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    A late 16th century portrait of John Dee 
 
    “Who does not understand should either learn or be silent.” – John Dee 
 
    With the golden glow of the candlelight kissing his cheeks, he hovered over a spirit mirror, a flat, exquisitely lustrous “shew-stone” fashioned out of raven-black obsidian. Gazing intently upon his reflection in the dark volcanic glass, he chanted in hushed tones as he ran his fingers across the engravings on the oat-colored wax wheel next to him, the Sigilla iEmeth, which featured a septogram and runic carvings and symbols in minuscule print. Contrary to what one might expect, it was not a phantom, hobgoblin, or demon that he sought, but rather, the seraphic voice, and perhaps even the face of an angel – the one bridge between mankind and their Creator, one who holds the key to all of life's unanswerable questions.   
 
    Was this man delusional? Perhaps so, but perhaps not. Either way, those on hand understood this was not an ignorant, philistine, unlettered buffoon of a man who readily boarded the train of groundless superstition. Far from it, this was a man who held not only a master's degree, but a doctorate, and his simultaneously stimulating and mesmerizing lectures drew crowds of royals and nobles from near and far. This was a man who was well-versed in a host of academic fields, and he would go on to serve as one of his queen's foremost personal advisers. He was also a prolific author whose revolutionary ideas helped charted the path for the burgeoning British Empire.  
 
    The man in question was none other than John Dee, one of the greatest scientific minds of his time, but also one of the most controversial. He was a learned man in fields as varied as mathematics and astronomy, centuries before they became formalized fields of study, but he is better remembered for performing magic and alchemy. Instead of astronomy, he became renowned across England for astrology, and he was one of the country’s most notorious occult writers during his life.  
 
    Given the variety that the Elizabethan Era had to offer, it should come as little surprise that some eccentric characters with seemingly unique skills pushed to the forefront and became lauded members of society. Over the course of her long reign, Queen Elizabeth I became one of England’s most famous and influential rulers, and it was an age when the arts, commerce, and trade flourished. It was the epoch of gallantry and great, enduring literature. It was also an age of wars and military conflicts in which men were the primary drivers and women often were pawns.  
 
    Queen Elizabeth I changed the rules of the game and indeed she herself was changed by the game. She was a female monarch of England, a kingdom that had unceremoniously broken with the Catholic Church, and the Vatican and the rest of Christendom was baying for her blood. She had had commercial and militaristic enemies galore. In the end, she helped change the entire structure of female leadership.  
 
    Elizabeth was the last Tudor sovereign, the daughter of the cruel and magnificent King Henry VIII and a granddaughter of the Tudor House’s founder, the shrewd Henry VII. Elizabeth, hailed as “Good Queen Bess,” “Gloriana” and “The Virgin Queen” to this day in the public firmament, would improve upon Henry VIII’s successes and mitigate his failures, and despite her own failings would turn out to “have the heart and stomach of a king, and a king of England too”. Indeed, that was the phrase she would utter in describing herself while exhorting her troops to fight for England against the Spanish Armada.  
 
    Elizabeth often has been featured in biographies that were more like hagiographies, glossing over her fits of temper, impatience and other frailties. It is fair to say, however, that she had also inherited her grandfather’s political acumen and her father’s magnificence, thus creating not just one of the most colorful courts in Europe but also one of the most effective governments in English history. It was an age of Christopher Marlowe’s and William Shakespeare’s flourishing creativity that still enhances English as well as comparative literature. Elizabeth was also the patroness of Sir Francis Drake, the pirate, thereby promoting English settlement of foreign colonies. The Jamestown settlement in Virginia would come in 1607, four years after Elizabeth’s death, and the Plymouth colony in Massachusetts would come in 1620. 
 
    Those fledgling attempts at settlements were among the first to herald the dawn of the British Empire, and John Dee himself has been credited with coming up with the name “British Empire” in the first place. As all of this suggests, to say that John Dee was a storied man would be a grave understatement, to say the least. His multifaceted reputation preceded him, and his name became synonymous with both brilliance and disconcerting eccentricity. By all means, he certainly looked the part - the occultist towered over his peers, his wiry frame cloaked in a charcoal-black “artist's gown” with a ruffled white collar, his veined hands peeking out of his flared sleeves. He bore a pasty, pallid complexion, which seemed almost ghostly, paired with a magnificent beard that was “as white as milk.”    
 
    Chilling rumors about his immeasurable magical abilities have kept Dee’s name alive for centuries. Legend has it that this was a man who singlehandedly cast a crippling curse on the Spanish Armada as the fleet sailed towards England, conjuring up the merciless storms and violent waves that threatened to swallow the ill-starred convoy whole, and left them with no choice but to turn back. This was a man who was once branded “the greatest rogue in the neighborhood of London,” and who allegedly inspired the characters of Doctor Faustus from Christopher Marlowe's Elizabethan tragedy, as well as Prospero in William Shakespeare's The Tempest.    
 
    The world has never had its shortage of legends surrounding the lives of supposed mystics, visionaries, and prophets. But few have ever grabbed a hold on pop culture quite like that of Grigori Rasputin, one of the most shadowy and mysterious figures in Russian history.  
 
    Naturally, what makes Rasputin one of the 20th century’s most colorful and memorable figures is what we do not know. It is unclear how much basis in fact accounts of Rasputin’s life truly hold, since the sources mostly consist of memoirs, hearsay and embellished legend. Some contemporaries considered him a saintly mystic, psychic, healer and prophet, while others considered him a debauched heretic. The extent to which he beguiled the ruling Romanovs, and how he did so, remain mysterious as well.  
 
    It’s hard to kill a legend, and that has literally been the case with Rasputin, whose death remains the most legendary aspect of his life. Perhaps the best known part of the Rasputin story is that his murderers practically had to kill him 10 times to finish him off, using everything from poison to bullets to drowning. Naturally, exactly how Rasputin actually died remains a source of controversy as well.  
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    The Seeds of Unfathomable Wisdom 
 
    “What I say is not of myself: neither that which is said to me is of themselves: but it is said of him who liveth forever.” – John Dee, On the Mystical Rule of Seven Planets (1583) 
 
    It was the 13th of July in the year 1527 when a young Welsh couple in Tower Ward, London welcomed what would be their only child. The couple cooed and fussed over the boy, named Jonathan, as they swaddled the precious infant, completely oblivious to the power and influence the rosy-cheeked, twinkling-eyed baby would one day possess, as well as the darkness and apparent devilry that would forever shroud his name. That said, there were a few who would, in hindsight, beg to differ. The child was born on the 13th, a number many in the West superstitiously consider unlucky, particularly amongst Christians, due to Judas Iscariot, the guest who shattered the even 12 in attendance at the Last Supper. What's more, the surname Dee was a derivative of the Welsh term du, meaning “black.”   
 
    Dee's father, Rowland Dee, who originally hailed from Radnorshire in east-central Wales, juggled quite a few titles. He was primarily a royal textile merchant, importer, and sewer, meaning he not only traded fabrics, but was tasked with purchasing, supplying, and at times even producing some of the threads worn by the monarch and other members of the royal family. He served as a minor courtier to King Henry VIII, and he was later granted the post of “King's Packer.” When he was older, John later claimed that his father Rowland was a descendant (through his paternal grandfather, Bedo Dee) of Rhodri Mawr, also known as Roderick the Great, the 9th century king of Gwynedd. In some accounts, Dee also claimed to share a lineage with King Arthur Pendragon, who presided over the knightly fellowship of the Round Table.  
 
    Very little is known about the Dee matriarch, Jane (in some accounts, Johanna) Wild. She was the daughter of a man named William Wild, presumably a relatively wealthy man who later chipped in with Dee's tuition fees. She married Rowland at the age of 15, and she gave birth to John three years later, after which she most likely assumed the duties of a traditional housewife. Dee would later make a brief and rare reference to his mother on the back of a 1547 horoscope guide penned by Girolamo Cardano. The snippet reads: “Anno 1508 vel 1509 on Crispinians day 21 [sic] Octobris, my mother was borne, to whome I am very like in visnomy (physiognomy), saving my nares (nose).”   
 
    One can safely assume that Dee's childhood was a semi-privileged one. He may not have been gorging himself on lavish spreads for all three meals, nor did he have a retinue of maids and butlers who waited on him hand and foot, but he also never felt the paralyzing pangs of hunger, and he was blessed with the means to pursue multiple levels of education. Indeed, the boy was not one to squander such an opportunity, and even as a young lad, Dee showed plenty of promise, and then some. He was bright, naturally inquisitive, and clearly gifted, learning the complex rules of grammar and the Latin language when he was no older than four or five. 
 
    This was just scratching the surface of his profound intellect. Shortly after his ninth birthday, Dee's parents decided it was time to tap into his potential, so they enrolled him at the Chelmsford Chantry School in Essex, thus beginning the first phase of his formal education. It was here that Dee became acquainted with reading, writing, arithmetic, and other fundamentals, and where he further enriched his understanding of Latin.  
 
    In November 1542, the then 15-year-old Dee left the grammar school in Essex and proceeded to St. John's College, a constituent college of the University of Cambridge. It was here, as Dee himself explained in his autobiography, that he truly began to appreciate his education and became an unflaggingly conscientious student. In addition to furthering his already masterful knowledge of Latin, the teenager applied himself to the subjects of grammar, rhetoric, and logic, as well as Greek, Hebrew, geometry, astronomy, music, and the three philosophies (Natural, Moral, and Divine). The latter unquestionably strengthened his religiosity.  
 
    The academic atmosphere was intensely competitive, and the institution proved to be a breeding ground for scholars, statesmen, and all-around influential individuals. Dee studied alongside William Cecil, the future two-term Secretary of State and Lord High Treasurer who also became a chief adviser for Queen Elizabeth I. Another pupil was William Grindal, later employed as a private tutor for Princess Elizabeth. He was responsible for her proficiency in Greek and Latin. Then there was James Pilkington, author, orator, the first Protestant bishop of Durham, and future founder of Rivington Grammar School. Dee was also under the private tutelage of Sir John Cheke, the first crown-appointed Greek professor at the University of Cambridge.  
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    An engraving of Grindal 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    An engraving of Cheke 
 
    Dee detailed the rigid routine he kept to maintain his place at the front of the pack throughout his time at St. John's: “In the years 1543, 1544, [and] 1545, I was so vehemently bent to study, that for those years I did inviolably keep this order: only to sleep four hours every night; to allow to meat and drink (and some refreshing after) two hours every day; and of the other 18 hours all (except the time of going to and being at divine service) was spent in my studies and learning.” 
 
    When Dee was due to graduate from St. John's, his father's career took a sharp downturn, which culminated in his political and financial ruin. The senior Dee was understandably skeptical about allowing his son to pursue more education, but John’s grandfather, William, recognized the greatness his grandson was bound to achieve and encouraged him to resume his studies by paying his tuition. Thus, Dee received his bachelor's degree from St. John's in the spring of 1546.  
 
    In the winter months of the same year, King Henry VIII inaugurated the newly-founded Trinity College, and the 19-year-old was among the first batch of students to receive a coveted invitation to become a fellow of the soon-to-be prestigious establishment and commence work on his master's degree. Dee, at this stage well-versed in Greek, was also designated as a Greek under-reader, a sort of understudy to the primary reader, Robert Pember.   
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    Dee had always attracted the admiration and occasional envy of his professors and peers alike, but it was during his stint as a stage manager and carpenter for the students' rendition of Elprjvri, a renowned comedy by the 5th century CE playwright Aristophanes, that he first showcased the true depths of his ingenuity. To some, it was even a foreshadowing of his incalculable magical prowess.  
 
    For the production, Dee engineered what most modern chroniclers now believe to be a manpowered crane or some other similar contraption that would allow the character Trygseus to “take flight.” Trygseus, who saw fit to confer with Zeus about the prospective military campaigns of the Athenians, was seen mounting a mechanical beetle named Scarabaeus (of Dee's creation), carrying with him a basket brimming with food and ascending to the god's palace of clouds hovering over the stage. By today's standards, this would have been considered a strong, but simple special effect, typically with the utilization of a counterweight fly system. In the 16th century, however, audiences were completely unaccustomed to the illusion, and many in the audience were so overwhelmed by the dazzling effect that they were convinced it involved the paranormal. Despite the sensation he generated, Dee later brushed off the innovative effect as nothing more than a “boyish attempt.”   
 
    In addition to this breathtaking stage illusion, Dee also experimented with the contrivance of a perpetual motion machine with Gerolamo Cardano, an Italian polymath and founder of the concept of probability. Together, they carried out trials on an unidentified gem that was purported to possess otherworldly properties, but due to creative differences, the pair eventually jettisoned their ambitious projects. 
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    An engraving of Cardano 
 
    It was also during his time at Trinity that Dee dove into what is now generally regarded as alternative sciences. He became besotted with astronomy and celestial navigation, and he recalled recording “thousands of observations (...to the hour and minute) of heavenly influences and operations actual in this elemental portion of the world.” All his observations were carefully charted and later published in special tables called “ephemerides.” Though he was a devout Christian, his astronomical studies kindled an obsession within him, an intense longing for answers that could only be found beyond the material world. Dee also devoted plenty of time and effort to studying the fields of general navigation, cartography, and medicine, and he became even more interested in the fascinating science behind mathematics.  
 
