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PHILIP DESLIPPE

 

“Habent sua fata libelli.”
 “Books have their own destinies.”

—TERENTIANUS MAURUS

 

 

 

In the approximate hundred years since its first publication, The Kybalion has proven itself to be one of the most important and influential occult texts written in America. Unlike works of comparable significance that offered massive secret doctrines or sweeping secret teachings of all ages, The Kybalion was both modest in size and narrow in its focus. A self-described “little volume” of fifteen short chapters, The Kybalion distilled Hermetic philosophy into seven basic principles. These Seven Hermetic Principles of The Kybalion bridged the occult worlds of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, pulling together earlier esoteric teachings and organizing them in such a way that they would uniquely inspire a vast and diverse group of seekers until the present day. The Kybalion has not only formed the basis for other occult teachings and magical schools, but it has played an important role in such divergent American traditions as positive thinking and Black Nationalism.

If the legacy of The Kybalion is one of importance and influence,  it has also been one of mystery and confusion. Because of its author’s choice to write under a pseudonym, the circumstances of its publication, and the widespread use of the text, The Kybalion has existed in a unique state of limbo. Unlike any other modern book with a comparable readership, there has been little clarity or consensus as to who wrote it, when they wrote it, and what sources they employed. The Kybalion has been alternately believed to be ancient and modern, original and part of a long-running tradition, Eastern and Occidental, divinely inspired and humbly authored by a human hand. With so many copying, adapting, and repurposing the Seven Hermetic Principles of The Kybalion in the last century, without an awareness or acknowledgment of their source, the ideas within it have not only been confused, but have far outpaced the original work they came from. While all of this has certainly added to the intrigue of The Kybalion, it has also kept it from being fully appreciated and given its due. To that end, the introduction to this definitive edition of The Kybalion will for the first time provide not only an extensive history of the work, but will also answer the many questions that have surrounded its creation, including definitely establishing the identity of its author, William Walker Atkinson.




 THE ARCANE TEACHER 

Around the time he wrote The Kybalion, William Walker Atkinson, himself a former attorney, had repurposed an antiquated legal term with a more mystical meaning as a motto for his book The Arcane Teaching. The phrase was Latin; Ex Uno Disce Omnes, meaning “From One, Know All.” It was an apt motto for Atkinson who  seemed to cover all things with an infinite array of topics in his books, articles, and lectures: mesmerism, salesmanship, psychic healing, Buddhism, child-rearing, phrenology, classical logic and reasoning, yoga, memory-training, and occultism, to list just a few. He would alternately describe his writings as practical occultism, New Psychology, and New Thought, and himself as everything from a teacher of metaphysics and a mental scientist to simply an author. Despite all this variety, the central message, or one thing, in all his work was consistently simple and direct: the mind, when controlled and utilized, could change a person’s life and direct them upward.

The strongest testament to William Walker Atkinson’s output as a writer is perhaps how his bibliography of nearly a hundred titles can be described not in terms of books, but in terms of series of books: the nine-volume New Psychology series for The Progress Company, and another identically named four-volume series for the Elizabeth Towne Company; the six volumes of The Arcane Teaching; and the twelve-volume Personal Power series. Adding to Atkinson’s output and mystique were the more than half dozen pseudonyms he wrote under, including Yogi Ramacharaka, Theron Q. Dumont, and Magus Incognito.

In addition to his work as an author, Atkinson worked simultaneously as both editor and contributor to the magazines Suggestion, New Thought, and Advanced Thought, and he also wrote extensively for various magazines, including Elizabeth Towne’s magazine Nautilus.1 Atkinson was involved in the International New Thought Alliance,   for a time as its honorary vice president, and also frequently gave talks and lectures as the guest of other notable New Thought figures.

During the three decades of Atkinson’s writing life, he moved around frequently and lived at least three separate times in both Chicago and Los Angeles, the two most important American hubs of mysticism and esotericism in the early twentieth century. His notoriety as an author, his position as magazine editor and member of the INTA, his roots in several cities, and to no small extent his own gregarious personality, all combined to put William Walker Atkinson into contact in various capacities with a vast who’s who of New Thought and esotericism from that time: Julia Seton Sears, Ernest Holmes, Helen Wilmans, Henry Harrison Brown, Ella Wheeler Wilcox, Sidney Weltmer, Christian D. Larson, and Annie Rix Militz, to name a few.

