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Introduction

The history of art is also the history of magic. This is why they call it

the Art.

    This study traces a single thread across thirty-six thousand years of

humans  making  art  as  acts  and  objects  of  power.  The  argument

running  beneath  each  of  these  chapters  is  simple:  the  modern

separation of art from magic, of aesthetic production from spiritual

efficacy, is a relatively recent and culturally specific idea. For most

people across most of human history, the hand that carved and the

hand that summoned were the same hand. Creativity is not merely

self-expression. It is participation in the forces that made the world.

True  magical  power  arises  from  the  imaginative  and  visionary

faculty, which is most naturally expressed through art.

1



The Artist as Shaman

Chauvet  Cave,  located  in  southern  France,  contains  the  earliest-

known and best-preserved figurative drawings in the world, dating

back approximately 36,000 years. Researchers believe the cave was

used for religious or ritual purposes rather than habitation.

    Jean  Clottes,  who  led  the  first  extensive  study  of  the  cave,

proposed that the world of Paleolithic man existed on two planes: a

world of sense and touch, and a spirit world that lay beyond human

consciousness.  Rather  than  serving  as  dwellings,  caves  such  as

Chauvet functioned as gateways to a netherworld where spirits were

thought  to  dwell.  Select,  elite,  specially  trained  shaman-painters

entered  these  caves  for  ritualistic  communion  with  the  spirits,

reaching out to them through their drawings.

    The physical evidence inside Chauvet  is  staggering in what it

implies. A bear cranium was found resting on what appears to be an

altar-like  pedestal.  Red-ocher  handprints  on  the  walls  may  have

represented attempts to summon the spirits out of the rock. Artists

would likely have used the limestone wall's irregularities not only to

animate the animal's features but also to locate their spirits' dwelling

places. The paintings emerge from the walls, coaxed from within the

rock by hands pressed in darkness.

    Clottes and others have suggested that the structure of the cave

itself, with its its winding passages, resonant acoustics, and natural

darkness,  likely contributed to  its  perception as a  liminal  space,  a

“thin  place”  where the human world and the  spiritual  intersected.

Entering a cave with only a grease lamp, crawling through darkness

for hundreds of metres, surrounded by reverberating sound and the
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smell of damp stone, is already an altered state. The cave is itself a

technology of transformation.

    The evidence for shamanic purpose deepens when we consider not

just  what  was  painted  but  where.  Researchers  have  studied  many

Paleolithic  caves  in  France  and  found  that  the  more  resonant  a

location, the more paintings or signs are situated there. These striking

acoustical effects might have been used in rituals, sacred ceremonies

and initiations, enriched also by instrumental music and songs: the

universal technologies of trance induction.

    The cave was the boundary between the world of the living and the

world of spirits. Some of the paintings were produced by shamans

who aimed to "fix" on the cave walls what they experienced in states

of  altered  consciousness.  The  act  of  painting  was  not  merely

imaginative representation, it was interdimensional extraction.

    The most radical and rigorous modern evidence for this assertion

comes from archaeologist David Lewis-Williams and his colleague

Thomas Dowson, who made a bridge between neuroscience and rock

art  that  remains  one  of  the  most  compelling  arguments  in  the

archaeology of mind. In 1988, they published their paper for Current

Anthropology:  "The  Signs  of  All  Times:  Entoptic  Phenomena  in

Upper Palaeolithic Rock Art." They advanced a neuropsychological

model  for  analysing  the  motifs  of  parietal  art,  proposing  that  the

geometric  images  are  in  fact  artistic  representations  of  universal

optical patterns, intrinsic to the human visual system, once perceived

by shamanic ancestors during altered states of consciousness.

    The psychological approach explains rock art through three trance

phases.  In the first  phase,  an altered state of consciousness would

come about. People would experience geometric shapes commonly

known as entoptic phenomena: these include zigzags, chevrons, dots,

flecks, grids, vortices and U-shapes. These geometric forms appear
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with  startling  consistency in  cave art  across  cultures  separated  by

thousands of miles and tens of thousands of years.

   In the second "construal" stage, subjects attempt to make sense of

these  geometric  shapes  and  construe  them  into  culturally

recognizable  forms:  a  San  (Bushman)  shaman  might  construe  an

entoptic grid into the shape of a honeycomb associated with powerful

spirit-helpers. In the third stage, subjects may perceive both entoptic

and culturally derived imagery. At its most intense, subjects may feel

they are part of their imagery: in one neuropsychological experiment,

a  subject  thought  of  a  fox  and  instantly  became  a  fox.  The

therianthropes, composite human-animal images, in San rock art and

European  Paleolithic  cave  art  may  be  associated  with  such

experiences.

    The therianthrope, the half-human half-animal figure, is perhaps

the single most important image in the prehistory of art. It appears at

Lascaux  in  the  famous  "shaft  scene,"  at  Les  Trois  Frères  in  the

antlered dancing "sorcerer," and throughout San Bushman rock art in

South  Africa.  These  are  the  artist  in  the  act  of  becoming,  at  the

deepest stage of trance, dissolving the boundary between human and

animal, between self and spirit.

    The single most haunting image in this entire inquiry is the figure

known as "the Sorcerer" in the cave of Les Trois Frères in the Ariège,

France, dating to roughly 13,000 years ago. It is a figure with the

antlers of a deer, the eyes of an owl, the paws of a bear, the tail of a

horse, with the legs and dancing posture of a man. It presides over a

mass of painted animals from high on the cave wall, as if herding

them, leading them, or being them all at once. The Sorcerer appears

to  be a  masked human being;  the  image was created to  endow a

unique, magical or religious act with greater permanence by means

of pictorial recapitulation. The unreal atmosphere is compounded by
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the half-human, half-animal figure that is engraved and painted.

    Lewis-Williams also proposed something even more fundamental:

that  the  capacity  to  make  art  and  the  capacity  for  shamanic

experience  are  not  merely  correlated  but  are  the  same  cognitive

event: the arrival of fully modern human consciousness. He argues

that  Upper  Palaeolithic  art  emerged  from  social  and  historical

contexts, not innate aesthetic drives. Upper Paleolithic Homo sapiens

exhibited higher-order consciousness, enabling symbolic thought and

complex social structures, unlike Neanderthals, who likely had only

primary consciousness with limited symbolic capabilities.

    This  is  perhaps  the  most  vertiginous  claim  of  all:  that  the

neurological leap that enabled humans to make art is the same leap

that  made  us  capable  of  the  shamanic  experience:  of  projecting

consciousness outside the body, of imagining other worlds, of seeing

oneself  from the  outside,  of  symbol-making  itself.  Shamanism is

frequently held to represent the origin of religion and shamans were

the first artists.

    What makes this inquiry relevant is that it does not stay safely in

prehistory.  The  philosopher  and  art  historian  can  look  back  from

36,000 years of distance and ask: has anything really changed?

    The ancient Greek word for a poet was poietes: a maker. Earlier

traditions understood the poet as someone who received, who was

ridden by the Muse, who did not compose so much as channel. The

Romantic artist was re-understood as a visionary: Coleridge in his

opium  dream,  Blake  seeing  angels  in  Peckham  Rye,  Van  Gogh

experiencing what he could only describe as a consuming fire, Austin

Osman Spare channelling through automatic art. Modern artists too

have  been  labelled  as  inspired  visionaries  who  access  trance-like

states,  and  are  cited  as  the  inheritors  of  an  enduring  tradition  of

shamanic art.
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The Magician-Artist

The  ancient  Mesopotamians  made  no distinction  between  rational

science  and  magic.  When  a  person  became  ill,  doctors  would

prescribe both magical formulas to be recited as well as medicinal

treatments. Most magical rituals were intended to be performed by an

āšipu,  an  expert  in  the  magical  arts,  or  mašmaššu,  commonly

translated  as  "exorcist."  Babylonian  tradition  itself  considered  its

corpus of āšipu  texts to be of great antiquity, ultimately authored by

Enki-Ea himself,  the patron god of  the āšipu,  associated with the

underworld or the oceans under the earth: the apsû.

    The most spectacular expression of the Mesopotamian artist-as-

magician  comes  through  the  practice  of  making  apotropaic

figurines: small  sculpted  images  of  protective  spirits,  supernatural

guardians, and demonic forces that were placed under the floors of

houses,  at  thresholds,  and at  the corners  of  buildings,  where they

would silently repel evil.

    The ritual  production  of  apotropaic  figurines  involved certain

meaningful places, materials, and gestures. One Mesopotamian text

instructs a high-ranking state āšipu to go to the woods at sunrise to

consecrate  a  cornel  tree,  recite  the  incantation  “Evil  spirit  in  the

broad steppe,” and then return to the city to make the figurines from

the consecrated wood. The making was a form of magic; the sculptor

performing  incantation  with  every  stroke  of  the  tool.  Within  the

apotropaic  ritual,  the  apkallu  figurines  continuously  protect  the

inhabitants against evil influences. Figurines of gods and monsters,

whose  task  is  to  defend  against  demonic  intruders,  would  be

stationed  at  the  outer  entrance  and  at  strategic  points  within  the
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house.

    One of the most philosophically extraordinary documents from the

ancient world describes what happened to a god-statue in Babylon

once it was finished by the sculptor's hand. It reveals, with startling

explicitness, the problem that all magical art must solve: if a human

hand made it, how can it be divine?

    During  the  ritual,  the  craftsmen  who  sculpted  the  statue  are

ceremonially disassociated from their work. The sculptor must deny,

under ceremonial compulsion, that they made the statue. Their hands

are symbolically severed. Only once the human origin of the work

has been ritually erased can the statue become a god. What has been

made  by  human  skill  is  transferred  at  the  moment  of  ritual

consecration from human authorship to divine presence. The artist

must disappear from their work so that the god may appear within it.

This is magic in its most naked form: the transubstantiation of matter

through ceremony, with the artist as the sacrificial agent of their own

creative identity.

    The priest leads the passage of the sculptor and artist to its temple,

chanting all the way: "The feet sprinting over the ground, the feet

sprinting over  the ground… At the door of the god's  temple,  you

make an offering. You take the god's hand and make him enter... You

bind their hands and cut them with a knife of tamarisk wood. 'I did

not make him, Ninagal, who is Ea, god of the smith, made him,' you

make them say. You open the eye of that god.”

No  civilisation  in  history  so  thoroughly  identified  artistic  and

magical power as ancient Egypt: the connection was embedded in the

very language.  The role  of  the  sculptor  in  the  temples  is  directly

comparable to the sacred artists of Mesopotamia:  in ancient Egypt

the sculptor and image-maker was called  sankh, meaning “to make
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live.”

    Ancient Egyptians called their sacred hieroglyphs medju neter (the

language of god), and the power of that language they called  heka

(magic). Heka magic has a close association with the powers of both

speech and the written word. The hieroglyph was both image and

word simultaneously: a picture that was also a sound that was also a

power.  They  were  also  inherently  magical  as  they  possessed  the

indwelling presence of the deities: living things imbued with the life

of that which they signified. Signs and images of gods were also used

for practical magic, sometimes drawn in ink on the skin of a person

for healing or protection.

    The Coptic word for "magician," seshperonch, is derived from the

hieroglyphs  sesh  per  ankh,  which  means  "scribe  of  the  House  of

Life":  the  institution  where  artists,  scribes,  priests,  and magicians

were trained as a single class of practitioners, attached to the great

temples of Egypt.  The priests of the House of Life were considered

to be powerful men, entrusted with various functions, including the

responsibility to protect the king with their magic.

