DION FORTUNE AND WICCA
At first sight connections between Dion Fortune and Wicca would seem to abound, and to reflect beliefs and interests central to both. After all, Fortune was at least arguably the greatest occult novelist of modern times.

However Wicca developed, and I would emphasise that we still do not know - and may never know - how it did, most experts would agree that the 1930s and 1940s were crucial to the process.

This was precisely the period in which Fortune was most productive as an author, and published her best-known works. It was also that in which she presided over her famous society of ritual magicians, the Fraternity of the Inner Light. 

Wiccan ritual was famously eclectic, drawing upon a range of existing texts and ideas from the 13th to the early 20th century, with a particularly heavy emphasis on the 20th. 

Indeed, the medieval sources that it used tended themselves to have featured in books published between the 1920s and 1940s. Fortune therefore fits the time frame perfectly.

The founder or publicist of Wicca, Gerald Gardner, was active in London during the last nine years of Fortune’s life, and acutely interested in magic. It seems difficult to believe that he was not at least aware of her and her work.

Furthermore, it is easy to find concepts that feature very prominently in her novels and are equally central to Wicca. The most important is the notion that sexual polarity, between female and male, is one of the most powerful forces for the working of magic. 

It becomes more and more the guiding principle of her works of fiction, present from the first but completely dominating the last two, “The Sea Priestess” and “Moon Magic” and giving them their enduring power and popularity.

Although not a single act of physical sex magic takes place in their narratives, the sublimated eroticism that is poured into the rites virtually makes Fortune’s pages smoulder or steam.

The same magical polarity, on both the human and the divine planes, is at the heart of Wiccan belief and practice. Furthermore, both Wicca and Fortune give a distinct priority to the feminine over the masculine in the relationship.

In Wicca, the high priestess of a coven is the senior partner in the running of it, and essential to its existence in a way that the high priest is not. Gardner himself specified that she can at times take the male role in a circle if a qualified man is not available, while the high priest can never represent a high priestess, even temporarily.

This tilt in the polarised relationship is also distinctly observable in Fortune’s novels, and especially in the most famous. As the 1930s went on, and the succession of stories appeared from her pen, the male characters got weaker and weaker, and the female leads became stronger and stronger.

In the last and most popular two she came to claim that in her ideal ancient world, Atlantis, which to her was the original source of all wisdom, religion was the preserve of priestesses.

The heroine of these most famous of her books, Vivienne le Fay Morgan, is a modern magician so mighty that she is barely human at all. Many people have said to me that Fortune’s Vivienne would make a superb Wiccan high priestess. My answer is always that I would agree, were she not actually closer to a goddess.

This is entirely appropriate, because Vivianne’s deity is indeed the Great Goddess herself, who presides over both the living world and those of death and rebirth. Gods feature as minor and local deities compared with this one.

If the central mystery of Wicca is to make the divine feminine and the human feminine merge into one, then Dion Fortune’s greatest fictional character does this to perfection.

Furthermore, there was another aspect of Fortune’s writings which harmonised completely with Wicca, and looked forward to it. This was her suggestion, made most strongly in “The Goat-Foot God”, that civilisation had become spiritually unbalanced.

It had become too rational, too repressed, too mechanical and too artificial, and all of these features were related by her to an excessive impact made by Christianity. To her, the modern versions of the Christian religion, at least, exemplified all these faults.

What was needed was not the removal of all Christian influence, which in her opinion would tilt the spiritual balance too far the other way. Instead she advocated a rebirth of the pagan spirit in modern society, which she charmingly called ‘Vitamin P’.

To her this was exemplified by Pan, the classical god most closely associated with the natural world and with sexuality and revelry.

In other words, she wanted twentieth-century people to become more earthy, natural, spontaneous and uninhibited: in short, less uptight. This was, of course, precisely the spirit that is the essence of Wicca.

Indeed, it is personified by the male deity of Wicca, the Horned God of the Greenwood. Although he is most commonly known in Wicca itself by the Gallic name of Cernunnos or the Arabic one of Karnayna, he is clearly the same god-form as Pan. In effect, Dion Fortune had called for something to be done, and Wicca had done it.

It is beyond any doubt that, during the past sixty years in which Wicca has emerged and flourished as a religion, Fortune’s work has been very important to individual members and groups within it. 

