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Walt Cassidy - Galeria Melissa, New York. Portrait by Derek Mega for NY ARTBEAT.
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Alex Gartenfeld, “The Interpretation of Dreams,” Interview Magazine, April 2010
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Following the ritual
By John E. Mitchell, North Adams Transcript
Article Launched: 05/10/2007 11:23:06 AM EDT

Walter Cassidy’s ‘The Gateway’

Thursday, May 10
NORTH ADAMS — Photographer Walter Cassidy has taken his experience with the occult and mixed it with the science of his upbringing to go on a 
singular spiritual path documented through rituals captured in his photos.

Cassidy’s photographs are closely aligned to his beliefs, but he doesn’t want to force people to think too hard if they don’t want to. Cassidy is 
perfectly happy if people enjoy his photos on a decorative level. Knowledge and context can widen the enjoyment for some, but he doesn’t require 
people think of it as more than pretty photography.

“I tend to be more keen on work you can look at and get an emotional response from,” said Cassidy. “I don’t really gravitate to overly conceptual 
stuff, but more to aesthetic works. I find comfort in the order and organization of decorative types of work, and generally prefer an earnest ap-
proach to art making.”

Paradise found

This isn’t to say that Cassidy does not approach his work conceptually. Part of the structure of his work has been influenced by John Milton’s “Para-
dise Lost,” specifically the concept of orbs from which the action takes place. Cassidy uses that structure to create his elaborate constructs that 
mirror 
Milton’s idea while mapping out a more personal terrain — five circles that reveal varying degrees of perspective, zooming in and out and bringing 
alternate views. In many ways, Cassidy’s constructions are a personal alphabet.

“They are similar to hieroglyphics,” said Cassidy, “a combination of things that I can’t really express verbally. For some reason, I need to quilt to-
gether these bits of information, and have it all be in contained in one symbolic sculpture.”
For Cassidy, the structures were part of a puzzle and the camera served as another tool in putting those pieces together. The patterns in the work 
were obvious to him, but he needed something to both study the objects closer and to help interpret them for the eyes of others.

“It was a litmus test for me, because I was curious to know what a camera picked up from the assembled elements,” said Cassidy. “I felt that I was 
picking up a radiance from these sculptural combinations. I feel that a camera and film have more of a sensitivity that’s like the subconscious mind, 
that they could see things that the human eye couldn’t see in an immediate sense. That’s how I got into photographing them, I didn’t have any pho-
tographic agenda, it felt like a microscope to look at the objects.”

Cassidy’s constructs function like maps to his mind and this intentionally mirrors his journey to discover the source of spiritual belief and how it 
relates to the expression of these sensations.

“My interest was the drawings in my brain, neurologically, for spiritual experiences, ecstasies or ritual experiences,” said Cassidy. “For these types 
of gestures, what type of pattern exists in the brain, and is that why when putting together these puzzle pieces, some type of clear spiritual logic 
seemed to emerge?”

Neurology and its part in the spiritual process interests Cassidy and has roots in his father, a psychologist, who was very concerned with neurons and 
the patterns of electricity in the brain. Cassidy has kept up on his father’s pursuit and takes inspiration from the idea that the brain itself is a three-
dimensional map that we are now learning to not only read more completely, but interact with.

“For every gesture or motion that we do, there’s a very specific neurological drawing that maps it,” said Cassidy. “If you move your head from the 
left to the right, there’s a very specific signature in your brain for that.”
This understanding of the ways the brain functions are central to Cassidy’s unique mix of magic and science in his spiritual beliefs.

“Most people get into spiritual paths and approach it like it’s this ethereal, airy kind of thing that exists outside of the physical body,” said Cassidy, 
“and you arrive at it through letting go of the body. I believe the opposite. I believe the body and the brain generate the spiritual experience.”

What this logic achieves is a system where the ritual of spiritual and religious thought might be more important than the reality of what that thought 
points to. Cassidy sees ritual as a physical passageway to the inner transcendence he speaks of and one that he connects with the creation of his 
photography.

