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Magick enables us to receive sensible impressions of worlds other than the physical universe…these worlds have their own laws…
Aleister Crowley

There’s no hope 
No enlightenment 
In the quest for knowledge, 
Only pain is certain 
Arthur Rimbaud

Learn to know all but keep thyself unknown. 
Gnostic Maxim
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Introduction

The ‘Order of The Golden Dawn’ could be regarded as the magical experiment that went terribly wrong. If we are to be charitable, we may speak of it as ‘a noble failure’; if realistic, it was a dream that was always going to become a nightmare. Magic has a volatile energy and it attracts those whose character contains that element. Magic is also, to paraphrase the Ten Commandments, ‘a jealous god’. Divine power is the source of all magic and those who attempt to monopolise this universal force, setting themselves up as a rival to God, do not meet with a kind reception.

The triumph of the Golden Dawn was marred by the very elements that also made it successful. It is apparent that the personalities who held a rank within the organisation, and thus were in a position to shape its progress, had an idiosyncratic vision of how the Order should be. Internal politics eventually destroyed the Order proving, if it really needed to be, that the magical world is never able to completely transcend the material plane. The machinations that lay beneath the daily instruction in magical philosophy are thoroughly investigated in our study. Here, events on both sides of the veil have an equal fascination.

The danger of an absolute conviction becoming a mere tyranny are epitomised in the saga of McGregor Mathers. The most celebrated founder of the Order, his behaviour is uncannily reflected in the rise and fall of the Golden Dawn. Mathers’ sincerity regarding his involvement with the practice of magic cannot be questioned. The lengths he was prepared to go in his investigations are quite extraordinary in their dedication and intensity. Unfortunately, Mathers’ hold on reality, to any real degree, lessened with the years and a fantastic oblivion eventually claimed him.

The Golden Dawn can be seen as synonymous with the birth of the Western Magical Tradition. The seeds of the great developments in magic during the twentieth century were sown in the last two decades of the C19th. Significant figures such as Dion Fortune (expelled) and Aleister Crowley (also removed), may have initially gained some knowledge from the Order, although only their general impressions are left to us.

It must be kept in mind when assessing the happenings in the Golden Dawn that it was not just an ordinary fellowship or society but a magical order. Its aims were also different to contemporary organisations – the Theosophical Society and the Freemasons. Because the Order was concerned with the practical aspects of magic, an active supernatural current pervaded.

As a practising magician myself, I know full well that the old adages concerning the use of occult powers still hold true. The question asked of the initiate, ‘Why do ye seek?’ has only one acceptable response, ‘I seek in order to serve.’ Therein is contained the essential precept of magic – motive. ‘Many are called, but few are chosen’ would seem also to be pertinent to the whole esoteric business.

In the twenty-first century, despite unlimited access to occult knowledge, there are still very few individuals worthy of the title ‘magician’. To have lived in the 1890s meant it was possible to be part of an organisation that offered real initiation into the esoteric world. The Golden Dawn set out to be an ‘occult academy’ and this ambition made it a revolutionary organisation. It was also offering instruction to both men and women and this was one aspect that made it different.

As the twentieth century approached, the more repressive aspects of Victorian England were gradually disappearing. Change in the social structure could be detected much earlier. The first woman doctor began practising medicine in 1865; Queen Victoria was made Empress of India in 1876; and the first female Member of Parliament took her seat in the House of Commons in 1879. These were hints that a modern world, and more significantly, one that promoted equality, was emerging in Britain.

Not since the time of the ancient Celts had women enjoyed some equal status with men. In that bygone age they had equal share in any conjugal property and if they wished were permitted to divorce their partner. The fight for equality was on! Although even to this day a total victory has never been gained, the battle cry echoed down the decades of the twentieth century. It was particularly strident in the 1960s when the movement forever known, often pejoratively, as ‘Women’s Lib’ was born.

