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PREFACE
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In this book I would like to take the reader on a magical journey through the enchanted land of Germany, which has been my home for what feels like half my life. Unlike most of the books I have written in the past, this one represents a personal quest, an itinerary, a history, a narrative, a journey of discovery, and a meditation.

Given the wide range of the subject matter, any attempt to be comprehensive would not have made sense, so I have adopted a selective and somewhat random approach to the places, people, events, and topics that are covered within the overall theme of occult, mystical, and esoteric Germany. To a considerable extent I have based my accounts on personal experience. The time frame extends from prehistory up to modern times, but not strictly in chronological order, and past and present are often interwoven. As for the geographical parameters, until relatively recently Germany was not a nation-state but a cultural and linguistic entity, extending far beyond the borders of present-day Germany. Therefore the book will include sorties into Austria, German-speaking Switzerland, and places such as Prague, where in former times there were sizeable German communities.

In this book, as in much of my earlier writing, I explore the connection between history and myth and how the one is constantly turning into the other. In my previous book, Occult Russia, I argued that Russian history since the late nineteenth century can be seen as the acting out of an epic scenario involving the notion of three successive ages, based on a prophetic tradition going back to biblical times. First comes the age of the Emperor of the Last Days (the Tsar), then the age of the Antichrist (the Bolshevik government), and finally the age of Christ returned (present-day Russia and the resurgence of the Orthodox Church).

What might be the corresponding scenario for Germany? One thinks of Karl Marx’s dialectical process (taken over from Hegel), ending in the final triumph of the proletariat and perfect communism, but this never really put down deep roots in Germany as it did in Russia, apart from the relatively brief period of the German Democratic Republic. Whereas Russia can see itself as having reached the grand final stage of a historic drama, Germany is still engaged in an existential search for which the quest for the Holy Grail is an apt metaphor. Germany is the wounded king and his ailing country, waiting for the knight Parsifal to come and bring healing.

In Germany there is, of course, a big elephant in the room—namely, the memory of the Third Reich. The elephant either tends to dominate the conversation or is studiously ignored in such a way that he dominates it anyway. Even when he is invisible, the people in the room uneasily skirt around an elephant-shaped space. Then there are those who insist on seeing elephant footprints everywhere and are always ready to blast away with their rifles, even at the shadow or the phantom of an elephant. There are even some who persist in treating the elephant as a fetish.

In an insightful book called Die deutsche Seele (The German Soul) the coauthors Thea Dorn and Richard Wagner write, “We are not worried that Germany will abolish itself. We just observe that it is running itself down, losing its memory.” While some, they write, are overcome with shame at the crimes of Nazism, “others are content as long as the television works and there is enough beer in the refrigerator.” And yet these authors discern a growing longing for that which is essentially German.1

Something profoundly German is the element of the mystical, magical, occult, and esoteric that runs through German history, going right back to the ancient Germanic tribes in their deep forests, with their shamans and their sacred groves. The same spirit is there in the great mystics like Hildegard of Bingen, Meister Eckhart, and Jakob Boehme, in the strivings of the alchemists and Rosicrucians, in the poetry of Goethe, in the music of Wagner, in the Masonic lodges and esoteric orders, and in the religious counterculture of recent times. All these things are part of a great current that has run a partly underground course for many centuries but whose time has now perhaps arrived. I have spent much of my life exploring various aspects of that current. It has been a fascinating and richly rewarding journey. I now share with my readers the German phase of that journey.


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

[image: ]

As regards acknowledgments it is hard to know where to start, as my German odyssey has been a long one. It began when I was a small child growing up in Edinburgh, and a young German woman named Ingrid Koch (later Pickhardt after her marriage) came to stay with us as an au pair. She instilled in me a love of her country and taught me my first German words. We remained in contact intermittently and then more regularly after I moved to Germany and until her death in 2021. Without her I might never have written this book.

