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To communicate with Mars, converse with spirits,

To report the behaviour of a sea monster,

Describe the horoscope, haruspicate or scry,

Observe disease in signatures, evoke

Biography from the wrinkles of a palm

And tragedy from fingers; release omens

By sortilege, or tea leaves, riddle the inevitable

With playing cards, fiddle with pentagrams

Or barbituric acids, or dissect

The recurrent image into pre-conscious terrors -

To explore the womb, or tomb, in dreams; all these are
usual

Pastimes and drugs, and features of the press:

And always will be, some of them especially

When there is distress of nations and perplexity

Whether on the shores of Asia, or in the Edgware road.

T.S. Eliot, The Dry Salvages (1963:212)



Introduction

Spiral Bound: Cosmologies, Spatialities and Selves in Contemporary Magick is an
ethnography based on over four year’s participant observation in/of the western
magickal subculture, and submitted for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy to
University College, London in September 2003. In this Introduction, I will initially

supply a outline of its structure and argument, which falls into three parts.

Part 1: Phenomenology, Taxonomy, Method and Theory

Chapter 1 comprises an introduction to the ‘magickal scene’. It is descriptive, and
largely phenomenologically so. My aim is to describe in a ‘stream of consciousness’
manner what it feels like to be a member of the magickal subculture as much as to
provide factual reportage. I should also stress that there is not one word or image in
Chapter |1 which is unnecessary, but true to the tradition of phenomenological
‘bracketing’, the majority of images and events will be explained (as opposed to
simply reported) retrospectively, in later chapters. It should also be noted at the outset
that throughout this thesis, certain details have been changed to protect the identities
of certain individuals: other than in the few cases where a full name (as opposed to
just a forename) is used, all biographical details will have been altered beyond

recognition.

In Chapter 2, I address what might appear to be the simple matter of what magick is.
Defining magick is however no easy matter. We will initially survey some of the
previous scholarly conceptualisations of magick. We will then examine the history of
western magick, and subsequently survey native definitions thereof. At the end of
Chapter 2, a definition of magick will be suggested and, I hope, a complex of

scholarly controversies will have been laid to rest.



In Chapter 3, I detail the theory and method of this work. The latter is in the mainpart
conventional, but the theory is relatively novel in itself, and all the more so in the

context of this data. It can be ‘boiled down’ to a threefold proposition.

I. The discourse and practice of contemporary magick will be approached as
socially-constructed. “Why this, why now?’ is a double question fundamental to
my approach because (pace T.S. Eliot 1963:212), magick is not as it is “on the
shores of Asia” when it makes appearances “on the Edgware Road”, and the
reasons for this must be related to contemporary western society and culture.
Basic as this may seem to a social anthropological examination of anything, such
an approach has not been taken by the majority of previous scholars who have

worked in this area.

2. Tsuggest that it is not possible to fully comprehend the magickal subculture itself
nor its problematic relation to the mainstream without attention to its cosmology.
It is all the more surprising therefore that very little attention has been paid to the
matter of cosmology in previous work in this area. The one major exception is the
work of Prince and Riches (2000), though I will show that their argument is

ultimately unconvincing.

3. In order to analyse magickal cosmology, I will draw on an interdisciplinary
innovation sometimes glossed as the ‘spatial turn’. Initially occurring in cultural
geography and then sweeping through sociology, anthropology and cultural
studies, the spatial turn simply entails viewing ‘space’ not as a Kantian absolute,
but as socially-constructed, as a process rather than a ‘thing-in-itself’. Throughout
this thesis, space will be shown to be as metaphorical as it is empirical; cognition
will be shown to be spatial, and conversely, space will be shown to be cognitive.
Space, I will be arguing, is good to think with, and it may indeed be impossible to

think without it.

By the end of Part 1, the theory which informs my approach should be clear and we
will have a basic understanding of what contemporary magick entails on which I will

build in Parts 2 and 3.



Part 2

In Chapter 4, the relation between magickal discourse and practice and the
mainstream will be examined. It will be argued that practitioners of magick enter into
and occupy various conceptual, symbolic and/or cognitive zones, none of which are
coterminous with the realm of the ‘normal’ but are in various ways distinct from the
mainstream, all Other. These zones relate in various ways to where magick actually
takes place, and they also account for the sometimes problematic social relations

between practitioners of magick and the mainstream.

Chapter 5 addresses the phenomenon of magickal identity within the magickal
subculture itself (rather than in relation to those outside it as was the case in Chapter
4). Magickal identities will be shown to sometimes demonstrate a metaphorical
parallelism to the physical spaces which we surveyed in Chapter 5. Social cohesion
and tension within the magickal subculture is readily explicated by attention to these

different types of magickal identity.

Chapter 6 address the otherworlds, the non-material dimensions held to exist by
practitioners of magick. Again, these will be related to the symbolically-meaningful
locations in which magick takes place which we surveyed in Chapter 4, and the
identities adopted and negotiated by practitioners of magick which we surveyed in
Chapter 5, and by the end of Chapter 6, analogies will have been shown to exist
between magickal practitioners’ use of physical space, their identities relative to one

another, and the various types of otherworlds.

Part 3

As we move into Part 3, the more overtly postmodern facets of contemporary magick
come into focus. Chapter 7 focuses on another fundamental aspect of magickal
discourse, practice and cosmology: gi, prana or “orgone”, a mysterious “force” or

“energy” which permeates the magickal universe.



Chapter 8 builds on this aspect of magickal cosmology and examines topographical
and cartographical and metaphors employed by magickal practitioners, for these are
unique in both their quantity and quality. In Chapter 9, magickal directionality will be
examined, and we will see how modern notions of ‘forward progress’ are
problematised by metaphors of circular and spiralic directionalities. By this time, the
magickal universe will have been fully explicated, and shown to be related to a

condition of postmodernity.
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Phenomenology: What Does Magick Feel Like?

Pre-Fieldwork (circa September 1997): Jason

A British Telecom callcentre somewhere in the U.K. I have recently started a job
answering emergency 999 calls, and am undergoing a probationary period during
which T am being mentored by the long-haired and taciturn Jason, a considerably

more experienced operator. We are taking calls together via a double headset.

A call comes in, and a distressed female manages to say the word “police” before the
telephone handset is apparently punched or kicked from her hand. We have no
location details, and no choice but to perform an address trace, a laborious and
protracted procedure. The assault continues throughout this time, and we are unable to
avoid hearing it, every punch, kick and yelp. This would be a challenging call for an
experienced operator; fresh from training as I am, I immediately find myself in a state
of borderline panic. However, thanks to Jason’s calm presence and occasional
assistance, I successfully complete the trace; the address established and a police unit

is immediately dispatched thereto, though by this time the line is silent.

Jason suggests I go for a cigarette on the grounds that I “look like I need one.” I am
visibly shaking, and we are entitled to short “stress breaks” in such circumstances.
Already the feeling that I should have done more, or done what I did more quickly, is
overwhelming; totally irrational, but quite overwhelming nevertheless. Wondering

whether I am cut out for this job, I stand up to leave the room.
Jason reaches into his rucksack and pulls out a slim, pointed rose quartz crystal. Even
after the shock of the last few minutes, I can’t help but give Jason a slightly quizzical

look.

“Just clearing the negative energy left over after that bloody mess,” he explains.
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“It’s high energy food,” comes a faux supercilious reply.
“I’ll stick to my bacon sandwich,” I throw back.

“Your bacon sandwich will stick to your arteries and your energy will continue to

vibrate on the base level it so patently does.”
“Thank you for that. I’ll bear it in mind. ... How did you sleep?”
“Nightmares,” Angel reports, serious all of a sudden. “Weird nightmares.”

“Oh, I'm sorry,” I say, and as the kettle hisses to boiling-point, my bleary eyes drift to
the wall behind it, on which is an A4-sized poster consisting of two halves. The right-
hand side is headed “Dragon Environmental Group”. Below this heading is a “sigil”

(a magickal symbol) which is explained thus:

The symbol as a whole represents the World Tree - Yggdrasil - in Scandinavian and Anglo-Saxon

myth.

The tree reaches deep into the earth with its roots; into the realm of the death goddess, Hel, feeding
from the deep well of the ancestors and the dead and rotting vegetation. This represents our ability to
recycle that which has passed its life-span. It also reminds us to heed the simpler life and wisdom of
our ancestors who are dead and gone.

The point in the fork of the arrow at the roots of the tree represents the realm of Swartalfhelm, the deep
subconscious; that which is intuitively in touch with the earth and the dark elves who busy themselves
with the mineral wealth and the crafting of our landscape. This reminds us to stay in touch with the
deeper workings of the earth’s movements and act instinctively with it.

The first pair of branches represents Midgard, or Middle Earth. This is the realm we ordinarily inhabit.
It also encompasses the elements. For us it is the realm of being and doing and the material state of our
action and neglect towards the earth.

The second pair of branches on the tree represent the realm of the Ljossalfheim, the realm of the light
elves. They are creatures of the intellect and represent our thinking, or higher consciousness. They
remind us that, as a human in the greater cosmic scheme of things, we must be conscious and
thoughtful of our actions.

The topmost branches represent Asgard, the home of the gods and the realm of the super-conscious.
The cosmic tree is hardly complete without its top branches, and to reach them and keep it intact we

have to make sacrifices of our time and energy.

It also reminds us that if we are to achieve any sort of cosmic awareness and true integration with the
planet on all levels, we must first endeavour to climb the tree and face its challenges.

12



The environmental sigil: use it - do it - be it!

On the right-hand side of the poster is a breakdown of which runes have been

combined to form the environmental sigil. Below is another poster:

Anicca: The Law of Impermanence

The second laksana is anitya (Pali: anicca). Anitya means ‘impermanent’... it asserts that all
conditioned things, all compounded things, are constantly changing... this is happening of course all the
time. Perhaps it is easier to understand this truth nowadays than it was before. We know now from
science that there is no such thing as hard solid matter - scattered in lumps throughout space. We know
that what we think of as matter is in reality only energy in various forms.

The same truth of impermanence applies to the mind. In the mental life there is nothing unchanging;
there is no unchanging permanent immortal soul; there is only a constant succession of mental states,
The mind changes even more quickly than the physical body. We cannot usually see the physical body
changing, but we can see our own mind changing, if we are a little observant. That is why the Buddha
said that it is more reprehensible to identify oneself with the mind than with the body: to think that I am
the mind is more reprehensible then to think that I am the body because the body at least possesses a
certain relative stability, whereas the mind does not possess any stability at all.

To put it very broadly, the characteristic of anitya shows us that the whole universe, from top to
bottom, in all its immensity, in all its grandeur, is just one vast congeries of processes of different
types, taking place at different levels, and all interrelated; nothing is standing still, nothing is immobile,
not even for an instant. It is easy to forget this. We think that the sky and the mountains are always
there (the ‘everlasting hills’) we think that our bodies are relatively permanent. It is only when
increments of change add up to a great change, add up perhaps to a catastrophe, or when something
breaks or comes to an end, or when we die, that we realise the truth of impermanence.

On an adjacent wall is another poster which has been typed in the same font:

The Principle of Nonviolence

In order to achieve peace - world peace - we have to deepen our realisation of the indivisibility of
humanity, and act on that realisation with even greater consistency. We shall have to regard ourselves
as citizens of the world in a more concrete sense than before, and rid ourselves of even the faintest
vestige of nationalism. We shall have to identify ourselves more closely with all living things, and love
them with a more ardent and selfless love. We shall have to be a louder and clearer voice of sanity and
compassion in the world. We shall also have to bring to bear on the governments and peoples of the
world, and on ourselves, the same kind of pressure that was required for the abolition of nuclear
weapons but to an even greater extent. Above all, we shall have to intensify our commitment to the
great ethical and spiritual principle of nonviolence, both in respect relations between individuals and in
reepect ot [sic] relations between groups.

Ever since the dawn of history - perhaps [f]Jrom the very beginning of the present cosmic cycle itself -
two great principles have been at work in the world: the principle of violence and the principle of
nonviolence, or as we may also call it, the principle of love - though love in the sense of agape rather
than eros. The principle of violence finds expression in force and fraud, as well as in such things as
oppression, exploitation, intimidation and blackmail. The principle of nonviolence finds its expression
in friendliness and openness, as well as in such things as gentleness and helpfulness, and the giving of
encouragement, sympathy, and appreciation. The principle of violence is reactive and ultimately
destructive; the principle of nonviolence is creative. The principle of violence is the principle of
Darkness, the principle of nonviolence is a principle of Light. Whereas to live in accordance with the
principle of violence is to be either an animal or a devil or a combination of the wto [sic], to live in

13



accordance with the principle of nonviolence is to be a human being in the full sense of the term, or
even an angel.

Shortage of time, slight nausea (and perhaps Angel’s rather dire prediction) have
deterred me from my customary bacon sandwich, and I head back into my bedroom
content with a strong black coffee. Images hit me: lightening over Stonehenge (a
poster behind my easy chair), giant waves crashing against a lighthouse (a poster
opposite my easy chair), and my attention is caught by an unplanned collage of
newspaper and magazine advertisements on the floor comprised by a collapsed pile of
cuttings from newspapers and magazines. Amid the avalanche lie a travel
advertisement for Mystical Marrakesh, adverts for Genie (somehow Arabo-Muslim
Jinn have lent the Anglicised form of their name to western mobile phones) and a
photograph of a beautifully-dressed Chinese woman captioned with Chinese Zodiac,
Feng Shui, Yin Yang, Shanghai Tang; 1.3 Billion Can’t be Wrong, concludes the
advertisement for the Shanghai Tang clothing label. I see a P.C. so powerful as to be a
Speed Demon, and learn that the Honda Accord, sprouting as it is an ethereal forked
tail, is Possessed. On the other hand, it is Divine Inspiration which lies behind the
furniture of Chaplains of London, and a trip to Selfridges will constitute a One Stop
Shop To Party Heaven! It is with the Jaguar XKR that things get more ambivalent: it
is a Bat Out Of Heaven, though, we may rest assured, For All The Demonic Power Of
The XKR’s Supercharged V8 Powerplant, The Car’s Adaptive Cruise Control,
Satellite Navigation And Computer Active Technology Suspension Make It Absolute
Heaven To Drive. A cream cheese, angelically depicted spread on a bagel floating
amongst the clouds, offers another such ascension from the demonic to the angelic:
one can apparently Recover From the Hangover From Hell via the Little Taste of
Heaven that is Philadelphia Light. There is paradoxical chromatic juxtaposition
inherent in the Black Magic of Mont Blanc pens, and on a more affordably
graphological note, a depiction of beams of power shooting forth from the tips of
Pentel Energel pens accompanying the slogan, The Power is in Your Hands!
Likewise, I see the Peugeot 206 surrounded by a crackling electric forcefield, set to
the caption, You Know It's Love When Every Touch Is Electric. A Nokia
advertisement depicts science fiction-obsessed teen boys asking, “May The Force Be
With Us”, and The Safest Way For Kids To Explore The Internet Is With An Alien,
advise the people at Kzuk, which claims to be “the U.K.’s first child safe 1.S.P.”

14



There’s an advertisement for Hi-Tech Make-Up That’s Out Of This World and Sharp
L.C.D. television is apparently Moving Into A New Dimension with its new L.C.D.
television. A can of Carlsberg Special Brew clasped in the hand of a gargantuan
Egyptian statue, towering above tiny tourists: The Beer of the Gods, and Probably The
Most Special Brew In This World Or In Any Other. And all this time, The Magic Has
Never Been So Close, at least, according to the folk at the Walt Disney Company.

Removing my eyes from this mosaic of consumer manipulation, I sit down, placing
the mug of coffee on the arm of the chair. It is a black mug, with gold illustration
depicting and text detailing character traits associated with the astrological sign of
Cancer. It came into the kitchen via Tim, another one of my flatmates; I think
inevitably of the previous owner of the mug, a man I never knew who was found
dead, needle-in-arm, in a Glasgow bed-sit. Allegedly he had psychological problems
because his father, a well-known U.K. media personality, was nothing like as nice and
smiley as his televisual persona suggests. Tim’s going through a rough patch at the
moment, for not only has one of his childhood friends died recently, quite possibly by
his own hand, but even more recently his aged mother ended her own life via an
overdose. (“This is year of the suicides,” Chelsea had muttered, grimly, and that was

before the man who squatted the flat upstairs had hanged himself.)

Then as the coffee kicks in, my mood lifts and my thoughts move to more cheerful
places. Time is pressing however, and I need to banish. I never leave the house
without banishing, for drawing negative energy to oneself on the streets of Brixton
can have dangerous consequences on a physical level. (The phrase “white faggot”
echoes through my mind as it had reverberated through Electric Lane that night. But I
am absolutely not allowing myself to think about that, not now. Banishing is after all

partly about clearing one’s mind of what one informant describes as “psychic crap”.)

As ever for the banishing ritual, I stand facing East, holding my hands, palms up, in
front of me at chest height. I take three long, deep breaths. I feel vortices of energy
buzz in my thorax and palms and so I know the time is right to move onto the next
phase of the ritual. With a pointed index finger, I inscribe an ‘imaginary’ pentagram
in the air in front of the Stonehenge poster. A pentagram, should the reader be

unfamiliar with the symbol, is simply a five-pointed star like this one:
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intonation I turn to the North, domain of the element of Earth, and eyes on the stone
steps in a print of a 1959 photo on the North wall (the steps I used to walk down each
day to get to work at the emergency call centre years previously), I draw a rocky
pentagram in the air. I raise my hand towards the ceiling and banish in the High, and
then drop my hand down and banish in the Deep. I am at the very centre of my own
universe. A gyrating, crackling electrical sphere now surrounds me. The atmosphere

in the room is tangibly cleaner.

That’s better.

Just then I see an intensely bright pinpoint of blue light in the air. It vanishes
immediately I become aware of it. Either I did not get anything like enough sleep last
night and that was a minor hallucination, or there’s something in magick. Given how
tired I feel, 1 strongly suspect the former, but the ethnographer in me chooses to

believe the latter, at least for the time being.

Anyway, I am getting later by the second and more prosaic matters beckon: deodorant
choice. Voodoo, Atlantis, or Apollo? (I don’t particularly care for the aromas of
Africa, Phoenix or Inca, and they don’t make my old favourite, Oriental, anymore.
For better or worse, my armpits will exude the aroma of Voodoo for the rest of the

day.'

I head down the corridor. On the walls are Isis, Jesus, the Virgin Mary, Saint Peter,
and Elvis Presley. I pass by shelves of stones, shells, starfish, animal horns, feathers,
fir cones, a fragmented plaster head of an ancient Greek figure, smaller statues

(Buddha, Ganesh), crystals, and a small forest of incense sticks:
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beginning to learn, is integral to magick. I push the door to; there’s no lock and
anyway the door doesn’t shut properly. By now I could not care less, nor could my
flatmates, but even at this horribly early hour I am capable of a smile as I remember
how upset my brother was about this absence during his recent visit. As far as he is

concerned, it simply is not civilised not to have a lock on a lavatory door.

[ ought to be focussing on negative energy leaving my body or a negative
phenomenon exiting my life as I defecate, because defecation, I have been taught, can
be a profoundly magickal act. However, my bleary eyes drift onto the posters on the

walls...

Crystal Health and Wealth

The efficacious use of Gems and Minerals

If you have marvelled at the beauty in the shapes, colours and forms held in the vast spectrum of
Crystal Gems and Ores, discovering within the clearer ones, phantom shapes and energy locked within,
or simply wondered at these lovely manifestations of the Creator’s love, that in itself would be healing.
For Love and Beauty are nature’s way of reminding us who we are in relation to the universe.

Contained within these writings are simple guidelines designed to bring you an understanding of the
healing powers of Crystal Gems, and Mineral Ores. This reflects my personal understanding,
experience and intuition of how stones and precious metals can work for us. Do not limit them or
yourself. Play with them, experience and follow your own inner guidance.

Amethyst

The ‘Elevator’. Strengthens the endocrinal and immune systems while having a good effect on right
brain activity, pineal, pituitary glands and an exceptional blood cleanser and energiser. Very powerful
aid to spiritual enhancement by bringing the lower natures to a higher consciousness. Cuts through
illusion and is a helpful friend to mediators, inspiring healing, divine love, inspiration and intuition.

Calcite

The ‘Balancer’. A variably coloured stone, it benefits the kidneys, pancreas and spleen. Alleviating fear
and stress, it has the ability to balance the male/female polarities as well as the emotions by helping
you to ground excessive enthusiasms. Inspires joy, lightness of being and some claims indicate an
improvement in astral projection.

