	
	
	



[bookmark: _Int_BRF9owwY]Co-existent Perspectives Hilma af Klint 
(De/constructing the Human: Self, Identity and other.)

Evaluate the influence of the spiritual, theosophical, anthroposophical, and occult movements on Hilma af Klint’s abstract artwork. How were her abstract works formed by these creeds?

I am an atom in the universe, possessing infinite possibilities of development and I want to explore these possibilities” Hilma af Klint (Dyrschka, 2019)


Hilma’s life works were a complex journey of deciphering the invisible world and making it visible through her abstract paintings to gift to an audience not yet conceived. From her childhood she was already having visions and absorbing art all around her from Saint George and the Dragon a Medieval sculpture in Stockholm cathedral, to further study the Renaissance in Florence. She also shared a commonality in her drawings with Ernst Haeckel. From séances seeking the high masters, reaching out to the spiritual world referenced through her art in her own language of motifs and symbols that denoted ascension and transformation, she was an avid follower of Rudolf Steiner’s work. Her vision of travelling towards a higher spiritual understanding through her theosophical research and the connections she made especially those of the five ‘de fem’ guided her to make an extensive series of artworks like nothing ever seen before. She had found a way to speak through pure geometry, to convey her philosophical message of unity and existence on higher planes as well as thinking globally and transnationally with dense imagery painting the invisible worlds. Automatic drawings created during seances leading to works such as the Ten largest with innovative symbolism when the physical world wasn’t ready for her.


The early years 
Hilma af Klint’s visionary prowess has been like an extraordinary surge of energy for us to immerse ourselves in albeit 80 years since her death in 1944. Her work that had remained hidden for decades has now become visible for our generation. As we go back to look at her influences and collaborations, it is apparent how these learnings and interactions completely transformed her thought processes. They positively impacted her drive to produce such intense abstract paintings series after series. 
Hilma was well educated in the sciences and the arts firstly in 1880 at the Technical School then from 1882 to 1887 at the Royal Academy of fine arts both in Stockholm, she was extraordinarily talented, graduating with honours. She came from a naval background; If she had been born a man she would have become a naval officer like her father Victor. Measuring, calculating, and observing were techniques she had become familiar with and no doubt these learnings were to play a part in her art unbeknown to her at that time. She had a mind of her own, breaking the rules which only applied to women, and as she grew spiritually and academically her work evolved to painting abstract imagery like no one else, understanding the world in visual terms. It all started after becoming a successful portrait and landscape painter. “I want to acquire real insights about our existence on earth in relation to the universe”
Hilma af Klint (Dyrschka, 2019)
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1. (Klint, 2018b, p.23)           2. (Voss, 2022, p.54)            3. (Cantz, 2020, p.2)

How did her childhood act as a precursor to these works? She was captivated by the sculpture in Stockholm cathedral of Saint George and the Dragon, a late medieval wooden sculpture. This would come to figure importantly in her paintings and texts. The sculpture illustrates the knight's miraculous victory over the dragon. His gaze is facing up to the heavens. As if in response, light descends through the stained-glass windows of the church as if to surround him like an aura. The message Hilma felt at this moment is that George’s strength comes from God. Channelled through the saint's faith, this sense of channelling would later become familiar to Hilma. As a child she had her first visions, from 1891, she also received messages from higher worlds. It is not documented when she first sensed an alter ego connection that George would help her better understand herself and the uncommon gifts she possessed. However, following her instincts she attended her first séance in 1879 at the age of seventeen, which was also when her sister Hermina passed away at the age of ten.
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4. A (Voss, 2022, p.20A)
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                                4.B (Heinrich Elbfas 1636) (possible copy after a lost original)

