
55

7

Our Lady BaBaLOn and Her
Cup Of fOrniCatiOns:

A p p r o A c h e s  t o  A  t h e l e m i c  G o d d e s s

Gordan Djurdjevic

‘Gods are dangerous when they manifest themselves clearly’.
—Homer, The Iliad

Helema, Greek for ‘Will’, is a religio-philosophical system inaugurated by the 
British poet, practitioner of magical arts, and prolific writer of esoteric literature 
Aleister Crowley (1875-1947). According to his own account, in the Spring of 

1904 Crowley received, via direct-voice transmission, the text of The Book of the Law, the 
fundamental source of the Thelemic doctrine, and the year 1904 is in consequence con-
sidered the inception of the New Æon announced by this prophetic text. The Book of the 
Law or Liber AL vel Legis (subsequently cited as AL) is a difficult text to summarize and 
Crowley himself firmly believed that its meaning is to be left for individual Thelemites 
(persons accepting the law of Thelema) to determine for themselves. The following few 
remarks should nevertheless suffice in order to provide the necessary context for the 
subsequent exposition of the subject matter that forms the focus of this paper.

The three chapters that comprise The Book of the Law are related to the three main 
dramatis personæ of the text; these are the principal divine figures of Thelema: the God-
dess Nuit (first chapter), her counterpart Hadit (second chapter), and their ‘child’, 
Heru-Ra-Ha (third chapter). Heru-Ra-Ha has a dual aspect: in his active form, he is re-
ferred to as Ra-Hoor-Khuit, while his passive form is known as Hoor-Par-Kraat. (From 
one point of view, this Thelemic Trinity consists of the Mother, Father, and Child, while 
from another, gendered perspective, it consists of Woman, Man, and Androgyne.) Nuit 
is related to ‘Infinite Space, and the Infinite Stars thereof ’ (AL I: 22). She is the Lady of 
the Stars and represents the totality of the universe, without and within, in its unlimited 
potential. Hadit, her counterpart, is somewhat analogous to the Hindu Upanishadic 
concept of Ātman. Nuit is circumference without borders and Hadit is the center, which 
is everywhere, ‘in every heart of man, and in the core of every star’ (AL II: 6). The rela-
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tionship between Nuit and Hadit is compared by Crowley to the relationship between 
Śiva and Śakti in Tantra, or between Tao and Teh in Lao Tzu’s Taoism. Heru-Ra-Ha, an 
aspect of god Horus, is considered to be the Lord of the present historical cycle, which 
Crowley also designates as the Aeon of the Crowned and Conquering Child.

According to Crowley’s exegesis, the central message of The Book of the Law is broadly 
speaking encapsulated in three sentences from the text. These are: ‘Do what thou wilt 
shall be the whole of the Law’ (AL I: 40); ‘Love is the law, love under will’ (AL I: 57); 
and, ‘Every man and every woman is a star’ (AL I: 3). Crowley consistently and robustly 
rejected the ‘do as you like’ interpretation of the import of the first quoted maxim. In-
stead, he argued that every individual has a unique will, which needs to be discovered 
and pursued with utmost determination. In a similar vein, the nature of this will is by 
the second maxim explained to be love. Crowley understands love as a drive towards 
union between any two elements, such as subject and object for example, but which 
can take infinite number of forms, and which drive in many respects carries similar-
ity with the Hindu concept of Yoga (etymologically, ‘union’). The third maxim is self-
explanatory but it merits remarking that its import is that the source of light, for each 
individual, lies within him or her. It is, in a sense, simply a rephrasing of the statement 
‘The kingdom of God is within you’ (Luke 17: 21).

