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			Praise for

			ENCHANTMENTS

			
				“Hilariously conversational, deceptively deep, and phenomenally illustrated, Enchantments will blow your mind and make you laugh while imparting expert knowledge of witchcraft and why it’s so needed today.”

				—NATASHA LYONNE, actress and producer

				“Part memoir, part recipe book, and part poetry collection, Enchantments lets readers in on the great secret of all witchcraft—that being a witch is about being free to be yourself. In a spirit of collaboration and community and with limber humor and wit, Spalter empowers all of us to be the best magical practitioners we can be. A future classic for both new and experienced witches, or anyone in the mood for a little divination.”

				—DOROTHEA LASKY, author of Milk and co-creator of Astro Poets

				“All the things you’ve always wanted to know about becoming a witch but were afraid to ask! We can all use more magic in our lives in these trying times, and Enchantments will help us get started. Now who wants to join my coven and cast some spells?”

				—Kimya Dawson, singer-songwriter (Juno soundtrack/Moldy Peaches)
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			In which I introduce myself and tell how I ended up working at Enchantments, New York City’s oldest witchcraft store.

			I was bald and nineteen years old. I couldn’t find my bra. It was my sophomore year at college. I needed a job. The $20 my mom would give me once a week was just enough to keep me in French cigarettes, croissants, and pretension. Pretension and smoking were much cheaper habits to maintain in the year 2000 than at present writing. I lived at 31 Union Square West, which sounds real fancy, but my roommates and I managed to make a squalor of it. We smoked constantly and threw knives at the walls. When the weather was nice we’d lie out on the antique limestone window ledges, counting on the awning of the restaurant below to act as a net should the trick go sideways.

			
			I was bald because (a) I listened to a lot of Ani DiFranco at the time. Like, a lot. Like, enough for it to concern people who cared about me. And (b) my ex had just told me to shut up about shaving my head because I was never going to do it and she hates it when people talk about shit they’re never gonna do. I had no choice, really. The jazz boys upstairs had clippers. It was on. By on, I mean my hair was on the carpeted floor of our kitchenette, later to be collected into a plastic bag and stored in a Smashing Pumpkins CD box-set box. So now you know everything you need to know about me in my youth.

			But the baldness makes a special kind of sense to me now. Most religious orders require some sort of tonsorial process for novices. A shaved head is a line in the sand. What came before is gone, and in that moment of separation from the past, the future can begin.

			I’d spent most weekends in high school moodily mooning around the East Village, so I’m amazed I had never stumbled upon Enchantments before the day I came through looking for a job. I’d spent the afternoon ducking my bald head into every shop that looked open.
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			I finally arrived at a grungy little storefront with a dinged-up sheet-metal crescent moon hanging outside like a shingle. I stepped through the door and into a billow of smoke issuing from a little cauldron in the hand of a middle-aged white lady with Peppermint Patty hair and a wolves-howling-at-the-moon sweatshirt over a turtleneck. A classic look. I asked her if they needed any help around the shop, and she said, “Whatever you’re putting out, sister, it’s working! You’re hired!” So mote it be.

			
			For the next few years, I worked behind the counter pouring oils and carving candles at the city’s oldest witchcraft store. Back then, we worked at a pretty leisurely pace. It was a very different neighborhood. Most of the people who came in knew what they were there for. They had a list of herbs or a special item they dutifully picked up every week; these were folks who kept altars vigilantly in dedication to a particular deity, or those who depended on the favor of certain fickle forces for their livelihood, like the sex workers and dancers who made their living off the trusty spells that lured their customers and encouraged them to make it rain.

