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• We began this conference with our first 
keynote, and the Bent Pyramid of Dahshur 



• Our second keynote took us to the Americas, 
including Chankillo, Peru 



My work 

• Is concerned with 

• The modern reception, appropriation and adaptation of ancient ideas 

• Questions of continuity and discontinuity of esoteric traditions (where 
esoteric means the primacy of the inner world) 

• Ways of understanding esoteric ideas in the modern west. 

• New Age contexts; ‘Occulture’ (Christopher Partridge) 

 

• My lecture will take us from Egypt to the Americas.... 

 



Texts 

• Celia Rabinovitch, Surrealism and the 
Sacred: Power, Eros and the Occult in 
Modern Art,  

• Boulder, Colorado: Westview, 2003. 

• Surrealism has a semi-religious 
character and can be partly 
understood within the context of the 
20th century occult ‘revival’ 

 

• Warlick, M.E., Max Ernst and 
Alchemy: A Magician in Search of 
Myth, Austin: University of Texas 
Press. 2001. 

• Argues that Ernst and surrealism 
drew inspiration from Alchemy’s 
magical and transformation 
philosophy, and aspiration to discover 
the truth through inner processes. 

 

 



Contexts 

• Writing on the Futurists, Umbro Appollonio, 
commented that 'before 1910 (they) were still 
bound up with Symbolism and even 
metaphysics and occultism…'  

 
• Apollonio, Umbro, Futurist Manifestos, London: Thames and Hudson, 1970, p. 15 

 



Surrealism and Astrology 

• An interview with André Breton, April 1954. 
• Jean Carteret and Roger Knare 
• Translated by Morelle Smith. 

 
• ‘The surrealists generally took a lively interest in 

astrology, seeing it from a poetic perspective, 
without going very deeply into it…What I've 
always valued enormously in astrology is not so 
much the lyrical game to which it lends itself, as 
the multi-layered logical game which is a 
necessary part of it and on which it is founded’. 
 
 



• ‘I see astrology as a lady, 
statuesque, utterly beautiful, 
and from such a distant realm 
that she cannot fail to enthral 
me. In purely physical terms, 
her attire alone is 
incomparable. But beyond the 
realm of the visible, astrology 
seems to me to contain one 
of the highest secrets in the 
world. It's a pity that today - at 
least in the popular 
understanding - it's a 
prostitute who sits on the 
throne in her place’. 

• Contexts – Revolutionary Art: 

• Breton in Mexico with Freda 
Kahlo, Diego Rivera, Leon Trotsky 

 

 



 
 

• ‘[Astrology] is exactly that - a brilliant formulation of 
relationships between man and the universe, this doesn't 
create a problem for me. Apart from foolish vanity on his 
part, man really ought to know that he does not 'create', 
that he is simply permitted to reveal a little of what is 
hidden (and to refrain from covering up again as much or 
more of what has already been revealed) and to free the 
latent energies within nature. Whether a person devotes 
themselves to the discovery of Neptune or to that of 
penicillin, both seem to me to be fulfilling their part in the 
process of unveiling what is hidden’. 
 



• Breton: 
 

• ‘As long as astrologers 
actually go out there and 
scrutinise the night sky, let 
themselves be soaked 
through by the celestial 
emanations and then bring 
this brightness back to the 
darkness of human 
existence then yes, all the 
poetic abilities will play 
their part’. 

• Marcus Aurelius, emperor 161-180.  
 

• ‘Survey the circling stars...as 
though yourself were in mid-
course with them. Often picture 
the changing and re-changing 
dance of the elements. Visions of 
this kind purge away the dross of 
our earth-bound life’.  
 

• Marcus Aurelius, Meditations, trans. 
Maxwell Staniforth, Harmondsworth, 
Middlesex: Penguin, 1964, V.47, p. 112. 

•   
 



Fate: Breton retains a deliberate 
ambiguity 

• JC & RK: Do you see any common ground between the belief in free will and that of 
a future that can be predicted? 