The social and cultural revolution which began in the 1880s gave rise to the ‘independent woman’. This new kind of female acknowledged her own femininity and was proud to display that quality, particularly in the way she dressed and the opinions that she held. These pioneers were to eventually break the restrictive mould that had previously made them ‘mirrors of men’. A strong reaction to the Judaeo Christian teachings that many women saw as overly patriarchal, determined the spiritual path that many were to follow.

From the ranks of these ‘superwomen’ came the individuals who would play such an important part in the Golden Dawn. Women did not dominate the Golden Dawn but their presence was always felt in the Order. They were a countermelody to the more strident themes trumpeted by their male counterparts. The women of the Golden Dawn were able to instil an original approach to magic, one that relied on dedication and discipline combined with a trust in their intuition.

Such a combination of qualities exactly opposed the ‘flight-iness’ attributed to women by those who wished to denigrate them. That the female members of the Golden Dawn were held in high respect by the majority of the Order, rather than simply being tolerated, indicates an enormous sea-change. It seemed as if this radical new energy originated within the Inner Planes – the Goddess exerting her influence.

The essential ‘Englishness’ of the Golden Dawn is a factor in its development that cannot be ignored. Under this title must go such things as formality, punctiliousness and a love of ceremony. Yet beneath the surface, as always in England, there lay a desire to subvert, to throw over the constraints of convention. A sense of humour, a gentle mocking, was never far away. Behind the mask of conservatism was always the Imp of Misrule.

Our study does not seek to be a feminist tract; it is rather an investigation into whether both men and women were able to practise magic with equal power at a particular time. It seems too obvious to recall that this essential polarity of male and female was the basis of Egyptian and Celtic magic many thousands of years previously. Since that time the notion of priest and priestess performing rituals together had been unseen in the West. Thus the notion of both sexes having an equal role in magical practice must have seemed very radical. The cult of Isis and Osiris, for instance, was probably known only to a very small minority. It is little wonder that Macgregor and Moina Mathers, were eager to revive rites that took the god and goddess as their theme.

Not only did the Golden Dawn embrace ‘new women’ (during its fifteen years of existence more than one third of the Order would be female) it drew the cream of thinking society. Literature, the stage, radical politics, and art came together in the Order. It is easy to imagine they would have mingled in an atmosphere of mystery and excitement.

The Golden Dawn was more than just a magical club however, it was a nexus of new ideas and perspectives. In this burgeoning of sexual equality, and perhaps yearning for a neat and well-rounded tale, one might have wished that for every priestess there was a corresponding priest. Was this to be? As Dion Fortune remarked,

My two selves have never been permanently in me, for no human physique would stand that; nor can I invoke my higher self at will, but I know how to make the conditions that cause it to come in. Unfortunately that is a thing in which I always need to have help; I cannot do it single-handed; someone has to see the Goddess in me, and then She manifests.1

Such a relationship clearly existed in the pairing of Macgregor Mathers and Moina, his wife. It was there with other men and women in the Order, but never quite with the overwhelming intensity that existed between the Mathers. The Golden Dawn teachings may also have enlightened certain individuals in their approach to personal relationships. The Order strove, through its teachings, to provide self-realization for the initiate, and those who joined were pioneers, men and women venturing into a new kind of consciousness. They were determined to discover other worlds of meaning not readily available on the earthly plane.

It is appropriate at this point to briefly mention the theoretical studies that the neophyte was expected to undertake. In these initial stages, a study of astrology and the Tarot would provide insights into how the ‘magical persona’ could be tempered and improved. Beginners familiarised themselves with the archetypes in the Western Magical Tradition, and the ‘magical imagination’ was developed with the aid of meditation, and by making talismans and magical weapons.

The history of the Golden Dawn is a tale of passions, intrigues, quarrels and obsessions. Such emotions, combined with magic, produced a powerful elixir. The Golden Dawn was rightly named; it did mark a golden age, but one with a wondrous beginning and an ignominious end. Perhaps those involved, being mere mortals, could not be expected to be able to control and sustain the power that had been bestowed upon them.