The above considerations were necessary in order to contextualize the basic back-
ground of the discussion that follows. The context is the arrival of the New Æon (of the 
Crowned and Conquering Child, Horus), the new religion or ideology (Thelema), and 
its Prophet (Crowley as the solar Beast). The Beast, however, is not the sole representa-
tive of the new dispensation: he functions together with his magical partner who is also 
designated with reference to the Book of Revelation as the Scarlet Woman, who rides 
upon the Beast and holds up her cup of fornication. The text of the Book of Revelation 
(17: 5) refers to her as Babylon but Crowley (1998, p. 152), as a result of information 
delivered in a particular vision, adopts a variant title and calls her Babalon, translating 
her name as ‘the Gate of the God On [Sun]’.61 Babalon is thus one of the fundamental 
theomorphic concepts in Thelema, endowed with an array of qualifying determinants. 
It will become evident in due course that Babalon relates to Nuit, to a kabbalistic Sephi-
ra on the Tree of Life, to a particular spiritual experience, to a mode of meditation, to 
a form of sexual practice, and to an attitude towards reality and one’s fate. All of these 
complex elements are perhaps most pointedly unified in a particular symbolic image of 
Babalon, and that is the image of the Whore. The rest of this essay will be devoted to 
exploration of the above set of notions with an emphasis on sexual aspects inherent in 
the idea of Babalon.

	 61	 See	Aleister	Crowley	et	al.,	The Vision and the Voice: With Commentaries and Other Papers,	Weiser,	1999,	p.	152.	
This	text	was	first	published	as	a	‘Special	Supplement’	in	Aleister	Crowley	et	al.,	The Equinox: A Review of Sci-
entific Illuminism,	Vol.	I,	no.	5,	1911,	pp.	1-176.
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Babalon in The Book of the Law & The Vision and the Voice

t H e  p r i n C i pa L  t e x t uaL  source of Crowley’s prophetic claim is The Book of the 
Law. A relevant verse from the first chapter of the book announces: ‘Now ye shall know 
that the chosen priest & apostle of the infinite space is the prince-priest the Beast; and 
in his woman called the Scarlet Woman is all power given’ (AL I: 15). Crowley argued 
that these two, the Beast and the Scarlet Woman, are two principal officers of the New 
Aeon. Throughout his life, Crowley searched for a magical partner who would satisfac-
torily perform the role of the Scarlet Woman and a number of his mistresses assumed 
the mantle, often for only a short span of time. The nature of the office will be discussed 
subsequently but it is important at this stage to underscore what was already mentioned 
in connection with Crowley’s identification with the Beast: the nature of these arche-
types (the Beast and the Scarlet Woman) was re-interpreted as indicative of the new 
ideological orientation provided by the system of Thelema and the intention was em-
phatically not to side with the forces of evil but to provide a novel model of service to 
humanity.62 It is thus utterly out of place to consider Crowley and Thelema ‘Satanic’, 
and the pervasive endurance of this gross misconception is lamentable.

The Book of the Law does not specifically mention Babalon. A verse spoken by the 
Goddess Nuit in the first chapter of the text relates to her prophet that she has ‘a secret 
name which I will give him when at last he knoweth me’ (AL I: 22). Crowley later ar-
gued that this secret name is in fact Babalon. The name and the character of Babalon 
are revealed in a visionary text of considerable complexity known as The Vision and the 
Voice. This text is in fact a magical record, detailing the results of Crowley’s work with 
the system of Enochian magick, based on the Golden Dawn elaboration of the material 
originally complied by the Elizabethan scholarly magus John Dee and his collaborator 
Edward Kelley. Crowley’s magical partner in this instance was the British poet Victor 
Neuburg and the work consisted of ritual invocations conducted while traveling on 
foot in the Algerian part of the Sahara desert in 1909. As a result of these invocations, 
Crowley received a significant body of teachings that, he was convinced, both elabo-
rated upon and provided further confirmation of the fundamentals of Thelema initially 
presented in The Book of the Law. The whole episode, which took about a month of daily 
work, assumed for Crowley also the character and formal aspect of initiation and he 
claimed that as a result of these experiences he managed to cross the Abyss, a techni-
cal term denoting the annihilation of personality, and thus became a Master of the 
Temple—another technical term, in this case referring to a person who has successfully 
crossed the Abyss.