•   

• AB: This brings us back I think, to the case of Jerome Cardan, who allowed himself 
to die of hunger at the age of 75, so that the prediction of his horoscope would be 
fulfilled, and the truth of astrology would be vindicated. I don't think anything 
needs to be added to what Grillot de Givry said about this.  

• Those on the side of free will claim that the death was accomplished through the 
means of free will; but their opponents maintain that the fatal event was 
nonetheless predetermined and that it was written in the book of fate that he was 
to die of hunger whatever might be the reason for this kind of death. 

• For Jerome Cardan (1501-1576); see Grafton, Anthony, Cardano's Cosmos: the Worlds and Works of a Renaissance 
Astrologer, Cambridge and London: Harvard University Press 1999. 

 

• Breton with Diego Rivera and Leon Trotsky, Mexico 1938 



To the Americas: Oscar Augustin 
Alejandro Schulz Solari 

• Born in Buenos Aires 14 
December 1887  

• Died at the age of seventy 
five in 1963.  

• Better known under his 
pseudonym, Xul 
(pronounced ‘Shul’) Solar. 

• Shul = Spanish 
pronunciation of Schulz 

• Xul = Lux backwards = light 

• Hence Xul Solar = ‘Light of 
the Sun’. 

 



Introduction to esotericism and 
occultism 

• 1912 disembarks from ship bound for Hong Kong, at London. 
• 1913 travels in Italy and France (Paris). 
• 1913 In London met Austin Osman Spare (1996-1956) right  
• (‘the “Father” of English surrealism’), who introduces him to  
• Aleister Crowley’s Astrum Argentinum. 
• 1916/17 adopts pseudonym Xul Solar 
• 1919 travels to Genoa, Milan, London: in London active in the 
• Theosophical Society.  
• 1920 first exhibition in Milan 
• 1924 exhibits in Paris at the Musee Galliera with Latin American artists (initiated by Crowley 1924) 
• 1924 returns to Buenos Aires: remains in Argentina (or Uruguay) for the rest of his life. 

 
 

• * Breton published the first Surrealist Manifesto in Paris in 1924 and the Surrealist circle was active, 
but Solar does not appear to have met Breton. According to Mark Pollizzoti at the Boston Museum 
of Fine Arts and biographer of Breton, the Surrealists functioned as an exclusive group, like a 
Church, and obtainig an audience with Breton was difficult 
 
 
 
 



Crowley and Egypt 
 

• Aleister Crowley believed that the publication of his work, The Book of the 
Law in 1904 heralded the beginning of the coming age, the Age of Horus, 
the age of self-realisation 

 

• ‘... the crowned and conquering child, who dieth not, nor is reborn, but goeth radiant 
ever upon His Way. Even so goeth the Sun: for as it is now known that night is but the 
shadow of the Earth, so Death is but the shadow of the Body, that veileth his Light from 
its bearer’ (Heart of the Master) 

 

 

 

 



Left: the Museo Xul Solar.  
Bottom Right 2013 – exhibition in Buenos Aires airport 



Jorge Borges and Solar; Solar and Radical Politics  
Below right: Borges and Solar in 1938 

• Met c 1923/4 
• 1927, Borges founded  the Comité de Jóvenes 

Intelectuales Irogoyenistas  (the Committee of 
Young Intellectuals for Irigoyen), in order to 
campaign for the Radical Party leader Irogoyen. 

• Solar joined the committee becoming involved for 
the first time in political activism.  

• Irigoyen won a responding victory and ruled for two 
years until he was overthrown in the coup of 1930.  

• Edwin Williamson, Borges: A Life, London: Penguin, 200, p. 
161. 

 
 

• Solar told the story of how once, when he and 
Borges were passed by a truck carrying militants of 
the pro-coup Legión Civica, Borges called out ‘Long 
live Dr Irogoyen’, resulting in their receiving a 
beating from the fascists, although they fought 
back. 

• Edwin Williamson, Borges: A Life, London: Penguin, 200, p. 185. 

