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My father, 1969. He has kept a daily meditation practice since 1970.


Introduction

I found I could say things with color and shapes that I couldn’t say any other way—things I had no words for.

—GEORGIA O’KEEFFE

Even if you didn’t grow up during the heyday of the New Age movement of the 1970s and 1980s, you’ve undoubtedly felt its influence. Today’s emphasis on mindfulness along with a renewed interest in the mystical arts, particularly astrology, tarot, and ritual work, speak to the New Age belief of self-improvement via self-exploration. I’ve been interested in exploring the nature of the self for as long as I can remember. My upbringing was deeply rooted in this awareness—the New Age movement is part of my family’s DNA—and, as an adult, I’ve continued to search for meaning in our collective perception of the self. I believe that, as humans, we long to make authentic and lasting connections with others. The only way to develop this kind of sustainability in our relationships—both with ourselves and with others—is to become more aware of our inner lives. This awareness is crucial. It helps manifest everything from our career and life goals to our sense of compassion, spiritual consciousness, and well-being. I initially created the Radiant Human photography project because I was curious about a specific kind of camera and its capabilities. What I discovered along the way, however, has transcended my curiosity about a piece of photography equipment and, instead, has led me to contemplate the fundamental energy of our inner selves. This book documents my personal journey and everything I’ve learned along the way. And while my background is definitely New Age, I also lived through the dawning of the Internet Age: both eras influence and inform my work with Radiant Human.

* * *

My parents met in Taos, New Mexico, ground zero for the New Age movement during the Age of Aquarius in 1969. The place and the time couldn’t have been more perfect for two hippies—my parents—to meet, thanks to a goat named Foxy Lady, fall in love, and have two children. The story, as my mom likes to tell it: she left California intending to hitchhike across the country with Foxy Lady, getting all the way to New Mexico before realizing that hitchhiking with a goat wasn’t very efficient. So she stopped by my dad’s commune to try to give Foxy a new home before hitting the road again and, instead, thanks to my father’s good looks and hospitality, found her own home among the hippies, the teepees, and the sagebrush. As an artist herself, she found the spiritual focus of the commune refreshing and the quiet mountain mornings a welcome retreat for her creative process. As it so happened, my father’s astrological sign is also Aquarius—he came of age in the right place and at the right time to become the founder of two communes, the town’s first health food store, and the publisher of Fountain of Light, a magazine centered on alternative living for the hippie movement. In its early days, the commune was the kind of place you’d typically imagine: community harvests, outdoor living, and lots of meditation circles.
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Foxy Lady and friend, 1969.
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My mother (second from left) at Lorien, the commune where I grew up, 1969.
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My dad’s newspaper, Fountain of Light, was the hub of the New Age movement in Taos, New Mexico.
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FROM LEFT TO RIGHT: Me, a friend from the commune, and my mother with our miniature horse Dulce, early 1980s. Living there was like coloring outside the lines—the vibe was uninhibited and playful, with a good dose of rascality. I remember bugs, creeks, and an intricate network of footpaths connecting our homes.
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When I was little, I loved riding on the bumpy dirt roads in the back of any car and on our miniature horse—the closest thing to an amusement park ride when you’re living in the middle of the desert.
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The Coming One. This painting by my mom was based on a dream she had in which she discovered she was pregnant with me. She had the dream before taking a pregnancy test that confirmed what she had envisioned.


By the time I was born, in 1980, the place had changed: the children of 1969 had children of their own, got jobs, and built houses instead of teepees. The meditation circles became more organized events and the members more invested in the long term. I lived on one of the communes for part of my childhood, growing up surrounded by meadows and open sky, snaking creeks, and free-range animals—a commune lifestyle even if the commune itself had become a more conventional community.

* * *

I moved to California and came of age in the 1990s, the decade when the World Wide Web exploded into being at its start and which saw the birth of the handheld Blackberry PDA at its end, in 1999. I grew up amid a backdrop of digital advancements, which had a pronounced effect on how I experienced the world. I can remember, for example, how my friends and I relied on pagers during the pre–cell phone era to communicate with one another during the 1990s rave scene. We called into voicemails and, without navigation, relied on handwritten directions to secret locations, or checkpoints as we called them, to acquire the usually illegal address of a rave. The best part about these parties, however, wasn’t their illicit nature. It was finding other kids who were just like us, which helped reinforce the idea that we weren’t alone. There was a strong sense of comradery in the early rave days, a prevailing sense that we were building our own secret community—a commune of sorts—where my friends and I left the outside world behind and were free to create a safe place for other weirdos like us. Much like the counterculture of the 1960s, the 1990s rave scene was a safe haven for other nonconformists to be themselves without the scrutiny of the rest of the world and to explore utopian values like unity and brotherly love. We were, in a sense, digital hippies.

