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  The central ideal within New Age teachings is not just revolutionary in the best sense, but arguably necessary for a world long plagued and divided by rigid religious dogma and blind prejudice. The New Age, in the best sense of what it represents, has long been in need of a chronicler and interpreter who can explain its essence without resorting to a tone of superior academic scorn or shallow, gullible cheerleading. In Nevill Drury, an accomplished author of dozens of works on the great wisdom traditions, the New Age has found its scribe and interpreter. In this comprehensive book he lucidly explains the nuts and bolts of the movement, warts and all — delving into its host of colourful characters, all the way from Blavatsky and Gurdjieff to Sun Bear, Elisabeth Kubler-Ross and Robert Monroe — without losing sight of the genuine spark of heart and wisdom behind it. This is a thoroughly researched, eminently readable and highly recommended book.




  P.T. Mistlberger, author




  Nevill Drury has written a wonderfully accessible and carefully researched review of the major historical and intellectual sources of the New Age. It is rich with detail, entertaining anecdotes, and thoughtful analysis.




  Dr Douglas Ezzy, Associate Professor of Sociology, University of Tasmania




  Nevill Drury’s in-depth overview of the New Age movement is about as good as it gets. Readers will emerge from this text not merely informed as to the movement’s extraordinarily varied developmental history, they will also emerge with a deepened appreciation of New Age ideas, aims and values in relation to the sacred, mythic dimension of life. Drury’s approach replaces facile scrutiny with astute penetration of what it means to be awake and aware. This is, in other words, a book to be read more than once.




  Douglas Lockhart, author




  Does not disappoint, with a plethora of incisive comments and fresh analysis of the origin, present status, and possible future of the ‘New Age’ or ‘New Spirituality’. Nevill Drury has again brought a world of unique insights to us and this makes a must-have addition to the library.




  Dr Jonn Mumford (Swami Anandakapila Saraswati), author




  Thoroughly researched, provides an in-depth understanding of the evolution of the New Age movement in a nutshell.




  Bronwen and Frans Stiene, authors




  Introduction




  The New Age movement may well reflect the future face of Western religion – a fusion of experiential and transformative spiritual practices grounded in the perennial wisdom traditions of both East and West. In a welcome contrast to fundamentalist extremism, the New Age argues for a spirituality without borders or confining dogmas, for an essentially tolerant approach to religious belief which does not exclude outsiders on the basis of doctrinal difference. The New Age is also actively seeking a paradigm which embraces the insights of scientific understanding whilst recognizing that at a fundamental level the foundations of life remain a mystery. The New Age urges us to explore the sacred paths of connectedness that link all aspects of humanity, Nature and Cosmos. At the same time the New Age also supports the view that there are many authentic paths to self-realization, that no religion holds a unique and exclusive key to spiritual enlightenment.




  This, then, is the focus of the New Age – a movement which clearly seeks the middle ground between institutional Western religion and the secular, often skeptical, materialism of the modern age. It is a movement, fast gathering momentum internationally, which supports an experiential and transformative approach to human spiritual development and which challenges the rigidity of religious fundamentalism wherever it is found.




  Nevertheless, the New Age is not without its critics. Many of these critics have strong Christian affiliations and possibly sense a genuine threat from a movement that denies the concept of an exclusive path to spiritual salvation. Some of these critics have dismissed the New Age as a form of consumerist spirituality – as an uncritical and eclectic fusion of metaphysical ideas without any clear direction. Others have labeled the New Age as narcissistic and hedonistic. We will explore these criticisms later in this book.




  Much of the inspiration driving the New Age derives from ancient and perennial wisdom teachings – from the Vedas, from Yoga and Tibetan Buddhism, from Sufism and indigenous spirituality. At the same time the New Age movement is also a creative fusion of metaphysics, self-help psychology and holistic approaches to self-awareness. To this extent, the New Age is both old and new, both ancient and contemporary.




  Nevertheless, it also seems clear to me that there are deep and significant currents propelling and sustaining the New Age movement which are unique to the contemporary context. These contemporary philosophical and spiritual currents are leading rapidly towards the emergence of a new holistic paradigm – a paradigm which encompasses both spirituality and science and which is much broader in its scope than the cosmologies of the past. It is only by considering the nature of this transformational thrust that we can assess the true impact and likely legacy of the New Age movement. Exploring the nature and origin of the currents of thought which inform and sustain the New Age, and which provide it with its special impetus, is a central concern in the present book.




  I am sure that most intelligent Christians would take umbrage in having their religious beliefs viewed solely through the lens of the commercial style of evangelism that emanates from the heartland of American fundamentalism. And so it is with the New Age movement, which has been similarly accused of promoting commercial forms of spirituality. In presenting this overview of the New Age as a whole, I deal not only with the movement’s quirky eccentricities and shortcomings – including its commercial aspects – but also with its undoubted strengths and originality. These strengths include its emphasis on the spiritual potential innate within each individual human being, its recognition of the universal aspects of the religious experience, its openness to fusing new discoveries in science with insights from both Eastern and Western spiritual traditions, and its willingness to embrace an essentially holistic view of humanity and the world at large.




  How we perceive the New Age depends very much on our definition. In terms of popular usage such expressions as ‘the human potential movement’, the ‘personal growth movement’ and the umbrella term of the ‘New Age’ itself, are all to some extent interchangeable and point in the same direction. However they also require some clarification. Historically the New Age movement builds on a concept promoted during the late 19th century by the Theosophists1 – the idea that there is a universal wisdom tradition that embraces the spiritual teachings of both East and West. However, the New Age also draws substantially on the self-help aspects of 20th century psychology – especially the psychology of personal self-realization and integration advocated by pioneering thinkers like Carl Jung and Abraham Maslow. Meanwhile, the term ‘transpersonal’ – which refers to states of awareness beyond the human ego – is an expression that has been used by Jungian and humanistic psychologists alike,2 just as the expressions ‘personal growth’ and ‘human potential’ were originally associated with the rise of humanistic psychology in the 1960s. The Esalen Institute in Big Sur, California – the archetypal source-model for all experiential ‘personal growth’ centers – was founded on the very idea of fusing self-help psychology with the perennial wisdom traditions, and the Esalen experience has helped define the New Age movement as we encounter it around the world today.




