
		
			[image: Cover for Magic Maker: The Enchanted Path to Creativity, Author, Pam Grossman]
		

	
		
			
				
				[image: Book Title, Magic Maker: The Enchanted Path to Creativity, Author, Pam Grossman, Imprint, Penguin Life]
			

		

	
		
			VIKING

			An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC

			1745 Broadway, New York, NY 10019

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			Copyright © 2025 by Pam Grossman

			Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			A Penguin Life Book

			VIKING is a registered trademark of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Grateful acknowledgment is made for permission to reprint the following:

			Doreen Valiente, “The Spell of the Cord” from Witchcraft for Tomorrow. Published in 1978 by Robert Hale Ltd., London. Used with the consent of The Doreen Valiente Foundation.

			Anne Waldman, excerpt from “Fast Speaking Woman” from Fast Speaking Woman: Chants and Essays. Copyright © 1975, 1978, 1996 by Anne Waldman. Reprinted with the permission of The Permissions Company, LLC on behalf of City Lights Books, www.citylights.com. All rights reserved.

			Diane Di Prima, excerpt from “Revolutionary Letter #68—Life Chant” from Revolutionary Letters: Expanded Edition. Copyright © 1971, 2020 by Diane Di Prima. Reprinted with the permission of The Permissions Company, LLC on behalf of City Lights Books, www.citylights.com. All rights reserved.

			June Jordan, excerpt from “Intifada Incantation: Poem #8 for b.b.L.” from Directed by Desire: The Complete Poems of June Jordan, Copper Canyon Press. Copyright © Christopher D. Meyer, 2007. Reprinted by permission of the Frances Goldin Literary Agency.

			Diane Di Prima, excerpt from “Rant” from Pieces of a Song: Selected Poems. Copyright © 2014 by Diane Di Prima. Reprinted with the permission of The Permissions Company, LLC on behalf of City Lights Books, citylights.com. All rights reserved.

			Cover design: Lynn Buckley

			Designed by Alexis Sulaimani, adapted for ebook by Estelle Malmed

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Grossman, Pam author

			Title: Magic maker : the enchanted path to creativity / Pam Grossman.

			Description: New York : Penguin Life, [2025] | Includes bibliographical  references and index.

			Identifiers: LCCN 2025006433 (print) | LCCN 2025006434 (ebook) | ISBN  9780593832363 hardcover | ISBN 9780593832370 ebook

			Subjects: LCSH: Creative ability | Creation (Literary, artistic, etc.) |  Magic

			Classification: LCC BF408 .G6956 2025  (print) | LCC BF408  (ebook)

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2025006433

			LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2025006434

			Ebook ISBN 9780593832370

			The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68, Ireland, https://eu-contact.penguin.ie.

			prhid_prh_7.3a_153497799_c0_r0

		

	
		
			Contents

			Dedication

			Epigraph

			Introduction

			Part I

			Initiation

			In Defense of Magic

			So What Is Magic Exactly?

			The Artful Occult

			Maker as Magician

			Magic-Made

			Part II

			Supernatural Preparation

			Cleansing/Clearing

			Circling/Centering

			Invocation/Altar-cation

			Anointment/Adornment

			Shape-Shifting/Name-Taking

			Part III

			The Craft

			Inspired Input

			Opening the Channel

			Spiritual Advisors

			Automatic for the People

			Gettin’ ’Mancy

			Cartomancy

			Bibliomancy

			Other Wordy Oracles

			Handy Advice

			The Art of Augury

			Nocturnal Transmissions

			Enchanted Output

			Bewitching Intentions

			Entrancing Energy

			Musica Magica

			Word Witchery

			Magic Markers

			Numinous Numbers

			Magical Correspondences

			Raising the Dead

			Part IV

			Keeping the Cauldron Lit

			Demon Slaying

			The Demon of Self-Doubt

			The Demon of Distraction

			The Demon of Inertia

			The Demon of Scarcity

			The Demon of Perfectionism

			The Demon of Suffering

			The Demon of Judgment
(Demon of All Demons)

			Mystic Gifts

			The Gift of Play

			The Gift of Collaboration

			The Gift of Divine Timing

			The Gift of Place

			The Gift of Handcraft

			The Gift of Eternity

			The Gift of Devotion

			Part V

			Complete Magic

			Rituals for Releasing

			Revel

			Request

			Respect

			Reveal

			Return

			Afterword: A Magician Imagines

			Acknowledgments

			Index

			About the Author

		

	_153497799_

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			For my magical makers, Nina and Rich

		

	
		
			
				The investigations of the magician and the artist, when they enchant the universe, seem to me guided by the feeling that is acquainted with freedom.

				René Magritte, Enquiry response in L’Art Magique
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				You are creator and creation. Your life is craft, your supple body molded by word, sculpted by desire, fired by deed. You poise yourself between life and fate, the will of men and the will of gods. In the beat of a heart, the suck of breath, you are the universe. Making. Making. Making.

				Normandi Ellis, Awakening Osiris
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			Writing a book about creativity and magic requires a strange sort of double consciousness.

			Throughout the process of writing this book, I found myself turning again and again to many magical techniques to help bring it into being. The gods breathed its first spark of inspiration into my consciousness many years ago, and I’ve been ignited by the notion of the creator as magician—and magician as creator—ever since.

			When it finally came time to put these ideas into words, I lit my candles, invited otherworldly intervention, and drew invisible forces down into my magic circle and onto each blank page. Day after day I worked at keeping the creative fires burning and demons at bay so that I might eventually (gods willing) finish it. I cast my spells and summoned supernatural support, welcoming whatever came through with curiosity and a hopeful heart.