			More than fifteen years later I’m working at Enchantments again, and we’re busier than ever. What the people need now is less often material and less often related to sex work. As you may know, the East Village is now bougie as fuck. As of this writing, the price of a coffee has exceeded the price of a subway ride by more than a dollar. That was never supposed to happen. But what we’re seeing more and more often are young people who are very eager and interested in getting an intention candle but don’t seem to have the first idea of what their intention is. This troubles me. I mean, how do you know you want a candle if you don’t know what you want it for? Enchantments sells candles, oils, herbs, and incense for nearly every purpose, from weight loss to, I dunno, sending a message of love to a departed family pet. The only limits are your own good sense and imagination, two qualities that frequently seem to be lacking.

			Instead of bemoaning the situation, I figured I’d be better off making a resource for the folks who walk into the store like, “What’s this all about?” while gesturing at the fragrant, glittery clutter around them. This book is my answer: a document that sums up the sort of things we wish we could explain about modern witchcraft in its many forms, for people who don’t have the desire or opportunity to hang around the shop all day listening to us witches cackle, beat each other with wooden spoons, and kibitz our way into the great oral history of modern magic and witchery. That would be the best way to learn this stuff, but we’re so busy these days and it’s a small store. Luckily, this book is huge! There’s enough room for all of you in it.

			
			But why should you care?

			Maybe because witchcraft’s focus on honing one’s personal power and drawing strength from a variety of sources—from the wealth of ancient and living traditions, from one’s own ancestors, from the Earth itself—and then using that power to heal our fractured selves and culture, foster growth, and harbor life is as resonant now as ever. Because the percentage of young people involved in organized religion has never been lower, yet the innate human need for ritual and a sense of connection to something outside of ourselves isn’t going anywhere. If anything, it’s been brought closer to the surface by the stark horror of our national condition. Because at a moment when the rights of women and gender-nonconforming people are under increased and constant attack from institutions of power, a non-hierarchical, goddess-centered style of spirituality has a markedly increased appeal. Because we’re in a moment in which a lot of people are feeling a greater urgency toward practices that can offer some way toward meaning, peace, and self-possession.

			
			Finding ways to access your own intuition is the very center of witchcraft practice, as I see it. If you’re guided by your intuition, you can’t really avoid magic. Every language has words that describe the uncanny ability of someone to manifest their will, but I think it might be useful here to use the term “self-possession,” both because of its accepted meaning (i.e., bringing all of one’s strengths to bear, being unswayed by other people’s opinions, etc.) and because of the possession part (as in being entirely enthralled to a spirit), but in this case it’s a DIY operation. You can enthrall yourself to your own spirit. Haunt your own damn house.

			But we’ll talk more about all that soon. Let’s skip to the part where I tell you that I’m not an expert. I mean, who the hell am I, right? I’m sure I know less practical information about witchcraft than a lot of my coworkers at Enchantments. But the magic part is that I don’t have to be an expert in order to show people how to build their own practice out of whatever they have to hand. I’ve been doing it all my life. I used magic to help me find my true love, not to mention my truly lovely yet affordable apartment in Brooklyn. And if you’re reading this, my spell to help me get my writing career off the ground is coming along quite nicely.

			This book will introduce you to a magical approach to life and give you a tour of a strange place that is very familiar to me. I like to think of Enchantments as a microcosm of the greater magical ecosystem, a place where witches, Pagans, and polytheists of all stripes come to gather their seven-day candles and other articles of devotion. In Part One, I’ll tell you about some of the commonly used witchy implements and how you might employ them. In Part Two, we’ll look at some of the ways you can combine these elements to further your own magical intentions.