The Cathedral also featured another significant large-scale oil painting ‘The Sun Dog” 163cm (about 5.35 ft) taller than Hilma at 1.57m. The painting depicts a miracle in Stockholm on April 20th, 1535. It shows the old town with the cathedral in the centre surrounded by the archipelago. Multiple suns appear in the sky surrounded by a gleaming halo. At the time it had happened, the presidents of Stockholm believed the phenomenon to be a sign from God, a heavenly greeting to followers of the new Lutheran faith. An eyewitness testimony was noted that said suddenly multiple golden rings sparkled in the sky of the city. A Protestant reformer commissioned the painting to document the event. 
So, from studying at the Royal college of fine art at the age of 20 where women were not expected to create the works of genius by moving art history forward. How did she move from working on technical drawings to the series of abstract works that went on to define her? From the moment her younger sister passed away in 1880 she felt a more intense determination to understand the meaning of life. This was to be a lifelong spiritual journey which was initiated with her attending séances, following the theosophical and anthroposophical movements, and understanding transnationally all religions. 
There was a collective cultural boom in the late 1800’s to early 1900‘s which was heightened by a general feeling of disassociation, so these movements became hugely popular. Her notebooks talked of Madame Blavatsky and the Industrial Revolution, and Charles Darwin's theory of proving the earth, and natural sciences. Hilma’s research stemmed from Theosophy, it teaches us the purpose of human life is a spiritual emancipation and that the human soul undergoes reincarnation upon bodily death according to the process of karma. Theosophy values the spiritual evolution of human beings.
Travelling has also influenced her works, one journey to Florence is referenced in her notebooks that she studied the works of the Rennaissance. She discovered a tradition she saw herself in and her innovations would soon similarly follow this tradition. In Bologna she sketched a painting by Ludovico Mazzolino called Padre Eterno. In the painting God’s eyes are closed and he has a raised right hand as he touches a large glow with his left.  The white dove Represents the Holy Spirit.  The cosmos is in motion, its creator is listening or gazing within himself. This turning inwards was also a phenomenon that Rembrandt also used in his paintings and was familiar to af Klint.

Spiritual analysis
Her entire life Hilma had been hearing inner voices and seeing visions. In one of her many notebooks, there was an entry in 1934 where she named and sketched some of them. They were her spirit guides Amaliel, Gregor and Ananda whereas Amaliel and Gregor are Christian names Ananda was the name of Buddhas favourite pupil. Hilma af Klint went on to develop her own spiritual teachings. The connections Hilma had at that time she experimented with these theories. They sought to channel higher forces receiving messages and translating them into automatic drawings and writing. In 1886 af Klint was directly addressed in a séance, the painter and photographer Bertha Valerius documented this.  At 24 as a student at the Royal academy according to Valerius, a spirit named Clements introduces himself to her, calling himself her guardian spirit.  A text in a drawing Valerius made relates to this occurrence and reads ‘Hilma you were brought here for this.’
In 1896 af Klint along with Anna Cassel, Cornelia Cedarberg, Sigrid Herman, and Mathilda Nilsson set up a group called de fem, (the five). The group designed an alter for the purpose of spiritual messages, af Klint painted it with a cross and a rose in the middle. The rituals the five indulged were reminiscent of Rosicrucian ceremonies, wearing long gowns to give them a priest like appearance. 
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                                                         5.(Cantz, 2020b, p.65)
During the gatherings of ‘the five’, Hilma pioneered automatic drawings from the messages they received. History documents this process was 'invented’ by the surrealists, however Hilma had been doing them 30 years earlier. During the séances or TranStates they documented these messages they received from the spirit guides, so they were drawing from guidance from the spirit worlds. These were not the spirits we believe have come from deceased people, ‘the five’ were certain that their spirits were servants of De Höga (The High Ones), who conveyed their wisdom and knowledge to the group. De höga has its direct equivalent in theosophy, who's founder Blavatsky had claimed that her teachings were conveyed to her by ascended “Masters” who governed ancient knowledge to guide humankind forward in its spiritual development. 

