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Conference Description

The idea of ‘transformation’ manifests in different ways in the history of esotericism.Whether we think

about ideas and practices of individual deification, alchemical transmutation, or global

consciousness change in New Age schemes, ‘transformation’ appears an almost unavoidable

concept within the field. While not exclusive to esotericism (e.g. ‘transubstantiation’ in the Christian

Eucharist), notions of transformation do seem to occupy a privileged space specifically in esoteric

belief systems and practices. If this is indeed the case, we could investigate its underlying reasons. Is

the centrality of ‘transformation’ symptomatic of larger patterns intrinsic to esoteric epistemologies

and/or ontologies? Or does ‘transformation’ merely unify an array of contingent phenomena

otherwise unrelated? Either way, investigating the plural manifestations of ‘transformation’ seems a

fruitful undertaking by virtue of its pronounced presence in the history of esotericism itself, and will

hopefully stimulate further reflections in this area.

The idea for this conference emerged when its organizers were thinking about different ways of

fostering communication and community among students (BA, MA, PhD) in esotericism studies

internationally, and with the desire for creating a space in which students would be able to share their

research among peers with the aim of mutual recognition, critique, and learning. The burgeoning

field of esotericism studies comes with many challenges; its interdisciplinary character compels

students and established scholars alike to peer beyond their respective thematic and

methodological horizons on a permanent basis – a circumstance both enriching and demanding. The

earlier students are exposed to this characteristic of the field, the easier they will be able to adapt and

gain from the many potentials it has to offer.

We want to thank all those involved for their interest in the event, and especially the active

participants for their kind patience vis-à-vis the many Protean transformations the conference had to

undergo in order to materialize in its current form. We also want to thank all those working for and

supporting the conference in different ways – logistically, technically, or by moderating panels. We

also wish to extend our heartfelt thanks to our keynote speaker, Christian Greer, who has been an

inspiring teacher and a friend. Organizing this event has been an adventure, and we are grateful to

have reached its zenith. We are hoping this student conference will be only one among more to

come.

L. Faith Pramuk & Misha Kakabadze
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Centre for the History of Hermetic Philosophy and Related Currents (HHP)

Situated within the Faculty of Humanities of the University of Amsterdam, the Centre for the History

of Hermetic Philosophy and Related Currents (HHP) is the world’s leading institute for academic

research and teaching in the field of esotericism studies. The HHP is currently the only centre in the

world providing a complete academic study program in the history of esotericism, from the Bachelor

to the PhD level. Its international and interdisciplinary research group delivers cutting-edge research

on esoteric currents from antiquity to contemporary times. The HHP Centre was founded in 1999, and

is currently well into its third decade of research and teaching in the field of esotericism studies.More

information can be found at https://www.amsterdamhermetica.nl/.

History of Hermetic Philosophy and Related Currents, Student Association

The HHP Student Association functions as a community network for students (BA, MA, PhD), alumni,

prospective students, HHP professors, and other interested parties. The association was founded in

2020 byMaster’s students Misha Kakabadze, L. Faith Pramuk, Tjalling Janssen, and Ninian Nijhuis. The

association serves to organize a variety of events, including lectures, museum excursions, seminars,

workshops, and social gatherings for students, staff, and the greater community. In addition, they

maintain social media platforms for the center, provide student advocacy, and serve as a bridge to

the ESSWE Student Network. They operate a Facebook group for members and interested parties to

connect at https://www.facebook.com/groups/hhpstudentassociation/. They can also be reached

directly at hhpstudentassociation@gmail.com.

Embassy of the Free Mind – Ritman Library (Bibliotheca Philosophica Hermetica)

The Embassy of the Free Mind is a museum, library, and research space, harboring 25.000 books on

Hermeticism, Gnosticism, Rosicrucianism, alchemy, mysticism and much else. Rare manuscripts and

books are frequently exhibited in the ‘House with the Heads’, and one can encounter dozens of

images related to these topics in the many rooms of the historical building. The Embassy of the Free

Mind invites its visitors to explore its many treasures, and to take rests in its café and blooming

garden. To learn more, visit https://embassyofthefreemind.com/en/.



European Society for the Study of Western Esotericism (ESSWE)

The European Society for the Study of Western Esotericism (ESWE) is a learned society established in

2005 to advance the academic study of the various manifestations of Western esotericism from late

antiquity to the present and to secure the future development of the field. The ESSWE is an affiliated

society of the International Association for the History of Religions (IAHR) and a related scholarly

organization of the American Academy of Religion (AAR). For more detailed information, see https:/

/www.esswe.org/.

Amsterdams Universiteitsfonds

The Amsterdam University Fund promotes academic excellence with support for research and

facilities that are essential for a rich academic environment. The tradition of philanthropy dates back

to 1632, when local merchants established an academic institution that would one day become the

University of Amsterdam. Over the years, the fund has sponsored essential research and

spearheaded the preservation and conservation of the UvA’s treasured Special Collections: from

Egyptian antiquities and medieval manuscripts to cookery books and comics. With recognized

charity status in the Netherlands and the USA, the Fund relies on contributions both small and large

– including earmarked bequests forming the basis for Named Funds – to finance scholarships,

essential research and the preservation of academic heritage. To learn more, visit https://

www.auf.nl/.



