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Sammael and the Tablets of Aeth
Before one can trace the history of Old Testament demons or angels, one has to realize that the Middle East bred a different kind of deity than we think of today.  Geography plays a big role in the gods and monsters that a people concoct to explain their world.  Even before the Cedars of Lebanon were cut down to build the Roman navy, and before the grasslands that were Northern Africa were overgrazed by nomadic shepherds into the sandy dustbowl that it is now, the Middle East has always been small pockets of civilization spread apart by huge expanses of inhospitable nothing.  Only the most powerful gods were thought to be able to travel vast distances at the speed of thought, or to sit on high and be able to affect any point on the world of their choosing.  The ever-present all-seeing gods that developed in the East were a reflection of the Eastern notion that everything is interrelated and connected.  On the other hand, the Middle East, and later the West, has always been more separated and isolated.  It wasn't until Christianity spread into Europe that Westerners abandoned the notion of local gods and started thinking in terms of a God On High.

So other than G-d/Yahweh/Jehovah, the ancient Jewish supernatural world was populated by creatures that would manifest in an isolated existence, that had to take time to travel from point A to point B, that you could actually run away from, and that you could actually capture.  This sets the stage for some very personal interactions where learned men faced unearthly temptations and gained otherworldly knowledge.  The tales of these episodes have been cataloged by rabbis who have tried to pass the lessons on to future generations.

These rabbinical tales formed the primary research materials for Christian mystics in Medieval times and since.  Just as Christianity teaches that God is everywhere and all-powerful, it is also from its Jewish roots that it gets the concept of angels and devils that show up in one place to interact with individual humans.  Such interactions were, of course, the object of all the ceremony that came to be known as the Black Arts.
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  Sammael (artist unknown)
Sammael

Sammael was the ancient Jewish demon Prince of Liars.  He was a fallen angel, the chief of the ten evil Sephiroth, and mate to Lilith, Adam's first wife.  He was the snake in the Garden of Eden.  He was the angel who told Sarah that Abraham had killed their son Issac, upon which false news she died of grief.  It wasn't until the founders of the Christian church found they needed a pan-galactic Enemy to go along with their pan-galactic God (this happened quite some time after Christ died) that the snake from the Garden of Eden was reassigned to became the all-powerful opponent of everything good that we now know as Satan.  In the book, I have Sammael amused at how his perceived role in the universe has grown.

Of all the tales of people dealing with, and losing to, Sammael, the one that I cite in the book is about a 15th century Spanish kabbalist.  After figuring out how to summon the demon, the magician made a pure gold crown onto which he inscribed the runic words for "Thy master's name is upon thee."  He succeeded in coaxing Sammael to appear, at which point he dropped the crown onto the snake's head.  Being forced to admit his subservient place, the snake agreed that the magician, in speaking on God's behalf, had captured him.  Sammael then convinced the magician to celebrate his success by burning incense.  Failing to remember that he was dealing with the Prince of Liars, the magician didn't stop to consider that burning incense is an act of idolatry, which means the magician was no longer speaking for God, which broke the spell.  The story doesn't elaborate what Sammael then did to the poor fellow.

Please allow me to digress from Sammael for a moment to focus on our sources of mystical traditions.

Origins of the Tarot
The other great source of research material for Western mystics is ancient Egypt.  Even before Napoleon's armies started dragging statuary back from Egypt, the courts of Europe were aflame with conjecture about the new finds that were being dug out of the sand.  The French court of Louis XVI was beset with neo-Egyptian fashions and ceremony.  Every con man who could pitch an explanation tried to wend his way into the imaginations of the wealthy who were desperate to tie themselves somehow to ancient grandeur.  Of course, no one had translated any of the writing yet (Jean-Francois Champollion's work came after the French Revolution), but that made it all that much more enticing.  

In an effort to find anything Egyptian, a lot of incorrect assumptions were made, but a lot of previously disconnected archeology came together.  A temple of Serapis (Osirus) in southern Italy was correctly identified as from the 2nd Century BCE Ptolemaic period, when Romans were adopting and spreading what they had found.  The temple had a hall with twenty-two elaborately painted panels that had clearly ceremonial importance.  These images were copied and fed into the conjecture mill.  Someone then incorrectly tied them to the playing cards used by the fortune telling forest people of eastern Europe.  (Decorated gambling cards go back to the 1400's, and have been outlawed by the Church almost from the start.)  Hence these folks were labeled Gypsies, as if they were the long lost descendants of the Egyptians.  (They are actually originally from India.)  The temple images were put onto cards and were thought to give the user magical powers to tell the future.  So the images of the Tarot deck do have an ancient Egyptian origin, even if we still do not know what those images were used for in the temple.
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 Count Alessandro Cagliostro (attribution)

Cagliostro and His Successors

One of the greatest con men mystics of this period was Giuseppe Balsamo, who styled himself Count Alessandro Cagliostro.  He was very bright, very charismatic, and very outspoken.  He managed to bring his version of ancient Egyptian civilization to Louis' court and convinced a close friend of Queen Marie Antoinette, a Princess de Lamballe, that she was descended from that revered lineage.  He made many friends in high places when he also spoke out against the teachings of the Freemasons, insisting publicly that Elias Ashmole's legend of Hiram and the workers of Salomon's Temple was hogwash.  The leaders of the brewing revolution were, of course, Freemasons who used their religious meetings as cover for planning insurrection.  His views did not do him any good after the revolution succeeded, and he died in a prison tower.

