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Résumé
Plutôt que detudier l’influence de la théosophie sur les débuts de l'art abstrait, cet article prend pour objet la culture visuelle de la théosophie 
elle-même, en particulier les efforts déployés par Annie Besant et C.W. Leadbeater pour utiliser les transcriptions visuelles de l’expérience 
clairvoyante comme données scientifiques. Ces données ayant rapidement revêtu une dimension esthétique, le monde invisible des particules 
subatomiques a suscité un croisement entre la physique atomique et de l’occultisme qui a influencé la culture visuelle de la théosophie. L'accent 
mis sur la recherche expérimentale a poussé cette dernière à se détacher de l’esthétique symboliste axée sur la rêverie pour s’intéresser à 
l’abstraction des transcriptions “scientifiques” en Thought-Forms et aux géométries abstraites de la Occult Chemistry.

A
ï lrt historians hâve known for many years that modem art— 
such as the abstraction of Kandinsky and his Blaue Reitcr cir- 
cle—was influenced to some degree by Theosophy, a movement 
launchcd in 1875 in spiritualist circles in New York. The Theo- 
sophical Society was founded by H.P. Blavatsky (1831—91) and 
Colonel Henry Steel Olcott (1832—1907). Blavatsky’s major 
works, AA Unveiled (1877) and the two-volume Secret Doctrine 
(1888), merged Western Hermcticism with éléments of Eastern 
religions (primarily Hinduism and Buddhism). Her synthesis 
of Eastern and Western religious ideas and notion of a secret 
brotherhood of adepts living in the world appealed to many in 
the occult revival of the late nineteenth ccntury.

As scholars began to argue in particular detail in the 
1960s, Kandinsky’s debt to Theosophy in Uber das Geistige in 
der Kunst (191 1) was more than superficial.1 Rudolph Stein- 
er’s lheosophical interprétation of Gocthe’s aesthetic théories 
was important to Kandinsky, as was Blavatsky’s work and that 
of hcr disciple and succcssor, Annie Besant. In particular, Be
sant and C.W. Leadbcater’s 1901 volume, Thought-Forms, 
provided Thcosophical interprétations of thoughts and émo
tions attributablc to colours and abstract forms perceivcd by 
the clairvoyant as auras. Thought-Forms even offered a key to 
the mcanings of colours and provided copious colour illustra
tions of thought-forms that might, in themselves, be seen as 
examples of abstract visual images at the turn of the ccntury 
(figs. 1,2).

But I would like in this article not simply to add another 
voice to debates about the extent to which early abstract paint
ing was influenced by flheosophical texts. Rather, I wish to ex
amine the visual culture of Theosophy itself, and, in particular, 
the efforts of key Theosophists Annie Besant and C.W. Lead
beater to use visual transcriptions of clairvoyant expérience as 
scientific data—but data that quickly took on aesthetic dimen
sions for many adhérents to a lheosophical worldview. As we 
shall see, this effort to make direct clairvoyant perception an 
element of a scientific research program was doomed to failure 
at the very moment when mainstream scicntists were forced to 
grapple with what would seem to be the province of Theosophy 
and occultism in general: the unseen world. This unseen world 

of atoms and newly theorized subatomic particles would allow 
an intersection of atomic physics and occult science that would 
influence the visual culture of Theosophy.2

From the late nineteenth ccntury through the first quarter 
of the twentieth, clamouring voices debated the fondamental 
nature of matter. Théories proliferated from various corners of 
the scientific world and from the occult one as wcll. John Dal- 
ton’s theory of indivisible fondamental particles—the elemen- 
tal atoms of nineteenth-century chemistry—vied with théories 
from ether physics, such as the suggestion by Lord Kelvin (Wil
liam Thomson) that an atom might simply be a vortex in the 
ether. William Prout’s early nineteenth-century theory that ail 
the éléments were made up of differing numbers and configu
rations of hydrogen atoms, and his concept of the “protyle,” 
contributed to Sir William Crookes’s later élaboration of a mat
ter from which ail the éléments were ultimately formed.3 Yet 
Prout’s and Crookes’s théories could easily find confirmation by 
occult alchemists, who saw the protyle merely as a current scien
tific élaboration of the alchemical prima materia. lhe recent dis
covery of radioactivity further complicated scientific and occult 
understandings of the relationships between matter and energy 
and of the nature of atoms.4

In this cacophony, Theosophists attempted to propound 
an “occult chemistry.” Such a “material science” was an effort 
to bridge the apparent divide between mcchanistic science and 
spirituality. Occult chemistry, like the form of alchemy es- 
poused by many Theosophists and some Hermeticists, explic- 
itly addressed the rôle of the will and the mind of the spiritually 
purified adept in manipulating the matter of the physical world. 
The project (and its efforts at scientific validation) of nccessity 
addressed what became a major component of atomic science 
across the twentieth century: the rôle of instruments in gleaning 
information about an invisible subatomic world.

