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Thank you for joining us tonight to begin the adventure of reading a very rare book, written by Eliphas Levi, which are Letters to a Disciple, letters from Levi to Baron Spedalieri on Magic, Numerology and the Tarot.
These letters have been collected together for the first time in volume form.  They first appeared in the Theosophist magazine in 1894-5.  The translator was Bertram Keightley, 
a prominent member of the Theosophical Society and personal friend of Madame Blavatsky. 
Introduction:
Eliphas Levi (1810-1875) was the leading figure in a remarkable resurgence of occultism in France which reached its climax in the latter part of the nineteenth century and which played a vital part in shaping the development of magic as know it today.  This revival began with the occult Masonic orders of the period just before the French Revolution and,  like other similar movements, drew its nourishment from the cooking-pot of Western esotericism, the contents of which included Neoplatonism, astrology, alchemy, numerology and Kaballah.

One of the early French occult groups was the Order of the Elect Cohens, run by Martines de Pasqually, which practiced an extremely complex and interesting form of ceremonial magic.
Pasqually believed the the Jewish religion had been perverted and that he was restoring it to its true form.  Another important figure of the pre-Revolutionary period was Antoine Court de Gebelin, whose nine-volume work Le Monde Primitif (1773-84) contains the earliest known reference to the idea that the Tarot cards have an occult meaning.

 Pasqually, Court de Gebelin and others paved the way for a whole succession of seers, prophets, mystics and magicians whose activities continued through the Revolution and into the nineteenth century. But until the appearance of Levi the occult movement in France was diffuse and its influence was felt only in isolated pockets.  Levi gave it an entirely new coherence and thrust.
Drawing together many occult threads, he wove them skillfully into a sophisticated pattern which he proceeded to present to the pubic in a series of books such as The Doctrine and Ritual of High Magic, The History of Magic, The Key of the Mysteries and The Book of Splendours.  These are a curious mixture of learning, rhetoric and what one might call 'occultist's licence', 
but they all have the stamp of a lively, original and forceful mind.  Through them Levi brought occultism to a wider public than it had reached before and helped to give it a new vitality.
Those who wish to know about Levi and his times in detail can read Thomas William's Eliphas Levi: Master of Occultism (University of Alabama Press, 1975) or my Eliphas Levi 
and the French Occult Revival (Rider, 1972).  But it would be useful here to give a brief resume of his life.  Levi's real name was Aphonse Louis Constant.  He was born in Paris, the son of a poor shoemaker.
As a child he was solitary, dreamy and contemplative and showed an early aptitude for drawing and painting.  His parish priest recognized him as an intelligent boy 
and arranged for him to be sent to a free school run by the clergy.  Here he was persuaded to train for the priesthood and in due course entered the 'little seminary' of Saint Nicolas du Chardonnet 
and later the seminary proper of Saint Sulpice.  He had passed through the preliminary orders of sub-deacon and deacon and was on the point of taking his final vows as a priest when his heart was stirred by a young schoolgirl named Adele Allenbach whom he was preparing for his first communion.  Though his feelings for her were, according to his account, not carnal they aroused in him the need for human love, and he felt it necessary for him to abandon his priestly vocation and leave the seminary.

After leaving Saint Sulpice he earned a precarious living in a variety of ways, including action with a touring theatrical group and drawing voluptuous portraits for a periodical entitled Beautiful Women of Paris and the Provinces~as an artist he had considerable talent, and many of his drawings appear in his own books.  He also began a period of radical political activity and writing, for which he was three times imprisoned.  Levi was one of the few leading occultists to hold socialist views (though in later life he revised them somewhat).  Most occultists tend to be anti-populist because their experience in magic has taught them that the gods do not like working through committees and that esoteric orders operate best on a system of graded hierarchy.

