ANGELS AROUND THE CRYSTAL:
THE PRAYER BOOK OF KING WLADISLAS
AND THE TREASURE HUNTS OF HENRY THE BOHEMIAN!

BENEDEK LANG

Introduction: Crystallomancy and Ritual Magic

Written evidence on the medieval practice of crystal magic is rather scat-
tered and fragmentary; still, its basic rules can be reconstructed?. In his sur-
vey of magic, William of Auvergne, bishop of Paris (ca. 1180-1249), presents
the use of crystal balls (more precisely the inspection of shining bodies,
inspectio corporum lucidorum) in order to see revelations as a method of
natural magic, which nevertheless may turn out to be dangerous and demonic,
partly because looking into the transparent body may damage the viewer’s
eyes, and partly because malign spirits may interfere even if the operator did
not intend to invoke them. It is clear in this report, that the practice of crys-
tal balls (crystallomancy), magical mirrors (catoptromancy), and other shin-
ing bodies (such as fingernails, swords, ivory objects and basins filled with
water) with its detailed methodology and well-defined procedure of ritual
invocations, was not a mere sub-branch of natural—i.e. non-demonic—magic?
and pure divination®. It transgressed irreversibly the borders of the realm of
ritual (or ceremonial) magic which functions through the invocation of angels

! Acknowledgements: My research was sponsored by the Norddeutsche Landesbank Warburg-
Wolfenbiittel Fellowship (2001-2002) and by the Central European University (Budapest), and
this article was written with the support of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences (History and
Philosophy of Science Research Group, Department of Philosophy and History of Science,
Technical University, Budapest). As far as the intellectual support is concerned, I owe enor-
mous debts to Milena Bartlova, W. L. Brackman, Charles Burnett, Claire Fanger, Richard
Kieckhefer, Gabor Klaniczay and Gyorgy Endre Sz&nyi for their helpful advice.

2 The most comprehensive and reliable work on medieval crystallomancy and catoptro-
mancy—in spite of its title and its date of publication—is still: Delatte, La Catoptromancie
grecque. On this topic, see also Brackman, Middeleeuwse witte en zwarte magie, 437-440; and
Kittredge, Witchcrafi, 185-205.

3 Natural magic may be defined as an art operating through the secret correspondences of
the world and the hidden but natural virtues of its objects.

* The objective of divination is to foretell future events hidden but foreordained by God
through the interpretation of signs.
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and demons and which often involves young girl and boy mediums who get
into contact with the spirits.

In 1376, Nicolaus Eymeric, the famous Catalan inquisitor who had a close
acquaintance with necromantic books, since he read, condemned and burned
many of them, also reported about invocations, which might be performed
‘by tracing a circle in the earth, by placing a boy in the circle, by fixing a
mirror, a sword, an amphora, or other small body before the boy, and with
the necromancer himself holding a book, and reading, and invoking the
demon’®. In his exhaustive catalogue of divinatory techniques, Das piich aller
verpoten kunst, the German Johannes Hartlieb (ca. 1400-1468) reports cases
of scrying with steel mirrors: these should be consecrated, and then—accord-
ing to the magicians—angels and not demons appear in them’.

An anonymous necromantic manual, now published by Richard Kieckhefer,
also contains accounts of experiments with gazing into crystals, which aim
at obtaining information about uncertain things, such as a theft®. This crys-
tal is put to work, or rather “switched on” by names of God (Adonay, Sabaoth,
Hel, Hely, Sother, Emanuel, Alpha et O, and so on), and if all the indis-
pensable ingredients are at the disposal of the magician, he may start con-
juring angels, who will tell him the truth®. One of these elements necessary
for the crystallomantic and catoptromantic activities, as well as for a wide
range of other divinatory experiments and invocations described by the necro-

> William of Auvergne, De universo 11 3 20 and 21, 1053bC, 1054aH, 1057bC in Auvergne,
Opera Omnia. See also Marrone, ‘William of Auvergne on Magic’, especially 745-747, as well
as Delatte, La Catoptromancie grecque, 28-40.

¢ Eymeric, Directorium inquisitorum, 338, quoted and translated by Bailey, ‘From Sorcery
to Witchceraft’, 973.

7 Hartlieb, Das Buch aller verboten Kiinste. The basic secondary literature on Hartlieb is
Fiirbeth, Johannes Hartlieb.

8 Kieckhefer, Forbidden Rites, 107 and 244-245. To these examples one can add five exper-
iments with mirrors (called the Mirror of Floron, and that of Lilith) presented by the same
source, because mirrors function in the same way for similar purposes, with the involvement
of angels and virgin boys. /bid., 104-106.

° The endurance of these traditions is well demonstrated by an interesting seventeenth-cen-
tury book written in Hungarian on ritual magic, which contains instructions on how to find trea-
sure, money, and precious stones hidden under the earth with the help of prayers and invocations.
Summoning the appropriate angels and archangels (a different one for each day), the operator
is to turn to the sun, to give a mirror or a crystal to a virgin boy or girl, and to iterate (flexis
genibus, as usual) a long list of prayers and a set of divine names (4gios + Otheos + yschiros
+ Athanatos + Eleyzon + Ymas + Szentczeges Isten). His objectives extend beyond the simple
wish to find treasure; he wants the angels to satisfy all his wishes and requests, provided—the
text hastens to stress—that his goals are not of a malign nature, vain or indecent. See Herner
and Szorényi, ‘A Tudas Konyve’ [The Book of Knowledge].
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mantic handbook, is a virgin boy!®. That young boy mediums are essential
in many magical rituals is testified by other sources as well. John of Salisbury,
William of Auvergne, Johannes Hartlieb and Nicolaus Jawor unanimously
mention virgin boys used as mediators of the divine message'', John of
Salisbury having the most personal experience among them, since he him-
self was used in his youth by a priest as a recipient of divinatory informa-
tion (Policraticus, 11. 28)'2.

A fairly analogous picture of crystallomantic procedures operating with a
similar magical apparatus emerges from the documentation of legal proce-
dures led against real or alleged magicians. From Jean de Bar’s famous con-
fession of 1398, we learn that he consecrated a crystal stone in order to
enclose in it a devil, whom he mistook for a benign angel, and during all
these events a child was also present'®. Jean describes the ritual components
of his practices in great detail: how he (ab)used the elements of Christian
liturgy, and how he applied figures, characters, images, the holy names of
God and strange words (estranges paroles) during the invocations. The demons
invoked through these rituals later enter a consecrated mirror, tell the oper-
ator all the secrets they know, and answer honestly whatever is asked from
them'. All these methods and convictions were—as Jean confessed before
his execution—taken from special necromantic manuals.

Another curious and rather unknown text on crystal scrying is again a con-
fession, this time made by a certain William Byg alias Lech". This magi-
cian arrived in South Yorkshire in 1465, and for the following two or three
years lived by recovering stolen property with the help of a crystal. In his
confession made in front of the Commissary Poteman in 1467, William Byg
admits how he performed his practices with the help of a sixteen-year old

10" See Kieckhefer, Forbidden Rites, 112-113, 140-142, 240-242, 244, 246-254 and 329-339.

" For these and many further examples for the use of virgin boys in magical rituals, see
Veenstra, ‘The Confession of Master Jehan de Bar’, especially 352, n. 3; and Kieckhefer,
Forbidden Rites, 98 and 107.

12 See also Delatte, La Catoptromancie grecque, 15-18.

3 From the vast literature, I just quote two important titles: Veenstra, ‘The Confession of
Master Jehan de Bar’, and Boudet, ‘Les condamnations de la magie’.

4 Note that Jean de Bar’s case exceeds the importance of a simple source of crystallomancy.
Bar’s position in the complicated context of the French royal court, and the structural and the-
matic correspondence of his confession with the 1398 list of articles on condemned magical
arts issued by the Faculty of Theology of the University of Paris, and with Jean Gerson’s De
erroribus circa artem magicam is accurately examined in both Veenstra’s and Boudet’s articles
(see the previous footnote), who discovered the textual parallel simultaneously.

!5 For the background of this case, see Raine, ‘Divination in the Fifteenth Century’.
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boy, with a crystal stone, and through prayers to Christ and the angels. As a
result of all the preparations, the boy could see one or two angels thus invoked
appearing in the crystal, and these angels were willing to answer questions
about the location of the stolen articles. The question to be asked of the con-
jured angel is spelled in English in the otherwise Latin confession: ‘Say me
trewe, chylde, what man, what woman, or what childe hase stolne yis thyng,
and shewe me thing in his hand’. Through these procedures—the confession
goes on—William managed to reveal the location of numerous precious stolen
properties belonging to various noblemen, among them a Fitzwilliam (whose
involvement could be the main reason why William was not condemned to
death as Jean de Bar was). Finally, this text also ends with a statement that
all these methods were learned from magical handbooks, and that the angels
appeared through the reading of these books.

As is apparent from the sources, by the end of the Middle Ages, a com-
prehensive procedure of crystallomancy is worked out with a well-defined
list of participants, tools and convictions. Consciously summoned angels
appear in the crystal to answer the questions of the operator (most often about
the location of hidden treasure or stolen articles but occasionally also about
the highest truths), virgin boys serve as mediums, magical handbooks pro-
vide the appropriate formulae to be read, and consecrated crystals are engraved
with the secret and powerful names of God. These elements go far beyond
the territory of natural magic (allowed by William of Auvergne as a legiti-
mate science), and consequently they provoke certain worries and serious
counterattacks from the side of official theology: inquisitors and university
statutes condemn it, while its practitioners are called before the court, made
to confess their errors, and are even executed occasionally. Aware of all this,
the historian does not tend to expect a handbook of crystallomancy to be tol-
erated by official authorities and to occur—and more importantly: to be used—
say, in a royal library. Yet, in the following, we will examine a Polish royal
prayer book which combines crystal gazing with the basic texts of ritual
magic, and which—as I will attempt to demonstrate—is related furthermore
to a court case most similar to that of Jean de Bar and William Byg.

The Prayer Book of King Wladislas

The illuminated prayer book, now preserved in the Bodleian Library', known
as the Modlitewnik Wiadistawa Warnenczyka (Wladislas Warnenczyk’s prayer

16 MS Rawlinson liturg. d. 6. Its number in the Summary Catalogue is 15857; see Madan, 4
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book), was at the center of scholarly interest as early as 1928, not only
because of its peculiar content, prayers, miniatures and instructions on pur-
suing crystallomancy, but also for the mysteries around its history and owners'”.
Originating in fifteenth-century Poland, this is one of the eight prayer books
known to have belonged to the famous royal family, the Jagiellonian dynasty'®.
It is, however, the most complex, enigmatic, and atypical among them.

Eighty parchment folios supply the reader with a number of prayers of
various provenance (mostly deriving from prayers in common use), addressed
to Christ, the Virgin Mary, and the Holy Spirit. However, in most of the
prayers we find inserted a stereotypical crystallomantic formula with refer-
ence to a crystal ball, to various angels, and to the person for whom the book
was meant. Wladislas, the unworthy sinner and servant of God'*—so the text
goes—prays for the angels to clarify and illuminate (sometimes to enter, open
and amplify) the crystal in order that he may learn all the secrets of the world.
These formulae introduced in the text of the prayers vary slightly in length
and wording, but they are highly similar and have the same structure:

— Ad vos clamo, rogo humiliter et devote Ego Wladislaus, indignus peccator,
nullis meis meritis confidens, sed peccatorum mole gravatus . . .2

— Da et huic Cristallo et michi indigno famulo tuo Wladislao ad exercendum in
eo cunctipotencie tue omnipotencieque virtutem . . !

— ...ad videndum in illo Cristallo omnia secreta, que sub quatuor elementis
contenta sunt, et omnia que scire voluero . . .?

— Quatenus super me respicere digneris, indignum famulum tuum Wladislaum,
et michi in hoc Cristallo veram visionem per sanctos angelos ostendere
digneris . . .7

Summary Catalogue, 521. See also Pacht, llluminated Manuscripts, 175, and Csapodi and
Csapodi-Gardonyi, Bibliotheca Hungarica, no. 2336. In Hungary, the manuscript may be read
in a microfilm copy: Magyar Tudomanyos Akadémia Konyvtara, Mf. 5119/IV.

7 For a published edition of the Latin text and a detailed analysis in Polish, see Bernacki
and Ganszyniec, (eds.), Modlitewnik Wladyslawa Warnenczyka [Wladislas Warnenczyk’s Prayer
Book]. See especially the chapter by Ganszyniec, ‘O Modlitewniku Wladyslawa’ [On Wladislas’
Prayer Book], 25-93, and that by Korzeniowski, ‘Modlitewnik Warnenczyka’ [Warnenczyk’s
Prayer Book], 13-25.

% For a description of the content of this and the other Jagiellonian prayer books, see
Borkowska, Krolewskie Modlitewniki [Royal Prayer Books], especially 64-76.

1 The emphasis on the unworthiness of the operator is a usual motif in ritual magic. See
Kieckhefer, Forbidden Rites, 264: *. . . ita quod me famulum tuum, N., licet indignum . . .

20 Bernacki and Ganszyniec, (eds.), Modlitewnik Wladyslawa Warnenczyka, 68.

2t Ibid., 16.

2 [Ibid., 17.

» Ibid., 21.
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— Da michi, domine (. . .) hunc Cristallum (. . .) ut in eo videre possum Omnia,
quecumgque voluero, que sub quatuor elementis continentur secreta (. . .) et impar-
tire michi hanc graciam super hunc Cristallum, sicut Impartitus es regi Salomoni
et posteris suis artibus . . .>*

— Mitte michi sanctos angelos tuos ad huius cristalli clarificationem et illumi-
nacionem ut omnia huius mundi secretissima secreta sub quatuor elementis con-
tenta . . .»

— Mittat sanctos angelos suos ut me instruant ad videndum in eo omnia que in
mundo, in terra vel sub terra sunt, sub quatuor elementis contenta . . .6

— Digneris hodie inspirare in cor meum huius Cristalli, per sanctos Angelos tuos,
ad clarificandum et illuminandum, ut in eo videre valeam et considerare omnia
que sub quatuor elementis contenta sunt, et secretissima mundi, sine nocimento
et omni lesione mentis et corporis, per spiritus sancti graciam . . .*’

And so the petitions continue, permuting the same expressions about Wladislas
and his crystal, about God and his angels, and about the ways the secret
knowledge may be revealed. The excerpts quoted above designate the three
issues on which we will concentrate in the following: the text of the prayers,
the crystal, and the operator—which latter issue may be divided into two
sub-questions: the identity of Wladislas, the owner, and the identity of the
anonymous author of the prayer book.

Text and Sources

In his detailed study introducing the edition of the text, Ryszard Ganszyniec
identified the provenance of roughly two thirds of the prayers?. Most of these
were standard liturgical texts, common Mass prayers and private devotional
prayers collected from the core of the medieval prayer books. Nevertheless,
Ganszyniec identified one prayer (Summe deus pater piissime) as deriving
from a magical source attributed to Solomon, the Ars notoria®. This text is

2 Ibid., 16-17.

= [bid., 42.

% Ibid., 42.

> Ibid., 15.

2 Ganszyniec, ‘O Modlitewniku Wladyslawa’, especially 52-67. I am very grateful to Jolanta
Szpilewska, (Ph.D. in 2003, Medieval Studies Department, Budapest) for letting me consult her
unpublished translation of Ganszyniec’s introduction.

2 Bernacki and Ganszyniec, (eds.), Modlitewnik Wladyslawa Warnenczyka, 13-16. From the
growing literature on the Ars notoria, 1 only refer here to the following: Dupebe, ‘L’“Ars
Notoria™’; the articles in Fanger, (ed.), Conjuring Spirits; Boudet, ‘L’Ars notoria au Moyen
Age’; and Julien Véronese’s as yet unpublished “Mémoire de DEA”, entitled L Ars notoria: une
tradition théurgico-magique au Moyen Age (XII*-XVI* siecle).
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a most widespread example of medieval ritual magic and theurgy; it promises
intellectual perfection, learning, the acquisition of memory, and understand-
ing difficult books by means of a large variety of prayers, invocations of
divine and angelic names and numerous rituals.

The Ars notoria prayer borrowed by Wladislas’ book originally aimed at
gaining intelligence and memory, but in its new context it was altered with
the insertion of the standard petition to God to send his angels to illuminate
the crystal. This text is not present in the earliest versions of the notory art;
it belongs to a short version that was later attached to the main bulk of the
Ars notoria, and appears as a closing prayer in the first printed version, which
can be read in a sixteenth-century edition of Cornelius Agrippa’s Opera
Omnia®. What is interesting here (and what leads us to certain speculations)
is the fact that the following prayer in the prayer book of Wladislas also con-
tains an Ars notoria excerpt (O lux mundi)®', again occurring in Agrippa’s
volume but fifty pages earlier than the other one, completely separated®. In
contrast, it appears just next to the Summe deus prayer in another Polish
codex, the MS Biblioteka Jagielloiska (henceforth: BJ) 551, in a short ver-
sion of the notory art (f. 109v-111r). It is quite likely therefore, that a short
Ars notoria version containing these two prayers next to each other traveled
in the medieval manuscripts, and the compiler of the prayer book worked
from a text similar to the one in BJ 551%.

Ganszyniec left a number of prayers unidentified, but he claimed that the
author worked in a continuous and uniform way, borrowing pieces of texts
from his sources, and not composing a single prayer himself. The author,
who is rather a compiler, seems to have been satisfied with introducing

30 Agrippa, Opera Omnia, vol. 2, 603-660, especially 657-659.

! Bernacki and Ganszyniec, (eds.), Modlitewnik Wladyslawa Warnenczyka, 17. This short
prayer, not identified by Ganszyniec, was found by Claire Fanger, who kindly drew my atten-
tion to it.

32 Agrippa, Opera omnia, 605.

3 It may be added that Ganszyniec’ impression on the text was the following: when includ-
ing magical elements in the handbook, the compiler made magic the least explicit possible. He
omitted the obviously forbidden elements, the methods of suffumigations and the most explicit
rubrics of magic, since they were condemned by medieval penitential books as vane supersti-
tiones. Thus, the compiler constructed the appearance of a regular prayer book, making use at
the same time of the ritual character of this genre. As a result of this cautious balance, the magic
contained in the book was invisible to everybody except the compiler. See Ganszyniec, ‘O
Modlitewniku Wladyslawa’, 78-82. Although this conclusion seems to be outdated, since schol-
arship has established the category of ritual magic and since it has been exploring the purify-
ing methods of John of Morigny, Ganszyniec was certainly right in identifying a conscious
program of reinterpreting magical texts in a Christian framework.
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formulaic paragraphs quoted above into the imported texts. More recently
Urszula Borkowska examined the prayers of Wladislas in the context of other
prayer books of the Jagiellons, and she noted that ‘Marian devotion is par-
ticularly developed in it, and the angelological texts, rarely developed in
prayer books, are extremely interesting’*.

Ganszyniec and Borkowska are not to be blamed for leaving the most
important source of the author of the royal prayer book unidentified; they
were simply not in a position to find this source, since the Liber visionum
of John of Morigny was not at the center of scholarly interest in the time
they completed their books. John of Morigny was a French Benedictine monk,
with some university training behind him. He once practiced the notory art
himself, but for various reasons he found it demonically motivated, aban-
doned it, and inspired by the Virgin Mary he decided to prepare a purified
version of the Ars notoria. Thus, he composed an exceptional collection of
Marian visions, the Liber visionum. The Church authorities were not con-
vinced by the monk’s confidence that his work was delivered by the Virgin
Mary, and the Liber visionum was officially burned in Paris in 1323%. Although
John’s book has been discovered just recently, and was virtually unknown
by earlier scholarship, a number of accurate studies published in the last ten
years seem to make up for this previous disregard*. Meanwhile, new man-
uscripts are continually turning up, and the edition of the text is also under
preparation; so far, however, only its autobiographical prologue is accessible®’.

As Claire Fanger and myself pointed out®, almost one third of the prayers
in Wladislas’ prayer book go back to Brother John’s text. Among these, we
find the prayer which Ganszyniec supposed to have been borrowed from
erotic literature®, as well as the closing angelological prayers that Borkowska

3 Borkowska, Krélewskie Modlitewniki, 346.

3 Viard, Les Grandes Chroniques, vol. 9, 23-24.

3% See, inter alia, Barnay, ‘La mariophanie au regard de Jean de Morigny’, and the published
version of Barnay’s doctoral thesis: Le ciel sur la terre. See, furthermore, the following: Watson,
‘John the Monk’s Book of Visions’; Fanger, ‘Plundering the Egyptian Treasure’; Kieckhefer,
‘The Devil’s Contemplatives’.

37 Fanger and Watson, ‘The Prologue to John of Morigny’s Liber Visionum’.

3% So far only a short note has been published on this finding: Fanger and Lang, ‘John of
Morigny’s Liber visionum and a Royal Prayer Book from Poland’. The discovery (that the author
of the Polish prayer book borrowed a considerable number of prayers from the Liber visionum)
was made by Claire Fanger, thanks also to my involvement: inspired by my description on the
prayer book, she identified many of the prayers with excerpts in her as yet unpublished tran-
scription of Brother John’s text.

3 Ganszyniec, ‘O Modlitewniku Wladyslawa’, 62.
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found exceptional and without analogy*’. These prayers are addressed to God
(such as O Rex regum, qui es fortissimus . ..)*, to the Virgin Mary (4ve,
salve gloriosa mea amica, virgo maria, and O Gloriosa regina angelorum)®,
to the four archangels (£t rogo vos Archangelos Michael, Gabriel, Raphael,
et Uriel, et invoco vos, ut illuminetis Cristallum illum . . .)*, and to the hier-
archy of angels (O vos omnes spritus sancti angelici, benigni, gloriosi, dul-
ces et mites, qui in ordine angelorum, in inferiori Yerarchia loca et mansiones
habetis)*. Although the borrowings are somewhat unsystematic and in most
cases the author did not adapt complete prayers, rather mixing, interpolating
and abbreviating excerpts from various parts of the Liber visionum, still the
order of the extracts more or less follows the original sequence.
Interestingly, the author of the prayer book incorporated in his text those
parts of the Liber visionum where John describes how he—blindly—used to
practice the Ars notoria, before turning away from this wicked and demonic art:

Oro te, supplico tibi, rogo te toto corde meo, quia prius et antea, quodam suf-
focacione demoniaca tentatus decepcione, illo prevalente, cecatus, quasi hesi-
tans, non credendo revelaciones sacras et moniciones michi ex bono spiritu,
operacione et arte, quibus ignoranter vacaveram esse factam, et in detrimentum
anime mee ad diversas peccatorum operaciones quasi scienter cucurri et, prochdo-
lor, adhesi mei in contumeliam creatoris®.

As a matter of fact, this is the first text in the prayer book borrowed from
the Liber visionum (in the original it was not a prayer), and it follows the
Ars notoria prayer. It is mainly this positioning that has led Claire Fanger
and myself to the conclusion that the author of the prayer book must have
known John’s whole text, and consciously imitated the structure of the Liber
visionum, as well as John’s passage from the Solomonic art in his own angelic
system*. The impression that John and consequently our author are no longer
offering diabolically motivated magic in their books, but are trying to do
something non-demonic and divinely inspired, is reinforced by many later
claims in the text: . . . et omnes temtaciones dyabolicas omnesque fraudes et
artes magicas valeam devitare et viriliter superare . . .V

4 Borkowska, Krélewskie Modlitewniki, 74-76.

41 Bernacki and Ganszyniec, (eds.), Modlitewnik Wladyslawa Warnenczyka, 18.

“ Ibid., 28 and 30, see also 29, 32.

 Ibid., 59-60.

4 Ibid., 59.

4 Ibid., 18-19.

4 Fanger and Lang, ‘Liber visionum and a Royal Prayer Book’, 2.
Bernacki and Ganszyniec, (eds.), Modlitewnik Wladyslawa Warnenczyka, 59, see also ibid.,
62, 64, 66.

47
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Another interesting motif borrowed from John is the emphasis on the care
with which the book itself is prepared. Relying on the text of the Liber
visionum, although somewhat altering it, our author also stresses that the
book was written, made and composed with great diligence, devoting to it
several days, hours and nights with vigilance, fasting, special orations, com-
plete reverence and many ceremonies*. This ritualistic attention to the prepa-
ration of the book is unknown in the tradition of the Ars notoria. For parallels
we have to turn to other magical sources, either to the Liber consecrationis,
in which the book is not only prepared with such care, but is also con-
secrated®, or to the Liber Juratus, at the center of which we find again a
consecrated book. The latter one narrates the event when a synod of 89
necromancers and magicians®® gathered together from Naples, Athens and
Toledo and they chose from among themselves a leader, Honorius, son of
Euclid, who wrote a book on the magical arts which contained the hundred
sacred names of God. This book is called the sacred or sworn book of
Honorius, because—as the text stresses—it is consecrated by God and His
angels®'. The act of consecrating a magical book indicates expressively the
difference between a text of magical content and the book as an object enclos-
ing the text.

The Crystal

Still there remain a few prayers the sources of which are not identified by
Ganszyniec as devotional texts of common use; nor do they come from
brother John. One of these is a prayer addressed to Adonay (Rex potentis-
sime, omnium creaturarum visibilium morabilis dispositor)’* which is copied
in a significant place: after the Ars notoria prayer, and before the first bor-
rowed passage from John, while it also incorporates the aforementioned short
paragraph from the notory art. This prayer is rich in magical elements; among
them we find the main motif of natural magic: the occult virtue of gems and

4 [bid., 34: ‘Liber iste cum summa diligencia recta disposicione, debitis diebus, horis et
noctibus, vigiliis, ieiuniis, oracionibus specialibus, summa reverencia et omnibus cerimoniis
(sic) scriptus, factus et compositus est’.

4 Kieckhefer, Forbidden Rites, 257-259.

3% The number 811 in the earlier publication of the text was based on a 16th-century English
translation (British Library MS Royal 17-A-XVII), the Latin Versions give 89 (British Library
MSS Sloane 3854 and 3885) and 8 (MS Sloane 313). See Hedegérd, Liber iuratus Honorii, 26.

5! On this curious text, see Boudet, ‘Magie théurgique’; and Mathiesen, ‘A Thirteenth-Century
Ritual’.

32 Bernacki and Ganszyniec, (eds.), Modlitewnik Wladyslawa Warnenczyka, 16-18.
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herbs induced by God (qui virtutem das cunctis gemmis et herbis, da et huic
Cristallo . . . cunctipotencie tue virtutem). These paragraphs are either com-
posed by the compiler himself, or borrowed from an as yet unidentified mag-
ical source. An additional reason why they are of interest for us is that they
contain some interesting details about “the crystal”, details that are not to be
found in the other parts of the book. Interestingly, the crystal appears here
as a quadrangular object (qui quadrangularem hunc Cristallum illuminet),
and functions—as the text goes—through the “holy” (or, rather, magical)
names of God: Agla, Sabaoth, Tetragrammaton, Emanuel and Messias™> (the
same names are often used in magical rituals, among other places in the
necromantic manual from Munich)*. It may be plausible to suppose—although
it is far from being explicitly stated—that these divine names that offer their
virtue to the crystal and function as powerful catalyzers of the process, are
physically engraved either directly on the gem or rather on a metal frame
surrounding it: coram presenti figura, tuo nomini reverenter fabricata et
conscripta®.

Although the crystal is at the center of the practices described by the prayer
book, about its appearance we only have conjectures based on analogies (note
that there is no crystal involved in the practices of the Ars notoria, nor in
those of the Liber visionum). A recently found and exceptionally well-pre-
served object may help us in speculating. German archaeologists excavated
an elaborate magical mirror from the sixteenth century in 1999 near
Mecklenburg (Plate 1)*. The small object (12 ¢cm high) has a handle and a
circular main part, in which in the middle of a drawn square we find a 3 cm
rock crystal. Around the crystal, in the (quadrangular!) square, we read
engraved the names of the four evangelists (on one side) and those of the
four archangels (on the other). Outside the square are written those divine
names which we know from the prayer book: Adonay, Messias, Tetragrammaton
and Sabaoth, while along the perimeter of the outer circle, there are further

33 Bernacki and Ganszyniec, (eds.), Modlitewnik Wladyslawa Warnenczyka, 17: ‘Manifesta
michi secreta quecunque voluero in hoc Cristallo, ut in illo videre valeam, per hec sancta
nomina tua, quorum efficacia celum et terra et omnia que in eis sunt, contremiscunt Agla,
Sabaoth, Tetragrammaton, Emanuel, Messias’. See also ‘ut in cristallus sit illuminatus per sacros
angelos tuos et per vim et virtutem illorum verborum essenciam divinam attinencium’, ibid.,
21, and ‘ut tu cristallus sis illuminatus per sanctos angelos, per virtutem et vim illorum
verborum’, ibid., 23.

3 See Kieckhefer, Forbidden Rites, 139 and 261.

> Bernacki and Ganszyniec, (eds.), Modlitewnik Wladyslawa Warnenczyka, 1.

% For a short note and three drawings on this object, see Brackman, ‘A Unique Magical
Mirror’.
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ANGELS AROUND THE CRYSTAL 13

powerful names, such as Agla, Eli, Eloy, rex, alpha et o, and Sabaoth again.
No doubt this practically shaped object once served practical purposes, but
who can tell today what (or whom) the practitioner saw when looking at the
crystal, and what his source was, from which he read the instructions and
the prayers?

Reading the Polish prayer book, it is not an over-interpretation of the text
to expect that the crystal—if it was an existing object indeed—Ilooked very
much like the German device. While we cannot take it for granted that it
really existed, we have every right to suppose so. The reader of the prayer
book does not get any instruction on how to prepare it, and what is more, at
one point—where the operator invokes the angels for the composition of the
crystal (whatever this means)—he speaks about a present crystal®’. The text
leaves no doubt that these are the angels who prepare the crystal, but seem-
ingly they have already done this in the past, and they are not being asked
to do so in the present. In addition, preparare seems to mean in this context
“making it ready for being used”, instead of “creating”.

Further crystallomantic instructions that we find scattered on the folios of
the prayer book are not very helpful when we try to imagine how the object
functioned. The picture put together from these small bits of information is
rather obscure. The angels invoked through the prayers enter and amplify
the crystal (intretis illum Cristallum et dilatetis eum)*, then clarify, illumi-
nate, and illustrate (Mitte michi sanctos angelos tuos ad huius cristalli
clarificacionem et illuminacionem® and ut ad illum Cristallum pro illustra-
cione at illuminacione istius)*', and at the end of the preparatory stage for
the vision, they even open it (quatenus dilatare et aperire digneris hunc
Cristallum per sanctos angelos tuos®® and ut tu cristallus scindas te et
clarificas)®. A last important detail is provided by the statement that the

7 Bernacki and Ganszyniec, (eds.), Modlitewnik Wladyslawa Warnenczyka, 60: ‘Vos ad pre-
sentis Cristalli compositionem et illustracionem invito et voco’.

% Ibid., 31: ‘Ut in illo Cristallo per sanctos angelos tuos illuminatum et preparatum . . .° See
also ibid., 35.

3 Ibid., 61. For dilatare, see also 21, 38, 40.

% Jbid., 42: ‘Mitte michi sanctos angelos tuos ad huius cristalli clarificacionem et illumina-
cionem’; ‘ut omnia huius mundi secretissima secreta sub quatuor elementis contenta (. ..) et
precipue illam rem quam pronunc scire voluero, sine omni fallacia et lesione corporis et anime
(...) per sanctos angelos tuos michi manifesta erunt’. See also 22, 23, 26, 27, 43.

ol Ibid., 42, see also 20, 21.

2 Ibid., 21-22.

% Ibid., 23.
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angels are also supposed to consecrate the crystal®. Now, the consecration
of a magical object (a crystal, a sword or a book) can be easily accounted
for, and the clarification and the illumination of a crystal by the angels at the
moment when it becomes a means of communication between terrestrial and
celestial agents would still be understandable®, but what do amplification
(dilatare) and opening (aperire) mean?

Taking a look at the fourteen miniatures inserted amongst the prayers does
not shed much light on this obscure picture. On most of them, we see a young
crowned person with a white eagle on his coat of arms (the symbol of the
Jagiellonian family), kneeling and praying in front of the Madonna (the ori-
entation of the Liber visionum is faithfully adapted), to the crucified or the
resurrected Christ, or to various saints®. One of these illuminations filling
the space just between the Ars notoria prayer and the first Liber visionum
text (which narrated how Wladislas turned away from his previous magical
practices) depicts the young crowned man with a sword (an important part
of the magician’s inventory, not only, but particularly in catoptromantic and
crystallomantic experiments) in his hand, standing next to a table with a
strange object on it, which mostly resembles three intersecting circles (Plate
2). The last miniature but one shows the same man kneeling in his chamber
in front of the same object on a table, and behind the table three winged
angels appear, while a Godlike figure seems to supervise the whole proce-
dure (Plate 3). These angels are supposedly just in the process of illuminat-
ing, clarifying and entering the strange object, which should be—according
to this interpretation—identified with the crystal.

Needless to say, this depicted object does not bear any resemblance to the
German mirror, and nor it is quadrangular as the text claimed. However, its
shape is not very far from the “circles” described in a late medieval magi-
cal text, the Clavicula Salomonis® (four circles situated at the four angles of
a square, see Plate 4)®. As is detailed in its chapter on the construction of
the circle, the practices of the Clavicula involve a consecrated magical sword

8 Jbid., 22: .. .in illo Cristallo per sanctos angelos tuos consecrato’.

% For analogies of entering and illuminating a crystal, taken from a famous magical manu-
script (Bodleian Library, MS Rawlinson D 252), see Delatte, La Catoptromancie grecque,
102-103.

 The miniatures are reproduced at the end of Bernacki and Ganszyniec, (eds.), Modlitewnik
Wiladyslawa Warnenczyka.