			Thankfully, my arcane RSVP did not go unanswered. Messages arrived. Occult casseroles were cooked. Beings turned up with party hats and surprising presents and plenty—and I mean plenty—to say. They gave me guidance and kept me company as I strove to catch their words in my net. I did my darndest to do them justice—attempting to translate their boundless, multidimensional ideas into a text that is organized, cogent, and imaginatively nutritive.

			By the time you read this, I will have also employed magic to release this book into the world so that it may reach the readers it’s meant to for whatever reasons Spirit has in store.

			I’m so glad that it found you.

			If you’ve read this far, I imagine you have some curiosity about magic, even if you don’t consider yourself an all-in believer. Whether you take my words literally or metaphorically is entirely up to you and won’t affect the efficacy of these techniques in the least. When I write of Spirit or spirits, you may replace those terms with whatever analogue feels right to you. Energy, entity, deity, daemon—it truly doesn’t matter what you call Creative Force or any anthropomorphized originator of it. You just need to be open to the idea that this force is relational. That it can be connected with, communicated with, cooperated with, collaborated with. And that it’s possible that it comes not only from you but also to you from somewhere or something else.

			This book is for anyone who feels intrigued by the notion that creativity is an expression of the spirit as well as the intellect. It does not suggest that magic is a replacement for hard work. Would that I could wave a magic wand and have this book be written for me! But labor is an essential part of any creative process. Even if you engage in magical practice of some kind, you still have to get your butt in the seat, studio, or other incubation chamber of choice, day in and day out—and I would never suggest otherwise or trust anyone who does. Like any action of intentional enchantment, the creative act requires hard work and an energetic exchange. Many make the mistake of assuming that creativity is easy. That all one must do is show up (as if showing up is always so simple!) and let the ideas come. And while on the best days the creative process can absolutely feel like a faucet of inspiration from Elsewhere has been turned on, there are plenty of times when it feels like ice-skating on quicksand.

			There is no cheat code to generativity. Manifesting anything new is a devotional act. It requires our time, our attention, our resources, our commitment. At some moments these offerings can feel like a joy and at others, a loving sacrifice—or, let’s be honest, a total fucking drag. And while I have real issues with the cliché of the struggling artist (more on that later), there are certainly times when the creative process is full of inner and outer obstacles that we must overcome in order to see our project through. The same is true of undergoing a magical initiation, casting a spell, or conducting a sacred ceremony. The efficacy of each is directly related to how much is poured into them. One must care about, and care for, their magic. And to do this well takes a specific sort of skill: the ability to let go while never fully letting up.

			Engaging with magic won’t immediately bring your projects to completion or help you master a new skill overnight. What using magical techniques can do is broaden the spectrum of what is possible for you to make and bring more inspiration, ease, and support to you in your making. And this is true whether you’re a painter, a coder, a potter, or a composer. You might be an architect, an astrophysicist, or an entrepreneur. A stay-at-home dad who loves to doodle or the empress of a media empire. Creativity comes in countless forms, and magic is an ever-replenishing resource.

			I’ve experienced this firsthand over decades as a writer, curator, and podcaster, as well as a lifelong student of various schools of esoteric thought, from witchcraft to alchemy to Jewish mysticism to Zen Buddhism. I’ve identified as a witch for much of my life, though that word doesn’t encapsulate the full scope of my seeking (and what word does?). I do know this: my creativity and my spirituality have always felt profoundly linked.

			For our purposes I’ll say I’m a Magic Maker, and since this book called you to it, I presume that you’re one as well (even if you don’t realize it yet). I believe that the creative impulse is inherently magical, and I believe that magical practice is the most potent when it’s the most personal. In other words, creativity is the truest expression of our magic. And our magic is made more powerful when expressed with sincerity from our own unique point of view.

			The path that led me to this conclusion is a weird and winding one, but the worthwhile paths always are, aren’t they?

			Or perhaps a truer telling of this tale is to say that all my life I’ve been on three paths at the same time: that of the artist, the researcher, and the witch. The mythologically infused poems and paintings I made throughout my formative years, my studies in anthropology and art history as an undergrad, and my identity as a magic-practicing Pagan that deepened during adulthood—all of this informed my search for meaning in different, albeit complementary, ways. Eventually, however, I realized that each of these paths took me to the same clearing. (Hecate, goddess of the crossroads, was no doubt pleased by this arrival.) It’s been a lifetime of trying to reconcile these varying approaches and interests of mine, and I’m happy—relieved, really—that I have distilled it all enough within the alembic of myself to be able to share some of the resulting elixir here with you now.

			So many of life’s great lessons, I’ve found, require a spiraling back to what we intuitively knew as children. The Surrealist artist and esoteric scholar Kurt Seligmann wrote, “In every man there is a child that yearns to play, and the most attractive game is occultation, mystery.” Gratefully, my own occulted inner child has never been fully hidden away from me, as I never stopped believing in magic. If seeking mystery is a game, then it’s one I’ve been playing quite consistently, though the trappings keep changing.

			I first got some inkling about creativity and magic being interconnected when I was very small.

			My earliest memory of writing from some other, deeper state took place in the temples of art. As a child, my parents would take me to museums and let me roam freely from painting to painting without any sort of agenda or instruction, following whatever called to me. I would drift through the galleries, notebook in hand, like a little beauty-hungry ghost. When I felt a pull toward a particular piece, I would stop in front of it and write whatever came to me. Usually these were poems about the work: how they looked, how they made me feel, what they made me think about. The experience of writing an ode to one of Morris Louis’s prismatic Unfurled paintings left a particularly lasting impression on me. As I stood in front of his enormous, color-streaked canvas, the words came tumbling out of me with ease and ecstasy. It wasn’t writing for any practical purpose, really. No one had assigned it, nor was it something I penned with the intention of showing anyone. I was doing it because I felt called to. I was doing it because I wanted to melt into something gorgeous and ineffable and grand, and writing let me be even closer to that wondrous Whatever It Was. To step inside it somehow, and swim in its swirling.