Deep gratitude, as always, goes to my wife, Donate, especially as she is an important part of the story told here. Posthumous thanks and a tribute go to my dear friend the late Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke, author of the classic work The Occult Roots of Nazism. Together we explored many interesting byways of German esoteric history. Another dear friend, also sadly deceased, was Jörg Rohfeld, a fellow explorer of the Northern mysteries, from whose richly stored mind I learned much. Like many other scholars and researchers, I must pay a debt of gratitude to my friend Hans Thomas Hakl of Graz, Austria, creator of one of the finest libraries of esoterica in the world. He also features in this book. Another friend, Elisabeth Pahnke, a naturopath and Anthroposophist of Bremen, gave me much valuable information about Anthroposophical and Paracelsian medicine. On the latter I am also grateful to Karin Proeller and Christoph Proeller of the Soluna Laboraties and Heike Kretschmer of the firm of Phylak for their help and for photographs provided. For other photographs and permissions, I must thank Axel Seiler and the directorate of the Meiningen City Museums. In the domain of geomancy and sacred space I am grateful to the landscape architect Christiane Fink for useful information; to the late Harald Jordan for giving me the benefit of his wide-ranging knowledge of geomancy, earth energies and more; and to Reinhard Wolf for sharing his own knowledge in these areas and providing me with valuable contacts. Thanks also to Dieter Stephan for checking part of the book; and to Ronald Engert, editor in chief of the magazine Tattva Viveka, for sharing his experience as someone closely involved in the esoteric scene in Germany; and also to Gudrun Pannier for sharing her insights into the German pagan scene. And once again, many thanks to Jon Graham, acquisitions editor of Inner Traditions, for taking on the book; as well as to vice president and editor in chief, Jeanie Levitan; the book’s project editor, Renée Heitman; the copy editor, Elizabeth Wilson; the publicity manager, Ashley Kolesnik; the publicist, Manzanita Carpenter Sanz; and to all others at Inner Traditions who have been involved in bringing it to fruition.


INTRODUCTION
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SKY-GOD LAND
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No country is richer in occult and esoteric traditions than Germany. The German lands have been enchanted territory since remote times, as shown by numerous prehistoric sites and archaeological discoveries pointing to long-buried ancient cultures. This belies a widespread historical narrative about Germany, which goes back to when the Roman historian Tacitus wrote his treatise Germania in the first century CE. Tacitus, while admiring the Germanic tribes for their virtues, such as courage and monogamy, essentially portrays them as backward, unwashed, and uncivilized. This image has persisted over the centuries. In the early nineteenth century the French author Madame de Staël wrote, “The Germanic nations have almost always resisted the Roman yoke; they were civilized later and only by Christianity; they passed almost directly from a sort of barbarism to a Christian society.”1 And just over a century later the Anglo-French writer Hilaire Belloc penned the following verse about the Nordic/Germanic type:


Behold, my child, the Nordic man,

And be as like him as you can;

His legs are long, his mind is slow,

His hair is lank and made of tow.2




Stereotypes die hard, but it is time to put this one to rest and offer a more differentiated picture. First a clarification about what we mean by Germany. For many centuries Germany was a collection of various principalities, dukedoms, bishoprics, and city-states loosely forming what was called the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation, which saw itself in some sense as the successor to the original Roman Empire. The Holy Roman Empire in effect came to an end in the wake of the Napoleonic wars. A few decades later in 1871 came the creation of Bismarck’s Reich, in which the German states, excluding Austria, were unified, and the king of Prussia became kaiser. This empire lasted until the First World War. Then, when the Nazis came to power, they proclaimed their regime to be the Third Empire (Drittes Reich). Following the Second World War came the years of the divided Germany and finally the united Federal Republic that we know today. Thus, for most of its history, Germany has not been a single nation-state but rather a linguistic, ethnic, and cultural entity extending far beyond the borders of the present-day Federal Republic. Furthermore, a large part of the territory that we think of as Germanic was in fact occupied by Celtic tribes, who had their own myths, traditions, and customs.

