FRONTIERS OF REVELATION

By Frances Banks. Max Parrish, London, 1962. 240 pages, 30s.


The Lord Bishop of Southwark, in a Forward, commends this volume as pointing to “the urgent need for a restatement and for the development within the Church of specialist ministry” if “the Church is to establish contact with contemporary thought,” especially “in the field of psychical research.”


The career of the author exemplifies this need. Though disclaiming, “I am not a psychic,” her experiences, as given, range from healings, precognitions, mystical inspirations, and “messages from the departed” to “soul visions” suggesting reincarnation. After twenty-six years in an Anglican Order, she resigned as principal of a Church College and returned to secular life when Christian sources proved no guide to an understanding of these things. Then followed explorations “far beyond the boundaries of the Church of England, yet never at any point losing contact with it.” First came a naturopathy “allied to Hatha Yoga”; then “study of spiritualism and psychic science”; next, “a course of Theosophy”; and finally a correspondence-course “for the study and practice of meditation.”


Fortified by touches of commonsense, this learning is here related to her own experiences and others. Central to it is belief in “an etheric counterpart to the visible world,” the “knowledge of a subtle body... as the vital link in a long chain of hypotheses based upon circumstantial evidence and upon alleged Divine revelation.” Additionally, there are even stranger ideas---as when, the author suggests, to escape being crushed beneath the wheels of a trolley, her body dematerialized, or partially so!


All this serves to introduce the main portion, the annotated “quintessence of replies” to a five-page Questionnaire answered by some 200 respondents, three-quarters of whom were members of the Churches’ Fellowship for Psychical Study, mainly members of churches affiliated with the World Council of Churches. While limited statistically, this enquiry---no responsibility of the CFPS---is said to be significant in “its delineation of the needs, aspirations, and awareness in the inner life” of a “worthy and responsible sample of the type of church people” who have gravitated to the Fellowship.


Among its other interesting findings (with firsthand accounts), we learn that the most widespread “psychic experience” is “telepathy” (69% of those reporting), with “precognition” next in order (64%). Experience (“largely spontaneous”) “related to the departed” show 57%; “psychokinesis”, merely 18%; while only 8% claimed to have seen fairies.


Sixty-two percent of those replying found their psychic or mystical experience “beneficial,” and even more saw these things as reinforcing their “religious beliefs.” Founded as it is on experiences which sometimes “touch the fringe of miracle”---including the kind of experience which may yet provide “new scientific grounds for the old fundamentalist belief in Biblical Miracle, even in physical miracle”---, this statistic prompts the author to add the observation that, nevertheless, “the clergy seem afraid that someone is going to prove that what they believe is true after all.” Instead of being welcomed, facts of psychic experience and parapsychology are too often disdained by the Christian clergy, to many of whom Jesus was not a wonder-worker but simply a good-intentioned “sidewalk philosopher” only a little less ignorant than his contemporaries. If this were true, and if living experience cannot provide analogies to His reputed miracles, the Christian churches with their dogmas would merit all the scorn and contempt our most rabid atheists can fulminate. 

ALEISTER CROWLEY, “The Man: The Mage: The Poet”, by Charles Richard Cammell. University Books, Inc., New Hyde Park, N.Y., 1962. 222 pages, $6.00.


“What a theme for a study! Cagliostro and Casanova combined, with a poetic genius that challenges Swinburne’s and Shelley’s...” Thus, in 1933, the author exulted at the chance to do an essay on that fantastic creature who signed himself, “The Great Beast, 666” but who was better known as, “The Wickedest Man in the World.” Eighteen years later, and fifteen years after first meeting Aleister Crowley, the study was completed, now reprinted with a Bibliographical List of Crowley’s works compiled by Edward Noel Fitzgerald.


Aleister Crowley began as a poet, scintillating productions alternating with others of “silly and quite loathsome juvenilia of the pornographic kind.” Before entering Cambridge, where his “astounding” promise vanished in “extravagances and lunacies”, Crowley had climbed all the heights of the Alps (he was later to lead assaults on Earth’s second and third highest peaks, the latter ending tragically in four deaths).


The biographer foresees Crowley’s name in history as “the author of an extraordinary large volume of poetry... great poetry.” As if to help this on, notable biographical omissions occur, e.g., that Crowley died addicted to heroin; that his first wife, “his great love,” driven to alcoholism, was certified insane. Yet, while great poets are few, real sorcerers are fewer still, and no less than the leading Demonologist of this century, the Rev. Montague Summers, ---doubtless, not thinking of poetry---called his friend Crowley, “one of the few original and really interesting men of our age.” But was Crowley’s demonism fanciful? After witnessing examples of it, Dr. Hereward Carrington, late dean of America’s experts in field-investigation in Parapsychology, was not so sure.


In 1898, Crowley began his mastery of ceremonial magic with an initiation into the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn. But, in his opinion, there was no good or evil---all emotions, actions and ideas, being equally parts of a Whole, were ever welcomed equally. Consequently, he built “temples” both white and black, the latter housing a human skeleton which he “fed with blood...” Soon he was seeing “semi-solid shadows in the stairs” and “semi-materialized” intruders in his rooms (which, after his departure, were “haunted” for a time, visitors “fainted” or were “attacked with cramps, dizziness”).


Crowley’s magical career had three highpoints: (1) The “Enochian Invocations” in the African desert, when a “Demon” was “materialised, taking many shapes,” including Crowley’s own, finally trying to strangle Crowley’s companion-pupil. (The biographer asks whether this was not the entranced magician’s own “astral force” exteriorized). (2) The “Abramelin Operation”, his attempt to obtain “the Knowledge and Conversation of the Holy Guardian Angel”, a feat demanding utmost purity, and in which, the biographer argues, Crowley inevitably failed, so “rabidly sensual” was his mind. This failure left Crowley “a man accursed: he lost all...” (3) Only his fortitude and belief in his own destiny remained, this latter subsequently expanding when, at Cairo, Crowley received “by ‘direct voice’”, The Book of the Law. The communicating “Spirit” claimed to be a “messenger from the forces ruling earth at present,” and predicted a new era, commanding Crowley to proclaim the Law of Thelema, “Do What Thou Wilt.”


This Crowley did for the remaining 43 years of his life, by word and deed, holding forth a doctrine of “Sex-Magic” allied to the “left-hand” Tantric-Yoga of India, where he had studied. This, the biographer declares, was “the curse and ruin of his Magick.” The most elaborate example attempted was Crowley’s Abbey of Thelema in Sicily---until it was closed by Fascist after the untimely death of one resident (“murder”, cried the yellow press, adding charges of “ritual sacrifice”, “cannibalism” and “vampirism”).


The “last sad phase of his life” was passed in relative obscurity---Crowley had outlived his own hilarious antics, scandals, esoteric wars and exoteric persecutions. But his sense of divine or demonic mission persisted to the last, flickering feebly against dark shadows of past failure and defeats. Taken altogether, “his poetry, his personality and his life makes him the most extraordinary figure of his age, and one of the most extraordinary figures of any age.”

Walter A. Carrithers, Jr.
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