			I later learned that this technique of writing about a work of art is called ekphrasis, from the Greek words for “out” and “speak.” The phrase implies that the writer is speaking out about a piece—describing it and adding their own embellishments to it through their unique interpretation. But my later experiences with ekphrasis have made me wonder if something else is speaking out from the work and through us. It’s as if an animating force fills the artist and infuses whatever they create, and that creation can then get amplified by another artist in a different medium. The whole experience feels holographic, and arguably might be considered a communion across time—or perhaps more romantically as an artistic séance of a sort. The force that compelled Morris Louis to make his art and the force that compelled me to write my poem about it formed a kind of circuit. Who was I speaking to when I wrote my poem? The specter of Louis? Some phantom presence that my words conjured from his canvas? Did my poem have its own propulsive energy or was it coming from the same source as Louis’s polychrome lines?

			Regardless of how it all actually worked, I know that ten-year-old me was having a magical experience. That I was open enough to feel Louis’s painting reel me in, and that by writing about it—with it?—I was fully submerged in an ensorcelled sea.

			Museums have continued to be spiritual sanctuaries for me. Whispering poetic devotions by way of H.D. to the winged, talon-footed Queen of the Night relief at the British Museum; making a pilgrimage to Mexico City’s Museo de Arte Moderno to bask in the bewitching imaginings of Remedios Varo’s paintings; periodically paying my respects to the Met’s luminous moon goddess Diana not far from my home in New York City—these moments have felt far more sacred to me than attending my family’s synagogue in suburban New Jersey ever did.

			Same goes for the work of the musicians, writers, and filmmakers I’ve gravitated to over my four decades on this earth. Anger, Bowie, Carrington, di Prima…the alphabet of my mystical guides is full of seekers and creators who used their art to interface with something cosmic and otherwise uncontainable. Their work was born out of a desire to transmute mystery into materiality. Or as James Broughton writes in his 1992 filmmaking manifesto, Making Light of It, “Art is a way of seeing the unseen and the unnoticed, the unseeable and the unacknowledged.” The imagination is the best tool we have for turning these twilight visions into reality. It enables us to partner with invisible forces and literally change the world.

			If that’s not magic, I don’t know what is.

			My relationship with these crafty witches and wizards evolved from one of a fantastically inclined fangirl to that of an ardent adept. By studying not only their music, artworks, films, and books but also the processes and influences involved in the making of them, my suspicions were confirmed: not only was their work often about magic, it was created using magical means. Divination. Invocation. Meditation. Manifestation. Whether or not the maker uses terminology like this to describe their way of creating, the truth remains: they collaborated with ethereal energies to generate something new.

			And that’s the primary intention of this book: to help you unlock your own creative magic and make whatever it is you’re meant to in this lifetime. Together we’ll delve into magical techniques that makers from a multitude of arts and industries have used for centuries to ideate, cultivate, and offer up their work to others—and Others.

			Throughout, I’ll also share my own experiences of engaging with the divine as I’ve navigated my journey of writing and other witchery. Blurring the line between my spirituality and my artistry, or better yet, giving myself permission to erase that line entirely, has been one of the most freeing developments of my life. The anxiety around my input, output, and shoutput surrounding each project has lessened, as I’m now able to tap into something beyond my own perceived restrictions and trust that it will work with and through me.

			In addition to what I’ve learned in my personal practice, many of these ideas have been confirmed or further developed from years of researching and writing my prior books on witchcraft and culture, as well as getting to interview some of the most magical creators on the planet via my podcast, The Witch Wave. Curating exhibitions of spiritually derived art and co-organizing the biennial Occult Humanities Conference at New York University with my frequent coconspirator Jesse Bransford also taught me that there is a wide audience of people who are hungry for more on this subject matter. My 2016 art survey, Language of the Birds: Occult and Art at NYU’s 80WSE Gallery, had lines around Washington Square Park and broke attendance records. And our occult conference at NYU has sold out every year since our first one in 2013. Though esoteric topics may still be considered taboo in certain circumstances, the appetite for them has grown immensely since the turn of the twenty-first century.

			Giving lectures and teaching workshops on the relationship between creativity and magic to thousands of people around the world has further affirmed my belief that there are many others like me who have a desire for a creative practice that is infused with enchantment. Classes like Writing Ritual, which I have been teaching with the occult poet Janaka Stucky, have also proven popular—and effective. We each get notes from students recounting the ways in which their creative output exploded after being encouraged to meld it with magic, and it’s been a pleasure teaching them ways to do so. I’ve also consulted with filmmakers to weave their projects with real movie magic, and worked one-on-one with artists and witches alike to help them more deeply connect with their purpose and supernal power.

			In addition to guiding others, I am a perennial student, and I know I will never stop learning how to work with magic in new and exhilarating ways. This very book has been one giant exercise in “practicing what I priestess.” It’s required me to put my magic where my mouth is, and to use the techniques I write about in order to see this undertaking through to the end.