” For a not very reliable English translation of the text, see Mathers, The Key of Solomon the
King. The same can be found on the following website: http://www.esotericarchives.com/solomon/ksol.htm

% Circle from MS London British Library Kings 288, p. 21.
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Plate 2: The prayer book of Wladislas: the king and the crystal. Oxford, Bodleian
Library, Rawl. liturg. d. 6. f. 15r (reproduced from Bernacki and Ganszyniec,
(eds.), Modlitewnik Wladyslawa Warnenczyka)

Plate 3: The prayer book of Wladislas: the king and the angels. Oxford. Bodleian
Library, Rawl. liturg. d. 6. f. 72r (reproduced from Bernacki and Ganszyniec,
(eds.), Modlitewnik Wladyslawa Warnenczyka)
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Plate 4: Clavicula Solomonis: magical circle. London, British Library, Kings 288
p- 21. (Reproduced from the web page
http://www.esotericarchives.com/solomon/ksol.htm)

with which the operator is to draw the circle®, and some prayers to God
(Lord Adonai), in which He is asked to enter and consecrate the circle which
is marked out with the most powerful and holy names of His, and also to
magnify and extend upon the operator’. Although the first surviving manu-
script of the Clavicula is from the mid-fifteenth century, it is likely that this
text had earlier copies too’!, and—more importantly—the practices described
in it may definitely originate from the late Middle Ages™.

% British Library, add. Ms 10862, f. 12v.

" British Library, add Ms 10862, f. 14v.

I Boudet, ‘Magie théurgique’, 869.

2 A text with the title Clavicula Salomonis is mentioned for example in the fifteenth-century
book list of the Milan dukes (Pellegrin, La Bibliothéque des Visconti et Sforza, 322). This should
be taken, however, with certain caution, since it is possible that similar titles refer to a differ-
ent texts, or to different versions of the Clavicula.


http://www.esotericarchives.com/solomon/ksol.htm
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I do not want to imply, of course, that the author of the prayer book had
an early copy of the Clavicula Salomonis in front of him. The point I am
trying to make is simply that while the prayers mix three traditions (the Ars
notoria, Liber visionum and common prayers), the crystallomantic formulae
inserted in the prayers integrate at least two different sets of terminology: on
the one hand, that of the actual practice of divination by means of a crystal,
as represented by the Mecklenburg mirror, and on the other, that of magical
circles used for the invocation of angels—a practice similar to what is described
in the Clavicula—where entering and magnifying by angels makes more
sense than in the case of a crystal. Both in the procedures with the help of
a crystal and in those involving magic circles, there are divine names writ-
ten on the object, but while the metal frames of the crystal which survived
in Germany may more easily rationalize why our one is “quadrangular”, the
tradition of the Solomonic circles may better explain the circular form depicted
on the pictures, as well as the strange terminology of the text.

The Owner

The fate of the codex is as mysterious as its contents. In 1630 we find it in
Besangon in the possession of a certain Jacobus Prive™. Twenty-four years
later it is still in the same town, owned by a medical doctor called Guerinet,
who asks for the Jesuit Johannes Ferrandus’ opinion on the manuscript. A
copy of the Jesuit’s answer can be read after the text of the prayer book™.
These folios initiated a long scholarly debate that has not yet concluded.
Ferrandus recognized clearly that the codex had been owned by a Polish
king, Wladislas, and suspected that among the many Polish kings called
Wiadislas, it must have been the first one, Jagiello, the Grand Duke of
Lithuania and creator of the Polish—Lithuanian commonwealth (Duke of
Lithuania: 1377-1401, King of Poland: 1386-1434). He enumerated four argu-
ments to support this suspicion, but admitted that this was no more than a
conjecture. Just like the modern reader, the Jesuit was puzzled by the mag-
ical content of the seemingly devotional book. Furthermore, he did not see
how the crystal might have been quadrangular’, and he also found the crys-
tallomantic practices to be in opposition with the Christian faith. His main

> His name appears on f. IIr.

" f. 78v-79v. Bernacki and Ganszyniec, (eds.), Modlitewnik Wladyslawa Warnenczyka,
73-76.

5 Ibid., 74: *. .. Crystallum nescio quam quadrilateram . ..
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concern was similar to the worries of the Paris authorities who had ordered
the burning of the Liber visionum in 1323, namely the curiosity and vanity
of the operator who asks for total, divine and eternal knowledge.

Coming back to the history of the codex, after a half-century gap, the great
book collector, Richard Rawlinson (1690-1755), purchased it at some point
between 1719 and 1726, while traveling on the continent. At his death he
left it to the Bodleian Library together with a huge collection of medieval
manuscripts, medals and coins in 1755 (the sudden growth of the quantity
of books in the Bodleian was for the librarians a real shock; for more than
a century they were not even able to catalogue the Rawlinson manuscripts)®.

But all this evidence is secondary to the question of who may first have
commissioned the compiling of this text, that is, who Wladislas was. This
name in the fifteenth century would not yet have crossed the borders of
Poland, and the coat of arms present on all the miniatures clearly belongs to
the Jagiello family; consequently all scholars agree that the owner of the
book was one of the several Kings Wladislas known from Polish history.
Traditionally, the codex is related to the Jagiellonian king of Poland and
Hungary who died in 1444, in the Battle of Varna (hence it is called the
Prayer Book of Wladislas Varnenczyk)”. Indeed, the handwriting of the codex
dates from the 1430s, while the young crowned person depicted on the minia-
tures resembles the king, who died as a young man in the battle: he is short,
almost a child’s height, and he has thick hair. This is clearly not the portrait
of Wladislas II (1456-1516), King of Bohemia and Hungary, a corpuscular
bald man who otherwise is also often identified as the owner of the prayer
book. The miniatures, in contrast to the script, seem to date from the 1490s,
the time of Wladislas II’s reign’®. Some Hungarian philologists considered
the codex to have belonged to King Matthias’ Corvinian Library, which was
inherited by his successor, Wladislas II. Unfortunately, these scholars have
brought equally convincing arguments for both Wladislases™.

The text of the prayer book, especially the ever and again repeated crys-
tallomantic formula, is to some extent revealing about the possessor, but at
the same time it adds even more confusion to the picture. Most of the prayers—

6 Madan, A Summary Catalogue, 177-178.

7 Madan, 4 Summary Catalogue, 521; Bernacki and Ganszyniec, (eds.), Modlitewnik
Wiladyslawa Warnenczyka, 69-70.

8 Podlacha, ‘Minjatury modlitewnika Warnenczyka’ [On the Miniatures of the Prayer Book].

" See Hoffmann, Régi magyar bibliofilek [Old Hungarian Bibliophiles], 49 and 164, and
Csapodi, The Corvinian Library, 923. Csapodi attributes it to Wladislas I, Hoffmann to Wladislas
11, both referring to the coat of arms and the crowned figure.
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in the first person singular—Ilet slip some information on Wladislas, but not
very consistently. In the crystal Wladislas wants to see the intentions and
acts (consilia, acta vel facta) of not only his subjects, that is, people of lower
rank who like or hate him, but also of his equals and superiors, among them
kings and princes (acta vel facta superiorum dominorum meorum, regum et
principum, eciam michi equalium et inferiorum subditorum meorum, qui me
diligunt vel odiunt)®®. This means that his is not the highest place in the polit-
ical hierarchy, and he is not a ruling king. He has both spiritual (ecclesias-
tical) and secular superiors (acta vel facta dominorum meorum superiorum
spiritualium vel secularium)®'. Among his equals, he mainly lists dukes (eciam
michi equalium ducum)®, but on one occasion—rather inconsistently—even
kings (acta vel facta omnium superiorum meorum, dominorum regum et
principum, eciam michi equalium regum inferiorum et subditorum meum)®.
Neglecting this latter example as a dictographic error, Ryszard Ganszyniec
comes to the conclusion that the owner of the original text (which was,
according to him, later copied in our codex) was a duke, more precisely a
Silesian duke (as Ganszyniec identifies a number of Germanicisms in the
text), probably Wladislas of Opole (1356-1401)%.

With the intention of arriving at a compromise, I propose to agree with
all the arguments quoted above: in all probability the text and the book can
be related to more than one Wladislas, perhaps even to three of them. To
explain how this is possible, let us proceed backwards in time. The prayer
book was most likely decorated in the 1490s with the Jagiellonian coat of
arms in the miniatures. As is known, several unfinished codices of the Corvinian
library of King Matthias were completed in Buda by the royal workshop of
his successor, Wladislas II, replacing the Corvinian black raven with the
Jagiellonian white eagle in the decorations®. Either this prayer book was one
of the inherited codices which the new king completed, or he simply brought
it from Krakow to Buda as an old codex of his family (and in this case it is
obviously not a Corvina), Wladislas II was certainly not its first possessor.

8 Bernacki and Ganszyniec, (eds.), Modlitewnik Wladyslawa Warnenczyka, 31, 35, 38, 40,
and so on.

81 Ibid., 46.

82 Ibid., 40.

8 Ibid., 35.

8 Ganszyniec, ‘O Modlitewniku Wladyslawa’, 70.

8 Csapodi, ‘Quando cessoO I’attivita della bottega di miniatura di Mattia?’; Csapodi and
Csapodi-Gardonyi, Bibliotheca Corviniana, 29-30. For examples of the Polish white eagle
inserted in the codices of the Corvinian library, see ibid., plates XLI, LI, LVII.
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The book was written or copied in the times of a previous king, Wladislas
I (the “Varnenczyk™), adapted perhaps for his purposes. Now, either the iden-
tity of the copyist and the author coincide, and in this case we have arrived
at the point of origin of the text, or the prayer book was copied from an ear-
lier example, which may have been commissioned by a Jagiellonian duke,
Opole, or the Grand Duke of Lithuania. This complicated series of owners
might account for the confusing terminology of kings and dukes in the text
(tt should be added, however, that if the prayer book was copied from a pre-
vious text, it is possible that the name Wladislas was inserted only in the
copy, and the original text was prepared for a person of a different name). It
is certain, however, that this manuscript was prepared for and circulated in
the court of two or three Wladislases.

The Author

Revealing the mystery of the ownership may shed some light on the issue
of the authorship. More precisely, it is not an author we are looking for, in
the sense that he composed the prayers, but rather a compiler, who had a
number of magical and devotional texts in front of him, and interpolated
them in one final collection, incorporating the short crystallomantic formula,
and substituting the usual “N”” which stands for the operator in the magical
literature with the name Wladislas.

This shows first of all that the Liber visionum—of which primarily Central
European copies (understood in the wide sense of the word, that is, copies
of north Italian, German, and Austrian provenance) were found so far®—
had a certain Polish (or Silesian, or East-German) circulation in the late four-
teenth or early fifteenth century. Not only was it accessible to our compiler,
but also fairly profoundly known by him, and its close relationship with the
Ars notoria is apparently recognized. Either our author put the two texts next
to each other on his table (he may have had only a shorter version of the
Ars notoria), or he had one manuscript in front of him containing both texts®".
We may conclude, furthermore, that our man also had a profound acquain-

% On the survived copies of the Liber visionum, see the lists of manuscripts in Fanger and
Lang, ‘John of Morigny’s Liber visionum and a Royal Prayer Book from Poland’, and in Fanger
and Watson, ‘Some Further Manuscripts’.

87 Such as the Vienna, Schottenkloster, MS Scotensis-Vindobonensis 61, a codex copied in
1377 in which the Liber visionum (f. 1r-106v) is followed by various short Ars notoria versions
(f. 107r-156r). Hiibl, ed., Catalogus codicum, 74-75, and Véronese, L’Ars notoria, 145-146.
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tance with other magical experiments involving crystals, mirrors and circles.
Finally, he managed to combine two components: prayers to angels borrowed
from the Ars notoria and its derivatives on the one hand, and the practice of
crystallomancy on the other. For this combination no earlier example has
been known to us so far than the angelic conversations of John Dee®,

This person, an attentive reader of the Ars notoria and the Liber visionum,
followed their terminology (as far as his own terminology can be observed
at all, since he constantly incorporated alien paragraphs in his texts): he used
the rare expression ars exceptiva to designate the magical arts (more pre-
cisely, he copied these words from the Liber visionum)¥; he spoke about
angels and (using a consciously ambivalent term) spirits, and avoided the
word demones; he called the notory art ars®’; he emphasized the power of
words and divine names (vim et virtutem illorum verborum)®' in harmony
with the introductory passages of the Ars notoria. He was, furthermore, com-
mitted to the goals of his sources (for which one of them, the Liber visionum
had been condemned): he sought perfect knowledge, and he wanted to know
omnia secreta, que sub quatuor elementis contenta sunt.

Analyzing the transmission of manuscripts of ritual magic, Frank Klaassen
points out that the scribes of these texts—in contrast to those of image
magic—tended to rewrite their sources, thus creating new and new com-
pendia®. Indeed, as the Grandes Chroniques de France puts it, Brother John
simply renewed a condemned heresy, although he hoped to give it another
name and title’®. The author of Wladislas’ prayer book—although not giving
a new title—also used recycled prayers and definitely renewed the Liber
visionum (which had renewed, in turn, the Ars notoria). The difference lies
in the reception of their intellectual enterprises: the Polish compiler had a
more tolerant audience than John did, and there is no sign that his work was
ever condemned.

The conclusions drawn regarding John of Morigny® are analogous to what
we can say about the compiler of Wladislas’ prayer book. None of these

8 At least, if we accept the theory of Stephen Clucas, that one of John Dee’s sources was
the Solomonic art. Clucas, ‘John Dee’s Angelic Conversations’.

8 Bernacki and Ganszyniec, (eds.), Modlitewnik Wladyslawa Warnenczyka, 19 “. . . quod per
illam artem et scienciam exceptivam errore seductus . ..’

» [bid., 16, 17, 19.

ot Ibid., 21, 23, 17.

2 Klaassen, ‘English Manuscripts of Magic’.

% Camille, ‘Visual Art’, 110.

% See Fanger, ‘Plundering the Egyptian Treasure’.
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persons was an outsider, a fool, or a person suffering an unstable existence.
Both were clerics with a profound education, well versed in Church dialect.
Both seem to be practitioners, and although the fifteenth-century compiler is
not as talkative about his own experience as the fourteenth-century Brother
John (or, more precisely, says nothing in his own words), both offer insight
into the world of the readers and operators of the techniques of the Ars noto-
ria. Finally, neither of them intend to write a magical handbook satisfying
dubious needs. Instead, they create a genre in which it is hard to decide
whether magic or religion plays the more important role (beyond this, there
are many differences between the two authors—one of them is a real author,
while the other is a compiler, and so on—which I will not detail here.)

We see how the author of the prayer book worked, but we still do not
know who he was, nor at whose court he resided. I do not think it is very
likely that the conditions he needed were at his disposal at the court of a
Polish or Lithuanian duke in the fourteenth century. I would rather tend to
think that the author and the copyist were not two different persons, but iden-
tical, and that our codex is not a copy but the first example of this crystal-
lomantic prayer book. In a word, I believe that the compiler is to be found
at the court of Wladislas I. Beyond this, I can only speculate, but there is an
explanation which offers itself. An exceptional example of the practice of
crystallomancy from the Polish Middle Ages dates precisely from the time
when this codex was written. A member of the household of King Wladislas
I, called Henry the Bohemian (Henricus Bohemus), was accused of and con-
demned for pursuing crystallomancy and keeping necromantic books. His
case reminds us in many respects of those of Jean de Bar and William Byg:
it is again a legal case against crystallomancy and demonic invocations, one
of the chief surviving sources is again a confession in which the accused
admits that he had learned the practices from magical handbooks, and the
whole story is again taking place in the circles of the aristocracy, which raises
the possibility that some political intrigue can account for the accusations.
Henry was an influential member of the royal court, he was present at
the birth of Wladislas I, and he stayed close to the future king when he was
a child. Last but not least, his Bohemian origin might account for the
Germanicisms of the prayer book. He was jailed in 1429, but in the 1440s
he lived freely in Krakow, and he had plenty of opportunity, the necessary
sources (the necromantic books) at his disposal and the background knowl-
edge in crystallomancy to compose a royal prayer book for Wladislas.
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Treasure Hunting and Crystallomancy: The Case of Henry the Bohemian

From the acts of the legal action brought against Henry, the secrets of a group
of friends and the practices of a circle of learned magicians can be disclosed”.
In 1429, Henry found himself accused of conjuration of demons, necromancy
and the propagation of Hussite ideas. Since this was not the first occasion
of such accusations against him by a court case, his life was seriously in
danger, his execution a real possibility.

Henry was not an average personality of Polish history. Magister Henricus
genere Bohemus—as Jan Dtugosz, the great Polish historian reports—was a
talented astronomer residing at the royal court of Wladislas Jagiello from
1423 to the autumn of 1427. He was held in high respect, and he maintained
a close relationship with Queen Sophie. This is shown, inter alia, by the fact
that he was allowed to be present at the birth of the three sons of the king,
and he even cast their horoscopes®. In spite of this high esteem, Henry was
accused on three different charges in 1429: inclination to the ideas of Hussitism,
astrological and magical practices accomplished for finding treasure hidden
in the earth (supposedly with the involvement of demons), and the keeping
of forbidden necromantic books.

The court case was conducted by Stanislas of Skalbmierz (died in 1431),
who—in agreement with the wishes of the court—tried to save Henry from
the death waiting for him as irrecoverably heretical. Stanislas is a rather
important figure of the Polish Middle Ages. He was the first rector of the
renewed Krakow University, and a severe polemist in matters related to the
Hussite movement, he also participated at the Council of Constance, and he
was—at the time of Henry’s trial—the vicar-general of the archbishop of
Krakow®”. He was a most adequate person in this case not only because of
his proficiency in theological issues related to Hussitism, but also due to his
competence in magical issues, primarily concerning popular practices. In

% BJ 2513 and BJ 2014. For Henry and his legal process, see also the following: Zathey,
‘Per la storia’, especially 105-106; Birkenmajer, ‘Sprawa Magistra Henryka Czecha’ [The Case
of Master Henry the Czech]; idem, ‘Henryk le Bohemien’. For a reconstruction of the process
and a critical edition of the Consilia Stanislai de Scarbimiria contra astrologum Henricum
Bohemum, based on BJ 2014 f. 120r-129v (ca. 1432) and BJ 2513 f. 261r-269v (1435), see
Wielgus, ‘Consilia de Stanislas de Scarbimiria’.

% Dtugosz, ‘Annales seu cronicae’, 349-350.

7 Chmielkowska, ‘Stanislas de Skarbimierz’.
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Henry’s case, however, Stanislas was faced with a different set of problems:
instead of folk charms and spells, instead of agricultural magic and divina-
tion from the candle, instead of midwives who did not sell milk after sun-
set, and superstitious women who walked around their fields with crosses,
here he had to consider the methods of learned ritual magic which included
necromantic books, magic circles, a crystal and a young boy.

The acts tell us that Henry attempted to search for treasures hidden in
the earth with demonic help®®. He possessed heretical and magical books
which contained heretical teachings, magical arts, divinatory procedures, in-
vocations of demons, conjurations, interrogations and consultations in or-
der to find treasure and other hidden things, and finally diverse errors of
diviners, astrologers and sorcerers®”. One of these books was written by a
certain Matthias, a necromancer!'®. Both the magical books and this Matthias
are still waiting to be identified in the secondary literature of medieval
learned magic.

A further source, a confession made by Henry the Bohemian, complements
our picture with some new details. Henry admits that he invoked demons
and searched for treasure with his companions in the garden of Zwierzyniec
(the zoological garden of the king). On the methods of how to conjure and
bind demons, they found the instructions in necromantic books. In addition,
they also practiced crystallomancy with the help of a young boy medium—
again for finding treasure!®!. Interestingly, the confession is the only source

% ‘Quidam astrologus, vehementer de haeresi suspectus, generaliter omnem haeresim abiu-
ravit; qui tamen, post abiurationem in iudicio in debita forma factam, maleficis invocantibus
daemonia pro inveniendis thesauris in terra defossis per astra ad eosdem inveniendos indi-
cavit, custodemque socii, sperans se fieri lucri participem, se fecit, bisque maleficiis illorum,
qui daemonia invocabant, ut occultos thesauros invenirent, interfuit’. BJ 2014 f. 120r, Wielgus,
‘Consilia’, 153.

% ‘Quartus articulus, quod post promulgacionem sentencie episcopi et inquisitoris libros
hereticos et magicos non manifestasti nec restituisti’. BJ 2513 f. 272r-278r, and Birkenmajer,
‘Sprawa Magistra Henryka Czecha’, 221. °. .. librosque tam continentes haereses, quam artes
magicas aut alias divinaciones vel invocaciones demonum’. BJ 2513 f. 261r, Birkenmajer,
‘Sprawa Magistra Henryka Czecha’, 210; BJ 2014 f. 120r, Wielgus, ‘Consilia’, 154. ©. . . nec-
non variae et multiplices daemonum invocationes, coniurationes, interrogationes et consulta-
tiones pro thesauris et aliis occultis inveniendis et diversi errores divinationum, astrologorum
et sortilegorum’. BJ 2014 f. 125r, Wielgus, ‘Consilia’, 163.

100-< .. nonnullos cartas et libellos cuiusdam Mathie nigromantici clam in quodam hospicio
receptos’. BJ 2513 f. 261r, Birkenmajer, ‘Sprawa Magistra Henryka Czecha’, 210; BJ 2014 f.
120r, Wielgus, ‘Consilia’, 154.

101 “Nam ex confessione tua habetur, quod presens fuisti, cum in Kazimiria quidam negro-
manticus Stanislaus sedente quodam iuvene et inspiciente cristallum demones invocabat et coni-
urabat et responsa eorum inquirebat pro thesauris occultis in terra defossis inveniendis. Et postea
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related to Henry where the child and the crystal appear: in Stanislas of
Skalbimierz’ text they were not mentioned, and it seems that crystallomancy
was not a topic raised in the court case.

The sources give the names of some of Henry’s companions: magister
Nicolaus Hinczonis and magister Monaldus!®>. The latter name refers to
Monaldus de Luca, an Italian professor who specialized in mining and mint-
ing!®, Monaldus was expelled twice from Krakow due to his adventuresome
character'™. His medical recipes and his short treatise on plague have been
preserved in two codices of the Jagiellonan Library'®. As for Nicolaus
Hinczonis, he originated from Kazimierz (Casimiria—a quarter of present-
day Krakow) and he was also a master of Krakow University: he earned his
MA degree in 1403, he was elected as rector in the winter of 1412, and he
died around 1434!%, Finally, a last person mentioned in the confession of

in nocte ultra Zwierzyniec presens fuisti dum nigromantici similiter per nigromanciam demones
adiurabant, invocabant et coniurabant, pro eidem thesauris inveniendis, et vidisti bene iuvenem
sedentem et in cristallum inspicientem sed tunc invocaciones nigromanticorum non adiuvisti,
quia in alia parte stetisti custodiendo, ne aliqui de villa venientes impedirent fodientes thesauros
in terra quorum tu partem habere voluisti, prout habetur ex tua confessione. Scivisti eciam in
libellis dicti nigromantici contineri adiuraciones, per quas demon esset compellendus ad osten-
dendum thesauros absconditos, prout habetur ex tua recognicione’. BJ 2014 f 138, quoted in
Zathey, ‘Per la storia’, 105.

12 “Quis dicet’—writes Stanislaus—‘hanc frequentationem non in uno, sed in pluribus, ad
minus in duobus locis (quia coram teste certo et certis familiaribus magistri Nicolaus Hinczonis
ac magistro Monaldo et quibusdam suis consociis) maxime iunctis aliis suspicionibus, esse
modicam sive levem suspicionem, cum simplices ad credulitatem vel idiote seu minus eruditi
scandalizari poterant vel infirmari in fide?” BJ 2513 f. 266v, Birkenmajer, ‘Sprawa Magistra
Henryka Czecha’, 214; BJ 2014 f. 126v, Wielgus, ‘Consilia’, 166.

103 His name occurs in the list of the Krakow professors, but his subject is not indicated:
Pauly, Ulanowski and Chmiel, eds., Album studiosorum, vol. 1, 6. Monaldus appears also in
the list of the medical doctors of the university: Hii sunt doctores et magistri: BJ 258 f. 130r-
131v. For a published version of this text, see Markowski, ‘Les manuscrits des listes de doc-
teurs’, for Magister Monaldus medicus, see ibid., 137.

104 He is also mentioned as a victim of a robbery: Fink, ed., Repertorium Germanicum, IV/2,
col. 1876.

105 BJ 792 f. 33r-42r: Monaldus de Luca, Medicinalia praecepta; BJ 849 f. 161r-162v: his
tract on the plague.

106 See Gasiorowski, ed., Liber promotionum, 8. Kowalczyk, ‘Mikotaj Hinczowicz z Kazimierza’
[Nicolaus Hinczonis of Kazimierz]. Jerzy Zathey raised the idea that this Nicolaus Hinczonis
may have been identical with one Nicolaus accused of necromancy, about whom Anne of Cilli,
Queen of Poland and Wladislas Jagiello’s wife, wrote a letter to Pope John XXIII in 1410 men-
tioning him together with solis et lune figure, cristalli, cere impresse. See Zathey, ‘Per la sto-
ria’, 104. Indeed, the fact that both persons are mentioned as participating in crystallomantic
practices in Krakow in more or less the same period makes it probable that they are identical.
However, as recent research has pointed out, the first Nicolaus was a tortor, a marginal figure
of the society who participated in tortures and executions, while Nicolaus Hinczonis was a
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Henry, a certain Stanislas, also participated in the treasure hunts; he can be
identified as Stanislaus Johannis de Casimiria, who was a student in Krakow
in 1408, and later a schoolmaster in Kazimierz'".

In short, three university masters were involved in magical activities together
with Henry the Bohemian. It is logical to ask now whether he himself was
a university person. Henry appears both in the Annales of Diugosz and in
the official sentence of his legal case as Magister Henricus de Brega, voca-
tus astrologus, laicus, which title implies that he had a university background.
However, Henry is not mentioned either in the A/bum studiosorum or in the
Liber promotionum of Krakow University, and even Stanislaus implies that
Henry just abused the title of magister'®. Whether he brought his title from
Prague is dubious and depends greatly upon the solution of another enigma:
with which one of the many astronomers of Bohemian history called Henricus
we want to identify him'®. Since there is no consensus on this question, we
can only claim that at least three, but possibly four persons in the company
had a university education.

It remains to examine whether there is any basis to relate the case of Henry
with Wladislas’ prayer book. First, the crystal-gazing and treasure-hunting
methods followed by Henry and the books possessed by him indicate an
equally elaborated, and in many respects similar, knowledge in the field of
magic to that which we find in the prayer book containing the Ars notoria
and Liber visionum prayers together with the inserted formulae on the crys-
tal. Second, these two examples of Polish crystallomancy are strikingly close
to each other in time, and what is more, we should remember that King
Wiadislas Warnenczyk, whom we have identified as a possible owner of the
prayer book, was one of the three princes whose birth had been assisted by
Henry. Finally, we see that at the end of his trial Henry avoided capital pun-
ishment, and even though he was finally jailed, somewhat later he managed
to leave prison, and lived freely in Krakow'’. In the Acta Officialia Cracoviensis

university master who was rather involved in scholarly interrogations, and this difference under-
mines Zathey’s theory considerably. See Zaremska, Niegodne rzemiosto [Undignified Craft],
102-103.

107 BJ 2014 f 138, quoted in Zathey, ‘Per la storia’, 105. See also Pauly, Ulanowski and
Chmiel, eds., Album studiosorum, vol. 1, 27.

18 Wielgus, ‘Consilia’, 149. For the text, see ibid., 166: Stanislas mentions some theologi-
cal statement ‘quod est falsum, scivit enim, quia magister est, ut asserit, in artibus. . .’

1% For the possibilities, see Birkenmajer, ‘Sprawa Magistra Henryka Czecha’, 222, and
Wielgus, ‘Consilia’, 149.

110 Kowalczyk, ‘Przyczynki do biografii Henryka Czecha’ [Appendices to the Biography of
Henry the Czech].
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several notes report that Henricus Bohemus astronomus was active in 1440,
getting involved in various official transactions with other citizens'"'. It seems
he did not completely give up his magical interest: Johannes de Dobra, a
medical doctor, reports in his manuscript that Henricus Bohemus talked to
him about an Armenian who lived for four hundred years thanks to a spe-
cial medicine''.

Being experienced in the field of crystallomancy, possessing books of mag-
ical content, a good friend of King Wladislas, and living free in the early
1440s, Henry the Bohemian could easily have been commissioned to edit a
special prayer book on an omniscient crystal and on clarifying angels satis-
fying the “magico-devotional” purposes of the king. Taking into considera-
tion the fact that the text of the prayer book was written precisely in the
1430s or 1440s, one could even reverse the question: who else (experienced
in these fields) could have been commissioned for this task when Henry was
at the court? Even though the author cannot be identified with complete cer-
tainty, at the moment Henry the Bohemian is the most plausible contender
for this role. We see Henry as a most learned man in medieval magic: he
might have possessed the texts of the Ars notoria and the Liber visionum,
he had a close acquaintance with crystals, and what is more, his interest was
apparently not limited to the field of theory: he and his friends also put their
magical knowledge into practice.

Conclusion: Reading vs. Using

Finally, we may attempt to draw some conclusions from the extant crystal-
lomantic sources regarding the reasons why they were copied at all. Were
they meant to serve actual practice or mere reading? Did the scribes and
owners intend to practice the divinatory procedures, magical formulae and
ritual invocations? Or did they just want to learn about them, and did magic
simply belong to a pure “academic interest” of the collectors? As we have
seen, the answer is quite simple in the case of Henry the Bohemian: external

" Przybyszewski, ed., Cracovia artificium, vol. 1, 91-92; idem, ed., Cracovia artificium:
supplementa 2, 119, 120 and 127.

12 BJ 778 f. Illv. The text is published in Kowalczyk, ‘Przyczynki’: ‘Dominus Henricus
astronomus Bohemus dixit michi de quodam Armeno, qui morabatur in Bauoria, qui vixit 400
annorum. Et magister Johannes de Ragusio cum eodem Armeno loquebatur, quomodo sic diu
vitam conservaret, qui respondit, quod utebatur medicina quadam, quam idem magister Johannes
de Ragusio nondum intellexit. Et hoc michi dicit idem dominus Henricus Bohemus anno Domini
MCCCCXL'.
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evidence proves that he not only read in his handbooks how to rehearse crys-
tallomancy and how to invoke demons, but also practiced it. In the case of
the magical manuscripts, however, usually no definite answer can be given
to the question as to whether the inclusion of magic in the codices indicates
actual practices or simple curiosity. These texts contain no indication whether
their scribes tried to test their instructions, and fabricated talismans or tried
to create artificial monsters. Medieval folios usually do not talk to us and
answer our questions concerning the intentions of their scribes.
Fortunately, the prayer book of Wladislas is not so silent, and contains
internal evidence indicating actual application. While in the texts of ritual
magic the operator is usually designated merely by the letter “N” (implying
that the actual user has to substitute his name wherever he reads “N”), in the
royal prayer book of Wladislas, “N” is always replaced with the name of the
king. The source which the prayer book follows here is again the Liber
visionum of John of Morigny. John gives precise instructions, according to
which each person who wishes to operate with the prayers of John’s book
is to copy his own volume by his own hand, substituting his name for that
of John, and finally he is to consecrate the book (John is aware that his name
is fairly frequent, and therefore he stresses that even those persons who are
also called John must reproduce the book with their own hands if they really
want to use it)'"’. Indeed, the major part of the extant copies of the Liber
visionum are not mere copies of the original version, but handbooks copied
and used by a certain Albertus (of Judenberg)'“, a Petrus'®, a Bernardus''
and other medieval readers. Now, the substitution of the name Wladislas in
the prayer book implies that the text which has come to us was made for
real use, it was consecrated, and its crystallomantic formulae and angelic
prayers were probably indeed applied by a certain Wladislas'’. It is not likely,
of course, that a king copied the text with his own hands in order to render
the prayers effective, but this is not a problem, because John allows that
somebody else may copy the book as long as it is under the name of the
prospective user''®. In consequence, the prayer book of King Wladislas is

113 Graz, University Library, MS 680, f. 137v col. 1: ‘Quamvis liber iste sub hoc nomine
iohannes conponatur et plures alij homines vocantur hoc nomine iohannes tamen nullus alius
potest operari per eum nisi ille pro quo fuerit specialiter libri conpositus’.

114 British Library MS 18057.

15 Graz, University Library, MS 680.

1% Hamilton, CA, McMaster University Library MS 107.

"7 For all these pieces of information and considerations, including the quotation from the
Graz manuscript, I owe thanks to Claire Fanger.

18 See the text of the vow which anyone has to take who wishes to recopy the book in
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one of those few cases where a magical text itself betrays the fact that the
book containing it was consecrated and used as a real manual.

Benedek Lang (Budapest, 1974), Philosophy and History of Science Department, Budapest
University of Technology and Economics, is doing research on the medieval history of science
and magic, and has recently completed his doctoral thesis entitled “Learned Magic and its
Readers in Central Europe in the Fifteenth Century”.
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Anges autour du crystal : Le livre de priere du Roi Vladislas et les chasses au trésor de Henri
de Bohéme

Apres avoir brievement passé en revue les sources médiévales de la magie du cristal (divina-
tion ou évocation des anges avec 1’aide d’une bulle magique en crystal ou d’un miroir) 1’arti-
cle centre son intérét sur un manuscrit singulier qui contienne les évocations d’anges et de la
cristallomancie, le mystérieux Livre de Priére du Roi Vladislas qui se trouve actuellement dans
la collection de la Bodleian Library a Oxford (MS Rawlinson liturg. d. 6.). L’étude présente
s’occupe de quatre problémes principaux relatifs au manuscrit: le contenu et la source des priéres,
le but possible et le fonctionnement du cristal et I’identité de 1’opérateur du cristal, ce dernier
point pouvant étre divisé en deux: I’identité du Roi Vladislas lui-méme, proprictaire du livre et
I’identité¢ de ’auteur anonyme. L’apport important de I’article est d’avoir revélé que—a coté
des sources liturgiques connues et des passages de Ars notoria—Ia source principale du livre
de priére royal était un texte de magie rituelle, récemment identifié et étudié, le Liber Visionum
de Jean de Morigny dont les copies retrouvées jusqu’a nos jours sont presqu’exclusivement
originaires de I’Europe Centrale. L’article pose clairement en détail (et laisse ouverte finala-
ment) la question si le propriétaire du livre peut étre identifi¢ a Vladislas Varnenczyk (Vladislas
I*, roi de Pologne et de Hongrie, mort en 1444) ou a Vladislas II (roi de Bohéme et de Hongrie,
1456-1516), et en vient finalement a conclure que I’auteur ou compilateur du livre de priére qui
appartenait probablement a la cour du roi Vladislas I, était Henricus Bohemus, accusé et con-
damné en 1429 pour cristallomancie et pour avoir possédé des ouvrages nécromantiques.
Finalament, en ce qui concerne les raisons pour lesquelles le livre de pricre fut copié, certaines
indications accréditent que le texte que nous possédons fut rédigé pour un usage régulier, fut
également consacré et ses formulae de cristallomancie et ses pricres angéliques furent égale-
ment appliquées par un certain Vladislas.
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Alcuni studi recenti (mi riferisco, in particolare, a quelli di Sebastiano Gentile!
e di Brian Copenhaver?) hanno mostrato che I’interesse di Marsilio Ficino
per ’ermetismo si manifesto gia prima della sua traduzione dei primi quat-
tordici trattati del Corpus Hermeticum, e precisamente nella composizione
di alcune operette minori (quali il De divino furore e il Di Dio et anima),
per le quali egli si rivolse, come era logico, alle fonti medievali latine. Di
conseguenza, quegli studiosi hanno indagato la problematica della succes-
sione dei filosofi antichi, costituenti I’“aurea catena” che permise la for-
mazione della “pia philosophia”. Il nostro intento, invece, ¢ quello di precisare
la funzione ed il significato che la teosofia di Ermete ha conservato anche
nella maturita del Ficino, dopo la sua traduzione giovanile, funzione e
significato che sono stati contestati recentemente, come vedremo.