Carnelian

The ‘Friendly One’ is a highly evolved healer, aiding kidneys, lungs, gallbladder, pancreas, aids tissue
regeneration while vitalising the blood. Energises the physical, emotional and mental self. A good
balancer, it connects you with your inner self, giving good concentration and in opening your heart it
brings joy, sociability and warmth.

19



Celestite

This ‘Stone of Heaven’ reduces stress by giving relaxation and peace of mind but also accelerates
spiritual growth by helping you to expand your creative expression, adjusting and knowing your higher
self and other forms of divine awareness. Revealing truth, reliability and the clarity of thought and
speech.

Chrysocolla

This is the “Woman’s Friend’. Excellent for period pains, pre-menstrual tension and other related
problems, strengthening feminine qualities in both genders. Generally aids in the prevention of ulcers,
digestive problems, arthritic conditions, toughens lungs and the thyroid glands, enchanting the
metabolism. Alleviates guilt, tensions and phobias while inspiring creativity, personal power, joy and
serenity.

Chrysoprase

A very subtle quartz, this ‘Joy Stone’ helps to ease sexual frustration and depressions by balancing
neurotic patterns and by enchanting personal insight. A very inward looking stone it also helps with
calming, balancing and inner mental healing while underlining light-heartedness, joy and your inner
talents.

I head towards the bathroom. No lock here either, but the light isn’t on so it is safe to
enter. I wash my hands with a grit-studded soap bar from the local health shop and
grab my toothbrush and some of Nature’s Own toothpaste. Minty-mouthed but still
behind schedule, I head out. I exit my block through its heavily grilled door into a

polluted urban drizzle.

Walking briskly down Effra Road, I pass the Richard Budd Memorial, and cannot
help but be reminded of what certain of my informants make of it. The memorial,
technically a mausoleum, was erected by one Henry Budd in 1825 in memory of his
father, Richard Budd (1746-1821), treasurer of the Royal College of Physicians
Madhouse Commission and (in all probability) Freemason. According to Chelsea, this
site is on an intersection of various “ley lines” (a.k.a. “energy lines” or “lines of
force”) and it is also over an underground river (the Effra). The memorial’s Greek-
and Egyptian-style ornamentation includes the ourobouros (a snake eating its own
tail), a symbol laden with magickal significance and which we have in fact already

seen on my duvet in Figure 1.3.
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Feeling a slight tingling sensation in my legs and stomach (from the walk over the
ley-line intersection and/or cellars used for rituals of dubious intention?) I perform an

instinctive, quick and entirely mental banishing ritual, just in case.

I head right, into Coldharbour Lane. I note the shop Joy. A poster in the window of
Joy invites one to enquire within for “Palmistry, Tarot, Psychic [sic], Hand writing
analysis, Spirit Guides” courtesy of one Delores. Joy predominantly stocks gifts of a
slightly kitsch nature, but amongst them are books on magick. There is Lauren
White’s Spells for Self-Improvement: Using Magic For Personal Success, and
alongside, Solala Towler’s Chi: Energy of Harmony. These might be the sort of books
which at least some of my informants would frown on for being “lightweight” or
“tame”, but nevertheless, books on magick they are. On the opposite side of the road,
The Book Monger boasts a selection of more “serious” magickal books for the more

“serious” buyer.

If T had time I'd pop into the Binal Newsagent, and grab a selection of mainstream
newspapers to decode and generally deconstruct on the tube, but right now time is the
last thing I have to spare. (Nevertheless, I must digress, that newsagent was later to
become important to me and my work, because it was here that I first found the
magazine Spirit & Destiny: For Women Who Want The Best Possible Future. The
front page of the February 2003 edition included:

Diet Exclusive: Organic food makes you slim! Your February Horoscopes: 12 Loved-Up Pages. Get
Energised: Stay happy and healthy with our hot tips. Highway to heaven: Unlock your star sign
sensuality. Exclusive: Patsy Palmer ‘The voices in my head saved my life’. 19 Pages of Mind, Body
and Spirit. Plus: white magic... psychic school... love charms.

Again, the sort of thing which most of my informants regard as rather “dumbed-
down”, but such a publication falls within the category of alternative spirituality and
certainly includes magick. It was also in this newsagent early in 2003 that I first saw
Mind, Body, Spirit, one of those weekly, limited series of magazines commencing in
early January which one builds up into a collection. My informants generally regard
Mind, Body Spirit as more “serious” than Spirit and Destiny; ideally at least, it
comprises a ‘course’ in various aspects of magick. The magazine has multiple

contributors, and at least two of them are informants of mine. Finally on the subject of
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Binal Newsagent, 1 should note here that its proprietors have been most helpful when
I have needed them to order the Jewish Chronicle, The Catholic Herald or the Church
Times. It is worth underscoring that one does not actually have to order Spirit &
Destiny or Mind, Body, Spirit from this newsagent, which is more than can be said for

any of the other major religious or spiritual papers. However, back to native being...)

I turn left down Electric Lane, feeling a slight twinge of satisfaction that at this time
of the morning at least, I am allowed to walk down it unhindered. At night, this street
belongs to the drug dealers and one is not always made to feel particularly welcome
as [ have previously mentioned. Now all that remains of the dealers is the acrid stench
of urine, broken beer bottles and a scattering of small plastic baggies. On the wall is a
graffito calling for More Police Funerals. There’s something absolutely unique about

the energy in this street, something very “edgy” indeed.

Just before the entrance to the Market Row arcade is the Natural Fragrance Co., a
shop specialising in incense, oils, candles and other magickal equipment. It was from
this establishment which Chelsea purchased the Most Powerful Helping Hand. From
what I have observed, the shop’s clientele displays an approximately equal ratio of
blacks to whites, though its small selection of books covers ‘Afro’ and not ‘Euro’
magick. Though it is not quite within sight, I inevitably think of the other purveyor of
magickal equipment, just a few yards away in the arcade: Original Products Ltd.
Religious Artefacts: Herbs. Products From Haiti & USA. That shop seems to cater
mainly to black clientele, though it does keep a small stock of books on ‘Euro’

magick.

Into Electric Avenue. Electric Avenue (and likewise Electric Lane) is so named on
account of having been amongst the first streets in London to have been lit by electric
lighting, and another historical detail worth noting is that it was in this street that
mage and writer Iain Sinclair attended the London Film School. I pass Index Books. In
its window, amongst other texts are Harry Potter novels, various sumptuous editions
of The Lord of the Rings, and tarot cards. Index Books boasts a large ‘Mind, Body and
Spirit’ section while apparently stocking for no other religious or spiritual persuasion
whatsoever. (It was here wherein I was later to find Flowers from Hell: A Satanic

Reader, a book much loved by those of my informants who chose the Left Hand
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Path.) Energy-wise, Electric Avenue has a slightly different feel to any I have
registered thus far this morning. Effectively the main street of the market, it is
crowded with shoppers who, relative to my commuter’s pace, lumber along like
sloths. The wet concrete is visually fascinating, so obscured in places as to be
grouting a mixed-media, multicultural mosaic of mashed mangoes, battered breadfruit
and soggy sprouts which have fallen from stalls or delivery lorries alongside the more
predictable urban refuse of rags, cigarette ends, McDonald’s packaging and
excrement. In my nostrils, the tang of disinfectant. Then the commemorative plaque
on the supermarket wall at the spot of militant right-winger David Copeland’s
improvised explosive device (cue distant memory of a newspaper picture of an x-ray
image of a nail embedded in a baby’s brain) which always makes the energy here feel

more than a little dubious, at least to me.

I enter the tube station, buy a ticket, make my way down to the platform and right to
the end of the train, and find an empty carriage. I sit down, facing a graffito which

claims: England Shit Rotten Island. 1 close my eyes.

When I open them, two other men have entered the carriage. They could not be more
different. Opposite me on my far right is a casually-yet-expensively dressed white
thirtysomething male; he looks like a stereotypical white-collar gay man with no
shortage of disposable income. Directly opposite me is a far from well-dressed
fortysomething white male, who, I suddenly note, issues forth that unmistakable scent

of unwashed human animal.

“Mind if I smoke?”, he asks me, completely ignoring the other man and vice versa.
“Nope,” I reply.

He pulls out a crack pipe and proceeds to smoke. I glance at the other man. He must
have noticed, but is still ignoring the crack piper and eyes tightly closed, is (slightly
melodramatically?) performing autoaccupressure on his forehead. Odd, I think... in

their own way, both men are performing acts of magick.

I close my eyes again.
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At Victoria, as usual, the carriage fills up with people, many of whom are reading the
latest Harry Potter novel. Warren Street is a ‘deep station’, and I have to travel up two
escalators to reach street level. As I do so, I quasi-register a number of
advertisements, their messages a blurred barrage of information and imperatives. In
My Break, I Take a Pilgrimage To Me, and At lunchtime, I Feed the Unicorn are both
slogans for Oasis fruit drink. Mind, Body and Spirit, Solgar are the Vitamins I Trust
and Our Lives Dance With Nature, Listen To the Rhythm both advertise Solgar
Vitamins, Essentials For Life's Journey. Meanwhile, a music shop boasts Advanced
Music, Primitive Price. 1 am also informed that Abusing People Because of Their
Race, Faith, Religion Or Disability Or Because They Are Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual Or
Transgendered, Is A Crime, and finally leave the station with the thought What If

Magic Ruled the World?, courtesy of an advertisement for a computer game.”

25



"#G

78



Where the Path Begins. ..
A Practical Seminar for Self-Knowledge by Dr Jonni Bondi

Your Chance to Gain:
A Deeper Understanding of Your Real Position in Life and this World
A New Perspective on Yourself and Your Possibilities
The Tools to Better Know and Forgive Yourself

Once in the bar, I order a pint of Guinness from a female student barmaid who is
dressed all in black. As I wait for the pint to be poured, I notice that she’s wearing
black nail polish. Eventually she passes me the pint. Sometimes the bar staff pour the
Irish shamrock into the head of a pint of Guinness, but tonight, instead of a shamrock
the head of froth is engraved with a pentagram. I smile knowingly at the woman, and
she knowingly smiles back. But apart from this, the quick drink is not unusual, and
nor are the quips about ‘weirdness’ and ‘weirdoes’ which my colleagues make as I

stand up and say my farewells before I head off into the field.

I head past Russell Square (once home to the Richard Budd whose memorial I passed
this morning) and along Montague Place, passing the back entrance to the British
Museum. Lines from William Empson’s Homage to the British Museum (2001:55)

spring to mind:

Attending there let us absorb the cultures of nations
And dissolve into our judgement all their codes.
Then, being clogged with a natural hesitation
(People are continually asking one the way out),
Let us stand here and admit that we have no road.

As I pass the wooden boarding along the Montague Street side the British Museum, 1
notice a pentagram has been scratched into it. Stickers catch my eye: one advertises
the Summer Solstice festival at Stonehenge (with a drawing of a flying saucer soaring
over the megaliths). Another advertises 2000AD, a science-fiction and fantasy graphic

novel which at least two of my informants write for.

Into Great Russell Street and immediately I catch sight of a shop sign to my left with

a lightening bolt on its hanging-sign: Electricians And Art Noveau Clocks. In front of
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me is the Scotch Shop with its tartan-filled window. Opposite, adjacent to the Forum
Café, is Westaway and Westaway, another shop with a similarly tartan-oriented
window display. I wryly note that they stock MacGregor tartan, beloved of one
Samuel Mathers whose love of things Celtic inspired him to style himself Samuel
McGregor Mathers and who, in 1888 (along with Dr William Wynn Westcott and Dr
Robert Woodman) founded the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, an influential
early magickal group which included the poet W.B.Yeats, writers Arthur Machen,
Algernon Blackwood, Sax Rohmer and Bram Stoker, and the famous occult figures

Dion Fortune, Gerald Gardner and the notorious Aleister Crowley.

I zip across Great Russell Street in order to avoid the tourist hordes thronging the
main entrance to the British Museum. I’'m into Bury Place now, passing Parthenon:
Fossils, Antiquities and Ancient Coins, its window full of artefacts from the Ancient
Near and Ancient Far East: statues, vases, bowls, ammonites, crystals... a quartz point
like the one Jason had, only clear, not rose. I pass the Museum Gallery which is
similar to Parthenon but focused more on °‘Egyptiana’, real and reproduction:
Egyptian Bazaar, Ancient Art, Antiquities, Books, Papyrus, Artefacts. Opposite is
Afribilia which as its name suggests is a stockist of: African Art and Antiques,
boasting, Collectors’ Gallery, Coins and Medals, Postcards and Ephemera,

Memorabilia.

I turn right, cutting through Gilbert Place with its graffitied walls: twisted and crazee.
Into Museum Street: left, Ulysses, one of a number of bookshops specialising in rare
and antique books. Beyond it is The Focus Gallery, its burglar alarm decorated with
the ancient Chinese Yin-Yang motif. As I cross the street I catch sight of Fine Books
Oriental and the Cafe Pyramid [sic]. I am now immediately in front of The Plough, a
pub which my informants say was frequented by Aleister Crowley. To the right, in the
window of Roe and Moore Rare Books, a print of a 1968 lithograph by Alexander
Calder catches my eye: an abstract design comprised mainly by a spiral. Just beyond
the Thai Garden Restaurant is Playin’ Games, a shop dedicated as its name suggests
to all things ludic. Its basement is one of a number of sources of fantasy and science
fiction texts and games often played by my informants and drawn on in their magickal
practices, and upstairs the shop keeps a small stock of Tarot cards. A cardboard figure

of Yoda from the Star Wars mythos stares inscrutably at me from the window. Most
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headquarters of The Swedenborg Society; the work and ideas of Christian mystic
Emmanuel Swedenborg are familiar to some of my informants. I cross Bloomsbury
Way eventually and head along New Oxford Street. Behind me is Forbidden Planet,
dedicated to science-fiction and fantasy texts and artefacts and also a frequent port of
call for magickal practitioners. Beyond that, that great modern monolith, the
Centrepoint building, looms large. It is generally held amongst the natives that the site

of the building was cursed by Aleister Crowley (e.g. Greenwood 2000:3).

I pass the San Ling Chinese Medicine Centre (more Yin-Yang symbols, of course)
and then either The Well Spring or the Wellspring Bookshop, depending on whether
one reads the window sign or hanging sign; either way, both signs agree that it is a

shop dedicated to Rudolph Steiner Books.

Then, into High Holborn and more or less immediately after that, into The Princess
Louise public house where my informants are having a “pub moot” in the private
room upstairs as they do every other Wednesday evening. This particular meeting was
originally called Talking Stick by founders Caroline Robertson and Amanda Prouten.
The Talking Stick Magickal Journal is an occasional product of this meeting. The
cover describes the journal as A Modern Anthology of Paganism and the Occult, and

(around the sides of the cover) the following list of subtopics is provided:

Thelema, Angels, Aliens, Wicca, Druidism, Herbalism, Cabala, Mythology, Folklore, Mysteries,
Tantra, Ley Lines, Crowley.

It is commonly observed that the only distinctive thing about the individuals present

at such meetings is their diversity. In V.Crowley’s (1996a:33) words:

It was not that any one individual looked unusual, but it was the combination of elderly English ladies
with walking sticks, middle aged men in sports jackets, leather-jacketed Goths with pierced noses and
Doc Martin boots, families carrying babies, hippies whose dress style had not changed since 1972, men
with pony tails, men and women with hennaed hair, perms and shaven heads... Yes, collectively, we

were an unusual group.

The only obvious sociodemographic point to be made is that the majority of people
are white. Just three identify as ‘Indian’, ‘Anglo-Indian’ or, in Steve Wilson’s case,

“Indo-Saxon”. Just one is of Chinese origin. There is no one of ‘Afro-Caribbean’
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ethnicity present (though Dan’s partner is Afro-Caribbean and makes occasional
appearances on the magickal scene). The female-to-male ratio is, as usual,
approximately equal. I notice two young women kissing in a corner and some two of
the men are unusually ‘feminine’ by mainstream ‘standards’, sporting long hair and
nail polish. There is no case for saying that the individuals present are predominantly

of any one particular ‘class’.

On a table in one corner sit three of the Thelemites, those who have been inspired
predominantly by the work of Aleister Crowley. All are middle-aged males.
Thelemites tend to be males; an approximate gender quantification being that three-
quarters of the ones I met were. All are dressed smartly yet look somehow
dishevelled. Their suits have seen better days and don’t seem to fit all that well.
Typically, they are drinking and smoking heavily, and one of them has suspiciously
small (‘pinned’?) pupils.4 They are talking, as one would expect, about matters of
Thelema. Or rather, one is talking while the others listen, recounting an unexpected
appearance made by the archangel Raphael at the foot of his bed. I catch the end of
the anecdote: the Archangel apparently had the courtesy not to wake the mage’s

“darling wife”.

At another table sit a group of Wiccans/witches.” Some of them are wearing black
from head to toe, a uniform commonly topped off with a silver or silver-coloured
pentagram worn about the neck. Others are dressed slightly more colourfully, in
‘ethnic’ (i.e. Oriental clothing). Crushed velvet seems popular with some of the older
women. In contrast to the Thelemites, their are more women than men at this table. In
East Coker (1963:196-204), T.S.Eliot provides a suitable introductory image for

witchcraft, although as far as I am aware he was never involved with the practice:

In that open field

If you do not come too close, if you do not come too close,
On a summer midnight, you can hear the music

Of the weak pipe and the little drum

And see them dancing around the bonfire

The association of man and woman

In daunsinge, signifying matrimonie -

A dignified and commodious sacrament.

Two and two, necessarye coniunction,

Holding eche other by the hand or the arm
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Whiche betokeneth concorde. Round and round the fire
Leaping through the flames, or joined in circles,
Rustically solemn or in rustic laughter

Lifting heavy feet in clumsy shoes,

Earth feet, loam feet, lifted in country mirth
Mirth of those long since under earth
Nourishing the corn. Keeping time,

Keeping the rhythm in their dancing

As in their living in the living seasons

The time of the seasons and the constellations
The time of milking and the time of harvest
The time of the coupling of man and woman
And that of beasts. Feet rising and falling.
Eating and drinking. Dung and death.

Wicca or witchcraft, in V.Crowley’s words (1996b:82) “worships some of the earliest
forms of deity - the Great Mother Goddess and the Horned God. [They] are seen as
sexual. The Goddess is the Great Mother who gives birth to the world. The Horned
God is seen as part animal, part human and part spirit [and] is usually depicted as
phallic. Wicca worships the gods through a seasonal cycle of eight festivals and also
at the thirteen full moons.” (It is worth noting that many involved in magick, not just
Wiccans and witches, observe the former eight festivals, especially Beltane

(celebrated on or around May 1) and Summer Solstice (celebrated on or around June

21).)

On another table, a quietly-spoken man with a London accent and occasional stammer
chats with a ‘well-spoken’ middle-aged woman. These two individuals are key
members of the Illuminates of Dionysus, a group dedicated as its name suggests to the
ancient Greek deity Dionysus, an androgynous being associated with anarchy,
alcohol, and madness and who played, of course, a important role in Nietzschean
philosophy. Bruce is studying for a masters qualification in the philosophy of science,
and Jocelyn Chaplin is a relatively well-known feminist psychotherapist and author.
The pair are anarchists, and are discussing a forthcoming public ritual, part of the May

I'st anticapitalist demonstrations.

Meanwhile, at another table, a huge bear of a man with a white beard is chatting to the
equally imposing and slightly younger Steve Wilson. It’s very hard to tell which man
is bigger, louder and more ‘traditionally masculine’. The bearded man is one Terry

Dobson, who, as usual, has come all the way from Avebury on his motorcycle. Terry
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is the Keeper of the Stones, the stones being the megaliths for which the village of
Avebury is famous. Terry is an ex-biker and in fact has the dubious honour of having
been thrown out of the Hell’s Angels, his career in this particular biker gang cut short
when he admitted to being involved with the 1968 Grosvenor Square riot (i.e.
fraternising with “poofs and niggers”, which is most certainly not acceptable in the
eyes of the right wing Hell’s Angels). When Steve Wilson (a Chaoist as well as a
Druid) moves over to the bar to talk to the Chaoists, Terry finds a fellow biker from

Pat’s “Celtic mysticism” group to talk motorcycles with.

