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FIGURE 1. THE STELE OF REVEALING, OBVERSE AND REVERSE.

[image: images]

FIGURE 2. BACK OF THE THOTH TAROT.





THEREFORE I SAY UNTO THEE: COME FORTH UNTO ME FROM THINE ABODE IN THE SILENCE, UNUTTERABLE WISDOM, ALL-LIGHT, ALL-POWER! THOTH, HERMES, MERCURY, ODIN, BY WHATEVER NAME I CALL THEE, THOU ART STILL UN-NAMED AND NAMELESS TO ETERNITY! COME THOU FORTH, I SAY, AND AID AND GUARD ME IN THIS WORK OF ART.1
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PART I

Little Bits of Things You Should Know Before Beginning to Study Aleister Crowley's Thoth Tarot





CHAPTER ZERO
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THE BOOK OF THOTH—A MAGICK BOOK?

The Tarot is a pack of seventy-eight cards. There are four suits, as in modern playing cards, which are derived from it. But the Court cards number four instead of three. In addition, there are twenty-two cards called “Trumps,” each of which is a symbolic picture with a title to itself.

At first sight one would suppose this arrangement to be arbitrary, but it is not. It is necessitated, as will appear later, by the structure of the universe, and in particular the Solar System, as symbolized by the Holy Qabalah. This will be explained in due course.1

These are the brilliantly concise opening words of Aleister Crowley's The Book of Thoth. When I first read them, I was filled with great expectations. At last, I thought, the great mysteries of the Thoth Tarot are going to be explained to me—“in due course.”

At the time, I considered myself a serious student of tarot, having spent three years studying the marvelous works of Paul Foster Case and his Builders of the Adytum2 tarot and Qabalah courses. As dictated in the B.O.T.A. curriculum, I painted my own deck of trumps and dutifully followed the meditative exercises outlined for each of the twenty-two cards. Now, with Aleister Crowley's Thoth Tarot and The Book of Thoth in hand, I knew I was ready to take the next step toward tarot mastery and my own spiritual illumination.

It took a bit of bravado on my part to arrive at this threshold. My first introduction to Crowley had not been particularly satisfying. In fact, I came very close to shunning the Thoth Tarot and The Book of Thoth as seductive works of the devil. I wrote about this embarrassing episode in my book, My Life with the Spirits:3

Eventually, I came upon an early edition of Aleister Crowley's Thoth Tarot deck. I had never seen anything so beautiful in my life. The name Aleister Crowley sounded familiar and I vaguely recalled seeing his name footnoted in a Qabalah book that I had read by Frater Achad. I referred to my occult dictionary and discovered to my horror—“Aleister Crowley—famous Scottish Satanist.”

I may have been a wild and crazy heretic, but I sure didn't want anything to do with Satanism. Knowing my brother owned a copy of The Book of Thoth (the companion text), I promptly gave the cards to him. Good riddance!

I was soundly disabused of this notion a few days later by our dear friend Mad Bob (a name that only begins to describe his bizarre and wonderful character), who had returned briefly from a Central American adventure. Bob had read Crowley's autobiography4 and insisted I would love the man if I gave him a chance. When I showed him what the occult dictionary had to say, he brushed it off saying, “It doesn't matter if Crowley was a Satanist, he was a good kind of Satanist. You'll just love him! Trust me.”

That was the strangest thing I had ever heard, but I respected Mad Bob's opinion and took the cards back from my brother and asked to borrow his Book of Thoth. Bob was right. Even though I didn't understand most of what I read, I could see that Aleister Crowley was brilliant, funny, and everything I was looking for. I bought everything I could by or concerning the man (precious little in those days) and eventually wrote to Crowley's Ordo Templi Orientis (O.T.O.) at the address published on the Caliph card included in the Thoth Tarot to ask for initiation.

And so began what (for good or ill) I must call my magical career. The Thoth Tarot being not only the catalyst that triggered my metamorphosis from dilettante to magician, but also the talisman that obligingly provided the mailing address of the Holy Order that would remain my spiritual home and university for the next quarter century.

Please don't think that by relating the above story I am suggesting that everyone who wishes to understand more about the Thoth Tarot or The Book of Thoth need run right out and join the O.T.O. or any other group, magical or otherwise. Occult societies are not for everybody, and no matter what any of them may suggest to new or potential members, no organization has yet cornered the market on the wisdom of the ages. In fact, all the information one will ever need in order to master the subject has already been published and is readily available—more available, in fact, than at any other time in history. At the dawn of the new millennium, it is not a matter of whether or not the answers are out there, rather it is a matter of arriving at a place where one knows the right questions to ask.

Naturally, because no two individuals are alike, we should not expect to find the answers in the same places. For me, the answers most often come, not from teachers or from mystery school lectures, but from books—books, curiously enough, that I have already read (or thought I read) many times before.

Crowley's Book of Thoth is one such book. It seems to change miraculously as it rests on the shelf. I can say with certainty that, in the last thirty years, I have read it cover-to-cover at least a dozen times, and have referred to it hundreds of times. Yet every time I pick it up, I find something profound that I have never seen before. More often than not, this new intelligence is precisely that bit of information I have been combing my brain or library for, or else it satisfies some spiritual frustration currently gnawing at my soul.

I used to blame this phenomenon on the fact that I am a slow learner and need to have something drummed into my head many times before I start to “get it.” Nevertheless, over the years, I have spoken to so many students who tell me that the same thing happens to them (especially with books by Aleister Crowley) that I believe it to be a universal experience.

Of course, I don't believe that the words on the page actually metamorphose into different words between readings. Nor can I bring myself to think that I am careless enough to leave unread great chunks of a book I passionately want to understand. Rather, I have come to realize that it is me who changes between readings, and that the magical secret to learning more than I now know lies in my ability to become someone who is more than I now am.

For this reason, I strongly recommend that, if you are truly serious about your study of the tarot, you not only read The Book of Thoth but reread it regularly. Leave it off the shelf and refer to it often. Keep rereading it until it falls apart in your hands, then go out and buy a new one. It will be a different book every time you pick it up. It is a magick book. Respect it. Treasure it. Let it work its magick on you—not so much for the reward of learning more than you now know, but for sake of your spiritual destiny to become someone greater than you now are.

The idea that I should write an exegetic text on the Thoth Tarot and The Book of Thoth was first suggested by Miss Judith Hawkins-Tillirson5 at an informal meeting with me, Donald Weiser, and Betty Lundsted of Weiser Books. Judith's proposition came as a complete surprise to me, and I sat speechless throughout most of her pitch. She pointed out the fact that, other than The Book of Thoth itself, there was no book that examined the Thoth Tarot from the point of view of a Crowley “expert.”

She went on for only two or three minutes. When she was finished, she sat back in her chair and grinned at me. Don and Betty agreed that the book was a good idea and that I should send them some preliminary material. That was that. I had hardly spoken a word. I went back to my hotel and stared out the window at a glorious Chicago thunderstorm and asked myself, “What in the world have I gotten myself into?”

While the definition of the term “expert” is certainly open to debate, it is probably at least partially true that my credentials to comment on the subject are as presentable as anyone's. However, I must warn the reader that my understanding of Crowley, Thelema, and tarot is constantly changing. No matter how smugly secure I may appear in my theories and opinions, please keep in mind that I am perpetually reexamining my theories and changing my opinions. I counsel you to be prepared to do the same.





CHAPTER ONE
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LITTLE BITS OF THINGS YOU SHOULD KNOW

It seems important that you should understand my motive. To me this Work on the Tarot is an Encyclopaedia of all serious “occult” philosophy. It is a standard Book of Reference, which will determine the entire course of mystical and magical thought for the next 2000 years. My one anxiety is that it should be saved from danger of destruction, by being reproduced in permanent form, and distributed in as many distant places as may be. I am not anxious to profit financially; if I had the capital available in this country, I should send (say) 200 copies to State Libraries in all parts of the world, and as many more to my principal representatives.6

—Aleister Crowley to Mr. Pearson, Photoengraver, May 29, 1942.