1. Ermete e Platone

In un’altra opera giovanile, anteriore, come quelle sopra ricordate, alla
traduzione del Corpus Hermeticum, si trovano alcune considerazioni che con-
fermano I’interesse del Ficino per quella antica teosofia. Ci riferiamo al De
voluptate, un argomento di particolare significato nel secolo XV, e oggetto
della famosa discussione del Valla, anteriore di circa venti anni a quella del
Ficino.

Subito all’inizio dell’opera il filosofo distingue tra “voluptas”, da una parte,
“gaudium” e “laetitia”, dall’altra (ed. Basileensis 1, 987). 1l “gaudium” ¢ il
piacere piu alto, quello che deriva dalla contemplazione della realta divina,
come spiega anche il Fedro di Platone (‘perfectum quoddam atque absolu-
tum gaudium, quo in ea ipsa Dei cognitione animus perfruatur’). Per far
conoscere il significato del “gaudium” prodotto dalla contemplazione di Dio

' Cfr. Gentile, Marsilio Ficino e il ritorno di Platone, 15-17; ‘In margine all’epistola’,
33-77; ‘Ficino ed Ermete’, 19-26.
2 Cfr. Copenhaver, ‘Hermes Theologus’.

© Koninklijke Brill NV, Leiden, 2005 Aries Vol. 5, no. 1
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e delle realta del mondo iperuranio, Platone ricorre alla nozione poetica
dell’ambrosia, appunto nel Fedro (247¢). Concorda con questo pensiero di
Platone I’opinione di Mercurio Trismegisto, allorquando, parlando del sommo
Dio, cosi si esprime:

Condonas® nos ratione, sensu, intellegentia. Ratione, ut te suspitionibus indage-
mus, sensu, ut te cognoverimus, cognitione, ut te cognoscentes gaudemus®, quod
te ostenderis nobis totum.

E, questo, un riferimento alla preghiera finale dell’Asclepius (cap. 41), della
quale il Ficino mette in evidenza la gioia che ¢ procurata dalla gnosi di Dio,
secondo il significato del “gaudium” di cui parla il Fedro platonico nel passo
or ora indicato.

Questa unione di Platone ed Ermete apre in modo simbolico il De volup-
tate. La medesima coppia (“‘gaudium”—gnosi) appare anche nel successivo
cap. 2 (I, 991). 1l Ficino, facendo riferimento alla trasformazione del genere
umano nel genere degli animali, osserva, come si legge nell’Asclepius

(cap. 6):

Cumque humanum genus inter Deum ad bestias medium teneat ob eamque
causam utrorumque participes esse merito videatur, in alterum quoque migrare
et quasi converti posse Trismegistus existimat. . . .

Anche Platone, prosegue il filosofo, nel Fedone (cfr. 83d) dice che il piacere,
come fosse un chiodo, tiene 1’anima confitta al corpo. Un’altra concordanza
tra Platone e I’ermetismo ¢ indicata dal Ficino poco piu avanti:

Ex iis altera quaedam argumentatio a Trismegisto contexitur. In omnibus quippe
rerum generibus unum aliquod maximum atque summum esse vult’, cuius parte-
cipatione reliqua in eodem genere reponantur, ut omnia, quae calida sunt, ignis
natura, cui summa caliditas adsit, calida fieri eodemque modo et bona quae-
cumgque sunt, quod summum, primumque bonum sequantur, atque imitentur bona
dici debere. (Cap. 3) Haec igitur est divina Platonis de voluptate sententia, in
qua Mercurius Trismegistus, et Pythagorici omnes, ac Socratici quoque excel-
lentiores absque ulla dubitatione consentiunt.

Fondamentale, dunque, fin dalla giovinezza, ¢, per il Ficino, la convinzione
dell’accordo tra Ermete e Platone (esso ¢ asserito gia nel Di Dio et anima)®.

3 Cosi il testo ficiniano nell’edizione basileense; il testo dell’Asclepius, tuttavia, legge “con-
donans”, con riferimento al dio che ¢ invocato dal Trismegisto.

4 Probabilmente un errore di stampa: bisognera leggere “gaudeamus”, come nel testo
dell’Asclepius e come vuole la sintassi.

> Forse nei capp. 34-35 dell’Asclepius.

¢ Secondo il Gentile (‘In margine all’epistola’, 43-49), questa concordia era basata verisi-
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La somiglianza tra I’ermetismo e il platonismo, proposta dal Ficino, ¢, per-
cio, una novita di notevole valore speculativo, che ha il suo peso nella cul-
tura del Rinascimento, e non scomparira nemmeno quando si conosceranno
meglio, e meglio si distingueranno, sia 1’'uno sia I’altro’.

2. Ermete, Platone, Orfeo e il cristianesimo

Parimenti significativa ¢ la convinzione del Ficino che ermetismo e teologia
trinitaria cristiana abbiano molto in comune. Ha ragione il Gentile a ritenere
che, a tal proposito, il Ficino poteva essere stato influenzato sia dai testi
ermetici latini e dalle notizie che gli forniva la letteratura tardo antica
(I’A4sclepius, Lattanzio e I’Adversus quinque haereses) sia da quanto poteva
leggere in alcuni scrittori medievali, come Guglielmo di Conches e Abelardo,
e soprattutto Thomas Bradwardine, il cui scritto De causa Dei circolo a
Firenze alla fine del XIV secolo. In esso 1’4sclepius viene ampiamente citato
come autorevole testimonianza del fatto che gia gli antichi avevano una cog-
nizione delle Persone divine®.

Entrambi i motivi (accordo tra Ermete e Platone; precorrimento del cris-
tianesimo ad opera di Ermete) saranno fondamentali anche per il Ficino
maturo e per tutto I’ermetismo del secolo XVI.

Nella sua introduzione alla traduzione del Pimander il Ficino ci da qualche
indicazione del suo interesse per questo aspetto della “prisca theologia”.
Ermete scrive di cose divine e nel suo libro appaiono misteri segreti ed ora-
coli mirabili. Egli non parla come filosofo, ma come profeta che preannun-
cia la futura rovina della religione egiziana, la nascita di una nuova fede,

milmente sulle analogie tra il 7imeo platonico e I’Asclepius e sul reciproco chiarirsi delle propo-
sizioni, spesso oscure, dei due filosofi. Di tutto questo non sono molto convinto: il Timeo e
I’Asclepius hanno poco in comune tra di loro.

7 La successione Zoroastro, Mercurio, Orfeo, Aglaofemo, Pitagora, Platone si incontra ancora
nella Theologia Platonica (VI 1 ¢ XVII 1), ove si propone la successione dei sei maggiori
filosofi: Zoroastro, Mercurio, ‘princeps sacerdotum Aegyptiorum’, Orfeo, Aglaofemo, Pitagora,
Platone. Poiché questi antichissimi filosofi nascondevano sotto dei ‘poetica umbracula’ i mis-
teri divini affinché non fossero noti ai profani, prosegue il Ficino storicizzando la tradizione pla-
tonica antica, sorsero poi i vari interpreti. Sei furono le accademie: tre attiche (antica, iniziata
da Senocrate; media, iniziata da Arcesilao; nuova, iniziata da Carneade) e tre straniere (Egiziana,
con Ammonio; Romana, con Plotino; Licia, con Proclo). I “prisci theologi”, osserva ancora il
Ficino, unirono sempre lo studio della filosofia alla “religiosa pietas”. Lo testimoniano gli scritti
di Zoroastro ed il fatto che i trattati di Mercurio comincino sempre con una preghiera e finis-
cano con un sacrificio (7heol. Plat. XII 1 = 11, 157 Marcel).

8 Cfr. ‘In margine all’epistola’, 43-49.
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I’avvento del Salvatore, il giudizio finale, la gloria dei beati e la punizione
dei reprobi. Non sembra che il Ficino sappia gia, nel 1463, che Agostino
aveva accusato Ermete di avere raggiunto poteri profetici grazie all’astrolo-
gia o, peggio ancora, ai demoni (cfr. De civitate Dei VIII 23 sgg.): questo
sara un problema che egli affrontera nei decenni successivi’.

2.1. Ermete e Platone

L’Allen, tuttavia, considera poco verisimile che il Ficino nutrisse interesse
per un tipo di filosofia religiosa nella quale I’ermetismo ¢ il platonismo
stessero congiunti'®; secondo lo studioso il Ficino avrebbe potuto vedere nel
Pimander delle dottrine che trovava gia in Calcidio, se non in Platone (che
pero allora non aveva ancora letto): quella del demiurgo, quella della sua
creazione del mondo animato e dell’'uomo e quella dell’esistenza di un padre
creatore ¢ del suo figlio, che ¢ il mondo. Il Ficino, secondo 1’Allen, subor-
dinava la sua cosmologia ¢ la sua cosmogonia a quella del Timeo, ed osser-
vava con molta cautela il fatto che talvolta i filosofi antichi impiegassero dei
termini che potevano essere messi in relazione con la teologia trinitaria dei
Cristiani. Per cui, in De Christiana religione 22, il Ficino dice che «tutta
I’antica teologia ¢ contenuta nei volumi di Platone ed ivi ¢ perfezionatay.
Vale a dire, nell’interpretazione dell’Allen, Platone era per il Ficino il filosofo
sublime ed Ermete solo un lontano precursore. L’opera principale di Ermete,
il Pimander, era interessante solo perché era una testimonianza della pre-
senza in Egitto dell’antica teologia, forse come un effetto della diffusione,
tra 1 sacerdoti egiziani, dell’insegnamento di Mos¢. Essa non poteva sosti-
tuire il Zimeo e Proclo.

A nostro parere, questa distinzione cosi netta ¢ antistorica, tanto ¢ vero
che tutti gli scrittori cristiani dell’antichita che furono interessati ad Ermete
furono studiosi anche di Platone, da Lattanzio a Cirillo di Alessandria ad
Abelardo. Per questo motivo il legame tra Mercurio e Platone continua ad
essere presente anche nelle opere piu tarde del Ficino. Cosi, nell’In Parmenidem
79 (11, 1181) leggiamo un apprezzamento dell’apofatismo a proposito di Dio
che unisce Platone, Ermete ed i cristiani:

Quamobrem non iniuria Parmenides admonet, non tam negationibus quam silen-
tio tranquillo, divino, amatorio confidendum. Quod quidem Platonici omnes una
cum Mercurio et Apollonio Tyaneo procul dubio comprobant. Et propheta David
inquit, laus tibi, o Deus, est silentium . . .

® Cfr. Moreschini, Storia dell’ermetismo, 62-79.
10 Cfr. ‘Marsilio Ficino, Hermes Trismegistus’, 42-43.
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e nella In Alcibiadem secundum epitome (11, 1135) si afferma che tale apo-
fatismo esclude ogni culto esteriore (cfr. Asclepius 41):

Mercurius ac Plato, cum supremi numinis maiestatem venerabantur, externas
omnes caerimonias auferebant, solam ac puram flagrantiam animi relinquebant.

Altre considerazioni sull’accordo dell’ermetismo con Platone si leggono nella
In Minoem, vel de Lege, Epitome (11, 1135), ove si dice che il Trismegisto
attribuisce a Mercurio I’invenzione delle leggi:

Quamobrem omnes illustres conditores legum inventionem legum in Deum, sed
per diversa nomina atque media rettulerunt . . . Trismegistus Aegyptiis (Aegyptius?)
in Mercurium.

e nell’/n Philebum 31 (11, 1241) il Ficino ricorre a specifiche dottrine ermetiche,
anche se non precisamente individuabili:

Mercurius quoque ait!, Deum esse omnium actuum potentiam et omnium poten-
tiarum actum, quia omnes primi actus ab eo creantur, potentia efficax omnium
actuum Deus dicitur, quia omnes actus secundi ab eo excitantur et roborantur,
potentiarum omnium dicitur actus, id est omnes potentias in actum reducens.

La stessa cosa si deve dire per questo passo del De studiosorum sanitate
tuenda (1, 502):

Mercurius, Pythagoras, Plato iubent dissonantem animum vel moerentem cithara
cantuque tam constanti quam concinno sermone componere simulatque erigere.

2.2. Ermete e [’orfismo

Non ¢ necessario richiamare ’attenzione sulla grande diffusione che ebbero
nel Quattrocento italiano le dottrine orfiche. Particolarmente significativa,
per il Ficino, ¢ quella dell’androginia divina, che egli poteva trovare anche
nell’Asclepius. Cosi, nell’In Plotinum 27 (11, 1744) si legge:

Sic Orpheus naturam mundanumque lovem marem appellat et foeminam,
similiterque Mercurius . . .

Dio, pertanto, ¢ maschio e femmina insieme, come si legge nell’Asclepius
(cfr. cap. 20), e come il Ficino aveva visto gia nei trattati piu giovanili. Qui
¢ interessante osservare che, secondo il Ficino, negli scritti orfici'? come in

" A quale passo della dottrina ermetica si riferisca il Ficino non ¢ molto chiaro: forse
all’Asclepius, capp. 3-4.

12 Cfr. fragm 168,3, p. 201 Kern, come osserva la Tarabochia Canavero, 232. Probabilmente
questo ampio frammento poetico € stato ricavato non tanto dal De mundo pseudo-aristotelico,
come ritiene la studiosa, ma dal De mundo apuleiano, che lo cita in greco (cfr. 37,372).
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quelli ermetici I’androginia ¢ attributo non tanto di Dio quanto del mondo;
comunque sia, il Ficino ritiene che esista un accordo tra le due antichissime
teosofie. Altrettanto egli afferma nel De vita 111 26:

Quo quidem attractu secum ipso devinciri mundum testantur sapientes Indi,
dicentes mundum esse animal passim masculum, simulatque foeminam, mutuoque
membrorum suorum amore ubique coire secum, atque ita constare, vinculum
vero membrorum inesse per insitam sibi mentem, quae totam infusa per artus
agitat molem et magno se corpore miscet'®. Hinc Orpheus naturam ipsam mundi
Iovemque mundanum marem appellat et foeminam.

2.3. Ermete e il cristianesimo

Negli anni della maturita, il Ficino aggiunge ad Ermete e a Platone (il Platone
del Parmenide) anche lo scrittore cristiano che ¢ I’emblema dell’apofatismo,
Dionigi I’Areopagita. Cosi, infatti, egli dice nell’Argumentum ad epistolam
secundam quae est Platonis ad Dionysium Siciliae tyrannum (11 1532):

Hinc in Parmenide probat nos neque nomen neque definitionem neque scien-
tiam habere de Deo, utpote qui sit super intelligentiae limites. Idem ante ipsum
(scl. Platonem) Mercurius asserit, idem post ipsum Dionysius Areopagita . . . Sat
ergo fuerit post convenientem inquisitionem purificasse mentem, atque direxisse.
Reliquum Mercurius sacro mentis silentio tribuit. Deum enim a mente suo quo-
dam silentio potius quam sermone suo censet pronunciari (cfr. Asclepius 41).

L’accordo tra ermetismo e cristianesimo ¢ confermato anche da altri passi di
opere piu tarde, come 1’/n Dionysii Areopagitae librum de Divinis nominibus
Commentatio (11, 1034):

Mysteria Dionysii sententia illa Mercurii ter maximi confirmantur. Deus, inquit,
nihil est omnium. Deus est omnia. Deus nomen nullum habet, Deus habet omne
nomen.

Vale a dire, la dottrina ermetica che Dio ¢ privo di nomi e, insieme, possiede
tutti 1 nomi (cfr. Asclepius 20), perché ¢ ’'uno—tutto, preannuncia, grazie
all’intermediazione di Platone, quella dei ‘nomi divini’ del platonico Dionigi
I’ Areopagita.

Dionigi, infatti, in quanto cristiano (e non si deve dimenticare la grande
fama di cui godette questo Padre nel corso del Medioevo), ¢ il legittimo erede
di Platone, piu ancora dei platonici pagani'*: ‘Platonicae disciplinae culmen

13 Queste parole costituiscono una citazione virgiliana (den. VI, 726-727) camuffata all’in-
terno del discorso ficiniano.
14 Sulla storia della prisca theologia, che culmina nella rivelazione cristiana, si leggano, oltre
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et Christianae Theologiae columen’ (cfr. In Dionysii Areopagitae librum de
Divinis nominibus Commentatio 11, 1013)'3; e ancora:

... ipsum (scl. Dionysium) . .. non solum caeteris Platonicis propter doctrinae
Platonicae culmen, verum etiam ipsi Platoni propter novum veritatis Christianae
lumen, anteponendum esse censemus (ibid. 11, 1024).

Per spiegare questo accordo tra i grandi filosofi del passato e Dionigi
I’ Areopagita il Ficino sostiene (seguendo in questo Lattanzio e i teologi
medievali, come Abelardo'®) che Ermete aveva intravisto, anche se confusa-
mente, il mistero della Trinita, anche se per forza non era stato in grado di
formularlo in modo corretto. Nella sua In epistulas D. Pauli commentatio 2
(I, 430) il Ficino scrive che

Zoroaster quoque una cum Mercurio intellectualem Deo prolem attribuit. Dixerint
isti quidem quod potuerunt, et id quidem adiuvante Deo, Deus autem hoc solus
intelligit, et cui Deus revelare voluerit.

Ed anche in De Christiana religione 13 (1, 18):

Mercurius Trismegistus de Verbo et Filio Dei, ac etiam de Spiritu saepe men-
tionem facit.

In conclusione, come nelle opere giovanili del 1457, anteriori alla sua
conoscenza del Corpus Hermeticum, anche piu tardi il Ficino ¢ interessato
alla figura di Ermete quale profeta del trionfo del cristianesimo sull’antica
religione e quale annunciatore del piu profondo mistero cristiano. Era, questa,
I’interpretazione medievale dell’Asclepius. Dovette essere questa convinzione
a spingere il Ficino ad ignorare le critiche di Agostino ad Ermete, nonos-
tante ’ammirazione che egli nutriva per Agostino stesso, e a scegliere 1’in-
terpretazione di Lattanzio.

Ma d’altra parte, per chi, come il Ficino, era interessato a stabilire una
lunga discendenza delle filosofie antiche dalla tradizione giudaica e cristiana,
I’Egitto si prestava perfettamente a questa ricostruzione. Poteva servire a tal
riguardo una attestazione scritturistica, ¢ precisamente quella di A#ti 7,22,
ove si dice che Mosé¢ era stato esperto in tutta la sapienza degli Egiziani. Se
ne poteva dedurre, quindi, quello che era gia implicito nell’ermetismo cris-
tiano della tarda antichita, e cio¢ che Mos¢ avrebbe insegnato ai sacerdoti

a quanto si ¢ osservato sopra, anche le osservazioni di Euler, “Pia philosophia” et “docta reli-
gio”, 220-224. Su Dionigi I’ Areopagita nell’Umanesimo, cfr. Moreschini, ‘L’autenticita’.

!5 Sul Ficino e Dionigi I’ Areopagita, cfr. ora (oltre alla bibliografia indicata dall’Euler),
S. Toussaint, ‘L’influence de Ficin a Paris’; e C. Vasoli, ‘L’*“Un-Bien’”.

1o Cfr. C. Moreschini, Storia dell’ermetismo, 159 sgg.
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dell’Egitto le verita del monoteismo'’, che erano state successivamente adul-
terate'®. L’adulterazione dell’antico insegnamento ermetico si coglieva, ad
esempio, nell’impiego della magia e nei rapporti degli Egiziani con i demoni,
come aveva deplorato a suo tempo Agostino'. Ma su questo torneremo tra
poco.

3. Ermetismo e magia

A proposito di questo problema, molto dibattuto, ancorché non centrale (a
nostro parere) nell’ermetismo di Ficino, gia la Yates aveva sostenuto® che
il Ficino si trovava di fronte, per quanto riguarda I’ermetismo, a due atteggia-
menti opposti dei Padri antichi: da un lato vi era stata la posizione conciliante
e favorevole di Lattanzio, dall’altro quella ostile e negativa di Agostino, che
investiva esattamente I’impiego della magia e della ispirazione demoniaca
da parte di Ermete. Il Ficino sostanzialmente prese atto della condanna di
Agostino (De civitate Dei VIII 23-26), salvo poi non aderire ad essa. E in
effetti era impossibile, sia per il Ficino sia per i suoi lettori, ignorare il passo
cosi pericoloso dell’4sclepius (cap. 26) in cui si parlava della ‘creazione’
degli dei mediante la costruzione di statue nelle quali si poteva inserire uno
spirito magico®'. Inoltre, Ermete aveva predetto, sempre nell’ Asclepius (cap.
24 sgg.), la fine dell’antica religione egiziana perché era stato ispirato, se-
condo Agostino, da un demone. Ermete era stato, dunque, in contatto con i
demoni e impiegava la magia.

Il Copenhaver, invece, tende a liberare il Ficino da ogni implicazione con
la magia, perché, a suo parere, il filosofo, per quanto interesse potesse avere
avuto per essa, non ne andava a ricercare le testimonianze nei testi ermetici,

'7 Questa convinzione era stata sostenuta nel cristianesimo antico soprattutto da Cirillo di
Alessandria, nella sua replica al Contra Galilaeos di Giuliano I’apostata; uno studio sulla pre-
senza di Cirillo nella cultura cristiana del Quattrocento sarebbe estremamente utile.

18 Per quello che riguarda la data di Ermete, secondo Agostino (De civitate Dei XVIII 39),
egli sarebbe stato posteriore a Mos¢ di almeno due generazioni; altri, invece, pensavano che
Ermete fosse stato contemporaneo di Mose, stando a quello che si legge nella famosa raffigurazione
sul pavimento del duomo di Siena, ove il Trismegisto ¢ detto ‘contemporaneus Moysi’.

19 A questo punto ci si potrebbe porre, con il Salaman (‘Echoes of Egypt’), il problema se,
come ¢ vero che nel Corpus Hermeticum si trovano reali presenze della religione egiziana (come
la critica piu recente ha oramai definitivamente accertato), tali elementi sono stati ripresi dal
Ficino. Il tentativo del Salaman, a tal riguardo, non ¢ giunto, a mio parere, a risultati convincenti.

» In un suo saggio giustamente famoso (Yates, Giordano Bruno e la tradizione ermetica,
73 sgg.).

2l Questa duplicita emerge nella nostra Storia dell 'ermetismo, 82-91.
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i quali, sul pieno teorico, dicevano poco a tal riguardo, ma, se mai, si rivol-
geva a Plotino e Proclo (che pero, a nostro parere, non dicono molto di pit)*.
Tanto ¢ vero che il Ficino nel terzo libro del De vita non fece nessuno sforzo
per giustificare la sua teoria della magia sulla base dei quattordici trattati del
Corpus Hermeticum che aveva tradotto, perché essi non gli sarebbero stati
utili a questo scopo®. Il Ficino, infatti, cita la magia di Ermete in soli tre
passi, di cui solo in due per nome (Opera, p. 548 = De vita 11l 13; p. 561 ¢
pp. 571-572 = De vita 111 26): essi non contengono tanto un riferimento ad
argomenti filosofici in sostegno della magia, quanto dei riferimenti alla ven-
erabile autorita di Ermete. Il Ficino intende dimostrare che la magia che
“costruisce” gli dei, di cui si parla nell’Asclepius, ¢ efficace, vale a dire, che
la struttura artificiale, materiale di un talismano o di una statua puo far si
che essi siano abitati o animati da un essere spirituale, cio¢ da un demone,
e comunque intende anche affermare in modo velato che siffatta magia puo
essere illecita, cio¢ un atto di idolatria. Anche in un altro punto del suo stu-
dio** il Copenhaver tende a rendere “neutri” (cio¢ a vedere in essi una pura
e semplice notizia di carattere “storico”) i riferimenti del Ficino alla magia
ermetica. Questo studioso afferma®, tra I’altro, che gli Hermetica fornivano
al Ficino una giustificazione per la credenza nella magia che era piu di tipo
genealogico o storico che teoretico. 1 fatto che la magia fosse associata con
I’antica teologia di Ermete poteva averla resa piu mirabile, ma gli “antichi”
teologi (Ermete, Zoroastro, Orfeo) erano poco utili, per il Ficino, per ana-
lizzare la magia da un punto di vista fisico o filosofico. Allusioni ermetiche
a concetti magici erano abbastanza frequenti per associare la magia alla
“prisca teologia”, ma non possedevano argomenti fisici e filosofici capaci di
fornire gli elementi di una teoria della magia convincente e valida. Gli
Hermetica popolari trasmessi durante il Medioevo erano piu importanti del
Corpus Hermeticum come fonte di dati magici, ma siccome essi erano soprat-
tutto delle raccolte di ricette o di curiosita non collegate a nessuna filosofia
coerente, il loro valore teorico non era grande, e, comunque, il Ficino non
era interessato ad essi.

22

Cfr. Copenhaver, ‘Tamblichus, Synesius’, 441-442.
Cfr. Copenhaver, ‘lamblichus, Synesius’, 443.

2 Cfr. B. Copenhaver, ‘Hermes Trismegistus, Proclus’, 80 e 95; ‘lamblichus, Synesius’, 448.
L’interpretazione del Copenhaver, che vuole escludere, nel Ficino (ed anche nel Corpus Hermeticum,
a cui il Ficino si ispirava), ogni piu profondo interesse per la magia, ¢ stata vivacemente respinta
da P. Zambelli (L’ ambigua natura della magia, 282-283; 301; 317-319), la quale, seguendo le
concezioni del Garin, nega la validita scientifica e storica di una netta separazione tra magia e
filosofia.

2 Cfr. ‘Hermes Trismegistus’, 93.

e

3
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Eppure non possiamo credere che si debba giungere ad un ridimensiona-
mento cosi forte (tanto da apparire quasi una negazione) degli interessi del
Ficino per la magia. E un fatto, del resto, che non mancano testimonianze
dei secoli XVI e XVII che considerarono il Ficino compromesso con quelle
pratiche?.

Ugualmente restrittiva ¢ I’interpretazione dell’Allen. Egli asserisce?” che
la soluzione di questa difficolta, cio¢ dei difficili rapporti con la magia, i quali
avrebbero potuto implicare anche una accusa di tradimento della fede cris-
tiana, ¢ presentata dal Ficino in De vita 111 26 (I, p. 571):

His ferme exemplis ipse Plotinus utitur, ubi Mercurium imitatus ait veteres sa-
cerdotes sive Magos in statuis sacrificiisque insensibilibus divinum aliquid et
mirandum suscipere solitos. Vult autem una cum Trismegisto per materialia haec
non proprie suscipi numina penitus a materia segregata, sed mundana tantum,
ut ab initio dixi, et Synesius approbat . . . Mercurius ipse, quem Plotinus sequitur,
inquit, daemonas aerios non coelestes, nedum sublimiores, statuasque Mercurius
ipse componit ex herbis, arboribus, lapidibus, aromatis, naturalem vim divini-
tatis (ut ipse ait) in se habentibus. Adiungit cantus caelestibus similes, quibus
ait eos delectari, statuisque sic adesse diutius, et prodesse hominibus vel obesse.
Addit sapientes quondam Aegyptios, qui et sacerdotes erant, quum non possent
rationibus persuadere populo esse Deos, id est spiritus aliquos super hominibus,
excogitasse Magicum hoc illicium, quo daemonas allicientes in statuas esse
numina declararent . . . Sed ad Mercurium immo ad Plotinum iam revertamur.
Mercurius sacerdotes ait accepisse virtutem a mundi natura convenientem, eamque
miscuisse. Sequutus hunc Plotinus, putat totum in anima mundi conciliante facile
confici posse etc.

Qui, secondo I’Allen, il Ficino sostiene che anche Plotino segui Ermete, sup-
ponendo che le statue contengano al proprio interno non tanto le divinita,
che sono totalmente separate dalla materia, quanto i demoni. Ermete aveva
costruito delle statue usando piante, legni, pietre preziose e aromi, tutte cose
che possedevano una potenza demoniaca entro di sé; aveva fatto cantare dei
canti adatti a particolari demoni, in quanto essi si dilettavano di quei canti
ed in tal modo erano spinti ad abitare nelle statue. I sapienti egiziani non
erano stati in grado di convincere il loro popolo che a presiedere agli uomini
fossero degli déi o degli spiriti, e cosi, abbandonando 1’insegnamento di
Ermete, gli Egiziani avevano inventato la magia delle statue, che ¢ illecita,
e avevano affermato che i demoni che erano stati attirati entro di esse erano
in realta degli dei. Giamblico, che il Ficino ‘scopre’ in un momento della

% Cfr. recentemente a tal proposito Buccolini, ‘Explicatio Ficini’, 53-55.
2 Cfr. ‘Marsilio Ficino, Hermes Trismegistus’, 43-46.
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sua piu piena maturita, aveva condannato gli Egiziani proprio perché ave-
vano adorato i demoni in quanto tali, invece di ricordare che essi dovevano
servire solamente come intermediari per noi nella ricerca dei misteri divini
(cfr. Myst. VIII 2).

Alla fine della sua vita il Ficino introduce un nuovo elemento, sostenendo
che i sacerdoti egiziani, quando ebbero consacrato i loro templi agli déi, vi
avevano anche posto le statue degli uomini che essi supponevano essere par-
ticolarmente sottomessi all’influsso di quelle divinita. Essi avevano incor-
porato in queste statue figure di animali, legni, metalli, pietre ed anche speciali
caratteri e immagini associati con gli déi. Ermete era, insomma, solo il tes-
timone, non 1l difensore di questa pratica degli Egiziani.

Mercurius ter maximus festis est religionis Aegyptiae patres statuas in templis
arte magica fabricatas collocare consuevisse, et in eas daemones defunctorumque
animas excitare (In epistulas D. Pauli commentatio, cap. 8, 1, p. 440).

Piu rivelatore ancora dell’atteggiamento del Ficino ¢, infine, secondo I’ Allen

un altro passo. Ivi il Ficino pensa che Ermete abbia condannato la maggior

parte degli Egiziani perché essi non credevano o che esistessero degli dei al

di sopra del cielo o che le preghiere degli uomini che abitavano la terra

potessero raggiungerli. Questa era stata la ragione per fabbricare le statue

come abitazioni dei demoni, che essi adoravano come dei famigliari.
Infatti,

Si Trismegistum consulueris, disces ex propriis mundi materiis certo cuidam
daemoni congruentibus compositam rite statuam confestim per daemonem con-
gruum animari . . . Audies quoque Mercurium hunc veteres plerosque damnan-
tem, quod diffidentes vel esse numina super coelum, vel terrenorum vota ad
caelestia superioraque pervenire, fabricavere statuas habitacula daemonum, quos
quasi familiares colerent deos. Putabat sane, quamvis interdum in delubra dae-
mones salutares advocarentur, saecpe tamen descendere noxios (In Apologiam
Socratis epitome (11, p. 1389).

In conclusione, in queste varie citazioni Ermete appare un riformatore di cre-
denze idolatriche piu che un fondatore di teorie magiche®®. Per il Ficino,
infatti, il problema della magia non era gia I’esistenza o 1’efficacia delle statue
magiche, che da lui non era contestata, quanto la loro liceita da un punto di
vista religioso (e quindi anche civile). Il Ficino sapeva che I’ermetismo era
collegato con la magia, ed aveva cercato di purificarlo. Sul suo atteggiamento
non poteva non avere influito, quindi (contrariamente a quanto aveva

2 Cfr. ‘Marsilio Ficino, Hermes Trismegistus’, 45.



44 CLAUDIO MORESCHINI

pensato la Yates, come avevamo detto sopra), la condanna dell’ermetismo,
formulata da Agostino.

Una soluzione definitiva ¢ difficile a trovarsi. E verisimile che per motivi
pratici il Ficino andasse estremamente cauto quando doveva parlare di magia,
quand’anche essa si trovasse nei testi che piu amava, come quelli di Ermete
o di Giamblico®. Del resto, lo stesso Platone, nelle Leggi, 1’aveva aperta-
mente e duramente condannata. Ma che nei testi sopra riportati il filosofo si
dimostrasse cosi ‘asettico’, non mi pare®. E vero che in altri testi il Ficino
appare piu ‘neutro’ e ‘dossografico’. Cosi in alcuni passi che qui citiamo di
seguito:

Quales (scl. imagines) et Trismegistus ait, Aegyptios ex certis mundi materiis
facere consuevisse, et in eas opportune animas daemonum inserere solitos, atque
animam avi sui Mercurii (De vita caelitus comparanda 111 13 [1, 548]).

Et quemadmodum ab initio docuit Mercurius Trismegistus ac diu postea

Plotinus et Iamblichus, statuis quibusdam ordine certo compositis daemones
quodammodo includentur (In Cratylum . . . epitome 11, 1309).

E anche nella Theologia Platonica (XIII 3 [II, p. 233 Marcel]) il Ficino
riferisce, come esempio dell’efficacia delle varie arti, che gli Egiziani, come
insegna Mercurio, costruivano delle statue di déi che parlavano e cammina-
vano. Nello stesso contesto (XIII 5 [II, p. 241]) si descrivono gli effetti dei
vari “miracula” della magia. Ne parla anche Mercurio Trismegisto, ‘ubi de
regeneratione cum filio suo Tatio disputat’ (C.H. XII 16; XIII 14). Oppure,
nella Theologia Platonica XVIII 10 (III, p. 233), afferma che alcuni dicono
che le anime non formano specificamente il “corpus elementare” o “terrenum”
e che non hanno le sensazioni attraverso di esso, ma che,

sicut arte magica per certam statuarum dispositionem daemonibus certis accom-
modatam daemones statuis quasi devinciuntur, quod Mercurius confitetur atque
Plotinus®!, sic lege divina animas, quae se corporibus dediderunt, aquae manci-
pari vel igni, atque id quidem adeo serviliter ut ob hoc vehementer indignentur
atque doleant.

