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On the Meaning

of the Black Sun
by Frater αει αιθης

In 1991, the first Master of Black Sun Camp, not yet a Lodge, 
chose its name from the lyrics of a song released by seminal post-
industrial band Coil on their 1984 album, Scatology.1 The song, 
“Solar Lodge,” has the refrain:

See the Black Sun rise
In the Solar Lodge
See the Black Sun rise
From the Solar Lodge

This song and its associated symbolism would go on to become 
important to the band’s later work. Shortly after the release of 
the album, John Balance, the band’s founder, was approached 
by American musician and ritual performance artist Kristine 
Ambrosia about collaborating to produce a “carefully planned 
simultaneous transcontinental ritual.” This ritual became known 
as The Invocation of the Black Sun and was performed during the 
Summer Solstice of 1985, along with two other rituals that carried 
through the themes of alchemical transformation and travel into 
the underworld that had formed the basis of the original invocation 
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in the following weeks and months.2 The material generated from 
this series of workings strongly influenced Coil’s follow-up album, 
Horse Rotorvator, released in 1986.
 
The distinctive black sun symbol, with its 10 rays, five straight and 
five curved, is found on most versions of Scatology’s cover artwork. 
It comes from one of the Holy Books of Thelema, with the full 
title Liber Arcanorum τών ATU τού TAHUTI QUAS VIDIT ASAR IN 
AMENNTI sub figurâ CCXXXI Liber Carcerorum τών QLIPHOTH 
cum suis Geniis. Adduntur Sigilla et Nomina Eorum. This title, 
an unwieldy mix of Latin, Greek, Egyptian, and Hebrew, which 
loosely translates as “The Book of the Mysteries of the Atus of 
Thoth, which Osiris saw in the Underworld, under the figure 231. 
The Book of the Prisons of the Qlipphoth with their Spirits. Their 
Sigils and Names Appended.” For the remainder of this essay, I will 
refer to it simply as Liber 231.

Liber 231 is possibly the most enigmatic of the Holy Books of 
Thelema, and even moreso because Crowley never provided any 
commentary on it and apparently made no use of it between its 
reception in 1907 and his death in 1947. Even though its title refers 
explicitly to the trump cards of the Tarot (“the Atus of Tahuti”), one 
finds no reference to it in his later book on the Tarot, The Book 
of Thoth (1944). Nevertheless, he continued throughout his life 
to classify it as a work in Class A, reserved for “books of which 
may be changed not so much as the style of a letter: that is, they 
represent the utterance of an Adept entirely beyond the criticism 
of even the Visible Head of the Organization,” so it is clear he 
believed it was a product of divine inspiration—indeed, of direct 
revelation. 

The work consists first of two grids or tables, each square of which 
is occupied by a Hebrew letter and a figure or sigil. The first table 
is titled “Book of the 22 Houses of Mercury3 with Their Spirits,” 
and the second is titled “Book of the 22 Prisons of the Qlipphoth 
with their Spirits.” The figure of the black sun is in the “House of 
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Mercury” corresponding to the Hebrew letter Cheth, traditionally 
assigned to the Tarot trump The Chariot.

After the tables of sigils4 there is a brief text, with each verse 
corresponding to one of the Trumps. The verse corresponding to 
Cheth/The Chariot is:

He rideth upon the chariot of eternity; the white and the black 
are harnessed to his car. Therefore he reflecteth the Fool, and 
the sevenfold veil is reveiled.

The final section of the book consists of two lists of names, one 
for “The Genii of the 22 Scales of the Serpent” and one for “the 
Qlipphoth.” The name given for the spirit or genius5 of Cheth is 
“Chiva-abrahadabra-cadaxviii.” “Chiva” is simply the Hebrew 
word (חיוא) for “living thing,” usually translated from the Tanakh 
as “beast,” an epithet Crowley had used from childhood and 
given to him (he says) by his mother. In Egypt, during the period 
in which he received The Book of the Law in 1904, he traveled 
under the name “Prince Chioa Khan.” The word “abrahadabra” was 
central to his system of magick, the “Word of the Aeon of Horus,” 
symbolizing “the accomplishment of the Great Work.”6 “Cadaxviii” 
is simply the Roman Numeral CDXVIII or 418, with epenthetic 
vowels added to allow pronunciation. This number is the 
numeration of both the name of the letter Cheth itself (חית) and the 
word “abrahadabra” when spelled in Hebrew letters (אבראהאדאברא).

