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INTRODUCTION



‘Please Allow Me To Introduce Myself …’


Satanism sells. Hot blood, forbidden sex, strange powers. It’s a tempting cocktail. If anybody tries to sell you Satanism, always check out their agenda. Nobody launches themselves into territory like this without some kind of axe to grind.


Most books about Satanism fit into one of three categories. The first category are written by Christians – full of half-truths and straight bullshit – to massage the faith of the pious. These books can be quite amusing, but are no more valid than a history of the Passover written by a PLO member.


The second category are ‘true crime’ exposés. About halfway through, the authors of these potboilers tend to run out of murderous Devil-worshippers and rope in any lurid crime with a tenuous religious link. This leaves us in the curious position of having to accept various maverick Christian criminals as somehow ‘Satanic’. The portrayal of Satanism as an international murder club demonstrates the authors’ very loose grasp of the facts.


The third category are quick-buck efforts written by journalists or professional hacks. Feigning authority, these sensationalist ‘studies’ rely almost exclusively on information gleaned from the previous two categories. Don’t get me wrong – avarice and sloth may be fine attributes, but the other five deadly sins rate much more highly as spectator sports.


So where does my contribution fit into all this? Since I started researching this book, some years back, I’ve thrown in my lot with the unholy opposition. I’m now a Devil’s advocate, a card-carrying Satanist, an ordained Reverend (though I prefer the title ‘Irreverend’) of the Church of Satan. My book will obviously reflect this. Don’t go thinking, however, that my perspective has been distorted by Satanism. Rather, it became apparent long ago that my sympathy for the Devil was predetermined by the perspective I already held. But don’t worry either about me setting out to convert you – as this book will show, it just doesn’t work that way.


Similarly, don’t expect any whitewash. Satanism is a ‘warts and all’ approach to existence, a determination to explore extremes of both light and dark. Interviews in Parts Two and Three of this book have been left as intact as space allows, to air the conflicting voices on the Satanic scene. Dissent is an important aspect of the demonic – and besides, if Satanists can’t make use of a little bad press, then who can?


The Devil’s attitude is an irreverent one – flippancy may set the tone, but I challenge anyone to accuse me of bad research on that account. I did not write this book to win friends, but I haven’t set out to give mindless offence either. (If, on the other hand, your reaction provokes some independent thought, I’m happy to take credit for that.)


Regardless of what sanctimonious Christians, or their smug equivalents in the humanist camp, might have you believe, Satanism is neither trivial nor tainted with some moral radiation that makes it too dangerous to contemplate. Inasmuch as the Western world is still a Christian culture, Satanism is the archetypal counterculture. It’s a vital but neglected aspect of our past, present and – most importantly – the future …





[image: illustration]






[image: illustration]



[image: Illustration]ehind the accepted history of our civilisation – of great leaders and mass movements, of politics and progress – there is an alternative history, a shadow tradition. It is an oft-neglected world full of villains and vice, scoundrels and sorcerers, with an impact upon our culture out of proportion with the numbers of people involved. And much of that impact – in contrast with the catalogue of torture, rape and murder committed by those crusading on the side of ‘good’ – has been positive. This is the history of the dark side of Western culture: the Satanic tradition.


The beginning of our story takes us back four millennia, when the seeds of our culture were first cast across the arid plains of the Middle East. Incredibly, the prophecies and primitive laws first voiced by the forefathers of the Jewish race still echo in the law courts, schools, government buildings and temples of our modern world. The Old Testament, the first part of The Bible, describes how the Jews made a covenant or pact with the god Jehovah, often dubbed simply ‘God’. Jehovah is a god of total power whose religion will tolerate no competition. He is a dictator deity, a jealous tyrant who treats His creation with the same petulant cruelty as a spoilt brat treats a box of long-suffering toys.


With a God as savage and spiteful as Jehovah there is little space for a Devil, and so the God of the Jews happily takes responsibility for both good and evil. The word ‘Satan’, in the original Hebrew, means only ‘opponent’ or ‘accuser’ – numerous holy figures, even Jehovah Himself, are referred to as ‘Satans’ in the Old Testament. The Jewish Devil, inasmuch as He exists at all, is a folkloric figure rather than a theological entity. He is a minion of God rather than his opponent, a servant charged with testing mortals. Those creatures who do defy Jehovah – like Leviathan or Moloch – are merely walk-on parts to be toppled by the Almighty in bouts of divine machismo, like the gallery of monsters conjured by Japanese film-makers to be destroyed by Godzilla.


Even the serpent in the Garden of Eden – who tempts Adam and Eve to ‘Original Sin’ – does not become a manifestation of evil (‘that Ancient Serpent’, as Satan is sometimes known) until later. This change occurs with the advent of Christianity, which promotes Satan from a mischievous servant of God to His implacable opponent.


Christianity was codified in the first century A.D. in the New Testament, an unofficial sequel to the first book of The Bible with tacked-on accounts of the life of an obscure Jewish cult leader named Jesus. One of a host of dubious prophets and crazy gurus who plagued the Eastern provinces of the Roman Empire, Jesus claimed to be the son of Jehovah. In the fashion common to modern brainwashing cults, Jesus also demanded that his followers abandon their worldly goods and family to join his crackpot crew. After his execution as an heretical subversive, however, the Jesus cult began taking off.


Most Jews were anticipating a warlike Messiah (‘anointed one’) who would free them from domination by Rome. Jesus, who spent most of his time fighting imaginary demons, most certainly did not fit the bill, so the Jesus cult rejected their Jewish heritage and threw in their lot with Rome. But the Romans were unenthusiastic to begin with, and there was a practical aspect to their subsequent persecution of the Jesus cult. It was as if the Moonies or Jehovah’s Witnesses had tried to set themselves up as the official state religion of the USA. The Roman Empire had thrived by absorbing, rather than destroying, the cultures they conquered, welcoming foreign gods into their temples as part of a policy of conquest by integration.


The Christians could not stomach this. Their God was supreme, and all other deities – initially regarded as hollow superstitions – began to be portrayed by their theologians as actively evil, demonic. This doctrine, demonisation, defined the totalitarian nature of the Christian creed. These demons required a leader, and so Satan was reborn not just as an adversary, but as the Adversary. Myths began to grow up around this new Prince of Darkness, cribbed from fanciful reinterpretations of existing doctrine and the ravings of Christian hermits driven half-mad by isolation in the desert.
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Satan’s power is first suggested in the New Testament, when He tempts Jesus with mastery of the kingdoms of the world – implying He has them all in His possession.


Early heretical Christian documents known as the Apocryphal Gospels – written between the periods of the Old and New Testaments – claimed that the Devil was once leader of the Watcher angels. These angels were commanded by God to watch over mankind, but they pitied mortal men and lusted after mortal women. For teaching forbidden knowledge and copulating with their charges (in theological terms, the equivalent of a shepherd disgracing himself with his flock) these disobedient angels were cast from Heaven to become the denizens of Hell, whilst their children became demons and monsters. Satan – or Semjaza, as He is known here – is the leader of these disobedient angels.


Another more widely-accepted version of the same story has Satan trying to claim God’s throne before loyal angels cast Him and his co-conspirators into darkness. Traditionally, the question of whether one personally regards Satan’s act as one of treachery or bravery is the definition of an individual’s loyalties in the war between darkness and light. Significantly, however, many traditions state that, before His fall from grace, Satan was known as Lucifer: derived from the Latin ‘light-bringer’.


This associates Satan with Prometheus, a Greco-Roman Titan (another race of semi-divine giants born from the cross-breeding of gods and mortals) who was the light-bringer in classical mythology. Prometheus pitied humanity in its squalor and ignorance, and so stole fire from the gods to ease Man’s suffering. Enraged, the king of the gods punished his impertinence by chaining him to a rock where an eagle pecked out his liver for all eternity.


