
29.09—31.12.20231. FLAG OF STATELESS NATIONS, 2023, 
 Printed fl ag fabric

On view at Vrouwebroersstraat, Ghent
To create Statelessness (The Flag of Stateless Nations) 
Kurant collected the images of fl ags of all stateless 
nations around the world. Subsequently the artist used 
Artifi cial Intelligence algorithm to fuse all these fl ags 
into one fl ag representing all stateless nations, since all 
early humans were stateless.

Contrary to popular belief, only 3 percent of 
the world’s national groups have associated nation-
states and possess the status of being a recognized 
independent nation (statehood). The overwhelming 
majority of nations in the world are stateless nations 
distributed in one or more states. While there are over 
3000 estimated nations in the world, there are only 193 
member states of the United Nations, of which fewer 
than 20 are considered to be ethnically homogeneous 
nation-states.

Image: Günter Mik / museum in progress

2. ERRORISM EXHIBITION POSTER 
 A1 off set printed posters, 500 copies 
 In collaboration with Radim Peško
Emergence typeface looks at the history of gradual 
privatization of the commons, as exemplifi ed by the 
privatization of knowledge, technology, writing and 
design. This hybrid typeface-artwork uses the history 
of typography as a gene pool. Kurant and Peško used 
twenty-six typefaces  from the history of typography 
to create this composite typeface, the summa of 
knowledge and collective intelligence in typography, 
from the fi rst identifi ed typeface, immortalized on the 
Trajan column in ancient Rome, to its digital version 
created for Adobe in 1989 and owned by Microsoft. 
Letter shapes of Trajan crystallized over the centuries 
from the inputs of thousands of anonymous stone-
masons who chiseled letter forms into tombstones. 
But today the Trajan typeface is fully privatized and 
can be rented from Microsoft by subscription. 

Emergence typeface plays with existing forms 
and shapes of digital fonts. Each letter in Emergence 
is composed of fragments of  a given letter derived 
from the twenty-six signifi cant typefaces from the 
history of typography, covering diff erent epochs and 
styles, both low and high, and corresponding to the 
twenty-six letters of the Latin alphabet. Diff erent parts 
of various existing digital typefaces were extracted, 
assembled, and arranged into emergent letterforms 
according to the basic shape of each letter. These 
“bits,” or “genes,” can be reassembled in various 
ways to create variants of each given letter; there-
fore, numerous alternatives of each letter can be 
produced. Each letter has as many elements from as 
many diff erent typefaces as would make sense for it. 

Emergence presents the subjective amalgama-
tion of collective intelligence, or the general intellect 
of typographic knowledge, to which all typographers 
contribute: a combination of technological expertise, 
social intellect and poetry. Users also contribute to 
typography by using and abusing the typefaces as 
evolving tools. Emergence is the result of labor and 
creativity of the multitude. (See also 13.)

3. CUTAWAYS, 2013 
On view in the ground-fl oor cinema. I.c.w. Art 
Cinema OFFoff . 
Film, 24 min. In collaboration with Walter Murch, 
Will Holder, John Menick, Manuel Cirauqui, 
Stefan Węglowski. Cinematography by Michael 
Simmonds

The work presents a collection of abandoned ideas, a 
junkyard of deleted plots and narratives. It is a portrait 
of three characters cut from diff erent fi lms by editors, 
directors, and producers. Cutaways tells the story 
of an encounter between three cut-out characters 

played by their original actors: Charlotte Rampling as 
the hitchhiker from Richard C. Sarafi an’s Vanishing 
Point (1971), Abe Vigoda as the lawyer in Francis Ford 
Coppola’s The Conversation (1974), and Dick Miller 
from Quentin Tarantino’s Pulp Fiction (1994). The 
fi lm, which posits that invisible labor and editing are 
political tools for organizing reality, is also a statement 
on the paradoxes of intellectual property rights. The 
deleted characters, their existence ultimately deter-
mined to be unnecessary, are still protected by copy-
rights. One day someone could use these characters 
in other stories. The typography used in the fi lm’s 
credits, which lists characters cut from 50 other fi lms 
in the original typefaces of these fi lms, is the result of 
Kurant’s collaboration with the designer and typogra-
pher Will Holder.

Courtesy of the artist, Anna Lena Films, Sculpture Center and Stroom Den Haag
Image: Michael Simmonds

4.  CONVERSIONS, 2023
 Liquid crystal ink on copper plate, Peltier 

elements, Arduino, custom programming, 
transistors, custom frame

Conversions is an endlessly morphing liquid crystal 
painting on a copper plate that physically reacts to 
social change through a system of computer-con-
trolled heat pumps that cause quasi-alchemical 
transformations of the liquid crystal particles pres-
ent in the pigment. The painting’s composition and 
colors change in response to data harvested with AI 
algorithms from emotions expressed in thousands 
of social media accounts belonging to the members 
of protest movements around the globe. The data is 
converted into thermal energy.

Courtesy of the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, 2020, image: Randy Dodson

5.  A.A.I. (ARTIFICIAL ARTIFICIAL 
INTELLIGENCE), 2015

 Termite mounds built by colonies of living ter-
mites out of colored sand, gold and crystals 

 In collaboration with Dr. Paul Bardunias and Dr. 
Leah Kelly

Critically commenting on the outsourcing of western 
industrial production to Asia and Africa and the dig-
ital exploitation of global labor through data mining, 
Kurant outsourced her art production to another spe-
cies. Working with entomologists at the University of 
Florida, Kurant employed an entirely unaware worker 
society of millions of termite specimens to build her 
sculptures. The artist supplied the termites with alter-
native building materials, such as colored sands, 

crystals, and gold. The resulting structures, oscillat-
ing between nature and culture, also problematize 
the idea of individual authorship. In the contemporary 
world, where singular authorship is being replaced 
by complex collective forms (e.g., Wikipedia), A.A.I. 
proposes a way of producing artworks through the 
work of the entire society. The title of the work refers 
to a concept coined by Jeff  Bezos, the founder of 
Amazon, who defi ned the invisible ghost work of mil-
lions of employees of Amazon Mechanical Turk, the 
online crowdsourcing platform, as artifi cial artifi cial 
intelligence.

Image: Sebastiano Pellion di Persano

6. POST-FORDITE, 2020
Fossilized automotive paint, epoxy resin, iron, 
powdered stone

 In collaboration with Krzysztof Smaga
The sculpture speculates on future geological forma-
tions. The piece is made of Fordite, also known as 
the Detroit agate, a hybrid, quasi geological forma-
tion created through the fossilization of automotive 
paint accumulated on car-production lines at facto-
ries. since the establishment of Ford manufacturing 
plants in the early 20th century. Recently, these fos-
silized-paint formations began circulating online given 
their aesthetic value. Since Fordite can be cut and 
polished, it is often used like gemstones to produce 
jewelry. The sculpture was created out of pieces of 
Fordite collected at several now-defunct car facto-
ries. While Fordite is a quasi-geological consequence 
of Fordism (a capitalist economic model based 
on physical labor and physical products), Kurant’s 
Post-Fordite speculates about the geological con-
sequences of the post-Fordist economy based on 
immaterial products.

Collection of Paul van Emmerick and Sigrid Vendepitte
Image: Krzysztof Smaga

7. NONORGANIC LIFE 1 & 2, 2023
 Painting with crystals of metal salts (copper, 

nickel, cobalt, chromium, manganese, iron and 
zinc) grown on anodized printed aluminum plate

 Produced by Kunsthal Gent in collaboration 
with Kunstverein Hannover

The NonorganicLife paintings are based on the 
growth and electroforming of vivid crystals of metal 
salts on anodized aluminum surfaces.

Courtesy Kunstverein Hannover, 2023, image: Mathias Völzke

8.  A.A.I. (SYSTEM’S NEGATIVE) N°4 & N°6, 2016
 Poured zinc
 In collaboration with Dr. Paul Bardunias
Developed in collaboration with entomologists, the 
series A.A.I. (System’s Negative) consists of zinc 
casts of the insides of termite mounds. The precise 
3D-portraits of animal worker societies echo the 
shapes of coral reefs, trees, and neural networks, 
pointing to patterns that recur on micro and macro 
scales in both the animate and inanimate realms.

Courtesy Kunstverein Hannover, 2023, image: Mathias Völzke

9. SEMIOTIC LIFE, 2023
 74-Year old living bonsai tree, 3D-printed resin, 

paint
Semiotic Life (2023) embodies much of Agnieszka 
Kurant’s artistic practice as a whole: a living, 74-year-
old juniper bonsai tree grows around a digital model 
meant to predict the future form this species might 
take. In juxtaposing an early example of artifi cial 
nature – the bonsai, which originated in 6th-century 
China – with a machine-generated prediction of its 
future evolution, the artist blurs the boundary between 
the natural and the artifi cial, questioning the infallibil-
ity of the algorithmic tools we use to produce visions 
of the future that are confi gurable, quantifi able, and 
computable.

Courtesy Kunstverein Hannover, 2023, image: Mathias Völzke

10. CHEMICAL GARDEN, 2021
 Sodium silicate, copper, nickel, cobalt, 

chromium, manganese, iron, zinc salts
In collaboration wit  Dr. Magdalena Osial

The installation investigates the relationship between 
the digital, biological, and mineral. A chemical garden 
is a set of complex crystalline structures resembling 
plants created through a mix of inorganic. chemi-
cals: metal salts with water glass. The installation 
combines the artist’s interests in alchemy and in the 
boundary between what is biological and mineral, 
living and inanimate. The fi rst documented chemical 
garden was created by the German alchemist Johann 
Rudolf Glauber in 1646. Modern research shows that 
chemical gardens in hydrothermal vents on the sea 
fl oor are a plausible path for the origin of life on Earth.

Some of the earliest purported fossils of life might be 
from fossilized chemical gardens. Copper, chromium, 
cobalt, manganese, and iron are essential ingredi-
ents in modern computers. The industrial extrac-
tion of these metals, which formed quasi-biological 
structures at the inception of life, leads to geological 
changes and the devastation of entire ecosystems.

Courtesy Kunstverein Hannover, 2023, image: Mathias Völzke

11. AIR RIGHTS, 2021
 Foam, wood, powdered rock, metal, 

electromagnets
 In collaboration with Krzysztof Smaga
The levitating meteorite gives visual weight to 
the empty space above properties, an intangi-
ble commodity allowing for the creation of value 
out of nothing but air. The market of air rights con-
stitutes an important part of real-estate market in 
New York and other major cities around the world. 
Kurant used a system of electromagnets to pro-
duce an electromagnetic fi eld and permanently 
suspend the sculpture in air. The form of the work 
addresses fi nancial speculation around industries 
that might develop in the future, such as recently 
proposed projects to mine asteroids and comets.

Courtesy Kunstverein Hannover, 2023, image: Mathias Völzke

12. EVOLUTIONS, 2014
 Lenticular print
The piece draws on the work of the Princeton 
University mathematician Nils Barricelli, a pioneer of 
computational biology and evolutionary algorithms. 
In the 1950s, Barricelli worked on the ENIAC com-
puter, simultaneously used to build the atomic bomb, 
to develop the fi rst forms of artifi cial life: digitally 
grown algorithmic organisms evolving in a numerical 
universe. In opposition to Darwin, Baricelli proposed 
that evolution does not have to always happen on the 
basis of natural selection but can also be a product 
of emergence and collective intelligence. Barricelli 
documented the evolution of his synthetic algorith-
mic organisms, capturing every 50th generation. The 
work presents a lenticular animation developed from 
three consecutive printouts discovered by Kurant in 
the Barricelli archives that document three moments 
in the evolution of digital life-forms.

Image: Jean Vong

13.  EMERGENT ALPHABET (AFTER MARCEL 
BROODTHAERS), 2021

This project discusses the gradual privatization of 
the commons as exemplifi ed by the privatization of 
knowledge and design. Emergent Alphabet employs 
a new font, Emergence, recently created by Kurant 
and the typographer and designer Radim Peško. This 
hybrid typeface-artwork uses the history of typogra-
phy as a gene pool. Kurant and Peško used 26 type-
faces from the history of typography to create this 
composite typeface, the summa of knowledge and 
collective intelligence in typography since its begin-
ning in ancient Rome by thousands of anonymous 
stonemasons on the Trajan Column to contemporary 
digital fonts owned by corporations like Microsoft. 
Each letter in Emergence is composed of fragments 
of a given letter derived from the 26 various typefaces. 
These combinations produce mutations and errors 
resembling living organisms. Emergence was used 
by Kurant to create Emergent Alphabet, a reference 
to Marcel Broodthaers Alphabet, 1969.  (See also 2.) 

14.  MAPS OF PHANTOM ISLANDS, 2011
Photochromic and pigment prints on archival 
paper. In collaboration with Joanna Łopat 

The project is a unique suite of works from the artist’s 
rigorous exploration of the phenomenon of phantom 
islands. Phantom territories have appeared on maps at 
diff erent points in history as a result of misconceptions 
about the world, rumors, and mirages observed in dif-
ferent places around the globe. Some are the product 
of intentional errors by explorers, used to convince 
governments of the need for funding to conquer new 
lands, while others were strategically invented by 
noblemen and governments. These phantom islands, 
though completely fi ctitious, were often the subject 
of real economic transactions and confl icts. These 
nonexistent territories continued to appear on maps 
over centuries, and somewhere only removed in the 
1940s, following the development of aerial photogra-
phy. Some occasionally still reappear. The emergence 
of these collective delusions is an example of the ways 
in which fi ctions enabled the formation of societies and 
later nation states. 

The Political Map of Phantom Islands depicts the 
political divisions of phantom territories based upon 
each country’s claims. Seen here as colonies, these 
phantom islands led to real-life confl icts, such as the 
fi fteenth-century dispute between Portugal and Spain 
over the nonexistent island Antilia. 

Documenting the origins of the individual islands, 
The Archive of Phantom Islands presents a collection 
of thirty descriptions alongside fragments of historical 
maps on which each island appeared. The descriptions 
include accounts of individual territories gleaned from 
rumors, myth, and economic and political data. In addi-
tion to the archive, this series includes three individual 
maps of the territories. Playing off  ideas of mirage and 
manipulation, one of the maps is printed using thermo-
chromic ink, making the images appear and disappear 
according to changes in temperature, literally blurring 
our perception of what is real and what is illusory.

15. RISK MANAGEMENT, 2020
 Pigment print on archival paper
 Commissioned for the New York Times 
 In collaboration with Krzysztof Pyda
The work draws on the inability of risk-prediction 
models and forecasts of collective decision-making to 
consider irrational human behavior and other largely 
impactful social phenomena. The neoliberal concept 
of risk management treats human beings as rational, 
consistent decision makers (Homo economicus), but 
history has shown that people often behave irration-
ally, illogically, and unpredictably as individuals and in 
groups. The geographical map presents outbreaks 
of behavioral contagions spanning the last thousand 
years: collective hallucinations; waves of UFO sight-
ings; laughter epidemics; global social panics; and 
mass hysterias at schools, factories, and convents. 
Unpredictable social contagions like rumors, urban 
legends, or crazes can cause a stock-market crash, 
a bubble in the real-estate market, or a revolution. 
Unlike real epidemics, these outbreaks are based on 
imaginary threats, phantoms, and fi ctions and fueled 
by anxiety and uncertainty in society. 

16.  MAP OF ACCIDENTAL GODS, 2022
 Pigment print of archival paper
The Map of Accidental Gods focuses on the relation-
ship between colonialism, capitalism and religion. 
Kurant investigates mythopolitics – the appropriation 
of local spiritualisms, cults and believes by the East 
India Company and various colonial governments 
and entities. The Map of Accidental Gods charts an 
alternative history of the modern world, through sto-
ries of ordinary people: politicians, military offi  cers 
and colonial bureaucrats who found themselves 
unexpectedly identifi ed as gods. 

To realize this project, Kurant collaborated with 
the anthropologist Anna Della Subin, the senior edi-
tor of Bidoun magazine and the author of Accidental 
Gods. On Race, Empire, and Men Unwittingly Turned 
Divine.

17.  PLACEBO, 2021
Custom display cabinet with custom printed 
paper, metal and plastic containers

 In collaboration with Krzysztof Pyda and 
Krzysztof Smaga 

The display case brings together a series of imagi-
nary pharmaceuticals mentioned in literature, fi lms, 
comic books and pop culture. The phantom drugs 
come to life as physical objects, packaged in colorful 
vintage and contemporary designs displaying their 
dosage and a description of their use within their fi c-
tional source. Each box is fi lled with actual placebo 
tablets. The work demonstrates the ways in which 
fi ctions aff ect our understanding of reality, both past 
and present. The pharmaceutical industry often preys 
on patients’ blind faith in the power of para-drugs and 
vitamins. The industry also over-prescribes painkill-
ers, the result of which has been an increase in addic-
tion among millions of Americans. Placebo shows 
how contemporary culture represents and perpetu-
ates ideas about health and medication as they relate 
to the body and mind. More recently, placebos have 
taken on a new meaning and are increasingly used to 
support treatment, with many scientifi c studies indi-
cating their real and positive psychosomatic eff ects.

Errorism exhibition poster
In collaboration with Radim Peško
(See also 2.)

Map of Accidental Gods

Albert I, King of Belgium — King Albert I turned 
divine in the Congo in the 1920s in the ntambwe 
bwanga cult, which created deified duplicates of 
colonial Belgians. Luba traders and miners possessed 
the spirits of Belgian military officers, bureaucrats, and 
clerks, and their wives possessed the corresponding 
Belgian wife. The deities had the power to heal, avert 
calamities, natural disasters, and theft, and to liberate 
Luba men wrongfully imprisoned by the brutal regime. 
Presiding over the hierarchy was Belgium’s devoutly 
Catholic sovereign, Albert I himself.

Pedro de Alvarado — In the conquest of Mexico in 
1519, the infamously violent, blonde, red-bearded 
conquistador was deified as Tonatiuh, the name of 
the Aztec sun god, which means in Nahuatl “He who 
goes along getting hot.” Commanding the invasion 
of Guatemala in 1524, he took on a further deified 
form as Don Pedro, an incarnation of the Maya god 
the Mam.

Antinous — The young lover of the Roman emperor 
Hadrian, Antinous was apotheosized after he drowned 
in the Nile under clouded circumstances in 130 CE, in 
an extreme expression of Hadrian’s grief.

Rukmini Devi Arundale — In 1928, the British The-
osophist Annie Besant decided that Rukmini, a beau-
tiful, young Indian woman, was the female messiah, 
the World Mother, who had last appeared as the Virgin 
Mary. Rukmini was chosen for her vacant quality, her 
otherworldly blank stare—“I have wondered at the ab-
sence of all that we know as personality in her,” Besant 
marveled. Yet the press ridiculed her, and Rukmini later 
claimed it was all an embarrassing mistake.

Empress Menen Asfaw — The wife of Ethiopian 
autocrat Haile Selassie I, Menen is worshipped in 
the religion of Rastafari, which began in Jamaica in 
1930. She is often given the epithet of Queen Omega, 
with Selassie as Alpha, two forming the beginning and 
end of all things.

Augustus Caesar, Emperor of Rome — Born as Octa-
vian, the Emperor Augustus was deified after his death 
in 14 CE, but while alive, he resisted state attempts to 
turn him into a god, for instance by blocking the con-
struction of a sacred “Augusteum” devoted to himself. 
Before time became measured from Jesus’ birth date, 
there was a similar initiative from Octavian’s birth, who 
was hailed as “Lord of History” and the calendar.

