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The study aims at summarizing and interpreting the scholarly work of Culianu. We’d 

like to emphasize, that the intetion was not to accomplish a monograph, but to provide a 

comprehensive and thorough approach. We are convinced that such type of reading is 

justified, since the work at issue hasn’t been treated equally in a synthetical and analytical 

manner. (The exception could be the study of Horia-Roman Patapievici: Ultimul Culianu.) 

Therefore, our method consists in a systematic interpretive commentary, performed 

through close reading, abundant quoting and continuous reflection, here and there 

interrogatively critical. The exposition looks like an equally synchronic and diachronic  

rearrangement of the main themes and ideas, on the thread of a scenario type logic. 

Our purpose is to follow closely Culianu’s thinking, in order to comprehend his 

scholarly work in its proper spirit and amplitude, presuming and confirming its coherency 

and unity. We attempt to highlight the historian’s transdiciplinary effort and his onto-

epistemological preoccupation, as well as the intellectual marks and challenges that guide 

his thinking.   

The first chapter examines the methodological orientations according to which 

Culianu’s investigations are carried out, to glimpse the subtle threads that connect 

conceptions, ideas, solutions from different periods of his activity. The questions we are 

searching answers for, would be: What’s the historian’s standpoint towards the domains of 

philosophy, mythology, literary theory, anthropology, epistemology, and especially 

towards his own  discipline? Why is religious sense preeminent/primordial? How is the 

historian of religion converted into historian of ideas? 

The historian of religion adopts his own standpoint of uncertainty, complex-

antireductionist, creative-eclectic, in virtue of which: he contests the rational-scientific 

progress of mankind; maintains the possibility but also the incomprehensibility of truth; 

affirms the suspension but also the historical value of theories; promotes the diversity of 

viewpoints and of approaches toward the complex objects/phenomena, respectively a new 

rationality. We attempt to prove that, ultimately, Culianu’s methodological pluralism or 

anti-methodological authonomy do not subordinate to relativist anarchism. Instead, he 

intends to contribute to a new history of science „less imbued with the 19
th

 century pseudo-

rationalist prejudicies”, and „which is not meant to show the rational progress of modern 

science, recorded up to present date, but the way different sciences have functioned in 

different historical contexts”. 



 

 

Though it belongs to methodological matters, the cognitive-morphodynamic position 

will be discussed in a later chapter, after the main themes (magic, other world, gnosis) have 

been covered, dedicating to each one a chapter. We are convinced that the leitmotif of his 

thinking, that haunts him insidiously throughout his activity, is nihilism. 

According to the cognitive methodology, the current theories of exact sciences 

(relativity-, quantum-, fractal- chaos-, information theory), adapted to the historian’s 

preoccupations, would prove to be more pertinent and more efficient for understanding the 

historical processes and phenomena. Thus, the material accumulated mostly from 

humanities and social sciences, will be rethought and reshaped, providing an extensive 

cognitive and intertextual vision over the world and the history of ideas. 

The historian of religion becomes a historian of ideas through a complete extension 

of the notions of religion and myth, respectively through asserting and argumenting the 

equivalence between religion and myth. „Religion” means anything in wich the human 

being believes, according to his own historical-cultural system/context, and not only the 

things associated with transcendence. „Religion”/„myth” integrates not only the traditional 

domain of religion, but the secularized/non-religious domains of philosophy, science and 

literature, that implies the axiological and epistemological equivalence of all these 

registers, subsumed to the generic and extensive term of „ideology”. None of these 

domains of knowledge might brag the privilege of possessing the truth. Any society, 

including the contemporary ones, is constituted on the basis of „sets of mythic 

presuppositions”, which form the historical-cultural system/context itself. Therefore, none 

of the human products could get beyond the encompassing framework of 

„religion”/„myth”, except the direct results of technics and technology. 

The preeminence and the autonomy of religion, two fundamental and constant ideas 

for Culianu's thought, have philosophical explanation: the human is eminently a 

„religious” being; the human, as individual and community, is conditioned almost 

„magicly” by his beliefs in (more or less rational) mythologies/ideologies. 

