulturist perspective can provide new ways in which to see literature and even the act of writing itself. But what these writings do fundamentally is what all good criticism should: convey the passion and delight that the critic found in his subjects, so that the reader can share in this transformative bounty. This collection, I think, manages that admirably.

GARY LACHMAN, LONDON, NOVEMBER 2016

GARY LACHMAN is the author of twenty books on the links between consciousness, culture, and the Western inner tradition, most recently 
The Lost Knowledge of the Imagination, Beyond the Robot: The Life and Work of Colin Wilson, and The Secret Teachers of the Western World. He writes for different journals in the United States, United Kingdom, and Europe, where he also lectures, and his work has been translated into several languages. He is on the adjunct faculty in Transformative Studies at the California Institute of Integral Studies. In a former life he was a member of the pop group Blondie and in 2006 was inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. Born in New Jersey, since 1996 he has lived in London. His website is garylachman.co.uk.
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Contra Contra Means Pro

Originally a lecture delivered at the Akademie der Bildenden Künste in Munich, Germany, 2015.

THE RECENT INFLUX, both in substance and attention, of magical thinking, esotericism, and spirituality in a more visible contemporary cultural context has already been well documented. This interdisciplinary lecture series*1 is just one example of an emergence of topics and areas that used to be banned or shunned. Why is this? I’m going to take a look at some possible explanations and shine the light on some current examples of magic, not only as a fascinating and exotic topic but as an active ingredient in contemporary cultural change.

There are so many possible definitions that I think we’ll have to begin by narrowing down. Many things, developments, and changes begin in the dark, so to speak, whether it’s cultural, political, business related, or interest-group related—and especially if these contain seeds or ideas that go against the current status quo. So one treads lightly, evaluates, discusses with the already initiated, and develops the change in question. That seems to be a more or less general modus operandi. We are going to stick to considerably more esoteric or occult ideas and methods this evening, meaning ideas contained within frameworks that have traditionally been outside normal or accepted scientific or philosophical discourse and methodology.

It’s complicated to look at a topic that has been so integrated in human cultural history but retrospectively mainly through fiction and myth. The reason for the vague cloudiness has usually been a mix of internal and external pressure. Esoteric groups or solitary magicians have kept teachings and techniques secret to retain an intragroup dynamic, to “protect” the teachings in question. But they have also done it because of external pressure; because it has simply been dangerous to display interest or activity within repressive cultures. Complicated codes, symbols, and initiatory structures have thereby become both fascinating and terrifying to the outsiders, who have usually been the ones to confusedly codify what they’ve only heard about.

One could say that the Knights Templar represented an occult counterculture. This order of military men and noblemen, active from the twelfth to the fourteenth centuries, initially supported the Catholic Church by helping pilgrims reach the Holy Land. But as they grew wealthier and also trafficked with the enemy, meaning Islam, in terms of hidden knowledge and science, the polarity increased. The Catholic Church refused competition when it came to worldly power, and this increasingly powerful group that concocted secret rituals based on enemy sources had to go. To hell, that is. After a Catholic clean sweep, complete with human sacrifice at the stake, the Templars went underground along with their mysteries, only to resurface some four hundred years later as Freemasons—according to their own myth, at least. Here we can see a continued countercultural streak, in that the Freemasonic republic of the United States disconnected from the strict Anglo-Saxon Church of England hegemony.

Strange things were going on in Germany too. The mythical Bavarian Illuminati and Rosicrucianism challenged hegemonic structures from the seventeenth century and onward, mythically empowered by occult Eastern sources and carrying an individualistic impulse that was not looked upon kindly by either church or state. There was always something going on beneath the surface but most often it was based on small secret groups interested in self-development, radical science, hedonism, or simply liberty as a principle. Some individuals from this para-occult background drifted into political movements, but many did not.

The postrevolutionary Enlightenment of the late eighteenth century stressed rationalism and empiricism, and also brought with it a slightly more liberal atmosphere. And the pendulum kept on swinging. When industrialism, the inevitable child of the Enlightenment, hit hard during the nineteenth century, the irrational yearning of Pre-Raphaelites and symbolists brought forth a bourgeois interest in altered states of consciousness, spiritualism, and Eastern philosophies. But still it was contained as specialized interests, with no real tangibility or credibility in the main cultural stream.