[image: 004]

Born in Baltimore in 1862, a few months after the Battle of Antietam, William Walker Atkinson was raised in a solidly middle-class home and educated in public schools. In his early twenties and struggling to find work in the wake of his father’s death, he seemed to have suffered from an emotional or mental breakdown, disappearing for several days but ultimately resurfacing to rejoin his family at home. In time the young Atkinson would stabilize, work at his family’s grocery store, and eventually marry Margaret Foster Black on Halloween in 1889.2 The couple would have two children, William   C. Atkinson and another son Joseph Welsh Atkinson, who died in infancy. In 1893, as was customary for the legal profession, Atkinson apprenticed for two years under an attorney in Pennsylvania and, after passing the bar, worked as a successful attorney in his own right, mostly handling wills and estates. Right at the turn of the century, William Walker Atkinson’s life was derailed when, after moving to a nearby town to join a law firm as a partner, he was denied a perfunctory transfer of his legal credentials. The county bar association insisted that his credentials were invalidated in the move and that he needed to wait six months before retaking the bar exam under their watch. Atkinson was left unable to work and having to appeal to the same people who seemed clearly set against him. Those close to Atkinson claimed that he obsessed over the injustice, and he would later write of the terrible toll this ordeal took on him, depleting his finances, health, and energy.

Atkinson described himself as being an armchair occultist up to this point in his life, but his situation forced him to put esoteric knowledge to work in the here and now, and he quickly embraced the utilitarian, positive-thinking school of New Thought with a convert’s zeal. This marriage of esotericism and its practical application would be the hallmark of his work for the next thirty-two years, as would the legalistic worldview and language of his previous career.

By the fall of 1900, William Walker Atkinson had moved to Chicago with his family and began his new life as an author, finishing his first book, Thought Force, not long after settling there. A few months later he was writing anonymous pieces for a periodical  dedicated to therapeutic and medical hypnotism titled Suggestion, and was shortly brought on in an official capacity as the assistant editor. Atkinson formed his own school of “Mental Science” for a brief while, and also saw private patients and clients, a practice which he would continue for the rest of his life.

Toward the end of 1901, Atkinson became the editor of The Journal of Magnetism, which soon changed its name to New Thought magazine. New Thought was run by a self-styled expert in hypnosis named Sydney Blanchard Flower, who had been publishing the magazine for years under a constantly changing masthead. Atkinson’s voice as a writer took root at the magazine, and he quickly became New Thought’s main draw with a stream of encouraging columns and articles that put a practical spin on esoteric matters like mentalism, mesmerism, and telepathy. Sydney Flower, on the other hand, began to use the pages of New Thought and its growing pool of readers as a market for a host of moneymaking schemes that grew increasingly bizarre and dubious: a health cigar, food remedies, sanitariums based on an all-milk diet, a miraculous mining invention, and several too-good-to-be-true stock offers. By the end of 1904, things came to a head when at the behest of the postmaster the police raided the offices of New Thought, which by that time had relocated to New York City, and filed charges against Flower for illegal use of the mails. Flower disappeared, and while New Thought continued, it was not long before Atkinson and his family moved to the opposite end of the country and settled in Los Angeles.

Atkinson would look back on his time in Los Angeles as a period to rest, recharge, and conduct research. While in Southern California he continued to write and contribute the occasional column to  New Thought, but his output was much less than the previous few years when he wrote for magazines while writing books under his own name and the pseudonym Yogi Ramacharaka. Atkinson lectured in Los Angeles alongside a stage magician turned mentalist turned New Thought speaker named Alexander McIvor-Tyndall, and published for a short while under the imprint of A. Victor Segno, made infamous for his “Pay a Dollar for a Thought-Wave” mail-order School of Success.

More significant, while in Los Angeles Atkinson befriended Premananda Baba Bharati, one of the earliest Hindu missionaries from India in the United States. Atkinson spoke warmly about the Krishna devotee and would write several short pieces for Bharati’s magazine Light of India. The connection between Atkinson and Bharati is only one of many ties between New Thought and the early entrees of Hinduism and yoga into American popular consciousness. It also suggests that Atkinson may have been drinking far closer to the source than many critics give him credit for.