Summarizing, the black sun sigil used by Black Sun Lodge comes 
from one of the Holy Books of Thelema and is a figure associated 
with the Hebrew letter Cheth, the astrological sign Cancer, and the 
Tarot card “The Chariot.” All of these are further connected with 
the word of the Aeon of Horus and its number, 418.

It is worth noting, of course, that nowhere in Liber 231 is the figure 
or sigil of the black sun called “the black sun.” This description 
ultimately derives from the Latin “Sol Niger,” an image employed 
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by several late Medieval or Renaissance works on alchemy, 
including De Arte Chymica7, Philosophia Reformata by Johann 
Daniel Mylius, Splendor Solis by Salomon Trismosin8, and the 
Theater of Terrestrial Astronomy by Edward Kelly. The image also 
occurs in at least some versions of The Ripley Scroll, an early and 
influential source. The link between the sigil from Liber 231 and 
the alchemical image of Sol Niger apparently comes from the 
mind of John Balance—but let’s examine the alchemical sources to 
evaluate whether the connection is warranted.

Before diving into the primary sources, it’s worth making a few 
preliminary observations on alchemical sources in general. It is 
very common to see popular modern treatments of the subject talk 
about “the alchemical process” and to declare that the subject of 
alchemy was a coded way of discussing psychological, theological, 
philosophical, spiritual, or even sexual concepts during a time 
when these would have been considered heretical. This is far from 
clear in the sources themselves. 

Exactly what alchemists were doing and why they were doing it 
is still a subject of debate among those engaged in the academic 
study of the alchemy literature. Part of the confusion lies in the 
diversity of alchemical works and in the inconsistency with which 
particular terms are used and processes described. It is simply not 
the case that one can speak of “the alchemical process” without 
qualification. There are many alchemical processes, and each 
author draws on different streams of influence and concern to 
describe them. Each author uses the same shared vocabulary of 
imagery and language to their own purposes, whether it be to 
discover new chemical technology, change lead into gold, restore 
health to the sick, build a ladder to God, or sell manuscripts to 
other alchemists. 

Few extant sources mention the term “sol niger.” In fact, those 
listed above are the only ones I have been able to discover. The 
source that has the most to say about the black sun is De Arte 
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Chymica. The Ripley Scroll is considerably earlier, predating De 
Arte Chymica by at least one hundred years, but its reference to 
the black sun occurs as a label on one of the painted figures and is 
not mentioned at all in the main text. The reference to sol niger in 
Philosophia Reformata only occurs because it plagiarizes De Arte 
Chymica virtually in its entirety9, although it includes an important 
etching of the black sun by Balthazar Schwan. Similarly, the text 
of Splendor Solis contains no reference to the black sun, but one 
of its lovely paintings depicts a black sun either sinking below or 
rising above the horizon in a desolate, swampy landscape. Kelly’s 
The Theater of Terrestrial Astronomy is the latest of these texts to 
be published and again uses the black sun as the legend of an 
emblem.

De Arte Chymica was first published as part of a compendium with 
other alchemical treatises as an anonymous work in 1572. In its 
20 brief chapters, it purports to explain the theory and practice—
heavy on the theory and very enigmatic about the practice—of 
making the philosopher’s stone, a substance said to have the ability 
to turn base metals into silver and gold. 