    In May 1547, Dee ventured abroad for the first time to link up with academics from various Dutch universities to deliberate over mathematics. Most of his time was spent in the Low Countries, where he encountered and forged friendships with a number of experts in the field, including the celebrated mapmaker and founder of the Netherlandish school of cartography, Gemma Frisius. He also met Antonius Gogava, a physician and translator of Greek treatises, and the legendary Gerard Mercator, the cartographer, geographer, and cosmographer who created the cylindrical Mercator projection. After meeting these men and other esteemed philosophers and intellectuals, Dee returned to Cambridge bearing gifts for the fellows and students at Trinity: two spectacular globes modeled by Mercator himself, as well as a brass staff and an armillary ring, also known as a “Gemma ring,” an astronomical instrument used by Frisius himself (hence its nickname).    
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    A picture of one of Mercator’s globes (1551) 
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    Frisius 
 
    Upon his return to Cambridge in early 1548, Dee wrapped up his master's studies, which he secured on April 14 along with a glowing testimonial from the Vice Chancellor and Convocation that attested to his superior grades and exemplary conduct. He cherished the certificate and brought it along with him on his second tour abroad. Three months later, Dee arrived in Louvain, Belgium, just 16 miles east of Brussels, and enrolled himself as a student at the University of Louvain just in time for the start of the midsummer term. He studied there for the next two years, with a focus on mathematics, geography, and cartography.  
 
    While he was studying those physical sciences, Dee became acquainted with and then engrossed in the art of alchemy. It was apparently the gripping manuscripts of the well-traveled German scholar, theologian, and once-secretary to Emperor Maximilian, Henricus Cornelius Agrippa, that pushed him into the arcane world of alchemy and the occult. In the De occulta philosophia series, the three-volume series claimed that God had, as broken down by author R. Schmitz, “created several worlds [from the void], three of which constitute the All: the domain of the elements, the heavenly world of the stars, and the intelligible cosmos of the angels.” Dee was so smitten with Agrippa's ideas that he was said to have virtually memorized the entire breadth of Agrippa's series, often quoting lengthy passages from his books. Dee's later work, Mysteriorum Libri, also made several references to the esoteric themes discussed in Agrippa's literature.      
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    An engraving of Agrippa 
 
    Naturally, Dee’s illustrious professors, including Frisius, were most impressed by his boundless intellect and his extraordinary capacity for thinking outside the box. He acquired his doctoral diploma in the spring of 1550, and he was thereby addressed as “Dr. Dee” for the first time.    
 
    Shortly after he received his doctoral degree, Dee found himself behind a podium for the first time, conducting his first lecture in mathematics. He was clearly a natural, and his audience took to him almost immediately, drawn not only to his deep knowledge and passion for the subject, but also to his effortless confidence and charisma. Along with his commanding diction, Dee later coined and introduced the mathematical symbols +, -, ÷, and x to England.  
 
    Having stumbled into his niche, the aspiring lecturer journeyed to Paris on July 20, 1550, and proceeded to carry out a number of free public lectures centered on Euclid's Elements at the College of Rheims. His disquisitions were smash hits that drew tremendous audiences, many of them well-established names in the field with far more experience, and as word about his stimulating lectures spread, more people began to queue up outside of the lecture hall hours before the presentation. Eventually, so many people showed up that the auditorium could no longer contain them, and eager attendees who failed to squeeze into the hall resorted to clawing their way up to the windows, where they could be granted a glimpse of the highly sought-after speaker. 
 
    Dee continued on with his tour across Europe and conducted more spellbinding lectures, chiefly on mathematics and philosophy, before even larger audiences. He began to spot the faces of nobles and even royals in the awestruck crowd. Charlotte Fell Smith, author of the aptly-named John Dee, 1527-1608 biography, listed a few of these important attendees: “Italian and Spanish nobles; the dukes of Mantua and Medina Celi; the Danish king's mathematician, Mathias Hacus; and his physician, Joannes Capito; Bohemian students...[and] a distinguished Englishman, Sir William Pickering, afterwards ambassador to France.”    
 
    Dee's seemingly incontrovertible expertise earned him countless job offers, including the patronage of multiple European monarchs. King Henri II of France extended to him the post of King's Mathematical Reader, with a stipend of 200 crowns per annum. Other competitive offers came from Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, Tsar Ivan the Terrible, and Monseigneurs Babeu, de Rohan and de Monluc, among others. Still, Dee, who envisioned a career in his motherland, politely dismissed these opportunities. His household name status in Paris also granted him access to the inner circles of more European scholars such as French astronomer and physician Antoine Mizauld; mathematician and cartographer Oronce Finé, Italian humanist and mathematician Federico Commandino, and Flemish Roman Catholic theologian Francis Sylvius.      
 
    Upon Dee's return to England in December 1551, his former professor Sir Cheke introduced him to William Cecil. By then, Dee had already completed two more manuscripts, De usi Globi Celestis and De nubium, solis, lunce, ac religorum planetarum, which Cheke had used as lesson books during his tutelage of the king. These books, which were dedicated to the monarch, not only placed him in the good graces of the king, but also earned him a small annual stipend of 100 crowns. That stipend aside, the king also purchased a number of books for Dee's growing collection, an arrangement that lasted until his demise. 
 
    In 1552, Dee accepted the patronages of the Earl of Pembroke and John Dudley, the 1st Duke of Northumberland. He was employed as a private tutor to the children of the latter, who specifically sought “the best scientific education in England.” Dee also moonlighted as a private instructor in the fields of mathematics, navigation, and astronomy, and later served as an on-call advisor for the Muscovy Company, the first major chartered joint stock company in the country. His roster of students for the next three decades included: explorer and Parliament member Humphrey Gilbert; poet, politician, and courtier William Raleigh; explorer and navigator Richard Chancellor; privateer Martin Frobisher; scholar and soldier Philip Sidney; comptroller of the Royal Navy William Borough; and William’s brother, arctic explorer Stephen Borough. In return for his stellar services, Dee was granted the rectory of Upton upon Severn, a quaint town in what is now the Malvern Hills District of Worcestershire.  
 
    On July 6, 1553, the wretched malady of tuberculosis claimed Dee's most prominent patron, King Edward VI. Lady Jane Grey, who was appointed Edward's heir prior to his death, rose to the throne on July 10, but Grey was an unwilling participant in this convoluted scheme. She had apparently been hoodwinked into the position by being urged to try on the crown “to see how it would fit.” Upon donning the bejeweled tiara, she was declared Queen of England.  
 
    The turmoil, however, had only just begun. Following much persuasion from Mary Tudor's supporters, including the Earl of Pembroke, who unsheathed his sword in a bid to prevail upon the members of the Privy Council, Grey was deposed on July 19. Her self-proclaimed replacement, Mary I, gladdened the unsuspecting public, who deemed the Tudor, previously rendered illegitimate due to the annulment of Henry VIII and Catherine of Aragon's marriage, the rightful heir to Edward's throne. Not long after Mary's acquisition of the crown, Dudley was convicted of high treason and promptly executed, a somber presage of Mary’s turbulent reign.  
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    Bloody Mary 
 
    Notwithstanding Dee's close ties to the duke, he was not persecuted, cushioned by his then-impeccable reputation and affiliations with a number of notable names in Parliament. As it turned out, however, this immunity would be short-lived, and it would not be long before the public turned on Dee himself, transforming the once beloved polymath into an evil enchanter and enemy of the state.   
 
   
  
 

 John Dee and the Queens 
 
    The new queen's infamous and indelible nickname, “Bloody Mary,” which would cling to her for centuries to come, was no accident. In her zeal to terminate the Protestant Reformation and have England forcibly revert back to Catholicism, an estimated 300 “religious dissenters” and “heretics” were burnt at the stake. As if the harrowing slaughter, now known as the “Marian persecutions,” was not enough, the ashes of the corpses were then tossed into the river to prevent their loved ones from fashioning relics out of their remains.  
 
    Most were asphyxiated by the rippling clouds of smoke, but not all were so fortunate. Bishop Nicholas Ridley of London and Westminster, for instance, who was targeted for his teachings and unapologetic endorsement of Lady Grey, suffered miserably, squirming and screeching in abject agony as the flames engulfed his feet. He was heard crying, “Lord have mercy upon me, intermedling this cry, let the fire come unto me, I cannot burn...”  
 
    In February 1554, Sir Thomas Wyatt the Younger, the son and namesake of the revered lyric poet, spearheaded 4,000 men on a march across London, determined to oust Mary from her throne and replace her with her half-sister Elizabeth. Much to the dismay of these insurgents, the rebellion was crushed not long after it began, and Wyatt, along with roughly 90 of the rebels were executed. Elizabeth and Edward Courtenay, the 1st Earl of Devon and Elizabeth's alleged suitor, were implicated as Wyatt's fellow conspirators, and both were held in the Tower of London. Furthermore, Lady Grey, who was deemed a menace to Mary's authority, was charged with high treason, laid down on the scaffold, and decapitated. Many have argued that Mary's killing streak, while indisputably abhorrent, was minor in comparison to that of her father, who supposedly massacred some 70,000 souls throughout his 38-year reign, and that her sobriquet was therefore somewhat excessive. Nevertheless, it was clear that the temperamental and unsparing queen was not one to be trifled with lightly.      
 
    Not long after the unraveling of Wyatt's rebellion, Oxford fellows Richard Bruern and Richard Smith reached out to Dee and offered him the post of reader of Mathematical Sciences, but Dee rejected the post. Dee was then preoccupied with other literary projects, and he had just published a number of treatises the previous year, including The Philosophical and Political Occasions and Names of the Heavenly Asterismes and The Cause of Floods and Ebbs, as per the request of the Duchess of Northumberland. He was also in the midst of writing other dissertations. Dee was displeased with the university's prioritization of grammar and rhetoric over science and philosophy, and he felt that this dissonance would be much too large an obstacle to overcome.    
 
    The following year, Dee was admitted to the Mercers' Company of London, a post he inherited from his father, a former member of the institution. This provided him with access to the organization's merchants, and it also allowed him to forge a relationship with the well-established and influential Loks, who later sought out his nautical and geographical expertise for their enterprises. From his mother, Dee later inherited the Mortlake estate, which neighbored Richmond Palace. Not only did the Mortlake manor serve as his primary place of residence in his later years, it also served as a strong leverage for his mortgages and loans. 
 
    In the summer of 1555, Dee was summoned to draw up a birth chart for Queen Mary.  Shortly thereafter, he began to exchange letters with Princess Elizabeth, then based in Woodstock, who also requested a reading of her horoscope. Dee obliged, and from the session he concluded that Elizabeth would soon rise to the throne and be blessed with a long, prosperous reign, whereas Mary would meet a bleak end.  
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    Princess Elizabeth 
 
    Though Dee and Elizabeth intended to keep the contentious results to themselves, word of the astrologer's troubling calculations leaked. A man by the name of George Ferrys approached Queen Mary, claiming that Dee had cast a string of wicked spells directed at the monarch, and that the sorcerer had inflicted a demonic enchantment upon his sons, robbing one of his vision and the other of his life. Following this revelation, soldiers were dispatched to Dee's home in London, where, under the queen's instructions, they proceeded to seal up the residence and rummage through his belongings. Dee was consequently shackled and imprisoned at the Tower, charged with witchcraft and high treason, or more specifically, for “attempting to calculate the nativities, and predicting the death of royals.”   
 
    Dee was tasked with defending himself before the Secretary of State and other members of the Privy Council at the Star Chamber. The astute astrologer succeeded in convincing the council of his innocence and was released three months later on August 29, 1555, whereupon he was scheduled to appear before Bishop Bonner for another line of questioning. Much to Dee's relief, he managed to appease the bishop's concerns regarding his religiosity. In fact, Dee was so charming that he managed to strike up a friendship with the bishop that lasted until his death.  
 
    However, Dee would never be able to escape the scandalous epithets of “necromancer” and “conjurer of evil spirits,” which hounded him for the rest of his life. He often bemoaned the injustice of his disrepute, which seemed to stem from his passion for esoteric sciences. His despair was captured in a preface he penned for the English translation of Euclid's Elements, in which he complained, “I seek the treasure of heavenly wisdom and knowledge. So why do they condemn me as a companion of hell hounds and a caller and conjurer of wicked and damned spirits?”       
 
    Dee released his first printed publication – a preface to John Field's Ephemeris anni 1557 – at the start of 1556, and on January 15 of that year, he embarked on what would be one of his most noteworthy projects. In an entreaty addressed to Queen Mary, suitably, yet wordily titled “A Supplication for the Recovery and Preservation of Ancient Writers and Monuments,” he denounced the government's deliberate disbandment of the nation's monasteries, which resulted in the demolition of monastic libraries. In the process, its priceless literary collections were either reduced to ashes or forever lost under the rubble. He petitioned the queen to erect a proper national library that would house what was left of these prized collections, and to allow him to procure new books and duplicate surviving manuscripts.  
 