Another question is how far back we need to go in time. According to Tacitus it all began with a sky god named Teut (alternatively Tius or Tiwaz), the grandfather of the German peoples. Changing the initial T to the voiced consonant D we get the name Deut, hence Deutschland and also the related adjective Teutonic. Teut or Tius in turn comes from the name of an Indo-European sky god called Dyaus, who reappeared in Latin as deus, the generic Latin name for a god. So you could say that the root meaning of Deutschland is something like “Sky-God Land.” Teut is said to have had a human son called Mannus, after whom the city of Mannheim is named, and Mannus in turn had three sons who became the progenitors of three Germanic tribes—the Ingaevones, Istiones, and Hermiones—that came to occupy, respectively, the northern, western, and eastern parts of the German heartland. The name that Tacitus used for this heartland was Germania, hence the English name for the country: Germany.

Both the Germanic and the Celtic tribes belonged to the Indo-European peoples, who are believed to have originated somewhere in the region that is now southern Russia and Kirgistan and then migrated outward from about the second millennium BCE, one group going east to India, others going north and west into Europe and Scandinavia. But long before the Indo-Europeans arrived there was a much older population living in central Europe. We know little about them, but the evidence of archaeology shows them to have had a rich culture.

In 2008 archaeologists exploring a complex of caves known as the Hohle Fels (Hollow Cliff) in the mountains of Baden-Württemberg, near the town of Schelklingen, found a series of remarkable objects from the Stone Age. One of these was a flute made from the bone of a vulture and estimated to be at least 35,000 years old. This object tells us quite a lot about the people who made it. Clearly they felt the impulse to make music and had enough leisure to do so, as well as the technical skill required to create instruments. Other bone artifacts found in the caves included a small figure of a large-breasted woman, dubbed the Venus of the Hohle Fels, similar in form to the Venus of Willendorf, found in Lower Austria in 1908.

Fast forward about thirty millennia and we are in what is called the New Stone Age, when megalithic circles, dolmens, and passage graves appeared all over Europe from the Hebrides to the Mediterranean islands and from Spain to the Caucasus. There is reason to believe that these sites were carefully placed in accordance with a network of lines and nodes of earth energy. Proponents of this theory often refer to the lines as “ley lines,” a term coined by the British researcher Alfred Watkins in the 1920s. While the ley line theory is controversial among archaeologists, many people have reported feeling a charged atmosphere emanating from megalithic sites. This may be due to a variety of factors: ley lines, underground water courses, the construction of the sites themselves, or possibly the accumulated collective energy of the people who have used them. In Germany in prehistoric times there were innumerable such sites. Many have since been destroyed or plundered for building materials, but there are still thousands left.

We fast forward again to the Bronze Age (roughly fourth to second millennium BCE), which has also yielded many remarkable finds. Some of the finest specimens are to be found in the Museum for Pre- and Early History on the Museum Island in Berlin. One of them is a magnificent headpiece in the form of a tall, narrow cone about 29 inches high, made of a gold alloy, and intricately wrought with a pattern of bands and parallel rows of bosses. Three other similar objects have also been found. The markings are believed to be a calendar marking the solar and lunar months over a cycle of four and a half years.3 This object, found in southern Germany, or Switzerland, is not the work of primitive barbarians. It has a high aesthetic quality, shows superb craftsmanship, and underlines the importance of the lunar cycle for the people who made it. Why the lunar cycle? For one thing, because optimum conditions for planting and harvesting vary according to the moon’s phases.

An equally sensational Bronze Age find was the Nebra Sky Disk, discovered in 1999 by illegal treasure seekers in the hills near Nebra, in Saxony-Anhalt, along with two swords, two axes, two bracelets, and a chisel, and now displayed in the State Museum of Prehistory in Halle. The objects, dating from about 1600 BCE, all evince high-quality craftsmanship, especially the disk, measuring about 12 inches in diameter; made of copper with a gold inlay of stars, new moon, full moon or sun; a curved line indicating the eastern horizon; and a thinner curve suggesting a boat traveling across the heavenly ocean.