I live not far from the city of Bristol where the ‘Hermes Lodge’ of the Golden Dawn functioned intermittently until 1970. As other lodges fell away and ceased to be, it became the repository of their artefacts. I made an astonishing personal discovery in 2010 when, after giving a talk on Madame Blavatsky at the Bristol Theosophical Society, I was introduced to Lucy Hilliar. To my astonishment, she announced that she possessed certain Golden Dawn artefacts, these had come to her by way of the Hermes Lodge. It seemed that twenty-five years after the closure of the Lodge a collection of artefacts had been put into auction.

Tragically, the bulk of these disappeared, perhaps lost forever. However, I did examine what still existed of the original collection. There were only a few items, but they still had a tremendous resonance. Books once owned, and signed individually, by the two Mathers and Waite, were a delight to handle. Most fascinating were the packs of Tarot Cards, originally blank and subsequently coloured by various members of the Lodge as part of their magical instruction. The designs upon the cards were those executed by Westcott one of the founders of the Golden Dawn, one of the principal figures in our study. Thus, I am able to say that I have experienced at first hand something of the power of The Golden Dawn.

Gordon Strong

Portishead

U.K.

September 2010





I

An Extraordinary Birth


The whole universe, under the stimulation of the magical elements…seems to tumble like a pack of cards crazily about one’s feet.

Israel Regardie



To have lived in the closing decades of the nineteenth century is a dream dear to the hearts of many, and not only those involved in the esoteric world. During this late Victorian period, artists and thinkers in the West craved a significant spiritual dimension in their lives. As the nineteenth century had unfurled, dissatisfaction with science and the tenets of the Establishment had increased. As Gurdjieff once suggested, ‘The flight to the Secret Traditions represents an escape from insignificance…Man is…capable of divinity…’2

For those in the West who wished to pursue a transcendental path, there were a limited number of options available. Freemasonry had attracted followers since the early 1800s; The Ancient and Archaeological Order of Druids was founded in 1874; and Madame Blavatsky’s Theosophical Society came to be a year later in 1875. These organisations, although worthy in their own right, would not have provided practical instruction in magic if that was what an individual sought to discover. Hence The Esoteric Order of The Golden Dawn, came to fill a significant gap in any study of the occult.

The order was inaugurated in 1888. The organization advertised itself plainly as a ‘school of magic’. Its founders – Samuel MacGregor Mathers, William Woodman and William Westcott – promised to reveal all manner of occult knowledge and give practical instruction in the art to initiates. Astral travelling, evoking elemental spirits, scrying, alchemy, rituals of power and majesty – all were included in the curriculum.3

For the ordinary Victorian in England, the 1880s was the decade that brought Gilbert and Sullivan’s operettas, the adoption of Greenwich Mean Time, and the gruesome murders perpetrated by Jack the Ripper to their lives. In various corners of society other more far-reaching changes began to occur. Some men and women desired to involve themselves in ‘spiritual’ matters. Their numbers would increase with the years, and the movement would culminate in the ‘New Age’ movement that had its beginnings in the twentieth century and flourishes greatly today.

At the outset, the Theosophical Society was important to this transcendental shift. Madame Blavatsky’s appeal was not confined to an obscure section of society; luminaries such as Einstein and James Joyce were prepared to embrace her principles. Helena Petrovna Blavatsky, with the aid of Colonel William Olcott, inaugurated the Theosophical Society in 1875 in New York. In 1878, Charles Massey founded the London Lodge of the Society. A remarkable woman – Anna Kingsford – succeeded him and became President of the Lodge in 1883. Edward Maitland, her platonic partner, described her as,

Tall, slender, and graceful in form. Fair and exquisite in complexion. Bright and sunny in expression. The hair long and golden, but the brows and lashes dark and the eyes deep set and hazel, and by turns dreamy and penetrating. The mouth rich, full and exquisitely formed.4