    He hoped to persuade the queen through a number of tactical arguments. First and foremost, by authorizing a national library, the queen could possibly salvage her reputation. In that way, her enduring contribution would literally be one for the history books. Moreover, a communal library would allow citizens from all walks of life access to a variety of literature that was then only reserved for nobles, privileged owners of private libraries, and those in the upper echelons of society.  
 
    Dee also outlined a plan that would make such an endeavor attainable. A commission would first be established, responsible for scouting out rare surviving manuscripts. A second team of scribes would then replicate said manuscripts by hand before returning the original books to their respective owners. Dee suggested that the salaries of the staff be jointly financed by Lord Chancellor and Archbishop of York, Nicholas Heath, and the clergymen and laymen of Canterbury Province. He also proposed that the synod oversee and perform the administrative duties of the project in the time leading up to the completion of the library.   
 
    Regrettably, Dee's proposal to preserve “the treasure of all antiquity and the everlasting seeds of continual excellency within...Your Grace's realm” was rebuffed. Disenchanted, but undeterred, Dee continued to purchase these precious manuscripts on his own dime, and he took it upon himself to recreate borrowed copies, which included Thomas Norton's The Ordinal of Alchemy, Roger Bacon's On Burning Lenses, and the Ashmole Beastiary, a 12th century illuminated manuscript that was essentially a creation story coupled with an assortment of “allegorical” portrayals of more than 100 animals. And thus began Dee's legendary library at the Mortlake manor. The crackerjack polymath, over time, amassed over 4,000 individual texts. His many friends and contacts often swung by for a cup of tea and a gander at his remarkable collection. 
 
    On November 17, 1558, Mary I succumbed to complications stemming from either uterine cancer or ovarian cysts. The melodious peals of church bells that filled the streets and the mirthful dancing that followed were just as jubilant, if not more so than the gaiety that transpired when she was initially crowned. This led to one of the most defining moments in Dee's eminent career. Apart from the publication of his Propaedeumata aphoristica, a short compendium consisting of 120 aphorisms regarding cosmology, astrology, and natural philosophy, he was presented with a monumental task. 
 
    Elizabeth, as Dee had seemingly predicted, was now next in line for the vacant throne. The polymath was summoned to the chamber of Robert Dudley, 1st Earl of Leicester, and it was requested that the astrologer consult the stars and draw up an “electional chart” so as to select a propitious date for Elizabeth's impending coronation in Westminster Abbey. Dee did as he was told, and after some deep rumination, he settled upon the 15th (in some accounts, 14th) of January, 1559. Sarah Rochel, author of The Queen's Astrologer, spelled out the significance of Dee's astrological calculations: “One of the working principles of astrology is that the beginnings of life – the birth of something or the seed of something – is of paramount importance. It signals the way things will develop and unfold in time. An astrological birth chart, therefore, can not only be used to examine the start of a person's life...but can also be applied to, say, the start of a journey; the laying of a foundation stone; [or] the signing of a contract.”   
 
    In the following passage, Sue Toohey, who penned “Elizabeth I, the Virgin Queen,” described the results of Elizabeth's electional chart: “Elizabeth's transits to her natal chart at the time of the coronation included Jupiter sextile Jupiter, which became exact on the day of her coronation along with Venus trine her Sun, making it a very pleasant occasion. Venus opposed Saturn and, Mars was conjunct her Mars ruled [Medium Coeli/Midheaven] showing that she would not be a weak and feeble monarch, but one who would rule with great fortitude...Uranus was on her MC and Mars was trine Uranus. This would bring dynamic leadership and great self-determination to her rule. She would not be constrained by what others had done before her, and would create her own style of rule.”   
 
    Dee's highly palatable calculations, as well as his exceptional work ethic, ensured him a retainer as a royal consultant in various fields for the following two decades.  
 
    Despite what Dee had prophesied, Queen Elizabeth's otherwise fruitful reign was marred by her poor health – the monarch frequently fell ill and flirted with death on three separate occasions – and a lack of confidence that was often bolstered by a stalwart support system. On top of deciphering planetary positions, comets, eclipses, and other duties expected of a Royal Astrologer, Dee was employed as the queen's “Noble Intelligencia.” As one might imagine, he was also first to respond to all matters of the inexplicable and supernatural.   
 
    One fateful morning sometime thereafter, court and council members burst into a contagious ripple of panic when a royal attendant came upon a startling sight: a wax sculpture modeled in the queen's likeness, discovered with an ominous pin speared in its chest. The hexed figurine, they gathered, presaged the prolonged and painful, yet inevitable erosion and demise of Queen Elizabeth. Messengers from all directions frantically mounted their horses and raced to the Mortlake estate. Thankfully, Dee eventually determined it was a false alarm, describing the doll as a cruel but ultimately harmless practical joke.     
 
    Dee's relationship with Elizabeth only became more firmly rooted with time. One of Henry Gillard Glindoni's most acclaimed masterpieces, John Dee Performing an Experiment Before Queen Elizabeth I, perfectly encapsulates the unconventional but nonetheless profound friendship between the two. In this painting, Dee, depicted in an onyx-black robe, is seen pouring the contents of an unidentifiable vial into a crucible containing a blinding white flame. Elizabeth, depicted in full golden and bejeweled regalia, is seated upon her royal red-throne, surrounded by her gawking cortege and looking on in quiet amazement. In a symbolic twist, an x-ray scan in 2016 revealed an astonishing element that had been suspiciously eliminated from the original version of the painting: a ring of human skulls that encircled Dee's figure.   
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    The painting 
 
    There was no doubt that confidentiality was an important ingredient in their unlikely bond. When Dee and Elizabeth wished to convey a message that they could not afford to be exposed, they communicated via secret code. Dee signed off as “007” – the “00” represented a set of eyes, presumably as in “for your eyes only,” and “7” was Dee's lucky number. One would be correct to assume that Dee's code name directly inspired the alias of Ian Fleming's James Bond character.  
 
    There were plenty of whispers regarding the true nature of their relationship, with many of them insisting that the pair were intimately involved. There has been little to no evidence that substantiates this notion, and their relationship was most likely purely platonic. 
 
    Dee's triumphant and expeditious rise in the wake of Elizabeth’s coronation could not satiate Dee's addictive disposition. He had toiled away in his study for years, buried up to his neck in dusty books and manuscripts, and endlessly scribbling until he could no longer feel the quill against his calloused and paper-cut-ridden fingers. Still, he had not found the answers he had been yearning for. Or perhaps he had simply been looking in the wrong places – or rather, wrong books – all this time.  
 
    In early 1562, Dee returned to Louvain. As soon as he had made his rounds touching base with old acquaintances, he set out to commission the printing of a stack of manuscripts he had tucked away in his luggage. He also hunted down book collectors in the far-flung corners of serpentine alleyways and the city fringes for rare gems that could not be found in England. He also may have begun to expand his collection of Hebrew texts at this time. 
 
    In spite of Dee's best efforts, he failed to complete the progress he had hoped to achieve and journeyed to Antwerp that year with a heavy heart, until he chanced upon a Hungarian nobleman who sold to him a copy of Steganographia. The puzzling manuscript, written by the 15th century German Benedictine abbot and occultist Johannes Trithemius, revolved around the art of hidden messages and ciphers, and it claimed to unveil the secrets behind both cryptography and Enochian magic. Dee's excitement is palpable in the following excerpt of his letter to Cecil: “A book for your honor or a Prince, so meet, so needful and commodious, as in human knowledge none can be meeter or more behovfull [sic]...This book...I give unto your Honor as the most precious jewel that I have yet of other men's travels recovered.”    
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    Title page from an early 17th century version of Steganographia 
 
    Dee glowed at the thought of his phenomenal find. Decrypting these ciphers, he believed, would vest in him the power to better visualize the future, which could be used to the advantage of British rulers and voyagers alike. At the same time, he was convinced that he could secure the alchemical formulas for transforming metals into gold, as well as immortality. He spent the following 10 days in his room, vigorously copying the lengthy manuscript by hand, and even then he completed only half of the book at most. When another wealthy aristocrat learned of Dee's predicament, he presented to Dee the following proposal: he would complete the remaining half of Steganographia should the polymath agree to remain in Antwerp and provide him with private instruction for a set time. Dee accepted this proposal. 
 
    Dee fulfilled his contract in the spring of 1563, whereupon he headed over to Zurich. It was here that he first met Swiss naturalist Conrad Gesner, who acquainted him with the work of an early 16th-century alchemist named Paracelsus. Dee would later become one of the men who transported Paracelsus's ideas – which included theories concerning the fabled Philosopher's Stone, as well as the Greek concept of the four elements and their connection to alchemy – throughout the continent. From Zurich, Dee scaled the Alps and entered Italy, traveling to Padua, Chiavenna, Venice, and Urbino before crossing over to Pressburg in Bratislava to see the coronation of the Hungary’s King Maximilian I.     
 
    Dee returned to Antwerp in 1564, and while there he released Monas Hieroglyphica (Hieroglyphic Monad), a commentary on the esoteric symbol that he had designed, on the 24th of January. The hieroglyph – a Venus symbol with a dot enclosed within, perhaps representative of an eye, crowned with a sliver of a crescent on its back – demonstrated the marriage of “alchemy, Pythagorean numerology, textual Qabalah, and pious mysticism,” an underlying theme woven into the strands of the cosmos and all of creation. One can only imagine Dee's disappointment when critics panned his opus by the droves. He later lamented, “University graduates of high degree, and other gentlemen dispraised it because they understood it not.” He was able to find some solace in the fact “Her Majesty graciously defended credit in my absence beyond the seas.”  
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    The glyph 
 
    That upcoming winter, Dee returned to Oxfordshire and resettled into his Mortlake home, where he resumed on the expansion of his soon-to-be renowned library, which would one day be the second largest collection in all of Europe. In addition to the dizzying volumes he already possessed, he found more on every scientific field imaginable, ranging from classic Roman poetry and Hermetic philosophical literature to unique alchemical texts from the medieval period. These priceless books aside, Dee also harbored an extensive collection of alchemical tools and a wide range of chemicals. Dee and his assistants conducted their experiments (and later, his scrying sessions) in a small network of sheds attached to the manor. 
 
    In 1565, Dee married a woman named Katherine Constable, and though their union lasted until her untimely death in 1574, their marriage produced no offspring. Little to nothing is known about the obscure Constable other than the fact that she had been previously married to an unnamed grocer. Dee was evidently not one to kiss and tell, seemingly choosing to refrain from revealing anything more than vague details regarding his romantic life in his journals.   
 
    During this time, Dee entertained scholarly and aristocratic visitors from near and far in his fashionable private library. At one point, Queen Elizabeth herself personally paid a visit to his Mortlake home, incidentally on the day of Constable's death. She opted to remain outside the premises upon being apprised of the tragic news. 
 
    In 1570, Dee completed an English translation of Euclid’s Elements of Geometrie, along with a “Mathematical Preface” for it. His distinctive approach to the subject engendered much buzz within the field, especially the Mathesis concepts entwined in his ideas. Mathesis, in essence, was a Pythagorean-based,“mystical mathematics” that suggested the “mind of God” was composed of numbers, and thus that was how people could discover all the answers to the universe's questions. Only by employing magic to identify and solve the equations that would decode the “mind of God” can one unlock these answers. Dee also traveled to Lorraine and Paris to purchase more rare manuscripts and alchemical instruments during this time.  
 
    Although’s Dee's second marriage (1575) to an unidentified woman also ended abruptly when she passed on from unknown causes in 1576, the year yielded him one small victory. Since 1563, the historian John Foxe, who played a crucial role in shaping society's perception of Bloody Mary, had been regularly releasing volumes, accompanied by highly detailed woodcuts of the series Actes and Monuments. The series, otherwise known as Foxe's Book of Martyrs, derogatorily referred to Dee as the “Great Conjurer” and was peppered with what he deemed to be slanderous and deleterious attacks on his character, mainly concerning his alleged practicing of dark magic. By 1571, Foxe's bestseller could be found on display in just about every church and cathedral, regardless of size, in England.  
 
    Crushed and incensed by the bad press, Dee wrote a public letter addressed to Foxe and his disparagers. “O, my unkind countrymen,” read Dee's scathing letter. “O natural Countrymen, O [ungrateful] countrymen, o brain-sick, rash, spiteful, and disdainful countrymen. Why oppress you me thus violently with your slandering of me, contrary to verity, and contrary to your own conscience?...Have I so long, so dearly, so far, so carefully, so painfully, so dangerously fought and traveled for the learning of wisdom and attaining of virtue, and in the end am I become worse than when I began? Worse than a madman, a dangerous member in the Commonwealth and no Member of the Church of Christ?”  
 
    Dee's strongly-worded, but heartfelt pleas were finally heard, and all unflattering references to Dee were extracted from the 1576 installment of Actes and Monuments.  
 