Atkinson returned to Chicago in 1907, and aside from a short return to California, he would remain in Chicago with his wife for the next fifteen years, marking the most productive period in his career. Under his own name and the pseudonym of Yogi Ramacharaka, Atkinson continued to write on Indian mysticism, but he also began to view the subjects he previously wrote on as belonging under the banner of psychology, a logical growth from his preoccupation with the mind and his own beginnings in the worlds of suggestion and mental healing. Atkinson would later write his full-length works almost exclusively under the pseudonym of Theron Q. Dumont, a French gentleman connected to an imagined Parisian  school of hypnotism. The Dumont books were targeted and sold to the growing mass of salesmen and corporate workers looking for an etheric edge to help make practical monetary gains in the business world. Atkinson also delved deeply and directly into occultism during the first years of his return to Chicago: dedicating works to crystal gazing and mind reading under his own name in 1907; writing works in the same year on what he termed “Mental Magic”; and producing an anonymous six-volume series on occult subjects titled The Arcane Teachings, from 1909 to 1911. In the midst of this period of activity, he crafted his most eloquent work and best summation of occult philosophy, The Kybalion. With a mixture of imagination, clarity, and organization, The Kybalion merged supposedly ancient models of esotericism with modern psychology and science. From its first release in 1908 through today, The Kybalion would prove to have an enormous influence on a wide array of spiritual schools of thought, and its own fascinating history, which will be further detailed later in this introduction.

The full-length books written during this time in Chicago were mirrored by a steady stream of work for various magazines. In the spring of 1910, he returned to his former position as the editor of New Thought until it finally disbanded a short while later, at the same time writing for the several magazines printed by The Progress Company. Atkinson also wrote monthly articles for Elizabeth Towne’s Nautilus, which allowed many of his pieces to be syndicated and carried in newspapers across the country. In 1916, Arthur Gould of the Advanced Thought Publishing Company started a magazine under the same name. It stayed in print for about four years and could rightly be called a one-man operation under  William Walker Atkinson, whose monthly columns, letter sections, and articles under his own name and various pseudonyms nearly filled each issue.

In the early 1920s, Atkinson relocated to Detroit for a short time to work on a twelve-volume series titled Personal Power with Edward Beals, formerly of The Progress magazine and publishing house. At a total of over two-thousand pages, the Personal Power series was a virtual miniature reference library that brought together most of Atkinson’s practical metaphysics of the previous two decades. Although Beals was listed as a coauthor with Atkinson, their past suggests that Beals might have functioned more as a partner in name and finance than in the actual creative process. From Detroit, Atkinson returned to Southern California with his wife, where he stayed for the rest of his life, living next door to their son and two granddaughters in his last years. He lectured and continued to publish occasionally, but at a much slower pace that began to reflect his increasing age. In 1929, just at the beginning of the Great Depression, Atkinson marked his long-standing admiration of the school and finished a primer on Theosophy, and a year and a half later he completed The Seven Cosmic Laws.3 Two days before Christmas in 1931, he suffered a stroke; and two weeks shy of his seventieth birthday on November 22, 1932, William Walker Atkinson died at his home in Pasadena.

After his death, Atkinson’s work paradoxically became both   widely influential and forgotten. Unlike other New Thought figures that created their own institutions like the Fillmores’ Unity School of Christianity or Ernest Holmes’s United Church of Religious Science, there was no structure left in Atkinson’s wake to reprint his articles and lectures, repackage his books, or keep him at the head of his own legacy. With his writings released by so many book and magazine publishers, most of which disappeared or went bankrupt in time, only patches of his full bibliography found their way to scattered and unconnected archives.

Figures such as Annie Rix Militz and Emma Curtis Hopkins had enough of their materials preserved and cataloged to facilitate academic articles and doctoral dissertations, allowing them to be rightfully placed within larger histories of New Thought and American religion. William Walker Atkinson, however, was at the mercy of those who, if they included him in their histories at all, would write about him based on fragments of his output or inaccurate information. With the added complexity of piecing together his various pseudonyms, it became common in the wake of his death for people to admire the books of Yogi Ramacharaka, William Walker Atkinson, and Three Initiates, while remaining oblivious to the fact that they all came from the same pen. Whether it was tragic or fitting, the man who was so set against organized “Churchianity” and wrote several times that his ideas should be taken for what was of use and then discarded, ultimately got his wish.