    The magician, artist, and the scribe had the same title because they

were the same person. The  per ankh was a temple scriptorium and

advanced  school  for  esoteric  training  whose  priests  maintained  a

tradition of initiation and produced writings in different branches of

knowledge.  This  included  theology,  mathematics,  ritual  expertise,

hieratic  liturgy,  hermeneutics,  genealogy,  astrology,  sacred

geography,  mineralogy,  medicine,  mythography,  architecture,  the

science  of  theurgic  talismans  and  image-making.  Crucially,  a

Ptolemaic inscription at the temple of Horus at Edfu attributes the

decoration of the temple walls to “the great artists of the House of

Life.” A papyrus from the Late Dynastic Period records the ritual for

overthrowing Aapep,  the  serpent  of  chaos,  and includes  the  note:
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“this is a secret book in the House of Life, not to be seen by any

eye.”

    The  Egyptian  Opening of  the  Mouth ceremony is  among  the

oldest, most continuously practised rituals in all of human history,

and begins  where  the sculptor  finishes.  It  is  known to have been

performed on statues and, from the New Kingdom at least, coffins.

The ritual was regularly carried out in the Old Kingdom for statues

of the king in the valley temple of his pyramid complex. It could be

performed in the sculptor's workshop, the embalming workshop, or

in  or  near  the  tomb.  That  the  ceremony  could  take  place  in  the

sculptor's workshop is significant: the studio was a ritual space.

    The rite, which symbolized the death and regeneration concept of

the  Osiris  myth  in  which  the  dismembered  god  was  pieced  back

together  and  reinfused  with  life,  was  performed  in  the  sculptor's

workshop.  The sculptor's  tools  of  the  adze  and chisel  were  ritual

instruments:  the  ceremonial  adze  was  made  from  the  metal  of

heaven, bi3 n pt, meteoric iron.

In the Greek and Roman worlds, the identification of art with magic

shifted  from official,  state-sanctioned  practice  to  something  more

contested: more personal, more subversive, more often conducted in

secret.  Yet  the  fundamental  principle  remained  the  same:  artistic

objects  carry  power.  The  classical  world  was  filled  with  magical

texts, binding curses, ritual figurines, and spells. From Athens to the

Black Sea to Roman Britain, from tavern-goers to the highest-born

imperial  nobles,  magical  texts  and objects  flourished as modes of

managing  vulnerability,  overcoming  rivals,  mitigating  loss,  and

surmounting uncertainty.

    The defixio, the curse tablet, was given its allure through pictures

and charakteres. There were also frequent invocations of Egyptian
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gods and goddesses, archangels, and other biblical figures as a result

of  the  syncretism  that  occurred  over  time  throughout  the

Mediterranean.  Drawings  on  curse  tablets  were  understood  to

amplify the magical force of the inscription.

    The most disturbing example is the erotic binding spell: a small

clay effigy of a woman was discovered inside a ceramic vessel; as

though a captive, the figurine kneels with her arms tied behind her

back and her feet bound together. The figure's body had been pierced

with 13 pins: one in the mouth and each eye, one in the head, one

each in the vagina and anus, one in the chest, one in each ear, and

one in each hand and foot. An inscribed lead curse tablet was then

wrapped around the nailed figurine. The artist who made this figure

was clearly performing an act of sorcery. The modelling of the clay,

the piercing with pins, the wrapping of the tablet, were the spell. The

art was the magic, each gesture of the hands a part of the incantation.

As we see throughout the ancient world, from Sumer to Greece, the

artist did not merely represent power. The artist held it.

Across  these  cultures,  separated  by  language,  geography,  and

millennia, the same figure appears: the artist-magician, whose skill in

making things is inseparable from the ability to charge those things

with force. In Sumer, the āšipu consecrates the wood before carving

protective spirits. In Babylon, the sculptor denies having made the

statue so that it can become a god. In Egypt, the sculptor is called

sankh, “one who makes live”, and the word for artist and magician is

the  same.  In  Greece  and  Rome,  the  curse-maker  shapes  clay  as

carefully  as  any  potter,  each  pin  driven  home  a  word  in  an

incantation.

    What all of this reveals is that the modern distinction between art

and magic was not present in these cultures. The hand that carved
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and  the  hand  that  summoned  were  the  same  hand.  Magic  in  the

ancient world was not an illusion or sleight of hand but a serious,

deeply held belief system that helped people navigate uncertainty and

suffering, and art was its primary technology.

    The art object partook of power because creativity is power: the

same power the gods used to make the world. In Babylon, Enki was

simultaneously the god of magic, the god of wisdom, and the god of

the arts and crafts of civilisation. In Egypt, Thoth was simultaneously

the inventor of writing, the god of magic, and the patron of scribes

and artists. These were recognitions of a single truth: that to make a

thing in  the right  way,  with the right  intention,  in  the right  ritual

frame, was to bring something from the invisible world across into

the visible.
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Zosimos of Panopolis and the Visionary Engine of Alchemy

If Egypt provided the ground from which Hermetic thought first rose

into articulate form, then Zosimos of Panopolis stands at the point

where that current becomes self-aware. With him, alchemy ceases to

be  concerned with the manipulation  of  substances  and becomes  a

visionary discipline in which image, transformation, and revelation

are inseparable. He is not the first alchemist whose work survives.

He is the first to understand, and to record, what the Work is actually

doing.

    Zosimos lived in Roman Egypt, probably in the late third or early

fourth century. His writings survive only in fragments, preserved in

later Greek and Syriac manuscripts. This fragmentation reflects the

nature  of  the  material  itself.  What  Zosimos  describes  cannot  be

contained in linear exposition. It appears in images, in sequences, in

narratives  that  resist  straightforward  interpretation.  Among  these

writings, the so-called Book of Pictures occupies a central place.

    The  Book of Pictures is not a book in the modern sense. It is a

series of visions. Each vision presents a scene, often violent, often

ritualised,  in  which  human  figures  undergo  processes  of

dismemberment,  dissolution,  and  recombination.  These  are  not

allegories  in  the  weak  sense.  They  are  operational  images.  They

record,  in  symbolic  form,  experiences  that  arise  within  the

alchemical process.

    In one of the most frequently cited visions, Zosimos describes a

priest standing before an altar. The priest dismembers himself, cuts

his body into pieces, and places them into a vessel. He is burned. He

is reduced. He is transformed. From this destruction, something else
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emerges.  The  scene  is  repeated,  with  variations,  as  though  the

process must be enacted multiple times before it is complete.

    Zosimos  described  a  process  that  operates  simultaneously on

matter and on consciousness. The vessel is both a physical container

and a psychic space. The dismemberment is both literal, in terms of

the substances being worked upon, and experiential, in terms of the

operator’s own sense of identity. The Work breaks things down. It

reduces them to their components. It exposes what is hidden within

them. This applies as much to the practitioner as to the material.

    The Hermetic tradition, as it develops in late antiquity, rests on a

set of propositions that are rarely stated plainly but are consistently

implied. The first is that the human being is a microcosm, containing

within  itself  the  same  principles  that  structure  the  cosmos.  The

second  is  that  knowledge  of  those  principles  is  not  merely

intellectual  but  experiential.  The  third  is  that  transformation  is

possible,  and  that  this  transformation  can  be  enacted  through

disciplined practice.

    Zosimos accepts all of these propositions. More importantly, he

demonstrates their operation. The images he records correspond to

stages in the alchemical process, but they do so in a way that cannot

be  reduced  to  recipe  or  instruction.  They  must  be  engaged  with

directly.  They must  be  seen,  and  in  some  sense,  entered.  This  is

where the Book of Pictures takes on its full significance. It presents a

sequence  of  images  that  function  as  a  kind  of  internal  apparatus.

Each image encodes a transformation. The practitioner, encountering

these  images,  is  not  simply  learning  about  the  process.  They are

being drawn into it. The image is not a representation of something

that exists elsewhere. It is a point of contact. To engage with it is to

activate it.

    Zosimos makes this explicit in his insistence that the Work cannot
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be  understood  by  those  who  approach  it  as  mere  chemistry.  He

criticises those who focus only on substances, who seek to produce

gold  without  undergoing  any  transformation  themselves.  For

Zosimos,  such  efforts  are  not  merely  misguided.  They  are

impossible. The external operation and the internal operation are one.

    This position places him squarely within the Hermetic current. The

texts  attributed  to  Hermes  Trismegistus  repeatedly emphasise  that

knowledge of the divine is a matter of direct experience, not abstract

reasoning. The Corpus Hermeticum describes a process of ascent in

which the practitioner sheds layers of illusion and limitation, arriving

at a state of unity with the source. Zosimos translates this into the

language of the laboratory.

    The vessel  becomes  the  cosmos  in  miniature.  The substances

within it  correspond to the elements  and principles  that  constitute

both matter and mind. The heat applied to the vessel is the force that

drives transformation, analogous to the intensity of concentration or

the  pressure  of  insight.  The changes  observed in  the  material  are

mirrored by changes in the operator.

    Later  writers,  particularly  in  the  medieval  period,  will  often

obscure  the  experiential  dimension  of  alchemy,  either  by

overemphasising  its  practical  aspects  or  by  retreating  into  purely

symbolic interpretation. Zosimos does neither. He writes as someone

who  has  undergone  the  process  and  is  attempting,  with  limited

means,  to  record  it.  The  difficulty  of  his  writing  is  a  direct

consequence  of  this.  He  is  dealing  with  material  that  resists

straightforward description. The visions of the  Book of Pictures are

not  stable.  They  shift.  They  repeat.  They  contradict  themselves.

Figures  appear  in  multiple  roles.  The same action  is  presented  in

different forms. This instability is not a flaw. It is characteristic of the

domain he is exploring.
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    In magical terms, this is the imaginal field: a space in which forms

are fluid, where identity is not fixed, and where transformation is the

primary condition. To operate in this field requires a capacity to hold

contradictory  elements  without  forcing  them  into  premature

resolution. Zosimos demonstrates this capacity. He allows the images

to stand.

    There is also, in his work, a persistent emphasis on purification.

The  substances  must  be  cleansed.  They  must  be  stripped  of

impurities. They must be reduced to their essential nature before they

can  be  recombined.  This  is  mirrored  in  the  treatment  of  the  self.

Attachments,  illusions,  and false  identifications  must  be  removed.

The process is  not gentle.  It  involves dissolution,  breakdown, and

loss.

    Anyone who has engaged seriously with magical or contemplative

practice  will  recognise  the  pattern.  The  structures  that  maintain

ordinary  identity  are  not  easily  relinquished.  When  they  are

challenged, the result can be disorientation or psychological crisis. 

    Zosimos does not avoid this. He records it. The repeated scenes of

dismemberment in the Book of Pictures should be understood in this

light. They are representations of a process in which the constructed

self is taken apart. The pieces are examined. They are subjected to

transformation.  They are  reassembled in  a  different  configuration.

The goal is not annihilation but reconstitution.

    In later Hermetic and alchemical traditions, this process will be

formalised in the sequence often described as nigredo, albedo, and

rubedo: blackening, whitening, and reddening. While these terms do

not appear in Zosimos in this exact form, the underlying structure is

already present. There is an initial phase of dissolution and darkness,

followed  by  a  phase  of  clarification,  and  finally  a  phase  of

integration.
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    It is also worth noting that Zosimos situates his work within a

lineage. He refers to earlier authorities, some of whom are now lost.

He presents himself not as an innovator but as a transmitter. This is

consistent with the Hermetic tradition, which values continuity and

transmission  over  originality  in  the  modern  sense.  Knowledge  is

passed on, often in coded form, from one practitioner to another.

    The  Book  of  Pictures can  be  understood  as  part  of  this

transmission. It  offers a set of images that can be used as a guide.

The practitioner is expected to engage with these images, to work

with  them,  to  allow them to  unfold  their  meaning  through direct

experience. This mode of transmission has significant implications. It

means that the text is not self-sufficient. It requires a reader who is

prepared  to  participate  in  the  process  it  describes.  Without  that

participation, the images remain opaque. With it, they become active.