      
 
    In 1577, Dee published General and Rare Memorials Pertaining to the Perfect Art of Navigation, a disruptive treatise that urged England to assert territorial claims in the New World. This would mean challenging Portugal and Spain, and Dee’s work mapped out potential methods and benefits of achieving such a feat. Dee was keen for an opportunity to flex his lesser-known, but equally masterly fortes. On top of being a seasoned, royally certified stargazer and one of the continent's leading book collectors, Dee helped propel England into the Age of Exploration. 
 
    Dee proposed that the government retire or slow down their exploratory voyages into uncharted areas and instead concentrate on claiming (or reclaiming) territories that historically and rightfully belonged to Britain. He named certain North Atlantic islands, among them Frieseland (a province in the northern part of the Netherlands), that qualified, as well as the territories supposedly appropriated by King Arthur. Dee cited an old folklore centered on Madoc, which claimed that the Welsh prince sailed to America in 1170, three centuries prior to Columbus' voyage, thereby making the British rulers the true “owners” of the American coast and its nearby islands. By reacquiring and rebranding these territories into “The British Empire” – a term of Dee's creation – Britain's global power, he reasoned, would grow tenfold.   
 
    Between the 1550s and the 1570s, Dee's expertise in both astronomy and cartography landed him dozens of jobs as an adviser for British voyages. Those who were unschooled in sailing were taught by Dee both basic and complex techniques of celestial navigation. Dee's clients visited the Mortlake manor to refer to his maps and books on navigation, and the owner of the estate also actively provided tips and aided them with the plotting of their journeys.  
 
    Dee was especially committed to locating the Northwest Passage that Europeans believed would be the shortest route to Asia, and he even personally invested in a few of these voyages. Much to his agitation, none of these ventures ever took, and he never saw much, if anything of a return on these investments. Still, Dee quite enjoyed his consultation gigs, for he was able to exchange ideas with new faces and old friends, such as those of Philip Sidney and Humphrey Gilbert. When Dee served as adviser to one of Gilbert's voyages in the early 1580s, the adventurer compensated him with a deed to “all lands from the 50th parallel to the North Pole.” If Gilbert had survived his return trip from this pivotal voyage, Dee would have been gifted with the deed to almost all of what is now Canada.    
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    Gilbert 
 
    On February 5, 1578, 51-year-old Dee married Jane Fromond of East Cheam, Surrey, who was 28 years his junior. His 23-year-old bride made her bread and butter as a lady-in-waiting at the court of Lady Catherine Howard of Effingham. Lady Howard was the wife of Lord Admiral Charles Howard, who later commanded the royal fleet that defeated the previously indomitable Spanish Armada. In other accounts, Fromond was said to have served Elizabeth Fitzgerald, Countess of Lincoln, who herself was once a lady-in-waiting to Queen Elizabeth. Either way, Fromond resigned from her post shortly after their marriage was made official.  
 
    In defiance of the glaring age difference between them, as well as their conflicting personalities – Fromond was as intelligent and well-spoken as she was impulsive and fractious – the pair remained devoted to one another in sickness and in health. They went on to have eight children (according to some sources, 10).   
 
    It was at this stage that Dee began to keep a more comprehensive log of his daily life, and his documentation was so detailed that it contained mundane gems, such as a record of his children’s hijinks: “1582, 3 July, Arthur fell from the top of the Watergate stayres [sic] and cut his forhead...1590, 5 August: Rowland fell into the Tems over head and eares about noone...1591, 27 June: Arthur wounded on his hed by his wanton throwing of a brik-bat upright and not well avoiding the fall of it again.”  
 
    The pleasant monotony of his home life was, in all likelihood, a much-needed respite from the chaotic unrest that would plague him from then on out. 
 
   
  
 

 The Trouble With Scryers 
 
    “The learned will (no doubt) delight therein,  
 
    And their delight will draw them onto skill: 
 
    Admit the simple force it not a pin, 
 
    So much more the wise embrace it will.” – John Dee 
 
    To Dee’s contemporaries, there was a very fine line that lay between white and black magic. On the one hand, white magic was a pure and natural force of good, and it was a far more subtle entity, one defined by unexplainable workings brought about by unseen spiritual energies. Conversely, black magic was quite simply a force of evil that was either consciously or inadvertently summoned by enchanters for superstitious purposes or their own selfish gains. Dee was aware of the dangers that lurked in the act of walking this gossamer dividing line, but he was desperate. This risk was well-worth it, for he was seeking to achieve a full “understanding of the supracelestial virtues and metaphysical influences” that ruled the world of the unknown.  
 
    Dee's obsessive fascination with crystalomancy, or crystalgazing, which not only served as a mirror into the future, but also as a medium to converse with spirits and angels, heightened in the early 1580s. Irrespective of his fixation on the paranormal, he was, first and foremost, a cerebral, rational individual who knew the extent of his abilities. He had not been born with, nor did he ever acquire his third eye, often admitting unabashedly, “You know I cannot see, nor scry.” If he wished to break through this mighty invisible wall, he would have to enlist the aid of a professional scryer.  
 
    Unfortunately, the scrying profession was littered with unscrupulous charlatans, and Dee, who possessed more academic smarts than he did street smarts, was easy prey. In the autumn of 1581, a phantom set of fingers began to pester the polymath by rapping its knuckles against the doors, cupboards, and windows in the dead of the night. The spooky occurrences coincided with uncannily vivid and disturbingly graphic nightmares. Understandably perturbed, yet also intrigued by these events, Dee employed Barnabas Saul to interpret what he believed to be a sign from God. Saul, a lay-preacher-turned-occultist with a shadowy past, listened patiently to Dee's woes and quickly agreed that these signs were indeed an omen sent down from the heavens. During the first consultation, the scryer's wandering eye landed on a crystal globe (in other sources, a piece of convex crystal) in Dee's study. The globe, shimmering under the golden rays of the sun, Dee explained, had been gifted to him by a friend. How very curious, the scryer remarked with a pensive look on his face, for this was the very instrument they required to communicate with the angels.    
 
    Saul and Dee's first scrying session, which the latter referred to as “Accio Saulina,” took place on December 21, 1581. Upon gazing into the “great crystalline globe,” Saul unveiled to Dee the rough coordinates of buried treasure: a chest containing rare manuscripts somewhere by Oundle in Northamptonshire. Dee hurried off to Oundle at once and searched high and low for this elusive chest, but he could find nothing of the like.  
 
    When the ornery Dee returned to Mortlake to confront Saul, the scryer, who was lodging at the chamber over the dining hall, exclaimed that he had been visited by “a spiritual creature” the previous evening. The apparition was not just of any winged creature, but Annael – one of the seven angels of creation. Annael relayed to Saul a special set of instructions to be carried out by the holder of the “sacred stone.” On any day apart from the Sabbath, after “New Year's Tide,” Dee, accompanied by Saul, was to take the globe and a shew-stone out on the brightest hour of the day and lay it under the sun. The pair were then to sit and kneel with the instruments and await further instructions. They waited and waited, but those instructions never came. 
 
    Dee eventually became bedeviled by suspicion, and, as it turned out, he had every right to be. On March 6, 1582, Saul made an attempt to dissolve the rocky partnership when he admitted that “he neither heard nor saw any spiritual creature anymore.” The scryer was soon exposed as a fraud, at the insistence of Dee's friends, and he was accused of being a “plant” hired by Dee’s enemies who hoped to frame the polymath for committing “indiscretions.” A month or two later, Saul was arrested and tried in Westminster Hall, but to Dee's chagrin, Saul was acquitted. Dee later noted in his diary, “The injuries which this Barnabas had done me, diverse ways were very great.”  
 
    Even so, the humiliation was not enough to boost his cynicism about scryers. On March 8, just two days after Saul's admission, Dee became acquainted with another spurious character by the name of Edward Talbot, one who was as deceptive as he was silver-tongued. Again, Dee became convinced that this chance encounter with yet another occultist had been orchestrated by the divine, because just the previous evening, Dee had attended a glorious exhibition of the mesmerizing Northern Lights.  
 
    Dee's wishful obliviousness to the 27-year-old scryer's true intentions was driven by his incorrigible desire to achieve what no other man has ever accomplished. For starters, the scryer, who only much later revealed his real surname to be “Kelley,” hawked magical potions and alchemical elixirs for a living. He had no shortage of intellect, as he was once enrolled as an undergraduate at Oxford University, but he was disgracefully expelled for undisclosed reasons. Furthermore, he was more than conversational in Latin, adequate enough to charm Dee and his inner circle. But one glance at Kelley hinted at his duplicitous nature - his cropped ears, which were lopped off as punishment for his crime of coin-counterfeiting, were concealed under a black skullcap.   
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    An engraving of Edward Kelley 
 
    In addition to Kelley's dubious track record were countless rumors regarding his skillful swindles. According to one such rumor, Kelley ushered a man and a few of his butlers into the Walton le Dale Park in Lancashire and terrorized them with well-scripted incantations. To further sell the illusion, Kelley led the impressionable victims to a freshly exhumed corpse, and, not unlike a depraved ventriloquist act, he imparted to the cowering men relatable proverbs pertaining to their futures.   
 
    One could attribute the aforementioned issues to Dee's ignorance of Kelley's shady past, but he also overlooked Kelley's unbecoming and telling behavior upon their first meeting. A glimpse of Kelley's manipulative disposition emerged when, within the first few minutes of their conversation, he began to badmouth Saul. Pay no attention to Saul's apprehension towards him, said Kelley. A “spiritual creature” had visited Kelley and instructed him to guide Dee in his endeavors, but also warned him of the derision Dee's chosen scryer (Saul) would spew about him. Kelley's unsavory opinion of Saul most likely played a significant role in Dee's decision to part ways with his first scryer.  
 
    March 10th, the date of Dee and Kelley's first scrying session, marked the beginning of what would be a seven-year partnership. The pair sat before a crystal globe, shew-stone in hand, and achieved a dramatically stunning breakthrough. Although Dee had expected a visit from Annael, it was instead an angel named Uriel, the “Spirit of Light,” who appeared within the crystal. Uriel bore with him this message: Dee and Kelley were the chosen ones, handpicked to learn and disseminate the “language of the angels,” which could only be accessed through a well-curated catalog of prayers and rituals. The pair could only accept this challenge if they vowed to “abuse not this excellency nor overshadow it with vanity, but stick firmly, absolutely and perfectly in the love of God for His honor, together.”  
 
    In the years that followed, they sought out to unscramble the names of the “49 good angels, each beginning with the letter 'B',” as directed by Uriel, who would provide them with further clues and commands regarding the Enochian alphabet, as well as other secrets of the divine tongue. These angels are not to be confused with the messenger angels, such as Annael and Uriel, who delivered preliminary and closing messages and alerted them to threats and future occurrences of note. Dee must have been bursting at the seams with elation, believing that once he became fluent in Enochian, he would be granted a pass into the once-impenetrable realm of the angels. 
 
    On March 14th, Dee and Kelley were instructed by the messenger angel Michael to craft by hand an immaculate seal made from “clean, purified wax,” measuring roughly 27 inches in circumference and 9 inches across. This was the inauguration of their first tangible project: the construction of a proper angel scrying station. Michael made certain to pop in daily in the days leading up to the 21st, reciting a list of the equipment needed for the scrying station in minute detail. That day, Kelley, supposedly enervated by all the séances, fell lightheaded, and was forced to terminate the session early. 
 
    The pair applied the finishing touches to the séance station on April 29th. Author Charlotte Fell Smith explained the final product: “[The] square table, 'the table of practice,' was...made of sweet wood and was about two cubits high, with four legs. On its sides [were] certain characters...to be written with sacred yellow oil, such as is used in churches. Each leg was...set upon a seal of wax made in the same pattern as the larger seal, the 'Sigilla iEmeth,' which was to be placed upon the center of the table.” 
 
    The pair's calendars for the next two years were loaded with angelic séances and Enochian deciphering sessions. Contrary to what one might assume, there were no blood sacrifices, plumes of purifying smoke, bizarre dances, or demonic possessions. In reality, each session began with a solemn, silent prayer, asking meekly to be made worthy of the presence of God's beloved angels and the divine knowledge they were to about to receive.  
 
    Kelley's fingers danced along the Enochian symbols carved unto the Sigilla iEmeth as the patterns of a “magical square system” were revealed to him, powered by what Dee called the “De Heptarchia Mystica,” or in English, “Heptarchic Magic.” To receive the seven-lettered name of the 49 angels, the pair had to decrypt an intricate cross-shaped table consisting of 343 squares, split into smaller tables of seven, and further broken up into 49 squares. The pair also relied on the Sigilla iEmeth to spell out the instructions on the crafting of several magical and alchemical apparatuses; what's more, the Sigilla iEmeth provided them with succinct profiles of each of these angels, which included the specific powers and purposes of each angel.  
 
    This divine knowledge, said the messenger angels, was the same wisdom that God had once disclosed to Enoch, the seventh descendant of Adam, who in turn poured the wisdom into a book. When “wicked hands” sunk their claws into Enoch's book, however, the original copy was immediately destroyed. God was effectively traumatized and chose to never again impart this divine (and evidently dangerous) knowledge to mere mortals. That being said, Dee's prayers were apparently so impassioned and so profoundly earnest that God's faith in the matter was restored, once again deeming mankind to be worthy of this hallowed wisdom. 
 