? Su questa problematica cfr. P. Zambelli, L ’ambigua natura, 29 sgg. e altrove.

3 Giustamente Weill-Parot, tracciando in breve lo status quaestionis della polemica tra la
Zambelli e il Copenhaver, osservava che ‘pur senza una prudenza ipocrita . . .1 due punti di
vista non gli sembravano inconciliabili’ (cfr. ‘Penombre ficinienne’, 74). Lo studioso ¢ tornato
sull’argomento anche in un saggio molto informato (Les “images astrologiques ). 11 Weill-Parot
assume una posizione intermedia tra i negatori della magia ficiniana e coloro che vedono nel
Ficino una grande apertura ad ogni forma di magia, e conclude che ‘in realta, Ficino gioca su
una serie di ambiguita. Mostra di conoscere, e si nasconde dietro il “non tam probo quam
narro”’. In ogni caso, il Ficino arreca un importante contributo alla storia della magia dotta in
generale.

3 Cfr. Ascl. 7; Plot. 111, 5,6.



L’ERMETISMO DEL RINASCIMENTO DA MARSILIO FICINO A LUDOVICO LAZZARELLI ~ 45

Ma ¢ necessario considerare questi passi apparentemente oggettivi e distac-
cati nel loro contesto piu generale. Ora, la critica piu recente ha sempre piu
insistito nel sottolineare 1’interesse del Ficino, negli ultimi anni della sua
vita, per le varie forme di magia e per le forme di misteriosofia ad essa affini.
Ne ¢ una testimonianza il sempre piu frequente ricorrere dello scrittore alla
cabala ebraica e alla filosofia degli arabi, che sembra essere stata da lui
conosciuta direttamente®2. E in questo contesto, quindi, che anche i riferi-
menti alla magia ermetica debbono essere inquadrati, anche se, apparente-
mente, poco impegnati e asettici.

Infine, con ragione W. Hanegraaff respinge come poco funzionale, per
quello che attiene a certe correnti di pensiero del Rinascimento, la distinzione
di cui si serve il Walker, tra “magia” e “religione”. E verisimile che le
incertezze di cui fa mostra il Ficino, e il contrasto tra il suo interesse per la
magia e I’esplicita sottomissione all’autorita della Chiesa, dichiarata nella
prefazione del De vita caelitus comparanda, non sia dovuto soltanto alla
paura della censura ecclesiastica, ma ad una incertezza personale circa la
valutazione di queste teosofie®*.

4. Altri elementi dell’ermetismo ficiniano

La tendenza critica ¢, anche a questo riguardo, sostanzialmente riduttiva.
Cosi, il Copenhaver®® sostiene che, nel complesso dei suoi scritti, il Ficino
cita Mercurio presentandolo semplicemente all’interno di una dossografia in
cui Ermete ¢ una delle piu antiche autorita. Il Ficino ricorrerebbe ad Ermete
talvolta per affermare una propria dottrina, che appare sostenuta anche da un
testo ermetico, o, pitl spesso, per presentare proprio una dottrina ermetica,
alla quale, comunque, non attribuisce particolare significato.

Anche I’ Allen ritiene che, tutto considerato, il Ficino rimanga tiepido nei
confronti di Ermete; egli non ha per lui I’ammirazione sconfinata di un
Lazzarelli*® e non pone il Corpus Hermeticum sullo stesso piano di Platone
o di Plotino. Conferma questa posizione secondaria del Trismegisto il fatto
che il Ficino non scrisse commenti alle opere ermetiche. L’iniziale interesse

2 Cfr. recentemente S. Toussaint, ‘L’individuo estatico’.

3 Cfr. Walker, Spiritual and Demonic Magic, 51; 75-84.

3% Cfr. Hanegraaff, ‘Sympathy or the Devil’.

3 Cfr. Copenhaver, ‘Hermes theologus’, 78.

3¢ Cfr. ‘Ficino, Hermes Trismegistus’, 46; si veda a tal riguardo anche la nostra Storia
dell’ermetismo, 216-239.
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per Ermete come profeta e teologo venne meno gradualmente e fu sostituito
dall’ammirazione per i neoplatonici, Plotino e Proclo in particolare. In-
somma, il Ficino non fu mai un ermetista, e I’impatto del Corpus Hermeticum
su di lui fu iniziale e limitato, sebbene non privo di interesse, soprattutto
nell’ambito delle teorie sulla magia. L’autorita di Ermete agli occhi del
Ficino fu quella di essere stato un sapiente-teologo ed un profeta, ed in parti-
colare il riformatore che aveva ammonito gli Egiziani a non adorare le statue
¢ a non praticare riti in onore dei demoni.

Esaminiamo, pertanto, alcune attestazioni dell’interesse del Ficino per
I’ermetismo quali si colgono nella sua opera maggiore, la Theologia Platonica,
e piu precisamente a proposito dei temi essenziali di quella teosofia: il mondo,
I’anima, I'uomo, per vedere se questa interpretazione limitativa ¢ valida.

Certo, di carattere dossografico ¢ quello che si legge in Theologia Platonica
XVII 4 (I, p. 169). Platone descrive la creazione del mondo piu 0 meno
allo stesso modo di Mos¢, che fu il primo a parlarne, e di Mercurio, poi®’.
Vennero quindi Severo, Attico, Plutarco e molti altri platonici, per cui il
pitagorico Numenio esclamo che Platone era un Mose che parlava in attico
(cfr. framm. 8 des Places). Questa affermazione di Numenio, ricavata da
Eusebio di Cesarea, ebbe amplissima fortuna nel corso della rinascita del
platonismo rinascimentale.

Parimenti, in I 3 (I, p. 50), il Ficino riferisce che la materia, come sosten-
gono Mercurio Trismegisto ¢ Timeo, ¢ ‘informe, non nihil, nihil proximum,
quod primo infiniteque sit patiens’ (C.H. VI 2; Ascl. 4)*®.

Ma nel passo di XVIII 2 (III, p. 183) penetriamo ulteriormente nel prob-
lema della cosmologia. Con la sua infinita potenza Dio cred il mondo ex
nihilo, poiché lo fece per sua libera volonta, non per necessita di natura. Tale
origine del mondo ¢ stata spiegata chiaramente da Ermete il Trismegisto.
Non deve sembrare strano che egli abbia conosciuto queste cose, ‘si homo
idem Mercurius fuit atque Moyses, quod Artapanus historicus coniecturis
ostendit’. Il riferimento ¢ alla notizia fornitaci da Eusebio, Praeparatio
Evangelica X1 37,6.

37 11 riferimento ¢ al mito che si legge nell’undicesimo trattato del Corpus Hermeticum, uno
dei piu vicini alla cosmogonia cristiana. Si osservi la cronologia di Mercurio, che qui ¢ collo-
cato dopo Mose.

3% Accanto a questo riferimento, pitt ovvio, alla dottrina platonica della materia, si ¢ pensato
(cfr. Kodera, ‘Narcissus’) che il rapporto tra intelletto e materia, adombrato dal mito di Narciso,
si troverebbe nel Ficino, ripreso da un passo del Corpus Hermeticum (1, 14) e sviluppato nella
Theologia Platonica (XVII, 2): ‘. . . utpote qui humanae pulchritudinis speciem in aqua specu-
laretur, eiusdem admirationem quandam in terra conspiceret, illic praeterea consecutus similem
sibi formam in seipso existentem, velut in aqua amavit eam, secumque congredi concupivit’.
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Impegnativa anche la considerazione di XI 4 (II, p. 120). Le forme sono
piu “perspicuae” nell’operante che nella sua opera o nei suoi strumenti,
e cosi le forme dell’universo sono piu “perspicuae” in Dio che nell’universo.
Per questo motivo Mercurio ritiene che il mondo sia ‘omniformis Dei ima-
ginem omniformem’ (riferimento a C.H. V 10; X 16, secondo il Marcel,
ma potrebbe essere anche ad Ascl. 19, sebbene in un contesto totalmente
differente).

In IV 2 (I, p. 169) si afferma che la fine del mondo ¢ chiamata da Mercurio
‘mundi senium’ (4scl. 26), da Platone In libro de Regno (Polit. 270a) ‘mundi
restitutio’. In realta, dopo I’invecchiamento del mondo avverra la “palinge-
nesia”, cio¢ il ritorno del mondo all’ordine primitivo, come insegnano non
solo Mose, ma anche Zoroastro, Mercurio (4scl. 26) e Platone. Cosi ¢ detto
in Theol. Plat. 11 3 (II, p. 65).

A questo proposito vale la pena osservare che due testimonianze collegano
la cosmogonia del Trismegisto a quella orfica. La prima ¢ quella di /n
Convivium Platonis de amore, Commentarium 2 (11, p. 1321):

Orpheus in Argonautica, cum de rerum principiis coram Chirone heroibusque
cantaret, Mercurii Trismegisti theologiam sequutus, Chaos ante mundum
posuit .. ..

Orfeo, dunque, sarebbe venuto per secondo, ed il Trismegisto sarebbe stato
il maestro.

Laltra testimonianza si legge in Theologia Platonica XVII 1 (111, 178).
Ivi si dice che anche Mercurio avrebbe insegnato che il mondo sussiste gra-
zie alla volonta di Dio, ‘quem cuncti comitentur affectus’ (C.H. X 2-3; A4scl.
6; 20). E cosi pure Orfeo, come gia Platone nel 7imeo, asserisce che la volonta
benefica di Dio ¢ stata I’origine certissima delle cose. Anche in questo caso
si deve pensare che Orfeo avrebbe desunto il suo insegnamento da quello di
Mercurio.

Per quanto riguarda I’anima, stando a quello che dicono Zoroastro ed
Ermete (il riferimento ¢ a C.H. I 8), I’anima discende dall’ampio cerchio
dell’universo e I’intelligenza piu bassa si unisce innanzitutto al corpo piu
alto, e non soltanto gli si unisce, ma si infonde entro di Iui (Theol. Plat.
XVIII 4 [I11, 192]).

Anche il Ficino crede che esista un veicolo dell’anima: esso ¢ da lui chia-
mato “idolum” (XVIII 4 = III, 194), e da Platone ‘species animae mortalis’,
ciog¢ dAlo te €idog . . . 10 Ovntdv (Tim. 69¢). L’anima, quando & nel corpo
celeste, ‘emittit idolum quasi crinitam comam’. In quanto “idolum”, ¢ pre-
sente in lei una ‘phantasia . . . irrationalis atque confusa’, e ogni volta che,
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lasciato il suo corpo terreno, si raccoglie nel suo corpo celeste, I'uomo ode
delle musiche mirabili e delle voci provenienti dai cieli. Lo conferma anche
I’esclamazione di Tat, dopo che si fu purificato grazie alle cerimonie e alle
espiazioni del padre (C.H. XIII 11-22), e lo stesso Mercurio narra di avere
avuto questa esperienza nell’estasi della sua anima (C.H. 1 1; XIII 3) (p. 195).

Le nostre anime, che assomigliano agli spiriti celesti, si rivestono di corpi
di diverse forme, e al termine di certi intervalli di tempo riprendono i mede-
simi corpi che avevano all’inizio. Questo processo ¢ chiamato “palingene-
sia” da Zoroastro, e di essa parla a lungo Mercurio con suo figlio Tat (7heol.
Plat. XVII 3 [111, 161]; secondo il Marcel, questo ¢ un riferimento a C.H.
XIV—ma potrebbe essere anche ad A4scl. 24 sgg.).

La palingenesia implica per il Ficino, come gia per i neoplatonici, il prob-
lema di quale sia il corpo in cui avverra la trasmigrazione. Il filosofo lo
affronta in Theol. Plat. XVII 4 (III, p. 172). Nemmeno i sacerdoti egiziani
sono concordi a pensare che le trasmigrazioni delle anime avvengano da una
specie all’altra; al contrario, essi vogliono che si intendano ‘de ferino vel
heroico animae habitu’, poiché pensano che I’'uomo diventi una bestia o un
eroe, in quanto, secondo loro, I'uvomo ¢ rappresentato dall’anima soltanto.
Questo ¢ spiegato da Mercurio, ‘Aegyptiorum pontifex maximus’, il quale,
avendo descritto in maniera poetica siffatta migrazione, aggiunse che la legge
divina non permette che la migrazione avvenga nei corpi delle bestie. Inoltre,
egli attribuisce alle anime empie delle pene eterne negli elementi piu bassi
di questo mondo, ¢ asserisce apertamente che quelle anime sono sottomesse
ad un supplizio eterno da una sentenza immortale. Mercurio dice anche che
la mente si congiungera a Dio cosi strettamente da non essere piu implicata
nell’errore (C.H. X 19-22).

Lo stesso problema ¢ discusso anche in XVIII 10 (III, p. 228). Platone e
Mercurio dicono che le anime malvagie, dopo questa vita, ‘mutato genio
incidere in mali daemonis potestatem’ (secondo il Marcel, riferimento a C.H.
I 22-23%), e cio¢ dopo che saranno state condotte dal loro genio al giudice
che non puo essere ingannato. E poco piu oltre (p. 234): i malvagi sono tor-
mentati, in punto di morte ¢ dopo la morte, dalla loro ‘furens phantasia’ e
dal ‘malus daemon, ut Mercurius ait et Plato’ (Gorg. 525 sgg.). Parimenti,
nel commento a Plotino (VIII 5 = II, 1755) si afferma:

Peccantes (scl. animae) vero gravius vexantur etiam a daemonibus, quod Mercurius
(cfr. Ascl. 28) et Orpheus lamblicusque confirmant.

30 forse ad Asclepius 28.
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In un contesto che, come abbiamo visto sopra, congiunge rivelazione cris-
tiana a dottrina ermetica, il Ficino (XII 3 [II, p. 159]), dopo aver citato
Giovanni I’Evangelista, il quale dice che 1’anima che vede la verita opera la
verita (1 Gv 1,6), e Paolo, che dice (2 Cor 4,16) che I’anima che contempla
si rinnova di giorno in giorno, osserva che il Trismegisto, allo stesso modo,
dice che dall’unione della mente pura con Dio risulta, per cosi dire, un solo
spirito (cfr. Ascl. 3; C.H. 1, 26; anche XII, 4; Ascl. 10).

A proposito dell’'uomo, cogliamo anche nella Theologia Platonica (XIV
3 [II, 257]) la dottrina ermetica, cosi diffusa nell’'umanesimo italiano, che
I’'uomo ¢ un ‘magnum miraculum’ (4scl. 6). Il genere umano cerca di diventare
ogni cosa, perché conduce tutti i generi di vita. Come esempio di quanto
viene detto si cita quel passo famoso dell’Asclepius: ‘non illi coelum vide-
tur altissimum, non centrum terrae profundum’®.

Piu banale ¢ quanto si legge in Theologia Platonica 11 13 (I, p. 125): la
provvidenza di Dio protegge il genere umano, come dice Mercurio (C.H. X
3,22; Ascl. 34-41).

Osservazioni sparse sono quelle di Theol. Plat. XVIII 9 (111, pp. 225-226):
poiché si sono allontanati dal loro equilibrio primitivo, gli uomini raggiun-
gono la loro felicitda con grande fatica. La otterranno facilmente, invece,
quando saranno stati restituiti alla loro condizione originaria. Questa opi-
nione sembra accordarsi meglio delle altre ai misteri di Zoroastro, di Mercurio,
di Platone e di tutti i poeti che hanno raccontato 1’eta dell’oro.

In XVIII 9 (11, p. 236) si sottolinea I’importanza di un “oraculum” di
Virgilio (4Aen. VI 730-731). In esso il poeta latino, seguendo in parte Mercurio
ed in parte Platone, descrive le quattro perturbazioni dell’animo, che sono la
conseguenza di quattro umori: dalla bile ardente proviene il desiderio, dal
sangue, che ¢ aria, il piacere, dalla bile nera, che ¢ la terra, il timore, dalla
pituita acquosa il dolore e la fiacchezza (C.H. 1 23-24).

5. Conclusioni

Tenuto conto delle attestazioni che abbiamo presentato, le opinioni del
Copenhaver e dell’Allen ci sembrano troppo radicali. L’interesse del Ficino

40 Questa concezione ¢ sviluppata anche nel De Christiana religione, inc. lat. H 7069; BMC
VI 625; IGI 11 3857, c. 36r, ove si insiste ‘sulla necessita che I’infinita bonta divina [‘quae se
communicare vult omnibus’] si congiunga con la natura umana, che ¢ il centro, il medio tra
tutte le cose e tutte le comprende in s¢’. Traggo questa informazione da C. Vasoli, Filosofia e
religione, 53.
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per I’ermetismo non si spenge con il passare degli anni. Ancora alla fine della
sua vita, quando scriveva il Commento a Plotino, il filosofo in un passo
famoso attribuiva alle dottrine ermetiche un ruolo non secondario per la pro-
pria formazione di un tempo, ed esse lo accompagnarono fino alla fine della
sua speculazione, anche se essa ¢ stata essenzialmente quella di un filosofo
platonico. N¢ il crescere dell’interesse per Platone e il neoplatonismo doveva
significare il porre in secondo piano I’ermetismo. Abbiamo gia osservato che
questa netta separazione tra ermetismo e neoplatonismo ¢ poco funzionale
per comprendere il pensiero del XV e del XVI secolo.

Forse I’influsso dell’ermetismo sul Ficino fu piu fertile di risultati in un
altro senso, e cio¢ in quanto il Ficino fu il tramite, accresciuto dall’autore-
volezza che egli si era acquistato nel corso di una vita di studi e di inseg-
namenti, per la diffusione della dottrina di Mercurio nel Rinascimento europeo*;
ma in ogni caso, anche per il Ficino, pur piu platonico che ermetico, I’in-
segnamento del Trismegisto fu essenziale, in quanto fu quello fornito dal
primo maestro (o da uno dei primi maestri) della “pia philosophia™*.

6. Esempi di traduzione ficiniana

Proponiamo ora un saggio di esame della traduzione ficiniana del Corpus
Hermeticum: 1’abbiamo eseguito, a mo’ di prova, solo per il Poimandres.
Emerge da esso I’insufficienza dell’edizione, tuttora canonica, del Nock—
Festugiére, non foss’altro perché tale edizione trascura di far luce sui con-
tributi sia del Ficino sia del Patrizi, il quale, piu di un secolo dopo I’editio
princeps, intervenne sul testo per correggerlo, ma basandosi anche sulla
traduzione del Ficino stesso. Lo scrivere una storia del Corpus Hermeticum
nel XVI secolo ¢ una urgente necessita.

Un confronto preciso tra il testo greco e la traduzione del Ficino permet-
te di cogliere anche le divergenze pit minute. Rivolgiamo la nostra atten-
zione in primo luogo alle modifiche dovute a interpretazione ficiniane del
pensiero ermetico secondo la dottrina cristiana, in secondo luogo ad alcune
correzioni del testo.

41" Qualche notizia al riguardo (ma solo qualche notizia) in Mahé, ‘La Renaissance et le mirage
égyptien’, ma la parte piu importante della ricerca rimane ancora da fare.

4 11 Gentile, tuttavia, trova che la presenza dell’ermetismo continuo ad essere essenziale fino
alla fine della vita del Ficino, il quale riprese la dottrina del Trismegisto fino a farne elemento
portante della propria speculazione (‘Ficino ed Ermete’, 29-30).
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§. 2. ‘Sum, inquit ille, Pimander, mens divinae potentiae’® (c. 5r). “Mens
divinae potentiae” traduce 1’espressione 6 tfig avfevtiog vodg; cosi, piu oltre
(c. 11v), “divinae potentiae verbo” corrisponde ad odBevtiog Adyov (§. 30).
Il termine ovBevtio significa il potere assoluto di qualsivoglia divinita, ad
esempio, quello del dio gnostico di cui parla Ippolito, come osserva il
Festugiere, ad locum. Per il Ficino non puo essere di altri che di Dio.

§. 5. Poimandres rivela ad Ermete la realta del cosmo. In esso si trova
I’aria, che, essendo leggera, venne dietro al soffio del fuoco: émp . . . éxohotBnoe
1@ nvevport. 11 Ficino traduce con “aer spiritu parens’, modificando il significato
di dxolovbéw: cioe I’aria “obbediva” allo spiritus, e questo spirito non poteva
essere altro che quello di Dio, che disponeva le varie cose. Il Ficino traduce,
dunque, secondo la dottrina biblica dello spirito che ‘si muoveva sopra le
acque’ (cfr. Gen 1,2).

§. 12. Il Nus, che ¢ padre di tutto, ¢ vita e luce: drexinoev dvBporov odtd
{oov, cio¢ ‘produsse uguale a s¢’ 'umanita originaria, ma il Ficino smorza
il concetto e rende con ‘hominem sibi similem procreavit’ (7r), secondo la
dottrina cristiana che Dio cred 1’uomo non uguale a sé, ma a sua immagine
e somiglianza (cfr. Gen 2,7).

1bid. 11 testo prosegue: ‘Atque ei tamquam filio suo congratulatus est’ (7r).
Il piu debole ‘congratulatus est’ rende il greco fpdodn, cioé I’amore con cui
il dio intelletto amo il primo uomo, che aveva creato uguale a s¢, come or
ora si ¢ detto. Cfr. quanto dice I’Asclepius, cap. 8: ‘amavit eum’. Lo stesso
procedimento anche poco oltre (§. 13), ove fipdoOncoav adtod € reso con:
‘humanae mentis meditatione gaudentes’.

§. 13. Viene ‘alleggerito’ il significato pagano del testo greco cuveywpnon
4o 10V ToTtpOG Yevouevog, reso con ‘a contemplatione patris delapsus’, ‘allon-
tanatosi dalla contemplazione del padre’.

I1 §. 18 ¢ reso senza particolare modifiche, probabilmente perché lo stesso
testo ermetico appariva fortemente cristianizzante. Il dio parla alle sue crea-
ture con una parola santa: ‘Pululate, adolescite, propagate universa germina
atque opera mea’ (8v). L’affermazione: ciascuno riconosca tov aitiov 10D
Bavdrov épwrta € esplicitato con ‘amorem corporis mortis causam esse scite’.

§. 19. 1l testo greco (Gyomnoog 10 €x nAdvng épwtog cdua), che vuole dire
che I'uomo ha amato il corpo, prodotto dall’errore dell’amore, ¢ reso con
uno strumentale o causale: ‘Qui vero corpus amoris errore complectebatur’

4 Citiamo dalla editio princeps: Mercurii Trismegisti . . . Pimander, ed. G. van der Leye,
Treviso 1471, ristampa a cura di S. Gentile, Firenze 1989.
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(9r). Pertanto costui, dice il testo greco, errava év 1@ oxértet, che il Ficino
spiega meglio con: ‘is oberrabat in tenebris mortis’, che ¢ un’eco biblica.

§. 21. ‘Qui se ipsum cognoscit transit in deum’ (9r) ¢ una modifica del
testo greco: O vonocog £ovtov elg adTOV Ywpel, Ove eig adtov € Inteso come
‘verso se stesso’, non come ‘verso dio’ (‘celui qui s’est connu soi-méme va
vers soi’, traduce il Festugicre).

§. 26. Il concetto tipicamente gnostico ed ermetico dell’“ogdoade”, cio¢
della perfezione, non poteva essere noto al Ficino, che rende, quindi, per
congettura con ‘ad optatam naturam revertitur’ (10v) il greco yiveton éni v
Oydoatikny @OoV.

Ibid. La traduzione ‘deo fruuntur’ (10v) ¢ piu vicina alla spiritualita cris-
tiana del greco év 0e® yivovtot.

Per quello che riguarda gli aspetti letterari della traduzione, osserviamo il
§. 5. ‘Ut terrae facies pateret’: ‘terrae facies’ ¢ ampliamento del Ficino al
testo greco; essa precorre I’integrazione v yfjv del Reitzenstein e del Festugicre.

§. 9. ‘Mens autem deus, utriusque sexus fecunditate plenissimus’ rende il
greco appnvéBniug dv, ma non mediante una traduzione propria, bensi facendo
ricorso ad una frase famosa dell’Asclepius (cap. 20), che il Ficino gia conosceva
prima del 1463. Analogamente, piu oltre (c.822) &ppnvoBfilen € reso con
‘utriusque generis munitus’.

§. 11. ‘Aer volatilia protulit, aqua vero natantia’ (6v). ‘Natantia’ ¢ cor-
rezione del Ficino, se ¢ vero che il manoscritto greco da lui adoperato per
la sua traduzione (il Laur. 71, 33) ha vonté invece di vnxtd (che ¢ la lezione
giusta) degli altri manoscritti (questo, almeno, si ricava dall’apparato critico
dell’edizione di Nock e Festugicre).

1bid. Dall’apparato critico della medesima edizione si legge che 7 yfj sarebbe
stata un’aggiunta del Patrizi, ma gia il Ficino inserisce ‘terra’: ‘terra post-
modum animantia . . .” (6v-7r).

§. 13. 11 Ficino rende in modo congetturale il difficile testo greco xotevénoe
100 &dedod té dnpovpynuoto con ‘opificia septem gubernatorum animad-
vertit’, intendendo i reggitori delle sette sfere celesti (ma il Festugiére: ‘il
pergut les oeuvres de son frére”). Successivamente il Flussas avrebbe cor-
retto, seguendo probabilmente 1’interpretazione del Ficino, o0 &delpod in
tdv ddededv, ove il termine ‘fratelli’ indicherebbe i reggitori delle sfere
celesti.

§. 15. 1l testo greco & estremamente difficile: 'uomo brepdve odv dv Thic
appoviog évapuoviog yéyove dodlog. A prescindere dal significato, per il quale
lo stesso Festugiére non riesce a trovare una soluzione conveniente, il Ficino
lo rende in modo inesatto ¢ modificato: “Non [il Ficino legge dunque o0 per
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ovv] igitur harmonia superior obstitit [invece di ‘extitit’, come sarebbe stato
giusto per dv], in harmoniam vero lapsus periclitatus servus effectus est’.
Analoghi ampliamenti si incontrano poco dopo: viene aggiunta ad dppnvédniug
8¢ dv una specificazione che non si trova nel greco: ‘ab eo qui arborum et
rivorum fons est’, forse semplicemente per dare un senso compiuto al passo.

§. 19. 1l greco neprotoiov dryaBdv € reso con ‘bonum quod est super essen-
tiam’, con una correzione che anticipa cosi una congettura dello Scott
(brepovorov), che pero il Festugiére non accoglie nel testo, probabilmente a
torto.

§. 21. La lezione &b ¢n¢ € una correzione del Reitzenstein, accolta dal
Festugiére, per eb onut dei manoscritti, ma gia il Ficino aveva tradotto ‘recte
loqueris’.

§. 22. 1l Ficino anticipa la correzione pvodrtovtor, attribuita al Turnebus,
leggendo ‘fastidiunt’ (9v), invece di pvcdrrovteg dei manoscritti.

§. 23. Nel locus desperatus Opdoxer odtov il Reitzenstein aveva conget-
turato Opmoxet én’ ovtdv, ed il Festugiére titpdoker: ma gia il Ficino aveva
tradotto con ‘sensus affligit’ (10r).

§. 25. Il manoscritto impiegato dal Ficino ha, come la maggior parte degli
altri, la lezione tog dpopuds . . . &vevépyntov, ma il Ficino, d’accordo con la
correzione del Parisinus gr. 1220 (da lui perd non conosciuto), legge (10v):
‘occasiones . . . itemque ociosas’, cio¢ dvevepymtovg. E cosi il Festugicre.

§. 26. La traduzione del Ficino ‘cum iis qui illic sunt’ (10v) anticipa la
congettura dello Scott, cbv toig <éxel> odo1v.

§. 31. 1l Ficino corregge 1’errore del manoscritto Laurenziano eikov €on
traducendo giustamente con ‘imago est’, cio¢ &pv.

Nella preghiera finale (§. 31) troviamo un’omissione, non so se voluta:
santo ¢ Dio, che vuole essere conosciuto ed (yvooOfvar BodAetar xai) €
conosciuto da coloro che gli appartengono (‘sanctus deus qui suis famil-
iaribus innotescit’) (11v).

Errori del Ficino dovuti alla cattiva condizione del testo del Laur. 73, 11
sono (§. 28) ‘vos qui laboratis inopia’ (tfj sAdvn gli altri manoscritti, ma
ondvy il Laurenziano) e (§. 29) ‘quo factum est ut illi ex imbrium procellis
emerserint**’ (xai étpdoncov tod duPposiov Vdartoc, ma &Pposiov il mano-
scritto Laurenziano, lezione che il Ficino intese come un derivato da &Bpdc,
‘umido’).

Per quanto riguarda I’aspetto esteriore della traduzione, essa appare notevol-
mente libera, anche la dove non intervengono motivi di carattere stilistico

411 Ficino pensa, quindi, che étpdgnoav sia derivato da tpéro, non da tpégpo.
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che giustifichino tale modo di vertere. Ad esempio, le battute del dialogo tra
Pimandro ed Ermete spesso non corrispondono, nella traduzione del Ficino,
a quelle delle edizioni moderne, nonostante entrambe siano basate sullo stesso
manoscritto Laurenziano; oppure alcune frasi sono poste dal Ficino con
significato interrogativo, mentre non lo sono nel testo greco; ancora, certe
altre sono parafrasate piu che tradotte, o, a causa anche della mancanza di
una chiara punteggiatura nel manoscritto adoperato, 1’ordo verborum inteso
dal Ficino ¢ diverso da quello delle edizioni moderne. Insomma, il Ficino
fece un’opera da pioniere su di un testo estremamente difficile, e se spesso
non riusci nell’impresa e ricorse a degli espedienti, come quello della parafrasi
e della congettura, e talora, anche, commise degli errori, altre volte, pero,
corresse felicemente il testo greco che non dava senso. Interessanti sono certe
correzioni di carattere dogmatico, che gli erano suggerite dalla sua fede cris-
tiana e dalla sua convinzione che il testo che aveva davanti preannunciava
per tanti aspetti il cristianesimo: era logico, quindi, per lui, intendere quel
preannuncio alla luce di quello che sarebbe stato insegnato pienamente in
seguito, con la venuta di Cristo in terra®.

7. Marsilio Ficino e Ludovico Lazzarelli

Puo essere utile tornare a considerare le fonti del Crater Hermetis di Ludovico
Lazzarelli. Tra di esse, come ¢ logico, il Corpus Hermeticum possiede una
posizione centrale. Bisogna, tuttavia, osservare, che il Lazzarelli (come il
Ficino, in fondo), si limita all’impiego dei trattati ermetici, € non conosce an-
cora i frammenti (in primo luogo quelli che si possono leggere nell’ Anthologium
di Stobeo), che invece diverranno sempre pit noti nel secolo a lui succes-
sivo, ad esempio in Agostino Steuco.

4 Sulla concezione rinascimentale della traduzione cfr., tra la numerosa bibliografia, recen-
temente E. Berti, ‘Traduzioni oratorie fedeli’; ‘Osservazioni filologiche’, 112: nella seconda
redazione della traduzione del Filebo ‘I’interpretazione del dialogo ¢ rimasta inalterata . . . il
giovane Marsilio dopo non molti anni di studio del greco, aveva gia raggiunto un altissimo
livello di penetrazione del pensiero platonico ed una straordinaria capacita di orientarsi in
un’espressione linguistica di rara difficolta . . . in molti passi della prima redazione, in effetti,
traspare ancora visibilmente la trama della traduzione letterale. Sappiamo, del resto, che per il
proprio uso personale Marsilio Ficino era abituato a tradurre “verbatim”. La tecnica della tra-
duzione letterale era la prassi corrente nella scuola e una tradizione millenaria di alta cultura
I’aveva accreditata in particolare per opere di filosofia e di religione . . .". Questo giudizio cosi
positivo non ¢ ancora calzante per la traduzione ficiniana del Corpus Hermeticum.
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Piu strano ¢ il fatto che le citazioni dai trattati ermetici provengano solo
dai quattordici tradotti dal Ficino, e non anche da quelli tradotti dal Lazzarelli
medesimo e che si trovano nel famoso codice di Viterbo, posseduto proprio
da lui. Secondo Hanegraaff (cito, qui e in seguito, dal suo libro su Ludovico
Lazzarelli, in corso di stampa), invece, lo scrittore si ¢ chiaramente ispirato
anche agli ultimi due trattati del Corpus, cio¢ alle cosiddette Diffinitiones
Asclepii, che egli stesso aveva tradotto per Mercurio da Correggio. Tuttavia
I’impiego di questi trattati consiste, secondo lo studioso, nel fatto che nei
primi due del gruppo XV-XVII I’allievo € un re, che ¢ iniziato rispettiva-
mente da Asclepio e da Tat, mentre 1’ultimo trattato si conclude con un pane-
girico del re medesimo. Stando a quanto pensa Hanegraaff, dunque, 1’influsso
dei trattati ermetici tradotti dal Lazzarelli si limita a fornire allo scrittore la
cornice del Crater. Lo studioso, pertanto, sottolinea la novita dell’impostazione
del dialogo, in cui I’autore si presenta come maestro ispirato, dotato di una
natura semidivina, e iniziatore nei misteri ermetici, nonostante che gli allievi
siano personaggi di rango sociale molto piu elevato di lui, quali il re di Napoli
Ferdinando di Aragona ¢ il Pontano, suo segretario. Tuttavia, motivi di con-
tenuto dottrinale dei trattati XV-XVII non sembrano essere stati utilizzati nel
Crater.

Per i trattati I-XTV, il Lazzarelli impiega, come ¢ logico, la stessa traduzione
del Ficino, anche se il testo non sembra essere stato ripreso alla lettera.
Bisognerebbe domandarsi quale edizione del Corpus Hermeticum tradotto
dal Ficino abbia impiegato il Lazzarelli, dopo ’editio princeps del 1471.
Potrebbe bastare questo a spiegare le divergenze? Forse si e forse no: niente
esclude, infatti, che le citazioni siano diverse anche perché il Lazzarelli con-
tava di “abbellirle” e di renderle consone al “tono” della sua opera, nonos-
tante che la cosa sembri insolita e inopportuna, se giudicata con criteri moderni.