At the bar, behind where the speaker will be standing, stand the Chaoists (a.k.a. Chaos
magicians or Chaotes). All are relatively young; only Steve Wilson is over thirty.
Apart from those of them who have come straight from the office, they are with just
one exception dressed in black from head to toe. A number of them wear not
pentacles, but an eight-pointed star about their necks, and some sport facial piercings
as well as tattoos. There’s Dan, his long hair hanging in a pony-tail down the back of
his leather raincoat. Dan works in a magickal bookshop (there are several in this part
of London apart from The Atlantis Bookshop) and his frequent (and to him cathartic)
accounts of his working days often prove to be extremely useful data. There’s Ben,
who sports an array of facial piercings and is fashionably dressed in black cargo pants
and a black designer “T’-shirt. There are just three women amongst this group. Sam
has a masters qualification and is a sociologist/penologist based at one of the
University of London’s various colleges. Paula, with whom I was involved for a short
time, works in community education. Gale has a Ph.D. and is a civil servant. A
number of these individuals are members of a magickal group which will here be
referred to as the Haunters of the Dark, and whom we will encounter in more detail
below. The Chaoists are standing up because it makes slipping out during a talk they
find dull more practical. They do this a lot, seemingly having no respect whatsoever
for those who do not identify as Chaoists. There is undoubtedly a certain amount of
tension between the Chaoists and the others in the room. Chaos magick has a
reputation for being “dark and dangerous”, a view clearly shared by some of my
scholarly predecessors, for example Luhrmann (1989:97), Greenwood (2000:46n7).
Even the Thelemites do not entirely approve of the Chaoists. At this moment in time,

Ben, an undergraduate art student, is deploring the fact that Wicca is merely
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“Christianity for hippies”. Ben has had problems with Wicca; some years ago now, he

was thrown out of his Wiccan group (or ‘coven’) when he came out as a gay man.

It must be said that far more people in the room would claim to be ‘eclectic’ in their
approach to magick than would be happy to identify exclusively with the magickal
“paths” we have just seen. Many avoid labels altogether, seemingly finding it easier to
define what they are not than what they actually are. This ‘eclectic majority’ will
often talk of being “self-initiated”. Some attempt to avoid hierarchy and group politics
by not joining groups; others may be in several groups at once. Even some of those
whom we met above might quibble with fixed labels: as well as Chaos magick, Ben is
heavily into Thelema and the Northern Tradition, and we saw that Steve Wilson
practices Druidry, Chaos magick, an occasional mixture of Druidry and Voodoo
(which with typical magickal humour, he calls “Drudu”). Moreover, Steve is also a
priest in The Fellowship of Isis, a goddess-oriented group based in Ireland whose

founder, Olivia Robertson, personally knew William Butler Yeats.

Also amongst the ‘eclectic majority’ is Stephen Grasso, a shaman and voodoo priest.
Stephen used to be a Chaoist, and belonged to the Haunters of the Dark, but he left the
group some months previously when he was struck by physical health problems, and
dedicated himself to what is best described as Voodoo-shamanism. Nevertheless, he
remains on good terms with the Chaoists, and waves at them from across the bar. (I
wince inwardly on his behalf; his leg must be especially bad tonight, or he would have

got up and gone over to speak to them.)

Sitting at the next table with his thirtysomething female partner is the octogenarian
Conroy Maddox, a celebrated English surrealist artist who has exhibited work in the
Tate gallery and whose collages were once considered so subversive that they were

seized by the police.
As I buy a drink or several and meet and greet, I am surprised to bump into Jason, the

man who had trained me to be an emergency operator in another part of the country

years previously. The magickal world, it seems, can be a small one.
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The purpose of Talking Stick is both social and didactic. After the private room is
opened at around seven-thirty, people will talk until around eight forty-five. Then a
chairperson introduces the evening’s speaker. The range of talks is as vast as the
topics of interest to magickal practitioners. Even I myself have done a talk there, on

the maverick psychologist Wilhelm Reich.

Later That Evening

Dan, Francis, Alex and myself are standing on a carpet of desiccated fox excrement in
the boiler room of a derelict hospital in Clapham. The former trio are part of the
aforementioned group which will here be referred to as The Haunters of the Dark
(H.0.D.). The group began as an attempt to work magickally with the deities posited
in H.P.Lovecraft’s fictional Chthulu mythos. Since then, information gained via
possessions and trances pointed the group towards an entity by the name of Orizaz, an
extra-dimensional being about whom or which relatively little was then established.
The H.O.D. discovered an abandoned hospital in Clapham, and, after some initial

explorations, concluded that it would make a marvellous venue for their rituals.

“What’s the plan then?”, I ask, as I fiddle with my camera.

“As ever,” says Dan. “We wing it and just go completely banana-tits mad.”

“Um, can we be a little more specific?”, I push.

“Am I scrying into the Ghooric Zone and having a natter with Orizaz?”, asks Alex.

“Why not?”, answers Dan, pulling the cap from can of spray paint and proceeding to

spray the H.O.D.’s magickal sigil on the wall nearest him. Alex does likewise:
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“You’ve got your astral travel card?”, asks Francis, with a smirk. “You’ll need

. . 7
Ghooric Zones one to six.”

“Very good,” I reply, unable to help smiling. “Er, what exactly am I doing?”, I

enquire, rather more seriously.

“Open you’re mind and see what comes into it,” says Dan.

“Ooooo-rrrTIT-22Z-3aaa-zzzzzzz,” Alex begins to chant, and with that the rite begins.

The ritual is remarkably spontaneous. Somehow, everyone knows what to do and
when to do it, even me. [ am a little vague about the details from this point on. Not
only do I find myself becoming dizzy from the repeated circling and chanting, but I
am growing increasingly affected by the fumes from the spray paint. Eventually I
stumble and fall to my knees, a loud buzzing ringing in my ears and mental images of

a strange, entemoid [i.e. insect-like] being flashing before my eyes.

Some time later (only about a minute according to my audio recording, though it felt
like centuries) I come to my senses. Other than a headache, I seem to be none the

worse for the last few minutes.
Alex, also having fallen onto his knees, has been scrying [i.e. looking] into the
Ghooric Zone, reporting what he sees into the tape recorder. Now he is just kneeling

in front of it, looking a little dazed.

“You two alright?”, Francis asks. (He’s dropped the macho stance and seems rather

concerned.)

“Er, yeah, um, I was miles away then,” I report.

“What didja get?”, Francis asks Alex.

“Insects,” he says, rather shakily. “Scary, white, some eyeless, horrible scary fucking

insect things, and this... this deafening buzzing noise they made. Insects... they
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The level of irony in parodying the BBC’s Play School (as it had been back when we
were children) with a group of Left Hand Path magicians in an abandoned derelict

building the middle of the night is not lost on any of us. We exit without incident.

Having said my farewells to the Haunters, I walk from Clapham back to Brixton and
arrive home by one o’clock. Angel’s dinner-party has obviously yet to wind-up. I’'m
slightly annoyed that this is the case; it’s not that I dislike Angel and the majority of
her friends, far from it, merely that none of them would have approved of the type of
magick in which I have just been involved. The transition from one set of magickal
practitioners to another will in this case constitute something of a culture shock (or a
subsubculture shock, to be more exact). On top of that, I am by now thoroughly
exhausted and yet it would of course be both rude and ethnographically unproductive

to go straight to bed.

All of the guests, if they had to chose a label, would fit into the category of Eco-
mages, that is to say, magickal practice based in ‘nature’ and with a specific aim of
reducing environmental damage through magickal means. Though not quite Wiccans
or witches, (those assembled tend to be just slightly more eclectic and anarchic), they

are not hugely dissimilar to them in their general outlook.

“I' love your flat,” gushes one of the guests as I walk into the dining room. “I love the

way it meanders. Don’t you?”

“Um...”

Mercifully Angel chips in before I can attempt to explain that I had not given the fact
that the flat is ‘I’-shaped any thought. “But it’s too dark though,” Angel says, pulling

a face. “There’s just, like, not enough light.”

“There’s you though,” someone quips. Angel shoots him a grin. I have a feeling she

has an admirer there.
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“Yeah, well, it’s like a lot of London isn’t it?”, I offer. “You only have a tiny patch of
sky right up above all the flats. It’s... I mean, I imagine, it must be something like

being in prison.”

“Yeah, you could pretty much say that,” says a dreadlocked white individual who
somehow has the locutionary gravitas to indicate that he does indeed know what it is
like to be in prison. I don’t ask though, and nor does anyone else. Either they know
already or assume, as I do, that it was on account of so-called ‘eco-terrorist’ activities;
he certainly looks the type and if he’s a friend of Angel’s then it is not unlikely. (I
later found out from Angel that this was indeed the case. I should also make clear that
eco-activism as practised by my informants, like eco-activism generally, was of a
non-violent nature. However, in the United Kingdom, since the Terrorism Act 2000
one does not need to be prepared to damage human life in order to be classed as a

‘terrorist’.)

I nip into the kitchen for more wine and by the time I too return to the lounge, the
conversation has drifted to racial issues: Angel is explaining how she took someone to
task for using racist language in Brixton Market recently and that as far as she is

concerned, individuals “on our level” have a duty to attempt bring others *“up to it”.

Things wind up shortly thereafter, and I retire to my room to write up the evening’s

events in my field diary, perform the evening banishing ceremony and, finally, sleep.

Notes

. Since that time, Lynx have added two more scents, Gravity and Dimension, to
their range of deodorants.

2. This comment refers to the Brixton race riots which occurred from April 10-12,
1981.

3. I have employed the narrative device of space-time compression in the above
passage, that is to say, not all of these advertisements were necessarily all visible
on this particular route on this particular day. The effect I have deliberately
created for the sake of expository clarity is a synchronic collage of what were
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diachronically  disparate phenomena. My collecting/photographing  of
advertisements began in early 2001 and as far as this project is concerned, ended
in mid-2003. That stated, the relation between alternative spirituality and
advertising is still of great interest to me and this aspect of data collection is still
ongoing at the time of writing. A sketch of the relation between alternative
spirituality and advertising will be provided in Chapter 4.

‘Pinned’ is a slang term for the constriction of the pupils caused by heroin
ingestion.

Here I will use the words ‘witch’ and ‘Wiccan’ (and ‘witchcraft’ and ‘Wicca’)
synonymously. Sometimes however, there can be significant differences in their
meaning (for details see Pearson 2002:153-4, and also Greenwood 2000 wherein
“Wicca” is distinguished from “feminist witchcraft” on the grounds that it
involves essentialised gender constructs).

The otherworld is sometimes loosely referred to as ‘the astral’ or ‘astral plane’,
and some magickal practitioners (especially heterosexual male ones) find this a
constant source of crude humour.

Journeying to the otherworld can be referred to generally as ‘astral travel’. The
H.O.D. refer to otherworld (or the area therein which they explore) as “the astral”,
and also more specifically as the “Ghooric Zone”, a phrase which they claim
Lovecraft used in his correspondence. A Travelcard is a common kind of bus or
underground ticket, and can cover any or all of London’s six travel zones, hence
Francis’ joke about an “astral travelcard” for “zones one to six”.
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What is Magick?

Tim: My magickal career started when I dialled God and got the ‘number no longer in service’
message. I realised I had to become my own divinity...

The Conway Hall event seemed promising: a day’s symposium on “Real Magic”. That’s assuming that
everyone could agree on what was magic, let alone what was real.

Moore, A., and Campbell, E., Snakes and Ladders (2001 :5)I

Ask two of us the same question, and you’ll get three different answers.

A common native quip.

We dance to our own tune. And we’re all tone deaf.

King Arthur Pendragon, explaining to a journalist why a group of magickal practitioners apparently
could not readily agree on anything.

Introduction

The previous chapter offered a largely phenomenological introduction to magick,
detailing what it feels like to be a magickal practitioner doing some of the things
magickal practitioners do. In this chapter, I wish to approach magick from some
different angles. One of the greatest sources of controversy surrounding the existing
work in this area is the matter of definition and taxonomy. What is ‘magick’? Why is
it spelled unconventionally? Is it, as some have argued, part of the ‘New Age’? What
then is the New Age? Or is magick an integral part of ‘Paganism’ or ‘Neopaganism’?
If so, what is this? What might be the relation of Paganism or Neopaganism to the
New Age? Whatever magick, the New Age and/or Neopaganism are, and however
they are related, do they constitute a religious phenomenon or phenomena? If so, do
they then constitute a ‘New Religious Movement’ (N.R.M.), or two distinct but

similar N.R.M.’s? Or is this formulation misleading? Is what we are dealing with
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‘religious’ at all, or might aspects of what is going on be better referred to as
examples of ‘spirituality’? What, precisely, might be the difference between religion
and spirituality? What moreover might be the connection between such labels and
equally commonly-encountered ones like ‘occultism™, ‘mysticism’ and ‘esotericism’?
Furthermore, what the natives refer to as “the magickal scene” has also been viewed
as comprising both a ‘counterculture’, and a ‘subculture’. We will need to assess such
viewpoints, and this in turn will lead us to address the related issue of whether the
contemporary constitutes a ‘modern’ or a ‘postmodern’ condition, and likewise

whether magick is ‘modern’ or ‘postmodern’.*

Previous Categorizations of Magick

[I]t is important that we do not try and find one term or one concept to understand this set of
phenomena but retain some sense of multiplicity of terms and concepts.

Hetherington, K., Expressions of Identity (1998:4)

We are somewhat less horrified today by the nasty habit of things spilling over their definitional
boundaries, or even by the premonition that the drawing of such boundaries with any degree of lasting
reliability defies human resources. [...] We are not at all appalled by the necessity to settle for ‘family
resemblances’ [...].

Bauman, Z., Postmodern Religion? (1997:167)

It is a commonplace yet very necessary point to make that the data in question is
extremely complex and also rather fluid; natives and commentators alike readily
acknowledge this fact. When we turn to previous scholarship in this area, we see that
some have classed magick, aspects thereof and/or synonyms therefor as ‘New Age’
(e.g. Luhrmann 1989; Heelas 1996; Hanegraaff 1998a). Others have implicitly or
explicitly denied that magick should be placed in this category (Greenwood 2000:8-
10; Pearson 1998). Still others have argued that the term ‘New Age’ ought by now to
have been abandoned altogether (Bowman and S.J.Sutcliffe 2000). One of the primary
reasons for such stances is the looseness of the formulation ‘New Age’: as Eileen
Barker (1995:347-8) notes, there is simply “no agreement about the boundaries of the

New Age, which may merge with complementary medicine, the Human Potential
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Movement, Neo-paganism, New Thought, Occultism, Shamanism and/or Wicca or

Witchcraft”.

The ‘New Age’ used in a narrow sense (see Hanegraaff 1998a:ChS) refers to the
dawning of the Age of Aquarius, implying an astrological millenarian phenomenon.
However, it has been variously argued that there is a great deal more to the New Age
than this. The most significant and culturally-specific feature of the New Age for one
scholar is that it comprises “Self-spirituality” (1996:3), or exhibits a “Self-ethic”
(1996:23). In The New Age Movement, Paul Heelas (1996:19) states:

[T]he most pervasive and significant aspect of the New Age is that the person is, in essence, spiritual.
To experience the ‘Self’ itself is to experience ‘God’, the ‘Goddess’, the ‘Source’, ‘Christ
Consciousness’, the ‘inner child’, the ‘way of the heart’, or, most simply and, I think, most frequently,
‘inner spirituality’.

Of such experiences of a “Higher Self” (1996:19), Heelas (1996:23) elaborates:

The basic idea [...] is that what lies within - experienced by way of ‘intuition’, ‘alignment’ or an ‘inner
voice’ - serves to inform the judgements, decisions and choices required by everyday life.

There is no doubt in my mind that Heelas isolated and analysed a most important
aspect of the “New Age”. In terms of the data we have so far seen in this thesis, the
reader may recall that the phrases “inner guidance” and “inner self” both appeared
fairly early in Chapter 1, on the Crystal Health and Wealth poster on the toilet wall.
Rather than quibble with his observation, if anything I will be building on Heelas’
insight throughout this ethnography. We should note that, as witnessed in later
publications (e.g. 2000), Heelas changed his terminology (though not his ideas in any
major sense), taking from Talcott Parsons (1978:320) the notion of the “expressive”,
writing of an “expressive spirituality” which is defined (2000:243) as “the spirituality
which has to do with that which lies ‘within’ rather than that which lies over-and-
above the self”. M.F.Brown in The Channeling Zone, though confining himself to but
one single aspect of the complex of practices which are or have been labelled ‘New
Age’, has made a similar observation and linked it to Charles Taylor’s concept of
“subjectivist expressionism” (1989:507), which in Brown’s (1997:91) summary
comprises the “outlook that values above all else “self-expression, self-realisation,

3

self-fulfilment, [and] discovering authenticity”.
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Rather than treat Neopaganism as part of the New Age as did Paul Heelas (1996) in
The Emerging Network (1995), sociologist Michael York treats the “New Age and
Neo-Pagan Movements” as related but separable; both in his view include elements of
magick, and vice versa. The term ‘Paganism’ stems from the Latin word paganus,
meaning ‘country-dweller’, and currently denotes either ‘nature religion’, or more
generally any pre-Christian religion. The ‘neo-’ prefix, common on the etic but also
sometimes found on the emic, stresses the invented nature of many of the supposedly
traditional details. As noted in Chapter 1, one also encounters the label ‘Heathen’
(generally held to stem from the Gothic word heath) when dealing specifically with
the Paganism drawing on Northern European sources. For some, ‘Heathen’ and
‘Pagan’ are simply synonyms, though some Heathens much prefer to be labelled
thereas rather than as Pagans. (This label caused particular problems in relation to the
latest UK census data, its compilers misinterpreting this word as meaning ‘atheist’
whenever a respondent used it.) In terms of the similarities between Neopaganism and

the New Age, Michael York observes (1995: 45) that both feature:

eco-humanism or some variant, the belief in the intrinsic divinity of the individual, epistemological
individualism, and exploratory use of theonymic metaphors not normally associated with the Judeo-
Christian mainstream. Stewardship of the earth as a top priority associates both phenomena with the
‘Green Movement’ as their primary political expression. On the individual level, the focus is invariably
on personal growth, and here both developments converge with the aims found within the Human
Potential Movement. Both New Age and Neo-paganism are structured along the lines of religious
consumerism [...]. [...] [I]ndividual exegesis is the norm, and active proselytization is not practised.

In York’s view (1995:167) the major difference between the two lies in the fact that
“Neo-paganism” demonstrates a more ‘this-worldly’ approach to spirituality, while
the “New Age” has inherited a “worldview of the mental-spiritual as the sole reality —
one composed only of goodness and light — [which] is part of the
Swedenborgian/New Thought and Eastern monistic heritages of the New Age.” York
(1995:168) continues to denote how the [New Age] “vocabulary is structured
hierarchically into “higher realms”, “higher selves”, etc [...]”, while the “Neo-pagan
view is more ‘horizontal’.” I will allow York’s rather generalised comments to stand
for now, though later we will see that there is more to it than this. Finally here, we
ought to note that certain other scholars flatly refuse to even attempt to define the

New Age (e.g. Pike 2001:95).
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If we may put the matter of the ‘New Age’ and ‘Neopaganism’ and their contested
boundaries aside for just a moment (we will return to it), it is clear that to some
scholars at least, magickal practice is not in its current form entirely separable from
what we may be accustomed to think of as ‘religion’. (It was Aleister Crowley who
first argued that the word should be spelled with a ‘k’ on the end and pronounced
‘mage-ick’, the stress falling on the first syllable, recalling the Greek words mageia
and magikos and the Latin word magus, all of which may be translated as ‘priest’.)
Many of my informants will describe their practice as “religious” (though there are
some dissenting voices as we will see below), and many will refer to themselves as
priestesses or priests. Hence on the etic level, James R.Lewis can edit a collection of
scholarly essays on the subject published under the title Magical Religion and Modern
Witchcraft (1996), quite justifiably blurring the common (though hardly
unproblematic) anthropological dichotomy between ‘religion’ and ‘magic’. A host of
other scholars have approached magick primarily as a ‘religious’ phenomena, be that
‘religion’ as in ‘nature religion’ (see Pearson, Roberts and Samuel 1998 or Albanese
1990), Paganism or Neopaganism (see Hardman and Harvey 1996; Harvey 1997), or
‘religion’ as in ‘western esotericism’ or ‘Western Mysteries’ (e.g. R.Sutcliffe 1996;
Gibbons 2000; what exactly is meant by the terms ‘western esotericsm’ and ‘Western
Mysteries’ will be detailed below). Finally on the matter of magick as ‘religious’, we
may note that some scholars, including Greenwood (2000), and more explicitly Blain
(2002) and Wallis (forthcoming) have perceived and stressed a shamanistic element to

magickal practice.