President Vincent Auriol — In 1948, in the city of 
Niamey in Niger, the spirit of the French president 
descended into the entranced body of a man who 
was an adept in the Hauka movement, a cult which 
possessed the spirits of French military officers and 
bureaucrats. At the time, Auriol was in Paris dealing 
with a series of massive workers’ strikes; he would not 
have known of his Nigerien spirit double, but he wrote 
in his diary of “madness.”

Sir Evelyn Baring, 1st Earl of Cromer — A staunch 
Anglo-Saxon supremacist who ruled over Egypt and 
the Sudan for twenty-five years, after his death in 
1917, Lord Cromer was turned into a jinn in the spirit 
possession cult of Zar. As Al-Wardi Karoma, he kept 
appearing in the Sudanese cities of Khartoum and 
Omdurman well into the 1970s, thirsting for offerings 
of liquor and cigars. Zar spirits were most energetic 
at night; lurking in latrines and piles of garbage that 
would have had Cromer turning in his grave, jinn such 
as Karoma sought out fragrant oils and soap, gold 
jewelry, and diaphanous shawls.

Matthew Baylis — In 2005, the BBC producer and 
novelist Baylis traveled to Tanna in Vanuatu to live 
among the Prince Philip worshippers, but soon found 
himself also recognized as divine, as being sent by 
the god Philip. Baylis appeared to people at night in 
dreams, legends circulated, and a baby girl was named 
Masyu after him.

David Beckham — The Wat Pariwat temple in central 
Bangkok gained its nickname, the David Beckham 
temple, in 1998 after the head monk there placed 
a small image of the Manchester United footballer 
at the base of a shrine to the Buddha. The statuette, 
with Beckham’s unmistakable shirt rendered in gold, 
remains there today.

Sir Thomas Sydney Beckwith — The command-
er-in-chief of Bombay who died in 1831, Beckwith was 
worshipped at his tomb in Mahabaleshwar, where 
a clay doll resembling him imbibed plates of warm rice.

Annie Besant — The British Theosophist Annie Besant, 
better known for turning the boy Jiddu Krishnamurti 
into a god, was herself deified as Sri Vasanta by certain 
people including Jiddu’s father, Narayaniah, and was 
depicted in icons in the manner of a Hindu goddess. 
Her divinity was evoked in a Madras court of law in 
1913, when Narayaniah claimed that, believing Besant 
to be superhuman, he had fallen under her control 
and been induced by her spiritual power to grant her 
custody of her son.

Janice Boddy — In the late 1970s, the anthropologist 
Janice Boddy went to study the zar cult in northern 
Sudan, yet found herself mistaken for a khawajaya Zar, 
the powerful, deified spirits of dead Europeans. For 
Boddy, it was jarring to suddenly morph into the ob-
ject of her own study, as if encountering a divine, spirit 
double of herself. The mistake was corrected when it 
was noticed she had toes, not hooves.

Subhas Chandra Bose — The Indian anticolonial ac-
tivist Bose was deified after his death in a mysterious 
plane crash in Taipei in 1945. Stories began to circulate 
that Bose was not dead and that he would return as 
Kalki, the final avatar of Vishnu, commanding an army 
of men to free India from British oppression.

George Bristow — In 1952, the British administra-
tor Mr. Bristow was apotheosized as an incarnation 
of the Biblical prophet Noah on the island of Tanna, 
which was under a joint French-British colonial rule. 
Bristow was appalled to see how his French counter-
parts forced islanders to do hard labor, and when he 
attempted to abolish it, he was hailed as the prophet 
who, according to legend, had finally returned to Tan-
na and was summoning warships to expel all the colo-
nizers—turning the official into a formidable weapon 
wielded against his own kind.

Cai Lun — A Chinese eunuch and court official of 
the Eastern Han dynasty, Cai Lun is traditionally 
regarded as the inventor of paper and the modern 
papermaking process; his innovations included adding 
tree bark, hemp ends, rags, and fishnets for a superior 
writing surface. When he committed suicide in 121 
CE, fearing punishment for his role in the death of 
the emperer’s grandmother, a shrine was built in his 
memory. During the early Tang dynasty, Cai Lun was 
proclaimed to be the god of papermaking. In the late 
Qing dynasty, papermakers created religious associa-
tions, which led annual processions of the god’s effigy 
and banquets in his honor, and worshipped at a temple 
consecrated to Cai Lun. 

Lt. Colonel William Carden — An Irishman who died 
outside Ahmedabad in 1817, Carden was said to have 
been worshipped by Hindus and Muslims alike as Colo-
nel-Shah Pir. He was remembered as a compassionate 
officer who, during a famine, gave away government 
money to the poor and was punished by the British 
authorities. At his sepulcher in Kheda, devotees would 
leave offerings of hard-boiled eggs.

Juan Castillo Morales — A twenty-four year-old 
soldier who confessed to the rape and murder of 
an eight-year-old girl in Tijuana in 1938, Castillo Mo-
rales was sentenced to die by the Ley Fuga, or “Law 
of Flight,” an ordinarily clandestine, extralegal practice 
that the Mexican government decided to trans-
form into a public spectacle. Hundreds watched as 
Castillo Morales was unloaded from a police van into 
the cemetery, set free between two firing squads, and 
instructed to run away, so that he could be shot “while 
attempting to flee.” Not long after, a shrine grew 
around his grave; it was said that his blood seeped up 
from the earth and his voice was heard hovering above 
it. Evidence began to accumulate of his many miracles: 
abandoned crutches, baby clothes, auto parts, a prom 
corsage. An eerily-timed, accidentally relevant Holly-
wood film further sparked the worship of the soldier, 
which persists to the present day, in particular among 
immigrants seeking divine help in crossing the US bor-
der.

The Communist Martyrs of Chongwu — In Fujian 
Province there is a temple dedicated to the religious 
worship of twenty-seven People’s Liberation Army 
fighters, Chinese Communist soldiers who died in 
1949. It was said five were killed trying to save the life 
of a small girl during an enemy ambush. The temple, 
completed in 1996, plays military anthems from a loud-
speaker and includes depictions of battle scenes and 
figurines of the divine militants, who receive tribute on 
festival days. 

Claudius, Emperor of Rome — Claudius resisted state 
deification and forbade sacrificial rituals to himself, yet 
underwent an imperial apotheosis after his death in 54 
CE. 

Augustus Clevland — Clevland was a young British 
colonial administrator who died at sea in 1784 while 
trying to leave India, sailing for the Cape of Good 
Hope. His body, preserved in spirits, was shipped back 
to India, where his white, domed monument at Bhagal-
pur became a shrine. On the sea voyage, Clevland had 
possibly been recovering from injuries sustained in 
an attack by resistance fighters in Bihar. 

Dr. John E. Clough — Born in New York, in the late 
19th century Clough spent forty years working as 
a Baptist minister in India in the district of Nellore, 
north of Madras, and was known as the “Apostle to 
the Telegus.” Yet he was dismayed to find that many 
in his flock began to worship Clough himself. Stories 
circulated of how the invocation of the holy sylla-
ble Clough sent water gushing up from dry wells or 
brought fruitful harvests to barren fields. Fearing that 
if he perished in India his grave would become a site 
of idol worship, Clough left for Boston and died in 
1910. Yet on his tombstone, confusingly, was inscribed 
the verse: Be still and know that I am god.

Reverend James Clow — At the Scots Kirk of Saint 
Andrew in Bombay, in the mid 19th century, people 
began to worship an oil painting of its deceased, 
Scottish chaplain James Clow. The portrait became 
a site of pujas, and much to the Presbyterian congre-
gation’s horror, Clow’s worshippers tried to cut pieces 
from the canvas to carry as talismans. To put an end 
to the worship, the Presbyterians draped a white 
sheet over the painting and hoped it would exorcize 
“the evil spirit” within. 

John Coltrane — For Franzo and Marina King’s first 
wedding anniversary in 1965 they went to hear John 
Coltrane play. The couple, who both came from reli-
gious backgrounds, experienced a “sound baptism”: 
a moment where the Holy Ghost came down to 
communicate with them. Taking Coltrane’s 1965 album 
A Love Supreme as their core scripture, the couple 
(now known as Archbishop F.W. King and Supreme 
Mother Reverend Marina) recognised him as a saint 
and now run services which include a monthly guided 
meditation through A Love Supreme and weekly Mass-
es featuring jazz liturgies.

Christopher Columbus — Landing in the New World 
in 1492, on islands later known as Haiti, Cuba, and 
the Bahamas, Columbus recorded in his diary again 
and again that he was hailed as a “celestial being” by 
the natives he encountered. He reported on October 
14, 1492, “We understood that they asked us if we had 
come from heaven,” although he could not understand 
a word of their language. According to the mariner, 
crowds gathered on the shore, bearing sacrificial of-
ferings, and people begged him to take them aboard 
his craft, thinking the divinities would soon return to 
the sky.

Captain James Cook — Arriving in Hawaii in 1779, 
Captain Cook was allegedly mistaken for the fertility 
god Lono, who had returned to reclaim the island 
during a festival period known as the Makahiki. Thou-
sands prostrated themselves before him, and a priest 
led Cook to a thatched temple, wrapped him in red 
cloth, and sacrificed a pig to him, as the people sang 
a creation myth. After staying for a few weeks, Cook 
set sail again, but was forced to turn back in a storm. 
Landing again in Kealakekua Bay, Cook was slain by 
a crowd of Hawaiians in an act interpreted as the ritual 
killing of the god, and prophecies persisted that he 
would resurrect. 

Charles Cornwallis, 1st Marquess — In Bombay 
in the early 19th century, the neoclassical tomb of 
the governor-general Charles Cornwallis (d. 1805) was 
thought to be a small temple, or Chota Dewal. Villag-
ers would make pilgrimages to the statue of the port-
ly Cornwallis, in his tailcoat and breeches, to heap 
garlands upon him, receive blessings, and see and 
be seen by the god. The colonial government issued 
notices to try to stop the worship, but to no avail. At 
the base of the statue, an iron fence was constructed 
and a watchman appointed to shoo any adorers away.

Hernan Cortés — Invading Mexico in 1519, the Span-
ish conquistador was allegedly hailed as the Aztec 
feathered serpent god Quetzalcoatl. It was recorded 
that because the emperor Moctezuma mistook Cortés 
for the deity, he allowed his empire to be conquered 
by a small band of Spaniards. Yet the idea that 
the Spanish were divine hinged on a mistranslation of 
the Nahuatl word teotl, which the Spanish translated 
as “god” but which could refer to anything unusual, 
powerful, or commanding authority. 

Major Horace Valentin Crocicchia — In 1925 in 
Niger, when the French officer Crocicchia attempted 
to suppress the spirit possession movement known 
as the Hauka, a new spirit incarnated inside the co-
lonial prison, the deified form of Crocicchia himself. 
As Corsasi or Krosisya, the divine spirit of the French 
officer led Hauka prisoners to break out of the jail. He 
then continued to incarnate inside bodies across Niger, 
Ghana, and the Ivory Coast. 

Demetrius Poliorcetes — In 307 BCE, the command-
er Demetrius and his fleet captured Athens yet was 
surprised to find that the Athenians joyously wel-
comed him as a god, who would liberate the city and 
restore it to democracy. The people lined the streets, 
bearing garlands, dancing, and shouting as the new 
god passed by. They sang a hymn, which the historian 
Douris of Samos recorded: The other gods dwell far 
away/ Or have no ears, or pay us no mind./ But you 
are here, and you we see,/ Not carved in wood or 
stone but real—/ So to you we pray. 

Jean-Jacques Dessalines — A leader of the Haitian 
Revolution and the first ruler of an independent 
Haiti, in 1804 Dessalines was proclaimed emperor 
by the Generals of the Haitian Revolution Army, but 
was assassinated in 1806 by opponents who resisted 
his autocratic rule. After his death, Dessalines was 
deified in the religion of Vodou as an Iwa, a demi-god 
or spirit-saint, and is worshipped as a manifestation of 
the warrior god Ogou, known as Ogou Desalin.

Colonel Charles Dixon — In the town of Beawar in 
Rajasthan in the mid-19th century, the British officer 
Dixon was reported to have been worshipped at his 
grave site by the tribal group known as the Mairs. 
The shrine at Dixon’s tomb included an ornate silk 
dress from Paris that belonged to his Indian wife Bibi, 
preserved in a glass vitrine.

Sir Francis Drake — Landing off the coast of north-
ern California in 1579, on a mission to circumnavigate 
the world, the English navigator was allegedly mistak-
en for a god by the Miwok people, much to Drake’s 
Protestant horror. They lavished him with sacrificial of-
ferings and hoped that he could cure their wounds and 
injuries. Believing Drake to be their god, the Miwok 
freely handed over their land to the Englishmen and it 
became the first colony of Nova Albion—as the sailors 
recounted, although they could not understand a word 
of the Miwok language. 

President Dwight D. Eisenhower — In 1959, on 
the maiden voyage of Air Force One, Eisenhower 
landed in Delhi and was hailed as an incarnation of 
Vishnu. Thousands of people crowded the airport 
tarmac to catch a glimpse of the god, and it was said 
there were powerful healing properties in the sand 
of the dirt roads over which the Cadillac carrying 
Him had passed. It was thought that in the body of 
Eisenhower, Vishnu had come to protect a globe now 
facing its most acute threat of annihilation yet, from 
nuclear weapons, a power that Ike himself cosmically 
possessed.

Epicurus — The Greek philosopher Epicurus, who died 
in 270 BCE, was deified after his death by his follow-
ers. Yet this was paradoxical, as Cicero pointed out in 
his Tusculan Disputations, for the Epicureans believed 
death was utter extinction, with no chance of any 
immortal afterlife.

Jack and Tom Fox — In 1934, two gold prospectors, 
the Fox brothers, made a violent crossing through 
the land of the Huli in Papua New Guinea, and killed 
more than 45 people. Fifty years later, an anthropol-
ogist recorded that for many Huli, the Fox brothers 
were still remembered not as human but malevolent 
dana or divine spirits, who still required appeasement 
to tame their destruction. 

Mohandas K. Gandhi — In the region of Gorakhpur 
in 1921, Gandhi was declared an avatar of Vishnu, and 
stories of his miracles began to circulate. When he vis-
ited the region by railway train, ecstatic crowds of tens 
of thousands hailed him at every stop and demanded 
darshan— the privilege of seeing the god and being 
seen by him. The worship of the god of nonviolence 
soon devolved into bloodshed when an inflamed 
crowd of Gandhians, believing that a prophetic new 
age known as Gandhi Raj had come, burned down 
a police station in Chauri Chaura and led the British to 
declare martial law.

Marcus Mosiah Garvey — In the religion of Rasta-
fari in Jamaica, Marcus Garvey was also deified, as 
the John the Baptist who had foretold the coming of 
Haile Selassie as Christ. Yet it was paradoxical because 
Garvey himself didn’t want any involvement in the new 
“cult,” and considered Haile Selassie a “cowardly 
lion” for escaping the Italian invasion. After his death 
in 1940, Garvey was believed by Rastafarians to have 
stayed immortal— stories circulated that he was living 
in the Congo, or that he had avatared in the form of 
President William Tubman of Liberia.

King George VI — In the Hauka spirit possession 
movement in Ghana in 1935, a god called King 
Zouri would incarnate in people’s bodies, the spirit of 
the reigning British monarch, King George VI.

Nathuram Godse — In 2014, with the rise of Modi to 
power, far-right Hindu extremists began a campaign to 
apotheosize Nathuram Godse, the man who assassi-
nated Gandhi. The worshippers consecrated new holi-
days to him, constructed idols, and attempted to build 
a temple to the Godse, who was executed in 1949.

William Gooch — In 1792, the English astronomer and 
explorer William Gooch was taken to be a god landing 
on the island of Oahu in Hawaii, yet was then blud-
geoned to death.

General Charles George Gordon — After his death in 
Khartoum in 1885, attempting to suppress the messi-
anic revolt led by the Mahdi, Gordon, a fanatical British 
Protestant general, was Islamicized and reincarnated 
as a jinn in the pantheon of the spirit possession move-
ment of Zar. Known as Gordel, his spirit would possess 
the bodies of Sudanese mediums, clad in khaki, highly 
polished boots, and a fez.

Juan de Grijalva — In 1518, sailing along the coast of 
what is now Mexico, the Spanish navigator Juan de 
Grijalva was allegedly mistaken for the Aztec feathered 
serpent god Quetzalcoatl, and his ship was thought to 
be a floating temple. Several villagers paddled out in 
canoes to the Spanish ship and brought offerings, but 
the Spanish sailors didn’t land, and it would be Hernan 
Cortés who was more famously recognized as Quetzal-
coatl when he arrived a year later. 

Guan Yu — A minor Chinese military general who 
lived during the late Eastern Han dynasty and was 
killed in 219 CE, Guan Yu was apotheosized after his 
death for his martial deeds and moral virtues, and 
his divinity magnified over the centuries. As Lord 
Guan, his veneration is widespread across Confucian, 
Daoist, and Chinese Buddhist traditions, where he is 
considered a bodhisattva. Among his many epithets 
is one bestowed on him in the 17th century, Holy 
Emperor Guan, the Great God Who Subdues Demons 
in the Three Worlds and Whose Awe Spreads Far and 
Moves Heaven. He receives worship at myriad temples 
and shrines, including several inside police stations 
in Hong Kong, and his spirit is said to have helped 
achieve a millennia of military victories. Spiritual 
mediums have been known to receive messages from 
Guan Yu through spirit writing, some telling of apoc-
alyptic prophecies. He also appears as a door god, or 
protective guardian of thresholds, with the power to 
ward off evil.

Che Guevara — Hours after the Argentinean revo-
lutionary was executed by Bolivian forces in 1967, 
Che’s body was exhibited in a hospital laundry room 
in Vallegrande, where the nuns and nurses were as-
tonished by its likeness to the body of Christ. Several 
women clipped locks of his hair to keep as relics; 
others recalled how the still-open eyes of Che’s corpse 
watched their movements. The art critic John Berger 
also noted the resemblances between the cadavers of 
Che and Jesus in Renaissance paintings such as Man-
tegna’s “Lamentation of Christ.” As San Ernesto de la 
Higuera, Che, who once worked as a physician, is said 
to perform miracles of curing illness, and the room 
where Che was executed has become a shrine and 
pilgrimage site.

Haile Selassie I — In 1930, Haile Selassie was crowned 
Emperor of Ethiopia in a spectacular ceremony in 
Addis Ababa, and when news reached Jamaica, several 
people had the same idea simultaneously, that God 
was alive on earth, and he was a Black man. The reli-
gion of Rastafari grew to over 1 million worshippers 
worldwide today. Haile Selassie, a pious Christian, was 
deeply dismayed by his godhood, and it was paradox-
ical, as he didn’t consider himself Black, he identified 
as Semitic. Yet the worship of the dictator became 
a profoundly liberating force in Jamaica as it achieved 
independence from British rule. By the 1970s, politi-
cians such as Michael Manley were incorporating ideas 
from Rastafari theology to move the island toward 
democratic socialism. 