The Vision and the Voice provides a significant elaboration of the Thelemic world-

	 62	 ‘My	 mortal	 part	 was	 to	 help	 humanity	 by	 Jupiterian	 work,	 such	 a	 governing,	 teaching,	 creating,	 exhorting	
men	to	aspire	to	become	nobler,	holier,	worthier,	kinglier,	kindlier	and	more	generous’.	Aleister	Crowley,	The 
Confessions of Aleister Crowley,	Arkana,	1979,	p.622.
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view and is ‘a principal scriptural source for the Theogony of the Supernal Triad of the 
Crowned and Conquering Child, Chaos, and Babalon’.63 The Supernal Triad mentioned 
in the quote refers to the three highest sephiroth on the kabbalistic Tree of Life (Kether, 
Chokmah, and Binah); in a more simplified terms, it may be considered a Thelemic 
equivalent of the Holy Trinity, replacing the Christian Father-Son-Holy Ghost with the 
Child-Father-Mother. From a certain point of view, the role of Babalon is paramount in 
this initiatic context, for it is through her agency that a candidate, in this case Crowley, 
is able to cross the Abyss and achieve an understanding of the universe from an ego-less 
point of view. It emerges from the text that Babalon is both a theophany and a symbolic 
reference for a particular attitude towards trans-subjective reality. Babalon is referred 
to as a Harlot and as such she stands in stark opposition to the symbol of Virgin Mary 
in Christianity, who is here considered as representative of the formula of shutting one-
self up, expressed through her continence. This is a sensitive and highly controversial 
subject and as such it deserves further clarification.

At the outset, it is essential to consider the context: The Vision and the Voice, the prin-
cipal source of the Thelemic ideas regarding Babalon, is a magical record documenting 
an attempt to transcend and annihilate one’s ego in order to achieve the higher spiritual 
understanding of reality. This is a process that involves letting go and opening up and, 
in doing so, dissolving the habitual egocentric grip on identity boundaries. The oppo-
site of that is the process of walling oneself in, of building up a ‘fortress’ of one’s identity. 
Structurally and analogically, these two attitudes, the opening up as opposed to wall-
ing in, may be—and in the case of The Vision and the Voice actually are—symbolized by 
the Harlot and the Virgin. The content of the visionary and auditory experience and 
its subsequent exegesis convinced Crowley that these two, the Harlot and the Virgin, 
represent two opposing magical formulae, and he associated the latter with what he per-
ceived as the imperfection in the Christian world-view. This imperfection ultimately 
consists of the fear of life expressed through the resistance to open oneself completely 
up to it, leading to the dichotomy of good versus evil, God versus Devil.

In his commentaries on The Book of the Law, Crowley (1996, p.171) identifies the Scar-
let Woman with the Hindu Tantric notion of śakti and correlates her further with the 
symbol of the ‘magical door’ that stands between the Tao and the material/manifested 
world. He expands: ‘The great Obstacle then is if that Door be locked up. Therefore 
Our Lady must be symbolized as an Whore’.64 Obviously, the opposite tendency is the 
gesture of shutting: ‘Shutting the Door is preventing the Operation of Change, i.e. of 
Love’.65 Citing the classing examples of Circe, Calypso, Kundry et al. as representatives 
of this negative tendency, and clarifying the associated danger that they present as a 
liability to be shut up ‘in their Gardens’, Crowley sets forward the conceptual implica-

	 63	 V.V.,	in	Crowley,	Vision and Voice,	p.X.
	 64	 Aleister	Crowley,	The Law is For All,	New	Falcon,	1996,	p.171.
	 65	 Ibid.
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tions to their final conclusion and in the process arrives at one of the cornerstones of 
Thelemic worldview. He argues that the ultimate danger inherent in the process of 
shutting oneself up against the forces of change amounts to the idea of nirvāna (Pali, 
nibbana) understood as the ‘eternal rest’, which he robustly rejects. ‘This nibbana-idea is 
the coward–“Mother’s Boy” idea; one ought to take a refreshing dip in the tao, no more. 
I think this must be brought forward as the Cardinal Point of Our Holy Law’.66