It is fascinating to conceive that this is a group of female artists that were innovating, experimenting, and inventing new modes of drawing. They were also channelling new modes of thinking to receive messages from higher beings, all of this has been documented in the notebooks Hilma left after her death. The Five’s bond was powerful they trusted in each other to go out of their normal human experiences to both further their art and their spiritual theosophical beliefs which is remarkable. Two undated photographs show the room in which ‘the five’ held their séances with crucifixes and prayer benches. Like many occultists, she was drawn to “sacred geometry.” Shapes such as the circle, square, and triangle that were once highly specific and elemental from the mathematical calculations of early astronomers. 
(London drawing group, 2021)
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                                         6. (Zegher, and Teicher, 2005, p.97-98). 
The meetings of ‘the five’ led to af Klint’s paintings for the Temple, Anna Cassel was also an artist and they met through their studies at the Royal academy. The pair worked side by side on their own projects at that time. Cassel paid for the studio built on Munsö in 1916. Af Klint had previously given up her Stockholm studio in 1908. Hilma started the 193 paintings for the temple on November 7th, 1906, through to 1915. These works on paper and canvas embodied her vision and were the pieces that she has now become well known for having studied Theosophy, Anthroposophy, Christianity, Rosicrucianism, Buddhism, Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution and spiritualism. It is also evident that Hilma is someone who knows how to work with colour, composition, and format.  Her work is powerful and assertive, how could she invent this in one moment? These works from the spiritual gatherings of ‘the five’ were peopled with the higher beings.  They encompassed vibrations, forces, waves chakras, elemental spirit, nature spirits, guardian spirits, angles, mist's theory of a reunion of opposites. “After the spirit releases itself from the body, it continues to be united with the soul. And as during physical life the body fettered it to the physical world, so now the soul fetters it to the soul-world. But it is not in this soul-world that the spirit's true, primordial being is to be found. The soul world is to serve as its connecting link with the scene of its actions, the physical world would appear in a new incarnation with a more perfect form, the spirit must draw force and renewed strength from the spiritual world. After death, the soul is only bound to the spirit.” (Steiner, 1970, p.82)

Deconstructing Hilma’s abstraction

‘She pursued geometric forms and colours on their own culminating in her large-scale altarpieces. In the altarpieces, circles as signs of oneness become increasingly prevalent along with triangles, both the Christian trinity and theosophical six-pointed stars, and echos of earlier forms such as the highly resonant spiral in its right- and left-handed versions of blue and yellow. (Almqvist, K., & Belfrage, L.2023)
Drawn from science and faith combined. Initially originating from the automatic drawings of the five, paintings for the temple progressed and she continued to use them throughout her lifetime’s work. Symbolizing continual growth and change in her work ‘Primordial Chaos’ the winding spiral depicts this to illustrate progress, evolution, growth, and change.
There is a language visible in the paintings of the temple, the colours used, the scale and motifs with new forms. She was a visionary of her time challenging conceptions of art making.
Tree of knowledge number 5 for example, blue signifies femininity, yellow masculinity but blue also embodies strong nature and spiritual faithfulness whereas yellow illustrates knowledge. The male principles that need to be united as do the light and the dark and the flat and the three dimensional, the tree signifies creation, fertility and harmony, 
There is a theosophical exploration which conceptualises the segmented shell of a snail interpreting ‘out of the spirit’ using the letters U and W. A more enigmatic archetype is ‘primordial chaos’ 1906-1907 which annotates a pulsing coil of a particle wave. (Guggenheim, 2018)
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                                                         7. (Kunstsammlung 2024)
The union of male and female is a recurrent theme, one creature can be found frequently in af Klint's paintings, the snail. Snails are hermaphrodites uniting both sexes, the male, and the female. The logarithmic spiral occurs widely in her work and the botanical world such as a pinecone, a snails shell the seeds on a sunflower. Spirals appear in the conceptualises drawings of ‘the five’ and continue in the paintings for the temple. 
The winding spiral also relates to the atom, as in Besant’s study in Occult Chemistry, the ultimate physical atom comprises of interlocking spirals of forces. In af Klint's research she followed Besant’s theory where ‘studying the atom was not an end in itself, but a path to acquiring cosmic knowledge.’ Af Klint interprets abstraction as a process of both nature and precision of geometries. Her work shares commonality with Ernst Haeckel.
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                                                          8. (Haeckel, 1862)
Haeckel believed that over time evolution added new stages to produce new life forms. Therefore, embryonic development is a record of evolutionary history. The single cell corresponded to amoeba-like ancestors which developed into a sea squirt, a fish and so forth. Clearly af Klint is building the universe from her inner self while also receiving signals she needs from the universe. She critically uses geometrical shapes and colour throughout her works as she is aware of how we receive messages from the soul through colour’s. The motifs link to the spiritual messages and are scientific in her approach to make them visible to her audience. ‘Not only does the fundamental disposition of the soul show its streaming colour in the aura but transient emotions, passions, moods, and other inner experiences at the same time. Colour phenomena do not, however, appear only in irregular cloud-like forms, but also in defined, regularly shaped figures. Every sensation induced in a man from outside can be observed by one who has developed the faculty of exact spiritual perception. 'A still highly developed spiritual vision can distinguish three kinds of colour phenomena in the aura, radiating and surging round a man.’ (Steiner, 1910, p.124). Rudolph Steiner on meeting with Hilma had discussions with her about her paintings for the temple had argued that ‘the artist is not creatively responsible. He did not think it could be called art. He said to Hilma, “if I don't understand your work no one will.” (Hallström, L 2022)
This meeting with Steiner halted Hilma’s work temporarily, but this coincided with caring for her elderly mother. Hilma's imagery was intended to lead the viewer to levels of awareness far removed from the two-dimensional illusionism and three-dimensional reality to allow us glimpses of another universe. She was certain that whilst pursuing her art her audience did not yet exist. When we view the series “you are immediately engaged, the sheer unfathomable 10ft by 8ft masterpieces took just 4 days each   to paint on the floor using egg tempera and constructed from notebook sketches from the meetings with ‘the five’. These pieces are now probably her most noted works across the globe. 
[image: ]
                                                            9. (Cantz, 1907)