    Dee kept his eyes glued to Kelley's flitting fingers and the carvings his fingertips kissed, studiously scrawling each symbol for over 100 separate séances. Over time, the angels also divulged recipes for immortality elixirs, among other magical mixtures, as well as instructions and clues to the location of the Philosopher's Stone. Dee was anxious to be vested with the supernatural powers the angels promised him, which they claimed would not only alter the political hierarchy of the entire continent, but would also enlighten them of the date of the upcoming Apocalypse (it was later deemed to be “in the year 88”). Dee therefore felt all the more obligated to keep meticulous records. Curiously, Dee never once referred to the angelic language as “Enochian,” but instead preferred to use a variety of terms such as the Celestial Speech, the First Language of God-Christ, Adamical, or simply Angelical.  
 
    Rarely did Dee detect the physical presence of these angels, apart from the odd shaky table or flickering candles. Throughout all of these sessions, Dee never once saw or spoke to the angels himself, and he was no more than a secretary of sorts. Only Kelley, Dee's partner explained, had been gifted with the ability to see the angels “in sight,” while Dee was destined to see them only “in faith.” Still, Dee's optimism was unshakable.  
 
    More often than not, the angels appeared within the sacred stone. Occasionally, they floated out from a brilliant shaft of light that emanated from the stone and glided across the room. Sometimes, there was no apparition at all, only the sweet-toned, and sometimes booming voice of an angel drifted out of the stone. Both classes of angels often took on an androgynous form, but came in all shapes and sizes, from children and golden-locked, elderly women, to farmers cloaked in crimson and faceless, tall creatures.  
 
    A few angels even came complete with a full entourage. One who referred to himself as “King Carmara,” donning a floor-length violet robe, appeared with a cortege of seven princes. Prince Bornogo materialized with a company of 42 magical ministers, and they astonished the scryer and his suggestible partner with a number of magic tricks before disintegrating into droplets of water and vanishing into thin air. An angel named Hagonel also arrived with 42 ministers. His frisky companions played a game of catch with hypnotically luminous “balls of gold,” which were, in reality, “empty like a blown bladder.” At times, the retinues that escorted these angels arranged themselves into meaningful letter formations, as depicted in the illustrations in Dee's journals.   
 
    The appearances of these obscure characters were punctuated with apparitions from a recurring cast of Biblical angels. There was the sword-wielding archangel Michael, guardian of Jacob and Israel, and appraiser of souls at Last Judgment, who appeared to the scryers on March 14, 1582. There was Raphael, who arrived the next day. He was the healer of earth and mankind, tasked with preserving the Tree of Life, and was among the seven angels of the Apocalypse. Then, there was Gabriel, most known for the visitation of Mary in Nazareth, who made his first appearance in late June of the following year. Gabriel was the guardian of Eden and the patron angel for resurrection, revelation, and annunciation. Dee felt a special kinship with Gabriel, for it was he who provided the recipe for the medicine that healed his ailing wife, Jane, later that year. 
 
    On May 13, 1583, a Polish nobleman named Adalbert Laski, Count Palatine of Siradz, traveled to the Mortlake estate. He presented Dee with small gifts from his travels in the hopes of picking the polymath's brain on occultist subjects, as well as being granted access to his one-of-a-kind library. Laski was overjoyed when Dee accepted his request, as he had trekked across all of England and visited its two most prominent universities in search of Dee, only to be disappointed by his absence. He explained, “I would not have come hither had I [known] that Dee was not here.”    
 
    Shortly after Laski's arrival, he chose to push his luck and requested to be part of a séance, and to Laski's delight, an angel named Madini made a convenient appearance. Madini set herself apart from the rest of the apparitions in many ways. To start with, she took the form of a young girl, no more than nine years of age. She wore a frilly red dress of ruby-red and emerald-green, and skipped about the furniture and heaps of books Dee had yet to file away.  
 
    Despite her chipper demeanor, Madini's message to the séance participants was anything but. Wicked men, Madini warned, were conspiring against Dee and would stop at nothing to ensure that the queen be stripped of her most loyal confidante. Alarmed, Dee hurriedly packed his belongings, collected his wife and children, and headed eastward along with Kelley and Laski. Dee, by the looks of it, was wise to heed Madini's exhortations. A few weeks later, a gang of thieves jimmied their way into Mortlake manor, looted a number of personal valuables, and turned Dee's prized library upside down.   
 
    The threesome arrived at the village of Brill in Buckinghamshire on July 30, where they made a quick stop before proceeding onward to Holland, and later the town of Lubeck in Friesland. They remained in Friesland for a few weeks to rest before setting off once again to Poland. They arrived in the Polish city of Szczecin on Christmas Day and camped out there until mid-January 1584. The temporary exiles only wound up in Laski's home at Lasco in early February.  
 
    Once the trio was all settled in, they rolled up their sleeves and went to work on a series of alchemical projects at once. Luckily for Dee and Kelley, the angels were not bound to the former's séance chamber, so they continued to appear whenever called upon. Laski, who was an avid alchemy enthusiast, but was unpracticed in its execution, financed Dee and Kelley's projects, which generally involved transforming iron into gold. Mountains of gold, after all, were required in their quest to remodel the political and societal structure of Europe.  
 
    The angels dutifully provided them with a variety of recipes, incantations, and endless tips, but the alchemists met with one failure after another. When it became clear that Laski's treasury had been exhausted, Kelley, predictably, insisted upon severing ties with their Polish patron. Madini and Uriel, Kelley claimed, voiced their misgivings about Laski, and eventually concluded that he was not one of the chosen ones after all.  
 
    The three remained together until the end of July, but tensions were rapidly rising. Laski paid closer attention to the progressively distant and taciturn attitudes of both the angels and his alchemists, and after some soul-searching he surmised that he may have ensnared himself in the trap of veteran fraudsters. Holding onto his reservations, Laski allowed them one final test. He scrounged up the funds to sponsor a trip to Prague and arranged a meeting with Emperor Rudolf II. Dee and Kelley pounced on the opportunity, and perhaps not surprisingly, just moments before they were due to depart, the angels called upon Kelley and recited an important message that he was deliver to the emperor. 
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    Rudolf II 
 
    Dee and Kelley were cordially welcomed as honorable guests at Prague, regaled with lavish banquets and chalices brimming with fine wine. Emperor Rudolf II, like many who encountered the pair, was captivated by their unconventional, yet arresting ideas and their relentless ambition. That being said, while Rudolph was prepared to indulge them in their quest for the Philosopher's Stone, he made it no secret that he favored Dee over Kelley because Kelley struck him as unprincipled and full of ulterior motives.  
 
    Even so, Rudolf II allowed the pair to remain in Prague for several months, where they conducted more alchemical experiments and embarked on trips and voyages in pursuit of the stone in the hopes of securing a contract with the emperor. Their projects, regrettably, were cut short on May 22, 1586, when their associate Francesco Pucci notified them that a papal legate was preparing to charge Kelley with the crime of necromancy. In the week that followed, Pope Sixtus V reprimanded Rudolph for condoning this black magic. The complaint Rudolf received must have been something significant, because the emperor swiftly drew up an edict of expulsion and imposed the decree on the pair on the 29th of May.  
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    Pope Sixtus V 
 
    Confronted with the ultimatum of leaving within 24 hours or being sentenced to prison or the stake, Dee and Kelley gathered their belongings and headed for Erfurt, Germany. From Erfurt, they traveled to Cassel, but when they failed to spark sufficient interest in their endeavors there, they returned to Krakow. Now that the pair had parted ways with Laski, they had no choice but to support themselves through menial, one-time events, mainly short fortune telling sessions, for the first few weeks.    
 
    In time, Dee and Kelley managed to arrange a meeting with the Polish king, Stephen Bathory, whereupon they delivered a message from the angels: Emperor Rudolf II would soon die, leaving his throne vacant for the power-hungry Polish monarch. Just like that, Bathory was hooked and agreed to be a patron for the pair for the rest of the year. But when the alchemists persistently solicited him for more money, all the while producing meager results at best, Bathory began to suspect that he was being strung along. 
 
    Bathory was never given the chance to formally discontinue their partnership, as he suddenly died of unknown causes on December 12, 1586. Bathory most likely died as a result of the host of illnesses that plagued him throughout his life, but the rumors flowed. Those in Bathory's court theorized that his demise was a punishment from God, who disapproved of his fraternization with ungodly sorcerers. Other speculators wondered if the monarch's death had been brought about by Dee and Kelley when they learned of Bathory's intentions.  
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    Bathory 
 
    Dee became increasingly distressed about their lack of progress, which widened the growing rift between the pair. Kelley was becoming more of a contrarian by the day and began to speak ill of the angel, second-guessing their motives. Dee, on the other hand, wished to resume their contact with the angels, and in his desperation he resorted to inducements and threats in a bid to prolong their partnership.  
 
    On April 18, 1587, Kelley once more intimated his decision to step down as Dee's personal scryer. Unwilling to abandon years of hard work, Dee pleaded with him to consult the angels for their advice before settling upon such a rash resolution. Kelley complied, and conveniently, later that day, Madini appeared before Kelley, carrying with her a message so immorally outlandish that the scryer declined to relay it. Dee, of course, was tantalized by Kelley's reaction, and after some persuasion, he convinced his partner to spill the beans. Madini, who supposedly appeared as a fully-grown, beautiful maiden, had shed her clothes in front of Kelley and demanded that the pair “share all things in common,” including their wives.  
 
    Dee was repulsed by the notion, but his unwavering faith compelled him to apprise Jane of the new arrangement that had been assigned to them. Naturally, Jane, who despised Kelley, shrieked, sobbed, and protested, and she begged her husband to reconsider. Dee himself was torn, even more so when the partners summoned Uriel, who reiterated Madini's command. At last, he acquiesced, chalking the baffling order to a divine test of his faith, and the four parties signed off on a contract drawn on the 3rd of May. “Behold,” Madini proclaimed shortly after the ink of their quills seeped into the parchment. “You are now free.” It is unclear whether Dee’s son, Theodore, who arrived nine months later, was fathered by Kelley.  
 
    The toxic collaboration trickled on for the rest of 1587, but the relationship between them was clearly strained. When the Apocalypse failed to transpire the following year, the partnership finally dissolved. Dee applied for and was granted permission to retire to England. Kelley, now a free agent, roamed aimlessly throughout Bohemia peddling his magical snake oil, before returning to the court of Emperor Rudolf II with a new foolproof formula that was guaranteed to transmute iron into gold. Again, Kelley failed to deliver on his promises, and this time he was tossed behind bars. The crafty prisoner succeeded in slithering out of his prison window in February 1598, but he lost his balance and broke his neck in the ensuing fall.  
 
    Dee was disheartened by his failures abroad, but at the same time, he was relieved to be able to once again immerse himself in familiar surroundings. His brother-in-law, Nicholas Fromond, had been entrusted with the maintenance and care of his Mortlake estate, but much to Dee's displeasure, Fromond proved himself to be a careless and negligent house-sitter. He failed to properly vet the guests who milled in and out of Dee's private library, which resulted in dozens of thefts. Dee returned to find almost half of his cherished book collection missing. In the years that followed, Dee managed to retrieve a few of his manuscripts, many of which were found to be in the possession of the Marquess of Dorchester, as well as his prized sea compass, but his library was a pitiful cry from the unparalleled treasury it once was. Dee's library steadily dwindled in his final years, to the point that after his death, only about 100 texts remained of the 4,000 manuscripts once housed in the Mortlake manor.  
 
    Moreover, Dee’s absence, which lasted nearly six years, prevented him from defending himself against the poisonous rumors that swirled around his name. Indeed, the allegations had taken on lives of their own during his leave. In 1594, the disgraced polymath locked himself in his study for days on end and wrote a lengthy, somewhat verbose letter addressed to the Archbishop of Canterbury that was published the following year. The purpose of the letter, entitled “A Letter, Containing a Most Brief Discourse Apologetical,” was to “stop the mouths, and at length, to stay the impudent attempts of the rash and malicious deuisers, and contrivers of most untrue, foolish, and wicked reports, and fables of and concerning [his] foresaid studious exercises.” The letter emphasized the “great (yea, incredible) pains, travels, cares, and costs” Dee had endured “in the search and learning of true philosophy.” Dee also made a point to insert an exhaustive list of the treatises and books he had composed over the years as a testament to his solid character and good intentions.  
 
    Sadly, the rumors he so hoped to stamp out continued to linger on. Dee continued to carry out alchemical and chemical experiments, and he soldiered on with his fruitless hunt for the philosopher's stone, but it was clear that the unabating bad press and lackluster results had taken a toll on his drive. Fortune, it appeared, had turned its back on him. Still clinging to the hope of completing his Enochian projects, he hired two scryers, surnamed Bartholomew and Heckman, with what little money he had left. Both scryers failed to summon even a single angel with his “great crystalline globe.”  
 