Every year since 1969, when the first color edition appeared in bookstores and specialty shops worldwide, Aleister Crowley's Thoth Tarot has remained one of the best-selling tarot decks in the world. This is not surprising. In my opinion, it is quite simply the most stunningly beautiful deck of tarot cards ever created. It took the artist, the immensely talented Frieda Harris,7 over five years (1938-1943)8 to complete the seventy-eight surrealistic masterpieces.

Today, the images remain as hauntingly evocative as when they were first exhibited. The popularity of the cards, however, shines in bright contrast to the black reputation of the man who designed them and who relentlessly dictated every aspect of their execution—a man maligned during his lifetime as a black magician, and branded by the press “the wickedest man in the world.”

Paradoxes seem to define the life and career of Edward Alexander (Aleister) Crowley.9 Yes, in many ways he was a scoundrel. There is no doubt that he wallowed shamelessly in his carefully cultivated persona as England's literary and spiritual bad-boy. At the same time, he took life and himself very seriously. Among other distinctions, he was a world-class mountaineer,10 chess master, painter, poet, sportsman, novelist, critic, and theatrical producer. He introduced America to astrology,11 Isadora Duncan to the I Ching, and the poet Victor Neuberg to hiking and high magick. As an agent provocateur writing for an English-language German propaganda newspaper in New York, he penned the outrageous and inflammatory editorials that provoked a reluctant United States Congress to enter World War I on England's side.12

During World War II, at the request of friend and Naval Intelligence officer Ian Fleming,13 Crowley provided Winston Churchill with valuable insights into the superstitions and magical mind-set of the leaders of the Third Reich. He also suggested to the prime minister, if reports can be believed, that he exploit the enemy's magical paranoia by being photographed as much as possible giving the two-fingered “V-for-Victory” gesture. This sign is the manual version of the magical sign of Apophis-Typhon, a powerful symbol of destruction and annihilationwhich, according to magical tradition, is capable of defeating the solar energies represented by the swastika.

Astonishingly, Crowley's adventures and achievements—more than any dozen men of ambition and genius could realistically hope to garner in a lifetime—seem almost to be distractions when weighed against his monumental exploits of self-discovery. His visionary writings and his efforts to synthesize and integrate the esoteric spiritual systems of East and West14 make him one of the most fascinating cultural and religious figures of the twentieth century.

Even though his highly esoteric (and often ponderous) writings today enjoy a level of readership and appreciation never approached during his lifetime, the number of aspirants willing to take up serious study of his Scientific Illuminism remains relatively small. For those daring and tenacious students, his Thoth Tarot becomes the cornerstone of their study—a priceless and indispensable treasure. It is nothing less than a full-color visual textbook of the wisdom of the ages—a living talisman that distills, in breathtaking pageantry, the essence of the spiritual education and insights of a modern master of the ancient mysteries. Is it any wonder that such a rare and radiant magical device should cast an irresistible spell upon nearly everyone with whom it comes in contact? For me, the answer is obvious. However, I think it is also fair to ask if it is possible for someone to use and enjoy the Thoth Tarot, even if they have absolutely no interest in Crowley or the Qabalistic, astrological, and magical aspects of the cards.

My answer is an unequivocal “Yes!”The Thoth Tarot happens to be the preferred deck of thousands of tarot collectors, students, and amateur and professional readers all over the world.15 Most with whom I have spoken tell me they choose the deck because of its haunting beauty and its efficacy as a divinatory tool. Those who know something about Crowley and his work are usually polarized in their opinions, but even those who consider him a perfectly dreadful individual still maintain a healthy admiration for the cards. I was once assailed by a venerable tarot reader who voiced the opinion shared by many professional readers and fans of the Thoth Tarot: “I don't care who Aleister Crowley was, and I don't believe in his magick. I just know I like those damned cards and they work!”

While it is undoubtedly true that only a small percentage of owners and users of the Thoth Tarot will ever fully appreciate the esoteric value of the cards, it is also abundantly clear to me that there are a great many people who would sincerely like to know more about them. If you find yourself in this group of seekers, this book is for you.

In recent years, several fine books have been published that use the Thoth Tarot as illustrations. By and large, these books pay respectful attention to the more obvious features of the cards. They are good tarot books in their own right, but they do not, in my opinion, deal satisfactorily with the profound concepts and revelations that make the Thoth Tarot so unique and important. There is, however, one book that does. It is a magnificent work written by the only person truly qualified to comment authoritatively on the cards. The singular shortcoming of this magnum opus, however, is not that it doesn't tell us enough—but that it tries to tells us everything.

Toward the end of his life, Crowley (writing as The Master Therion) wrote one of his greatest works, The Book of Thoth—A Short Essay on the Tarot of the Egyptians. 16 He intended it as an “elementary treatise” on tarot in general and the Thoth Tarot in particular. As anyone who has read it, or attempted to read it, will tell you, it is anything but elementary. In fact, unless one is already extremely knowledgeable in the fields of mythology, philosophy, and religion, unless one is thoroughly steeped in the doctrines of the Hebrew Qabalah, unless one is intimately familiar with the immense body of magical and visionary work that occupied Crowley for nearly fifty years, unless one is fluent in the complex and enigmatic nomenclature these visions spawned, The Book of Thoth is most definitely not a user-friendly exposition of the Thoth Tarot.

This is not to say that the uninitiated cannot benefit from reading it. On the contrary, there is much in the text that is immediately comprehensible, indeed, profoundly inspirational. Nevertheless, if it is the reader's desire to gain some practical information about the Thoth Tarot quickly, he or she will most likely not read past the seventh paragraph:

One important interpretation of Tarot is that it is a Notariqon of the Hebrew Torah, the Law; also of ThROA, the Gate. Now, by the Yetziratic attributions—see table at end—this word may be read The Universe—the new-born Sun—Zero. This is the true Magical Doctrine of Thelema: Zero equals Two. Also, by Gematria, the numerical value of ThROA is 671 = 61 x 11. Now 61 is AIN, Nothing or Zero; and 11 is the number of Magical Expansion; in this way also, therefore, ThROA announces that same dogma, the only satisfactory philosophical explanation of the Cosmos, its origin, mode, and object.17

Please do not think that I am deriding the content of the above statement. It is remarkably lucid and perfectly Crowley. I understand it (to a degree) and, given enough time (with breaks for meals), could explain it to any reasonably intelligent person. However, when I first read it nearly thirty years ago, it made absolutely no sense to me. I knew nothing about Qabalistic world subdivisions, Enochian Aethyrs, or magical societies. I couldn't get through one page of The Book of Thoth without encountering references to things I knew nothing about and reference books I did not possess.

Lady Harris was equally overwhelmed, and voiced her frustration in a January 1939 letter to Crowley.

In reference to your books—I suppose you know that most of them would be easier for a beginner written in Sanscrit and that anyone reading them would go off their heads. Therefore the wise (like myself) take them in snappy bits and only when they are feeling strong.18

So it is with much of The Book of Thoth. It is a masterpiece without equal, and the perfect companion to the Thoth Tarot. While the latter can be appreciated the moment the cards are taken out of the box, however, the former demands a significant investment of time and study.

It would be many years before I realized that, had I known only just a little bit about the magical life of Aleister Crowley, just a little bit about his revolutionary spiritual world-view and prophetic visions, just a little bit about astrology, just a little bit about the Qabalah, just a little bit about alchemy, just a little bit about the Golden Dawn and the Tree of Life, then The Book of Thoth and the Thoth Tarot cards would soon have yielded many of their most important mysteries. What I needed was another book—a book that might have been titled Little Bits of Things You Should Know before Beginning Your Study of Aleister Crowley's Thoth Tarot.

Unfortunately for me, no such book existed at the time. Hopefully, one does now.