But his Egyptian Rites lived on spectacularly.  A long succession of mystics adopted and modified Cagliostro's original interpretations, carrying on a line of thinking that lasted for the next two centuries.  In fact, Cagliostro didn't start this line, he just brought it public.  Contemporary adepts included Franz Anton Mesmer (the hypnosis pioneer) and the Comte de Saint-Germain (who may or may not have initiated Cagliostro, and around whom Chelsea Quinn Yarborough wrote a successful series of vampire books).  Many combined Freemasonry and the Egyptian Rites, reconciling their differences to create a unified magical theorem.  Through the 1800's this line included Sir Edward Bulwer-Lytton, Alphonse Louis Constant (a.k.a. Eliphas Levi), Dr. Paschal Beverly Randolph and Madame Helena Blavatsky.  This unified magic theorem came to be called the Western Mystery Tradition, and it includes Tarot reading, astrology, crystal gazing, hierarchical initiation ranks, hypnosis (both self and on others) and ritualized communication with the beyond.  By the end of the 1800's, several competing groups of mystics had developed, all splintered from this line.  The most famous of these was the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn.  This group counted among it members such luminaries as A. E. Waite (who designed the most widely used modern Tarot deck) and Aleister Crowley.  Crowley, like many of the Golden Dawn members, left the order to pursue his own magical research.  He claimed to have conquered death before moving to Sicily to found his own mystic colony where drugs and sex flowed freely.

Another of these groups was the Rosicrucians.  This group, which today has its headquarters in San Jose, California, went back to its supposed Egyptian roots, incorporating translations and modern scientific views of ancient Egyptian life into their mysticism.  Since Cagliostro first introduced the symbol of Thoth's Rose-Cross, the Rosicrucians claim him as one of the founders of their sect.

The Western Mystery Tradition

By the 1930's, there was a well developed view of how ancient Egyptian magic could be used by modern man.  Unfortunately many European adherents were also deeply racist.  Former members of the Order of the Golden Dawn and rival groups made sure this magical heritage was incorporated into Nazi German thinking.  Among others, Dietrich Eckhart (to whom Hitler dedicated Mein Kampf) brought the Thule/Atlantis myth, while Karl Haushofer brought Tibetan ritual and the notion of secret masters.  These occultists found eager followers for their views in Joseph Goebbels and Heinrich Himmler.  Goebbels, Himmler and Hitler became fanatical believers that not only were the German people descended from the Aryan conquerors of ancient India, but that the Aryans were the descendants of a race of supermen from a sunken Atlantis-like civilization in the North called Thule.  These esoteric views shored up the official racist doctrine founded on hatred for Jews, Slavs, and anything not German.  In the book, Silas speaks of how as a young man he tried to talk Goebbels out of this fantasy and to embrace the original faith of ancient Egypt, but to no avail.

Among the inheritors of the Western Mystery Tradition was a Czech mystic named Franz Bardon.  Bardon was captured by the Nazis and interrogated for the location of the 99 secret lodges that Hitler believed contained the learning he needed to cement his victory.  Bardon told them nothing, outlasted their tortures, and was set free.  I borrowed freely from Bardon's writings in developing Silas' magic system, which I describe in another article on this web site.  Bardon was also something of a political activist, which landed him in a Soviet prison, where he died in 1958.

Somewhere along the line, as Cagliostro's magic system matured, it became necessary to surmise the existence of magic that had not yet been found.  These mystics had the Tarot, they all had their own versions of how astrology fit with magic, and they had their links to the ancient world.  Yet they appreciated, even if only privately, that their magic was largely self-hypnosis and largely ineffectual.  Clearly there was something more that had been lost to history.  After all, we have these stories of large scale, public miracles being accomplished in ancient times.  So the search was on to find the missing pieces, which came to be called the Tablets of Aeth.  Eventually all the splinter groups claimed to have found pieces of the Aeth magic.  To this day, the Rosicrucians call their innermost teachings the Priesthood of AEth (complete with odd capitalization).

If this all seems like so much mental masturbation, and that no one really believes any of this stuff, stop and consider some of the rather influential folks who have held these teachings in high regard.  I already mentioned the Nazis.  The founders of the United States were Freemasons, and to this day U.S. currency is covered with Masonic images.  Since Freemasonry is based on a myth tied to Jewish history, it is easily accepted by practicing Christians.  Masonic temples stand in plain view in every town in America, which is largely a Christian country.  The occult literature of the 20th Century was written almost entirely by folks working from the Freemason/Rosicrucian heritage.  This stuff is a part of our cultural landscape.

My contribution to this grand cycle is to tie Sammael to the Exodus, and to tie them both to Tarot magic, and make the Tablets of Aeth the long lost Tarot cards with which Sammael suckered the ancient Egyptians.