    In this respect, Zosimos anticipates later developments in Western

esotericism,  including  the  use  of  visionary  texts  and  diagrams  in

ritual  magic.  The difference is  that  in  Zosimos,  the connection to

material practice remains explicit. The visions arise in the context of

actual operations. They are not detached from the world. They are

embedded in it.

This  integration of  vision and operation is  what  secures  his  place

within the Hermetic tradition. He demonstrates that the Work is not

divided into inner  and outer,  symbolic  and practical,  spiritual  and

material. It is a single process, expressed in different registers.

    For the purposes of this study, his importance is clear. He provides

one of the earliest and most direct accounts of the artist as operator.

The alchemist, in Zosimos, is not merely manipulating substances.

He is constructing images, engaging with them, and allowing them to

transform  him.  The  product  of  the  Work  is  not  only  a  changed

material but a changed practitioner.
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    The Book of Pictures stands, therefore, as a document of central

importance. It shows that the use of images as operative tools is not a

modern invention but a core feature of Hermetics from its earliest

expressions. It demonstrates that the boundary between art and magic

is  not  fixed  but  permeable,  and  that  in  certain  conditions,  it

disappears entirely.
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Tracing Boards and the Operative Image

If the alchemists concealed their knowledge in vessels and visions,

the  Rosicrucians  and  Freemasons  concealed  theirs  in  images

designed to be contemplated, and, in a precise sense, entered. The

tracing board is one of the clearest examples in the Western tradition

of  an  image  constructed  not  to  represent  an  idea  but  to  enact  a

process. It is a working surface in which symbols are arranged so that

the act of seeing becomes a form of operation.

    The term itself derives from operative masonry. The master would

draw plans upon a board, tracing out the design of a structure to be

built.  The speculative  traditions  that  emerged from it  retained the

language of construction but redirected it inward.

    In  Freemasonry,  tracing  boards  are  associated  with  specific

degrees.  Each  board  presents  a  fixed  arrangement  of  symbols

corresponding  to  the  teachings  of  that  degree.  Columns,  tools,

celestial bodies, architectural forms, letters, and geometric figures are

placed in deliberate relation to one another. To the uninitiated, these

may appear  as a collection of arbitrary emblems. To the initiated,

they form a coherent field.

    The crucial point is that this coherence is not primarily intellectual.

The tracing board is  not meant to be decoded in the manner of a

puzzle. It is meant to be held in attention. The practitioner studies it,

not  to  extract  a  single  meaning,  but  to  allow  the  relationships

between  its  elements  to  act  upon  the  mind.  Over  time,  patterns

emerge. Associations deepen. The image becomes active.

    Consider the basic elements of an early Masonic tracing board.

Two pillars  stand at  the entrance.  Between them lies a  chequered
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pavement. Above, a blazing star or radiant point. Around and within

this  structure  are  tools:  the  square,  the  compasses,  the  level,  the

plumb rule. Each of these has an explicit moral interpretation within

the  lodge.  The  square  teaches  rectitude.  The  compasses  teach

restraint. The level teaches equality.

    Yet  these  interpretations  are  incomplete.  The  square  and

compasses  are  not  merely  ethical  symbols  but  instruments  of

measurement  and limitation.  The square  defines  right  angles.  The

compasses  define  arcs  and  boundaries.  Together,  they  establish  a

field within which form can arise. To contemplate them is to engage

with the principles that govern structure itself.

    The chequered pavement is described as representing the duality

of existence, light and dark, good and evil. Again, this is a surface

reading. At a deeper level, it presents a field of alternation, a ground

in which opposites are not resolved but held in dynamic relation. The

eye moves across it. Perception oscillates. Stability is undermined.

The  mind  is  trained  to  tolerate,  and  eventually  to  work  within,

polarity.

    The pillars, often identified with the biblical columns Jachin and

Boaz, mark a threshold. They define a passage. To stand before them,

even in representation, is to be placed at a point of transition. One

moves from one state to another. The tracing board does not merely

depict this transition. It situates the viewer within it.

    This is the operative function of the image.

    Rosicrucian  diagrams  extend  this  principle  further.  While

Freemasonry  tends  toward  architectural  symbolism,  Rosicrucian

imagery often incorporates alchemical, cosmological, and explicitly

hermetic elements. The famous engravings associated with the early

Rosicrucian  manifestos  present  complex  scenes  in  which  human

figures,  geometric  forms,  and  symbolic  objects  interact  within  a
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unified composition. In these images, the rose and the cross form a

central motif. The cross provides a structure, a set of axes dividing

space into four directions. The rose, placed at the centre, introduces a

principle of organic growth and unfolding. The intersection of these

two forms is not decorative. It encodes a process in which structure

and life, order and expansion, are brought into relation.

    To contemplate the rose cross is to hold these principles together.

The mind moves along the arms of the cross, establishing orientation.

It returns to the centre, encountering the complexity of the rose. The

image maps a set of operations that can be enacted internally.

    As with Zosimos, the image here is both record and instrument. It

reflects a process and enables it.

    The Rosicrucian material makes this explicit in its emphasis on

hidden  knowledge.  The  manifestos  speak  of  a  fraternity  that

possesses a wisdom concealed from the world, a wisdom that can

only be accessed by those prepared to undergo a transformation. The

images associated with this  tradition are part  of that  concealment.

They reveal and obscure simultaneously. They present information in

a form that resists casual interpretation, forcing a change in the mode

of perception. The viewer cannot remain passive. They must engage,

question,  return,  and in doing so, alter  their  own cognitive habits.

The image trains the mind.

    Tracing  boards  operate  in  the  same way within  the  Masonic

context. They are introduced within a ritual framework, explained to

a degree, and then left to work on the initiate over time. The symbols

are  revisited.  Their  meanings  deepen.  What  begins  as  instruction

becomes experience.

    It is important to recognise that this process is cumulative. No

single element of the tracing board is sufficient in isolation. It is the

arrangement that matters. The relationships between symbols create a
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field of meaning that cannot be reduced to its parts. This is analogous

to the construction of a sigil, where individual components combine

to produce an effect that none of them possess alone.

    The lodge itself reinforces this. The physical space is arranged in

correspondence  with  the  symbolic  space  of  the  tracing  board.

Movements within the lodge replicate movements suggested by the

image. The initiate does not merely look at the board. They enact it.

    This integration of image, space, and action is what distinguishes

operative symbolism from mere decoration. The tracing board is not

an illustration of the ritual. It is part of the mechanism by which the

ritual operates.

    There is  also a temporal dimension. The tracing board of one

degree is not the same as that of another. Each presents a different

configuration of symbols, corresponding to a different stage in the

initiatory process. The practitioner progresses through these stages,

encountering new images, revisiting old ones in altered contexts, and

gradually constructing an internal architecture.

    This architecture is not fixed. It develops. The symbols remain

constant,  but  their  relations  shift  as  understanding  deepens.  The

tracing board, in this sense, is a stable object that generates variable

experience. It is a controlled environment for transformation.

    The connection to the broader Hermetic tradition is clear. The

principles at work are the same: the use of image as an operative tool,

the  integration  of  inner  and  outer  processes,  the  emphasis  on

transformation through disciplined engagement. What differs is the

form of presentation. Where Zosimos records visions, the Masonic

and Rosicrucian traditions present constructed diagrams. Where the

alchemist  works  with  substances,  the  mason  works  with  symbols

arranged in space. The underlying mechanism is identical.

    The importance of tracing boards for the present study lies in their
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clarity. They make visible what is often obscured. They show, in a

concrete form, how an image can be designed to produce an effect.

They demonstrate that symbolism, when properly constructed, is not

a matter of arbitrary association but of functional arrangement. For

the  artist  operating  in  this  lineage,  the  implications  are  direct.  To

create an image is to construct a field. The elements chosen, their

placement, their relations, all contribute to the operation of that field.

The viewer is not outside this process. They are drawn into it.

    The failure to recognise this has led to the reduction of symbolic

art to illustration. Symbols are treated as references, their meanings

fixed and external. The tracing board resists this reduction. It insists

that  meaning  is  generated  through  engagement,  that  the  image  is

incomplete  without  the  participation  of  the  viewer.  In  this,  it

preserves a fundamental aspect of the magical tradition. The work is

not done by the object alone. It requires an operator.

    The Rosicrucian and Masonic use of tracing boards provides a

model of how this operation can be structured. It shows that images

can  be  arranged  in  such  a  way  that  they  guide  attention,  shape

perception,  and induce specific  states  of  awareness.  It  shows that

these effects can be stabilised, transmitted, and reproduced.

    Most importantly,  it  shows that the boundary between art  and

ritual  is  not  fixed.  The  tracing  board  is  both.  It  is  an  artwork,

composed with care and intention. It is also a component of a larger

process,  embedded within  a  system of  practice.  To separate  these

aspects is  to misunderstand it.  To work with them is to recover a

mode of making in which the image is once again what it has always

been in its most potent form: a device for transformation.
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The Artist in the Grimoire Tradition

The  grimoire,  from  the  Old  French  grammaire,  a  grammar,  a

textbook of knowledge, is above all a manual of 'making things'. The

activity  that  takes  up  most  of  the  instructions  is  not  prayer  or

incantation but  craft: drawing, engraving, writing, painting, sewing,

modelling,  and  constructing.  The  magician  of  the  great  Western

ceremonial tradition is, before anything else, an artist working under

extraordinarily precise specifications, with the understanding that the

quality and correctness of the made object determines whether the

magic  will  work  at  all.  What  is  most  striking  about  the  grimoire

tradition, surveyed as a whole, is how completely it identifies artistic

production with magical power, and how the act of making is itself

the operative centre of the magic.

    In most medieval grimoires, operations are ostensibly performed

through the power of God. Elaborate preparations are necessary, and

each  of  the  numerous  items  used  in  the  experiments  must  be

constructed of the appropriate materials  obtained in the prescribed

manner, at the appropriate astrological time, marked with a specific

set of magical symbols, and blessed with its own specific words. All

substances needed for the magic drawings and amulets are detailed,

as well as the means to purify and prepare them.

    Before a single spirit can be summoned, before a single prayer is

uttered toward any supernatural being, the magician must become a

craftsperson: gathering materials, preparing surfaces, making tools,

learning  to  draw with  precision.  The  grimoire  devotes  page  after

page, chapter after chapter, to the exact how of artistic production,

because without that production done correctly there is  nothing to
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work  with.  Magic,  in  the  grimoire  tradition,  is  fundamentally  a

material art.

    The Key of Solomon, the most influential of all Western grimoires

and  the  foundation  for  hundreds  of  subsequent  texts,  makes  this

structural priority unmistakable. Its chapters in Book Two address, in

sequence: Of the Pen, Ink, and Colours; Of the Pen of the Swallow

and  of  the  Crow;  Of  the  Blood  of  the  Bat,  Pigeon,  and  Other

Animals; Of Virgin Parchment or Virgin Paper and How It Should Be

Prepared;  Of  Wax  and  Virgin  Earth;  Concerning  the  Needle  and

Other  Iron  Instruments;  Concerning  the  Silken  Cloth;  Concerning

Characters, and the Consecration of the Magical Book.

    A book of art supplies. These are not peripheral chapters. They are

the technical foundation of everything that follows. Consider what

the  Key  of  Solomon says  about  the  first  tool  of  any  magical

operation: the pen. The practitioner must take a male gosling, pluck

the third feather of the right wing, and in plucking it say: "ADRAI,

HAHLII,  TAMAH,  TILONAS,  ATHAMAS,  ZIANOR,  ADONAI,

banish from this pen all deceit and error, so that it may be of virtue

and efficacy to write all that I desire. Amen." After this it must be

sharpened  with  the  penknife  of  the  Art,  perfumed,  sprinkled,  and

placed aside in a silken cloth.

    The plucking of a feather  is  a magical  act.  The divine names

invoked over it consecrate the tool before it has touched any material.

The  pen  is  then  sharpened  with  a  ritual  knife,  itself  consecrated

according to its own set of procedures, perfumed with appropriate

incense, and wrapped in silk.