CHAPTER TWO
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ALEISTER CROWLEY AND THE GOLDEN DAWN

Beyond all other mundane events it was the influence of the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn that shaped Aleister Crowley's life. Once exposed to its Qabalistic system of grades and philosophy, its magical practices and ceremonies he was never the same.19

Obviously, for us to begin to understand Aleister Crowley's Thoth Tarot, we should first know a little bit about Aleister Crowley. Not forgetting my words in the previous chapter concerning the helpfulness of “little bits” of information, I must confess that, when the subject is Aleister Crowley, a little bit of knowledge can be a very dangerous thing. Those knowing just a little bit about the man vilified him mercilessly during his life and continue to do so to this day. On the other side of the coin, there are those who know just a little bit about Crowley who become instant “true believers.” They emulate his every perceived prejudice and vice and zealously worship him as if he were an omniscient and unerring god. Both views are dangerously flawed. Make no mistake about it: a person needs an enormous amount of information in order to arrive at a fair and reasonable understanding of this complex and remarkable character.

Unfortunately, space will not allow us a thorough examination and proper defense of the seventy-two-year adventure that was the colorful life of Aleister Crowley. For those of you who wish to take a more in-depth look, there are four biographies that I do not hesitate to recommend.20 They are included in the bibliography at the end of this volume.

Understandably, many of you will not care (or be able) to research these texts, nor should this gap in your Crowley education prevent you from using and enjoying the Thoth Tarot. I truly wish I could break every rule of literary decorum and simply say something like: Please trust me on this, folks. I know an awful lot about Crowley. He wasn't perfect. In fact, he could be perfectly horrible! But despite his outrageous behavior and many shortcomings, his spiritual quest was as sincere, as genuine, and as successful as any ever recorded. In this respect, he was in a very real sense a holy man. Within the mountains of written material he left behind there are priceless treasures waiting to be discovered by anyone willing to dig for them.

Aleister Crowley was born Edward Alexander Crowley on October 12, 1875, at Leamington, Warwickshire, England, to Edward Crowley, a wealthy brewer, and Emily Bertha Bishop. His father was a follower of John Nelson Darby and a lay preacher for the extremely conservative Plymouth Brethren Protestant sect. His mother was an enthusiastic (Crowley wrote “fanatical”) member of the same.

Young Alex was a sickly child and endeavored to overcome his health deficiencies by hiking and rock climbing. He was educated by a number of private tutors and private schools, including Malvern College, Tonbridge, Eastbourne College, King's College, London, and finally Trinity College, Cambridge.

At Cambridge, he blossomed into a prolific poet and developed a keen interest in alchemy and all things mysterious and occult. In November of1898, he offered himself for initiation into the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn in London, taking the motto “Perdurabo,” meaning “I shall endure to the end.” This is an allusion to Matthew 10:22, that is chillingly prophetic of the future that lay before young Crowley: “And ye shall be hated of all men for my name's sake: but he that endureth to the end shall be saved.”21

Although he would be instrumental in breaking it up just a few years later, the structure and teachings of the Golden Dawn would remain a major influence throughout his life. It would also, quite literally, provide the blueprint for his personal spiritual evolution. As we will soon see, the Golden Dawn's Equinox ceremony (when the Hierophant steps down and a new one is installed) foreshadowed a most profound cosmic event—but more on that later.

In the Golden Dawn's fifth degree (Adeptus Minor), the new initiate is required to paint his or her own deck of tarot cards modeled after one loaned to him or her by the Order. The model deck was almost certainly designed by the Order's master adept, S.L. MacGregor Mathers, and painted by his artist wife, Moina.

For less than a dozen years, this deck had been the most esoteric and secret pack of cards in existence. Candidates were bound by the most solemn and terrible oaths never to reveal the secret correspondences and images. Crowley, as part of his Adeptus Minor duties, most assuredly created his own, and the images of the Thoth Tarot are based solidly upon those of the Golden Dawn model. Later, when I discuss the individual cards, I will make repeated references to these original designs.

The Golden Dawn degree system is based upon the Qabalistic schema called the Tree of Life (see figure 21, chapter 9). This diagram will become very important to us in our study of the Thoth Tarot and the initiatory career of its creator. The Tree of Life consists of ten sephiroth,22—emanations from (or aspects of) the supreme being. These ten sephiroth can be considered levels of consciousness—the lowest (10) being that of the material plane, the highest (1) being the supreme consciousness of deity. In the course of our incarnation adventures, each of us, in one way or another, eventually “climbs” this tree, gaining ever more subtle levels of consciousness, until we finally achieve union with godhead and supreme spiritual liberation.

The tarot is a perfect representation of the Tree of Life. The ace of each suit represents the top sephira (1) and the two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, and ten of each suit represents its respective sephira on the Tree.

There are also twenty-two paths that connect the ten sephiroth and facilitate the candidate's climb up the tree. These twenty-two paths are represented in tarot by the twenty-two trump cards. We will discuss the Tree of Life in more detail in chapter 9. Here it is only necessary to remember that the ten sephiroth and twenty-two paths of the Tree of Life are the keys to understanding the magical life and career of Aleister Crowley, as well as the key to understanding the Thoth Tarot.





CHAPTER THREE
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THE LADY AND THE BEAST

Don't, Aleister, say “like me a little.” If I may aspire to such a position, you are my friend and when my friends are rude to me I cannot remember it. They remain the cone, the eye, the node, from which is generated all the pleasure I have in life.23

—Harris to Crowley, January 28, 1940.

Was Frieda Harris a Lady? Of course she was, but the first little bit of information we should learn about her concerns her use of the title “Lady.” She is almost always referred to in print as “Lady Frieda Harris.” This is not technically correct, however. British book antiquarian and Crowley/Harris scholar Clive Harper wrote me the following:

Percy Harris was made a baronet in 1932 (a baronetcy can be thought of as an inheritable “Sir…” title). He was appointed to the Privy Council in 1940 and so became entitled to be called “The Right Honourable…” but strictly speaking this is an office, rather than an honour. The wife of a baronet is indeed a “Lady” but as the wife of Sir Percy Harris, she should have been known as “Lady Harris.” “Lady Frieda Harris” would only be correct if she was, for example, the daughter of a duke and so entitled to a courtesy title through her father. If she had divorced her husband she would be properly called, “Frieda, Lady Harris.” Now it is clear that she herself used “Lady Frieda Harris” and she would certainly have known the protocol for such things. One can but suspect that she was not averse to letting people assume that she came from a noble family, rather than being merely the estranged wife of a baronet.24

There is very little information available concerning the personal relationship that existed between Lady Harris and Aleister Crowley. In my mind, it is a story that perhaps could only have been written by E. M. Forrester and filmed by Merchant Ivory. I can imagine the movie trailer…cue the string quartet!

Freethinking London socialite and surrealist painter, Frieda Harris, wife of The Right Honourable Sir Percy Alfred Harris, M. P. (powerful Chief Whip of the Liberal Parliamentary Party) mysteriously falls under the spell of the notorious black magician Aleister Crowley, the most vilified and despised man in England. Ignoring the possible social consequences, she becomes his magical disciple25 and agrees to focus her immense talent on a strange and monumental task. She would, under his domination, manifest in seventy-eight watercolor paintings his awesome, sometimes terrifying vision of the magical and spiritual forces of nature projected though the ancient archetypal images of the tarot.

True to the art-film milieu, the climax of this melodrama is played out against the chaotic backdrop of wartime London—the troop trains, the rationing, the sirens, the blitz, the blackouts—it really is too romantic for words.

It wasn't exactly like that, however. First, to be fair to the memories of these two brilliant and colorful characters, we must remember that they were both in their sixties. Rumors notwthstanding, Crowley's failing health and Lady Harris's extremely visible social calendar made it highly unlikely their collaboration was one mad and titillating adulterous romp.

Second, it was Harris, not Crowley, who first suggested that he redesign the traditional tarot images and write a book about it, which she would illustrate with seventy-eight paintings. Crowley flatly refused, suggesting simply that they “get hold of the best available old pack and have them re-drawn with occasional corrections and emendations.”26 A project like that, he speculated, would take only six months to complete. Harris was adamant, however. She insisted upon painting entirely new tarot images that would illustrate a comprehensive new book from Crowley. She eventually made Crowley an offer he couldn't refuse. She would pay him a weekly stipend of£2 a week to teach her magick. Crowley was bankrupt. He acquiesced.