In Christian mythology, Satan, in the form of a serpent, offers the first humans an apple of wisdom, and is punished by being exiled to Hell. To the pagans Prometheus was a noble figure, his theft a selfless sacrifice. In contrast, Christians longed for the blissful ignorance of the Garden of Eden, regarding the fallen Lucifer as the epitome of evil for tempting humanity with enlightenment. Christianity preached of rewards in the next life, fearing knowledge and pleasure in this world, regarding rebellion as the ultimate sin. It was a cult of ignorance, obedience and abstinence. Over many hundreds of years, a philosophy would develop in direct opposition – dedicated to curiosity, independence and pleasure. These are the roots of Satanism.


Christianity, in common with many cults, was an apocalyptic sect that awaited the end of the world with glee. The last book of The Bible, ‘Revelations’, predicts the imminent cataclysm with such deranged imagery and colourful characters that some commentators have wondered if its author had imbibed psychoactive drugs. The Great Beast, the Whore of Babylon and the Antichrist all struggle for space in a psychedelic narrative wherein the author promises the imminent Apocalypse will bring Satan’s minions (all non-Christians) their just desserts (eternal torment). As creeds of universal love go, Christianity is pretty mean-spirited.


But, though the early Christians never got their Apocalypse, they did win their spiritual war when, in the fourth century, an embattled Roman Empire adopted Christianity as the state religion. The short-term benefits were obvious: Christianity appealed to the oppressed, promising them great reward in the afterlife; it also appealed to the oppressor, demanding the downtrodden obeyed their superiors if they wished to enjoy those rewards. The glories of a classical world built on pagan pragmatism were eroded, then destroyed, by Christian intolerance. As the Roman Empire fell, in one of history’s many dark ironies the Catholic Church set itself up in its place. Imperial purple was the uniform colour for the Church leaders’ new robes, Latin their sacred tongue, Rome their headquarters.


However, while this new Roman Catholic Church could steal the superficial glories of the empire they had destroyed, they could not begin to emulate the culture, comfort or security that Imperial Rome had provided to its citizens. The end of the world had failed to arrive on schedule, but the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse – War, Death, Famine and Plague – still characterised the medieval era, when the Christian creed held Europe in its thrall. The Middle Ages had arrived, and with them an era of cultural depression, a millennium of darkness, squalor and misery.


The Western European Catholic (‘universal’) Church and Eastern Orthodox (‘straight thinking’) Church, who had divided the Roman Empire between them, did not have it all their own way. Some Christians were interpreting The Bible in ways that did not suit the new totalitarian Church authorities, and were duly condemned as ‘heretics’ (derived from the Greek for ‘those who make a choice’). This condemnation, which began as hot air, soon translated into burning flesh as the Christian religion made the smooth transition from persecuted to persecutor.


Most significant among these early heretics were the Gnostics, who believed that there were two equally-powerful gods – one ‘good’, the other ‘evil’. Some thought the evil God was the one described in the Old Testament, the creator of this world, while the benevolent God described in the New Testament was his foe. In Gnostic doctrine, only pure spirit was ‘good’. All matter, including the human body, was ‘evil’, and humankind was made up of spirits trapped in prisons of flesh. Widely suppressed with increasing severity, Gnosticism began to take on a variety of increasingly dark and exotic forms. Some Gnostics believed that, as all flesh was evil, it did not matter what use it was put to – in this sense, carnal excess could even be seen as redemptive, as with cults like the third-century Carpocratians, who indulged in ritualised orgies. Others, like the Cainite sect of the fourth century, reasoned that if the Old Testament God was evil, then His opponents must be good – therefore revering Old Testament villains like Cain, who proved his virtue in combat by murdering his brother, Abel. It’s tempting to regard these early movements as the first Satanic sects, but the attitude of most Gnostics – that the flesh was inherently evil – was just as pathological as that of their pleasure-hating Catholic oppressors.


This is perhaps best demonstrated by the Cathar sects. The first of these, the Bogomils, was formed in the Balkans during the tenth century. The Bogomils believed Man was created when Satan vomited into an empty human vessel – a vivid illustration of their unhealthy attitude to their own bodies. Their holymen preached against sexual reproduction, leading some to adopt anal sex as a non-procreative alternative, and so the word ‘buggery’ was derived from ‘Bogomil’. The Bogomils heavily influenced another Cathar sect, the Albigensians, who, by the end of the twelfth century, had become so successful that they dominated Southern France with their own clergymen and churches. The Catholic Church simply would not tolerate this kind of competition and, in 1208, launched a brutal crusade against the Albigensians.
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Lucifer was described as half-bathed in light and half-swathed in darkness by His followers in the Luciferian cult – suggesting the Gnostic idea of a god embracing both good and evil.


The Church’s sixteen-year-long campaign of massacres destroyed the Cathars, forcing Gnosticism underground. The ensuing centuries saw a bewildering series of legends grow up around this strange, doomed faith. Some have suggested Gnostic roots for the mysterious Luciferian cult that appears to have thrived secretly in thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Germany. They believed that Lucifer – described as a curious, cadaverous figure whose body glowed during their subterranean rites – had been unjustly cast from Heaven by a treacherous God, and honoured Him in orgiastic ceremonies that also featured cats as objects of worship.


One other medieval cult has generated more fanciful theories than the Cathars and Luciferians combined. The Order of the Knights Templar was founded in 1118 to protect Christian pilgrims visiting Jerusalem, combining the military skills of a trained warrior with the pious dedication of a monk. Feared by their heathen foe and revered by their Christian brethren, the Templars rose from poverty-stricken obscurity to become one of the wealthiest, most powerful institutions in Europe. Their fall from grace was just as dramatic when, in 1314, King Philip I of France smashed the Order with a campaign of mass arrests. Philip claimed that, beneath their pious exteriors, these warrior monks were in fact an international Devil-worshipping cult and many of their number, including their Grand Master Jacques de Molay, were burnt alive for their alleged crimes.


Modern historical convention largely regards the Templars as victims of a cynical frame-up, but this has more to do with intellectual fads than hard evidence. Prominent charges against the Templars included anal sex and spitting on the cross, leading some to believe the Order were secret guardians of the Gnostic tradition (Gnostics regarded the cross as a false symbol, believing that Jesus – a spirit with no body – could not have been crucified).


One recurring feature in Templar confessions was the worship of a devil named Baphomet – variously described as a severed head, a curious idol with four faces, or, much later, a leering, goatish figure, Baphomet may have been the mummified head of the Templars’ founder, a Gnostic idol, or even some kind of ritual prop. The mystery remains, but the term ‘Baphomet’ has become an integral part of Satanic terminology, and few occult groups are able to resist evoking the Templars as their historical predecessors.


The bloodlust of the medieval Church was far from sated by the persecution of such alleged heretics. In the 1480s, with full papal backing, two monks named Jakob Sprenger and Heinrich Kramer issued a practical witch-hunting manual entitled Malleus Maleficarum (‘The Hammer of Witches’), describing how to identify witches and force confessions from them under torture before consigning them to the flames. Previously, witchcraft was officially regarded as a delusion, but Malleus Maleficarum helped trigger an international campaign of witch-hunts that lasted over two centuries and claimed upwards of a quarter-of-a-million lives in the most brutal circumstances.
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The medieval sabbat was an orgiastic, celebration parodying the solemnity of Christian worship. This early version of the Black Mass is depicted in the classic film Häxan (Witchcraft throughout the Ages – 1922.)


The history of witchcraft is swathed in controversy. Did the witch-cult truly exist? And, if it did, did it consist of isolated, eccentric old women, or was it a coherent international movement? And who, or what, did this cult worship? Self-styled early-twentieth century witch-hunter Montague Summers described the witch-cult as an underground conspiracy of ‘heretics and anarchists’, agreeing with the ‘experts’ of the period that they were dedicated to destroying the Church and ‘turning the world upside down’ in the name of their master, Satan. Numerous accounts survive of weird meetings, known as Sabbats, where the witches feasted, took drugs, danced wildly, copulated and cursed their enemies. Today, many historians deny any such rites ever took place, and cast the witch-hunters as sadistic maniacs who butchered innocents. (Indeed, the term ‘witch-hunt’ now generally denotes the persecution of an innocent by fanatically-unjust authorities.)


