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ALEISTER CROWLEY

in India

“Relying to a large degree on unpublished documents, Churton’s narrative account demonstrates the extent of Crowley’s engagement with both the theoretical and practical dimensions of Hindu and Buddhist teachings and their enduring influence on his magical philosophy. Crowley’s efforts in conjoining the spiritual systems of the East and West have important implications for the study of comparative esotericism, and Churton deserves praise for his eloquent treatment of this fascinating subject.”

GORDAN DJURDJEVIC, PH.D., AUTHOR OF INDIA AND THE OCCULT

“The devil is in the details when it comes to the study of Aleister Crowley, and in this groundbreaking book Tobias Churton offers a compelling look at this all-too-overlooked period of Crowley’s sojourns in South Asia. Much praise and credit is due to Churton for revealing the many strands of Crowley’s life and relationships during this formative period—from his poetry to his mountaineering and from his interest in the yogi Śrī Sabhāpati Svāmī to his humorous and often purposely offensive social commentaries. Scholars of early modern Hinduism, Buddhism, and Western esotericism as well as general Crowley aficionados will all find much of interest here, especially given the wealth of historical context that Churton provides for the colonial-era history of India, for early Theosophy, and of course for Crowley right in the thick of it all with his mystical and magical aspirations.”

KEITH CANTÚ, PH.D. CANDIDATE IN RELIGIOUS STUDIES AT THE 
UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA, SANTA BARBARA

“In this excellent book, Tobias Churton examines Crowley’s critically productive time as a student of yoga and Buddhism under his brilliant mentor Allan Bennett and sheds light on the wider context of the cultural push to bring Eastern mysticism to the West, a movement that has shaped both modern spirituality and world history itself.”

JASON LOUV, AUTHOR OF JOHN DEE AND THE EMPIRE OF ANGELS 
AND TEACHER OF MAGICK AND MEDITATION AT MAGICK.ME

“Tobias Churton has once again uncovered—and more importantly, interpreted—some critical aspects of Aleister Crowley’s life and legacy. As with Aleister Crowley in America, he has leveraged his unprecedented access to long-hidden archival material by and about the Great Beast; with these records Churton fills in additional pieces of the grand puzzle that is Crowley, so the reader can see a more complete picture of the experiences that shaped the development and interpretation of his mandate to spread Thelema to the world.”

TOBY CHAPPELL, AUTHOR OF INFERNAL GEOMETRY AND THE LEFT-HAND 
PATH
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INDIA, as traveled in 1902 by Dr. Jules Jacot-Guillarmod, member of Aleister Crowley’s Kangchenjunga Expedition (from Guillarmod’s Six Mois dans l’Himalaya, Neuchâtel, Switzerland: Sandoz, 1904).



Acknowledgments

This project could neither have gotten off the ground nor—to mix metaphors—reached its summit without the kind encouragement of William Breeze, Outer Head of the Ordo Templi Orientis. I thank him deeply for making available not only vital documentation—much of it previously unpublished—but for his advice, patience, good humor, and many tips as to which forgotten cases it might yet prove worthwhile to investigate. I should also like to thank James Wasserman and Stephen King, both shining members of the same order, for their good will and friendliness toward this special book project.

My dear friend in Florida, Renate zum Tobel, has been enormously helpful in making me look deeper into the work of Madame Blavatsky and the Theosophical Society, without whose labors Aleister Crowley would never have followed the path he did across the Indian subcontinent. Renate is herself a responsible member of the T.S. today, and it is thanks to her that I was permitted access to a digitized copy of Col. Henry S. Olcott’s personal copy of Sabhapaty Swami’s book on Vedantic rāja yoga, which would prove so influential to Crowley’s understanding of the potential of jñāna yoga. I am most grateful to Janet Kerschner, who coordinated the digitizing project between the Henry S. Olcott Memorial Library and the Archives Department of the Theosophical Society in America, and the Adyar Library and Research Centre of the Theosophical Society, Adyar, India, for permitting the publisher to draw on her and her colleagues’ important work.

Persons who find the figure of Alpinist, keen photographer, doctor, and natural scientist Jules Jacot-Guillarmod an impressive and inspiring one will share my appreciation for the work of the Fondation de l’Hôtel de Commune de Lignières, Switzerland, for providing biographical information about Crowley’s mountaineering colleague on the K2 and Kangchenjunga expeditions, along with extracts from Guillarmod’s climbing journal on the foundation’s website. Dr. Guillarmod lived in Lignières, serving the sick there between 1904 and 1905, and again from 1906 to 1910.

Other helpful sources of ideas and information include LAShTAL, the remarkable website of the Aleister Crowley Society, run so ably by Paul Feazey, and the cyber-archive project devoted to Crowley’s works that is the 100th Monkey Press who continue to augment their useful database, including an archive of Crowley’s many appearances in world newspapers and magazines, from the 1890s to this day.

I should like to thank Dr. Philip Young, Assistant Librarian at the Warburg Institute, for his kind assistance in making me so welcome to study the Yorke Collection of Crowleyana, a most vital resource for serious Crowley studies.

Not far from the Warburg Institute stands the wonderful Atlantis Bookshop on Museum Street. Thanks are due to Geraldine and Bali Beskin, who daily open its doors to the seekers and curiosi of our times, for their long and caring encouragement of my work, which would never have begun, had my mother not pushed me through the Atlantis’s doors back in the summer of 1979.

Finally, I must express my indebtedness to the inspired, tireless work of Inner Traditions International: to Jon Graham and Ehud Sperling for commissioning the book, to my superb editor, Mindy Branstetter, to Jeanie Levitan for love and discipline, to Ashley Kolesnik for publicity, and to Kelly Bowen, and all the marvelous staff at Rochester, Vermont’s, hive of determined, practical idealism.

To everyone I have mentioned by name and all who care about its subject, I dedicate this book, that we may all look higher than mountains, to that “One Star in Sight.”

TOBIAS CHURTON,

ENGLAND, 2019



INTRODUCTION


[image: image]

Tipping Point for India: Catalyst for Crowley

 

 

From Ind—shall her summons awaken?

Her voices are those of the dead!

By famine and cholera shaken,

By taxes and usury bled,

In the hour of her torture forsaken,

Stones given for bread!

FROM CARMEN SAECULARE, ALEISTER CROWLEY, 1900

In 1897, while the British Empire celebrated Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee, western India was wracked by famine. Exacerbated by bubonic plague and other killer diseases, Plague Commissioner Walter C. Rand employed brutal methods to prevent infection spreading. Oblivious to custom, troops destroyed private property considered contaminated. Amid reports of rapes, with males and females segregated into plague camps, over-vigorous searches damaged religious shrines. On June 22, Indian revolutionaries, the Chapekar brothers, assassinated Rand and army lieutenant Charles Egerton Ayerst at Rand’s base at Poona.

British power in India had reached both summit and tipping point. An empire born from competition first with the Portuguese, then the Dutch, later with the French, Britain’s East India Company eventually triumphed over competitors for influence over a decaying, corrupt, and periodically anarchic late Mughal Empire. Mughal conquest of India having begun in 1526, India was already a conquered country. East India Company commander Robert Clive’s 1751 to 1757 campaigns to keep the French from ejecting the British from Madras and Bengal left much of eastern India under British control. In September 1803, war with remaining independent Marathas in the west climaxed in the capture of Delhi and of Mughal emperor Shah Alam. As Michael Edwardes expressed the British achievement: “In less than eighty years, a company of merchants from a small country thousands of miles away had managed to gain control of a vast Empire.”1 Most of India was now under dual government: Crown and Company. Complete control would take some decades yet, with costly wars fought in Sindh, the Punjab, Burma, and elsewhere.

Aleister Crowley’s account in chapter 34 of his Confessions concerning the psychology of effective British rule reveals—sometimes, note, with irony and full tongue in cheek—what he believed it took to govern India and, especially ironically, what it would take for the British to maintain dominance:

England conquered India by understanding the minds of the inhabitants, by establishing her own standards of conduct as arbitrary, and contemptuously permitting the native to retain his own wherever they did not conflict with the service of the conqueror. England is losing India by consenting to admit the existence of the conquered races; by consenting to argue; by trying to find a value for incommensurables. Indian civilization is far superior to our own and to enter into open competition is to invoke defeat. We won India by matching our irrational, bigoted, brutal manhood against their etiolated culture.

We cannot even plead that we have lacked a prophet. The genius of Rudyard Kipling, however aesthetically abominable, has divined the secrets of destiny with cloudless clarity. His stories and his sermons are equally informed by the brainless yet unanswerable argument based on intuitive cognition of the critical facts. India can be governed, as history proves, by any alien autocracy with sufficient moral courage to dismiss Hindu subtlety as barbaric and go its own way regardless of reason. But India has always conquered its invaders by initiating them. No sooner does the sahib suspect that he is not Almighty God than the attributes of Jehovah cease to arm him with unreasonable omnipotence. Our rule in India has perished because we have allowed ourselves to consider the question of divine right. The proverb says that the gods themselves cannot contend with stupidity, and the stupidity of the sahib in the days of Nicholson*1 reduced India to impotence. But we allowed the intellectual Bengali to invade England and caress our housemaids in the precincts of the Earl’s Court exhibition. He returned to Calcutta, an outcast indeed from his own social system, but yet a conqueror of English fashions and femininity. We admitted his claim to compete with us, and our prestige perished exactly as did that of the Church when Luther asserted the right of private judgment.

We conquered the peninsula by sheer moral superiority. Our unity, our self-respect, our courage, honesty, and sense of justice awakened the wonder, commanded the admiration, and enforced the obedience of those who either lacked those qualities altogether, possessed some of them and felt the lack of the others, or had, actually or traditionally, sufficient of them to make them the criteria of right and ability to govern. As elsewhere observed, our modern acquiescence in the rationally irrefutable argument that the color of a man’s skin does not prevent him from being competent in any given respect, has knocked the foundations from underneath the structure of our authority. . . .