The symbol of the Harlot obviously contains a strong sexual element. It is character-
istic of the notion of Babalon that the correlation between symbolic and literal inter-
pretation of its meaning is tight, as hinted by the intimate connection between sephirot 
Binah and Malkuth on the Tree of Life, standing among other correlates for the Mother 
and the Daughter. There are also clear indications that Crowley considered what he 
terms the ‘formula of Babalon’ as an expression of both the general attitude towards 
life and as a specific method of meditation. In his commentary to a chapter from The 
Book of Lies, Crowley writes: ‘The chapter is a counsel to accept all impressions; it is the 
formula of the Scarlet Woman’.67 One could argue that there is a trace of his former 
Buddhist meditation training in the cited instruction ‘to accept all impressions’. As an 
overall indication for one’s orientation towards world and life, this is an embracing ges-
ture. That this is symbolized by the image of Harlot, who similarly accepts everybody 
without picking and choosing, is somewhat unexpected but not necessarily out of place, 
as it is somewhat unexpected to express one’s relationship towards the field of one’s per-
ceptual experience by stating that ‘the formula of 156 [the numerical value of Babalon] 
is constant copulation or samādhi on Everything’.68 But the symbolic and meditational 
application of the formula of the Scarlet Woman/Babalon is only a part of the picture, 
the other component being its employment as a sexual formula. This latter aspect is best 
contextualized through an example of one of Crowley’s lovers.

Leah Hirsig and Babalon

C r O w L e y  C O n s i d e r e d  H i s  major magical and sexual partners as Scarlet Women. 
He composed an oath that such partners were to take upon formal acceptance of their 
office, based on the instructions from The Book of the Law. Arguably, the most notewor-
thy of these women was the American high school teacher of Swiss extraction, Leah 
Hirsig (1883-1975). They met in New York City and later moved to Italy where Crow-
ley and his disciples rented a villa in Cefalù, which they transformed into an Abbey of 
Thelema. Leah assisted Crowley in some of his major magical activities and initiations, 
assuming herself the role of Alostrael, the ‘Virgin Guardian of the Sangraal’. One aspect 

	 66	 Ibid.
	 67	 Aleister	Crowley,	The Book of Lies,	Weiser,	1981,	p.19.
	 68	 Crowley,	Vision and the Voice,	p.152,	n.1.
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of their common practice had to do with their mutual agreement to give their bodies 
freely to whoever desired it. In addition, magical activities in the Abbey were spiced 
with the regular and copious consumption of a variety of intoxicants.

It is relatively easy to understand Crowley’s activities in Cefalù as example of his 
unrestrained hedonism at the best and of his utter depravity at the worst. But there is a 
room for an alternative interpretation. I suggest that both Crowley and Hirsig under-
went an extreme phase of devotional self-abandonment while in Cefalù. They experi-
enced and engaged with what Julia Kristeva calls abjection: an uncanny power resulting 
from the collapse of social order that relates to transgression, humiliation, and filth and 
which she significantly interprets as an attitude towards Mother.69 More specifically, 
their mutual and consensual immersion in sexual and substance-use excesses could be 
read as an attempt to implement some of the injunctions contained in Liber AL as well 
as in Liber CLVI, a short inspired text focused on the explorations of the ‘mysteries of 
the Holy Grail’. At the obvious level of the meaning of this text, it seems apparent that 
the devotion towards Babalon, which leads to the Grail, consists in renouncing every-
thing that one is and has. In many respects, the events at the Abbey of Thelema fit this 
scenario.

