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			For Paul Newman, 1945–2013
A wicked critic who knew his Crowley well

		

	
		
			I have always appeared to my contemporaries as a very extraordinary individual obsessed by fantastic passions.

			—ALEISTER CROWLEY

			It was sex that rotted him. It was sex, sex, sex, sex, sex all the way with Crowley. He was a sex maniac.

			—VITTORIA CREMERS
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			INTRODUCTION

			THE BEAST ON THE BOWERY
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			I first came across the name Aleister Crowley, the twentieth century’s most infamous magician and self-styled “Great Beast 666,” in 1975, when I was nineteen and playing in a rock and roll band in New York City. I was living in a run-down loft space on the Bowery with the band’s guitarist and singer, not far from CBGB, the club that a year or so later became famous as the birthplace of punk rock. My bandmates had a kitschy interest in the occult, which manifested in the pentagrams, voodoo trinkets, skulls, crossbones, swastikas, crucifixes, talismans, and other magical bric-a-brac that jostled for space with photographs of the Velvet Underground, posters for the Ramones, and Rolling Stones album covers on the bare brick walls. We had an eerie statue of a nun standing in front of a fireplace, which was itself covered in occult insignia. A cross was painted on the nun’s forehead and rosary beads hung from her hand. Tibetan tantric paintings, one of which depicted a monk being eaten by his fellows, hung on the walls, and an old doll that Chris, the guitarist, had found in the trash and had transformed into a voodoo ornament was perched over the drum kit. Debbie, the singer, was interested in UFOs, and after rehearsals she often consulted the I Ching about the next band move.

			We shared the space with an eccentric artist, an older hipster who had a dangerous passion for the Hell’s Angels and often dressed in biker gear. Like myself, he was a fan of H. P. Lovecraft and the Weird Tales set, but he was also interested in magic, and he often painted his own version of the tarot deck, modeling his images on Crowley’s then-rare Thoth Tarot. He also gave impromptu tarot readings, and I was struck by the seriousness with which he treated the cards. I could tell that for him they were more than just an eccentric form of entertainment, that they presented something more like a philosophy of life. He related the tarot to other things like art and music, and to people I had read, such as Jung and Nietzsche. But the person he mentioned most was Crowley. He held up Crowley as a model of what a magical life should be like, and at one point he introduced me to someone who claimed to be an illegitimate son of Crowley’s. I can’t remember who this was, or what we talked about, and I never discovered if he really was Crowley’s son or not.

			The artist read from The Diary of a Drug Fiend, Crowley’s sensational novel about heroin and cocaine addiction, which was also an advertisement for his ill-fated Abbey of Thelema in Sicily, where initiates learned how to do their “true will.” Like practically everyone else at the time, I was interested in drugs, and the cover of the book, with a sheik of sorts luxuriating in an opium-induced Oriental repose, certainly caught my eye. I had seen the book in the window of the old St. Marks Bookshop on St. Marks Place, just up from the famous Gem Spa, and I wondered when I would have enough cash to buy a copy.

			Chris had an apartment that he sublet to Tommy Ramone, the Ramones’ first drummer and, sadly, the only member of the original group still alive. One afternoon we headed to his place and while Chris and Tommy talked, I checked out the bookshelves. Two books I borrowed that day changed my life. One was The Occult by Colin Wilson; the other was Crowley’s other novel Moonchild. The Occult made a powerful impression on me. Aside from a taste for 1940s horror films, I had no interest in the occult or magic, and my knowledge of mysticism was limited to what I had read in Alan Watts and Hermann Hesse. Wilson took the occult seriously, and connected it to philosophy, science, literature, and psychology. Wilson’s ideas about consciousness had a lasting effect on me, but at the time what struck me most was his chapter on Crowley, and the sections about the poet W. B. Yeats and the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn. I didn’t know it then but Moonchild was a roman à clef, depicting in an often nasty way some members of the Golden Dawn. Yeats, for example, against whom Crowley held a particularly spiteful grudge, comes in for an especially vile treatment.

			After that I was hooked. I picked up The Diary of a Drug Fiend and read it in a day or two. I was especially struck by the quotation from the seventeenth-century philosopher Joseph Glanvil that opens the book: “Man is not subjected to the angels, nor even unto death utterly, save through the weakness of his own feeble will.” Crowley spoke a lot about will. “Do what thou wilt shall be the whole of the law.” “Love is the law, love under will.” Even his well-known definition of magic as “the Science and Art of causing Change to occur in conformity with Will” spoke of it. I knew that will was an important part of Nietzsche’s philosophy, and at the time his ideas had the most influence on me. If magic had something to do with the will, I wanted to know more about it.

			I spent a lot of time at Weiser’s Bookshop on Broadway near Astor Place, then the main source for occult literature in New York. I remember a stack of The Confessions of Aleister Crowley, with its black cover emblazoned with a pinkish-purple sigil of Babalon and Crowley’s magical order the A...A... (the Argentium Astrum, or Silver Star) greeting me as I walked in.1 Today copies go for several hundred dollars, but back then Weiser’s was selling them at $5 apiece. Weiser’s reprints of Crowley’s magical magazine The Equinox were going at a similar price. Books on the Golden Dawn, Israel Regardie’s The Tree of Life, works by Dion Fortune and Eliphas Levi, reprints of S. L. MacGregor Mathers’s translation of the Sacred Magic of Abramelin the Mage, Sax Rohmer’s The Romance of Sorcery, A. E. Waite’s Book of Black Magic and Pacts, Egyptian Magic by E. A. Wallis Budge as well as his edition of the Egyptian Book of the Dead, and newer works like Kenneth Grant’s The Magical Revival and Francis King’s classic Ritual Magic in England were all very affordable. For someone who had just discovered the occult, it was like walking into Ali Baba’s cave or rubbing Aladdin’s lamp.

			An edition of Crowley’s magnum opus, Magick in Theory and Practice, also found its way to me. I couldn’t understand much of it and even today it is not an easy read, but certain things fascinated me. The images of the magician in his black robe and hood, making the signs of the elements and of Isis and Osiris, held a peculiar attraction. I was also intrigued by the “curriculum of the A...A...” Crowley appended to the book. The course in “General Reading” especially caught my attention. I was already familiar with some of the books that were required reading for the aspiring magician, but the idea of a reading course in magic—or magick, as Crowley spelled it—in general excited me, as did the numerous “official publications of the A...A...” Crowley had listed. These were various rituals and exercises designed to discipline the magical mind. There were accounts of previous incarnations; instructions in invocations and meditation; exercises in how to develop the will and the imagination; instructions in achieving higher consciousness, in breath control, in the tarot, and in the strange philosophical system called Qabalah that I was just beginning to learn about. Even the spelling of this struck me as mysterious; shouldn’t there have been a u after the Q? Crowley had included some rituals in the book, and these didn’t seem like the kind of rituals I had come across in books on black magic or spells, with their candles and spooky ambience. They seemed a strange mixture of precise directions—rather as in a science experiment—and baffling opaqueness.