Haile Selassie I as Nzambi a Mpungu — In the African 
religion of Kumina, which was brought over to Jamaica 
by enslaved people from the Kongo, Haile Selassie 
was hailed as Nzambi a Mpungu, the supreme Creator 
god, who also went by the name Mbùmba. He was 
a deity often depicted as a gigantic serpent, resting 
by the edge of the sea. Nzambi was also the power of 
the soul, a creative life force that stands at the be-
ginning of all things, a concept that would lend its 
misunderstood syllables to the word zombie. 

Haile Selassie as Zar spirit — In the cult of the Zar 
in Sudan, Haile Selassie incarnated as a divine spirit 
who would possess the bodies of mediums. As a jinn, 
the Ethiopian emperor was said to be small in size, and 
often seen riding a horse and wearing a pith helmet; 
an image perhaps dating to time spent in exile in Khar-
toum in 1940 during the Italian occupation. 

Prince Lala Hardaul — In the 19th century, British 
colonial administrators in India instituted the worship 
of an accidental god, in a desperate effort to stave 
off a cholera epidemic. In Bundelkhand, villagers 
blamed the outbreak on the fact that British troops 
had slaughtered a cow in a grove where the ashes of 
Hardaul rested, a prince murdered in 1627. Once wor-
shipped as a minor deity of weddings, Hardaul became 
the “cholera godling;” the British helped construct 
altars to him and present offerings to appease him, 
and deemed their endeavor a success when the epi-
demic was cured.

Sir Thomas Harriot — In 1585, the Oxford math-
ematician and astronomer traveled to the nascent 
English colony of Roanoke Island, and reported that 
the Algonquians he met thought the Englishmen 
were divinities, especially because when an unknown 
disease struck the natives, the strangers remained 
unscathed. Noticing that all the strangers were male, 
some concluded that “we were not born of women 
and therefore not mortal, but that we were men of 
an old generation many years past then risen again to 
immortality.” 

Tilman Henckell — Henckell, who served as a judge 
under the British colonial regime in India, was said 
to have been deified by workers on the salt flats of 
the Sundarbans because of his kindly disposition 
toward them in the courts of law.

Adolf Hitler — In the mid-1930s, a group of an-
ti-British Brahmin activists in Calcutta decided that 
Hitler was the final avatar of Vishnu, who had come 
to liberate India and inaugurate a new golden age. 
In household shrines, photographs and idols of Hitler 
could be spotted next to Vishnu and Shiva (flanked, 
occasionally, by Stalin). This marked a particular sub-
type of apotheosis: to turn your enemy’s enemy into 
your god.

Leonard Percival Howell — One of the founding 
fathers of the Rastafari religion in Jamaica, the char-
ismatic Howell was also considered a god by some of 
his followers, although he himself never claimed to be 
divine. 

Captain Henry Hudson — In 1609, when Henry Hud-
son arrived at what became Manhattan, the Lenape 
people allegedly thought he was the god Manitou re-
turning. The people brought offerings of meat, laid out 
idols, and performed a ceremonial dance in worship. 
According to an early chronicler, Hudson intoxicated 
the Lenape chieftains with wine, which is how Manhat-
tan got its name— Mannahatanink, meaning “the is-
land or place of general intoxication.” 

Victor Hugo — In the Vietnamese religion of Cao Dai, 
founded in 1926, the French Romanticist Victor Hugo 
is deified as a prophet. While in exile on the island of 
Jersey, Hugo conduced séances, in which it is said he 
learned of a powerful, ecumenical new faith to come. 
In the 1920s, Hugo himself began posthumously ap-
pearing in séances to the Cao Dai founder Phạm Công 
Tắc, as a kindred, dissenting spirit against the French 
imperialism that Vietnam lived under. Recognizing him 
as the incarnation of the 18th-century Vietnamese poet 
Nguyễn Du, Hugo has remained a fixture in Cao Dai 
theology and its temple iconography.

General John Jacob — It was reported that in Sindh 
province, the inhabitants of Jacobabad would worship 
at the tomb of General John Jacob (d. 1858) as well as 
the grave of his favorite horse, Messenger, to whom 
they made suitably equestrian offerings.

President Lyndon B. Johnson — In 1964, when 
the Australian-occupied territories of Papua and New 
Guinea had their first elections to create a house of 
assembly, half the population of New Hanover voted 
to invite LBJ to rule over them, and raised $987 to 
“buy” him. Thousands of islanders ceased their every-
day activities to wait for LBJ’s miraculous arrival on 
a mountain peak and newspapers reported that they 
worshipped the American president as a god. 

Julia Drusilla — When the noblewoman Julia Drusilla 
died in Rome in 38 CE of a virus, at the age of twen-
ty-two, she was divinized by her maximalist brother, 
the emperor Caligula, as Panthea, or “all the gods.”

Julius Caesar — For his conquests, Julius Caesar (d. 44 
BCE) was deified while still alive by a series of Senate 
measures that bestowed upon him rights as a living 
god, including a state temple and license to wear Jupi-
ter’s purple cloak. Yet it was also a way of checking his 
power—in divinizing Julius, the Senate laid down what 
the virtues and characteristics of a god should be, 
such as magnanimity and mercy. As a new deity, Julius 
would have to live up to his god self, to pardon his 
political enemies and respect the republican institu-
tions of Rome. 

Jiddu Krishnamurti — In 1909 the Theosophist 
Charles Leadbeater caught sight of eleven-year-old 
Jiddu bathing on the beach in Adyar near Madras and 
realized the boy would be the vessel for the Maitreya, 
the coming messiah who had previously arrived as 
Christ and the Buddha. Krishnamurti was taken away 
from his father and groomed to be a god by Lead-
beater and Annie Besant as his adoptive parents, and 
he amassed thousands of followers, until 1929, when 
Krishnamurti stunned the Theosophical Society by 
renouncing his divine status. 

Mick and Danny Leahy — In the 1930s, when the Lea-
hy brothers went in search of gold in the Highlands of 
New Guinea, they were taken for celestial beings or in-
carnations of other gods by people they encountered. 
The idea spread that they were ancestors returning, 
for the dead turn white. When the Leahy brothers ges-
tured to their own bodies it was said they were telling 
of the wounds that killed them. It was thought they 
were searching not for gold but for their own bodies, 
which had been thrown in the river. Any objects they 
touched or brought with them were considered to 
have special powers. 

Vladimir Lenin — Following his death in 1924, 
the atheist Lenin was deified and his body immor-
talized as a holy relic in Moscow’s Red Square, in 
a mausoleum shaped like a step pyramid, visited by 
approximately 2.5 million people a year. A messianic 
Lenin filled the void left by the elimination of organ-
ised religion after the 1917 revolution, and depictions 
of Lenin using the typical iconographic elements of 
Russian Orthodoxy—from halos to beams of sunlight— 
are widespread.

Maria Lepowsky — In the 1970s, the anthropologist 
Maria Lepowsky was doing fieldwork in the Louisiade 
Archipelago in Papua New Guinea and reported that 
she was considered supernatural by the islanders, 
an undead ancestor glowing white. 

Li Bing — A Chinese hydraulic engineer and court 
official in the 3rd century BCE, Li Bing was deified for 
his work on the Dujiangyan irrigation system, which 
stopped the Min River from flooding and turned 
the Chengdu Plain into fertile agricultural land. During 
the Han dynasty, a statue of Li Bing was installed in 
the river to watch over the water levels; it is said to be 
the oldest surviving stone statue of a human in China. 
Li Bing’s effigy is enshrined at the Erwang Temple on 
the river bank. Near the complex is a pavilion where 
his words are inscribed: When the river flows in zig-
zags, cut a straight channel; when the riverbed is wide 
and shallow, dig it deeper.

Lu Ban — A Chinese craftsman and engineer who 
lived during the Zhou Dynasty, Lu Ban (died 444 BCE) 
became the god of carpentry and masonry in Chinese 
folk traditions. He is said to have invented many differ-
ent woodworking tools, such as the saw, and his wife 
to have invented the umbrella, so that Lu Ban could 
keep working in bad weather. 

Lysander of Sparta — According to some historians, 
the deification of the Spartan general Lysander (d. 395 
BCE) is the earliest known instance of a divine cult 
forming around a living person, arising in Samos during 
the chaos of the Peloponnesian War.

General Douglas MacArthur in Panama — In 
the 1940s, when American troops descended on 
Panama to build the Panama canal, they destroyed 
the landscape of the San Blas archipelago and an ep-
idemic of fever spread. Guna shamans decided to 
construct 7ft tall balsa wood idols of MacArthur to use 
in curing rituals, in which the general would go to fight 
in battle on the spirit plane against the evil spirits that 
the American military had unleashed. The MacArthur 
idols were then discarded in the forest and left to rot, 
lest they become too powerful.

General Douglas MacArthur in Japan — After Japan’s 
defeat in World War II, the Emperor Hirohito was 
forced to renounce his status as a living god, and in 
many ways MacArthur began to fill that void of god-
hood, as he took command over the country. People 
sent ecstatic letters to him, describing him as a god, 
and sacrificial offerings flooded his office in Tokyo. It 
marked a moment in which people were trying to re-
fashion old religious concepts to create meaning within 
the confusing new reality of an American ruling over 
Japan. Yet MacArthur’s divinity was short-lived, as he 
soon disgraced himself by making a racist comment.

General Douglas MacArthur in Korea — After leading 
the American forces in the Korean War in the early 
1950s, the spirit of MacArthur began to possess 
the bodies of North Korean shamans who had fled to 
the South and lived in the port city of Incheon. They 
would dress in G.I. uniforms and smoke Malboros in 
a trance state, and sometimes found themselves un-
wittingly sleepwalking to MacArthur’s towering statue 
in Freedom Park.

General Douglas MacArthur in the Biak archipelago 
— Beginning in the early 1940s during World War II, 
in the Biak archipelago near New Guinea, MacArthur 
became identified with a prophet called Manarkmakeri 
who would liberate the islands from colonial oppres-
sion, poverty, and death itself, in a messianic myth-
dream known as Koreri that persisted as the Papuan 
islands changed hands from Dutch to Japanese to 
Indonesian rule. 

Jesús Malverde — Said to have been born Jesús 
Juarez Mazo in 1870, under the rule of Mexican dicta-
tor Porfirio Díaz, after his parents died in poverty Jesús 
became a bandit. He went by the name Malverde, or 
evil green, as he was christened by his wealthy victims. 
After he was killed in 1909, a cult coalesced around 
him, particularly among Sinaloa’s poor residents, and 
every year on the anniversary of his death a party is 
held at his shrine in Culiácan, where he is said to per-
form miracles. Malverde is known as a narco-saint, as 
he has been used strategically by drug-traffickers who 
paint themselves in his image: as altruists who take 
money from wealthy Americans and redistribute it to 
their communities. 

Diego Maradona — In Naples, ‘Santo Diego’ is wor-
shipped in the Catholic tradition: venerated through 
iconography that depicts him with a golden halo, 
and commemorated in shrines such as the famous 
altar of the ‘miraculous hair of Maradona’, from 1991. 
The shrine’s owner found a lock of Maradona’s hair on 
a seat headrest after an Alitalia flight in 1985 and built 
the shrine to house the relic, which has since become 
a destination for Maradona worshippers from all over 
the world. A giant mural created by street artist Jorit 
in the Bronx district includes one of Maradona with 
the caption ‘Dios Umano’, the ‘Human God’.

Patrick Maxwell — A Lieutenant Colonel who served 
in the 19th Light Dragoons in India in the late 18th 
century, Maxwell was said to have been venerated at 
his grave near Aurangabad.

Nikolai Nikolaevich Miklouho-Maclay — From 1871, 
the Russian scientist lived for three years in Papua 
New Guinea, where the inhabitants of Astrolabe Bay 
decided he was a celestial being. It was thought that 
Maclay could set fire to water, that he could cure 
illness or injury with a glance, or stop the pouring rain. 
The word Maclay or magarai became a Melanesian 
word for deity, still in use at least into the 1950s.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi — In 2015 a temple in 
Rajkot, Gujarat was built to worship Modi as an ava-
tar of Vishnu, with an idol of the prime minister who 
received offerings. Modi took to Twitter to vent his 
displeasure at being turned into a god, and the tem-
ple was soon destroyed. But there were other Modi 
temples as well, including what was said to be the first 
temple devoted to a living god in the state of Uttar 
Pradesh. Surrounded by incense, sacrifices of rupees, 
and a conch shell, NaMo listened to the Modi chalisa, 
or devotional hymn, composed in His honor, as a Modi 
look-alike priest performed rituals. 

Pavel Trofimovich Morozov — A Soviet boy known by 
his nickname Pavlik, after his untimely death in 1932 at 
age 13, Morozov was deified as a Stalinist child-god. 
According to legend, Pavlik, a young Communist and 
member of the Young Pioneers, denounced his father 
to the secret police for selling false papers to enemies 
of the state, and was killed in turn by his own family 
members. He became the center of a state cult for 
school children, and his school in the village of Gerasi-
movka became a shrine, visited by children from across 
the Soviet Union, although scholars have determined 
the story of his death is likely apocryphal.

Max Moszkowski — In 1909, the German doctor and 
ethnographer Max Moszkowski was taken for the Pap-
uan deity Manseren Mangundi, whose arrival would 
overthrow all existing power structures and bring 
about the resurrection of the dead. 

President Gamal Abdel Nasser — After the charis-
matic Nasser succeeded in expelling the British from 
Egypt in 1952 in a military coup, the socialist dictator 
was worshipped by many Egyptians in a cult of state, 
but Nasser also appeared as a divine spirit in the cult 
of Zar in the Sudan, possessing the bodies of en-
tranced spirit mediums.

Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru — In 1958, a cult 
devoted to Nehru arose in Sabarkantha, near Ahmed-
abad. Proclaiming Nehru the latest incarnation of 
Vishnu, the sect built idols of Nehru, were performing 
daily pujas, and secretly circulated a booklet of hymns. 
Outraged by the news, Nehru went to the chief 
minister of Bombay, Y. B. Chavan, to protest that his 
administration was tolerating such an absurdity. But 
given that Nehru himself had enshrined the right to 
freedom of worship in India’s constitution, there was 
little that Chavan could do to stop it. 

Brigadier General John Nicholson — A British co-
lonial officer stationed in the Punjab in the mid-19th 
century and legendary for his violent temper, Nichol-
son was deified by a group of 250 Sikh followers who 
called themselves the Nikalsainis and followed him 
everywhere he went. It was said the wrathful god Nich-
olson would beat his worshippers in the attempt to 
cease their adoration, but the more he whipped them 
the greater their fervor grew. The religion persisted 
into the nineties in Pakistan, among a small group of 
Nikalsainis in the city of Abbottabad. 

Erdne Ombadykow — The son of Kalmyk immigrants 
to the USA, Ombadykow was recognized as a child 
by the Dalai Lama as being the reincarnation of Telo 
Rinpoche, a Buddhist saint with the power to resur-
rect the dead. Ombadykow would reportedly spend 
half the year living as chief lama in the republic of 
Kalmykia, where he is considered divine by followers, 
and the other half in Colorado doing odd jobs such as 
telemarketing. 

Sir James Outram — In Khandesh, India it was 
reported the sepoys who served Sir James Outram 
(died 1863) had come across a figurine they thought 
resembled the commander, famous for having killed 
235 tigers. “They set it up forthwith and worshipped it 
as ‘Outram Sahib,’” reported Sir James’s biographer, 
who found the aesthetics of the idol distasteful.

Raj Patel — In 2010, the British occultist Benjamin 
Creme announced that the Messiah had recently ap-
peared on an American television show. His followers 
soon identified the British Indian economist Raj Patel, 
who lived in San Francisco, as fulfilling all the prophetic 
criteria, from the size of his nose and his stutter to 
his devotion to social justice. Patel began receiving 
a flood of emails with subjects such as “Are you 
the One?” as seekers parsed Patel’s Wikipedia page 
for theological clues. Bewildered, Patel took to his 
blog to dispel his divinity, but his denials were merely 
reasoned away: as proof of His holiness, or signs that 
He was testing the faithful. 

Robert Pehrson — A doctoral student in anthropology 
at the University of Chicago, Robert Pehrson died of 
malaria at the age of twenty-nine while conducting 
research among the Marri of Balochistan in the ear-
ly 1950s. It was reported that the site of his tomb 
became a shrine, where Marri pilgrims made sacrifices 
and the anthropologist could continue his fieldwork in 
the afterlife.

Prince Philip — In 1974, Philip was vacationing with 
Queen Elizabeth II aboard the royal yacht Britannia off 
the coast of Tanna in Vanuatu, when several local chiefs 
saw Philip standing on deck in his white navy uniform, 
looking resplendent. They realized he was the son of 
the local volcano god Kalbaben, a deity who had left 
Tanna to go out into the world but it was said would 
someday return, bringing with him prosperity, an end 
to the island’s poverty and even to death itself. A new 
theology arose around Philip, and when the Duke of 
Edinburgh learned of it, he began a pen pal rela-
tionship with his worshippers; in a kind of mutual 
mythmaking between Buckingham Palace and Tanna, 
the religion persists into the present day.

Francisco Pizarro — In the mid-16th century, 
the Spanish conquistador Francisco Pizarro was 
allegedly mistaken by the Incas for the god Viracocha, 
a word meaning “sea-foam.” When Pizarro and his 
sailors landed on the beach, the people watching from 
afar thought they had risen up from the sea. Messen-
gers carried the news to the Incan king Atahualpa that 
the creator Viracocha had returned, and he invited 
the god for a meeting face-to-face—upon which 
Pizarro captured the Inca and his kingdom for Spain. 

Plato — Plato turned divine in an unlikely way on 
the Konya Plain, in what is now south-central Turkey. 
In a Muslim tradition dating as early as the thirteenth 
century, the philosopher, said to possess magical 
abilities, was venerated at a tomb shrine and at Eflatun 
Pinar, the “spring of Plato,” a site of pilgrimage and 
astrological divination. It was said Konya was once 
entirely underwater, covered by a vast sea that Plato 
made disappear; the suprahuman sage holds back 
a river from flooding it again.

Captain Pole, Powell, or Poole — In 1809, as the East 
India Company attempted to capture the kingdom of 
Travancore, the officer Pole was fatally wounded and 
found by a group of Shanars, a Tamil caste of palm 
sugar cultivators, who tried to save him. After his 
death, in the village of Illamulley, the Shanars erected 
a shrine they called Pole Pettai or Poolypettai where 
they worshipped Pole with offerings of brandy and 
cigars, and built obelisks for his spirit to rest on. It 
was alleged that Pooley Sahib was the cause of all 
sickness and death in the village; hymns sang of Pole’s 
powers. In the English Parliament, the story was used 
by an anti-imperialist dissenter as proof that colonial-
ism was so inhumane it could only be understood by 
the colonized as something supernatural. 