Other modern theorists maintain that the witch-cult was a benevolent religion that worshipped ancient nature gods, ancestors of the modern Wiccans – but this has little more than wishful thinking and romanticism to support it. Several more substantial historical accounts refer to Satan with such titles as ‘the God of the Serfs’: the Middle Ages were desperate times for the peasantry, and, if the Christian clergy supported the nobility, where else could the desperate and downtrodden turn but to the Devil? The witch-cult, therefore, may have been a creed of social rebellion based upon orgiastic revels, drug abuse and the deliberate adoption of heretical symbols, with the witches’ Sabbat as a kind of medieval hippie festival.


Certainly, the medieval peasantry regarded the Devil in a very different way to the medieval Church. The grinning gargoyles that leered from church roofs, the slapstick demons that peopled the ‘mystery’ plays put on by rural villagers, and the Devil who appears in the folk tales of the day – all suggest a view of Satan among ordinary working folk that was sympathetic to Christianity’s supposedly terrifying, hateful anti-hero. Almost every primitive culture has had a mythical character – often generically referred to as the ‘trickster’ – who is a morally-ambivalent figure of fun. Mischievous, horny, creative, lazy, foolish and wise, the trickster embodied the anarchic human spirit. Satan may have been an unusually savage and perverse trickster, but in such grim times it’s not surprising that some peasants turned to such a volatile patron when faced with oppression by the clergy and nobility.


It wasn’t only the peasantry who made resort to the demonic in times of need. In 1440 the French Baron Gilles de Rais, once one of the most wealthy and powerful men in Europe, was executed for conjuring devils. This wasn’t the only charge laid against this licentious warlord, also convicted of the wholesale sexual abuse and murder of dozens – even hundreds – of children. Twentieth-century Christian myth-mongers have highlighted the crimes of Gilles de Rais as an early example of Satanic ritual child abuse. In fact, de Rais was a medieval serial killer, his vile crimes motivated by pathological sexual impulses and chronic alcohol abuse rather than any Satanic conviction. Indeed, evidence reveals Baron Gilles as a fervent Christian – it was almost certainly the internal conflict between his own homosexual urges and the demands of his faith that twisted his libido into such a monstrously sadistic form.


Gilles de Rais was certainly involved in black magic, but this was largely separate from his recreational crimes against children. On the one occasion he made use of the remains of a victim in a magical rite, the Baron was seized by remorse and, uniquely for him, gave the corpse a Christian burial. Like all good Christians, Gilles de Rais was more concerned with his own immortal soul than the actual physical suffering of those around him.


De Rais employed sorcerers as part of his staff when his extravagant lifestyle threatened to bankrupt him. Sorcery and science were, at that time, close bedfellows. In fact, as recently as the eighteenth century, such black arts as alchemy, necromancy and astrology were regarded by many intellectuals as valid areas of scientific study. Then, just as now, many involved in pioneering research were motivated by avarice, with fast-buck schemes a favourite occupation among the scholars and sorcerers of the Middle Ages and Renaissance.


Gilles de Rais employed a number of such characters to discover the alchemical secret of creating gold from base metal. It was generally believed that the darker the magic, the higher the risk – and the higher the risk, the higher the potential reward. The most Satanic of sciences was therefore the invocation of devils, the most dangerous and rewarding of all the dark arts. The sorcerers employed by Gilles de Rais were part of a loose underground of travelling scholars who plied their wares secretly across medieval and Renaissance Europe. Operating outside the authority of the Church-controlled universities, these maverick academics were equally at home translating Greek, brewing strange medicines or confounding their clients with conjuring tricks.


As far as the Church was concerned these men had made pacts with Satan, and, in many cases, they were right. Christian authorities forbade research into the mysteries of the universe as blasphemy. Anybody whose greed or curiosity led them to ignore these warnings had, knowingly or not, thrown in their lot with the forces of darkness. Few of these cerebral heretics were as prominent as Faust – the sixteenth-century European wanderer who reputedly ‘called the Devil his brother-in-law’. Faust entered popular folklore via the genre of ‘Faustbooks’, relating how the rogue sorceror/scientist made a pact with a devil named Mephistopheles (meaning ‘flees from the light’) in return for pleasure and knowledge, a deal which eventually leads to his spectacular downfall and damnation. Early versions of the story were Christian morality tales, but later versions turned the roguish doctor into an anti-hero whose doomed quest was seen as understandable, or even noble. Prominent among these sympathetic treatments were the 1592 play Doctor Faustus, by the hell-raising English atheist Christopher Marlowe, and the 1808 poetic dramatisation Faust, by the mystically-inclined German romantic Johann Wolfgang von Goethe.


Of all the rituals of black magic none are as notorious as the Black Mass. At its most basic level, the Black Mass is a mockery of the orthodox Catholic Mass that substitutes the erotic and the profane for its sacred elements. Whores replace the ordained clergy, the holy altar is a naked woman, the communion wafer is blessed by insertion into her vagina. Other forms of the Black Mass had more specific roles, attempting to harness the holy power of the Mass for unholy ends. Many, if not most, sorcerers had clerical backgrounds, believing the Mass was the most inherently powerful of all Christian ceremonies – just as, outside the Church, there was an underground of sorcerous scholars, within it existed a number of maverick priests who would subvert the Mass in return for money or favours.
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Medieval serial killer Gilles de Rais is remembered every year at a pageant recreating his life and crimes, at his old castle in Machecoul, France.


It was just such a Black Mass priest, the French cleric Father Guiborg, who stood trial in 1678 alongside a notorious sorceress named Catherine Monvoisin, accused of the attempted murder of Louis XIV by magic. The case was a scandal of epic proportions, involving allegations of illicit abortions, child sacrifice and poisoning, all implicating people within Louis’ court. When it became clear that the King’s beautiful mistress, the Marquise de Montespan, was also heavily involved (perhaps even serving as the naked altar in one ceremony), Louis decided to draw a veil over events and proceedings were halted. Nevertheless, the macabre episode is dramatic evidence not only that the Black Mass was more than myth, but that it was employed secretly at the highest levels of European society.


Not all practitioners of the Black Mass were as cynical and bloodthirsty as Monvoisin and her acolytes (evidence suggests even here that accusations of child sacrifice actually related to ritual use of aborted foetuses). Other groups existed at this time whose parodies of holy rites were more satirical, if no less heartfelt. An informal network of Hellfire Clubs thrived in Britain during the eighteenth century, dedicated to debauchery and blasphemy. With members drawn from the cream of the political, artistic and literary establishments, they became sufficiently scandalous to inspire a number of Acts of Parliament aimed at their suppression. Historians have been inclined to dismiss the Hellfire Clubs as nothing more than riotous drinking societies, but the significance of many of the nation’s most powerful and brilliant men dedicating themselves to Satan is difficult to ignore. That they did so with laughter on their lips, and a drink in their hands, does not diminish the gesture so much as place them more firmly in the Satanic tradition.


The inspiration for the Hellfire Clubs did not come exclusively from sorcerous sources, but also drew heavily from profane literature – such as Gargantua, an unusual work combining folklore, satire, coarse humour and light-hearted philosophy, written in the sixteenth century by a renegade monk named Francois Rabelais. One section of the book concerns a monk who, as reward for bravery in battle, has an abbey built for him that he names Thelema. Like any monastic abbey it is a place of seclusion, but in other respects it’s an ‘anti-abbey’, dedicated to the pleasures of the flesh. Only the brightest, most beautiful and best are permitted within its walls, and its motto is ‘Fait Ce Que Vouldras’ (‘Do What You Will’).
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The Marquis de Sade has influenced generations of deviant philosophers since his death in 1814. This blasphemous orgy scene from his novel Justine is often mistakenly identified as the first literary record of the Black Mass.