•   
 



Borges on Solar 
 

• In his prologue to the catalogue to Solar’s 
exhibition at the Samos Gallery, Buenos 
Aires, in 1949, Borges wrote  
 

• ‘When we speak of a man of another 
time...Xul is already one of them...I believe 
that we will carry on living, our children will 
carry on living, our grand children will carry 
on living but I don’t know if they will 
understand that extraordinary man, Xul’.  
 

• Borges, Jorge Luis, ‘Speech’, in Mario Gradowczyk, (ed.), Xul Solar (Buenos 
Aires: Pan Klub Foundation/ Xul Solar Museum, 1990), pp. 13-18, p. 16 

 

• ‘Man versed in all disciplines, curious of all 
enigmas, father of writings, languages, 
utopias, mythologies [sic], guest of hell and 
heavens, chess player author and 
astrologist...Xul Solar is one of the most 
outstanding events of our epoch...His 
paintings are documents of the ultra-terrain 
world, of  metaphysical world in which gods 
take the form of the imagination of the ones 
dreaming...Xul Solar renewes [sic]...the 
mystic painting of the ones who do not see 
with physical eyes in the sacred world of 
Blake, Swedenborg, yoguis [sic] and bards’. 
 
 

• Borges, Jorge Luis, ‘Prologue’, in Mario Gradowczyk, 
(ed.), Xul Solar (Buenos Aires: Pan Klub Foundation/ Xul 
Solar Museum, 1990), p. 11. 

 



Borges’ Horoscope cast by Solar 
3.30 am 24 August 1899, Buenos Aires 



Solar as Astrologer 
Top left: Solar’s horosope; Below left: ‘Fotografía de Xul Solar preparando una carta 

astral con el periodista Carlos Marín 1950’; Top right, horoscope of the Pan Klub, 1939, Below right, second version of 
Borges’ horoscope – top cut off 



Notebook 17 May 1924(?): using the I Ching with astrology, Solar observes the time (9.50 am), but, from his 
notes, there is no discernible relationship between the planets in the diagram and the horoscope for the 

moment. Has he borrowed an astrological system from elsewhere, or is he innovating?  Below tight: ‘Desarollo 
del Yi Ching’ (Development of the I Ching), 1953. 



Essentialism: Solar and the pure man 

• ‘In one of his writings, Xol Solar mentions a “Homo 
Novus” by which Demaria and I were inspired to name 
our editorial house “El Homre Nuevo”. To me, at least, it 
was a reference to salvation and our Christian tradition. 
Christ’s answered [sic] Nicodemus as an advise [sic] for 
salvation: “You must be born again”. And later, Saint 
Paul said: “Be one with the new man”. 

•  The ideas to which we refer and that I believe, 
find their completion on Xul’s art, contain the essential 
in man and it’s [sic] renovation’. 
 

• Aldo Pellegrini, ‘Xul Solar’, in Mario H. Gradowczyk, (ed.), Xul Solar (Buenos Aires: 
Pan Klub Foundation/ Xul Solar Museum, 1990, pp. 25-50 ), p. 47. 

 

• The Theosophical Concept of the ‘Seed Man’. 
 
 

• John 3:3, Jesus tells Nicodemus, "Truly, truly, I say to 
you, unless one is born again, he cannot see the 
kingdom of God." 

• John 3.5-7, Nicodemus asks, "How can an old man learn 
new ways as if he were a child again?“  

• Jesus answers, "Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is 
born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the 
kingdom of God. That which is born of the flesh is flesh, 
and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit. Do not 
marvel that I said to you, `You must be born again."' 



Zodiaco 1953 
 left to right in reverse order beginning with Gemini 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• ‘Both avant-gardism and modernism responded to the increasing commodification of 
Western culture, the one by somehow decorrupting or extracting the otherness out of 
the commodified object to produce art, the other by feeing the commodified object 
altogether in quest of art as “pure form”’. 