  It is also important to emphasize that, contrary to the popular media-image promoted by its detractors, the New Age is not just about hedonistic self-help and sensory indulgence. Some first-rate thinkers – including Aldous Huxley, Krishnamurti and Joseph Campbell – have presented their perspectives at Esalen, and similar qualitative thinking continues to feed into the New Age from a deeper source. This deeper source is the international transpersonal movement – a progressive group of psychologists, physicists, biologists, anthropologists, philosophers, spiritual scholars and social theorists whose ideas have helped clarify the quest for a new paradigm: a worldview which embraces both science and spirituality. Among these prominent thinkers are such figures as Stanislav Grof, Ken Wilber, Jean Houston, Fritjof Capra, Rupert Sheldrake, Ralph Metzner, Kenneth Ring, Jean Shinoda Bolen, Danah Zohar, Charles Tart, James Fadiman and Frances Vaughan – all of whom have solid academic credentials. The view I am presenting in the present book is that the best ideas emanating from the transpersonal movement gradually find their way through to the New Age, albeit in a more popular and accessible form. These ideas then help shape the New Age movement as it moves forward with the passage of time.




  On one level the New Age movement can be seen as an eclectic blend of self-help modalities and spiritual practices – as a diverse mix of metaphysical ideas and body/mind therapies. However, many of the most progressive ideas feeding through to the New Age from the transpersonal movement are at the cutting edge of contemporary thought and demand our attention. For this reason, the New Age movement deserves much more than a passing glance. I also believe that the history of the New Age is really quite fascinating. I have nominated four key precursors of the New Age – Emanuel Swedenborg, Franz Anton Mesmer, Madame Helena Blavatsky and George Ivanovitch Gurdjieff – as the starting point for this overview, for it seems to me that these historical figures embody much of what the New Age now sets out to achieve. They are, however, only a starting point, and there have been many twists and turns along the way. As we will see, the unfolding story of the New Age takes us through the rise of 20th century psychology, through the often reckless period of experimentation with mind-expanding psychedelic drugs in the 1960s, to the increasing fascination with Eastern gurus, the subsequent pursuit of non-drug practices like yoga and meditation, and the exploration of universal maps of consciousness.




  Essentially the New Age focuses on the perennial quest for wisdom and understanding – for spiritual and philosophical perspectives that will help transform humanity and the world as a whole. New Agers are willing to absorb these wisdom teachings wherever they can find them, whether from an Indian guru, a renegade Christian priest, an itinerant Buddhist monk, an experiential psychotherapist, or a Native American shaman. They are eager to explore their own inner potentials with a view to becoming part of a broader process of social transformation. Their journey is one which points finally towards wholeness and totality of being, for devotees of the New Age are wisdom seekers in quest of a new paradigm. Their essential quest – one that I also happen to share and endorse – is for a holistic worldview that offers both insight and hope for the challenging times that lie ahead. In the chapters which follow we will explore the fascinating rise of the international New Age movement and its enthusiastic pursuit of the new spiritual paradigm.




  Chapter 1




  Wisdom from the East, Wisdom from the West




  It is often said that many key precepts of the New Age have been with us for some time, that there is nothing especially new about the New Age. While I think this is basically true, it is also apparent that the New Age is a fusion of ideas and influences unique to its own era. In drawing on both Eastern and Western spiritual and metaphysical traditions and then infusing this mix with further influences from self-help and motivational psychology, holistic health, parapsychology, consciousness research and quantum physics, the New Age has emerged with characteristics that are all its own. Nevertheless, amidst the far-ranging, eclectic influences that have impacted on the New Age movement as we know it today, it is certainly possible to identify a number of key precursors – specific individuals from earlier periods in history whose outlook has contributed to, and helped shape, contemporary New Age perspectives. Among these early pioneers are such figures as Emanuel Swedenborg, Franz Anton Mesmer, Madame Helena Blavatsky and George Ivanovitch Gurdjieff.




  Swedenborg is of interest to us in the context of the New Age because he began his professional life as a distinguished scientist and only later, after a series of transformative experiences which began when he was 55 years old, did he become a mystic. His attempt to describe the visionary world of the afterlife in a completely dispassionate way, based entirely on his own personal experiences, parallels and anticipates the transpersonal approach to near-death studies described later in this book.




  Among the other major New Age precursors, Mesmer is a controversial figure, and is frequently depicted as a charlatan and opportunist. However, whatever one may think of his unorthodox healing methods, he did reintroduce a vitalist conception of the human organism to the medical practices of his day. His concept of ‘animal magnetism’ – which we would nowadays refer to as ‘life-force’ or ch’i – has clear parallels with the healing energy utilized in many contemporary New Age forms of spiritual healing, where it is assumed that the practitioner becomes a vehicle for a vital healing force that can be transmitted directly to the patient. Even though the concept of animal magnetism did not endure, and it was later recognized that trance states did not involve a transfer of vital energy from the mesmerist to the patient, Mesmer and his disciples nevertheless contributed directly to the rise of modern hypnotherapy.




  Like Mesmer, the 19th century Theosophist Madame Blavatsky similarly combined trickery and a capacity for preposterous claims with genuine visionary insight. Although she was eventually caught out deceiving her followers with her claim that she could manifest spirit-messages from Tibetan Masters resident on the inner planes, Madame Blavatsky was ahead of her time in other respects. She held the view, now widely embraced in the New Age movement, that no spiritual tradition can ever lay claim to an exclusive hold on truth or revelation and that many different religious and metaphysical philosophies – from both East and West – represent authentic paths to spiritual transcendence. In fostering an awareness of the universal truths underlying all the major religious traditions she anticipated thinkers like Aldous Huxley, Alan Watts, Joseph Campbell and Ken Wilber – all of whom in turn would also influence New Age perspectives.