			Over the next few months my interest in magic and the occult became the real center of my life, even more so than music, and when tensions with Chris and Debbie developed, they wondered if I was casting spells. When I left the loft to live with my girlfriend, she became interested, too. We soon discovered that we were sharing dreams. It happened so often that I wrote a song about it. In 1978 “(I’m Always Touched by Your) Presence, Dear” became the only song about telepathy—or to have the word theosophy in its lyrics—to make the Top Ten I think. But by that time, I had left the band and had moved to California.

			Gilbert’s Bookshop on Hollywood Boulevard specialized in occult literature and its clientele included David Bowie, the filmmaker Kenneth Anger, and Led Zeppelin’s guitarist, Jimmy Page (who once wired his girlfriend $1,700 to purchase a rare Crowley manuscript from the shop). On a visit I saw a notice for a Crowley group pinned to the bulletin board. Not expecting much, I answered it. A few days later there was a knock at my door. I opened it and a rather unprepossessing character in his early twenties mentioned the postcard I had sent to the Crowley group and almost immediately asked if I was prepared to take the probationer’s oath of the A...A... and to be initiated into the O.T.O. (Ordo Templi Orientis), a magical society Crowley became involved with in 1912. To be asked to join two magical societies immediately after meeting someone was, you might expect, a bit much, as if a Jehovah’s Witness had asked me to join his flock. But after some conversation I asked myself, am I ready to commit to obtaining the “knowledge and conversation of my Holy Guardian Angel,” the aim of Crowley’s system and the essence of what he called “the Great Work”? I had been reading about magic in general and Crowley’s in particular for a good three years. Was I serious about it or not? I decided I was and said yes. He handed me a certificate, and told me to read it and then to sign.

			I soon devoted myself to magick very seriously. I got a robe, performed rituals, worked at my astral vision, practiced tarot and the I Ching, and at the time had an interest in geomancy, a method of divination using random dots on a sheet of paper. Originally this was done with marks on the ground and it was apparently a favorite of Crowley’s. I practiced the technique of self-discipline in Crowley’s Liber Jorgorum, which forbids the use of the word I; infringements are punished by slicing your forearm with a razor, but I was allowed a milder version and only had to pinch myself. My initiation into the O.T.O. took place in a house in an LA suburb. I was robed and after a series of questions, the ceremony began. My memory is vague, but I believe Hymenaeus Alpha, then head of the O.T.O., officiated. Hymenaeus Alpha was the magical name of Grady McMurtry, an ex–Army officer who knew Crowley in his last days and who in the early ’70s revived the O.T.O., which had been dormant for some years. In later years it came as a surprise to realize that I had had contact, however brief, with someone who had actually known Crowley as well as some of the other people I had read about, such as the rocket scientist Jack Whiteside Parsons, who for a time was the head of the O.T.O. lodge whose donations kept the elderly Beast alive.

			For a time I took to my practices with zeal. Each dawn I performed my sun adorations. I did these at sunset and midnight, too, with little difficulty, but the noon adorations could cause problems. My girlfriend never quite got used to my standing up in a Hollywood café, turning to the south, and saying “Hail unto thee Ahathoor in thy triumphing, even unto thee who art Ahathoor in thy beauty. . . .” She was even less enthused about hearing “Hail Isis, mighty mother” nightly while I performed the Greater Ritual of the Hexagram. And the smell of the Abramelin oil I wore—a blend of civet and sandalwood that burned my forehead on contact—didn’t turn her on. But the real problem was the fellow who had knocked on my door. He turned out to be something of a little Crowley himself. At least he emulated many of the worst traits of the Beast.2

			The other members of our group were alright enough, but in truth we were little more than an Aleister Crowley fan club. We kept our magical records, a diary of magical activities that Crowley insisted upon, and got together regularly to discuss different aspects of the Great Work. Some of the others talked about Crowley’s homosexual rituals or his ideas about “magical masturbation,” the XIo and VIIIo degrees of the O.T.O., respectively, but I wasn’t sure how much they actually practiced them. My own attempts at practicing sex magick—the IXo degree work—weren’t very successful. But even at that early stage I had a feeling that something wasn’t quite right. And by the time I participated in Crowley’s Gnostic Mass, which included ingesting a communion wafer spiked with menstrual blood, I knew that, whatever it might be, my “true will” wasn’t about this.

			I had by then read everything of Crowley’s that was available. That was quite a lot, and some years later, when I sold my collection, I received a substantial sum. I had even dutifully made my way through his Collected Works. Except for the “Hymn to Pan,” I found Crowley’s poetry pretty tough going. It was all rather forced and his language was painfully old-fashioned. But what troubled me most was the claustrophobic air that had settled around my magical work. It seemed that no matter where I turned, there was Crowley. Magick, it seemed, had as much to do with him as with the hidden powers of the mind that I was determined to awaken in myself. Crowley, I realized, had been interested in little else but himself. He had climbed mountains and traveled around the world, was a chess master and had penetrated mysterious areas of consciousness, was a sexual athlete and had the great spiritual traditions at his fingertips. But ultimately, everything led back to him. Crowley exemplified on a grand scale what the psychologist Ernest Becker in The Denial of Death called our adolescent need to be seen as “an object of primary value in the universe,” and what the psychologist Abraham Maslow called our hunger for self-esteem. I began to wonder what I had gotten myself into. If my magical mentor was any indication, following one’s “true will” meant doing whatever you liked and not worrying about the consequences. What struck me at first as Crowley’s admirable self-belief and outrageous chutzpah now seemed an obsessive self-regard and an adolescent insensitivity to the feelings of others. By the time I had finished the Confessions, his most readable book, I felt he was little more than a gargantuan egotist—entertaining, as many egotists can be, but in the end not someone I wanted to meet. Other books helped in this assessment: Francis King’s The Magical World of Aleister Crowley and, most of all, John Symonds’s biography The Great Beast. I had read Israel Regardie’s riposte to this, The Eye in the Triangle (I had in fact found a copy in Portland, Oregon, while on tour with Blondie) and knew that most Crowleyites held Symonds in low regard. It is clear from the start that Symonds has no belief in magic, Crowley’s or anyone else’s. This didn’t bother me. I wasn’t questioning magic, but magick, Crowley’s version, informed by the “inspired” text he called The Book of the Law and saturated with his supersized ego.

