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Module 1 

 

I can begin to see how deeply Western society has been shaped by the dialogue 
between mythos and logos, with logos emerging as the dominant force, 
particularly after the Enlightenment – the rise to prominence of the Apollonian 
gifts of language, power and rational objectivity which allow us ‘moderns’ to feel 
in control of our environment, a prosaic human parallel to the mystical Logos of 
God’s plan for creation. On the first day, Wilma made the point that the ancient 
Greeks saw reason and faith as inseparable elements, but that in Western 
development Christianity soon came to suppress other modes of knowing – I 
appreciate this idea, although surely Christianity incorporates its share of mystery 
too, for instance in the incarnation of the Logos in Christ, at once fully human and 
fully divine, in the transubstantiation of the bread and wine, and in the long 
tradition of Christian anchorites and mystics such as Hildegaard or Julian of 
Norwich. 

 

Nevertheless, I was interested by Quispel’s idea that Western culture shows three 
strands – faith, reason and gnosis – as explored by Kripal in The Serpent’s Gift 
(Kripal, 2007, p.4). In current times, as faith struggles to maintain itself against 
science and risks becoming ossified as fundamentalism – faith expressed as fact – 
gnosis seems to offer a third way, which is attractive (to me, at least) for its 
sense of personal involvement, implying also personal conscience and ‘right 
action’, since it resists formulation into a systematic doctrine. I am familiar with 
the idea of gnosis as intuitive or mystical knowing which “privileges the primacy 
of personal experience” (Kripal, 2007, p.4), but have never full applied the idea 
to my own spiritual beliefs, such as they are – in truth, I have encompassed all 
three, and would see gnosis as a stage beyond reason and faith, where I have 
come to trust my own perception of spiritual things, and no longer feel the need 
to know whether those perceptions are objectively true or not. 

 

I have developed an uneasy relationship with Plato. I feel touched by the beauty 
of the creation story in Timaeus, and the notion of the human soul containing an 
immortal part akin to the World-Soul, and realise that Plato's story here forms 
the foundation of Western astrology, of which I am a practitioner; but at the 
same time I am perplexed by its author’s need to divide the universe into the 
perfect state of Being and the imperfect state of Becoming, with what I would see 
as its extreme manifestation, via Christianity, of an irreconcilable split in the 
Western psyche (between the rational soul, separated from and longing to return 
to a perfect transcendent deity, and the innate corruption of the physical body 
and material sub-lunary world), with its secular counterpart in the Cartesian 
dualism. I appreciate gnosis but would never make the grade as a Gnostic. 

 

Maybe I am missing the point though – Plato himself offers it as a ‘likely story’ 
(Plato, Timaeus 29c), resolving the tension between subjective opinion and 
objective truth through mythological narrative, the final of the three stages of 
Platonic dialogue, bridging the split through the telling of a story which speaks 
directly to the soul (Addey). In this sense, perhaps astrology itself might also be 
thought of as a 'likely story', neither true nor untrue, but a means of soul-
connection to a cosmos (kosmos – beautiful, ordered, infused with the divine) of 
which we feel ourselves to be a part. When I read Darby Costello’s essay on 
Desire, this fell into place – desire (from de-sidere) as a longing to be 
reconnected to the stars (Costello, p.5). As Plato makes clear in Timaeus, our 
contemplation of the heavens, imperfect though it may be, can bring us back into 
harmony and realignment with the World-Soul, which is arguably also the end 
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goal of a contemplation of the horoscope1. I was struck too by Joseph Milne’s 
point, that the goal for Plato (and Aristotle) was to move towards a "right 
relationship with what is", which must therefore incorporate ‘virtue’ within the 
seeker – I begin to see the challenges of the philosophic path and wonder at my 
own limited efforts (Milne, 2003, p.10). 

 

Similarly, with Plato’s Cave allegory, I was entranced by Angela’s retelling of this 

story of initiation. In contemplating my own way out of the cave, I thought about the 

idea of openness to new knowledge – allowing myself to be challenged by a 

completely new perception rather than attempting resistance through adhering to 

‘safe’ intellectual or spiritual ground. But in the awakening of the spirit, I imagine 

that we are all both in and out of the cave simultaneously – it is not one linear path 

from darkness to enlightenment, but a continual process throughout life. 