This changed very much during the second half of the nineteenth century, for many reasons. One main reason was that esoteric ideas and magical work became rooted in open-minded 
cultural environments rather than in insular fraternities where intra-nepotism was more important than personal development per se. The British Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn is one of the most famous occult groups from this time. With culturally active people like William Butler Yeats, Aleister Crowley, Arthur Edward Waite, Arthur Machen, Florence Farr, and Maud Gonne the environment itself attracted individuals who wanted both sides of the coin: both an esoteric path of self-development but also techniques and strategies to use in their own creative work. The thematics of occultism spilled over into their work too, thereby helping establish a wider interest.

A parallel manifestation could be seen in the romantically Goethean world of post-Theosophy Rudolf Steiner and his Anthroposophical movement. Approaches and techniques that not long before this were regarded as mere hocus-pocus with no validity in a bourgeois society or culture now emerged as substantial parts of people’s lives and creativity, and they continue being influential to this day in ecological thinking and holistic teaching methods.

However, one could argue that these were fairly soft “leaks” into the general mind frame. An exception would be Golden Dawn–trained Aleister Crowley (1875–1947). But Crowley’s impact had more to do with his provocative, often scandalous personality and his need for attention rather than the core of his magical-philosophical system of Thelema, which is essentially very creative and pro-individualistic. Crowley was also interesting as someone who tried to merge a scientific attitude with inner occult research. Seeing that so much of our accepted science today has its sources within the occult sciences, Crowley’s early methodological wishes may yet bring out some really radical finds. Today, it’s almost as if science itself has surpassed occultism, not only in using a truly esoteric language of its own, but also in its wild speculation and research about both inner and outer space.

Considerably tougher strains of distinct counterculture popped up in slightly more expected arenas: the art world. I’m thinking specifically of Dada rather than surrealism as a post–World War One psychological safety valve. Many of the protagonists from both these scenes were interested in the then-emerging phenomena of psychology and psychoanalysis but also in more distinctly esoteric things.

André Breton’s manifesto of the surrealists contains many interesting formulations:

We must give thanks to the discoveries of Sigmund Freud. On the basis of these discoveries a current of opinion is finally forming by means of which the human explorer will be able to carry his investigation much further, authorized as he will henceforth be not to confine himself solely to the most summary realities. The imagination is perhaps on the point of reasserting itself, of reclaiming its rights. If the depths of our mind contain within it strange forces capable of augmenting those on the surface, or of waging a victorious battle against them, there is every reason to seize them—first to seize them, then, if need be, to submit them to the control of our reason.1

If this is not a formulation of a magical Weltanschauung, I don’t know what is. John Moffitt’s book on Duchamp, Alchemist of the Avant Garde, also reveals many highly fascinating occult sources in the work of one of the giants of contemporary art. And there are many other examples.

One thing that’s consistent in both the inspiration from and actual application of occultism is a strong sense of individualism, which may be a key ingredient in its presence in many countercultural phenomena. The history of magic shows that even when integrated in sanctioned religious or societal contexts, magical practice has been driven onward by individuals with a unique set of experimental tools. We’re looking at a refinement and empowerment of the individual through a progression, symbolic and preferably real too, that will enhance not only his or her life, but also spill over in a general benevolence through wisdom. The parallels to the work of the artist are obvious.

When collective approaches are attempted, the process and results turn into something else: manipulations, politics, demagogia, power tripping, and so forth. Initial communal goals are one thing; a causal manipulation of the masses another. The history of magical groups is a history of crash landings or slow degeneration. Very seldom do we find success stories about fully developed higher creatures who spread their inner light within group contexts and beyond. Very often it’s an all-too-human scenario of power struggles within groups and secret societies that pushes the potential for self-development back into the shadows in order for ego inflation and chaos to shine. This has usually brought forth a general marginalization of initially very interesting ideas. To a great extent, I believe this has to do with the use of a language and terminology that is too obfuscated, arcane, and symbolic. Instead of simply seeing what needs to be done and how, many individuals haven’t been able to see the beauty of the forest because of all the trees in the way.