This piece depicts adulthood in full bloom. The yellow is evident, the dotted line from the maps seeing the invisible and the relevance of number seven is the only prime number preceding a cube, it has a symbolic meaning in religion, philosophy, the seven classical planets resulted in seven being the number of days in one week. In anthroposophy the number seven is related with the planets and the astral world. (Anthroposophy.eu, 2024)


The Eros series 1907 is a collection of 8 paintings painted in pastel pink. Simplistic exploration. 
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                                                      10. (Kunstsammlung, 2024)
Another series ‘The Atom’ “It is well known that the idea of the invisible unit, as well as the concept of energy itself-can be traced back to the early days of European Philosophy.” 
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                                                          11. (Cantz,1917, p.184)

Af Klint wanted her paintings to meet and receive spectators in a more holistic sense, not in terms of the prevailing discourses on art but as a spiritual life changing vision, giving her insights into the invisible through the visible. In this she can be seen as part of a European context of spiritual movements that used art as one of their expressions and means by which to change humanity. She wished to create a temple with an observatory at the top. She envisioned a spiral-shaped temple, and in New York, the Guggenheim Museum was being designed which was completed in 1959. Af Klint eventually after her death got her wish for her work to be shown in a spiral shaped temple when her works were exhibited as 'paintings for the future’ in 2018-2019. 
Evolution is the mechanism for approaching the divine and therefore attempts to develop our soul through differing intermediate and progressive stages into an ultimate pure form, this is also the functionality of af Klint’s cosmological system based on her strong anthroposophical beliefs from Steiner’s teachings. Hilma’s imagery was intended to lead the viewer to levels of awareness far removed from the two-dimensional illusionism and three-dimensional reality to allow glimpses of another universe. She was certain that whilst making these works her audience did not yet exist. They were created for the future. This would then lead to the debate of history needing to be rewritten. 
Af Klint continued the paintings for the temple, her imagery became a language; she layered her recurring motifs with new forms and subjects while exploring formal and conceptual conventions of art making. Her altarpieces, each of the first two features a gold circle and an equilateral triangle one with its apex pointing upward the other downward, her works appear to relate to theosophy's theory of evolution. All the cosmos is undergoing an evolutionary process. Evolution can occur in two directions, elevating from the physical to the spiritual and descending from a higher level of being to the limitations of the material world, a golden orb alone dominates the surface. Inscribed at its centre is a pointed star also a theosophical symbol formed from the union of two equilateral triangles orientated in opposing directions symbolising the universe and its limitations. At 4 points the orb is pierced by tornado lightening. The physical to the spiritual, descending from a higher level of being to the limitations of the material world. She pursued geometric forms and colours on their own culminating in her large-scale altarpieces. She had found a way to speak through pure geometry, to convey her philosophical message of unity and existence on higher planes. In the altarpieces, circles as signs of oneness are increasingly prevalent along with triangles, both the Christian trinity and theosophical six-pointed stars, as well as echos of earlier forms such as they highly profound spiral in its right- and left-handed versions of blue and yellow.
Her identification as a medium was central to her understanding of her artistic project; it was her main ambition to understand messages from the spiritual world communicated to her and transfer them into paintings. Her quest to understand existence on a fundamental level through means of art, rather than an attempt to reimagine art and its possibilities by infusing it with a contemporary brand of spirituality, as in cases of Kandinsky, Piet Mondrian, and Kashmir
Malevich, all of whom she has been compared to. While all these figures were spiritually inspired in their turns toward abstraction, none saw himself as a direct conduit for a spiritual other. Af Klint wanted the spectator of her paintings to meet and receive them in a more holistic sense, not in terms of the sweeping rhetoric on art but as a spiritual and life-changing vision. In this af Klint can be seen as a part of a European context of spiritual movements that used art as an expression and means by which to change humanity, wherein the spectator is to be communicated to on more than an aesthetic level.’
(Guggenheim, 2018, p.74-75)
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                                                           12. (Kunstsammlung, 2024)