			Anthropologically speaking, I might be considered a participant-observer, for I’ve been experiencing the very thing I’m studying as I’m studying it. Or, to use the language of science, I’m my own test subject, experimenting on myself as I go. This has also made me rather curious about other authors of creativity books—surely they had to word-wrangle at times, or be reminded that their endeavor was part of something bigger than themselves. A book about creativity is inherently self-reflexive for its writer, which can be a blessing or a hex.

			The wonder of this peculiar exercise of meta-making is that every moment working on this book could be considered somehow useful. The struggles I had along the way revealed themselves to be reminders and abettors: though it feels vulnerable to share the doubts I had as I wrote, I feel certain that they were instructive. I know I am far from the first person to feel cowed by the creative process at times or to question if my efforts would end up being worthwhile. Exploring those shadowy corners became as illuminating for me as the parts that flowed more easily. I hope they shed some light for you as well.

			One thing you’ll notice is that this book is chock-full of concepts and illustrative examples but not prescriptive step-by-step exercises. Magic Maker is intended as a buffet of ideas, and not a formal sit-down dinner. In other words, you’re encouraged to take what resonates and discard what doesn’t. To sample some tantalizing new flavors as you wish, and to go back for seconds on the parts that you find specifically delicious (and of course avoid anything you’re allergic to). There may be techniques you choose to incorporate regularly, and others that you cycle through or switch up as needed. My favorite methods might not click with you, which is why I’ve included anecdotes about so many other creative people. Every Magic Maker is different, and each of us must be allowed to experiment and evolve as we venture forth into new inventive terrain.

			The book is organized into five parts. You can read it in the order presented, but you are also welcome to approach it in whatever order compels you.

			Part I: Initiation provides further context for the relationship between creativity and magic, and it explores the archetype of the Magician as a creative conduit.

			Part II: Supernatural Preparation focuses on ways to prepare to do magically devised work. It covers both physical methods and spiritual ones to help shift you into a more receptive state of being.

			Part III: The Craft is about the dual aspects of doing the work. It covers methods to help you receive inspiration and to express your creative magic with intention. It explores various ways you can collaborate with external forces, whether you are in the throes of working on a project or simply trying to come up with exciting ideas for something new.

			Part IV: Keeping the Cauldron Lit is all about maintaining creative energy once you’ve gotten a project started. So often our focus or confidence flags when we are creating, or unexpected things come up that make it challenging to bring something to completion. This section covers ways to keep goblins from sabotaging the process—whether they are self-inflicted or circumstantial. It also highlights boons and beneficent helpers that can keep you on track.

			Part V: Complete Magic is about letting go of a project once you’ve brought it to fruition. Whether you choose to share it with a wider audience or are simply ready to bring it to a close and move on to something else, this section focuses on sending your work forth with good energy and grace.

			Pulling the lines of this book from the imaginal realm of Spirit into the material world has been a long process of sustained enchantment, and I’m overjoyed to share this offering with you now. I hope it stirs your own creativity, whether it’s been dormant for a while or just needs a bit of divine direction.

			May this creation beget more creations. Here’s to the magic you’ll make.
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			Part I

			Initiation
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			We’re here to discuss the mystical art of creating.

			That may sound rather exclusionary and aggrandizing, I realize. In fact, the Secret Order of Making Stuff is open to all. It’s a sect we’re each born into, and only when we get older can we lose our way and stumble out of its sumptuous, curtained alcove. Discouragement comes from all sides as we mature, with external influences saying that we’re wasting our talents and internal voices telling us we’re wasting our time. But these stifling messages are learned, societally imposed, and have nothing to do with our intrinsic tendencies to imagine, puzzle, produce, embellish, and transform.

			We each have the ability to reconnect to that original impulse to conjure something out of nothing. To reclaim our creative magic. To be born-again wonder-workers.

			As a young person, I did most of my making in my bedroom. My pastel-floral wallpaper got plastered over with images of the stars in my own personal firmament: postcards of favorite pieces by fantastical artists like Remedios Varo and Kiki Smith, photocopied illustrations of mythic creatures and celestial comic book characters, and posters of my musical holy trinity: Tori Amos, PJ Harvey, and Björk. I would light dozens of candles (bless my parents for putting up with this recurrent fire hazard!), put on a mixtape or a few carefully curated CDs in my five-disc carousel, and then lie on my pink-carpeted floor, surrounded by the tools of whatever project I was working on that night. An eight-track recorder; a sketchbook and colored pencils; canvases and brushes and pots of acrylic paint; doll parts, hot glue guns, X-ACTO knives, and old magazines; pens and poetry books and reams of blank paper. No matter the medium, this was my ritual.

			I would also do more obvious rituals here as a burgeoning teen witch. Spell books and skeleton keys and bottles of dried flowers covered my dresser and spilled from my shelves. I collected precious stones and dead insects and depictions of Artemis, the Greek goddess of the moon and the wild. I adorned myself in talismans and uttered incantations. I burned incense and tiny scrolls with written wishes curled up within. Together, the items and images I dwelled amongst formed a membrane of magic, a constellation of iconography that delineated sacred space. Crossing its threshold separated the mystical from the mundane, the ritualized from the routine. My childhood bedroom was a land of the liminal: studio, sanctuary, shrine.

			In hindsight, it is clear that I was intuitively building a sort of cauldron for myself—a distinct and protected container wherein deep transmutations could take place. But back then I saw my arts and crafts to be related to, yet still bifurcated from, my witchcraft. It wasn’t until I got older that I realized my magical praxis and my creative expression were two sides of the same sparkling coin.