A sublime symbol of the swinging-pendulum phenomenon in human history is the emergence at about the same time of atomic energy and LSD. The vast potential of destruction and the vast potential of reappraisal and creation were ushered in at the same time and unleashed paranoid and fierce global power struggles on one hand and major cultural shifts on the other. I’m not saying LSD has been singularly responsible for the countercultural effects of the 1960s. But it was certainly a key agent that helped initiate a wave of major changes in the Western mind.

Integrated in the psychedelic 1960s was a major influx not only of Eastern teachings, yoga, and meditation but also of Western esotericism. The colorful open-mindedness of the times made young people question not only current political authority but also traditional authorities like the established world religions. Many people sought out magic and occultism—most in the sense of “pop occultism” and the integration of alluring symbolism, but some in a more serious and devoted way. The environment was an overall experimental one, and young people were suddenly no longer afraid to voice their own opinions.

People like Crowley, Blavatsky, and Gurdjieff became icons. Young people sought out their teachings, as the books gradually came back in print. And let’s not forget Carl Gustav Jung and Hermann Hesse, who were very popular among this emerging generation, and who were both from a highly esoteric or spiritual background. This led to an integration of ideas based in the inner sphere and an empowerment that were all part of the same environment as antiwar sentiments, civil rights, women’s rights, environmentalism, and many other things we take for granted today. The overall countercultural movement of the sixties unmasked various hegemonies that had been temporarily emaciated by the Second World War and its industrial atrocities. But it did so not primarily, as could be expected, by a full-frontal attack using a similar language, but rather one from various unexpected corners and in many different ways. One could say that it was like a choir of messages and resistance, but composed of individually distinct voices.

The unmasking of this perhaps unnecessary existential dualism took different forms in different media. In a general us-versus-them attitude (from both sides), even general entertainment was infused with the conflicts to a higher degree than ever before, from simple tales like the motorcycle movies The Wild Angels and Easy Rider to slightly more philosophical and paranoid examples like the wonderful British TV series The Prisoner. Again, a psychedelic sensibility helped change both form and content, sometimes to surprising degrees.

In literature too, the themes and forms revolved around countering the old restrictions with something new, radical, and also philosophical-magical filtered through individualism. One example could be the early literary experiments of William Burroughs and his “cut-ups” and anticontrol stances. Burroughs was very interested in magic and experimented with his own system of ritually changing things, predominantly through his literary working process.

Another illuminating example would be John Fowles’s The Magus, from 1965, a beautiful story of an individual fighting a world of illusions based on old-school power structures and morals. This was later turned into an incredibly psychedelic film, starring Michael Caine and Antony Quinn. In a similar vein would be David Ely’s 1963 novel Seconds, which is another intricate and ultraparanoid insight into the relationship between a frustrated individual who wants existential change but is only offered it through a highly controlled, commercial, and moralistic organization. This was also turned into a beautiful and unnerving film, starring Rock Hudson.

Many of the writers at the time were immersed not only in a contemporary fascination with esoteric and psychological themes but also reached farther back into pagan times for philosophical inspiration. Fowles wrote,

We often forget to what an extent the Renaissance and all its achievements sprang from a reversion to the Greek system. The relationship between paganism and freedom of thought is too well established to need any proof; and all monotheistic religions are in a sense puritan in tone—inherently tyrannical and fascistic. The great scientific triumphs of the Greeks, their logic, their democracy, their arts, all were made possible by their loose, fluid concepts of divinity; and the same is true of the most recent hundred years of human history.2

If we keep looking at the 1960s, another interesting countercultural angle is the creation of Anton LaVey’s Church of Satan in 1966. LaVey’s flamboyant, hedonistic, and life-affirming group publicly declared their hatred of the hippies and psychedelic culture, thereby affirming basic values of conservative America. But still they bore the stigma of the satanic affiliation in public opinion, thereby making them a counter-counterculture too weird and frightening to deal with.