    A separate  chapter  addresses  pens  made from the  feathers  of

swallows  or  crows,  with  their  own angels  to  invoke:  “May Holy

MICHAEL the Archangel of God, and MIDAEL and MIRAEL, the

Chiefs and Captains of the Celestial Army, be my aid in the operation
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I am about to perform, so that I may write herewith all things which

are  necessary,  and  that  all  the  experiments  which  I  commence

herewith may through you and through your names be perfected by

the power of the Most High Creator.”

    After the Archangel Michael is called upon to guide the hand, the

pen is  completed,  and the name ANAIRETON is written upon its

side.  The pen itself  becomes inscribed, a magical object,  before a

single character of the working has been drawn.

    The ink follows with equal rigour. The Key specifies that ink may

be  ordinary gall-oak preparation,  but  other  workings  require  bat's

blood,  pigeon's  blood,  the  blood  of  specific  animals  for  specific

purposes,  each  prepared  with  prayers  and  consecrations.  The

magician who sits down to write is a ritual practitioner, every action

of whose hand is charged with intentional meaning.

    What the magician writes upon matters as much as what they

write. Virgin parchment is made from the skin of dead-born lambs,

which is new, pure, clean, and exorcised, never having served for any

other  purpose.  Genuine  virgin  parchment  is  necessary  in  many

magical  operations.  There  are  two  kinds:  Virgin  (from an  animal

which  has  not  attained  the  age  of  generation)  and Unborn  (taken

from an animal taken before its time).

    The parchment  must  be  exorcised  with  a  specific  conjuration

naming the angels of God, calling on the Creator by the name EL

SHADDAI: “I conjure thee by the Creator of all things, and by the

King of Angels, Whose Name is EL SHADDAI, that thou receivest

strength and virtue to flay this animal and to construct the parchment

whereon I may write the Holy Names of God.”

    Even the animal whose skin will become the writing surface is

addressed in prayer. Its death is a sacrifice made to a specific sacred

purpose. Nothing in this system is merely material: the animal, the
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tool,  the  surface,  the  ink,  the  practitioner's  hand,  all  have  been

ritually  prepared,  prayed  over,  and  oriented  toward  a  single

concentrated act of making.

    The magicians' instruments include the Circle, the Pentacle, the

Sword,  the  Exorcised  Water,  the  Fumigations  or  Perfumes,  the

Blood, the Ink, the Virgin Parchment, Time and Place, Invocations

and Conjurations of the Spirits,  all  of which are treated in  detail,

without  which  one  cannot  understand,  operate,  or  undertake

anything.

    This is the complete toolkit of ceremonial magic: and three of the

most  fundamental  items,  the parchment,  the ink,  and the  pen,  are

specifically artist's  materials. The circle itself  must be drawn. The

pentacle  must  be  constructed.  The  sigils  and  characters  must  be

inscribed.

    The 44 pentacles  of the  Key of  Solomon are  among the most

elaborate  pieces  of  magical  art  in  Western  history.  Each one is  a

circular  design  incorporating  divine  names,  geometric  patterns,

Hebrew letters, angelic signatures, and symbolic imagery, produced

according to precise specifications on specific materials at specific

astrological moments.

    The pentacles should be described on virgin paper with a pen, and

with ink, blood, or colours prepared according to the instructions in

the relevant chapters. They should be sewed to the front of the linen

robe, on the chest, with the consecrated needle of the Art, and with a

thread which has been woven by a young girl.

    The thread must be woven by a virgin. The sewing must be done

with a consecrated needle. Every material detail of the manufacture

carries spiritual weight. The pentacle is a composition that must be

executed in a state of ritual purity, with correct materials, at the right

hour,  on the  right  planetary day,  and then physically incorporated
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into the magician's vestments. Art and dress become merged into a

single extended protective act.

    The pentacle's power resided not in what it represented but in what

it was: an object made correctly, charged by its making. The demonic

symbol is taken as a way for the spirit to come and be present in the

ritual, almost in the same way that a sculpture of any divinity would

function in a magical or religious ritual.

    The  most  foundational  act  of  artistry  in  the  entire  grimoire

tradition  is  the  drawing  of  the  magic  circle:  the  fundamental

protective structure within which all operations take place. The circle

is drawn on the ground, inscribed with divine names, angelic names,

and protective symbols. The magician stands inside for protection.

The circle, the triangle of conjuration placed outside it,  the names

written at the threshold points: all of these are drawings that establish

boundaries between the world of ordinary reality and the world of the

spirits.  The  grimoire  magician  is,  in  every  operation,  building  a

sacred  architecture  out  of  lines  and  marks.  They  are  an  artist

constructing a temporary sacred space,  a portable temple made of

drawn symbols.

    Perhaps the most distinctively art-driven aspect of the grimoire

tradition  is  the  sigil:  the  unique  graphic  symbol  assigned  to  each

spirit or force, functioning as both its name in visual form and its

address,  the  mark  by  which  it  can  be  identified  and  called.  In

medieval magic, sigils were commonly used to refer to occult signs

which represented various angels and demons which the practitioner

might summon. A particularly well-known list is in The Lesser Key,

in which the sigils of the 72 princes of the hierarchy of hell are given

for the magician's use. Such sigils are considered by some to be the

equivalent  of  the  true  name  of  the  spirit  and  thus  granted  the

magician a measure of control over the beings. The 72 sigils of the
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Ars Goetia are the spirit's portrait in abstract form: not a face, but a

graphic  essence.  The  derivation  method  using  kameas  (magic

squares) is itself a work of art: A common method of creating the

sigils of certain spirits was to use kameas: the names of the spirits

were converted to numbers, which were then located on the magic

square.  The  locations  were  then  connected  by  lines,  forming  an

abstract figure. This is a translation process, from name to number to

geometry,  resulting in a unique mark that belongs to no other entity.

To draw it correctly is to write the spirit's true name. The grimoire

illustrators  who copied these sigils  across the manuscript  tradition

were  engaged  in  a  deeply  consequential  act  of  reproduction:  any

error, any misdrawn curve, and the sigil would be  summon nothing,

or worse, summon something other than intended.

    The quality of the drawing mattered absolutely. This creates an

extraordinary position for the artist: every copyist, every illuminator,

every amateur  draftsman attempting to  reproduce the Goetic  seals

was  performing  a  sacred  and  dangerous  act  of  graphic  precision.

Grimoires  are  typically  endowed  with  detailed  instructions  and

illustration.  Artists  have used grimoire iconography to imbue their

works  with  tension  and  mystery,  or  warn  viewers  about  spiritual

corruption.

The Picatrix (Ghayat al-Hakim, "The Aim of the Wise"), originally

composed in  Arabic around 1000 CE and translated  into  Latin  in

1256,  is  the  most  philosophically  sophisticated  of  all  astrological

grimoires.  It  is,  at  its  heart,  a  detailed  theory  of  magical  image-

making.

    When the proper picture or sigil was inscribed or cast on an object

at the elected time, a spirit of one of the seven planetary hierarchies

would  empower  the  talisman  and  give  it  amazing  powers.

Incantations  and  burned  incense  would  facilitate  the  process  and
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strengthen the creation of the talisman, and compatible herbs would

either be placed with it or glued to it to magnify or focus the power

toward a particular objective.

    The Picatrix devotes entire chapters to the exact appearance of

planetary images: the specific forms, postures, garments, colours and

expressions that the spirit of each planet wishes to find in the image

made to contain it. Book Three, Chapter Three is specifically titled

"Of the figures, colours, garments, and incenses of the planets," and

Chapter  Six  addresses  "the  magistery of  drawing planetary spirits

with natural things, and what a magical image is and how it can have

this power."   The entire system rests on the idea that correctly made

images  attract and  contain spiritual forces: that the planetary spirit

recognises its own form depicted in the proper metal at the proper

hour and enters it, much as the Egyptian ka recognised its body in a

properly consecrated statue.

    Images  and  inscriptions  involve  engraving  specific  symbols,

figures, or words that resonate with the desired celestial influence.

These might include planetary symbols, divine names,  or pictorial

representations  of  the  powers  being  invoked.  Ritual  preparation

involves  performing  prayers,  suffumigations,  and  invocations  to

activate  the  talisman  and  connect  it  to  its  celestial  source.  The

talisman is an artwork made at the right cosmic moment: when the

planet whose spirit is sought is in its maximum dignity, ideally rising

at the ascendant, maximally powerful in the sky. The spirit is drawn

down into  the  image  by the  image's  correctness,  the  incense,  the

prayers, and the timing.

    The Picatrix also contains one of the most striking statements in

all grimoire literature about the relationship between the magician's

inner  state  and  the  quality  of  the  work:  it  insists  that  unless  the

practitioner's  mind  and  imagination  are  fully  directed  toward  the
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planet  during  the  act  of  making,  the  talisman  will  be  inert.  The

maker's  consciousness  is the  medium through  which  the  celestial

power  flows  into  the  matter.  The  artist  must,  during  the  act  of

production, be the channel.

    One of the most remarkable features of the grimoire tradition is its

insistence that the book itself, not just the instructions it contains, is a

magical  object  of  the  art.  The Key  of  Solomon devotes  a  chapter

specifically to "Concerning Characters, and the Consecration of the

Magical Book." The Disciple who is placed toward the East should

have a pen, ink, paper, silk, and white cotton, all clean and suitable

for the work. The book is consecrated within the magic circle itself,

treated with the same ritual solemnity as the spirits being summoned.

    The conception of the grimoire as inherently dangerous, as a book

whose contents should not be seen by the uninitiated, appears from

the earliest surviving sources. One papyrus records a ritual with the

instruction: “you must not divulge it; whoever divulges it is to die of

a sudden death and instant severing; you must keep far away from it;

by  it  one  lives  or  dies.  It  is  to  be  read  only  by  a  scribe  of  the

institution.”

    The  Picatrix states  that  the  philosophers  have  not  wished  to

disclose this science to humanity; they have hidden it with all their

might, and whatever they have said about it was phrased in secret

words  and  signs  and  similitudes,  as  though  they  spoke  of  other

sciences. And they did this on account of their honesty and goodness,

because if this science were revealed to all humanity, the universe

would be thrown into confusion.

    The grimoire, then, is a protected object whose artistic content (the

sigils,  the pentacles,  the characters) is dangerous to read, copy, or

possess  without  proper  preparation.  The  illustrators  of  grimoire

manuscripts  were  producing  works  that  were  simultaneously
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reference materials and operational instruments. The line drawing of

a demon's seal was, in the tradition's own terms, an evocation of the

demon, present in the mark.

    From the apotropaic figurines of Neo-Assyria, whose manufacture

required the ritualist to consecrate the wood before carving; through

the Egyptian sankh whose finished statue would receive the Opening

of the Mouth; through the elaborate specifications of the  Kay and

Picatrix,  one continuous thread runs:  making,  done with the right

intention, in the right ritual frame, with the right materials at the right

time, produces magic.

    The grimoire tradition is explicit about this in a way that earlier

traditions  encoded  implicitly.  It  legislates  artistic  production.  It

specifies the feather, the parchment, the ink, the planetary hour, the

prayer over the pen. It turns the artist's studio into a ritual space and

the artist's  act  into a ceremonial operation.  In doing so,  it  reveals

what the entire sequence of traditions examined across this inquiry

has  been circling around:  that  art,  at  the level  where it  genuinely

participates in the sacred, is never merely representation.
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The Voudoo Artist

The traditions examined here, of the artist as ritual specialist, of the

made object as charged with force, of drawing as invocation, of the

hand that makes and the hand that summons being the same hand,

did not end with the Enlightenment. They continued in the villages of

West Africa, in the holds of slave ships, in the yards and temples of

Haiti  and New Orleans  and Trinidad and Bahia,  in  the studios of

artists  who  understood  their  work  to  be  something  more  than

representation.