Conference Schedule (CEST)

Day 1 — 26 July

9:00 -10:00 Registration

10:00 - 10:30 Opening words

10:30 - 11:45 Gender & Sexuality

Chair: Dr. Manon Hedenborg White (Karlstad University)

Patricia Sophie Mayer (University of Vienna)

Heirs of the Baphomet: Androgyny, Gender Transformation, and Power in theWork of Aleister Crowley

and Rosaleen Norton

Nuria Singenberger (University of Basel)

The Binding of Loki. Discourses on Loki in North American Heathenry

S. Brennan Kettelle (University of Amsterdam)

Lesbian Jesus: Mystical Transport and Mythic Transformation in the Poetry of Renée Vivien

11:45 - 12:00 Break

12:00 - 13:15 Art, Literature, & Mythology

Chair: Georgia Kareola (University of Amsterdam)

Hannah Gadbois (University of Illinois)

The Ekphrastic Bomb: Bely’s Petersburg and Visual Medium



Lily Grainger (University of Essex)

The relationship between nature and the female body in Ithell Colquhoun’s travelogues: The Crying

of The Wind: Ireland and The Living Stones: Cornwall

L. Faith Pramuk (University of Amsterdam)

Medusa, Interrupted: A Radical Reading of Ithell Colquhoun’s Gorgon

13:15 - 14:15 Lunch break

14:15 - 15:15 Keynote Presentation

Chair:Misha Kakabadze (University of Amsterdam)

Dr. J. Christian Greer (Center for the Study of World Religions, Harvard University)

The Transformative Potential of Researching Esotericism: Parliament Funkadelic as Case Study

15:15 - 15:30 Break

15:30 - 16:45 Psychology & Religious Experience

Chair:Mriganka Mukhopadhyay (University of Amsterdam)

Ninian Nijhuis (University of Amsterdam)

Psychological Healing as Religious Experience: In The Works of Carl Gustav Jung (1875-1961)

Samuel Glauber-Zimra (Ben-Gurion University of the Negev)

Cosmic Love in Zion: Esotericism and Sexual Eschatology in the Hebrew Writings of Abraham

Mordecai Harizman (1884–1978)

Jonas Stähelin (ETH Zürich)

Religious conversion as energy conversion: William James, thermodynamics and the occult

16:45 - 18:00 Closing & break

18:00 - 20:30 Reception



Day 2 — 27 July

10:00 - 11:15 Esoteric Modernities

Chair: S. Brennan Kettelle (University of Amsterdam)

Guido Nerger (Free University of Berlin)

Dark Potentiality: On the Death of Nietzsche and the Dionysian. The Transformation of Transformation

in Late Capitalism

Misha Kakabadze (University of Amsterdam)

The Utopian Horizon of Perpetual Transformation: The “Socialist” Religion of Erich Gutkind

Jonathan Shann (University College London)

Freud’s Occult Science: Metaphor, Transference, & Transformation

11:15 - 11:30 Break

11:30 - 12:45 Christian & Jewish Esotericisms

Chair:Misha Kakabadze (University of Amsterdam)

José Vieira Leitão (University of Coimbra)

The Transmutation of History: Messianism and Alchemy in the Portuguese 18th century

Kirsty Pattison (University of Glasgow)

Angelic Libertines? The Curious Case of Christian Cabala and John Calvin

Blev Lavoux (University of Amsterdam)

The Esoteric Status of Roman Catholic Exorcism: A Case Study

12:45 - 13:45 Lunch break



13:45 - 15:00 Technology, Science & Innovation

Chair: Dr. Manon Hedenborg White (Karlstad University)

Eric Reeves (City College of New York)

From Back to the Future to Dark: Nuclear Narrative Structure as a Template for Understanding

Postmodern Fear

Clara de Castro (University of Chicago)

The Magic Lantern: Transformation of Technology

Corey Andrews (University of Amsterdam)

Transformation as Process: The Reflexive Universe of Arthur M. Young (1905-1995)

15:00 -15:15 Break

15:15 - 16:30 Spiritual Transformations in a Global Perspective

Chair: Dr. Joel Bordeaux (Leiden University)

Ricardo dos Santos (University of São Paulo)

Alchemy of the Forest: Jungian commentaries on ayahuasca-infused transmutational psychological

experiences

Nathan Keele Springer (Georgia State University)

L. S. Dharma: Not-Self-Transformation in Buddhism and Psychedelia

Alisa Lozhkina (Central European University)

The Greatest Cosmic Love Hate Affair: Transformation of Soul and Matter in Ancient Indian Samkya

Philosophy and Corpus Hermeticum. Comparative Analysis

16:30 - 16:45 Closing words



Keynote Lecture

The Transformative Potential of Researching Esotericism: Parliament Funkadelic as Case Study

Dr. J. Christian Greer

Abstract:

This lecture addresses the potential for the study of esotericism to transform the way in which we

construct narratives about the past, present, and future. It begins by surveying how a new generation

of scholars of esotericism is transgressing the barriers that traditionally enclose academic knowledge

as an “ivory tower.” As will be demonstrated, this cohort is transforming the study of esotericism itself

by offering a more equitable means of access to the field.

The lecture then pivots to a case study drawn from my own research into psychedelic spirituality. As

is the case with so much in our field, the world famous funk group, Parliament Funkadelic, has not

received much scholarly attention. This blindspot is not a narrative oversight, but rather the result of

a historiographic misconfiguration. As I will make clear, the historiographic apparatus of the “counter-

culture” has distorted the research on psychedelic spirituality, and specifically marginalized the

experiences of people of color, as well as the movement of interracial religious communities they

formed. By dismantling the conceptual apparatus of the “counter-culture,” my research shows how

religious innovation, and not opposition or deviance, is the core feature of psychedelic spirituality.

Applying this conclusion to the history of Parliament Funkadelic, my lecture introduces a new

historical phenomenon, termed the “hip strain of civil rights,” which has the potential to reorient

contemporary discussions of race, psychedelics, and esotericism.