The most tragic event that occurred during the Cefalù period was without doubt the 
death of Crowley’s and Hirsig’s daughter Poupée. Crowley’s diaries testify to the ex-
tent of his suffering at the time. A curious remark brings the episode into specific light 
related to the subject matter at hand. Crowley asks a rhetorical question: Why wasn’t 
he able to save the life of his child using his magical powers, which he was apparently 
persuaded of? His response is that the whole of humanity is his child and that it would 
have been inappropriate for him to single out one specific person as worthy of salvation. 
In other words, despite the personal feeling of tragic loss, Crowley approached even this 
episode by the gesture of acceptance, which is in the final reckoning characteristic of 
the formula of Babalon. 

As far as Leah Hirsig is concerned, her own magical diaries chronicle the depth of her 
own struggle with the role of the Scarlet Woman, which assumes increasingly distress-
ing features after her splitting up with Crowley. We read of her depression, poverty, 
alcohol and drugs, and of her will to die. She would eventually renounce her role and 
distance herself from both Crowley and Thelema but those few years during which she 
identified with her magical persona of Alostrael are significant as a testimony of an at-
tempt to transcend the boundaries of ‘human, all too human’ condition.

On September 22, 1924, while in Paris, after her recent breakup with Crowley, Hirsig 
makes an entry into her journal stating: ‘This diary is the beginning of a Magical career 
of one who knows herself as Babalon’.70 Transcribing from the scraps of paper what she 

	 69	 See	Julia	Kristeva,	Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection,	Columbia	University	Press,	1982.
	 70	 Leah	Hirsig,	‘Diary	of	Babalon’,	in	Hirsig,	Three Chapters in My Life,	unpublished	MS,	p.4.
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wrote the day before, she lays bare the state of a person in deep anguish, at the age of 
nervous breakdown, contemplating her own death. At 2:30 a.m. she returns into her 
hotel room and notes: ‘I could not sleep and not having any more nails to bite I had to 
have some cigarettes. I also got a bottle of white wine and I intend to drink as much as 
I can keep down’.71 What happened during the previous day consisted of her attempts 
to get in touch with various acquaintances, mostly without success. Some events that 
Hirsig mentions are depressingly ugly: ‘The concierge’s wife kicked me in the back and 
the man beat my face. I reported the matter to the police who could do nothing. They 
called a second police to the tenement and he insisted that I get out. I did’.72

Recollecting her recent experiences, Hirsig expresses her dissatisfaction with the 
man Crowley but states her continuing loyalty to his magical persona as the Prophet of 
Thelema. This inner contradiction and conflict that often obtains between secular and 
sacral aspects of one’s personality and one’s actions is a well-known element in the bi-
ography of many religious figures. This is particularly the case in those instances when 
a person claims to be incarnating religious archetypes and this remark applies as much 
to Crowley as the Beast as it does to Hirsig (and other Scarlet Women) as Babalon. The 
ability to incarnate such archetypes obviously implies the obliteration of one’s habitual 
sense of the ego, otherwise its own inflation is the result, spelling failure to the project. 
It should be noted that the assumption of such divine archetypes is a common practice 
in Vajrayāna Buddhism, however, precisely for the reason of potential danger inherent 
in the method, the practice is not attempted unless the student has had some insight 
into the ontological emptiness of phenomena, including one’s personality. The under-
standing of emptiness, relativity, contingency, or constructed nature of one’s person 
and every other phenomenon without exception on the one hand prevents the inflation 
of the ego while on the other hand it simultaneously makes possible the transformation 
of one’s ordinary personal identity into the identity of a Buddha or a bodhisattva.

To return to Hirsig and her Diary of Babalon: on the same day she wrote to Crowley 
as follows: ‘I hereby renounce the title The Scarlet Woman and pass it on to the “Scar-
let Concubine of his desire” [AL III: 14], the daughter of Babalon’.73 She significantly 
signs the note as Babalon. The text of her resignation letter similarly suggests that her 
successor as the Scarlet Woman (Dorothy Olsen) is her daughter, while she herself is 
Babalon. Her other journal entries in this period display simultaneously expressions of 
despair (‘My beloved Beast…I am going to die tonight’—Sept. 2674) and the continuing 
conviction that she is indeed Babalon and as such reconciled with and accepting of her 
fate (‘I am Babalon, the Great Mother, the Mother of the Children of the New Aeon, 
the Aeon of Horus! I die in giving-birth to my children. But I shall live again!’—Sept. 