    Of all the traditions in which art and magic remain inseparable in

living practice, Haitian Vodou is the most philosophically complete,

the  most  visually  sophisticated,  and  the  most  directly  continuous

with the deep history this book has been tracing. It is also among the

most misunderstood, its name having been recruited by Hollywood

into a lexicon of cheap menace that has almost nothing to do with the

tradition itself.

    Vodou is a religion. It emerged from the collision of West and

Central  African  spiritual  traditions,  primarily  Fon  and  Ewe  from

Dahomey (modern Benin),  Yoruba from Nigeria,  and Kongo from

Central  Africa ,  with the catastrophic violence of  the transatlantic

slave  trade  and  the  syncretic  pressure  of  French  Catholicism  in

colonial  Saint-Domingue.  What  emerged  was  not  a  diluted  or

confused  hybrid  but  a  genuinely  new synthesis:  one  of  the  most

coherent,  elaborate,  and  artistically  rich  spiritual  traditions  in  the

world.

    At its centre are the Lwa: the spirits. Not gods in the pagan sense,

but something closer to the Egyptian Neteru or the Mesopotamian
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Anunnaki: vast, personalised cosmic forces that reside within what is

called in Haiti, as in Mesopotamia, the “Waters Beneath the Earth”.

Each  Lwa has  a  visual  identity  as  precise  and  as  ancient  as  any

Egyptian  deity's  iconography:  specific  colours,  symbols,  ritual

objects,  foods,  and days  of  the week.  Each Lwa also  has  a  sigil:

called in Haitian Voudon the vèvè.

    The vèvè is among the most extraordinary art forms produced by

any living  religious  tradition.  It  is  a  ritual  drawing,  made on the

ground  at  the  centre  of  the  peristyle,  the  Vodou  temple,  using

cornmeal,  ash,  coffee  grounds,  or  powdered  brick,  laid  down

freehand with the practitioner's fingers. Each Lwa has its own vèvè: a

complex  geometric  design  incorporating  symbols  specific  to  that

spirit's identity and power, in the same sense that the Goetic sigil.

Drawing the vèvè correctly, with the proper materials, in the proper

ritual context, with the proper songs being sung, calls the Lwa into

presence. The Lwa recognises the form made for it and arrives.

    This is precisely the logic of the Key of Solomon's pentacles, of the

Picatrix's planetary images, of the Egyptian Opening of the Mouth.

The correctly made image attracts and contains spiritual force. The

making  is  the  summoning.  What  has  changed  is  the  material:

cornmeal  on  a  temple  floor  rather  than  ink  on  virgin  parchment,

fingers  rather  than a consecrated goose-feather  pen.  What has  not

changed is the principle.

    The practitioner who draws the vèvè is not a passive copyist. Vèvè

are transmitted through lineage, learned from a houngan or mambo

and reproduced from embodied memory rather than from a written

template.  Every vèvè is  simultaneously traditional and unique: the

spirit's form faithfully rendered, but animated by the hand that makes

it now, in this ceremony, for this purpose. A poorly drawn vèvè will

not call  the spirit  effectively,  or may call  the wrong aspect of the
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spirit,  an  undesirable  outcome  when  dealing  with  forces  as

ambivalent and powerful as the Lwa.

    The moment the ceremony ends, the vèvè is destroyed. It is danced

over, smudged, swept away. It existed to call the spirit and the spirit

came; the drawing has fulfilled its function. This is perhaps the most

clarifying contrast with the Western art tradition imaginable: the vèvè

is made to be destroyed, because its purpose was never aesthetic. It

was operational.

    If the vèvè is the most purely functional art form in Vodou, the

drapo ceremonial  flag,  is  its  most  spectacular.  Drapo  are  large

embroidered  and sequined flags,  typically produced in pairs,  each

dedicated  to  a  specific  Lwa.  They  are  carried  in  ceremonial

procession at the opening of major Vodou ceremonies by flag-bearers

called reine drapo, or flag queens, who move them through the space

in a choreographed dance of greeting and honour, bringing the Lwa's

presence formally into the ceremony.

    Drapo Vodou are among the most demanding craft objects in any

living  religious  tradition.  They are  produced  on  a  velvet  or  satin

ground, entirely covered with thousands of hand-sewn glass beads

and  sequins  arranged  in  intricate  patterns  depicting  the  Lwa's

symbols, and colours. A single drapo may take months to complete

and requires a level of technical skill comparable to haute couture

embroidery or the finest medieval ecclesiastical needlework.

    The connection to the grimoire tradition's insistence on materials

and method is exact. Recall the  Key of Solomon's requirement that

the  pentacle  be  sewn onto  the  magician's  vestment  with  a  thread

woven by a virgin,  with a consecrated needle.  The drapo is made

according to its own codes of material and technique, by makers who

understand  themselves  to  be  producing  a  sacred  object,  not  a

decorative one. The sequins and beads catch and scatter light in ways
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that produce a visual effect of shimmer and movement, making the

flag  seem  almost  alive  when  carried  in  ceremony.  This  is  not

accidental. The drapo is designed to make the Lwa visible.

    The artists who make drapo, sequin artists, pailletteurs, occupy a

position in Haitian culture that has no precise Western equivalent.

They are artisans and ritual specialists simultaneously, their technical

skill  in  the  service  of  sacred  function.  In  the  second  half  of  the

twentieth  century,  as  Haitian  Vodou  art  became  recognised

internationally,  drapo  began  entering  gallery  and  museum spaces,

collected by institutions including the Smithsonian and the British

Museum.  This  created  a  tension  that  those  artists  themselves

navigated with varying degrees of discomfort: a drapo in a vitrine is

no longer a drapo in any functional sense. It has been translated from

operational  sacred  object  into  aesthetic  cultural  artefact,  from the

world of use into the world of contemplation.  The Mesopotamian

apotropaic figurines in the British Museum have undergone exactly

the same translation. The difference is that the Haitian makers are

still  alive  and  working,  and  the  tradition  from which  the  objects

come continues.

    In Vodou, the distinction between the spiritual specialist and the

artist does not exist. A houngan or mambo who cannot draw the vèvè

with  competence  is  not  properly  equipped  for  their  work.  The

decoration of the peristyle, the painted pillars, the devotional altars to

specific Lwa crammed with candles, images, bottles, mirrors, and the

chromolithographic Catholic saints who double as Lwa portraits, is

itself  a continuous act  of  religious  maintenance.  To dress an altar

correctly  is  a  devotional  art.  To  underdress  it,  or  to  dress  it

incorrectly, is a spiritual failure.

    The most celebrated Vodou practitioners have historically been

powerful artists in the full sense. Hector Hyppolite, considered the

35



greatest Haitian painter of the twentieth century, was a houngan. He

painted with chicken feathers as brushes and understood his canvases

as windows through which the Lwa could be seen. His paintings of

Erzulie, of Damballah, of the ceremonies he conducted and attended,

are not illustrations of Vodou experience. They are Vodou experience

rendered  in  another  medium,  the  same  consciousness  finding

expression through the brush that found it through the cornmeal on

the  temple  floor.  André  Pierre,  another  major  Haitian  artist,  was

similarly a houngan whose painted visions of the Lwa were produced

in full awareness that the act of painting them was itself ceremonial.

He painted to give the spirits form, because giving the spirits form is

how you maintain relationship with them.

    This is the tradition of the Egyptian  sankh: the one who makes

live. The sculptor whose finished work receives the Opening of the

Mouth so that the god may animate it.  The Haitian painter whose

brush is doing the same work, by the same logic, at several thousand

years' distance.

    Vodou  is  perhaps  the  most  visually  elaborate  of  the  living

traditions in which art and magic are inseparable, but it is far from

alone amongst the Traditional African Religions.

    In Candomblé and Umbanda, the Afro-Brazilian traditions that

emerged  from  similar  conditions  of  diaspora  and  syncretism,  the

Orixás, the Yoruba divine forces that correspond in many ways to the

Lwa,  are  similarly  addressed  through  precisely  coded  visual

vocabularies.  Each Orixá  has  its  colour,  its  symbol,  its  associated

implements, and its place on the altar. The construction and dressing

of the altar  is itself  a devotional art.  The  elekes beaded necklaces

made for initiates are not decorative jewellery but spiritually active

objects, charged in ceremony, carrying the force of the Orixá they

represent. Their colours and bead patterns are as precisely coded as
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any Goetic sigil.

   In Santer'a, or Lucumí, practised across Cuba and its diaspora, the

same principles apply. The  soperas, porcelain tureens in which the

sacred stones of the Orishas are kept,  are  dressed and maintained

with objects specific to each Orisha,  their  aesthetic arrangement a

continuous act of devotion and power. The making of the sacred bead

necklaces,  the  construction  of  ritual  implements,  the  painting  of

ceremonial objects:  all require knowledge, intention,  and skill  that

cannot be separated from spiritual competence.

    In the Palo Mayombe tradition,  rooted in Kongo practice,  the

nganga ritual  vessel  containing  a  charged  assemblage  of  bones,

earth, wood, metal, and other materials, is one of the most striking

examples  of  what  might  be  called  sacred  assemblage:  an  object

whose spiritual power resides entirely in its correct construction. The

nganga is not made by anyone. It is made by a palero, a specialist,

whose  knowledge  of  materials,  relationships,  and  ritual  sequence

determines whether the object has force. The making is the magic.

The nganga is not merely a representation of power. It is a container

of it, built to specification by the artist-sorcerer.

37



William Blake

William Blake (1757–1827) stands as a singular figure in the history

of  visionary  art,  an  exemplar  of  the  artist-magician  whose  work

collapses  the  boundary between creative  imagination  and spiritual

praxis.  Unlike  most  of  his  contemporaries,  Blake  treated  artistic

creation  not  as  mere  representation  but  as  a  conduit  for  mystical

experience. He claimed to see angels and spirits throughout his life,

insisting  that  “vision  is  the  art  of  the  soul”  and  that  true  artistic

activity was inseparable from prophetic insight.

    Blake’s illuminated books, such as  Songs of Innocence and of

Experience and  The Book of Urizen, integrate text and image in a

manner that renders the page itself a ritual object. Every line, colour,

and symbol is charged with significance, functioning simultaneously

as  scripture,  talisman,  and  incantation.  In  this,  Blake  followed  a

lineage  traceable  through  Hermetic  and  alchemical  traditions:  the

artist  does  not  merely  depict  reality,  but  transmutes  it,  revealing

hidden correspondences between the material and the divine.

    Blake’s symbolic universe,  filled with angels, demons,  mythic

heroes,  and  intricate  geometric  forms,  operates  like  a  personal

grimoire. His mythopoetic system mirrors the alchemical journey: a

continuous process of dissolution and recombination, in which the

artist  engages  with  both  cosmic  and  psychic  forces.  He  treats

language  itself  as  magical,  each  word  a  living  entity  capable  of

shaping perception and consciousness.

    In Blake, the role of the artist as magician is absolute: he wields

vision as weapon and revelation, demonstrating that artistic creation

can function as a ritual of transformation. His art reminds the modern
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viewer that imagination is  not passive entertainment but an active

instrument of spiritual alchemy, a bridge between the visible world

and the hidden hierarchies of the unseen.

    Blake’s legacy, then, is a confirmation of the principle seen in

earlier  Mesopotamian, Egyptian,  and Hermetic  practices:  the artist

who masters form, symbol, and vision can operate as a practitioner of

spiritual power, transmuting both matter and mind.
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Austin Osman Spare

The history of the magician-artist arrives at its one of its most radical

modern  expression  in  the  figure  of  Austin  Osman  Spare  (1886–

1956), an English artist and occultist who worked as a draughtsman,

writer, and painter. Influenced by symbolism and Art Nouveau, his

art was known for its clear use of line and its depiction of monstrous

and  sexual  imagery.  In  an  occult  capacity,  he  developed  magical

techniques  including  automatic  writing,  automatic  drawing,  and

sigils based on his theories of the relationship between the conscious

and unconscious self.  It is important to say clearly, from the start,

why  reducing  Spare  to  a  proto-Chaos  magician  grossly  and

offensively  misrepresents  him.  Chaos  magic  took  his  procedural

openness  and  made  of  it  a  philosophy  of  radical  relativism:  all

systems are equally valid, all gods are masks, belief is a tool to be

picked up and discarded. Spare believed nothing of the sort.