 

After Plato, Kant felt like a bolt of lightning. Being rooted in astrology, with its 
imaginative system of correspondences and assortment of deities left over from 
the classical world, Kant is difficult territory, although I am also impressed by his 
clarity. I see the value of the social change which followed from the 
Enlightenment’s vision of knowledge as democratic rather than privileged and am 
(non-platonically) rational enough to appreciate his assertion in Critique of Pure 
Reason that a debate must start from a clear premise. I find myself personally 
challenged though. I have question marks over many of the accounts I have 
heard of ghosts and past lives, and struggle to believe in the ‘objective’ veracity 
of psychic phenomena such as clairvoyance and clairaudience; when people talk 
of these things, I find myself thinking of alternative ‘psychological’ explanations. 
But then I try to imagine what it would be like to argue the case for astrology 
with Kant – it can be framed in the context of Plato’s Timaeus myth or Hermetic 
visions of an ensouled cosmos but is presumably a ‘surreptitious concept’ on a 
grand scale if we try and present it as somehow ‘real’. For me the issue is 
resolved through not seeing astrology as imparting objective truth – for me the 
chart is a kind of ritual space in which symbols offer a narrative framework and 
access to layers of experience below the level of what is conscious. I am happy to 
see it as a beautiful concept, a ‘working model’ which reflects my personal view of 
things – since Kant did not reject Swedenborg’s spirit-philosophy, but saw it as 
belonging to the realm of belief rather than knowledge (Cornelius, 2010, p.7), 

this seems a reasonable way forward.2 

 

But the paradox remains – the task of according validity to knowledge gained 
from direct experience, from 'participation' rather than objective study. I do it all 
the time with astrology, but sometimes fail to apply the same perspective to 
other realms of experience. I have no problem with the gnosis part of things but 
am intrigued that this might genuinely be incorporated into scholarly study. I 
encountered this in Module 1 when we studied Henry Corbin – the small amount 
of his writing which I have engaged with has left me wondering about the process 
of incorporating faith and scholarship (Corbin, 1998, pp.117-134) and I am still 
working through this idea. Angela gave the example of Joanne Snow-Smith and 
her discussion of the four levels of interpretation in respect of Botticelli’s  

 
1 James Hillman too talks of the 'astrological imagination', a collision of mythical imagery, 
psycho-symbolic awareness and a belief in the sacred quality of number, which allows us 
to find the 'other half' of ourselves in the heavens, thus "returning us to the gods"

  

(Hillman, 1997).  

2 (It was only after we had finished the group exercise on Sunday 26th [Instructions: 

“Attempt to arrive at a consensus on the non-existence or probable existence of a ‘spirit 
world’”] that I got the joke – of course, there was no consensus, in our group anyway. We 

couldn’t even agree on the meanings of the basic terminology. I guess Kant was right). 
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Primavera and made the point that Snow-Smith fails to include any mention of 
her own initiation at the tropological stage, thus missing the essential meaning of 
the trope. (Voss, 2009, p.14). Kripal’s notion of the ‘gnostic researcher’, 
combining rigorous scholarship with gnostic insight is thus an interesting concept 
to me (Kripal, 2006, p.14). I 'get' it – it will just take a while to land. 

 

I chose the essay on symbol and the four senses hermeneutic because, as an 
astrologer, I have become fascinated by our relationship to symbols – and then 
of course was confronted with the issue head on. It was a challenge not to do a 
Snow-Smith and excise all mention of my own relationship to my chosen symbol 
of astrological Mercury on the basis that it might not be valid as academic 
material. It was, in the end, a liberating experience to include an element of 
personal revelation. 

 

Module 2 

 

I remember a day, years ago, in the British Museum, finding myself in front of 
the four statues of Sekhmet in the long gallery full of Egyptian sculpture on the 
ground floor – I was on my way to somewhere else, but the power of the statues 
stopped me. I remember the feeling of wanting to genuflect and just catching 
myself in time before they called up the men in white coats. But I 'knew' that the 
statues were alive, emanating a sense of presence and power – the power of the 
goddess as midday sun, giver and destroyer of life, called into the stone by the 
endless prayers and sacred chants of long-forgotten worshippers. In all the times 
I have been to the BM since, I have never lost that feeling. 