Al Qaeda and Taliban Militants — In parts of Afghan-
istan and Pakistan in the early 2000s, it was reported 
that villagers were worshipping at the graves of slain 
Al-Qaeda and Taliban martyrs. Villagers would visit 
the tombs of the foreign militants, killed in drone 
strikes, mosque bombings, and gunfights with the po-
lice, at sites from Tora Bora to Qandahar to Kohat. Of-
ten seeking to cure illnesses or infertility, the pilgrims 
would leave piles of salt on the graves, and tie colored 
rags on the trees and fences nearby, each cloth carry-
ing a prayer. Stories spread of the martyrs’ miracles, 
how their bodies emitted a fragrance like perfume. 
Yet in life the insurgents were adherents to the strict, 
Salafi interpretation of Islam promoted by the Taliban, 
which forbids such “Sufi” practices as the veneration 
of tomb shrines and the attribution of miracles to holy 
men. They would be horrified to know that, in death, 
they have been invested with divine powers, and 
are revered by those they considered to be deeply 
misguided. So too, the jihadists were often loathed 
while alive by the very people who would pray to them 
in death. The villagers hated the insurgents for their 
austere, punitive acts, like tearing down the flags and 
banners in cemeteries that would come to decorate 
their own graves.

Sir Walter Ralegh — In 1595, exploring the rivers of 
the Orinoco basin in South America, Ralegh reported 
he became the subject of a Peruvian prophecy: that 
men from Inglatierra would invade Guiana, freeing it 
from Spanish despotism and heralding the final victory 
of the English in the Americas. Though Ralegh likely 
invented the prophecy as a literary device, it took on 
a life of its own in Guiana. A year later, a Dutch ex-
pedition in Orinoco reported that an Indian chieftain, 
about to be hanged by the Spanish, claimed that he 
had spoken with an oracle called Wattopa. Ralegh was 
also remembered as Walterali, or Gualtero, words that 
continued to be bestowed as honorific titles in local 
dialects for over a century. 

Om Singh Rathore — In Pali district of Rajasthan in 
1988, a young man lost control of his motorcycle, hit 
a tree, and died at the scene. The motorcycle, a Royal 
Enfield Bullet, was hauled to the local police station, 
yet it disappeared in the night, only to reappear at 
the site of the accident. When the bike kept returning 
to the scene of the crash, despite being locked up 
and with an empty fuel tank, villagers built a shrine 
to Om Banna, where the motorcycle stands in a glass 
box. Motorists visit the shrine to pray for safe travels 
and make offerings to Om Banna as the “motorcycle 
god,” said to still ride the highways and help those 
in distress.

M. Raymond — In the 19th century, a French industri-
alist by the name of M. Raymond, who had built a gun 
factory in Hyderabad, was worshipped at his tomb 
with offerings of sweetmeats.

Henry Revell — In the late 18th century, the East India 
Company magistrate Henry Revell was venerated at 
his tomb in Revelganj, the town in Bihar he founded.

José Rizal — A Filipino ophthalmologist, Rizal rose to 
prominence as a nationalist leader, intellectual, writer 
and poet in the Philippines under Spanish colonial rule. 
When he was executed for political dissidence in 1896, 
his last words were said to echo Christ’s: consum-
matum est – “It is finished.” Rizal became deified in 
the new religious movements of Rizalista, a cluster of 
sects that worship Rizal and believe he did not die, but 
will return to liberate the Philippines from poverty and 
oppression. Ideas about Rizal’s divinity vary: for some 
he is God Almighty; for others, he is God’s second son, 
or the next coming of Christ, or even the reincarna-
tion of the Virgin Mary. Other groups worship Rizal as 
a deity in the indigenous Malay religion that predated 
the Spanish conquest. His birthplace and ancestral 
home in Calamba City is known as the Rizal Shrine. 

Franklin D. Roosevelt — On the island of Tanna in 
Vanuatu in the 1940s, under Anglo-French colonial 
rule, certain followers of the cult of John Frum, which 
worshipped an archetypal, American everyman “John 
From America” as divine, decided that Roosevelt, 
or Rusefel, was actually Frum. Prophecies went that, 
with a fleet of aeroplanes, John Frum would return, 
bringing eternal life and all the wealth and technology 
of America for the prosperity of Tanna. Like a broom, 
Frum would sweep the colonizers into the ocean, 
and abolish European currency in favour of his own. 
As they would want for nothing when he arrived, 
islanders began to throw any money they had saved 
into the sea. The idea went that if there were no cash, 
the white traders would be forced to leave.

Ismael Sánchez — In Venezuela, devotion to a group 
of saints known as the “Santos Malandros” or “Corte 
Malandra” is widespread: “holy thugs” who lived 
and died in the 1960s and 1970s and are venerated 
for their altruism. Foremost among them is Ismael 
Sánchez, who would allegedly steal truckloads of meat 
or flour to give to his neighbours in a poor area of Ca-
racas. His grave became a shrine, where he and other 
holy thugs receive offerings of alcohol, candles, and 
other gifts. Parents visit the shrine to pray that their 
children cease their criminal activities and relinquish 
their drug habits.

Thakar Singh Sandhanwalia — The political activist 
Sandhanwalia was the first president of the Sikh reform 
movement, Singh Sabha, and was killed in 1887, in 
a rumored assassination by the British. He was deified 
by Madame Helena Blavatsky, who reportedly used 
him as the model for Master Koomi Hoomi, one of 
the shadowy masters of Theosophy, a committee of 
ancient, superhuman men who had survived long be-
yond ordinary life spans to pass along their knowledge 
to future generations. Called the Mahatmas, or “great 
souls,” their physical bodies were so frail they were 
unable to journey long distances, but they could travel 
on the astral plane and send letters that dropped from 
the ceiling. 

Ranbir Singh — An erudite Kashmiri philanthropist 
and anti-British activist, Singh was allegedly the mod-
el for Helena Blavatsky’s Master Morya, another of 
Theosophy’s supernatural Masters, able to melt in and 
out of existence. Blavatsky had met both Singh and 
Sandhanwalia on a trip to the Punjab in 1880; they 
were said to be extremely handsome and elegant, with 
highly refined senses of style.

King Saud Ibn Abd al-Aziz — In Jamaica, a breakaway 
faction of the Rastafari religion arose in February 1957, 
when forty Rastas in Montego Bay apostatized from 
Haile Selassie to a new god. The brethren joined a new 
sect led by Leonard Morle on Railway Lane, who deter-
mined that King Saud Ibn Abd al-Aziz of Saudi Arabia 
was the true messiah. 

Captain James Stewart — Fatally shot in 1779 as 
the British invaded Poona, Stewart was worshipped 
as Ishtur Phakda, or Stewart the Valiant, at three 
tomb shrines: an obelisk near Karla, where he died; 
a stone slab where his body was buried; and a site 
where his severed head was said to have been interred 
in an open field. When a police station was built on 
the land in the late nineteenth century, it incorporated 
the altar to the head inside it, draped with saffron gar-
lands and a metal cross. Police officers would dutifully 
bring Ishtur weekly animal sacrifices, for the deity was 
said to notice when they slackened their gifts.

Nathaniel Tarn — In the 1950s, the poet and an-
thropologist Nathaniel Tarn was living in the village 
of Santiago Atitlán in Guatemala when, much to his 
bewilderment, someone informed him that people 
had the idea he was a god. The myths persisted into 
the 1970s, when Tarn returned to the village and 
brought back a mask of the Maya deity the Mam that 
had been stolen decades earlier. Tarn was identified 
with the Mam’s prophet Francisco Sojuel, a Christ-like 
figure with powers over the rains. 

Naga Thein Hlaing — A Burmese surgeon who died in 
2021, Thein Hlaing became renowned for his miracu-
lous ability to perform thyroid surgeries with only local 
anesthesia. He successfully operated upon thousands 
of people in the Naga Hills, gaining the trust of villag-
ers who had traditionally turned to shamans and spirits 
for medical cures. He is said to have become deified as 
a nat, a type of divine spirit in Burmese Buddhism. 

Emperor Tiberius — The emperor of Rome Tiberius 
(died 37 CE) resisted state attempts to elevate him 
into a divinity while still alive, and refused to allow 
portraits of himself to be placed anywhere near those 
of the gods.

President Donald J. Trump — In 2018, in the village 
of Konne near Hyderabad, a thirty-one-year-old farmer 
named Bussa Krishna decided to worship Donald 
Trump as an avatar of Vishnu. He built a life-size idol 
of the deity, dressed in a navy suit and red tie, in his 
front yard, and inscribed the sacred syllable of TRUMP 
on the walls in red paint. Krishna would hold a portrait 
of Trump as he meditated under a tree, and prayed 
to it several times a day. In early October 2020, when 
news spread that Trump had been infected with 
the coronavirus, Bussa Krishna began a hunger fast; on 
the day Trump announced his unusually swift recovery, 
Krishna collapsed of cardiac arrest and died en route 
to a hospital. 

The Trung Sisters — Two Vietnamese sisters and rev-
olutionaries who in 40 CE expelled Chinese colonizers 
from Vietnam and ruled over the country for three 
years. In the 12th century they were deified as god-
desses, with temples constructed to them and festivals 
consecrated in their name, and are still worshipped 
into the present day. It was said that in the midst of 
a terrible drought a Buddhist monk performed rituals 
and prayers to the sisters and it rained the next day, 
among many other miracles.

President William Tubman — On Tubman’s 1954 state 
visit to Jamaica, the Liberian president was hailed as 
an avatar of the divine Marcus Garvey, a prophet in 
Rastafari religion, who had returned to earth.

Tullia — In 45 BCE, when Cicero’s daughter Tullia died 
a month after giving birth, the bereaved statesman 
became determined to turn her into a god. Cicero 
decided to build her a shrine, and had an architect 
draw up plans, yet the senator became fixated on 
the question of what location would be optimal, 
indoors or outside, and worried about how the land in 
the future could change ownership. Centuries later, in 
the 1400s, a Roman tomb was unearthed that people 
said belonged to Tullia, with a body inside that had not 
deteriorated at all. A lamp next to her had reportedly 
remained lit across the centuries.

Hubert Van Hook — In 1906, the Theosophist Charles 
Leadbeater decided that a precocious eleven-year-
old boy in Chicago was to be the divine vessel for 
the Maitreya. A mystified little Hubert and his excited 
mother set out for the Theosophical Society in Adyar, 
where he was to receive the proper training for a mes-
siah-to-be. Yet the passage from Chicago to India was 
long, and by the time Hubert arrived, they found that 
his celestial seat had been taken by Jiddu Krishnamur-
ti, who had been decisively recognized as The One. 

Vespasian — The Roman emperor Vespasian (died 
79 CE) resisted state attempts to deify him though it 
was said even the animal kingdom acknowledged him 
as a god. It was reported that once, an ox broke free 
from its yoke, charged into the emperor’s dining room, 
and prostrated itself at his feet.

Queen Victoria — In March 1883, the Spectator 
reported that in the seaside province of Orissa in India, 
there was a sect that worshipped Queen Victoria as its 
god. According to the Spectator, reverence was not 
limited to the queen or her effigy but even extended 
to an ornate silver centerpiece dish presented by Vic-
toria to a regiment of Gurkhas. The native cavalry, in 
“their hunger for belief,” would respectfully dismount 
their horses whenever they passed the opulent platter. 

Colonel William Wallace — At the gravesite of Colo-
nel Wallace (d. 1809) in Siroor, near Poona, in the ghost 
town of an old British army cantonment, a cult arose 
that worshipped him as Sat Purush, or “Holy Man.” 
Twice a week, the inhabitants would pile offerings 
of coconuts, rice, and sweetmeats upon his grave, 
burned incense, and sacrificed goats to the dead 
commander. It was said that Wallace could cure illness 
and infertility, and that he possessed oracular powers; 
a voice was heard to rise from the tomb, dictating 
prophecies. In 1883, when the villagers appeared to 
become less generous with their offerings, Wallace 
Sahib sent a plague to sicken three hundred cats, as 
a warning. 

George Washington — In Hawaiian Shinto shrines, 
constructed by the flux of Japanese immigrants in 
the mid 19th century, George Washington occasion-
ally appears as a kami, or Japanese deity, including 
at altars decorated with American stars and stripes. 
One such altar is the Maui Jinja Shrine, which includes 
Washington’s portrait. 

Clare Watson — The grave of Mrs. Clare Watson, 
a deceased British colonial wife in the Bhandara region 
of the Central Provinces, was reportedly the site of 
worship in the 19th century, though little else about 
her was known. 

Richard Wellesley, 1st Marquess — When the British 
erected the first statue to honor themselves in Bom-
bay, depicting Richard, 1st Marquess of Wellesley (d. 
1842), it was reported that pilgrims came to perform 
rituals or pujas and take vows at the foot of the ped-
estal upon which the marble Wellesley sat, reading 
a book that rested on the hunted head of an elephant. 
The idol at Elphinstone Circle was later decapitated 
and moved to the statue graveyard of an ethnograph-
ic museum.

Mary Rebecca Weston — A British colonial officer’s 
wife, Mary died in childbirth in 1909 and was buried in 
a cemetery in Dagshai near Shimla. Her husband erect-
ed a white marble tombstone, depicting mother and 
child watched over by an angel. When the news spread 
that pieces of her grave were imbued with the power 
to bless women with sons, Mary’s monument began to 
shrink as it was chipped away. It was said that the piec-
es of tombstone only had efficacy for fertility if they 
were chewed. The grave, known as Mem ki Qabr, or 
the “Englishwoman’s Grave,” was restored in 2017 and 
is now fenced by an iron cage and surveilled by CCTV.

Kaiser Wilhelm II in the Torres Strait — In 1914, in 
the Torres Strait, annexed by Australia, a movement 
known as the German Wislin caught fire, which spoke 
an invented form of German and awaited the messian-
ic arrival of Kaiser Wilhelm II. Prophets urged the peo-
ple to leave their work and gather in the cemetery for 
prayers to summon Wislin, who would expel the colo-
nizers and usher in an age of freedom and prosperity. 

Kaiser Wilhelm II in India — During WWI, a league of 
Oraon tea plantation workers in Chota Nagpur were 
arrested for worshipping Kaiser Wilhelm II as a god. 
It was said the Kaiser would expel the British during 
a period of darkness lasting seven days and seven 
nights, followed by a week of blinding light, during 
which Oraon liberation would come to pass. A single 
grain of rice would be sufficient to feed hundreds. “In 
order to prepare unhindered access to their houses for 
the ‘Spirit from Above’, many Oraons removed several 
rows of tiles from the roofs of their huts, for when 
the god descended,” a source reported.

Ludwik Lejzer Zamenhof — When Deguchi Onisabu-
ro, the co-founder of the Japanese religion of Oomoto 
(established in 1890), learned of the existence of 
Esperanto, he realized it must be the language spoken 
in heaven. He decided to deify its inventor Zamenhof, 
a deceased Jewish ophthalmologist born in Poland, as 
a kami, a Japanese divinity that takes many forms. For 
refusing to worship the Japanese emperor, Oomoto 
was violently suppressed; Onisaburo was imprisoned 
for seven years, and Oomoto’s assets and shrines 
were destroyed.
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NL Conceptueel kunstenaar Agnieszka Kurant (°1978, Łódź, Polen) woont 
en werkt in New York. Voor de tentoonstelling Errorism in Kunsthal Gent 
selecteerde ze een verzameling werken die de afgelopen jaren ook werden 
getoond in het Guggenheim Museum (New York), Castello di Rivoli (Turijn) en 
Centre Pompidou (Parijs).

Errorism richt zich op de creatieve en destructieve rol van fouten. Ruimte 
laten voor fouten is cruciaal voor zowel evolutionaire processen als men-
selijke creativiteit. Veel wetenschappelijke ontdekkingen die beschouwd 
worden als het resultaat van rationele vooruitgang, gebeuren per toeval. Het 
doel van risicomanagement, een neoliberaal streven, is echter net om fou-
ten te voorkomen. Wat gebeurt er met creativiteit als kunstmatige intelligen-
tie onze fouten elimineert en we geen fouten meer maken? Hoe zullen we 
nieuwe kennis verwerven of cultuur creëren? Door vragen te stellen over 
de waarde van fouten, bevraagt het werk van Agnieszka Kurant de manier 
waarop samenlevingen evolueren.

De kunstenaar stelt vragen over de relatie tussen individuele en collectieve 
intelligentie. Die term verwijst naar het proces van collectieve besluitvorming 
en nieuwe vormen die ontstaan uit interacties tussen duizenden of miljoenen 
mensen, dieren, moleculen of bacteriën. Dit fenomeen doet zich voor op het 
internet, in de wereld van insecten en tussen neuronen in het menselijk brein. 
Het laat zien dat het geheel meer is dan de som der delen.

De tentoongestelde werken zijn het resultaat van voortdurend optre-
dende processen en het collectieve werk van hele samenlevingen: gecre-
eerde geologische structuren, termietenheuvels, beelden ontleend aan 
wetenschappelijke simulaties of gegenereerd met behulp van algoritmes. 
Ze stellen allemaal het idee van individueel auteurschap en van een sta-
biele, eindige vorm in vraag.

Errorism toont verschillende stadia van opkomst, groei en ontbinding 
van vormen die de manier waarop samenlevingen evolueren weerspiegelen 
en becommentariëren.

 Deze tentoonstelling wordt mede mogelijk gemaakt door de steun van 
Kunstverein Hannover & The Polish Institute Brussels.

EN Conceptual artist Agnieszka Kurant (°1978, Łódź, Poland) lives and works in 
New York. During the Errorism exhibition, she presents a collection of works 
shown in recent years at the Guggenheim Museum (New York), Castello di 
Rivoli (Turin) and Centre Pompidou (Paris). 

Errorism focuses on the creative and destructive role of errors. The pres-
ence of error is crucial to both evolutionary processes and human creativity. 
Many scientifi c discoveries considered to be the result of rational progress 
were in fact accidental. The goal of risk management, a neoliberal endeavor, 
is to prevent errors. What will happen to creativity once artifi cial intelli-
gence eliminates our mistakes and we stop erring? How will we acquire new 
knowledge or create culture? By asking questions about the value of error, 
Agnieszka Kurant continues to refl ect on the ways in which societies evolve.

Kurant asks questions about the relationship between an individual and 
collective intelligence. The term refers to the process of collective deci-
sion-making as well as novel forms that emerge from interactions among 
thousands or millions of humans, animals, molecules, or bacteria. This 
phenomenon occurs on the internet, in the world of insects, and between 
neurons in the human brain. It demonstrates that the whole is more than 
the sum of its component parts. 

The works on display are the result of constantly occurring processes 
and the collective work of entire societies: created geological structures, 
termite mounds, images borrowed from scientifi c simulations or gener-
ated with the help of algorithms. They all question the idea of individual 
authorship and of a stable, fi nite form. 

Errorism presents various stages of emergence, growth, and decompo-
sition of forms that refl ect and comment on the ways societies evolve.

This exhibition is made possible with the the kid support of Kunstverein 
Hannover & The Polish Institute Brussels

1. FLAG OF STATELESS NATIONS, 2023, 
 Bedrukte vlaggenstof

Te zien in de Vrouwebroersstraat, Gent
Om Statelessness (The Flag of Stateless Nations) te 
creëren, verzamelde Kurant afbeeldingen van vlag-
gen van alle statenloze naties ter wereld. Vervolgens 
gebruikte de kunstenaar een algoritme van kunstma-
tige intelligentie om al deze vlaggen samen te smelten 
tot één vlag die alle statenloze naties vertegenwoordigt.