Over the last three centuries, instrumentation had begun 
to play a central part in the practice of chemistry and physics— 
and has since been crucial to the emergence of new théories 
of matter.5 Given the human inability to see subatomic par
ticles, scientists invented a variety of detectors that confirmed 
the existence of a particle or the occurrence of a subatomic
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Figure I. [John Varley, Mr. Prince, or Miss Macfarlane] Thought-forms of 
“Vague Pure Affection" (top) and “Vague Selfîsh Affection" (bottom). 
Rcproduced from Annie Besant and C.W. Leadbeater, Thought-Forms 
(London, 1901), plate between pp. 26 and 27.

Figure 2. [John Varley, Mr. Prince, or Miss Macfarlane] Thought-forms of 
“Helpful Thoughts." Reproduced from Annie Besant and C.W. Leadbeater, 
Thought Forms (London, 1901), plate between pp. 56 and 57.

event by examining an effect of that event. The spectroscope, 
cathode-ray tube, electromctcr, spinthariscope, cloud cham- 
ber, and ionization chamber, for cxample, allowed turn-of-the- 
century scientists to detect signs of an otherwise imperceptible 
atomic world.

C.T.R. Wilson’s 1895 invention of the cloud chamber 
and Donald Glaser’s 1952 invention of the bubble chamber 
allowed major brcakthroughs in, respectively, low-energy and 
high-energy particle physics. These instruments allowed in- 
vestigators to “see” particles by seeing their trails in conden
sation lines or bubble lines. (Both Wilson and Glaser won 
Nobel Prizes for their inventions.) But these chambers rep- 
resent only one direction in instrumentation. Peter Galison 
has identified contrasting traditions of expérimentation in 
twentieth-century physics:

One embraccd the visual detcctors, such as the cloud cham
ber and the bubble chamber, which etched onto film the fine 
details of individual events. Quite another tradition formed 
around elcctronic detectors... Only in the carly 1980s [did) 
these two traditions merge when electronic detectors [bc- 

came] capable of producing computer-constructed images 
that [were] so wcll resolved that individual events [acquired] 
significanceA

Both varieties of detectors présupposé the value of perception, 
but of a secondary nature—an observation of the effect of a 
particle, rather than of the particle itself—in the development 
of scientific theory and participate in a tradition extending back 
through Comtian positivism and British empiricism.7 The im
age detectors, though, were key to many of the breakthrough 
discoveries in physics from 1895 through the 1930s.

The possibility of visually experiencing an invisible world 
in the emerging physics of the 1 890s and early twentieth cen
tury appealed to the Theosophical Society, which carefully fol- 
lowcd the experimental and theoretical work of scientists such 
as Crookes, Sir William Ramsay, Wilhelm Conrad Rôntgen, J.J. 
Thomson, Frederick Soddy, Ernest Rutherford, and Marie and 
Pierre Curie. Theosophists believed that the new science validat- 
ed both the théories of médiéval alchemists and, of course, the 
wisdom of Theosophical adepts, including the founders of the 
Society, Blavatsky and Olcott, and their Theosophical heirs, es-
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Figure 4. Claude-Émile Schuffenecker, Le Lotus Bleu, 1892. Black crayon on 
paper. 59.7 x 45.1 cm. Regina, Mackenzie Art Gallery, Umvcrsity of Regina 
Collection (Photo: Don Hall).London: GEORGE REDVYAY, 15» York Street, Covent Garden.

Figure 3. Cover of Lucifer I, 2 (October 1887).

pecially Annie Besant (1847-1933) and Charles Webster Lead- 
beater (1854—1934). Even more remarkably, Theosophical en
gagements with authorized science helped confirm the emerging 
“image orientation” of the new atomic science from the outset.

For the first two décades of the theosophical Society’s exis
tence, Theosophists’ written attcmpts to legitimate Theosophy as 
a science (to “sanitize” its occultism, to borrow Roy Wallis’s apt 
term) consisted of frequently citing scientific works and adopt- 
ing scientific terms. But in 1895, the year in which Wilson built 
his first cloud chamber and Rôntgen discovered X-rays, Besant 
and Leadbcater, both rising stars in the Theosophical firmament, 
shifted the terms of Theosophical sanitization and launched a 
sériés of direct experiments into the nature of the chcmical élé
ments. The results of these August 1895 investigations into the 
subatomic structure of hydrogen, oxygen, nitrogen, and a fourth 
gas—which, they claimed, had not yet been discovered by chem- 

ists—were published in Lucifer, the major theosophical journal 
foundcd by Blavatsky in 1887. They preceded the abstract visual 
marvels of Fhought-Forms by six years and provided a micro- 
physical explanation of Theosophical tenets. Indeed, this move 
to experimental research profoundly shifted Theosophy’s visual 
culture away from the dreamy Symbolist aesthetics epitomized 
by Lucifer’s cover (fig. 3), or by the art work of Gauguin’s close 
friend Claude Emile Schuffenecker in the French journal Le Lo
tus Bleu (1892) (fig. 4), toward the abstraction of the “scientific” 
transcriptions in Thought-Forms (fig. 5) and the abstract géom
étries of Occult Chemistry (figs. 6, 7, 8, 9).