Bio:

Dr. J. Christian Greer is a scholar of Religious Studies with a special focus on esotericism. He received

his MA and PhD (cum laude) in Western esotericism from the History of Hermetic Philosophy

department at the University of Amsterdam (UvA). His research addresses the entangled social

histories of psychedelics, the formation of counter-cultures, and the popularization of esotericism in

the digital era. His forthcoming book, Angelheaded Hipsters: Psychedelic Militancy in Nineteen

Eighties North America (Oxford University Press), analyzes the growth, diversification, and expansion

of psychedelic culture within fanzine networks in the late Cold War era. In addition to occupying a

postdoctoral position at the Center for the Study of World Religions at Harvard University, he teaches

the HHP’s “Visions of the Occult: Introduction to Esotericism” seminar each summer and winter.



Book of Abstracts
In alphabetical order…

Transformation as Process: The Reflexive Universe of Arthur M. Young (1905-1995)

Corey Andrews

Abstract:

Arthur M. Young was an American inventor, philosopher, astrologer, and author of the 20th century.

After decades of arduous, single-minded effort and experimental flight testing, Young succeeded at

developing the apparatus which guaranteed the stability of helicopter flight, revolutionizing kinetic

travel thereafter. Young single-handedly accelerated the development of aeronautical technology in

his revolutionary invention. After selling the archetype of his invention to Bell Helicopters, Young

went on to found the ‘Institute for the Study of Consciousness’ at Berkeley, California in 1972. During

his tenure at this institute, Young delivered lectures on mathematics, process philosophy, astrology,

consciousness, cosmology, evolution, and particularly interesting for this event, Rosicrucianism.

Because Young is a virtually unknown figure in the academic study of esotericism, this paper aims at

recounting the evolution of his thought and esoteric conceptions delivered during his tenure at

Berkeley.

Bio:

Corey Andrews is a second-year research master’s student at the Center for Hermetic Philosophy and

Related Currents at the University of Amsterdam. His current research focuses on the intellectual

history and symbolism of Rosicrucianism as it relates to the theme of Pansophia in seventeenth

century Europe.



Alchemy of the Forest: Jungian commentaries on ayahuasca-infused transmutational psychological

experiences

Ricardo Assarice dos Santos

Abstract:

Despite the fact that disenchantment and secularism are defining characteristics of post modernity,

there is a growing search for alternative therapies and practices, often spiritualist, with the

prerogative of human improvement.

Among these practices, there is the ritual use of the psychoactive drink ayahuasca – an amazon brew

between a leaf and a vine, that contains alkaloids and the dimethyltryptamine molecule (DMT), which

can produce various physical, psychological, and/or visionary effects. This last phenomenon is the

major responsible for qualitative changes in the life of those who experience the beverage, acting

mainly in the consciousness that the individual has of himself and the world, especially from a

spiritualist bias, encouraging autonomy and consciousness.

As an archetypal motif, narratives and experiences that contemplate the motif of death and

resurrection are identified in the discourses of ayahuasca drinkers, either with experiences known as

"peias” or bad trips, related to the symbolic death of the ego, as well as mystical ecstasy experiences

that re-significate themeaning of life (rebirth). Narratives of these experiences share some similarities

with the alchemical metaphor of the transmutation of consciousness and its symbolism (e.g.

mortificatio, nigredo).

This paper aims to explore some of these symbolic relationships in the light of the alchemical

psychology of Swiss psychiatrist Carl Gustav Jung, pointing how ayahuasca religions from Brazil

shares phenomenological and historically presuppositions with the Western esoteric worldview.

Bio:

Clinical Psychologist and Researcher. Ph.D. student in Social Psychology at the University of São Paulo

(research internship at the University of Greenwich – UK). Master’s degree in Religious Studies from

Pontifical Catholic University of São Paulo. Study field: anomalistic psychology, psychedelics, western

esotericism, new age spirituality and mental health.



The Magic Lantern: Transformation of Technology

Clara de Castro

Abstract:

Christiaan Huygens was a 17th Century Dutch mathematician and prolific engineer known for his

many mechanical and astronomical discoveries. However, his least favorite and most regretted

invention was what became known as the lanterna magica. The magic lantern is an image projection

device that uses painted plates of glass, lenses, and a dark box with a candle inside. It transforms a

phenomenon of light into a compact and mobile machine. This light phenomenon is called camera

obscura and the earliest known description of it is in 300BCE. In summary, it is the way light refracts

and can be manipulated when filtered through a pinhole. Initially, it is unclear why Huygens resented

the magic lantern so strongly. Upon a closer investigation, the invention of the magic lantern was

taken up almost immediately by charlatans posing to be necromancers or scientists acting as

charlatans. The magic lantern could be hidden, and frightening or suggestive images would be

projected across the room without an obvious source. Although studies in light projection and

entertainment have been examined, there has been less attention on the reception of the magic

lantern in its first iterations. Themajority of studies focus on the later phenomena of phantasmagorias

or ancient investigations into the camera obscura. This leaves out critical critique of the magic lantern

by the inventor himself and his contemporaries. Investigating the lantern in the milieu of its original

context provides insight into old questions on vision and how technology transforms our fantasies.

Bio:

Clara de Castro is a fourth year BA Thesis candidate in Political Science at the University of Chicago.

Her research interests include Neo-Platonic influences in political theory and the intersection of

economic history and esoteric currents particularly during the Scientific Revolution.



The Ekphrastic Bomb: Bely’s Petersburg and Visual Medium

Hannah Gadbois

Abstract:

Andrei Bely’s 1916 symbolist masterpiece, Petersburg, expresses a microcosm of his views on the

functions and value of art. Throughout the novel, Bely refers to his characters in pictorial terms, often

associating them with particular mediums or traditions from the visual arts. This frequent use of

ekphrasis as a method of characterization is particularly interesting alongside a consideration of

Bely’s theoretical treatises on art. Here, he expanded the concept that art exists on a scale of

perfection, with architecture, sculpture, and painting on the bottom and writing andmusic on the top.