In tegenstelling tot wat vaak wordt gedacht, zijn 
slechts 3 procent van de nationale groepen in de 
wereld verbonden aan een erkende natiestaat. De 
overgrote meerderheid van de naties in de wereld zijn 
statenloze naties, die verdeeld zijn over één of meer 
staten. Terwijl er naar schatting meer dan 3000 naties 
in de wereld zijn, bestaan de Verenigde Naties  uit 
slechts 193 lidstaten, waarvan er minder dan 20 wor-
den beschouwd als etnisch homogene natiestaten.
Foto: Günter Mik / museum in progress

2. ERRORISM TENTOONSTELLINGSAFFICHE
 A1 off set gedrukte posters, 500 exemplaren 
 In samenwerking met Radim Peško 
Het lettertype Emergence  becommentarieert de 
geschiedenis van de geleidelijke privatisering van de 
commons,  zoals we dat zien bij  de privatisering van 
kennis, technologie, schrijven en ontwerpen. 

Dit hybride lettertype-kunstwerk gebruikt de 
geschiedenis van de typografi e als een verzameling 
‘genen’ om uit te putten. Kurant en Peško gebruikten 
zesentwintig lettertypes uit de geschiedenis van de 
typografi e om dit samengestelde lettertype te creëren, 
de optelsom van kennis en collectieve intelligentie in 
de typografi e. Van het eerste geïdentifi ceerde letter-
type, vereeuwigd op de Trajanuszuil in het oude Rome, 
tot de digitale versie ervan, gemaakt voor Adobe in 
1989 en eigendom van Microsoft. De lettervormen van 
Trajanus kristalliseerden door de eeuwen heen uit de 
input van duizenden anonieme steenhouwers die let-
tervormen in grafstenen beitelden. Maar tegenwoor-
dig is het lettertype Trajanus volledig geprivatiseerd 
en kan het via een abonnement worden gehuurd van 
Microsoft. 

Het lettertype Emergence speelt met 
bestaande vormen van digitale lettertypes. Elke let-
ter in Emergence is samengesteld uit fragmenten 
van een bepaalde letter, afgeleid van de zesentwin-
tig belangrijkste lettertypes uit de geschiedenis van 
de typografi e, die verschillende tijdperken en stijlen 
bestrijken, zowel laag als hoog, en die overeenkomen 
met de zesentwintig letters van het Latijnse alfabet. 
Verschillende delen van verschillende bestaande digi-
tale lettertypes werden geëxtraheerd, geassembleerd 
en gerangschikt in nieuwe lettervormen volgens de 
basisvorm van elke letter. Deze "bits" of "genen" 
kunnen op verschillende manieren opnieuw worden 
samengesteld om varianten van elke letter te creëren. 
Elke letter heeft zoveel elementen van verschillende 
lettertypes als zinvol is. 

Emergence presenteert de subjectieve 
samensmelting van collectieve intelligentie, of het 
gezamenlijke  intellect van typografi sche kennis, waar 
alle typografen aan bijdragen: een combinatie van 
technologische expertise, sociaal intellect en poëzie. 
Gebruikers dragen ook bij aan de typografi e door de 
lettertypes te gebruiken en te misbruiken als evolue-
rende tools. Zo is Emergence   het resultaat van de 
arbeid en creativiteit van velen. (Zie ook 13.)

3. CUTAWAYS, 2013 
Te zien in de cinema op het gelijkvloers, i.s.m. 
Art Cinema OFFoff . 
Film, 24 min. I.s.m. Walter Murch, Will Holder, 
John Menick, Manuel Cirauqui, Stefan 
Węglowski
Cinematografi e door Michael Simmonds

De fi lm Cutaways toont een verzameling afgedankte 
ideeën, een schroothoop van geschrapte plots en 
verhalen. Het is een portret van drie personages die 
door editors, regisseurs en producenten uit verschil-
lende fi lms zijn geknipt. Cutaways vertelt het verhaal 
van een ontmoeting tussen drie weggeknipte perso-
nages gespeeld door hun originele acteurs: Charlotte 
Rampling als de liftster uit Richard C. Sarafi an's 
‘Vanishing Point’ (1971), Abe Vigoda als de advocaat uit 
Francis Ford Coppola's ‘The Conversation’ (1974), en 
Dick Miller uit Quentin Tarantino's ‘Pulp Fiction’ (1994). 

De fi lm stelt dat onzichtbare arbeid en montage 
politieke middelen zijn om de werkelijkheid te organi-
seren. Het is ook een verklaring over de paradoxen 
van intellectuele eigendomsrechten. De geschrapte 
personages, waarvan uiteindelijk werd vastgesteld 
dat hun bestaan niet nodig was, zijn nog steeds 
beschermd door auteursrechten. Op een dag zou 
iemand deze personages in andere verhalen kunnen 
gebruiken. De typografi e die gebruikt wordt in de afti-
teling van de fi lm, die karakters uit 50 andere fi lms 
opsomt in de originele lettertypes van deze fi lms, is 
het resultaat van Kurants samenwerking met ontwer-
per en typograaf Will Holder.

Courtesy van de kunstenaar, Anna Lena Films, Sculpture Center en  Stroom Den Haag
Foto: Michael Simmonds

4.  CONVERSIONS, 2023
 Vloeibare kristalinkt op koperplaat, Peltier-

elementen, Arduino, programmering op maat, 
transistors, frame op maat

Conversions is een eindeloos veranderend vloei-
baar-kristal schilderij op een koperen plaat dat fysiek 
reageert op sociale verandering door middel van een 
systeem van computergestuurde warmtepompen die 
quasi-alchemische transformaties van de vloeibare 
kristaldeeltjes in het pigment veroorzaken. De samen-
stelling en kleuren van het schilderij veranderen als 
reactie op gegevens die met AI-algoritmen worden 
verzameld uit emoties die worden geuit op duizenden 
sociale media-accounts van leden van protestbewe-
gingen over de hele wereld. De gegevens worden 
omgezet in thermische energie.

Courtesy van het Museum voor Schone Kunsten van San Francisco 
Foto: Randy Dodson

5.  A.A.I. (ARTIFICIAL ARTIFICIAL 
INTELLIGENCE), 2015

 Termietenheuvels gebouwd door kolonies 
levende termieten uit gekleurd zand, goud 
en kristallen. In samenwerking met Dr. Paul 
Bardunias en Dr. Leah Kelly
Als kritisch commentaar op de outsourcing van 

westerse industriële productie naar Azië en Afrika en 
de digitale uitbuiting van wereldwijde arbeid door 
datamining, besteedde Kurant  haar kunstpro-
ductie uit aan een andere soort. In samenwerking 
met entomologen van de Universiteit van Florida 
stelde  Kurant een volledig onbewuste arbeiders-
gemeenschap van miljoenen termieten te werk om 
haar sculpturen te bouwen. De kunstenaar voorzag 
de termieten van alternatieve bouwmaterialen, zoals 
gekleurd zand, kristallen en goud. De resulterende 
structuren, die schommelen tussen natuur en cultuur, 
stellen ook het idee van individueel auteurschap in 
vraag. In de hedendaagse wereld, waar individueel  
auteurschap wordt vervangen door complexe collec-
tieve vormen (bijv. Wikipedia), stelt A.A.I. een manier 
voor om kunstwerken te produceren door het werk 
van een hele samenleving. 

De titel van het werk verwijst naar een con-
cept van Jeff  Bezos, de oprichter van Amazon, die 
het onzichtbare ghost work  van miljoenen werk-
nemers van Amazon Mechanical Turk, het online 
crowdsourcingplatform, defi nieerde als kunstmatige 
kunstmatige intelligentie.

Foto: Sebastiano Pellion di Persano

6. POST-FORDITE, 2020
 Gefossiliseerde autolak, epoxyhars, ijzer, steen-

poeder. In samenwerking met Krzysztof Smaga
De sculptuur ‘Post-Fordite’ speculeert over toekom-
stige geologische formaties. Het werk is gemaakt van 
Fordiet, ook wel bekend als de Detroit agaat: een 
hybride, quasi geologische formatie die is ontstaan 
door de fossilisatie van autolak die zich heeft opge-
hoopt op de productielijnen van auto's in fabrieken 
sinds de oprichting van Ford fabrieken in het begin 
van de 20ste eeuw. Onlangs begonnen deze ver-
steende verff ormaties online te circuleren vanwege 
hun esthetische waarde. 

Omdat Fordiet geslepen en gepolijst kan wor-
den, wordt het vaak net als edelstenen gebruikt 
om sieraden van te maken. Het beeldhouwwerk 
is gemaakt van stukken Fordiet die verzameld zijn 
bij verschillende autofabrieken die nu gesloten 
zijn. Terwijl Fordiet een quasi-geologisch gevolg is 
van het Fordisme (een kapitalistisch economisch 
model gebaseerd op fysieke arbeid en fysieke pro-
ducten), speculeert Kurants Post-Fordite over de 
geologische gevolgen van de postfordistische eco-
nomie die gebaseerd is op immateriële producten.

Bruikleen van Paul van Emmerick en Sigrid Vendepitte
Foto: Krzysztof Smaga

7. NONORGANIC LIFE 1 & 2, 2023
Schilderij met kristallen van metaalzouten (koper, 
nikkel, kobalt, chroom, mangaan, ijzer en zink) 
gekweekt op geanodiseerde bedrukte alumini-
umplaat. Geproduceerd door Kunsthal Gent in 
samenwerking met Kunstverein Hannover

De ‘Nonorganic Life’-schilderijen zijn gebaseerd op 
de groei en elektrovorming van levende kristallen van 
metaalzouten op geanodiseerde aluminiumplaten.

Courtesy van Kunstverein Hannover. Foto: Mathias Völzke

8.  A.A.I. (SYSTEM’S NEGATIVE) N°4 & N°6, 2016
Gegoten zink
In samenwerking met Dr. Paul Bardunias

De serie A.A.I. (System's Negative) is ontwikkeld 
in samenwerking met entomologen. Het bestaat 
uit zinken afgietsels van de binnenkant van termie-
tenheuvels. De precieze 3D-portretten van dierlijke 
arbeidersgemeenschappen weerkaatsen de vormen 
van koraalriff en, bomen en neurale netwerken en wij-
zen op patronen die op micro- en macroschaal terug-
komen in zowel de levende als de levenloze wereld.

Courtesy van Kunstverein Hannover. Foto: Mathias Völzke

9. SEMIOTIC LIFE, 2023
 74-jarige levende bonsai boom, 3D-geprinte 

hars, verf
Semiotic Life (2023) toont een levende, 74 jaar oude 
jeneverbes bonsai boom die groeit rond een digitaal 
model dat een voorspelling is van de toekomstige 
vorm die deze soort zou kunnen aannemen.  Kurant 
toont een vroeg voorbeeld van kunstmatige natuur, 
de bonsai, die zijn oorsprong vindt in het 6e eeuwse 
China. Door die tegenover een door een machine 
gegenereerde voorspelling van zijn toekomstige evo-
lutie te plaatsen, vervaagt de kunstenaar de grens 
tussen het natuurlijke en het kunstmatige. Ze stelt zo 
ook de onfeilbaarheid in vraag van de algoritmische 
hulpmiddelen die we gebruiken om visies op de toe-
komst te ontwikkelen die confi gureerbaar, kwantifi -
ceerbaar en berekenbaar zijn.

Courtesy van Kunstverein Hannover. Foto: Mathias Völzke

10. CHEMICAL GARDEN, 2021
 Natriumsilicaat, koper-, nikkel-, kobalt-, 

chroom-, mangaan-, ijzer- en zinkzouten
 In samenwerking met Dr. Magdalena Osial
Chemical Garden onderzoekt de relatie tussen de 
digitale, biologische en minerale wereld. Het is een 
verzameling complexe kristallijne structuren die op 
planten lijken, gecreëerd door een mix van anorga-
nische chemicaliën: metaalzouten met waterglas. De 
installatie combineert Kurant’s interesses voor alche-
mie en de grens tussen wat biologisch en mineraal, 
levend en levenloos is. 

De eerste gedocumenteerde chemische tuin 
werd aangelegd door de Duitse alchemist Johann 
Rudolf Glauber in 1646. Modern onderzoek toont aan 
dat chemische tuinen in hydrothermale bronnen op 
de zeebodem een plausibele route  zijn voor het ont-
staan van leven op aarde. Sommige van de vroegste 
fossielen van leven zouden afkomstig kunnen zijn van 
gefossiliseerde chemische tuinen. Koper, chroom, 
kobalt, mangaan en ijzer zijn essentiële ingrediën-
ten in moderne computers. De industriële winning 
van deze metalen, die quasi-biologische structuren 
vormden bij het ontstaan van het leven, leidt tot geo-
logische veranderingen en de verwoesting van hele 
ecosystemen.

Courtesy van Kunstverein Hannover. Foto: Mathias Völzke

11. AIR RIGHTS, 2021
 Schuim, hout, steenpoeder, metaal, elektromag-

neten. In samenwerking met Krzysztof Smaga
Air Rights toont een zwevende meteoriet die visueel 
gewicht geeft aan de lege ruimte boven vastgoed; 
een immaterieel handelswaar dat de mogelijkheid 
biedt om waarde te creëren uit enkel lucht. De markt 
van luchtrechten vormt een belangrijk deel van de 
vastgoedmarkt in New York en andere grote steden 
over de hele wereld. Kurant gebruikte een systeem 
van elektromagneten om een elektromagnetisch veld 
te produceren en de sculptuur permanent in de lucht 
te laten zweven. De vorm van het werk richt zich op 
fi nanciële speculatie rond industrieën die zich in de 
toekomst zouden kunnen ontwikkelen, zoals recent 
voorgestelde projecten om asteroïden en kometen te 
ontginnen.

Courtesy van Kunstverein Hannover. Foto: Mathias Völzke

12. EVOLUTIONS, 2014
 Lenticulaire afdruk
 Evolutions is gebaseerd op het werk van de wis-
kundige Nils Barricelli van Princeton University, een 
pionier op het gebied van computerabiologie en 
evolutionaire algoritmen. In de jaren 1950 werkte 
Barricelli aan de ENIAC computer (die tegelijkertijd 
werd gebruikt om de atoombom te bouwen) om de 
eerste vormen van kunstmatig leven te ontwikkelen: 
digitaal gegroeide algoritmische organismen die evo-
lueren in een numeriek universum. In tegenstelling tot 
Darwin stelde Baricelli dat evolutie niet altijd hoeft te 
gebeuren op basis van natuurlijke selectie, maar ook 
een product kan zijn van emergentie en collectieve 
intelligentie. Barricelli documenteerde de evolutie 
van zijn synthetische algoritmische organismen en 
legde elke 50e generatie vast. Het werk presenteert 
een lenticulaire animatie ontwikkeld op basis van drie 
opeenvolgende afdrukken die Kurant ontdekte in de 
Barricelli-archieven en die drie momenten in de evolu-
tie van digitale levensvormen documenteren.

Foto: Jean Vong

13.  EMERGENT ALPHABET (NAAR MARCEL 
BROODTHAERS), 2021

Emergent Alphabet bespreekt de geleidelijke privati-
sering van de commons, zoals geïllustreerd door de 
privatisering van kennis en design. Dit project maakt 
gebruik van een nieuw lettertype, Emergence, recent 
gecreëerd door Kurant en de typograaf en ontwer-
per Radim Peško. Dit hybride lettertype-kunstwerk 
gebruikt de geschiedenis van de typografi e als een 
verzameling ‘genen’ om uit te putten. Kurant en 
Peško gebruikten 26 lettertypes uit de geschiedenis 
van de typografi e om dit samengestelde lettertype te 
creëren, de optelsom van kennis en collectieve intel-
ligentie in de typografi e sinds het begin in het oude 
Rome door duizenden anonieme steenhouwers aan 
de Trajanuszuil tot hedendaagse digitale lettertypes 
in handen van bedrijven als Microsoft. Elke letter in 
Emergence is samengesteld uit fragmenten van een 
bepaalde letter afgeleid van de 26 verschillende let-
tertypes. Deze combinaties produceren mutaties en 
fouten die lijken op levende organismen. 

Emergence werd door Kurant gebruikt om 
Emergent Alphabet te maken, een verwijzing naar 
Marcel Broodthaers Alphabet, 1969.  (Zie ook 2.)

14.  MAPS OF PHANTOM ISLANDS, 2011
 Fotochrome en pigmentprints op archiefpapier 
 In samenwerking met Joanna Łopat 
Maps of Phantom Islands is een unieke reeks werken 
uit het rigoureuze onderzoek van Agnieska Kurant naar 
het fenomeen van fantoomeilanden. Fantoomgebieden 
zijn op verschillende momenten in de geschiedenis op 
kaarten verschenen als gevolg van misvattingen over 
de wereld, geruchten en luchtspiegelingen die op 
verschillende plaatsen in de wereld zijn waargeno-
men. Sommige zijn het product van opzettelijke fou-
ten door ontdekkingsreizigers, die gebruikt werden 
om regeringen te overtuigen van de noodzaak van 
fi nanciering om nieuwe landen te veroveren, terwijl 
andere strategisch werden uitgevonden door edelen 
en regeringen. Hoewel deze fantoomeilanden volle-
dig fi ctief waren, waren ze vaak het onderwerp van 
echte economische transacties en confl icten. Deze 
niet-bestaande gebieden bleven eeuwenlang op 
kaarten verschijnen en werden pas in de jaren 1940 
verwijderd, na de ontwikkeling van de luchtfotografi e. 
Sommigen duiken af en toe nog steeds op. 

Het ontstaan van deze collectieve wanen is een 
voorbeeld van de manieren waarop fi cties de vorming 
van samenlevingen en natiestaten mogelijk maakten. 

Maps of Phantom Islands toont de politieke 
verdeling van fantoomgebieden op basis van de 
aanspraken van elk land. Deze fantoomeilanden, hier 
gezien als kolonies, leidden tot echte confl icten, zoals 
het vijftiende-eeuwse geschil tussen Portugal en 
Spanje over het niet-bestaande eiland Antilia. 

15. RISK MANAGEMENT, 2020
Pigmentdruk op archiefpapier
In opdracht van de New York Times 
In samenwerking met Krzysztof Pyda

Het werk Risk Management is gebaseerd op het 
onvermogen van modellen voor risicovoorspelling 
en voorspellingen van collectieve besluitvorming, die 
gebruikt worden om rekening te houden met irratio-
neel menselijk gedrag en andere sociale fenomenen 
met een grote impact. Het neoliberale concept van risi-
comanagement behandelt mensen als rationele, con-
sistente besluitvormers (Homo economicus), maar de 
geschiedenis heeft aangetoond dat mensen zich vaak 
irrationeel, onlogisch en onvoorspelbaar gedragen 
als individuen en in groepen. De geografi sche kaart 
toont uitbraken van gedragsmatige besmettingen in 
de afgelopen duizend jaar: collectieve hallucinaties, 
golven van UFO-waarnemingen, lachepidemieën, 
wereldwijde sociale paniek en massahysterieën in 
scholen, fabrieken en kloosters. Onvoorspelbare 
sociale besmettingen zoals geruchten, stadslegen-
des of rages kunnen een beurscrash, een zeepbel 
op de vastgoedmarkt of een revolutie veroorzaken. In 
tegenstelling tot echte epidemieën zijn deze uitbraken 
gebaseerd op denkbeeldige bedreigingen, fantomen 
en fi cties en worden ze gevoed door angst en onze-
kerheid in de samenleving.

