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	THE ESSENTIALS

	ALEISTER CROWLEY (originally Edward Alexander Crowley) (1875-1947), British magus who promoted magic as a spiritual discipline, founded the philosophy-religion Thelema, and designed the Thoth Tarot.


	


	HIGHLIGHTS FROM HIS CAREER

	1898
	Initiation into the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn.

	1904
	Receipt of The Book of the Law, the foundation scripture of Thelema, from a discarnate being, according to Crowley’s own testimony.

	1905 
	Leads a failed expedition to climb Mount Kanchenjunga.

	1929
	Publishes Magick in Theory and Practice, his major statement on magic.

	1944
	Publishes The Book of Thoth, his major statement on Tarot, which includes illustrations of the Thoth Tarot.


	


	QUOTABLE QUOTE

	“I swore to rehabilitate MAGICK, to identify it with my own career; and to compel mankind to respect, love, and trust that which they scorned, hated and feared.”
–Magick in Theory and Practice


	



H I S   L I F E
The Beast is Born
Edward Alexander Crowley, who called himself Aleister Crowley, was born the son of Edward and Emily Crowley in 1875 in Warwickshire, England.  Aleister’s father was independently wealthy thanks to his father, a Quaker who had amassed a fortune as the owner of a brewery which produced Crowley Ale and pubs which sold it.

Aleister’s parents were devout members of an English Protestant fundamentalist sect called the Plymouth Brethren, whose adherents believed in the literal truth of scripture and the immanent return of Christ.  The Crowley family studied the Bible regularly and Aleister’s father was a lay preacher.  According to Crowley, his mother dubbed him “the Beast” when he was still a child.  He quickly identified with the title and for the rest of his life he viewed himself as the Beast of the Apocalypse, the enemy of Christianity.  Clearly, from an early age the future magus had developed a strong distaste for Christianity.

Illustration (above): The young Crowley.  From Do What Thou Wilt: A Life of Aleister Crowley by Lawrence Sutin (copyright © 2000 Sutin).  Click the image for a larger one.

A significant portion of Aleister’s boyhood was spent in private, religious boarding schools for boys, including one run by the Plymouth Brethren.  There, against his will, he studied fundamentalist Christianity and attended prayer services and sermons daily.  Additionally, school masters sometimes inflicted harsh corporal punishment on students, including Crowley, for even relatively minor infractions or expressing opinions which deviated from Christian fundamentalism.  In 1887, when Crowley was only eleven, his father died, leaving him a legacy which made him wealthy.

Crowley attended Trinity College, Cambridge, during 1895-1898, although he never earned a degree.  Inside the classroom, he studied mathematics and the classics.  Outside the classroom, he pursued a program of self-education, embracing mysticism and esotericism, including alchemy and magic.  Free of the strictures of fundamentalist Christianity for the first time and possessing a sizable fortune, he also led the life of an ostentatious playboy.  He had liaisons with multiple women, including prostitutes, and a passionate homosexual love affair with fellow student Herbert Pollit.  He wrote poetry, including the mystical Alcadama and the erotic collection White Stains.

The Magus is Born
Pursuing his interest in occultism, Crowley was initiated into the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn at its Isis-Urania Temple in London in 1898.  The order was a relatively small but influential organization of esotericists founded in London ten years earlier by S.L. MacGregor Mathers and two other occultists.  Initiates, especially those who advanced to the “Second Order”, pursued an eclectic form of magic as a spiritual discipline.

Crowley soon befriended Second Order member Allan Bennett; together they studied magic and mysticism extensively.  He also became the protege and ally of Mathers, the order’s autocratic leader, who lived in Paris, where he had opened the Golden Dawn’s Ahathöor Temple.  However, in London, he alienated some leaders of the order, including the renowned Irish poet William Butler Yeats.  They apparently objected to Crowley’s purported pornographic writings, blasphemy, and immoral lifestyle.  When, in 1900, Crowley applied for admission the Second Order, the leadership of Isis-Urania turned him down.  However, he soon travelled to Paris, where Mathers admitted him.