  Madame Blavatsky also supported the idea that we should seek a synthesis of science and spirituality in order to comprehend the nature of the universe in which we live. In our own era, at a time when many fundamentalist Christians are still hostage to retrogressive concepts like Creationism, this remains a lesson worth heeding. As Madame Blavatsky sought to explain through her voluminous metaphysical writings, a religious doctrine can only hope to endure if it reflects the full spectrum of human experience and complements the current scientific understanding of the world in which we live. What Madame Blavatsky understood to be true and authentic science remains a matter of debate – she was fiercely hostile to Darwin’s approach to evolution, for example, and held an eccentric view of human development – but the principle itself remains valid. The concept of fusing science and spirituality has since become a hallmark of the transpersonal perspective which in turn has strongly influenced contemporary New Age belief.




  Finally, among the major historical precursors of the New Age, George Ivanovitch Gurdjieff emerges as a prototypical Western guru, albeit from an earlier era. In urging his followers to ‘wake up’ from their habitual behavior – conditioning which he believed made them act like robots or machines – Gurdjieff was more like an 1960s encounter therapist than a late 19th century mystic. He was eminently practical, extremely focused and disciplined, and he saw through the veneer of external appearances. Had he lived in California during the 1960s and 1970s he would no doubt have embraced bodywork and Gestalt therapy and put in numerous appearances at the Esalen Institute – he was certainly as fierce and demanding as Fritz Perls and he had a clear vision of what he wanted to achieve.




  These days Gurdjieff’s theory of universal numbers may seem a little abstruse and his concept of the three traditional paths to enlightenment – those of the fakir, the monk and the yogi – comes across as rather simplistic, even if he did propose his own ‘fourth way’ as an alternative. And few in the New Age nowadays would accept his view that humans are simply machines whose actions, thoughts and feelings are the result of external influences. Nevertheless, the very fact that Gurdjieff was able to attract a band of dedicated followers in Russia and then travel with them through the Caucasus Mountains and on to Constantinople, Berlin and Paris, provides us with the image of an inspirational visionary who clearly had a message to deliver. Gurdjieff is the most direct and practical of the New Age precursors profiled here, and perhaps the least mystical. His uncompromising approach to human self-development anticipates the approach of the experiential workshops and confrontational encounter groups that would emerge in the American counterculture during the 1960s.




  Emanuel Swedenborg (1688–1772)




  Emanuel Swedenborg, whose surname was originally Swedberg, was born in Stockholm on 29 January 1688 – the third of nine children. Emanuel’s father was a court chaplain and professor of theology at the University of Uppsala, and was highly regarded by his peers. Emanuel lived in Uppsala during his formative years but when his father was appointed Archbishop of Skara he went to live with his brother-in-law, Eric Benzelius, who was thirteen years his senior.




  At this stage of his life Emanuel was still a young university student, and his inclinations were clearly oriented towards science rather than theology. After graduating from the University of Uppsala in 1710 he pursued his interest in metallurgy and engineering and in 1716 was appointed special assessor to the Royal College of Mines by King Charles XII of Sweden. In 1719, when he was 31 years old, Emanuel’s family was ennobled and the family name changed from Swedberg to Swedenborg. Emanuel was now entitled to take his place in the Swedish House of Nobles.




  Nevertheless, his position with the Swedish Board of Mines would remain the only professional appointment of his career. So absorbed was he with his research into mining engineering that Swedenborg declined an opportunity to follow his father and become a professor at the University of Uppsala. Fascinated by science in all its forms he would go on to produce experimental drawings for a flying machine and to explore the properties of light. In due course his numerous scientific publications included works on mathematics, chemistry, astronomy, magnetism and psychology, as well as human anatomy. He wrote learned tracts on the pituitary gland and the cerebral cortex as well as on cerebrospinal fluid, and was the first person to discover the function of the cerebellum. In 1734 he also proposed the ‘nebular hypothesis’ to account for the formation of the planets – anticipating the theories of Immanuel Kant and the French astronomer, Marquis de Laplace.




  In 1744 Swedenborg produced a work titled On the Infinite and Final Cause of Creation in which he explored the relationship between the soul and the body. At this stage he was still very much a scientist, but he was drawing ever closer to the deep involvement in spiritual matters that would characterize the latter years of his life. Swedenborg would soon be transformed by a series of powerful dreams and visions that would compel him to pursue his mystical interests to the exclusion of everything else.




  Swedenborg recorded in his diaries that in late 1744 he began to experience a number of vivid dreams. These dreams highlighted his sinfulness and his intellectual pride and had a profoundly humbling effect on him. Then, in 1745, he had a decisive vision while he was eating his dinner at an inn in London. Swedenborg claimed that during this visionary episode he met the Lord God himself and that he was subsequently instructed to document his experiences of the spiritual realms and to produce an account of the true meaning of the Christian scriptures: ‘Towards the close of the meal I noticed a sort of dimness before my eyes; this became denser, and I then saw the floor covered with horrid crawling reptiles … I was amazed, for I was perfectly conscious, and my thoughts were clear.’ Swedenborg now noticed a man sitting in the corner of the room who said to him, ‘Eat not so much.’ The darkness intensified and then finally cleared. He now found he was alone in the room. Swedenborg continues his account:




  Such an unexpected terror hastened my return home … I went home, and during the same night the same man revealed himself to me again, but I was not frightened now. He then said that he was the Lord God, the Creator of the world, and the Redeemer, and that he had chosen me to explain to men the spiritual sense of the Scripture and that He Himself would explain to me what I should write on this subject; that same night were opened to me so that I became thoroughly convinced of their reality, the worlds of spirits, heaven and hell, and I recognized there many acquaintances of every condition in life. From that day I gave up the study of all worldly science, and labored in spiritual things.1




  Swedenborg’s life would now be totally dedicated to pursuing the source of his revelations. In 1747, at the age of 59, he resigned his position with the Royal College of Mines and accepted a half-pension in order to dedicate what remained of his life to exploring the realms of spirits and angels. Swedenborg was well aware that many would view his quest with scepticism and disbelief, but he did not allow this to become an obstacle. ‘Many will say that it is all a phantasy …’ he wrote in his three-volume work Arcana Coelestia. ‘But by all this I am not deterred, for I have seen, I have heard, I have felt.’2




  Swedenborg believed he could bring the same vigor and discipline to describing the spiritual realms that he had applied earlier in the natural sciences. For him his new spiritual quest simply involved factual observation within an unfamiliar domain – the visionary exploration of a world rarely glimpsed by mortal eyes. Swedenborg seems to have used some form of meditative trance to enter these visionary states of consciousness and would, on occasion, startle his servants by engaging in conversations with spirit-beings who were visible only to him. He was clearly living and operating in two different worlds.