Harris was introduced to Crowley by artist friend and London socialite Greta Valentine. They were all mutual friends of Clifford Bax, former coeditor of the literary and art magazine The Golden Hind.

Harris was a Co-Mason27 and no stranger to esoteric subjects and ritual work, but at the beginning of the project, she was a complete magical novice and by no means a tarot expert. Nonetheless, she said she felt impelled by her Holy Guardian Angel28 to create images that most accurately conveyed the deepest magical and spiritual meaning of each card. She thoroughly acquainted herself with the traditional tarot images and the descriptions found in The Equinox.29 She worked tirelessly from Crowley's sketches and notes, and thought nothing of repainting a single card as many as eight times to satisfy his demands.

Crowley, displaying an uncharacteristic level of gracious candor, readily admitted that Harris's genius forced him to apprehend each card as an individual masterpiece, and that her energy, not his, was the impetus that saw the enormous undertaking through to completion. It was truly a dynamic partnership of two brilliant and intensely motivated artists.

But did Crowley, who fancied himself a good intuitive painter, try to influence Harris's style in executing the cards? The answer is “yes,” especially early in the project, when it was obvious that Frieda was bent on a level of expression that might have rendered the Thoth deck unrecognizable as tarot. Crowley's December 19, 1939, note to Harris concerning her work on Adjustment and her fear of painting faces gives us an idea of the direction the Thoth Tarot might have taken had Crowley not put his foot down. He also, with typical Crowley hyperbole, tears into her circle of friends, who were currently influencing her artistic attitudes:

Your feeling about having no forms and faces is merely symptomatic of modern soul-sickness. It is lack of confidence in one's creative powers. It is the root of homosexuality as understood in this country and of all these crazy movements, the Neo-Thomists, and the Buchmanites and the Dadaists and the Surrealists. Picasso took it far enough; he tried to paint a chair which could not be any particular chair, and must therefore have no colour and no form, but as every chair, in order to be a chair, must have a support for the human frame, he did a horizontal line. But this is metaphysics and not art; all these half-sexed, half-witted people, sicklied o'er with the pale caste of thought, I cannot believe that any of them will ever command either the Exeter, the Ajax or the Achilles, and any man who is not potentially capable of doing that, is not a man at all; he may be some kind of pudding, and I hold no brief against puddings, but all these people who resent simplicity resent manhood, they weave their own onanistic web of nastiness; these are the shells cast off from the Tree of Life, these are the larvae of abomination. It has been your evil fortune to have far too much to do with such people without a proper clinical training, such as would have enabled you to diagnose their malady; they have small orts of cleverness without any breadth of vision or balance, without the sense of space, of nature, of fresh air.

…I must emphasise that this fear of faces is an appalling symptom of cowardice. It is surely a natural instinct to connect expression with moral ideas, and it is moral ideas, or more correctly magical ideas, that you are out to illustrate. It did not matter so much in this particular card because of the tradition of Justice being blind, but on the other hand, the masking of the face suggests deceit which is the absolute opposite of the intention of the card; it was the familiars of the Inquisition, it was the Vehmgericht that administered what they called Justice, hooded. Impartiality is a lovely idea, but it doesn't get you very far; if the impartial person may be impersonated by a demon of malignant darkness.30

Why don't you tell us how you really feel, Mr. Crowley!

Lady Harris exhibited the paintings on at least three occasions; first in June 1941 at the Randolph Hotel in Oxford, then again in July 1942 at the Berkeley Galleries on Davis Street, London, and in August 1942 at the Royal Society of Painters in Water Colours on Conduit Street, London. At Harris's insistence, Crowley was not in attendance, nor does his name appear anywhere in the program essays.31

In 1944, Crowley published the first edition of The Book of Thoth, the textbook the cards were to illuminate. Assisting him financially with this project and several others was a young American soldier, Lieutenant Grady L. McMurtry,32 a member of Crowley's magical order, Ordo Templi Orientis. In 1969, he would also be instrumental in arranging to have the seventy-eight paintings photographed and published as a deck of tarot cards.33

McMurtry was the only person I have ever talked to who actually met Lady Harris. He first met her at Crowley's flat at 93 Jermyn Street, Piccadilly. Shortly afterward, Crowley moved out of the city to Buckinghamshire. McMurtry and Harris would meet once again at her home in London. It was a brief encounter, but his description of the event (which I heard him recount at least a half-dozen times) is such a charming peek at Harris's character and so indicative of the milieu of the times that I cannot resist attempting to retell it here. I hope Crowley biographers will forgive if my recollection of McMurty's oft-told story differs with their understanding of objective history.

It was in late May 1944, less than two weeks before he would be part of the D-Day Normandy invasion. Lieutenant McMurtry visited Crowley at his home at the Bell Inn in Aston Clinton in Buckinghamshire. Because McMurtry had access to a jeep and petrol, Crowley asked him if he could deliver some papers to Lady Harris in London. Excited at the thought of seeing Harris again, he readily agreed.

It was early evening and the city was blacked out by the time he reached the Harris residence at 3 Devonshire Terrace, Marylebone High Street. As he approached the door, he heard piano music and the sweet notes of Debussy's “Claire de Lune” from inside the Harris home. (McMurtry told me he remembered thinking what an awkward contrast he made—a lanky American soldier in jump boots standing at the door of this genteel gathering.) He knocked, and soon a man dressed in eveningwear opened the door. It was obvious there was a party in progress; a pianist was entertaining guests. McMurtry stated his business and was asked to wait outside the door. In a few moments, Lady Harris opened the door, greeted him politely, and accepted the paperwork with thanks. Then, as she was about to close the door in his face, she turned her head for a moment and gazed upon the bright warmth of her party—the quiet talk, the Debussy. For a moment, McMurtry was sure she was going to invite him in. Then she turned to look at him, in his uniform and boots, and said, “You do understand, of course, I can't invite you in. It would so spoil the mood of the evening.”

Contrary to absurd published statements that Crowley grew rich from the sales of the Thoth Tarot while Lady Harris went unrecognized and unpaid, neither Harris nor Crowley would live to profit financially from the project, or even see the paintings properly manifested as tarot cards.34 Crowley died in December of 1947. Harris visited him a few days before he died. He did not recognize her. She became a co executor of his will and was among the handful of people who attended his funeral. She also hosted a lavish “curry” wake in his honor in her home in London.

After the death of Sir Percy in 1952, Frieda, Lady Harris moved to Srinagar Kashmir to live out her years on a houseboat, her modest income supplemented by the sale of her paintings and writings. Contrary to rumors, the Lady did not die impoverished, nor did she regret her relationship with the Beast. In a 1958 letter to a friend in England, as she describes the virtues and vices of a Kashmiri gentleman friend named Shabau, she fondly contrasts his character with her memories of Crowley.

But there is Shabau who remains. He is incapable of telling the truth except about God which I can't prove anyhow, but how charming he is, although sometimes I weary of his naïve interpretations & moral narrowness & long for A. C. who was so d—d clever &without limitations.”35

Frieda Harris died in 1962. Crowley, who was noted for rarely saying anything nice about anyone, paid uncharacteristic tribute to her with adulation in the biographical note from The Book of Thoth:

She devoted her genius to the Work. With incredible rapidity she picked up the rhythm, and with inexhaustible patience submitted to the correction of the fanatical slave-driver that she had invoked, often painting the same card as many as eight times until it measured up to his Vanadium Steel yardstick! May the passionate “love under will” which she has stored in this Treasury of Truth and Beauty flow forth from the Splendour and Strength of her work to enlighten the world; may this Tarot serve as a chart for the bold seamen of the New Aeon, to guide them across the Great Sea of Understanding to the City of the Pyramids!36





CHAPTER FOUR
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THE ART

Why haven't I got living fire which could weave musically these beauties. I can't do it with pigment. I want poetry [image: images] music [image: images] light, not coloured chalks.37

—Harris to Crowley, date uncertain.