 

• Walter L. Adamson, ‘Modernism in art, literature and political theory’, in Ball, Terence 
and Richard Bellamy, The Cambridge History of Twentieth Century Thought (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2003), p. 413. 

 



Zodiaco 1953 
 left to right in reverse order beginning with Gemini.  

Below zodiac signs from notebook 1924-6 



Planetas y Regente 1955 





• William Lily, Christian 
Astrology, 2nd edn, 1659, pp. 
66-7 

• ‘When ill placed’ Mars is: ‘a 
lover of slaughter and 
quarrels, Murder, Theevery 
’ and in general, has a 
‘ruddy complexion’ and 
rules ‘swords and knives’, is 
subjedct to ‘tto 
much...Anger’ and 
‘delighteth in Red colour, or 
Yellow, fiery and shining like 
Saffron 



Multiple languages: Pan Ajadrez (Universal Chess), c 1945  
Breton: astrology as a ‘multi-layered logical game’. 



Masks and Personas: Solar Mascara 1923. 
Is this the Sun and Solar (a self-portrait) 

• The English theosophical 
astrologer Alan Leo:  All 
souls are a 'Divine 
Fragment' of 'the great 
Being whom men ordinarily 
call God - the God of this 
system - and whom 
theosophists often refer to 
as the Solar Logos', and of 
whom they were once part  

 
• Leo, Alan (1936), The Art of Synthesis, 

London: Modern Astrology [1st edn. How to 
Judge a Nativity pt. 2, 1904], p 1. 

 



Daimones?: Mascaras Planetarias, 
1953; Santos y Guardianes, 1949 

• Plato: Republic X.620D 
trans. Shorey 

• Prior to incarnation, each 
soul was sent to Lachesis 
again to receive the 'genius' 
or 'daemon', the 'guardian 
of his life and the fulfiller of 
his choice‘ This 'divinity' 
then led the soul to Clotho 
who ratified the choice of 
life and finally to Atropos 
who spun the web of its 
destiny. ..  

•   
 



Understanding astrology as a 
language, or text 

 
• ‘But, above and beyond the question of whether astrology was religious or 

scientific is its linguistic nature. Its political purposes could not be achieved unless 
a two-way communication could be maintained with the divine council in heaven. 
The movement of the stars was understood as šitir šamê, the 'writing of heaven'. 
The world, it was thought, could be 'read' and understood in a logical manner, an 
idea which remained a constant in divination, astrology and magic until well into 
the Renaissance, when it began its gradual evolution into modern science’. 

• Campion, A History of Western Astrology Vol 1 
 
 

•   
• Reiner, Erica, Astral Magic in Babylonia, Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society 1995, p. 9. Gadd, C.J., Ideas of Divine 

Rule in the Ancient East, Schweich Lectures of the British Academy, 1945, Munich: Kraus Reprint 1980, p. 57.  
• Bottéro, Jean, Mesopotamia: Writing, Reasoning and the Gods, Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1992. 

•   
 



Kabbalah: Pan Arbol, 1954;  



Symbols of Time 

• When an occultist paints a picture is it enough 
to regard symbols as allegorical 
representations? 

• Or should we regard them as symbols in rthe 
classical sense, consisting of the same 
substance as the things they symbolise 

• In that sense, Solar’s images may be seen as 
talismans, as active attempts to engage with 
the world. 



Can we call Solar a surrealist? 
Breton: Surrealist Manifesto 1924, trans. Richard Sleaver and Helen Lane 



Was Solar a surrealist? 

• ‘Revolution and Magic are the two values which surrealism 
used to conceal its unconfessed raison d'être, which was to 
make a religion out of poetic inspiration. These two values 
constantly succeeded each other, turn and turn about, like 
day and night, in surrealist thought, whose contributions 
are a direct result of the impossibility of reconciling them. 
Whenever the surrealists settled for one or the other of 
these two values, they did so in almost identical terms; the 
works which Breton regarded as magic move in the same 
direction as those he regarded as revolutionary’. 