When the Romans came, they occupied part of Germania but never managed to conquer the greater part, owing to fierce opposition from the Germanic tribes, who won a decisive victory in the year 9 CE, when three Roman legions under the command of Publius Quinctilius Varus were massacred by a force of tribesmen led by Arminius, a native German who had served in the Roman army. In the areas that they did occupy, the Romans left their legacy, which included customs, beliefs, and religious practices, but they did not forcibly proselytize. Both within the Romanized territories and elsewhere in Germania the native population for the time being continued practicing their ancient religion as they had done since time immemorial. But that would change with the coming of Christianity.

After the Roman Empire adopted Christianity as its official religion in the fourth century CE, it took several hundred years before the conversion of Germany was, at least nominally, complete. A symbolic moment in the conversion was in 723, when an English missionary known as Bonifatius (Boniface) cut down an oak tree sacred to the Germanic thunder god Donar (Thor) at Geismar, now part of the town of Fritzlar in Hessen. In 772 another blow was struck against the old religion when the Frankish King Charles the Great (Charlemagne) ordered the destruction of the Irminsul, a symbolic pillar venerated by the Saxons, which stood on a hilltop near the present-day town of Obermarsberg in North Rhine-Westphalia. A decade later, in 782, a terrible event occurred near Verden, in Lower Saxony, when Charlemagne’s Frankish army massacred some 4,500 pagan Saxons. Charlemagne continued his campaign of conquest and Christianization, and in 800 he was crowned Holy Roman emperor by the pope. By the eleventh century, Christianity was dominant in all of Germany.

The old gods were banished but not dead. They lived on in custom, folklore, myth, legend, and in sacred places and certain everyday words and expressions. When one explores the pre-Christian traditions, one finds many hints of a powerful stream running through them—namely, that of shamanism, the shaman being a person who can enter trance states at will and become possessed or travel between the world of the gods and spirits, the everyday world and the world of the dead. Mircea Eliade, in his classic study of shamanism, writes, “In the religion and mythology of the ancient Germans some details are comparable to the conceptions and techniques of North Asian shamanism.”4 This is a theme that we shall encounter again later.

In the centuries following the Christian conversion the church tightened its hold and did its best to stamp out the old pagan values and beliefs, but something deep in the German psyche remained recalcitrant. Despite, or perhaps because of, this tension in the German soul, these centuries produced immortal poets, philosophers, theologians, artists, and mystics. They include figures such as the medieval poet Wolfram von Eschenbach, author of the Arthurian epic Parzival; the unorthodox Dominican mystic Meister Eckhart; and the remarkable Hildegard of Bingen, Benedictine abbess, physician, visionary, writer, and composer. Later came Jakob Boehme, the prophetic cobbler of Görlitz; the mystical poet Angelus Silesius; the great sixteenth-century alchemist and physician Theophrastus von Hohenheim, known as Paracelsus; and the half-legendary magician Dr. Johann Faust, immortalized in Goethe’s play about him.

Where there is light there is shadow, and the centuries that produced Faust, Paracelsus, and Boehme also produced mass witch hunts and the horrors of the Thirty Years’ War. At the same time the century of that war also produced the Rosicrucian tradition, which has spread all over the world and spawned numerous offspring, including, arguably, speculative Freemasonry, which flourished in Germany and produced a crop of exotic high-degree rites such as the Golden and Rosy Cross and later groups like the Fraternitas Saturni.

The Kabbalah, in both Jewish and Christian forms, has left its mark on German culture, as have astrology and alchemy. The latter continued to flourish long after it had declined elsewhere and still has its practitioners in Germany today. It was a German, Frater Albertus, who emigrated to the United States and founded the Paracelsus Research Society. Out of the alchemical tradition came the homeopathic medicine of Samuel Hahnemann, and it was in Germany that the French alchemist Comte de Saint Germain spent his final years as a guest of Prince Karl von Hessen Kassel on the latter’s estate near Schleswig. Another powerful body of symbolism that took root in Germany is that connected with the Holy Grail, which repeatedly appears in myth, legend, literature, art, and music.