In the early 1980s, Thee Temple Ov Psychick Youth (TOPY) was developed by British artist Genesis P-Orridge (and associates) as a social, artistic, and magical experiment. The term 
occulture, coined by P-Orridge, became not only a distanced and fascinating term but also a very active and integrated banner for individual and group behavior rooted in magic. TOPY was like a mix of a traditional magical order, a hippie commune, an active think tank developing radical ideas, and a producer of very tangible culture in terms of products like records, videos, performances, concerts, books, booklets, and many other things. The overall goal was to help the human individual to liberate herself from the chains of her past, whether psychological, emotional, sexual, cultural, religious, and so on. The biggest change, though, was that the discourse was public and nonsymbolic. One made no secret about methodology, technology, or goals. This audacity led to problems and stigmatization for the already infamous P-Orridge and eventually to the dissolution of the first phase of TOPY. But still the activities left shock waves and inspirations that carry on to this day.

The 1980s were a vital time for occultism in general. Various new branches and groups popped up in Europe and the United States, integrating new technology, psychedelics, and radical politics in work that had previously been quite academic, intellectual, and soft-spoken. This was amplified further in the 1990s, when we could see the emergence and integration of the Internet. If the magician needs a menstruum or an agent through which to send his or her desires, what better place than an invisible and far-reaching technological platform?

Although the technology of any social media platform is not countercultural in itself, the development of cryptological applications, deep webs, and other hidden (occult) platforms by definition are. One of the most interesting examples recently was the emergence of the Silk Road website, through which you could order basically anything under the radar. In a way, it represented a total and efficient individual freedom of choice using the same technology as the sanctioned market platforms. But as the market there was mainly for drugs, weapons, and other illicit items and services, it couldn’t last for long. Wikileaks and other phenomena like Anonymous are similar in attitude. One uses the technology available and furthers one’s own goals through a non-sanctioned development of it. The multinational IT corporations are always there with tempting and lucrative offers for the most prominent hackers.

Anonymous and also the Occupy movement’s use of the masked Guy Fawkes figure from the film V for Vendetta reveals an esoteric connection: V was originally a graphic novel created by Alan Moore, whose interest in the occult is well known. Moore’s integration of esoteric themes and personalities in his work has helped make several of them popular in new generations. An interesting detail is also that the film V for Vendetta was written by the Wachowski brothers, who had earlier created the Matrix trilogy—a cosmic soap opera filled not only with technological-supernatural fantasies but also imbued with a distinctly Gnostic philosophy of individual liberty. To further accentuate the contemporary malleability of a traditional outlook, the Wachowski brothers have recently morphed gender and are nowadays the Wachowski sisters.

During the autumn of 2015, some radical American occultist artists performed a public ritual and exhibition in a gallery in Los Angeles. This was in order to counter the Swiss corporation Nestlé’s attempts to increase business revenues by turning water into a commodity to a greater extent than it already is. This ritual was even called a death curse and followed classic ritual methodology. It is interesting not only because of its conscious use of visibility and the provocation that brings but also because it uses magic-as-art-as-magic as an instigator for change that would normally be handled in political or intellectual arenas of protest. It isn’t the objects or the art in itself here that matters, but the overall goal that these individuals hope to achieve, not by petitions and public debate, but by highly irrational yet at the same time highly structured methods.

Also recently, a Florida candidate for the Senate by the name of Augustus Sol Invictus admitted in international media that he had ritually sacrificed a goat and drunk its blood after a three-week fasting experience in the desert. No matter what will happen to Augustus I find his honesty and audacity remarkable and a very fine countercultural example of pushing the boundaries of what’s accepted within “normal” society.

Femen and their bared-breasts shock tactics could be regarded in a similar way. There’s nothing specifically occult about displaying your titties in protest per se, but within the specific contexts of, for instance, protests against the Vatican or fundamentalist Islam, the provocation transcends mere shock value and touches critically upon millennia-long traditions of misogynistic, antihuman, and antilife behavior.

It seems that the freer the world becomes, at least in potential, the quicker the repressive forces reply. Saudi Arabia, so prosperous in many ways, still sticks to Sharia laws and is one of the few countries in the world with an active inquisition in the form of its antisorcery squad. People are still being executed because they have been convicted of performing magic and witchcraft.

Despite isolated local draconian attitudes like this, the debate within Western academia is whether or not a “re-enchantment” is in fact taking place in our overall global culture. Religious or narrower cultic behavior signals a deep dissatisfaction with a too-rational world containing increasing threats of global annihilation as a result of shortsighted causality and hubristic empiricism. Is the emergence of thematically magical things within pop culture perhaps just the tip of the iceberg that is currently melting?