			By 1980 I had outgrown Crowley, but not magic, the occult, or esotericism. If anything, my interest in these had increased. I moved back to New York and it was there that I left the Crowley group, and that my interest in esotericism turned elsewhere.3 It was also there that my musical career ended. My own band, the Know (the name came from my interest in Gnosticism), hadn’t secured a recording contract, and in 1981 I played guitar with Iggy Pop on two North American tours. Afterward I discovered that, hard to believe, I was tired of sex, drugs, and rock and roll and for a time was adrift.4 In 1982 I moved back to LA and began the slow, sometimes painful transformation from pop star to normal person.

			It wasn’t until a decade later that I started writing articles and book reviews for Gnosis magazine and other journals. In 1996 I moved to London, and in 2001 my first book, Turn Off Your Mind, an “occult history” of the 1960s, came out. Crowley is a kind of éminence grise throughout the book, his influence permeating much of the mystic decade, and I also wrote a short essay on him for a later book, A Dark Muse, about the occult and literature. In London’s occult milieu I met many people interested in Crowley. In 2008 I wrote an article on Crowley for Fortean Times, spelling out my criticisms.5 In 2009 I was asked to host the Occulture Festival, a revue of occult and magical performances, mostly of a Crowleyan nature. In the same year, I wrote a long essay on Kenneth Anger, a filmmaker deeply influenced by Crowley, for the British Film Institute’s DVD box set of his films, and interviewed Anger onstage at London’s National Film Theatre. And in 2011 and 2012 with some musician friends, I performed a live sound track to Rex Ingram’s 1926 silent film The Magician, which is based on Somerset Maugham’s novel of the same name, and which features a black magician modeled on Crowley. I also gave lectures in London and Trondheim, Norway, on Crowley’s impact on horror films, and contributed an essay about him for a book about his last days.6 So although I was no longer a fan of the Beast, I still moved in his circles, so to speak.

			It was while researching my essay for the book about Crowley’s last days that I noticed that something had changed in the way he was being perceived. Over the years an academic interest in the occult had sprung up and I was surprised to discover there was such a thing as “Crowley studies,” with conferences and symposiums dedicated to the Beast. In fact, I gave a talk at one of these, sponsored by the O.T.O.7 Crowley was becoming respectable, at least in academic circles, a complete change from how he was perceived when I first read him. Even as prestigious a publisher as the Oxford University Press had published a collection of academic articles on the Beast—ironic, as in 1930 Crowley had been banned from giving a lecture at Oxford.8 Several new biographies had appeared, all of which seemed aimed at rehabilitating Crowley, at least at exonerating him of the worst stains on his reputation. Their basic message was that the Devil is not as black as he is painted, and at least one of them runs a close second to Crowley’s own “hagiography” (biography of a saint), the Confessions, in singing his praises and celebrating him as one of the most important thinkers and mystics of the twentieth century.

			I wondered: was I missing something? I had by then written about several major figures in the esoteric world, critical studies of Rudolf Steiner, Madame Blavatsky, P. D. Ouspensky, and C. G. Jung. Although popular and influential, none of them had made the same impact on “youth culture” as Crowley had—none, that is, had found themselves a posthumous life as a pop icon as the Beast had clearly become. Today, the image of Crowley with shaven head and bulging eyes that the Beatles put on the cover of Sgt. Pepper’s is almost as familiar as that of Marilyn Monroe or Che Guevara. One can almost see Crowley as the subject of one of Andy Warhol’s famous celebrity prints, and T-shirts with Crowley’s image are almost as familiar as those with the Ramones. Why had Crowley found a secure place in pop iconography, when other spiritual teachers from the mystic decade—like Jung and Blavatsky—had not? After all, it was in that milieu that I first discovered him. And why was the general attitude toward him changing? Was Crowley really the victim of the yellow press, of rumor and downright falsehood, as much of the new literature on him claimed? Was he a misunderstood genius, a maligned philosophical warrior fighting for mankind’s spiritual liberation? Was he so ahead of his time that only a handful of followers could appreciate his message? Did he really bring to humanity a sacred scripture, revealed to him by an alien intelligence that, at least according to him, was so beyond our human mind as to be practically incomprehensible? And was he the prophet of a world religion, thelema (Greek for “will”), that presaged an orgiastic new age, in which a free mankind would celebrate light, life, liberty, and love, the coming era of “the crowned and conquering child”?

			My own belief is no. As odd as it sounds, Crowley, I think, really didn’t know his own true will and spent a lifetime pursuing a phantom. He was a man of great talent, frequent brilliance, and occasional genius who wasted himself in an adolescent rage against authority and a justification of every whim of his insatiable ego. Crowley’s life is full of tragedies but this may be the most tragic thing of all. The Chinese philosopher Mencius said that the great man follows the part of himself that is great, the little man follows the part of himself that is little. Crowley had equal parts of both, and it was the part of him that was great that inspired loyalty in followers and friends and fueled him when faced with failure and defeat. But when it came down to the wire, more times than not, Crowley followed the part of himself that was little. As his friend Louis Wilkinson said, he was “a great man manqué,” something that in rare moments of insight, Crowley himself recognized.9 Crowley could master the arts of magick, could discipline himself to the rigors of meditation and yoga, and could face the elements with a fortitude most of us could not muster. But when it came to the most difficult challenge of all, his relations with other human beings, Crowley invariably took the line of least resistance, opting for the easy tactic of putting the blame for his own shortcomings onto someone else. He may not have been “the wickedest man in the world,” as John Bull, a British tabloid of the 1920s, dubbed him, but it seems he often tried to fit that bill. Crowley could climb Himalayas of the earth and mind, but as most people familiar with his life discover, he fell perilously short at the Great Work of being human.