Qualche esempio: in Crater 5,1 il Lazzarelli cita C.H. 1 3 con la seguente
modifica: ‘quae cupis’ invece di ‘quae optas’.

Crater 6,2 = C.H. 1 18 ‘ac opera’: ‘atque opera’ la traduzione del Ficino,
e quindi la modifica ¢ scarsamente significativa. La citazione ermetica ¢ inter-
pretata come un riferimento alla necessita di conoscere se stessi, che era stato
il punto di partenza della discussione in Crater 2,3. 1l Lazzarelli, infatti,
amplia il significato del testo ermetico e del testo di Gen 2,9, ove si parla
dell’albero della conoscenza del bene e del male, con le parole seguenti: ‘In
his Hermetis enim verbis et lignum vitae in quo vivimus et lignum scientiae
boni et mali, quod nobis affert interitum, continetur. Cuius caput praecepti,
ut videtis, est ut nosmet ipsos dignoscamus’.

Crater 9,4 = C.H. V 3 nessuna discrepanza nella citazione.
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Crater 10,5 = C.H. 1 18 ‘fore causam’: ‘causam esse scite’ il Ficino.

Crater 14,5 = C.H. 1 13 ‘in patre suo’: ‘in tempore suo’ il Ficino. Qui la
modifica sembra essere piu significativa. Il testo greco ¢ completamente
diverso: év 1@ mupt. Il Lazzarelli sottolinea come 1’'uomo voglia “fabricare”
anche lui, per aver visto come il Padre aveva creato ogni cosa. Probabilmente
il Lazzarelli vuole portare il suo ascoltatore ad ascoltare la sua dottrina della
“creazione” umana, che nel Ficino, invece, rimane abbastanza nell’oscurita
e non espressamente dichiarata. Nella medesima citazione il Lazzarelli legge:
‘omnium’, invece di ‘rerum omnium’ del Ficino, forse volendo intendere,
appunto, la generazione di tutti gli uomini, invece che la creazione di tutte
le cose.

Ma a questo proposito bisogna tenere presente una osservazione fatta da
Hanegraaff. L'ultima parte della citazione contiene un ampliamento, operato
dal Ficino, sull’originale greco, nel quale non si trovano le parole ‘unde a
contemplatione patris ad sphaeram generationis delapsus est’, vale a dire,
I’uomo, volendo anch’egli creare, a imitazione di Dio, abbandono lo stato
originario di contemplazione per dedicarsi alle cose terrene e materiali.
Hanegraaff ha osservato che questa aggiunta ficiniana apparve bene accetta
anche al Lazzarelli, che la riprese. Tuttavia, bisogna fare attenzione al fatto
che questa ‘ripresa’ forse non ¢ stata ‘cosciente’, come se il Lazzarelli avesse
davanti a sé il testo greco, e, pur notando I’aggiunta del Ficino, la conside-
rasse congrua e opportuna.

Poco dopo, citando C.H. 1 15, la discrepanza, anche se non pesante dal
punto di vista dottrinale, ¢ notevole: il Lazzarelli legge: ‘homo harmonia
superior extitit’, mentre la traduzione del Ficino ¢: ‘non igitur harmonia supe-
rior obstitit’, come abbiamo visto sopra. La traduzione del Ficino (almeno
nella editio princeps) ¢, evidentemente, difettosa; il Lazzarelli I’ha proba-
bilmente corretta personalmente. La citazione del Lazzarelli prosegue: ‘in
harmoniam [‘in harmoniam autem’ la redazione di Lefévre d’Estaples, ‘in
harmoniam vero’ il Ficino] delapsus [‘lapsus’ il Ficino] servus effectus est’.

Le successive citazioni di Crater 18,5 (= C.H. 1 12) e di Crater 21,3
(= C.H. 1 6) non presentano divergenze, mentre Crater 21,5 (= CH. 121) ¢
sottoposta a una notevole rielaborazione stilistica. Il Lazzarelli aggiunge, con
tono fortemente patetico e predicatorio, alla traduzione del Ficino (c. 9r) le
parole ‘reminiscere, homo, reminiscere’, ¢ modifica la traduzione stessa (‘quo-
niam ex vita et luce constat omnium pater, ex quo natus est homo’) riscrivendo:
‘quia lux et vita Deus est et pater, ex quo natus est homo’.

Il cap. 25,3 non contiene una citazione, ma una allusione a C.H. XII 12:
‘Considera . . . quod duo haec soli ex omnibus animalibus homini deus ipse
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largitus est, sermonem scilicet atque mentem. Quae quidem eiusdem ac
immortalitas praemii esse censentur. lis quisquis ad id quod decet utitur, nihil
ab immortalibus discrepat, quinetiam corporis solutus compedibus, ab utrisque
ducetur in chorum beatorum simul atque deorum’. L’allusione condensa
sostanzialmente quello che al Lazzarelli preme enunciare: 1’intelletto e la
parola sono tanto preziosi quanto I’immortalita, e chiunque si serve in modo
acconcio di queste due potenzialita naturali non ¢ assolutamente diverso dagli
esseri immortali, anzi, viene collocato nei cori dei beati. 11 discorso ermetico
serve al Lazzarelli ad enunciare una concezione che gli preme in modo par-
ticolare, ed ¢ quella, che tanto “scandalo” ha suscitato, dell’anima che “ge-
nera” altre anime: la mente umana, infatti, non soltanto ¢ immagine della
mente divina, ma ha avuto in dono da Dio la fecondita e la immortalita: tale
“generazione”, che ¢ ben diversa dal generare, da parte dell’intelletto, le
scienze e le arti (cfr. 25,4), ¢ esposta nel successivo capitolo 26.

L’ultima citazione si trova in Crater 29,3, ed ¢ tratta da C.H. IX 4. Anch’essa
¢ particolarmente interessante, perché il Lazzarelli applica il passo ermetico,
ove si parla della sapienza ermetica, alla sua concezione personale, che ¢
quella dell’“arcanum mysterii” della “creazione delle anime”, di cui si ¢ detto,
e che lo scrittore ha cercato di dimostrare con il ricorso alla cabala. ‘Qui se
huic sapientiae dedicant’, dice il testo ermetico citato dal Lazzarelli, vivono
come estranei al mondo: non piacciono al volgo e sono derisi da tutti, come
aveva detto gia Platone, osserva giustamente lo scrittore (cfr. Fedro 249d).
La traduzione del Ficino cosi suona: ‘Qua de causa si qui huic se cognitioni
dedicant, nec ipsi vulgo placent’, etc., e il resto della citazione del Lazzarelli
concorda con la traduzione del Ficino. Ma non ¢ questo che ci interessa.
Quello che ¢ piu importante ¢ che il Lazzarelli ha sostituito ‘sapientiae’ a
‘cognitioni’, cio¢ ‘gnosi’, del testo ermetico: la sapienza ¢ qualcosa di divino,
perché corrisponde all’insegnamento segreto di Mose e degli Ebrei Mecubales,
e quindi ¢ superiore alla gnosi ermetica, che ¢ 1’aspetto esterno e non reli-
gioso della dottrina ermetica stessa.

In conclusione, ci sembra di poter dire che il Lazzarelli cita liberamente
la traduzione ficiniana, di cui si ¢ servito, ma, soprattutto, I’ha impiegata per
elaborare la sua dottrina personale della generazione delle anime e della
sapienza segreta, dottrina che non era implicita nel testo greco, e che il Ficino
stesso ha ripreso solo in parte.

Interessante, infine, il passo di 29,1, ove si legge: °. .. in dialogo ad
Asclepium, qui télelog Adyog inscribitur’. Questo titolo dell’Asclepius non si
trova nell’opera, ma in Lattanzio (Div. Instit. IV 6,1 e altrove), che proba-
bilmente il Lazzarelli ha letto in quegli anni, nella sua ricerca dei testi

3
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dell’ermetismo. E da notare, inoltre, che laredazione curata da Lefévre d’Estap-
les sostituisce al titolo greco il titolo De divina voluntate: ¢ quello dato dal
Ficino all’Asclepius: il Lefévre ¢ piu vicino al Ficino che non al Lazzarelli?

Anche in 30,4 il Lazzarelli presenta il Pimandro (‘Pimander . . . ab Hermete
et mens et verbum divinae potentiae interpretatur’), secondo la definizione
che il Ficino stesso aveva dato di quel testo ermetico, e cio¢ ‘de potestate et
sapientia Dei’ (c. 2r).

Claudio Moreschini (nato nel 1938), ¢ professore ordinario di Letteratura Latina presso I’Universita
di Pisa. Insieme a Fabio Troncarelli dirige I’edizione nazionale italiana delle opere di Ludovico
Lazzarelli.
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Renaissance Hermetisim from Marsilio Ficino to Ludovico Lazzarelli
As is well known, Marsilio Ficino translated the Corpus Hermeticum into Latin in 1463, hav-
ing temporarily interrupted his work on the Platonic dialogues, which he had begun shortly
before. How important were the hermetic writings to him? Is Ficino to be considered only a
Platonist, or also an Hermetist? First-class scholars have argued that Hermetism was only a
passing interest in Ficino’s philosophical career, whose most important constituent remains
Platonism. It is argued here that such a distinction or opposition between Plato and Mercurius
Trismegistus is erroneous, since Ficino himself, like other Renaissance Platonists, saw the two
philosophical systems as two faces of the same pia philosophia.

This article investigates and evaluates the traces of Hermetism that can be found through the
whole of Ficino’s literary production. As it turns out, already before his translation of the Corpus
Hermeticum, Ficino was interested specifically in Hermetism, and he investigated Medieval
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Hermetic texts, as has been demonstrated by Sebastiano Gentile and Brian Copenhaver. Already
in one of his earlier works, the De voluptate Ficino attempted to link Hermetism and Platonism,
and this attempt is continued in other works and in his 7Theologia Platonica. Moreover, in his
commentary on Dionysius Areopagita Ficino explores another important affinity, i.e. the one
between Hermetism and Christian doctrine. Hermetism, Platonism and Christianity are there-
fore considered by him as a homogeneous complex.

This paper also discusses Ficino’s “ars vertendi”, citing examples from the translation of the
Corpus Hemeticum. Whereas Ficino made numerous mistakes, due to his still imperfect knowl-
edge of Greek, he also suggested some good corrections of this difficult text. A final appendix
deals with Ludovico Lazzarelli, and with how he employed Ficino’s translation: Lazzarelli used
it, but occasionally made changes congenial to his somewhat different interpretation of Hermetism.



THE ANGELICAL STONE OF ELIAS ASHMOLE

MATTHEW D. ROGERS

1. Introduction: Ashmole'’s Angelic Alchemy

The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries witnessed an unusual confluence of
the two disparate occult sciences of alchemy and magical evocation. In the
work of various alchemists and magicians, angels and other spirits were
regarded as sources of alchemical information, and more surprisingly, alchem-
ical techniques and substances were held to provoke the appearance and
submission of spirits. Laurence Principe has aptly noted the circumscribed
province of this occult hybridization as evidence for a ‘diversity of schools
within alchemy’, a diversity which supports his observations regarding the
variable aims and theories of different alchemists, as well as the division and
debate between various parties of alchemical practitioners. He proposes to
denote this school as “supernatural alchemy”, and places it ‘on the fringe of
classical chrysopoetic thought’!.

While limited in extent, this school does not appear to have been entirely
peripheral to seventeenth century British alchemy. Principe notes the exis-
tence of a 1660 manuscript regarding supernatural stones, including a Lapis
Angelicus ‘for the seeing, opening, and discovery of spirits in generall & of
such invisible Powers & Substances as the Eye can noe way see’. By date
and handwriting evidence, he ties this manuscript to the circle of experi-
menters and reformers associated with Samuel Hartlib®. Principe also notes
that the anonymous De Manna benedicto, published in 1680, was ‘widely
circulated’ in manuscript and cited by Ashmole as the words of ‘an incom-
parable author’, and that this tract indicates the use of the Philosophers’ Stone
in evoking spirits®. While it would be impossible to fully explore this topic
in a modest paper, the following pages will provide a preliminary attempt to
trace a pattern of dissemination for the doctrine of the Angelical Stone, and

! Principe, Aspiring Adept, 196, 201.

2 Op. cit., 198. Principe cites British Library MS Sloane 648:99-100.

3 Op. cit., 199. The Ashmole citation is in the “Prolegomena” of Theatrum Chemicum
Brittanicum (henceforth noted as TCB), A4v.
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its relationship to the religious and scientific context of seventeenth century
England.

While naming various alchemists as possible participants in or contribu-
tors to the “supernatural school”, Principe particularly points to Elias Ashmole
(1617-1692) as a ‘noteworthy exponent’ of it*. In fact, Ashmole appears to
be the sole party to publish the central claim of this school, and he will serve
as the principal point of reference in the present view of transmission of the
doctrines of supernatural alchemy. Ashmole was an antiquarian, an alchemist,
and a founding member of the Royal Society®. He was also a physician, even-
tually working under a license issued to him by the Archbishop of Canterbury
in 1670%. One of his most important alchemical accomplishments was the
compilation and publication of the Theatrum Chemicum Brittanicum, a land-
mark compendium of English alchemical verse. It is in the “Prolegomena”
of Ashmole’s Theatrum that Principe finds the clearest exposition on the
Angelical Stone, which deserves a full quotation:

Lastly, as touching the Angelicall Stone, it is so subtill, saith the aforesaid Author,
that it can neither be seene, felt, or weighed; but Tasted only. The voyce of Man
(which bears some proportion to these subtill properties,) comes short in com-
parison; Nay the Air it selfe is not so penetrable, and yet (Oh mysterious won-
der!) A Stone, that will lodge in the Fire to Eternity without being prejudiced.
It hath a Divine Power, Celestiall, and Invisible, above the rest; and endowes
the possessor with Divine Gifis. It affords the Apparition of Angells, and gives
a power of conversing with them, by Dreames and Revelations: nor dare any
Evill Spirit approach the Place where it lodgeth. Because it is a Quintessence
wherein there is no corruptible Thing: and where the Elements are not corrupt,
no Devill can stay or abide.

St. Dunston calls it the Food of Angels, and by others it is tearmed The
Heavenly Viaticum; The Tree of Life; and is undoubtedly (next under GOD) the
true Alchochodon, or Giver of Years; for by it Mans Body is preserved from
Corruption, being thereby inabled to /ive a long time without Foode: nay, ‘tis
made a question whether any Man can Dye that uses it. Which I doe not so
much admire, as to think why the Possessors of it should desire to /ive, that
have those Manifestations of Glory and Eternity, presented unto their Fleshly
Eyes; but rather desire to be Dissolved, and to enjoy the full Fruition, then live
where they must be content with the bare Speculation.

After Hermes had once obtained the Knowledge of this Stone, he gave over
the use of all other Stones, and therein only delighted: Moses, and Solomon,

4 Principe, Aspiring Adept, 197-198.

5 Josten, Elias Ashmole, vol. 1, 135. Josten’s five-volume treatment of Ashmole emphasizes
primary sources, and collects a dizzyingly comprehensive set of biographical documentation.

¢ Op. cit., vol. I, 173.
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(together with Hermes were the only three, that) excelled in the Knowledge
thereof, and who there with wrought Wonders.

That there is a Gifi of Prophesie hid in the Red-stone, Racis will tell you, for
thereby (saith he) Philosophers have foretold things to come: And Petrus Bonus
avers, that they did Prophesie, not only Generally but Specially; having a Fore-
knowledge of the Resurrection, Incarnation of Christ, day of Judgement, and
that the World should be consumed with Fire: and this not otherwise, then from
the Insight of their Operations’.

The ‘aforesaid Author’ mentioned at the outset is one E.A., referenced ear-
lier as E.G.A.IL., who ‘made much use of’ the book ‘S. Dunstans Worke De
Occulta Philosophia’®, an earlier authority again mentioned in the quoted
passage as ‘St. Dunston’. These mysterious sources will bear revisiting.

Principe finds it odd that Ashmole should tout such supernatural prodigies
in the “Prolegomena’ while the other texts collected in the Theatrum Chemicum
Brittanicum ‘show no hint of supernatural involvement’. But there may be
other continuities with the body of the work. For one thing, the Angelical
Stone is the fourth and final in an ascending series of Philosopher’s Stones,
in which the earlier entries are the Mineral, Vegetable, and Magical (or
Prospective) Stones. A somewhat parallel claim is made in William Bloomfield’s
“Campe of Philosophy”, which Ashmole includes in his Theatrum under the
title “Bloomefields Blossoms”. Bloomfield writes, ‘Our Magistery is Three,
Two, and One: / The Animall, Vegitable and Minerall Stone’'. These three
grades of the stone are also treated in the John Gower text published in the
Theatrum, as Ashmole points out in his notes!. In Ashmole’s remarks on
Thomas Norton’s Ordinall of Alchimy (the text of which is the first article
of the Theatrum), he provides a long discussion of the nature and charac-
teristics of “Naturall Magick.” Citing Pico della Mirandola, Cornelius Agrippa,
and other authorities on the topic, Ashmole equates magic—which Norton
terms ‘the chief Mistris among Sciences all’—with hidden knowledge of the
secrets of nature; and he denies that the workings of such magic are either
miraculous or diabolical in origin. However, towards the end of this passage,
Ashmole volunteers that ‘the Production of things is Naturall, but the bring-
ing forth of the vertue is not Naturall: because the things are Create, but the
Vertues increate’. And he concludes the discussion by declaring:

7 Ashmole, TCB, Blv-Blr.

8 Op. cit., Adv.

° Principe, Aspiring Adept, 197.

10 Bloomfield, in Ashmole, TCB, 323.
1" Ashmole, TCB, 370-1 and 484.
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In fine, if any man be so blest as to discover and unvaile our Diana, he shall
finde and confesse that he was beholding to Naturall Magick for directions at
the Beginning, Middle, and End; and when it is wrought up to his highest degree
of Perfection, he shall see things not fit to be written; for (may I aver it with
awfull Reverence) Angelicall wisdome is to be obteyned by it

In later notes on the Ordinall, Ashmole addresses Norton’s claim that ‘The
Red Stone is preservative, / Most precious thing to length my life’, which
the “Prolegomena” asserts as a particular property of the Angelical Stone
or ‘Red-stone’. As in the “Prolegomena”, Ashmole’s notes here equate
the prolongation of life with abstinence from ordinary food, which is now
said to leave its impurities in the human body as the causes of aging and
death. And in this connection, he references ‘the Doctrine which the Angell
taught Esdras’ in 2 Esdras 7:11-13'3. None of these points establish Norton
as a supernatural alchemist in his own right, but they do clearly indicate
Ashmole’s supernaturalist reading of the Ordinall. Ashmole also under-
stood Norton to have been the apprentice or personal student of George
Ripley (the influential author of no fewer than six of the texts in Ashmole’s
Theatrum), who had been persuaded ‘to communicate the Red Medicine to
him [Norton]’!.

Furthermore, if omissions from Theatrum Chemicum Brittanicum are at
issue, it is worth observing that the title page and “Prolegomena” of the
Theatrum declare it to be ‘The First Part’. Ashmole had intended to issue a
second volume of the collection, but he was distracted from that work by
legal difficulties and other engagements'®. Although the “Prolegomena” solicits
the submission of any texts that Ashmole might yet be missing for inclusion
in the Second Part!®, it is apparent that he already had in his possession
enough material to merit another volume which would ‘follow and compleate
this a full Theatrum’"’. Given the sequence in which Ashmole presents the
various grades of the Philosophers’ Stone, it makes sense that he would have

12 Ashmole, TCB, 443-7 (Ashmole’s emphasis).

13 Op. cit., 448. In the cited passage of 2 Esdras, the angel declares the transformation of the
world following Adam’s sin, from its old state of ease and ‘immortal fruit’ to its current difficult
condition.

4 Op. cit., 438. A red color is certainly assigned to the Philosopher’s Stone outside of super-
natural alchemy, but it is noteworthy that Ashmole attributes it to the Angelical Stone.

15 Josten, Elias Ashmole, vol. 1, 90-92 and vol. II, 735.

16- Ashmole, TCB, B4r.

17 Op. cit., Adv. See also Josten’s citation in his preface to 7CB, of the bookseller William
Cooper’s remark to the effect that the second volume had been ‘almost finished’ since the late
1650’s.
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held documents addressing the more advanced topic of the Angelical Stone until
the second volume. Finally, as will become apparent, Ashmole’s Theatrum does
in fact include texts from alchemists whom we have good reason to suspect
as his precursors, if not predecessors, in the pursuit of the Angelical Stone.

2. Antecedents: Edward Kelly, Arthur Dee, William Backhouse

In seeking a possible basis for the postulated “supernatural school”, Principe
points to the angelic communications of John Dee and Edward Kelly, as
popularized for seventeenth century readers by Meric Casaubon in his True
and Faithful Relation of What Passed for Many Years between Dr. John Dee
and Some Spirits'®. Casaubon’s book was published a mere seven years after
Ashmole’s Theatrum, and it may have been as much against Ashmole as
against Dee and Kelly that Casaubon aimed his castigation of ‘spiritual
Chymists’ as a class'®. He charged that ‘that which we call ordinarily, and
most understand by it, The Philosophers Stone, is certainly a meer cheat, the
first author and inventor whereof was no other than the Divel’, and further-
more that hopeful and piously ignorant people might be defrauded by ‘pre-
cious Powder brought unto them by Spirits’®. Casaubon’s treatment is at
pains to distinguish honorable ‘Chymistrie as it is meerly natural, and keeps
itself within the compass of society’ from the culpable “spiritual Chymists’*!.
Keeping in mind that the words “alchemy” and “chemistry” (and their
various alternate spellings) did not have their modern, separate denotations
until the 18th century, this position of Casaubon’s certainly supports Principe’s
contentions regarding a distinct school harboring doctrines that were by no
means universal to the alchemy of the day?. Given this background, Casaubon’s

18 Principe, Aspiring Adept, 195-6.

19 As a conservative intellectual of the Restoration period, Casaubon was a public opponent
of the Royal Society and its partisans, and one of his charges against them was the employ-
ment of ‘the common language of all extravagant Chymists’. Ironically, Casaubon’s own anti-
quarian and humanist approach had more in common with Ashmole, Dee (to whose derision he
dedicated an entire book), and even Robert Fludd (whom he heavily criticized), than with the
more “mainstream” Baconian elements of the Royal Society. For more detail see Spiller,
‘Concerning Natural Experimental Philosophies’, 105-121.

20 Casaubon, A True and Faithful Relation, E4v.

2 Op. cit., E4r.

2 In his later treatise On Learning, Casaubon was more uniformly condemnatory of alchemy
as a whole, equating ‘an Vniuersitie, consisting of Chimists, Behemists and Enthusiasts’ to
‘Bedlam’, and castigating them as ‘natural fooles [. . .] Phreneticks, and crackbraine’. Casaubon,
On Learning, 35.
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label “spiritual chymistry” will also serve as a convenient synonym for
Principe’s coinage “supernatural alchemy”.

Casaubon’s True and Faithful Relation was an important book for Ashmole,
being for many years his principal source of data on the operations of Dee
and Kelly, in whose work he was abidingly interested. After Casaubon’s
death, Ashmole managed to borrow the author’s bound copy of 4 True and
Faithful Relation from Nicholas Bernard, and transcribed Casaubon’s mar-
ginalia into his own copy®. In that same year (1672), Ashmole acquired a
set of original John Dee manuscripts from Thomas Wale through the agency
of Ashmole’s servant Samuell Story?*. These papers turned out to be magi-
cal diaries that antedated the materials published by Casaubon. Ashmole
never published these, but he did write a preface to them, which survived
with them®.

The alchemist Edward Kelly (1555-15957%) is one of the most lauded and
notorious visionary mediums or “skryers” in the history of angelic evoca-
tion. In his work with the Elizabethan magus John Dee, Kelly was the direct
recipient of the various angelic communications, while Dee managed the ses-
sions and recorded the results. There has certainly been dispute over the gen-
uineness of Kelly’s visions and the sincerity of his reports to Dee?’. But the
actual materials generated through Kelly’s mediumship surpass his likely
abilities to fake them. These materials include a set of “keys” that are elab-
orate invocations in an angelic language, for which Kelly provided both the
angelic texts and their English translations. They also include a large assort-
ment of “tables”: letters arranged in tabular grids, from which the names of

2 Josten, Elias Ashmole, vol. 111, 1282 & n. 4.

2 Ashmole, ‘Preface’ to Mysteriorum Libri Quinti, Xv-xvi.

% Ashmole’s preface was published in Peterson’s twentieth century edition of Mysteriorum
Libri Quinti.

% The dates are as given by Ashmole, TCB, 479 and 484, from Dee’s own data, although
the actual date of Kelly’s death has been questioned by modern scholars. For a summary, see
Harkness, John Dee's Conversations, 23. Kelly’s name is variously spelled in contemporary
accounts (Kelley and Kelly are about equally common), and he first encountered Dee while
using the name Talbot, as documented in Dee, Diaries, 47, 49.

27 Accusations against Kelly go back at least to the first published account of his sessions
with Dee in Casaubon, True and Faithful Relation, D3r (1659), where Kelly is accused of being
a conjurer of evil spirits, who misrepresented the true nature of his spiritual contacts to Dee.
Casaubon’s defamation of Dee delayed a sympathetic book-length biography of the latter until
Charlotte Fell Smith, John Dee, 91 (1909), pointed out that ‘Dee was by no means the easy
dupe of Kelley that he has been called’. Yates, Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition,
149 casts Kelly as a ‘fraud who deluded his pious master’, and Clulee, John Dee’s Natural
Philosophy, 197, 205-6 perpetuates the judgment.
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various angels are to be extracted according to complex rules?. Kelly beheld
most of the angelic visions in a stone, which Dee recorded as originally hav-
ing been deposited on his windowsill by the angel Camara (a.k.a. Baglion)
in November 1582%. Ashmole’s own summary of Kelly’s character (derived
in part from the latter’s horoscope) was that Kelly was ‘very Ingenious, and
a continuall Searcher, in the abstruse and difficult Secrets of Philosophy and
Chemistry. Yet for all this, he could not escape the hard Censures and Scandals
of those that understood not what he did’. And Ashmole exonerates Kelly
from charges of malevolent sorcery, on the basis of ‘good and sound Reasons
(too tedious to be touched here)’*.

Ashmole’s investigations disclosed that Kelly ‘was first an Apothecary in
Worcester’!. Kelly’s alchemical involvement was extensive, taking place
before, during, and after the years of his angelic sessions with Dee. Two
alchemical pieces written in English verse by Kelly were published by Ashmole
in the latter’s Theatrum Chemicum Brittanicum?®*. Other known (or alleged)
writings of Kelly include a collection of alchemical texts that were published
originally in a German edition in 1676%. Although Dee’s social and intel-
lectual status was superior to Kelly’s, it is Kelly who merits attention as a
spiritual chymist. According to Dee’s diaries, it was Kelly who performed a
successful ‘public demonstration of the philosopher’s stone’ in Trebona in
December 1586, while Dee confided that he had later learned the alchem-
ical secret from Kelly*. Also, Dee never directly conversed with any of the

2 For a further discussion of the difficulty of dissimulating these angelic visionary materi-
als, see James, Enochian Evocation, xv-xviii and xxi. James also points out the significant styl-
istic differences between Kelly’s writings and his visionary accounts, as well as issues of
motivation regarding Kelly’s attempts to break off his working relationship with Dee.

2 Dee, Mysteriorum Libri Quinti, 121. ‘24th Action, 21. Nov. 1582°. A preserved MS note
from Ashmole says that the stone was ‘of a lenticular form’. The story is also referenced in
Casaubon, True and Faithful Relation, D2v.

30 Ashmole, TCB, 478-480.

31 Josten, Elias Ashmole, vol. 1V, 1436, citing MS Ashm 1790:58. Ashmole had this infor-
mation from William Lilly, who took it from John Evans, who was supposed to have talked
with Kelly’s sister.

32 TCB includes ‘Sir Edward Kelle’s Worke” (324-331) and ‘Sir Ed: Kelley Concerning the
Philosophers Stone’ (332-333).

3 These documents were later collected into the Deutsches Theatrum Chemicum of Roth-
Scholtz (1732). An English translation of the 1676 text was issued in the late 18th century, with
publication attributed to John Lilly and Meric Casaubon, and this translation was republished
in 1893 as Waite (ed.), Alchemical Writings of Edward Kelly.

3 Dee, Diaries, 204.

3 ‘May 10, 1589. E.K. did open the great secret to me, God be thanked’. Dee, Diaries, 235.
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spirits himself, but was dependent on Kelly and other skryers in that respect®.
According to Ashmole’s notes on Dee’s diaries, the angels of the tables gov-
erned such topics of alchemical interest as ‘Phisick, Mettals, Transformation,
the living Creatures of the 4 Elements, comixtion of Naturall things, Locall
Mutation [moving from place to place], Mechanical Arts, [and] knowing of
Secretts’®’.

Kelly’s alchemical writings work with the two (pre-Paracelsian) alchem-
ical principles, emphasizing the relationship of mercury and sulphur largely
through personification and gender symbolism, and they are dense with cita-
tions of earlier alchemical authorities’®. The most important and mysterious
authority for the alchemy of Kelly and Dee was Saint Dunstan. This saint
was the original Abbot of Glastonbury, who later came to be regarded as the
patron saint of goldsmiths, and thence assimilated into the myths surround-
ing the alchemical work. During the early interactions between the two, Kelly
sought Dee’s assistance in decrypting a mysterious ‘book and scroll found
in Northwick Hill” by the former®. Some scholars have chosen to identify
this book as the enigmatic “Book of Saint Dunstan”, but there does not seem
to be any positive evidence for doing so*. Years later, Dee’s diaries mention
an incident in which a fire started by an overturned lamp destroyed many
manuscripts, including forty leaves of “Extractiones Dunstani” inscribed by
Kelly, observing also that the original text was present in the same room but
unharmed*'. In one of Dee’s very last angelic dialogues, working with the
scryer Bartholomew Hickman rather than Kelly, the angel Raphael alluded
to an earlier promise of knowledge of the Philosopher’s Stone and the Book
of Saint Dunstan*.

This entry follows various exchanges between Dee and Kelly, with Kelly giving Dee instruc-
tion and an alchemical powder.

3¢ Clulee, John Dee’s Natural Philosophy, 204-205.

37 Josten, Elias Ashmole, vol. 111, 1273-4, citing MS Ashm 1136, 30v.

3% Of all Kelly’s writings, only ‘The Humid Path’ exhibits the Paracelsian 7ria Prima, but
on that basis, among others, I am tempted to exclude it as a pseudepigraphon. It has a program
of Platonic and Hermetic philosophy that is absent from the other writings attributed to Kelly,
it contains no significant autobiographical references, and it lacks the quasi-scholastic style of
other Kelly texts.

¥ Dee, Diaries, 53-4. Ashmole originally credited reports that the book and accompanying
elixir had been found ‘in some part of the Ruines of Glastenbury-Abbey’ (TCB, 481), but decades
later he learned the more accurate information from Dee’s diaries. (Josten, Elias Ashmole, vol.
I, 184-185; see also Abraham, ‘Introduction’, Ixi-Ixii.)

40 Waite’s ‘Biographical Preface’ to Kelly’s Alchemical Writings, xli, makes this inference
explicitly. Editor Edward Fenton indicates it as an assumption in his notes to Dee, Diaries, 61.

41 Dee, Diaries, 231-2: ‘12 December, 1587°.

2 Op. cit., 269: ‘10 July, 1607".
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Ashmole refers to Dunstan as the author of De occulta philosophia, the
contents of which Ashmole cites through the works of E.G.A.IL, also noted
as E.A®. Principe has identified Ashmole’s remarks with text from a manuscript
called “The Epitome of the Treasure of Health”, by Edwardus Generosus*.
It seems reasonable to assume that E.G.A.L. is “Edwardus Generosus A.L.”
(Adeptus Illuminatus?®), and that E.A. is the same “Edwardus Adeptus”.
There is a further temptation to identify this illuminated adept Edward with
Kelly, who is also known as “Edoardus Gelleus™¢, among the many variants
of his name. But Principe points out that the “Epitome” is dated 1562, which
if accurate would disqualify Kelly, who was certainly not an alchemical adept
at the age of seven!

Kelly began scrying for Dee in 1582, but by 1587 the former’s interests
were fully concentrated on alchemy, and various tensions had developed
between the two men. At this time, the angels informed Kelly that he would
be dismissed from service as a spirit medium, and that his skrying gift would
be transferred to Dee’s juvenile son Arthur. While Arthur’s first attempt at
mediumship seemed promising, it soon became apparent that he was not up
to the task, and the angels and Dee reenlisted Kelly*’. A year earlier, the
young Arthur had been a witness to Kelly’s demonstration of the Philosophers’
Stone, a memory that he retained throughout his life®. In later years, Arthur
Dee would take up the alchemical art himself.

Arthur Dee (1579-1652)* wrote Fasciculus Chemicus while serving as a
court physician in Russia in 1627. Alchemy was at that time relatively unknown
in Russia, and Dee was working largely from texts that he had brought with
him from England. He sent the Latin text to France for publication®. Dee’s
Fasciculus Chemicus has much in common with the earlier writings of Kelly.

4 See above, note 7.

4 Principe, Aspiring Adept, 198.

4 Waite, Alchemical Writings of Edward Kelley, xxxvii indicates that Kelly claimed these
same titles for himself.

4 Editor Fenton’s note regarding Kelly’s alchemical tracts, in Dee, Diaries, 241.

47 Abraham, ‘Introduction’ to Arthur Dee: Fasciculus Chemicus, xvi. John Dee’s account of
Arthur’s seership is in his Diaries, 209-213, & 227. For Ashmole’s knowledge of this sequence
of events, see Josten, Elias Ashmole, vol. 1V, 1757-8, where Ashmole provides an account of
the matter in a letter to Anthony Wood.

8 Josten, Elias Ashmole, vol. 1V, 1756-1759 provides Ashmole’s secondhand account of
Arthur’s childhood experiences. Arthur Dee’s testimony is criticized by Waite, Secret Tradition
in Alchemy, 233-235.