 

So reading Marie Angelo’s article on Splendor Solis: Inviting the Image to Teach 
and the extract from James Elkins’ Pictures & Tears, and in particular hearing 
Angela’s presentation on the ‘secret life of statues’ felt very familiar. The 
Sekhmet experience (and others like it) was very powerful – I have always 
sensed the divine residing in those statues.  

 

When it came to the drawing exercise in the 
cathedral though, I found the experience 
challenging. Afterwards I had to admit that Christian 
iconography often leaves me cold, and it was 
perhaps appropriate that I chose to draw one of the 
guardian angels in St Gabriel’s chapel which can 
only be seen if you are on your knees. I feel 
uncomfortable with the way the ‘middle realm’ 
between human and divine, so full of life and energy 
in the Neoplatonic scheme, became split into angels 
and demons in the Christian mind. Perhaps the 
image only teaches if you are open to learn. 

 

I am grappling with the concept of deity – I have 
never been clear on it (can one ever be?) and find it 
easier to think of overlapping forms. In the group 
discussion on ‘Do the gods have real existence’, my 
instinct was to say ‘yes’, but I realise this requires a 
definition of the word ‘real’ and of the word  
‘existence’. If we say that the imaginal world is no less real than the world of 
material form, then ‘yes’ might be a reasonable answer. But I perceive a thread 
of connection from Iamblichus’ assertion that the gods are known innately and 
that one should not try to locate them as external agencies, to Jung’s view that 
“‘mana’, daimon’ and ‘God’ are synonyms for the unconscious” (Jung, 1961, pp. 
336–337) – they can only be framed as separate unseen supernatural forces in a 
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cosmology where human soul is separate from world-soul. Is Jung’s 
unconscious the phantasikon then, “the soul’s power of imagination” which 
Shaw speaks about? (Shaw, 2003, p.69.). 

 

 

I am in awe of Ficino. Is it acceptable to 
be so enamoured of a celibate priest? I 
admire his ability to navigate the 

choppy tides of late 15th century 

Florence with such controversial 
spiritual material, Savonarola at his 
heals – and I admire the passion which 
spilled out of his work to infuse the 
Renaissance with such brilliant light. I’m 
not convinced at all that his magic was 
‘natural’ according to the Church’s   

definition, although it seems to me that he redefined the meaning of ‘natural’ for 
the sake of his particular form of magic, which was unlike any other because of 
its holistic nature, underpinned by a vision of the cosmos as one living organism. 
I have been listening to lyre music in the ancient Greek modes, using it for 
meditation on the planets; music’s capacity to unite physical, sensory, intellectual 
and spiritual modes of engagement reflects in itself the chain of correspondence 
from divinity to physical matter which underpins Platonic philosophy. 

 

Most of all, it is the repositioning of astrology through exposition of its 
psychological potential which Ficino gave to astrology, returning the soul to it 
(as Thomas Moore points out in The Planets Within) that most resonates for me, 
the idea of astrology as creative and spiritual engagement: 

 

“But it is not only those who flee to Jupiter who escape the noxious 
influence of Saturn and undergo his propitious influence; it is also 
those who give themselves over with their whole mind to the divine 
contemplation signified by Saturn himself.” 

(Ficino, Three Books on Life III.22, in Voss, 2006. p.61) 

 

One experience I wasn’t prepared for was the Primavera ‘tableau vivant’. I 
became powerfully caught up in Angela’s lecture on the painting, seeing the 
figures in it become larger than life as we explored the possibilities of planetary 
and spiritual symbolism, but being in the tableau brought a sense of the 
relationship between the figures which I had not felt from contemplating the 
painting from the outside – now, when I look at the painting again, I can feel 
the dynamic movement and see the work much more clearly as a complex 
circuit of energy uniting physical and divine realms. 

 

 

Module 3 

 

Divination is clearly a challenging area of study for the literal Western mind, 
provoking questions about fate, our relationship to the world and our beliefs 
concerning the provenance of information gained. 