			If this was all there was to Crowley, there would be little reason to study him. Egotists are not rare, and all of us fall short of what we could be. It is the other side of Crowley that makes him interesting, that side interested in exploring the unknown regions of ourselves. He had a vague insight that humanity sells itself short, and that we could all be so much more. It was this that first drew me to him. It is also this that raises questions. How Crowley went about discovering that more warrants criticism. He is, I believe, a kind of “test case” for a philosophy of life that has become the default alternative to the bland “normality” he did everything he could to outrage. It is a philosophy and ethic that, for sake of a better term, I call “liberationist.” Its message is that if we can only rid ourselves of all repression, all inhibitions, all hang-ups, all authority, then the Golden Age will miraculously appear. It is an antinomian philosophy (“against the norms”) that reaches for some ethos “beyond good and evil.” Crowley is not its only representative; he has a place in a pantheon of characters that includes the Marquis de Sade, Arthur Rimbaud, Georges Bataille, Charles Manson, Jim Morrison, Kurt Cobain, and countless other individuals who wanted to “let it all hang out,” to “break on through to the other side” and “transgress.” But he is the one who took it to its extreme, and by doing so, showed that it doesn’t work. I believe we owe him a debt of thanks for this.

			Crowley did have insight into the hidden powers of the mind and into that strange other reality he called “magick,” and in his own tumultuous way, he tried to awaken the sleeping godhead inside himself and in others. How successful he was is debatable. To my mind Crowley is more of a symptom than a prophet, and an object lesson in how not to find one’s “true will,” whatever that ambiguous phrase may mean. In this critical look at the Great Beast, I will try to show why this is so.

		

	
		
			ONE

			THE UNFORGIVABLE SIN
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			In recent years visitors to London’s National Portrait Gallery may have wondered about a painting that was added to its collection in 2003. There amid portraits of Winston Churchill, Virginia Woolf, James Joyce, Frederick Delius, Ralph Vaughan Williams, Ernest Shackleton, Ernest Rutherford, and other important British figures is a striking canvas whose bright colors and unusual subject jump out at the viewer. The portrait shows its subject in a yogic pose, the fingers of both hands curled in a chin mudra, a meditative gesture designed to aid in pranayama, a breathing technique to gather the vital force, or prana, in the body. A bright red robe drapes over the figure, his dark hair and eyebrows contrasting strongly with the golden-yellow backdrop, and a single black forelock offers a faint suggestion of a horn. Not much is known about the artist, Leon Engers Kennedy, but like his subject he was interested in mysticism, magic, and the stranger side of life. The portrait was done in New York in 1917, during the subject’s difficult years in America, and a look at the biographical note tells us that he was a writer, mountaineer, and occultist. He also had a taste for adopting names, at different times calling himself the Master Therion, the Great Beast 666, and Baphomet.

			The portrait is of Aleister Crowley although the curators, no doubt sticklers for accuracy, have him down as “Edward Alexander (‘Aleister’) Crowley,” a name that on some occasions, usually legal ones, he did, in fact, use. When I visited the gallery not too long ago for the first time in some years and came upon Crowley’s image, the same one used as the frontispiece for Vol. III No. I of his magical magazine The Equinox (the “blue Equinox” as it is called), I was surprised that it was there, and at first couldn’t believe it. The National Portrait Gallery was established in 1856 with the idea of collecting portraits of “famous British men and women.” But surely Crowley wasn’t just famous. He was infamous. A black magician, drug addict, sexual pervert, traitor, and all-around troublemaker—Crowley, famous? That the curators of a gallery designed to house Britain’s best and brightest should include the “wickedest man in the world” struck me as odd, almost aberrant. It was as if they had discovered a portrait of Jack the Ripper and decided to hang that, too.

			Crowley was no Ripper, although there is more than a little suspicion that he was responsible for some deaths, and Crowley himself went out of his way to suggest this. Yet during the height of Crowley’s infamy, in the 1920s and ’30s, the idea that his portrait could hang in the same room as the painter Roger Fry, the socialite Lady Ottoline Morrell, and the biologist Julian Huxley (brother of Aldous Huxley) as an example of a famous Briton would have been unthinkable. He was indeed “A Man We’d Like to Hang,” as an article in the newspaper John Bull, which had a peculiar hatred of Crowley, called him, but certainly not in that way.1 More likely Crowley’s portrait would have found a place on Scotland Yard’s “most wanted” list, if John Bull and the other scandal sheets that “exposed” his exploits had it their way. Nevertheless, I had to chuckle. Although Crowley did practically everything he could to disgust and infuriate the British society he loathed with an often tedious obstinancy, he also always wanted its acceptance, and to be taken for what he never quite was: an English gentleman. I wondered, assuming he still existed in some sentient form in the cosmos—he was a great believer in reincarnation and claimed quite a few prestigious names for his past lives—musn’t he be chuckling, too, seeing that he had finally been accepted into the club that for the longest time wouldn’t have him as a member?

			If we have any doubt that the Great Beast is finding a new place for himself in British history, we have only to look at the 2002 BBC Poll of the Top 100 Britons. Crowley came in at number 73, beating out J.R.R. Tolkien, Johnny Rotten, Chaucer, and Sir Walter Raleigh, among others. Crowley is in danger of becoming just another English eccentric, which is how the British public usually neutralizes some challenge to its complacency.2 When I mentioned this to a friend, he added that the next step is to be deemed a national treasure. With Crowley’s image hanging among the portraits of many other national treasures, it looks like he is indeed on his way.

