
Idealism and Magic in 20th Century Italy (1910-1940) 
How Italian Scholars Discovered Western Esotericism 

F. BARONI

This paper can be viewed as an attempt to explore some of the remote foundations of the  
“history of Western esotericism” as an academic discipline. Its underlying question is “why did 20 th 

century scholars turn to the study of magic and esotericism?”. I will address it by examining briefly 
the (re)discovery of Western esotericism by a few Italian scholars after WW2. 

The origins of a mature approach to the history of Western esotericism can be traced back to 
French academic culture of the '60s and the '70s,  and particularly to  Antoine Faivre, who was 
preceded by a group of prominent scholars such as Alexandre Koyré (1892-1964), François Secret 
(1911-2003)  and  Henry  Corbin  (1903-1978).  And  if  one  should  mention  an  influential  work 
produced  outside France in that very period the first  author that we might think of is probably 
Frances A. Yates, with her seminal Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition (1964). 

Very often we forget, however,  that the study of magic and Renaissance esotericism had 
already blossomed in Italy in the '40s and the '50s thanks to two major scholars: Ernesto de Martino 
and Eugenio Garin. Before I proceed to the core of my paper, I will make two examples to show the 
relevance of their works – especially those of Garin – for our current understanding of esotericism. 

EUGENIO GARIN AND OUR CURRENT UNDERSTANDING OF ESOTERICISM

In his essay “Magia e astrologia nella cultura del Rinascimento” (1950), Garin discusses the 
Hermetic writings and their relationship to «the occult, astrological and alchemical literature» of the 
late Antiquity. According to Garin, these traditions agreed about «the idea of a universe wholly 
alive, all made of hidden correspondences, of occult sympathies, all pervaded by spirits […] and in 
the middle of it stands man, a wonderful changing being, who can say anything, reshape anything,  
draw any character, respond to any invocation, invoke any god»1. 

Interestingly enough, in these few lines we have the very core pattern of Faivre's classical 
definition of esotericism2:

Garin 1950 Faivre 1992
the idea of a universe wholly alive  living nature (2)

all made of hidden correspondences, of occult sympathies  correspondences (1)
all pervaded by spirits  imagination and mediations (3)

 in the middle of it stands man, a wonderful changing being, 
who can say anything, reshape anything 

the experience of transmutation (4)

 

Which  shows  that  Garin's  understanding  of  Renaissance  Hermeticism  provided  a  very 
influential and persistent model for the subsequent research about esotericism3.

The second example is the following. It is generally assumed that the term “esotericism” 
entered the scholarly discourse as a coherent historiographical concept in French academic culture, 
thanks in particular to Antoine Faivre's writings, during the '80s and the '90s4. Which is quite true, 
on  the  whole.  We  must  point  out,  however,  that  in  1960  the  Centro  Internazionale  di  Studi 
Umanistici organized a conference entitled, quite meaningfully, Umanesimo e esoterismo, aiming at 
«a  deeper  examination  of  the  problem of  symbolism in the  Hermetic  currents  of  15th and  16th 

centuries»5. In the bilingual (Italian/French) introduction to the conference proceedings, signed by 
Enrico  Castelli,  the  expression “esoteric  currents”  (correnti  esoteriche,  courants  ésotériques)  – 
which was to have great success a few decades later thanks to Faivre – made its official entrance in 
the  academic  discourse.  In  these  pages,  however,  the  meaning  of  “esotericism”  was  still  quite 



undetermined. Basically, this expression was a synonymous for “mystical/Hermetic currents” – and 
more specifically, those of the Middle Ages and of the Renaissance. It is noteworthy that the first 
article of this volume (“Le 'elezioni' e il problema dell'astrologia”) is by Eugenio Garin, who was at  
that time at the leading edge of the research on Renaissance Hermeticism, magic and astrology. 

These two examples show beyond a shadow of a doubt that the Italian scholarly discourse 
about Renaissance esotericism has been deeply influential in orienting the subsequent research in 
this field. It is undeniable that Faivre, at the beginning of the '90s, gave for the first time a clear and 
comprehensive description of what we now call Western esotericism, broadening this field so as to 
include Illuminism and Christian theosophy of 17th and 18th centuries, as well  as contemporary 
esoteric currents. However, his conceptualization of esotericism as a range of “historical currents” 
sharing four intrinsic characteristics – living nature, correspondences, imagination and mediations 
and the experience of transmutation – seems to be directly or indirectly dependent, as we have just 
seen, on the research about Renaissance esotericism carried out in Italy throughout the '50s and the 
'60s, and in particular on Garin's publications about Renaissance Hermeticism. 
 

In my opinion, one of the most fruitful ways of understanding the origins of Garin and de 
Martino's research is to situate them within the framework of the Italian idealistic culture of the 
early 20th century, to which both scholars belonged6. 