India could be kept in order, even now, to its own salvation and our great credit and profit, if we would eliminate the European women and tradesmen, the competition wallah, and the haw-haw officer, and entrust the government of the country to a body of sworn “samurai” vowed like the Jesuits to chastity and obedience, together with either poverty or a type of splendour in which there should be no element of personal pride or indulgence, but only prestige. Like the Jesuits, too, these men should be sworn never to return to Europe as long as they lived. The capacity of such men to govern would be guaranteed by the fact of their having volunteered to accept such conditions. They would enjoy universal respect and absolute trust. They would require no army to enforce their authority. All the best elements of India would spontaneously unite to support it. One further condition. They would have to be guaranteed against the interference of any ignorant and indifferent House of Commons. The stupid callousness of the India Office is as much to be dreaded as the silly sentimentalism of sympathizers with “national aspirations,” “the brotherhood of man,” and all such bunkum.2

Crowley’s reflections not only reveal much about his personal philosophy, but, interestingly, also intuit British rule in India as being practically finished; he interpreted the signs.

The point of view of administrators on the ground is well expressed by historian of British India, Michael Edwardes: “Anglo-Indian administrators determined on successful, peaceful and prosperous rule. They performed miracles of construction that laid the foundations of modern India . . . but as they did so they created for themselves an enclosed world consciously designed to separate the rulers and ruled.”3 Even after 1858, when East India Company functions passed to the Crown, Indians were barred from upper levels of administration, regardless of Queen Victoria’s post-Mutiny proclamation that all her subjects be “impartially admitted to Office in Our Service.”

Access to governance dominated the Indian National Congress’s founding in 1885 (under Theosophist inspiration; see here), while lack of progress in this regard fueled frustration, with reformers’ attitudes diverging ever more widely. While middle-class Congress leader Gopal Krishna Gokhale favored gradual progress in partnership with “the genius of the British people,”4 religious nationalists inspired in Bengal by civil servant (until 1891) Bankim Chandra Chatterji—who identified love of country with love of God—saw the Raj as prelude to a Hindu India revived. Bal Gangadhar Tilak (1856–1920), founder of the Indian Independence Movement, also opposed Gokhale. Imprisoned for sedition in 1897 (suspected of using the Bhagavad Gita to incite the Chapekar brothers into assassinating Rand), Tilak looked provocatively to former Maratha independence as an ideal. Radically inspired young men gathered in secret societies, waiting for an opportunity to launch revolution. In 1905 opportunity came when Bengal was divided to assist a Muslim majority in the east. Crowley witnessed the tension during his third Indian sojourn.

In 1899, thirty-nine-year-old George Nathaniel Curzon (1st Marquis Curzon of Kedleston) became viceroy of India. He would be viceroy throughout Crowley’s presence in India. Bringing brilliance, dynamism, and originality to the task—as well as specialist knowledge of a perceived Russian threat from Afghanistan’s northern border—Curzon was creative, sensitive, flexible, and highly industrious. In 1902, around the time Curzon called for Oscar Eckenstein’s detention from the Eckenstein-Crowley K2 expedition, Curzon confessed to his private secretary “that under the intense pressure of business he sometimes felt as if he were going mad.”5 When Crowley arrived at Colombo to study rāja yoga with friend Allan Bennett in August 1901, Curzon was presiding over a conference on education at Simla, personally drafting 150 resolutions. Predictably, Curzon endured disappointment with lack of initiative at the top of India’s incorruptible Civil Service, and the sense that his reforming interests were neither shared by India’s ruling Council nor by London. Time would prove Curzon India’s last great viceroy.

Crowley gazed beyond Curzon’s practical concerns. Convinced the world had entered a new era of liberty and insight, Crowley believed the spiritual keys to that future required recovering the workable essence of past knowledge, and reintegrating it with science. Madame Blavatsky and the Theosophical Society had, he believed, already laid first ground for reconstruction. Founded in the year of Crowley’s birth—1875—the Society moved from New York to Bombay in 1879, engaging directly with Indian religion. The Theosophical Society advanced a new consciousness of parity between Hinduism, Buddhism, and Christianity subversive of British assumptions of dominance (as well as of Hindu and Buddhist particularity).

Crowley, meanwhile, grew to manhood amid strictures of an upper-middle-class, exclusive and fundamentalist Plymouth Brethren household, against which he began rebelling, aged eleven, when his wealthy father—gentleman-preacher Edward Crowley (1830–1887)—succumbed to cancer.

Raised in Leamington, Warwickshire, and Redhill, Surrey, Crowley attended a string of private schools, with tutors providing his largely classical and scientific education. Bullying led him to embrace mountaineering for strength, and by the time he entered Cambridge in 1896—nominated by Prime Minister Lord Salisbury with a diplomatic career expected—he was fit, handsome, highly intelligent, profoundly romantic, artistic, and bisexual.*2 At Cambridge, Crowley’s mind underwent a major turnabout. In 1897, awareness of life’s sorrowful, fatal nature—and worldly ambition’s ultimate futility—overwhelmed him. Attracted to a philosophy of spiritual causes, he sought the attention of beings he believed held the levers of human destiny in their power; them he chose to serve, an ambition that led him into the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, specializing in Western, neo-Rosicrucian magic, founded in the wake of scandal that beset the Theosophical Society in 1888, leading many members to demit from its pro-Hindu-Buddhist agenda. The Golden Dawn itself split in spring 1900, and a disappointed Crowley began traveling around the world as an adept on a quest. The world, he believed, was on the cusp of spiritual revolution, and the adept was dimly aware he had come to India to learn how to play his part in it.



PART ONE

CROWLEY IN INDIA




ONE
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Go East, Young Man!

Sail due west from Great Britain and you hit the coast of North America; continue westward and you’ll reach the Pacific on the west coast; keep heading west, and you’ll find yourself in the Far East. The world is a circle, and we find ourselves at the beginning.

Self-exiled from his British homeland for nearly a year, twenty-five-year-old Aleister Crowley boarded steamship Nippon Maru, bound westward for Honolulu at San Francisco on May 3, 1901. Reading matter included The Astral Plane, Its Scenery, Inhabitants and Phenomena, published in 1894 by C. W. Leadbeater when secretary of London’s lodge of the Theosophical Society.

Theosophy was in the air. Theosophy means thinking about spiritual things. Its aim: a system accommodating science while embodying spiritual knowledge, or wisdom about God.

Docking at Honolulu six days later, Crowley noted a local paper’s announcement of a “White Lotus Day” at a local Theosophical lodge to commemorate Helena Petrovna Blavatsky’s death, which had occurred a decade before, on May 8, 1891. Crowley planned to visit the lodge during his month in Hawaii, before venturing on to Japan, China, and India. Without Theosophy, Crowley’s first journey to India in 1901 to 1902 would never have happened. Understanding why this is so entails understanding Crowley’s early relations with Theosophy, whose organization, more than any other, revolutionized Western perceptions of Indian religion.
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Crowley confessed two main motives for quitting the Americas for the East. First was a quest for further mountaineering achievements with friend Oscar Eckenstein. Having scaled Mexico’s peaks in early 1901, the pioneers anticipated hurling themselves against the mighty Himalayas in 1902. Second, Crowley wished to interview Allan Bennett, his admired friend and fellow member of the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn. Bennett had been studying rāja yoga and Buddhism in Ceylon (today’s Sri Lanka) since early 1900. Crowley sought to resolve a dilemma, involving Bennett, derived from the tangled story of the Golden Dawn and the Theosophical Society, a story that explains Crowley’s interest in both Bennett and India.

The Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn in part represented a reaction to the Theosophical Society’s preoccupation with Indian religion. Conversely, Bennett’s quitting London for Ceylon represented his own reaction to the Golden Dawn magic he’d mastered, discarding it for an Indian spiritual idealism fostered by the Theosophical Society. Since Bennett had been Crowley’s guide in magic, Crowley needed to know whether Bennett’s departure from former mentor and Golden Dawn founder Samuel “Macgregor” Mathers was philosophically motivated, or whether it was rooted in doubts over Mathers’s integrity, for which wavering reed Crowley himself had expended considerable time, energy, reputation, and money in 1900.

Shortly before Crowley’s arrival in Ceylon in August 1901, Bennett gave his first address on the subject of Buddhism’s Four Noble Truths. Significantly, it was delivered to the Theosophical Society’s Hope Lodge, in Colombo.


MADAME BLAVATSKY AND INDIA

If we credit her accounts, the woman born Helena Petrovna von Hahn—the woman Crowley came to regard as his spiritual predecessor—entered India in 1852 in search of an alternative spiritual system to that of the Russian Orthodox Christianity in which she’d been raised. Blavatsky explained to friend Countess Constance Wachtmeister how her first Indian adventure was rooted in childhood, when she’d experienced the astral form of a being close to her. Like a guardian angel, he was particularly close in times of danger.1 During a visit to London in 1851, this being appeared as a living person on her twentieth birthday.*3 That person gave his name as “Morya,” a Rajput by birth, participating in a political delegation to Britain’s capital. Blavatsky subsequently claimed Morya explained how a new society to reform spiritual knowledge could be formed, a task requiring three years’ training in Tibet.†4

Having toured the Americas, Blavatsky claimed she arrived in Bombay in late 1852, but failed to enter Tibet via Nepal. Welcoming a few merchants, Tibet restricted entry to foreigners at its remote borders. Sylvia Cranston’s biography of Blavatsky offers evidence to support elements of Helena’s story. In 1893, Theosophical Society co-founder Col. Olcott met Major General C. Murray, Seventieth Bengal Infantry (rtd.), chairman of the Monghyr Municipality, by chance on a train. According to Olcott’s account—signed as true by Murray in Olcott’s diary—Murray was captain of the Sebundy Sappers and Miners when he met Blavatsky in 1854 or 1855, 19 miles south of Darjeeling at Punkabaree (Pankhabari), due south of Mount Kangchenjunga, and some 81 miles south of the Tibetan border. Hearing about a European lady abroad, Murray instructed a subordinate to fetch her. Murray recalled the woman telling him she wanted to go to Tibet “to write a book.” Staying with the Murrays for about a month, she finally realized it was impossible. Murray heard of her again at Dinajpore (Dinajpur) in faraway West Bengal.2 Murray thought her about thirty years of age. Age and dates differ with Blavatsky’s account, as her account has her returning to England via Java in 1853.