		

	
		
			In Defense of Magic

			I make my living now as a writer and a witch. (Believe me, I’m as surprised as you are on both counts.) The process of weaving these roles together was a gradual one, developed over years of study and lots of trial and error—or trial and triumph as I prefer to look at it. It also took me a long time to lay claim to either of those titles, at least out loud. But two of the truest things about me are that I have always loved magic and I have always loved making things. And those fascinations have only grown more vivid and more fervent as I’ve aged.

			I’m often asked when I realized I was a witch, and while I wish I had some sexy occult origin story—being zapped between the eyes by a bolt of lightning! getting anointed in the woods by a mysterious crone!—the truth is, I simply can’t remember a time when I wasn’t whatever witchly being I am. My interest in magic was born out of a love of fairy tales and myths, ’80s cartoons, ’90s glitter grrrl rock, Surrealist art, Henson-Froud films, Vertigo comics, suburban new age shops, and books like the Time-Life Mysteries of the Unknown series, the twenty-nine-volume Man, Myth and Magic set, and, my all-time favorite, The Encyclopedia of Things that Never Were.

			I recently rediscovered a haiku I wrote when I was ten. It goes like this:

			Metaphysicians.

			They all study fantasy.

			I want to be one.

			It is accompanied by a self-portrait in crayon of my idealized grown-up self, wearing red lipstick and a purple tunic with gold buttons and standing next to a shelf filled with books that have words like CHARMS and METAMORPHYSIS [sic] on their spines. Three decades later, it seems my reverie wasn’t too far off. I don’t have the prodigious Jersey bangs I envisioned, and I would now make the case that metaphysics is more than the study of “fantasy,” but rather a field of inquiry that focuses on the immaterial, the mystical, the arcane. Still, this poem is a precious relic, a sort of manifestation spell rendered in cursive and Crayola.

			My obsession with magic has become both a spiritual practice and a scholarly pursuit. And any way you slice it, I can tell you that it has given me a truly magnificent life. It has also shown me, time and time again, that occult topics make some people uncomfortable. In this so-called modern age, public engagement with magic is frequently either sensationalized or trivialized—something to be ashamed of and eradicate, or at least kept under wraps.

			There are those that fear magic, framing it as diabolical or sinful and associating it with things unnatural, ungodly, or impure. These tend to be folks who have their own deep-seated religious beliefs, and anything outside of a narrow band of dogma must be avoided or snuffed out, lest it lead them and their cohort on a path to hell. They will argue that there is a difference between miracles (good!) and magic (bad!), and make the case that miracles come from a benevolent God, whereas magic is made by sinful humans—or far worse evil entities. They do not like it when you ask them the difference between saying a healing prayer or casting a protection spell. They might follow the prosperity gospel but reject abundance magic. They may believe in saints, angels, and a man who walks on water but feel uneasy when asked to consider the existence of other superhuman beings. They may drink the blood and eat the body of Christ each Sunday but find cauldrons creepy.

			On the opposite side of the spectrum are the cynics. They will proclaim that a belief in magic is diametrically opposed to the dominions of science and logic, and they will dismiss anyone who feels otherwise as a superstitious ignoramus. They have a devoutly materialist worldview, believing the only thing that matters is, well, matter, and so to them, an interest in the immaterial is the mark of an immature, unsophisticated, or uninformed mind. Philosopher Theodor Adorno’s 1947 “Theses Against Occultism” is emblematic of this thinking. In his nine-part takedown of astrologers, spiritualists, and their ilk, he writes: “Occultism is the metaphysic of dunces.” Folks in Adorno’s camp believe that anything that seems magical must have a scientific explanation. They bristle at the woo-woo (even that phrase is infantilizing). They deem anyone attempting to engage with the supernatural as naive or delusional, and characterize them as being anti-medicine, anti-progress, and anti-“reality.” These “rationalists” devote themselves unquestionably to measurements and mechanics, despite the fact that the intricate workings of love, consciousness, death, and other central human concerns are still shrouded in mystery.

			These cynics position themselves as having better critical thinking skills than the believers, yet they rarely acknowledge the roots of their own rationalist thinking. In his 1918 lecture “Science as a Vocation,” German sociologist Max Weber spoke about how the Age of Enlightenment led to the “disenchantment” of the world (he used the word Entzauberung, which essentially translates to “de-magic-ing”). In Weber’s view, the dominance of science and secularization in the West removed the richness of life.

			What is important to note is that this disenchantment occurred systematically over centuries, and that it closely tracks with the rise of capitalism. After all, more labor can be squeezed out of people if their magical beliefs are discouraged or even punished.

			In her book Caliban and the Witch, Silvia Federici writes about how the European witch hunts were largely driven by groups of powerful men seeking to profit off the populace. In the seventeenth century, she argues, those who believed in spells, charms, divination, and the magical correspondences between, say, metals, planets, and herbs were less likely to work as relentlessly as those who didn’t. Therefore, these beliefs had to be eliminated in order to extract the most labor—and therefore the most profit—from them. As Federici explains:

			
				Eradicating these practices was a necessary condition for the capitalist rationalization of work, since magic appeared as an illicit form of power and an instrument to obtain what one wanted without work, that is, a refusal of work in action. “Magic kills industry,” lamented Francis Bacon, admitting that nothing repelled him so much as the assumption that one could obtain results with a few idle expedients, rather than with the sweat of one’s brow.

			

			Federici also explains how astrology in particular was problematic because a belief in auspicious and inauspicious days limits a worker’s availability. If time is money, then disenchanting the calendar was a crucial step toward establishing as many workdays as possible. In a capitalist model, Magic Makers are difficult to schedule and even more difficult to own. To take things a step further, if the very earth is disenchanted, it becomes far easier to devalue it and see it as a resource ripe for plunder and profit rather than a holy place one can relate to with a sense of reverence, gratitude, and protection.