When we ask what makes the Thoth Tarot unique, the first and most obvious answer is the artwork. If we appreciate nothing more about these marvelous cards, it is enough for us to invoke the cliché: “I may not know much about art, but I know what I like.” Sales figures, year after year, prove that a great many people know that they like these cards.

The cards of the Thoth Tarot display more than just Lady Harris's skillful execution of traditional tarot images, fine-tuned to reflect a more modern understanding of self and the natural universe. Any competent cartoonist following Crowley's instructions could have done that. Harris exceeded Crowley's wildest expectations by actually incorporating within the very fabric of her style the profoundly subtle essence of his spiritual doctrine. It was a supreme wedding of artistic technique and deepest mysticism.

Harris's style is characterized by her graphical conversion of the mathematical concepts of projective geometry.38 A provocative expansion of Euclidean geometry, projective geometry was, in the mid 1930s, the focus of intense study among the disciples of Rudolf Steiner.39 Three years before she began painting the Thoth Tarot, Harris studied under two of Steiner's most brilliant students, George Adams and Olive Whicher, and was soon busy transferring theoretical mathematics to canvas.

Projective geometry presumes more than a polarity between a central point and an infinitely distant surface (center and periphery). Because of the fragility (if not the downright nonexistence) of time-space, it allows that a central point and infinite space can occupy the same position. However difficult (or unimportant) it may be for us to grasp the mathematical subtleties of projective geometry, we see it thrillingly manifested in Harris's use of lines, nets, arcs, swirls, twists, and angles stretched and overlaid one upon another, or otherwise combined to visually redefine the fabric of space. Each time we gaze upon one of these cards, we are obliged to transcend the dimensional boundaries of our minds and momentarily place ourselves in an environment where infinite depth can exist simultaneously with infinite projection.

Had Crowley paid Harris anything for her labor, we would have to say that he certainly got his money's worth. Not only did her stylization make the cards hauntingly beautiful, but by incorporating the tools of projected geometry she also paid profoundest homage to the “deities” of his new Aeon cosmology.

“Deities?” “New Aeon cosmology?” You might be thinking that all of this is starting to sound like some new California-crackpot religion. Indeed, it is upon the shoals of terms such as these that many who set sail on the sea of Crowley find themselves shipwrecked and drowned. You can take comfort, however, in the knowledge that Crowley's New Aeon deities are not theological personages, as traditional religions would have us imagine. They are simply convenient terms for natural forces and principles that, because of evolutionary advances in human consciousness, we are able to comprehend more clearly than our spiritual ancestors.

These changes in spiritual consciousness are interpreted into stunning images in the Thoth Tarot and are precisely what differentiate it from the tarot decks of the past. It is, therefore, very important that we know a little bit about New Aeon and the book that Crowley believed to be the fundamental revelation of the age, The Book of the Law.





CHAPTER FIVE
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THE PROPHET AND THE BOOK OF THE LAW

Oh! thou art overcome: we are upon thee; our delight is all over thee: hail! hail!: prophet of Nu! prophet of Had!prophet of Ra-Hoor-Khu! Now rejoice! now come in our splendour & rapture! Come in our passionate peace, & write sweet words for the Kings!40

I realize that, for many people, al this talk about New Aeons and shifts of consciousness may seem to have nothing to do with tarot cards. I assure you it has everything to do with the Thoth Tarot. If this book is to live up to the promise of its title, it will be important for you to grasp the key elements that make the Thoth Tarot the Thoth Tarot. Foremost among these are the revolutionary doctrines revealed in a tiny book and the strange assertion that Crowley was a prophet.

I confess that, when I first started to explore the cards, I was very uneasy when I learned that Crowley considered himself some kind of prophet and that the cards might be an illustrated textbook to his weird, and perhaps dangerous, new spiritual movement. I had read some very nasty things about Aleister Crowley and I certainly did not want to waste my time or jeopardize my soul by dabbling with “the dark side.”

I soon realized that, if there was any darkness involved, it was the darkness of my own fears, not in The Book of the Law or the seventy-eight pieces of printed card stock of the Thoth Tarot. As is often the case when dealing with Mr. Crowley, things aren't always what they appear at first sight—then again, maybe they are. He is like a quirky uncle who makes you pass a test of patience or courage before rewarding you with candy. Only afterward do you discover your real prize was not the candy, but the priceless reward of cultivating the virtues of patience and courage.

On the 8, 9, and 10 of April, 190 In an apartment in Cairo, Aleister Crowley received (channeled) Liber AL vel Legis, The Book of the Law. It is a curious little book consisting of three short chapters of prose poetry. The circumstances leading up to the reception of The Book of the Law are extremely interesting and, unfortunately, a subject I will not have much room to discuss in this work. I encourage anyone who wishes to learn more about this fascinating chapter in Crowley's spiritual career to read Thet The Equinox of the Gods41 and any of the excellent recently published Crowley biographies.

Briefly, Crowley and his wife, Rose, were honeymooning in Cairo when Rose fell into a trance in which she claimed to give voice to the gods of ancient Egypt, particularly the god Horus. At first, Crowley dismissed these “messages” as nonsense. Alter hours of thorough interrogation, however, he became convinced that Rose could not possibly possess enough technical information to be faking it.

He took her to Cairo's Boulak museum (whose collections are now part of the Cairo museum) so she could point out precisely which god was responsible for the messages. Ignoring the more popular images of Horus, Rose excitedly identified a simple wooden stèle from the twenty-third to twenty-fourth dynasties as the source of the communications. It was the funeral stèle of Ankh-af-na-khonsu, a notable political and religious figure of several royal administrations. This Stèle of Revealing (see figure 1 on the inside front cover), as it would later be called, triggered a series of psychic and magical events that culminated with Crowley's reception of The Book of the Law.

“Do what thou wilt shall be the whole of the Law.” “Love is the law, love under will.” These are the two most recognizable watchwords from The Book of the Law. The “Law” they refer to is the law of Thelema (Greek for “will”).

In essence, the book's message is simple. It announces the beginning of a New Aeon in which the spiritual formulae of previous aeons will be amended to better harmonize with humanity's expanded consciousness. The third verse of the first chapter announces that “Every man and every woman is a star”; it describes quite succinctly the fundamental shift in our self-identity that characterizes this new period in human evolution. No longer must we view ourselves as cold, dark satellites helplessly orbiting the “sun” of the family, tribe, race, religion, or nation on whom we depend for light and the fixed trajectory of our lives.

The individual is now to be recognized as the primary and preeminent unit of society. It is now possible for humanity to awaken to the liberating fact that each of us is a star, as unique and self-radiant as our celestial counterparts. Instead of desperately trying to determine the will of God and then clumsily attempting to cooperate with it, each of us must now come to realize that our will, if properly understood and executed, is already in harmony with the divine will. In other words, in this age, the holy quest is to discover one's own way rather than trying to guess what a God wants for you and hope from moment to moment that you are guessing correctly.

Perhaps the most important quality of The Book of the Law that sets it apart from al other holy books is the fact that no one is allowed to interpret its meaning to anyone else. No priest, no preacher, no politician, no professor, no philosopher can presume to tell anyone what anything in The Book of the Law means. This effectively prevents the formation of the dogma, doctrine, and intolerance that has been the curse of the “great” religions of the past and that continues today to provoke worldwide religious strife.

The three “deities” of The Book of the Law are the main figures that appear on the Stèle of Revealing; they express the abstract dynamics of the universe. They are Nuit (sometimes spelled “Nu” or “Nuith”), the goddess of infinite space, the personification of an infinitely expanded universe;42 Hadit (sometimes spelled “Had” or “Hadith”), the god at the heart of Nuit, the personification of an infinitely contracted point;43 and their child, Ra-Hoor-Khuit (sometimes spelled “Ra-Hoor-Khu-it,” “Ra-Hoor-Khu,” “Ra Hoor Khut,” “Ra-Hoor-Khut”), who, on the Stèle, is the hawk-headed god enthroned behind an altar of offerings.