Despite all these obstacles, many of William Walker Atkinson’s books enjoyed an afterlife that far outshone his peers. The Great Depression saw a repackaging of central New Thought tenets. As one of the most popular and prolific New Thought authors, many of  Atkinson’s works provided a template for the self-help figures who followed him, such as Robert Collier and Norman Vincent Peale. Peale and others found a mass audience for New Thought ideas sold under the more mundane headings of self-improvement and positive thinking.

While often being critiqued as simplistic or uninformed, Atkinson’s writings as Yogi Ramacharaka marked some of the first full-length books in English to seriously address the subject of yoga as a practice to engage in, even if they partially filtered that practice through physical culture, Theosophy, and New Thought. In the first half of the twentieth century, as teachers and missionaries from India slowly trickled into the West, the books of Yogi Ramacharaka would bring numerous readers into Hinduism and Vedanta, be the catalyst for spiritual quests in India, and offer the concepts of yogic breathing and meditative awareness to the artistic intelligentsia in the worlds of literature, jazz, drama, and fine art. Ramacharaka, by this time assumed to be a nineteenth-century Hindu, would be discovered anew in the sixties and continue to be the introduction to Eastern mysticism and meditation for a host of seekers and eventual teachers of yoga in their own right. The influence would become even more widespread as others would take Ramacharaka’s works into different realms, like Carlos Castaneda, the popular proponent of shamanism, who put the words of Yogi Ramacharaka into the mouth of his supposed mentor, the Yaqui guide Don Juan.4

And this brings us to William Walker Atkinson’s most significant work, and perhaps his best piece of writing: The Kybalion. The pseudonymous work highlights this paradox of influence and obscurity. While incapable of being fully understood separate from its author, the discourse on “The Seven Hermetic Laws” assumed a dramatic and wide-ranging life and a history all its own.




 THE STAFF OF HERMES 

If a single line had to be extended through the history of esotericism, it possibly could be done by the staff of Hermes. Hermetic traditions and lineages can be found in a myriad of mystic and metaphysical schools dating back for several millennia and have remained enormously flexible over time. The original figure of Hermes was the Egyptian deity of wisdom, Tehuti or Thoth. Tehuti was later merged with the Greek messenger god Hermes and became known as Hermes Trismegistus, or the Triple-Blessed Hermes.

Hermes Trismegistus has been placed at nearly every point on the spectrum between historical human and mythic immortal god, and cited as contemporary, sometimes teacher, and occasional identity of Adam, Noah, Alexander the Great, Enoch, Apollonius of Tyana, and even Moses. Most significant, Hermes Trismegistus was credited as the author of a collection of forty-two mystical works known as the Corpus Hermeticum, which included treatises on philosophy, magic, and astronomy. The Hermetic writings, or Hermetica, formed a vibrant force in the Hellenic world: its influence appears in Neo-Platonist, Pythagorean, and Gnostic Christian  works, while it was decried by the Church father Augustine. Hermetic works ebbed during the Middle Ages but were rediscovered and translated anew in the Renaissance court of Cosimo de Medici, becoming a major influence on science, culture, and philosophy.

The Hermetica also profoundly impacted the alchemists and magicians of the Renaissance, especially the cryptic, thirteen-line Hermetic text known as the Tabula Smaragdina, or Emerald Tablet. Various Rosicrucian lines of thought were steeped in Hermetic philosophy, and Hermes was cited in various early texts as the mythical founder of Freemasonry.5 Several centuries later, the Theosophical Society would include a great deal of Hermetic philosophy in its early teachings, and the descendents and disaffects of Theosophy, such as The Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn and the Hermetic Society of Anna Kingsford and Edward Maitland, would carry the banner more explicitly.

There were many groups calling themselves “Hermetic Brotherhoods” during the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries. The most significant and influential of these was the Hermetic Brotherhood of Luxor, founded by the African-American occultist Paschal Beverly Randolph, who reprinted a central Hermetic text known as The Divine Pymander in 1871.6 Smaller groups of Hermetic brothers could also be found in such disparate places as Battle Creek, Michigan; San Antonio, Texas; Reno, Nevada; San Francisco, California; and Chicago, Illinois. Either through a lineage   of descent, direct influence, or common sources of inspiration, these early modern Hermetic groups led into a large portion of contemporary occult organizations.