Blavatsky insisted she again attempted to enter Tibet via Kashmir and Ladakh, arriving in India via Japan in late 1855. Biographer Cranston sees no reason to doubt the idea that Blavatsky’s Indian tour and alleged Tibetan sojourn of 1856, helped by her “Mongolian” appearance, provided material for articles on the caves and jungles of Hindustan, published under the name “Radda Bai” in the Moscow Chronicle after the Theosophical Society was founded.

Blavatsky claimed instruction under a Siberian shaman in Tibet who wanted help with Russian authorities to return to his homeland: a curious detail. Murray’s account to Olcott indicated Murray himself once met a Hindu gentleman in Bareilly (about 124 miles east of Delhi) who recalled a European lady who tried to enter Tibet via Kashmir, and identified her with the Blavatsky who came to India on T.S. business in 1879. Ladakh, meaning “the land of high passes,” in Jammu and Kashmir, known collectively as Baltistan, is also known—when we include the Karakoram mountains—as “Little Tibet.” People of Tibetan origin dwell in Ladakh, and Little Tibet may be deemed better than no Tibet at all, though Blavatsky never claimed to have achieved her objective of visiting Lhasa, the Dalai Lama’s home in southeastern Tibet. She did, however, claim to have studied Mahāyāna Buddhism in Tibet.

The term Mahāyāna possibly originates in the word mahājnāna, that is, “a great knowing,” consisting of how an individual may achieve spiritual liberation in this life if sorrow and the temptation to bad practices and tendencies can be overcome. Good practices advocated in the tradition include ascetic self-denial, and, in the 
Lokakṣema sūtra corpus, retirement into forests for meditative concentration to the stage of samādhi. Such conditions were held to expand spiritual consciousness and stimulate fresh revelation.*5

The detail about the Siberian shaman, whom Blavatsky says could transfer thoughts and images to far distant persons by mind power, is interesting, especially his desire to return to the Russian Empire. Contacts between the Russian court and Tibetan medicine do in fact date to the 1850s, when Buddhist Buryat lama Sultim Badma (died 1873) arrived in St. Petersburg in 1857. Appointed to the Nikolayevsky military hospital, he was authorized to practice the three-humor-based herbal medicine that southern Siberian Buryat doctors shared with Tibet, establishing a Tibetan pharmacy—the first in Europe—on Suvorovsky Street in St. Petersburg, inviting younger brother Zhamsaran to join him.

Rechristened Pyotr Aleksandrovich Badmayev, Zhamsaran became Tibetan medicine’s leading advocate in Russia, with a clinic on the Poklonnaya Hill just outside of St. Petersburg. Count Sergei Witte (1849–1915), minister of finance from 1892 and later prime minister, became one of his patients. The count was Blavatsky’s cousin.

Closely related to important figures in nineteenth-century Russian military and diplomatic history, we may wonder what British military intelligence officers might have made of such a well-connected woman exploring hidden passes that led out of Tibet (as she claimed to have traveled) and back into India—the kind of thing the British mounted expeditions to determine in the “Great Game,” as British India’s diplomatic and not very diplomatic engagement with Russia was known.

Helena’s relatives gave her more than access to corridors of power. Blavatsky’s mother Elena’s maternal grandfather, Prince Pavel Dolgorukov (died 1838), possessed hundreds of books and manuscripts on alchemy, magic, Freemasonry, and Rosicrucianism. After Elena von Hahn’s death in 1842, Helena Petrovna joined her grandmother’s household, gaining unrestricted access to the late prince’s library. According to K. Paul Johnson, absorption in the library brought Helena to the idea of “Unknown Superiors” familiar to “Strict Observance” Templarist and neo-Rosicrucian Freemasonry,3 an experience that probably shaped her perception of “the Masters”—and Crowley’s too, in due course.

In 1847, aged sixteen, Helena Petrovna had moved with her family to Tiflis on the appointment of grandfather and diplomat Andrey Mikhailovich Fedeev (or Fadeyev) to the Council of Secret Governance for the Transcaucasia region. Tiflis resident Prince Aleksandr Golitsyn, Freemason, magician, and seer, paid a call on Helena’s grandparents, greatly impressing young Helena. According to the memoirs of the wife of Tiflis’s governor, Madame Ermolov, Helena and Aleksandr’s long conversations kindled such passion that the couple ran away, an adventure that encouraged Helena’s family to condone her hasty marriage on June 7, 1849, to the older Nikifor Vladimirovich Blavatsky, vice-governor of Erevan, Armenia. Ermolov suggested it was Prince Golitsyn who gave Helena contact details for Coptic magician Paolos Metamon, considered Blavatsky’s first “master” in occultism.4

Escaping marriage, Helena went first to relatives in Tiflis, then to Odessa where she took English sailboat Commodore to Kerch before moving on to Constantinople, where she met Russian countess Kiseleva with whom she traveled to Egypt, Greece, and central Europe. In Cairo in 1851, Blavatsky met American writer, artist, Freemason, and archaeologist Albert Rawson (born 1828). Fascinated by ancient and esoteric religion, Rawson enthusiastically joined American fringe Masonic orders. In later life he recalled of their encounters—he and Blavatsky were together in Paris and the States in the early 1850s—how she claimed her destiny was to liberate the human mind, a work not “hers” but of “Him who sent me,” a phrase from Saint John’s Gospel used by Jesus.

Madame Blavatsky claimed that having left “Tibet” at the end of 1856, her occult guardian insisted she leave India, shortly before the Indian Mutiny (a near-catastrophic revolt of Indian troops against British rule) and before completing the three years in Tibet expected of her by Master Morya. It seems unwise to discount other, possibly covert, objectives in Blavatsky’s attempts to investigate the Himalayan borders with India.

While Russians intrigued with Afghanistan’s emir throughout the 1870s, Blavatsky went to the United States. Investigating “spiritist” phenomena, she met Colonel Henry Steel Olcott, together forming the “Theosophical Society” in New York to investigate spiritual powers that might force science to abandon materialism. News of the Society reached Ceylon, whence came enquiries that encouraged Olcott and Blavatsky to reestablish the Society among sympathizers in India.

Reports of Blavatsky and Olcott leaving New York for India, via England, appeared in New York on December 10, 1878. Having secured American citizenship to obtain an American passport to protect, if necessary, a Russian woman from British Government restraint, Blavatsky informed a Daily Graphic journalist: “I am going to Liverpool and London, where we have branch Theosophical Societies: Then I shall go to Bombay. Oh! How glad I shall be to see my dear Indian home again!”5

Arriving in Bombay harbor on February 16, 1879, Blavatsky and Olcott were taken to a small house in Girgaum Back Road, in Bombay’s native Hindu quarter. There they established headquarters. Hindu and Parsee gentlemen called on them. Olcott would soon be giving lectures telling Zoroastrians how they should commit more deeply to their traditions, as against modernist or European learning.*6

It was not long before Blavatsky attracted fame for feats such as producing at will new designs on embroidered handkerchiefs, letters falling from the ceiling, sounds, manifestations of the “Masters,” and apparently miraculous transplacing of lost or familiar objects. Such feats would certainly be a problem for science. It appeared Blavatsky could out-do a guru with all the siddhis, and, it should be noted, in India, as in medieval Europe, miracles were signs of holiness.

Alfred Percy Sinnett, editor of popular daily paper the Pioneer, founded in Allahabad, joined the Bombay Theosophists, whereupon the triumvirate embarked on a tour of northwest India: an interesting time, one might think, to be promoting indigenous religions (excepting Christianity) through the gauze of miraculous (unless you knew the secret “science”) “spiritualism.”

While violent conflict flared up with Afghanistan, the Russian Blavatsky and American Col. Olcott returned to Bombay in October 1879 to publish the Theosophist: “A Monthly Journal devoted to Oriental Philosophy, Art, Literature, and Occultism, embracing Mesmerism, Spiritualism, and other Secret Sciences. Conducted by H. P. Blavatsky.” The Theosophical Society grew rapidly. Young native men with mystical visions of beings from spiritual worlds could feel elevated in a “universal brotherhood” dedicated to “spiritual science.” Many Europeans also were looking for something to bolster religious faith and to undermine what they perceived as gross materialism in mercantile and scientific progress. India, it transpired, had hidden knowledge, secret glories, revelatory truth: all to be brought into a transcendentalist phase of transnational universalism or spiritual messianism. It was as if Blavatsky projected a suppressed Western spirituality onto the British “possession” that was India, rendering it new and strange, pregnant with “Aryan” mystique. It came as a novel surprise to Indians, many of whom considered Theosophy’s message foreign and strange, albeit interesting and politically helpful.

It is evident from reports and letters that abounded in this period concerning Blavatsky that what drew most interest was not her Society’s idea of a future marriage of religion and science, or the search for “truth,” or even a “secret doctrine,” be it Gnostic, Vedantist, or Buddhist, or all of them in an esoteric mélange, but rather the instantaneous duplication of documents and articles of clothing, the making of inscriptions in golden letters in oriental texts, mysterious musical sounds, “raps” with no source, tables held to the ground by unseen force, the production of paintings and writings on paper by placing her palm on blank sheets, and other curiosities: a lost piece of crockery appearing with no rational explanation buried outside in the grounds of a house, trinkets appearing as by magic in a person’s pocket—all done in plain view, with the Madame herself visible and benign. And, most influential of all, the mode of communication between the Mahatmas and their star pupil, and her followers: letters sent without benefit of the (very efficient) Indian postal service, messages that fell from thin air, their contents exhibiting knowledge of recent discussion or future requirements—all working overtime in a rush to convince the most skeptical skeptic or to bathe in hope the supine believer.

As A. P. Sinnett wrote: “The raps gave me a complete assurance that she was in possession of some faculties of an abnormal character.”6

Quite.