Upon his return, the leadership of Isis-Urania, openly defying Mathers, refused to recognize his entry into the Second Order.  Matters went from bad to worse.  At Mathers’ request, Crowley attempted to seize property of Isis-Urania, including confidential documents and temple furnishings.  When this failed, claiming ownership of the property, Crowley sued Isis-Urania, which in turn sued him.  He soon realized that he would expose himself to significant risk and an ugly legal battle; therefore, he filed for voluntary dismissal.  The fight ended in Crowley’s and Mathers’ defeats; ultimately the former departed from the Golden Dawn and the latter lost control of Isis-Urania.

In 1901 Crowley visited his old friend Bennett, who was then living in Ceylon, where he had been studying under a Hindu yogi.  Upon arrival, he took thorough instruction from him in Buddhism, Hinduism, and yoga.  During this demanding period he regularly practiced intense yogic breathing exercises, including pranayama.  He also regularly meditated for lengthy periods, later reporting that he achieved such lofty states as dhyana.

The New Aeon
Returning to England, Crowley married Rose Kelly, the sister of his friend, artist Gerald Kelly, in 1903.  The happy couple enjoyed a lengthy honeymoon in Scotland, Paris, Marseilles, Naples, and, finally, Cairo.  In the last named city something happened which changed Crowley’s life forever.  According to his own testimony, over a period of three days, April 8-10, 1904, he received The Book of the Law (also called Liber AL vel Legis) from a discarnate being named Aiwass (also spelled Aiwaz), who audibly dictated it while Crowley recorded.  No independent witnesses were present to confirm the phenomenon.

This short, enigmatic work, comprised of only three chapters, served as the fundamental scripture of Thelema (Greek for Will), which Crowley founded and promoted as the philosophy-religion of the “New Aeon”.  The Old Aeon, according to the magus, had been dominated by the notions of sin, restriction, the dying god (e.g., Osiris, Dionysos, and Jesus) and such religions as Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism.  The New Aeon, which began in 1904, would be dominated by individual freedom and joy, Thelema, and the god Horus, who, with Nuit and Hadit formed a trinity.  According to Thelemic teaching, Nuit, traditionally the Egyptian goddess of the night sky, connoted infinite expansion or space.  The god Hadit, sometimes depicted as a winged disc, connoted infinite contraction or point.  Finally, their son, Horus, connoted, in addition to the New Aeon, the manifest universe.

The scope of this article precludes detailed discussion of the complexities of Thelema.  However, Crowley’s frequent use of a brief quotation from The Book of the Law as a pithy summary of Thelemic teachings merits brief attention here, viz., “Do what thou wilt shall be the whole of the Law”.  Crowley’s penchant for frequently repeating this aphorism is revealing in at least two ways.  First, it shows the magus as a center of controversy; the saying has been easily interpreted as an amoral license for self-indulgence and disregard of others.  Second, it shows that upon study some of his ideas were not as controversial as they might first seem.  Specifically, he explained that this quotation referred to following one’s true will, which, by definition, entailed acting in careful harmony with the universe – like the Taoist sage who effortlessly follows the eternal Tao (i.e., Divine Path).  Additionally, he explained that following one’s true will had as its final goal – not self-indulgence – but the “Great Work”, i.e., mystical union with the Divine.

Shortly after receiving The Book of the Law, Crowley and Rose visited Paris and returned to England, where she gave birth to the couple’s first child.  They named her Nuit, after the goddess.

Death on Mount Kanchenjunga
In 1905 Crowley led the first expedition to attempt to climb the third highest mountain in the world, Mount Kanchenjunga (28,208 feet), located in the Himalayas.  Having taken up mountaineering in 1898, Crowley had frequently excelled at this sport in the Alps and elsewhere thanks to his considerable skills, physical stamina, and courage.  However, the ill-fated Kanchenjunga expedition suffered from multiple problems which ultimately proved fatal.  Prior to the ascent, Crowley failed to ensure the recruitment of well qualified, compatible expedition members.  During the ascent he managed them poorly; some of the porters even deserted.  Morale of the men was poor and great tension and animosity existed between Crowley and many of the them.  Impassioned arguments even broke out over his choice of route.