I have repeatedly heard her famous invocatory poetry from the “Sea Priestess” and “Moon Magic” quoted by Wiccans in ritual. Her work was admired by the greatest of all composers of Wiccan liturgy, Doreen Valiente.

Fortune’s ordering of the divine universe, whereby all gods are one god and all goddesses are one goddess, and there is one original force behind both, is reproduced in Doreen’s own later work.

It is the theological system embodied in the Dryghtyn or Blessing Prayer, which many Wiccans, especially in America, regard as the main doctrinal statement of their religion. Doreen wrote this in the mid to late 1960s.

If Fortune’s direct influence on Wicca is thus easy to suggest, her indirect influence, filtered through other figures, made a further impact. 

For example, the collaboration between Bill Gray, the cabbalist trained partly in what had been her tradition, and the celebrated Wiccans Patricia and Arnold Crowther, was one of the more famous magical partnerships of the late 20th century.

On this evidence, the obvious conclusion is that Dion Fortune was one of the main figures behind the formation of Wicca, and that her impact upon it was both massive and consistent, from the moment of its first appearance.

Such a conclusion would be entirely understandable, and I think that it would also be entirely wrong. 

As I have said, and as has often been said before, the early Wiccan liturgy was composed of a very eclectic mixture of texts, many of them taken from a very wide spread of identifiable sources.

Absolutely none of those sources, however, consist of Fortune’s work. Nor is there any sign that any prominent Wiccans during the first decade of the movement’s public life, the 1950s, had any close interest in it.

I shall devote the remainder of my talk to considering why this might have been and what the influences were which proved most significant upon Wicca instead.

I’ll start with the second of those topics, and in doing so make the point that Wicca was not merely a cobbling together of texts and ideas from existing writers and traditions. Had it ever been that, it would hardly have established itself as an important and distinctive new religion.

In particular, it has made a highly individual and effective answer to both of the key questions posed to any religious tradition: what happens to the souls of members after death, and who are the superhuman beings whom they should honour.

The Wiccan answer to the first of those is that humans reincarnate, upon this same earth. What is distinctively Wiccan about it is the assurance that we also have an ability to do so at the same moment as those whom we have loved most in the present life.

This belief in group rebirth tackles three of the most painful aspects of the human fear of death: of complete oblivion, of divine punishment for sins, and of being parted for ever from those whom we love.

There can be no doubt that it was brought into Wicca by Gerald Gardner himself, simply because it was a belief personally precious to him. It features as the central theme of his first novel, “A Goddess Arrives”, which he planned out, even according to his own testimony, before he encountered Wicca.

It is at the heart of the first recorded Wiccan Hallowe’en liturgy, suitable for a feast concerned with the dead. It is also discussed, as one of the greatest of divine truths, in a section of a higher degree initiation rite that was added in the early 1950s, under Gardner’s supervision.

Nothing like it is found in Fortune’s work, but then it is not prominent in that of any other previous writer: it is one of Gardner’s own, distinctive, contributions to religious thought.

The other special, and definitive, piece of Wiccan originality is in its attitude to deity. It pairs together the Great Goddess of the cosmos with the horned god, in a divine partnership in which the goddess is, as said, the more powerful. As also said, this is reflected in the relationship between priestess and priest in Wicca.

Dion Fortune never envisaged a theology like this. She certainly celebrated the same god and goddess, as I have emphasised, but consecutively. In the mid 1930s she applauded Pan, as the divine masculine, and then went on in the late 1930s to replace him at the centre of her fictional cosmos with the Goddess, personified as Isis. 

The two figures therefore exist in her writing, but not as a working partnership: but then, as said, the Wiccan conception of divinity is unique.

Moreover, where there are strong parallels between Fortune’s ideas and those of Wicca, they may be accounted for in terms of the shared culture within which each worked. Let us take, for example, the idea of divine polarity between goddess and god as the basis for the cosmic order.

This was a commonly accepted view one and a half centuries before it appeared in the work of Fortune and of Gardner. It had its roots in two major features of the 18th-century European movement traditionally known as the Enlightenment.

One was a loss of faith by many intellectuals in the literal truth of Christianity, as allegedly revealed in the Bible. This set them off on a quest for the true roots and messages of religion.