While little Edward Alexander Crowley celebrated his fourth birthday at 30 Clarendon Square, Leamington Spa, Warwickshire (on October 12, 1879), Emir Yakub’s brother Ayub Khan seized power in Kandahar, Afghanistan, initiating the Second Anglo-Afghan War. While Ayub secured his position, intriguing against the British, Col. Olcott and Madame Blavatsky decided to go stirring things up in Ceylon, or, as Theosophists see the period May–July 1880: “Col. Olcott laid the foundations for his later work to stimulate the revival of Buddhism. They [he and Blavatsky] both took Pansil,*7 that is, Pancha Sila, a formal recitation of five precepts renouncing harmfulness, stealing, sexual immorality, lying, and alcohol, preceded by taking refuge in the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sangha. The public ceremony of repeating these vows after a leader of the Buddhist community is the official profession of Buddhism.”7




THEOSOPHY IN CEYLON

When Crowley’s friend Allan Bennett delivered his maiden speech at Colombo’s Theosophical Lodge in July 1901, it was thanks to Blavatsky and Olcott’s visit. As Olcott put it: “Early in May 1880, I took passage from Bombay for Colombo in Ceylon on one of the comfortable little coasting steamships of the British Navigation Co. A visit to Ceylon, long urgently requested by the leading priests and laity of the Buddhist community, had been determined upon, and the preparations occupied us.”8 What—or who—had made the priests and “laity” to urge such a thing?

On May 16, the Theosophists’ arrival was heralded by a large boat. Aboard it stood voluble Buddhist orator-priest Migettuwatte (or Mohottiwatte) Gunananda Thera (1823–1890), John Robert de Silva, later celebrated Sri Lankan playwright and satirist (1857–1922), and some junior priests. De Silva had become a “Fellow” of the T.S. when it was based in New York. Olcott described Gunananda as “a middleaged, shaven monk, of full medium stature, with a very intellectual head, a bright eye, very large mouth, and an air of perfect self-confidence and alertness, the most brilliant polemic orator of the terror of the [Christian] Missionaries. HPB had sent Migettuwatte from New York a presentation copy of Isis Unveiled, and he had translated portions where she described some of the phenomena she had personally witnessed in the course of her travels.†8 He requested us to proceed with the steamer to Galle.”

Influential Buddhist revivalist and anti-colonialist Anagarika Dharmapala (“Defender of the Dharma”; 1864–1933) was sixteen when he first saw Olcott and Blavatsky “regally entertained” in Ceylon. Anagarika would work with Olcott and got to know Blavatsky quite well. She advised him to learn Pāli and serve humanity. Anagarika described attending a Migettuwatte Gunananda debate in about 1874. His account helps us understand one factor in what stimulated the Blavatsky-Olcott Ceylon mission:

When I [Anagarika] was ten years old, I attended a great debate in a temple pavilion sixteen miles from Colombo, Ceylon, where the Christians on one side and Mohottiwatte Gunananda on the other argued out the truths of their respective religions. Thousands came from the most distant parts of the island to hear the famous debate. Mohottiwatte Gunananda supplied the oratory; and the Venerable Sumangala furnished him with the scholarly material and references. The debate lasted three days.

Dr. J. M. Peebles, an American Spiritualist, who was visiting Colombo at the time, obtained an English report of the controversy, between the Buddhists and Christians. And upon his return to the United States, showed it to Col. Henry S. Olcott and Madame HPB. . . . Deeply impressed, they wrote to Gunananda and Sumangala that, in the interests of universal brotherhood, they had just founded a society inspired by oriental philosophies and that they would come to Ceylon to help the Buddhists. The letters from Col. Olcott and Madame Blavatsky were translated into Sinhalese and widely distributed.9

Ground prepared, and following Migettuwatte Gunananda’s direction, the Theosophist party approached Galle before dawn on the seventeenth, as the monsoon burst. According to Olcott, “Monks who had read Migettuwatte’s translations pressed her to exhibit her powers.”10 Even the Buddhists wanted a bit of magic, it seems, or was it proof of her blessedness they sought? Madame satisfied curiosity with two of her handkerchief demonstrations. She then made “fairy bells ring out sharp in the air near the ceiling and on the verandah. I had to satisfy the crowd with two impromptu addresses during the day.”11 Yes, old Olcott’s addresses might have been of some interest, but it was wonder woman people came for, and the frisson of challenging the missionaries with things they couldn’t do.

While Ayub gathered his deadly forces in Afghanistan, closely observed by Russia, metaphysical discussions took place in Ceylon with high priest Bulatgama Sumanatissa, a “persistent disputant,” as Olcott describes him. Psychic powers were displayed again: ringing bells in the air, a booming explosion, “spirit raps” that caused a dining table to tremble, then move. The audience was amazed. Not surprisingly, “the people could not do enough for us; we were the first white champions of their religion, speaking of its excellence and its blessed comfort from the platform, in the face of the missionaries, its enemies and slanderers.”12

May 25 was the date chosen for the bombshell. HPB and Olcott took Pansil from the Venerable Bulatgama at a temple of the Ramanya Nikaya “and were formally acknowledged as Buddhists.” Olcott added: “We had previously declared ourselves Buddhists long before, in America, both privately and publicly—so this was but a ‘formal confirmation’ of our previous professions. HPB knelt before the huge statue of the Buddha, and I kept her company. We had a good deal of trouble in catching the Pāli words that we were to repeat after the old monk.”13 

Olcott and Blavatsky left Panadura, just south of Colombo, by train for Kandy on June 9, and after an hour and a half’s journey through what Olcott found to be one of the most picturesque tracts of country in the world, arrived at about 7:00 p.m., received at the station by a deputation of Kandyan chiefs. They were then led in great procession, with torches, tom-toms, and “ear-splitting trumpets,” to an address given by a committee of chiefs and a Buddhist society linked to the Temple of the Sacred Tooth of Buddha, the Dalada Maligawa. Seeing the somewhat incongruous tooth, Blavatsky slyly declared: “Of course, it is his tooth: one he had when he was born as a tiger!”14

While Blavatsky and Olcott toured villages and initiated people into a new Ceylonese Theosophical Society until late at night, Ayub, ruler of Afghanistan descended upon a British and Indian brigade, 2,500 strong, at Maiwand, leaving one-third wiped out, then advanced on Kandahar’s British garrison. On August 27, five days before General Roberts famously relieved Kandahar by defeating Ayub’s numerically superior force, Blavatsky and servant Babula left Bombay to see A. P. Sinnett at Simla, where Viceroy Lord Lytton—when not anxiously dealing with news from Lord Roberts and myriad other responsibilities—was completing his viceregal plans for fully Anglicizing the government’s summer mountain-station location. Sinnett was soon guided by correspondence apparently received from Blavatsky’s Masters, Morya and Koot Hoomi. That correspondence formed the substance of Sinnett’s books The Occult World (1881) and Esoteric Buddhism (1883), books familiar to Crowley that generated enormous public interest in Theosophy. Crowley particularly disliked Esoteric Buddhism, realizing there was no such animal, nor the persistent (as he saw it) romanticizing of Buddhism’s austere creed by equating the “bliss” of nirvana with Christian ideas of heaven.

Sinnett asked for the impossible: that the Masters manifest a copy of the London Times in India on its day of issue! The Masters declined the test, but Blavatsky’s propensity for wonders would soon overtake her.




HOW INDIANS BECAME ARYANS

It is interesting to observe that in India, people felt drawn to Theosophy not so much as a restatement of familiar religion, but as an exotic and troubling novelty from America. In his book From Hinduism to Hinduism (Calcutta: W. Newman Co., 1896), Parbati Churn Roy, B.A., F.T.S., familiar with T. H. Huxley, Herbert Spencer, and Tyndall’s Western scientific and skeptical philosophy, devoted three chapters to his personal relations during the early 1880s with Blavatsky, Olcott, the Mahatmas, and the Theosophical Society.

What I would not accept as true from Hindus, whom I looked upon as too credulous and superstitious, I was prepared to accept as such when it came from Europeans. . . .

During his short stay at Dacca, Colonel Olcott delivered a lecture, one evening, in the Town Hall, in which he praised the Aryan Rishis of old, and advocated the more general study of Sanskrit. But the same spirit of hostility towards the Rishis and their teachings which had induced me to deliver, at Darjeeling, in 1881, a counterlecture in answer to Babu Protap Chunder Mozoomdar, roused me up again, and at the conclusion of Colonel Olcott’s address I said all manner of things against the ancient Hindus. I attributed our present degraded condition to the too great importance they attached to the spiritual side at the expense of the material. The study of the Sanskrit language and literature, which had such charms for Sir William Jones, T. Colebrooke, Max Müller, and others, meant to me a mere waste of time. Sanskrit, I argued, was a dead language, and contained none of the sciences and arts which had contributed to the greatness of the Europeans, and so it deserved no revival. My remarks wounded the feelings of the audience, who were mostly Hindus, and must have also wounded those of Colonel Olcott, though he was far too good to betray any sign of being hurt. He was too noble to take offence at my rudeness and want of patriotic feelings.15

She [Blavatsky] was at first suspected by the Government to be a Russian spy, but, far from being a spy, she was an admirer of the British Rule. In her opinion it was the best Government that India could have in her present condition.16

Churn Roy’s note about Blavatsky’s apparently positive view of British rule in current circumstances may not be quite the benign observation it first appears. On August 21, 1881, demoted civil servant (retired) and leading ornithologist of India, Allan Octavian Hume (1829–1912), and his wife, Mary, formally joined the Theosophical Society, having met Blavatsky and Olcott with Sinnett at Allahabad in 1879 and in Simla in 1880. Interestingly, Hume’s only daughter, Maria Jane Burnley (“Minnie”; 1854–1927) would join the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn after moving to England.

As a leading Theosophist, Hume strongly supported Calcutta undergraduates who backed the founding of an Indian National Congress, which occurred as Blavatsky left India in 1885. Initially at least, the Congress demonstrated belief in British institutions, liberal democracy and British law and justice, the greatest desire being for active participation in government. The Congress’s moderate position of 1885 was clearly that which Blavatsky suggested to Roy, though the Congress may be seen as first step to an independent India, a perception doubtless apparent to Blavatsky.