At camp five (21,000 feet, according to Crowley) things came to a head: six of the men (including three porters) mutinied and began to descend, while the magus remained with the rest of the expedition.  During their descent four men fell and triggered an avalanche which buried them.  The remaining two, still within earshot of Crowley, cried for help as they set to extricating their comrades.  However, he did nothing, waiting until the next day to descend.  Two days later the bodies of the dead men were recovered.  Crowley and other expedition members reported the events to the press.  Many members of the public and mountaineering clubs found Crowley’s behavior reprehensible.  Thus, the Kanchenjunga expedition ended in tragedy, failure, and permanent damage to Crowley’s reputation as a mountaineer.

Spiritual Retreat in the Wilds of China
Nevertheless, the magus continued his world travels and adventures.  For several months during 1905-1906 he undertook a dangerous trek on pony through the wilds of southern China.  Amazingly, Rose joined him.  Even more amazingly, they brought their one-year old daughter!  For Crowley the journey became a lengthy, intense spiritual retreat.  For it he sought inspiration from two major sources.  The first was a grimoire (magical book) titled The Book of the Sacred Magic of Abra-Malin the Mage, which had been translated from French by Mathers and included diverse prayers, ceremonies, and magical techniques.  The second was the “Bornless Ritual”, an invocation (purportedly of ancient origins) used by Golden Dawn members.

Crowley’s goal was what the Abra-Malin grimoire and Golden Dawn members called “Knowledge and Conversation of the Holy Guardian Angel”, i.e., mystical union with one’s Guardian Angel (or “Higher Self”).  During the journey he doggedly performed the invocation daily.  Even after the journey he continued to perform it regularly.  Finally, after approximately three months he began to enjoy results.  He reported in his diary in May 1906, “Vision quite perfect; I tasted the sweet kiss and gazed in the clear eyes of the Radiant One [i.e., his Guardian Angel or Higher Self].  My own face became luminous.”  Such was Crowley’s determination, dedication, and self-discipline with regard to spiritual development.


Following the trek through China, Crowley left Rose and Nuit in India.  The plan was for him to return to England via the Pacific and United States, and Rose and Nuit to return via a more direct route which would include the Suez Canal and Mediterranean.  Arriving home, Crowley learned that his daughter had died of typhoid in India and Rose had descended into alcoholism.  Crowley, grief stricken, unfairly blamed the death on his wife.  Nevertheless, in the summer of 1906 Rose gave birth to the couple’s second child, Lola Zaza (see illustration, above).  However, their marriage was doomed.  For years Crowley had been having affairs, which took their toll on Rose.  He agreed to allow her to divorce him on grounds of adultery.  Their marriage ended in 1909.

Illustration (above): The Crowley family in 1909. Pictured are (left to right) Rose, Lola Zaza, and Aleister.  From Do What Thou Wilt: A Life of Aleister Crowley by Lawrence Sutin (copyright © 2000 Sutin).  Click the image for a larger one.