One of the last and best known of the Hellfire Clubs was founded in emulation of the Abbey of Thelema, taking on its distinctive motto. This club was known as the Order of Saint Francis, with headquarters in Medmenham Abbey near London and on its founder Sir Francis Dashwood’s estate in Buckinghamshire. The Order finally collapsed in the 1760s due to internal conflicts between members over the pressing political issue of the day, the demand for increasing independence by Britain’s American colonies. It’s a measure of the club’s distinguished membership, however, that it contained prominent politicians from both sides of the debate.


Sir (Saint) Francis was a close personal friend of Benjamin Franklin, the leading spokesman for the colonists in London, and one of the most important figures in founding the independent United States of America. Franklin was a frequent guest at Dashwood’s home, and it’s tempting to imagine the fate of the American colonies – destined to become the world’s most powerful nation – being discussed at a smoky Hellfire Club meeting over fine wines and whores. (This may explain why the American Constitution, partially written by Franklin, made such a revolutionary separation between Church and State.) Anton LaVey, the twentieth century’s foremost Satanist, claimed in typically bombastic fashion: ‘If people knew of the role the Hell Fire Club played in Benjamin Franklin’s structuring of America, it could suggest changes like: “One Nation Under Satan”, or “United Satanic America”.’


One of the most important figures in the development of Satanic aesthetics and philosophy was a relative of Sir Francis Dashwood, the seventeenth-century English poet John Milton. Milton’s masterpiece is Paradise Lost, written in 1667, which retells the legends of Man and Satan’s fall from grace in a form which could be understood by the common reader. It’s more than a literary milestone, contributing a great deal to what is commonly believed about the Devil and his minions – more, in fact, than The Bible itself. Most importantly, in Milton’s poem Satan achieves a certain dark magnificence, becoming the archetypal anti-hero whose doomed rebellion is the act of a noble, if flawed character, His position most famously expressed in the line ‘Better to reign in Hell, than serve in Heav’n.’


Just how and why Milton, a fervently pious man, created such a powerful and attractive Satan is something of a literary mystery. Another English poet, William Blake, offers one of the best-known solutions: ‘The reason Milton wrote in fetters when he wrote of Angels & God, and at liberty when of Devils & Hell, is because he was a true Poet and of the Devil’s party without knowing it.’ Born in 1757, when Sir Francis Dashwood’s Hellfire Club was at the height of its influence, Blake was an artist, poet, mystic and epitome of the theory of a thin line between genius and insanity. (The young Blake communed naked in a tree with angels, deriving his vivid poetic style from the visions and prophecies that inspired him.)


It seems strange that the author of ‘Jerusalem’, still one of the most popular hymns sung in English churches, should belong to the Satanic tradition. But belong he does. In 1900, the Irish playwright George Bernard Shaw wrote The Devil’s Disciple, a play which features as its noble antihero Dick Dudgeon, a fervent philosophical Satanist willing to sacrifice his life for his principles. Shaw observed: ‘A century ago William Blake was, like Dick Dudgeon, an avowed Diabolonian: he called his angels devils and his devils angels. His devil is a Redeemer. Let those who have praised my originality in conceiving Dick Dudgeon’s strange religion read Blake’s Marriage of Heaven and Hell, and I shall be fortunate if they do not rail at me for being a plagiarist . . .’


Blake is often regarded as a pioneer of the Romantic movement. Today the term conjures images of willowy fops pressing flowers in flowing, loose-sleeved shirts, but in reality these young men were wild-eyed radicals whose antics led a more restrained poet of the day to label them ‘the Satanic School’. Sex and drugs and poetry were the fuel that inspired the fashionable rebel of the early nineteenth century.


‘I feel confident that I should have been a rebel Angel had the opportunity been mine,’ opined the poet John Keats. The club-footed womaniser Lord Byron observed in his Miscellaneous Thoughts that, ‘The Devil was the first o’ the name / From whom the race of rebels came.’ ‘Nothing can exceed the energy or magnificence of the character of Satan as expressed in Paradise Lost,’ wrote his contemporary Percy Bysshe Shelley, in many ways the most thoughtful of the Romantics. Shelley, who was expelled from Oxford University in 1811 for his anti-Christian beliefs, also had a strong demonic vein running through much of his own work.


While the Romantics flirted with Satan, by the end of the nineteenth century a literary movement appeared that positively adored Him. The Decadents were poets, painters and authors who championed extremes of sensation over common sense or convention, their quest taking them to the brothels, opium dens and morgues of the world’s most fashionable and exotic cities. Inevitably, Satanism is a prominent theme in the work of these artists.


Most notorious among them is the foppish Isidore Ducasse, better known under his penname of the Comte de Lautreamont. De Lautreamont was absorbed by strongly Satanic ideas about religion and human existence, potently expressed in his masterpiece, the bizarre 1868 epic The Songs of Maldoror, which combines nauseating horror and delirious absurdity in a surreal story of a war with God.


The French poet Charles Baudelaire is often regarded as the quintessential Decadent. He once declared ‘all literature is the consequence of sin’, and the evidence for this is explicit in his work. In the poem, ‘Epigraph for a Condemned Book’, Baudelaire addresses readers of his most Satanic works, The Flowers of Evil, advising them to ‘Just throw it out! unless you’ve learned / Your rhetoric in Satan’s school / You will not understand a word, / You’ll think I am hysterical.’ Indeed, the poetry contained in Baudelaire’s masterpiece does appeal to the Satanic spirit with its blend of beauty and decay, balancing a passion for life with a constant awareness of the proximity of death.


The sad-eyed American alcoholic author Edgar Allan Poe had a profound influence on the Decadents – particularly Baudelaire, who translated some of his short stories into French. While there’s nothing obviously Satanic about Poe (though his morbid stories and poems were filled with doomed love, insanity and disease) his 1829 poem ‘Alone’ is a demonic hymn to alienation, one of the major themes of 20th century Satanism: ‘From childhood’s hour ... I have not seen / As others saw – I could not bring / My passions from a common spring ...’
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One of the first ‘Satanic conspiracy’ hoaxes was perpetrated by The Devil in the Nineteenth Century. This illustration from the book, ‘Lucifer’, depicts the devil as an archetypal 1890’s dandy.


The artistic world of the late nineteenth century maintained a burgeoning interest in the occult that also centred on Paris, capital city of decadence. The most significant figure of nineteenth-century sorcery was Eliphas Lévi, whose shadow still falls across the history of the occult. In 1856 he published his magnum opus Dogme et rituel de la haute magie, (translated as Transcendental Magic), quickly building a reputation as Europe’s foremost authority on the magical arts. While outwardly a devoted Christian, a more careful reading of Lévi’s works implies he thought Christianity was all well and good for the masses, but that more enlightened souls were entitled to probe deeper. There’s a definite ambivalence about Lévi’s relationship with Satan – sometimes he roundly denounces the Prince of Darkness, at others he suggests that Satan is potentially a useful or even positive force.


Since the Middle Ages, sorcerers had worked with a bewildering patchwork of ideas borrowed from dozens of different sources and cultures. It was Lévi who first pulled that patchwork together, creating the discipline we now call ‘occultism’ by mixing Jewish mysticism, Renaissance card games and speculative eighteenth-century science. Subsequently, Lévi’s books were period best-sellers, introducing magic to the drawing rooms and coffee-houses of Europe.


During this period, Christianity was also coming under sustained attack from other angles. Among the most significant figures in this assault (albeit a reluctant one) was the English scientist Charles Darwin. The 1859 publication of his Origin of the Species sent shockwaves through the foundations of every church in the western world. Darwin’s theories shattered Christian fairy stories of Creation and revealed man for what he truly is: an animal. He observed once, in a letter to a friend, ‘What a book a devil’s chaplain might write on the clumsy, wasteful, blundering, low and horrible cruel works of nature!’ If there was a hand shaping Creation, it was not the benevolent touch of a loving God, but a callous and cruel fist. Another important voice in this anti-Christian chorus was the German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, who famously declared ‘God is dead!’ and titled one of his most important works The Antichrist. Nietzsche combined poetry and pragmatism in his ridicule of Christianity, which he described as a ‘slave religion’. As a radical individualist, Nietzsche believed that creative, talented individuals were of prime, almost mystical importance, in comparison with the cowardly, resentful, expendable mass of humanity. Nietzsche’s central idea – his ‘master-slave’ morality, that transcended the traditional Christian morality of good and evil – was to gain impetus after his death in 1900. It influenced a wide range of people: most infamously, Adolf Hitler – though his patronage sits distinctly at odds with Nietzsche’s insistence that he preferred the Jews, as cultural outsiders, to his own dull countrymen – but also the twentieth century’s international Satanic community.