These three deities are, in a very real way, the personifications of the key elements of projective geometry: Nuit the periphery, Hadit the center, and Ra-Hoor-Khuit the transcendent “being” that is created when it is recognized that the periphery and center simultaneously occupy the same position. As Nuit is infinite out-ness, and Hadit is infinite in-ness, they are both equally everywhere and locked in infinite embrace. This is lovemaking on a cosmic scale, and Ra-Hoor-Khuit is the product of this union.

The Book of the Law contains several very interesting references to individual tarot cards, but we'll learn more about that in Part II of this book.

Egyptian deities and projective geometry may seem like pretty weighty subjects for a book about tarot cards. Some of you may even feel uncomfortable when I use the term “god” or “goddess.” Please know that when I do, I am not referring to spiritual beings who may or may not be at odds with your religion or spiritual world-view. They are simply convenient terms for natural—indeed mathematical—facts of life that are so fundamental to the fabric of reality that it is appropriate to refer to them as deities.

But what about Aleister Crowley being a prophet? Are we talking about the same Aleister Crowley who caused a sensation in artistic circles by chiseling off the bronze plaque that had been attached (by prudish French authorities) like a fig leaf over the genitals of the stone angel marking Oscar Wilde's grave? The same Aleister Crowley who pranced into the Café Royal wearing the plaque as a codpiece and then presented it to the sculptor, Jacob Epstein? Are we talking about the same Aleister Crowley whojoked that he had killed and eaten two of his Himalayan native porters while on a climbing expedition?44 Are we to believe that this outrageous libertine who seduced scores of women and men could possibly be a prophet?

The Book of the Law declared in no uncertain terms that the “Scribe” (Crowley, or the spiritual entity known to the world as Aleister Crowley) was the prophet chosen by the spiritual forces of human evolution to deliver the good news of the New Aeon to the world. For many of us, the word “prophet” carries with it a great deal of sectarian baggage. Let me assure you that when I refer to Aleister Crowley as a prophet, I am suggesting only that (like shamans of all times and cultures) he was a person who, under certain conditions, was able to observe and then give voice to the great unseen forces and events that shape the spiritual development of humanity.

These forces and events are not the province of any particular religion or cultural movement. Rather they are symbolic expressions of humanity's changing point of view—a point of view that becomes more accurate as our understanding of the universe around us improves; a point of view that changes, sometimes subtly, sometimes radically, step by step, as the inevitable result of our evolving consciousness.

Crowley's revelation (if we choose to call it that) is, in essence, not a revelation at all, but a recognition of certain spiritual facts of life—universal facts that each of us can recognize if we care to, and that each of us could communicate to others if we were skilled enough in the use of language.

I often hear it said by critics of Crowley, and those who, for one reason or another, are afraid of him, that he could not possibly be a prophet because he was so immoral and evil. As each of us have our own ideas concerning what is or is not immoral and evil, it is useless for me to argue that point. Perhaps it is more productive to debate whether being immoral and evil should necessarily prevent one from being considered a prophet.

It is clear to me from reading the Bible that prophets are very human and have their good and their bad days. For example, look at what the Bible tells us happened when the prophet Elisha had a bad day:

And he [Elisha] went up from thence to Beth-El; and as he was going up along the way, there came forth little boys out of the city and mocked him, saying, “Go up, you bald head, go up, you bald head.” And he turned back and saw them and cursed them in the name of the Lord. And there came forth two she-bears out of the forest, and tore forty-two of the boys.45

It is true that Crowley could be as petty and cruel as anyone. He took pleasure in doing many things that most of us would not wish to emulate. At no time during his long and infamous life, however, did he commit any felonious crime serious enough even to warrant arrest, let alone so diabolically evil as to use his powers to slaughter forty-two innocent children just because they made fun of his haircut.

While we may concede that all prophets are wild and outrageous characters, it does not necessarily follow that all wild and outrageous characters are prophets. What other qualifications did Crowley possess that might tempt providence to choose him at the turn of the twentieth century to be prophet of the New Aeon?

In my opinion, the character, the personality, yes, even the brash ego of Aleister Crowley combined to make him the perfect candidate for modern prophet-hood.

 


	He was a passionate and adventurous spiritual seeker, bound from early manhood by severe personal oaths to gain supreme enlightenment;

	He was a master poet, adept in the art of transforming abstract concepts into the imagery of language;

	He was (as much as any man of his day) intimately acquainted with the gods, religions, and mythologies of both the East and West. This familiarity gave him a rich vocabulary of words and images understandable to people of many cultures and religions.
And most important:


	He was alive at the very moment a great shift of human consciousness was about to dramatically change the world;

	He was sensitive enough to perceive this change and had the language skills to communicate it;

	He was willing to suffer condemnation, ridicule, financial ruin, personal tragedy, and professional vilification to tell the world about it.


You can argue all you want that Aleister Crowley was a flawed and perfectly nasty individual, that he was despised and a dangerous person to know. Despite all his shortcomings, however, it is clear to me that he possessed all the ingredients necessary to make a prophet. A prophet does not need to be perfect. A prophet does not need to be loved. A prophet does not need to be popular. A prophet does not need to be harmless. A prophet need only have a vision of the truth and the courage to give voice to that truth no matter what the consequences.





CHAPTER SIX
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THE AEON OF HORUS

Abrogate are all rituals, all ordeals, all words and signs. Ra-Hoor-Khuit hath taken his seat in the East at the Equinox of the Gods.46

It is obvious to anyone who is more than casually interested that there are several major features that distinguish the Thoth Tarot from other more traditional decks. First, the four court cards of each suit are tided Knight, Queen, Prince, and Princess, rather than King, Queen, Prince, Princess, (or King, Queen, Knight, Page, or variants found in other decks). Crowley gives us a very interesting explanation for this that I will discuss in detail in chapter 11.

He also makes very significant changes to four of the trumps. Cards that have, in the past, borne the titles Justice, Strength, Temperance, and Judgment (or Last Judgment) are, in the Thoth Tarot, respectively named Adjustment, Lust, Art, and The Aeon. Crowley explains that the new titles more accurately convey the essential meanings of these cards. We will explore why in a moment.

Name changes notwithstanding, the basic images Lady Harris painted for Adjustment, Lust, and Art are more or less consistent with their counterparts in traditional packs. The Aeon, the card that replaces Last Judgment, is a different matter. Instead of displaying a trumpeting angel awaking the dead from their coffins on Judgment day, The Aeon reveals the beautifully stylized figures of the deities from the Stèle of Revealing and The Book of the Law: Nuit, the Goddess of infinite space; Hadit, the God of the infinitely contracted point; and Ra-Hoor-Khuit (Horus), the child of their union.47 This change not only radically differentiates The Aeon card from the traditional Last Judgment card, it also serves to cast more subtle changes in other cards of the Thoth Tarot.

What is the reason for this dramatic departure from Judgment's traditional image? According to Crowley, the change was necessitated by the fact that the spiritual event depicted in the old versions of the Last Judgment card has already occurred, and The Aeon card has replaced it to illustrate the defining moment when the old aeon gave way to the new.

For many tarot enthusiasts who understand that the tarot is an evolving spiritual organism, the changes manifested in the Thoth Tarot come as logical and welcome improvements. For others, the deck is an affront to their spiritual world-view. The fact that the cards were created by the wicked Aleister Crowley only reinforces their dark suspicions. This attitude, in my opinion, is very unfortunate; in the next few pages, I will do my best assuage the concerns that, for many, may still linger.

The traditional tarot trumps are filled with biblical and classical themes and a cast of characters that seem to have been plucked directly from Mediaeval or Renaissance street theatre. In the Lovers, we find Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. The destruction of the tower of Babel is depicted in the Tower card; Fortune displays the wheel of Ezekiel's vision, and his four creatures grace both the Hierophant48 and the Universe cards. The Goddess Diana is the High Priestess, and Prometheus the Magus. We find an Emperor, his Fool, a Pope (Hierophant), a Hermit, a Hanged Man, Death, and the Devil himself.