The Equinox and a Demon in the Desert
During 1909-1913, Crowley published at significant personal expense a journal devoted to magic, yoga, mysticism, and, to a lesser extent, literature, titled The Equinox.  Comprising mostly writings by him, it served as the official organ of the magus’ new magical order, the A:.A:. (purportedly an abbreviation of Argenteum Astrum [the Silver Star]).  Many of Crowley’s most profound writings were published in its pages.  Likewise, many of his books which are in print today, originally appeared in its pages.
After publication of the second number of the journal, Crowley and his new student, Victor Neuberg, travelled to Algeria in 1910, where Crowley undertook an arduous exploration of Enochian magic, first developed by John Dee and Edward Kelly in sixteenth-century England.  Crowley viewed this undertaking as an important test.  Specifically, he entered into the Enochian spirit world with magical formulas originally used by Dee and Kelly, wherein he had visions of the Enochian “Aethyrs” (i.e., levels of spiritual existence). 
As he described what he observed and learned Neuberg recorded his teacher’s experiences and insights.  Additionally, sometimes he and Neuberg practiced sexual magic, which included homosexual intercourse.  On one such occasion on a desert mountain, according to the magus’ own report which was substantially confirmed by Neuberg, Crowley tested himself by invoking and confronting the demon of chaos, Chroronzon, a dangerous inhabitant of an Enochian Aethyr.  The demon appeared and attacked Neuberg in the form of naked a savage, throwing him to the ground and attempting to kill him.  Neuberg responded by invoking God and counter-attacking with a magical dagger.  Thanks to his brave actions the demon was contained.  No independent parties witnessed the event.  However, regardless what exactly happened, such was the extremity to which Crowley pushed himself and his students in the risky quest for mystical knowledge and experience.  In fact, Crowley’s harsh domination of Neuberg eventually compelled the student to break with the teacher.
Following his work with Enochian magic, the magus again turned his attention to the Equinox.  Despite having sworn an oath of secrecy when he was initiated into the Golden Dawn, he had published in its pages several long verbatim selections from heretofore confidential Golden Dawn documents and was preparing to publish more.  Mathers, author of much of this literature, responded by obtaining an injunction forbidding Crowley from further publication.  However, he lost on appeal and his erstwhile student resumed dissemination of the once secret doctrine and rituals.
Still, Mathers apparently had his revenge.  He almost certainly supplied information damaging to Crowley to a British tabloid called The Looking Glass.  In 1910 it published a sensational expose of the magus, which detailed his purported immorality and wickedness and strongly implied that he was a homosexual.  The resultant publicity, complicated by a related legal battle the following year, threw Crowley’s magical order, the A:.A:., into disarray and serious decline with many members resigning.
Luckily for Crowley he soon had entré to another magical order, the Ordo Templis Orientis [Order of the Eastern Temple], commonly referred to as the OTO.  The German magus Theodore Reuss, who headed this order, appointed him head of the OTO in Great Britain.  Crowley used his new position to promote Thelema among the British members.  Further, at Reuss’ invitation he re-wrote the rituals to be used by all members to reflect Thelema.  However, when Reuss was incapacitated by a stroke in 1920, he failed to succeed him as the head of the entire OTO organization.
The Middle-Aged Magus
After 1913, as Crowley approached middle age, his ground-breaking work and creative output diminished but by no means ended.  Of course, neither did his love affairs – whether with women or men.  However, he increasingly experienced financial problems.  He had spent his fortune and possessed no significant source of income – least of all from his books which were typically self-published and never commercially successful.  Rather, he existed, in part, on gifts from friends and students.
Beginning in 1920 Crowley leased a villa in Cefalù, a small town located on Sicily.  During his brief stay, it was commonly called Abbey Thelema, and served as a retreat house for individuals who wished to study under him.  However, the arrangement lasted only three years; when the new Fascist government expelled him and his followers from Italy.  The reason for the expulsion remains unclear, but may have been related to his notoriety before and during his stay at the abbey.
In 1929 the magus published his major statement on magic, Magick in Theory and Practice.  He often used the spelling magick, in part, to differentiate it from stage magic.  In this complex book for the advanced practitioner he sought to recast magic as a common phenomenon, broadly defining it as the “Science and Art of causing Change to occur in conformity with Will”.  Crowley covered a wide range of topics, e.g., basic theories, Cabala, yoga, meditation, clairvoyance, and divination (including briefly Tarot).  He explored many facets of ritual, including the use of magical formulas as structural patterns, equipment, gesture, sacrifice, banishing, and invoking.  He provided detailed instructions for selected rituals and argued that the main goal of magic was Invocation of the Holy Guardian Angel (i.e., mystical union with the Divine).  However, his ideas were sometimes difficult to follow, vague, and allusive.  His style ranged from lucid to opaque, from elegant to overwrought.  
In 1932 forty-eight creditors forced the magus into involuntary bankruptcy at which point his assets were virtually nil.  He was also addicted to morphine.  Following the advice of physicians he regularly used the drug to alleviate serious asthmatic attacks.  He also sometimes used drugs for both spiritual development and, frankly, recreation.  Nevertheless, he persisted in his work, subsisting, in part, on continued gifts from friends and students.
A New Tarot for the New Aeon
Late in life, at age 63, Crowley began his major statement on Tarot, the Thoth Tarot and the related The Book of Thoth.  The deck, named after the Egyptian god of wisdom and magic, was the product of intense collaboration over five years (1938-1943) between the magus and British artist Lady Frieda Harris (1877-1962) (see illustration, left).  Although Crowley apparently had final say concerning the deck, it would have never taken form without Harris’ evocative paintings, which reflected a wide variety of important artistic movements of the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-centuries, including Art Nouveau, Cubism, and Futurism.
Illustration (above): Pictured (c. 1941) are Crowley (center) and Harris (right) with a friend of Harris identified only as Catherine.  From Sword of Wisdom: MacGregor Mathers and “The Golden Dawn” by Ithell Colquhoun (copyright © 1975 Colquhoun).