In the midst of the Hermetic activity at the turn of the century, William Walker Atkinson as Three Initiates wrote The Kybalion. While many Hermetic texts were written in the form of dialogue, The Kybalion organized Atkinson’s understanding of Hermes Trismegistus’ wisdom into seven concise principles, each with its own axiom: mentalism, correspondence, vibration, polarity, rhythm, cause and effect, and gender. While the Emerald Tablet also reduced Hermetic philosophy into a series of short axioms, The Kybalion argued its points, explaining and detailing each axiom and providing an underlying framework for them. Hence, The Kybalion is regarded by some enthusiasts to rank below only the original Hermetic Corpus and Emerald Tablet as an authoritative text on Hermeticism, and today it is almost certainly more widely read than the older texts.

While the influence of specific Hermetic texts is apparent in The Kybalion, it is not clear if its author was personally taught or reared within a Hermetic tradition, although it appears that there was opportunity for Atkinson to be part of one. During the first years of Atkinson’s initial stay in Chicago at the turn of the century, the Hermetic Brotherhood of Atlantis, Luxor, and Elephantae, lead by W. P. Phelon and his wife, was active in the city, holding meetings and publishing a monthly journal called The Hermetist. Issues of The Hermetist provide a record of other major New Thought figures such as Annie Rix Militz and Ursula Gestefeld being connected to the Hermetic Brotherhood, with their works being promoted and  advertised to its members. Just before Atkinson became the editor for Herbert A. Parkyn’s magazine, Suggestion, there were mentions of “Hermetic brothers” and a Full Moon Meeting of the Hermetic Brotherhood in its pages.7 There was clearly some intersection between the Hermetic Brotherhood and the circle of Parkyn’s magazine of hypnotism and his Chicago School of Psychology, of which Atkinson was briefly a student. Atkinson himself suggests an awareness of contemporaneous Hermetic groups that incorporated sexual energy and practices into their work with a sharp admonition at the end of The Kybalion’s second chapter, cautioning against “the many base, pernicious and degrading lustful theories, teachings and practices, which are taught under fanciful titles, and which are a prostitution of the great natural principle of Gender.”

There is no clear record of Atkinson belonging to a Hermetic group, although such records rarely exist. The commonality that exists between The Kybalion, Atkinson’s other works of occultism, and the writings from groups like the Hermetic Brotherhood of A.L. and E., may simply reflect shared influences or common language and myth making within the esoteric world of the time. The participation of William Walker Atkinson within a Hermetic group, however, remains a tantalizing possibility.

Even if the Hermetic axioms were not “descended from mouth to ear, on and on throughout the centuries” in a more abstract sense, the elements of The Kybalion that would later be contested or maligned are perfectly aligned to the spirit of Hermeticism’s history.   If Atkinson is guilty of constructing a fantastic mythology in The Kybalion’s introduction to provide a backdrop for his ideas that were partially his own, he would hardly be the first Hermetic philosopher to do so. Hermeticism itself has been prone to manufacturing its own history from its earliest periods. From the Renaissance until the present, a large number of scholars have sourced many of the writings in the supposedly ancient and Egyptian Hermetica to a far later time in Classical Antiquity, where Hermes Trismegistus was used as a convenient, authoritative mouthpiece for magical and Gnostic philosophies in the first few centuries of the Common Era.

Early Hermetic writings were often written anonymously and by small groups or unaffiliated individuals and, above all, well before the fascinations of Florentine nobility in the Renaissance or the high expectations of moneyed British occultists, the early Hermetic texts were popular. They were meant for subaltern people and marginal seekers, those outside established cults or places of power. To critique The Kybalion for being a type of unwashed, inauthentic spiritual teaching, or to be preoccupied by Atkinson’s use of a pseudonym or to question the authority of the text, is to in some sense attack it for being traditionally Hermetic.
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As a book, The Kybalion has been thought of as many various things, but at heart it claims to be an exegesis, explaining and organizing a more ancient work also known as The Kybalion. The Kybalion of the twentieth century consistently defers to the ancient Kybalion as a collection or compilation of “maxims, axioms and precepts” which  were disseminated within a guarded, secret tradition passed from “mouth to ear.” Unlike nearly all other exegeses that explain a sacred work or text, such as commentaries on various Gospels or in-depth analyses on Buddhist sutras, the source material for The Kybalion of 1908, despite all the myth and lore surrounding it within the introduction, appears to have never existed at all. The Kybalion expounds on a center that was either imagined or employed purely as a device. The only literary parallel to this would seem to be the Book of Dzyan, a supposed primeval work of cosmology, which the founder of Theosophy, Helena Blavatsky, claimed to have read and memorized in Tibetan Lamaseries. Her landmark 1888 work, The Secret Doctrine, can be considered a type of exegesis on the Book of Dzyan, although some scholars in her time considered it more a reworking of texts already existent. William Walker Atkinson was clearly an admirer of Blavatsky, and Theosophic traces can be found in most of his works. If Atkinson did not himself imagine the device of writing a commentary on an imagined work, the Book of Dzyan is as good a source as any.