 

One of the most compelling questions for me since I started the course has 
been the nature of deity – ‘divine’ has been one of the most frequently used 
words throughout, and yet it seems to me one of the hardest things to define, 
even though it is often fundamental to divinatory practices. Geoffrey's analysis 
of Augustine's moment of epiphany as the child reads 'tolle, legge' offers a 
psychological rendition of the experience, but the high emotional charge was no 
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doubt recognised by Augustine as a literal manifestation of divine presence – the 
incident has no meaning without a belief in a transcendent God who is speaking 
directly to him. Jung’s concept of the unconscious as a source of symbolic 
meaning offers a different view on the locus of ‘spiritual authority’ behind a 
divinatory showing to Lévy-Bruhl’s idea of participation mystique, where the 
gods speak through a world in which both diviner and querent have no notion of 
their own separateness, and this in itself offers a contrast to Augustine’s belief in 
the message of a transcendent deity that marks the most profound turning point. 

 

This is provocative for me as an astrologer, and I realise that my personal 

framework for astrological practice is far from being neat and clear. I believe in 
deities, but if pressed to say what I think they are, where they reside or what 
agency they possess, I feel the locus of understanding shift physically from logical 

thought to felt sense. That an omen cannot be divorced from the context of the 
one for whom it has meaning makes sense to me however – for me, astrology 

takes place in 'cosmos', i.e. within an imaginal conception of the world, as a 
framework which I live within but could equally remove myself from, like moving 

into and out of Narnia via the back of the wardrobe. It is a space I choose to 
inhabit, which suggests that the world is not like that literally and objectively – 
astrology may only 'work' therefore if one enters into its world. Geoffrey talked of 

the importance of pre-sentiment, being open to the epistemological framework of 
the divining process. It seems clear too that one must also be in a state of 

emotional connection to the process and to the perceived source of the message. 
For instance, even if I believe that the pictures of a tarot spread only reflect my 

own state of mind and not objective information from a divine source, I must still 
be predisposed to the idea that an inner psychological state can somehow be 
reflected externally through the apparently 'random' process of choosing from a 

pile of cards. Astrology, with its predetermined planetary cycles, creates added 
layers of complication – we might need to choose between a belief that the 

planets themselves create events and the mysterious acausal synchrony which 
Mike Harding describes in Hymns to the Ancient Gods (Harding, 1992). 

 

I saw this at work when I was writing the essay on Ficino’s natural magic for 
Module 2. We had looked briefly at Ficino's natal horoscope, with Saturn in 
Aquarius prominent on the eastern horizon at the time of his birth, since this had 
a bearing on some of his references to this planet in his writing and on Saturn in 
the Neoplatonic and Renaissance mind as the source of the divine madness of the 
philosopher and poet. I was developing a strong connection to Ficino and his 
work, as a wellspring for the kind of participatory and 'psychological' astrology on 
which my own practice is founded, added to which my own Saturn is also in 
Aquarius and very close by degree to Ficino's – not that I'm anywhere near being 
a philosopher; I was simply intrigued by what his writing could teach me on the 
subject of Saturn. On the day I started writing the essay, a single magpie 
appeared on the front lawn and it appeared every day after that, finally 
disappearing on the day I completed the work. In traditional astrology, the 
magpie comes under the auspices of Saturn and this was the connection I made 
with it – for me it spoke as a symbol of the essay's subject and also of the 
saturnine circumstances of overwork, time pressure and hermit-like seclusion 
under which I was writing. 'One for sorrow’, as the song goes. 

 

This is just one of numerous episodes where I have felt strongly that something 

arising in the world is speaking directly to me – as an astrologer, it is an intrinsic part 

of my philosophical framework to see inner states reflected in the outside world. The 

double consciousness required to place symbolic meaning on an event  
– when a magpie on the lawn shape-shifts into a messenger belonging to another 
order of reality – is something which comes easily to me. But I am still 
considering the issues which arise from this event and they aren't 
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straightforward. In the 'primitive mind' which Lévy-Bruhl talked about (and to 

borrow Buber's phraseology) there is the I-thou relationship with the 
phenomenal world which characterises the participation mystique – so does the 

magpie speak to my situation because we are not separate as observer and 
observed but are somehow moving in sympathy? Or is 'I-Thou' simply a 
projection of me 'out there' – the world only speaks because I think it does? It is 

certainly an intellectual challenge to imagine that the magpie (or some 'divine' 
intelligence behind it) knows that I'm writing an essay on Ficino. In the system of 

sympathetic resonance which underpins astrology, the magpie corresponds to 
Saturn, so it would be no surprise to see it arising whenever Saturn is active and 

highly charged in a situation. But I also see the complications of this line of 
thinking, as I do every time Mercury goes retrograde and astrologers begin to 
talk of lost documents and delays with transport, a phenomenon which cannot 

possibly have any objective status. If the magpie is a symbol of Saturn then its 
appearance only has meaning because my own consciousness, with its 

understanding of the world in terms of planetary correspondences, has placed 
meaning on it – the magpie might have appeared on other days, but I only 

noticed it during the time when my consciousness was attuned to Saturn. I have 
created the participation required because I locate myself in a world which 
connects a magpie to an inner state of solitude and seriousness via the symbol of 

a planet. 