“My interest in African rituals, or any kind of ritual, has always been in the physical experience,” said Cassidy, “a combination of moves, gestures, 
imagery and sound and all of these things produce some sort of chemical release in the brain where it was almost like you could go through these 
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portals. If you combine the right grouping of things, somehow you penetrate it and can travel to that spiritual plane. With my artwork, it’s like a 
series of trials and errors of combining different things to make that journey.”

Cassidy says he doesn’t believe in a god, in the conventional sense, but more in terms of godliness, an experience of god that is brought on by ritual.

“It’s the only thing I can believe in at this point because it’s the only thing I feel I have personal evidence to,” he said.

Science and magic

Cassidy’s belief is that ritual taps into the brain’s subconscious rather than any external spiritual plane. But the fact that it is internal doesn’t make 
it any less profound to him or mystical — he believes also in an energy that can be directed and absorbed and activated that he tends to qualify as 
electricity. This all hearkens back to his upbringing, which was decidedly agnostic and grounded in science, and his personal quest to align this knowl-
edge with the world of spiritual sensation that he applies to his work.

“Science is incredibly mystical and incredibly romantic,” said Cassidy. “Geometry always made sense to me on a very deep level. Step one, step two, 
step three, step four, one leads to the other and you’re explaining something that is very abstract. It seemed like a very obvious path for me, to work 
in abstract shapes and lines and the ideas of planes and meridians and how people are connected. It all seemed explained through geometry.”

Cassidy’s spiritual path took him through subcultures that have come to shape his beliefs as well. His teen years were spent in the industrial music 
scene, leading to one wayward adventure to attempt to join Thee Temple ov Psychick Youth in Columbus, Ohio — a mysterious and mystical collective 
that delved into forms of magic and was helmed by Psychic TV leader Genesis P-Orridge.

“I never actually got in, because I was a runaway,” said Cassidy, “and I was sort of a hot runaway, because my father was a retired military guy. He 
used to fly spy planes for the military and he had a lot of connections, so everywhere that I would go, the following night FBI would show up. Every-
body liked me, but they were all really nervous.”

Despite this setback, Cassidy explored the world of the occult, which lead to the tribalism that is part of it. It’s this sense of community that Cassidy 
found endearing and it’s still one of the most important aspects even as his own spiritual path takes individualistic turns.

“People from the outside look at alternative cultures and they always think it’s this anarchy run wild and all this stuff, but it’s actually really civi-
lized,” he said. “That’s one of the things I was attracted to, the etiquette of being in punk rock or industrial music. There was this tribal etiquette 
and part of that is taking care of each other, supporting each other.”

Cassidy has been able to put this ethic into action with the people he has connected with, including Anita Pallenberg and, most significantly, pioneer 
experimental filmmaker Kenneth Anger, who is best known for the book “Hollywood Babylon.” Anger is also a follower of occult legend Aleister Crow-
ley and friend to famous Satanist Anton LaVey as well as of America’s first openly gay filmmakers. Cassidy met Anger at an art show in Santa Fe.

“I got really frustrated because it didn’t make sense to me that Kenneth was basically starving in Los Angeles,” said Cassidy, “and there were all 
these artists making millions of dollars and so much of their work was indebted to Kenneth Anger, a complete pioneer of the short format film. I 
didn’t understand why nobody would help him out, find a way to get him some money.”

Cassidy ended up helping Anger produce work, organize and curate shows and keep himself from being overlooked.

“It just seemed really crude and really immoral that we’re not taking care of our pioneers,” said Cassidy, “and that happens so much in America, 
these geniuses get buried, there’s nothing in place to help them or take care of them. It comes down to community to make sure they’re sorted 
out.”

In many ways, this pull to community fuels Cassidy’s perception of his own art and, in some ways, perpetuates not only his own ideas, but furthers 
the web of connections he has made.

“The art that we like is just based on our experiences,” said Cassidy. “Somehow we see something as a reflection of our own personal experience as 
we’ve gone through life that far. There is no good art or bad art, there’s just the question of whether your soul and your experience matches up with 
the imagery and the forms. On one hand, it’s nice to explain to people how these things are art to me, but I feel like if people see it and connect 
with it, maybe they’re already part of this tribe.”

Walter Cassidy is currently featured as part of “The Believers” exhibit at Massachusetts Museum of Contemporary Art.
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