Crowley felt that the early history of Tarot, including its purported beginnings in ancient Egypt, was ultimately unimportant.  “The origin of Tarot is quite irrelevant, even if it were certain.  It must stand or fall as a system on its own merits,”  he explained in The Book of Thoth, which he wrote as a companion to the deck.  However, he noted that the Tarot “is an admirable symbolic picture of the Universe, based on the data of the Holy Qabalah [a kind of Jewish mysticism].”
Furthermore, the Thoth Tarot was a symbolic picture of the universe according to Thelema and, of course, its greatest prophet, Crowley.  “This new Tarot may therefore be regarded as a series of illustrations to the Book of the Law; the doctrine of that Book is everywhere implicit,” Crowley noted.  For example, the Trump traditionally titled Judgment was replaced by The Aeon (see illustration, above), in celebration of the New Aeon and the coming of Thelema .  
A Brief Explanation of The Aeon
Crowley wrote in the The Book of Thoth that The Aeon replaces the traditional Trump called Judgment and references the New Aeon which began in 1904.  According to him and The Book of the Law, the philosophy-religion Thelema would dominate this era.
Aeon (see illustration, extreme left) depicts, in large part, the god Horus, who is most closely associated with this new spiritual era which is to last approximately 2,000 years.  Hoor-pa-kraat (Harpocrates), a manifestation of Horus as a child, appears as the dominant, semitransparent, standing figure.  Following traditional Egyptian iconography, Harris paints him with side lock and finger raised to his mouth.  
Another manifestation of Horus, the hawk-headed Ra Hoor Khuit, appears enthroned just behind the Hoor-pa-kraat.  Enveloping both manifestations of Horus in the protective curve of her body, rendered in shades of deep blue, is Nuith, Horus’ mother.  The depictions of Ra Hoor Khuit and Nuith also follow traditional Egyptian iconography.  Indeed, they appear in similar fashion on the funerary stele of the Egyptian priest Ankh-af-na-khonsu (XXV Dynasty, c. 751-656 B.C.) (see illustration, above right), which is held sacred by Thelemites who commonly call it the “Stele of Revealing”.  Furthermore, Crowley asserted that he was a reincarnation of Ankh-af-na-khonsu (pictured in a leopard skin on the extreme right of the stele).  
Returning to Aeon, one finds another Thelemic god,  Hadit, husband of Nuith and father to Hoor-pa-kraat, who hovers beneath them as as red disc with gold wings – again similar to the Stele of Revealing.  
Illustrations (above, left to right): The Aeon from the Thoth Tarot designed by Aleister Crowley and painted by Lady Frieda Harris (copyright © 1944 Ordo Templi Orientis); and the Stele of Revealing (from The Law is for All: The Authorized Popular Commentary on Liber AL vel Legis sub Figura CCXX The Book of the Law by Aleister Crowley) (copyright © 1996 Ordo Templi Orientis). Click images for larger ones.
The hot red-orange zones of Aeon, which even include flames, reference Elemental Fire which is associated with this Trump.  Fire also harkens back to the Old Aeon notion of the Final Judgment because an obliterating fire was to precede Judgment Day.

At the feet of Hoor-pa-kraat appears a Shin () painted in gold, which references Hebrew letter mysticism (an aspect of Cabala, a kind of Jewish mysticism).  It also harkens back to the Old Aeon and Judgment because, according to Crowley, the traditional Judgment Trump typically included three rising figures, the central one approximating the shape of a Shin with outstretched arms bent at the elbows.  He may have been referring to Tarot de Marseille decks which typically feature three rising figures and/or Rider-Waite-Smith decks which show a central figure approximating the shape of a Shin (see highlighted portions of illustrations, above).  Further, the three rising figures of Judgment are reflected in the three fetus-like figures of Aeon, located in the prongs of the Shin, where they are rising to participate in the new spiritual era. 
Illustrations (above, left to right): Judgment (highlight added) from Antichi Tarocchi Marsigliesi (c. 1760) by Nicolas Conver (Copyright © 1995 Lo Scarabeo); and Judgment (highlight added) from The RiderTarot Deck (1909) designed by A. E. Waite and drawn by Pamela Colman Smith (copyright © 1971 U.S. Games Systems). Click the images for larger ones.
Finally, behind the Shin are curving blue and red-orange zones which suggest the upper portion of the symbol for the zodiacal sign Libra ([image: image2.png]VILLA REVAK | ATAROT WEBSITE
has moved to:
http:/iwww.villarevak.org.
Please update your bookmark.