			At any rate, these two groups—the religionists who fear magic and the hyper-rationalists who invalidate its very existence—are with us today. Though each of these positions may seem to be on opposite ends of the spectrum, what they share is a root of Western, patriarchal, colonizer mentality. God-fearing folks have been taught that any engagement with the spiritual world outside of organized religion is evil. Nonbelievers reject anything associated with the irrational or immaterial as being a threat to scientific—and often economic—progress. Yet despite both of these dominant stances, there are still countless groups and individuals around the world for whom a belief in spirits, magic, and other extraordinary forces is really, well, quite ordinary. Venerating ancestors, worshipping nature, and having relationships with nonhuman entities is still common practice in many Indigenous and diasporic cultures, as it has been for tens of thousands of years of human history overall. To qualify these systems as diabolical or primitive is part of the racist project of white supremacist colonialism, plain and simple.

			We should also note that there are many examples of mystically minded scholars, from physicist Isaac Newton to mathematician Georg Cantor to botanist Robin Wall Kimmerer, who managed to integrate their spiritual beliefs with their scientific studies. One need not reject religion or science in order to embrace magic, and most of the Magic Makers I know are quite happy to have access to hospitals, computers, and electricity—even as many of them seek to make each of these modern developments more holistic and more equitably accessible. Furthermore, despite countless attempts from those who have tried to suppress its power or deny its existence altogether, magic can never be fully eradicated: if you have a lucky charm or wear a pair of lucky socks on game day, or if you have ever made a wish on a star, a coin toss into a fountain, or a cake full of birthday candles, you are casting a little spell, plain and simple. Magic belongs to everyone, and it isn’t going anywhere anytime soon, so we might as well learn how to mindfully integrate it into modern life.

			I believe that religion, science, and magic can coexist, as they historically always have. I know there are vast amounts of beauty, wisdom, and meaning to be found in religious texts and organized spiritual communities. And my fully vaccinated arms are helping me type these words on a laptop, so I’m certainly a fan of science as well. Generally speaking, I have no problem with folks who orient their lives around meaningful religious practice or rigorous scientific inquiry. But when extremists in either camp treat a belief in magic as some sort of a threat, whether to the soul or the intellect, I take issue.

			I often describe myself as a pragmatic witch. I value analysis and critical thinking, and I have a strong aversion to bullshit. And while I love shiny objects, I despise shiny rhetoric if it’s not supported by depth, nuance, and real results. If magic didn’t work for me, I simply wouldn’t bother with it.

			My magical practice has helped me be a more centered, more compassionate, more creatively fulfilled human being. It has helped me become who I’m meant to be and do the work I’m meant to do in this lifetime. And, as I’ve discovered over years of studying the topic, it has helped many makers—from authors to biochemists to CEOs—do the same, even if they felt resistant to it at first. In a 1988 Mavis on 4 interview, Toni Morrison explains how embracing her family’s ancestral magic aided her writing:

			
				My whole education, you know, was to make sure I didn’t believe things like that, and I dismissed all sorts of things that were indigenous in my family: superstition and you know, the discredited information, the discredited way of knowing that discredited people always have. But when I began to write, that was the place where I had to go. That’s where the information was. That’s where the images were. That’s where the language, the color came, in these tales, folktales, attitudes, the normal easy acceptance of signs. And then things began to happen that were really quite startling.

			

			Now, before we go any further, it’s important for me to state the following: I don’t know how magic works, I just know that it does.

			There are those who long for explanations—perhaps it’s the power of suggestion that is causing us to associate our magical practices with the positive outcomes we have experienced; that when we act as though magic is real, we trick ourselves into thinking it’s so. Maybe it’s a sort of supernatural placebo effect that kicks in, or a self-fulfilling prophecy in which we act as if, thus becoming what is. It’s entirely possible that going through the motions of magic gets our minds into a more open, receptive state, and that any productive outcomes are due to this more positive outlook.

			I’m also aware of the pareidolia effect. This is the brain’s tendency to make patterns out of random elements or to project meaning onto what some might consider meaningless. Seeing shapes in clouds, faces in tree trunks, or otherwise sifting seemingly recognizable imagery from ambiguous markings or textures are all considered to be examples of pareidolia at work. On a related note, apophenia refers to a propensity toward making connections between random things, and it is often used to describe conspiracy theories or obsessive-compulsive behaviors: “If I turn the key in the keyhole nine times, I will keep my apartment safe.” I understand the rationalist urge to categorize someone’s perception of magic as a mere misunderstanding of natural neurological processes, if not evidence of straight-up delusion. I get why people reject the idea of magic being “real.”

			I suppose my only rebuttal to these arguments is that as long as my involvement with magic is enhancing my life, increasing my creativity, and helping me be a more generative and generous person, then that’s the reality I want to live in.

			Perhaps the findings of quantum physics or future developments in psychology will come up with proven explanations for the magical experiences I’ve had, the wonders I’ve witnessed. Is it possible that casting a spell is just a means of agitating the quantum field somehow? Maybe it’s a way of sending a message to another dimension, or to a future self. Who’s to say? Albert Einstein was skeptical about quantum entanglement—or what he called “spooky action at a distance”—which is the idea that bonded particles can affect each other across vast distances, even if they’re light-years apart. Yet in 2022, a Nobel Prize was awarded to three quantum physicists who proved this is possible. As science fiction writer Arthur C. Clarke famously stated: “Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.”

			All of this may be so. Personally, I think there’s a difference between a music algorithm learning my taste well enough to determine which track to serve up next and a song playing over the grocery-store loudspeaker that synchronistically delivers me precisely the message I needed to hear at that very moment in my life. The first instance is technical, the second is magical.