The closest parallel to an imagined ancient Kybalion would have been the Hermetic Emerald Tablet, a foundational text for alchemy and mysticism of the Middle Ages whose earliest known form was as a Latin text produced in the Arab world during the tenth century. The brief thirteen lines of the Emerald Tablet roughly provide a similar structure as the Seven Hermetic Laws of The Kybalion, and both employ the famous Hermetic line, “As above, so below.” The content of The Kybalion is significantly different enough from the historically well-known and well-circulated Emerald Tablet to  establish a connection between the two that does not extend beyond a slight, limited influence.

The word “Kybalion” itself is elusive, never being used before Atkinson titled his 1908 work with it. The suffix –ion seems to suggest an older Greek origin of the word and hints at a possible connection to the earlier body of Hermetic writings written in Greek, but it has no meaning in the language. There has been limited speculation that the word “Kybalion” could be taken from the figure of the Greek and Roman goddess Kybele, or that perhaps the name refers to the Kabala of Jewish mysticism, but the complete lack of any correspondence or reference to either of them within The Kybalion suggests that if anything these are nothing more than coincidence. If there is any significance to the title, it is perhaps as an anagram. Reversing the first syllables of the word to create “Al-kyb-ion” suggests “Alchemy,” and that would tie into Atkinson’s main thesis that the essence of the Hermetic teachings and the deeper meaning of the alchemical tradition itself lay in the mind. Real magic and mysticism were, according to Atkinson, based in mental transmutation.




 THE TRUE AUTHOR 

While The Kybalion was first printed and copyrighted by the Yogi Publication Society in 1908, a four-page advertisement for it, including lengthy excerpts and an identical table of contents, was published in the back of the book Mystic Christianity by Yogi Ramacharaka, Atkinson’s most famous and verifiable pseudonym, in the  previous year. It is safe to presume that at the very least, major sections of The Kybalion were already finished by 1907.8 Early workings of some of the Seven Hermetic Principles could be found as early as 1903 within The Science of Breath, written by Atkinson as Yogi Ramacharaka. Despite its veneer of antiquity and self-mythologizing, references within the book also anchor its creation to a specific time at the beginning of the twentieth century. The frequent uses the author of The Kybalion makes of “modern science” to confirm ancient Hermetic principles, specifically about atoms and electrons, point to discoveries all made during the late nineteenth century. The books that are mentioned within The Kybalion, either through quoted passages or direct references, are also from the same period: Thomas J. Hudson’s 1893 work The Law of Psychic Phenomena, Rama Prasada’s The Science of Breath and Philosophy of the Tatwas from 1890, as well as Herbert Spencer and William James’s writings on philosophy in the same decade and early 1900s.

These references not only provide a time frame to the influences on The Kybalion, but they also point to it having a single, specific author in William Walker Atkinson. Atkinson would mention Thomas J. Hudson two years later in a book on telepathy, use Rama Prasada’s phrase “nature’s finer forces” in three later books, and cite Herbert Spencer in at least a dozen of his other books, from his own Crucible of Modern Thought to several of the titles written under the pseudonym Yogi Ramacharaka. As Ramacharaka, Atkinson also employed the expression “milk for babes, meat for men” in   his Advanced Course in Yogi Philosophy and Oriental Occultism, the same phrase that the Three Initiates would use in the introduction to The Kybalion. Atkinson recommended the metaphysical novel Zanoni in the eighth chapter of The Kybalion, and he would later do the same in a book on salesmanship under another pseudonym, Theron Q. Dumont. The very framework of The Kybalion, its central Seven Hermetic Principles, would also be revisited and reworked several times by Atkinson over the next two decades: the Seven Laws mentioned in the anonymous 1909 work The Arcane Teaching ; the Seven Cosmic Principles in 1918’s The Secret Doctrine of the Rosicrucian; and as the subject of the previously unpublished work The Seven Cosmic Laws written at the end of his life (and reprinted later in this volume). These examples not only further bind each of Atkinson’s pseudonyms and anonymous works to one another, but also Atkinson to The Kybalion as its sole author. What is most significant about the various ties between William Walker Atkinson’s other works and The Kybalion is that these similarities of content, format, and source material do not exist with any other writer.