Still further analytical permutations have been taken by those who conceptualise
magick as somehow, or to some extent, religious. Magick has occasionally been
approached as ‘vernacular religion’ (e.g. Bowman and S.J.Sutcliffe 2000:11). More
importantly for us, magick has been classed within those phenomena which are
termed ‘New Religious Movements’ (or N.R.M.’s, e.g. York 1995, Brown 1997), a
conceptualisation which is part of the ‘staple diet’ of many sociologists of religion.
However, there are various others who have partially or wholly problematised this
approach. Some regard the ‘New’ as dubious (e.g. Hetherington 1998:29-31; Heelas
1996:9, 42; M.Green 1986) on the not unreasonable grounds that none of what is
going on is actually very new (as we will see when we turn to the history of magick

below). Perhaps more problematic however is that the term ‘Movement(s)’ has been
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questioned and rejected by some (e.g. Prince and Riches 2000:18; Heelas 1996:9). Is
it as the former scholars claim an ill-considered metaphor which functions as a
distorting reification? If a social or religious ‘movement’, by definition, has a
relatively formal organisation and a set of agreed goals pertaining to the alteration of
one or more aspects of the wider society, can we really see either in this instance? Or
are we dealing with a phenomenon which while indisputably collective, is too
eclectic, diffuse and semi-organised to conform to many sociological definitions of a
‘movement’? The answer to this of course depends on precisely how ‘movement’ is
conceptualised, but it can be said that the majority of sociologists veer toward the

latter stance.

So much for the problematisations of the ‘N’ and the ‘M’ in ‘N.R.M.’. There are also
scholars who have questioned the validity of the term ‘religion’ in this context. Some
have suggested classing magick as a facet of ‘spirituality’ (e.g. Heelas 1996:23;
Prince and Riches 2000:91), or more specifically “alternative spirituality” (e.g. Brown
1997:viii, 116; Bowman and S.J.Sutcliffe 2000:8-10) due to its detraditionalised
nature. (Though Bowman and S.J.Sutcliffe themselves (2000:10-11) as well as others
(e.g. Hetherington 1998:5) have questioned the validity of the term ‘alternative’ and
the implied neat binary between ‘alternative’ and ‘mainstream’, a recurring problem
which we will address below.) Greenwood (2000) and Gibbons (2001 :title) also use
the word ‘spirituality’, though without any explicit definition or advocacy thereof.
Paul Heelas meanwhile (2000) has as we noted recently used the term “expressive
spirituality” to characterise the phenomenon in question. Though some natives will
sometimes use the words ‘religion” and ‘religious’ to describe what they do, some

have other ideas. One Paul Eden writes:

So do you think this Wicca stuff is actually, you know, a full-on, belief-based, capital R, ‘Religion’?
Because if it is, then I have to tread very carefully, because my default position is to run screaming
from the room at the very mention of the word. I mean, I'm an Essex boy ex-Catholic: that’s as anti-
religious as you can get. Spiritual pathway, yes; occult experience, yes; critically-engaged belief
structure, yes. Religion? Nooooooo!

Such sentiments are not uncommon (see Brown 1997:116 for similar data from his
informants), hence magick has furthermore been seen as ‘occultism’ or an integral
part thereof (e.g. Gibbons 2001:1; Greenwood 2000:2), and has also been seen as

involving ‘mysticism’ or at least somehow being related thereto (e.g. King 1999;
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Luhrmann 1989: 187-191; also Prince and Riches 2000:87, 203, 210; the latter
scholars are subtle to the point of being almost underhanded in their use of this term).
Finally, particularly in historical approaches, we find the term ‘esotericism’ makes
appearances (e.g. Hanegraaff 1998a), and Gibbons (2001) uses the terms ‘occult’,
‘occult spirituality’, ‘esotericism’ and ‘mysticism’ as synonyms, yet still occasionally
uses the term ‘religion’ (e.g. 2001:135). Tiryakian (1972) and Hanegraaff (1998) have
in different ways attempted to distinguish the two, though such a distinction strikes
me as unhelpful and as R.Sutcliffe (1996:113) has noted, is rarely evident on the emic

level.

Some scholars use a plethora of different and variably (un)defined labels in the same
text. Brown (1997) for example is happy to use three labels in one book, namely
“alternative spirituality”, “New Age” and “N.R.M.”. Greenwood (2000) goes further,
beginning Magic, Religion and the Otherworld with a whistle-stop terminological
tour. Initially (2000:1x) she describes her data as being located “within the western
esoteric tradition” and in the next sentence indicates that her informants may be
referred to as “magicians”. She reports that she began ‘native’ involvement however,
through “feminist witchcraft”. By the next paragraph (2000:ix), she is writing of a
“Pagan alternative to organised religion”, which she believes constitutes a
“countercultural movement”. Moreover, the “essence of magic”, she argues, is “the
spiritual experience of the otherworld” (2000:ix). Before long (2000:1), we hear of a
“Western magico-spiritual counter-culture commonly termed Paganism” which
encompasses ‘“‘ceremonial magic or ‘Western Mysteries’ [...] witchcraft or wicca,
druidry, [...] the Northern magical traditions of the Scandinavian and Germanic
peoples, [and] chaos magick.” Without so much as an attempt to define the “esoteric”,
“magic(k)” and “magicians”, the “Pagan alternative”, or this “spiritual” “essence of
magic”, Greenwood proceeds with her autoethnography, though she does define the
term “occult”... as “esoteric” (2000:2), and throws in the word “‘mysticism’, of which
magical practices are part”, for good measure (2000:9; why the inverted commas?).
Somewhat later on in the book, the word “

commas (2000:5), then without (2000:8); in the second chapter (2000:39, n.13) it is

religion’” is used, first within inverted

suggested that a distinction between religion and magic is not helpful. One also notes
that within just a few pages (2000:3), Greenwood has dropped the word

‘counterculture’ in favour of the word ‘subculture’ without letting the reader know
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why (surely these formulations are not synonyms?). A little later on (2000:8), we
encounter the notion of N.RM.s and finally, that of “cults”. Ultimately,
Greenwood’s philosophy of labelling seems to be one of ‘the more the merrier’; apart
perhaps from the word ‘sorcery’, there are no possible labelsI can think of which
Greenwood has not applied to her data at some point in the first thirty-nine pages of

Magic, Religion and the Otherworld.

Penultimately, we should be aware that some scholars have used ostensibly the same
data referred to by different labels at different points in their careers. We have already
noted that Heelas’ (1996) early work on The New Age Movement (defined as “Self-
spirituality”) varies from Heelas’ later work (e.g. 2000) whereby the same
phenomenon is labelled “expressive spirituality”. Or, Greenwood can write the book-
length autoethnography, Magic, Religion and the Otherworld (2000), yet can still
contribute work to books such as Pearson, Roberts and Samuel’s Nature Religion
Today (1998), Hardman and Harvey’s Paganism Today (1996) and Bowman and
Sutcliffe’s Beyond New Age: Exploring Alternative Spirituality (2000) which is
clearly based on identical or very similar data. Finally, we need to note that
conversely, certain scholars have used the same label to denote very differently
defined data at different points in their careers; compare for example the “New Age”
as defined by Hanegraaff (1998a) with the far from identical “New Age” defined by
Hanegraaff (1998b:31, n.11).

In the light of this extraordinary taxonomical multiplicity, some of which is deliberate
and at least supposedly justified but much of which remains tacit and unquestioned, it
is not surprising that no scholar who has previously examined ‘New Religious
Movements’, the ‘New Age’, ‘Paganism’ or ‘Neopaganism’, ‘magick’, ‘magical
religion’, ‘the occult’, ‘mysticism’, ‘esotericism’, ‘expressive spirituality’ and/or
‘alternative spirituality’ has been able to escape a problematic and complex situation
when it comes to neatly defining her or his data. As is often remarked of Daoism (e.g.
Creel 1970; Ching 1993:85), it sometimes seems that there simply is no ‘definitive’
definition in the case of contemporary magick either. However, this is not so. A
definition can be arrived at. It may be multiple, but this should not be particularly
problematic or unusual. The field may be broad, but it 1s still a field, and its

inhabitants are not secular humanists, Christians, Jews or Muslims. I can only support
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the exhortations of scholars such as Prince and Riches (2000:8,10) or Gibbons
(2001:4) to the effect that the variety we encounter is something to be acknowledged
and studied, not a justification for withdrawing from the academic endeavour because

things ‘on the ground’ are rather complex.

Throughout the remainder of this chapter I will proceed to answer the title question in
two ways. First, we will take into account an historical dimension; second we will ask
the native what she or he thinks. These very different analytical routes will all bring
us to a similar destination. Finally, we will address the issues of whether or not
magick can be said to be in any sense ‘countercultural’, and relatedly, whether we
should conceptualise both the ‘magickal scene’ and society-at-large as ‘modern’, or

‘postmodern’.

The Historical Roots of Contemporary Magick

It is not my intention to provide a thoroughgoing historical analysis here. Like social
anthropology generally, this piece of work is synchronic in its focus. For the purposes
of this thesis however, the following sketch will be vital, for magick in its

contemporary form is not explicable without a brief account of its historical genesis.

The roots of contemporary magickal practice are most commonly referred to as
‘occultism’, a term which in itself is rather unenlightening, given that it stems from
the Latin word occultus which merely means ‘secret’ or ‘hidden’. The word
‘esotericism’ (from the Greek esoterikos, ‘within’) occurs almost as frequently,
usually synonymously and generally indicating ‘inner teachings’ (as opposed to
‘outer’ or ‘popularly received’ teachings), will not greatly clarify the situation either.
The historical work of B.J.Gibbons (2000:3-5) is however more elucidatory. In
Spirituality and the Occult, he has shown there to have been three major sources of
what he terms “occult” thought: Gnosticism (including its Hermetic form and Jewish
Cabalism), Presocratic ancient Greek philosophy (including the ideas of or attributed
to Pythagoras, Empedocles and most importantly, Heraclitus), and Christian

Neoplatonism. Despite the fact that this may sound rather vague and suggest a
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potentially polymorphous syncretic morass, the ‘net result’ is simple and surprisingly

crystalline: occultism was neatly defined by Gibbons (2001:5-7) as:

[A] gnostic system in the broadest sense of the term, a religion whose basic soteriological principle was
knowledge (gnosis) rather than forensic notions of vicarious atonement. [...] The occult philosophy can
be reduced to a single principle, which is given its classic expression in The Emerald Tablet of the
legendary Hermes Trismegistus: “whatever is below is like that which is above, and whatever is above
is like that which is below”. The doctrine of “as above, so below” means that everything that exists is
related through a series of correspondences. There is, in particular, a tripartite correspondence between
God, the world, and humanity. Man [sic] is the central term in this cosmic analogy, since he is not only
a macrotheos or “a complete image of God”, but also an image of the world or microcosm. In
Paracelsus’s words, “the sun and the moon and all the planets as well as all stars and the whole chaos
are in man... For what is outside is also inside, and what is not outside man is not inside”.

(The andrologocentrism reflects Gibbon’s sources rather than an adrocentric bias to
magick generally; we will look briefly at gender in magick in Chapter 4.) Later
(2001:10) Gibbons expands on this basic but perhaps seemingly eccentric notion of
self, citing Norbert Elias’ (1994:204) observation that a basic tenet of modern identity
is that the human body is a “vessel which holds the true self locked within it”, the skin
“the frontier between ‘inside’ and ‘outside’.” (Prince and Riches 2000:135 use
Strathern’s (1987:281-2) identical observation to contrast what they term “New Age”
identity with mainstream western conceptions of the person.) Of this hegemonic

modern sense of self Gibbons writes:

Such an understanding of the self is a complete antithesis to that found in the occult philosophy. The
esoteric mystic did not experience the self as something that was closed off from all that lay beyond a
particular boundary, confronting its environment as ‘Other’. On the contrary, the ‘Other’ is also the
substance and essence of the self. This is the meaning of the microcosm-macrocosm analogy: [...] that
man [sic] and the world share an ultimate existential identity.

As we will see, this construct of self remains absolutely basic to contemporary
magickal discourse and practice. In this regard at least, little seems to have changed
since the Renaissance. Gibbons’ analysis (2001:11) proceeds to note how occultism
was increasingly marginalised and forced ‘underground’, with some of those involved
with it dying as martyrs. Occultism nevertheless survived its ‘bad press’ (in Gibbon’s
view, that was an important part of its appeal), and underwent a “series of
transformations” which brought it to a point whereat it may now be characterised as a
“mystical humanism” (Gibbons 2000:11). Exactly what these “transformations” were
is something which Gibbons is as vague about as he is regarding precisely what this

‘mysticised’” humanism might be; strong as it is in terms of a thorough presentation of
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historical ‘occultism’, Gibbons’ work is marred by a distinctly snobbish attitude to
apparently “vulgarised” (2000:16) contemporary ‘occultism’ which he sees as
somehow less ‘authentic’ than its historical antecedents, and it seems that he looses
both interest and accuracy in the reconstruction of its details from around the turn of

the twentieth century.

We need to note that there was a period which is generally referred to as the ‘Occult
Revival’ in the latter half of the nineteenth century (see for example Mclntosh 1972).
Though some might question such a sweeping historiographic move, it is doubtless
fair to say that during this time interest in the occult was significantly stirred. It is in
this context, a context famously captured by J.-K. Huysmans’ novel La-Bas, that we
encounter figures such as Eliphas Lévi and Madame Blavatsky. The former is chiefly
remembered for integrating the Tarot with the Cabala. The latter was co-founder of
the Theosophical Society in 1875. Though Theosophy is no longer strong (see Tingay
2000), its offshoot Anthroposophy, initiated by Rudolph Steiner, still endures as we
saw from one of the bookshops passed on New Oxford Street in Chapter 1, and
magickal practitioners readily acknowledge that they are in some sense heirs of the
Theosophists. (In 1888, just over a decade after the Theosophical Society was
founded, the other main occult group of this period came into being, namely the
Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, as we noted in Chapter 1.) Finally here, the
Occult Revival approximately coincides with the heyday of spiritualism, again no
longer strong but acknowledged as an important influence on contemporary magickal
thought and deed (see Brown 1997:50-57 for a sketch of the links and differences

between spiritualism and certain aspects of what he labels the “New Age”).

As well as a simple increase in the quantity of occultism, we can observe (at least)
two important qualitative changes therein about the time of the Occult Revival. First,
there was an orientalisation of occultism: an ‘eastward’ gaze begun at this point (not,
as Gibbons 2000:138 has hazarded, around the heyday of the beat writers). Not only
were westerners looking east however, but they were looking east for something very
specific, what Aldous Huxley termed The Perennial Philosophy (1969) or, in William
James’ (1985:404) famous phrase, a universal religious ‘essence’ with “neither
birthday nor native land” (see also Heelas 1996: 27-8). It should be noted that the

orientalism we witness here is one in which the primary focus is on Hinduism.
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Second, in addition to orientalisation, we see the ‘scientification’ of occultism.
Though depending on precisely how one defines ‘science’, there could be a case to be
made that this process had earlier manifestations (in the ideas of Emanuel
Swedenborg in the 1700’s, for example), it is around this time that occultism became
integrally associated with scientism in a way which no other religion has. At times,
occult scientism and orientalism are hard to separate: the notion of ‘energy’ for
example begins to make its first appearances around this time could equally be said to
be scientistic and orientalistic; Mesmer’s notion of ‘animal magnetism’ or Wilhelm
Reich’s “orgone energy” (detailed in Chapter 7) are the former, whereas Daoist Qi
energy or Hindu prana energy or kundalini energy are obviously the latter. In the last
analysis, we may allow Aleister Crowley (cited in Symonds 1971:23) to sum up the

rapprochement between science and the occult:

We place no reliance
On Virgin nor pigeon,
Our method is science,
Our aim is religion.

Slightly later on, we find analytical psychologist Carl Jung making a significant
contribution to magickal discourse: as well as continuing the orientalisation process
by introducing Daoist concepts into ‘the mix’, he was without a doubt its major
‘psychologiser’ in the first half of the twentieth-century. (Another erstwhile pupil of
Freud’s, one Wilhelm Reich, was (after his death) to make an impact on magickal
discourse through his notion of ‘orgone energy’ which as stated, will be addressed in

Chapter 7.)

We should also note that either despite or because of his dubious reputation, Aleister
Crowley has been a major influence on the development as well as spelling of magick
in many of its current forms. We know that Crowley travelled widely in the Orient
and imported certain ideas and techniques therefrom. Another vital figure is one
Gerald Gardner, generally regarded as being responsible for the innovation of the
nature-oriented magickal practice of Witchcraft or Wicca in England during the
1940’s (this is despite his claim that he discovered a Wicca which had existed for

centuries). As we saw in Chapter 1, Gardner and Crowley were both members of the
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Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn (and they certainly knew one another) and
Gardner also travelled and worked in the East. However, current scholarship suggests
that similarities between Wicca and Tantra are coincidental and shallow, and not
indicative of any direct line of transmission (Samuel n.d.). As Greenwood (2000:4-5)

has been at pains to stress, Wicca was a continuation of western esotericism.

The beats during the 1950°s and the ‘hippie’ counterculture during the 1960°s drew on
and contributed to magickal ideology. The latter decade moreover witnessed a major
innovation in the form of the Human Potential Movement (HPM); York (1995:8), for
example, places the HPM so centrally in his analysis that “the New Age and Neo-
Pagan movements” are viewed to a large extent as “developments of and outgrowths

from” it (see also Puttick 2000).

The most recent innovation within magick was the development of Chaos Magick in
the 1980’s. Though chaos magick claims to be the ‘latest and greatest thing’, in fact
what it seems to have achieved is the intensification and celebration of tendencies
which were already amply present in magick, namely eclecticism and relativism.
Chaos magick presents us with an ontology which is considerably more idealist than
realist. The closest thing it has to a ‘central tenet’ is that there is no absolute truth, and
no magickal system is better (or worse) than any other. Understandably, Chaos
magick is labelled ‘postmodern’ by its practitioners. However, as we will see, there is
a strong case for R.Sutcliffe’s argument (1996:127) that Chaos magick represents “an
updating of terminology rather than any genuinely radical innovation in occult
theory”. On top of this, Chaos magick runs up against problems of self-refutation and

inconsistency when its extreme ‘postmodern’ rhetoric is compared to its practice.

So much then for the occult roots of contemporary magickal practice in the
syncretism of Gnosticism, Presocratic Greek philosophy and Christian Neoplatonism
which became ‘esotericism’ or ‘occultism’ and the late-nineteenth and twentieth-
century orientalisation, scientification and psychologisations thereof. Histories of
magick remain to be written, but this brief sketch will suffice for our purposes, at least
at this point in the thesis. The reader is directed to the work of Hanegraaff (1998a) for
one of the most thorough diachronic historical accounts of western esotericism,

though his ultimate conclusions regarding contemporary magick are more
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questionable. As we saw was the case with Gibbons’ synchronic historical work, an
historian can be breathtaking in their historiography but then spoil an otherwise
splendid thesis with a poorly-researched and poorly-argued set of remarks on the
contemporary which should have been left to sociologists and anthropologists to deal

with.

What the Natives Say

At this point I think we should hear from the native on the matter of definition. I will
therefore supply some offers of a definition of magick which were requested from
various magickal practitioners by an individual who had no clear idea what magick
was. The discussion took place on an internet bulletin board. I will generally cite the
contributions to the discussion one by one and offer detailed commentary

immediately afterwards.

Ali Bi: What is my magickal belief? You know how people debate whether you can be in love with
two people at once? It’s sorta like that with me... half of me honestly believes this is utter shit! But the
other half (I guess, the little kid in me) knows that is this real. I am the centre of the universe (and you
all are at the centre of yours). Everything is an extension of me and by wishing, willing, praying,
drawing, writing, and creating symbols or sigils I can make things happen. I change myself and my
reality to suit me. It seems egocentric but only superficially... ‘cause if everything is me I'm forced to
look at everything differently. With a bit more compassion and understanding. It’s a working paradigm
I’ve gotten over the past two years and it’s helped me grow a lot. Once I outgrow it though, well...
we'’ll see.

That said, playing with magick has changed my life/world considerably. The little kid in me is yelling,
“I told you so!” and I’ve had to sort out the why’s and how’s of my mucking about with reality.