 

In this way, I appreciate Geoffrey's suggestion that the oracle does not operate 

independently of the consciousness of the observer – there is a two-way flow, or at 

least a flow from me to the world and back again. This seems to bring in the notion 

of 'piety' or proper behaviour before the gods which Geoffrey spoke about  
– the magpie is perhaps a reminder that the subject under discussion can only be 
approached with due care and attention. I like Plutarch's idea that 'the soul 
receives a through and thereby with its movements draws after it the corporeal 
mass' (Plutarch, 588-589) – the divine speaks directly to the soul, and it is the 
soul which receives and understands what has been imparted. But I believe 
Cicero only won his argument because he arguing on the premise of the Stoic 
definition of divination as 'the foreknowledge and foretelling of events that 
happen by chance' (Cicero, in Falconer transl., 1923, p.217) – it seems to me 
that the outworking of 'fate' is far complex, involving the desires, conscious and 
unconscious, of the seeker. The astrologer Alan Leo said that 'character is 
destiny', implying that things unfold because I am the way I am, bringing us 
back to the idea of divination as revelation of what is appropriate and speaks the 
truth of the matter at hand. 

 

There is also the question for me, as an astrologer, of whether the astrologer 
themselves engages in an elaborate chicane with clients, after the manner of the 
Azande witch doctors which Geoffrey describes (Cornelius, 2010, Ch. 8). Perhaps 
on some level the efficacy of a reading depends on the client entering into the 
cosmology being presented by the astrologer – it is not objective information 
which is therefore being imparted, more that the rituals of belief and practice 
observed by the astrologer provide a setting which allows deeper psychological 
material to emerge, with the chart (a crystallisation of the astrological 
cosmology) forming an appropriate temenos or sacred space in which astrologer 
and client can move between phenomenal and symbolic worlds. I believe James 
Hillman said something similar to this – that astrology is efficacious because it 
provides a 'mythic, poetic, metaphoric sense of what is fatefully real' to the client, 
not because the chart offers objective and literal truth (Hillman, 1997). 

 

In particular, the material has led me to think again about the potentials for 

astrology being a mode of divination, a question raised in Geoffrey’s book The 

Moment of Astrology but (as far as I can see) never fully taken up within the 
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astrological community. If astrology is divination, this might cast doubt on the 
idea of a chart set for the moment of birth. But if there is significance in the 
‘moment’ and quality of the time, then this would apply also to the birth 
moment, that the person being born belongs to the ‘shape of things’ at that time, 
even if they must remain fluid in their attention to how the divine might speak at 
other times. This might be consistent with the concept of time in the I Ching – 
that each moment carries its own very particular quality (Lynn, 1994, p.18). 

 

We learnt about the 'hermeneutic circle of interpretation' – that all understanding 

depends on pre-understanding and that in order for divination to 'work', you have 

to be prepared to listen – so, the idea of approaching the oracle as an act of 

piety, a conscious entering into sacred time and space, based on the idea that the 

oracle speaks true and will be meaningful (Cornelius, undated paper Divination, 
Participation and the Cognitive Continuum, p.10). As an adjunct to my original 

notes, I recently had an experience of this – I am completing the work on this 

write-up in Bali, where I have been teaching an astrology workshop for the past 

two weeks. On the final day, a small group of us visited a local Balinese healer. 

Although not framed as a divination, this was definitely the quality of the 

experience – the healer prodded various parts of the head and neck, and dug a 

stick into parts of the toes, in order to diagnose whatever was wrong. His 
diagnosis for me was that I had suffered recent stress and shock and as a 

consequence had lost my heart. He told me he would give me a new heart to 

replace the old one, which he did by drawing some figures on my upper chest, 

after which I was instructed to 'scoop up' the figures symbolically with my hand 

and swallow them.  