In September–October 1882, shortly after Roy’s objection to honoring the “Aryan Rishis of old,” since Blavatsky disdained residence with a European or in a European hotel, she abided awhile at Roy’s cottage, Willow Dale, in Darjeeling, where they discussed contrasting philosophies.

I also had no sympathy for the exclusiveness of the Tibetans, who would not let any foreigners into their country, and so I wished that the English might go and conquer them and throw their country open to us. She [Blavatsky] felt greatly pained at my then attitude of mind and said that I was an unworthy descendant of the great Aryans.17

Readers will note the stress on an alleged superiority of an ancient “Aryan” race. It is important to understand how the word Aryan explains the importance attached by sympathetic Westerners—especially Theosophists—to Indian religions. Indeed, if it had not been maintained that India represented survival of an “Aryan race” whose genius had spread westwards, neither Blavatsky’s, Allan Bennett’s, nor Aleister Crowley’s particular respect for the Vedantist philosophies of Hinduism, or of the system of Buddha, may be properly accounted for. Furthermore, since the use of the term Aryan has had such catastrophic effects on world history, having been used by extreme German nationalists to distinguish themselves from an allegedly “Semitic” race (Jews in particular), it is essential we understand how the error and pseudoscience of an “Aryan race” came about. The term’s significance among those desiring to transplant Indian ideas in Western minds is plain in Allan Bennett’s own work, The Wisdom of the Aryas (1909), at page 11, written under Bennett’s Buddhist name, “Ānanda M[aitrēya]”:

Be that as it may, the fact is obvious enough, and of all the various great root-races that have successfully appeared on earth there can be no doubt as to the intellectual and moral supremacy of the Aryan Race. Cradled somewhere in Central Asia, it developed bud after bud like some great zoophyte, each branching bud, as it reached its adolescence, destined to break off from the parent body and wander forth to occupy new lands. Earliest of all came that branch which emigrated through the Himalayan passes into India; and, in the forcing-house provided for it by that tropical climate, and the easy conditions of life in the fertile valleys of the great Indian rivers, it burgeoned into maturity of growth almost before the later buds from the same parent stem had individualized, and, breaking away, had emigrated westward into Europe. Thus it followed that, at a time when the Greeks and Latins were developing the first rudiments of their civilizations; when, in their harsher northern climes the Celtic and Teutonic and Slavonic Aryans remained yet plunged in the semi-savagery of racial childhood, India became the earliest home and centre of Aryan civilization known to our histories.*9

The myth of an “Aryan race” began on February 2, 1786, when Bengal’s High Court judge Sir William Jones (1746–1794) addressed the “Asiatick Society of Bengal” in Calcutta with a demonstration that Sanskrit bore similarities to Greek and Latin, something explicable, he believed, only by direct biological link, since language was understood as fount of a race’s soul.†10 Apart from his own linguistic mastery, Jones leaned on the work of Jacob Bryant (1715–1804) whose A New System; or, Analysis of Ancient Mythology (1774) gave us the names “Shemitic,” “Hamitic,” and “Japhetic” for race-families believed extended from three sons of Noah. The word Aryan had appeared—probably for the first time in Europe—in 1771, in the course of translating a text from Avestan into French where French pioneer orientalist Abraham-Hyacinthe Anquetil-Duperron (1731–1806) linked the name given to the Medes in Herodotus and Diodorus (the Greek aroi), the country “Iran,” and a Persian self-designation in Avestan (airyanamvaejah). In French, the word was aryens, in German, arier. Then in 1794, William Jones in Bengal, while translating Indian legal text Mānava Dharmaśāstra, the “Laws of Manu,” found the Sanskrit arya, roughly translated as “noble” and referring to a higher caste. Scholars’ alacrity to seize upon the word Aryan (in English) may suggest the very high price eventually to be paid for snobbery; the word Aryan seemed to have particular appeal to German academics.

Popularity for calling Indo-European languages “Aryan” accrued quickly after 1819 when Karl Wilhelm Friedrich Schlegel saw a connection between the word and the German for “honor”: Ehre. This sealed a link between a (theoretical) race and deeds of chivalry. Norwegian-German Indologist Christian Lassen lent his weight to Schlegel’s idea, and with that, Arier and arische entered German scholarly discourse. Widely regarded as a word that had sprung directly from an “Aryan” people, it entered all major European languages. As Arvidsson expresses it, there was “no more fatal use of language than the one that separated ‘Aryans’ from the descendants of Shem.”18 Through Germany it entered the mind of influential Oxford-based orientalist, Friedrich Max Müller (1823–1900), whom Crowley repeatedly referred to as his authority and justification on matters regarding the importance of Indian philosophies.

Arvidsson makes an important point: “As far as Indo-European scholarship was concerned, the fascination with India and with Sanskrit meant that the image of the ancient Indian became prototypical for the image of Indo-Europeans in general—the ancient Indian became the Indo-European per se.”19 They shared a romantic identity, the one “race” in the past, with the newly vivified European now in a position to rejoin the ancient thread. Romanticism proliferated. Johann Gottfried Herder (1744–1803) wrote of how the Brahmin had educated youth for millennia: an unequivocal service to humanity. Arvidsson draws attention to how “the romantics created an image of ancient India as being lost in contemplation of the spiritual nature of the world, the migration of souls, and the recurring incarnation of the gods.”20

As we have noted, Crowley was drawn to Müller’s flame, and it seems no accident then that much of his occult study, evinced in his unfinished compendium of comparative religion, symbol, language, and parallel magical doctrine, 777, and in copious diaries written in Sicily 1920–22, concern themselves with elemental properties of words and significant etymologies. In later life, Crowley was seldom without his “Skeat,” that is, the Etymological English Dictionary (four parts, 1879–1882) by Cambridge lecturer in philology and the English language Walter William Skeat (1835–1912), the principal British philologist able to compete with German university professionals. Rev. Professor Skeat, though a no-nonsense, realistic Englishman (part of his appeal to Crowley) disinclined to jump to linguistic conclusions based on arch theories of “family” and root-elements, still showed his respect for Max Müller and the Sanskrit theory in his The Place-Names of Hertfordshire (Hertford, 1904, 7):

But, as was long ago pointed out by Professor Max Müller, the discovery and study of Sanskrit have entirely changed our point of view. We can now recognize the no longer disputed fact that the various languages or dialects of the Indo-Germanic family stand to each other in a sisterly relation; and, consequently, that Old Celtic and Old English must be placed side by side.

The years 1884 to 1885 saw criticism of the T.S. and doubts over Madame Blavatsky’s credibility intensify, culminating in damning revelations of alleged fraud on her part, assisted by the disgruntled Coulombs—Blavatsky’s housekeepers at Adya—who, if their testimony to hostile missionaries be accepted at face value (and it need not be), assisted Blavatsky by arranging masks and dressed dummies to appear as Mahatmas, and by arranging trapdoors and other means to assist in “materializing” letters in a boxed shrine, and through temporary gaps in ceilings.

The gathering controversy was coolly assessed shortly before the Coulomb dam broke, in Moncure D. Conway’s article “The Theosophists,” published in the Religio-Philosophical Journal in Chicago, after he visited Adyar in January 1884. He describes “the new cult called Theosophy,” whose center is at Adyar, Madras,*11 “whose believers see in it the fulfillment of past visions and prophecies, while unbelievers find a repetition of the pious frauds which have attended the history of religious enthusiasm in all time.”21 When Moncure asked whether he could send a note to the Mahatmas through the cabinetshrine, he was quickly informed that a previous letter forbade further correspondence; Moncure wondered if a Theosophist friend in Sydney had forewarned Adyar of his journalistic intentions.

Undoubtedly this American has shown the vast possibilities of a new non-Christian agitation that should strike the Indian heart and imagination. These Hindu scholars have always been aware that they have a great history and religious literature. After all the generations in which missionaries sent here have ignored that literature, despised their philosophy, counted their religion mere idolatry and them as idolaters on their way to hell—there has risen a new race of scholars like Max Müller, who have shown the high value and profound religious idealism of their systems. . . .

I have just met an educated gentleman who has arrived here from the United States—Dr. [Franz] Hartmann.*12 When I was in Colombo, the Chief Priest of Ceylon told me that he had received from Colonel Olcott a request for “permission” to administer the pansala [Pansil] ceremony to Dr. Hartmann, and had granted it. . . .

The scene of two men advanced in years coming from Christendom to take refuge with Buddha is unique even in the anomalous history of religion. It has touched the Hindu imagination and heart. In Ceylon Theosophy has given a distinct check to the missionary successes reported in recent years.22

Moncure Daniel Conway’s My Pilgrimage to the Wise Men of the East further illuminates his visit to the new T.S. headquarters at Adyar, Madras, including a remarkable disclaimer to Conway, uttered in timely fashion by Blavatsky herself.

I [Conway] said, “I wish to find out something about the strange performances attributed to you. I hear of your drawing teapots from under your chair, taking brooches out of flowers, and of other miracles. If such things really occur I desire to know it, and to give a testimony to my people in London in favour of Theosophy. What does it all mean?”

She said with a serene smile, “I will tell you, because you are a public teacher [here she added some flattery], and you ought to know the truth; it is all glamour—people think they see what they do not see—that is the whole of it.”23

The significance Conway so adroitly placed on the Theosophy phenomenon was precisely that which Aleister Crowley recognized seventeen years later when correcting English writer G. K. Chesterton’s understated jibes at Blavatsky’s Theosophy that appeared in a review of Crowley’s Soul of Osiris (see here). For Crowley, it signaled the beginning of a new era, a preparatory stage in the initiation of humankind to a “new Aeon of light, life, and liberty.” The seed of the idea came to him through Theosophical channels, but he would see himself and, eventually, his synthesis of “Thelema” as Blavatsky’s true successor, establishing a new aeon marked by, among other phenomena, a renaissance of India’s authentic will.

By the end of 1884, serious doubts about Blavatsky and her secret Mahatmas induced London’s recently founded (1882) Society for Psychical Research to approve Australian Richard Hodgson (1855–1905) conducting an investigation. Hodgson presented his preliminary report at two meetings of the S.P.R. on May 29 and June 26, 1885. While necessary for the S.P.R.’s credibility to treat extraordinary claims with some skepticism, Hodgson may have relied too heavily on Emma and Alexis Coulomb’s testimony. The precise provenance of the “Mahatma letters” has never been established satisfactorily to all parties.*13

Hodgson had trouble fixing a motive for what he considered fraudulent phenomena, not grasping that among devotees of “spiritualism,” strange phenomena were expected as “proof” of spiritual activity.