  In his voluminous mystical works Swedenborg describes a universe in which everything emanates from the One God, or Creator, who sustains the universe through the spiritual sun – the primal source of love and knowledge. According to Swedenborg, the spiritual hierarchy is as follows:


  





  Swedenborg’s Spiritual Hierarchy




  The Lord (One God)


  





  The three levels of Heaven:


  Celestial Heaven


  Spiritual Heaven


  Natural Heaven




  [These three levels of Heaven have their three equivalent Hells]


  





  World of spirits


  





  Humanity on Earth


  





  The world of Nature


  





  Above humanity and the natural world in the hierarchy we enter the realm of spirits – this is the world accessed at death – and above them in turn are the three levels of Heaven (each of which has an equivalent Hell). According to Swedenborg, all of the angels and spirit-beings residing in these heavens were once persons who had lived in the world but they were now functioning in realms appropriate to their level of spiritual realization and development.




  In Swedenborg’s cosmology all forms in the natural world come into existence through impulses from the spiritual realm. God’s spiritual sun of love and wisdom, for example, has its counterpart in the natural sun, whose light and warmth sustain Nature. Essentially the cosmos operates through a spiritual hierarchy of cause and effect. Swedenborg refers to the symbolic relationship between spiritual and natural forms as ‘correspondences’: the hierarchy of beings in the different heavens represent different orders of spiritual existence and act in ‘correspondence’ with each other. According to Swedenborg, the Lord acts through his celestial angels, who in turn correspond on a lower level to spiritual angels, who in turn correspond to angels in the third natural heaven, who in turn correspond to the world of humanity below. Swedenborg also maintained that in many ancient cultures in the Middle East a knowledge of these sacred correspondences provided the basis for various forms of ceremonial worship, for example the burnt offerings and sacrifices employed by the Israelites. He also believed that ancient Egyptian hieroglyphics were based on these correspondences and represented a type of sacred visionary script. According to Swedenborg the principle of correspondences influenced ‘many kingdoms … particularly in the Land of Canaan, Egypt, Assyria, Chaldaea, Syria, Arabia and in Tyre, Sidan and Nineveh. It was thence communicated to Greece, but it was there changed into fable.’3




  In Swedenborg’s cosmology the concept of exercising ‘free will’ is a comparatively narrow option for any human being because within the greater scheme of things all individuals are subject to the interactions of good and evil spirits who tower above them in the cosmic hierarchy and who represent positive and negative causality in the universe. Each human being is a type of meeting ground for these great hierarchies. As American psychologist and Swedenborg scholar Wilson Van Dusen has expressed it, ‘In effect, good and its opposite evil rule through this hierarchy of beings down to man who stands in the free space between them.’4




  This means that while, as sentient human beings, we each may feel that we are exercising our own free will in our everyday lives, in reality we are nothing other than minor players on God’s stage. For Swedenborg, ‘good’ people can be recognized through their willingness to work in harmony with the natural world, thereby accepting this shared destiny of souls, whereas ‘evil’ people remain isolated and self-centered, and through arrogance and pride take full credit for their personal achievements, not realizing that they have been guided by the realm of good and evil spirits. Swedenborg maintained that most people have two good spirits and two evil spirits in permanent attendance.5 In modern parlance we might be inclined to view these spirits more as forces or polarities within the subconscious mind. However, the real message that Swedenborg was conveying was that every human being is subject to potent forces beyond the scope of normal ego-based awareness. Such is the power of the spiritual hierarchy operating in the manifest universe.




  Swedenborg claimed that angels had taken him through the process of death on several occasions and he was able to observe in great detail what took place in the afterlife. He maintained that Heaven and Hell both exist but ‘they are states rather than places’. After passing through the process of death, all human beings become discarnate spirits and then, after being greeted by friends and family who have preceded them in death, they are drawn towards the good or evil realms that correspond to the true inner nature of their soul. According to Swedenborg, death is nothing other than a state of transition in which we continue to perceive and interact with other beings just as we did when we were alive. Many people do not even realize that they have died!6




  Swedenborg says that in seeking passage to Heaven the apparently ‘good’ acts we perform in life are not in themselves sufficient; it is the character of the inner person that is really significant. Referring to the process of afterlife transition he writes:




  Almost all of them desire to know whether they shall come into heaven, and many believe that they shall, because they led a moral and civil life in the world, not reflecting that both the wicked and the good lead a similar life outwardly, doing good to others in the same manner, going to churches, hearing sermons, and praying; and not knowing at all that outward deeds and outwards acts of worship are of no avail, but the internal states from which the external acts proceed.7




  In other words it is the state of our soul – our true inner nature – that really counts. We will all enter the Heaven or Hell we deserve. Indeed, we are even living in these realms now, for the polarities of good and evil continue to hold sway over our everyday lives on Earth.