I would say that the reemergence of transcendental mind frames, sympathetic magical thinking, and ritualistic behavior fully constitutes a re-enchantment of the human psyche and of culture. The emergence of the areas and topics within academia and public visibility does not. It is interesting to note, however, that they do seem to go hand in hand. This has to a great extent been made possible by the fact that many academics and intellectuals have themselves been formatted 
within various esoteric environments like magical groups and orders in their youth. So here we see an example of how youthful experimentation can indeed lead to tangible adult presence if there is perseverance and if the time is right, so to speak. But in itself, intellectual work on the topics does not constitute a re-enchantment of our world.

Today, we can just sit back and watch very interesting goings-on. On the big level, there are things like the touring Hilma af Klint exhibition that has so far been seen by over a million people in Europe. She was hardly countercultural by definition but was clearsighted enough to realize that her work was so magical and radical, so ahead of her own times, that she stated in her will that the paintings mustn’t be shown until at least twenty years after her death. Today, the time for appreciation seems more than right.

The presence of magical themes in pop culture through Harry Potter and Lord of the Rings should indicate the same thing. In a dualistic, binary, and suprarational culture, our need for mythic realms become evident and therefore violently saturated in commercial exploitation.

On a more concrete and countercultural level, we can see beautiful bookmaking as a radical tool of effecting not only change but also acting as a safeguard to preserve valuable ideas and traditions. The work of publishers like Scarlet Imprint in the UK with making exquisite editions of very radical writings, and perhaps my own work with the Fenris Wolf journals, are some examples of going against the grain of contemporary fragmentation and fleeting digi-culture. If ideas can create change now, that’s great. But it’s equally important to preserve them for future generations in lasting formats. Despite recent almost incredible technological innovations, it seems that still the two most radical innovations in human culture are the harnessing of fire and the book.

A vast amount of occulturally significant things are going on today: this lecture series, for instance, and international European Society for the Study of Western Esotericism (ESSWE) conferences within academic esotericism studies, the Here to Go symposium (biannual) in Norway, the Equinox Festival (London, 2009), the Occult Humanities Conference (New York City, 2016), the Psychoanalysis, Art and the Occult symposium (London, 2016)—a cross-fertilization between artistic and intellectual realms in real, tangible human interactions. These are not countercultural examples at all anymore, but rather evidence that what was once counter was then countered by moralistic and repressive tendencies and then eventually ended up as a constructive synthesis of beneficial ideas tangible in the real world. As in many other fields of human endeavor, it’s conservative resistance to the radical resistance that makes the radical resistance strong. But if there’s one thing history teaches us, sometimes painfully so, it’s that life and culture are never static. The pendulum always swings.
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Splendor Solis

Lebensreform and Sexual Vitalism in Germany

Originally published in the Polish magazine Trans/Wizje (no. 6, 2015).

THE INTERESTING AND INFLUENTIAL TRAIL of alternative lifestyles and philosophies that manifested in Germany around the turn of the nineteenth to the twentieth centuries has been well documented.*2 Nature-loving youth defied their heavy bourgeois programming and channeled/conceptualized a whole movement, including vegetarianism, sun worship, nudism, fasting, and an assortment of creative health cures. Some of these early protagonists moved on to America, specifically to the West Coast, and created a loose egregore that eventually gave birth to the hippies, and more.

There has always existed a long tradition of alternative thinking, as well as nature worship, in Germany. Why is that? One could of course look to the pagan past of the region as such, where Germanic tribes were defiant in the onslaught of Christian violence and propaganda. The tribal life rooted in nature wasn’t unique for the Germanic sphere of course, but the strength of their resistance to change undoubtedly shows that they weren’t willing to trade their way of life for new, strange, and arbitrary philosophies stemming from Rome and beyond.

One could easily say that one line of influence is simply tradition that eventually became mythic. The pagan past lived on, primarily in rural regions, both in stories and in the celebrations of the natural, seasonal cycles. Christians tried to revamp these cycles to fit their own ends (Christmas vis-à-vis the winter solstice would be the most obvious example), but they didn’t fully succeed.