    Spare  was,  by  training  and  by  the  judgement  of  his

contemporaries, a great artist. He was the youngest exhibitor in the

history of the Royal  Academy.  John Singer  Sargent  and Augustus

John praised him as a genius.  He won a scholarship to the Royal

College of Art. Yet he spent much of his life in poverty, selling his

paintings for small sums in South London pubs, because his art and

his magic had become so completely the same thing that the world of

conventional art could not accommodate either.

    To understand Spare properly, it is necessary to place him in his

actual historical and cultural context, which is not the occult revival

of Crowley and the Golden Dawn. His occultism was rooted in the

place and period of his early life, with spiritualism, theosophy, and
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the  late  nineteenth-century  occult  revival,  along  with  a  rising

excitement  about  the  unconscious.  Medium  Working-class  South

London  in  the  1890s  and  1900s  was  saturated  with  popular

Spiritualism.  The  séance,  the  medium,  the  spirit  photograph,  the

planchette, were neighbourhood events, held in parlours and church

halls,  attended  by  working  people  who  had  lost  children  and

husbands and who believed,  quite  simply and practically,  that  the

dead persisted and could be communicated with.

    Spare's first teacher in magic was Mrs. Paterson, an elderly South

London woman who claimed descent from the Salem witches. Spare

claimed a line of descent from the Salem Witches through his first

teacher Mrs. Paterson, a local sorceress. Whatever the literal truth of

that  lineage,  the  tradition  Paterson  represented  was  the  unbroken

folk-magical  and  spiritist  tradition  of  the  British  working  class,

which had nothing to do with the ceremonial magic of the educated

elite and everything to do with the direct, practical manipulation of

spirits  for  practical  ends:  healing,  cursing,  finding  lost  things,

speaking with the dead.

    The  British  Museum's  Egyptian  collection  was,  in  Spare's

formative  years,  one  of  the  most  extraordinary  accumulations  of

ancient power objects in the world. The Rosetta Stone had arrived in

1802. The Elgin Marbles in 1817. Throughout the 19th century,  a

flood of material arrived from excavations along the Nile: canopic

jars, ushabti figures, carved stelae dense with hieroglyphs, painted

mummy cases, decorated amulets, and papyrus sheets from the Book

of the Dead.

    On the bottom right of one of Spare's drawings is the description

“the  whole body becoming a KA in the posture”,  suggesting he's

alluding to the astral body talked of in ancient Egyptian religion. The

Ka in Egyptian theology is the vital twin of the physical body that
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survives death and requires sustenance in the tomb. It is represented

in  hieroglyphs by two upraised  arms,  a  glyph of  pure receptivity.

Spare's  Kia, the "Atmospheric I,"  the universal consciousness that

underlies and exceeds individual identity, maps almost precisely onto

the  Ka,  conceived not as a personal double but as the impersonal

ground from which personal consciousness arises. The unity of Will,

Desire and Belief creates the state allowing access to the Kia, which

Spare describes as "Small belief": we might consciously think this is

unvital  with  no  power,  but  Great  belief  springing  from  the

unconscious is a vital force of eternal desire commanded by will.

    Other symbols Spare uses for Kia are the vulture's head, the eye of

Horus, ka, and djed pillar Egyptian hieroglyphics.

    The Zos, Spare's name for the body considered as a whole and the

instrument  through which the magician works,  corresponds to  the

Egyptian  Zep or  Zat (the  body  as  vehicle  of  manifestation)  and

rhymes with Zau (the wise man, the initiator). Spare was working in

the British Museum's reading room and gallery spaces, sketching and

absorbing, and the naming of his fundamental concepts carries the

unmistakable watermark of the Egyptian lexicon he was studying.

    His Death Posture, the central technique of his magical practice, a

state of physical and mental exhaustion designed to dissolve the ego-

barrier, directly parallels Shavasana in yoga (the corpse pose), but it

also mirrors the Egyptian initiatory tradition of symbolic death and

rebirth, and more particularly the image of Osiris lying on his bier,

the  posture  of  the  Ded: the  died  pillar  that  represents  stability,

endurance,  and the backbone of  Osiris.  Spare  uses  the  djed  pillar

hieroglyph as a symbol for Kia. The Death Posture is, in this light,

not merely a psychological technique. It is an enactment of Osirian

death: the necessary prelude to resurrection and power.

    Atavistic resurgence is indicated by the law of reversal peculiar to
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all  Witch's  Sabbath  ceremonies.  Whether  it  be  the  symbol  of  the

moon presiding over nocturnal ecstasies; the words of power chanted

backwards; the back-to-back dance performed in opposition to the

sun's  course;  the  devil's  tail,  are  all  instances  of  reversal  and

symbolic  of  Will  and  Desire  turning  within  and  down  to

subconscious  regions,  to  the  remote  past,  there  to  surprise  the

required  atavistic  energy  for  purposes  of  transformation,  healing,

initiation, construction or destruction.

    The language of  reversal  is  the  language of  Set.  In  Egyptian

theology, Set is the principle of inversion, the desert wind, the red

storm, the murderer of Osiris. He is also the guardian of the solar

barque against Apep, the chaos-serpent. He stands at the prow of the

boat of the sun and spears the serpent of dissolution every night. The

path downward, backward, into the pre-human atavistic path, is the

path through Set's  desert.  Spare's  drawings from this  period show

hybrid animal-human figures,  part-beast  familiars,  entities  that  are

pre-human and post-human simultaneously. These are not decorative

monsters. They are the atavistic elementals that he was mapping and

working with: beings encountered in exactly the Egyptian threshold-

spaces he had been studying in the Museum's galleries.

    Spare's friendship with Kenneth Grant, which began around 1949

when  Grant  and  his  wife  Steffi  became  close  to  the  ageing  and

impoverished sorcerer, is one of the most consequential relationships

in 20th-century occultism. It was an article that brought Spare to the

attention of a young couple named Steffi and Kenneth Grant, and it

was in  the  occult  writing  of  Kenneth Grant  that  Spare  was to  be

recreated as a dark sorcerer, seduced and initiated in childhood by an

elderly witch. Grant's mythologised version of Spare was influenced

by  Arthur  Machen,  H.P.  Lovecraft,  and  Fu  Manchu  creator  Sax

Rohmer. This mythologising serves a genuine interpretive function:
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Grant  was  placing  Spare  within  a  cosmological  tradition  that

explained why the work had the power it did. Grant investigated what

he  termed  the  Typhonian  or  Draconian  tradition  of  magic,

interpreting  Thelema  as  merely  one  recent  manifestation  of  this

ancient current. In his books, he portrayed the Typhonian tradition as

the world's oldest spiritual tradition, suggesting that it had ancient

roots  in  Africa  as  a  primordial  serpent  cult;  a  theory  for  which

evidence only continues to accumulate.

    Spare's  sigil  system was  a  rational  extension  of  the  grimoire

tradition.  The  specific  desire  for  which  any  magical  operation  is

designed  must  be  visualised  subconsciously,  while  the  conscious

mind  is  rendered  oblivious  of  the  process.  When  any  concept

intrudes upon the mind it breeds on contact with it, and there always

remains part of an idea which,  because its  meaning is cryptic and

therefore  enigmatic  to  the  ordinary  consciousness,  fecundates  the

subconsciousness.  By  observing  what  occurs  to  this  conceptual

residue,  Spare  was  able  to  build  up  a  system  of  sigils  which

facilitated  entry  of  the  total  desire  to  subliminal  realms,  there  to

search out its own level and germinate secretly and unobtrusively.

    The sigil is not a psychological-hack, as it has been misrepresented

by lesser magicians. It is a spirit-trap. The compressed form of the

desire is  constructed specifically to  be a vessel that the conscious

mind cannot grasp, and therefore cannot interfere with. It is designed

for the subconscious: the domain of spirits. The sigil, sunk into the

subconscious, becomes available to the spirit of the desire, and the

spirit uses it as a form through which it can pull itself into physical

actuality. This is not merely pop-psychology wearing occult clothing

but a genuinely spiritist ontology, in which art is a technology for

making contact between the human world and the world of spirits.

Spare understood this with complete clarity.
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    “Belief is eternal desire! Desire is its own cruelty, the fettering of

the hand to labour in some world unknown; nothing is always dead

and no thought dies.” - AOS

    Desire does not end when the desiring subject dies. It continues, in

“some world  unknown,”  labouring  toward  manifestation.  A desire

that was never fulfilled in a life does not dissolve at death. It persists

as a spirit, still pressing toward the physical world it never reached.

The ecology of spirits is populated by the accumulated unfulfilled

desires  of  the  human dead,  by atavistic  energies  from pre-human

phases of life, and by entities that have never been human at all.

    “Sigils are the art of believing; my invention for making belief

organic, ergo, true belief.” - AOS

    True belief, is not a conscious mental attitude. It is a state of the

whole organism: body, subconscious, and will aligned. The sigil is

the  technology  that  produces  true  belief,  because  it  bypasses  the

conscious  mind's  habitual  self-contradiction  and  plants  the  desire

directly  in  the  subconscious  as  a  fait  accompli.  The  spirit  of  the

desire, finding this prepared vessel, can now complete the circuit.

    Spare believed that intentionally repressed material would become

enormously effective in the same way that "unwanted" repressions

and complexes have tremendous power over the person and his or

her  shaping  of  reality.  The  Freudian  interpretation  of  this  is  that

Spare noticed that repression amplifies psychic force.  The spiritist

interpretation, which is Spare's own, is simpler and more startling:

spirits that are denied direct expression accumulate force. A desire

that cannot be consciously acknowledged grows in the dark. In the

subconscious,  it  fuses  with  the atavistic  energies  of  older,  deeper,

non-human life-forms. It becomes something more than it was. When

it finally manifests, it manifests with the force of everything that has

been feeding it in the dark — including forces that are not human and
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not personal at all.

    This is precisely the Typhonian dimension that Grant identified.

The  subconscious,  in  its  deepest  strata,  does  not  belong  to  the

individual.  It  opens  onto  something  pre-human,  pre-Osirian,  pre-

creation: the desert of Set where the raw forces move that underlie all

formed existence. The desire-spirit, sunk deep enough, touches that

current. What returnsk has been transformed by contact with it.

    Spare was a spiritist in the oldest and most rigorous sense: he held

that spirits are ontologically real, that they are encountered primarily

through the subconscious in states of dream, trance, and automatic

action, and that the primary technology for working with them is art.

He was  a  magician  who used psychological  language  to  describe

what  the  tradition  had  always  known,  because  in  his  era  that

language  was  the  newest  and  sharpest  knife  available  for  cutting

toward the truth.

    The subconscious is not a metaphor for spirits. Spirits are what the

subconscious  actually contains.  Every desire  is  a  spirit  waiting  to

manifest.

    Spare also practised automatic drawing: art produced in trance

states,  without  conscious  direction  of  the  hand.  His  art  depicted

composite  human-animal  figures  ,therianthropes  eerily  reminiscent

of the cave art  at  Les Trois Frères,  produced from a state that he

theorised  as  “atavistic  resurgence”:  the  deliberate  awakening  of

ancestral or pre-human consciousness through the body of the artist.