    By then, Dee was nearly destitute, but he was thrown a lifeline when Queen Elizabeth I secured him a post as chancellor at St. Paul's Cathedral. A year later, he was granted the wardenship of Christ's College in Manchester. A few months into his tenure, Dee was summoned to investigate the alleged possession of seven local children, whose bodies were inhabited by abominable demonic spirits. Dee, however, had sunk deeper into his depression and failed to conjure up the motivation to tackle the case. Be that as it may, Dee allowed the parents and exorcists to rifle through his collection and kindly lent them the literature they needed. Dee held this post at Christ's College until 1602, when his failing health forced him to tender his resignation.  
 
    On March 24, 1603, Queen Elizabeth I, one of the few who remained loyal to Dee, died from sepsis, which only worsened his crippling depression. The throne was filled by the Scottish King James VI, who was thenceforth known as King James I of England. On June 5, 1604, Dee made a final attempt at vindication when he appealed to the new king to grant him royal protection from the slander that continued to soil his name, and he petitioned to be put on trial to free himself of these accusations once and for all. He wrote the king, “[None of the] very strange and frivolous fables or histories reported and told of him were true.” Ultimately, the polymath suffered yet another disappointment when his proposal was spurned by King James I, who made his reputation based on his hatred of the occult and his infamous witch trials. That being said, the monarch, while unwilling to help repair Dee's fast-crumbling reputation, showed some mercy by sparing Dee from prison and the stake. 
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    King James I 
 
    By then, Dee, branded an outcast by the court and masses, was in shambles, and the curse of misfortune that had been inflicted upon the miserable man and his family continued to take its course. His son, Michael, died suddenly in 1594 on Dee’s birthday, and his other son died in Manchester in 1601. A year after Queen Elizabeth's demise, the bubonic plague, which many ascribed to Dee's black magic, robbed him of his darling wife, and his youngest daughters, Madinia, Margaret, and Frances, are also presumed to have fallen victim to the dreadful pestilence in later years. His sons Arthur and Rowland, as well as his daughter Katherine, were the only ones to outlive their parents. Little else is known about his surviving children because the inconsolable Dee had lost all interest in the upkeep of his diary.  
 
    Dee spent the last years of his life wallowing in his depression, which was further worsened by his indigence and tattered reputation. He cast astrological charts here and there for the few who were unaffected by his bad reputation, but he was forced to lower his rates, raking in little for his services. His penury also left him with no other alternative but to pawn off some of his most treasured books.  
 
    John Dee was a broken man when he died at the age of 81 in December 1608. He was in the midst of planning a trip to Germany, which some suggest had been directed by the archangel Raphael. He was subsequently buried near the altar of Mortlake Church.   
 
    About a decade after Dee's death, a local antiques dealer by the name of Robert Cotton acquired the Mortlake estate and proceeded to forage through the clutter for valuable documents, manuscripts, and other personal items of note. Cotton hit the jackpot when he unearthed stacks of the records Dee kept of the angelic seances, which he then sold to a French-English scholar named Meric Casaubon. Casaubon, who regarded Dee as a foolish and misguided practitioner of black magic, but recognized the deceased's celebrity, published a compilation of the angelic communications. Entitled A True and Faithful Relation of What Passed For Many Years Between Dr. John Dee (A Mathematician of Great Fame in Queen Elizabeth and King James Their Reigns) and Some Spirits, it was released in 1659.  
 
    Attached to the compilation was a blistering profile of the alleged necromancer in question. Casaubon described Dee as an unknowing puppet of wicked spirits, one who truly believed he had made contact with the angels, but was, in actuality, conversing with demons. Casaubon's book became a bestseller in just a matter of weeks, and the work is now believed to have molded the public's perception of Dee as a delusional, but ultimately well-meaning crank.   
 
    Over 400 years later, people continue to debate whether Dee was a villainous impostor who knowingly scammed royals, nobles, and regular folk alike or a guileless, misunderstood dupe blinded by his own unrealistic ambitions. Either way, his pursuits and reputation have ensured that his name remains well known.  
 
   
  
 

 A Holy Man? 
 
    The famous Russian mystic whom some called the “Mad Monk” was born the son of humble peasants on January 10, 1869 in the small village of Pokrovskoye, now known as Tiumen Oblast, on the Tura River in Siberia.  There, in the shadow of the Ural Mountains, a small band of peasants made their living outside of a tiny town with only a few dirt streets but many large wooden homes decorated with the intricate “gingerbread” carving so popular at that time in Russia.  Not long after his birth, his parents carried their new baby to the beautiful white church in the center of town and beneath its gilded dome had him baptized Grigori Yefimovich Rasputin.   
 
    Little Grigori appears to have been different, even as a child.  A modern psychologist looking at his early life would not be surprised that he turned out to be something of a social misfit.  He did after all have several strikes against him, even from the beginning. 
 
    First, there was the very name he was born with.  While Rasputin is a common enough name in Russia, it is also one that would lend itself well to derision.  It bears an unfortunate resemblance to the Russian word for “licentious,” rasputny and was possibly a derivative of “Rasputa,” which meant ill-behaved child. Some historians have speculated that the basis of the name had its origins in the words signifying "a place where two rivers meet", but that certainly wouldn’t have meant anything to outsiders.  Thus, when he started school, there were no doubt many children (and perhaps even a few adults) who were less inclined to think well of him just because of his family name. 
 
    Moreover, his early life was plagued by hardship and tragedy.  First his beloved sister Maria drowned in a river while she was still a child, perhaps as a result of an epileptic seizure.  Then a few years later, his older brother Dmitri fell into a freezing pond while playing some boyish game, and Grigori jumped in to save him.  Though they were both rescued by a passing adult, Dmitri had inhaled a significant amount of water and soon died of pneumonia. 
 
    Finally, there was another issue related to his education.  Though Rasputin started school with other children his age, he seems to have had some sort of learning disability.  Though it is not clear what the learning disability was, it prevented him from ever learning to read or write.  This must have been particularly painful for the boy, as he was his parent’s only remaining child and no doubt the center of many of their hopes and expectations. 
 
    Like many children in his situation, Rasputin desperately wanted to make a name for himself in the village.  Since he could not read or write he soon realized he would never be well known as a scholar.  However, like most peasant children he was steeped in stories of the miracles and powers of the ancient saints. Here, he must have thought, was how a boy with little to recommend him could become important.  He must cultivate mystical powers and, if that proved impossible, then he must at least seem to have them. 
 
    Just as little Grigori was learning how to best get attention from his busy parents, a little girl was born on the other side of the continent who would prove to be the most influential person in his entire life.  Her name was Alix, and her birth could not have been more different from his. She was born a princess, the granddaughter of the famous Queen Victoria of England.  While she lived in a palace, she likely saw much less of her parents than young Grigori did, since she was both a girl and their sixth child. 
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    Alix of Hesse, later Alexandra Feodorovna Romanova 
 
    But from the moment of her birth, little Princess Alix bore two characteristics in her body that she could not control but would come to shape the last decades of her life, as well as her relationship with Rasputin.  The first characteristic was obvious to anyone the least bit interested in her birth:  she was German, the daughter of a long line of German monarchs on her father’s side of the family and a short line of German-born British monarchs on her mother’s. While this seemed irrelevant at the time of her birth, it would be extremely relevant later, even to the point of contributing to the circumstances of her death. 
 
    The other factor was unknown at the time.  Its scientific name was Hemophilia B and she had inherited it from her mother, the beautiful English Princess Alice.  Neither Alice nor Alix knew much of the disease, though Alice’s brother Leopold had it and died of a brain bleed after a fall when he was 30 years old.  No one thought anything about the bleeding illness at the time since it never struck women.  What would only be realized later was that many women, including Alix and her grandmother, were carriers and could pass it on to their sons. 
 
    Of course, the problems of little Alix were decades from being known to Grigori, who had his own set of problems.  The first story of young Rasputin’s powers came when he was in his early teens.  According to one story, a man in the village stole a horse from Grigori’s father.  Though he claimed to have known nothing about the crime, young Grigori was still able to identify the horse thief correctly and return his father’s property.   Was it a mystical vision, knowledge of human behavior or simply that he saw the man do it from his bedroom window?  Frankly, even today, the answer to that question depends on who’s asked. 
 
    Around the time of his 18th birthday, Rasputin entered the Verhoture Monastery.  Like so much else in his life, this decision was shrouded in mystery.  Some historians say that he was sent there for three months as a punishment for stealing from the church.  Others say that he thought he had a calling but was told by the Virgin Mary in a vision to return home.  He may have even simply wanted to trade a future life in the fields for a life behind a desk or in a chapel.  But even if that had been the case, in order to even gain admittance he would have had to have had at least some sort of recommendation from his local priest; or he must have at least given the impression of being someone with a vocation. 
 
    What is certain is that once he was at the Verhoture Monastery, Rasputin quickly realized that the monastic life was not for him.  Instead, he became involved with a small Christian sect that had been banned in Russia by the Orthodox Church because of its highly emotional masses that often ended with the members being too weak to stand.  Even though there is no clear evidence that he ever formally joined the group, rumors about his involvement with them would plague him for the rest of his life.   
 
    After three months, Rasputin left the monastery and returned to his hometown by way of the home of as Russian mystic named Makariy.  Living alone in a small home not very far from the monastery, Makariy was considered a holy man by many, and certainly by young Grigori, who took the impression that he received in his few days with the teacher as a model for the rest of his life. 
 
    It is only fair to point out that trying a monastic life and then leaving it does not, in and of itself, indicate anything amiss in Rasputin’s character.  Many young people then as now tried their hand at religious life but found that it was not their true calling.  Also, Rasputin’s illiteracy would have been a significant hindrance to a career as a monk, since so much of their work was based on reading, writing and translation of ancient texts, as well as producing new materials and guides for the faithful. 
 
    Once home, Grigori did what most men his age were doing:  he met and married a wife, Proskovia Fydorovna.  During the decade that followed, the couple had three children.  A boy was born in early 1897 and a girl was born late the following year, named Dimitri and Maria in honor of Rasputin’s dead brother and sister.  Their last child, born in 1900, was named Varvarna, perhaps after a relative of her mother’s.  Though little is known about the child, apparently Rasputin also had a baby with another woman who was, at least for a short time, his mistress.  From these events it seems obvious that he was indeed not suited to the life of a monk. 
 
    Unfortunately, he also seems not to have been suited to the life of a husband and father, either.  In 1901, when he had been married just over a decade and still had three very young children at home, he left Russia for some sort of religious pilgrimage to the Holy Land.  He spent the next two years travelling, first to Mt. Athos in Greece, an early center of the Orthodox Church; and then to Jerusalem.  During his travels he earned a reputation as a mystic and a healer, a reputation that earned him a good living and allowed him to travel in relative comfort, though he was careful to never appear too well off when in front of his donating public. 
 
    Rasputin finally returned to Pokrovskoye in 1902.  Once he was back, he lived with his family, worked the fields, and, it seems, waited for a sign as to what he should do next.  According to his own testimony, this sign came in the summer of 1902, when the Blessed Virgin Mary appeared to him and told him to leave his family and the farm and move to the Romanov court in St. Petersburg.  She appeared to him while he was alone in the field, plowing, and told him that the little tsarevich, Alexei, needed someone to help him stop bleeding. 
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    Alexei, the Tsarevich 
 
    The funny thing about this particular version of the story is that Alexei was not even born until 1904, and the hemophilia was not even diagnosed until later.  Of course to those who believed that Rasputin was some sort of seer, Rasputin’s account was only further proof of his ability to predict the future, and that God wanted to use him to help others, especially those who were wealthy and powerful. 
 
    For all that he claimed he was heeding a call from the Blessed Virgin, Rasputin did not go straight to St. Petersburg.  Instead, he spent about a year in the large city of Kazan on the Volga River.  Here he acquired even more followers and learned much of the European culture that was becoming all the rage among the ruling houses of Russia.  He also met and impressed a large number of people, some of them known in the court, with his mystical visions and abilities. 
 
    By the time Rasputin arrived in St. Petersburg in 1903 he had accumulated a tidy little collection of letters of recommendation.  These would prove invaluable to him as made his way into some of the most significant homes in the Russian society.  Among those he met was the Bishop of Saratov, a man named Hermogen.  The Bishop became convinced that Rasputin’s healing powers were real and, in due time, introduced him to members of the Romanov court. 
 