With  the advent of Romanticism in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, bringing a counterreaction to the rationalism of the Enlightenment, there came a new upsurge of interest in the realm of myth, magic, and the esoteric. The works of the Romantic painters are full of esoteric symbolism. A famous example is one of my favorite paintings, The Morning (Der Morgen) by the German romantic artist Philipp Otto Runge (1777–1810; see page 8). Painted in 1808, it belongs to an allegorical series depicting different times of day that represent phases of a human life. The Morning consists of two images, one framed within the other. The inner one shows a newborn baby lying on a grassy meadow, above which a radiant female figure and several cherubs float against a shimmering dawn sky. The surrounding outer image shows at the bottom a subterranean sun emerging from behind a subterranean moon, which two cherubs are touching with their feet. They appear to pass the underground light upward via other cherubs entangled in a pair of lily plants. At the top, the two images merge in a shining empyrean.

I interpret this work as showing that complementarity between spirit and matter, the solar and the lunar, to which I repeatedly draw attention in this book. In Runge’s painting the divine light shines both in heaven and in the depths of the earth. One spiritual path leads directly upward toward the heavenly light. The other goes through the earth and the natural world but leads ultimately to the same divine realm. The latter is the characteristically German path of alchemy and of figures such as Hildegard of Bingen, Paracelsus, Goethe, Hahnemann, and Rudolf Steiner.

The Romantic period was also one in which Germans increasingly looked back to their ancient past and the age of the Edda, the Norse sagas, and the Vikings for inspiration. Preeminent in this regard are the operas of Wagner’s Ring cycle with their evocation of the world of the Norse gods and heroes. The importing of Madame Blavatsky’s Theosophical movement to Germany in the late nineteenth century stimulated a whole new set of esoteric movements, including the Anthroposophy of Rudolf Steiner.
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Fig. I.1. Der Morgen (The Morning) by the German romantic artist Friedrich Otto Runge, 1808. (See also color plate 1.)

WIKIMEDIA COMMONS. IN THE COLLECTION OF THE HAMBURGER KUNSTHALLE.

At the same time, Germany held a mystique for people in other countries with a penchant for the esoteric. Germany’s reputation as the wellspring of Rosicrucianism had a strange repercussion in England in 1887 when Dr. William Wynn Westcott, coroner for northeast London and a prominent Freemason, came into possession of a manuscript written in one of the ciphers described in a work on cryptography by the Benedictine abbot Johannes Trithemius (1462–1516). When deciphered, the document was found to contain descriptions of initiation rituals similar to those of the Golden and Rosy Cross order and apparently emanating from a German Rosicrucian order called the Goldene Dämmerung (Golden Dawn). Slipped into the manuscript was a piece of paper with a text, also in cipher, that referred to a certain German adept called Fräulein (Miss) Sprengel, who held a high grade in the Goldene Dämmerung. The name she used in the order was Sapiens Dominabitur Astris (the wise person will rule the stars)—the verb is passive but conveys an active meaning. The message also stated that she could be reached via Herr J. Enger at the Hotel Marquardt in Stuttgart. 

All of this was a godsend to Westcott, who at the time was intent on founding an esoteric order in collaboration with his friends Samuel Liddell (alias MacGregor) Mathers and fellow Freemason W. R. Woodman. Accordingly he wrote to Sapiens Dominabitur Astris at the stated contact address and received a reply authorizing him and his two friends to found an English subsidiary of the Golden Dawn, which they proceeded to do. The rest, as they say, is history. The Golden Dawn became an immensely influential order that spread to many other countries and spawned numerous offshoots. The only fly in the ointment is that Fräulein Sprengel never existed, and the correspondence was in all probability a forgery concocted by Westcott, as I was able to prove through an examination of the original letters.*