The clairvoyant chemistry experiments were resumed in 
1907 with work on fifty-nine more éléments. In the interven- 
ing years, of course, the discovcries of radioactivity, radium 
and other radioactive cléments, the électron, and radioactive 
transformation had radically altercd the field of atomic science.
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Figure 5. John Varley, ThoughL-form "seen" during performance of Wagner 
on a church organ. Reproduced from Annie Besant and C.W. Leadbeater, 
Thought-Forms (London, 1901), plate between pp. 62 and 63.
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FIG. 10. THE SEVEN FONDAMENTAL FO R MS OF THE ELEMENTS

Figure 6. Elizabeth W. Prcston, "The Scven Fondamental Forms of the 
Eléments," in C.W. Leadbeater and Annie Besant, Occult. Chemistry: 
investigations by clairvoyant magnification into the structure of the atoms of 
the periodic labié and of sorne compounds (1908), 3rd ed. (Madras, 1951), 
between pp. 28 and 29. Beproduced with permission from The Theosoph
ical Publishing House, Adyar, Chennai, India (© The Theosophical Publish- 
ing House, Adyar, Chennai-600 020, India, http://www.ts-adyar.org).

Indccd, on the very day (18 July 1907) that Sir William Ram- 
say published in Nature his remarkable (though ultimately mis- 
taken) claim to hâve transmuted éléments, Sir William Crookes 
was corresponding with Besant and Leadbeater about supplying 
them samples of the éléments for their research.8 Leadbeater 
and Besant continued their experiments that summer during 
a vacation in Weisser-Hirsch near Dresden, and they made use 
of the minerai specimens in a Dresden muséum. The reinvigo- 
rated investigations continued intermittently until the deaths of 
Besant in 1933 and Leadbeater in 1934, and they résultée! in a 
volume cntitled Occult Chemistry that went through three édi
tions (1908, 1919, and 1951) and remains in print today. Like 
much turn-of-the-century alchcmical writing on chemistry, Oc
cult Chemistry cchocd Victorian scientists who had argued that 
the chemical éléments describcd by Dalton must be composée! 
of something simplet and unitary. Alchemists had called it the 

prima materia, or “first matter,” while Kelvin had called it the 
vortex atom and Prout and Crookes had called it the protyle. 
Besant and Leadbeater called it the Ultimate Physical Atom, or 
“anu” (from Sanskrit).

Their experiments marked a significant shift from révéla
tion to expérimentation as a source for the scientific basis of 
.lheosophy—a move intended to garner for Theosophy the 
validation of scientific method and the prestige of experimental 
science in that period. But the experiments were remarkable for 
another reason: they were conducted clairvoyantly. Besant and 
Leadbeater claimed that direct perception of subatomic struc
ture was superior to the scientific data that could be gleaned 
from instrumentation. Or, to put it süghtly differcntly, they 
posited the human observer as a kind of occult détection in
strument. It is easy to be dismissive of these experiments: Peter 
Washington notes derisivcly, “Ihough the authors made scveral
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Figure 7. Annie Besant [or based on the drawings of Annie Besant], Male 
and female (positive and négative) forms of the UlLimate Physical Atom 
(UPA), in C.W. Leadbeatcr and Annie Besant, Occult Chemistry: investi 
gâtions by clairvoyant magn/fication into the structure of the atoms of the 
periodic table and of some compounds (1908), 3rd. cd. (Madras, 1951), 
p. 13. Reproduced with permission from The Theosophical Publishing 
House, Adyar, Chennai, India (© The Theosophical Publishing House, 
Adyar, Chennai-600 020, India, http://www.ts-adyar.org).

of their chemical discoveries while sitting on a bench in the 
Finchley Road, as so often in scientihc research the right ma- 
terials were not always to hand and Leadbeater had to make 
several astral visits to glass cases in muséums wherc the rarer 
metals and minerais were houscd.”9 Yet Besant and Leadbeater 
saw these experiments as important enough to continue across 
almost forty years of their lives and to publish in multiple book 
éditions and journal articles. Their clairvoyant forays into the 
subatomic world speak to a number of important issues, in
cluding the relationship between spirituality and the materialist 
sciences of chemistry and physics of the period.

For Theosophists, the material realm of the subatomic 
world became available to aesthetic, sensuous—and even sensu- 
al—encounters. The unseen world was portrayed voluptuously; 
subatomic particles were scen not only as animate but also as 
sexed. The percciving body became, in Theosophical concep
tions, an instrument of scientihc knowledge production rather 
than simply the subject of it.

Theosophy and the Boundaries of Physical Science

The Theosophical Society, with its formai governance structure, 
its open and regular meetings, its public self-promotion, and 
its vast publishing industry, was a very different sort of occult 
enterprise from the secret Hermetic societies like the Golden 
Dawn and played a more prominent rôle in the public percep
tion of occult subjects. Blavatsky, Olcott, and the early mem
bers of the lheosophical Society in America, Britain, and India 

(where the two founders moved in 1878) created a flourishing 
spiritual movement and a publishing industry that publicized 
their beliefs in seven interpenetrating planes, each consisting 
of successively more rarified matter, with the material plane of 
our everyday existence and perceptions being the most dense. 
But ail matter, in the Theosophical cosmos, is essentially liv- 
ing and spiritual and participâtes by émanation in a Universal 
Spirit. Moreover, ail life forms and worlds are going through an 
evolutionary process, with the lower life forms’ évolution being 
directed by more highly evolved spiritual beings.