• . 
• Alexandrian, Surrealist Art, p. 220. 



Surrealist-Expressionism 
 

• ‘Today we speak of that generation, 
about the renewal of arts and 
literature, but I always felt there was 
something very distinctive about Xul 
Solar...his name was related to the 
vast and intense renovating 
movements of that time. I’m 
referring particularly to German 
Expressionism, rather than Jewish-
German one...I had never met 
anybody with such a rich, diverse, 
unpredictable, unlimited imagination. 
Xul lived continually thinking and 
inventing’. 

•   
• Borges, Jorge Luis, ‘Speech’, in Mario 

Gradowczyk, (ed.), Xul Solar (Buenos Aires: Pan 
Klub Foundation/ Xul Solar Museum, 1990), 
[1968]  pp. 13-18, p. 13 

•   
 



Enchantment 

• “As the negotiation of the gaps or disjunctures separating human beings from 
complete power over their lives, enchantment conjoins the plane of immediate 
human experience to a desirable state of affairs through the mediation of such 
symbolic devices as rituals, incantations or charms. […] Enchantment consists of an 
apparatus of belief whose form of representation or enactment is thought to exert 
influence over the realities it configures. 

•  But enchantment is not limited to the spells and magic of premodern 
metaphysics (or modern consumerism). By means of religion, morality and 
aesthetics, Nietzsche once averred, “man likes to believe that … he is touching the 
heart of the world”.  
 
 
 

• D. Morgan, 'The Enchantment of Art: Abstraction and Empathy from German Romanticism to 
Expressionism', Journal of the History of Ideas, 57 (1996), pp. 317-341. Citing F. Nietzche, 
Human All Too Human, 16 (§4) 

• (David Morgan – Duke University) 

 



Modernism  
Walter L. Adamson, ‘Modernism in art, literature and political theory’, in Ball, Terence and Richard Bellamy, The Cambridge History 

of Twentieth Century Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003) (Emory University) 

• Modernism = ‘the collection of intellectuals and cultural 
movements which, with greatest intensity between 1905 and 1925, 
sought to ferment a “cultural renewal” of Europe’. (p. 414). 
 

• ‘Increasingly it is understood in relation to the rise of the modern 
metropolis, the fin de siècle cultural crisis with its explosive mix of 
utopian hopes for cultural renewal and fears of descent into “mass-
cultural barbarism”, and the “space-time compression” associated 
with newly developed technologies of communication and 
transportation’ (p. 413). 
 

• Modernist strands in art include Dada, Futurism and Surrealism. 



Astrology and the Modern 

• Theodor Adorno: 

• ASTROLOGY is 

• ‘basically discordant 
with today’s universal 
state of enlightenment’. 

• The question: Is he 
correct?  
 

• Adorno, Theodor, The Stars Down to Earth 
(London: Routledge, 1994[1953]), p. 36. 

•   
 



Conclusion 

• Xul Solar: 

1. A key figure in the utopian/ New Age/ magical/ esoteric/ theosophical/ 
enchanted/ radical/ artistic milieu of the 20th century 

2. Deserves to be much better known 

• We may contest the view that modernity/modernism necessarily rejects the 
past or is inherently materialist/ rationalist/ positivist 

• The overlap between radical/ socialist politics and occultism/ esotericism/ 
magical sensibilities needs to be much better understood. 

• The Surrealists’ belief that ancient traditions (along with modern ones) may 
provide a path to truth need more research 

• The Surrealist engagement with the esoteric may be considered not just part 
of culture, but of ‘occulture’. 

• The marriage of heaven and earth is an important feature of Surrealist art 

 



Grateful thanks are due to  
 

• Gabriela Bogao, who tracked down the exhibition at Buenos Aires airport 
after it had been removed. 

 

• Eduard Bozzo (Tango Alchemy) 

 

 

• Jerry Brignone (Secretary and Director of the Buenos Aires Astrological 
Center, 1992-2012, President and Secretary 2012- ) 

 