In the course of this explanation, it proposes a theory of existence 
that draws heavily on middle and neo-Platonic sources well 
known to the author’s contemporaries. Matter is described as being 
composed of the four classical elements—air, fire, earth, and water, 
frequently referred to together as “the body”—held together with a 
fifth element, the quintessence, also called heaven (coeli) or spirit. 
But the author does not stop here. There is, he says, a sixth essence:

...another most noble essence...which some philosophers have 
used to compare (with reverence be it spoken) to the omnipotent 
God, and the most holy and undivided Trinity. Which is neither 
of the nature of the heaven, nor of the natures of the elements: 
and they have called it by a particular name, the soul, the 
middle nature. (Ch.7)
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The author then goes on to describe in some detail that this soul or 
middle nature is what others have called the “Power of God” and the 
“Soul of the World,” and identifies it with the sun itself:

...we place the soul of the world chiefly in the sun. For there 
is nothing in the soul of the firmament, beside a soul, which 
represents a greater similitude of God than light itself. (Ch. 8)

Furthermore, this soul or power of God is what gives all things the 
power of generation, of reproducing themselves. Just as animals 
and plants produce a kind of “sperm” or “seed”10 that contains a 
portion of this soul, it must be possible to coax this seed out of other 
substances such as gold and thereby cause them to multiply. This is 
the task of the alchemist:

The Philosophers do therefore inquire after the generative Nature, 
which may be able to generate metals, that they cleanse it, and 
make it a hundred thousand times more potent in tincture than 
it was at first in Nature. And they accustomed themselves to call 
it a living fire, or the living fire of Nature, or by a secret word, 
The Soul of the Middle Nature. And as physicians distinguish 
man into body, spirit, and soul, in like manner the philosophers 
have divided the stone into those parts. Sometimes the spirit is 
the life of the soul, the soul is the life of the spirit. Again those 
two are the life of the body. The spirit is also the tie of the soul 
and the body, and as it were the ethereal chariot or vehicle of 
the soul, which spreads abroad the virtue of the soul through 
the whole body. (Ch. 10)

Although the operations that allow the stone to be produced are 
complex, De Arte Chymica breaks the process down into two 
parts. In the first part, the first matter, which is gold itself11, has to 
be broken up so that its body (the four elements), its spirit, and 
its soul are separated from each other. This process allows the 
impurities in the crude gold to be cast out or cleansed.12 Once 
all the components have been separated, cleansed, and purified, 
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the second and more difficult phase of the work begins—putting 
them all back together in the right proportions and with the right 
methods to yield the philosopher’s stone:

For you would with more difficulty make a man revive, than 
put him to death. Here the work of God is required. It is indeed 
the greatest mystery to create souls, and frame an inanimate 
body into a living statue. Do you not think it is the business of 
a sprightly Wit to reduce the soul to the spirit, then the spirit to 
the soul, then again those two to the body? In this body of ours, 
it is requisite to know, how much the spirit is, how much the 
soul, and how much the body. Furthermore how much of the 
soul the middle nature, is in the spirit, and how much in the 
body, that by this you may join as it were two natures of the 
same kind, and akin to one another in due proportion. (Ch. 14)

 
This conjunction of the purified elements creates the stone, and its 
first step or phase is called the black sun:

We ought therefore to join two waters, the Sulphur of Gold, 
and the soul and body of its Mercury, Sol and Lune, the male 
and female, two sperms, heaven and earth, and two, as I may 
say, Argent vives, and out of which alone the philosophers say 
their stone is made...male and female, and an hermaphrodite 
monster in the very marriage of the soul and the body,13 which 
I call solution; and the putrefaction of the philosophers. The 
earth of gold is dissolved by its own spirit, which you shall 
discover in these proportions. The body must be dissolved in 
the subtlest middle air: The body is also dissolved by its own 
heat and humidity; where the soul, the middle nature holds the 
principality in the colour of blackness all in the glass: which 
blackness of Nature the ancient Philosophers called the crow’s 
head, or the black sun. (Ch. 14)

The remaining steps in the alchemical process described by the 
book result in a “white sun” followed by a “red sun.” These roughly 
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correspond to “fixation,” making the stone a stable, solid mass in the 
white stage, and subsequently enabling it to multiply gold and silver 
in the red stage.14

This notion of the first stage of the conjunction corresponding to 
blackness and putrefaction may seem odd, but it becomes somewhat 
more understandable when we consider the seed buried beneath 
black soil to germinate, or the embryo in the dark uterus before 
quickening. The soul, spirit, and body have been bound together, 
but there is a period of fallow rest before their union shows signs of 
new life.

If we regard the Gnostic Catholic Mass as an alchemical operation 
(and Crowley does say that the Eucharist is the “critical case—of the 
Art of the Alchemist”),15 then the black sun phase of the operation 
would commence with the commixto, when the Priest drops the 
particle of the host into the cup and it is re-covered by the Priestess. 