The weakness of certain forms lies in their inability to capture reality, particularly in the exclusion of

the succession of time. These theoretical assertions are based heavily on Vladimir Solovyev’s

anthroposophical tenets. In particular, they build on the concept of theurgy, the invocation of the

spiritual in the material to bring about revolutionary transformation. In this estimation, the least

perfect forms of art worsen higher arts through their merging because of their material heaviness.

Subsequently, the inclusion of the visual arts in Bely’s novel would imply a weakening of his poetic

form. However, by analyzing Bely’s use of ekphrasis in characterization, this paper elucidates an

understanding of Petersburg as a dematerialization of the visual arts, endowing themwith movement

and chaos. In Petersburg, Bely breathes the fullness of life into art, allowing art to serve its

transformative function and pull the mundane world asunder.

Bio:

Hannah Gadbois is a first-year PhD student in the Art History department at University of Illinois at

Chicago. She received her MA from Boston University and her BA from the University of

Massachusetts, Dartmouth. Hannah researches European modern art with a special interest in

photomontage and the revolutionary potential of abstraction in the early Soviet Union.



Cosmic Love in Zion: Esotericism and Sexual Eschatology in the Hebrew Writings of Abraham

Mordecai Harizman (1884–1978)

Samuel Glauber-Zimra

Abstract:

The Hebrew writer Abraham Mordecai Harizman (1884–1978) devoted the better part of two

decades to the articulation of a messianic vision of bodily and spiritual transformation. This literary

project was oriented around two interconnected poles: stimulating the emergence of cosmic

consciousness as theorized by the Canadian psychiatrist R.M. Bucke (1837–1902) and bringing about

a positive Jewish reorientation towards sexuality in Palestine. To that end, Harizman began in 1925 to

publish installments of a Hebrew translation of Bucke’s magnum opus Cosmic Consciousness, as well

as several liberal-minded sex guides interlaced with spiritual teachings taken from Bucke and other

modern esoteric traditions ranging from New Thought to German neopaganism. The first of these

guides, Gever ve-Isha (Man and woman, 1935), guided readers toward a sexual transformation and

religious revitalization rooted in New Thought, psychoanalysis, and autosuggestion, culminating in a

return to a primordial state of cosmic love. Sefer ha-Ahavah (The book of love, 1940), lavishly

illustrated with erotic images, synthesized this progressive sexual ethos with Zionism (the Jewish

return to the land necessitated the development of a higher love consciousness) and incorporated

lengthy translations from Cosmic Consciousness and a sex magic guide authored by the German

occultist Georg Lomer (1877–1957). Lastly, Yotser Adam (Creator of man, 1942), penned in the

darkest years of WWII, identified the global cataclysm as both the onset of the messianic era and the

product of untreated sexual energy. Collectively, Harizman’s writings from these years draw together

diverse esoteric sources in a call for sexual and Jewish religious transformation.

Bio:

Samuel Glauber-Zimra is a PhD candidate in the Goldstein-Goren Department of Jewish Thought at

Ben-Gurion University of the Negev in Beer Sheva. His dissertation project is an intellectual and

cultural history of the encounter with modern occult and esoteric currents in the East European

Jewish cultural sphere, ca. 1900–1939.



The relationship between nature and the female body in Ithell Colquhoun’s travelogues: The Crying

of The Wind: Ireland and The Living Stones: Cornwall

Lily Grainger

Abstract:

Ithell Colquhoun is known for her artistic career and contribution to the British Surrealist Group

before being removed from it due to her conflicting interest with the occult. Her artwork is often given

thought in artistic circles but her outstanding contribution to literature has been lacking in critical

discourse. Her writings, particularly the travelogues, are unique in their exploration of the landscapes

of Ireland and Cornwall, expressing at once the intersections between Surrealist styles and the

Occult, to produce an unusual experience for the reader. I am most interested in how she represents

the landscape in relation to sexuality and the female body and exploring the texts through a lens of

ritual andmythology.As there is limited literary discourse around Colquhoun,my analysis of her work

will revolve around a method of applying literary theory to situate the texts within critical frameworks

and to contextualise her writing. Her travelogues repeatedly return to the theme of hybridisation and

the blurring of physicalities between the human body and its natural surroundings, celebrating their

similarities rather than indulging in their differences as has been the tendency in their mainstream

iterations. Elements of hybridisation occur in her texts through the fusion of the textual and visual;

nature and the body; feminine and masculine. Colquhoun’s celebration of hybridisation afforded her

a unique perception of the natural environment that bears relevance of our own understanding with

the relationship between nature and the body in a society that is increasingly concerned with our

relationship to nature.

Bio:

Lily Grainger is a literature scholar and recent graduate of Literature, Society and Culture Masters

from the University of Essex, following a bachelor’s degree in literature from Royal Holloway. She was

the recipient of the Francis Baker Coursework prize in 2020. Her specialisms include ecofeminism,

esoteric writing and travel writing.



The Utopian Horizon of Perpetual Transformation: The “Socialist” Religion of Erich Gutkind

Misha Kakabadze

Abstract:

In 1910 and 1911 respectively, two works appeared in Berlin proclaiming the end of the world and

the birth of a new, “Seraphic” humanity. Published under the pseudonym “Volker”, these books

diagnosed the decadent “sickness” of modern society and proclaimed the imminent rise of new,

“divine socialists” that would lead humanity to ever higher stages of spiritual enlightenment and

collective, heroic action. Sidereal Birth: Seraphic Wandering from the Death of the World to the

Baptism of the Deed (1910) and World-Conquest by Hero-Love (1911) were authored by Erich

Gutkind (1877-1965), a German-Jewish philosopher and esoteric writer. World-Conquest by Hero-

Lovewas co-written with Dutch writer and social reformer Frederik van Eeden (1860-1932), who, after

having read Sidereal Birth, became a passionate admirer of Gutkind.