  Interestingly, although Swedenborg was strongly Christian himself he had a universal view of religion and believed that many different spiritual traditions had their own valid interpretation of ‘truth’. Swedenborg claimed to have heard from the angels themselves that ‘churches which are in a variety of goods and truths are like so many jewels in a king’s crown’.8




  He also wrote that ‘varieties in matters of doctrine and worship are like the varieties of the senses’9 and maintained that ‘the church of the Lord consists of all those, whosoever they are, who are in truths derived from good’.10 As Wilson Van Dusen has thoughtfully observed, ‘Swedenborg was speaking of the heart of religion that transcends the boundaries of creeds, nations, cultures, times, people. All who act in the good that they know will be saved.’11




  Franz Anton Mesmer (1734–1815)




  Franz Anton Mesmer is of considerable interest as one of the major precursors of the New Age movement. Quite apart from his role in the development of what would later become hypnotherapy, Mesmer advocated a vitalist approach to healing through the transmission of ‘animal magnetism’ to his patients. As mentioned earlier, Mesmer’s core concept of transferring healing energy to one’s patients continues to flourish in a number of energy-based forms of spiritual healing. And although Mesmer could not have anticipated the findings of 20th century quantum physics he similarly emphasized the interconnectedness of all the heavenly bodies and natural life-forms in the universe, a holistic concept now widely embraced by New Age devotees keen to explore the apparent parallels between mysticism and the New Physics.12




  Franz Anton Mesmer was born in Iznang, Germany, near the shores of Lake Constance, and originally intended to enter the Church. However, he was drawn to mathematics and science and decided to study medicine at the University of Vienna. Here he absorbed the prevailing scientific view that a magnetic fluid permeates all aspects of life.




  The concept of ‘magnetism’ as a form of vital force was an idea of long standing – Paracelsus and Van Helmont shared a similar belief in a subtle fluid pervading the universe. Like Paracelsus before him, Mesmer was fascinated by the influence of the heavenly bodies on individual health and well-being and in his dissertation at the University of Vienna – De Planetarum Influxu (‘On the Influence of the Planets’), written in 1766 – Mesmer wrote that the sun, moon and stars not only influenced each other in a way similar to the movement of the tides but that they also ‘affect in similar manner all organized bodies through the medium of a subtle fluid, which pervades the universe and associates all things together in mutual intercourse and harmony’. For Mesmer this natural flow of energy equated with health and vitality. Blocking the flow of energy in the body would lead to disease and ill-health.




  Mesmer’s thesis attracted the attention of a Jesuit priest named Father Maximilian Hehl, who was court astrologer to Empress Maria Theresa and also a professor of astronomy at the University of Vienna. Professor Hehl believed in the impact of planetary magnetism on physical health and used magnets to ‘correct’ imbalances in the human organism.




  After Mesmer graduated from the University of Vienna he adopted Professor Hehl’s approach and began to use magnetism in his medical treatments. His first patient, Fraulein Oesterline, was an epileptic. Mesmer attached three magnets to her stomachs and both legs and was greatly encouraged when she claimed that the painful subtle energies she had been experiencing were now subsiding to the lower part of her body. Her convulsive symptoms disappeared after six hours.




  However Mesmer soon discovered that Hehl’s magnets were not essential for treating his patients. Mesmer found that he could produce equally effective cures by transmitting healing energy to his patients through touch, by pointing his forefinger or making passes over his patients with his hands, or by using iron rods or wands which he had personally ‘magnetized’. Mesmer referred to this healing force as ‘animal magnetism’ and considered it an innate human quality – a quite different proposition from the ‘mineral magnetism’ utilized through Professor Hehl’s magnets. Mesmer noted that during his treatments some of his patients lost control of their limbs while others went into convulsions, began speaking in strange voices or sank into states of catalepsy or coma. However he seems to have taken the view that these unusual symptoms were all part of the healing process.




  Not surprisingly Mesmer soon fell out of favor with Professor Hehl and the Viennese medical profession. In 1778 Mesmer moved to Paris, and quickly gained a new audience. Soon large numbers of patients began coming to him for cures.




  Many of Mesmer’s patients were wealthy aristocrats and he took great care to create an ambience that would impress them. Mesmer’s consulting rooms were lit with soft light and were decorated with paintings, mirrors, clocks and crystal objects. A chamber orchestra played soft music as he and his assistants moved among the patients, waving their wands in order to stroke and ‘magnetize’ the patients. Mesmer himself wore a shirt of leather, lined with silk, to prevent his personal ‘magnetic fluid’ from escaping from his body.




  Mesmer’s reputation as an unconventional but successful healer spread rapidly. In fact, so many patients wanted to come to visit Mesmer that soon he had to develop a method for treating them collectively. In order to do this he created a device called a baquet – a round wooden bath tub that he filled with magnetized water and iron filings. A number of iron rod conductors protruded from the tub and the patients were asked to hold these rods while also being bound by a moistened cord in a continuous circle to close ‘the force’. Mesmer claimed that magnetism from the tub would transfer to the patients, thereby alleviating their various illnesses.




  When Mesmer first came to Paris his first convert was Charles D’Eslon – physician to Comte d’Artois, the brother of Louis XVI. In September 1780, impressed by what he regarded as an exciting and revolutionary approach to healing, D’Eslon asked the Faculty of Medicine to investigate Mesmer’s methods. However the proposal was rejected and D’Eslon was threatened that his name would be struck off the rolls at the end of the year if he did not recant.