			
			When I say magical, I’m really talking about an attitude: a magical person embraces the presupposition that you can materially impact the condition of your life by setting a goal or intention, ritualizing that intention, visualizing the outcome of your desire, and letting it happen. We carry out these processes constantly throughout our lives. The impulses that travel from our brains to our body parts are invisible but undeniable manifestations of this principle. If all’s well with the body, we intend a movement and magically/electrically/mechanically it’s carried out by the corresponding body part. There’s a slight mysterious poof of something, an unseen spark ignites from…somewhere…and then, look! My toes wiggled! Just like I wanted them to! The fact that I understand the mechanics behind it doesn’t make it any less of a miracle. And that’s what witches do: we look for magic, for divinity, in everything. What’s more, we allow ourselves to find it, even in the seemingly mundane. Odds are you’re already using the most basic tools and practices of magic in your regular life. It might be more fun to be intentional about it. Let’s go have some fun.
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			Now that we’re well acquainted, I’ll show you my altars. The altar is an area of your home that’s devoted to your spiritual life. It can serve as a workspace for building your spells, or as a tiny temple for honoring a deity, saint, intention, or concept. The important part is that your altar is a dedicated space. Most people who practice witchcraft or another polytheistic worship have at least one altar in their home. But no pressure. Even people who aren’t spiritually inclined seem to be able to get down with the beneficial function of an altar as a place to model peace and balance in our lives. It’s aspirational.

			If you don’t already have a designated altar, find an uncluttered area where you can place items of spiritual significance to you: photos of departed loved ones, plants, postcards, paintings, crystals, mirrors, beads and jewelry, flowers, shells, stones, miscellaneous items of sentimental value. Go nuts. I wish I could come over and help you with this part. It’s my favorite. I actually have a dream of starting a business called Spalter’s Altars, where I go into people’s homes and help them assemble altars out of items they already have or that we could go find at a yard sale or the dollar store. One of the principles of magic that I appreciate the most is the notion that you have what you need all around you. It’s just up to you to be sharp enough to see it.

			
			The items you collected for your altar are now to be considered ritual items. Ritual items are set apart from your other possessions, and you take special care with them. By “ritual,” I mean an elevated habit—that is, a habit that has some symbolic meaning. Humans love ritual; we’ll make a ritual out of anything. We’ve all wished on an eyelash, blown out birthday candles after chanting a little song, knocked on wood, or blessed someone who sneezed. We can’t get enough of ritual, because it resonates with something deep in our human condition. Performing a prescribed action with the knowledge that you’re part of a tradition is really powerful. It’s an opportunity to inhabit a less mundane frame of mind. But we don’t always realize our own agency to create and curate new and personal rituals, to respectfully draw from different practices to cobble together our own unique way to feel connected. Your altar can be a physical representation of what that process looks like for you.

			I take immeasurable pleasure in making and maintaining my altars. Beyond my primary altar, every windowsill and plant pot in my house contains some semi-intentional collection of magical crap, so I’m always ready to create an altar to suit my mood or intention. I use whatever I have to hand at any moment: a feather, two marbles, a die turned meticulously to a particular side, broken statuary arranged to appear somewhat less broken, small plastic animals, sea glass and precious stones, widowed earrings, minuscule pinwheels, loose change, mica flakes and dried-up cherry blossoms, golden bobby pins and tiny crystal cordial glasses. I haven’t yet applied the life-changing magic of tidying up, or whatever you call it, but I’m worried it wouldn’t work on me because I truly love and viscerally enjoy every magpie sequin and pottery shard.

			
			My one word of caution as you set up your altar is fire safety! You have to be so careful with candles and incense. If it’s not safe to burn things on your altar, do it in a sink, or in a tub, or on the stovetop. Don’t burn the house down, dummy.

			Often for me, practicing solo as I do, the process of creating the altar is the ritual. Sometimes building the tiny, beautiful, sympathetic world of my altar, populated with all of the tiny talismans that bolster my intention, suffused with the sights and smells associated with the feeling I mean to provoke, can be a whole spell in itself.
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			With that in mind, let’s explore the altar setups suggested by some Wiccan liturgy, as it’s meant to cover all the bases, and then I’ll show and tell how I choose to vary from that, to give you some ideas on how to create your own altars.
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				DO WHAT YOU FEEL.