Proposing a “new religion” of becoming as opposed to being, Gutkind articulates the anticipation of

a transformed – and perpetually transforming – humanity, one that has realised its intrinsic “divinity”

andmerged into mystical union with all else. Gutkind, furthermore, presents this vision as “socialistic”,

heralding, for instance, the “socialist” as “the new magician” (World-Conquest, 101).

In my paper, I argue that Gutkind’s discourse of socialism should be read in light of his and van

Eeden’s recruitment efforts for the Forte-Kreis – a utopian circle of intellectuals devoted to securing

peace on Earth amid pre-war tensions and functioning as a spiritual beacon for humanity. Gutkind’s

socialist rhetoric should be regarded, I argue, as a strategy of accumulating “discursive capital”

among individuals committed to (various forms of) socialist thinking and activism.

Bio:

Misha Kakabadze is a second-year Religious Studies research master’s student at the University of

Amsterdam, currently finalising his thesis on the pre-World War I writings of Erich Gutkind (1877-

1965). His research interests include: esotericism and literature (Romanticism, Modernism), and the

intersections of esotericism, utopianism, and Marxism (e.g. Ernst Bloch).



L.S.Dharma: Not-Self-Transformation in Buddhism and Psychedelia

Nathan Keele Springer

Abstract:

Over the course of the 20th century, writers and scholars began making connections between

psychedelic phenomenology and perennialist thought. Riding the tide of exoticized Western

interpretations of Asian religion, Timothy Leary and other proponents of psychedelics found analogs

to their drug experiences in English translations of Buddhist, Hindu, and Daoist texts, helping to

usher in what scholar Jeffrey Kripal calls “Psychedelic Orientalism.” Undergirding this movement was

the idea that psychedelics were offering access to esoteric knowledge that had previously been privy

only to mystics.

While the fifth precept of Buddhism explicitly prohibits the use of intoxicants, many “Western”

Buddhists acknowledge the role of psychedelics in catalyzing their spiritual journeys. This paper will

look from the 19th century to the present day to outline how, on both individual and community levels,

Westernized Buddhism was transformed by psychedelic culture, and vice versa. This will involve

analyzing the use of religious texts as “manuals,” drawing on Richard M. Doyle’s characterization of

“trip reports” as rhetorical guides for psychedelic experiences rather than descriptive texts.

Additionally, I will analyze the incorporation of psychedelics into some Buddhist practitioners’

spiritual regimens and discussion surrounding this topic, focusing on a 1971 issue of The Eastern

Buddhist which featured a symposium on Buddhism and drugs. Looking closely at the relationship

between psychedelic experience and modern Buddhism will allow for a better understanding of the

capability of psychedelics to radically transform both communities and individuals and will

demonstrate the importance of furthering interdisciplinary conversation of psychedelics in the

academic sphere.

Bio:

Nathan Keele Springer graduated magna cum laude from UTK and is currently pursuing an MA in

Religious Studies at Georgia State University. His interests include Buddhism, mysticism, and the role

of perennialism in psychedelic therapy research. This spring he is presenting at SECSOR and giving

a guest lecture at Emory.



Lesbian Jesus: Mystical Transport and Mythic Transformation in the Poetry of Renée Vivien

S. Brennan Kettelle

Abstract:

Renée Vivien (1877-1909) was a prominent poet, self-described Pagan, and unapologetic lesbian of

Paris’ Belle Epoque, posthumously coined ‘Sappho 1900’. Vivien’s gynocentric works consistently

sought to subvert masculinist discourses by revisiting, and then transforming, familiar tales. Thus, her

muses were often mythic and biblical women who she believed were demonized or forgotten by

androcentric constructions of history. Moreover, Vivien’s poetry is filled with occult themes; moon

worship, goddess cults, and a fascination with the mystical are all observed. However, the theme of

ostracization – specifically linked to lesbianism – also features prominently in Vivien’s works. The

majority of figures Vivien utilized to embody said ostracization were female characters – witches,

Lilith, Vashti, etc. However, towards the end of her career, Vivien became fascinated by the figure of

the suffering Christ. In her poem “Le Pilori” (1906), Vivien describes herself as Christ, nailed to a cross

while a crowd taunts and abuses her. Vivien’s use of Christ in this way is significant, as it represents

one of the few instances in which she valorizes, much less aligns herself with, a male character. This

paper argues that Vivien utilized the figure of Jesus as a means to personify and express the pain of

lesbian embodiment. Furthermore, Vivien was not attracted to the resurrected, forgiving Christ.

Rather, it is the brutalized Christ, crucified before a hostile and uncaring world, that Vivien reclaims

and queers. Therefore, not only does Vivien connect Jesus with lesbian subjectivities, she also queers

a darker aspect of his narrative, linking his crucifixion to the lesbian experience. In this way, Vivien

crafts Jesus as a queer icon of dejection and suffering.

Bio:

Brennan Kettelle is a Research Master student of Religious Studies at the University of Amsterdam.

They hold a master’s degree in Gender and Cultural Studies from Simmons University. Their research

focuses on the intersections of esotericism and queerness, with a particular interest in sexuality,

esoteric orders, and nineteenth and twentieth century occultism.



