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Abstract
To its contemporary critics, the late Victorian occult revival represented the
ultimate betrayal of the Enlightenment ideals of reason and secular emancipation
in favor of an esoteric supernaturalism. This positioning seems only further
confirmed by the contribution of occult revivalists to the fragmented and
commercialized late Victorian press networks which, according to Jürgen
Habermas, signaled the death knell of the once powerful eighteenth-century
public sphere. There are, however, important reasons to rethink such assessments
of fin-de-siècle occultism as counter-Enlightenment foil, ones nowhere more
apparent than in the seminal issues of the period’s most defiantly disenchanting
occult periodical, the Theosophical monthly Lucifer (1887-1897). Focusing on the
first two years of its run, when the journal was co-edited by Theosophical founder
H.P. Blavatsky and prolific popular novelist Mabel Collins, my paper examines
how Lucifer embraced the language of Enlightenment to argue for a universal
democratic enfranchisement through, rather than in opposition to, occult reading
practices and beliefs. The Luciferian public sphere advocated by Blavatsky and
Collins is one in which enlightened public debate was counter-intuitively salvaged
through its occultation within a commercial periodical outlet geared towards an
eclectic and non-partisan audience. My paper argues that the rationalizing impetus
of Lucifer can guide us towards a new understanding of both the late Victorian
public sphere and of the diverse constituencies of the occult revival.
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