			I also can tell you that using the parameters of science to undercut the existence of magic is futile—and it’s certainly no fun. Magic operates in the space of awe and artistry. It murmurs in the language of mythopoesis, and its symbolism will softly seduce you or sweep you clean off your feet if you let it. It is romantic and relational, and it responds best to imaginative methods, not pedestrian ones. When we make magic, we leap fervently into uncharted territory and trust that something nameless but numinous will be there to greet us midflight. And so it does, with wide, wild wings.

		

	
		
			So What Is Magic Exactly?

			My initial response to that question is to answer in the same way Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart did when he was asked to define pornography: “I know it when I see it.”

			Better yet: I know it when I sense it.

			Magic-making is a spiritual enterprise, but it is crucially also an embodied practice. It’s a way of shifting one’s entire mode of being in the direction of Creative Force and interacting with it in order to change oneself and one’s circumstances. When magic is working properly, there is a feeling in the body of being activated. Power is raised. Ideas flow. Something outside of our egos is allowed entrance, and we respond to its visitation in kind. We converse with this force whenever we create, whether via ritual, spellwork, ideation, art. We offer this force the use of our gifts. And it gifts us with enchanted energy in turn, so we can keep making more magic for the world.

			I sometimes refer to the entity behind this force as capital-S Spirit to connote its immensity and its immanence. Other names for this Spirit include Source, the divine, God, the Goddess, the gods, the One. Its power can be called the creative urge, life force, or what tarot expert Rachel Pollack has called “spirit force.” Chinese mystics call this force qi or chi, to Hindu philosophers it is prana, and ancient Egyptians named it ka. I’m especially partial to the Celtic notion of awen, which refers to the flowing energy of inspiration said to have been brewed in the enchantress Ceridwen’s cauldron. I also love the twelfth-century mystic Hildegard von Bingen’s idea of viriditas, the green life force of creation. Whatever its name, this Creative Force is a vital power that’s eternal and infinite, and it doesn’t care what you call it (though I suspect it responds favorably to good intentions in that regard).

			Magic is how we can interact with this Creative Force. However, magic is notoriously difficult to define—though many have tried. Even the spelling of the word has variation, with some choosing to add a k at the end—magick—to differentiate it from stage magic and other forms of illusory entertainment. That said, the use of the word magic to describe sleight-of-hand and other tricks didn’t come into popularity until the nineteenth century. I prefer its standard spelling, primarily because I think it’s somewhat pointless to split hairs between the “trickery” of performance and the pageantry of ceremonial acts, as the two are interrelated—particularly when we consider the shared histories of magical performative arts like shamanism, theater, and ritualized dance.

			Etymologically, the word magic is most likely derived from the Proto-Indo-European root word magh-, meaning “to be able” or “to have power.” This theoretically evolved into the Old Persian word magush, from which we get the Latin words magus (singular) or magi (plural), which originally referred to a specific priestly, magic-wielding class of Persians (e.g., the Three Wise Men or Magi of the New Testament). This later turned into words such as magikos (Greek), magique (French), and the late-fourteenth-century English magikē, which the Online Etymology Dictionary defines as the “art of influencing or predicting events and producing marvels using hidden natural forces.”

			To be sure, “producing marvels using hidden natural forces” is the part that gets my blood pumping, and I’m guessing that notion appeals to you as well. But let’s take a look at some other definitions.

			In his book Transcendental Magic, nineteenth-century French occultist Éliphas Lévi defined magic as “the traditional science of the secrets of Nature which has been transmitted to us from the Magi.”

			In 1929, British ceremonial magician and notorious provocateur Aleister Crowley wrote Magick in Theory and Practice, and in it he says, “Magick is the Science and Art of causing Change to occur in conformity with Will.” Occult practitioner and author Dion Fortune revised this to state that magic is “the art of causing changes in consciousness at will” (emphasis mine), as relayed by her student W. E. Butler in his 1952 book Magic: Its Ritual, Power and Purpose. The implication here is that magic is about changing one’s subjective experience and perhaps even about changing a shared consciousness between multiple people. If perception is reality, then modifying consciousness as one desires—whether on the individual or collective level—is a valid magical aim.

			In his 1954 book, Witchcraft Today, Wicca pioneer and cheeky rascal Gerald Gardner simply puts it, “magic is the art of getting results.” OK then, Gerald! It seems he was a pragmatic witch as well.

			I was introduced to one of my favorite descriptions when I interviewed Tarot for Change author, Jessica Dore, on my podcast. She told me that “Magic is using the subtle to influence the dense.” She picked this up from an anonymous Christian mystic (most likely Valentin Tomberg) in their book, Meditations on the Tarot, which was written in 1967 and published in 1980.

			Here’s my best attempt at a definition: magic is an intentional means of collaborating with Creative Force in order to transform a state of being.

			People from all backgrounds and vocations have flirted with magic, but it’s clear that artists and other creative folks are particularly susceptible to its charms. Whether composing music, painting a picture, or scrawling a poem, the maker seeks to create something new that will stir the soul, and cause a splendid disruption. They want to leave the listener, the viewer, the reader changed. And in the process of making, they undergo a transformation themselves. Emotions surge. Electricity sparks. There is a marked gear shift that happens in the process of making. And the maker’s intention is to transfer that strange, consciousness-shifting magic to whomever bears witness to the new thing they have made.