			—

			THAT CROWLEY was an egotist and mistreated the people in his life—was, indeed, wicked—are not the most important aspects of his career. Other less interesting characters have done the same without having Crowley’s flashes of genius, although, to be sure, Crowley’s ignominy was considerable. Yet for all his inexcusable behavior, Crowley was not “evil,” in the sense that, say, Sherlock Holmes’s adversary, Professor Moriarty, was, or the black magicians of the many occult horror films that Crowley inspired were. Crowley was not evil, only insensitive, selfish, and driven by a hunger he seemed unable to satisfy and an incorrigible need to be distracted. He seems an embodiment of the religious thinker Blaise Pascal’s remark that “All human evil comes from a single cause, man’s inability to sit still in a room.” Crowley never sat still in a room, or anywhere else. One of the most telling remarks Crowley ever made was in a letter he wrote in 1905 to his then friend and soon to be brother-in-law, the artist Gerald Kelly. In the midst of a complaint about wasting the last five years of his life on “weakness, miscalled politeness, tact, discretion, care for the feeling of others”—a mistake he would not make again—and a rejection of Christianity, rationalism, Buddhism, and “all the lumber of the centuries,” Crowley speaks of a “positive and primeval fact, Magic”—he had not yet added the k—with which he will build “a new Heaven and a new Earth.” “I want none of your faint approval or faint dispraise,” he told Kelly. “I want blasphemy, murder, rape, revolution, anything good or bad, but strong.”3 Crowley needed “strong” things. Nothing could touch him unless it was “strong.” Crowley had to have a lot of sex and it had to be wild; the women he had it with had to be seething with “forbidden lust” of the kind associated with the Marquis de Sade or the poet Baudelaire, and the men he had it with had to humiliate him and bend him to their will. He had to have a lot of drugs; famously, by the end of his life he was taking enough heroin to kill a room full of nonusers. He had to have a lot of drink; he was known to hold an eye-watering amount of liquor. And he had to have a lot of experiences. Crowley’s life was one long hunt for “experiences.” As his biographer and critic John Symonds remarked, Crowley “needed some strong or horrific experience to get ‘turned on.’”4 Most people, as Symonds remarks, are “turned on”—become interested in something—by sitting at home, reading a book, listening to music, or watching a film. That is, most people embody some form of Pascal’s “sitting still in a room.” Crowley’s need for constant “strong” stimulation suggests that he lacked imagination and that his mind, formidable as it was, was curiously literal. Crowley seems, I think, to have suffered from a kind of autism. I don’t necessarily mean in some pathological sense, but he seemed to lack the kind of nuanced, “tacit knowing” that most of us enjoy and that allows us to grasp the essence or meaning of some idea or experience, without having to go to extremes or into precise detail in order to “get it.” Crowley only got it by going to extremes. In fact, as his friend Louis Wilkinson, who shared with Crowley some of his worst traits, remarked, Crowley’s “cult, his mania, one might say, was for excess in all directions.”5 Crowley was not evil, but his need for excess, for “strong” things, more times than not, was a source of suffering for those around him.

			It may be this characteristic that leads some of Crowley’s recent biographers to remark that his credo of “Do what thou wilt,” “so redolent, seemingly, of license and anarchy, dark deeds and darker dreams, terrifies on first impact, as does Crowley the man,” and that one must feel “terror, a sense of evil, creepiness or disgust” at the mention of his name.6 This seems a bit extreme itself. With the possible exception of some fundamentalist Christians, I can’t think of anyone who is afraid of Crowley anymore, let alone terrified, or who is so conventional or repressed that they will “experience visceral disgust at the thought of sexual emissions as sacred components of worship,” as Crowley and those who practiced his sex magick thought of them.7 We live in an “anything goes” society, whose central maxim, “Just Do It,” has been embraced by some contemporary Crowleyans.8 A great deal of what Crowley got up to is today par for the course, and the extreme behavior he indulged in is, more or less, commonplace. But the important question is: does one have to be frightened of thelema, the name of Crowley’s religion of excess, in order to question it? It strikes me that in order to portray Crowley as some liberator of an uptight mankind—as some of his champions do—our “fear” of the shocking truths he was sent to reveal must be puffed up, and a kind of straw Mr. Conventional must be erected, who trembles at the thought of anyone doing their “true will.” Such imaginary Mrs. Grundys are, in fact, necessary for a philosophy of “transgression.”9 They are the windmills against which such radical behavior tilts. It needs them to rebel against; without them, it collapses, its “acts of liberation” deflating to mere personal predilections, its “transgressions” indicating little more than that the people engaging in them have a taste for such things. But no such persons exist, only people who wonder if the kind of life Crowley led is really worth living. I have never been afraid of my or anyone else’s “true will,” and I have lived in both the magical and rock and roll milieus that provide fertile soil for those who are pursuing theirs. This is why I can be critical of Crowley and the liberationist philosophy he embodied—thelema is only one expression of it; it is not a distinctive new creed—and not be dismissed as someone terrified of it. I have been there, done it, and seen it from the inside. I am not a thelemaphobe, to coin a word. I merely find it wrongheaded.

			But “excess in all directions?” Sounds like a good album title. No wonder Crowley found a place in rock and roll.

			—

			EDWARD ALEXANDER CROWLEY was born on October 12, 1875, in Leamington Spa, Warwickshire, England. Crowley claimed that his family was of Celtic origins, associating his father’s bloodline with a Breton family of de Quérouaille, which produced a Duchess of Portsmouth, and also linking it with the name de Kerval, one of many used in later life. The lineage has been questioned, and Crowley offers very little evidence in support of the claim. But even if untrue, it tells us something important: that Crowley was a snob. Crowley begins the work he considered his masterpiece, Magick in Theory and Practice, by telling us that it is “for all . . . every man, woman, and child,” and that he has written it in order to help “the Banker, the Pugilist, the Biologist, the Poet, the Navvy, the Grocer, the Factory Girl, the Mathematician” and many others “fulfill themselves perfectly, each in his or her own proper function.”10 But Crowley had no idea what motivated “the Banker” or “the Factory Girl,” and the fact that he represents these people in capitals suggests they are merely stock figures, allegories, not real human beings. This is also why he was not a good novelist: Crowley had no interest in other people. As Louis Wilkinson remarked, Crowley “wanted to appeal to the general reader but he never could because he knew nothing about him.”11 Given this, it is no surprise that the work Crowley considered “for all” quickly turns into a labyrinth of self-allusion, a hall of mirrors reflecting Crowley’s self-obsession. And the fact that Crowley wants to help “the Grocer,” “the Golfer,” “the Wife” fit into “his or her proper function”—as if one was nothing but a grocer, golfer, or wife—suggests that for all his talk of freedom, there is something fatalistic, even totalitarian about Crowley’s notion of the “true will,” a point we will return to later on.

			In a footnote in Crowley’s Confessions, he comments about his birth that “it has been remarked a strange coincidence that one small county should have given England her two greatest poets—for one must not forget Shakespeare.”12 Yet Crowley himself forgot Shakespeare enough to get his birth year wrong, giving us 1550 rather than 1564, adding a good fourteen years to the Bard’s life. But of course the remark has nothing to do with remembering Shakespeare. It is an opportunity for Crowley to exhibit his characteristic humor and inordinate self-esteem, which itself suggests a sense of inferiority, one, apparently, that was not salved even by Crowley becoming a god. This he believed he achieved in 1921, when he reached the grade of Ipsissimus, the ultimate rank in the magical totem pole of occult enlightenment he spent half of his adult life climbing. Another sign of Crowley’s snobbishness is that he claimed that at birth he displayed the “distinguishing marks of a Buddha.” As far as I can tell, the marks Crowley offers—being tongue-tied, having a “characteristic membrane” that required an operation, and four chest hairs in the form of a swastika—have nothing to do with a Buddha, or anything else, and we can accept this remark with as much salt as we do his suggestion that his birth in some way compensates for Columbus’s discovery of America, which also happened on October 12. But the point is clear: right from the start, there was something special about Crowley.