Atkinson had a wide array of interests that all orbited around the central, recurring theme found in all of his works: the dynamic and transformative power of the will and mind. As shown in his writings, he clearly immersed himself in Theosophy, New Thought, early writings on psychology, hypnotism and suggestion, philosophers such as William James, and contemporary writings on science. Significantly, almost every one of these diverse and idiosyncratic strands is present in one form or another within the pages of The Kybalion, and there is also no appearance within The Kybalion of anything in circulation outside Atkinson’s realm, such as astrology,  the Tarot, or ritual magic. When placed alongside Atkinson’s other works from the same period, the style of The Kybalion is consistent and seamless with them, employing the same tone, voice, and quirks of syntax and word choice.

Beyond the wealth of contextual evidence within The Kybalion that points to William Walker Atkinson as its sole author, there are also more concrete pieces of evidence. In the 1912 edition of Who’s Who in America, the biographical entry that Atkinson himself submitted lists The Kybalion as one of his works. Five years later, in the introduction to the first French-language edition of The Kybalion, the translator from the English edition, Albert Caillet, described the “little book” as being “very deep below its apparent simplicity,” but assured readers that The Kybalion’s author,“le Maître psychiste américain, W. W. Atkinson,” was fully aware of what he wrote.9 As of today, there have been no other authorial claims to The Kybalion as clear, public, and verifiable as these.

Much of The Kybalion’s legacy has been a story of mistaken identity and unintended consequences, from the largest conclusions to the smallest details. Not even the date of its publication has been beyond dispute. Starting in 1940, the publishers of The Kybalion began to list its copyright date as 1912 instead of the original 1908, despite clear records in existence of the former but none for the latter. Since copyright lasted for an initial twenty-eight-year period during this time and failure to renew it would place the work in the public domain, it would be hard to see it as anything other than an attempt to retain control after an administrative error, but the steady reprinting of The Kybalion with the 1912 and 1940 copyrights have   helped to partially erase memory of its original publication date. The address of “Masonic Temple, Chicago” on the title page of The Kybalion has led many to make false links between Freemasonry and The Kybalion. Although the Freemasons did occupy the top of the Masonic Temple building, it was not a mere lodge but Chicago’s first skyscraper towering over the city at twenty-two stories. The original publisher of The Kybalion, the Yogi Publication Society, was only one of over five-hundred interests that rented office space in the building, and was under neither Freemasonic nor yogic ownership. Originally started in 1895 by Sydney Flower, the original publisher of New Thought magazine, the Yogi Publication Society was sold to his secretary, Olive Bedwell, two years later. With the help of her husband, Arthur Gould, it began as a bookshop where local figures in Chicago’s turn-of-the-century occult scene met and gathered. Eventually books were published and the Yogi Publication Society was run in tandem with Advanced Thought, the two imprints sharing addresses and switching titles of management between the two spouses until the Twenties, when Advanced Thought folded and left Yogi Publication Society to continue up until the present day.10




 MANY INITIATES 

As noted earlier, the largest source of confusion with The Kybalion by far has been the identity of its author. Over the years, more   than a dozen different individuals have been claimed as authors of The Kybalion in a seemingly endless list of candidates that range from the possible to the absurd. Anonymous and pseudonymous works, The Kybalion included, are almost always subject to speculation about their authorship, although with The Kybalion there is an important difference. Much of the speculation, fueled in recent years by the Internet, has taken small references within The Kybalion or tenuous biographical links between figures associated with it and bolstered them up to full assertions of authorship, often with little logic or proof.