16.  MAP OF ACCIDENTAL GODS, 2022
 Pigment afdruk op archiefpapier
The Map of Accidental Gods richt zich op de rela-
tie tussen kolonialisme, kapitalisme en religie. Kurant 
onderzoekt mythopolitiek, de toe-eigening van lokale 
religies, culten en geloofsovertuigingen door de Oost-
Indische Compagnie en verschillende koloniale rege-
ringen en entiteiten. The Map of Accidental Gods 
brengt een alternatieve geschiedenis van de moderne 
wereld in kaart, aan de hand van verhalen van 
gewone mensen: politici, militaire offi  cieren en kolo-
niale bureaucraten die onverwacht als goden werden 
geïdentifi ceerd. 

Om dit project te realiseren werkte Kurant samen 
met antropologe Anna Della Subin, hoofdredacteur van 
het tijdschrift Bidoun en auteur van ‘Accidental Gods. 
On Race, Empire, and Men Unwittingly Turned Divine’.

17.  PLACEBO, 2021
Op maat gemaakte vitrinekast met op maat 
bedrukt papier, metalen en plastic containers.
In samenwerking met Krzysztof Pyda en 
Krzysztof Smaga 

Voor Placebo maakte Kurant een vitrinekast met 
daarin een reeks denkbeeldige geneesmiddelen die 
voorkomen in literatuur, fi lms, stripboeken en popcul-
tuur. De placebo’s komen tot leven als fysieke objec-
ten, verpakt in kleurrijke vintage en hedendaagse ont-
werpen met daarop hun dosering en een beschrijving 
van hun gebruik binnen hun fi ctieve bron. Elk doosje 
is gevuld met echte placebotabletten. Het werk laat 
zien hoe fi cties ons begrip van de werkelijkheid beïn-
vloeden, zowel in het verleden als nu. 

De farmaceutische industrie aast vaak op het 
blinde vertrouwen van patiënten in de kracht van 
para-medicijnen en vitamines. De industrie schrijft 
ook te veel pijnstillers voor, met als gevolg een toe-
name van verslaving onder miljoenen Amerikanen. 
Placebo laat zien hoe de hedendaagse cultuur ideeën 
over gezondheid en medicatie met betrekking tot 
lichaam en geest vertegenwoordigt en bestendigt. 
Meer recentelijk hebben placebo's een nieuwe bete-
kenis gekregen en worden ze steeds vaker gebruikt 
ter ondersteuning van behandelingen, waarbij veel 
wetenschappelijke onderzoeken hun echte en posi-
tieve psychosomatische eff ecten aantonen.

Map of Accidental Gods

Albert I, King of Belgium — King Albert I turned 
divine in the Congo in the 1920s in the ntambwe 
bwanga cult, which created deified duplicates of 
colonial Belgians. Luba traders and miners possessed 
the spirits of Belgian military officers, bureaucrats, and 
clerks, and their wives possessed the corresponding 
Belgian wife. The deities had the power to heal, avert 
calamities, natural disasters, and theft, and to liberate 
Luba men wrongfully imprisoned by the brutal regime. 
Presiding over the hierarchy was Belgium’s devoutly 
Catholic sovereign, Albert I himself.

Pedro de Alvarado — In the conquest of Mexico in 
1519, the infamously violent, blonde, red-bearded 
conquistador was deified as Tonatiuh, the name of 
the Aztec sun god, which means in Nahuatl “He who 
goes along getting hot.” Commanding the invasion 
of Guatemala in 1524, he took on a further deified 
form as Don Pedro, an incarnation of the Maya god 
the Mam.

Antinous — The young lover of the Roman emperor 
Hadrian, Antinous was apotheosized after he drowned 
in the Nile under clouded circumstances in 130 CE, in 
an extreme expression of Hadrian’s grief.

Rukmini Devi Arundale — In 1928, the British The-
osophist Annie Besant decided that Rukmini, a beau-
tiful, young Indian woman, was the female messiah, 
the World Mother, who had last appeared as the Virgin 
Mary. Rukmini was chosen for her vacant quality, her 
otherworldly blank stare—“I have wondered at the ab-
sence of all that we know as personality in her,” Besant 
marveled. Yet the press ridiculed her, and Rukmini later 
claimed it was all an embarrassing mistake.

Empress Menen Asfaw — The wife of Ethiopian 
autocrat Haile Selassie I, Menen is worshipped in 
the religion of Rastafari, which began in Jamaica in 
1930. She is often given the epithet of Queen Omega, 
with Selassie as Alpha, two forming the beginning and 
end of all things.

Augustus Caesar, Emperor of Rome — Born as Octa-
vian, the Emperor Augustus was deified after his death 
in 14 CE, but while alive, he resisted state attempts to 
turn him into a god, for instance by blocking the con-
struction of a sacred “Augusteum” devoted to himself. 
Before time became measured from Jesus’ birth date, 
there was a similar initiative from Octavian’s birth, who 
was hailed as “Lord of History” and the calendar.

President Vincent Auriol — In 1948, in the city of 
Niamey in Niger, the spirit of the French president 
descended into the entranced body of a man who 
was an adept in the Hauka movement, a cult which 
possessed the spirits of French military officers and 
bureaucrats. At the time, Auriol was in Paris dealing 
with a series of massive workers’ strikes; he would not 
have known of his Nigerien spirit double, but he wrote 
in his diary of “madness.”

Sir Evelyn Baring, 1st Earl of Cromer — A staunch 
Anglo-Saxon supremacist who ruled over Egypt and 
the Sudan for twenty-five years, after his death in 
1917, Lord Cromer was turned into a jinn in the spirit 
possession cult of Zar. As Al-Wardi Karoma, he kept 
appearing in the Sudanese cities of Khartoum and 
Omdurman well into the 1970s, thirsting for offerings 
of liquor and cigars. Zar spirits were most energetic 
at night; lurking in latrines and piles of garbage that 
would have had Cromer turning in his grave, jinn such 
as Karoma sought out fragrant oils and soap, gold 
jewelry, and diaphanous shawls.

Matthew Baylis — In 2005, the BBC producer and 
novelist Baylis traveled to Tanna in Vanuatu to live 
among the Prince Philip worshippers, but soon found 
himself also recognized as divine, as being sent by 
the god Philip. Baylis appeared to people at night in 
dreams, legends circulated, and a baby girl was named 
Masyu after him.

David Beckham — The Wat Pariwat temple in central 
Bangkok gained its nickname, the David Beckham 
temple, in 1998 after the head monk there placed 
a small image of the Manchester United footballer 
at the base of a shrine to the Buddha. The statuette, 
with Beckham’s unmistakable shirt rendered in gold, 
remains there today.

Sir Thomas Sydney Beckwith — The command-
er-in-chief of Bombay who died in 1831, Beckwith was 
worshipped at his tomb in Mahabaleshwar, where 
a clay doll resembling him imbibed plates of warm rice.

Annie Besant — The British Theosophist Annie Besant, 
better known for turning the boy Jiddu Krishnamurti 
into a god, was herself deified as Sri Vasanta by certain 
people including Jiddu’s father, Narayaniah, and was 
depicted in icons in the manner of a Hindu goddess. 
Her divinity was evoked in a Madras court of law in 
1913, when Narayaniah claimed that, believing Besant 
to be superhuman, he had fallen under her control 
and been induced by her spiritual power to grant her 
custody of her son.

Janice Boddy — In the late 1970s, the anthropologist 
Janice Boddy went to study the zar cult in northern 
Sudan, yet found herself mistaken for a khawajaya Zar, 
the powerful, deified spirits of dead Europeans. For 
Boddy, it was jarring to suddenly morph into the ob-
ject of her own study, as if encountering a divine, spirit 
double of herself. The mistake was corrected when it 
was noticed she had toes, not hooves.

Subhas Chandra Bose — The Indian anticolonial ac-
tivist Bose was deified after his death in a mysterious 
plane crash in Taipei in 1945. Stories began to circulate 
that Bose was not dead and that he would return as 
Kalki, the final avatar of Vishnu, commanding an army 
of men to free India from British oppression.

George Bristow — In 1952, the British administra-
tor Mr. Bristow was apotheosized as an incarnation 
of the Biblical prophet Noah on the island of Tanna, 
which was under a joint French-British colonial rule. 
Bristow was appalled to see how his French counter-
parts forced islanders to do hard labor, and when he 
attempted to abolish it, he was hailed as the prophet 
who, according to legend, had finally returned to Tan-
na and was summoning warships to expel all the colo-
nizers—turning the official into a formidable weapon 
wielded against his own kind.

Cai Lun — A Chinese eunuch and court official of 
the Eastern Han dynasty, Cai Lun is traditionally 
regarded as the inventor of paper and the modern 
papermaking process; his innovations included adding 
tree bark, hemp ends, rags, and fishnets for a superior 
writing surface. When he committed suicide in 121 
CE, fearing punishment for his role in the death of 
the emperer’s grandmother, a shrine was built in his 
memory. During the early Tang dynasty, Cai Lun was 
proclaimed to be the god of papermaking. In the late 
Qing dynasty, papermakers created religious associa-
tions, which led annual processions of the god’s effigy 
and banquets in his honor, and worshipped at a temple 
consecrated to Cai Lun. 

Lt. Colonel William Carden — An Irishman who died 
outside Ahmedabad in 1817, Carden was said to have 
been worshipped by Hindus and Muslims alike as Colo-
nel-Shah Pir. He was remembered as a compassionate 
officer who, during a famine, gave away government 
money to the poor and was punished by the British 
authorities. At his sepulcher in Kheda, devotees would 
leave offerings of hard-boiled eggs.

Juan Castillo Morales — A twenty-four year-old 
soldier who confessed to the rape and murder of 
an eight-year-old girl in Tijuana in 1938, Castillo Mo-
rales was sentenced to die by the Ley Fuga, or “Law 
of Flight,” an ordinarily clandestine, extralegal practice 
that the Mexican government decided to trans-
form into a public spectacle. Hundreds watched as 
Castillo Morales was unloaded from a police van into 
the cemetery, set free between two firing squads, and 
instructed to run away, so that he could be shot “while 
attempting to flee.” Not long after, a shrine grew 
around his grave; it was said that his blood seeped up 
from the earth and his voice was heard hovering above 
it. Evidence began to accumulate of his many miracles: 
abandoned crutches, baby clothes, auto parts, a prom 
corsage. An eerily-timed, accidentally relevant Holly-
wood film further sparked the worship of the soldier, 
which persists to the present day, in particular among 
immigrants seeking divine help in crossing the US bor-
der.

The Communist Martyrs of Chongwu — In Fujian 
Province there is a temple dedicated to the religious 
worship of twenty-seven People’s Liberation Army 
fighters, Chinese Communist soldiers who died in 
1949. It was said five were killed trying to save the life 
of a small girl during an enemy ambush. The temple, 
completed in 1996, plays military anthems from a loud-
speaker and includes depictions of battle scenes and 
figurines of the divine militants, who receive tribute on 
festival days. 

Claudius, Emperor of Rome — Claudius resisted state 
deification and forbade sacrificial rituals to himself, yet 
underwent an imperial apotheosis after his death in 54 
CE. 

Augustus Clevland — Clevland was a young British 
colonial administrator who died at sea in 1784 while 
trying to leave India, sailing for the Cape of Good 
Hope. His body, preserved in spirits, was shipped back 
to India, where his white, domed monument at Bhagal-
pur became a shrine. On the sea voyage, Clevland had 
possibly been recovering from injuries sustained in 
an attack by resistance fighters in Bihar. 

Dr. John E. Clough — Born in New York, in the late 
19th century Clough spent forty years working as 
a Baptist minister in India in the district of Nellore, 
north of Madras, and was known as the “Apostle to 
the Telegus.” Yet he was dismayed to find that many 
in his flock began to worship Clough himself. Stories 
circulated of how the invocation of the holy sylla-
ble Clough sent water gushing up from dry wells or 
brought fruitful harvests to barren fields. Fearing that 
if he perished in India his grave would become a site 
of idol worship, Clough left for Boston and died in 
1910. Yet on his tombstone, confusingly, was inscribed 
the verse: Be still and know that I am god.

Reverend James Clow — At the Scots Kirk of Saint 
Andrew in Bombay, in the mid 19th century, people 
began to worship an oil painting of its deceased, 
Scottish chaplain James Clow. The portrait became 
a site of pujas, and much to the Presbyterian congre-
gation’s horror, Clow’s worshippers tried to cut pieces 
from the canvas to carry as talismans. To put an end 
to the worship, the Presbyterians draped a white 
sheet over the painting and hoped it would exorcize 
“the evil spirit” within. 

John Coltrane — For Franzo and Marina King’s first 
wedding anniversary in 1965 they went to hear John 
Coltrane play. The couple, who both came from reli-
gious backgrounds, experienced a “sound baptism”: 
a moment where the Holy Ghost came down to 
communicate with them. Taking Coltrane’s 1965 album 
A Love Supreme as their core scripture, the couple 
(now known as Archbishop F.W. King and Supreme 
Mother Reverend Marina) recognised him as a saint 
and now run services which include a monthly guided 
meditation through A Love Supreme and weekly Mass-
es featuring jazz liturgies.

Christopher Columbus — Landing in the New World 
in 1492, on islands later known as Haiti, Cuba, and 
the Bahamas, Columbus recorded in his diary again 
and again that he was hailed as a “celestial being” by 
the natives he encountered. He reported on October 
14, 1492, “We understood that they asked us if we had 
come from heaven,” although he could not understand 
a word of their language. According to the mariner, 
crowds gathered on the shore, bearing sacrificial of-
ferings, and people begged him to take them aboard 
his craft, thinking the divinities would soon return to 
the sky.

Captain James Cook — Arriving in Hawaii in 1779, 
Captain Cook was allegedly mistaken for the fertility 
god Lono, who had returned to reclaim the island 
during a festival period known as the Makahiki. Thou-
sands prostrated themselves before him, and a priest 
led Cook to a thatched temple, wrapped him in red 
cloth, and sacrificed a pig to him, as the people sang 
a creation myth. After staying for a few weeks, Cook 
set sail again, but was forced to turn back in a storm. 
Landing again in Kealakekua Bay, Cook was slain by 
a crowd of Hawaiians in an act interpreted as the ritual 
killing of the god, and prophecies persisted that he 
would resurrect. 

Charles Cornwallis, 1st Marquess — In Bombay 
in the early 19th century, the neoclassical tomb of 
the governor-general Charles Cornwallis (d. 1805) was 
thought to be a small temple, or Chota Dewal. Villag-
ers would make pilgrimages to the statue of the port-
ly Cornwallis, in his tailcoat and breeches, to heap 
garlands upon him, receive blessings, and see and 
be seen by the god. The colonial government issued 
notices to try to stop the worship, but to no avail. At 
the base of the statue, an iron fence was constructed 
and a watchman appointed to shoo any adorers away.

Hernan Cortés — Invading Mexico in 1519, the Span-
ish conquistador was allegedly hailed as the Aztec 
feathered serpent god Quetzalcoatl. It was recorded 
that because the emperor Moctezuma mistook Cortés 
for the deity, he allowed his empire to be conquered 
by a small band of Spaniards. Yet the idea that 
the Spanish were divine hinged on a mistranslation of 
the Nahuatl word teotl, which the Spanish translated 
as “god” but which could refer to anything unusual, 
powerful, or commanding authority. 

Major Horace Valentin Crocicchia — In 1925 in 
Niger, when the French officer Crocicchia attempted 
to suppress the spirit possession movement known 
as the Hauka, a new spirit incarnated inside the co-
lonial prison, the deified form of Crocicchia himself. 
As Corsasi or Krosisya, the divine spirit of the French 
officer led Hauka prisoners to break out of the jail. He 
then continued to incarnate inside bodies across Niger, 
Ghana, and the Ivory Coast. 

Demetrius Poliorcetes — In 307 BCE, the command-
er Demetrius and his fleet captured Athens yet was 
surprised to find that the Athenians joyously wel-
comed him as a god, who would liberate the city and 
restore it to democracy. The people lined the streets, 
bearing garlands, dancing, and shouting as the new 
god passed by. They sang a hymn, which the historian 
Douris of Samos recorded: The other gods dwell far 
away/ Or have no ears, or pay us no mind./ But you 
are here, and you we see,/ Not carved in wood or 
stone but real—/ So to you we pray. 

Jean-Jacques Dessalines — A leader of the Haitian 
Revolution and the first ruler of an independent 
Haiti, in 1804 Dessalines was proclaimed emperor 
by the Generals of the Haitian Revolution Army, but 
was assassinated in 1806 by opponents who resisted 
his autocratic rule. After his death, Dessalines was 
deified in the religion of Vodou as an Iwa, a demi-god 
or spirit-saint, and is worshipped as a manifestation of 
the warrior god Ogou, known as Ogou Desalin.

Colonel Charles Dixon — In the town of Beawar in 
Rajasthan in the mid-19th century, the British officer 
Dixon was reported to have been worshipped at his 
grave site by the tribal group known as the Mairs. 
The shrine at Dixon’s tomb included an ornate silk 
dress from Paris that belonged to his Indian wife Bibi, 
preserved in a glass vitrine.

Sir Francis Drake — Landing off the coast of north-
ern California in 1579, on a mission to circumnavigate 
the world, the English navigator was allegedly mistak-
en for a god by the Miwok people, much to Drake’s 
Protestant horror. They lavished him with sacrificial of-
ferings and hoped that he could cure their wounds and 
injuries. Believing Drake to be their god, the Miwok 
freely handed over their land to the Englishmen and it 
became the first colony of Nova Albion—as the sailors 
recounted, although they could not understand a word 
of the Miwok language. 

President Dwight D. Eisenhower — In 1959, on 
the maiden voyage of Air Force One, Eisenhower 
landed in Delhi and was hailed as an incarnation of 
Vishnu. Thousands of people crowded the airport 
tarmac to catch a glimpse of the god, and it was said 
there were powerful healing properties in the sand 
of the dirt roads over which the Cadillac carrying 
Him had passed. It was thought that in the body of 
Eisenhower, Vishnu had come to protect a globe now 
facing its most acute threat of annihilation yet, from 
nuclear weapons, a power that Ike himself cosmically 
possessed.

Epicurus — The Greek philosopher Epicurus, who died 
in 270 BCE, was deified after his death by his follow-
ers. Yet this was paradoxical, as Cicero pointed out in 
his Tusculan Disputations, for the Epicureans believed 
death was utter extinction, with no chance of any 
immortal afterlife.

Jack and Tom Fox — In 1934, two gold prospectors, 
the Fox brothers, made a violent crossing through 
the land of the Huli in Papua New Guinea, and killed 
more than 45 people. Fifty years later, an anthropol-
ogist recorded that for many Huli, the Fox brothers 
were still remembered not as human but malevolent 
dana or divine spirits, who still required appeasement 
to tame their destruction. 

Mohandas K. Gandhi — In the region of Gorakhpur 
in 1921, Gandhi was declared an avatar of Vishnu, and 
stories of his miracles began to circulate. When he vis-
ited the region by railway train, ecstatic crowds of tens 
of thousands hailed him at every stop and demanded 
darshan— the privilege of seeing the god and being 
seen by him. The worship of the god of nonviolence 
soon devolved into bloodshed when an inflamed 
crowd of Gandhians, believing that a prophetic new 
age known as Gandhi Raj had come, burned down 
a police station in Chauri Chaura and led the British to 
declare martial law.