  As one might expect, Mesmer’s unconventional successes continued to attract hostility from the Medical Academy. Finally, in 1784, a Royal Commission was set up by Louis XVI to investigate Mesmer and his claims of ‘animal magnetism’. The Commission was chaired by Benjamin Franklin – who at the time was United States Ambassador to France – and also included the distinguished chemist Antoine Lavoisier; Dr J-I. Guillotin, a physician better known as the inventor of the execution device that still bears his name; Jean-Sylvain Bailly, an astronomer and a future mayor of Paris; and the highly regarded botanist Laurent Jussieu. Mesmer declined any direct involvement but the committee was able to investigate Mesmer’s colleague Charles D’Eslon and the controversial baquet in operation. By this time D’Eslon had developed a technique for inducing states of trance in some of the patients. Here is Jean-Sylvain Bailly’s account of what he observed:




  The sick persons, arranged in great numbers, and in several rows around the baquet, received the magnetism by means of the iron rods, which conveyed it to them from the baquet by the cords wound around their bodies, by the thumb which connected them with their neighbours and by the sounds of a pianoforte, or an agreeable voice, diffusing magnetism in the air. The patients were also directly magnetised by means of the finger and wand of the magnetiser, moved slowly before their faces, above or behind their heads, or on the diseased parts. The magnetiser acts also by fixing his eyes on the subjects; by the application of his hands on the region of the solar plexus, an application which sometimes continues for hours. Meanwhile the patients present a very varied picture. Some are calm, tranquil and experience no effect. Others cough and spit, feel pains, heat or perspiration. Others, again, are convulsed.13




  The investigating committee did not dispute that many of the patients gained great benefits from the unconventional treatment. However, the committee was able to establish that when the patients were blindfolded and unable to tell whether or not they had been ‘magnetized’, nothing specific happened one way or the other. The investigating committee therefore decided that it was the patients’ own imaginations which had produced the healing benefits and they also found no evidence to support ‘animal magnetism’ or the presence of a magnetic fluid. More specifically, the committee recommended that members of the Faculty of Medicine who adopted Mesmer’s approach to healing should be expelled from professional practice.




  Although Mesmer and his colleagues continued to practice magnetic healing in Paris, the report of the Royal Commission had the effect of temporarily diminishing its appeal. Nevertheless, a strong and influential ally would soon emerge to rescue the cause. This person was Armand Chastenet, Marquis de Puységur, a former artillery officer who had studied with Mesmer and who was just beginning to explore the healing benefits of animal magnetism.




  Puységur was not a trained physician but was a former president of the Lyon Medical Society. He began demonstrating his own animal magnetism cures in Busancy in 1784, the year the Royal Commission rejected the concept out of hand. Puységur did not employ a baquet but instead magnetized a tree, fastened cords around it and invited patients to tie themselves to it.




  Puységur also discovered he could induce a state of trance in some of his patients simply by making ‘passes’ over them and lulling them into what he called ‘magnetic sleep’. Puységur found that this form of trance was able to eliminate convulsions and, perhaps not surprisingly, he attributed this phenomenon to animal magnetism.




  One of his patients, a young 23-year-old peasant named Victor, appeared to fall asleep in his arms. However this was not conventional sleep but something quite different. While in this state, Victor began to talk aloud but on waking remembered nothing. Puységur was also amazed to discover that while in a state of trance Victor would do what he was told to do through words or signs and that he also seemed to respond to unspoken commands. Puységur thought that perhaps Victor was clairvoyant, and similarly attributed the phenomenon to animal magnetism. However this was a breakthrough of a quite different order. As the noted parapsychologist Dr Nandor Fodor has observed, this represented the discovery of the somnambulic state.14




  Despite the respite provided by Puységur, Mesmer’s fortunes began to decline and were not helped when one of his strongest supporters, Antoine Court de Gebelin, best known for his now discredited theory that the Tarot was of Egyptian origin, died while sitting in a baquet. Mesmer continued with his practice in Paris until 1789 when the French Revolution forced him to leave France. Mesmer went to Karlsruhe, and then to Vienna in 1793. He was accused of being a French spy and was jailed for two months. After his release he returned to Lake Constance. He died in 1815.




  Fate was nevertheless kind to Mesmer and his followers. When Napoleon came to the French throne it was no longer politically dangerous to dabble in mesmerism, and interest in the theories of Mesmer and Puységur was revived by a young curator at the Paris Jardin des Plantes named Jean Philippe Deleuze (1753–1835). In 1812, after four years of research, Deleuze published his Histoire Critique du Magnétisme Animal, in which he sought to establish the reality of the mesmerism and to describe how subjects behaved once they had entered a somnambulistic state. Deleuze was intrigued that patients could respond to the mesmerist’s verbal or visual instructions while in a state of somnambulistic trance.




  Mesmer and his followers, D’Eslon and Puységur, claimed that a fluid or force radiated from the mesmerist to the subject and induced these states of trance but this view was disputed by Alexandre Bertrand, a young French physician who had been attracted to the study of animal magnetism through the work of Deleuze. Bertrand made a study of induced trance and published two important works, Traité du Somnambulisme (1823) and Du Magnétisme Animal en France (1826). Bertrand believed that the cures resulting from treatment in trance states did not derive from animal magnetism or magnetic fluid but from the suggestions of the practitioner acting on the imagination of the patient, whose suggestibility was increased while in a state of trance.




  Meanwhile, another influential voice would now enter the debate – that of a Portugese priest, Abbé J.C. Faria. During the years while Napoleon was in exile in St Helena, Abbé Faria had begun giving public demonstrations in Paris in which he would put subjects into a state of somnambulistic trance and then take apparent control of them. He did not make passes over his subjects as Mesmer had done but instead asked them quietly and firmly to ‘sleep’.




  Faria’s approach did not endear him to the mesmerists. Faria did not believe in the existence of magnetic fluid and in 1813, just as the members of the Royal Commission had done in 1784, Faria ascribed the magnetic phenomenon to the imagination. Nevertheless the debate over the therapeutic value of Mesmer’s animal magnetism would have long-lasting consequences. By focusing on the power of suggestion enhanced during trance states, Abbé Faria and Dr Alexandre Bertrand laid the basis for the subsequent rise of hypnotherapy.




  Madame Helena Petrovna Blavatsky (1831–1891)




  Widely regarded as one of the leading founders of modern occultism, Madame Helena Blavatsky was born in 1831 in Ekaterinoslav in the Ukraine. She was the daughter of Colonel Peter von Hahn and a cousin of Count Sergei Yulievich Witte who served as the Tsarist prime minister of Russia from 1905 to 1906. Helena’s mother was Helena Fadeyev, a well-known novelist and herself the daughter of Princess Elena Dolgorukov, but she died when Helena was 11.