				I refer to Wiccan and Neo-Pagan traditions a lot in this book. Mostly because that’s what I’m most familiar with from working at Enchantments, and through that work I’ve found that the traditions compiled under the name Wicca or modern Paganism host a lot of useful language for discussing matters of universal spiritual significance: the need to create sacred space, make real our connection to the Earth, wonder about our place in the universe, and connect with divinity. Wicca is a special blend of European folk cultures and some transliterations of Mesopotamian, Sumerian, Babylonian, and Egyptian deities and beliefs, but a lot of Pagans will honor any form of divinity that will sit still long enough. I intend no pun in saying that I’m enchanted by the texture and detail of these composite spiritual practices. I feel at home in traditions that are explicitly, consciously evolving human creations. They’re roomy enough for my broad concept of the divine. I also find that modified versions of some Wiccan practices can be applied to lend a little structure to any self-guided practice you want to create. In straight-up Wiccan traditions, as opposed to the Wicca-ria-pop-magic-Jewish-Hoodoo that I do, the ritual items of the altar are more prescribed than my tchotchkes and family photos. That’s not to say that they’re dogmatic about it; it’s just that some of the Wiccan ritual items are the props necessary to act out the processes that their liturgy calls for. Still, it’s worth noting that rule number one in A Witches’ Bible (which is a real book that you can read if Wicca interests you) is: Do what feels right to you. In the end, your altar or ritual might not bear much resemblance to the original, but that’s just the point.
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			The way I look at it, an altar is like a temple in miniature, a diorama if you will, that contains small representations of the different types and directions of energy, roughly categorized as elements: earth, air, fire, water, and a fifth, ineffable thing, spirit, the animating force, often represented by the image of some deity.

			In Wicca, the water element is represented by the ritual cup, or chalice, which is just the Christian word for cup. Earth is represented by a pentacle, or five-pointed star, constructed of a natural substance, like wood or metal. Air is often represented by an athame, a ceremonial witch knife, usually dark-handled (as opposed to the boline, a traditional white-handled witch knife used for everyday things like cutting herbs or carving), or by a sword (if you have that kind of space and you like LARPing). The fire element is represented by a wand. Wands are usually about a foot long, give or take, composed of wood, metal, precious stones, or some combination thereof.

			Why these items, you might ask? They correspond to the suits of the Minor Arcana in the tarot (see Chapter 11), and their symbolic role on the altar is informed by a similar logic. The cup (water) is a mystical shorthand for the emotions, while the pentacle (earth) references foundational matters of physical practicality, labor, and money. Air, represented by the blade, is meant to indicate the uncanny quality of thought and language as tangible forces in the world, cutting through space. Which, incidentally, is what people actually do with their blades in ritual: point them as if to cut through the air, thereby directing energy. Wands (fire) are used similarly for directing energy, and in Wiccan liturgy they are meant to symbolize one’s deeds and actions. But there’s a lot of room for interpretation, and some folks prefer to reverse the two and use wands to represent air and thought and swords to represent fire and action. Arguing the point is a more academic exercise than I am interested in here, and since I don’t personally use either of these symbols to represent the elements on my altar, the fine distinctions don’t trip me up too much. You shouldn’t let them trip you up, either. It’s all about what resonates best with your style.
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			I love to discover the purpose and reasoning behind the ritual choices that other people make, but what excites me about magic and witchcraft is figuring out the nature of my own reasoning, and making my own ritual choices. My way represents water with…water. In some kind of vessel, of course, but I don’t keep one in particular for the purpose, even though I just told you that your ritual items should be set aside for spiritual work only. I do what I want! I tend to choose the vessel to suit the day, the mood, the purpose I have in mind at the moment that I’m setting up. I have two of my great-grandmother’s champagne glasses, and they can become chalices whenever I desire. If I’m working on some kind of new apartment spell for a friend, I have been known to use a mug that looks like the classic New York “We Are Happy to Serve You” coffee cup because it reminds me of the three of cups in tarot, a card that often represents sharing in joyful abundance with friends. But I only mix it up like that because I love hunting around for the perfect little thing. You might not! In which case, it is totally fine to just rock the same altar items no matter what you’re doing.