In 1846 he married an eighteen-year old girl, Noemi Cadiot, who later became a sculptress and an authoress in her own right under the name of Claude Vignon.  She left him in 1853, 
and the marriage was declared null and void in 1865.  Their daughter died while still a child, but an illegitimate son by a previous affair survived and lived until the First World War.
After the separation Constant plunged into the writing of esoteric works under the inspiration of an expatriate Polish occultist called Hoene Wronski whom he had first met in 1852. Henceforth Constant was to be known by his pseudonym, based on the Hebrew equivalent of his name, Eliphas Levi Zahed, usually shortened to Eliphas Levi.  He twice visited England  and knew the novelist Edward Bulwer-Lytton, later Lord Lytton, who had a deep interest in the occult. On his first visit to England he claimed to have carried out, in a house in London, an invocation of the ancient Greek sage Apollonius of Tyana.
 In addition to writing about occultism, Levi also took on a number of personal pupils, one of whom was Baron Nicolas-Joseph Spedalieri.  Born in Sicily in 1812 of an old and distinguished family,   Spedalieri had in his twenties become interested in magic and mysticism and had read the works of the French mystic Louis Claude de Saint-Martin.  Later he had joined a Martinist society at Naples.
 At the age of about thirty he came to live in France and 1861 began to correspond with Levi after reading The Doctrine and Ritual of High Magic.  One of the first things that Levi sent to his new disciple  was a painstaking copy of beautiful manuscript work, the Cles majeures et clavicules de Salomon (Major Keys and Clavicals of Solomon), with a note written into the end of the book stating 
 that it was 'copied for the excusive and personal use of Monsieur le Baron Spedalieri in October and November 1861'.  This was published posthumously in 1896,  but as the original consists largely of Levi's hand-colored illustrations most of the impact is lost in the printed edition, which contains no color plates.  The illustrations show the obverse  and reverse sides of thirty-six disc-shaped talismans bearing various occult symbols and names.  This work, to which Levi refers in his second letter to the Baron,  shows that Levi was not just a vague theorist but actually had a practical system of magic.  Spedalieri remained a disciple of Levi until 1871 when, shaken by the death of his wife,  he became disillusioned with his religious beliefs and turned against his former mentor.
 For his last decade Levi lived a quiet existence in a small flat in Paris, continuing to write and to receive pupils.  By then he was widely known and was in contact with many of the leading writers   and thinkers of the day.  He died in 1875 and was buried in the cemetery of Ivry.  Among the mourners at his funeral was Adele Allenbach.  Because of her he had abandoned his priestly career;  yet to the last the odour of the cloister clung to him.  He always had a fondness for monkish garb, and as he grew older the Bohemian socialist gave way progressively to the  dignified and venerable sage.  The most famous photograph of him shows a figure with a luxuriant beard and towering bald cranium, dressed in a long coat of clerical appearance.
 Levi's books have been responsible for introducing a large number of people to occultism.  He influenced many writers including Victor Hugo, Baudelaire, Huysmans and W. B. Yeats,  and he is mentioned respectfully by a character in Somerset Maugham's novel, The Magician.  Yet many people read Levi with a feeling of disappointment and find his work vague,  muddled and less revealing than it at first promises to be.  This is partly the fault of his main English translator,  A. E. Waite, whose musty, turgid style does not do justice to the original (the translator of these letters is happily free of Wait's faults).

 Another reason why so many readers fail to appreciate Levi lies in the misguided expectation in which they approach his work.  In order to understand the value of Levi it is necessary to realize  that an occult book is often a rather personal thing, more like a log of a lone voyage than a manual of navigation.  To carry the nautical comparison further, the occult tradition  is like a chandler's shop whose shelves are stuffed with a confusing array of gear from which each person must select and adapt what he needs for his own vessel and his own journey.

 No book can teach the voyager everything that he needs to know, for in the misty seas of occultism the same landmarks can be read in different ways depending on the individual.  Thus, when Levi says in these letters to Spedalieri that the Hebrew letter Aleph corresponds to the juggler or Magus of the Tarot pack, this must be taken as only one possible attribution.  But to say that occult books are personal things is not to say that they are of no value.  On the contrary, from the accounts of other travelers the reader can pick up inspiration, a sense of adventure and sometimes practical hints.
  It must also be realized that in the books which Levi wrote for popular consumption he could not reveal his knowledge and ideas in the same way the he could to his private pupils. The grandson of his disciple, Mary Gebhard, showed a glimpse of Levi that is not afforded by his published books.  These letters to Spedalieri are valuable for a similar reason.
 Not only do they contain ideas that do not appear elsewhere but they also give a special personal insight into the writer's mind. For example, he writes frankly here about his attitude to the Catholic Church, which must have often been a puzzle to his readers. What is the significance of Levi today?  Twenty years ago one might have answered that he had little or no relevance to the modern world and was worthy of interest only as an eccentric curiosity  and as a brilliant popularizer of occultism in his day.  At the present time one can no longer dismiss him so easily.
 The occult stream has swollen to a powerful current, and every self-respecting large bookshop now has an occult section.  Perhaps the most significant thing about Levi is the new sophistication which he gave to magic.  He presented it not primarily as a means of ordering demons about or of playing  with the forces of nature but as a system of drawing the will through certain channels by the use of symbols which touched off certain basic reflexes in the human make-up.