			It’s easy to talk about creativity and magic as being metaphorically related, but there are those like me who take things a step further, and posit that creativity is a sort of magic. In his seminal 1957 art history survey, L’Art magique, André Breton sought to trace the evolution of magical artwork, from prehistoric cave paintings to the medium-spanning creations of the Surrealist movement he cofounded and led. In his introduction to the text, he writes that even if a work of art doesn’t appear obviously magical or have a magical intent, it is always at least derived from magic:

			
				…[T]he work of art obeys its own laws: whether or not it decides to adapt itself to magical ends, we are unable to forget that it is from magic itself that it draws its origin. Even if it aims to be purely “realist,” there is no avoiding the fact that it owes the greater part of its resources to magic. In this sense, all art is magical at least in its genesis.

			

			Beat iconoclast William S. Burroughs wrote about how art’s original purpose was as a magical device. In his essay about friend and artistic collaborator Brion Gysin for the 1977 book Contemporary Artists, Burroughs states, “It is to be remembered that all art is magical in origin—music sculpture writing painting—and by magical I mean intended to produce very definite results. Paintings were originally formulae to make what is painted happen.”

			Others contend that art and magic are essentially analogous, if not synonymous, since they operate in a similar transformational fashion. Legendary comics writer Alan Moore has said, “Magic in its earliest form is often referred to as ‘the art.’ I believe this is completely literal. I believe that magic is art and that art, whether that be writing, music, sculpture, or any other form, is literally magic. Art is, like magic, the science of manipulating symbols, words, or images, to achieve changes in consciousness.” And my friend, the fine artist and NYU professor Jesse Bransford, has written, “I think magic and art are essentially the same thing. The two activities lead to a place of immanence or transcendence that point and direct all human endeavors.” These two creators are each highly prolific artists and occult scholars in their own right, and so we would be wise to heed their declarations.

		

	
		
			The Artful Occult

			A note on that word, occult. Though it now has associations with suspect goings-on in candlelit, subterranean vaults (sign me up!), it is a word that simply means “hidden” or “concealed.” It refers to anything that is not immediately or easily perceived, and it indicates that actions must be taken and work must be done in order to reveal buried wisdom. Pulp novels and horror films have given the word a frisson of the forbidden, but contrary to its titillating reputation, there is nothing inherently evil about the occult. Those who engage in it are generally curious sorts looking to expand their knowledge about themselves and the universe. The goal of occult study is to unearth hidden truths and bring them out into the light.

			Creative work is occult work. Artists are spelunkers, and they must have the courage and skill to explore the darkened caverns of consciousness and re-emerge with pocketfuls of dirt, bones, and the occasional glowing gem.

			It’s understandable then why so many “occult” societies have been made up of craftspeople and artists of all stripes. The Freemasons allege that they began as a fraternal order of stonemasons and cite the builders of ancient Egypt and the Temple of Solomon as part of their mystic lineage, if not their literal one. Their references to “the Craft,” geometry, and “The Great Architect of the Universe” belie a belief in the divinity of construction. The nineteenth-century Spiritualist movement was based on the idea that one could communicate with the spirits of the deceased, and it birthed some of the earliest makers of what we now call nonfigurative or abstract art. Spiritualist artists Georgiana Houghton, Hilma af Klint, and Anna Cassel used their work as a means to visually translate the messages they were receiving from guides on the other side. The Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn was a late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century group of bohemian seekers that counted poet William Butler Yeats, actress Florence Farr, supernatural author Arthur Machen, and Rider-Waite-Smith tarot illustrator Pamela Colman Smith amongst its ranks. The esoteric studies and creative output of many of the Golden Dawn’s members are inextricably linked.

			Golden Dawn member Aleister Crowley would go on to start his own occult society—the Ordo Templi Orientis (OTO). In addition to writing poetry and reams of magical liturgy for the OTO and others, Crowley also painted and, with artist Lady Frieda Harris, developed the Thoth tarot deck. Tellingly, perhaps, the notoriously distemperate Crowley replaced the Temperance card with the Art card in their deck. In The Book of Thoth (1944), Crowley writes that his Art card depicts a fertile and unifying phase of the alchemical process: “This state of the great Work therefore consisted in the mingling of the contradictory elements in a cauldron.” The card depicts the communion of opposite forces, in other words. It shows a two-headed, multi-breasted being who mixes together fire and water. The two halves of this figure are made up of the alchemical king and queen who, combined together, form a magnificent androgyne version of the lunar goddess Diana the Huntress (or Artemis of Ephesus). For Crowley, the Art card depicts an important step in magical development. It’s a process-oriented card, and one that “foreshadowed the final stage of the Great Work.” Through Art, we can become closer to alchemical refinement, to divinity. As Crowley writes in Magick in Theory and Practice: “All Art is Magick…There is no more potent means than Art of calling forth true Gods to visible appearance.”

			The Theosophical Society, cofounded by Madame Helena Blavatsky, Henry Steel Olcott, and William Quan Judge in 1875, is still in existence, and its influence on the Modern Art movement and contemporary culture overall cannot be overstated. It popularized the notion that there is one universal truth behind all world religions, and it borrowed liberally from Eastern mystical ideas about spiritual evolution, reincarnation, and the possibility of attaining enlightenment. Oz series author L. Frank Baum was a Theosophist, and one can see clear Theosophical and magical themes throughout his work. One of my favorite examples of this is how in his first book, The Wonderful Wizard of Oz (1900), each of the adventurers sees a different version of the wizard. Dorothy encounters him as a giant disembodied head as she does in the subsequent MGM film, but the Scarecrow sees him as a regal green lady with wings, the Tin Woodman sees him as a woolly rhinoceros-headed beast with five eyes, five arms, and
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