This link between the black sun and putrefaction is illustrated 
beautifully in Mylius’s Philosophia Reformata by Balthazar Schwan. 
In this emblem, the skeleton represents the body, while the two 
angels represent the soul and spirit, the sun and moon, sulphur and 
mercury, etc.
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Splendor Solis contains this beautiful painting, attributing it again to 
putrefaction16 in the text:
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The final source, Edward Kelly’s The Theater of Terrestrial 
Astronomy gives one of the more illuminating references to the 
black sun because like De Arte Chymica, it situates the black sun 
stage explicitly in the phase of conjunction. The chapter in which 
the following emblem occurs is titled “Of the Blackness or Raven’s 
Head by means of which the copulation of Sun and Moon takes 
place:”

The Latin text, translated, says “Conjunction. Black Sun. Black 
Moon. An old man with a book in his hand stands before the 
furnace, the black sun in a glass. Behind the furnace is a field of 
green barley, springing up out of the earth. The pavement of the 
furnace is black.” So again, despite the dark imagery of death, 
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decay, and putrefaction, we see that the inner sense of the nigredo 
or black sun phase is conjunction, copulation, conception, and the 
presence of new life in the image of green barley springing up from 
the ground.17

We find this idea of the extreme end of a cycle both concealing 
and giving birth to its opposite expressed in Aleister Crowley’s 
essay on The Universe, the last Tarot trump, from the Book of 
Thoth: 

It becomes then reasonable to argue from analogy that since 
the end must beget the beginning, the symbolism will follow; 
hence, blackness is also attributed to the sun, according to a 
certain long-hidden tradition. One of the shocks for candidates 
in the “Mysteries” was the revelation “Osiris is a black god.”18

The sun is black when it is submerged below the horizon, hidden 
from view and undergoing its journey literally through the 
“underworld,” associated with the north and the cardinal water 
sign Cancer, where we find the sigil of the black sun in Liber 231. 
In Crowley’s set of solar adorations, Liber Resh, the sun at midnight 
is adored as Kephra, the beetle god that carries the sun through 
night to the eastern horizon where it is reborn at dawn, and again, 
Kephra the beetle corresponds with Cancer, the crab.

As the philosopher’s stone is first conceived in the darkness of the 
black sun phase, the initiate also begins their journey as a “dark 
star,” as Crowley writes in his New Comment on Liber AL, chapter 
I, verse 8:

We are not to regard ourselves as base beings, without whose 
sphere is Light or “God”. Our minds and bodies are veils of 
the Light within. The uninitiate is a “Dark Star”, and the Great 
Work for him is to make his veils transparent by ‘purifying’ 
them.... This ‘star’ or ‘Inmost Light’ is the original, individual, 
eternal essence. The Khu is the magical garment which it 
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weaves for itself, a ‘form’ for its Being Beyond Form, by use of 
which it can gain experience through self-consciousness.

In the figure of The Chariot, we see the philosopher’s stone itself—
the body (the four elements or sphinxes), spirit (the Chariot as 
vehicle, having the shape of the crescent moon, since the Moon is 
exalted in Cancer), and soul (the golden Charioteer who bears the 
Holy Grail, full of the blood of the saints). How appropriate, then, 
that the black sun is the sigil of the Chariot?

It is the radiance of the “Uttermost Being,” crystallized in our 
blood, wearing a veil of Form, not as a shroud of ignorance, but 
as a means of manifesting light-within-darkness, division for the 
chance of union.
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Endnotes

1 It would be beyond the scope of this essay to explain the role 
of the occult in post-industrial music of the early 80s, but many of 
the figures associated with that genre were intimately familiar with 
the subject and relied upon it for imagery and lyrics in their work. 
That there was a direct link between the work of Coil, the work of 
Aleister Crowley, and the alchemical literature discussed later in 
this essay is beyond dispute.