Here the second feature of the age came into play: the huge new amount of information on the other peoples of the world, and their beliefs, produced by the expansion of European exploration, trade and dominion over the rest of the globe during the past two hundred years.

French and English scholars, in particular, set about studying world religions, and the history of religious thought, and trying to find common patterns in them. 

An especially influential school among them, which arose in both nations during the 1780s, declared that all religion had originally depended on the worship of a single divine couple: a great goddess and a great god. It was the coupling of these beings which had produced the cosmos and maintained it.

This led to a further conclusion by this school of thought: that the ultimate basis of all religion was fertility, the worship of the generative powers of nature, as embodied primarily in the divine couple.

The most prominent thinkers of this sort were Sir William Jones and Richard Payne Knight in Britain, and Pierre Hugues and Charles Dupuis in France. Of these, Dupuis was by far the most influential.

He became, in fact, one of the foremost religious ideologues of the French Revolution. His aim was to debunk most established religions, and Christianity in particular, as degenerations and misunderstandings of the original, wholesome, honouring of the powers of nature.

For a few years the French revolutionaries actually imposed a state religion based on his ideas, and his book was found on the shelves of radicals in both France and Britain all through the next century. 

Through them, and the works of the other thinkers of his kind, the concept of the great divine couple as the basis of all religion remained a common theme of Western freethinkers.

I emphasise all this because I haven’t written extensively on it before. I have, however, published all through the 1990s on the way in which the images of the goddess and god were developed during the 19th century.

In brief, within thirty years of the original appearance of the idea, they had taken on an enduring form. Both were related to the greatest single social and economic development of the period, the Industrial Revolution, and manifested most strongly in England, where industrialisation and urbanisation occurred first and fastest.

This re-envisioning of deity was part of a massive and entirely understandable reaction to the sudden transformation of the land into one in which most people lived in towns and worked in industries. There was a sudden desperate yearning to be reunited with the natural world.

British poets and historians lost interest in most of the traditional pagan deities, those who lived on Mount Olympus, and were patrons of peoples and human activities.

Instead they celebrated a single great goddess, who represented the whole cosmos but was particularly associated with the green earth and with the night sky. This figure permeates the creative literature of the late 19th and early twentieth centuries. 

She was back-projected by scholars, who declared her to be the single deity worshipped in European prehistory, before humans began to believe in individual goddesses and gods. She is quite clearly the Isis of Dion Fortune, and the Goddess of Gardner’s Wicca.

At the same time, writers and thinkers jettisoned the Olympian gods. Instead they turned en masse to the one most familiar from ancient literature who represented the wild and generative powers of the natural world: Pan.

During the 19th century, Pan suddenly became the pagan deity most often mentioned in English literature, usually representing the guardian spirit of the vanishing countryside.

Dion Fortune actually came in at the tail end of his process. As I have said, in “The Goat Foot God” she proclaimed that a return of paganism, represented by Pan, was needed as a balance and complement to Christianity. That was something which had been said by the British for over a hundred years before she did so.

The leading Victorian literary critic, Edmund Gosse, remembered that as a schoolboy, in the mid-19th century, ‘in my hot and silly brain, Jesus and Pan held sway together, as in a wayside chapel discordantly consecrated to Pagan and Christian rites.’ The same comment was made in other ways by scores of other British writers of the age.    

No wonder also that Pan, mostly under other names, duly became the male face of divinity in Wicca.

As for reincarnation, that also was a belief system old and familiar among the British by the time of Fortune and Gardner. It is not a Western idea at all, though confusion has been created among English-reading occultists by the American mystic Edgar Cayce, who declared that it was Christian doctrine until declared heresy by a sixth-century Council of Constantinople.

This is post-Christian special pleading: the doctrine condemned at Constantinople was that God created each individual soul in advance, at the beginning of time, which is not the same thing as reincarnation.

The concept of reincarnation comes from the East, being especially associated with Hindu and Buddhist thought. It reached Europe, like so much else, in the 18th century, and was especially influential in Britain because the British conquest of India, followed by Ceylon and Burma, opened a highway for it.

The first person to make it widely known among English and French intellectuals was Sir William Jones, who has already been mentioned as one of the earliest proponents of divine polarity as the basis of the cosmos.

He was a remarkable scholar, the very first to translate the most famous Sanskrit religious writings into English. He also discovered the concept of the Indo-European family of languages.