In the following pages, I will therefore examine three major representatives of this culture: 
Benedetto  Croce,  Adolfo  Omodeo  and  Piero  Martinetti.  We  will  see  that  the  commonplace 
assumption that idealist thinkers disregarded esotericism and magic is not completely true7. As a 
matter of fact, idealists were often interested in such topics, even though they considered magic as  
something belonging to an archaic past, and not to be resumed so lightly. 

CROCE, OMODEO AND MARTINETTI 

The first  thing to  observe is  the  role  played by Croce,  as  the  main editorial  consultant  of  the 
prestigious publishing house “Laterza”,  in  promoting the publication of historical  studies about 
ancient and modern esotericism, notably in the '20s and '30s8. 

Croce, for instance, supported Julius Evola in his endeavors to get his books published by 
Laterza9. With Laterza, Evola eventually published La tradizione ermetica (1931), as well as three 
other  volumes10. Croce  also  played  a  role  in  the  publication  of  Zagreus (1920)  by  Vittorio 
Macchioro (future de Martino's father-in-law)11. In this work Macchioro interpreted the frescoes of 
the Villa of the Mysteries in Pompei as representing the stages of initiation of an Orphic cult, which 
he studied in the light of hypnotic phenomena and mediumship. This book, now almost forgotten, 
had great influence on young Eliade12 and de Martino. Croce also helped Emilia  Nobile,  whose 
studies on Boehme were published by Laterza and reviewed in “La Critica”13, as were reviewed, 
over time, the most recent international publications about Paracelsus, Bruno and Campanella.

In the last years of his life, Croce supported the research on magic carried out by his disciple 
de Martino and reviewed his volume  Il mondo magico  (1948), recognizing that it helped lay the 
groundwork for a more accurate historical understanding of “magism”14. 

Croce was also genuinely interested in various aspects of Renaissance esotericism. He wrote 
essays about Renaissance treatises on numbers15 and on cosmological and astrological texts such as 
the  Zodiacus  Vitae (1543)  by  Marcellus  Palingenius  Stellatus16,  and  reviewed  books  about 
Paracelsus17. On  the  other  hand,  Croce  was  very  critical  of  the  most  typical  expressions  of 
fin-de-siècle esotericism (spiritualism, theosophy, occultism, etc...), in which he saw a degenerate 
form of “irrationalism”. This seems relevant since it  shows how the elite  often perceived these 
currents, filtering Western esotericism through a category quite unfit to describe its historical and 



cultural specificity. 
Let  us  now  turn  to  Adolfo  Omodeo (1889-1946),  the  most  renowned  historian  of 

Christianity of his time in Italy18. For many years, Omodeo held the chair of History of Christianity 
at  the University of Naples and in 1944 he was appointed Minister of Education in the second 
Badoglio Government. In Gesù Cristo e le origini del Cristianesimo (1913), Omodeo explored the 
relationship between early Christianity, the mystical and magical trends of Judaism, and Gnostic 
and  Hermetic  traditions.  He  developed  these  topics  some  years  later,  in  La  mistica  
giovannea (1930), dealing with the Gospel of John and its Gnostic background. In the volume Un 
reazionario.  Il  conte  Joseph de  Maistre  (1939),  Omodeo showed that  not  only  the  thought  of 
Maistre,  but  the whole late  eighteenth-century French culture was pervaded by strong mystical 
yearnings, and influenced by ancient Gnostic ideas, filtered through Boehme's Christian theosophy. 

There seem to be two main themes in Omodeo's survey of esotericism: the influence of 
Gnosticism on early Christianity, and the Gnostic emphasis on man's power and on his essential and 
inalienable  dignity  (albeit  temporarily  lost  because  of  the  fall  into  matter).  

As to Piero Martinetti (1872-1943), Professor of Theoretical and Moral Philosophy at the 
University of Milan from 1906 to 1931, his idealism is in fact a monistic spiritualism akin to that of 
some Eastern philosophies and Neo-Platonism, and deeply influenced by Schopenhauer19. In Dio, il  
mondo  e  l'uomo (1914-1915),  for  example,  Martinetti  exposes  his  non-dualistic  philosophy 
following the Platonic, Neoplatonic, Kabbalistic and theosophical doctrines, in a time when these 
materials were mainly studied by theosophists and occultists. The Kabbalistic doctrines of En-Soph 
and  Sephiroth  are  described  in  detail,  with  long  quotations  from  the  Zohar.  Martinetti  also 
elaborates on Boehme's theosophy, showing its influence upon the fathers of post-Kantian idealism 
such as Schelling and Krause20.