The Theosophical movement built upon the énergies of 
mid-nineteenth century spiritualism and the later Victorian oc
cult revival. It also callcd upon the prestige of Victorian science, 
and it thrived on the cultural controversies caused by that sci
ence. Much of its success stemmed from Blavatsky’s imaginative 
synthesis of Western occultism and Eastern religions, cspecially 
Buddhism, and her efforts to situate the new religion as essen
tially an ancient science. In ïsis Unveiled, Blavatsky challenged 
what she saw as the narrow materialism of Darwin, Huxley, and 
recent science, but she also rejected the dogmas of Christianity 
and called for a wisdom that would unité science and religion.

In the early years of Theosophy, the modem science that 
most occupicd the movement was actually the theory of évolu
tion.10 And while Blavatksy in Isis Unveiled and Secret Doctrine 
grappled in a limited way with modem physics and chemis
try, she engaged much more fully with the work of alchemists, 
cspecially that of Paracelsus. The major events that launched 
modem particle physics—the discoveries of x-rays, the électron, 
radiation, radium, and radioactive decay—ail occurred after 
Blavatsky died in 1891.

If Blavatsky meant to make Theosophy a science whose 
ultimate goal was spiritual wisdom, her methods of scientihc 
engagement were beginning to show their limitations within a 
few years after hcr death. Her oracular style in Secret Doctrine 
allowed her to give précise details of the religious and philo- 
sophical tenets she was amassing from Buddhism, Hinduism, 
and Western occult traditions, yet her characterizations of the 
modem science that supposcdly supported such thinking were 
always vague. She thus seemed persuasive primarily to those 
who already affirmed her occult authority. She usually offered 
direct quotations from works by scientists sympathetic to spiri
tual views of science.11 While Blavatsky claimed that “Modem 
Science is every day drawn more into the maelstrom of Occult
ism,”12 her facile invocations of modem science did not offer 
much to convince the skeptic.

Writers of later Theosophical publications paid attention 
to évolution, too, as well as to the “new astronomy” fueled by 
Norman Lockyer’s spectroscopic analyses, work on the nature 
of life, and, emphatically, the new atomic physics and chemis
try. This extended from Victorian challenges to the irreducible 
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multiplicity of Dalton’s éléments—Kelvins vortex atom and 
Crookes’s version of Prout’s protyle enjoyed much discussion— 
to the latest work by J.J. Thomson, Rutherford, Ramsay, Soddy, 
and others on radioactivity. Moreover, the level of Thcosophical 
engagement with physics and chcmistry, as well as with the lega- 
cy of alchemy, increascd dramatically in the late 1.890s and into 
the early twentieth ccntury, as evideneed by the frequent articles 
on the new physics and chemistry in the major Theosophical 
journals—Lucifer, The Theosophical Review, The Theosophist, and 
777c Iheosophical Quarterly—and book and pamphlet publica
tion by the Thcosophical Society Press.

Lucifer had been foundcd and edited by Blavatsky in 1 887, 
with Besant joining as co-editor in 1890. (She remained after 
Blavatsky’s dcath in 1891, and with her co-editor, G.R.S. Mead, 
she changed the namc of the journal to The Theosophical Review 
in 1897.) Besant grcatly intensified the journals engagement 
with science after 1891. Her “On the Watch-Tower” column, 
which commenced in the Mardi 1892 issue, served as a forum 
on news and articles from current newspapers and journals, and 
emphatically engaged the latest discoveries of laboratory work in 
chemistry and physics. Beyond the regular scientific coverage in 
“On the Watch-Tower,” Besant and Mead frequently published 
articles with titles such as “Confirmation of Theosophy by Sci
ence,” “Theosophy, the Religion of Science,” “Science on the 
Bordcrland,” and the like. Olcott’s Theosophist and the Ameri- 
can journal Lhe Theosophical Quarterly also followed much of 
the science of the day, though they wcrc less thorough in their 
coverage of science. In addition, books such as A. Marques’s 
Scientific Corroborations of Theosophy and A.P. Sinnett’s Natures 
Mysteries, and How Lheosophy Illuminâtes Them were published 
by the Theosophical Publishing House in Los Angeles and the 
Theosophical Publishing Society in London. Even if their in
terprétations of contemporary science might hâve surprised the 
scientists involved, the authors of these works grcatly intensified 
Theosophy’s investment in the laboratory work of the scientific 
establishment. They did not simply proclaim gems ol occult 
wisdom gleancd from ancient sources, as Blavatsky had primar- 
ily do ne.