Another important anti-Christian figure of the late nineteenth century was the American writer Samuel L. Clemens, better known by his penname of Mark Twain. Many would be surprised to find Twain – author of the wholesome, much-loved Adventures of Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn – credited as a Satanic thinker, but his own sentiments bear it out. As Twain once wrote in an essay, ‘I have always felt friendly towards Satan. Of course that is ancestral; it must be in the blood.’ As his life progressed, Twain became increasingly bitter towards Christianity and its brutal, stupid God. His last work was a story entitled ‘The Mysterious Stranger’, which he reworked several times on account of its importance to him. The stranger of the title is possibly Satan, or at least a relative of His, and the tale relates how He gives a gang of boys a brutal lesson in the futility of life and the cruelty of their Creator.
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In his interpretation of The Temptation of Saint Anthony, Belgian artist Felicien Rops – one of the most shamelessly Satanic members of the Decadent movement – presents a classic hybrid of the sacred and the erotic.


Twain dedicated much of the last years of his life to satirical pastiches and attacks upon The Bible, God, and Christianity in general. In 1906, four years before his death, he wrote to a friend, ‘To-morrow I mean to dictate a chapter which will get my heirs and assigns burnt alive if they venture to print it this side of 2006 A.D. – which I judge they won’t . . . The edition of A.D. 2006 will make a stir when it comes out. I shall be hovering around taking notice, along with other dead pals. You are invited.’


Twain’s pessimistic estimate of how long it would be before the world was ready for his blasphemous work was an overestimate – but only by eleven years (the full anthology of his heretical final thoughts was issued in 1995, entitled The Bible According to Mark Twain). It appeared at the end of a century when America had come to dominate the world. It would be nice to believe, however fanciful the idea, that America’s best-loved writer was somehow ‘hovering around taking notice’, as the world entered a new Satanic era.
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[image: Illustration]he magical orders and mystical fraternities of the nineteenth century endured into the new era. In an age lit by electric light, shadows remained on the fringes of radical Freemasonry, the arts and established religion. From these shadows emerged a colourful cavalcade of rogue mystics and maverick messiahs.


None of these dark stars shone as brightly as Aleister Crowley. Crowley, the self-styled ‘Great Beast’, declared himself the ‘magical child’ (via a kind of mystical adoption scheme) of Eliphas Lévi, the French magus who dominated nineteenth-century occultism. Often referred to as ‘the father of modern Satanism’, many of his present-day followers take great exception to any suggestion that Crowley was a Satanist at all.


The Great Beast was born in England as Edward Alexander Crowley in 1875, to a moderately wealthy Warwickshire brewing family. His parents were members of the Plymouth Brethren, an austere Christian sect dedicated to self-denial and discipline. Young Edward had a great affection for his pious but eccentric father, but, when he was only twelve, his father died and the boy’s care fell into the hands of his priggish mother and bigoted uncle, both of whom he despised. Crowley was sent to a Plymouth Brethren school in Cambridge, remembering his time there as ‘a boyhood in Hell’.


In order to toughen himself up, to face the school’s harsh physical discipline and the cruelty of fellow pupils, Crowley took up mountaineering. Not long afterwards, he discovered the orgasmic peaks of sex – seducing the maid while his mother was at church. Characteristically, he became an accomplished if unorthodox mountaineer, and incorporated his fierce libido into the personal philosophies he developed later.


His mother took to calling Crowley ‘the Great Beast 666’, after the devilish monster of the Book of Revelations. Taking the invective as a compliment, the youthful Edward revelled in his mother’s sanctimonious alarm. Meanwhile, any remnant of Christian belief was lashed out of him by the school cane and his mother’s sharp tongue. Crowley led a rakish existence at Trinity College, Cambridge, where he read exhaustively in everything but his prescribed studies, wrote poetry and womanised tirelessly. Inherently egotistical, Crowley bemoaned, ‘The stupidity of having had to waste uncounted priceless hours in chasing what ought to have been brought to the back door every evening with the milk!’ – these essential dairy products were the sexual favours of women.


It was at this time that Crowley, convinced of impending greatness, adopted the Celtic version of his middle name, Aleister, believing it somehow more conducive to a life of achievement. Without bothering to graduate from Cambridge, he then set out to tour Europe.


Having toyed with magic and mystical philosophies during his studies, young Crowley hoped to slake his ravening thirst for forbidden knowledge. None of the secret societies or esoteric orders he encountered in his travels impressed him – until he met a chemist named Julian Baker in a German tavern. Baker introduced Crowley to the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn – which, at that time, was rumoured to count among its ranks some of the more interesting literary figures of the late nineteenth century (in descending order of probability): the Irish poet W. B. Yeats, horror authors Arthur Machen and Algernon Blackwood, Sax Rohmer (creator of ‘yellow peril’ Dr Fu Manchu), and Bram Stoker (author of Dracula).


In 1898 Crowley was initiated into the Golden Dawn by its founder, the influential but eccentric occultist S. L. MacGregor Mathers. (Yeats later derided him as ‘half lunatic, half knave’, while the impoverished but egomaniacal Mathers’ proudest boast was that, ‘There is no part of me that is not of the gods.’) The Golden Dawn was a system of magical knowledge, welded together by Mathers from the traditions of ancient Jewish, medieval and Renaissance sorcery. It also owed much to Theosophy, as pioneered by a remarkable Russian mystic named Helena Blavatsky. In many ways a precursor to today’s New Age movement, the Theosophical Society – which survives into the present day in a more pedestrian form – took a novel mixture of Eastern mystical philosophies and glued them all together with candy-floss and bullshit.
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The young Aleister Crowley – black magician, mountaineer, poet, prophet, poseur and sexual athlete.


The part of Theosophy which most appealed to Mathers was the idea of ‘the Masters’: benevolent supermen, or demigods, who used Blavatsky as their spokeswoman on earth. Mathers worked them into his own system as the ‘Secret Chiefs’ – the hidden masters of the Golden Dawn, who only communicated via him. Cynics won’t be surprised to learn that these exalted entities promptly declared Mathers the ‘Supreme Magus’, demanding that all members of the Golden Dawn sign an oath of obedience to him. The Order, whose sorcerous rituals were supposedly aimed toward gaining power and enlightenment, subsequently became a semi-bureaucratic series of ranks and grades.


As with any serious occultist, the young Crowley kept a careful balance between open-mindedness and scepticism. He cottoned on quickly that the way to achieve genuine occult power was not to accept the myth-making of others, but to mythologise oneself.


Crowley developed an occult philosophy he called ‘Thelema’ – a cross between ego, will and charisma, qualities that the Great Beast possessed by the bucketful. Harking back to Francois Rabelais’ sixteenth-century tale Gargantua, Crowley – like Sir Francis Dashwood, with his Abbey of Medmenham – longed to create an Abbey of Thélème wherein a society of ‘anti-monks’ could thrive, insulated from the dull masses.


His progress through the order of the Golden Dawn was rapid, under his new magical title Perdurabo (meaning ‘I will endure’). However, many members objected to Crowley’s increasingly scandalous lifestyle – experimenting with drugs, rutting like a ram with partners of both sexes – and arrogant manner. However, as long as Crowley idolised the decidedly seedy Mathers, he in return protected the promising young initiate from the Order’s hostility.