  Young Helena grew up on large estates near the Volga. Although she received no formal schooling she learned several languages from her grandmother and became highly proficient in them. She was also a gifted artist and pianist, and something of a tomboy – she liked to ride horses that had not yet been fully broken in. Just before her seventeenth birthday she married a widower then in his forties, Nikifor Blavatsky, Vice-Governor of the Province of Erivan in Armenia. After just a few months, and without consummating the marriage, she abandoned her husband to lead the life of a bohemian.




  According to Count Witte, who published his memoirs many years later,15 Helena pursued a range of varied and exotic activities after leaving her marriage. These included riding horses in a circus in Constantinople, giving piano lessons in London and Paris, managing an artificial flower factory in Tiflis, and wandering around Europe with an opera singer. Helena’s travels also took her to Egypt. When the American artist Albert Leighton Rawson met her in Cairo in 1850–51 she was dressed as an Arab, smoking hashish and taking lessons from a snake charmer named Sheik Yusuf ben Makerzi.16




  In 1873, aged 42, Helena Petrovna Blavatsky arrived penniless in New York from Paris, having traveled steerage across the Atlantic. She was now very overweight and a relentless chain-smoker. Helena found accommodation in a tenement house for working women and would later claim that she had been urged by her spiritual Masters to come to America to explore spiritualism.




  Around this time, two brothers named William and Horatio Eddy were holding séances in Chittenden, Vermont and claiming to materialize discarnate beings who had once lived on Earth. These discarnate spirits included soldiers from the Civil War and a number of drowned sailors and Indian squaws. The séances were being held in a room that was dimly lit, and the audience was kept at a safe distance from the spirit-manifestations by a wooden barrier. As one might expect, the claimed materializations attracted both intrigue and skeptical disbelief.




  In 1874 the New York Daily Graphic dispatched one of its feature writers, Colonel Henry Steel Olcott, to report on the Eddy brothers. Colonel Olcott (1832–1907) had been a Union officer in the American Civil War. He had also been a farmer in Ohio, and later became a successful lawyer in New York as well as working as a journalist. He had a lifelong interest in spiritualism and psychic phenomena and as a youth had experimented with mesmerism.




  When Olcott’s articles on the Chittenden seances were published in the Daily Graphic they caused something of a sensation.17 Madame Blavatsky was one of the many enthusiastic readers who devoured these articles, and she decided she must immediately visit the Eddy farm in Vermont. Fortunately it had now been turned into a hotel to accommodate the anticipated rush of visitors.




  As Colonel Olcott would later recount, when he first caught a glimpse of Madame Blavatsky at the Eddy residence he was amazed by her appearance. She had frizzy blonde hair and large blue eyes, and was wearing a scarlet Garibaldi blouse – a sign of her unconventional and ostentatious tendencies. She was speaking loudly to another woman in French.




  After dinner, when Madame Blavatsky went outside to roll a cigarette, Colonel Olcott came forward and offered to light it for her. The evening of 17 September 1874 would mark one of the most significant meetings in the history of modern metaphysics. As they began talking, Olcott became intrigued when Madame Blavatsky told him she was a Russian aristocrat and a spiritual medium in her own right. Not only was she thoroughly familiar with what was taking place at the Eddy farm but some of the discarnate beings had now begun speaking to her in Russian!




  Back in New York Colonel Olcott arranged to interview Madame Blavatsky for the Daily Graphic. She claimed to have spent three nights in the Pyramid of Cheops and said she had also witnessed the well-known English psychic Daniel Dunglas Home, levitating out of an elevated window in London. Olcott described her in the Daily Graphic as ‘handsome, with [a] full voluptuous figure, large eyes, well-formed nose and rich sensuous mouth and chin’.




  Soon Madame Blavatsky and Colonel Olcott began to see quite a lot of each other. Olcott had already become estranged from his devout church-going wife and within a year had moved into Madame Blavatsky’s apartment in New York City, taking care to point out to his friends that he was sharing her premises but not her bedroom.18 Soon their apartment on West 47th Street became known as the ‘Lamasery’ and it served as a meeting place for mystical seekers, esotericists and bohemians, with a seemingly endless succession of parties and lectures. Madame Blavatsky was now claiming regular psychic contact with spirit guides who were almost god-like. She referred to them as Brothers or Masters – they were similar to the beings known in India as Mahatmas. Madame Blavatsky claimed she had even met her personal guide, Master Morya, face to face at the Great Exhibition in London in 1851, although she had known him on the inner planes for many years.




  One evening the Colonel suggested it would be a good idea to make the meetings at the Lamasery more formal by establishing a society that could provide some sense of an overriding structure. Madame Blavatsky seconded the idea and searched for a name for the new society. She came up with the word Theosophy, meaning ‘divine wisdom’ and in this way the Theosophical Society was born. Colonel Olcott was appointed president of the newly formed Theosophical Society and gave his inaugural address on 17 November 1875. Madame Blavatsky, meanwhile, was appointed corresponding secretary and would work primarily as a channel for the spiritual Masters who would guide the new organization. The preamble to the by-laws of the Theosophical Society made it clear that the aim of its members was to ‘obtain knowledge of the nature and attributes of the Supreme Power, and of the higher spirits by the aid of physical processes’19 – a well-focused and practical approach to occultism and metaphysics. Early members of the New York branch of the Theosophical Society included the celebrated inventor Thomas A. Edison and General Abner Doubleday, generally acknowledged as the founder of the game of baseball.




  It was now incumbent on HPB – as she liked to be known – to produce an authoritative book on the nature and origins of the divine wisdom itself. Such a volume would serve as a guiding credo for the new organization. This task would take her two years and resulted in Isis Unveiled, published in New York in 1877.