4 For birth date, see Dee, Diaries, 5. For death, Appleby, ‘Arthur Dee and Johannes Banfi
Hunyades’, 100.

3 Figurovski, ‘The Alchemist and Physician Arthur Dee’, 46.
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It maintains the quasi-scholastic style of referencing authorities throughout.
And although the element of salt has crept into the discourse, the mercury-
sulphur dyad is still preeminent, and Paracelsus is not cited by name. One
source of interest that is repeatedly cited is “Dunstan”, to wit, passages from
“Tractatus Maximi Domini Dunstani Eposcopi Cantuariensis, veri philosophi,
de Lapide philosophorum”. This manuscript, which is preserved in Arthur
Dee’s own hand, is bound with his own unpublished Arca Arcanorum (1631)*.
The obvious inference is that the “Tractatus” is a copy of the Book of Saint
Dunstan, which Dee had received through his father from Kelly>.

Another, more sensational inheritance of Arthur’s is alleged in a document
inscribed on the back of a 1591 parchment deed that accompanied a crystal
purported to be the stone delivered to John Dee by the angels in 1582. The
first part of the document is written by the physician and astrologer Nicholas
Culpeper (1616-1654) and dated 1651%. Culpeper claimed to have been given
the stone by Arthur Dee in 1640, and to have subsequently used it for med-
ical purposes, but he was ‘afflicted by a demoniacal apparition which exer-
cised itself to lewdness’ as a side effect. So he gave it up, according to the
accompanying document. A further note on the same sheet was written in
1658 by the astrologer William Lilly (1602-1681)*, who claimed to have
bought the stone from Culpeper’s widow, and collaborated with Elias Ashmole
to conjure ‘a female devil lewd and monstrous’ by its aid™! Despite its super-
natural incredibility, this story is circumstantially feasible. Culpeper, Lilly,
and Ashmole were among a half-dozen contemporary English champions of
astrology listed by John Webster in his Academiarum Examen (1654)%, and
were certainly known to one another. Ashmole in fact enjoyed a friendship
of several decades with Lilly, and lodged at Lilly’s house repeatedly in the
period 1655-1657°".

Elias Ashmole’s English translation of Fasciculus Chemicus was the first
alchemical text that Ashmole saw into print; it appeared in 1650, two years
prior to Theatrum Chemicum Britannicum. During the process of publishing

! Dee, Fasciculus Chemicus, 28-29. Abraham, ‘Introduction’, Ixi-Ixii. Arca Arcanorum and
the Dunstan ‘Tractatus’ constitute British Library MS Sloane 1876.

52 Waite, The Secret Tradition in Alchemy, 232-3 n. 4 provides some further details and doubts
about the nature and provenance of the “Tractatus” MS.

3 For a brief biographical note on Culpeper, see Josten, Elias Ashmole, vol. 11, 659.

* Lilly’s birth and death dates per Josten, Elias Ashmole, vol. 111, 1114 and nn. 1-4.

35 The account of the stone and its documentation is from Appleby,  Arthur Dee and Johannes
Banfi Hunyades’, 96.

3 Josten, Elias Ashmole, vol. 1I, 659.

7 Op. cit., vol. 1, 115-119.
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it, Ashmole established a correspondence with Arthur Dee; the latter died
before the two could ever meet in person®. But Ashmole was later able to
develop a correspondence with Dee’s friend Thomas Browne, who provided
him with biographical information on Arthur and John Dee®. A list of the
presentation copies of Ashmole’s edition of Fasciculus Chemicus includes
Arthur Dee himself, as well as William Backhouse®.

William Backhouse (1593-1662) was Ashmole’s personal alchemical
mentor®'. Backhouse was interested in esoteric subjects from his youth. C.H.
Josten suggests that Backhouse’s alchemical interests, like Arthur Dee’s, may
have originated with his father, the gentleman Samuel Backhouse (1532-
1626)%; and he speculates that in his late teens, Backhouse may have met
Robert Fludd, the English advocate for Rosicrucianism, and also suggests
that in his early twenties he may have traveled in France, and obtained French
alchemical literature there®. Backhouse wrote little himself, however, and
the brief alchemical poem “The Magistery” (1633) which appears in Ashmole’s
Theatrum is the earliest work credited to him®. He did translate some alchem-
ical poetry from French, including La Fontaine des Amoureux de Science by
Jean de la Fontaine, Les Remontrances de Nature d l’Alchimiste errant by
Jean de Meun, Le Vray Livre De La Pierre Philosophale of ‘Synesius the
Greek Abbot’, and The Golden Fleece or The Flowre of Treasures (for which
the French title and author are unknown)®.

There is no firm date for Ashmole’s initial meeting with Backhouse. The
first appearance of Backhouse in Ashmole’s diaries is in 1651, and suggests
at least a prior acquaintance®. At that time, the two men had been living
within ten miles of each other for the previous four years®’. The occasion of
the 1651 diary entry was that Backhouse ‘caused [Ashmole] to call him
Father thence forward’, indicating the alchemical adoption of Ashmole by
the older man. Ashmole later drew up an astrological chart for the event, and

% Ashmole’s letter and Dee’s reply are reproduced in Josten, Elias Ashmole, vol. 11, 502-5.

3 Op. cit., vol. 1V, 1371.

0 Op. cit., vol. 11, 521-2.

1 For dates of birth and death, see Josten, ‘William Backhouse of Swallowfield’, 2 & 26.

2 Op. cit., 1, 3 and 33 n. 101.

S Op. cit., 4.

¢ Backhouse, in TCB, 342-3. The poem is credited to W.B., but Ashmole noted ‘Backhouse’
in full in his own copy (Josten, ‘William Backhouse of Swallowfield’, 5, referencing Ashm.
MSS 971, 972).

% Josten, ‘William Backhouse of Swallowfield’, 27-31, citing Ashm. MSS 58, 1395.

% Ibid., Elias Ashmole, vol. 11, 567-9.

7 Jbid., “William Backhouse of Swallowfield’, 16.
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composed a poem commemorating it®. In his notes to Norton’s Ordinall,
Ashmole explains the idea of a catena of alchemists created through adop-
tive filiation. Ashmole writes in explication of Norton’s ‘Myne heire unto
this Art I will you make’.

There has ever beene a continued Succession of Philosophers in all Ages, although
the heedlesse world hath seldome taken notice of them; For the Auncients usu-
ally (before they dyed) Adopted one or other for their Sonns, whom they knew
well fitted with such like qualities |. . .]

He then discusses the weighty oaths of confidentiality imposed on such ‘whom
they conceived in all respects worthy of their Adoption’, and contrasts such
pupils with the ‘Legitimate Children’, which were the alchemists’ own writ-
ings, ‘being the issue of their Braine’®.

In February of 1652, Backhouse related a tale of Edward Kelly to Ashmole.
Crediting the information to an anonymous ‘Pursevant’, Backhouse told of
Dee and Kelly’s meeting with an Italian monk in Prague, who had a black
powder that could whither vegetation and kill pigs on contact. With Dee
threatening to inform authorities of the poisoner, Kelly and the monk trav-
eled to Poland, where the monk taught Kelly secrets and gave him a pow-
der that served to transform flint into diamond™. This communication from
Backhouse demonstrates that he shared Ashmole’s interest in Kelly as an
alchemist. Much later, Ashmole was able to discount this entire story about
Kelly and the monk, on the basis of the Dee manuscripts that he had acquired”.

It was nearly eight months from Ashmole’s adoption before he first vis-
ited Backhouse at the latter’s Swallowfield House™. Another three months
later, Ashmole wrote that ‘my father Backhouse opened himselfe very freely,
touche the great secret’”. Finally, regarding an occasion that Ashmole again
considered worthy of astrological analysis, Ashmole’s diary observes:

1653, May. 13. My father Backhouse lying sick in Fleetestreete over ag': S!
Dunstans Church, & not knowing whether he should live or dye, about eleven
o clock, told me in Silables the true Matter of the Philosophers Stone: w* he
bequeathed to me as a Legacy™.

o
&

Op. cit., 17-18.

Ashmole, TCB, 440-441.

Josten, Elias Ashmole, vol. 11, 603-5, citing Ashm. MS 1790, 60-61.

Op. cit., vol. 11, 605.

1bid., ‘William Backhouse of Swallowfield’, 20 n. 75a, citing Ashm. MS 374, 133v.

> Op. cit., 20, citing Ashm. MS 1136, 24v and 27.

Op. cit., 21, citing Ashm. MS 1136, 29. The reference to St. Dunstan’s is eye-catching!
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By this time, Ashmole’s Theatrum had already gone to press, complete
with its “Prolegomena”, which was influenced by Backhouse in at least one
respect, according to Ashmole: ‘Concerning the Oake in New Forrest men-
tioned in my Prolegomena, I had first notice of it from W™ Backhouse of
Swallowfield’”. The “Oake” in question was in Ashmole’s description of the
Vegetable Stone’. Ashmole probably began writing the “Prolegomena” in
the month immediately following his adoption by Backhouse”’, and within
the following weeks, Ashmole observed in his diary that the adoption was
cemented because Backhouse ‘had communicated so many secrets to [him]’”%,
It is credible to infer that the expressions of supernatural alchemy in the
“Prolegomena” were influenced by Backhouse. Although fearing death in
1653, Backhouse recovered and survived another nine years, during which
he and Ashmole continued to be in contact. But true to Backhouse’s motto
Sache cache (‘know how to conceal’), there is little positive evidence for his
own alchemical opinions. He was a retiring man who never held public office,
and he published nothing under his own name, with respect to chymistry or
any other topic”.

3. A Contemporary: Robert Boyle

There does not appear to be evidence for any private dialogue or corre-
spondence between Ashmole and Robert Boyle (1627-1691), although both
were active in the intellectual networks of scientific recruitment during the
Interregnum and Restoration periods. In particular, both were correspondents
of Samuel Hartlib. As a Puritan and a partisan of Parliament, Hartlib was a
key figure in promulgating Baconianism, and in organizing many of the indi-
viduals who would form the emerging British scientific establishment. Boyle
was introduced to Hartlib in 1647, and the two quickly recognized their com-
mon philosophy of utilitarian utopianism, promoting scientific investigation
for the general improvement of the human condition®. In the following years,
Boyle became a trustee of Hartlib’s Agency for the Advancement of Universal
Learning, a society inspired by the “Solomon’s House” of Bacon’s New

5 Op. cit., 21, citing Ashm. MS 971, 3v.

76 Ashmole, TCB, Blr.

7 Josten, Elias Ashmole, vol. 1, 77, and vol. II, 572.

8 Ibid., “William Backhouse of Swallowfield’, 20, citing Ashm. MS 1136, 24v.
” Op. cit., 25.

80 Webster, The Great Instauration, 61.
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Atlantis, as well as the utopian writings of Comenius and Andreac®'. Boyle’s
first published paper on chemistry appeared in Hartlib’s Chymical, Medicinal
and Chyrurgical Addresses (1655), a diverse anthology of essays that was
published for a market primed by Ashmole’s Theatrum®. Ashmole was far
less engaged with Hartlib, but he did correspond with him during the 1650’s®.

In addition to their shared association with Hartlib, both Ashmole and
Boyle were involved with the beginnings of the Royal Society, which in
large part grew out of the work of the Hartlib circle®®. Again, Boyle was
more central to this venue, where he was named as a member of the Society’s
governing Council under both its First and Second Charters®, and became
one of the original dozen actively attending core members of the Society’s
early years®. Whereas Boyle is often characterized as a “dominant” mem-
ber in the organization of the Royal Society, Ashmole was merely a found-
ing member by invitation, and his real participation in the Royal Society
appears to have been fairly limited®’. To sum the known relationship of the
men, it seems unlikely that they knew each other, and nearly certain that they
knew of each other.

Boyle’s writings demonstrate an adherence to the premise of supernatural
alchemy that is at least as well defined as Ashmole’s own. One document
that exhibits the issue strongly is “Mr. Boyle’s papers dictated by him,
copied by Dr. Burnet, relating to his Life”*. In these memoranda, confided
to Burnet after decades of close friendship, Boyle provided wide-ranging
autobiographical information at the same time that he showed a considerable
preoccupation with the phenomena of spirit evocation. Half of the total five
pages of “Mr. Boyle’s papers” are dedicated to recounting a handful of anec-
dotes about the magical conjuration of spirits. One tale concerned the encoun-
ter of a chymist with a Catholic clergyman in France. The latter summoned
spirits in the forms of wolves and women, to answer questions about the

81 Op. cit., 97-98.

82 Op. cit., 281, 303-305, and Maddison, Life of Boyle, p. 86.

8 Josten, Elias Ashmole, vol. 1, 78 & 111, vol. II, 597 & n. 3, 684 & n. 13.

8 Webster, The Great Instauration, 501-503.

85 Maddison, Life of Boyle, 100.

86 Webster, The Great Instauration, 90 and table on 92.

87 For Boyle’s role, see Webster, The Great Instauration, 496, and Maddison, Life of Boyle,
98-100, 112-114, 129, 132, 134, 140. For Ashmole, see Josten, Elias Ashmole, vol. 1, 135-7,
182.

8 These memoranda constitute British Library Add. MS 4229, 60-63, and are summarized
and quoted by Hunter in ‘Alchemy, magic and moralism’. The relevant portions are also men-
tioned in Principe, Aspiring Adept, 190-191.
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Philosopher’s Stone. The same chymist, after relating the story to Boyle, had
offered Boyle the opportunity to scry spirits in a glass of water, which Boyle
declined. In the second anecdote, attested by another Fellow of the Royal
Society, a priest in Italy had a magic glass in which a nine-year-old medium
saw and conversed with spirits who resisted being interrogated about the
Philosopher’s Stone. Yet another gentleman informer of Boyle’s presented a
magic glass of his own and invited Boyle to ‘satisfy himselfe’ in obtaining
visions, and Boyle again declined, although sorely tempted. In a fourth anec-
dote, Boyle told some hearsay of a pregnant woman who had clairvoyantly
beheld a naval battle in a glass or basin of water®. Although these stories
connect alchemical knowledge with evoked spirits in the manner demon-
strated by Kelly’s work, they do not quite reach the doctrine of the Angelical
Stone.

The alchemical substance as a means or instrument to communicate with
angels is the central issue of Boyle’s “Dialogue on the Converse with Angels
aided by the Philosophers’ Stone”, in which he discusses the proposition that
‘a red powder should draw and procure such a familiarity’ with angels®.
While the dialogue form of this essay obscures Boyle’s personal conclusions,
there is no doubt that he wrote it to address the central suppositions of spir-
itual chymistry. He puts it in very specific terms, spoken by the dialogue
character of Eleutherius:

I confess to you Arnobius that it seems somewhat unaccountable and therefore
incredible that a little powder that is as truly corporeall as pouder of post® or of
brick should be able to attract or invite incorporeall and intelligent beings that
have neither need nor use of gold[,] to converse familiarily with those that per-
happs by chance or fraud have made themselves possessors of a few drams or
ounces of Transmuting pouder[;] for what affinity or congruity can there be
betwixt the stupid and inanimate Elixir and a rationall and immortal spirit that
these happy beings should delight to hover about it, and for its sake should be
quite contrary to the custome if not also to the politie of those blessed spirits
[to] discover themselves in a sensible way to the chymist that carries it about
him and converse familiarly with a sinfull and perhaps too, an ignorant mortall
from whose conversation what advantage can we suppose they can expect to
reap’!?

As in the Burnet memoranda, Boyle provides anecdotal support for super-
natural alchemy, having one character claim to ‘know severall persons divers

% Hunter, ‘Alchemy, magic and moralism’, 388-391.
% Boyle, ‘Dialogue on the Converse with Angels’, 310.
' Op. cit., 313.
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of them Physitians and men of parts and not superstitious but rather the con-
trary who have had converse with spirits even in visible shapes’®. Another
character answers him with a more specific story concerning a gentleman
mathematician who was ‘rescued from Athesim [sic]’ by demonstrations of
converse with spirits®>. Writing as the speaker Sophronius in his ‘Discourse
of Things above Reason’, Boyle also speculates that ‘some of the angels (at
least the good ones)’ may be ‘by nature of a higher order than human souls’,
and classes such beings with God as ‘supra-intellectual’®*.

Just as Ashmole accepted the doctrine of Hermetic “adoption” as the means
by which the alchemists propagated a secret tradition, Boyle was convinced
of the existence of mysterious adepts who maintained the true chemical lore.
In his Sceptical Chymist, Boyle advertised his willingness to submit to instruc-
tion from such a source®”. His quest eventually led to his involvement with
a series of purported adepts, some of whom were certainly spurious, but oth-
ers of whom were evidently considered quite genuine by Boyle®®. He directly
associated a catena of adepts with the work of supernatural alchemy, writ-
ing in his “Dialogue on the Converse with Angels” among the “Arguments
for the affirmative”:

That tis not difficult for the Adepti to discriminate good spirits from evill ones.
That such persons as the Adepti may well be supposed to be under a peculiar
conduct and to have particular priviledges®.

Boyle’s alchemy shows some other incidental similarities to chymical writ-
ings of Ashmole and the predecessors discussed above. Like Edward Kelly
and Arthur Dee, Boyle’s writings evince a resistance to Paracelsianism, pre-
ferring a system of two principles to the then-usual addition of salt to the
principles of mercury and sulfur. Despite his interest in pharmacy, Boyle
opposed the “iatrochemical” trajectory of Paracelsianism, and kept within
the chrysopoetic tradition of alchemy®®. The popular notion of Boyle’s atti-
tude towards secrecy is founded on his work in sharing scientific knowledge
through the Royal Society, and his denunciations in the Sceptical Chymist

©

2 Op. cit., 315.
3 Op. cit., 315-6.

% Boyle, ‘Discourse of Things above Reason’, 211.

% Ibid., Sceptical Chymist, [xiii].

% Principe, Aspiring Adept, 91-137 provides a great amount of detail on these encounters.
See also Maddison, Life of Boyle, 166-176 for the engagement with Georges Pierre.

7 Boyle, ‘Dialogue on the Converse with Angels’, 310-311.

%8 Principe, Aspiring Adept, 36-46.
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against ‘affected Equivocations’, where he seems to set himself against the
sort of obscure allegories that Ashmole had published in the Theatrum. But
Principe has amply shown that this attitude of Boyle’s never really excluded
the specifically chrysopoetic traditions of confidentiality and obscurity, and
that these are acknowledged and demonstrated in his works, including the
Sceptical Chymist itself®.

4. Seeking Successors: Robert Plot, John Pordage

Given the shared emphasis by Ashmole and Boyle on the confidential recep-
tion of the alchemical secrets, it is only natural to inquire, to whom might
Ashmole personally have transmitted a recipe for the Angelical Stone, or the
basis for seeking one? Did Ashmole adopt a son in the Art as Backhouse had
adopted him? The most conspicuous suggestion in answer to this question
has been to name Dr. Robert Plot (1640-1697)'%.

Plot was the first professor of chemistry at Oxford, holding that position
from 1683 to 1689'°!. During approximately the same period, lasting only a
couple of years longer, he served as the original keeper of the Ashmolean
Museum, answerable to Ashmole himself in this capacity'®?. During this
period, Plot dedicated a presentation copy of his book De Origine Fontium
to Ashmole, with a letter expressing Plot’s debt to Ashmole’s favor and
encouragement'®. There is some evidence that Ashmole was not particularly
pleased with Plot’s performance as keeper, however'®. Plot also spent two
years as secretary of the Royal Society from 1682 to 1684. There was also
communication between Plot and Boyle, the latter providing Plot with sug-
gestions for chemical furnaces that were installed by Plot in the basement of
the Ashmolean Museum'%.

Plot was himself an alchemist, although he did not advertise his interest
in the manner that Ashmole had, and it remained a fact largely unknown
even to his biographers!®. Nevertheless, many of Plot’s alchemical papers

% Op. cit., 57-8, 148-9. See also Hunter, ‘Alchemy, magic, moralism’, 406.
% Taylor, ‘Alchemical Papers of Dr. Robert Plot,” 67.

100 Josten, Elias Ashmole, vol. 1, 255, 293.

12 Op. cit., vol. 1, 250-5, 292-7.

1G5 Op. cit., vol. I, 261; vol. 1V, 1751.

14 Op. cit., vol. 1, 292; vol. 1V, 1865.

195 Op. cit., vol. 1, 255.

% Taylor, ‘Alchemical Papers of Dr. Robert Plot’, 67, 71.
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were preserved as British Museum MS Sloane 3646!Y. Particularly note-
worthy are the “Draft agreements by which an Author knowing the alchem-
ical Secrets is to entrust them to a person who shall put them into practice”,
in which Plot appears to be offering to place his own secret chymical knowl-
edge at the disposal of suitable investor in exchange for ‘a deposition of three
hundred and fiftie pounds’!®®. Plot had apparently acquired the secret knowl-
edge in question sometime around 1677, and the “Draft agreements” appear
to date from roughly the beginning of his work as museum keeper and chem-
istry professor circa 1683'%.

In his treatment of Plot’s alchemical papers, F. Sherwood Taylor proposes
that Plot’s secret had come from Backhouse via Ashmole. Taylor interprets
Plot’s reference to ‘our English Anonymous’ as Backhouse, and points out
that Plot, like Backhouse and Ashmole both, used the specific (though hardly
unique) phrase ‘true matter’ to indicate the alchemical arcanum'°. Ashmole’s
biographer Josten emphatically disagrees with Taylor, observing that ‘there
was at no time a close personal relationship’ between Ashmole and Plot that
could have facilitated the younger man’s Hermetic adoption'!!. In any case,
even if the secret prized by Plot came from Ashmole, it does not appear
to have been a secret of the Angelical Stone. Plot’s secret is alleged to be
efficacious for ‘Medicine and riches’!'2, but he never mentions angels or spir-
its as entities or phenomena associated with the Elixir. Instead, his alchem-
ical preoccupation appears to have been with “menstrua”, fluids that could
infuse substances with properties originally extrinsic to the substance in ques-
tion'. In marked contrast to Ashmole and Boyle, Plot seems to have had no
interest in any metaphysical dimension of the alchemical work.

Another figure who presents an intriguing prospect as a possible recipient
of Ashmole’s secret is John Pordage (1608-1681)""*. Although Ashmole was
a few years Pordage’s junior, the younger man was a patron to the older,
appointing Pordage as the Rector of Bradfield around 1650'°. Ashmole was
favorably impressed by Pordage’s interest and knowledge in astrology. Although

17 Op. cit., 67-69.

18 Op. cit., 69-74.

19 Op. cit., 75.

1 Op. cit., 73, 75-76.

" Josten, Elias Ashmole, vol. 1, 103.

112 Taylor, ‘Alchemical Papers of Dr. Robert Plot’, 71.
13 Op. cit., 68-69.

14 Dates from Versluis, Wisdom s Children, 39.
Josten, Elias Ashmole, vol. 1, 109.
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trained for medicine, Pordage sought a career in the church, becoming a
vicar at St. Lawrence’s, Reading, before his association with Ashmole'®.
Pordage’s abiding significance was as an important English popularizer of
the spiritualist ideas of Jacob Boehme, and some of these ideas (or antago-
nistic distortions of them) contributed to his removal from his Bradfield post
in 1654 after being condemned on 65 charges of heresy, blasphemy and inter-
course with spirits, news which reached his patron while Ashmole was resid-
ing with Backhouse and tutoring the children at Swallowfield"’. Pordage
spent the remainder of his life ministering to his fellow theosophers and writ-
ing about his own experiences and doctrines outside the sanctions of official
religion, while supporting himself in part through work as a medical doctor
and herbalist''$.

In his treatise Innocencie Appearing, Pordage related that one of his co-
religionists, a Mrs. Flavel, had a vision of ‘the Philosopher’s Stone, that so
many learned men had sought after’'®. Other writings compounded this asso-
ciation, such as the letter-essay “A Philosophical Epistle on the True Stone
of Wisdom to One Who Is Earnestly Digging”, in which Pordage counsels
that ‘it is not an easy thing to make the holy stone of power, even if we have
attained the true materia’**®. Pordage was even more of a visionary than an
alchemist. He claimed to have seen angels and other spirits, and to have
experienced their routine presence in his household. Unlike the scrying in
stones and glasses described by Dee and Boyle, Pordage and his friends were
able to directly encounter these entities by means of “the inward eye”. He
recounted that

There appeared then to our inward sight multitudes almost innumerable, of pure
Angelical spirits, in figurative bodies, which were clear as the morning-star, and
transparent as Christal, these were Mahanaim, or the Lords host, appearing all
in manly forms, full of Beauty and Majesty, sparkling like Diamonds, and send-
ing forth a tincture like the swift rays, and hot beams of the Sun, which we

powerfully felt to be refreshing of our souls, and enlivening of our bodies'?'.

As tempting as it might be to correlate these features of Pordage’s writings
and experiences to the mystical alchemy of his patron Ashmole, it is highly

116" Gibbons, Gender in Mystical and Occult Thought, 106.

17 Josten, Elias Ashmole, vol. 11, 667-8. For Pordage’s trial and removal, see Thune, The
Behmenists and the Philadelphians, 55-57; and Versluis, Wisdom's Children, 45-47.

18 Versluis, Wisdom's Book, 66.

9 Ibid., Wisdom's Children, 45.

120 Op. cit., 67.

12 Quoted in Thune, The Behemenists and the Philadelphians, 163.
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unlikely that there was a transfer of the Angelic Stone in this case. To the
extent that Pordage did use alchemical language, it was largely received from
Paracelsus (who was not an alchemical authority for the Ashmolean super-
naturalists) via Boehme, and even then it was a matter of borrowing images
and expressions, rather than laboratory recipes'?2. Where a text like “Kelle’s
Worke” uses “Man and Wife” as a metaphor for sulfur and mercury in
chrysopoeia'®, Pordage’s ‘magical union of the fire with the water’ is under-
stood as a reference to Adam’s androgyny, and the ‘seed and matter of your
Stone’ are human masculinity and femininity'**. Although Pordage demon-
strated an interest in natural philosophy, in keeping with the ideas of Boehme
and Paracelsus, he does not seem to have placed any emphasis on alchemy
as a form of empirical knowledge after the manner of Ashmole or Boyle.
Instead, his work belongs to a theosophical tradition that is concerned only
to illustrate the spiritual condition of the individual through alchemical
tropes'®.

Moreover, circumstances that are at first suggestive do not seem to bear
out the idea of Ashmole instructing Pordage, or vice versa for that matter.
Pordage’s first angelic visions came in 1649, at a time when he had already
been introduced to Ashmole, but before Ashmole had begun to learn secrets
from Backhouse'?. B.J. Gibbons writes that ‘there is no evidence of a close
relationship’ between Pordage and Ashmole, and the notion is borne out by
the observation that in 1686 Ashmole admitted to not having learned of
Pordage’s death until years after the fact'?’.

5. Some Tentative Conclusions

The earliest recognizable figures involved with spiritual chymistry in England
are characterized by the overlap between scrying for angelic communica-
tions on one hand and alchemical chrysopoeia on the other. The term “stone”
in such a context acquires a special ambivalence, alternately referring to the
shew-stone used by the visionary medium and to the philosopher’s stone

122 Op. cit., 44 & n. 8.

12 Kelly, ‘Sir Edward Kelle’s Worke’, 325 ff.

124 Gibbons, Gender in Mystical and Occult Thought, 109, explicating Pordage’s Innocencie
Appearing and ‘A Philosophical Epistle on the True Stone of Wisdom’.

125 Versluis, Wisdom s Children, 53-55.

126 Op. cit., 37, 41.

127 Letter to Anthony Wood, in Josten, Elias Ashmole, vol. 1V, 1821.
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applied in the transmutation of metals. Saint Dunstan is a recurring figure in
these stories, whose person mythically conflates alchemy with the pious and
heavenly. All of the historical individuals who present themselves as imme-
diate sources for Ashmole’s doctrines of supernatural alchemy are Englishmen,
and all seem to have taken significant, yet differing, sojourns on the Continent:
Edward Kelly in Bohemia, Arthur Dee in Russia, William Backhouse in
France. One narrative effect of their travels was to associate them with the
“magical” auras of Christian traditions outside of England'*®. Whether or not
any of these men would have subscribed to the idea of the Angelical Stone
as Ashmole expressed it, all seem to have made important contributions to
its credibility.

But it is not until the work of Ashmole and Boyle that we can firmly asso-
ciate the spirit evocation of supernatural alchemy with known historical
authors. These two men held to similar doctrines regarding spiritual chym-
istry, but they were evidently not correspondents or collaborators. Both were
intellectual luminaries of the period, although Ashmole appealed to the anti-
quarian and romantic sensibilities of his peers, and Boyle to the investiga-
tive and utopian ones. Between the publication of Ashmole’s “Prolegomenon”
and Boyle’s aggressive networking in pursuit of alchemical knowledge, it
seems likely that each of them would have shared the ideas of mystical chym-
istry with many other alchemists of their day, and it may have been a thesis
widely but quietly considered'?. In the end, however, it did not endure. Boyle
seems to have resisted any firsthand engagement, and remained deeply ambiva-
lent about whether it would corrupt him to practice, let alone to teach such
operations'*. Ashmole must have felt a sense of obligation to continue the
chain of instruction he believed himself to have received, but if either Pordage
or Plot received any intimations from Ashmole, it does not seem to be reflected
in their work. To the extent that alchemy and spirit evocation continued into
the 18th century, they seem to have done so as distinct “occult sciences”,
without the hybridization of the Angelical Stone.

It may be that the period of revolution and restoration in England was par-
ticularly suited to the formulation of mystical alchemy as a pursuit. Charles

128 Cf. Hunter, ‘Alchemy, magic, moralism’, 391-392 & nn. 8-9, regarding Boyle’s associa-
tion of spirit evocation with Roman Catholicism. The notion of cultural nostalgia that Hunter
takes from Keith Thomas on this score is particularly applicable to the antiquarian Ashmole.

129 In this connection, consider again the 1660 MS regarding the Lapis Angelicus, as well as
the 1680 publication of De Manna benedicto.

130 Hunter, ‘Alchemy, magic, moralism’, 392-395; Principe, Aspiring Adept, 204-205.
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Webster’s Great Instauration discusses the dynamic effects of English Puri-
tanism on the changing intellectual climate of those times. He points out the
manner in which the religious and political conflicts energized apocalyptic
and millennial ideas. Webster emphasizes the eschatological dimension of
apocalypticism, with an emphasis on the exegetical work done with the bib-
lical books of Daniel and Revelation'*!. Samuel Hartlib, associated with Boyle
and Ashmole alike, was a disseminator of millennialist treatments, from
Mede’s Clavis Apocalyptica to Potter’s “On the Number 666”'*2. Spiritual
alchemy can be seen as a product of the complementary phenomenological
aspect of apocalypticism, in which angelic visions are considered to be the
preeminent medium of religious revelation. Indeed, Revelation 2:17 could be
read as alchemical intimation: ‘To him that overcometh will I give to eat of
the hidden manna, and will give him a white stone, and in the stone a new
name written, which no man knoweth saving he that receiveth [it]’'**. Certainly,
this visionary apocalypticism was central to the work of Pordage and his fel-
low Behmenists in their work during the period of mystical chymistry',
For Puritans, Anglicans and Catholics alike, the repeated disruption of
existing religious institutions in 17th century England created an atmosphere
in which there was a widespread worry that “atheism” (broadly understood as
the rejection of accustomed religious doctrines, rather than a specific thorough
denial of God) would threaten the foundations of society. The objective
demonstration of spiritual entities was a popular gambit for the refutation of
atheism, and one that provided a convincing motivation for Boyle’s interest
in spiritual chymistry as a contribution to the welfare of society'?. The emerg-
ing Baconian scientific institutions of the period were dedicated to useful
knowledge and technology with the aim of general social betterment. Thus
they partook of a paradox: such “scientific” pioneers as Boyle and Newton
worried about a mechanistic rift between matter and spirit, possibly seeing
alchemy as a “middle-term” to reconcile natural philosophy and theology!'*®.

131 Webster, The Great Instauration, 4-31, 178 f., 505.
32 Op. cit., 32-33.
3 Note the relationship here to the title of the tract De Manna benedicto.
3% Smith, Perfection Proclaimed, 208-209.
35 Principe, Aspiring Adept, 201-205.
% Op. cit., 205-208 for the “middle-term” proposal applied to Boyle. The central thesis of
Dobbs’ Janus Faces of Genius is that alchemy served to coordinate the physical and meta-
physical interests of Newton. Westfall, Never at Rest, 281-309 demonstrates that Newton never
rejected alchemical experimentation in favor of “rational chemistry”. See also Westfall, ‘Newton
and alchemy’, 322, in which he discusses Newton’s alchemy as resistance to the atheistic impli-
cations of mechanical philosophy.
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But the traditional secrecy of alchemy kept its influence limited, and the
growing public and collegial aspects of the natural sciences aggravated the
institutional and intellectual polarization between knowledge of God and
knowledge of nature.

Thus by the end of the century this polarization was well underway
in England, so that although one might easily find secretive laboratory
chemistry (“alchemy”) on the one hand, or mystically symbolized theology
(equally “alchemy”) on the other, there was no longer any hopeful prospect
for their synthesis in mystical chymistry. These two divergent paths might
be conveniently characterized by the alchemies of Drs. Plot and Pordage
respectively. Modern histories of alchemy, popular and scholarly, have often
been handicapped by a tendency to characterize either of these types as a
misunderstanding or misrepresentation of the other, on the assumption that
there was a “true” alchemy which was essentially proto-scientific or quasi-
religious. This cleavage is even more fundamental than the division into
various “schools” mentioned by Principe, a schismatic effect predictable of
any sort of secrecy-privileging discourse. Only in the most recent generation
of scholarship on alchemy, exemplified by Dodd’s study of Newton, Principe’s
work on Boyle, and Newman'’s treatment of Starkey, have the signals of the
alchemists started to emerge from the noise of the two major interpretive
frameworks, so that individual schools can be distinguished and considered
in their own contexts. In the case of the “supernatural school”, its own idio-
syncrasies and the dynamism of its social context make it an enigma worthy
of continued investigation.