So we can say that, despite their overt rejection of what they called “irrationalism” – which 
had obvious implications for their opinion about esotericism – idealists proved to be sensitive to 
many subjects and authors that were in fact very closely related to Western esoteric currents. The 
ultimate  reason  for  such  a  sensitivity  should  probably  be  looked  for  within  these  authors' 
intellectual  background,  imbued  with  spiritualistic  assumptions  and  deeply  influenced  by  the 
Hegelian philosophy21. But this kind of analysis would lead us too far away from our subject. Let us 
go back,  then,  to  Garin  and de  Martino,  and try  to  describe their  understanding of  magic  and 
esotericism between the end of the '40s and the beginning of the '50s.

GARIN AND DE MARTINO: MAGIC AS THE RESPONSE TO A CRISIS

At the beginning of the '50s, Garin's ideas are clear: Renaissance Hermetic magic is basically the 
response to a crisis, the “crisis of Medieval thought”22. Attached to the fixity and the rationality of 
its philosophical patterns, medieval theology did not fully recognize the inner freedom of man, his 
power to act on things and to transform, to transmute his world: 

The intellectual frameworks of medieval theological vision - as has been the case again, in  
recent times, with an excessive rationalism - break the Real, opposing their strict logical and 
conceptual patterns to the soft plasticity of life23. 

Which implied, for Garin, an “integral dehumanization”, since man is a free spiritual self-
realizing  being  (“libero  farsi  spirituale”).  It  implied  also  the  condemnation  of  magic:  in this 
medieval context «the magician is not but a demonic temptation […]. To the condemnation of the 
magician corresponds the age of subhuman magic, of necromancy.  The magician, banished from 
rational reality, takes refuge among shifting ghosts, evokes shadows, sees monstrous gods in the 
heavens, feels murky, obscure forces in the depths of man»24.

So, if Aristotelian theology ignored the “plasticity of life”, and dissected reality into discrete 
and mutually opposing dimensions – nature vs. spirit, body vs. soul, passion vs. reason – Hermetic 



magic, instead, 1) was based on the idea of the solidarity and unity of the All, and 2) suggested than 
man could know those spiritual and natural vital energies and use them in order to act on his world, 
and to transform it: 

Against a skeleton man moving in a world of geometrisable skeletons, stands the exaltation of 
the Hermetic ideal where the will, the work, the act, produce and dissolve forms, create and  
recreate, move freely heading for the future in an infinity of possibilities, in an opening without 
borders ... To the man who operates corresponds the universe as inexhaustible possibility... This,  
and no other, was the significance of the defense of magic, which the Renaissance inserted in its  
celebration of man25. 

Garin focuses on this transforming, active knowledge, typical of the Hermetic context, and 
recalls Bruno's definition of the magus: magus significat hominem sapientem cum virtute agendi26.

For Garin, to sum up, Hermetic magic, with its praise of the unity of creation, and its idea of 
a  transforming and  dignifying  knowledge,  is  part  of  the  Renaissance  response  to  the  crisis  of 
Medieval culture. Now – and this is a very interesting point – in Garin's pages that medieval crisis 
seems to echo the crisis of contemporary Europe, caught in the turmoil of dictatorships and about to 
fall into the abyss of the Second World War. 

The influence of the crisis in contemporary Europe on Garin's research about the Middle 
Ages is clearly discernible. In his second preface (1985) to L'umanesimo italiano (1947), he writes: 

In '46,  when I  concluded  this  book [L'umanesimo italiano]  I  had  breathed  the atmosphere 
between the two world wars, when the word of the past was imbued with all the tensions of a 
moment of crisis. The [...] very term “humanism” […] was chosen on purpose, to underline the 
regenerating and paradigmatic value of that [Renaissance's] way of reading any “book”: of man  
and of nature27. 

In Garin's texts of this period, then, we have a clear – although often implicit – parallel 
between the  Middle  Ages and the European crisis  of  the  early  20th century.  In  both  cases,  the 
powerful energies of life did not find expression otherwise than in a chaotic and unconscious way, 
for they had not been overtly accepted, resulting on the one hand on the crisis of a dehumanizing 
Aristotelian theology – which caused the emergence of “subhuman magic” and “necromancy” – and 
on  the  other  in  the  disastrous  consequences  of  fascism,  nazism  and  WW2.  Hermetic  magic, 
emphasizing man's dignity and his power to transmute himself, helped the Renaissance man forge a 
new humanism and find his way out of the medieval gloom. 20th century Europe had to find its own 
“Renaissance”.