Marcus Mosiah Garvey — In the religion of Rasta-
fari in Jamaica, Marcus Garvey was also deified, as 
the John the Baptist who had foretold the coming of 
Haile Selassie as Christ. Yet it was paradoxical because 
Garvey himself didn’t want any involvement in the new 
“cult,” and considered Haile Selassie a “cowardly 
lion” for escaping the Italian invasion. After his death 
in 1940, Garvey was believed by Rastafarians to have 
stayed immortal— stories circulated that he was living 
in the Congo, or that he had avatared in the form of 
President William Tubman of Liberia.

King George VI — In the Hauka spirit possession 
movement in Ghana in 1935, a god called King 
Zouri would incarnate in people’s bodies, the spirit of 
the reigning British monarch, King George VI.

Nathuram Godse — In 2014, with the rise of Modi to 
power, far-right Hindu extremists began a campaign to 
apotheosize Nathuram Godse, the man who assassi-
nated Gandhi. The worshippers consecrated new holi-
days to him, constructed idols, and attempted to build 
a temple to the Godse, who was executed in 1949.

William Gooch — In 1792, the English astronomer and 
explorer William Gooch was taken to be a god landing 
on the island of Oahu in Hawaii, yet was then blud-
geoned to death.

General Charles George Gordon — After his death in 
Khartoum in 1885, attempting to suppress the messi-
anic revolt led by the Mahdi, Gordon, a fanatical British 
Protestant general, was Islamicized and reincarnated 
as a jinn in the pantheon of the spirit possession move-
ment of Zar. Known as Gordel, his spirit would possess 
the bodies of Sudanese mediums, clad in khaki, highly 
polished boots, and a fez.

Juan de Grijalva — In 1518, sailing along the coast of 
what is now Mexico, the Spanish navigator Juan de 
Grijalva was allegedly mistaken for the Aztec feathered 
serpent god Quetzalcoatl, and his ship was thought to 
be a floating temple. Several villagers paddled out in 
canoes to the Spanish ship and brought offerings, but 
the Spanish sailors didn’t land, and it would be Hernan 
Cortés who was more famously recognized as Quetzal-
coatl when he arrived a year later. 

Guan Yu — A minor Chinese military general who 
lived during the late Eastern Han dynasty and was 
killed in 219 CE, Guan Yu was apotheosized after his 
death for his martial deeds and moral virtues, and 
his divinity magnified over the centuries. As Lord 
Guan, his veneration is widespread across Confucian, 
Daoist, and Chinese Buddhist traditions, where he is 
considered a bodhisattva. Among his many epithets 
is one bestowed on him in the 17th century, Holy 
Emperor Guan, the Great God Who Subdues Demons 
in the Three Worlds and Whose Awe Spreads Far and 
Moves Heaven. He receives worship at myriad temples 
and shrines, including several inside police stations 
in Hong Kong, and his spirit is said to have helped 
achieve a millennia of military victories. Spiritual 
mediums have been known to receive messages from 
Guan Yu through spirit writing, some telling of apoc-
alyptic prophecies. He also appears as a door god, or 
protective guardian of thresholds, with the power to 
ward off evil.

Che Guevara — Hours after the Argentinean revo-
lutionary was executed by Bolivian forces in 1967, 
Che’s body was exhibited in a hospital laundry room 
in Vallegrande, where the nuns and nurses were as-
tonished by its likeness to the body of Christ. Several 
women clipped locks of his hair to keep as relics; 
others recalled how the still-open eyes of Che’s corpse 
watched their movements. The art critic John Berger 
also noted the resemblances between the cadavers of 
Che and Jesus in Renaissance paintings such as Man-
tegna’s “Lamentation of Christ.” As San Ernesto de la 
Higuera, Che, who once worked as a physician, is said 
to perform miracles of curing illness, and the room 
where Che was executed has become a shrine and 
pilgrimage site.

Haile Selassie I — In 1930, Haile Selassie was crowned 
Emperor of Ethiopia in a spectacular ceremony in 
Addis Ababa, and when news reached Jamaica, several 
people had the same idea simultaneously, that God 
was alive on earth, and he was a Black man. The reli-
gion of Rastafari grew to over 1 million worshippers 
worldwide today. Haile Selassie, a pious Christian, was 
deeply dismayed by his godhood, and it was paradox-
ical, as he didn’t consider himself Black, he identified 
as Semitic. Yet the worship of the dictator became 
a profoundly liberating force in Jamaica as it achieved 
independence from British rule. By the 1970s, politi-
cians such as Michael Manley were incorporating ideas 
from Rastafari theology to move the island toward 
democratic socialism. 

Haile Selassie I as Nzambi a Mpungu — In the African 
religion of Kumina, which was brought over to Jamaica 
by enslaved people from the Kongo, Haile Selassie 
was hailed as Nzambi a Mpungu, the supreme Creator 
god, who also went by the name Mbùmba. He was 
a deity often depicted as a gigantic serpent, resting 
by the edge of the sea. Nzambi was also the power of 
the soul, a creative life force that stands at the be-
ginning of all things, a concept that would lend its 
misunderstood syllables to the word zombie. 

Haile Selassie as Zar spirit — In the cult of the Zar 
in Sudan, Haile Selassie incarnated as a divine spirit 
who would possess the bodies of mediums. As a jinn, 
the Ethiopian emperor was said to be small in size, and 
often seen riding a horse and wearing a pith helmet; 
an image perhaps dating to time spent in exile in Khar-
toum in 1940 during the Italian occupation. 

Prince Lala Hardaul — In the 19th century, British 
colonial administrators in India instituted the worship 
of an accidental god, in a desperate effort to stave 
off a cholera epidemic. In Bundelkhand, villagers 
blamed the outbreak on the fact that British troops 
had slaughtered a cow in a grove where the ashes of 
Hardaul rested, a prince murdered in 1627. Once wor-
shipped as a minor deity of weddings, Hardaul became 
the “cholera godling;” the British helped construct 
altars to him and present offerings to appease him, 
and deemed their endeavor a success when the epi-
demic was cured.

Sir Thomas Harriot — In 1585, the Oxford math-
ematician and astronomer traveled to the nascent 
English colony of Roanoke Island, and reported that 
the Algonquians he met thought the Englishmen 
were divinities, especially because when an unknown 
disease struck the natives, the strangers remained 
unscathed. Noticing that all the strangers were male, 
some concluded that “we were not born of women 
and therefore not mortal, but that we were men of 
an old generation many years past then risen again to 
immortality.” 

Tilman Henckell — Henckell, who served as a judge 
under the British colonial regime in India, was said 
to have been deified by workers on the salt flats of 
the Sundarbans because of his kindly disposition 
toward them in the courts of law.

Adolf Hitler — In the mid-1930s, a group of an-
ti-British Brahmin activists in Calcutta decided that 
Hitler was the final avatar of Vishnu, who had come 
to liberate India and inaugurate a new golden age. 
In household shrines, photographs and idols of Hitler 
could be spotted next to Vishnu and Shiva (flanked, 
occasionally, by Stalin). This marked a particular sub-
type of apotheosis: to turn your enemy’s enemy into 
your god.

Leonard Percival Howell — One of the founding 
fathers of the Rastafari religion in Jamaica, the char-
ismatic Howell was also considered a god by some of 
his followers, although he himself never claimed to be 
divine. 

Captain Henry Hudson — In 1609, when Henry Hud-
son arrived at what became Manhattan, the Lenape 
people allegedly thought he was the god Manitou re-
turning. The people brought offerings of meat, laid out 
idols, and performed a ceremonial dance in worship. 
According to an early chronicler, Hudson intoxicated 
the Lenape chieftains with wine, which is how Manhat-
tan got its name— Mannahatanink, meaning “the is-
land or place of general intoxication.” 

Victor Hugo — In the Vietnamese religion of Cao Dai, 
founded in 1926, the French Romanticist Victor Hugo 
is deified as a prophet. While in exile on the island of 
Jersey, Hugo conduced séances, in which it is said he 
learned of a powerful, ecumenical new faith to come. 
In the 1920s, Hugo himself began posthumously ap-
pearing in séances to the Cao Dai founder Phạm Công 
Tắc, as a kindred, dissenting spirit against the French 
imperialism that Vietnam lived under. Recognizing him 
as the incarnation of the 18th-century Vietnamese poet 
Nguyễn Du, Hugo has remained a fixture in Cao Dai 
theology and its temple iconography.

General John Jacob — It was reported that in Sindh 
province, the inhabitants of Jacobabad would worship 
at the tomb of General John Jacob (d. 1858) as well as 
the grave of his favorite horse, Messenger, to whom 
they made suitably equestrian offerings.

President Lyndon B. Johnson — In 1964, when 
the Australian-occupied territories of Papua and New 
Guinea had their first elections to create a house of 
assembly, half the population of New Hanover voted 
to invite LBJ to rule over them, and raised $987 to 
“buy” him. Thousands of islanders ceased their every-
day activities to wait for LBJ’s miraculous arrival on 
a mountain peak and newspapers reported that they 
worshipped the American president as a god. 

Julia Drusilla — When the noblewoman Julia Drusilla 
died in Rome in 38 CE of a virus, at the age of twen-
ty-two, she was divinized by her maximalist brother, 
the emperor Caligula, as Panthea, or “all the gods.”

Julius Caesar — For his conquests, Julius Caesar (d. 44 
BCE) was deified while still alive by a series of Senate 
measures that bestowed upon him rights as a living 
god, including a state temple and license to wear Jupi-
ter’s purple cloak. Yet it was also a way of checking his 
power—in divinizing Julius, the Senate laid down what 
the virtues and characteristics of a god should be, 
such as magnanimity and mercy. As a new deity, Julius 
would have to live up to his god self, to pardon his 
political enemies and respect the republican institu-
tions of Rome. 

Jiddu Krishnamurti — In 1909 the Theosophist 
Charles Leadbeater caught sight of eleven-year-old 
Jiddu bathing on the beach in Adyar near Madras and 
realized the boy would be the vessel for the Maitreya, 
the coming messiah who had previously arrived as 
Christ and the Buddha. Krishnamurti was taken away 
from his father and groomed to be a god by Lead-
beater and Annie Besant as his adoptive parents, and 
he amassed thousands of followers, until 1929, when 
Krishnamurti stunned the Theosophical Society by 
renouncing his divine status. 

Mick and Danny Leahy — In the 1930s, when the Lea-
hy brothers went in search of gold in the Highlands of 
New Guinea, they were taken for celestial beings or in-
carnations of other gods by people they encountered. 
The idea spread that they were ancestors returning, 
for the dead turn white. When the Leahy brothers ges-
tured to their own bodies it was said they were telling 
of the wounds that killed them. It was thought they 
were searching not for gold but for their own bodies, 
which had been thrown in the river. Any objects they 
touched or brought with them were considered to 
have special powers. 

Vladimir Lenin — Following his death in 1924, 
the atheist Lenin was deified and his body immor-
talized as a holy relic in Moscow’s Red Square, in 
a mausoleum shaped like a step pyramid, visited by 
approximately 2.5 million people a year. A messianic 
Lenin filled the void left by the elimination of organ-
ised religion after the 1917 revolution, and depictions 
of Lenin using the typical iconographic elements of 
Russian Orthodoxy—from halos to beams of sunlight— 
are widespread.

Maria Lepowsky — In the 1970s, the anthropologist 
Maria Lepowsky was doing fieldwork in the Louisiade 
Archipelago in Papua New Guinea and reported that 
she was considered supernatural by the islanders, 
an undead ancestor glowing white. 

Li Bing — A Chinese hydraulic engineer and court 
official in the 3rd century BCE, Li Bing was deified for 
his work on the Dujiangyan irrigation system, which 
stopped the Min River from flooding and turned 
the Chengdu Plain into fertile agricultural land. During 
the Han dynasty, a statue of Li Bing was installed in 
the river to watch over the water levels; it is said to be 
the oldest surviving stone statue of a human in China. 
Li Bing’s effigy is enshrined at the Erwang Temple on 
the river bank. Near the complex is a pavilion where 
his words are inscribed: When the river flows in zig-
zags, cut a straight channel; when the riverbed is wide 
and shallow, dig it deeper.

Lu Ban — A Chinese craftsman and engineer who 
lived during the Zhou Dynasty, Lu Ban (died 444 BCE) 
became the god of carpentry and masonry in Chinese 
folk traditions. He is said to have invented many differ-
ent woodworking tools, such as the saw, and his wife 
to have invented the umbrella, so that Lu Ban could 
keep working in bad weather. 

Lysander of Sparta — According to some historians, 
the deification of the Spartan general Lysander (d. 395 
BCE) is the earliest known instance of a divine cult 
forming around a living person, arising in Samos during 
the chaos of the Peloponnesian War.

General Douglas MacArthur in Panama — In 
the 1940s, when American troops descended on 
Panama to build the Panama canal, they destroyed 
the landscape of the San Blas archipelago and an ep-
idemic of fever spread. Guna shamans decided to 
construct 7ft tall balsa wood idols of MacArthur to use 
in curing rituals, in which the general would go to fight 
in battle on the spirit plane against the evil spirits that 
the American military had unleashed. The MacArthur 
idols were then discarded in the forest and left to rot, 
lest they become too powerful.

General Douglas MacArthur in Japan — After Japan’s 
defeat in World War II, the Emperor Hirohito was 
forced to renounce his status as a living god, and in 
many ways MacArthur began to fill that void of god-
hood, as he took command over the country. People 
sent ecstatic letters to him, describing him as a god, 
and sacrificial offerings flooded his office in Tokyo. It 
marked a moment in which people were trying to re-
fashion old religious concepts to create meaning within 
the confusing new reality of an American ruling over 
Japan. Yet MacArthur’s divinity was short-lived, as he 
soon disgraced himself by making a racist comment.

General Douglas MacArthur in Korea — After leading 
the American forces in the Korean War in the early 
1950s, the spirit of MacArthur began to possess 
the bodies of North Korean shamans who had fled to 
the South and lived in the port city of Incheon. They 
would dress in G.I. uniforms and smoke Malboros in 
a trance state, and sometimes found themselves un-
wittingly sleepwalking to MacArthur’s towering statue 
in Freedom Park.

General Douglas MacArthur in the Biak archipelago 
— Beginning in the early 1940s during World War II, 
in the Biak archipelago near New Guinea, MacArthur 
became identified with a prophet called Manarkmakeri 
who would liberate the islands from colonial oppres-
sion, poverty, and death itself, in a messianic myth-
dream known as Koreri that persisted as the Papuan 
islands changed hands from Dutch to Japanese to 
Indonesian rule. 

Jesús Malverde — Said to have been born Jesús 
Juarez Mazo in 1870, under the rule of Mexican dicta-
tor Porfirio Díaz, after his parents died in poverty Jesús 
became a bandit. He went by the name Malverde, or 
evil green, as he was christened by his wealthy victims. 
After he was killed in 1909, a cult coalesced around 
him, particularly among Sinaloa’s poor residents, and 
every year on the anniversary of his death a party is 
held at his shrine in Culiácan, where he is said to per-
form miracles. Malverde is known as a narco-saint, as 
he has been used strategically by drug-traffickers who 
paint themselves in his image: as altruists who take 
money from wealthy Americans and redistribute it to 
their communities. 

Diego Maradona — In Naples, ‘Santo Diego’ is wor-
shipped in the Catholic tradition: venerated through 
iconography that depicts him with a golden halo, 
and commemorated in shrines such as the famous 
altar of the ‘miraculous hair of Maradona’, from 1991. 
The shrine’s owner found a lock of Maradona’s hair on 
a seat headrest after an Alitalia flight in 1985 and built 
the shrine to house the relic, which has since become 
a destination for Maradona worshippers from all over 
the world. A giant mural created by street artist Jorit 
in the Bronx district includes one of Maradona with 
the caption ‘Dios Umano’, the ‘Human God’.

Patrick Maxwell — A Lieutenant Colonel who served 
in the 19th Light Dragoons in India in the late 18th 
century, Maxwell was said to have been venerated at 
his grave near Aurangabad.

Nikolai Nikolaevich Miklouho-Maclay — From 1871, 
the Russian scientist lived for three years in Papua 
New Guinea, where the inhabitants of Astrolabe Bay 
decided he was a celestial being. It was thought that 
Maclay could set fire to water, that he could cure 
illness or injury with a glance, or stop the pouring rain. 
The word Maclay or magarai became a Melanesian 
word for deity, still in use at least into the 1950s.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi — In 2015 a temple in 
Rajkot, Gujarat was built to worship Modi as an ava-
tar of Vishnu, with an idol of the prime minister who 
received offerings. Modi took to Twitter to vent his 
displeasure at being turned into a god, and the tem-
ple was soon destroyed. But there were other Modi 
temples as well, including what was said to be the first 
temple devoted to a living god in the state of Uttar 
Pradesh. Surrounded by incense, sacrifices of rupees, 
and a conch shell, NaMo listened to the Modi chalisa, 
or devotional hymn, composed in His honor, as a Modi 
look-alike priest performed rituals. 

Pavel Trofimovich Morozov — A Soviet boy known by 
his nickname Pavlik, after his untimely death in 1932 at 
age 13, Morozov was deified as a Stalinist child-god. 
According to legend, Pavlik, a young Communist and 
member of the Young Pioneers, denounced his father 
to the secret police for selling false papers to enemies 
of the state, and was killed in turn by his own family 
members. He became the center of a state cult for 
school children, and his school in the village of Gerasi-
movka became a shrine, visited by children from across 
the Soviet Union, although scholars have determined 
the story of his death is likely apocryphal.

Max Moszkowski — In 1909, the German doctor and 
ethnographer Max Moszkowski was taken for the Pap-
uan deity Manseren Mangundi, whose arrival would 
overthrow all existing power structures and bring 
about the resurrection of the dead. 

President Gamal Abdel Nasser — After the charis-
matic Nasser succeeded in expelling the British from 
Egypt in 1952 in a military coup, the socialist dictator 
was worshipped by many Egyptians in a cult of state, 
but Nasser also appeared as a divine spirit in the cult 
of Zar in the Sudan, possessing the bodies of en-
tranced spirit mediums.

Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru — In 1958, a cult 
devoted to Nehru arose in Sabarkantha, near Ahmed-
abad. Proclaiming Nehru the latest incarnation of 
Vishnu, the sect built idols of Nehru, were performing 
daily pujas, and secretly circulated a booklet of hymns. 
Outraged by the news, Nehru went to the chief 
minister of Bombay, Y. B. Chavan, to protest that his 
administration was tolerating such an absurdity. But 
given that Nehru himself had enshrined the right to 
freedom of worship in India’s constitution, there was 
little that Chavan could do to stop it. 

Brigadier General John Nicholson — A British co-
lonial officer stationed in the Punjab in the mid-19th 
century and legendary for his violent temper, Nichol-
son was deified by a group of 250 Sikh followers who 
called themselves the Nikalsainis and followed him 
everywhere he went. It was said the wrathful god Nich-
olson would beat his worshippers in the attempt to 
cease their adoration, but the more he whipped them 
the greater their fervor grew. The religion persisted 
into the nineties in Pakistan, among a small group of 
Nikalsainis in the city of Abbottabad. 