Similar challenges arose again during the Reformation. Where the hegemony of the Catholic Church had been almost total for approximately one thousand years (Sweden was the last country in Europe to be officially “christened” in 1124), Martin Luther suddenly challenged the Roman Catholic Church, and successfully so. This brought a democratization of the Christian faith and also a general sense of independence, as biblical (and other) translations into German could at this time also be distributed thanks to Gutenberg’s magical printing press. Ideas and concepts were now no longer imposed from above by an authority that demanded blind faith and strict obedience. The specifically German interpretation was what mattered.

The Reformation divided the German sphere into a northeastern Protestant part and a Catholic southwestern part. Although central Europe was divided into smaller principalities, the German language and shared history brought together a form of cultural identity that in itself was strongly authoritarian—meaning you either gave orders or obeyed orders. The conservative rigidity eventually took on symbolic (as well as concrete) shape in the Prussian army and society, which was orderly and hierarchical to the extreme. When Germany was eventually turned into a single empire in 1871, the Prussian model served as an example for all these principalities.

Within this highly structured and orderly society, the exterior developments of industrialism and progress within the natural sciences brought not only material wealth but also increased pollution and waste, without forgetting increased ill health in the wake of this pollution and stress.

These parameters of progress constituted the basis for a diametrical movement—a revolt stemming from the children of the new German Reich (1871–1918). That the focus now lay on health, nature, spirituality, and so forth is hardly remarkable. That the contemporary focus on a profitable present and an almost superstitious belief in a science for the future should bring about a romantic longing for distant pagan pasts is also almost a given. A similar phenomenon can be seen in the British Pre-Raphaelite movement (ca. 1848–1870). In Germany, a yearning for an idealized state of mind and way of life became a pro-individualistic safety valve in a culture immersed in collective progress and imperialism.

Germany has always maintained an extreme psyche, in which societal and cultural developments swing from one extreme to another. Usually, one form that contains rebellion in itself can be quickly integrated within its own opposite. An example of this would be the 
Wandervögel movement (groups of free-spirited and tradition-affirming hiking boys and girls), which was quickly turned into the 
Hitlerjugend (Hitler Youth) movement after the National Socialist takeover. The Nazis 
had thoroughly studied how the Catholic Church had gone about their business throughout the centuries, and tried to integrate similar “adaptations.” Their inclusion of runic symbolism, a longing for past glories (German ones only, of course), solar worship, and so on all stemmed from late-nineteenth-century 
Lebensreform movement(s). With these attractive elements heavily flaunted in their demonstration of power, plus the integration of the blind faith of Catholicism, the Prussian model of organization, a great demagogue in Hitler, and assorted scapegoating patterns to boot, the Nazi success was swift and efficient.

The generation born in Germany in the late nineteenth century was fed up with what was being offered. What better way to protest than to just head out into nature in a highly romanticized state of mind? They also soon found out that there had already been precursors in older generations who had explored exciting phenomena like nudism and vegetarianism.

Gusto Gräser (1879–1958), a young freethinker and nomad from Austria, had been in touch with 
Lebensreform protagonists Richard Ungewitter (1869–1958) and Karl Wilhem Diefenbach (1851–1913). These meetings contributed to Gräser’s formulating ideas about a colony in nature, where free love and healthy vegetarian diets could rule supreme. The Monte Verita community, established by Henri Oedenkoven and Ida Hofmann in 1900 at Ascona in Switzerland, soon became a melting pot for alternative lifestyles and attracted creative people from all of Europe (Hermann Hesse, Carl Jung, Isadora Duncan, and D. H. Lawrence, to mention but a few). Gusto Gräser became a sort of wanderer-poet in residence and attracted a lot of starry-eyed visitors. Monte Verita became like a magnet for the curious and open-minded, and also a generator for many spin-off ideas.

The concepts permeating Monte Verita were a condensed mix that were part of the greater movement called Lebensreform: a reformation of how life should be led, away from the big cities and the waste of aggressive capitalism. One could say that the ideas were old (perhaps even mythic) and had been filtered for some time through a general German health consciousness up until this critical era when a young generation of Germans simply started acting out rather than just talking about change. It’s interesting to see how even basic concepts like hiking in nature became politicized in the Germanic sphere. The original Naturmenschen, like those at Ascona, simply wanted to be free and to experiment, roaming the forests and hills. The Nazis immediately wanted to wipe off any kind of romanticism involved and strengthening how young boys’ and girls’ sense of collective belonging (the perfect platform for propaganda). The also-present Socialist stress on hiking focused on the health of the new class of industrial workers. So, no matter which perspective, German nature was the stage of political agendas as well as of necessary reflection and soul searching for the entire nation.