Followers were seldom content with Saint Paul’s dictum that “spiritual things are spiritually discerned” (I Corinthians 2:14). Blavatsky’s letters appearing “out of nowhere” seem almost like an ironic joke on public expectation. Having put aside a political motive, and expressed doubt that Blavatsky was a “spy”—how could Hodgson judge such a thing?—he concluded the following as a supposition of his own:

But a conversation with Madame Blavatsky, which arose out of her sudden and curious excitement at the news of the recent Russian movement upon the Afghan frontier, compelled me to ask myself seriously whether it was not possible that the task which she had set herself to perform in India was to foster and foment as widely as possible among the natives a disaffection towards British rule.

I cannot profess myself, after my personal experiences of Madame Blavatsky, to feel much doubt that her real object has been the furtherance of Russian interests. But although I have felt bound to refer to my own view on this point, I suggest it here only as a supposition which appears best to cover the known incidents of her career during the past thirteen or fourteen years.24

In June 1885, while new British prime minister Lord Salisbury threatened war if Russia would not quit the Zulficar Pass, with its commanding position over the north Afghan plains, Madame Blavatsky prepared to move to Würzburg in Germany, putting her energies into thoughts of a new book, The Secret Doctrine (1888), determined perhaps to clarify that the only secrets she was serious about were those that profane or materialist consciousness hid from itself. In late December, following an announcement in March made at Theosophist Allan Octavian Hume’s initiative, the Indian National Congress held its first sessions in Bombay.

Blavatsky’s work in India was done.





TWO
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Fall-Out and Fall-In

Founded by esoteric Freemasons Samuel Liddell Mathers, William Wynn Westcott, and Edward Woodman in 1888 out of the Masonic Societas Rosicruciana in Anglia (founded circa 1865), the Order that shaped Crowley’s life appeared in the wake of the Coulomb scandal. The Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn—which attracted former T.S. members—may also have been inspired by the premature loss of mystic Anna Kingsford (1846–1888). Anna had served as president of London’s Theosophical Society in 1883 but disagreed with Blavatsky’s overwhelming promulgation of Hinduism and Buddhism, at Christianity’s expense.

Kingsford’s rejection of materialism and fervent interest in gnosis and Graeco-Egyptian Hermetic thought won an admirer in fellow vegetarian and anti-vivisectionist Samuel Mathers, who would make such an impact on Allan Bennett and Aleister Crowley. Before the G∴D∴ was established, Mathers lectured on Kabbalah to London’s Theosophists, and attended Anna Kingsford’s talks on a universal and spiritually transformative Hermetic gnosis.*14

Medical graduate Anna Kingsford and colleague Edward Maitland in London deviated early from the Indian emphasis. If esoteric wisdom of a spiritual nature was to be found among orthodox and heterodox Western mystics, and in the annals of Hermetic magic and Freemasonry, as Helena Blavatsky also believed, need one really look further than Western traditions for the “light that lighteth the world”? Reaction against the T.S. leadership’s absorption in Hindu and Buddhist thoughtcategories, coupled with the Hodgson Report’s conclusions, led Samuel (self-named) “Macgregor” Mathers, French Martinist “Papus” (Gérard Encausse), and, in Vienna, Rudolf Steiner (1861–1925), to step outside a strictly Theosophist tide, favoring instead “Western” esoteric, Christian, and classical-pagan spiritual traditions, for not only was Rosicrucianism inherently pietist-Christian (with heterodox elements), but there had long existed a Masonic-Rosicrucian prejudice in Egypt’s, not India’s, favor.*15 The Western Hermetic tradition in Masonic Rosicrucianism, including alchemy, astrology, and magic, was Christian-mystical, gnostic, or Neoplatonist-Hermetic in philosophy, and romantic in spirit. The ideal source for an arcane primal “Tradition” of spiritual-cosmic knowledge was thus divided: between Egypt and/or Atlantis (or something earlier), and “Masters” in (or under) the Himalayas: Agarttha, Shambhala, Shangri La.

Nevertheless, while British Theosophists favoring the “Golden Dawn” approach to Western magic, gnosis, and Kabbalah thus were able to avoid overt apostasy to Hinduism or Buddhism, there remained an elephant in the room, formed of awareness that Indian spiritual categories, however poorly understood, impacted strongly on the minds of spiritual seekers as being analogous, fundamental, or even mysteriously primary (Aryan) to the historic evolution of “God consciousness.”


ALLAN BENNETT

Probably the most striking example of reaction to reaction against India appeared in the career of Charles Henry Allan Bennett, despite twenty-one-year-old Bennett’s having entered the Golden Dawn in 1894 as, apparently, adopted son of Order founder MacGregor Mathers. Bennett’s heart belonged elsewhere. It was Allan Bennett who turned Crowley on to yoga, and to Buddhism, and Bennett’s path to yoga can be traced directly through enthusiastic Theosophist circles in Ceylon, mainland India, and in Europe, stimulated by the Buddhism-for-Western-consumption purveyed in Sir Edward Arnold’s epic poem The Light of Asia (1879) and Dr. Paul Carus’s Gospel of Buddha (1894). Nevertheless, as Sandra Bell has argued convincingly in her research article “Being Creative with Tradition: Rooting Theravāda Buddhism in England,”1 it was “not unusual for members of the colonial service in Asia and European travelers to learn about Buddhism from local people, usually monks.”

Sri Lankan monk Yatramulle Unnanse, for example, collaborated with Thomas William Rhys Davids (1843–1922), after Rhys Davids had learned Tamil and Sinhala while working at the Colonial Secretary’s office in Colombo, teaching the latter Pāli when Rhys Davids was appointed to Galle’s police magistrate court (see here). Notably critical of Theosophy, Rhys Davids went on to found the Pāli Text Society in 1881 in London, providing a benchmark of “unimpeachable scholarship” (Bell) and long-term institutional support for Buddhism in Britain. Rhys Davids would support Allan Bennett’s own pioneering efforts to evangelize an authentic Buddhist message, and he became Britain’s leading scholar and translator of Buddhist works, whose translations are still widely consulted.2 He also expanded Max Müller’s conception of the Aryan race, writing papers and giving lectures alleging that the British peoples shared Aryan ethnicity with the Buddha’s family and followers in Ceylon, thus suggesting a controversial theory that British people possessed racial affinities to Buddhism itself, and were therefore especially adaptable to India’s governance.

Another notable collaborative exercise—this time friendly to Theosophy—came from the work of Daily Telegraph editor, Sanskrit scholar, and poet Sir Edward Arnold. His Light of Asia received a glowing review in the first issue of Blavatsky and Olcott’s the Theosophist. Arnold’s work directly stimulated Bennett’s turning from magic to Buddhism. In 1885 the Daily Telegraph published articles by Arnold drawing attention to the dilapidated state of the Buddha Gaya (or Bodh Gaya) temple, where Gautama Buddha had achieved enlightenment. Six years later, Anagarika Dharmapala (whom we encountered welcoming Blavatsky and Olcott in Ceylon) was fired up to restore the site after visiting it with Japanese priest Kozen Gunaratna, resulting, in May 1891, with the founding of the Budh-Gaya Mahabodhi Society. Arnold was a founder member, with Ceylon’s high priest H. Sumangala as president, Dharmapala as general secretary, and Col. Olcott as director. Representatives of seven Buddhist countries appeared in the Society’s inaugural constitution; the Society continues to this day. As Sandra Bell makes plain, Asian Buddhists were not a passive source plundered by Westerners: “A more accurate picture delineates a quite sophisticated pattern of interaction between intellectual elements of both the European and Asian cultural elites, resulting in Asian Buddhists reexamining their own religious texts in the light of European ideology. The nineteenth century was altogether a period of reformation throughout the Theravāda world.”3

Knowledge regarding Allan Bennett’s early life is scarce. Numerous mini-biographies tell us he was born in London (but where?) on December 8, 1872, that his mother was a Roman Catholic, and that he trained as an electrical engineer, with a serious interest in chemistry. He is supposed to have been schooled at Hollesley College, and at Bath.

Hollesley (Colonial) College at Ipswich in Suffolk provided 
training for unemployed men intending to emigrate. On one salient matter only do extant accounts of Bennett agree: Bennett was poor. Largely selfe-ducated in science and religious philosophy, both esoteric and exoteric, his path was dogged—as would Crowley’s be—by asthma, exacerbated to alarming levels of misery by London’s dense, polluted air in that period.

At some point in his youth Bennett had befriended Samuel Liddell Mathers (1854–1918), and after initiation into Mathers’s and his Masonic-Rosicrucian colleagues’ Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn in 1894, supported Mathers against detractors in the Order during the 1890s, when several members lost patience with Mathers for being a careless debtor, supporter of immoral doctrines and subversive political Legitimism, and being subject to autocratic, ill-mannered impulses, among other perceived misdemeanors. More detail concerning Mathers’s relationship with Bennett occurs in Elizabeth J. Harris’s careful biographical treatment, “Ānanda Metteya: The First British Emissary of Buddhism.”*16 Harris cites reminiscences from prominent Sri Lankan Buddhist Dr. Cassius Pereira (later Ven. Kassapa Thera, author of The Dhammapada: The Gift of Truth Excels All Other Gifts) who first heard Bennett in Ceylon in 1901. Following Bennett’s development closely, Pereira claimed, importantly, that Bennett had been adopted by a Mr. McGregor and kept McGregor’s name until McGregor died (this must be Samuel Liddell “MacGregor” Mathers). In support of this, Bennett’s name appears as “A. MacGregor” on his Adeptus Minor Golden Dawn certificate of 1896. Crowley occasionally referred to his friend as Allan MacGregor, which doubtless tickled Jacobite Crowley, aficionado of Scottish rebelliousness.