), according to Crowley, because the next aeon will be associated with Libra.  Clearly, although this Trump principally depicts the Current or New Aeon it also looks back to the Old Aeon and forward to the next one.
With this card, Crowley and Harris created a complex visual and spiritual statement.  Using the Old Aeon’s notion of Judgment as a foundation, they drew upon The Book of the Law, astrology, Hebrew letter mysticism, and Egyptian iconography to create an imaginative, bold summary of Thelemic theology located in the context of spiritual eras or aeons.
In keeping with Thelema, Crowley often advocated the free integration of spirituality and sexuality.  In his commentary on The Book of the Law he wrote:
“We [Thelemites] refuse to regard love as shameful and degrading, as a peril to body and soul.  We refuse to accept it as the surrender of the divine to the animal; to us it is the means by which the animal may be made the Winged Sphinx which shall bear man aloft to the House of the Gods.”
Therefore he made certain that the Thoth deck integrated Tarot and sexuality.  For example, he replaced the Trump traditionally called Strength with Lust, which included an unabashedly erotic image of a nude woman astride an extraordinary beast.
The Book of Thoth and the related Thoth Tarot was Crowley’s final major achievement.  Three years after publication of the book in 1944, which included illustrations of all seventy-eight cards, he was dead at age 72.  Neither he nor Harris lived to see the publication of the Thoth Tarot as a working deck; it was first published in this format in 1969.  In a sense, The Book of Thoth and the Thoth Tarot were Crowley’s spiritual last will and testament.
A N   A S S E S M E N T
Commentators and biographers have assessed Crowley in extraordinarily divergent ways.  On the one hand, some have depicted him as a career criminal, Satanist, and the blackest of black magicians.  On the other hand, some have depicted him as an inspired prophet, a saint who yearned solely for the Divine, and one of the spiritual titans of all time.  This assessment will steer a middle course between these extremes.
Certainly, Crowley was a person of extraordinary contradictions.  Although he was never a career criminal or Satanist, and had little use for black magic, he did indeed flaunt beliefs and a lifestyle which shocked and enraged many of his contemporaries and still shocks and enrages some people today.
Crowley was no saint and his status as a spiritual titan is highly debatable.  Still, despite his significant character flaws and occasionally deceptive or unethical behavior he accomplished much.  He contributed profoundly to the rehabilitation of magic as a serious spiritual discipline, introduced many Westerners to yoga and other Eastern disciplines, acquired significant mystical knowledge thanks to rigorous work and significant risk-taking, shared his knowledge in his prolific writings, and founded the philosophy-religion Thelema. 
He could have accomplished even more – but serious character flaws sometimes prevented him.  For example, his extreme penchant for public controversy and apparent inability to manage others over time without resorting to brutal domination helped to ensure the fast decline of his magical order, the A:.A:., the rapid closure of his magical retreat, Abbey Thelema; and frequent lack of committed long-term students.
However, he was a prolific writer and his ideas, many seminal and/or provocative, have endured in his many books and journal articles which have been frequently republished.  Although his style was sometimes overwrought and obtuse, it was frequently elegant, persuasive, and even witty.  Although he wrote poetry and fiction he is best remembered for such titles as Magick in Theory and Practice, The Book of Thoth, and the related Thoth Tarot.  Any of one of them would have ensured him a place in the history of magic and esotericism.  However, to date, Crowley has failed to a significant degree as the prophet of Thelema; nearly a hundred years after he announced the New Aeon, this philosophy-religion attracts few genuine adherents.  Still, Crowley’s vision of that Aeon replete with its provocative philosophy, mystery, magic, and passion lives.  It lives in the hands of Tarotists.  It is called the Thoth Tarot.
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