Likewise, historical changes correspond to ideological changes. Ideologies have 

religious character and are prior to, preced and provoke the facts in an onto-

epistemological sense. Hence, the reason of modern science's emergence is not a scientific 

one: a shift of scientific perspective does not occur on the level of scientific 

facts/discoveries, since it is due to a shift of imaginary/imagination. Briefly, it is about an 

ideological-religious revolution, not a scientific one. 



 

 

We notice, in the work of Culianu, two thesises on the shift of imaginary: that of the 

puritanist revolution and that of the nominalist revolution. Both thesises were meant to 

explain the emergence of modern science and of the whole occidental civilisation, as a 

transition from a qualitative-vertical vision of the world to a quantitative-horizontal one; 

both thesises reject the assumption that the transformation of world’s image would be the 

result of rational-scientific progress. 

The puritanist revolution, performed by Reformation and Counter-Reformation, 

consists in iconoclasm, meaning the censorship of Renaissance imaginary. The puritanist 

ideology condemned the 'erotic idolatry' of magic, eliminated the creative imagination and 

disqualified the Renaissance human type – the operator of phantasms/the magician. We 

discuss the multiple results and significances of the puritanist revolution. 

Culianu attempts to restore the onto-epistemological and historical framework which 

makes possible and intelligible the Renaissance culture (science and art), so as to render 

magic the value of a rational scientific method. He defines the Renaissance as a 

phantasmatical culture, founded on phantasm/image, which is produced by the pneumatic 

fantasy/imagination; on the priority of phantasm/phantasmatic language over the 

word/spoken language; and on the equivalence of eros and magic. 

The philosopher-magician's inmost interest is to separate himself mentally from the 

world, to set himself free from human condition, respectively to become indifferent to any 

utopic ideal and immune even against his own sentiments and phantasms. This anomic, 

asocial attitude does not seem to imply a nihilistic approach to the body (antisomatism) 

and/or to the world (anticosmism). 

The „ambiguous, melancolic, but exalting” game of Renaissance marks the Art, 

meaning magic. Similarly, the historian’s meta-interpretive, re-contextualizing method is 

named Art. We reckon that this operational analogy reveals the unity of Culianu’s 

concerns: the young historian’s meta-interpretive game is equivalent to mind game, the 

mature historian’s cognitive-morphodynamic preoccupation, and both methodologies draw 

from world's game, defining Renaissance magic. These considerations suggest the 

homology between the philosopher-magician and the historian of religion. 

The nominalist revolution theses remained in a stage of a sketched idea, and the 

author has not even mentioned expressly if it is was about an alternative or competitive 

theses to that of the puritanist revolution. In the case of nominalist revolution, the shift of 

imaginary is due to a specific theological thinking, that disavowed, more or less directly, 

„the antropic principle”, and subverted the traditional image of medieval world (Duns 



 

 

Scotus, William Occam, Nicolas d’Autrecourt „and others”, known as „the last 

nominalists”). 

The matter of ascension and otherworld revolves, according to our reading, around 

the central figure of the shaman. All his competences claim a preceding submission to an 

„initiatory death and rebirth”: the experience of separation and of transgression of 

culturally established framework of normality. Culianu argues that shamanism may be 

identified on every continent, on every level of culture, and it does not differ from 

witchcraft neither tipologically, nor functionally. Shamanism acquires a predominant, but 

not entirely univocal role, serving as a historical-cultural and/or cognitive reference 

regarding the problem of ascension (extatic vision) and otherworld. 

Gnosis and nihilism are connected topics. On the one hand, gnosis denies, alike 

modern nihilism, the false transcendence (the principle of ecosystemic intelligence / the 

arrogant and ignorant Creator / the God of the Old Testament), on the other hand, gnosis 

affirms, in contrast to modern nihilism, the true transcendence. 

Therefore, gnosis and modern nihilism are formally identical, but substantially 

reversed/opposed. The metaphysical/mundane nihilism of gnosis affirms another 

transcendence to the detriment of the world, while the antimetaphysical/extramundane 

nihilism of modernism denies transcendence for the sake of the world, but both deny 

christian-platonist transcendence. This is the reason why many romantic authors 

spontaneously reactivated the inverse exegesis of The Old Testament, and this is the reason 

for the formal/superficial analogy between the romantic and the gnostic mythology. 