There are celestial trumps: the Sun, the Star, the Moon, and the Universe. Looking at the trumps, even a novice astrologer can locate within the twenty-two trumps the seven traditional planets and the twelve signs of the zodiac (see chapter 7). We hold a universe in our hands when we pick up a deck of tarot cards. Heaven and hell, church and state, stars and planets, elements and principals, even ancient gods inhabit the seventy-eight pieces of card stock. Is it any wonder tarot has remained a preeminent tool of divination for centuries?

There is also a dominant theme that runs through the traditional images of the trumps, a theme whose libretto was born in the last and most mysterious book of the New Testament, The Revelation of Saint John the Divine. Here we are first introduced to the trumpet-blowing angel of the Last Judgment card and the Empress, who is obviously “a woman clothed with the sun, and the moon under her feet, and upon her head a crown of twelve stars” (Rev. 12:1). The “woman upon a scarlet colored beast” (Rev. 17:3) graces the Strength (Lust) card, and the angel who sets “his right foot upon the sea, and his left foot on the earth” (Rev. 10:2) is the classic image of Temperance (Art).49

Currently, many bible students are reassessing their theories concerning the Book of Revelation—exactly when it was written and what it was originally trying to communicate. There is now a growing consensus among scholars that what John was actually describing (in veiled imagery understandable to his contemporary audience) was not the millennia! end of the world, but the all too flesh-and-blood details of the apocalyptic holocaust that ended the second Jewish revolt in A.D. 72.

Be that as it may, it really doesn't matter whether or not John's Revelation is the prophetic vision of “end times” or an elaborately coded inter-office memo. The fact remains that, for over a thousand years, its words and images have been seared into the spiritual consciousness of Western civilization. We may never know the true story behind the book, but the book has become a myth, and myth is truer than history.

No matter what John was originally trying to communicate, his Revelation conveniently provides to both the sincere seeker and the religious extortionist a grotesque vocabulary of terror and hope—the profound terror that comes from contemplating one's human inadequacies when standing before a divine throne of eternal judgment on the day the world is destroyed by fire50—and the hope of a future existence free of the fears and injustices of the past. The Revelation of Saint John the Divine certainly has been successful in generating terror. Its singular shortcoming, however, is its failure to tell us that the “end of the world” is not really the End of the World!

What, then, does the traditional Last Judgment card represent? Ironically, Crowley tells us that it does indeed represent the destruction of the world by fire, an event that took place on March 20, 1904, in an apartment in Cairo, when Horus, the God of force and fire, took his father's throne at the Equinox of the Gods—an event that signaled the end of the spiritual world of the dying god Osiris, and the birth of the Aeon of Horus.

Crowley taught that, within our racial memory, there have been three aeons. For literary convenience, he labeled them after the three principal gods of Egypt: the Goddess Isis; her husband/brother, Osiris; and their son, Horus51 We have just entered the Aeon of Horus, which supplanted the Aeon of Osiris, which supplanted the Aeon of Isis.

Aeons change, not as the result of some war in heaven or astrological event. Rather they are simply the consequence of some improved modification in human consciousness. Obviously, such a mutation needs to be universal and fundamental: something most of us share with our fellows, something as simple as how we perceive our relationship with the Sun.

Yes. It's as simple (and as profound) as that. And the Thoth Tarot, as much as any piece of art or literature, reflects the dynamics of this new evolutionary step. Let's look briefly at the last two aeons to see how our relationship to the Sun has developed and how it affected the spiritual lives of our ancestors. The following is excerpted from my Angels, Demons, and Gods of the New Millennium.

THE AEON OF ISIS—The Formula of the Great Goddess It is impossible for us to pinpoint the dawn of the Aeon of Isis…. Evidence of the worship of the Great Goddess is found as far back as the age of Leo (10,996 B.C. to 8830 B.C.). In this period, when humanity was struggling with the first attempts at social intercourse, the most awesome mystery to excite the imagination was the power of woman. More than any other observable phenomena woman was most godlike. Each month, coinciding with the rhythmic cycles of the moon, she issued blood. Yet miraculously she did not die. When the cycle of bleeding stopped, her body changed; her breasts and belly swelled for nine moons until she burst with water and new life.

Because the earliest Isian-agers were as yet unaware of the cause and effect relationship between sex and birth, it appeared that woman alone was the source of human life. Her life-giving powers were not limited to blood and birth, for from her breasts flowed milk, a rich white blood to nourish and sustain the new life she created. Woman was the human embodiment of the earth itself which appeared to spontaneously bring forth the vegetation and animals needed to sustain the race. It was the most self-evident fact of life…earth was mother…mother was life…god was woman. To be in harmony with the formula of the Great Goddess was profoundly simple, and as long as it was universally perceived that life and nourishment came directly from the earth and from woman, all successful endeavors, magical practices and religious expression did her homage.

So deeply was this perceived reality impressed upon our ancestor's minds that long after they solved the mystery of where babies come from they clung tenaciously to the outward forms of Goddess worship and based all social and religious institutions on her formula. Eventually, however, as our understanding of the universe around us grew, we were confronted with a more complicated world-view and new unsettling mysteries.

THE AEON OF OSIRIS—The Formula of the Dying God Even though the formula of the dying god became crystallized in the religions and institutions of the astrological age of Pisces (166 B.C. to A.D. 2000), the Aeon of Osiris dawned much earlier.

The advent of agricultural societies necessitated a greater awareness of the cycles of the seasons. Osirian age farmers began to recognize the effects sunlight, or lack of it, had upon vegetation. They observed that at certain times of the year the days grew short and crops did not grow. It eventually became evident that, even though the earth brought forth life, the supreme creative energy that vivified that life came from the sun. Coincidental with this discovery was a universal acknowledgment of the vital role men played in the procreative process. Just as plant life needed the warm penetrating rays of sunlight to flourish, so too woman needed the introduction of the male sperm to avoid being forever barren. The heretofore-unrecognized concept of fatherhood became a dominant theme. The Aeon of Osiris truly began when our forebears raised their eyes to heaven and woke up to the fact that life on earth was a partnership of sun and earth, and the life of the race was a partnership of man and woman. However, the partnership was not perceived as being equal—the male backlash was severe and unmerciful. Deity was now male, a father, and his power was likened to that of the sun.

Even though this shift of consciousness was the result of a more accurate assessment of the facts of life than was realized in the Aeon of Isis, it was not quite accurate enough. A defect in the perception of cosmological facts plunged our Osirian age ancestors into a dark and terrifying insecurity crisis that traumatized the human race so severely that we still suffer its effects. This fundamental flaw in understanding caused us to switch our focus from the mystery of where life comes from to an obsessive preoccupation with death.

The tragic misunderstanding focused on the belief that each day the sun was born at dawn in the east and died in the evening in the west. Speculations abounded about where the dead sun went during the darkness of night and if, indeed, a new one would ever appear again in the east. Perhaps it went to the land of the dead where we temporally visit during our nightly little death of sleep. The terrors and ecstasies of our dreams formed the archetypes of heaven and hell, and, after we die, who better to judge our worthiness for either place than the dead sun itself who created and sustained us during our stay on earth. This is precisely the part the god Osiris would play in Egyptian mythology and Christ's role in Christianity.

To further complicate these fears the sun's yearly escapades caused even greater anxiety. Each year at the zenith of the sun's power in summer, it was observed that each day it rose and set a little south52 of where it did the day before. Around harvest time the days grew noticeable shorter and the specter of the empty harvested fields accented the leafless trees and browning grasses and painted a melancholy and frightening portrait of nature in articulo mortis. It was unsettling enough to have the sun completely disappear each day, but if it continued to head south until night was perpetual, how long could the world survive in cold darkness before a new sun appears?

In an attempt to calm the shattered nerves caused by such musings a few wise souls took a deep breath and attempted to look at the big picture. Yes, the sun dies each evening in the west, but years of observation and the testimony of the oldest members of society indicated that no one could remember a time when another one did not come up in the east within a relatively short period. Yes, the sun becomes weak and almost dies each year, but the same observations and testimony revealed that it eventually reverses its journey south and the days grow longer again until a new cycle of life returns to the earth. Based on the best information at their disposal they concluded that magical power, an unknown and supernatural force, was responsible for the sun's resurrection. They further surmised that the secret of this magick must be hidden in the very nature of the sun itself, and if they could only harmonize with that nature then perhaps they too could overcome death.