 'Would you reign over yourselves and others?' he wrote.  'Learn how to will.  How can one learn to will?  This is the first arcanum of magical initiation.'
 Levi is therefore a seminal figure in the occult movement which is bearing such remarkable fruit today.
  The Letters
  I
  Thursday, October 24th, 1801.
  Monsieur Le Baron, ~You must excuse me if I seldom write to my friends.  I have so much work to do and so much to write for the good of all that two lives like mine would scarcely be sufficient.
  To understand thoroughly the mysteries of knowledge, and especially those of spiritism, it is indispensable to possess the keys of Solomon, i.e., the greater keys and the lesser ones.
  I have re-discovered them all and shall not publish them; but I make a few copies of them for those of my disciples whom I think worthy thereof.
  You will find therin the seventy-two impressions of the thirty-six talismans and the great hieroglyphic alphabet of the Kabalah with explanations which will leave you nothing to desire.
  I am sorry that I was not in when M.  Guettee called.  I am often obliged to go out, because I have to give lessons in town; however, I am generally to be found at home in the morning.
  II
  November 11th, 1861
  The thirty-six talismans correspond to the nine hierarchies, or rather to the nine orders of angels, divided into three hierarchic degrees.
  They represent clubs, cups, swords and circles like the hieroglyphs of the tarot.
  The seventy-two names corresponding to them are the triple rays of the twenty-four pearls which form the letters of the sacred tetragram; 
  they are the gems of the apocalyptic crown of the twenty-four ancients.
  The meaning of these names indicates the virtue of the figures.  Each talisman expresses a relative synthesis and serves to fix the mind and strengthen the will.
  As the truths expressed by these signs are absolute, 
  one enters through these signs into communion with all those spirits of light who can be evoked by the means indicated in the text which accompanies the figures.
  As regards the ethereal vortices which cause the movements of tables, etc., 
  you must understand that they have nothing in common with the light of glory and that they obey the blind fatalities of astral light.
  III
  Sunday, November 17th, 1861
  You are happy indeed to hunger and thirst after that glorious light which leads to justice, for you shall be fully satisfied.
  But you must seek, if you would find.  I have given you the keys, you must strive to open the lock.
  Each talisman has its face and its reverse; there are two names on each talisman, hence seventy-two names give thirty-six talismans.
  To understand the twenty-one keys of the letters and the four series of figured numbers, you must obtain an old Italian tarot.  You will easily find one in Marseilles.
  When  you have got it, write me, and I will teach you how to make use of it.
  In the meanwhile, re-read what I have said in my books, and see if I have given several figures analogous to those of the major keys as as the lessers ones.
  Patience and perseverance; all shall be explained to  you.
  now I proceed to answer your questions:
  1.  The different degrees of purity among spirits correspond to their merits and to their efforts to respond to grace.
  2.  Spirits rise from grade to grade by the voluntary renunciation of the egoistic attractions of the lower grade.
  3.  The royalty of humanity, i.e., of the militant human race, is the realization in a single individual of all human perfection.
  5.  Moses is to return with Elias when the mystery of the transfiguration of J. C. will realize itself.
  6.  Jesus differs from Moses and Enoch as synthesis from analysis.  But catholic teaching being exoteric, the majority of Christians form a mistaken idea of the divinity, which is that of the perfect word. 
  7 and 9.  Desbarolles is not a real occultist.  He is a clever man playing with the fringe of true knowledge who will never penetrate its depths.
  8.  One exposes oneself to hallucinations and nervous diseases.
  10.  The Antichrist is a doctrine.  But a doctrine is always summed up in a man.
  11.  The new creation will be the perfecting and complement of our own.
  I like St. Martin, and consider him as an adept of the true science, though rather too much given to abstractions and mysticism.
  Try to get and read a little book by Eckhartshausen entitled, The Cloud on the Sanctuary, or something which the philosophers of our day have no suspicion of.
  IV
  I will go to work and arrange you a tarot and send it you.
  God be praised that you have already sought and found!  The sacred book of the Schemhamphorasch already speaks to your heart, soon it will illumine your mind with its splendid light of glory.
  In answer to the two questions you ask me for the second time:
  1.  A fixed star might become a wanderer, if it allowed itself to be struck or broken by a wandering star; and the same is true of spirits.
  2.  Reincarnations~which are not numbered by millions~may be obtained by spirits as the penances or trials.
  Now as to the danger of mediumship.  Is it dangerous to make a series of efforts to transform into spectral light a part of one's vital light?  Clearly it is.
  It is as if you tried to make your blood circulate outside your veins.  The blood would not return to the without terrible loss.
  It is as if you sought a special lucidity in drunkenness and vertigo.
  Paracelsus employed this dangerous evocation of the astral light and perished by a stroke.  And yet he was a great master.
  As regards our lessons~I have no manuscript course~I give to my disciples according to the need of their minds what the spirit gives me for them.  I demand nothing, 
  and I refuse nothing from them in return.  It is a communion and an exchange of bread; spiritual for bodily.  But the needs of the body are of so little account for me 
  that the generous gifts of those of my children and brothers who are rich serve mainly to satisfy the first and greatest need of my soul and all of our souls; Charity.
  V.
  You are surprised at the gift of languages which the astral light seems to possess.  But as it is the common mirror of all imaginations and reminiscences, 
  you ought not to be surprised that a sensitive should have been able to read therein the answers that you had yourself imagined~I have been witness of an absolutely similar phenomenon, 
  and the medium wrote in Latin a futile answer of which I was thinking at the moment of asking the question.
  Penitential reincarnation is of pardoning grace, and supposes always a previous acceptance.  Thus memory of the past is useless and would even render the patience in self-sacrifice less meritorious.