It is then the occult construct of self, and a desire to alter the self and the world which
are fundamental for Ali. As a magickal practitioner, she or he is not, subjectively-
speaking, separate from ‘the world at large’, though what we are given in the above
statement is actually two propositions. First, that the magickal practitioner is at the
centre of her or his own universe (“I am the centre of the universe (and you all are at
the centre of yours)”), and second that the magickal practitioner is the entire universe
(“everything is me”). Obviously there is a contradiction of sorts between these two
propositions, for one cannot be located at the centre of the world and yet be the entire
world at the same time. However, it is with both these axioms somewhere and

somehow in mind that the magickal life is lived. Magickal awareness may appear then
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to veer between two extremes, the narcissistic or egocentric ‘I am the centre of it all’,
and the solipsistic ‘it’s all me’ (see also Gibbons 2000:143 and Luhrmann
1989:165n.2). I mean ‘narcissistic’ and ‘solipsistic’ neutrally here, though some
critics have used these terms with a highly negative valence. (As York 1995:14 has
noted, the frequent charges of narcissism are usually on a level of mere linguistic
puns. Exceptions would be those few scholars who are still prepared to use
psychoanalysis, specifically ‘primary narcissism’, to explain a collective
phenomenon, such as Lasch’s The Culture of Narcissism (1980) or Friedman’s work
on narcissism and postmodernity (1992). I am not inclined to attempt to use
psychoanalysis in a thesis such as this one; Luhrmann (1989:105) has already done
what can be done in this regard, and done so with due caution. Though doubtless there
will be a psychoanalytic dimension to what is going on in magickal practice, this does
not constitute an explanation of either why people practice magick or why

contemporary magick takes the form it does.)

It is also worth underscoring that we see in the above definition a belief that magick is
associated with the childlike and playful (Ali “playing with” magick). This has been
noted and stressed by many others (e.g. Luhrmann 1989:13; Pike 2000:ch.6), and it is
an aspect of magick which we will return to in Chapter 4. When pressed on this point,
magickal practitioners often paraphrase Oscar Wilde, claiming that what they do is

“far to important to be taken seriously”.

We also see a clear and relatively high level of scepticism in the above individual’s
mind, and we see an interesting expectation that ‘Ali Bi’s” “working paradigm” will
eventually be outgrown. I am by no means the only scholar to have noticed this latter
aspect of magick either. S.J.Sutcliffe (2000:28) has written in relation to “alternative
spirituality” of an “individualistic spiritual pragmatism that is ruthlessly
accommodated to the cultural flux of the modern world”. It is not so much the
obvious point that any system of belief cannot be entirely static; what I think we have
here that is ‘(sub)culturally specific’ is an overt acknowledgement, indeed an overt
expectation that one’s “working paradigm” or belief-system will have to change over
time. In magickal discourse, there is a strong implication one would not be doing it

right if it did not. We see the same point in the next definition of ‘magick’ proffered.
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Anna Qi: There are many different attitudes towards Magic. Magic is a very personal and subjective
thing, which can lead to difficulties in finding commonalities in experience. Even the language we use
can be a barrier. Some of us couch our words in pseudo-scientific and academic language, which may
not be understood by everyone, while others use the language of fantasy and myth, which may be
dismissed as overtly fanciful by others. Neither of the two examples I cite are right or wrong, by the
way, [I mean] merely that language can be a hindrance at times.

Many of my personal experiences are often very difficult to translate into words. Of course that’s
because I have not received the information that way. When doing a shamanic journey, for instance,
you are given information in a multi-layered way. Someone or something might be talking to you, but
underneath the words is a layer of emotional and non-linguistic information that is received by other
parts of your brain. Or so it seems to me. It’s like when you dream, and sometimes you just know
something, even though you may not remember being told it through normal means.

OK, I'll do my best to explain.

First off I’'m very sceptical about my experiences. I do not necessarily believe everything I have
experienced, but I often cannot doubt the impact of the experience itself. I always look for validation,
and for signs that what I’ve been told, seen, etc. has some basis in normal life. This is not always
forthcoming, because some of the experiences have nothing to do with everyday human life, but
sometimes there are spectacular confirmations.

Of course, one of the first questions you get bogged down in when you get involved in this work is:
what is the nature of reality? I tend to have a more fluid attitude towards that now, and don’t take
reality to mean “what I can see and touch” because I’ve experienced reality in more non-tangible ways.
Once again, I'm falling into the language problem, because the concepts are not always easy to impart.

Some of the basic ideas that I’ve been able to extrapolate from my experiences (and this [sic] changes
regularly) are:

1. We are all fundamentally connected.
2. Each of us is innately powerful.
3. We all have the potential to affect the world in tangible and non-tangible ways.

From my shamanic work I would say:

I. Each living thing has a Spirit.

2. We can communicate with these Spirits.

3. There are many other Spirits that are not confined to our notions of time/space to whom we can
communicate [sic] also.

As for the business of belief, despite what some people say, I don’t think that belief is necessary for
magic to work. Why I make this point is that beliefs can end up being dogmatic assumptions, and I try
to have as few of them as possible. Every time I think I come down to a core set of beliefs I have the
rug yanked from underneath my feet. I’ve been pretty much told that having set beliefs can hinder your
experience of Magic, and it is best to have as open and flexible an attitude as possible towards it. Not
always easy, and I'm not perfect and have been tripped up by this more than once.

Like Ali Bi says, some of the power of Magic is that it should be play, and it should be fun. There is
nothing wrong with using Magic in a playful manner. While Magic requires a certain amount of
dedication and discipline (which puts off many people who expect it to be easy), it should also be
humorous and fun.

I’'m taking the question to basically mean: ‘do you just believe in something when you have no
conclusive proof’. My answer would be, ‘No’. I have many experiences, and I’m told many things that
1 can’t necessarily prove at the time. What I do is accept the information, and carry on with life. It’s
placed in a “could be true/may not be true” space. A great deal of the time what I'm told comes to pass,
or proves to be accurate, and then it gets shifted into the “true” box. From past experiences, some of the
information might be put into the “quite likely to be true” box, because I know from past experiences
that the source that gave me the data has been consistently reliable.
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The biggest problem with all information received in this manner, however, is that it’s been taken in
via my own set of filters that can put a spin on how I understand what I'm being told. I'm always aware
of this difficulty, and I do my best to put in as many safeguards as possible against jumping to
conclusions.

I think it’s entirely possible to have many different ideas about how valid something is at the same
time. I often do.

I hope I’ve made some sense.

Here again, we see a relatively high level of scepticism in the mind of Anna Qi, an
expectation that her ‘belief-system’ will, like her experiences, change over time, and
here again we see the sense of playfulness. In terms of cosmology, we have an holistic
animism, a universe of interconnection with all living things imbued with “spirit”.
(Later on we will encounter an extension of this latter notion, whereby inanimate

objects are likewise experienced as imbued with ‘spirit’ or ‘energy’.)

Another definition takes us from the animistic into the realms of the ‘New Physics’:

Loki: The problem with Magick is that it is so subjective. You see a twist [in] the structure of reality,
and when you point it out to someone, they may or may not see it. That’s why I like the idea of making
it both an experiment and fun.

So... the way my thinking works and how it all clicked for me...

I was reading about how sub-atomic particles change how they act when they are being observed and
how the actual act of observation changes the tiny parts of reality. If that is true, then why can’t you
imagine that you can affect reality by how you chose to observe it[?] That would be why all sorts of
different magick works for people, and different results are had by people. It’s what they believe. They
make their own reality on both a large and small scale.

But if you know you make your own reality, and how you observe it changes it, why not play around
with your perception of that reality? The best example is that you can think of for people who don’t
think magickally is if yourself as a loser... that thought process affects how you act in way that you act
like what you think a loser acts like. People begin to see you as one, and therefor [sic] your thought has
become reality.

With magick, it’s more complex and ritualised in order to access that part of your thought process that
you can’t get to through other means.

That is how my thinking works, if that makes any sense.

It’s not that I am changing the universe, just that I believe it is different long enough that it becomes

different.

It is worth noting that a psychiatrist acquaintance of mine commented that this

definition of magick makes it sound extremely reminiscent of certain types of
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psychotherapy, such as cognitive and behavioural therapy, or at a less
professionalised level, ‘positive thinking’ of the Norman Vincent Peale variety, a.k.a.
New Thought. Likewise the next contributor would not disagree with the proposed

‘psychological dimension’ to magickal practice.

Ellie Mental: I’ ve spent a lot of time trying to wrap my head around just how it all works, what it does,
what it is, just what is really going on etc., and it’s broken my brain repeatedly.

There seems to be a connection between consciousness and information, and between the
consciousness we experience subjectively and a meta-consciousness that is the workings of reality,
which we exist within. Magick as an art depends on the idea that reality is to some extent malleable,
and that by exerting the will one can cause change in ways that are indirect and probability based.

The other side is exploration of the psyche and cognitive self. Magick is also psychology. Esoteric
systems are representations of systems and relations within the self, “laws of magick” are laws that
hold true for internal cognitive processing, etc. One can look at that aspect and easily conclude that
spirituality in total is a metaphor for internal change, and perhaps does not exist outside of our skulls.
Magick is a means to change the self.

The jump to objective change happens when one has faith in the belief that these changes within
themselves can cause change in the world, as the conscious patterns within the psyche align with the
conscious patterns of nature and reality, change to one causing change to the other. Faith being the
operative energy to fuel the change, more so than belief. Belief is a matter of programming. Faith is the
energy put into that belief.

And what comes from Faith but Spirituality? When you work with it close enough, your beliefs
become your spirituality. Magick can lead to mystical experience, a time honoured, cherished, and
brutally fought over concept as old as man [sic]. In this, asking if there is something to magick is akin
to asking if there is something to God or to the idea of an immortal soul.

Anyway, I guess my point being, it’s more than casting spells and making sigils. The study of the Art
of magick is one of ontology, psychology, theology, and science itself. As Art is an abstract way to
depict the world, Magick is an abstract science. It is venturing into the realms of what we do not
understand and know, but guess or hope to exist. And perhaps, by looking there we create rather than
discover. We’re still far from the answers to that one. Not everyone is as into the fringy theoretical
meta side of magick as I am; many magicians mostly focus on practical results and application. But I
get the impression that’s the direction you were asking about.

Here then we encounter the multiplicity of labels: “magick”, the “esoteric”,
“spirituality” and “mysticism” are all integral as far as ‘Ellie Mental’ is concerned.
Moreover, a concern with the individual self, and the changing thereof, is clearly

evident.

Not everyone took the initial interrogative seriously as the next comment indicates.

Zen Zombie: I study magick because I am easily deceived and amused.

Just kidding.
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One Dao Jones has a little more to offer on the matter.

Dao Jones: The Dao which can be spoken of is not the Dao.

Obviously magik’s [sic] a subjective experience... perhaps it’s the study of subjective experience
within a framework we tend to call objective reality.

For me, all of [t]his hinges upon the development of intuition as ‘world’ changing force equal to that of
intellect. The technology behind my computer is very nearly an apex of intellectual achievement. Very
likely intuition has also played an equally significant role, yet more than likely overlooked.

The test and try method of adopting various modalities has always seemed like a filtering system that
ultimately strengthens the intuitive self... hence the priority placed upon What Feels Right.

It was once scientific to view the world as flat... in that same way I would view the cumulative
knowledge of the nature of the universe and ‘our’ place/relationship to it as only a limited portion of a
grander scheme.

At this point I view magik [sic] as an incomplete system for accessing the world... sometime[s] more
effective, sometimes not. Sometimes more fun, othertimes a pretentious bore... Still, my priority is to
strengthen my intuitive self, past experience has proven it to be an invaluable resource... it would be
foolish of me to leave it ignored or place arbitrary barriers in the way of any method that may prove
useful ...

Jeeeze, was any of that coherient [sic]?

I trust it was coherent enough for us to get the point that the development of what Dao
Jones terms an “intuitive” aspect of the self is, for him, what it is all about. (Heelas

1996:23-4 has collated data which support this point.)

Bone Idol: I sometimes categorise two classes of magic. They do not partition the whole of magic, nor
are they always unambiguous, but I find them helpful, sometimes.

The first kind is the kind that works to change the world around me. I would like to have tickets to the
game on Sunday, or I would like to see that girl with the green eyes that I haven’t seen for two years
and don’t have any way of contacting. To affect [sic] this change, I am supposed to use my mind,
primarily, and possibly something else as a tool. I might cast a spell, or charge a sigil, make a servitor,
pray at the altar to some god, and so on... Any number of these tools have magical proponents. A
chaote would say that any of them should probably work, but if one does not, then try another. For
many of them, the tools themselves are regarded as helpful but unnecessary. It is the mind that causes
the change.

The second kind is just the opposite. Rather than affecting the outside world with the inner one, I affect
the inside world with the outside world. The goal here is to change who I am.

I should note that I still have no reason to believe that the first category actually works. I have not been
successful with it, with one exception.

There are other forms of magic, of course. Astral projection, journeying, conjuring, divination, and so

on. Again, I have not had much success with any of these. Divination is especially difficult for me,
because I can’t ever figure out what some symbol is supposed to mean.
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Hell’s Belle: The Hermetic response to Bone Idol’s comments is: When you do magic on the outside
world, it’s called thaumaturgy; when you use it on the inside world, it’s called theurgy.

Of course, we have now seen something of a contradiction to the notion that the self
and the world outside are not separate in the above distinction of magick which works
‘on the outside’ and that which works ‘on the inside’. To see individuals ‘managing’
relatively high levels of contradiction however is not something which will shock the
anthropologist, and we must bear in mind that it is all too easy to discern such ‘seams’
in the patchwork that is magickal discourse when writing or reading a report such as
this; on the emic level, ideas are less likely to ‘clash’, though that is not to say that

they never do.

Bone Idol would appear to be unusually sceptical in his or her almost total rejection of
the possibility of the magickal practitioner altering what the western mind would

usually think of as ‘external reality’. However, he or she is not entirely alone in this.

Freudian Slap: As a non-magickian [sic], I have more than my fair share of ignorance and curiosity.
However, by hanging around here I am finding some common ground.

I’ve been becoming aware of Bone Idol’s separation of magick’s [sic] into types - thaumaturgy and
theurgy, as Hell’s Belle says. I would very much like to believe in the former, magick that directly
affects the outside world, but I don’t. I’ ve inserted the word “directly” precisely because I don’t have
problems with magick that affects the inside world and thus, potentially, indirectly affects the outside.

Anna Qi: Regarding magic working directly, perhaps you would like to define what you mean by
“directly”. You make it sound like it’s a Hollywood kind of magic, like throwing fireballs, or
something that can be tangibly seen.

What would do you think about healing, for example? I've seen enough of it myself, and read enough
about it to know that people can heal one another. Hands on healing is a very old tradition after all.
That seems pretty direct to me. Do people consider healing to be magic, or something else entirely?

On the whole, they did. The “fireballs” reference, it is worth noting, harked back to a
young man who appeared on this particular bulletin board demanding instruction on
how he could hurl fireballs at his schoolteacher. He did not stay long, and presumably
departed somewhat disappointed. I now want us to ‘jump ahead’ somewhat now to the

contribution of one Antichrist Superstar.

Antichrist Superstar: I agree with most of what has already been said and very much agree with the
conclusions that Anna reached regarding her experiences.
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When one is interested in practising magic(k) there is a strange landscape of study/activity that one
needs to navigate.

You need to be critical enough to be honest with your skills/abilities/results/experiences to continue to
further and grow but at the same time you need to dive in with both feet. There is always the danger of
either becoming a ‘religious fanatic’ about your own experiences as well as becoming so distant that
you effectively become an occult voyeur (similar in some ways to the attitudes of some anthropologists
whose idea of participant observation is to sit as close as you can while other people do the acts that
fascinate you).

In my shamanic practice I’ve experienced that spirits will respect and work with you more as your
personal power grows. To this end, focusing on increasing your thaumaturgic power will also help you
to increase your theurgic power.

Also, being very aware of when you are doing theurgy will help you be in a proper mindset for dealing
with spirits which can be a slightly different mindset then when you are in a thaumaturgical mindset.

While a good number of practitioners are more interested in doing theurgic magic of a self-
transformative nature, getting proficient at thaumaturgy (in the sense of external magic) can very much
help you become proficient at theurgy (your internal magic) for the very reason that thaumaturgy is
casier to be critical about.

If T want to do work that is about becoming enlightened, opening my awareness, etc. For all I know my
belief in my success could be anything from dementia, to hubris, to actually being successful.

If T do a ritual to get a long lost friend to call me within the month, or to see a woman wearing a red
dress who is walking a small poodlelike [sic] dog in the next week I can be more critical about my
results. If my friend didn’t call, or I didn’t see anyone walking any sort of dog then my magic failed. If
my friend calls within 6 weeks or [ see a woman in a red dress with a parrot then maybe my magic had
some stuff that was right, or maybe it really was coincidence and more data and experimentation is
necessary in coming to any sort of conclusion.

But, if after a period of time, I'm able to do a bunch of thaumaturgic spells with intents such as those
above, and they are continually successful to the point of it hard to chalk it all up to ‘coincidence’ then
I think I can be fairly confident that I'm getting my magic right.

Now, I can put the same magical elements or factors that I know work in my thaumaturgy into my
theurgy. There’s no guarantee that it’s going to work the same but in my experience they seem to work
pretty closely and doing work in the ‘lab’ has definitely helped my work in the ‘field’.

The main problem for most beginning practitioners is in having either enough faith or arrogance in the
carly stages to get through the ‘shit, none of this works’ part to the ‘wait a minute, some of this is
working’ stages and beyond.

My early shamanic experiences were very helpful for me in that I was able to see my teacher getting
info and doing healing for clients where the clients were not only verifying the information brought
back but usually follow up with info on how the healing or info has significantly changed their lives.
That’s by no means hard scientific proof that it worked but it gave me enough faith in my early stages
lo continue my own studies and practice.

I think I’ ve rambled enough now. Hope I didn’t bore everyone to tears.

Hell’s Belle: * bursts into tears *
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Throughout the above discussion, an individual calling himself True Will had been
responding in the form of still photographs from John Carpenter’s (1986) film Big
Trouble in Little China which depicted bolts of lightening-like magickal power
shooting from one side of the set to the other. He was repeatedly rebuked for
apparently ‘using up bandwidth’ without actually contributing anything of substance
to the discussion. At this point, True Will switched from a figurative to discursive

mode.

True Will: Okay, okay, sorry! Two pictures really is enough [sic], but there is reason behind this.

As Freudian Slap mentions with regards the magickal effect being one that is inherently internal, which
I have to say is the primary access or gateway to meta-creation, I do have a few examples of rather
direct external energy effects. And before you cry ‘charlatan’, hear me out.

Many moons ago I was married to a rather fiery Irish lass. Our energies were creating flash points in
social interaction, generating psyche demons that would do battle, creating arguments and emotional
dramas, where our logical/lucid selves would be shocked by the situation. Occasionally a form of dual
communication would occur, with the combative energy continuing over our heads, literally.

Now there are two situations that really freaked me:

I. Occasionally when my wife was stressed out, the lightbulb would blow above our heads. I read up
and investigated into this, and discovered that it was a known/recorded phonomenon [sic].

2. After these experiences I would occasionally try tests on different forms of energy manipulation for
my wife, to help her focus her ability. One test was the creation of energy balls, with the hands. Early
experiments resulted in her generating a ball and lobbing it through the air towards the television,
disrupting the signal to static, whilst it passed through. This phonomenon [sic] was witnessed by a very
sceptical friend. My ex-wife repeated this several times and his reaction was classic. Have you ever
seen the face of a person whose reality just melted?

3. Just the other year, my [...] friend Sam and I were drawn to hold a meditation ritual at a sacred place
set up in some wonderful woods. He had had a rather intense dream, with regards drawing out some
primal bestial ego energy from me, so without hesitation upon him recounting it, we planned the nights
[sic] practice. The manifestation occurred whilst we sat opposite our fire, which was a good 3-4 foot in
diameter and we sat at least the same again back from it, [so as] not to be burned. It blazed about 2-3
foot high. We were both practising a breathing technique to synchronise our energies and deepen our
state of meditation, this involved the combined drawing and expulsion of three deep breathes [sic]. On
the third out breath with my eyes closed, I noticed the fire had flared up incredibly and received a
warm flash across my face. Instantly I opened my eyes to witness the rising and depleting fire ball from
the fire. It quickly died off, leaving sparks and smoke in its wake. My eyes quickly looked over to Sam,
whom was at that moment looking over to me, his eyes were filled with a mix of astonishment and
shock. We tested our sanity by both blowing, not breathing, but blowing onto the fire to try and achieve
that same results, without success. [TThe nights [sic] practice was continued and was extremely
eventful.

Energy manipulation, gi generation, whatever you want to call it, as far as i [sic] have found exists as a
distinct phonomenon [sic]. This I see as the bridge between a totally internal magickal practice [and

totally external magickal practice].