Then, in 1900, Mathers went to Paris, and in his absence Crowley’s enemies fell upon him. Yeats was the leader of a rebel faction who declared the enfant terrible morally unsuitable for rising to the next grade. Mathers rallied behind his protégé. Bitter duels of magic ensued, with curses hurled and demons supposedly conjured, as well as blackmail and common-or-garden violence (Crowley hired bouncers to forcibly remove his enemies from the Order’s HQ).


Perdurabo did not endure, and the Order collapsed into disarray. In the final act of his involvement, Crowley fell out with his erstwhile guru and claimed that black magic was very literally invoked against him. He alleged that Mathers summoned a middle-aged vampiress called ‘Mrs M_’, who confronted Crowley at a friend’s house where, transformed into a beautiful young girl, she subjected him to a near-fatal seduction. According to Crowley’s account, he repelled her with his mystic forces, whereupon:


‘She writhed back from me, and again approached me even more beautiful than she had been before. She was battling for her life now, and no longer for the blood of her victim. The odour of man seemed to fill her whole subtle form with feline agility. One step nearer and then she sprang at me and with an obscene word sought to press her scarlet lips to mine. As she did so I caught and held her at arm’s length and then smote the sorceress with her own current of evil. A bluish-green light seemed to play round the head of the vampire, and then the flaxen hair turned the colour of muddy snow, and the fair skin wrinkled, and her eyes dulled and became pewter dappled with the dregs of wine. The girl of twenty had gone; before me stood a hag of 60. With dribbling curses she hobbled from the room.’


Crowley, evidently disillusioned by such remarkable experiences, used his inheritance to begin travelling again. He visited Mexico, Ceylon, India and Burma, indulging his great passions, mountaineering and sex, while absorbing as much local religious and mystical tradition as he could. The Great Beast immersed himself in the many gods of Hinduism, the sublime lethargy of the Tao, the serenity of yoga, and the beautiful emptiness of Buddhism – wherein the adherent seeks to eliminate self and become one with the greater universe, achieving the true peace of Nirvana (benign oblivion) and escaping life’s horrors.


In 1903 Crowley returned to Britain, married a dim but beautiful high-society girl named Rose and went on an extended honeymoon. While visiting Cairo, he conducted a magical experiment for his new wife’s entertainment; as if possessed, she suddenly declared, ‘They are waiting for you.’ ‘They’ were interpreted as being an Egyptian god, Horus, who apparently had a personal message for Crowley.


Crowley asked his wife a number of esoteric questions, to which she answered each correctly – the likelihood of which he calculated as being 21,168,000 to one against the odds (hardly flattering to young Rose). Convinced he was indeed speaking to a deity, Crowley obeyed his wife’s instructions to prepare to receive dictation at his desk. There, he claimed, he was visited for the first time by his guardian angel, an entity named Aiwass, who dictated to him the first chapters of The Book of the Law.


Crowley’s Book of the Law sees the world as governed by a series of ages, or aeons. The previous aeon was the age of the Egyptian goddess Isis, a time of maternal power. The current aeon is the age of the resurrected god, seen by the Egyptians as Osiris, the Greeks as Dionysus and the Christians as Jesus Christ. But this age is coming to an end, and will be replaced by the aeon of Horus, the Crowned and Conquering Child. In this new age, the only moral commandment will be, ‘Do what thou wilt shall be the whole of the law’ – carried down the centuries like a Chinese whisper, the maxim decreed all would discover their true selves and behave accordingly. But to reach this golden age, the world must first endure an orgy of barbarism and terror.


The Book of the Law foretold that Crowley would be the herald of this new age: he was, as his mother had told him, the Great Beast 666, who watches as the world collapses. But rather than the end of the world – as The Bible insists – the Apocalypse would bring about a new world of joy, freedom and truth.


[image: illustration]


The Great Beast. Familiar occultic symbols in this portrait include the eye of Horus (in pyramid) and the psychic cross, symbol of Thee Temple ov Psychic Youth. Portrait by Graham Wain.


Even the egomaniac Crowley wondered if anyone could swallow all of this wholesale, so Armageddon was temporarily put on hold. In the ensuing years, he began the Order of the Silver Star, an intended successor to the Golden Dawn, and became involved with a German-based movement called the Order of the Eastern Templars – better known as the Ordo Templi Orientis, or OTO. With its roots in renegade masonic lodges, the OTO traced its origins back to the Knights Templar, and persists in dozens of variations to the present day.


Crowley’s entry into the OTO came about when its leader, German spy Theodor Ruess, accused him of publishing some of their greatest secrets in his (perhaps aptly-titled) 1912 Book of Lies. When Crowley protested he had been told no such secrets, Ruess concluded he must have some natural aptitude for magic, initiated him under the name Baphomet (the demonic severed head allegedly adored by the Templars though it’s now associated with the Satanic symbol of the goat’s head), and set him to establishing an OTO lodge in Britain.


The OTO secrets Crowley stumbled upon were of a sexual nature – the mystic powers contained within human sperm, a power enhanced by its mixing with female love juices upon orgasm. The central power of the cosmos, it seems, definitely originated with a Big Bang. This appealed to Crowley, ever eager to experiment sexually. (The Golden Dawn never explored this avenue – Mathers had a distaste for sex which seems phobic, and probably never consummated his marriage.) As with many magical philosophies, the OTO believed everything in the universe was connected – if the individual effected significant change in mind or self, this caused wider change through a kind of cosmic domino effect. As the profoundest physical experience is that of sexual orgasm, it therefore followed that sexual energies mirrored the most powerful energies of the universe.


By this time The Book of the Law had been reprinted, and Crowley now dedicated himself to fulfilling its prophecies. In 1920 he established his Abbey of Thélème, in a ramshackle, rural Sicilian farmhouse. Somewhere between a cult commune and a hippie retreat, the Abbey witnessed countless magical experiments that – away from the prying eyes of polite society – took some decidedly oppressive and downright deranged turns. Perhaps the most notorious legend insists that one ritual required a female disciple to copulate with a goat, which then had its throat cut. Things came to a head in 1923 when a young visitor named Raoul Loveday died, and Crowley was subjected to a campaign of pious slander by the popular press. He had already attracted attention the previous year with his semi-autobiographical novel Diary of a Drug Fiend, which the British press labelled ‘a book for burning’. After the death at the Abbey they went wild, printing lurid suggestions of human sacrifice (in reality, Loveday probably died of a fever caught from drinking tainted water). Following this pillorying, Crowley was expelled from Sicily by the dictator Mussolini, who probably decided there was only room for one dangerous megalomaniac in Italy.


In 1925, Crowley was invited to Germany to become the international head of the OTO. The Great Beast was at the height of his powers. In the years that followed he self-consciously evolved the religion of Thelema, as set down in The Book of the Law, and wrote further books designed to make his magical philosophies accessible, such as Magick in Theory and Practice (1929), The Book of Thoth (1944) and Magick Without Tears (1945).
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An unflattering image of the drug-addled Crowley adorns an album sleeve by spoof Satanic rockers Upsidedown Cross.


Whereas in lesser men an insatiable appetite for sex and drugs might prove a distraction, to Crowley they were an integral part of his evangelical process. However, not even his seemingly invincible constitution could sustain this intense lifestyle forever. During the 1930s the Great Beast’s health went into serious decline, and his finances, which had been shaky for a long time, teetered on the abyss. Crowley became a parasite on the funds of his disciples. He also went through a brief period trying to revive his fortunes in the law courts, suing for libel in 1934 over uncomplimentary remarks about the Cefalau period in former acolyte Nina Hamnett’s autobiography The Laughing Torso. It was a farce, Crowley’s reputation having been destroyed by British and American tabloids (‘the king of depravities’ and ‘a man we’d like to hang’ being two descriptions from John Bull). The most ludicrous moment in the trial came when counsel asked if Crowley called himself ‘the Beast 666’, to which he responded, ‘“The Beast 666” means merely “sunlight”. You may call me “Little Sunshine”.’ He was in court again the following year, this time to declare himself bankrupt. His legendary vitality exhausted, the Great Beast spent most of the 1940s at rest homes and hotels along England’s South Coast. Chronically addicted to heroin, which he claimed he’d first been prescribed for chronic asthma, he died, in relative obscurity, at the appropriately gothic-sounding Netherwood rest home in Hastings, on 1 December 1947. His last words, legend has it, were ‘I am perplexed.’