According to Harris, Bennett was born December 8, 1872, in London, his father a civil and electrical engineer who died when Allan was young. Information about “McGregor” was repeated to Harris by Buddhist scholar and Sri Lankan spiritual leader Ven. Balangoda Ānanda Maitreya Thero (1896–1998). Balangoda entered the Bhikkhu Sangha in 1911 and was one of the few Harris met who remembered the Ānanda Metteyya era.*17 Harris mentions Crowley’s view that Bennett was raised a strict Catholic by his mother, so she was still caring for him, presumably, at some level. He was educated in Bath, afterward trained as an analytical chemist, eventually employed by Dr. Bernard Dyer, public analyst and consulting chemist of repute, based in London as official analyst to the London corn trade. (This latter detail derives from Kenneth Grant’s The Magical Revival [London: Frederick Muller, 1972], 82n.)

Sensitive and serious, Bennett was alienated from Christianity on account of the suffering he saw about him that seemed to deny a personal God of love. His asthma obstructed regular employment. Pereira thought Bennett’s prāṇāyāma exercises may have worsened his asthma. Bennett’s partiality for Mathers was likely based on his relationship with his adopting guardian (if that relationship has basis in fact) but seems, anyway, to have been significantly reinforced by a general lack of respect for the wits of Mathers’s opponents, among them Frederick Leigh Gardner (with whom Bennett corresponded on magical matters) and Annie Horniman.*18

Crowley entered the hornet’s nest of the Golden Dawn in November 1898 with the best intentions, hoping to find himself among the enlightened, on a higher plane to a mediocre world outside the portals of initiation. It would not take very long before Perdurabo (his Order name) became aware, by degrees, of Order politics, and it would not take Order members long to realize an unusual bird had flown into their simmering glasshouse, a creature whose projected demeanor seemed a perpetual boast, and whose physical, eccentric, and assumed aristocratic manner came over as both blunt and obscure by turns; Perdurabo was not trusted by all members. In spring 1899, Allan Bennett latched on to him after an Order meeting. Presumably reading something amiss in Crowley’s “aura,” Bennett accused Crowley of meddling with the “goetia.” This was the old term for magic involving evocation of demons, or spiritual entities bound to the material world and its concerns, magic traditionally condemned as abominably black in contrast to “Magia”: august, noble pursuit of the hidden principles of all Nature, reliant on the light and will of Almighty God and his angels, progress in which required denuding self of impurity rather than self-aggrandizement—the proverbial wager of the demonic pact. When Crowley protested innocence, Bennett replied: “Then the goetia have been meddling with you.” Taken aback by what he took for Frater Iehi Aour’s direct perception of his deepest struggles, Crowley was doubtless also struck by Bennett’s appearance.

Bennett’s 1896 certificate of entry into the Golden Dawn’s Inner Order grade of Adeptus Minor (5° = 6▫) has survived.4 Most of the certificate consists of a composite photo showing a twenty-three-year-old Bennett coming forth from darkness behind an ancient Egyptian pylon emblazoned with hieroglyphics. Illuminated by light before him, the adept wears a full-length Eastern robe, embroidered at the edges and wrapped at the front by a bright, broad silken sash, gripping his slim body like a golden amulet. His youthful face looks surprisingly late twentieth-century-hip cool for a man of the mid-1890s. He has a mop of black hair over his ears and a thick black moustache. The “beautiful and divine one” (as the adept is described in a panegyric below the photograph) has large, emotive eyes, a gentle presence, and looks not unlike a young Carlos Santana, a pinup for rock-oriented fans in the 1970s. Crowley, with his eye for decadence, much indulged at the time, was surely attracted to a man a little older than himself who had soft, compelling looks backed by knowledge Crowley did not yet possess, and a clean will backed by an air of quiet authority. Brother “Let there be light” also expressed that kind of inner suffering from spiritual sensitivity that racked Crowley’s own poetry with agonies of ecstasy. We can be reasonably sure Crowley found Bennett attractive, but whatever he might have dreamed of doing was strictly off limits. Crowley asserted that, to Bennett, the existence of sex was a blight on life. He related how a youthful Bennett recoiled with shock when introduced to the facts of human reproduction, vowing never to have anything to do with sex whatsoever: lust was the absurd snare that bound the angel to earth. One might just imagine Crowley teasing his new friend on this matter, but one suspects Crowley knew when not to overstep the mark. As far as we can tell, they grew close. According to a manuscript of Crowley’s included by Kenneth Grant in his The Magical Revival (82):

We called him [Bennett] the White Knight, from Alice in the Looking Glass. So lovable, so harmless, so unpractical! But he was a Knight, too! And White! There never walked a whiter man on earth. He never did walk on earth, either! A genius, a flawless genius. But a most terribly frustrated genius.

Crowley got the noble and gentle Bennett out of his crowded digs (described by Crowley as a “grim tenement”) and let him share his London flat at 67 Chancery Lane where Crowley had constructed two simple temples, one for evoking demons to serve the magician, one for invocations of higher spirits. Bennett greatly aided Crowley in understanding this process and other aspects of ceremonial magic, including the assumption of “god-forms,” to identify with divine energies, and the correspondences between gods and magical elements (such as plants and precious stones, colors and planets) from different magical, mythical, and religious traditions. This knowledge was integrated with Hebrew Kabbalah (gematria in particular). Bennett had worked on tables of correspondences with Mathers, and Bennett lent Crowley copious notes on the subject, to which Crowley later added his own researches to produce the current text of 777, intended as research in progress.

Bennett also introduced Crowley to the world of combining stimulants with magic to intensify concentrated effects. Bennett’s asthmatic condition had rendered him dependent on medicines to palliate his condition, and once the benefit of stimulants was clear to him, there seemed no reason not to experiment with other, possibly beneficial uses in order to “open the veils beyond the gates of matter,” or to expand inner consciousness and imaginative awareness, or to “break the bonds of the body” (anesthesia). Quite legal drugs such as hashish, opium, and ether were easily obtainable through E. P. Whineray’s pharmacy in Stafford Street near Piccadilly Circus, London, though Crowley was quite squeamish on scientific and health grounds about going over anything like an absolutely minimal dose. Bennett had other tricks up his sleeve, such as a notorious “blasting rod” of his own invention he apparently preferred to the usual kind of “wand” Golden Dawn members were supposed to construct and imbue with their will. Crowley saw Bennett use his rod on an annoying person, whose arm suffered temporary paralysis. While the implication was that Bennett had charged it with psychic forces, its effectiveness may have derived from knowledge of electrical engineering, and that it was effectively a battery (stored energy) with the means to deliver an electric shock to adversaries. At this time, analogy between magical (“spiritual”) phenomena and an invisible world of electricity and electromagnetism was common. No one could deny any more the real, scientifically quantifiable existence of invisible forces, and much was made of this analogy in Theosophical discourse. Effects of electricity were commonly described as “magic,” and “vibrations” of sound and thought had long been inherent to magical invocation. Pulse and rhythm had obvious electrical analogies.

However, perhaps due in part to the tiresome Order politics and bickering in the Golden Dawn, and the pull of a profound spiritual idealism, Bennett became disenchanted with manipulating the lower universe and sought a spiritual realm beyond the material altogether: clearer air to be absorbed in. Again, there is an analogy with his increasingly desperate asthmatic condition, for which Crowley hoped to contribute the cure. Fumes from incense of evocation and invocation cannot have helped Bennett, even if the entity evoked might have been supposed possessed of powers beneficial to health, such as demon “Papus” from the Nuctemeron of magus Apollonius of Tyana.
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Fig. 2.1. Boleskine House, Loch Ness, circa 1899. (from Crowley’s “autohagiography,” The Spirit of Solitude, 1929; courtesy Ordo Templi Orientis)

Crowley’s opportunity to assist Bennett achieve his desire of going out to Ceylon to immerse himself in yoga and Buddhism came in the new year, 1900, a few months after acquiring Boleskine House on Loch Ness in Scotland, where Perdurabo had invited Lilian Horniblow, wife of (then) Lieutenant Frank Horniblow of the Royal Engineers, to stay before Christmas 1899, along with Cambridge graduate and journalist William Evans Humphrys. A magical ceremony “to obsess Frederick Leigh Gardner,” who had apparently contacted the police in November, possibly over Crowley’s living in Chancery Lane with another man (Bennett?), and allegedly having sexual relations with an unnamed Cambridge chum, or brother of said chum, led to Humphrys’s fearful departure, as well as that of “Laura Grahame” (Mrs. Horniblow’s name for assignations), with whom Humphrys appears to have fallen in love.

Crowley had already begun preparations for the perilous requirements of the “Sacred Magic of Abra-Melin the Mage,” to acquire the “knowledge and conversation of the Holy Guardian Angel,” and expected all kinds of demonic interference to his aims; he was certainly subject to interference, being warned by “Laura,” by Humphrys, and by girlfriend Evelyn Hall that he was in trouble with the police. On February 24, 1900, Bennett wrote to him, that the “Angel of the Lord” had appeared with the message that his friend was in deep trouble over a number of issues, some spiritual. Meanwhile, Mathers had overridden the London Inner Order’s refusal to permit Crowley to the Adeptus Minor Grade, and brought Crowley into the Inner Order himself in Paris on January 23.

Crowley prayed and submitted himself to the “Providence of God,” while Laura, wishing to prolong the affair with Crowley (he had gone cool on it—chastity being a, perhaps convenient, component of Abra-Melin discipline), had asked how she might do her bit for the cause of spiritual evolution, a cause that meant so much to the fancied man exposing himself to chastity and enemies visible and invisible. Crowley’s story is that he persuaded her to forego some of life’s unearned luxuries and achieve spiritual merit by securing the survival of a good man, that is, paying Bennett’s fare to India. Laura provided either cash or a ruby ring in lieu, but in March, with the sex turned off, and under pressure from Order members such as Gardner, and possibly Humphrys, “Laura” demanded the gift’s return—already spent on Bennett’s ticket. Rebellious Inner Order members informed police that Crowley had stolen a large sum of money from a lady. The lady, however, surely desirous of keeping her affairs from public—or her husband’s—scrutiny, did not press charges.