	 71	 Ibid.,	p.5.
	 72	 Ibid.
	 73	 Ibid.,	p.8.
	 74	 Ibid.	p.46.



62 O u r  L a d y  B a B a L O n  a n d  H e r  C u p  O f  f O r n i C a t i O n s

24/575). One of the most revealing statements is expressed in her intended farewell let-
ter to Crowley, where she writes: ‘Remember that Alostrael, Babalon…—The Scarlet 
Woman lives forever. Leah Hirsig dies but then I never knew her’ (Sept. 26; emphasis 
added).76

Interpretations and Conclusions

a s  a L r e ad y  m e n t i O n e d,  Leah Hirsig eventually renounced both her role of a 
Scarlet Woman and Thelema itself. Nevertheless, her importance as a representative 
of a particular type of a devotee within the context of a nascent religious movement is 
significant and deserving of consideration. It would be relatively easy, but fundamen-
tally out of place, to psychoanalyze the above described fragment of her biography and 
interpret it as merely indicative of a nervous breakdown or maybe even as a psychotic 
episode. This was a nervous breakdown, maybe even a psychotic episode, but this, in 
and of itself, does not sufficiently or adequately explain the situation at its fundamental 
core. Both Hirsig and Crowley were engaged in a spiritual quest and their activities and 
experiences need to be interpreted within the religious framework of exegesis: other ex-
planations are naturally possible but ultimately reductive in this context. Crowley’s and 
Hirsig’s mutual and interpersonal amorous and sexual relationships were driven by a 
conscious attempt to embody and manifest magical personas of the Beast and Babalon. 
In a sense, such interpretation is an instance of turning the classical psychoanalytical 
perspective upside-down: instead of reducing the mystical to the sexual, I am arguing 
that, within the framework of their self-proclaimed and self-conscious intent, to prop-
erly understand Crowley and Hirsig in this context, we need to approach the sexual as 
the mystical.77 This accords with Crowley’s statement, rebuffing the proposal that ‘re-
ligion is nothing but a morbid manifestation of the religious instinct’ (which is, by the 
way, a typical Freudian perspective) by an elegant postulation: ‘When you have proved 
that God is merely a name for the sex instinct, it appears to me not far to the percep-
tion that the sex instinct is God’.78 Expressed somewhat differently, an interpretative 
model best suited to understand the subject under scrutiny suggests that in attempting 
to fulfill their roles, Crowley and Hirsig approached sex as something numinous, as a 
hierophany and a mysterium tremendum.

The implication of this model of analysis lies in the following: by telescoping the re-
ligious quest into a sexual frame of reference, the sexuality is detached from its secular 

	 75	 Ibid.	p.43.
	 76	 Ibid.	p.46.
	 77	 Among	scholarly	literature	on	this	subject,	see	in	particular	the	work	of	Jeffrey	Kripal.	This	subject	forms	a	

red	 thread	 observable	 in	 all	 his	 output	 but	 for	 what	 is	 perhaps	 the	 most	 clear	 elaboration	 see	 Kripal,	 Kālī’s 
Child: The Mystical and the Erotic in the Life and Teachings of Ramakrishna,	University	of	Chicago	Press,	1995.

	 78	 Aleister	Crowley	et	al.,	The Equinox,	Vol.	III,	no.	1,	1919,	p.280.
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connotations and transformed into a force capable of dissolving the boundaries of one’s 
secular, egocentric identity. The historian of religions Mircea Eliade argued that any 
and every form and aspect of phenomenal reality might be capable of serving the role 
of hierophany: the sacred must needs manifest in the profane but once this happens, the 
profane loses its former character and becomes, to those who adhere to the relevant re-
ligious worldview, something special, singled out from the rest of secular environment. 
This leads to a paradox, however: by participating in both the sacred and the profane 
realms of reality, the object or person that serves the hierophanic role becomes the site 
of a coincidentia oppositorum. This is precisely, I suggest, what happened to Crowley 
and Hirsig in the context under investigation: both their personalities and their chosen 
method of religious practice—the sexual magick—were simultaneously profane (by 
nature of their manifest existence) and sacred (by virtue of their assumed value). Stated 
somewhat conversely: while the signifiers were profane (Crowley—Hirsig—sexual 
acts), the signifieds were sacral (Beast—Babalon—rituals).