The Esoteric Status of Roman Catholic Exorcism: A Case Study

Blev Lavoux

Abstract:

The Roman Catholic rite of exorcism is a transformative ritual of spiritual correction, cast with interior

mysteries, material symbolism, and demonology. This paper explores its elder, arcane mediations

and developing linear, ‘alchemical mediations’ (Hanegraaff, 2013) in the Church’s contemporary

exorcism movement. Prior investigations of the movement uncovered its antecedents, such as

secularization and consumer culture branding (Giordan and Possamai, 2018). Still, the literature

leaves room to attend to exorcism’s idiographic, supernaturally-grounded properties. To this end, an

illustrative case study assesses a prototypal instance of Roman Catholic exorcism and analyzes how

the appointed exorcist for the Diocese of Rome, Ftr. Gabriele Amorth conducted and justified his

exorcisms using 1) Amorth’s autobiographical testimonials and 2) video footage of his exorcism in a

naturalistic context. His methods are then compared to those of Eclectic Wiccan ritual purifications to

elucidate commonalities. This paper’s main contention is that the contemporary rite of exorcism in

the Roman Catholic tradition has incorporated elements of causality – while preserving the

authoritative unity of divine design – which now augments the individual spiritual growth of the

exorcist and operates in a lack of unified procedure. This is supported by rich descriptions of

Amorth’s deductive and inductive techniques, which are interpreted through Levin’s framework of

Western esoteric healing and sources of therapeutic knowledge (Levin, 2021), with implications of

expanding the breadth of esoteric studies at relevant intersections of contemporary religious studies.

Bio:

Blev Lavoux's esoteric and spiritual research interests involve symbol-laden currents such as
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Psychology at the University of Amsterdam.



The Transmutation of History: Messianism and Alchemy in the Portuguese 18th century

José Vieira Leitão

Abstract:

As a practicing alchemist, the Portuguese medic Anselmo Castelo Branco (1690 - ?), author of the

only Modern Portuguese book solely dedicated to alchemy and chrysopoeia, the Ennoea (1732), was

naturally obsessed by the notion of transformation. However, his is a unique case in that his

conception of medicine and alchemy is not distinct from his identity as a Sebastianist and a believer

in a Portuguese-centric Fifth Empire.

While Sebastianism (the belief that the Portuguese king Sebastian did not die in the battle of Battle

of Ksar-el-Kebir and is imminently returning to reestablish Portuguese Imperial glory), and the idea of

the Fifth Empire (as extrapolated from the Book of Daniel) had long been established in Portuguese

messianic thinking, throughout his several works, Castelo Branco suggested an overarching cosmic

mechanism which tied these together with ideas on health and metallic transformations. While such

connections are often not explicit in his writings, he continuously weaves several symbolic parallels

between the philosophical stone, the stone of Nebuchadrezzar’s dream, King Sebastian, and Christ.

For him, all of these are particular expressions of a single cosmic principle of transformation, which is

reflected in all layers of reality and is meant to bring humans, metals, nature and even history itself

into its full maturity and health.

This presentation aims to explore the complex map of interconnected symbols present in Castelo

Branco’s heterogeneous body of works and introduce one of the most multifaceted 18th century

Portuguese esoteric authors.

Bio:
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The Greatest Cosmic Love Hate Affair: Transformation of Soul and Matter in Ancient Indian Samkya

Philosophy and Corpus Hermeticum. Comparative Analysis

Alisa Lozhkina

Abstract:

The question why everything in this universe is so temporary, uncertain and subject to change as well

as the intuition that our soul or inner self is different from or maybe even opposed to matter are some

of the most fundamental existential anxieties of sentient beings. Two texts which originated in

roughly the same historic period but in completely different sociocultural milieus give strikingly

similar explanation of the cosmic drama that resulted in tremendous transformation and the birth of

our world as we know it where spirit and matter are so closely, if not inseparably intertwined. The

main purpose of this paper is to compare selected passages from classical Indian Samkya Karika text

and Egyptian Hellenistic Poimandres. We will explore how the texts address the question of painful

but mutually beneficial transformation brought by a sudden and intense encounter between matter

and soul which both narratives describe in the language of an erotic affair.

Samkhya-Karika is one of the most important texts of the ancient Indian thought. It aims to explain the

manifest universe and a human being through a transformative interplay between two basic driving

forces behind all the creation – prakriti (very generally meaning nature, materiality or basic creative

principle behind all themateriality) and purusha (a complicated concept meaning the consciousness,

the “world soul” and universal cosmic being). One of the key texts of Corpus Hermeticum,

Poimandres also describes the creation of material universe as the result of the fall of Cosmic Man

into Nature. Both texts provoke readers till nowadays to try to look deeper at the transformations of

the world around us, to search for the driving force behind human creativity and to understand better

our eternal and mysterious urge for a true soul mate who alone can teach us how to be alone.

Bio:
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Heirs of the Baphomet: Androgyny, Gender Transformation, and Power in the Work of Aleister

Crowley and Rosaleen Norton

Patricia Sophie Mayer

Abstract:

This paper examines how Eliphas Lévi’s well-known image of the Baphomet and its androgyny were

adopted and interpreted by occult practitioners Aleister Crowley and Rosaleen Norton, and

illustrates how Baphometian androgyny was used as a symbol of power and spiritual attainment, and

applied to themselves.

Crowley deals with the Baphomet mainly in his discussion of an entity named Aiwass, which Crowley

identified as his Holy Guardian Angel or Higher Self. Androgyny became symbolic for the coming

Aeon of Horus as proclaimed by his text Liber AL. Furthermore, the concept played a significant role

in the Ordo Templi Orientis. Taking the name Baphomet for himself,

Crowley also reinterpreted his own gender/body accordingly.

Norton viewed Baphomet as the androgynous aspect of the god Pan, the highest deity in her

pantheon. She adopted androgyny for herself, regularly practicing gender transformation in the

astral realm. Additionally, Norton connected Baphometian androgyny with motives of triumph and

Jungian concepts of completeness.

It will be shown how the template of Baphometian androgyny is used as a symbol of self-sufficiency,

and how the Baphometian androgyne nevertheless depends on an reinforces the binary of male and

female.

Bio:
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year.