			
			I represent earth in a complementary vessel (coffee can, flowerpot, what have you) filled with salt or dirt. And I represent air with incense (since it’s air that you can see and smell), which also requires some form of incense burner, cauldron, or ashtray in which to safely burn stick, cone, resin, or powder incense.
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				SMOKING IS COOL.

				So many types of incense to choose from!

				First, there’s the kind we hand-make at Enchantments: powder incense. We make ours with a wood base, typically an extra-fine sawdust that absorbs whatever essential oils you add to it, and releases their scent when burned. The kind of wood base we use these days is treated with saltpeter so it burns pretty well if you just run a lit match through a spoonful of the powder in a heatproof dish, like an ashtray, or even a seashell.

				Resins are hardened droplets of tree sap that release their scent when they melt on top of a hot surface. Frankincense, myrrh, amber, copal, and benzoin are all resins commonly used as incense.

				Stick incense is powdered incense or resin affixed to a stick that burns evenly like a little fuse to keep the powder layer lit.

				
				Cone incense is the same idea as stick incense, only compressed and molded into a shape that promotes a slow, controlled burn from the tip down.

				If you want to burn resins, or a lot of powdered incense at once, you’ll need some charcoal. Incense-burning charcoal is kind of like the briquette you would use for a BBQ, but tiny and shaped like a hockey puck. You hold it between the fingers of one hand while holding a lighter under the opposite side, until it begins to catch and spark. Once the sparks get halfway across the disk you’d better put it down somewhere before you burn your hand. A small cauldron is ideal for this purpose because cast iron can take the considerable heat of the coals, plus it has a handle to protect your hands and convenient little legs to keep the hot bottom from burning the surface it’s on, all while providing a smoldering surface to ignite your powdered incense and melt your resins.
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			And I tend to represent fire with, ya know, some fire! A lit candle, say. You’ll find incense, candles, water, and salt alongside chalices, pentacles, swords, and wands on traditionally arranged altars, too, but I like to simplify where possible, especially because I practice alone and there’s no one to compromise with—like, why represent earth with something else when I’ve got all of this earth right here under my feet, representing itself quite competently?

			
			Once I’ve streamlined the process of representing the elements on my altar, I’m left with a surface that boasts a couple of cups, a candle, and an incense burner. There’s nothing particularly Wiccan about that, although I found my way to these ritual habits through the Wiccan framework. This is a template that can lend itself to any ritual purpose on whatever magical path you invent for yourself. And of course, you’re not limited to these items. The template is here for your embellishments. And flowers. You’ll probably want some flowers.

			Water, air, earth, fire. That’s four, if you’re counting. Spirit is the fifth element frequently represented on the altar, and that’s where the shrine part comes in. Shrines differ from altars in that altars are considered a sacred workspace, while a shrine is considered a space dedicated to some entity, deity, or spirit concept of your choosing. A lot of altars include a shrine, so visually they tend to collapse into the same concept. Most religions have shrines, some physical representation of a non-physical being to whom we pray or on whose example we meditate.

			Everything’s pretty straightforward except the spirit part. I’m almost reluctant to get into it. We were doing so well! We were all holding hands and singing, and no one was agnostic about the existence of water, earth, air, or fire. We weren’t asking ourselves, “If earth really exists, why would it let mudslides happen to good people?” or “Why hath water forsaken me?” or consoling ourselves with the axiom “Air works in mysterious ways”—although it undoubtedly does. I guess I like to think of spirit or God/dess as a sort of composite character, one that combines the million and a half ways of being divine while allowing access to the individual deities that constitute the whole.

			
			Bearing all that in mind makes it difficult for some of us to fully separate one goddess from another. For some witches and Pagans, worship of any god or goddess is worship of God/dess. In fact, studying the different forms that God/dess has taken across time and cultures is a big part of how a lot of folks practice. This massive divinity and its countless individual forms and faces is something that
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				MAGICAL CHORES
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