    Among these new friends was Anna Vyrubova, a close friend and lady in waiting to the Tsarina.  Engaged to Alexander Vasilievich Vyrubova at the time of their meeting, Anna was fascinated by Rasputin but not completely convinced that he was as wise as he claimed to be.  Though he warned her not to marry her fiancé, she went forward with the wedding.  However, the two were not happy and the marriage eventually ended in divorce.  Is this what convinced her of Rasputin’s gift of prophesy?  There’s no clear answer.  
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    Anna Vyrubova 
 
    What is known is that by this time the royal family of Russia, the mighty Romanovs, were in a panic.  The dashing Tsar Nicholas II had married the beautiful Princess Alix years before under several ominous clouds.  First, the people of St. Petersburg “met” Alix as she accompanied the royal family and the body of Tsar Alexander III, who would have been her father in law.  Then, her wedding day was marred by a stampede that killed thousands of peasants who rushed toward the tables of food set up in honor of the marriage.  Finally, the two harbingers were given more credence when the couple failed to produce a male heir to join their four pretty daughters. 
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    Official Portrait of Nicholas II, 1914 
 
    Then, just when their luck appeared to be changing, tragedy seemed to have struck again.  The much awaited son, born in 1904, soon began to show symptoms of the same illness that had killed his Uncle Leopold.  When the royal doctors confirmed the diagnosis shortly before his first birthday, Alix was devastated.  Not only was her little son, the hope of both their family and the nation, likely to die young from this dreaded illness’ but everyone blamed Alix for giving it to him, since it was already known as an “English disease” coming from Queen Victoria and her descendants.  From then until her death, her primary reason for living was to preserve her young son’s life, using any and every resource in her power. 
 
    As rumors spread of the young tsarevich’s dreaded condition, Rasputin seems to have seen his chance.  He began first by trying to make himself known to fringe members of the royal family, but he was quickly rebuffed.  For instance, when he heard rumors that the marriage of Grand Duchess Olga Alexandrovna to Duke Peter Alexandrovich of Oldenburg was not entirely happy, Rasputin attempted to meet with her privately to discuss her problems, mentioning to her the possibility that the duke might be homosexual.  The Grand Duchess quickly made it clear that she had no intention to discuss the most personal details of her life with some unknown peasant monk. 
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    Grand Duchess Olga Alexandrovna 
 
    Next, Rasputin attempted to charm and impress the local clergy into recommending him to the Romanovs, and here he had more success.  Several of them, including some high ranking bishops, seemed to have fallen under his spell. 
 
    Rasputin’s big break came in 1908 when little Alexei, then four years old, was injured in a minor fall while playing.  Internal bleeding ensued, and the little boy became weaker and weaker.  In desperation, Alix called on her dear friend and confidant for any advice that might save her son.  Anna, always looking for ways to further ingratiate herself with the Tsarina, contacted Rasputin and asked him to come to the palace to pray for the boy.  This Rasputin was only too glad to do.  
 
    One can only imagine the scene surrounding that first visit.  The dark haired monk with the long beard and penetrating eyes being escorted through the palace along with the favorite lady in waiting.  He was probably dressed in his best heavy cassock, she in her silk court dress.  Did he look around at the gilded furniture and the portraits of Russian rulers going all the way back to Peter the Great?  Or did he keep his eyes straight ahead, focused on the job at hand? 
 
    Then the liveried footman opened the tall door to the little prince’s grand nursery.  Perhaps a nurse hovered in a corner while a small group of doctors scowled at the man who claimed to be able to do by the power of his faith what they had been unable to achieve.  But Rasputin paid no attention to them. Instead he focused his sights on the great lady sitting by the bedside, the daughter of a Duke and the granddaughter of a queen.  She was now willing to beg him, indeed offer him anything that was hers to give, if he could but spare her little boy from death. 
 
    Rasputin approached her chair and bowed deeply.  Perhaps she extended her hand, even within the simplicity of her own home covered with enough jewels to feed his village for a year.  In a whispered voice, strained by weeping, she begins to explain the boy’s condition; but he waves her aside.  Kneeling by the bed, he takes his future sovereign’s hand and begin to talk softly and gently in a strange, whispered cadence.  He speaks words of comfort, about the beauty of the world and the soft colors of sky and hill.  Unbeknownst to anyone but himself, he is carefully monitoring the boy’s pulse and breathing, feeling it slow and relax as he speaks.  After a few minutes, he gently lays the child’s hand on the bed and beckons the weeping mother to join him in the corner. 
 
    “God has seen your tears and heard your prayers. Fear not, the child will not die,” he says, gently taking her hand and looking deeply into her eyes.  Then, with a disparaging glance toward the doctors he adds, “Don’t let the doctors bother him too much; let him rest.”  For reasons that she cannot explain, the once proud and confident Tsarina of all the Russias feels that she has no choice but to trust her life, and that of her child, into the hand of this stranger. 
 
    Rasputin acts as if to take his leave but Alix insists that he must stay.  She motions for a butler to escort their now honored guest to a sitting room where he might rest and have refreshments while she remains with her child.  With exaggerated humility he agrees, and spends the rest of the afternoon dining sumptuously off the best food the Romanovs have to offer.   
 
    Suddenly, the Tsarina herself rushes into the room, her joy overcoming her normal decorum.  She is practically shouting; the little tsarivich is much better, indeed that he has awoken and asked for something to eat.  For the first time since he was born, she feels that she can take a deep breath and relax. Her little boy, through the intercession of this wonderful prophet, has obviously been healed. 
 
    Rasputin again focuses all his attention on her and urges her to rest, saying that she is much too important to the boy and the country to risk falling ill herself.  These words are a balm to her very soul.  Since coming to Russia as a bride she has never felt that she really had anyone who cared about her best interests.  The Tsar was always busy with the government and parades, while her mother in law never missed an opportunity to point out her shortcomings.  Even the people themselves seemed to dislike her, though she had no idea why.  But here was a man who really cared about her, and only her.  From that day forward, Rasputin became indispensible to the Tsarina.  
 
    Everything changed for both Rasputin and the royal family that day.  From then on, the Tsarina called him first, instead of the royal doctors, anytime little Alexei had a fall.  Rasputin came immediately, prayed over the child, and he got better.  This is the problem that has confounded his detractors for decades:  if he was just a charlatan, why did the child always recover?  A number of theories have been put forward: 
 
    The first is that Rasputin’s soft words and slow cadences relaxed the boy into such a hypnotic state that his body was better able to heal itself.  Certainly prior to Rasputin’s arrival there would have been a whirlwind of stress around the child, with one doctor after another poking and prodding, asking questions and then arguing about the answers.  Then there were the cross words between the Tsarina and Tsar, the Tsar and the doctors, the doctors and the Tsarina, all concerning his care.  Even if he could not hear what was said, and one hopes he could not, the child would have sensed the tension in the air and had to realize that it all surrounded him.  He already knew that he was his family’s only hope for a dynastic future, so the additional stress must have been unbearable. 
 
    Next, there is the issue of Rasputin’s instructions concerning the doctors, “Don’t let the doctors bother him too much.”  With so many prominent doctors in attendance, the young prince was no doubt subjected to many different treatments, some of which may have contradicted each other or even combined in a detrimental way.  Thus, Alexei may have recovered because certain treatments were actually making his condition worse.  
 
    
     One of the treatments that Rasputin apparently disapproved was giving the boy aspirin for the pain.  Given what is now known about the anticoagulant properties of this particular pain reliever, it is obvious to people today  that no one with hemophilia should ever be anywhere near the drug.  The question is how did Rasputin know?  Maybe it was a lucky guess.  Maybe it was some secret that he learned while traveling in the east.  Or maybe he was inspired by something supernatural. 
 
     Finally, there is the most obvious but least believable possibility:  Rasputin truly was a holy man who had the power to heal.  Certainly this is the conclusion the Tsarina came to.  Over the next few years, she became increasingly dedicated to Rasputin, sending him expensive gifts, inviting him to events at the palace, and even coming to believe that he was a conduit through which God spoke to her.   
 
     At first, Nicholas was more suspicious.  However, with Alix’s persistent praise ringing in his ear, the Tsar agreed to meet with the peasant.  History does not record what took place at that meeting, but after speaking with Rasputin himself, Nicholas became a true believer in Rasputin and his power.  Not only did he consider Rasputin a “holy man,” but also a personal friend.   However, the most shocking thing to the modern mind is the access that the Romanovs gave this virtual stranger to their children.  Grand Duchess Olga, visiting the family in 1907, recorded this scene from the palace nursery in her diary: “All the children seemed to like him.  They were completely at ease with him.  I still remember little Alexeia deciding he was a rabbit, jumped up and down the room.  And then, quite suddenly, Rasputin caught the child’s hand and led him to his bedroom, and we three [adults] followed.  There was something like a hush as though we had found ourselves in Church.  In Alexeis’s bedroom no lamps were lit; the only light came from the candles burning in front of some beautiful icons.  The child stood very still by the side of the giant [Rasputin], whose head was bowed.  I knew he was praying.  It was all most impressive.”   
 
     It is easy to guess that the Tsarina’s absolute devotion to Rasputin stemmed from nothing more than gratitude for saving her son’s life.  To someone as obsessed as Alix was, indeed to any mother, this would make sense.  However, there were also other factors working in their relationship.  To understand these, one needs to understand a little about the history of the relationship between the Russian Orthodox Church and the Tsars. 
 
     Throughout its history there had always been a close relationship between the Church and the rulers.  Because Orthodoxy was the state religion, the Tsar was by default head of the Church.  Likewise, his wife was expected to be extremely devout, almost to the point of representing the Blessed Virgin Mary on earth.  This was a role that Alix embraced with fervor.  Having been raised in the Protestant tradition of the Lutheran Church, she had initially been on the outside, looking in with longing at the pomp and beauty that was the Orthodox Church.  When she was told she would have to convert in order to marry Nicholas, she jumped at the opportunity.  Here was a chance not only to marry the man she loved (for theirs truly was a love match) but to fully immerse herself in all the glory and majesty that was the Church. 
 
     Part of that tradition was a reliance on priests and holy men for advice on every aspect of life.  Accustomed to the more hands off approach of Lutheranism, Alix was a little slower to warm to this idea.  However, when she met Rasputin it was as if she could finally be one with the Church and God.  Of course, it is easy for the modern reader to point out that Rasputin wasn’t even a priest, much less someone with high ranking authority.  However, he was successfully able to represent himself as something more, a holy man so immersed in God that he needed no outside credentials. 
 
     Obviously, not everyone who had contact with Rasputin felt Alexandra’s level of trust and affection.  In fact, many came to hate him with a positively homicidal passion.  One of these was Khionia Guseva, who attacked and nearly killed Rasputin while he was visiting his family in Pokrovskoye during the summer of 1914.  According to police records, Guseva was a former prostitute who had left her trade after becoming a follower of Iliodor, a monk who had once befriended Rasputin but later turned on him after he had all of his immoral behavior he could stand.  Apparently Iliodor was loyal to the royal family and came to despise the way in which Rasputin dragged their name through the mud.   
 
     After splitting with Rasputin, Iliodor decided to reach out to the women who had been harmed by his former friend’s licentiousness.  He worked with them to create a sort of early 20th century support group.  At first, Guseva was contented just to meet with the other women and discuss her experiences.  However, over time she became so incensed by their talk, as well as her own, that she decided to act.  When she heard that Rasputin would be in the area, she took it as a sign that he had been delivered into her hand. 
 
     First, she acquired a rather large kitchen knife which she sharpened until it would cut anything.  Next, she waited around a corner with it well hidden behind her skirts.  When Rasputin walked by, she jumped out, brandished the knife, and stabbed him as deeply as she could in the lower abdomen.  According to witnesses, the wound was so deep that Rasputin’s intestinal tract actually escaped the wound.  With a maniacal laugh, she screamed, “I have killed the antichrist” and ran away.  But much to everyone’s surprise, Rasputin survived the attack.  Because the village had become more urban, he was quickly picked up by an ambulance and rushed to the nearest hospital.  There doctors operated for hours, carefully sewing up the internal lacerations and closing the wound.  Considering that there were no antibiotics other than powdered sulfa that they sprinkled on the wound during the process, it’s no wonder that it seemed miraculous Rasputin survived.  Certainly Alexandra, upon hearing of his terrifying ordeal, considered his return to her a miracle, but Rasputin’s daughter Maria later noted that Rasputin showed physical effects as a result of the wound, including fatigue. Maria also said Rasputin began using opium to numb the pain. 
 
     Unfortunately, while the Tsarina was uninterested in Rasputin’s credentials, others in the court were not so gullible.  Those men surrounding the Tsar became increasingly concerned that there was something sinister about the supposed “holy man” and the hold he had on the Tsarina.  They began to investigate his background, and once he became an official member of the court, they kept him under 24 hour surveillance.  In doing so they discovered a number of unsavory details about his life. 
 
     First, of course, was his involvement with the Khlysty sect, as mentioned above.  While they could never prove that Rasputin had joined the group, there did seem to be significant evidence to indicate that he agreed with many of their more unsavory practices. These included ecstasies and sexual liberty of an extreme nature, including a practice called “rejoicing”, which involved group sexual activity designed to rid the body of the power of lust.  However, it seems that Rasputin drew the line at self-flagellation. Indeed, the perception of Rasputin as a lustful sex addict took hold among contemporary Russian society, and it remains the dominant viewpoint of the retelling of Rasputin’s life a century later, even though some evidence suggests little of it was true. 
 