At the beginning of the '40s de Martino, former student of Omodeo at the University of 
Naples, and very close disciple of Croce himself, was also quite aware of the crisis of his time and 
of its implications for his research. We must recall the epic sentence of the Introduction to his first 
volume,  Naturalismo e storicismo nell'etnologia  (1941): «Our civilization is in crisis: a world is 
about to fall  apart,  another is  preparing». And in 1953, looking back at  the early stages of his 
research, he wrote:  «What pushed me to ethnological studies was not the “urge for distant  and 
ancestral experiences”, but, on the contrary, the defense of modern civilization and the need for a 
wider historicist humanism as a non-negligible contribution to cultural catharsis. Those were the 
gloomy years in which Hitler  “shamanised” in Germany and Europe, and at  the same time our 
generation was slowly regaining consciousness of what is human and civil»28. 

The link between his research on magic and the crisis of contemporary Europe is clearly 
stated by de Martino in the preface to Il mondo magico (1948): «The task of historicist ethnology is 
to pose problems whose solution may lead to the enlargement of our civilization's self-awareness» 29. 
Again, in the words of Benedetto Croce, «all history is contemporary history». Studying the past, 
for de Martino as well as for Garin, was a way of expanding Western civilization's self-awareness, 
and ultimately of providing the present with a new humanism. 



In Il mondo magico magic is still, as it was for Garin, an answer to a crisis. Nevertheless, 
this crisis is a much more general and existential one. In the “primitive cultures” studied by de 
Martino, magical techniques serve the purpose of reinforcing the presence of man, re-assuring thus 
his existence itself. Magic, in other words, is the means employed by primitive societies to solve a 
drama, the “drama of presence”: «The shaman is the hero who was able to move up to the threshold 
of chaos and to make a deal with it […]. As a psychotherapist, the shaman cures the lability of 
people effectively»30. And what makes his cure even more effective, is that for de Martino magical 
phenomena are real, because the culture in which they occur  consider them as such. This implies 
that  “nature”  does  not  exist  as  a  neutral  set  of  data,  but  is  rather  culturally  determined  and 
constructed by man31.

Although Il mondo magico focuses on primitive societies, it is to be noted that at this stage, 
“magic” (or magism) is for de Martino a large umbrella-notion that includes not only shamanistic 
practices, but also Renaissance natural and astrological magic, and de Martino's goal is to write an 
extensive “history of magism”32. In his subsequent works, however, de Martino got involved in an 
anthropological survey about the remnants of “magic world” within contemporary southern Italian 
folklore.  In  this  phase,  de  Martino's  attitude  towards  magic  was  different:  having  adhered  to 
marxism, he was now the representative of a progressive anthropology, whose objective was to shed 
some light on the poor conditions of the popular masses and to denounce the primitive, irrational 
character of magical practices. Magic became then for de Martino a “fictitious light” serving one 
purpose: «helping uncertain men, living in an uncertain society, replace, for practical reasons of 
existence, the authentic light of reason»33. 

GARIN AND DE MARTINO'S EARLY UNDERSTANDING OF MAGIC AND ITS IDEALISTIC 
BACKGROUND 

Let us try to draw some conclusions. 

Both Garin and de Martino, at the very beginning of their career, saw magic as a  creative 
response to a crisis: the decline of the sclerotic intellectual structures of Middle Age culture on one 
side,  and the  precarious  existential  condition  of  “primitive  man” on the  other.  Moreover,  both 
considered magic as something that contemporary Western civilization had to bring back to memory 
and eventually integrate – through a deeper historiographical understanding – in order to expand its 
own self-awareness and to achieve what both called “a new humanism”.

Garin and de Martino's early discourse about magic seems to owe a lot to their idealistic 
background34. First of all, the very pattern of “magic as the response to a crisis” can be seen as 
stemming from the idealistic view of history as a dramatic process taking place through oppositions 
in  which spirit  affirms  itself  dialectically.  Secondly,  the idea  of  man as  a  “free  spiritual  self-
realizing being”35 – that we have encountered in Garin's discourse – is at the very core of Croce's 
philosophy. Last but not least, Garin and de Martino could look at such traditions this way, because 
their cultural background offered them the materials for doing so. In this perspective, the sensitivity 
of idealist authors for magic and esotericism that I have highlighted above – despite their harsh 
disapproval of “irrationalism” – could have played a discrete but meaningful role in fostering their 
early interest in such matters.

Now I might try to come up with a possible, synthetic answer to my initial question: why did  
20th century scholars turn to the study of esotericism? As we have seen above, the Italian scholars 
who studied these subjects during the '40s and at the beginning of the '50s were dealing, more or 
less explicitly, with a painful dilemma: in this critical phase of its history, will Western civilization, 
still shaken by the tragedy of dictatorships and of WW2, be able to restore the idea of man's dignity  
and of his ability to operate in a more meaningful, cohesive world? Looking for an answer, they 
explored the areas of Renaissance Hermetic magic and primitive magic. 

This is how the whole story began. 
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