2 A first-hand account of these rituals by artist Tim O’Neill, who 
conducted alchemical research and other preparations for them, 
was published in Gnosis magazine in 1985 under the title The 
Invocation of the Black Sun: What Happens When Performance 
Art, Post-Industrial Music, and Ritual Magic Meet, and it can be 
found online at the following link: https://www.brainwashed.com/
common/htdocs/publications/coil-1985-invocation.php?site=coil08

3 Mercury being the Roman god identified with Thoth or Tahuti 
by classical authors.

4 The reason the number of the book is 231 is that 231 is the 
22nd triangular number. That is, there are 231 combinations of 
trumps taken pairwise. So, for example, the Fool can be paired 
with 21 other Trumps. The Magician can be paired with 20 other 
trumps because the Fool-Magician pair is already accounted for. 
The Priestess can be paired with 19 other Trumps because the 
Fool-Magician and Fool-Priestess pairs are already accounted for. 
21+20+19+...+3+2+1 = 231. Running down the center of the two 
sigil grids of Liber 231 is a column of pairs inviting the reader to 
compare one symbol (denoted by its Hebrew letter) with another. 
Only 22 such pairs are listed, but the total number possible is 231. 
Why only 22 of them are listed in the book, as well as the reason 
they are these particular pairs, is one of the mysteries—or Arcana—
of Liber Arcanorum.

https://www.brainwashed.com/common/htdocs/publications/coil-1985-invocation.php?site=coil08
https://www.brainwashed.com/common/htdocs/publications/coil-1985-invocation.php?site=coil08
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5 “Genii” is the plural of “genius” in Latin, and I have chosen 
to render this in translation as “spirits.” I have occasionally seen 
“Genii” translated as “genies,” as in the Arabic djinn or jinn, but it 
is not at all clear whether these are cognates, nor whether Crowley 
(or perhaps the intelligence communicating the book to him) 
intended this reading.

6 For the sake of relative brevity, it would be impossible to give 
any complete account of the meanings of these terms, and many 
others following, in this space. They are of central importance to 
Thelema, however, and further study is encouraged should any 
confusion arise in the mind of the reader.

7 An anonymous work, but attributed fairly early to Marsilio 
Ficino, a prominent scholar, physician, and clergyman of 15th-
century Florence, who also was the first to translate the works of 
Plato and the Corpus Hermeticum from Greek into Latin. Modern 
scholarship considers his authorship doubtful, and a recent 
evaluation considers the possibility that the true author was Henry 
Cornelius Agrippa. See “Agrippa est-il l’auteur du De arte chimica 
pseudo-ficinien?”, Bibliothèque d’Humanisme et Renaissance, 
LXXV (2013), p. 449-514.

8 Ostensibly the teacher of Paracelsus, but believed to be a 
pseudonym.

9 It is definitely plagiarism because Mylius perfectly copies the 
entire text while eliminating biographical details about the author 
that would contradict those of his own life.

10 The terms are not gendered. The manuscript refers to both 
male and female “sperm.”

11 In other alchemical sources, the “first matter” or prima materia 
seems to be something else, something described as common or 
base itself, even dung or urine. In still other sources, it seems that 
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the soul or secret fire is referred to as the “first matter.” In De Arte 
Chymica, there is no mystery that it is gold. Agrippa claimed to 
have performed a transmutation in later editions of his Three Books 
of Occult Philosophy, but he said he was only able to get out the 
same amount of gold as he had started with.

12 It is these impurities present in the gold that prevent it from 
multiplying naturally, the way that humans, animals, or plants do. 
When this dross is cast out of solution, the author describes it as 
Satan being cast out of heaven.

13 “an hermaphrodite monster in the very marriage of the soul 
and the body” is very difficult for me to read without thinking 
immediately of the goat headed Baphomet, although Eliphas Levi’s 
engraving was not made for hundreds of years after it was written. 
The author is likely describing the half male, half female figure 
depicted in some alchemical works to represent the conjunction of 
opposites. See, for example, the Buch der heiligen Dreifaltigkeit.