Kingsford was the author of The Perfect Way, a collection of essays on Theosophy, some written before the she actually became part of the Society. These, however, were considered to give her all the right qualifications for a senior position. Unfortunately, many of the Theosophists felt uncomfortable with her role as a Christian mystic. During her tenure Kingsford set about eradicating the influence of the ‘Eastern Masters.’ As Blavatsky herself was totally dedicated to Kuthumi and El Moyra, it is little wonder that such a radical stance inevitably put a severe strain on the unity of the Lodge. It did not take long before there was a split in the ranks. Blavatsky intervened, and a compromise was reached. The Kingsford set would form a ‘Hermetic Lodge’ of the Theosophical Society, one that was affiliated but not attached to the main body.

The group’s interests were essentially varied – Christian Pantheism, the Qabalah, the mythology of Egypt, and the Tarot. In an intriguing sequel, Blavatsky set up her own Esoteric Group, six months after the Golden Dawn had begun its life. It may be that the Golden Dawn’s readiness to admit women came about as a result of Blavatsky and Kingsford. They both had a particularly strong influence upon the two gentlemen who now enter our tale.

Among the speakers to address Kingsford’s ‘Hermetic Society’ were W. Wynn Westcott and S.L. MacGregor Mathers. Both were Masons, Westcott being initiated in 1871 and Mathers in 1877. In his address, Mathers spoke on alchemy and after his talk was apparently very taken by Kingsford. It is said that he eschewed tobacco and became a vegetarian from that moment on, entirely because of conversing with her. As we shall see, this was probably the first and last time Mathers was swayed by another’s opinion.

Kingsford was a strident anti-vivisectionist. She knew that Louis Pasteur, the microbiologist and inventor of vaccines, used dogs for his experiments. In a sinister episode, some claim she and a male accomplice planned to murder Pasteur by magical means. Given Mathers probable infatuation with Kingsford, and his own magical skills, could he have been directly involved in such a plot?

Samuel Liddell Mathers had little formal education, leaving school at sixteen. Apart from his Masonic interests, little is known about how he employed himself during the next fifteen years. However, at the age of thirty-one he moved from his home town of Bournemouth to London. In 1882 he can be seen in a studio photograph dressed in the uniform of a lieutenant of the Militia Artillery. This was an assumed rank. He was never commissioned, remaining a private during his entire army career, such as it was. His claim to belong to the Militia Artillery was also false; his regiment was the First Hampshire Infantry Volunteers.

His enthusiasm for military matters is evident in his first published work, Practical Instruction in Infantry Campaigning Exercises, a manual for the British Army produced in 1884. Why he continually chose to picture himself as a great warrior chieftain is an interesting question. Was this merely a case of needing to aggrandize himself, or a more serious psychological issue? The intensity and variety of Mathers’ delusions, particular of a martial turn, were to increase over the years.

Established in London, after the death of his mother in 1885, Mathers’ life began to assume some purpose. After making the acquaintance of Westcott and Woodman, he began to study the occult in earnest. Westcott apparently commissioned Mathers to translate various documents, but no record exists as to what these were. He also met Kenneth Mackenzie, a figure who would soon assume a greater significance in his destiny and also that of Westcott.

A.E. Waite, another significant figure in the shaping of the Golden Dawn, has left us this brief sketch of Mathers at this time.

…(he was a) strange person, with rather fish-like eyes…The more I saw of him the more eccentric he proved to be…a combination of Don Quixote and Hudibras, but with a vanity all his own.5

In later years, William Wynn Westcott would prove to be almost as enigmatic character as Mathers. At the time of the gestation of the Golden Dawn he seemed to be the deus ex machine of the society. His personal vision was to found a school for the ‘study of classical medieval occult science’. This profile of him, recorded when the Order was well-established, seems to emphasize his personable manner.

To his students in the Golden Dawn Westcott must have seemed a darling old pussy-cat of man
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