  Isis Unveiled encompassed Neoplatonism, Pythagoreanism, Alchemy, Masonic symbolism, Hinduism and Zoroastrianism. It commended the pioneering work of Mesmer and included references to the ancient Egyptians, the Chaldeans, and the Kabbalah. It also compared the lives of Krishna, Buddha and Jesus. Although in one sense the book was a text in praise of western Gnosis – esoteric spiritual knowledge of the sort that had become heretical with the rise of institutionalized Christianity – Isis Unveiled pointed finally to the East for its ultimate source of inspiration, asserting that the wisdom of the West’s profoundest mind was but a compendium of ‘the abstruse systems of old India’ which were thousands of years older.20




  In Isis Unveiled HPB alluded to the existence of a brotherhood of adepts who continued to transmit the secret science of the ancients to those worthy to receive it. HPB claimed to be in touch personally with the Tibetan section of this group and maintained that two Masters from the Great White Brotherhood – Master Morya and Master Koot Hoomi – had trained her for her unique role in history. As someone with a highly developed mind, awakened intuition and far-ranging psychic powers, she had been chosen by the Masters as a special agent through whom the wisdom of the East could be channeled through to the West.




  Nevertheless, despite the blessing of the Masters, HPB’s vision of expanding Theosophy in the West could easily have faltered soon after its birth. Within a comparatively short space of time, HPB concluded that the United States did not provide a suitable environment in which to foster the new spiritual movement – its values were too materialistic. Instead she was drawn to India, home of the Mahatmas and the universal wisdom tradition, and she invited the Colonel to come with her.




  Colonel Olcott and Madame Blavatsky embarked for India via London on 19 December 1878. In January 1879 they established the London branch of the Theosophical Society which would later attract such notable figures as William Butler Yeats, the Gnostic scholar G.R.S. Mead, and Oscar and Constance Wilde, and by mid-February they had arrived in Bombay.




  Here they were met by the local representative of a Hindu reformist organization named the Arya Samaj, or Society of Men of Good Will, with whom Colonel Olcott had already been in contact.




  Led by a figure named Dayananda Sarasvati, whom Madame Blavatsky soon declared to be an incarnation from the Great White Brotherhood, the Arya Samaj had been founded in 1875 to reform Hinduism on the basis of the Vedas. It also included the young Mohandas Gandhi among its followers. Olcott and HPB’s initial approach was to align the Theosophical Society with the Arya Samaj – it had, after all, provided them with an opening to India – but Olcott would later come to view it as too conservative, and not sufficiently ‘universal’ in its approach. Increasingly Olcott and HPB would find themselves drawn more to Buddhism than Hinduism, but for the moment they were spiritually and psychologically willing to embrace all things Indian. They soon became so pro-Indian that they were perceived locally as being both anti-British and anti-European.




  In October 1879 Olcott and HPB sank much of their capital into publishing a magazine called The Theosophist – a journal devoted to oriental philosophy, art, literature and occultism. The tone of The Theosophist was distinctly pro-Indian and equally anti-Christian, stating plainly that Theosophy was an ‘ancient Wisdom-Religion dating back to Ammonius Saccas and Plotinus of the Neoplatonic School at Alexandria, and far beyond, as far back as the sacred Indian Vedas. It consisted of mystical and esoteric knowledge – brutally suppressed in the Christian era – about the single Supreme Essence, Unknown and Unknowable’.21 The Theosophist sold surprisingly well and helped Colonel Olcott and Madame Blavatsky make many new friends. However, the activities of the Theosophists did not go unnoticed by the local Christian missions, who viewed the newcomers with intense suspicion.




  In 1882 the Colonel and HPB paid £600 sterling to acquire Huddlestone’s Gardens, a spacious mansion located on the banks of the Adyar River, 8 miles south of Madras. Set in 28 acres of lush tropical land, the Adyar complex remains the world headquarters of the Theosophical Society to this day. From his base at Adyar the Colonel would soon embark on a program of intense proselytizing activity, attracting many new converts to the Theosophical cause. In 1883 he established a connection with Ceylon (now Sri Lanka), promoting Theosophy while also assisting with reforms in education and agriculture for which he is still remembered.22




  Meanwhile, HPB and Olcott continued to maintain that they were in regular contact with the Masters. Olcott said he used to meet Koot Hoomi from time to time as he traveled around India – the Master would pause to give Olcott advice on a particular matter and would then vanish into thin air. For her part, Madame Blavatsky remained deeply engaged with the Great White Brotherhood and now regarded spiritualism as a pale alternative to the universal wisdom-tradition which stretched back to ancient times. As Theosophical scholar Jill Roe has written:




  Blavatsky stressed particularly the superior possibilities of Theosophy as compared with spiritualism, now proven not only narrow, but dangerous to its practitioners, amateur manipulators of powerful unseen forces. The findings of spiritualism could be comprehended only if they were recognized as but feeble repetitions of what had already been seen and studied in former epochs, indicated by a formidable collection of references to ascetics, mystics, theurgists, prophets, ecstatics, astrologers, ‘magicians’ and ‘sorcerers’ in times past.23




  Delighted with the progress made in establishing Theosophy in India, Madame Blavatsky decided to return to Europe in 1884, staying first in France as a guest of Lady Caithness, and then traveling on to England. Olcott was also coming to London on behalf of the Buddhists of Ceylon. However, while HPB was in England a scandal broke that could well have doomed the Theosophical movement, both in India and abroad.




  HPB had left the Adyar headquarters in the care of a colleague whom she had first met in Cairo, Madame Emma Coulomb, and her husband Alexis. However, the Coulombs had become involved in an internal quarrel at Adyar during HPB’s absence and were about to change sides. In league with a group of Christian missionaries in Madras who were strongly opposed to Theosophy and all it stood for, the Coulombs revealed that the carpentry in Madame Blavatsky’s rooms at Adyar had been altered to assist her mediumistic performances and materializations. In an article published in the Madras Christian College Magazine in September 1884, which focused on a series of letters sent to her by Madame Blavatsky, Madame Coulomb described how she herself had been involved in a fraudulent collaboration to produce ‘marvellous phenomena’, helping to drop forged letters from the Mahatmas through a slit in the rafters while her husband donned robes and did Koot Hoomi impersonations.
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