Annie Besant intended hcr article “Occult Chemistry,” 
published in Lucifer on 15 November 1895, to stakc a Theo
sophical claim on precisely this kind of laboratory work: “It 
seems worth while to lay before the public a few observations 
made through these [astral] senses, partly because it is possible 
that they may suggest hypothèses uscful as elucidating some 
scientific problems; and partly because science is advancing 
rapidly and will ere long be investigating some of these mat- 
ters lor itself, and it will then perhaps be well for the Theo
sophical Society if the first statement of facts that will then 
be accepted should hâve corne from members of its body.”13 
Without even identifying hcrsclf and Leadbeatcr as the “mem-

Figure 8. Elizabeth W. Prcston, Subatomic structure ofhydrogen, in C.W. 
Leadbeater and Annie Besant, Occult Chemistry: investigations by clairvoy
ant magnification into the structure of the atoms ofthe penodic table and of 
some compounds (1908), 3rc. ed. (Madras, 1951), p. II. Reproduced with 
permission from The Theosophical Publishing House, Adyar, Chcnnai, 
India (© The Theosophical Publishing House, Adyar, Chennai-600 020, 
India, ht t p : //www. t s - ad y a r. o rg).

bers” who had conducted the experiments, Besant—clearly 
understanding the conventions of scientific publication— 
meant this first publication of preliminary results to cstablish 
precedent over any subséquent scientific discoveries about 
subatomic physics.lz*

Direct Visual Perception versus Instrumentation

While electronic counting detectors played a rôle in early twen- 
tieth-century atomic physics, the image tradition that Galison 
identifies was crucial to many of the major discoveries and in-
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Figure 9. Elizabeth W. Preston, Subatomic structure of radium, in C.W. 
Leadbeater and Annie Besant, Occult Chemistry: investigations by clairvoy
ant magnification into the structure of the atoms of the periodic table and of 
some compounds (1908), 3rd. ed. (Madras, 1951), p. 104. Reproduced with 
permission from Thc Theosophical Publishing House, Adyar, Chennai, 
India (© Thc Theosophical Publishing House, Adyar, Chennai 600 020, 
India, http://www.ts-adyar.org).

terpretations of the field. To cite one particularly famous ex
ample—one that the press widely cited as modem alchemy’s 
first successful artificial transmutation—in 1919 Rutherford 
bombardée! nitrogen with fast alpha particles, producing a 
heavy isotope of oxygen. As Galison explains, Rutherford used 
a scintillation detector to dctect the protons emitted during the 
experiment, but because the flashes of light produced could not 
tell him any of the details of thc actual process, he interpreted 
it as one of disintegration. But when Rutherford and RM.S. 
Blackett conducted the experiment using a cloud chambcr to 
allow them to see the tracks of the particles, they not only dis- 
covercd évidence of nitrogen’s transmutation, but also found 
that Rutherford had misinterpreted the process. Blackett could 
see the tracks left by the interaction, which showed the intégra
tion of particles.15

But if new instruments such as the spectroscope, cloud 
chamber, ionization chamber, and the Dolezalek electrometer 
allowed Thomson, Rutherford, and others to infer thc existence 
of subatomic particles, the limitations of those instruments 
werc obvions. Of course they could never allow scientists to per- 
ceivc an atom, much less an électron, directly—the rclationship 
between the body and mind of the observer and the object of 
observation was always essentially secondhand.

Leadbeater and Besant’s occult chemistry clcarly participat- 
ed in such privileging of visual data, but they frequently claimed 

that their clairvoyant extension of physical sight was more ac- 
curate than scientific instruments could allow. They wrote, “ We 
put [our observations] forward in the hope of stimulating work 
along this line, and of thus bringing to science, when its in
struments fail it, the old, old instrument of enlarged human 
vision.”16 Beyond the issue of mere accuracy, the very nature of 
the relationship between thc perceiving body and the object of 
perception was the central focus of their pursuit of the ultimate 
physical atom.

When Leadbeater wrote about “magnifying clairvoyance,” 
thc tensions between competing conceptions of the body—as 
instrument or as living perceiver—were évident. He grasped for 
ways of articulating thc expérience of this magnifying clairvoy
ance. In his book The Chakras (1927), he writes as if the body 
were both an organic sensor and an inorganic instrument:

Tic centre between the eyebrows is connectcd with sight in 
yet another way. It is through it that thc power of magnifica- 
tion of minute physical ohjects is exercised. A tiny flexible 
tube of etheric matter is projected from thc centre of it, re- 
sembling a microscopie snake with something like an eyc at 
the end of it. This is the spécial organ used in that form of 
clairvoyance and thc eye ar the end of it can be extended or 
contracted, thc effect being to change thc power of magni- 
fication according to the size of the object which is being 
examined.17

The faculty is described herc in organic as well as in non-organic 
terms, as if it were an instrument in a laboratory—a “flexible 
tube” made of ether whose power to magnify can be adjusted 
by mechanical extension or contraction. (Note even here that 
the “lcns” one might cxpect on a tube has been figured as an 
eye, an organ.)

Theosophical conceptions of clairvoyance werc always 
vexed by a tension between naturalizing clairvoyance as simply 
a use of sensc faculties that ail humans possess (and can develop) 
versus perceiving the act as the construction of a hybrid human/ 
nonhuman instrument. This uneasiness fundamentally derived 
from thc position of the observer in relationship to the observed. 
In his 1899 book Clairvoyance, Leadbeater rclentlessly searches 
for instruments by which to dcscribe thc act of clairvoyance. He 
describes, in thrcc pages, onc method of clairvoyance by astral 
current in terms of four different instruments: “the érection of 
a kind of temporary téléphoné though [astral matter]”; “polar- 
ization, by an effort of the human will, of a number of parallel 
fines of astral atoms reaching from the operator to the sccne 
which he wishes to observe”; making “a tclegraph line”; and 
“manufactur[ingj for himself a temporary astral télescope.”18 
The opposite faculty, “magnifying at will the minutest physi
cal or astral particle to any desired size,” was described again in 
terms of an instrument: “as though by a microscope—though 
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no microscope ever made or ever likcly to be made possesses 
even a thousandth part of this psychic magnifying power.”19