The early decades of the twentieth century, despite the devastation of the First World War, were a time of great spiritual and mystical search, which is reflected in the literature of the period, with poets like Stefan George and novelists like Gustav Meyrink and Hermann Hesse. This period was curtailed by the advent of the Nazi regime in 1933. There have been many sensationalized books about how the Nazis worked with occult forces, but the truth is that occultism of the kind that titillates the readers of those books was mostly confined to a limited milieu surrounding Heinrich Himmler, Rudolf Hess, and a few others—and I shall have a few things to say on this topic. But if one adopts a wider definition of the word occult—or perhaps esoteric—to include the realm of myths and egregores (accumulated thoughtforms in the collective consciousness), then this dimension needs to be taken into account when investigating the
Third Reich.

The Germany that emerged after the end of the Second World War in 1945 was dominated by materialism. The country was preoccupied first with rebuilding itself from the ruins of the war and then with the economic miracle and the enormous prosperity that it brought. The prevailing spirit was also marked by rationalism. Esotericism was irrational, and irrationality was associated with Nazism and therefore suspect among the intellectual establishment. For a long time, this attitude has hampered the serious study of the esoteric in Germany, although that situation is gradually changing. Meanwhile, there is a strong interest in things esoteric among people active in various esoteric movements and groups, as well as among a segment of the general public.

Anyone who spends any length of time in Germany today will become aware that the Germans, to a greater extent than most other nations, are engaged in an ongoing attempt to find their national identity and reconcile various contrasting tendencies in the collective mind and soul of the nation. One polarity is expressed in the symbolism of alchemy and astrology. In alchemical texts and illustrations, the symbols of sun and moon, or Sol and Luna, appear prominently. Sometimes these represent the actual celestial bodies, at other times they refer to substances used in the alchemical work. Here is a tentative list of the qualities and principles that I would associate with the two bodies.



	Sun
	Moon



	The male aspect of deity, dawn, daylight, fiery passion, authority, order, discipline, force, militarism, empire, centralization, technology, hierarchy, rationality, practicality, the animus, the phallus.
	The Goddess, twilight, night, emotion, feeling, dreams, intuition, secrecy, moodiness, nostalgia, romanticism, intoxication, ecstasy, mysticism, the anima, the female principle, the womb.




This duality overlaps somewhat but not entirely with Friedrich Nietzsche’s concept of the Apollonian and Dionysiac forces, which he put forward in his book The Birth of Tragedy from the Spirit of Music (Die Geburt der Tragödie aus dem Geiste der Musik). The book was written during the tumultuous events of the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–1871, in which Nietzsche served as a volunteer medical orderly, and which led to the founding of Bismarck’s new German Reich. The young and sensitive Nietzsche, deeply shaken by the war, felt compelled to address some fundamental questions: Why is suffering inseparable from human life? How can we accept it and still be life affirming? Is there a model that can give us the answers? He believed there was such a model—namely, ancient Greece.

His argument rested on the identification of two conflicting modalities or energies, to which human beings are subject, and which he identified with the gods Apollo and Dionysus. The former was associated with order, measure, balance, proportion, and beauty of form, as well as deeper knowledge—after all, it was the voice of Apollo that was heard by the priestesses at Delphi and the other oracles of the Hellenic world. Dionysus, on the other hand, was associated with ecstasy, intoxication, wild abandon, and the way in which the individual could be swept up in the collective passion of the crowd. At a certain point in history, the Greeks of Apollonian outlook came to acknowledge that their world of beauty and measure rested on a lower stratum of suffering, which Dionysus revealed to them. At the same time, they realized that Apollo could not live without Dionysus and vice versa. How were they to square the circle? The answer was found in the tradition of the Greek tragedy, with its fateful narratives, its choruses, its compelling poetic rhythms, and its powerful music that deepened the audience’s engagement with the drama. In this way the Greeks achieved a marvelous coming together of the Apollonian and Dionysiac principles. For a time, Nietzsche appears to have believed that Wagner’s operas had achieved something similar, but later he did an about-face and became one of Wagner’s fiercest opponents.