Erdne Ombadykow — The son of Kalmyk immigrants 
to the USA, Ombadykow was recognized as a child 
by the Dalai Lama as being the reincarnation of Telo 
Rinpoche, a Buddhist saint with the power to resur-
rect the dead. Ombadykow would reportedly spend 
half the year living as chief lama in the republic of 
Kalmykia, where he is considered divine by followers, 
and the other half in Colorado doing odd jobs such as 
telemarketing. 

Sir James Outram — In Khandesh, India it was 
reported the sepoys who served Sir James Outram 
(died 1863) had come across a figurine they thought 
resembled the commander, famous for having killed 
235 tigers. “They set it up forthwith and worshipped it 
as ‘Outram Sahib,’” reported Sir James’s biographer, 
who found the aesthetics of the idol distasteful.

Raj Patel — In 2010, the British occultist Benjamin 
Creme announced that the Messiah had recently ap-
peared on an American television show. His followers 
soon identified the British Indian economist Raj Patel, 
who lived in San Francisco, as fulfilling all the prophetic 
criteria, from the size of his nose and his stutter to 
his devotion to social justice. Patel began receiving 
a flood of emails with subjects such as “Are you 
the One?” as seekers parsed Patel’s Wikipedia page 
for theological clues. Bewildered, Patel took to his 
blog to dispel his divinity, but his denials were merely 
reasoned away: as proof of His holiness, or signs that 
He was testing the faithful. 

Robert Pehrson — A doctoral student in anthropology 
at the University of Chicago, Robert Pehrson died of 
malaria at the age of twenty-nine while conducting 
research among the Marri of Balochistan in the ear-
ly 1950s. It was reported that the site of his tomb 
became a shrine, where Marri pilgrims made sacrifices 
and the anthropologist could continue his fieldwork in 
the afterlife.

Prince Philip — In 1974, Philip was vacationing with 
Queen Elizabeth II aboard the royal yacht Britannia off 
the coast of Tanna in Vanuatu, when several local chiefs 
saw Philip standing on deck in his white navy uniform, 
looking resplendent. They realized he was the son of 
the local volcano god Kalbaben, a deity who had left 
Tanna to go out into the world but it was said would 
someday return, bringing with him prosperity, an end 
to the island’s poverty and even to death itself. A new 
theology arose around Philip, and when the Duke of 
Edinburgh learned of it, he began a pen pal rela-
tionship with his worshippers; in a kind of mutual 
mythmaking between Buckingham Palace and Tanna, 
the religion persists into the present day.

Francisco Pizarro — In the mid-16th century, 
the Spanish conquistador Francisco Pizarro was 
allegedly mistaken by the Incas for the god Viracocha, 
a word meaning “sea-foam.” When Pizarro and his 
sailors landed on the beach, the people watching from 
afar thought they had risen up from the sea. Messen-
gers carried the news to the Incan king Atahualpa that 
the creator Viracocha had returned, and he invited 
the god for a meeting face-to-face—upon which 
Pizarro captured the Inca and his kingdom for Spain. 

Plato — Plato turned divine in an unlikely way on 
the Konya Plain, in what is now south-central Turkey. 
In a Muslim tradition dating as early as the thirteenth 
century, the philosopher, said to possess magical 
abilities, was venerated at a tomb shrine and at Eflatun 
Pinar, the “spring of Plato,” a site of pilgrimage and 
astrological divination. It was said Konya was once 
entirely underwater, covered by a vast sea that Plato 
made disappear; the suprahuman sage holds back 
a river from flooding it again.

Captain Pole, Powell, or Poole — In 1809, as the East 
India Company attempted to capture the kingdom of 
Travancore, the officer Pole was fatally wounded and 
found by a group of Shanars, a Tamil caste of palm 
sugar cultivators, who tried to save him. After his 
death, in the village of Illamulley, the Shanars erected 
a shrine they called Pole Pettai or Poolypettai where 
they worshipped Pole with offerings of brandy and 
cigars, and built obelisks for his spirit to rest on. It 
was alleged that Pooley Sahib was the cause of all 
sickness and death in the village; hymns sang of Pole’s 
powers. In the English Parliament, the story was used 
by an anti-imperialist dissenter as proof that colonial-
ism was so inhumane it could only be understood by 
the colonized as something supernatural. 

Al Qaeda and Taliban Militants — In parts of Afghan-
istan and Pakistan in the early 2000s, it was reported 
that villagers were worshipping at the graves of slain 
Al-Qaeda and Taliban martyrs. Villagers would visit 
the tombs of the foreign militants, killed in drone 
strikes, mosque bombings, and gunfights with the po-
lice, at sites from Tora Bora to Qandahar to Kohat. Of-
ten seeking to cure illnesses or infertility, the pilgrims 
would leave piles of salt on the graves, and tie colored 
rags on the trees and fences nearby, each cloth carry-
ing a prayer. Stories spread of the martyrs’ miracles, 
how their bodies emitted a fragrance like perfume. 
Yet in life the insurgents were adherents to the strict, 
Salafi interpretation of Islam promoted by the Taliban, 
which forbids such “Sufi” practices as the veneration 
of tomb shrines and the attribution of miracles to holy 
men. They would be horrified to know that, in death, 
they have been invested with divine powers, and 
are revered by those they considered to be deeply 
misguided. So too, the jihadists were often loathed 
while alive by the very people who would pray to them 
in death. The villagers hated the insurgents for their 
austere, punitive acts, like tearing down the flags and 
banners in cemeteries that would come to decorate 
their own graves.

Sir Walter Ralegh — In 1595, exploring the rivers of 
the Orinoco basin in South America, Ralegh reported 
he became the subject of a Peruvian prophecy: that 
men from Inglatierra would invade Guiana, freeing it 
from Spanish despotism and heralding the final victory 
of the English in the Americas. Though Ralegh likely 
invented the prophecy as a literary device, it took on 
a life of its own in Guiana. A year later, a Dutch ex-
pedition in Orinoco reported that an Indian chieftain, 
about to be hanged by the Spanish, claimed that he 
had spoken with an oracle called Wattopa. Ralegh was 
also remembered as Walterali, or Gualtero, words that 
continued to be bestowed as honorific titles in local 
dialects for over a century. 

Om Singh Rathore — In Pali district of Rajasthan in 
1988, a young man lost control of his motorcycle, hit 
a tree, and died at the scene. The motorcycle, a Royal 
Enfield Bullet, was hauled to the local police station, 
yet it disappeared in the night, only to reappear at 
the site of the accident. When the bike kept returning 
to the scene of the crash, despite being locked up 
and with an empty fuel tank, villagers built a shrine 
to Om Banna, where the motorcycle stands in a glass 
box. Motorists visit the shrine to pray for safe travels 
and make offerings to Om Banna as the “motorcycle 
god,” said to still ride the highways and help those 
in distress.

M. Raymond — In the 19th century, a French industri-
alist by the name of M. Raymond, who had built a gun 
factory in Hyderabad, was worshipped at his tomb 
with offerings of sweetmeats.

Henry Revell — In the late 18th century, the East India 
Company magistrate Henry Revell was venerated at 
his tomb in Revelganj, the town in Bihar he founded.

José Rizal — A Filipino ophthalmologist, Rizal rose to 
prominence as a nationalist leader, intellectual, writer 
and poet in the Philippines under Spanish colonial rule. 
When he was executed for political dissidence in 1896, 
his last words were said to echo Christ’s: consum-
matum est – “It is finished.” Rizal became deified in 
the new religious movements of Rizalista, a cluster of 
sects that worship Rizal and believe he did not die, but 
will return to liberate the Philippines from poverty and 
oppression. Ideas about Rizal’s divinity vary: for some 
he is God Almighty; for others, he is God’s second son, 
or the next coming of Christ, or even the reincarna-
tion of the Virgin Mary. Other groups worship Rizal as 
a deity in the indigenous Malay religion that predated 
the Spanish conquest. His birthplace and ancestral 
home in Calamba City is known as the Rizal Shrine. 

Franklin D. Roosevelt — On the island of Tanna in 
Vanuatu in the 1940s, under Anglo-French colonial 
rule, certain followers of the cult of John Frum, which 
worshipped an archetypal, American everyman “John 
From America” as divine, decided that Roosevelt, 
or Rusefel, was actually Frum. Prophecies went that, 
with a fleet of aeroplanes, John Frum would return, 
bringing eternal life and all the wealth and technology 
of America for the prosperity of Tanna. Like a broom, 
Frum would sweep the colonizers into the ocean, 
and abolish European currency in favour of his own. 
As they would want for nothing when he arrived, 
islanders began to throw any money they had saved 
into the sea. The idea went that if there were no cash, 
the white traders would be forced to leave.

Ismael Sánchez — In Venezuela, devotion to a group 
of saints known as the “Santos Malandros” or “Corte 
Malandra” is widespread: “holy thugs” who lived 
and died in the 1960s and 1970s and are venerated 
for their altruism. Foremost among them is Ismael 
Sánchez, who would allegedly steal truckloads of meat 
or flour to give to his neighbours in a poor area of Ca-
racas. His grave became a shrine, where he and other 
holy thugs receive offerings of alcohol, candles, and 
other gifts. Parents visit the shrine to pray that their 
children cease their criminal activities and relinquish 
their drug habits.

Thakar Singh Sandhanwalia — The political activist 
Sandhanwalia was the first president of the Sikh reform 
movement, Singh Sabha, and was killed in 1887, in 
a rumored assassination by the British. He was deified 
by Madame Helena Blavatsky, who reportedly used 
him as the model for Master Koomi Hoomi, one of 
the shadowy masters of Theosophy, a committee of 
ancient, superhuman men who had survived long be-
yond ordinary life spans to pass along their knowledge 
to future generations. Called the Mahatmas, or “great 
souls,” their physical bodies were so frail they were 
unable to journey long distances, but they could travel 
on the astral plane and send letters that dropped from 
the ceiling. 

Ranbir Singh — An erudite Kashmiri philanthropist 
and anti-British activist, Singh was allegedly the mod-
el for Helena Blavatsky’s Master Morya, another of 
Theosophy’s supernatural Masters, able to melt in and 
out of existence. Blavatsky had met both Singh and 
Sandhanwalia on a trip to the Punjab in 1880; they 
were said to be extremely handsome and elegant, with 
highly refined senses of style.

King Saud Ibn Abd al-Aziz — In Jamaica, a breakaway 
faction of the Rastafari religion arose in February 1957, 
when forty Rastas in Montego Bay apostatized from 
Haile Selassie to a new god. The brethren joined a new 
sect led by Leonard Morle on Railway Lane, who deter-
mined that King Saud Ibn Abd al-Aziz of Saudi Arabia 
was the true messiah. 

Captain James Stewart — Fatally shot in 1779 as 
the British invaded Poona, Stewart was worshipped 
as Ishtur Phakda, or Stewart the Valiant, at three 
tomb shrines: an obelisk near Karla, where he died; 
a stone slab where his body was buried; and a site 
where his severed head was said to have been interred 
in an open field. When a police station was built on 
the land in the late nineteenth century, it incorporated 
the altar to the head inside it, draped with saffron gar-
lands and a metal cross. Police officers would dutifully 
bring Ishtur weekly animal sacrifices, for the deity was 
said to notice when they slackened their gifts.

Nathaniel Tarn — In the 1950s, the poet and an-
thropologist Nathaniel Tarn was living in the village 
of Santiago Atitlán in Guatemala when, much to his 
bewilderment, someone informed him that people 
had the idea he was a god. The myths persisted into 
the 1970s, when Tarn returned to the village and 
brought back a mask of the Maya deity the Mam that 
had been stolen decades earlier. Tarn was identified 
with the Mam’s prophet Francisco Sojuel, a Christ-like 
figure with powers over the rains. 

Naga Thein Hlaing — A Burmese surgeon who died in 
2021, Thein Hlaing became renowned for his miracu-
lous ability to perform thyroid surgeries with only local 
anesthesia. He successfully operated upon thousands 
of people in the Naga Hills, gaining the trust of villag-
ers who had traditionally turned to shamans and spirits 
for medical cures. He is said to have become deified as 
a nat, a type of divine spirit in Burmese Buddhism. 

Emperor Tiberius — The emperor of Rome Tiberius 
(died 37 CE) resisted state attempts to elevate him 
into a divinity while still alive, and refused to allow 
portraits of himself to be placed anywhere near those 
of the gods.

President Donald J. Trump — In 2018, in the village 
of Konne near Hyderabad, a thirty-one-year-old farmer 
named Bussa Krishna decided to worship Donald 
Trump as an avatar of Vishnu. He built a life-size idol 
of the deity, dressed in a navy suit and red tie, in his 
front yard, and inscribed the sacred syllable of TRUMP 
on the walls in red paint. Krishna would hold a portrait 
of Trump as he meditated under a tree, and prayed 
to it several times a day. In early October 2020, when 
news spread that Trump had been infected with 
the coronavirus, Bussa Krishna began a hunger fast; on 
the day Trump announced his unusually swift recovery, 
Krishna collapsed of cardiac arrest and died en route 
to a hospital. 

The Trung Sisters — Two Vietnamese sisters and rev-
olutionaries who in 40 CE expelled Chinese colonizers 
from Vietnam and ruled over the country for three 
years. In the 12th century they were deified as god-
desses, with temples constructed to them and festivals 
consecrated in their name, and are still worshipped 
into the present day. It was said that in the midst of 
a terrible drought a Buddhist monk performed rituals 
and prayers to the sisters and it rained the next day, 
among many other miracles.

President William Tubman — On Tubman’s 1954 state 
visit to Jamaica, the Liberian president was hailed as 
an avatar of the divine Marcus Garvey, a prophet in 
Rastafari religion, who had returned to earth.

Tullia — In 45 BCE, when Cicero’s daughter Tullia died 
a month after giving birth, the bereaved statesman 
became determined to turn her into a god. Cicero 
decided to build her a shrine, and had an architect 
draw up plans, yet the senator became fixated on 
the question of what location would be optimal, 
indoors or outside, and worried about how the land in 
the future could change ownership. Centuries later, in 
the 1400s, a Roman tomb was unearthed that people 
said belonged to Tullia, with a body inside that had not 
deteriorated at all. A lamp next to her had reportedly 
remained lit across the centuries.

Hubert Van Hook — In 1906, the Theosophist Charles 
Leadbeater decided that a precocious eleven-year-
old boy in Chicago was to be the divine vessel for 
the Maitreya. A mystified little Hubert and his excited 
mother set out for the Theosophical Society in Adyar, 
where he was to receive the proper training for a mes-
siah-to-be. Yet the passage from Chicago to India was 
long, and by the time Hubert arrived, they found that 
his celestial seat had been taken by Jiddu Krishnamur-
ti, who had been decisively recognized as The One. 

Vespasian — The Roman emperor Vespasian (died 
79 CE) resisted state attempts to deify him though it 
was said even the animal kingdom acknowledged him 
as a god. It was reported that once, an ox broke free 
from its yoke, charged into the emperor’s dining room, 
and prostrated itself at his feet.

Queen Victoria — In March 1883, the Spectator 
reported that in the seaside province of Orissa in India, 
there was a sect that worshipped Queen Victoria as its 
god. According to the Spectator, reverence was not 
limited to the queen or her effigy but even extended 
to an ornate silver centerpiece dish presented by Vic-
toria to a regiment of Gurkhas. The native cavalry, in 
“their hunger for belief,” would respectfully dismount 
their horses whenever they passed the opulent platter. 

Colonel William Wallace — At the gravesite of Colo-
nel Wallace (d. 1809) in Siroor, near Poona, in the ghost 
town of an old British army cantonment, a cult arose 
that worshipped him as Sat Purush, or “Holy Man.” 
Twice a week, the inhabitants would pile offerings 
of coconuts, rice, and sweetmeats upon his grave, 
burned incense, and sacrificed goats to the dead 
commander. It was said that Wallace could cure illness 
and infertility, and that he possessed oracular powers; 
a voice was heard to rise from the tomb, dictating 
prophecies. In 1883, when the villagers appeared to 
become less generous with their offerings, Wallace 
Sahib sent a plague to sicken three hundred cats, as 
a warning. 

George Washington — In Hawaiian Shinto shrines, 
constructed by the flux of Japanese immigrants in 
the mid 19th century, George Washington occasion-
ally appears as a kami, or Japanese deity, including 
at altars decorated with American stars and stripes. 
One such altar is the Maui Jinja Shrine, which includes 
Washington’s portrait. 

Clare Watson — The grave of Mrs. Clare Watson, 
a deceased British colonial wife in the Bhandara region 
of the Central Provinces, was reportedly the site of 
worship in the 19th century, though little else about 
her was known. 

Richard Wellesley, 1st Marquess — When the British 
erected the first statue to honor themselves in Bom-
bay, depicting Richard, 1st Marquess of Wellesley (d. 
1842), it was reported that pilgrims came to perform 
rituals or pujas and take vows at the foot of the ped-
estal upon which the marble Wellesley sat, reading 
a book that rested on the hunted head of an elephant. 
The idol at Elphinstone Circle was later decapitated 
and moved to the statue graveyard of an ethnograph-
ic museum.

Mary Rebecca Weston — A British colonial officer’s 
wife, Mary died in childbirth in 1909 and was buried in 
a cemetery in Dagshai near Shimla. Her husband erect-
ed a white marble tombstone, depicting mother and 
child watched over by an angel. When the news spread 
that pieces of her grave were imbued with the power 
to bless women with sons, Mary’s monument began to 
shrink as it was chipped away. It was said that the piec-
es of tombstone only had efficacy for fertility if they 
were chewed. The grave, known as Mem ki Qabr, or 
the “Englishwoman’s Grave,” was restored in 2017 and 
is now fenced by an iron cage and surveilled by CCTV.

Kaiser Wilhelm II in the Torres Strait — In 1914, in 
the Torres Strait, annexed by Australia, a movement 
known as the German Wislin caught fire, which spoke 
an invented form of German and awaited the messian-
ic arrival of Kaiser Wilhelm II. Prophets urged the peo-
ple to leave their work and gather in the cemetery for 
prayers to summon Wislin, who would expel the colo-
nizers and usher in an age of freedom and prosperity. 

Kaiser Wilhelm II in India — During WWI, a league of 
Oraon tea plantation workers in Chota Nagpur were 
arrested for worshipping Kaiser Wilhelm II as a god. 
It was said the Kaiser would expel the British during 
a period of darkness lasting seven days and seven 
nights, followed by a week of blinding light, during 
which Oraon liberation would come to pass. A single 
grain of rice would be sufficient to feed hundreds. “In 
order to prepare unhindered access to their houses for 
the ‘Spirit from Above’, many Oraons removed several 
rows of tiles from the roofs of their huts, for when 
the god descended,” a source reported.

Ludwik Lejzer Zamenhof — When Deguchi Onisabu-
ro, the co-founder of the Japanese religion of Oomoto 
(established in 1890), learned of the existence of 
Esperanto, he realized it must be the language spoken 
in heaven. He decided to deify its inventor Zamenhof, 
a deceased Jewish ophthalmologist born in Poland, as 
a kami, a Japanese divinity that takes many forms. For 
refusing to worship the Japanese emperor, Oomoto 
was violently suppressed; Onisaburo was imprisoned 
for seven years, and Oomoto’s assets and shrines 
were destroyed.
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