14 There is classical precedent for this idea of a trinity of suns. 
The Roman Emperor Julian, in seeking to restore the Empire to 
its pagan roots, wrote a Hymn to King Helios, heavily influenced 
by Neo-Platonic thinkers like Plotinus and Iamblichus, that 
propounded three solar deities that emanate one from the other. 
One of these—the lowest manifestation of the solar deity—was 
the physical or “encosmic” sun itself, Helios, that sheds its light 
on earth. Next in order of transcendence is what is referred to 
as the “intellective sun,” named Zeus-Helios, acting as a mean 
between the visible world and the transcendent godhood. Third 
and “highest” is the “intelligible sun,” named Aion, radiant source 
of Being, as the encosmic sun is the radiant source of appearances 
(see also the Mithras Liturgy in the Greek Magical Papyri, PGM 
IV.475-834). 

A similar system is propounded by Philo of Alexandria in his The 
Special Laws when he makes a distinction between the visible 
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sun that radiates light and a “sun of the sun,” ‘ηλιος ‘ηλιου, that is 
the transcendent and therefore invisible source of light. A parallel 
idea occurs in Iranian Sufism as presented by Henry Corbin in his 
The Man of Light in Iranian Sufism when he describes a mystical 
experience referred to as “the black light.” Corbin writes:

The black light is that which cannot itself be seen because it 
is the cause of seeing; it cannot be object, since it is absolute 
Subject.  It dazzles, as the light of superconsciousness dazzles. 
Only a knowledge which is a theophanic experience can 
be knowledge of the divine Being....This knowledge is a 
not-knowing, because knowledge presupposes a subject 
and an object, the seer and the seen, whereas divine Ipseity 
[Selfhood], black light, excludes this correlation.

Whether these sources influenced or inspired the alchemical 
concept of the three suns in De Arte Chymica is probably 
impossible to determine, but the author’s reliance on the same 
Neo-Platonic literature is evident.

It is also worth noting that a similar trinity of solar principles is part 
of the Creed of the Gnostic Catholic Church declared by every 
participant in the Gnostic Mass:

I believe in one secret and ineffable Lord; and in one Star in 
the Company of Stars, of whose fire we are created, and to 
which we shall return; and in one Father of Life, Mystery of 
Mystery, in His name CHAOS, the sole viceregent of the Sun 
upon the Earth [...]

In this schema, the “secret and ineffable Lord” would correspond 
to the black sun, the invisible sun of the sun, source of the “black 
light [...] which cannot be seen because it is the cause of seeing.” 
There are many other parallels within the Mass—in the Priestess’s 
exhortation to the Priest to arise from the tomb, in the Priest’s 
speech before the veil before it is parted, in the Collects, in the 
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formula of IAO, in the Anthem, in the Priest’s triple blessing before 
his return to the tomb—but it is left to the reader to work out the 
implications of these parallels. 

15 Magick, p. 274.

16 Splendor Solis attributes this image to both dissolution and 
putrefaction and can’t seem to decide which it means.

17 Although it does not make reference to the black sun 
explicitly, one copy of another important 16th-century text on 
alchemy, the Rosarium Philosophorum, contains an emblem 
labeled “Conception or Putrefaction” that shows a male and a 
female figure embracing while submerged in water.

18 The source for this is in Eliphas Levi’s The History of Magic, on 
p. 25 of the introduction, where he writes:

Light in the absence of shadow would be invisible for our 
eyes, since it would produce an overpowering brilliance equal 
to the greatest darkness [...] It was only after the initiate of the 
Eleusinian mysteries had passed victoriously through all the 
tests, had seen and touched the holy things, that, if he were 
judged strong enough to withstand the last and most dreadful 
secret, a veiled priest passed him at flying pace and uttered 
in his ear the enigmatic words: Osiris is a black god. So was 
Osiris—of whom Typhon was the oracle—and so was the 
divine religious sun of Egypt, eclipsed suddenly, becoming the 
shadow of that grand, indefinable Isis who is all that has been 
and shall be, and whose eternal veil has no one lifted.

This may be an elaboration of Apuleius’s account of the Mysteries 
of Isis in The Golden Ass, where he has his titular character 
describe his initiation in these terms: “About midnight I saw the sun 
shine, I saw likewise the gods celestial and gods infernal, before 
whom I presented myself, and worshipped them.” Despite Levi’s 
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assertion that he is speaking about the Eleusinian mysteries, those 
rites did not involve Isis and Osiris, but Demeter and Persephone.