Taking the pseudonym “Three Initiates” at face value, over the past century there has been a long-held belief that there were literally three people who penned the 1908 work of Hermetic philosophy. A more logical explanation of the pseudonym’s meaning would be that it referred to the triune aspects of Hermes Trismegistus the “Thrice Great,” who was regarded as the master of the three realms of universal wisdom. While The Kybalion reads like the seamless work of a single voice, and the practicality of three authors working together on a single text is highly unlikely, the image of a triad of occultists laboring over a text is mysterious, alluring, and difficult to lay to rest. It conjures up the possibilities of pooled wisdom, a single point where different streams of American occultism met, or even a secret society within a secret society. The idea that there were three separate authors of The Kybalion is also particularly conducive to speculation and resilient to debunking; one claim of authorship would not necessarily be cancelled out by someone else’s equally valid or specious claim.

Next to William Walker Atkinson, the most commonly alleged  author of The Kybalion is Paul Foster Case, an American occultist who wrote influential works on the Tarot and Qabalah in the Twenties and Thirties, and founded the group known as the Builders of the Adytum. Speculation associated with Case is so widespread that no fewer than five other suggested possibilities for the Three Initiates, published online and in books on Case and the occult, are directly connected to him, including his wife, Harriet Case, his successor in the Builders of the Adytum, Ann Davies, and none other than the “certain Inner Voice that had been assisting Case for years.”11 Two alleged chiefs of the Thoth Hermes Temple of the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn that Case joined, Michael Whitty and Charles Atkins, have also been claimed to have helped Case coauthor The Kybalion, even though Case and Whitty appear to have first met after the book was published.

The legend told by many who propose Paul Foster Case’s authorship holds that after reading William Walker Atkinson’s Secrets of Mental Magic in 1907, Case made contact with him and the two formed an acquaintanceship and began to work together, ultimately collaborating on The Kybalion. The claims made on behalf of Case as a coauthor of The Kybalion suffer greatly for their reliance on undocumented and unseen evidence, anonymous sources, and accounts of Atkinson that are riddled with factual errors, such as inaccurate dates and the incorrect spelling of names. If we rely strictly on published and verifiable evidence, it can still be proven that both Case and Atkinson were living in Chicago during the same time, travelled in the same occult circles, and knew each other. Toward the end of   1908, Case began writing a lengthy series of rambling articles for New Thought magazine titled “The Law of Chemical Equilibrium,” while Atkinson was providing his usual departments and various Mental Science articles. More than contributors to the same periodical, there is documented evidence that Case and Atkinson met and knew each other personally. An advertisement in the March 1910 issue of New Thought magazine for an opening reception hosted by the publisher The Library Shelf clearly places the two men in the same room at the same time.

As of yet, there is no documentation or conclusive sources that can attest to the specific nature of the relationship between Atkinson and Case, or if they ever worked together. Paul Foster Case was in his early twenties during this time and while he was writing articles for New Thought magazine, it would be more than a decade until he began to publish full-length books. William Walker Atkinson, on the other hand, was in the midst of the strongest and most prolific period in his career as a writer, astonishingly releasing a new book on the average of every seven weeks, while simultaneously writing for several periodicals and working as an editor. It is doubtful that he would have needed anyone’s assistance to write a book or pull his ideas together. The relationship of Case to a much older and advanced Atkinson, if anything, would seem to be more of one between a student and teacher, rather than two peers or coauthors.

A stage magician born as Claude Conlin, and known to his audiences as the turban-clad “Alexander, The Man Who Knows,” has also been put forward as one of the Three Initiates. While Conlin was not a part of The Kybalion, he did publish a five-volume work in 1924 titled The Inner Secrets of Psychology, and was also the man behind  two pseudonyms that have been frequently confused with William Walker Atkinson: Swami Panchadasi and Swami Bhakta Vishita.12 Within the first sentence of the introduction to The Kybalion, a welcome is made to “students and investigators of the Secret Doctrine,” and with such a clear influence of Theosophy it is not surprising that several prominent Theosophists have also been proposed as one of the Three Initiates: the architect Claude Bragdon; the turn-of-the-century translator of Hindu texts Rama Prasada; and Mabel Collins, the author of Light on the Path. Rounding out the list of suspects is Marie Corelli, an author of numerous metaphysical novels, and the legendary Italian occultist Count Alessandro di Cagliostro, who is particularly remarkable considering his death well over a century before The Kybalion’s publication. Similarly, claims that the nineteenth-century Hindu missionary Swami Vivekananda had a hand in The Kybalion do not take into account his death six years before the book’s publication.
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