To the casual observer, Crowley is a bewildering patchwork of different personae (indeed, one of his favourite hobbies was pretending, on his travels, to be some Persian Prince or Scottish Laird – a mystical Walter Mitty).


He was a macho, mountaineering mystic determined to test every fibre of his intellectual, physical and moral being, to endurance and beyond; a perverse, parasitic poet and painter, desperate to escape into the decadent fantasies he created. The Great Beast was also a traditional English gentleman, who allowed his rakehell tendencies to swallow him whole, and a classic sorcerer – an erudite rogue who swung between priest and conman. But was he ever truly a Satanist?


None of the various orders and lodges he belonged to, or led, saw themselves as inherently Satanic. This was, however, an aspect of magic that Crowley enjoyed immensely – he frequently invoked demons throughout his career, with a brazen indifference as to whether his magic was considered ‘black’ or ‘white’. On the other hand, this demonic current was often all but eclipsed by his Eastern influences, while Satanism is specifically linked with the Western ‘cult of the individual’ – the idea that individuality, not group identity, is sacred. The Satanic spirit is in a persistent state of conflict with the universe – it constantly seeks knowledge and experience, in order to imprint itself upon its surroundings. It’s these same spiritual rough edges that Oriental mystics wish to file off, in order to reach ‘enlightenment’.
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Modern magus Kenneth Anger (right) and sexologist Alfred Kinsey explore Crowley’s Abbey of Thélème at Cefalu. Anger made a 1955 documentary film about restoring the building.


Crowley’s ‘Do what thou wilt’ can be read as a maxim for Satanic libertinism, as well as a command to discover the true self. However, his Abbey of Thélème became a nightmarish laboratory for spiritual experimentation and mind-control games – such psychic self-laceration being severely at odds with the purer pleasures of, say, the Hellfire Club’s Medmenham Abbey.


Popular myth insists upon sex and drugs as an integral part of modern Satanism, and Crowley was certainly influential in making sex central to much modern ritual magic. However, sexual activity in Satanic ritual is a pure celebration of the carnal over the spiritual – an end in itself, rather than a meditative exercise to enable ‘enlightenment’. Many modern Satanists are also disdainful of drugs, believing they make the individual physically weak and cloud his mind – to them, Crowley’s almost supernatural diet of narcotics was the Great Beast’s greatest flaw.


Still, Crowley’s self-indulgence remains the key to understanding this curious man. For anyone who doesn’t believe magic has any power or use, it’s a profitable exercise to look at a picture of Crowley – a faintly malevolent Buddha of a man – and consider how many beautiful and respected women he bedded. (Crowley attributed his sexual magnetism to a lotion he rubbed upon his shaven head – apparently also attracting horses, which would neigh at him and follow him up the street.)


It seems Crowley could only feed his appetites if he turned them into ‘sacraments’. To his modern followers, their guru instructs them in the sacred rites of love and the exploration of inner space – while a less charitable interpretation is that the Great Beast never really shook his rigid Christian upbringing, and could not enjoy ‘sin’ for its own sake. To turn the worst of Christian sins into a sacred act was less the endorsement of a new faith than a blasphemy against the religion that scarred his infancy.


Remove Christianity – or anti-Christianity – and Crowley stops making sense. Just as he treasured the title of the Great Beast 666, he also insisted on calling his many mistresses ‘Scarlet Women’ – after the monstrous whore in ‘Revelations’ who personifies Christianity’s fear of female sexuality.


Crowley undoubtedly engaged in a great deal of animal sacrifice, and wrote about human sacrifice. This seems to be part of his addiction to giving offence – when he spoke of ‘sacrificing babies’, it’s believed he was really boasting of the biblical sin of Onan, spilling his semen on the ground. As Crowley recognised, Sunday newspapers would always find it easier to print headlines of child murder than discuss masturbation.


Once again, contrary to popular opinion, animal sacrifice is frowned upon by the majority of Satanists (while human sacrifice is up to the conscience of the individual maniac). One of Crowley’s better-known rituals, however, featured the crucifixion of a toad. As he performed this petty act of cruelty, the Great Beast addressed the hapless amphibian with the following words: ‘Lo, Jesus of Nazareth, how thou art taken in my snare. All my life long thou hast plagued me and affronted me . . . all delights have been forbidden unto me . . . Now at last I have thee; the Slave-God is in the power of the Lord of Freedom . . . ’


This strange little ritual typifies Crowley’s attitude to Christianity. He clearly sees himself as its direct opponent, and his reference to the Christian God as a god of slaves is a Nietzschean concept much favoured by modern Satanists. While it seems most likely that ‘the Lord of Freedom’ was Horus, Crowley’s ‘Conquering Child’, it’s also resonant of ‘Lord of Liberty’ – the title given to the Satanic master of the medieval sabbat, who Eliphas Lévi identified with Crowley’s namesake Baphomet.


Crowley revelled in the infamy of being ‘the wickedest man in the world’. He yearned fiercely to be recognised as a modern messiah, and, if he could not be the reborn Christ, then he would be the Antichrist. The Great Beast constantly met public disapproval head on, deriving great satisfaction from his own shock tactics. Many rumours of his provocative behaviour survive, such as the story that Crowley liked to crap on carpets, insisting that his shit was sacred (it’s not noted whether it was sacred enough for him to shit on his own doorstep).


In his book Magick in Theory and Practice, Crowley holds forth on the Prince of Darkness: ‘The Devil does not exist. It is a false name invented by the Black Brothers to imply a Unity in their ignorant muddle of dispersions. A Devil who had unity would be a God.’ (These ‘Black Brothers’ were accomplished magi, whose lack of spiritual development had nonetheless left them languishing in relative ignorance.)


However, criticisms of being muddled and lacking unity could easily be aimed at Crowley, who played many different roles and toyed with myriad belief systems. His modern apostles might say he was revealing the parallels that unite all valid mystical philosophies – more cynical observers might reply he was merely picking bits and pieces from various mythologies, stitching them together with seams of sub-biblical prophecy and obscure poetry.


In the gutter press that fed the popular imagination, Crowley’s ability to alarm always qualified him as a Satanist. Better-informed detractors are still inclined to identify Aiwass – the entity Crowley saw as his patron and guide – with Satan, or His Egyptian predecessor, Set. Crowley himself wrote that Aiwass was the counterpart of the ‘solar-phallic-hermetic Lucifer; the Devil, Satan . . . This serpent, Satan, is not the enemy of Man, but He who made Gods of our race, knowing Good and Evil; he bade “Know Thyself!” and taught Initiation.’


While Crowley described Aiwass as a tall, dark man, resembling medieval descriptions of the Devil who attended the Sabbat, it’s worth noting this quote from his Confessions: ‘I was not content to believe in a personal devil and serve him, in the ordinary sense of the word. I wanted to get hold of him personally and become his chief of staff.’ In another passage, the Great Beast enthusiastically identifies with the title character from George Bernard Shaw’s The Devil’s Disciple.


Crowley’s religion, Thelema, certainly has some of the darker, more brutal aspects of modern Satanism – particularly the elitist doctrine that some are born to serve, while others are destined to rule. But Thelema remains a religion – its adherents, most of whom blanch at the idea of their guru as a Satanist, are as locked into a Crowleyite personality cult as surely as fundamentalist Christians who worship a mythic Jesus, while Satanists, who embrace an ‘anti-religion’, are contemptuous of any herd mentality.


In the final analysis, Crowley was his own greatest work of art. He grasped life by the lapels, goosed the living daylights out of it and damned the consequences. His rebellion of both body and mind set him against the prevailing currents and placed him – in terms of influence at least – in the tradition of Western Satanism.


The underbelly of the early twentieth century yielded some far less ambiguous Satanists than Crowley. There were rumours of a new Hellfire Club in fashionable 1920s London, while William Seabrook, the American adventurer and writer, claimed to have attended several Black Masses during the 1920s and 1930s in London, Paris and New York.