Everywhere they looked in nature, they saw the sun's cycle of birth, life, death and resurrection reenacted. They observed that plants sprouted to the surface in spring and grew tall and strong in the long days and warm sunlight of summer. Then in autumn, at the height of their maturity, they put forth seeds and then died or were cut down at harvest time. Like the earth itself, the seeds lay dead and buried throughout the lifeless winter, only to spring to life when the rains and the lengthening rays of the sun transformed the soil into a moist warm womb.

They also observed accelerated plant growth near the decaying remains of animals or people and wherever large amounts of blood spilled upon the ground. This wonder was the male/solar counterpart of the female/lunar mystery of menstruation. The parallels between sun and phallus, sunlight and semen, the fertilizing power semen had upon woman and that blood had upon the earth did not escape our Osirian ancestor's fertile imaginations. A new “fact of life” (one that conformed to the secret nature of the sun) became the magical formula of the aeon; life comes from death.

In order to harmonize with the new formula it would become necessary to take an active role in the great death/life drama. For the earliest members of the Aeon of Osiris human sacrifice was the supreme pantomime of the sun's daily and yearly sacrifice to the earth. It also illustrated the sacrifice of the potency of the phallus after ejaculation, and the seed's sacrificial death, burial and resurrection. The spilling of human blood in the unsown or newly planted fields resulted in a noticeable increase in the fecundity of the harvest. The most comforting benefit derived from such bloody forms of religious expression was the undeniable fact that as long as they continued the sacrifices the sun always came up in the morning and always stopped its journey south and returned to bring spring and summer. This put a tremendous amount of power in the hands of the priests or priestesses who wielded the sacrificial knife. They positioned themselves between the people and the gods and implied personal responsibility for the rebirth of the sun. With each dawn they became demonstrably more powerful.

At regular intervals all over the world the ceremonial slaughter of the Divine King assured a bountiful harvest and the well-being of the people. Even though the future victim was titular head of state, he was not a ruler in the modern sense. He was the living embodiment of the sun and therefore supreme monarch of the earth. His periodic murder and the coronation of his successor were occasions of great solemnity.

In the waning years of the Aeon of Osiris the character of the sacrifice evolved from human blood to animal blood to bread and wine. Among the more mystically inclined sacrifice became a personal and transcendent experience. Nevertheless, such changes did nothing to disturb the basic magical formula of the Aeon of Osiris. The cycle of birth, life, death, and resurrection remained the dominant theme right up to the time of the magical revival of the late nineteenth century. By this time, however, the old formula was no longer based upon misinformation. It was built upon denial.

THE AEON OF HORUS—
The Formula of the Crowned and Conquering Child

Long after our Isian Age ancestors solved the reproductive mysteries they continued to cling to a magical formula that originated at a time when it was believed that all life came spontaneously from woman and earth. So too, in the Aeon of Osiris, long after it was common knowledge that the earth revolves around the sun, the great religious and political institutions continued to be obsessed with death and resurrection as if they still believed that the sun died every day….

[Today, the scientific “truths” of our] heliocentric solar system [have] become an unquestioned reality for all but the most isolated or mentally disenfranchised inhabitants of our planet. For hundreds of years mothers have assured their little ones at bedtime that the sun is not gone but only shining on the other side of the world. It is this simple reassuring truth that is the key to the formula of the Aeon of Horus. Not a formula of nourishment; not a formula of life, catastrophe, and resurrection; but a formula based upon the magick of continuous growth.

In the Aeon of Isis we identified with the earth. Life came miraculously from earth and woman. Al magical pantheons were aspects of the Goddess. Death was a mystery whose depths were impossible to plumb.

In the Aeon of Osiris we identi fied with the dying/resurrected sun. Al magical pantheons were aspects of God the Father. Death could be magically overcome by obedience to formulae, rites and doctrine.

In the Aeon of Horus we identify with the self-radiant, ever-living sun. Al magical pantheons have become aspects of ourselves. We, like the sun, do not die. Death, like night, is an illusion. Life is now seen as a process of continual growth and humanity is developing a consciousness of the continuity of existence that will eventually dissolve the sting of death.53

It is important for us to remember that the traditional images of the tarot were developed during the Aeon of Osiris, an age when it was universally accepted that the Sun died each night and was reborn magically each morning. The old Last Judgment trump was a perfect example of the death/resurrection theme of the dying god. As we see, in the Aeon trump of the Thoth Tarot, Crowley has now replaced the images of the old formula (resurrected corpses rising from graves on Judgment Day) with new images (the deities pictured on the Stèle of Revealing), images that reflect the forces at work at the dawn of a new age—the forces that embody the New Aeon formula of continuous life.

This is the “good news” of The Book of the Law. This is the “good news” of the Aeon of Horus. The Thoth Tarot is arguably the most brilliant and beautiful attempt to convey in images and color this universal prophetic message. Each card in the deck is set like a stained-glass window in a magnificent cathedral erected as a celebration of evolving human consciousness. Every person who views them is touched in different ways. Some may wish to meditate on the story they tell. Some may feel impelled to dissect each image minutely. Others may simply want to bathe in the light and colors. No one, however, leaves this cathedral of the New Aeon untouched by the experience.
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“Lon Milo DuQuette is that rarest of writers: a man who knows his subject from the inside out,

and at the same time can write clearly and gracefully. This book will indeed bring Aleister

Crowley's and Frieda Harris’s brilliant Thoth Tarot to new generations of Tarot lovers.”
—Rachel Pollack, author of The Complete llustrated Guide to

Tarot and Secenty-Eight Degrees of Wisdom

“Lon Milo DuQuette’s Understanding Aleister Creley’s Thoth Tarot is a warm-hearted yet

profound tour of the Thoth deck by a very wise gentleman. An extremely lucid account

formerly difficult subject, every word should be savored, laughed over, and seriously contem-
plated.”  —Mary K. Greer, author of Zarot for Your Self and The Complete Book of Tarot Recersals

Aleister Crowley’s Thoth Tarot decl s chock-full of
oceule symbolism. While Crowley’s own book, Tke Book of Thotk purports to explain the hidden

symbolism in ful, it expects readers to have in-depth knowledge of various oceult ficlds. What

. one of the most popular tarot decks ever,

is missing. and what Lon Milo DuQuette provides. is a key to the Thoth Tarar's deeper mean-
ings for those of us who might not be as well-versed in csoteric thought as Crowley assumes.
'S Tihe Book of Thoth to investigate the unique spiritual he
itage that distinguishes the Thoth Tarot from countless other decks.
source of its distinctive symbolic meaning and artistry. DuQuette succeeds admirably in

explaining its symbols and their underpinnings in terms understandable to new students. In

'his is the first book since Crowle:

a heritage that s the true

doing s0, he shows how the use of this deck can open up the wonders of the Qabalah, the mys-
terics of Thelema, and the treasure-house of Crowley's writings, in 4 way that simple book-

leamning cannot.™ —Hymenacus Beta, Frater Superior, OTO

DuQuette explains the varied symbolism and correspondences—Qabalistic, astrological, numero-

logical, etc.—of cach card in detail, with wit and clarity. More than just another tarot “cookbook”
ons and meanings of the individual cards, Understanding Aleister Crossley’s Thotkh
Tarot is both a valuable guide to the esoteric meanings of the cards and a look at the deck as it fits

“This book is a new and valuable resourc

with rote expla

in with Crowley’s system of Magic
ing with the Thoth Taroe deck.

or anyone work-

involved with occult studies since the late 1960s
and has become an acknowledged and widely recognized authority within the

Lon Milo DuQuette has be

world of modern accaltism. Ax a memb owley's legacy order. the OTO,

he is uniquely qualified to write this guide to the Thoth Taror, |
his wife, Constance, in Costa Mesa, California.

on lives with
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