Yet this astral or ethcrcal hybrid—the human with an ethe- 
real microscope tube growing from his forehead, or with an as
tral telescope tube or telegraph wire extending from his body 
across space—was also given a more organic cxplanation. The 
clairvoyant was simplv practising a Yogic siddhi, a spécial power 
attained through advanced training (in this case, “the power of 
making oneself large or small at will”).2() This allowed the Yogi 
to become enormous, to fill the whole universe and cssentially 
be everywhere, or to become microscopically small, to pcrceive 
atoms or even subatornic particlcs directly by being inside or 
among them at the micro-level. But, as Leadbeater cxplains, 
“the alteration in size is really in the vchicle of the student’s 
consciousncss”—it is the “breadth of one’s view” that changes.21 
Leadbeatcr’s Singhalese pupil Curupumullage Jinarajadasa (who 
later would become President of the Iheosophical Society) was 
with Leadbeater and Bcsant as they astrally travelled across 
space to other planets (and even claimed to hâve found four 
unknown planets in the solar System) and as they conducted 
their clairvoyant chemistry. He described the experimenters as 
if they were scientists in a laboratory, but scientists without the 
need of instruments:

When using this method the investigator is awake and not 
in any form of trancc. He employs his usual faculties for 
recording what he observes; he maps out on a piece of paper 
a sketch of what he secs and may describe his impressions so 
that a stenographer can take down his rcmarks. Just as a mi- 
croscopist, looking into the microscope and without remov- 
ing his eyes from the slide, can describe what he observes 
so that it can be recorded, so the clairvoyant investigator 
watching an atom or molécule can describe what he secs in 
front of him. What he sces is not subjective, in the sense that 
it is a création of the imagination; it is as objective as is the 
paper on which I am writing this and the pen which I use.22

Ihe direct expérience account, that of the clairvoyant investi
gator changing his or her perspective to the micro-sizc of the 
atom and experiencing it as if simply watching with physical 
eyes, ultimately won out, becoming the oft-repeated explana- 
tion used later by supporters of occult chemistry (Jinarajadasa, 
and the scientists E. Lester Smith and Stephen Phillips). Signifi- 
cantly, this interprétation emphasized the organic nature of the 
expanded human, conscious perceiver and ultimately strength- 
ened the vitalist nature of Theosophical cosmology.

Theosophical Atoms

But in spitc of Theosophical vitalism (to which I shall return 
below) and the Theosophical attack on mechanistic science and 

philosophy, the atomic theory Besant and Leadbeater developed 
in Occult Chemistry and elsewhere was in many ways a mechani- 
cal theory involving interactions of ever-more rarified particlcs 
and their vibrations. It adapted many assumptions of Victorian 
ether mechanics.

The model of the atom that Besant and Leadbeater con- 
structed in Occult Chemistry claimed the existence not just of 
four states of physical matter—solid, liquid, gaseous, and an 
ethcric state that some Victorian physicists were willing to sec 
as another form or state of matter—but, in fact, of seven. They 
accepted solid, liquid, gaseous, and four ethcric states, which 
they tied to the Theosophical subplanes of Ether 1—Ether4. Mat
ter in each of these states is composed of aggregates of particles 
in geometrical configurations. The chemical éléments, accord- 
ing to Besant and Leadbeater, can be arranged into periodic 
groups according to the forms they sharc: “spike,” “dumb-bell,” 
“tetradhedron,” “cube,” “octahedron,” “crossed bars,” and “star” 
(fig. 6). As the clairvoyant chcmist breaks down the walls 
holding the geometrical configurations of particles together, 
each atom dissociâtes into yet more basic particles spécifie to 
the etheric subplane. Finally, the ultimate physical atom (or 
UPA, as 1 shall abbreviate it) was the only particle on the El 
etheric subplane, and it existed in two forms, male and female 
(fig. 7). In Besant and Lcadbeater’s System, the UPA cannot be 
further dissociated and romain physical matter; the more rari
fied particles into which it would dissociate would be astral par
ticlcs. The UPAs are formed of ten “whorls,” each twisted as 
a spiral containing 1,680 turns. Each, in turn, contains seven 
fincr whorls callcd “spirillae.” Ihe distinction between male 
and female forms of the UPA consists of the way force flows 
through each. Besant and Leadbeater defined the différence 
this way:

In this ultimate state of physical matter two types of atoms 
hâve been observed; they are alike in everything save the di
rection of their whorls and of the force which pours through 
them. In the one case force pours in from the “outside,” 
from fourth-dimensional space [the astral plane] and pass- 
ing through the atom, pours into the physical world. In the 
second, it pours in from the physical world, and out through 
the atom into the “outside” again, i.c., vanishes from the 
physical world. 4he one is like a spring, from which wa- 
ter bubbles out; the other is like a holc, into which water 
disappcarsA