Coda: A Hypothesis of the Stone

The paper to which this section is appended has been a consideration of
the Angelical Stone as an idea, rather than an actual technology. The idea
could exist independently of any actual Stone, and deserves consideration
whether or not there was one. But it is not fitting to dismissively rule that
the Angelical Stone was only a chimera, simply because the idea seems to
us—as it did to Boyle—*‘somewhat unaccountable and therefore incredible’.
Even if Boyle and Ashmole as its clearest expositors lacked the secret of the
Stone, it is not impossible that either of them should have become convinced
of its existence by someone who was able to provide them with testimony
that happened to be genuine. Combining certain features of the accounts
given by Ashmole and Boyle can provide a provocative picture of the Angelical
Stone.
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Ashmole in the “Prolegomena” seems to indicate that the Angelical Stone
was used by being eaten: he says that it can be discerned by being ‘Tasted
only’, and that ‘St. Dunston calls it the Food of Angels’'’. Alongside this
implication we can set a miscellaneous dialogue fragment from the Royal
Society Boyle Papers, in which Boyle remarks, ‘how utterly Improbable it
is, that druggs, which are but materiall things . . . should have the power to
engage either evil or good Angells, which are granted to be immateriall
beings’!*®. This description of the angel-engaging potential of ‘druggs’ uses
remarkably similar language to that in the ‘Dialogue on Spirits’ describing
the ‘unaccountable and therefore incredible’ effects of ‘a little powder’. With
these references alone, one can hardly be faulted for wondering if the phar-
macopoeia might have offered to such alchemists a drug that could induce
visions of angelic beings or other spirits.

Turning to more contemporary documentation, the existence of visionary
drugs seems to be a well-established fact, with evidence beginning in Aldous
Huxley’s accounts of his mescaline use in The Doors of Perception and
Heaven and Hell, and culminating (though hardly terminating) in the massive
outpouring of the psychedelic counterculture in the 1960’s and 70’s. From a
sample of 206 “psychedelic sessions” that they conducted, administering
LSD-25 and mescaline to a variety of subjects, researchers Masters and Houston
reported that fully 96% reported ‘religious imagery of some kind’, while the
majority (58%) encountered animate religious figures, including gods, saints,
angels, and devils. Although these figures may seem somewhat high, and
could easily reflect a bias involved in the “trip guiding” techniques of the
experimenters or their interpretive categories, it is hard to imagine that their
bias could exceed that of a pious alchemist anticipating angelic visions'*’.

Mescaline, derived from an American cactus, was unknown in Europe
before the 20th century. LSD was a new laboratory invention circa 1940, and
it may be a strain to suppose its derivation from the ergot fungus under the
more primitive conditions of 17th century chemistry. A third popular modern
visionary drug is the psychoactive mushroom. Colorful self-reporting on
animate, personified mushroom visions is available in the testimony of Dennis
and Terrance McKenna, discussing their experiences smoking tryptamine-
bearing mushrooms.

137 Ashmole, TCB, Blv. Again, the title of De Manna benedicto appears to involve a con-
sistent allusion.

138 Principe, Aspiring Adept, 207 and n. 104.

13 R.E.L. Masters and Jean Houston, Varieties of the Psychedelic Experience, 265.
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We especially refer to the apparently autonomous and intelligent, chaotically
mercurial and mischievous machine elves encountered in the trance state, strange
teachers whose marvelous singing makes intricate toys out of the air and out of
their own continually transforming body geometries. This spectacle of more than
Oriental splendor is the characteristic, even unvarying manner in which this
experience presents itself'*.

And they also allege other phenomena which could be interpreted as angelic
visitation, in different descriptions of their ‘essential schizophrenia or classic
shamanic trance’ under the influence of stropharia cubensis (psilocybin):

We could feel the presence of some invisible hyperspatial entity, an ally, which
seemed to be observing and sometimes exerting influence on the situation to
keep us moving gently toward an experimental resolution of the ideas we were
generating . . . we were led to speculate that the role of the presence was some-
how like that of an anthropologist, come to give humanity the keys to galac-
tarian citizenship'*.

Just as their drug experiences led the anthropologist McKennas to see them-
selves in an extraterrestrial mirror, one can imagine how a similar charac-
terization of benevolence might prevail among alchemists who could see
angels working on the alchemical matter of human souls. Still, there is cause
for caution regarding the “objective” reliability of these testimonies. The
McKennas explicitly equate ‘deeper states of tryptamine ecstasy’ with ‘the
poetic-literary idea complex that was, in fact, one motivation for our program
of investigation of natural tryptamines’!**.

Studies and anecdotes like these have naturally led to investigations regard-
ing the possible psychopharmacological origins of religion. In one of the ear-
liest such studies, R. Gordon Wasson searched for but found no evidence of
mushrooms among the drugs implicated in Medieval and Renaissance witch
trials'®. Nor were mushrooms addressed in Michael J. Harner’s later “Role
of Hallucinogenic Plants in European Witchcraft”. That conclusion would
actually be consonant with alchemical mushroom use, since alchemists hardly
saw themselves as receiving their lore from witches and heretics!#.

140 Dennis and Terrence McKenna, The Invisible Landscape, 104.

14 Op. cit., 100.

142 Op. cit., 104, emphasis added.

143 Wasson, Soma, 176.

144 Twentieth century neo-pagan witches, on the other hand, have certainly been influenced
by various early modern esoteric traditions, including alchemy. For an allegation of fly agaric
use in moden neo-pagan witchcraft, see Hutton, Triumph of the Moon, 316.
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I have been able to locate no scholarly literature suggesting that early mod-
ern alchemy involved experimental psychoactive drug use. There is, how-
ever, a fairly recent book called Strange Fruit by Clark Heinrich, who only
claims to be an enthusiast, not a scholar. Strange Fruit verges on the myco-
maniacal, going so far as to attribute solar and phallic images in general to
mushroom symbolism centered on the fly agaric (Admanita muscaria), and
suggesting that a mushroom sacrament was the basis for ancient Hebrew
religion, Christianity, and the medieval Grail myths'**. At the same time, the
author raises some interesting points in his chapter “Elixir: The Secret Stone
of Alchemy”!¢, If nothing else, Heinrich demonstrates the manner in which
alchemical symbolism would have been a natural fit for anyone seeking to
discuss “psychedelic” experiences prior to modern secularized psychology,
as well as pointing to a number of possible alchemical illustrations of the
processing of the mushroom-as-Elixir.

Ashmole’s claim that the Angelical Stone can make its user survive without
other food is consistent with anorexic properties of the fly agaric mushroom
and other hallucinogenic drugs, which eliminate sensations of hunger while
conferring a feeling of energy on the user'¥’. The description of the Stone by
Ashmole and Boyle alike as a red powder fits the red fly agaric caps, as well
as the fact that mushrooms retain their potency when dried and ground.

The idea that mushroom hunting might be central to the secret of the
Angelical Stone is in keeping with Backhouse’s transmission of herbal lore
to Ashmole in the context of the Vegetable Stone. Fly agaric mushrooms
grow only near conifers, and Backhouse was discussing unusual evergreen
trees. Backhouse’s poem “The Magistery” might even be taken to pun on
“mushroom”: after writing of grounding an Eagle (the ‘winged’ cap) and
giving wings to a Snake (the stalk), he writes, ‘Then in one Roome sure binde
them both’!*%. The snake and eagle, along with the toad—the fly agaric being
the classic “toadstool”—are the principal components of the illustration on
the title page of Ashmole’s Theatrum, with the legend, ‘Serpens et Bufo
gradiens sup terram, Aquila volans, est nostrum Magisterium’'®.

Mushroom cultivation also tallies surprisingly with a much later note of
Ashmole’s, which Josten characterizes as the ‘only [note] in Ashmole’s papers

145 Heinrich follows Wasson regarding ancient Indian religion, and Allegro’s Sacred Mushroom

and the Cross for Christian origins.
146 Heinrich, Strange Fruit, 160-188.
47 Op. cit., 116.
148 Backhouse, ‘The Magistery’, 343-344, emphasis in original.
149 Ashmole’s title page illustration is appended to the present paper.
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suggesting that he performed alchemical or chemical experiments’*®. The
note is from February 1683, and in it Ashmole claims to have ‘acquainted
Mr. Woolrich (in part) with the Secret of raising flowers from a Virgin earth’'>".
There doesn’t seem to be any need for practical experiment in Ashmole’s
transmission of a secret ‘in part’, but the idea of germinating mysterious flora
in a sealed glass, as explicated by Josten, certainly tallies with an attempt at
artificial mushroom cultivation in laboratory circumstances'*2.

It would be putting a strain on the available evidence to conclude that
Ashmole or Boyle had ever used a mycological Stone, although one might
be tempted consider the possibility for seers like Kelly and Pordage. While
these conjectures are necessarily speculative, they are for their own “super-
natural” topic as apt as the modern chemical analyses provided by Newman
and Principe for alchemical codes in Starkey and Boyle’s laboratory work!*3,
It is plainly the case that early modern alchemy was not monolithic (pun
intended), and Heinrich’s mycophagia would never suffice to account for the
full range of alchemical discourse. But it might have a special application
within the field of mystical chymistry, where the spirits are said to converse
with the user of the Angelical Stone.

Matthew D. Rogers (1968) is an independent scholar in Austin, Texas and a recent grad-
uate of the Masters program at the subdepartment of History of Hermetic Philosophy and
related currents at the University of Amsterdam.
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Der Engelstein des Elias Ashmole

Dieses Referat bietet einen Uberblick iiber eine Tendenz innerhalb der Alchemie des 16. und
17. Jahrhunderts, welche dem so genannten Stein der Weisen Gewalt iiber Engel und andere
Geister zuschrieb. In seiner Studie iiber die Alchemie Robert Boyles hat Laurence Principe den
Ausdruck ‘supernatural alchemy’ geprigt, um eben diese Richtung der Alchemie zu benennen.
Meric Casaubon war ein zeitgenossischer Gegner solcher Vorstellungen, welche Casaubon ‘mys-
tical chymistry’ nennt.

Elias Ashmole hat eine Darstellung iiber der ‘Angelicall Stone’ im ‘Prolegomena’ seines
Theatrum Chemicum Brittanicum erscheint. Der Beitrag mochte die These substantiieren, dass
frithere Alchemisten, vor allem Edward Kelly, Arthur Dee und William Backhouse, als Quellen
der alchemistischen Lehren Ashmoles zu betrachten sind. Ferner werden vergleichbare Ideen in
den Schriften Boyles herangezogen sowie die Werke Robert Plots und John Pordages dahinge-
hend gepriift, ob sie moglicherweise auf Ashmoles Aussagen zum Geheimnis des Engelsteins
zuriickgehen.

Abschlieflend sollen die sozialpolitischen und religiosen Verhéltnisse jener Zeit im Hinblick
auf die Entwicklung jener alchemistischen Schule betrachtet werden. Uberlegungen zu einer
moglichen psychopharmakologischen Basis der supernatural alchemy und ihrer Rezeption run-
den den Beitrag ab.
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Figure 1: Title page illustration from Ashmole’s Theatrum




ISAAC NEWTON AND THE KABBALISTIC NOAH: NATURAL LAW
BETWEEN MEDIAEVALIA AND THE ENLIGHTENMENT

GARRY W. TROMPF

Crystallized in Durban, and herewith dedicated to South
African Jewry: let righteousness prevail!

Insofar as [Sir] Isaac Newton (1642-1727) self-consciously hid much of his
research findings, we can talk of him as an esoteric soul at least in some
sense of the word'. In any case he believed he was in a position to unravel
divine mysteries, and this was a life-quest too sensitive for even his closest
friends to share. Nowhere is this esoter[ic]ism more evident than in his covert
historical investigations, with draft after redraft put down on paper to sort
out problems of Biblical chronology and about the religio-political influences
between ancient nations. As I have previously argued in a detailed piece on
“Newtonian History”, Newton laboured between ca. 1672 until his death to
construct a large secret history running from the time of the Great Flood to
the fall of the Western Roman Empire?.

The first component of this work carries the title “Theologiae Gentilis
Origines Philosophicae” and remains unpublished (the most mature version,
largely in Latin, lying within Yahuda MS collection as signature Nos. 16.1-2,
at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem). It basically concerned the origins
and early development of religions outside Israel. The second component
was smaller, and was apparently intended to sit within the “Origines”, being
titled in English “The Original of Monarchies” and now conveniently published
from a Keynes MS (No. 146, University of Cambridge), by Frank Manuel®.
Tidied up and made readier for possible publication than its parent manu-
script, “The Original” was meant to prove that councils always preceded

! Readers should be aware that I hold a distinctly open-ended understanding of “the eso-
teric”, being affected by the complexities of anthropological and cross-cultural religious materials.
Although not so obviously in the case of this article, I tends to give more space in my work to
the secretive and secretly initiatic than is conceded by eminent scholars now seeking to recast
the image of Western esotericism. Cf. Hanegraaff, ‘Esotericism’.

2 Trompf, ‘On Newtonian History’, 219-234.

3 That this was an intended chapter of the “Origines” is confirmed by Yahuda MS 16.2, fol.
24 with heading on “The Original of Kingdoms”. For its publication, Manuel, Isaac Newton
Historian, 198-221.
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monarchs or kings in the establishment of governments among the nations.
The impression left is that these two studies end where Newton’s more for-
mal chronological efforts begin, ca. 1125 BC, when the Shephered Kings
flee from Egypt at the time of Joshua’s incursion into Canaan.

Newton’s Chronicle of Ancient Kingdoms Amended (worked on from the
1690s and published posthumously) covers events from Moses to 331 BC,
or Alexander the Great’s conquest of Persia, and it should be read in con-
junction with his Short Chronicle, a pirated copy of which was translated
into French by 1725, and which appeared prefixed to the large chronicle as
early as 1728% The Observations upon the Prophecies of Daniel and the
Apocalypse of St. John (started as early as the 1670s yet published as late
as 1733, by Benjamin Smith) actually read these two Biblical works as his-
tory, or the “exact prophecy” of events running from Persian times to the
fall of the Western Roman empire, and making up for the fact that Holy Writ
lacked straightforward narrative materials about the nations for this period®.
To these we might add his secret and more truly apocalyptic projections of
the future, including God’s judgments for the errors of the whole past and
his hopes for a divinely governed transformation of all things (in 1867)°.

On my assessments Newton’s hopes to reconstruct a macro-history (basically
of Antiquity as determinative for subsequent centuries) was held together
above all by a defensive reference to Jewish traditions. For him Israel pre-
served the truth about the origins of religion, knowledge and cultural achieve-
ment; Israel produced the first truly great efflorescence of civilization (for
Solomon’s temple preceded the building of the pyramids!); and Israel cradled
the Messiah, who was in fact too easily misrepresented by the Gentiles who

4 Newton, The Chronology of Ancient Kingdoms Amended, etc., cf. Abrégé de la chronologie
de M. le chevalier Isaac Newton, etc. For manuscriptal indications of constant preoccupations
with chronological questions, e.g., Landsdowne MS 788 and Sloane MS 3208, fols. 69-71 (both
British Library, London), etc.

° In two parts; with this approach affected by the fact that Puritan-influenced Newton did not
accept the Apocryphal 1-2 Maccabees as an authoritative guide (on the Greek period and the
Jews’ “Second Commonwealth”), indeed thought them corrupted under Antiochus Epiphanes;
see Popkin, ‘Newton as a Bible Scholar’, 106.

¢ See esp. Manuel, Religion of Isaac Newton, including the publication of Yahuda MS 1 as
“Fragments of a Treatise on Revelation” (pp. 107-125), and of MS 6 as “Of the [World to
Come,] Day of Judgement and World to Come” (pp. 126-136). The above-mentioned date, which
Yahuda MS 1.1-2 allow us to calculate 1260 days of the Seven Seals of Revelation from the
Fall (and extreme religious apostasy) of Rome by 607. Thus contra Jakubowski-Tiessen et al.,
Jahrhundertwenden: Endzeit- und Zukunfisvorstellungen vom 15. bis zum 20, Jahrhundert
[Einfiihr.], 9, wrongly specifying 2000. The year 1867 has meaning in relation to the fervour
surrounding 1666 in Newton’s day.



ISAAC NEWTON AND THE KABBALISTIC NOAH 93

accepted him’. Newton hardly thought that his appeal to Jewish materials
was in any sense non-Christian: the Old Testament was sacred Scripture, and
the New Testament also reflected truths of Israel that had been neglected®.
But the presence of “Judaica” in his very private explorations naturally raises
questions about Kabbalistic issues and influences.

Of special importance is Newton’s claim that the seven commandments
given by God to Noah and his family after the Deluge were foundational for
all existing social life. These Noachian or Noachide Precepts, as they are
better named, still remain within Judaism as the first requirements of right-
eous behaviour from any Gentile or goy wishing to become a Jew: not to
worship idols; not to blaspheme the divine; not to fornicate; murder; or steal;
and to treat animals kindly; and set up councils for the fulfilment of these
laws’. Only two of these injunctions—through the prohibition to partake the
blood of animals, and to requite murder—are alluded to in the Bible (Gen.
9:4-6), yet Newton is so bold as to assert that the ‘religion of Noah’, for him
the ‘oldest religion in the world’, provided the ‘fundamental and immutable’
constituents from which all ethics, religions, and Antiquity’s social forms
would arise!. This is a distinctly Jewish conceit, and if Newton’s most obvi-
ous source might seem to lie in the Babylonian Talmud (Sandhedrin 56)",
one might enquire whether Jewish mystical insights are also involved.

Intriguingly, not only morals and spiritual beliefs derive from Noah, but
on Newton’s reckoning all philosophy and science and thus cosmology also.
The connexions between Noah and science are no longer obvious to us, but
they were palpable to a man who found in the covenantal rainbow (of Gen.
9:12-4) the inspiration for disclosing the hidden spectrum of colours by shin-
ing white light through a prism!2. His researches into Opticks certainly moved
Newton to a sense of invisible providence behind visibility, and he apparently
intended a later edition of this book to finish with a reference to the Noachian
precepts as the source behind Greek and therefore European philosophy.

7 See Trompf, The Idea of Historical Recurrence in Western Thought, ch. 1, sect. 8.

8 On the utmost seriousness with which Newton undertook the study of the Bible, esp.
Mandelbrote, ‘“A Duty of the Greatest Moment™’.

° For introductory assistance, Clorfene and Rogalsky, The Path of the Righteous Gentile.

10 Thus Newton, ‘A Short Scheme of the True Religion’, reprod. in: Theological Manuscripts
(ed. McLachlan), 48, cf. also 52-55; Keynes MS 3, p. 35; ‘Irenicum’ (posit. 2) (MacLachlan,
28); cf. Chronology, 140-141.

' More precisely 56a-b, cf also Yoma 28b.

12 See Opticks ([1704, published late] 1720 edn.), in S. Horsley (ed.), Opera quae exstant
omnia, vol. 4.
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Noah’s sacrifice already betokened a scientific insight, fire epitomizing the
primordiality of light (Gen. 8:20-1, cf. 1:3)". The first mention of measure-
ment in the Holy Word, moreover, comes with the divinely prescribed dimen-
sions of the Ark (8:14-6), the unit entailed being the cubit, which Newton
took as initiating the science of numbers so insightfully developed by
Pythagoras', with this “first religion” having to be ‘the most rational of all
others’!*. What is more, the Flood itself was very much on the agenda of
cosmological speculation toward the end of the seventeenth century. If
Leonardo da Vinci had earlier questioned the possibility of a world-wide
inundation, by asking where all the waters would have gone in the aftermath,
Newton lived in the shadow of Halley’s comet, which returned to the solar
system in 1682. At the time of the Flood, surely, this agency of God (as
Newton conceived it) would have been an undepleted giant, and he had
no trouble with his contemporaries’ views that its closeness would have first
drawn up all the subterranean waters of the earth and its passing then caused
their recession, according to the principles of gravity he himself so brilliantly
established'®. Noah and his family, it follows, were witnesses to such
wonders.

Were these relationships of thought being forged simply because Newton
dabbled with ‘the Talmudists’ of his time, who were also picking up sug-
gestions of Noah as a wise and inventive soul'’? or are we approaching near
the very stuff of Kabbalah? Had not the fascinating Athanasius Kircher (1602-
1680), attuned to kabbalistic lore, also probed the planet’s subterranean depths,
albeit more obviously as an analogue to the mining of the soul and its
demons'®? Did not Newton, probably following his Cambridge predecessor
Henry More (1614-1687) take space and duration to be the sensorium Dei,
as if dealing with a cosmic body like a Kabbalist, with the sun symbolizing

13 For the arguments, Gascoigne, ‘“The Wisdom of the Egyptians™’, 188-189.

4 Newton’s handwritten scholium to Opticks, 1717 edn., Babson Institute Library, Wellesley,
Massachusetts. Cf. also his “Dissertation upon the Sacred Cubit of the Jews and the Cubits of
the Several Nations, etc.”, 405-428 (where Newton finishes up arguing that the ancient cubit
came to be used for building Solomon’s temple before any Egyptian pyramid [cf. infra]).

15 Yahuda MS 41, fol. 7".

16 Newton to Richard Bentley, 10 Dec., 1692, in Turnbull, The Correspondence of Isaac
Newton, vol. 2, 234-235. Cf. Leonardo, using Selections from the Notebooks 31-32), yet esp.
Burnet, Telluris theoria sacra, vol. 2, esp. frontes.; Whiston, 4 New Theory of the Earth, esp.
3051f., 341ff. Cf. also Bligny, ‘Il mito del diluvio universale’, 47-63.

17 Allen, The Legend of Noah, esp. ch. 5; Goldish, Judaism in the Theology of Sir Isaac
Newton, ch. 2.

8 E.g., Kircher, Mundus subterraneus, esp. Bk. 8.
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its head'®? Did he not describe God, in the General Scholium of his 1713
Principia mathematica, as ‘all ear, all eye, all brain, all arm, all power
to perceive, to understand and to act’, as if he knew of the famed Adam
Kadmon, the sephirotic cosmic Man by which kabbalists conveyed the divine
unfolding®? And are there not suggestions of a plurality of worlds in Newton’s
cosmologic imaging that chime with Kabbalistic notions of different “cos-
mic cycles” through time*'? In answer, one can only appeal to caution.

For a start, the classical kabbalistic Noah bears quite a distinctive air. The
Noabh of the Zohar is plummeted via the Deluge into an entrapment of mate-
riality and the demonic; by opening up the hatch of the Ark to send out birds
(Gen. 6-13) Noah was opening the window of the soul. The rainbow, fur-
thermore, symbolically represents the colours of the patriarchs, not secrets
of the physical universe??. The Zoharic Noah, we note, seems thoroughly
marginalized between speculations about the cosmic Adam and references
to the commandments of Moses, and efforts to prove that the mystico-symbolic
Gehinnom informed Newton’s cosmology have thus far failed®. Apart from
being an emotionally restrained Englishman who lacked a mystical bent, the
opportunity for Newton to get hold of a Latin translation, let alone Hebrew
text of the Zohar apparently comes relatively late to his studies (after ca.
1685)*. Not only is the facility in Hebrew for Zoharic studies we see in the
Jesuits Guillaume Postel and Kircher not there, but we find as well that the
associated “traditional[ist] mentality” is much weaker with him than them.
Perhaps it is a matter of relativity, yet older expressions of universal corre-
spondences do not seem to come naturally to Newton. It might have been
easy for Kircher to invoke the “Cabbalistic axiom”, for example, that no
plant on earth lacks its correspondence in heaven®, but such mystae are very

1 For the evidence, Zafiropulo and Monod, Sensorium Dei dans I’Hermetisme, 128-139, cf.
Newton, Opticks, 1717 edn., quer. 28, 31.

% Thus Zollschan, ‘God’s Sensorium: Newton’s Kabbalistic Slip” (unpublished paper, Conference
of the Australasian Association for the History, Philosophy and Social Studies of Science,
Melbourne, July 1993); cf. Copenhaver, ‘Jewish Theologies of Space’, 489-548.

2 For background Kubrin, ‘Newton and the Cyclical Cosmos’, 340-345; Scholem, On the
Kabbalah, 77-80.

2 Zoh. 111,215a-b; 222a-b (using Lachower-Tishby paragraphing).

3 Cf. Zoh. e.g., 11,144a-b. The arguments of Copenhaver and Zollschan (supra, n. 18) have
been convincingly dismantled by Goldish, Judaism, 156-158.

2% For confirmation of eventual access to translations, through von Rosenroth’s [edited]
Kabbala, see Harrison, The Library of Isaac Newton, 171-173 (and on my assessment of the
copies both volumes were received at the same time, all pts. 1, 2 and 3 being dog-eared).

% Kircher, Mundus subterraneus, vol. 2, 401b-402a. Cf. Bouwsma, Concordia Mundi, esp.
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muted in the great Englishman’s work, for all his newly uncovered interests
in alchemy”. He knows no Jewish alchemy, in any case, and information
about the kabbalistic theory of the cosmic ages, within or quoted from the
Sefer haTemunah (apparently published for the open market by 1546)?, evi-
dently does not reach his desk. We therefore need to consider the limits of
Newton’s dealings with Jewish mysticism.

It is not unimportant to affirm that Newton was in a generic sense esoteric
in habits and interests. It would surely be facile methodologically to list all
the components belonging to “the esoteric tradition”, or characterize its air
de famille®, if that means glossing over the straightforward, classical mean-
ing of questing or relaying “truth(s)” in secret, or engaging in studia recon-
dita®. There can in any case be many and varied initiatic rites, and certain
probings for Faustian, magical or forbidden powers that are concealed (occulti)
yet fall outside the ambience covered by “formally-minded” esoter[ic]ists.
Pace the problem of construing a post-antique history of gnosticism, more-
over, there is still some room for placing Newton as a harbinger of “gnose-
ology” in the modern sense, and of supplanting faith with the unveiled hidden
laws of nature or a covertly established “exact knowledge™°. Newton, how-
ever, has been of late noticeably appropriated into the “deep stratum” of the
investigation of esotericism, when a simpler representation might be his due.
I mentioned his alchemical concerns. Not so much by people reading her
complex findings about his approach to it, but more by the effects of simply
associating Newton with alchemy in her researches, especially with the
Emerald Tablet of Hermes Trismegistus, American scholar Betty Jo Teeter
Dobbs’ has landed Newton (more than ever before) among the worthy subjects

42-43; Fletcher, The Life and Work of Athanasius Kircher. Yet cf. Newton on vegetation, e.g.,
Bundy MS 16, fols. 1; 5¥-6".

% Cf. e.g., Dobbs, Foundations of Newton's Alchemy; and Janus Face of Genius.

27 Cf. Patai, The Jewish Alchemists. Although copies of Sefer haTemunah have been lost (see
E. Gottlieb in Enycl. Judaic., vol. 15, 999), extensive quotations from it were found in such
works as Meir ibn Gabbay, ‘Abodath haQodesh, and haLevi Berukhim [?]. Gallei Razayya.

2 Cf. Faivre and Hanegraaff, Western Esotericism and the Science of Religion, chs. 1-2.

2 Start with Anon. Pythagoreans, apud Hippolytus, Adv. Haer., 1, 2; VI, 315ff.; [School of]
Basileides, apud Irenaeus, Adv. Haer., 1,xxiv,7. For further discussion Trompf, ‘From the Esoteric
to the Exoteric and Back Again’, 27-32. Ponder also the most dog-eared of Newton’s books:
Anonymous (= Starkey), Secrets Reveal’d, in Memorial Library, University of Wisconsin,
Madison.

3 For the heart of the debate in this instance, Hanegraaff, ‘On the Construction of “Esoteric
Tradition”, 29-36 (section on Voegelin); cf. Voegelin, Order and History, 111; Camporesi, e.g.,
Credenza e non credenza nel processo educativo, etc.
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of the contemporary study of esotericism?!. But with sufficient warrant? And in
any case where does Jewish mysticism—and Kabbalah in particular—fit in?

Let our springboard for assessment be the Noachian precepts, since they
were “truths” closest to Newton’s heart. If the impetus to read the Talmud
and related Judaica, and to learn Hebrew (in the 1670s), came first with the
pressure to know the sources of ancient history®, information about the
Noachian commands in the Sandhedrin tractate was most famously laid
out by the Puritan jurist John Selden (1584-1654). It was Selden who prop-
agated the theory that all human law derived from (the six juridically sub-
stantive) precepts Noah received after the Flood®. Interestingly Selden wrote
positively of ‘Cabala’ as being transmitted by the Jews on sacred and hered-
itary grounds through the generations, and especially from Moses on, to keep
the stars and orbs as symbols of God rather than falling into the error of
worshipping them as deities®*. Here we note a recognition that Kabbalah
could have been given side-by-side with the Mosaic external law, in the tra-
dition that runs from the high Renaissance figure of Pico della Mirandola,
via Johannes Reuchlin and Cornelius Agrippa, on into Protestant theologi-
cal circles®. Selden, admittedly, is not willing to deny that such arcana might

31 Cf. Dobbs, ‘Newton’s Commentary on the Emerald Tablet’, 188, cf. also Dobbs, The
Foundations of Newton's Alchemy, Cazenave, ‘Gravitation et 1’alchemie de Newton’, 89-109.

32 Newton’s earliest manifest history guide, Jan van Sleidan, has the Talmud first in his list
of extra-Biblical sources: cf. De Quatuor Summis Imperiis, 1 (cf. Westfall, Never At Rest, 82,
n. 46 on van Sleidan’s importance as a ‘key to historie”), and consider some preliminary-looking
Talmudic interests in Yahuda MS 2.4, fol. 46; Babson MS 434, fol. 1. See also Newton’s [1660s
to 90s] “Common Place Book” [2], reprod. in: McLachlan, 127, where a list of ‘noted authors’
include bishop Lightfoot’s Horae Hebraicae et Talmudicae (earlier), and other books on ‘Kabbala’,
‘Sohar’, among them von Rosenroth’s Kabbala denudata), and rabbinical commentaries (most
later, I estimate at ca. 1685-1690), has been constructed over the years. Judaica was best avail-
able in Cambridge’s Trinity and Emmanuel College libraries, cf. Gaskett, Trinity College Library,
187; Bush and Ramussen, Library of Emmanuel College, 56-61.

3 Cf. De synedriis et praefecturis veterum Ebraeorum, 6. For Biblical legitmation, Selden
took the “precepts” of Ps. 119:4 (he reads 118) as referring to the Noachian ones; and looked
to Ambrose’s Liber de Noe et Arca for Patristic inspiration (though this work is more on the
priority of the Hebrew tongue): thus Selden, De jure naturali, 16-17; cf. also 18—on Pythagoras
as inheritor of Hebrew truth, using Origen, Contr. Cels. 1, 15 (as a foil to Celsus’ pagan listing
of wise sages). Giambattista Vico (1668-1744) is well known for criticizing Selden’s approach
as a false reading of legal history, see e.g., Principi di una scienza nuova, 1,v.

3* De Dis Syris syntagmata II, 29-30: ‘Cabala . . . jus sacrum et haereditarum ad posteros
continua generationum serie transmittebatur a patribus acceperant Solem, Lunam et Stellas
Dominos . . . esse positissimum divinitatis symbolum merito habeatur’.

3 Le., possibly even given as a book it seems: ‘... nam qicquid arcano volumine condidit
postea Moses, id Cabala antea erat, . . .” Dis Syris 29 (if we take volumine to refer to a material
text). For background, Blau, The Christian Interpretation of the Cabala in the Renaissance.
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have had a previous history?¢, yet he nowhere argues that they derived from
Noah, as a conclusion that could have reinforced Newtonian interests. Still,
we find Newton himself held to the view that Moses (especially in the Ten
Commandments) reaffirmed the seven Noachian decrees, and felt that God’s
many further laws were presented at Sinai in their apparent externality to
suit the ‘sense & capacity of y° vulgar’—thus implying something deeper
philosophically lay beneath them?’.

One related line of influence alleged to have affected Newton’s position
was from a specifically Jewish source, that of Maimonides (Moses ben
Maimon or Ramban) (1135-1204), and his mammoth Mishneh Torah (“‘Second
Law”, or, “The Torah Reviewed””). Maimonides is renowned for considering
divine pre-Mosaic directives; but his stress is more on Adam s prior recep-
tion of six of these, Noah being given an additional seventh, the prohibition
‘against [eating] flesh from a living animal’®. In any case, Newton did not
have in his library that portion of Maimonides great work—Hilchot Melachim
u’Milchamoteihem (the Laws of Kings and their Wars)—that deals with these
matters*”. Maimonides himself was not exactly known for his mystical propen-
sities®, and if he did argue in one renowned place that star worship began
with an error of Enoch, who wrongly honoured the heavenly bodies created
by God, Newton was as predictably uninterested in this piece of pre-Noachian
lore as he was in noting the notorious sin of Noah’s drunkenness (which was
highlighted in the Kabbalah as a repetition of Adam’s sin*'.

Admittedly concern for the Noachian precepts persists in Jewish reflection
beyond Maimonides, in the writings of Joseph Albo (ca. 1380-1444), for one,
and more significantly of two others steeped in Kabbalah. I refer first to the
Iberian Hasdai Crescas (d. 1412), who inter alia is famous for criticizing

3 See esp. Idel’s recent reassessments, ‘Kabbalah and Hermeticism in Dame Frances A.
Yates’s Renaissance’, 65-84.

37 Newton, esp. Correspondence, vol. 2, 331 (to Thomas Burnet).

3% Maimonides, Hilchot Melachim, 9.1.

¥ Inferring from Harrison, Library, 186 (while Selden was used to editions of it under the
one cover, cf. e.g., Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, fols. tshn. ff.).

40 Though note Maimonides’ virtually unobtainable Sefer ha-Madda (recently made accessible
by Chajim Sack in 1994).

4 Maimonides, De Idolatria Liber, 1.1-2 (a passage thought important for Newton’s case
by Goldish, Judaism, 50-51); J. Angelino, Livnat ha-Sapir, following. Scholem, Kabbalah,
163-164. On esotericism and the Enochian trajectory, for contrast, see the paper by Y. Stoyanov,
‘Enochian Apocalypticism and Mysticism in some Currents of Modern Western Esotericism’.
It was one of Newton’s more emphatic points that star worship (strictly speaking) began in
Egypt, see Trompf, ‘Newtonian History’, 221.
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Aristotle and postulating the infinite extension of space, and who utilized the
kabbalic Sefer Yetzira (third to sixth centuries) and Sefer ha-Bahir (twelfth
century). And in second place we must of course consider Isaac Luria (1534-
1572), that Safed-based mystic dedicated to disclosing each mystery (raza)
of the Zohar, whose new system came to inspire the most influential of all
non-Jewish Kabbalists in the seventeenth century, Christian Knorr von
Rosenroth*>. We note here that the Zohar, now ascribed to Moses de Leon
(of the later thirteenth century), succeeded Maimonides in time as a book®,
but among Hebrew Kabbalists, traditionally speaking, its truths were sup-
posedly revealed to Adam, as were those of the other greater Kabbalic seferim
before it*. The simple datum remains, all the same, that Adam, so central to
Zoharic speculation, hardly figures in Newton’s scheme of things*, and he
does not have access, materially or linguistically, to either traditional Jewish
Kabbalah or the passing down of insights about the Noachide precepts in the
Jewish trajectory we have just ever so briefly surveyed.