			His actual lineage, although not as exalted, was not particularly humble, although Crowley always felt some need to claim an aristocratic background. He was born into a family of Plymouth Brethren, a sect of extreme Christian fundamentalism that was founded in the late 1820s. The Plymouth Brethren believed in the literal truth of the Bible and had a dour view of life. Not only did the “apocalyptic-minded Plymouth Brethren” anticipate “the imminent end of the world with smug satisfaction,” they also considered Christmas a pagan holiday and refused to celebrate it.13 The family started each day by reading aloud a chapter from the Bible; the servants, too, joined in and Crowley’s own impressive familiarity with Scripture no doubt stems from this practice. Crowley’s parents eagerly anticipated the coming Day of Judgment, when everyone except the members of their flock would be chastised with hellfire—much like the readers of today’s popular Left Behind series of apocalyptic novels. Crowley’s own literalism, and his belief in a coming apocalypse—the world, he later claimed, was destroyed by fire on March 21, 1904—may have its roots in his family’s beliefs, and it is not too difficult to see in Crowley’s later ministry both a reversal and an emulation of the creed in which he was raised.

			Crowley’s father, Edward, came from a wealthy brewing family; having inherited a fortune, he was a “gentleman of leisure,” with no need to work. Crowley tells us his father was an engineer, but that he never practiced his profession. Crowley’s grandfather had made a fortune in beer and the proceeds had precipitated to his son. In the mid–nineteenth century, Crowley Alehouses could be found dotted around the country. At them one could order beer, sandwiches, and bread and cheese. They were popular lunching places that offered an alternative to the less salubrious public houses, and the income that allowed Crowley’s father—and soon enough Crowley himself—ample leisure was founded on the appetites and thirsts of clerks and other office workers. Crowley was embarrassed by the source of the wealth he enjoyed as a boy and that he quickly ran through as a young man, and he makes no mention of it in his Confessions. Like his son, Crowley’s father used his leisure for the serious purpose of religion; he became a popular and successful proselytizer for the Plymouth Brethren cause, evangelizing across the countryside, often bringing his son on these recruitment drives. Also like his son, Edward Crowley was a prolific writer, producing pamphlets on the resurrection, the “end times,” and other similar topics. Crowley caught the proselytizing fever early on. He accepted the creed of his parents wholesale, and could not imagine anyone so wicked as to reject it. Again, it has not escaped the attention of people writing on Crowley that father and son shared an interest in intoxicating substances and spirituality, although Crowley exceeded his father in both concerns, and for a time Crowley’s father was a teetotaler, exercising an abstinence Crowley himself rarely displayed.

			Crowley thought of his father as a hero and as a friend and there is a suggestion that he exaggerated his importance in the Plymouth Brethren.14 Crowley speaks of him as being a “magnificently eloquent” preacher, yet in an early work, The World’s Tragedy, in which he sums up his youth as a “Boyhood in Hell,” Crowley parodies him.15 As one writer suggests, Crowley’s father seems to have possessed a high degree of vitality and dominance—he was a forceful personality who could impose himself on others, much as Crowley himself did—and this made up, in Crowley’s mind, for his narrow-mindedness and intolerance. No such equivocation informs Crowley’s view of his mother, whom he describes as a “brainless bigot of the most narrow, logical and inhuman type.”16 Crowley may have hero-worshipped his father, but the real emotional knot was with his mother.

			Emily Crowley, née Bishop, was raised in Devon and Somerset, and her Asian appearance led to her being called the “little Chinese girl,” a fact that may have helped shape her son’s later predilection for exotic women. She had an artistic bent and painted watercolors, but was very strict and seemed to lack a sense of humor, especially about herself. Although research has shown that until her death in 1917, Crowley was in many ways a dutiful son—at least he wrote her regularly—his remarks about her are uniformly critical. On one occasion during an excursion to Beachy Head—a chalk headland on England’s south coast that became one of Crowley’s favorite climbing spots—he had a premonition that she was in danger and saved her from falling off a cliff. He described this act as a “regrettable incident of impulsive humanitarianism,” an extravagance that in later life he avoided.17 But along with emphasizing his dislike of his mother—he was, he says, physically repelled by her—Crowley’s act of heroism points out that Crowley was a natural psychic; at least he had an access to information that we would call “paranormal.” This “natural magic” appeared in later years when he dreamed of his mother’s death. In his diary for May 6, 1917, he wrote that “Had news of my mother’s act death. Two nights before news had dreamed that she was dead.”18 Crowley experienced a similar dream before his father’s death. In the diary note about his mother, he says that this dream also came two nights before his father’s death, but in the Confessions he writes that it came on the same night. Edward Crowley died on March 5, 1887. Crowley writes, “On the night of March 5th, the boy—away at school—dreamed that his father was dead.”19 Crowley remarks that he had many times dreamed that his mother was dead; given his feeling toward her, this is understandable. But the dream he had directly before her death shared with the dream he had about his father a peculiar character, a quality “entirely different from anything he had known.”20 This suggests that although we may question the philosophy of magick that Crowley developed in later years, it seems clear that he had some natural predilection for it, something he shared with his contemporary C. G. Jung, who also dreamed of his parents’ deaths.21