Freudian, may I suggest that you look into some reputable healing practitioners[?]
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True Will thus has a lot to say when he expresses himself discursively. He has
attempted to offer the notion of an ‘energy’ to clarify what we saw above to be the
inconsistent matter of distinction or lack of between the outer world and the inner
world (‘energy’ exists in both and can be transferred from one to the other). This
‘energy’ is fundamental to magickal theory and practice, and True Will here has
identified one of the major, perhaps the major addition of late nineteenth and early
twentieth-century thinkers to the occultism which was ‘handed down’ from the
Renaissance. Though we will encounter it repeatedly as this thesis progresses, it

comprises the main subject of Chapter 7.

I will let “Antichrist Superstar’ have the last word in the native definitions of magick:

Antichrist Superstar: True Will’s experience has proven to him that magic is real and that things can
be done externally to the satisfaction of the individual practitioner (if not to the satisfaction of a
‘scientific observer’) and that this proof may actually be valid. I think that most serious magicians have
to have experiences and proof like that in order to continue with a magical path. Dilettantes will get
bored and for the delusional it gets harder and harder to be functional within society.

That said, walking a magical path is walking a minefield. How many other mages, after seeing A
Beautiful Mind, if only for a brief instant thought, “Holy Shit! What if that’s me?”

After reading your thoughts Freudian, I kept thinking to myself. “How do I ‘know’ that I haven’t
deluded myself this whole time? How can I ‘prove’ that I'm not, to some degree, bugfuck?”

Answer: I can’t and any personal experiences that I relate can always be countered with the arguments
of ‘“you’re lying” or “you’re delusional” and then everything devolves into an “is so!”, “is not!”
dialogue.

Part of the magical experience as well as the difference between schizophrenic hallucinations and
magical interaction with ‘spirits’ is in subtle impressions and what parapsychology would call 6th, 7th,
etc. senses. Things that whether real or not, do not fall (yet at least) within a scientific, empirical
ontology.

When I get into an altered state I don’t ‘see’ or ‘hear’ spirits or magical energies, etc. in the same way
that I'm now seeing this computer monitor or hearing the clacking of the keys on my keyboard. It’s...
different and very hard to explain.

After doing enough magic you feel and sense certain things and you can recognise when they happen to
greater or lesser degrees. These feelings and sensations contribute to the individual ‘proof’ of magic
working or not. When you feel nothing, you can be pretty sure you were just going through the
motions. But when those feelings and the whole experience blows you over by the intensity and then
the ‘coincidental’ effects of the magic start to happen (usually, in my experience with an accompanying
recurrence in some of those ‘extra-sensory’ feelings) it’s hard to deny their reality, even though to other
people you may seem completely deranged [sic].

Even then, how are you sure? Do the doubts ever completely go away? Not for me at least and to some
degree, it gives me a modicum of humility when the work ‘works’. I'm continually amazed and
grateful for what I have and continue to experience so my ‘doubts’ work for me. For others it {sic]
might be a hindrance.
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But ultimately, I can’t guarantee that I'm not completely deluded but my life has continued to improve.
My willingness to take on responsibility and my personal discipline has improved since actively
following this path so since my quality of life [is] better than it was before, I feel safe in saying that I'm
not deluded. There may be people who disagree with me though so what the Hell do I know[?]

We will examine the complex relation of magick to mental illness in Chapter 4, but it
is not particularly surprising that a ‘mad genius’ film loosely based on the life of
mathematician John Forbes Nash, John Howard’s A Beautiful Mind (2001) should
strike a cord in the mind of Antichrist Superstar. Open to the possibility that, in his
own words, he might be “bugfuck”, Antichrist is no dogmatist. The level of
agnosticism we have here is on the whole very high, though not, as we will see, so
high as to prevent magickal practitioners from denouncing one another as evil or

idiotic from time to time.

So, magick integrally involves a cosmology in which ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ are, while
distinguishable, not absolutely separate. The magickal practitioner’s work can be split
into that which works towards changing the outside world (thaumaturgy, a.k.a.
‘results magick’), and that which aims to alter the inner world (theurgy, a.k.a. ‘self-
development’). A link is provided between the inner and outer by a concept of
‘energy’. It is worth underscoring the fact that more than one individual cited above
thought the notion of directly altering the outer world (thaumaturgy) was rather far-

fetched.

One thing which might strike the reader as being conspicuous in its absence from the
above is any reference whatsoever to the ‘New Age’. Is magick, as far as our natives
are concerned, ‘New Age’, or at least part of the ‘New Age’, or not? A parallel

discussion on the same bulletin board included this request:

Hardcore Pawn: I'm sick of all the new agey crap and I'm ready to expand my knowledge... Please,
help!

The works of Aleister Crowley and other Thelemites were recommended to Hardcore
Pawn by many who responded. The ideas of Kenneth Grant regarding the Dark Side
of the Cabala also featured; in Chapter 6 we will see exactly what this entails. The use
of Lovecraftian entities (i.e. those from the horror/science-fiction writer

H.P.Lovecraft’s Cthulhu mythos) was generally agreed to be the most “hardcore”
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variety of magick, though theurgic (inner-oriented) only, and not at all thaumaturgical
(that is to say, not oriented to changing the outside world). What primarily concern us

here however are these two contributions:

Andy Pandemonium: Here’s an idea... try re-reading some of that “new agey crap” with more of an
open mind.

Hell’s Belle: Quite. Some of that “new agey crap” as you so eloquently put it is actually pretty full of
useful information. The Lesser Banishing Ritual of the Pentagram, meditative exercises, visualisation
techniques, energy exercises, all of these and more can be found in “new agey crap”. Sure, there may
be a fluffy bunny on the cover, but some of the New Age books can be just as good as anything by
Crowley or Grant. You’ve just got to separate the wheat from the chaff. Read with an open mind and
you may learn more than if you try to go straight for the “hardcore” books.

These two individuals illustrate that not everything ‘New Age’ is regarded as ‘beyond
the pale’ of the magickal practitioner, but show that there are clear reservations about
certain aspects thereof, in particular, “fluffy bunnies”. At times, ‘New Age’ was not a
complimentary description for anyone or anything. Ben always referred to Sarah as
“that New Age lady” with a sneering valence. Druid Terry Dobson once referred to a
group from Glastonbury who performed a ritual at Avebury as “all flowery”, and
again his tone made it quite clear that this was absolutely not a compliment. I did on a
number of occasions however hear the term ‘New Age’ deployed other than as a term
of derision. For example, Angel, who is generally regarded as “a bit New Age” by
many magickal practitioners, mentioned a group of individuals whom she held in high
regard but qualified this with the statement, “but they’re a bit New Age”. Immediately
I was confused, because Dan and Dave Lee, practitioners of Chaos magick (the latter
being the author of the well-received book Chaotopia), both associated with the group
in question, in particular its subgroup dedicated to Tantric practice. I mentioned
Angel’s stance to Dan. “Ah,” he said, “the thing is you see, there’s New Age, and
there’s New Age.” We will see exactly why the term ‘New Age’ has an ambivalent
status amongst magickal practitioners as this thesis progresses, particularly in Chapter
5 when different types of magickal identity are compared. For now, it will suffice to
note that the emic valence of the term is variable. The term ‘New Age’ will not be
employed on an etic level in this thesis; the newer term “alternative spirituality”, used
by Brown (1997:vii1) and more strongly advocated by Bowman and S.J.Sutcliffe
(2000) is preferable, largely due to the fact that ‘religion’ is associated with rules,

doctrines and a level of organisation or institution which magick generally lacks.
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(However, below we will have to address the issue of just how ‘alternative’ this
‘spirituality’ is.) Alternative spirituality includes magick, though by no means
everything which goes on within the category of ‘alternative spirituality’ can be put
into the category of magick, especially western importations of Buddhism (see Heelas
1996:71n.15 for a bibliography of works thereon). It penultimately remains to be
noted that the term ‘alternative spirituality’ is rarely used on the emic, though I see no
reason why it should not be and whenever I have employed the term in front of my
informants, no one has expressed any objections. Finally in this context, there is one
other label/category for what my informants do which is most likely to be
encountered in bookshops, namely the ‘Mind, Body and Spirit’ section. The reader
may recall both this phrase from the Crystal Health and Wealth poster on the lavatory
wall and also that we noted a magazine of a very similar title, in Chapter 1. Also
worth mentioning is the large ‘stalls, talks and workshops’ event known as the Mind,
Body and Spirit Exhibition in London each spring (for an analysis of which, see
Hamilton 2000). Not polluted with a valence of either daftness or dangerousness, and
vague enough to constitute a conveniently broad ‘catch-all’, publishing companies
and bookshops in particular have picked up on this label, though while virtually all

natives recognise it, they rarely apply it to themselves or their own practice.

Subdivisions Within Magickal Practice

A useful continuation of initial or introductory explanation would be to remind
ourselves what those of my informants whom we ‘met’ in the first chapter and the
above discussion called themselves. They all agreed that they were involved in
‘magick’, but some had different labels for themselves beyond this. Some were
content with relatively broad labels such as ‘Pagan’ (the ‘neo-’ prefix is generally,
though not always, resisted on the emic), ‘mage’, ‘occultist’, or ‘esotericist’. Others
identified themselves somewhat more specifically as Wiccans or witches, Chaoists
(a.k.a. Chaos Magicians or Chaotes), Thelemites, Druids, Heathens and shamans. We
also saw more idiosyncratic labels such as Jedi Knight, Voodoo Priestess, New Age
Priestess (I only encountered one of each), and some self-consciously hybrid labels:
Steve Wilson for example at one point claimed to practice “‘Drudu’... a mixture of

Druidry and Voodoo”, and Steven Grasso describes himself as a “Voodoo-shaman”.
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Many ‘answer to’ more than one label, and some may label themselves differently
depending on to whom they are talking or the topic being discussed. The vast majority
cannot be fitted into neat ‘boxes’, speaking as they will much more vaguely of “my
journey”, “my path”, “my system as of right now”, or just “my thing”. One or two of
my informants deliberately resisted being labelled at all. “Paganism’s the first religion
not to define itself as anything,” I was once told (the full exchange is reported in
Chapter 4). When I asked Francis whether he identified as a Chaos magician, he
replied, “no real Chaos magician would ever call himself a Chaos magician”, a
comment roughly analogous to a certain academic’s semi-serious claim to be “so
postmodern I will not even be labelled a postmodernist”. Dan proffered perhaps my
favourite ‘native agnosticism’ when, upon asked to define magick, he thought for a
moment and then said, “If you can pin it down, it’s not magick.” If this state of affairs
seems desperately confusing, this will not be the case for long. There is a simple way

of classifying the subdivisions within magick, which will be fully detailed in Chapter
5.

Magick: Mainstream, Alternative, Countercultural or Subcultural?

The issue of taxonomy raised various problems ‘within’ the data, as it were. It is
equally necessary however to address certain issues ‘outside’ the data, for it is a
predictable characteristic of many approaches to the study of ‘N.R.M.’s, ‘marginal’ or
‘peripheral’ groups, or ‘subcultures’ that they attempt to establish in what ways the
object of study stands in opposition to the culture and society in which it occurs, in
what ways it shares the characteristics and values of the same, and whether one can be
said to ‘outweigh’ the other as far as its ‘overall significance’ is concerned.
Ultimately, the two are integrally related, two sides of a single coin as it were and

hence this section will be in many ways a continuation of the previous ones.

We need to make some enquiries along the following lines. Do practitioners of
magick, as some (e.g. Greenwood 2000:1) have claimed, constitute a ‘counterculture’,
or at least a part of a ‘counterculture’? What exactly is a ‘counterculture’? Can we at
this point in history still discern anything which warrants the label ‘counterculture’? If

so, what ‘culture’ exactly is being ‘countered’, and how? Or might the term
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‘subculture’ be more appropriate? Or is neither valid? Can we still claim the existence
of a ‘mainstream’ to which any counterculture is in some way opposed and/or any
subculture in some way distinct from? Or are we to follow those more ‘postmodern’
scholars who present more centrifugal models of contemporary society and culture in
which there is a bewildering multiplicity of ‘streams’ but none which can be said to
be ‘main’? Relatedly, is the current cultural climate in which magick is practised best
referred to as one of ‘modernity’, ‘late modernity’ or ‘postmodernity’? Is magick
simply going to be assigned whichever label we elect to bestow upon the wider
culture? Or could things be more complex? Could magick be seen as, say, a
postmodern phenomenon within a modern condition, or as a modern phenomenon
within a postmodern condition?* Is the ‘modern or postmodern?’ line of enquiry

useful anymore? Indeed, was it ever?

As we might expect, there are very differing stances on this in the available literature.
Bowman and Sutcliffe (2000:11) are deliberately equivocal as to how precisely their
term ‘alternative’ ought to be interpreted, and whether a static binary model of
‘alternative vs. mainstream’ is always going to be useful. There are those who have
gone so far as to have totally abandoned the term ‘mainstream’ in favour of a model
of the contemporary stressing ‘fragmentation’. Hetherington (1998:5) for example has
stated that “it is just as difficult to locate the mainstream as it is the alternative to it”.
Such ‘postmodern’ scholars, I will argue, here amply demonstrate their tendency to be

a little foo agnostic.

More valid to my mind are stances on this such as that of Prince and Riches (2000:23)
who take their analysis in completely the opposite direction and hold that a divide
between the mainstream and what they term the “New Age” is analytically “crucial”.
Though hardly unaware that the mainstream is not homogenous, their argument is that
in this particular instance, the similarities between discernible sections of the
mainstream outweigh differences between them, and such a mainstream may be
sharply contrasted with the Glastonbury “New Agers”. It is also worth noting that
Gibbons’ (2001:ch.9) entire analysis of occultism since its Renaissance heyday,
Marxist and outdated though it might be, also rests largely on the assertion that

occultism lost the hegemonic status it once had (hence not, paradoxically, its appeal).
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Magick, I will argue, cannot be regarded as mainstream. The evidence for this
assertion is quite simply that magickal practitioners are regarded as dubious and
deluded by the majority of the population. (I will provide more details of the precise
‘hows’ and ‘whys’ of the disdain of and discrimination against magickal practitioners
in Chapter 4.) However, is this to say that magick is ‘countercultural’? As with the
debated existence of the mainstream, there is also a certain amount of debate as to
whether there is a counterculture anymore. McKay (1996) has claimed that the
counterculture has remained, alive and well, if underground. Martin (1981) has argued
precisely the opposite and sees the counterculture as having been co-opted or
recuperated back into the mainstream. Tipton (1982) has viewed what he defines as
the “New Age” as a response to the failure of the sociopolitical movements associated

with the Left in the late 1960’s, a classic opium of the people.

According to my observations, both Tipton and Martin are out of touch with social
reality. At times my fieldwork dovetailed with anticapitalist demonstrations,
demonstrations which became riots and during which some police officers and some
demonstrators injured one another (again, such incidents will be detailed in Chapter
4). That said, the majority of demonstrators may well not have had anything to do
with magick (in fact, some of them seemed to have little to do with politics and been
motivated by more purely aggressive urges). Moreover, there were times when some
of my informants behaved in ways which are far from anything which could be
described as anticapitalist (we may recall the Crystal Health and Wealth poster from
Chapter 1). Heelas (1996:61) has discerned what he terms the “prosperity wing” of
the “New Age” and certainly during my fieldwork I heard comments in favour of free
markets which would make the blood of the average anticapitalist boil. (Likewise
Prince and Riches (2000:115) include a report from two “New Age” informants who
magickally attempted to quell the London Poll Tax riot in 1990, and a comment from
another (2000:154) to the effect that political matters such as the rights and wrongs of
taxation are not relevant to the truly spiritual individual.) In the last analysis, magick,
like other ‘religious’ or ‘spiritual’ phenomena, can take politically radical or
conservative forms. To use Wallis’ (1984) well-known Weberian formulation, magick
can be world-rejecting or world-affirming, but is generally world-accommodating. In
this regard we must take things on a case-by-case basis, for any generalisation will

immediately be an overgeneralization. It has been claimed by the media that Prince
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Charles and Cherie Blair, and on the other side of the Atlantic, Nancy Regan and
Hilary Clinton have all been associated with practices which would all fall within the
rubric of magick. It ought to go without saying that none of these individuals is

especially ‘countercultural’.

Heelas (1996) reasonably holds that what we have in what he then termed the “New
Age” presents a mixture of the countercultural and the mainstream (he uses the word
“modernity” to denote the latter). This version of events, ambivalent though it may be,
is closest to the truth. Magick can be a business which warrants the label
‘countercultural’, and this is so on both an emic and an etic level. That said, magick
can be manifest in less obviously countercultural and sometimes very mainstream
terms; the fact that it often presents itself as scientistic (Hess 1993) is a clear
indication of the latter point. This thesis is concerned to show that while magick may
be a response to a postmodern condition, it is ‘always already’ constructed in
hegemonic terms. Here then we come to the conclusion that magick must in general
be regarded as a subcultural phenomenon, as it is in Greenwood’s work, apart from
the occasional use of the word “counter-culture” (2000:1). At its most basic, the term
‘subculture’ denotes a subgroup within a culture in which hegemonic symbols, values
and beliefs are distorted, inverted or exaggerated (see Marshall 1998:649), and as
Hodkinson (2002) has argued, is at this point in time far from a sociological

obsolescence.

Modernity, Late Modernity or Postmodernity?

A choking dry-ice smog of disappointment, pooling in the drops and troughs of suddenly uncertain

ground. Mudyards, with here and there the smoking wrecks of ideologies, their wheels and radios gone.

Moore, A., and Campbell, E., Snakes and Ladders (2001:2)

We saw that Heelas (1996), Luhrmann (1989) and S.J.Sutcliffe (2000) at least discern
a current state which may be termed “modernity”. However, the many and varied
sections of the academic community which address the current state of society and

culture have not been able to reach consensus on precisely what the current state of
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affairs is and how it should be referred to. Those who write simply of a condition of
modernity are by now in the minority. Some, notably Giddens (1990; 1991) and Beck
(1992) write of a state of “late modernity” and “reflexive modernity” respectively.
Others such as Lyotard (1984), Jameson (1984; 1991), Harvey (1989), Bauman (1987,
1991) and Featherstone (1991) perceive a condition of postmodernity, though it is
worth noting that the latter stance is seemingly less fashionable than it used to be.
Needless to say, rarely is any one of these scholars using their chosen term in exactly
the same way as any other who may be using the same term, and nor of course do
they necessarily remain static in their opinions, hence the fact that, for example, the
Paul Heelas of The New Age Movement (Heelas 1996) is not taking the same stance

on this issue as the Paul Heelas of Detraditionalisation (Heelas et al. 1996).

Just so that the entire range of scholarly potentials is covered here, we may note that
all the while, Bruno Latour (1993) has been arguing that We Have Never Been
Modern, reminding one of Brian Morris’ quip (p.c.) that “I am neither modern nor
postmodern, I am premodern.” The situation is already complex enough, and I have
refrained from using terms such as “ultramodern” (Davis 1998:1), “amodern”
(Murphey 1997) “hypermodern” (C.Biirger 1992), or “transmodern” (Lash and
Friedman 1992), or muddying the waters with attempts to distinguish, say, ‘high
modernity’ from ‘middle modernity’. Nor have I yet noted that certain thinkers who
are often associated with the postulation of a condition of ‘postmodernity’ can write
contributions to a collection of essays published under the rubric of ‘modernity’ (see
for example Zukin 1992 or Featherstone 1992, in Lash and Friedman 1992). From this
example, it would seem that scholarly labels, whether achieved or ascribed, are hardly
binding. Confusion as to exactly how the ‘post-’ prefix is to be interpreted may
explain or excuse some of the ambiguity here. Is ‘post-’ meant teleologically, to
denote ‘after’ or ‘behind’ as in the usual Latin meaning? Or ‘with’ or ‘alongside’,
minus a chronological ‘rupture’, as some seem to imply? And of course, the suffixes
can also confuse; there is a difference between the ‘-ism’ and ‘-ity’ (usually the latter

is philosophical and the former social).

It thus becomes understandable that some more recent commentators can be
thoroughly disparaging of this particular controversy. It had by some years ago

become “internal and arcane” according to Keith and Pile (1993:1), and Hetherington
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(1998:6-12) has written off the whole debate with characteristic agnosticism, arguing
that his more narrowly descriptive approach is the only epistemologically-valid one

“whatever type of n-modern society we live in” (1998:8).