Culianu's attempt to clarify the relationship between gnosis and modern nihilism, has 

been coupled with his intention to work out an extensive conception of nihilism, which 

assumes that every culture comprises a somber autodistructive potential, not only the 

occidental culture, respectively, that nihilism is a universal invariant as an inherent, latent 

predisposition, which mobilizes the cultural sistem. And the conclusion drawn from 

collated and interpreted multidisciplinary data: nihilism is, paradoxically, a tool of 

conservation/preservation through destruction. 

Culianu applies this concept of nihilism in order rearticulate the occidental history on 

the macro level of ideological-religious transformations. His historical vision integrates the 

nietzschean-heideggerian philosophical formula of nihilism as „the destiny of the 

Occident”. 

The phenomenon of antinomism confirms the supposition that nihilism is the latent 

negative component of any culture. Antinomism/nihilism is a way to experiment 



 

 

„power”/„increase of power”, meaning liberation from the regulations and conditions 

which constitute the cultural system/context. Briefly, power is the experience of freedom 

from norms. This statement provides the „subjective” and universal sense/aspect of power, 

revealing it as instinctual/pulsional propensity: „energy”, „libido”, „aggression”, „evasive 

tendency” etc. The objective/cultural aspect of power is rendered by the more common 

sense and the opposite of that revealed by Culianu: authority. Authority is the power which 

resides in the edifice of systemic regulations and institutions, in the historical-cultural 

context. 

The dialectic of power integrates both senses/aspects, provides the unity of the 

extensive notion of power, and displays the dynamics of negation and affirmation of power 

between the subjective and objective aspects. 

However, what is the relantionship between power and religion? The plausible 

equivalence is distorted by the very fact that, though either functions of religion 

(integrative and compensatory) serve the consummation of subjective power, they both 

belong to and are provided by the objective aspect of the cultural system/context. This 

means that, commonly, the experience of power is illusive and inauthentic, being 

manipulated and produced in and by the framework of cultural system itself. One single 

category makes the exception: „the experts on power” (named by Eliade „the experts on 

sacred”). These individuals represent or create culture, and transcend it by means of 

neutralizing/immunizing against the cultural system’s conditions and determinations, by 

means of a „cultural death”. They do not need integrative or compensatory ideologies in 

order to experiment subjective power. They are out of the common, autonomous, free. 

According to our reading, they alone confirm the relation of equivalence between 

„religion” and „power”. Anomics or antinomics/nihilists, „the experts on power” are in fact 

the subjects of religion – the religious ones. 

Thus, we detect in Culianu’s scholarly work two major conceptions of religion: 

1. from „subjective” aspect and the young historian’s perspective: 

religion ≈ „power” (≈ antinomism ≈ nihilism) 

2. from „objective” aspect and the mature historian’s perspective: 

religion ≈ „myth” (≈ ideology) 

According to our reading, the lapidary and juvenile text from 1974, entitled Exile, 

has got three connected significances: one generic, the other concerns Culianu’s 

personality, and the third refers to his scholarly work. 



 

 

In generic sense, „exile” means „initiation” into „authentic” existence, means 

freedom, considered alike as commitment and constraint, irony and creative potential. 

Secondly, „exile” is the primary motive that justifies Culianu’s irony, his intellectual 

and professional choices, including cultural-political activity after 1990, which brought his 

death. This motive cannot be reduced to the fact that, on account of botherings caused by 

the Securitate (intelligence service), Culianu was coerced to leave the country in 1972, 

soon after he graduated university. Beyond the psycho-biographic aspect, we should take 

into account the onto-epistemological singnificance of exile: 

Thirdly, „exile” reveals the structural and attitudinal homology of the scholarly 

work’s protagonists: the philosopher-magician, the gnostic, the otherworldly traveller, the 

expert on power. All these individuals may be considered as exiled ones, who assume 

similar attitudes toward the world and existence. The exiled becomes, through mental 

death and rebirth, an autonomous loner, immune against the norms of social cohabitation 

and against the conditionings of the historical-cultural system/context. He achieves an 

asocial, anormal, anomic status, where the differences between mythos and logos, 

imagination and mind, phantasm and text, existence and cognition, fade away. 
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