    The same techniques and consciously driven functional intention

also  permeated  his  paintings.  In  a  very  real  sense,  everything  he

created was an act of sorcery. His grimoires,  Earth Inferno (1905),

The  Book  of  Pleasure (1913),  The  Focus  of  Life (1921),  and

Axiomata:  The Witches  Sabbat (1951-1952),  are  illustrated  by his

own  hand  throughout,  the  text  and  image  inseparable.  They  are
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simultaneously  art  books,  magical  textbooks,  and  philosophical

treatises. For Spare, the three were inseparable.
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The Surrealists and the Occult Imagination

If the nineteenth century attempted to exile magic from the serious

business of art, the early twentieth century staged its return with a

violence that has still not been fully understood. The Surrealists did

not merely flirt with the occult, nor did they adopt it as an aesthetic

garnish. They recognised, with a clarity that was at once instinctive

and  theoretical,  that  the  entire  project  of  modern  rationalism had

amputated the imaginative faculty from its original function. What

they sought  to  restore  was  not  symbolism,  nor  mysticism in  any

diluted sense, but the operative power of the image: the capacity of

the mind to access, and act within, realities not available to waking

consciousness.

    Surrealism begins, as a movement, with a manifesto. But it does

not begin, as an impulse, with theory. It begins with an experience:

the intrusion of the irrational into the field of perception. Dreams,

hallucinations, involuntary associations, chance encounters charged

with  impossible  meaning.  These  were  not,  for  the  Surrealists,

curiosities. They were evidence. Evidence that the mind possessed

depths that the rational order could neither explain nor contain, and

that  within  those  depths  lay  forces  of  a  distinctly  non-personal

character.

    André Breton, the principal theorist  of the movement,  defined

Surrealism as “pure psychic automatism,” by which he meant  the

expression  of  thought  in  the  absence  of  all  control  exercised  by

reason. This definition is often quoted and rarely understood. It is not

a call for random production. It is a technical instruction: to bypass

the conscious censor and allow the deeper strata of the psyche to
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speak directly. The Surrealists believed, correctly, that the conscious

mind  is  not  the  origin  of  thought  but  its  editor.  To  remove  that

editorial function is to allow something else to emerge.

    This  “something else” is  where Surrealism intersects  with the

occult.

    The technique of automatic writing, which Breton and his circle

adopted in  the early 1920s,  did not  originate with them. It  was a

standard  method  in  nineteenth-century  Spiritualism,  used  by

mediums  who  believed  they  were  transmitting  messages  from

disembodied intelligences. The Surrealists were fully aware of this

lineage. They did not dismiss it. On the contrary, they recognised that

the mediumistic model provided a functional explanation for what

they themselves were experiencing.

    When a Surrealist sat down to write automatically, the claim was

not  merely  that  the  unconscious  was  speaking.  The  claim,  more

radical  and  more  dangerous,  was  that  the  boundary  between  the

individual mind and a wider field of intelligence was permeable. The

hand moved. The words appeared.  The origin of those words was

uncertain.  This  is  precisely  the  condition  described  in  magical

traditions across cultures: the state in which the practitioner becomes

a channel.

    The  Surrealists  experimented  with  collective  automatism,

producing texts and drawings in groups, passing the work from one

participant to another without conscious planning. The results were

often uncanny in their coherence, as though a single intelligence had

guided  the  entire  process.  This  phenomenon,  which  they  termed

“exquisite  corpse,” has its  exact analogue in spirit  communication

practices,  where multiple  participants contribute to a  message that

none of them could have produced individually.

    What distinguishes the Surrealists is that they did not attempt to
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stabilise  these  experiences  within  a  formal  religious  or  magical

system. But this did not eliminate the underlying structure of what

they were doing. It merely left it exposed.

    Max Ernst, one of the movement’s most important visual artists,

developed techniques such as frottage and grattage, in which textures

were mechanically transferred onto surfaces and then elaborated into

images. These methods were explicitly designed to bypass conscious

intention. The artist would place paper over a textured surface, rub it,

and then interpret the resulting forms. The image was not planned but

discovered.

    This is  identical in principle to the scrying practices found in

ceremonial  magic,  where  the  practitioner  gazes  into  a  reflective

surface,  a  crystal,  or  a  bowl  of  water,  allowing  images  to  arise

spontaneously.  The surface provides the initial stimulus. The mind

completes  it.  The  result  is  a  hybrid  image,  part  perception,  part

projection, often experienced as external.

    Ernst  himself  described  his  work  in  terms  that  are

indistinguishable  from  magical  language.  He  spoke  of

“hallucinations provoked by technical means,” of images that seemed

to reveal themselves rather than being constructed. The artist, in this

framework, is not a creator but an intermediary.

    Salvador Dalí,  though temperamentally different from the core

Surrealist  group,  arrived  at  similar  conclusions  through  his

“paranoiac-critical  method.”  Dalí  deliberately cultivated  a  state  of

controlled  delusion,  in  which  he  would  perceive  multiple  images

within a single form. A landscape becomes a face. A face becomes a

landscape. The image is unstable, shifting, alive.

    Dalí’s method is often treated as a form of visual trickery. It is not.

It is a disciplined attempt to induce a specific cognitive state: one in

which the fixed categories of perception dissolve. In that state, the
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world reveals layers that are normally suppressed. This is, again, a

recognisable  magical  objective.  The  magician  seeks  to  alter

perception in order to access other levels of reality. Dalí achieved this

through painting.

    The Surrealists were not naïve about the implications of what they

were doing. They read widely in occult literature. Breton was deeply

interested in alchemy, not as a proto-chemistry but as a symbolic and

operative  system.  He  collected  alchemical  texts  and  objects,

recognising in them a tradition that treated transformation as both

material and psychological.

    Alchemy, at its core, is the art of transmutation. It operates on the

principle  that  matter  and consciousness  are  not  separate,  and that

changes in one correspond to changes in the other. The Surrealists

understood their  work in similar  terms.  The transformation of  the

image was inseparable from the transformation of the mind.

    There is a persistent image in alchemical literature: the coniunctio,

the union of opposites. Sun and moon. Male and female. Conscious

and  unconscious.  The  Surrealist  image  often  enacts  this  union

visually,  combining  elements  that  do  not  belong  together  within

ordinary  logic.  A  lobster  telephone.  A  melting  clock.  A  train

emerging from a fireplace.

    These  are  not  jokes.  They  are  operations.  The  collision  of

incompatible elements produces a shock. That shock destabilises the

viewer’s  habitual  perception.  In  that  moment  of  destabilisation,

something else becomes possible.

    The  Surrealists  also  engaged,  more  directly,  with  systems  of

divination. Tarot, in particular, held a strong fascination. The Tarot

deck is  a  sequence of  images  designed to function as  a  symbolic

language, capable of generating meaning through arrangement and

interpretation. It is, in essence, a machine for producing controlled
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ambiguity.

    This is exactly what Surrealist art does. It presents images that

resist  fixed  interpretation,  inviting  the  viewer  into  a  process  of

meaning-making. The image is not a statement. It is a trigger.

    Leonora Carrington and Remedios Varo, two artists associated

with  the  later  Surrealist  movement,  made the  connection  explicit.

Their paintings are saturated with alchemical, hermetic, and magical

imagery. Laboratories, vessels, transformations, hybrid beings. These

are  not  references.  They  are  working  models.  Carrington,  in

particular,  was deeply involved in occult  practices and understood

her art as an extension of that work.

    What emerges, across the movement, is a consistent pattern. The

Surrealists  developed  techniques  to  access  non-rational  states  of

consciousness. They produced images from those states. They treated

those images as possessing a form of agency, capable of affecting

both the maker and the viewer.

    This is a magical system in everything but name.

    The  refusal  to  name  it  as  such  is  significant.  It  reflects  the

intellectual climate in which they were working, a climate in which

explicit engagement with magic risked dismissal or worse. But the

underlying  structure  remains  intact.  The  Surrealists  rediscovered,

through experiment rather than inheritance, the same principles that

governed the traditions examined earlier in this study.

    The artist is not merely expressing themselves, yhey are entering

into a relationship with forces that exceed them. The image is not

merely representational, it is operational. The act of creativity is not

neutral, it is transformative.

    There is, however, a crucial difference. The Surrealists lacked the

protective frameworks that earlier traditions provided. The grimoire

magician operates within a system of correspondences, invocations,
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and  constraints  designed  to  manage  the  forces  they  engage.  The

Vodou practitioner works within a lineage, with prescribed forms and

protocols.  The  Surrealists,  by  contrast,  opened  the  doors  without

building the temple.

    This accounts for both the power and the instability of their work.

Without structure, the material that emerges can be overwhelming,

incoherent,  or  destructive.  Several  members  of  the  movement

suffered severe psychological breakdown, a fact often romanticised

but  better  understood as  the consequence of engaging with forces

without adequate containment. Despite this, or perhaps because of it,

the  Surrealists  achieved  something  extraordinary.  They

demonstrated, within the context of modern art, that the imaginative

faculty is not a decorative addition to human life but a primary mode

of engagement with reality. They showed that images can act, that

they can alter perception, that they can open doors.

    The Surrealist project did not end with the movement itself. Its

techniques  have  been  absorbed,  diluted,  and  repurposed  across

contemporary culture.  Automatic processes,  chance operations,  the

valorisation of the unconscious, all have become standard tools. But

the original insight has largely been lost.

    That insight is this: the imagination is not private. It is a field. To

enter it deliberately, to work within it, to extract forms from it and fix

them in material, is to participate in a process that has always been

recognised, in more honest times, as magical.
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Genesis P-Orridge

If  the  Surrealists  reopened  the  gates,  and  both  Zosimos  Spare

recorded what occurs within them, then Genesis P-Orridge walked

through without hesitation and refused to come back. In their work,

the identification of artist and magician was no longer implicit, nor

theoretical. It was declared, enacted, and sustained across decades of

practice in which life itself becomes the primary medium.

    To understand this requires abandoning the assumption that art is a

discrete  activity.  For  P-Orridge,  there  was  no  separation  between

artwork,  ritual,  identity,  and  operation.  Each  feeds  into  the  other.

Each modifies the other. The result was not a body of work in the

conventional  sense,  but  an  ongoing  process  of  transformation  in

which the artist is both the subject and instrument.

    This  position  emerges  first  in  the  activities  of  COUM

Transmissions,  the  collective  formed  in  the  late  1960s.  COUM’s

performances were not designed to be viewed in the passive manner

expected  of  gallery  audiences.  They  were  confrontational,  often

transgressive,  deliberately  structured  to  provoke  reactions  that

revealed the hidden constraints governing behaviour and perception.

Bodily fluids, taboo imagery, and acts that blurred the line between

performance and lived reality were deployed with precision.

    The point was not shock for its own sake. In magical terms, this is

the creation of a rupture in the habitual structure of consciousness.

When the expected order collapses, even briefly, the mind is forced

into  a  different  mode  of  operation.  New  associations  become

possible.  Suppressed  material  surfaces.  The  environment  becomes

unstable and chaotic. This is the condition required for change.
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    COUM culminated,  in  public  perception,  with  the  exhibition

Prostitution at  the  Institute  of  Contemporary  Arts  in  1976.  The

outrage it generated is well documented. Less often noted is that the

exhibition  functioned  as  a  large-scale  operation.  It  drew  media,

public, and institutional responses into a single field, orchestrating a

complex interaction that extended far beyond the physical space of

the  gallery.  The  work  was  not  the  objects  on  display.  It  was  the

network of reactions they produced.

    This is a fundamental principle of operative art. The image, the

act, the object, are catalysts. Their purpose is to initiate processes in

the minds of those who encounter them. The success of the work is

measured not by its form but by its effects.

    From COUM emerged Throbbing Gristle, widely regarded as the

origin point of industrial music. The shift from performance art to

sound did not represent a change in method. Sound, in this context,

functioned as a direct means of altering consciousness. Repetition,

volume,  frequency,  and  dissonance  are  used  to  bypass  rational

processing and act on the body and nervous system.