 

Coincidentally, later that day one of the students (unaware of my experience with 
the healer) gave me a parting gift – she had written out, in beautiful Chinese 

calligraphy, the Heart Sutra and was offering it to me. If I was not of a symbolic 

turn of mind and willing to move within the mind-set of the healer, I believe I 

would have missed the significance of that day's events. Did the healer give me a 

new heart? Clearly not in the way a cardiac surgeon would – but he had provided 

a moment of non-ordinary time during which I was able to begin reframing the 
impact of recent events not consciously acknowledged up to that point. As 

Barbara Tedlock points out, divination reveals things which are 'unknown or 

hidden from sight' (Tedlock, 2001, p.1) and it was crucial that I should lay my 

rational and critical Western mind aside and believe in the efficacy of the healing, 

even if, at the same time, I was aware of a chicane element in the healer's 

actions. The issue of 'heart' and the renewal of vitality was the matter at hand 

which needed my attention, its importance revealed as a result of the 
consultation, with the priest-healer as 'hermaios' or message-bringer and me as 

'theoros', interpreting its meaning for my own case (or perhaps more accurately, 

both of as acting in both capacities). I was not so much in receipt of healing from 

an outside source – the healing flowed from the collusion between me and the 

priest in the encounter, with 'heart' as the distilled metaphor for my situation. I 

understand better now what Geoffrey said about the ‘optative’ nature of the 

oracle which does not impart objective information unattached to the 
consciousness of the enquirer (Cornelius, 2010, p.3), and what he said in the 

lectures about why in Greek drama it is the acceptance of the oracle which brings 

forth fate – it is perhaps a sacred moment in which there is acceptance of what 

needs to take place. 

 

I am led to wonder, though, if it is possible for the oracle to speak truth but 

something to be lost in translation between hermaios and theoros. In one of the 

classes, Geoffrey performed a divination using the I Ching, based on a question 

agreed on amongst the group. But I felt strongly moved to question the 

interpretation, which seems to me the trickiest part of any divination, even towards 

the 'bones' end of Tedlock's cognitive continuum – I had the strong feeling in that 

moment of the group mind at work, seeing what it wanted to see. 
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Or perhaps I am missing the point – the 'truth' of the oracle was not a literal 
objective truth of the situation because there is perhaps no such thing, only the 
emotional truth which bound the group together, which in itself might be as 
consistent with the character of that moment in time as is the hexagram arrived 
at through the divination. 

 

 

Module 4 

 

I have been intrigued by the material on past lives and survival after death. I 
have no personal belief either way in these things, but no doubt this is helpful in 
terms of keeping an open mind. Considering the emotive nature of the subject, 
and without any firm objective proof either way, it would be easy to retreat into 

either a very detached or a very subjective view, neither of which by themselves 
would be helpful to the researcher. I would tend to take the same stance as Otto 
in his exploration of the mysteries of Demeter (Otto, 1955, p.24) – that detailed 
information or (in the case of reincarnation and psychical phenomena) proof is 
not the point; what should be of interest is the quality of the experience for the 
individual, or the binding quality of a shared collective religious experience (the 
‘binding weave of common concern’ to borrow a phrase from Evans-Pritchard 
(Evans-Pritchard, 1937, p.261 quoted in Cornelius, Divination, Participation and 
the Cognitive Continuum, p.11). This level of engagement is certainly of most 
interest to me and I find the most satisfaction from allowing myself to enter into 
the accounts as mythic narrative – whatever the objective reality of the situation 
turns out to be, we can say that the mythic level will always somehow remain 
true, whether this is the resurrection from death at the heart of the Eleusinian 
mysteries or the Hindu belief in reincarnation. So for me, Plato's idea of the 
'likely story' provides a way. 