			Edward Crowley died when his son was eleven—strangely, the same age Madame Blavatsky was when her mother died. It was then that the embryo of the later Wickedest Man in the World began to stir. Until then young Alick—he hated the name—was a model child and extremely well behaved. “The mind of the child was almost abnormally normal,” Crowley tells us. Yet he did have some curious traits. The Bible was the only book available to him, and he became fascinated with the Book of Revelations, feeling solidarity with the Dragon, the False Prophet, and, predictably, the Beast and the Scarlet Woman; the antinomian sensibility that informed his later philosophy took root early. He also developed a taste for descriptions of torture and suffering, and speaks of a “congenital masochism”; he admits that the “fantasy of desiring to be hurt” has persisted into his adult years.22 In his later magical life, Crowley wallowed in the notion of being mistreated by women, a desire that reached an apex during his time in Sicily, and may have been some compensatory mechanism for the explicit low estimate he had of the sex. Crowley emphasizes the masochistic element in his makeup, but he had a sadistic streak as well. Reading of the Indian Sepoy Mutiny of 1857, Crowley imagined himself as Nana Sahib, a rebel who took part in massacring British troops and civilians. Sahib’s “proud, fierce, cruel, sensual profile” was his ideal of beauty—here Crowley is reminiscent of the Japanese novelist Yukio Mishima—and he imagined becoming his ally.23 He wanted to “share in torturing prisoners,” but also to “suffer at his hands.” A cousin who played with Crowley shared this fantasy and asked him to “be cruel to me.”24 Crowley’s “aristocratic” leanings took shape also when, at six, the family moved to Redhill, in Surrey. Here he played games in which he and his playmates—like him, other Plymouth Brethren children who were taught by tutors—hid in order to ambush the children from the local school, whom they called cads. Here also began Crowley’s penchant for playacting; he pretended to be famous people of the moment, a taste for adopting alter egos that lasted throughout his life.

			Young Alick, for all his sadomasochistic fantasies, may have been abnormally normal, but with the death of his father from cancer of the tongue—a tragic affliction for a preacher—something changed. The transformation began at the funeral. The family had moved to Southampton in order to be near a clinic that offered Count Mattei’s “electro-homeopathy.”25 Edward and his Brethren had decided that it was God’s will that he should receive this treatment and not have the operation that the eminent surgeon Sir James Paget had advised. 26 Crowley was by this time attending a school run by Plymouth Brethren. Practically on his return to school from the funeral, he misbehaved. Exactly what he did is unclear. His punishment was mitigated because of the bereavement but Crowley himself knew he had passed a boundary. It was “the first symptom of a complete reversal of his attitude to life.”27 Nothing like this had happened before, but it happened quite a bit from then on.

			Crowley’s change in his attitude did not mean a rejection of the Plymouth Brethren belief. It merely meant that he had changed sides. Crowley supporters point out that it is inaccurate to speak of him as a Satanist, yet Crowley himself is no help in this matter. Trying to understand the reversal that had taken place in him, Crowley said, “I simply went over to Satan’s side; and to this hour I cannot tell why.”28 From wanting to emulate Jesus and to “lead a life of holiness,” Crowley now felt “passionately eager to serve my new master.” “I was anxious to distinguish myself by committing sin.”29

			An incident that occurred at this time suggests a connection. As any intelligent young boy would, Crowley asked one of his instructors how Jesus could have spent three days and three nights in his tomb, when he was crucified on a Friday and resurrected on a Sunday. Surely it should be only two nights? His teacher couldn’t answer and admitted that it had never been explained. Crowley decided that he would do it. This decision, he said, is “very characteristic.” He has, he says, no interest in doing what has already been done, but “tell me of an alleged impossibility; and . . . I am out to do it.”30 This is an example of Crowley’s literalism, a dogged persistence that in some ways is admirable but in others tedious. “I have always been singularly thorough in anything I take up,” he tells us, and he gives us an example: His father had a favorite sermon on the word but. Crowley went through the whole Bible, “page by page, enclosing this word, wherever it occurred, with an oblong of ink.”31 This shows his tendency to go to inordinate lengths to prove a point, a tenacity that made him such a bad enemy. Crowley could hold a grudge for years. Remembering the ill treatment he had received at Ebor School in Cambridge nearly a half century earlier, he wrote in his Confessions that soon after he left, the headmaster, Rev. H. d’Arcy Champney, went insane and the school closed down. Neither recollection was accurate but Crowley enjoyed vilifying his enemies; pages of his Confessions are dedicated to this type of revenge. This manic persistence appeared in gruesome detail when, at fourteen, deciding to prove whether or not a cat really had nine lives, Crowley submitted one to arsenic, chloroform, hanging, gassing, stabbing, slashing, smashing, burning, and drowning, before finally throwing it out a window. The stupidity is numbing but it shows the autistic exactitude that Crowley often displayed.

			The idea of doing the impossible informed the new dispensation that had changed his life. No petty sin would do for him. He wanted the ultimate sin. This was known as the sin against the Holy Ghost. No one knew exactly what this was, but it was unforgivable, the worst you could do, and it was for precisely that reason that Crowley pursued it. He must, he said, discover this sin and “do it very thoroughly.”32 It was the work of a lifetime.

			Crowley’s adolescent “revaluation of values” seemed to set in motion a world that turned against young Alick. At Ebor School in Cambridge, snitching was rewarded, and Crowley was accused of being found drunk at home at the bottom of the stairs. Neither Crowley nor his mother was asked about this. It was untrue, but the headmaster simply accepted the accusation and Crowley was “sent to Coventry”—that is, everyone ignored him. No explanation was given. This, combined with a bread-and-water diet and inordinate physical exercise, continued for a term and a half. Crowley’s health suffered and he had to be removed. The doctor advised travel in the open air and instruction by a tutor. Crowley enjoyed hiking, mountain climbing, and fishing in Wales and Scotland; this therapeutic outdoors life laid the foundation for his later mountaineering and world travels.

			By this time his mother had moved to London, to be near her brother, Tom Bishop, who became Crowley’s guardian. Tom Bond Bishop, another Plymouth Brethren fanatic, was in every way as narrow-minded and intolerant as his sister, and Crowley loathed him from the start. What Crowley hated most about Uncle Tom was his “invulnerable cocksureness.” “He knew that he was right on every point.”33 Crowley had become a keen climber and he asked Uncle Tom what a climber should do if another he was roped to fell, and he could not save him, and could save himself only by cutting the rope. Uncle Tom insisted that God would never allow such a thing to happen.

			After attending a day school in Streatham, South London, where Crowley discovered masturbation—to which he applied himself “with characteristic vigor”—Crowley was taught by tutors chosen by Bishop. Petty and punctilious, they were a challenge to Crowley’s goal of committing the ultimate sin. One tutor, Reverend Fothergill, tried to drown Crowley in a loch in Scotland after Alick threw him out of a boat. Crowley got revenge by finding his way to what would become his favorite sin. That evening a village girl lingered with him amid the heather. When he and the girl returned together openly, his tutor gave up and took him back to London. He had another dose of sin when, en route, stopping overnight in Carlisle, he enjoyed the favors of a chambermaid. Crowley’s next tutor was the brother of the Dean of Westminster. Apparently, he, too, had a taste for sin and tried to seduce young Alick. Crowley says that he resisted, not because he wasn’t inclined—Crowley was strongly bisexual—but because he thought he was being set up. The tutor later apologized and explained that he had been led astray by an elder brother, who was a Christian missionary. The incident secured in Crowley the belief that all clergymen are secretly lechers.