    Throbbing Gristle’s recordings are often described in terms of their

harshness  or  extremity.  This  misses  their  function.  They  are

structured environments. To listen is to enter a space in which normal

auditory expectations  are  disrupted.  Patterns  emerge and collapse.

Voices  appear  and  fragment.  The  listener  is  placed  in  a  state  of

heightened alertness, unable to settle into passive consumption. The

mind,  deprived of stable reference points,  becomes both receptive

and active.

    P-Orridge’s involvement with Thee Temple ov Psychick Youth

makes explicit what is already present in the work. Founded in the

early 1980s, the Temple presented itself as a decentralised network

rather than a hierarchical order. Its stated aim was to provide tools for
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individual  transformation,  drawing  on  a  wide  range  of  sources,

including sigilis, ritual, and media manipulation.

    The term “chaos magic” becomes relevant here, though it must be

handled with precision. P-Orridge’s approach embeddied technique

within  a  sustained  framework  of  artistic  production.  Sigils  were

incorporated  into  music,  video,  performance,  and  design.  Rituals

were not  private ceremonies.  They were distributed  across  media,

embedded in recordings, transmitted through networks.

    One of the most significant developments in this period is the use

of mail art and cassette culture as vehicles for transmission. Before

the  internet,  these  networks  allowed  material  to  circulate  outside

institutional  control.  Participants  exchanged  recordings,  texts,  and

images, creating a distributed system in which ideas could propagate

and mutate.

    From an operative perspective, this is ideal. The material is not

fixed. It changes as it moves. Each recipient becomes a contributor.

The network itself becomes a living structure, capable of generating

and sustaining complex patterns of interaction.

    Central to P-Orridge’s later work is the concept of “pandrogeny,”

developed  in  collaboration  with  Lady  Jaye  Breyer  P-Orridge,

proposing the deliberate dissolution of individual identity through the

merging of two persons into a single, shared being. This was enacted

through  coordinated  changes  in  appearance,  behaviour,  and  self-

conception. Cosmetic surgery, clothing, gesture, and narrative were

all employed to reduce the distinctions between the two individuals.

The  aim  was  not  imitation  but  convergence.  Over  time,  the

differences diminished. A new identity emerged.

    This  is  a  radical  extension  of  the  alchemical  principle  of

conjunction. Where earlier traditions speak of the union of opposites

in  symbolic  terms,  pandrogeny attempted  to  realise  this  union  in
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lived experience. The body becomes the vessel. Identity becomes the

substance under transformation.

    Critics have often focused on the surface aspects of this work,

treating  it  as  provocation  or  spectacle.  This  is  a  misreading.  The

operations  involved  are  consistent  with  the  principles  already

established. Identity is not fixed. It is constructed. If constructed, it

can be deconstructed and reassembled. The process is not without

risk. It involves the destabilisation of structures that most people rely

on for coherence. But it is precisely this destabilisation that makes

transformation possible.

    Throughout all phases of P-Orridge’s work, there was a consistent

emphasis on intention. Actions were not random. They were directed.

This distinguishes operative practice from mere experimentation. The

artist, in this model, is not merely expressing themselves. They are

conducting operations to create changes in society and the objective

world.

    This returns us to the central theme of this study. The identification

of  the  artist  as  magician  is  not  a  poetic  analogy but  a  functional

description.  Both engage in  the manipulation of  symbols,  images,

and environments to produce change in consciousness. Both require

discipline,  method,  and  the  capacity  to  operate  within  unstable

conditions.

    What P-Orridge contributed is the extension of this practice into

the  total  field  of  life.  There  is  no  outside.  Every  action,  every

presentation of self, every interaction becomes part of the Work. This

totalisation  has  precedents  in  religious  and magical  traditions  that

demand complete commitment from the practitioner. What is new is

its  articulation  within  a  contemporary  cultural  context,  using  the

tools and media available.

    It is also necessary to address the question of efficacy. Did these
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operations produce results? If the aim is transformation, both of the

practitioner and of those who engage with the work, the evidence is

considerable.  Individuals  exposed  to  this  material  often  report

significant shifts in perception, identity, and their understanding of

what is possible. The network effects generated by Thee Temple ov

Psychick  Youth  demonstrated  that  the  work  was  capable  of

propagating  beyond  its  originator,  influencing  practices  and

communities that continue to evolve.

    This propagation is a key indicator. In magical terms, an operation

that can sustain itself and generate further operations has achieved a

degree of autonomy. It has moved beyond the control of its originator

and  entered  the  wider  field.  There  is,  inevitably,  a  cost.  The

dissolution of  boundaries,  the sustained engagement with unstable

states, the refusal of fixed identity, all place considerable strain on

the individual. This is not a path that can be undertaken lightly. It

requires not only intention but endurance.

    Genesis P-Orridge’s life and work illustrate both the possibilities

and  the  dangers  of  this  approach.  They  demonstrate  that  the

identification of artist and magician can be realised in practice, but

also  that  such  realisation  involves  confronting  forces  that  are  not

easily managed. For the purposes of this study, the significance is

clear. The trajectory that begins with the Hermetic insight into the

unity  of  matter  and  mind,  that  finds  expression  in  the  visionary

alchemy of Zosimos, that re-emerges in the Zos-Kia Cultus, reaches

a point of full articulation.
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Conclusion: The Irreducible Operator

Across the preceding chapters a pattern has emerged with increasing

clarity.  It  is  not  historical  in  the  narrow  sense,  though  it  moves

through  history.  It  is  not  stylistic,  though  it  manifests  in  forms

recognisable as art. It is operational.

    The image is not passive.

    The act of making is not neutral.

    The practitioner is not unchanged.

    What varies is the degree to which this is understood, and the

extent to which it is undertaken deliberately.

    For the modern artist who recognises themselves in this lineage,

the implications are precise and unavoidable. Art is not a profession,

nor  a  mode  of  expression  in  the  limited  sense.  It  is  a  field  of

operation in which symbols, materials, and actions are deployed to

produce real changes in perception and, through perception, in reality

as it is experienced and organised.

    This does not require adherence to any single tradition. What is

required is not belief but the capacity to recognise when an operation

is occurring, and the discipline to engage with it intentionally.

    The first requirement is attention. Not passive observation, but

directed awareness. The ability to perceive the moment at which an

image begins to act, when it shifts from representation to operation.

This moment is often subtle. It may appear as a disturbance, a break

in  continuity,  a  sense  that  something  has  exceeded  its  apparent

boundaries.  To  ignore  this  is  to  remain  within  the  decorative.  To

recognise it is to begin the Work.

    The second requirement is participation. The images encountered
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in this field do not yield their function to detached analysis. They

must  be  engaged  with.  This  engagement  may  take  the  form  of

making,  of  repetition,  of  entering into the logic of  the image and

allowing  it  to  unfold.  It  may  involve  discomfort.  It  will  involve

change.

    The third requirement is responsibility. Once it is understood that

images  act,  that  they  can  alter  perception  and  behaviour,  the

production of images can no longer be treated as inconsequential.

Every act of making becomes a decision to initiate a process whose

effects  may extend  beyond  the  immediate  context.  This  does  not

imply  caution  in  the  moralistic  sense.  It  implies  awareness  of

consequence.

    The modern environment complicates this further. Images now

circulate  at  a  scale  and  speed  unprecedented  in  human  history.

Networks  distribute  them  instantly  across  vast  populations.  The

potential  for  operative  effects  is  correspondingly  amplified.  An

image released into this system can propagate, mutate, and return in

forms that cannot be predicted.

    For the artist-magician, this is both an opportunity and a hazard.

The  opportunity  lies  in  the  capacity  to  construct  operations  that

extend far beyond the immediate site of their creation. The hazard

lies  in  the  loss  of  control  that  accompanies  such extension.  Once

released, the work enters a field in which multiple forces act upon it.

    This  is  not  entirely  new.  Earlier  traditions  recognised  that

operations, once initiated, could develop independently. What is new

is the scale. The contemporary practitioner must therefore develop

not only the capacity to initiate operations but the ability to read their

effects as they unfold within complex systems.

    At this point, the question of artificial intelligence arises, not as a

novelty but  as  an apparent  challenge.  Systems now exist  that  can

60



produce images, texts, and sounds in quantities and at speeds that

exceed human capability. They can imitate styles, recombine forms,

generate outputs that, at first encounter, may appear indistinguishable

from those produced by human artists.

    It is necessary to be exact about what is occurring here.

    These systems operate through the analysis and recombination of

existing  material.  They identify patterns  within  large  datasets  and

generate  outputs  that  conform  to  those  patterns.  They  do  not

originate experience. They do not undergo transformation. They do

not participate in the operations they simulate.

    This  is  not  a  limitation  that  can  be  overcome  by increasing

complexity or  scale.  The practices  examined in this  study are not

defined by the production of forms alone. They are defined by the

interaction  between  form and  operator.  Zosimos  does  not  merely

describe images. He undergoes them. The Surrealists do not merely

generate  unexpected  combinations.  They  place  themselves  in

conditions  where  those  combinations  arise  from altered  states  of

consciousness.

    In each case, the work is inseparable from the transformation of

the practitioner. An artificial system does not possess this dimension.

It does not have a body that can be subjected to process. It does not

have  an  identity  that  can  be  dismantled.  It  does  not  experience

disorientation, nor crisis, nor integration. It does not cross thresholds.

It does not return changed.

    It produces outputs.

    This  distinction  is  decisive.  An  image  generated  without

participation in the field it appears to represent may still function as a

catalyst for those who encounter it. It may still produce effects. But

those effects are not grounded in an originating operation. They are

derivative, dependent on patterns established elsewhere.
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    The artist-magician, by contrast, operates from within the field.

The images  produced are not  assembled from external  data.  They

emerge from an interaction between the practitioner and the forces

engaged. They carry the trace of that interaction. This is what gives

them their charge.

    It is possible to mistake complexity for depth. Artificial systems

can  generate  highly  complex  outputs.  They  can  simulate  the

appearance of depth by layering references and variations. What they

cannot do is enact the process by which depth is produced in the first

place. Depth, in this context, is the result of transformation. It is the

residue of operations undergone.

    For the modern practitioner, this has two implications. The first is

that the presence of artificial systems does not negate the value of

operative practice. It clarifies it.  By providing a contrast,  it  makes

visible  what  might  otherwise  be  overlooked.  The  second  is  that

reliance  on  such  systems  without  corresponding  engagement  in

practice risks reducing the work to surface.

    This is not an argument for rejection. Tools have always been

incorporated into artistic and magical practice. The question is not

whether a tool is used, but how. An artificial system can be employed

as  part  of  an  operation,  as  a  means  of  generating  material  to  be

engaged  with,  disrupted,  and  transformed.  Used  in  this  way,  it

becomes another component within the Work.

    What it cannot become is the operator.

    The responsibility for operation remains with the practitioner. It is

the  practitioner  who  must  enter  the  field,  who  must  undergo  the

processes  described,  who  must  accept  the  instability  and  the

consequences that follow. No system can do this on their behalf.

    The conclusion, then, is not a dismissal but a delineation.

    The lineage traced  through  these  chapters  defines  a  mode  of
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practice in which art and magic are not separate domains but aspects

of  a  single  activity.  This  activity  requires  participation,

transformation,  and  the  capacity  to  operate  within  unstable

conditions. It produces images that act because they are the result of

actions undertaken within the field they affect.

    Artificial systems can replicate the appearance of these images.

They cannot replicate the operations from which they arise. For the

artist  who  understands  this,  the  path  is  clear.  It  does  not  lie  in

imitation,  nor in competition with systems designed to produce at

scale. It lies in the continued exploration of the field itself,  in the

deliberate engagement with processes that alter both the work and the

one who makes it.

    The tools may change. The media may evolve. The conditions may

become more complex. The operation remains.

    And it remains, irreducibly, human.
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