Two contrasting modes demand a third mode, a synthesis, in which the dichotomy is resolved. In the case of the ancient Greeks, it was the tradition of tragic drama. In German culture the synthesis is expressed by various images that crop up from time to time. One is that of the hermaphrodite or androgyne, which occurs frequently in alchemical symbolism and also crops up in the work of artists and writers. Another is the Holy Grail. In Christian tradition the Grail is the chalice that was used at the Last Supper and the cup in which Christ’s blood was gathered at the Crucifixion, but over time it gathered multiple legends, becoming a lost relic possessing miraculous powers such as that of rejuvenation. For King Arthur’s knights it was the object of a sacred quest, but it also appears in alchemical images such as the one shown in figure I.2. from the Secret Symbols of the Rosicrucians, published at Altona in northern Germany in 1785. Here, among other symbols, are depicted a sun and moon pouring fluids into a Grail-like vessel. I would suggest that Sol and Luna merging in the Grail, like the rose and the cross combined in the symbol of the Rosicrucians, represent a resolution of opposites that the German collective mind seeks.

One would think that the Grail would be a familiar motif for any halfway literate German, but unfortunately this is not the case. When I was teaching English at the University of Bremen in 2005, I mentioned the Holy Grail during one lesson and asked the students if any of them knew what it was. Only one young man raised his hand, and all he knew was that it had something to do with rejuvenation. The others had no clue. I found this sad, as it demonstrated the widespread mythical illiteracy in modern Germany. Over centuries the Germans have been subjected to a campaign of indoctrination seeking to teach them to disparage their own mythology. The process dates back at least to the wholesale Christianization campaign of Charlemagne and reached its peak after the Second World War when—in reaction to the Nazi period with its celebration of Germanic tradition, myth, and legend—an ethos of prosaic rationality pervaded the mainstream intellectual establishment. On the other hand, there remains a widespread need for something more vital and more deeply connected with the wellsprings that give life deeper meaning.

[image: ]

Fig. I.2. Image from Geheime Figuren der Rosenkreuzer (Secret Symbols of the Rosicrucians), published in 1785. The solar and lunar principles merging in the Grail make an apt symbol for Germany’s quest.

One of my preoccupations as a writer has been the interface between myth and history—how history becomes mythologized and how myth can drive history. Myths are the lifeblood of a people—fabled heroes and heroines, the memory of great epoch-making events, national rituals, ancient places of special meaning, folktales, and favorite superstitions. In my native land of England, when I still lived there, the national sense of myth was strong. English history was marked by names, mythical and real, going back to pre-Roman times: Boadicea, Hengist and Horsa, Alfred the Great, King Arthur, William the Conqueror, Good Queen Bess, Robin Hood, Florence Nightingale. And we had our special sites like Stonehenge, Glastonbury, and the Tower of London with its ravens that must never depart lest England fall.

In Germany the situation is rather different. Some Germans have simply no sense of their own historical/mythical heritage. Others are intent on disparaging and belittling it. But there are many who feel a profound need to rediscover that heritage or find substitutes for it. This need manifests itself in a thousand different ways—in the devoted Wagnerites who flock to Bayreuth every year to immerse themselves in his mythical world, in the proliferation of New Age cults and gurus, in the growth of neo-paganism, and in the crowds that gather at various ancient sites to celebrate the solar festivals. In short, the Germans are on a centuries-old quest. In exploring the history of that quest, I came to the realization that the German mind has one particularly outstanding strength—namely, the ability to straddle the realms of the spiritual and the material. In this perspective, the title of this introduction, “Sky-God Land,” turns out to be apposite. It suggests the notion of God as a bridge between sky and land, heaven and earth, spirit and matter, soul and body. This theme is a Leitmotiv that runs through this book and is found in many of Germany’s greatest minds. Now let us begin this journey in a high citadel of German learning and thought—namely, Heidelberg.


*See my article “‘Fräulein Sprengel’ and
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