			One tutor, however, seems to have penetrated Uncle Tom’s screening process. Archibald Douglas, a Bible salesman and a graduate of Oxford, was the closest thing to a normal person that Crowley had encountered. He introduced Crowley to smoking, drinking, gambling, billiards, and women. Douglas showed Crowley “a sane, clean, jolly world worth living in,” and it is tempting to speculate on how Crowley might have turned out if he were allowed to live in it longer.34 With Douglas, Crowley behaved like a “normal, healthy human being,” and the two enjoyed an excursion to the sea. In Torquay, a seaside town in Devon, Crowley met an actress and fell in love; for ten days “the detestable mysteries of sex were transformed into joy and beauty.” “The nightmare world of Christianity vanished” and “the obsession of sin fell from my shoulders into the sea of oblivion.”35 But this beatitude was short lived. Uncle Tom found the two and dismissed Douglas; apparently letters back home suggested Crowley was too happy. Alick was returned to the world of guilt and repression. But it was too late. He had tasted real life and wanted more of it.

			Crowley’s next act of sin was his most heinous yet. Sometime in his teens, Crowley seduced the parlor maid on his mother’s bed. It was probably not too difficult; the girl seemed to have designs on Crowley herself. Israel Regardie suggests that this shows that Crowley had Oedipal desires for his mother. This is doubtful: what it tells us is that for Crowley, sex was an act of rebellion. Crowley’s sexual relations with women remained acts of defiance against his Christian-Victorian upbringing, which is why they rarely contained any of the affection and intimacy that, along with sex, make up most male/female relationships. There was something deliciously wicked about sex—there must be, if the Plymouth Brethren disapproved of it—and the fact that Crowley was having it on his mother’s bed made it even more so. For the rest of his life Crowley couldn’t think of sex without feeling a frisson of “forbiddenness,” and a sense that in having it he was shaking his fist at some vague “authority” that prevented him from enjoying himself. The danger, however, in enjoying “forbiddenness” is that it forces you to remain a child, and this, paradoxically, enforces the very authority you are rebelling against. Only a child is interested in doing what some authority tells him he shouldn’t, and only a child gets excited by being “naughty.” (This is why “transgressors” need the normality against which they transgress; they would not be “transgressing” otherwise.) In his attitude toward sex, Crowley remained a child—he was in Jungian terms a puer aeternus, an eternal child, or Peter Pan—and it is no surprise that he later called his coming new age the era of “the crowned and conquering child.”

			The outcome of Crowley’s latest sin also casts him in a bad light. For some reason, the parlor maid told Uncle Tom about their liaison. Crowley denied everything, but Uncle Tom insisted that he prove he was not with her. Crowley got a tobacconist to say that at the time the girl said she was with Alick, he was actually in his shop, buying tobacco. This, too, was forbidden, but Crowley feigned remorse and said bad companions had led him astray. Accepting guilt for this imaginary but lesser crime was a clever ploy. Uncle Tom believed him, and the girl was seen as a liar and dismissed. Crowley had shaken his fist at authority, gotten rid of the girl he had seduced, and come away innocent. It was a tactic of getting others to take the blame for his actions that served him well in later life.

			Crowley tells us that at some point during his descent into sin, his mother was so scandalized by his behavior that she called him the Beast 666, from the Book of Revelation. The story may be apocryphal—he doesn’t mention his mother’s fateful christening until nearly the midpoint of the Confessions—and as we’ve seen, Crowley himself was a fan of the Beast from early on.36 No doubt he spoke with his mother about his sense of identification with this demonic individual; since there was little else but the Bible to discuss, it was bound to come up. Children, we know, need role models. Crowley had one with his father, then lost him. Uncle Tom wasn’t in the running and so this station fell to this mythical embodiment of all that was anti-Christian. If indeed Emily Crowley was responsible for her son’s satanic self-image, he did his mother proud and lived up to this sobriquet with gusto.

			—

			CROWLEY’S REBELLION CONTINUED as he made his way out of his teens. At sixteen he was sent to Malvern public school in Worcestershire, where he stayed for three terms. The school proved just as bad as the one in Cambridge. (A public school in England is a fee-paying one as opposed to a free state school.) Crowley soon learned that in order to protect himself, he had to use the same tactics as those of his enemies. In order to avoid a beating by a prefect—another student given some authority over his peers, rather like a trustee in prison—Crowley found himself in the housemaster’s office, pouring out accusations against the prefect and the rest of his schoolmates. Crowley claims this snitching was only in self-defense, but the fact that he informed on all his schoolmates and not only the prefect suggests that he was trying to “get in good” with the authorities. His “orgy of tale-telling” understandably made him unpopular and in 1892 his mother was forced to take him out.37

			At the public school in Tonbridge in Kent, where he was next sent, things were not much better, but at seventeen Crowley had recovered his health and was turning into an athletic, formidable figure who could throw his weight around. He felt that he possessed a “natural aristocracy” that made people fear him. This only fueled his pursuit of the unforgivable sin even more, and he added another notch to his belt when he caught gonorrhea from a Glasgow prostitute. Crowley was fast becoming a fin de siècle juvenile delinquent, a late-Victorian “rebel without a pause,” who was not particularly liked by his schoolmates, and though capable, did not apply himself to his studies. Like most intelligent people, he was bored with whatever didn’t interest him. After Tonbridge his mother sent him to live with a Plymouth Brethren family in Eastbourne, overlooking the English Channel. Beachy Head, his early favorite climbing place, was nearby. He attended Eastbourne College, where he developed an interest in and a talent for science, assisting the chemistry professor in the laboratory. Crowley’s methodical mind was well suited for scientific work, and it is interesting to consider the possibility that, had he not decided on a career of sin, he would have made a good scientist. In later years the analogies he uses when trying to explain his philosophical and metaphysical beliefs are usually couched in mathematical and chemical terms. Another lifelong interest that developed in Eastbourne was chess. Crowley taught himself the game and he soon became the best player in town, beating the local champion and contributing a chess column to a local
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