It is not as if there are no affinities to explore. If Newton was a man
extolling divine directives, we should not read Kabbalah as subverting the
external Torah for some mystical freedom, when in fact, as Moshe Idel has
carefully shown, its creators and most of practitioners thought they were rein-
forcing the Commandments*. The author[s] of the Zohar also speculated
about reducing the ten commandments, but theirs was a distillation into five,
and then a contemplation of five related pairs?’. Newton’s straightforward
two—of loving God and one’s fellow—is more distinctly Christian, and he
is in pursuit of a basic religion as morality, not Torah. This particular ploy,
a distilling of the Gospel into a preveniently age-old true and moral religion,
will become a fountainhead of Enlightenment thinking. Newton’s attitudes,

2 Albo, Sepher ha’lkarim; Crescas; Or Adonai (for preliminary guidance, W. Harvey, Encycl.
Judaic, V, 1082-5); and 1. Luria, ‘Etz Hayyim, following Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish
Mysticism, lect. 7. On von Rosenroth, see supra, ns. 24, 32 (Latin translations of Luria’s Kabbala
recentior being published in later parts his work, but—we note—with little sign of dog-earing
by Newton in the relevant parts).

4 Ginsburg, The Kabbalah: Its Doctrine, Development and Literature.

# I.e., communicated to the fallen Man as a key to the recovery of the paradisaical state. If
it was by tradition also received also by Noah (before Abraham and Moses), Newton’s lack of
interest (or knowledge) of this claim is highly significant and indicative. For background,
Scholem, Kabbalah.

4 A rare reference to the basic religion of doing duty towards God and man in Adam and
Enoch is found in “Short Scheme”, (McLachlan, 48). Goldish errs in reading Adam into Newton’s
thought as reflecting Maimonidean influences, Judaism, e.g., 11-12, 50-52, 66.

4 Idel, Kabbalah: New Perspectives, esp. Xii-xx.

47 E.g., Zoh. 11, 90a-90b.
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mediated by his associates, were to become associated with the critique of
priestcraft and religious accretion, not with the pursuit of mystical corre-
spondences*®®. Mind you, that fact that Newton evidently stresses the tran-
scendence of the Almighty, prima facie conceiving Him to have limited
involvement in human affairs, has convinced the fine Jewish scholar Richard
Popkin that his theological outlook is Maimonidean®. This may indeed be
another kind of affinity; but this view does not fully persuade, any more than
does the claim that Newton heralds the secularization process by seeming to
reduce history to chronology and “exact prophecy” as expressions of natural
law tout simple®. 1t simply will not work for someone who still marvels at
eruptions of prophetism and apocalyptists to reveal the truth in its times,
accepts the miracles of Jesus, acknowledges the fall of the Western Roman
empire as divine retribution, let alone believes the movements of comets to
be ‘imprest by an Intelligent Agent’'. Perhaps Newton’s sympathy for astrol-
ogy and Maimonides’ antipathies against it also count for something in this
particular argument®>. On the other hand, one must surely own that both
Maimonides and Newton treated Nature as something that held divine moral
commands and the ordinances that govern the behaviour of the Creation in
the one concept, even if the two did so in distinctive ways*.

If I were to pick an extra-Biblical traditional Jewish text that shows some
interest in Noah and his receipt of commands, and has a mystical enough
touch to connect with Kabbalistic interests, I would think first of the second
century text called Seder Olam (the Book of the [Order of the] Ages). Newton

4 More work requires being done on the influence such “Newtonians” as Samuel Clarke,
David Gregory, John Conduitt, William Stukeley, let alone William Whiston, and not in por-
traying Newton in a more deistic light, but as the apostle of basic morality. See Trompf, ‘The
Distillation of the Gospel: Basic Morality, Natural Law, and Liberal Principles in a History of
Ideas from Isaac Newton to John Stuart Mill’ (forthcoming).

4 Popkin, ‘Newton and Maimonides’, 216-229; and esp. ‘Some Further Comments on Newton
and Maimonides’, 1-7.

30 Westfall, ‘Isaac Newton’s Theologiae Gentiles Origines Philosophicae’, 30-31.

3 E.g., Yahuda MS 15.3, fol. 57; ‘The Language of the Prophets’ (McLachlan, 119-126);
‘Fragments of a Treatise on Revelation’, in: Manuel, Religion, esp. 107-111; Observations upon
the Prophecies, 14 (prophets and Biblical apocalypses), Yahuda MS 5.1, fol. 77; 25, fols. 20r,
217, etc. (Christ); To John Locke, Correspondence, vol. 3, 195, 214 (on miracles); Yahuda MS
1.4, fols. 127ff.; Keynes MS 1 (fall of Rome); To Bentley, Correspondence, vol. 3, 235 (quotation
on comets).

32 Cowling, Isaac Newton and Astrology, yet cf. Maimonides Ad Jud. Marsell., 1194, as dis-
cussed by Stitskin, ‘Maimonides Unbending Opposition to Astrology’, 134-146.

3 E.g., Maimonides, Dalalat alHar’irin [= ‘Guide to the Perplexed’] e.g., sect. Ixvi; Newton’s
New System, within Sir Isaac Newtons Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy and
System of the World.
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was dominated by a secret desire to uncover the structure of time, and out-
side of Natural Philosophy proper, this meant sacro-historical time. The Seder
Olam Rabbah presents chronicle dimensions more or less paralleling his own,
from [Adam/]Noah running to the Bar Kokhba revolt (AD 135) or the Jewish
equivalent to Patristic times. Attributed to the second century Jose ben Halafta,
it dates the age of the world from that time more or less as conservatively
as Newton did (3828 years old); it shows chronographic propensities; stresses
the divine commands from Noah to Moses (in part I); uses Daniel as factual
for the Persian period of Israel; apparently avoids the “suspect” Maccabean
books for the time of the Greeks and Second Commonwealth (see supra,
n. 5) through deploying Demetrius’ “Hellenistic” history of the Jewish kings
instead; and labours the details in the whole account’s last phases®*. We note
that Newton possessed two copies of this work in English translation, one
sponsored by a person of the greatest importance in the non-Jewish history
of kabbalistic speculation, none other than Francis Mercurius van Helmont®.

But you will detect that the evidence thus far places Newton only on the
margins of die Weltanschauung der hebrdischen Kabbala®. 1del apparently
convinced himself that Newton ‘paid attention to this body of thought’, think-
ing especially of Lurianic versions of it; and on the basis of an apparent com-
ment on Newton’s cosmology by John Locke, French scholar Serge Hutin
thought it ‘indéniable’ that Newton concurs with the Lurianic doctrine of
tsimtsum, of a place in the divine immensity in which God can retire and
work on His Creation®’. Mention of van Helmont, though, demands deciding

3% Seder Olam Rabbah, esp. 1; 111.28-30. Demetrius (frag. Reg. Iud. [second century BC),
incidentally, shows a keen interest in correct chronology [from 722 BC on]). Newton was accused
of dating the Creation far too recently, e.g., Stukeley, Memoirs of Sir Isaac Newton s Life, 62;
for the dimensions of Newton’s macrohistory, supra, yet not forgetting the detail he put into
church politics at the end of his schema, on events surrounding Nicaea and Athanasius’ allegedly
meretricious pro-Trinitarian activism: e.g., “Paradoxical Questions Concerning the Morals and
Actions of Athanasius and his Followers” (McLachlan, 61-118). That the Seder Olam did not
derive from ben Halafta, however, had already been proved in Renaissance Jewish circles, cf.
Weinberg, ‘Azariah de’Rossi and the Forgeries of Annius of Viterbo’, 262. But Newton did not
know this.

5 Harrison, Library, items 751, 1479. Cf. Coudert, The Impact of Kabbalah in the 17th
Century.

¢ To adapt to the quest for different kabbalistic ethoses in Western thought as skilfully under-
taken by Kilcher, Die Sprachtheorie der Kabbala als dsthetisches Paradigma, esp. ch. 2.

7 1del, Kabbalah, 264; Hutin, ‘Note sur la Création chez trois kabbalistes chrétiens anglais:
Robert Fludd, Henry More et Isaac Newton’, 155. For deductions from Locke (Essay on Human
Understanding, Bk. 4, 10, sect. 18 [not naming Newton]), see Gorny, La Kabbale, 267-268;
E. Bréhier, La philosophie et son passé, 86.
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whether Newton sits well with “non-Hebraic” Kabbalism as it developed
along certain lines in early modern European thought. After all, did not those
paragons of later Renaissance German speculation van Helmont and Knorr
von Rosenroth harbour a decidedly Christian agenda, when they sought to
plumb the Kabbalah’s depths? That is to say, were they not looking to the
(eschatological) conversion of the Jews, and the restoration of harmony
between Catholics and Protestants to heal a divided Chistendom®®? And was
not one of Newton Cantabrian mentors, Henry More, a famed “Christian
Kabbalist™?

Let us, having taken this route, now sharpen our perspectives. Contemplate
the most pertinent manuscriptal evidence, Yahuda MS signatured No. 15
(intriguingly and not necessarily fortuitously “next” to the “Origines” in MS
16 that I have spent so much time studying to decipher the Newtonian macro-
historical outlook). With Yahuda 15, we find that during the 1680s Newton
did actually try to acquaint himself with “Cabbala” via Henry More’s writ-
ings (the latter’s Conjectural Essay on the subject having been published in
1662) and those of von Rosenroth (whose Kabbala denudata [1677] quoted
extracts from both More and van Helmont, as well as from Zoharic and
Lurianic texts). But Newton evidently did not like what he found. The par-
adigm of the sefiroth smacked of the emanationism he connected to Simon
Magus, the Gnostic heresiarch, and the roots of this lay further back in the
genealogy of the Egyptian gods®®. On Newtonian assessments, the religion
of Noah was most highly distorted in Antiquity with Egypt’s polytheism and
consequent star worship (cf. n. 41)®. Threatening the purity of Jesus’ teach-
ing, the same disturbing tendency re-erupted in the second century, espe-
cially at the hands of the Gnostic Valentinus, traditionally an Egyptian®.
Newton sensed similarities between Kabbalah and early Christian Gnosticism,
a deduction that could be explained by the widespread Jewish “pretence”
that Moses de Leon’s Zohar was really the rediscovered work of Simeon
(“Justus”) bar Yochai, who received traditions passed down from Moses via

% For orientation, Coudert, Impact, 116-117 (Please note that the 1887 part-translation of
von Rosenroth’s Kabbalah denudata is a somewhat untrustworthy rendering by a Blavatskyite
Theosophist, S.L. MacGregor Mathers).

% Yahuda MS 15.7, fol. 108 (where ‘Platonists’ join ‘Gnosticks . . .and Cabbalists’ in the
same error), cf. 127" (marg.); 15.5, fol. 88*; 97%; and see Trompf, ‘Newtonian History’, 234.

® Trompf, Recurrence, vol. 2 [forthcoming].

1 Newton, ‘On the Theology of Valentinos’ (Royal Mint MS 5, fol. 38). Cf. the newly uncov-
ered University of ] Uppsala Newton MS [letter] (with thanks to Dr. Susanna Akerman for draw-
ing my attention to it).
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Ezra to the times of the Second Jewish Commonwealth. Newton took Simeon,
as son of the Jewish high priest Onias [II] (flor. 280s BC?), to have founded
a Temple in Egypt and disseminated false Egyptian teachings into Israel from
there®.

As Matt Goldish has carefully shown (especially through commentary
on quotations from Yahuda MS 15), Newton arrived at the conclusion that
if Simeon Justus marked a meeting point during the Hebrews’ Second
Commonwealth, the Kabbalah must be taken as younger than Plato and
Aristotle, in fact influenced by them, because their ideas came to Egypt
(indeed Socrates and/or Plato, the Timaeus implied, had visited there)®. This
means that, whatever theoretical testing Newton does with the “Sephiras” or
“Sephirots” in relation to Greek planetary cosmology (and at one point to
the alchemy of metals), he will put his failure to match up the schema with
other ancient ones as a result of doctrinal corruptions®. In the end, Kabbalah
will have traces of truth that have been marred by Egyptian priests, and in
the course of time will cause the ancient Christian heresies, which ‘consisted
chiefly in certain cabbalistical and heathen opinions’ about divine emanations®.

Now the reactions and interpretations here, we will have to admit, also
have to do with scientific argument. For, as Allison Coudert has ably shown,

2 Cf. Bodmer MS ch. iv, p. 17 (two drafts), following Goldish, Judaism, 146. The key sources
are interestingly Hebrew ones (rather than Josephus): Pirqué Aboth, i, 2, and Babyl. Talmud
Bab. Menackoth 109b; Jer. Yoma 6, 3 (53cd), but the Talmud makes Simeon’s son Onias (= 11I)
the founder of the temple in Egypt. Newton interestingly (and upon Talmudic evidence?) breaks
away from the impression created in the Seder Olam that Simeon is a contemporary of Zerubbabel,
Ezra, Nehemiah, and Malachi. The scholar most important for sorting all these (largely inter-
Testamental) matters at the time was Humphrey Prideaux, in his The Old and New Testament
Connected in the History of the Jews and Neighbouring Nations, from the Declension of the
Kingdoms of Israel and Judah to the Time of Christ, yet he would have had an effect only after
Newton had worked out his own position. Also note here that Manuel, in Religion, 68-69, to
establish his own arguments (whence the quotation), mistakedly puts Simeon down to the time
that early Christian Gnosticism flourished (second century AD).

% Yahuda MS 15.7, fol. 1207; 137-138"; Bodmer MS, ch. 4A, fol. 4%; cf. Plato, Timaeus esp.
25E, 26E. Consult Goldish, Judaism, 147-149.

 Yahuda MS 15.7, fols. 1207, 127". Consult Goldish, Judaism, 152-155, and esp. n. 56.

% Yahuda MS 15.7, fol. 137 (where, using [the poorly edited] Manetho, degypt., the ten
Sephiroth reflect Egyptian memories of ten antediluvian patriarchs); Bodmer MS, ch. 4, p. 1
(quotation). Consult Goldish, 146-147, who rightly, if only by implication, puts these conclu-
sion in the 1710s, since (as on p. 144) he believes Newton’s connexion of Kabbalah and ancient
Christian Gnosticism derives from reading Jacques Basnage de Beauval. Newton seems to have
hardly touched Basnage in the English (1708), but the Frenchman’s Antiquitez judaiques, ou
remarques critiques sur la République des Hébreux, shows definite signs of usage (considering
Harrison, Library, 95-96).
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the renowned monadological theory of Gottfried Leibniz (1646-1716) appar-
ently had its foundations in Kabbalistic emanationism®. If etherality and
gross matter subsisted within the same sefirothic and universal “body” a la
Kabbalah, Leibniz expounded the differing arrangements of monads in the
cosmos, taking them to be rarified in the human mind, significantly, and dens-
est of all in such inert material objects as rocks. But Newton, whether out
of a spiteful competitiveness or through genuine abhorrence of a precon-
ceived style of thinking, places Leibniz in the emanationist camp, as a kind
of Simon Magus redivivus®’. This looks paradoxical, since the thought of
Henry More, who had a deal of influence on Newton, may be said to have
Leibnizian affinities, and arguably because of their common interest in Kabbalist
principles®®. More, in fact, could be claimed to have first envisaged the
Internet, taking the world to be enveloped by a great spatially-broad Band
that was distinctively the arena of ‘the Spirit’, full of energies, good and bad,
interacting with each other® (and yes, the Internet belongs within the Newton-
ian rather than Einsteinian paradigm!). But Newton had his own (though
not really unrelated) physical theory to deploy. Pari passu with Boyle in
chemistry, Newton was busily “baptizing” atomism, redeeming it for the
Christian faith by playing down its associations with ‘atheistical’ Democritus,
Epicureanism and outcomes of mere chance, and envisaging atoms in their
various arrangements as part of a harmonious, providentially governed order™.
These myriad atoms followed the logic of number and measurable relation-
ships as creations separate from God, not as His extensions. They operated
by ordained laws of nature rather than as divine filaments. It was not
Kabbalizing Leibniz who was needed to appreciate them, but rather the imago
of Pythagoras.

In re-making atomism’s ancestry, in fact, with Pythagoras as its recogniz-
able father (and with Noah as overall “seminal sage” in the background)’,
Newton clearly shows himself interested in a tradition of esoteric wisdom,
or a prisca sapientia manifesting itself recurrently (or off and on) through

% Coudert, Impact, ch. 13; idem, Leibniz and the Kabbalah, 142. On the Leibniz-Newton
conflict, see her ‘Leibniz, Locke, Newton and the Kabbalah’, cf. esp. Alexander (ed.), The
Leibniz-Clarke Correspondence.

7 Manuel, Religion, 68-77 for the details.

% Brown, ‘Leibniz and More’s Cabbalistic Circle’, 77-96.

% Substituting for and avoiding the Platonizing “World Soul”. Cf. esp. More’s Enchiridion
metaphysicum, cf. Gabbey, ‘Henry More and the Limits of Mechanism’, 19-36.

70 Start with McGuire and Rattansi, ‘Newton and the “Pipes of Pan™’, esp. 110-130.

"' For further argument, Trompf, ‘Newtonian History’, 235-236, 246 n. 137, 249 n. 175.
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time. As Neapolitan part-contemporary Giambattista Vico (1668-1744) was
right in noting—and he was himself disinclined to follow this line of inter-
preting the history of thought—proponents of a such a sapienza riposta typ-
ically listed Zoroaster of the Orient, Hermes Trismegistus of Egypt, Orpheus
of Greece, Pythagoras of Italy, and sometimes Confucius of China, as its
fundamental purveyors™. Newton puts in a good word for each of these,
intriguingly, albeit in scattered references”, because he held that the Noachian
truths were largely preserved by them outside Israel. Even Hermes or Thoth
is positively credited with inventing hieroglyphic writing, at a time before
the Egyptians succumbed to the worst of their errors™. Like Postel, more-
over, Newton also concedes a role for India’s brahmins as custodians of truths
that somehow endured after the post-diluvian dispersement of peoples”. But
if we expect Kabbalah to be located within such a sapiental gallery, or wel-
comed side-by-side with the Mosaic Torah in Israel’s special story, we will
be disappointed.

What, however, of Christian kabbalists, especially those close to him?
There were surely kabbalistic components in the enthusiastic sharing of pro-
jects and hopes between Puritans and Jews on both sides of the Channel (esp.
1655-80), and in the airing of eschatologies both Sabbataean and Protestant”.
And “Cabbala” was evoked more and more as suggesting the wisdom of the
ages—in early masonic discourse and in philosophic representations of a
“cosmic” Christianity (or certainly a Christianity broader than in its historico-
institutional form)’. Henry More, we reiterate, was certainly deploying the

2 Vico, Scienza nuova, 1L[iii],10 (Berger and Fisch, sect. 427). Unlike Newton, Vico knew
the critical work of Scheffer (e.g., Natura et constitutione philosophicae Italicae, which was
early in posing problems for exponents of the prisca theologia, and of connections between
Pythagoras and atomism).

” Newton, New College (University of Oxford) MS 1I, fol. 54; “Origines” (fol. 15) (Zoroaster,
Prometheus and Hermes, the list deriving surely from Riccioli’s Algamestum novum, e.g., Lxxvi);
Newton, apud P. Casini, ‘Newton: The Classical Scholia’, 37 (Orpheus and Pythagoras); Keynes
MS 7 (with minor errors = McLachlan, 52) (Confucius). See also Manuel, Historian, 83,
270-271, 277, etc.

" New College MS 11, fols. 108, 162, III, fol. 6; cf. also Correspondence, vol. 3, 338 (apud.
Gregory).

> “The Original of Religions”, Yahuda MS 41, fol. 8" (Newton showing no sign of Postel’s
inference that Abraham was cognate with brahmin).

" See van den Berg and van der Wall (eds.), Jewish-Christian Relations in the Seventeenth
Century: Studies and Documents, e.g., 171-186 (for Menasseh ben Israel’s “Compendium
Kabbalae™).

7 Cf. 1del, Messianic Mystics, chs. 4, 6.

® From, e.g., Marcelline, The Triumph of King James the First, 55-58 (behind Scottish
masonry) to John Toland (e.g., Pantheisticon).
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Kabbalah in this latter way”™. Though perhaps neglecting Noah, had he not
traced Pythagorean and Platonic philosophies back to Moses (and thus the
Kabbalah), and already asserted that it was Pythagoras not Democritus who
founded “Atomical” philosophy?®® But here is the rub. One review of the
opening chapter of More’s Defence of the The Philosophick Cabbala reveals
that Moses taught the Tetractys, that God was contained in the Trinity of
Light, ‘Eternal Wisdome’ (the Son), and Spirit (‘the Holy Ghost’), out of
which the fourth component, the corporeal world, took form®'. Newton was
consequently selective about what he would take from his part-mentor, because,
if ever there was a doctrine against which he resiled, it was that of the Trinity!

Newton was a Socinian-influenced neo-Arian®. This meant that he worked
as much out of temper with the older run of Christian kabbalists—Reuchlin,
Paracelsus, and their like, who sought to deduce both the Trinity and the
Divinity of Christ from Jewish theosophy—as he did with the newer breed—
John Wallis, Theophilus Gale, Ralph Cudworth etc.—who were even more
enthusiastic about finding the Trinity in Kabbalah than More®. This unpop-
ular theological position made Newton’s labours on historical and religious
issues even more secretive than they might have been, and, in appearing sus-
pect, Newton was allowed only through royal dispensation to continue in the
Lucasian chair of Mathematics, having succeeded in it to a most defensive
pro-Trinitarian soul, Isaac Barrow®.

The orthodox doctrine of the Trinity, moreover, was for Newton both
reflective of emanationism and the horrendous errors of idolatry and poly-
theism that derived from Egypt. Newton worshipped Jesus, but as God’s

™ Note his exchanges with Lady Anne Conway, cf. M. Nicolson (ed.), Conway Letters, etc.;
and see [Conway] Principles of the Most Ancient and Modern Philosophy.

% More, Conjectura Cabbalistica, etc., esp. pref. [iv], 103 (using Diogenes Laertius, Vit.
Philos., as his source); cf. idem, Visionis Ezechielis sive Mercavae expositio ex principiis
philosophice Pythagore, etc., linking Pythagoreanism and Jewish (Merkabah) mysticism. More’s
Conjectura, significantly, is absent among the collection of More’s works in his Newton’s library,
Harrison, Library, 195-196.

81 Within Conjectura, esp. 71.

82 Start with “Common Place Book” (McLachlan, 130-131); cf. Westfall, Never at Rest,
314-315 and MSS cited there. For background, Williams, The Radical Reformation; Colligan,
The Arian Movement in England. For books by Faustus Socinus in Newton’s personal collection,
Harrison, Library, 241.

5 On the older views, e.g., Blau, The Christian Interpretation of the Cabala in the Renaissance.
Cf., for the newer, Wallis, Three Sermons concerning the Sacred Trinity; Gale, Court of the
Gentiles, I-11; Cudworth, The True Intellectual System of the Universe.

8 See D. Brewster, Memoirs of the Life, Writings, and Discoveries of Sir Isaac Newton, 11,
98-101; cf. Barrow, 4 Defence of the Blessed Trinity.
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viceroy, not as consubstantial with the Father. Pace Arius the traditional here-
siarch hailing from Alexandria and therefore Egypt, it was more to the point
for Newton that Athansius, the most persistent theological protagonist of
the homoousian cause against the Arians, and thus the chief architect of
Trinitarianism, was an Egyptian®. If the church father’s namesake Athanasius
Kircher might have waxed enthusiastic that signs of the Trinity were deci-
pherable in Egyptian hieroglyphics, this is precisely the kind of polytheistic
perversion Newton expected to arise from the land of the Nile®. As the sev-
enteenth century wore on, furthermore, Egypt offered its new-born seduc-
tions to scholars. Suspicions increased that Egypt’s civilization had been
greater than Israel’s and therefore might have influenced it. Thus argued
Thomas Burnet (1635-1715), another of Newton’s philosophic “competitors”,
who deduced that ‘the Egyptian Wisdom was more ancient than Moses’, and
that ‘he was the Disciple rather than the Teacher of that learned Nation’®’.
And John Spencer (1630-1693), sometimes reckoned the early modern founder
of Comparative Religion, considered it absurd that Egyptian law, practices
and reasoning did not influence the Mosaic polity, albeit as some kind of
indulgence to satisfy the Hebrews’ ‘taste and capacity’®s. But Newton was
bent on dismantling this potential disparagement of the holy Book and its
people. Hence his contentiousness that the Solomonic temple preceded the
great pyramids; and his accusative stress on Egypt as the worst source of
errors. The Egyptian priests capped off a complex process, as Newton euhe-
meristically interpreted it, which turned the eight members of Noah’s fam-
ily into eight primary deities (the Ogdoad), that would in turn be developed
into the twelve Olympians®. On top of this, Egypto-Athanasian Trinitarianism
put Christianity on the wrong track for over a millennium, the Roman papacy
abetting it and breaching the Noachian precepts with its idolatries, so that
Christians became ‘y* most wicked wretched sort of people . . . the worst sort
of men that ever reigned upon the face of the earth’.

85 Newton, Prophecies 468, 472 (and for exegesis, Trompf, ‘Newtonian History’, 232-233,
247 n. 153).

8 Cf. Kircher, Obeliscus Pamphilius.

87 Burnet, [Archeologice Philosophice sive] Doctrina Antiqua de Rerum Originibus, etc., 45,
cf. 56, 241-246.

8 Spencer, De Legibus Hebreorum ritualibus et earum rationibus, libri quatuor, 11, 649, cf.
709-1212.

8 Start with ‘Origines’ (Yahuda MS 16.1, fols. 13-20; 16.2, fols. 3-17), cf. the later Yahuda
MS 15.7, fol. 120". On background to Newton’s euhemeristic method via such scholars as
Gerardus Vossius, I defer to Manuel, The Eighteenth Century Discovers the Gods, esp. ch. 3.

% Yahuda MS 1.4, fols. 67-68.
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One wonders why Newton needed to have implicated Kabbalah in all such
negativity. After all, Selden wrote of its symbolism with acceptance (supra,
n. 35), and actually intimated that it had a proto-history deriving from Chaldaea.
Preceding Egyptian civilization, this primal Cabala sacra influenced views
about Thoth and thus the Hermetic tradition, though a purer strand of it
branched into Syro-Phoenicia®. Still, Newton cannot be said to have fol-
lowed this up, even when, as we shall see, he had good reasons for doing
so. Goldish, though he apparently does not know of Selden’s references to
Kabbalah, was right in his instincts that it was the writings of this great
Puritan jurist rather than those of Cantabrian academician Spencer that first
enticed Newton into Judaica and Noachiana®. Yet Newton possessed a highly
selective mentality. He apparently read Spencer (ca. 1689) as carefully as he
had Selden; and this not just to refute him. Significantly, Spencer’s magnum
opus on the laws of the Hebrews contained in its very middle a crucial
Dissertatio on the commands traditionally received by Noah and the appar-
ent evocation of them in the New Testament®. It was a crucial Spencerian
inference that, upon making its decisions about the conditions of the Gentiles’
entry into the Christian fold, the early church appealed to four of the Noachide
laws most appropriate to the current situation—and thus moved to proscribe
idolatry, fornication, murder, and the eating of strangled meat among its new
members (Acts 15:19-20, 29). From this Newton could satisfy himself that
the earliest church, following Jesus, practised the ancient religion of Noah
after him. This was the kind of Jewish-originated material central to his con-
cern, not gabbalah.

Newton was in pursuit of prisca theologia with a pure lineage within the
Biblical record, a preoccupation hardly unrelated to the concerns of Jewish
mysticism. At his hands, however, it remained a studium reconditum pecu-
liar to himself, and was never presented in a mystical, let alone kabbalistic
vein, except perhaps when expatiating upon apocalyptic symbology in Daniel
and Revelation. The honoured lineage internal to the Bible ran from Noah,
through Abraham, Job, Moses, the prophets and Jesus, to the early church®.

' Diis Syris, 30-32 (on Thoth having sanctuaries in Syro-Phoenicia).

2 Goldish, Judaism, 21-29.

% De Legibus, 1686 edn., I, 594-597 (knowledge of the Talmudic Sanhedrin tractate shown).
For indications of the year of reading Spencer, Yahuda MS 41, fol. 5, cf. Westfall, Never at
Rest, 352, n. 55. Newton’s copies of Selden’s Dis Syris and Spencer’s Legibus reflect more or
less the same amount of usage and “dog-earing”, see Harrison, Library, 235-236, 242.

% Thus esp. “Irenicum”, posits. 2-5 (McLachlan, 28-29), posit. 5 intriguingly clarifying, how-
ever, that the Gentiles, in responding to primitive Christian preaching, returned not to ‘the
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The human population spread out from ‘Chaldaea’, where ‘mankind lived
together . . . under the governance of Noah’®, and thus there were in the
course of the Gentiles’ histories figures who reflected his primordial wis-
dom—this being where proverbial linkages and figures of esoteric wisdom
come in. Of wise teachers, we find Zoroaster, Thoth, Orpheus (indirectly),
Pythagoras, Confucius and the Brahmins all receiving appreciation, if in an
unsystematic treatment®.

Geographical linkages and concern for the mystical associations come into
the equation. The first line of influence from Noachian-influenced Chaldaea
is Arabia, or more precisely Sabaea, fabled in classical and Muslim sources
as a fount of wisdom®”. John Spencer attended to ‘the Zabaeans’ as a peo-
ple of great interest, and knew Maimonides had learnt about their absentions
from idolatry, fornication, blood and the suffocation of animals®®. From Arabia
there were two branches of influence that impinged on the course of Gentile
affairs outside the mainstream Biblical story, one of these being to Egypt
and the other to Syro-Phoenicia. It is tempting to put down Newton’s favouritism
towards the latter trajectory to his reading of Selden; but that remains an
uncertain deduction nonetheless. He also pored over Johannes van Sleiden’s
distillation of world history early in the 1660s, it being an obvious idio-
syncrasy of that popular west German annalist’s Four Monarchy theory that
each of the great Kingdoms of Babylonia, Persia, Greece and Rome succes-
sively ran into very serious troubles after they conquered Egypt. This was
apparently Sleiden’s means of explaining why the Egyptians did not figure
in the Danielic schema, and demanded a somewhat forced interpretation of
events considering that Babylon as such never really took over Egypt in any

religion of Moses but to that of their ancestors’, to a religion obliging ‘men to be merciful even
to brute beasts’, and thus by extension back to ‘the religion of Noah . . . from which they had
[originally] revolted’. Moses and his polity, in contrast to Newton’s stance, was the critical
“departure point” of spiritual history for Christian Kabbalists.

% “Irenicum”, posit. 2 (McLachlan, 28).

% Cf. Supra, and n. 73 for background. Orpheus enters this cluster for being among the
Argonauts under Jason, another crew member possessing a ‘primitive sphere’ (his source being
Apollonius of Rhodes, Augonaut.); see [Newton] apud ‘Remarks on the Observations made on
a Chronological Index of Sir Isaaac Newton, etc.’, 91; cf. Manuel, Historian, ch. 5, and see 83,
94, 107-109, 270-271, etc. for the others.

7 Sabaea was conceived to include Nabataea (cf. Diodorus Siculus, Bibliot., 11,ii,48), let
alone the renowned Biblical area of Harran (cf., eg., Gen. 24). Thus start with Newton’s “Origines”
(Yahuda MS 16.1, fols. 3, 5-7), c¢f. MS 15.3 (fol. 57). For background on the sources,
D. Chwolsohn, Ssabier und Ssabismus, 1, 689-714 (on Maimonides), vol. 2, 366-636.

% Legibus, 1, Bk. 2, appealing to Maimonides, Mor. Nebhoc. [I].
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case”. Over and above Selden and Sleidan, though, there was enough in both
the Bible and his apparently ancient Jewish survey history Seder Olam to
enculpate Egypt as the chief source of religious distortions.

In the context of the Solomonic achievements, to elaborate Newton’s posi-
tion, the Phoenician king of Tyre, Hiram, assisted in the construction of
the temple, at a time, we reiterate, deliberately made prior to the erection of
the pyramids. The Hiram-Solomonic cooperation amounts to a crucial inter-
section of Hebrew and Gentile wisdom. Newton’s interest in the temple, we
can anticipate, already entails a mixture of elements. For him the temple
expresses the primary efflorescence of civilization, and no other civilization
becomes truly great until after Israel, a chronologically paradoxical position
to be explained by his defensive Biblicism. The mystical measure of the cubit
returns in the Hebrews’ story with the accounts of the the Temple’s dimen-
sions (1 Kgs. 6; 2 Chron. 3). Newton’s fascinations with the Temple’s plan
and proportions partly reflects his views about the lines of knowledge in
Antiquity; he accepts the Patristic opinion that the fabled Cadmus brought
“letters” to the Greeks, in journeying from Phoenicia where the writing of
alphabetic letters (as against hieroglyphs) first started'®. He takes the first
philosopher placed in the Greek tradition to be ‘a Phoenician by ex|[trac-
tion]’**!, But Natural Philosophy was not the only issue involved: specula-
tions about the mystical messages of the Temple’s shape and size lay in the
very middle of Jewish-Christian relations at the time, and in shared escha-
tological hopes among Puritan and Hebrew minds (especially of those Britain
and Holland) that the Jews would return to Israel, with the last Temple of
all (cf. Ezek. 40-41) then being erected!®?. Jews and Christians, it is evident,
could put a common focus on the Temple through early Masonry (the very

% Sleiden, Quatuor Summis Imperiis, 1-2; and for the details, Trompf, Recurrence, 11. Sleiden
apparently bases the alleged Babylonian conquest of Egypt on 2 Kgs. 24:7 and Jer. 46. The
problem he has here could have been avoided by accentuating Assyro-Babylonia as a complex,
and noting how Assyria held down Egypt between 670-626 BC, the last dating marking Assyria’s
virtual collapse.

1% For the main source, Clement, Misc., 1,16 (with a list of sages), cf. Newton, esp. “Original
of Monarchies”, 206-207. And also where Atomism, began with a certain Moschus the P