     Then there were Rasputin’s somewhat modern ideas about sin and salvation.  Whereas the Orthodox Church traditionally taught that salvation came largely through the intercession of the Church and the clergy, Rasputin preached a different message, that each individual had the ability within himself to find salvation.  While this may resonate with modern society, it was shocking to the Russians of the early 20th century. 
 
     But Rasputin didn’t stop there.  He went on to teach that sin and repentance were so necessary to salvation that one needed to sin in order to repent so that one could be saved.  He went on to say that it was better to give in to temptation and repent than it was to resist temptation and have nothing to be sorry for.  While this provided an excellent excuse for he and his followers to do as they pleased, most of those outside his inner circle who heard these teachings were duly shocked and disbelieving. 
 
     Finally, there was the issue of Rasputin’s attitude toward World War I.  He was almost obsessed with speaking out against the war in general and Russia’s involvement in particular.  There are some who claim that it was his personal distaste for war that drove him to more sexual misconduct and drunkenness.  Of course, it’s much more likely that Rasputin drank and had sex for the same reason most people do:  he liked doing so. 
 
     When speaking out against the war, Rasputin first appealed to the moral conscience of his listener, pointing out the traditional Christian teaching of “turning the other cheek” as well as the Orthodox Church’s teaching on what constituted a “just war.”  When these arguments failed to convince his audience, Rasputin moved on to a more pragmatic argument.  He maintained that the war would drain the Russian economy, result in many unnecessary deaths, and would ultimately lead to political upheaval. 
 
     In addition to drinking and sleeping around, Rasputin also became infamous among the Russian upper class for taking bribes in return for securing favors from the royal family and other government officials.  If one failed to pay the bribes requested as a sort of “protection money,” he might find himself out of a job or at least demoted.  Not surprisingly, this made him rather unpopular with members of the court, which would eventually lead to his downfall. 
 
     Unfortunately, the way in which his critics lashed out against Rasputin also tarnished the Tsarina’s reputation.  Rumor flew around the court and later the country that Alix was one of the many women that Rasputin was bedding, supposedly in his mind to receive the gift of humiliation and to gather together more sin to repent of.  Those who didn’t accuse Alix nonetheless believed that Rasputin was involved with many of her closest friends, making the Tsarina appear to be either complisent in the debauchery or incredibly naïve. 
 
     Of course, most of the worst evidence against Rasputin came from Rasputin himself.  As is often the case of people who rise to too much power too quickly, he was ill-prepared to deal with his fame and good fortune.  While a more sophisticated person would have been schooled in the practices of modesty and integrity within the boundaries of polite society, Rasputin had no such training.  In his mind, he still remained the poor peasant boy desperate to prove that he was worth surviving where his siblings had perished.  Thus, he was constantly bragging to others, especially fellow clergymen, about his importance within the royal family, how the Tsarina depended on him and was unwilling to make a decision without his opinion.  Caught up in the heady altitude of his own meteoric rise to power, he failed to notice that those around him were looking askance and whispering behind his back. 
 
     Unfortunately, the one person who was trained to handle a public role failed to reel him in as she should have.  Alix, overwhelmed with gratitude that her son lived on, continued to give Rasputin expensive gifts, even after word came back to her that he showed them off to everyone he knew, calling into question the nature of their relationship.  Had she not been so thoroughly under his thumb, she would had thought twice before inviting him to state dinners and giving him a seat of honor above those whose rank demanded a higher place. 
 
     By the time World War I broke out, Nicholas himself had become suspicious, or at least concerned for his family’s reputation.  At the insistence of his closest ministers, he finally ordered an investigation of Rasputin’s comings and goings himself.  However, when he read the information uncovered, much of which involved sexual misdeeds, adultery and even perversion, he did not confront Rasputin with the findings and banish him from court as most leaders would.  Instead, he dismissed the minister who brought him the truth and ordered that nothing else be said about the matter. 
 
     As the war went on, Nicholas, under increasing pressure brought about by one defeat after another, seems to have begun to lose patience with his “friend.”  For reasons known only to him, Rasputin approached the Tsar about making a trip to the front to visit and bless the troops.  Not only did Nicholas forbid him to do it, but he also threatened to have him hung if he tried.  It’s unclear whether this was Nicholas’s overwhelming concern for his friend’s safety or exasperation at his continual interference. 
 
     Rasputin’s next move was to have a vision.  In it, he claimed, he was told that the only hope for success for the army was that the Tsar himself take charge of the army.  This would prove to be a disaster for several reasons.  First, Nicholas had never had any military training and had little to no clue what to do with the troops.  Thus, when the defeats continued, the people blamed Nicholas personally, eroding his popularity even further.  Finally, with Nicholas away from home for long periods of time, Rasputin became the default head of the Tsar’s family and chief influence over the lives of Alix and the children.  
 
     It was this final consequence that proved the immediate problem.  With Rasputin as her primary advisor, Alexandra made one personal and political blunder after another.  First, she began to replace otherwise competent members of her household with men and women hand-picked by Rasputin himself.  This meant that any courtier who might speak out against him would soon find himself banished from the inner circle.  This also further isolated the Tsarina from those who would cast doubt on Rasputin’s wisdom and abilities. 
 
     With Nicholas and so many of the men of the court gone, Rasputin had almost unlimited access to some of the most beautiful and sophisticated women in the country.  Not only did he lead them down the path of adultery, but many of them soon found that they were enmeshed in an unsavory world of bribery, gossip and blackmail.  Since many of these women had come from relatively sheltered upper-class homes, they were ill prepared for the deceitfulness of such a worldly wise “holy man.” 
 
     Finally, Rasputin, and to a lesser extent Alexandra, soon became the whispered scapegoats for things that they had no control over.  As the war dragged on, the economy continued to decline and people began to feel the pinch of hunger and rationing.  While Nicholas might be blamed for the poor showing the army was making in the field, at least, the people reasoned, he was doing something.  Alix, on the other hand, was seen more and more in public and in the newspapers with this shaggy, ill-kempt man who dressed like a monk but seemed to have the eyes of the devil.  If this was what was going on in public, they reasoned, there was no telling what was happening behind closed doors. Finally, in November of 1916, one member of the Duma, Vladimir Purishkevich, voiced aloud what many others were only thinking: “Evil comes from those dark forces and influences that have forced the accession to high posts of people incapable to occupy them... from the influences that are headed by Rasputin. I have not been able to sleep the last few nights, I give you my word. I have been lying with my eyes wide open imagining the series of telegrams, notes, and reports that the illiterate peasant has written first to one minister and then to another... Over the years of the war I have assumed that our domestic quarrels should be forgotten. Now I have violated that prohibition in order to place at the feet of the throne the thoughts of the Russian masses and the bitter taste of resentment from the Russian front that have been produced by the Tsar's ministers who have been turned into marionettes, marionettes whose threads have been taken firmly in hand by Rasputin and the Empress Alexandra Fyodorovna - the evil genius of Russia and the Tsaritsa who has remained German on the Russian throne and alien to the country and its people.” 
 
     His remarks were the beginning of the end for Rasputin. 
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     Purishkevich 
 
   
 
   
  
 

 An Unkillable Legend 
 
    
     While Rasputin’s life was certainly a mystery, his death was positively legendary.  Like so many other historical events, it began with a committee meeting.  In early December of 1916, a group of men met together to discuss what could be done to eliminate the evil influence from the court.  They agreed that the only option was kill him, so they organized a plan and agreed to meet again to carry out the execution on December 16, 1916. 
 
     The men, led by Prince Felix Yusupov and Grand Duke Dmitri Pavlovich, invited Rasputin to meet them that evening at Prince Felix’s Moika Palace in St. Petersburg.  When Rasputin hesistated, they mentioned that Felix’s wife, the beautiful Princess Irina, would be there and had asked to meet him.  That was supposedly all it took to attract the old scoundrel, and he now gladly agreed to come.   
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     The Moika Palace, along the Moika River 
 
     When Rasputin arrived, the men told him the Princess would be down soon and invited him to tour the wine cellar, where they served him small cakes and red wine.  Unbeknownst to him, Rasputin’s wine contained a very unhealthy dose of cyanide, reportedly enough to kill 5 men. 
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     Felix Yusupov 
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     Dmitri Pavlovich 
 
     As the men stood around making small talk, they kept eyeing the Mad Monk, waiting for him to collapse or at least complain of some sort of pain.  However, nothing happened. Why?  There are several possible reasons.  The first and least likely is that he was spared because of his holiness.  While this theory was popular among his followers, the rest of the world never bought into it.  Some believe that Rasputin was actually immune to cyanide because he had been slowly ingesting small, non-lethal doses throughout his life, either deliberately or due to accidental exposure from poisoned ground water.  While this is possible, an even more likely scenario is that, because some of his bowel had been removed during the surgery following his stabbing, his body was unable to absorb the cyanide quickly enough to kill him. 
 
     Whatever the reason, the group became uneasy at the time it was taking Rasputin to die and decided to speed up the process.  Prince Yusupov went upstairs and, after speaking with his co-conspirators, came back down with a revolver and shot him in the back.  Not wanting to deal with watching him bleed to death, Yusupov and the other left the palace and went for a drink.  However, it was cool that evening and, after a while, the prince returned for his heavier coat.  When he went down stairs to check on the dying man, Rasputin opened his eyes and jumped forward, grabbing Yusupov around the neck in a strangle hold.   
 
     Alerted by their friend’s cries, the two other men rushed in and shot Rasputin three more times before he loosed his grip on Yusupov and fell to the floor.  Even then the large peasant continued to struggle until, finally, the men grabbed anything heavy they could get their hands on and began heavily bludgeoning him. Believing that Rasputin was certainly dead by now, they finished off their job by binding together his hands and feet and wrapped him tightly in an old carpet.  They then carried his body to the side of the Neva River and threw it into its icy depths.  
 
     When the body was found three days later, investigators were amazed to find that, though poisoned, shot four times and beaten senseless, Rasputin had still managed to get out of both the bindings and the carpet.  According to these investigators, Rasputin had ultimately drowned, just as his two siblings had so many years in the past.  Even this, however, was not to be the last mystery surrounding the mystical man. 
 
     Devastated, Alexandra had Rasputin’s remains interred in one of the royal cemeteries.  However, a few years later, in the aftermath of the February Revolution, a rioting group of workers broke in to his grave and carried the body into a nearby wood.  There they set fire to it, hoping to erase any final memory of the man.  However, as the heated tendons in the legs and back contracted with the heat, Rasputin appeared to come back to life, sitting up straight and drawing his knees up to his chest.  Needless to say, this only added fuel to the fire of stories surrounding the Mad Monk’s mysterious death. 
 
     Even today, there are still questions. Perhaps the most unusual aspect of the legend of Rasputin’s death is that the fanciful account that is familiar to so many today came from Rasputin’s alleged assassins themselves, instead of devoted followers seeking to portray Rasputin as special or superhuman. Meanwhile, recent examinations of the autopsy reports and what remains were left after the poorly executed cremation has only muddied the waters.  Some reports indicate that the amount of water in Rasputin’s lungs was not enough to confirm drowning as the cause of death.  Others say that, while he was shot four times, only one shot, through his forehead, would have been fatal, and that one would have instantly killed him.  There have recently been rumors swirling about that Rasputin was not killed by Russian noblemen at all, but by an English officer sent to assassinate him because of his interference in the Russian war effort. 
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     Photo of Rasputin’s corpse, showing the bullet hole in the forehead 
 
     Frankly, any of these theories could be true. Perhaps the most likely explanation is that Rasputin’s assassins concoted a story that made Rasputin seem unusual and downright scary, not to make him seem special but to make people fearful of him.   
 
     However, the more interesting question, and the one that has received the most research is the nature of the man himself. Was Rasputin a saint or a sinner, a monk or a maniac?  The reports of the time suggest there is plenty of evidence on both sides of these questions, leading some to believe Rasputin was some of both.  To believers, he did perform miraculous healings by the power of his mind and presence.  To critics, he was also promiscuous and likely a sex addict.   
 
     Technically, the two are not mutually exclusive. After all, in the Bible story of Samson, he did indeed become intimately involved with the infamous Jezebel, and this involvement did lead to his downfall.  However, before that fall, he did do amazing deeds on the battlefield and even used his own death to pull down a house on top of Israel’s enemies.   
 
     Next, consider any of several modern stories of fallen televangelists, in many senses a modern type of the kind of person Rasputin claimed to be.  While it is true that they have been convicted of crimes ranging from soliciting prostitutes to extortion, they were also, at various times in their lives, a comfort to people in pain and need. Even among people viewed as heroes, like President John F. Kennedy, people can find a war hero and skillful politician who inspired a generation while also being a serial philanderer.  Clearly, one does not necessarily exclude the other. 
 
     Rasputin’s notoriety lies not so much in what he did, but in the intensity with which he did it.  He didn’t just deceive a family with a sick child; he deceived the Tsar and Tsarina of Russia.  He didn’t just commit adultery; he committed adultery with the wives of some of the most powerful men in his country.  Finally, he wasn’t just assassinated; it took at least three different methods to end his life.   
 
     For these reasons, as well as many others, Rasputin will probably remain a ghostly legend told around campfires for generations to come. 
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