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

—H. P. Blavatsky (1831–1891)









CONTENTS

Introduction

6th Century BCE Pythagoras Comes to Crotona

5th Century BCE Empedocles Invents the Four Elements

Late 5th Century BCE The First Horoscopes

347 BCE Death of Plato

186 BCE Rome Outlaws the Bacchic Mysteries

1st Century BCE Miriam the Alchemist

33 CE Death of Jesus

57 CE Fall of Mona

c. 1st Century CE Invention of the Runes

1st Century CE Apollonius of Tyana

c. 120 Basilides of Alexandria

2nd Century Magic on Trial

155 Valentinus Loses a Papal Election

3rd Century The Corpus Hermeticum

244 Plotinus Begins Teaching in Rome

c. 300 Zosimos of Panopolis

330 Death of Iamblichus of Chalcis

363 Last Pagan Emperor of Rome

396 End of the Eleusinian Mysteries

538 The Edicts of Justinian

573 Merlin and the Battle of Arderydd

c. 800 Jabir ibn Hayyan

9th Century Canon Episcopi

1118 Founding of the Knights Templar

1208 The Albigensian Crusade

c. 1230 Origins of the Cabala

1256 Translation of Picatrix

1271 Fall of Harran

1279 Abraham Abulafia Goes to Saronno

1307 Arrest of the Knights Templar

1327 Cecco d’Ascoli Burned at the Stake

1382 The Philosopher’s Stone

1418 Origin of the Tarot

1428 The Great Valais Witch Trials Begin

1464 Translation of the Corpus Hermeticum

1486 The Malleus Maleficarum

1494 Johannes Reuchlin’s On the Miraculous Word

1526 Paracelsus Comes to Basel

1533 Cornelius Agrippa’s Three Books of Occult Philosophy

1555 The Prophecies of Nostradamus

1559 John Dee Schedules a Royal Coronation

1570 Isaac Luria Arrives in Safed

1575 The Benandanti

1587 The Legend of Faust

1600 Giordano Bruno Burned at the Stake

1610 The Visions of Jacob Boehme

1611 Johannes Bureus Interprets the Runes

1614 The First Rosicrucian Manifesto

1628 Casting Spells for the Pope

1630 Gerard Thibault’s Academy of the Sword

1647 William Lilly’s Christian Astrology

1694 Rosicrucians Arrive in Pennsylvania

1717 The First Masonic Grand Lodge

1736 Passage of the Witchcraft Act

1744 The Visions of Emanuel Swedenborg

1746 Founding of the Hellfire Club

1767 The Élus Coens

1778 Franz Anton Mesmer Comes to Paris

1781 Tracing the Tarot to Egypt

1783 Etteilla Publicizes Tarot Divination

1795 Alessandro Cagliostro Dies in Rome

1798 Druids Celebrate the Autumn Equinox

1801 Francis Barrett’s The Magus

1820 Johann Georg Hohman’s The Long Lost Friend

1821 Thomas Taylor Translates On the Mysteries

1844 The Visions of Andrew Jackson Davis

1848 Birth of Spiritualism

c. 1850 The “Voodoo Queen”

1855 Éliphas Lévi’s Doctrine and Ritual of High Magic

1862 Jules Michelet’s The Sorceress

1874 The Brotherhood of Eulis

1875 The Theosophical Society

1884 The Martinist Order

1887 The Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn

1892 The First Salon de la Rose+Croix

1897 The First Hoodoo Drugstore

1899 Charles Godfrey Leland’s Aradia, or The Gospel of the Witches

1902 Guido von List’s Vision of the Runes

1904 Aleister Crowley’s The Book of the Law

1910 The Rider-Waite Tarot Deck

1912 Carl Jung Breaks with Sigmund Freud

1913 Rudolf Steiner’s Anthroposophical Society

1914 Evangeline Adams Acquitted of Fortune-Telling

1917 The Thule Society

1921 Margaret Murray’s The Witch-Cult in Western Europe

1922 Alfred Watkins Discovers the Leys

1924 Harry Houdini Battles Fake Mediums

1925 The “Wars of the Roses”

1926 The Fulcanelli Enigma

1928 Manly P. Hall’s The Secret Teachings of All Ages

1929 End of the Order of the Star in the East

1935 Dion Fortune’s The Mystical Qabalah

1936 Dane Rudhyar’s The Astrology of Personality

1948 Raymond Palmer Founds Fate Magazine

1954 Gerald Gardner’s Witchcraft Today

1960 The Modern Alchemical Revival

1969 John Michell’s The View Over Atlantis

1979 Wicca Goes Mainstream

1983 Ralph Blum’s The Book of Runes

2012 The End of the Thirteenth Baktun

Notes and References

Image Credits

About the Author









INTRODUCTION


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

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



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

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

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

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

Among the core elements of occultism are these:

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

Where will the road lead next as the occult traditions of today respond to the challenges of tomorrow? No one knows, but the transformations through which occultism already has passed suggest that its story is far from over.
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