Crowley’s identification with the Beast commenced already in his childhood but this 
intuitive premonition of his future role assumed formalized (and ideologically altered) 
features upon his acceptance of the mantle of the Prophet of Thelema. Leah Hirsig 
acted as his Scarlet Woman, taking upon herself the magical persona of Alostrael, the 
‘Guardian of the Sangraal’, and eventually, as we have seen above, she fully identified 
with Babalon. The willing assumption of these mystical personas was an extension of 
the practice of the assumption of God forms, as observed in the Hermetic Order of the 
Golden Dawn and in Crowley’s A∴A∴.79 Both the Beast and Babalon possess strong 
sexual connotations and in one symbolic register they also stand for lingam and yoni. 
Acceptance of the following requires a grain of salt, but in order for Crowley and Hirsig 
to fulfill their chosen roles and to abandon their habitual secular personas, they had to 
shift identity to their sexual functions, symbolized by their respective organs. Sex in-
stinct was the indication of the presence of gods and their avatars were lingam (the Beast) 
and yoni (Babalon). This meant and implied, in the final reckoning, self-abandonment, 
and ultimately self-annihilation. In such a context, sex was not, properly speaking, an 
instrument of pleasure: it was a terrifying force that led through the Chapel Perilous 
into the ‘Night of Pan’ and the ‘City of Pyramids’, where one becomes a pile of dust in 
a Pyramid that is as much one’s tomb as it is the place of initiation.

There are many indications in Crowley’s vast literary opus that corroborate, to a 
lesser or larger degree, this mode of analysis. It is commonly assumed that most of his 
practice of sexual magick was conducted under the aegis of O.T.O. methods, which 
while not completely incorrect overlooks the fact of the sexual component in the of-
fices of the Beast and Scarlet Woman, both of which concern the matter pertaining to 
A∴A∴, not to mention the general appreciation of the sanctity of sex in Thelema. As an 

	 79	 See	‘Liber	O	vel	Manus	at	Sagittae’	for	a	description	of	the	practice.
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example, a brief look at Crowley’s Book of Lies, originally composed prior to his involve-
ment with the O.T.O., should illustrate the relevance of spiritualized approach to sexual 
issues within the background of A∴A∴ teachings. In the chapter called ‘Dewdrops’, 
Crowley elaborates on the properties of what he calls the ‘Dew of Immortality’—which 
may safely be understood as a reference to the metaphysical aspect of semen—as con-
taining the quintessence and every tendency of one’s soul and body, and concludes with 
a directive: ‘Let this go free, even as It will; thou art not its master, but a vehicle of It’.80 
The commentary stipulates that the man is only the guardian and servant of this elixir, 
the nature of which is otherwise in accordance with the Cosmic Will. Similarly, in the 
ritual of the Gnostic Mass (‘Liber XV’), one way of looking at the rite is to see it as an 
interplay between two principal magical ‘weapons’: the Cup (Priestess) and the Lance 
(Priest). The eidolon of Priest and his main function is represented by the Lance and 
the eidolon of Priestess and her main function is exemplified by the Cup: the human 
persons are just the carriers and assistants.