Just for the record, he also advocated a return of Europe to goddess-worship, of a single great mother-figure, and founded his own order of Druids. Flourishing in the 1780s and 1790s, he is one of the lost figures in the history of modern paganism.

The interest of English-speaking intellectuals in reincarnation, however, was supercharged in the 1880s by the Theosophical movement led by Madame Blavatsky. Drawing directly on Hindu and Buddhist thought, once more, it made the doctrine both widely known and fashionable in the West, as it has been ever since.

If Dion Fortune does not seem to have been a formative influence on Wicca, however, despite her prominence at just the right period, then we need now to ask why this is so.

One obvious answer might appear to be that Wicca predates Dion Fortune. This is possible, but there is absolutely no evidence for it. More important, other texts produced during the time at which she flourished as an occultist ​are prominent in early Wiccan rites, up to and including some from the late 1940s. This means that her absence from them remains a compelling problem.

The solution to it may lie in concentrating on the career of Gardner himself. Whether or not Wicca existed before he became involved in it, there is little remaining doubt that the form in which it has always been known is one into which he and his friends put it. He said so himself to Doreen Valiente: that he had greatly enlarged the rudimentary rites that he was given by the Wiccans whom he met.

Thanks largely to the patient and cumulative researches of Philip Heselton, we are now in a position to follow Gardner’s movements and activities much better than before. 

He was unlikely to have encountered Fortune before 1936, because he was hardly ever in England. Between 1936 and 1938 he was, and spent a lot of time in London, but not on the occultist scene. 

Rather, he was most interested at this point in building up his career as an orthodox scholar, joining learned societies and attending archaeological digs.

He did not become seriously interested in esoteric societies until 1938-9, and did so thanks to the Rosicrucians of Christchurch, Hampshire. Between 1938 and 1945, however, he was living on the Hampshire coast, and visited London only occasionally.

It was in 1946 that he hit the London occult scene big time, and within four years had met practically every person on it. That, however, was simply too late for him to make a relationship with Fortune, who died just as he appeared in her world.

Nor – and here I am especially prepared to be informed and corrected by people here more expert than myself – can we assume that her novels were as well known in the 1940s as they have subsequently become. 

By the time of “The Sea Priestess” she was having difficulty in finding a publisher, and it did not sell well itself for many years. “Moon Magic” was abandoned unfinished, and only went into print in the late 1950s. 

Fortune’s organisation, the Fraternity - later Society - of the Inner Light, was also one of the British esoteric organisations in which Gardner was least likely to show interest. It had become explicitly based on Christianity, whereas Gardner had little interest in Christ or his followers.

Fortune herself, indeed, had always remained a Christian, if a highly unorthodox one. She had argued only that paganism needed to be brought back in some measure to rectify the problems created by too complete a dominance of Christian thought.

I still maintain against the opposition of Gareth Knight, and, I think, on an equally good basis of evidence, that paganism almost overwhelmed Christianity in her thought for a brief period at the end of the 1930s.

There is simply no place for Jesus, even a residual one, in the religion of “The Sea Priestess” and “Moon Magic”. By the 1940s, however, he was very firmly back in the literature issued by her for her fraternity: it embodies images and ideas completely alien to the world of Wicca.

None the less, I am certain that had Dion Fortune lived for another ten years, she would have met Gardner, and fairly sure that her work would have had an impact on him, and so on Wicca.

It is worth asking now, in the final section of this talk, who the great contemporary influences on Wicca were, if Dion Fortune was not one. The answer is that two stand out above all others, one an academic and the other a magician. Many of you here can probably guess already who they were: they are indeed the obvious pair.

The academic was the Egyptologist Margaret Murray, who was a very famous scholar in the three different disciplines of archaeology, history and folklore. 

She was also a colleague of Gardner in the Folklore Society, and something of a supporter, if not indeed a friend: she wrote the preface to the book in which he announced Wicca to the world, “Witchcraft Today”.

In an important sense, there could have been no Wicca without Margaret Murray, because she provided the blueprint for it. She was, and had been since the 1910s, the foremost living exponent of the idea that the people prosecuted as witches in the early modern period had been practitioners of a surviving pagan religion. 

As I have written elsewhere, this idea was not developed by her, but by German and French intellectuals in the 19th century. 