Seabrook describes a ceremony supposed to return Lucifer, the ‘light-bringer’, to his rightful dominance over Creation: Latin Mass is said backwards, on an altar surmounted with the body of a naked virgin who has a chalice of red wine between her breasts. An acolyte, a whore dressed in red, is on hand to defile the heavenly host in her vagina. Most accounts of the Black Mass in this period dismiss the ceremony as a source of cheap thrills for wealthy tourists – which, given Satanism’s pragmatic nature, also validates it as a magical ritual to attract financial reward.


This period also saw the publication of the study Witchcraft and Black Magic 1926 by the eccentric Reverend Montague Summers. The aggressively pious Summers – who had a medieval inquisitor’s mind, trapped in a well-upholstered twentieth-century body – concluded his book with the biblical command, ‘Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.’ However, Summers is a more interesting figure than this personal fanaticism suggests.


The good Reverend was interested in a number of other areas that seem suspicious for a man-of-the-cloth. An acknowledged expert on gothic fiction and Restoration drama (both considered morally suspect by the standards of the day), in private Summers’ tastes ran to more overtly pornographic material. In his collection of essays, The Books of the Beast, Timothy D’Arch Smith notes that, after Summers died, among his possessions was found ‘a treasured copy of Fanny Hill . . . and a portfolio of watercolours of guardsmen engaged in pursuits which only the confines of their sentry-boxes saved from the somatically impossible’. This valiant crusader against evil was an Anglican deacon, until investigations into a charge of pederasty obliged him to join his obvious spiritual home: the Roman Catholic Church.


Summers’ homosexuality and hypocrisy are scarcely any great novelty amongst the clergy. However, D’Arch Smith claims that, on Boxing Day 1918, Summers conducted a Black Mass accompanied by two young men – the result of his sexual preoccupation with choirboys combining with a penchant for gothic melodrama. If the story rings true, then Montague Summers stands revealed not only as a twentieth-century inquisitor, but also as a latter-day Black Mass priest.


[image: illustration]


Charles Gray as Mocata in Hammer Films’ 1968 adaptation of Dennis Wheatley’s The Devil Rides Out, one of many Crowley-inspired fictional villains.


Sexuality, as repressed by the pleasure-hating Church, will naturally take on many pathological forms. In such an instance, Satanism can be used to liberate oneself from this trap – or, as in Summers’ case, to wallow in it. Such a lust for uncorrupted innocence is a traditional priest’s perversion. The Black Mass priests who have indulged this peculiarly Christian vice have traditionally turned to the powers of darkness as a temporary liberation – before returning to the arms of Mother Church, for absolution. Satanism preaches no such doctrine of forgiveness.


One similarly moralistic acquaintance of Summers, the inquisitor, was the novelist Dennis Wheatley – a man who, in his own way, contributed just as much to the twentieth-century notion of Satanism. Wheatley arranged to have dinner with both Summers and Aleister Crowley to research a book he was working on. Wheatley called Summers ‘a very interesting man’, though evidently found him a little unsettling in person. By way of contrast, he described Crowley as ‘a fascinating conversationalist’ with ‘an intellect of the first order’. In 1935, the novel Wheatley had been researching appeared under the title The Devil Rides Out.


A prolific author, Wheatley specialised in action-adventure yarns of the John Buchan school, where pace and drama often substituted for atmosphere or character. It was a popular recipe, with his books selling nearly 30 million copies worldwide. Wheatley was a prolific writer, penning over 50 novels, of which only eight were black magic thrillers. Nevertheless, it’s as an author of occult fiction that he’s remembered. The public developed an appetite for Dennis Wheatley’s stories of Satanic cults and suburban Devil-worshippers – in satisfying that appetite, he helped create the popular image of Satanism.


Wheatley was a bluff gentleman of the old school – with a military background and stiff upper lip to match – who created the kind of Satanists that reflected his personal prejudices. They were sinister, swarthy foreigners, weak-willed, thrill-seeking young aristocrats and immoral sophisticates. However, Wheatley’s heroes also showed hints of exotic darkness – particularly the vaguely Satanic good guy, the Duc De Richleau. Wheatley was very much a creature of his age, and his gradual decline in popularity, since his death in 1977, is due to the disappearance of the world he wrote about, with all its formal traditions and moral certainties.


It’s telling that the source Wheatley relied on most for information on the dark arts was one Rollo Ahmed. According to Wheatley, Ahmed was half-Egyptian, half-West Indian, and had been brought up in the ‘devil-ridden islands and the little-explored forests of Yucatan, Guiana and Brazil’. Such an exotic pedigree obviously gave Ahmed a good grounding in diabolism – it was a standard Christian assumption that primitive tribes worshipped devils.


Ahmed shared Wheatley’s conviction that dabbling with magic was terribly dangerous, supposedly from personal experience: Wheatley claimed to have lost touch with him shortly after he ‘slipped up in a ceremony and failed to master a demon, who had caused all his teeth to fall out’. In dim echoes of the Protestant Faustbooks 400 years before, the Catholic Wheatley prefaced his Satanic thrillers with dire warnings on the Devil and all His works – just thinking too long on Satan was dangerous enough, let alone engaging in a Black Mass. (As Ahmed was all too aware, the dangers were not merely spiritual but dental.)


Such warnings carried the implication that, while Wheatley was strong, virtuous and smart enough to survive the horrors and temptations of the Prince of Darkness, you, the humble reader, were obviously not. It added a delicious air of danger to the books, while feeding the author’s authority (and ego). It did not hurt sales much either.


These warnings also reinforced the idea that Wheatley’s stories were more than mere fictions, that the Satanic forces described in his novels were a real threat to the civilised world. In They Used Dark Forces, however, the hero tried to overthrow the Third Reich with black magic. Having served on Winston Churchill’s Joint Planning Staff during the Second World War, Wheatley was at pains to insist that ‘during the war Churchill had no truck with occultism of any kind’ (to which Crowley would doubtless have taken exception, claiming to have suggested Churchill’s ‘V for Victory’ sign).


However, Wheatley was not so sure about the opposition, dropping dark hints that the Germans had made recourse to black magic during World War Two. This was far from an isolated opinion, and, as the 1930s gave evil a new face for the twentieth century, some concluded that the power lurking behind its eyes was literally Satanic.
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[image: Illustration]ll good religions need some kind of Apocalypse. Thelema – the new religion of Aleister Crowley – was no exception. The Great Beast fully expected his new holy age, the Aeon of Horus, to be ushered in with an orgy of violence and bloodshed.


With the advent of the First World War, the prophecy seemed to have been satisfied. Over four long years, the optimism and complacency of nineteenth-century Europe drowned in the mud of the Western Front, along with hundreds of thousands of young soldiers.


However, Crowley seemed curiously indifferent to the whole affair. With typical arrogance, when the British Government refused his offer to produce war propaganda, the Luciferian man of letters travelled to the US to write anti-British propaganda. If he could not find recognition on the side of the angels, the Great Beast was always ready to side with the opposition. But Crowley later claimed he wrote deliberately absurd material to discredit the German cause. His article on the bombing of London by Zeppelin airships gives credence to this eccentric defence:


‘For some reason or other in their last Zeppelin raid on London the Germans appear to have decided to make the damage as widespread as possible, instead of concentrating it in one quarter . . . A great deal of damage was done at Croydon, especially at its suburb Addiscombe, where my aunt lives. Unfortunately her house was not hit. Count Zeppelin is respectfully requested to try again. The exact address is Eton Lodge, Outram Road.’


If World War One had been too minor a cataclysm to introduce Crowley’s Age of Horus, 1939 heralded a new orgy of human suffering. The Beast always maintained that the first nation to adopt his Book of the Law as a state religion would dominate the world. During the 1930s, however, as the Third Reich came to power, his ambivalence towards Germany – the country where his magical doctrines were taken most seriously – is perhaps understandable.
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