The artist most frequently associated with the Lebensreform movement, “Fidus” (Hugo Höppener, 1868–1948), painted rituals and idyllic frolicking in the sunshine, with nude men, women, and children. The images were often adorned with runic or pseudo-runic letters, to tie in the fantasies to a glorious past of pastoral pagan bliss. Solar worship is almost always prominent in his images. The idealized iconography of Fidus’s paintings often borders on cartoonish kitsch that brings to mind the later Nazi propaganda of 
Körperkultur (body culture). But seen in its own temporal context, Fidus’s art comes across as romantically idealistic.

On a more structured level, interesting things were going on parallel to this in German para-Masonry. The Ordo Templi Orientis, founded and run by Austrian paper industrialist Carl Kellner (1851–1905) and Theodor Reuss (1855–1923), integrated mysteries from the East, including sexual rituals for the highest degrees. The influx came from Indian tantrism and was then developed further as British occultist Aleister Crowley (1875–1947) got involved. The merging of Crowley’s own religious text 
Liber AL vel Legis (The Book of the Law) with the structure of the OTO created a perfect vehicle for what he defined as a “solar-phallic” initiatory system. Reuss incidentally (or not) established an OTO presence at Monte Verita by, among other things, reviving the Hermetic Brotherhood of Light (a mystical order working with sex magic) and arranging a conference there in 1917, which contained a reading of Crowley’s Gnostic Mass: his dramatic public celebration of solar-phallicism and the creativity of Eros.

Where most of the individuals involved were regarded as freaks or morally degenerate, some people managed to break the general ice. Pioneers like Louis Kuhne (1835–1901), Benedict Lust (1872–1945), and Adolf 
Just (1859–1936) wrote books about their health-reform ideas that became 
bestsellers, with worldwide translations to follow. This in itself contributed 
to a similar wave of radical health thinking in America. Rudolf Steiner created his Anthroposophic movement out of his own disappointment with Theosophy. He managed to convince thousands of people—including quite a few wealthy ones—that a new and occult way of looking at the world was totally possible to integrate in an otherwise normal lifestyle and outlook. Soon there was an impressive study center outside of Basel (the Goetheanum), newly formed Waldorf schools, teachings on how to farm more consciously and grow organic vegetables (the origins of biodynamic farming), and so on. Steiner was an enthusiastic and creative pioneer who inspired others by synthesizing and rephrasing previously too-radical concepts and making them understandable for common people. Where Monte Verita was an inspiration for curious outcasts and artists, Anthroposophy became more of an integrated movement with a potential for substantial change.

Not surprisingly, Steiner’s cosmology contained many insights into the relationship between Sun and Earth, between the human spirit and body:

We must transform ourselves, through the light, into beings who no longer experience their connection with the Earth, but feel connected to the cosmic spaces. Gradually, the contemplation of the stars, the Sun, the Moon, and cosmic space must become as familiar to us as plants growing in the meadow. If we are merely children of the Earth, we look down upon the plants covering the meadow. We enjoy them, but we don’t understand them, for we remain earthly beings weighed down by gravity. As earthly beings bound by gravity, we have learned to stand on the Earth. But if we could transform ourselves, we could connect ourselves with the widths of cosmic space—those meadows of the heavens, seeded with stars.1

Steiner had been researching Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749–1832) at university, and there’s really no way of escaping this master when looking at anything German. Goethe’s anti-Catholicism and pro-sexual attitudes, and not forgetting his reverence for nature as such, made him the ideal symbol for the more intellectually inclined 
Lebensreform people. Steiner wrote that “Goethe was filled with this yearning when he wrote his essay on the 
Metamorphosis of Plants. Many of his statements were those a person would make who felt oriented to the Sun rather than the Earth—a person who felt that the Sun pulls the force of the plant’s growth out of the Earth while it is still hidden underground.”2
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