Nevertheless, we will of course have to use a descriptive term for the current state of
socio-cultural affairs, a definition of it and a justification for it. Despite the confusion
or at least multiple versions of events which have been offered regarding precisely
what has happened to modernity, it does seem to be clear that there is something the
matter with it, that it is not quite what we were promised. Modernisation has not
solved all our ills, nor has it avoided creating new ills as it has come into being. To
say as Hetherington (1998:7) does that modernity is “less sure of itself” than it once
used to be seems something of an understatement. It is my intention to refer to the
contemporary as a postmodern condition, but use this term in a specific and fairly
limited sense. ‘Postmodernity’ as it appears in this thesis may be taken to mean two

(related) things:

I. The notion of ‘progress’ is problematised.

2. The experience of a world in which change (as opposed to progress) takes place at
an extremely high velocity. Like the authors whose papers appear in Lash and
Friedman 1992, what concerns me (and my informants) is an experience ‘“of
movement, of flux, of change, of unpredictability” (Lash and Friedman 1992:1,

authors’ italics).

Not so much an utopia then as an ever-changing ‘mutopia’, such is the postmodernity
to which I will refer throughout this thesis, though I will also draw on the work of
thinkers such as Lyotard (1984) who famously writes on the problematisation of
knowledge, and Bauman (1997) wherein it is argued that an ethic of individual liberty

is a defining and important feature of postmodernity.

Conclusion

In this chapter I have, with a little help from both Gibbon’s historical work and some

of my informants, defined what magick is. We have seen that there is a multiplicity of
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labels both emic and etic for what magickal practitioners do, but this is something to
be acknowledged, studied and hopefully explained, not an ‘inconvenience’ to be
circumnavigated, a point made by both Gibbons (2000:4) in relation to occultism, and
Prince and Riches (2000:8,10) in relation to what they define as the “New Age”. My
informants most commonly refer to what they do as ‘magick’ and so this is the term I
shall employ to denote what they do. A magickal worldview can now be defined

relatively simply as entailing:

I. A distinction between ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ that is at least more fuzzy than in more mainstream
definitions of self/other, and at times totally absent. The prime example of such a principle working in
practice would be Carl Jung’s notion of synchronicity or meaningful coincidence, an example of which
was provided in Chapter 1 when my thoughts (if Ouch can constitute a ‘thought’) were mirrored in
material reality, i.e. the ouch on the tea-towel. It is not so much a ‘magickal universe’ as a “magickal
youniverse”.”

2. A belief that one can effect change in the ‘outer’ world, sometimes called ‘thaumaturgy’ but also and
more simply known as ‘results magick’.

3. A belief that one can alter the individual self and this ‘inner change’ is as important as effecting
change in the ‘outside’ world. This may be called ‘self-development’ or referred to by the Hermetic
term ‘theurgy’.

4. A belief that there is an energy which pervades everything, animate and inanimate. This energy
provides a link between the ‘inner’ and ‘outer’. Any magickal act will involve working with an
‘energy’ of some sort. Terms for this energy vary, and it can be referred to via the Daoist concept of Qi
or a more scientistic term such as Wilhelm Reich’s ‘orgone’.

5. Despite the fact that Greenwood’s (2000) work will come in for some criticism in this thesis, there is
no doubt that this autoethnographer is correct in her proposition that an Otherworld is integral to
contemporary magickal discourse and practice. Magick integrally involves other dimensions. It is to
these other dimensions which one (‘imaginatively’) travels when, say, “shamanic journeying” or
“astrally projecting”. In Chapter 7 we will examine in detail contemporary magickal conceptualisations
of these Otherworlds.

The term ‘New Age’ is one which I will not use unless it is in quotation. In Chapter 6
I will present a ‘deep’ explanation as to precisely why the term is controversial
amongst many of the natives, why some of them are happy to identify as “New Age”

while others deride what Hardcore Pawn referred to as “new agey crap”.

‘Mysticism’ may for the purposes of this thesis be summed up in the first part of
King’s (1999:7) definition as “religious knowledge gained by means of an
extraordinary experience”. Though originally a Christian idea, ‘mysticism’ has been
applied to various non-Christian (indeed, non-theistic) religions and spiritualities,
sometimes with due caution, sometimes without. As King (1999:8) notes, “few voices
have been heard to question the experientialist dimension of contemporary
definitions”. “Extraordinary experience” readily includes altered states of

consciousness (A.S.C.’s) brought about by one means or another. Though one or two
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of my informants still label themselves ‘occultists’, this is relatively rare and the term
seems to have dated (as Bowman and Sutcliffe 2000:8 have also remarked). I heard
the term ‘esoteric’ even more rarely, and so herein these two terms will not be used

other than as synonyms to denote historical antecedents of contemporary magick.

Notes

I. Due mainly to this taxonomical problem, I will not attempt to summarise previous
attempts to quantify my informants. Heelas 1996:106-32 provides a sound
summary of attempts at quantification and the myriad problems therewith.

2. The event in question, Ananke, is reviewed here:

http://www.phhine.ndirect.co.uk/news/ev_ananke99rv.htm
3. See:

http://www.uncarved.demon.co.uk/turb/articles/wicca.html

4. Greenwood 2000:10 has been at pains to contend that magick is a modern
resistance to a postmodern condition.

5. Tsuspect Fraser Clark, who once ran a dance club called the Parallel Youniversity,

may be the inspiration for this, though the pun could have been arrived at
independently by others.
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Data and Interpretation: Method and Theory in the Study of Magick

Introduction

In this chapter, I will first outline the research methods employed during fieldwork.
Then I will summarise the theoretical groundings of the more important previous
work in this area, and finally I will detail the theory on which this study itself draws.
In terms of methodology, this work is relatively conventional. The theory on which
this thesis draws however is both relatively novel in itself, and has not been applied to

magick before.

Length and Breadth of Fieldwork

As Lurhmann (1989:17) and Pike (2001:xv) have both noted, individuals such as
themselves and I fit relatively readily into London’s contemporary ‘magickal scene’,
and people do indeed seem to quickly forget that one is a researcher as one of my
predecessors has noted (Luhrmann 1989:17). Only on two occasions did I encounter
any coldness towards me on the grounds that I was conducting fieldwork, and
fortunately, it was temporary. Generally, I found myself more popular on the
‘magickal scene’ than I had hoped or intended to be, though of course this was not so
instantly. Unlike some previous researchers moreover, I did not confine my fieldwork
to certain ‘schools’ of magick, but attempted to achieve an overview of all that goes
on under the rubric of ‘magick’. This is not something which has been attempted
previously; Greenwood (2000) excludes Chaos magick from her study and Luhrmann
(1989) excludes all Left Hand Path magick (of which Chaos magick is one recent
kind) from her analysis. Such deliberate omissions flaw both pieces of work, a fact
which will become apparent in Chapter 5, when different types of magickal identity

are compared.
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It is not a new observation to note that the ‘magickal scene’ in London is comprised
of a network of groups with overlapping memberships. Luhrmann (1989:ch3) has
made this observation early on in Persuasions of the Witch’s Craft, and sociologist
Michael York (1995) has based an entire book-length study on the same point (as we
will see in more detail below). The structures of these groups vary, from the relatively
hierarchical and organised through to the very ad hoc and (in theory) anarchic. What
is important for us to note is that the latter type is increasingly common. At their most
improvised and ephemeral, magickal groups may simply be comprised by a number
of persons who meet up in or around a sacred site such as Avebury, get on well,
decide to perform a spontaneous ritual and then go their separate ways, perhaps never
managing to meet up again. Hence, while it is easy to list some of London’s more
regular and structured groups such as the H.O.D., the 1.0.D., the Abysmal Sorcerers,
the Companions of Horus and the Temple of the Midnight Bimboes, what is harder to
establish is exactly when and how a much more ephemeral collective of individuals
constitutes a ‘group’. How long do individuals have to remain together? Is a
spontaneous ritual which occurs at a sacred site or on a dance floor at a squat party
performed by ‘a group’? Not all the participants will necessarily know each other or

CO |
see one another again.

Whatever their degree of formal organisation, these group formations always tend
towards the ephemeral; in the words of magickal practitioner and writer Gareth
J.Medway, they have “a short half life”. Even if the group itself is not an entirely
ephemeral phenomenon but attains a degree of structure and formal organisation
which endures for perhaps years, membership of it may well be brief on the part of
the individual magickal practitioner. On the whole, the feeling amongst magickal
practitioners was that the more organised, hierarchical groups are best avoided.
Allowing groups of like-minded individuals to “naturally and spontaneously” occur
was more favoured. John put it well when, speaking of structured and organised

groups, he reported:

Around the mid-eighties I developed a bizarre delusion that I might benefit from membership of a
formal magickal order. By the mid-nineties, London’s magickal groups could be split into two types:
those who had thrown me out and those who had had the good sense never to let me join in the first
place.
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The point finally needs to be stressed that it is by no means unusual for an individual
to be a member of more than one group at the same time; if anything, this is normal,
and seasonal festivals such as Beltane and Summer Solstice often see individuals

‘hopping’ from one ritual to another.

Permanent structure then is something which magickal practitioners’ social
formations tend towards avoiding. (The work of the Turner-inspired ‘communitas
theorists’ such as Prince and Riches (2000) and Hetherington (1998) will be criticised
in Chapter 5 and Chapter 7.) The patterns of association characteristic of the
‘magickal scene’ are best described as a ‘network’, one which is Heraclitan in that it
is ever-changing, and the less organised and formalised associations are quite
impossible to quantify. Even were they not, any such assessment would be out of date

by the time it had been carried out, never mind published.

Just as my fieldwork was not limited to any one group, it was not limited to any one
place. My informants occupy a multiplicity of ‘empirical’ spaces and are at least as
mobile as any other group of contemporary westerners. Though the majority of my
fieldwork was carried out in London, if my informants visited say, Glastonbury or
Avebury, then obviously I would accompany them. We would meet like-minded
individuals there, and sometimes powerful bonds were formed. Ad hoc ritual groups
coalesced, and even if genuine promises to stay in touch proved impossible to keep,
such events will not be readily forgotten. Sometimes an overheard snatch of chatter or
a chance encounter in the queue at a bar would yield more ‘data’ than a lengthy
interview with a ‘key’ informant, even if the individual in question and I never had
time to properly introduce ourselves before one of us finally succeeded in catching the

barperson’s eye and our paths through the evening and beyond once again diverged.

The “radical empiricism” (Jackson 1989) approach is to my mind the most effective
way of going about fieldwork (see also Luhrmann 1989:17). However, I was in a
position to use sources of data other than my own experiences. Many of these would
not be available to an anthropologist conducting fieldwork in a less developed society.
As we will see throughout this thesis, magickal practitioners produce a great deal of
textual information in the form of books, magazines and pamphlets, and magickal

bookshops such as The Sorcerer’s Apprentice in Leeds and The Atlantis Bookshop,
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Watkins Books, or Mysteries in London are an integral part of the magickal life.
S.J.Sutcliffe (p.c.) has called for research into this specific aspect of what he then
termed the “New Age”, and this would indeed be a fruitful angle of approach; I was
brought up as a Christian, yet Christianity as I experienced it involved just two books,
the Bible and a Concordance thereto, and no visits to Christian bookshops. When
making overtures to join a magickal group however, it was not unusual to be sold or
loaned books (which had sometimes been written by the person to whom one was
talking) and told to come back after having read them. Magickal practitioners will
speak of their libraries and this is not an abuse of the word ‘library’ insofar as they
will accrue shelf-fulls of magickal books which they may or may not feel able to
display openly. (Heelas is proud to have his own a “New Age library” (Heelas 1996:
106), and Luhrmann (1989:261-3) has attempted to list the contents of an
‘idealtypical’ magickal library.) Elizabeth Puttick (p.c.), a publisher of native books
has argued that the publishing industry and the concerns thereof do not merely reflect
the state of things but to a degree shape contemporary spirituality. Relatedly but with
important differences, internet websites constitute an integral part of the
dissemination of magickal ideas, and many magickal practitioners and groups have
their own websites. Some of these websites are to be ‘just read’, others include, e-

lists, bulletin boards and chatrooms whereby individuals can interact more directly.

For me, joining partially internet-based communities was new experience. I did this at
the behest of some of my informants, for whom such a pattern of social interaction is
not unusual. I cannot say I noticed anything approaching a ‘different type’ of
magickal practitioner attracted to internet contact as opposed to ‘real life’ interaction,
or any type of magickal theory or practice being discussed in cyberspace which was
not happening in ‘real life’. Having a computer with internet access at work and a
boss whose back was frequently turned seemed to be the most vital criteria for
membership of internet-based magickal communities, though a few of their members
were based in remote locations and their interaction with like-minded individuals in
‘real life” was very limited. The fact that both my informants and I used the internet to
contact like-minded individuals further contributes to the deterritorialised nature of
this ethnography, for though I only used sites on which the medium of communication

was English, they were populated with British, American and Australian citizens.’
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The length of my fieldwork period is no more clear-cut than exactly how many
‘groups’ I conducted fieldwork within or neatly establishing the geographical
locations/boundaries of ‘my field’. I could report that I spent four years in the field.
However, such an answer is something of an oversimplification, for I knew of the
existence of magick long before I started this research, as a ‘pre-fieldwork’ encounter
such as the one with Jason detailed in Chapter | indicates. Moreover, given that this
thesis inevitably concerns the relation between practitioners of magick and the wider
culture, my experience of western culture generally is also of relevance and this of
course is something which has been ongoing throughout my life and remains a fact of

it.

I initially met magickal practitioners (as opposed to encountering them in the media)
as an undergraduate student. When I attended the University of Leeds I browsed,
fascinated but rather bemused, in Chris Bray’s bookshop, The Sorcerer’s Apprentice.

The shop claims to be:

Arguably the best access point in the universe for occult books and lessons on Paganism, Wicca,
Cabala, Thelema, Yoga, Divination, Mind Control, Shamanism and Sorcery, plus ritual magic regalia,
psychic and dowsing equipment, magic herbs, herbalism, alternative healing, aromatherapy oils,
crystals, glemstones, magic candles, inks, occult cassettes, ancient wisdom, Theosophy, spells, runes
and more.

I also encountered Chaos magician Phil Hine’s shop, Id, and found myself even more
confused and slightly taken aback by its more specialised contents. Why would
anyone want to buy statues of horror/science-fiction writer H.P.Lovecraft’s monstrous
Cthuthu? I purchased an issue of the magazine Gnosis and walked home through the

dark streets of Leeds rather ‘spooked’ by it all.

I came a little closer to one or two magickal practitioners at Bristol University, but
still, I never understood them. They dressed differently and spoke differently, using
some words I could not understand and using familiar ones with different and to me
quite elusive meanings. “She talks about ‘energies’ all the time,” I remember a
bemused flatmate reporting of a “mystical” woman from whom she occasionally
purchased cannabis. Above all, ‘the magickal lot’ seemed to have an eccentric
cosmology to which ‘we’ found it hard to relate. Throughout my undergraduate life

‘they’ remained socially peripheral in relation to ‘us’, their ‘tribe’ rarely involving
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itself with mine for very long. It was only when I wrote an E.S.R.C.-funded M.Sc.
thesis on Neopaganism at University College, London that I began to take a serious

interest in the magickal worldview.

Just as I find it impossible to establish an exact starting-point to my fieldwork, it is
impossible to establish a precise end-point. As I write this, it is approximately four
years since the beginning of my Ph.D. course. I have been conducting fieldwork
throughout this period, and I have not yet ceased to have contact with my informants.
I have no wish to do so, because some of them are now among those whom I regard
as friends. Even if I did, I would hardly be able to escape magick because ‘popular
culture’ is increasingly saturated with it. Even during the most intense phase of the
writing-up period when I was thinking about very little other than this thesis, I
remained in touch with magickal practitioners and continued to practice magick with
them. What I can be clear about however is that by the time I had begun writing-up, I
was practising magick while I certainly did not *believe’ in it. During the most intense
phases of fieldwork however, I cannot be so clearcut. ‘Belief’ is not necessarily a
matter of choice, and when one talks, thinks, acts and socialises like a magickal
practitioner, magick does seem very real indeed at times. If any conclusion can be
drawn from my experience of fieldwork, it is that the anthropologist will benefit most
from ‘believing as far as possible’ in the native reality for a period, then ‘pulling
back’ from such a ‘system of belief’, though in my experience this was not always a
pleasant business, and not always entirely within my conscious control. Nevertheless,
I feel that I have been not so much ‘anthropologist as hero’ but ‘anthropologist as
shaman’ in that I have been to another world, in this case the world inhabited by
magickal practitioners, and brought back knowledge therefrom which will add to our
understanding of both contemporary magick and the wider culture. (Blain 2002:157
also uses the shaman metaphor for the anthropological project.) That said, I regard my
research as ultimately ongoing, and find it hard to imagine that I will ever ‘finish

studying’ contemporary magick.
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Remarks on Representation

A final note on methods of representation employed in this thesis is necessary. First,
anonymity: the majority of informants appear herein under pseudonymous ‘Christian’
names, and where necessary, potentially-identifying details have been altered. Those
who were open about their practice (and often this seemed to go hand in hand with
being well-known on the magickal scene) are referred to by their full real names. The
vast majority of users of internet mailing lists and bulletin boards whose words I have
cited on occasion use names which are obviously false and often flippant. (In Chapter
S T will show that these often flippant nicknames and accompanying location details

are important data in themselves.)

A second point is the way in which data has been represented. When I have taken
quotes from books and websites, or written, audio and video recordings of my
informants’ words and deeds, I have had to retain a degree of editorial control while
remaining aware of the political implications of this. However, whenever I have cut a
section from any text, I have used full stops in square brackets (i.e. [...] ) to make this
obvious. (Three full stops not enclosed in square brackets will have appeared in the
original text.) I have refrained from correcting spelling errors and variant spellings of
certain words but indicated that they appeared in the original text. (American
spellings in quotations however have been Anglicised for the sake of consistency.)
Also, during cyberinteraction, ‘emoticons’ are used to express affect. The most
common are :-) for a smile, ;-) for a wink, and :-( for a frown. These I have retained
from the original texts because they are vital for indicating how a comment is
intended to be taken. Individuals also occasionally use ‘stage directions’ placed
between asterisks, often again to facilitate self-expression, and I have included these

as they originally appeared.

Theoretical Orientations of Previous Scholarship

Before outlining the theoretical stance of this thesis, I will review in some depth the

many and varied theoretical stances of important previous work in this area. I have
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divided the relevant literature into the following categories of theoretical stance: the
cognitive, the social structural, the methodological individualistic and finally the
phenomenological. (We will of course have already encountered some of these texts

in the previous chapter, taxonomy and theory not always being readily separable.)

First, cognitive approaches. Tanya Luhrmann’s Persuasions of the Witch’s Craft
(1989) is the primary text in this context. It seems to have rightly become a locus
classicus, part of a ‘bedrock’ of work in the field, and a reference to her concept of
“interpretive drift” (1989:10,307-15) is de rigeur for many (e.g. Prince and Riches
2000:xii; Greenwood 2000:49) in the early stages of their own work on the subject.
However, to my mind one of the many problems with Lurhmann’s work is that she
has defined her project with preconceived ideas and questions at the forefront of her
mind: her concern is to explain how people can “believe” in something as irrational
and false as magick, and thus falls firmly within the realms of what some term the
‘rationality debate’ (Lurhmann (1989:309n.8) is aware of, but argues against,
Needham’s (1972) ‘deconstruction’ of the word-concept ‘belief’.) The descriptive
dimension of Luhrmann’s work is without doubt sympathetic and evocative.
However, after taking nigh on 350 pages to arrive at the quite unremarkable
conclusion that practitioners of “magic”, having undergone an “interpretive drift”,
have different standards of ‘data’ or ‘evidence’ to ‘Jo Public’ or indeed ‘Jo Scientist’
which make their “beliefs” subjectively quite sensible, Luhrmann’s analytical work is
done. There is remarkably little in the way of ‘social constructionist’ analysis in
Luhrmann’s work. Claiming to be doing what she terms “cognitive studies” at a level
“more basic than the cultural” (1989:13-14), Luhrmann does not seem to be willing or
able to address the issue of why “magic” takes the form it currently does, and the
social-constructionist is left reeling at this claim that anything is “more basic” than the
cultural. That said, there is a significant cognitive dimension to my own work; in a
very broad sense, just like Lurhmann or any cognitive anthropologist, I am looking at
my data and asking myself, ‘how do these people think?’, and the fact that they do so
via a set of subculturally-specific territorial and directional metaphors is an essential

part of my argument.