Dark Potentiality: On the Death of Nietzsche and the Dionysian. The Transformation of

Transformation in Late Capitalism

Guido Nerger

Abstract:

Like hardly any other thinker of modernity, Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900), in recourse to antiquity,

defined the modern individual by his capacity for transformation (cf. the “three transformations” of

Zarathustra; Digitale Kritische Gesamtausgabe Werke und Briefe: eKGWB/Za-I-Verwandlungen). In

various stages of his work, Nietzsche makes clear why the necessity for an emancipation of the

individual – marked (among other things) as ‘Dionysian’ – especially from the bonds of religion (i.e.,

Christianity) is an indispensable way-marker on the way to the self-deification of man. This

significance of the Dionysian transformation in Nietzsche’s work had a decisive effect on ‘thinkers of

transformation’ such as Sigmund Freud (1856–1939), C.G. Jung (1875–1961), Aleister Crowley (1875–

1947), or Michel Foucault (1926–1984) – so that the Denkfigur of transformation became a decisive

movens for all kinds of intellectual or political cultures of emancipation in the 20th century.

But what about the present? What actual position does the (particular) Denkfigur of transformation

(in Nietzsche) actually occupy in the capitalist realism (cf. Mark Fisher, Winchester 2009) of the

present? Has not the idea of transformation by now been replaced by consumerist ideologies of self-

optimization, transformation ‘updated’ into improvement? Has not the former σπαραγμός of body

and mind, as celebrated in the ancient Dionysian mysteries, and which was supposed to liberate the

‘soul’, been replaced by the simulation (cf. Jean Baudrillard, Paris 1981) of a soulless body? Has not

the Pythagorean κατάβασις been replaced by a walk into a mirrored and illuminated yoga studio?

Has Nietzsche’s Dionysian transformation not long been silenced and drained in endlessly

capitalized lifestyle obsessions of the so-called “New Age”? Is the Dionysian, is Nietzsche dead? Or,

due to our confusion of the ideas of transformation and optimization, haven’t we ‘moderns’ ultimately

become Nietzsche’s “letzte Menschen” (eKGWB/Za-I-Preface-5), who have already seen it all, and

have decadently weakened themselves through the excesses of their endless self-reflections? Hence,

the paper aims to trace whether Nietzsche therefore is the one who laughs at last.

Bio:
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Psychological Healing as Religious Experience: In The Works of Carl Gustav Jung (1875-1961)

Ninian L. Nijhuis

Abstract:

This paper investigates how Carl G. Jung (1875-1961), the founder of analytical psychology,

approached religion and the religious in pursuit of psychological healing. It begins with the idea of

“religious experience,” and its radical new approach to the study of religion. An approach in which

the feelings and emotions stirred by religion gained center stage over religion’s theoretical

substance. First, it will place religion and Carl Jung’s theories in a historical perspective. It then dives

deeper into the works of Carl Jung to explore the psychological and religious importance of the

unconscious mind, the Self and its various aspects, for understanding mental illness and

psychological healing. Through a discussion of dreams, archetypes and individuation, this paper

demonstrates how man has worshipped the psychic force within him as something divine and shows

how psychological healing can bring about a religious experience.

Bio:

Ninian L. Nijhuis is a Research Masters student in the Religious Studies program at the UvA. She will
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Angelic Libertines? The Curious Case of Christian Cabala and John Calvin.

Kirsty Pattison

Abstract:

Giovanni Pico della Mirandola (1463-1494) wrote in the Oration that, ‘If man then goes on beyond

even the perfect form of human love, rising from one perfection to another, he will arrive at a level

where he unites his soul entirely with its intellect, and become an angel instead of a man.’ The notion

that deification is the culmination of spiritual and intellectual ascent is found in the works of Cabalists

such as Johannes Reuchlin (1455-1522) and Jean Thenaud (1480 – 1542). Ideas regarding personal

deification has serious implications for Christianity and has been debated since the time of the

Church Fathers. The rise of Cabalistic ideas came at the precipice of the reformations period. One

reformer who may be tackling the ideas of the Cabalists is John Calvin (1509-1564). This paper will

examine Calvin’s Treatise against the Libertines as well as his amendments to the 1559 edition of the

Institutes and suggests this is Calvin’s direct response to Cabalistic ideas, spurred on by his strained

correspondence with Guillaume Postel (1510-1581). Arguing that the Cabalists were indeed the

object of Calvin’s vitriol, this paper will explore in what way this reading might transform the way

Reformation studies engages with Esoteric ideas.

Bio:
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Medusa, Interrupted: A Radical Reading of Ithell Colquhoun’s Gorgon

L. Faith Pramuk

Abstract:

The figure of the Gorgon, Medusa, has undoubtedly been one of the most enigmatic figures in

Western literary and iconographic history since antiquity. Her gaze, with its power to petrify

(petrificare, from petra, rock) those who meet her glance, has captured the imagination of

contemporary commentators, mythmakers, and scholars — and compelled countless artists to re-

envision and evoke her complex ferocity. From apotropaic gorgoneion to icon of feminist rage, the

Gorgon has shape-shifted with the desires and fears that have marked every age. She is at once an

archaic symbol of terror and as Walter Benjamin famously commented, the face of modernity.

In 1946, the British surrealist and occultist, Ithell Colquhoun painted Gorgon using surrealist

automatic and occult methods. The billowing figure eludes easy interpretation as she resembles

neither the monstrous iconography of her contemporaries, the femme fatale of the Renaissance, nor

the beautiful victim of Romanticism. How thenmight we interpret Colquhoun’sGorgon?Wheremight

Gorgon ‘belong’ within the iconographical history of the Medusa? And last, how does this particular

image function?

Taking at its starting point an approach from the visual culture of religion, this study takes seriously

visual artefacts, their producers and beholders, practices of figuration and imagination, modes and

degrees of sensory engagement and visual regimes — as condensations of the world of lived

experience (Meyer 2015). By extension, the study questions the ‘power’, ‘life’, and ‘agency’ of an

image, while grappling with its apparent capacity to appear as animated or to enchant its viewer

(Meyer 2015, Morgan 2018).