More on this force and the gendering of UPAs in a mo
ment. Besant and Leadbeater based much of this understanding 
of physics on the ether hypothesis that was commonly accepted 
until Einstein and others rcjected it in the early twentieth cen
tury. But Bcsant and Leadbeater created an even more com- 
plex system of atoms. The schéma extended to ail seven planes 
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positcd by Theosophy. Leadbeater, in his Textbook of Theosophy 
(1925), had categorized the seven planes. The first world is a 
“divine world” with which humans had as yet no direct con
tact; the second “monadic” world contains the “Sparks of divine 
Life” and is also beyond the reach of the clairvoyant; the third 
is the “spiritual world”; the fourth is an “intuitional world,” or 
“buddhic plane,” from which “corne the highest intuitions”; the 
fifth is a “mental world,” from whose matter “is built the mind 
of man”; the sixth is an “emotional or astral world,” thus named 
“because the émotions of man cause undulations in its mat
ter”—and called “astral,” they wrote, by “médiéval alchemists, 
because its matter is starry or shining as compared to that of 
the denser world”—and, finally, the seventh is the “physical” 
world, “composed of the type of matter which we see ail around 
us.”23 Leadbeater and Besant both emphasized in their writings 
that these worlds were co-extensive with one another, that they 
were merely composed of different, increasingly rarified, forms 
of matter. And as Besant emphasized in The Ancient Wisdom 
(1897), her major contribution to making a working System 
from the vast sprawl of Blavatsky’s tomes, humans bave exis
tences in these other planes. Each person possesses, for instance, 
an astral body that coexists with the physical one. The senses 
appropriate to these other states of matter, however, were largely 
underdeveloped.

The “Ummaginable Beauty” of a Subatomic World

According to Besant and Leadbeater, each of the beings existing 
in the different planes has a fully developcd set of sense facul- 
ties by which to apprehend only the forms of matter on that 
plane. But, Besant and Leadbeater argued, beings can develop 
the sense faculties appropriate to other planes.25 These leading 
Theosophists tended to emphasize the voluptuousness of these 
other senses in aesthetic terms. As Besant noted in her discus
sion of the development of sense organs in lhe Ancient Wisdom, 
“Even now there are myriads of vibrations pulsing around us in 
physical nature from the knowledge of which we arc shut out 
because of the inability of our physical vchicle to receive and 
vibrate in accord with them. Unimaginable beauties, exquisite 
sounds, délicate subtlcties, touch the walls of our prison house 
and pass on unheeded.”26 Leadbeater gushed that “one curious 
and very bcautiful novelty brought to his notice by the develop
ment of this [astral] vision would be the existence of other and 
entircly different colours beyond the limits of the ordinarily vis
ible spcctrum, the ultra-red and ultra-violet rays which science 
has discovcred by other means being plainly perceptible to astral 
sight.”27 The expérience of the subatomic world of UPAs is one 
of almost sensory ovcrload: “In the three whorls flow currents 
of different electricities; the seven vibrate in response to cthe- 
ric waves of ail kinds—to Sound, light, heat, etc.; they show 

the seven colours of the spectrum; give out the seven sounds of 
the natural scale; respond in a variety of ways to physical vibra
tion—flashing, singing, pulsing bodies, they move inccssantly, 
inconccivably beautiful and brilliant.”28

The U PA itself is shapcd like the Western symbol for the 
heart (a “heart-like form”), and in the schematic drawings of the 
different configurations of UPAs, they are drawn cxplicitly in a 
heart shape and are describcd as having “a régulai* pulsation, a 
contraction and expansion, like the pulsation of the heart.”29 
The diagrams of the subatomic structure of the éléments are 
themselves of aesthetic interest, ranging from the fairly simple 
structure of hydrogen (fig. 8) to the complex patterning of ra
dium (fig. 9). Moreover, the movements and vibrations of UPAs 
are frequently described in anthropomorphic terms: the UPA 
“sings” and it “dances up and down, flings itself wildly from side 
to side, performs the most astonishing and rapid gyrations.”30 
lhe molécules composed of UPAs “turn head over heels and 

gyratc in endless ways” and are contained in their shapes by 
“cell-walls.”31

The sexing of UPAs as male and female, with the tradi- 
tional positive/négative characterization ofthe genders, makes 
the essence of matter a kind of subatomic sexual intercourse. 
Opposites attract and infuse each other with fines of life force 
pulsing in and out of them. While Theosophy has often been 
seen as preoccupied with spiritualizing the body, and Bla- 
vatksy herself had exelaimed that “the absolutely spiritual 
Man is.... entirely disconnected from sex,”32 a generative and 
scxcd universe was key to much Theosophical writing. Besant 
herself gave up her strong advocacy of birth control when 
she entered the Theosophical Society because of its empha
sis on procreative sex.33 Moreover, as Dixon has persuasively 
argued, Besant and Leadbeater’s version of Theosophy (re- 
ferred to as “neo- lheosophy” by some critics), which insisted 
on tracing past lives in the Theosophical System of réincarna
tion, involved members in a complicated latticc of past lives of 
different genders.33