To move onto pre-existing analyses which may be termed ‘social structural’, we will

start with the work of Kevin Hetherington. Hetherington’s work focuses on what he
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cautiously describes as ‘New Social Movements’, a category which includes ‘New
Religious Movements’. I say ‘cautiously’, because Hetherington is careful to use such
terms ‘under erasure’; as we saw in Chapter 2, the ‘newness’ of such phenomena is
questionable, as is the claim that we are witnessing a ‘movement’ and that it should be
labelled ‘religious’. Hetherington’s analysis is ‘postmodern’ in that his theoretical
stance, inspired by the work of Deleuze and Parnet (1987), entails making an endless
series of observations and refusing to arrive at a conclusion, a procedure which the
latter scholars liken to the writing of an equation with many ‘plus’ signs but no final
‘equals’ sign. As far as Hetherington (1993:12) is concerned, description (or
“connotation”) rather than induction (“denotation”) is what the commentator should
be concerned with doing, which means that he makes no attempt to directly link what

is perceived to be going on to tendencies within the wider culture.

Hetherington’s work belongs in the ‘social structural’ category because he
predominantly adopts a Durkheimian theoretical view whereby the collective rather
than the individual is supposedly what we should concern ourselves with. He remains
sceptical of analyses which stem from the Weberian ‘methodological individualist’
tradition whereby the individual is located at the centre of analysis. Hetherington
attempts to make Turner’s (1969; 1974) concept of communitas analytically central, a
move which is in my opinion highly questionable as we will see. He also relatedly
attempts to revive Schmalenbach’s (1922) concept of the Bund which will also be
criticised in Chapter 8. A further difficulty with Hetherington’s approach is its
astonishing breadth of field. At the same time as some scholars are suggesting that the
label ‘New Age’ is too broad to be of any heuristic value (e.g. Bowman and
S.J.Sutcliffe 2000), Hetherington attempts to view the situation from an even wider
angle, taking as his starting point ‘New Social Movements’ which include “New Age”
groups. Hetherington’s work thus not only misses major differences between “New
Age” and secular groups, but significant differences between the various “New Age”

groups, or types of “New Age” groups.

That said, Hetherington does have a great deal to offer anyone dealing with the
phenomenon of late modern magick. His work is as breathtaking in its insightfulness
as it is in its breadth and there is much to be gained from engaging with it, despite its

inescapable overgeneralization. Expressions of ldentity: Space, Performance, Politics,
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takes as its basic point of focus is what its author terms the ‘expressive’ (presumably,
as was the case with Heelas (2000), it is Talcott Parsons (1978:320) from whom

Hetherington took his cue, though this is not stated). Hetherington (1993:4) writes:

This book is concerned with how we might come to look at the broad phenomena that make up [...]
expressive identities, a view that takes in not only alternative lifestyles (see McKay 1996) and the
activists of the social movements and their identity politics, but also some forms of youth culture which
overlap with these, certain New Age Movements (see Heelas 1996), green consumption,
complementary healing practices and so on.

Later Hetherington (1998:58) explains how:

[E]xpressivism can be located within the well-established romantic rejection of modernity. It is
concerned with feeling, emotion and belonging as a source of symbolic and spiritual creativity and with
the eclectic use of totemic identifications often associated with the Otherness of non-modern lifestyles.

Six characteristics of expressive identities are identified by Hetherington (1998:5) as:

1. The search for ‘authentic experiences’ and personal growth.

2.  Empathy and identification with the rights and freedoms of marginalised or oppressed others.

3.  Emphasis on the importance of establishing some distinct space for groups and networks of like-
minded associates to meet, live or protest.

4. Using these spaces as a basis for groupings that are held together by their emotional and moral
solidarity.

5. Seeing the body as a focus of well-being and an expressive source of communication and
identification with others.

6. Interest in knowledge rejected by the instrumentalism of modern science, medicine, religion and
politics.

I will allow Hetherington’s comments to stand for a now, because there is nothing in
the above list which does not apply to magickal identities. However, throughout the
remaining chapters of this thesis we will see the vast refinement which these very
general observations will require if they are to be applied specifically to magickal
discourse and practice rather than to a far broader set of contemporary cultural

practices.

Ruth Prince and David Riches, authors of The New Age in Glastonbury (2000) also
fall into the category of those whose focus is on social structure, and Victor Turner’s
(1969; 1974) notion of communitas is central to their thesis. Their concern is to relate

what they label “New Age” cosmology thereto. There are many problems with this
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piece of work. To my mind the most major is that there is a ‘cause equals effect’
teleology in the Prince and Riches thesis whereby the cause, a specific pattern of
social interaction, leads to an effect, this effect being an “ideology” or “cosmology”
which is labelled “New Age”. Rather than look at what they term the ‘“surface
manifestation” (2000:25) of this “New Age” phenomenon, they attempt to discern a
‘deep structure’, a deep structure which is comprised by “first principles of social
organisation” (2000:203) and then show that from this “it is possible to deduce New
Age social organisation and cosmology in their full glory” (2000:203). The specific
type of social organisation found amongst “Glastonbury New Agers” causes
cosmology then; absolutely not the other way round, nor is there any possibility of the
two being mutually constitutive. The fact that historically-speaking, the cosmology
preceded the type of social organisation found at Glastonbury which Prince and
Riches limit themselves to examining does not seem to concern them in the least, and
nor does the fact that they tellingly contradict themselves on this very point anyway
(2000:14). Though it is refreshing to see an approach to an ‘N.R.M.” which does not
explain its form and features in relation to the wider culture, ultimately such an
approach is unconvincing, and we should surely be very cautious about any approach
so generalising as to claim that there are parallels between hunter-gatherer
cosmologies and “New Age” cosmology. There may be parallels (assuming, that is,
that we can generalise about hunter-gatherer cosmologies en masse) but this study
will show that there are also vast differences. Hunter-gatherer cosmologies, after all,
did not grow from the western esoteric tradition, and it is something of a moot point
as to how they have transformed in any way(s) via even modernity, never mind
postmodernity. One of the few things which may be favourably observed about the
Prince and Riches approach is that they are, unlike the majority of scholars, at least
prepared to consider the matter of cosmology and make it analytically central. In that

sense at least, their approach is similar to the one taken here.

As mentioned above, Michael York (1996) has produced an important piece of work
in the social structural tradition entitled The Emerging Network: A Sociology of the
New Age and Neopagan Movements. The majority of York’s description consists of
fairly straightforward summarisation of ideology. His analysis is quite traditionally
sociological: he applies the long-established church-sect typology to the “New Age

and Neopagan movements” and concludes that in this instance, we are presented with
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neither. Instead, what we are seeing is typologically a S.P.LN. Devised by Gerlach
and Hine (Gerlach 1971; Gerlach and Hine 1973), a S.P.LN. is a Segmented
Polycentric Integrated Network. According to Gerlach 1971, a S.P.I.N. demonstrates:

A lack of agreement on movement goals and means.

2. A lack of any list of, or even the possibility of establishing, all individuals or groups who may
consider themselves part of it.

3. Alack of any individual(s) who can regulate or ‘lead’ anything but a small part of it.

York’s work has stood the test of time in that it has been and still is accepted by most
scholars. Some are currently trying to refine the model (e.g. Corrywright,

forthcoming), but refinement is of course not rejection of it.

Moving on to our next section of theoretical stance, some equally important work in
this area approaches from a theoretical angle which may be described as Weberian
rather than Durkheimian, whereby the fundamental unit of analysis is not the group
but the individual. The best known of these would be the work of Paul Heelas, most
notably his book The New Age Movement (1996) which as we saw focuses on “Self-
spirituality”, and Heelas’ later work (2000) where the terminology has been changed
to “expressive spirituality” and the problematic label ‘New Age’ discarded.
Whichever label is employed, Heelas relates the “New Age”/“expressive spirituality”
to modernity and in particular its individualising tendencies, presenting a balanced,
non-reductive picture of the spirituality in question as managing to resist various
problematic aspects of modernity (1996:ch.5), while at the same time embodying

various other aspects of modernity (1996:ch.6).

In the context of the methodological individualist angle of approach, S.J.Sutcliffe’s
important essay introducing the concept of the ‘seeker’ needs to be mentioned.
Published in Bowman and S.J.Sutcliffe (2000), Sutcliffe titles his contribution
‘Wandering Stars’: Seekers and Gurus in the Modern World. Disappointment with the
term “modern” aside, this piece is of great significance to this thesis (and to the study
of what Bowman and Sutcliffe term “alternative spirituality” generally). Though not
marked by any ‘deep’ or “thick description” (Geertz 1973), Sutcliffe necessarily
stresses two related points. First, that in the realm of “alternative spirituality”, ideas

and techniques are sought or chosen by individual ‘seekers’. Second, that there is a
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‘high turnover’ of such ideas and practices, the key phrase here being one of
Sutcliffe’s informants who began to answer a question about her ‘beliefs’ with the
telling phrase “[a]t the moment...” (2000:27). (We may compare this with the
markedly similar comment from some of my informants about “my system as of right
now” quoted in Chapter 2.) “Multiplicity” and “seriality” are according to Sutcliffe,
the keywords by which we should characterise alternative spirituality (see also
Sutcliffe 1997). Insofar as it goes, there is nothing major in this article with which I
can disagree. One of the things which I will do in this thesis is to show that there are
cosmological elements to this “seeking” which only a deeper ethnographic study will
elucidate, a point missed by Sutcliffe due to the rather overly empirical sociological

tradition in which his work is situated.

This thesis will attempt to balance the biases in the available literature in the direction
of either the individual or the collective. When cosmology is properly considered, the
mutually-constituted nature of the two (or ‘two’, if splitting them is more an heuristic
device than an accurate reflection of ‘social reality’) will be amply demonstrated. We
cannot have individuals without collectives, and a collective is not a hive, but
comprised of individual agents. The Durkheimians or the Weberians would I think do
better were they to communicate and combine their models of reality rather than

setting them up as competing versions of the truth.

Finally, I should mention the more phenomenological approach. A work such as
Greenwood’s Magic, Witchcraft and the Otherworld (2000) is at least partially so in
that it is an autoethnography written by an individual whose involvement as a ‘native’
preceded her involvement as an anthropologist. Greenwood’s primary assertion is that
as the title of her work suggests, interaction with an otherworld is the essential feature
of magickal practice, one which previous studies have completely failed to take into
account. This is a suggestion with which I agree, but it will be greatly expanded in
Chapter 6. The problem with the autoethnographic approach is that scholars such as
Greenwood show an excessive realism in their work. For Greenwood, the otherworld
is simply there and that is all there is to it. As a practitioner or ‘believer’, she could
hardly think otherwise, and seems either unwilling or unable to approach the
otherworld as a socially-constructed phenomenon. By the end of Chapter 6, we will

have surveyed an approach to the otherworld which would bemuse or horrify a
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‘traditional shaman’ who had never encountered postmodern western magickal

discourse and practice.

Greenwood’s work is not alone in being autoethnographic. A large number of other
practitioners of magick of one sort or another are to be found within and on the
fringes of that portion of the academic world which has examined magick, though
some stick to taking a predominantly historical angle in academic publications. Not
many are as overt as Greenwood in their admissions of involvement but remain, as the
witches and Wiccans would say, “in the broom closet” to varying degrees. They still

have a good set of reasons for doing so as we will see in Chapter 4.

Theoretical Orientation of Spiral Bound

What the books there all have in common is a desire to ‘map’ some aspect of contemporary life,
whether literally or metaphorically. As many people have been saying, ‘Space is hot’.

Bertsch and Sterne (1994:np), on the addition of a ‘Topographies’ section to San Francisco’s famous
City Lights Books (cited in Crang and Thrift 2000:xi).

[N]ormative structures have the status of spatial syntaxes [...] [E]very story is a travel story.

de Certeau, M., The Practice of Everyday Life (1984:115)

In this section I will outline the theoretical orientation of this thesis. It may be seen as
essentially threefold. First, as I have stated above in relation to Tanya Luhrmann’s
(1989) approach, we need to address the data as socially-constructed, and not as being
somehow “deeper than the cultural”. Magick (pace T.S.Eliot 1963:212) is not as it is
“on the shores of Asia” when it is encountered “in the Edgware road”, far from it, and

this fact requires explanation.

Second, remarkably little attention has been paid to cosmology or more accurately,
cosmologies within magick. There is no reason why magickal cosmologies should not
constitute a perfectly valid area of study in themselves. However, I am inclined to go
further, and will be concerned to show in this thesis that a full understanding of

magick is not going to be possible without attention to its various cosmologies. As As
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Bowie (2000:28) has suggested in relation to “paganism”, there indeed seems to be a
“process in which substantial numbers of people are rejecting metacosmic religions
that offer a notion of final salvation (a soteriology), turning instead [...] to a
pantheistic, magical view of the world”. Though paganism is but a part of magick and
there will be more than eco-spirituality to the cosmology which I will outline here,
this 1s precisely the type of cosmology-focussed approach which has been lacking in

scholarship thus far.

Third, I have been concerned for some years with the fact that spatiality constitutes a
mode of cognition. This is hardly a new point, though it is not one which has received
the attention it deserves. Space is good to think with, and I am inclined to take this
further and suggest that it is extremely difficult to think without some sort of
reference to space. This is as true of an etic level of discourse as it is of the emic; after
all, while we are thinking and writing about ‘space’, we are doing it spatially. I am
unable to make much progress or get through very many sentences, including this
one, without using spatial metaphors. A claim that “space is central,” that “space is
where it’s at,” or that “space is where it’s headed,” all illustrate this point (and is even
‘point’ used in a spatial sense there?). Even the subtitle of this subsection involves a
spatial metaphor, that of orientation. To say then that spatiality is obvious seems
eminently justified, and all the more so given that the Latin root of ‘obvious’ (obviam)
implied — quite contrary to its current meaning - an ‘obstacle in the way’. Our use of
spatial metaphors is one of those aspects of culture which seems so ‘natural’ and
inevitable as to be beyond question. However, as is often the case, it is precisely that
which seems unquestionably obvious which may in fact be an obstacle to fuller

understanding.

I have deliberately attempted to stay in the realm of the cognitive thus far, but of
course, any suggestion of ‘space’ is going to beg the question as to whether we need
to encompass space ‘on the ground’, that is to say, space in an ‘empirical’ sense. [ am
using the word ‘empirical’ in inverted commas here because recently geography and
cultural geography, social anthropology and sociology all came to the much-needed
realisation that space is socially-constructed like anything else and that therefore the
word ‘empirical’ is not entirely appropriate. Space is not ‘just there’ and never has

been, at least not since there was such a thing as human culture. Perhaps the best-
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known proponent of this line of approach is Henri Lefebvre (1991), though an
anthropologist like Ingold (p.c.) has made the same point as have other scholars in
various fields. That said, there will be a concern with the use of what for want of
better terminology I will label ‘physical’ spaces in this thesis. In the last analysis
however, I am using ‘physical’ (as opposed to ‘conceptual’, ‘imaginative’ or
‘symbolic’) as an heuristically useful shorthand. All space is conceptual, that is to say,
symbolically and imaginatively constructed, in some sense, and even a mathematician
making a simple measurement is engaged in an exercise which is at least as cultural as

it is empirical.

I will refrain from italicising spatial figures of writing henceforth in this thesis. By
now the reader will I trust have some idea of where this work stands in terms of social
theory and perhaps have some idea of where we are heading. It is no longer
controversial (though still relatively novel) to suggest that cognition, whatever else it
may involve, can be spatial in nature, and that such spatiality is socially constructed
just as is everything and everyone else. Such cognitions are very often readily
apparent in language as even a limited acceptance of the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis
might lead us to expect. We will also see how spatialised cognitions appear in dreams,
imaginative experiences, in body-language and in the symbology and visual culture of
contemporary magick. What will require lengthy examination over the next few
chapters is how subculturally-specific the spatiocognitive procedures undertaken by
the contemporary magickal practitioner actually are and what this might mean. Before
we move on to this however, I have two other points to make, both of which regard

the western tendency to think in binaries.

The poststructuralist ‘deconstruction’ of structuralist binary cognition is of course not
new, and according to some of the more cynical accounts of the academic world
today, has reached an almost cliched status. In my understanding, binaries have a
awkward habit of being both present and absent at the same time. (In the wise and
witty words of Carl Kendell (p.c.), “We must beware of those who divide the world
into two halves. There are those of us who do, and those of us who do not, and I know
which side I am on.”) This is certainly the case in relation to the binary pair of ‘space’
and ‘time’. Space and time are sometimes far from easy to distinguish. Crang and

Thrift (2000:1) and Ingold (p.c.) have made this point relatively briefly. Feminist

92



geographer Doreen Massey (1993) has gone into rather more political detail, here,
suggesting that one is often privileged over the other in a manner characteristic of
binary thinking generally. Though for the sake of clarity I will try to separate space
from time in this ethnography, the reader should remain aware that this will not
always be possible and occasionally the two will have to be treated as conjoined or in
the words of Crang and Thrift (2000:3), “combined in becoming”. Moreover, even
when this is not the case, we would do well to recall that bifurcation of the two (or

‘two’) is for heuristic purposes only.

Conclusion

I have detailed my various research methods and argued that despite the unusually
multi-sited nature of my research (I am not sure the word ‘field’ in its conventional
sense is even appropriate), this accurately reflects the multiterritorialised and
sometimes deterritorialised nature of the lives of my informants. It is not controversial
to note that relatively few in depth ethnographic studies have been carried out in
relation to magick and its relation to the contemporary. Certainly very little work has
been done which draws cosmology or, more properly, cosmologies into the picture. I
have argued that to pay attention to the spatialised nature of cognition and its
subculturally specific manifestation in the case of postmodern magickal discourse and
practice is vital to an understanding of why magick is the way it is “on the Edgware
road”, and this will also shed light on the relation of magickal practitioners to both
one another and the culture at large. Space is, so to speak, central to cognition
generally; subculturally specific spatial cognitions are an integral feature of magickal
discourse and practice, and this is doubly true when it comes to the study of magickal

cosmologies.

Notes
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Perhaps the most problematic case in this instance was a ritual performed by
Chelsea and various magickal acquaintances of hers (again, none of whom I had
met before and few of whom I saw again) at a well-known club in Brixton which
featured approximately one hundred individuals forming a circle on the main
dancefloor, and the question which endures is ‘did they all know what exactly
they were involved in?” It would seem not; the fact that we were doing a ritual
was not formally announced or stated in any detail on the advertising. Energy was
raised on the dancefloor during a private ritual before the club was open to
members of the public. During the evening, when the time was right, Chelsea and
the rest of us simply formed a circle by grabbing the hands of the people next to
us and encouraging them to do likewise. We knew about the “energy” which we
were dealing with, but it seems likely that many people will simply have thought
that taking the hand of the person next to them was a nice thing to do (assuming,
of course, that they knew what they were doing at all; some seemed to be drunk,
stoned, “pilling”, “speeding” or “tripping”, just as one would expect some
clubbers to be on a Saturday night). Within magickal discourse, some voices are
raised against such activity on the grounds that individuals are being involved in a
ritual without their knowledge and consent.

See:

http://www.sorcerers-apprentice.co.uk/homepage.htm

The impression will thus be conveyed that there are few significant differences
between magick in the Unitied Kingdom, the United States and Australia. This is
a point of which I recommend the reader remains aware. For the purposes of a
study with the theoretical orientation of this one, differences are minimal, just as
Pike 2001:231 would agree, but it would of course be ludicrous to claim that the
United States, the United Kingdom and Australia constitute a monoculture. In the
future, work may come along stressing different ‘takes’ on magick relative to the
specific countries, cultures and possibly even subcultures which make up what we
continue to think of as ‘the West’ or ‘Euroamerican society’.
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Here Be Dragons: Space, Magick, and the Mainstream

Dorothy: Toto, I have a feeling we’re not in Kansas anymore!

The Wizard of Oz (Langley, N., 1939)

Other regions give us back what our culture has excluded from its discourse.

de Certeau, M., The Practice of Everyday Life (1984:50)

The land of chimeras is alone worthy habitation.

Rousseau (cited in Campbell, C., 1987:173)

The London Adventure [...] as if the African Magician had suddenly set me down in the midst of
Cathay.

Machen, A., The London Adventure or The Art of Wandering (1924:30)

Introduction

In this chapter, the relation between magickal discourse and practice and the
mainstream will be elucidated. Here it will initially be argued that by definition,
practitioners of magick enter into and occupy various zones, none of which are
coterminous with the realm of ‘normal’ discourse and practice, but are in various
ways distinct to the mainstream, all Other in some sense. It is these spatio-symbolic
locations which account for the sometimes highly problematic social relations
between practitioners of magick and the mainstream. Thereafter, I will pose the
relatively simple question ‘where does magick happen?’, and show that ‘empirical’

locations of magickal practice relate to the ‘zones of the Other’ already surveyed.
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