For Perdurabo (“I will endure”), caught in the spiritual logic of the Abra-Melin preliminaries, settling with Laura was a snare because, he surmised, powers resisting Abra-Melin success were exploiting the Laura situation to break his will to subdue them. Abra-Melin required Crowley’s treating every event as a “dealing of God with his soul.” Capitulating to Laura threatened his Adeptus Minor promise to regard suffering as an initiator of the heart.

By the end of March, the London rebels had renounced Mathers as leader and begun investigations into Mathers’s allegations that the Order’s founding documents were forgeries produced by William Wynn Westcott, which bombshell Mathers interpreted as meaning authority was his, for he was close to the “Secret Chiefs,” required authorities for the Order as a spiritual body. Pledging himself to aid Mathers against what he was convinced was a war of spiritual opposition to the Secret Chiefs, Crowley dropped Abra-Melin.*19

By the time Crowley left Great Britain for America at the end of June 1900, Bennett was ensconced in Colombo, Ceylon.




BENNETT IN CEYLON 1900–1901

According to Cassius Pereira, Bennett went to Kamburugamuwa in the Matara region, some ninety-three miles south of Kandy on Ceylon’s southern coast, to study Pāli for six months under the Ven. Weraganpita Revata, an elderly Sinhalese monk.5 This study brought him close to the text of the earliest extant copies of the Buddha’s teachings; original manuscripts have not survived. Expert in Buddhism’s earliest history Richard Gombrich reckons Gautama died in about 410 BCE after forty-five years of preaching, but a period of oral tradition ensued before accounts of his teachings were committed to the Pāli written language (not Sanskrit) in the first or second century BCE. Those adhering strongly to the earliest Buddhist traditions are called Theravāda (elder school) Buddhists, dominant in Sri Lanka, a feature of whose teachings is greater emphasis on the psychological state of people (especially monks) advancing views and theories, rather than the content of the views and theories themselves. As Gombrich maintains in his vital study of early Buddhism, the concern of the Buddha was more with process than definition.6 According to Gombrich, “The central teachings of the Buddha came as a response to the central teachings of the old Upaniṣads, notably the Bṛhadāraṇyaka [Upaniṣad].”7

The first noble truth is the single word dukkha, and it is explicated to mean that everything in our experience of life is ultimately unsatisfactory, so that it follows that for true satisfaction we must look outside that experience.8

It is worth lingering a while here on doctrine, since it will have major repercussions on assumptions that Crowley, after his sojourns in India, would carry with him for the rest of his life, and helps to explain some of the denials of basic Christian and liberal expectations that made him and his ideas seem threatening and dangerous to some minds. As we shall see when examining Crowley’s writings that emanated from his Indian experiences (doubtless discussed with Bennett in detail), he was inclined to be critical, sometimes dismissive, of Vedānta—chiefly the teachings of the Upanishads and their commentaries—and of the Advaita school, which to varying degrees identified fundamental essence (Brahman) with the soul or spirit (ātman). In this he was following the logic of Buddha’s critical teachings of the Brahmins as preserved by Theravāda Buddhists. Buddha engaged with Brahmin pundits and found them wanting in realism, that is, by asserting claims unsubstantiated by experience. Crowley would come to agree with the general criticism, but years later found the Buddha’s teaching wanting also, at least insofar as Gautama’s teachings were understood.

The Buddha taught life as experienced bore three features. It is impermanent (anicca), unsatisfactory (dukkha), and not the “self ” (anatta). The idea of the “self ” here is taken from what Brahmins received from the Upanishads, namely, that ultimate essence is one, in origin (Brahman) and in the soul (ātman), expressed explicitly in the phrase
tat tvam asi (“Thou art that”) in Chāndogya Upaniṣad 6, 8, 7 and elsewhere. The Buddha sees this as wrong in the Pāli text, 
Alagaddūpama Sutta (Majjhima Nikāya I, 135–36) where the Buddha says people worry unnecessarily about something that neither exists externally, nor internally. According to Gombrich: “The Buddha was attacking Vedānta and in effect denying Descartes: from the fact that there is a process of thinking he would refuse to draw the conclusion that ‘I exist.’ But remember that for the Buddha existence implies stasis: it is the opposite of becoming.”*20 Life as experienced cannot be of the self because life changes, and essence does not change. What changes is therefore not the self. That life ends in death is clear enough proof of its unsatisfactory nature and its lack of essence. So the Buddha, in the first instance, accepts the Upanishad teaching: a dichotomy between the unchanging and the life of continual rebirth, but he then denies the unchanging character of the “self” known in the world. Gombrich notes that while the Upanishads reduce the microcosm and the macrocosm to an equation of 1 = 1, the Buddha denies existence of an essence in either sphere, making a “parallel equation: 0 = 0.” We shall see how important a 0 = 0 equation is to Crowley in chapter 11 where he uses it to create an original ontology of his own, in his work Berashith, inspired by his time spent with Bennett and his own spiritual and intellectual puzzles. In Gombrich’s view, it was not that the Buddha wished to make a doctrine out of a lack of essence in the world, but that he was making fun of the Brahmins from a standpoint of commonsense approach to their own logic. Crowley would do precisely the same thing, and in doing so comes very close to the perception of Buddha’s sense of humor so brilliantly highlighted by Gombrich.*21

Now, Bennett was certainly not in this position when he became acquainted in Ceylon with the earliest traditions of Buddhism; he was awestruck, highly respectful, not critical, as was Crowley. Buddha’s promise of a reality beyond painful phenomena was his deepest hope. Besides, Bennett was soon to be immersed in rāja yoga practices whose underlying philosophy was Advaitist, involving the substitution of false conceptions and experience of “I” with a transcending “I” or Self that obliterated distinctions between “I” and “not I” in a bliss of being itself.
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Fig. 2.2. Allan Bennett in Ceylon (Sri Lanka), 1901. (from The Spirit of Solitude, 1929; courtesy Ordo Templi Orientis)

According to Pereira, such was Bennett’s brilliance that after six months in Ceylon, he could converse fluently in Pāli—a simpler language than Sanskrit.9 Pereira recorded how he learned much from Bennett about meditation, thinking it Buddhist in origin, but later realized Bennett had included “mystic Christian, Western ‘occult,’ and Hindu sources.” As to Bennett’s knowledge at this point, Pereira concluded it was “vague, wonder seeking, and really only played about the fringe of a truly marvelous avenue for study and practice.”10

Bennett’s health also improved, and he was able to cut down on medicinal support while seeking employment. A job transpired as tutor to a son of Hon. Ponnambalam Ramanathan, Ceylon’s distinguished lawyer and politician (1851–1930). Appointed solicitor general in 1892, having been made Companion of the Order of Saint Michael and Saint George in the 1889 royal-birthday honors list, the Shaivite Ramanathan had three sons and three daughters from his first wife, and a daughter, Sivagamisundhari, from his second wife, Australian R. L. Harrison (later known as Lelawathy). His wife wrote the preface to her husband’s commentary on Saint John’s Gospel that impressed Crowley after it appeared in 1902.

Bennett’s employment had the added advantage that the Tamil Hindu solicitor general wrote about religion under his yogic title, Sri Parānanda, and taught Bennett techniques of hatha yoga: prāṇāyāma = breathing control, āsanas (physical postures), and acquainted the Englishman with knowledge of jñāna yoga as a path to the meaning of ascending trances “dhyāna” and “samādhi.” Crowley noted in his Confessions that even these “spiritual joys” would soon be rejected by Bennett as he believed they impeded control of his mind, which he wished to direct to the “ultimate truth” he sought.11

While Crowley was intrigued by Ramanathan’s use of jñāna (gnostic or spiritual knowledge) yoga to penetrate the mysteries of the Gospel of John in his Eastern Exposition of the Gospel of Jesus According to St. John (London: William Hutchinson, 1902)—where the phrase “I and the Father are one” (John 10:30) is interpreted as a state of samādhi, the highest yogic experience of divine union*22—Crowley was dismissive of the author’s intellect exhibited in the religious work for which Ramanathan was best known when Bennett arrived in his employ,
The Eastern Exposition of the Gospel of Jesus According to St. Matthew (1898), where the author accounted for the Hebrew parallelism of Jesus arriving “on an ass, and a colt, the foal of an ass” (a quote from Zechariah 9:9) as suggesting Jesus rode two beasts in the manner of a circus performer! Sometimes comparisons between Jesus and gymnosophist yogis’ accomplishments could be taken too far! Crowley thought it his duty to whisk Bennett away from Colombo to Kandy in the island’s interior as soon as possible, though he allowed that Shaivite devotee Ramanathan was yet superior to the Vishnaivite devotee on account of what he observed as a healthy pride.

Nevertheless, Bennett was fortunate to meet a senior Sri Lankan politician whose academic background led to a topflight career in law and administrative heights under a benign colonial administration Ramanathan labored to reform, founding the Ceylon National Society in 1880, striving with the imperial government for constitutional improvements and better administration of justice for all in a country where Tamil migrants such as Ramanathan had endured prejudice.

In July 1901, shortly before Crowley’s arrival in Ceylon, Cassius Pereira witnessed Bennett’s maiden address on the subject of Buddhism’s “Four Noble Truths” at the Theosophical Society’s Hope Lodge, in Colombo. Profoundly moved, Pereira would insist Bennett’s address initiated his own renunciation unto Buddhist enlightenment.12 As Elizabeth Harris observes, it hardly surprises that the call came over so strongly from Bennett to Pereira, as it embodied what was now becoming Bennett’s conviction, that he too should renounce all, take up the yellow robe of the bhikkhu, and commit to the core of his study of the Tripitika or “three baskets of the [Buddhist] law.” Crowley’s arrival in August may then have constituted something of a distraction to Bennett’s objectives, but Bennett was nonetheless generous with his time, patience, and knowledge. Crowley appreciated the opportunity to the full, bequeathing us the fullest contemporary account extant of the extraordinary Allan Bennett. Besides, without Crowley’s machinations on his behalf, Bennett would never have made it to Ceylon in the first place, to begin a career now finally being recognized as profoundly courageous and pioneering.
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