As a teenager, I hated high school. My mother finally agreed that if I studied a marketable skill, I could homeschool myself until I was old enough to take the GED. At fifteen, I enrolled in the Santa Barbara School of Intuitive Massage, where I learned a great deal about the aura—this idea that our physical bodies exist within a larger energetic body, a human atmosphere or aura, through which we broadcast a live feed of our internal state of being. Barbara Ann Brennan’s book Hands of Light and Caroline Myss’s Anatomy of the Spirit were huge influences. I read them cover to cover in just a few sittings. I loved the fact that Brennan was a physicist and spoke like one, too. As a child of the New Age movement, I was conscious of the “woo woo” quality of most publications on auras and didn’t like them, and feel the same way still.

When I was sixteen, I went to college, where I double-majored in social psychology and multimedia, subjects that were a natural extension of my interests. Whether it was finding the values of the 1960s in the rave scene of the 1990s, exploring the dichotomy of the physical body and the energetic body, or studying the psychological impact of advertising on young women during the beginning of the cell phone era, I’ve always found myself bridging several ideologies, and it wasn’t until social media matured that I found my calling in today’s Digital New Age—a social community dedicated to personal transformation through technology and self-discovery.

[image: image]
When I was fourteen, someone handed me this rave flyer on the street one day. Upon dialing the phone number, you heard a voice recording that gave directions to a checkpoint where you went to buy tickets in person. The location of the rave wasn’t released until the night of the event. There were a lot of hoops to jump through, but this was an essential filtering service that kept the party from getting raided and ensured that only those who really cared about the experience attended. The mystery, the adventure, and, most of all, the people that I met there still influence me today.
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My older sister Athena has always been a big influence on me and is the true photographer in the family.


As an adult, I was deeply inspired by the works of Marcel Duchamp, James Turrell, Cindy Sherman, and the lesser known but equally awesome Nikki S. Lee. Eager to create artwork of my own, I hosted my own scrappy art shows where my interest was mainly focused on pairing intricate color groupings with some kind of revelatory text—my own diary entries, for example—that revealed the various layers of the self. These shows, in a way, were a precursor to my work today. During these early adult years, I got a day job at a department store as a loss prevention agent, which basically meant I walked around the store dressed as a regular buying customer and observed people’s shopping patterns to pick out shoplifters and anyone looking to commit credit card fraud. It was an odd job, yes, but it also enabled me to people watch, a skill I most certainly use today, and it allowed me, once again, to explore notions of the self we present with—this time incognito. The only problem was that, as far as jobs go, it wasn’t creatively fulfilling. In time, I transferred to a different department, this time becoming a window dresser, where I learned how to dress and style different mannequins and window scenes so that the shopper recognized their own aspirations in what was on offer. After ten fruitful, satisfying years at the same company, I was laid off. For the first time in my adult life, I was living without a steady paycheck, subsisting on what little severance money I’d received and unemployment. Despite initially feeling embarrassed and a bit freaked out at having been let go, I quickly saw a silver lining: I had a clean slate. I could start anew.

* * *

Later that same year, while visiting New York City, I accompanied a couple of friends to Magic Jewelry, a cramped crystal shop in Chinatown, to get our auras photographed. Despite already knowing about auras, the concept of photographing one was still relatively new to me. I was intrigued but also skeptical. My friends were insistent that I would love it. Because of their emphatic support of the experience, my curiosity quickly overrode my skepticism, and I soon found myself staring into the reflective lens of a strange-looking camera. A quick snap of the AuraCam 6000 and, a few seconds later, I held my first aura photograph, which was anything but a standard photograph: I saw a faint image of myself beneath a rich overlay of color that corresponded to my energy, my essence made tangible and printed on vintage Polaroid film.

The first thing I noticed was that I was enveloped by a cloud of muddy red; I later learned that this color was an energetic indication of being tired and unhealthy, which was in sync with the fact that I was hungover. I was fascinated by the fact that the photograph didn’t show me the way I wanted to be seen—a rainbow would have been nice, or a bright, rich indigo. At the time I thought those were more “spiritually enlightened” colors—and that’s how I wanted to be seen. I was fascinated by the tension that the experience produced: I was comfortable telling my friends I was hungover, but somehow having my low energetic state photographed and made visible in a spiritual context jarred my ego. And yet the camera had accurately captured how I felt in the moment. I was “caught on camera,” so to speak, and this juxtaposition of how I truly felt—or the state of consciousness I was in—and how I saw myself spiritually and wanted to be seen by others became the genesis of my traveling aura photography studio, Radiant Human.

[image: image]
A great example of a traditional aura image before I began the Radiant Human project. There is more focus on the color and less on the subject.
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In doing self-portraits, I learned a lot by applying my own experiences to the colors I was seeing in others. I loved the images, but needed a backdrop to see the colors more clearly.


* * *

I bought an AuraCam 6000 almost as quickly as I’d gotten my first portrait taken, moving rapidly from sitting in front of the camera to standing behind it. The camera uses FPC-100 film which has been discontinued. In this book you’ll see imperfections upon occasion due to the vintage quality of the film. Although new to me, the camera felt entirely comfortable in my hands. It seemed to fully express who I was, bringing together the New Age values of my childhood, the digital space of my adolescence, and the layers of the self I observed in my young adult years. As an artist interested in social media and social psychology, I wanted to take the idea behind the selfie—digital self-exploration and self-actualization through
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