 

Burkert refers to Aristotle, who supposedly said that "at the final stage of 
mysteries there should be no more "learning" but "experiencing", and a change in 
the state of mind" and talks of the participation in the mysteries as "a pathos in 

the soul, or psyche, of the candidate" (Burkert, 1991, p.89), and this seems like 
a very powerful statement to me, with pathos and pathein ("experiencing") 

suggesting deep emotional affect, if not an element of suffering. Having 
experienced a number of rituals as part of a fairly structured learning process in a 

branch of the Western magical tradition, I have certainly experienced entering 
into an altered state of consciousness in ritual, and this only occurred at a point 
where I moved from mental analysis to a felt sense of what was happening on an 

energetic level. In that frame of mind, a symbol or symbolic act ceases to be a 
representation and becomes a living reality – the presence of the deity – and the 

effect afterwards is of having crossed a threshold into some other state. As 
Burkert states, "the gap between pure observation and the experience of those 

involved in the real proceedings remains unbridgeable" (Burkert, 1991, p.91) – 
although I kept a personal diary throughout my time as a magical 'novice', I don't 
think I would be capable of describing in academic language the feelings 

experienced in the ritual space. To the outsider, nothing is happening (as Burkert 
says "the mystery is not in the object" (Burkert, 1991, p.96) – everything 

happens at the level of the soul, which gives it meaning only to the one who 
experiences it. Burkert again: "Plato, in an elaborate metaphor, alludes to the 

change effected in the soul (psyche) by initiatory ritual; the great tele" (Burkert, 
1991, p.97). 

 

On the first day of this final module, Angela asked us to consider what kind of 

proof we would require to convince us of our soul's immortality and my first 

thought was that I don't want any proof, that I am content for this to be a 

mystery – it seems to me that the sheer enormity of the concept can only be 
 

 



9 
 

 
approached through myth or poetry. In The Myth of Er, Plato talks about the 
reincarnating soul having first to drink the waters of Lethe in order to forget their 
previous life, which seems to me something of a blessing – I think anyone 
drinking from the waters of Mnemosyne and remembering all their past lives 
would have a much harder time. 

 

But the afterlife and the survival of the soul is one of the greatest questions for 

humankind, even symbolically permeating the secular scene via an interest in 

cryogenics. I can recall an incident at a spiritualist church about 20 years ago – I had 

gone out of curiosity but was called on by the medium who said she had a message 

for me. She told me she could see the spirit of a young woman with long blonde hair 

standing near to me, someone from my school days who had been interested in art, 

but who had died a tragic death in her early 20s. I couldn't place the woman, so I 

thought no more of it and dismissed it as nonsense, but later I found out that a friend 

from school – long blonde hair and talented at art, whom I had had no contact with 

since the age of 18 – had died of AIDS in her early 20s. I have been troubled on 

many levels by this incident ever since, not least the idea that it might actually be 

possible that it was literally the spirit of Sarah returning to speak to me. I find no 

comfort in Jung's assertion that spirits "viewed from the psychological angle, are 

unconscious autonomous complexes which appear as projections because they have 

no direct association with the ego" (Jung, 1978, p.118). Was the 'Sarah information' 

then simply an emanation from my own personal unconscious, as Jung might frame 

it? But if so, by what mechanism could the medium access that information, with no 

prompting from me? Jung talks about "the psychogenesis of spirits", which arise as a 

result of the feelings of the living towards the deceased sinking into the unconscious – 

and yet at the time of the visit to the spiritualist church, I had no knowledge of 

Sarah's death. I find more help in Kakar and Kripal's assertion that "human 

information acquisition ability is [not] limited to the five senses" (Kakar & Kripal, 

2012, p.177), which may refer both to the medium and to myself in that particular 

exchange. In the end, my response was not to try to understand the phenomenon 

rationally, but to focus on the personal 'synchronicity' of the event – it coincided with 

a time in which I had to make a serious decision about my future, and it had the 

effect of making me appreciate that our time may be shorter than we think. 

Swedenborg's Stockholm fire notwithstanding, it might sometimes be fruitful to read 

psychic phenomena on a symbolic rather than literal level. 
 

 

Of all the sections of the course, I have been the most challenged by Marguerite 
Rigoglioso's work. I still cannot decipher whether she truly believes that certain 
women in Ancient Greece gave birth parthenogenetically or whether this is 
offered as a metaphorical statement denoting a mystical experience. We have 
entered quite a different order of reality with this work, which seems to me to 
contain a degree of wish fulfilment alongside the scholarly research. Or have I 
misunderstood her intention and am taking what she said in the class too 
literally? Her assertion that she channelled 50% of her PhD thesis seems 
incredible to me – it certainly seems to test the limits to apply such an auto-
ethnographical approach to the ancient past and to a society of which the 
researcher is a complete outsider. This is an area of the course where I may 
need to do a great deal more thinking. 
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