The sexing of the subatomic world, and Besant and Lead
beater’s frequent descriptions of it in bodily metaphors served 
to reinforce the vitalism that undergirded what was otherwise 
a mechanical System of particle interactions. As Hermeticists 
might argue, the interactions of the physical world mirrored 
the workings of the spiritual world. Besant and Leadbeater’s ef
forts to create an experimental science of particle interactions 
required these biological, vital metaphors in order to strengthen 
the rôle of the human mind and soul and the life force of a deity 
in a world of particle configurations.
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Instrumentation and the Rhetorical Quandary 
of Occult Chemistry

In Science in Action, Bruno Latour defines an instrument or in
scription device as “any set-up, no matter what its size, nature 
and cost, that provides a visual display of any sort in a scientific 
tcxt.” Instruments, he argues, provide an “other world just be- 
neath the text”-—-a world that is “invisible as long as thcre is 
no controversy.”35 Both the instruments and the visual displays 
they produce arc rhetorical tools to persuade, to strengthen a 
fact, in Latour’s analysis: “Going from the paper to the labora- 
tory is going from an array of rhetorical resources to a set of 
new resources devised in such a way as to provide the literature 
with its most powerful tool: the visual display.”36 What would 
it take to challenge a scientist’s findings, to undermine the per- 
suasiveness of the visual image—the chart or graph or photo 
that encapsulâtes his interprétation of his experiment? Going to 
a library and looking at other books or articles will not suffice, 
Latour notes. One would need to be able to acquire the labora- 
tory space and ail the requisite instruments, and the technicians 
to use them, even to begin to réfuté a claim. Instruments and 
visual displays thus serve very powerful rhetorical ends. They are 
intégral parts of the networks of actors scientists enlist to create 
and strengthen a “fact.”

So what did Besant and Leadbeater accomplish by them- 
selves becoming the instruments of their experiments? In many 
ways they played the game of scientific knowledge production 
astutely. They produced compelling and clear visuals: they drew 
the particle configurations they observed as they observed them, 
and they enlistcd colleagues and artists to produce them in the 
most legible and impressive fashion. They citcd scientific work 
on the subject by the well-respected Sir William Crookes and 
showed how their efforts related to his conception of the table 
of periodic éléments. They clearly worked within the frame- 
works of ether physics that the Victorian period had provided 
for them. They obtained most of the requisite materials for their 
work, samples of the éléments and compounds, from legitimate 
sources. They were précisé in their mathematical calculations 
(of atomic weights, for instance). And in their writings, they 
frequently called for the very thing that science required: repro- 
ducibility of results.

Moreover, the larger vision of further states of increasingly 
rarified matter beyond even the ether—the nature of the other 
planes in Theosophy—and, above ail, the mode of perceiv- 
ing them, if accepted from the experimental data, rhetorically 
strcngthened the persuasiveness of the spiritual System based 
upon them, including the Theosophical conceptions of réincar
nation, astral states, and the nature of the soûl and body. By 
taking the seemingly small step of modifying a current strand of 
fundamental particle theory, therefore, Besant and Leadbeater 

helped generate the “scientific” basis for the entire Theosophi
cal System. Indeed, the move to posit the mind and body as 
the perceiving instrument, a radical intervention into sensory 
issues of instrumentation, was even more important than the 
daims about the nature of fundamental particles: if the body 
can perceive in this way, Theosophical physics must be scientifi- 
cally correct.

Yet it is on the issues of rcproducibility and instrumenta
tion that Occult Chemistry failed to persuade, at least outsidc of 
Theosophical circles and that of the few scientists in recent ycars 
who hâve been willing to work entirely at the level of theory. 
Besant and Leadbeater could move beyond older models of sci
ence, based on déductions from revealed principles (alchemical 
or scientific déductions from the writings of the Hermetic tra
dition, for instance, or from the révélations of H.P. Blavatsky), 
by turning to expérimentation. Not surprisingly, their form of 
expérimentation did not admit of reproducibility. In spite of 
efforts by Stephen Phillips to conduct blind trials using a Bud- 
dhist clairvoyant to confirm Besant and Leadbeater’s micro
psi visions, direct expérience is neither convincingly vérifiable 
nor falsifiable.37

Ultimately, Besant and Leadbeater’s Theosophical cosmol- 
ogy, and its affirmation in their clairvoyant chemistry, offered 
believers a vision of a spiritual expérience that was also a sensory 
expérience of a material world—in essence, a scientific expé
rience subject to rulcs of the functioning of particles and the 
évolution of matter. Besant and Leadbeater expiained the differ
ent planes and their constituents in terms of ever more rarified 
particles, each of which had a sensory apparatus appropriate 
to it and was endowed with a life principle. Ihrough Occult 
Chemistry, these Thcosophists attempted to bridge a divide, one 
expressed so urgcntly in the turn of the century world, between 
religion and material science. They did so by synthesizing sen- 
suous and even aesthetic appréhension with the language of 
instrumentation—and in so doing, worked to re-enchant sci
entific experiment itsclf. The legacy of this move, though, has 
not been as much scientific as aesthetic. Both clairvoyants soon 
turned their attention to Thought-dorms, the “scientific” record 
of experimental research into the remarkable abstract shape 
and colour correspondences that inspired Kandinsky and other 
modem artists.
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