From this basis, the case study presents a subjective reading of Colquhoun’s Gorgon, speculating as

to its ‘power’ and means of engagement with her beholder. Through application of Julia Kristeva’s

theory of abjection and at its articulation with the evil eye belief-complex, a hypothesis unfolds

whereby Gorgon is interpreted as an embodiment of both death and ultimate creative potential — a

consummation and collapse of boundaries. Thus, the image functions as apotropaion, transforming

and reflecting unto the viewer a paradoxical gaze immemorial.
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From Back to the Future to Dark: Nuclear Narrative Structure as a Template for Understanding

Postmodern Fear

Eric Reeves

Abstract:

Since the 1980s, a variety of historians have noted the prevalence of alchemical themes and

apocalyptic structure in popular fictional narratives involving nuclear energy. The associations

between alchemy and these nuclear narratives are so expansive as to lead one scholar to declare

nuclear energy a “new Arcanum” that has replaced the Philosopher’s Stone. Several scholars have

commented on the utility of approaching this subject matter from a perspective of depth psychology.

Like the psychoanalyst’s interpretation of their patients’ dreams to uncover repressed traumas, the

historian of nuclear narratives analyzes the content of mass media to understand how populations

have dealt with collective trauma induced by the atomic bomb. This paper proposes that as nuclear

war was no longer at the forefront of international concern after the Cold War, nuclear themes have

largely been replaced by themes of post-nuclear global concern—i.e., terrorism, climate change, viral

outbreaks, and artificial intelligence—and that the generic nuclear narrative structure has become a

kind of template for processing collective fears in the postmodern era.
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Freud’s Occult Science: Metaphor, Transference, & Transformation

Jonathan Shann

Abstract:

Freud’s fear of “the black tide of mud…of occultism” is well-known.Yet his ambivalent fascination with

telepathy, superstitions, magical thinking, unitive experiences, the uncanny, coincidences, and

precognitive dreams are all also evident, in his writings as in his life. His attitude to esotericism, I

contend, was much deeper, more nuanced, and conflicted than is usually allowed.

Although historians of esotericism do not accept uncritically Faivre’s four intrinsic and two non-

intrinsic characteristics of esotericism, if we apply them to Freud, we might argue psychoanalysis is

an esoteric form of thought. It reinterprets the law of correspondences for a secular age (the latent

and manifest dream content, the meaning of symptoms, the role of symbols, the discovery of hidden

connections, the repetition of phylogeny by ontogeny as a variation on the Hermetic slogan “as

above, so below”); it envisions living nature in terms of transpersonal mythopoetic drives (Eros and

the death drive, present at the levels of cell, organism, and social group); imagination and phantasy

mediate between inner and outer worlds; and psychoanalysis offers an experience of transmutation

(therapeutic change, self- mastery, the conquest of id by ego). Further, it seeks concordance with the

wisdom of the ages (Greece and Rome, Shakespeare and Goethe), and transmits knowledge by

experiential and initiatic means (the ordeal of analytic training).

I will focus on the roles metaphor, transference, and reverie play in Freud’s approach to the

unconscious – that realm which lies beyond the sphere of conscious knowing.
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The Binding of Loki. Discourses on Loki in North American Heathenry

Nuria Singenberger

Abstract:

The paper I would like to present, analyses the role of Loki in relation to politics and gender within

North American Heathenry and Neopaganism. There, Loki is a dividing figure that is sometimes

specifically forbidden to be worshipped. I hold the thesis that this division has much less to do with

the portrayal of Loki in medieval texts such as the Eddas, but with current conflicts between the

political right and left. Specifically, Loki becomes a symbol for the negative transgression of gender

norms and for sexual deviance to people who are predominantly right-wing and against worshipping

him. To some left-wing practioners and allies of the LGBTQ+ community, as well as other

marginalised groups within Heathenry and Neopaganism, Loki becomes a symbol for their struggles

and a protector against discrimination. The analysis of the conflict about Loki helps to show the

different voices within Germanic Neopaganism and illustrates how broader conflicts around politics,

marginalisation and gender are negotiated in Neopagan groups.
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Religious conversion as energy conversion: William James, thermodynamics and the occult

Jonas Stähelin

Abstract:

This paper traces the interconnections between energy physics and the occult in William James’

theory of religious conversion, which he developed in his lectures on Human Immortality (1898) and

The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902). I elaborate my argument by investigating James’

reading of the Unseen Universe and the scope of its influence throughout his later writings.

Written in 1875 by two eminent Scottish physicists, the Unseen Universe used physical theories,

especially thermodynamics, to argue for the possibility of life after death in strict accordance with the

laws of nature. They did this by claiming an invisible universe existing alongside the visible universe.

Between the two, a series of energy transformations were supposed. Upon death, the authors then

argued, life was simply energetically transferred from the visible to the invisible universe.

James himself positively reviewed the Unseen Universe for “The Nation” in 1875, praising its

“freshness and originality” in combining religious belief and scientific hypothesis. Similar to the

Unseen Universe, James’ later understanding of conversion drew heavily from the conceptual

register of energy physics. Not only did he understand consciousness as an energetic field, he also

understood the efficacy of religious conversion as resulting from a series of energy transfers – literally

a form of energy conversion – between the visible universe and the unseen world.

James was not only drawn to the occult, as his lifelong involvement in psychic research conveys, he

was equally magnified by the wonders of science. And both interests, this paper argues, happily

comingled in his religious philosophy.

Bio:

I am a PhD student at the Chair for Literature and Cultural Studies, ETH Zürich, Switzerland,

supervised by Prof. Dr. Andreas Kilcher. My doctoral research is part of the project, “The

Scientification and Aestheticisation of ‘Esotericism’ in the Long Nineteenth Century,” funded by the

Swiss National Science Foundation.My academic background is in history and philosophy of science.