The ultimate relevance of all of this may become clearer if we consider the role that 
religious symbols and religion itself exert onto society. In his essay on ‘Religion as Sys-
tem’, the Romanian scholar Ioan Couliano writes cogently on the issue: ‘If indeed reli-
gion acts like “software” or a “program” within human society, then it may only be to 
the message of religion that society is able to respond; thus, there is hope that by trans-
formations in the sphere of religion the impending future of societies or social groups 
might be reprogrammed’.81 Considered in such light, Thelema does not only introduce 
a (relatively) new set of religious symbols but perhaps more importantly, with some of 
them, it turns the old ones upside down and in the process effects the Nietzschean trans-
valuation of the traditional values: the meek Lamb is replaced by the solar Beast and the 
Virgin is replaced by the symbol of the Whore. There is a liberating force behind this—
at least to those who feel constrained by the dominant culture—comparable to what 
Mikhail Bakhtin theorized about as the ‘carnivalesque’: the social condition brought 
about by reversing the established order through a free exercise and celebration of the 
‘material bodily lower stratum’.82

This liberation through transvaluation and reversal of traditional cultural codes is, 
outside the magical context, in particular observable among some strands of feminist 
movement in their choice of role-models for self-identification such as Lilith, Kali, and, 
for some, Babalon (as a matter of fact, from the Thelemic point of view, they can all be 
seen as aspects of Babalon). At the level of popular culture, the embrace and celebration 
of what the patriarchy rejected, maligned, and marginalized is also noticeable, among 
other things, in the choice of names (‘nomen est omen’): of music festivals such as Lil-

	 80	 Crowley,	Book of Lies,	p.46.
	 81	 Ioan	Couliano,	‘Introduction:	Religion	as	System’,	in	Mircea	Eliade,	Ioan	Couliano,	and	Hillary	Wiesner,	The 
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	 82	 See	Mikhail	Bakhtin,	Rabelais and His World,	Indiana	University	Press,	1984.
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ith Fair, magazines such as Bitch, websites such as Jezebel.com, and books such as Inga 
Muscio’s Cunt. So when, for example, the last mentioned book devotes a chapter on 
Whores and calls for their appreciation, it is possible to recognize in thusly expressed 
Zeitgeist an indication of the fact that Babalon—an alternative model of women’s self-
identification—is indeed alive and growing in importance and popularity. Katon Shual 
even went so far as to state that ‘Babalon has become a new magical archetype for the 
nineties sexual woman’.83

If, however, Babalon indeed stands for an archetypal power behind specific configu-
rations of contemporary Zeitgeist, it is to be expected that her manifestations would 
exceed the limitations of conscious affiliation and self-chosen identification. The psy-
chologists C. G. Jung and James Hillman suggested that in our secular societies gods 
manifest as diseases. In other words, there is a certain ‘personality’ to one’s neuroses 
and ills that may be placed in a mythical context and identified with appropriate divine 
figures.84 If one is allowed to generalize, it could be said that sexual neuroses of various 
types are perhaps the most typical malaise of contemporary society. What they mani-
fest are the sexual gods and goddesses, such as, in the present context, Babalon. Within 
the parameters of the preceding discussion, the issue, the ‘disease’, lies in the profana-
tion of sex. An aspect of this profanation consists of the trivialization of sexual magick 
through its conflation with sex as such, without concomitant obliteration of egotistical 
involvement in the act on one hand, and its subsequent mischaracterization as a ritual 
on the other. I would venture to suggest that we all too often witness a confusion be-
tween knowing and acting in this—as in many another—form of spirituality: everyone 
seems to know what the ‘secret’ of sexual magick is, but the point is that the secret 
does not consist in the knowledge of, but in the ability to do, what is involved. In the 
vocabulary of Hindu Tantra, the manner of discourse and behaviour displayed towards 
the subject reveals that so many are simply paśus in this regard. As Trungpa Rinpoche 
would have said, here, as elsewhere, we see so many instances of spiritual materialism, 
which is probably nothing to marvel at, for as the Goddess Nuit, whose other name is 
Babalon, states in The Book of the Law, her servants are ‘few and secret‘ (AL, I: 10).

	 83	 Katon	Shual,	Sexual Magick,	Mandrake,	1995,	p.29.
	 84	 See,	for	example,	James	Hillman,	ed.,	Facing the Gods,	Spring,	1980.