Conclusion

Standing in front of Hilmas' work it immediately draws you in. On visiting her exhibition in Düssledorf on 23.04.24 the immense strength and power that resonated from just being present in such extensive works was an incredibly humbling experience. (Kunstsammlung, 2024)
Channelling spirits to make her work, a quest for truth, she wanted to understand how everything is connected. In reference to challenging spirits there was an evening of spirit messages with Moyà O Dwyer on April 11th, 2024, here was an opportunity to try to get an understanding of the process of how Hilma could have felt channelling spirits. (Swansea Spirit, 2024). Hilma was an unknown genius, a visionary and now could quite possibly could have become an ascended master having left the material world through the works she created born of the high masters. In 1932 she gifted her works to the future, from her notebooks from that year she marks her work with +x and explains all works that carry this sign should not be opened until 20 years after her death. 
She had wanted to exhibit her work and travelled globally to do this, but at 70 she understood these works would be better understood by future generations. During the 1930’s and 40’s there had been a hesitance by scholars to understand and comprehend spiritualism and occultism. Hilma left her entire works to her nephew Erik af Klint on the condition they were to remain unseen for 20 years. There was nothing left by her on a personal level and after her death in 1944 Hilma left behind more than 1200 works. ‘Much of Hilma af Klint’s life and art remain shrouded in a mysterious veil, she spent most of her life in Sweden, her developmental years coincided with an emerging emphasis on Swedish nationalism, the Romantic Nationalist movement, and the revival of Swedish folk art and its integration in the modern home in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Efforts are still being made to decode the sources and symbolism of her art today. (Hilma af Klint, 2018)
Hilma destroyed many of her notebooks, her studio was on the island of Munsö. She was chronologically thorough and copied important points from her notebook’s. She was her own editor for a future where her work would be transported to. The deciphering of her life's work will continue in my research as it is undeniably compelling. How she sought to meet and learn from so many influential philosophical, anthroposophical teachers and friends in her lifetime guided her to completing her life's work in art and theosophy. She held no fear as she had learned to ignore it. “Those granted the gift of seeing more deeply can see beyond form and concentrate on the wonderful aspect hiding behind every form which is called life. Drawn from science and faith combined.” (Dyrschka,2019)
Her first official exhibition that her abstract work was shown was in 1986. They were shown amongst artwork dating from 1890 – 1985 in the exhibition called ‘The spiritual in Art’ it took place in Los Angeles at the County Museum. This was 42 years after her death. However, what followed in 2018 at the Guggenheim modern art museum in New York was how she envisaged her work to be gifted and seen by the future generation in a spiral temple and finally the physical world was ready and waiting for her. This exhibition was their most popular in its history attracting more than 600,000 visitors. (Guggenheim, 2019)
“We are like the forces and powers released by a first vibration, we are perpetual tremulations, we are like a single note that never ceases."   (Voss, 2023) This quote captures her belief in the spiritual energy that underpins the universe, which she sought to express through her art. Her life’s work being gifted to the future symbolises the timeless nature of her vision, as though she could see into the future. Hilma af Klint. Her connection to Theosophy and esoteric practices, inspired Hilma to explore themes of spiritual hierarchy, reincarnation, and the interconnectedness of all beings. Anthroposophy, founded by Rudolf Steiner, was a great influence on her work with its emphasis on spiritual science and human development. These spiritual theories encouraged af Klint to approach art not just as an aesthetic expression, but as a tool for conveying and exploring deeper spiritual truths. These works were unique and positioned Hilma af Klint as a pioneering figure in abstract art, whose work transcended conventional artistic boundaries to communicate a higher reality.
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8. AFKlintasa student at the Royal Academy, ca. 1855,
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