It had been French and American liberals who had suggested that the religion concerned had been an admirable one, of feminism, nature-worship and liberty, pitted against the forces of the medieval Church and feudal lords.

Nor was she the first British scholar to take it up, by any means. What she did do was carry out research that seemed, more than anybody had done before, to prove it from historical records.

Her work was very slow to win an audience, but it suddenly became best-selling in the 1940s, the very decade in which Wicca emerged. Her view of the witch trials was academic orthodoxy all through the mid 20th century.

It was only challenged when consistent academic research into the historical records involved began in the 1970s. From that time on the idea was conclusively disproved. 

This was done as part of a debate within the academic community itself, to which Margaret Murray had belonged. There was no thought for the possible knock-on effect on Wicca’s claims, for the simple reason that the scholars concerned knew nothing about Wicca.

Only in the 1990s did somebody emerge who knew both Wicca and academic history in equal depth, and that was myself. 

What Murray gave to Wicca was its fundamental form, of a joyous, earthy, life-affirming religion carried on by witches. She also gave it both the most common names for its horned god: Cernunnos and Karnayna. 

Some portions of early Wiccan liturgy, especially those for the festivals, draw directly on her work. In many of its ideas and rites, however, Wicca went far beyond her.

In doing so, it leaned heavily on the second figure who acted as a major influence: Aleister Crowley. This was partly just a matter of luck- that Gardner had the opportunity for an introduction to Crowley at the moment at which he was seeking a magical mentor. 

The relationship was a great success, Gardner agreeing to lead Crowley’s magical order, the Ordo Templi Orientis, in England. He gave this role up after Crowley’s death, finding it too hard a task, and committed himself to Wicca instead.

None the less, Crowley’s influence on Wicca itself was at first tremendous. In the earliest known version of the Wiccan liturgy, ‘Ye Bok of ye Art Magical’, which dates from the late 1940s or very early 1950s, selections from Crowley’s work appear on 139 of its 250 pages. By a huge proportion this dwarfs that of any other source. 

It is easy to see why the two men got on, apart from the fact that Gardner was seeking a teacher and Crowley a disciple. Both were completely uninterested in salvaging Christianity, in any form, and deeply concerned with magical systems which drew on ancient paganism.

Both, moreover, were only concerned with history and archaeology that drew on orthodox scholarship. Dion Fortune, by complete contrast, was not interested in such scholarship at all.

She was far more excited by mythical histories, such as those of the Arthurian legend and of Atlantis, for which Crowley and Gardner had no time whatsoever.

To a great extent the impact of Crowley on Wicca was transitory. Much of his material in ‘Ye Bok of ye Art Magical’ never appeared in Wiccan texts again. Much else was removed in the 1950s, both to make Wicca look more original and because Crowley’s reputation had taken a beating from John Symonds’s biography of him, “The Great Beast”.

None the less, it remains to this day in texts like the third-degree initiation ritual, partly because that is the most deeply hidden, in the heart of Wicca, and partly because it embodies a rite of literal or symbolic sex magic. This was an operation for which Crowley’s work was particularly well suited.

Furthermore, his influence survives in some more general ways. If the god of Wicca is largely the one of Margaret Murray’s imagined witch religion, then its goddess is very much the rapturous, life-giving one of Crowley’s “Book of the Law” and “Gnostic Mass”.

Having said all this, I return to my earlier point- that Wicca would never have survived, let alone prospered as it has done, if it had not included key ideas and ceremonies which are taken from nobody else.

It is time to conclude. I would have dearly liked to have found more, and more fundamental, linkages between Dion Fortune’s work and the development of Wicca, which I have called the only fully-formed religion that England has ever given the world.

On the other hand, the fact that I have not done so arguably makes for a more interesting situation. It suggests that the world of early 20th-century British occultism and paganism was not as completely interlinked as it may seem at times to have been.

It also reinforces the message, which I have volunteered before, that the same world was not hermetically sealed either. Rather, it drew heavily upon, and distilled, images and ideas that had long been developing in mainstream society, including the works of highly respected scholars, British and foreign. 

By placing Dion Fortune in that perspective, I do not think that I am in any danger of diminishing her greatness. Rather, I would hope to suggest why she and Wicca should both matter more to people who belong to that wider society within which all of us must, to some extent, exist.
